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Media archaeology and art intersect in many compelling ways, creating a rich tapestry of 

interaction that provides unique opportunities to explore, reinterpret, and reinvent media 

technologies through the lens of historical and contemporary practices. With its focus on 

uncovering, analyzing, and re-contextualizing forgotten, obsolete, and overlooked media 

technologies, media archaeology offers artists a wide repository of materials and ideas. Artists 

repurpose and remake old and new technologies in parallel lines, and their works can provide 

fresh perspectives on the present by reflecting on the past. By delving into the past and its 

discarded technologies, media archaeological art uncovers the layers and trajectories that have 

influenced modern media landscapes. This excavation not only brings to light the hidden 

histories of media evolution but also generates alternative narratives to our contemporary media 

consumption and technological determinism. 

Art contributes to media archaeology by materializing theoretical concepts and historical 

insights into tangible forms. Art’s use of media archaeological techniques and approaches 

breathes new life into our understanding of historical media forms, reevaluating their cultural and 

technological impacts in the present time. Artists interpret the findings of media archaeology, 

transforming them into visual, auditory, and interactive experiences that communicate complex 
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ideas in accessible and emotionally resonant ways. This transformation is crucial, as it extends 

the reach of media archaeological research beyond academic circles, engaging a broader 

audience and sparking discussions on the implications of media development and its socio-

cultural impacts. Conversely, media archaeology, informed by artistic approaches and 

techniques, leads to new insights and theories about media, their material-technical properties, 

and their socio-cultural roles. 

The symbiosis between media archaeology and art is essential because it enriches each 

field by stimulating critical discourse around the implications of media technologies in everyday 

use. Through artistic interpretations of media archaeological research, the public is invited to 

reflect on the role of media in shaping human perception and cultural norms. Moreover, the 

integration of media archaeology and art contributes to the sustainability of media heritage. By 

repurposing obsolete technologies into new artistic forms, artists ensure these technologies' 

continued relevance, preventing them from disappearing into obscurity. This not only preserves 

the history embedded within these media forms but also promotes ecological sustainability by 

reusing and recycling electronic waste. 

Practice lies at the core of media archaeology. Although the discipline has gained 

widespread recognition through the academic literature, it is most vividly manifested when 

artists and practitioners engage with its concepts. This engagement gives rise to 'media 

archaeological art,' a crucial term that captures the integration of the old and the new when 

historical media objects and practice techniques are incorporated into contemporary creations 

and artistic expressions. 

The genesis of media archaeology, as Erkki Huhtamo argues, can be traced back to 

artists' studios and media labs, settings where practical engagements preceded theoretical 



                                                                                                                                      MAST | Vol.5 | No.1 | August 2024 

 

4 

documentation. In one of his seminal works, Huhtamo elaborates on "archaeologically inclined 

media artists" such as Jeffrey Shaw, Toshio Iwai, Paul De Marinis, Ken Feingold, Lynn 

Hershman, Perry Hoberman, Michael Naimark, Catherine Richards, and Jill Scott, among others, 

whom he calls “artist-archaeologists.” (4) Huhtamo identifies two main features in media 

archaeological art: first, it exhibits the repeating motives and elements of media that return in the 

course of media culture development, and second, it explores how these recurring motives 

reappear in new forms (4). In Huhtamo's definition, media archaeological art is like "a 

spatialized, conversational 'historical writing'" akin to "time machines" that allow viewers to 

navigate temporality through "cyclical rather than linear" paths. (2-3) In this sense, media 

archaeological art transcends moving “simply up and down the shaft of time, as if encapsulated 

in a chronographic elevator.” Instead, it navigates through a multidimensional space where 

temporal layers—past, present, and future—interact and overlap. Here, what media artist-

archeologist does is not just recounting history but engaging in a dialogue with the technological 

past, where the understanding of time beyond simple chronological recount is enriched. As 

Huhtamo writes, 

The gaze of the media artist, earlier directed primarily towards the future, has now been 

supplanted, or rather supported, by another one which faces the past. [...] Yet, although 

the gaze of the media archeologist faces the past it is not fixed; rather, it is extremely 

mobile. It scans incessantly the historical panorama of technocultural forms, moving back 

and forth in time, looking for correspondences and points of rupture. In the end, it 

(re)turns to the present, and eventually, the future. (3) 

In his seminal book, What Is Media Archaeology?, Jussi Parikka delineates media archaeological 

art into six thematic categories. This classification helps us understand the varied ways in which 
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artists engage with media artifacts and technologies to explore and reinterpret their historical and 

cultural contexts. These themes include: artworks that engage with historical themes; those that 

present alternative histories, challenging digital norms; creations utilizing obsolete materials to 

innovate within emerging media cultures; “imaginary media”—realized projects that never 

existed; works that creatively rework and repurpose archival materials; and explorations that 

dissect media machines to reveal their inner workings. (139-140) While this list is not 

exhaustive, it provides a structured lens through which the interplay between art, technology, and 

history can be examined, showcasing how artists can transform media into dynamic artistic 

expressions. 

Another insightful text that discusses the practical dimensions of media archaeology 

beyond its theoretical underpinnings is Garnet Hertz and Jussi Parikka's article, “Zombie Media: 

Circuit Bending Media Archaeology into an Art Method.” In this work, the authors propose 

viewing media archaeology as an active artistic method, integral to critical creation and hands-on 

production. They present media archaeology as not only a method for excavating the repressed, 

forgotten, or past elements but also as an approach that extends into an artistic method closely 

related to “DIY culture, circuit bending, hardware hacking, and other exercises that challenge the 

political economy of information technology.” (425) In discussing the intersection of media 

archaeology and art, Hertz and Parikka also engage with the concept of "planned obsolescence" 

to critique contemporary consumer culture. They highlight how capitalist strategies aim for 

“increasing the speed of obsolescence and stimulating the need to purchase” (425). Media artists, 

as Hertz and Parikka emphasize, adopt the roles of hackers and activists, transforming the typical 

consumerist approach to electronics by extending and altering their intended use. This involves 

delving into, modifying, and repurposing technologies as a core strategy within media art, 
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effectively positioning media archaeology as an artistic method of resistance. Through creative 

reinterpretation and reclamation of outdated technology, media artists provide a commentary on 

and challenge to the disposability entrenched in capitalism, prompting a broader reflection on 

consumption, waste, and sustainability in technology. By doing so, they foster a more mindful 

and transformative interaction with the technologies that permeate daily life. Hertz and Parikka 

describe 'bending or repurposing the archive of media history' as a practice of “changing the 

taken-for-granted function of the technology” that puts forward a practical application for media 

archaeology—in their words, “a methodology of media archaeological art.” (429) 

Media archaeological art, which often involves remaking imaginary and alternative 

media, embodies what Siegfried Zielinski refers to as variantology. Zielinski notes that 

variantology “does not lend itself to the purposes of standardization,” rather, it involves 

deconstructing and reconstructing media objects anew. (Zielinski and Wagnermaier 2) In the 

Foucauldian sense, media objects are regarded as archives that transcend traditional definitions 

of archive as a mere physical repository for official documents. Media comprise underlying 

materialities and technical properties, including hardware and software processes that participate 

in circulating time and memory. In this sense, media archaeological art generates varied forms of 

“anarchives.” In Zielinski’s model of media archaeology known as AnArchaeology, 

“anarchives” are described as “complementary opposite and hence an effective alternative to [the 

official] archive” (Zielinski and Winthrop-Young 121). Zielinski’s anarchaeological concept is 

specifically designed with art practices in mind. 

Media archaeological art, as intricately defined by scholars like Huhtamo, Parikka, Hertz, 

Zielinski, and others, embodies a spectrum of forms and methodologies. In submitting to its 

multiplicity, this special issue of MAST showcases how the confluence of media archaeology 
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and art broadens the horizons for both creative practice and scholarly research. The contributors 

to this issue—each a hybrid of artist-scholar or practitioner-researcher—present works that 

transcend a mere media analysis. By exploring the intricate layers and aspects of media, their 

works reveal the entwined narratives of the past, present, and future, enriching our grasp of its 

profound role and influence within the fabric of human culture. 

The contribution of “An Old Soul in a Young Body: Reincarnating Time in Status 

Quontinuum” lies in its innovative blend of historical visual media technologies with 

contemporary artistic practices. This article focuses on the work of Guido Devadder, a 3D-

printed zoetrope installation, titled Status Quontinuum, highlighting how it merges the principles 

of the phenakistiscope with modern digital and 3D printing technologies. This fusion 

underscores the concept of “finding the new in the old,” as Zielinski discusses, illustrating how 

historical media technologies can invigorate contemporary art. Rather than merely preserving a 

historical visual medium, the work transforms it into a contemporary art form, adding a new 

layer of understanding and appreciation for these once-obsolete technologies. The transition from 

digital simulations to 3D-printed objects emphasizes the importance of materiality in digital 

media—a key theme in media archaeology which often explores the material and technical 

aspects of media artifacts to understand their historical and cultural contexts. Moreover, the 

installation’s use of looping animations and its setup reflect non-linear conceptions of time and 

history, showing how the integration of historical and contemporary media technologies can 

shape perceptions of time and memory. The synthesis of theory and practice in this piece 

exemplifies how media archaeology can enlighten our understanding of the past while also 

inspiring innovative artistic methodologies. Here, the authors present a compelling case for the 

relevance of media archaeology in both understanding and influencing contemporary art. 
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Zachary Furste's article “Media Harmonics: Synesthetic Pleasure and Operative Series” 

explores the conceptual overlaps between different media forms and the sensory experiences 

they evoke. Furste introduces the term “media harmonics,” discussing how the concept goes 

beyond the realms of auditory experience to include a multisensory engagement with media, 

drawing on historical and theoretical frameworks from Pythagoras's harmonic ratios to Richard 

Feynman's physics lectures, and incorporating modern digital techniques like the Fast Fourier 

Transform. Furste’s argument highlights that media can foster a synesthetic experience, merging 

various sensory perceptions. This idea is well illustrated by the author’s project 

(compressions.cc), which incorporates video, text, and interactive participation. The article 

weaves together extensive historical references—from ancient theories of harmony and 19th-

century mathematics to 20th-century digital signal processing—establishing a comprehensive 

background for viewing contemporary media practices within a long continuum of technological 

evolution. Through the lens of media archaeology, Furste presents media not merely as tools or 

platforms, but as active entities shaping sensory and cognitive experiences. By emphasizing the 

artistic dimensions of media through synesthetic pleasure, he enriches the discussion on how art 

practices can be expanded through media that engage multiple senses simultaneously. This dual 

focus on historical and artistic dimensions not only widens the scope of media studies but also 

fosters a deeper appreciation of the interplay between technology, art, and sensory perception. 

Yuxiang Dong's article, “Simulacra and Media Genealogy: Notes on T01_[01.1a-37.1c]-

T04_[01.1-80.1],” investigates the intersection of media, cultural governance, and historical 

representation in China's anti-Japanese TV dramas. The article focuses on two series of works 

from the author’s project: Type I_37 Photographs of Zhou Weiguo from 1932 to 1945 and Type 

II_Research of 17 Remains of Xiaowangzhuang Battle. Drawing on Baudrillard's concept of 
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simulacra, Dong argues that these TV series, much like his Type I project, create a hyperreality—

a reality without an origin. In Type I, photographs of a main character from a popular TV series 

are manipulated and re-photographed, layering artifice upon artifice, and calling into question the 

authenticity and origin of the images. This illustrates how media distorts and reconstructs reality, 

shaping public perception and identity. Dong's project exposes how these constructed realities 

are accepted as true, despite their evident artificiality. In Type II, the author extends his analysis 

to the media genealogy of anti-Japanese cultural productions, tracing their evolution from street 

theater to contemporary memes and cybernationalism. Dong's method of juxtaposing fabricated 

relics, newspaper clippings, and manipulated photographs to challenge the authoritative 

historical narratives presented in TV dramas and critiques the notion of authenticity in historical 

representation. This method aligns with Foucault's genealogical approach, which scrutinizes the 

historical conditions and power dynamics that foster certain discourses. This practice-based 

study profoundly exemplifies how art can serve as a potent tool for media critique, prompting 

viewers to reconsider the authenticity of mediated histories and the role of media in constructing 

national identity. 

The article “Unearthed Objects: S3026 and Michael Marder’s object earth” offers a 

complex exploration of media arts through a philosophical and ecological lens. The originality of 

the piece lies in its innovative approach to blending media art with ecological and philosophical 

inquiries, establishing a novel framework for understanding and interacting with the 

environment. This unique framework not only broadens our understanding of media art's scope 

but also contributes to ecological discourse by providing a visceral, immersive way to engage 

with and reflect on ecological issues. The use of metaphors such as 'mirage' and 'qanat' deepens 

the discussion, linking philosophical concepts to tangible ecological impacts effectively. The 
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metaphor of mirage, inspired by Maurice Merleau-Ponty's theories of perception and the body, 

illustrates the role of the experiencer’s perspective in shaping their perceptual world. Meanwhile, 

the qanat metaphor, which refers to an ancient water management system, supports the authors' 

advocacy for a vertical exploration of time and knowledge over the horizontal continuity seen in 

traditional narratives. Furthermore, the article employs media archaeology not merely for 

analyzing past media artifacts but as a vibrant tool in the process of creation and artistic research. 

This approach is particularly compelling in demonstrating how media archaeology can be used 

as a creative tool not only to unearth and recontextualize historical narratives and past 

technologies but also to address and reinterpret contemporary conditions. In this sense, the art 

project illustrates a dynamic site of investigation and production, where historical insights and 

artistic innovation meet to challenge and expand the horizons of both viewers and creators. 

Through their work, the authors push the boundaries of how media is understood and utilized, 

positioning the project at the vibrant intersection of media archaeology and transformative 

artistic practice. 

Alexander Greenhough's article, “Adapting Jane Eyre,” delves into the myriad 

adaptations of Charlotte Brontë's novel, exploring the transformation of the story across various 

media and cultural contexts. Using frameworks such as media archaeology and videographic 

criticism, the article examines how different adaptations employ modern technologies and 

cinematic techniques to reshape the narrative, challenging traditional literary criticism 

approaches and presenting adaptation as a multifaceted scholarly and creative endeavor. 

Greenhough's analysis is particularly notable for its exploration of the mechanics behind the 

adaptation process. The article reveals how technological advances, directorial interpretations, 

and evolving audience expectations influence the portrayal of story and character elements in 
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various Jane Eyre adaptations. Through a digital montage of film versions, the author’s video 

essay also offers unique insights into the selective and creative nature of adaptation as an act of 

reinterpretation and reinvention. By merging scholarly analysis with videographic methods, 

Greenhough not only enriches our understanding of film and literary adaptations but also 

encourages a reevaluation of the boundaries between analytical and creative processes in the 

digital age, showcasing the dynamic interaction between historical media forms and their 

contemporary implications. 
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Introduction 

From Frankenstein to Jurassic Park, reviving the dead or extinct continues to captivate our 

imagination, even when it concerns the rather innocent media equivalent of this occult practice. 

For artists like Robert Breer, Ken Jacobs, Gregory Barsamian, and Zoe Beloff, excavating the 

affordance of magic lanterns, mutoscopes, zoetropes, and other obsolete audiovisual devices has 

become a crucial aspect of their artistic practice. Garnet Hertz and Jussi Parikka coined the term 

"zombie media" for repurposing obsolescence in contemporary art: "The concept of the archive 

is increasingly being rethought not as a spatial place of history, but as a contemporary 

technological circuit that redistributes temporality" (427). 

Status Quontinuum (2021)1, a 3D-printed zoetrope film and installation created by first 

author Guido Devadder, could not have existed without such a cross-temporal perspective on 

moving image media. Although created with contemporary technology, the blueprint of the 

phenakistiscope2 serves as the fundamental inspiration for this work. This practice-based essay 

will explore the DNA of several 19th-century philosophical toys and examine how these 

 

1 https://vimeo.com/502209972 
2 This device is often spelled as phenakistoscope and its inventor, Joseph Plateau, even preferred 
phenakisticope. The spelling adopted here is aligned with authors such as Mannoni (2000), 
Turquety (2015) and Dulac & Gaudreault (2006). 

https://vimeo.com/502209972
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elements were translated into Status Quontinuum, thereby focusing on the "new in the old" 

(Zielinski) in both temporality and materiality. 

 

 

Fig 1. Status Quontinuum, film still. 

 

Creative Approach and Methodology 

Status Quontinuum aims to offer an alternative approach to moving image making, both formally 

and conceptually. Formally, it is positioned at the intersection of film, animation, and installation 

art, structured around a three-dimensional loop of radially arranged images. Conceptually, it 

presents an existential view, somewhere between a poem and a visual metaphor, rather than 

adhering to a traditional narrative. The work strives to evoke a self-contained universe, 

symbolizing the Sisyphean struggle of humanity against itself. Initially created on a computer 

and tested as a CGI simulation, the animated sculpture was later materialized as a highly detailed 

3D print, allowing for physical interaction with light and camera. The work is set in motion using 
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a record player and filmed with a digital camera, synchronized to the rotation, so that each frame 

captures a new figure in the sequence at the same position as the previous one. 

Despite the high-tech equipment involved, the guiding principle behind this work harks 

back to the early 1830s. The phenakistiscope, invented almost simultaneously but independently 

by Joseph Plateau (1832) and Simon Stampfer (1833), consisted of a slotted disc with a sequence 

of images, which could be experienced as animation by looking through the apertures of the 

rotating disc into a mirror. As will be clarified in the following sections, engaging with this 

apparatus from a contemporary perspective significantly differs from the 21st-century moving 

image media we are accustomed to. 

Consequently, firsthand involvement with this abandoned medium is an essential step for 

this type of artistic research. In his introduction to Deep Time of the Media, Siegfried Zielinski 

articulates media archaeology as a call for action: “Now, if we deliberately alter the emphasis, 

turn it around, and experiment, the result is worthwhile: do not seek the old in the new, but find 

something new in the old” (3). This statement entails a compelling view on media archaeology 

from an artistic research perspective. Seeking the new in the old not only distinguishes media 

archaeology from media nostalgia but also implies approaching the old from its own singular 

affordances rather than from a teleological view. Furthermore, experimentation is foregrounded, 

leading the way towards experimental media archaeology at the intersection of theory and 

practice (Fickers & van den Oever), for which Erkki Huhtamo contrived the concept of 

“thinkering” as an interlocking sequence of practice-based and discursive research. 

Temporality 

An extensive series of experiments with early moving image devices preceded the creation of 

Status Quontinuum, ranging from replicas of historical artifacts to digital simulations and hybrids 
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of both. The wider context of this research is a practice-based PhD titled From Post-cinema to 

Pre-cinema and Back: A Media Archaeology of Loop Animation, by Guido Devadder, supervised 

by co-authors Steven Devleminck and Roel Vande Winkel. One of the most salient 

characteristics identified during this stage of the research is the absence of the frame as a 

confined spatio-temporal unit in the phenakistiscope. Unlike moving image media as we know it 

today, every image in the sequence that makes up a phenakistiscope animation is visible 

simultaneously. 

Benoît Turquety elucidates a tendency to isolate the individual frame in subsequent 

devices, corresponding with an evolution towards linearity and narrativity over the course of the 

19th century. From the panoptic view of the phenakistiscope, the cylindrical construction of the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fig 2. Digital prototype render. 
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zoetrope inherently limits the number of visible figures, focusing attention on the image opposite 

the viewer. Interestingly, Turquety quotes from Ottomar Anschütz’s patent of the tachyscope or 

Schnellseher, an adaptation of the zoetrope, to demonstrate this attempt toward more segregated 

framing. Contrary to the typical zoetrope, the tachyscope was oriented vertically, thus aiming to 

optimize the isolation of adjacent images: "The constant vision of several animated images at 

different stages of the movement, as happens with common stroboscopic devices, often proves a 

distraction for the eye" (Anschütz in Turquety, 279-280). Yet, from a 21st-century perspective, it 

is precisely this panoptic distraction of the eye inherent to the phenakistiscope that stands out and 

emerges as the new in the old. 

In the original apparatuses, the perception of motion was achieved through a slotted disc 

or cylinder that functioned as a shutter-gate mechanism. This proto shutter was modified in 

subsequent adaptations of the phenakistiscope, first by Émile Reynaud, who ingeniously used a 

polygonal mirror for his praxinoscope in 1877, which he later also integrated into his Théâtre 

Optique in 1889. A similar approach is still used in the legendary Steenbeck flatbed editing table, 

where at the heart of the machine lies a glass polygon serving the function of the shutter, making 

it more closely related to the Théâtre Optique than to the Cinematographe. 

Anschütz introduced a significant innovation with his Elektrotachyscope, or 

Elektronischer Schnellseher, which synchronized a rotating disc to a Geissler tube that generates 

short flashes of light (Rossel 44). This foreshadows the stroboscopic shutter used in many 

contemporary adaptations, such as the works of Toshio Iwai and Gregory Barsamian. The 

method used in Status Quontinuum owes a significant debt to Eric Dyer, who pioneered the use 

of a digital camera as an external shutter, utilized in his film Copenhagen Cycles (2006): "I 

discovered, around 2002, that using a fast shutter speed on a digital video camera would act like 
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the strobe light in that you could point the camera at these spinning sculptures and the animation 

would pop to life in the camera" (Dyer in Macdonald 89). This creates an interesting tension 

between the unmediated perception—where the sequentiality of the images is lost in motion 

blur—and the camera-image, which reveals the animation in full detail. 

When presented as an installation at the exhibition Turn On, the audience was invited to 

explore Status Quontinuum interactively. A tablet computer, functioning both as a camera and 

screen, was provided to the visitors, allowing them to become creators of their own visual 

experiences, echoing the interactive haptic qualities of the original phenakistiscope. 

Unlike early devices that relied on manual rotation, a record player is used for Status 

Quontinuum, which qualifies it as a phonotrope. Although the term phonotrope was coined by 

Jim Le Fevre in 2010, the method of using a record player to display phenakistiscope animations 

is much older and has been in existence since at least the 1920s. Little is known about the 

Kinephone or Gramophone-Cinema (ca. 1920) in existing literature. A photograph from the Bill 

Douglas Cinema Museum indicates that it was produced by Reid & Co from Secunderabad, 

India. It consisted of a series of picture discs equivalent to the phenakistiscope on top of which a 

slotted shutter disc was placed. A mechanism resting on three small wheels and secured with a 

metal rod was placed between both discs, causing opposite rotation. Another predecessor, the 

Japanese Baby Talkie, was constructed similarly to the zoetrope, with the slotted upper part 

slightly inward bent. Likely dating from 1932, it was to be placed on top of a record, allowing 

simultaneous enjoyment of image and sound (Kusahara 123). In the 1950s, Red Raven Movie 

Records used a funnel-shaped polygonal magic mirror, based on Reynaud’s praxinoscope and 

Toupie Fantoche. This mirror was placed on top of a 78-rpm record with a phenakistiscope 

animation at its center, establishing synchronicity between image and sound (Gilbert 51). 
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Fig 3. Installation print for the exhibition Turn On, Rotondes, Luxembourg, 2024. 

 

For the filmed version of Status Quontinuum, the pitch control on the record player 

proved to be a valuable asset. By allowing adjustments to the rotation speed, this feature enabled 

the figures to appear stationary when synchronized with the camera’s frame rate or to drift in 

either direction when the speed was altered. This capability was not possible with the original 

phenakistiscope or zoetrope, where the position of the apertures strictly determines the position 

of the images when set in motion, irrespective of the rotation speed. However, it was common 

practice to vary the number of images on the circumference of the disc. When the number of 

apertures matched the number of figures, they appeared stationary. Adding more images caused 

them to seem to drift in the same direction as the rotation, while fewer images caused them to 

appear to drift in the opposite direction. 



                                                                                                                                      MAST | Vol.5 | No.1 | August 2024 

 

20 

Fig 4. Status Quontinuum, film still. 

Contrary to its 19th-century predecessors, temporality in Status Quontinuum is shaped 

through the interplay of a digital camera and a record player. Notably, the latter is used 

subversively, outside of its intended function: a record player was never designed as an image 

playback device, nor was the pitch dial meant to adjust the tempo of an animation. This 

appropriation of serendipitous affordances is not uncommon within artistic practices informed by 

media archaeology, such as circuit bending (e.g., Reed Ghazala, Paul DeMarinis) or glitch art 

(e.g., Rosa Menkman, Nick Briz). These practices share a common denominator: they exercise 

user agency over existing media and technology, akin to hacktivism and DIY culture (e.g., Hertz 

and Parikka; Parker). 

Materiality 

Since its digitization, moving image media has become more ubiquitous yet more intangible than 

ever. Contemporary animation often remains confined entirely to the digital realm. Although 

Status Quontinuum also originated as a series of bits and bytes on a hard drive, the digital version 

serves merely as an intermediary stage towards the materialized 3D-printed sculpture. Inevitably  
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and intentionally, the transformation from digital to physical introduces noise—the imperfections 

in the printing process or dust and dirt adhering to the resin—which becomes an integral part of 

the work. When the sculpture is set in motion, these spatial artifacts translate into temporal noise, 

akin to dust and scratches on analog film. 

Engaging with a physical object allows for an interplay between material properties, 

light, and camera, all crucial for establishing the atmosphere in Status Quontinuum as a film. The 

resin used for 3D printing is not entirely opaque, similar to human tissue, but allows light to 

permeate and diffuse within the material, a phenomenon known as subsurface scattering, which 

enhances the sensation of the object appearing alive. The camera plays a pivotal role in this 

process, functioning not only as a shutter but also introducing depth of field and a second layer 

of noise from the camera sensor. 

Three-dimensional phenakistiscopes or zoetropes were largely absent in the 19th century, 

with one notable and well-documented exception. In 1887, French scientist Etienne-Jules Marey 

constructed a three-dimensional zoetrope depicting a seagull’s flight cycle in ten delicately 

sculpted wax figures (Canales 344). Despite its aesthetic qualities, Marey’s objective was 

primarily scientific, providing a synthesis of motion based on his chronophotographic analysis of 

birds in flight—for which he developed his famous chronophotographic gun. In his book 

Physiologie du mouvement: le vol des oiseaux, Marey states: “To get the most out of these relief 

figures, in terms of analyzing flight movements, it was necessary to examine them with Plateau's 

apparatus [...]. A modification of the phenakistiscope known as the zoetrope, which has been in 

widespread use for some years now, lends itself very well to this use” (180-181). In 

contemporary adaptations, three-dimensional work has become more prevalent, exemplified by 

artists such as Gregory Barsamian, Eric Dyer, John Edmark, and Mat Collishaw. The tangibility 
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of the moving image—a convergence of the new with the old—offers a plausible explanation for 

this tendency. 

Compared to traditional sculpting techniques, digital creation methods and 3D printing 

significantly enhance consistency in form and movement, as each step in the animated sequence 

must be an individual object. This technique, known as replacement animation, differs from the 

prevalent approach in stop-motion animation, which involves manipulating a single object or 

puppet in small increments. Replacement animation, however, consists of a sequence of slightly 

different, separate objects. For Status Quontinuum, these radially arranged objects were 

combined and printed as a single unit with a resin-based 3D printer. It is worth noting that the 

difference between a vertically oriented phenakistiscope and a horizontally oriented zoetrope 

becomes irrelevant when a camera is used as an external shutter in this setup. What emerges is a 

hybrid between both devices, where the camera can take up any position, such as capturing the 

entire piece from above or singling out a detail from a side view close-up. 

In bridging historical artifacts and contemporary media, 3D printing has become a 

transformative tool within media archaeology and artistic research. This technology facilitates 

novel artistic approaches at the intersection of analog and digital, as demonstrated by works such 

as Man at Work by Julien Maire or The Hidden Image Life of Lenses by Deirdre Feeney. 

Additionally, 3D printing assists in generating tacit knowledge of historical media objects. A 

compelling example is Tim van der Heijden’s Kinora Viewer Replica Project, which utilizes 

CAD modeling and 3D printing to create a working prototype of this mechanical flipbook. 

Construction of a replica “can serve as a heuristic method: it provides insights into the 

materiality of the object and a fuller understanding of its design and functions” (Van der Heijden 

and Kolkowski 32). 
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Fig 5. Status Quontinuum, film still. 

As a 3D-printed animation, Status Quontinuum functions both as hardware and software, 

a form of hyper-indexicality it shares with the original phenakistiscope, where image and 

apparatus were joined as one (Dulac and Gaudreault 233). The process of separating both starts 

with the zoetrope, where different paper strips could be placed inside the drum, leading to an 

increasing tendency to disconnect content from signal carrier to facilitate multiplication and 

distribution. Reuniting them in Status Quontinuum and similar works leads to the question of 

what constitutes the final work: the object, the video, or both? This presents a promising 

opportunity for further research into potential dissemination methods, considering the digital 

origin and open-source reproducibility and adaptability of this type of work. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

As illustrated by the analysis above, the DNA of the old is manifestly present in the new. Despite 

the digital creation and manufacturing methods used in Status Quontinuum, little about the work 
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is unequivocally new on a technical level. Image arrangement, physicality, various types of 

shutters, and even three-dimensionality and the use of a record player all have predecessors 

dating back at least a century. 

The "new in the old" primarily manifests in the abandoned perceptual qualities of devices 

such as the phenakistiscope—characteristics often considered shortcomings at the time of their 

invention. Status Quontinuum re-evaluates these eccentricities, which is only possible through a 

transhistorical dialogue. Out of this dialogue, the entanglement between temporality and 

materiality, circularity, simultaneity, and tangibility emerge as the new, broadening the scope of 

what the moving image can be. 
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I created compressions.cc1 as an open-to-edit media platform and “content mill.” The site is 

adapted from Etherpad2, a “modern really-real-time collaborative document editor.” One video I 

embedded on the site’s “about” page3, which the alt text describes as “some kind of analog 

terminal accessing compressions.cc and writing about modulation,” simulates an analog terminal 

as follows: 

The site’s JavaScript, HTML, and CSS are rendered in a web browser, output over 

HDMI, converted into an analog signal, and recorded onto a VHS cassette. This recording is then 

re-digitized by playing the VHS, sending the VCR output to an analog-to-digital converter, 

running that signal into a capture card, and producing an .mp4 from the stream. The resulting file 

is uploaded to Vimeo, and finally, embedded back into the document. A user loading the page is 

served the site’s HTML, CSS, and JavaScript, one line of which streams the video from Vimeo 

(who may or may not further transcode the video before) rendering it within an iframe in the 

“about” document. 

 

 

1 https://compressions.cc/ 
2 https://github.com/ether/etherpad-lite 
3 https://compressions.cc/p/about 
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Fig 1. Screenshot of compressions.cc/p/about running in min browser, showing the “modulation” video on a scrollable, editable 
document. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I describe this as an act of “media harmonics” for its interest in the pleasing resonances 

that emerge when one mediatic arrangement (like a JavaScript application) coincides with 

another (like the PAL video standard or VHS storage). Accompanied only by the clicking of a 

scroll wheel or the gentle sibilance of two fingers gliding down a trackpad, a visitor navigating 



Furste 

 

29 

Fig 2. Screenshot of compressions.cc/p/about running in min browser, showing the “modulation” video. 

the page might nonetheless engage a faculty commonly associated with audition: harmonic 

resonance. The flickering images stand in contrast to the sharp vectors that mark out the text 

aspects of the page, generating a haptic impression that, especially in connection with the hand’s 

scrolling (or typing), exceeds the purely optical. In this brief media archaeological essay, I 

motivate this approach by arguing that such overlapping operations—even when not sonic—

make key infrastructural techniques available to the sensing body.  
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Fig 3. Feynman's blackboard “summary” of his 1962 Harmonics lecture. Image courtesy of CalTech Archives. 

Richard Feynman begins one of his famous early-1960s lectures on physics with a story 

about Pythagoras. The Ionian reportedly noticed that strings of different lengths, if the proportion 

between their lengths is a ratio of integers, produce pleasing resonances. The soundwaves that 

emanate when plucking 1-meter- and 2-meter-long strings, for example, have fundamental tones 

that are, in the language of Western music, an octave apart (Feynman). As we hear through 

Feynman’s engaging Queens accent, Pythagoras was exhilarated to find mathematical concepts 

in nature. This correlation, described by the mathematical and musicological concept of the 

“harmonic series,” is verified here by the pleasure of hearing the waves vibrate simultaneously. 

Pythagoras thus performs a sensual proof of operative logic in nature. 

The periodicity central to harmonics is also the key to Fourier’s insight into the capacity 

for complex waves to be decoded into constituent, mathematically definable functions. This is 

how, to this day, most sounds and images are encoded into digital form. Consider the very 



Furste 31 

Fig 4. Richard Feynman lecturing with a microphone around his neck. 
Image courtesy of CalTech Archives. 

recording of Feynman telling this story, charming its way into our earphones: first laid onto ¼” 

reel-to-reel tape, where a magnetic recording head inscribed the sound waves vibrating the 

diaphragm of the microphone the physicist wore around his neck. 

As the Feynman Lectures website4 explains, these reels were digitized in 2010 “at a 

sampling rate of 96 kHz with 24-bit samples, PCM-encoded in WAV files about 2 GB each in 

size.” That is, the sound wave magnetized onto the tape was sampled 96,000 times per second. 

But how precise is each of these 96,000 measurements? The sampling computation, after all, 

must store each sample in a limited set of memory circuits. Hence, each sample is “quantized” to 

the nearest of 24 bits—i.e., 224, or 16,777,216—levels. So, not arbitrarily precise, but the closest 

to one of 224 possible values. 

4 https://www.feynmanlectures.caltech.edu/recordings.html 
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Fig 5. Spectrogram captured from playing back Feynman's Harmonics lecture in a browser using audioprism. Notice the 
horizontal bands, corresponding to the moments (around 00:13:00 in the lecture) when Feynman produces audible sine waves 
with an oscillator at 400, 800, and 1600hz. 

Pressing play on the website for these recordings does not, however, summon one of 

these 2GB files and its arrays of binary numbers corresponding to quantized frequency values. 

Instead, it plays “more compact versions, downsampled to 48 kHz with 16-bit samples, 

reencoded as AAC-HE (mp4) and Opus (ogg) at a data rate of 48 kbps” (Gottlieb and Pfeiffer). 

These compact versions, naturally, demand far less of both, in the language of networks, “server” 

and “client.” But how to choose what to keep? Compression algorithms turn these data points 

back into mathematically manipulable waveforms through a Fourier transform. 
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In the first decade of the 19th century, Jean Baptiste Joseph Fourier hit on the possibility 

of transforming a periodic function into a sum of trigonometric functions after returning from a 

stint appointed by Napoleon as president of l’Institut d’Egypt. Around the same time, Carl 

Friedrich Gauss was developing techniques for efficiently “transforming” the scattershot data 

from astronomical observation to better predict where celestial bodies might appear next 

(Heidemann, Johnson & Burns). 

Feynman lectured in Pasadena 150 years later, down the hill from the Jet Propulsion 

Laboratory, which had recently been acquired by NASA and shifted its focus from military 

rocketry to space exploration. At the same time, some other American scientists were working to 

find ways of verifying proposed nuclear test ban treaties. What they had were rather noisy 

seismographic data taken from sensors around the world (but not in the USSR). This data was, in 

principle, susceptible to Fourierian decomposition, which could suggest the existence, location, 

and strength of possible subterranean nuclear tests. Yet the demands of these calculations far 

outstripped the limited computation and especially, memory, of the early 1960s (and Gauss’s 

method was buried in a neglected journal entry written in Neo-Latin). 

According to an oral history with John W. Cooley, the technique was (re-)discovered by 

doodling during a diplomatic meeting. While whiling away time as bureaucrats spoke, the story 

goes, Princeton mathematician John Tukey hit on a method for drastically accelerating the 

transforms pioneered by Fourier so that they could effectively be calculated on available 

hardware (Cooley, Interview). There was a flurry of further scientific and industrial research 

over the next few years around the so-called Fast Fourier Transform that became known as the 

Cooley-Tukey approach (Cooley, “The Impact of the Fast Fourier Transform”). The algorithm 

was taken up across a tremendous range of applications with different investments in rendering 
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calculable the seas of data collected by sensors in industrial, medical, military, scientific, and 

communications contexts. 

Returning to the “about” page of compressions.cc, I propose that the harmonic 

relationship between wave functions that Fourier et al. identified can be productively extended to 

a kind of harmonic relationship between media operations. The form of the real-time 

collaborative document, the wiki, the blog, the platform, the VHS—these are all set against each 

other in search of resonance. Media harmonics thus shares an interest with certain media 

archaeological modes in foreclosed media possibilities and surprising overlaps between past and 

present. 

Specifically, it draws from an understanding of the inherent operative logics proper to 

media technologies themselves (Ernst). Yet, while the execution of a piece of code or the relay of 

electrons down a given circuit contains its own material logic each time it’s played, these 

operations do not proceed in isolation, but rather within a given execution context. This context 

itself nests those of other media regimes. It is this layering and nesting that recent media 

theoretical discourses of operations and infrastructure have effectively returned to the frame 

(Parks). 

At the same time, some of these operative and infrastructural approaches take for granted 

the political and aesthetic efficacy of the diagrammatic, conceptual, and logical dissection of a 

given media infrastructural system. A turn away from representation was overdue. Still, can 

media artistic and archaeological practice maintain an appreciation of the “stack” of technologies 

that structure networked life without receding into a diagrammatic, purely logical, all-seeing 

Cartesian eye? Can we, in other words, sense infrastructure? Media harmonics tries to strike such 
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Fig 6. (above) Detail from the modulation video showing the imprecise rendering of text and highlights as captured on magnetic 
VHS tape. 

Fig 7. (below) A screenshot of similar text natively rendered on compressions.cc. 

a balance by drawing from recent feminist media theories of embodiment and care (Livio and 

Emerson; Bassett et al.). 
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In the embedded “modulation” video presented here, minute jitters attest to the image’s 

magnetic registration onto VHS tape, occasioning what Laura U. Marks influentially described 

as a “haptic visuality” which “occurs not simply in psychic registers but in the sensorium” (188). 

The editable document’s solid vector shapes—like the rectangular highlight—are degraded by 

noise, corresponding to the imprecision of their magnetic substrate. The instability of the video-

made-analog recalls Marks’ suggestion that “the decaying image makes the viewer reflect on 

how much of perception is generated by memory and longing, rather than engagement with a 

crisply available visual object” (156). More than just representing the volatility of a particular 

medium, however, this tactility emerges from two superimposed media regimes. Media 

harmonics extends hapticity into the domain of the infrastructure, thereby pursuing “how the 

body encodes power relations somatically” (152). 

To be clear, I do not claim that the resonances on compressions.cc are elements of a 

Pythagorean proof of “transcendent” operative logic in “nature.” The only transhistorical 

constant is difference across time. Nor do I hold out harmonic pleasure as necessarily a force for 

understanding, liberation, or other positively coded values. The capacity to feel harmonic 

resonance is simply a faculty. The wager of media harmonics is that this faculty could be useful 

for apprehending the complexity of both the sensing body and multilayered forms of technical 

mediation. Media harmonics should, therefore, also explore the limitations of harmonic pleasure. 

Just as theories of atonal and non-Western music negatively invoke the harmonic faculty to 

challenge the hegemony of classical Western music theory, our sensitivity to resonance can be 

used to seek out the dissonant and unassimilable superimpositions of technical media. 

At roughly the chronological midway point between Fourier/Gauss and 

Feynman/Cooley/Tukey, just a few months before his collapse, Nietzsche wrote that 
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Fig 8. Screenshot of compressions.cc/p/about running in min browser displaying a diagram from the Wikipedia article 
on the Fourier transform under the question “Who owns the waves?” 

philosophizing with a hammer is not about smashing idols but, as if with a tuning fork—that 

familiar resonant machine—sounding out their hollowness (“Vorwort”). Media harmonics is a 

ploy to tap our latest hollow idols: ideology cast into devices, interfaces, services, AI models, 

platforms, and users. What do we hear? Or, more precisely, how do we feel? 
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In the 2010s, China's television programs became obsessed with World War II-themed anti-

Japanese TV drama series (kangri ju), a sub-genre depicting Chinese resistance against Japanese 

invasion from the 1930s to the mid-1940s, known as the Second Sino-Japanese War or the Anti-

Japanese War (kangri zhanzheng). This phenomenon has garnered considerable attention from 

both popular media and scholarly research. Some media reports have highlighted several key 

factors for the popularity of these Anti-Japanese TV series in China, including the territorial 

dispute over the Diaoyu/Senkaku Islands, the then-Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s visit to 

the Yasukuni Shrine, and the patriotic anti-Japan campaign led by the Chinese government 

(Murong and Cunningham). Some scholarly research suggests that this type of TV series is a 

significant form of "cultural governance" and has analyzed the dynamic relationship between 

government manipulation, market demand, and popular imagination (Song). Building on World 

War II-themed anti-Japanese TV series, I produced a body of work titled T01_[01.1a-37.1c]-

T04_[01.1-80.1]1, which is in the form of an archive comprising videos, photographic 

reproductions, scrapbooks, and objects. This archive aims to locate, produce, preserve, and 

analyze a period of history constructed by countless photographic images. 

 

1 https://www.t01-t04.org.   

https://www.t01-t04.org/
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This essay examines Type I_37 Photographs of Zhou Weiguo from 1932 to 1945 and Type 

II_Research of 17 Remains of Xiaowangzhuang Battle from T01_[01.1a-37.1c]-T04_[01.1-80.1] 

through the perspectives of simulacra and media genealogy, respectively. Type I is a series of 

photographic images manipulated physically and discursively, such as folding, wrapping, 

scratching, and dyeing photographs, and juxtaposing them with appropriated materials from 

archives throughout their production and display. Revealing multiple layers of adaptation and 

imagination during the production of anti-Japanese TV series like the making of Type I, I argue 

that this kind of TV series is a hyperreality, a reality without origin or reality (Simulacra and 

Simulation 1). The focus of my work is ultimately beyond a TV screen: the constant interplay 

between consumerism, entertainment, nationalism, governance, and propaganda that constructs 

an understanding of symbols, signs, society, reality, and history to form a national identity. Type 

II reproduces and displays scenes of archaeological excavations at the beginning of an anti-

Japanese TV series. Reviewing the development from media archaeology to media genealogy 

and engaging with thinkers such as Michel Foucault, Jean Baudrillard, and media archaeologists 

like Erkki Huhtamo, Type II offers a genealogical perspective on anti-Japanese cultural works. It 

traces their evolution from street theater (jietou ju), a type of dramatic performance in public 

venues to rally support for the war of resistance in the 1930s, to contemporary memes and 

cybernationalism, illustrating that anti-Japanese TV series are always in a dialogue with our past 

and future media experiences. 

Simulacra 

Type I_37 Photographs of Zhou Weiguo from 1932 to 1945 follows the life journey of Zhou 

Weiguo, the protagonist of an anti-Japanese TV series titled Snow Leopard (xuebao). The series 

first aired in 2011 and was remade in 2014 due to its popularity. It narrates the story of a college 
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Fig 1. Installation view of T01_[01.1a-37.1c]-T04_[01.1-80.1]. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

student from a wealthy family named Zhou Weiguo, who is determined to join the army to 

defend his country after witnessing the atrocities of the Imperial Japanese Army. All 37 

photographs of Zhou were made directly from screenshots, approximately one photo for each 

episode, and printed on various types of inkjet paper: glossy, semi-glossy, matte, etc. These 

photos were then physically manipulated through folding, wrapping, scratching, and dyeing with 

coffee and soy sauce to make them look old. Instead of displaying the original prints, all 37 

photos were re-photographed with color control patches in a standard archival preservation 

approach. Each photo includes an information sheet that records the "metadata," including title, 

author, date, dimension, keyword, copyright status, and a paragraph of description, which is a 

direct transcript from the synopsis. Each photo is accompanied by a laboratory report, directly 

inspired by and appropriated from the Image Permanence Institute’s Graphics Atlas, "a 

sophisticated resource that presents a unique, object-based approach for the identification and 

characterization of prints and photographs" (Image Permanence Institute). Each laboratory report 

includes two material qualities of the photo that indicate the conditions and contexts in which it 
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Fig 2. Type I_37 Photographs of Zhou Weiguo from 1932 to 1945_Portrait of Zhou Weiguo. 

once existed, such as "layer structure," "obscured paper fibers," "silver mirroring," "tideline 

staining," and "resinous accretions," among others. Finally, Type I is housed in an imaginative 

institution called the Photograph Permanence Laboratory. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the triptych display of Type I, without access to the original prints, audiences have no 

choice but to rely on the information sheets and laboratory reports to interpret the re-

photographed photos with color control patches. This display, once installed in Beijing, nearly 

led a historian of modern Chinese photography to request access to the photos and archives of 

the imaginative Photograph Permanence Laboratory for his research project. An experienced 

photo historian believes in the authenticity of this triptych display because the technical aspects 

of mechanical reproduction, as indicated by the laboratory reports for each photograph, generate 

fundamental discussions about photographic images: originality, archiving, objectivity, 

documentary value, and indexing. 



                                                                                                                                      MAST | Vol.5 | No.1 | August 2024 

 

44 

However, with the increasingly ubiquitous nature of image production and distribution, 

Baudrillard contends that mass media transforms the lived, unique, eventual character of the 

world into a system of signs that simulates reality (The Consumer Society 123, 126). The process 

of producing Type I—including taking screenshots, physically manipulating the images, 

abandoning the original inkjet prints, re-photographing with color control patches, and 

juxtaposing these with information sheets and laboratory reports—resonates with Rosalind 

Krauss’s engagement with Baudrillard’s concept of simulacra. Krauss argues that “the 

burgeoning of the copy not only facilitated the quotation of the original but splintered the 

supposed unity of the original ‘itself’ into nothing but a series of quotations” (290). What Type I, 

and the entire T01_[01.1a-37.1c]-T04_[01.1-80.1] project produce, preserve, and analyze are not 

the representations of history, but history itself. 

Believing that “Disneyland is a perfect model of all the entangled orders of simulacra,” 

Baudrillard reveals that “Disneyland exists to hide that it is the ‘real’ country, all of ‘real’ 

America that is Disneyland” (Simulacra and Simulation 12). In 2023, Diane Severin Nguyen 

created a film work titled In Her Time, and later, a re-edited version titled In Her Time (Iris’s 

Version) at the Hengdian World Studios in Zhejiang Province, China. Hengdian, hosting one of 

the largest film studios in the world with vast architectural replica sets spanning 5,000 years, is 

also a popular destination for tourists interested in theme parks and the entertainment industry, 

akin to Disneyland. In Her Time follows the journey of a young actress named Iris in Hengdian 

as she rehearses for her debut leading role in a war film depicting the Nanjing Massacre of 1937, 

a brutal assault on Chinese civilians by the Imperial Japanese Army during World War II. The 

work, which employs ethnofiction—a style that fuses fiction and reality—features montages of 

rehearsal scenes, role-playing, and monologues in public transportation and Iris’s apartment, 
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Fig 3. Diane Severin Nguyen, In Her Time (Iris’s Version) installation at Whitney Museum of American Art, photo 
by the author. 

interviews with Iris, her smartphone video footage, and metaphorical images of violence such as 

a rifle poking through soap bubbles. Nguyen deliberately maintains ambiguity in the narrative, 

stating that the film questions the possibility for an individual “to find agency or authenticity 

within a predetermined script” (Whitney Museum of American Art). Throughout In Her Time, 

the actress struggles to connect the profound trauma of modern Chinese history—which she did 

not personally experience—with cultural products like films and books, as well as other forms of 

trauma she faced in her life as a nameless actress and migrant worker in the systems of 

patriarchy and capitalism, all of which become part of the history during the reenactment. 
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Snow Leopard, the series featuring Zhou Weiguo in Type I, was also one of many anti-

Japanese TV series filmed in Hengdian, where one billion Japanese soldiers could be 

hypothetically killed during TV productions in a year (Lv). Snow Leopard does not claim its 

historical origin by stating that it is based on true historical events, nor does it assert its fictional 

nature. The series is adapted from a novel first published in Iron Blood Military (tiexue junshi), 

an online forum for military enthusiasts, written by a user named Amateur Sniper (yeyu 

jujishou), who is an orthopedic surgeon in the real world. The author once stated in an interview 

that the novel was a mix of stories involving real historical figures and his imagination (xiandai 

kuaibao). With multiple layers of adaptation and imagination, this kind of anti-Japanese TV 

series represents a hyperreality, a reality without origin or reality (Simulacra and Simulation 1). 

Therefore, the criticism of these anti-Japanese TV series that attributes them to the increasing 

tension between China and Japan and Beijing’s strategy of stirring up nationalism for domestic 

political purposes (China's TV War Machine) is only partially true. As Baudrillard suggests, the 

criticism of Disneyland could be an “ideological blank” that conceals the fact that the real is no 

longer real (Simulacra and Simulation 12). Arguing that the television audience is never a 

homogeneous mass but comprises a wide variety of groups, John Fiske notes that “these groups 

actively read television to produce meanings that connect with their social experience” (84). 

Studying the audiences of anti-Japanese series in China, Song Geng contends that “the 

characterization of Japanese officers and soldiers relies on stereotypes that have become deeply 

rooted in the Chinese collective memory and imagination for generations, gained from watching 

films and TV rather than from actual experience” (10). Ultimately, what Type I and the entire 

T01_[01.1a-37.1c]-T04_[01.1-80.1] project point to are a constant interplay outside a TV screen, 
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Fig 4. Installation view of Type I_37 Photographs of Zhou Weiguo from 1932 to 1945. 

between consumerism, entertainment, nationalism, governance, and propaganda that constructs 

an understanding of symbols, signs, society, reality, and history to form a national identity. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Media Genealogy 

Type II_Research of 17 Remains of Xiaowangzhuang Battle is a reproduction and display of the 

archaeological scene in Forever Designation (yongbu momie de fanhao) with newspaper 

clippings of the excavation, 17 pieces of unearthed relics, and a group of photos that record the 

excavation of these relics, along with a map that depicts the geographic locations of the battle 

and excavation. Forever Designation is an anti-Japanese TV series that aired in China in 2011. 

In the opening scene of the first episode, an elevated panoramic view depicts an archaeological 

excavation site. The voiceover narrates that a large number of skeletons and remains from the 
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anti-Japanese War were excavated at a construction site in the western suburbs of the city, and 

the government has suspended the construction for excavation works while looking for survivors 

of the war to identify the skeletons. In the image, various remains, including skeletons, bayonets, 

and military field rations, among others, are excavated, and an elderly man approaches the scene, 

picks up a comb that triggers his memory, kneels, and starts to cry. Then, the episode flashes 

back to wartime to start the main story of the series. This scene of archaeology at the beginning 

of the series is not necessary because the series can still narrate its story completely without it. 

However, the actual presence of this scene triggered me to further examine its implications that 

resulted in the works of Type II. 

Everything in Type II is fabricated: relics are bought from eBay, newspaper clippings are 

made of screenshots and transcripts of the voiceover, and the map is appropriated from another 

archaeological report. However, this work is not an antiquarian effort solely interested in the 

originality of artifacts. Instead, its juxtaposition of images, texts, and objects speculates a 

genealogical perspective on anti-Japanese cultural works. In the first English-edited volume 

devoted to media archaeology, Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka point out that “Michel 

Foucault’s writings have been an important formative experience for many media 

archaeologists” (2). According to the authors, Foucault is one of the most prominent forerunners 

of “media-archaeological modes of cultural analysis” (6). Studying Foucault’s methodological 

influence, Parikka also writes that “archaeology here means digging into the background reasons 

why a certain object, statement, discourse, or media apparatus or use habit is able to be born and 

sustain itself in a cultural situation” (6). Colin Koopman elaborates that Foucault expanded his 

methodology from archaeology to genealogy in the 1970s to “incorporate power into his analysis 

as a separate element not identical to knowledge, but rather in constant interaction with it” (349). 
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Examining Baudrillard’s response to Foucault’s The History of Sexuality, an extension of the 

genealogical approach of Discipline and Punish to the topic of sexuality, Rex Butler posits that 

“Baudrillard both ‘genealogises’ and makes impossible genealogy. He shows at once what 

makes this ‘genealogical’ unwinding possible and its limits” (102). Reviewing the development 

of Foucauldian archaeology, genealogy and media archaeology, Friedrich Kittler’s discourse 

network of technical media, Wolfgang Ernst’s investigation of archives and library science, 

Siegfried Zielinski’s archaeology as (an)archaeology, as well as their interviews with six 

scholars of media genealogical work, Alexander Monea and Jeremy Packer advocate a 

genealogical approach to media. According to Huhtamo, television becomes part of media 

culture when it “gets transfigured by the people who use it” (Ganahl 5) as it can be surrounded 

by various discourses, audiences, advertising, celebrities, etc. (6). A genealogical perspective can 

reveal how anti-Japanese and nationalistic cultural works have emerged and endured over time 

with various forms of practices throughout the history of modern China. Since the invasion of the 

Japanese in Manchuria in 1931, street theater, a kind of dramatic performance in public venues 

to rally support for the war of resistance, was one of the many new cultural practices that 

flourished and popularized during the Anti-Japanese War (Tang). In a recent study of Chinese 

left-wing poetry in the 1930s, Kang Ling examines poetry reading activities in public spaces as 

acoustic and technical phenomena to argue the relationship between body, anti-colonial and anti-

imperialist resistances, and socialist revolution. In the post-war era, several popular anti-Japanese 

films were produced in the 1950s and 1960s, including Landmine Warfare (dilei zhan), Tunnel 

Warfare (didao zhan), and others. At that time, film teams took projectors to villages to screen 

these movies in outdoor spaces (Murong). These films focused on “socialist virtues of 

collectivism, populism, gender equality, self-reliance, and guerrilla strategies” as memories of 
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Fig 5. Cui Wei and Zhang Ruifang performing Put Down Your Whip (fangxia nide bianzi), the most popular street theater 
play in the 1930s.  

the war “remain vivid and important in the legitimization of the Chinese Communist state” 

(Ching 43). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

However, after the postsocialist reform in 1978, the focus of anti-Japanese cultural works 

shifted to nationalism to consolidate state power amid massive economic reforms and public 

discontent with inequities caused by the postsocialist market economy and globalization (Ching 

45, 46). With the penetration of the Internet and social media since the late 1990s, nationalism 

began to blend with kuso, memes, parodies, and other cultural forms, fueled by the interplay 

between entertainment and consumerism with information communication technology. In late 

2003, an advertisement for Toyota Prado was published in a Chinese auto magazine, featuring a 
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Fig 6. An Internet meme features two lions with a claw of one lion stepping on a small 
Toyota Prado and the slogan “Prado must be taken down.” 

stone lion saluting and another lion kneeling down to the vehicle. The stone lion is a unique 

symbol of Chinese culture. In Lao She's 1946 novel Four Generations under One Roof (sishi 

tongtang), which is a novel about the Anti-Japanese War written during the war and one of the 

most important works in Chinese modern literature, an old man insists that the Japanese invaded 

China because they wanted to steal the stone lions engraved on the Marco Polo Bridge in 

Beijing. Thus, this ad soon sparked nationalistic pushback, and Toyota was demanded to 

apologize (Li). During the process, a meme went viral online featuring two lions, with one lion's 

claw stepping on a small Toyota Prado, and the slogan “Prado must be taken down” (baodao 

budebu naxia). Most recently, the fandom subculture, particularly related to Korean and Japanese 

celebrity culture, continually impacts nationalistic cultural works in China, treating nation-states 

as idols and disputes between states as fandom rivalries, exemplified in the wake of 

cybernationalist incidents such as the D8 Expedition (diba chuzheng) against the independence 

of Taiwan (Wang, Li, and Wu; Liao, Koo, and Rojas). 
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Fig 7. Internet meme of D8 Expedition, cybernationalist attack on the 
independence of Taiwan. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the opening scene of Forever Designation, with imagery and voiceover, material 

evidence of the war is being excavated, and a witness, survivor, and narrator also appears. It 

seems the series has the authority to tell a story of the Anti-Japanese War. However, the strategy 

of reproduction and display in Type II challenges this authority by demonstrating how everything 

could prove, interpret, and disavow each other. This approach questions the authority of telling a 

story of the Anti-Japanese War and speculates a genealogical perspective to uncover that anti-

Japanese TV series are always in dialogue with our past and future media experiences, from 

street theater and public readings of left-wing poems to memes and cybernationalism. 
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Fig 8. Type II_Research of 17 Remains of Xiaowangzhuang Battle.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Coda 

As one of China’s most significant media phenomena in the 2010s, the anti-Japanese TV series 

reflects the intertwined forces of the global entertainment industry and the country’s 

government-controlled propaganda. My project T01_[01.1a-37.1c]-T04_[01.1-80.1], originating 

from anti-Japanese TV series, locates, produces, preserves, and analyzes a period of history 

constructed by countless photographic images. Through the lenses of simulacra and media 

genealogy on Type I_37 Photographs of Zhou Weiguo from 1932 to 1945 and Type II_Research 

of 17 Remains of Xiaowangzhuang Battle, this essay argues that the anti-Japanese TV series is a 

hyperreality, a reality without origin or reality, and is always in dialogue with our past and future 
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media experiences. In this respect, as media serves as the transmitting mold of knowledge and 

power, T01_[01.1a-37.1c]-T04_[01.1-80.1] ultimately questions all forms of histories embodied 

by various media, including television, street theater, poetry, novel, film, and meme. 
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Introduction 

This text is a theoretical companion for a web-based iteration of object earth1, an ongoing media 

arts project by the S3026 collective and the phenomenologist Michael Marder. object earth 

operates as an open-ended, fieldwork-driven, stratigraphic investigation into the dimensions of 

extractive human practices. Starting with a query into the ecological ambiguity of a wind turbine 

graveyard outside Casper, Wyoming, and expanding to wind farming, cattle ranching, and oil 

drilling, the project contemplates the vertical plane of extraction, whether below the earth’s crust, 

into the atmosphere, or beyond. Along this vertiginous trajectory, residue, fragments, crud, 

debris, kernels, and clingy mutable seeds are tracked—composing and decomposing—forming 

new constellations of material relations with pedagogical potential. 

 

1 https://s3026.art/unearthedobjects 
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At the beginning of the film The Beaches of Agnès, Agnès Varda—putzing around a 

beach amongst the seaweed at low tide—turns to the camera and says, “If you opened up other 

people you’d find landscapes. If you opened me up you would find beaches” (01:08). Similarly, 

the perpetual travelogue that is object earth is an exploration of both inner and outer stratigraphic 

landscapes, viewing the past in the light of an angst-ridden future. 

object earth is characterized by collaboration and adaptation, engaging in continuous 

dialogue across disciplines and ecologies to deepen our understanding of the planet’s 

interconnected systems, both conceptually and poetically. The project is always evolving 

designed not to reach completion or finality. In this way, object earth remains a constantly 

evolving entity, where each iteration opens possibilities for new relations, transformations, and 

learning. These iterations may take the forms of media installations, single-channel videos, 

performances, or web-based pieces. This is one such iteration. 

The arguments presented in this paper do not intend to explain or summarize the 

associated media artwork. Rather, they provide the scaffolding for the project’s epistemic 

concerns. In each iteration, object earth employs new processes that suggest theories of practice. 

In this case, these theories are grounded in two metaphors drawn from the geological formations 

of deserts and plains: mirage and qanat. We deploy these metaphors as processual concepts that 

arise from the production of the work itself, reinforced by Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s notions of 

the horizon and body perception as well as Maya Deren’s conception of vertical poesis. Each 

metaphor is a fragment, a synecdoche that, like a shard of ancient pottery, suggests the whole 

without losing specificity.  

Working through these metaphors, we arrive at Siegfried Zielinski’s definition of media 

and Michel Foucault’s concept of archaeological comparison, both of which help us frame media 
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Fig 1. Avatars from object earth.  

archaeology as a potential artistic practice. In object earth, this is achieved in part by using the 

technique of archaeological montage, as theorized by Harun Farocki and Wolfgang Ernst. Rather 

than conceiving media archaeology as a method for interpreting, analyzing, or historicizing 

artworks, we demonstrate how art itself can perform media archaeology. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mirage is a function of the horizon. Every image is produced by way of mirage. 

I am not the spectator, I am involved, and it is my involvement in a point of view which 

makes possible both the finiteness of my perception and its opening out upon the 

complete world as a horizon of every perception. (Merleau-Ponty 354) 
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In this passage from The Phenomenology of Perception, Merleau-Ponty emphasizes the role of 

the experiencer in what they experience by holding them accountable for their point-of-view, 

which in turn makes the horizon possible. The finiteness of perception is constituted by the 

absolute nature of what lies beyond the horizon, as the horizon itself only takes shape by 

delineating the possibility of experiences that it occludes. Therefore, it is the limit of the horizon 

that delimits the infinite for all experiencers. Merleau-Ponty continues, 

…it is simply that this horizon is the horizon of my immediate environment…the 

perception of the world is simply an expansion of my field of presence…and the body 

remains in it but at no time becomes an object in it. (354) 

The horizon moves with the body, providing a boundary for the objects within it, yet the body 

itself never becomes an object in the field of presence it generates. This field of presence is 

distinctly finite, and its horizontal delimitation yields a temporal field of asymptotic infinity. 

This is an enumerated infinity, where we can perpetually count the steps we take toward the 

horizon without ever getting closer to it. Beyond the horizon lies what also constitutes it: an 

absolute infinity that cannot be enumerated, because it contains the infinity of all possibilities, 

including countlessness. It is the vibration between the horizon and what lies beyond that 

produces the mirage—the light bending through layers of varying densities to form an image. 

In object earth, images are created at this boundary, making all images the products of mirage. 

While mirage is real, it is part of a subjective field of presence emanating from bodies. All 

images are products of the mirage function of the horizon—a mobile, enumerable, but never 

approachable delimitation of the absolute, manifesting as finitude. This optical horizontality 

produces a temporal horizontality by the conflation of an infinitely enumerable space with the 

duration of its traverse. This results in time, as it is commonly understood, measured in a 
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particular dimension. Horizontal time is the time of causal histories, a reactionary time that 

privileges axiomatic logics of autochthony, topography, and telos. It is the time of progress, 

efficiency, discipline, and control. 

It is particularly true that an object is an object only in so far as it can be moved away 

from me, and ultimately disappear from my field of vision. Its presence is such that it 

entails a possible absence. (Merleau-Ponty 102) 

In the same way that the horizon is defined by what it delimits as its beyond, an object is only an 

object if it can be removed from the subject’s field of presence. Furthermore, what makes an 

object an object is determined not only by its potential absence but by an infinite number of 

partial absences that are dictated by subjects’ changes in perspective. Merleau-Ponty writes, “If 

the object is an invariable structure, it is not one in spite of the changes of perspective, but in that 

change or through it” (102). In other words, it is not an object’s permanency that defines it as 

such, but its lack thereof. Objects change for subjects, like shapeshifters hiding alternate forms, 

only to reveal them again upon a shift in perspective. As we move around and through a gallery 

installation of object earth, the screens, images, and architectural elements present themselves as 

objects because they change according to our point of view. That they can be removed from our 

bodies’ fields of presence suggests their infinite capacity for modulation under our gaze. 

Mirage, sewn to the horizon like a fringe, remains fixed in its position, perpetually within our 

field of presence. As such, it cannot be considered an object because it lacks the fundamental 

capacity for absence and change. Instead, mirage is subject, and as such, it must be properly part 

of the body, integral to what Merleau-Ponty describes as the “subject of perception” (239). The 

representational quality of an image is the result of the objectification of this mirage-subject, 

endowing it with the capacity to be removed from our field of presence. The representation of 
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Fig 2. The Philosopher’s Footsteps/Qanat from object earth.  

subjectivities is not subjectivity itself but rather a transformation from subject to object, as a 

function of horizontal time. This is the content of object earth, where images are created by 

objectifying the mirages pinned to the horizon of asymptotic infinities; thus, object earth is an 

earth capable of both absence and change. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

We become objects to the objects that are always already subjects. The body, construed 

as the subject of perception, is not an object to itself,2however, it is an object to other bodies. Our 

 

2 The Foucauldian conception of ethics as an encounter with the self-as-other would contradict 
this claim, and indeed it is more complicated than our simple statement suggests. There may be 
ways for our bodies to become objects to themselves, therefore simultaneously becoming the 
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objectified bodies are avatars of our perception in the same way that images are the avatars of 

mirages. The avatar-object may leave the field of presence of another body-subject. As avatars, 

we change for each other in acts of unconditional generosity. To be objectified is to become 

open, giving, and malleable to another’s point of view. Therefore, being objectified is to be 

available for exploitation. This vulnerability is not an exploitation in itself but rather an ethical 

obligation for being among beings. While the exploitation of vulnerability is inevitable, given 

that all avatars of subjectivity are objects, it allows for the possibility of mutual exploitation. 

 

Qanat ( تانق ) is a system for transporting water in desert climates with minimal evaporation. A 

vertical channel is drilled into the earth until it reaches an underground aquifer, known as the 

Mother Well. From this well, a horizontal channel known as the Gallery is opened, with 

additional vertical channels drilled along its length for access. object earth operates as qanat. The 

avatar images are vertical channels drilled into the earth, forming voids in the strata that allow 

access to the underlying torrent. The spaces between these channels are wellsprings of fluid 

knowledges that defy the frozen epistemologies of surface topographies. These are not the oases 

of mirages on the horizon but deep plunges into the depths of vertical time, whose waters are wet 

enough to quench and even drown.  

Vertical time occurs when the gaps between representations swallow our footsteps as we 

walk toward horizons we can never approach, akin to the feeling of taking another step down a 

staircase only to realize you have already reached the bottom. Each representational object, 

emerging from the mirage-subject, is inherently constituted by its own absence as part of the 

 

subjects and objects of perception, either through dissociation (meditation, chemical 
modification, or psychiatric malady) or through sociality (that is, to encounter the self in 
conversation with others). 
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Fig 3. Pumpjack from object earth. 

void defined by the horizon. Vertical time is poetic time. Unlike traversing static epistemes, 

vertical time invites us to delve. 

…the poetic construct arises from …a “vertical” investigation of a situation, in that it 

probes the ramifications of the moment, and is concerned with its qualities and its depth 

so that you have poetry concerned in a sense not with what is occurring, but with what it 

feels like or what it means. (Deren) 

The poetics of vertical time was described by Maya Deren in a 1956 Cinema 16 symposium on 

“Poetry and the Film,” where she outlined the distinction between the horizontal time of 

dramaturgy (which produces representational objects) and the vertical “attack” of poetry. She 

characterized the latter as “a logic of a central emotion or idea which attracts to itself even 

disparate images which contain that central core which they have in common.” While the 

horizontal attack demands a progressive, asymptotic logic, verticality plumbs the depths of  
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epistemological strata using the logic of the absolute. Vertical poetry enables the colocation of 

images independent of their causal or historical associations. That is not to say that all horizontal 

associations are stripped from them; instead, it is in the relative lack of seamlessness—similar to 

fissures in reconstructed ceramics—that they find meaning. These cracks are not simple 

continuity errors, but rather sites for our investigations. They encapsulate both meaning and 

affect, approaching nothing but the Gallery of absolute possibilities. 

 

Archaeology, broadly speaking, requires excavation; it is extractive, violent, penetrating, and 

overtly (re)constructive. Its posterior agenda is fundamentally reactionary. However, there is 

another aspect to archaeology insofar as it is a technique. It has tools and procedures that can be 

implemented within alternative frameworks—in this case, the framework of vertical poesis.  

Media are spaces of action for constructed attempts to connect what is separated. 

(Zielinski 7) 

For Zielinski, the precondition for a mediatic connection is separation, rather than continuity. In 

other words, spatiotemporal discontinuity is what media archaeology navigates. Rather than 

traversing frozen horizontal epistemes, media archaeology takes core samples—cross-sections of 

epistemological strata—drawing them up and (re)constructing objects with disparate materials. 

Viewed in this way, media archaeology is not a nostalgic preoccupation with old tech, or an 

analytical method for interpreting art, but a vertical attack on the past. In object earth, a suite of 

tools and techniques are used to bore, excavate, reveal, and (re)construct alternatives to 

spatiotemporally causal histories of the earth. object earth remediates the telos of technologically 

driven climate catastrophe narratives to reveal the sociocultural dimensions of such horizontal 

dramatizations. The wind turbine and the oil well, the sniper and the refugee, the fossilized 
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digital footprint and the undulating greens and purples of the clear blue sky are brought together 

to reveal atopographic knowledges that were already embedded in the mythological axioms of 

contemporary narratives. The atopographic, in object earth, is the investigation of vertical 

relationships to produce non-surface-based knowledge. Just as in reassembled earthenware, there 

are gaps in continuity that characterize such assemblages from which knowledge can spring. 

Rather than succumbing to epistemological fatalism, the core sample is an implementation of 

non-causal logic that does not only ask how and why materials are present, but it also examines 

what their presence can mean for the future. Each stratum exists on its own frozen horizontal 

episteme, but if you were to follow the vertical logic of the qanat, you would reach the fluid 

torrent below.  

Foucault, in The Archaeology of Knowledge, refers to this as “archaeological 

comparison,” which he says, “does not have a unifying, but diversifying effect” (160). object 

earth is not a simplification of the earth as an object, but a complicating—even confounding—

work of media archaeological comparison, akin to what Ernst and Farocki have described as 

“archaeological montage” (264). It brings disparate elements together to complicate the 

assumptions of the contemporary episteme, rather than to answer them. Foucault elaborates, 

“what archaeology wishes to uncover is primarily—in the specificity and distance maintained in 

various discursive formations—the play of analogies and differences as they appear at the level 

of rules of formation” (160). The stratigraphic formations of object earth maintain their 

specificity and, crucially, are not brought together to be close, but in fact, to demonstrate how far 

apart they really are. Rather than applying general theories to each unearthed object, object earth 

allows each fragment its autonomy as an avatar-object of its own body-subject by bringing each 

fragment into the other’s field of presence. This necessarily implies the possibility of their 
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Fig 4. object earth installed at the Mimesis Documentary Festival, 2023.  

mutual absence. The rules of any given formation are never applied to another. Instead, object 

earth demonstrates the rules of each, by way of archaeological montage, “to show the 

proximities, symmetries, or analogies that have made generalizations possible” (161). This 

reveals the mythological bases of what are presumed to be factual axioms, undermining 

narratives built on static horizons and opening new spaces for action. 
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What does Jane Eyre look like? That is: her face, her expressions. In the character’s own 

assessment, she’s “plain.” Rather than providing a detailed description, Charlotte Brontë offers a 

subjective judgment, prompting readers to consider the use of first-person narration, and its 

effect on their feelings for, and identification with, a fictional person. Widely, continuously, and 

deeply read across generations in numerous editions, versions, and translations, Brontë’s 

immensely popular novel is, as one critic puts it, a “classic classic” (Hopkins 54). The 

eponymous heroine and Rochester have been reimagined many times in the mind’s eye from the 

page.1 The pair have also been depicted visually, proliferating over decades in illustrations, book 

covers, theatrical and operatic productions, and on millions of screens.2 

Jane Eyre has been adapted for film and television repeatedly, beginning in the era of 

silent cinema in the 1910s.3 Adaptations typically feature events from the first and second parts 

of the novel, including Jane’s childhood spent under the harsh Mrs. Reed, her initial encounter 

with Rochester, and the botched wedding. Twists and turns of the narrative, especially towards 

 

1 And re-read and re-interpreted profusely by literary critics. 
2 See Margarete Rubik and Elke Mettinger-Schartmann, A Breath of Fresh Eyre: Intertextual and 
Intermedial Reworkings of Jane Eyre. 
3 See Donna Marie Nudd, “Bibliography of Film, Television and Stage Adaptations of Jane 
Eyre,” Brontë Society Transactions, 20/3 (1991), 169-172, for a partial list. 
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the end of the story, such as Jane visiting the dying Mrs. Reed or her time at Moor House with 

the Rivers family, are often simplified or cut entirely. Yet, at the dénouements of these 

adaptations, satisfyingly, Jane and Rochester are always together, again and again. 

Ending too with their reunion, my adaptation of Jane Eyre is a twelve-minute digital 

transliteration composed of five screen versions4: Jane Eyre (Cabanne 1934); Jane Eyre 

(Stevenson 1943); Jane Eyre (Schaffner 1949); Jane Eyre (Johnson 1957), and Jane Eyre (Mann 

1970).5 It foregrounds the selective practice of adaptation by elliptically condensing the story 

through montage, juxtaposing filmmakers’ depictions of key characters, settings, and scenes. It 

highlights iconographic, stylistic, and formal variations in mise en scène, cinematography, 

editing, narrative structure, and the medium-specific characteristics of media technologies, all of 

which in turn reflect mutable generic, discursive, cultural, ideological, and industrial norms. 

As the result of experimental art-based research, Jane Eyre does not, however, directly or 

obviously explicate, nor does it argue. It instead recovers and puts together—through the old 

practice of montage via new digital technologies—moving images to retell a familiar story. At 

the interstices of media archaeology, avant-garde cinema, and videographic criticism, Jane Eyre 

is a visual narrative that re-materializes past narrativizations; an adaptation made up of 

adaptations. Methodologically, Jane Eyre reflects a combinatory engagement—conceptually, 

affectively, and creatively—with videographic criticism, Wolfgang Ernst’s theorization of 

“media archaeography” (Ernst), and Catherine Russell’s conception of “cinephilia” (Baer). This 

engagement is not a static synthesis, but an evolving set of interlacing adaptations that are, at 

once, aesthetic, cultural, and technological. Brontë’s work is the true beginning and ending point, 

 

4 https://vimeo.com/914243660 
5 All subsequent references to my Jane Eyre use only its title; references to other adaptations cite 
the director’s last name and year of theatrical release or television broadcast. 
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so none of these three inspirations take precedence in providing a context for Jane Eyre, 

something that can be seen, for example, with videographic criticism. 

Like traditional written film criticism, its videographic variant is itself an adaptive form 

of intellectual inquiry; a primarily essayistic form, it explores and develops meaning within and 

through moving images themselves. Although there are a range of approaches, scholars often 

work in an expository mode, with text and voiceover explicating the significance of specific 

aspects of the media material they’re re-editing. Christian Keathley has identified videographic 

criticism that, alternatively, is “composed in a poetical register.” Jane Eyre could be placed 

within this category. Keathley argues that with this approach “the withholding, subordination or 

elimination of the explanatory register means we are asked first to experience the arrangement of 

images and sounds before we understand them.” With Paul Malcolm’s Notes Toward a Project 

on “Citizen Kane” as an illustrative example, Keathley warns, however, that it “risks an opacity 

that means potentially going unrecognized as criticism.” (183) 

Such concerns date back to the silent era of the 1920s when avant-garde filmmakers 

produced various forms of cine-textuality, even if the films weren’t primarily categorized as 

“criticism.” Dadaist, Surrealist, and Soviet Montage cineastes explored questions of medium-

specificity and signification, produced provocative visual rhetoric, and generated new insights, 

both in their writings and films, about the language-like qualities of the cinema. Within postwar 

French film theory and criticism, for example, concepts such as la caméra-stylo, ciné-écriture, 

and the politiques des auteurs, concentrated on the relationship between prose fiction and the 

cinema. Later theorists in the 1960s and 1970s, such as Jean Mitry, Christian Metz, Pier Paolo 

Pasolini, Umberto Eco, and Peter Wollen, continued to debate the idea of “film language,” with 

some conceptualizing it as legible within and through “code.” 
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Now, in the era of networked archives, it is computer code that is used to convert, store, 

and transmit images and sounds, including moving images, such as television programs and 

movies. According to media archaeologist Wolfgang Ernst, the internet “constitutes a new type 

of transarchive...the essence of which is permanent updating,” which “takes place in digital 

space.” (84) Furthermore, Ernst stresses, these “archives are a function of their software and 

transmission protocols rather than of content, to which technology is indifferent.” So while “the 

Internet extends the classical space of the archive,” its “infrastructure...is only ever temporary, in 

response to its permanent dynamic rewriting.” (84-85) The internet is “a collection or assembly,” 

according to Ernst, and consequently, this new technology is defined by a “different kind of 

writing, an operative command script...that facilitates storage and transmission.” (88) 

Adaptation, as exemplified by Jane Eyre, is itself a form of rewriting. In the case of poetical 

videographic practice, the process of selection, arrangement, and juxtaposition is “arrangement,” 

to use Keathley’s term, which becomes a practice of re-inscription. In this process, the 

similarities and differences across screen adaptations of the novel become apparent, as well as 

the material differences between cinema and television. Jane Eyre is made up of palimpsestic 

layers of mediated sedimentations—Brontë’s initial writing, the published novel, its subsequent 

adaptations, and their exhibition and circulation are diachronically and synchronically rewritten 

as digital video, which possesses its own particular artifacts. 

Although the lens-generated images of Jane Eyre have photochemical and electronic 

origins, they were accessed via two online database-platforms: YouTube and the Internet 

Archive. Because all the material is sourced from online data, the images possess varied visual 

qualities, due to their initial generation and the numerous digitization processes. Jane Eyre 

appears as what Hito Steyerl approvingly terms “the poor image.” She writes that its “quality is 
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bad, its resolution substandard,” and that it “tends toward abstraction.” (32) The code becomes 

partially legible as imagistic ruins in Jane Eyre, where the pixelations and video dropouts 

obscure the mise en scène. Jane Eyre was dug up from that “transarchive” of the internet, so its 

videographic aesthetics are formed through information loss, foregrounding the digital code 

which makes its images accessible via computer networks. 

Jane Eyre isn’t exactly a “media-archaeological investigation of image archives” in the 

way Ernst conceptualizes his archival research into media technologies, however. For him, such 

a methodology is in “sharp contrast to hermeneutics,” as this approach “does not take images as 

carriers [of] experiences and meanings.” (133) The theoretical apparatus that Ernst and other 

scholars have developed to understand the technological dimensions of mediated historical 

memory is useful in conceptualizing the socio-technological conditions within which poetical 

videographic work such as Jane Eyre is made. Its poor images are, in part, a form of what Ernst 

terms “media archaeography”—that is, “modes of writing that are not human products but rather 

expressions of the machines themselves.” (58) 

Much of the preparation for making Jane Eyre was shaped, if not at times determined, by 

archaeographical aspects of the internet, yet its editing reflects an absorption in and expression of 

the aesthetic significances Ernst dismisses. Catherine Russell's conceptualization of cinephilia as 

“a productive and critical methodology through which film and media texts can be reframed to 

produce new meanings and sensory access to history” is suggestive of how poetical videographic 

criticism might, however, intersect with media archaeology. (Baer 96) Through a re-animation of 

past imaginings of classic texts, Jane Eyre participates in the construction of what Russell terms 

“media history,” which she stresses is “not mediated history, but history itself.” (96) History, in 

other words, as the transposition of life past that is inextricable from the crystallized “products” 
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of mechanical and chemical automations. As a digital text, Jane Eyre embodies, traverses, and 

interprets various literary and audiovisual encodings, recodings, and decodings, all of them 

referring backward to that originary, yet elusive moment of invention, which is Charlotte 

Brontë’s writing. 

Jane Eyre begins, in medias res, with a shot of Jane sitting in Thornfield Hall, from 

Mann’s 1970 adaptation. Intended to evoke the novel’s opening paragraph—in which Jane 

describes a winter day from her childhood with “clouds so sombre and a rain so penetrating” 

(Brontë 9)—this image focalizes the following linear presentation of the story through her 

perspective; the second shot, from Jane Eyre (Cabanne 1934), flashes back to John Reed’s 

torment during her traumatic childhood under the rule of his mother, Mrs. Reed. This first cut 

establishes Jane Eyre’s historical scope (Cabanne and Mann’s films are, respectively, the earliest 

and most recent of the selected adaptations) and its narrational form (montage as visual 

storytelling). Some of the subsequent events in Jane Eyre, such as Jane’s punishments at 

Lowood and her departure from Thornfield Hall, are drawn from single films. But many are a 

combination of multiple films, perhaps most notably Jane and Rochester’s first meeting, 

Rochester’s marriage proposal, and the revelation of Bertha’s imprisonment in Thornfield Hall. 

The second of these three scenes features shots from all five films and exemplifies the 

discoveries of art-based moving image research that is informed by media archaeology, avant-

garde film practice, and videographic criticism. With Rochester drawing nearer to Jane, the 

physicality of the drama provides a narrative momentum, in contrast to the spatial discontinuities 

of the two characters switching positions within the frame, depending on the shot. These 

alternations within Jane Eyre’s mise en scène are paralleled in the dissimilarities in the 

characterization of Rochester. In comparison to Charlton Heston’s domineering brutishness in 



Greenhough 

 

77 

Schaffner’s 1949 television version for Studio One on CBS and Patrick Macnee’s sullen 

cantankerousness in Johnson’s 1957 television version for Matinee Theatre on NBC, Orson 

Welles (Stevenson 1943) and George C. Scott (Mann 1970) play Rochester as subtly dark and 

forceful. Colin Clive, in Cabanne’s 1934 theatrical film, is the true outlier. After Heston roughly 

grabs his scene partner, Mary Sinclair (as Jane), and Macnee, too, holds Joan Elan (as Jane) 

firmly by the shoulders, the proposal sequence ends with Virginia Bruce (as Jane) moving 

towards a tentative, stationary Clive for an embrace; it is she who kisses him.6 The entire 

scene—with these five Janes and Rochesters in different kinds of costumes in different kinds of 

settings—is a reminder of the remarkable consistency of classical Hollywood filmmaking, the 

grammar and logic of which was directly imported into American television of the 1940s and 

1950s; that is why the progression of this scene flows almost inexorably as the two characters 

come closer together. 

If there is one clear similarity between this digital Jane Eyre and these versions from 

1934 to 1970, it is probably the preponderant focus on Jane and Rochester’s relationship. What is 

literally unheard, however, is Jane’s voice, either as dialogue or in voice-over, a crucial absence 

given that the novel is narrated by this eponymous protagonist. Symptomatically, directly 

following the marriage proposal, Jane’s silent, double-of-sorts Bertha (in shots from Mann’s and 

Johnson’s adaptations) hauntingly enters Jane’s room and tries on her wedding veil. In the novel, 

right after the description of the lightning-split tree at the end of the twenty-third chapter, it is 

instead the newly engaged Jane in front of the mirror. “I looked at my face in the glass, and felt it 

was no longer plain,” she relates, and in choosing a “light summer dress” to wear, notes that “no 

 

6 Later in Jane Eyre, when Jane (Virginia Bruce) reunites with a blinded Rochester (Colin Clive), 
Bruce again approaches the conspicuously passive Clive, who only then lifts his hand to touch 
her face. 
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attire had ever so well become me, because none had I ever worn in so blissful a mood.” (Brontë 

297) A striking literary moment of self-regard and self-fashioning, mixed up as it is with a 

misperception of self-worth, this passage is one of many which is suffused with erotic longing, 

for it turns upon her thoughts of looking at Rochester, and his registration of her gaze in return. 

Back, then, to that question: What does Jane Eyre look like? Film and television adaptations, 

with their myriad casting decisions, do not provide an answer to what is actually a nonsensical 

question; she has no face, and no one looks like her.7 Unlike Virginia Bruce, Joan Fontaine, 

Mary Sinclair, Joan Elan, and Susannah York, actual women with unique personalities and life 

stories, “Jane Eyre” is words on a page, an idea, an imaginary site for readerly projection. Yet 

the character, as fiction, suggests—even induces—real feeling. The obvious ebullience 

articulated in the lines above is not that uncommon, even if it can be infrequent. This is why 

Brontë’s novel remains to this day a “classic classic,” and why it has been adapted for the screen 

so many times, right into the twenty-first century. Readers of the novel and spectators of the 

screen adaptations fantasize about, dream of, and remember such moments of great happiness in 

their own lives. 

Jane Eyre’s final image, of Fontaine, intimates as much in its representation of Jane’s 

rapturous ecstasy. The intensity of her pleasure is plain to see. Yet the expression and fulfillment 

of sexual passion such as this does not “look like” anything; no moving image can capture such a 

feeling, no digital code can store, transmit, or re-write it. Romantic love is instead experienced. 

Or perhaps it is, in moments like this, simply, the experience. 

 

 

 

7 Unless she looks like Brontë herself, as some historians have suggested. 
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