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ÒMateriality thus cannot be specified in advance; rather, it occupies

a borderlandÑor better, performs as connective tissueÑjoining the

physical and mental, the artifact and the user.Ó (Hayles, ÒPrint is

FlatÓ 72)
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T his special issue ofImaginations: Journal of Cross-Cultural
Image Studiestakes materiality as the critical touchstone for
a new comparative literary and media studies. We ask: How

can an examination of the modes of inscription across media, plat-
forms, and interfaces draw greater attention to what is often ignored
in critical conversations about texts, objects, and bodies; how can
such an investigation attend to the vitality of their materiality? Stud-
ies of materiality may occur of/in: images, texts, subjects, and ob-
jects; philosophical approaches to materiality and interrelationality;
cultural considerations of user relationships to media materiality;
mediums of scholarship, including critical applications in open-
source publishing; critical making and research-creation; and experi-
ences, interactions, and representations of digital spaces. Here, we
take materiality to include actants, actors, inscriptions, assemblages,
interfaces, objects, bodies, things and the things we think with, as
well as their agencies and provocations. The papers reconsider the
entanglements between inscription and representation and between
inscription and world through theoretical frameworks that show that
Òmatter matters,Ó using approaches that include code studies, critical



making, digital humanities, ecocriticism, feminism, Marxism, media
archaeology, new materialism, and phenomenology.

It has become a commonplace to acknowledge the impact of the
COVID-Ãº pandemic in recent critical introductions and this special
issue ofImaginationsis no different.Vibrant Materialities Across Me-
dia, Literature, and Theory / MatŽrialitŽs vibrantes ˆ travers les mŽdias,
la littŽrature et la thŽorie emerges from and illuminates a time dur-
ing which the matters of bodies plagued by fatigue and crisis were
always on our minds. Contributors to the volume and peer reviewers
navigated recurring illness and ongoing responsibilities of caregiv-
ing for parents, children, neighbours, students, and colleagues. The
volume also emerges from and illuminates the deliberate cultivation
of an international community of scholars by the Media and Materi-
alities Working Group of the Canadian Comparative Literature Asso-
ciation. In this sense, our work has materialized Donna Haraway and
Mar’a Puig de la BellacasaÕs understanding that Òcreating knowledge
is a relational practice with important consequences in the shaping
of possible worldsÓ (Puig de la Bellacasa Á). The articles here are
thus the materialization of labours of love (Kittay)Ñpractices of care
and caring we described as Òle penser-ensembleÓ/Òthinking togeth-
er,Ó which include conversation, experimentation, and speculation,
supported by embodied practices of organizing, soliciting, listening,
reading, writing, recording, as well as waiting and anticipating.

This groupÕs mission, first articulated in January of ÂÄÂÄ, was to ex-
pand the contours of Comparative Literature in Canada to explicitly
embrace the work of ourselves and colleague comparatists working
in literary-adjacent disciplines such as cultural studies, Digital Hu-
manities, fashion studies, film studies, game studies, media and com-
munication studies, visual culture studies, and so on, and to solicit,
mentor, and promote more innovative interdisciplinary and intercul-
tural scholarship.Ã Driven by a commitment to use digital tools eth-
ically, to build the scholarly infrastructures that support intellectual
conversations across national and linguistic borders, the groupÕs call
read:
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The working group ran workshops on how to use digital tools, draw-
ing attention to matters of knowledge stewardship, ownership, reg-
ulation, protocol, and authority on platforms. We also held round-
tables over Zoom, gathering early career and senior scholars from
Canada, the United States, and Brazil, who presented papers on
open-access publishing and editing, on visual materialities, digital
materialities, and screen/ed materialities, some of which were re-
vised to appear in this issue. Interdisciplinary conversationsÑcon-
versations attuned to the overlaps and distinctions between ap-
proaches to the matters under considerationÑproved again and
again their value.

In this issue, we focus on the vibrancies of inscriptive processes. Our
prompt comes from Marcello Vitali-Rosati, who writes,
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The title of the issue, ÒVibrant Materialities,Ó is a direct nod to po-
litical theorist Jane BennettÕs concepts of Òvibrant matterÓ and Òvital
materialityÓÑconcepts which have reverberated in disciplines rang-
ing from literary and media studies to architecture to environmental
sciences to object-oriented ontology. Bennet explains that under-
stood as ÒactantsÓ (borrowing from Bruno Latour), all entities have
Òefficacy, can do things, [have] sufficient coherence to make a differ-
ence, product effects, alter the course of eventsÓ (Vibrantviii). We ac-
knowledge that texts are located in and originate from a vibrant and
vibrating network of actants; specifically, in this issue, we adopt a
perspective of material relationality that helps to foreground actants
in networks with oscillating vantage points. We Òthink about sticky
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webs of connectionsÓ (Bennett, ÒThe Force of ThingsÓ Á½¾) and em-
brace the instability of the signifier flickering away; as subject en-
counters object, text is understood as object, subject is also text, ob-
ject is shaped by medium, and medium can be subject. We celebrate
and the tensions and harmonies that resonate between and therein.

Focusing onmaterial relationalityin this special issue opens up other
dimensions as well. Jane BennetÕs focus on bodies and things, in-
formed by phenomenology and picked up and expanded on by fem-
inist new materialists, offers a potent reminder that the materialities
of the subject are the materialities of the world. The Òpolitical poten-
tialÓ embedded in thinking about the relationships between human
actors and non-human actors Òresides in its ability to induce a greater
sense of interconnectedness between humanity and nonhumanityÓ
(Bennett, ÒThe Force of ThingsÓ ÂÂ). Moving from the inscriptions of
texts to their broader contexts, we track the Òbody-in-fluxÓÑthe de-
materialization of textual embodiment and rematerialization in hu-
man and more-than-human embodiment. Finally, we explore what
critical work can emerge from testing the affordances of digital tools,
including by inquiring into the boundaries of digital media represen-
tation.

We identify material relationality in the contributions of this special
issue in four sections: Material Manifesto, Actants of Reading and
Writing, Embodiment in New Materialisms, andFlickering Signifiers,
Flickering Media.

LZ��� ������������� � � �

W e begin this issue with a manifesto as a thought piece in
both theory and practice that prompts us to ask: What is
the materiality of the text? From where? With whom?

This manifesto ÇPensŽe et collectif dans la matŽrialitŽ de nos Žcrit-
uresÈ by Marcello Vitali-Rosati, Antoine FauchiŽ, and Margot Mellet
was circulated in the Canadian Comparative Literature Association/
Association Canadienne de LittŽrature ComparŽe (CCLA/ACLC). It
served as a guiding background and catalyzing theoretical frame-
work for the Media and Materialities working group led by Vitali-
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Rosati and Tschofen, prompting the group to explore the material
factors that are not often considered in the inscription practices of
various disciplines, collaborations, and writing platforms.

Vitali-Rosati, FauchiŽ, and MelletÕs manifesto identifies a long-stand-
ing tradition of discounting the inscriptive processin favour of fo-
cusing on the final inscribed product. The problem with this practice,
they note, is that it flattens and obfuscates a textÕs material contexts
and conditions of production, distribution, and reception, whether in
word, image, sound, performance, and so forth. Therefore, through a
material lens, these authors shift our critical focus from the nounin-
scription(the inscribed thing) toward the verb inscription(the act of
inscribing).

The manifesto opens with a discussion of the philosophical origins
of inscription, which abstract the act of inscribing from the final con-
sumed inscribed content. The authors then go on to describe a collab-
orative writing workshop organized at the annual conference of the
CCLA/ACLC. The article details the theoretical background of the
workshop, in particular the issue of the relationships between think-
ing and the matter of writing, between literature and media, and the
preparation and technical set-up of the workshop. They note that the
workshop was an opportunity to consider the collective materiality
of our writing and how to represent a collaborative experience.

MZ��� � ��� ������� ����
�����������


Essays in this section deal with material understandings of text
that also make reading and writing subjects involved as ac-
tants of the text.

Margot Mellet, in Ç La poursuite du fait littŽraire. Plastique et tech-
nique du texte È / Chasing the Literature Phenomenon: A Plastic and
Technical Perspective of the Text,Ó explores the phenomenon of liter-
ature as a cultural reality, approaching the text as a material agency
of readable, visible, and technical dynamics. By studying the edito-
rial content of several pre-digital creations (BalzacÕsPhysiologie du
mariage, MallarmŽÕsUn Coup de d•s jamais nÕabolira le hasard, and
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CarsonÕsNox), the article aims to decentralize a classical analysis of
literature where text is a condensed form of abstract signs, to en-
courage another approach: one that finds the value of literature in
the agency of matters of writing. This pursuit can be described by
the notion of Òplasticity,Ó considering the phenomenon of literature
as what emerges from vibrating interactions with matter.

Lee Campbell, in ÒReading Like A Replicant:Blade Runner ÷ùõð, Pale
Fire, and the Archival Embodiment of Literature / Lire comme un rŽ-
plicant : Blade Runner ÷ùõð, Pale Fire et lÕincarnation archivistique
de la littŽrature,Ó inquires into the agency of human and non-human
readers and writers, and the fantasy of literature as a symbol of dis-
placed humanity. Campbell offers a reading of the dystopian sci-fi
film Blade Runner ÷ùõð, focusing on its unexpected and intricate ap-
propriation of Vladimir NabokovÕs novel Pale Fire. A hardcover copy
of the book appears briefly in the film, the text is quoted and al-
luded to several times, and its central image of reflected light recurs
in varying forms as a visual meditation upon the precarious mater-
ial affinities of literature and embodied life, which are both subject
to contending archival logics. Ultimately, this interpretation suggests
that practices of reading and writing Òlike a replicantÓ may serve to
liberate life from techno-capitalist archival control.

NZ����������������� ���� ����������

I f the previous sections draw attention to modes of inscription
across media, platforms, and interfaces, this section locates vi-
brancy in things and in relations. Considering embodiment in

performance art, dance, and cinema, the authors here center relation-
al processesÓÑboth human and non-humanÓÑand their political po-
tentials.

Paul CouillardÕs paper ÒThings, Assemblages, Worlds: Locating Vi-
brancy Beyond a Subject-Object Relationship (A Tale of Disposition)
/ Choses, assemblages, mondes : le vitalitŽ situer au-delˆ dÕune re-
lation sujet-objet (Un conte de Disposition)Ó begins with the deeply
held assumption in contemporary human culture that consciousness
is somehow distinct from matter, often expressed in Heideggerian
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terms as the difference between a ÒwhoÓ that has a ÒworldÓ by virtue
of its consciousness, and a ÒwhatÓ that can do no more than popu-
late such a world. Couillard mobilizes BennettÕs idea of vibrant mat-
ter to challenge this assumption, arguing that vibrancy is not an in-
herent quality of either matter or consciousness, but rather an in-
dex of the relationality and connectability of worlds that both bodies
and things manifest. His text begins with a series of theoretical argu-
ments grounded in philosophy, then moves on to a more descriptive
analysis of Adina Bar-OnÕs performanceDispositionto consider how
animatenessÑcharacterized as Òacts of conscriptionÓÑcan reveal and
expand the relationality of distinct worlds.

Couillard stresses that Òart actions can reorient our relational fields
toward new possibilities of connectability.Ó Angela JoosseÕs ÒEmbod-
ied Relational Process in P. Megan AndrewsÕthe disorientation pro-
ject / Processus relationnel embodiŽ dansle projet de dŽsorientation
de P. Megan AndrewsÓ similarly examines the vibrancy of matter
in relational terms. Joosse approaches her experience with Canadi-
an dance artist P. Megan AndrewsÕ pandemic performancethe dis-
orientation project (ÂÄÂÃ) as an embodied relational process imbued
with care, where care is understood as perceiving-with, altering and
being altered without appropriating the other bodies with whom
one is situated. According to Joosse, the question Andrews asks,
ÒWhere am I now,Ó both unmoors and reanchors experiences includ-
ing somatic empathy, spatial levels, gestural sedimentation, opening
to otherness, and being held in relation. Using Sam MallinÕs Òbody
hermeneuticsÓ to track the performanceÕs cultivation of perception,
Joosse argues thatthe disorientation projectÕs procedures work to re-
sist Western tendencies to appropriate all things and beings into a
singular perspective while simultaneously working to open a space
where we bend to and alter each other without attempting to incor-
porate the other into our own.

Monique Tschofen, in ÒBecoming Matter/Becoming Mother: Wilding
in Ali AbbasiÕsBorder (GrŠns) / Devenir Mati•re/Devenir M•re en
Border(GrŠns) dÕAli Abbasi,Ó draws from feminist ecological new ma-
terialist frameworks to reexamine the relational processes in a film
that explicitly interr ogates the borders between self and other and
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nature and culture. She begins with AbbasiÕs own declaration that
the film, despite being set at a border, was not about migrants but
rather about trolls, that is, the more-than-human. Her analysis cen-
ters on the filmÕs construction of the matter of non-human others,
and zeroes in on what she calls ÒwildingÓ Ña radical, jubilant, vibrant
practice of worlding that restores the materialities of bodies-in-rela-
tion. AbbasiÕs wilding, she argues, preserves modes of epistemologi-
cal openness necessary for the unlearning of anthropocentric episte-
mologies.

OZ����������
���
������ � W����������
������

T his last section asks about the affordances and extensions of
media materials, platforms, tools, and methods, and does so
in two ways: first, through a critical examination of cinemat-

ic approaches that are impacted by digital media, and next, through
representations of the processes of digital production in two works
of research-creation.

Joshua SynenkoÕs article ÒÔWhere Does This World End?Õ Space,
Time and Image in Harun FarockiÕs Parallel I-IVÓ / ÇO• sÕarr•te ce
monde?È Espace, temps et image dans Parallel I-IV dÕHarun Faroc-
kiÓ is a dedicated exploration of Harun FarockiÕs last installation film,
Parallel I-IV, which opens with a collection of video game landscapes
grouped together by elements of earth, fire, water, and air, engag-
ing a non-vococentric film essay style to reflect upon material trans-
formations that occur through digital images. Through the affor-
dances, limitations, and challenges brought on by using digital im-
ages, Farocki develops a unique curatorial approach to express both
the power and the limits of digital image construction and the cre-
ative process, and emphasizes sharp historical perspectives. By chal-
lenging the dyad of realism and simulation and their associated nar-
rative conventions, whether through film, video games, or art ex-
hibits, Synenko holds that FarockiÕs brand of essay film provides crit-
ical insights into the affective and sociotechnical dimensions of the
imaged world. Synenko notes, for instance, that Òthe impulse to nar-
rate these changes [is] a core dimension of understanding the medi-
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umÕs material qualifications,Ó thereby suggesting Òthat FarockiÕs ex-
plicit choice to engage in expressive documentary practicesÑin ef-
fect, to create data-driven narrativesÑis ontologically sutured with
his broader interrogation of how images are made in general.Ó Ulti-
mately, Synenko contributes a meditation on digital operational im-
ages through media-archaeological approaches, theories of voice in
essay film, and methods of curatorial artistic practice.

Testing the boundaries of medium extensions, the next article at-
tempts to play with the affordances of digital platforms and tools to
mediate material histories of readership previously unseen.

Marion GrunerÕs ÒReader Worlds: Constructing Context for Histori-
cal Readers of Pulp Fiction with Google Earth / Reader Worlds : La
construction de contexte pour les lecteurs historiques de littŽrature
de gare avec Google EarthÓ starts with the observation that in the
late Ãºth- and early ÂÄth-centuries, reading as a cultural practice was
deeply woven into daily life and informed critical aspects of society;
however, there is little evidence available to reconstruct historical
audiences of popular culture, and thus understand how these texts
shaped readers, and the broader ideologies of the time. Gruner is
acutely aware of how digital tools can increase public interaction and
knowledge creation of hidden histories: her article documents her re-
search-creation project Reader Worlds, which uses Google Earth (an
interactive map interface of the world through which users can of-
fer guided virtual tours about specific locations) to tell the stories
of historical audiences of pulp fiction. Meanwhile, she explores how
immersive technologies can offer layered meaning to the narratives
of historical readers, as, she notes, Òin Reader Worlds we might also
interpret not only how the text informs the values or dreams of the
readers (as we saw in their wistful letters about travel), but how their
current context might inform the reading of the material, and how
this same reading of the material might then, reciprocally, inform
their views of their current contexts.Ó

Brandon PetrynaÕs ÒAnimated Life Writing / LÕŽcriture de vie ˆ tra-
vers lÕanimationÓ observes the recent online phenomenon of creating
animated life writing, which is the practice of visually representing
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(auto)biographies and memoirs in animated images. Animated life
writing, as Petryna describes, can be understood as the product of
any life writing genre produced for animation. It occupies digital
video spaces, favouring images and sound to enrich the narrative
portrayal of a lived experience. He explores this method of sto-
rytelling to encourage further investigation of this practice, which
shares similarities with graphic memoirs and other forms of life writ-
ing. In particular, Petryna argues that those who may be interested in
animated life writing may already be involved in the study and prac-
tice of Òa broader media ecology that is supported by graphic nar-
rative theory, the field of study largely focused on the intersection
between comics, graphic novels, and narrative theory.Ó Through the
approaches of critical making and research in practice, this paper is
accompanied by an original example of animated life writingÑPetry-
naÕs own research-creation experiment in creating a short animated
piece about his lifeÑto explore embodiment in life writing and the
liveliness generated by cartoons. Recounting his process of design,
his essay shows that Òfrom ideation to editing, [the] video design
project ultimately reinforces the appeal and application of animated
life writing methods for sharing lived experiences.Ó

This issue has been an assemblage of actants. The articles we have
featured and the four themes foreground what is valuable about both
material thinking and relational thinking. Authors gathered in this
issue expand what we mean by textuality as they attend to how form
and meaning interrelate. Thinking about what matters in material-
ityÑas medium, agent, context, and groundÑinvolves, first, under-
standing the idea of ÒactantÓ in dynamic ways. Second, it necessitates
understanding dynamism as something that can traverse disciplines
and practices. Third, it asks for an expansion of comparative stud-
ies that centers interdisciplinary as well as applied and practical ap-
proaches to theory, and models one possible pathway for Compara-
tive Studies in literature and media to evolve, where the methods of
comparative literature, comparative media, media archaeology, new
materialism, and research creation interilluminate. Last, it provides
evidence of the ways the humanities can deviate from prioritizing
and even rewarding individualist models of research. In response,
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collaborative humanities efforts can align in a shared mission dur-
ing a time of crisis, prioritizing unconventional critical thinking that
is firmly anchored in Òle penser-ensembleÓÑthinking-togetherÑand,
through that, thinking of matters that include the more-than-human.
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Ã. Kiene Brillenburg WurthÕs ÂÄÃ» special issue of Comparative Litera-
ture ÒThe Material Turn in Comparative Literature: An IntroductionÓ
similarly makes a case for centering comparative media in compara-
tive literature.�
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Nous proposons ici une rŽflexion sur la matŽrialitŽ de lÕŽcrit-
ure et son r™le dans la constitution du sens en nous ap-
puyant notamment sur les observations issues dÕun atelier

dÕŽcriture collaborative organisŽ dans le cadre du congr•s annuel de
lÕAssociation Canadienne de LittŽrature ComparŽe/Canadian Com-
parative Literature Association (ACLC/CCLA). We propose here a re-
flection on the materiality of writing and its role in the constitution
of meaning, based in particular on observations from a collaborative
writing w orkshop organised as part of the annual conference of the
Canadian Comparative Literature Association/Association Canadi-
enne de LittŽrature ComparŽe (CCLA/ACLC).

En rŽponse ˆ un billet de blogue o• Marcello essayait dÕexpliquer
lÕimportance des formats et des outils dÕŽcriture, un coll•gue twit-
tait : ÇNan mais lis le texteÉ Caricature de geekerie. Le genre qui
passe son temps ˆ bidouiller LaTex au lieu de bosser. ÈÃ.

Il est intŽressant dÕanalyser le point de vue qui est au fondement
dÕune telle rŽaction, car il reprŽsente une pensŽe fortement enracinŽe
dans notre culture.

On pourrait dire quÕune telle idŽe se situe dans la continuitŽ dÕune
certaine interprŽtation de la fameuse critique platonicienne de lÕŽcri-
ture, dŽveloppŽe dans lePh•dre. La position de Platon ˆ ce sujet a



ŽtŽ le centre de plusieurs dŽbats Ðque lÕon pense au texte de Derrida
qui montre toute la complexitŽ et les enjeux des ambigu•tŽs cachŽes
dans le texte du philosophe grec. Si on lit Platon au premier degrŽ, on
identifie une opposition entre lÕidŽalitŽ de la pensŽe et lÕimpuretŽ de
son inscription matŽrielle: dÕune part il y a ce qui compte vraiment,
les contenus, les idŽes, dont lÕexpression la plus pure est lelogos; de
lÕautre, lÕinscription matŽrielle de ces idŽes qui reprŽsente une forme
de dŽchŽance. La puretŽ supŽrieure de la pensŽe se transforme en un
produit dŽrivŽ, b‰tard, imparfait car incarnŽ: lÕŽcriture.

LÕopposition entre pensŽe et Žcriture est une des dŽclinaisons Ðpeut-
•tr e la plus reprŽsentative Ð de lÕopposition entre forme et mati•re
o• cette derni•re est toujours une manifestation limitŽe et imparfaite
de la premi•re. Elle Žmerge par ailleurs de mani•re forte dans les
rapports entre genres masculin et fŽminin et on la retrouve aussi
chez Aristote: une forme masculine et une mati•re fŽminine. CÕest
le sperme Ðprincipe formel de vieÐ qui se Çnourrit È de la mati•re
fŽminine pour sÕincarner Ðdans la thŽorie de la gŽnŽration aristotŽli-
cienne, notammentÂ.

Une anecdote porphyrienne exemplifie clairement cette idŽologie:
dans laVie de Plotin, Porphyre raconte que Plotin Žcrivait sesƒn-
nŽadespendant quÕil faisait autre chose; il parlait, il sÕoccupait
dÕautres affaires et en m•me temps, il inscrivait sur un support la
pensŽe complexe quÕil avait dŽjˆ dŽveloppŽe.
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Le geste dÕinscrire sa pensŽe sur un support est trivial, il nÕa en
soi aucune importance et donc aucune dignitŽ particuli•re. CÕest un
travail manuel, qui pourrait finalement •tre dŽlŽguŽ ˆ un individu
sans aucune compŽtence, qui se limite ˆ retranscrire, mŽcaniquement
ce qui a ŽtŽ dŽjˆ ŽlaborŽ. Pour citer dÕautres conversations qui ont
eu lieu autour du fameux billet de blog de Marcello, plusieurs col-
l•gues Ðtoujours des hommesÐ soulignaient que le travail de mise
en forme et de balisage des contenus devrait •tr e laissŽ ˆ ÇunesecrŽ-
taire È. LÕhomme supŽrieur pense et crŽe le contenu. La femme, mŽ-
caniquement, inscrit ce contenu dans un support en rŽalisant ainsi
un travail trivial, neutre et inintŽressant. Les femmes qui sont selon
Aristote du c™tŽ de la mati•re, se retrouvent logiquement dans lÕop-
position entre pensŽe et Žcriture, du c™tŽ de lÕŽcriture.
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Lorque lÕŽcriture devient informatique, on retrouve encore la m•me
opposition et la m•me hiŽrarchisation. Et en effet, la m•me idŽologie
a fortement conditionnŽ les dŽbuts de lÕinformatique. Comme le
montre Isabelle Collet:
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Encore une fois, les t‰ches ÇtechniquesÈ ÐlÕinscription matŽrielleÐ
sont laissŽes aux femmes et, une fois quÕon commence ˆ reconnaitre
une valeur ÇintellectuelleÈ, symbolique Ðet donc immatŽrielleÐ,
les hommes prennent leur place. Melissa Terras a aussi parlŽ de ce
phŽnom•ne en analysant le r™le des femmes dans le fameux labora-
toire du P•re BusaÀ.

LÕidŽologie dualiste qui voit une sŽparation nette entre forme et
mati•re a donc une histoire longue et elle a ŽtŽ lÕobjet de plusieurs
analyses et critiques Ðdont celle de Derrida est une des plus connue.
Cependant elle nÕa jamais vraiment ŽtŽ dŽpassŽe. Elle est toujours l,̂
et peut-•tre aussi dans les travaux de ceux qui ont le plus essayŽ de
la critiquer. Derrida lui-m•me finit par remplacer le concept de logos
par une idŽe assez immatŽrielle dÕŽcriture et de texte Ðque lÕon pense
ˆ ses considŽrations sur le fait quÕun texte ÇnÕest pas un livre È.

LÕintŽr•t renouvelŽ pour la matŽrialitŽ semble promettre des pistes
diffŽrentes. Le mouvement qui a ŽtŽ dŽfini comme Çnouveau matŽri-
alismeÈ peut •tre compris dans ce sens: des auteures comme Karen
Barad, par exemple, associent leur approche fŽministe avec une nou-
velle comprŽhension de la fonction ontologique de la mati•re
(Barad). ÇMatter mattersÈ devient ainsi un bon slogan pour com-
prendre les enjeux du rŽalisme agentiel de cette philosophe.
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Ë partir de ces considŽrations, il semble de plus en plus urgent de
penser la matŽrialitŽ. En particulier, dans le domaine de la littŽrature,
il est fondamental de se pencher sur lÕŽcriture en tant que matŽrialitŽ.
Au lieu quÕopposer pensŽe et incarnation matŽrielle de cette pensŽe,
il est indispensable de partir de lÕidŽe quÕil nÕy a pas de pensŽe im-
matŽrielle, ou mieux que la pensŽe nÕest que cette matŽrialitŽ.

Pour les Žtudes littŽraires il devient ainsi nŽcessaire de penser littŽra-
ture et mŽdia ensemble. Il nÕy a pas dÕune part la littŽrature et de
lÕautre les supports ou les mŽdias o• elle sÕinscrit; la littŽrature est
toujours inscrite, la littŽrature nÕest quÕune inscription. La pensŽe lit-
tŽraire et surtout la thŽorie littŽraire Žmergent dans leurs inscriptions
matrielles.

Ce qui pense est lÕinscription: que cela soit un ensemble de formats,
de protocoles, de r•gles syntaxiques, dÕoutils et dÕalgorithmes, lÕin-
scription estla pensŽe.
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Parler de littŽrature signifie donc parler de cette inscription, faire de
la littŽrature signifie performer cette inscription. Au lieu de parler
de ÇlittŽrature et mŽdia È il faudrait assumer lÕaffirmation selon
laquelle Çla littŽrature est mŽdia È o• le mot ÇmŽdia È renvoie ˆ la
matŽrialitŽ des multiples inscriptions scripturales.

Cette inscription est aussi le lieu possible dÕŽmergence dÕune indi-
viduation : ce que notre texte souhaite, cÕest que cette Žmergence in-
dividuante nÕait pas comme rŽsultat unindividu mais plut™t un col-
lectif. Et cÕest notamment cette question de lÕinscription concr•te du
collectif que nous avons souhaitŽ performer, mettre en pratique dans
le cadre dÕun exercice dÕŽcriture collaborative qui rassemblait des
chercheuráeás intŽressŽáeás par les rapports entre littŽrature et mŽdia.
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Dans le cadre du congr•s annuel de lÕAssociation Canadienne
de LittŽrature ComparŽe/Canadian Comparative Literature
Association (ACLC/CCLA), un atelier dÕŽcriture collabora-

tive a ŽtŽ organisŽ, aboutissement dÕune rŽflexion animŽe notam-
ment par les chercheuráeás du groupe de rechercheComparative Ma-
terialities: Media, Literature, Theory / MatŽrialitŽs comparatives: mŽ-
dias, littŽrature et thŽorie. Ce groupe rŽunissait plusieurs
chercheuráeás anglophones et francophones dont Brent Ryan Bel-
lamy, Lai-Tze Fan, Antoine FauchiŽ, Jeanne Mathieu-Lessard, Margot
Mellet, Markus Reisenleitner, Joshua Synenko, Monique Tschofen, et
Marcello Vitali-Rosati. Tout au long de lÕannŽe, le groupe a cherchŽ ˆ
produire une rŽflexion collective pour prŽsenter, comprendre et
Žtudier les diffŽrentes matŽrialitŽs de lÕŽcriture et pour rŽpondre ˆ la
question de recherche suivante:
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Apr•s une sŽrie de prŽsentations autour dÕoutils, de mŽthodes et de
pratiques dÕŽcriture numŽrique ouverte ÐprŽsentations qui se sont
dŽroulŽes ˆ distance entre ÂÄÂÄ et ÂÄÂÃÐ, nous avons organisŽ un
atelier dÕŽcriture collaborative numŽrique pour approfondir notre
rŽflexion sur lÕŽcriture comme espace commun et la mettre ˆ lÕessai.
Cette proposition dÕatelier sÕinscrit en continuitŽ de la rŽflexion prin-
cipale et proposait dÕinvestir les outils et les rŽflexions sur lÕŽcriture
numŽrique de mani•re concr•te. Lors dÕune session de Á heures, in-
cluant des temps de discussions, il sÕagissait pour les chercheuráeás
prŽsentáeás de rŽpondre en synchrone ˆ plusieurs questions docu-
mentŽes dans unpadpartagŽ Ðun padŽtant une interface dÕŽcriture
en ligne permettant dÕŽcrire ˆ plusieurs de fa•on simultanŽe. Ce que
nous avons dŽsignŽ comme une performance dÕŽcriture collaborative
numŽrique avait pour but de suivre le processus de constitution et
dÕinscription matŽrielle dÕun savoir commun, de garder trace des dif-
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fŽrentes dynamiques dÕŽcriture qui le composent, dÕobserver lÕŽmer-
gence du collectif dans un mŽdia dÕŽcriture.

La premi•re question ˆ laquelle nous avons ŽtŽ confrontŽáeás en tant
quÕorganisateuráriceás de lÕatelier Žtait la suivante: quelle structure
de lÕŽv•nement prŽvoir afin de guider lÕŽcriture collaborative sans
la dŽterminer et donc la dŽnaturer ? Comment prŽvoir des espaces
dÕŽcriture suffisamment ouverts pour Žchapper ˆ notre organisa-
tion ?

En amont de lÕatelier, la documentation autour du principe de lÕŽcri-
ture collaborative et autour de lÕoutil choisi pour lÕatelier a ŽtŽ
partagŽe avec les participantáeás¾. Cette documentation prŽsentait
notamment les Á espaces dÕŽcritures qui portaient lÕexercice:

Ã. le pad: un espace dÕŽcriture collaborative, en lÕoccurrence lÕoutil
Framapad½mis ˆ disposition par Framasoft;

Â. la vidŽo : la rencontre en vidŽoconfŽrence avec la plateforme Jit-
si ;

Á. le chat: un canal de discussion instantanŽe avec la m•me plate-
forme Jitsi.

LÕoutil Framapad a ŽtŽ choisi pour lÕatelier parce quÕil permet de
visualiser les diffŽrentes couches dÕŽcriture au fil des versions.
Plusieurs aspects de ce service ont aussi comptŽ dans la rŽception
et la prise en main par les chercheuráeás de diffŽrentes littŽracies:
la coloration du texte, la non agnostie en terme de balisage (les
chercheuráeás pouvaient Žcrire en texte riche, sans besoin de
sÕadapter ˆ un langage de balisage lŽger comme Markdown), etc. Ils
et elles pouvaient Žgalement Žcrire dans la langue de leur choix et in-
tervenir selon la pratique qui leur convenait le mieux: ajout de con-
tenus externes, rŽponse ou rŽaction ˆ dÕautres Žcritures, correction,
dŽtournement dÕŽcriture etc.

Nous souhaitons ici prŽsenter les questionnements et rŽflexions qui
ont ŽmergŽs lors de lÕatelier.
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Ë la suite de lÕatelier, nous pouvons remarquer que les dif-
fŽrents espaces dÕŽcriture ont ŽtŽ investis de diverses fa•ons.
Le pad, lÕoutil dÕŽcriture collectif et simultanŽ, se prŽsentait

comme un espace ˆ part, indŽpendant de la visioconfŽrence et de lÕes-
pace de discussion instantanŽe (tous les deux disponibles via la plate-
forme Jitsi). Il reprŽsente tout dÕabord une inscription plus visible:
nous retrouvons lÕesprit de la page m•me sÕil sÕagit dÕune page sans
limite rŽelle, qui sÕallonge et se dŽroule au fur et ˆ mesure que nous
Žcrivons dessus. Ensuite cÕest un outil uniquement destinŽ ˆ lÕŽcrit-
ure, dans lequel nous pouvons retrouver des pratiques propres aux
traitements de texte ou aux Žditeurs de texte sŽmantique. Aller dans
le pad, cÕest rŽaliser une dŽmarche dÕinscription, il sÕagit dÕun geste
spŽcifique, plus formalisŽ que le flux vidŽo ou les Žchanges via un
canal de discussion. CÕest dŽjˆ entrer dans un espace collaboratif et
participer ˆ le dŽfinir concr•tement. Si la visioconfŽrence est princi-
palement pour les discussions et la prise de parole, lepadse prŽsente
davantage comme monolithique et formel, proposant une inscription
plus pŽrenne, le chat invitant ˆ des Žchanges plus spontanŽs et
ŽphŽm•res en ce sens. Lepadcorrespond clairement ˆ des pratiques
dŽjˆ instituŽes au sein des communautŽs universitaires Ñ dont le be-
soin a augmentŽ apr•s la pandŽmie de COVID-Ãº.

Pour prŽciser cette distinction entre diffŽrents espaces dÕŽcriture, le
pad Ðpeut-•tre ˆ la diffŽrence duchat et de la visioconfŽrence qui
sÕapparentent davantage ˆ des lieux de communicationÐ semble per-
mettre dÕŽcrireau sens de formaliser la pensŽe et non de la discuter.
Cette diffŽrence implique aussi la possibilitŽ degarder une trace vis-
ible de la rŽflexion qui confirme la rŽalitŽ matŽrielle de lÕŽcriture
dans le mŽdia. Cette typologie des espaces ouvre une rŽflexion sur la
linŽaritŽ de nos Žcritures. En effet dans le pad il est possible de jouer
avec une contrainte temporelle dans la structure du document Ðsoit
dŽplacer un bloc en haut de page ou ajouter une phrase nÕimporte
o• Ð, contrairement au canal de discussion instantanŽe dans lequel
les messages se superposent sans possibilitŽ de modifier lÕagence-
ment des blocs de texte et donc des idŽes. Cette possible modular-
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itŽ de lÕespace dÕŽcriture commun, sa potentielle rŽinscriptibilitŽ a
posŽ question pour les participantáeás pour qui lÕŽcriture est intime-
ment liŽe ˆ la question de la propriŽtŽ intellectuelle. Savoir que nÕim-
porte qui (possŽdant le lien du pad) peut venir ajouterdu texte dans
notre rŽflexion, ou m•memodifier ousupprimernos propos, peut •tre
quelque peu dŽstabiblisant. Cette inquiŽtude sÕancre dans la prise
de conscience que nos Žcritures individuelles nÕexistent pas hors
de leur inscription concr•te, et que cette inscription, dans le cadre
de lÕatelier, rel•ve du collectif et est alors nŽgociŽ continuellement
par lui. Il sÕav•re au final Ðdž peut-•tre ˆ nos conditionnements
acadŽmiquesÐ que peu de blocs ou de lignes ont finalement ŽtŽ ef-
facŽes ou rŽinscrites. Lˆ transpara”t certainement notre culture de
lÕŽcrit trop immobile ou assagie dans lÕexpŽrimentation. CÕest notam-
ment ce fait de ne pas oser rŽinscrire oubouleverserune Žcriture ex-
istante dont nous ne serions pas lÕorigine (ou le ÇpropriŽtaire È) qui
a ŽtŽ ˆ la cause dÕune dynamique dÕajouts continus et dÕun ensemble
final de donnŽes extr•mement fourni. En revanche des phrases ont
ŽtŽ rŽguli•rement ajoutŽes, parfois au centre de blocs de texte, pour
rŽagir ou demander des complŽments, au sein du dŽroulement dÕune
pensŽe.

Il est apparu Žgalement surprenant pour les participantáeás que cet
espace fonctionne sur un principe de pŽremption: bien que la ques-
tion de la pŽrennitŽ des Žchanges apparaisse moins se poser pour
les produits de visioconfŽrence et de chat Ðpourtant dÕautant plus
concernŽs par lÕŽphŽmŽritŽÐ, lepadŽtait investi dÕune apprŽhension
peut-•tre dÕusage vis-ˆ-vis de sa propre disparition. Chaque phrase,
chaque mot, chaque lettre peut •tre suprimŽe, et nous courrons alors
le risque de perdre la trace dÕune pensŽe en train de se constituer ou
dÕune pensŽe Žtablie, le processus dÕun collectif en train de se rŽalis-
er dans des pratiques dÕŽcriture en cours. Ë cette prŽcaritŽ de lÕŽcri-
ture sÕajoute celle de lÕespace des Žcritures en tant que tel puisque le
pad a lui aussi une date de pŽremption. En effet, il est supprimŽ si
demeurŽ inactif Ðsoit non ŽditŽÐ pendant plus de Á½¾ jours. Il est
cependant possible pour tous les participantáeás dÕexporter le docu-
ment en plusieurs formats, de copier-coller le contenu sur un autre
espace, ou dÕŽditer son contenu avant la date de fin de conservation
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pour relancer le dŽcompte. Cette contrainte du dŽlai avant suppres-
sion va en fait ˆ lÕencontre de lÕidŽe que lÕespace de lÕŽcriture et lÕes-
pace de lÕarchive sont rŽunis en une m•me infrastructure. Le pad util-
isŽ pour lÕatelier ne pourra pas •tre un espace dÕarchivage des Žcrit-
ures collaboratives.

LepadutilisŽ pour cet atelier dispose dÕun syst•me de versionnement
qui conserve chaque Žtat du texte. Chaque frappe est enregistrŽe
non pas comme seule inscription, mais comme une inscription dans
le temps avec lÕidentification de qui la dŽclenchŽe. Ainsi ce sont
ÃÂ ¾ÁÃ Žtats du texte qui sont sauvegardŽs, et qui sÕaccumulent ˆ
chaque ajout, modification ou suppression. Cette fonctionnalitŽ pro-
posŽe avec cet outil dÕŽcriture reprŽsente deux apports : un enreg-
istrement de chaque inscription, ce qui signifie quÕune portion sup-
primŽe peut •tre retrouvŽe en naviguant dans lÕhistorique; une visu-
alisation nouvelle du texte, qui devient un flux lorsquÕon le consid•re
dans sa dimension temporelle et non plus comme seul rŽsultat final.
Cet historique constituait une dimension importante du dŽroulement
de lÕatelier: il est possible de parcourir ces diffŽrents Žtats du texte,
de visualiser les modifications et interventions diverses. Ces Žtats
reprŽsentent une masse de donnŽes quÕil est difficile dÕapprŽhender,
des outils sont nŽcessaires pour prendre la mesure de ce flux qui nÕest
plus seulement un texte finalisŽ mais une mati•re ˆ penser travail-
lŽe, repensŽe ˆ maintes reprises. LÕinterface joue un r™le dŽterminant
pour apprŽhender une nouvelle matŽrialisation du texte¼. La diver-
sitŽ de ces appropriations des espaces de lÕatelier a certainement par-
ticipŽ ˆ la diversitŽ des formes dÕŽcriture qui fondent, chacunes ˆ dif-
fŽrent niveaux, un dispositif de collaboration.

	 ������� ������� ��� �������

Pour conserver un espace dÕŽchappement de lÕŽcriture collabo-
rative, nous nÕavons pas fourni de directives de rŽdaction
strictes aux participantáeás, ils avaient donc la possibilitŽ de

proposer et de dŽfinir leur participation au pad collaboratif. Nous
avons apprŽhendŽ lÕidŽe dÕŽchappement comme un espace de libre
cours de lÕŽcriture, afin que la dimension collaborative de lÕexercice
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puisse se dŽcider selon chaque individu et selon la synergie du
groupe des participantáeás. Cela signifie que chaque action Žtait par
dŽfautaffranchie, cÕest-ˆ-dire que ces actions ne sont pas dictŽes par
des r•gles prŽŽtablies autres que les expŽriences passŽes des collabo-
rateurs et leur apprentissage en temps rŽel.

Plusieurs types dÕinteractions peuvent donc •tre distinguŽes et, sans
en faire une typologie officielle, nous nous sommes posŽs la question
suivante: quÕest ce qui rel•ve de lÕŽcriture collaborative et quÕest
ce qui nÕen est pas, qui y Žchappe, mais qui prend part ˆ la dy-
namique dÕŽcriture collaborative ? Ë ce stade nous pouvons lister ces
formes de participation qui sont constitutives dÕune Žcriture collab-
orative sans •tre identifiŽes comme telles puisque ne relevant pas
de lÕinscription ou de la discussion scientifique ˆ proprement par-
ler : les divers mŽtadiscours sur lÕatelier en lui-m•me tels que des dis-
cussions dans la messagerie instantanŽe ou les rŽfŽrences explicites
au fonctionnement du pad; les moments dÕŽchanges informels et
de sociabilisation autour de lÕapprŽhension de ce nouvel espace lors
des dŽbuts de lÕatelier; les demandes dÕassistance pour apprendre ˆ
utiliser les fonctionnalitŽs offertes par les outils et interfaces, etc. La
question qui se pose est celle de la reconnaissance de ce discours
dans la constitution de lÕŽcriture collaborative. Pour reprendre lÕex-
pression Çenvironnement-support È (Merzeau), il nous appara”t que
ces interventions, si elles ne rel•vent pas directement de la constitu-
tion dÕun savoir ou de la formulation dÕune rŽponse ˆ une question
scientifique, portent et contribuent ˆ Žtablir un espace et un disposi-
tif du collaboratif. Ces Žcritures font parties de lÕespace o• la pensŽe
se constitue, o• le collectif se nŽgocie. Dans laproduction de lÕŽcrit-
ure collaborativese jouent de multiples mŽta-discours, commentaires
ou annotations directes dÕun contenu plus officiel, qui ont une place
importante dans le rŽsultat final et quÕil semble, au vu de leur intrica-
tion concr•te, de leurmaillagedans lepad, impossible de dŽpartager
rŽellement.

Cette intrication, ce rŽseau dÕŽcritures ˆ deux dimensions (le texte
et lÕidentification des acteursátrices inscrivant), se retrouve Žgale-
ment dans lÕhistorique qui est laissŽ ˆ disposition pendant ou apr•s
lÕatelier. Framapad propose de parcourir les diffŽrents Žtats du texte
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via uneligne du temps(ou timeline), affichant les modifications suc-
cessives. Si ces derni•res sont identifiŽes Ðainsi que les personnes
qui contribuentÐ avec une coloration syntaxique, il nÕest en re-
vanche pas possible de ne voir que les modifications dÕunáe contribu-
teurátrice. Nous devons faire avec ce rŽseautage de textes, m•lŽs et
nŽanmoins identifiables.

Cette question de ce qui coop•re au collaboratif se complexifie par
la dimension de durŽe de lÕŽcriture : lÕoutil choisi propose en effet
de garder trace des diffŽrentes versions du pad. LÕatelier a donc
gŽnŽrŽ une multitude de versions (ÃÂ ¾ÁÃ pour •tre prŽcis) enreg-
istrŽes lorsquÕun ŽlŽment du texte Žtait modifiŽ (correction, suppres-
sion, ajout). Dans lÕensemble des versions, et par le principe de ver-
sionnement automatisŽ, les corrections de fautes dÕorthographe ac-
qui•rent le m•me niveau dÕimportance que lÕajout dÕun paragraphe,
dans la mesure o• elles vont toutes deux rŽsulter en la crŽation de
nouveaux Žtats du texte. Chaque intervention bŽnŽficie ainsi dÕun
m•me degrŽ dÕimportance pour le processus collaboratif. Toutes par-
ticipent ˆ la mati•re du collectif. Il en rŽsulte une masse de donnŽes,
ce qui implique une extraction devenue bien plus complexe.

� ����� � ��������� ������	 ���� � ����

LÕespace dupad compte actuellement ÃºÀ paragraphes, À¼º
phrases et ¼ ÁÀ» mots (ce qui correspond ˆ environ ÁÄ pages
imprimables, soit la taille dÕun article consŽquent). Ë cet en-

semble de donnŽes dŽjˆ important devraient •tre ajoutŽes Žgalement
les Žcritures produites dans les diffŽrentschats(discussion instanta-
nŽe de la visioconfŽrence sur Jitsi etchat disponible dans lepad
Framapad), ainsi que les commentaires en annotation dupad, qui
contribuent au collaboratif. LÕabondance des Žcritures, le maillage
entre les diffŽrents niveaux, leurs mouvements dans le collaboratif
notamment posent le probl•me desoutputsenvisageables: comment
retranscrire ce processus dÕŽcriture en train de se faire sans le
rŽŽcrire dÕune seule main et en conservant toute sa dimension col-
laborative ? Quelles reprŽsentations de la performance dÕŽcriture col-
laborative Žtablir pour permettre une lecture, pour lui donner une
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lisibilitŽ tout en gardant la pluricitŽ des traces issues des pratiques
dÕŽcriture individuelles?

Lors du colloque annuel de ÂÄÃº de lÕassociation (Congr•s des sci-
ences humaines du Canada, UniversitŽ de la Colombie-Britannique
(UBC), Vancouver), une table ronde bilingue conjointe avait rŽuni
plusieurs membres de la communautŽ comparatiste et de la commu-
nautŽ des humanitŽs numŽriques pour mener une rŽflexion sur la
place du comparatisme au sein de nos institutions. Pour retranscrire
et clore cet Žv•nement, la forme du manifeste a ŽtŽ choisie: ÇKnowl-
edge is a commons - Pour des savoirs en communÈ reprŽsente
cette expŽrience de rŽflexion collective. Concr•tement deux objets
bilingues ont ŽtŽ crŽŽs et publiŽs, soit une version imprimŽe ainsi
quÕuneversion numŽriqueparue ˆ la revueSens public.

Dans le cas de notre atelier, lÕoption dÕun travail de rŽŽcriture du
pad sous la forme dÕun article ˆ plusieurs mains semble peu envis-
ageable dans la mesure o• notre dŽmarche sÕest focalisŽe davantage
sur le processus dÕŽcriture collaborative du savoir en tant que tel.
La question que nous nous posons ici est moins celle de la mise ou
remise en forme des donnŽes obtenues que de la reprŽsentation et de
lÕarchivage de ces donnŽes, du jeu possible ˆ partir de ce mŽdia. Nous
souhaitons plut™t proposer quelques pistes pour explorer les possi-
bilitŽs pour structurer un corpus dÕŽcritures collaboratives.

LZ�� !=?)�()>�*&=1?@=)>�)7�&855!%8=!?187

Parce que Framapad fonctionne sur un principe de coloration syn-
taxique: chaque participantáe pouvait choisir une couleur dÕŽcriture.
Cette fonctionnalitŽ fait de lÕespace du pad un espace qui peut •tre
abordŽ comme un objet visuel et plastique. Chaque variation de
couleur indique une dynamique de collaboration (rŽponse, rŽaction,
correction). Le produit de la performance peut ainsi •tre reprŽsentŽ
comme une carte des Žcritures en collaboration :

Ici est surtout visible lÕalternance des Žcritures dans la dynamique du
collaboratif.
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Une autre piste pour reprŽsenter les donnŽes de lÕŽcriture collabora-
tive serait lÕanalyse lexicale pour mettre en Žvidence les th•mes les
plus prŽsents dans lÕensemble du document.

Nous avons ici fait un test avec lÕoutil Voyant Tools, outil pour la vi-
sualisation et lÕanalyse de textes numŽriques. Pour procŽder ˆ lÕŽtude
lexicale du produit collaboratif, il Žtait nŽcessaire dans un premier
temps dÕexclure de lÕanalyse tous les mots de liaison. Le collaboratif
est alors reprŽsentŽ par un Žchantillon de mots-clefs, rŽsumŽ et unifiŽ
en ce sens autour des th•mes phares de la rŽflexion de lÕatelier.

Cette analyse lexicale aurait tr•s bien pu •tre rŽalisŽe avec des lan-
gages de programmation comme python, nous avons ici choisit Voy-
ant pour son offre de diffŽrentes visualisations et ses diffŽrents
graphiques».

NZ��8@C)6)7?�()>�*&=1?@=)>

Framapad a Žgalement ŽtŽ choisi pour la dimension ludique de son
rŽsultat: une timeline permet de naviguer entre les versions du doc-
ument, permettant ainsi de remonter dans le temps du processus col-
laboratif. Cette visualisation et manipulation dÕun produit textuel de-
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venu watchableou regardable permet de considŽrer le collaboratif
non plus comme un rŽsultat mais comme un mouvement, comme
une perfomance. CÕest un dispositif inscrit dans la durŽe. Parce que
la timeline de Framapad a elle aussi une date de pŽremption, nous
avons procŽdŽ ˆ une captation vidŽo qui prŽsente lÕavantage de re-
produire la fonction de navigation dans le temps de la performance.
La diffŽrence majeure dans cette captation est le rapport ˆ lÕespace
du pad: la timeline de Framapad permet, en parall•le de la naviga-
tion entre les Žtats du document, une navigation au sein de la page.
CÕest-ˆ-dire que je peux faire pause au cours de la timeline pour ob-
server les autres espaces de la page qui ont subi des modifications.
Cette ŽlasticitŽ des mouvements dÕŽcriture nÕest pas possible dans la
reprŽsentation vidŽo.

Ce que capte la vidŽo de la timeline, cÕest notamment les hoqu•te-
ments entre deux dynamiques: la dynamique linŽaire du temps de
la timeline et lÕencha”nement des versions et la dynamique non
linŽraire des Žcritures en train de collaborer ˆ des espaces diffŽrents,
parfois ŽloignŽs, au sein du pad.

�1/@=)�P�V��*%@?�()�5!�(F7!61<@)�(j *&=1?@=)�&855!%8=!?1C)

FAUCHIƒ / MELLET / VITALI-ROSATI

ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 35



�1/@=)�Q�V��E)6;5)�()�08&<@) ?)6)7?�L

�1/@=)�R�V��E)6;5)�()�08&<@) ?)6)7?�M

De ces diffŽrentes expŽrimentations, il ressort la presque nŽcessitŽ de
sortir du texte brut pour aller envisager des structures plus interac-
tives qui impliquent une visibilitŽ du texte.
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La rŽflexion sur la matŽrialitŽ de lÕŽcriture et sa relation au sens
rejoint les observations issues de lÕatelier: les investissements
des espaces dÕŽcritures, les inquitŽtudes vis-ˆ-vis des fonction-

nalitŽs qui les dŽfinissent, la problŽmatique de la reprŽsentation dÕun
corpus dÕŽcritures collaboratives nous am•nent ˆ considŽrer que la
pensŽe et le collectif sont mŽdia. CÕest-ˆ dire que le sens Žmerge dÕun
contexte matŽriel particulier. Il nÕy a pas dÕidŽe prŽalable ˆ une in-
scription Ðcette pensŽe m•me ne prŽc•de pas son Žcriture Ð, ce sont
en rŽalitŽ des conjonctures mŽdiatricesº qui font Žmerger le sens.

Dans le cadre de lÕatelier, ce que nous a dŽmontrŽ lÕexpŽrience,
cÕest que non seulement la rŽflexion nÕexiste pas hors dÕune rŽalitŽ
matŽrielle de lÕŽcriture, mais que le collectif lui-m•me nÕexiste pas
hors de cette rŽalitŽ. On ne trouvera ni lesƒnnŽadesni Plotin ni
le groupe de rechercheComparative Materialities: Media, Literature,
Theory / MatŽrialitŽs comparatives: mŽdias, littŽrature et thŽoriehors
de lÕinscription concr•te. Le collectif comme la pensŽe quÕil
dŽveloppe ont ŽtŽ ici nŽgociŽs par les caractŽristiques du dispositif
dÕŽcriture collaborative.
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Figure Ã : Livia Canestraro (Terras, Melissa. ÒFor Ada Lovelace Day Ð
Father BusaÕs Female Punch Card Operatives.Ó)

Figure Â :Terras, Melissa. ÒFor Ada Lovelace Day Ð Father BusaÕs Fe-
male Punch Card Operatives.Ó

Figure Á - ¼ : Atelier ÇKnowledge is a Commons - Pour des savoirs
en communÈ (Congr•s des sciences humaines du Canada, UniversitŽ
de la Colombie-Britannique, Vancouver ÂÄÃº)
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Ã. Le billet en question a ŽtŽ publiŽ surThe Conversation(Vitali-Rosati,
ÒLes Chercheurs En SHS Savent-Ils ƒcrire ?Ó). Une rŽponse aux com-
mentaires a ŽtŽ publiŽe dans un deuxi•me billet de blogue (Vitali-
Rosati, ÒLes Chercheurs En SHS Savent-Ils ƒcrire?Ó).�

Â. Cf. par exemple le _De generatione animalium, ii ¼Ã½a¾: í ôïøèñç
óÎç ñÙèéëñê äÅæ óñê÷åñßæ ÝçàÎæ Üê äîæ éØà Úíîåäô ïñõð äÆ ïÅìâ íôÊ
äÆ Üççñê, äÆ ëÍê Üççñê Öæ äÅæ íîêöåñßæ íôÊ äÅæ óñê÷åñßæ Ûàéê äÌê
Ýçàöê, äÆ òÍ ïÅìâ Öæ ×ìðæ. ÇComme nous lÕavons dit, nous pouvons
sans erreur affirmer que les principes de gŽnŽration sont le masculin
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et le fŽminin; le masculin en tant quÕil poss•de le principe de mouve-
ment et le fŽminin en tant quÕil poss•de le principe matŽrielÈ.�

Á. Plotinus, p. ÃÄ-ÃÃ�

À. Melissa Terra en parle dans son travail sur Lovecraft�

¾. La plateforme con•ue pour lÕŽv•nement est disponibleen ligne.�

½. https://framapad.org�

¼. CÕest ce que nous dŽtaillons dans la troisi•me partie.�

». La coloration syntaxique ici ne correspond pas ˆ la coloration issue du
pad: il ne sÕagit plus dÕune coloration par individu, mais par terme.�

º. Pour Žviter ici une essentialisation du mŽdia (Vitali-Rosati and Lar-
rue).�
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The following reflection proposes to

shift the perspective on literary mat-

ters by reexamining the question of

the ontology of literature based on

the materiality of the text (its tech-

nical, media, and editorial arrange-

ments). The identification of the phe-

nomenon of literature, an ongoing is-

sue in literature over the ages (up to

digital literature), raises questions

about the realities of a number of cat-

egories (readable, visible, audible)

and systems of antinomy (substance/

form, matter/meaning), opening up a

much wider discussion of matter in

the world. By studying a number of

intellectual approaches that investi-

gate porosities between medium and

inscription (the theories of media

studies and the new materialism) and

a number of creations that enhance

the medial part of the text (BalzacÕs

Physiologie du mariage, MallarmŽÕs

Un Coup de dŽs jamais nÕabolira le

hasard and CarsonÕsNox), the article

La rŽflexion suivante propose de changer

de perspective sur les questions littŽ-

raires en rŽexaminant la question de l'on-

tologie de la littŽrature basŽe sur la ma-

tŽrialitŽ du texte (ses arrangements tech-

niques, mŽdiatiques et Žditoriaux).

L'identification du phŽnom•ne de la lit-

tŽrature, une question persistante dans

le domaine littŽraire ˆ travers les ‰ges

(jusqu'ˆ la littŽrature numŽrique), sou-

l•ve des interrogations sur la rŽalitŽ de

plusieurs catŽgories (lisible, visible, au-

dible) et des syst•mes d'antinomie (fond/

forme, mati•re/sens), ouvrant ainsi la

voie ˆ une discussion beaucoup plus

large sur la mati•re dans le monde. En

Žtudiant diverses approches intellec-

tuelles qui examinent les porositŽs entre

le mŽdia et l'inscription (les thŽories des

Žtudes mŽdiatiques et le nouveau matŽ-

rialisme) ainsi que plusieurs crŽations

qui mettent en valeur la dimension mŽ-

diatique du texte (tel que laPhysiologie

du mariagede Balzac,Un Coup de dŽs ja-

mais n'abolira le hasard de MallarmŽ et



seeks to dismantle the essence of the

phenomenon of literature into a di-

versity of agencies and a multitude of

plastic practices.

Nox de Carson), l'article cherche ˆ dŽ-

composer l'essence du phŽnom•ne de la

littŽrature en une diversitŽ d'acteurs et

une multitude de pratiques plastiques.

En tant que mises en tension entre littŽraritŽs et spŽcificitŽs du
support numŽrique (Bonnet), les littŽratures numŽriques
provoquent lÕŽmergence de nouvelles hybridations et com-

plexifications de lÕŽcriture (Petit et Bouchardon). Pertes de rep•res
par un principe dutout ŽcritÃ, les pratiques des nouvelles littŽratures
font exploser les cadres et les codes des rŽgimes du lisible, de lÕaudi-
ble et du visuel. Au-delˆ de la pertinence de la remise en question de
certains principes littŽraires (les postulats tels que lÕÏuvr e close, le
texte fixe ou lÕauteur unique (Mouralis et Mangeon)) qui donne lieu
ˆ dÕinventives nouvelles terminologies (lÕŽcranvain(Bonnet)), lÕŽcran
interroge les possibilitŽs mŽdiatiques de conception et de com-
prŽhension de lÕobjet littŽraire : comment penser le texte dans un en-
vironnement qui convoque dÕautres rŽgimes de lÕŽcriture (Žcriture
sonore, visuelle, en mouvement)? Comment penser une transversal-
itŽ de la littŽrature au fil des supports et des mati•res? Quel serait le
nom de lasubstantifique moelledu littŽraire au travers des supports ?

Si les textes numŽriques se dŽfinissent par des principes de modular-
itŽ, variabilitŽ et ŽvolutivitŽ de lÕinscription (Manovich), la problŽma-
tique dÕune porositŽ entre les arts et les rŽgimes dÕinscription nÕest
pas propre au numŽrique tant elle est une rŽsurgence de pratiques
plus anciennes. DŽjˆ les mouvements du surrŽalisme et du dada, en
touchant notamment au cadre de la page et en instaurant un jeu poŽ-
tique par des compositions typographiques, annon•aient une moder-
nitŽ de la littŽrature en ce quÕils dŽpla•aient la qualitŽ de lÕobjet lit-
tŽraire de la poŽtique ˆ lapo••sis, soit ˆ une texture du support. Le
tournant matŽrialiste dans les humanitŽs nous a Žgalement amenŽs ˆ
considŽrer entre autres les pratiques concr•tes qui sous-tendent nos
lectures, Žcritures et interprŽtations (Miller). LÕŽpoque des Žcritures
numŽriques est en ce sens tout autant lÕhŽritage dÕune invention des
mŽdias par la littŽrature que lÕoccasion de poursuivre la remise en
cause fondamentale des catŽgories par le fait littŽraireÂ. Paradoxale-
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One of the primary and ongoing tensions in an academ-

ic multimedia journal is the question of how to deal

with text. This is not a new question nor is it one that is

peculiar to electronic publishing. One of the ways of

dealing with text in a screen-based vernacular is to

think of it as an instance of images. Usually this is

marked by the shift from plain text to typography,

which broadens the expressive palette to include fonts,

layout, color, composition, contrast, opacity, dynamism,

etc. (McPherson øùð)ô È

ment, et cÕest lÕhypoth•se de ce papier, le fil rouge entre les incarna-
tions du fait littŽraire se trouve moins dans une tradition dÕŽcriture
que dans une perspective plastique du texte. QuÕil soit lisible, visuel
ou audible, le fait littŽraire se prolonge au travers dÕune approche de
structuration concr•te (que lÕon pourrait dire Žditoriale) du support.

Cet article souhaite interroger plusieurs pratiques du fait littŽraire,
plusieurs approches intellectuelles (dont les Žtudes dŽsignŽes par le
terme de nouveau matŽrialismeÁ et les thŽories des mŽdiasÀ) et entre-
prises poŽtiques autour de la pensŽe qui font du texte une mati•revi-
brante(Bennett) parce que renŽgociŽe par lÕintention dÕinscription:
le texte nÕest alors plus abordŽ comme un ensemble lexical et linguis-
tique mais comme un composŽ de traces techniques et plastiques.

� ���� �������� ��� ���� ����
�	��� ��

PosŽe par Steve Anderson et Tara McPherson d•s ladŽclaration Ždi-
toriale de la revue Vectors, la question Ç how to deal with text È
dŽborde du cadre particulier dÕune revue multimŽdiale ou plus sim-
plement dÕune revue acadŽmique Ðque cette derni•re soit numŽrique
ou nonÐ pour interroger lÕ•tre du fait littŽraire. CÕest lˆ certainement
une des (nombreuses) questions intemporelles de la littŽrature qui
introduit ma rŽflexion en ce quÕelle sous-entend la prŽsŽance du
texte. Les thŽories gŽnŽrales de la littŽrature accordent en effet une
prŽdominance ˆ ce composant: les thŽories de lÕinter/hyper/hypo/
trans-textualitŽ, le courant du post-structuralisme par exemple (Vi-
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tali-Rosati, ÇMais o• est passŽ le rŽel ?È) font du texte un ŽlŽment
clos, abstrait, presque unicellulaire, autour duquel tourne et se noue
le fait littŽraire par des syst•mes rŽticulaires (entre/au-dessus/au-
dessous/au-travers). Le texte dans ces syst•mes dŽsigne singuli•re-
ment un ensemble de signes linguistiques, ŽlevŽ au rang dÕobjet cul-
turel par des principes de relations, qui demeure nŽanmoins dis-
joint du support. Ces approches texto-centrŽes ont leur importance
et utilitŽ (elles permettent de dŽfinir un art, de situer son •tre), mais
elles comportent la dŽrive de contraindre une rŽflexion ˆ un aspect
unique, de rŽduire un faire ˆ un objet. La question peut alors •tre ren-
versŽe: Est-ce que la littŽrature nÕest que •a, soit quedealer withdu
texte ? ÇHow [not] to deal with text È et pourtant faire de la littŽra-
ture?

Dans la fondation de leur revue/laboratoire, lÕŽquipe deVectorsa pris
le parti de ne pas traiter le texte comme une instance du domaine de
lÕimage Ð soit de ne pas faire ce quÕils dŽsignent par une Çimage du
texte È en prenant en compte les ŽlŽments principalement visuels de
sa composition (typographie, police, mise en page) Ð mais de plut™t
considŽrer le texte comme une instance du code, soit degŽrer le texte
depuis une perspective machine. Le texte sort en quelque sorte de
son abstraite enveloppe classique pour correspondre ˆ un ŽlŽment in-
carnŽ, techniquement palpable. Si les rŽsultats finaux sÕav•rent des
produits hautement visuels et semblent pouvoir •tr e compris comme
des compositions graphiques ˆ bien des Žgards, mon intŽr•t vis-ˆ-vis
de leur projet sÕattache davantage ici ˆ la distinction faite entre le
rŽgime de lÕimage et celui du code. Ne serait-ce pas lˆ la rŽsurgence
dÕune distinction bien plus vertigineuse? Soit la ÇrhŽtorique de lÕim-
matŽrialitŽ qui oppose forme et mati•re, ou contenu et contenant, en
prŽsupposant quÕil y ait dÕun c™tŽ quelque chose de pur, immatŽriel,
noble et prŽcieux et de lÕautre son incarnation, impure, matŽrielle,
imparfaite, vile et sans importanceÈ (Vitali-Rosati). Cette opposition
rŽsonne avec les antinomies fond/forme, rŽalisation manuelle et con-
ceptualisation, technique et image. Au cÏur de ces dŽclinaisons se
cristallise un syst•me de valeur rŽcurrent : le hiatus sens/mati•re½qui
distingue la pensŽe, la rŽflexion, lÕidŽe de son incarnation, du support
de son enregistrement. Ne peut-on joindre les deux dans la rŽalisa-
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tion dÕun texte ? Soit par exemple considŽrer une image du texte qui
serait une image technique et o• la technique en tant que telle serait
Žgalement porteuse de sens.

� j��� 
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Les thŽories des mŽdias, en sÕintŽressant notamment aux carac-
tŽristiques matŽrielles et techniques du mŽdia et en lÕinsŽrant
dans une histoire longue des mŽdiations et des arts, tentent

une rŽconciliation entre fond et forme. Dans leurs perspectives, le
mŽdia nÕest plus abordŽ comme un simple intermŽdiaire ou un es-
pace/outil subordonnŽ aux besoins dÕune Žcriture ou ˆ cette Žcriture
quÕil vŽhicule: il la dŽtermine¼. On pourrait une nouvelle fois scan-
der le slogan des thŽories des mŽdias, Ç[t]he media is the messageÈ,
qui ne souligne pas seulement lÕimportance du mŽdia et son r™le
dŽterminant dans notre processus de connaissance, mais qui affirme
Žgalement le rapport ontologique entre le mŽdia et le message. Le
mŽdiaestle message et dans cette perspective, le fait littŽraire est une
invention du support ou de lasurfacedÕinscription (Christin,LÕimage
Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison graphique). Chercheure spŽcialiste de lÕhistoire
de lÕŽcriture et des relations entre texte et image», Christin parle de
pensŽe de lÕŽcranº au sens un espace o• lÕinscription et la diffusion
coexistent dans le fait littŽraire. Cela revient ˆ dire quÕil ne prŽ-existe
pas de caractŽristiques du signe (en terme de rŽgime dÕinscription)
avant le processus de mŽdiation concret. ƒtudier un texte comme mŽ-
diation ne rel•ve pas dÕun ajout (qui reviendrait ˆ adopter un nouvel
angle dÕŽtude) ou dÕune rŽvŽlation (qui consisterait ˆ dŽmontrer lÕex-
istence dÕun composant ou dÕune caractŽristique inŽdite), mais con-
siste davantage ˆ nousdŽcentrerdÕune approche prŽcŽdente pour ef-
fectuer le m•me mouvement que celui dÕun individu face ˆ une
anamorphose (Monjour). Dans ce dŽcentrement face au texte,
lÕanalyse du contenu tel quÕil se prŽsente rejoint lÕexamen du contenu
tel quÕil se structure : pour donner un exemple, je vois le texte comme
une organisation dÕŽlŽments linguistiques qui fait sens et je vois le
texte comme une organisation dÕinscriptions qui fait le sens dans la
page. Comme pour lÕanamorphose, le dŽcentrement confirme que la

MARGOT MELLET

ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 45



trace dÕune Žcriture est et a toujours ŽtŽ technique (Christin, LÕimage
Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison graphique). Si elle Žvite le strabisme, la solution
de considŽrer dÕun c™tŽ lÕimage du texte (lÕobole), de lÕautre son en-
vers technique (le cr‰ne), restreint cependant la connaissance du
texte ˆ un seul ensemble de problŽmatiques. Or le texte semble juste-
ment jouer sur lÕhybriditŽ entre les deux p™les en ce que lÕŽcriture
se dŽfinit par une double gen•se du signe (parole et image) (Christin,
LÕimage Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison graphique).

e ^�_5 7j)>? ;!> () ?) E?) <@1W ;8@= !(C)71= !@E F)@E (@ 5)&?)@=W

;@1>>) >) (*;!= ?1= () >! 51C=*) /= !;01<@)Zf `�8@&01)=W e� j16d

!/)�(@�?) E?)�;8@=�@7)�?0*8=1)�()�5j*787&1!?187�*(1?8=1!5)fa

Oublier ou omettre une de ces composantes (ici lÕimage du texte)
revient ˆ faire abstraction dÕune partie essentielle du texte soit de
Çce qui lui permet dÕexister et dÕ•tre Òaux yeux du lecteurÓ, ce par
quoi advient le ÒcontenuÓÈ (Souchier, ÇLÕimage du texte pour une
thŽorie de lÕŽnonciation Žditoriale È). La notion dÕŽnonciation Ždito-
riale que dŽfinit Souchier dans ses travaux justement consid•re lÕŽcrit
dans toute son ÇŽpaisseurÈ (soit la rŽsistance physique, matŽrielle,
la prŽsence sociale et idŽologique) et, si elle sÕintŽresse principale-
ment ˆ la posture du lecteur et ˆ la nouvelle attention/lecture que lui
impose/propose le texte, est importante ici parce quÕelle con•oit une
image du texte comme une image Žditoriale. Image du texte (poŽ-
tique textuelle qui articule mati•re et mots (Souchier, ÇLÕimage du
texte pour une thŽorie de lÕŽnonciation Žditoriale È)) et image Žcrite
(qui rappelle lÕorigine et la puissance de lÕŽcriture dans la valeur
graphique de son support (Christin, LÕimage Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison
graphique)) semblent vouloir converger vers une m•me idŽe Ðcelle
de considŽrer le texte, ou un ensemble Žcrit, comme une articulation
entre trace et signeÐ en refusant cependant lÕabstraction: ces images
sont des nŽgociations avec le support, elles supposent de lÕavoir pen-
sŽ comme tel et de lÕavoir investiÃÄ.

Dans le m•me effort de considŽrer le texte par le support, les carac-
tŽristiques de ce support et les actions effectuŽes sur ce dernier, le
principe de documentarisation se dŽfinit comme le fait Çdoter ces
supports [les documents] dÕattributs spŽcifiques permettant de fa-

Ë LA POURSUITE DU FAIT LITTƒRAIRE

JOURNAL  OF  CR OSS-CUL TURAL  IMA GE STUDIESREVUE DÕƒTUDES INTER CUL TURELLES DE L ÕIMAGE
ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 46



ciliter (Ã) leur gestion parmi dÕautres supports, (Â) leur manipulation
physique, condition dÕune navigation sŽmantique ˆ lÕintŽrieur du
contenu sŽmiotique et enfin, (Á) lÕorientation des rŽcepteursÈ (Zack-
lad, ÇTransactions communicationnelles symboliquesÈ ÃÃ). Cette
approche, qui rel•ve davantage du design de lÕinformation, a le
mŽrite dÕadmettre le document comme un artefact mŽdiateur dans
le transfert de connaissances et donc de rappeler lÕimportance de
la pensŽe technique de la structuration de lÕespace dÕŽcriture
numŽrique. Comprendre lÕensemble des Žtapes qui fondent le sens
dÕun contenu textuel (structuration, mise en accessibilitŽ, visibilitŽ et
m•me lisibilitŽ) dans les environnements numŽriques est notamment
lÕobjet dÕŽtude de lÕŽditorialisation (Vitali-Rosati et Vitali-Rosati),
aussi dŽfini par Zacklad comme un type de documentarisation (Zack-
lad,RŽseaux et communautŽs dÕimaginaire documŽdiatisŽes). Ces pen-
sŽes de lÕŽcriture, qui traitent de ÇlÕenvironnement support È
(Merzeau), mettent en lumi•re la pluralitŽ des espaces et des disposi-
tifs (que lÕon pourrait nommer aussi conjonctures) qui sont pleine-
ment acteurs dans la constitution dÕun objet de savoir. Autrement dit,
lÕorganisation des contenus gŽn•re du sens et ce que lÕon pourrait
dŽsigner par lÕŽdition (qui rassemblent les Žtapes de structuration,
publication et lŽgitimation des savoirs), limitŽe dans le temps et lÕes-
pace ˆ la diffŽrence de lÕŽditorialisation, est constitutive dans ce que
lÕon consid•re comme le produit textuel.

DŽfendre ici une approche du texte comme un composŽ technique,
lisible et visuel, nÕest pas Žliminer sa primautŽ en littŽrature telle
que dŽfendue par les thŽories poststructuralistes: il sÕagit plut™t de
dŽplacer cette primautŽ ˆ un ensemble plus complexe, moins clos,
plus poreux. Ces parcours intellectuels font Žmerger une ambigu•tŽ
de fond dans le fond littŽraire tel quÕil a ŽtŽ jusquÕici questionnŽ:
lÕ•tre littŽraire est-il toujours une m•me association entre fond et
forme, mati•re et sens? ou Žmerge-t-il en rŽalitŽ de la distinction
faite ultŽrieurement entre fond et forme, mati•re et sens?

Ë lÕopposŽ de la vision dÕun texte engourdi dans une glaise abstraite
ou dans un cadre trop formel Žmergent des projets avec lÕambition
de bouleverser ce qui peut •tre ironiquement appelŽ ÇlÕessence de
la littŽrature È. CÕest aussi en dŽclinant les pratiques alternatives, en
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travaillant le texte sous dÕautres aspects, en jouant de la primautŽ du
discours, que ces projets dŽfendent lÕidŽe dÕune littŽrature plastique
o• le texte est abordŽ au rang dÕimage technique: si la littŽrature
consiste principalement ˆ produire (le ÇdealÈ) du texte, la mŽthode
de production (le Çhow È) nÕest pas fixŽe.

�� ���� ������� ���

A vant lÕOulipo et avant les po•mes typographiques des sur-
rŽalistes, il est un exemple dÕimage du texte Žtonnant qui a
fait notamment lÕobjet dÕune Žtude approfondie par Souchi-

er (ÇLe carnaval typographique de Balzac. Premiers ŽlŽments pour
une thŽorie de lÕirrŽductibilitŽ sŽmiotiqueÈ) (et dont je reprends ici
les grandes lignes). LaPhysiologie du mariage ou mŽditation de
philosophie Žclectique sur le bonheur et le malheur conjugalde Balzac
(Ždition Charpentier de Ã»Á») prŽsente dans la ÇMŽditation XXV :
Des AlliŽsÈ quelques pagesillisibles. Les pages ÁÃº ˆ ÁÂÃ Ðˆ partir de
lÕironique segment ÇLÕauteur pense que La Bruy•re sÕest trompŽÈÐ
des pages tronquŽes dÕune suite de caract•res typographiques:

Des entreprises de dŽcryptages/dŽchiffrements ont ŽtŽ lancŽes d•s la
parution du livre en Ã»Âº sans trouver dÕissues suffisamment conva-
incantes (Physiologie du mariagein Balzac, pp. »Á¾-Á½), ce qui les a
amenŽes ˆ conclure ˆ lÕabsence de sens du passage. MalgrŽ les efforts
assidus de nombreux chercheuráeás, cette composition typographique
nÕa cependant pas de sens cachŽ, cÕest-ˆ-dire quÕelle nÕest pas autre
chose que ce quÕelle montre. Cette conclusion est Žgalement partagŽe
par des spŽcialistes balzaciens:
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Chiffrement intraitable ou pur simulacre, les Žtudes portant sur ce
passage, m•me celles qui Žvitent de trancher dŽfinitivement la ques-
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tion, sÕaccordent pour y voir la marque volontaire de lÕauteur ˆ ne
pas se prononcer sur le sujet alors traitŽ. ƒcho au titre du premier
paragraphe de la mŽditation, ÇDes religions et de la confession, con-
sidŽrŽes dans leurs rapports avec le mariageÈ, Balzac aurait opaci-
fiŽ ˆ la lettre son opinion pour montrer les dangers de la confession
lorsque prise comme lÕunique source dÕinformations dont la vŽracitŽ
ne peut •tre remise en doute: ÇLÕapparence formelle de lÕŽcriture est
dŽsignation connotative de lÕimpasse pratique quÕest la confessionÈ
(FassiŽ Â¾Ã).

Les th•ses du badinage ou du passage sous silence se rejoignent
en ce quÕelles semblent toutes ne pas prendre compte la rŽalitŽ du
mŽtier de lÕauteur, imprimeur et fondeur de caract•re. Bien que les
approches critiques et politiques abordent avec davantage dÕintŽr•t
lÕÇaucun sensÈ comme un ŽlŽment constitutif du discours, elles de-
meurent ancrŽes dans la posture dÕanalyse textuelle classique, cÕest-
ˆ-dir e quÕelles cherchent une corrŽlation entre texte sŽmantique et
texte a-sŽmantique. LÕÇaucun sensÈ est cependant Žvident ˆ lÕobser-
vation Ðil nÕest dÕailleurs m•me pas nŽcessaire dÕessayer de lire le
passage pour le constater. CÕest pourquoi il me semble que lÕaucun
sens Žmane du fait m•me de considŽrer le texte comme un signifiŽ,
cÕest-ˆ-dire de lÕapproche classique (lÕanalyse de texte comprenant
entre autres la recherche de figures de style).

Comme le souligne Souchier, lÕapproche du dŽchiffrement ne tient
pas face ˆ la disparitŽ de composition typographique entre les Ždi-
tions de laPhysiologie, certaines Žditions ayant ŽtŽ de plus composŽes
du vivant de lÕauteur (ÇLe carnaval typographique de Balzac. Pre-
miers ŽlŽments pour une thŽorie de lÕirrŽductibilitŽ sŽmiotiqueÈ). Ni
cryptogramme, ni facŽtie ou dŽlire soudain de Balzac, les trois pages
sont ˆ comprendre comme une dŽmonstration de force que Souchier
dŽsigne par lÕexpression de Çcarnaval typographiqueÈ: il ne sÕagit
en effet pas dÕencrypter un message, mais de renverser une approche
traditionnelle du mŽdia, dÕinverser les prioritŽs entre support et mes-
sageÃÂ. LÕordre logique est bouleversŽ, la figure canonique mise sens
dessus dessous, la prŽdominance du texte, Žtablie comme essence
dÕun art dÕŽcriture, est dŽtr™nŽe. Le passage invite ˆ adopter un autre
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regard, ˆ se dŽcentrer du texte pour aller observer la partie matŽrielle
du signe, ce quÕildit au sens de ce quÕilmontreet performe.

Les pages balzaciennes nÕont en effet de sens que si lÕon se dŽcentre
de lÕattitude commune en littŽrature pour considŽrer le travail du
mŽdia. Il ne faut pas lire le signe de la lettre mais visualiser la trace,
le caract•re typographique qui est en amont. LÕŽcriture narrative est
interrompue net justement pour montrer (ou confessersi lÕon rejoint
une analyse textuelle) son origine, savraie forme. CÕest en quelque
sorte un voyage ˆ rebours de la lettre lue que nous proposent ces
planches o• lÕon peut voir le texte au travail. LÕimage du texte est ici
la transparence du savoir-faire de lÕauteur en mati•re dÕŽdition : cÕest
une rŽalitŽ du texte littŽraire, mais Žgalement une rŽalitŽ de la per-
spective dÕauteur de Balzac.

e ^X_ 15 F ! 587/?)6;> <@) 3) 6) >@1> &87(!67* 681d6+6) $

5j8@%51\ 5) ;@%51& 6j!F !7? %=@?!5)6)7? ;=8@C* 6! 6*(18&=1?*Z

�@>>1 3j!1 ;=1> 5) ;!=?1 (@ ;@%51& )? 3j!1 8@%51* 5j0866) () 5)??=)W 15

! . !1? ;5!&) $ 5j0866) () 5) ??=)> () ;586% ^X_Z f `� ) ??=) (j�87d

8=*�()��!5G !&�$�� 8, C) d� )16!= >W�^LSMR_�17��!5G!&�) ?�!5ZNLRa

ComposŽe dans une Žpoque de doute, la Physiologieserait ˆ com-
prendre comme la crŽation (poŽtique et Žditoriale) dÕun homme hŽsi-
tant entre deux professions Ðdont aucune ne semble alors convenir
tout ˆ fait puisque son imprimerie est alors proche de la failliteÐ et
ce passage serait la mise en suspens de sa posture dÕauteur. Le prob-
l•me de cette lecture Žvoque celui de la sŽparation entre code et im-
age du texte identifiŽ plus haut. Comme si lettre et plomb ne pou-
vaient co•ncider dans une entreprise poŽtiqueÃÁ. CÕest au contraire
ici une des rares occasions o• auteur et Žditeur sÕassument en syn-
ergieÃÀ: ce qui rend la signification des pages non seulement impor-
tante pour la considŽration du texte littŽraire, mais Žgalement pour
la figure dÕauteur et tout le processus dÕŽcriture littŽraire.

Le how to deal with text, le processus du faire littŽrature, consiste ici
ˆ en montrer les coulisses, les rouages techniques, la mati•re, la plas-
tique, les petites mains comme les outils. LÕimage du texte est une
image technique car elle implique la mŽcanique concr•te qui pro-
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Tout a changŽ dans la pensŽe occidentale de lÕŽcrit avec

leCoup de DŽsde MallarmŽ. (Christin,LÕimage Žcrite,

ou, La dŽraison graphiqueøù)

duit une littŽrature. Ë ce sujet, la question de la lisibilitŽ est perti-
nente parce quÕelle permet de dŽcliner une nouvelle polaritŽ, lisibil-
itŽ linguistique et lisibilitŽ formelle. La littŽrature semble sÕ•tre large-
ment fondŽe sur la lisibilitŽ linguistique, mais cette derni•re nÕim-
plique pas nŽcessairement la lisibilitŽ du mŽdia. Il nÕest par exem-
ple pas nŽcessaire de conna”tre le travail Žditorial (format, typogra-
phie, choix dÕenrichissement, etc.) pour comprendre et analyserLa
Prisonni•re de Proust. Dans le cas de laPhysiologie, il est nŽcessaire
dÕidentifier la marque du mobile dÕimprimerie pour comprendre le
sens de la crŽation. Le texte se con•oit ainsi diffŽremment selon la lis-
ibilitŽ privilŽgiŽeÃ¾: la suite balzaciennefait sens et est l̂irecomme
traces techniquesÃ½. Ce que Souchier appelle Çdire typographiqueÈ
ou ÇÒdireÓ qui se tait pour se donner ˆ voir È (Souchier, ÇLe carnaval
typographique de Balzac. Premiers ŽlŽments pour une thŽorie de lÕir-
rŽductibilitŽ sŽmiotiqueÈ). Entre rapport dÕŽnonciation et rapport de
pouvoir, la forme automatique du texte estŽtrangifiŽeÃ¼pour priv-
ilŽgier une lisibilitŽ technique. Le dŽtournement du mŽdia envisagŽ
ici ne concerne pas la dimension stylistique ou structurelle de lÕŽcri-
ture, mais sa dimension matŽrielle: il a pour but de changer la per-
spective du message, faire en sorte que lÕon ne puisse pas ignorer que
le mŽdium estle message et que, dans le cas dÕun objet littŽraire, cÕest
dansla page que lÕon doit le chercher.

�� ��� ��������

ConsidŽrŽ comme le premier texte de la littŽrature occidentale Çqui
renouait les liens archa•ques de la parole et de lÕimage, qui associait
une nouvelle fois lÕŽcriture au cielÈ (Christin, LÕimage Žcrite, ou, La
dŽraison graphiqueÂÄº),Un coup de dŽs jamais nÕabolira le hasard se
prŽsente comme une entreprise de jeu sur les origines doubles du
texte, sur son hybriditŽ entre parole et image. En pla•ant la mati•re
de la lettre dans le rŽgime du lisible, le texte Žmane dÕune rencon-
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tre entre parole et image: dÕo• son potentiel iconique qui est, selon
Christin, ce qui lui conf•re son pouvoir.

CrŽation qui a ŽtŽ ˆ lÕorigine de plusieurs entreprises ŽditorialesÃ», Un
coup de dŽs jamais nÕabolira le hasard est un po•me en vers libres dis-
persŽs sur onze pages doublesÃº, dŽrogeant ainsi aux conventions de
la poŽsie traditionnelle et classique de lÕŽpoque de lÕauteur.

Se concentrant sur lÕespace de la page, MallarmŽ recompose lÕinven-
tion du support en recomposant lÕunion entre Žcriture et ciel selon
Christin apr•s ValŽryÂÄ:
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Le jeu de dŽs est ˆ lÕimage de la carte du ciel, mais son mod•le est
le rŽsultat dÕun dŽcentrement de la page et du livre. SÕinscrivant en
parall•le dÕun mouvement que lÕon pourrait qualifier aujourdÕhui de
publicitaire (m•me si cela est anachronique), soit en lien avec des
motivations commerciales, le po•me de MallarmŽ suit lÕentreprise
de rŽŽvaluation et de recrŽation de la lettre : il forme une espace
graphique Ço• lÕŽcriture se caractŽrise moins par lÕŽlan dÕun geste
Žnonciatif Ðlequel se trouve dÕailleurs figŽ en stŽrŽotype dans lÕim-
primŽÐ que par le style et lÕŽpaisseur charnelle ou aŽrienne de ses
traits È (Christin, LÕimage Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison graphiqueÂÃÁ).

Cette poŽsie de la mati•re dÕŽcriture nÕest pas seulement une solution
pour libŽrer du poids de lÕŽnonciation Çde ceje dÕautoritŽ et de
voix qui Žtait censŽ rŽgenter tout discours comme toute pensŽe È
(Christin, LÕimage Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison graphiqueÂÃÂ), mais pour
gŽnŽrer un dŽplacement dÕune instance dÕŽnonciation ˆ une autre.

Invention de lÕŽcranÂÃ, leCoup de dŽsa nŽcessitŽ un long et complexe
travail dÕŽdition, prŽsentŽ comme un cas en littŽrature des tensions
entre instances auctoriale et Žditoriale. Cela est certainement dž en
partie ˆ lÕexigence et la minutie du po•te, mais aussi ˆ la difficultŽ du
dialogue entre deux considŽrations du texte. Le souci des marges, de
la place des mots, de leurs grandeurs, leurs policesÂÂnÕŽtait pasesthŽ-
tique, il Žtait poŽtique au sens o• il constituait le propos du po•me.
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Le blanc lui-m•me ne signifie pas lÕŽcart nŽcessaire ˆ la lisibilitŽ des
mots: il est indissociable de lÕimage du texte.

Double page ouverte, la crŽation littŽraire consiste ˆ rŽinventer un
support, celui de la Çpage blanche annonciatrice de motsÈ (Christin,
LÕimage Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison graphiqueÂÃÁ) o• les vides sont des in-
stances dÕŽnonciations Žditoriales: ÇLes ÒblancsÓ, en effet, insiste-t-
il, assument lÕimportance, frappent dÕabord È dit MallarmŽ lui-m•me.
Le travail de la ÇPage [É] prise pour unitŽÈ (MallarmŽ prŽface Ã»º¼)
cristallise en lÕentreprise rŽvolutionnaire littŽraireÂÁ. È
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LÕimportance de la page se mesure au travail de sa couleur. Le blanc
fait partie de lÕŽcriture du po•me et on ne saurait distinguer ce blanc
de la rŽalitŽ du supportÂÀ, rŽalitŽ matŽrielle qui est, m•me si constam-
ment prŽsente ˆ la vue de tous, est aussi continuellement ignorŽe.
LÕinvestissement du blanc de la page par MallarmŽ nÕa dÕailleurs pas
ŽtŽ compris par ses contemporains et cette poŽtique Çest demeurŽe
obstinŽmentinvisibleaux yeux de tous ses commentateurs, et cela
jusquÕˆ nos joursÈ (Christin, PoŽtique du blancÃÀ¾). LÕŽdition rŽal-
isŽe en Ãº»Ä par la revue Changeet le groupe dÕatelier(Ronat/Papp),
si elle a le mŽrite de prendre en compte davantage lÕimportance de
lÕespace (dŽcrite notamment comme une ÇŽdition mise en Ïuvr e È),
se fonde sur une perspective linguistique du blanc ou sur lar•gle
dÕinsertion du blancqui, comme lÕŽcrit Mitsou Ronat dans la prŽface
de lÕŽdition, est la suivante:
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Une fois encore, lÕimage du texte Ðqui, contrairement ˆ La Physi-
ologie, est ici tr•s claire mais peut-•tre trop ambigu‘ Ð est analysŽe
comme substitut linguistique, dans une perspective dÕanalyse
textuelle classique, une interprŽtation structuraliste qui donne une
prŽfŽrence ˆ la parole, reniant sa mise en espace. Le fait que la phrase
elle-m•me se trouve dŽplacŽe de son espace dÕune page seule ˆ la
largeur de la double et que sa linŽaritŽ se poursuive par lÕŽcart im-
plique un travail de mise en page qui porte une vision du texte
comme une composition plastique.

LÕinnovation dÕune telle dŽmarche poŽtique ne se situe pas au niveau
linguistique, il ne sÕagit pas de changer la langue ou de dŽplacer le
centre de la narration de lÕhumain au non-humain, mais au niveau
de lÕespace: en ajoutant des distances, MallarmŽ ÇdisperseÈ (selon
son propre terme) et implique lÕŽcriture dans un champ graphique
qui invoque sa spacialisation et sa part picturaleÂ¾. Il fait en sorte de
que Çle texte fasse corps avec le papier m•meÈ (Lettre de MallarmŽ
ˆ Edmond Deman du Â» avril Ã»»» citŽ dansEdemond Deman, Žditeur
de MallarmŽ). LÕimage du texte, au sens plastique, nÕest pas portŽe
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ÇNox is not simply read but also felt, seen, unfolded, and sifted

through.È (Sze óó)

par les mots il est dans ce qui nÕen sont pas, dans les respirations,
dans la technique spatiale de la page. En effet, nombre dÕanalyses du
Coup de dŽsont remarquŽ lÕattention ˆ la disposition ou ˆ ce quÕon
peut dŽsigner commela mise en espacedes mots. La page a ŽtŽ ar-
chitecturŽe de telle fa•on de prŽvoir le mouvement de lecture, de le
guider dans un espace o• le blanc nÕest donc plus vide mais plein
comme des murs dŽlimitant un espace.

��������� � 
�

ƒlŽgie ˆ la mŽmoire de son fr•re, Nox dÕAnne Carson est une crŽation
qui hŽsite entre lÕobjet littŽraire et le livre dÕartisteÂ½. DŽcrit succes-
sivement comme Ça pastiche of numbered entriesÈ (Stang), Ça tac-
tile and visual delightÈ (Martinuik), a Çdiversion from our expec-
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tationsÈ (Bradshaw), Nox se propose comme lÕagencement de lÕob-
jet livre et surtout son dŽtournement. La crŽation se prŽsente sous la
forme dÕune bo”te (Ã¾,Àº x ½,»½ x ÂÁ,»» cm), contenant une seule page
de plus de ÂÄ m•tres de long, pliŽe en accordŽon ÃºÂ fois et ne dis-
posant dÕaucuns indicateurs paratextuelsÂ¼.

Du c™tŽ de la lecture, sur un fond lŽg•rement grisŽ, un ensemble
de fragments (citations, dŽfinitions, traductions, extraits de lettres,
pi•ces de poŽsie, photographies, peintures, dessins). De lÕautre, du
blancÂ».

Livre devenu bo”te, Nox a ŽtŽ ŽtŽ interprŽtŽ comme une double
ŽlŽgie: celle dÕun fr•re (Michael Carson) et celle dÕun mod•le/format
(le livre)Âº. Au-delˆ du deuil que peut en effet incarner lÕorganisation
matŽrielle de lÕobjet,Nox se prŽsente surtout comme une remŽdiation
(Wurth Â¼) puisque les fragments qui composent lÕhommage sont is-
sus de la numŽrisation dÕun carnet personnel de lÕauteure. Les textes
nÕont pas ŽtŽ retranscrits, ils sont en fait des images du mŽdia dÕorig-
ine rŽpliquŽ, un fac-similŽ ˆ la qualitŽ ÇXerox È.
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La rŽplication est ˆ lÕorigine de lÕentreprise littŽraire et permet de
poser plusieurs questions quant ˆ la mati•re dÕune Ïuvre. Si un texte
est une mati•re comment ledŽplacet-on dans une autre mati•re tout
en respectant la logique de son organisation? Comment op•re t-on
une reproduction mŽcanique dÕun objet intime? En ce sens, le tra-
vail Žditorial ne signifie pas crŽer un objet aux caractŽristiques nou-
velles, mais plut™t restituer des caractŽristiques anciennes. Comme
soulignŽ par Sze, le terme nous vient du latinreplicare qui signifie
ÇrŽpondre È, ÇcopierÈ mais Žgalement ÇreplierÈ (Sze ½¼).Nox est
une entreprise de recueillement qui joue avec la mŽlancolie face ˆ
une remŽdiation impossible: sont ˆ son service les diverses impres-
sions de transparences, dÕŽpaisseurs, de textures qui souhaitent faire
la liaison avec un mŽdia qui ne nous sera jamais atteignableÁÄ. Le
th•me du voir au travers de la remŽdiation est Žgalement filŽ dans
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le texteÁÃ: outre lÕillusion filŽe dÕune transparence entre les pages, la
section Ã.Ã prŽsente la dŽfinition du termeper (Çˆ traversÈ) ; la sec-
tion Ã.Â prŽsente lÕombre dÕune image prŽsente au pliage suivant et
prŽsente le principe dÕautopsie; la section Ã.Á prŽsente lÕŽtymologie
du termemute(formation onomatopoŽique ne renvoyant pas au si-
lence mais ˆ une idŽe de lÕopacitŽ de lÕ•tre humain). Mais le concept
ŽvoquŽ qui semble le plus ˆ propos est celui empruntŽ par Carson
ˆ Heidegger (ÇScience and Reflection È in Heidegger, pp. Ã¾¾-»Â.):
celui dÕUnumgŠngglichetraduit parOvertakelessnesset qui dŽsigne ce
qui ne peut •tre ni ŽvitŽ ni ignorŽ, ce sur quoi on recueille des faits,
des caractŽristiques tout en restant au-del.̂ La relation et la connais-
sance de lÕautre, mais aussi la rencontre et la comprŽhension du mŽ-
dia. Le message est ici un fant™me dans la page puisqueNox est une
image technique du premier texte et de sa plasticitŽ dŽployŽe sur
plusieurs m•tres.

LÕŽdition par New Directionsest telle que lire signifie tirer physique-
ment le support et voir se dŽrouler une page presque sans fin. Car
composŽ dÕune seule unitŽ matŽrielle, il y a lÕidŽe que tout le livre
bouge dans le geste de lecture. DŽconstruction dÕun formatÁÂ, Nox im-
pose un maniement qui lui est propreÁÁ: le pliage Çdisrupts the lin-
earity of the text and intensifies our haptic orientation toward the
artifact È (Sze ½½). En ce sens, Sze consid•re Nox comme une invita-
tion ˆ la rencontre non seulement avec un texte (ou intertexte dans la
mesure o• les fragments sont eux-m•mes des collages de diffŽrentes
feuilles), mais avec un objet. Sze insiste ˆ la suite dÕAnderson que la
lecture ici nŽcessite de penser en amont un espace de lectureÁÀ. Cette
rencontre, au sens de prise de conscienceÁ¾, est celle dÕun mŽdia dŽ-
tournŽ de son utilisation habituelle, et ainsi de ses caractŽristiques et
potentialitŽs hors dÕun syst•me dÕusages.

Carson sugg•re ˆ ce propos une lecture toute particuli•re :
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LÕobjet impose une qu•te, qu•te dÕun lien entre fragments mais aussi
qu•te hermŽneutique sur le sens de son architecture. Le choix dÕun
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rŽcit par fragments peut dÕailleurs Žtonner en ce quÕil est inscrit dans
un design continu. Il a ŽtŽ analysŽ comme permettant de Çlimiter le
processus de lecture È pour Çattirer lÕattention sur le mŽdia en tant
que dispositif de sensÈÁ½. Les entrŽes des dictionnaires (que lÕon ren-
contre toutes les trois ou quatre pages) sont sur ce point exemplaire :
invitant ˆ un survol de la lecture (bien quÕelles soient de la main de
Carson), elles impliquent surtout de constater la structure de la page,
de remarquer lÕesthŽtique du scrapbook.

La structure interne du livre dŽjˆ semble refuser une analyse clas-
sique: Nox est dŽpourvu des marqueurs paratextuels issus du codex
(numŽro de page, titre de chapitre, table des mati•res). Sze avance
queNox prŽsente davantage une exploration sur le mod•le de la base
de donnŽes tel que dŽcrit par Manovich[½º]:
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Ë lÕimage dÕune ligne du temps et dÕune vie, les fragments sont ceux
dÕune trame indivisible: sur le m•me principe que celui de lÕarchive,
il nÕest pas question de rompre le fil entre les composants, mais de
les prendre tous ensemble. La structure de la page unique, dŽpliable il
semble ˆ lÕinfini, dans un unique mouvement, nÕest pas sans Žvoquer
la possibilitŽ du scroll infini ˆ lÕŽcran, ne pouvant pas •tre remŽdiŽ
dans un format-livre Kindle. LÕimage du texte rŽunit dans son design
toute une histoire de lÕŽdition et de ses techniques, du parchemin au
codex, de la copie au pochoir, de la photographie ˆ lÕhypertextualitŽ
numŽrique

Il y aurait bien entendu bien dÕautres exemples passionnants ˆ citer,
des Çjeux de lettres sŽrieuxÈ qui font de la composante matŽrielle
du texte une donnŽe essentielle de leur littŽraritŽÁ¼. La revalorisation
du Çhow È dans la crŽation littŽraire, qui nÕest pas seulement le cas
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des Žcrits de lÕŽcran mais de toute une perspective sur un art lit-
tŽraire, ouvre lÕambigu•tŽ ontologique du fait littŽraire ˆ une autre
possibilitŽ: plut™t que de considŽrer que dans la m•me association
fond et forme, mati•re et sens, le fond comme la forme, la mati•re
comme le sens portent aussi du sens, les crŽations et leurs dŽcen-
trements poŽtiques nous am•nent ˆ envisager le fait quÕil nÕy a peut-
•tr e que les effets ou vibrations du fond, de la mati•re (ˆ partir
desquelles nous crŽons, par la suite, le principe de sens).

�� ����� ��������� � ����

Dans son ouvrageVibrant Matter, Jane Bennett propose de
dŽplacer lÕattention de lÕexpŽrience humaine des choses aux
choses en tant que telles pour souligne la participation ac-

tive de forces non-humaines dans les Žv•nements du monde . Ce que
lÕon pourrait rŽsumer parvitale, vibrantedŽsigne chez Benett Çthe
capacity of things Ðedibles, commodities, storms, metalsÐ not only
to impede or block the will and designs of humans, but also to act as
quasi-agents or forces with trajectories, propensities, or tendencies
of their own È (viiii). Bennett inscrit cette rŽflexion sur la mati•re vi-
vante et la force vitale inhŽrente dans une histoire longue de la
philosophie occidentale (citant notamment Kant, Bergson, Hans
Driech, mais aussi Spinoza, Nietzsche, Thoreau, Darwin, Adorno et
Deleuze).

Si cette th•se concerne davantage la thŽorie politique (notamment
les analyses politiques des Žv•nements publics)Á», elle a le mŽrite de
se dŽvelopper autour de la notion dematŽrialitŽ vitale, force qui tra-
verserait les corps quÕils soient humains ou non (et qui donc dans
lÕapproche de Bennett ont des implications politiques concr•tes). Le
concept de matŽrialitŽ vitale nous intŽresse ici dans la mesure o•,
ŽtiquetŽ de nouveau matŽrialisme (terme qui comprend en soi une
grande diversitŽ dÕapproches (Gamble et al.)), il constitue une prise
en compte de la mati•re en essayant dÕŽviter son essentialisation, ce
qui se traduit par le fait de considŽrer que cette mati•re existe en
rŽseau ou en relation avec son environnement. Les choses non-hu-
maines nÕexistent quÕen interaction avec dÕautres choses (dont hu-
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maines). Comme lÕapproche des thŽories des mŽdias qui dŽfend la
participation active du mŽdia dans le monde et dŽcentre la per-
spective traditionnelle dÕanalyse du contenu vers le contenant, le
matŽrialisme vital/actif se pose en tension avec plusieurs traditions
philosophiques Žtablies, de Hegel ˆ Habermas, qui consid•rent les
choses matŽrielles comme des ŽlŽments passifs, inertes, soumis ˆ
lÕaction humaine (laissant une suprŽmatie au sujet humain et ˆ son
expŽrience de la nature). Les choses ne sont ainsi pas desobjetsau
sens sŽmiotique, cÕest-ˆ-dire que leur valeur et force dÕaction ne sont
pas exclusivement dŽterminŽes par le sujet pensant.

Or cette vibration sert aussi de rŽsistance au risque de lÕessentiali-
sation qui revient ˆ penser ces forces dans lÕimmobilitŽ dÕun objet
qui nÕest alors pas moins abstrait dans son incarnation. Vives vibra-
tions, ce que lÕon dŽsigne par le langage commele texte, le mŽdia, la
mati•re sont en fait un ensemble constituŽ des dynamiques qui les
co-construisent. Pour lutter contre lÕattraction dÕune essentialisation,
le pluriel est un premier rem•de: Larrue et Vitali-Rosati proposent
lÕexpression de Çconjonctures mŽdiatricesÈ comme une Çplural-
itŽ irrŽductible de forces en jeuÈ (Vitali-Rosati, ÇLe fait numŽrique
comme Ç conjonctures mŽdiatrices ÈÈ) pour identifier un principe
de multiplicitŽ en action (Çmoving combinations that form the ele-
ments in play at the time of the actionÈ (Larrue et Vitali-Rosati).Áº La
notion de conjonctures mŽdiatrices Ðcomme Çles ŽlŽments qui per-
mettent, que, ˆ un moment et dans un espace donnŽes, se produise
un phŽnom•ne de mŽdiation È (Larrue)Ð sÕarticule ˆ une rŽflexion
matŽrialiste du monde o• rŽsonne lematter mattersde Barad: soit
une pensŽe o• sont identifiŽs des agencementsÀÄet des dynamiques
de relations. Ce que lÕon pourrait nommer parmati•reest un ensem-
ble de force dÕactionsÀÃet dÕopŽrabilitŽsÀÂdont dŽrivent les chosesÀÁ.
Dans la lignŽe de cette considŽration sur les mati•res du monde, le
mŽdia ne peut ici plus •tre considŽrŽ comme un objet mais comme un
ensemble de forces dÕaction (conjonctures) qui fonctionnent ensem-
ble par rŽseaux de discoursÀÀ. Il nÕy a, dans cette rhŽtorique qui sÕop-
pose ˆ celle de lÕimmatŽrialitŽ, pas de sŽparation entre des forces ab-
straites (discours, pensŽe, concepts, Žcritures) et des forces concr•tes
(mati•res, supports). Con•u comme mati•re vibrante, le mŽdia (ou le
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texte puisquÕil en est un) sera dŽfini alors comme un composŽ indi-
visible de ces ŽlŽment (que lÕapproche distingue selon son orienta-
tion, sa perspective dÕobservation) et qui, en tant que tel, existe en
relation avec des forces humaines et non-humaines.

Il nÕy a donc, dans cette perspective, pas de fond et de forme du texte
sŽparŽes mais un seul et m•me ensemble de dynamiques matŽrielle-
ment inscrites, quiinvententlÕŽcran, le principe de sens, le principe
de mati•re textuelle Žgalement.
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Le fait littŽraire Žmane dÕun ensemble de pratiques qui sÕincarnent au
sens o• elles jouent, nŽgocient et m•me dŽplacent une plastique des
signes.

�� � � �������� ���� � ����� �

T erme principalement employŽ dans le milieu des Beaux-arts,
ÇplastiqueÈ permet dÕenvisager lÕhybriditŽ des formes et
mati•res du texte ˆ lÕŽcran Ðnotamment lÕimportance du

processus de modelage dans leurs constitutionsÐ et de la conserver
en mouvement avec lÕenvironnement dÕinscription. Dans les philoso-
phies de lÕesthŽtique, ce terme dŽsigne ce qui dŽcoule de la qualitŽ
esthŽtique de la forme, ce qui va donner un volume, donc une force
de prŽsence, ˆ une reprŽsentation. Art de reproduire ou de crŽer des
formes,plastiquedŽjˆ d•s la dŽfinition quÕen donne Dew, Ç[m]ati•r e
qui, ˆ un certain stade de son Žlaboration, peut subir une dŽformation
permanente et prendre la forme quÕon dŽsire lui donnerÈ (Mati•res
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premi•res, Ãº¼Á), implique un mouvement et une force dÕaction au
creux de ce mouvement:
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La notion deplastiqueÐissue destextes plastiquesqui sont les pro-
duits dÕunepratique de crŽation personnelleÐ a pour horizon de rŽu-
nir ˆ lÕŽcran plusieurs aspects des renŽgociations lŽguŽs par le fait
littŽraire, dont la non-fixitŽ, la technicitŽ de son image et le mouve-
ment ou la force performante de son arrangement physique. En ef-
fet, les textes vidŽos que jÕai Žtablit dans la catŽgorie de textes plas-
tiques se revendiquent comme textes mais ne peuvent •tre con•us en
dehors de leur inscription dans un espace qui est un espace visuel
en mouvement. Le processus de montage des mots, processus qui
est une extension de la mise en espace dans la page, cristallise une
entreprise de crŽation qui souhaite justement prŽsenter la technic-
itŽ de lÕimage du texte : cÕest parce quÕil convoque dÕautres rŽgimes
dÕŽcritures (sonore, visuelle, en mouvement, vibrante), que le texte
numŽrique est texte. Le travail dÕŽcriture est un travail de rencontre
et de confrontation concr•te avec le mŽdia, avec sa densitŽ, et ce qui
peut para”tre comme une hybridation du texte (mais qui nÕest en soi
que la poursuite de la question Çhow to deal with text ?È dans un
nouvel environnementÀ¾) est en rŽalitŽ une recherche dÕune texture,
dÕune plus grande visibilitŽ de lÕimage technique pour provoquer sa
prise en compte par le regard. Comme une anamorphose, il sÕagit
dÕindiquer un autre angle dÕobservation, pour justement rappeler une
conception du texte comme un produit issu dÕune fabrication Žditori-
ale, comme une composition poŽtique, visuelle autant que technique.

Recherche de cohŽrence dans lÕagencement des dynamiques rŽelles,
lÕapproche plastique du fait littŽraire Žvoque sous bien des aspects
une pensŽe de la stigmergie apposŽe aux sciences humaines et aux
arts tel que proposŽ par DyensÀ½. Entre anamorphose et stigmergie, la
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plasticitŽ des signes est un dŽcentrement, moins vis-ˆ-vis dÕune tra-
dition de lÕabstraction et de lÕimmatŽrialitŽ, que vis-ˆ-vis dÕune pos-
ture dÕessentialisation dans la reprŽsentation, lÕŽtude et la conception
des crŽations. La poursuite du fait littŽraire est en ce sens lÕouverture
ˆ une rŽflexion sur les agencements matŽriels du monde dont les pra-
tiques hŽritent et rŽactualisent les relations constamment.
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Figure Ã : Balzac,Physiologie du mariage, page ÁÃº. Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bib-
lioth• que nationale de France.

Figure Â : Balzac,Physiologie du mariage, page ÁÂÄ. Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bib-
lioth• que nationale de France.

Figure Á : Balzac,Physiologie du mariage, page ÁÂÃ. Source gallica.bnf.fr / Bib-
lioth• que nationale de France.

Figure À : MallarmŽ, Premier Žtat du Coup de dŽs. Manuscrit autographe
(fŽvrier-mars Ã»º¼). commons.wikimedia.org / WikimŽdia.

Figure ¾ : MallarmŽ, Maquette autographe (avril-mai Ã»º¼). commons.wiki-
media.org / WikimŽdia.

Figure ½ : MallarmŽ, ƒpreuve du Coup de dŽs pour lÕŽdition dÕAmbroise Vol-
lard (Ã»º¼). commons.wikimedia.org / WikimŽdia.
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Ã. ÇLÕoutil informatique, nŽ par et pour le calcul, a ramenŽ au m•me
procŽdŽ dÕŽcriture numŽrique les textes, les arts et pratiques de lÕim-
age, les sons de la musique et de la voix vibrante. Cette extension
manifeste une telle ampleur que le trouble nous prend ˆ parler encore
dÕÒŽcritureÓ. Pourtant, oui, la machine Žcrit et Žcrit tout. È (Herren-
schmidt)�

Â. ÇSouvent con•ues comme le vecteur de changements majeurs, les pra-
tiques numŽriques constituent une occasion de mieux comprendre le
fait littŽraire en faisant appara”tre de mani•re plus explicite que jamais
des aspects ontologiques qui, en tant que tels, ont une valeur atem-
porelle. È (Monjour et al.)�

Á. Terme vaste sur lequel on sÕaccordera pour le dŽfinir comme Ça non-
anthropocentric realism grounded in a shift from epistemology to on-
tology and the recognition of matterÕs intrinsic activityÈ (Gamble et
al.ÃÃ»).�

À. Qui comprennent ici la tradition desMedia Studies(anglophones ˆ la
suite de McLuhan et germanophones ˆ la suite de Kittler (Discourse
networks øñùù/øðùù)) et les Žtudes de lÕintermŽdialitŽs.�
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¾. ÇLÕune des principales tensions qui persistent au sein dÕune revue
universitaire dŽveloppant une expertise multimŽdiale concerne le
traitement du texte. Il ne sÕagit pas dÕune problŽmatique nouvelle
ni dÕune problŽmatique propre ˆ lÕŽdition Žlectronique. Une fa•on
de traiter le texte dans une langue vernaculaire orientŽe Žcran est
de le considŽrer comme une instance de lÕimage. Cette solution im-
plique gŽnŽralement le dŽplacement du texte brut vers un format ty-
pographique, o• la palette des expressions est Žlargie aux polices de
caract•res, ˆ la mise en page, ˆ la couleur, ˆ la composition, au con-
traste, ˆ lÕopacitŽ, ˆ la dynamique, etc.È (traduction de lÕauteure).�

½. Et en parall•le le hiatus fŽminin/masculin selon un syst•me qui val-
orise lÕun (lÕhomme qui pense et dicte le savoir) et dŽvalorise lÕautre (la
secrŽtaire qui transcrit le savoir) (Vitali-Rosati & al.,PensŽe et collectif
dans la matŽrialitŽ de nos Žcritures(article ˆ venir) ; Mellet,Manifeste
des petites mains)�

¼. ÇMedia determine our situationÈ (Kittler, Gramophone, film, type-
writer), dŽterminerest ici ˆ comprendre au sens ontologique (de lÕalle-
mandbestimmen).�

». Une prŽsentation plus dŽtaillŽe de sa rŽflexion des liens entre texte et
image se trouve dans Mellet (Ç Mais Žtaient-ce des signes ?È).�

º. Ç[L]ÕŽcriture est nŽe de lÕimage [É] lÕimage elle-m•me Žtait nŽe au-
paravant de la dŽcouverte ÐcÕest-ˆ-dire de lÕinvention Ð de lasurface:
elle est le produit direct de la pensŽe de lÕŽcran. È (Christin, LÕimage
Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison graphique») LÕŽcran est ici ˆ comprendre dans
une acception large, comme espace simultanŽ dÕinscription et de diffu-
sion.�

ÃÄ. Ç[U]n tracŽ nÕest rien sans le support sur lequel il sÕinscrit et quÕil
ne peut se dŽfinir comme un signe quÕen relation avec lui. È (Christin,
LÕimage Žcrite, ou, La dŽraison graphiqueÃ¼)�

ÃÃ. LÕocŽrisation disponible sur Gallica ne fonctionne bien entendu pas
sur ces pages et signale des erreurs.�

ÃÂ. Ce qui se retrouve dans la th•se de McLuhan Çthe media is the mes-
sageÈ, le mŽdia supplantant le message.�

ÃÁ. Plut™t ironique pour un extrait qui les rŽunit dans le signe.�

ÃÀ. LÕextrait est un des rares exemples Çdans lesquels lÕauteur [É] met en
valeur lÕexpression delÕimage du texte ˆ travers sa pratique de mŽti-
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er. È (Souchier, ÇLe carnaval typographique de Balzac. Premiers ŽlŽ-
ments pour une thŽorie de lÕirrŽductibilitŽ sŽmiotiqueÈ Á - italique
dans texte original).�

Ã¾. ÇLe texte, un mot que typographes et littŽraires partagent mais pas
nŽcessairement avec le m•me sens.È (Souchier, ÇLe carnaval ty-
pographique de Balzac. Premiers ŽlŽments pour une thŽorie de lÕirrŽ-
ductibilitŽ sŽmiotiqueÈ)�

Ã½. ÇCe carnaval typographique[É] fait donc partie du texte. (Souchier,
ÇLe carnaval typographique de Balzac. Premiers ŽlŽments pour une
thŽorie de lÕirrŽductibilitŽ sŽmiotiqueÈ) È. Faire partieici me semble
peut-•tre trop doux: le carnaval typographiqueestle texte.�

Ã¼. La notion de dŽsautomatisation, ouŽtrangisation, telle quÕŽnoncŽe par
Victor ýklovskij et Gayraud dŽsigne un procŽdŽ artistique visant ˆ sus-
citer un sentiment dÕŽtrangetŽ face ˆ la crŽation, soit ˆ dŽtruire une ap-
proche dite ÇautomatiqueÈ. LÕexemple donnŽ par Chklovski est no-
tamment celui duCheval de Tolsto•, un rŽcit qui se fonde sur la per-
spective dÕun cheval pour rompre avec les habitudes de la narration
littŽraire.�

Ã». Dont la premi•re dans le numŽro Ã¼ de la revueCosmopolispar Arman
Colin en Ã»º¼; le projet abandonnŽ ˆ la mort du po•te avec Ambroise
Vollard ; la republication de ÃºÃÀ aux ƒditions de La Nouvelle Revue
fran•aise par Edmond Bonniot; lÕŽdition de la PlŽiade de ÃºÀ¾; lÕŽdi-
tion en fac-similŽ de Gallimard en Ãºº»; la republication de ÂÄÄÀ par
Michel Pierson et Ptyx.�

Ãº. Ce nombre varie selon les Žditions, la version dans la revueCosmopolis
de mai Ã»º¼ Žtait concentrŽe en º pages recto-verso, la version de
Firmin-Didot sÕŽtalait sur ÂÀ grandes pages (Á» sur Âº cm).�

ÂÄ. Paul Claudel le dŽsignera Žgalement de Çgrand po•me typographique
et cosmogoniqueÈ.�

ÂÃ. ÇImpactŽ moins par une poŽtique littŽraire que par lÕexploration ty-
pographique des journaux papiers Ð ce qui lÕam•ne ˆ distendre la page
et ˆ jouer de la mesure graphique du signeÂ½ Ð et dÕautres affiches ˆ
visŽe publicitaire composŽes autant de vides que de traces, MallarmŽ
invente lÕŽcran sur le papier. CÕest-ˆ-dire quÕil pense la page papier au-
delˆ de ses restrictions classiques (quÕil sÕagisse de format ou de mise
en page du texte)È (Mellet, ÇMais Žtaient-ce des signes ?È).�
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ÂÂ. De son propre aveu, il ne semble pas que MallarmŽ ait en revanche ac-
cordŽ beaucoup dÕimportance ˆ la typographie mais il aurait prŽfŽrŽ le
Garamond au Didot.�

ÂÁ. Ë ce propos, MallarmŽ dira de la version raccourciede la revue Cos-
mopolisquÕelle avait ŽtŽ rŽalisŽe ainsi pour Çne romp[r]e pas de tous
points avec la traditionÈ, sur ce point voir (Christin,PoŽtique du blanc
ÃÀÃ).�

ÂÀ. Ce blanc devait dÕailleurs •tre plus vaste puisque les Žpreuves du
po•me issues de lÕimprimerie Firmin-Didot prŽsentait des pages de Á»
sur Âº cm, soit des doubles pages de plus de ¾Ä cm de largeur. LÕŽdition
de ÃºÃÀ (Gallimard) a fait lÕŽconomie dans les marges.�

Â¾. Il est dÕailleurs plut™t dr™le que des librairies ou sites de vente le
dŽcrivent comme ÇLivre reliŽÈ.�

Â½. Ças much an artifact as a piece of writingÈ (ÄÕRourke).�

Â¼. On trouve un autre exemple de cette organisation du livre avec La
prose du TranssibŽrien et de la petite Jehanne de Francede Blaise Cen-
drars, mise en forme par Sonia Delaunay , dŽsignŽ comme le Çpremier
livre simultanŽÈ (Cendrars Âºº.).�

Â». Ë la diffŽrence deLa prose du TranssibŽrien et de la petite Jehanne de
Franceo• le c™tŽ gauche et le c™tŽ droit doivent •tre lus.�

Âº. Tanis MacDonald dit queNox Çenact[ing] its own paradox by offering
itself as an epitaph for Michael Carson, but also for the idea of the
book itself È (MacDonald ¾¼). On peut en ce sens comprendre lÕŽlŽgie
culturelle dans le design de la bo”te: non seulement dŽmant•lement
dÕun format, mais Žgalement figure de cercueil.�

ÁÄ. On peut ˆ ce propos penser ˆ lÕaura de lÕÏuvr e dÕart selon Benjamin:
ÇEven the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in
one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the
place where it happens to be. È (Benjamin et al.p. ÂÃÀ)�

ÁÃ. Pour ne pas aller contre la logique du livre ou y apposer la mienne, les
extraits seront citŽs selon les sections.�

ÁÂ. Il est dÕailleurs plut™t dr™le que des librairies ou sites de vente le
dŽcrivent comme ÇLivre reliŽÈ.�

ÁÁ. DŽcrit comme Çnot exactly a companionable object È (Motion)�
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ÁÀ. ÇI have argued that we can best understand the materiality of Nox by
considering not what it is but what it asks us to do. Complicating its
status as an object for passive aesthetic reception.È (Sze ¼½)�

Á¾. ÇNox thus gives us a heightened awareness of reading as a spatialized
and materialized activity. È (Sze ½»)�

Á½. ÇBy limiting the reading process through the fragmentation, attention
is drawn to the medium as a signifying tool. È (Palleau-Papin º)�

Á¼. On peut citer pour le plaisir de la listeCent mille milliards de po•mesde
Queneau,Composition noøde Saporta,Tree of Codesde Jonathan Safran
Foer.�

Á». ÇMy aspiration is to articulate a vibrant materiality that runs along-
side and inside humans to see how analyses of political events might
change if we gave the force of things more dueÈ (Bennett viiii).�

Áº. Çcombinaisons en mouvement qui constituent les ŽlŽments en jeu au
moment de lÕactionÈ (traduction de lÕauteure).�

ÀÄ. LÕune des diffŽrences importantes cependant entre Bennett et Barad
est que la premi•re ancre le principe de vitalitŽ de la mati•re dans
la distinction entre vivant et non-vivant, tandis que la deuxi•me le
dŽfinit comme ce qui est ˆ lÕorigine de ces diffŽrences dÕŽtat.�

ÀÃ. Ë propos de la mati•re : Çis [É] doing È (Barad Ã¾Ã).�

ÀÂ. Çhow it movesÈ (Nail) ou Çwhat it doesÈ (Gamble et al.ÃÃÂ).�

ÀÁ. Thing-powerest dŽfini comme Çthe curious ability of inanimate things
to animate, to act, to produce effects dramatic and subtleÈ (Bennett
½).�

ÀÀ. La formule ÇrŽseaux de discoursÈ fait ici rŽfŽrence ˆ lÕAufschreibesys-
tem de Kittler (Aufschreibesysteme øñùù, øðùù), traduit par Discourse
Network (Discourse networks øñùù/øðùù), qui est un terme de la thŽorie
des mŽdias et qui dŽsigne Çle rŽseau de techniques et dÕinstitutions
[É] qui p ermettent ˆ une culture donnŽe dÕadresser, de stocker et de
traiter des donnŽes pertinentesÈ (ãdas Netzwerk von Techniken und
Institutionen [É], die einer gegebenen Kultur die Adressierung, Spe-
icherung und Verarbeitung relevanter Daten erlaubenÒ) (Kittler, Auf-
schreibesysteme øñùù, øðùù¾Ãº,traduction de lÕauteure).�

À¾. Souchier justement emploie en citant comme exemple Exercices de
stylede Queneau le terme de ÇplasticitŽÈ du texte (Souchier, ÇLÕim-
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age du texte pour une thŽorie de lÕŽnonciation Žditoriale È) et Sze parle
de la ÇthingnessÈ deNox en tant que processus de la mati•re davan-
tage quÕobjet sŽmiotique (Sze ½¼).�

À½. DŽcrite comme Ç[l]e phŽnom•ne dÕune structure produite par une
sŽrie dÕindividus qui en dŽtermine de fa•on rŽcursive le comportement
[É] en zoologie [É] È.�
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If androids dream of electric sheep, do

replicants read analog novels? In the

dystopian sci-fi world of Blade Runner

÷ùõð(ÂÄÃ¼), literature plays a complex

role. In particular, the film engages in

a multi-leveled way with Vladimir

Nabokov's novel Pale Fire (Ãº½Â). A

hardcover copy of the book appears in

one scene, and it is quoted and covert-

ly referenced in others. These appear-

ances are like metafictive keys to a

pattern of possible meanings, through

which the film both embodies and re-

flects upon its method of archival

replication. Translating between

codex, screen, and holographic media,

the film reanimates its source mate-

rials, dramatises the affinity between

literary texts and embodied life, and

suggests that literature may be a vec-

tor of resistance to techno-capitalist

archival control.

Si les andro•des r•vent de moutons Žlec-

triques, les rŽplicants lisent-ils des ro-

mans analogiques ? Dans l'univers dys-

topique de science-fiction deBlade Run-

ner ÷ùõð(ÂÄÃ¼), la littŽrature joue un r™le

complexe. En particulier, le film s'engage

ˆ plusieurs niveaux avec le roman Pale

Fire (Ãº½Â) de Vladimir Nabokov. Un

exemplaire reliŽ du livre appara”t dans

une sc•ne, et il est citŽ et rŽfŽrencŽ dans

d'autres. Ces apparitions sont comme les

clŽs mŽtafictives d'un mod•le de signifi-

cations possibles, ˆ travers lesquelles le

film incarne et rŽflŽchit ˆ sa mŽthode

de reproduction d'archives. En passant

du codex ˆ l'Žcran et aux supports holo-

graphiques, le film rŽanime ses sources,

met en sc•ne l'affinitŽ entre les textes

littŽraires et la vie incarnŽe, et sugg•re

que la littŽrature peut •tre un vecteur de

rŽsistance au contr™le techno-capitaliste

des archives.

I f androids dream of electric sheep, do replicants read analog nov-
els? In the dystopian sci-fi world of Blade Runner ÷ùõð(BRÂÄÀº;
ÂÄÃ¼), the sequel to an adaptation, literature plays a complex



role: as source text, as a symbol of human culture in a post-human
future, and as a reflection upon themes of originality and reproduc-
tion, plural authorship, narrative ambiguity, and more. In particu-
lar, the film engages in a multi-leveled and strangely playful way
with Vladimir NabokovÕs novel Pale Fire (Ãº½Â). An old hardcover
copy of the book appears briefly in one sceneÑa surprising detail
in a futuristic world of sentient holograms and flying carsÑand it
is quoted and covertly referenced in others. These appearances are
like metafictive keys to a pattern of possible meanings, varying re-
fractions of the image of Òpale fire,Ó or light reflected from an elusive
original source. BR÷ùõðis structured as a procedural mystery that
unfolds through a sequence of archival revelations through which
it both embodies and reflects upon its method of archival replica-
tion to create a kind of recombinant archival poetics. Translating be-
tween codex, screen, and holographic media, BR÷ùõðarchives and
reanimates its filmic and literary precursors, questioning the links
between preservation and entropic decay, and between literature as
a medium of control or a vector of resistance. Within a patriarchal
techno-corporate world that violently reinforces troubled bound-
aries, the reading and circulation of books functions as a sign of dis-
placed humanity. In the film, books are mortal bodies, while bod-
ies become textual archives subject to uncanny replication and vi-
olent erasure. If replicants read analog novels, they also write elec-
tric dreams: the design of artificial life is figured as authorship, and
artificial memory as cyborg writing. In analysing these distinct but
overlapping layers of meaning, I argue that the filmÕs engagement
with Pale Fireimplies a playful questioning of hermeneutic authority
and an undermining of authoritative narrative framing, while offer-
ing clues to a subversive matriarchal politics, and to an open-access
future literature based on the illicit circulation of texts, bodies, and
interpretations that could break the informatic control held by the
patri-archive.

The first part of my argument examines what it could mean for an
artificial life form such as a replicant or holographic AI to read lit-
erature, particularly a book like Pale Fire. Reading like a replicant,
in this section, opens questions of memory and personal identity,
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cultures of literary transmission, and the dialectic of freedom and
control. In the second part I show how the filmÕs plot progresses
through instances of archival reading, through which the film dra-
matizes the relation between textual embodiment and archival rean-
imation while also reflecting upon its own complex appropriation of
its source materials. Finally, in the third part I reverse the perspective
and argue that the filmÕs metafictive use ofPale Fireleads us from the
idea of reading like a replicant towriting like a replicant. My read-
ing of BR÷ùõðÕs intertextual ÒadaptationÓ ofPale Fire takes theoreti-
cal inspiration from N. Katherine Hayles and Donna HarawayÕs ideas
about forms of cyborg literary embodiment, Gilles Deleuze on litera-
ture and control, Linda Hutcheon on adaptation, and Jacques Derri-
daÕs notion of archive fever; I also reflect on recent critical work on
both BR÷ùõðandPale Fire.

As a sequel to a film adaptation of a novel,BR÷ùõðinvolves a complex
relation between visual and textual media; this is both heightened
and symbolized by the way it splicesPale Fire into the narrative. Di-
rector Denis VilleneuveÕs interest in linguistic themes and literary
material is evident in his first sci-fi film Arrival (ÂÄÃ½). InArrival, a
bookish linguist (whose library we see in an early scene) is tasked
with interpreting and translating the non-linear language of an alien
species. The story pivots on an extrapolation of the Sapir-Whorf hy-
pothesis, in which linguistic relativity not only conditions perception
of reality but alters reality itself. As Stephen Mulhall observes,Ar-
rival and BR÷ùõðshare an Òinterest in the way language can inform
and transform thought and experienceÓ (Mulhall ÁÀ). InBR÷ùõð, Vil-
leneuve Òdeclares a conviction that language is as much part of the
resources of authentic contemporary cinema as vision, and that any
inheritance of a cinematic universe that luxuriated in the visual as
much as ScottÕs will be true to VilleneuveÕs directorial identity only
insofar as it can synthesise word with imageÓ (Mulhall ÀÃ).BR÷ùõðÕs
complex engagement withPale Fireis emblematic of this synthesis of
the visual and the literary, and it suggests a future for literature not
only in its intertextual afterlife but in its own right as an irreplace-
able embodied medium.
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L iterary themes are not what most viewers would have expect-
ed from BR÷ùõð, the much-anticipated sequel to director Rid-
ley ScottÕsBlade Runner(Ãº»Â), but they prove to be crucial to

the story and its possible meanings. The new filmÕs nominal hero is
an artificial human known as Officer KD½-Á.¼, or ÒKÓ for short (sure-
ly a literary allusion to the cipher-like protagonists of Franz KafkaÕs
bureaucratic nightmares). I say Ònominal heroÓ because although he
is apparently the main character, his agency and efficacy are prob-
lematized by a shift in perspective introduced by the filmÕs literary
intertextuality. K is a product of the Wallace Corporation, and his as-
signed vocation, like Rick Deckard in the first Blade Runnerfilm, is
to hunt down and kill rogue replicants. As a blade runner, K erases
others like himself, making him a mechanically brutal defender of
the very hierarchical order to which he himself is subject. Surpris-
ingly, however, K is also a reader, and his favourite book appears to
be NabokovÕs novel Pale Fire. This is a very interesting choice on a
number of levels.

Pale Fire is a masterpiece of ludic literature, an intricate concate-
nation of word games about literature, exile, madness, and life and
death. At the heart of the novel is a ººº-line poem by the fictitious
poet John Shade, also entitled ÒPale Fire,Ó but the majority of the nov-
el is a parasitic scholarly commentary and index by a highly unreli-
able narrator, Charles Kinbote, who insists on his own overbearing
interpretation of the poem. Kinbote claims that Shade was directly
inspired by his own tales of the (fictitious) kingdom of Zembla, and
that he is a king in exile being hunted by an assassin. ShadeÕs po-
em, however, is (at least on the surface) a poem of mourning for his
dead daughter, Hazel Shade, and a meditation on the possibility of
life after death. Complicated parallels and echoes between the po-
em and its extensive paratexts suggest elusive (and allusive) mean-
ings, particularly the notion that ShadeÕs poem may actually be Kin-
boteÕs own work, or that KinboteÕs commentary may be ShadeÕs own
joke. In short, this is not the kind of book one would expect to see
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a replicant reading, or to see referenced in a blockbuster science fic-
tion movie. What can it mean?

First, it suggests that literature functions as a sign of displaced hu-
manity (a ÒhumannessÓ that is not essentially fixed to any particular
physical embodiment). In an early scene, KÕs holographic girlfriend,
Joi, picks up a hardcover copy of Pale Fire and asks if K will read to
her (see fig.Ã). ÒYou hate that book,Ó he replies. Why does Joi hate
Pale Fire? One critic suggests that it is because, as a reflection of KÕs
unexpressed emotions, she is able to hate what he is required to ac-
cept, or Òperhaps Joi just foundPale Fire disappointing after loving
Lolita. Who knows?Ó (Ericson ÂÁ). I would suggest instead that it is
because, as a holographic life form projected by a perishable elec-
tronic device and programmed to serve a human owner, she is un-
comfortably close to Òpale fireÓ herself, a mere reflection of anoth-
er personÕs desires. However, as I will argue in more detail below,
there is a strange affinity between K, Joi, and the book itself: all three
are forms of artificial intelligence, responsive archives of humani-
ty embodied in different material substrates. For now the question
remains, why would a replicant want to read any book, let alone a
strange novel such asPale Fire? Literature has been understood as a
vital mode of human self-interpretation and self-unfoldingÑart is, af-
ter all, Òa means of human self-exegesisÓ (Iser xiii)Ñbut what could it
mean to an artificial life form such as Officer K, who seemingly has
no self to speak of? What does it mean to read like a replicant?

Reading physical books seems to help replicants become more hu-
man. Replicants are ÒbornÓ fully-grown; they have no childhood, and
are supplied with just enough implanted memory to provide a basic
sense of personal identity. In the first Blade Runnermovie, replicants
cling anxiously to their collections of photographs, material traces of
the artificial memories on which their fragile selves are based. Lit-
erature, however, could supply an archive of high-grade memories
to enhance a scant biography and feed electric dreams of what it
would be like to be Òborn not made.Ó InBR÷ùõð, the memory designer
Dr. Ana Stelline remarks that Òauthentic memoriesÓ (constructed by
her) help to Òmaintain a stable productÓ in WallaceÕs army of repli-
cants. Similarly, in the first Blade Runner, Tyrell explains to Deckard
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that replicants are given artificial memories because ÒIf we gift them
the past, we create a cushion or pillow for their emotions, and conse-
quently we can control them better.Ó The consensus view is that for
replicants, stable personhood and functional reliability are based on
the interweaving of memory, emotion, and identity; and ultimately,
Òmemories are used as a mechanism of controlÓ (Heersmink and Mc-
Carrol ºÁ). Yet there is more at play inBR÷ùõðÕs deployment of Pale
Fire: fictional literature offers something in excess of personal mem-
ory, something like a patterning of possible human experiences, gen-
erative of deeper psychological and moral reflection, not to mention
aesthetic pleasure and intellectual play, all archived in the form of
the relatively durable paper codex, a seemingly antiquated technol-
ogy that is not dependent on electricity after its initial production.
Artificial memories are a means of control, whereas literature has a
more ambiguous, even liberating status.

The notion of literature as a portable archive of human experience
is borne out by the short prequel film ÷ùõñ: Nowhere To Run(ÂÄÃ¼;
screenplay by Hampton Fancher, screenwriter of the full-length
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movies) in which another literary cameo signals the importance of
the printed book. Set immediately before the action ofBR÷ùõð,the
story focuses on Sapper Morton, the burly replicant whom K kills
in the first act of BR÷ùõðproper. Sapper is seen lending a young fe-
male friend an old hardcover copy of Graham GreeneÕsThe Power
and the Glory (ÃºÀÄ; see fig.Â), explaining that ÒItÕs about an out-
law priest whoÕs trying to understand the meaning of being humanÓ
(Scott ÂÄÃ¼). Moments later, he defends his young friend and her
mother from sexual assault by a group of men, thereby outing him-
self as a replicant and precipitating his imminent death. Literature
functions here as a sign of displaced humanity, a material form of
narrative linked to a bundle of traits such as empathy, vulnerability,
generosity, courage, and self-sacrifice, which seem to be lacking in
the dominant class of actual humans. Sapper was designed to be a
war machine, but he has diverged from his programming and seems
to have humanized himself through reading. Reading like a replicant,
in this instance, is not about creating a base of artificial personal
memories, but rather the unfolding of alternative possibilities for the
self and ethical relations in an open yet dangerous world.

This preliminary narrative provides some context for Officer KÕs lit-
erary interests, yet his choice ofPale Fire in particular remains sur-
prising. It is a postmodern metafiction with a complex and involut-
ed narrative structure, replete with word games, intricate intertex-
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tuality, and intellectual playfulnessÑnot the obvious choice of read-
ing material for an artificial assassin. It is an exemplary ludic nov-
el with deep intertextual ties to English and Russian literary tradi-
tions; it is also Òa humanist game designed to be read and re-read in-
exhaustiblyÓ without finding a single conclusive interpretation (Kar-
shan ÂÃ¾). LikeBR÷ùõð, Pale Fire is about adaptation and elusive ori-
gins. The title itself is an allusion to Shakespeare: ÒThe moonÕs an
arrant thief/And her pale fire she snatches/From the sunÓ (Timon of
Athens, IV.iii). The image of pale fire is emblematic and multifac-
eted. NabokovÕs novel is in part a comic reflection on the research
he conducted while translating PushkinÕsEugene Onegininto Eng-
lish, and the game involves Òdramatising the intertextual puzzles he
faced as an editor, and inducing his readership to share in the chal-
lenge of searching for sources and origins, genres and conventions,
reminiscences, coincidences, and parodiesÓ (Karshan Ãº¼). Embed-
ding Pale Fire in the DNA of BR÷ùõðthus implies a playful question-
ing of hermeneutic authority and an undermining of authoritative
narrative framing, which our replicant Officer K is in no position
to grasp. Indeed, it is ironic that K is a reader ofPale Fire, a novel
that undermines its overt protagonistsÕ claims to centrality, since he
doesnÕt appear to recognize his own decentred position in the narra-
tive. This perspective also provides another answer to the question
of why Joi hates the novel: its unconventional narrative form ques-
tions reliable patterns of identity and causality, which could destabi-
lize her software and impede her function as a reassuring companion
to K. Rodrigo Fres‡n discussesBR÷ùõðin his recent essayistic novel
The Remembered Part, commenting that it is understandable that Joi
would dislike Pale Fire because it is Òa book that forces you, when
reading it, to ask who is who, who created whom, who exists and
who doesnÕt, who remembers whatÕs remembered and who remem-
bers what theyÕve been forced to rememberÓ (½Ä¼)Ñtroubling ques-
tions for artificial beings acting in the interests of their creator.

The humanizing factor is further complicated by the bookÕs appear-
ance in a different context, one that suggests that literature may also
be part of a system of control. In BR÷ùõð,the classic Voigt-Kampff
empathy test, used to detect replicants hiding in plain sight, has been
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replaced by a new ÒbaselineÓ test designed to constrain affect and
control behaviour. The test is in a way emblematic of VilleneuveÕs
blending of visual and literary idiom, for, as Mulhall points out, Òthe
baseline test privileges linguistic responsiveness over physiological
visibilia as the most effective medium for revealing a replicantÕs in-
ner lifeÓ (ÀÃ). In this scene, a cold debriefing after having just Òre-
tiredÓ the replicant Sapper Morton, Officer K recites a control text
while being aggressively questioned in a way that seems calculated
to provoke any feelings of resentment he might have developed in
relation to his subaltern and murderous role. The text of Officer KÕs
baseline test, which sounds like a strange mantra or hymn to his arti-
ficial origin, is lifted from the poem ÒPale Fire.Ó NabokovÕs text reads:
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Officer K recites the lines while an unseen agent interrupts with bel-
ligerent questions and demands to repeat certain words. Abstract-
ed and decontextualized, the text has been repurposed as a tool of
domination, reduced to a command signal in a system of control that
sustains a state of post-traumatic dissociation in its subject. Litera-
ture may be captured by this system, but it can also resist. Haraway,
Hayles, and Deleuze have all argued that we are living in an era of
informatic control, but, as Deleuze writes, Òthere is a fundamental
affinity between a work of art and an act of resistanceÓ (ÁÂ¼). Art
resists decay, and it resists control, though it is subject to both, and
therefore exists in a vulnerable and precarious situation.

In contrast to the baseline test, Officer K is subjected to a different
kind of literary test when he first meets Deckard, the original blade
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runner. The first time we see Deckard on screen after a thirty-year
hiatus, his opening line is ÒHave you got any cheese about you, boy?Ó
This is a quotation from Robert Louis Stevenson, as K quickly dis-
cerns. ÒTreasure Island?Ó, he replies. ÒHe reads! ThatÕs good,Ó says
Deckard. This test is clearly different from the baseline in both intent
and method: it is a face-to-face dialogue rather than rote repetition
of control phrases, and despite the tense atmosphere it is a playful
moment, evoking a human response rather than attempting to limit
and control its possible emergence. Again, literature functions here
as a sign of the human, and the juxtaposition of literary tests drama-
tises the filmÕs overarching conflict between informatic control and
autonomy.
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I n the world of BR÷ùõð, the physical embodiment of texts matters,
and printed books highlight the affinity between mortal bodies
and texts. The filmÕs fascination with printed matter echoes our

contemporary interest in ÒvintageÓ material culture, an archival re-
sponse to the anxieties of accelerating disembodiment in the infor-
mation age. Awash in digital distractions and virtual relations nearly
as strange as those between K and his holographic girlfriend, we
seem to crave a return to embodied experience and the comfort of
more familiar media objects. Hayles argues that the dominance of in-
formatics leads to the Òsystematic devaluation of materiality and em-
bodimentÓ (À»; emphasis in the original). What we see dramatized in
BR÷ùõð, however, is just the opposite: a re-investment in singular em-
bodiment which is coded as vulnerable resistance to informatic pow-
er. There is a deep affinity between books and bodies, as Hayles ar-
gues:
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The physical book of Pale Fire is embedded in a wider pattern of
texts inscribed upon a variety of material substratesÑother printed
books, a replicantÕs eyeball, an engraved tree, RachaelÕs skeleton, a
crystal data sphere, old orphanage record-books with pages torn out,
a wooden horse, genomic codes, and brain-based memories both hu-
man and artificial. Texts are figured as bodies, and bodies as texts.
Bodies can be reduced to information, stored, retrieved, copied; and
they can also be Òerased,Ó as Lt. Joshi instructs K to do with the repli-
cant child. Bodies can be (re)produced from archival data, and bod-
ies are themselves archivable, but they remain subject to entropy. As
Hayles further argues,
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In Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?(Ãº½»), Philip K. Dick invents
the term ÒkippleÓ for the detritus, dust, and abandoned junk that ac-
cumulates in all corners of the forsaken earth: ÒKipple is useless ob-
jects, like junk mail or match folders after you use the last match or
gum wrappers or yesterdayÕs homeopape. When nobodyÕs around,
kipple reproduces itselfÓ (½Ã). Hayles elaborates this neologism into
Òentropic decayÓ (Ã¼À). Archival desire is premised on the entropic
force of forgetting, a kind of Òradical finitudeÓ (Derrida Ãº). Books
resist entropy because of their durable bodies, outliving generations
of individual readers, but they are still subject to decay. The best
resistance to the kipple-ization of literature is its active circulation
through embodied practices of reading and interpretation: a kind of
archival relay.
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The significance ofPale Fire, both as metaphor and material text, is
deepened when we consider how it is embedded in the filmÕs drama-
tization of competing archival logics, one based on ownership and
exploitation and another based on illicit circulation and free play.
Reading like a replicant involves a kind of Òarchive feverÓ (Derri-
da ÂÄÄ¾) that unfolds on multiple levels at once. BR÷ùõðproceeds
through a series of archival revelations, a search which Officer K
undertakes without realizing that it will displace him from his own
story. The plot focuses on the race to find the child of Rachael and
Deckard, who is the first child born of a replicant mother. Niander
Wallace, the filmÕs corporate arch-villain, sees the child as a means
to consolidate his power. Frustrated by his inability to manufacture
fertile female replicants, he thinks the child will provide him the key
to infinite human expansion, the power to create and control life on
a vast scale and extend human exo-colonization into distant space.
WallaceÕs archivesÑincluding those he acquired from Tyrell, the first
creator of replicantsÑare the foundation of his power over life and
death; his power stems from his possession of the patents for the bio-
engineering of abundant food supplies, and extends to control over
replicant genomes. Archives, as Derrida argues, are both originary
and nomological, both a commencement and a commandment (Ã).
WallaceÕs archives are Òtopo-nomologicalÓ in DerridaÕs sense: based
in a secure location and investing hermeneutic authority in their
owner (Á).

In contrast to WallaceÕs fortified archives, we have DeckardÕs library.
Crammed bookshelves line his living space, and we glimpse a neat
stack of books next to a framed photo of his lost love Rachael; books
are intimate objects linked to personal memory, identity, and rela-
tionships. Literature may become a carrier signal for an Òinformatics
of dominationÓ (Haraway À½Á), as with the baseline test, but it is also
linked to an informal network of free circulation, a gift economy. In
contrast to WallaceÕs patri-archives, literature is sustained through
what we could call a nomadic archive. Literature here is not confined,
but functions as a mobile mediator circulating through networks of
intimate contact: books mediate relations between generations, be-
tween the sexes, and between humans, replicants, and holographic
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artificial intelligence. Literature, to use DerridaÕs phrase, is a Òtrans-
generational and transindividual relayÓ (Á¾), connecting readers and
writers across differences of time and place, social hierarchies and
archival technologies.

The film depicts several intriguing moments of archival reading. At
the LAPD DNA Archive, K reads sequences of genes, rapidly scan-
ning data in a way that would be impossible for any human reader
(see fig.Á). As K reads, Joi marvels at the construction of human be-
ings from columns of coded information, an alphabet of four letters
in contrast to the two of her digital code; she herself is a kind of text,
a virtual body supported by a perishable physical substrate.

Pursuing the case to WallaceÕs vast archives, K learns that most elec-
tronic files were corrupted in ÒThe BlackoutÓ of ÂÄÂÂ. Little informa-
tion apart from paper records survived, which helps to explain why
there are still antique books in circulation, and also draws our atten-
tion to the perishable material substrate of embodied texts. Bodies
can be reduced to information, stored, retrieved, copied, and erased.
K is able to find a corrupted holographic video file of RachaelÕs
Voigt-Kampff test from the first film, and we see a fragment of her
dialogue: ÒAre you testing whether IÕm a Replicant or a lesbian,
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Mr. Deckard?Ó (Villeneuve ÂÄÃ¼; Scott Ãº»Â). This moment is one of
the few fragments ofBlade Runnerthat is copied almost exactly from
DickÕs novel, which was adapted quite freely in many other respects:
ÒIs this testing whether IÕm an android,Ó Rachael asked tartly, Òor
whether IÕm homosexual?Ó (À¼). It is an uncanny archival mise-en-
abyme. This archival reanimation is given a further twist when Wal-
lace creates a new Rachael to entrap Deckard: as viewers of the film,
we see a computer-generated likeness of the actor Sean Young as a
timelessly young Rachael mapped onto body double Loren Peta, the
substrate of a projected pattern (see fig.À).

In the same scene, the lighting design of WallaceÕs headquarters
plays conspicuous homage to the appearance of TyrellÕs lair in the
first Blade Runner. Both make ample use of reflected light, with
shimmering interference patterns of Òpale fireÓ rippling across vault-
ed ceilings, although ScottÕs film achieved this with practical effects
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that Villeneuve was able to reproduce with the relative ease of digital
production. These scenes are thus permeated with a visual metaphor
for the filmÕs own poetics:BR÷ùõðboth embodies and reflects upon
its method of intertextual adaptation. As the sequel to an adaptation
of a book, BR÷ùõðis several degrees of separation from any claim
to originality. Although we cherish and fetishize originality, this an-
archivic quality is endemic to all art. As Linda Hutcheon notes, Òart
is derived from other art; stories are born of other storiesÓ (Â), and
Òan adaptation is a derivation that is not derivativeÑa work that is
second without being secondary. It is its own palimpsestic thingÓ (º).
It is this process of derivation that allows works to survive, albeit in
mutated form:
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Through these images of reflected light, BR÷ùõðingeniously ÒadaptsÓ
the unadaptable novel Pale Fire, reproducing it in mutated form,
while dramatizing its own processes of archival reanimation.

Crucially, Officer KÕs own memory proves to be an essential piece
of the archival puzzle. Through his search, K comes to believe that
he himself is the miraculous child, the one who will Òbreak the
worldÓÑor at least become Òa real boy now,Ó as Joi says, furnishing
the obligatory Pinocchio referenceÑbut through a narrative manoeu-
vre inspired by Pale Fire he is displaced from this role (Villeneuve
ÂÄÃ¼). K knows that his own memories are fabrications, but he comes
to believe that one particular memory, a vision of the toy wooden
horse that he finds buried with RachaelÕs remains, is true. This leads
him to seek out the memory designer, Dr. Ana Stelline, who admits
that KÕs memory is not a pure fabrication like the others written in-
to replicant minds but rather, and against the law, someoneÕs actu-
al memory. In fact it is her own memory, and by inscribing it in KÕs
mind she has set in motion the plot that will reveal that she is the
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daughter of Rachael. Stelline is the specimen sought by Wallace, the
key to controlling replicant reproduction, but she is also an active
agent whose creative transgression sets the narrative in motion.

� ���� 
������� ��� ���

T he creative agency of Ana Stelline is emphasized by a narra-
tive structure strikingly similar to that ofPale Fire, which we
might call ÒNabokovian displacement.Ó In several of

NabokovÕs fictions, includingPale Fire and the infamousLolita, the
story is told from the perspective of a manipulative and insane nar-
rator who manically tries to implicate readers in his own sordid tale,
while marginalizing a sympathetic character who, we indirectly
learn, is morally and creatively central to the story. Pale Fireconsists
largely of mad narrator KinboteÕs self-absorbed commentary on John
ShadeÕs poem, which he entirely fails to understand. Displaced by
KinboteÕs framing is ShadeÕs mourning for his departed daughter
Hazel, an aspiring poet and arguably the true moral and creative cen-
tre of the novel. One ofPale FireÕs narrative games involves strategic
undecidability concerning the true authorship of the novelÕs multiple
texts, and Hazel Shade herself is one of the possible authors, if only
from beyond the grave. Against the division ofPale Firescholars into
ÒShadeansÓ and ÒKinbotiansÓ claiming that one of the two men is the
sole author of both text and commentary, this third interpretive pos-
sibility is argued at length by Brian Boyd, the foremost American
Nabokov scholar. In BoydÕs exhaustive re-rereading of the novel, he
shows that Hazel Òappears to inspire her father with material for a
poem that sums up her death, his life, and his life-long quest to probe
the mystery of death (Ã¼À); at the same time, ÒThe evidence Nabokov
conceals withinPale Fire suggests that HazelÕs spirit somehow in-
spires Kinbote with the idea of Zembla [É] because she can turn
Zembla into a chance to both express and ironize her own experience
as a woman spurnedÓ (Ã¼Á). Through a similar narrative game, Offi-
cer K is displaced from the centre of BR÷ùõðÕs narrative, and the fo-
cus shifts to the lost daughter, Dr. Ana Stelline. But the film intro-
duces a crucial difference: Hazel dies, but Stelline lives to spark the
illicit cir culation of texts and bodies.
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If Officer K reads like a replicant, Stelline writes like a replicant, cre-
ating dreams and memories for other replicants in her isolated cre-
ative laboratory (see fig.¾). In her cyborg manifesto, Haraway imag-
ines a contemporary political subject able to navigate and resist the
techno-scientific domination increasingly structuring our social real-
ity. ÒBy the late twentieth century our time,Ó she writes, Òwe are all
chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism;
in short, we are cyborgsÓ (À¾¼). Cyborgs transgress boundaries be-
tween traditional dualisms, like natural and artificial; they are Òille-
gitimate offspring of militarism and patriarchal capitalism,Ó but they
can draw strength from their muddled origins (À¾»). Stelline repre-
sents the open-sourcing of artificial life, so to speak. She herself is an
unforeseeable eventÑan embodied rewriting of the future. Not only
is she the body(text) that will break the world, it is her text(body)
that initiates the process. Ultimately, however, it is her act of cyborg
mnemopoeisis that has the potential to change the world, not her sta-
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tus as a fertile female specimen. I suggest we read Stelline as a femi-
nist cyborg author whose poietic agency represents the possibility of
a living matri-archive.

StellineÕs memory writing is a kind of literary practice. She sees her-
self as a creator, and remarks that Òevery artist puts something of
themselves in their work.Ó Another archival moment: creation is the
reflective relay of lived experience. Fres‡n, again inThe Remembered
Part(another link in the relay of reflections!), imagines Stelline as a
literary heroine, hidden in a corner of the canvas; she has Òthe look
of a solitary Victorian writer or a pre-Raphaelite model,Ó but ÒStelline
wasnÕt making autofiction with her imagined memories. Stelline cre-
ated from what she lived: because to imagine was to create and to
create was to liveÓ (½Ä¾-½Ä½). Stelline is a cyborg writer, and her
poeitic intervention in history multiplies meanings and possibilities.
As Haraways puts it:
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We can construe StellineÕs art as an enactment and precursor of a fu-
ture literature that has been with us all along, a subversion of the
hermeneutic authority invested in the patri-archive, a powerful kind
of writing that provides the means to resist and subvert informatic
control.

At this point it is worth reflecting on some possible objections to
this story I have been telling. Some of the most incisive critiques of
BR÷ùõðcame from feminist writers who found its aesthetics decep-
tively derivative, its depictions of women gratuitously negative, and
its politics of reproduction deeply problematic. Regarding the filmÕs
reproduction of its source materials and seeming lack of engagement
with contemporary social issues, Shama Rangwala writes that ÒThe
only future made possible byBlade Runner ÷ùõðÕs final scene is more
and more Blade Runners.Ó ButBR÷ùõðis more than another exam-
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ple of the flood of sterile reproductions, reboots, sequels, prequels,
and spinoffs of previously profitable intellectual properties that dom-
inates contemporary culture: as the use ofPale Fire as a metaphor
for adaptation suggests, it is an ironic and satiric commentary on the
fatal sterility of that same process, and one that holds the potential
for liberation from the power of a certain kind of archival control.
Arguably, the intertextuality with Nabokov is too subtle a strategy
for such ends, possibly limited to a certain kind of reader; but many
critics have also overlooked or downplayed the creative agency of
Stelline. Emma Louise Backe criticizes the filmÕs over-reliance on the
trope of reproduction, arguing that despite StellineÕs role as memo-
ry engineer and potential mother, she is nothing in herself; ÒDespite
her importance to theBlade Runner ÷ùõðplot and mythos, Dr. Stelline
is defined primarily by her significance to the men around her and
her biological identity, rather than any personal qualities inherent to
her.Ó In effect, such a critique reduces Stelline to Òpale fireÓ as well. I
would argue, however, that StellineÕs artistry transgresses the order
imposed by the patriarchal world in which she is confined, and rep-
resents the precarious possibility of escape from control.

Ian Campbell (no relation) has examined a similar topic but come
to different conclusions. He argues that the filmÕs use ofPale Fire
is metafictive, inciting viewers to look beyond the seemingly opti-
mistic story about KÕs heroism to see that he has likely been a self-
deluded puppet of Wallace all along; the filmÕs use of holographic
imagery, deployed with Joi and Rachael, is a self-aware illusion that
comfortingly mimics the more optimistic first film while ultimately
suggesting the illusory nature of the optimistic ending. ÒThe future
is (fore)closed, not open. BRõð[sic] only seems optimistic because
of its familiar tropes and because it borrows some of its predeces-
sorÕs aura through RachaelÕs iconic look [É] The film seems to end
well, but thatÕs because its use of illusion distracts us from think-
ing about metafiction in the way thatPale Firedemands.Ó This argu-
ment, however, requires additional information that is conspicuously
not supplied by the film itself. ÒWeÕve been putting microchips in our
cats and dogs since before the millennium; is it really plausible that
the Wallace Corporation canÕt track all the Replicants, even those
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who have plucked out their right eyes? How likely is it that Repli-
cants donÕt have remotely-activated devices that can drop them un-
conscious or kill them instantly?Ó If this were the case, however, and
replicants could easily be remotely deactivated, what need would
there be for blade runners at all? The whole premise of the story
would collapse. Ironically, the wish to interpret the filmÕs future as
definitively foreclosed is a distinctly Kinbotian overreach.

The argument hinges on the question of control: how likely is it that
K, Deckard, and especially Stelline have escaped from WallaceÕs con-
trol? Just as the firstBlade Runnerhints at and leaves open the ques-
tion of whether Deckard himself might be a replicant,BR÷ùõðends
in openness and indeterminacy. It is true that the ending is problem-
atic and that StellineÕs position is a very precarious one, but what
advocates of foreclosure forget is the possibility that freedom in the
realm of fiction may have a causal relationship to freedom in the ac-
tual world. If interpretations of indeterminacy condition praxis, an
inability to play can have fatal consequences. Literature, embodied in
physical books or other media, may be either a vector of control or
an unexpected pathway to freedom. The choice is ours.

To return to ÒPale Fire,Ó the poem: in the section included in the base-
line test, John Shade (or Hazel!) writes that Òa tall white fountain
played/dreadfully distinct.Ó This is the vision of life after death that
he briefly glimpses while blacked out due to a heart attack, and
he thinks he finds it corroborated in the newspaper account of a
woman who also saw a white fountain during a near-death experi-
enceÑbut this turns out to be a misprint: ÒMountain, not fountainÓ
(Nabokov ½Â). The confusion based on a misprint is clearly echoed
in BR÷ùõðÕs trope of the confusion between K and Stelline, who was
hidden from Wallace through the creation of a false doubling in the
genetic archive. It also hints at the possibility of misreading in gen-
eral, and the need for ludic strategies in dealing with the world of
appearances. The poem continues:
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In viewing BR÷ùõðÕs correlated patterns as an intertextual homage to
Pale Fire, it would be fitting to embrace this ludic aspect. As Boyd
writes in his conclusion, ÒNabokov designed Pale Fire so that we
make discoveries at every phase of reading, so that the interplay of
problems and promise keeps luring us on to still more sweeping sur-
prisesÓ (ÂÀ¼). Similarly, the film yields additional meanings on re-
peated viewings, especially if we learn to read like replicants.
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Reading like a replicant can mean reading for a store of artifi-
cial memories, or for something more transformative. It is a
hybrid reading: analog, digital, holographic, forensic,

archival, and ludic. Reading like a replicant also means attending to
the material embodiment of texts, and the competing archival logics
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they are caught up in. It means considering the textual permeability
of bodies, or the ways in which chance encounters between bodies
and texts can yield unforeseeable events. Textualization can be a
means of controlling bodies, or a vehicle of liberation. In its parables
of reading (and writing) like a replicant,Blade Runner ÷ùõðsuggests
that the fate of free bodies and minds is somehow bound up with the
fate of literature.

The film depicts a world in which culture and archival retrieval and
reanimation have become virtually synonymous. What appears to be
most alive is artificial, and nothing new is being created apart from
the products of a consumerist control society endlessly reproducing
past creations, such as the monumental, glitch-ridden Elvis hologram
spliced into the scene of K and Deckard fighting in an abandoned
casino. The world of BR÷ùõðis much like our own, in other words,
and it seems to pose the question of how the resistant materiality of
literary texts entering into unforeseen relations might contribute to
the genesis of an Event that would escape such terminal nihilism. Lit-
erature is a trans-individual process that depends on specific, contin-
gent, and embodied practices of reading and writing, archiving and
interpreting. Texts and bodies are mortal and must be replicated and
transmitted in order to endure, but if this process is to be liberated
from archival necro-power reproduction will need to introduce er-
ror, transgression, creativity, and free play. Literature is the transgen-
erational relay of our mortal humanity, a collective inheritance sus-
tained by an open archive, and it may be a crucial form of resistance
to the forces that would subjugate life under a single code.
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Figure Ã: Pale Fire, Officer KÕs favourite book? Still from Blade Runner ÷ùõð
(ÂÄÃ¼).

Figure Â: ÒItÕs about an outlaw priest whoÕs trying to understand the mean-
ing of being human.Ó Still from ÷ùõñ: Nowhere to Run(ÂÄÃ¼).

Figure Á: Reading like a replicant? Still from Blade Runner ÷ùõð(ÂÄÃ¼).

Figure À: Body double Loren Peta merged with a de-aged digital Sean Young
as Rachael. Still from Blade Runner ÷ùõð(ÂÄÃ¼).

Figure ¾: Dr. Ana StellineÕs cyborg mnemopoiesis. Still from Blade Runner
÷ùõð(ÂÄÃ¼).
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ÒThings, Assemblages, WorldsÓ ar-

gues that the vibrancy of things is

attributable not to an inherent qual-

ity within matter, but to the rela-

tionality of the perceptual field or

world that things and bodies share.

Reading Martin Heidegger's analyt-

ic of Dasein against Brian Massu-

mi's description of things in their

connectability allows for a revised

description of how art sensitizes us

to things through defamiliarization.

Adina Bar-On's performanceDispo-

sitionprovides a useful example for

uncovering art's ability to reveal

things' character, their who-ness.

ÇLes choses, les assemblages, les

mondesÈ soutient que la vitaliteú des

choses ne peut pas eùtre attribueúe aûune

qualiteúinheúrente aûla matieûre, mais aûla

relationnaliteúdu champ perceptuel ou du

monde partageúpar les objets et les corps.

En confrontant l'analyse de Dasein de

Martin Heidegger aûla description des ob-

jets dans leur capaciteúde se connecter de

Brian Massumi, cela permet une descrip-

tion reúviseúe de la manieûre dont l'art nous

rend sensibles aux objets aûtravers la deú-

paysement. La performance de Adina Bar-

On,Disposition, constitue un exemple utile

pour mettre en lumieûre la capaciteúde l'art

aûreúveúler la nature des objets, leur essence

propre.

KZ����� ���� ����

I n the call for this issue ofImaginations, authors are asked to con-
sider, ÒHow can an examination of the modes of inscription
across media, platforms, and interfaces, draw greater attention to



what is often ignored in critical conversations about texts, objects,
and bodies: the vitality of their materiality?Ó This paper responds
first by attending to what it might mean to pinpoint vibrancy and
agency as inhering tothingsÑa stance that contrasts with our ten-
dency to read intentionality (not to mention aesthetics) as resting
firmly in the domain of humanconsciousness. The first four sections
explore some of the theoretical underpinnings of these contrasting
ways of approaching the presumed separation between a ÒwhoÓ in-
habiting and acting upon a world and a ÒwhatÓ that simply exists
within an objective environment. Rather than privileging a human
quality of conscious intentionality, this paper advocates an approach
oriented toward a consideration ofrelationality, where intelligibility
is understood to emerge across a field of entities that enact their con-
nectedness and connectability to each other. Each thing, body, and
person manifests in relation to its world.

Having established this philosophical ground, the paper turns to a
descriptive territory that might feel more familiar to most readers
of this publication. The fifth section frames Viktor ShklovskyÕs de-
vice of defamiliarization (ostranenie) in relation to the preceding
arguments, suggesting that art actions can reorient our relational
fields toward new possibilities of connectability, opening us up to
the Òwho-nessÓ of objects: that is, the particular connectabilities that
constitute their worlds. In doing so, the paper also proposes a move
away from thinking artÕs productive force in textual terms, ormodes
of inscription, in favour of privileging the disclosive power of an-
imateness, where acts of conscriptioncan bring previously unac-
knowledged or unrealized connectabilities into potential alignment.
The final three sections consider some of the acts of conscription, hu-
man and non-human, at play in the Toronto iteration ofDisposition, a
work of site-specific performance art by Israeli artist Adina Bar-On.
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I n her book Vibrant Matter, Jane Bennett encourages her readers
to view thingsanew. Asvibrantentities, things are not only what
a human consciousness can make of them. They appear in rela-
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tion to both a ÒrecalcitranceÓ that resists human understanding and
a Òpositive, productive power of their ownÓ that can affect and trans-
form us (Ã). Affirming the vibrancy of matter is a move away from
a traditional perspective that attempts to restrict agency to human
intentionality. To say that a thing has vibrancy is to recognize it as
an actant rather than simply as an object. In broad terms, Bennett
is interested in Òa theory of distributive agencyÓ in which Òthere are
[É] always a swarm of vitalities at playÓ (ÁÃ-ÁÂ). Seeking to situate
what she calls Òthing-power,Ó Bennett turns to a notion of assemblage
to describe matterÕs potential vibrancy, arguing that a thingÕs pow-
er corresponds to the way it exerts force within a network. While
the concept of assembly is central to actor-network theory,Ã which
is often closely linked to vital materialism, Bennett cites Mark Bon-
ta and John ProteviÕs definition of Òassemblage (agencement) as Ôan
intensive network or rhizome displaying ÒconsistencyÓ or emergent
effect by tapping into the ability of the self-ordering forces of het-
erogeneous materials to mesh together,Õ (Bonta and Protevi, Deleuze
and Geophilosophy, ¾À)Ó (ÃÁÄ). This identifies her understanding of
assemblage as having a Deleuzian inflection.

Invoking Gilles Deleuze and FŽlix GuattariÕs notion of assemblage,
however, demands something more complex than a simple redistri-
bution of agency among material entities, human or otherwise. Erin
Manning, in her book The Minor Gesture, has pointed out the ten-
dency of the English word assemblageÑthe generally accepted trans-
lation for Deleuze and GuattariÕs termagencementÑto be read too
much in terms of objects. She writes, Òagencementspeaks to the in-
terstitial arena of experience of the interval, [É] where the field is
still in formation. [É] Unfortunately, assemblage has too often been
read as an object or existent configuration, rather than in its po-
tentializing directionality. [É] Agencement[É] carries within itself a
sense of movement and connectibility, of processual agencyÓ (ÃÂÁ).

This suggests that the vibrancy Bennett is so interested in exploring
may be less a quality that emanates from objects than it is a function
of a field of potentializing directionality: an animateness inherent at
least as much torelationalityas to materiality. If causality cannot be
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confined to human intentionality, neither can vibrancy be confined
to material objects; both are indices of a shared relational field.

Brian Massumi points to something similar inParables for the Virtual
when he suggests, Òperception liesbetweenthe perceiver and the per-
ceivedÓ (ºÄ). For him, the way creatures perceive a thing is defined
by how they are able to encounter and act upon that thing, where
Òthe properties of the perceived thing are properties of the action
more than of the thing itselfÓ (ºÄ). While it may appear that Massu-
miÕs equating of perception with an ability to act upon a thing priv-
ileges an intentionality that is at least organic if not exclusively hu-
man, he is quick to add, ÒThis does not mean [É] that the properties
are subjective or in the perceiver. On the contrary, they are tokens of
the perceiverÕs and the perceivedÕs concrete inclusion in each otherÕs
worldÓ (ºÄ).

Massumi points to Òthe reciprocity of perceptionÓ (º½), a configura-
tion that reveals multiple aspects of mutually determinate presenc-
ing: things, bodies, and worlds. In his schema, Òa thing Ôin itselfÕ [É]
is its connectability with other things outside itselfÓ (ºÂ). This con-
nectability need not be actualized; rather, Òthe humblest flower en-
folds forces that no creature, not even a human, will ever know how
to connect to: colors outside the visible spectrum, forces too small,
too large, too subtle, or simply too different to conjoinÓ (ºÁ). At the
same time, connectability is what determines both things and the
perceiving bodies positioned at the other end of perception. ÒThe
thing is its being-perceiveds. A body is its perceivings. ÔBodyÕ and
ÔthingÕ [É] exist only as implicated in each otherÓ (º¾). The con-
nectability of perception that flows between things and bodiesÑthe
potential for two things to be implicated in one anotherÑis what
Massumi calls the world. As he puts it, ÒThat two-headed perception
is the worldÓ (º¾).

Conflating perception and world in this way moves away from a tra-
ditional subject-object relationship that locates perceptions in bod-
ies and qualities in things. Perception-as-world conjoins these two
manifestationsÑbody and thingÑas poles of an axis that connects
and defines them both. Put another way, a body does not exclusively
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own its world, nor does a thing simply populate a bodyÕs world. Both
body and thing inhabit a shared world of sheer connectability, and
what is distributedÑnot within or among them so much asbetween
themÑis not simply force or agency, but also awareness. The unfold-
ing of a world amounts to a fundamental, localized, and reciprocal in-
telligibility that manifests as matter as much as it does as conscious-
ness.

MZ�����
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M assumiÕs way of understanding things can be viewed as
both a challenge to and a reworking of Martin HeideggerÕs
analytic of Dasein inBeing and Time. Heidegger positsDa-

seinÑa term that translates literally into English as Òthere-beingÓÑas
grounded in a particular type of self-understanding. Michael Inwood
offers a brief history of the term:
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Heidegger understands human being or Dasein as fundamentally dif-
ferent from the being of things or of other creatures, which is his
way of sidestepping Cartesian analyses that treat consciousness as a
distinct type of ÒthinglyÓ being. RenŽ Descartes insisted on the sepa-
ration of res cogitansfromres extensa, thereby positing consciousness
in terms of non-material but still ontological entities such as soul
or spirit. This, in HeideggerÕs view, is a decisively misleading detour
away from the possibility of thinking being as such:
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Rather than describing human being as a composite of material body
and ethereal soul or spirit as distinct entities, Heidegger starts from
an understanding of human being as a singular unity: ÒBeings are
a who (existence) or else awhat (objective presence in the broadest
sense)Ó (¤º, ÀÀ). He asserts that of all beings, Dasein Òunderstands it-
self in terms of its existenceÓ (¤À, ÃÃ); or, put another way, ÒDasein
is a being which is related understandingly in its being toward that
being (Sein)Ó (¤ÃÂ, ¾Á). This is contrasted with the being of Òobjec-
tively presentÓ things: ÒTo something objectively present its being
is a matter of ÔindifferenceÕ (ÔgleichgŸltigÕ), more precisely, it ÔisÕ in
such a way that its being can neither be indifferent nor non-indif-
ferent to itÓ (¤º, ÀÂ). HeideggerÕs highly anthropocentric claim point-
edly structures intelligibility and meaningfulness in terms of human
awareness and perception. His formulation dismisses tout court, for
example, the possibility that animate responsiveness and innate bi-
ological processes and dispositions focused on self-preservation or
survival enhancement demonstrate a living entityÕs understanding
of and concern for its being. In his view, ÒLife has its own kind of
being, but it is essentially accessible only in DaseinÓ (¤ÃÄ, Àº). Da-
seinÕs exclusive access to understanding beingÑwhich is key to the
concepts of unconcealedness and openness that run through all of
HeideggerÕs writingsÑhinges on human consciousness coupled with
language. In ÒThe Origin of the Work of Art,Ó Heidegger argues that
language Òbrings beings as beings, for the first time, into the open.
Where language is not present, as in the being of stones, plants, or
animals, there is also no openness of beings, and consequently no
openness either of that which is not a being (des Nichtseienden) or of
emptinessÓ (À½).

THINGS, ASSEMBLAGES, WORLDS

JOURNAL  OF  CR OSS-CUL TURAL  IMA GE STUDIESREVUE DÕƒTUDES INTER CUL TURELLES DE L ÕIMAGE
ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 106



What such an argument fails to recognize is that beings enact their
opennessas and through their being, that is, byhow they act. A bee
recognizes and is open in particular ways to a flower, and vice ver-
sa; they share a world of mutual intelligibility through their interac-
tions without having to name their responsiveness to each other in
language. This is no less true of the earth and the moon, which enact
their openness to each other through their gravitational dance. Being
does not require an act of ÒunconcealingÓ in language, which, as an
inscriptive layer of representation, transforms as much as it reveals.
At best, one might say that language facilitates a particular kind of
openness of being for human consciousness.

Thinking ontology through perception rather than languageÑby fo-
cusing on the imbricated and localized unfoldings of time, space, and
matterÑhas become relevant in new ways as we have extended hu-
man awareness to domains where different laws and behaviours ap-
pear to apply than those detectable to an unenhanced human sen-
sory system. If one is to concern oneself with the meaning of be-
ing, then it is fair to ask how it is that entities and events manifest
in particular ways by inquiring into the suchness of matter and ani-
mateness without immediately prioritizing human awareness, inten-
tionality, and expression. How is it that there are particles that move
and vibrate, attract and repulse in relation to one another? Can their
responsiveness be equated with a kind of concern for their being?
Heidegger argues inBeing and Timethat a chair and a wall could
never ÒtouchÓ each other because they are ÒworldlessÓÑincapable of
becoming ÒaccessibleÓ to each other in Òtheir being presentÓ (¤ÃÂ,
¾¾-¾½). But surely his description of the contact between chair and
wall overlooks the basic wonder that two thingsÑwhich appear to be
mostly empty space at the subatomic levelÑcan maintain their struc-
tural integrity, assert their distinctiveness, and eschew the possibility
of simply melting together or passing through each other, notwith-
standing their lack of humanly understood or measured self-percep-
tion. Their contact enacts an expressive dance of entities recogniz-
ingÑor in MassumiÕs terms, connecting withÑeach other, even with-
out a human witness. Against Heidegger, then, I would argue that
the meeting of chair and wall is indeed anencounterthat influences
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or determines each of them in specific ways and that reveals them as
belonging to a shared world.

NZ�����
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H eidegger argues that DaseinÕs initial everyday encounter
with entities is never a matter of examining objectively pre-
sent things, but rather, involves Òthings at hand being taken

care of.Ó Thus, ÒhandinessÓ (Zuhandenheit) as opposed to Òobjective
presenceÓ (Vorhandenheit) is Òthe ontological categorial definition of
beings as they areÔin themselvesÕÓ (¤Ã¾, ¼Ã).Â Things appear to Dasein
in the context of their usefulness and familiarity: what they can do
and what one can do with them, as well as how they fit within or
open onto a larger world of actions and inter-relationships. Massu-
miÕs argument that a bodyÕs perceptions correspond to how that
body is able to act upon a thing could be taken as a less anthropocen-
tric rejoinder to HeideggerÕs assertions. This might suggest that a
thingÕs vibrancy for a bodyÑits tendency to excite compulsion, at-
traction, or interest within a relational fieldÑis a function of its use-
fulness for that body. Yet what Bennett points to is something quite
the opposite. Her descriptions of the vibrancy of things tend to focus
on their uncanniness, that is, their tendency to stand out and not be-
have as expected or humanly willed.

Heidegger argues that seeing entities ÒobjectivelyÓ in terms of their
material qualities rather than as already integrated into oneÕs world
by virtue of their handiness requires an extra step of cognition. A
thingÕs presence as a discrete object with particular material qualities
only comes to the fore when that thing fails to function as expect-
ed or desired. Heidegger notes three modes in which a useful thing
can recede from handiness and thereby call attention to its presence:
conspicuousness, as when a thing is damaged or malfunctioning;ob-
trusiveness, as when a thing is missing some essential element; and
obstinacy, as when a thing becomes an obstacle to oneÕs aims (¤Ã½,
¼Â-¼Á).

While it may well be true that an adult, Western human tends not to
pay close attention to the materiality of familiar things, HeideggerÕs
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argument does not account for how handiness is largely learned
through an extended apprenticeship of socialization. If Dasein in
its average everydayness is inattentive to the objective qualities of
things, it is largely because experience has allowed these qualities to
recede into the background through a process of familiarization. In
HeideggerÕs well-known example of DaseinÕs relationship to a ham-
mer, he never addresses the fact that one is not born recognizing
what a hammer is, when and why it is useful, how best to use it,
or how it might be connected to a larger network of things, sites,
and actions. Heidegger claims, ÒThe act of hammering itself discov-
ers the specific ÔhandinessÕ (ÔHandlichkeitÕ) of the hammerÓ (¤Ã¾, ½º),
but such a description does not get back behind either how hammers
as produced items ever came to be, or how a hammerÕs user ever
came upon the notion of using a hammer to pound a nail. In a sim-
ilar way, he describes the materials that make up the hammer, and
their origins, as if they are discoveries that only ensue from the ham-
merÕs use: ÒHammer, tongs, nails in themselves refer toÑthey consist
ofÑsteel, iron, metal, stone, wood. ÔNatureÕ is [É] discovered in the
use of useful things, ÔnatureÕ in the light of products of natureÓ (¤Ã¾,
¼Ä). These descriptions seem to ignore how one learns about ham-
mers by being around them and seeing others use them in various
contexts. A childÕs perception of a hammer is very different from that
of an adult. For a child, objects are things to be sucked, tasted, rubbed
against and touched in myriad waysÑintriguing as much for their
sensory and sensual qualities as for what one can do with them: their
ways of moving, their shape, their colour, the way they glint in the
light, their softness or hardness, their heat or coolness to the touch,
the way they smell and sound. Both the act of hammering and the
perceived handiness of a hammer are grounded in prior experiences
of tactile-kinaesthetic exploration and practice.

Furthermore, hammers are not naturally occurring entities. A tool is,
by its very definition, something that has been adapted so that its
objectively present qualities can serve a particular purpose. In other
words, a toolÕs telos as a manufactured object is usefulness. Its util-
ity is key to what makes it a tool rather than some other kind of
object. A tool avoids being immediately conspicuous, obtrusive, and
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obstinate as an entity in large part because it has been constructed
with just such a goal in mindÑdesigned and refined, possibly over
generations, to be useful without calling attention to itself, through a
process that no doubt demanded a precise attentiveness to the objec-
tively present qualities of its composite materials. One cannot take as
a given that all types of beings are apprehended by Dasein according
to an imperative of handiness based on the example of a hammer.Á

OZ�����
�������� ����

I n thinking through the concepts ofZuhandenheitand Vorhan-
denheit,Heidegger aims to arrive at the appearance of a world,
by which he means something quite distinct from either a gener-

al environment or the sum of all the material entities that populate
oneÕs surroundings. Inwood, citing HeideggerÕsThe Essence of Rea-
sons, offers a helpful summary of the philosopherÕs deliberations on
the history of the term world: ÒThe conclusion [É] is that there are
three notions of world: (a) beings as a whole (das Seinde im Ganzen);
(b) the community of men; and, most satisfactorily, (c) men in rela-
tion to beings as a wholeÓ (ÂÀ½). For Heidegger, the world is Òthat Ôin
whichÕ Dasein ÔlivesÕÓ (¤ÃÀ, ½¾), but it is not in itself a physical being,
and certainly not merely a spatial container. Rather, it constitutes an
interconnected milieu and sphere of reference that opens onto and
supports human dealings with things. The world provides a structure
of relevance that presents and presences beings for Dasein, encom-
passing oneÕs engagement at both a localized, individual level and as
part of a larger society: Òworld can mean the ÔpublicÕ world of the we
or oneÕs ÔownÕ and nearest (domestic) surrounding worldÓ (¤ÃÀ, ½¾).À

The world reveals physical entities in their being as something other
than objectively present thingsÑas absorptions or involvements. It
exerts a kind of agency in its ability to make evident or orient us to-
ward the liveliness and interplay of things, which Heidegger some-
times expresses with the phrase Òworld worlds.Ó In ÒThe Origin of the
Work of Art,Ó he writes, ÒWorld worlds, and is more fully in being
than all those tangible and perceptible things in the midst of which
we take ourselves to be at home. [É] World is that always-nonobjec-
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tual to which we are subject as long as the paths of birth and death,
blessing and curse, keep us transported into beingÓ (ÂÁ).

Heidegger asserts not that the world is, but rather, that the world
worlds. This suggests that the world is as much a doing as a being,
an enacting force that guides or determines our discernment of
thingsÑa description not so far removed from MassumiÕs configura-
tion of perception-as-world. The difference, of course, is that while
Heidegger posits a world that only Dasein truly inhabits, Massumi
argues that body and thing share a world. If both body and thing
have their own worlds of connectability then each would count, in
HeideggerÕs terms, as being awho.

PZ�����
�������� �� ��
�

H eidegger argues that we only notice the objectively present
material qualities of things when those things become con-
spicuous, obtrusive or obstinate by failing to be immediate-

ly handy or useful in already familiar ways. When the world is posit-
ed as sheer connectability, however, other revelations of a thingÕs vi-
brancy can come to the fore. The vibrancy afforded by assemblage is
the opening of perception to unfamiliar potentialities. Humans are
able to notice things as vibrant not simply in relation to how we can
use them, or even in terms of how those things resist being useful to
usÑwhat Bennett calls their recalcitranceÑbut also in terms of how
things shimmer in their unanticipated connectability to other entities
and agenciesÑthat is, in their positive, productive power. Entering
into a worldly relationship with a thing can sometimes lure oneÕs
awareness toward other aspects of that thing as it is Òin itselfÓÑin its
connectability to nonhuman perceptionsÑthat would not otherwise
or previously have been accessible. Massumi frames this opening to
potentiality in terms of pure sensation: a feeling not yet crystallized
as perception, or, as he puts it, Òthe actual registering of the potential
more of which perception is not all; its tending, pending envelop-
ment in each connectionÓ (Â¼Ã). Vibrancy, then, could be understood
as a registration of sensation signalling a potential shift of intelligi-
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bility: a reorientation of relational fields to encompass previously
unimaginable connectabilities.

Acknowledging vibrancy as a function of assemblageÑand percep-
tion as the manifestation of a relational fieldÑprovides a clue to un-
derstanding the ability of art to make things appear strangeÑartÕs
imperative, as Viktor Shklovsky describes it, Òto make the stone
stony.Ó The Russian theorist and critic argued that this is the very
purpose of art:
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ShklovskyÕs description uses the word ÒperceptionÓ in a way that
is contrary to MassumiÕsÑas describing a feltness that precedes any
possibility of knowing rather than as the knowable limits of oneÕs
ability to act upon a thingÑbut this is more a semantic than concep-
tual divergence. The unfamiliarity of the not-known that Shklovsky
points to seems closely related to what Massumi wishes to signal by
the use of the term sensation. Furthermore, ShklovskyÕs insistence
that the object is not important points toward the idea that vibrancy
is a relational more than material phenomenon.

Still, one may ask, just how can art make the stone stony? Artists
are often able to draw our attention to the vibrancy of materialsÑal-
lowing us to see them anew, to get closer to apprehending them
as the things they are in themselvesÑnot so much by making them
ÒunhandyÓ as by drawing our attention to other potentials for their
connectability. Sometimes this is accomplished by initiating new
forms of assemblage, but it can also be achieved by bringing us into
worldsÑinto other relational fields of possible assemblagesÑthat our
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everyday actions had not previously attended to. This requires ap-
proaching things not from the point of view of their utility , already
knowing or imagining what they can do, but by approaching them
in unlikely ways to see what happens. Massumi argues that this is
the true process of invention. As he puts it, ÒAn invention is an in-
situ plumbing of potential rather than an extrapolation of disengaged
possibilityÓ (º¾). Art is often understood in terms ofmodes of inscrip-
tion that mark or transform existing materials, either to reveal what
was hidden or to bring new possibilities into being. Defamiliarization
might be better understood, however, in terms ofacts of conscription
that shift audiencesÕ relational fields by attuning their bodies to oth-
er potentials of connectability: to nonhuman worlds of perception.

QZ������� � �������� � �������� ���� �
�� ��
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I would like to explore artÕs ability to shift relational fields in this
way by briefly considering the Toronto iteration ofDisposition, a
site-specific performance by the Israeli artist Adina Bar-On that

I produced in my role as the Performance Art Curator of Fado Per-
formance Inc.¾, ½While this is not a particularly recent workÑDispo-
sitionwas presented in Toronto on the afternoons of Saturday, Octo-
ber ¾ and Sunday, October ½, ÂÄÄÂÑit remains vivid in my memory
after more than two decades.

At first glance, Dispositionwas primarily concerned with human re-
lations, exploring concepts of home and territory. The performance
was driven by the pliable relationships Bar-On established with her
audienceÑpresenting herself by turns as seductive, confrontational,
conspiratorial or seemingly indifferentÑbut it also engaged closely
with its surroundings to generate shared meaningfulness. In ÒA So-
liloquy,Ó a reflection on the experiences and impulses that guided the
development of her practice, Bar-On notes, ÒI think that IÕm an en-
vironmental artist, in more than one sense. [É] And the situations I
choose to perform in [É] are environmental, social situationsÓ (ÃÂº).
This insistence on overlaying the environmental and the social is key
to the way Bar-On is able to draw attention to the vibrancy of things
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by altering her audiencesÕ sensibilities to intersecting fields of con-
nectability and relationality.

Dispositionwas structured as a two-hour walking tour through the
residential neighbourhood of Cabbagetown. Rather than offering a
linear narrative, Dispositionunfolded as a series of interrelated and
resonant sensations, in MassumiÕs sense of the term: a rhizomatic
jumble of unanticipated images, sounds, textures, movements, and
moods that challenged the audience to construct their own mean-
ings. As the tourÕs unconventional guide, Bar-On greeted the audi-
ence dressed conspicuously in a calf-length bright red dress made in
flowing material, heavy enough to drape but light enough to shim-
mer in the breeze, along with a red headscarf that framed her face
and hung down the back of her neck. This elegant attire, which left
her upper front chest and lower arms and legs bare, was offset by her
sturdy black boots. Bar-OnÕs physicality throughout the performance
was not at all typical of an average ¾Ä-year-old woman. She would
not only walk, run, and stand, but also march, skip, bend, crouch,
reach, and roll, now turning her legs awkwardly inward as one might
see a child do, now throwing back her shoulders and pushing out her
chest aggressively, now stooping forward like an elderly person.

Even more unnerving was her transgression of the norms of private
and public space. One minute, she would be strolling quite unre-
markably along the sidewalk. Then coming upon a patch of green
lawn, she would plop herself down as if to loll in the grass, turn
toward the ground and begin rooting in the dirt. Now posing, she
crouched on one knee, head bent forward and one arm held out, her
hand curled inward as if she were pulling against the sky. A man
was washing his car in a driveway. No mindÑshe stepped onto the
lawn beside him and lay prostrate on her front taking the form of
a cross, then went up onto the steps of the house and knelt as if to
pray as he stood, mouth agape, watching her. Stepping out into the
road, she danced fearlessly with passing cars, pirouetting in front of
them, running alongside them, touching them as they passed. Stand-
ing stock-still in front of a stop sign, she stood with her arms crossed
and stared at its message. Later she did the same with a neighbour-
hood watch sign with its red icons of houses with giant eyes. A man

THINGS, ASSEMBLAGES, WORLDS

JOURNAL  OF  CR OSS-CUL TURAL  IMA GE STUDIESREVUE DÕƒTUDES INTER CUL TURELLES DE L ÕIMAGE
ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 114



�1/@=)�LV��(17!��!= d�7�&=8@&017/�%)>1()�!�&0!17d5174�.)7&)�!>�?0)�&@=!?8=�5884>�17

�"+('+","'& `MKKMaZ��08?8�%F��1458>��)/= !(F Z

was getting out of his car, having just parked. Bar-On stepped up to
the opposite side and confidently touched the car, even as he was
locking it. Wrought iron fences might be touched or grabbed to brace
her body in a particular pose; at any moment, she might open a gate
at the front of a property and step inside.

On one level, Bar-OnÕs actions could be understood as having more
to do with human territoriality and civil strictures than the vibrancy
of things. When we occupy and move through space, we have
learned to do so in specific, regulated ways. Bar-OnÕs gestures im-
mediately made visible our tacit acceptance of particular rights of
possession and expectations around public decorum, reminding us
that a human world is inscribed by rules of property and ownership.
Roads are for cars. Lawns, and even the fences and gates that sepa-
rate them from the street, are private, as are parked vehicles. Things
appear to humans not only according to their material qualities, not

PAUL COUILLARD

ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 115



�1/@=)�MV��(17!��!= d�7�5!F >�.!&) d(8 D7�17�!�&=8>>�;8>1?187�87�!�;=1C!?)�5!D7�17

�"+('+","'& `MKKMaZ��08?8�%F��1458>��)/= !(F Z

only according to our projected aims, needs or even desires toward
them, but also according to specific claims on who can use them and
how. The borders that mark particular territories may be invisible,
but their unspoken presences are enacting forces that impinge on our
being and behaviour materially and animately, also affecting our per-
ception of individual thingsÕ vibrancy.

Bar-OnÕs occupation of space and handling of objects was notable
not only for her refusal to respect conventions around the privacy
of property, however, but also for the sensual, full-bodiedness of
her interactions. InðQuestions, Bar-On links this deliberate tactility
with the audienceÕs gaze: ÒMy fingers touch and fondle the objects
to arouse the sensuality inherent in the physical material, as an ex-
tension of the observerÕs eyesÓ (º).¼Put another way, Bar-OnÕs way
of touching things conscripts the viewersÕ eyes, drawing her au-
diences into a heightened sensory engagement. One of her tactics
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was to shift unexpectedly from ordinary, everyday ways of negoti-
ating space to grand movements, heroic body postures and still pos-
es framed by the surrounding landscape. Bar-On notes the disclo-
sive effect of this technique in her performances: Òsomething which
a moment before looked like a fragment of life, and the next mo-
ment itÕs frozen and has become a pictureÓ (ÒA SoliloquyÓ ÃÁÄ). In
an interview with Martin Zet after presentingDispositionin Belfast,
Northern Ireland, Bar-On described these moments of tableau as Òvi-
sual, film-like images she [the performanceÕs protagonist] creates as
Ôwoman in landscape,Õ Ôwoman with vehicle,Õ Ôwoman with flagÕ and
situations provoked between herself and the audience as leader and
followerÓ (ÒLady in RedÓ). These dilated moments ofrelationalityÑal-
ways in, with, or betweenÑhave the double effect of encouraging the
audience to see not only the performer but also the spaces she inhab-
itsÑand, crucially, the other things that share those spacesÑin unex-
pected ways.
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In her performances, Bar-On defamiliarizes the everyday world by
highlighting aspects of relationalityÑwhether with an audience, with
her surroundings, or with thingsÑthrough play. Bar-On writes, ÒI
play with youÑnot in the bad sense, but like playing on memories,
sentiments, aesthetics, behavior and culture, on what is right, what
isnÕt right, what you give of yourself, or where you canÕt give moreÓ
(ÒA SoliloquyÓ ÃÁÄ). Play discloses the boundaries of our shared un-
derstandings by testing their borders, which can lead us to reimagine
not only who we are, but alsowhat we are. At the same time, play
can draw the entities we encounter out of their concealedness as ei-
ther simply familiar or specifically useful items, opening up the pos-
sibility of viewing a place or a thing not only as awhat, but also as
a who. Bar-On affirms, ÒThe place where I have chosen to perform
already has, to my sensibility, a state of consciousness; it already has
a vision, in itself, which I wish to retain and envelop into my ownÓ
(ðQuestions, ÃÄ).»
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Bar-OnÕs environmental art practice engages with sites of
competing and intersecting interests and affinities, not all of
them human. The Toronto iteration of Disposition brought

these concerns into sharp focus during a segment of the performance
that traversed Riverdale Farm, a ¼.¾-acre Òworking farmÓ that serves
as an admission-free educational and recreational destination. As an
idealized, artificially pastoral environment in the heart of the city, the
site offered Bar-On a rich setting to illuminate tensions around home
and territory by attending to the complex presencing of world.

During one vignetteÑmuch to the consternation of the FarmÕs em-
ployeesÑBar-On stepped behind a chain link fence while the audi-
ence stood on the main pathway. A green sign with white lettering
made the fenceÕs purpose plain:
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Riverdale Farm is situated on a slope that once formed part of a wet-
land along the Don River. Efforts were underway to reclaim portions
of the FarmÕs acreage: removing invasive plant species and repopu-
lating the slope with native vegetation, as well as allowing some of
the marshy areas to regenerate as a habitat for local wildlife. Where
Bar-On was standing, just behind the fence, was an area slated for
reclamation, although any such work was clearly incomplete; in fact,
the immediate area was piled with rubble, bits of brick, and discard-
ed wood. As the audience watched from a sanctioned trail, Bar-On
extracted some intact bricks from the jumbled pile and used them to
build a miniature square structureÑa tiny, rogue house at the divid-
ing line between a temporary waste dump and a green space in the
process of renaturalization.

The action was poignant in relation to the textual content of the per-
formance. Throughout the tour, Bar-OnÕs persona offered sporadic
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recollections of places visited and lived in, for a time, by her and her
familyÑof the Old City of Jerusalem with its palpable history and
captivating atmosphere, the eagerness of the residents to sell their
wares, but where, finally, Òwe couldnÕt visit [É] any more because of
antagonism between Arabs and JewsÓ; of Ramat HaSharon, a suburb
of Tel Aviv; and of Metula, in the northernmost part of Israel bor-
dering Lebanon, originally a Druze settlement that was purchased
and colonized by agents of Baron de Rothschild at the end of the
nineteenth century. From these narrative fragments emerged an im-
age of a family condemned to continual nomadism, drawn to verdant
landscapes evoking Òthe garden of Eden,Ó but constantly uprooted by
forces of urbanization, industrial farming, and ethnic and religious
disputes. The story of one peopleÕs colonization and settlement is of-
ten also the story of anotherÕs suppression, decimation, exile, or an-
nihilation.
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Bar-OnÕs construction of the miniature house within a restricted
area designated for wildlife but replete with traces of human activity
made evident multiple competing personal and public interests, as
well as tensions around how the use and occupation of space is reg-
ulated and policed in relation to those interests. Whether wittingly
or not, however, Bar-OnÕs intervention into this forbidden zone al-
so exceeded DispositionÕs concern for the various human agents and
institutions that lay claim to a siteÕs use. The audience was confront-
ed not only with DispositionÕs inscription of human territorial con-
flicts onto the site, but also with the interests of competing plant
species, unseen wildlife, discarded but materially obdurate construc-
tion materials, and the shifting ecology and geography of the lower
Don Valley. Objects that might not have incurred a second glance un-
der other circumstancesÑthe chain link fence, the pile of rubble, the
various plant speciesÑsuddenly loomed large and became unexpect-
edly meaningful in their complex, multi-layered interconnectedness.
They emerged as actants, taking on a character and intentionalityÑa
who-nessÑthat called for their inclusion in the polity and politics of
the public realm the performance enacted.

SZ������� [

T his evocation of things-as-whos could be viewed as an in-
stance of poetic licence, driven by an exclusively human
imagination and linguistic facility that gives animistic sup-

port to unthinking and even inanimate things. These particular
thingsÕ roles and interests, after all, were made palpable inDisposi-
tion by virtue of human fiatÑthe sanctuary signÑand Bar-OnÕs defi-
ance of a municipal ordinance.º Such a reading, however, fails to take
full account of the way intelligibility is distributed, however asym-
metrically, acrossthe axis of perception that is a world. Our worlds
are not enclosed by either our individual consciousnesses or even our
collective cultures. They are worlds not only because we in our hu-
man awareness inhabit and are part of them, but also because they
extend beyond our permeable borders to encompass many types of
others who have the capacity to connect with us. However in-
scrutable a nonhuman creature or material entityÕsinterestsÑthat is,
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their potentials for connectability that mark them as having their
own worldsÑmay usually be to an everyday human observer, our
shared worlds nevertheless have the surprising potential to spark
with unexpected glimmers of another thingÕs being. Put simply, a
thingÕs who-ness is to be found in its connectability.

Undoubtedly, Bar-OnÕs infiltration into the Cabbagetown neighbour-
hood in Dispositionoperated as mode of inscription, overlaying a hu-
man narrativeÑwhether real or fictional, certainly from another time
and placeÑonto a distinct site. At the same time, however, the res-
onances of the location and its nonhuman inhabitants intervened in
an act of conscription, revealing themselves and their interests in a
way that exceeded DispositionÕs ostensive narrative. Matter appeared
as vibrant. I locate this vibrancy not as an aura emanating from the
object, but as a function of the potential openness of a shared world.
Vibrancy registers as sensation: a felt quality in relation to an object
that is at the edge ofÑor perhaps just beyond the limits ofÑthe hu-
man and the humanly knowable. Vibrancy is a marker of a potential
shift of awareness, which is to say a potential shift of oneÕs relational
field to recognize other possibilities of connectability. Manning iden-
tifies a capacity for vibrancy as occurring when Ònew modes of expe-
rience are created from the perspective of the event itself. This mak-
ing-operational, from within the event, is what produces not only
new modes of life, but livelier livingÓ (ÁÀ). To make operational from
within the event is a delicate task that relies not only on an assertion
of human intentionality, but also on thingsÕ capacity to encounter
and act upon us as bodies.

Events, of course, are in no way unique to art. If art events are in-
structive as a particular relational coalescence of time, space, and
matter, it is perhaps because the conventions of art are not confined
to either what we find to be useful or what we understand as already
actualized. Art is artful at least in part because it privileges the
vastness of the imaginable, attending to the unpredictability of con-
nectability and the unique (or perhaps ubiquitous)characterof
things. Art as an event is where the aestheticÑthe perceivableÑin-
tersects with the ethical by encouraging us to approach objects as
having a lifeÑand a worldÑof their own.
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Figure Ã: Adina Bar-On crouching beside a chain-link fence as the curator
looks inDisposition(ÂÄÄÂ). Photo by Miklos Legrady.

Figure Â: Adina Bar-On lays face-down in a cross position on a private lawn
in Disposition(ÂÄÄÂ). Photo by Miklos Legrady.

Figure Á: Adina Bar-On stands in the middle of the street as cars approach in
Disposition(ÂÄÄÂ). Photo by Miklos Legrady.

Figure À: Adina Bar-On touches a parked car as the driver exits in Disposition
(ÂÄÄÂ). Photo by Miklos Legrady.

Figure ¾: Adina Bar-On defies zoning rules to build a small model structure
in a restricted area inDisposition(ÂÄÄÂ). Photo by Miklos Legrady.
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Ã. See, for example, Bruno LatourÕsReassembling the Social: An Introduc-
tion to Actor-Network Theory.�

Â. Earlier English translations ofBeing and Timeuse the phrases Òready-
to-handÓ forZuhandenheitand Òpresent-at-handÓ forVorhandenheit.�

Á. To be fair, Heidegger continually reworked his understanding of
things in his writing. In ÒThe Origin of the Work of Art,Ó he takes up
the task of thinking thingliness independently of both equipmental-
ity and workliness by laying out an approach that considers things,
equipment, and works of art in their interrelatedness on a comparative
spectrum. In ÒBuilding Dwelling Thinking,Ó he describes built objects
as resting in the unity of the fourfold (das Geveirt), a coming together
of earth, sky, mortals and divinities that seems to come much closer to
an acknowledgment of the potential for vibrancy in materials.�

À. After Being and Time, Heidegger would revise his description of
ÒworldÓ in its openness by detailing its relationship to a sheltering and
concealing ÒearthÓ:
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In this reconfiguration of world, the relationship between world and
earth appears to roughly correspond to that between culture/civiliza-
tion as the world only given to Dasein and nature as the earth that
grounds materials according to its own physical laws.�

¾. Fado is a Toronto-based artist-run centre dedicated to promoting and
producing performance art. It was formed in ÃººÁ as an ad hoc collec-
tive of five performance artists, and was incorporated as a non-profit
artist-run centre in ÂÄÄÃ with me as its only employee. My title was
Performance Art Curator, although I was responsible for all adminis-
trative as well as curatorial duties. Since my departure from the or-
ganization in ÂÄÄ¼, Fado, now operating under the trade name FADO
Performance Art Centre, continues to be English CanadaÕs only artist-
run centre devoted exclusively to performance art.�

½. Dispositionwas produced in the context of a performance art series en-
titled Public Spaces/Private Places, presented between ÂÄÄÄ and ÂÄÄÁ.
The series featured a total of ÂÂ projects involving Â½ artists from six
countries. My curatorial premise was to explore

g?0) )5)6)7?> ?0!? ?@=7 7)@?=!5 i>;!&) j 17?8 6)!7d
17/.@5 i;5!&)j ?0=8@/0 ;)= .8=6!7&)> ?0!? ) E!617)(
?0) ()/= ))> 8 . 17?16!&FW &877)&?187 !7( 17?)=!& ?187
?0!? 6!=4 ?0) (1C1(17/ 517) %)?D ))7 ;@%51& !7( ;=1d
C!?)Z �0) >)=1)> D !> ;!= ?1&@5!=5F .8&@>)( 87 ;)= .8=d
6!7&)> &= )!?)( . 8= 17?16!?) !@(1)7&)>Z �86) ;= 8d
3)&?> .)!?@=)( >1?)d>;)&1.1& 8= 17>?!55!?187!5 )7C1=87d

PAUL COUILLARD

ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 125



6)7?> ?0!? 17C1?)( ;!= ?1&1;!7?> 17?8 ! >)7>8=F 8= )Ed
;)=1)7?1!5 38@=7)FZ �?0)=> D)=) ;= 8&)>>d8=1)7?)(W 17d
C85C17/ ;@%51& 17?)=C)7?187W 17?16!?) /)>?@=)>W 8= !&d
?187> ?0!? D)=)W %F ?0)1= 7!?@=)W 7)!=5F 17C1>1%5)Z
�%8 C) !55W ?0) >)=1)> )E;58=)( ?0) ;817?> D0)= ) 1()7d
?1?F !7( /)8/= !;0F 17?)=>)&? ?8 /)7)= !?) 6)!717/h
`� 8@155!=(aZ

�

¼. Gustaf BromsÕsðQuestionsfeatures a number of experienced perfor-
mance artists answering the same prepared list of questions. Bar-OnÕs
answer cited here responds to the question, ÒWhat motivates you to
introduce MATERIALS/OBJECTS into your work?Ó�

». This comment was offered in response to BromsÕs question, ÒWhat are
your thoughts on SPACE/EMPTINESS in your process?Ó�

º. The by-law cited on the sign was in fact no longer in effect at the
time of Bar-OnÕs performance, having been superseded by Chapter ½Ä»
of the City of Toronto Municipal Code. The revised Code was put in
place to harmonize city policies in conjunction with the amalgama-
tion of various municipalities to form a Toronto ÒmegacityÓ in Ãºº¼.
While a similar regulatory regime remained in effect, there is some-
thing poignant about the signÕs appeal to a defunct statute that speaks
to the way texts can enact disciplinary practices that enforce territorial
boundaries and social constraints, whether the content of those texts
is accurate or not.�
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This article offers embodied, phe-

nomenological descriptions ofthe

disorientation project, a solo work

by dance artist P. Megan Andrews.

From the position of an ongoing

witness of MeganÕs practice, the au-

thor reflects on how experiences of

perceptual disorientation can be

potent and productive, opening

space for relations of care.

Cet article propose des descriptions incar-

neúes et pheúnomeúnologiques du projet de

deýsorientation, une Ïuvr e en solo de l'ar-

tiste de la danse P. Megan Andrews. Du

point de vue d'un teúmoin permanent de la

pratique de Megan, l'auteur reúfleúchit sur la

manieûre dont les expeúriences de deúsorien-

tation perceptuelle peuvent eùtre puissantes

et productives, ouvrant ainsi la voie aûdes

relations de sollicitude.
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T he disorientation project is a solo work by dance artist P.
Megan Andrews. The project premiered publicly as part of
the ÒDance in VancouverÓ showcase in November ÂÄÂÃ,

though Megan had been cultivating the work as an embodied prac-
tice for over four years prior to this date. Though geographical dis-
tance and COVID-Ãº pandemic conditions prevented me from at-
tending this public engagement of the piece, I had been witnessing
MeganÕs weekly rehearsals via Zoom for six months leading up to
the public presentation. Mediated in this way, I would ÒjoinÓ Megan
each Friday at the Dance Centre in Vancouver to discuss the piece
and witness her practice.
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This paper focuses specifically on situations surrounding moments
in the disorientation project when Megan prompts the question
ÒWhere am I now?Ó While the project contains many other phenom-
ena worthy of discussion, I dwell on these Òwhere am I nowÓ situa-
tions to describe some of the potent disorientation experiences made
present in the work. Specifically, some of the phenomena held pre-
sent in these moments include somatic empathy, spatial levels, ges-
tural sedimentations, opening to otherness, and being held in rela-
tion.

I come to this work through the Body Hermeneutic method, an em-
bodied style of phenomenology which was first developed by Samuel
Mallin and has since then been taken up and adapted by a range of
scholars.Ã Through this method, one works on questions through ex-
tended, temporal studies of artworks, learning from the ways spe-
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cific artworks modify oneÕs gestures, perceptions, affects, and cog-
nitive-linguistic capabilities. Body Hermeneutics starts from experi-
enceand accepts that all experience is embodied. Artworks have the
capacity to entwine the perceiver and perceived in potent experi-
ences. By holding us in these potent, embodied situations, artworks
can also help deepen our understandings of some of the most press-
ing and challenging issues of our time. I remain true to the Body
Hermeneutic method by spending many hours with the artwork and
only working from writing that was done in the presence of the art-
work. I also continue to extend this non-reductive method in this pa-
per by reflecting on the highly mediated experience of witnessingthe
disorientation project through a portal of video streaming.

Additionally, I come tothe disorientation project with a history of
scholarly and creative collaboration with Megan Andrews. Thus, I
enter the work already in relation, but also called to witness this
work in its transition from a movement practice to a public presenta-
tion and installation. In this paper I heed the reminder that Fielding
draws out from IrigarayÕsTo Be Two that Òcultivating perception re-
quires attending not only to Ôwhat is perceivedÕ but also to Ôthe one
who perceivesÕÓ (Fielding ÃÀ). As I aim to demonstrate, the disorien-
tation project unfolds through embodied relational process, and be-
ing held in relation is a key phenomenon of the work. My phenom-
enological descriptions, written in the first person, foreground my
own contributions to the relational unfolding of the work. However,
the phenomena included in this paper are those that remained strong
and present through many repeated sessions with the work, and are
those that I think many others would agree are prominent experi-
ences of the work.

Upon entering a studio at the Dance Centre, Megan first sets up her
space by arranging any furniture, setting up her camera, and laying
out the set of objects she uses for her work. The objects include a
set of cards on which Megan has written movement prompts as well
as quotes from theorists including Sara Ahmed, Jane Bennet, Erin
Manning, and Martin Buber. Megan then gets into the work, which
consists of movement, spoken word, and vocal sounding. Though
the different prompts and practices of the work can layer in varying
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ways and flow in any order, Megan always begins with an embod-
ied land acknowledgement. Each time this process is imbued with
the question of how to do so authentically. How can one acknowl-
edge a settler position without merely paying lip service? Can this
ever actually be a transformative process? As a movement practition-
er, Megan turns to her body to ask and work out these questions.
Rather than recite an acknowledgement, she prompts herself to try
to ÒfaceÓ the Indigenous nation or community that she is naming
with some part of her body, building a kind of bodily mapping. Ac-
cepting that often this will fail, she seeks an honest action of learn-
ing and working alongside processes of restoration. She invites the
process to work on her, to change her through emergent gestures.

The disorientation project is an embodied practice. The work is as
much interior as it is exterior. This means that it is not firstly a dance,
or even a performance. That is, Megan is not there only to be looked
at, but rather to enter into ethical relation with her situation, includ-
ing with other people, objects, light, sound, space, and the political
structures that habituate us in so many ways. Megan comes to the
practice with a commitment to entering experiences of disorienta-
tion. She also commits to emergence, which is to say that the work
is never the same one time to the next both in form and temporal
duration. The different practices within the work overlap and inter-
rupt each other, allowing for new permutations to emerge. Related
to this, Megan brings a commitment to waiting. If one disorientation
module has reached a close, and another has not yet emerged, Megan
waits until a new module does present itself. This prevents rushing
into something or falling into repeating something that is known or
well-worn.

Many of us can easily relate to experiencing disorientation at the his-
torical moment of the writing of this textÑspecifically spring ÂÄÂÄ
to summer ÂÄÂÁ. Our daily routines and habits are continually being
disrupted and adjusted by the conditions of the ongoing COVID-Ãº
pandemic. Extreme weather events associated with climate change
are displacing people and changing our familiar landscapes. The
events of the Black Lives Matter movement have provoked acute
reckoning with the systemic racism which remains stubbornly pre-
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sent in our institutions. And here in Canada, the discovery of over a
thousand unmarked burials of Indigenous children at the sites of res-
idential schools, with estimates that thousands more could be found,
is awaking trauma and grief in many Indigenous communities while
simultaneously demonstrating that Canada must more truthfully tell
its history and find new, more ethical ways forward. These are just a
few of the ways we may currently be finding ourselves disorientated
in our lives and communities. Our familiar ways of relating socially
and politically, but also perceptually and gesturally, have shifted.

We must adjust and reorient, but can we pause before we do so?
Through the disorientation project, Megan gently asks us to linger in
the experiences of disorientation without too quickly trying to put
things back the way they were. By actively entering disorienting ex-
periences and remaining there for as long as can be sustained, Megan
leads us to explore the insightful and productive aspects of disori-
entation. Only after Megan has fully explored a particular module
of disorientation does she pause and ask, ÒWhere am I now?Ó With
this question she tentatively and gradually moves into reorienting to
her situation, carrying with her the richness of her extended expe-
riences of disorientation. She senses out how her relationships with
self, objects, environment, social situation, and political positioning
may have shifted. Through the public presentation of this work, she
invites and guides us to do the same.

� � �� � ������ �����
������� ��� ������ ���������

I witness Megan walking backwards. Her movements are fluid as
she cuts a ÒwakeÓ through the space. Her arms are gently
stretched out, simultaneously receiving and letting go of the

past, the trail, theafter to which she is now oriented. Megan speaks
as she walks, Òbelow, between, behind, beside, over, beyond ÉÓ and I
experience how all these orientation words shift their meanings as
she moves in time and space. This is to say, I feel time moving as I
witness Megan facing what is usually behind her; the meanings of
the words she speaks shift contextually as she flows through the
space-time of this situation. Slight concern that Megan may walk in-
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to a chair or a wall wells up in my body as I sense that she is giving
up some of her agency by inverting her orientation to walking. Yet
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her movements remain swift and flowing and there is even a tilt and
torque to her movement as she leans into the winding paths she in-
scribes in the room.

Even through the layers of cameras and screens, I experience a
strong sense of somatic empathy with Megan as she moves through
the module. Her movements instill a bodily disequilibrium in me.
The exploratory nature and even vulnerability of her embodied pres-
ence are felt in my interior even as I remain seated at my desk. At
the same time, I regard her as an image, an inky black form, and I am
impressed by her capacity and ability to move with such lucid agility.
What I am trying to describe is how I am almost paradoxically held
in f lux between concerned care for her vulnerability and respectful
regard for the virtuosity of her embodied articulations. A question
emerges for me: How can one maintain care for oneself and others
while holding open encounters with the unknown?

Megan pauses and asks, ÒWhere am I now?Ó This question snaps me
out of my somatic connection with her. I begin to observe and listen
to her space with her, while simultaneously becoming aware of my
own space and surrounding sounds here in southern Ontario, so far
away from the studio. I feel the distance and sense out the layers of
mediation between our spaces as I notice the sounds of a car moving
by my home. Along with Megan, I reorient to my space, her space,
and the audio-visual portal that connects us. I find myself split be-
tween, both here at my desk in my chair and there through the portal
of the computer screen. My own frontal orientation to the screen be-
comes palpably present. My relation with both the space of MeganÕs
studio and my home office are changed following my perceptual and
affective connection with MeganÕs movement through the module.

With the question ÒWhere am I now?Ó I am carried along with Megan
as she modulates from one perceptual level to another. To further
explicate the phenomenon of Òlevel,Ó we can turn to Merleau-Pon-
tyÕs phenomenological reflection on one of Max WertheimerÕs ex-
periments with spatial orientation. In the experiment, a subject is
placed in a situation where they perceive their room reflected in a
mirror at a À¾-degree angle. At first the room appears oblique, tilt-
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ed, but after a few minutes, perception of the oblique angle straight-
ens out and the subject and experiences a Òredistribution of up and
downÓ (Â¾º). They begin to perceive and move with ease again. With
this adjustment, the subject has entered a new spatial level. As Mer-
leau-Ponty works to describe this situation phenomenologically, he
demonstrates how the senses are not merely passive receptors but
are ÒgearedÓ into the world, working to fully inhabit the givenness
of the situation. The adjustment from one spatial level to another is
not a choice, not something that can be turned on or off. Rather, this
adjustment demonstrates the way the body is integrated with its sit-
uation. As Merleau-Ponty writes,
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Phenomenological reflection on the adjustment to a new spatial level
brings Merleau-Ponty to describe how the body wants to gain as
clear a grasp as possible on its situation and how the body is con-
stantly maximizing its integration into the world. This perceptual
movement of the body is integrated closely with the materiality of
the world, while at the same time the world demands these sorts of
integrations. The way the body adjusts to a new spatial level allows
us to describe the primordial pact the body has with the world, how
the body is always already there trying to make sense of its situation.

As a creative practice, the disorientation project foregrounds and at-
tenuates processes of adjustment, of modulationÑthose in-betweens
as the body inevitably works to integrate as fully as possible into its
situation. The concept of ÒlevelsÓ helps us articulate how the per-
ceptual body, without conscious choice, will work to ÒreorientÓ itself
as fully as possible when it is thrown into a new level. Perceptual
disorientation is challenging to maintain. Inthe disorientation project
Megan is not performing or representing disorientation but commit-
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ting to entering and remaining in disorientation for as long as it can
be sustained. As I witness Megan move through different modules
of the practice, I witness the emergence of different perceptual lev-
els through her. The paused and interruptive question ÒWhere am I
now?Ó offers a gap for palpable awareness of and reflection on the
potency of disorientation, the way the body both opens to alterity
and gathers itself together as it moves between levels of experience.

�������
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Let me begin again to further describe the potency of disorien-
tation. I witness Megan spinning and counter-spinning her
torso while her feet remain planted. Her arms are flowing in

sequences of gestures; a defined set of gestures made with her left
arm phase with a different set of gestures made with her right arm.Â

I see her carving out space with her arms, ÒdrawingÓ or ÒpaintingÓ
lines in space. Simultaneously she is speaking rhythmic phrases that
flow and intersect with each other. ÒField of experience / cleaving /
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depth of the water / time of the wind / field of the rock / surface
of the wind / field of the waterÉÓ Through the collusion of MeganÕs
gestures, the lilt of her voice, the set of vocabulary, and the torque
of her spinning/counter-spinning movements, I feel Megan conjur-
ing up a ÒmagicalÓ landscape. I begin to sense an imaginary locale
emerge all around her. This is a poetic landscape where ancient lay-
ers of time and space are awakened, layering over a current place.
I witness Megan as entranced in a vivid perceptual experience of a
vast and distant landscape and I can almost begin to see it with her.
Certainly, I feel this landscape as poetically and imaginatively pre-
sent. Megan pauses and asks, ÒWhere am I now?Ó With those words,
I am yanked out of the faraway place I was with Megan and returned
to the present. I feel a separation from Megan as she begins to ex-
plore the actual space of the dance studio. Megan opens herself to a
renewed perceptual experience of the studio, attending to the light,
sounds, shadows, and surfaces of the space.

Prior to this interruptive question, I was there with Megan, drawn
into the ÒspellÓ of her movements. The elasticity of the connection
remains, but it is now noticeably stretched through differing screens
and rooms. I feel displacement with this abrupt shift, and I also feel
resistance to MeganÕs exploration of her studio space. I feel there
is nothing to see; it is a neutral space, designed to be background.
Rather than filling the space, Megan foregrounds it, attends to it. I
am accustomed to perceiving this space as neutral, there to accom-
modate different activities the way a classroom does. But through
MeganÕs tentative, exploratory movements into the space, and even
the vulnerability she shows in doing so, I begin to experience the in-
adequacy of the logic of neutrality. I sense this out as an extension
of Western ideologies, a kind of attempt at spatial objectivity. I donÕt
want to explore this space; it is not there to be seen. The dissonance
between my habitual relation to this space and the way Megan is
inviting me to relate to the space becomes palpable.

A pair of quotes from Sarah AhmedÕsQueer Phenomenologyare help-
ful in further describing the potency of disorientation encountered in
the disorientation project, and how experiences of disorientation can
help us attend to what commonly remains background. These quotes
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are often spoken by Megan from within her embodied practice, par-
ticularly when she engages in Òinter-reading,Ó a practice where she
interweaves multiple theoretical passages while moving. Here I ex-
tract these quotes to help explicate some of the phenomena encoun-
tered in the disorientation project.
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The idea that history happens in the repetition of gestures, in what
becomes habitual through repetition, is described in the language of
phenomenology as sedimentation. That is, through repeated experi-
ences, our bodies develop habitual ways of dealing with similar situ-
ations and these habits or tendencies become sedimented in our bod-
ies. These sedimentations help us deal quickly and easily with similar
situations over timeÑthink of how the gestures of writing with a pen
become easy with repetition over time. However, when we encounter
novel situations, we still tend to draw on our sedimented habits, even
though these sedimentations remain partial and inadequate for deal-
ing with the newness of the situation. As Helen Fielding describes,
ÒImposing past structures gives us the sense of planning securely for
the future, but it does not open the future to creative possibilities
that might break those structures openÓ (Fielding ¾). This helps de-
scribe how, though we may want to change, we find ourselves re-
peating past behaviours. At the institutional scale, sedimented struc-
tures such as racism, patriarchy, and classism become embodied and
engrained and deeply challenging to break open and unlearn. Our
embodied gestures carry and repeat sedimented ways of orienting to
others, objects, and the world. Following Ahmed, we can consider
how our sedimented concepts and structures orient us to the world
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and impact the relative ease or difficulty with which we move in
the worlds we inhabit. As Ahmed states, ÒWhen we are orientated,
we might not even notice that we are orientated: we might not even
think Ôto thinkÕ about this point. When we experience disorientation,
we might notice orientation as something we do not haveÓ (¾½). From
here, we can further comprehend disorientation as something potent
and productive, a mode of experience that can help us grapple with
what otherwise tends to remain hidden and background to the ways
we organize the world. Witnessing Megan, I sense out some of the
ways I tendto orient to the studio space and to my computer screen
and interface. I also witness Megan extending and drawing out expe-
riences of disorientation allowing gaps for emergent gestures.

������
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I witness Megan standing, shaking. Trembling movements con-
vulse through her body, and I feel a loss of control or agency take
over her body. She appears to be at the mercy of the shaking. It

looks like fear, and it looks like anxiety. I also hear the trembling in
her voice as she says, ÒWe are vital materiality.Ó This quote from Jane
Bennett takes on concrete, contingent meaning as it is rippled with
the fleshiness of MeganÕs embodied state. The shaking shapes her
embodied and linguistic expression. As she bends and reaches with
her arms, the shaking limits and sculpts the possibilities of her ges-
tures. Even though I know Megan is capable of fluid, highly articu-
late, and composed movement, I feel myself bound in an affective ex-
perience of care for her. I want to sooth and comfort her while simul-
taneously becoming increasingly aware of the physical and mediated
distance between us. I am a witness, a viewer, and in this position, I
notice how my desire to comfort Megan is wrapped up in a desire to
ease my own discomfort of watching a practice of something so un-
like Òdancing.Ó That is, I also become a viewer of my own expecta-
tions. Perhaps I can learn to see this as expression; perhaps this is a
movement of shaking free of sedimented, habituated gestures. As
Megan pauses and asks, ÒWhere am I now?Ó I am pulled into a new
present, and I feel myself adjusting to this new present. The shaking
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has stopped, but I feel its residue shaping the field of experience
around me here at my desk and around Megan as she opens herself
to the space of the studio with palpable vulnerability. I am led to ask,
ÒHow does the world appear differently after crying? After suffer-
ing?Ó

As with the modules described above, I witness Megan both giving
up agency and remaining highly adept in her practices of disorienta-
tion. Samuel MallinÕs concept of an Òart lineÓ can help articulate this
phenomenon, which, at first, I paradoxically describe as Megan both
losing and fully in control. How can she be both in possession and
dispossession of agency? As Mallin demonstrates in multiple ways
in Art Line Thought, describing an artworkÕs ÒlinesÓ helps sustain
the confluence of supposedly contradictory concepts (Mallin Á¾Â).
Each module in the disorientation project helps deepen its meditation
on (dis)orientation, which I offer is a meditation on how one might
open oneself to alteration while simultaneously maintaining respect-
ful care for self and other. Deepening the concept of Òlevel,Ó Mallin
articulates the movement of an art line, how it holds its own integri-
ty while also modulating and being modulated by its situation.
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Through the arc of this module, I witness MeganÕs shaking, speaking,
gesturing body being shaped and modulated by the strangeness and
alterity of the situation. At the same time, I witness her holding her
self, her integrity, through encountering alterity, setting a new lev-
el that flows into the future. The pause and question ÒWhere am I
now?Ó makes phenomenologically present the flux between opening
to otherness and gathering back into the wholeness and integrity of
the situated body.
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I witness Megan walk purposefully into the centre of the room,
make a specific gesture, and declare, ÒThis is the kitchen.Ó I note
a slight burst of joy in me; I have witnessed this module before,

and even though it varies each time, I recognize my enjoyment of
both the familiarity and exploratory nature of the module. Megan
walks to another part of the room, makes a distinct gesture, and
states, ÒThis is the front door.Ó She is conjuring up a domestic space.
ÒThis is the fireplace.Ó With each declaration of a room in the house,
she takes up a specific posture and gesture. ÒThis is the dining room.Ó
Each distinct gesture becomes associated with each distinct room.
ÒStairs going down.Ó As Megan states, ÒThis is the kitchen,Ó I note
that she repeats the same gesture as when she first declared the
kitchen. Thus, I also feel Megan designating a gestural vocabulary
where each domestic room is associated with a specific, repeatable
gesture. ÒThis is a different kitchen.Ó She introduces yet another dis-
tinctive gesture, now indexed to this different kitchen. I witness
Megan walking through and exploring the different rooms of this
imagined house. ÒThis is a different living room.Ó As the ÒdifferentÓ
spaces are introduced amidst the first set of rooms, I begin to per-
ceive a mash-up of two different domestic spaces. ÒThis is the front
door.Ó ÒThis is a different front door.Ó The pace of MeganÕs gestures
begins to speed up, and the intonations in her voice become frantic.
I witness Megan trying to find her way through a collision of two
familiar spaces. She appears disoriented between the rooms and ges-
tures of the initial house that she conjured up, and the discrete rooms
and gestures of the different house. I feel the two domesticities lay-
ered or mapped on top of each other, and Megan becomes increas-
ingly frantic as she tries to navigate the dizzying disruption of a
space that was originally so clearly declared and assigned. I also wit-
ness Megan lost between the concrete, embodied realm of the situa-
tion, and the imaginative-cognitive realm. Her set of embodied ges-
tures keeps her in the material present, but it remains indexically tied
to imagined places through each linguistic assertion.
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Many of us can relate to the ways our gestures become habitual with-
in our familiar, domestic spaces. We can reach for objects without
looking and walk without paying conscious attention to the contours
of the space. If we move to a different domestic space, we may find
our sedimented, habitual gestures failing us. We can become disori-
ented, reaching or looking for objects in the wrong places, and mov-
ing with less ease. The habitual gestures cultivated by one domestic
space are made strange and unfitting in another domestic space. In
this module, Megan uses this kind of disorientation of habitual, fa-
miliar, ÒdomesticatedÓ gestures as creative material. Each time she re-
peats the module, the gestures associated with the distinctive spaces
are different and thus collide and modulate each other in differing
ways, but the slippage and failure of specified gestures to fittingly
hold their claims continually emerges.

One of the situations where we can experience sustained, potent
ÒdisorientationÓ is through encounters with artworks. As our bodies
work to integrate with the unique situations of artworks, we can ex-
perience the inadequacy of our sedimentations and begin to expand
our habitual ways of relating to others and our worlds. As Helen
Fielding demonstrates inCultivating Perception Through Artworks,
perception itself can be cultivated:
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Through detailed phenomenological descriptions of artworks, Field-
ing goes on to demonstrate how artworks can work on the perceiver,
cultivating perception and opening it up to new creative possibilities.

By continually returning to and expanding her own capacities for
perceptual disorientation, I offer that through the disorientation pro-
ject Megan has developed a practice of perceptual cultivation.
MeganÕs experience of disorientation lingers in the gap between the
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sensible and sensing. By tarrying here, the inadequacies of certain
sedimented meanings can begin to show themselves, while strange,
perhaps yet unnamed meanings can begin to emerge. Furthermore,
by entering into relation with Megan as she explores and expands
the art lines of the movement practice, my own perception too is cul-
tivated. As mentioned above, my own expectations become part of
what I witness in the project. Even in my witness position, Megan
carries me into the gap between the sensible and sensing, though it
may be subtle and quiet.
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ÒHere,Ó Megan says, and I witness her place a stick on the
floor. She walks to another spot in the room and says
Òthere,Ó as she places two sticks in an ÒxÓ on the floor.

The process continues; Megan moves to different ÒheresÓ and
ÒtheresÓ in the room, marking discrete lines and ÒxÕsÓ with sticks and
vocal designations. I notice Megan move out of the frame of my view
through the laptop camera, but I can still see her in the studio mirror.
She comes back into frame, and I see two of her, though for me both
are flat images on my monitor. Megan places a stick in front of my
Òstand-in,Ó the laptop in the studio, and says, Òhere.Ó I feel the gesture
as a gift and an invitation to play. And yet, even as my body longs to
step into the studio and move amidst all the designated ÒheresÓ and
Òtheres,Ó I am locked in my own ÒhereÓ in my chair at the other end
of the Zoom call.

Now I witness Megan take a crystal marble and say Òhere,Ó as she
brings it to the floor; a warbled sound of the marble rolling across the
wooden floor then fills the space. ÒThere,Ó Megan says as it nears the
end of its trajectory. Her movements become playful as she animates
multiple marbles, rolling them out along intersecting pathways be-
tween ÒhereÓ and Òthere.Ó For me, the translucent marbles are bare-
ly visible on the pale wood floor, and so the experience is more au-
ral than visual. I speculate that the webcam algorithm is biased to
provide clearer detailed representation of human faces and figures
rather than background planes like floors and walls. Again, I want to
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be there and play with Megan; even so, through the layers of medi-
ation, I can feel a lively charge in my own body. I begin to witness
how the spatial game Megan plays with the marbles, also becomes
a play with time. Each trajectory of a rolling marble becomes a path
forward not only in space but also in time. Thus, I feel the ÒobjectiveÓ
of the game is to play with spatial-temporal lines, creating webs of
paths that shift and fade in time.

ÒWhere am I now?Ó Megan asks, and suddenly releases from the
world of the game. She begins moving slowly and carefully through
the space, verbalizing her exploratory process. ÒOrienting to the
shadowÉ orienting to the sound of the space É orienting to light É
orienting to breath É orienting to sound outside the space É orient-
ing to pulse É orienting to gravity.Ó I find myself orienting with her,
allowing her to lead, allowing her to be my perceptual avatar in the
space. I recognize she is in a perceptually unique state, yet I am invit-
ed in and invited along through her gentle exploratory movements
and articulations. As Megan steps around and between the marbles
and sticks, I feel we have now entered a new temporal present. The
situation of the game has slipped away even though the objects of
play remain on the floor. The meaning of the objects has shifted.
They have lost the animated presence they held while caught up in
play, yet they are transformed, holding a kind of agential integrity in
the ÒwakeÓ of the game. As I witness Megan emerge from this mod-
ule, I recall another iteration of the same module where she vocalized
a quote from Jane BennettÕsVibrant Matter, ÒThe ethical task at hand
here is to cultivate the ability to discern nonhuman vitalityÓ (ÃÀ).

Witnessing this module brings me to a meditation on care. The culti-
vation of perception I encounter inthe disorientation project expands
in care-full ways, helping me experience and describe disorientation
as potent and productive. While many lived experiences of disorien-
tation can be distressing and even traumatic, I experience disorien-
tation with Megan in this artistic practice as a kind of tender open-
ing. Throughout development ofthe disorientation project Megan in-
tegrates practices of care which help cultivate opening to otherness
through disorientation without doing harm. Those who are invited
in to witness the piece are given a ÒScore for Practice,Ó a card con-
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taining textual invitations and prompts for encountering the work.
The first phrase in the score reads, Òenter when ready, leave when
needed.Ó Through this gentle invitation and throughout the vulnera-
bility Megan exposes in the work, care is generated for self and other
by cultivating perception in non-appropriative ways and respectfully
relational ways.

Let me describe this relational process further and describe how it is
imbued with care. In her essay, ÒTo Paint the Invisible,Ó Irigaray de-
scribes how perception is altered when it is shared with an other. Our
body is always intertwined with other bodies and our perceptions al-
ter and are altered by the other bodies with whom we share experi-
ences (ÀÄÁ). Embodied perception is always in relation. Irigaray goes
on to describe this as ÒA being-in-relation-with which is modulated
differently according to whether the relation is with an other human,
an other living being or a fabricated thing, be it material or mentalÓ
(ÀÄÁ). Helen Fielding describes the phenomenological presence of be-
ing with and being in relation that she encounters in the paintings
of Joan Mitchell. ÒHer [MitchellÕs] works reveal the expansiveness of
perception to the possibilities of these alternate and invisible metab-
olisms for opening up our relation to nature. They reveal how she
bends into the lines of nature and how nature opens her up to new
and generative forms of expression. It is not just a way of seeing; it
is a relational practiceÓ (Fielding ¼Ã).

As I witness, I am perceiving-with Megan and I enter into a relational
process with her. Megan is not trying to capture my attention. She is
not trying to perform for or impress me. Rather, she is holding open
a perceptually unique present and inviting me in. The goal is not for
me to lose myself in the Òperformance,Ó but rather that I enter as my-
self and contribute as a self just by being there as a witness in the
multiple layers of disorientation.

Following Fielding, we can understand this as cultivation of percep-
tion with the ÒcoparticipationÓ of what is perceived: ÒCultivating per-
ception requires not only developing an ability to reflect upon seeing
as well as hearing and touching, but it also requires the coparticipa-
tion of that which is perceivedÓ (Fielding ¼¼). Indeed, the sticks, the

THE DISORIENTATION PROJECT

JOURNAL  OF  CR OSS-CUL TURAL  IMA GE STUDIESREVUE DÕƒTUDES INTER CUL TURELLES DE L ÕIMAGE
ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 144



marbles, the studio space, and I all participate with Megan in the un-
folding of the module. Even amidst my own sedimentations that set
me up to overlook the space of the studio as ÒneutralÓ background,
and even amidst the Zoom algorithms that work to dismiss the sticks
and marbles as non-figuratively inconsequential as the floors and
walls, Megan gently holds all this in the vitality of the situation. De-
veloping our capacities for coparticipation, for co-looking, and co-
perceiving opens up space for alterity and resists the appropriation
of others (Irigaray ÒPaint the InvisibleÓ Áº¼; Fielding ¼¼-¼»). In the
case ofthe disorientation project, its procedures work to resist our
Western tendency to appropriate all things and beings into a singular
perspective while simultaneously working to open a space where we
bend to and alter each other without attempting to incorporate the
other into our own. In this way, I experiencethe disorientation pro-
ject as an embodied relational process imbued with care, where care
is understood as perceiving-with, altering and being altered without
appropriating the other bodies with whom I am situated.
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Figure Ã: P. Megan Andrews performing the disorientation project, at the
Roundhouse Community Arts & Recreation Centre as part of the
ÒDance in VancouverÓ showcase in November ÂÄÂÃ. © P. Megan An-
drews, ÂÄÂÃ. Photograph by Alexandra Pickrell.

Figure Â: P. Megan Andrews performing the disorientation project, at the
Roundhouse Community Arts & Recreation Centre as part of the
ÒDance in VancouverÓ showcase in November ÂÄÂÃ. © P. Megan An-
drews, ÂÄÂÃ. Photograph by Alexandra Pickrell.

Figure Á: P. Megan Andrews working on the disorientation project in studio at
The Dance Centre, Vancouver. © P. Megan Andrews, ÂÄÂÃ. Image cap-
tured from Zoom video.

Figure À: P. Megan Andrews working on the disorientation project in studio at
The Dance Centre, Vancouver. © P. Megan Andrews, ÂÄÂÃ. Image cap-
tured from Zoom video.
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Ã. For more on Body Hermeneutics see Fielding, King, Mallin, Marshall,
Miller, Svarnyk, Wynn.�

Â. The set of gestures Megan uses in this module were choreographed by
Canadian independent dancer and choreographer, Sarah Chase. For an
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example of ChaseÕs use of phasing in dance, see Chase, Sarah. ÒSarah
Chase film Bridges July ÂÄÃÁ short version.ÓVimeo, uploaded by Susan
Gerofsky, July ÂÄÃÁ, https://vimeo.com/½»»ÃÃÃÃº.�

ANGELA JOOSSE

ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 147





�� � ����
��� ���� ]�� � ����
��� ����V�������
�������

��� � ��j���������` 
� ���a

��������� �������

This paper provides an analysis of Ali

AbbasiÕs filmBorderthrough a feminist

new materialist approach that centers

what I call ÒwildingÓÑa process of

worlding that challenges binary and

rigid structures of thought that di-

chotomize existence into fixed cate-

gories through the cultivation of bewil-

derment, a state of openness to not-

knowing which requires the unlearn-

ing of anthropocentric epistemologies.

Paying attention to the etymological

roots of the word ÒmatterÓ (as body,

wood, mother/nourishment, and

place), the paper shows how the film

displaces the dominion of sight with

an emphasis on symbiosis that fore-

grounds the sense of touch

Cet article propose une analyse du film

Borderd'Ali Abbasi ˆ travers dÕune ap-

proche matŽrialiste fŽministe qui

centre ce que j'appelle Ç wilding È Ñ un

processus de mondialisation qui remet

en question les structures de pensŽe bi-

naires et rigides qui divisent l'existence

en catŽgories fixes, et qui cultive plut™t

la perplexitŽ, un Žtat dÕouverture au

non-savoir qui nŽcessite le dŽsappren-

tissage des ŽpistŽmologies anthropo-

centriques. En pr•tant attention aux ra-

cines Žtymologiques du mot Ç mati•re

È (comme corps, bois, m•re/nourriture

et lieu), lÕarticle montre comment le

film dŽplace la domination de la vue et

met au premier plan le sens du toucher.

I ranian-Swedish filmmaker Ali AbbasiÕs ÂÄÃ» genre-bending film
Border(GrŠns) takes the form of a politico-philosophical study of
the body as medium and as matter. The film tells the story of a

border agent, Tina, whose extraordinary sense of smell has been put
to use by the police for sniffing out fear, anxiety, and lies told by peo-
ple whose deceits range from smuggling alcohol to dealing child
pornography. This paper centres the overlapping concepts of materi-



ality that subtend the conceptual ecosystem of the film in order to
trace the patterns made by movements of the filmÕs bodies, their ad-
jacencies and points of contact, their insides and outsides, porosities
and boundaries, and in so doing, teases out the grounding of both the
filmÕs politics and ethics.

The story knits together a number of genres. It retrieves European
folk traditions about disruptive figures outside of the social order,
such as trolls, wild women, and changelings. It is a narrative of iden-
tity: Tina learns that she is a troll, saved through forced adoption
from the genocide of her kin. It is a romance: a story about how
two social outcasts, Tina and herdoppelgŠngerVore (Eero Milonoff),
find and lose each other, leaving Tina to mother their child. It is a
crime story: Tina investigates a pedophilic kidnapping ring. And per-
haps most importantly, it is a story about adjacencies between bod-
ies: about foxes and fungi and forests; stones and cold water.

Critics and reviewers often approach AbbasiÕs film as an allegory
about ÒminoritiesÓ (Rappold, Slater-Williams), immigrants and others
(Jenkins; Mazaj; Szianowski), linking the directorÕs own story of mi-
gration from Iran to Sweden to Denmark to his protagonistÕs position
as a border guard. It is curious, then, that Abbasi himself has rejected
readings of the film that see TinaÕs outsider status as an allegory for
political border-crossings:
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Border, Abbasi insists, is a film about trollsÑmythical beings who in
folk and fairy tale traditions dwell in forests, are afraid of lightning,
and switch human babies with their own. Trollness is the filmÕs con-
nector to primordial, elemental, powerful, and vibrant things on the
one hand and a matrix of generative storying on the other.

AbbasiÕs trolls need to be considered as what Donna Haraway would
call Chthonic ones. InStaying with the Trouble, Haraway seeks to cut
the bonds that tie us to the Anthropocene and Capitalocene using
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conceptual tools from science and speculative feminism. Haraway
retrieves the ancient stories of monsters whose position outside of
human time generates a time of beginnings (kainos) Òfull of inheri-
tances, of remembering, and full of comings, of nurturing what might
still beÓ (Â):
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AbbasiÕs trolls do offer an effective stand-in for those whose physical
and social otherness along axes of gender, sexuality, dis/ability, and
race are consistently excluded, subjected to pain and vulnerability
or annihilated (Lykke Â½), but trollness is always more-than. Troll-
ness operates as a conduit or taproot to the more-than-human world
where other models of kinship and epistemologies are available that
hold great power to grow worlds (Meyers) and weather droughts,
tapping into sensational, tentacular thinking and sharing networks
(Cunningham-Rogers).

In ÒTrolling Humanism: New Materialist Performativity in Border,Ó
Rebecca Pulsifer brings AbbasiÕs film into dialogue with feminist
new materialism, starting from Karen BaradÕs provocation that Òmat-
ter matters.Ó Pulsifer draws from disability studies, affect theory, eco-
logical humanities, and feminist and queer theory to examine what
the film teaches about the Òentanglement of technoscience and na-
tureculturesÓ (Pulsifer ¼). New materialistsÕ attention to matter, she
explains, Òcalls into question familiar divisions between culture and
nature, human and nonhuman, body and mind, and animate and
inanimate at the level of ontology,Ó divisions that overlook Òhow
matter that is considered insensate, immobile, deathly, or otherwise
ÔwrongÕ animates cultural life in important waysÓ (Chen Â qtd. in Pul-
sifer »). Pulsifer outlines some of the presuppositions of Ònew mate-
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rialist paradigm[s]Ó: First, that Òmatter is not passive residue or back-
ground; it is the medium through which interactions occur.Ó Second,
that there is a need Òfor discourses, ethics, and politics that attend
to more-than-human worldsÓ (Pulsifer »). And last, that it is neces-
sary to interrogate the humanist presupposition that humans are au-
tonomous agents and therefore have the right to dominate nature
(Pulsifer »).

Following in PulsiferÕs footsteps, bringing feminist new materialist
frameworks to the film, I show how Abbasi works with complexity
models through pairs and chiasms, overlapping and inverting do-
mains, histories, fictions and realities, through a matrix of organizing
questions derived from different definitions of the word ÒmatterÓÑas
body (matrix, womb) as wood and as transformation (hyle); as moth-
er (mater, mother); and as place (chora) (Malpas ½¼). These questions
centre matter as a condition of possibility through a process of
worlding I would call wilding.

Worlding is a term that for Heidegger refers to the intertwined
processes through which existence and the world mutually shape
and reveal each other. It has been taken up in a wide range of
disciplinary contexts, from postcolonial studies (Spivak), globaliza-
tion (Wilson), and world literature (Cheah), to international relations
(Ozkaleli), always underlining with the gerundive the active, ongo-
ing, and often contested processes of world-making. Worlds are not
merely backdrop settings but are active productions, continuously
shaped and reshaped by human and non-human actors, stories, prac-
tices, and relations. For Helen Palmer and Vickie Hunter, for exam-
ple, worlding Òremoves the boundaries between subject and environ-
mentÓ and thus Òaffords the opportunity for the cessation of habit-
ual temporalities and modes of being.Ó What I see in AbbasiÕs film
that I call ÒwildingÓ can be conceived as a transformative process that
combines the nuances of ÒworldingÓÑthe constant unfolding and
re-shaping of the world through interrelated narratives and prac-
ticesÑwith the substance of ÒmatteringÓÑthe recognition of the vital
and dynamic agency of matter in the constitution of reality and con-
struction of meanings Òacross and through human and nonhuman
bodiesÓ (Jones ÂÀ¾). In AbbasiÕs film, wilding is a radical palliative
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that refuses the civilization-wilderness divide as it restores the mate-
riality of bodies-in-relation. Wilding grows viable worlds by signal-
ing the fluid, ever-changing relationships and boundaries between
entities, challenging binary and rigid structures of thought that di-
chotomize existence into fixed categories, through the cultivation of
bewilderment, a state of openness to not-knowing which requires
the unlearning of anthropocentric epistemologies.

The filmÕs title might suggest that it is about boundaries, separations,
limits, and exclusions. However, for Abbasi, borders also signal conti-
guities and porosities. Abbasi deploys the chiasm, a rhetorical figure
which, for Merleau-Ponty, describes a Òunique space which separates
and reunites, which sustains every cohesionÓ (Merleau-Ponty Ã»¼).
The chiasm represents the intertwining or overlapping of the body
and the world, the perceiver and the perceived, the touching and the
touched.

An understanding of the filmÕs study of materiality and wilding must
start with the filmÕs most commented-upon element: TinaÕs body.
Tina is a figure whose interiorities and exteriorities trouble. Played
by Eva Melander, who wore extensive prosthetics for the role, Tina
is heavyset and masculine. She has a thick brow ridge, too much hair
on her body and not enough hair on her head, and she has a mys-
terious scar on her tailbone. These exterior morphological features
have been medicalized; she recounts how she was told she has a gene
defect. Her interiorities are similarly deemed pathological; Tina ex-
plains that she has troubles Òdown thereÓ which seem primarily to in-
volve pain upon penetrative intercourse and infertility. She also suf-
fers from the experience of being an outsider in her social worlds.

TinaÕs presentation of imbricated problems of emotional numbness
and sexual pain, of sterility and ecstasy-problems at every place
where bodies come into being and where they intersect with oth-
ersÑis pivotal for the filmÕs development of her characterÕs wilding.
Throughout most of the film, TinaÕs affect is deeply stunned (see
fig. Ã). Her unsmiling face, slow movement, and delayed responses
must be understood as a symptom of her deep dispossession and
alienation. In Marxist terms, Tina is alienated from her labour, from
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her body, from others, and from the sensuous world. Marx says that
under alienated labour, humans are reduced to animals; Òpolitical
economy knows the worker only as a working animalÑas a beast
reduced to the strictest bodily needs.Ó ÒAs a result,Ó Marx writes,
Òman (the worker) only feels himself freely active in his animal func-
tionsÐeating, drinking, procreating, or at most in his dwelling and in
dressing-up, etc.; and in his human functions he no longer feels him-
self to be anything but an animal. What is animal becomes human
and what is human becomes animal.Ó It is meaningful, then, that her
workplace uses her as it would a sniffer dog; her extraordinary sense
of smell allows her to identify hidden smuggled contraband such as
plants and alcohol. In the terminal, Tina is a gentle helper, an in-
verted double of the fighting dogs that her boyfriend keeps and who
snarl at her as she enters her own home. However, because of her
uncanny more-than-human abilities, Tina is seconded from the ferry
terminal into a police investigation of a pedophilic kidnapping ring,
relying entirely on her heightened sense of smell.

Tina is able to smell Òwhat people feelÓÑshe notes shame, guilt, rage,
sexÑbut it is important to note that her powers extend beyond feel-
ings. She first finds evidence of the pedophile ring on a flash dri-
ve hidden in a cell phone case, and next, on a digital camera hidden
inside a trophy. A forensic approach to media would underline the
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fact that these digital recordings have dematerialized the violence to
bodies; what was experienced in the flesh is, at the moment of her
sensing it, decontextualized, stored inert in metal, plastic, and silicon.
Her sense of smell is thus capable of so much more than identify-
ing the residue of shame the storage mediumÕs handlers leave behind
on surfaces. She initiates a kind of reverse-engineering of what has
been encoded in the physical materiality of a recording. TinaÕs use
of the sense most deeply connected with the neurobiology of mem-
ory brings to light the histories of bodies that the cold, logical, and
immaterial materialities of digital storage devices conceal (Kirschen-
baum). Digital recording effaces what is essential to the thing in the
world (Malpas). Troll sensing retrieves the specificity and thickness
of embodied experience and lived history.

The sense of smell involves taking the outside in. While the objective
of her support for the police investigation is to protect the vulnerable
from violence, the way her workplace harnesses her deeply embod-
ied attunement to the material and the mediated is itself a violence.
Of all the tasks in the film that labouring bodies must undertake, hers
is the darkest, for she must not only see and hear the recordings of
what might be child rape or snuff that we viewers are spared, but
must incorporate it. Vision leaves the bodyÕs envelope intact. Smell
is involuntary, fundamentally nonconsensual. Her alienated labour is
thus coextensive with the sexual assault of children.

Yet, if TinaÕs stunned affect is a matter of her alienated labour, it is
also psychosexual. The Latinmater, Judith Butler notes, shares a root
with matrix (womb) (Butler ½). Tina flinches when her live-in part-
ner climbs on her in bed, and she complains of pain. With this flinch,
Abbasi raises the history of debates about womenÕs bodies that cen-
tre on their insides. The Greek world thought that the uterus (Gk.
HystŽraÑwomb; hysterikosÑof the womb) was like an animal that
could migrate through the body, mechanically causing havoc by be-
ing where it should not. Cures for hysteria from the ancient world
onward centred womenÕs sex and sexuality, and included abstinence
but more often, orgasm and motherhood (Tasca et al; Maines)Ñthe
two experiences that precipitate and follow from TinaÕs wilding in
the film.
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In the context of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century debates in
the then-emerging field of psychoanalysis, TinaÕs sexual resistance
and stunned affect would be considered as part of a complex de-
scribed as hysterical anesthesia. While this condition, whose symp-
toms include numbness, indifference, and dissociation (Janet), was
in some contexts attributed to traumatic lived experience, the frame-
work that came to dominate understandings considered it a Òfun-
damental condition indicating weakness, instability, degenerationÓ
(Linenthal ÂÄ).

Abbasi deliberately invokes traumatic histories of institutionaliza-
tion and forced sterilization (Thompson) when TinaÕs adoptive hu-
man father tells her about the facility from which Tina was rescued.
Imagined as a cross between a Salp•ti•re and a RavensbrŸck, this in-
stitution systematically eradicated the troll people in service of some
unarticulated notion of racial/species hygiene, leaving TinaÕs troll

�1/@=)�MV��!=1>W�&)7?=)�08>;1?!51)=�@71C)=>1?!1=)��1?1*d�!5;+ ?=1-=)W�17?*=1)@=Z��1%518?0-<@)

�1>?8=1<@)�()�5!��155)�()�� !=1>��8?)�Ld� � � dKMOSKZ��@%51&��86!17Z

^0??;>V]]%1%518?0)<@)>d>;)&1!51>))>Z;!=1>Z.=]!=4V]RNSRN];.KKKMKLTKSO]KKKN]

CKKKLZ>16;5)Z>)5)&?)(� _

BECOMING MATTER/BECOMING MOTHER

JOURNAL  OF  CR OSS-CUL TURAL  IMA GE STUDIESREVUE DÕƒTUDES INTER CUL TURELLES DE L ÕIMAGE
ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 156

https://bibliotheques-specialisees.paris.fr/ark:/73873/pf0002019084/0003/v0001.simple.selectedT
https://bibliotheques-specialisees.paris.fr/ark:/73873/pf0002019084/0003/v0001.simple.selectedT


kin scattered across a graveyard indicated only by anonymous stone
markers (see fig.Â). Trolls, like so many other of civilizationÕs others,
were victims of a genocide.

However, and importantly, Abbasi ultimately wants to move past
both Marxist and psychoanalytic human frameworks for understand-
ing the obstinate materiality of TinaÕs body. Her stunned affect and
retreat from human touch does not only emerge from the construc-
tion of the female/monstrous body as other, nor is it only the result
of lived experience of trauma. TinaÕs presentation of pain and numb-
ness is epistemological, the result of a state of not-knowing. Tina
is bewildered, that is, Òperplex[ed], puzzle[d], confuse[d],Ó a term
whose etymological roots relate the spaces outside of knowing to the
spaces of wildness and wilderness (Òbe- ÔthoroughlyÕ + archaic wilder
Ôlead astray, lure into the wildsÕ (ÒBewilderÓ)).

Confusion as a function of forgetting is a central theme of the film.
Two of the major parallel story lines involving memory workÑTinaÕs
discovery of her own troll nature and of the genocide of her peo-
pleÑthreaten to be cut short by her adoptive fatherÕs dementia. She
is not assured on each visit to his home that he will remember her,
let alone her past he has hidden from her since her childhood. Tina
is herself forgetful, as she notes, having promised Vore a peaceful re-
treat in her guest cottage, when pulling up to her driveway to caged
dogsÕ aggressive barking. Politically, the stakes of Òknowing but not
knowingÓ are high (Fischer ½). Not knowing the traumatic history of
who she is would leave the human race unaccountable for its geno-
cide, but also would all but guarantee biological and cultural extinc-
tion.

Yet while the memory work reconstituting both personal and collec-
tive troll history is essential to the filmÕs politics, it is not essential to
the filmÕs ethics. The political work of the film invites a rethinking of
how through Òcapitalism, colonialism, racism, heteronormativity and
other hegemonic power regimes [É] [which] function in complici-
ty and compliance with intersecting institutionalized norms (gender,
race, ethnicity, class, sexuality, age, dis/ability, geopolitical position,
regimes of health/illness, human/earth other,Ó bodies such as TinaÕs
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have always been disciplined and subjected to Òunease, pain, dis-
comfort, vulnerabilityÓ (Lykke Â½). The (posthuman) ethical frame-
work of the film rejects accountability frameworks that cannot undo
constructions of self and other. As Abbasi underlines, Tina is troll.
Ancient. Chthonic. There is nothing the matter with her. Tina is
matter, primordial. Her wildingÑwhich activates states of not-know-
ingÑthus needs to be appreciated as an extension or outgrowth of
rather than a symptom of her bewilderment.

TinaÕs wilding activates a complex of meanings related to materiality
from ancient Greek and Latin. As Jeff Malpas notes, Òthe Greek word,
úûü (hyle), which our words ÔmatterÕ and ÔmaterialÕ can be taken
to translate, originally seems to have referred to wood Ð that from
which things can readily be madeÓ (Malpas ½¼). AbbasiÕs film is noth-
ing if not a love poem to wood and woods. Throughout the first part
of the film, it is clear that Tina is most comfortable in the woods. She
stands outside barefoot on the earth. She reaches towards the fox that
comes to her window. She pets an elk. She pauses on the way to and
from work in liminal zones such as parking lots. There, she attends
not to the landscape views, which in their cultural construction of a
Òway of seeing from a distanceÓ (Andrews ÂÂ) offer the hubris of a
human/godÕs-eye view that renders the world an object, but rather to
the smaller scales where contiguities, not distance, govern relations.
She picks up a grub, and moves a beetle out of the way (see fig.Á).
Close-ups and insert shots underline how touch completes a circuit
that connects Òsocialities and materialities crucial to living and dy-
ing with critters on the edge of disappearance so that they might go
onÓ (Haraway »). While smell alienates, touch connects Tina to her
species-being (Gattungswesen) (Marx ¼¼).

The sense of touch is the sense that Òunderpins the idea of the ma-
teriality of things.Ó (Malpas ½¾). For Vivian Sobchack, the sense of
touch provides the material foundation for ethical behaviour towards
the world and others precisely because it yields Òawareness of what
it is to be a material objectÓ (Â»»):
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Sobchack elaborates:
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Tina wanders with Vore into the forest, showing him her favorite
places, juxtaposing her childhood construction of the woods as
spaces filled with magic and wonder to the epistemological frame-
works that the human world has imposed upon her. Tina points Vore
to a mossy stony area and says: ÒI used to fantasize about fairies
dancing here.Ó Vore tells her: ÒThey probably did. Presumably.Ó How-
ever, she dismisses her own vision as childish: ÒI donÕt really believe
in things like that. You want it to be true. It would be great butÉÓ
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ÒBut?Ó Vore asks. Tina answers: ÒAs a child I thought I was special.
I had all these ideas about myself. But then I grew up and realized I
was just a human being. An ugly strange human with a chromosomal
flaw.Ó The construction of her body as monstrous, Abbasi suggests,
is the result of a tradition that can only conceive of nature as Òa field
of multiple exclusion and controlÓ (Plumwood Ã¾) rather than as the
wellspring for Òwonderful, messy tales to use for retelling, or reseed-
ing, possibilities for getting on now, as well as in deep earth historyÓ
(Haraway ÃÃº).

In Staying with the Trouble, Donna Haraway insists that
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Folktales, as Johann Gottfried Herder had already underlined in the
eighteenth century, are like philosophy in that both are modes of ac-
cessing knowledge through the arousal of Òastonishment, curiosity,
wonderÑStaunen, Neugierde, VerwunderungÓ (Weissberg ÂÁ). Part of
a radical, utopian praxis that can take binaries of self and other, pow-
erless and powerful, nature and civilization, and then perform inver-
sions and subversions, fairy tales make it possible to conceive entire
worlds of contestation (Zipes,Fairy Tales) and thus play a Òpotent
formative social and political roleÓ (Teverson, qtd. in Bacchilega º).
The Nordic fairy and folk tales about nature beings, including fairies,
trolls, wild women, and changelings that Abbasi Òweave[s][É] into
the cellular fabric of the filmÓ (Mazaj) are important intertexts be-
cause they lead directly to Òwhere the wild things always wereÓ
(Henneghan ÃÄÀ).

In this tradition, moreover, monstrous figures are tangible expres-
sions of the breakdown of traditional classifications. Jeffrey Cohen
writes about monstersÕ Òrefusal to participate in the classificatory
Ôorder of thingsÕÓ:
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TinaÕs epiphanic discovery halfway through the film from Vore is
that she has pain on penetration not because she is deformed but
rather because troll bodies confound interiorities and exteriorities.
Troll genitals are not vaginal, but neither, as we learn as she and Vore
have intercourse on a bed of moss, are they phallic. It is tempting
to call trolls intersex (Crucchiola) or non-binary, as many reviewers
have. To do so misses the crucial point that Tina and VoreÕs genitals
are agential, intelligent, reaching, like a snailÕs tentacle or a crabÕs
jaw or a mushroom. When Vore is strip-searched at the border, the
agent notes that he has a vagina, but AbbasiÕs closeup reveals a Òsex
which is not oneÓ (Irigaray) (see fig.À).
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Savina Petkova reads TinaÕs transformative encounter with Vore as
Ò[e]cstatic pleasure, savage frenzy, and bloodthirstÓ bordering Òthe
axis where humanity and animality meet.Ó However, I would counter
that the closeups of troll genitals signal an ecstasy more akin to what
biologist Lynn Margulis, in her work Symbiotic Planet, describes
as Òinterliving,Ó which involves Òan infiltration and assimilation far
more profound than any aspect of human sexuality [and that] pro-
duced everything from spring-green blooms and warm, wet, mam-
malian bodies to the EarthÕs global nexusÓ (Margulis, qtd. in Manning
º¾). Abbasi shows how, to use MargulisÕ words, Òbodies become in re-
lation to an ecosystem of [other] bodiesÓ (Margulis, qtd. in Manning
º¾). If the main position of Western epistemology upholds divisions
of centre and periphery, human and non-human, self and monster,
civilization and wilderness, civility and wildness, Abbasi presents ec-
stasy as an experience Òwhere human being and thinghood overlap,Ó
where Òthe us and the it slip-slide into each otherÓ (Bennett À).

An older conception of ecstasy (from ek- ÔoutÕ +histanaiÔto placeÕ)
is thus warranted, which considers ecstasy as a condition of outsides
and outsiders; in ecstasy, one stands outside the self and outside of
the socius, in Òa position that is off the spectrum of positionÓ (Dan-
forth). At the beginning of the film, as Evren Oczelcuk notes, Tina is
coded as feminine and passive, while Vore is Òassociated with rebel-
lion, transgression, and violence (all features of normative masculin-
ity).Ó She is Òsettled,Ó an agent of law and order and against violence,
and her experience of non-belonging is painful to her. Vore, in con-
trast, embraces his outsider status and nomadism. She is numb. He is
sensual, magnetic. Ek-stasy moves them beyond these assigned posi-
tions and predictable structures of relationality and modes of embod-
iment.

Abbasi seems to be thinking about Jane BennettÕs notion of Òvibrant
materialityÓ as he develops the relational topographies of this film.
Bennett calls for a reimagining of the ontological field in a way that
stresses coextension and coexistence:
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In AbbasiÕs film, theek-staticvibrancy of matter exceeds interper-
sonal (and thus socio-political) registers. In this context, then, the
meaningfulness of AbbasiÕs insistence that the film is not an allegory
about migrants becomes apparent; AbbasiÕs more vitally materialist
model of matter makes it possible to visualize assemblages, agencies,
and accountabilities between, among, and across animate and inani-
mate bodies living and dying and thus illuminates the limitations of
models of critique that focus on relationalities in dyads of self and
other, feminine and masculine, static and moving, powerful and suf-
fering.

After she experiences her body in symbiotic relation to anotherÕs
body that itself appears to be co-constitutive and entangled with oth-
er bodies, she and Vore run barefoot and naked together through the
forest, sit on rocks, plunge into icy water, yell at the sky, and laugh.
AbbasiÕs haptocentric filming of TinaÕs wilding draws viewers in-
to the enchanted forest spaces with long dolly shots and rapid pans
through blurs of greens and blues (see fig.¾). AbbasiÕs dynamic cam-
era, rushing, stalling, and rushing again, explores the possibilities of
sensing bodies in movement in multiple sensory registers.
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Savina Petkova describes the affective and sensational intensities of
AbbasiÕs film that audiences and other critics have described as well,
suggesting that AbbasiÕs success is in making the spectator identify
with tr oll experience: ÒThe rawness of bodily sensations punctures
the spectatorÕs reception and lures her perception in the debris of in-
timacyÓ; Òit is her [the spectatorÕs] own body that craves the purifi-
cation of mountain ponds, and most of all, she feels like screaming
out of pleasure and pain.Ó But AbbasiÕs haptic cinematic representa-
tions of stone, cold water, deep moss, and sky de-anthropocentrizes
the gaze. Extreme close-ups make it hard to orient to up or down;
changes in focus make it hard to orient to surfaces and contours. Re-
moving the spectatorÕs capacity to orient and thereby name and cat-
egorize bodies, Abbasi elaborates an experience of what it is to be
not only human, not only troll, but to be still or fast or wet or cold
or green or blue. Forcing the spectatorÕs gaze to shift between fore-
ground and background, Abbasi activates practices of not-knowing
that expand sense-ability (Sobchack ÂºÄ). An activity rather than a
passivity, not-knowing, which encompasses sensing and feeling, re-
quires both unlearning and forgetting.

It is necessary to return to the question of matter asmater, that is,
as mother, matrix, or womb. Throughout the film, vivophilia (Behar),
that is, its Òconfiguration of matter as a site of generation or origi-

�1/@=)�PV��!; ?1&�&17)6!V��17!j>�)4d>?!?1&�D15(17/Z��8=()=�` 
= #7>a�`MKLSaZ��1=)&?)(�%F��51

�%%!>1W�&17)6!?8/=!;0F�% F��!(16�� !=5>)7Z�m�) ?!��;!=4�k�� #=7.156Z

�);= 8(@&)(�D1?0�;)=61>>187Z

BECOMING MATTER/BECOMING MOTHER

JOURNAL  OF  CR OSS-CUL TURAL  IMA GE STUDIESREVUE DÕƒTUDES INTER CUL TURELLES DE L ÕIMAGE
ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 164



nationÓ (Butler ½), is in tension with necrophilia (Behar ÃÂ¼), ener-
gized by parasitism rather than symbiosis. Troll bodies in the film
can propagate through asexual reproduction, producing beings that
exist on the border between the living and the dead. These offspring,
called hiisit, look almost like normal babies, but they are waxy, cold,
insensate, and short-livedÑabject and uncanny doubles of vital and
vibrant living (human and troll) beings.

When Tina first meets Vore, she knows he is hiding something. Ab-
basi mobilizes visual and narrative tropes from mythology and hor-
ror genres, building narrative tension. At the ferry terminal, she finds
a metal container that at first looks like a time bomb, but turns out
to be an insect incubator. After Vore moves into her guest house, she
finds that he has duct-taped her refrigerator shut. Inside the fridge is
a box, and inside the box is ahisiit, whom she later sees Vore spoon-
feeding the incubated insects. Vore has been birthing them in the
woods to sell to pornographers and abusers, or to switch with human
babies as revenge for the troll lives that humans harmed through
medical experiments and abuse. VoreÕs defense for stealing human
babies is that Òhumans are parasites that use everything on earth for
their own amusement. Even their own offspring.Ó He does not recog-
nize that the extraction of his own painful labour in the forest pro-
ducing changelings to provide raw materials to support an exploita-
tive economy that brings harm to the vulnerable further alienates
him.

However, TinaÕs curiosity breaks the spell of horror. When she sees
the changeling in the box, her impulse is not to recoil, but rather, to
reach in and poke its body. Seeking knowledge tentacularly, through
touch, not smell, TinaÕs gesture transforms the scare of abjection into
a form of care. According to Julia Kristeva, abjection is caused by
Òwhat disturbs identity, system, order. What does not respect bor-
ders, positions, rules. The in-between, the ambiguous, the compos-
iteÓ (À). TinaÕs tactile encounter with a being born at the border of
living and dying tutors her in trollness. She was other; entering into
a circuit, touching and being touched, she is becoming mother.
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It is also necessary to go back to etymological roots of materiality
as Òwhatever serves as nourishment for infants: nutrients that act as
extensions of the motherÕs bodyÓ (Butler, Bodies¼). Troll bodies with
their agentic, reaching parts, are coterminous with the woods. It is in
this ecosystem that Tina, who has been raised by humans, must learn
that the Òsymbiotic world individuates violently, passionately, indif-
ferently, fighting, feeding, mating, dancing, dying. Generating nov-
elty, symbiogenesis brings together different life forms through mat-
ings that are often incorporationsÓ (Manning ºÃ-ºÂ); this knowledge
about an infinitely complex web of relations will be essential to her
survival. In the first half of the film, insects, grubs, and snails are be-
ings Tina will protect. In the second half, these same beings are food.
An early meal of spaghetti pushed around a plateÑa poor substitute
for worms, it turns outÑis contrasted with a later meal in which Tina
and Vore slurp on snails with joy and abandon (see fig.½). Ingestion
is not a sign of dominance over the forest, but rather a sign of inte-
gration with a foodweb that provides, in Mar’a Puig de la BellacasaÕs
words, Òglimpses of alternative livable relationalities, with other pos-
sible worlds in the making, ÔalterontologiesÕ at the heart of dominant
configurationsÓ (Ã¼Ä).

It is thus no coincidence the film visually rhymes troll food with troll
sexual organs; more-than-human bodies become in relation to more-
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than-human bodies. If troll genitals are non-binaryÑa Òsex which is
not oneÓÑtroll maternity is not dyadic, but rather, part of a specif-
ic ecology of intra- and inter-dependent materialities living and en-
during and dying. Knowing her place in this porous, vibrant contact
zone where everything reaches for and touches everything means
she will be able to feed her child. The Òfoodweb,Ó after all, as Mar’a
Puig de la Bellacasa writes, is Òa figure of alternative caring relations
with soil [É] [that] offers new obligations within existing ones, im-
manent obligations that could unfold uneventfully, ordinarilyÓ (Puig
de la Bellacasa ÂÄÄ). And so, as TinaÕs bewilderment turns to wild-
ing, so too does her knowledge turn to growth. ÒPlanting seedsÓ
for the future, writes Haraway, Òrequires medium, soil, matter, mut-
ter, motherÓ (ÃÂÄ). In thinking about motherhood as interrelational
across all these axes, Abbasi shows how inseparable these aspects of
the matter of futurity are.

Jeff MalpasÕs etymology of materiality underlines that the associa-
tions of matter with womb or matrix, wood/s, and nourishment have
to do with becoming. Malpas writes:
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The penultimate scene of AbbasiÕs love song to the places where
fairies danced takes Tina to the graveyard where her troll kin are
buried. Each anonymous grave is marked with a stone, which she ca-
resses, bringing her face into contact with the cold surface. Given the
significance of stone in earlier parts of the film, I read this less as an
act of mourning than as necrophiliaÑa Òphilosophy that takes dead
objects as love objectsÓ (Behar ÃÂ»). As an act of love for the dead, the
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gesture encompasses the transmigration of matterÑcold for warm,
enduring for living, thing for thingÑthat is firmly mattered and em-
placed.

AbbasiÕs film thus invites consideration of the ethics of being human
through material adjacencies with an uncanny non-human that lit-
erally trolls human sensibilities of subjectivity, troubling, loosening,
and decentering. Judith Butler writes, ÒIn both the Latin and the
Greek, matter (materiaandhyle)[É] is always in some sense tempo-
ralized. This is true for Marx as well, when ÔmatterÕ is understood as
a principle of transformation, presuming and inducing a futureÓ (¼).
This is what AbbasiÕs film is about: inducing a future. Tina, barefoot
in the snow, with her child, the detritus of her car and her house now
just another one of the forestÕs many decaying things, like all others,
whether cold or metallic or wooden, calls to mind ButlerÕs proposal:
Ò[t]his unsettling of ÔmatterÕ can be understood as initiating new pos-
sibilities, new ways for bodies to matterÓ (½). The film ends in silence,
in the post-discursive materiality of motherhood, and compels us to
think about the small shifts this love story introduces in our thinking
about how materiality is integral to our being and becoming. Abbasi
asks, with Karen Barad:
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Harun FarockiÕs last completed in-

stallation film, Parallel I-IV, opens

with a collection of video game

landscapes grouped together by ele-

ments of earth, fire, water, and air,

engaging a non-vococentric film es-

say style to reflect upon material

transformations that occur through

digital images. Farocki develops a

unique curatorial approach to ex-

press both the power and the limits

of digital image construction and the

creative process, and emphasizes

sharp historical perspectives. By

challenging the dyad of realism and

simulation and their associated nar-

rative conventions, whether

through film, video games, or art ex-

hibits, FarockiÕs brand of essay film

provides critical insights into the af-

fective and sociotechnical dimen-

sions of the imaged world.

Le dernier film d'installation achevŽ de

Harun Farocki, Parallel I-IV, s'ouvre sur

une collection de paysages de jeux vidŽo

regroupŽs par des ŽlŽments de la terre,

du feu, de l'eau et de l'air, engageant un

style d'essai cinŽmatographique non vo-

calocentrique pour rŽflŽchir sur les trans-

formations matŽrielles qui se produisent

ˆ travers images numŽriques. Farocki dŽ-

veloppe une approche curatoriale unique

pour exprimer ˆ la fois la puissance et

les limites de la construction d'images nu-

mŽriques et du processus crŽatif ; et met

l'accent sur des perspectives historiques

pointues. En dŽfiant la dyade du rŽalisme

et de la simulation et leurs conventions

narratives associŽes, que ce soit par le

biais de films, de jeux vidŽo ou d'exposi-

tions d'art, la marque de films d'essai de

Farocki fournit des aper•us critiques des

dimensions affectives et sociotechniques

du monde imagŽ.
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ÒWhere Does This World End?Ó Space, Time and Image

in Harun FarockiÕsParallel I-IV

ÇO• sÕarr•te ce monde?È Espace, temps et image dans

Parallel I-IV dÕHarun Farocki

���� ���� ����

H arun FarockiÕsParallel-IV (ÂÄÃÂ-ÂÄÃÀ) is a four-part video
series that was originally intended for a multi-screen view-
ing experience at the Galerie Thaddaeus Ropac in Paris,

France (see fig.Ã). The installation, which runs À¾ minutes from start
to finish, is FarockiÕs last completed work. The focus throughout the
work is on Òcomputer imagesÓ (Farocki, Parallel I). Farocki raises
questions surrounding the materiality of these images, connecting to
ongoing debates over constructivism in design, the limits of indexi-
cality, the reprise of cinematic genres in video games, and the narra-
tives adopted by computer image platforms. One of the notable fea-
tures of this work is FarockiÕs careful treatment of images and con-
texts that fundamentally challenge his own authority as a documen-
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tary filmmaker. Through novel storytelling techniques, including the
use of a voiceover, and through the arrangement of images and
words into dialogues with the audience, FarockiÕsParallel I-IV skill-
fully works to disassemble received ideas about computer images
and to question the value of representations, including the represen-
tation of the filmmaker in the film. This article is dedicated to explor-
ing these techniques.

Overall, the installation addresses debates that Farocki participated
in from the Ãº½Äs up to his death in ÂÄÃÀ. The most important of
these involves identifying the complicity of vision-based technolo-
gies in broader sociotechnical relations ordispositifsthat Erika Bal-
som has described in terms of Òa totally administered worldÓ (Á½º).
For Balsom, FarockiÕs reflections on the history of moving images
and technologies help to address how visual culture translates social
practices and power relations; and indeed, these themes are present
in many of FarockiÕs previous video installations, includingWorkers
Leaving the Factory (Ãºº¾) andSerious Games I-IV (ÂÄÄº-ÂÄÃÄ). A nar-
rower discussion, however, is needed to explore the specific quality
of data-driven narratives inParallel I-IV, to investigate how FarockiÕs
approach to storytelling and argumentation aligns with both practi-
cal and philosophical issues surrounding image production, dissemi-
nation, and reception.

With these aims in mind, my article builds on existing conversations that
refer to theParallelseries, whether directly or indirectly, to introduce
specific theoretical perspectives focused on three interlocking themes.
The first of these will look at FarockiÕs investigation into operative im-
ages, contextualizing his approach with reference to literature on the
subject, and gesturing toward the lessons that FarockiÕs work can pro-
vide us in relation to present day challenges. Second, I will situatePar-
allel within contemporary debates on the essay film, addressing the en-
during legacy of the voiceover as a foundational narrative technique
and highlighting the epistemic rupture of passive voice effects in so-
called Ònon-vococentricÓ documentaries. Finally, I will examine Faroc-
kiÕs methodological contribution of Òsoft montageÓ in relation to com-
peting modes of production, weighing the value of multi-screen exhibi-
tions over traditional theatre screenings.
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Parallel Iopens with an inventory of computer graphics as seen
in video games from the Ãº»Äs through the ÂÄÃÄs. This section
displays images that are organized chronologically by the

date of their release, as well as thematically through representations
of the elements, including earth, fire, water, and air (see fig.Â). Bal-
som has suggested that these elemental motifs reveal a sense of con-
tingency that is Òhistorically [É] allied to the mimetic power of cine-
maÓ (Á½º). However, there is another inflection adjacent to this fact:
it is that FarockiÕs attempt at building a narrative around these his-
toric changes reveals hidden connections between the explicit inven-
tory on display in the video, and the implicit drive to achieve a rate
of image perfectibility. In other words, throughoutParallel I, Farocki
participates in cinematic motifs of documentary narration to identify
how the proliferation of computer images has helped to identify the
limit point between photorealism on the one hand and construc-
tivism on the other. His conclusion is that real and simulated worlds
possess the same ontological status.
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Farocki raises a further set of questions regarding the developmental
order that appears to guide his inventory of the elements. Using a
distinctive mode of questioning propelled by a neutral voice, Faroc-
ki begins to challenge the latent progressivism that determines how
Òthe history of one form of image can be used as a model for another
kind of imageÓ (Parallel I). The resulting statements and observations
evoke AndrŽ BazinÕs article from Ãº½Ä, ÒThe Ontology of the Photo-
graphic Image,Ó in which the development of photographic technolo-
gies is measured by the symptomatic Òcrisis of realismÓ that arises
in painting around the same time. Bazin writes, Òphotography [É]
freed the plastic arts from their obsession with likenessÓ (¼). Whereas
painting in the Ãºth and ÂÄth centuries moved on to explore abstrac-
tions, whether by way of Cubism or the other avant-gardes, photog-
raphers adopted the painterÕs claim of constructing realistic repre-
sentations, yet through different means: by drawing support from a
medium that literally Òembalms timeÓ (Bazin »). For Farocki, whose
approach builds on BazinÕs, there is a sense in which computer im-
ages are constructed far more self-consciously than they may at first
appear to video game audiences. Constructed images, even photo-
realistic ones, produce effects that go beyond the realism that pho-
tography was able to achieve. Perhaps we should think of these im-
ages less in terms of their photorealistic appearances, then, and more
in the terms that Bazin uses to describe the work of surrealists, for
whom Òthe logical distinction between what is imaginary and what
is real tends to disappearÓ (ÃÄ). Quoting a noteworthy passage from
Parallel Ithat aligns to the surrealist ethos, ÒThe computer images try
to achieve the effect of film images. They want to surpass them and
leave them far behindÓ (Parallel I).

While Farocki manages to convey a position of neutrality throughout
the installation, he also imparts a subtle mischievousness that puts
common assumptions regarding the history and development of im-
age recording technologies into doubt. The problematic assumption
is that constructed images ought to be evaluated based on their abil-
ity to emulate photorealistic images, thereby adhering to a bias of
progression or image perfectibility. Farocki highlights the fragility of
these claims. With an argument more akin to BazinÕs, Farocki main-
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tains that photographic media signals multiple divergences from the
representational forms that were in existence at the time when pho-
tography appeared on the scene in the Ãºth century. For Farocki as for
Bazin, photographic media has some degree of autonomy from the
kind of realism that was practiced by artists in the era before pho-
tography. Correspondingly, after photography, the realism practiced
by those same artists did not occupy the same cultural and associa-
tive meanings it once did. Farocki thus disqualifies any striving for
perfectibility or progress regarding the making of photorealistic im-
ages in the computer age. His subtle art of disassembling traditional
frameworks through a narrative medium plays an important role in
highlighting the broader rhetorical aims of the installation. For ex-
ample, at one point in the film the voiceover says, ÒThe Egyptians
could build pyramids, the Middle Ages could build cathedrals. But
neither was capable of representation in perspective. This is what we
learned in school [sic]Ó (Parallel I, emphasis added) (see fig.Á-¾).
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I n ÒMedia Archaeology as Symptom,Ó Thomas Elsaesser proposes
a diagnostic method that can help to reframe FarockiÕs interro-
gations as a branch of media archaeology. From ElsaesserÕs per-

spective, FarockiÕs work participates in the taking apart of Òfalse tele-
ologiesÓ that have long informed film studies by redirecting critical
analysis toward filmÕs Òtechnical-prosthetic afterlivesÓ (ÒMedia Ar-
chaeology as SymptomÓ). As Henrik Gustafsson adds, Òa media-ar-
chaeological principle of utilizing the technology [É] comments on
its own operations in order to articulate a critical reflection from
within the machineÓ (Âº). By drawing inspiration from the opera-
tional tools of media machines, the filmmaker can strategically avoid
pontificating about their broader implications. FarockiÕsParallel I-IV
adopts this approach by focusing on the tools themselves to build up-
on a media-archaeological commitment to decentring the linear pro-
gression of narratives that structure everyday artifactual histories. In
effect, Parallel I-IV reads computer images Òagainst the grainÓ in the
same manner as some of the earliest writers on the history of tech-
nology, as Jussi Parrika and Erkki Huhtamo have pointed out (ÃÄ).
This connection brings to light FarockiÕs effort to expand the bound-
aries of Ònew mediaÓ to consider how ÒmediationsÓ in general encom-
pass a planar field that is dominated by archaeological and elemental
characteristics (see, for example, Parrika, or Peters). The critical prac-
tice that is now known as media archaeology aligns with FarockiÕs
engagement in a method of symptomatic reading that is mindful of
the idiosyncratic properties of material artifacts.

With an eye focused on the implications of media archaeology for
film studies, Elsaesser points to the necessity of obliterating the
Ònarrative of inevitabilityÓ that tends to accompany technical ad-
vancements in the image arts (ÒMedia Archaeology as SymptomÓ).
By adopting a media-archaeological approach, he argues, film schol-
ars are better able to redirect pronouncements regarding supposed
technical advancements, whether Òfrom chronophotography to cin-
ematography, from silent to sound, from black and white to colourÓ
(Elsaesser ÂÄÃ»). The digital is a key turning point in redirecting
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these founding teleologies. Media archaeologists extend BazinÕs on-
tology of the photographic image by adopting a critical stance to-
ward Òthe digitalÓ by situating it in a larger tapestry of horizontal as-
semblages. Elsaesser argues that this approach tends to be manifest-
ed, or Òverbalised, if at all [É][thr ough] the cut, the gap, and what
becomes visible Ôin-betweenÕÓ (ÒMedia Archaeology as SymptomÓ).
In line with this approach, FarockiÕs task is both to carefully identify
the often-hidden contradictions that allow linear histories to be sus-
tained and revered as foundations, and, importantly, to accomplish
this forensic task through a kind of equivocal storytelling.

Media archaeologists such as Wolfgang Ernst have an uneasy rela-
tionship with narrative media. In several works (i.e. Digital Memo-
ry and the Archive, and ÒThe Archive as MetaphorÓ), Ernst builds
on Michel FoucaultÕs insights regarding the archive as a site for re-
vealing the discontinuities of historical time, detailing moments of
rupture that signal changes in the episteme. Through these efforts,
Ernst identifies the archive as an important rhetorical aid in support-
ing the argument that linear history and teleology are chimeras that
have no basis in fact. As Foucault argued throughoutThe Archaeol-
ogy of Knowledge, the archive is not only material but also partial,
incomplete, and fragile. The very act of building archival collections
speaks to a shift in the methods and practices of knowledge produc-
tion and dissemination. For Ernst, FoucaultÕs concept of the archive
is a blueprint for determining the epistemic shifts of ubiquitous digi-
tal media. He argues that these shifts introduce new operational tools
with which to accommodate the preservation of documents that are
now distributed across different scales, topologies, and algorithmic
processes. Above all, ErnstÕs claim is that the so-called digital archive
adheres to temporal categories instead of spatial ones, as Òthe dy-
namization of the archive involves time-based procedures,Ó with in-
formation now processed through Òthe time-based archive as a topo-
logical place of permanent data transferÓ (ÒThe Archive as Metaphor,Ó
À»-¾Ä). Importantly, Ernst positions these changes as the impetus to
challenge making strong distinctions between the archive and its as-
sociated narratives. He writes, Òthere is no necessary coherent con-
nection between archival data and documents, but rather gaps in
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between: holes and silenceÓ (ÒThe Archive as MemoryÓ À»). Ernst
ultimately refers to a sharp dichotomy between Òsignal processing
and semiotics,Ó associating the latter with human affect, imagination,
and unconscious dream content (À¼). To rely on the semiotics of the
archive is therefore to be willfully imprisoned by Òan archival retro
effectÓ (À»).

ErnstÕs media-archaeological critique of semiotics helps him to de-
velop parallels between the study of communications and the history
of technology. But it provides minimal support when it comes to
evaluating the ways that filmmakers like Farocki have attempted to
document historical ruptures across diverse mediascapes. Do data-
driven narratives like those inParallel I-IV simply provide another
instance of an Òarchival retro effectÓ? Should FarockiÕs method of
storytelling be minimized as a derivative and ÒsoftÓ (feminine) ex-
pression of ÒhardÓ (masculine) material forms? To answer this ques-
tion, Shannon Mattern has observed that Òmedia archaeologists often
bracket out not only the people with which, but also the environ-
ments within which, those media interactÓ (xvii). Mattern further
points to examples in the literature of media archaeology that builds
on a less confrontational approach to sense-making practices. Erkki
HuhtamoÕs category of topoi, for example, draws from the archive Òto
identify discursive patterns, conceptual ÒmoldsÓ that recur in slight-
ly different forms in different contexts across time, to help us imag-
ine media and their place in the worldÓ (Mattern xix). The chal-
lenge posed by Huhtamo is to find points of contact in which sig-
nal processes can be appreciated for their ability to transformdiscur-
sivity. Shane Denson adds to this debate by emphasizing the need
to Òshift the conversation away from the well-worn discussions of
indexicality and its supposed demise in the digital eraÓ to some-
thing both more accurate and generative (Ã¾). This need will be met
by a critical re-evaluation of the supposed rupture between media-
archaeological frameworks and film studies, and, more specifical-
ly, between technology-driven approaches and aesthetic or narrative
forms (Denson Ã¾). For Denson, as for Mattern, this task requires en-
gaging in experimental approaches to narrative analysis, and to find-
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ing new ways of working through the semiotic detritus of changes in
the technology.

FarockiÕs approach to documentary filmmaking routinely connects
the inherited meanings communicated by images together with the
tools and machines that are used to produce them (see fig.½). As El-
saesser points out, many of FarockiÕs late works concentrate on dis-
cursively framing operational images with a focus on Òscientific ex-
periment and medicine, heavy industry and factory work, surveil-
lance and military operationsÓ (Harun Farocki Á¼). The need to Òde-
tect, document [and] reconstructÓ these images motivates Farocki to
include shots of technicians doing the work of image fabrication in
their studios (ÒMedia Archaeology as SymptomÓ). This repeated mo-
tif highlights concerns that are broadly Òmedia-archaeologicalÓ in-
sofar as it addresses the need to challenge the mythologies that ac-
company image construction, while, perhaps implicitly, creating an
alignment between technicians and filmmakers.

Farocki repeatedly disarms his audience with an expression of crit-
ical distance from the subject matter and provides subtle cues in
terms of how to evaluate his attempts at narrating changes in how
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images are constructed over time. The stories that tend to accom-
pany these images never embellish their significance, but rather let
the images take the lead. Balsom, for one, builds on a description
of FarockiÕs investment in such images by comparing his work with
ƒtienne-Jules MareyÕs study of chronophotography from the pre-
cinematic era (see fig.¼). Though both Farocki and Marey were in-
vested in the technical properties of images, Balsom notes that they
sit on opposite ends both historically and ideologically. Historically,
she writes, Marey was concerned with the scientificity of translat-
ing Òpictures into measurementsÓ (Á¾»). However, images construct-
ed by computers involve reversing this order by translating mea-
surements into pictures (Balsom Á¾»). Correspondingly, in ideologi-
cal terms, Balsom speaks to MareyÕs belief that describing the mov-
ing image using criteria derived from aesthetics was a distraction
that ought to be rejected. Yet asParallel Ishows, the inclusion of dig-
ital formats increasingly serves to trouble the line between ÕÒartÓ and
Òscience,Ó making the very notion of scientificity that was so impor-
tant to Marey far less convincing for us in the present. Balsom nev-
ertheless maintains that both Farocki and Marey were fundamental-
ly drawn to image operations for similar reasons, and that they each
held a specific mutual interest in the technical capacity to represent
bodies in movement, which was the subject of FarockiÕs ongoing pro-
ject at the time of his death (Balsom Á½Ä). Indeed, this alignment is no
doubt significant. However, my emphasis is on the impulse to nar-
rate these changes as a core dimension of understanding the medi-
umÕs material qualifications. I therefore suggest that FarockiÕs ex-
plicit choice to engage in expressive documentary practicesÑin ef-
fect, to createdata-driven narrativesÑis ontologically sutured with
his broader interrogation of how images are made in general.

����� � ���� �������� �� � � �

FarockiÕs ontologically tangled and self-reflexive documentary
style is used throughoutParallel II-IV to mobilize a narrower
set of questions regarding the impact of video games on digital

storytelling. He explores how operational images can address issues
of control and mitigation, having been galvanized in specific ways to
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work through concepts of self and subjectivity. By looking at the re-
mediation of genres in video games, whether it be through the west-
ern, horror, science fiction, or film noir, Farocki identifies the arrival
of a new protagonist which inhabits a rule-based universe that ap-
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pears to fundamentally challenge the ontological status of images,
including their method of construction in traditional narrative films.
As Soraya Murray writes, ÒFarocki presents the [É] simulated com-
putational image in terms of the natural world and the hero with-
in it, exploring their limits, their architectures, and their status as
fundamentally hollow objectsÓ (ÂÁ). This much is in evidence by the
appearance of figures engaging the world of others by horse, foot,
car, and flight, in a proliferating cast of characters who are pulled in
every direction whether by the algorithm or by the userÕs whim. The
userÕs choices are often redirected or channeled in ways that must
be learned through experience, by traversing the layers of codes and
designs that serve to determine the course of a single action. In turn,
these actions allow the story to progress in a way that is dependent
on hitting the correct prompts in accordance with the gameÕs pro-
grammable fences (see fig.»). Character development, the cues to ac-
tion, and the unfolding of narrative worlds is rearticulated through
what Nanna Verhoeff calls Òa visual regime of navigation,Ó in which
the user participates in a coherent world that is spatialized, and effec-
tively policed by what Farocki describes as Òinvisible bordersÓ (Paral-
lel II). As the voiceover says, ÒThe hero has no parents and no teach-
ers. He [sic] has to learn by himself what rules are validÓ (Parallel II).
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The video game user engages with a screen interface that fosters
the illusion of mastery and power over the very machines that make
video game experiences possible. In Programmable Visions: Software
and Memory, Wendy Chun dispels a still-prominent notion of the in-
terface as a site of individual empowerment and transparency vis-
ˆ-vis the machine. She diagnoses the broader logic at play as be-
ing a symptom of ideological reproduction beset by technologies of
Òdirect manipulationÓ (½Á). Evoking Althusserian state apparatuses,
Chun writes, Òinterfaces offer us an imaginary relationship to our
hardwareÓ (½½). The primary function of the interface is to create
users, and to sustain power over them by engaging in a microphysics
of affirmation based on promoting Òinteractive pleasureÓ (Chun ½¼).
For Chun, these ideological operations have superficial outcomes,
such as creating Òpersonal computersÓ that serve to reinforce the pri-
macy of the individualÕs experience over the realities of networked
processes (½»). They also have significant outcomes, such as how
these ideological operations build commonsense notions of tempo-
rality which serve as foundations of experience, as demonstrated
by the concept of Òreal timeÓ (Chun ½»). FarockiÕs approach is like
ChunÕs as he, too, does not aim to overturn the system of ideological
reproduction, or build a new regime of thinking about how the world
of images is constructed by digital machines. Rather, FarockiÕs aim
is to create a sense of defamiliarization and distance for the viewer,
engaging the very same tools as those at play in various ideological
operationsÑto filter the experience with a dose of skepticism.

Exploring the ideological dimensions of the user-as-subject brings a
new level of scrutiny to Lev ManovichÕs hypothesis of a conflictual
relationship between databases and narratives. For Manovich, users
in a video game environment must engage with preselected narrative
paths to achieve desired outcomes. This action validates ManovichÕs
argument that Òa database can support narrative, but there is nothing
in the logic of the medium itself that would foster its generationÓ
(ÂÄÃ). Narratives are developed by subjects who exercise various
facets of agency to organize data as it comes available. Manovich
goes on to argue that narratives must be assessed through their
own rigorous criteria, which historically grounds them in practices
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whereby Òthe database is the unmarked termÓ (ÂÄÃ). Whereas the
tools of storytelling were once implicit, the onset of digital media
makes the database structure both elevated and visible to all,
whether to makers or to their audiences. Subsequently, the algorith-
mic handling of these basic elements in a story form the basis of an
active consumption, as user-subjects aim to become fully knowledge-
able about a given narrative, establishing a personal relationship to
the story as we might through acts of navigation and decision-mak-
ing in a video game format.

On the surface of this account, ManovichÕs founding dichotomy is
generative for thinking through some of the questions Farocki has
raised in Parallel II-IV, including for working through FarockiÕs own
narrative style of documentary filmmaking. On the other hand, as
Alexander Galloway writes in The Interface Effect, there are limita-
tions here in the sense that ManovichÕs argument is premised on a
formalism: ÒAt one layer is cinema, at another are bits and bytes, at
a third algorithmÓ (»). Galloway departs from this position to argue
that the computerÕs capacity for simulation signals a rupture from
the historical path that visual culture had been taking up to that mo-
ment.
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GallowayÕs perspective is useful for situating FarockiÕs narration of
historical rifts in the construction of images. One of the main points
that Parallel IIunderlines is the degree to which video games re-
linquish the authority invested in the camera, and specifically how
the movement of the camera itself is rendered subaltern to an en-
tirely different set of navigational tools. Video game interfaces ap-
pear to eclipse traditional cinematic production techniques, such as
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editing, sound production, and mise-en-sc•ne, which are now engi-
neered in a software-enabled production cycle. Gustafsson writes,
Òwhereas classical continuity editing sutured together the illusion
of a coherent diegetic space from disparate shots, the computer im-
merses the gamer into an unedited space, which unfolds in fluid trav-
eling shots from a first-person point of viewÓ (ÁÂ). Perhaps not sur-
prisingly, film technologies became a subject of fierce debate in cri-
tiques of ideology from the Ãº¼Äs. In Jean-Louis BaudryÕs apparatus
theory, the reproduction of social life occurs on two registers in film,
that of inscription and projection. Inscription relates to the function
of the camera as an extension of the subjectÕs eye, which ideologi-
cally reproduces conditions for a subject to emerge, but also to hide
its status by presenting as an optical technology that enables scien-
tific truths beyond reproach. Projection works the other end of the
spectrum, occurring Òin a closed space [in which] those who remain
there, whether they know it or not, find themselves chained, cap-
tured, captivatedÓ (Baudry ÀÀ).

For Farocki, the apparatus is not a tool of subjection, as it is for
Baudry, but rather a tool of simulation. In other words, the computer
image is not Òfor a world,Ó it is Òon a worldÓ (Galloway ÃÃ). The
ÒchainedÓ and ÒcapturedÓ subject in BaudryÕs account is hereby abol-
ished pure and simple. As Farocki once said in an interview with El-
saesser, the computer conceals Òa process of human self-abolitionÓ
(Ã»¾). The very activities involved in using images and stories to
make sense of the worldÑto link database and narrative, as it
wereÑhave been disqualified. While it is true that images as they ap-
pear on a screen speak less and less to indexical reality, the more
significant concern, especially as expressed throughoutParallel II, III
and IV, is that computer images tend to incite a crisis of interpreta-
tion for the user.

Bazin held that the era of photography and cinema reflected the Òin-
strumentality of a nonliving agent,Ó in which the authority of the
subject was narrowed to a single decisive moment when the aperture
widens to create the image, such that Òall the arts are based on the
presence of man, [but] only photography derives an advantage from
his [sic] absenceÓ (»). Farocki maintains that with computer images,
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not even the hand is necessary to produce them, as Ònothing has
done more to marginalize the image than computingÓ (Farocki quot-
ed in Cowan, ¼Ã). FarockiÕs portrait of technicians at work in their
studios therefore doesnÕt simply aim to be self-reflexive in the man-
ner of Bazin and others; it also conveys existential danger. In oth-
er words, beyond the explicit effort to link technicians and filmmak-
ers, FarockiÕs work struggles to visualize a countervailing effort to
de-link filmmakers and images. By identifying operations that work
under the radar to achieve autonomy for the image, Farocki must
address not only the productÑthe image itselfÑbut also the systems
that generate it. In this sense, theParallelseries can perhaps be gen-
erative for contemporary discussions of AI image generation.

���� � ����������

Rick Warner has suggested that the disparity between aesthet-
ics and technics mirrors a fundamental tension between im-
ages and vision, in which the latter refers to a cache of tech-

nologically enhanced operations thatproduceimages (ÒEssayingÓ ÃÁ).
This tension is picked up by Jussi Parrika and Abelardo Gil-Fournier
in a documentary video installation titled Seed, Image, Ground, which
was accompanied that year by an article on ÒfakeÓ geographies, and
subsequently a book-length contribution by Parrika (ÂÄÂÁ) on Òoper-
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ational imagesÓ (see fig.º). The video work illustrates how envi-
ronments, including landscapes, are instrumentalized and shaped by
technologies. The narrative opens by making a comparison between
the production of images in cinema, including the fabricating of
wind, and the broader history of the aerial view, which is ground-
ed in military operations and the logistics of perception. By further
extending the latter to agricultural practices of seed bombing, envi-
ronmental monitoring, and remote sensing, Parrika and Gil-Fournier
wish to demonstrate a link between Òthe air, the ground, the seeds,
the images.Ó As the voiceover (Parrika) says, the operational trajec-
tory follows Òthe air from the ground; the ground from the air; the
plant as images; and images as they define the ground. A circulation
of how we know, and how we picture; how images grow, and how
growth is imaged.Ó In effect, the video develops an elliptical view on
the relationship between images and the terraforming of the Earth
surface, figuring the seed both as a kind of imaging technology and
as a site of transformation mediated by Òmotorized descent.Ó Parrika
and Gil-Fournier further connect this process to more recent, prof-
it-driven digital operations through an emerging Òplatform ruralismÓ
(Seed, Image, Ground).

The video offers a stunning amount of detail to highlight the stakes
involved in putting forward a thorough examination of vision tech-
nologies and their wide implications. Making the necessary steps
to prove the argument, however, would take another kind of effort,
such as a frame-by-frame analysis of the videoÕs images, which high-
light the different vantage points of monitoring cameras and how
terraforming processes become distributed across multiple scales.
Both the form and content of this work bear obvious links to the pre-
occupations that motivated Farocki throughout his career. This in-
fluence can be identified in the overall visual strategy, as Parrika and
Gil-Fournier adopt the use of the dual screen, the cinematograph-
ic emphasis on cataloging and comparative analysis, and the use of
a voiceover. However, despite the clear alignment between the two,
there are also significant differences. Above all,Seed, Image, Ground
is written in an expository format, revealing a sense of directedness
aimed at convincing audiences with a preestablished narrative that
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is unequivocal (Nichols ÃÃÄ). In other words, the aim is to convince
with the support of irrefutable claims and propositional statements.
FarockiÕs approach is descriptive in that he repeatedly defers to the
image and allows the narrative to emerge on the basis of its unfold-
ing. FarockiÕs analysis is therefore not expository so much as it is So-
cratic, deductive, and revelatory. This approach is perhaps more akin
to collecting words and images in the same mould as Walter Ben-
jamin, resolving in what Catherine Russell refers to as Òarchiveolo-
gy.Ó Indeed, the archival impulse inParallel I-IV pairs well with El-
saesserÕs claim that FarockiÕs general method covers a wide breadth
of Òarchival research, archaeological reconstruction, and allegorical
readingÓ (Harun Farocki Â¼). Based on these observations, I argue that
by narratively reconstructing a database of encoded images, Faroc-
kiÕs curatorial approach allows him (the filmmaker) to achieve out-
comes that Warner describes as Òcontrapuntal,Ó which are different
from those that tend to result from a more expository format as de-
scribed above (ÒThe Cinematic EssayÓ Â).

Essay film criticism provides another set of criteria that can not only
help to contextualize FarockiÕs idiosyncratic approaches, but also to
bring his work into a productive dialogue with the likes of Jean-Luc
Godard (a key inf luence of his), Alexander Kluge, Chris Marker, and
Agn•s Varda. More specifically, I argue that theParallelseries brings
together a succession of operative images that rupture long-held as-
sumptions concerning themedium of film, and a structure of nar-
rating or sense-making that draws from a contested genreotherwise
known as Òessay film.Ó

As inspired by Michel de Montaigne from the early modern period,
the essay format does not refer to a collection of works or even to
a style of writing, but rather to an action or a way of doing things
with words. That is, the essay format is structured through an act of
writing that is conceived in the manner of a trial, tangent, exercise,
meditation, or inquiry. Then, in ÃºÀÄ, Hans Richter wrote ÒThe Film
Essay: A New Type of Documentary Film,Ó which offered a very dif-
ferent concept for the essay as a cinematic mode that disrupts the
boundaries between narrative fiction, documentary, and the avant-
garde. For Nora M. Alter, the interstitial status of essay films has been
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magnified over the years. The term may now be applied to any num-
ber of binary opposites, whether it be Òdocumentary versus feature,Ó
Ònarrative fiction versus historical record,Ó Òtruth versus fantasy,Ó or
Òsocio-historical account versus personal testimonyÓ (ÂÃ½). Warner,
on the other hand, takes a different approach in that he situates the
essay film in relation to three basic modes of engagement: Òthe ca-
pacity for self-portrayal, a critical poetics of citation, and an inclina-
tion towards dialogueÓ (ÒThe Cinematic EssayÓ À). There are clearly
several different options to choose from when it comes to evaluating
this hybrid genre.

One of the more controversial subjects in essay film criticism is the
status of voiceover. In The Personal Camera: Subjective Cinema and
the Essay Film,Laura Rascaroli argues that the presence of a voice
should not be associated with essay films at all. Others, like David
Oscar Harvey (ÂÄÃÂ), develop a spectrum of possibilities that aim to
put conventional ÒvococentricÓ documentary films into greater con-
text with Ònon-vococentricÓ ones. While both documentary types in-
clude the use of voiceover, a vococentric film is unique in that it
adheres to an expository narrative style, whereas a non-vococentric
film tends to be exploratory. In particular, the latterÕs narrative style
is guided by what Naz …nen refers to as Òthe spatial arrangement of
imagesÓ (ÃÄÄ). In other words, by focusing on spatial concerns as op-
posed to exclusively temporal ones, the maker of a non-vococentric
film can communicate a message with the help of a larger tapestry
of narrative strategies that play on the distinctions between seeing,
hearing, and perceiving. Harvey extrapolates from …nenÕs definition
to argue that non-vococentric essay films counter the overplayed in-
fluence of the literary tradition of film in general, where voice occu-
pies a specific (expository) role. Others, such as Warner, argue that
such films promote greater potential for a crossover with popular fic-
tion narratives (ÒThe Cinematic Essay ÃÁÓ).

The category of non-vococentric essay film can be useful in eval-
uating FarockiÕs work because it directly emphasizes specific vocal
qualities as opposed to voice itself, and addresses how narrative ver-
balization can go beyond the Òvoice of godÓ typical of expository
films to achieve a presence that forces us to rethink notions of doc-
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umentary objectivity altogether. In FarockiÕsParallel, for instance,
the emphasis appears to be on making it possible to achieve collec-
tive sense-making between filmmaker and audience to establish an
equality of perspectives. For Tim Corrigan, the use of a dialogical
voice in essay films Òdisavow[s] epistemological masteryÓ (Ã½º) on
the part of a speaking subject, and thereby challenges the subjectÕs
assumed powers of interpretation. Indeed, non-vococentric ap-
proaches use voice strategically to build upon absence, lack, and the
space in-between, and they also help to create a dialogue with the
audience as opposed to a one-dimensional soliloquy that appears in
more conventional documentary films. Notably, the voice in Faroc-
kiÕs installations is led by the distribution of the images, not the
other way around. For instance, as the voiceover says in a character-
istically descriptive moment concerning the ontological status of a
riverbed (see fig.ÃÄ), Òthe surface of the water is nothing but surface.
There is no water below it. It f loats in emptiness. This world floats
like an island in the primeval oceanÓ (Parallel II).
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Several commentators have compared FarockiÕs investment in
narratively engaging questions of absence, lack, and space
with Dziga VertovÕs cinepoetics. InVertov, Snow, Farocki: Ma-

chine Vision and the Posthuman, David Tomas identifies Farocki and
VertovÕs mutual interest in exploiting the relationship between oper-
ative images and technologies of vision. He argues that both makers
appear to express a similar interest in the technical aspects of how
individual shots are arranged in the editorÕs suite to achieve a level
of perceptual manipulation among their audiences. Others, notably
Warner and Elsaesser, push back on these associations. They argue
that unlike the revolutionary spirit of the ÃºÂÄs, our contemporary
societies are now control societies in that image-based worlds must
now interact with a logistics of control in a way that diminishes their
powers of construction. If Farocki were to be said to engage in mon-
tage, it would be, as Warner writes, to Ògenerate new associations,Ó
and to engage in a process of making strange through the defamiliar-
ization of fragments (ÒThe Cinematic EssayÓ Â). For others, the his-
torical references anchoring FarockiÕs work point elsewhere, as Volk-
er Patenburg demonstrates by making a connection to Andy
WarholÕs practice of juxtaposing and repeating the narrative motifs
of operational images.

In all these cases the fact remains that Òcomputer imagesÓ introduce both
opportunities and challenges for the filmmaker. For Gustafsson,Parallel
I-IV emphasizes the challenges involved in grappling with images Òthat
no human eyes will witness,Ó in other words, images that bear down on
the world as conditioning agents to govern as opposed to display (Ã»).
For Farocki, Òthe visual knows no reverse shot [contrechamp], it lacks
nothing, it is complete within itself, a closed circuitÓ (Corrigan ¾Ä). If we
can speak of ÒmontageÓ in the Farockian sense, it is therefore primari-
ly in the guise of a theoretical practice by which to critique this process
of closure, a task that requires the filmmaker Òto extract images from
processes that are no longer destined to be watchedÓ (Patenberg, ¾¾).
The monument penetrating scene inParallel IIIand its shifting point-of-
view revelations is a testament to this critical practice (see fig.ÃÃ-Ã¾).
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I argue that FarockiÕs approach to montage displaces the traditional
modes adopted in film history with r eferences to the likes of Vertov,
and seeks to create a viewer experience that is mediated by the si-
multaneity of different images across multiple screensÑa ÒsoftÓ mon-
tage. David Montero Sanchez identifies this approach in FarockiÕs
Ãºº¾ documentary, Workers Leaving the Factory, which Òpromotes an
interpretive schema that stimulates essay even more, and statement
even lessÓ (Ãº¼). By letting images and their specific arrangements
lead the words, there is less pressure here to create fields of ref-
erence, and greater freedom to create dialogues that are mediated
through a collage of images. As Farocki wrote with Kaja Silverman in
Speaking About Godard, soft montage reveals Òan interplay between
multiple screens [that] involves both serial and concurrent lineages
that execute a variety of doublings, refrains, reeanactments, side-by-
side weighings and relays of motifsÓ (quoted in ÒEssayingÓ Àº). As
Gustaffson confirms, the practice of a soft montage involves Òjuxta-
positions without explicating clear connections [É] images [that re-
main] undecided and open-ended rather than aiming for a synthe-
sis, [an interval that is identified in the] gap between screensÉÓ an
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engagement that calls for Òmore trial and less assertionÓ (Á¼) (see
fig. Ã½).

Exhibiting the work satisfies the practitionerÕs need for a method
that adheres to these specifications. Toward the end of his career,
Farocki increasingly turned to constructing multi-screen environ-
ments in a gallery setting, not unlike many other artists working
in the early-to-mid-ÂÄÃÄs, such as Yael Bartana and her trilogy of
videos,And Europe Will Be Stunned and Richard MosseÕsThe Enclave
(see Synenko). The appeal of multi-screen environments is that they
create a decentered experience in which oneÕs own embodiment and
position in the gallery becomes significant for interpreting the piece
overall. Elsaesser referred to an experience of opting-in or Òrandom
accessÓ that speaks to this decentring and disorienting process that is
no less dialogical. Above all, Farocki invites his audience to detotalize
the consuming of images that appear on multiple screens. As Faroc-
ki observed in a panel discussion at Loop ÂÄÃÀ, his early adoption of
multi-screen exhibitions resulted from successful attempts at facili-
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tating a shift away from experimental film collectives in the Ãº½Äs
and Ãº¼ÄsÑaligned with the anarchism and student protests of that
eraÑtoward producing work intended for radio and television audi-
ences, followed by video work exhibited in art galleries (ÂÄÃÀ Loop
Panels). Alter adds that FarockiÕs multi-screen installation films were
born from his experience with broadcast media, specifically televi-
sion, and then continued through the end of his career. A broader
discussion is needed as to FarockiÕs participation in debates over the
status of curatorial practices under the banner of Òresearch-creation,Ó
including the contribution such works make to the nebulous produc-
tion of ÒknowledgeÓ (see Vilar).

To conclude, theParallelseries focuses on specific relations between
video installation and the cinema, exploiting the formerÕs potential
to critique the metanarratives that are commonly associated with the
history of film. As Elsaesser writes, Òthe installation itself becomes
a [É] metaphor machine, which may have to be constrained, syn-
chronised by voice, [by] sound and a new kind of syntax [É] to pro-
duce contiguous metonymic relations [É] and a sense of progres-
sionÓ(Harun Farocki Á). Many of the writers and critics I have quot-
ed in this article wish to identify FarockiÕs video installations as an
evolution of the cinema, and to explore artistic video productions
through a media-archaeological lens. By adopting this approach but
also going further, I argue that FarockiÕs strategic use of multi-screen
video productions develops an approach to data-driven narratives.
Ultimately, this task involves representing vision-based technolo-
gies both in their operative modes and effects, critically identifying
their autonomy, and giving space for the modes themselves to speak
through the tapestry of images so constructed. This is whatParallel
does.

� ��� �������

ÒÂÄÃÀ LOOP Panels | Harun Farocki in conversation with Mark Nash,Ó
YouTube, ÂÄÃÀ.
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Figure Ã: Dual screen image in Parallel I. Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÂ.

Figure Â: Computer graphics inParallel I. Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÂ.

Figure Á: Comparison of perspectival representations in Parallel I. Harun
Farocki ÂÄÃÂ.

Figure À: Comparison of perspectival representations inParallel I. Harun
Farocki ÂÄÃÂ.

Figure ¾: Comparison of perspectival representations inParallel I. Harun
Farocki ÂÄÃÂ.

Figure ½: Technicians build clouds in Parallel I. Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÂ.

Figure ¼: ÒFalling Cat,Ó an example of MareyÕs chronophotography. Public
domain, Ã»ºÀ.

Figure »: Programmable fences as shown in Parallel II. Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÀ.

Figure º: Image (left) and vision (right) inSeed, Image, Ground. Parrika and
Gil-Fournier, ÂÄÂÄ.

Figure ÃÄ: Probing the ontological status of a riverbed in Parallel II. Harun
Farocki ÂÄÃÀ.

Figure ÃÃ: First person view of the impenetrable surface inParallel III. Harun
Farocki ÂÄÃÀ.

Figure ÃÂ: Jump to cameraÕs point of view in Parallel III. Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÀ.

Figure ÃÁ: Jump to combined first person/camera point of view in Parallel III.
Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÀ.

Figure ÃÀ: Combined perspective shot reveals the penetrable surface inPar-
allel III. Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÀ.

Figure Ã¾: Combined perspective shot ends on the open sky in Parallel III.
Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÀ.

Figure Ã¾: Combined perspective shot ends on the open sky in Parallel III.
Harun Farocki ÂÄÃÀ.

Figure Ã½: Soft montage display inGalerie Thaddaeus RopacParis. Philippe
Servent ÂÄÃÀ.
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In the late Ãºth and early ÂÄth cen-

turies, reading as a cultural practice

was deeply woven into daily life and

informed critical aspects of society.

However, scholars often lament the

lack of evidence available to recon-

struct historical audiences of popular

culture, and thus to understand how

these texts shaped readers, and ulti-

mately, the broader ideologies of the

time. Reader Worldsis a research-cre-

ation project which examines how

locative media can fill this gap. Con-

verging the embodied storytelling ca-

pacities of locative media and the

evocative letters published in the

reader departments of the pulpWest-

ern Story Magazineduring the ÃºÂÄs,

this paper and its corresponding vir-

tual tour explore how immersive

technologies offer layered meaning to

the narratives of historical readers.

Ë la fin du XIXe et au dŽbut du XXe si•cle, la

lecture, en tant que rite culturelle, Žtait for-

tement tissŽe ˆ la vie quotidienne etŽclai-

rait les aspects essentiels de la sociŽtŽ. Ce-

pendant, les Žrudits dŽplorent souvent le

manque de preuves disponibles pour recons-

truire les spectateurs historiques de la

culture populaire, et de comprendre com-

ment ces textes ont formŽ les lecteurs et, par

suite, les plus grandes idŽologies de l'Žpoque.

Reader Worlds est un projet de recherche-

crŽation qui examine comment les mŽdias

locatifs peuvent combler cette lacune. En

convergeant les capacitŽs de la narration in-

carnŽes des mŽdias locatifs et les lettres Žvo-

catrices publiŽes dans les dŽpartements des

lecteurs de la revue populaire Western Story

Magazineau cours des annŽes ÃºÂÄ, cet ar-

ticle et la visite virtuelle correspondante ex-

plorent comment les technologies immer-

sives offrent plusieurs couches de significa-

tions aux rŽcits des lecteurs historiques.



ÒI wish that É we could take some magic carpet and ride

around and see hundreds of Gangsters.Ó

Ñ Stella Burton, ÒThe Hollow Tree,Ó Western Story Mag-

azine, January ÷ò, øð÷ö
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D ismissed for decades as low-brow or ÒtrashÓ reading for the
working class, pulp fiction has only recently come to the
fore as a valuable cache for literary studies scholars. As New

Historical literary theory was developing in the Ãº»Äs, and scholars
sought to understand how texts shaped readers and society at large,
an unearthing of historical popular fiction began (Johanningsmeier
¾ºÂ). Pulps were part of a vast body of late-Ãºth and early-ÂÄth century
periodicals that had been wildly popular in their time and yet ig-
nored by the academy. However, in the past few decades, readership
studies scholars have noted the enormous impact of American pulp
fiction magazines on ÂÄth-century popular culture (Everett ÂÄÄ). Hun-
dreds of pulp titles with wide distribution across North America have
inf luenced a range of literary voices, from Tennessee Williams to
H.P. Lovecraft to Isaac Asimov (ÂÄÄ). More significantly, as one of the
products of the mass culture explosion beginning at the turn of the
century, pulps were integral to the creation of modern American ide-
ologies, and to culture as a whole (Johanningsmeier ¾ºÀ). At this time
in history, reading as a cultural practice was deeply woven into daily
life, and its ubiquity meant that it informed things like voting behav-
iour, purchases, cooking, and agricultural methods, while also influ-
encing the wider racial, capitalist, and gender ideologies of the time
(Kaestle and Radway À¼Ã-À¼Â; Johanningsmeier ¾ºÀ). But despite this
late-century recognition of readingÕs pervasiveness and its formative
power, there is little detailed information about who these readers
were and how these fictions affected them. Indeed, an enduring
lament of historians and scholars of popular fiction is the Òdearth of
evidenceÓ available to ÓÒreconstruct past audiences of popular cul-
tureÓ (Kunzel ÂÄÀ).
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Such prolific and influential material deserves further and more lay-
ered investigations of its effect on audiences, but how can schol-
ars exhume historical audiences? Existing theories about reading and
readers, such as Wolfgang IserÕs Òimplied reader,Ó can be useful. So
too can close textual readings of advertisements. However, these
models do not have the ability to help envision real audiences and
their experience of the text. Moreover, in the case of pulps, most
magazine publishers of this time had unreliable demographic un-
derstandings of their readership (Lamont ÃÁÃ). What they did have,
however, was extraordinarily active reader departments, where read-
ers wrote in, interacted with one another, and shared their thoughts,
dreams, and often their addresses. These sections offer a trove of
clues to reader experience, and through the use of locative media
tools, enable a spatial and temporal recreation of reader circum-
stances. In the pursuit of a better understanding of reader experience
and to explore locative mediaÕs capacities for informing readership
studies, I created [Reader Worlds], an interactive tour project which
focuses specifically on the readers of the popular pulp, Western Story
Magazine.

Mapping these readersÕ locations in Google EarthÕs creative tour tool
(formerly known as Tour Builder) Reader Worldsimmerses users in
the spaces and images of past readers, offering sketches of the his-
torical reading context that scholars seek. The projectÕs shifting tem-
porality provides a range of vantage points from which to consider
the readersÕ letters, and permits a more comprehensive view of read-
ership. Developed as a research-creation project, the tour creation
component was crucial to the discussions in this paper. To build and
then to experience the tour was to reframe these artefacts of read-
ership, a practice that granted insights which would not have mate-
rialized with research alone. More, the insights that other users of
Readers Worldswill inevitably have while they explore the tour sup-
ports the projectÕs emphasis on expanding the modes of interpreta-
tion employed in readership studies, and examining how visual tech-
nologies might enrich text-based research. A mediating tool of this
nature could supplement existing scholarly methods by constructing
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the site-specific contexts of users, stories, media, and historical read-
ers.
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Scott McCrackenÕs ÒWorld, Reader, TextÓ offers a foundation for
location-based examinations of readership. Exploring the role
of travel and transience in the reader experience, he explains

that Òthe context in which popular fiction is read is crucial to our un-
derstanding of itÓ (¾). Often sold at train stations and corner news-
stands, pulps, writes Justin Everett, should Òbe understood as occu-
pying transient spacesÑthose places people pass by or through
rather than occupy [É] this background provides a basis for under-
standing the place that pulps occupied in everyday livesÓ (ÂÄÂ). Pulps
were also accessed in libraries and read at home in rural and subur-
ban settings. To consider these contexts is to approach reading as
Kaestle and Radway do, Òas asocial practice that takes place in
situÑat a particular place or site, in a given context, and at a given
historical momentÓ (À¼Á). These situational details are where reader
research is deficient. James Machor writes that what is elusive is Òa
clear sense of what the actual reading experiences were for the nu-
merous nineteenth-century readers whose encounters with literature
took place, not in public forums, but alone in the bedrooms of mid-
dle-class homes in suburban Boston, or in barn lofts in rural Virginia,
or between stolen moments of leisure at factory workbenches in
Pittsburgh and ChicagoÓ (xxi). Though focused on Ãºth-century read-
ers, MachorÕs brief but evocative descriptions of possible reader ex-
periences kickstart imaginings of early twentieth century reading
habits, and how popular fiction might have offered other worlds to
its readers at a time without television, and when radio was only
emerging. It is in this interaction between reader, text, and context
that beliefs, ideologies, and the self are formed.

If we are to discover and learn from the elusive experiences of these
readers, several scholars encourage using more innovative methods.
Barbara Ryan and Amy Thomas call for readership studies to employ
cross-disciplinary and experimental ÒstretchesÓ (xiv). Charles Johan-
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ningsmeier argues that scholars need to add to their toolbox, and try
to reconstruct and then apply the historicized filter through which a
reader would have read a text. Scholars, he writes, Òshould then em-
ploy thesefilters, rather than the critical theory filters with which
they have been trained to interpret literary texts, to formulate hy-
potheses of historical readersÕ responsesÓ (¾º½). Considering pulps
as transient reading material, and heeding these calls for interdis-
ciplinary, innovative approaches, a novel way to approach and un-
derstand pulps and the correspondences in reader departments is to
create locative media artifacts.Western Story Magazine, a popular
long-running weekly pulp with broad urban, suburban, and rural
audiences, implies a readership with these shifting contexts. Spread
across the continent in varying environments and circumstances,
Western StoryÕs audiences for the magazineÕs tales of cowboys and
adventure would have experienced the magazine in vastly different
ways. The potential of locative media storytelling to situate the user
spatially, historically, and contemporarily lends itself to a contextu-
al analysis ofWestern StoryÕs readersÕ letters. The inclusion of read-
ersÕ complete addresses alongside their letters in the magazine means
that these specific locations can be pinned onto Google EarthÕs cre-
ative tour application, revealing the homes, neighbourhoods, or the
crossroads of these readers, while connecting them with archival
photos and other relevant materials which identify where readers
had been while they read, and sometimes, where they wished they
could be. With pins spread across the United States, Eastern and
Western Canada, Panama, the United Kingdom, Australia, and South
Africa, Reader Worldsis a small but telling sampling of the worlds of
readers through seven years of this ÁÄ-year-old magazine.

The tour explores how the visualization and embodiment capacities
of locative media tools might enhance understandings of readership,
through their capacity to reconstruct and reframe reader letter con-
tent. Lending an immediacy to what are often experienced as disem-
bodied voices from long ago, Reader Worldsaims to add dimension
to the understanding of readership by situating users historically and
spatially. The tour also explores how novel, screen-based representa-
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tions of text can influence its meaning and offer new modes of his-
torical reading.
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Launched in ÂÄÄ¾, Google Earth has been a powerful asset for
researchers and educators. Its ease of access to satellite images
revolutionized studies in a range of disciplines, predominant-

ly archeology, geology, geography, and architectural studies (Liang
et al.). Google added to Google EarthÕs utility when it launched Tour
Builder in ÂÄÃÁ, a user-friendly locative media storytelling tool orig-
inally developed so that veterans could map their military tours and
share their stories. Since then, educators, organizations, individual
users, and Google itself have developed thousands of tours, docu-
menting the work of anti-poverty organizations, conservationists,
and more recently, endangered Indigenous languages.

Intuitiv e and free of charge, Google Earth is a highly accessible tool,
but the remarkable immersive visuals that position users within con-
temporary street and landscapes may be its most powerful quality.
In Readers Worlds, GoogleÕs Street View feature places users squarely
amongst the spaces of these former readers, bringing their narratives
into physical spaces and effecting a certain tangibility that is not pos-
sible in printed form. As locative media scholar Jason Farman ex-
plains, Òmobile story projects orient our bodies in space. They engage
us in a sensory experience of being situated among the stories of a
space, among the communities that tell those storiesÓ (ÒStoriesÓ ÃÃÄ).
Reader Worldsutilizes this element of immersion by layering reader
letters amongst the former homes, streets, or landscapes of their au-
thors so that past lives collide with contemporary realities, a more
visceral understanding of the letters is enabled, and their meaning is
magnified.

As a pulp fiction sample forReader Worlds, Western Story Magazineis
rich source material. Launched in ÃºÃº just as AmericaÕs love affair
with westerns was emerging, the magazine was an immediate hit.
It made a name for itself by consistently delivering the wholesome
adventure content promised by its original tagline, ÒBig Clean Sto-
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ries of Outdoor LifeÓ (Yancey). Indeed, as urban centres grew, the
ÒcleanlinessÓ and ÒpurityÓ of the frontier became the stuff of fan-
tasy, an idealized dream that developed after the frontier was de-
clared ÒclosedÓ in the late-Ãºth century, and the conception of a dis-
appearing West materialized. American identity had been founded
on the vision of a vast wilderness awaiting conquest, and stimulat-
ed by the notion of a Òsafety valve of ÔfreeÕ landÓ (Lamont ¾). With
these ideas in peril, a sudden interest in stories and art about the
West arose, giving way to the rise of the western genre (¾). These
stories were largely characterized by a white male hero, a scenario
of capture and pursuit, confrontations with various villainsÑmany
of whom were racializedÑand the concluding victory of white civ-
ilization (Bold ÁÃ»). Westerns were purveyors of a powerful Ameri-
can mythology which shaped national identity, and as Christine Bold
writes, Òwielded long-term influence, especially in suturing nation-
hood to white, male individualism and reinforcing hierarchies of race
and genderÓ (Â). This identity was also sutured to land. In a peri-
od of growing industrialization, when AmericaÕs working class faced
rapid urbanization and city populations had overtaken rural ones in
a matter of a few years,Western Story thrived (Bloom ¼»-¼º). By ÃºÂÂ,
the magazineÕs circulation had reached almost Â million readers, and
its weekly instalments reportedly earned the publishers $ÀÄÄ,ÄÄÄ per
issue (Yancey). The magazine ran for thirty years, but by the start
of the ÃºÁÄs, the Depression, and competition from other western
pulps, meant a significant decline in circulation (Yancey). But with
Western StoryÕs extraordinary success into the late ÃºÂÄs and the con-
text of an America in transition, issues from this time period rep-
resent a readership at its largest and most loyal. With this in mind,
the Reader Worldstour was constructed from letters printed in issues
published between ÃºÂÂ and ÃºÂ».

While Western StoryÕs large following can be attributed to multiple
factors, the world created in the magazine, and the way readers
placed themselves in it, likely played an integral role in that success.
Cultivating a strong sense of community primarily through ÒThe
Hollow TreeÓ reader department,Western Story developed a club-like
quality, with a shared vernacular, values, and interests. As Snyder
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and Sorensen explain, these correspondents in reader departments
built relationships and Òco-produce(d) an emerging collective iden-
tityÓ (ÃÂ»). Stories where the skills, courage, and toughness of the
hero triumph in an unforgiving wilderness aligned with the univer-
sal appeal of westerns, which Betty Rosenberg explains was rooted
in Òa dream of freedom in a world of unspoiled nature, a world inde-
pendent of the trammels of restraining societyÓ (Herald Â¼). As she
says, Òthe hero dominates the western: competent, self-reliant, and
self-sufficientÓ (Herald Â¼). For a working class readership fenced in
by factory or office walls, at a time when industrialized labour had
deskilled work and created a hierarchal supervisory system, pulps
celebrated independent, plain-speaking, manly men, untethered to
bosses or routines (Smith ¾»-¾º).

The stories inWestern Story Magazine, while mainly set rurally at
ranches or prospecting sites, often reflected the tension between the
urban and the rural. Stories regularly depicted the triumphs of char-
acters from a mix of classes, levels of education, and urban and rur-
al origins, or, as in Raymond Ward HoffiÕs ÒThe Element of Chance,Ó
published in the November Â¾, ÃºÂÂ issue, dispute class-based stereo-
types and tropes of the sharp urbanite versus the dim-witted yokel.
Narratives like these would have satisfied fantasies of a more em-
powered working class (McCracken Á), and a life away from the city.
But while fantasy was integral to the reader community, and toWest-
ern StoryÕs popularity, it is clear that it was not just performative.
Reader WorldsÕlocational pins and the letters themselves confirm
that many readers were living, or had previously lived, rurally on
farms or ranches, and were genuinely interested in exploration, trav-
el, prospecting, and other endeavours represented in Western StoryÕs
content. Bona fide western experiences are prized by urban readers,
and the value of this authenticity runs through the stories as well.
ÒTrueÓ cowboys who are brave and loyal tend to reap the rewards.
In contrast, those who play-act are put in peril, or are in some way
amoral. In ÒGreat White Wizard,Ó a story by Edison Marshall that ap-
pears in the April ÃÃ, ÃºÂ¾ issue, an adored Hollywood star named
Carlo Modesto filming a western in the Yukon is ultimately revealed
as the villain. Filled with classic western motifs, disguise and true
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identities figure prominently; Modesto the villain is not only an actor
pretending to be a cowboy, but his handsome, placid exterior con-
ceals a controlling and violent nature. More, as an Hispanic charac-
ter, he is an Other, a reminder that in westerns, the authenticity of a
ÒrealÓ American hero also means Òauthentically white.Ó

How readers interpreted these constructions of Americanness amid
notions of a closed frontier could be assessed in the reader depart-
ments. It is in these pages that these fantasy and potential selves
are acted out, and on an external level, where readers Òfashion[ed]
a sense of themselves as public, political actors and [É] influence[d]
the social, political, and cultural debates of their eraÓ (Snyder and
Sorensen ÃÂÀ). To imagine this complicated process and its outcomes,
reader contexts need closer examination. The site-specificity of loca-
tive media tools lend themselves to such considerations.
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M uch of the academic analysis of locative media projects ex-
amines the physicality of place-based storytelling, where
project participants move through a physical location that

has been redefined by using technologyÑoften GPS-basedÑand sto-
rytelling or art. The element of bodily engagement is often a key fo-
cus, as is the untethered aspect of mobile media. Digital and literary
scholar Rita Raley asserts that locative media is Òan instance of Ôun-
framedÕ media practice [É] unbound from the desktop, detached
from the singular screen and thus a fixed spectatorial perspectiveÓ
(Â). It is a definition that excludes the screen-based, armchair Google
Earth Tour, which was never designed to facilitate a physical experi-
ence of a place-based story. Indeed, users move between locations by
ÒflyingÓÐÐa fantastical voyage by its very natureÐÐas the original in-
tention of the tool was to instantly bring people where they could
not physically go (at least, not instantly). Interestingly, this virtual
experience replicates the work of Western StoryÕs reader departments
and their efforts to connect readers who would then share their pho-
tos and stories with one another. However, while the user experience
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is somewhat removed from reality, its explore-ability and Á½Ä-degree
views offer an experience that is similarly detached from a single
view or perspective. While there is a uniquely embodied experience
inherent in many place-based projects, I argue that locative media
projects need not simply be about physical presence in a given loca-
tion. In fact, excluding screen-based experiences like virtual or aug-
mented reality from a locative media definition dismisses how such
projects can create deeply affective immersive experiences. Such
technologies also connect users to narratives in a spatial capacity,
and it is that tethering to place that enables a more profound con-
nection to stories. In many instances, and particularly with Google
EarthÕs tour tool, the critical ingredient in achieving this link is the
use of maps.

As an expression of space, movement, time, and human activity, a
map is intrinsically a storytelling device, and Ònarrative cartogra-
phiesÓÑwhere maps are Òused to represent the spatio-temporal struc-
tures of stories and their relationships with placesÓÑrecognize and
utilize this capacity (Caquard and Cartwright Ã). In their discussion
of narrative cartographies, Caquard and Cartwright argue that these
applications Òraise some common cartographic challenges, such as
improving the spatial expression of time, emotions, ambiguity, con-
notation, as well as the mixing of personal and global scales, real and
fictional places, dream and reality, joy and painÓ (Ã). These possibili-
ties recognize the range of complicated ideas maps can express, and
Google Earth Tours, andReader Worldsspecifically, explore these po-
tentials by unifying space and narrative to create accessible, non-lin-
ear stories, the coherence of which is due in part to the tourÕs basis
in a map.

����V�� � �� � ������
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Jason Farman explains that Òto understand the power of maps in
locative media projects, we have to understand that we orient
ourselves in space [É] by simultaneously experiencing the space

in a sensory wayÑas something that is learned as you move through
it, engaging it with all of your sensesÑand understand that such Ôim-
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placementÕ [or how we understand ourÓsituational locationÓ], is cul-
turally inscribed and contextually specificÓ (ÒMap InterfacesÓ »»).
While the street view feature may not engage all senses, it recalls
our innate sense of implacement, while we move virtually through a
space. Street View is powerful because it mimics this embodied ex-
perience of being in a place, and all of the discovery and contextual
comprehension of place that experience can evoke. It does so instant-
ly, revealing a feet-on-the-ground intimacy with a location in a mat-
ter of seconds.

Maps are, of course, imperfect, and as Farman points out, where they
fail has to do with which perspectives and which bodies they ex-
clude, rather than what or whom they include. Indeed, part of the
ongoing work in narrative cartography is to address the new chal-
lenge for mapmakers to tell the stories behind how maps are con-
ceived (Caquard and Cartwright Ã). As representations of space, they
are subject to a multitude of biases, while also Òreinforc[ing] exist-
ing power dynamics of the spaceÓ (ÒMap InterfacesÓ ºÄ). When it
comes to GoogleÕs Street View feature, the glaring omission of a host
of African and Middle Eastern streets, cities, and sometimes whole
countries is a powerful case in point (Weiner). Google plans to in-
clude these locations eventually, but relies heavily on unpaid volun-
teers to collect these images. With a billion users accessing the app,
Google Maps is increasingly becoming the principal map by which
people view the world (Perez; Weiner). The focus on Western coun-
tries in the street view feature, as well as the absence of many poor-
er, rural locations, highlights FarmanÕs concerns about spatial pow-
er dynamics. Even within North America, there are several Reader
Worlds pins where specific addresses are not represented, nor are
any nearby roads. In places like Coalwood, West Virginia (January
¼, ÃºÂ» issue), an old coal mining town, or Cloud Chief, Oklahoma
(April ÃÃ, ÃºÂ¾ issue), now largely uninhabited, there is no street
view option to include in the pinned locationÕs snapshot. Instead, I
resort to capturing satellite views that have been supplemented with
blocky computer-generated renderings of the landscape (see fig.Ã).
In some ways, such limited visuals offer a more authentic historical
representation, as these places appear as they would have to histor-

MARION GRUNER

ISSUE 14-2, 2023 á 217



�1/@=)�LV�
88/5)��!= ?0�C1)D�8 .�;= )>)7? d(!F�� 8!5D 88(W�� )>?��1=/171!Z

ical readers: mere spots on a map and with scant information about
what they look like at ground level. More, such locations are less
likely to be significantly different from their ÃºÂÄs versions, and may
provide a more genuine construction of past reader contexts. How-
ever, their exclusion can also be viewed as representative of the tra-
dition of rewriting, or erasure of the narratives of these communities,
and in the case ofReaders Worldsand its examination of pulp fiction
readers, the disregard for their significance as an important element
of the periodical reading community.

��� �� � ����� � V��� ����������
�� �

Beyond the problematic Google Map, another consideration in
this research is that it is mediated by the researcherÕs lens; in
this case, mine. The source material and archival media is se-

lected solely by me, and I offer interpretations of reader context
based on my own readings of those objects. Even as I attempt to con-
struct the filter of an historical reader, my own filter is present. How-
ever, James Machor suggests that in readership studies, this may be
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an unavoidable situation. Machor argues that even if a complete,
unadulterated archival record existed, Òthe supposition that such an
archive would bring us closer to history ignores the way that even
the most complete historical record never discloses a pure presence
but depends on our own mediating activities as interpreters and
readers of the pastÓ (Machor xxii). Moreover, the transformation of
archival materials into digital form adds another interpretative lay-
er. In The Nineteenth-Century Press in the Digital Age, James Mus-
sell argues that understanding early periodicals not only demands a
grasp of their genres, but a capacity to examine the tools used to dig-
itize and present them. Screen-based consumption represents both
a transformation, and an interpretation of printed works, in a shift
that makes us not only readers but users as well. ÒWhat we must do,Ó
Mussell writes, Òis recognize how use affects meaning, whether this
is in our encounter with historical material or the digital resources
that provide access to itÓ (Ã¼). Certainly, throughout this paper, my
own discourse, lens, and context inf luence interpretations ofWestern
StoryÕs reader letters, but the ways in which the readings are mediat-
ed by the materiality and the rhetoric of the Google Tour tool must
also be acknowledged. In the absence of an uncontaminated picture
of these readersÑone that Machor asserts is an impossibilityÑthese
subjective readings (mine and othersÕ), aided and influenced by loca-
tive media tools, remain valuable contributions to readership studies,
perhapsbecauseof the myriad interpretations they afford.

Ultimately, these locative media narratives rely on users to engage
with them in order to make meaning. Just as Ryan, Thomas, and
Johanningsmeier call for readership studies that move beyond tra-
ditional, often isolated academic analyses, the reader letters and
archival media set against contemporary land and streetscapes are
not meant to be presented for solitary interpretation. While my
archival selections may add subjectivity (and the tourÕs space for on-
ly eight slides or videos for each pinned entry is limiting), the tour
encourages exploration of all available angles, a roaming eye, birdÕs-
eye view, and non-linear leaps from one pin to another. Furthering
the transition from reader to user that Mussell identifies, Rita Ra-
ley argues that locative media shifts users into Òparticipants,Ó as not
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only does the contextÑthe physical environment one exploresÑcon-
tribute to recreating the historical reader, but the participant does as
well. Their view of the landscape and how the participant operates
the Google tour is subjective, making the interpretation active and
ongoing. With locative media, a town or city itself becomes more vi-
tal, changing constantly as the participant makes their own meaning.
As Raley argues, locative mediaÕs Òinvitation to experience the city
as verb rather than noun also clearly summons the participant to ac-
tivity as well,Ó and permits a diversity of experiences and narrative
understandings (½).

�� ����
������� ���� �

T he multiple perspectives of the tourÕs participants enrich
what Reader Worldsoffers to readership studies, and what it
offers in understanding the multiplicity of reading experi-

ences. In the tour, locative mediaÕs immersive element and the story-
telling affordances of narrative cartography come together to build
worlds around locations, enabling what Veronica Tozzi calls Òimpo-
sitional narrativism,Ó where accounts of events can be shared from
multiple perspectives during multiple times in history, offering a
more expansive narrative (Oppegaard and Grigar ÂÃ). That the tour
enables a view of present-day spaces framed by sketches of individ-
ual readers from a century ago, means users can read the reader on
multiple levels in a single platform.

In the context of the rapidly changing landscape of the ÃºÂÄs, with
the readership straddling urban and rural identities,Reader WorldsÕ
impositional narrativism provides more insight into reader circum-
stances. The implacement afforded by the tourÕs map interface, and
its visual and spatial markers, roots users in the familiar present day,
and also helps situate them historically, so they can compare contem-
porary realities with historical narratives.

These comparisons warrant some reflection. Overwhelmingly, letter
writers in urban centres are hungry for stories of the West. They
are unhappy in the city and looking to hear from Western Story
Òhombres,Ó real cowboys or anyone living in the West. Often, they
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are looking for someone to travel with who wants, as they do, to
get away Òfrom the noise and confusion of the cityÓ (ÃºÂ», Rivers
ÃÁ½). Some are injured war veterans who will Ònever be able to ride
again,Ó and are regretfully city-bound (ÃºÂ¼, Rivers ÃÁ»). Such letters
align with the narrative of a disappearing West, and the anxiety of
a readership who feel their lives are encroached on by modernity,
but they take on more meaning when considered alongside a mod-
ern streetscape, now even more urban than in the ÃºÂÄs. Stella Bur-
ton in Alexandria, Louisiana is eighteen when she writes, ÒI live in
the city but donÕt like it very muchÓ (ÃºÂÁ, Rice ÃÁ¼). Her Alexan-
dria address is now a parking lot. Mrs.C.S. Powell writes from San
Francisco, ÒI used to live in the country, and now I live in the city,
and I cannot seem to get used to it. There doesnÕt seem much chance
of us going back where my heart is always turning, so I am look-
ing to The Tree for comfortÓ (ÃºÂÁ, Rice ÃÁ»). PowellÕs home is on a
steep, tightly turning street in what is now the heart of an enormous
city (see fig.Â). Included with her pinned letter on the Google tour
are archival photos of her street from the year her submission was
published (see fig.Á). The photo reveals typical San Francisco houses,
snugly placed on an unpaved road. In later photos, the road is paved,
cars are pictured, and we see the ongoing progress toward the large,
modern San Francisco of today. In this context, the tourÕs temporali-
ty, its simultaneous revelation of past and present bestows additional
poignancy.
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T o excavate the past and place it in the present also affords
consideration of the valuable nuances in historical accounts.
Artist Jeremy Hight termed this kind of historical locative

storytelling Ònarrative archeologyÓ (Hight). In his groundbreaking
locative media project öõ North øøñ West, Hight installed GPS-trig-
gered hotspots at the former location of the Santa Fe Railroad depot.
As participants moved around the site they heard overlapping audio
narratives from fictional railroad workers. These stories had been
written based on HightÕs research on the surprising history of the
railroad, one that Hight says had been Òforgotten, shifted away from
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or erasedÓ (Raley ÃÄ). The project, he wrote, revealed that Òcontext
and subtext can be formulated as much in what is present and in
juxtaposition as in what one learns was there and remains in faint
tracesÓ (Oppegaard Â¼). As a narrative archeology of its own, Reader
Worldsbenefits from these subtleties.

In the tour, subtext and obscured meanings become more defined
when pulled into the context of place, and one of the things gleaned
from several correspondences is the unromantic realities of rural life.
Writing fr om Libby, Montana, a man working as a Forest Lookout
in Kootenai National Forest asks for letters to Òrelieve the monot-
ony of this lookout lifeÓ (ÃºÂ¼, Rivers ÃÁ¼); a homesteader in Cane
Beds, Arizona looks for pen pals to Òwhile away the leisure hoursÓ
(ÃºÂ¼, Rivers ÃÁ½); a woman in the village of Cloud Chief, Oklahoma
looks for a friendly woman to move in and help her with housework;
a lonely coal miner in the mountains of Coalwood, West Virginia,
and the wife of an oil field worker in Salt Creek, Wyoming, both
ask for pen pal companionship. Meanwhile, archival film and pho-
tos of workers in these remote areas show hard, dirty, and dangerous
labour, where people struggled to make a living amid the landscape
so romanticized by the western.

A letter from Lillian Pennywell in April ÃºÂ¾ dispels some of the
myths of a Californian promised land. From Long Beach, California
she describes her state as Òbeautiful in places, but it is also true that
there are spots as undesirable as you see anywhere else and condi-
tions that one does not approve of [É] I am just one of the mass of
working women, and for years have known nothing else but hard
workÓ (Rivers ÃÁ¾). Archival media reveals gorgeous beaches near
her home that she likely rarely visited, and a sea of oil derricks in
and around urban Long Beach. Similarly, in Newburg Oregon, Mertie
B. Cook warns his fellow readers that though his part of the country
is beautiful, Òyou canÕt live on scenery.Ó From his suburban street in
small town Oregon, Mertie writes, ÒI know the problems of the work-
ing class from the coast clear through to the eastern State line. And
IÕm right here to say that those who have a home and a good position
had better stay with bothÓ (ÃºÂ¼, Rivers ÃÁ½).
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In these letters, isolation, loneliness, and disappointment is not solely
reserved for urbanites. GoogleÕs Street Views also reveal that, in
many cases, the urban encroachment of a closed frontier never mate-
rialized. LibbyÕs remoteness and small size (still a small town almost
ÃÄÄ years later), and the connected forest lookout location where the
reader had worked, are palpably isolated, and both Cane Beds and
Cloud Chief remain decidedly rural. Indeed, a contemporary look at
Cloud Chief, once alive with farms and a school, finds it now a ghost
town. Other rural industrial areas have similarly disappeared. One
hundred years later, Salt Creek is no longer, and CoalwoodÕs coal
mine has been sealed and much of the area reclaimed by forest.

From this vantage, the nostalgia for a disappearing frontier and a
simpler time that Western Story mobilizes is complicated. Writing
from Philadelphia, Samual C. BeermanÕs brief letter to ÒThe Hollow
TreeÓ in the ÃºÂ¼ Christmas Eve issue asks if there is Òany one living
in McLennan County, Texas, who will write to a lonesome bud-
dy? IÕm hoping to hear from my olÕ stamping groundÓ (ÃÁ¼). It is a
straightforward request from an uprooted Texan living in an East-
ern city, however ÃºÂÄs McLennan County had a prominent Ku Klux
Klan presence, and only a decade before BeermanÕs letter to ÒThe
Hollow Tree,Ó Waco, the county seat, had been the site of the horrif-
ic torture and public lynching of Ã¼-year-old Black farmhand, Jesse
Washington. A crowd of Ã¾,ÄÄÄ came from miles around to watch.
These events are included in the tour to re-contextualize the con-
nections, knowledge, and experiences of the places that readers hold
dear, and to clarify and interrogate the haze of nostalgia in the west-
ern genre.

Locative media can bring these Òfaint tracesÓ of past realities into
view. Writing about HightÕs project, Rita Raley makes the important
point that narrative archaeology is not purely about the recovery of
narrative artifacts, but something more substantial: it imagines a past
that Ònow intrudes upon the presentÓ (ÃÄ). This layering of the his-
torical onto the contemporary blurs the distinction between past and
present.
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T he temporal affordances of locative media and narrative car-
tographies are powerful, but the simple ability to see readersÕ
geographical locations can be telling as well. Snapshots of

these sites can make details of reader experiences like ManchorÕs
Òstolen moments of leisure at factory workbenchesÓ more vivid, and
close readings of the letters, embedded in the sites of the tour, stimu-
late fruitful imaginings of readersÕ lives (xxi).

The tour affords these rapid visualizations, quick comparisons, and
conclusions, and while there is also an impracticality in examining
readership on this individual basis, the map does permit both micro
and macro views of the reader letters. This sort of broad scale analy-
sis is commonly applied when there are large quantities of data to
examine, permitting an aerial view (literally) of the content. Incor-
porating this digital humanities approach to the letters encourages
the co-existence of both levels of analysis, and assures that less will
be missed in these readings (Jockers ¼). In the case ofReader Worlds,
there are valuable deductions and conclusions to be drawn from
physical locations, and other commonalities. Certainly, the pins of
overseas readers in the United Kingdom, Australia, and South Africa
are suggestive of the reach of the American western in the popu-
lar imagination, but it is also valuable to note clusters across North
America. Though the pins inReader Worldsrepresent only a selec-
tion of the readers, a larger scale version of this project could reveal
locational trends. For example, in the map of the ÃºÂÂ issue (with lo-
cations indicated by yellow pins), a cluster of readers appears in the
East, providing a useful observation and an evocative image in the
context of the magazineÕs basis in the dream of the West. It is a visual
that, alongside the letters and media in each pin, illustrates a read-
ership in a state of longing, dreaming of being elsewhere. Even the
postings in the readerÕs trading department, ÒSwapperÕs Exchange,Ó
suggest a pursuit of adventure. On the outskirts of Pittsburgh, Henry
E. Pfeiffer aims to shed his jewelry and old army gear in favour of
more useful items like a shotgun, a Mexican vest, or cash. In these
communications, powerful visualizations of reader experiences take
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shape. Reading this ad in the tour, with the view of his urban, resi-
dential street, we might gather Pfeiffer is preparing to hit the road.
His ad sits amongst the larger map of pinned locations of other read-
ers, many of whom are similarly planning, helping to imagine a com-
munity of restless urbanites who get their weekly fix of action and
adventure from their favourite magazine. This visual of readerships
in geographic relation to one another and to their urban, suburban,
or rural locations has the potential to present fresh insights into
reading communities and their choices or motivations. While only
inferences, the tour facilitates these more tangible ideas of reader ex-
perience, and a stronger connection to their humanity.

In Reader Worldswe might also interpret not only how the text in-
forms the values or dreams of the readers (as we saw in their wistful
letters about travel), but how their current context might inform the
reading of the material, and how this same reading of the material
might then, reciprocally, inform their views of their current contexts.
More, engaging with theWestern Story reader department, readers
could effectively influence one another and the content of the mag-
azine itself. In this way, the effects of reader contexts are multi-lay-
ered, and understanding them and other reader perspectives shines a
light on popular cultureÕs influence on broader American ideals.

� ���� �����

Locative media and narrative cartography tools present a pow-
erful new lens to view reader narratives, and can supplement
current readership studies practices and inspire novel meth-

ods of historical reading. Indeed, alternate uses of Google EarthÕs cre-
ative tools could be employed to examine larger numbers of readers.
TheReader Worldstour focuses on constructing a sense of reader en-
vironments by mining available archival media, and mapping fifty
letters and personal ads from only a quarter of the magazineÕs thir-
ty-year run. However, another approach could be to concentrate on
pinning only, allowing a researcher to map many more locations and
rely on the street view feature and Google EarthÕs built-in informa-
tion boxes to fill in details about various neighbourhoods. While not
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as detailed and evocative, this is a more efficient way to examine
larger quantities of locations, or to find patterns in readership. A
method like this could also be useful when specific reader addresses
are not available, and researchers may be working only with general
circulation data.

It is necessary, however, to recognize that relying on Google in this
manner comes with other concerns about representation and the dig-
ital colonization of the planet. Readers located in townsÑor even in
entire countriesÐÐthat are excluded from GoogleÕs Street View fea-
ture cannot be equally represented in a mapping project of this kind.
Moreover, the larger question of privacy lingers when it comes to
sharing reader locations, historical or not. But for better or for worse,
these applications are becoming increasingly immersive and acces-
sible. New applications from Google include Geo VR, which offers
a virtual reality experience for tours, and augmented reality is on
its way. Google is also going off-road. Street view cameras carried
by hikers are documenting footpaths, beaches, and other non-au-
to accessible spaces, and similarly, the Google Expeditions project
now brings you to remote places with the scientists who are study-
ing them. Such features may provide opportunities for more detailed
constructions of reader context, and a more visceral, embodied ex-
perience. Ironically, however, these efforts at digital documentation
also represent a world with closed frontiers, making Google Tours a
fitting tool for envisioning early-ÂÄth century fans of westerns.

These are tools that replicate the filter through which the historical
reader experienced these texts, and so widen the frame on the reader.
To consider the readersÕ geographic and special contexts is to gather
a more fulsome picture of their interaction with texts. To mine those
Òfaint tracesÓ of subtext and juxtapositions, and the ghosts roaming
these locations is to, as Rita Raley writes, challenge Òthe hegemo-
ny of wordsÓ (À). Employed in readership studies, locative media can
push against text-only examinations; it is a practice that augments
lone academic interpretations which have so far relied on close read-
ings, limited demographic information, and hypothetical construc-
tions of readers. Researchers who are versed in the rhetoric of loca-
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tive media can use these tools to become active participants in creat-
ing more meaning from reader correspondences. Locative media rec-
ognizes and embraces the complicated and fascinating interactions
between time, space, place, and human experience, which have al-
ways been elemental to how readers experience stories and construct
their unique worlds.
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Figure Ã: Google Earth, Google,
https://earth.google.com/
web/@Â½.Â¼º½ºÀÂÁ,-»¼.½½ÄÄÁ»ºÂ,-ÀºÃ».½½¾¼Ã¼ÀÂa,ÃÄÃ¾Á½ÁÀ.½¾»ÄÃÀ¼¼d,Á¾y,Äh,Ät,Är/
data=MikKJwolCiExcWFtdzFldnVTUÁVÄZHMzSHRlQÂRs-
bEgtdÂ¾ÃMÂlUaUÀgAToDCgEw. Accessed Ã Oct.ÂÄÂÁ.

Figure Â:Google Earth, Google, https://earth.google.com/web/data=MkEKP-
woºCiExcWFtdzFldnVTUÁVÄZHMzSHRlQÂRsbEgtdÂ¾ÃMÂlUaUÀSF-
goUMDk¾QTMÁOEQyODEÂNDNGRDcxMjEgAQ

Figure Á: ÒLaidley from ÁÄthÓApr. ÃÀ, ÃºÂ½. OpenSFHistory / wnpÁ½.ÄÀÄÃ½
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This paper proposes that the medium

of animation enriches the narrative por-

trayal of lived experiences. Despite the

rise in popularity of animation as a tool

for storytelling on digital video sharing

platforms, as of yet, little scholarship ex-

plores the impacts of animation on life

writing narratives. In an encounter with

animation production, I develop an orig-

inal example of these animated narra-

tives which I term Òanimated life writ-

ing.Ó Through the approaches of critical

making and research in practice, by

which I have created an accompanying

animated video, the benefits and draw-

backs of animation are explored with a

particular focus on embodiment in life

writing and the liveliness that is gener-

ated by cartoons.

Cet article propose que le mŽdium de

l'animation enrichisse les rŽcits d'ex-

pŽriences vŽcues. MalgrŽ sa popula-

ritŽ en tant qu'outil de narration sur

les plates-formes vidŽo, peu de re-

cherches explorent les impacts de

l'animation sur le genre d'Žcriture de

la vie. Lors d'une rencontre avec la

production d'animation, j'ai dŽveloppŽ

un exemple original de ces rŽcits ani-

mŽs que j'appelle Ç animated life wri-

ting È. En appliquant lÕapproches de

crŽation critique, par laquelle j'ai crŽŽ

unevidŽo animŽe qui accompagne cet

article, les avantages et les inconvŽ-

nients de l'animation sont explorŽs

avec un accent sur l'incarnation dans

l'Žcriture de la vie et la vivacitŽ gŽnŽ-

rŽe par les dessins animŽs.

T here was a time in my life when I was convinced that school
was the greatest place in the world. I was told that there
would be toys, friends, and games to play all day longÑI was

three years old. When the bus pulled up to my street corner on my
first day of school, I was mortified to learn that my mother would
not be joining me. I proceeded to clamp my hands around a nearby
post and held on as tightly as I could. ÒWhy are you doing this?Ó I

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24WaFML4TjU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24WaFML4TjU
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=24WaFML4TjU


screamed as my mother and the bus driver worked together to pry
me free.

In its broadest definition,life writing is a primarily non-fictional lit-
erary genre concerned with personal narratives that favour the self
or the individual (Kadar ¾). These narratives take many forms, such
as autobiographies, diaries, obituaries, social media posts, and any
other conceivable form that allows a writer to share a lived expe-
rienceÑwhether it is their own or someone elseÕs. Journalling, for
instance, might be used as a tool for self-exploration, whereas a
keynote speaker might include an anecdote to engage and move their
audience. We do life writing all the time because it is in our nature
to story the world. These seemingly minor vignettes about a life can
inspire, prompt reflection, foster communities, and allow us to relive
moments in time.

Yet, how do we craft lived experiences in ways that best communi-
cate the images we have of them in our own minds? Text is one re-
liable method. After all, this introduction begins with plain text and
delivers on the more salient aspects of my memory. A comic strip is
also suitable in this case because it allows me to embody the inci-
dents in illustrations. However, for me, the animated cartoon is ap-
pealing because it allows me to demonstrate the events unraveling in
real time. Applying both sound and movement to this narrative al-
lows my audience to witness the events as I remember them.

In this paper and in the accompanyingvideo design project of the
same name, I explore the emerging practice of what I termanimated
life writing. This concept is observed as an inter-genre and inter-me-
dia hybrid that unites the animated cartoon with the fragmented nar-
rative styles observed in traditional life writing. I argue that animat-
ed life writing is part of a broader media ecology that is support-
ed by graphic narrative theory, the field of study largely focused on
the intersection between comics, graphic novels, and narrative the-
ory (Gardner and Herman Á). Essentially, the value that we find in
static, image-based texts like the graphic memoir is also present in
texts produced for animation.
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Since YouTubeÕs inception in ÂÄÄ¾, user-generated content has great-
ly inf luenced the development of the Web Â.Ä experience, normaliz-
ing the use of video sharing platforms and other social media. Along
with tutorials, animal videos, and other user-driven content, some
creators use these spaces to share personal anecdotes and connect
with audiences with similar interests. It is for this reason that I rec-
ognize these digital platforms for their potential use in storytelling.
Pioneers in the YouTube animation community like James Rallison,
known online for his YouTube channelTheOddøsOut, produce Sto-
rytime Animation contentÑanimated short stories based on the cre-
atorÕs lived experiences. Within the last decade, this visual style of
storytelling has become more prevalent as more creators began shar-
ing their life writing in animated form, with varying degrees of suc-
cess. For example, at the time of writing this paper in Summer ÂÄÂÁ,
Rallison has amassed a total of Ãº million YouTube subscribers since
his first video publication in ÂÄÃÀ.

In producing my video, I follow similar design practices to that of
channels likeTheOddøsOutto experience the impacts and the draw-
backs of translating my own lived experience into a cartoon. Animat-
ed life writing, as a practice of research-creation, allows me to docu-
ment the very process of animation while negotiating its relationship
with life writing, graphic narrative practices, and my own embodi-
ment in the story that I share.
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Producing animated content from lived experiences is not a
new concept. In fact, Channel ÀÕs Ãº»º stop-motion animation
seriesCreature Comfortsused Claymation to animate inter-

views with ordinary people about everyday things. However, these
videos would have been a significant financial burden for most gen-
eral enthusiasts because they involved professional animation stu-
dios and a television network for distribution. The material practice
of animated life writing by ordinary people is a more recent phenom-
enon due to the growing access to digital environments, tools, and
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software over the last few decades. Over time, individuals began to
occupy all roles of production including producer, writer, director,
and even animator. Although this invites countless innovative meth-
ods for storytelling to emerge, narrative and comics studies have
long been converging to offer us the theoretical toolkits required to
engage with previously unrecognized hybrid forms of communica-
tion, such as personal narratives that have been animated. Specifical-
ly, this paper contributes to the ongoing expansion of scholarly in-
terest in image-based storytelling: the field ofgraphic narrative the-
ory (GNT). GNT is concerned with the intersection of text and im-
ages as they relate to, and deviate from, traditional narrative studies.
Applying criticism from the converging fields of comics studies and
narrative theory, GNT looks to texts that employ the methods of text
and illustration, such as the graphic memoir, and considers the im-
plications that these combined approaches have on meaning making
(Gardner and Herman À). Put simply, GNT considers the hybridity
of text and images in texts like comics and the graphic memoir, and
how these two distinct media are used in tandem to share compelling
stories. What we gain from these observations is a heightened un-
derstanding of the relationships among readers, writers, and their re-
spective engagement with the stories in question. By expanding our
corpus to include other, intersecting forms of visual storytelling like
the animated cartoon in animated life writing, we can more readi-
ly recognize unconventional, yet faithful, productions of life writing
that inhabit our print and digital spaces in unique and unexpected
ways.

In general, when we read a memoir in print or digital form, there
is no question that we are, in fact, reading a memoir. But when we
break the structure of these texts and deviate from their traditional
modes of delivery, we are met with observations that complicate our
understanding of what a text is. The use of illustration in the graphic
memoir, for instance, was at one time a deviation from the tradition-
al memoir, but we now champion it for its ability to supplement and
replace written words in ways that amplify their meaning (Quesen-
berry and Squier ¼Á). If we look to animated life writing as simply an-
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other mode of storytelling, then we will undoubtedly see the works
of memoirs inmotion.

Essentially, the practices that we apply to static, image-based nar-
ratives like comics and the graphic memoir are also distinguishable
in the production of animated life writing. GNT argues that image-
rich modes of communication heighten the accessibility of personal
narratives and, consequently, render them more relatable. As demon-
strated by their successful execution of graphic narratives, practi-
tioners such as blogger turned graphic memoirist Allie Brosh quite
literally illustrate the affective power of visuals and imagery in their
adoption of this style of life writing. In her debut graphic memoirUn-
fortunate Situations, Flawed Coping Mechanisms, Mayhem, and Other
Things that Happened, Brosh illustrates her experiences battling anx-
iety and depression. In a particularly poignant scene, Brosh describes
depression as an emptiness rather than a sadness: ÒitÕs not really neg-
ativity or sadness anymore, itÕs more just this detached, meaningless
fog where you canÕt feel anything about anythingÑeven the things
you loveÓ (Brosh ÃÂ»). The scene is accompanied by Figure Ã and Â
in which BroshÕs crudely drawn avatar navigates the darkness while
being beckoned by a voice that represents her experience with de-
pression.

The illustrations in Figures Ã and Â conceptualize the Òdetached,
meaningless fogÓ to give it a form that is more readable for an au-
dience that cannot relate to BroshÕs experience. As with all texts in
this medium, the Òcombination of words and images produces a hy-
brid form able to represent narrative and materiality simultaneous-
lyÓ (DeFalco ÂÂ¾). Ultimately, illustrations in graphic memoirs offer
the writer the opportunity to represent themselves and to demon-
strate abstract concepts like love, despair, and longing in ways that
are complicated by the written word.

In considering the work by YouTube animation channels like
TheOddøsOut, it is evident that what makes the graphic memoir ef-
fective also emerges when the life writing is animated. These video
styles apply graphic narrative practices such as sequential art and
captioning but with the additional advantage of sound and move-
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ment design as afforded by digital video. Therefore, the greatest ben-
efit of animated life writing is observed in its treatment of time.
Unlike the graphic memoir, which is restricted to panels in a static
space, the animated medium demonstrates changes as they unravel
along a timeline.

Animated life writing, in its broadest definition, is the product of
any life writing genre presented in animated form. While the exam-
ples that I engage with in this paper are anecdotal stories and repre-
sented in ÂD animation, there is no restriction to how a creator may
envision their experiences. For example, in his publication ÒAnimat-
ed Autoethnographies: Stop Motion Animation as a Tool for Self-In-
quiry and Personal Evolution,Ó Jeremy Michael Blair establishes stop
motion animation as an emerging method for personal inquiry and
self-research. Using this style of animation, creators are empowered
to critically reflect on past experiences, Òenter empathically into the
lives of others, and actively participate in dialogue regarding the so-
cial implications of the encounteredÓ (½). To this end, the styles of an-
imated life writing can vary greatly, much like how the styles of the
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graphic memoir will differ from one author to the next. Ultimately,
those with greater exposure to video sharing platforms like YouTube
are far more likely to come across animated life writing than those
who do not engage with similar platforms. It is perhaps for this rea-
son that our current scholarly spaces seldom recognize the use of the
cartoon beyond comics. If this is the case, then I invite scholars and
practitioners to further investigate this area of storytelling as I have
done with my video design project.

���� ���� ��
���� � �� � �

T he objective of this project is to applyÑand mediate the very
processes of applyingÑgraphic narrative design methods to
the spatial and temporal elements of animation to enrich our

understanding that these creative communications can also be criti-
cal approaches. The project takes the form of a six-minute animated
video, and it examines the relationship between graphic narrative
theory and the practice of cartoon animation. In doing so, it intends
to justify the medium of animation as an effective form of story-
telling while also contributing to the community of animated life
writing. The video begins with an original story time animation in
which I narrate an early childhood memory about a tobogganing ex-
perience with my family. It is followed by an informative animatic
that explores GNT in the context of content animation.

Like Mary Vertulfo in her ÂÄÃ» thesisAnimating from the Margins,
I consider animation an underexplored medium of life writing in
which GNT directly applies. I propose that the elements that render
the graphic memoir more accessible than traditional autobiography
also apply to animated life writing. Essentially, this project offers a
unique opportunity to document the production process of animat-
ed personal narratives and the impacts of this medium on the final
product. I will expand on this by first exploring our existing prac-
tices of life writing and its developments in the digital video are-
na. As my video design project suggests, the application of sound
and motion in the animated medium offers new methods of embod-
imentÑhow writers represent themselves and occupy their narrative
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spacesÑin life writing. These tools enrich our personal narratives by
doing what the term Òto animateÓ intends: they imbue the inanimate
with life.

Just like any other medium of life writing such as the graphic mem-
oir, life writing narratives are not restricted to a specific type of story.
When I refer to the graphic memoir as an example of life writing,
I do so to bridge the gap between traditional text-based life writing
narratives as seen in the memoir and the highly dynamic and multi-
media form of the animated cartoon. The visuality of graphic mem-
oirs and comics allow experiences to not only be read but also seen.
Thomas Couser states that Òin the print medium, the body is not
ÔthereÕ on the page to be seen. It may be described in some detail, and
the reader may form a mental image of it, but that image is not liter-
ally inscribed by the authorÓ (ÁÀº). Graphic narrative scholars make
a point of highlighting the relevance of representation in life writ-
ing, since traditional print fails to capture the nuance observed in il-
lustrations. As Amelia DeFalco observes, images have the capacity to
draw attention to ideas and meaningsÑsuch as vulnerability and pas-
sionÑthat may otherwise be lost on the reader (ÂÂÀ). Animated life
writing takes this concept a step further and adds sound and move-
ment to capture faithful accounts of the lived experience. When ani-
mated, the detail observed in a graphic narrativeÕs illustrations is im-
bued with life that is not as accessible in static texts. Where the body
is concerned, the medium of animation will be of specific interest to
life writers for its ability to incorporate gestures and other dynamic
expressions via sound and movement.

However, the ideal methodology for representing a body in images
is a noticeably subjective matter in scholarship. Which is more ef-
fective: highly realistic images or the universally accessible approach
of the cartoon? Where Couser sides with the style of realism for its
ability to represent its subject more accurately, Scott McCloudÕsUn-
derstanding Comicsillustrates a variety of representational styles in
graphic narratives including universalism, arguing that the accessi-
bility of concepts can be amplified through simplification (Couser
Á¾½; McCloud ÁÄ). Specifically, McCloud posits that the cartoon adds
appeal and is much more readable for the audience when compared
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to realistic sketches. McCloudÕs text suggests that due to our limited
self-awareness, in the sense that we can never fully see ourselves in
the way that we see others, we can relate with a less vivid/realistic
rendering of a human. Simply put, Òwhen you look at a photo of a
realistic drawing of a face you see it as the face ofanother. But when
you enter the world of the cartoon, you seeyourselfÓ (Á½). While real-
istic imagery allows authors to represent themselves with more pre-
cision, universal approaches that abstract characters and settings are
likely more relatable simply because we as readers can insert our-
selves into the narrative. As practitioners like Brosh have demon-
strated with their graphic memoirs, often representing theirself in
less vivid ways, it is not necessary for the body to be represented by
realistic figures for the reader to understand the text. It is therefore
reasonable for these assumptions to carry over into the narrative af-
ter it has been animated.

� ���� ������� �� � ����

T here is no question that comic books, graphic memoirs, and
any other visual medium are distinct, respectable, and effec-
tive communication toolsÃ. Each mode of delivery offers a

unique approach to storytelling and may even favour specific types
of narratives as determined by their author. Until now, I have ob-
served overlapping characteristics between graphic narrative theory
and life writing, especially when the graphic memoir is concerned.
In truth, it is not surprising that the memoir has become such a focal
point in my studies of graphic narratives and animated life writing.
Specifically, the memoir presents certain creative freedoms that are
not present in other life writing genres, like the biography, in which
the author is often encouraged to remain objective (Kadar À). For in-
stance, often indicated with a change in font, memoirists will fill in
narrative gaps where their memory of a specific event may be incom-
plete. This offers writers the liberty to explore literary devices such
as irony, hyperbole, and foreshadowing with greater effect. It is like-
ly for this reason that the content by creators like Rallison so often
appears to exhibit memoir-like qualities.
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In this section, I investigate the animated life writing content that in-
spired the accompanying video design project, with a particular fo-
cus on the similarities relating to static, graphic narrative practices.
After all, animation is a communication medium that employs the
approach of comics (McCloud ÂÃ). If the use of images in the graphic
memoir renders it more accessible than traditional autobiography,
then surely the same holds true for the cartoon. Keeping in mind that
there are clear distinctions between animation and print media, fur-
ther consideration is given to the liveliness and relatability of an au-
thorÕs animated avatar and their contributions to the parasocial rela-
tionship.

In understanding the benefits that images have on life writing nar-
ratives, it seems almost intuitive to make the leap into the Storytime
Animation genre with which many YouTube content creators often
engage. The success of RallisonÕs channelTheOddøsOutdemonstrates
the continued popularity of life writing narratives among younger
audiences. While the channelÕs chosen medium is distinct from the
graphic memoir, some of Daniel Merlin GoodbreyÕs seven key char-
acteristics of comicsÑspace as time; simultaneous juxtaposition of
images; closure between images; spatial networks; reader control of
pacing; tablodic images; word and image blendingÑare still present
in the final product (ÀÀ). As a case study, examining this YouTube
channel makes it possible to identify some of these characteristics
within popular animated life writing. It also offers the opportunity
to investigate the distinct features of animated life writing that con-
tribute to its appeal. In the final installment to his work experience
series ÒSooubway À: The Final Sandwich,Ó Rallison explains that the
positive response to his cartoons was widely unexpected:
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Ultimately, the animated life writing narrative is another creative
way for storying the world. The use of movement and sound pro-
duces a certain liveliness that viewers otherwise need to envision
and process themselves when reading static texts. Regardless of the
formal styles used to craft the animated narrative, the cartoon re-
quires less effort from its viewers to deliver a representation of a life.
Similarly, the labour involved in crafting these narratives, while time
consuming, grants greater autonomy over their production. As an al-
ternative to incorporating external resources like actors for live-ac-
tion video, or navigating the obstacles in print publishing, animated
life writing is a craft that creators have the option to engage with in-
dependently.

While movement (or the perception of movement) is a key character-
istic of animation, animated life writing relies on a combination of vi-
sual styles to tell a story. For instance, it is common for creators like
Rallison to hold a frame for several seconds, emulating a comic pan-
el, for any number of reasons. A still frame can be used to emphasize
the actions in the scene, and it can also be a strategic choice to save
on production time and resources. Given the variability of animated
life writing and the contrasting definitions of whatcomicsare, it is
possible that comics studies relate to this field with greater applica-
bility than I suggest. For this paper, any comparison between comics
and animation is based purely on form. For example, a graphic mem-
oirÑwhich applies the approach of comicsÑcan be assessed against
a TheOddøsOutvideo for the purpose of examining the use of space
and time in both artforms. While both Goodbrey and McCloud iden-
tify the distinctions between the art of comics from the cartoon, we
may find considerable overlap in what Goodbrey calls tablodic im-
ages(ÀÀ).

Drawing from the concept of thetableau, Goodbrey describes tablod-
ic images as Òthe artwork in a comic [É] deliberately composed,
framed and illustrated to represent key moments of narrative mean-
ingÓ (¾½). The tablodic image frames the contents of a graphic nar-
rative into a readable image that reinforces the linguistic message.
We often see this feature in animated life writing, especially when
carefully constructed backgrounds are designed to fill the screen
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space and contextualize narrative beats, composing a scene or, rather,
a complete picture that complements the narrative. In the case of
TheOddøsOut, the framing and object placement in its image-rich
videos offers the viewer additional context into the life of the creator.
In his work experience video series, Rallison regularly fills static
frames with strategically posed avatars that depict employees either
interacting with customers or making sandwiches. These framed in-
stances are also used to complement the emotional energy present
in the narratorÕs voice as observed when difficult customers over-
whelm and frustrate the workers. Theorists Krista Quesenberry and
Susan Merill Squier have made similar observations when relating
comics practices to the graphic memoir, stating that Òthe visuals of
the comic underscore the realism of a characterÕs experience, in ad-
dition to (and often in contrast with) the verbal expressions that may
also appear either inside or outside of the frameÓ (»Â). Not only is the
tablodic image an effective practice in comics, it proves to work in
tandem with sound to emphasize something of significance such as
shock and excitement. For instance, when Rallison describes the ex-
perience of receiving a forty-dollar tip while working part-time at a
sandwich shop, he expresses it with his voice and illustrates it with
his cartoon avatarÕs body language on the screen (see Figure Á).

Visually, the approach of comics is clear in channels like
TheOddøsOutbecause the videos favour an animatic style that uses
limited movement when representing moments and actions. For in-
stance, the images are clearly drawn, and the scene composition may,
at times, include the use of panels and words with time allotted for
viewers to process the images. These elements are distinguishable
as GoodbreyÕs characteristics of juxtaposition and spatial networks.
It is true that animation is a collection of images in sequence that
when filling a frame in rapid succession create the illusion of motion,
but this sequence is, nonetheless, Òsequential in timeÓ rather than in
space like traditional comics and the graphic memoir (McCloud ¼).

However, even when animated life writing does not incorporate pan-
els, there is still one panel that is always in use: the videoÕs frame.
Considering the gestalt concept ofclosurewhich McCloud defines as
the Òphenomenon of observing the parts but perceiving the whole,Ó
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we recognize that viewers can look at a comic panel and under-
stand that parts of the narrative exist beyond what is made visible
(½Á). For instance, in the TheOddøsOutwork experience video series,
there are instances when RallisonÕs avatar is cut off at the waist by
the videoÕs frame (see Figure À). Despite the absence of legs, we in-
stinctively commit closure by understanding that legs continue to ex-
ist beyond the physical border. Mentally, we account for the miss-
ing legs whether there were ever any drawn during the production
process. Despite the absence of multiple panels and gutters, it is evi-
dent that the animated cartoon takes advantage of our ability to com-
mit closure by removing elements in exchange for more appealing
compositions.

������������ ����������� ����

Time and space operate differently between print and animation.
Both media are unique communication tools with the capacity to tell
compelling stories, yet they rely on similar mental operations to con-
vey them. Where I suggest that these artforms differ themostis in
the degree to which a viewerÕs cooperation is required to establish a
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sense of liveliness in the respective text. As McCloud argues: ÒJust as
pictures and the intervals between them create the illusion of time
through closure, words introduce time by representing that which
can only exist in timeÑsoundÓ (º¾). When reading comics, we as
readers instinctively incorporate time and sound into the narrative.
We do so because images provide a framework through which we
impose our own experiences and knowledge of the physical world
onto the narrative. But when we enter the cartoon, these mental
processes are not as necessary for understanding the full picture.
Specifically, in animation movement occurs within one panel (the
video frame) and diegetic sound captures the sonic actions happen-
ing at each layer of the scene, guiding the viewer through one seem-
ingly f luid series of incidents before their very eyes. The narrative
design for these videos is less concerned with the audienceÕs abili-
ty to interpret meaning since the qualities of time-based mediaÑthe
presence of movement and soundÑare already very much a funda-
mental aspect of their reality. Essentially, less autonomy is given to
the viewer, and it is perhaps for this reason that the illusion of life in
the animated medium is so convincing. Animated narratives provide
an immersive experience that take the inanimate, no matter how ab-
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stracted (consider the avatars fromTheOddøsOutor Allie BroshÕsHy-
perbole and a Half), and make it walk, talk, and think (Williams ÃÃ).

What distinguishes static illustrations from the moving image of the
cartoon is that Òthe role of the vector is taken over by movementÓ
(Kress and Van Leeuwen Â¾»). For example, audiences no longer
rely on carefully crafted poses to interpret character actions, because
movement is used to create these very actions. An animatorÕs efforts
to design movement in their narrative effectively reduce the viewerÕs
processing time in exchange for greater focus on the story that it
tells. This is not to say that the animation style must be comparable
to a major Hollywood production to be understood. After all, Gun-
ther Kress and Theo Van Leeuwen recognize the liveliness of simple
stick figure animations:
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The content of animated life writing narratives as observed in the
TheOddøsOutÕs work experience series might favour an animatic
style of animation with limited motion, but this has no bearing on
their ability to effectively represent a life.

While time-based media provide the means for change to occur over
time, thereby employing the illusion of movement, sound is perhaps
the strongest argument for the liveliness in animation and animat-
ed life writing narratives. After all, content by creators like Ralli-
son, whose animatic style resembles digital comics, favours the nar-
ratorÕs voice when recounting lived experiences. Paul Taberham sug-
gests that Òaudio operates like an echo of the physical world in an
otherwise constructed landscape. The sonic space may be highly ref-
erential, resembling the sound of the natural world, or it might be
ÔhermeticÕÓ (ÃÁÃ). Much like the use of illustrations, the channel of
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sound creates meaning. It describes the environment, using foley to
represent the relationships and networks that exist in the narrative.
It can create a sense of anticipation, such as when the creak from
an off-screen door is heard. Naturally, we might assume that some-
one or something has opened the door and await the reveal. How-
ever, sound can also be present in the form of emotional inflection,
describing how a character is feeling or intends to be received. In the
case of animated life writing where the author narrates their own
experiences, they can also manipulate space and simulate intimacy
simply by speaking closer into their microphone, allowing for deep-
er tones and imperfections to be registered in the audio recording.
As a result, these more intimate narratives will create what can be
perceived as a personal interaction without the speaker and view-
er ever truly interacting. In narratives like ÒSooubway À: The Final
Sandwich,Ó the authorÕs voice is observed as speaking directly at the
viewer, contributing to a much more intimatereadingof the text than
if the narrative been delivered in print form for the reader to inter-
pret. Simply put, a soundtrack with spoken dialogue leaves less op-
portunity for misinterpretation.

�� �������� ��� ��������V��� � �� � ���� ������ �
 �

W ojciech Drÿg quotes Paul Ricoeur, stating: ÒWe under-
stand our own livesÑour own selves and our own places
in the worldÑby interpreting our lives as if they were

narratives, or, more precisely, through the work of interpreting our
lives we turn them into narratives, and life understood as narrative
constitutes self-understandingÓ (ÂÂÀ). Writing our liv es is, then, an
intimate activity that takes on many forms in the pursuit of authen-
tic representation. Just as words in print media can convey meaning
beyond the written textÑin that Òthere are silences, gaps, which com-
municateÓ more than we can knowÑthe moving pictures in the car-
toon render these invisible communications more accessible, provid-
ing an opportunity to show what is difficult to tell (Dewsbury Ã¾Ã).

What I found in producing my own original animated life writing
was a greater capacity to represent my memory in a manner that
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more accurately captures how I wish for it to be perceived. There is
no question that my use of hyperbole is anything butthat. For in-
stance, my sister never blew a kiss at our father before our descent
down the hill (see Figure ¾). Yet, this exaggeration faithfully commu-
nicates my impression of this moment, conveying an unspoken ele-
ment of innocence that children can exude even when they are dri-
ven by their compulsions.

From ideation to editing, my video design project ultimately rein-
forces the appeal and application of animated life writing methods
for sharing lived experiences. Drawing the body and designing its
movements on-screen in ways that are similar to representing the
body on the pages of a graphic memoir encourages additional reflec-
tion compared to simply developing a text-based script or, in the case
of this project, a screenplay. During pre-production, the screenplay
identifies what would be a graphic memoirÕs key events with the in-
tention to animate them during production. However, at this stage,
the liveliness attributed to animation has not yet been realized. Only
in drawing out the narrative, its keyframes and the in-betweens, does
this ÒlivelinessÓ begin to take shape. Specifically, an animator must
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consider how their characters visually interact with each other and
their environment. Rather than relying on text, the animator is called
to attend to the body, and the voice as a complement to the body, in
efforts to design a meaningful account of a lived experience. Regard-
less of its formal designÑwhether the content be realistic or abstract-
edÑthe animated medium is a compelling storytelling tool that im-
bues a liveliness that print media cannot achieve without significant
cooperation from its audience members.

Through the approach of research-creation, I have developed a nar-
rative that plots a series of events that contribute to one of my
earliest childhood memories. As with the genre of memoir, there
are moments of exaggeration and embellishment, but these are the
traits that make animated life writing so appealing. Using the formal
method of abstraction, this animated narrative is a totality of events/
decisions with uncertain and varying consequences. We may refer to
this totality as what Paul Ricoeur callsincidents(ÂÃ). The purpose of
this video design project is to develop a narrative from a moment in
a lifeÑmy lifeÑas is the goal for any life writer. Since a life is made
up of incidents, it was my goal to transform them into a single story
that captures the memory that has stuck with me for so long. In what
follows, I describe the process of producing an animated life writing
narrative and the decisions that impacted the storyÕs plot and final
design.

Drawing from Erin ManningÕs description of BergsonÕs concept of
movement moving, that is, about Òhow movement can be felt before
it actualizes,Ó I consider how the body exists in the physical world,
how it occupies the life writerÕs narrative, and, ultimately, its impact
on the story and the storytelling (½).

Like a choreographed dance, animation is in a process of becoming
until it has been finalized. During the script writing stage, it is im-
portant to account for what is possible with the available means of
production.

During the character design process, I experimented with several
drawing styles to represent myself and my family. While a universal
approach would be the least challenging to animate due to its lack
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of features, the models in Figure ½ proved to be too abstracted and
would limit my ability to express emotions. However, the models in
Figure ¼ were too complex and would require a significant atten-
tion to detail to replicate from one frame to the next. Specifically,
a ÁÄ-second story about my life, animated at ÂÀ frames per second,
meant that I had ¼ÂÄ individual frames to account for when design-
ing my assets. A rotoscope-like level of realism simply would not be
reasonable. Instead, my story called for simple designs that were dis-
tinguishable from each other. Afterall, it is easier for the audience
to project themselves into the narrative when the characters are ab-
stracted. Ultimately, I opted for simple hand drawn characters with
limited features for my narrative (see Figure »).

Since these narratives rely on sound just as much as they do images,
this practice requires additional attention to the physical spaces that
their creators occupy. What complicated the recording process in my
encounter with animated life writing was my hyper-fixation on plo-
sives and other undesirable sounds. The benefit in voice acting for
my own work is that it offers me the freedom to deliver the story
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as I envision it. Emphasis, pauses, and inflection were all within my
controlÑaspects not generally guaranteed in text-based narratives
where readers command the pacing. All aspects of diegetic sound
need to create an immersive sonic experience that does not distract
the viewer from the video. This means that background noises, wild
sound, and even music require additional time and attention. While I
did use sound effects such as a thud at ÄÄ:ÄÃ:ÂÃ, I chose to limit these
elements and, like in theTheOddøsOutvideos, focus on voice. This
way, there is less time spent creating foley or searching online for
usable content and more time on my delivery.
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Because timing and on-screen movement rely on audio recordings
for proper syncing, it was not until the recording stage was complete
that the process of animation could begin. Voice needed to be per-
fected and accurately timed so that the movement on screen had an
effective guide. The opposite also holds true for instances when on-
screen movement is required to time the placement of sound. Take
Figure º, for example, appearing at ÄÄ:ÄÄ:ÀÃ. On roughly every fifth
keyframe, represented by the black dots in the timeline, a thud ac-
companies the character hands as they hit their respective snow pile.
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It is within this interconnected relationship between movement and
sound that I observed what I consider the greatest benefit from ani-
mated life writing. Writers must think of their voice and body as ex-
tensions of the narrativeÑconstantly informing how narrative choic-
es dictate the delivery and design of the inanimate-turned-animate
world of the cartoon. Specifically, the animated life writer is interest-
ed in how delivering one line of dialogue impacts the way a character
is drawn. For example, at ÄÄ:ÄÄ:ÀÃ, I introduce two Òbig kidsÓ building
ramps at the bottom of the hill. I mention that my father had warned
me about the ramps but that I was unable to grasp their significance.
For this reason, the accompanying animation illustrates two children
harmlessly patting snow piles with their hands. However, the anima-
tion design for this scene also informs the pacing of the storyÕs de-
livery, creating a gap in dialogue to support the narrativeÕs plot and
comedic timing more effectively. Instead of immediately proceeding
with the next line of dialogue, the viewer is given time to observe the
scene before it is revealed to be an imagined event as illustrated in
Figure ÃÄ. Ultimately, to craft a cohesive narrative that benefits from
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audio and images equally, writers are concerned with the seeming-
ly symbiotic relationship between the dialogueÕs delivery and its on-
screen demonstration. Just as much as the dialogue crafts the narra-
tive, so does the animation that supports it.

Furthermore, in rethinking our lived experiences into something that
must be designed from a blank canvas, we become more attuned to
our emotional connection with the story itself. As I drew my frames,
I regularly thought about the aspects of the story that I wanted to
represent on-screen. Given the time-consuming nature of this medi-
um, I was compelled to share what I cared about the most. At times,
this manifested more abstract concepts that I cannot put to words
such as the implications of my sister blowing a kiss to our mortified
father. Again, this did not happen, but it was vital for the audience to
understand that she was a blissfully unaware accomplice in my act
of disobedience.
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Our digital spaces are reshaping narrative practices. When I
think through graphic narrative theory, and how the visual-
ity of texts like the graphic memoir are effective storytelling

tools for life writing, I consider the animated videos that I grew up
watching. Due to their increased accessibility, platforms like
YouTube have cultivated communities of storytellers that engage in
recognizable life writing practices. For example, while animation is
distinct from static media, it still appeals to certain characteristics of
comics that warrant our attention. After all, if illustrations make a
text more accessible, and the cartoon uses illustrations, then surely
the time-based medium of animated life writing is worthy of schol-
arly criticism.

This paper introduced the role of animation in current life writing
trends. Content creators use this medium to story their lived experi-
ences and some, like James Rallison, have found success because of
it. I proposed then that the elements that render the graphic memoir
more accessible than traditional autobiography also apply to animat-
ed life writing. For instance, as observed in comics, images in ani-
mation may be used to supplement or substitute the written word to
communicate meaning more effectively. However, a robust theory of
these animated practices does not yet exist, so in response my pro-
ject theorizes these practices while also putting this very theory to
practice, reflecting on how the creation of such animations both lim-
its and affords new opportunities for storytellers.

Among other graphic narrative texts, like comics and the graphic
memoir, animated life writing demonstrates how visual storytelling
methods can be effective at sharing lived experiences. This cultural
practice takes the elements of the graphic memoir and transposes
them onto a timeline, imbuing it with life using sound and move-
ment. In doing so, the authorÕs vision is more accurately preserved,
offering an account that is more in line with their perspective. Specif-
ically, the liveliness afforded by sound and movement reduces the
viewerÕs need to cooperate in the construction of a believable story.
Ultimately, whether static or animated, these narratives of lived ex-
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perience ought to tell their story in a manner that best captures the
ideas and incidents that they represent. For some writers, a text-
based social media post is enough to share their experiences. For oth-
ers, the graphic memoir is their preferred format. And now, we can
include the liveliness of animated life writing.
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guidance, enthusiasm, and support in finalizing this article.
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at all stages of writing and production.

Finally, MadisonÑwho fell off the tobogganÑI hope this makes up
for it.
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Ã. This belief has not always been the case. More serious autobiographi-
cal works such as Art SpiegelmanÕs graphic novel Mausinf luenced the
perception of the graphic novel as a valid form of literature.�
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