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Configurations of Film: Series Foreword

Scalableacrossavarietyofformatsandstandardizedinviewof
globalcirculation,themovingimagehasalwaysbeenbothan
imageofmovementandanimageonthemove.Overthelast
threedecades,digitalproductiontechnologies,communication
networksanddistributionplatformshavetakenthescalability
andmobilityoffilmtoanewlevel.Beyondtheclassicaldispositif
ofthecinema,newformsandknowledgesofcinemaandfilm
haveemerged,challengingtheestablishedapproachestothe
studyoffilm.Theconceptualframeworkofindex,dispositifand
canon,whichdefinedcinemaasphotochemicalimagetechnology
withaprivilegedbondtoreality,asiteofpublicprojection,anda
setofworksfromauteursfromspecificnationalorigins,canno
longeraccountforthecurrentmultitudeofmovingimagesand
thetrajectoriesoftheirglobalmovements.Theterm“post-cinema
condition,”whichwasfirstproposedbyfilmtheoristsmorethana
decadeagotodescribethenewculturalandtechnologicalorderof
movingimages,retainedanalmostmelancholicattachmenttothat
whichthecinemanolongerwas.Movingbeyondsuchattachments,
theconceptof“configurationsoffilm”aimstoaccountformoving
imagesintermsoftheiroperations,formsandformats,locations
andinfrastructures,expandingthefieldofcinematicknowledges
beyondtheartsandtheaesthetic,whileretainingafocusonfilm
asprivilegedsitefortheproductionofculturalmeaning,forsocial
actionandforpoliticalconflict.

Theseries“ConfigurationsofFilm”presentspointedinterventions
inthisfieldofdebatebyemergingandestablishedinternational
scholarsassociatedwiththeDFG-fundedGraduateResearch
TrainingProgram(Graduiertenkolleg)“KonfigurationendesFilms”
atGoetheUniversityFrankfurt.Thecontributionstotheseriesaim
toexploreandexpandourunderstandingofconfigurationsoffilm
inbothacontemporaryandhistoricalperspective,combiningfilm
andmediatheorywithmediahistorytoaddresskeyproblemsin
thedevelopmentofnewanalyticalframeworksforthemoving
imageonthemove.





Tacit Cinematic Knowledge:  
An Operative Term 

RebeccaBoguska,GuilhermeMachado, 
RebeccaPuchta,andMarinReljić

Sincethedevelopmentofmoving-imagetechnologies,cinematic
techniqueshavebeenpervasiveinmanyfieldsofcultural
practice.Configurationsoffilmhavecontinuouslyappearedin
unexpectedlocations,forms,andformats—farbeyondwhat
wouldeventuallybecometheprimarycinematicdispositif of the 
movietheatre.Today,airports,datacenters,weatherstations,
laboratoriesofaerodynamicsandfluidmechanics,corporations,
militarybases,andschoolsarejustafewexamplesofsiteswhere
cinematictechniquesroutinelysupportavarietyofprocedures,
processes,andsocial-materialinteractions.Inallthesesitesof
cinematicpractice,theproductionanddistributionofknowledge
havebeenmanifestlyimpactedbymovingimages.

Despitetheubiquityofcinematictechniques,filmresearchers
interestedinexploringnon-theatricalcinematicdispositifs are still 
likelytoencounterastonishmentfromthehumanactorsengaged
inshapingthesevariouscinematicsettings.Forexample,inour
conversationwithBarbaraPostolkaandRetoTogni,who,atthe
timeofourconversation,wereworkingattheLaboratoryof
MovementBiomechanicsattheETHZurichandcreatedtheimage
wehavechosenforthecoverofthiseditedcollection(seefig.1),
theirsurpriseimmediatelysurfaced:whywouldwe,filmscholars,
beinterestedintheirscientificpractices?Inturn,whathasoften
surprisedusisthedeepawarenessthatsuchscientists—but
alsomanagers,architects,musicians,andothers—haveofthe
technicalandhistoricalcommonalitiesbetweentheirdispositifs 
andmoreconventionalformsofcinema.Asourconversation
progressedpasttheirinitialastonishment,thiswasclearlythe
caseforPostolkaandTogniaswell.



10

EntitledSequential Sequencing,thecoverimageconsistsof
aseriesofphotographs,capturedandeditedintoasingle
compositeimagebyTogni,whichdepictsPostolkaasshedemon-
stratestheuseofauniquemovingfluoroscope.Theshort
descriptionthatPostolkaandTogniwrotetoaccompanytheir
submissionofthispicturetotheSwissNationalScienceFoun-
dation’sScientific Image Competitionin2020showsthattheyare
perfectly aware of the historical ties that their dispositif has with 
practicesandtechnologiesthatarecommonlyconsideredtohave
given birth to cinema:

142yearsafterEadweardMuybridge’sinvention,the
principle of chronophotography remains essential … [to] 
understandinghumanmovement.Theimagenotonly
buildsonarichculturalheritageofsequencephotographs,
nowadaysbestknowninextremesports,butalsoillus-
tratescutting-edgescientificprocessesthatrevealinternal
workingprinciplesofthehumanbody.Shownisagaittrial
usingauniquemovingfluoroscopethattracksandfollows
themovementsofastudyparticipantwhiletakingaseriesof
x-rayimagestoanalysebonekinematics.Bymergingaseries

[Figure1]Sequential Sequencing(Source:PostolkaandTogni2020)



11ofsixphotographstakenduringthetrial,theimagenot
onlyshowsbutalsofollowsthemaximofnoveltythrough
continuousreinterpretationandrepurposingofmethods
thataremorethanacenturyold.(PostolkaandTogni2020)

TogniandPostolka’sawarenessofthelonghistoryoftheir
visualisationtechniqueanditsproximitytocontemporarysports
performanceimagingdevicesdidnotseemsufficienttoexplain
whyfilmstudiesresearcherswereinterestedintheirlaboratory.
Thecommonoriginandthesimilarityoftheapparatusesdidnot
obliteratewhatnowappearstobeadividebetweencinemaand
scientificorutilitarianimagepractices,orbetweenthefeature-
lengththeatricalfilmandvariousotherconfigurationsoffilmthat
haveemergedoverthepastcentury.

Whiletryingtoexplainourinterestincinematicpracticesout-
sideofthemovietheatre,wehaveoftenencountereddifficulties
posedbytheincreasinglyproblematicboundariesbetween
filmicandnon-filmic;theatricalandnon-theatrical.Debates
onmarginalpracticesofcinema,andinparticularonthe“end
(ordeath)ofcinema”(Friedberg2000;GaudreaultandMarion
2015),“expanded(orextended)cinema”(Dubois,Monvoisin,
andBiserna2010;Youngblood1970),and“post-cinema”(Casetti
2015;ChateauandMoure2020;DensonandLeyda2016;Hagener,
Hediger,andStrohmaier2016;Shaviro2010),havecontributed
tothepluralityofperspectiveswithinfilmstudiesandtothe
expansionofitsfieldsofinquiry.However,theimpactofthese
debatesisstilllimitedoutsideoftheframeworkoffilmstudies,
whichmightexplainthefrequentsurpriseexpressedbypeople
involvedinnon-theatrical,cinematicsettingswhenseeingfilm
researcherslikeusinterestedinfieldsthataresupposedlynot
“ours.”

Inthisvolume,weintroducethenotionof“tacitcinematic
knowledge,”inordertoaccountfortheincreasingubiquityand
theresultingordinarinessofcinematicconditionsofknowledge.
Wealsoseektoprovideanoperativetermthatallowsfor



12 engagementwithcinemaasafluiddispositifofaestheticand
epistemicconfigurations.Thefollowingcollectionofessaysdraws
onanumberofhistoricalandtheoreticalapproachestocinema
thatrefusetoconsideritasafieldrestrictedtoaprivileged
set of practices or dispositifs(AclandandWasson2011;Albera
andTortajada2010;Casetti2015;Eisenstein2009;1989;2016;
Elsaesser2016;Farocki2003;HedigerandVonderau2009;Virilio
1989;2007).Thenotionoftacitcinematicknowledgethusaimsto
combine these approaches into a common perspective on cinema 
asaperformative,transformative,andheterogeneousepistemic
agent,whichoftenassumesstartlingrolesintheshapingof
seemingly“non-cinematic”knowledge.

OurnomenclaturedrawscriticallyonMichaelPolanyi’s(2013)
conceptof“tacitknowledge,”whichheidentifiesasa“per-
sonal,”unformulatedcomplementtoanyexplicit(i.e.,codified,
enunciable)knowledge,underpinningpracticesofthebody,
perception,andcommunication.Byinserting“cinematic,”we
attempttoshiftthelocationoftheknowledgehistermdescribes,
andthereforealsotopushagainstitsanthropocentriccharacter.
The term tacit cinematicknowledgethusallowsustoaddress
thewaysinwhichtacitepistemicoperationsbasedoncinematic
forms,formats,andusageshavebeenparticipatingineducation,
art,science,politics,labor,andotherfieldsofculturalpractice—
andcontinuetodosoinever-changingways.

Asthecontributionstothisvolumeshow,tacitcinematic
knowledgeprovidesaframeworkfordiscussingfilm-based
knowledgeformations,whilenotrestrictingtheseinquiriestoa
singledefinition.Consideringtheconstantmetamorphosesof
filmthroughouthistory,theorizingitsepistemicagencyrequires
aframeworkofanalysissufficientlyextensiveandadaptiveto
the singularity of particular cinematic dispositifs.Understoodas
an operative term,tacitcinematicknowledgesuggestsmethods
ofinvestigationthatelicitvariousaestheticandepistemic
operations,ratherthanbeingconstrainedbyaspecificdef-
initionlimitedtoparticularobjects.Thetermtherebyallowsus



13toexploreexpandedcinematicconfigurationswhileservingasa
unifyinganchorfordebatesonthemultipleepistemicpotentials
ofcinema.

Whiletheauthorsfeaturedinthiseditedcollectionproposeways
ofengagingwiththisoperativetermthatbefittheanalysisof
theirobjects,thisintroductionwillpresentsomeexamplesthat
willhelpthereadertosituatetacitcinematicoperations.Through
theseexamplesandthevarietyofcasestudiesdiscussedinthe
followingessays,thenotionoftacitcinematicknowledgewill
cometoencompassmultipleunderstandingsofhowimplicit,
unspokencinematicknowledgeemergesfromanalyticalges-
tures.Nevertheless,attendingtotacitcinematicknowledge
doesnotdismissoroverlooktheanalysisofmoreconventional,
explicitformsofcinema.Rather,itopensuppossibilitiesof
trackingcinematicobjectsacrosspracticeswhich—particularlyin
thecontextofdigitization—areincreasinglydispersed(Alloaand
Cappelletto2020;Denson2020;Hagener,Hediger,andStrohmaier
2016;Rothöhler2018),andseemtobefadingintotheback-
groundastheybecomethetacitinfrastructureofcontemporary
knowledgepractices.

Cinematic Modes of Existence

Theessaysofthiseditedcollectiondemonstratethepossibility
ofreinstatingcinematicfeaturesofprocessesandassociations
thatmightnotbe,atfirstsight,particularlyindebtedtocinema.
This reinstatement reveals something substantial in our ways of 
being,thinking,andacting.Insofarasthetermtacitcinematic
knowledgeaimsatunearthingthecinematicqualitiesofpractices
involving human actors who are potentially unaware of their 
relevance,thisnotiondesignateswaysofdocumenting—and
claiming—cinematicmodes of existence.1 

1 AsHenningSchmidgenshows,theterm“modeofexistence”hasunder-
goneaseriesofre-appropriations,shiftingfromphenomenologicalto
ontologicalorientations,includinginfilmtheory(2016,325).Whatwe



14 Cinematicconfigurationsofknowledge,wherevertheyoperate,
areworthyofstudyfortheirownsake.Suchresearchiscru-
cial in the face of contemporary concerns about forms of 
mediationthatshapeoursocieties(Akrich,Latour,andCallon
2006;GallowayandThacker2007;KemberandZylinska2012).
Accordingly,wearguethatcinematicmediationisproductiveof
thesocial,meaningthatoursocietiesareinevitablyaffectedby
modesofcinematicexistencewhosecomplexityremainslargely
ungrasped.Thus,inordertogiveaseriesoffigurations—touse
BrunoLatour’s(2005)terminology—tocinema,weneedtotrack
thecinematictracesofthesocial.Weneedtoconsidertheways
inwhichcinemaoperatesacrosspracticesandenvironments,
impartingitsoperationalmodes.

Butthisraisesthequestionofwhatallowsustodesignatecertain
formsofknowledgeas“cinematic”?Inotherwords,howcanwe
recognizecinemaoutsideofcinema?Howcanwearguefora
similaritybetweenthesetacitcinematicknowledgesoutsideof
themovietheatreandpracticesanddispositifs that have so far 
beentreatedasexplicitlycinematic?

Thereisnoneedtoengageinthedebateonmediumspecificity.
Wewillnotevenrestrictthe“epistemicdomain”ofcinematothe
genericpresenceofmovingimagesdisplayedonscreens,and
thusassociatethecinematicwiththe“kinetic”orthe“screenic”
(Casetti2015,112).Ratherwewouldliketotakeupexamplesin
whichartistsandtheoristshaveclaimedthatcinematicmodes
ofexistenceextendbeyondthetechnologicalandtemporal
boundariesofwhatweintuitively(still)putunderthesignof
“cinema.”

proposehereistotakeuptheterminasenseclosetoGilbertSimondon’s
(2017)andBrunoLatour’s(2018)interpretations,i.e.,inasense“notlimited
toaphenomenologicalorontologicalcharacterisationofaspecifictype
ofobject,butrather[opento]aconsideration—grounded,ultimately,in
sociologyand/orhistory—ofhowtheobjectisembeddedinparticular
modesofthoughtandaction”(Schmidgen2016,325).



15Amongtheauthorswhohavethoroughlyexaminedtacit
cinematicformsofknowledge,thereisoneforwhomsuchforms
couldhardlyberestrictedtospecificsetsofpracticesanddis-
positifs.ForSergeiEisenstein,cinematicoperationsofmeaning
productionwerealreadypresentattheendofthe16thcentury,in
thewaythatElGrecoenvisagedthecompositionofhispaintings
asblocksofshapesthatcouldbereassembledindifferent
ways—resultinginvariouscompositions—whilekeepingtheir
innerstructuresunaltered(similartofilmicshotsinmontage
sequences)(Eisenstein1980).Thewaychildrenconstructtheir
drawings,ignoringthelawsofperspectiveinfavorofahierarchy
ofpictorialelementswhosedimensionscorrespondtotheir
narrativeimportance,mirrorstheuseofvariationofshotsizesin
films(Eisenstein1989,111).Eisensteinfurtherarguesthatprose
compositionmaybecomparedtotheprocessoffilmicmontage
andthegestureofemphasizingobjectsthroughclose-upshots.
Heexplainshoworatorscomposetheirspeechesina“cinematic
way,”seekingtomeaningfullyconnectthestagesofathought,
andconferringoneachsentencethepowertoalterthemeaning
oftheprecedingone.Finally,heborrowsadefinitionoftheart
oforatoryfromThomasdeQuinceytoconcludethat,likefilms,
oratorsextractfromthetruthitsmoststrikingaspectsinorder
tobringthemtotheattentionofanaudience(Eisenstein1980,
32).

Inshort,Eisensteinsuggeststhatwhathascometobe“cinema”
areoperationsofmeaningproductionpresentacrossthearts
andinvarioussocialpractices.Moreover,theseoperations
embodyknowledgeaswellasaffects.

AccordingtoEisenstein,ElGreco’sView of Toledo (1596–1600)(see
fig.2),whichisnotconcernedwiththerealisticspatialrelation-
shipbetweenthedifferentelementsofthelandscape,demon-
stratestherelationshipbetweenthatpainter’sworkandthe
affectivepotentialofcinematicmontage.Thepaintingisnot
simply an interpretative narrative of the city where the painter 
lived,butalsoa“fugueonthethemeoftheLastJudgment”
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(Eisenstein1980,28)—alandscapeunderastormraisedtothe
statusofanecstaticfigure.Variouselementsdrawnfromreal
lifearesetupwithinthepaintinginordertorenderthecon-
flictofpassionsthatthepainterwasexperiencinginthefaceof
hisimminentdeath,expressinghisstateofexistencethrough
aconflictingmontageembracingallhissufferingandanguish.
Thus,forEisenstein,thecinematicisabroadandlong-standing
operation of thinking,whichdoesnotdismissfeeling.

PerhapsEisenstein’srichestexampleoftacitcinematic
knowledgeishisfamousinterpretationoftheAcropolisof
Athensas“theperfectexampleofoneofthemostancientfilms”
(1989,117).Inhistext“MontageandArchitecture,”basedonthe
descriptionsofthehistorianofarchitectureAugusteChoisy,
EisensteinputforwardtheideathatthelayoutoftheAcropolis’
buildingsdoesnotrespectgeometricsymmetryfromanover-
archingperspectivebecauseitwasdesignedtocomposea
sequenceofpointsofviewwhoseperfectioncanbeperceived
onlythroughtheideaofmontage.Themonumentsthatmade

[Figure2]ElGreco’sView of Toledo (1596–1600)(Source:WikimediaCommons2022).



17upthesanctuaryoftheAthenianswerearrangedinsuchaway
thattheviewofeachoneisjuxtaposedwiththatofanother.
Byavoidingthesimultaneousviewofseveralbuildings,the
architecturalensemblenevertakesawaytheuniquenessofeach
individualmonument,placedforamomentinthecenterofthe
visitor’sattentionandofferinganimpressionofunityofcom-
position.Moreover,theAcropolis’buildingswerearrangedina
manner that the visitor always comes to contemplate the monu-
mentsfirstintheirmostprivilegedanglesofview.Thisprompted
Eisensteintoclaimthat“theGreekshaveleftusthemostperfect
examplesofshotdesign,changeofshot,andshotlength”(1989,
117).

Eventherhythmofthiscompositionisdesignedbythe
movement,notofthe“film”itself,butofitsspectators:

[I]tishardtoimagineamontagesequenceforanarchitec-
turalensemblemoresubtlycomposed,shotbyshot,
thantheonewhichourlegscreatebywalkingamongthe
buildingsoftheAcropolis.…[The]lengthofthesemontage
sequencesisentirelyinstepwiththerhythmofthebuilding
itself:thedistancefrompointtopointislong,andthetime
takentomovefromonetotheotherisofalengthinkeeping
withsolemnity.(Eisenstein1989,117and121)

Eisenstein’sextensivegenealogicalprojectofwriting—asAntonio
Somainiputsit—“thehistoryofallthemediaandalltheforms
ofrepresentationthathadexplored,before cinema,thesame
‘expressivemeans’thatcinemawouldlateremploy”(Somaini
2016,20)2isthusakeyreferenceforthinkingtacitcinematic
knowledgetoday.3Inparticular,itallowsustograspcinematic
configurationsthathaveneverbeenrigidlyfixedinspecific

2 Alltranslationsbytheauthors.
3 Otherprominentauthorswhoproposedenlargedconceptionsofcinema

includeGillesDeleuze,who,drawingonHenriBergson,speaksof“theuni-
verseascinemainitself,ametacinema”(1986,59),andJean-LucNancy,who
positscinemaasaparticularconditionofexistence(2004,188).



18 settings or dispositifs.Onthecontrary,referringtoobjects
as“post-cinematic”considersthattheselong-standingand
diffusecinematicmeansofexpressionhavenowbeentamed,
cultivated,anddevelopedbythemanykindsoffilmpractices
andtechnologicalconfigurationsthroughoutthelastcentury.
Thevariousconfigurationsofcinematicknowledgetodayand
theireffectsonsocialproductionareinevitablyaffectedbyfilm
cultures.

Image Operations

Onadifferentnote,contemporarytacitcinematicknowledge
mayalsobeconsideredasanaspectof“invisiblevisualculture”
(Paglen2016),whereinthemajorityofimageoperationstake
placeawayfromhumaneyes.Recentmediatheoriesaccountfor
acinematicsituationunimaginableatthetimeofEisenstein’s
work.Theadventofdigitalimageshasrenderedimagesmachine-
readable,andhasthusfosteredavastautomationofsight
(Virilio2007).Imagesnolongerneedtohaveahuman-readable
forminordertooperateandimpactoureverydaylives.As
TrevorPaglenputsit:“Invisibleimagesareactivelywatchingus,
pokingandprodding,guidingourmovements,inflictingpainand
inducingpleasure.Butallofthisishardtosee”(2016).Cinematic
technologiescombinedwithmachinelearningtechnologies
becometoolsformanagingmassivevolumesofdatausedfor
military,government,andlawenforcementpractices,aswellas
forcommercialmanagementoflarge-scalesensorialexperiences.
AsMarkB.N.Hansenargues:

Theself-propagating,self-escalatingincreaseinnon-percep-
tualsensibledatageneratedbytwenty-first-centurymedia
profoundlyaffectstheeconomyofexperience,suchthatour
(human)experiencebecomesincreasinglyconditionedand
impactedbyprocessesthatwehavenodirectexperienceof,
nodirectmodeofaccessto,andnopotentialawarenessof.
(Hansen2015,8)



19Mostdigitalcinematicoperationstakeplaceinatacitdomain,
fromwhichtheydistributevisibilitiesandinvisibilities,con-
trollingexperiencesandattentionalflows(Citton2017;Rosa
2018;2019).Knowledgeitselfcallsfornewdefinitionsintheeraof
bigdata,wheninstitutionalpracticesofknowledgeproduction
areintimatelylinkedtotechniquesoftrackingdigitaltracesand
large-scaleprocessing(boydandCrawford2013).Allthesenew
technologicalconfigurationsraiseaesthetic,epistemological,
ethical,political,andontologicalproblemsthatarejustbeginning
tobeunraveled.Significantly,thehiddennatureofdigital
operationscannotbeelucidatedwiththetraditionaltoolsfor
investigatingcinematicimages,whichprimarilyaddresshuman
perception.Theautomatedoperationsthatprecede(orpre-
organize)sensibilityarealsobecomingatopicoffilmresearch,as
infra-empiricalcinematicoperationsthatembedpracticesand
modulatehumanagency.

TheworkofvideoartistandfilmtheoristHarunFarockicaptures
andreflectsupontheimplicationsofdigitalcinematicprocesses
inavarietyofinstitutionalsettings.InhisvideoWar at a Dis-
tance (seefig.3),forexample,Farocki(2003)showshowdigital
technologiesandmachinevisionhavesimultaneouslyreshaped
industrialmodesofproductionandmilitarystrategiesof
visualizationanddestruction.Hehighlightsthefactthat,today,
imagesareusednotonlyasindexicaltestimoniesofevents,
butalsoasindispensableoperationalunitsinprocessesof
productionanddestruction,inwhichthehumangazeitselfis
replacedbymachinevisionandrelegatedtomarginalfunctions.

Perspectivesonthediverseoperationsofimages,inthe
Farockiansense,havemultipliedinthelasttwodecades,
revealing a variety of relationships between the functions 
ofdigitalimagesandprocessesinthemilitary,pedagogical,
economic,andlegalspheres(EderandKlonk2017;Hoel2018).
Suchworkhasalsopromptedretrospectiveexaminationsof
non-digitalcinematictechniques,provingthatsuchtechniques
alreadyhadanactivepartinshapingtheoperationofthese
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spheres(AclandandWasson2011;Hediger,Hoof,andZimmer-
mann2023;HedigerandVonderau2009).AudSisselHoel
argues that the growing literature on images as operational 
agentsshowsthat“wearecurrentlystandingonthevergeof
anemerging,operationalparadigmofmediatheory”(2018,27),
whereindigitaltechnologiesproducenewtypesofimages,ques-
tioningtheveryconceptoftheimageitselfandtheassumptions
thatunderlieit.Theautonomous,activecharacterofdigital
images unleashes the power of the tacit epistemological agency 
ofmedia.

Inthemidstofsuchupheavalofcontemporaryvisualculture,
inwhichcinema—nolessthantheimageitself—ishardlyself-
evident,thecompellingnewperspectiveopenedbytheterm
tacitcinematicknowledgehelpstonavigatethroughdisparate
domainsinsearchoftracesofcinema.Asweevolvewithin
digitallycontrolledspheresofsensibility,itisofgreatinterest
thatwefindthemeansandtoolstotrackdowntheimplicitly
cinematicaspectsofourexperiences.Thisappliestobothvisual
andacousticfields(atleast),insofarassonicconfigurations
havealsoalwaysbeenlargelyrelegatedtothebackgroundof
cinematicexperiences,althoughtheyarepowerfulevocators

[Figure3]FilmstillfromHarunFarocki’svideoWar at a Distance(Source:Farocki

2003,52:47;©HarunFarockiGbR).



21oftheuniverseofcinemaoutsideofitsclassicaldispositif.Inthe
ageofhigh-speedfilesharing,themodesofsemioticproduction
andofdesigningaffectiveambiencesareconstantlyreviving,
recombining,andtranslatingvisualandsonicconfigurations
drawnfromcinematicarchives(Steyerl2008).Whenthese
configurationsbecomeframeworksofexperience,operations,
gestures,associations,andmoods,theycarrytheimprintofour
cinematicknowledgeculturesfarbeyondthemovietheatreand
filmicdiegeses.

Tacitcinematicknowledgeisthuspotentiallyrelatedtoallkinds
ofculturalpractices,historicalperiods,visualandsonicdis-
positifs.Itarisesfromhumanaswellasnon-humanknowledges
(Braidotti2019;Haraway1988;2007)andisdirectlyorindirectly
boundtotheexplicituniverseofcinema.JustasKarinKnorr
Cetinasuggeststhatknowledgepracticesina“knowledge
society”takeplaceprimarilyoutsideofacademia(2002,333),
intimesof“post-cinema,”cinematicpracticestakeplacemost
oftenoutsideofthetraditionallyprivilegedsitesofcinematic
knowledge.

Tacit Cinematic Knowledge: Approaches  
and Practices

This volume brings together essays from scholars who par-
ticipatedintheinternationalconferenceHistories of Tacit 
Cinematic Knowledge, organizedbytheGraduateResearch
TrainingProgram“ConfigurationsofFilm”attheGoetheUni-
versityFrankfurt(September24–6,2020),andfromauthors
whowereinvitedtofollowuponthequestionsraisedatthe
conference.Comingfromdifferentbackgrounds,theauthors
proposedistinctiveapproachestothetermtacitcinematic
knowledge.

Wehavechosentoarrangetheessayssoastoallowthereaderto
movefromtechnological,social,andenvironmentalapproaches



22 totacitcinematicknowledgetomoreobject-orientedones.
Theoretical,conceptual,orpractice-relatedpointsofarticu-
lationmarktheintervalsbetweentheessays.Wehopethatthis
structurewillhelptomapoutnotonlythegrowingdiversityof
cinematicpracticesbutalsothetheoreticalandconceptualtools
thatarecurrentlybeingdevelopedtoinvestigatethem.While
theessaysgatheredherearenotintendedtoprovideacon-
clusiveaccountoftacitcinematicknowledgeorasingledefinition
thereof,theyeachattesttothewaythisnotionoperateswithina
multiplicityofcinematicsettings,highlightinghoweachofthese
sitescanbenefitfromfurtherresearchintothesubtlecinematic
operationsatwork.

BenoîtTurquety’s“‘ImplicitConceptualStructures’:TheNon-
humanDimension”opensthediscussionoftacitcinematic
knowledgebyinvitingustocontrastPolanyi’santhropocentric
understandingoftacitknowledgewiththeFrenchtraditionof
technicalepistemology,followinginthefootstepsofGeorges
CanguilhemandGilbertSimondon.Byrevivingthenotionof
“implicitconceptualstructures,”Turquetyproposesawaytothink
aboutcinematicknowledgeasknowledgewhichcirculatestacitly
“fromthedevicetoitsuser,”exemplifiedbyhumangestures
promptedbycamerasandprojectors.

HenningSchmidgen’s“MinoringMachines:RenéLaloux,Félix
Guattari,andtheCinemaofAnimation”focusesonanimations
LalouxmadeincollaborationwithGuattari,andwiththehelp
ofthepatientsofthepsychiatricclinicofLaBorde.Hepro-
posesinhisessayarevisitationoftheconceptof“minor
cinema,”separatingitfromquestionsofnationaloriginand
criteriaofauthorshipbyconsideringtheinterplaybetweenthe
cinematographicmachine,thebody,andhumansubjectivity.The
“technologyofcinema,”asSchmidgensuggests,can“itself…be
conceivedasanenvironmentimbuedwithtacitknowledge.”

VeenaHariharan’s“Bio-LogsandNon-Humans”discusses
cinematicapparatusesdesignedtocaptureanimalbehaviorand



23turntacitanimalknowledgeintocinematicimages.Shetakes
upthecasestudyofaSwedishslow-TVshow,The Great Elk Trek 
(ErhagandEdlund2019–23),thatrecordsthemigrationofthe
Swedishmoose.Shedemonstrateshowvisualtrackingofanimal
movement,whichhasbeenoneofthehistoricaldriversofnew
cinematictechnologies,continuestoinformourknowledgeof
non-humanworlds.Assheargues,suchtrackingnowenables
aglobalcommunitytoshareamodeofcontemplatingdistant,
vanishingwildrealms.

FelipeSoares’“OldModes,NewMoods,orHowSoundtracks
CanExperiment”opensaperspectiveonthelonghistoryofthe
associationbetweenmusicalmodesandparticularmoods,domi-
natedbyconservativeindustrialcinematicinterests,butalsoa
sourcefornewcinematicexperiments.Heconsidersmode-mood
associationsas“memorymove[s]”i.e.,collectivetacitknowledge
stemmingfromdifferenttemporalitiesandpresentingcount-
lesspossiblereconfigurations.Specifically,Soares’casestudy
considershowthecomposerSergeiProkofiev—notablyinhiscol-
laborationswithEisenstein—drewextensivelyonRussianmusical
heritage.

In“FromtheConstructionSiteviatheHighwaytotheGuided
Tour,”RebeccaBoguskareportsonherresearchtriptotheLarge
WaveFlume,acoastalresearchfacilitylocatedinHanover,Ger-
many.BuildingonEisenstein’sconceptionofcinematicmontage,
Boguskaexploresthevisualizationapparatusesandthematerial
infrastructureofthisresearchfacilityasmultiplesitesofhidden
cinematicperformance,rangingfromscientificmeasurement
todidacticactivities.Hercontributionrevealsthedegreeto
whichcinematicoperationsareembeddedineverydayresearch
practices.

GuilhermeMachado’s“ScriptingOrganizations:HowLaborIs
BecomingCinematic”providesanaccountoftheincreasingly
generalizedusesofcinematicapparatusesforrecruitment,
training,andmanagementoflabor-relatedknowledge.Heshows



24 how the scripting of learning environments gives rise to tacit 
epistemicconditionsforself-discipline.Asproductiveefficiency
resultsfromtheapprentices’sensorial,cognitive,andaffective
activitywithincinematicallyandalgorithmicallyprogrammed
environments,stagingpracticesthathavelongbeenassociated
withcinemaarenowextensivelyshapingtheperformanceof
labor.

ClaireSalles’“‘WhenPregnancyBecomesaMovingPicture’:
NegotiatingTacitCinematicKnowledgeinFetalUltrasonography”
analyseshowultrasoundstudiosproduceimagesoffetusesthat
informthepoliticaldebatesaroundthefetuses’ontologicaland
legalstatus.Shediscussesthevarioususesofprenatalimages
andthediversityofmeaningsgiventothem,invokingfeminist
positionsontheepistemologicalstakesofmodesofvisibility
relatedtopregnancy,showinghowthepoliticaloperationsof
fetalimagesarethemselvesconfiguredbydiverseformsoftacit
cinematicknowledge—fromthesettingsinwhichechography
takesplacetofamilyviewingpractices.

Shiftingscales,JelenaRakin’s“PhantasmsoftheSunandVenus:
TacitCinematicKnowledgeinAstronomy”looksatvisualdis-
positifstrackingandvisualizingastronomicalphenomena.She
exploresthecinematicconfigurations—suchastime-lapse,
chromaticrendering,andotherformsofimageprocessing—that
giveperceptibleshapetocelestialeventsandtheirtemporalities.
Rakinshowsthatphotographicandfilmictechnologiesandthe
aestheticknowledgetheyembodyareconsistentlyinvolvedin
the“crafting”ofastronomicalrealitiesandscientificknowledge,
therebyallowingustospeakof“aestheticsasaformofcinematic
episteme.”

BettinaPaul’sandLarissaFischer’sessayentitled“Iconic
Materiality,ortheAmbivalentFascinationofCinematicLie
DetectionDepictions(inGermany)”considersthenumerous
filmicrepresentationsofliedetectionpracticesandmachines—
particularlyinHollywood—asconstitutingawidelydisseminated



25knowledgefieldthatsupportspracticesoflaw,policing,and
researchintheUSandGermany.Byincorporatingperspectives
ontacitnessfromsocialscienceandanalyzinginterviewswith
experts,theauthorsarguethattacitcinematicknowledgegains
itsepistemicsignificancethroughiterativerepresentationsand
theretellingofpopularimaginariesofliedetection.

Movingfromtheinstitutionaltotheprivaterealm,Andrea
Mariani’s“CraftyCinephilia:TheScrapbookandFilmHistoryas
MediaAnamorphosis”letsusdiscoverapracticeofreconfiguring
thecinematicexperienceintoaformofknowledgesetoutonthe
pagesofacinephile’sscrapbook.Byemphasizingtheagencyof
thematerialitiesatplayintheprocessofmediatingknowledge
betweenthefilmsandthescrapbook,andthroughthescrapbook
maker’sgestures,Marianiaddressestacitcinematicknowledgein
termsofaperformanceofmaterialandtechnicalconfigurations
transcending,asheclaims,thesymbolicandthediscursive
realms.

R.Haritha’s“NewMedia(tions):Audience’sEngagementinCon-
temporaryMalayalamCinema”revisitsnarrativecinemaviaits
digitalforms,formats,andreceptiondevices,whichfacilitate
variousmodesofspectatorialengagement,fromtheproduction
offreeze-framestopracticesofcopyingandrecyclingimages.
Focusingonthewaysinwhichusersengagewitheachother
inonlinediscussionaboutfilmicdetails,shearguesthatthe
reconfigurationofaudiencesfueledbysocialmediaeventually
transformsspectatorsintopermanentproducersofcollective
knowledgeaboutcinema,i.e.,tacitvolunteerscontributingtothe
digitaleconomyofcinema.

Asaclosingreflectionontacitcinematicknowledge,Vinzenz
Hediger’sandFelixSimon’s“UnauthorizedFictions:PoliticalCon-
flictasSpectacleandConceptionsofTrustintheAgeofTrump”
providesaviewonthepartplayedbyfilmincontemporaryUS
democracy(andpotentiallybeyond).DrawingonDonaldTrump’s
electioncampaignandtributevideos,theauthorsshowhow



26 thesevideosrelyonatacitcollectiveknowledgeofthemovie-
trailerformattopromoteadramatizedspectacleofpoliticsand
popularsovereigntyandshowthatinan“oculardemocracy,”pop-
ularempowermentisgroundedinspectatorialaffects.
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“Implicit Conceptual 
Structures”: The  
Nonhuman Dimension

Benoît Turquety 

In a foundational text, Jacques Guillerme and 
Jan Sebestik described technical operations 
as being ruled by what they called an “implicit 
conceptual structure” (1968): they only work 
when done in a certain way. “Implicit” strikingly 
echoes Michael Polanyi’s “tacit” dimension of 
knowledge, but there is a difference: the “con-
ceptual structure” lies in the operations, not 
in the subject. It is not a personal knowledge. 
These “implicit conceptual structures” describe 
precisely the kind of knowledge that, according 
to Gilbert Simondon, is archived in technical 
objects through a process he calls “con-
cretization.” This process implies a continuous 
exchange of knowledge between humans and 



32 machines. The study of machines shows how 
cinematic technical objects and gestures sys-
tematically involve a nonhuman dimension in 
the circulation of knowledge.

InthefirstpagesofThe Tacit Dimension,MichaelPolanyidefines
hisground-breakingnotionof“tacitknowing”throughasimple
butambitiousstatement:“Ishallreconsiderhumanknowledge
by starting from the fact that we can know more than we can 
tell”(2009,4).Ashecommentsjustafter,theapparentsim-
plicityofthatsentencecanbemisleading:“Thisfactseems
obviousenough;butitisnoteasytosayexactlywhatitmeans”
(ibid.).Toclarifyhisclaim,hegoesontopresentanumberof
examplesofwhatitcanmeantoknow without being able to 
tell.Thefirstisrecognition:wecanrecognizeoneperson’s
faceamongathousand,orinterprettheirmoods,without
beingabletodescribewithwordsthedistinctivefeatureswe
baseourjudgementon.Fromthispointon,Polanyimovesto
descriptivesciencesthat“studyphysiognomiesthatcannot
befullydescribedinwords,”andthento“theartoftheexpert
diagnostician”(2009,5and6).Thisartinvolves“bothpractical
andtheoreticalknowledge,”andherePolanyimakesanother
importanttheoreticalgestureinannouncingthathe“shallalways
speakof‘knowing’”(2009,7)ascoveringboththesekindsof
knowledge.FortheargumentthatIwilldevelopinthischapter,
thisisamajorintervention.

Theexampleofthediagnosticianentailsadecisiveshift.Their
workisgroundedindescriptivescience,buttheirobservationis
active,involving“skillfultesting”(Polanyi2009,7),notonlyadis-
tancedgaze.Itistechnicalwork.Itbelongs“inthesameclass[as]
theperformanceofskills,whetherartistic,athletic,ortechnical”
(Polanyi2009,6).Technicalexpertiseisthusanaspectofknowing,
andmoreparticularly,tacit knowing.



33Thismovefromwhatfirstappearstobeaproblemoflanguage—
notallknowledgecanbetranslatedinwords—totheintegration
oftechnicalaswellasscientificknowledgesunderthesingle
notion of knowing has been central to the status of technology 
withinthephilosophyofscienceandthedevelopmentofthecon-
ceptof“technics.”“Tacitknowing”maynothavebeenprimarily
abouttechnics;butitwasclearlyamajortooltothinkeventhe
mostinformal,everydayformsofpracticalexpertise.Know-how
becomesknowing—akindofknowinginscribedwithinthebody
andsurroundedbysecret.

ThischapterwilloutlinetheimplicationsofPolanyi’smodel
of“tacitknowledge”forthestudyoftechnicsingeneral,and
forcinematictechnicsinparticular—“technics”includinghere
bothtechnicalgesturesandtechnicalobjects,techniques,and
machines.Tothisend,Iwillpresentanothertechnologicalmodel,
elaboratedataboutthesametimeasthepublicationofThe 
Tacit Dimension,butcomingfromatotallydifferentbackground:
theFrenchtraditionofhistoricalepistemology.Thismaylead
ustoquestionwhatcouldappearasthemostindisputablepart
ofPolanyi’sinitialdefinition,namely,thatwhatisatstakeis
essentially humanknowledge.

Technics and the Implicit

Asseveralscholarshavenoted(Sebestik1992),thepositionof
technicswithinthehistoryofepistemologyinFrancehasbeen
somewhatoverlooked.Oneofthefundamentalplacesforthe
developmentofFrenchepistemology,theInstitutd’histoiredes
sciences,createdin1932andheadedsuccessivelybyAbelRey
(1932–40),GastonBachelard(1940–55),GeorgesCanguilhem
(1955–71)andothers,wasrenamedasearlyas1933the“Institut
d’histoiredessciencesetdestechniques.”1Renownedasa

1 Itisnowthe“Institutd’histoireetdephilosophiedessciencesetdes
techniques”(IHPST).



34 philosopherofmedicineandbiologyandasanepistemologist,
Canguilhemwasinfact,duringhistimeasthedirectorofthe
Institute,amajorproponentof“technology,”thetermbeing
understoodasthedisciplinethatstudiestechnics.Thiswas
notseparatefromhismajorphilosophicalpreoccupations—
inhis1943dissertation,Canguilhemdefinesmedicineas“a
techniqueorartattheintersectionofseveralsciences,”and
moreparticularlyas“atechniqueforestablishingorrestoring
normalcy”(2009,7–8).ThisdirectlyechoesPolanyi’sdescription
ofdiagnosisasan“art”(Polanyi2009,6–7),asmuch“technical”as
itis“scientific.”

Duringtwoacademicyears,between1963and1965,Georges
CanguilhemledaresearchseminarattheInstituteonthe
“BeginningsofTechnology,”“technology”referringhereagainto
anacademicdiscipline.ThecollectiveworkexaminedWestern
literaturesincetheMiddleAges,fromengineeringmanualsto
philosophicaltexts,inordertoinvestigate“theconstitutionof
thediscourseontechnicaloperationsasascientificdiscourse”
(GuillermeandSebestik1968,1).2Itwasnotahistoryoftechnics,
butratherahistoryofmeta-technics.Theresultsgatheredby
theseminarwerepublishedinaground-breakingessayinThalès, 
thejournaloftheInstitute,writtenbytwooftheparticipants,
JacquesGuillermeandJanSebestik.

Amongtheimportantdiscoveriesoftheseminarwasthe
importanceofChristianWolff’s1728Philosophia rationalis sive 
Logica,whoseintroductorychapterontheclassificationof
sciencespresentedtheprojectofa“philosophyofthearts”
(GuillermeandSebestik1968,29)(“arts”hereinthegeneral
sense of technè,asstillusedinPolanyi’squote)thathenamed
technology.“Technologyisthusthescienceoftheartsandofthe
worksmadewithart,or,ifoneprefers,thescienceofthethings
producedbypersonsthroughtheworkofbodilyorgans,mainly
withthehands”(Wolff1963,§71,38).Itwastobethefirstandfor

2 Alltranslationsbyauthor.



35alongtimetheonlyattempttoexpressthepossibility—andthe
ambition—ofexpounding“aphilosophicalandmathematical
knowledge”oftechnicaloperations.AssummarizedbyGuillerme
andSebestik,“theaimistogatherwithinacoherentbodyofdoc-
trine the implicit knowledge that manifests in the operations of an 
artandtoinscribethemontheintellectualmapoftheacademic
system”(1968,28;italicsadded).

Thedisciplineoftechnologyencompassestheanalysisoflaws
thatexplainthepossibilityofoperationsperformedbycraft-
spersons,andtherulesthatgovernthedevelopmentofthese
operations.Cuttingwood,forinstance,issubjecttocertain
specificrules:“thereisareasonwhyonecancutwood,andwhy
itcanbedonewithawedge,andthenalsowithanaxe”(Wolff
1963,§39,ascitedinGuillermeandSebestik1968,28).“Theforces
involvedwiththewedgeandwiththeattackpushingitcanbe
demonstratedmathematically”(GuillermeandSebestik1968,28),
claimedWolff,whichimpliedthatforhimtechnologywastobe
amathematicaldisciplineaswellasaphilosophicalone.Butthe
veryunderstandingthat“thereisareasonwhy”agiventechnical
operationorgesturecanworkincertainwaysandnotinothers
hasmajorimplications.AsGuillermeandSebestikformulate
it,“Evenamanualartasmenialascuttingwoodputsintoplay
animplicitconceptualstructurethatgovernstheexecutionof
theoperations”(1968,28).Thephilosophicaltaskinvolvedin
technologythusreliesontheestablishmentofthese“implicit
conceptualstructures”bywhichoperationsareruled,andwhich
canbeformalisedmathematically.

The Tacit and the Personal

Inthecontextofthiseditedcollection,these“implicit concep-
tualstructures,”whichfollowthe“implicit knowledge”embodied
withinhumanoperationsandwhichtechnologyshouldintegrate
withinthescientificsystemofthetime,echothe“tacit”dimension
ofknowledgefirstdescribedbyPolanyiinhis1966publication.



36 ButIthinkthatthedifferencesarenolessstrikingthanthe
commonalities.

Boththeseconceptualframeworksdescribenonverbalforms
ofexpertise.Theybothcanbeusedtoanalysetechnicalknow-
how,andtoexaminethefactthatatechnicalgestureisdone
inacertainway,withoutanyonehavingexplained,formulated,
verbalizedwhyandhow.Butthemajordifferencetomeliesinthe
factthatPolanyi’sframeworkisfundamentallysubjectivist.Tacit
knowledgeisaformofwhathehadcalled,inanearlierbook,
“personalknowledge”(Polanyi1958).Asiswellknown,Polanyi
foughtfortherecognitionthatthe“declaredaimofmodern
science…toestablishastrictlydetached,objectiveknowledge”
wasabsurd.“Tacitknowledge”thenbecameastepwithinthis
largerproject.Ashewrote,“Butsupposethattacitthought
formsanindispensablepartofallknowledge,thentheidealof
eliminatingallpersonalelementsofknowledgewould,ineffect,
aimatthedestructionofallknowledge”(Polanyi2009,20).

Tacitknowledgeisthusattheheartofallpersonalknowledge.
Itis,toPolanyi,themostradicallyandobviouslypersonalof
allkindsofknowledge.Imaynotbeabletodescribe how to cut 
wood,butIknow,mybodyknows,andIcanmaketheright
gestures:thisismypersonalknowledge.Inaway,Guillerme
andSebestik’saccountreversestheperspective.The“implicit
conceptualstructure”designatesanarrangementofconcepts,
so it isknowledge,butitlieswithintheoperations.Itbelongsto
anobjectivistepistemology,justasthereisanobjectivistaes-
theticswherebeautyliesintheobjectsandnotintheobserver’s
gaze.Agestureoramachinedonotcontainconceptsperse,but
theymaterializeknowledgeintheformof“implicitconceptual
structures.”Theoperation“cuttingwood”canbedoneinvarious
ways,butthesewaysarenotinfinite,andeachofthepossible
techniquesimposesontheoperatoritsowninternalcoherence,
acertainsetofgesturesandpreciselyconceivedtools.Should
theserequirementsbeneglected,theoperationjustwon’twork.
Technicallawsdoexist,whichmaynotbetheorized,formulated,



37orunderstoodbytheoperators,norbyscienceingeneral,but
whichapplynevertheless.Thespecificassemblageofrules
governingaparticularoperationthusdoesnotmaterializein
theoreticaldiscourse,butintheoperator’ssuccessionofges-
turesandchoiceoftools.Thecorrectexecutionoftheoperation
manifeststheknowledgecontainedwithinthetechnicityofthat
operation,withinthestructureofthemachinesortheprecision
ofthegestures.Thetechnicalprocessrealizestheimplicitcon-
ceptualstructuresinscribedwithintheoperation.IfIknowhow
tocutwood,itisbecauseIhavefirstadaptedmyactionstothe
technique’simplicitconceptualstructure.It rules me;I learn from 
it.

Thelearningprocess,Iargue,definestechnicalknowledgeas
such.In“TechniquesoftheBody,”MarcelMaussclaimedthata
techniqueis“anactionwhichiseffectiveandtraditional”(1973,
75):transmissionisanessential,definingfeature.Techniquesare
fundamentallywhat can be learned.However,thePolanyiandthe
Guillerme/Sebestikmodelsimplydifferentmodesoftransmis-
sion,differentmodelsforthecirculationofknowledge.Thelatter
allowsfortheconsiderationofanonhumankindofknowledge,
andofitscirculationfromthedevicetoitsuser.Unsurprisingly,
these“implicitconceptualstructures”describepreciselythekind
ofknowledgewhich,accordingtoGilbertSimondon,isarchived
inmachines—unsurprisingly,sincethephilosopherparticipated
inthe“BeginningsofTechnology”seminaraftercompletinghis
1958doctoralthesis, Du mode d’existence des objets techniques,
underthesupervisionofCanguilhem(Simondon 2017).The“con-
cretization”processdescribedbySimondonimpliesaformof
evolutionofthetechnicalobjectwhereintheprogressiveunder-
standingofthemachine’sinnerstructuralinteractions,ofits
objectiveinternalcoherence,generatestheproductionofnew,
improvedforms(Simondon2017,25–29).Inventionisthusnotan
actofhumanimaginationimposedonamachine,butaneffort
towardadeeperunderstandingofthemachine’sown“implicit
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conceptualstructure.”Thehumanoperator’staskistobecome
attentivetothekindofknowledgeembodiedinthemachine.

Implicit Cinematic Conceptual Structures

Mediatictechnicalobjectsandgesturessystematicallyinvolve
thisnonhumandimensioninthecirculationofknowledge.A
smartphonewillteachyouhowyoushoulduseit:youdonot
needanyusermanual;allyouhavetodoisfollowthemachine’s
instructions.Youcanevenaskitquestionsandexperience
thathuman-machinelearningrelationwithinareassuringly
anthropomorphicmodel.

Infilmhistory,theartofturningthecrankinasilentfilmcamera
orprojectorwassimilarlyaformoftacitknowledge(seefig.1).

Handbooksstatedthatthespeedofrotationshouldbe
maintainedatthe“correct”rate,or—ifitwasaprojector—that
someexpressivevariationswereallowed,buttobeusedwith
care,accordingtothesituations.Thenagain,theygavelittlemore

[Figure1]TurningthecrankoftheDebriecamerainMan with the Movie Camera 

(Source:Vertov1929).
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thanbasicadviceastohowthisshouldbedone—singingasong
tokeepabasicrhythmnotbeingreallyefficientandnotpossible
inallsituations…ButwhatIdiscoveredwhenIactuallygottoturn
acameracrankmyselfwasthattoalargeextent,thecrankguides
you.Itsmaterialshape,itsradius,anditsmechanicalresistance
participateactivelyinteachingyoutherightmovement(seefig.2).

The rate that the mechanism teaches one to turn it is not 
absolutelyprecise,ofcourse,butitwouldbephysicallydifficult
tohavethecrankmovemuchslowerorfasterthanthe“correct”
speed.IfIremainattentivetothemachine,itwillteachmehowI
shoulduseit.

Theseexamples,thesmartphoneandthecrank,havethis
teachingcapacitybecausetheyweredesignedthatwayby
humanbeings.Butifthecamera’sdesigniseffective,itispre-
ciselybecausethedesignersunderstoodtheimplicitconceptual
structureoftheoperation“turningthecrank”andadaptedthe
formofthemachinetoitsgestural,dynamicrequirements.The
operation’sinternalcoherencedictatedthestructureofthe

[Figure2]CharlesMoissonturningthecrankoftheLumièreCinématographe

(Source:Gay1895,216).



40

machinewhich,inturn,tacitlyinformedtheuser’smovementsas
wellastheirrelationwiththeapparatus.

Infact,theinitialconcretizationprocessofthe“cinema”machine
wasalreadybasedonsuchanonverbalcirculation.AsIdiscussed
inmybookInventing Cinema (2019,176–80),LouisLumière’scor-
respondencewiththechiefengineerJulesCarpentiershowsthat
Lumièreoriginallywantedhisinvention,theCinématographe,
toprovideveryshortexposuretimes.Therefore,theshutter’s
openinghadtobeverythin(seefig.3).Lumièrethoughtthat
theanimationeffectreliedonobtainingsharp,instantaneous
photographs.Thisidea—orthisbias—camefromtheframe-
workoftheCinématographe’sconception.Asitappearsinthe
originalpatent(Lumière1895),Lumièreinitiallyconsideredhis
newmachinetobeaversionoftheChronophotographedevel-
opedbythephysiologistÉtienne-JulesMarey.ForMarey,the
Chronophotographewasascientificinstrumentconceivedto
analysehumanandanimalbodilymotion.Asheexplainedmany
timesinvarioustexts,3Mareybelievedthesharpnessofthe
imagetobecrucial,becausethephotographswereproducedfor

3 ThemostimportantsynthesiswasMarey(1894).

[Figure3]TheCinématographe’sadjustableshutter(Source:Sée1896,6).



41measurementandanalysis.Anyblurringwouldinvalidatethe
entireexperimentalprotocol.Therefore,Lumière’sknowledgeof
hisownmachineincludedsharpnessasanobviousfeature.

However,Carpentierfoundthistobeaproblem:employinga
narrowshutteropeningnecessitatedthatitbeadjustable.

ThereasonwasthattheCinématographewasareversible
machine:itcouldbeusedbothtocaptureimages(i.e.,asa
camera)andtoshareordistributethem(asaprojectoror
printingapparatus).Whenusedasacamera,onlyanarrow
shutteropeningcouldproducesharpimages.Ontheotherhand,
whenusedtoprojectimages,anarrowopeningwouldreduce
theamountoflightpassingthroughandthusinterferewiththe
clarityoftheprojection.

Adjustabilitywasthereforetheonlysolution,butitengendered
technicaldifficulties.Firstly,therequirementsonthematerial
usedforthetwosuperimposed,adaptablebladesweremore
demanding,resultinginamorefragileinstrumentandhigher
costs.Secondly,adjustabilitywouldcomplicatetheoperations
forthefutureusersbyrequiringthemtocorrectlysettheshutter
beforeeachuse.Wasthatreallynecessary?Infact,itwasnot.As
aletterfromFebruary6,1896shows(Lumière1995,115),while 
testing the apparatusLumièresuddenlyrealizedthathewas
wrong:theCinématographeworkedjustaswelliftheexposure
timewasslightlylonger.Infact,itwasevenbettervisuallyifthe
framesincludedabitofmotionblur,soitwasbesttosimplyleave
theshutteraswideopenaspossible.

ThismomentisatypicalexampleofSimondon’sconcretization
process: the internal coherence of the machine governs its 
evolution,beyondthewillorresistanceofitsdesigners.The
seemingsimplificationofthedeviceinfactcorrespondstoa
betterunderstandingofhowtheCinématographeactually
works.Thetheoretical,evenepistemologicallessonofthisis
thattechnicallyandconceptually,acinematicframeisnot an 
instantaneousphotograph.TheCinématographehadtacitly



42 taughtitsinventorwhatitstechnicalstructureshouldbe,and
thatcinematography’s“implicitconceptualstructure”wasdeeply
differentfromchronophotography.Havinglearnedfromhis
machine,Lumièreabandonedtheideaofavariableshutter.

The Tacit and the Implicit

Thenotionof“tacitknowledge”encompassesmorethantechnics.
Still,itsimportancetotechnologyisundeniable,asitallowsfor
thedescriptionofskillandknow-howasformsofknowledgeon
parwithscientific,theoreticalknowledge.Thecraftsperson,the
userofaninstrumentorofatoolandtheexpertinapracticalart,
canberecognizedasknowing something,eventhoughwemay
not be able to tell whatexactlythat“something”is.Guillerme’s
andSebestik’s“implicitconceptualstructures”entailareversal
ofperspective,sincesuddenlythefocusturnsfromthehuman
individualtotheoperation:totheapparatusandthegestures
thatsurroundit.Thehumanhasnotdisappearedfromtheircon-
cept;thehumanelementmanifestsintheintentions that inform 
theoperationassuch.Still,theconsiderationofimplicitconcep-
tualstructuresinatechnologicalanalysis,echoingSimondon’s
“concretization”process,encouragesustomoveourattention
tothedemandsofthenon-human.Italsomakesusrealizethat
apparatuses,too,containandmaterializeknowledge.Theyare
knowingbeings.Theyreceiveknowledgeandcommunicateit,
ashumansdo.Tounderstandthecirculationofknowledge,its
transmission,onemusttakethemintoaccountasactivepar-
ticipantswithinnetworksthatthey,inpart,shape.Thatcircula-
tionisindeedtacit:itisbasedonexaminationandgestures,on
combining“skillfultestingwithexpertobservation,”asPolanyi
describedthe“artofknowing”(2009,7)whendiscussingthe
diagnostician.

Inthecaseofcinemaandmediamoregenerally,Icontendthat
the role of apparatuses within the construction of cinematic 
knowledgemustberecognizedinordertounderstandthefull



43scopeofwhatthisknowledgerepresents.Cinematicmachines,
fromtheCinématographetosmartphones,arenotonlythe
recipientsorthearchivesofhumanknowledge:theyhavealso
participatedinconstitutingthevastaggregateofknowingand
culturalpracticethatis“tacitcinematicknowledge.”Thus,“tacit
cinematicknowledge”isnotexclusivelyhuman knowledge.
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Minoring Machines:  
René Laloux, Félix 
Guattari, and the  
Cinema of Animation

Henning Schmidgen

Following Gilles Deleuze, the concept of minor 
cinema is often discussed with respect to ques-
tions of authorship, nationality, and fabu-
lation. This essay highlights the specificity 
of Félix Guattari’s contributions to defining 
minor cinema, emphasizing the transversal 
connections between machine, body, and sub-
jectivity. The essay focuses on animations that 
the French graphic artist, puppeteer, and film-
maker René Laloux (1929–2004) made at the 
psychiatric clinic of La Borde in the mid- to late 
1950s with the active participation of Guattari 
and the clinic’s patients. Drawing on Laloux’s 
Tic tac (1957) and Les dents du singe (eng. The 
Teeth of the Monkey, 1960), it argues that the 



48 technique and aesthetic of his animations con-
front us with cinematography in its minor state 
in the sense of Guattari, i.e. before becoming 
overloaded with faces, texts, and meanings. 

RenéLalouxwasaFrenchgraphicartist,puppeteer,andfilm-
maker.Bornin1929anddeceasedin2004,Lalouxisbestknown
todayforthefeature-lengthanimatedfilmshemadeinthe
1970sand1980sincollaborationwithgraphicartistssuchas
RolandToporandJeanGirard(aka“Moebius”).Inparticular,two
sciencefictionanimations,Fantastic PlanetandTime Masters, 
havereceivedrecognitionanddistribution(Laloux1973;1982).
Fantastic Planetevenobtainedaspecialprizeatthe1973Cannes
FilmFestival,andbothfilmshavebeenshownmanytimeson
television.Theyarealsonowavailableindigitalformandhave
becomewidelyacknowledgedasauthoritativeworksoftheir
genre.WithThe Snails,whichhemadewithToporin1966,Laloux
alsosetabenchmarkforartisticallysophisticatedanimatedshort
filmsthatisstillrecognizedtoday.1 

LesswellknownistherolethatLalouxplayedatthebeginning
ofhiscareeratthepsychiatricclinicofLaBorde.Inspiredbythe
radicalmovementof“institutionalpsychotherapy,”theLaBorde
clinicwasfoundedbythepsychiatristJeanOuryinCour-Cheverny
nearBloisin1953.Twoyearslater,FélixGuattaribeganworking
atthisclinic,withwhichheremainedaffiliatedthroughouthis
life,bothbeforeandafterhiscollaborationwithGillesDeleuze.
From1956to1960,Lalouxalsoworkedinthisclinic,firstasa
trainee(stagiaire),thenasasupervisor(moniteur).Histaskwas
tostimulateanddirecttheartisticworkofthepatients—mostly

1 OnLalouxingeneralseeBlin(2004)aswellasKeller(2012);seealsoLaloux 
sauvage(Dauman2003);onFantastic Planet see,forexample,Stiglegger
(2018).



49drawingandpainting,butalsoworkingwithpuppetsaswellas
silhouettes,and,finally,makingfilms.2

DuringhistimeatLaBorde,Lalouxmadethreefilms.Thefirst
is Tic tac,from1957,aseven-minute16mmblack-and-whitefilm.
Usingsilhouettes,thisfilmtellsthesurrealstoryofawomanwho
livesinaworldwherethingsgraduallytakeonalifeoftheirown.
Inthisworld,shestartstofly,beingcarriedawaybyballoons.
Alivingclock,alamp,andanotherpersonaccompanyher.
Thesebeingsareeventuallyeatenbyadragon,butthewoman
continuestofly,ultimatelychanginghersilhouettefromblackto
white(seefig.1).

Tic tacwascreatedincollaborationwiththepatientsofLaBorde.
Accordingtotheopeningcredits,“Thisfilmwasconceived,drawn,
andfilmedbyagroupofpatientsatapsychiatrichospitalunder
thedirectionofRenéLaloux”(Laloux1957,00:12–20).3Lalouxwas
responsiblefordirectingthefilmalongwithJacquesBrissot,who
atthetimeheadedthe“ImageResearchGroup”attheFrench
broadcasterRadiodiffusion-Télévision Française(RTF).Inturn,the
“ImageResearchGroup”wasaffiliatedwiththe“ResearchSer-
vice”ofRTF,whichwasthenheadedbyPierreSchaeffer(Robert
1999-2002).

ThesecondfilmLalouxmadeduringhistimeatLaBordewasLes 
Achalunés (1958).Forthisfive-minuteexperimentalfilm,Laloux
againcollaboratedwithBrissot,aswellasthecomposerHenk
Badings,apioneerofelectronicmusic.Inthiscase,however,
thereseemstohavebeennodirectcollaborationwiththe
patientsofLaBorde.Theblack-and-whitefilmshowsaseriesof
visualphenomena—lightreflectionsandrefractions—thatare
reminiscentoforganicformsandfunctions,ofindividualorgans
suchaseyes,butalsoofthethrobbingandpulsatingofentire

2 Forthehistoryofinstitutionalpsychotherapy,seeDardyetal.(1976),Polack
andSivadon-Sabourin(1976),Tosquelles(1991);seealsoAyme(2009),Hof-
mann(1985),andRobcis(2021).

3 Alltranslationsbyauthor.
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organisms.Badings’musicaddsastrikinglyfuturisticcharacterto
theseabstractimages.

ThethirdfilmwasThe Teeth of the Monkey,completedin1960,
aneleven-minute32mmanimatedfilmincolor.Thisfilmtells
anothersurrealstoryofapoormanwhogoestothedentistto
haveatoothpulled,butdoesnotknowthatthisdentistisstealing
theteethofthepoortogivetotherich.A“magicmonkey”gets
wisetothedentistandmakesamends:hepullsthedentist’s
teeth,thusreturningthemtothemanfromthebeginning.

The Teeth of the Monkey makesclearthat,andhow,thefilmwas
madeinLaBordethroughashortopeningdocumentaryshotin
blackandwhite.NotonlyisJeanOuryexplicitlymentionedasa
counsellor;wealsogetaglimpseofthepaintingworkshopatLa
Borde.WewitnesstheyoungGuattariaswellastheyoungLaloux
astheyworkonthefilmwiththepatientsinthepaintingstudio
(seefig.2).

Inaninterview,Lalouxretrospectivelydescribedthework
on the screenplay for The Teeth of the Monkeyasa“collective

[Figure1]…aworldwherethingsgraduallytakeonalifeoftheirown.Stillfrom 

Tic tac(Source:Laloux1957,06:25).
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improvisation”thatwascarriedoutbyagroupofabout
15patientsinakindof“associationtest”inspiredbyC.G.
Jung.Wordschosenasrandomlyaspossiblewereexpanded
spontaneouslyfirstintosentencesandthenintoastory(Ciment
1994).Simplifyingtheconcept,thefilmitselfsays:“Itwaslikea
game,animprovisation,wheretheyalllookedforastoryand
inventedheroes.Slowly,athemeemergedfromthesediscus-
sions.Theyhadtomeetupfrequentlytothinkupascenarioand
asetting.Everyonehadtheirowncharacterandtheyfinallychose
theonesthattheyliked”(Laloux1960,02:34–03:02).Basedonthe
originaldesigns,drawingsforthefilmweremadebyJulienPappé,
whowouldlaterbecomefamousfor,amongotherthings,the
trailerforTruffaut’sShoot the Piano Player(1960).

Minor Cinema

IwouldliketoreturntotheseearlyfilmsbyLalouxinorderto
discusstheconceptofminor cinemaassociatedwiththework

[Figure2]FélixGuattari(frontleft,sittingatthetable)andRenéLaloux(backright,

standingatthetable)worktogetherwithpatientsintheLaBordepaintingstudio.

AstillfromLes dents du singe(eng.The Teeth of the Monkey)(Source:Laloux1960,

02:35).



52 ofDeleuzeandGuattari.Deleuze,inparticular,isfamousfor
hisremarksonacinema of minorities,foundinhistwovolumes
oncinemafromthe1980s(1989;1997).Inthesecondhalfofthe
secondvolume,whenreflectingontherelationshipbetween
filmandthought,Deleuzerefersprimarilytowhathecalls“third
worldcinema”thecinemaof“minorities”andof“oppressedand
exploitednations,“whichheseesasexemplifiedbytheworkof
theFilipinofilmmakerLinoBrocka(Deleuze1989,220and217).

Asiswellknown,Deleuzearguesthatcinemaconceivedinthis
senseparticipatesinacomplexexpressivetask,“notthatof
addressingapeople,whichispresupposedalreadythere,butof
contributingtotheinventionofapeople”(1989,217).Similarly,a
fewyearsearlier,Guattaristatesthatcinemacanbeconceivedof
asa“minorart,”anart mineur,butonlyifitisanart“thatserves
peoplewhoconstituteaminority”(2009a,271).

AsDeleuzeandGuattarinoteinA Thousand Plateaus, the crucial 
referenceforthisideaofaminorcinemaisPaulKlee,whosaidin
a1924JenalectureregardinghisdifficultsituationattheWeimar
Bauhaus,“Westilllacktheultimateforce...Weseekapeople”
(KleequotedinDeleuzeandGuattari1993,337–38).Deleuzeand
GuattarialsorefertoFranzKafka,whoastheydescribeinKafka: 
Toward a Minor Literature,developedtheconceptoflittérature 
mineureinanefforttoopenupthedominantGerman-language
formstotheexpressiveformsoftheJewishminority,especially
byopposing“theoppressedqualityofthislanguagetoitsoppres-
sivequality”(DeleuzeandGuattari1986,27).

IntheyearssinceDeleuzeandGuattari’sinitialdevelopmentof
theconcept,minor cinemahasbeendiscussedprimarilyinterms
oftheoriginsandauthorshipoffilms,e.g.byDavidE.James
(2005),DudleyAndrew(2000),andDavidRodowick(1997).Inthis
vein,minor cinemaisunderstoodasthecinemaofthe“Third
World”andofminorities:thecinemathatemergedindependently
frommajorUSfilmcompaniesanddrawsonnon-Western,and
especiallypost-colonial,discourses.



53Thisdoesnotmean,however,thattheconceptisentirelyclear.
AsDavidRodowickexplains,ontheonehand,“[a]minoritydis-
coursemustaffirmitsbecominginimagesbystrugglingtodefine
itselfthroughtheforcesofdominationandexclusionthatocclude
it.Thedefiningcharacteristicofaminorityisinfactphilosophical:
tobecome-otherasanaffirmativewilltopower”(Rodowick1997,
153).

Ontheotherhand,inadditiontothisphilosophicalprocessof
becoming-other,Rodowickreferstothe“postcolonialcinemas
inthe1960sand1970s,bothnarrativeanddocumentary”(1997,
158)andcitesAfricanfilmmakerssuchasHaleGerimaandOus-
maneSembene.Towhatdegreeandinwhatwaythesefilm-
makersactuallymeetthepreviouslystatedphilosophicalcriteria,
remains,however,unclear.

Withregardtothequestionofthetacitknowledgeofcinema,
Iwouldliketorecallthatthisalreadyambivalentdefinitionis
still only onepossiblewayofreadingminor cinema.Insteadof
referringtothequestionsoforigin,authorship,andtheproblem
offabulation—asDeleuze,andlaterRodowick,do—theques-
tionsraisedbyminor cinemacanalsobedirected,viaGuattari,to
cinematography as technology,tocinemanotasamediumbutas
amachine—ormoreprecisely,totherelationshipbetweenthe
cinematographicmachine,thebody,andsubjectivity.

Thereareatleastthreeargumentsinfavourofsuchareading.
First,ithasbecomeclearinrecentyearsthatGuattari—unlike
Deleuze—wasinvolvedinmediapracticetoaconsiderable
extent.Notably,hewasinvolvedwiththe“FreeRadios”inItaly
inthe1970sandsetupofhisownradiostation(Radio Tomate)
inParisinthe1980s.Meanwhile,hiscriticalcollaborationswith
artistssuchasthephotographerKeiichiTaharaandthepainter
GeorgeCondo;ortheexhibitiononKafkathathesetupwith
YashaDavidfortheCentrePompidouin1984(Guattari2016a;
PrinceandVidecoq2005)demonstratehiscommitmenttotying
mediatheoryandpracticetogether.Guattari’smediaactivities



54 alsoincludedtheatrework(Garcin-Marrou2011)andanumber
offilmprojects,includingthedraftforaminiseriespublishedas
“Projectfora Film by Kafka,” as well as the impressive screenplays 
Guattarico-wrotewithRobertKramerinthe1980sforamicrobio-
logicalsciencefictionfilmtitledA Love of UIQ(Guattari2016b).

Second,Deleuze’sandGuattari’sreferencestoGilbert
Simondon’sphilosophyoftechnologyfurtherencouragearecon-
siderationofminorcinema.Simondonisanimportantsourcefor
thetheoreticalworkofDeleuzeandGuattari,particularlyintheir
two-volumestudy,Capitalism and Schizophrenia(1983;1993).As
earlyasthemid-1960s,DeleuzepaidtributetoSimondon’sbook
onindividuationinanextendedreview(Deleuze2004).However,
thefactthatthisengagementconcernsnotonlythequestionof
individuationandhylemorphismbutalsoextendstotheproblem
ofminortechnologyhasoftenbeenoverlooked.

In his treatise on the Mode of Existence of Technical Objects,
Simondon(2017)indeeddistinguishesbetweenthe“major”and
the“minor”modesofinteractingwithtechnology.Similarto
howClaudeLévi-Strausscontraststhethinkingoftheengineer
andthetinkererinThe Savage Mind(1966,1–33),Simondondis-
tinguishesarationalisticwayofrelatingtotechnicalobjects
fromanintuitiveone.Inthiscontext,theterm“major”isused
todescribeanattitudetowardstechnologybasedinscience
andrationalreflection.Thisattitudecorrespondstotechnical
knowledgethatisbasedondescriptiveanalysisandgeometric
representationsoftechnicalobjects,includingmeasurementand
calculation.Here,SimondonhasinmindtheEncyclopedia of Denis 
DiderotandJean-BaptisteleRondd’Alembert,butalsoengineers
in19th-centuryindustrialsocieties(Simondon2017,109–111).

Incontrast,theminorapproachtotechnologyischaracteristicof
agricultureandmininginthe17thand18thcenturies.Itisbased
onacultureoftechnologythatspreadsessentiallythroughthe
acquisitionoflocallyrootedknowledge,physicallygrounded
gestures,andintuition.AccordingtoSimondon,itisbasedon“a



55kindofco-naturalrelation”(2017,107),aconnaturalité of man with 
hisenvironment.Inotherwords,itimpliesan“implicit”or“tacit”
knowledgeoftechnology(Polanyi1966).Aswewillsee,however,
thetechnologyofcinemainitselfcanbeconceivedasanenviron-
mentimbuedwithtacitknowledge.

IntheirappendixtothesecondeditionofAnti-Oedipus,“Balance-
SheetforDesiringMachines,”DeleuzeandGuattari(2009)take
upSimondon’scategoriesinordertoarguefortheminoruseof
technologyasanemancipativere-appropriationthereof,effected
undertheconditionsofindividualandcollectivedesire.Keyideas
inthisregardare“themostextensiveutilizationofmachinesby
thegreatestpossiblenumberofpeople,theproliferationofsmall
machinesandtheadaptationoflargemachinestosmallunits,
[and]...thedestructionofthespecializationofknowledgeandof
theprofessionalmonopoly”(DeleuzeandGuattari2009,107).

Ifasearlyasthispublication,DeleuzeandGuattariarealready
connectingminorusesoftechnologyand“tinkering”bothtoIvan
Illich’sprogrammaticattemptat“retoolingsociety”(Illich1973),
andinthesamebreath,BusterKeaton’smachinefilms,thenitis
nosurprisetofindthisdoublereference—toIllichand Keaton—
inDeleuze’scinemabooksaswell,preciselyatthepointwherehe
mentionstheprocessof“minoration”ofmachines(Deleuze1997,
176).

Deleuzedescribestheprincipleofminoreras“takingthebiggest
machineintheworldandmakingitworkwiththetiniest
elements,thusconvertingitfortheuseofeachoneofus,making
itthepropertyofeveryone”(1997,176).Unfortunately,hefailsin
thiscasetorefertocinemaassuchamachine.Suchareference
couldhavebeenestablishedcomparativelyeasilyviaKeaton,if
oneconsiderstheminorationtheprotagonistofhisfilmsper-
formsnotonlyonmachinessuchasalocomotive(The General 
(BruckmanandKeaton1926))andaship(The Navigator(Crisp
andKeaton1924)),butinSherlock, Jr.(Keaton1924)onthecinema
itselfthoughthehybridizationoffilmanddream,the“getting



56 into”theprojectedfilm,andtheresultingchangeofitsaction.As
wewillsee,itispreciselythisprocessofminoration,whichcan
bedescribed,followingDeleuze,asadirecttransition“fromthe
great,realmachinetoitsreproductionasatoy”(1997,176),which
canbeobservedinthecinematographicpracticesassociatedwith
Laloux’searlyfilms.

Thethirdargumentforrevisitingtheconceptofminor 
cinema is the increasing interest in the connection between 
cinematographicmachine,body,andsubjectivityinfilmand
mediastudies,aswellasinthehistoryofscience.Ireferhere
totheworkofBenoîtTurquety(2019),whohasexaminedthe
“machines”ofcinemawithinaSimondonianframework,tothe
observationsofAdamSzymanski(2020)oncinemaasapsycho-
therapeuticmedium,andfinallytotheinvestigationsofElena
Vogman(2018),who,startingwithhermeticulousstudiesof
Eisenstein,hasshownincreasinginterestintheconnection
between“madness,media,andmilieus,”inwhichcontextshe
alsoreferstoGuattari.4

Laloux and Guattari

InordertounderstandLaloux’searlyfilmsasminorcinema,I
proposenottoanalysethemcloselyintermsofcontent,butto
lookatthemintermsofform.Nevertheless,Iwillnotviewthem
assweepingreflectionsonthemediumoffilmper se,butas
ratherconcreteinterventionsthatdisassembleandreassemble
thecinematographicapparatusintoitsindividualparts.Inother
words,IsuggestlookingatLaloux’sfilmssimilarlytohowDeleuze
looksat“experimentalfilm”inhisbooksoncinema(thoughthese
includeremarkablylittleworkonanimation)(Deleuze1989;1997).

Atthesametime,Isuggestdrawingaparalleltothescientific
practicesofearly20th-centurycinematography.Asthe
exampleofbiologicalcinematographyshows,thesepractices

4 SeeVogman2022.



57alsodisassemble“theblackboxofthe‘basiccinematographic
apparatus,’inordertoredistributeitselements—the‘movement
image’(Deleuze1997),theprojector,thescreen,theseat
rows,andsoon—withoutmakinganyclaimtobecomplete”
(Schmidgen2011,60;seealsoLeyssenandRathgeber2013).

Suchworkwithandonthemachineryoffilmisalsocharacter-
isticofLaloux’searlyworks.Theshadow-playofTic tac,for
instance,makesreferencetothebasicfactofprojection.Thefilm
isreminiscentofthePlatoniccaveaswellasthelongtraditionof
Asianshadowtheatreor—tochooseananachronisticbutquite
appropriatecomparison—oftheshadowprocessionsinthevideo
installationsandtheatrepiecesofWilliamKentridge.

Les Achalunésalludestothelensesinboththeprojectorandthe
camerawithitsstagingoflightandglass.Thefilmdramatizes
gameswithlightandglassinamannersimilartoManRay’s
L’étoile de Mer(1928).Itisreminiscent,ontheonehand,ofthe
depictionsofsurfacetexturesinthewaterfilmsofJorisIvens,
LaszloMoholy-Nagy,andRalphSteiner,and,ontheotherhand,
recallsthelatersequenceabout“Parisofthefuture”fromLa Jetée 
(Marker1962).

InLaloux’sfilm,theseundulatingandquiveringlightstructures
arestagedinsuchawaythattheydrawattentiontotheprocess
ofseeingitself.Whatthefilmmakesclearisthatthisprocessis
notonlyhuman,basedontheeye,butalsoatechnical,lens-
basedprocess.Thepulsatingreflexespointtoanewkindoflife,
asitwere.Thecinematiceyeappearsnotonlyasanelementofa
machinethattakesinimages,butalsoaspartofayetunknown
organismthatproducesthem.

The Teeth of the Monkeymakesthematerialityofthe“movement
image”(Deleuze1997)tangiblethroughthetechniqueofcut-
outdrawingsandtheanimationofsuccessiveshots.Through
thismethodofmaking,thefilmcontinuallyremindsusofhow
movementimagesarecreated:bygraduallytransformingone
imageintoanother.Thisviewingexperienceisextendedand
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enhancedbythefactthatthefilmshowsanabundanceof
fantasticmetamorphoses.Peopletransformintothingsorinto
animals,butpeoplealsotransformintootherpeople,whoare
aliveordead,ortheyaretransformedintoteeth,asinother
sequences(seefig.3).

Inaddition,allthreefilmscombinetheirself-reflexiveplayon
theirconstructed,technicalnaturewithacontemplationabout
language.InTic tacthisiseffectedthroughanendlessstripof
thewords“tic tac tic tac,”whichappearintheopeningcreditsin

[Figure3]Peoplearetransformedintoteeth.SequenceofstillsfromLes dents du 

singe (Source:Laloux1960,05:03–45).



59typewriterfashion,accompaniedbythesoundofatickingclock.
Les Achalunés contains a pun in its title that oscillates between 
theFrenchwordsachaler(to get on one’s nerves),lune(moon),and
allumer(to set on fire).InThe Teeth of the Monkey,whosestory—as
alreadymentioned—cameaboutinakindofrandomprocess
ofcollectiveassociation,theoriginalFrenchtitle(fr.Les dents du 
singe)canbereadnotonlyasThe Teeth of the Monkey, but also as 
a pun: The Gifts of the Sign(fr.Les dons du signe).

Thus,wecansaythatLaloux’searlyfilmsstageimplicit
knowledgeabouttheproductionofcinematographicimages,
inparticulartheiranchoringinacomplexmachine,whichon
theonehandencompassestherelationshipbetweenimage,
sound,andlanguage,andontheothercontainsthecamera,the
projector,thelenses,thescreen,andsimilarequipment.

Theself-reflexivityofLaloux’sfilmsisnocoincidence.Itspells
outthefactthatcinemaappearshereasaminorart.Onthe
onehand,thisisduetotherelativesimplicityoftheproduction
conditions,whichallowedforafar-reachingartisticfreedom,
anautonomythatLalouxexplicitlyemphasizesinaninterview
from2003(Dauman2003,11:24–14:30).Ontheotherhand,it
reflectstheconceptionofthecinematographicmachinethat
Lalouxdevelopedasanartistwhocametofilmfromdrawingand
puppetry.Thefilmsinquestionretracethispaththroughartistic
media,leadingfromsilhouettes,reflectionsoflight,anddrawings
tomovementimages.

Inhis1996bookCes dessins qui bougent(These Drawings that 
Move),Lalouxmakestheconceptionofcinemathusoutlined
explicit.Ahistoryofanimationwhichisatonceanautobiography
andakindofmanualforbuddingfilmmakers,thebookrefers
toshadowtheatres,puppets,andthemagiclanternas“distant
ancestors”ofwhathasbecomeestablishedasa“twinbrother”of
“normal”cinemaunderthenameof“animation”(Laloux1996,24).

Inthiscontext,Lalouxexplicitlysetshimselfapartfromthe
commerciallysuccessfulmodelofindustriallyproduced



60 animationsàlaWaltDisney.Thetechniqueheprefersisnot
dessin en phases,butrather—andthisiswhatthefilmsdiscussed
inthisessaymakeclear—thecuttingout,mounting,combining,
andrecombiningofdrawingsandothermaterials.Asaresult,
itisnotWaltDisneyorTexAvery,butLotteReininger,Berthold
Bartotsch,andJanSvankmajrwhoarethebenchmarksofthe
traditiontowhichLalouxhascommittedhimself.

Lalouxcharacterizesthistraditionbyitsemphasisonthe
importanceofawidevarietyofmaterialsforthecreativepractice
ofcinematographicanimation:“[t]heshadowfigure,cut-out
papers,thepuppet,modelingclay,ink,charcoal,thepastel,the
gouache,theoilpainting,thecrayon,powder,sand,andlikewise
alltheobjectsthatmanmakes,alltheproductsthatheconsumes
oruses,withoutforgettinghumansaslivelydetails,havebeen
vectorsofinterestingcreations”(Laloux1996,61).

Lalouxthusnotonlyoutlinesahistoryofcinema,highlighting
the“vectors”ofmaterials,butalsoformulatestheprogramfora
cinematographygroundedintheheterogeneityofmedia,akind
ofsculpturalanimation.

Theflipsideofthisprogramisaviewof“normal”cinemathat
hasstrikingsimilaritiestothatofGuattari.Inhisstatements
oncinemaasaminorart,Guattarifrequentlyusescinema’s
heterogeneouspasttoilluminateitshomogenizedpresent.From
hisperspective,forexample,itisamistaketothinkthatthesilent
filmofthe1910sand1920srepresentsapoorerormorelimited
assemblageofexpressivematerialsthantoday’sfilm.Onthecon-
trary,accordingtoGuattari,silentfilm“succeededinexpressing
theintensitiesofdesireinrelationtothesocialfieldinaway
thatwasmuchmoreimmediateandauthenticthanthatofthe
talkies”(2009b,243).This,hecontinues,wasbecausefilmwas
notyetstructuredlikealanguagetotheextentthatitistoday,
i.e.“because the signifying script had not yet taken possession of the 
image”(ibid.).



61Lalouxexpressessimilarscepticismaboutthefixationon
languageandmeaningintoday’scinemawhen,intheafore-
mentionedinterview,hecommentspolemicallyonthedominant
formsofcinema(apparentlyreferringbacktohisearlyworkinLa
Borde):“Today’sfilmsrevealmoreandmore,it ’sthefilm-making
ofparanoiddictators.Buttheysaylessandless.We’dbebetter
offwithfilmsmadebyschizophrenics.Buttherearen’tanyfilms
madebyschizophrenics.Exceptforanimation,perhaps”(Dauman
2003,26:18–32).

Whatbothauthorsultimatelyfavourisacinemathat—in
Guattari’swords—turnsagainstthe“completesaturation”ofthe
audience,againsta“stuffingfullofimagesandmeanings,”asis
“increasinglybecomingafactinmajorcontemporarycinemapro-
ductions”(1995,144);acinema,inotherwords,that—positively
speaking—bringstobeartheheterogeneityofcinematicsigns
andmatters.ForGuattari,thismeanshelpingthe“asignifying
semiologies”—gestures,rhythms,colours,moods—findexpres-
sionalongside“semiologiesofsignification”(2011,59)like
language.Laloux’searlyfilmsrespondtothisintentionbyrelying
fromtheoutsetonaminor,heterogeneousensemblecreation
withrathersimplematerials.

The Cinematographic Unconscious

TheconvergencebetweenLalouxandGuattariisnotamere
coincidenceofpreferencesandtastes.Itisduetotheirshared
experienceoffilmmakinginapsychiatriccontext—arecourse,
sotospeak,tothe“tacitknowledge” offilmmaking(Polanyi1966;
fromthepointofviewofthehistoryofscience,seeOlesko1993).

Thisimplicitdimensionofknowledgeentailsconsiderableeffects,
especiallyinGuattari’swork.WhileLalouxturnstocooperation
withartists(Topor,Moebius,etc.),inwhichknowledgealso
remainsimplicitinartisticvirtuosity,thepresenceofatacit
knowledgeofcinemacanbediscernedinGuattari’swritings
wheneverhecriticizes,fromhisradicalpsychiatricpointofview,



62 atypeofpsychoanalysisthatfitsintohisperspectiveonthelate
capitalisteconomyofdemandandprefabricatedresponse,i.e.,
onethatispartofthesaturation-compensationsystemofthe
developedconsumersociety.

GuattaricriticizesFreudianpsychoanalysisformakingthe
antiquatedworldoftragedytheframeofreference,basingits
interpretativeframeworkintheOedipusmyth.Incontrastto
thetheatre,cinemareferstoamechanizedworldthat,precisely
becauseofitsartificiality,representsamoreauthenticframe
ofreferencefortherapeuticinterpretationandintervention.
Relyingonthedynamicvisualandauditoryexperiencesof
cinema,GuattarithuscriticizesthestructuralismofLacanian
psychoanalysisforitsold-fashionedfixationonlanguage,which
canbetracedbacktobasicpairsofsignifiers.Tothisfixation
onlanguage,cinemaformsarathercomplex,quasi-multimedia
alternative.

ItshouldbenotedthatthefirstdraftsofGuattari’ssemiotics
oftheunconsciouswerewrittenaroundthesametimethathe
wascooperatingwithLaloux.Thesedraftsrevealthatinorderto
positionhimselfinrelationtoLacan’sapproach,Guattarinotonly
theorizes the relatively passive consumption of cinematic pro-
ducts,butalsotheactive,productivehandlingoffilmtechnology.
Asshowninhisearlyessay“D’unsigneàl’autre”(1966),Guattari
hadbeentryingtodescribetheemergenceanddevelopmentof
heterogeneoussignmattersinceabout1960,andthisisprecisely
thematerialhehadtodealwithwhileworkingonThe Teeth of 
the Monkey.Theunconsciousdescribedin“D’unsigneàl’autre”
includesaboveallimagesthataresuperimposed,shifted,and
thussetinmotion,butthenalsofragmentsoflanguage,onthe
onehand,andgesturesaswellasmovements,ontheother
(Watson2009).

Theprimalsceneofthistheoreticalsketchisbasedona
fundamentalprincipleofcinematography.Thesignsoftheuncon-
sciousnolongeroperatethroughpairsofsignifiers,astheydid



63inLacan’sunderstanding.AccordingtoGuattari(1996),theymeet
ina“blacknight,”ina“fogofmeaning,”inwhich“spots”overlap
andsuperimposeinsuchawaythatcharacteristiclinesemerge
fromtheirblurredcontours—asintheflickeringsuccessionof
filmimagesinthemovietheatre,ormoreprecisely,asinthe
serialarrangementofdrawingsindifferentpositionsduringthe
productionofananimation.

Itisonlywhen,afterAnti-Oedipus,Guattarisetsouttofurther
elaboratethissketchintoafull-fledgedsemioticsoftheuncon-
sciousthatthereferencetofilmbecomesexplicit.Oneofthe
lectureshedeliveredin1973istellinglyentitled“Cinémachines
désirantes”(2009c),thusreaffirmingtheimportanceof
cinematographytothedynamic,material-semiotictheoryof
unconsciousdesiringmachinesthatGuattariformulatesinever-
newattempts.Atthispoint,heturnstothefilmtheoryofChris-
tianMetz(1974)tobringthepolyphonyofaveritablemachinery
ofmovingsignstobearagainsttheone-dimensionalstruc-
turalismoftheLacanianlinguisticunconscious.

Guattaridistinguishesamongfourlayersofmeaninginfilm.The
“significantsemiology”inhisterminologycorrespondstothe
“linguistictissue”offilmasanalysedbyMetz,i.e.grosso modo 
thespokenword.Meanwhile,Guattari’s“a-significantsemi-
otics”isjuxtaposedwiththe“sonicbutnotlinguistictissue”in
Metz’sframe,including,forexample,instrumentalmusic.This
isfollowedbythe“mixedsemiotics,”whichcorrespondtothe
painterly,colourfuldimensionsoffilmaswellasitsphotographic,
black-and-whiteaspects.Thefinallayerisconstitutedbytheges-
turesandmovementsofthehumanbody,whichGuattaricalls
“symbolicsemiologies”(2011,42and72).

Similarlayer-modelsofexpressivematerialrecurinGuattari’s
writings,asinthe“machinicgenealogy”ofthecomponentsofthe
unconscioushesketchesinThe Machinic Unconscious(2011,199),
movingfrompoints,icons,andindexes,tocodes,aswellasinthe



64 literalmultiplicityof“energeticsemiotics”thathecapturesand
outlines in Schizoanalytic Cartographies (2013).

Overall,then,itcanbesaidthatDeleuzewasnottheonly
authenticphilosopherofcinema.PerhapsGuattariwaseven
moreofonethanDeleuzehimself.Whilethelatterwenttothe
cinematoencounteranunheard-ofrangeofsignsandtriedto
taxonomizethem;theformercameoutoftheprojectionroom,as
wellasthestudioandtheeditingroom,usingthetacitknowledge
offilmmakingtodiscoveroverlappingsignsofthemostdiverse
kindsineachoftheseplaces.

Conclusion

GuattarineverreferredtoLaloux’sfilmsorLaloux’sactivities
atLaBordeinhiswritings,andLalouxdoesnotappearinthe
doublebiographybyFrançoisDosse(2010)devotedtothe“inter-
sectinglives”ofDeleuzeandGuattari.Apartfromafewinter-
viewsandsomecommentariesinDVDandBlu-rayeditionsofhis
films,thereseemstobelittleresearchonthisfilmmakertodate.

Thisdoesnotmean,however,thatLaloux’sfilmswentunnoticed
intheirtime.Thecontraryisthecase.Throughtheintervention
ofFrédéricRossif,Tic tacwasshownonRTF’stelevisionprogram,
as was Les Achalunés,presumably,becausebothweresupervised
byRTF’s“ServicedelaRecherche.”Inaddition,The Teeth of the 
Monkeyreceivedthe“Filmdukat”forthebestanimationatthe
InternationalFilmFestivalinMannheimin1960andtheEmile
Kohl-AwardforthebestFrenchanimationin1961.

Thequestionofpreciselywhen,how,andwhyLalouxcameto
LaBordetomakeanimationswiththepatientsthereremains
unanswered,however.Giventhecurrentstateofresearch,this
canonlybestatedhereingeneralterms.Laloux’sactivityinLa
Bordecanbeunderstoodintheparticularcontextofapsychiatric
reformmovementthatbecameknowninFranceasinstitutional
psychotherapy.GroundedintheworkoftheSpanish-orrather



65Catalan-FrenchpsychiatristFrançoisTosquelles—acrucialfigure
forGuattari—institutionalpsychotherapyhasadvocatedfor
a more active treatment of psychiatric patients since the its 
emergenceinthe1940s(Guattari2015).

DrawingonaneclecticmixofGestalttheory,psychoanalysis,
andMarxism,Tosquellesrecommendedgivingpatientsaccess
toartisticmaterialsandpractices,whichinhiseyesincludedthe
creativeuseofmedia.TheSaint-Albanclinic,whereJeanOury
completedhispsychiatrictraining,includedapatientnewspaper
andaprintshop,aswellasphotographyandfilm.Suchmedia
practiceswerealsocultivatedatLaBorde,andwhereGuattari
wasresponsiblefororganizingcorrespondingactivities,from
theatricalplaysandpuppetrytowritingworkshops,painting,and
filmmaking(Dosse2010,55–75).

EversinceTosquelles,theinsightthatunderpinstheseactivities
liesinthequestionoftheenvironmentinwhichpsychiatric
patientslive—moreprecisely:theenvironmenttheycontinually
createforthemselves.Onthispoint,Tosquelles,Oury,and
GuattarihimselffollowedtheworkofneurologistKurtGoldstein,
whohadalreadyinsistedpriortoWorldWarII,andcertainlywith
asocio-criticalintention,thattheactionsofphysiciansmustnot
onlyapplytothebodyofasickperson,buttohisorherenviron-
mentaswell(Schmidgen2019).ThefactthatGoldsteinalso
usedfilmtoillustratethispointofviewbyshowingpatientsin
theireverydayenvironmentverymuchbelongstothiscontext
(GeroulanosandMeyers2014).

Ininstitutionalpsychotherapy,however,environmentalaction
wasnotlimitedtophysicians,biologists,andpsychiatrists.It
alsoincludedpsychiatricpatients.AccordingtoTosquelles,Oury,
andGuattari,byrelyingonawidevarietyofartisticandmedia
practices,thesepatientsareconstantlyintheprocessofcon-
structingandreconstructingthemselvesandtheirworld.This
is ultimately the claim of cinema as art mineur.ThroughLaloux’s



66 films,cinemaappearsasamachinethatcreatesspecificenviron-
mentsandcorrespondingsubjectivities.

Thetechnologyofcinemaitselfbecomesakindofenvironment.
Itconstitutesanapparatus,anassemblagewhosematerialities
andmodesofoperationcanbeappropriatednotonlyinorder
toexpressone’sownsubjectivity,buttoproduceitinthefirst
place.Thecrucialmovementassociatedwiththisassemblageis
the transition from one sign to another,fromoneimageshowing
aparticularmaterialinaparticularstateandpositiontoanother
imageshowingthatmaterialinachangedstateandposition—or
toadifferentmaterial.

AsinKentridge’scinematographicwork,thiskindofcinema-
machineusestechnicalandphysicalmeanstoexplorethespace
betweentherepresentedandtherepresentation.Inaddition,
however,theexistentialterritoryofthismachineisthespace
betweendifferentkindsofrepresentations,orrathermaterials:
thewanderingbackandforthbetweendrawing,filming,and
erasing,or,asinLaloux’scase,betweendrawing,filming,and
moving—avirtuosodanceofimages,sounds,andgestures,of
drawings,puppets,andlights.

Byvirtueofthesemovementsinandthroughtheinterstices
amongimages,cinemabecomesminorized.JustasKeaton
transformsthelocomotiveandtheship,Lalouxmakesthegreat
machineofcinema“workwiththetiniestelements,”aswecan
concludewithDeleuze(1997,176).Lalouxthusadaptsthecinema-
machinetothepotentialuseofeachofus,“makingittheprop-
ertyofeveryone”(ibid.).Alongsideauthorship,originandfabu-
lation,thisformofretooling,thisre-appropriationoftechnology
throughitssubjectiveaswellascollectiveuse,isanessential
aspectoftheconceptofminorcinema.
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Bio-Logs and Non-Humans
Veena Hariharan

In this article, I discuss the Slow TV show The 
Great Elk Trek (Erhag and Edlund 2019–23), an 
eclectic combination of popular nature cams 
and bio-logs. The show offers the pleasures of 
knowing and experiencing wild nature even 
as it allows us to reflect on human endeavors 
via the cinematic—to make explicit, in this 
case, the tacit animal knowledge embodied 
in the migratory movements of the Swedish 
moose. The affordances of Slow TV, its felicity 
to draw the viewer into its enchanted circle 
that leads them from pleasure to contem-
plation, challenges the ways our knowledge 
of non-human worlds is conditioned by years 



74 of cinematic representation and nature 
programming. 

Asthepandemicforcedmostoftheworldintogovernment
orderedlockdownsinMarch2020,followingthepandemic,
imagesofwildlifespottingfloodedtheinternet.Fromdolphins
swimminginthecanalsofVenicetoaMalabarcivetspotted
atanormallybusyintersectioninMeyappur,Kozhikode;from
strollingwildsikadeerinNara,Japan,tomigrantpinkfla-
mingosarrivingbythethousandsinNaviMumbai’swetlands,
socialmediawasabuzzwithimagesofwildlifereclaimingour
cities.Whilemanyconservationistsdismissedthisinfodemicof
WhatsAppforwardsasfakenews,otherssawthisrewildingof
citiesasarenewedopportunityforbio-logging—trackingwildlife
behavior,habitat,andmovementviaprostheticanimalimaging
technologies—evenastheambivalentethicsoftheseimaging
practicesarebeingdebated.

Whatthereactionsdescribedaboverevealaretheincreasingly
segregatedhabitatsofhumansandwildfaunathathavemade
thesesightingsarareandevenecstaticspectacle;theprevalence
ofhighlyevolvedanimaltaggingandtrackingtechnologiesto
watchanimals;andthealltoohumandesiretomakeexplicitthe
tacitdimensionofnon-humanknowledge.

Scientist-turned-philosopherMichaelPolanyidifferentiates
betweentwokindsofknowing—thetacitandarticulate—inhis
deceptivelysimpleformulation:“[w]ecanknowmorethanwecan
tell”(2009,4).Oneofhisexamplesisthehumancapacitytoknow
anindividualface,recognizingitamongmillionsofothers,yetwe
cannotexplainexactlyhowwerecognizeafaceweknow.Polanyi
referstothisinabilitytoarticulatethe“how”ofknowingasthe
tacit,ineffabledimensionofknowledge.Inthesamevein,we
canthinkofexamplesfromtheanimalworld—howdidSiberian
cranesknowtomigrateallthewayfromthearctictundrato
winterinIndia’stropicalsanctuaries,ortheSwedishmooseto
walkacrossthemeltingicetoreachtheirsummerpasturesinthe



75foothills?Thisisknowledgethatispassedonfromgenerationto
generationofthespeciesineffably—tacitly.

Humansconstantlyendeavortodevisewaysofmakingimplicit
knowledgeexplicit,whethersimplyforknowledge’ssake,orwith
moresinisterimplications,fordataminingandthedevelopment
oflucrativecommercialapplications.Taketheaboveexamples:
millionsofdollarshavebeeninvestedinthedevelopmentof
facialrecognitionsoftwaretoaggregatedatasetsthatcould
enablemachinestorecognizefaceslikehumansdo.Theseefforts
havebeenextendedtotheanimalworld,too:fromhigh-def-
initionimagesofbirdsinflighttosophisticatedtelemetricand
bio-loggingtechnologiesthathavebeendevelopedoveryearsfor
mappingmoosemigratorypatterns.

Aswildlifehabitatshaverecededfartherandfartherfrom
humanworldsinthemodernindustrialera,theyareincreasingly
capturedasimagesorsensorydata.JohnBergerandAkira
MizutaLippitarguethatwhenanimalsdisappearedfromthe
phenomenologicalworld,theyappearedassalvageanimalsinthe
worldofshadowsandlight(Berger1980;Lippit2000).Indeed,this
hasbeenthewayinwhichmostofus,saveafewwildlifeexperts
andforestdwellers,haveaccesstothewaysofthewild.Our
knowledgeofwildlifeisalways-alreadymediatedbysuchimages
anddata.

Thehistoryofthemovingimageisitselfintimatelyentangled
withanimals,JonathanBurt(2002)goessofarastoclaimthatthe
desiretoseeandknowtheintricaciesofthemovinganimalbody
provedtobebothchallengeanddrivingforceforearlycinema
technologies.StartingwithEadweardMuybridge’s“Galloping
HorseSeries”(1878)—inwhichheusedazoopraxiscopetoinves-
tigateifandwhenallfourhoovesofthehorselefttheground
duringitsmotion(knowledgethatwasinturnusedtoacehorses



76 fortheracingtrack),1individualshaveattemptedtocapture,in
movingimages,theelusiveandenticinganimal,thuscontrib-
utingtotheevolutionofcinematictechnology.Otherexamples
includeÉtienne-JulesMarey’sattemptstocapturethemotion
ofpigeonsinflightwithhischronophotographicrifle(1883-7),
experimentsinanimatronicsandanimalmodelling,CGIandVFX
technologies to reconstruct Jurassic Park ’sTyrannosaurusRex
(Spielberg1993),orthenumerousexperimentsseekingtogetas
closetotheanimalaspossiblewiththermalcamerasinthe“blue
chip”documentariesonDiscoveryChannelorAnimalPlanet.2 
Indeed,the“fantasyoflooking”throughthesuperiormechanical
eyeofthecamera,whatDzigaVertovcalledthekino-eye (1984),
“asifthroughtheeyeofananimal,tofurtherrevealthoserealms
ofnatureinvisibletothehumaneye”(Burt2002,53),canbe
saidtoconstituteanepistemicenvironmentencapsulatingwhat
theeditorsofthiscurrentvolumehavetermed“tacitcinematic
knowledge.”

ThecinematicexperimentsofMuybridgeandhissuccessorsmay
seemarchaictoday,eveniftheguidingprincipleremainsthe
desiretoknowtheanimalworldevermoreintimately.However,
from1966,whenthefirstgrizzlybearsinYellowstoneNational
ParkweretaggedwithhighfrequencyVHFradiocollarsthat
pingedapproximatelocationstoreceivers,moderndevices
havebeenusedtomapandknowanimalmovement,behavior,
andhabitats,andnowincludearangeofsophisticatedimaging
technologies(Gunther,Manen,andWhite2017).Whilenature
camsandcameratrapsaredeployedincitizen-scienceprojects,
usingnothingbutsimplesmartphonetechnologytologand
deliverwildlifeinformation,3satellitetrackingandremotesensing

1 SeeBurt(2002),Brsown(2012),andSolnit(2004)forstudiesoftheseearly
experiments.

2 Bluechipreferstotheclassicwildlifedocumentariesofhighproduction
values,closelyobservedanimalsanddidacticvoiceovers.

3 SeeZLS Instant Wild(ZoologicalSocietyofLondon2023)orexplore.org 
(ExploreAnnenbergLLC2023)etc.forexamplesofsuchwebcam-generated
citizen-scienceprojects.



77devicesallowforretrievalofaccurategeo-positionedlocations
andenvironmentaldata.Modernbiotelemetrytags,alsocalled
“bio-logs,”fittedaroundtheanimal’sneck,earorotherbody
parts,canstoreortransmitvastpacketsofvitaldatasetsthrough
electromagneticwavesthatarepickedupbynearbyreceivers
orcommunicationssatellitesanddecodedusingadvanced
algorithmsandAIsoftware.4 

The Great Elk Trek

Den stora älgvandringen(eng.The Great Elk Trek,ErhagandEdlund,
2019–23)5firstfeaturedonSweden’spublicservicetelevision
network,SverigesTelevision(SVT)in2019,andithasbeenan
annualtelevisualeventeveryspring.Globalaudienceshavebeen
abletotuneintoSVTPlaytowatchthis24/7livestreamofthe
annual migration of the moose6herdofJamtland,NorthSweden,
crossingtheÅngermanälvenrivertogettotheirsummerpas-
turesatthefootofthemountains—atotalofnearly520hours
offootageoverthreeweeks(seefig.1).“Followthewalklivefrom
KullberginthenorthofSweden,”thetaglineannounced.The
showwasviewedover11.5milliontimesandclockednearly4.6
millionviewinghoursonSVTPlay,makingitoneofSweden’s
most-watchedTVshowsandresultedina“nationalmoose
fever”inthespringof2020(SwedishRadioVästerbottenandPrix
Europa2020).

Itwasalsocloselyfollowedbymorethan200,000visitorsto
theDUO-app,whocommunicateddirectlywiththeproduction
viauniquehandles.Userscouldfindinformationsuchaswhich
cameraisactiveatanygivenmoment,andatwhatangle,a

4 SeeHooten(2017)fordetailsofthesetechnologies.
5 ProducedbyStefanEdlund,JohanErhagforSwedishTVandco-produced

byYleisradio,Finland,onabudgetof238.000EurosaccordingtothePrix
EuropaCatalogue,2020.

6 Thespeciesalces alces—knownasa“moose”inAmericaandan“elk”in
Britain(nottobeconfusedwiththeAmericanelkorWapiti)isknownasan
“älg”inSwedish.



78 countershowedthenumberofmoosewhosuccessfullycrossed
theriverontothemainland,andtherewereoptionstowatch
theday’shighlightsandevensharealinktoatimestampinthe
episode.Interactivemaps,GPS-tracking,andweather-related
informationprovidedenvironmentaldatatovisitorsontheapp.
Theshowitselfproceededwordlesslyandwithoutcommentary.
Onceinararewhile,atextsignflashedacrossthescreen
identifyingaspecies,providingbriefinformationaboutmoose
migrationorlocation.Theshowwasalsoavailableofflineon
SVTNaturandTwitch.Selectedshortclipsandhighlightsofthe
footageofthedayandtheyearwithcommentary,areavailable
aseditedone-hourprograms.

Slow, Snowy, Spectacular

Thepastyearshavewitnessedthecultivationofslowness
asavirtuetocounterthefast-pacedchaosoftechnological
modernity—slowfood,slowtravel,slowburn,slowmovies,and
nowslowtelevision.WhenAndyWarholfirstmadehisfive-hour
longfilmonthesleepingpoet,JohnGiorno,callingitsimply
Sleep (1964),itwashailedasanavant-gardefilmparexcellence,
spawningsimilarconceptexperimentsacrossgenresandmedia.
TheslowmoviesofauteurssuchasLavDiaz,Apichatpong
Weeraseethakul,BélaTarr,NuriBilgeCeylan,tonameafew,
havereceivedscholarlyandcinephilicattentionforcountering
Hollywood’scommercialtime-spacemodelsbasedonthrills
andquickpayoffs.Usuallycharacterizedbystillness,emptiness,
andsilence,theminimaliststylesoftheseclassicauteurialfilms
includelongshots,slowtakesandsloweredits,immersingthe
willingviewerinaworldwheretimeflowsslowly,laboriously,
lyrically.Nature—byturnsinert,harsh,hostile,suppleorfertile—
andthewearyprotagonistswhojourneythroughitareastaple
feedofslowcinema.7

7 SeeJaffe(2014)andTiagodeLuca(2015)fordetailedstudiesofslowcinema
auteurs.
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SlowTelevisionisofmorerecentvintageandwaspopularized,
mostnotably,byNordicTelevision’sSakte-tv(eng.Slow-TV ),
Norwayevenvoteditas“wordoftheyear”in2013(Ulven2017).
Unlikeslowcinema’sallureamongavant-gardeandfestival
audiences,slowTVwasacommunityeventandappealedtoa
broaddemographicfromtheelderlytochildren.Slowcinema’s
melancholy-tingedairisreplacedinslowTVbyanaffect-neutral,
evenbreezyeverydayness.Plodding,ponderousprotagonists
aresubstitutedwithanonymouscommuters,cats,birdsor
elk,whilenatureisrestoredfromitstragictimelessnesstoan
unhurried,yetdynamicinteractiveenvironment.8Thus,slow
TValludestothenon-extraordinaryandtypicalprocessingof
quotidianknowledge,reflectingtheimplicit(tacit)qualitiesof
mediatization.

NordicslowTV’sfirstsensationalhitwasBergensbanen—minutt 
for minutt(eng.Bergen Line minute by minute,HellumandNorsk
rikskringkasting2009)and,asthetitlesuggests,wasaminute-
by-minuterenderingofthe7-hour4-minutetrainrideofthetrain

8 Somethingsimilarcanbeobservedregardingthe“driftaway”qualitiesof
ambientmusicfromthe1960sand70sandlaterinwhatGernotBöhme
callsthe“ecologicalaesthetics”(Böhme1989),drawingontheaestheticsof
nature.

[Figure1]MoosebeginthecrossinginThe Great Elk Trek (Source:ErhagandEdlund)
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fromBergentoOslo.9 It was an attempt to mirror in real time the 
pathofthetrain’sjourneythathadremainedunchangedoverits
120-yearoldhistory.Therecordofthetrain’sscenicjourneywas
interspersedwithinterviewsofdrivers,passengers,engineers,
andarchivalfootageofthejourney.10 The show was a sensational 
hit,withnearly20%ofNorwegianstuningin.ProducerThomas
HelluminhisTEDtalkexplainshowthelivebroadcastoflong
eventsastheyunfoldinrealtime—suchasthe7hoursofthe
Bergentrainjourney,10hoursofsalmonfishingor8hoursof
knittingmadefor“theworld’smostboring…yethilariously
addictive”television(2014).OtherScandinaviancountries
followedsuitandfrompopulardemand,createdtheirownver-
sionsofslowTV.

The Great Elk Trek wasSwedishtelevision’sanswertothiscall.
EmmaBeddington,writingforThe Guardian,exclaims,“[f]
orget Line of Duty,mymust-watchshowistherivetingspring
moosemigration,anaturaldramafullofatavisticpleasures”
(2021),echoingthesentimentofmillionsofviewerswhotuned
in.IftheslowtrainspottingofBergensbanenmappedthe

9 SeePuijk(2020)foradetailedanalysisofNordicslowTV.
10 In relation to similar strategies in the overnight program of German history 

oftelevision,RembertHüsercallssuchritualmediaapproaches“cinemaof
everydayattractions”(2020,114).

[Figure2]StilllandscapesinThe Great Elk Trek(Source:ErhagandEdlund)



81Norwegianlandscape,thenthemoose’sslowmigrationoffereda
cartographyofSweden’sforestandmountain-scapes(seefig.2).
TheshowfulfilledalltheparametersofslowTVspeltoutbythe
producers:real-timeuneditedfootage,livebroadcastonprime
timetvtomaximizecommunityparticipation,andcontentrooted
innationalcultureandfocusedonsomethingthatpeoplecould
identifywith.11

ThemooseisthebelovedanimalofSweden,andthemoose
silhouetteishighlyvisibleasanationalsymbol.Besidesbeing
thecountry’stoptouristattraction,itisalsoitspremiersport.
About100.000mooseareshoteveryyearinthehuntingseason
inanactivitythatisbothcontrolledandlegitimizedbytheSwe-
dishHuntingAssociationandEnvironmentalProtectionAgency.
Itisalsoacommunalactivity,ratherthanasolitaryorstealthy
gamehuntthatweseeinmanyothercountries(Heberlein2000).
So,whenSwedishNationalTelevisiondecidedtofilmthemoose
migration,itseemedtobeanaturalchoice.TheslowTVformat
wasparticularlysuitedtotheruminatingungulate’sannual
marathonthatwasepic,spectacular,andyes,slow.

Theyareinnohurry.ThisisslowTV,afterall,andthemoosewill
notcrossuntilthelasticeontheshorehasmelted.Thismeans
thelivestreamoftenoffersupanhourortwoofasinglemoose
chewingmeditatively,thesteamofitswarmbreathdissipating
graduallyintheforestchill,orjuststandinglookingattheriver
(Beddington2021).

Nothinghappens,butsomethingmight happen.Thus,if
commercialtvshowshavetheircliffhangers,thenthisisthehook
ofslowTV—thefearofmissingoutwhensomethingjustmight
happenkeepsviewersgluedtotheirtelevisionsets.Theshow’s
presenter,AndersLundin,pointstothehumantrapsnotfarfrom
thecameras,revealingtousthatjustashunterswaitpatiently,

11 SeetheFacebookfancommunityfortheshowat“Visomföljerdenstora
älgvandringen!”(NilssonandOlsson2023).
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sometimesfordays,forthemoosetofallalongitsjourney,these
cameratraps,too,werewaitingtocaptureimagesofmoose.If
deadmoosewerethetrophiesofthehunterthenthesemoose
images,thesegrainysilhouettes,weretherewardsoftheshow.

Evenifthebiggestdrawoftheshowistheillusionofwatching
naturelive,withouttheheavyhumanhandofclassicwildlifepro-
gramming,theentangledpresenceofhumansandtechnology
alongsidetheanimalscastsashadoweveryonceinawhile.
Thus,amoosemaystumbleintoamicorstareatanightvision
camerawherethefleetingglimpseofapavedroadcutsthrough
theforest,whichhasitselfbeenrewildedorcommodifiedfor
hunting,tourism,andtelevision.Theprogramalsoprovidesthe
interestedspectatorwithanoverviewoftheintricateinfra-
structurethatwentintothemakingoftheshow.Twenty-three
PTZcameras(enabledwithpan,tiltandzoomfunctions)con-
cealedwithcam-nets,twonight-visioncameras,andmultiple
droneswereplacedatstrategiclocationsalongthetrailofthe
moosewalk.Speciallydesignatedmicsweresetuptoisolatethe

[Figure3]Moment of Drama(Source:Christensen2021)



83soundoficethawingandrippling.Thesedeviceswereoperated
remotelyfromthecontrolroominKullberg,whereateamworked
roundtheclocktomanipulatethecameraeverytimetherewas
asightingofamooseoranyotherwildanimal.Sometimesthey
hadtoreanglethecameraswhenthemoosestrayedfromits
anticipatedpath.17.000metersofcrisscrossedcables(alongwith
embeddersforaudio)thatoriginatedinKullbergandbranched
atthemainlandwereneatlydividedintohubs,camouflaged,and
placedatseveralpointsalongthe400-milepathofthemoose
walk.Thesefiber-opticcablespickedupthevideofeedandtrans-
mitteditbacktothecontrolroom.

Thecamera-cablesetuptriedtofollowthewell-wornpathofthe
mooseasaccuratelyaspossible.Usually,themoosewouldenter
throughNaset,reachthePassage,thencrosstheisland,before
disappearingoutofviewsomewherebeyondthecamera.Close
upsofthemoosearecapturedastheywadeacrossthewatersto
crosstheisland—thisiswherethemainactiontakesplace,and
themainhubisplacedhere.“Thesemoosedon’tchooseKullberg,
butatleastwegettoseethem”12 says the presenter gesturing to 
theaudience.

Whatwesee,then,arenotonlymoose,butalsooccasional
appearancesofotherwildanimalsthatroamtheforests,
includingwolves,brownbears,lynx,deer,wolverines,reindeer,
andblackgrouse—mostofthetime,however,thereareno
animalsinsightinthisstilllandscape.Onceinawhile,thecamera
dronestravelsinuouslyoverbeautifulaerialviewsofmilesand
milesoflimpidsilverysnowandmajesticgreenpinesasthey
swayinthewind.Sometimes,thecameradisappearsbehinda
stump,orrustlesthroughthespringforestaswelistenintoa
birdsong,arippleintheriverontheridge,orhearicecrackand
melt.Buteventheseareminoreventsintheshow,sincemost
ofthetime,wearejuststaringintoanemptyexpanseofdark
bluewatersorawhitestretchofnothingness.Butthensuddenly,

12 Alltranslationsbyauthor.



84 somethinghappens:“7-8moosewentthroughtheice.Themoose
trytocrosshere.Andwhentheiceweakenstherearestillafew
whoarewillingtoriskit.Whentheygothroughtheiceyourheart
startstorush”(ErhagandEdlund2019).Indeed,thedramaof
theshowisasheermomentofserendipitywhenamoosefalls
throughtheice,andthenheroicallyrisesfromit,hesitatesbefore
anightvisioncameraordecidestochangeitstrack(seefig.3).

Thegradualrevelationoftheshow,inwhicheveryinfinitesimal
changeandeachminutedetailisapprehendedthroughour
slowperception,combinestheslowpleasuresofwatching,
knowing,andcontemplatingmooseandotherwildlifeasthey
movethroughsnow,forests,andwater,orasourgazeisriveted
byastill,wildlandscape.LindaWilliamscallsourdeliriously
voyeuristicpleasuresofwatchingmovingsubjectsonscreenthe
“frenzyofthevisible”(1989)whileMichaelRenovdescribesour
pleasuresofdocumentaryviewingasepistephilia—thepleasure
ofknowing(1993).Ratherthantransportingustothewildas
classicnatureprogramsdo,thewildisbroughthomethrough
unhurried,uneditedreal-timefootage,sanscommentaryor
music.Indeed,directorsStefanEdlundandJohanErhagdescribe
theshowas“themovingpaintinginthelivingroom”(Redvall
2020)thatenvelopedviewers24hoursadayforthreewhole
weeksinanimmersivesensoryenvironment.Theseenchanted
forests,thesetechno-wildsmakeusatoncerememberandforget
ourculpabilityindestroyingourwildlifeandethicalresponsi-
bilitiestowardconservingit.

I thank Shambhavi Prakash, Tobias Toll, and Dhivya Janarthanan for pointing me 

to the show and listening enthusiastically to a first draft of this article. 
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Old Modes, New Moods, 
or How Soundtracks Can 
Experiment

Felipe Soares

When dealing with musical modes, instead of 
exploring a fascinating, millenary history, with 
millions of possibilities for experimentation, 
some soundtrack composers and teachers 
prefer to obey a sort of utilitarian normativity 
stemming from the industrial logic of film pro-
duction. Ancient mode-mood associations tend 
to become norms, and this ends up inhibiting 
new ones from developing. Here, I put forward 
Sergei Prokofiev as a privileged example of 
the opposite trend: working with old modes, 
particularly on the music for Sergei Eisenstein’s 
Ivan the Terrible (1944), Prokofiev demonstrates 
that soundtrack scoring is a field of experi-
mentation par excellence.



90 ...et un joli Crime piaulant dans la boue de la 

rue. — Rimbaud

Asagiganticdinosaurstrollsthroughthepark,wehearthe
orchestragofromaBbmajorchordstraighttoaCmajor—
insteadoftheexpectedCminor(Spielberg1993).Wecanhearthe
sameprogression—nowfromCmajortoDmajor(notminor)—in
the opening to The Simpsons (Elfman 1989),whichstartswith
voicessingingasharpfourthinterval(c-#f).Thisintervaldefines
theLydianmode.Thelistofexamplesofthismodeinthefilm
industryisextensive.Itisusuallylinkedtostimulatingmoods
describedasheavenly,heroic,hopeful,etc.(Beato2020). Other 
musicalmodesbringoutsimilarlistsofmoods.

Formillennia,inseveralcontextsofmusicalproduction
(notonlyinEurope),mode-moodassociationshavebeen
copiousandusuallytakenforgranted.1Someauthorslookfor
explanations,predictablesystemsofcauseandeffect.But,
aftersomanyhorrorshavecalledintoquestionthevalidityof
humanprogress—andaftersomanyalertsbyminorities,inthe
contextofcolonialcatastrophe,thatthesupposeduniversal

1 Thisissomewhatsurprising,becausemodesare,ultimately,groupsof
notes,justelementsinasettobeusedinacomposition—likemodern
scales.Originally,eachmodehadastrongassociationwithakindof
musicalinstrument,whichcouldproduceonlysomedeterminedpitchesin
asequence,sothatthepitchesandintervalswerephysicallydetermined.
Musicproducedinamodewouldsounddifferentfromthatproducedin
anotherone.Aftersometraining,itwouldbecomeeasytorecognizemodes
onlybylisteningtothetunes(analogously,itiseasytotell,nowadays,ifa
songisinminorormajormode.)Aswitharchitecturalstyles,modeswere
soonassociatedtoGreektribalnames,likeIonian,Lydian,Phrygian,Dorian
etc.,andthisveryassociation,thoughperhapsgroundless,presupposes
avaguequality,characterorhumour(amood)foreachmode.Thus,a
poorlydefinednotionofculturalidentitywas,inturn,linkedtoinstruments
somehow“typical”ofthatidentity.AsIwillshowbelow,inPlato’sRepublic,
forinstance,onecanalreadyfindtheseassociationsinuse(1897iii,398e).



91humansubjectliesattherootofsuchhorrors—,physiological
orcognitiveexplanationsfortheproductionofmoodsthrough
musicseemunconvincing.Speakingfrommyplace,inSouthern
Brazil,sensitivetotheday-by-dayeffectsofcolonialarbi-
trariness,Ialwaysprefertoconsiderattributionsofmoodsas
movementsofhistoricalreferences,withinmoreorlessdefined
historic-geographicalcontexts,basedonvagueassumptions—
with no explanationatall.SimilartowordusageinLinguistics:
eachpropositioniscontingent,hypothetical.Foranyindividual,
eachmoodsupposedlystimulatedbyamodecanbeseenasa
memorymove.

Thus,mode-moodassociationsmaywellbeexamplesoftacit
cinematicknowledge.MichaelPolanyicharacterizestacit
knowledgeasamovementbetweentwovaguelyknownterms:
“weknowthefirsttermonlybyrelyingonourawarenessofitfor
attendingtothesecond”(2009,10)—amovementfromimpre-
cisesignifierstovaguebutidentifiablesensations.Itisplausible
to imagine a spectator relying on a vague awareness of the 
Lydianmode,fromwhichtheyderive(bymemory)asensation
ofgrandeurwhenseeingadinosauronscreen.Theyhaveseen
dinosaursbefore,andtheyhaveheardthatchordprogression
manytimes,sotheirmemoriesbecomeaccustomedtothistacit
knowledge.

Thoughtofinthisway,tacitknowledgerecallsProustianinvol-
untarymemory:“letasound,ascentalreadyheardandbreathed
inthepastbeheardandbreathedanew,simultaneouslyinthe
presentandinthepast,realwithoutbeingactual,idealwithout
beingabstract”(Proust2016,2535).Asoldsensationsawaken,we
canseethingsliberatedfromtheorderoftime—andourselves
alongwiththem.Thispossibilitybecomesclearwhenwethinkof
HenriBergson’sla dureé:allimagesaccumulateinthepast(which
doesnotpass)(1911).Eachnewperceptionmakesusactualize
certainmemories,concentratedinacertainlevelofconscious-
ness.“[t]ocompletearecollectionbymorepersonaldetailsdoes
notatallconsistinmechanicallyjuxtaposingotherrecollections



92 tothis,butintransportingourselvestoawiderplaneofcon-
sciousness,ingoingawayfromactioninthedirectionofdream”
(Bergson1911,322).TheProustiannarratorisBergsonian,except
inhisattitudetowardsthepast:forBergson,thepastiskeptin
itself,andwecanonlylearnhowtocopewithit,whilethePro-
ustiannarratoriseagertorecoverpastthewayitwas(Deleuze
2003,55).

Linksbetweenmodesandmoodsmaynotrecoverthepast,
buttheyapproximatesensationsfromdifferenttimes,allowing
usescapefromchronologicalorder.Curiously,ifwetakeone
elementawayfromafilm,anothermayalsobecomepartofit:a
camerashot,arelatedsensation,theafternoonyouwatcheda
movieorthesomeoneyouwatcheditwith,apopcornflavour.In
sum,evenifoneknowsnothingaboutmusicalmodes,listeningto
amodalprogressionwhilewatchingamoviemaybringupthings
thatare“realwithoutbeingactual,idealwithoutbeingabstract”
(Proust2016,2535),alongwithvaguebutidentifiablesensations.

Oneofthemosteffective(ifregrettable)consequencesof
thisistheextensivereuseofmodesinthefilmindustry.This
indicatesthatproducersseemsatisfiedwithdecisionsmadeby
composers,notablywhenmodeswork out fine,andhelpsellthe
films.Theproblemisthat,throughindustriallogic,theuseof
musicalmodesfortheworkwithimageshasbecomeamethod,
acceptedanddevelopedbycinemaandmusicteachers.Rather
thanpushingfornewresearchandexperimentationwiththis
richmillenaryhistory,manyteachhow to usemodes,seeking
effects(andusuallyachievingthem)byusingconventionalsound
materialthatsupposedlyworks out fineinHollywood.

InvideopublishedbytheBerkleeCollegeofMusic,Instructor
TimHuling,“discusseshowmodesofthemajorscalecanbe
usedtocreatedifferentmoodsandspiritsthroughoutascene”
(Huling2020).HearguesthatJohnWilliams,HansZimmer,Danny
ElfmanandRandyNewman,despitealldifferences,havetheuse
ofmodesincommon.Hetriestodemonstratethesemoodsand



93spirits,inassociationwithsamplesofmodes.Hestartsbygiving
thespectator/studentaschematicexampleoftheAeolianmode,
onlyjuxtaposingCminorandFminorchords,butnotexplaining
thedifferencebetweenthisandtheusualprogressionfromi
toivinthetonalityofCminor,andnotaddingthattheAeolian
modecanbefoundintheother11tonalities.Hetreatsother
modessimilarly,beforeconcludingbyreiteratingthatmodesare
“quiteusefulwhenscoringascene”(Huling2020).Ifthestudent
achievesthedesiredeffectsbyplayingthecorrectnotes,the
classissuccessful,andtheindustrymaycountonnewpromising
workers.2

Inthisexample,historyiserasedinthenameofutility.The
word“modes,”asculturalreference,carrieswithitatleasttwo
hugelydifferentculturaluniverses,“Greek”and“Medieval,”
bothofwhichinvolvemillionsofdifferentlivesandcenturiesof
associationswithsounds,silences,sensations,revolutionary
gestures,desires,victories,massacres,etc.Eventhereduction
ofallthiscomplexitytoonlytwouniversesisarbitrary,revealing
theviolenceofsuchutilitarianismitself.Theadjective“Greek”
isasusefulformusicalmodesasitisforyogurt,whiletheword
“Medieval”ismostviolenthistoriographicreductionsofalltimes,
collapsing15centuriesintoanimaginaryeraofdarknessand
blindmysticism.

Evenwithineachoftheseuniverses,“modes”areacomplex
subject.Inthe“Greek”variety,eachkindofscaledependson
instruments’timbresandpitchranges,thoughonemustthinkof
howmanydifferentinstrumentsthe“Greeks”mayhavedevel-
opedovertheirlonghistory,whosesoundswehaveneverheard.
AllwehavearereferencestomodesinGreektexts,usually
associatingthemtodifferentGreekpeoples,named,among
others,bythewordsweusetoday:Ionian,Dorian,Phrygian,

2 IdonotassumethisvideoisageneralrepresentationofBerklee’smethod;it
isonlyanexampleoftheusualpragmatism,whichappearsevenonacollege
level.



94 Lydian,Mixolydian,Aeolian,Locrian.Thesimpleschemebywhich
modernmusiciansdefinethesesevenmodalscalesbyassociating
themwiththewhitekeysonapiano(inthatorder,startingfrom
C)isalsoanoversimplificationofmanylayersofhistory.

Bycontrast,someoftheancientGreektextsseemtotaketacit
knowledgeintoaccount.Aristoxenus,forinstance,astudent
ofAristotle,insistedontheimportanceofsensibilitytomusic
theory.WritingtwocenturiesafterPythagoras,heopposed
Pythagoreanviews,whichaccordingtohim,overlookedthebasic
experienceofhearing.Hismethodisbasedupon“anappealto
thetwofacultiesofhearingandintellect.Bytheformerwejudge
themagnitudesoftheintervals;bythelatterwecontemplatethe
functionsofthenotes.…[F]orthestudentofmusicalscience,
accuracyofsense-perceptionisafundamentalrequirement”
(Aristoxenus1902,189).A(vaguebutidentifiable)knowledge
basedon“sense-perception”isattheheartofAristoxenus’s
investigation,beyondanymathematicalschema.Thisknowledge
maybetacit,sinceitinvolvesaplayacrosstime,through
memory:“theapprehensionofmusicdependsonthesetwo
faculties,sense-perceptionandmemory;forwemustperceive
thesoundthatispresent,andrememberthatwhichispast.Inno
otherwaycanwefollowthephenomenaofmusic”(Aristoxenus
1902,193–94).

Aristoxenus’smusicaltheoryreliesonrelations,on(tacit)
movementsbetweenelements.Theremustalwaysbeaninterval,
andtherearefundamentalintervals,likethoseoffourths,fifths
andoctaves,creatingconcords.Differentdivisionsofacon-
cordmaketetrachords,whichformscales,allowingforinfinite
possibilities.Scalesareclassifiedinthreegenres,according
tointervalsbetweenadjacentnotes:enharmonic(including
quartertones),chromatic,anddiatonic.Notesarealsonomi-
natedaccordingtotheirrelations.Intheheptachordscale,we
have: hypate(thehighest),parahypate(nexttohighest),lichanus 
(madewiththeforefinger),mese(themiddle),trite(thethird),
paranete,andnete(thelowest).Intheoctachordscale,wealso
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beingapermanenttonic,whileintheheptachordthemese was 
moreimportant.

Theoctachordscalebecomesaplausiblehistoricalfoundation
fortheestablishmentofmodes.Greekinstrumentswerelimited
inscope,andeachhaddifferenttunings,sodifferentinstruments
ortuningswerenecessarytoplaydifferenttunes(Macran1906,
224).Eachmodewouldalsobemoreadequatetothisorthat
singer,andgradually,eachmodegrewtobeassociatedwitha
kindofinstrument—andperhapswithaparticularcommunity.
Let’shighlightherethat“[t]heearlyGreekHarmoniai[modes]
orgroupingsofnotesandtetrachordswere experimental in 
character”(Rockstro1907,222;italicsadded)sincewaybefore
Aristoxenus!ButalsobeforeAristoxenus,modeswerealready
associatedwithmoods.InPlato’sRepublic(1897,iii,398e),
Socratesarguesthatmodesimitateandstimulatemoodsand
gestures,andthatthereshouldonlybemodesthatimitategood
things,i.e.onlyusefulorutilitarianmodes(Plato2003,88).Inhis
Politics, Aristotleperemptorilysaysthatpiecesofmusic“contain
inthemselvesimitationsofcharacter;andthisismanifest”(1959,
VIII,1340a/39–1340b/8,658-9).HeassociatesMixolydian,for
instance,witha“mournfulandrestrainedstate”(1959,658–59).
Curiously,Plato’sandAristotle’shistoricalauthoritiesleadthem
tobequotedmuchmorefrequentlythanAristoxenus,who,by
contrast,studiedmodesindepth.

AfterAristoxenus,Greekschemesgainedcomplexityovertime:
someextratetrachordswereaddedtothesevenmodalscales,
expandingandmultiplyingthemto15,whichfunctionedsimilarly
tomodernWesternkeys(Macran1906,225).Meanwhile,naming
problemsonlyincreased.Greeknames(likeDorian,Phrygian,
Lydianetc)appearinseveralMedieval(andmodern)schemesas
well,butinassociationwithdifferentscales.Aristotle’sMixolidian
modereferstoascalesimilartoourLocrian.Thereisalsoacru-
cialdifferencebetweentwoconceptsofmodes.Inthe“Greek”
concept,thegroupsofnotes“weredistinguishedfromone
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groups“dependsondifferencesoftonality,andiscompara-
tivelyindifferenttopitch.Thehistoryofthemediaevalmodesis
therefore,toaconsiderableextent,thehistoryoftheevolution
oftonality”(Rockstro1907,222).Suchevolutiondependedon
therelationbetweensoundsandtwoincreasinglyfixedpointsof
eachscale:theDominantandtheFinal.

Inthe2ndcenturyA.D.,contradictingbothPythagoriansand
Aristoxenians,PtolemysimplifiedthecomplexGreeksystem,
establishing“sevenpracticalworkingModes”(Rockstro1907,
224)withscalesbuiltinaveryregularway:allofthemhada
well-defineddominant(themese):onefifthabovethelowest
note.Evenso,thehistoryof“Medieval”modesmaybeevenmore
confusingthanthatofthe“Greek”ones.AfterPtolemythereis,
accordingtoRockstro,a700-yearsilencefromtheoreticians.This
gapdemandsacertaincreativityfromhistoriansinthesearchfor
documentsofmusicalproduction.“[h]appilyatthisdatewhen
thetheoristsfail,therebecomesavailableforthewesternhistory
a large collection of actual musical compositions in which the 
furtherevolutionofthemodalsystemmaybetraced”(Rockstro
1907,224).

Importantchangescanbeseeninthiscompositionalarchive,
suchasthegrowingimportanceoftheFinalnoteovertheDomi-
nantasmusicalelaborationdeveloped,notablyfromthe5thto
the8thcentury.Theplagalrelation,too,startedtoprevail,which
broughtaboutanotherscheme,witheightmodesdividedin
fourpairs—ofplagalandauthentic.Itmighthavebeendifficult
forsingers,arrangers,andchoirdirectorsinthe9thcenturyto
reconciletheirsophisticatedpracticeswithavailabletheoretical
works.AsGuidod’Arezzomayhavesaid,“thebookofBoethius
isofnousetosingers,butonlytophilosophers”(Rockstro
1907,227).Thisdisconnectionbetweenpracticeandtheory,
though,contributedtothestabilizationoftonality,withtheFinal
assumingitsplaceasamainreference.Eventhedistinction
betweenauthenticandplagalmodesstarteddiminishing.From
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harmonisation,andtoelementscomingfromfolksongs.Old
modessoonbeganinducingnostalgia:“[a]gooddealofrichness
inmelodicbeautywassacrificedintheprocess,andmodern
melody,evenwithallitschromaticfreedom,hasnotsuchawide
rangeofvarietyastheoldmodalsystemafforded”(Rockstro
1907,228).

Itisobviouslymuchmoreappealingtoexploreauniversefullof
possibilitiesandexperimentswithmodesthantosearchfora
how-tomanual.Somecomposershaveindeedexploredmodes
extensivelywhenworkingonimages,pushingagainstindustrial
logic.ItakeSergeiProkofievasaprivilegedexampleofthisdrive
towardexperimentationinsoundtracks,dueto(1)hisprofuseand
heterodoxworkforscreenandstage,(2)hiscuriouscollaboration
withSergeiEisenstein(anothergreatexampleofresistanceto
industriallogicinart),and(3)hisresearchintoRussianmusical
traditions.

AhugeamountofRussianpopularcultureliesontherich,
manifoldByzantineheritage.Theimpressivedevotionofthe
people(asIcouldseeinMoscow)andthehugeinvestmentin
churchesandmonumentsalloverthecountryarenowadaysjust
ahintofhowexuberantthisheritageis.Ithasbeenprotected,
forcenturies,byastrongconservatism,asdemonstrated,for
instance,bytheOldBelievers,religiousdissenterswhopreserve
elementsofGreekritual,resistingchangesproposedinthe16th
centurybytheRomanCatholicChurch,viaPolishJesuits.Beyond
thereachofEuropeanregulations,andkeepingitsowndeter-
minationsclosetoitsGreekorigins,RussianLiturgicalmusic
has,however,beenopentodomesticalterations—whichwere
plentiful.

OldBelieversrefusedharmonisationandthefive-linestavealong
withcertain“corrections”ofgrammarandspellinginliturgical
texts.Astheflowofchantsdependschieflyonthewaywordsare
spoken,divisionsandpitchesofmelodiesfollowvernacularrules.
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Temporaldivisiondependsonprosody,andoneoftheaffinities
betweenliturgicalandfolkmusicisanirregularmeter,aswecan
seeinthisBelarusianharvestsong(seefig.1).

Furthermore,agoodpartofRussianliturgicalmusicwasnot
writteninEuropeanneumas,butinasystemthatwasmuch
morecomplicatedandopentosingers’choices(Birkbeck1890,
143–57).Theseconditionsmadecomposersopentointegrating
folkculture.

GreatRussiancomposersofthe19thand20thcenturies,Pro-
kofievamongthem,editedcollectionsofRussianfolksongsand
drewfromthemoftenintheirownwork.InRussia,thisrelation
ischaracterizedbyalargeuseofdiatonicmodes,whichdefined
somefeaturesofadistinctlyRussianharmoniclanguageand
evenhelpeddefineSovietmusicduringitsrealist(Stalinist)turn
(Дубовскийetal.1965,169).3Theuseofmodesherehassome
specificities.Thenaturalminormode(Aeolian)aboundsinRus-
sianmusic.IncontrasttoWesternmusic,thejuxtapositionof
minordominantandtonicisquiteusual,asareplagalleapsin
melody,chordalprogressionsofthirdandsecond,incomplete
chords(lackinga3rd),amongotherfeatures.Otherdiatonic
modesarecommon,notablyDorianandPhrygian(minors),and
IonicandMixolydian(majors)(Дубовскийetal.1965,169–89).As
ateenagestudentatSt.PetersburgConservatory,Prokofievhad

3 AlltranslationsofDubovskybyauthor.

[Figure1]ABelarusianharvestsong(Source:Prokhorov2002,8).
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alreadyincorporatedthisamalgamwellenoughtomockit,ashe
woulddomanytimesafterwards,havingalreadymixedliturgical
harmonieswithdissonantchords(Guillaumier2010,56).

Prokofievmadenumerousexperimentswithmodes,notablyin
hismusicforfilm,dance,andtheatre—distancinghimselfnot
only from how-tonorms,butevenfromestablishedschemes
ofmodalscaleconstruction.HismusicforEisenstein’sIvan the 
Terrible,hasplentyofmodalelementsthatdrawfromRussian
liturgicalorfolkmusic,notablychants.Indeed,thereareso
manychants,sungdiegeticallybythecharacters,thatIwouldnot
hesitatetoconsiderthefilmamusical.Thewholefilmishighly
theatrical(Oliveira2008)—echoingIvanIVhimself.Prokofievuses
modessofreelythatitbecomesimpossibletosystematizethem.
Sometimestherearenotes,orintervals,orchordalrelations
characteristicofawell-definedmode.Atothertimes,thevery
modalisationprovesambiguous.

Intheopeningcredits,thesong“Тучачёрная”(eng.“Black
rain”)iswrittenonthe2-flatsignature,buteachoneofitsshort,
repeatedphrases(oneforeachbar)endsinanenatural,directly
followinganeflat,creatingwhatsoundslikeanappoggiatura(see
fig.2).

[Figure2]Ivan the Terrible’sOpeningChant(Source:Prokofiev1997,38).

Usingcurrentnomenclature,onecanreadthismelodyinBb
Lydian,orinELocrian.Inordertosolvethisdilemma,wemust
decidewhichnotewouldsoundliketheFinal.Thebassdoesnot
helpus:thechoralsectionhas10bars;inthefirst4,thereisno
bassatall,whileinthefollowing3bars,thecellosanddouble
bassesdoexactlythesameasbaritonevoice.Allthistime,the
woodwindsorstringsreinforceaBbchord.Inthe8thbar,cellos
andbassesmakeachromaticmovement,thenthechoralendsin



100 theambiguousfinalchordofbars9and10,perhapsaBb(6/#4).In
sum,definingthemodeisnotonlyimpossible,butalsouseless.

Prokofievalsoincorporatesoldtunesfromdifferentsources.
WhenEuphrosyneandyoungVladimirwatchaBiblicalmystery
playinwhichthreeyoungmenaresavedfromfirebyanangel
(basedonDaniel3:1–98),wecannotseethesingersofthechorus
thatopenstheplay(rightafterthebellstoll),butallpeople
presentatthechurcharelistening,andtheplay’scharacters
moveclearlyintimetoitastheyenter.Itisimpossibletodefine
thischoir’sdiegeticlevel.Forthischoralpiece,Prokofievborrows
thetheme“ДивенБогвосвятыхсвоих,БогИзраилев”(eng.
“Godiswonderfulinhissaints,theGodofIsrael”),fromthefinal
partofDmitryBortnyansky’sConcert34(1882).Thissounds
likeatraditionalchoralpiece,withchordsgoingfromI(Gb)toV
(Db),passingthroughamajorVI(Eb)thatresolvesintoa(minor)
ii(Abm).Strangely,though,thescoreiswrittennotinthekey
signatureofGb,butinthatofDb,onlywithaflatc,whichsounds
likeabnatural.4Rigorouslyspeaking,thesonggoesfromIVtoI,a
plagalmove,withthehelpofalowerseventh(cb)—whichinturn
bringsustotheideaofaDbMixolydian.

Thisdifferencebetweenwhatwehearandwhatwereadinthe
score,visibleonlyatananalyticallevel,isoneofseveraltacit,
theatricalundecidabilities—addingtotheambiguousdiegetic
levels.WecanseeProkofievenactingBortnyansky,tellingawell-
knownstoryattributedtoDaniel,thethreeboysperformingthe
roleofbelievers,whosinginthefirewithoutasinge,thethree
respectiveactorsplayingthesecharacters,whointurnperform
theboys,andtheclownswhoescortthem,tacitlyremindingusa
vaguetheatricaltraditionofvaudevilleorcommedia dell’arteetc.

Thisoverflowingchainofenactmentsreachesaclimaxinthe
famouscolouredscene,whenVladimir,impersonatingIvan,is

4 Шумилина(2011,96–99)analysesthisscene,butdoesnotmentionthisdif-
ferenceinkeysignature.



101trulymurdered—whichechoesadreadfulplayactuallyexecuted
bythehistoricalIvanIV.5Thisscenecementsthebrutalityand
theatricalityofIvanandhisguards,theOpritchnik,whodanceand
singinthismoment.Thelip-synchingfailsinsomeshots,which
intensifiesthedistanceamonglevelsofrepresentation.Themain
themeissungbyFiodor(MikhailKusnetzov),andtheOpritchnik 
respond.Thisinevitablyalludestofolksongsofthe16thcentury,
praisingthewaytherealIvanandOpritchnina“boiled‘traitor-
boyars’aliveincauldrons…,impaledthemonstakes,andsewed
themintobearskinsandthrewthemintorivers”(Pavlovand
Perrie2003,160).

Thethemeisverysimple,sunginarathermordantway.There
isnotonic,andthenotewecanconsiderasFinalisthecofa
CPhrygian(ina4-flatsignature),butwithoutitscharacteristic
halftone.Thefirstresponsecharacterizes,onceagain,aplagal
movement(fromftocbelow),highlightedbyacharmingone-
octave glissando.Afterafunnywhistle,Fiodorrepeatstheline,
changingonlythelyrics,andthechoirsingsanewrepetition,
nowinthesameoctaveashim,addinganaturalb,andending
onf(whichmakesidentifyingthismodeevenmorecompli-
cated).ThenwehavethesignatureofCmajor,nowwiththesame
naturalbastheleadingtone,butsoonthebassvoicescomeand
repeataphraseendingineb(stillwithanaturalb):stillamodal
appeal,butwithnohintofaspecificmode.

Herethechoirencouragesthesingertotalk(“говори!”).Then
asoloist,almostspeaking(asissuggestedinthescore),insists
ontheuseofaxesagainsttraitors.Afteranotherwhistle,the

5 IvanPetrovichFedorov-Chelyadnin,leaderofaBoyarCouncil,allegedly
wantedIvan’sthrone.Hewastakentothepalace,orderedtodressIvan’s
royalattireandsitonthethrone,holdingthesceptre.“Ivanthenbowedand
kneltbeforehim,saying:‘Nowyouhavewhatyousoughtandaspiredto…
Justasitisinmypowertoplaceyouonthisthrone,soitisalsoinmypower
toremoveyou.’AfterthattheTsarplungedadaggerintotheboyar’schest,
andtheoprichnikiwhowerepresentfollowedwithknifeblowsoftheirown”
(PavlovandPerrie2003,138,quotationfromШлихтинг1935,21).
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choirrepeatsthesamenaturalBmanytimes,saying“жги”(eng.
“burn!” ),alongwiththeTsarhimself.Allthisisrepeatedentirely
twice.Fiodor’slyricsevokeimagesoffestiveandviolentattacks
onboyarswithaxesandfire(seefig.3).

“Sarcastic”mightbeagoodwordtorefertothiscomposition
byProkofievandEisenstein.Therecipientofthissarcasmis
sarcasticallymultiple:theoldboyars(whynot?),IvanIVhimself,
hisridiculousOpritchnik,hisridiculouspupilJosephStalin,the
absurdityofsocialistrealism—andofcourse,forme,Brazil's
ridiculousfascistformerpresident(2019-2022),andhisridiculous
entourage.NowonderStalincensoredthefilm(whichwouldbe
seenintheatresonlyin1958,5yearsafterStalin’sandProkofiev’s
deaths,10yearsafterEisenstein’s).

AverydifferentmoodappearswhenEuphrosyne(Serafima
Birman),acappella,sings“Thebeaversong”overherdead

[Figure3]Ivan the Terrible,SongoftheOpritchniki(Source:Prokofiev1997,191–92).



103son,Vladimir(PavelKadochnikov).Sheisoneoftheghastliest
charactersofthefilm—theonewhopoisonedAnastasia.Yet,
herfinalsingingisquitedoleful.Prokofievwritesabeautiful
line,simpleonitsface,butdifficulttosing,andBirmanshows
absolutefreedomwhensingingit.Thelyricstalkaboutthedead
beaver,ananimalaffectionatelyassociatedwithVladimir.The
firstpartmovesapparentlyinaG#Locrian,thesecond,wemay
say,startsinBAeolian,butendsinasurprisingEDorian,after
adiatonicsemi-scalefrombtoeandaone-octaveglissando to 
thelowere.Beautiful!Anyothermodeidentifiableherewould
obviouslyrecallgrief,butthepieceisallaboutEuphrosyne’s
madness,inwhichnothingispredictable.Thereisnouseforhow 
tomanuals;modesarevaguelywritten,andacriminalwoman’s
bodybeautifullysingshergrief—thatisall.
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From the Construction 
Site via the Highway to 
the Guided Tour

Rebecca Boguska 

This is a report of my research trip to the 
Large Wave Flume in Hanover, an indoor 
water channel used by coastal researchers 
and engineers to explore the effects of 
water movements on coastal areas. In three 
“stations,” from the construction site, via 
the highway, to the guided tour, this essay 
offers a film studies perspective on the infra-
structural assemblages of coastal research. 
Guided through these stations by the notion of 
montage—understood as a filmic technique, a 
filmic principle of perception, and a film studies 
method—I show how difficult it can be to tell 
where cinematic perception begins and where it 
ends. 



108 “Maybeyoushouldgoforawalkonourhomepage,ifyou
haven’tdonesoalready”(Kudella2021).1 This was the reply I 
receivedfromMatthiasKudella,thedeputysitemanagerofthe
FZKCoastalResearchCentreinHanover,tomye-mailrequest
foraguidedtourthroughtheLargeWaveFlume—anindoor
water channel in which a steel plate generates waves that crash 
againstasimulatedcoastline.Tohisinvitation,Kudellaadded
thefollowingremark:“There’salsoalinktotheconstructionsite
camera”(ibid.).

ThefollowingessayisareportofmyresearchtriptotheHan-
overianCoastalResearchCenterandtheguidedtoursItook
throughitsexperimentalmilieus.However,thisessaytakesasits
startingpointnottheguidedtouritself,butKudella’ssuggestion
totakeaglimpseattheLargeWaveFlumeviatheconstruction-
sitecamera.Progressingthroughthreestations—fromthe
constructionsite,viathehighway,totheguidedtour—thisessay
offersafilmstudiesperspectiveonthesocio-materialassem-
blagesofcoastalresearch.Inordertoapplythedisciplinaryper-
spectiveoffilmstudiestothinkthroughtheresearchpractices
andmediaconfigurationsemployedbycoastalengineerswho
explorethemovementsofwaterandtheireffectsoncoast-
lines,Imustposethefollowingquestion:wheredoescinematic
perceptiontakeplace?

Iarguethatobjectsthatareapparentlynon-filmic—thatis,
objectsthatdonotnecessarilyconsistofmovingimages—can
neverthelesssuggestacinematicmodeofperceptiontothe
spectatororvisitor.Tosupportthisargument,Iwillintroducemy
thoughtsonthecoastalresearchcenterinHanoverwithabrief
forewordonmontageandsequence.

1 Alltranslationsbyauthor.



109Montage and Sequence 

Readingaboutan“[o]bsessionwiththissearchfor
cinematographyoutsidecinema”(Bois1989,112)onemightbe
ledtospeculatethatasearlyasin1989,thearthistorianIve-
AlainBoiswasalreadypredictingthedevelopmentswithinthe
fieldoffilmstudiesthatwouldtakeplaceoverthenext30years.
However,heisreferringheretotheobsessionofSergeiEisen-
stein,whichlatercametobeanobsessionsharedbymany
scholarswithinthefieldoffilmstudiesintheirwritingsonpost-
cinema(Hagener,Hediger,andStrohmaier2016;Densonand
Leyda2016;deRosaandHediger2016;Shaviro2010),expanded
cinema(Balsom2013;Beckmann2021;Youngblood1970),useful
cinema(AclandandWasson2011;HedigerandVonderau2009;
Masson2012),amateur(Zimmermann2011;Schneider2004;Slide
1992;Mattletal.2015;NorrisNicholson2012)andscientificfilm
(Curtis2015;CurtisandLue2015;Feiersinger2018;Gaycken2015;
Turquety2019;Wellmann2011).Bois’remarkappearsintheintro-
ductiontotheEnglishtranslationof“MontageandArchitecture,”
anessaywrittenbytheSovietfilmmakerbetween1937and1940
(Eisenstein1989).Inthisposthumouslytranslatedandpublished
text,Eisensteinnotonlyconnectstheprincipleofmontagetoa
filmictechnique—thepracticeofcuttingandgluinganaloguefilm
attheeditingtable—butalsopositionsmontageasaprincipleof
cinematicperception.

Aparticularlybroadunderstandingofthenotionofmontage
formsthebasisforEisenstein’sobservationthatthearchitectural
assemblageoftheAcropolisconstitutesa“perfectexampleof
oneofthemostancientfilms”(1989,117).Basedonadeliberate
andclearlyprovocativeanachronism,forEisensteintheimmobile
arrangementandarchitectureoftheAcropolisistransformed
intoafilmthroughthebodilytechniqueofwalking(Schüttpelz
2010)orthesimultaneousactivitiesofwalkingandwatching.
Eisensteinwrites:“Itishardtoimagineamontagesequencefor
anarchitecturalensemblemoresubtlycomposed,shotbyshot,



110 thantheonethatourlegscreatebywalkingamongthebuildings
oftheAcropolis”(1989,117).Themovinglegsofthemobile
spectatorortravelerbecomepartofthemontageapparatus.
Thementalarrangementoftheimagesandtheaccumulated
impressionsofthearchitecturalsequencecrystalizethatwhichis
alreadyanchoredwithinthearchitecturalensembleitself.Asthe
artandarchitecturehistorianMartinoStierliobserves,Eisenstein
proposesamodelofanembodiedspectatorshipthatisbasedon
the“sequencingofvisualimpressions”(Stierli2020,65),anditis
thejuxtapositionofthese“visualimpressions”recordedbyour
sensoryapparatusthat,accordingtoEisenstein,iscentraltothe
principleofmontage.Onlythecomparisonofimagesorimpres-
sionssetsthearchitectureinmotion;themobileviewerorvisitor
thustransformstheAcropolisintoafilm,andtheirperception
figuresasafilmicrecordingandprojectionapparatusatthesame
time.

From the Construction Site… 

TheAcropolisisoneoftheoldestfilms,andasthosewhohave
visiteditmightknow,apermanentconstructionsiteaswell.At
thetimeofmyvisit,inSeptember2021,theHanoverianLarge
WaveFlumewasafilmicconstructionsitetoo.Despitebeing
morethan200kilometersawayfromtheGermancoastline,itis
alsoamilieuforcoastalexperimentation.EchoingBrunoLatour’s
reflectionontheresearchpracticesofProfessorBijkerandhis
teamatthehydrauliclaboratoryinDelft,theresearchersinHan-
overalso“findnewwaystomaketheportmobile”(Latour2009,
135).At300metersinlength,7metersindepth,and5metersin
width,theLargeWaveFlumeisoneofthelargestfreelyacces-
siblewaveflumesinEurope,andthevisitingresearcherscan
generatewaterwavesupto3metershighthere.Thepeculiarity
oflargewaveflumesisthattheyenabletheinvestigationof
coastalphenomenaata1-to-1scale.AsStefanHelmreichrightly
pointsoutin“DomesticatingWavesintheNetherlands,”such
“[p]hysicalmodelshavenotvanishedintheageofcomputers”



111(2019,156),afactthatbecomesespeciallypertinentwhenlooking
attheroleofwaveflumesinthefieldofcoastalresearchand
engineering.

“Themeetingofhumanandwavescale,”asHelmreichwrites,
“signalsareadinesstomeetwavesontheirownterms”(ibid.).
Italsoalertsustothewaysinwhichwaveflumesincoastal
researchcentersfigureasplacesinwhichknowledgeproduction
andembodiedknowledgeappearinnon-humanentities,carried
byandwithinthewavesandbyawiderangeof“bodiesofwater”
(Neimanis2017).Throughoutseveralexperimentsconducted
intheLargeWaveFlume,theresearchersandtechnicalstaff
expecttoproduceanalmostidenticalarrangementofcoastal
phenomenainastableandconsistentindoorclimateinorder
toconductresearchonsuchmechanicallygeneratedwaves.As
theresearchershaveemphasizedinourconversations,inthe
LargeWaveFlumeoneencountershardlyanymodelandscale
effects,whichmeansthatthemodellingandscalingpracticesare
assumednottostronglyaffecttheexaminedphenomena.2

WhenIvisitedtheLargeWaveFlumebackin2021,however,the
wavesequencesusuallygeneratedtherewereinterrupted—since
2020,thefacilityhadbeenaconstructionsite.Nevertheless,the
mobilitythatisfundamentaltothecoastalresearchproject—the
translationofacoastlineintoafull-scalelaboratorymodel—
wasnothalted.Rather,ithadbeentemporarilyreplacedbythe
mobilityoftheconstructionsite,enabledbyanon-sitetime-lapse
cameraproducedbytheFrenchcompanyenlaps,whichrecorded
theconstructionprogressuntiltheendof2022,andwasthen
disassembled(seefig.1).Accordingtothecoastalresearchers,

2 Whenitcomestothemodelingandscalingpracticesofcoastalphenomena,
notallpropertiesofwatercanbescaleddown.Twoexamplesthatthe
researchersmentionedintheinterviewsweresurfacetensionandtheair
bubbleswhichappearinthewaterwhenawavebreaks.Furthermore,one
alsohastoconsidertheso-called“laboratoryeffects,”whichinclude “[b]
oundaryconditions,””[w]avegenerationwithapaddle,””[n]eglectionof
processes”(Schimmels2020,4).
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themainpurposeofthiscamerawastodocument,record,and
surveiltheconstructionprogress.Athourlyintervals,from6AM
to6PM,thecameraphotographedtheviewfromtheexteriorof
thehangaroftheLargeWaveFlume.

Ifithadnotbeenrainingandthelenseswerenotcoveredby
rainwater,thevisitorssawthechangingpositionsofthecranes,
excavators,thesun,cars,clouds,andlessoften,thechanging

[Figure1]ViewfromtheConstructionSiteCameraattheFZKCoastalResearch

CenterinHanover(Source:my.tikee.ioPlatform2021).



113positionsofhumanactorsinvolvedintheconstructionprocess.
Theside-by-sideviewoftwoimagesfromthetwowide-angle
lenses of the Tikee-cameraenabledapanoramiclookatthe
facadefromlefttorightandfromrighttoleft.

Visitors to the online platform my.tikee.io showing the con-
structionsitewereabletochoosebetweenthreemodes:
“Panoramic,”“Before/After,”and“Immersive.”The“Before/
After”perspectiveallowedacomparisonbetweenthefirstand
thelastrecordedimage,butthevisitorswerealsofreetochoose
amongthedifferentimagesthemselves.Inthismode,thedis-
playedimagesdividedthescreenintotwosides:whatthevisitor
sawwasasplitscreen.3Theproportionsofthesplitscreen,which
arenormallyfixedinthecinema,weresetinmotionbythevis-
itorsoftheplatform.Byclickingonthesmallcirclevisibleinthe
middleofthecompositeimage,theborderdividingtheimages
changeditsposition.Imagesandtimesweresuperimposed,and
timeandspaceexpandedthroughthemovementofthevisitor’s
mouse.

“Space”asDoreenMasseywritesinheressay“Traveling
Thoughts”isa“configuration…ofamultiplicityoftrajectories.
Thecoexistingmultiplicitiesandthenecessarybutincom-
plete(potential)interrelatednesswhichthatentailsgiveriseto
timeandspacetogether”(2000,225).4Sherightlyarguesthat
it is not the histories or past events which continue to live on 
in“thespatialsurfaceoftoday;”rather,onehastoreflecton
simultaneity as“‘thespatialsurfaceoftoday’”(Massey2000,228).

3 Inthecontextofthecoronaviruspandemic,itisnosurprisethatdiscourse
onthemobilizationandmultiplicationofsplitscreenshasacquiredeven
moresocialrelevance.AsMalteHagenerargues,“Whereasbeforeitwas
eitherthespectatorsthatmoved(astourists,passengers,attractionvis-
itors)ortheimagesthatshowedmovement…,nowbothhavebeenputinto
motion”(2020,37).

4 IwasdirectedtoMassey’sthoughtsontimeandspacebyChristinaLutter’s
essay“BaustelleninWien:EinkulturwissenschaftlicherWerkstattbericht”
(2002).



114 Thisformofsimultaneitycrystalizingineverydaysurfacespoints
usagaintotheprincipleofmontage,and,atthesametime,
emphasizestheprocessualnaturenotonlyofconstructionsites,
butofcinematicperceptionaswell.

Theprocessualnatureofthevirtualwalksthroughthecon-
structionsitethatonecouldhavetakenthankstotheTikee-
camerashowsthatboththeimagesthemselvesandthe
my.tikee.ioplatformbelongtoamuchwiderfieldofcultural
representation:the“processgenre”(AguileraSkvirsky2020).
AsSaloméAguileraSkvirskywrites,the“processgenre”runs
throughdifferenthistories,media,platforms,andincludes
abreadthofworksspanningfromÉtienne-JulesMarey’s
chronophotographicimagestoindustrialandeducational
films.Theconstruction-sitecameraattheLargeWaveFlume
andthemy.tikee.ioplatformshoweda“sequentiallyordered
representationofsomeonedoingsomething”(ibid.2020,2):they
showedoneworkdayin13images,onepieceofinfrastructure,
multiplejuxtapositions,andoneattemptatmontage.

Theideaofprocessisalsocentraltothecoastalresearch
practicescarriedoutinHanover.StefanSchimmels,thesite
manageroftheFZKCoastalResearchCenter,providedmewith
thefollowinganswer,whenIaskedhimabouttheadvantageof
physical1-to-1modelsinwaveflumesovernumericalmodels:

Numericalmodelsarenomorethanthesolutionofmath-
ematicalequationsandbelongtothefieldofphysics.The
equationscanonlybeasgoodasourunderstandingofthe
process.Here,wetrytobringnatureintothelaboratory,the
wavesintothelaboratory,thesandintothelaboratory.But
itdoesn’tmirrornaturesinceinnatureeverythingisthree-
dimensional.(Schimmels2021)

Schimmels’statementechoesJohnDurhamPeters’observation
that“mediaareinfrastructuresthatregulatetrafficbetween
natureandculture.Theyplaylogisticalrolesinprovidingorder
andcontainingchaos”(2015,32).Conceivingofthewavechannel



115asinfrastructureforegroundsthecoastalresearchers’ideathat
their facility plays an important role in regulating the conceptual 
trafficbetweenthelaboratory(asasiteofculturalproduction)
andmovingwater(asadistinct,naturalphenomenon),while
optimizingtheprotectionofcoastsfromwatermovements.

Furthermore,theLargeWaveFlumeasan“enablingenvironment
…provide[s]thehabitats”(Peters2015,46)forawiderangeof
differentmeasurementtechniquesandsensingtechnologies.
Nevertheless,inboththediscussionswiththeresearchersand
onthehomepageoftheFZKCoastalResearchCenter,thecom-
plexvideosystemwashighlightedasparticularlyrelevantto
theimprovementofthescientificunderstandingofprocessual
changes: 

Fourofthesecamerasrecord30imagespersecond…,
anothercamera300imagespersecond…Withanappro-
priatepositioningofthecameras,thesystemalsoenables
thephotogrammetricrecordingofmorphologicalchanges
andotherprocessesthataresubjecttotemporalandspatial
development.(FZK2021)

Interestingly,theconstruction-sitecameraalsorecordedthe
morphological changes of the architecture as a simultaneously 
temporalandspatialphenomenon;itrenderedthetrajectories
andmovementsvisible,and,atthesametime,italsoaltered
themobilityofthebodyofthespectatororvisitor.Forexample,
thethirdmodeofthisconstructionsitecamera,“Immersive,”
automaticallysetthecompositeimageintomotion,sothatthe
visitorstooka“walk”withtheireyesfromlefttorightoverthe
surfacesoftheimageinoneillusorysinglecamerapan.Inall
threemodes,thespectatorsorvisitorstookontheperspectiveof
abirdonabranch,and,floatingintheair,cameclosertothecon-
structionsitethroughthetechniquesofzoominginandzooming
out.Byclicking,moving,scrolling,zooming,bytakingawalkwith
theindexfingerandmovingtheeyesonthescreen,thealready
mobilebodyofthevisitorbecameevenmoremobile.



116 … via the Highway… 

Theconstruction-sitecameraallowedonetovisittheFZKCoastal
ResearchCenterwithouthavingtoleavetheirlivingroomor
office.Buthowdoesonephysicallygettotheresearchcenter
inHanover?Ifonehasacar,onecouldchoosethehighway;if
onedoesnotownone,onecantravelbytrain—twomeansof
transportationthathavepermanentlytransformedtheland-
scapeoffilmicimages.ThevideoartistandfilmtheoristHarun
FarockivisitedtheLargeWaveFlumetwice,andinthecourse
ofhissecondvisithefilmedtheopeningsequenceforImages 
of the World, Inscription of War(1988).ThefirsttimeFarockitook
thetrain,thesecondtimehedrovebycarviathehighway,the
A2,whichstretchesitselffromBerlintoHanover.Inhisrecently
publishedessay“Irregularly,nothaphazardly,”Farockireportson
hisjourneyasfollows:“OnJune18,1987,weleftBerlininthevery
earlymorningtotaketheA2toreachHanover.Ourgoalthere
wastheso-calledwaveflume,atestfacilityforresearchingwater
movements.…Itismyaimheretorelatethewaveflumeandthe
highway,twowordsthatcametomeinonesentence”(2021a,
205).

Onesentence,twotypesofinfrastructure;onejuxtaposition,and
oneattemptatmontage.5 

5 Inresponsetothepresentationofmypostdoctoralproject,entitled
“WateryAssemblages,”attheUniversityofZurichinNovember2022,Volker
Pantenburgpointedoutthatonlyafewweeksbeforehisdeath,Farocki
questionedtheconceptofmontageinthecontextofcomputer-animated
imagesbyrelatingittothenotionof“navigation”(Farocki2014).Asthe
editorsoftheforthcominge-fluxjournalissue“NavigationBeyondVision”
write:“Farockibrieflyreferredtonavigationasacontemporarychallenge
tomontage—editingdistinctsectionsoffilmintoacontinuoussequence—
asthedominantparadigmoftechno-politicalvisuality.ForFarocki,the
computer-animated,navigableimagesthatconstitutethetwenty-first
century’s‘rulingclassofimages’callfornewtoolsofanalysis”(Arandaetal.
2024).Thenotionofnavigationthusoffersaninterestingperspectiveonthe
constructionsite,thehighway,andtheguidedtouraswell.
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signifiesnotonlyamedium-specifictechnique,butabroad
principleofthinkingandmeaning-makingaswellasaprincipleof
perception,anembodiedandmobilevision,thenFarocki’swriting
(andprinting)incombinationwithmyreadingexperiencearealso
examplesofthepracticeofmontage.Furthermore,according
toFarocki,thehighwaythatconnectspointAwithpointBhas
developedinsuchawaythatitbecame“apieceofentertainment,
anditwasbuiltinsuchawaythatitoffersachangetothedriver’s
eye,asaseriesofimages”(Farocki2021a,206).Thus,thanksto
ourmovingperception,thehighwayalsobecomesasequenceof
imagesofpassingcities,landscapes,andsigns.

EvenifonedecidestotakethetraintogettotheLargeWave
FlumeinHanover,theA2cannotpassbythevisitorunnoticed.
TheA2,whichwastherouteforFarocki’ssecondvisittoHanover
withhiscamerateam,sweepspastthecoastalresearchcenter,
andthecarsandtheconstanttrafficareacousticallypresent
onsite.Thecomparisonoftheexperienceofthehighwaywith
thatoffilmthusdoesnotendwiththejuxtapositionofimages;
listeningisalsocentraltoFarocki’sattemptatmontage6andat
relatingthesetwoinfrastructureprojectstoeachother.Farocki
writes:

WhenIcametoHanoverinJanuary,itwassocoldthatthe
waterinthecar’scoolingsystemsfroze,andtheengines
overheatedanddetonated.…WhenIwasshownthevideo
recordingsoftheflumeinoperation,thenoiseofthedet-
onationscamefromthehighway,asaresultoftheover-
heatingenginesduetotheextremecold.(Farocki2021a,207)

InJanuary,duetolowtemperatures,noexperimentsweretaking
placeattheLargeWaveFlume.Thescientific,administrative,
andtechnicalteam,however,remainedbusyplanningthe

6 IwouldliketothankFabienneLiptayforthesuggestionthatFarockiiscon-
ductinganacousticmontage.



118 nextprojects.Nowadays,however,thecarenginesonlyrarely
detonate.

In1987,thefrozenwater,throughitsmaterialityanditsphysical
properties,whichcausedthedetonations,alsofunctionsas
alinkbetweencoastalresearchandthehighway.Itisthere-
forenotonlythegeographicalcoexistenceofA2andtheLarge
WaveFlume,butalsowater,whichatitsfreezingpointbecame
partofanacousticmontage.Water—whichisalsoanenviron-
mentinwhichmammalsandfishliveinoceans,lakes,and
rivers—surroundscomponentsoftheengine,andusuallyflows
fromthetoptothebottom:ifthefreezingpointisreached,
theengineoverheatsanddetonates.Itispreciselywaterin
Farocki’sstorytellingthatmakesitsodifficulttodecide“where
naturebeginsandartificeends”(Peters2015,33).Theresearch
intothemovementsofwater,themobilecoastsintheLarge
WaveFlume,andFarocki’sfascinationwithfrozenwaterseem
toinscribethemselvesintoamovementofthoughtthatmakes
preciselysuchthingsaswater,constructionsites,andhighways
soexciting.IsharewithFarockiandthecoastalresearchersthis
fascinationwithwaterandmovement,andbeyondthat,Iam
interestedinthetranslationeffortsthatencourageustothinkof
thetrafficconnectingoneaction(waterfreezing)toanother(the
disruptionofmotorsorthepausingofresearch)asamediated
phenomenon—effortsthatmakethistrafficgraspabletous.

Ifwethinkfurtheraboutthemodelingpracticesthatareof
centralimportancetocoastalresearchandengineering,itis
interestingthatnotonly“nature,”asSchimmelshasputit,is
broughtintothelaboratory,butalsothatthemodelingtraffic
runsinbothdirections.AccordingtoFarockiinhisfilmWie man 
sieht(1986)andhisessaywiththesametitle,highwaysbuilt
bytheFederalRepublicofGermanyhavebeenmodelledafter
theshapeofrivers.Intheposthumouslypublishedessay,two
imagesofdifferenthighwaysareaccompaniedbythefollowing
descriptions:



119Figure1(NaziGermany)showsahighwaythatrunstowards
thehorizonwithoutacurve.Militaryroadsarestraight;the
Nazisbuiltthehighwaysforwar. 
Figure2(FederalRepublic)showsahighwaythatcompares
itselfwithariver,riverstakeanaturalcourse...TheFederal
Republicusedthemotorwaysfornon-war.(Farocki2021b,41)

Twoimages,twodescriptions,onecomparison.

Whatthereadersexperiencehereisthemontageeffect,the
sequentialjuxtapositionoftwoimages,ofdifferenttimesand
ofpoliticsofwarandnon-war,whichinWie man sieht(1986)is
partofacritiqueofsurveyingasatoolofcolonialism.Seenin
thisway,notonlyaretheLargeWaveFlumeorthecoastitself
naturecultures,wherethedemarcationbetweennatureand
cultureimplodes(Haraway2006,110),thehighwayintheFederal
RepublicofGermanyisanatureculturepar excellence, too.When
onerecognizestheriverandthestreamsofwaterinthewinding
highway,intheflowofitstrafficaswellastherustlingofthe
enginesandair,thenoneseesitasoneofthemany“reinventions
ofnature”(Haraway1990,140).

… to the Guided Tour 

The way from Fahren (eng.driving)toFühren(eng.guiding)isshort,
thelatterderivesitselffromtheformerandthusresumesthe
ideaofmovementandmobility.Theguidedtourevokeswalking,
hiking,andbeinginmotion,aswellasthepathwhichthewater
mighttake.Mybodyisalsowatery,asAstridNeimanisstates
inherbookBodies of Water: Posthuman Feminist Phenomenology 
(2017,7).Consistingofsomewherebetween45%and60%water
(WaterScienceSchool2019),IalsocountitamongwhatIcallthe
watery assemblagesofcoastalresearch.Itismywaterybodyin
motionthatbecomesafilmicprojectionandrecordingdevice;
ittoobelongsamongthephenomenaIobserveinmyeffortsto
understandcoastalresearchpractices.Herewaterfiguresas
alinkaswell.Itisthereforenotonlyimportanttoconsiderthe
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bodiesofwaterresearchedinthecentersandthemediaand
narrativedevicesemployedbythecoastalscientists,butitis
alsocrucialtoreflectuponone’sownrelationtotheseresearch
environments.Asawaterybodyamongotherwaterybodies,I
willincludeafewthoughtsontheco-documentedself.

ItwasearlyinthemorningofSeptember16,2021,whenItook
theIntercityExpressfromFrankfurtamMaintoHanoverand
thentookthesubwaytotheMarienwerderdistrict,whereone
canfindtheresearchfacilitiesoftheLudwigFranziusInstitute
ofHydraulic,EstuarineandCoastalEngineering(LuFi)aswell
astheLargeWaveFlumeoftheFZKCoastalResearchCenter.
OnthepremisesIwasgreetedbyNilsKerpen,LuFi’soperations
manager,andbriefedonwhatIamallowedtophotographaswell
asonthetimeline—namelythatwehadexactlyoneandahalf
hoursforthetour.ThedramaturgyofKerpen’snarrationand
tourbeganinaseatedposition,inaseminarroom,anddebuted
withaphotographfromthe1970shanginginapictureframeon
thewall(seefig.2).

[Figure2]AphotographshowingNilsKerpenholdingapictureframewithanaerial

view(ca.1970)ofthemodeloftheElbe(Source:RebeccaBoguska).



121Thephotographshowsanaerialperspectiveofwhatusedtobe
onthesamelocation:ahydraulicmodeloftheElbe,whichisa
riverthatstretchesitselfacrossGermanyatalengthofover1000
kilometers,andwhichinthispictureframeisalsoaccompanied
bytheA2.WhenIwasabouttotakeaphotographoftheaerial
view,Kerpentooktheframeoffthewall,putitdownonatable,
andstoodnexttoit.Atthispoint,itbecamecleartomethatnot
onlywouldthedramaturgyofthewalkthroughtheexperimental
facilitiesbecarefullyconsideredandthemovementsprecisely
choreographed,butalsothatthestagingofthetalkingpoints
wouldbeasimportantastheinformationcommunicatedduring
thetourabouttheresearchconductedatthecenter.

IhopedthatonthisdayIwouldseewaveflumesinoperation
andwouldbegiventheopportunitytothinkabouthowthe
movementsofthescientistsadapttothemovementsofthe
waves;howhuman,machine,andwavechoreographiesmeet
orimitateeachother,butthishoperemainedunfulfilled.When
youvisitacoastalresearchcenterbriefly,theresearchusually
pauses.Instead,Iwasledintovariousemptywavepoolscovered
withpuddlesandsandinordertoreceiveanapproximationof
thecoastalresearchcarriedouthere.Nevertheless,incon-
nectionwithKerpen’sstorytelling,thetracesofwaterandsand
allowedmetoexperiencethecoastalresearchthroughamental
montage.Thephysicalwalkthroughtheemptyexperimental
facilitiesofcoastalresearchwasthusaccompaniedbythismental
montageofthemovementsofthemachines,people,andother
waterybodies.

Two-Way-Traffic7

Thetrafficofthoughtsfromfilmtotheconstructionsite,tothe
highway,andtothelaboratoryisaccompaniedbyoncoming

7 IwouldliketothankRebeccaSchneiderforourexchanges,whichhave
inspiredmetothinkaboutthistrafficofthoughtsasatwo-way-traffic.



122 traffic:filmisalsoaconstructionsite,ahighway,andalaboratory.
Hereitisalsodifficulttodecidewherecinematicperception
beginsandwhereitends.ThetrafficofthoughtsthatconnectsA
toB,putsBinrelationtoA,configuresA,B,Cinanassemblage,
and,tocomebacktoEisenstein’snotionofmontage,shows
usthatfilmstudiescanforgeapath“acrossamultiplicityof
phenomena,farapartintimeand,gatheredinacertainsequence
intoasinglemeaningfulconcept”(Eisenstein1989,116).Montage,
asthisessaytriedtoshow,isthussimultaneouslyafilmic
technique,afilmicprincipleofperception,andafilmstudies
methodofrelationalandnetwork-basedreflectionsonobjects,
infrastructures,andpracticesacrosstimeandspace.

This article was written during a Postdoc.Mobility fellowship from the Swiss 

National Science Foundation (Grant Number: 206586).
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Scripting Organizations: 
How Labor Is Becoming 
Cinematic

Guilherme Machado

As cinematic techniques become common 
mediators of labor-related knowledge in con-
temporary corporations, scripting practices 
assume a prominent role in the development of 
social, material, and cognitive interactions at 
work. This article addresses the epistemological 
implications of current organizational uses of 
cinematic techniques, particularly in profes-
sional training. After a brief overview of existing 
organizational cinematic practices in France, it 
provides examples of how cinematic-epistemic 
templates are produced to regulate the self-
realization of efficient performance in the era of 
post-industrial labor.



128 Organizational Cinematic Practices

In2016,thethirdeditionofthevideogameDéfi ingénieur(The 
Engineer Challenge)waslaunchedbySNCF,theFrenchnational
railwaycompany.Thegamefeaturedaseriesofengineering
problemsthatthecompanywasfacingatthetime.Itwaspitched
asanear-impossiblegameinanattempttograbtheattentionof
engineeringstudentsandovercomethe“notorietyproblem”1 of a 
widerangeofintellectuallychallengingactivitiesinthecompany.
Ontheirmobilescreens,playersplungedintoafuturisticuni-
verseandfollowedstorylinesthatengagedtheminengineering
issuesrelatedtorenewableenergy,bigdata,and3Dprinting.180
Frenchécolesparticipatedinthegame,whichwascreditedwith
amajorincreaseofapplicationsforpositionsinthecompany’s
InnovationResearch&DevelopmentDepartment.

Intheearly2000s,theFrenchwine-producingregionofBurgundy
fundedresearchtodevelopsoftwaretoteachthepruningof
vines.Inviewoftheagingpopulationofvineyardpruners,the
programwascommissionedtotrainanewgenerationofrural
workers,notthroughtherepresentationofprescribedbehaviors,
butthroughthetrainingof“pruningreasoning.”Itoffereda
“didacticstagingofworksituations”(Caens-Martin2005)anda
seriesofvisualscenariosthatengagestudentswithdifferent
stagesofplantdevelopment,sothattraineescouldbuildrelevant
patternsofactionontheirown.Thesoftwarewasusedinseveral
farmingregionsofthecountryandinspiredversionsadaptedto
otheragriculturalsectorsinEurope.

In2013,inassociationwiththeInstituteforanIndustrialSafety
Culture,agroupoflargeFrenchcompanieslaunchedthe
SafetyAcademy,asharedplatformofready-to-usemultimedia
resourcestosupportcorporate“safetycultures”(SafetyAcademy
2023).Theplatformoffersarichcollectionofaudiovisual

1 PersonalinterviewwithMarcFraissinet,directoroftheadvertisingagency
TBWA/Paris,onJanuary2,2022.Alltranslationsbyauthor.



129material,fromdidacticanimationstorecordedconferences,
designedtofacilitateeducationalmeetings,analyzeworksitu-
ations,raiseawarenesstorisk,fosterpreventivesafetymethods
attheorganizationallevelandcautiousbehavioratwork.
Currently,thisplatformisopentoanycompanyormanager
wishingtomakeuseofitsresourcesforthemanagementoflocal
organizationalcultures. 

Theseexamplesoftheuseofmoving-imageapparatusesfor
recruitment,training,andknowledge-managementinvarious
companies,regions,andindustrialclustersareclearlynot
isolated.InFrancealone,onecouldaddawholeseriesof
audiovisualtoolsusedonadailybasisbycompaniessuchas
Accor(hospitality),AirFrance(airline),AXA(insurance),BNP
Paribas(banking),Bouygues(construction,realestateandtele-
communication),Carrefour(retail),Danone(food),EDF(energy),
L’Oréal(personalcare),Michelin(manufacturing),Renault(auto-
mobiles),Sanofi(healthcare),TotalEnergies(oilandgas),and
Veolia(waterandwastetreatment)—justtonamejustafew.
Inallthesecompanies,moving-imageapparatusesperform
knowledge-mediationfunctionsintheareasofsales,marketing,
production,logistics,purchasing,finance,and/orrelatedservices.

CarsalesmeninRenaultstoresreceivepartoftheirtraining
throughvideogames,asdofinancialadvisorsinBNPParibas
bankbranches,whilejobseekerspracticetheirjobinterviews
withafreegameofferedbytheFrenchgovernmentagency
PôleEmploi.Highschoolstudents,newhiresinmultinational
companies,andtraineesurgeonsallenjoyaccesstoincreasingly
sophisticatedvideodatabasestoguidethemandfamiliarizethem
withactualformsoflabor.2A2014reportrevealedthatthe40
companiesrepresentedonFrance’smainstockmarketindex,the

2 Meanwhile,intheUnitedStatesofAmerica,Walmartannouncedaproject
in2018totrainonemillionemployeeswithVirtualReality.Inassociation
withthefirmStrivr,theretailcompanydesignedscenariostotraincashiers
toengagewithcustomers,shelffillerstorecognizeunder-stockedaisles,
storeassociatestomanagepeakhours,andsoon(Pearson2019).Immersive



130 CAC40,routinelyuseuptoninevideo-basedgamesofdifferent
sortsforrecruiting,training,ormanaginginternalknowledge
(Allal-Chérifetal.2014).Itgoeswithoutmentioningthatscreen-
baseddatavisualizationandcommunicationtoolshavebecome
crucialtolabororganizationacrossindustries.

Alongwiththeseimageapparatuses,awholerangeofcinematic
narrative techniquesplayaroleinlabormobilization,increasing
jobperformance,andorganization.Forthosewhostillthink
thatthepracticalknowledgeoflaborhaslittletodowiththe
imaginaryworldsofcinema,asimplelookintocontemporary
organizationswouldhelppersuadethemofhowcorporate
“informationnetworks”aredenselypopulatedbystoriesand
emotionalrhetoricworthyofHollywood.Whendeveloping
histheoryof“sensemaking”incompanies,theorganizational
psychologistKarlE.Weick(1995)arguedfortheuseofnarrative
rhetoricalmodelstocomplementtheusualargumentativestyle
ofmanagerialdiscourse.Forhim,narrativeshavethecapacity
toimproveorganizationalcommunicationbecause“people
thinknarrativelyratherthanargumentatively”(Weick1995,127).
FortheorganizationaltheoristsIanI.MitroffandRalphH.Kil-
mann,whopioneeredthisnarrativeorganizationalperspective,
storiesare“thespiritoforganizations”(1976,19).Whenengaging
corporatestorieshavemadetheirwaythroughthenetworksof
acompany,theytacitlybecomepartofitsdecisionmakingand
workplanningprocesses.

Managerswerequicktolearnthislesson,andwhenaudiovisual
toolsbecamewidespread,theyjoinedthisnarrative
organizational perspective to cinematic practices in a more 
systematicwaythanhadeverbeendone.In1998,knowledge
managementexpertsThomasDavenportandLawrencePrusak
reportedonaseriesoforganizationaldailypracticesofcinematic
storytelling:

audiovisualtechnologiesarecurrentlyhighlyvaluedbylargecorporations
formasstraining.



131Manyfirmsalreadydosomethinglikethiswhentheysend
videostobranchofficestobeshownoverlunch.Inthepast,
theywerelikelytocontainaspeechorexhortationbya
seniorexecutive.Increasingly,though,firmsdistributetapes
thattellthestoryofanimportantbusinessevent,suchas
howakeysalewasmade.Knowledgeismorelikelytobe
absorbedifitadherestothelisteners’senseofgroundtruth,
isdeliveredwithfeeling,andisplacedinacontextorframe
thatisatleastpartlysharedbyitsaudience.Onewell-known
securitiesfirmsendsoutamessageeverymorningonits
‘hootandholler’networktoallitsbrokerageagents,giving
themwhatiscalled‘usefulinformation’aboutaparticular
sale,anupcomingevent,orsomevaluablepieceofcustomer
feedback.Thesemessagesalmostalwaystaketheformofa
story.AtVerifone(arecentlyacquiredsubsidiaryofHewlett-
Packard),whereworkersarewidelydispersedaroundthe
world,storiesofdesirablebusinessbehaviorarecirculated
electronicallyunderthebannerof‘ExcellenceinAction.’
(DavenportandPrusak1998,82)

Besidestheuseofcinematicnarrativetechniques,aseriesof
motifsfromcinematicgenresinformthemodesofinteraction
atworkandlaboreducation.Initsrecruitmentcampaigns,the
FrenchNationalGendarmeriedrawsonabodyofnarratological
mechanismstoproduceeffectstypicalofcomedy,actionand
documentarymovies(narrativefocalizationandhumorous
breaksofexpectation,heroiccharacters,thrillingcarchases,
empathetictestimonies,etc.),aswellasonvisualandediting
techniques(unusualcameraangles,trackingandaerialshots,
slowmotion,image/soundcombinations,professionalacting,fast
cuts,etc.)to“inform”viewersabouttheorganization’sdutiesand
activities.3

Alltheseusesofcinematictechniquesarecertainlynotnew
(HedigerandVonderau2009;Vignaux2007),however,theyare

3 SeetheYouTubechanneloftheGendarmerieNationale(2022).



132 nowbecomingmorefrequentandmoregeneralizedthanever.
Theyarealsooneoftheallegedlyinnovativeorganizational
methodsthatadvocatesproudlydistinguishfromold-fashioned
formsofprescriptiveeducationandhierarchicalstructuresof
power.Allsignspointtothefactthatthefutureoflaborrequires
cinematictechniquesasaregularmodeofknowledgemediation.
Toshareaglimpseofawiderprojectofelucidatinghowcinematic
techniquestransformlaborbymakingnewregimesofdiscipline
possible,letmetakeafewexamplesofprofessionaltraining
dispositifs that reveal some of the ways labor has become 
increasinglyinformedbycinema.

Scripting Educational Situations

Onereasoncinematictechniquesnowappeartobesuchrelevant
toolsforthetransmissionoflabor-relatedknowledgeisthatthey
canprovidecarefullydesignedimagesofeducational situations.
Thecirculationofstandardizedformsofproductivebehavior—as
exemplifiedintheearly20thcenturybyFrankGilbreth’simage-
basedmanagementofefficiency(Curtis2009;Hoof2020;Price
1989)—isnolongerthemainorganizationaltaskassignedto
images.Instead,managersandtrainerstodayseektoprovide
aestheticconditionsunderwhichoperatorscandeveloptheir
ownoperationalknowledge.

Ergonomicpsychology,whichdevelopedinthelastdecadesof
the20thcentury,hasbeenbothadrivingtheoreticalforceofthis
newframeworkfortheorganizationaluseofimagetechnologies,
andanindispensablepracticeoflaboranalysisfordesigningnon-
prescriptivedidacticscenarios.Indeed,laborpsychologistshave
promotedareappraisalofthevalueofanalyzingidiosyncratic
conditionsoflaborinsingularenvironments,whichisopposedto
theformerconventionalmethodsofanalyzinglaborasamanifes-
tationofuniversalphysiologicallaws(Rabinbach1990).Largely
influencedbySoviettheoriesofactivity(LevVygotskiandothers),
Westernlaborpsychologistshavestressedtheimportanceof



133takingspecificsocialandmaterialinteractionsintoaccount
inordertoevaluatetheconditions of emergenceofeffective
behavior.

Additionally,incontrasttothebehavioristtradition,whichwas
uninterestedinthementalprocessesbehindhumanaction,
ergonomicpsychologistsinvestigatethemindatworkby
analyzingthemultiple,localizedinteractionsamongwhichthe
cognitionofworkersisdistributed(BednyandMeister1997;
Clot1999;Rasmussen,Brehmer,andLeplat1991).Suchper-
spectiveshavebroughtforthnewpedagogicaltrendsthatdraw
onpsychologicalanalysesoflaborenvironmentstodevelop
customizedprofessional-educationdispositifs.Asstatedbyone
laborpsychologist,“Howtobuildthe model of the situation that 
will generate the relevant behavior,whataretheattributesof
thismodel,howtopromoteitsdevelopmentandmaintenance:
thesearequestionsthatarisein[professional]trainingandthat
cognitivepsychologycanhelptoanswer”(Leplat2002,25;italics
added).

Psychological analyses of actual labor situations are now 
commonlyusedbyeducatorstodesigntrainingscenarios.They
revealspecificsettingsandinteractionsthatmakerealwork
behaviorspossible.“Professionaldidacticsisbasedonlaborand
itsanalysisasthestartingpointoftrainingdesign....Learning
fromsituationsandthroughsituationsisthusthefirstorganizing
principleofprofessionaldidacticengineering”(Mayen,Olry,and
Pastré2017,470).

Butthesedidacticengineersdonotmerelyreproduceactual
laborsituationsbymeansofsimulation(suchmimesiswouldbe
oflittlepedagogicalinterest).Instead,theybreakdownactual
situationsinordertocreateaprogressivemethodofadapting
humanperformancetotheneedsofspecificlaborsettings.
Theireducationaldispositifsareintendedtostage“anorganized
sequenceofsituationsdesignedtosupportlearning”(Pastré
2011,257).Topromotetransitionsfromoperationalincapacity



134 tolegitimateoperationalknowledge,theyofferscriptsofpaths
through problematic situations,4attheendofwhichtraineeswill
haveautonomouslydevelopedtheconceptualresourcesfor
actionanddecision-makingnecessarytomanageordinarylabor
situations.

This is where the articulation5ofeducationalandpsychological
practiceswithmoving-imageapparatusesbecomessouseful.
Thereareatleastthreefundamentalcontributionsthatdigital
movingimagesmaketoprofessionaltrainingasitisformulated
byeducatorstrainedintheschoolofergonomicpsychology.
First,moving-imageapparatusesofferthepossibilityofasensory
(sometimessensorimotor)activitywithinafigurativespaceof
a“greatplasticity”(Mellet-d’HuartandMichel2005,342).This
meansthatvisual,acoustic,linguistic,andevengesturalinter-
actionsbetweentraineesandtheirenvironmentcantakeplace
within a scripted space,whereaestheticaffordancesareminutely
programmable.

Secondly,andconsequently,cinematictechniquesofstagingand
compositionalloweducatorstodesignapedagogical progres-
sionbasedonamimetic progress of representations in relation to 
referencesituations.Thatis,cinematicimagesofferthepos-
sibilityofrecontextualizingasetofscattered,simultaneous,
or contingent events that characterize actual labor situations 
withinthedeliberatelyarrangedspace-timeofrepresentation.6 
Thismeansthatcinematictechniquesenablethefictional
arrangement of interactional situations into steps of progressive 

4 AsexplainedbyPierrePastré:“[W]eseekinworksituationsthespotswhere
aproblemarises.Aproblemexistswhentheproceduresavailabletothe
operatorareinsufficienttocontrolthesituation”(2016,23).

5 Hereandthroughoutthisarticle,IuseavocabularyborrowedfromBruno
Latour’s(2001;2006)actor-networktheory.

6 ForRenéAmalberti,thiscinematicassetraisesimportantproblemsof
scripting:“[t]hisconstrictionoftimeandevents,thisaccelerationofreality
tomakeitexpressarangeofpedagogicalsituationsimposedinthetimeof
thetrainingexercise,isundoubtedlythemaindistortionofrealityandposes
aseriesofdauntingdifficultiesintheconstructionofscenarios”(2011,3).



135complexity,graduallylinkingtraineestothesignifyingentities
thatmakeuptheirfutureworkenvironments.

Finally,cinematicrecordsallowforsituationaldatacollection.As
anepistemicarchiveofacompany’sactivities,thisdatacanbe
mobilizedanywhereandanytimetoenacttransformationsofthe
company’shumanworkforce.

Themoving-imageapparatusesIhaveaddressedthroughout
thisessayaredigitalandsomehow“interactive.”Physicalinter-
actionwiththesevirtualspacesoftenappearstoeducatorsas
awayoutof“passivelearning.”Activelearnersareexpectedto
engageinselectenvironmentstounderstandthewiderangeof
effectstheirchoicesandactionshave.Hence,theimportanceof
algorithmsfordeliveringsimulatedenvironmentalresponsesto
actionscarriedoutbytrainees.The“cinematicrealism”soughtby
designersoftrainingdispositifsisusuallynotprimarilylinkedto
theaudiovisualsupportorcontentquality(i.e.,tohigh-definition
interfaces,richnessofscenicdetails,etc.).Rather,thisrealism
dependsonthequalityoffeedback scenarios(Barotetal.2013;
Pastré2016;SolerandMarescaux2011).Itisnecessaryforthe
environmentalreactionsexperiencedinthesimulatedenviron-
menttoreproduceaninteractivedynamicwiththeuserthatis
asfaithfulaspossibletothedynamicsoftheirreferencework
situations,forlearning progressisassumedtodependdirectly
onthetrainees’capacitytoassesstheenvironmentalfeedback
generatedbytheiractions.

Therefore,trainingdispositifsgenerallyembodyoneofthe
fundamentalcyberneticprinciplesforbuildingsystemsof
efficientbehaviorself-production,asformulatedin1950byNor-
bertWiener:“effectivebehaviormustbeinformedbysomesort
offeedbackprocess,tellingitwhetherithasequaleditsgoal
orfallenshort”(1989,58).Accordingly,anautopoietic system of 
behavioralefficiencyemergesfromcircuitslinkingworkersto
environmentsinwhich“positive”and“negative”reactionsare
madereadablebytheworkers.Digitalfiguresofferalogistics of 



136 informationfeedbackandapreciselegibility of the environmental 
metamorphosesthatfollowfromuseractions—sincedigital
environmentsmustalwaysfirstbecinematically scripted.

Cinematic-Epistemic Templates for Situated 
Actions

Inthiscontext,cinematicknowledgestandsforacapacitytoread
andassesstheimpactsofone’sactionsonagivenenvironment.
Thiscapacityiscinematicallyinformedinsofarasitisenhanced
bydigitalfeedbackscenarios.

Intheaforementionedsoftwaredesignedtotrainvineyard
pruners,theusers’abilitytovisualizetheconsequencesoftheir
pruningdecisionsisconfiguredbythesoftware.Itssequences 
of images reducetheactualgrowthtimeofplants—whichcan
lastseveralyears—toafewclicks.Analgorithmsimulatesthe
developmentofthevinesfollowingtheusers’pruningchoices,
butalsofactorsintheprobabilityofvariousoutcomesrelated
tothegrowthcharacteristicsofthevines,climaticandbiological
incidentsaffectingtheplants,andtheagingofthewood.Trainees
quicklyrealizewhatconstitutes“incorrect”pruning-reasoning,
as the software simulates their interaction with a multiplicity of 
agentsinvolvedinthedynamicprocessofplantdevelopment
overtime.“Theconstructionofprobablegrowthanddevel-
opmentscenariosisthusorganisedaccordingtodifferent
temporalities,”astheresearcherwhodevelopedthescenarios
explains(Caens-Martin2005,88).Thepedagogicalinterestofthe
softwareisthatit“compressestheresponsetimeoftheplants”
(Caens-Martin2005,101).Traineescanthusadjusttheirpruning
strategiesbasedonthedevelopmentalfictionsproducedbythe
software.Thesefictionseventuallybuilduptheusers’“own”
abilityforself-assessment.

Feedbackloopsgeneratingself-regulatoryperformance
processesareconceivedaccordingtothecapacityofcinematic



137andimagetechniques(scriptingandcoding)toencompassthe
dynamicinteractionsthatdefineagivenlaborenvironment.To
getanideaofthecomplexityofcarryingoutcinematictrans-
lationsofvagueandminuteinteractionsintovisible(andoften
quantifiable)data,itisworthlookingatanotherexample,thisone
relatedtotheeducationofsurgeons.

Surgeryiscurrentlyaleadingareaforthedevelopmentofpro-
fessionaltrainingtechnology,sincelikepilotingaircraftandother
high-riskactivities,itinvolvesamultitudeofactionsthatneed
tobeperformedefficiently.Today,thereareseveralcompanies
offeringscreen-basedsurgicalsimulatorswithaviewtostand-
ardizingoperatingproceduresandperformance.7 In laparoscopic 
surgerytraining,8simulatorsapplyalgorithmicgeometrymodels
fortherepresentationofanatomicalsurfaces.Theirvisual
interfacesareconnectedtohapticforce-feedbacksystems,
thusensuringaccuratecalculationofsurgicalperformanceand
objectiveassessmentsofthetrainees’compliancewithofficial
safetythresholds.

AsimulatorsuchasULIS[UnlimitedLaparoscopicImmersive
Simulator],developedbytheGermancompanyKarlStorz,allows
theuseofidenticalreplicasoflaparoscopicinstrumentsforsimu-
lation.Itssoftwareprovidesaseriesofclinicalscenariosarranged
inanorderlyanddidacticseriesoftrainingmodules(Solerand
Marescaux2011).Foradelicateexercisesuchastheintroduction
oftheinstrumentsintothepatient’sbody,forexample,oncethe
gestureshavebeenperformed,thesimulatorindicateswhether
theinstrumentshavecrossedabloodvesselororgansthatthey
shouldnothavecrossed,andwhetherornottheyhaveachieved
theirobjectives.Itfeaturestheexactpercentageofpathological

7 Forexample,SurgicalScienceinSweden,SimbionixinIsrael,KarlStorzin
Germany,ortheSimsurgeryintheUSA.

8 Laparoscopyisatypeoftelesurgerythatinvolvestheintroductionofan
opticalcableintothebodyofapatient,whichrequiresextensivetraining.
Thepatient ’sinternalcavityandthesurgeon’sactionscanbeobservedona
screen.



138 cellscollected(inthecaseofbiopsytraining),orthepercentage
ofpathologicaltissuedestroyed(inthecaseofthermalablation
training).Unlikeprevioustrainingmethodsonlivinganimalsthat
didnotprovideclearvisualfeedbackonthetrainee’saccom-
plishments,thedigitalsimulatorgivesthetraineesaccurate
feedbackonthemultipleeffectsoftheiractions:“[thesimulator]
incorporatesanautomaticassessmentmodeprovidingthe
studentwithaquickandclearviewoftheprogresstheyare
makingastheylearn”(SolerandMarescaux2011,109).

However,cinematictrainingdispositifsdonotsimplydisplaydata
thatremainsconcealedintraditionaltrainingmethods.They
donotjustmakeexplicitwhatwasimplicitintheprogressof
apprenticesbeforethearrivalofdigitallydesignedfiguresand
finelycalculablesimulatedgestures.Cinematictechniquesstage 
interactivesituations,i.e.,theycompose,build,arrange,and
codetheresponsesoffictionalenvironments.Insodoing,they
selecttheitemsthatgeneratefeedbackinformationandframe the 
meaningfuldomainwithinwhichindividualperformanceassess-
mentscanhappen.

Thisselectivestagingpracticecanbeevidencedbycontroversies
amongeducationalscriptwriters.Thereisnotalwaysconsensus
onwhatinteractiveelementsshouldbefeaturedinlearning
scenarios.Dr.BinZhengfromtheDepartmentofSurgeryofthe
UniversityofBritishColumbiastatedthatanimportantinter-
activecomponentinanoperatingroomandanessentialaspect
ofasurgeon’sexpertise,vigilance,wasnotfeaturedorassessed
intrainingsimulators:“[w]henobservingsurgicalperformance,
itisnoticeablethattheseniorsurgeonusuallykeenlydetects
signsthatmayconcernpatientsafety”(Tienetal.2011,658).To
overcomethisflawintrainingscenarios,Zhengandhiscol-
leaguesexperimentedwithascenicandtechnicalcomplement
thataddedaninteractiveitemtothetrainingsets—ascreen
wherethepatient’svitalinformationwasdisplayed,andamobile
gazetrackertodetectthefrequencyanddurationofglances



139thetraineestooktowardsthisscreen.Thisaddition,heargued,
allows for a calculation of how vigilant the trainees are.

IfZheng’sproposalistobeincorporatedintotrainingdispositifs,
wewouldobviouslyhaveaslightlydifferentcinematictemplate9 
fortraineestoassesstheirperformancecomparedtosimulators
thatdonotprovideanymeanstoread“vigilance.”Ortoputit
differently,onecouldsaythatifapprenticesurgeonsaretobe
awareoftheirpatients’safetycues,itisbestnottorelyonocca-
sionalremindersfromtheirinstructors:whatismorereliableis
toreconfigurethecinematictemplatestheyusetotrain,toassess
theirownskills,toregulatetheirperformance,andtoprove(to
othersandtothemselves)their“vigilance”asanintegralpartof
demonstratingtheirexpertise.

Beyondcontroversiesaboutwhatshouldbeincludedinthe
cinematicsettingsforlearningparticularkindsoflabor,other
disputesmayalsobenotedregardingthemise en scène and
thenarrativeeffectsofeducationalfictions.Scriptwritersof
cinematic-epistemictemplatesarealsocarefuldirectorsoftheir
audience’semotional experiences.Undertheinfluenceofcon-
temporarylaborpsychology,theystriveto“avoidtheruinous
dualismofthecognitiveandtheemotional”(Clot2008,4).

This is apparent in the training of surgeons as well as other pro-
fessionalswhose“emotions”aremostunquestionablyinvolved
intheefficiencyoftheir“reasoning,”fromfirefighters(Cliffordet
al.2019)toofficeworkers(TichonandMavin2016).WhatWiener
oncecalleda“feedbackprocess”(informingabehaviorwhether
ornotithasachieveditsgoal)isalsoconceivedbyeducational
scriptwritersinitsfigurativedetails,asthesearedeemedto
determinethetrainees’emotionalinvolvementwiththeout-
comesoftheiractivity.

9 Theterm“template”isusedhereinthesenseofaroughlystableformat
thatcanbeusedbyanindeterminatenumberofusers(learners).Foran
approachtomediaformatsastemplatesandtheirepistemicfunctions,see
Jancovic,Volmar,andSchneider(2020).
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seriouspsychologicalshockforsurgicaltrainees.Thisisattimes
inevitableinthecaseoftrainingonlivinganimals.Bycontrast,
digitalsimulatorsriskproducinganoppositeeffectonthe
emotional economy of apprentice surgeons: in the absence of 
adverseeffects,thereisariskthatcinematictrainingresultsin
recklessnessandthe“trivialisationofpatientdeath”(Solerand
Marescaux2011,110).

Thisproblemofbalancingshockandindifferencerequires
didacticprogrammingtomanagetheprogressofaffective
interactionsduringsurgicalsimulations:“wedonotwantthe
studenttobeimmediatelyconfrontedinthefirstexercisewith
thehandlingofahemorrhage,whichisintroducedinthe5th
and6thexercises”(SolerandMarescaux2011,110).Thus,evenif
thesimulatorinquestiondoesdepictahemorrhageduetoan
errorinthefirstexercises(sinceitmustfaithfullyrespectthe
dynamicsofactuallaborsituations),thisdepictionisnotmadein 
the same wayasitisattheendofthetrainingperiod.Thesolution
foundbythedidacticengineersisgroundedinthepossibilitiesof
cinematic staging: 

Wethereforebelievethattheimmediatefeedbackoftheges-
ture’seffectivenessanditsconsequencesmustbeprovided
inapedagogicalandprogressiveway.Thus,thisfeedback
can be textualinaninitiallearningphase,indicatingfor
exampletothestudentthattheirgesturewouldhaveledtoa
hemorrhage,thensimulatedinarealisticwayinanadvanced
learningphase,bysimulating for example the bleedingcaused
bytheerror.(SolerandMarescaux2011,111;italicsadded)

Here,aprogramincorporatingbothcognitiveandaffective
interactionsoftraineeswiththeirlaborenvironmentisdesigned
throughcinematicstagingtechniques.Theplanofamedia
infrastructurelaysthegroundforthetraineetodevelopan
autonomouscapacityforaction.Cinematicimages,inalltheir
plasticandsemioticvariety,inalltheircombinationsand
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enceof“efficiency”astosensingthe“seriousness”ofamistake.

The Tacit Regulation of Labor

Cinematictemplatesforprofessionaleducationactaseffective
regulators of how apprentices recognize progress in their 
ownperformance.Bymediatinglearners’interactionthrough
standardfigurativeenvironmentsthatrespondtothetrainee’s
actionsaccordingtospecificpatternsofvisibilityandlegibility,
theynormalizepathsofself-improvementandproduce
normalizedmeansofperformanceassessment.Thedesignof
cinematictemplatescanthusprovideabasisforself-devel-
opmentofperformancecapabilitiesonamassivescale.

Inthiscontext,themorecinematictechniquesextendthe
audiovisuallegibilityofworkplacedynamics,themorethe
self-productionofefficiencyexpandsacrossthezonesshaped
bycinematicfeedback.Thepracticesofscripting,staging,and
codingthatmakecinematic-epistemictemplatesmustthen
berecognizedasdisciplinarypracticesofanewsort,allthe
moreeffectivebecausetheymaketheshapingofoperational
knowledgeappearasaresultofanautonomouseffortof
activityregulation,whilecinematicinputsremainlargelyunac-
knowledged,i.e.,atacitepistemicinfrastructure.

Insteadofconsideringtheoperationalknowledgeofpost-indus-
triallaborasstrictly“personalknowledge,”asreadersofMichael
Polanyiinmanagement(Baumard1999)oreconomicnotions
suchas“humancapital”(Machlup1984)inviteustodo,interactive
digitallearningtoolsshowthatoperationalknowledgeislargely
embodiedinlaborenvironments,andthatcinematictechniques
cancreateepistemicconditionsforthedocileadaptationof
workers.Theseimageapparatusesattesttoanorganizationof
laborbyvirtueofcinema’spowertoeffectadeliberatepre-
organizationofsensibility.Evidently,cinematiccreationhas
becomeanintegralpartofthedisciplinarysystemsoflabor.
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Iconic Materiality, or the 
Ambivalent Fascination  
of Cinematic Lie Detection 
Depictions (in Germany)

Bettina Paul and Larissa Fischer

Popular ideas about lie detectors are dominated 
by the image of the polygraph machine. The 
iconic old suitcase polygraph is a vital part of 
North American film history and it still has not 
lost any of its visual power today. The imagined 
function of the polygraph as a lie detector is 
not just part of a vivid visual narrative, but 
has also influenced actual fields of research 
and practice, even in Germany. Here, tacit 
knowledge (Collins 2001) about the supposed, or 
even imagined, abilities of the polygraph works 
in reciprocal ways, even though its depiction 
stands in contrast to the actual knowledge in 
the field. We argue that the cinematic images 
of the polygraph test and their implied fictional 



148 knowledge support the credibility of both 
scientific and applied lie detection by grounding 
them in an analog materiality.

Merciless Investigators: American Movies 
and German Practice1

You’remorefamiliarwiththeprocedurefromoldAmerican
featurefilms:theaccusediswiredup,amercilessinves-
tigatorwhipsouthistrickquestions,andsoonafterthepoly-
graphsignalsitsincontrovertibleverdict.Asahumanbeing,
onefeelsmercilesslyexposedtothetechnology—cruelly.
(Berger2017)

ThisstatementwasmadebyaGermanjudgewhousespolygraph
testingincourt.Judges,researchers,andlegalpsychologistswho
engageinliedetectionviapolygraphexaminationsareaffected
bythecinematicportrayalofliedetection,eventhoughtheydis-
tancethemselvesfromit.Theirdisciplinarybackgroundandtheir
practicediffersfundamentallyfromwhattheyseeonthescreen,
andyettheyarestillaffectedbypopularAmericanimageryoflie
detectors.Howisthispossible?

Theentanglementofthecinematicdepictionandtheactual
practiceofliedetectiongoeswayback.LeonardKeelerand
WilliamMarston,twokeyfiguresintheearlydevelopmentof
thepolygraph,wereheavilyentangledwiththemotionpicture
industry.Marstonrepeatedlyemployedhisliedetectiontest
foraudiencetestingsandevenwroteamanualforscreen-
writers(Alder2009,187ff.).KeelerfollowedMarstonto“[mon-
itor]theviewers’physiologicalreactions”(Alder2009,188)ofthe

1 Theresearchunderlyingthispaperwasconductedaspartoftheproject
“FromPolygraphtoBrainScan:ContinuousAttractivityandSociotechnical
ReconfigurationofLieDetection”(projectcodeHE6448/5-1)fundedbythe
GermanResearchFoundation.AlltranslationsfromGermanintoEnglishare
bytheauthors.
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pre-screenings;Keeleralsoplayedhimselfinthe1948movieCall 
Northside 777 (Hathaway1948)(seefig.1).

Portrayalsofinterrogationsthatmadeprominentuseofpoly-
graphmachineswereespeciallyvividin1930sgenrefilms
featuringnewspaperreporters,privateinvestigators,andgang-
sters,aswellasin“jailhousemovies,”genreswhichculminated
inthefilmnoirofthe1940s.SuchfilmsestablishedHollywood’s
positionagainstcrime(Denzin2008,107–8;MoonkinandWest
2001;onthedetectivegenreingeneral,seeThomas2003).These
classicfilmsconsistentlyportrayaninterrogationprotocolthat
isalsofoundincontemporarythrillerslikeSnowden(Stone2016),
sci-fimovieslikeBlade Runner(Scott1982),ordramaslikeBlackk-
klansman(Lee2018),eventhoughthegenresinwhichthispro-
tocolisfeaturedaremorediversetoday.

Theimageoftheantiquatedsuitcasepolygraphhasbecome
interchangeablewiththeideaofaliedetectorduetoitsvital
roleintheNorthAmericanfilmhistory.Eventhoughoff-screen
theanalogpolygraphhasmostlybeenreplacedbyitsdigital
descendants,theimagehasnotlostanyofitsvisualpowertoday.

[Figure1]LeonardKeelerplayinghimselfinCall Northside 777(Source:Alder2022).



150 Theimaginedoperationofthisdevice,whichdevelopedintoa
vividvisualnarrative,canalsobefoundincorrespondingfieldsof
actualresearchandpractice,eveninGermany.

TheuseofpolygraphinGermanyhasbeenasubjectofcontro-
versysincethefirstattempttointroduceoneinacourtcase,
whichoccurredwiththesupportoftheUSArmyin1954.The
polygraphhaditspeakinthe1990s,whenmanychild-abuse
caseshadtobescrutinized,leadingadozenlegalpsychologists
toundergotrainingtobecomepolygraphexaminers.Following
fewofrestrictiverulingsbytheFederalCourtofJustice(Bundes-
gerichtshof),veryfewpsychologistsstillpracticepolygraph
examinationsinalegalcontext,primairlyinfamilylawcases.If
polygraphexaminationsareusedinpenalcases,theyareonly
permittedtofacilitateexonerationsandareneveremployedas
incriminatingevidence.TheoppositeistrueintheUScontext.
There,polygraphexaminationsaredonebypoliceofficers,state
agents,probationofficers,andmanyothers,whilepsychological
expertiseislessprevalent.Inpractice,thismeansthatthe
polygraphisprimarilyusedformotivatingconfessionsinpre-
liminaryproceedings.Thus,GermanandUSpracticeareapplied
inoppositecontextsandtooppositeends.Forthisreason,the
practiceofpolygraphyisnotverywellknowninGermany,and
theprevalentpublicknowledgeaboutitcomesonlyfrommovies,
foremostNorthAmericanmovies.

One iconic representation of a polygraph machine in use comes 
fromacomedy.InthemotionpictureMeet the Parents(Roach
2000),JackByrnes(RobertDeNiro)subjectshisfutureson-in-
law,GregFocker(BenStiller),toaliedetectortestandaskshim
embarrassingquestionssuchaswhetherhehaseverwatched
pornographicfilms(seefig.2).Evenbeforetheyoungermanis
abletogiveananswer,theneedlesoftheanalogpolygraphto
whichGregFockerisconnectedduringthisinterrogationproduce
franticlinesonthepaperthatDeNiro’scharacterisreading.This
interrogationsceneunderlinesvariousassumptionsthatcanbe
foundinthecollectiveimaginaryaboutwhatapolygraphtest



151consistsof.Someoftheseassumptionscametotheforeground
whenwetalkedtopolygraphpractitionersinGermany.

Cinematic Iterations of Polygraphs as  
Tacit Knowledge

Theiterationofcertainimagesthroughoutthehistoryoffilm
facilitates their entrance into the collective memory of the 
viewingpublic,forwhomtheseimagesbecomesharedsymbols.
Thereiterationofapracticeinaparticularcontext—likeconsis-
tently showing the use of polygraph machines in interrogations 
insteadofresearchormedicalsettings—stabilizesaknowledge-
imagerelationshipthroughitsnaturalization(Nohr2014,305).
Thehighlydiscursivepracticeoftheon-screenworldisnatural-
izedasaseeminglyundeceitful,direct,andtruthfuldepictionof
therealworld.ThisalsofitsthewaythatthesociologistNorman
Denzinscharacterizesearlycinema’sdependenceontheepis-
temologicalframeworkofscientificrealism(2008,92).

The Secret Service Context

Oneofthereiterateddepictionsofpolygraphuselinksitto
clandestineservices.JackByrnesturnsouttobeaformerCIA
agentwhokeepshisintelligenceequipment,includingapoly-
graphensemble,inasecretchamberofhishouse.Inthiscontext,
thepolygraphsceneconveysthenotionofanunequalbalance
ofpowerbetweenthecharacters.Theskepticalfatherturnsout
tobeskepticalbyprofession.Inapplyingaliedetectortesttohis
futureson-in-law,hetakestheultimatepositionofpowertorule
onthetrustworthinessofhiscounterpart.

InGermany,liedetectionisasubjectofexperimentalresearch
inneuroscience.Scientistsinthisfieldprefertousetheterms
“deceptiondetection”or“memorydetection”insteadof“lie
detection.”Theyaimtofindthemostvalidtestingprotocols
byusingthesamestrictparametersasareusedinpolygraph
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testing,buttheresearchersfocusonexperimentingwith
variousquestioningprotocolswithinmockcrimescenarios.Itis
importanttonotethatthisbasicresearchhasnodirectaffiliation
withthepsychologicalpracticethatdealswithrealcases.The
scientistscriticalreflectionsonthepracticalfieldspeakstothe
powerimbalancewhichisoftenreiteratedonfilm:

Intheclassicapplication,it ’salsoaninstrumentofpower
inthesituationthatsomeonehassuchamachine.Andif
youlookatthesituationintheBenStillerfilms,whereheis
polygraphedbythefather-in-law,whositsinhisCIAcellar
somehowinfrontofhismachine,andofcourseonlyhe
seesthemachineandtheotherpersonishelplesslyturned
awaysomehowandatthemercyofthemachine.So,this
powersituation,Ithink,alsoplaysaroleintheapplication
(Researcher2).

Thejudgeswetalkedtowhorequestpolygraphexaminations
alsoreferredtothepowerimbalancewithinthecourtsetting.The
dim,cramped,bunkerfullofsecret-agentstuffthatisthesetting
for the polygraph interview in Meet the Parentsisquitesimilar
tothespaceswherecontemporarypolygraphteststakeplace.
Thesettinganddécoriseffectiveinitself,structuringrelations
andexpectations.Onejudgepointedtotheeffectthatthecourt

[Figure2]ExcerptfromMeet the Parents’movieposter(Source:IMDb2022).



153buildinghasontheinterviewee,showingusthespecialhearing
roomwith“heavy,soundproofdoors,”( Judge26)wherethe
participantscanbeisolated.Thatthisroomispartofthecourt
house“shouldn’tbeunderestimated.Therearemenandwomen
runningaroundinblackrobes”( Judge26).

Thejudgesinvitepsychologicalexpertstoconducttheprocedure
intheroomsofthecourthouse.Forthelegalpsychologists,the
handlingofthetestprotocolandthepsychologicalexperience
oftheinterviewarecentralaspectsofasuccessfulexamination,
andjudgespraisetheworkofthepsychologistsasakindofart.
Thistacitknowledgeoftheexperts(Collins2001)isembodiedin
askillfulritual;theintuitionandsensitivityofthepsychologist
iskeytotheprocess.Inoneofthemostintensedescriptions,a
judgecomparedtheexaminationcarriedoutbythepsychologist
toacatharticexperience.Heveryvividlydescribedhowthe
intervieweeswouldsweatouteverything,makingitfeellike
acleansingprocesstobeinterviewedinthismanner.This
bears some resemblance to the way intelligence operatives 
areperceived:asskilledexpertsininterrogationpracticeswho
providetheopportunityforacatharticexperiencethrough
confession.

Thenotionofpowerexistsfurthermoreinthecollective
imaginationthatsurroundsthepractice,and,specifically,the
device.Thelawyers,judges,andpsychologiststalkedwithdis-
comfortabouttheassociationofthepolygraphwithCIAinter-
rogationmethods,aswellaswithspyfilms,and,inbothcases,
withthefactthatthecollectiveimaginationhasembedded“lie
detection”withinNorthAmericanpractices.Onejudgeestimated
thatmanywereopposedtothepolygraphbecausetheyhadthis
imageinmindthatthedevicewouldbeusedlikeatorturerack,
whereapersonwouldbeforcedtosaysomething.Theimage
ofbeingstrappedtoapolygraphmachinebearssomeresem-
blancetomorecoerciveimages,suchasbeingforciblyrestrained
inachair.Thiscanprovokevividimagery,likethatdescribedby
thehistorianJohnBaesler:“[S]uchistheauraofintimidation



154 attachedtothemachineandthericketycurvesitproduces
whenhookeduptoabody”(2018,ix).Baeslerdescribesthe
waysinwhichthepolygraphwasusedasa“spectoroftotalitari-
anism”duringthecoldwar,whichpointstoamoreforcefuland
extremelypower-ladenpractice.InMeet the Parents,JackByrnes
represents the state as a former special agent who uses his 
powerasthefuturefather-in-lawtoscrutinizeGregFocker,who
givesinvoluntarily.Infact,Greghasnooptiontorefuse,ifhe
wantstobeongoodtermswithhisfutureparents-in-law.Itis
thisunequalsituationthatunderliesthepowerdynamicbetween
thetwocharactersinvolvedinapolygraphtest—betweenthe
onewhoisstrappedwithathoracicbeltaroundthechestthat
measuresthefrequencyanddepthofhisbreathingandtheone
whocontrolsthesituation,directstheprocedure,anddecides
whenitendsandwhetheritwasasuccess.InGermany,however,
theprocedureisusedincourtonlyifitisrequestedbypersons
whoseeitastheirlastchancetoprovetheirinnocence.And
eventhoughthisreversesthewholesituation,thecollective
imaginationinGermanyhasnotbeeninfluencedbythevery
differentlegalsituation.Inthepublicview,itremainsladenwith
power.

The Antique Machine: “This Old, This Polished Thing with 
the Chrome”

Incontemporaryportrayals,thepolygraph“machine”ismerelya
notebookoralaptop,butthestagingofthetestandtheperform-
ancethereofisstillclearlyidentifiable.InMeet the Parents,despite
itscontemporarysetting,thecharactersuse—inJackByrnes’
words—“anantiquepolygraphmachine.”Thereasonforusingthe
analogdevicemighthavesomethingtodowiththefactthatDe
Niroplaysaretiredagentwholovesthegadgetsfromhisformer
job.However,wewanttoarguethatthischoicehasmoretodo
withcinema’slongstandingfascinationwiththeoldequipment.

Mostpolygraphexaminerstodaynolongeruseanalogdevices,
sincehandlingthemdistractsfromthequestioningpractice.The



155analysisofthemeasurementsthoughisdonebyhandoutof
alackoftrustintheprecisionoftheanalyticsoftware.Profes-
sionalpolygraphexaminersareconfrontedbyfilmstudioswho
askthemtoshowtheirdevices,andwhoexpecttoseeananalog
machine.Forthem,theviewer’sabilitytoidentifythedeviceas
aliedetectoriscrucial.Aregularnotebookwillnotprovidethe
visualpowerofthereiteratedimageofaliedetectorscene.

Theexpectationsthefilmindustryhasofpolygraphexaminers
areself-sustaining.Onmanyoccasions,wewerereferredto
oldblack-and-whiteNorthAmericanmovies,“whereyouare
tiedtoaelectric-powereddevice”( Judge28),sincethesefilms
werebelievedtoberesponsibleforpopularizingpreconceived
notionsaboutpolygraphpractices.“Iknowthisonlyfrom...
fromAmericanTV-series,thisold,thispolishedthingwiththe
chrome”( Judge30),statedajudge.Inaddition,itisbelievedthat
otherjudges,prosecutors,andlawyersacquiredtheirknowledge
ofpolygraphpracticesonlythroughtheirexposuretoNorth
Americanblack-and-whitefilms,whichwerepartoftheirsocial
upbringing.Forthejudges,theconnotationofthe“old”deviceas
somethingsolid,“accountable,”and“down-to-earth”isdecisive
fortheentireprocedure.Itisoftencomparedtoanoldwatch,of
whichthemechanicalclockworkisthedependablepart.

Somelegalpsychologistswererepelledbythereiteratedimages
thattheywereconfrontedwith.Onelegalpsychologistcriticized
hislaboratoryforresemblingtoocloselytheUSAmerican
pictureofanintelligenceagencyandportrayalsoftheFBI,in
particular—eventhoughthisishowaregularlaboratorylooks.It
isherethatthecinematicdepictionofsecretagentsresembles
theexperimentalpsychologist’sactualsetting—bothlooksimilar,
buthavelittleincommonintermsofwhatactuallytakesplace.
Thedominantcinematicimageproduces“templatesinthehead,”
asonelegalpsychologistphrasedit,whichpromptideasofthe
testthatheresents,sincetheyhavenothingincommonwiththe
Germanpractice.Heeventhoughtofchangingtheinteriorofhis
examinationroominordertoavoidpromptingsuchcomparisons



156 (Psychologist12).Others,however,arecompelledbythethought
ofgainingmorepublicitybycorrespondingtothisimage.A
privateinvestigatorwhoworkswithadigitalpolygraphthought
ofbuyingananalogmachinejust“fortheperformance,justasa
show.”(PI24)

Therecognitionofapieceoftechnologyasaliedetectorisjust
oneaspectofthereiteratedimaginaryoftheantique machine;its
specificmaterialformisanother.Judgesarealsoenchantedbyits
opticalandtactilefeaturesandspecificmanneroffunctioning.
Theantiqueobject“signalsprecision,itsignalstechnology”
( Judge26).Itwasdescribedas“compelling,”“forceful,”and
especiallycomparedtothedigitalversion,“something,that
youcanmentallycomprehend”( Judge26).Initsanalogmateri-
ality,itgivestheimpressionthattheobservercanactually
understandwhatthedevicedoesaccordingtothefollowing
scheme:“Thisareallthings…Icantouch,Icanunderstand”
( Judge26).Thisseeminglysimple,clearcutstatementisactually
quitecomplex.Oncetrustinthedeviceisestablished,onecan
ascribean“expectedacting”tothedevice(Wagner1994,151).
Theexpectationsoftheanalogdevicearisefromitsmaterial
functionality:thevisiblerecordingofthetransmittedmeasure-
ments.“Themachineworks;that’snotaquestion.Itisthere.It
works”( Judge26).Thetactileandseeminglycomprehensible
qualityoftheoldpolygraphmachineisemphasizedbythefact
thatthereiteratedimagealwaysportraysafreestandingdevice.
Thisviewofthepolygraphstronglyresemblestheself-recording
systemsof19th-centuryphysiology(DeChadarevian1993,272),
whichembodiedtheidealofmechanicalobjectivity(Dastonand
Galison2007).Eventheanachronisticanalogpolygraphwhich
isusedtodayiselectrically,notmechanically,operated.Never-
theless,thetwitchingink(orthermal)writersseemtorenderthe
reactionsofthepersonbeingtestedimmediatelyvisible.More-
over,theyfeedintotheideathatthereisadirecttransferofthe
subject’sphysiologicalreactiontothepaperreadout.



157Thetransformationsofthissignaldisappear.Thehumandeter-
minationsofcut-offvaluesthatinfluencehowthemeasurements
aretakenandeventheinevitablynecessaryadjustmentsinthe
courseofoperationareobscuredbytheconvictionthatthe
apparatusproducesresultswithouthumanintervention.2

Butevenwithapsychologist’sexplanationofhowvariousvalues
areinterpreted,itisdifficulttounderstandfromthemultiple
linesrecordedontheprintouthowthemeasurementactually
takesplace,andonwhatbasis.Toactuallyseeapolygrammeans
notbeingabletounderstandwhatitactuallymeans.Seeingthe
measurementsintheirspecificvisualdynamicmakescompre-
hensionimpossible(Denzin2018,113).Tothinkthatseeingis
knowing,andmoreso—understanding—provestobeanillusion,
anillusionnourishedbyan“imaginedinstrument”(Littlefield
2011,9)thatis,asMelissaLittlefieldshows,shapedbypopular
culturalideasanddesiresforanindependenttruthmachine.

Utilizing the “Capacity to Suspend Disbelief”3 

The iterative cinematic representation is also the basis for famil-
iaritywiththepolygraphinGermany,whereitsactualuseis
largelyunknown.Thedevice’sprevalenceonthescreennotonly
promotesrecognitionofthemachine,butalsoimpliesacertain
familiaritywithhowitisused.DavidKirby(2010)callsthesekind
ofdevices“diegeticprototypes,”bywhichhemeansthecinematic
creationoffamiliaritywithacertaintechnology,whereinone
becomesaccustomedtoitsusageevenbeforeitisencountered
inreality.Therepresentationofpolygraphsestablishesabelief
inthefunctionalityofthesemachinesasliedetectors,which
maybesustainedalongsidearealskepticismaboutthedepicted
practice.Furthermore,theideaofbeingabletodetectliesand
tofindoutthetruthhasahistoricalfascinationthatcontributes

2 Foranintensivediscussiononthe“anachronisticprogress”inthefieldofthe
GermanpolygraphpracticeseePaul,Fischer,andVoigt(2020).

3 SeeAlder2009,188.



158 tobeliefinthetechnologydespitealltheskepticism.Thissup-
posedlyambivalentviewofthepolygraphcanbesummarizedas
aparalleltrust(beliefin)anddistrust(skepticism)ofatechnique.

ThisskepticismiseventakenupbyGregFockerinthepolygraph
scene of Meet the Parents,whenhesaysthat“thesearen’ta
hundredpercentaccurate,right?”Hisskepticismisimmediately
dispelledbyJackByrnes,whoreplies,“you’dbesurprised
howaccuratetheyare.”Thisambivalenceisalsoobservedby
researcherswhoworkinthefieldofliedetection,andwho
strugglewiththepublicimagesandimaginariesthatcinema
perpetuatesaboutthepolygraph.

Legalpsychologistsinparticulararenotfondofthecinematic
portrayals,sincethedominanceofthedeviceandthesim-
plificationoftheprocedureobscurestherealimportanceof
thepsychologist’sexpertiseandtheroleofthetestprotocol.
Researcherswhostudy“lying”alsopushbackagainstthenotion
of“liedetection.”

Despiteskepticismaboutthelabel“liedetector”and“lie
detection”,allofthosewhoengagewiththefieldofliedetection
makeuseoftheexistingambivalence.Skepticismtowardsthe
technologyisbasedonthebeliefinitsautonomousfunctioning
andthefearoftheempowermentoftechnologyoverhumans.
Thisapparentcontradictionoftrustandskepticismwithregard
tothedeviceisactuallyafunctionalcomponentofthepolygraph
testprocedure.Thisprocedureincludesaso-callednumbertest,
whichisimportantforgeneratingbeliefinthedevice,butwhich
necessitatestheconcealmentoftheactualprocessatwork.The
testsubjectconnectedtothedeviceisaskedtoselectanumber
inagivenrange.Thesubjectisthenshownindividualnumbers,
andwhentheirnumberisreached,theyareaskedtodenythat
thisisthenumbertheyhaveselected.Thesubject’spsychophy-
siologicalreactiontothis“lie”(thedenialofthecorrectnumber)is
usedtodemonstratethatanaccurateinterpretationcanbemade
viathephysiologicalmeasurementsofthedevicethroughoutthe



159testprocedure.Therefore,itimpliesthatthesubsequent,actual
questioningprocedurewillbejustassuccessful.

Confidenceintheprocedureisestablishedthroughtheper-
sonaoftheexpertaswellasthesuccessfuldemonstrationof
thenumbertest.Thesubjectundergoingthetextcan,once
convinced,expecttheactualtesttobeeffective.Fromthelegal
psychologistspointofview,thisis“thebigmistake,everyone
thinksthedevicedoesitnow”(Psychologist8).Buttheexperts
takeadvantageofthisfallacy.Inthecourseofalongpreliminary
discussionandthenumbertestthatfollows,theexperttriesto
reduceanyfearsinorderto“bring[thedevice]backtothefore-
ground,sotospeak,andalsoinstillconfidenceinthepersonwho
operatesit”(Psychologist8).

Neuro-andbiopsychologicalresearchersalsomakeuseof
thepolygraphwheninteractingwiththemedia,duringpublic
events,orwhenadvertisingtheirdisciplinetostudents.In
thesecontexts,theyplaywithwhattheyanticipatetobethe
collectiveimageofliedetection,andusethepolygraphmodule
toattractstudentstotheirspecificfieldofstudy.Thepoly-
graphandthespecificnumbertestthatlegalpsychologistsuse
nourishtheillusionofsimplicityandclarityaswellasthatof
comprehensibility.Hereinliesthetacitknowledgeinstilledby
thecinematicportrayalandthefascinatingambivalencesthat
surroundthedevice.

Appropriated Fictional Knowledge

ThecaseofGermanyisinteresting,sinceherethepolygraphtest
istraditionallydiscredited.Neithertheprocedureforusingthe
instrument,northefactbeingconfrontedwithonearepartof
commonexperience.Thecinematicimagealoneoffersacertain
familiarityinthesenseofKirby’s(2010)diegetictechnologies,
which,however,seemsforeignanddoesnotpermittodrawany
conclusionsaboutthepracticeinGermany.
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Thosereferencesfromthefieldthatdrawonthecinematic
portrayal—thepowerimbalance,thematerialsignificance,and
theambivalenceofbeliefandskepticism—allrefertoaspecific
fascinationwith“oldtechnology.”Thisspeakstoatraditional
culturalappropriation(HårdandJamison2005,163),whichvalues
theauthenticityoftheso-called“antique.”

Theanalogpolygraphisanepistemicobject,amulti-channel
writerthatsimultaneouslymeasuresandrecordsseveral
peripheralphysiologicalparameters,andwhichpsychological
researchershaveusedforvarioustypesofexperiments(seefig.
3).Yetcinemaonlydepictsthesemachinesinalawenforcement
context.Thetacitcinematicknowledgethatthisreiteratedimage
producescontainsaspecificdialectic,whichshowsitselfinthe
waythatpractitionersstrugglewiththepublicimageofadomi-
nantmachine,while,atthesametime,makinguseofexactlythis
misconception.Thecinematicimageofthepolygraphtesthelps
psychologiststobuildtrustinthecapabilitiesofthedeviceas
wellashelpingneuroscientiststoattractstudentsandthewider

[Figure3]Authors’ownimagefromfieldresearch



161publictotheirfieldofresearch.Inbothfields,thereisaplayful
utility to the visual representation of the polygraph that prompts 
thesociotechnicalimaginaryofatruth-machinethatcanproduce
objectiveresults.

Thetacitcinematicknowledgehasavaluableimpactontheeffec-
tivenessofthetestprocedurebutalsowithintherealmsofthe
cinematicdepiction.Itworksherethroughthereiteratedpopular
representationsofthepolygraph.Thesceneisrepeated,retold,
andhasitsownstatuswithinactual,scientificpractice.

Thecinematicrepresentationengagespredominantlywith
theantiquepolygraphmachineandhaspopularizeditasan
epistemicobject.Wearelivingintimesofadematerialization
oftechnologythroughautomationanddigitization:everything
isdefinedbyfunctionandnolongerbymatter(Berr1990).The
polygraph’sportrayal,however,highlightstherelevanceof
materiality,sincethebeliefinitsfunctionisbasedonitshaptic,
acoustic,andvisualpresence.

Wherethevoidofmatterbegins,theimaginativeirreplaceability
ofmaterialitytakesholdthroughthepersistentimageofthe
analogpolygraphastheultimateliedetector.Initsantiquated
form,itproducesbeliefintheprocess.Thepolygraphowesthis
belieftothecinema,andevenpracticesthatdistancethemselves
fromthe“falseidea”ofthepolygraphactuallyemploycinema’s
imagery.AsAlderrightlyobserves,“Theliedetectorcannotbe
killedbyscience,becauseitisnotbornofscience.Itshabitatis
notthelaboratoryoreventhecourtroom,butnewsprint,film,
television,andofcoursethepulps,comicbooks,andscience
fiction”(2009,251).TheexampleofpolygraphportrayalsinGer-
manyshowsatheoreticaltensionnotjustbetweenfilmand
science,butalso,furthermore,betweenhowfictionalknowledge
becomesrelevantinanactualpractice,especiallyonethatis
disputed.
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“When Pregnancy 
Becomes a Moving 
Picture”: Negotiating Tacit 
Cinematic Knowledge in 
Fetal Ultrasonography

Claire Salles 

Pro-life activists publicly use moving images 
of fetal ultrasounds to equate fetuses with 
life, targeting pregnant persons’ rights such 
as the right to abortion, surrogate pregnancy, 
and adoption at birth. Feminist scholars have 
highlighted how anti-abortionists capture 
the cinematic features of moving images of 
fetal ultrasounds. In this essay, I deepen their 
insights by arguing that giving meaning to fetal 
moving images requires cinematic knowledge. 
But, when facing the “blobs” (Haraway 1997, 
26–27) in these images, tacit cinematic 
knowledge also requires mediation by a trained 
echographer. Drawing on ethnographic studies, I 
show the coexistence of multiple and conflicting 



166 interpretations of moving images of fetal ultra-
sounds and analyze the ways in which this tacit 
cinematic knowledge is being negotiated.

The many communities of practice who 

are held together around the technofetus 

are by no means necessarily in harmony. 

— Donna Haraway

June2022,alandmarkdecisionoftheUSSupremeCourtheldthat
theConstitutionoftheUnitedStatesdoesnotprotecttherightto
abortion(Dobbsv.JacksonWomen’sHealthOrganization2022).
ThisrulingoverturnsRoev.Wade(1973),whichhadguaranteed
therighttoabortionatthefederallevelsince1973.Eachstate
willnowbeabletoadoptitsownlegislationandmaydecideto
illegalizethevoluntaryinterruptionofpregnancy.Manyhave
alreadydoneso.Whenaccesstoabortionisrestricted,racialized
persons,theLGBTQ+community,youngpeople,lowerincome
families,peoplewithdisabilities,andpeoplewhoidentifyas
womenarethemoststronglyaffected.TheUSdecision,however,
runscountertorecentdevelopmentsaroundtheworldonthis
issue.Overthepasttwodecades,morethan50countrieshave
adoptedlessrestrictiveabortionlaws,sometimesrecognizing
theessentialroleabortionsplayinprotectingthelives,health,
andrightsofpersonsabletogestate.Inthisessay,Ifeel,think,
andworkonthevisualpoliticsofpregnancyfromafeminist
perspective.Fetalultrasoundimageryisappropriatedinmany
ways—ifthereisanegotiation,itisbecausetherearepower
relationsandstrugglesatplay.Theequationof“movingimage
ofafetus=life=restrictionofabortionrights”isnottheonly
interpretationofmovingultrasoundimages,norshoulditbe.Let
usmultiplythetacitmodesofknowledgeassociatedwithultra-
soundimaging(cinematic,andotherwise)andspreadfeminist
narrativesaroundthistechnology.



167Importantly,thedevelopmentof3Dand4Dvisualization
technologiessincethemid-1990sincreasedtheresemblance
betweenimagesoffetusesandimagesofbabies,leadingto
theriseofprivate,non-medicalultrasoundstudios.Beforethe
adventofthesetechnologies,theassociationofthefetus’vis-
ibilitywiththejuridicalstatusofthefetusasapersonhadalready
beenwidelydiscussed,mainlyinthecontextoffeministdefenses
ofabortionrights(forrecentsynthesesseeHopkins,Zeedyk,and
Raitt2005;Taylor2008;Roberts2012).IntheUS,anti-abortionists
usefetusimagespublicly.Forexample,thewidelydistributed
pro-lifefilm,The Silent Scream(Dabner1984),featuresfetalultra-
soundimageswhicharebeingshownbyadoctortoillustrate
thatabortionispainfulforfetuses.Thefilm’smedicalbiases
havebeenwidelycriticized(NewYorkTimes1985),ashasthe
decontextualizedvisualknowledgeuponwhichthefilmdepends
(Givner1994).

Feministscholarshaveanalyzedhowpro-lifeactivists’public
insistenceonusingfetalimagesforgedtheideaoffetusesas
autonomouslivingsubjectsthatshouldbeendowedwithrights
thatsupersedethoseofpregnantpersons.1 The art historian 
AnneHigonnetwrites:“Ultrasoundimagesencourageusto
ignorethebodiesofpregnantwomen,nottomentionwomen’s
financialandsocialcircumstances.Underwhatrealconditions
willthewomancarryingthefetusconcludeherpregnancy,give
birth,andraiseachild?Theformofultrasoundimagesconvinces
ustheseissuesareirrelevant”(Higonnet2017,134).Barbara
Duden(1993),amedicalhistorianandgender-studiesscholar,
emphasizesthatfetalimageshadbecomeaprojectionscreen
fortheequation“fetus=life.”Thisuseoffetalimagesindeed

1 Ichoosetotalkabout“pregnantpersons.”Using“Women”risksinvisibi-
lizingpregnantpersonswhodonotidentifywiththisgenderedlanguage.
“Mothers”suggeststhateverypregnancyendsinbirthingalivingchild,and
thatallpregnantpersonswilltakecareofthechild,invisibilizingabortion,
miscarriage,adoptionatbirth,andsurrogatepregnancy.Using“Pregnant
persons”resiststhepowerrelationshipsmaintainedbypatriarchy.



168 risksblurringtheintelligibilityofbioethicaldebatesonrights
toabortion,surrogatepregnancy,anonymouschildbirth,and
abandonmentatbirth.Italsoraisesquestionsrelatingtoneo-
eugenics,perceptionsoffunctionaldiversity,andillness.

InGermany,non-medicalfetalultrasoundpracticesareknownas
Babyfernsehen(eng.baby television),Babykino(eng.baby cinema)
orBabyviewing.Whysuggestthatthescreenshowsa“baby”
ratherthanafetus?Whyrefertocinemaandtotelevision(where
tele-andfern-mean“remote”)?Doweseeababy,asiffromafar?

Theideaoftreatingfetalultrasonographyasacinematicexperi-
enceisquitecommoninfeministpro-choiceliterature,butit
hasnotyetbeenfullyanalyzed.Higonnetspotstheneedfor
ananalysisofprenatalimagesbyimagespecialists.Forher,it
isurgenttoreaffirmthatimagesarenotwhattheyrepresent
(Higonnet2017,128).Doesthe“fetus = life”equationindeedrely
onthebiasedequation,“fetusmovingimage = baby”?Asearly
as1987,thepoliticalscientistRosalindPollackPetcheskywrote:
“everyimageofafetusweareshown…isviewedfromthestand-
point neither of the fetus nor of the pregnant woman but of the 
camera”(1987,269–70).Speakingaboutthepointofviewofthe
camerainrelationtoultrasonographymayseemconfusing.
Thereisnocamera.Theultrasonicwavesaretransmittedfrom
theexteriorofthebelly,passthroughbodilysubstances,and
echobacktoareceiver,whichallowstheechographertomeasure
thefetusandotherabdominalmasses.Thisissoundtransformed
intovisualinformation.Furthermore,afetalultrasoundscreen
displaysmultiplewindows.Gridsofscreenshotsframethecen-
tral,movingimage.Thescreenalsofeatureslettersandnumbers
suchasdate,nameofthepregnantperson,nameofthemedical
center,andvariousmeasurements.

Theideaoftacitcinematicknowledgeprovidesafruitfullens
throughwhichtoanalyzetheassimilation ofmovingimagesof
fetusestoearlymanifestationsoflife(andthus,rights).Asthe
editorsofthisvolumedefineit,thisis“implicit,informal,and



169uncodifiedknowledgeacquiredin,withandthroughfilmand
cinemathatinformsculturalandsocialpracticeoutsidethe
cinematicdispositif”(Boguskaetal.2019,1).

Inthisessay,Iwillfirstdescribethecinematicfeaturesofthefetal
ultrasonographydisplay.Thesefeaturesmaybeusedbyanti-
abortionactivistsinordertonaturalizetheequationbetween
fetusandlife,buttheyarealsoacknowledgedbypregnant
personsoutsidethepro-lifepoliticalmovement.Inthesecond
section,Iwillshowthatthesecinematicfeaturesarenotobvious:
foranuntrainedeye,itcanbehardtodistinguishacoherentand
isolatedimageofthefetus.Givingmeaningtothefetalmoving
imagethusrequiresthemediationofamedicallytrainedperson
whoincorporatestacitcinematicknowledge.

Below,Igatherethnographicstudiesonthediscoursesthat
surroundfetalultrasoundimagesinordertoshowthatthe
equation“fetusmovingimage=life”isnottheonlyinterpretation
pregnantpersonshaveoftheirultrasoundexperiences.Multiple
andconflictingunderstandingsoffetalultrasoundmovingimages
arebuiltthroughhumanandnon-humaninteractions,which
aremediatedbydiscoursesaboutpregnancy,parenthood,and
disability.Theseinteractionscannotbeunderstoodasunivocal;
theyaresituatedinpowerrelationships.Iassemblethesestudies
inordertohighlightthat—andhow—tacitcinematicknowledgeis
beingnegotiatedthroughoutthesediscourses.

Beyondthedomainoffetalimagery,consideringhowtacit
cinematicknowledgeisnegotiatedinthefieldsofmed-
icaldiagnosticsopensuppathsofinquiryabouttheaudio-
visualizationofprocessesandphenomenausuallyinvisibleto
thenakedeye,andshowsmorebroadlythattacitcinematic
knowledgeisconstructedandpoliticallyconflictual.



170 Tacit Cinematic Features in Fetal Ultrasound 
Moving Images

Howdoestheequation“fetalmovingimage=baby=life”work?
Whatcanbelearntfromconsideringitthroughthelensofthe
cinematicillusionoflife?

Atfirstsight,fetalultrasonography’shistorydoesnotseemtobe
relatedtothehistoryoftelevisionorcinema.Atthebeginningof
the20thcentury,ultrasoundtechnologywasfirstusedtotrack
submergedicebergs,andduringWorldWarI,tosearchforenemy
submersibles.Asamedicaltechnique,itwasintroducedinto
obstetricsintheUSinthe1950s(Donald,McVicar,andBrown
1958),andwaspopularizedinthe1970s.MostEuropeanand
NorthAmericanstatesreimbursethreeobstetricultrasonograms
duringpregnancy.Medicallyspeaking,theironlypurposeshould
betodeterminetheanticipateddateofdelivery,detectillnesses
oranomalies,andtoanticipatecomplicationsduringdelivery.

Itusedtobecommonfordoctorstogiveatapewiththe2D
recordingtothepregnantpersons,inadditiontoarequired
numberofsnapshotsprintedonpaper.Thispracticedecreased
asthemedicalfieldtriedtodifferentiatemedicalultrasounds
fromentertainment.Ananonymizeddoctor,quotedina2005
Frenchreportonsonography,statedthat“[p]racticeshave
becomehealthier,thereisnomoreultrasoundcinema”(Moyse
andDiederich2005,38).Thisinsightsuggeststhatgivingatape
withtherecordingwasconsideredentertainment(“cinema”)for
thepregnantperson.InGermany,sinceJanuary1,2021,ultra-
soundexaminationsthatarenotmedicallyjustifiedarepro-
hibited.Thenewregulationisintendedtoprotectembryosfrom
anunnecessary,excessivedoseofradiation.Thefetusiscon-
sideredapersonwhocannotconsenttotheexaminationandits
possiblesideeffects,andwhodoesnotderiveanybenefitfromit
(Aerzteblatt2020).



171Dudentalksabout“thepublicfetus”whenshowinghowultra-
soundimagesgainedculturalmeaningbeyondtheirmedicaluse
andcametorepresentlife.Thisequationoffetusimageswith
lifehasbeenusedbyanti-abortionactiviststorestrictaccess
toabortion.Indoingso,theyaimedtoshifttherecognitionof
the emergence of human life from the moment of birth to the 
momentofconception(Duden1993).

Buttheequation“movingimagesoffetalultrasounds=life”
isnotconfinedtoanti-abortionactivism;italsoinfusesother
viewingpracticesofultrasoundimages.Whatisspecifictothe
anti-abortiondeploymentofmovingimagesoffetalultrasounds
isthepoliticalagendaofrollingbacktherighttochoosewhatis
rightforone’sownbody.Thedistributionofthetapebydoctors
andthespreadofBabycinemastudiossupportviewingpractices
ofultrasoundimageswherethemovingimagesoffetalultra-
soundsisassociated,inanticipation,tothelifeofanewfamily
member.ThemedicalanthropologistJanelleS.Taylorshows
thatthedistinctionbetweenmedicalandentertainmentisnot
confirmedbytheobservationofsocialpractices(Taylor2008,
144–168).Whetherold2Dimagesorrecent3Dor4Dones,these
visualization technologies seem to bring the image of the fetus 
everclosertothatofthefirstcinematicportrait(Mitchell2001;
Roberts,Griffiths,andVerran2017).Introducingananticipated
new member of the family through moving images of fetal ultra-
soundspushesbackthelimitsofthefamilyfilmbeyondeven
filmsofadeliveryitself.2

Thetrendofintroducingthefetusasanewfamilymember
highlightsafundamentalmisunderstanding.Fromamedical
standpoint,fetalultrasoundsaimtodetectanomalies,apractice
whichcanleadtoabortion,whereasBabycinemaaimstocreate
familybonds(seefig.1).Theultrasoundstudios’advertisements
areclear:ThePregnancyStudiointheUSstatesthatthey“bring

2 RogerOdin(1995)showedthatfamilyfilmsareusedtoreinforcefamilyasa
fundamentalsocialstructure.
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unbelievableimagesofyourunbornbabytolife”(ThePregnancy
Studio2023),andtheBabySkanStudio’smottointheUKreads:
“[w]herethemiracleoflifemeetsmoderntechnology”(TheBaby
SkanStudio2023).

Whatisitintheultrasounddisplaythatpermitstheassociation
ofthesemovingimageswiththelifeofanewfamilymember(for
studiosandtheirclients),orwiththelifeofanalready-human
beingendowedwithrightsagainstpregnantpersons(foranti-
abortionists)?IwanttodeepenDuden’sinsight:fetalmoving
imagesarenotbythemselvesevocativeoflife.Theyneedthe
mediationofcinematicfeaturesalreadytacitlyassociatedwith
life.Iarguethatfivecinematicfeaturesareactivatedduringan
ultrasoundexamination:
1. Thesettingoftheroom:theechographerandthepregnant

person(andeventuallyrelatives)lookatthescreenofthe
ultrasoundmachine;sometimes,asecondscreenisinstalled
sothatthepregnantpersonandrelativescanviewtheimages
morecomfortably.

2. Thecontentsvisibleonthescreen(s):stillimagesderivedfrom
theultrasonicechoesareshownataquickpace,givingan
illusionofcontinuityandmovement(althoughthemovement
isoftenjerky).

[Figure1]Advertisingforababycinemastudio(Source:ATinyPerspective2021).



1733. Thescale:theimageisenlargedtoaccommodatehuman
perception(Higonnet2017,130–33).

4. Thetiming:movingimagesareseen“live”asthesensor
touchestheskin.

5. Theintermediality:thesightofthemovingimagesisreinforced
bythesoundoftheheartbeat.

Seeing Babies in “Blobs”

DonnaHarawayemphasizeshowharditisforuntrainedeyes
todecipherwhatshecalls“theblobs”ofafetalsonogram:“[t]
hetelevisedsonogramismorelikeabiologicalmonstermovie,
which one still has to learn to view even in the late twentieth 
century”(Haraway1997,25).Itseemsthatwecannotseemuchin
afetalultrasoundimage,unlesswearetoldwhatwearesup-
posedtosee.Itisthereforeparadoxicalthattheassociation
“fetus=life”reliesontheillusionofreality,eventhough
untrainedpeoplecannotdecipheritwithoutadditionalhelp.Even
in4D,onehastodifferentiatebetweenthecolorsinordertoform
acoherent,isolatedimageofthefetus.Thisiswhyanti-abortion
activiststendtopreferusingeasilyreadablefree-floatingdigital
representationsoffetuseswhensuggestingthepresenceoflife.
ThismirrorswhattheyhavedonewiththeworkoftheSwedish
photographerLennartNilsson.In1965,Nilssonpublishedaseries
of photographs in Life magazine,whichhavebeenconsidered
thefirstphotographsoffetuses(Nilsson1965).Thepurpose
wastoshowtheinvisibleprocessesofembryoniclife,butwhat
heactuallyphotographedwereabortedembryos.Theartificial
settingrequiredtocreatetheillusionoflifewasnotindicatedin
thearticle.Theseimageswereimmediatelyusedbyanti-abortion
activistsbecausetheydidnotrequireatrainedmedicalexpertto
bedeciphered.

AccordingtoDuden,pregnantpersonsofthelate20thandearly
21stcenturyareaccustomedtoseeingwhattheyaretoldtosee
ratherthanbringingtheirownimagesandexperiencestothe



174 table.MichelleStanworth(1987)andJanaSawicki(1991)develop
theideathatreproductivetechnologiesaremeansforthemed-
icalandscientificcommunities,dominatedbymen,toappro-
priatereproductivecapacities.In“TheMind’sEye,”EvelynFox
KellerandChristineR.Grontkowski(1983)tracetheprivilegeof
sightinWesternscientificandphilosophicalculture,showingthat
knowledgeproductionthroughvisualizationandobjectification
haslongservedasabasisforgenderbinarismandhierarchy.
Correspondingly,sensory,bodilyexperiencesweredenigrated
asmodesofknowledge.Dudenfearsthatasaresultofthesehis-
toricallyentrenchedpractices,pregnantpersonslosetheirability
tocommunicateexperiencesofpregnancybeyondthevisual
form.

WemightnowbetterunderstandwhyPetcheskycallsforseeing
fetalimagesfromthepointofviewofpregnantpersons,andnot
fromthesupposedlyneutralpointofviewofthecamera,whichis
anaspectofmalevisualpower(Mulvey1975).Analyzingrepro-
ductivefreedomfromthepointofviewoftheaffectedgroupsis
necessary,andweneedsituatedknowledgeinsciencestudiesto
doso(Haraway1988).

Conflicting Interpretations

Fetalultrasoundimagesarenotdecipheredunivocally.What
happens when we see fetal images from the perspective of 
pregnantpersons?Ethnographicstudieshavedemonstratedthe
“ambiguity”(Stephenson2016)ofinterpretationsoffetalimages,
equatingthemnotonlyto“life,”butalsotodeath,seeingthe
fetusinsomecasesasamonsterandathreattothepregnant
person,relatedtothefearofdisability.Interpretationsgofrom
“justafetus”to“mybaby”(Petchesky1987),andincludeawide
rangeofmetaphors:person,future,family,choice,origins,nation
(Haraway1997).

Ontheonehand,MarcelO’Gorman,amediatheoristwho
accompaniedhispregnantwifetoanexam,describesthefetus



175asanalien:“[t]hesilent,wispy,slow-movingimageofthissemi-
humanshapehadtheauraofacrypticmessagefromanalien
world,orperhapsfromtheafterworld”(2003,155–56).Onthe
otherhand,TsipyIvry(2009)showsthatintheIsraelicontext,the
predominantideasurroundingpregnancyisriskandpregnancy
isseenassomethingtemporary.Multipleultrasoundexams
andabatteryoftestsaccompanythepossibilityoflate-stage
abortions.Pregnantpersonsandrelativesbuildstrategiestonot
getattachedtothefetus:notgivingitanameduringpregnancy,
ignoringmovements,notpreparingthebedroom,providing
fordeliveryofnurserypurchasesonlyafterbirth.Shequotesa
participantinherstudy:“[i]fIfeltamovementIignoredit,Ifelt
nothing.…iftheytoldmethatthefetushasaterribledisease
andthatIhavetoabortit,whatthen?”(Ivry2009,204).InJapan
(Ivry2006)andVietnam(GammeltoftandNguyen2007),fetal
sonographyisnotsomuchaboutthefetus,butaboutthepreg-
nantperson.Checkingonthefetusisawayforpregnantpersons
toadjusttheirdietorrestingtimeifneeded,suggestingthat
pregnantpersonsplayanactiveroleintheirpregnancy.

Scholarsalsoshowthattheappreciationoffetalultrasound
imagesdependsontheappreciationofthepregnancy(wanted/
unwanted)andonotherfactorssuchasage,class,race(Bridges
2011),and,aboveall,thefertilityhistoryofthepregnantperson
(Firth2009).Forinstance,ethnographicstudiesshowthat
middle-andupper-classindividualsvaluethedeliberatesched-
ulingofbabiesandcontroloverthepregnancy,allowingabetter
acceptanceofreproductivetechnologies(Rapp2000).

ΑnnRudinowSaetnan,NellyE.J.Oudshoorn,andMartaKirejczyk
(2000)showedthatultrasoundexamsdonotaffectpregnant
persons’confidenceintheirownbodilysenses.Theyidentify
themasasupplementratherthanreplacement.Sensationstake
precedence,exceptforfirstpregnancies,inwhichtheultrasound
isoftenmoreimportantthansomaticfeelings.RaynaRapp
(2000),whoseresearchdealswithamniocentesis,foundthateven
whenafetalmalformationisdiagnosed,pregnantpersonsretain



176 theirinterpretiveflexibility.Theycanrefusefurthertestingor
abortion.

Allofthesestudieshighlighttheagencyofpregnantpersons.
Visualreproductivetechnologiesareappropriatedbythem
(Metselaar2022;Müller-Rockstroh2012),showingthattheymay
not merely be the victims of the patriarchal system that appro-
priatespregnancythroughvisualizationtechnologies.Butin
ordertotranslatebetweentheirsomaticfeelingsandimages
onthescreen,itremainsnecessarytonegotiatewithmedical
authoritythatembodiesspecificdiscoursesaboutpregnancy,
abortion,andparenthood.

Negotiation

Tacitcinematicknowledgeispluraland“ambiguous”(Stephenson,
McLeod,andMills2016).Itisnegotiatedinmultipleandconflicting
ways.Inthefollowingsection,Iwanttobroadenaconceptfrom
culturalstudies,proposedbyStuartHallin1973.In“Encoding,
Decoding”(1973),Halldistinguishesthreeviewingpositions.In
thedominant-hegemonicposition,theviewerdecodesthemes-
sageintermsofthecodeslegitimatedbytheencodingprocess
andthedominantculturalorder.Inthenegotiatedposition,
theviewerhasthepotentialtoadoptandopposethedominant
codes.Intheoppositionalposition,theviewerrecognizesthe
dominantcodesandopposesthem.Applyingtheconceptof
negotiationtoourunderstandingoftacitcinematicknowledge
regardingfetalultrasoundmovingimagesenhancesourabilityto
seetheagencythatpregnantpersonsexercise.

Toacknowledgenegotiationistounderstandthatthewidespec-
trumoftacitcinematicknowledge,partlyfosteredbycinematic
illusion,doesnotoperateonitsown.Itisreliantonexternaldis-
coursesandsituatedactors.

TheethnographicstudiesIsynthetizedpreviouslyshowhow
importantthediscoursessurroundingfetalimagesare.Scholars



177underlinetheimportanceofwhattheechographersaystohelp
deciphertheimages,evenfor4Dultrasounds:“lookhowcute
heis,”“she’stired,”andsoon(genderperformanceoftenstarts
withtheultrasound).Inpubliccontexts,theexperienceoffetal
imagesismediatedthroughtheirusebyanti-abortionactivists
whoplayedabigpartintheassociationofthefetuswithearlylife
(andwhoencouragehospitalstopurchasemore“lifelike”3Dand
4Ddevices).

Beyondthehumaninteractions,Harawaydrawsourattentionto
theinterconnectionsamongmachines,babies,fetuses,clinical
equipment,variousprofessionals,parents,andthecirculation
ofdiscourses(1997,37).Tayloralsoexplores“thepubliclifeof
thefetalsonogram”fromaperspectivethatseestechnology
asaninextricableeconomicandsocialnetwork,dependenton
society(2008,7–8).Shecallsforthinkingnotonlyinintermsof
howtechnologyimpactsasociety,butalsohowconflictingactors
anddiscoursesarepartoftechnologies.Negotiationtherefore
pointstothepoliticaldimensionoftacitcinematicknowledgein
scientificvisualizationtechnologies.

Agoodexampleofthispoliticaldimensioncanbefoundindigital
videosoffetaldevelopment.Theiracceleratednarrationalways
goesfromfertilizationtobirth,andevenThe Silent Screamused
analogaccelerationtogivetheimpressionofconvulsionscaused
bythepainsupposedlyexperiencedbythefetus.Accordingtothe
mediatheoristFriedrichKittler(1993),visualizationtechnologies
indeedenablethemanipulationoftime:thisiswhatdefines
them.InherstudyonKittler’s“timeaxismanipulation,”Marie
Rebecchitiestogetherdifferenttime-lapsesofslowphenomena
suchascrystallization,plantgrowth,andfetalgrowth(Rebecchi
2020).Isuggestthatconsideringhowtacitcinematicknowledge
isnegotiatedshapesthetimeaxismanipulationpoliticallyand
worksagainstthedepoliticizationofthecinematicmedium.A
hypothesisforfurtherresearchisthatfetaltime-lapsevideos
implicitlyrelateembryosandfetusestobabiesthathave
beenborn.Bydoingso,theydonotacknowledgeabortionor



178 miscarriageandinvisibilizein vitrofertilization,althoughthey
doallowformultiplewaysofparenthood,beyondthehetero-
normativecoitus(Preciado2013).

Conclusion

Throughhercounter-intuitivestatement—“whenpregnancy
becomesamovingpicture”(Petchesky1987,265)—Petchesky
encouragesusnottoseefetalultrasoundmovingimagesfrom
thesupposedlyneutralpointofviewofthecamera.Thisavoids
theequation“fetus=life”andhelpsustounderstandhowanti-
abortionistsmakepoliticaluseofthetacitcinematicfeaturesof
fetalultrasoundmovingimageswiththeaimofrestrictingpreg-
nantpersons’rights.However,imagesdonotcreateknowledge
bythemselves:theyareusedtomobilizepoliticalgroups.Eth-
nographicalstudiesaboutfetalultrasoundmovingimagesshow
thediversityofresponsestotheseimages.Theseimagesare
constantlynegotiated.Theircinematicfeaturesareconstructed
bythediscoursesandthehuman/non-humaninteractionsthat
surroundthem.

Emphasizingnegotiationallowsustogobeyondthemere
repetitionofthedominantdiscourseaboutthepatriarchaluse
ofvisualizationtechnologiestocontravenepregnantpersons’
rights.Theagencyofpregnantpersonsisyettobeinvestigated,
andweneedtocontinuouslyunderlinethepoliticaldimension
ofsupposedlyneutralvisualizationpractices.Tacitcinematic
knowledgeshouldbeexaminedthroughethnographictools,
whichcanshowmultiplestandpoints,ratherthanonlythemost
visibleordominantones.
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Phantasms of the Sun and 
Venus: Tacit Cinematic 
Knowledge in Astronomy

Jelena Rakin

This article examines aesthetics as a form of 
cinematic episteme in moving images produced 
from contemporary astronomical observations. 
This analysis is followed by a closer examination 
of significant historical image dispositifs, such 
as drawing, photography, and film in respect 
to how they create visual renditions of time-
based astronomical phenomena. Consequently, 
the article draws connections between media 
ontologies and aesthetics in an interdisciplinary 
context, from cinema to contemporary astro-
physics. This examination demonstrates the 
role of aestheticizing principles in natural 
sciences by focusing on the techniques of time-
lapse, editing, and superimposition.



184 Mesmerizing Color Spheres: Solar Images 
from the US National Aeronautics and Space 
Administration (NASA)

OnJune5and6,2012VenustransitedacrosstheSun.Theevent
wascapturedbyNASA’sSolarDynamicsObservatorysatellite
(SDO),launchedin2010togatherinformationabouttheSun.
ThetransitofVenusisarareastronomicaleventanditslast
occurrencein1874ledtothedevelopmentofanovel,proto-
cinematographicdevice—thephotographicrevolverthatthe
FrenchastronomerJulesJanssenconstructedtocapturethe
planet’stransit,framebyframe.

AspartofNASA’soutreachtothegeneralpublic,theSDO’s
recordingsofthe2012transitareavailableforviewingonthe
observatory’swebsite.Thevisitorscanwatch“VenusTransit
Movies”underthecategory“Outreach”inmp4format(NASA
2021a).Themultipleavailabletransitmoviesdifferastowhat
portionoftheSunisvisibleintheframe,aswellasinthedata
theyuse.Theyshoweitheradetailofingress(theplanet’sintitial
“entrance”overthesun),adetailofegress(theendofthetransit),
oraviewoftheentiresun.ThedatacomesfromtwooftheSDO’s
threeinstruments:theHelioseismicandMagneticImager(HMI)
andtheAtmosphericImagingAssembly(AIA).1DatafromtheAIA
includesimagesoftheSunintenwavelengthseverytenseconds,
whereas some of the Venus transit movies are also composites of 
severalAIAwavelengthrecordingsandofHMIdata(NASA2021b).
Thewebsite’svideoplayerspecifiesthatthemoviesarebeing
playedat16framespersecond.

Thechoiceoftheword“movies”andthereferencetothe
standardprojectionmeasurementof16framespersecond
suggestsaparatextualreferencetothecinematographicdispositif 
asageneralstrategyofoutreachfromthescientificastronomy

1 SDOalsocarriestheExtremeUltravioletVariabilityExperiment(EVE).



185communitytothepublic.Onefindssimilarreferencesonthe
websiteoftheSolarandHeliosphericObservatory(SOHO),
whereunderthesiteheading“SOHOMovieTheater,”theviewers
cangeneratevideosofVenus’transitandmanyothermovies
oftheSunbyenteringtwodates(NASA2021c).Inanadditional
paratextualreferencetocinema,thedesignoftheSOHO
website’sgalleryshowstheimageiconsofthemoviesframed
bydigitalimitationsoftheperforationsonananalogfilmstrip.
Thisisanobviousreferencetoamediaimaginarysincethe
technologyatworkinboththeSDOandtheSOHOisdigital.But
itis,however,nottoofar-fetchedtoalludetosuchtechnological
“antecedents”2inthiscase,sincemanyoftheepistemicques-
tionsthatthesemovingimagesraisepertainedtoearlier,analog
modelsofimagegenerationaswell.Therefore,inthisessay,I
gobeyondmereparatextualreferencestothecinematicdis-
positiftoexaminetheontologicalandepistemologicalcon-
nectionsbetweencinemaandtheproductionofmovingimages
inastronomy.Specifically,Ianalyzethevisualrenditionsof
time-based,processual,astronomicalphenomenaasaformof
film-photographicknowledge.Significantformystudyarethe
heterogenousmanifestationsoftemporalsynthesisinfilmand
photography,andtheaestheticroleascribedtotheperceiving
subject.WhatIcalltheheterogeneityinthevisualrenderingof
temporal phenomena in astronomy encompasses such aspects 
asthechoiceofvariedtimeintervalsandthedifferentmanifes-
tationsoftimeasaphenomenononthesurfaceoftheimage.

TheSDOwebsiteoffersseveraldifferentformsoftime-lapse
movies.Theviewerslearnthattheobservatorycapturesan
imageoftheSuneverysecond,afrequencythatsupersedes
thetwootherspacecraftalsorecordingtheimagesoftheSun: 
Solar and Heliospheric Observatory(SOHO)andSolar TErrestrial 
RElations Observatory(STEREO):“SDOtakes1imageeverysecond.

2 Antecedentsheredoesnotrefertoastricttechnologicalgenealogybuttoa
sharedimagepracticeinafunctionalsense.



186 AtbestSTEREOtakes1imageevery3minutesandSOHOtakes
1imageevery12minutes”(NASA2021b).Giventheextentof
thedatacollectedinone-secondintervals,itisinterestingthat
theSDOwebsiteprovides—perhapsevenshowcases—various
formatsoftimelapsemovies.Thesemoviesoptforsequences
withmuchlongertimeintervalsthantheavailabledataallows
for.Significantly,thelongerintervalsareofcentralimportance
tothevisualrenderingofmotion.Inasense,theycreatemotion
thatwouldotherwisenotbeperceivableassuch—justas
lookingdirectlyattheSunwouldnotrevealmostoftheinfor-
mationcollectedbytheobservatory.Thus,thetime-lapseeffect
becomesaformofproducingvisibility.Furthermore,“TheSun
Now”webpageoffers“48hrvideos”thatplayintwenty-second
time-lapseloops(NASA2021e).The“BrowseData”category
allowsvisitorstogenerateamoviefromhistoricaldata.Theycan
choosetwodatesinthecalendaraswellasdifferentAIAorHMI
datachannels(ortheircomposites)asthebasisforthemovies.
Visitorscanalsochoosetheirownimagecadence:forinstance,
choosinga“5,”meansthat“theapplicationwillreturnonein
everyfifthimagetotheuser”outofatotallimitof500perquery
(NASA2021d).Thegeneratedmoviesshowthesunpositioned
centrallyintheimage,rotatingasthevideoloops.Different
colorsareusedfordifferentwavelengths:gold,bronze,red,teal,
blue,green,yellow/green,pink,grayetc.(seefig.1).Numerous
variationsofthesamespherethatrepresenttheSunexemplify
bothaliteralaswellasametaphoricalpluralityofviews.The
moviesareaestheticallymesmerizing,hypnoticloopsofrotating,
coloredspheres.

Thesefascinatingspheresin“falsecolors”(chromaticrenderings
commonlyusedtovisualizetheinformationonthenon-vis-
iblepartsoftheelectromagneticspectrum)pointtoepistemic
modelsotherthanthescientificones—particularly,modelsthat
couldbeidentifiedascinematic.Onamostbasiclevel,these
moviesareexamplesofaconventionalizedvisualization,i.e.
therepresentationofaprocessenabledbymovingimages.
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Underlyingtheevidentiarystatusofaphysicalrealitytranslated
infamiliarcodes,however,aremechanismsofaestheticcrafting
that capitalize on the malleability of the moving cinematic image 
anditsabilitytoproduceadistinctlywonderousreality.3 This 
craftedsenseofwonderissignificant,sinceasIwillshowlater,
theword“magic”isoftenusedinrelationtotoday’sscience,
notablyinregardtoitsspeculativenatureandthecovertorovert

3 LyndaNeadidentifiesaestheticsofwonderasoneofthekeyqualitiesofthe
astronomicalimages(2007,201–206).

[Figure1]DetailoftheSolarDynamicsObservatorywebsitewithvariousvideos

oftheSun(Source:NASA2021e,courtesyofNASA/SDOandtheAIA,EVE,andHMI

scienceteams.)



188 roleofaestheticchoicesinformingtheoriesandthepresentation
ofexperimentalresults.

Severalapproachestovisualrepresentationsofthepassageof
timewhichweredevelopedinthe19thcenturyandarestillused
today—includingthetechniquesoflong-exposurephotography,
instantaneousphotography,andmovingimages—exemplify
thespecificrelationshipbetweenaestheticsandepistemes,or
rathertheyexemplifyaesthetics as an episteme.Theyunderline
thecontingenciesinvolvedinrenderingthepassageoftimeas
animagesurfacephenomenonandbringtoforethesignificant
rolethataestheticandsubjectivechoicesplayinshapingsuch
renderings.Therefore,thenextsectionofthisessaylooksathis-
toricalwaysaestheticconcernshaveshapedtheproductionof
astronomicalimagesandtheiruniquerelationtotheperceiving
humansubject.

Aesthetic Time in Drawing, Photography, and 
Cinema 

Images of the cosmos are a particularly instructive corpus for 
examiningthetemporaldimensionsoffilmandphotography,
sincecelestialphenomenagenerallyexceedhumansensory
capacities(intermsoftheirlimitedvison,humanlifespan,etc.).
Throughoutthehistoryofastronomy,thehumanbodyandits
limitedscaleposedspecificchallengesfortheobservationof
astronomicalphenomena,suchasthestrainofobservingover
longtimeperiodsandthenecessityforopticaldeviceslikea
telescopetoaidthenakedeye.4Thus,thephenomenological
unavailabilityofthecosmosunderlinestheconstructednature,
mediality,andtheinfluenceofculturalimaginaries(both

4 Withregardtothestrainofalongobservationofthenightssky,DavaSobel
(2016)studiedhowtheHarvardObservatoryemployedwomenbecausethey
werepractical,cheaplabor,and,atthesametime,executedthestrenuous
workwiththenecessaryprecision.
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aestheticandscientific)thatcharacterizethoseimagesthat
representit.

Thenon-immediacyoftheexperienceofthecosmoswasgreatly
influencedinthe19thcenturythroughtheintroductionof
anintermediary,thephotographicapparatus,thatpropelled
astronomytobecomeahighlyvisualscienceattheendof
thatsamecentury.JimenaCanalesidentifiestheintroduction
ofphotographyintoastronomyasa“cinematographicturn,”
pointing out the fact that the cinematographic apparatus itself 
emergedfromthefieldofastronomy—namely,fromJanssen’s
photographicrevolver,whichhehadconstructedin1874topho-
tographtheVenus’transitacrossthesunatintervalsofabout
onesecond(seefig.2).TheapparatusthatJanssendeveloped

[Figure2]Disk-platerecordingofthe1874Venustransit(Source:LibraryoftheParis

Observatory2021).



190 wasfurthermodifiedandadaptedinEtienneJulesMarey’s
physiologicallaboratoryandtheninthestudiooftheLumière
brothers,whereitservedasabasisforthedevelopmentofthe
cinematographiccamera(Canales2002,588).Therecordings
ofVenus’transitwerecapturedonadiskthatresembles19th-
centuryopticaldevicessuchasthephenakistiscope,whichcame
intousearoundthe1830sandwhichprovidedanillusionof
motionthroughtherotationofthedisk,producingalooping
repetitionofthemotif.

Thediscoursessurroundingtheintroductionofphotography
inplaceofastronomicaldrawingsshowthedegreetowhich
thegenerationofimagesinvolvedinterventionofanaesthetic
nature,notsolelyintheserviceofverisimilitude.Whereas
photographywasassociatedwith“verisimilitude”andempirical
exactness,itwasnotnecessarilyassociatedwith“truth”(Canales
2006,281),andinthesecondhalfofthe19thcenturymanydis-
coursesquestionedthesupremacyofthemechanicalrepro-
ductionofthestarsofferedbyphotography(Soojung-KimPang
2016).Drawings,especially,werepreferredoverthephotography
fortheirpredispositiontoseparatethe“important”fromthe
“irrelevant.”Inhismanualonastronomicaldrawingfrom1882,
theFrenchAstronomerÉtienneLéopoldTrouvelotpointedout
thesupremacyofawell-trainedeyeoveraphotographiccamera
(1882,VIf.).Theremarkshemadeabouthisdrawingof“November
Meteorites”areinformativeabouttheimportanceofmaking
subjectivechoicesinthevisualsynthesisoftime.Trouvelot
recordedanimpressionfrom3000observedmeteorites,where
anidealviewimpliesthat“theshootingstarsdelineated,were
notobservedatthesamemomentoftime,butduringthesame
night”(1882,VI–VII).Theperiodoftransitionfromastronomical
drawingtoastrophotographyinthelate19thcenturythusbrings
totheforeafluctuationinthelocationofmeaningandperceived
truth,vacillatingsomewherebetweentheperceptualandcog-
nitivefacultiesofthesubjectandthephysicalworld,and,asa



191consequence,demonstratingtheinterrelationofaestheticsand
scienceinrepresentationsofthecosmos.

Averycautiousattitudetowardstheassumptionthatafilm-
photographicimageprovidesunambiguousevidencealso
informssomeclassicaltextsonfilmandphotographyofthe
early20thcentury.Forexample,both,WalterBenjaminand
JeanEpstein,pointoutfilmandphotography’sabilitytorecord
phenomenabeyondwhatisperceptiblewiththemerehuman
eye:Benjamindoesthiswithhisnotionofthe“optical uncon-
scious”andJeanEpsteinbymusingabouttheramificationsofthe
invisiblespectrumofultra-violetlightinthecinematographic
image(Benjamin1979,202;Epstein2008,33).Boththussuggest
thattheevidentiarystatusoffilm-photographicimagesextends
thelimitedscopeofanthropocentricvision.

ForBenjamin,thereisalsoasignificantdifferencebetween
longexposureandinstantaneousphotography.Hecompares
theresultoflongexposuretothatofapaintedportrait,where,
owingtothetimepassingduringthephoto-chemicalinscription,
thehistoryofthephotographedpersonisinscribedintothe
image.However,accordingtoBenjamin,thisdoesnotapplyto
instantaneousphotography(Benjamin1979,204).Theideaofa
singletruththatcannotbecapturedinphotographyalsoinforms
SiegfriedKracauer’s(1997)thinking.SimilarlytoBenjamin,he
comparesportraitureinpaintingandphotography,concluding
that photography captures the coherence of the surface but not 
themeaning.

Thesedifferentobservationspointtothebeliefthatthesemantic
(orepistemic)locusoftemporalsynthesisandtheselectionof
informationisthehumansubjectexecutingthepaintingora
drawing.Incontrasttoamechanicalapparatus,apainterfilters
visualinformation,separatingtherelevantfromtheirrelevant.
Thetimeandsubjectrepresentedinpaintinganddrawingare
thus,principally,aninnerimageofthehumansubject.



192 Inphotographythissynthesisisdonebytheapparatus:stars
drawthemselves,asthevocabularyofthe19th-centurydis-
coursesimplies.However,asBenjaminwasrighttopointout,
timedoesnotsimplyequaltimeinphotography.Photography
opensarangeoftechniquesfortranslatingtimeontoatwo-
dimensionalsurface.Whencontrasted,intervalphotography,
longexposure,andinstantaneousphotographyofcelestial
skiesshowdifferentmanifestationsoftimeasanimagesurface
phenomenon,withvaryinggraphicqualities.Itbecomesevident
that the reference to time here relates not only to the astral 
phenomenonunderobservation,butalso—andimportantly—to
theapparatusitselfastheproducerofthevisibilityoftime.

Asopposedtothesynthesisoftimeonastill,two-dimensional
surfaceindrawingandphotography,movingimagesalsomake
timeperceptiblethroughmotion.Cinematographictime-effect
techniquessuchasslowmotionandtimelapsedrawattention
to the character of time as well as the process of its construction 
andvisualization.Stillthelifelikenessofcinematicrepresentation
hasrepeatedlybeendisputed,startingwithturn-of-the-19th-
centurydiscoursesonthesynthesisandanalysisofmovement.
Informative in this case are two opposing philosophies pre-
dominantin19th-centuryFrance:oneascribedtothenotion
that“synthesisiscomposedthroughthesummationofdis-
cretemomentsofanalysis”andtheotherbeingan“alternative
philosophyofformandmovementwhere‘sentiment’and‘spirit ’
playedessentialroles”(Canales2006,289).Theproponentsof
thelatterarguedthat“movementwasnotcomposedofdiscrete
momentsummations”(Canales2006,278),butwasinstead“life,
volitionand,therefore,divinity.Representationsofmovement
wereultimatelyrepresentationsof‘grace’—thequalitywhich
broughtalloftheseelementstogether”(Canales2006,279).By
stressingthesentimentandthespirit,theywarnedthatmeaning
andknowledgecannotbegraspedbymathematicalprinciples
orbylogicalone—evenif,bycontrast,inthesamecentury,the
promiseof“photographicallymathematizednature”propelled



193theFrenchastronomerFrançoisAragotofindinthephotographic
mediumthe“universallanguage”(Fisher2016,211).5

Vital Movement in Cinema and Magic Bodies 

Thenotionof“vital”movementincinemaisalsotakenupin
contemporaryfilmscholarship(Albera2002).FrançoisAlbera
contraststhenotionof“vital”movementwith(merely)sequential
movementincinemaediting.Importantly,healsorecognizes
theactofeditinginthephotographiclong-exposureprocess
andmakesapointtodistinguishitfromthekindofediting
thatproducesthesequentialnatureofcinematicphotograms.
Instead,forAlbera,editingalsoencompassessuperimpositions
onthesamephotogram,and,moreover,isnotmerelyatechnical
operation.

Thereisanunlikelycomparisonthatcanbedrawnbetweenthe
videoloopsoftheSunontheSDOwebsitedescribedearlierand
theobservationsAlberamakesinrelationtothezoetropeand
phenakistiscope(seefig.3).Inthecircularmovementsofthese
19th-centuryopticaldevices,Alberaidentifiesnon-narrative,vital
movementaswellasepistemicquestionsraisedbytheprocessof
editingtocreatethisrepetitivemotion:

The alternation of the phases in a zoetrope or some other 
opticaltoydoesnothaveasitsgoalsomuchtonarrate,
tounfoldatemporalsequence(hejumps,heruns)asto
incitethedynamicsofajumporarun.Thereisanotionof
a‘vital’movement:onethatdiffersfromsuccession.…On
certainphenakistiscopedisksonecanobserveamultiplicity
ofmovementsgeneratedbyarotationalmotion…itisa

5 Thenotionoffilmbeingauniversallanguageensuedacoupleofdecades
later,intheearly20thcentury,butittookthephysiognomyofagesture(cf.
Balázs2001)asitspointofdeparture,which,inturn,isrelatedtothevitality-
of-the-movementlineofthinking.
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movement‘inplace,’everydifferentshapebeingsuper-
imposedovertheprecedingone.(Albera2002,16)6

And,furthermore:“[t]herecognitionoftheprocessofmontage
inthemerepassagefromonestatetoanother,asminimalasit
canbe,representsatthesametimeanartisticaswellasanepis-
temologicalquestion”(Albera2002,21).

Itispreciselythevitalityofmovement-as-passagethattheSDO’s
Sunrecordingsoffertheirviewers.Eventhoughthemoviesmake
anostentatiouscasefortheexistenceofalinearintervalthrough
theuseoftime-lapsecomposition,thesenseofvitalpassageis
prominent in the contrast between the circular movement of the 
Sundiskanditsstaticframinginthecenteroftheimage.Not
onlyaretheviewerspresentedwiththerotationalmovement
“inthesameplace”(“mouvement‘surplace’”)(Albera2002,
16),butinthemoviesthatlayerseveraldatachannelswithina
singleimage,theviewersarealsopresentedwithediting through 

6 Alltranslationsbyauthor.

[Figure3]Phenakistiscopediskshowingashootingstar,1833(Source:Australian

CentrefortheMovingImage2021,photographedbyEgmontContreras,ACMI).



195superimposition.TheSunbecomesamalleablebody,firstdis-
aggregatedintodifferentwavelengthsandthenre-constituted
throughsuperimpositionsandthetime-lapseeffect.Theloop
optionalsounderminesthenotionoflinearsuccession.Instead,
whatiscaptivatingisthefluxofperpetualtransformations,
comparabletoobservingawatersurfaceruffledbythewind.
Theexactmeaningoftheconsistentmotionseemstobeless
certain.Whatisestablishedasthedominantperceptualprinciple,
however,istheanticipationofenchainedtransformations.

InthecaseofGeorgesMéliès’films,Alberaidentifiesasimilar
focusoncomposableanddecomposablebodiesinsteadof
linearaction:“[i]nthecaseofMéliès,theeditingdoesnotstrive
forthelinearizationofthefilmicsignifier;instead,itplayswith
thereferencetothemechanicalbody,disassemblable,super-
imposable.…Mélièsbringsusunequivocallyintotheareaof
theaforementionedsuperimposition”(Albera2002,27).The
tendencyofdisaggregatingandcompositingphysicalbodies
bearswitnesstothedesiretolinkmechanicswithmagic,an
impulseAlberarecognizesintheMéliès’sfilmswhenhepoints
outthateditingbelongstothegenealogyofmagictechniques
thatprecedecinema.This,inturn,raisesquestionsaboutthe
placeofastronomicalimagesinthatsamegenealogy.Indeed,the
earliestrecordsofsuperimpositiontechniquesarefoundintrick
photographyandfilmmanualsinstructingthereaderinhowto
createmagicillusions(Hopkins1897;Seeber1979).

Aesthetics and Science 

Recently,thephysicistSabineHossenfelder(2018)haswritten
atlengthabouthowaestheticjudgementdrivescontemporary
scientificresearch.Inadditiontoarguingthatmostnewtheories
arespeculativeand“practicallyuntestable,”whilestillothers
are“untestableeventheoretically,”shepointstothesignificant
roleplayedbysubjectivejudgement.“Whenaskedtojudgethe
promiseofanewlyinventedbutuntestedtheory,physicistsdraw



196 upontheconceptsofnaturalness,simplicityorelegance,and
beauty.Thesehiddenrulesareubiquitousinthefoundations
ofphysics.Theyareinvaluable.Andinutterconflictwiththe
scientificmandateofobjectivity”(2018,2).ThoughHossenfelder
isinvestedinpropagatingadialoguebetweenthenatural
sciencesandphilosophyintheirsharedsearchformeaning,she
iscriticaloftheaestheticcriteriaappliedtotheoriesinphysics.7 
Significantly,theword“magic”alsoappearsinHossenfelder’s
bookinthetitleofhersubchapter,“QuantumMechanicsis
magic”(2018,130).Otherscientists,however,moreopenlyadmit
thataestheticcriteriainformtheirwork.Forinstance,theastro-
physicistTrinhXuanThuanwrites,“Inmywork,Iamoftenguided
byaestheticconsiderationsthatareoftenattachedtothoseof
therationalorder”(2011,134).8Largeportionsofhisbookreadlike
translationsoftheclassical(Kantian)aestheticidealsoftruthand
beautyintoastrophysics.Theuseofsuchwordsas“beauty”and
“creation”areabundantinthetext,andthewords“Idea,”“Grand
Mystery,”and“Eternaltruth”arecapitalizedthroughout(Thuan
2011,152–53).

Butevenwhenastronomersdonotopenlyrefertoaesthetics
asaguidingprinciple,thefinalresultsmayneverthelessbeaes-
theticallyinformed.Intheirsociologicalstudy,MichaelLynch
andSamuelY.EdgertonJr.examinetheroleofaestheticconsid-
erationsincontemporaryastrophotography.Theydistinguish
betweenworkdoneforthegeneralpublicandthatwhichthe

7 Itisinterestingtocomparethiswithattemptstoincludecategoriesfrom
thenaturalsciencesintothehumanities,specifically,mediastudies.For
instance,JussiParikkawrites,“culturalheritage,culturalmemory,and
socialmemoryareincreasinglydebatedinrelationtotheplanetary,the
geological,andtheAnthropocene-scenariosinvolvingchemical,geological,
andbiologicalprocessesthatdisplacetheconceptsandframeworksthatare
normallyassociatedwith‘thesocial’”(2016,145).

8 TrinhXuanThuanisreferringtosimilarnotionsemployedbythephysicist
WernerHeisenberg,whoprecededhim.Hossenfelderalsopointstothelong
traditionofphysicistswhoviewtheirworkasaquestforbeauty(2011,22).
Onthehistoryofthinkingaboutthecosmosintermsofharmonyandbeauty
withinthedisciplineofastronomy,seealsoHerrmann(2017).



197astronomersdescribedasbeingpartofanimage-processing
routinewithnoaestheticintent(suchasreconstitutionsof“noisy
pictures”).Nevertheless,LynchandEdgertonobservethateven
theselatterpracticeswereguidedbyaestheticprinciples:“what
aestheticsmeanshereisnotadomainofbeautyorexpression.
Instead,itistheveryfabricofrealism:theworkofcomposing
visiblecoherences,discriminatingdifferences,consolidating
entities,andestablishingevidentrelations”(1987,212).

Theyconclude:

What we now call science sustains an ancient art: a crafting 
ofnaturalresemblances;an‘art’whichispracticedasmere 
techniquewithout‘aesthetic’pretensions(inthemodern
sense).…[E]xaminationofthedetailedproductionofvisual
displaysinsciencesuggeststousthatsciencemayhave
takenovertheoriginalsenseoftechne,whileprofessionalart
hasbecomedissociatedfromtraditionalrepresentational
concerns.(1987,214–15)

Cinemaasanaestheticmediumhasparticularlystronghistorical
tiestothenotionof“meretechnique.”Thediscoursesoncinema
intheearly20thcenturydismissedthenewmedium’spotential
foraestheticexpressionpreciselyonthegroundsthatitwas
deemed“meretechnique.”Consequently,itbecameatropeof
classicalfilmtheoryofthefirsthalfofthe20thcenturytodefend
cinema’spotentialasamediumthatallowsforauthorialinter-
ventionandcreativechoices.9 

Wecanidentifyinbothastronomy(initsobservationaland
visualform)andcinemaasharedaffinityforaparticularmanner
ofcraftingreality.ByconnectingCanales’recognitionofthe
‘cinematographicturn’inastronomywithThomasS.Kuhn’s
notionof“paradigmshifts”inscience,wemayaskwhatkindofa
newworldvieworWeltanschauung results from the emergence 

9 ImportantexamplesofthistropeincludetheseminalworksonfilmbyArn-
heim(1974),Kracauer(1973),orBazin(1975).



198 ofacinematographicparadigminastronomy.Kuhn,whoinhis
seminalbookoftendrawsonastronomytoexemplifyparadigm
shiftsinthehistoryofscience,asksinonesuchcase:“[c]anitcon-
ceivablybeanaccident,forexample,thatWesternastronomers
firstsawchangeinthepreviouslyimmutableheavensduringthe
half-centuryafterCopernicus’newparadigmwasfirstproposed?”
(Kuhn2012,11;italicsadded)

Wouldcinematographicallychartableheavensthensignifyskies
thatarenotonlymutable,butskiesmadevisible—orexistent—as
a highly transmutable image?Cantheprocessualchangeofthe
imagebeascribedtoatechnicaloperationaswellasanaesthetic
ora“magical”gesture?InthecaseoftheHubbleSpaceTelescope,
SeanCubittgoesasfarastosuggestthat“[t]houghbuiltfor
thetremendousreasonsofscience,Hubbleisaspecialeffects
movie”(1998,65).10Withregardtodigitalimagesmoregenerally,
hepointsoutthatanindexicalrelationtothephotographed
subjectisneitheraninherentfeatureofanalogcamerasnor
digitalones,andthattheproductsofbotharealwaystrans-
lationsofphoton-scaleeventsintovisualizations(Cubitt2014,
245).ThisobservationrecallsVilémFlusser’s(2001)notionof
technicalimagesthatarelessindexesoftheactualphysical
phenomenatheydepictthanreferencestotheapparatusesthat
bringthoseimagesabout.However,theastronomicalmovies
oftheSundiscussedinthisessayareparticularlyinterestingin
that they seem to refer to a different apparatus than the one that 
actuallygeneratesthem—namely,tothe(historical)dipositive
ofcinematographictechnology.Thereferencesto“themovie
theater,”thefilmstrip,andfilmframesontheSOHOwebsiteare
readilyapparentexamplesofthisphenomenon.Butinaddition
tothesereferences(thatIearliertermedasparatextual),and
onamoreontologicallevel,thespecificuseoftime-lapseand
heterogenouseditingtechniquessuggestthatapartofthe

10 SeealsoElizabethKessler’s(2012)studyoftherelationbetweenHubble’s
imagesandtheaestheticsofthesublime.



199epistemicrepertoireatworkhereisnotonlythetechnical
knowledgeofmovementsynthesis—ofthesuccessionofsingular
framessuggestedbythevocabularyonthewebsite—but,more
importantly,ofaestheticcinematicknowledge,inwhichthe
malleability of the passage of time as a visual phenomenon 
isneversolelytechnical,butratherasubjective,aesthetic
processofcraftingreality.Theresultthusrevealsadouble
phantasmatwork.Ontheonehand,thereisthephantasmofthe
cinematographic dispostifasimitatedbyastronomictechnology,
andontheother,thereisthepurportedvisibilityofcelestial
phenomenathatultimatelyliebeyondthephenomenological
scopeofoursensesandcanonlybeexperiencedasimages.

Literature

Albera,François.2002.“Pouruneépistémographiedumontage:préalables.”
Cinémas /Revue d’études cinématographiques 13(1–2):11–32.

Arnheim,Rudolf.1974[1932].Film als Kunst.München:Hanser.
Bazin,André.1975[1958–62].Was ist Kino? Bausteine zu einer Theorie des Films.Köln:

DuMontSchauberg.
Balázs,Béla.2001[1924].Der sichtbare Mensch oder die Kultur des Films.Frankfurtam

Main:Suhrkamp.
Benjamin,Walter.1979[1931].“KleineGeschichtederFotografie.”InTheo-

rie der Fotografie II, 1912–1945,editedbyWolfgangKemp,200–13.München:
Schirmer-Mosel.

Canales,Jimena.2006.“MovementBeforeCinematography:TheHigh-Speed
QualitiesofSentiment.”Journal of Visual Culture5(3):275–94.

———.2002.“PhotogenicVenus:The‘CinematographicTurn’andItsAlternativesin
Nineteenth-CenturyFrance.”Isis93(4):585–613.

Cubitt,Sean.2014.The Practice of Light: A Genealogy of Visual Technologies from Prints 
to Pixels.Cambridge:TheMITPress.

———.1998.Digital Aesthetics.London:SagePublications.
Epstein,Jean.2008[1921].“Bonjourcinema.”InJean Epstein: Bonjour Cinéma und 

andere Schriften zum Kino,editedbyNicoleBrenez andRalphEue,28–36.Trans-
latedbyRalphEue.Vienna:Synema.

Fisher,Andrew.2016.“OntheScalesofPhotographicAbstraction.”Photographies9
(2):203–215.

Flusser,Vilém.2001.Für eine Philosophie der Fotografie.Berlin:EuropeanPhotograph
(EditionFlusser;Vol.3).

Herrmann,DieterB.2017.Die Harmonie des Universums: Von der rätselhaften 
Schönheit der Naturgesetze.Stuttgart:Kosmos.



200 Hopkins,AlbertA.1897.Magic: Stage Illusions and Scientific Diversions, Including Trick 
Photography.London:SampsonLow,MarstonandCompany.

Hossenfelder,Sabine.2018.Lost in Math: How Beauty Leads Physics Astray.NewYork:
BasicBooks.

Kessler,ElizabethA.2012.Picturing the Cosmos: Hubble Space Telescope and the 
Astronomical Sublime.Minneapolis:UniversityofMinnesotaPress.

Kracauer,Siegfried.1977[1927].“DiePhotographie.”InDas Ornament der Masse. 
Essays,21–39.Frankfurt:Suhrkamp.

———.1973(1960).Theorie des Films.Frankfurt:Suhrkamp.
Kuhn,S.Thomas.2012.The Structure of Scientific Revolutions.Chicago:Universityof

ChicagoPress.
Lynch,Michael,andSamuelY.EdgertonJr.1987.“AestheticsandDigitalImage

Processing:RepresentationalCraftinContemporaryAstronomy.”InPicturing 
Power: Visual Depiction and Social Relations, Sociological Review Monograph 35,
editedbyGordonFyfeandJohnLaw,184–220.LondonandNewYork:Routledge.

Nead,Lynda.2007.The Haunted Gallery: Painting, Photography, Film, c. 1900.New
Haven:YaleUniversityPress.

Parikka,Jussi.2016.“PlanetaryGoodbyes:Post-HistoryandFutureMemoriesof
anEcologicalPast.”InMemory in Motion: Archives, Technology and the Social,
editedbyInaBlom,TrondLundemo,andEivindRøssaak,129–51.Amsterdam:
AmsterdamUniversityPress.

Seeber,Guido.1979[1927].Der Trickfilm in seinen grundsätzlichen Möglichkeiten: Eine 
praktische und theoretische Darstellung der photographischen Filmtricks.Frankfurt:
DeutschesFilmmuseum.

Sobel,Dava.2016.The Glass Universe: How Ladies of the Harvard Observatory Took the 
Measure of the Stars.NewYork:Viking.

Soojung-KimPang,Alex.2016.“TechnologieundÄsthetikderAstrofotografie.”In
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Crafty Cinephilia: 
The Scrapbook and 
Film History as Media 
Anamorphosis

Andrea Mariani

This essay focuses on a collection of scrapbooks 
of a cinemagoer from Udine, Italy, who recorded 
and collected visual materials about every 
screening he attended from 1926 to 1999, day 
by day. I will discuss the scrapbook as a place 
where the materiality of film is re-configured 
in a complex way, arguing that the scrapbook 
is not just a mere “archive” but a potentially 
“active” cultural object where non-explicit 
cinematic knowledge is passed on through 
interactions with and among the layers of 
material accumulated on each page. On the 
one hand, I will excavate the scrapbook not 
just as a product of social and cultural practice 
but also as an object that informs and shapes a 



204 particular cinematic knowledge (of film). On the 
other hand, I want to question how the gestures 
of the scrapbook maker incorporate a peculiar 
form of cinematic technicity.

Thisessayanalyzeshowfilmsarereconfiguredinscrapbooks,
stressinghowthemedia’smaterialityelicitsformsofreflexive
performativitythroughtheseobjects.Myobservationsbear
onatwofoldandintertwinedinspiration:ontheonehand,
theyarerootedinsomeelementsofDieterMersch’snegative
mediatheory(2013;2015),and,ontheotherhand,theytakeup
adialecticproposedbyMichaelPolanyiinhistheoryofthetacit
dimensionofknowledge:theproximalandthedistal (2009,10).1 
Scrapbooksandscrapbooking,asobjectsandasamediating
processinformedbyspecifictechnologicaloperations,respec-
tively,allowmetodiscusshowfilmsandfilmicknowledgeare
passedonthroughformsofapperception thatgobeyondthe
merememoryofviewingorexperiencingafilm.

RelyingonMersch’s(2016)emphasisonthemedial (ger.das 
Mediale),asa“structure”that“showswhat‘media’create,
represent,transferormediate”(Mersch2013,208),Iwillcontend
thatattendingtothematerialityunderlyingthefunctionsand
operationsofagivenmediaobjectunderminesclear-cutformu-
lationsofmediaboundariesandmediaconcepts.Furthermore,
the shift in perspective that I propose here aims to overcome 
exclusivediscourse-drivenapproachestomediaculturesand
practicesbyofferingamorenuancedand,atthesametime,more
radicalunderstandingofwhatamediaprocesscanreally“do,”

1 Polanyidefinesthesetermsinthefollowingpassage:“Thetwotermsoftacit
knowing,theproximal,whichincludestheparticulars,andthedistal,which
istheircomprehensivemeaning,wouldthenbeseenastwolevelsofreality,
controlledbydistinctiveprinciples.Theupperonereliesforitsoperations
onthelawsgoverningtheelementsoftheloweroneinthemselves,but
theseoperationsofitarenotexplicablebythelawsofthelowerlevel”(2009,
34).



205albeittacitly.Todothat,Ilookatminormediaformationsandthe
elementalstructuresofobjectsoperatingaccordingtotechno-
logicsthatrefertoamajorandbroadermediasystem.Ephemeral
film-related/filmobjectsopenanextraordinaryfieldofinquiry
andtheoreticalspeculationthathasyettobefullyexplored.

Ephemeraandscrapbookshavealreadyreceivedattentionin
culturalstudiesandrecenthistoriesofcinema.ToddGernes
definesthescrapbookas“apopularmediumofexpression
shapedbythehumanimpulsetocollectmaterialobjectsand
investthemwithmeaning,producing,inmanycases,what
KrzysztofPomianhascalleda‘semiosphere’”(2001,109).His
accountispartofasignificantliteratureaboutscrapbooksthat
stressestheirdiscursivevalueasapracticeandatechnologyof
culturalmemory(Anselmo2019;GruberGarvey2003;Wickham
2010).Thesymbolic,discursive,declarative,andsignifying
modesdominateculturalhistoriesoftheseobjectsandrelated
practices.Thesecharacteristicsareundeniablycrucialfeatures
ofscrapbooks.Nevertheless,thisessaywillinsteadinsistonthe
natureofthe“medial”2(Mersch2016)inthescrapbook,inves-
tigatingthe“underlyingmaterialities,dispositivesandperform-
ancesthataccompanymedialprocesses”(Mersch2013,208).To
emphasizethe“medial”inscrapbooksrequiresustounderstand
suchobjectsasnot yetmediaproper,but,instead,asmaterial
formationswhereculturalpracticesandtechnologicaloperations
transitionfromonemediaconfiguration(film)3towhatwecould
identifyasanur-mediumwherefilm’smaterialremainsare
reconfiguredas(potentially)endlesscirculationofdata).

Withsuchadefinition,Iinsistonanopen,transitorystateof
mediaandimplicitlydrawuponNiklasLuhmann’s(1995)notion

2 Merscharguesthatthe“medial”allowsforadifferentmodeofreflection,
distinguishingthematerialfromthesymbolic(2013,208–09).

3 The term configurationrecallsthestateofcinemaasamedium“inper-
manenttransformation,”asformulatedbyVinzenzHedigerandMiriamDe
Rosa(2017).



206 of form4 andFritzHeider’s(1927)differentiationbetweenmedium
andthing.Moreprecisely,inthescrapbook,Ihighlightthe
co-presenceofadefiniteformalconfiguration(thestructure
andfunctionalityofthealbum,theorderanddistributionof
theclippings)andanenvironmentinwhichthefilm’sdispersed
remains(materialandtechnological)areconveyedandactively
transformed.Inparticular,Ishowhowmultiplematerialities—the
film’s,thepaperalbum’s,orthemakers’gestures—aredrawninto
specificknowledgeperformances:anepistemologyinformedby
asub-conceptualintegrationofcinematictechnicity.AsKaterina
Krtilovawrites:“Merschstresses…[that]materialitycannot
andmustnotbedescribedassomethingsituatedin the sym-
bolicorder,forcedintoadiscourse,logic,orreasonableorderof
things,forcedtomeansomething”(2015,36).Accordingly,Iwill
discussmediareflexivitythatproceeds“across”theopposition
ofsymbolic/material(Krtilova2015,39).Indoingso,thisessay
willinterrogatetheperformativemodeofthematerialityofthe
scrapbook,againstoracrossthediscursivestrategiesimple-
mentedthroughit,asatacit,non-explicit(non-discursive)
dimensionofaparticularcinematicknowledge(ofthefilm).To
doso,IwillexcavatethescrapbookscraftedbyanItalianfilmfan
whoconnotedhisalbumswithasophisticatedhistoriographical
andencyclopediccharacter.

Framedness

ThescrapbooksIwilldiscusshereshowacomplexrelationship
betweenthefilmandthespectators’/scrapbookmaker’sges-
tures.Thescrapbookmaker’sgesturestakepartintheprocess
ofdisassemblingthefilmanditsdispositif by retaining parts of its 
remains,whetherintheformofavisualtrace(i.e.,astillorafilm-
relatedpicture),orintheformofmaterialdetritusorremediation
ofatechnicalelementofthecinematicapparatus(i.e.,the

4 ContrarytoLuhmann’sconceptionofform aspurelystructuralandsystemic,
Iwillfocusontheroleofmatterandmaterialityinshapingthemedial.



207framing,theprojection).Inthenextsection,Iwilldetailthese
dynamicsasformsofparticipationintacitcinematicknowledge.
However,beforedoingthat,Iwillreflectonthequalityofframed-
nessofthesescrapbooks.

Iunderstandframednessasthequintessentialmaterialquality
ofthescrapbookanddivideitintothreeoperativestages:the
mark,theerasure,andtheincrease.Themarkstandsforachain
ofgesturesthatisolatetheclippingfromthesource(bycuttingit
out),transferitsprofileintoanunmarked space (bypastingitinto
thealbum’sfolio),traceitscontours(oftenusingacolorpastel
asare-marker),anddifferentiatebetweenthatclippingandthe
restoftheemptypage(orotherclippings)bycreatingphysical
distance.5 

Thesecondoperativestage,theerasure, isstructurallylinkedto
the mark,althoughitopensitselfuptoacomplexmedialstate.
Theclippingintothescrapbookpageisobtainedbyeliminating
everythingbeyondthefigure’soutline(thebackground).This
actionprivilegesthedetail—theone,singleelement—andopens
ittofundamentallynewcombinationsinthescrapbook.As
wewillsee,theerasurestronglyimpactsthedefinitionoftacit
knowledgeoffilmandcreatesthemostcontroversialintermedial
effectswithcinema.Infact,ontheonehand,therotogravure
techniquethatproducesmostfilmmagazines—thesourceof
theclippings—allowsforsensorycontinuitywiththescreened
filmframe(Beegan2017).Itfacilitatesan effect of transientness,
astosaytracesofthetransitionoffilmmaterialelementsinto
thepaper:thisresultsinamaterializationofdebrisfromthe
dis-assemblageofthefilmasamedium(i.e.,a“graineffect”or
thepersistenceofhalftonecolours).Ontheotherhand,this
processerasesthelinktothefilmsourcetowhichtheclipping
refers.Theclippingdoesnotautomatically refer to the original 
film.Hence,theclippingisoftenself-evidentwithregardstowhat

5 Thisfeatureistheclosesttotheelementaryoperationsthatshapeaform in 
GeorgeSpencer-Brown’s(2008)andLuhmann’s(1993)writings.



208 itrepresentsbutitis“mute”inrelationtoitsorigins.AsIwilldis-
cussbelow,takingthememoryofafilmforgrantedismisleading.
Thisisbecausetheimplicitcinematicknowledgecapturedinthe
scrapbookisprimarilyproducedthroughtheremovalofthefilm’s
medialandnarrativespecificity.

The increaseismainlyrelatedtothegestureofpastingandaccu-
mulatingclippingsintothescrapbookfolio.Nevertheless,the
increaseisnotthesameasmontage.Theincrease still pertains 
totheframednessofthescrapbook:itisthree-dimensionaland
verticalratherthansequentialandlinear;itismaterialrather
thannarrative.Theincreaseenhancestheframe’sappearance
anditsthree-dimensionality;itelucidatestheframeasa
transitionalinfrastructurecharacterizedbythejuxtaposition
ofclippingsoverthesamespotortheirdistributionoverthe
surfaceofthesamefolio.Thereisnotemporalprogression
intheincrease;thereisonlyspatialgrowth.Theincreaseis
ascrapbook-specificfeaturethatbuildsuponthegestureof
markingandtheerasureofthesource.Accordingly,itexpands
thecombinatorypotentialitiesofthescrapbookasanenviron-
mentforreassemblingandtransformingthemediumoffilmand 
groundsthescrapbooksmedialprocess.Inthenextsection,Iwill
examinethecaseofanItalianfan’sscrapbooks,stressinghow
thesefeaturesinformfilm-relatedknowledge.Specifically,this
casestudywillhelpmediscusshowtacitcinematicknowledge
offilmcapturedinthescrapbookimpactsthefilmspectator’s
understandingofcinemahistoryandmedialityonanepistemic
level.

Limits of the Discourse

WalterFaglioniwasanItaliancinephileandafilmlover.From1926
to1999,across35diaries,hetooknoteofeveryfilmhewatched
inmovietheatres,cineclubs,orontelevision.Inthe1980s,he
startedorganizingthesedataandrelatedephemeraintosix
scrapbooks,inwhich,overdecadesanddecades,heaccumulated



209layersonlayersofclippings.Heproducedalbumsoneafter
theotherandcontinuouslyoverwrotethemwhilearticulating
increasinglysophisticatedcriticalandself-referentialconceptions
ofhisviewingandscrapbookingwork.

Withinthisexpressivedomain,Icandistinguishseveraldiscursive
andgenericregimes:

1)Chronicle.Everyalbumisorganizedbydecadeandfollowsa
linearchronology.Everyscreeningisreportedchronologically
yearbyyear,daybyday,andsomealbumsareevenorganizedin
alphabeticalorder,titlebytitle,yearbyyear.Healsoarticulated
asymbolicorderwithinthisliteraryregime,choosingdifferent
colorstoindicaterepeatviewingsandtounderlinefavoritesor
uncertainpleasures.Heevenspecifiedthescreeninglocations:
cinematheatres,cineclubs,ortelevision.

2)Insightsintofilmhistory:handwrittennotesaboutfilmgenres,
actors,andtrivia,aswellasacademic sourcesofinspiration.

3)Personalmemories.Heincludeshandwrittenpagesdescribing
memoriesofhisowncinemagoingexperiencethatalsowork
retrospectively.Forexample,heattemptstore-contextualize
somefilmscreeningswhichheattendedduringthefascistperiod
byoverwritingtheearlieralbums.

4)Criticism.Alternatinghisownhandwrittenessayswith
clippingsfromprofessionalfilmcriticsthathedisputedwithor
approvedof,hetriedhishandatfilmcriticism.6 

Theserationalizingeffortsformanall-encompassingorder.We
couldevenspeakofapanoramic knowledge,whichstrivestograsp
andcontrolabroadfield—spanningmorethan70years—putting
whatChristianKeathleycallsa“panoramicperception”(2006,

6 Thesediscursiveregimeshavebeenextensivelydiscussedfromacultural
historyperspectiveinBernabeiandMariani(2022).



210 30)ofeachpicture7intoaproductivediscursiverelationwith
anall-encompassingunderstandingoffilmhistory.Accordingly,
montagehasacrucialfunctionwithinthisdiscursiveoperation:
itputsaseriesoffragmentsintoameaningfulsequence,
embracingdecadesupondecadesofmajorfilmdirectors’
filmographies,actors’performances,andtrivia.Itcreates“a
sequentialviewingexperience”(Levin1993,75)thatisalsoopen
toafilmhistoriographybothbespoke(relyingonFaglioni’sown
cinemaviewingexperience)andperfected(accordingtoFaglioni’s
personalcriticalopinions).8Inscrapbookafterscrapbook,
temporalityismeticulouslyandobsessivelypunctuatedand
recordedthroughexpressiveandinformativewritinganda
montageofclippings.Toacertainextent,thesescrapbooks’dis-
cursiveandsymbolicfluctuationstendtothepoleofthedistal in 
Polanyi’sdialecticsoftacitknowledge(2009,10).

Discursivestrategiesoperateasaconstant,anall-embracing 
background, fosteringunity,coherence,andevolution.Through
formsofdiscursivemontage,Faglionicreatesrecursive“jumps”
that connect contemporary screenings to memories of past 
viewingexperiencesofthesamefilm(mergingdecadesintoone
fragment)andrelateasinglefilmfragmenttoafilmdirector’s
entireoeuvreortoafilmgenre(situatingafilmintoachrono-
logicalsequencethatintendedtodemonstrateartisticprogres-
sionordecay).Healsoshowshowhispersonalcriticalviewpoint
haschangedovertimeandre-connectsittoaperiodinthepast
or,forinstance,whenheconnectsapictureofLouiseBrooks
in Pandora’s Box (Pabst 1929) toherportraitattheageof83
(scrapbookno.1).Thus,montagedominatesthescrapbook’scom-
positionfromthisdiscursiveperspective.Formingadistantlens
orderingeachfragmentintoatemporalsequence,itembodies

7 Thecinephile’s“definingmodeofvision”scrutinizes the surface of the mag-
nifiedfragmentassheorhelayersitontothescrapbook’sfolio.

8 Inacertainway,thisisalsoaformof“utopian”filmhistory,basedonacom-
plexbalancebetweenaninstitutionalcanon(attestedbythefilmcriticism
Faglioniexplicitlymentions)andhispersonaltaste.



211whatPolanyicallsthesecondtermofatacitknowledge,the
distal,inthecontextoffilm.

Materiality 

Withregardtotheirrepresentationalcontent,clippingsare
directlyrelatedtothediscursivelawsthatthecinephiletries
to regulate: they are illustrative,servingtorepresentthefilm
references.Nevertheless,thematerialityofthescrapbook,
suggestsanewperspectiveonthelogicunderpinningthe
processofcutting-outtheclippingsandthewaytheyarepasted
in.However,evenspeakingof“logic”threatenstotakeusback
toadiscursiveimpulse.Onthecontrary,itisthematerialside
of these clippings that I want to emphasize by focusing on the 
principlesofframednessdiscussedabove.Firstofall,these
pictures have already been experienced by the gaze of the cine-
phile.Theyhavealreadybeenseen(everyfragmentderives
from an already-watched film),andtheyhavealreadybeen
printed(infilmandlaterpaper,usuallythroughrotogravure).
Thispeculiarredundancyaccentuatesthe mark of the fragment 
and—accordingtoMersch—isaconditionforthe“perception
ofaframe”(2015,3).Itturnsthefragmentintoanactualiconic 
element.9InMersch’swords,thesefragments“arenotsomuch
disposedtoimpartsomethingtotheobserver,instead,they
rather show”(2015,2);they“epitomizeanactofexhibition,”10 
indicatingawaytoview,andsomakepatentthevisualper se, 

9 IrelyhereonMersch’sdefinitionofthe“iconic”:“Itis,however,theframing
dispositifthatinitiallyturnstheimage-likeintoanimageandproducesthe
duplicityof‘viewingsomethingasanimage’and‘observingsomethingin
theimage.’Everyborderismarkedwithadifference,anditconstitutesitself
alongthisdifference.Here,itcanbedesignatedas‘iconic’”(2015,3).

10 IoftenrefertothisexpressionbyFrancescoCasettiandAndreaPinotti,used
toquestionVilemFlusser’stechnicalimages.Iamstressingapre-cursive
affinitybetweentechnicalimagesas“mosaicsassembledfromparticles”
(Flusser2011,31),andthematerialqualityofthescrapbook’sframedness:
accordingly,technicalimages,asthescrapbook’sframedness,“literally
‘design’oursensibilityandouraction”(CasettiandPinotti2020,197).
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ratherthanmaking(other)thingsvisible.Stressingthemateri-
alityandmedialityofclippingmeansthatoneperceivesnot
justthethingsshownwithinthefragment(avisiblereminderof
afilmoranisolatedreferencetoanactor/actress)butinstead
seesthefragment“as”animageor,better,asathing“thatmakes
‘something’visible”(Mersch2015,2).

Furthermore,itisworthmentioningherehowthesimultaneous
juxtapositionofclippingsofmultiple,differentscales(evenwhen
pastedondifferentlayers)makeeachfragment’scontent—often
redundantandsometimeslostinvaguenesswithoutexplicit
captionsordiscursivecontextsprovidedbyFaglioni—excessive. 
Forexample,certainspreads—oftenwithoutanyexplicitverbal
statement—foregroundthemark andthemulti-scaleformat
of the frames as dispositifsor“openwindows”:theymanifesta
substantialsimilaritywithcomputerdesktopboxesandwindows
whilerecallinganoperationaltoolsetwhereeachsingle“window”
disclosesapotentialforhyper-expansion(seefig.1).

Accordingly,thisfirstmaterialfeatureofframednessopens
acomplexrelationshipwiththecinematicapparatus.The
clipping’soperationsresonatewithVilemFlusser’sdefinitionof
technical images,whichare“notmirrorsbutprojectors”(2011,
51).Morethanexpressionsofcontent,theseclippingsorcut-
upsareexhibitionsofmediaoperations:materialdisplaysofa

[Figure1]SpreadfoliofromScrapbookno.1(Source:Faglionica.1980,courtesyof

CentroEspressioniCinematografiche,Udine–WalterFaglioniCollection)



213disassembled,re-mediatedcinematicmedium.Thisisthefirst
featureofthescrapbook’stacitcinematicpower.

The fragments do not automaticallyrefertothefilmthey
originatedfromorrecoveraparticularfilmexperience.Thisis
thesecondmaterialfeatureofframedness.Supposewestop
thinkingaboutthesefragmentsdiscursivelyandtrytoletthem
speakasmaterialformations.Inthatcase,werealize,inMersch’s
words,thattheydonotreferto“thatthingwhichsurroundsthe
imageandseparatesitsinteriorfromtheexterior”(2015,3).This
is where the erasure operates: the markintensifiesthevacuum
aroundthefragment(theerasureofthegraphicbackground)
andthevoidofthefilmitderivesfrom.Fromthismaterialper-
spective,theframednessofthescrapbookisworkingagainst the 
memoryoffilm,stricto sensu.

Nevertheless,thiseffectdoesnotdependonthepresenceor
absenceofagivencaptionorotherexplicitreferencestothe
filminquestion:itisnotjustthelackofadescriptionthatblurs
thefragment’sreferencetothefilmitoriginatedfrom.Roland
Barthesstressedthischaracteristicinhistentativetheoryofthe
filmstill.Hiswell-knowntextconcerning“obtusemeaning”(1977)
isbasedonanin-depthanalysisoffilmfragmentsfromSergei
Eisenstein’sIvan the Terrible(1944).Notsurprisingly,heopens
hisargumentbydeclaringhisabsolutedisregardfortheexact
memoryofafilm,whetherdiscursively—“itmatterslittleifIam
unabletorememberthedetailsofthestoryexactly”(Barthes
1977,52)—ormaterially,whenherefersnottoexcerptsofthe
filmdirectlybuttostillsreproducedintheCahiers du cinéma 
(theyweretakenfrommagazines,preciselylikethescrapbook’s
fragments).Evenmoreradically,Barthesassumesthatframing
hasaninfrastructuralfunction,explainingthenexusbetweena
filmstillandthefilmitcomesfromintermsofapalimpsest.The
erasureissoradicalthatitdefersthereferenceofthefragment
towardsafilmthat“hasstilltobeborntheoretically”(Barthes
1977,67).
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Thescrapbook’sframednessreliesonthissameprinciple:the
erasureaccentuatestheiconicvalueofthefragment,and,as
Bartheswasrighttoargueradically,itmakesevidenttheinfra-
structuralfunctionoftheframe,openingthedoortoapotentially
infinitere-assemblageofthefilm.Inaneloquentpassagefrom
thescrapbookFaglionidedicatedtothe1950s(Scrapbookno.
3),thecinephileassembledamulti-layeredfoliofocusedon
BillyWilder’sThe Seven Year Itch(1955)(seefig.2).Inthisfolio,
onemaydistinguishamongthreeoverlappinglayers.Thefirst,
ontheoutersurface,isascene(aphotogram)fromthefilm,
portrayingMarilynMonroeandTomEwellinahilariousand
seductivemomentwhenshefelloffofapianobench;thesecond
one,atamediumdepth,istheiconicphotographofMonroe
standingaboveasubwaygratewithherfamouswhite“flying

[Figure2]SinglefoliofromScrapbookno.3(Source:Faglionica.1980,courtesyof

CentroEspressioniCinematografiche,Udine–WalterFaglioniCollection).



215skirt”(apromotionalimagederivedfromtheshotofastreet
photographer);thethirdlayer—thedeepestandthelargest
one,coveringtheentirebackgroundofthefolio—isa“modern”
advertisementfromthe1980sinwhichamodelismimicking
Marylin’siconicgesture,withareddressandfalseblondhair
(withbrowneyebrows).

The reference to The Seven Year Itchisexplicit(andeven
verbalizedintheformofacaption).Nevertheless,theerasure
operatesprogressivelyandprofoundlytowardsamaterial
betrayaloftheoriginalreference:thefirstlayerisablackand
whitereproductionprintedonlow-costnewsprintpaper(while
thefilmwasshotinTechnicolorandwithaCinemaScopelens).
Thus,theeffectofmaterialtransientnessthatrotogravurewould
haveallowedforismissing.Thesecondfragmentdoesnoteven
belongtothefilm:asweknow,thesubway’s“deliciousbreeze”
sceneisastutelyedited,alternatingalowshotofMarylin’sfeet
andlegs(atkneeheight)andclose-upsofEwell’sandMonroe’s
faces.Thattotalshotisnevershowninthefilm;finally,thelast
layerrepresentstheabsolutematerialdetachmentfromthe
bodilypresenceofMarylinMonroe:theiconicvalueistrans-
ferred—foritsformalfunction—andtransubstantiatedonto
anotherbody.

Thethirdmaterialfeatureofframednessrelatestomontage.Ina
pioneeringtextabouttheculturalvalueofthescrapbook,Maud
Levin sees in the montage an integral mechanismthatdefines
thescrapbook,anditeveninformsanintermedialrelationwith
thecinematicmedium:“the[scrap]bookasawholefunctionsas
amontageaswell.Asasequentialviewingexperience,itcould
evenbecalledfilmic.Turningthepages,‘reading’thebook,intro-
ducedtheelementoftime”(Levin1993,75).IwouldcallLevin’s
accountofmontage“discursive.”Ontheonehand,temporality
inthescrapbookisshapedbymontage;therefore,asIdiscussed
earlier,montageinformsthe“distal”leveloftacitknowledgeof
film.Ontheotherhand,Isuggestthattheincrease is structurally 
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linkedtoPolanyi’sfirstterm,ortheproximal level of tacit 
cinematicknowledge.

AsIwroteabove,theincreaseisservedbythemarkandserves
theerasure.Theincreaseasavertical,additive,spatialgrowth
ofthefoliodoesnotcreateexplicitassociationsortemporalcon-
nections.Itratherenhancestheoutlineofthefragmentwithin
thespace—thatis,itenhancesitspresentness both in terms of 
atemporalbreakandintermsofanimagethat“ceasestobea
re-presentationofarealityitrefersto…,presentingitselfdirectly
asrealityintheflesh”(CasettiandPinotti2020,204).Theincrease
shapesanenvironmentwheremodesofvisualapperception
governedbymaterialelements,suchaperturesandprojections
definedbythegesturesofthemarkthatIhavepreviously
described,arerevealed,andthematerialremainsofthecinema

[Figure3]SinglefoliofromScrapbookno.2(Source:Faglionica.1980,courtesyof

CentroEspressioniCinematografiche,Udine–WalterFaglioniCollection).



217apparatus,moreprofoundlyandsubtlythanthethosedescribed
byLevin,areincorporated.Accordingly,theincreaserevealsthe
epistemic“tacitpower”ofthefragment.

Someofthemostaudacious,multi-layeredfoliosofFaglioni’s
scrapbooks(seefig.3)rendervisibletheerasureofthesource
(theoriginalfilmsdisappearina“mute”iconicpulpofpartial
framesandpicturefragments),and,simultaneously,theyallow
thefilm’stransformationsacrossmediatosurviveinresidual
materialformations,whereinframednessopenstoimmersionas
atechnicalillusionandawaytoaccessaformofnon-symbolic,
non-expressiveknowledge.

What Knowledge? 

Inthesescrapbooks,thematerialityofthecut-outsuncovers
epistemicfrictionsthatconjointhesymbolicanddiscursive
structureoftheseculturalobjects.Materialityputsforwardthe
detail,thefetishizationofaparticle.Theproximal,whichisa
magnifiedmodeofviewinganensembleofparticularities,cannot
beboundbythelawsandprinciplesofthecomprehensiveentity
itoriginatesfrom;thatis,thedetailcannotbegovernedbythe
discourseofthefilm.Rather,whatisprimarilyemerginghereis
theframingoftheparticular.Moreover,theframingfirstrefers
to the dispositif—thesystemofmaterialandnon-materialcon-
ditionsthatmarka“border.”Framing,asMerschwrites,“evolves
intoaprincipleofreflexivitythatdrawsattentiontosomething
whichisatthesametimeveiledbytheimage:thesceneofits
visualization”(2015,5).

Throughthematerialityoftheclippingsandtheparticularities
emergingthroughframedness,thescrapbookdrawsattention
to the mediality offilm,andcinemaasamediuminpermanent
transformation.Byfocusingonframedness,thedistaldis-
appears:thefilm’sdiscursiveaspectsdissolveintheincompress-
ibletangleoflinesandanglesinwhichanyspecificreferences
tothefilmareerased.The“comprehensiveentity”isnegated,



218 asMerschargues;instead,thepictorialandtheiconicmark
thepeculiarmaterialexperienceofthescrapbooks.Hepro-
posestheartistictechniqueof“anamorphosis,”originating
intheRenaissance,asametaphorforsuchamaterialand
speculativeapproachtothemedial.Anamorphictechniques
ofrepresentation“interveneintheconstructionofillusionby
simultaneouslyrevealingandconfirmingthesecretsoftheirpro-
duction”(Mersch2013,213),andagain:

[Anamorphosis]providesnorecognisablerepresentation;
rather,iterasesthatwhichisrepresentedanddissolvesthe
figureinordertohaveitemergeinanotherplace,namely
atanextremeangleofalmost180°…Thepicturehastobe
negated,ithastobedissolvedinanincomprehensibletangle
oflines,inordertocreateapuzzlethattheobservercan
experience,thesolutiontowhichhecanonlydiscoverifhe
looksatitfromtheside.(Mersch2013,214)

Andtherefore,“[i]nthiswayanamorphosiscreatesaparadoxical
figuralitythatbyappearingtoshownothing,showsthemedi-
alityofimageconstruction”(Mersch2013,215).Accordingly,I
arguethatthematerialityofthescrapbooks,theirtacitcinematic
dimension,opensupasimilarparadoxbasedonarupture
betweenthediscursiveandformalrepresentationoffilmhis-
toryandexperienceandameanstoexperiencethehistory
andmaterialityofthefilmbyvirtueoftheirdeliberatematerial
construction.

Amedia anamorphosisoperateshere.Structuringknowledge
throughtheincorporationofcinema’smaterialremains,thetacit
cinematicknowledgematerializedinthesescrapbooksproduces
animplicitdestabilizationofthegazethatintersectswiththedis-
cursiveknowledgeoffilm,producingaview“fromtheside.”

This article has been conceived within the collaborative project PRIN2022 Cine-

phemera. Ephemeral materials for the study of Italian cinema between the 1930s 

and 1960s (Project Code 20228MRWL2 PI Mariapia Comand), funded by UE-PNRR of 

the Italian Ministry of University Research.
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New Media(tions): 
Audience’s Engagement in 
Contemporary Malayalam 
Cinema

R. Haritha

In this essay, I look at some emerging patterns 
in the audience’s engagement with Malay-
alam cinema—cinema produced in the south 
Indian state of Kerala—corresponding to the 
dissemination of digital technology and the 
popularity of new media. Correlating the new 
modes of film reception with the expansion 
of culture industries in the digital age, I read 
contemporary audience’s engagements 
with cinema as a “collective cultural labor” 
(Terranova 2000), contributing to an ever-
expanding repertoire of knowledge on Malay-
alam cinema on the internet.
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Withthespreadofdigitaltechnologyandtheproliferationof
newmedia,manyonlineplatformshaveemergedforsharing
anddiscussingcinema-relatedcontent.Therearenumerous
socialmediapages,websites,blogs,andYouTubechannels
createdbycinemaenthusiasts,individuallyandcollectively,in
whichtheyshareopinions,information,reviews,memories,and
observationsaboutfilms.Theseplatformsalsoofferoppor-
tunitiesforsharingsongsfromthefilms,trailers,behind-the-
scenesfootage,interviewswithfilmmakersandindustryprofes-
sionals,memesandtrollvideos,editedandcompiledclipsfrom
films,andmuchmore.

Inthisessay,Iexploretheseemergingpatternsinfilmreception
assymptomaticofthetransformationsincinemasparkedby
theemergenceofnewmedia.Correlatingthenewmodesoffilm
receptionwiththeexpansionofcultureindustriesinthedigital
age,Ireadcontemporaryaudiences’engagementswithcinema
asa“collectiveculturallabor”(Terranova2000),contributingtoan
ever-expandingrepertoireofknowledgeonMalayalamcinemaon
theinternet.

“Cinema In Detail”: Looking into the Screen

Whenadigitalcopyofafilmbecomesavailableontheinternet,
theaudiencegetsthechancetorewatchthefilmmultipletimes.
Thereareoptionstopause,rewind,andrepeatthefilmasmany
timesaswewant.Wecanalsodownloadthefilm,possesscopies,
andeditorrepurposethem.Arecenttrendinthereceptionof
Malayalamcinemaindicatesanewfoundinterestinscanningthe
screenfornarrativeandtechnicaldetails,whichwemayoverlook
inasingleviewing.PeoplepostinMalayalamaboutthedetails
andmistakestheyfindinoldandnewMalayalamfilmsonsocial
mediapagesandYouTubechannelsandseekfurtherinteractions
anddiscoveriesfromothersinthecommentssection(seefig.1).
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Theyextractframesfromthefilmsusingreadilyavailabletools
andmarkthedetailsandmistakesthattheyfind.

Intheseonlinediscussions,usersscrutinizevariousaspectsofa
movie.Theseaspectsincludedetailsinthebackgroundofascene
(suchasthepositioningofbackgroundactors,theuseofprops,
orthesignificanceofthebackgroundmusic),technicalqualities
(theuseofvisualeffects,colorgrading,andcomputer-generated
images,etc.),andcinematicandnarrativeelements(suchas
thedevelopmentoftheplot,narrativecontinuity,orlocations
selected).YouTubechannelssuchasReeload Media(2023),DUO 
Media(2023),andMovie Mania Malayalam (2023)arenotable
channelsthatfocusonthismethodofreadingfilms.

[Figure1]AscreenshotshowingthelistofvideospostedbydifferentYouTube

channelsanalyzingthehiddendetailsintheMalayalamfilmKappela(Musthafa

2020)(Source:R.HarithaandYouTube2023a)



226 MalayalamMovieandMusicDataBase(m3db),oneofthelargest
onlinedatabasesonMalayalamcinema,hasstartedaseparate
sectionontheirFacebookpage,invitingcinemaenthusiasts
tosharethedetailstheydiscoverfromMalayalamfilms(m3db
2023a;2023b).Thesection,whichistitled“CinemaInDetail”
(CID),isintroducedonthem3dbFacebookpageasfollows:

M3DBisstartingaCIDwork.‘CinemaInDetail’(CID)isaplace
todocumenttheoverlookedornotablescenesandmistakes
ineverymoviethroughpictures.ThankstoMukesh,who
suggestedthiswittyandmeaningfultitle.Let’sholdthelens
andlookateachfilmlikeaCID.Letthisgivewaytoanew
visualculture.1(Kiranz2016)

Thetermssuchas“CID”(apunonthe“CriminalInvestigation
Departments”inIndiaandBritain)“evidence,”“hidden,”and
“decoding”areoftenusedinthisFacebookpage’sdiscussions,
comparingtheactoffindingdetailsinafilmtoanactofinves-
tigationoraplayofdiscovery.Likeatreasurehunt,thereseems
tobeanelementofpleasureinscrutinizinganddecipheringthe
screenfordetails.LauraMulveyreadsthenewfoundpleasure
in scrutinizing the screen as symptomatic of the emergence of a 
curiousspectator.Sheobservestheemergenceof“analternative
spectatorwhowasdriven,notbyvoyeurism,butbycuriosityand
thedesiretodecipherthescreen,”andadds:

Curiosity,adrivetoseebutalsotoknow,stillmarkeda
utopianspaceforapolitical,demandingvisualculture,but
alsooneinwhichtheprocessofdecipheringmightrespond
tothehumanmind’slongstandinginterestandpleasurein
solvingpuzzlesandriddles.(Mulvey2006,191)

ThecuriositythatMulveyobservesamongtheaudienceindeci-
pheringthefilmscreenisnotonlyadrivetoseeandtoknow
informedbyideologybutalsosomethingthatrespondsto
ourinnateinterestinsolvingpuzzlesandriddles.Accordingto

1 Alltranslationsbytheauthor.



227Mulvey,theprevalenceofdigitaltechnologyhasmadetheclose
readingofafilmtextpossibleforeveryone(2006,144).Thecritic’s
specialvision“hasbeengeneralizedandisnowdemocratically
availabletoanyonesufficientlyobsessedwithcinematofetishize
some special moment that might be either of aesthetic interest 
orpersonallyfascinating”(Mulvey2002,100).Thisenablesanyone
whohasaccesstonewtechnologytoenjoythepleasureof
analyzingandinterpretingfilms,expandingfilminterpretation
beyondrestrictedacademicdomains(Mulvey2006,191and144).

Theaudience’sdetailedreadingsofMalayalamcinemaindicate
thatviewersarenotmerelyinterestedintheparticularities
ofaspecificshotorscene,butareinclinedtoscrutinizethe
significanceofthedetailstheyidentifyinordertoderiveadeeper
understandingofthefilmasawhole.Theseonlineexchanges
oftendiscusstheimportanceofcertaindetailsforbuilding
narrativecoherenceandverisimilitudethroughoutthefilm.2Mary
AnnDoanestatesthat“thedetailandenormityareinextricable
incinema”(2003,110)andsubstantiatesherargumentwiththe
exampleofclose-upshotsincinema.Sheobservesthataclose-
uphasacontradictoryqualityofbeingbothadetailofalarger
sceneandatotalityinitsownright.Accordingtoher,theclose-up
isoneofthewaysinwhichcinemarespondstotheneedsof
itsviewer,who“clingstothehopeofsimulacraofwholeness”
when“facedwithanacceleratingrationalization,specialization,
anddisintegrationofthesenseofasocialtotality”(Doane2003,
93).Doaneproposesthattheproliferationofscreensofdif-
ferentmagnitudes—fromIMAXtheatrestomobilescreens—and
thenovelwaysofviewingfilminthedigitalagecanbebetter

2 Thediscussionsthatinvestigatedetailsinfilmsbecameatrendafterthe
releaseofthefilmMaheshinte Prathikaram(eng.Mahesh’s Revenge)(Pothen
2016)onFebruary5,2016.ThefilmwasreleasedindigitalformatonDVD
andVCDonMay10,2016,afterrunningsuccessfullyformorethan125days
intheatres.ItwasthehighestgrossingfilminKeralaintheJanuary-Junebox
officerecords.Afterthefilm’sdigitalrelease,thedetailsinthefilmbecame
adiscussiononsocialmediaandthephrase“Pothettan’sbrilliance”was
coinedtopraisethedirectorDileeshPothanforthefilm’srealism.



228 understoodbyrecognizingthatcinemainherentlyemploys
paradoxesofdetailandenormity,theminiatureandthegigantic,
asexemplifiedintheeffectofclose-upshots.

A Shift in Spectatorship?

31yearsafterthepublicationofherseminalarticle“Visual
PleasureandNarrativeCinema”(1975),3Mulveyrevisitedher
theoryofspectatorshipinherbookDeath 24x a Second: Stillness 
and the Moving Image(2006),inwhichsheidentifiesatransfor-
mationinspectatorshipinthedigitalage.Accordingtoher,for
thespectatorswhowatchfilmsondigitaldevices,thechances
ofcompletelysurrenderingtothenarrativedriveofthefilm
weakenastheyare“aided”bytheoptionstopause,rewind,
andrepeatthescenes.Hence,thenewspectatorisdrivennot
towardsthevoyeuristicpleasureachievedfromalossofego
andidentificationwiththecharacteronscreen,buttowardsa
“fetishistic”actofanalyzingthescenesinafilm(Mulvey2006,
166).Althoughmannersoffilmviewinghavealteredoverthe
yearsalongsidetechnologicaladvancements,isthereatransfor-
mationinspectatorshiprelatedtodigitaltechnology,asMulvey
observes?Werenottheoptionstodelayandrepeatthescenes
alreadypresentintheanalogvideorecordingsoncassettessuch
astheVideoHomeSystemorSuper-8film?

TheshiftthatMulveyobservesinspectatorshipisdisputablein
lightofthegenealogyoffilmviewingdiscussedbyotherscholars
(Hansen1991;Hoek2010;hooks1992).Inherrecentstudyof
thecinemaaudienceinBangladesh,themediaanthropologist
LotteHoek(2010)notesthatthenarrativecoherenceofafilmis

3 Inthisarticle,Mulveynotesthatcinemaisdominatedbyavoyeuristic
scopophilicgazethatcreatesabinaryofactivemaleandpassivefemalein
relationsoflooking.Accordingtoher,thevoyeuristicgazecanbebroken
downfurtherintothreedifferentlooksassociatedwithcinema.First,“[the
look]ofthecameraasitrecordsthepro-filmicevent,[second,thelook]
oftheaudienceasitwatchesthefinalproduct,and[third,thelook]ofthe
charactersateachotherwithinthescreenillusion”(Mulvey1975,17).
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cinemahalls.Hoek’sstudyfocusesontheinclusionandexclusion
of“cutpieces”—illegalsexuallyexplicitsequences—infilms,
whichdependuponthepracticesandconditionsofexhibition.
Sheexploreshowsuchsituationschangetheformandreception
offilms,observingthatevenbeforetheadventofdigital
technology-aidedfilmviewing,theaudiencewasabletocontrol
thenarrativecoherenceindifferentways.Sheidentifiesthat
“whenthinkingaboutactiveaudiencesandtheirappropriation
ofmassmedia,thepossibilitymustbeconsideredthatdialogic
opportunitiesdonotarisewithnewdigitaltechnologiesbutare
presentincinemahallsscreeningfilmsoncelluloid”(Hoek2010).

However,IconsiderMulvey’sobservationoftheinvolvement
offetishisticbehaviorinthenewmodesofanalyzingfilmtext
significantformyanalysis,sinceitcanfurtherelaboratespecific
characteristicchangespertainingtonewmediainterventions
inthereceptionofcinema.Newmediaisaformofaccelerated
capitalism(Chun2016,2),whichfunctionsonuser-generated
contentinvariousforms,includingthefetishistic,obsessive,and
repeatedactivitiesofcinemaenthusiasts.Althoughsubjective
andemotionalimpulsescharacterizetheseactivities,agreatdeal
oflaborisinvolvedinthem.Collectively,theycontributetothe
productionandexpansionofknowledgeaboutcinema.

Looking Behind the Screen

Today,thereisagrowingawarenessofthetechnicalitiesatwork
behindacinematicproduction.Withamobilephoneandinter-
netconnectivity,anyonecanlearnthetechnicalitiesofusinga
videocamera.Inadditiontoanalyzingfilmtextandgathering
knowledgeonvariousaspectsofcinema,theaudienceresponds
tocinemathroughcreativeexpressionsinmemes,trolls,video
tutorials,videoessays.Readilyavailablemobileapplications
makeiteasiertodaytorecreatescenesfromfilmsorrepurpose
fragmentedframesinthewayonewants.Thesecreative
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expressionsaresymptomaticofatrendinwhichviewersfind
pleasurenotonlyinscanningfordetailsonthescreenbutalsoin
findingthedetailsoftheprocessatworkbehindthescreen.

OnYouTube,therearevideotutorialsinMalayalamthatareshot
andeditedonmobilephones,whichdemonstratetheprocess
behindthemakingofcertaincomputer-generatedvisualeffects
inMalayalamcinema(seefig.2).AYouTubevideotutorialposted
by KAS Creativity(KASCreativity2020)showcasesthecreationof
avisualeffectusedinascenefromthemovieMinnal Murali(eng.
Lightning Murali;Joseph2021).Thescenedepictstheprotagonist
gainingsuperpowersandreflexivelykickingafallensteelvessel
backontothetablebeforeithitstheground.Thissceneandits
creationsparkeddiscussionsevenafterthetrailer’srelease.In
thevideotutorial,twochildrenactoutthissceneintheirlocal

[Figure2]AscreenshotshowingthelistofvideospostedbydifferentYouTube

channelsdemonstratingthemakingofthebottlekickingscenefromMinnal Murali 

( Joseph2021)(Source:R.HarithaandYouTube2023b)



231surroundingswhiledemonstratingtheprocessofcreatingthe
effectusingtheKineMaster—avideoeditingapp—andsharing
theirmobilescreens.Anothervideodemonstrationofthesame
scenepostedbyThakx Moviesfeaturesayoungmanandanolder
woman,whomaybehisgrandmother,performingthevessel-
kickingactwithintheinteriorofahouseandportrayingthe
creationoftheeffect(ThakxMovies2021).

Inthesevideos,thecreatorsusetheirlocalsurroundingsto
demonstratevisualeffectsusedincinema.Withtheprevalence
ofnewmedia,peoplefromdifferentsocialbackgroundsstarted
makingvideosusingtheirneighborhoodsandpersonalspaces.
NewmediaapplicationssuchasTikTokhaverecentlymade
notablechangesinvideomakingandsharingontheinternet.
OnTikTok,onecancreateandshareshortvideosofamaximum
lengthof15minutes.Allthesharedvideoswillbedisplayedon
thenewsfeedandcategorizedaccordingtoone’stastesand
interests.TikTokwasIndia’smostdownloadedAndroidmobile
applicationin2019,withmorethan150millionsubscribers( Jhony
2023).In2020,theIndiangovernmentbannedTikTokalongwith
around300Chineseapps,citingconcernsabouttheexposure
ofuserdata( Jhony2023).TheshortlifespanofTikTokinIndia
seemstohaveinfluencedthevisualcultureinvariousways.The
differentregional,class,andcastelocationstypicallyerasedor
ignoredinmainstreammedianarrativesgainedvisibilitythrough
TikTokandothersimilarnewmediaplatforms.Thesevideos,
capturedfirst-handfromone’simmediatesurroundings,offera
distinctconceptionofrealism,arguablyinfluencingtheaudience
intheirconsumptionofverisimilitudeincinema.Theinterest
inthetechnicalitiesatworkbehindthescreen,asreflectedin
theabove-mentionedYouTubevideosanddatabasewebsites,
indicatesaudiences’tendencytofocusnotonlyonthefilm’s
portrayal of reality on screen but also on the technical elements 
employedtoproduceanimpressionofrealismonscreen.The
prevalenceofdigitaldevicesandthenewmediahavemadeit



232 easierfortheaudiencetosatisfytheirlong-heldcuriosityabout
cinematictechnique.

“Collective Cultural Labor”: Film Reception 
and Knowledge Work

Theaudience’sengagementswithcinemaaresymptomaticof
anunderstandingthatcinemaisa“dispersedphenomenon
manifestedinvariousforms”(Mukherjee2014,49).Repetitive,
obsessive,andlaboriousactivitieshavealwayscharacterizeda
cinephile’sengagementswithcinema.Cinemaenthusiastsused
tocollectfilmmemorabiliasuchasticketstubs,filmposters,
imagesofactors,newspapercuttings,andthelike.Inhisarticle
tracingearlyTamilfilmhistorythroughmaterialsgatheredby
personalcollectorsoffilmmemorabilia,StephenHughesrefersto
thesecollectorsas“livingarchives”anddescribestheiractivities
asknowledgeproductionthatinvolvesa“laboroflove”(2013,74).
Inthedigitalage,theinternetprovidesacollectiveformtothe
dispersedcinemaenthusiastsandtheknowledgetheygathervol-
untarilyoutoftheirloveforcinema.

AsHughesnotes,agreatdealoflaborisinvolvedinthese
subjectiveexpressionsofcinemaloversontheinternet(2013,
74).Thelaboriousactivities—includingextractingframes,re-
searchingdetails,compilingandeditingfragmentedscenes,
gatheringandclassifyinginformation,andcreatingvideos—not
onlyreproduce,recraft,andreimaginecinemabutarealso
involvedinknowledgeproduction.Furthermore,WendyHui
KyongChunsuggestsunderstandingnewmediaintermsof
“habitualrepetition”(2016,17),arguingthatintheageofnew
media,informationisahabit.Thehabitsshedescribesinclude
streaming,updating,linking,sharing,downloading,saving,
mapping,andtrolling(Chun2016,1).Throughconstantrepetition
oftheseactivities,usersproduceknowledgevoluntarily
andfreely,blurringthedistinctionbetweenproductionand



233consumption.Thus,theseactivitiesaresignificantaspectsofthe
digitaleconomy.

TizianaTerranova(2000)referstothelaborthatisvoluntarily,
enjoyablydone,andtotimeunwagedandexploitedas“free
labor”inthecontextofthedigitaleconomy.Accordingtoher,
freelaborontheinternetincludestheactivitiesof“building
websites,modifyingsoftwarepackages,readingandparticipating
inmailinglists”(Terranova2000,34)aswellasmanytaskswhich
wedonotimmediatelyrecognizeaslabor,suchas“chat,real-life
stories,armaturenewslettersandsoon”(Terranova2000,38).
Theseformsoflabor,asshenotes,contributetotheemerging
andexpandingfieldof“digitaleconomy”thatindulgesin“the
processofeconomicexperimentationwiththecreationofmon-
etaryvalueoutofknowledge/culture/affect”(Terranova2000,
35).Inthissense,freelaboris“atraitoftheculturaleconomy
atlargeandanimportant,yetundervalued,forceinadvanced
capitalistsocieties”(Terranova2000,33).Althoughexploitation
isundoubtedlypresentintheseformsoflaborindifferentways,
TerranovadifferentiatesitfromtheMarxistconceptionofan
alienatedworker.Shesays:

Culturalandtechnicalworkiscentraltotheinternetbutis
alsoawidespreadactivitythroughoutadvancedcapitalist
societies.Iarguethatsuchlaborisnotexclusivetotheso-
calledknowledgeworkers,butisalsoapervasivefeature
ofthepost-industrialeconomy.Thepervasivenessofsuch
productionquestionsthelegitimacyofafixeddistinction
betweenproductionandconsumption,laborandculture.
(Terranova2000,35)

Terranovadifferentiatesfreelaborfromtheconceptionofwork
associatedwith“servitude,miseryandsubordination”(2000,35).
Freelabordiminishesthedistinctionbetweenworkandcultural
expressioninthepost-industrialeconomy.Theknowledgework
thatthefilmaudiencevoluntarilyperformsonlineoutoftheir
loveforcinemacanbeunderstoodasaformofsuchfreelabor.
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Consideringthecollectivenatureoftheseactivitiesofgathering
andsharinginformation,thenewformsofaudienceresponses
ontheinternetcanbeidentifiedas“collectiveculturallabor”in
Terranova’sterms.

Theinternetprovidesaplatformforfilmenthusiastsfrom
differentpartsoftheworldtoconnectwitheachother,form
collectives,andshareanddiscussinformationaboutcinema.For
instance,m3db,Malayalasangeetham.info,andMalayalachalachi-
thram.orgareonlinedatabasesonMalayalamcinemawhichare
formedbycollectivesofMalayalifilmenthusiastsfromdifferent
partsoftheworld.Theyfunctionusinguser-generatedcontent
gatheredfromtheirsocialmediapagesandmaintainFacebook
pageswherethememberscanshareeverythingrelatedto
Malayalamcinema,rangingfromextensiveresearchonobscure
andlesser-knowndetails(suchasunreleasedfilms,lesser-
knownactors,anduncreditedartists)todiscussionsonpersonal

[Figure3]Screenshotofthem3dbFacebookgroup(Source:m3db2023a)



235memoriesandopinionsaboutfilmsandfilm-relatedmatters(see
fig.3).

Thetopicsofthediscussionscovernearlyeveryaspectoffilm-
making,frompre-production,toproduction,post-production,
anddistribution.Thedatabasewebsitesareupdatedregularly
fromtheinformationgatheredfromthesediscussions,and
adminteamscheckthereliabilityoftheinformationandgive
credittothecontributors.Thesedatabasewebsitescontain
comprehensiveknowledgeabout6.000–8.000Malayalamfilms,
detailedprofilesofmorethan50.000filmprofessionals,anda
vastcollectionofMalayalamfilmsandsoundtracks.Apartfrom
that,theyhavethedetailsoffilmawardwinners,alistoffilm
studios,featuredarticles,collectionsofessaysoncinema,and
interviewswithfilmprofessionals.Thisuser-generatedinfor-
mationisclassifiedinthesedatabasesandmadeavailablefor
publicaccess.

AsTerranovanotes,“knowledgelaborisinherentlycollective”and
givesformtoa“collectiveintelligence”(2000,46;43).However,
asshepointsout,theseformationsofcollectiveintelligenceare
nottoberomanticizedlikethe“cyberdroolofthedigiterati”since
allthesefeedintocapitalismwhich“extract[s]asmuchvalueas
possibleoutofthisabundant,andyetslightlyintractable,terrain”
(Terranova2000,46).Althoughcapitalismdidnotproducethese
typesofculturalandtechnicallaborasaresponsetoitseconomic
needs,shenotesthattheyemergedinrelationtotheexpansion
ofculturalindustriesandarearesultofeconomicexperi-
mentationaimedatgeneratingmonetaryvaluefromknowledge,
culture,andaffect(Terranova2000,38).

Conclusion

Inthisessay,Ihavereadtheaudience’sengagementswith
Malayalamcinemainthecontemporaryascollectiveandvol-
untaryactivitiesofproducingandsharingknowledge.Ipropose
thatthesenewmodesoffilmreceptioncanbeunderstoodas



236 “collectiveculturallabor”(Terranova2000),inlightoftheprev-
alenceofnewmediaandemergingformsofcapitalisminthe
digitalage.

Mygoalisnottojumpintotechnologicaldeterminismbutrather
tofocusonfindingalterationsandmutationsinfilmreceptionat
itsjuncturewithemergingnew-mediaforms.MarshalMcLuhan
arguesthatnewformsofmedia“altersenseratiosorpatterns
ofperception”(1994,18),callingthischangeinperceptionthe
“ratioofthesenses”andemphasizingthatthewayweperceive
isconstantlybeingalteredbynewtechnologies.Asweadaptto
thesechanges,ourbodiesandsensesmayalsochangeandadapt
tothenewpossibilitiesofferedbythesetechnologies(McLuhan
1994).Inthe21stcentury,cinemaisnolongerculturaldomi-
nantasithasbeen“surpassed”bythenewmediaandcinema’s
“coretechnologiesofproductionandreceptionhavebecome
obsolete”(Shaviro2016,848).AsStevenShaviropointsout“older
mediaformsdon’tnecessarilydisappear;instead,theyare
repurposed”(ibid.).Inthisessay,Idiscussedsomeobservations
aboutcinema’scurrentrepurposing,focusingonaudience’s
engagementsinonlineplatforms.
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Unauthorized Fictions: 
Political Conflict as 
Spectacle and the 
Question of Trust in the 
Age of Trump

Vinzenz Hediger and Felix M. Simon

Why do supporters of former US president 
Donald Trump make short tribute videos which 
resemble mainstream action film trailers with 
their idol as the protagonist? And why does 
the Trump campaign use a similar trailer tem-
plate for video of rallies and campaign spots? 
This contribution traces the increasing use of 
cinematic storytelling templates in the digital 
media environment, particularly for Trump’s 
right-wing authoritarian politics. We focus 
on tribute and campaign videos which appeal 
to the viewer’s tacit knowledge of the trailer 
format to make political conflicts legible as 
dramatic confrontations. We argue that their 
stylization of political conflict as spectacle 



242 should be understood as an example of “ocular 
democracy” (Green 2011), in which the gaze, 
rather than the voice, is the source of popular 
empowerment. To the extent that these films 
signal a threat to liberal democracy, it lies not 
in the narrativization of conflict in cinematic 
terms, but in the propagation of generalized dis-
trust in combination with particularized trust in 
the figure of the demagogue. 

Ocular Democracy and the Rise of the Trump 
Tribute Trailer 

Intherunuptothe2016USpresidentialelection,shortvideo
tributestoDonaldTrumpappearedonYouTube,attracting
thousandsandsometimeshundredsofthousandsofviews
(Montreux2017a;2017b;Chapman2019;GuardianNews2018).
Madebysupporters,thesefilmsemulatethestyleandtoneof
contemporaryactionfilmtrailers.Theyusenewsfootagetobuild
anarrativeofTrumpasthestridentoutsiderwhotakesonthe
darkforcesoftheestablishmentinthenameofthepeopleand
endsupwinningagainstallodds.Themodelwastakenupbythe
Trumpcampaignitself,whichusedthetrailertemplateforwarm-
upvideosatralliesandintheall-important“closingargument”
finalspotofthecampaign(TheTelegraph2022;TrumpWhite
HouseArchived2020).Inthe2020electioncycle,supporter-made
tributetrailersappearedagain(MateyProductions2019;2020a;
2020b).Atrailervideowhippedupthecrowdonthemallon
January6,2021,andatrailer-stylevideoannouncedTrump’s2024
presidentialbidon“TruthSocial”(LibertySouthMedia2022).

Thesevideosappealtoa“knowledgetheviewersdon’trealize
theyhave,”atacitknowledgeofthetrailerasagenericform,
acquiredinpassingthroughtheirexposuretocontemporary



243audiovisualculture(GregersenandLankjær2017,76).1 Con-
temporarytrailerssimulateafilmbyprovidingacondensed
summarywhichendsinacliffhanger,butsuggeststhatthepro-
tagonistwillprevail.Inaseemingparadox,trailersanticipatethe
coming attraction by creating an incomplete sense of something 
thathasalreadyhappened,andleavingonedesiringtofillinthe
gaps(Hediger2011,especiallychapter7).If“horse-racecoverage”
castspoliticsintermsofsports,trailervideoscastpoliticalcon-
flictintermsofimmersivefictionwithas-yet-openbutlargely
pre-ordainedoutcomes.

JulianSanchez,aconservativepunditwhomadeanameforhim-
selfdecryingthe“epistemicclosure”ontheright,hascriticized
the encroachment of cinematic templates on politics as a 
“cinematicepistemology”:votersseethemselvesasactorsin
quasi-fictionalplotsandcrowdoutrationalargument(Sanchez
2022).IfwedefinedemocracywithAdamPrzeworski(2019)asa
systemofgovernanceinwhichpartiesloseelectionsandaccept
defeat,andconsiderthattheTrumptributetrailersexpress
allegiancetoamovementwhichledtotheattemptedoverthrow
ofthedulyelectedgovernmentoftheUSonJanuary6,2021,
Sanchezwouldseemtohaveapoint.Democraticdeliberation
usuallyrequirespropositionalknowledgeandopenness.2By
contrast,aframingofpoliticsanchoredintacitknowledgeof
immersivefictionwithseeminglypreordainedoutcomesunder-
minesthisstandard,whichcouldexplainthedelusionsofpower
whichdrovetheinsurgencyofJanuary6. 

1 Theconceptof“tacitknowledge,”whichstipulatesthat“wecanknowmore
thanwecantell,”wasintroducedbyMichaelPolanyi(2009;2015).Foradis-
cussionoftacitknowledgeandcorporealityinfilmexperienceseeChristiane
Voss’article“FilmExperienceandtheFormationofIllusion:TheSpectatoras
‘SurrogateBody’fortheCinema”(2011).

2 “Ourknowledgehaspropositionalstructure;beliefscanberepresented
intheformofstatements,”istheopeningstatementofJürgenHabermas’
“TheoryofCommunicativeAction,”whichprovidesaframeworkforhis
theoryofdemocraticdeliberation(Habermas1984,8).



244 Goingonestepfurther,andfollowingapatternof“Weimar
analogies”whichcastTrumpismasthesecondcomingoffas-
cism(Bessner2017),philosopherJasonStanley(2021)marshalled
animpressivevisuallexicontoreadtherallyvideo/trailer
shownonJanuary6,2021asareiterationof1930spropaganda.
However,fascismcanbedefinedasthedefenseofthestate
againstperceivedinternalenemies—inthecaseofNaziGer-
many,Jews,Sinti,Roma,homosexuals,communists,etc.(Nolte
2008).Trumpvideostelltheoppositestory:thatofthestate,
intheguiseofthecurrentgovernment,astheenemy.Aline
fromoneofTrump’sspeeches,oftenusedinthetrailervideos,
summarizestheplot:“Ourmovementisaboutreplacinga
failedandcorruptpoliticalestablishmentwithanewgovern-
mentcontrolledbyyou,theAmericanPeople”(Montreux2017a).
Farfromaharbingerofimminentfascism,systematicdistrust
ofgovernmentandthestateisakeymarkerofafunctioning
moderndemocracy(Rosanvallon2008).Asamatteroffact,the
storyoftheleaderwhoreclaimsdemocraticrulefromacorrupt
eliteinthenameofthepeopleisasoldasdemocracyitself.The
figureofthedemagogosinstalledbythemassestochallengethe
nobilityiscentraltoAristotle’s—deeplyskeptical—assessmentof
democracyinhis“Politics”(Canfora2008,9).Whatismore,left-
wingversionsofthisstoryalsoexist(Mouffe2018).

Thetributetrailersshouldthusnotberelegatedtoafringearea
outsideofdemocraticpolitics,norshouldtheybetooquickly
readasadeviousmisappropriationofdemocratictropes,as
Stanleywarnsinhisearlierworkonpropaganda(2016).Rather,
thestorytheytellispartandparcelofthe“democraticpolitical
imaginary”(Trautmann2020),andtheirformandmodeofpro-
ductionareinherentlydemocratic.Inhisclassicstudyonthe
emergenceofpopularsovereignty,EdmundS.Morganspeaksof
the“necessaryfictions”whicharerequiredforgovernance:

Makebelievethatthekingisdivine,makebelievethathecan
donowrongormakebelievethatthevoiceofthepeopleis
thevoiceofgod.Makebelievethatthepeoplehave a voice or 



245makebelievethattherepresentativesofthepeopleare the 
people.(1988,13f.)

Thetoolsofmake-believeinbothmodernrepresentativesystems
ofgovernanceandtotalitarianonesincludeasetofauthorized
storiesandsymbolsthatlegitimateclaimstopoweranddefine
aspaceofgovernance(Frank2021).TheTrumptributetrailers
emergeinamoreequitableanddemocraticmediaecology.
Asfanartanduser-generatedcontent,theyareunauthorized
fictionsofpopularsovereignty.TheyexemplifywhatPhilipp
Manow(2020)calls“the(de)democratizationofdemocracy”,
asurplusofpopulardemocracywhichposesachallengeto
established,liberaldemocracy.Inthefictionofthetribute
trailers,distrustiswarrantedbythepeople’ssenseofdispos-
session,andtrustisrestoredthroughthecaptureofdemocratic
processesbythepopulistinsurgencyundertheleadershipofthe
demagogos,whoservesastheconduitofpopularsovereignty.As
such,thetributetrailersproposeasolution,howeverimaginary,
foracoreproblemofdemocraticgovernance:namely,howtrust
ingovernmentcanbemaintainedand,ifnecessary,restoredin
complexsocietiesriddenbyconflictswhichthreatentoerode
thattrust.

Inthiscontribution,wefocusonhowtheTrumpvideosdramatize
thedynamicsoftrustandconflictusingthetrailertemplate,and
whatthatdramatizationentails.Thetrailervideoswarrantan
empiricalstudyconcerningtheirreachandimpact,butourfocus
inthecurrentessayistheoretical.Byframinginsurgentdemo-
craticpoliticsasaspectaculardrama,thevideosparticipate
inwhatJeffreyEdwardGreenhascalled“oculardemocracy,”
aconfigurationofpopularsovereigntyinwhichnotthevoice,
buttheeyesofthepeoplefunction“asasite…ofpopular
empowerment,”andinwhichpoweroverpoliticiansisexerted
throughthe“disciplinaryforceofthePeople’sgaze”(Green
2011,3and107).Distrustandtheemergenceoftrustinocular
democracy,then,isamatterofspectatorialaffect,andofthe
powerofthespectatorialgaze,trainedonboththeprotagonist



246 andtheirantagonistsinthedramaofpoliticalconflict.This
alsomeansthatspectatorialaffectandthetacitknowledgeof
cinematictemplatesareinherenttodemocraticdeliberation,and
notjustnoisetobefilteredoutonthewaytoarationaltheory
ofdeliberationfocusedonpropositionalknowledge(Chambers
2012).

Trump Tribute Videos as Trailers and Political 
Cinema

Theterm“trailer”initiallydesignatedablackstripattachedto
afilmprintforprotection.Inserialsfromthe1910s,thisstrip
wasusedtoannouncetheweek’sepisode.Withtheadventof
thefeaturefilm,theterm“trailer”carriedovertoshortfilms
consistingofclipswhichadvertisedthecomingattractions.
Cinematictrailersarestillconsideredtobethemosteffective
advertisingforfilms,becausetheyaddressacaptiveaudienceof
moviegoers.

Foracenturynow,theindustryhasbeencountingonthe
audience’stacitknowledgeofthetrailer’sformtofacilitate
communication.Basedonanextensiveempiricalstudy,EdTan
andValentijnVischarguethatviewersrecognizefilmgenresnot
throughstoryeventsbutbyprocessingofwhattheycall“filmic
realizationcues”(TanandVisch2008,301).Thesecuesinclude
whatDavidBordwell(1985)inhisneo-formalisttheoryoffilm
narrationcalls“style,”i.e.filmicsurfaceparameterssuchas
color,light,sound,music,orediting,whichheopposesto“deep”
featuressuchas“syuzhet”(orplot)and“fabula”(orstoryworld).
“Filmicrealizationcues”canalsobedescribedaselementsof
stylewhichtheviewerhaslearnedtoclassifyastypicalfor,and
thusindicativeof,specificgenresoffilm.InHollywood’sclassical
soundera,trailersusedvoice-overs,roll-ontitles,andawide
varietyofwipes(i.e.,imagetransitions),regardlessofthegenre
oftheadvertisedfilm.Audienceswouldinstantlyknowthatthey
werewatchingatrailerandprocesstheinformationaccordingly.



247Wipesandtitlesvanishedaround1960,andsincethemid-1980s
NorthAmericanmainstreammovietrailershavebeenbuiltfrom
thesoundtrackup.Now,thebeginningofatrailerismarkedby
anelementofsound—usuallyafragmentofdialogue—paired
withasegmentofblackfilm.Continuityisestablishedthrough
dialogueandmusic,andvisualsareaddedinaneditingpattern
whichisuniquetotrailersandwhichtrailermakersdescribeas
“thegrid.”Inthispatternimagesfromascenewithdialogueare
interspersedwithotherimageswhichaddinformationandper-
spective.Thiseditingtechniqueallowstrailerstocondensethe
narrativeofatwo-hourfeaturefilmintoatwo-minutesummary.

Viewers often complain that trailers give away too much of the 
film,butthisisdonebydesign.Inasaturatedmediamarket
withhighlyspecifictargetgroups,moviegoersrelyontrailers
forinformationfirst,buttheytrustwordofmouththemost.
Trailersaredesignedtoreachtheintendedcoreaudienceofthe
film,buttheyarealsodesignedtokeepeveryoneforwhomthe
filmisnotintendedawayfromthecinemas,tominimizenegative
impressionsspreadbywordofmouth(Hediger2001).Trump
tributetrailers,TVspots,andcampaignvideoscarefullyemulate
thisstylistictemplate.However,theyarenotadvertisementsfor
films,buttoolsofaffectivemobilization.Theytellthestoryof
the Trump movement as a popular insurgency to help the viewer 
justifyandfeelgoodabouttheirvotingpreference.Theyaddress
viewersnotsimplyascitizensandvoters,butasmembersofa
protestmovementandparticipantsinaconflictofhistoricalpro-
portions,andjustascontemporarytrailersdo,theydeliberately
excludepartoftheaudienceaswell.

However,iftheTrumptributevideosaretrailersinform,butnot
function,andiftheyarealsonotsimplycampaignspots,then
what,exactly,arethey?

Fromamediastudiespointofview,thetributetrailersareUGC
or“user-generatedcontent”(CunninghamandCraig2019).Trump
tributetrailers,someofwhichweremadebyfilm-industry
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professionals,mayalsobedescribedasasemi-professional
formoffanart(Barnes2022;Hediger2020).Forthefan,political
allegianceisnotprimarilyamatterofrationalcalculationand
materialinterest,likeunionorpartymembership.Infact,and
despitethemanysuggestionstothecontrary,thedrivingforceof
theTrumpmovementisnottheoften-quoted“economicanxiety.”
In2016,Trumpvotersonaveragehadtwicetheincomeofvoters
forHilaryClinton(Silver2017),andtheytypicallywereamongthe
wealthiestinpoordistricts(Blum2017).Trumpvoterseatcake
everyday,andthesolacewhichMAGA-supporterDonnaGail
findsinBrandosMontreux’tributevideomaywellbedescribed
asaformofpoliticalwellnessfortherelativelyaffluent.3Much
inthatspirit,inthecommentssectionofMontreux’“Trump:The
GreatVictory”(2017a)tributevideo,DonnaGailwrites:“When-
everIfeelalittledowninthedumps,Iwatchthisvideo.Italways
makesmefeelgood!MAGA!”(seefig.1).

Fromafilmstudiespointofview,thetributetrailerscanbeseen
asamateurfilms.TheTVspotsareadvertising,andtherally
videosarenon-artisticutilityfilms.Theyarealsofound-footage

3 Arecentstudyinexperimentaleconomicsshowsthatpartisangroupiden-
titywasabetterpredictorofpoliticalpositioningandpolarizationthan
assumptionsaboutrationalchoiceandmaterialinterests(Baueretal.2022).

[Figure1]AscreenshotofDonnaGail’scommentaryandtheresponsesitgenerated

(Source:Montreux2017a).



249filmscomposedofdocumentaryandstockfootage.Incidentally,
thisclassificatoryfuzzinessprovesanimportantpoint:likeother
typesoftacitknowledge,cinematicknowledgehas“asweeping
presenceintheworld”but“cannotbeeasilyformalizedandput
intoexactwords”(Sen2009,x).Thiscanexplainwhyeveninthe
newdigitalmediaenvironment,whichissometimescalledthe
“post-cinemacondition”(DeRosaandHediger2017),“cinema”
hasproventoberemarkableresilientasanumbrellatermfor
audiovisualformats.Thepersistenceoftheterm“cinema”can
beseenasanindicatorthat“cinema”circumscribesadistinctive
realmofknowledge,ratherthanaspecificmedium,technology,
orartform.Itis,perhapsfirstandforemost,anameforwhatwe
knowabout,andthrough,cinema,butcannotsay.

So,ifTrumptributetrailersare“cinema,”canwealsotreatTrump
videosas“politicalcinema”?

Ifcinemawerepoliticalbydefault,wewouldnotneedacategory
like“politicalcinema”todesignatewhenandwherecinemais,
infact,political.Butifcinemawereapoliticalbydefaultitwould
notbethequintessentialmodernartithasoftenbeenhailed
tobe,letalonea“democraticemblem”(Badiou2009).Jacques
Rancière(2013)hasarguedthatinthetransitiontomodernitya
“regimeofrepresentation”makeswayforan“aestheticregime”
ofart.Inthefirst,artisdirectlysubservienttopowerandserves
torepresentandlegitimatetheestablishedorder.Inthesecond,
artacquiresthefreedomtoconcernitselfwiththeplayofform,
whiletheprivilegeofartisticrepresentationisaccordednotjust
totheking,buttoanyone.Thisalsomeansthatinthe“aesthetic
regime,”arthastonegotiateitsrelationshipwithpower,which
iswhymodernartincessantlyoscillatesbetweenthepolesof
autonomyandengagement,i.e.betweensettingitsownrules
apartfrompolitics,andtakingastancebyshapingpolitical
causesintoanaestheticexperience.

Byvirtueofitspopularresonanceanditsstrongpurchaseon
socialreality(whichisusuallytheorizedundertherubricof



250 “realism”)cinemaisperhapsmorestronglyentangledwithpower
thananyotherart.Narrativefilmstranslatecomplexsocialissues
intoaccessibleandmemorableemotionalexperiences,shaping
whataudiencesperceiveasrelevant,representable,andsocially
feasible.Cinematicrepresentation,inotherwords,isalsoaform
ofpoliticalrepresentation.Politicalrepresentationistheapproxi-
mativeproceduralsolutionfortheproblemofself-governance
inmodernsocieties(Möllers2021;Stasavage2020).Through
elections,thegovernedconsenttobegovernedbydelegatesfor
alimitedperiodoftime.Forcinematicrepresentation,theballot
boxistheboxoffice.Starsexpressandrepresentthedesiresand
aspirationsoftheirfans,rulingbycharisma,buttheyserveat
themercyoftheaudience(Dyer2019).Strugglesaboutcinematic
representation,liketherecentawardshowcontroversies(e.g.
#OscarsSoWhite,addressingthenon-nominationofGretaGerwig
forBarbie),areactuallypoliticalstrugglesaboutwhobelongstoa
polityandwhodoesnot.

InHollywood,thestandardresponsetocinema’sentanglement
withpoliticshasbeentoavoidovertpoliticalstatementswhen-
everpossible.Studiosoperatewithanethosofneutralitynot
unlikethatofaprofessionalbureaucracyintheWeberiansense.
Untilthe1960s,HollywoodstudiosusedtheMotionPicture
ProductionCodetomakefilmsinoffensiveandpalatabletothe
broadestpossibleaudienceonaglobalscale(Black1996).More
recently,HollywoodhasengagedinwhatThomasElsaesser
(2011,247)calls“structuredambiguity,”offeringnarrativeswhich
accommodatemultipleperspectivesandideologicalpositions,
ratherthanendorsingarigidideology.However,evenan 
innocuousformatlikethetrailerisembeddedinpolitics.The
Trumptributetrailersmakethisinherentconnectionexplicitby
takingaclearside.TheybreakwithHollywood’scardinalruleof
neutralityandenlistoneofcinema’smostrecognizableformats,
thetrailer,forapartisancause.Thesetrailersprojectaparticular
viewandpartisannotionofthedemocraticpolitynotasthe
inclusiveunityof“we,thepeople”butasacommunitybound



251byasystematicdistrustingovernmentandtheparticularized
trustinasingleleader.Inthisdynamic,aswewillsee,structured
ambiguityremainsinplay.

Cinematic Epistemology, Ocular Democracy, 
and the Question of Trust

InhisTwitterthreadfromJanuary2022,Sanchezobservesthat
QAnonfollowersandotherconspiracytheoristsontherightwere
increasinglyusingcinemaasaframeofreference(Sanchez2022).
Conspiracytheorieshave,ofcourse,beenaconstantelementof
democraticpoliticssincetheFrenchrevolution,withadecisive
upticksincethe1950s,particularlyintheUS(Hofstadter2016).
Yetthe“mistake”embeddedinwhatSanchezcalls“cinematic
epistemology”istobelievethatoutsidersarerightsimply
becausetheyareoutsiders.AsadefenderoftheEnlightenment,
Sanchezsetsouttounderminetheepistemicauthoritywhich
theconspiracytheoristsaccordtosuchcinematictemplates.In
theEnlightenmenttradition,thedemocraticsubjectisarational
actor.AsJasonFrankwrites,quotingJohnLocke,“Iftheking’spas-
sivesubjectswerean‘imagedotingrabble,’democracy’sactive
citizenswerearatio-criticalpublic”(Frank2021,2).Inorderto
becomerational,themembersofthispublichavetofirstbecome
iconoclastsandemancipatethemselvesfromthethrallofimages,
ataskwhichisneverfullycompleted.InSanchez’Kulturkritikview,
though,theadherentsofcinematicepistemologyfallpreytothe
“movielogic”andregresstothestateof“imagedotingrabble.”

However,theTrumptributetrailercreatorsarenotsomuchpart
ofan“image-dotingrabble”astheyareofan“image-making
rabble.”Ratherthandismissingthemas“low-information
voters,”defendersofliberaldemocracywouldbewelladvised
toassumethattheimage-makingrabbleknowwhattheyare
doing.Empoweredbyeasy-to-accessandeasy-to-usedigital
resources—includingonlinerepositories,recordingdevices,
andeditingsoftware—theyusethetrailertemplatetomakea



252 spectacleofpolitics,butitisaspectacleoftheirownmaking.It
isthegazeofthefilmmakerandtheirimpliedaudience,starting
withthemselvesintheimaginedpositionofthespectator,which
caststheprotagonistinaquasi-fictionalconflictandendowshim
withthepowertoresolveit.

Ratherthanavictimof“cinematicepistemology,”thebearerof
thisgazeresemblestheinauguralfigureof“oculardemocracy.”
Sinceantiquity,spectatorshiphasbeenassociatedwithignorance
anddependence:looking,viewinganillusion(onstage,oron
screen)istheoppositeofknowing,andofaction.Bycontrast,
the“emancipatedspectator”(inthewordsofJacquesRancière)
hasbeenfreedfromtherestrictionsofahierarchicalsocial
order:freetoseewhattheysee,knowwhattothinkofit,and
todowhattheythinkneedstobedoneaboutit(Rancière2021).
The spectator of the tribute trailer assumes the position of an 
emancipatedspectatorandendowsitwiththe“disciplinaryforce
ofthePeople’sGaze”(Green2011,107):theyknowtheycannot
trustgovernment,andtheyactaccordingly.

Asaformofholdingthegoverningtoaccount,distrustisindis-
pensablefordemocraticgovernance.Butsoistrust—“forthe
simplereasonthattrustexpandsthedomainofdemocratic
self-rule,”asMarkWarren(2010,310–45)argues.ForWarren,
distrustinliberaldemocracyneedstobeconfinedtoanarrow
sectionofgovernment.IntheUSvoterschanneltheirsystematic
distrusttowardsthelegislativebranchand,toalesserextent,to
theexecutive,whichexplainstheconstantlylowapprovalratings
ofbothCongressandthePresident,whilethejudicialbranchof
governmentandtheelectoralprocesshavetraditionallybeena
sourceandobjectofgeneralizedtrust,i.e.trustwhichgeneralizes
“fromfamily,clan,orcongregationtoextensiverelationships
amongcompatriots”(Warren2018,77).Tothisproceduralopti-
mismClaudeLefort(1981)opposesamoreskepticalviewwhen
hearguesthatbymakingpoliticsaseparatedomainofthought,
moderndemocraciesarepredisposedtototalitarianism.Striking
therightbalancebetweendistrustofcertainpartsofthe



253systemandgeneralizedtrustintheinstitutionalarrangements
andrepresentativesofgovernmentisthuskeytodemocratic
governance.

Atrustingrelationshipisestablished,asWarrenwrites,“when
trustjudgmentsaremetwithtrustworthy responses by those 
whoaretrusted”(Warren2018,75). Butinmassdemocracy,those
responsesarealmostalwaysmediated,andveryfewpeople
knoworhavemettheirelectedrepresentatives.Tobuildtrust
insuchamediatedenvironment,politiciansandotherfigures
purportingtogovernwiththeconsentofthegovernedmustbe
responsivetotheirconstituents’expectationsoftrustworthiness
andregularlydisplayresponseswhicharepublic,generalized,
andverifiable.Massdemocracyrequires“infrastructuresof
politicaladdress,”asRaviVasudevan(2022,360)callsthem,which
projectanimageofleadershipthatenablesandsustainssystems
ofgovernance.Longandgruelingelectoralcampaignsareoneof
themostimportanttrust-buildingexercisesinliberaldemocracy.
Tobuildtrust,politiciansmustsubjectthemselvestopublic
scrutinyandpassaseriesofcharactertestswhicharelargely
unrelatedtotheirpolicies,withjournalistsactingasthesteward
ofthepublic’sinterest(Albalat-MascarellandCarrió-Pastor2019).
Thepersonalizationofpolitics,then,isafeature,notabug:not
asignofdecayofthepublicsphereandofdemocraticgovern-
ance,butindispensabletoamediated,ocularmassdemocracy
(McAllister2007).Thisalsomeansthatthegovernedare,
ineluctably,spectatorsoftheself-presentationsofthegoverning,
andassuch,theirprimaryroleistobejudgesofcharacter.

Inamediated,oculardemocracythegovernedareinaspecta-
torialrelationship(Smith2022)toapublicfigureappearing
byvirtueofthe“infrastructuresofpoliticaladdress,”andthe
trustjudgmentisprimarilyoneofallegianceornon-allegiance.
Imagesofvotersinteractingwiththecandidateinpolitical
advertisementsdramatizethistrustrelationship.Infilmstudies
terms,suchimagesshowadiegeticaudience,muchlikethe
audiencereactionshotsin“backstage”musicalsfromthe



254 classicalHollywoodperiod,whichserveasindicatorsofthe
artisticsuccess(orfailure)oftheprotagonist-performers.Trump
differedfromtraditionalcandidatesinthathefailedevery
charactertestineveryway,butneverthelesspersevered.Studies
showallegianceissubjecttoconfirmationbias,andthatconstit-
uentswilltendtostayloyaltoaleadertheytrustforlongerthan
iswarrantedbytheavailableinformation(BraderandRyan2017).
Onecouldarguethatcharacterjudgmentsinoculardemocracy
constituteakindoftacitknowledge,andthattacitknowledge
isslowertochangethanexplicit,propositionalknowledge.But
wearguethatakeytounderstandingTrump’sresilienceisthat
the“disciplinaryforceofthePeople’sgaze”(Green2011,107)lies
notjustinthepowertopassjudgments,butalsointhepower
toredeem.TheemancipatedspectatorsoftheTrumptribute
trailerswieldtheirpowerasfanstojudge.Grantingforgiveness
forthetransgressionsoftheiridolsisoneofthemanypleasures
offandom.Itgivesfansasenseofagencyandpower,astheir
act of forgiveness mimetically replicates the act of transgression 
bydefyingtheexistingnormativeorder.Inthismimetictrans-
gression,theemancipatedspectatorsaffirmthemselvesasthe
unboundsubjectofpopularsovereignty.The“People’sgaze”is
alwayspotentiallyaninsurgentgaze,andthesenseoflawless-
nessispartofTrump’sappeal.

Butexactlyhowdemocratic—oranti-democratic—isthe
emancipatedspectator’sgazeintheTrumptributetrailers?

IntheTrumpstoryline,theviewer’s(andvoter’s)distrustextends
totheentiretyofthegovernmentapparatus,includingthe
electoralprocess,uponwhichTrumpstartedtocastaspersions
evenduringhissuccessfulfirstcampaignforpresident.These
tacticsaimtounderminewhatWarrendescribesas“second-
ordertrust”ininstitutions(Warren2018,34).Thisisacaseof
distrustextendingbeyondthenarrowconfinesenvisionedas
productivebyWarrenandthreateningtounderminetrustin
thesystemofgovernanceasawhole.Duringsuchaconflict,the
candidate,muchliketheheroinanactionfilmfightingacorrupt



255bureaucracyorlarge-scaleconspiracy,istheonlytrustworthy
actor—aside,ofcourse,fromtheviewersthemselves.AsRainer
Forstwrites,“trustincharismaticleadersandin‘takingbackcon-
trol’oraggressivedemarcations(bothinternallyandexternally)
arealsoaresponsetosocialandpoliticalinsecurityandit
challengesdemocraticformsofconflict,compromise,andsocial
pluralism”(Forst2022).Trumpwouldobviouslyrepresentsucha
challenge.Buteventually,inthecourseofthestorylineandthe
resolutionoftheconflict,trustingovernmentisrestoredthrough
thecandidate’ssuccessattheballotbox.Thestoryline,then,
wouldseemtobeoneofacrisisoftrust,inwhichgeneralized
trustintheinstitutionalarrangementsofliberaldemocracyis
drownedoutbysystematicdistrust,andultimatelyreplacedby
whatForstandothersdescribeas“authoritariantrust,”i.e.trust
basedonexclusionarycriteria(usvs.them)orunquestioning
allegiance.Toauthoritariantrust,Forstopposesthenormative
notionofjustifiedtrust,i.e.trustforwhichreasonsaregiven.
Justifiedtrustcanbeachievedthroughpartialorimpartial
justification,i.e.idiosyncraticjustificationsbasedonpersonal
(andpotentiallyexclusionary)reasonsandmotivationsandjus-
tificationswhicharebasedoncommitmentstofairnessormoral
norms.

InthecaseofTrump,thepartialjustificationis,atfirstsight,
stronglyexclusionary.MuchofTrump’spoliticalappealseemsto
bebasedonracialanimus(Breunig,DeNeve,andFabian20204).
Trumpcuthisteethinright-wingpoliticsbymainstreamingthe
“birther”conspiracytheory,accordingtowhichthen-President
BarackObamawasineligibleforhisoffice(CarewandKelley-
Romano2017–8).TrumpalsoputaportraitofAndrewJackson
intheOvalOffice,the7thpresidentandpopulistchampionof
racialdemocracyforwhites,attheexclusionofnon-whites.There
isevidencethatraciallymotivatedepistemicoverconfidence

4 ThisstudyconfirmsourpreviousclaimthattheeconomicrootsofTrump’s
successareoverstated.



256 affectsbeliefsinallareasofpolitics,includingtrustordistrust
inscientificresearch,andotherpositionstypicallyheldbyloyal
Trumpsupporters(BenegalandMotta2022).TrustinTrump
wouldthusseemtostronglyberootedinracistsattitudes.
However,inthehistoryofAmericanpresidentialpolitics,other
candidateshavetried,andfailed,towinthehighestofficewith
campaignscenteredaroundracialanimus,fromStromThurmond
in1948andGeorgeWallacein1968toPatBuchananin1988.
Towinthepresidency,acandidatehastobuildacoalition.In
thecaseofTrumpthecoalitionincludedneo-Nazisandwhite
supremacistsalongsideevangelicals(anon-trivialshareofwhich
admittedly,areandhavebeenwhitesupremacists(Hawkins 

2021)),right-wingJewsandsupportersofIsrael(Cavari2021),as
wellasasurprisingnumberofHispanicsandevenasmattering
ofconservativeAfricanAmericans(inparticularcelebritieslike
KanyeWestorCandaceOwens).Thetributetrailersandclips
alwaysincludeshotsofAfricanAmericansandotherminoritiesin
thediegeticaudience.Thismaybedismissedasemptyrhetoric,
buttheremaybemoretoTrump’spersonaandthecomposition
ofhisaudience.“Veryfinepeopleonbothsides,”hisstatement
afterthe2017Neo-NaziriotsinCharlottesville,VA,(DrobnicHolan
2019),pointstothecoreofhispublicpersona:transgressive,but
strategicallyambiguous.

Victims of Condescension and a Champion of 
Fairness

Asindicatedpreviously,Trumpisnotthecandidateofeconomic
anxiety.Hisvotersareonaveragetwiceaswealthyasthoseof
Clinton.Rather,Trumpisthecandidateofstatuselevation,and
morespecifically,statuselevationthroughconsumption.In
Trump’scase,namerecognitionisluxurybrandrecognition.Ina
2013financialstatementheclaimedthat$4billionofhis$9billion
networthalonewereattributabletohisbrandvalue,andwhile
thatnumbermaybevastlyoverstated,theexcessivenatureof
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theestimateitselfispartofthebrand(Nguyen2020,85).Trump’s
promiseisnotsosuchmuchthatofwelfareforall,butofself-
indulgenceforall(including,andstartingwith,himself).5 

ThisisalsothepoliticalmeaningofTrump’sperformativepre-
dilectionforfastfood.“Practiceswithfood,”asSheilaBock(2021)
writes,“sendpowerfulmessages”.Inearly2019,Trumphosted
theClemsonTigersbasketballandtheNorthDakotaStateBison
footballteamsintheWhiteHouse(seefig.2).“Wecouldhavehad
chefs.Butwegotfastfood,”TrumpsaidattheNorthDakotaState
Bisonreception,“Iknowyoupeopleverywell”(ABCNews2019).

Thenoteofcondescensioninthe(raciallycoded)remark“you
people”—whichrefersbothtotheteamsandthebroader
audience—matters.Thereisalongstandingtropeofwhite
peoplereferringtoAfrican-Americansas“youpeople,”andthe
majorityofthebasketballplayersareAfrican-Americans.Trump
hereembodiesandperformsacoredynamicofJacksonianracial
democracy:Theequalityofwhitesimpliesthateventhelowliest

5 ForTrump’saffinitywiththeworldofhomeshoppingseeHediger(2020).

[Figure2]Animageofjustifiedtrust:TrumpposinginfrontofLincolnwithfastfood

fortheClemsonTigers,January14,2019(Source:XandTheWhiteHouse2019).



258 ofwhitesstillhavenon-whitestolookdownon.Atthesame
time,theremarkcomesfromsomeonewhohimselfhasbeen,
andcontinuestobe,theobjectofcondescension.Itmayormay
nothavebeenacoincidencethatTrumpposedwithfastfoodin
frontofaportraitofAbrahamLincoln.ButbydoingsoTrump,
inanapparentparadoxanddeparturefromJacksonianracial
democracy,alignshimselfwiththosewhohehimselftreatswith
condescension.

Thetributetrailerstellastoryofovercomingcondescension
asamatterofpoliticalprinciple.Trumpwastreatedunfairly
bytheestablishment,thestorygoes,buthemanagedtoget
backatthosewhodespisedandmockedhim(includingObama,
whomercilesslyroastedTrumpatthe2016WhiteHouseCor-
respondents’Dinner).Trump’sstatedmissionthroughouthis
presidentialcampaignwasavenginghimselfandotherslikehim
whohavebeenallegedlytreatedunfairly,includingalloftheUS,
whohavebeentakenadvantageofbyEurope,China,NATO,and
others.Trumpthepoliticianandprotagonistoftributetrailers
isa(self-proclaimed)fighteragainstthehumiliationofunfair-
nessandfortheuniversalprincipleoffairness.Inthatsense,
trustinTrumpisnotactuallyauthoritarian,butjustified,both
partially—throughtheidiosyncraticmotifofasharedinterestin
self-indulgence—andimpartially—byreferencetotheprincipleof
fairness.Thespectatorialsubjectinterpellatedbytheprotagonist
ofaTrumptributetraileristhusindeedfirmlyanchoredinthe
democraticpoliticalimaginary,andinoculardemocracy.Any
threattodemocracyTrumpmightposecomesfromwithin.Or,
toputitdifferently:Trumptributetrailersdeveloptheirgreatest
valueasalessonindemocracyifwereadthemnotasfascist
actionspectacularsbutasHauntedWhiteHousehorrorfilms.



259Conclusion: Boring is the New Unfair

AccordingtopoliticalscientistTomNichols(2021)andgeographer
BenAnderson(2021),populismthrivesinwealthysocieties
becausecitizensarebored.Thereis,writesNichols(2021,31),
“nomorereliableindicatorofasociety’sripenessforamass
movementthanunrelievedboredom.”Inaninterviewin2019,
comedianNormMcDonald,whofamouslyparodiedpresidential
candidateBobDoleonSaturdayNightLiveandneverspared
politiciansinhiswork,discussedwhyhechosenottomakejokes
aboutTrump(CTVNews2018):Trumpwastooeasytolaughat
andimpossibletolaughwith.Mostimportantly,however,Trump
washimselfanentertainer:heplayedaversionofhimselfin
wrestlingshows(Moon2022;O’Brien2020),andhisfree-flowing
presentationalstyleatralliesworkedmorelikeavariationof
stand-upcomedythanlikeaconventionalpoliticalspeech.6 Tele-
visionexecutiveslikeCBS’LesMoonves,sinceretiredbecause
ofa#metooscandalandhislonghistoryofsexualabusein
theworkplace,understoodthisperfectly.Trumpthecandidate
maynotbegoodforAmerica,Moonvesfamouslystated,but
hebroughtinadvertisingmoneyandmadeforgoodtelevision
(Bond2016).This,ratherthananalignmentinpoliticalcon-
victions,wasthereasonthatTrumpwasgivensomuchfree
airtimeinlivebroadcastsofhisralliesduringthe2016campaign:
Hisratingswerehigh.HisentertainmentvaluemadeTrumpthe
perfectprotagonistforpoliticalconflictasspectacle.Trump“The
Entertainer”wastheleaderthatcontemporaryoculardemocracy
needed:aleadernotoftheunemployed,butoftheunder-
employedandrestless.Trumpthrivesintheunauthorizedfictions
oftributetrailersbecauseheis,afterall,theenemynotsomuch
ofunfairnessbutofboredom

6 OntheaestheticsoftheTrumprallyseealsoJohannesVoelz’spaper
“TowardsanAestheticsofPopulism,PartI:ThePopulistSpaceof
Appearance”(2018).
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