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An Introduction to a Special Issue

Watch the audiovisual introduction here:
https://youtu.be/fsNk-LZz2vk

Abstract

This text invites a critical examination of how computer labor — in all its diverse forms, modes, and
manifestations — has been represented, constructed, and reflected through the formal capacities of
audiovisual media from the 20th century to the present day. In a world where technological ad-
vancements constantly introduce new gadgets, software, platforms, and algorithms, our perception
of information technology is in perpetual motion. Computer labor encompasses all forms of work
facilitated by information technologies, whether performed by humans, machines, or through hu-
man-machine collaboration. This concept provides a lens for exploring the nuanced ways in which
computing technologies represent labor: from the partial moments of the working machine, man, or
both to the more general questions of the definition of (for example) productivity, value, and rest.
Tracking the iconography of computer labor reveals the influence of geographical, cultural, social,
and economic forces, shedding light on how technological labor is produced and understood with-
in different contexts. Film and media studies play a crucial role in this analysis, offering valuable in-
sights into how digital labor reshapes societal structures, work practices, and human relationships
in the information age. Moreover, these disciplines allow us to uncover overlooked histories of com-
puter adoption, forgotten fragments, and unique configurations that have remained outside the
dominant global narratives and cultural memory. Through this exploration, the study highlights the
transformative power of digital labor and the importance of understanding its localized expressions
and historical contingencies.

Keywords
computer labor, digital cinema, digital culture, representation, information technology, interface,
software
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The implementation of computers into audiovisual culture has been articulated across
multiple levels, including the transformations, potentials, and technological advance-
ments related to production,” distribution,? exhibition,” consumption,” and archiving.”
These shifts prompt a series of critical inquiries: What are the theoretical implications of
considering digital cinema as a distinct form from traditional analog cinema, particularly
concerning the concepts of indexicality and realism?® Moreover, how do algorithms and
recommendation systems shape audience access to films, and how do they impact the di-
versity of content available to viewers?” To put it simply, what is digital cinema? In short,
computer technology has had an incredible impact on the development of audiovisual
media.” The central perspective has emphasized the advancement of audiovisual repre-
sentation, content availability, and other applications for the film and video game indus-

Fig. 1: Computers, a collage by Veronika Hanakova

1) John Mateer, “Digital Cinematography: Evolution of Craft or Revolution in Production?,” Journal of Film
and Video 66, no. 2 (2014), 3-14.

2) Nigel Culkin and Keith Randle, “Digital Cinema: Opportunities and Challenges,” Convergence 9, no. 4
(2013), 78-98.

3) Holly Willis, New Digital Cinema: Reinventing the Moving Image (London: Wallflower Press, 2005).

4) Barbara Klinger, Beyond the Multiplex: Cinema, New Technologies, and the Home (Oakland: University of
California Press, 2006).

5) Paolo Cherchi Usai, The Death of Cinema: History, Cultural Memory and the Digital Dark Age (London: Bri-
tish Film Institute, 2001).

6) Tom Gunning, “What’s the Point of an Index? or, Faking Photographs,” in Still/Moving: Between Cinema and
Photography, eds. Karen Beckman and Jean Ma (Durham: Duke University Press, 2008), 23-40, 40.

7) Kevin McDonald and Daniel Smith-Rowsey, eds., The Netflix Effect, Technology and Entertainment in the
21st Century (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016).

8) Shane Denson and Julia Leyda, eds., Post-Cinema: Theorizing 21st-Century Film (Sussex: REFRAME Books,
2016).

9) Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2001); Jay David Bolter and Ri-
chard Grusin, Remediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1999).
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tries. However, what if we turned our perspective around and, instead of asking what im-
pact the computer has had on moving images; we wondered what computer iconography
looks like in and through audiovisual media (Fig.1)? This is precisely the question that the
special issue of Iluminace aims to articulate, delving into the intricate, captivating, and of-
ten contradictory visions and configurations of computer labor as depicted in and con-
structed through film and audiovisual media.

Something is always happening in the field of technology — new gadgets, tools, soft-
ware, applications, platforms, or algorithms. Computers, and by extension, audiovisual
culture, are thus undergoing a constant process of change, transformation, and actualiza-
tion, whether viewed as a partial cosmetic modification'” or a more considerable altera-
tion with the potential to change the existing system of production and consumption.'” At

Fig. 2: Computer Labor, a diagram by Veronika Hanakova

this moment, artificial intelligence is a buzzword, a phenomenon sparking fascination,
fear, and even panic. It can be seen as another advancement in the ongoing process of frag-
mentation, automation, and mechanization, which have become integral to the work pro-
cess and personal life over the last century.’? Information technology has removed the
hands in favor of the visual, the tangible in favor of the abstract, the physical in favor of the
virtual, and supervisory in favor of surveillance.'” The term computer labor (Fig. 2) refers
to all work performed using information technology, regardless of whether the primary
worker is — a human, a machine, or a collaboration between them. It is a term to help

10) John Belton, “Digital Cinema: A False Revolution,” October, no. 100 (2002), 98-114; or Francesco Casetti,
The Lumiere Galaxy: Seven Keywords for the Cinema to Come (New York: Columbia University Press, 2015).

11) D.N. Rodowick, The Virtual Life of Film (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2007).

12) Matteo Pasquinelli, The Eye of the Master: A Social History of Artificial Intelligence (London: Verso Books,
2023).

13) Shoshana Zuboff, In the Age of the Smart Machine (New York: Basic Books, 1988).
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explore the nuances of the representation of work associated with the computer, how we
see a working computer, how the relationship between a computer and a human subject is
constituted and reflected,' the potentialities of computer vision,'” development of com-
puter interfaces and what type of labor, movement, gesture was and is associated with
them, connection of Al and labor,'® or the construction of virtual labor in the current dig-
ital dispositif.!”

Computers have been transforming our understanding of labor,'® as well as pro-
ductivity,' leisure,® attention,?” value,? and social connection.”” Traditional distinc-
tions between manual and intellectual work are becoming less clear as more jobs require
interaction with digital tools, and even creative and emotional labor is increasingly medi-
ated through technology.®” For instance, Tibor Vocések’s article, “Who Is Awful? Black
Mirror Series and Dystopian Visions on Al included in this special issue, focuses on the
contemporary reflection of anxieties about capitalist alienation and the control exerted by
tech corporations in the digital age that intersect into both day-to-day work and creative
work specifically related to creating audiovisual content for Netflix. As the boundaries be-
tween human effort and technological assistance continue to blur, new challenges emerge
regarding job displacement, the devaluation of certain skills, and the psychological impact
of constant connectivity.> Implementing of information technology in day-to-day life
raises questions such as: Is it possible to truly disconnect from work in today’s mobile app-
driven world? Can maintaining social connections through social networks be considered
a form of work??® What are the implications of integrating smart technologies into house-

14) Paul Dourish, Where the Action I: The Foundations of Embodied Interaction (Cambridge: The MIT Press,
2004).

15) Steve E. Anderson, Technologies of Vision: The War Between Data and Images (Cambridge: The MIT Press,
2017).

16) Stephen Cave, Kanta Dihal, and Sarah Dillon, eds., AI Narratives: A History of Imaginative Thinking about
Intelligent Machines (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2020).

17) Trebor Scholz, Digital Labor: The Internet as Playground and Factory (New York and London: Bloomsbury,
2013).

18) Jim Davis, Thomas Hirschl, and Michael Stack, eds., Cutting Edge: Technology, Information, Capitalism and
Social Revolution (London: Verso, 1998).

19) Richard Sennett, The Culture of the New Capitalism (Yale: Yale University Press, 2006); Bryan Pfaffenberger,
“The Social Meaning of the Personal Computer: Or, Why the Personal Computer Revolution Was No Revo-
lution,” Anthropological Quarterly 61, no. 1 (1988), 39-47.

20) Manuel Castells, The Internet Galaxy: Reflections on the Internet, Business, and Society (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2001).

21) Adam Gazzaley and Larry D. Rosen, The Distracted Mind: Ancient Brains in a High-Tech World (Cambridge:
The MIT Press, 2017).

22) Astra Taylor, The Peoples Platform: Taking Back Power and Culture in the Digital Age (London: Picador,
2014).

23) Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other (New York:
Basic Books, 2011).

24) Kylie Jarrett, Feminism, Labour and Digital Media: The Digital Housewife (London and New York: Routledge,
2016).

25) Florian Krauf3, “Fictionalizing The Covid-19 Pandemic ‘Instantly’: A Case Study Of The German Comedy
Drama Drinnen — Im Internet sind alle gleich,” Iluminace 35, no. 1 (2023), 7-25.

26) Veronika Handkovd, Martin Tremcinsky, and Jifi Anger, “Cycles of Labour: In the Metaverse, We Will Be
Housewives,” NECSUS: European Journal of Media Studies 12, no. 2 (2023), accessed August 26, 2024, htt-
ps://necsus-ejms.org/cycles-of-labour-in-the-metaverse-we-will-be-housewives/.
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hold labor routines??” Does technology genuinely reduce labor, or does it mainly provide
convenience? From what perspectives and through what lenses do we determine what
constitutes valuable work and what is considered expendable? Or does early digitality pos-
tulate a different vision of labor and historicity in connection to digital glitches, such as in
David Alvarez’s paper “Nostalgia Isn’t What It Used to Be: Elegy to Vaporwave's Glitched,
Aspirational Aesthetics” in this issue?

Thus, it is essential to examine how the concept of computer labor has been culturally,
visually, and socially portrayed through audiovisual media from the 20th century to to-
day: from shiny new computer screens to “dust-covered CPUs and monitors, screens dot-
ted with fingerprints, and keyboards darkened by use,” as Sterne summarizes.?® To under-
stand the interconnected relationship between information technology and audiovisual
media, exploring the overlooked aspects of computer labor and the specific implications
of technology in particular regions is crucial. Rather than reiterating the global narrative,
we should focus on the forgotten streams, artifacts, and details of computer labor, viewing
them as examples reflecting our own experiences and their unique implications. Precisely
this perspective is followed by Simone Dottos article “Do Corporate Films Dream of
Cybernetic Governance? Computers (as Metaphors of) Industrial Labor and Society in
Olivetti-Sponsored Films” in this collection. The text highlights localized cooperation be-
tween audiovisual media and informational technology in Italy from the 1950s to 1970s,
exploring the computer as a potentially useful media.

Our main goal is to investigate how the phenomenon of computer labor has been rep-
resented, interpreted, and re-envisioned in and through audiovisual media. From film and
television to video games and online content, audiovisual media have not only reflected
and imagined but, in some cases, actively shaped societal understandings of computer la-
bor. Through close examination, we uncover the evolving relationship between humans
and computers, illustrating how labor, technology, and identity have been continuously
reimagined. By analyzing these cultural artifacts, we gain valuable insights into the larger
societal narratives surrounding computers, their roles in the workplace, and the trans-
formative impact they have had on our understanding of labor. This special issue exam-
ines the rich yet often contradictory iconography of information technology as presented
in audiovisual materials, regardless of genre, production era, or geographical context. By
collecting and analyzing the metaphors, systems, narratives, and visualizations embedded
in these media, we aim to better understand media that has structured and will structure
our audiovisual culture.

The theme of “Configuring Computer Labor in Film and Audiovisual Media” shall be
described as well as shown through the lens of contemporary user experience — the cur-
rent form of digitality, the gestures that the user has to perform while communicating and
working with the computer, the moments of computer freezing, and the forms in which
we encounter various and contradictory audiovisual representations of computer labor.

27) Helen Hester and Nick Srnicek, After Work: A History of the Home and the Fight for Free Time (London: Ver-
so, 2024).

28) Jonathan Sterne, “Out With the Trash: On the Future of New Technologies,” in Residual Media, ed. Charles
R. Acland (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2007), 21.
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This is why the special issue includes traditional written papers as well as audiovisual es-
says. Audiovisual essays and the discipline of videographic scholarship lie at the intersec-
tion of theory, artistic research, and digital humanities. This approach, at the most basic
level, utilizes writing with moving images and sounds; in other words, it presents the ar-
gument not only through textual but also audiovisual form.>” As Jennifer Bean postulates
videographic scholarship “refers to a burgeoning area of research, inquiry and experimen-
tation that repurposes sound and moving images to critically reflect on media comprimes
of sound and moving images”*”

A total of four audiovisual essays appeared in this issue, with two audiovisual essays
(Envisioning the Interface by Steve FE. Anderson and The Allure and Threat of the Cine-Com-
puter: A Supercut of Onscreen Computers in Speculative Screen Fiction by Daniel O’Brien)
reflecting on the gradual development and transformation of computer labor into the use
of audiovisual material, mainly Hollywood productions. The third and fourth audiovisual
essays (Ordinatrices: About the Negative Spaces of Early Computing by Occitane Lacurie
and Techniques and Technologies to Compensate for Powerlessness by Matéj Pavlik) moved
from a macro-perspective to a micro-perspective, following a particular and locally deter-
mined problem (grasping technology through local traditions and thinking, or different
implementation of computers in the work process), often marginal, unintentional, or ac-
cidental details and facets, thus referring to the prism of theory from below.>" By allowing
theory to evolve in response to the particular artifact and in connection to the position of
a subject (the position of the theorist and historian in the current version of digitality, the
user experience given by the digital dispositive), this prism fosters a dynamic interaction
that deepens our comprehension of both the media forms under scrutiny and the theoret-
ical concepts at play. In this special issue, this inductive methodology intersects with pro-
jects offering a macro-perspective on specific phenomena, thereby balancing detailed, mi-
cro-level analysis with broader, macro-level insights.

The affordances of videographic criticism to express and reflect on computer labor are
most visible in two of its specific formats: the supercut and the desktop documentary. The
supercut, by collecting and organizing audiovisual fragments from extensive material,
serves to “discern and demonstrate deep patterns within and across film/media texts.*? In
doing so, this format reflects Manovich’s concept of “database logic,* both in its method
of handling and its presentation of audiovisual content. As de Fren suggests, the supercut
engages in “the kind of algorithmic cataloging of analogous relations™* that makes these
underlying patterns visible. By condensing large volumes of audiovisual content, the su-

29) Catherine Grant, Christian Keathley, and Jason Mittell, The Videographic Essay: Criticism in Sound and
Image, 2nd ed. (Montreal: caboose/Rutgers University Press, 2019).

30) Jeniffer Bean, “Introduction: Feeling Videographic Criticism,” Feminist Media Histories 9, no. 4 (2023),
1-13.

31) Jiti Anger, Towards a Film Theory from Below: Archival Film and the Aesthetics of the Crack-Up (New York:
Bloomsbury Academic, 2024).

32) Allison de Fren, “The Critical Supercut: A Scholarly Approach to a Fannish Practice,” The Cine-Files, no. 15
(2020), 4, accessed July 9, 2024, https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/A_DeFren_
TheCineFiles_issuel5.pdf.

33) Max Tohline, “A Supercut of Supercuts: Aesthetics, Histories, Databases,” Open Screens 4, no. 1 (2021), 8.

34) de Fren, “The Critical Supercut;” 4.
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percut might reveal or acknowledge recurring patterns and the hidden algorithms behind
digital media, providing a sharp critique of the often unseen structures of computer-me-
diated work.

By audiovisually simulating and capturing our movement on the computer or smart-
phone screen, desktop documentaries (here represented by Ordinatrices: About the Nega-
tive Spaces of Early Computing) function as reflexive texts that actively narrativize screen-
mediated experience, thereby attempting to capture and hold the gaze of the viewer and
exposing the processes present in the digital interface that suture the user to the screen.*
In this context, the desktop documentary might be understood as an analytical tool and
an accidental archivist of the current iteration of the user interface. Consequently, the
desktop documentary genre is not merely a subject of analysis but a site where theory and
practice intersect, revealing the complexities of digital labor, the evolving relationship be-
tween users and digital interfaces, and the user’s position, agency, and memory. The devel-
opment of information technology and its associated work cannot be seen as a whole con-
tinuous development of the same, but rather partial iterations that, in retrospect, can form
a consistent line. Thus, desktop documentaries can sometimes inadvertently capture par-
tial moments, gestures, or icons. These accidental audiovisual archivists might preserve
outdated, no longer relevant, or lost icons, moments, procedures, or gestures, thus archiv-
ing the current form of the interface. This is significant because the interface we have to-
day may not be the same as the one we have tomorrow.

In summary, the supercut and desktop documentaries together underscore the capac-
ity of videographic criticism to both document and dissect the intricate, often ephemeral
interactions between users and digital environments, making visible the underlying struc-
tures of computer labor that shape our engagement with technology.

Interface(s)

The special issue can be divided into three thematic units that distinctly deal with and ex-
plore computer labor as seen in audiovisual media. The first one centers around the term
interface, in all its forms, from the technological to the cultural, thus investigating the re-
lationship between labor, a computer, an interface, and a worker. The second category pre-
sents a locally specific understanding, implementation, and implication of computer labor
in society, thereby presenting a contrasting narrative to the central one. The third section
highlights distinctive examples that illuminate the broader connections between labor
and digital distortion. In conclusion, these three thematic blocks provide examinations of
the multifaceted nature of computer labor, offering critical insights into its cultural, soci-
etal, and technological dimensions as reflected in audiovisual media. This special issue not
only highlights the diverse implications of computer labor but also invites further aca-
demic exploration into the broader discourse on digital labor and its representation.

35) Jiti Anger and Kevin B. Lee, “Suture Goes Meta: Desktop Documentary and its Narrativization of Screen-
-Mediated Experience,” Quarterly Review of Film and Video 40, no. 5 (2023), 595-622.
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Throughout the 20th century, the concept of the computer has undergone a profound
evolution, reflecting broader technological, cultural, and societal shifts.*® Initially per-
ceived as a mere calculator, a mechanical device designed to perform arithmetic opera-
tions, the computer evolved into a data collector and sorter, a tool for creating visualiza-
tions, first retrospectively and later in real-time. It became indispensable in handling
sensitive data, predicting financial flows, and even as a mechanism for democratizing ac-
cess to knowledge, personal archives, education, and learning. This transformation was
driven by the increasing complexity of tasks that computers were designed to handle, re-
flecting society’s growing reliance on information technology. As technology advanced, so
did the metaphors and roles associated with computers. No longer just machines, comput-
ers were reimagined as versatile tools, complex systems, and sophisticated gadgets. Each
phase of this evolution introduced new dimensions to how computers were perceived and
utilized for labor processes. By the latter half of the century, computers were no longer
viewed solely as functional devices; they had become media in their own right — plat-
forms for communication, creativity, and interaction. Eventually, the notion of the com-
puter as an intelligent assistant emerged, reflecting both the aspirations of artificial intelli-
gence and the growing capabilities of computers to assist in complex decision-making and
personal tasks. This evolution mirrors the shifting metaphors and frameworks of informa-
tion technology, with each era bringing a new understanding of what computers could be
and do. Through this lens, the computer’s journey from a simple calculator to an intelli-
gent assistant encapsulates the broader narrative of technological progress, illustrating its
potential for empowerment and its capacity for control and surveillance.

Design modifications, adjustments in affordances, and the localization of computers
have also led to changes in the interface — the crucial juncture where two systems con-
verge, specifically the human user and the computational mechanism, enabling interac-
tion. In simpler terms, it is the point where a user communicates with a computer. Inter-
face determines what gestures, movements, knowledge, skillset, language, and interaction
is necessary to use information technology, thus indicating who has the skills to use the
computer and in what way. For example, a graphical user interface (GUI) may require fa-
miliarity with visual icons and a mouse. In contrast, a command-line interface (CLI) de-
mands proficiency in specific commands and text-based navigation. Moreover, the design
and construction of the interfaces are inherently connected to the understanding of com-
puter labor, since the interface predetermines who can interact with the computing tech-
nology. This underscores the significance of interface design in shaping access and usabil-
ity, which in turn influences who is empowered to engage with digital tools and in what
capacity.

The evolution of interfaces in connection to bodies and labor functions as a critical
line in Steve F. Anderson’s audiovisual essay Envisioning the Interface. This work offers an
in-depth exploration of Hollywood’s depictions of computer interfaces from the 1950s to
the present, tracing the evolution of these cinematic representations alongside real-world
technological advancements. The audiovisual essay highlights how films imagined gestur-

36) Thomas Haigh and Paul E. Ceruzzi, A New History of Modern Computing (Cambridge: The MIT Press,
2021).
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al interfaces associated with superhuman or extraterrestrial intelligence, contrasting with
the more mundane, physical interfaces of the mainframe era, such as punch cards. As per-
sonal computing emerged, Hollywood introduced recalcitrant voice and anthropomor-
phic interfaces, reflecting the growing interaction between humans and computers. An-
derson draws on the concept of “diegetic prototypes,” where cinema serves as a source of
inspiration for the technology industry, to map the transformation of human-computer
relationships over time. This evolution comes full circle with the return to gestural and
embodied interfaces and holographic displays in the 2010s, now deeply intertwined with
real-world technological developments and consumer culture. Anderson’s essay invites a
critical examination of how cinematic representations of computer interfaces influence
and reflect societal attitudes toward technology. By highlighting the interplay between
Hollywood’s imaginative visions and the design of real-world interfaces, Envisioning the
Interface connects to the broader phenomenon of representing computer labor in films,
emphasizing how media both shapes and is shaped by the technological landscapes of its
time.

Building on the development of interfaces, Daniel O’Brien’s audiovisual essay The Al-
lure and Threat of the Cine-Computer: A Supercut of Onscreen Computers in Speculative
Screen Fiction examines the dual nature of computers as both enticing and dangerous en-
tities in sci-fi and speculative fiction. By utilizing a supercut format, O’Brien captures the
evolution of computing technology as depicted in cinema and television from the late
1950s to the present. The essay analyzes how these representations consistently portray
computers as powerful yet potentially dangerous adversaries, often turning against their
human creators. Through iconic films like 2001: A Space Odyssey, Blade Runner, Minority
Report, and Her, as well as contemporary series like Mr. Robot and Severance, the audiovis-
ual essay highlights the changing nature of computer interfaces, software, and hardware
while emphasizing the persistent allure-threat dynamic that defines the human-machine
relationship. By employing a split-screen technique, O’Brien’s work allows viewers to com-
pare and contrast these depictions, illustrating how the portrayal of computers in specu-
lative fiction has evolved in form but remained consistent in its underlying anxieties. This
analysis ties into the broader phenomenon of representing computer labor in media, shed-
ding light on how these portrayals reflect cultural attitudes toward technology and the
complex, often uneasy relationship between humans and the increasingly powerful ma-
chines they create.
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Global — Local

The development and current state of computer labor have predominantly been articulat-
ed from a Western perspective. The history of implementing computers, from information
laboratories to government institutions,” army bodies,*® trade markets®* and other
industries,* and every household,*" has been described in detail primarily for countries
like the United States®” and, to some extent, the United Kingdom.*® However, some texts
examine the role of information technology in other regions, such as the former Eastern
Bloc* and the importation and implementation of American computers in South
America,* and France.*® These discussions often raise significant questions regarding
technological imperialism and different development streams and reflect distinct promis-
es and fears connected to the use of information technology. These subtexts illuminate the
complexities of global technology transfer and the unequal power dynamics that fre-
quently accompany it. Yet, these perspectives are often more thoroughly developed than
the narratives surrounding the evolution of computers in the North American context.
Computer labor may appear to be a global phenomenon from a contemporary stand-
point, but audiovisual media representations frequently reveal how this work assumes dis-
tinct local forms. For instance, amateur films might document the role computers played
in domestic settings, while state-supported films might demonstrate that computer-relat-
ed work extended beyond administrative or research tasks, encompassing educational ef-
forts or the preservation of specific local memories, or fictional and narrative cinematog-
raphy might postulate a slightly different position of information technology in the
popular imagination. Audiovisual materials — whether part of archives, private VHS or
DVD collections, or freely available footage on the Internet — serve as valuable resources
that capture the unique configurations of computer work in different regions, among var-

37) Jon Agar, The Government Machine: A Revolutionary History of the Computer (Cambridge: The MIT Press,
2016).

38) Patrick Crogan, Gameplay Mode: War, Simulation, and Technoculture (Minneapolis: University of Minneso-
ta Press, 2011).

39) Arthur L. Norberg, Computers and Commerce: A Study of Technology and Management at Eckert-Mauchly
Computer Company, Engineering Research Associates, and Remington Rand, 1946-1957 (Cambridge: The
MIT Press, 2005).

40) James W. Cortada, IBM The Rise and Fall and Reinvention of a Global Icon (Cambridge: The MIT Press,
2023).

41) Tom Forester, Home Computing: The Challenge of Change (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1985).

42) or Canada, see, John N. Vardalas, The Computer Revolution in Canada: Building National Technological
Competence (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2001).

43) Jacob Ward, Visions of a Digital Nation: Market and Monopoly in British Telecommunications (Cambridge:
The MIT Press, 2024); Mar Hicks, Programmed Inequality: How Britain Discarded Women Technologists and
Lost Its Edge in Computing (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2018).

44) Victor Petrov, Balkan Cyberia Cold War Computing, Bulgarian Modernization, and the Information Age be-
hind the Iron Curtain (Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2023); Jaroslav Svelch, Gaming the Iron Curtain: How
Teenagers and Amateurs in Communist Czechoslovakia Claimed the Medium of Computer Games (Cam-
bridge: The MIT Press, 2023).

45) Eden Medina, Cybernetic Revolutionaries Technology and Politics in Allende’s Chile (Cambridge: The MIT
Press, 2014).

46) Thomas Dekeyser and Andrew Culp, “Machines in Flames,” Youtube, 2022, accessed September 16, 2023,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qGVMu50OPu7E.
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ious user groups, and across specific periods. These materials offer nuanced insights into
how computer labor is shaped by local cultural, economic, and political contexts, provid-
ing a more comprehensive understanding of its global impact.

Occitane Lacurie’s audiovisual essay Ordinatrices: About the Negative Spaces of Early
Computing delves into the often overlooked history of women’s contributions to comput-
ing, tracing this invisibility back to the era when computing was primarily manual labor,
categorized under secretarial work. The visual references to Mad Men highlight how sec-
retarial work, traditionally performed by women, laid the groundwork for modern com-
puting yet remained undervalued and eventually obscured as the field evolved. The intro-
duction of an IBM 360 computer in Mad Men symbolizes the shift from manual to
automated computing, a change that threatened the jobs of these women who had been
performing the precursors to digital labor. Following the local debate of finding a French
term for computer, Lacurie’s essay proposes that the term ordinatrice (a feminine form of
the word for computer in French) could have been used to describe these women who
were, in essence, the first “computers.” This exploration brings to light the gendered histo-
ry of computing and how this labor has been visually and culturally represented — or mis-
represented — over time. By recovering the stories of these ordinatrices, Lacurie’s work
contributes to a more complete understanding of the origins of computer labor, emphasiz-
ing the crucial but often invisible role that women have played in the development of
modern technology.

Simone Dotto’s article, “Do Corporate Films Dream of Cybernetic Governance? Com-
puters (as Metaphors of ) Industrial Labor and Society in Olivetti-Sponsored Films,” delves
into the representation of computer labor in Olivetti-sponsored corporate films between
the late 1950s and 1970s, revealing how these films functioned as more than mere promo-
tional tools — they were instruments of rhetorical and ideological expression. Thus, the
essay examines the audiovisual portrayal of computer labor, emphasizing the relationship
between computers and film throughout their existence as practical media. Dotto chal-
lenges the notion that industrial cinema was incapable of visually representing computing,
arguing instead that Olivetti’s films not only made computers visible but also imbued them
with broader symbolic meanings. These films reflected a shift in corporate narratives from
viewing the factory as a pastoral community to conceptualizing it as a cybernetic system
of labor organization. Through this transformation, computers were portrayed not just as
tools for industrial work but as metaphors for a new form of governance based on cyber-
netic principles. This portrayal aligned computers with the emerging concept of scientific
management, where data processing and systematic control became central to both indus-
trial and social organizations. In this way, Olivetti’s films contributed to a larger cultural
understanding of computers, positioning them as key models for the governance of both
work and society.

Reinterpreting technology as a response to the crises of late modernity and individual
alienation, the audiovisual essay Techniques and Technologies to Compensate for Powerless-
ness (Czech title: Techniky a technologie na kompenzaci bezmoci) by Matéj Pavlik investi-
gates the intersection of borderline science and the socio-political context of Czecho-
slovakia during the 1980s. The essay examines technologies developed in fields of
psychotronics and psychoenergetics, which Pavlik argues, despite appearing pseudoscien-
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tific, were indicative of a broader disillusionment as these technologies might be viewed as
tools for individuals to cope with feelings of powerlessness amidst rapid technological and
societal changes. Pavlik’s work underscores the role of technology not only as a practical
tool but as a symbolic response to the socio-economic conditions of its time, echoing the
themes of alienation, control, and adaptation that are also central to the depiction of com-
puter labor in various audiovisual narratives.

Distortions

The third and final thematic segment of this special issue focuses on the concept of distor-
tions as they relate to two key areas. First, it examines how distortions emerge in our un-
derstanding of computer labor, particularly in the form of biases, contortions, and shifts
that arise alongside the development and transformation of information technology, not
only within the work process but also beyond it. These distortions impact how we concep-
tualize the evolving role of technology in labor, including the changing forms and levels of
human and machine involvement. Second, it showcases how distortions materialize in
digital images as glitches. On the one hand, these technical errors can reveal the dysfunc-
tionality or limitations of the digital dispositif at specific moments in time.*” On the oth-
er hand, they can be viewed as inherent features of the architecture of digitality, which
shapes and influences the nature of our everyday online work.*® This segment aims to un-
pack these interconnected distortions to understand better their implications for the
broader landscape of digital labor and aesthetics.

Reframing distortions in connection to the labor environment, Tibor Vocések’ study,
Who Is Awful? Black Mirror Series and Dystopian Visions on Al focuses on the representa-
tion of Al labor in the popular sci-fi series Black Mirror, particularly on the episode “Joan
is Awful” As a prominent cultural text, Black Mirror uses its dystopian narratives to ex-
plore the intricate relationships between AI and human labor. The series portrays Al not
merely as a technological threat but as a reflection of contemporary anxieties about capi-
talist alienation and the control exerted by tech corporations in the digital age. Through
the episode “Joan is Awful,” its dramatic and speculative lens, Vocasek highlights the inter-
dependence of human and AI labor, underscoring the inseparability of technology, hu-
man agency, and institutional power in the labor process. This analysis connects to the
broader phenomenon of representing computer labor in media by illustrating how Black
Mirror uses the sci-fl genre to critically engage with and reflect upon AT’s social and eco-
nomic implications, making visible the often overlooked human elements behind these
technologies. Thus, reflecting on the idea of the visibility and the invisibility of labor in the
digital age.

Regarding the material distortions of digital images, David Alvarez’s text, “Nostalgia
Isn’t What It Used to Be: Elegy to Vaporwave’s Glitched, Aspirational Aesthetics,” offers an
in-depth analysis of Vaporwave, a genre that merges aspirational consumerism with the

47) Michael Betancourt, Glitch Art in Theory and Practice (London: Routledge, 2019).
48) Shane Denson, Discorrelated Images (Durham: Duke University Press, 2020).
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visual and sonic elements of early computing and gaming. The text explores how Vapor-
wave employs the glitch as a central motif, symbolizing both the disruption of traditional
consumer culture and a nostalgic longing for the technological aesthetics of the past.
Through this lens, the glitch becomes a powerful tool for critiquing and reinterpreting the
intertwined relationship between consumerism, technology, and nostalgia. Alvarez postu-
lates a different version of glitches from the works of Chris Marker and Kiyoshi Kurosawa
that might provide a counterbalance to Vaporwave’s nostalgic reimagining by engaging
more critically with the de-historicizing effects of digital distortion. These films grapple
with the implications of living in a post-historical society, where the boundaries between
past, present, and future blur, raising questions about how we represent and understand
the role of technology and labor in shaping our collective memory.
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Abstract

Envisioning the Interface presents an interpretive chronology of Hollywood’s imaginings of comput-
er interfaces from the 1950s to the present. Although not rigidly chronological, this video essay ob-
serves a historical evolution from early visions of gestural interfaces when computers were linked
with superhuman or extra-terrestrial intelligence, to the mundane, physical and punch-card based
interfaces of the mainframe era, followed by a wave of strangely recalcitrant voice and anthropomor-
phic interfaces that emerged in the PC era. Drawing on the concept of cinema as a source of “dieget-
ic prototypes” for the technology industries, this trajectory maps a profound transformation of the
relationship between humans and computers as people became increasingly knowledgeable about —
and dependent on — computation in daily life. The chronology comes full circle with a return to ges-
tural and embodied interfaces and holographic displays since the 2010s. However, unlike their im-
aginary, post-war counterparts, Hollywood’s second wave of gestural interfaces is closely tied to
real-world technology development and product placement. Without suggesting a deterministic re-
lationship between the cinematic imaginary and real-world technology design, Envisioning the In-
terface invites a more critical vision of computer interfaces — both on screen and in relation to con-
sumer culture. The video tracks multiple historical trajectories in order to highlight the shifting
relationship between interfaces in Hollywood and their counterparts in the real world, illuminating
the limits and presuppositions of naturalized visions for our engagement with computational tech-
nologies.

Keywords
computer history, HCI, interface design, design fiction, diegetic prototype




22  Steve E. Anderson: Envisioning the Interface

Creator’s Statement

A so-called new technology is the object of fascination, hyperbole and concern.
It is almost inevitably a field onto which a broad array of hopes and fears is
projected and envisioned as a potential solution to, or possible problem for, the
world at large. Technological development is one of the primary sites through
which we can chart the desires and concerns of a given social context and the
preoccupations of particular moments in history.

— Marita Sturken, Douglas Thomas, and Sandra Ball Rokeach,
Technological Visions: The Hopes and Fears That Shape New
Technologies (2004)

How have cinema and television envisioned the basic forms of interaction between hu-
mans and computers? From the speculative voice and gestural interfaces seen in super-
computer films of the 1950s to the anthropomorphic interfaces of the 1960s-80s, and the
holographic and biometric interfaces of the 2000s, cinema has long contributed to shap-
ing the ways we imagine interacting with computational devices. With examples drawn
from more than two dozen North American film and television sources, Envisioning the
Interface maps a 60+ year evolution of on-screen modes of human-computer interaction.
Following a trajectory that is roughly — but not rigidly — chronological, Envisioning the
Interface performs a combination of close and distant readings, examining modes of inter-
facing with computers that are both real and imaginary.” Close textual analysis within the

1) The concept of “distant reading” originated with literary scholar Franco Moretti: see Franco Moretti, Graphs,
Maps, Trees: Abstract Models for Literary History (London and New York: Verso, 2005). Although the “dis-
tance” evoked in this video essay falls short of the Digital Humanities’ model of computational analysis
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video addresses specific examples, while a more “distant” perspective identifies repetitive
tropes and broader patterns that reveal structural predispositions, assumptions, and bias-
es. As generative Al increasingly infiltrates consumer products in forms such as personal
digital assistants, recommendation algorithms, and (a new generation of) voice interfaces,
it is important to interrogate the ways these interfaces invite humans to interact with
them. The sub-field of feminist STS (Science and Technology Studies) has documented
and demonstrated the dangers of the technology industries’ perpetuation of a limited
range of models for human computer interactions reducible to: tool, companion, animal,
or slave.? Resisting the tech industry’s current fantasy that computers and Al-driven inter-
faces should be imagined as a new form of involuntary servitude, these cinematic and tel-
evisual examples provide illuminating historical context for the rapidly evolving relation-
ship between humans and computers.

The media curated for this project ranges from some of cinema’s earliest imaginings of
computer technologies, to contemporary sci-fi genre films and popular TV shows that val-
orize and extend the ideologies of ubiquity and utility favored by the consumer technolo-
gy industries. To counter this, the critical method of this project is partly inspired by me-
dia archaeology, pursuing a discontinuous — that is, roughly chronological but avowedly
non-teleological — exploration of computer interfaces as they have emerged from the ad-
mittedly slippery concept of the “technocultural imaginary”® In their field-defining an-
thology, Media Archaeology, Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka contrast media archaeolo-
gy with conventional historiographical methods in its capacity to construct “alternate
histories of suppressed, neglected, and forgotten media that do not point teleologically to
the present media-cultural condition as their ‘perfection.”® The historical ruptures and
discontinuities allowed by media archaeology support my contention that Hollywood can
and should broaden its imaginary for interfaces that exceed — rather than mirror — the
limitations of real-world technologies, and in the process, contribute to expanding our vo-
cabulary for conceiving relationships between humans and computers. Ultimately, my
goal is to highlight both the benefits and limitations of cinematic and televisual depictions
of the interface as symptoms of broader attitudes toward computation and its role in hu-
man society and behavior.

Envisioning the Interface begins by noting the eccentricity of early computer interfaces
that were unburdened by fidelity to real-world technologies. In both The Day the Earth

imagined by Moretti, the emphasis on patterns of analysis seen here is consistent with the “tropical” synthe-
sis of formal repetition described by Allison de Fren: Allison de Fren, “From the Essay Film to the Video Es-
say: Between the Critical and the Popular,” in Reclaiming Popular Documentary, eds. Christie Milliken and
Steve E Anderson (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2021), 157-178.

2) Kelly B. Wagman and Lisa Parks, “Beyond the Command: Feminist STS Research and Critical Issues for the
Design of Social Machines,” Proceedings of the ACM on Human-Computer Interaction 5, issue CSCW 1
(2021), 1-20.

3) Iborrow this term from Simon Penny’s keynote presentation, “What Robots Still Can’t Do (With Apologies
to Hubert Dreyfus) Or: Deconstructing the Technocultural Imaginary,” given at the Robophilosophy con-
ference on February 15, 2018. Penny’s work — both as a theorist and designer — has been exemplary for its
devotion to seeking practical solutions to philosophical and ethical problems associated with artificial intel-
ligence, robotics, and computation broadly.

4) Erkki Huhtamo and Jussi Parikka, Media Archaeology: Approaches, Applications, and Implications (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 2011), 3.
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Stood Still (1951) and This Island Earth (1955), computers that were brought to earth by
space aliens operate seamlessly through gestural and voice interfaces. Soon after, as real-
world, mainframe computing became a more common feature of everyday life, these ex-
amples of interface-as-spectacle gave way to more mundane and literal interactions re-
quiring keyboards and punch cards. Subsequently, with the transition from room-sized
mainframe computers to PCs in the home, depictions of the interface made a correspond-
ing transition to the cinema-friendly form of voice interaction. As in the real world, how-
ever, voice interfaces on screen are more likely to result in frustration and obstruction
than convenience and efficiency. With the introduction of gestural and holographic inter-
faces (which largely continue to elude the real-world technology industries of the 2020s),
Hollywood follows the logic of extending the body to direct interaction with computers
and electromagnetic signals, ultimately erasing the hardware of computing altogether. The
video also includes a call for more thoughtful and creative imaginings of technology in
Hollywood design fictions and a celebration of the uniquely embodied visions of bio-or-
ganic interfaces conceived by Canadian director David Cronenberg.

It is axiomatic to this project that the development of real-world technologies is com-
plexly — that is, bi-directionally and non-deterministically — entangled with their depic-
tion in popular culture.”’ Movies and TV shape the ways we think about and relate to com-
puters, often reinscribing social hierarchies related to gender, race, class, age, and access.
With his influential articulation of the concept of the “diegetic prototype,” David Kirby
notes the capacity for cinema to “ease public fears and demonstrate the possibilities” of fu-
ture technologies.”? At the same time, the design and marketing of computer systems re-
flect and often — consciously or unconsciously — emulate Hollywood’s fetishistic visions
of on-screen technology. Whether set in a utopian or dystopian story world, these visions
all too frequently obfuscate the economic interests and industrial interdependence of the
military-entertainment complex. Although Hollywood sometimes appears to serve a mar-
keting function for Silicon Valley, producing design fictions that shape consumer expecta-
tions and desires, the film/TV industries’ depictions of computers are rarely calm or quo-
tidian. In his 2005 book Shaping Things, science fiction author Bruce Sterling both coined
the term “design fiction” and distinguished it from the goals of science fiction generally.
“Science fiction wants to invoke the grandeur and credibility of science for its own hand-
waving hocus-pocus, but design fiction can be more practical, more hands-on. It sacrifices
some sense of the miraculous, but it moves much closer to the glowing heat of technosocial
conflict”” With the interests of the entertainment and technology industries closely, but
not always predictably entwined, on-screen depictions of real and imaginary technologies
paint a revealing portrait of our technological obsessions, fears, desires, dreams, and anx-
ieties, creating both opportunities and obstacles for real-world technological development.

As the entertainment industries scramble to keep pace with the implications and po-
tentials of technological change, theorists of visual culture must pursue increasingly var-
ied critical frameworks for understanding media and technology. Taking as its primary

5) The two-way relationship between science and science fiction is effectively observed in Constance Penley,
Nasa/Trek: Popular Science and Sex in America (London: Verso, 1997).

6) David A. Kirby, Lab Coats in Hollywood: Science, Scientists, and Cinema (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2011), 42.

7) Bruce Sterling, Shaping Things (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2005), 30.
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evidence pieces of the vast body of film and TV shows that display changing relations be-
tween people and computers, this project seeks to critically map the narrative tropes by
which human-computer interaction is constructed and imagined in popular media. Giv-
en the long sweep of history — more than 60 years — covered by this brief video, I have
developed a mode of analysis that I term “interpretive chronology,” in which a critical ar-
gument is developed by addressing the historical sources within each category of analysis
more or less in the order they were created. Far from implying a sense of “progress” in the
development of the technologies depicted, this strategy is meant simply to ground the
viewer in the various historical moments when certain types of computer interface were
presented to viewers as opposed to others.

In keeping with contemporary models of representation studies, Envisioning the Inter-
face does not assume a direct — never mind a causal — relationship between real world
computation and its depictions on screen. At best, I view Hollywood’s vision of technolo-
gy as an industrially and ideologically embedded refraction of lived reality — at worst, it
is an economically overdetermined and uncritical recycling of consumerist fantasies. This
project approaches the media under analysis as traces of cultural discourse and disposi-
tion that are neither directly reflective of the real world nor determinative of cultural
meaning, but part of an ongoing process of negotiation. As depictions of computation
have evolved in dialogue with the industries that support them, it seems clear that we are
in need of new models for engaging the potentials and pitfalls of the technocultural imag-
inary as it converges with contemporary technology development. As real-world interfac-
es come to resemble increasingly literal extensions of the body, the stakes of this investiga-
tion are raised, and a new sense of technologized corporeality is normalized on the screens
of Hollywood. My hope is that, through a combination of historical framing and textual
analysis, reader-viewers are invited to think systematically about ongoing tensions be-
tween both media and technology on screen and the media and technology industries in
the real world.
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Abstract

This video essay explores the enticement and anxiety of onscreen computers across a range of films
and television programmes. The onscreen computer is a frequent prop of dystopian fiction within
the sci-fi genre, often presented as an allure that promises increased power or knowledge balanced
by the anxiety of technophobic otherness. From the late 1950s onwards, cinema and television, par-
ticularly sci-fi and speculative fiction, have used computers as a form of adversary, which eventual-
ly turns on their human operators. The video essay portrays the evolvement of computing in regard
to apparatus and embodiment through user interfaces, software, and hardware, as humans move
closer to the machine. Taking the form of a supercut and using the comparative and simultaneous
mode of perception enabled by the split-screen technique, the work considers the human-machine
relationship through a range of computer-centred films, which include Stanley KubricKs 2001:
A Space Odyssey (1968), Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), Steven Spielberg’s Minority Report
(2002), and Spike Jonze’s Her (2013) along with contemporary television programming in the form
of Sam Esmail’s Mr. Robot (2015-2019) and Dan Erickson’s Severance (2022—present). As a result,
the video essay showcases that the representation and development of these technological interfac-
es have undergone change while the allure-threat dynamic between humans and computers has re-
mained relatively stable.

Keywords
computer, cinema, technophobia, interface, video essay
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Creator’s Statement

The genre of sci-fi in cinema and television frequently represents computers in ambivalent
ways, illustrating their new affordances as well as threats. Many instances of the cine-com-
puter within speculative fiction have been presented in alluring ways. Some of which can
be considered a form of early spectacle that (unbeknown to audiences of the time) would
later become omnipresent in reality. For example, video calls via Skype, Zoom, or MS
Teams have rendered virtual face-to-face meetings ubiquitous, particularly in post-pan-
demic times. Nevertheless, in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), a two-min-
ute videophone sequence plays out as part of the film’s futuristic marvel. This is also the
case with the Esper sequence? in Ridley Scott’s Blade Runner (1982), which is where the
video essay begins. Scott, like Kubrick, perhaps predicts the quotidian way that human
voice will come to work and interface with technological apparatuses, which has become
domesticated through digital assistants such as Siri or Alexa. Yet in the early eighties, this
sequence was considered an inspiring display, and even much later, one that is still de-
scribed as striking.?

The focus of the video essay is on the cine-computer in speculative fiction and how it
can be considered a simultaneous threat and allure, as well as a loose template for a num-
ber of relationships that modern society has come to establish with screen technology. The
subject of the cine-computer within film can be considered a form of “videographic cine-

1) The Esper is a fictional supercomputer used by Deckard and other police officials within Blade Runner. In
the partial sequence of the video essay, a two-dimensional photograph is uploaded to Esper, rendering a
“three-dimensional representation offering an impossibility [and extension] of vision” Will Brooker, ed.,
The Blade Runner Experience: The Legacy of a Science Fiction Classic (New York: Columbia University Press, 2006).

2) Nick Jones, “Expanding the Esper: Virtualised spaces of surveillance in sf film,” Science Fiction Film and
Television 9, no. 1 (2016), 1-23.
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ma” through Jonathan Rozenkrantz’s book of the same name.® Rozenkrantz “defines vid-
eographic cinema [as] theatrical films that incorporate analogue video images,’¥ which
also extends to what he describes as “futurity effects” Here, he examines the role of vid-
eo effects in cinema, ranging from surveillance imagery and CCTV to the digital comput-
er screen. Drawing on Gene Youngblood’s concept of videographic cinema as “a metamor-
phosis of technologies,® he argues how the entwinement of different media is “a means
for expanding the experimental horizons offered by cinema, in order to produce new
forms of consciousness.””

Rozenkrantz illustrates this idea through Scott Bartlett’s experimental film Off-
On (1967), an avant-garde work which was the first to seamlessly merge video with cellu-
loid “so that neither would show up separately from the whole”® Within my video essay,
selected scenes of computer imagery and digital displays similarly foreground this techno-
logical metamorphosis. This is also reinforced in the methodology of the video essay for-
mat, particularly with the supercut, which is a process of extracting film fragments “for
discerning and demonstrating deep patterns within and across film/media texts”? In “The
Critical Supercut,” author and video essayist, Allison de Fren, demonstrates how creating
a supercut — collecting and organizing clips from one or multiple sources around a spe-
cific theme or idea — embodies what Lev Manovich describes as a “database logic™'? As
de Fren explains,

the ability to break down film and media texts into an “archive of sounds and mo-
ving images” within software editing programs facilitates and encourages not only
“database thinking,” but also database-structured outputs, the kind of algorithmic
cataloguing of analogous relations found in the Supercut.'”

Fundamentally, I adopt the video essay and, more specifically, the supercut to simulta-
neously “draw out thematic continuities”? of the cine-computer in speculative fiction.
However, the video essay format also allows me to consider the role of the computer
through this specific process of media metamorphosis, i.e., capturing and assembling clips
through a “database logic,” where my computer, editing programme, and DVD ripper all

3) Jonathan Rozenkrantz, Videographic Cinema: An Archaeology of Electronic Images and Imaginaries (New
York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2020).

4) 1Ibid, 6.

5) Ibid., 41.

6) Ibid., 5.

7) Ibid,, 5.

8) Scott Simmon, “OffOn (1967),” National Film Preservation Foundation, accessed July 9, 2024, https://www.

filmpreservation.org/preserved-films/screening-room/offon-1968-2000kbps.

9) Allison de Fren, “The Critical Supercut: A Scholarly Approach to a Fannish Practice,” The Cine-Files, no. 15
(2020), 4, accessed July 9, 2024, https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/A_DeFren_
TheCineFiles_issuel5.pdf. On the affordances and limits of the database logic in videographic scholarship,
see Jifi Anger, Towards a Film Theory from Below: Archival Film and the Aesthetics of the Crack-Up (New
York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2024), 158-170.

10) de Fren, “The Critical Supercut,” 4.

11) Ibid., 4.

12) Ibid., 7.
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played parts in the video essay’s creation. As such, the supercut’s methodology contributes
directly to the content, illustrating or emphasising points that would not necessarily be
achieved in the same way by simply writing about them. Instead, a process of videographic
cinema has been carried out by collecting, arranging, and presenting clips through a range
of digital steps which constitutes a supercut. “In the supercut, extraction is both process
and output, a method for discerning and demonstrating deep patterns within and across
film/media texts'?

The video essay accomplishes this through what Patrick Keating describes as a “cumu-
lative mode,”'¥ which involves “presenting a wealth of examples to provide compelling
support for a generalized claim”'® This approach allows the video essay to transcend the
limitations of the written article and “advance an argument, even when the argument is
never stated in so many words.”'® Keating further explains that the video essayist can pre-
sent clips either simultaneously via split screen or sequentially, one after the other. This es-
say employs both methods to implicitly demonstrate patterns and comparisons, enabling
viewers to “infer the argument”?” that the cine-computer serves as an ambivalent emblem
of both enticement and anxiety in modern societies.

The allure of the Esper sequence mentioned in the opening paragraph is in part owed
to the human-technology interfacing that allows an organic user to be extended into a vir-
tual space. Marshall McLuhan’s Understanding Media'® discusses (albeit in a dated turn of
phrase) “the extensions of man,” highlighting how media technologies, from the lettered
alphabet to the computer, have the ability to extend human corporeal reach, functionality,
and agency. In Blade Runner, the Esper device allows Rick Deckard (Harrison Ford) to see
beyond his normal limitations. Through his voice, extended as a new form of sight, Deck-
ard is able to optically enter and analyse the space of a digital photograph and see beyond
his boundaries. Deckard’s spoken instructions, which are visually carried out through the
computerised image, are reminiscent of McLuhan’s point that “phonetic writing [...] is a
technology for extending the sense of sight”* This contributes to the Esper cine-comput-
er as an alluring device for its capability of extending the senses. The computer is what
McLuhan refers to as a form of hot media through its ability to impart “a maximal inter-
play of all the senses”® This is in contrast to a still photograph (an example of cool me-
dia), which would illicit only vision, therefore separating the optical sense from others.
The interactive cine-computer of the Esper merges the audio of voice with vision and mo-
tion, enabling Deckard and the viewer to traverse the space and path of the virtual image
in a captivating way.

13) Ibid,, 4.

14) Patrick Keating, “The Video Essay as Cumulative and Recursive Scholarship,” The Cine-Files, no. 15 (2020),
2, accessed July 9, 2024, https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/PKeating_TheCine-
Files_issuel5.pdf.

Ibid.

Ibid., 3.

Ibid., 3.

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (Scotts Valley: CreateSpace Independent
Publishing Platform, 2016).

19) Ibid., 368.

20) Ibid.
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As such, it is used as the prompt for the first section of the video essay to present oth-
er engaging sci-fi cine-computers, which move on and off the screen in sync with Deck-
ard’s voice commands. This cues Steven Spielberg’s Minority Report (2002), with its trans-
lucent touchscreen interface similarly foreshadowing the ubiquity of touch smartphone
technology. Emphasising the computer’s extension of self and senses through gesture, this
sequence is juxtaposed with Brian De Palma’s Mission: Impossible (1996), which presents
computer hacking as a full-bodied spectacle of physicality.

The alluring interplay of Tom Cruise’s graceful gestures, Ford’s soothing voice, and the
motion of the videographic multi-screen composition begins to be interrupted with the
second and more conventional representation of the cine-computer as a threat. This is
considered through Anton Karl Kozlovic’s paper “Technophobic Themes in Pre-1990
Computer Films”?" The threat is introduced via the imagery of the fictional A.I. comput-
er HAL, who, as Kozlovic notes, is “the only computer to achieve the status of a famous fic-
tional character”? in the form of an “epic villain”?® In 2001: A Space Odyssey, HAL is pre-
sented as an adversary to humanity, which also underpins the structure of the video essay
in the sense that HAL emerges at the beginning but is killed off by the end. After HALs in-
troduction, the video essay utilises Kozlovic’s paper to consider how technophobia in the
cine-computer dynamic is manifested in speculative screen fiction.

Published in 2003, Kozlovic’s work highlights how computers in mainstream cinema
were “technological cautionary tales, whose genesis is rooted in societal fears about intel-
ligent technology, particularly the supplanting of humanity”* Like videophones and
touchscreen interfacing, this onscreen fear is palpable in reality. Andrew Utterson’s From
IBM to MGM: Cinema at the Dawn of the Digital Age highlights how audiences at the time
were ambivalent about computers in relation to Kubrick’s film, asserting how “they both
loved computers and [were] scared of them.”” The fear fundamentally comes down to
“HAL and the human crew [being] pitted as evolutionary rivals, competing species [...] as
cybernetic creation is pitted against organic progenitor’?® This is a theme that continues
into the millennium with Lana and Lilly Wachowski’s The Matrix franchise (1999-2021),
and morphs into new forms of fear through humanity’s technological reliance on ma-
chines for work, recreation, and, in more recent years, simulated empathy (as seen in Spike
Jonze’s Her (2013)), frequently decried by technology sociologist Sherry Turkle.?”

Referring again to Kozlovic, the video essay incorporates a range of specific categories
in which computers threaten humanity. “Computers as rivals to humanity” is Kozlovic’s
first category and bookends the essay, introduced through HALS silent observing at the
beginning and concluding with the computer’s demise. In Kozlovic’s paper, he highlights

21) Anton Karl Kozlovic, “Technophobic Themes in Pre-1990 Computer Films,” Science as Culture 12, no. 3

(2003), 341-373.

) Thid., 342.

23) Ibid., 348.

24) Ibid., 343.

25) Andrew Utterson, From IBM to MGM: Cinema at the Dawn of the Digital Age (London: Bloomsbury Pub-
lishing, 2019), 112.

26) Ibid., 109.

27) Sherry Turkle, Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other (New York:
Basic Books, 2017).

22
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the danger of the cine-computer as a “troublemaker, oppressor and exterminator;’® all of
which overlap in a number of selected films within the video. For example, in John Bad-
ham’s WarGames (1983), the computer can be considered a trickster character when Da-
vid Lightman (Matthew Broderick) unintentionally brings America under threat of nucle-
ar war while hacking a computer to play what he believes to be innocuous computer
games. Seduced by the allure of the computer, highlighted by the human captivation to-
wards the alterity of the computer’s anthropomorphic robot voice, Lightman fails to see
his device as a troublemaker until humanity is threatened. Joseph Sargent’s Colossus: The
Forbin Project (1970) is a more extreme version of this, in which supercomputer, Colossus,
aspires to world domination after being created by Eric Forbin (Eric Braeden) with a sys-
tem design flaw. Like HAL or Frankenstein’s creature, the computer turns on its creator,
bringing threat towards its makers in the form of world destruction.””

This motif addresses another of Kozlovic’s categories, in which he refers to computers
as holocaust sources. “Pop culture computers have frequently been depicted as the root
sources of mayhem,”? either deliberately or as “accidental sources of chaos”*" The prem-
ise of Blade Runner, for example, is built on this latter idea in which replicants (synthetic
humans) break their programming, putting human life in jeopardy in order to survive. As
Kozlovic notes, accidental computer chaos has been prevalent in a range of films at differ-
ent levels; EMARAC (Electromagnetic Memory And Research Arithmetical Calculator),
the computer in Walter Lang’s Desk Set (1957) (the first to feature a computer outside the
science fiction genre)® fires all the office employees due to a malfunction, while the faulty
ED 209 from Paul Verhoeven’s RoboCop (1988) mercilessly opens fire, killing an innocent
employee because of a glitch.*®

Computer mistakes occurring due to rigid algorithmic coding, clashing with the am-
biguity of human action, bring Kozlovic to another category of “computers as self-damag-
ing aids** In this category, computers are enlisted to help a situation but instead create
devastating effects through inflexible programming or error. In David Cronenberg’s The
Fly (1986), Seth Brundle (Jeft Goldblum) is transformed into the monstrous Brundlefly
when his computer gets confused over separate genetic patterns after a housefly gets into
a teleporter with him. As Steven Shaviro notes, the teleporter, which is Brundle’s response
to travel motion sickness, puts the character through an extreme form of motion sickness
as his human body and identity rapidly decay.® The promise of teleportation to “change
the world as we know it” is the allure that prompts Brundle into the machine before the
computer’s confusion “quickly reveals its deeper, unintended purpose as a gene splicer.”*®

28) Kozlovic, “Technophobic Themes in Pre-1990 Computer Films,” 346.

29) Utterson, From IBM to MGM, 109.

30) Ibid., 354.

31) Ibid., 355.

32) Ted Friedman, Electric Dreams: Computers in American Culture (New York: New York University Press,
2005), 48.

33) Kozlovic, “Technophobic Themes in Pre-1990 Computer Films,” 355.

34) Ibid.

35) Steven Shaviro, The Cinematic Body (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993), 128.

36) Ibid.
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The computer in The Fly coldly and systematically alters human subjectivity, while in
Ridley Scotts Alien (1979), the spaceship computer MU/TH/UR 6000 (“Mother”) stonily
informs Ellen Ripley (Sigourney Weaver) of her and the crew’s expendability during the
mission. As Kozlovic notes, the negative message is “made even more psychologically un-
palatable given the betrayal of its crew-cum-metaphoric children by a real and metaphor-
ic mother”*” Similarly, Brundle’s computer can also be read as a type of sadistic technolog-
ical mother by rebirthing the character into the grotesque hybrid of human and insect,
which later in the film is respliced with machine parts from the teleporter. In each case, the
respective computers unemotionally reflect problematic human behaviours. In The Fly,
hubris is embodied by the character of Brundle, whose feelings of pride and jealousy
(combined with intoxication) are the prompts for his risky and premature self-experi-
ment. In Alien, the computer (Mother) highlights corporate greed through the ruthless-
ness of capitalistic operations.

Furthermore, the juxtaposition of the Brundle and Ripley scenes share further similar-
ities in the way that they use their computers to learn about themselves, indicating how
the machine knows more about their “human” characteristics or fate than they do. This is
reminiscent of the way knowledge, particularly health tests, is often coldly mediated
through screen data, via the automation of “telemedicine” discussed in detail in Jeremy A.
Greene’s The Doctor Who Wasn’t There.*® Greene points to “a digital divide in healthcare
access that has been getting worse, rather than better, as we have come to rely more com-
pletely on an electronic medium of care.”*”

These medical concerns are also typical of the way computers have come to be relied
upon for social and emotional care, which is indicated in the adjacent scenes of Her and
Steve Barron’s Electric Dreams (1984). In both films, an emotional reliance between hu-
mans and technology is presented. In the former, Theodore (Joaquin Phoenix) falls in love
with his operating system Samantha (Scarlett Johansson), while Edgar, the sentient com-
puter in Electric Dreams, becomes jealous of a relationship between his owner Miles (Len-
ny Von Dohlen) and his musician love interest, Madeline (Virginia Madsen). Edgar’s ma-
chinic jealousy is presented in a form of troublemaking duplicity, tricking both Miles and
Madeline, as we can see in the duet sequence. In Her, it is Theodore who eventually be-
comes insecure when he realises that Samantha’s developing intelligence has transcended
a human level and that it is able to conduct intimate relationships with thousands of oth-
er people while conversing with him.

As T have argued elsewhere, the allure of Samantha is initially one of narcissism. In the
McLuhanian sense, the computer operating system begins as an extension of Theodore.
Samantha’s personality is constructed by its interaction with Theodore’s hard drive, emails,
digital files, and online behaviour, but through continuous learning and self-sufficiency; it
transcends beyond its human operator.

37) Kozlovic, “Technophobic Themes in Pre-1990 Computer Films,” 356.

38) Jeremy A. Greene, The Doctor Who Wasn't There: Technology, History, and the Limits of Telehealth (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2022).

39) Ibid., 242-243.
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In a sense, Theodore narcissistically falls in love with himself or an apparatus that re-
presents an extension of himself. This is often alluded to in the use of colour throu-
ghout the film. Theodore’s warm red shirts and jacket are a similar shade to the
warm red glow of Samantha’s home screen, aesthetically mirroring her host.*”

Again, the pattern of the computer allure through extension becomes an emotional
threat once Samantha’s A L transforms into something beyond human comprehension. In
Alone Together, Sherry Turkle asserts that “the robot cannot feel; it cannot feel human em-
pathy or the flow of human connection. Indeed, the robot can feel nothing at all”*" The
video essay aims to remind its viewer of the simultaneous allure and threat that characters
and real people invest in robotic empathy.

Elsewhere, the video essay explores what Kozlovic describes as computers being “hi-
tech sources of evil”*? This is presented through Rachel Talalay’s Ghost in the Machine
(1993), in which a serial killer possesses computers, using them to carry out murderous
desires. The messaging sequence between computer killer and human victim seems to in-
spire moments from The Matrix (1999), where machines also carry out evil towards hu-
manity by enslaving them on a global scale. This emphasises the onscreen computer’s role
as an emblem that represents the fear of the unknown. Older and newer dystopian texts
highlight this, from Dan Erickson’s Severance (2022-), in which employees of a corpora-
tion classify raw data through the negative emotions it evokes in them, to George Lucas’s
THX 1138 (1971), where computer surveillance is employed to instil fear and prevent so-
ciety from engaging in an emotionally fulfilling life. Computer threat, however, is still bal-
anced with allure, stressing how the dystopian desire that allows a virtual environment to
swallow users is often negotiated onscreen via affordances of extension and changeability,
presented in The Matrix’s loading programme sequence and Steven Spielbergs Ready
Player One (2018).

Sam Esmail’s Mr Robot (2015-2019) and Jean-Luc Godard’s Alphaville (1965) bring
the video to a penultimate close with humans combating “evil” machines from the corpo-
rate belly of the beast, as characters are presented inside colossal computer server rooms,
attempting to shut them down. As these are hacked, the video returns to a final confron-
tation between humans and A.L “epic villain”* HAL, as its memory bank is infiltrated and
destroyed. Kozlovic is again used to remind the viewer of his first point that the cine-com-
puter is often a rival to humanity and that comfort (in some sci-fi films at least) highlights
how “humanity will not be superseded by machine intelligence.”*¥

Computers assist our social and working lives, along with our health, interests, naviga-
tion, and sometimes emotional life. An allure to the machine is omnipresent but can often
be balanced with fear through a technological sense of alterity and the unknown. From

40) Daniel O’Brien, “Digital love: Love through the screen/of the screen,” in Love and the Politics of Intimacy:
Bodies, Boundaries, Liberation, eds. Stanislava Dikova, Wendy McMahon, and Jordan Savage (London and
New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2023), 118.

41) Turkle, Alone Together, 187.

42) Kozlovic, “Technophobic Themes in Pre-1990 Computer Films,” 355.

43) Tbid., 348.

44) Ibid.
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early sci-fi films to contemporary television, the cine-computer has and continues to en-
tice and alarm audiences and users in equal measure. The video essay, and indeed the su-
percut, has enabled me to present this idea through both the content of selected cumula-
tive clips and the format of database thinking. My endeavour to focus on respective
cine-computers is emphasised through the form of the supercut which adheres to a data-
base logic. As Manovich claims,

digital technologies have made the database “both the centre of the creative process”
and the dominant “symbolic form” of our age, supplanting the narrative as the way
we organize and “structure our experience of ourselves and of the world”*

In this sense, the supercut and database logic can be seen as a form of rivalry towards
narrative and, by extension, a further threat towards humanity. Janet Murray, for example,
has argued that “storytelling is a core human activity, one we take into every medium of
expression, from the oral-formulaic to the digital multimedia”*®

Consequentially, the supplanting of narrative by a database logic reinforces the video
essay’s central rivalry between humans and machines. Although a database logic is evident
in the creation and output of the supercut, this is balanced with a focus on HALs entrance
and demise at the beginning and end of the video essay, providing a loose narrative frame-
work that subtly underscores the importance of narrative within genre cinema. This inte-
gration of narrative into database logic echoes Rozenkrantz’s videographic cinema, which
is predicated on a metamorphosis or co-existence of different technologies and styles
within the same space. This helps to shape a subtle closing remark of the video essay
through both its form and content. Modern society cannot conquer the computerised ma-
chine but instead must continue to adapt, evolve, and co-exist with it.

Bibliography

Anger, Jiti. Towards a Film Theory from Below: Archival Film and the Aesthetics of the Crack-Up (New
York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2024).

Brooker, Will, ed. The Blade Runner Experience: The Legacy of a Science Fiction Classic (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2006).

de Fren, Allison. “The Critical Supercut: A Scholarly Approach to a Fannish Practice,” The CineFiles,
no. 15 (2020), accessed July 9, 2024, https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/
02/A_DeFren_TheCineFiles_issuel5.pdf.

Friedman, Ted. Electric Dreams: Computers in American Culture (New York: New York University
Press, 2005).

Greene, Jeremy A. The Doctor Who Wasn’t There: Technology, History, and the Limits of Telehealth
(Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2022).

45) de Fren, “The Critical Supercut,” 4.
46) Janet Murray, “From Game-Story to Cyberdrama,” in First Person: New Media as Story, Performance, and
Game, eds. Noah Wardrip-Fruin and Pat Harrigan (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2004), 3.



https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/A_DeFren_TheCineFiles_issue15.pdf
https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/A_DeFren_TheCineFiles_issue15.pdf

38  Daniel O’'Brien: The Allure and Threat of the Cine-Computer:
A Supercut of Onscreen Computers in Speculative Screen Fiction

>

Jones, Nick. “Expanding the Esper: Virtualised Spaces of Surveillance in Sf Film,” Science Fiction
Film and Television 9, no. 1 (2016), 1-23.

Keating, Patrick. “The Video Essay as Cumulative and Recursive Scholarship,” The Cine-Files, no. 15
(2020), accessed July 9, 2024, https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/
PKeating_TheCineFiles_issuel5.pdf.

Kozlovic, Anton Karl. “Technophobic Themes in Pre-1990 Computer Films,” Science as Culture 12,
no. 3 (2003), 341-373.

McLuhan, Marshall. Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (Scotts Valley: CreateSpace Inde-
pendent Publishing Platform, 2016).

Murray, Janet. “From Game-Story to Cyberdrama,” in First Person: New Media as Story, Perfor-
mance, and Game, eds. Noah Wardrip-Fruin and Pat Harrigan (Cambridge: The MIT Press,
2004), 1-11.

O’Brien, Daniel. “Digital love: Love through the screen/of the screen,” in Love and the Politics of In-
timacy: Bodies, Boundaries, Liberation, eds. Stanislava Dikova, Wendy McMahon, and Jordan
Savage (London and New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2023), 111-126.

Rozenkrantz, Jonathan. Videographic Cinema: An Archaeology of Electronic Images and Imaginaries
(New York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2020).

Shaviro, Steven. The Cinematic Body (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1993).

Simmon, Scott. “OffOn (1967),” National Film Preservation Foundation, accessed July 9, 2024,
https://www.filmpreservation.org/preserved-films/screening-room/offon-1968-2000kbps.

Turkle, Sherry. Alone Together: Why We Expect More from Technology and Less from Each Other
(New York: Basic Books, 2017).

Utterson, Andrew. From IBM to MGM: Cinema at the Dawn of the Digital Age (London: Bloomsbury
Publishing, 2019).

Filmography

A.L Artificial Intelligence (Steven Spielberg, 2001)
Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979)

Alphaville (Jean-Luc Godard, 1965)

Blade Runner (Ridley Scott, 1982)

Colossus: The Forbin Project (Joseph Sargent, 1970)
Desk Set (Walter Lang, 1957)

Electric Dreams (Steve Barron, 1984)

Eyes Wide Shut (Stanley Kubrick, 1999)

Ghost in the Machine (Rachel Talalay, 1993)

Her (Spike Jonze, 2013)

Minority Report (Steven Spielberg, 2002)
Mission: Impossible (Brian De Palma, 1996)

M. Robot (Sam Esmail, 2015-2019)

OffOn (Scott Bartlett, 1967)

Ready Player One (Steven Spielberg, 2018)
RoboCop (Paul Verhoeven, 1987)


https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/PKeating_TheCineFiles_issue15.pdf
https://www.thecine-files.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/02/PKeating_TheCineFiles_issue15.pdf
https://www.filmpreservation.org/preserved-films/screening-room/offon-1968-2000kbps

ILUMINACE Volume 36, 2024, No. 2 (132) THEMED ARTICLES 39

Severance (Dan Erickson, 2022—-present)

The Fly (David Cronenberg, 1986)

The Matrix (Lana & Lilly Wachowski, 1999)
THX 1138 (George Lucas, 1971)

Tron (Steven Lisberger, 1982)

WarGames (John Badham, 1983)

2001: A Space Odyssey (Stanley Kubrick, 1968)

Biography

Daniel O’Brien’s research considers the relationship between cinema, interactive art and computer
gaming. His work focuses upon the interdisciplinary nature of visual media, particularly how audi-
ences have become participants in visual and audible storytelling through a postphenomenological
framework. He has taught and had work published across each of these areas at a range of research
institutes and academic journals, including the International Journal of Performance Arts and Digi-
tal Media, European Journal of Public Health, or NECSUS.







ILUMINACE Volume 36, 2024, No. 2 (132) THEMED ARTICLES 41

https://doi.org/10.58193/ilu.1781

Occitane Lacurie

(Université Paris 1 — Panthéon-Sorbonne, France)

Ordinatrices: About the Negative
Spaces of Early Computing

Watch the audiovisual essay here:
https://youtu.be/s-FwBeohmfo

Abstract

The history of computing is notoriously incomplete when it comes to the women who have shaped
it as engineers, scientists, and theorists. This video essay hypothesizes that this invisibility originat-
ed well before that, in the age of computing as manual labor, a profession once known as secretarial
work. Two images support this view. The opening shot of Billy Wilder’s The Apartment, showing a
colossal New York building full of rows of busy secretaries as far as the eye can see, might seem like
a computer tower to the 21st-century eye that has since contemplated the humanoid programs that
populate the mainframes of Tron. In the same city and diegetic period (although the series was not
created until almost half a century after Wilder’s film), Mad Men is also partly set in one of those
open spaces where dozens of secretaries operate. Typing on their keyboards, formatting notes, re-
ceiving and transferring phone calls, carrying messages, updating diaries, and consulting rolodexes,
they perform a myriad of tasks that have eventually evolved into the work contemporary employees
do alone at their computers. In the seventh and final season, an IBM 360 computer enters the office,
terrifying the creatives and secretaries alike. Yet it is these women who have the most to fear from
this machine employment-wise. In French, ordinatrice (computress) could have been the name of
the ordinateur (computer, with a masculine suffix). This video essay sets out to demonstrate the ex-
istence of ordinatrices in the plural, in the interval between the post-war years and the computer
age.

Keywords
gendered division of labor, Marxist feminism, visual culture, secretary, women in computing, series,
labor, negative space
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Creator’s Statement

In the Mad Men series (Matthew Weiner, AMC, 2007-2015), secretarial work is undertak-
en by anonymous women, dwelling in the open space where the main characters only pass
by when they leave their offices. During the seven seasons of this series, which takes place
in the sixties, gendered power dynamics slightly evolve — at least two of the emblematic
secretaries climb up the social ladder to become a copywriter (Peggy Olson) or an associ-
ate of the firm (Joan Holloway).

But in the final season, somewhere on the fringes of the company’s central narrative
and individual trajectories, something is destined to materially disrupt secretarial work: a
massive computer is installed in the middle of the firm’s floor. Symbolically, this machine
is replacing the creative room, where copywriters used to brainstorm and come up with
their wildest ideas. That is why the arrival of the iron giant is shown as an existential crisis
of Don Draper, the advertisement genius, who feels threatened by this machine, which can
predict the consumer’s desires better than his legendary instinct.

However, while watching the show, I felt that the real menace posed by this machine is
related rather to the other workforce of the series: the secretaries. Their realm, the open
space between the offices, functions as a black box where the copywriters abandon not
only their coats and hats but also all kinds of documents, information, and input to be
processed outside of the frame. Their presence is only made sensible by the sound design
of this liminal space: the loud rumor of typewriters and phone calls, of heels hitting the
floor as the information is physically transmitted along the corridors. What if the former
open space was, in fact, an earlier version of the IBM operating system?


https://youtu.be/s-FwBeohmfo
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Desktop (Typewriter) Documentary

Among videographic practices, desktop documentary holds a special place for aesthetic,
hermeneutical, and practical reasons. All of them converge in the particularly stimulating
use of the concept of suture by Jifi Anger and Kevin B. Lee in their article “Suture Goes
Meta: Desktop Documentary and its Narrativization of Screen-Mediated Experience”V
From psychoanalysis to film theory, this Lacanian concept, borrowed either from sewing
or surgery, depicts the emergence of meaning from the narrative use of an apparatus —
namely, editing techniques that have become a common “film grammar” or “filmic lan-
guage,” to quote the widely used and misused structuralist expressions.? In the digital age,
a familiar media interface becomes the ideal site where the gap that separates the subjec-
tivity of the spectator and the one of the essayist can be sutured. A contemporary computer
user is accustomed to letting their train of thought unfold on their screen, as well as peeking
over someone’s shoulder to look at another screen or even watching a streamer’s interface
displaying a game or a video during a react session. In all these cases, the spectator uncon-
sciously associates what they see on the screen with the operator’s subjectivity. Desktop
documentary has made the most of this unconscious association, and the virtuosity of its
mise-en-scéne is entirely focused on recreating the apparent effortlessness and transparen-
cy® of a spontaneous navigation while exploiting the visual possibilities of the interface.

The idea of effortlessness (desktop narration) as concealed effort (editing) resonates
deeply with the divided modes of production operating in Mad Men, made sensible by the
nonchalance of the male copywriters as opposed to the bustle of the swarm-like open
space. For this reason, I wanted to include not only desktop moments and software inter-
faces in my video essay but also my own hands working on my laptop keyboard as well as
on a typewriter keyboard, much louder and heavier to handle. Through the very literal use
of transparency — not the one of the desktop interface, but as a diachronic technique for
revealing time strata — and split screen, I wanted to outline a practical archaeology of our
mediatic gestures, the ones we thoughtlessly perform while typing or navigating on a page,
forgetful of the mechanics that once had to be set in motion.

Negative Spaces

For Ordinatrices, I only wanted to work with material set in the open space. I saw it as a
white box in which the secretaries, in the loud soundscape of this working floor, only
heard rumors of the series’ main storylines. I re-watched the seven seasons of Mad Men
while purposefully avoiding the scenes occurring in the private offices or outside of the
building. Thus, at the end of the first season, Peggy’s subjectivity and aspirations disap-
peared for me since she obtained, as a copywriter, an office of her own. I tried and concen-

1) Jifi Anger and Kevin B. Lee, “Suture Goes Meta: Desktop Documentary and Its Narrativization of Screen-
Mediated Experience,” Quarterly Review of Film and Video 40, no. 5 (2022), 595-622.

2) Christian Metz, Film Language: A Semiotics of Cinema (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974).

3) On the relationship between transparency and digital interfaces, see Jay D. Bolter and Richard Grusin, Re-
mediation: Understanding New Media (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2000), 20-62.
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trated on the unseen labor performed in this negative space of the fiction, where all the
women’s gestures are primarily parts of the films set. For this reason, I chose to cut out sec-
retaries from this background and associate these strange shapes with computer tasks
within an image manipulation software interface to underline this principle.

I also subtracted my own hands, using green body paint, to create a negative space
within my computer in which I could insert first an older machine viewed from an archae-
ological perspective, and then Peggy, in the final season, as an allegory of the idle secretary
still haunting the hardware.

Taking Sides

Watching Mad Men without the men motivated me to use a spreadsheet and to discern some
patterns (Appendix). Each color is linked to a secretarial activity resembling a computer
operation (green is for screen, blue is for using a keyboard, orange is for using a telephone).

Cutting out these little gestures put me in a viewing position that evoked another of-
fice series, Severance (Dan Erickson, Apple TV, 2022), in which the characters’ minds are
torn between their private lives and their working hours. The side of their consciousness
tied to the office is consequently unaware of the existence of the outside world — very few
are the secretaries of Sterling-Cooper who are granted a private life.

In a way, they already are hybrids, half women, half machines, since they are always
shown as tied to the apparatus of the perfect secretary, achieving tasks and acting only in
response to what the “real” characters do.

It should not come as a surprise, then, that at the end of the seventh season, a male
character calls the IBM 360 computer an “old girl,” as if he perceived how much the gen-
dered division of labor displayed during the previous five seasons led to this very techno-
logical moment.

The chimeric nature of secretaries on the brink of the computer age was brilliantly ex-
plored by the exhibition Computer Grrrls, curated by Marie Lechner and Inke Arns at the
Gaité Lyrique (Paris) in 2019. The epistemological standpoint of the exhibition and its as-
sociated timeline® presents both the forgotten female engineers of computing history and
the prehistoric creatures of the digital age: the female operators who acted as computers
before they even existed.”

The very existence of the term ordinatrice in French, or rather of this linguistic hypoth-
esis, seems to bear the unconscious knowledge that computer tasks, not so dissimilar to
ancient secretarial work, are usually performed by women. Proposed by the linguist
Jacques Perret in 1955 to IBM France, which was looking for a French name for its ma-
chine, ordinatrice (computress) was supposed to temper the god-like connotation of ordi-
nateur (computer). The masculine ending of the word evokes the Creator — often called
the great ordonnateur in French — while the feminine form suggests an executive role,

4) Inke Arns and Marie Lechner et al., Computer Grrrls [Timeline for the 2019 exhibition at the Gaité Lyrique],
accessed July 15, 2024, https://computer-grrrls.gaite-lyrique.net/.

5) For an overview of the history of female computer labor, see Sophie Rentien Lando, Computers at Work:
About Women in Computing (Paris: Espace Ness, 2019).
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a service work, as opposed to the real human (male?) mind thinking in front of the screen.
In French, calculatrice refers to the small pocket machine, while calculateur designates a
massive mainframe computer — which is probably why IBM France finally decided on the
word ordinateur.

Ordinatrice After All

This video essay was inspired by my grandmother, who once took typing lessons in a small
house in my hometown, now a beauty salon. In the same space where women used to
learn how to write with a white cloth over their hands, women are also repeating the same
gestures every day: waxing, massaging, and painting the nails of working women who
spend their time typing on laptops.

The female-associated labor remains somewhere in the metal, not only in a symbolic
or materialist way but also in an anthropological sense. Jonathan Beller, in The Message is
Murder: Substrates of Computational Capital, questions “the unthought formations of vio-
lence presupposed by and consequent upon the everyday functions of communication’s
media”® According to him, in the same manner, women-assigned operative work was
thoughtlessly concealed within the open space; unthought violence remains embedded in
the performance of servile femininity with which conversational Als are endowed.”

While voice performance survives as an interface, the entire heritage of the specifical-
ly female working class is fading away under the keys of the personal computer. I do not
deny that the prospect of a division of labor that is less alienating than the one in which
women were condemned to “serve the machines™ can be a form of social victory. As Syl-
vie Schweitzer points out, these women workers blend in with their work tools, in terms

»

of both language and labor, becoming “the phone lady [la dame du telephone],” “the key-
punch-checker [perforeuses-vérifieuses],” “the typist [la dactylo],” while their very physical
work becomes derealized. The computer manages to merge mechanical and creative work
into a hybrid activity; as one of the reviewers of the video essay very acutely highlighted,
Mad Men began airing three years after the end of Sex and the City (Darren Star, HBO,
1998-2004), another major New York series in which each episode begins or ends with a
shot of Carrie Bradshaw, a contemporary woman journalist, typing her own column on
her own computer.

However, the subordination of women has not deserted the world of tertiary work, de-
spite the deep transformations in media use. The negative space of women-assigned work
has shifted to other gendered skills and tasks (communicational, organizational, adminis-
trative, and care labor), most of which are devolved to the digital precariate.”

6) Jonathan Beller, The Message is Murder: Substrates of Computational Capital (London: Pluto Press, 2018), 1.

7) Ibid., 47, quoting Emma Goss’ thesis, “The Artificially Intelligent Woman: Talking to the Female Machine”
(Bachelor’s thesis, Barnard College, 2015).

8) Sylvie Schweitzer, Les fernmes ont toujours travaillé: Une histoire du travail des femmes aux XIX* et XX° siécles
(Paris: Odile Jacob, 2002), 195-225, 216.

9) Daniel Calderén-Gomez et al. “The Labour Digital Divide: Digital Dimensions of Labour Market Segmen-
tation,” Work Organisation, Labour ¢ Globalisation 14, no. 2 (2020), 7-30.
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Appendix
Timeline of secretarial activities in Mad Men

(Each color is linked to a secretarial activity resembling a computer operation: green is for screen, blue is for
using a keyboard, orange is for using a telephone).
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Computers (as Metaphors of) Industrial Labor and Society
in Olivetti-Sponsored Films

Abstract

Addressing the audiovisual construction of computer labor, the essay focuses on the relationship be-
tween computers and film in their lifetimes as useful media. It analyzes the films sponsored by the
leading Italian IT manufacturing company Olivetti between the late 1950s and the 1970s. Question-
ing Vinzenz Hediger’s hypothesis on industrial cinema’s inability to make computing visible, it ar-
gues that the cinematic representation of computers is invested with broader rhetorical functions
and responds to a specific form of governmentality, inflected by the application of cybernetics in sci-
entific management. Based on this premise, the essay is articulated in two sections. The first one,
“Computer’s Screen Debut,” retraces Olivetti’s early outbreak in the IT market and its concurrent
participation to the Italian industry film festivals. At that time, company executives and film practi-
tioners problematized how the new and still largely unknown machines could be (re)presented to
persuade potential clients. The second section, “Envisioning Cybernetic Governance,” analyzes Ol-
ivetti’s computer-themed films. Through a comparison with those produced in the previous years, it
maintains that company’s corporate narrative and self-representation changed from a “pastoral” ide-
al of the factory as a community, to the cybernetic one of work organization as a socio-technical,
data processing system. This shift enabled discursive analogies among computer, industrial labor
and social organizations at large. The metaphorical tropes that re-occur across the considered film
corpus are grouped into three categories to demonstrate how Olivetti’s films turned computers into
models of cybernetic governance.

Keywords
industrial cinema, sponsored films, Olivetti, computer, cybernetic governmentality
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Introduction

Exterior day. A bunch of kids runs toward an electronic terminal placed in the middle of
a meadow, that a later shot will reveal to be but a plateau above an industrial plant. The
kids huddle around the machine, play with its keyboard, touch its screen, dance around it
in a circle. One of them even sits on it, following the directions of an adult man who takes
pictures with his camera. This is roughly what happens in the closing scene of La macchi-
na del tempo (The Time Machine; 1969) a 15 minutes-long film directed by the documen-
tary film-maker Antonello Branca’ and sponsored by the Italian computer manufacturing
company Olivetti to promote the release of TC100 electronic terminals.

If we were to follow the working hypothesis proposed by Vinzenz Hediger about com-
puting in industrial cinema, the scene could easily be read as a meta-representation of the
collision between photographic media and information technologies. Prevented from
capturing the machine’s inner workings, the man with the camera has no choice but to
portray it in its outward appearances, as if it was a totemic object, thus symbolizing (pho-
tography’s and) “film’s inability to represent and perform what the computer does, its in-
herent limits of Darstellung [representation] in a cybernetic age”? Yet, even under this in-
terpretation, some questions would be left unanswered: how does this dancing children
scene fit in a corporate discourse? How is it supposed to illustrate the potentials of elec-
tronic computing devices primarily meant to be used in banks and shopping malls? If it
belongs to a “utility film,” what then is it useful for?

Fig. 1: A girl sitting on Olivetti’s
TC100 electronic terminal. Still
from La macchina del tempo
(Antonello Branca, 1968).
(Archivio Nazionale Cinema
Impresa — CSC; Archivio Storico
Olivetti)

1) Not differently from other Italian filmakers between the 1960s and the 1970s, Branca was a left activist
occasionally involved in the production of sponsored films. Before directing La Macchina del tempo he had
co-founded the Filmaker Research Group and captured on camera the students’ protests and countercultur-
al artistic movement in the U.S. in the style of direct cinema — What’s Happening? (1967), California: il dis-
senso (California: Dissension, 1968). One year later, in 1970 he will author Seize the Time, an inquiry film on
the Black Panther Party.

2) Vinzenz Hediger, “Thermodynamic Kitsch: Computing in German Industrial Films, 1928/ 1963, in Films
that work: Industrial Film and the Productivity of Media, eds. Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick Vonderau (Am-
sterdam: AUP, 2009), 143.
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Analyzing and contextualizing the rhetorical strategies and the governmental logics in
La macchina del tempo and other computer-themed industrial films is what this essay aims
to do. With reference to specific context (Italy from the late 1950s to the early 1970s) and
film corpus (Olivetti-sponsored films of the same period), it reflects upon the intertwining
between the emerging technology of electronic digital computers and the already consol-
idated one of film in their lifetimes as useful media in business organizations. More spe-
cifically, it asks: how (and to what end) was computer labor represented in the films com-
missioned by IT corporations? How much (and to what end) did the computer as a
representational object change the way industrial films worked and participated in a cor-
porate discourse? To answer these questions, I will call for a different interpretative frame-
work from the one proposed by Hediger. In the already mentioned chapter of the seminal
collection Films that Work, he maintains that the transition from the thermodynamic to
the cybernetic modes of production constituted an empasse to cinema’s representational
capacities. As opposed to the laborers’ physical effort and bodily movements transforming
energy into work, computer’s storing and processing of data exceed the regime of visibili-
ty and knowledge that film, as an indexical medium, is inextricably tied to. Suddenly blind
to the core information-transmission circuit, industrial cinema stubbornly kept on stag-
ing human labor by the “conventions of the thermodynamic age” I argue that, whereas it
is true that the capacity to capture the worker’s bodily performance contributed to estab-
lish film as a management tool since the time of Taylor and Ford, this function alone does
not exhaust the agency exerted by the medium in business organizations. As it has been
now discussed by many, including Hediger himself, utility films fulfill broader govern-
mental mandates, serving “as instruments in an ongoing struggle for aesthetic, social, and
political capital” In the present case, their usefulness is better understood in relation to a
historically specific notion of governmentality we may define as “cybernetic”

The adjective here does not simply stand for a high-sounding synonym of “computer
based” It indicates instead the epistemic frameworks and cultural logics underlying “a
particular mode of scientific governance that emerged after World War II and that led to
different outcomes in different contexts”® Originally introduced in the U.S. as a mathe-
matical model for the study of organic and non-organic systems, by the second half of the
twentieth century the cybernetic approach had been established also in Europe and be-
come widely influential across a wide range of fields of knowledge and application, shift-
ing from biology and engineering to social and human sciences. As Kline notices “in
adopting the language and concepts of cybernetics and information theory, scientists
turned the metaphor of information into the matter-of-fact description of what is pro-

3) Ibid.

4) Haidee Wasson and Charles Acland, “Utility and Cinema,” in Useful Cinema, eds. Charles R. Acland and
Haidee Wasson (Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2011), 3. The reference is meant as represen-
tative of a wider area of research that interprets utility films in light of Foucault’s notion of “governmentali-
ty” Hediger and Vonderau themselves intended historical epistemology of media in industrial organizations
as complementary to the approach of governmentality studies. See Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick Vonderau,
“Introduction,” in Films that work, eds. Hediger and Vonderau, 9-18.

London: Cornell University Press, 2015).
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cessed, stored, and retrieved in physical, biological, and social systems”® When conceptu-
alized as multi-component, self-regulating systems that adapt to the external environment
through information-feedback circuits, entities as diverse as animals, machines, factories,
and social formations became virtually comparable — and equally manageable. In this re-
spect, scholars Bernard Geoghegan and Zoé Druick reflected on the implications of a cy-
bernetic approach underlying mid-50s human sciences on both sides of the Atlantic, dem-
onstrating how audiovisual technologies were instrumental in both Palo Altos
psychoanalytic inquiries on American families and UNESCO’s educational programs for
European childhood.” In the present case, the emphasis is on how cybernetic principles
were applied in the interrelated fields of informatics and industrial management, promot-
ing a systemic, data-driven view of computers, of the work organizations producing them
and of society at large.? As I will demonstrate, Olivetti’s computer themed films do not
only represent manufacturing processes — as it was customary in industrial “process
films” already established during the thermodynamic age®. They also address wider (and
apparently unrelated) governmental processes, such as managing social life in general and
guiding school-educated kids toward a professional career. In the attempt to locate their
“utility” from a governmental perspective, I will thus attend to how these films illustrated
computers’ technical engineering while performing social engineering tasks to their target-
ed audiences of employees and business insiders. To paraphrase the “three Rs” famously
introduced by Hediger and Vonderau for the serial analysis of industrial films, my focus
here will be less on what the medium (indexically) Recorded, and more on how it operat-
ed as a Rhetorical form and an agent of Rationalization'®.

Based on these premises, the article is articulated in two sections. The first one briefly
introduces Olivetti as a sponsoring firm, locating its transition from mechanics to elec-
tronics along the continuum of computer history between the 1950s and the 1970s — that
is from the advent of commercial computing through the development of mainframe and
minicomputers'. Since it coincided with the heydays of Italian industrial cinema, the
company’s debut in the early IT market obtained wide film coverage. During this period a

6) Ronald R. Kline, The Cybernetics Moment: Or Why We Call our Age the Information Age (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins University Press, 2015), 6.

7) Bernard Dyonisius Geoghegan, “The Family as Machine: Film, Infrastructure, and Cybernetic Kinship in
Suburban America,” The Grey Room, no. 66 (2017), 70-101; Zoé Druick, “Operational Media: Cybernetics,
Biopolitics and Postwar Education,” Foro de Educacion 18, no. 2 (2020), 63-81.

8) On the long-lasting influence of cybernetic governmentality on industrial management see: Felix Ma-
schewski and Anna-Verena Nosthoff, “Designing Freedom:” On (Post)Industrial Governmentality and Its
Cybernetic Fundaments,” Digitalization in Industry: Between Domination and Emancipation, eds. Uli Mey-
er, Simon Schaupp, and David Seibt (London: Palgrave MacMillan, 2019), 81-110.

9) As clarified by Salomé Aguilera Skvirsky, “processual representations” go way beyond the limits of a single
genre or a historical era and “process film” is nor a synonym neither a sub-sector of industrial film. Never-
theless, it remains true that most of its early specimen of the process genre belong to 19* century useful cin-
ema, as the author herself notes in The Process Genre: Cinema and the Aesthetics of Labor (Durham: Duke
University Press, 2020), 52-55.

10) Vinzenz Hediger and Patrick Vonderau, “Record, Rhetoric, Rationalization: Industrial Organization and
Film,” in Films that Work, eds. Hediger and Vonderau, 35-50.

11) I'm referring to Paul E. Ceruzzi’s periodization: A History of Modern Computing (Cambridge and London:
The MIT Press, 2003).
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series of documentaries were premiered in the specialized festivals, drawing the attention
of professionals and commentators toward the development of Its and the potentials of
their business-oriented applications.

The second section focuses on Olivetti-sponsored films as a body of analysis.'? It re-
lates both the company’s transition to electronics and its newly adopted sociological theo-
ries of labor with a change in its corporate narrative and self-representation. It argues that
the cybernetically inflected conception of work organization as a socio-technical, data-
processing system enabled discursive analogies with other technical and social systems.
Having to render these conceptual parallelisms in audiovisual terms, the films ended up
by investing the computer with broad rhetorical functions, contributing to “the develop-
ment and diffusion of human-computer metaphors in the middle decades of the twenti-
eth century”!® For analytical convenience, the metaphorical tropes that re-occur across
the film corpus are grouped in three categories, establishing comparisons between com-
puters’ operations and, respectively, industrial labor, social living, and youth education.
While formally presenting and promoting computers as the technologically advanced
fruit of an equally advanced industrial production process, Olivetti-sponsored films advo-
cate their use in virtually every area of social living. In so doing, they rhetorically turn
computers into universal metaphors and models of cybernetic governance.

Computer’s Screen Debut. Olivetti’s Transition to Electronics in Industrial Cinema.

Computer historians usually date the dawn of commercial computing in Italy to the mid-
1950s. In 1954 the only two running computers in the whole country were employed by
research institutions — the Center for Numerical Computation at Milan Polytechnic Uni-
versity and the National Research Council in Rome'?. In that same year, another academ-
ic institution, the Electronic Calculators Study Center of the University of Pisa, obtained
national funds to build a computer from scratch, with locally produced hardware compo-
nents. It was this latter project that raised entrepreneur Adriano Olivettis attention'®.
Having inherited a long-running and internationally renowned typewriters manufactur-
ing company from his father Camillo since 1933, he saw the transition from mechanics to
electronics as a necessary step to renew the corporate mission and expand the market'®.

12) The nearly 3 000 films and videos belong to the Archivio Storico Olivetti are now preserved by the Archivio
Nazionale Cinema Impresa in Ivrea, Turin. A large portion of the digitized audiovisual materials, including
the ones considered in this essay, are now available for online consultation on the Archive’s Youtube Chan-
nel: https://www.youtube.com/@cinemaimpresatv.

13) Seb Franklin, Control: Digitality as Cultural Logic (Cambridge and London: The MIT Press, 2015), xv.

14) Corrado Bonfanti, “Information Technology in Italy: The Origins and the Early Years (1954-1965),” in Re-
flections on the History of Computing, ed. Arthur Tatnall (Dordrecht, London, and New York: Springer,
2012), 320-321.

15) Giuseppe De Marco et al., “The Early Computers of Italy,” IEEE: Annals of the History of Computing 21, no. 4
(1999), 32-34.

16) Erwin Daniels, Gianmario Verona, and Bernardino Provera, “Overcoming the Inertia of Organizational
Competence: Olivetti’s transition from Mechanical to Electronic Technology,” Industrial and Corporate
Change 27, no. 3 (2018), 600.
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Therefore, the Italian manager provided the research center in Pisa with funds, personnel,
and technological materials. His purposes, oriented toward the mass production and the
commercialization of the new machines, eventually diverged from those of the university
researchers. Already in 1955, this difference of interests led to the founding of a company-
owned Electronic Research Division which, under the direction of Chinese-Italian elec-
tronics engineer Mario Tchou and laid the groundwork for the development of the ELEA
9000 series'”. A fully-transistored model, ELEA 9003 was the first second-generation
computer to be ever produced and marketed in Italy. It was launched in 1959 and later fol-
lowed by ELEA 6000, a series of smaller mainframe computers intended for both scientif-
ic and business applications'®. By the first half of the 1960s, 40 ELEA 9001 and 140 ELEA
6001 models were bought or leased, almost exclusively by Italian clients'®. The demand in
the domestic market was too low to absorb the costs of such an expensive production. Ol-
ivetti’s original intent was in fact to export its new products globally and to enter a still
emerging trade, at that time firmly dominated by IBM?”. However, due to a series of un-
fortunate events, things did not go according to plan. After the untimely deaths of Adri-
ano Olivetti and Mario Tchou between 1960 and 1961, Olivetti family had to face financial
difficulties and was thus forced to sell 25% of its shares®. A pool of Italian top managers
took control of the company and imposed the termination of massive investments in elec-
tronics. The Electronic Research Division was later ceased to General Electric®. The few
electronic engineers who remained employed at Olivetti refocused their interests toward
the less expensive area of light electronics: from 1962, a team supervised by engineer Pier
Giorgio Perotto maintained a low profile while attempting to produce a computer compa-
rable in size to a typewriter. The result of that research was first exhibited in 1964 during
the Exposition of the Business Equipment Manufacturers Association in New York?. Pro-
gramma 101, a transistor-based calculator capable of performing preprogrammed opera-
tions from magnetic strip, is often remembered as a predecessor of the personal comput-
er because of its desktop size?”. Its unexpected success helped to gradually revive interest
in consumer electronics as a profitable business. By the end of the decade, with the fourth
generation of (personal) computers approaching, electronics was on its way to become the
dominant technology. However, for having divested its R&D department right before
joining the international IT market, Olivetti had lagged behind its competitors and was
never able to catch up. To this day, both computer historians and former employees unan-

17) Ibid.

18) Elisabetta Mori, “The Italian Computer: Italy’s Olivetti was an Early Pioneer of Digital Computers and Tran-
sistors,” IEEE Spectrum 56, no. 6 (2019), 40-47.

19) Michele Pacifico, ““Alta tecnologia e cultura millenaria:’ Il contributo di Olivetti allo sviluppo dell'informa-
tica in Italia,” in Lospite ingrato: Centro studi Franco Fortini, no. 6 (2021), 127.

20) See Elisabetta Mori, “Coping With the ‘American Giants}” IEEE: Annals of History of Computing 41, no. 4
(2019), 83-96.

21) Marco Maffioletti, Limpresa ideale tra fabbrica e comunita (Ivrea and Rome: Fondazione Adriano Olivetti,
2016), 442-446.

22) Daniels, Verona, and Provera, “Overcoming the Inertia..., 603-604.

23) Ibid., 608.

24) De Marco et al,, “The Early Computers of Italy,” 34. Perotto himself, the leader of the engineering team be-
hind the minicomputer, later claimed to have invented the personal computer: Programma 101: Linvenzione
del personal computer: una storia appassionante mai raccontata! (Milan: Sperling & Krupfer, 1995).
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imously recall the company’s pioneering attempt as a “missed chance,” blaming it alter-
nately on the short-sightedness of the managers or on the lack of a national policy in sup-
port of technological innovation®).

Despite its someway unfortunate outcome, Olivetti’s outbreak into the IT sector al-
lowed business insiders to take a glimpse on the way industrial labor and industrialized
society would be transformed by the advent of the computers. The company’s early ven-
ture in electronics coincided approximately with what Anna Maria Falchero recently
called the Italian “golden age” of industrial documentary®®. The late 1950s mark the inau-
guration of the Industrial and Artisan Film Festival in Monza, near Milan (1957) and the
National Review of Industrial Film (1959), the latter organized by the main Italian associ-
ation of manufacturing and service companies Confindustria. Equipped with its in-house
film unit since the previous decade, Olivetti was among the first national enterprises to
take part in these events with film di prodotto (“product films,” presenting a specific prod-
uct before its market launch), film di relazioni umane (“human relations film,” aimed
mostly at the internal audiences of employees) and di relazioni pubbliche or di prestigio
(“public relations and prestige films,” building the company’s corporate image for external
audiences)®. Olivetti film unit’s productions were generally well received. Premiered at
the Venice International Film Festival, ELEA classe 9000 (1960), was a “high-profile” me-
dium-length documentary illustrating the inner working of Olivetti’s early mainframes,
directed by Nelo Risi*® featuring animated sequences by painter Gianni Polidori and cin-
ematographer Giulio Gianini and with a soundtrack authored by avant-garde composer
Luciano Berio®. Probably the first Italian non-fiction film to showcase a computer, ELEA
classe 9000 won the first National Review of Industrial Film. The same achievement was
repeated six years later by another Olivetti film, N/C: Il controllo Numerico (N/C: Numer-
ical Control; Aristide Bosio, 1966), featuring Angelo Gervasio’s animated sequences, and
the use of computerized machine tools to automate the manufacturing process. The al-
ready mentioned La macchina del tempo and Le Regole del Gioco (The Rules of the Game;
Massimo Magri, 1969) — an audiovisual introduction to Programmal0l’s software” —

25) See Perotto, Programma 101; Lorenzo Soria, Informatica: Unoccasione perduta (Turin: Einaudi, 1979). Ame-
rican biographer Meryle Secret even followed a techno-political conspiracy trail as an explanation for Adri-
ano’s sudden death and the ultimate failure of its company: The Mysterious Affair at Olivetti: IBM, the CIA,
and the Cold War’s Conspiracy to Shut Down the First Desktop Computer (New York: Knopf, 2019).

26) Anna Maria Falchero, “Movie and Industry in Italy: The ‘Golden Age’ of Italian Industrial Documentary
(1950- 1970),” in Films that Work Harder: The Circulation of Industrial Film, eds. Vinzenz Hediger, Florian
Hoof, and Yvonne Zimmermann (Amsterdam: AUP, 2023), 635-650.

27) The contest promoted by Confindustria’s National Review of Industrial Film was articulated in six different
categories, depending on the subject and on the targeted audiences.

28) Younger brother of Dino Risi, one of the major directors in Italian-style comedy, Nelo Risi was a poet and a
filmmaker who debuted as a collaborator of the ERC Paris Film Unit coordinated by John Ferno. Between
the 1960s snd the 1970s he directed mostly sponsored films, TV documentaries and a few fiction feature-
films such as Diario di una schizofrenica (Diary of a Schizophrenic Girl, 1968).

29) Alessandro Cecchi, “Creative Films for Creative Corporations: Music and Musicians in Experimental Itali-
an Industrial Film,” in Films that work Harder, eds. Hediger, Hoof, and Zimmermann, 779-797.

30) See Aa. Vv., Cinema e Industria (Milan: Franco Angeli, 1971), 191-219. For film data I make primary refe-
rence to Adriano Bellotto ed., La memoria del futuro: Film darte, Film e Video Industriali Olivetti: 1949-1992
(Citta di Castello: Fondazione Olivetti, 1994).
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won respectively the ninth and the tenth edition of the festival. Critics who attended the
events repeatedly praised Olivetti’s film production for representing clearly the problems
solved by computers and electronic elaborators “which are now about to enter our daily
lives?V

As new representational objects, computers and their business applications constitut-
ed a challenge for the sales and public relations department. A former manager of the Ol-
ivetti’s Commercial Electronic Division, Michele Pacifico, recalls: “the computer was a
mysterious machine, unknown to most, even to those who already had some experience
with punch card equipment. Hence, not just salesmen but all the company’s working intel-
lighentzia was mobilized to introduce the commercial offer through explanatory docu-
ments and instruction manuals, with the aim of reassuring the skeptics and encouraging
the eager ones”? As a subsection of the Press and Advertising Department, also Olivetti’s
film unit had to persuade the potential clients that, with the new machines, “all of their
companies’ problems, not just the managerial ones but also the commercial and industri-
al ones, would find a modern, strong and definitely successful solution”*® Directors and
writers seemed aware that their duties as “evangelizers” of a new technology could not be
reduced to the task of mere documentation. In 1962, Aristide Bosio, a member of the Ol-
ivetti film unit and director of most of its titles, explained that “our documentaries are
mostly aimed to be screened in the industrial circuits, to disclose all sectors of our produc-
tion to our subsidiaries and buyers”*¥ Probably referring to ELEA classe 9000, he men-
tioned a recently produced “technical film” explaining that its aim was to illustrate “the
functions of a big machine, very clearly, maybe even more clearly than showing the ma-
chine itself would do** A few years later, in an issue of Film Special magazine entirely de-
voted to “the world of electronics,” critics and filmmakers would address the audiovisual

Fig. 2: Olivetti’s film director
Aristide Bosio on the cover of Film
Special 2, no. 1 (1968).

(Courtesy of Bibliomediateca
Gromo — Archivio Museo
Nazionale del Cinema)

31) Nedo Ivaldi, “Film industriali a Como,” Bianco e Nero 30, no. 7-8 (1969), 124. All translations from Ita-
lian-speaking sources are the author’s.

32) Pacifico, “Alta tecnologia e cultura millenaria;” 124-125.

33) Ibid., 125.

34) Quoted in Walter Alberti, ed., Il film industriale (Milan: Figli della Provvidenza, 1962), 82.

35) Ibid.
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representation of computer more directly, problematizing the difficulties in “grasping the
essence of an activity that hides its great power under smooth, uniform surfaces or through
the decorative fabric of its circuits; whereas, in the past, even the machine revealed its ca-
pacity and strength through the picturesque assembly of its parts and mechanisms.” The
magazine took the most recent Olivetti-sponsored films as examples for how they “visual-
ly ‘attack’ modern machines and stage them so that the audience can get a fair impression
of their power [...] not as ‘objects’ but almost as protagonists, living symbols of our tech-
nological age”*®

As I already discussed elsewhere, practitioners in the field of industrial and sponsored
cinema were far from being mere executors or employees who have turned their hand into
filmmaking™. Their professional figures lied somewhere in between Frank Gilbreth and
corporate consultants of early 20" century American industry®® and what we would call
“brand and communication strategists” in the 21 century’s informational economy. In
1960s Italy film writers and directors often came from a background in human sciences
and were generally up to date about the recent theories in the newly established interdis-
ciplinary field of Filmology. For uniting skills in audiovisual production with psychologi-
cal, sociological, and educational knowledges, they usually had a firm grasp of the poten-
tials of cinema as a means of social communication. Consequently, they were perfectly
aware that “film is above all a language and, as such, can lend itself to being anything. [...]
Even when it aims to [represent] reality is, it does so as a means of expression, thus subjec-
tivizing reality to the author’s vision, decomposing and transforming it to fit efficiently the
film’s narrative structure”* Computers had to be audiovisually and discursively con-
structed so to serve the sponsoring company’s practical purposes, fit its corporate narra-
tive, and enhance its views on the social relevance of information technologies.

Envisioning Cybernetic Governance. Computers as Metaphors.

To better understand how Olivetti’s corporate narratives changed during its transition to
electronics, we need to take a step back and get an idea at the early production of its film
unit. Until the late 1950s, besides promoting new typewriters and calculators, sponsored
films had been mostly focused on the welfare services the company offered to its employ-
ees and on how its activities had improved the living conditions of the communities living
nearby the plants. Documentaries such as Incontro con la Olivetti (Meet Olivetti; Giorgio
Ferroni 1950), Infermeria di Fabbrica (Factory’s First Aid Room; Aristide Bosio 1951),
Una fabbrica e il suo ambiente (A Factory and its Environment; Michele Gandin, 1957) or
Sud come Nord (South like North; Nelo Risi, 1957) stand out for their attention to the so-
cial and human aspects of industrial work as well as for their critical stances on the risks

36) N.A., “Ritratti del mondo ‘elettronico;” Film Special 2, no. 1 (1968), 9.

37) See Simone Dotto, “Istruzioni per I'uso: Teorie d'utilita nel dibattito sul film industriale italiano,” Cinema e
Storia 9, no. 1 (2022), 27-44.

38) See Florian Hoof in Angels of Efficiency: A Media History of Consulting (New York: Oxford University Press,
2020), 186-239.

39) Attilio Giovannini, “Il cinema tra realta e linguaggio,” Film Special 2, no. 1 (1968), 5.
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of industrialization — a quite unusual trait for corporate films. By insisting on welfare pol-
icies and recreational activities and by drawing the attention to the social environment
and rural landscapes surrounding the industrial plants, these shorts publicized the pecu-
liarities for which Olivetti was (and still is) considered a model of “socially responsible”
capitalism. They contributed in building its brand-reputation as a company providing
health services, organizing cultural activities and taking care of its employees’ physical and
intellectual health also outside of the working hours. As Paola Bonifazio maintains “by
subsuming the social into the economic realm, Olivetti films represented a society of gov-
ernment, in which politics becomes bio-politics” In this, the Italian firm’s early corporate
film propaganda adheres to the governmental rhetoric of “pastoral power,” “in which busi-
ness took an invisible role while the company’s main concerns were devoted to the care of
its flock*"

This corporate image was faithful to the progressive views of Adriano Olivetti, as an
“enlightened capitalist” An early adopter of the scientific management of labor, he even-
tually became critical of Taylorism and a proud advocate of techno-humanism — a coop-
eration between techno-scientific and humanistic knowledge aimed at the improvement
of working conditions. Willing to develop a “human-faced Taylorism™" and to emanci-
pate workers from the obsessive, alienating routines of industrial production, the entre-
preneur hired intellectuals, and exponents of the humanities among his collaborators.
One of them, the future eminent labor sociologist Luciano Gallino, was assigned the task
to investigate the reasons for the firm’s impressive expansion in the post-war period. The
research’s practical purpose was to provide the company executives with a framework for
interpreting (and enduring) a growth they had been witnessing daily but they still strug-
gled to grasp. Through an approach indebted to William Hashby’s cybernetics, Gallino de-
scribed the work organization as “a complex socio-technical system, wherein a variable
quantity of materials, energies (including many aspects of work) and information circu-
late uninterruptedly among its composing elements, each of which takes care of their pro-
cessing, transformation and transmission in varying forms, with a view to the unitary pur-
poses of the system”*? The main features of the Olivetti model were identified in “the
advent of new methods for the processing, employment and control of information” and
in “the constant search for forms of administrative feed-back (by no means limited to the
administrative sphere), designed to recompose the effective unity of command in the
hands of management”* Rooted in the same techno-humanist premises, this characteri-
zation marks a shift from the “pastoral” ideal of the factory as a socio-economic commu-
nity to a cybernetic one of the work organization as a self-regulating techno-social system.

The conceptual proximity between the organization of labor and the new technologies
as “information processing systems” provided a striking analogy that industrial films’ nar-

40) Paola Bonifazio, Schooling in Modernity: The Politics of Sponsored Films in Postwar Italy (Toronto, Buffalo,
and London: University of Toronto Press, 2014), 85. See also Federico Pierotti, “Progettare il futuro: Il tec-
no-film Olivetti: politica, tecnologia e media,” Immagine 39, no. 19 (2019), 129-152.

41) Luciano Gallino, Limpresa responsabile: Un’intervista su Adriano Olivetti, ed. Paolo Ceri (Turin: Edizioni di
Comunita, 2001), 44.

42) Luciano Gallino, Progresso tecnologico ed evoluzione organizzativa negli stabilimenti Olivetti (Milan: Giuffre,
1960), 11.

43) Ibid., 9.
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ratives would take up and further extend. The following paragraphs will explain how, by
analyzing the way films variously relate computer’s operationality to different types of de-
picted “social systems,” from industrial labor itself to the less obvious ones of social organ-
ization and school education.

Computer and/as Industrial Labor: a general analogy between the functioning of IT
technologies and the organization of labor is featured in those Olivetti-sponsored films
closer to industrial cinema’s traditional structures and aims — showcasing either comput-
er as an industrial product or its application for production purposes. Nelo Risi’s ELEA
Classe 9000 does both, as it presents the new mainframe while retracing, step by step, the
process of its fabrication. The different teams at work at the Electronic Research Division
are introduced to the camera by engineer Mario Tchou in person and later shown to the
viewer through several tracking shots: the camera lingers on the workshop that produces
platelets and hardware memories, where “the visitor can still recognize traditional images
of the factory;” and moves on to show the logicians’ team, whose organization resembles a
university classroom. The differences between such highly specialized work-units stand
out also on a visual level and it is up to the voice-over to emphasize the systemic coherence
underlying the overall process: “the contributions of the various groups converge toward
a single goal, the realization of the most functional system for calculating, processing and
transmitting data.” Following these words, a scheme of computer drawn by electronic en-
gineers on a blackboard fades out and gets slowly replaced by Polidori and Gianini’s ani-
mated sequences: here the operation of ELEA computers is illustrated with an essential-
ized depiction of data flowing through the machine. Live-action shots of Olivetti factory
and animated sequences portraying computer’s inner logics cooperate to present both
ELEA mainframe and its fabrication as multi-faceted systems driven by the circulation of
data. Information-processing serves as a common thread both for uniting the different
work units and practical steps required by the production process (from hardware fabri-
cation to software engineering) and for activating the various components of the brand
new “electronic brain” Comparing the labor required to produce new machines and the
way the same machines work per se is the pre-condition to present (and promote) ELEA
9000 as both a technological product and a tool for business managing. As made explicit
again by the voice-over, the use of the computer “enables today the most rational and ef-
fective organization of the private and public enterprise [...] allows the manager an over-
view, a look on the overall life of his organization that had been inconceivable so far”

The analogy between computer and work organization hints at a cybernetic reconfig-
uration of industrial production which is only implicitly suggested by ELEA Classe 9000
and will be shown by later films in its practical consequences. When illustrating the use of
“Auctor” computerized machine tools to automate the manufacturing process, Aristide
Bosio’s N/C. Il controllo numerico assume that a factory could be run exactly like a com-
puter — that is by inscribing the instructions on a magnetic strip and transmitting them
directly to the assembly line. The strip itself is shown as it runs from one spool to another
in an animated sequence®: even more evidently than in the previous case, the function of

44) This frequent use of animation to explain how computers technically operate can be read as a confirmation
to Hediger’s argument on film’s inability to referentially capture IT’s labor. On a more historical note, it must
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animation here is not only to cover for what could not be captured photographically but
also to stress the crucial points in the film’s rhetorical argument. The scenes showing a
brick wall torn down by the strip may add nothing to the technical explanation on how the
Auctor machine-tools actually work, but they aim to emphasize the time-saving potentials
of a fully automated process. Throughout the film other rhetorical devices cooperate to
emphasize the same ideal of automated immediacy. For instance, the concluding scenes
feature a superimposition between the images of the engineers” spreadsheets on that of a
machine running on the assembly line: “from design to implementation, the step is imme-
diate,” says the spoken comment, as to suggest that, when a factory is run by (and like) a
computer, every product is already virtually manufactured as soon as it gets designed.

Fig. 3: Images of automated immediacy. Stills from N/C. Controllo Numerico (Aristide Bosio, 1966). (Archivio
Nazionale Cinema Impresa — CSC; Archivio Storico Olivetti)

The superimposed image constitutes, in a sense, an over-elliptical account of the pro-
duction process from which the process itself is paradoxically left out. In staging a com-
puterized work-environment and the effect of automation over industrial production, Bo-
sio’s film approximates in many ways what scholar Salomé Aguilera Skvirsky famously
described as the ultimate, aesthetic goal of the process genre: representing manufacturing
processes as they approach the magic standard of zero-labor®. Differently from what
would happen in a similarly structured film of the “thermodynamic age,” there’s no even
need to minimize workers’ tiring and alienating routine through — simply because there
are no workers at the assembly line. Seeing computerized machine tools as they operate
automatically create the impression that all the manual, repetitive work gets now done by

be noted that the inclusion of animated sequences was in no way an exclusive prerogative of computer-
themed films: sponsored and industrial documentaries of the time often resorted to animated maps and
graphs, as well as to cartoon characters, especially when illustrating a generally “abstract” social issue. In this
sense, films like ELEA Classe 9000 and N/C don't treat early informatics any differently from other spon-
sored documentaries and industrial films had done with subjects as, for instance, the job market or the
farming cycle of an agricultural product. For an overview on animated documentary (and a focus the Ital-
ian case) see: Cristina Formenti, The Classical Animated Documentary and its Contemporary Evolution (New
York and London: Bloomsbury, 2022).
45) Aguilera Skvirsky, The Process Genre, 116-117.
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itself, without any human effort. N/C’s film portrait of the automated factory as a utopian
work organization with no human labor doesn’t only constitute as an updated version of
the magic/technique dichotomys; it also epitomizes a purely cybernetic understanding of
techno-social system as entities capable of regulating and adjusting by themselves — “au-
tomatically” The relative absence of human laborers in the film is, in this sense, significant.
The mechanical workshops that were still visible in ELEA Classe 9000 disappear, leaving
us with only one worker portrayed at his desk. As the speaker suggests, “his time, busy but
already somewhat free, can also be spent by doing crossword puzzles”

As if to prevent any possible objection about automation stealing humans’ jobs, com-
puter-themed films never fail to present the replacement of manual labor as a techno-hu-
manist conquest. Electronics “is initiating man into a new condition of freedom and
achievement. Subtracted from the most strenuous routine [...] the person in charge of any
technical, productive or scientific activity can now offer himself new, very broad perspec-
tives” The films of the late 1960s promoting the Programma 101 minicomputers would
stick to the same script. As stated in Magri’s Le regole del gioco “without human presence,
men’s current of thought and intellectual correction, the machines look abstractly and de-
pressingly perfect, like abandoned instruments of the orchestra” The men in white coats
standing before the mainframes and the female computer operators portrayed by these
films are not merely “kitschy” reiterations of a thermodynamic human-machine aesthet-
ics; they are instead functional in presenting the shift from manual labor to data process-
ing as a necessary evolution from homo faber to (what cybernetics calls) homo gubernator:
a new kind of worker enjoying an unprecedented intellectual freedom and entitled to par-
ticipate in the control of production processes.

The Cybernetization of Society: to promote ELEA computers to layer audiences, Olivet-
ti circulated an alternative version of ELEA Classe 9000 renamed La memoria del futuro
(The Memory of the Future; Nelo Risi, 1960). This shortened version edits out the se-
quences describing the computer’s functioning while foregrounding its social applica-
tions. Car traffic and city life scenes are followed by sequences depicting a chaotic day at
the stock exchange, the interiors of the library, an archive, an administrative office, a bank.
What these seemingly unrelated places have in common is being complex social systems
where “the need to rationalize the different services is becoming increasingly sensitive
[...] Only the thread of methodical discourse allows access to information, to knowledge
which means human power” Having any direct mention of the computer preceded by an
illustration of the problems it might solve is a rhetorical device which recurs throughout
all Olivetti film production. Antonello Branca’s La macchina del tempo showcases images
of urban centers, schools, and department stores, wondering what our life would be like if
it was possible to calculate in advance any future needs and possible change in social or-
ganization: “to predict, to plan, to build, one must above all know: for how many?”

In setting up different aspects of social living as logical and mathematical problems,
Olivetti films adhere to a rule widely accepted in industrial and instructional cinema, ac-
cording to which any portrayed object must be recognizable in generic terms, as “a kind of

something* With the possible exception of the sponsoring company itself (which will be

46) Ibid., 85-86.
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referred to individually for obvious promotional reasons) characters, actions or situations
featured in the films are presented generically enough to be immediately identifiable by
anyone. In this sense, live-action and animated scenes not only cooperate in constructing
the same abstract concept but also share the same status. Animation that, as shown in the
previous paragraph, is often used to present the workings of the computer can serve as
well to exemplify its application in a practical case, such as the management of purchases
within the motor industry — as shown by the end of ELEA Classe 9000. Conversely, the
footages of city traffic opening La Memoria del Futuro cease to be strictly referential when,
as the speaker admits, they intend to depict a city “whose name doesn’t matter because it
is ‘the city, the one where I live and the one where you live” For being based on a general,
statistical abstraction of technical and social entities, both orders of images can be consid-
ered as “epistemic [...], images that no longer simply represent, and refer to, reality, but
become objects of knowledge in and of themselves™ In other words, photographic and
animated images fulfill informative and illustrative tasks, enabling the viewer to under-
stand the problem and eagerly wait for its solution.

Fig. 4: Epistemic images. Stills from ELEA Classe 9000 (Nelo Risi, 1960). (Archivio Nazionale Cinema Impresa —
CSC; Archivio Storico Olivetti)

Computer appears here as a foregone conclusion, a much awaited (but still happy)
ending. For being transfigured into an immanent solution, universally required by the
very nature of everyday life, any further explanation of what it technically does becomes
almost unnecessary. Particularly the mid-1960s titles hardly bother to explain the actual
workings of the products they promote. In this respect, a borderline case is Informazione
Leitmotiv (Information Leitmotiv; Renato Frasca, 1969), a 22-minutes long, entirely fic-
tional short, starring the popular Italian actor and songwriter Enzo Jannacci. His charac-
ter is a generic man, in a generic city, facing generic “modern life” situations. As soon as
he arrives at a train station, he finds himself overwhelmed by signs, signals, banners, an-
nouncements; he tries to make a phone call but cannot read the numbers written in his
notebook; he wants to get to an address, but the direction the passersby give him are con-
fusing. Until a fascinating woman he had previously admired on a billboard appears as if
in a dream, accompanies him down a silent corridor and promises to guide him through

47) Hediger, “Thermodynamic Kitsch,” 146.
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the labyrinths of information: “Information is what emerges from the mass of stimuli that
burden the senses. Information is what matters, what allows to decide” Another six min-
utes elapse before Olivetti’s IT products appear, on screen, only briefly and without further
explanation. Instead of computer as a technical object, the film seems to promote comput-
ing as a techno-social skill. Information technologies are depicted as an (almost invisible)
ordering principle within an entropic world, a rationalizing agency that would decrypt the
secret codes of the “social system” and offer guidance through it. These examples might
help explaining what the Olivetti company executives meant by saying that they needed
convince potential customers that the computer would solve all their problems: of course,
that could be done only insofar as all the said problems were (represented as) “computa-
ble” As that of industrial labor, the management of (information) society is essentialized
as an issue of data quantification and processing within a multi-component, self-regulat-
ing system.

Programming the Future: Olivetti films are visually at their best when they dare envi-
sioning an IT-dominated future. Stressing Programma 101’s desktop sizes, Le regole del gi-
oco closes by projecting the minicomputer in domestic situations: in the living room, in
the kitchen, next to the bed or bathtub, indifferently operated by men, women and chil-
dren: “It will be like making a phone call, like turning on the TV. Albeit openly declaring
the playful (and nevertheless forward-looking) nature of these images, the speaker warns
that “perhaps in a few years the irony will already be overcome by reality” The concluding
sequence of La macchina del tempo mentioned in the introduction, the one with the chil-
dren dancing around the terminal, acquire its meaning when seen under a future perspec-
tive. “The information machine [...] for children growing up with new things is a simple,
real object in a real time. Their own time, the time when everything has yet to happen”
Elective affinities between new generations and new technologies will constitute the core
subject of another film, Un computer, dei ragazzi (A Computer, Some Kids; Franco Tavi-
ani, 1969). The kids mentioned in the title are students in a middle school class in Milan:
they receive the visit of an Olivetti employee who instructs them to Programma 101 and
gathers their reactions. Franco Taviani captures the experiment in a sort of inquiry-film,
with interviews with kids and teachers. In his notes, the director establishes an interesting
comparison between old and new media, suggesting that the language of films represent

Fig. 5: Franco Taviani on the set of
Un calcolatore, dei ragazzi. Film
Special 3, no. 1 (1969).

(Courtesy of Bibliomediateca
Gromo — Archivio Museo
Nazionale del Cinema)




66  Simone Dotto: Do Corporate Films Dream of Cybernetic Governance?

to the school kinds “old and simple answers to already forgotten whys. Instead, they feel
closer to binary mathematics, abstract symbology, and the range of possibilities of the
computers, whose logics appear familiar and surprising at once™®

This characterization of young people as “‘computer natives” is instrumental to repre-
sent the new technology within a long-term perspective, to naturalize its presence in the
social context, and to humanize the threat of automation: “they say that machines will
dominate humans [...] but kids don’t believe in these prophecies. They know that ma-
chines are not scary monsters but are made by men for men?” Despite the alleged sponta-
neous character of this relationship, what the film effectively shows is a constantly super-
vised training process: school kids are instructed on how to use the computer to perform
mathematical calculations, to organize a basketball matches and, in a self-reflective move,
to select the most suitable options for the developing of film itself. More importantly, they
use it to set the parameters for automatically calculating average grades. In discussing
what percentage of sufficiency would be acceptable for each class, they are involved in the
same decision-making processes that will eventually assess their school performances.

While exceeding the normal educational routines, these activities are part of a broad-
er governmental project explicated to the viewers by the spoken comment:

It is today that we must think and plan the future of these children and invent their
future as adults; a satisfactory placement in work and society. [...] The training of
future programmers is one of the problems that must be addressed through a con-
vergent effort; by the school, which must adapt its curricula and objectives, and by
the industry, which must prepare the tools that would enable young people to have
real experiences and be ready for future roles.

The term “programming” is here used in both a technical (instructing the computer)
and a social sense (instructing students), as in two sides of the same design. As “black box-
es plugged into cybernetic circuits,’* students must be given the right inputs to become
the workforce of tomorrow. In advocating their training as future programmers, the film
and its sponsor also assume the students’ position as programmable subjects.

Conclusions

The programming of the future suggested by Un calcolatore, dei ragazzi comes full circle
with the other discursive strands on (automated) industrial labor and information socie-
ty. If the computer is the overdetermined solution to an inherently entropic society, every-
one should be familiarized with the managing of data flows since the youngest age. If work
environments are increasingly based on processing and transmitting information in a
feed-back circuit, then school kids must be trained to become technicians and knowledge
workers. According to this logic, the use of computer is what enables students to partici-

48) Quoted in Bellotto, La memoria del futuro, 122.
49) Druick, “Operational Media,” 65.
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pate in the organization of school activities, workers to contribute to the control of pro-
duction processes, and individuals to be active and aware members of the information so-
ciety. The freedom promised by the computer coincides with the one specifically designed
by a cybernetic governance, whose “domination operates precisely on the very basis of a
participatory and collaborative environment.*” (Future) workers and citizens are expect-
ed to emancipate and educate themselves so to adapt to a changing techno-social system
and contribute to its functioning. Learning to govern social and productive processes is,
after all, the precondition for keeping on being governed by them.

As it should be clear by now, none of these discursive functions could be fulfilled if film
confined itself to recording computer’s labor. Any more technically detailed account of the
way computer work would probably be more explanatory of what the IT operator effec-
tively does on a daily basis but deprived of the required rhetorical appeal. As governmen-
tal instruments crafted by specialized filmmakers, industrial documentaries resort to any
disposable means in film language (photographic or animated images) to make visible a
set of correlations that would otherwise stand only on an abstract level: how the “magic”
of a fully automated production process would eventually free factory workers from the
burden of physical labor; how any social and economic problem is inherently computable
— and therefore solvable in advance with the computer; how even the future of new gen-
erations could be envisioned and programmed along technological progress. The audio-
visual construction of computer labor is here consubstantial with those of its operators
and of its social and organizational contexts: it does not simply describe but prescribe (and
sometimes even predict) workers’ and the consumers’ activities, as well as the social rele-
vance of technological product. Their goal is to make sense of human presence in a ma-
chine-driven organization, to convince workers of the advantages of a computer-engi-
neered professional and social life, and to persuade external viewers into sharing the
corporate views on technological progress. Given that the computer is turned into an al-
most universal metaphor, the lack of a detailed description of its workings turns out to be
not only physiological but, to some extent, even strategic. As Franklin explains “the vague-
ness of the human-machine metaphor is central to [labor’s] mobilization by capital:” as an
integral part of a complex of technical processes and socio-economic logics, “vague meta-
phors allow for the constant expansion of processes of valorization as the subject is recon-
ceptualized as both a communication system and a component in such a system”*" In this
sense the professionals at work at the Olivetti Film Unit — and in industrial cinema in
general — contributed into giving audiovisual flesh to an otherwise deliberately “vague”
cybernetic metaphor. The impact of this metaphor on Olivetti’s corporate narratives be-
come particularly evident when comparing computer-themed films with those produced
before the electronic transition. Mentions of workfare policies and the factory as a com-
munity almost disappear, while critical stances toward industrialization are subsumed by
the promise of a new technological age. Humanization and technologization of the work
(and social) environment go hand in hand, both “crystallized” in the computer as the
landmark of a new techno-social power.

50) Maschewski and Nosthoft, “Designing Freedom;’ 83.
51) Franklin, Control, xxi-xxii.
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Techniky a technologie
na kompenzaci bezmoci

Audiovizualni esej muZete zhlédnout zde:
https://youtu.be/WPiyoRjTsrE

Abstract

The video essay Techniques and Technologies to Compensate for Powerlessness is an artistic research
output that exemplifies Matéj Pavlik’s approach to historiography, developed through individual
projects and interdisciplinary collaborations. Pavlik’s work often focuses on a reflexive approach to
fiction, speculation, or myth-making. In this essay, the artist examines the role of borderline science
technologies invented in late socialist Czechoslovakia. These technologies (e.g., telesthesia, healing,
and locating geopathogenic zones) were linked to research in borderline scientific fields like psycho-
tronics and psychoenergetics. The artist critically analyzes these technologies, highlighting their so-
cio-political and economic contexts. Pavlik suggests that these technologies were responses to the
specific crises of high modernity, compensating for feelings of alienation or powerlessness. How can
we grasp these techniques and technologies in the present? He hypothesizes that the emergence and
proliferation of these borderline scientific practices, particularly healing, in late socialist Czechoslo-
vakia might reflect the era’s disillusionment and the failure of Marxist ideals of emancipation. The
attempt to treat individuals and the public space at the hands of the late socialist healer may thus
have been a way to individualize social risks and harms. Throughout the video essay, Pavlik argues
that the institutionalization of these ,wondrous® techniques and technologies was an attempt to in-
habit and adapt to the so-called pharmakon of late modernity: the poison and cure called the Scien-

tific and Technological Revolution.
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historiografie, fikce, socialismus, 1é¢itelstvi, marxismus, odcizeni, hrani¢né védecka technologie
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historiography, fiction, socialism, healing, Marxism, alienation, borderline science technology
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Tvurdi explikace

Audiovizualni esej Techniky a technologie na kompenzaci bezmoci predstavuje umeélecky
a zaroven spekulativni pfistup k tvorbé historiografie minulého rezimu. Dilo nas pomysl-
né provadi skrze trhlinu mezi technooptimismem a technopesimismem, v niz se zabydlu-
jilidé praktikujici zvlastni techniky a obsluhujici riizné podivuhodné nastroje. V eseji pti-
chazim s hypotézou, Ze hrani¢né védecké projevy, konkrétné nasazovani lécitelskych
praktik od konce 60. az do 80. let 20. stoleti v Ceskoslovensku, poskytovaly rtizné druhy
kompenzace v rdmci ustavujiciho se technokratického vlddnuti.” Virgule a proutky pomy-
sIné indikuji nové diagnozy, které ptinesla vize védeckotechnické revoluce, ktera sméfova-
la k ndhradé fyzické préace praci dusevni.?

V ramci doprovodného textu a audiovizualni eseje predstavuji mozny zpusob kritické
reflexe institucionalizace parapsychologického vyzkumu (konkrétné psychotroniky nebo
také psychoenergetiky)® jako model ,,podivuhodného” vyporddavani se s pozdné sociali-
stickou modernitou. V této etapé se misi rtizné ideové dynamiky, od technooptimistic-
kych vizi spole¢nosti spéjici k pokroku az po humanistickd hlediska, ktera zdaraznovala
strach z odcizeni ¢lovéka v diisledku technologického vyvoje.” S odcizenim souvisi audio-

1) Vitézslav Sommer a kol., Ridit socialismus jako firmu: Technokratické viddnuti v Ceskoslovensku (1956-1989)
(Praha: Nakladatelstvi lidové noviny, 2019).

2) Radovan Richta a kol., Civilizace na rozcesti (Praha: Nakladatelstvi Svoboda, 1966).

3) Pojmy psychotronika a psychoenergetika maji velmi podobny vyznam a ¢asto se pouzivaji zaménitelné.
V Ceskoslovensku zaviselo jejich uzivani na konkrétnich aktérech. Zakladatel Zdenék Rejdak pochazel
z humanitnévédného prostredi a vnimal psychotroniku jako novy interdisciplinarni obor, ktery spojuje riiz-
né védecka odvétvi, zatimco vice technokraticky zalozeny fyzik a dlouholety ministr $kolstvi Frantisek Ka-
huda preferoval pojem psychoenergetika (mj. zalozil Psychoenergetickou laboratot).

4) Jan Mervart - Jiti Razi¢ka, ,, Rehabilitovat Marxe!: Ceskoslovenskd stranickd inteligence a mysleni poststalin-
ské modernity (Praha: Nakladatelstvi Lidové noviny, 2020).

5) Tamtéz.
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vizudlni eseji prostupujici pojem bezmoc, ktery je formulovan vicero sméry. Obecné se
tyka pravé dopadu rodiciho se technokratického vladnuti na ¢lovéka, zaroven vsak kon-
krétné rezonuje s pravdépodobnym trpkym pocitem z politického vyusténi prazského jara
roku 1968. Poskytovaly snad psychotronika a psychoenergetika mozné techniky a techno-
logie na kompenzaci zminované bezmoci?

Obr. 1-2: Fotografie z vystavy Para normalizace. Techniky a technologie na kompenzaci bezmoci, autor: Matéj
Pavlik

»Psychotronika nas muze dovést k nové revoluci ve védé. Jinak zaplavime svét béhem
pristiho stoleti mechanickymi i lidskymi roboty, ¢imz se urychli odcizeni a rozklad spo-
le¢nosti.“? (z voiceoveru Techniky a technologie na kompenzaci bezmoci)

Zminény citat pochazi z textu ,,Psychotronics: The State of Art“ od autora Zdernika Rej-
daka. Rejdék byl jednim z tzv. otcti zakladatel psychotroniky, jeZ se institucionalné etab-
lovala v 60. letech 20. stoleti v Ceskoslovensku. Psychotronika byva interpretovana jako
institucionalizovana obdoba parapsychologie, ktera se tésila zna¢nému zdjmu ze stran vé-
decké obce a politické garnitury v obdobi pozdné socialistické modernity. Do vyzkumi
psychotroniky se fadi napriklad telepatie, telegnoze, 1é¢itelstvi apod.

Samotna audiovizudlni esej vSak akcentuje zdjem o 1é¢itelstvi. Vizudlni material, ktery
si esej prisvojuje, pochazi z filmu Moznosti psychotroniky od reziséra Viliama Poltikovice.
Snimek vznikl v roce 1990 a byl produkovén Ceskoslovenskou televizi.” Film pozoruhod-
né vyobrazuje jednotlivé aktéry (Zdenék Rejddk, Jindfich Paseka, Vaclav Vydra a dalsi)
a techniky (proutkateni, telekineze aj.) psychotronického vyzkumu tésné pred jeho zani-
kem, jelikoZ po tzv. sametové revoluci byla statni podpora psychotroniky ukoncena. Léci-
prevaziné patriarchalnimu charakteru prostredi, ve kterém se psychotronika rozvijela. Sam
Poltikovi¢ se coby rezisér kontinudlné vénuje témattim tzv. alternativni spirituality ¢i ex-
perimentélni mediciny a v koprodukci s Ceskou televizi realizuje dokumentdrni filmy do-
dnes.

6) Zdenék Rejdak, ,,Psychotronics: The State of Art, Impact of Science on Society 24, ¢. 4 (1974), 288-289.
7) Ve stejném roce natocil Poltikovi¢ v produkci Ceskoslovenského armadniho filmu snimek Néco z psychotro-
niky, ktery se zaméfuje na motiv proutkareni.
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S jakym politickym p¥islibem psychotronika prichazi a jaké typy bezmoci
kompenzuje?

Objeveni psychotroniky je spjato s dobovou dynamikou odehravajici se na poli filozofie,
védy a politiky. Pfesnéji feceno, znovuvynoreni parapsychologie, jejiz vyzkumy zname uz
z 19. stoleti v Evropé, v obdobi pozdniho socialismu souvisi s fenoménem tzv. védecko-
technické revoluce. Védeckotechnicka revoluce (VTR) byla vize formulovana marxistic-
kym filozofem Radovanem Richtou v 60. letech v Ceskoslovensku. Richta s dalimi auto-
ry velmi podrobné popisuje vyznam VTR v knize Civilizace na rozcesti.® Ve zkratce tato
vize predstavovala my$lenku, Ze demokratického socialismu lze dosdhnout skrze védecko-
technicky pokrok. Takzvana VTR vyristala z revolu¢ni nélady reformniho komunismu,
potazmo prazského jara. Dynamika védeckotechnického pokroku pozdéji prinesla dtiraz
na zvédecténi odvétvi, ktera byla doposud verejné diskreditovana. Jednim takovym obo-
rem byla kybernetika, kterd ziskala vysadni postaveni v rozvijeni pfedstavivosti stran no-
vych teorii komplexit. Je dokonce zmapovano, jak kybernetika ovlivnila v té dobé se for-
mujici ekologické hnuti” Pfislib VTR se také vpisoval do povahy psychotronickych
vyzkumd, av$ak tyto vyzkumy krajné védecké povahy kompenzovaly uréité ,ztraty, které
vrcholna socialistickd modernita zptisobovala. Vize védeckotechnické revoluce byla poz-
déji v 80. letech doplnéna Zderikem Rejdakem o vizi védeckolidské revoluce.'” Technika
tak byla pozoruhodné nahrazena ¢lovékem.

»V tomto obrazu ¢lovék mohl nabyvat takového potencidlu jako technologie, a to bez

o«

jejich odcizujicich a¢inki.“ (z voiceoveru Techniky a technologie na kompenzaci bezmoci)

Zastanci nové institucionalizované hrani¢ni védy (psychotroniky) se pokouseli vyfesit
roz§tépeni a odcizeni, kterd intenzivné industrializovana, zvédectéla spolecnost pozdniho
socialismu pfinesla. Dokladem toho mize byt napriklad jakési napravovani soukromych,
ale i vefejnych prostor 1é¢iteli od nebezpecného vlivu geopatogennich zén. Jako geopato-
genni zOny byla oznacovana takova mista, kterd neptiznivé ptisobila na Zivy organismus,
a to kviili vyzafovani nepravidelnosti v podlozi, at je to podzemni voda, geologické zlomy,
nebo technicka infrastruktura.'’ Hledéni geopatogennich zon, jez byly nalezeny v nové
vystavenych panelovych domech ¢i ve velkochovech s dobytkem, doprovézelo jakési od-
stinovéni, jez vedlo k celkovému terapeutickému ozdravovani prostor.

V audiovizualni eseji se objevuji mapy, které vyhotovil v 80. letech olomoucky lékar
Oldftich Jurysek ve spolupraci s architektem Zdenikem Gardavskym. Mapy zobrazuji mis-
ta postihnuta geopatogennimi zénami, ktera neobvykle konvenuji s ptipadem vyskytu

8) Richta a kol., Civilizace na rozcesti.

9) Michal Kopecek, ed., Architekti dlouhé zmény: Expertni kofeny postsocialismu (1980-1995) (Praha: Argo,
2019).

10) Karel Drbal - Zdenék Rejdak, eds., Perspektivy telepatie (Praha: Melantrich, 1970), 9.

11) Zdenék Gardavsky, Problém geopatogennich zén jako architektonicky a urbanisticky fenomén (Brno: SURPMO
Brno, 1984).
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onemocnéni rakovinou. Jury$ek a Gardavsky kombinovali méfeni hleda¢ti geopatogen-
nich z6n se statistikami o onkologickych onemocnénich na daném misté. Vysledné mapy
jsou v audiovizualni eseji pfitomny na povrchu roztoc¢eného globu. Jsou snad prikladem
necekané planetologie, kterd kombinuje holistické prfistupy vztahovani se k danému mis-
tu se statistickymi méfenimi? Povrch planety Zemé v podani Juryska a Gardavského se
zda byt jesté vice neprivétivym mistem k jejimu obyvani, nez jsme sami ¢ekali.

»Nabyvani tfidniho védomi se nyni prolinalo s vykazovanim senzibility vyvolenych je-
dincti. Idea tvorby nového socialistického c¢lovéka se proménila do zjeveni lécitele.
(z voiceoveru Techniky a technologie na kompenzaci bezmoci)

Ke konci 70. let se pozornost psychotroniktl/¢ek ubira prevazné smérem k 1é¢itelstvi.
Tento jev 1ze vypozorovat z publikaci a konferenci vénujicich se psychotronice. Velmi
dobfe o jevu lé¢itelstvi v oblasti architektury piSe historik a kurator Vojtéch Mérc v textu,
jenz byl publikovany v Sesitu pro uméni a pfibuzné zény.'> Marc zde komentuje obrat k 1é-
Citelstvi v dobovém kontextu tzv. normalizace: ,,Ideal dobrého Zivotniho prostfedi coby
prostredku vychovy socialistického ¢lovéka mohl v dané podobé napomdhat normalizac-
ni depolitizaci spole¢enského konfliktu a soucasné zajistoval legitimitu statniho zfize-
ni.“!» Snaha o 1é¢bu jednotlivct a vefejného prostoru rukou pozdné socialistického l1é¢ite-
le tak mohla byt cestou k individualizaci spole¢enskych rizik a $kod. Samotny fenomén
lécitelstvi a 1écby ma v audiovizudlni eseji velmi plasticky vyznam a zaroven navazuje na
Mircem priléhavé rysy depolitizace. Lécba v rukou lécitelt zde totiz predstavuje urcité
druhy kompenzace bezmoci. Vynoreni téchto zvlastnich lé¢itelskych praktik pfimo souvi-
selo s ticelem 1é¢by symptomd, které byly vyvolany jak politickymi udalostmi, tak dopady
vrcholné modernity. Zrod 1é¢itele ¢i 1é¢itelky tedy souvisi s projevy nové psychosomatiky.

K vystihnuti posunu od védeckotechnologickych vizi spole¢nosti a demokratického
socialismu k hrani¢né védeckym experimentim hledajicim novy potencial ¢lovéka mi byl
inspiraci pfibéh kybernetika Miloslava Krale. Kral byl soucasti tymu Radovana Richty
a mél na starosti oblast aplikace kybernetiky. Koncem 70. let v§ak Kral zazil jakysi trans-
formativni mysticky zazitek a zacal aplikovat rizné teorie véetné kybernetiky k dokazova-
ni Bozi existence.'¥ Dokumentarista a esoterik Igor Chaun natocil o Miloslavu Krélovi
pozoruhodny dokumentdrni film s ndzvem Bith dokazatelné existuje. P¥ibéh Miloslava
Kriéle je v tomto ohledu emblematicky. Ur¢ité trauma a frustrace z vyusténi prazského jara
do normaliza¢ni politiky pozdniho socialismu pro néj mohlo kompenzovat zapojeni se do
psychotronickych a psychoenergetickych vyzkumi. Jako by nenaplnéni ptislibu védecko-
technické revoluce zavdalo podnét ke vzniku revoluce nové, jez ma za cil otevirat nové
perspektivy hledani a bofit hranice lidského védomi.

Milena Bartlova v textu ,,Jako bali¢ek z karet®, ktery vznikl v ramci série eseji Bod zlo-
mu na internetovém deniku Artalk, ptihodné pise:

12) Vojtéch Mirc, ,,Mésta na kraji nemocnic: Geopatogenni zény jako architektonicky a urbanisticky fenomén®,
Sesit pro uméni, teorii a pribuzné zony, ¢. 30 (2021), 35-93.

13) Tamtéz, 86.

14) Miloslav Kral, Kosmickd pamét: Hleddni smyslu kosmu a ¢lovéka (Olomouc: Nakladatelstvi Dobra & Fonta-
na, 2002).
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V posledni tfetiné 20. stoleti uz komercionalizovana a banalizovand verze divinac-
nich technik spolu s novym objevem hodnoty ,orientalnich“ nabozenstvi vyhovéla
touze hippie a New Age subkultur, které touzily prekrocit kapitalisticky horizont zis-
ku jako jediného smyslu, a pfitom se vyhnout riziku socidlni a politické revoluce. Do
jisté miry se jim skute¢né podafilo otevtit horizonty zdpadni kultury do té miry, ze
ky emancipacnich hnuti v§eho druhu. S tim také neptimo souvisi ponékud bizarni
vynoteni esoternich technik v oficidlnim systému pozdniho socialismu...'?

Bartlovd nastinuje mozny zpisob kritiky psychotroniky a jejtho prosazovani v ramci
socialistického fizeni. V textu vytvari urcitou paralelu k new age hnuti 60. let, jez rezigno-
valo na socialni a politickou revoluci.

V audiovizualni eseji je pritomny opakujici se motiv ohybajicich se piibort. V jedné
vyznamové vrstvé se jednd o vyrazny popkulturni motiv, ktery mtizeme znat z prvniho
dilu tetralogie Matrix. Ostatni vyznamy se ubiraji pravé smérem k psychotronickym a psy-
choenergetickym vyzkumiim, které mimo jiné hledaly nové potencialy clovéka v oblasti
jeho piisobnosti na vnéjsi svét. Ohnuté piibory jsou pomyslnym poziistatkem socialistic-
kého zménéného védomi. Pozustatkem piisobeni 1é¢iteld a senzibili, ktefi se na kratky ¢as
etablovali jakozto experti socialistického technokratického rezimu. Voiceover v eseji kon-
¢i vétou: ,,Misto naplnéni politického prislibu prazského jara bylo pfitomné zménéné ne-
$tastné védomi.“ Psychotronika a psychoenergetika v kone¢ném dtisledku napomohly
v zabydlovani a adaptovani se na pozdné socialistickou modernitu. Zaroven poskytly ur-
¢ité experimentdlni pole plisobnosti, jez mohlo vést v kone¢ném dusledku k rezignaci
a feseni spolecenskych konfliktd zptsobenych i dopady ,,ozyvajictho® se antropocénu. Pti-
tomnost lé¢itelskych praktik tak otevrela novou perspektivu, jak sledovat obdobi pozdni-
ho socialismu z hlediska psychosomatiky, jelikoZ se jednotliva traumata vpisovala pfimo
do tél jednotlivcil.

Vypravéni o psychotronice a psychoenergetice miizeme vnimat analogicky k soucas-
nosti. Zminované vyzkumy ptinesly silné, afektivni obrazy, které nam mohou v riznych
chvilich chybét. Jsou snad dne$ni takzvané neo-romantické projevy a zdjmy o esoterni vé-
déni v soucasném uméni dalsi adaptivni strategii pro dobu pozdniho kapitalismu a klima-
tického rozvratu?'® Jakym zpisobem souc¢asnd traumata méni nase téla?

15) Milena Bartlovd, ,Bod zlomu: Svét jako balic¢ek karet, Artalk, 2022, cit. 3. 8. 2024, https://artalk.info/news/
bod-zlomu-svet-jako-balicek-karet. Text se mimo jiné vénuje tarotu.

16) Vaclav Magid. ,,O neuchopitelnosti: v ¢em (ne)spocivd romantismus sou¢asného umeéni®, Art and Antiques,
2022, cit. 3. 8. 2024, https://www.artantiques.cz/o-neuchopitelnosti-v-cem-ne-spociva-romantismus-sou-
casneho-umeni.
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Obr. 3-5: Fotografie z vystavy Para normalizace. Techniky a technologie na kompenzaci bezmoci, autor: Matéj
Pavlik

Dedikace
Audiovizuélni esej je jednim z vystuptt doktorského umélecko-vyzkumného projektu s nazvem Para
normalizace, realizovaného na Fakulté vytvarnych uméni Vysokého uceni technického v Brné.
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Filmografie

Bith dokazatelné existuje (Igor Chaun, 2012)
Matrix (The Matrix; The Wachowskis, 1999)
Moznosti psychotroniky (Viliam Poltikovi¢, 1990)
Néco z psychotroniky (Viliam Poltikovi¢, 1990)
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Abstract

The future of labor has become one of the most urgent topics in the current public debate regarding
Artificial Intelligence. Related imaginaries, primarily following the emergence of Chat GPT, have
gravitated towards blaming the technology for threatening people’s livelihoods. However, these vi-
sions suffer from “sociotechnical blindness” and overlook the human actors who create and hold the
decisive power behind AI One of the most mediatized examples of this was the strike by Hollywood
workers in 2023. Pop culture, notably sci-fi television series, has been an influential source of inspi-
ration for these dystopian visions. Despite that, scholars have overlooked representations of Al labor
in the area. This case study responds to that, focusing on representations in Black Mirror, a promi-
nent sci-fl television series that has covered topics around Al for over a decade. Specifically, it ana-
lyzes the “sociotechnical imaginary” in the episode Joan is Awful, reflecting on the concerns of Hol-
lywood workers. Methods of Multimodal Critical Discourse Analyses reveal mutual interactions
between human and Al laboring agents. They highlight the interdependence in the labor process
and how societies are vulnerable to the power of tech corporations encouraged by digital capitalism.
The analysis demonstrates how Al as an entertaining sci-fi television trope, might critically reflect
on the contemporary issue of capitalist alienated labor, emphasizing the inseparability of technolo-
gy and human actors.

Keywords
artificial intelligence, Black Mirror, labor, multimodal critical discourse analysis, sociotechnical im-
aginaries




80  Tibor Vocisek: Who Is Awful? Black Mirror and the Dystopian Imaginary of AI Labor

Introduction

Has it not all gone a bit “black mirror”? This already common phrase could summarize
media imaginaries of Artificial Intelligence (AI) regarding the future of labor. From poli-
ticians to tech elites, the public space is filled with dystopian visions of AI becoming a
threat to economies, overcoming human skills, and potentially replacing human workers
of various professions." Sci-fi culture, especially television and the cinema, has tradition-
ally inspired these portrayals.? It enables the audience to interact entertainingly with the
topic of A, proposing an alternative version (primarily utopian or dystopian) of reality. ¥

Media representations of Al form a “complex causal relationship with the technology
itself both inspiring it and trying to reflect it. However, a common problem of these rep-
resentations is “sociotechnical blindness” This tendency to depict Al as separated from
its human creators makes the real actors and problems behind the technology invisible
and results in misleading thinking about the future. Paradoxically, one of the best exam-
ples of such blindness came from the media with the summer 2023 Hollywood strikes.
The protestor’s slogans, such as “plagiarism machines,” “AI is not an art,” or “AI has no
soul,’® have often been directed against the technology. Protestors saw Al as a threat to the
television and movie industry, possibly stealing their jobs.

One of the protestors was Charlie Brooker, the creative brain behind Netflix’s flagship
series, Black Mirror (various directors, 2011-present).” This anthology is traditionally rich
in Al imaginaries, and its sixth season was released during the protests.® The episode Joan

1) E.g Frederik Efferenn, “Call for Interventions and Contributions: Shifting AT Controversies,” HIIG, October 31,
2023, accessed September 8, 2024, https://www.hiig.de/en/cfc-shifting-ai-controversies/; “Pause Giant Al
Experiments: An Open Letter,” Future of Life Institute, November 27, 2023, accessed August 12, 2024, https://
futureoflife.org/open-letter/pause-giant-ai-experiments/; Pranshu Verma and Gerrit De Vynck, “ChatGPT
took their jobs: Now they walk dogs and fix air conditioners,” The Washington Post, June 2, 2023, accessed
September 8, 2024, https://www-staging.washingtonpost.com/technology/2023/06/02/ai-taking-jobs/.

2) Stephen Cave and Kanta Dihal, “Hopes and fears for intelligent machines in fiction and reality,” Nature Ma-
chine Intelligence 1, no. 2 (2019), 74-78; Karim Nader et al., “Public understanding of artificial intelligence
through entertainment media,” AI & Society 39, no. 2 (2022), 713-726; Tom Pollard, “Popular Culture’s AI
Fantasies: Killers and Exploiters or Assistants and Companions?,” Perspectives on Global Development and
Technology 19, no. 1-2 (2020), 97-109.

3) Vickie L. Edwards, “Fifty Years of Science Fiction Television,” Administrative Theory & Praxis 36, no. 3
(2014), 376.

4) Cave and Dihal, “Hopes and fears for intelligent machines,” 77.

5) Deborah G. Johnson and Mario Verdicchio, “Reframing AI Discourse,” Minds and Machines 27, no. 4
(2017), 587.

6) Dawn Chmielewski and Lisa Richwine, “Plagiarism machines’: Hollywood writers and studios battle over
the future of AL Reuters, May 3, 2023, accessed July 22, 2024, https://www.reuters.com/technology/plagia-
rism-machines-hollywood-writers-studios-battle-over-future-ai-2023-05-03/; Megan Cerullo, “Screenwrit-
ers want to stop Al from taking their jobs: Studios want to see what the tech can do,” CBS News, May 4, 2023,
accessed September 7, 2024, https://www.cbsnews.com/news/writers-strike-2023-artificial-intelligence-
guardrails/; Tony Maglio, “42% of Film and TV Production Workers Say AI Will ‘harm People’ in Their Field
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Is Awful (Ally Pankiw, 2023) reacts to the main concerns regarding Al and television/
movie production challenges, such as actors’ identity rights being threatened by the deep-
fake phenomenon. Despite the dramatic character of the sci-fi television series, this epi-
sode demonstrates how AT’s interdependence as a technology might be depicted together
with other actors, specifically with different tech company representatives on the one hand
and users on the other.

Shared cultural imaginaries are not just empty phrases or meaningless images. Schol-
ars of “sociotechnical imaginaries,” the analytical concept used in this article, have shown
that the capacity to imagine futures is a crucial constitutive aspect of human societies and
their artifacts.'” These imaginaries have a vital role in inspiring ideas and even the practi-
cal development of new technologies.'” Dystopias might then serve as cautionary imagi-
naries about how not to design and implement technologies such as AL'? Pop culture
both forms public opinion and is informed by it, thus serving as vital study material.'®
Still, the current literature'® has failed to highlight the specifics of sci-fi television and in-
terpret it within broader media representations.'?

This text provides a case study of the Joan Is Awful episode as a significant example of
a dystopian portrayal of Al labor, reflecting on shaky public debates around the television
and movie industry. It also reflects on the scholarly discussion around ongoing transfor-
mation of the medium and sci-fi genre distinctiveness.'® This research enriches the tradi-
tion of studies of Al representations'” by a critical social theory'® informed systematic
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case study, using Multimodal Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA).* I focus on the over-
looked question of how Al is portrayed as an agent of labor interacting with other human
characters in the episode.

Using MCDA, I analyze the sociotechnical imaginary proposed by the episode. The
analysis explores (a) social commentary on the current state of Al labor, (b) a vision of its
possible dystopian future, and (c) a means to bring this future about.?” All of these levels
emphasize the interaction between agents. This approach reacts to existing research gaps.
Firstly, it articulates the significance of the AI labor imaginaries, specifically in transform-
ing sci-fi television, highlighting genre specifics. Informed by critical social theory, it
adopts systematic MCDA, which is still a rarely used methodological approach. Also, the
case study counters the prevailing issue of technological blindness to A's media represen-
tation. It focuses on the interdependence of human and non-human agents in imagining
the labor future.

1. Artificial Intelligence and Shifting Labor

AT has recently become a source of vivid media debates regarding its impacts on labor.2"
Still, in often dystopian media debates,?? Al stands for an ambiguous, almost omnipotent
buzzword. For this study, Al is understood as an umbrella term for “programs (and pro-
jects to create programs) capable of autonomous self-improvement and agency.”? Such a
broad definition allows for the inclusion of various AI applications while distinguishing
them from other technologies.

The second essential term, labor, has been traditionally defined in (post)Marxist terms
as the process through which humans transform nature, producing a use-value of any
kind, and conceiving consciousness and agency as critical features that distinguish them
from other living beings.?¥ A subsequent broader definition, used by English-speaking
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scholars, describes labor as “human effort which pertains to capitalist relations of
production.”? As such, labor is complementary with work, which emphasizes activities in
non-capitalist realms.

In the ongoing debates about data-based “digital capitalism” with AI and network in-
frastructure dominated by big tech, lacking sufficient public scrutiny, authors highlight
the increasing interdependence of society and technologies.* As Timo Daum summariz-
es: “In many areas, Al applications owned by tech corporations are on the brink of mass
marketization and becoming everyday phenomena”?”

Jernej Markelj and Claudio Celis Bueno® state that “the current process of datafica-
tion calls for a post-anthropocentric understanding of value (creation) and labor” Labor
is increasingly performed in interactions, and human factors (consciousness in this con-
text) cannot be perceived as the only measuring criterion. As a result, the value created in
post-human labor might be understood as productive connections emerging through en-
counters between human and non-human actors. In this light, a critical redefinition of the
“agency” concept is necessary as a crucial term both for AT and labor.

The traditional human agency describes the ability of actors to act and control their
existence within the larger framework of society.?” In labor terms, agency might also be
expressed by the ability to accept or refuse to act.>” Reflecting on the abovementioned
criticism of this anthropocentric view, this article approaches agency in “machinic”
terms.?V It is defined as the capacity to act, produce, and create value as labor output in the
interaction of actors (conscious humans and unconscious machines).??

A broader debate on agency goes far beyond the scope of this article. However, the ma-
chinic agency concept highlights human and non-human actors’ interdependence in the
labor process, mutually affecting each other.*¥ It is an adequate lens through which to an-
alyze the question of labor in the digital capitalism of emerging Al It also reveals the mu-
tual interactions of actors, which is necessary when analyzing representations of Al as a la-
borer and focusing on its future visions.*” Finally, the machinic agency might help to
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highlight the actors behind the technology who are often overlooked in media representa-
tions, as the following chapter explains.

2. Media Imaginaries and Sociotechnical Blindness

Pop-cultural future visions, such as those proposed by influential television series like
Doctor Who (various directors, 1963—present) Star Trek: The Next Generation (various di-
rectors, 1987-1994), have reflected the era of their origin and, as such, have provided re-
searchers with study material on the spirit of the time.* Media researchers have charac-
terized the context of the contemporary “hyped™® debate around AI as tending to
extremes, either utopian or dystopian.””’ In the context of labor, they tend to depict Al as
a revolutionary tool that will free people from work or make them obsolete.

Al imaginaries are dominated by corporations and technologists promoting the tech-
nology, while with the “Chat GPT moment,” these actors occupy even the increased pub-
lic critique.®® Sometimes, they also raise dystopian warnings about fundamental damage
to societies. Researchers found that dystopian representations tend to be more detailed
than positive ones, and their short-term character influences media consumers’ attitudes
more than the long-term.*” One of the most frequent framings and fears about Al belongs
to the area of the economy and labor.*"

However, Al labor has rarely been studied, with few works confirming the often polar-
ized representations.”” In his overview,”® Bueno recognizes three dominant discourses.
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The utopian one depicts Al as liberating human leisure time through full labor automa-
tion. In the middle, Bueno posits an industry-related imaginary that could be called “busi-
ness as usual.” It perceives Al as boosting labor productivity, similar to previous technolo-
gies. The third one, presenting the dystopian pole, sees Al as a creator of mass
unemployment that disrupts industries and steals people’s jobs.

The underlying aspect of these discourses is techno-determinism,*’ which sees tech-
nology as a crucial independent factor that influences society. Representations tend to be
blind towards the human actors behind the AI, i.e., those who design and create the tech-
nology. This common issue of the discourses around Al has been described as “sociotech-
nical blindness”* It underlines the tendency to omit human actors and the decisions be-
hind AI systems in representations. In effect, these representations instead attribute
misleading human agency to Al as supposedly an independent actor.

Whether intentional or not, the absence of these powerful actors (mainly technologi-
cal companies and developers) may lead to misunderstanding and fear about the future of
the technologies. This eventually applies also to the issue of Al labor, blaming the technol-
ogy for potentially stealing jobs, while overlooking particular people’s decisions behind.*”
It also boosts the hyped and polarized debate around Al, spanning topics and media. Still,
sociotechnical blindness is one of the typical patterns of the sci-fi genre due to its enter-
taining character. This is crucial to highlight in contrast to the often simplified interpreta-
tion of sci-fi as a homogenous sub-part of AI media representations.*”

3. Specifics of Contemporary Sci-fi Television and Black Mirror

Sci-fi provides “dramas” for a human audience; its strong metaphorical elements facilitate
a dramatized commentary on social issues.*® Thus, sociotechnical blindness serves as a
sort of simplification, supporting the dramatic character and storytelling upon which sci-
fi is primarily based. The classic Al trope in this genre, therefore, is a computer or robot
that behaves independently and matches or surpasses human abilities. An example might
be the android Data from Star Trek: The Next Generation, which reaches human-like agen-
cy, and his effort to be recognized as equal to other people. The story completely avoids the
context of the actors behind its creation. Other examples might be found in series such as
Doctor Who, Westworld (various directors, 2016-2022), or Humans (various directors,
2015-2018).

The genre emerged with the modernist belief in technological progress, and, as such,
brings stories about fictional technology, the “novum” (different from the current state)
seen through the prevailing scientific paradigms.*” This novum serves as a vehicle for dif-
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ferent “fabulations of social worlds, both utopic and dystopic”*” Thus the given example
of Data from Star Trek could be interpreted as a commentary on societal equality. Specif-
ically dystopian sci-fi typically sketches a future in which technology worsens the every-
day lives of humans.*”

AT has been a traditional novum of sci-fi stories prospective in nature.”® However, in
line with Jean Baudrillard’s™ claim, research shows that sci-fi genre transforms with the
practical development of AL* Its irreversible implementation into everyday practice
blunts the prospectivity of the genre in favor of the tendency to return to the familiar and
to reflect on current social issues. Apart from Black Mirror, described below, television se-
ries like Humans, The Leftovers (various directors, 2014-2017), and Westworld also repre-
sent this phenomenon. As a result, the metaphorical and present reflexive aspects of sci-fi
play an increased role.”

Sci-fi AI embodies a specific genre, representing a background of ideas and expecta-
tions that affect how people understand and judge AL*® Karim Nader et al.*” have shown
that these portrayals play a significant role in shaping people’s beliefs. Also, when it came
to respondents’ understanding of what AI can do, most of them expressed the belief that
Al could “replace human jobs”*® While an exhaustive overview of its representations in
television series goes beyond the scope of the article, a short background on the represen-
tations in the genre is necessary.

Most of the existing studies on Western sci-fi Al have researched television and cine-
ma Al representations together. A study*® of more than 150 shows discovered the preva-
lence of slightly more negative than positive representations of Al and that these are most-
ly embodied as a robot (compared to virtual) on the level of general Al (compared to
narrow and super ones). Studies®” describe the average tone of sci-fi Al representations as
varying from dystopian (1920-50) to utopian (the 1960s) and towards the ambiguous ef-
fort to show the complexity of the technology (starting in the 1980s). Regarding the ques-
tion of agency, the literature shows®” that Al is either represented as an agency-less instru-
ment of human will or a dramatized subject exhibiting human-like agency and dangerous
behavior. The rare essay on sci-fi (movie) Al labor® also criticizes sociotechnically-blind
dystopian representations.

Despite being often analyzed together,* representations of Al in television series and
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movies have significant differences. Traditionally, television series were described as epi-
sodic stories that often copied cinematic tropes® and were market audience-driven, re-
flecting primarily on everyday life.®® However, the rise of cable networks in the 1990s and
the later onset of streaming platforms (like Netflix) gradually blurred this difference. Re-
sulting investments bolstered television series with better quality writing and/or technical
improvements (lower production costs, simplified editing, shooting, or distribution).*®
They allowed the medium to compete with the cinema and even be consumed within the
same streaming platforms, homogenizing the audience experience (on-line availability via
platforms).*”

As a result, the content itself is affected. Streaming platforms are under intense pres-
sure to produce original and distinguishable content. *® This is realized in various ways,
including platform self-criticism, as in the case of Joan is Awful. It is an established mar-
keting strategy that helps companies distinguish themselves within the intensified concur-
rency, raising the interest of consumers while appearing more personable and authentic.*”
The series Barry (various directors, 2018-2023) might be another recent example.

Black Mirror is one of the most significant examples of the evolution within sci-fi tele-
vision. Over a decade, this anthology series has positioned itself as a pop cultural phe-
nomenon associated with the leitmotif of dystopian technological visions that are often
close to people’s fingertips. Andrei Simut’ identifies the series as an embodiment of the
described phenomenon of the implosion of prospectivity in favor of dramatized reflexivi-
ty of contemporary social issues in current sci-fi. Black Mirror has reflected on several
emerging issues related to AL for example, the mass media reality/entertainment industry
in Fifteen Million Merits (Euros Lyn, 2011), social networks in Smithereens (James Hawes,
2019), social credit systems similar to that used by the Chinese in Nosedive (Joe Wright,
2016), VR and video games in Playtest (Dan Trachtenberg, 2016), autonomous robots in
Metalhead (David Slade, 2017), and Al surveillance in Arkangel (Jodie Foster, 2017).

In 2024, the series consists of six seasons and has piqued scholars’ interest, highlight-
ing the ability to elaborate critical reflection on technology in an entertaining format.”
Some focus on the portrayal of moral and ethical issues” or the philosophical reflections
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of the series.” This article derives inspiration from case studies focusing on a particular
episode demonstrating specific representations such as crime and punishment,” human
bodies as commodities,” or human-computer interaction.”®

4. Concepts and Methods of Analysis

This case study approaches the topic of dystopian visions in the Black Mirror series with
the concept of “sociotechnical imaginary” (SI). SI is one of the most privileged optics fo-
cusing on the visions around Al highlighting the role of the actors involved.”” Imaginar-
ies are “collectively held, institutionally stabilized, and publicly performed visions” of un/
desirable futures attainable through technological development.”® Although the concept
initially focused on a positive vision, later research confirmed its plausibility for dystopi-
as.” Richter, Katzenbach, and Schifer®® highlight the need for further academic reflection
on imaginaries in the sphere of popular culture. This has provided the motivation for this
research. However, the existing literature adopting imaginaries is burdened with ambigu-
ity surrounding conceptualization (competing broad concepts) and operationalization
(unsystematic research approaches).®V To escape this vicious circle, I take two steps.

Firstly, I apply Andrea Sau’s three-level imaginary analytical concept.®? I will examine
SI while asking for representations of social commentary (1), defined as speculative
thought directed at explaining social phenomena in their interconnections (issues, events,
or structures), a vision of the future (2) (where a new world is imagined), and the means (3)
to bring this future about (social actions broadly conceived).

Secondly, I systematically operationalize the imaginary using qualitative Multimodal
Critical Discourse Analysis (MCDA) methods.*® Since the introduction of SI, the con-
cept has been studied via discourse;® multimodal operationalization remains over-
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looked.® MCDA is an evolving research branch that combines concepts from CDA®® and
multimodal communication.?” In MCDA, discourse stands for “socially constructed
knowledges of (some aspect of) reality”® Discourse as such might be communicated by
texts in combination with semiotic modes like language, image, layout, or sound.* These
modes are seen as tools for creating meaning, each with its own material qualities and ca-
pacity for conveying ideas.’” Therefore, a critical multimodal analysis must approach dis-
course through these specific modes.

In particular, the study adopts Theo Van Leeuwen’s (a leading MCDA scholar) analyt-
ic model of the Visual Social Actor Network (VSAN).*" It focuses on imaginaries of Al la-
bor, highlighting the interdependence of humans and AT agents. In contrast to other mul-
timodal approaches,” VSAN is structurally informed by critical social theory. Reflecting
on recent television series research, the study uses the extended framework proposed by
Fabio Alexandre Bezerra.”® This approach has proven useful in describing the dynamic
image in terms of the tasks agents are (not) represented doing and with whom they inter-
act while (not) doing these things. Considering the specifics of the topic of Al labor, I
modified the categories of agents to include humans and non-humans. In addition, to
highlight the importance of visual exclusion,” I added the eponymous category. This
structure guides the interpretation of AI labor imaginary.

In practice, the episode was transcribed into analytical frames focusing on the depic-
tion of Al agents. A frame is a functional unit in data analysis representing a scene where
a significant event occurs at a specific location.”” The analysis is then focused on these par-
ticular frames through the VSAN lens, exploring Al in relation to other agents and taking
respective notes (see Table 1). Finally, I concentrated on recognized frames, aiming at
questions raised by the previously described triadic model of the imaginary.

Due to the limited scope of the study, I selected one representative frame for each im-
aginary layer. In line with previous work,*® I eventually recorded the (relevant) modes like
background music, camera (shot and angle), lighting, or color that contributed to the
overall impression. To underline the visual construction of the relationship of the charac-
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ters to the viewer, the camera work in the selected frames was interpreted through Van

>«

Leeuwen’s “Representation and Viewer Network”” Nonetheless, the analysis requires a

brief description of the story in order to introduce the plot.

5. Analyzing the Imaginary of AI Labor in Joan is Awful

The plot of the episode Joan is Awful centers on the protagonist, Joan Tait (Annie Mur-
phy). She is depicted as an ordinary female middle manager working as a HR consultant
for a tech company (resembling the actual tech company Oracle).”® Her dull routine life
with her boyfriend Krish is disrupted when her ex-husband Mac contacts her, recalling
memories of their messy yet exciting past together. Despite efforts to maintain a facade of
well-being, Joan’s inner turmoil becomes evident. It leads her to confront her existential
crisis in a therapy session, expressing a lack of agency, saying, “I feel like I'm not the main
character in my own life story” (07:15-07:21).

During a quiet evening with her boyfriend Krish watching Streamberry (resembling
the actual streaming platform Netflix), the platform suddenly suggests a brand-new show
called “Joan is Awful” Joan realizes that it depicts her everyday life in intimate detail and
dramatizes some of it (an ironic self-reference to a dramatizing series based on real life, in-
cluding Black Mirror). In the fictional show, the main character, “T'V Joan” (Salma Hayek),
is trapped in the same situation as Joan Tait: her life is being depicted in detail in the epon-
ymous fictional television series.

In reaction, Joan Tait begins a furious race to protect herself against the show’s emer-
gence on Streamberry. During this attempt, she gradually loses both men and realizes that
legally, she cannot do anything against the streaming platform that created the fictional se-
ries because she agreed to its “terms and conditions.” Therefore, she decides to break into
the Streamberry company and physically destroy a quantum computer called “Quamput-
er’, which runs the AI deepfake software that creates the fictional show. She succeeds only
with the help of Salma Hayek, who portrays her as TV Joan in the series and is ultimately
unhappy with how Streamberry has treated her.

However, before Joan Tait can destroy the Quamputer, she discovers she is also not real
and is yet another fictional character whose existence and consciousness are generated by
the Quamputer. Supposedly, Joan Tait, who up until that moment had been played by An-
nie Murphy, is eventually just a “first fictive level” character (49:51-49:54). As such, her
deepfake “reality” is generated to be sold to the “Source Joan” (Kayla Lorette) existing
somewhere in the real world. The ultimate goal of the Streamberry platform, managed by
CEO Mona Javadi, is to create perfectly individualized shows for each viewer. In this sense,
the Joan is Awful show is only a pilot project that will be followed by an infinite amount of
individualized content dramatizing users’ flaws.

All of this is enabled by data surveillance through devices, like smartphones and the
Quamputer, that can create intricate deepfake universes with protagonists holding com-

97) Van Leeuwen, Discourse and Practice, 141.
98) Johannes Fibiger, “Joan is awesome: Black Mirror set gennem et rystet spejl,” 16:9 Filmtidsskrift, November 7,
2023, accessed September 8, 2024, https://www.16-9.dk/2023/11/joan-is-awesome/.
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plex identities and consciousnesses (see Table 1 for the Al agency representations). When
the Source Joan physically destroys the Quamputer, she finally reacquires her agency and
autonomy. She leaves the alienated corporate labor framework to open her own small
business, specifically a café, where she can make decisions.

Themselves X

mediating communication,
recommending content, ordering
social network content, using

Affecting Human people’s data, generating content
Others (deepfakes), creating whole
AGENT fictional realities
AGENCY Non-
X
human

surveilling, collecting data, analyzing data,

Unaffecting Acting creating audiovisual products
Behaving | being in space, shining
PATIENT Zezlng held, being d?scrzhed, being controlled,
eing protected, being damaged
providing infrastructure, processing data for
EXCLUDED content generation, generating deepfakes,

generating/creating whole fictional realities,
creating value for the corporation

Tab. 1: Summary of AT’s social agency in the analyzed episode®”

5.1 Social Commentary

The first analyzed frame (11:20-11:36) depicts Joan Tait and Krish in their house, sitting
in the center of the scene on a couch immediately following dinner. Everything in the
house appears perfect, like in a furniture store (later the plot reveals that these are all just
deepfake images). Joan sits on a couch, and when Krish enters the scene, she changes her
face suddenly from a concerned and resigned expression to one of pretend satisfaction.
Still on the table are plates with the rest of the meal prepared by Krish. Joan’s complaints
about Krish and his bland cooking (18:33-18:37) are foreshadowed by an almost un-
touched meal on her plate compared to Krish’s empty plate. The couple discusses what to
watch on television. Krish does not care, so Joan suggests, “Let’s see what’s on Streamber-
ry” (11:28-11:30).

There is no background music, just the voices of the speaking characters. The camera
shot is up close, deepening the viewer’s sense of proximity to the character (see Figure 1).°”
The camera eye’s angle represents an equal relationship with the viewer. Lightning is very
moderate, based on decorative sources, underlining the intimacy of the moment. Calm
colors in dark tones represent nighttime.

99) Bezerra, “Multimodal critical discourse analysis,” 14 (edited).
100) Van Leeuwen, Discourse and Practice, 141.
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Fig. 1: Frame of Joan and Krish turning on the Streamberry platform (time 11:28). Joan is Awful (Ally Pankiw,
2023), source: Netflix Inc.

Focusing on Al agents, I recognize two representations embodied by the red smart-
phone lying on the couch between the protagonists and the smart television remote con-
trol in Joans hand. The AT agents differ in how they interact with the human agents (see
Table 1). Firstly, an “unaffecting” agent materialized by Joan’s phone constantly collects
and processes data, enabling surveillance of her and later depiction of all her life details in
the television show. The second agent is represented by an Al-driven assistant recom-
mending movies on the streaming platform Streamberry (on the television) when charac-
ters do not know what to watch. Unlike the first agent, it is “affecting agent”, influencing
the characters’ choices within the scene.

With regard to the labor representation of the AT agents, the episode depicts them as
silent, almost invisible workers that constantly interact against the backdrop of our rou-
tine activities, exploiting human interactions for value creation via data. At a glance, the
agency-less Al laborers are patients being held (phone) and controlled (controller) by hu-
man agents. However, the machinic agency emerges directly in interactions with human
users, creating profit for Streamberry. Assuming the importance of what is absent in the
imaginary, 1 the episode does not depict any superpower robot bringing immediate de-
struction from a faraway place (a classic prospective sci-fi trope). Instead, it highlights
how, nowadays, Al agents permeate the everyday intimate lives of people.

This is the base of the broader social commentary provided by the episode. It demon-
strates how today AI has established itself as people’s everyday-life infrastructure (AI-
driven software in our devices) or assisting agents (chatbots, copilots, or assistants), pow-
ering a larger system of digital capitalism.!*® As the episode shows, large tech corporations,
with their enormous power, might easily abuse the data. In this case, the corporation that

101) Bezerra, “Multimodal critical discourse analysis,” 12.

102) Daum, “Artificial Intelligence as the Latest Machine;” Dean, “Communicative Capitalism;” Sadowski,
“Too Smart;” Dan Schiller, Digital Capitalism: Networking the Global Market System (Cambridge: The MIT
Press, 1999).
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draws on the data of the infrastructural Al agents, Streamberry, is explicitly named. The
AT agents follow the ordinary interactions of human agents, learn from them and, later,
create significant value, thus affecting the future behavior of human agents. The frame de-
picts mutual interdependence and relationships between actors, which goes against both
the anthropocentric notion of labor'® and the sociotechnical blindness criticized by crit-
ical scholars.'™

5.2 Vision of the Future

The second frame (48:49-49:08) captures the situation when Joan Tait (Annie Murphy),
assisted by Salma Hayek, physically breaks into the Quamputer area with a big screens
equipped interface operated by a nameless I'T man (who is stereotypically represented as
belonging to a specific social group, the IT profession). After Joan’s question about why
she sees herself on the big screens (Annie Murphy) and not TV Joan (Salma Hayek),
the IT man responds, “That’s the variant of Joan Is Awful that the Joan below you sees”
(48:56-49:00). He explains that everything around them, including themselves, is just one
layer of a fictional multiverse generated by the Quamputer using Al deepfake software.
In the background, noises denote the computing sound of Al-driven machines around
them. As the IT operator continues to explain, an electronic sound, reminiscent of a bell
ring, appears. It evokes Black Mirror’s signature narrative tactic, the so-called “traumatic
twist” (a narrative bait-and-switch)!* together with Joan’s final understanding of the situ-
ation. The camera work in this situation is specific (see Figure 2), depicting the whole
scene from behind the glass that protects the Quamputer from the surroundings. Simulta-

Fig. 2: Frame of Joan, Salma Hayek and IT man in the Streamberry building (time 48:56). Joan is Awful (Ally
Pankiw, 2023), source: Netflix Inc.

103) Markelj and Bueno, “Machinic agency and datafication”
104) Johnson and Verdicchio, “Reframing Al Discourse,” 587.
105) Conley and Burroughs, “Black Mirror, mediated affect and the political,” 139.
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neously, the shining computer’s reflection in the glass suggests that the entire scene is gen-
erated by it. The shot is taken longer, conveying a sense of separation from the characters,
who viewers are just now discovering are fictional.!® The camera angle is also a bit oblique
and high, indicating from the perspective of the Quamputer’s reflection distance and a
certain power over the characters. The lighting is again very subtle, the mostly grey colors
of the environment emphasizing the yellow glow of the Quamputer. This glow follows
HayeK’s clothing as its deepfake fictional output.

Focusing on the agents represented, I recognize the key shift for the AI agents (see Ta-
ble 1). When Joan and Hayek break into the Quamputer’s area, they face the Al agent who
is physically there. By default, it is just an unaffecting agent in space, depicted as a shining
machine sheltered behind glass. But simultaneously, it is an affecting agent that uses the
data of the main characters and generates deepfake content (the Joan is Awful series),
which has been fundamentally affecting their lives. However, in conversation with the IT
operator, both characters discover that the AI agent does much more than that. It gener-
ates whole fictional universes, including their own experienced realities. The human
agents are completely dependent on the technology.

Understanding this twist retrospectively reveals another of the AT’s agencies (see Table
1): an excluded, visually undepicted but always present super-productive agent, process-
ing and utilizing the data collected by infrastructural AI agents to generate perfectly indi-
vidualized deepfake series content, and generating profit for the Streamberry. Mona Java-
di, the company’s CEO, presents this vision in one of the earlier scenes. She says that the
goal is to “..launch unique, tailored content to each individual in our database, all 800
million of them, created on the fly by our system. The most relatable content imaginable”
(47:07-47:15). The Streamberry audience is no longer just a group of users; based on sur-
veillance of their data, they have also become a source of generative Al deepfakes.

The Quamputer is depicted as an “infinite content creator capable of willing entire
multiverses into existence” (46:23-46:30). Al labor here is depicted as an automated gen-
erative process that cannot currently be fully grasped but should be supported by further
investments and development. In one of the following scenes, Joan is about to destroy the
computer, and Javadi tries to stop her by explaining that their (fictional) reality will in-
stantly stop existing. “We barely know how it works, it’s basically magic,'"” she says
(51:56-51:59). In the episode’s dystopian imaginary future, the AI agent does not have to
be fully understood; its potential should be used to increase productivity and profits re-
gardless.

The identity of the nameless IT operator, another human agent, supports this dis-
course. Joan catches him eating an Asian noodle box when entering the room (48:31). The
man, sitting with legs crossed and a mess on his desk, spills noodles everywhere from
shock. Instead of appearing as a sophisticated, sceptical tech engineer or visionary (as is
the case of Javadi, who resembles a female version of Steve Jobs), he looks more like an in-
nocent nerd who does his work solely for the sake of the company. He has a user interface
(represented mainly through the big screens) through which he interacts with the Quam-

106) Van Leeuwen, Discourse and Practice, 141.
107) “It” in the quote stands for the Quamputer and the way it works.
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puter. Here, the Al is again a patient agent, being controlled, described, and protected by
the IT man, a human agent.

The dystopian vision of Al labor is not future-oriented. Instead, it is terrifying in its
temporally close instrumentality and moral emptiness. On the example of a video stream-
ing platform, the episode projects how much the emerging network of Al laborers can po-
tentially exploit people’s data or work and subsequently abuse them for profit. The vision
reacts to ongoing debates about the harmful potential of generative AI and deepfakes on
creative rights and the recycling of existing audiovisual libraries.'®® “They have taken 100 years
of cinema and diminished it to an app,” Hayek glosses in another frame (42:20-42:26). The
dystopian overview shows how AI laborers might also exploit the past labor of human
agents (Hollywood workers), reusing existing data, such as films, as past labor outputs.

Consequently, Al agents can replace not only regular workers but also have the poten-
tial to bypass the whole industry, as is the fear expressed by the massive Hollywood pro-
tests.!” The dystopian imaginary of AI labor is completed by incorporating personal peo-
ple’s data into finished products (series content), generating overwhelming capitalist
marketization'” and creating “unique, tailored content,” regardless of manipulating and
harming the audience. Al agents are a super-productive workforce that helps tech corpo-
rations generate amazing outputs and even greater profits.

5.3 Means

The third frame (28:22-28:45) shows Joan Tait visiting a lawyer to discuss how best to pre-
vent Streamberry from misusing her identity and data. In their conversation, it emerges
that Joan is unable to do anything on a practical level about the situation because, from a
legal perspective, everything is clear. She agreed to the terms and conditions that allow
such abuse and monetization of her confidential data when she signed up to the Stream-
berry platform. In this particular frame, Joan cannot understand how the platform gath-
ered all the data. The lawyer explains to her Al-driven data surveillance by example, say-
ing, “Well, you know when you got your phone face down on the table, and you're in your
kitchen, and you're talking to your friend about, I don’t know, shoe deodorizers, and then,
you know, you go on your computer and what pops up? A shoe deodorizing ad... you can’t
escape it” (28:21-28:35).

The urgency and importance of the protagonists’ discussion is emphasized by the ab-
sence of background music. Their conversation is the focus. With an anxious facial expres-
sion, Joan’s nervous gestures gradually speed up, in sharp contrast to the smiling lawyer’s

108) Chidera Okolie, “Artificial Intelligence-Altered Videos (Deepfakes), Image-Based Sexual Abuse, and Data
Privacy Concerns,” Journal of International Women’s Studies 25, no. 2 (2023); Felipe Romero Moreno,
“Generative Al and deepfakes: a human rights approach to tackling harmful content,” International Review
of Law, Computers & Technology, March 29, 2024, accessed September 8, 2024, 1-30, https://www.tand-
fonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13600869.2024.2324540; Katherine Fusco, “Girls Who Can't Say No: Celeb-
rity Resurrections and the Consent of the Dead,” in Incomplete: The Feminist Possibilities of the Unfinished
Film, eds. Alix Beeston and Stefan Solomon (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2023), 300-321.

109) Cerullo, “Screenwriters want to stop AL;” Chmielewski and Richwine, “Plagiarism machines”

110) Daum, “Artificial Intelligence as the Latest Machine.”
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Fig. 3: Frame of Joan and her lawyer in a law office (time 28:33). Joan is Awful (Ally Pankiw, 2023), source: Net-
flix Inc.

formal and composed gestures. This scene evokes in the viewer the frenetic, powerless sit-
uation of Joan, who is unable to deal with the formal legal structure in any way. The cam-
era alternates between side (see Figure 3) and close frontal shots. These underline the dra-
matic nature of the situation. The eye angle, with occasional shots of Joan from above,
provides viewers with an equal and empathatic relation to the main character, who be-
comes helpless during the scene. Once again, the frame is based on intimate lighting,
evoking a moment of privacy. The mise-en-scéne is full of calm colors that give the law-
yer’s office a formal (rather dark and cool shades of gray, brown etc.) and welcoming at-
mosphere. This is supported by objects such as a plate of biscuits placed on the table be-
tween the characters, and comfortable-looking chairs.

Both affecting and unaffecting Al agents (see Table 1) are present. Firstly, there is an
underlying infrastructure behind private-use devices such as smartphones. In this case,
the AI demonstrates the unaffecting ways of acting of other agents, for example, data sur-
veillance, collection, and analysis. However, the frame shows how they transform into af-
fecting agents when the Al-based deepfake-generating machine is filled with processed
data. The Quamputer is depicted only verbally through discussions about its outputs (the
deepfake series) and is excluded from visual representation.

The lawyer also explains that interactions between AI and human agents occur inside
a legal framework that enables the protection of Al, even at the expense of humans. This
protection includes mainly the corporation institution behind AI but also privatized
source data sets for AI (recycled audiovisual libraries and users’ private data). The imagi-
naries’ means to advance this dystopian future thus lie practically in bulletproof legal doc-
uments (as demonstrated by the example of Streamberry’s terms and conditions) and a
broader environment (the role of the state, or more precisely, government), which does
not uphold moral values in the first place. As discussed in the critical field,!'V this is all

111) E.g. Jorg Nowak, “Data labour as alienated or liberated labour? Proposals for radical economic change
from the Silicon Valley in the light of technological reification,” Global Political Economy 1, no. 2 (2022),
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made possible by alienated corporate structures (such as the Streamberry), where ordi-
nary workers (such as the IT operator), lose their practical agency.

5.4 Discussion

The omnipresence of Al agents in people’s everyday interactions. Resulting
in the AI infrastructure enabling data surveillance. Tech corporations
holding power behind the Al agents.

Social
commentary

Vision Al agents enable the transformation of users into content via data. Al as a
IMAGINARY super-productive labor force drawing on AI networks, and generating
of the future o L
profits. Most television and movie industry workers rendered obsolete.

Alienated corporate structure in the labor area. The social
Means environment of legality without morality. Prioritizing tech-industry
investments and further development.

Tab. 2: Summary of Al's imaginary in Joan is Awful

The MCDA analysis proved to be a suitable methodology for the given research goals. Us-
ing the VSAN framework, I explored visual representations of labor-related interactions
between AI and human agents (see Table 1). The representations suggest that humans,
even when they might be seemingly controlling (patient) Al tools in everyday use, and are
surrounded by them in a passive way (unaffecting), are significantly dependent and influ-
enced (affecting, excluded but affecting) by Al in-return. Human agents have become in-
separable from Al in everyday activities (communicating with other people, managing
media content, remediating reality), including labor environment.

These human interactions are not “just” recorded and analyzed but also co-shaped by
the technologies. As the depicted Al laboring Quamputer suggests, the dystopia may grow
out of an expanding infrastructural Al network, with the onset of technology being able to
process (human agents’) data flow, misuse it, and, potentially, make whole industries ob-
solete. These agents’ interrelated representations show mutual interactions and corre-
spond to the concept of machinic agency.!'? They describe value creation enabled via or
with technologies, highlighting the interdependence and importance of Al for the future
of labor, while neglecting anthropocentrism, as criticized by authors like Markelj and Bue-
no."" The Qamputer running Al deepfake super-software belongs to the most frequent
representation of general AL.'"* Unlike traditional sci-fi tropes such as robots, it lacks hu-
man-like agency.!”® Instead, it maximizes the machinic agency, depicting human and
non-human interdependence.

293-307; Tokos Lauren, “Media Conglomeration, Automation, and Alienation: A Marxist Critique,” Ore-
gon Undergraduate Research Journal 21, no. 2 (2023); Mike Healy, Marx and Digital Machines: Alienation,
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Work for Agility and Affect's Measure,” in Marx and the Robots Networked Production, AI and Human La-
bour, eds. Florian Butollo and Sabine Nuss (London: Pluto Press, 2022).
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The Qamputer basically embodies the fears of the Hollywood protestors,''® that of
making their whole industry obsolete. Here, the culturally interesting sector refers to a
wider AT dystopia where all workers could be replaced by tech. The example thus illus-
trates the media debate surrounding the future of labor.!"” Al is “just” a new tool to in-
crease productivity and profits regardless of moral issues, and corporate institutions are
protected by bulletproof terms and conditions (maybe corrupt governments preserve this
legal state in favor of private interests).

These “business as usual” features, summarized by Bueno,"® are taken to dystopian
ends. Consequently, the imaginary is dystopian but is based on temporal proximity. As a
result, the prospective tradition of sci-fi gives way to criticism of current socioeconomic
changes that have been characteristic of television series,'? particularly Black Mirror. This
confirms Baudrillard’s®?” hypothesis supported by recent studies'?? that with the increas-
ing implementation of Al in everyday life, sci-fi tropes transform and become more elab-
orate and reachable.

In line with the described character of the sci-fi television series,'?? the Joan is Awful
episode presents dramatized criticism reflecting on discussions about digital capitalism
(see Table 2). The Al serves as a trope, the novum, enabling this critique by transforming
current reality. The main imaginary of the interconnected network of Al agents boosts the
ability to transform human agents via their data into profit-creating commodities for their
own consumption (deepfake generated show). The example of the audiovisual industry,
with all its privacy rights issues and acquisitions of audiovisual libraries,'? represents a
symptom of the broader big tech hegemony criticism, leaving societies vulnerable to pow-
erful private actors.!?¥

This is where the crucial aspect of visual exclusion comes in. In keeping with the mys-
tery of the story, the human protagonists slowly reveal these aspects of Al labor in the sto-
ry. The peak, the so-called traumatic twist,'* arrives for an audience who understands
that the show itself is an Al supercomputer-generated deepfake. This point underlines and
dramatizes the dependence of the human protagonist on Al as absolute, making even their
existence Al-generated. Everything can be marketized, privatized and monetized, even in-
timate details.'®

« >
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However, this criticism is not sociotechnically blind.'* It is not a techno-determined
imaginary of the kind “AI will replace them all” As Julian Posada'?® encourages, the epi-
sode makes the technologists behind the AI agents (the Streamberry company) visible in
an entertaining way. The episode concludes that there will always be particular companies
and their interests that are able to disrupt the labor market. It also distinguishes between
ordinary workers (the IT operator, and partially Joan) and executive directors (Javadi) of
profit-driven corporations, the power holders behind AI agents. The satirical character
of the show highlights this distinction. As Hayek labels Javadi: “This is the bad guy”
(42:09-42:10). It makes the “ordinary” workers powerless and naive (the I'T man), hypo-
critical (Joan), or both of these (Hayek), while the managers (Javadi) are evil pragmatists.

Thus, the broader imaginary’s commentary could sound like this: are not all the agents
just “victims” of the big-tech capitalist profit-hunt, embodied in the interests of the com-
pany’s shareholders? As criticized in literature,'” the current tech-corporate-dominated
form of capitalism, ordinary workers (IT operator) struggle and lack real agency and au-
tonomy over their decisions, just as middle managers (Joan) execute the decisions of the
boards of companies, which are directed by the interests of a few owners. Al agents are not
blamed despite the obvious use of surveillance technology. Joan only becomes the “main
character of her own story” once she starts her own authentic small business in contrast to
the alienated tech-corporate environment. However, the problem is not the Al agent itself
(Joan, after all, physically destroys it) but more how Streamberry programmed the agent
and the system that enables it.

The satiric corporate self-criticism that goes against the Netflix platform (Streamber-
ry), where the anthology is streamed, makes perfect sense in the concurrency of digital
platforms as a proven marketing strategy."* The pursuit of distinct content also motivates
almost real-time reflection on contemporary attitudes towards Al labor that have been ac-
celerated due to developments in audiovisual technique,*" thus making commentary al-
most instantaneous. These tendencies add to the hyped critical discourse on Al, which has
recently been dominated by private actors in logic: bad advertising is also advertising.'*?

Joan is Awful nevertheless provides a valuable AI labor imaginary in an entertaining
form. It reveals existing interactions between human and non-human actors. Also, it
points to an increasing mutual dependence, which might be exploited by hegemonic pri-
vate actors using Al agents. With an example from Hollywood, the episode paints a pow-
erful dystopian future of unregulated and profit-driven digital capitalism based on labor-
ing AI infrastructure. It generates huge profits for tech corporations that prioritize
alienation and legality over morality and privacy.

127) Johnson and Verdicchio, “Reframing AI Discourse;” 587.

128) Posada, “The Future of Work Is Here.”

129) E.g. Healy, Marx and Digital Machines; Moore, “Designing Work;” Nowak, “Data Labour as alienated or
liberated labour?;” Tokos, “Media Conglomeration””

130) Gulas and Weinberger, Humor in advertising, 28.

131) Matthau, “How Tech Has Shaped Film Making”

132) Efferenn, “Shifting AI Controversies.”
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Conclusion

Lately, the media has been flooded with techno-deterministic visions of how Al might de-
prive people of their jobs. Such a sociotechnical blindness,'* neglecting the human actors
behind the technology was inherent, especially in entertainment media formats like sci-
ence fiction television.”* This is a fundamental problem since shared imaginaries might
inspire and influence the practical development of new technologies.'** Still, scholars have
overlooked cultural representations of Al labor. This case study reacts to that, focusing on
the dystopian Al labor imaginary in the influential Black Mirror series, the Joan is Awful
episode. The research based on MCDA methods enriches existing research by providing
an example of a sociotechnically aware depiction of AI despite the entertaining format.

The proposed Al labor imaginary highlights that the technology is not the problem;
instead, the possibly “awful” human creators and tech companies might make human la-
bor obsolete and harm individuals. Inspired by Hollywood workers’ fears that partially in-
cited massive protests in 2023, the episode reflects broader issues. It outlines the in-
creasing mutual dependence of Al and human agents in the labor sphere based on digital
data-driven network emphasized in literature.””” This peoples everyday-life infrastruc-
ture, permeated by private Al labor agents, poses potential harm not only to audiovisual
workers but to society as a whole. A possible dystopia grows out of the roots of profit-driv-
en digital capitalism hegemonized by powerful tech corporations without proper public
control.

The results of this case study are not generalizable. Instead, the analysis demonstrate
the importance of imaginaries in an understudied cultural sphere.”®® Sci-fi represents a
background of ideas and expectations that affect how people understand and judge AI.**”
Unlike prevailing literature, this paper underlines the specifics of the sci-fi genre and tele-
vision medium. Sci-fi television is, by default, drama, where the technology embodies a
vehicle for reflections on social issues.!*” Results propose another example!*? for Baudril-
lard’s hypothesis'*? that contemporary sci-fi becomes more reflexive toward current prob-
lems compared to the future-oriented traditional sci-fi, reflecting on the implementation
of Al in real life.

Finally, the analysis also proposes the needed'*® systematic conceptualization and op-
erationalization of sociotechnical imaginaries for critical multimodal discourse research.

133) Johnson and Verdicchio, “Reframing AI Discourse;” 587.
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Specifically, Theo Van Leeuwens VSAN analytical framework exhibited a suitable struc-
ture to shed light on the mutual interactions of different actors. Future research might ex-
tend the range of cases examined. Also, focusing on interconnections within different are-
nas where imaginaries occur (like news, culture, and politics) might be beneficial.
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Nostalgia Isn’t What it Used to Be:
On Vaporwave’s Glitched, Aspirational
Aesthetics

Abstract

Vaporwave is an internet-native aesthetic movement that emerged in the early 2010s. It directly ad-
dresses the presumed condition of living at the “end of history” that was proposed during the 1990s
by enmeshing images from aspirational consumerism into an audiovisual aesthetic. This aesthetic is
mainly distinguished by its use of the glitch as a unifying element, ironically fusing different forms
of noise, muzak and interference with visual and aural refrains and pop culture objects and other
images belonging to neoliberal consumerism. This article argues that Vaporwave’s “glitched” aes-
thetics are the manifestation of an aspirational form of hauntology wherein certain ahistorical vi-
sions of the past continue to superimpose themselves over the present through aesthetic means that
were once subversive but are now customary. Furthermore, I contend that certain aspects of the
work of Chris Marker that allude to the de-historicizing of images through their distortion, and the
bleak imagining of an actual post-historical society presented in Kiyoshi Kurosawa’s film Pulse, can
be taken as a counterbalance to Vaporwave’s fetishization and lack of historical engagement with the
images of the “end of history”

Keywords
Vaporwave, glitch, nostalgia, memory, end of history
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And so our little life, it just

keeps getting littler, as whoever has just been lucky enough to talk to
you

drops into the apparently bottomless well — fantasmatically suffused,
perhaps,

but meaningless, basically, as the noise of a train heard from a distance.

— Patrick Mackie, Mental Muzak?

Introduction

Audiovisual media has adopted glitches as an aesthetic element that is often intentionally
added to evoke a sense of disorientation or uneasiness in the viewer, particularly in re-
gards to fears of the encroachment of technology into everyday life. The glitch has become
a familiar aesthetic refrain that is especially visible in artistic forms that are generated in
the internet, due to the ease of their digital circulation.

In this text, I argue that among these forms, the case of Vaporwave (an internet-native
and decentered aesthetic movement that is thematically associated with the idea of the
“end of history” propagated mainly during the 1990s)? is illustrative of how the habitua-
tion to an element like the glitch, which originally carried the potential to create “a fissure
in the sensible order by confronting the established framework of perception, thought and
action with the ‘inadmissible;”® can reduce its capacity to be a truly critical aesthetic de-
vice and instead transform the images to which it is applied precisely into the familiar, the
admissible and the assimilated.

By describing the interplay between the aesthetics of Vaporwave and the glitch itself,
this article aims to describe the process through which a once-destabilizing aesthetic ele-
ment can transform into an enabler of a purely aspirational (or self-deluded) view of his-
tory and, as a contrast, I present the case of Chris Marker’s films Sans Soleil (1983) and
Level Five (1997) which here are regarded as early harbingers of the problems inherent in
succumbing to the temptation of modifying and altering historical images through glitch-
es as a means to underscore their condition as discrete representations instead of accentu-
ating their role as part of larger historical narratives. I close the text by proposing the film
Pulse (2001) by Kiyoshi Kurosawa as an exemplary case of a coherent and challenging
questioning of the concept of “end of history” that also uses glitches as aesthetic elements,
but in a more subversive way than that in which Vaporwave did so to approach similar
questions about historical engagement.

1) Patrick Mackie, “Mental muzak,” Critical Quarterly 42, no. 1 (2000), 59.

2) A very thorough historical reassessment of the idea of an “end of history” can be found in: Yascha Mounk,
“The End of History Revisited,” Journal of Democracy 31, no. 1 (2020), 22-35.

3) Debra Benita Shaw, “The Aesthetics of Retrieval: Beautiful Data, Glitch Art and Popular Culture,” Anthropo-
cenes — Human, Inhuman, Posthuman 1, no. 1 (2020), accessed September 22, 2024, https://www.anthropo-
cenes.net/article/id/666/.
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The Intentional Glitch as an Aesthetic Marker

Glitches — i.e., “artifacts of errors in electronic transmission” but which, very important-
ly, “do not stop transmission™ — are amongst the forms of interference and error that
have been turned into prominent aesthetic elements. Because glitches, as they are com-
monly understood in terms of “mismatches and deviations from the expected norms of
machine function”,” are unexpected, short-term disturbances in physical systems that are
miniaturized, delicate, compact, and ultimately intangible, they complicate the relation-
ship between the essential invisible forces that make electronic transmission possible and
the physical media — whatever they might be — in which the end-user, a viewer, a listen-
er, or a consumer is ultimately experiencing their manifestation. The association of the
glitch with the ghostly and the uncanny has been well established: their startling presence
enabling a machine to appear “haunted,” “sentient” or, at the very least, “alive... living,
real, not dead”® This makes of glitches a seducing and yet troubling form of imperfection,
with their abruptness being a crucial characteristic that dislocates the receiver’s expecta-
tions and brings attention to the medium of transmission itself, but which, instead of pro-
ducing a distancing effect, only heightens the disquieting realization of the inseparability
of the medium from its message, where any attempt at a rupture would demand violent in-
tervention (with the radical act of shooting the TV set being a prominent illustration.”)

The glitch, or, more precisely, the intentional glitch as opposed to its fundamental un-
expected variant — bereft of its accidental nature —, has therefore turned into a particu-
larly effective, persistent, and reliable visual or aural refrain, capable of both de- and re-
territorializing mediatized experience,® conventionally used as a shorthand to indicate
the presence of stealthy immaterial forces, but steadily decreasing in its capacity to induce
anxiety when intentionally placed, and as technology itself has increasingly moved to-
wards intangibility and inscrutability. Unlike machines of the not so ancient past, which
could be disassembled, repaired, or, in essence, tinkered with, the subsequent sleek and
permanently interconnected devices, with their nanoarchitectures and their dependence
on immersive, all-encompassing networks whose complex internal workings are hard to
commensurate with the routine-like behavior with which most users engage with them,
might well be delicate slabs of materials imbued with fairylike properties: small, shiny,
nimble, sleek, glistening, even transparent.”

These interconnected devices turned out to be not inscrutable monoliths but rather

4) Sean Cubitt, “Glitch,” Cultural Politics 13, no. 1 (2017), 19-33.

5) Michael Betancourt, Glitch Theory: Art and Semiotics (Savannah: I'm Pressd-Cinegraphic Media, 2023), 6.

6) Jeftrey Sconce, Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraphy to Television (Durham & London: Duke
University Press, 2000), 2-3. Author’s emphasis.

7) In his introduction to Haunted Media, Sconce describes various incidents of people violently attacking the
medium of the television with the intention to somehow kill it as a defense mechanism against the unbear-
able notion of it being a living, breathing being. See: Sconce, Haunted Media, 1-20.

8) Janne Vanhanen, “Loving the Ghost in the Machine: Aesthetics of Interruption,” in Life in the Wires: The
CTheory Reader, eds. Arthur and Marilouise Kroker (Victoria: New World Perspectives — CTheory Books,
2000), 380-387.

9) Carolyn L. Kane, High-Tech Trash: Glitch, Noise, and Aesthetic Failure (Oakland: University of California
Press, 2019), 9-11.
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soft machines: so soft in fact that they integrate seamlessly into the weightless space of
dreams and expectations. They anticipate our thoughts and react to our mood (“the dawn-
ing realization that our computer knows us more intimately than any person ever could.”'”)
They behave like portable membranes granting osmotic access to a ceaseless stream of ba-
sically everything. And even though they might ostensibly be “designed to fail”*V, they re-
main eternally aspirational devices and their latent obsolescence only adds to their poten-
tial as backwards-incompatible media to later feel nostalgic about, continuing the cycle.

Paradoxically, as technology shed so much weight, it became somewhat less mysteri-
ous. In this way, the consolidation of previously distinct realms was accentuated, the flex-
ible and the rigid became indistinguishable, large amounts of information turned into
mere feedback, and the opportunities for the glitch to manifest multiplied enormously but
now in the form of a familiar aesthetic twitch. Consequently, the glitch would no longer
need to crawl out of the TV screen in the form of a haunted creature like it used to (as in
the iconic image from Hideo Nakata’s 1998 film Ring) because it is there looking at us all
of the time (and shooting at the screen would no longer be an ultimate recourse to find clo-
sure because all screens are intermingled anyway: as David Cronenberg’s Videodrome pre-
dicted in 1983, media-machines could become coextensive not only with the human psy-
che but with flesh itself, and their effects felt even as they were disconnected from their
power sources, going as far as being capable of pointing the gun back at the viewer, as em-
bodied in the infamous image of the white-noise-hand holding a pistol and emerging
menacingly from the membrane-screen.)

Glitches are therefore a part of the particular hauntology that characterizes the inter-
net era. Following Mark Fisher, we can outline this concept as the persistence of remnants
of cultural life that are “no longer actually present from the past but which remain effective
as a virtuality” and, concomitantly, as “that which has not yet happened, but which is al-
ready effective in the virtual”'? The “virtual” here can be understood as sharing many
common elements with the aspirational, since a condition of aspirationality is to always
preserve a virtual, idealized alternative to the actual past. Similar to ghosts whose presence
one would have become accustomed to, glitches constantly descend from the virtual to
haunt the historical, they “represent the past, but they are not from the past”'¥ They are
haunting more because theyre everywhere and because they can easily evoke nostalgia,
than because they represent any inherent threat. Their presence is only haunting in the
sense that, as Fisher also articulates in his view of hauntology as a cultural force, they
are part of those mediatized cultural elements that “can trigger a sense of temporal

disjuncture”'¥

10) doctorb, “The Transcendental Art of Wardrobe Malfunction in a time of Post-Everything,” Private Suite,
no. 3, October, 2018, accessed September 22, 2024, 31-34, https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-
suite-mag-volume-3. [Note: All references from Private Suite refer to the magazine issue first, since his con-
tributors were anonymous and used pseudonyms that do not adjust well to academic formatting].

11) Kane, High-Tech Trash, 4.

12) Mark Fisher, Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures (Winchester: Zero
Books, 2014), 18.

13) Sadeq Rahimi, The Hauntology of Everyday Life (Boston: Palgrave Macmillan, 2021), 5.

14) Lisa Perrott, “Time is out of joint: the transmedial hauntology of David Bowie,” Celebrity Studies 10, no. 1,
(2019), 119-139.
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Contemporary consumers reflect on the past and feel nostalgic for a variety of unreal-
ized futures in the company of glitches because after all they have become a very recogniz-
able symbol for the apparently interminable parade of high-frequency and low-intensity
quotidian anxieties that act as a form of late-capitalist background noise: the glitch has
been domesticated (it is, for example, a staple preset in multiple video editing software'®)
while ironically maintaining its identity as a marker of unpredictability because it is rec-
ognizable and yet can assume many forms.

And if the glitch is made of the same predictable-yet-frustrating materials that make
up the multiple apprehensions that accompany materialistic life in late capitalism, then it
is at the very least part of the stuff of which aspirations are made of too: technological pos-
sibilities have always aroused new fears as much as new expectations, and the spaces that
separate one group from the other are now the loci occupied by the glitch, being a stand-
in for malaises and illusions that are no longer phantasmal or monstrous except in their
persistence; more irritating than frightening. Glitches, as noted above, do not halt the flow
of transmission, they simply make things exasperatingly less smooth.

The Character of Vaporwave

Glitched visual and aural markers — spasmodic audio and video signals, pixels out of
place, deformations of a graphic matrix, etc. —, utilized as much allegorically as literally
in order to artificially instill dread or evoke a haunting aspirationality into transmedial in-
teractions, infuse all forms of media as convenient solutions to the problem of how to rep-
resent the “new kind of outside,” the unrelenting form of uncertainty brought by the emer-
gence of new media in the “technological unconscious”'® However, they are particularly
evident in internet-centric forms of art, since online life is a perfect ground for re-contex-
tualization: as Xtine Burrough argues, “contemporary artists tactically manipulate noise
on the internet to demonstrate that noise has evolved from an erroneous part of a commu-
nication system into a central channel for revisionist practices,”’”’ and, as we have seen,
“noise” here could be almost taken as synonymous with glitch, in the sense of being an er-
ror transfigured into a prominent aesthetic feature.

Among these internet-centric forms, glitches stand out as a key attribute that since its
inception has accompanied Vaporwave, an internet-native musical and visual phenome-
non,' or what may as well be (or have been, since one of Vaporwave culture’s main char-
acteristics is that it insists on repeating that the genre itself is dead') the first truly distinct

15) To mention one example, the popular editing software plug-in provider FOUR Editors offers a package for
Adobe Premiere Pro and DaVinci Resolve named “glitch presets” that includes more than 100 varieties of
pre-generated glitches (https://foureditors.com/en-de/products/glitch-presets).

16) Vanhanen, “Loving the Ghost in the Machine: Aesthetics of Interruption;” 381-382.

17) Xtine Burrough, “Add-Art and Your Neighbors’ Biz: A Tactical Manipulation of Noise,” in Error - Glitch,
Noise, and Jam in New Media Cultures, ed. Mark Nunes (New York: Continuum, 2011), 93-94.

18) Laura Glitsos, Somatechnics And Popular Music In Digital Contexts (Lincolnshire: Palgrave Macmillan,
2019), 99-114

19) A succinct summary of the history of the ubiquitous phrase “Vaporwave is dead” that also decries its co-
mmercialization can be found, fittingly, in an undated blog post by the Vaporwave-inspired fashion and life-
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and genuine music genre belonging to the “end of history” and able to come to terms with
its “emptiness,?” if for no other reason than, as Roisin Kiberd writes, it was “a way of see-
ing, of being, pitched somewhere between the internet and real life”, adding that it was a
form “native to the internet, where nothing is ever real enough to grant satisfaction.”?

Kiberd’s position anticipates Vaporwave’s everlasting aspirational condition — dis-
cussed below —, but it is just as central to establish firstly that having originated inside the
internet was what introduced in Vaporwave a profound sense of deterritorialization that
is simultaneously liberating: its scene remains scattered all over the world, there is no bor-
derline where gatekeepers can stand, there are no Vaporwave pilgrimage places beyond
fleeting and imaginary virtual topographies, with the Digital Plaza, a virtual, idealized im-
age of the shopping mall, which stands as a nostalgic symbol for consumer culture in the
late 1980s and 1990s (hence the presence of distorted TV commercials of that era in a large
number of Vaporwave videos), being an important landmark that nobody ever actually
visited, although it was known to be submerged in “pink hues.”?? But, as the above quote
highlights too, an even more important attribute of the genre is that it embodies the con-
flicting condition of occupying a liminal space, a completely new inside/outside dynamic,
which is why it has been constantly linked to the hypnagogic®®, with liminality being cen-
tral to its success, suggesting that leading online and offline lives and oscillating between
them — or even being unable to distinguish between the two — is basically a form of
sleepwalking.

Vaporwave has changed so much during its lifespan and therefore proven to be so hard
to pin down that it has eventually reached I know it when I see it status. Vaporwave is in
fact hard to pin down because it is very easy to produce and therefore it multiplies and dis-
seminates at a very fast pace; proliferating, as it still does, in an environment where all of
a sudden virtually all existing music, enormous amounts of audio tracks from all possible
sources (but especially commercial jingles, videogame music, TV and film soundtracks
and radio broadcasts from the 1990s) and a large variety of audio editing software are
available to be easily downloaded — this often meaning pirated — the Vaporwave compo-
sitional impulse, influenced by the idea of plunderphonics, which championed sampling
as a creative act,* “enables anyone with a computer to produce amateur or perhaps pro-
fessional-grade sampled music.”* The genre has flourished haphazardly along a large va-

style brand Vapor95 titled Did Vaporwave Die and Who Killed It?, written by Adan Kohnhorst, accessed Sep-
tember 22, 2024, https://vapor95.com/blogs/darknet/did-vaporwave-die-and-who-killed-it.

20) Ross Cole, “Vaporwave Aesthetics: Internet Nostalgia and the Utopian Impulse,” ASAP/Journal 5, no. 2,
(2020), 297-326.

21) Roisin Kiberd, The Disconnect: A Personal Journey Through the Internet (London: Serpent’s Tail, 2021), dig-
ital e-pub version.

22) mattt AN I, “Letter from the editor,” Private Suite, no. 1, June 17, 2018, accessed September 22, 2024,
https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-mag-volume-1/.

23) Georgina Born and Christopher Haworth, “From Microsound to Vaporwave: Internet-mediated Musics,
Online Methods and Genre,” Music ¢ Letters 98, no. 4 (2017), 601-647.

24) “Plunderphonics, or Audio Piracy as a Compositional Prerogative, presented by John Oswald to the Wired
Society Electro-Acoustic Conference in Toronto in 1985, plunderphonics, accessed September 22, 2024,
http://www.plunderphonics.com/xhtml/xplunder.html.

25) Grafton Tanner, Babbling Corpse: Vaporwave and the Commodification of Ghosts (Winchester: Zero Books,
2016), digital e-pub version.
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https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-mag-volume-1/
http://www.plunderphonics.com/xhtml/xplunder.html
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riety of styles and subgenres often verging on the absurd, with notorious cases such as
Simpsonswave or Mallsoft (the first one being the glitching of audio snippets from The
Simpsons, with its accompanying videos being looped and distorted images from different
episodes of the series, and the second the modification of easy-listening music that used
to be played as background noise in shopping malls) coexisting with a myriad others.

As it developed during the early 2010s Vaporwave retained its core identity through all
these iterations until at some point it simply “died” And then died again. And again.*® Va-
porwave, at first proudly, then ironically, and finally self-parodyingly,”” has announced
(and continues to announce) its death as insistently as punk announces that it hasn't died
yet.?® This obsession with its own demise stems from the genre’s own self-deprecating and
decentralized nature. Vaporwave has always demanded and thrived in paradox; it has nev-
er been neither fully dead nor only half alive. The genre is primarily known for maintain-
ing an unexpected sense of unity amidst alarming levels of haziness and incoherence.

Vaporwave has never been mainstream and yet it is undoubtedly very popular, seeing
as its streaming numbers in Bandcamp and YouTube — where it mainly circulates — re-
main very healthy? The genre is, for the most part, if not necessarily anonymously creat-
ed, then produced attempting to draw as little attention as possible to its composers, with
artists publishing their music using such a large number of aliases that the notion of iden-
tity itself became muddled and wound up as a form of self-mocking, concealing an iden-
tity being beside the point, since the goal has ultimately been to make the music appear as
coming from a disembodied fissure, and when the music “comes from nowhere” then it
“can be attributed to no one® Unsurprisingly, this is one of its strengths and one of the
reasons why it is so easy for it to catch unsuspecting listeners (and viewers: the importance
of YouTube for its diffusion cannot be overstated) and lull them into states of hypnagogic
half-remembrance and wakeful dreaming; the fact that Vaporwave is largely presented as
hollow and incorporeal enables deterritorialized selves to submerge in it and fluidly adopt
a new persona with each Vaporwave release.

26) A 2015 Vaporwave album by Sandtimer available in the Internet Archive is titled precisely Vaporwave is
Dead (https://archive.org/details/sandtimer-vaporwave-is-dead) and the phrase recurs in many descrip-
tions of Vaporwave albums and tracks in Bandcamp, SoundCloud and other spaces where the genre contin-
ues to be showcased as in, for instance, the album Vaporwave is dead again, by ZZB& (https://antifur.band-
camp.com/album/vaporwave-is-dead-again).

27) Adam Harper, “Personal Take: Vaporwave is Dead, Long Live Vaporwave!,” in The Cambridge Companion to
Music in Digital Culture, eds. Nicolas Cook et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2019), digital
e-pub version.

28) Nick Fulton, “Vaporwave’ little known roots are anti-capitalist and totally punk;” Document Journal, August 28,

2019, accessed September 22, 2024, https://www.documentjournal.com/2019/08/vaporwaves-little-known-

roots-are-anti-capitalist-and-totally-punk/.

Vaporwave YouTube mixes like Employee of the Month (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QRMPfEnltdM)

or Vaporwave / Chillwave — Ultimate Mix (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SolEjKrcg4E) count 1.2 and

4.2 million views respectively and mixes like X“TERNAL SPA (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-CZHL-

8w52Co) accumulated tens of thousands of views in just weeks, with several channels dedicated to Vapor-

wave mixes having thousands of subscribers. On the other hand, in Bandcamp’s search page, when selecting
experimental genres, where Vaporwave is featured, there are always at least a few Vaporwave releases fea-
tured, see: https://bandcamp.com/discover/experimental.

30) Tanner, “Babbling Corpse”

29

~
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Many descriptions of the feelings evoked by albums found in reviews published in the
short-lived Vaporwave-centric magazine Private Suite (2018-2020) depict the music as al-
lowing for the immersion into a virtual landscape, often in synesthetic and disjointed
terms, where the listener might have found themselves blissfully submerged: one review
portrays a listening experience as having “found myself cruising down the overpass of my
imagination” while “a distant sun set on the horizon of my mind” leading into feeling “im-
mersed in bursts of ebbing neon blues and pinks, backlit with black-light purples and om-
bres [sic] of luscious yellows.”*" Some venture into stranger territories, describing how the
tracks “flow unpredictably between human sadness and digital apathy like rose water and
absinthe snaking down a pulsing river” pushing the listener to “understand what it’s like
to astral project into a discarded, coffin-shaped flash drive floating freely on the Dead
Sea,* inviting them to discover new virtual ground “plugging in to your old dial-up mo-
dem and finding a gateway to a forgotten internet that’s teeming with new life” offering ac-
cess to a “pristine virtual wilderness,”*® or even to envision the interactions between im-
agined digital spaces like videogame environments: “what if like, we took that banging
soundtrack from Minecraft, and then made it sound like it was playing on the Water Tem-
ple from Ocarina of Time?”*"

These experiential images are invitations to enact modes of wandering by, being inside
or floating through motion-blurred spaces or hallucinating inside something akin to a
Windows 95 screensaver, and in this the Vaporwave audiovisual experience could be said
to resemble phantom rides, those early disembodied “actuality films” that showcased cin-
ema’s special relationship with space.>

Vaporwave’s territorializing entails a spatial enactment by a wandering figure, but this
flaneur of the deep internet is no longer a person, instead it is a deeply lonely aspirational
creature that accumulates virtual memories, an intruder that irrupts and skips through
different spaces with awkward, jerking motions in the same way the glitch does, a self as
disembodied and anonymous as the makers of the music. This also explains the genre’s
lyrical barrenness: no actual singing is to be found in Vaporwave, only pitch-shifted sam-
ples of anonymized voices that converge into incorporeal and reverb-saturated utterances.

As the above description shows, Vaporwave’s character is dependent on a form of vir-
tuality that is almost synonymous with depersonalization. This anticipates its association
with the “end of history,” where historical engagement is negated, and which finds it roots
in its reliance on a nostalgic and aspirational understanding of its own themes and ima-

gery.

31) Review of sheepo, “LFO Dreams: Nitewind,” Private Suite, no. 3, October 12, 2018, 6, accessed September 22,
2024, https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-mag-volume-3/.

32) Review of deliriously...Daniel, “ " #2ZM%E ; Her Death by Neko Furéku,” Private Suite, no. 8, August 20,
2019, 15, accessed September 22, 2024, https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-mag-vol-
ume-8/.

33) Review of DJ Nonn, “NETSCVPE by NETSCVPE,” Private Suite, no. 12, April 30, 2020, 29, accessed Septem-
ber 22, 2024, https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-mag-volume-12/.

34) Review of she e p, “Alpha v1.2.3_04 by Digital Haunt,” Private Suite, no. 7, June 17, 2019, 24, accessed Sep-
tember 22, 2024, https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-mag-volume-7/.

35) John Edmond, “Moving landscapes: Film, vehicles and the travelling shot,” Studies in Australasian Cinema 5,
no. 2 (2014), 131-143.
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Aspirationality and Nostalgia as Core Elements of Vaporwave Aesthetics

Vaporwave has established a complicated relationship with nostalgia, which has been rec-
ognized as “the main affective dimension of the movement.*® As a contributor to Private
Suite put it: “most music will play on your feelings, but Vaporwave plays on your
memories,*” conceiving the past “as a genuine refuge from the artificiality of the present™®
by yearning for cultural artifacts and gestures of the pre-internet or early internet eras,
mainly taken from different forms of lifestyle advertising, video games, late-night TV,
slice-of-life anime series, etc., offering “an amplified focus on past things, reflected in a
partial detachment from everyday life;® which, as a matter of fact, is one of the strategies
of nostalgic marketing: exploiting idealized visions of the past to influence consumerist
behavior extending a supposed opportunity for a “redemption sequence” where reconcil-
iation with the past is possible because its negative aspects are transmuted into positives,*”
as there is a “re-shaping of incidents and relationships stored in memory so that they yield
pleasure in the recollection, even if they were not pleasurable at the time they were
experienced”*) Moreover, Vaporwave's images of the past are always blurred, modified,
decolorized, saturated, looped — which, again, is to say glitched, suggesting that disrup-
tion is necessary to highlight the source of their historical detachment.

The irony here is that this past is purely imaginary and in Vaporwave aesthetics there
is never any attempt at confronting or even performing what Marianne Hirsch calls “post-
memory work,” i.e. seeking the testimony, narration and actual lived historical perspective
of other embodied memory-subjects to make sense of past crises and enable a process of
intergenerational mnemonic continuity.*? Vaporwave remains satisfied with engaging
only with artificial and aspirational images of neon-lit streets, new gadgets, happy office
workers, sparkling soft drinks, the texture of plastic, toy commercials, the pixelated aura
of video games and many more markers of late 20" century conspicuous consumption:
these are the images that accompany its videos, album covers and other visual elements.
Thus, the genre has shaped its (distorted) idea of the past exclusively through images that
are devoid of proper historical context (not unlike the aliens that presumed to have under-
stood the complexities of human life on Earth by having seen nothing but broadcasts of
American sitcoms in a notable episode of Futurama.*)

36) Gytis Dovydaitis, “Celebration of the Hyperreal Nostalgia: Categorization and Analysis of Visual Vaporwa-
ve Artefacts,” Art History & Criticism 17, no. 1 (2021), 113-134.

37) maki, “Five Days in Tokyo 20XX; Private Suite, no. 4, December 12, 2018, 34-39, accessed September 22,
2024, https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-mag-volume-4/.

38) Marco Pichierri, Nostalgia Marketing: Rekindling the Past to Influence Consumer Choices (Cham: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2023), 2.

39) Ibid, 4.

40) Darrel D. Muehling and Vincent J. Pascal, “An involvement explanation for nostalgia advertising effects,”
Journal of Promotion Management 18, no. 1 (2012), 100-118.

41) B. B. Stern, “Historical and personal nostalgia in advertising text: The fin de siecle effect,” Journal of Adver-
tising 21, no. 4 (1992), 11-22.

42) Marianne Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory: Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2012), 18-25.

43) The episode in question is 1-12 When Aliens Attack. It originally aired on November 7, 1999. It was written
by Ken Keeler and directed by Brian Sheesley.
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The past being exulted in Vaporwave imagery never truly belonged to anyone, and that
is why its hauntology remains purely aspirational: it is a past shaped by inwardly-oriented
images, a set of artificial remembrances, meant to work as “cushions” for subjects to fall
back on in order to suppress their confrontation with less palatable versions of the past or
even absent and vacant territories.

The past thusly transformed into an aspirational background hum mutates into a com-
plicit form of what Zygmunt Bauman refers to as “silent silencing,” a form of suppression
that he then calls one of consumerist society’s most crucial characteristics, vital for its own
“self-equlibrium,” which is its “capacity,” developed to an “unprecedented degree,” to “ab-
sorb all and any dissent it inevitably, in common with other types of society, breeds —
and then to recycle it as a major resource of its own reproduction, reinvigoration and
expansion”*¥ In this way, any action directed at transcendence is thwarted (“nipped in the
bud,” in Bauman’s words) by being assimilated and integrated.

The search for sanctuary into the “end of history” that accompanied the supposed vic-
tory of neoliberalism during the 1990s — a notion popularized by Francis Fukuyama’s tri-
umphant text from 1989, where he asserted that economic liberalism was the ideological
last-man-standing of the post-cold war geopolitical order®” — elevated an artificial hori-
zon that made any attempt at dissent seem pointless, considering that historical perspec-
tive is one of its necessary prerequisites. Peeking behind that horizon would only bring
unnecessary discomfort that could be easily traded for simpler forms of contentment to be
found in the new modes of quotidian silence: being a good employee, taking care of a vir-
tual pet or a penchant for passivity that was not the result of a lack of imagination but, on
the contrary, of hyperactive tendencies to daydream inspired by newly available possibili-
ties.

But unlike in Fisher’s conception of hauntology, where the stagnation of cultural forms
and therefore of imagination signaled the loss of several “futures” and where “the disap-
pearance of the future meant the deterioration of a whole mode of social imagination: the
capacity to conceive of a world radically different from the one in which we currently
live,”*® it was not necessarily utopian ideation (or a disappointment at unmaterialized uto-
pias) that propelled the creative forces behind Vaporwave. The aspirations that haunt its
music and images are located neither in the present nor in the actual past, only in frag-
mentary symbols that arose from a bottomless pit of well-marketed self-delusions.

These impressions and sensations gave shape not to a pastiche but to a ceaselessly
overwritten, self-sustaining palimpsest. Vaporwave is ultimately only self-reflexively nos-
talgic and there is no true object of yearning behind it except for an idealized version of
the past as seen through neoliberal-tinted glasses.

44) Zygmunt Bauman, Consuming Life (London: Polity, 2007), 47-49.

45) Francis Fukuyama, “The end of history?,” The National Interest, no. 16 (1989), 3-18. Fukuyama would con-
fidently assert in an interview from 2013 that he stood by his claims: “The basic point — that liberal democ-
racy is the final form of government — is still basically right. [...] The real question is whether any other sys-
tem of governance has emerged in the last 20 years that challenges this. The answer remains no” — Francis
Fukuyama, “The ‘End of History’ 20 Years Later,;” New Perspectives Quarterly 30, no. 4 (2013), 31-39.

46) Mark Fisher, “What is hauntology?,” Film Quarterly 66, no. 1 (2012), 16-24.
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Vaporwave and the Retreat from Historical Involvement

This brings us into the inherently paradoxical political dimensions of Vaporwave, which,
unsurprisingly, are often nebulous and mistrustful, but not quite nihilistic or rebellious.
One of the genre’s best known tricks is to engage with Muzak, smooth jazz, chill-out and
other easy-listening musical genres which typically flow, like a natural resource in com-
mercial spaces “through channels parallel to those providing air, electricity and
information”*” In his review of Floral Shoppe, a seminal album by Macintosh Plus, Miles
Bowe writes that Vaporwave

is music designed to be ignored. Often built from corporate Muzak samples, it lin-
gers in your perception, the way something might flicker in the corner of your eye.
If Brian Eno conceived ambient music as something one could choose to focus on
or comfortably let slide into the background, vaporwave turns that prescriptive po-
wer against the listener.*¥

And by altering this music — meant to operate only at the shallowest of registers with-
in the psyche — applying glitch-like behaviors onto it, what resulted was a dissonant sub-
version that strengthened feelings of numbness, distrust and apathy while opening a space
for embracing the soothing qualities of the music anyway. But this assimilative music is
part of the program that Bauman describes, so in a political sense Vaporwave’s engage-
ment with its aesthetics is akin to declawing and defanging an animal that presents no
possible threat to begin with. What exactly is there to fear then?

As a genre that, as I am suggesting here, primarily relies on a glitched aesthetic, Vapor-
wave attempts to imbue glitches with the capacity to act as disruptors not of an assimilat-
ed and contextualized past, not of the system, but of the way in which the internet reflects
its particularly distorted version of ahistoricity into its users, thus questioning the rela-
tionship of the lonely and hyperactive Vaporwave listener-consumer with technology in
general and, clearly, with the internet in particular, doing so from within; one could say
from really deep within. Vaporwave indeed recruits glitches as frequent elements of (un-
successful) protest and subversion, “to reformat error as an act of resistance;* chiefly
against agents of silent silencing, or, also fittingly for Vaporwave’s contradictory aims, as
symbols of failure and fallibility.*” In its engagement with assimilative music, Vaporwave
transformed the inherent pusillanimity that this music-as-wallpaper demands from the
contemporary subject into a hyperactive pusillanimity, one which was furiously aware of
its futility but at least was in charge of its own process of production and proliferation and
did not come imposed from the top (i.e. the music industry.) The fear, it turns out, is of
staying idle and getting bored.

47) Jonathan Sterne, “Sounds like the Mall of America: Programmed Music and the Architectonics of Commer-
cial Space,” Ethnomusicology 41, no. 1 (1997), 22-50.

48) Review of Miles Bowe, “Floral Shoppe by Macintosh Plus,” Pitchfork, April 21, 2019, accessed September 22,
2024, https://pitchfork.com/reviews/albums/macintosh-plus-floral-shoppe/.

49) Andie Shabbar, “Queer-Alt-Delete: Glitch Art as Protest Against the Surveillance Cis-tem,” Women’s Studies
Quarterly 46, no. 3&4 (2018), 195-211.

50) Kane, High-Tech Trash, 62-66.
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An extremely ungenerous criticism of assimilative music could dismiss it as the
soundtrack to accompany the comings and goings of the little Eichmanns of the world,
those supposedly willing cogs in the machine, toiling cheerfully at the rhythm of neolib-
eralism’s unstoppable march, but although excessive, this is a useful critique that reveals
how Vaporwave and its images have never been banally evil, but evilly banal: equally sub-
versive and naive, clearly embodying elements of transgression and disdain for late-stage
capitalism and consumerism just as much as admiration and aspirational longing, in ways
that could be mordantly satirizing and yet comical, self-deluded and sincerely hopeful
even if they ultimately remain turned inwards: the revolution is never going to happen to
the tune of a Vaporwave track. It spoke only to itself and it resisted the kind of self-mythol-
ogizing and the longing for reputation, credibility or cultural relevance that has character-
ized other music genres like, for instance, Punk, to which it frequently alludes with its in-
sistence on being dead and its adoption of DIY methods of production.

In its aspirationally haunted character, where disarticulated fragments of imaginary
memories float around like free radicals, Vaporwave attempts to investigate the end of his-
tory “from within,” questioning the “promise and idealism” of the 80s and 90s, “a time
when capitalism had prevailed over communism, when greed was good and, crucially, a
time when computers became commercially available for the first time, offering a bright-
er and easier future” as Jack Mangos has suggested in a well-known article.”” However,
this questioning is self-defeating, as it is accompanied by an absence of historical con-
sciousness because whatever “techno-utopia” had been presumably promised to the pub-
lic during the early days of interconnected personal computing and neoliberal freedom, it
was never a coherent narrative but rather a mishmash of aspirational contradictions me-
diated by capitalist intents.>? Vaporwave, in an irony that reverses a commonly held tru-
ism by means of Benjamin’s assertion that “history decays into images, not into stories’,*>
was tricked by trusting what the techno-utopia was showing instead of the narrative it was
actually not telling.

The Function of the Glitch in Vaporwave’s Visual Language

Vaporwave’s visual aesthetics are characterized by many contradictory and unreliable vis-
ual markers. Its haziness, ambiguity and, especially, its glitch-like nature, fusing and re-
mixing the iconography of the optimistic-yet-empty promises of the early days of neolib-
eralist intrusion. The “multilayered” visual symbolism of the genre has been pointedly
categorized by Gytis Dovydaitis into seven categories: 1) “nostalgic commodities,” mean-
ing its fetishistic relationship with gadgets — especially computers and video game con-
soles — and other consumer products of the 1980s and 90s; 2) “idyllic classics,” which re-
fers to the bizarre presence of statues of Greco-Roman mythological figures as elements of

51) Jack Mangos, “Welcome to the Virtual Plaza,” Tharunka, August 24, 2017, accessed September 22, 2024,
https://tharunka.com/welcome-virtual-plaza/.

52) Thomas Streeter, The Net Effect — Romanticism, Capitalism and the Internet (New York: New York Univer-
sity Press, 2011), 72-88.

53) Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project (Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 1999), 476.
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past melancholy and longing; 3) “melancholic landscapes,” or empty, lonely urban spaces
from where actual human beings tend to be conspicuously absent and where loneliness is
revealed as an affective sign of the genre as important as nostalgia; 4) “gentle geometry”
consisting of simple geometric solids that appear as reminders of a primitive engagement
with computer generated images; 5) “depressive texts,” often appearing as ironic, self-dep-
recating computer error messages asking questions like Do you wish to log off and get a
life?; 6) “ecstatic brands,” understood as the obsession of Vaporwave with specific products
and brand images, which are treated as iconic, semi-religious artifacts; and last but not
least, 7) “harsh distortions;”*¥ or the category that I would like to suggest not as simply one
more element in the characterization of the aesthetics of Vaporwave but as its general and
overarching refrain: its glitch-like nature, the fact that glitching the music and all its extra-
musical accompaniments was a precondition for anything to be able to evoke and resonate
within the sphere of the genre.

Whether adding analog noise to digital media, adding filters that interrupted the flow
of voices and melodies until they were unrecognizable, or inserting noise, aberrations,
sudden repetitions and recurrent signal twitching in videos or soundtracks, or even obvi-
ous visual anachronisms (i.e. hiccups in historical understanding) like a voluminous Ro-
man statue quietly watching over noisy videogame characters, the glitch is the agglutinant
that holds the Vaporwave aesthetic together.

Glitchiness is what affords Vaporwave its ghostliness, it is also what connects it with the
contradiction that was articulated earlier in regards to the lightness and translucency of
new media, in the sense that Vaporwave is what transpires when a thin — or semitranspar-
ent — veneer of discontinuity is added to other sounds and images in order to interrupt
their potential encoding as collective memory. Vaporwave’s glitchy images, as they thrive
in the seemingly hostile environments of digital piracy, appropriation, anonymity, incom-
pleteness, incoherence, detachment and (mis)remembrance, are a flawed but at least gen-
uine and grassroots way to understand how certain uncritical visions of the future that
were projected according to an idealized, aspirational past refused to leave and continued
to superimpose themselves over a present where they simply couldn’t and wouldn’t fit.

To summarize: the satisfaction found by the disembodied flaneur-listener in the imag-
es that accompany Vaporwave music — images of consumerist nostalgia, of early home
computing and therefore of an engagement with a simpler internet, and also images of an
idealized past that was perceived as having been more innocent than the complicated pre-
sent — was supposed to be counterbalanced by the presence of the glitch, therefore add-
ing a layer of dissension to its version of the past. However, as a completely assimilated, ac-
cessible and admissible aesthetic component, the intentionally-added glitch itself is no
longer useful as an indicator of subversion, at least in the way in which it is utilized by
those tinkering with the vast archive of “end of history” imagery and creating Vaporwave
videos.

54) Dovydaitis, “Celebration of the Hyperreal Nostalgia,” 2021.
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Historical Engagement with the Image as a Counterbalance to Its “Glitching”

Vaporwave aesthetic relies on adding the patina of the glitch, but the glitch in this case
does not point exclusively in the direction of the ghostly. It also signals in the direction of
an impossible remembrance enabled by an incapacity to distinguish fact from fiction (or
aspirational gestures from truly historical ones): memory-images — even those that are
the product of imagined memories — are haunting enough by themselves and glitching
them is a dangerous proposition.

Chris Marker recognized this process and brought an awareness about the temptation
of allowing images to be stripped away from their narrative in order to make them more
bearable in the face of the complexities of history, when, in his film Sans Soleil (1982), an
essay film made completely from archival imagery collected during his travels, he intro-
duced the work of his friend Hayao Yamaneko, a young man who processes video images
from news reports via a synthesizer, working under the assumption that “electronic tex-
ture is the only one that can deal with sentiment, memory, and imagination”*® In the film
we see how he converts these images into solarized, pixelated, saturated, almost irrecog-
nizable (i.e. glitched) non-historical images, which he keeps in a liminal space, pinned
down “like insects that would have flown beyond time, and which he could contemplate
from a point outside of time” inside his computer “Zone,” where the images of history are
forced to change, since “the images of the present don’t”*®

Yamaneko is a deeply lonely character, locked inside his Zone with nothing but imag-
es which, very tellingly, are removed from his own experience. The distorted newsreels he
shows to Marker’s alter ego in the film are of a protest against the building of the Narita
Airport in Tokyo during the 1970s, a manifestation in which he himself did not take part.
He treats the images with detachment because that is all he can do as a lone image-synthe-
sizer and image-onlooker. And the narrator wonders of the possibility of a world “where
each memory could create its own legend,”*” where these images could actually lead inde-
pendent lives, free of the need for a larger narrative, only to swiftly concede that it is an im-
possibility, since the worlds of appearances and memory can communicate but can only
see in each other the pieces that are missing from themselves. And if projections of the
past and visions of the future have become interchangeable through the glitch, then what’s
left is only self-delusion, a total retreat into the virtual world.

Discussing the period when film anxiously transitioned from its silent era into the new
territory opened by its relationship with synchronic sound, Marker asserted that transi-
tional periods between mediatic eras are common and precede concrete definitions: “like
in any self-respecting cosmogony, a period of chaos, vague images of gods and goddesses,
untied, disorderly, full of gaps and black holes, that shadowy period that always comes be-
fore the structured mythology.”*® Vaporwave might be an audiovisual embodiment of this

55) All the quotes from Sans Soleil were taken from the English version transcript available on: https://www.
markertext.com/sans_soleil.htm.

56) Quote from Sans Soleil. See preceding note.

57) Quote from Sans Soleil. See note 56.

58) Chris Marker, Silent Movie (Exhibition Catalog) (Columbus: Wexner Center for the Arts, 1995), 16-17.
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period of chaos in our relationship with the internet, when cultural forms that could har-
ness its potential to undermine the belief into an “end of history” were still being sought
out.

Marker, for his part, seems to have been one of the first filmmakers to recognize the
importance of the glitch as a powerful symbol in the relationship between image-making
and computing. He became so interested in the way computers could distort images of the
past that, in the 1990s, he announced that he would leave film behind and work exclusive-
ly with computers, an impulse that took him to create the film Level Five (1997), where we
find a woman who, like Hayao, is in a room surrounded by nothing but warped images of
historical events, only that this time, she is not the one modifying them but only anxious-
ly sifting through them. The protagonist of the film — named Laura — is performing a
work of digital archaeology, navigating through the images left behind by someone else, a
man — her late husband — who was working on a videogame® about the battle of Ok-
inawa during World War II. She ruminates on the asymmetrical relationship between her
own private pain at the loss of her partner and the enormity of history with its endless list
of victims and catastrophes. Eventually, realizing that she is facing an impossible task,
Laura decides to erase herself: she slowly unfocuses the camera that is recording her with
a remote control until she dissolves, becoming enmeshed with the digital realm and in this
way “the empty space of her workroom opens onto the ‘other space’ in which the narrative
closure of the film is put into reverse, and the price of accepting the past as it happened is
revealed as not the fulfillment, but the eradication of the subject”® The film ends with the
actual owner of the workspace, Marker himself, arriving to discover the empty worksta-
tion and attempting to find a trace of Laura by typing her name into the computer, getting
in return a both amusing and disturbing error prompt that could perfectly fit into Vapor-
wave’s list of “depressing texts”: I don’t know how to Laura.

Marker had said in Sans Soleil that the cyclical nature of historical becoming implied
the existence of “a kind of amnesia of the future that history distributes through mercy or
calculation to those whom it recruits,®" since nobody would be willing to accept their role
as a responsible historical subject if they knew that each time they are risking their own
self-dissolution. It is difficult then to blame the hyperactive Vaporwave subject for being
unwilling to accept the task of facing history directly and being satisfied with its aspira-
tional byproducts.

The haunting ending of Level Five, with the disappearance of Laura into the digital
ether, is uncannily similar in its understanding of the weight of confronting images of the

59) Interestingly, the genre of “videogames that could have been” and Vaporwave-coded videogames remains
unexplored: many Vaporwave albums carry the titles of imagined computer games. A recent example being
Salary Man Simulator: ‘Executive Edition’ (2023), published by the label My Pet Flamingo whose liner notes
amusingly read: “Have you got what it takes to climb the corporate ladder? Welcome to the high stress, high
reward world of corporate life. This exciting and immersive simulator invites players to step into the pol-
ished shoes of an ambitious office worker, as they navigate the tumultuous waters of the modern corporate
world,” https://mypetflamingo.bandcamp.com/album/salary-man-simulator-executive-edition.

60) Catherine Lupton, “Terminal replay: Resnais revisited in Chris Marker’s Level Five,” Screen 44, no. 1 (2003),
58-70.

61) Quote from Sans Soleil. See note 56.
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past to a sequence in Kiyoshi Kurosawa’s film Pulse (Kairo,*® 2001), a film that, if not for
the fact that it precedes the appearance of the musical genre by almost a decade, could
have been shaped by the negative space left behind by Vaporwave, and offers a counterac-
tive perspective of the falsely mythologized neoliberal past.

The film’s vision of a supposedly post-historical reality is, in many aspects, a mirror-
image of what Vaporwave is not: if a reliable memory is an impossibility for the world of
Vaporwave, illusory appearances are what is missing from the world of Pulse. Unlike the
colorful and shallow aspirational images of Vaporwave aesthetics, with its shiny discrnans
and walkmans, upbeat aerobics classes with smiling participants, bubble gum-colored
products and adorable cartoon characters, where Japan is a lively, colorful, neon-lit, tech-
no-utopia, the Tokyo of Pulse, where a group of young people are facing strange disap-
pearances as people are slowly and willingly allowing themselves to be absorbed into a
ghostly realm, is instead monochromatic and empty.

In Pulse, Japan is being slowly invaded by ghosts that, subverting horror film tropes,
look like unassuming people instead of like monstrous beings or spectral apparitions, and
many young people are shown killing themselves in a robotic and preemptive manner,
giving up before they are reached by these phantoms that are only perceived as uncanny
because they move like machines attempting to imitate human beings. These ghosts, as
one character theorizes, come from a parallel (virtual) reality that has become overcrowd-
ed and are spilling out, claiming the space of the living, and their chosen form of commu-
nicating with this realm is via the internet, which they have realized is not a medium for
connection but for isolation.

One of the criticisms that has been leveled at the idea of an “end of history” is precise-
ly that it misplaced a great deal of confidence on the assumption that because post-cold
war societies enjoyed “a level of connectivity never before seen in history” this “facilitated
communication could lead to a safer world by bolstering mutual understanding and
cooperation,”®® while, in fact, ideologically-fueled conflicts continued to multiply every-
where and what Pulse offers is, poignantly, the vision of an isolating internet that entraps
and dissolves, causing a retreat from history. Vaporwave’s aesthetics, having their origin in
unfulfilled promises of interconnectivity as a way towards a more empathetic political or-
der, are a reflection of the reluctance of the current misinformed and terminally-online
era to admit that it once truly believed into the post-historical utopia and, in this sense, the
genre can perhaps be seen as a harbinger of how nostalgia and self-delusion continue to
preclude an imagining of a future for the historical image beyond the invisible line demar-
cated by this “end” that, in fact, was never really there. But in Pulse, I believe, there is a ful-
ly realized vision of what might have been on the other side of that horizon.

Later in the film, we are shown how, in a computer lab, a young student has built a sim-
ulation resembling a screen saver, where a multitude of white dots move around a map on
the display, never being allowed to connect with one another because contact would mean

62) The word kairo, [B1&, means closed-circuit, or loop. The translation of the title as Pulse, while very sugges-
tive, does not accurately represent the intention of the original title, which conveys how a self-feeding loop
is established between the internet and the world of the “ghosts.”

63) David Akhvlediani et al., “After the End of History,” Transition Studies Review 17, no. 2 (2010), 311-319.
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their cancellation. The phantasms soon start to appear in this simulation as semitranspar-
ent spots that leave faint traces behind themselves and accompany the fully-opaque points
that represent actual people never interacting with each other. Interestingly, the ghosts
don’t interrupt the flow of the simulation, they just go on, carefully following the opaque
spots, although this term seems inexact as it implies a sort of predation or stalking. What
these ghosts actually do is to accompany, to place themselves alongside the living, and,
seemingly, feed on the loneliness of this satellite-like individuals that never seem to want
to crash into each other, preferring the endless void to any form of confrontation.

A young woman named Harue succumbs to the irresistible calling of the ghosts who
appear as neighbors or random strangers, neither angry nor haunted, and especially non-
violent. As she puts it: “the ghosts won’t kill people, because that would just make more
ghosts. Instead they’ll try to make people immortal, by quietly trapping them in their own
loneliness.” This seems to be the birth of a new post-internet kind of monster, a pusillani-
mous ghost that, rather than killing, prefers to suspend, like a computer eternally left in
sleep mode. Harue looks at the screen, where she had previously seen the image of anoth-
er young man who disappeared after killing himself, slowly becoming a black stain on a
wall, and suddenly we shift into the impossible point of view of one of the ghosts, observ-
ing Harue as she feels its presence. Then the image glitches, jerking uncontrollably, dis-
playing her own image reflected on the screen, and finally transforms into a recursion,
awkwardly oscillating between the infinity projected into the screen and her vacant stare.
Becoming a glitch is how the ghosts finally entrap her into her own loneliness.

Harue and many others finally succumb to their own fear of confrontation, afraid to
face the world that comes after the supposed end of history, which in the film is portrayed
as the slow vanishing of every single person in Japan (portending fears of depopulation):
in one of the final scenes, we see a TV set on which a disembodied voice matter-of-factly
announces the names of people who have been reported missing while displaying their
photos. At this point, another character named Michi — she’s what Carol Clover labelled
a Final Girl, but who in this case has no killer or monster to destroy ahead of her, only the
always-receding horizon of the future® — who has been the only one not to surrender to
total apathy by frequently displaying compassion and self-awareness, witnesses a plane
falling from the sky in the middle of the city (a haunting allusion to the September 11 at-
tacks) and boards a boat, hoping to leave the island. The film begins and ends in the same
way, with a wide shot of the boat dwarfed by the vastness of the ocean and another shot of
Michi, looking into the distance from aboard the ship, seeing nothing but water, hopeful
and unaware that she has survived the end of history.

By refusing to revel in the typical utopian view of a post-historical world, the panora-
ma that Kurosawa describes in Pulse restores the glitch to its rightful place as a truly fright-
ening and disrupting force and shows us what was waiting for those who woke up from
the aspirational fantasies of the virtual plaza and the pink-infused online world of Vapor-
wave: a world less colorful, but more real.

64) Carol J. Clover, “Her body, himself: Gender in the slasher film,” Representations, no. 20 (1987), Special Issue:
Misogyny, Misandry, and Misanthropy, 187-228.
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Conclusion

Vaporwave’s use of glitches, which once could have been regarded as a subversive, disrup-
tive aesthetic tool, in fact merely perpetuates a haunting form of nostalgia that detaches it-
self from historical context. Through its aesthetic, Vaporwave evokes a sense of longing for
a past that ever truly existed, driven by the commodification of nostalgia congealed in
dream-like visual creations that have at their basis images from aspirational advertising
and consumerism, which are removed from historical discourse because they were creat-
ed with purely aspirational purposes and were never intended to be anything but illusions.

The movement proposes a flawed but unique interaction with history, presenting a dis-
torted yet familiar vision of the past. This transformation underscores Vaporwave’s role in
exploring the complexities of memory and historical awareness, highlighting how tech-
nology can alter our perception of history itself. Vaporwave offers a space to explore the
tension between memory and history in the digital age, where the line between reality and
idealized memory is increasingly blurred. It also reflects a broader cultural trend in which
nostalgia is increasingly detached from historical context, leading to a longing for a past
that is more imagined than real.

In its development into a mostly nostalgic expression, Vaporwave highlights the fluid
nature of cultural memory and its glitched imagery continues to resonate, if not as a cri-
tique, then perhaps as an invitation to reflect on how to reconstruct the past in the digital
age. And while Vaporwave embraces the disconnection from history at its core and high-
lights the importance of the glitch as a symbol of technological fears, films like Marker’s
Sans Soleil or Level Five, and Kurosawa’s Pulse use similar techniques in a different direc-
tion: to underscore the persistence of memory and the inescapability of history.

Bibliography

Akhvlediani, David, et al. “After the End of History;,” Transition Studies Review 17, no. 2 (2010),
311-319.

Bauman, Zygmunt. Consuming Life (London: Polity, 2007).

Betancourt, Michael. Glitch Theory: Art and Semiotics (Savannah: I'm Pressd/ Cinegraphic Media,
2023).

Born, Georgina, and Christopher Haworth. “From Microsound to Vaporwave: Internet-mediated
Musics, Online Methods and Genre,” Music ¢ Letters 98, no. 4 (2017), 601-647.

Burrough, Xtine. “Add-Art and Your Neighbors’ Biz: A Tactical Manipulation of Noise,” in Error —
Glitch, Noise, and Jam in New Media Cultures, ed. Mark Nunes (New York: Continuum, 2011).

Clover, Carol J. “Her body, himself: Gender in the slasher film,” Representations, no. 20 (1987), Spe-
cial Issue: Misogyny, Misandry, and Misanthropy, 187-228.

Cole, Ross. “Vaporwave Aesthetics: Internet Nostalgia and the Utopian Impulse;” ASAP/Journal 5,
no. 2 (2020), 297-326.

Cubitt, Sean. “Glitch,” Cultural Politics 13, no. 1 (2017), 19-33.

Dovydaitis, Gytis. “Celebration of the Hyperreal Nostalgia: Categorization and Analysis of Visual
Vaporwave Artefacts,” Art History & Criticism 17, no. 1 (2021), 113-134.



ILUMINACE Volume 36, 2024, No. 2 (132) THEMED ARTICLES 125

Edmond, John. “Moving landscapes: Film, vehicles and the travelling shot,” Studies in Australasian
Cinema 5, no. 2 (2014), 131-143.

Fisher, Mark. “What is hauntology?,” Film Quarterly 66, no. 1 (2012), 16-24.

Fisher, Mark. Ghosts of My Life: Writings on Depression, Hauntology and Lost Futures (Winchester:
Zero Books, 2014).

Fukuyama, Francis. “The end of history?,” The National Interest, no. 16 (1989), 3-18.

Fukuyama, Francis. “The ‘End of History’ 20 Years Later,” New Perspectives Quarterly 30, no. 4
(2013), 31-39.

Glitsos, Laura. Somatechnics And Popular Music In Digital Contexts (Lincolnshire: Palgrave Macmil-
lan, 2019).

Harper, Adam. “Personal Take: Vaporwave is Dead, Long Live Vaporwave!,” in The Cambridge Com-
panion to Music in Digital Culture, eds. Nicolas Cook et al. (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2019), 119-123.

Kane, Carolyn L. High-Tech Trash: Glitch, Noise, and Aesthetic Failure (Oakland: University of Cali-
fornia Press, 2019).

Lupton, Catherine. “Terminal replay: Resnais revisited in Chris Marker’s Level Five,” Screen 44, no. 1
(2003), 58-70.

Marker, Chris. Silent Movie (Exhibition Catalog) (Columbus: Wexner Center for the Arts, 1995).

Muehling, Darrel D., and Vincent J. Pascal. “An involvement explanation for nostalgia advertising
effects,” Journal of Promotion Management 18, no. 1 (2012), 100-118.

Perrott, Lisa. “Time is out of joint: the transmedial hauntology of David Bowie,” Celebrity Studies 10,
no. 1(2019), 119-139.

Pichierri, Marco. Nostalgia Marketing: Rekindling the Past to Influence Consumer Choices (Cham:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2023).

Sconce, Jeftrey. Haunted Media: Electronic Presence from Telegraphy to Television (Durham & Lon-
don: Duke University Press, 2000).

Shaw, Debra Benita. “The Aesthetics of Retrieval: Beautiful Data, Glitch Art and Popular Culture,”
Anthropocenes — Human, Inhuman, Posthuman 1, no. 1 (2020), accessed September 22, 2024,
https://www.anthropocenes.net/article/id/666/.

Stern, B. B. “Historical and personal nostalgia in advertising text: The fin de siecle effect;” Journal of
Adbvertising 21, no. 4 (1992), 11-22.

Sterne, Jonathan. “Sounds like the Mall of America: Programmed Music and the Architectonics of
Commercial Space,” Ethnomusicology 41, no. 1 (1997), 22-50.

Streeter, Thomas. The Net Effect — Romanticism, Capitalism and the Internet (New York: New York
University Press, 2011).

Tanner, Grafton. Babbling Corpse: Vaporwave and the Commodification of Ghosts (Winchester: Zero
Books, 2016).

Vanhanen, Janne. “Loving the Ghost in the Machine: Aesthetics of Interruption,” in Life in the Wires:
The CTheory Reader, eds. Arthur and Marilouise Kroker (Victoria: New World Perspectives —
CTheory Books, 2000).

Various authors. Private Suite Magazine, 2018-2020, accessed from the Utopia District Archive,
(https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-magazine-archive/)



https://www.anthropocenes.net/article/id/666/
https://www.utopiadistrict.com/archive/private-suite-magazine-archive/

126  David Alvarez: Nostalgia Isn’t What it Used to Be: On Vaporwave’s Glitched,
Aspirational Aesthetics

Filmography

Level Five (Chris Marker, 1997)
Pulse (Kairo; Kiyoshi Kurosawa, 2001)
Sans Soleil (Chris Marker, 1982)

Biography

David Alvarez is a doctoral candidate at the Media Faculty of the Bauhaus University in Weimar,
Germany. Alvarez studied film and TV production at the National University of Colombia and has
an MFA in film studies from the Meishi Film Academy in Chonggqing, China. His main academic
areas of interest are East Asian cinema, expanded forms of cinematic media and film phenomenolo-
gy. His current doctoral project, titled “Cinematic Intuitions’, is a study of various forms of cinemat-
ic metaphorization and their relationship to the question of medium-specificity.



ILUMINACE Roc¢nik 36,2024, ¢. 2 (132) RECENZE 127

https://doi.org/10.58193/ilu.1785

Karlovarsky festival jako platforma kulturni vymény
i zbran hybridni valky

Jindtiska Blahovd, ed., Proplétani svéti: Mezindrodni filmovy festival Karlovy Vary
v obdobi studené vilky (Praha: Narodni filmovy archiv, 2023).

Ondrej Zach (Univerzita Palackého, Ceska republika)

Kolektivni monografie Proplétdni svétii je prvnim soudobym pokusem o zpracovani déjin karlovarské-
vou prehlidkou u nas snazime spi$e zapomenout nebo se vii¢i nému pro jeho spojeni s komunistickou
historii riznymi zptisoby vymezujeme. Tak to alespon vidi ve svém ,,Uvodu“ editorka knihy a autorka
tfi kapitol Jindfiska Blahova. Deklaruje zdmér vyrovnat se se zjednodusujicim pohledem na predrevo-
lu¢ni éru, souvisejicim s ,vyhrocené antikomunistickou rétorikou transformac¢ni dekady* (17) a s de-
ficitem vyzkumné pozornosti vénované kulturnim institucim socialistické éry, a chce pfinést radikalné
nové ¢teni minulosti sou¢asného filmového svatku. Publikace usiluje dokdzat, Ze festival pfed rokem
1990 nebyl jen uzavien v bubliné komunistické ideologie, ale v kontextu tehdejsi narodni i mezinarod-
ni politiky byl dilezitym prostorem kulturni vymény mezi Vychodem a Zapadem.

Namisto bézného chronologického usporadani strukturuje Bldhova knihu pomoci ,tematickych
fezi“ (25). Takovy pfistup umoziluje autorfim orientovat se na aspekty festivalu, jez v soucasnych
»zautomatizovanych predpokladech o funkcich a roli festivalu béhem studené valky* (20) podle edi-
torky chybély. Dlouha historie festivalu se diky tomu otevira interpretacim, v ,,nichZ ani zdaleka ne-
hraji prim politika a ideologie v komunistické diktatute® (20). Se zfejmou inspiraci v historiografic-
kych konceptech kazdodennosti a revizionismu se tak kniha pokousi rozebrat velkou ideologickou
historii festivalu na dil¢i ,malé“ déjiny jeho programové a provozni praxe, se zna¢nou pozornosti vé-
novanou rovnéz presahiim do daldich kulturnich, spolecenskych i ekonomickych oblasti na Grovni
lokélni (jako je napriklad sféra filmové distribuce nebo prace s publikem) i pfeshrani¢ni, kam patii
vztah festivalu k zahrani¢nim mezindrodnim prehlidkdm, jeho vyznam v ramci kinematografii vy-
chodniho bloku i uloha pfi zviditelfiovani rozvijejicich se kinematografii globalniho Jihu.

Na tomto zakladé je prace rozdélena do ¢tyt kapitol ramujicich jednotlivé tematické okruhy:
1) vznik a zarazeni MFF Karlovy Vary v kontextu povale¢ného fenoménu mezinarodnich filmovych
festivaldl, 2) vyvoj jeho role v ramci zemi socialistického tabora i politiky internacionalismu, expanze
takzvané pokrokové kultury a fenoménu socialistické modernity, 3) tiloha festivalu v kulturnim trans-
feru mezi Vychodem a Zépadem a 4) jeho globalni pozice na ose Sever - Jih a ve vzdjemném ideovém
i distribu¢né-ekonomickém vztahu vychodniho bloku s behemotem Hollywoodu. Skute¢nost, Ze tato
rétoricka vnéjsi struktura nakonec nekoresponduje zcela pfesné s obsahem zatazenych prispévki, lze
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spiSe neZ za nedostatek povazovat za klad: jednotlivé texty se v souladu s intenci editorky ve svych té-
matech riizné prekryvaji a funkéné doplnuji.

Stejné kladné 1ze vnimat skutecnost, Ze pres deklarovany revizionisticky étos se jednotlivé kapitoly
nékdy zdaji spise potvrzovat ,,Uvodem* kritizované chdpéni predrevolu¢niho festivalu jako ,,ideologic-
ky zdiskreditované akce, nez aby jej zcela vyvracely. V kone¢ném efektu se totiz pravé tim napliiuje
chvalyhodnd ambice autorského kolektivu predstavit karlovarsky festival jako mnohovrstevnatou
a komplexni ,vychodoevropskou kulturni instituci® (19) a usti do neméné mnohovrstevnatého textu,
pestrého tematicky i co do thltl pohledu. Tento pfistup ¢tendti dovoluje nalézat si v textu své osobni
vektory, jez pak mize ve vice nez pétisetstrankové publikaci sledovat napti¢ riiznymi piispévky i syn-
tetizovat do svych vlastnich zavérii. O néco takového se nyni pokusi i tato reflexe.

Podoby mezinarodnosti

Pfi ¢teni se pro mne uUstfednimi liniemi monografie staly tfi texty Jindtisky Bldhové, vénované povytce
historii festivalu a jeho ideologickych paradigmat, a tfi texty Jaromira Blazejovského, jeZ tato paradig-
mata zpracovavaji z pohledu jejich konkrétnich projevii v programové strategii festivalu a praxi festi-
valovych cen. Dohromady tyto texty vytvareji historiografickou kostru, kterou dalsi kapitoly knihy
v dil¢ich aspektech rozvijeji. Navzajem se tyto texty dopliiuji, zarovern se vSak ve svém pohledu na realitu
socialistického rezimu, reprezentovanou festivalem coby jeho predni kulturni instituci, ponékud lisi.
Coz nebudiz chapano jako negativum.

V hutné historické studii ,,Svét? Domov!*, jez kolektivni monografii otevira, se Jindfiska Bldhova
vénuje zrodu festivalu v atmosféfe povale¢ného Ceskoslovenska. V§ima si toho, jak umisténi festivalu
do svétové znamych zdpadodeskych lazenskych mést vnéjskové korespondovalo s tendenci prvni viny
evropskych festivali symbioticky vyuzivat prostfedi kosmopolitnich letovisek (Bendtky, Locarno,
Cannes). V geopolitické realité povale¢ného Ceskoslovenska ovsem mélo toto rozhodnuti i fadu vnit-
ropolitickych aspekti. Blahova zdtiraziuje, jakou roli zde hral étos pocestovani pohranidi, legitimizu-
jici nasilny povale¢ny odsun némeckého obyvatelstva. Tato motivace vedla mj. k zavrzeni moznosti
navazat na zlinskou pfehlidku ¢eskoslovenského filmu Filmové Zné, karlovarsky festival si v§ak pone-
chal ndrodni raz jeji programové koncepce a dale jej rozvijel. Ten ladil jak s narodnim nimbem nedév-
ného protifasistického odboje, tak s naristajici slovansko-nacionalistickou rétorikou stalinského ko-
munismu po roce 1948, sledujici cile ,,nendsilného* [sic!]" upevnéni pozice Moskvy v regionu (46).
Bldhova si v§ima4, jak tento trend souznél se snahou formulovat nérodni specifi¢nost ¢eského filmu,?
jez byla zéroven jednim z argumentaénich vychodisek probihajiciho zestatnéni filmového pramyslu.
Znérodnéni pak bylo druhym vyznamnym motivem pro zalozeni festivalu jako jeho dulezité legitimi-
za¢ni platformy. ,Domacka“ orientace karlovarské piehlidky ji odliSovala od globalniho zaméfeni
ostatnich filmovych festivali té doby, a¢ se pritom dostavala do paradoxniho rozporu s ekonomickymi

1) Pouzivani tohoto adjektiva v souvislosti s aktivitami sovétského hegemona ve vychodnim bloku (téz na s. 30)
povazuji za dost nestastné, protoze bezdéky relativizuje imperialistickou agresivitu sovétské vnitini i zahranic-
ni politiky. Jeji inherentni nésilnost se zdaleka neprojevovala jen akty policejniho teroru nebo vojenskych in-
tervenci, jez ma zfejmé v tomto piipadé autorka na mysli. Srov. téZ pozn. 3.

2) Pojmenovava tak vystizné trend hledani esencidlni ¢eské ,jinakosti, jenz v té dobé navazal na predvale¢né na-
rodovecké proudy v pfistupu k ¢eské kinematografii a rétoricky se prolind jejim vyvojem az dodnes. Tato kapi-
tola jej tak zviditelnuje jako lakavé téma pro dalsi zpracovani.
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zajmy i kulturnimi névyky v té dobé dosud kosmopolitné orientovanych lazni.’ S postupujici ideolo-
gickou kontrolou kritizovany ,.elitni“ kosmopolitismus uvolnil misto formalné a rétoricky ,,lidovému*
socialistickému internacionalismu, jenz se stal do budoucna defini¢nim jadrem karlovarské festivalové
identity.

V kapitolach ,,Do Karlovych Varti se nejezdi za hvézdami“ a ,,Se zbrani filmu po boku® se pak
Blahova vénuje dil¢im projeviim této strategie ,,narodni mezinarodnosti“ a ,,jinakosti“ a jejimu spojeni
s ideovym ramcem rozvijejiciho se festivalu. Cil prezentovat narodni, zndrodnénou a posléze socialis-
tickou ¢eskoslovenskou kinematografii se postupné proménil v zamér demonstrovat ve vztahu k do-
macimu publiku i vii¢i zahranici potencial filmové tvorby celého socialistického tabora a zemi aspiru-
jicich stat se jeho satelity. Jak se tento projekt postupné rozsifoval také do propagandistické prezentace
socialismu a jaké problémy to v redlnych podminkach mélo vykonné socialistické ekonomiky ptinase-
lo organizatorim, popisuje v samostatné kapitole ,,Zaprasena vykladni skiin“ Martin Franc.

Vyzkumny piistup Blahové nicméné neakcentuje zjevnou politickou sluzebnost festivalu jako plat-
formy mezinarodniho $ifeni komunistické ideologie — studuje spise jeji vécné projevy jako konkrétni
kulturni fakta. V popisu propagaéni prace festivalu s fenoménem hvézdnosti si tak autorka v§ima, jak
festival v riznych chvilich balancoval mezi neptiznavanou pfitazlivosti ,,zdpadniho* modelu hvézdného
diskurzu a politickou povinnosti jej odmitat a nahrazovat ,,vychodni‘, deklaratorné lidovou a masovou
alternativou. Vystiznou vizualni ilustraci této diskurzivni ekvilibristiky naléza ve fotografii Tonyho
Curtise opékajiciho si s ponékud konsternovanym vyrazem $pekacek na festivalové spolecenské akci.

Z presvéd(ivé analyzy utvareni hvézdnosti v ramci socialistického festivalu vyplyva, jak se jeji vni-
mani ubiralo pfimo umérné aktualni mire rigidity politického systému od negativniho ptikladu bur-
zoazni dekadence v ranych 50. letech smérem k jejimu pragmatickému akceptovani jako néstroje bu-
dovani lokélni i mezinarodni relevance. Tento proces byl zahajen, kdyz se festival v druhé poloviné
50. letech za¢al ménit v obchodni platformu pro vychodoevropské kinematografie a usiloval o takzva-
nou kategorii A FIAPF? (kterézto kapitole se vénuje uZzite¢ny samostatny piispévek ,Historie sporu
o jedno pismeno* Davida Cetika). Vstticnost k hvézdnému prachu nartistala spolu s uvolnénim cen-
zurniho sevieni v 60. letech, aby se prudce zlomila k novému moralistnimu odmitani hvézdnosti na
zacatku normalizace. To pozdéji v 80. letech znovu opadlo, jakmile se degenerujici socialisticky systém
plné zanofil do normalizaéni politikou standardizovaného konzumerismu.

Blahova si v§ak v§im4, Ze tyto dil¢i zvraty probihaly v ramci diskurzivni strategie priubézného pre-
ramovavani hvézdnosti tak, aby jeji samotnd existence nenarusovala oficidlni ideologické postoje.
Identifikuje tfi diskurzivni vzorce uzivané ve festivalové rétorice — deklarovanou preferenci umélct
pted hvézdami, idedl socialistické hvézdy jako soucasti pracujicich mas® a ,,lidovost“®. Zvlasté posled-
ni jmenovand kategorie tvoi{ kontext, v némz byly hvézdy prezentovany a kvtili némuz festival plnil

3) Nas. 51 uvadi Blahova pozoruhodnou citaci sovétského reziséra Ivana A. Pyrjeva, jenZ si v roce 1948 postézo-
val, ze si v Marianskych Laznich ptipadal ,,skute¢né jako za hranicemi Sovétského svazu‘. Jeho vyrok vypovi-
da jak o dosud prezivajici kosmopolitni kultufe lazefiského mésta, tak o tom, Ze koloniza¢ni mentalita sovét-
skych prétel se zdaleka netykala jen predstaviteld politické sféry.

4) S rostoucim poctem festivalii zahdjila v 50. letech Mezindrodni federace producentskych asociaci (FIAPF) je-
jich kategorizaci, pivodné aby svym ¢leniim usnadnila orientaci ve festivalovém kalendafi. Ptislusnost do do-
porucené skupiny festivalil (A) znamenala, Ze se festival stdval zdroveri prostorem mezinarodniho trhu s filmy
a sndze ziskdval do programu filmy producentii-¢lenti FIAPE.

5) Respektive spise ptislu$nice masy pracujicich zen, protoze velka ¢ast hvézdné rétoriky festivalu i k nému se va-
Zici publicistiky se zabyvala pfedev§im here¢kami. Tento inherentni dobovy festivalovy machismus ¢i sexis-
mus, kterého si na strané 164 v§ima i autorka textu, by saim o sobé vydal na téma pro dalsi studii.

6) Taznovu prisla ke slovu zejména s ndstupem normalizace, jak upozornuje ve svém prispévku Lukas Skupa (99).
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program svych hvézdnych hostt navs§tévami vyrobnich podniku a situoval je ve svych referatech do
civilniho prostredi kavaren, kolonad a front na lazenské oplatky. Ewa Ciszewska to ve svém prispévku
»Slovanské krasky®, ktery Blahové stat vystizné dopliuje o studii vytvareni Zenské hvézdy socialistic-
kého statu (a konkrétné Polské lidové republiky), nazyva velice vystizné ,pfekladem hvézdného systé-
mu do jazyka socialistické kultury“ (187).

Je trochu $koda, Ze se tomuto jazykovému aspektu festivalového diskurzu, odhalujicimu se v inter-
ni i vnéj$i komunikaci festivalu coby ritudlni manifestace individualni i instituciondlni loajality k tota-
litni komunistické moci, nedostava v knize vice prostoru. Postraddm jej zejména ve tfetim prispévku,
v némz se Bladhové zabyva ideologickymi vlivy formujicimi festival v obdobi stalinismu. Celd kapitola
je velmi pfesnym popisem vyuziti karlovarského festivalu v imperialistické kulturni politice Sovétské-
ho svazu a jeho kolonialistickych ambicich, ale jazykové a rétorické projevy této situace ve festivalové
komunikaci jsou k tomuto historicko-spolecenskému kontextu vztazeny pouze ve své denotativni ro-
viné. Podobné jako kdyz v kapitole o hvézdnosti cituje Blahova tiskem publikované vyjadreni herecky
Poly Raksy, Ze ve Varech se ,setkavaji ne hvézdy s hvézdami, ale lidé s lidmi“ (157), aniz by pfitom
reflektovala diskurzivni situovanost takového vyjadreni, referuje zde o heslech a proklamacich organi-
zator( i hostu stalinizovaného festivalu, aniz by se zabyvala jejich konotacemi a symbolickymi vyzna-
my. Bliz§i zdjem o to, do jaké miry zaznamenané vyroky aktérii prezentovaly ritudlni demonstraci
povinného diskurzu, by poskytl této kapitole dal$i cenny rozmeér.

Internacionalizace, kolonizace, indoktrinace

Ze symbolickd a ritudlni rovina byla v jednén{ jednotlivct i zdstupctt instituci v povale¢ném komuni-
stickém Ceskoslovensku nepominutelna, uspésné odhaluje druhd dsttedni linie knihy. T¥i texty Jaro-
mira Blazejovského v dikladném a zasvéceném popisu ukazuji programovou strategii festivalu viici
kinematografii sovétské, socialistickych zemi a zbytku svéta jako specificky vyjadfovaci nastroj aktudl-
nich postojii moci, tedy jazyk nachazejici konkrétni textudlni manifestaci ve zdiivodnénich programo-
vych rozhodnuti i udélovanych cen. Tento jazyk se proménoval v pfimé zavislosti na vyvoji centralni
politické linie komunistického stitu a celého vychodniho bloku. Lze v ném mimo jiné ¢ist i to, jak pod
heslem internacionalizace festival systematicky motivoval zapadni levicové umélce a novinare k $ifeni
komunistického narativu na jedné strané a podchycoval potencidlni nové objekty sovétské kolonizace
mezi rozvojovymi zemémi na strané druhé. Jakou ¢asto paradoxni roli v tomto kontextu hrala pozice
domaci filmové tvorby ve festivalovém programu, zejména v 60. letech, pak doplnuji kapitoly ,,Roz-
marné 1éto karlovarského festivalu® Jakuba Jifistého a ,,Perly ukryté na dné festivalu® Lukase Skupy.

»Mezindrodni filmovy festival v Karlovych Varech®, konstatuje Blazejovsky v ivodu kapitoly ,Malé
a mensi, vénované pozici sttedoevropskych socialistickych zemi na festivalu, ,,fungoval jako mocen-
ské pole, kde prvenstvi nalezelo sovétské kinematografii. [...] SoutéZzni vysledky byly pruse¢ikem dvou
procest: vnitfniho vyvoje zastoupenych kinematografii [...] a sméfovani festivalu, jenz v zavislosti na
kulturni politice Ceskoslovenska a SSSR tyto tendence odménoval, nebo k nim zaujimal distancovany
postoj“ (189). To odpovida i poznatku Blahové, Ze ,,festival mél v tomto ohledu troji funkci: propagac-
ni, evalua¢ni a disciplina¢ni® (315). Z Blazejovského peclivé rekapitulace projeva téchto funkci v ob-
lasti programu, sestavovani (¢etnych) porot a udélovani (mnozstvi) cen vyvstava obraz toho, jak se na
ni formou symbolickych a rétorickych gest podileli konkrétni jedinci na strané vedeni festivalu a Ces-
koslovenského statniho filmu, festivalovi hosté i referujici novinari.
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Zejména text ,Hleddni narodnich dusi“ pak vyzniva i jako fascinujici portrét spiritu agentis festi-
valu a pozoruhodné osobnosti znarodnéné kinematografie A. M. Brousila, jeZ by si ostatné zaslouzila
samostatnou kapitolu, ne-li monografii. Brousil dokazal po desetileti ptsobit jako hlavni autorita vy-
béru festivalovych filmt, aby jim pak vzapéti coby dlouholety predseda poroty zajistoval nékdy i umé-
lecky relevantni, ale vzdy ideologicky vhodnd ocenéni. Tento postup nazorné ukazuje, jak velkou moc
politicky systém zaklinajici se lidovosti v praxi svéfoval elité nékolika malo jedinct schopnych se
v jeho mantinelech odpovidajicim zptisobem pohybovat, a jak se tato skute¢nost odrazela v provozni
realité zestatnéné kinematografie. Brousil mél zfejmé také podstatny podil na postupném zaméfeni
festivalu na kinematografie Latinské Ameriky a rozvojovych zemi Asie a Afriky. To sice jednak vyhovo-
valo kolonialistické doktriné socialistického internacionalismu, ale zaroven skute¢né pomahalo karlovar-
skému festivalu vytvorit si mezi konkuren¢nimi pfehlidkami svébytny profil, na néjz v mnoha smérech
navazovali i pokracovatelé festivalu po roce 1990. Vyznam festivalu na ose globalni Sever - globélni Jih
pak zpracovava v samostatné kapitole Eva Razlogova.

Skute¢nost, ze dlouholety sluha stalinského i normaliza¢niho rezimu Brousil byl vedle kariérismu
a absence svédomi vybaven i kultivovanym vkusem, intelektem a oborovymi znalostmi, ilustruje ob-
tiznost hodnoceni osobnosti i udalosti té doby ze soucasné perspektivy. O tom ostatné svédci i kapito-
la ,,Kde festival nestaci, v niz se Martin Mi$dr zabyvd synergiemi mezi karlovarskym festivalem a Fil-
movym festivalem pracujicich. Pfestoze se faktograficky jedna o uzite¢né porovnani dvou paralelné
probihajicich prehlidkovych praxi, jejich zna¢na odli$nost a soucasné zarazeni obou v komplexnim
systému statni kinematografie do zna¢né miry problematizuje snahu uvazovat o nich z pohledu sou-
¢asnych festivalovych studif jako o samostatnych ¢i propojenych distribu¢nich okruzich. Prinosnéji se
mi stran mista karlovarského festivalu v distribu¢nim systému statniho filmu jevi kapitola Lukése Sku-
py »Od fizené ke spontdnni navstévnosti‘, odhalujici mimo jiné, jak se v usili o napliovani festivalo-
vych sl prolinaly interni (ve vztahu k festivalovym hosttim) i externi (v prezentaci festivalu navenek)
propagandistické potteby s ekonomickymi cili. Posledné jmenované v§ak mély ¢asto, napriklad v po-
dobé spoluprace se zdpadoceskymi podniky a patrondti nad projekcemi konkrétnich filmu, spise
funkci prerozdélovani statnich prostfedkil mezi riiznymi kapitolami planované ekonomiky.

Zavér

Z mnozstvi zpracovaného dokumentarniho materiélu, zahrnujiciho mimo jiné kazdoro¢ni zpravy vy-
pracovavané vedenim festivalu pro nadfizené podnikové i stranické organy, zapisy z nescetnych porad
Ustfedniho feditele a dalsich ¢initeld riznych odbort Ceskoslovenského statniho filmu, dobovy tisk
ivlastni festivalové tiskové materidly, texty autorského kolektivu monografie postupné skladaji dohro-
mady komplexni obraz vyznamné kulturni instituce komunistického rezimu ve v$i jeho nutné rozpo-
ruplnosti. Ku prospéchu véci pfitom po vétsiné odolavaji pokuseni interpretovat shromazdéna fakta
tak, aby odpovidala ivodnimu predsevzeti revidovat simplifikovany pohled na predrevolu¢ni festival
jako na ideologicky zdiskreditovanou akci — a pravé diky tomuto pristupu tohoto cile do zna¢né miry
dosahuji. Vyjimku tvori snad jen dva priispévky Richarda Nowella, vénované vztahu mezi karlovar-
skym festivalem coby platformou vychodoevropského filmového importu a aktivitami zastupcti ame-
rického filmového priimyslu. Zpisob zpracovani faktograficky a historicky cennych informaci o roli
festivalu pii pronikani americké kinematografie k ¢eskoslovenskym divékiim pusobi dojmem, Ze se
zde téma karlovarského festivalu stalo hlavné bitevnim polem autorova vlastniho ideového sporu s in-
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stituciondlné chapanym Hollywoodem a jeho reprezentanty. Ti se tak zejména v kapitole ,,V$ichni se
nudili, shrnujici jinak docela zabavné obraz karlovarského festivalu v referatech ¢asopisu Variety, pro-
ménuji v rozporu s vécnym ténem zbytku monografie spiSe v pruhy s hvézdami odéné karikatury.

Byl tedy karlovarsky festival néstrojem propagandy, nebo prostorem pro ,,proplétini svéti, jak
sugeruje nazev knihy? Prace autorského kolektivu presvéd¢iveé dokladd, Ze byl obojim. V realité komu-
nistického bloku, vnimajiciho film jako dilezity propagandisticky nastroj, jehoZ zahrani¢né-obchodni
aspekty navic presahovaly i do bezpe¢nostni agendy, zcela zfetelné slouzil jako platforma pro export
komunistické ideologie a nastroj $ifeni sovétského kulturniho imperialismu; jako jedno z mnoha bo-
jist hybridni valky vedené pod vlajkou socialistického internacionalismu. Zaroven v$ak nepochybné
v obtizné rozlisitelné smési vedlej$ich efektt oficidlni politické agendy a upfimného usili konkrétnich
programovych aktivit vytvarel cenny prostor pro zviditelfiovani marginalizovanych kinematografii
a chté nechté i pro kulturni vyménu mezi rozli¢nymi geopolitickymi bloky. Diky tomu pak v neposled-
ni radé predstavoval i okno prileZitosti pro alespoil omezeny pocet vyvolenych ¢eskoslovenskych diva-
ki a novinara nahlizet pres ostnaty drat obepinajici ¢eskoslovenskou hranici do alternativnich kultur-
nich realit.

Texty knihy, jiz symbolicky uzavira kapitola Vitézslava Sommera ,,Festival na rozcesti“ portrétem
prelomovych festivalovych let 1986-1990, taky ukazuji, jak velkou vnitfni kontinuitu ve skute¢nosti
soudoby festival s tim pfedrevolu¢nim md. Odhaluji, Ze pfed- i po-revolu¢ni organizatori v mnohém
resili stejné problémy, jakkoliv samoziejmé rozdilnymi, dobové politické realité odpovidajicimi pro-
sttedky: ulohu hvézd v kontrastu se soustfedénim na film jako umeélecké dilo, otazku zajisténi navstév-
nosti (jez byla vletech 1992 a 1994 traumatickym problémem novych vedeni festivalu), hrozbu inflace
udélovanych ocenéni, diktované nutnosti uspokojovat vice strategickych cilii, misto narodni kinema-
tografie v programové nabidce i napéti mezi lokalni pozici festivalu jako vyznamné kulturni akce
a nutnosti stalého hledani relevance v nartstajici globalni konkurenci.

Je také zfejmé, Ze mnohé charakteristické rysy soucasného festivalu, jako je programové zaméreni
na okrajové kinematografie nebo marketingové vyuziti civilnosti festivalu — nové reartikulace jeho
nékdejsi proklamované ,,lidovosti“ — maji koreny sahajici koncepéné hluboko pred rok 1990. Ma tedy
pravdu editorka, Ze pfedrevolu¢ni historie festivalu si zaslouzi vice nez jen byt odbyta jako zapomenu-
ta studenovale¢na kapitola. A zaslouzila si zcela jisté i tuto knihu.

Poznamka o autorovi

Autor tohoto textu byl od roku 1994 do roku 1998 pracovnikem programového oddéleni karlovarské-
ho festivalu a poprvé festival navstivil aZ v jeho novodobé historii v roce 1992 jako novinaf. Protoze
v8ak ¢ast jeho rodiny z Karlovych Varti pochdzi, fenomén festivalu a jeho vizudlni prezentace v ulicich
lazeniského mésta pozdnich 70. let patfi nerozlu¢né k nesmazatelnym, i kdyz rozmazanym obraztim
paméti jeho détstvi a pocatku prazdnin.
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Imagine a mechanism that, upon waking you up, could wash you, brush your teeth, dress you, and
seamlessly transport you from bed to a dining table, where freshly brewed coffee and breakfast await.
One variation of this whimsical and gimmicky morning mechanism is humorously depicted in Wal-
lace and Gromit: The Curse of the Were-Rabbit (Nick Park and Steve Box, 2005), tied to the character of
an eccentric inventor (Fig. 1-2). This is likely the fantasy of many who dread leaving the warmth of
their bed each morning. It reflects one of the recurring dreams of modern convenience — emerging
from the promises of mechanization and automation — allowing individuals to rationalize the work-
load of boring and mundane tasks and devote time and energy to labor that truly and genuinely mat-
ters. Typically, such a mechanism occupies a significant portion of the living space, comprising an in-
tricate network of wires, pulleys, and gears.

However, these contraptions rarely function flawlessly. The journey from bed to breakfast often be-
comes slow, cumbersome, or chaotic, resulting in comedic mishaps. Thus, the promise of such a gim-
micky mechanism highlights the tense and fluctuating balance between labor, time, and value. While
the humor of such a contraption captures the imagination, it also invites a deeper reflection on the na-
ture of gimmicks, a theme explored in Sianne Ngai’s Theory of the Gimmick: Aesthetic Judgment and
Capitalist Form (2020). After briefly introducing key points from the book, our focus will turn to how

Fig. 1-2: A pleasant morning routine for Wallace
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“gimmick-ness” can be further examined through the lens of film and media studies and how the the-
oretical gesture of the gimmick might benefit from closer dialogue with audiovisual media.

Gimmick 101: Flashy, Bold, Futuristic, Yet Flimsy, Outdated, and Forgettable

What is often designed to save time and effort can swiftly degenerate into a spectacle of inefficiency,
prompting deeper inquiries into the paradoxical nature of such gimmicky devices — their simultaneous
allure and frustration. Sianne Ngai explores the gimmick as a concept operating at the intersection of
aesthetics, labor, and critique of capitalism. This juxtaposition reflects broader socio-economic condi-
tions under capitalism, where (for example, the already mentioned) labor-saving technologies are both
desired and condemned. On the one hand, these technologies promise increased efficiency, conveni-
ence, and comfort, aligning with capitalist ideals of productivity and progress. They aim to streamline
labor, reduce costs, and maximize efficiency in both personal and industrial spheres. By automating
monotonous tasks, they promise individuals to focus on more meaningful or profitable pursuits, in-
creasing personal freedom and economic output. Yet, these mechanisms or gadgets might reveal the
fragile link between time, labor, and value production. The promise of greater agency for workers may
often prove false, as technological solutions can lead to the opposite effect — the work may change, but
it is still there, with value being passed up the hierarchical ownership structure and individual agency
being reduced by automatization, abstraction, and fragmentation. Even though such processes occur dai-
ly without much reflection, it is the gimmick — whether tied to technology, gestures, or art forms — that
can expose the shifting modulations of value in relation to labor. Thus, Ngai’s primary intervention lies in
rethinking the gimmick as a complex and contradictory phenomenon — one that encapsulates both
excess and insufficiency, often promising more than it delivers while overextending itself in the process.

Examples such as labor-saving devices, futuristic visions of smart homes, and speculative financial
instruments like cryptocurrency illustrate the defining characteristics of the gimmick. These objects
and technologies demonstrate an oscillation between extremes — being “too much” and “not enough,”
“working too hard” and “working too little;” “sav[ing] us labor” and “not sav[ing] us labor,” “outdated,
backward” and “newfangled, futuristic,” or “mak|[ing] capitalist production transparent” as well as
“mak[ing] capitalist production obscure” (72). Audiovisual representations of gimmicky mechanisms,
alongside gadgets and applications embedded in our daily lives, challenge our fundamental under-
standing of the relationship between labor, value, and time. These devices prompt us to reconsider the
role of technology in mediating these concepts, particularly within capitalist frameworks. For instance,
shall we understand the “irritating yet strangely attractive gimmick” (1) as something emerging from
capitalist form or as something transgressing it? Is it a feature attached to an object, mechanism, or
tool, or is it rather a matter of aesthetic judgment?

Ngai’s work positions the gimmick both as a product of capitalist systems and as an aesthetic judg-
ment, which suggests a deeper entanglement between economic structures and cultural perceptions,
further complicating our understanding of its role in contemporary life. The book opens with an in-
depth presentation and theoretical implications of gimmicks, followed by chapters analyzing concrete
examples across consumer culture and the avant-garde. The examples range widely — from the tricks
of illusionist David Blaine to Torbjern Redland’s photographs, from the American suburban teen
thriller It Follows (David Robert Mitchell, 2014) to the Italian giallo horror film with gothic twist Sus-
piria (Dario Argento, 1977), from Marcel Duchamp to a Rube Goldberg machine, and others.
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Far from being peripheral or anomalous within capitalist systems, the gimmick, as Ngai suggests,
is emblematic of the fundamental economic and aesthetic contradictions of late capitalism. She adds,
“the gimmick implies an awareness that, in capitalism, misprized things are bought and sold continu-
ously” (2). This observation reflects a broader cycle of “planned obsolescence and routinized innova-
tion,” (6) in which commodities are designed to lose their value or be replaced, forcing consumers into
an endless loop of consumption. The intrinsic instability of the gimmick, characterized by its tempo-
ral sensitivity, showcases its constant adaptation to contemporary trends, including technological ad-
vancements, claims of labor efficiency, and shifting standards of value. For instance, the rapid turnover
of consumer electronics — devices marketed as essential tools for convenience and productivity — il-
lustrates how products quickly become obsolete, with newer models touted as superior alternatives. In
its very nature, the gimmick might be understood as a mirror that exposes the complex and evolving
relationship between labor, time, and value. It persistently prompts us to ask: for whom is this efficien-
cy truly intended, and how has the equilibrium between these elements been recalibrated in the con-

text of late capitalism?

Gimmick in Movement

Ngai explores the concept of the gimmick dialectically, emphasizing its inherent tensions. The gim-
mick simultaneously embodies excess and inadequacy — it is overproduced and underwhelming, in-
tricate yet cheaply made, an object that intrigues while also frustrating. Often marketed as a labor- or
time-saving device, the gimmick frequently fails to deliver on its promises, leading to skepticism and
disappointment. Applying this perspective to audiovisual form and history, we might find various
technologies, artifacts, and moments that embody the contradictory nature of gimmicks. Some arti-
facts promised increased immersion and viewer agency (Virtual Reality), while others aimed to en-
hance visual rendering (LaserDisc) or proposed different forms and affordances of video editing (such
as the star wipe).

Taking the example of special editing transitions, the star wipe may have once seemed like a “fu-
turistic” or innovative option, yet it simultaneously evokes a sense of obsolescence, provoking laughter
or disdain rather than admiration due to its overt and clumsy performance in contrast to contempo-
rary cinemas more seamless and “invisible” editing norms. By exceeding the historically established
editing standards, the star wipe exemplifies the gimmick par excellence: once a novel-looking feature,
it has found itself out of time and out of place. The star wipe’s exaggerated visibility distorts the balance
between labor, time, and value, dazzling the viewer with its novelty while ultimately exhausting their
attention. In this way, the star wipe complicates our perception of technological progress as a linear
trajectory toward simplicity, usability, and sustainability. Let us follow the star wipe and see how this
particular artifact might extend the theoretical gesture of the gimmick as described by Ngai.

Working Gimmick or Gimmick Is Working: Sophistication and Disaster
Ngai’s exploration of the gimmick is closely tied to questions of aesthetic judgment, particularly how

aesthetic critique intertwines with economic evaluation. She argues that the gimmick is often dis-
missed as aesthetically inferior precisely because it appears to be a cheap trick or shortcut — a way of
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maximizing profit while minimizing labor. This raises the question: for whom is the labor minimized?
For users, employing a star wipe might be as simple as clicking a button; nonetheless, integrating a star
wipe into the realm of digital editing was not a straightforward task for developers, who had to simu-
late and create a digital version of the effect, capturing its shape and temporality while ensuring ease of
access and use. In addition, once a gimmick is lost, trying to simulate it can be more laborious than
creating it in the first place. As Ngai reminds us, we might understand the gimmick as a form of aes-
thetic failure, a product that reveals the unevenness of labor relations under capitalism. The gimmick
exposes the hidden labor involved in commodity production, even as it seeks to obscure it. To make
another step, the gimmick serves as a never-ending reminder of the connection between work and
technological foundations, continually redefining value, capability, performance, and affordances of
both everyday and creative labor. As Ngai argues, the gimmick compels us to confront the inseparabil-
ity of aesthetic and economic categories, making the presence of gimmickry inherently visible, exag-
gerated, and comic.

Accidentally Non-Accidental

The irritation we feel when confronted with a gimmick stems from its challenge to our assumptions
about value. A noteworthy example is presented in the star-wipe commercial (Fig. 3) from the TV
show Better Call Saul (episode “Off Brand,” 2017). This precise moment is encapsulated in the quote by
James “Saul Goodman” McGill: “The guy at the station said he has never seen so many star wipes in a
row. It has never been done” From James’s perspective, the star wipe is a fascinating editing technique
— visible, prominent, and eye-catching. However, for others, the star wipe might be perceived as re-
pulsive in its unprofessionalism, clashing with our shared understanding of an invisible style, even as
it remains undeniably striking. This moment can be understood as a contemporary reuse of the star
wipe, a gimmicky editing technique, for the fictional introduction of Saul Goodman, the flashy alter
ego of James McGill. It represents an artistic appropriation of an effect perceived in popular imagina-
tion as too bold, too flashy, and too eccentric. What is the position of this artistically appropriated star
wipe in relation to the “original”? While the gimmick in itself evokes a certain disparity between form
and content, in this instance, our awareness of this disparity contributes to the development of Saul
Goodman as an extravagant character with loose morals. In summary, the gimmick transforms into a
narrative and stylistic device.

Fig. 3: One of the many star
wipes in the Saul Goodman
commercial
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Under What Tag Can I Find the Gimmick?

If the gimmick results from a constantly evolving relationship between labor and time to produce val-
ue, then it is also inherently fleeting. What is perceived as a gimmick today may not be seen as such to-
morrow; conversely, what was considered a gimmick yesterday may not be one today. Ngai situates the
gimmick within the abstract and modulable realm of late capitalism. In her previous work on aesthet-
ic categories — zany, cute, and interesting — each category reflects “how aesthetic experience has been
transformed by the hypercommodified, information-saturated, performance-driven conditions of late
capitalism””" Nonetheless, according to Ngai, gimmick “is not its missing fourth category but an un-
dercurrent running through all three — and indeed, all of capitalist culture” (32). The gimmick is not
singular but plural; it is an aesthetic category linked to material and technological affordances that may
change over time. Thus, while the gimmick is an aesthetic category of late capitalism, it is equally mu-
table, transient, and difficult to grasp. Rather than discussing it on a general level, it is crucial to exam-
ine it in specific instances.

How do we capture and preserve the singular forms of the gimmick? Where is the (audiovisual) ar-
chive that preserves the fleeting and often overlooked remnants of culture, such as the star wipe?
Where can we find the archive that houses these visual effects and the ephemeral gimmicks of technol-
ogy, art, and everyday tools — the once-innovative devices like early smartphone apps or 3D television
sets that captivated attention but have since slipped into obscurity? As Ngai reminds us, “no obviously
delimited archive for the gimmick exists,” (39) as the gimmick is often absent from archival and histor-
ical narratives. The star wipe, as a prominent example, underscores this absence. It is a technique or ef-
fect not tied to any specific author, studio, time, or location, further complicating its preservation. The
star wipe lacks a distinct form of its own, functioning as a transition between two images in an audio-
visual work. This raises the question of whether the star wipe even qualifies as an artifact. Its traceabil-
ity is further hindered by the possibility that film and television archives may not have dedicated tags
or categories for editing effects.?’ Therefore, locating the star wipe in repositories is more a matter of
chance than the outcome of systematic preservation efforts.

Moreover, the star wipe is an artifact associated not only with cinema and television but also with
early digital technology. In this respect, we can understand the star wipe as being tied to a specific
combination of software and hardware. However, existing archival and heritage institutions often lack
a clear strategy for managing the diverse artifacts that emerged with the advent of digitalization. Thus,
the gimmick serves as a counterforce to challenge our understanding of the status of audiovisual her-
itage. Gimmicks are more than mere throwaways — they encapsulate the cultural zeitgeist of their mo-
ment, embodying a unique intersection of novelty, function, and spectacle. Nonetheless, they can dis-
appear with a single update, become incompatible, or be forgotten. Therefore, capturing the gimmick
is as challenging as capturing the star wipe. Although it may initially seem like a timeless artifact, it ac-
tually consists of a group of sub-instances linked to various material, technological, and cultural envi-
ronments, each fostering distinct aesthetic perceptions.

1) Sianne Ngai, Our Aesthetic Categories: Zany, Cute, Interesting (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012), 1.
2) Veronika Handkovd, “Lost Media: Collecting and Archiving of Artefacts from the Digital Era” (Master’s thesis,
Charles University, 2022).
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Do I Remember It Correctly?

The continued use of the star wipe across audiovisual productions from the last century to the present
raises the question of whether certain elements now regarded as gimmicks were perceived as such in
their own time. This prompts an inquiry into the historical understanding of gimmickry: was what we
deem as gimmicky today also considered so in the past? In this context, gimmicks not only exemplify
the ephemerality of trends but also expose the instability of value production and recognition within a
capitalist system, illustrating how what was once seen as innovative and worthy of attention can quick-
ly lose its worth as newer distractions emerge. The temporal nature of the gimmick itself becomes a
gesture, capturing both the moment of its emergence and its decline. A more nuanced analysis could
illuminate the processes through which certain artifacts, mechanisms, or tools come to be perceived
and labeled as gimmicks. Moreover, we might question why we understand and remember certain el-
ements as gimmicks.

The dual character of the gimmick — both as a form and as an aesthetic judgment — introduces a
theoretical framework that encourages reflection on alternative notions of functionality and affor-
dances stemming from the possibilities of technology, as well as conventions of the period that were
never realized. For instance, the design and functionality of personal technological gadgets (Fig. 4)
from Totally Spies (Vincent Chalvon-Demersay and David Michel, 2001-2005), illustrate a utilitarian
technology that, while innovative for its time, appears less functional by today’s standards. Similarly,
old websites from the 1990s, although graphically exaggerated, were constructed on a digital architec-
ture devoid of cookies and algorithmic curation.

Ngai’s analysis situates the gimmick as both a critique of and a reflection on the contradictions of
labor, time, and value within capitalist systems, where the promise of functionality often conceals
deeper contradictions regarding value and purpose. In this respect, the gimmick can also serve as a re-
minder of the speculative “what if” What if the balance between time, work, and value were set differ-
ently? What if utilitarian design were built on a different foundation? What if different algorithms
bound the digital architecture of the connected world? Such questions extend beyond mere hypothet-
icals; the notion of “what if” questions whether simply suggesting unrealized possibilities is enough or
whether it risks remaining an abstract articulation of potential that never comes to fruition. Yet, even

Fig. 4: Jerry is showcasing a new
technological gadget to Clover,
Sam, and Alex for their mission
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as speculation, the “what if” can catalyze critical reflection. In this way, the gimmick evolves into a pro-
ductive space for imagining alternative histories and futures — an invitation to reconsider the struc-
tures that define our current technological, aesthetic, and economic realities.

Ending in the Virtual Realm

Connecting the gimmick to the theme of this special issue — understanding the various and contra-
dictory representations, formations, and implications of computer labor in and through audiovisual
media — Ngai’s perspective opens up a space of detailed reflection on the current forms of labor, time
usage, and labor production. The current interconnected, virtual, constantly evolving dispositif des-
perately wants us to forget the technological, material, energetic, and labor-intensive inputs that have
already been provided and still remain necessary. Understanding what is presented as a gimmick, what
is seen as a gimmick, and what is perceived as a gimmick should go hand in hand with a broader crit-
ical analysis of labor, technology, time, and value in a world where labor is increasingly intertwined
with information technology.
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NA MONOTEMATICKYCH BLOCICH
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Prostfednictvim monotematickych bloki se Iluminace snazi podpotit koncentrova-
néjsi diskusi uvnitt oboru, vytvorit operativni prostfedek dialogu s jinymi obory
a usnadnit zapojeni zahrani¢nich prispévateltl. Témata jsou vybirana tak, aby kore-
spondovala s aktudlnim vyvojem filmové historie a teorie ve svété a aby soucasné
umozilovala otevirat specifické domdci otazky (revidovat problémy déjin ceského
filmu, zabyvat se dosud nevyuzitymi prameny). Zdjemctim miize redakce poskyt-
nout vybérové bibliografie k jednotlivym tématiim. Kazdé z uvedenych cisel bude
mit rezervovan dostatek prostoru i pro texty s tématem nijak nesouvisejici.

S nabidkami prispévki (studii, recenzi, glos, rozhovoru) se obracejte na adresu:
lucie.cesalkova@nfa.cz.

V nabidce stru¢né popiste koncepci textu; u ptivodnich studii se predpoklada délka
15-35 normostran. Podrobné pokyny pro bibliografické citace lze nalézt na we-
bovych strankach ¢asopisu: www.iluminace.cz, v rubrice Publikovat — Pokyny pro
autory.
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Since the last issue of Iluminace focused on screenwriting (4/2014), the field of writing for the
screen and its academic reflection has undergone several changes. The biggest challenges for
the screenwriting community (mainly in the USA but not only there) have been the financial
remuneration of screenwriters, their job opportunities, and the rise of artificial intelligence. It
resulted in another WGA strike, with which many regional screenwriting associations stood
in solidarity. Screenwriting studies are responding to this with a gradual change of perspec-
tive. Alongside the continued interest in teaching screenwriting and narrative patterns, we are
increasingly encountering case studies on regional approaches to writing, scripting for short
formats and VR which can be understood as a tendency to broaden the field of interest and
opportunities for screenwriters.

Issues affecting screenwriting are reflected each year at the annual Screenwriting Research
Network Conference. In 2024 the conference will take place in the Czech Republic and its top-
icis “A Conversation Beyond the Script”. The aim of the conference is to reflect on the chang-
es in formal aspects (especially dialogue and voice), the ways in which audiovisual works are
developed and produced, and the changes in the craft of screenwriting.

We are calling for contributions that address the complex and multifaceted nature of dia-
logues and conversations in the screenwriting and audiovisual industry. This theme can be
grasped in two ways: either as a reflection of dialogues in scripts and audiovisual art or as an
insight into the filmmakers® debates during the development and production phases or as
ways of negotiating between screenwriters and production companies. Papers may reflect
both traditional approaches to writing and new technologies such as AI and VR.

Neither of the meanings of ,conversation' is new to the literature. Film dialogue, although giv-
en less space than other elements of film form (such as framing, editing, and music), has been
more researched in the last thirty years than it used to be. At the turn of the millennium, Sa-
rah Kozloff rehabilitated dialogue as an object of inquiry (Kozloff, 2000). Paolo Braga point-
ed out that dialogue needs to be considered in the context of other formal aspects of film (Bra-
ga, 2015). Warren Buckland has shown how the tools of quantitative linguistics can be used to
clarify what dialogue can tell us about film characters and authors (Buckland, 2019). Besides
there are reflections on the realism of film dialogue (Nelmes, 2011) or research approaching
dialogue as a side topic in texts on acting (Ganz and Price, 2020), or in a number of formal
analyses and interpretive texts.

Dialogues in screenwriting are more than mere exchanges between characters; they are the
lifeblood of storytelling, driving narratives and revealing the depths of characters’ emotions
and motivations. This focus on dialogues and conversations recognizes their role in not just
advancing the plot but also in creating a connection with the audience. Dialogues are where
characters’ inner worlds are externalized and conflicts are brought to life.



Similarly, conversations among filmmakers during the creation process are crucial. These col-
laborative discussions shape the final output, blending diverse creative visions into a cohesive
narrative. Understanding these conversations offers insights into the collaborative nature of
filmmaking, highlighting how collective creativity and shared decision-making impact the
storytelling process. Formal or informal conversations between filmmakers during the devel-
opment and production of films is a topic that has been treated much more thoroughly from
a scholarly perspective, as studies on production culture in audiovisual industries have shown
(we are referring here primarily to studies following the tradition of sociological approaches
to the development and production of film, building on authors such as Bourdieu, 1996; Cald-
well, 2008; Macdonald, 2013; and others). Thus, we have new knowledge not only about final
versions of scripts but also new insights into their development from the first simple idea,
more broadly about the essence of screenwriter's job, their analog and digital instruments
(used for communicating personal and shared visions), different kinds of multiple- and col-
laborative authorship, functions of writing departments and organizational structures of lo-
cally or media-specific dramaturgical systems, which altogether changing our understanding
of what happens during the development of a screenplay (or any non/narrative content), and
which presents screenwriting into considerable extent also as art of constant, ongoing discus-
sions (usually democratic in nature) about each detail of future work/creative output (Price,
2010; Bloore, 2012; Macdonald, 2013; Tieber, 2014; Millard, 2014). However, the question
arises whether and possibly to what extent our knowledge of the field will be relevant after the
advent of artificial intelligence.

For the forthcoming issue, we invite authors to send us abstracts dealing with any of these

possible (but not exclusive) topics:

« Dialogues and Discourse in Screenplays: Examining how character dialogues function
within scripts to convey subtext, emotion, and narrative progression.

o Plurality of Voices and Polylogues: Analyzing scripts that feature multiple voices and com-
plex conversational structures, reflecting the diversity of perspectives.

« Dissemination of Information: Investigating how information is shared through dialogue,
affecting audience perception and engagement.

o Storytelling Through Conversation: Exploring the role of conversational dynamics in
shaping narrative and character arcs.

o Collaborative Conversations in Filmmaking: Understanding the impact of dialogue be-
tween writers, directors, and other stakeholders on the creative process.

o Intercultural Dialogue in Film and Television: Studying how cross-cultural interactions
are represented and negotiated through dialogue in screenplays.

 History and Theory of Screenwriting: Reflecting on the evolution of screenwriting practic-
es and theoretical approaches.

o Teaching Screenwriting Techniques: Discussing pedagogical methods and strategies for
teaching dialogue writing and screenplay construction.

o Narrative Strategies in Audiovisual Media: Examining innovative narrative techniques in
film, television, and new media, focusing on the integration of dialogue.

Submission Guidelines:

We invite scholars and practitioners to submit papers that engage with these topics, offering
fresh perspectives and rigorous analysis. Submissions should be original, unpublished works
that contribute to the academic discourse on screenwriting and filmmaking.



Please send an abstract (250 words) and a short bio (150 words) to lucie.cesalkova@nfa.cz,
jan.trnka@nfa.cz and jan.cernik@upol.cz by November 15, 2024. The authors will be in-
formed of the decision by December 15, 2024. The deadline for submitting the full article is
February 15, 2025.

The detailed submission guidelines can be found on our journal’s website.
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Special Issue

Filmic Matter and Geographic Specificity

Deadline for abstracts: December 15, 2024; deadline for submissions: April 30, 2025.

Guest editor: Byron Davies (Universidad de Murcia, Spain)

Much classical film theory was marked by an explicit concern with the material foundations
of the cinematic medium, including its connection to “physical reality” (Bazin 1960; Kracau-
er 1960). The aim of articulating a self-consciously materialist ontology of cinema later devel-
oped out of awareness of film’s technological apparatus, with an especially rich relationship to
experimental film (Wollen 1976; Gidal 1978; Le Grice 1978). Of course, there are also very few
agreements about what “materialism” means in these discussions. For example, an assump-
tion often emerging from apparatus theory is that a resolutely materialist perspective should
counter the impulses lying behind photographic realism (Baudry 1976). But in other contexts,
realism can appear to work intricately with materialism, including when it comes to a close
analysis of photographic “noise” and “interference” (Frank 2019). Materialist views, including
so-called “new materialisms” (such as Bennett 2010), are also understood to bear a close rela-
tionship to photochemical film practices (Knowles 2020). Nevertheless, materialist perspec-
tives can also help us to understand digital media—including the material infrastructure of
digital projection as well as of the screen itself (Manovich 2001; Denson 2020).

But are these even the same sets of questions in all regions of the world? Or are questions of
materiality in film permeated by the fundamental geopolitical fact of exploitation of the Glob-
al South by the North? Recent film scholarship has foregrounded geographically varied pho-
tochemical and handmade film practices (MacKenzie and Marchessault 2019; Coelho 2023;
Doing 2024; Ramey 2024) or regionally specific challenges with collecting, preserving, and
curating film materials (Fossati 2021; Hediger and Schulte Strathaus 2023; Cua Lim 2024). At-
tention to the geopolitics of digital matter would additionally turn on access to and extraction
of lithium and indium (Cubitt 2017). What, then, are the consequences of geopolitics and
ecology for current treatments of “matter” in film scholarship? For example, if efforts in ex-
perimental cinema in the South can result in a “shamanic materialism” (Colectivo Los In-
gravidos 2021), what then might we understand to be film’s shamanic matter, if anything?
Taking into account the connections between filmic materiality and corporeality (Knowles
2020; Yue 2021; Sudrez 2024), parallel questions might then arise regarding the geographic
variability of conceptions of bodies communicated on film. Is filmic corporeality the same
phenomenon in all regions of the world, or does it rather reflect the geopolitics and ecology
of the different materials through which it is expressed?

This special issue invites scholars to address questions about geographically specific materials
in film from a range of theoretical, philosophical, historiographic, and practice-based per-
spectives. Contributions may engage with topics such as experimental filmmaking, archival
practices, film stock production, or broader media ecologies, while reflecting on how geo-
graphic specificity shapes variegated understandings of materiality and corporeality. We are
especially interested in case studies of film practices from Latin America, Africa, Asia, Ocean-



ia, and other regions of the Global South. We are also highly interested in alternatives to Eu-
rocentric frameworks and Indigenous conceptions of matter and materialism.

A thought guiding this issue is that attending to geographic specificity might render more
concrete the divergent senses of “matter,” “materiality,’ and “bodies” across a variety of tradi-
tions and perspectives, including seemingly irreconcilable ones.

For this issue, we welcome articles (6000-7500 words) or audiovisual essays (5-15 minutes)
with written statements (1000-2500 words).

Please send an abstract (250 words + 3-5 bibliographic references) and a short bio (150 words)
to lucie.cesalkova@nfa.cz, jiri.anger@nfa.cz, and byron.davies@um.es, by December 15, 2024.
The authors will be informed of the decision by January 15, 2025. The deadline for submit-
ting the full article or a completed audiovisual essay is April 30, 2025.

We will be pleased to consider proposals on these or related topics:

o The aesthetic significance of locally specific materialist film practices: experimental cine-
ma, found footage, expanded cinema, animation, but also practices related to textiles, bot-
any, ceramics, and painting (including painting directly on film).

o Materialist theories and philosophies of film articulated from the Global South, including
the relationship between materialist philosophies of film and anti-colonialism and anti-
imperialism.

 Global circulations of film theory/philosophy and their impact on our notions of filmic
matter.

o Alternatives to Eurocentric frameworks for materialist approaches to film, including In-
digenous materialist perspectives.

o The geographic specificity of archival film practices: collecting, curating, preserving, and
exhibiting.

o The geographic specificity of film production: manufacturing, processing, printing.

« DPossibilities of attending to geographically specific film practices as a basis for articulating
alternative conceptions of “matter” and of “bodies.”

 The ecological impact of geographically specific film practices, including their potential
for articulating visions of degrowth.

» How geographic specificity informs questions of the materiality of digital audiovisual for-
mats.

« How geographic specificity informs questions of the materiality of profilmic events and
objects.

« Consequences of geographically specific materials for debates about whether films can
“do” philosophy.

Submission guidelines:

Proposals should be original, unpublished works relating to the philosophical significance of
geographically specific materials in film. The detailed submission guidelines can be found on
the journal’s website:

https://www.iluminace.cz/artkey/inf-990000-1200_Instructions-for- Authors.php
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ILUMINACE

je recenzovany ¢asopis pro védeckou reflexi kinematografie a pribuznych problému. Byla za-
loZena v roce 1989 jako pulletnik. Od svého patého ro¢niku presla na ¢tvrtletni periodicitu
a pii té prileZitosti se rozsifil jeji rozsah i format. Od roku 2004 je v kazdém ¢isle vyhrazen
prostor pro monotematicky blok textii. Od roku 2005 jsou nékteré monotematické bloky pri-
pravovany ve spolupréci s hostujicimi editory. Po¢inaje rokem 2022 Iluminace vychazi t¥ikrat
ro¢né a v roce 2023 presla do rezimu Open Access. Iluminace pfinasi predevs$im piivodni te-
oretické a historické studie o filmu a dal$ich audiovizualnich médiich. Kazdé ¢islo obsahuje
rovnéz preklady zahrani¢nich textd, jez priblizuji soucasné badatelské trendy nebo splaceji
prekladatelské dluhy z minulosti. Velky prostor je v Iluminaci vénovan kritickym edicim pri-
marnich pisemnym prament k déjindm kinematografie, stejné jako rozhovortim s vyznam-
nymi tvirci a badateli. Zvlastni rubriky poskytuji prostor k prezentaci probihajicich vyzkum-
nych projektt. Jako kazdy akademicky ¢asopis i Iluminace obsahuje rubriku vyhrazenou
recenzim domadci a zahrani¢ni odborné literatury.

POKYNY PRO AUTORY:
Nabizeni a format rukopisi

Redakce prijiméd rukopisy v elektronické podobé v editoru Word, a to e-mailem na adrese
lucie.cesalkova@nfa.cz. Doporucuje se nejprve zaslat stru¢ny popis koncepce textu. U ptivod-
nich studii se predpoklddd délka 15-35 normostran, u rozhovord 10-30 normostran, u ostat-
nich 4-15; v odtvodnénych pripadech a po domluvé s redakei je mozné tyto limity prekrodit.
Vsechny nabizené prispévky musi byt v definitivni verzi. Rukopisy studii je tfeba doplnit fil-
mografickym soupisem (odkazuje-li text na filmové tituly — dle zavedené praxe Iluminace),
abstraktem v angli¢tiné nebo ¢estiné o rozsahu 0,5-1 normostrana, anglickym prekladem né-
zvu, klicovymi slovy v ¢estiné i v angli¢tiné, biografickou notickou v délce 3-5 tadka, volitel-
né i kontaktni adresou. Obrazky se ptijimaji ve formatu JPG (s popisky a udaji o zdroji), gra-
fy v programu Excel. Autor je povinen dodrzovat cita¢ni normu ¢asopisu (viz ,,Pokyny pro
bibliografické citace®).

Pravidla a prabéh recenzniho fizeni

Recenzni fizeni typu ,,peer-review* se vztahuje na odborné studie, uréené pro rubriku ,,Clan-
ky*, a probihd pod dozorem redakéni rady (resp. ,redakéniho okruhu®), jejiz aktualni slozeni
je uvedeno v kazdém ¢&isle ¢asopisu. Séfredaktor ma prévo vyZzadat si od autora jesté pred za-
pocetim recenzniho Fizeni jazykové i vécné ipravy nabizenych textd nebo je do recenzniho
Fizeni viibec nepostoupit, pokud nesplriuji zdkladni kritéria pavodni védeckeé prace. Toto roz-
hodnuti musi autorovi nélezité zdivodnit. Kazdou predbézné ptijatou studii redakce predlo-
71 k posouzeni dvéma recenzentiim. Recenzenti budou vybirani podle kritéria odborné kvali-
fikace v otazkach, jimiz se hodnoceny text zabyvd, a po vylouceni osob, které jsou v blizkém
pracovnim nebo osobnim vztahu s autorem. Autofi a posuzovatelé zistavaji pro sebe navza-
jem anonymni. Posuzovatelé vyplni formuldf, v némz uvedou, zda text navrhuji pfijmout,
prepracovat, nebo zamitnout. Své stanovisko zdivodni v ptilozeném posudku. Pokud dopo-
rucuji zamitnuti nebo piepracovani, uvedou do posudku hlavni divody, respektive podnéty



k tGpravam. V pripadé pozadavku na prepracovani nebo pii protichtidnych hodnocenich
miize redakce zadat tieti posudek. Na zédkladé posudku $éfredaktor ptijme kone¢né rozhod-
nuti o prijeti ¢i zamitnuti pfispévku a toto rozhodnuti sdéli v nejkrat$im mozném terminu au-
torovi. Pokud autor s rozhodnutim $éfredaktora nesouhlasi, mtize své stanovisko vyjadrit
v dopise, ktery redakce predd k posouzeni a dalsimu rozhodnuti ¢lentim redakéniho okruhu.
Vysledky recenzniho fizeni budou archivovany zptsobem, ktery umozni zpétné ovéfenti, zda
se v ném postupovalo podle vyse uvedenych pravidel a zda hlavnim kritériem posuzovani
byla védecka Groven textu.

Dalsi ustanoveni

U nabizenych rukopisii se predpoklada, ze autor dany text dosud nikde jinde nepublikoval
a ze jej v prubéhu recenzniho fizeni ani nebude nabizet jinym ¢asopistim. Pokud byla publi-
kovana jakakoli ¢4st nabizeného textu, autor je povinen tuto skute¢nost sdélit redakci a uvést
v rukopise. NevyZzadané ptispévky se nevraceji. Pokud si autor nepreje, aby jeho text byl zve-
fejnén na internetovych strankach casopisu (www.iluminace.cz), je tteba sdélit nesouhlas pi-
semné redakci.

Pokyny k formdlni tpravé ¢lanku jsou ke stazeni na téZe internetové adrese, pod sekci ,,Poky-
ny pro autory*.



Knihovna Narodniho filmového
archivu nabizi zahranic¢ni filmoveé
databaze

https://nfa.cz/cz/knihovna/licencovane-databaze/

Ve studovné Knihovny NFA (KNFA) jsou v roce 2020 uzivatelim (pro registrované uzivatele i ve
vzdaleném pristupu) k dispozici pro nas obor vybrané elektronické informacni zdroje (EIZ). Kromé
puvodnich databdzi NFA (Filmovy prehled, Digitdlni knihovna NFA, Online katalog Knihovny
NFA), jsou to licencované elektronické zdroje (medidlni databdze, zahrani¢ni filmové databaze).
Konkrétné v ptipadé zahrani¢nich filmovych databdzi se jedna v ramci Ceské republiky o jedine¢-
nou kombinaci EIZ, ktera bude navic nasim ¢tenaftim dostupna az do roku 2022.

Zahranic¢ni filmové databaze v Knihovné NFA:

1. Screen Studies Collection (diive FIO — Film Indexes Online)
nabizi komplexni ndstroj pro pfistup k aktudlnim publikacim zaméfenym na filmovou védu
spolu s podrobnymi a rozsdhlymi filmografiemi.
Kolekce zahrnuje indexy a filmografie
a) American Film Institute (AFI) Catalog
b) Film Index International (FII)
¢) FIAF International Index to Film Periodicals

a) American Film Institute (AFI) Catalog

Filmografickad databaze zaméfend na americkou produkci poskytujici podrobné informace
o dlouhometraznich hranych filmech vyrobenych na izemi USA nebo financovanych ame-
rickymi produkénimi spole¢nostmi v obdobi 1893-1972. Databaze obsahuje vice nez 48000
zdznamu filma s produkénimi informacemi, technickymi udaji, idaji o tviircich, hereckém
obsazeni a ztvarnénych postavach; dile zaznamy obsahuji podrobny obsah filmu, poznam-
kovy aparat, zanrové zatazeni filmu a cita¢ni odkazy. Nové udaje jsou vkladany dvakrat ro¢-
né. Klicovy zdroj doporuceny pro vyuku, vyzkum a studium filmového uméni.

b) Film Index International (FII)
Filmograficky informacni zdroj vytvafeny British Film Institute (BFI). Pfedstavuje svétové
nejrozsahlejsi profesionalné budovanou filmovou knihovnu s vice nez 100000 podrobnych
zdznamu o filmech ze 170 zemi od prvnich némych film-t do soucasnosti s vice nez milio-
nem odkazii na herecké obsazeni a technické tidaje. Déle 500000 odkazii na bibliografické
citace k jednotlivym filmtim a filmovym tviirctim, 40000 profesnich profilii filmovych tvir-
cti, informace o ziskanych cendch na prestiznich filmovych festivalech.



c¢) FIAF International Index to Film Periodicals
Databéze obsahuje vice nez 230 000 zaznamil o ¢lancich s filmovou tematikou od roku 1972
do soucasnosti z vice nez 345 filmovych akademickych i popularnich periodik z celého své-
ta. Ro¢ni prirtstek ¢inf 12000 zaznami. Kazdy zaznam sestava z bibliografickych tdaju, ab-
straktu a zahlavi (jména autord, filmové tituly, pfedmétova hesla). Databdze obsahuje také
zdznamy o televizi od roku 1979 (cca 50000 zdznamu), od roku 2000 se omezila na ¢lanky
s televizni tematikou pouze z filmovych periodik.

JSTOR
zkratka z anglického Journal Storage (ulozisté casopisit)

Digitalni knihovna pro studenty a vyzkumniky poskytujici ptistup k vice nez 12 miliontim aka-
demickych ¢lankd, knih a primarnim zdrojiim z mnoha disciplin véetné filmu.

Predstavuje $pickovou on-line databdzi digitalizovanych plnych textt z vice nez 2000 védeckych
¢asopist. Kazdy ¢asopis je plné digitalizovan od prvniho ¢isla prvniho ro¢niku az po pohybli-
vou hranici (moving wall), coz je obvykle ,,tfi az pét let od soucasnosti®

EBSCO

Megazdroj védeckych informaci pro spolecenské a humanitni obory.

Databéze EBSCO vychazi vsttic pozadavkiim vSech vyzkumnika a nabizi elektronickou knihov-
nu obsahujici desitky tisic ¢asopistl, magazinii a reportl a mnoha dalsich publikaci v plném tex-
tu.

EBSCOHost je jednotné rozhrani umoziujici pfistup k vybranym bibliografickym a plnotexto-
vym databazim.

V Knihovné NFA jsou k dispozici dvé databaze megazdroje EBSCO:

a)

b)

Academic Search Ultimate

kolekei recenzovanych plnotextovych ¢asopist, véetné mnoha ¢asopisti indexovanych v pred-
nich cita¢nich indexech. Obsahuje tisice plnotextovych ¢asopisit v angli¢tiné i jinych jazycich,
publikovanych na severoamerickém kontinentu, v Asii, Africe, Oceanii, Evropé a Latinské Ame-
rice, a nabizi tim padem jedine¢né regiondlni pokryti. Databaze integruje lokalni obsah pred-
nich Gzemné specifickych zdrojt z celého svéta a umoznuje tak studentim pohled na jejich stu-
dium a vyzkum z globalni perspektivy. Cennou soucasti obsahu je i kolekce videozdznamui (vice
nez 74000) od agentury Associated Press. Pfi vyhledavani se na seznamu vysledki zobrazuji
v karuselu relevantni videa. Databaze obsahuje videa prednich zpravodajskych agentur publiko-
vana od roku 1930 do soucasnosti a je aktualizovana kazdy mésic.

Film and Television Literature Index with Fulltext

Online nastroj pro vyzkum v oblasti televize a filmu. Databaze pokryva problematiku filmové
a televizni teorie, uchovavani a restaurovani, produkce, kinematografie, technickych aspektti
a recenzi. Obsahuje kompletni indexovani a abstrakty 380 publikaci (a selektivni pokryti téméf
300 publikaci), dale plné texty vice nez 100 ¢asopist a 100 knih. Databaze Film & Television Li-
terature Index with Fulltext navic obsahuje i filmové recenze z predniho zdroje Variety, datova-
né od roku 1914 do soucasnosti, a vice nez 36 300 obrazku z archivu MPTV Image Archive.

Zpracovala: BoZena Vasickova



Databaze Evropské audiovizualni observatoie
(European audiovisual observatory)

O Evropské audiovizualni observatori

Evropska audiovizudlni observatof (EAO) vznikla roku 1992 jako naslednicka organizace Eureka
Audiovisuel, jejim sidlem je Strasburk. Cinnost této instituce spociva ve sbéru a $ifeni informaci
o audiovizudlnim pramyslu v Evropé. V soucasné dobé sdruzuje 41 ¢lenskych stati a Evropskou
unii, zastoupenou Evropskou komisi. Je financovana ptimymi prispévky ¢lenskych zemi a pfijmy
z prodeje svych produkti a sluzeb.

Poslanim EAO je poskytovat informace profesionaliim v oblasti audiovize a tim také ptispivat k vét-
§i transparentnosti audiovizualniho sektoru v Evropé. EAO sleduje vechny oblasti audiovizudlniho
pramyslu: film, televizni vysilani, video/DVD a nové média. O kazdé z téchto oblasti poskytuje in-
formace ve sféfe trhu a statistiky, legislativy a financovani vyroby audiovizualnich dél. EAO sleduje
a podrobné analyzuje vyvoj audiovizualniho sektoru v ¢lenskych statech.

Pusobi v pravnim ramci Rady Evropy a spolupracuje s fadou partnerskych a profesnich organizaci
z oboru a se siti korespondentil. Kromé pfispévkil na konference jsou dal$imi hlavnimi ¢innostmi
vydéavani rocenky, zpravodaje a zpravy, kompilace a sprava databazi a poskytovani informaci pro-
stfednictvim internetovych stranek observatote ( http://www.obs.coe.int ).

Ceska republika je ¢clenem EAO od roku 1994.

LUMIERE VOD je adresaf evropskych filmt dostupnych na vyzadani v Evropé. Najdéte sluzby
a zem¢, kde je film uveden na VOD, a zkombinujte vyhledavaci kritéria a vytvofte seznam dostup-
nych filmi podle reziséra, zemé nebo roku vyroby.

Prezentac¢ni video je k dispozici https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wxp_SwD3BZg.

Tento projekt, spravovany Evropskou audiovizualni observatori, je podporovan programem CREA-
TIVE EUROPE Evropské unie.

LUMIERE VOD je databéze evropskych filmi dostupnych na placenych videich na vyzadani (trans-
akeni a predplatné VOD). Poskytuje seznam filmt dostupnych v daném okamziku ze vzorku sluzeb
na vyzadani pusobicich v Evropské unii.

LUMIERE VOD je primdrné uréen pro profesiondly v audiovizudlnim priumyslu : autory, produ-
centy, distributory, filmové fondy a regulatory, aby jim pomohl sledovat vyuziti filmii na VOD a po-
soudit slozeni katalogi VOD. Ucelem neni usnadnit prondjem nebo nakup filmé ani predplatné
sluzby.

LUMIERE VOD f1idi Evropska audiovizualni observator na zakladé maximalniho dsili. Adresar je
aktudlné v beta verzi a obsahuje asi 300 katalogi VOD. Pocet sledovanych katalogii a frekvence ak-
tualizaci se bude postupné zvySovat.

Poskytnuté informace

Databaze je prohledavatelna podle fady kritérii. Upozornujeme, ze:

» vSechna metadata jsou poskytovana s maximalnim usilim;

« zahrnuli jsme moznost vyhledavat filmy podle originalnich nebo alternativnich titult. Na stran-
kach vysledku se zobrazi pouze ptivodni nazev;

o zemé produkce uvadéji riizné zemé podilejici se na vyrobé filmu. Zemé produkce uvedend na
prvnim misté oznacuje zemi, ktera tidajné nejvice ptispéla k financovani filmu. Nejednd se o ofi-



cidlni statni prislusnost filmu, jak je posouzeno narodnim filmovym fondem nebo narodnim re-
gulétorem.

I kdyz byla vénovana maximalni pozornost zajisténi presnosti, neni poskytovana zadna zéruka, ze
materidl neobsahuje chyby nebo opomenuti. Nasim cilem je udrzovat tyto informace aktualni
a presné. Pokud budeme upozornéni na chyby, pokusime se je vyresit. MiZete nas kontaktovat
ohledné jakychkoli technickych informaci v adresafi pomoci kontaktniho formulafe.

Evropskd audiovizudlni observatof (EAO) vznikla roku 1992 jako naslednickd organizace Eureka
Audiovisuel, jejim sidlem je Strasburk. Cinnost této instituce spoc¢iva ve sbéru a $ifeni informaci
o audiovizudlnim pramyslu v Evropé. V soucasné dobé sdruzuje 41 ¢lenskych stata a Evropskou
unii, zastoupenou Evropskou komisi. Je financovdna pfimymi prispévky ¢lenskych zemi a ptijmy
z prodeje svych produkti a sluzeb.

Poslanim EAO je poskytovat informace profesionaliim v oblasti audiovize a tim také ptispivat k vét-
§i transparentnosti audiovizualniho sektoru v Evropé. EAO sleduje véechny oblasti audiovizualniho
pramyslu: film, televizni vysilani, video/DVD a nova média. O kazdé z téchto oblasti poskytuje in-
formace ve sféfe trhu a statistiky, legislativy a financovani vyroby audiovizudlnich dél. EAO sleduje
a podrobné analyzuje vyvoj audiovizudlniho sektoru v ¢lenskych statech.

EAO vydava Statistickou rocenku, mési¢nik IRIS se specidlnimi suplementy (v tisténé i elektronic-
ké podobé), ucastni se riznych konferenci a workshopi. Na webovych strankdch EAO jsou vefej-
nosti dostupné tyto informacni databaze: LUMIERE (obsahuje tdaje o sledovanosti filmu distribu-
ovanych v evropskych kinech), IRIS MERLIN (informace o legislativé upravujici audiovizualni
sektor v Evropé), databaze poskytovatelit AVMS. Informace o provozovani televizniho vysilani
v ¢lenskych statech obsahuje databaze MAVISE. V$echny tyto informace jsou poskytovany v anglic-
tiné, francouzstiné a némdiné.

Nejvy$sim organem EAO je Vykonna rada, v jejimz predsednictvi se kazdy rok stiidaji jednotlivé
¢lenské zemé.

Narodni
filmovy
archiv
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Sbirka oralni historie
v Narodnim filmovém archivu

NFA pecuje o nejraznéjsi typy dokumentt se vztahem k historii ¢eského filmovnictvi véetné
zvukovych a zvukové-obrazovych nahravek.

Vlastnite-li takové typy materiala (rozhovory, zaznamy udalosti ¢i jiné druhy audiozaznami,
eventualné audiovizualnich zaznamu rozhovori, vztahujici se k tématu ceské kinematografie,
a to z jakéhokoliv obdobi), a mate zajem o jejich bezpe¢né uchovani, nabizime vam bezplatné
ulozeni v depozitafich NFA.

NFA spliuje vSechny podminky, které zarucuji nejvy$$i moznou kvalitu archivace.

Jakékoliv obohaceni nasi sbirky z vasich zdrojti je cennym ptispévkem k rozsiteni povédomi
o minulosti ¢eského filmu a souc¢asné i nasi kulturni historie.

Kontakt: kuratorka sbirky Marie BareSova
Marie.Baresova@nfa.cz



Filmovy prehled,
databaze Narodniho filmového
archivu

ovérend a doposud dohledatelna data a filmografické udaje od pocatki ¢eské kinematografie. Aktu-
alizuje a nahrazuje tak informace, které byly dtive vydany v katalozich Cesky hrany film I-VI a Ces-
ky animovany film I. Uzivatel tak nalezne pfedev$im udaje o ¢eskych hranych (vSechny od roku
1898), dokumentarnich (prozatim vybérové 1898-1991, vechny od 1992) i animovanych (vSech-
ny 1922-1945 a od 1992, prozatim vybérové 1946-1991), studentskych, dlouhych i kratkych fil-
mech, jez byly uvedeny v kinech. Databaze je pravidelné aktualizovana a stale dopliiovana.

Udaje o filmech: filmograficka (v8ichni tviirci, ¢lenové vyrobniho §tdbu, herecké obsazeni a dalsi),
produkéni (vyrobci, véechny nazvy, zanry, prvni a posledni natd¢eci den, datum cenzury, schvaleni
literarniho a technického scénare, prvni kopie a celého filmu, ateliéry, lokace a dalsi), distribu¢ni
(predpremiéry, distribu¢ni, slavnostni, festivalové premiéry, poptipadé obnovené premiéry, distri-
bu¢ni slogany nebo premiérova kina) a technicka (distribu¢ni nosi¢, pomér stran, barva, zvuk, mlu-
veno, jazykova verze, podtitulky, mezititulky, uvodni/zavére¢né titulky, animacni technika, minutaz,
ptivodni metraz) data, anotace, obsahy, zajimavosti, fotografie i plakaty.

Udaje o osobnostech a spole¢nostech: filmografie, profese, zjisténa data i mista narozeni a imrti,
alternativni jména, Zivotopisy, fotografie.

Udaje o ocenéni a dotacich: ¢eskd ocenéni, festivaly a prehlidky, zahrani¢ni ocenéni udélena ces-

kym filméim. Planovéno je téz zvefejnéni filmovych dotaci za 1éta 1992-2022.

https://www.filmovyprehled.cz/cs/databaze



Reserse ve sbirce
Narodniho filmového archivu

Odborné i laické vefejnosti nabizime moznost vypracovani tematickych resersi ve sbirce Narodniho
filmového archivu. S Zadostmi o né se prosim obracejte na e-mailovou adresu reserse@nfa.cz.

Podrobnéjsi informace viz

https://nfa.cz/cz/sbirky/reserse/.

Prehled jednotlivych ¢asti sbirky Narodniho filmového archivu viz

https://nfa.cz/cz/sbirky/sbirky-a-fondy/.
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