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The Art of
Documentary
Narratives

KarlLydén

“We are victorious! The TV is with us!”
Videograms of a Revolution,
Harun Farocki and Andrei Ujica

During the last two or three decades, a docu-
mentary mode has been increasingly visible in
the realm of fine art, to the point where it has
become one of its inseparable components. On-
ecan mention films like November by Hito Steyerl,
where the artist’s old feature film material is
turned into documents, or the narrative non-
fiction works by Matthew Buckingham, such as
Over the Sea or Muhheakantuck — Everything has

a Name. There is also the inversion of the ethno-
graphic documentary tradition as performed by
Trinh T. Minh-Ha, or the investigations of mov-

ing images made by Harun Farocki, such as his
collaboration with Andrei Ujica in Videograms of a
Revolution. The list could go on forever, but I will
stop before it gets long enough to be excluding.

Instead, I will look at the documentary in
terms of narrative and — by means of negative
definitions, examples, and imitations — try to
voice what I consider some of the most interest-
ing possibilities of these works. I would like to
consider this an essay, but “essay” in the original
sense of the word: a try, an attempt, a proposal.
And perhaps in this attempt, the voice of docu-
mentary possibilities also bears a wish for what
Marguerite Duras describes in her introduction
to India Song: “Voice 1is in danger of being ‘lost’
in the story”.

A

Stills from William E. Jones’ Mansfield 1962, 2006. Video, black and white, silent, 9,5 minutes. Courtesy David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles

The Contagious Documentary

1
When examining this particular area of the
documentary and looking into its discursive
confines, you sometimes run into the notion of
an opposition between art and documentary, and
sometimes even an outright resistance towards
the documentary influences in contemporary art.
For example, look at the reception of one of the
first major exhibitions to include a large share
of documentary works, namely Documenta 11,
curated by Okwui Enwezor in 2002. Despite
the fact that art historiography can have a short
and selective memory, and that Documenta 11
now often is seen as a successful and influential
exhibition, it was at the time described as overly
journalistic, excessively documentary, and hu-
morless.! A New York Times review noted that:
“making visually engrossing social documenta-
ries [...] is honorable and difficult work. Making
art, good art anyway, is something else that’s
difficult” (“Global Art Show With an Agenda”).
Similarly, a critic at Art in America suggested
that some of the more documentary works were
valued “less for their intrinsic artistic merit than
for the evidence they provide of the efficacy of col-
lective organization”.2

One would expect oppositions of this kind
to be have been both dead and buried ages
ago. After all, many things have been declared
and accepted as art, and one wonders why the
documentary of all things makes professional
art critics talk about the “intrinsic artistic merit”
of certain objects or practices, as if no urinal
had ever become a fountain. Is the documentary
too big a readymade? Is it because it is another
artistic genre? I don’t think so, considering how
many artists have used poetry in their works. So
why does an opposition of this kind, this anach-
ronistic declaration of the documentary as non-
art, which should be eliminated by the lessons of
conceptual art and various acts of appropriation,
why does it keep coming back? Perhaps one
could say that there is something zombie-like
about it, something like being dead — forever
without will, and without speech — but still
limping around the neighborhood in a very real
way. Because if we look closer at this opposition
between documentary and art, we see that it is

not only evoked by those who wish to criticize
the use of documentary techniques, but also by
those who advocate them. At the International
Center for Photography last year, curator Maria
Lind led a seminar called “Art versus Document:
an (un)comfortable union?”, a title that ended
with a question mark.3 Obviously Lind herself,
curator of the Green Room, a recent exhibition
and an ambitious long-term research project on
“the documentary”, does not believe it to be an
uncomfortable union, but she raises the ques-
tion — I guess — precisely because there is still
something unarticulated about it. Well, I think
a possible answer is hinted at if one looks back
in time.

The supposed opposition between contempo-
rary art and the documentary seems to mirror
the distinct division that was being upheld in the
late 19th and early 20th centuries between docu-
ment—not documentary — and art in general.
Consider, for example, Walter Benjamin’s “Thir-
teen Theses Against Snobs” from 1925: a short
text where he makes a sharp distinction between
artwork and document, and where he states that
“No document is, as such, a work of art”.4 The
point is not so much his refusal to consider the
document as art, but that this view was not long-
lived — a few years later Benjamin had aban-
doned it himself, and in the period since we have
seen an extensive use of documents in works of
art— in written form, such as the contracts or in-
structions of early conceptual art, or in the form
of photographs and film, for example in the
documentation of performances.5 This is exactly
why I believe it to be a big mistake to conflate
document and documentary, which by the way is
not an uncommon thing to do. Itis a conflation
that leads you into an obsolete dichotomy.®

So if it is neither the document nor the docu-
mentation that puts the documentary in op-
position to art, what is it? I would say that it is
the documentary narrative: the inherently time-
based and referential ordering of a sequence of
events, the telling of a story with veridical claims.
In most English dictionaries, among them the
OED, “narrative” is sometimes said to be syn-
onymous with “story”, and sometimes with “the
practice or art of telling stories”. I would in fact
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The dictator has fled.

William E. Jones:
Time and

Documentary
Effect

Luigi Fassi

The cultural history of sexuality, ideologies

of power, and strategies of social control are the
main themes of the work of American artist Wil-
liam E. Jones. His work reflects the social history
of the 2oth century, investigating events that
have fallen into oblivion through the use of visu-
al materials and archival research. Pornographic
films from the seventies, footage of judicial
investigations and undeveloped photographic

negatives all become the raw materials through
which the artist undertakes his interpretative
excavations, often by re-activating various forms
of cultural documentation that are no longer
considered relevant.

Tearoom (2006) consists of footage shot in the
summer of 1962 by the police department of
Mansfield, Ohio, with the aid of concealed video
cameras. The resulting film, technically an objet
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Stills from Harun Farocki and Andrei Ujica’s Videograms of a Revolution, 106 minutes, 1993

trouvé, which is presented in its entirety by the
artist, shows homosexual intercourse in public
restrooms located under the main square of this
Midwest American city. Depicting a pioneering
experiment in social control by means of new
technology, Tearoom displays strategies sur-
rounding the criminalization of homosexuality
in the America of the sixties, as a reflection on
the repressive exercise of authority, and at the
same time a fascinated and nostalgic portrait of
homoerotic sexuality prior to the emergence of
AIDS. Over thirty of the men captured by the
television cameras were convicted of sodomy and
consequently served terms of different lengths
in various psychiatric hospitals, penitentiaries
and judicial institutions. After 1963, when the
legislation concerning homosexuality in Ohio
was changed, most of the men were released.
Created with the precise intention of investiga-
tive documentation, almost fifty years after its
production Tearoom is still a cultural object that
is difficult to fully grasp, a work full of ambigu-
ity within the almost inexhaustible stratification
of its meanings.

The almost violent sense of intrusion one
might feel when looking at the images of Tea-
room derives, perhaps, from the awareness that
one is witnessing scenes of private pleasure that
have been turned into public crimes by the hid-
den cameras, which in turn transforms the entire
sequence into a time trap. The visual evidence
of Tearoom was of course a disturbing image of
sexuality to the politically conservative institu-
tions of Mansfield; but one where sexuality
also operated as a social coagulant, able to unite
diverse men belonging to different social classes
and groups, revealing alternative and subversive
relationships in regard to the canonical relations
of heterosexual society as a whole. The name
Tearoom precisely indicates —according to an
established tradition within American linguistic
culture—a public bathhouse used as a place for
rapid and impersonal sexual encounters between
men of diverse social provenance. Thus, through
the diversity of its protagonists, whites and

blacks, young and older men, Tearoom outlines
the complex social stratification of the working
and middle classes evident within the masculine
Midwestern aesthetic of the sixties. Simple jeans,
white t-shirts, summer caps and work overalls
alternate with the more selective elegance of
jackets, bow ties, neckties, wide-brimmed hats
and glasses with Bakelite frames. The artist has
kept the footage unedited, with neither sound-
track nor comments, just moving the last image
— that of the entrance to the underground
restroom — to the beginning of the film, in order
to provide the viewers with a clearer framework
of the events to come. This lack of intervention
generates a great multiplicity of readings, going
beyond the film’s factual nature to underline its
quasi-narrative structure: a crescendo where the
filmed interactions ultimately lead to a judiciary
entrapment fated to destroy the lives of over
thirty men.

The success of the sting operation carried
out by the Mansfield Police Department led
the same authority to reassemble some of the
footage now constituting Tearoom to produce
Camera Surveillance, a film which circulated as
an instructional tool in law enforcement circles.
This production shows how to set up a surveil-
lance operation to film and arrest what were then
called “sex deviants”. William E. Jones found a
version of the film on the Web and reedited it
to make Mansfield 1962, a silent condensation of
the original. Besides the technical arrangements
accomplished by the policemen-cameramen in
order to start the shooting in the restroom, and
their selection of the recorded sex-scenes, this
work provides other kind of materials such as
the “mug shots” or identificatory pictures of the
defendants taken right after their arrest. In this
regard, the work conveys a clear sense of pride
over the achievement of the crackdown and the
convictions issued, as is also made evident by its
quasi-cinematic closing credits in capital letters:
“Presented by Police Dept., Mansfield, Ohio.”

For a deeper understanding of Tearoom and its
potential as a cultural and historical document,
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go with both definitions combined, in line with
both Tzvetan Todorov’s and Gérard Genette’s
most basic definitions of narratives as story and
discourse, where “story” means the events being
retold, and “discourse” the telling of the story.”
Literary scholar Dorrit Cohn thus defines the nar-
rative of fiction as consisting simply of the inter-
play between story and discourse, as opposed to
non-fictional and historical writing, in which the
interplay is threefold: between story, discourse
and reference.8 The so-called reference is what
Iwould call the veridical claims, comparable to
film scholar Carl Plantinga’s characterization of
the documentary film as “asserted veridical rep-
resentation” (“What a Documentary Is, After All”,
105—117). So by documentary narrative, I simply
mean the telling of a story, using some kind of
documentation with an assertion of veridicality.

Having established the opposition between art
and documentary as determined by what I have
called the documentary narrative, I believe the
matter becomes quite clear. As foundational as
this division has been in Western culture, we can
find it formulated already in what is perhaps the
first attempt to theorize narratives: Aristotle’s
Poctics. “The poet and the historian differ not by
writing in verse or in prose. The work of Hero-
dotus might be put into verse, and it would still
be a species of history, with meter no less than
without it. The true difference is that one relates
what has happened, the other what may happen.
Poetry, therefore, is a more philosophical and a
higher thing than history: for poetry tends to
express the universal, history the particular”.®
In creating this distinction between the poet
and the historian, between the general and the
particular, it was thus Aristotle who created this
figure that would transform into a zombie on its
journey through Western thought.

I
In relation to this, I would like to say some things
about Matthew Buckingham’s Over the Sea. Over
the Sea is not a film, but a work I still would define
by its use or perhaps critique of documentary nar-
ratives. It is a work of text and image: the image
is simply a photograph of an intensely blue sea-
shell. It was published with the title Ultramarine

in Cabinet Magazine in 2003, but when I saw it in-
stalled in Hamburger Bahnhof in Berlin in 2007,
the image of the seashell hung on the wall next to
about twenty letter-sized paper sheets with text,
forming a straight line. The first paper read:

6TH MILLENNIUM B.C.E.

Mining of lapis lazuli, a dark blue gem-
stone, begins in the Kokcha Valley in the
Badakshan region of what is now northeast
Afghanistan. Initially lapis is traded to India
and Egypt, then to Mesopotamia, Persia,
Greece, and Rome. The gems are used in
jewelry and sculpture. The Egyptians, who
call it the “Sky Stone”, consider lapis sacred
and their imitation [of] lapis is the first
synthetic color known to be produced in
the world. With the market value rising,
security is increased at the mines, where
miners are routinely chained to the walls of
the mineshafts while they work.

After this, a compelling account unfolds about
this particular gemstone, which — imported to
Italy during the Middle Ages and grinded as a
paint pigment — came to be called Ultramarine
by the merchants of Venice (ultramarine mean-
ing “over the sea”). It is a factual and chrono-
logical narrative in the present tense, shifting
from geopolitical to art historical perspectives,
passing through Vermeer forgeries sold during
the Second World War and Yves Klein’s use of the
pigment for his International Klein Blue, before
ending in current global relations.

But the actual story is perhaps not of central
importance here. Rather, it is how the text
relates, or more accurately, does not relate, to the
only image: a large photograph of a seashell. The
image is obviously blue like the subject matter
Ultramarine, and by way of the sea, it relates to
the name; but that is basically it. Thus Bucking-
ham does two things: he uses a narrative of the
historical or documentary kind, a narrative with
areference; then he juxtaposes it with an image
that simultaneously illustrates, upholds and
tears down this referential relationship. In a play
on the very distinctions between fact and fiction,
art and documentary, Buckingham almost seems

A
Stills from William E. Jones’ Tearoom, 2006. Video, color, silent, 56 minutes. Courtesy David Kordansky Gallery, Los Angeles

it is essential to take into account some of the
events that happened in Mansfield from 1962

t0 1963 as a consequence of the footage. There is
an ambiguous lack of visual pleasure in the film
itself. Looking at the images, shot through a two-
way mirror by policemen who spent three weeks
hidden in a closet, one hardly notices any kind

of pleasure or enjoyment in the gestures and
faces of the men. While the awareness of acting
illegally might have placed them in a continuous
state of alarm and precariousness — as evidenced
by their constant looking toward the entrance of
the restroom — their expressions remain strik-
ingly indifferent. Furthermore, there was a sub-
sequent process of definition and identification
which Tearoom seems to defy. During the judicial
inquiries, according to official documents such

as newspaper articles and reports from the trials,
it turned out to be impossible to condemn many
of the participants in the filmed scenes as strictly
“deviant”, especially as they often proved to be
married men and fathers when they appeared in
court. Nevertheless, this evidence did not pre-
vent the Mansfield authorities from convicting
them (sexual deviants was the official definition
and sodomy the charge), emphasizing an ideol-
ogy repressing all non-conformity. In Tearoom,
on the other hand, the visitors of the bathroom
remain unclassified in terms of their “devia-
tion”: due to the relentless coming and going of
men and the static focus of the camera, it often
becomes impossible to clearly distinguish be-
tween those engaging in sexual intercourse and
those who seem to have used the bathroom for

The Contagious Documentary

to juxtapose the documentary narrative in its
driest form (paper sheets recounting historical
facts in an anonymous, dictionary-like account)
with art itself, through the unexplained image
of a seashell.10 To me it almost seems like a joke,
buta good joke, and a deliberate deployment of
the zombie-like opposition between documen-
tary and art, where Buckingham has the zombie
drink tea, recite a historical narrative and elo-
quently defend its status as a work of art.

Ishould tell you that at a time when I already had
started to think about this project, I happened to

be sitting in a minivan just in front of Matthew
Buckingham, going back to New York on a horribly
bumpy and winding parkway. Despite the nausea, I
turned around to ask him if he thought that one could
establish a point in time when the first documentary
film was exhibited as art. First, he said that he found
the term “documentary” problematic, very much so as
a label of his own work, but also to some extent when
talking about the history of film and its relation to art.
He preferred the term “non-fiction”. Then he pointed
out that a lot of artists were working with non-fiction
film, even if the result wasn’t necessarily exhibited

as art. Similarly films were shown in museums but
still not considered art. His somewhat evasive answer
was of course far more informed, detailed and well
put than my question had been, but I persisted, and
reformulated the question to what he would say then
was the first time a non-fiction film was presented by
an artist, as a work of art in a fine art context. He re-
mained silent for a rather long time. Then he said that
the first he could think of was Andy Warhol’s Sleep.

Let’s try again.

The next time we met took place in a dream. I was

on a bus with some friends passing through the Irish
countryside, the two of us standing up in the front by
the driver. He was as articulate and nice as ever, and
seemed to be in a good mood. I was looking forward

to the conversation that was about to start, and yet I
couldn’t really say anything, because the glances from
the other people in the bus made me nervous. At this
point, I realized that I was talking to the assistant of
the artist, and not the artist himself. Ot, possibly, T
realized that it looked as if 1 didn’t know that. Because

to me, that part never really mattered. Most people
don’t know this, but even if his assistant is a spot-on
double of himself, they are both just as knowledgeable
of the early history of film, and I could never tell them
apart from their views on this matter. So even if this
normally didn’t bother me, this time I remained silent,
even as the dream moved the two of us to a calm coun-
tryside porch. It seemed like he would say something,
and we were still smiling at each other.

Now, I would also like to mention some things
about Harun Farocki and Andrei Ujica’s
Videograms of a Revolution. The film consists
mainly of video footage and TV-images from the
Romanian revolution in 1989 when Ceausescu
was overthrown. Unlike Over the Sea, this is a
compilation of documents where the point of
reference is intact. Similar to Over the Sea, it seems
to be about the conditions of documentation as
much as about the events themselves. Putin a
kind of internal or behind-the-scenes spectator’s
position, one sees what is aired on the Romanian
National TV, but one also sees the off-air mo-
ments just after the poet Mircea Dinescu has
announced the revolutionary success, when he
signals cut, exhales heavily, and somebody comes
up and kisses him. Rather than what happened
and what was said, the videograms, in a sense,
seem to be about how things were said, and how
they were recorded, calling into question docu-
mentary and historical narratives in general.1!
As the occasional voice-over of the film puts it:
“Since its invention, film has seemed destined to
make history visible. It has been able to portray
the past, and to stage the present. We have seen
Napoleon on horseback, and Lenin on the train.
Film was possible, because there was history.
Almost imperceptibly, like moving forward on a
Moebius strip, the side was flipped: we look on,
and have to think: If film is possible, then history
too, is possible”.

11
So why is it that artists have used documentary
narratives with such increasing frequency for
the last two or three decades? What shaped this
process that is making the opposition between
art and documentary narratives as obsolete as

its officially designated purpose. Furthermore,
the images provide evidence of individual men
engaged in silent masturbation, devoid of any
interaction, whose voyeurism or possible waiting
or looking for partners also lingers in a state of
legal indetermination. So whatever the cases and
the personal backgrounds, the unfolding of the
scenes seems to multiply uncertainty by raising
questions and conjectures, instead of unraveling
precise accounts. Therefore, besides being a tell-
ing work about gay life in America in the sixties,
Tearoom makes a shift toward a deeper ambiguity
regarding the nature of sexual identity within
the personal and social realm. And perhaps this
overt challenge to any clear definition of identity
is what makes Tearoom an enduring fascination.
The work of William E. Jones activates a

conceptual filter between the present and the
recent past, focusing on the semantic altera-
tion of a pre-determined set of signifiers and
defined opinions. The presentation by the artist
of archival images and obsolete films brings an
interpretative quality to such materials, to the
point of releasing a temporal fracture before

the eyes of watchful observers. Documentary
productions and short fiction films both acquire
an as yet unpublished and novel status within
his work, freed of any previous functionality and
thus opening up new imaginative possibilities.
William E. Jones is thus offering us an outcrop
of spontaneous contradictions, repressions and
traditional beliefs by using historical distance as
an instrument for ideological erosion and philo-
sophical investigation.
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previous oppositions? There are of course the
usual after the fact explanations, describing
every emerging expression as determined by the
previous period, or by its material conditions.
Thus, the use of documentary techniques has,
for example, been suggested to be the logical
continuation of relational aesthetics and as the
material consequence of the new digital media
that is cheap, lightweight, and easy to handle.
But there are also more elaborate explanations.
In the Green Room catalogue, literary critic Stefan
Jonsson examines the interplay between the con-
formism of journalism and how literature and
arts are politicized in certain historical periods,
suggesting that “the Arts are compensating for
the blind spot of journalism”.12In the Docu-
menta 11 catalogue, Boris Groys describes itas a
mirror-like and mimetic counterforce directed
against the dominant biopolitical technologies.
He argues that since “the dominant medium
of modern biopolitics is [...] bureaucratic and
technological documentation, which includes
planning, decrees, fact-finding reports, statistical
inquiries, and project plans, it is no coincidence
that art also uses the same medium of documen-
tation”. As opposed to the biopolitics that (ac-
cording to Groys) turns the living into artificial,
the narrative documentary practices transform
“the artificial into something living [...]”.13

My intention is not to contest any of these
explanations, but simply to add another one,
or rather, to suggest what I consider some very
interesting possibilities. In Matthew Bucking-
ham’s film Muhheakantuck - Everything has a Name
(2003), the voice-over at one point says: “The
fiction of history is to imagine the real”. This
wonderfully paradoxical quote seems almost
eternally open to different meanings, especially
if you consider “history” as a possible signifier
also of the documentary, and fiction not only as a
signifier of non-truth, but also of something like
a “storytelling function”. But perhaps we could
think of this fiction with the help of yet another
quote. Jacques Ranciére says in Le spectateur éman-
cipé: “Fiction is not the creation of an imaginary
world opposed to the real world. It is a work that
operates multiple forms of dissensus, and that
changes the forms of enunciation and the ways

in which the sensible is presented, by changing
its very frames, scales and rhythms, turning
them into new relations between appearance and
reality, between the individual and the common,
between the visible and its signification”.14

In this sense, then, the fiction of history is
what enables us to change the very foundations
and conditions of society. Now, the philosophy of
Ranciere does not only take as its first principle a
radical equality of anyone and everyone, but also
aradical equality in terms of forms.15 Whether
itis text and image, fiction and non-fiction,
artistic and non-artistic, there is no distinction
when it comes to how they are reconfigured and
how they in turn reconfigure our societies. Thus,
it makes perfect sense to include documentary
narratives — with its history of propaganda and
political pathos, its tradition as a “truth-speaking
medium”, and its constantly ambiguous location
between fiction and non-fiction — in works of
art, as a way to examine how you construct truth-
ful statements, how you write history, and how
you produce the very conditions for politics.16
Just like the striking scene of Harun Farocki
and Andrei Ujica’s Videograms of a Revolution,
where the exalted revolutionaries proclaim
victory because the TV is with them, the use of
documentary narratives in recent art seems to
testify to the power of representation. Yet it’s not
only about taking over the TV or, consequently,
taking control of representation; rather it’s about
changing and reformulating it while reshaping
the very divisions and conditions of “the visible,
the sayable and the doable”?7, that is, the condi-
tions of politics. ®

The photographic negatives of Killed (2009),
one of the artist’s most recent works, derive from
the Library of Congress in Washington D.C. and,
more specifically, the archives of the Historical
Section of the Resettlement Administration,
better known as the Farm Security Administra-
tion (FSA). The FSA was founded in the years
after the Great Depression as part of Franklin D.
Roosevelt’s New Deal, and was active between
1935 and 1943. Its task was to realize a broad
photographic documentation of the increasing
poverty among the rural American society of
those years, and to draw public attention to
the dramatic proportions of the phenomenon.
Several of the photographers who worked on
this project were major figures of American
photography in the 20th century, such as Walker
Evans, John Vacon and Ben Shahn. The director
of the project, Roy Emerson Stryker, was a social
scientist and educator, who reserved the right
to edit the images produced before sending
them to Washington. Not only did he exclude
the images he considered superfluous or unfit,
he even went so far as to “kill” the discarded
photographs by punching a hole in the center
of any refused negative, making them unusable
forever. The modified negatives were then filed
and dismissed, and they remained unpublished
until a selection was made accessible in digital
form by the Library of the Congress.

Killed is William E. Jones’s selection of the
images discarded and obliterated by Stryker,
consisting of rural and metropolitan scenes, both
individual portraits and collective images. The
work is thus a negative inventory of American
society between 1939 and 1943, a collection of
images cancelled by official historiography.
What were the motives that induced Stryker to
discard these specific images? Which were the
specific elements that did not coincide with the
ideological motivations of the FSA? This line
of inquiry is left open and forms an integral
dimension to Killed. William E. Jones bases his
work on this frenetic editing, which removes the
direct visibility and legibility of the images and

confines it to the realm of secondary intuition,
by the dominant presence of the black hole in the
center of each photograph. The primary fascina-
tion of Killed is exactly this hole of obliteration, a
paradoxical element of signification through the
means of cancellation, sparking an interrogative
reflection on the practices of manipulation and
censorship within all forms of social control.

Sailors, Pan, Orpheus (Frances Benjamin Johnston
and F. Holland Day) (2009) presents five photo-
graphs by Frances Benjamin Johnston and F.
Holland Day, two friends and leading figures of
American photography at the beginning of the
20th century. The images come from the Library
of Congress in Washington D.C., as do the imag-
es in Killed, and form a part of William E. Jones’
aim to resurrect hidden images from American
public archives. Over the course of his career,
Holland Day took various shots of naked young
men depicted in ecstatic scenes that recall the
sylvan poses of the Greek god Pan and the por-
trayal of Orpheus as a celestial musician. William
E.Jones, employing his usual essential grammar
of re-contextualization, lightens the purity of
Holland Day’s young sailors with a subtle erotic
fascination, activating a semantic shift that
re-proposes the subjects of these images from a
contemporary perspective. In this way, the origi-
nal and private innocence of the images of the
two American photographers becomes charged
with a new look, slipping towards a stronger and
more openly sensual dimension.

Thus, the artist underlines the interpretative
possibilities provided by a historic distance to
the visual documents of the past, stressing the
ambiguity we have to see in the five pictures of
Sailors, Pan, Orpheus. In fact, their representation
stages the puzzle of a shift from the private to
a public realm, determined exclusively by the
changes of historical distance and the influence
of social frameworks. As the artist points out,
perhaps a hundred years ago F. Holland Day’s
photographs of young men in sailor suits looked
perfectly innocent, but now they look trans-
parently erotic. William E. Jones is therefore

The Contagious Documentary
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“What a Documentary Is, After All” with pagina.

7. These distinctions naturally get more productive
when collapsed (rather than upheld), which is done
in both Todorov’s and Genette’s writings. See Gé-
rard Genette, Narrative Discourse: An Essay in Method,
trans. Jane E. Lewin (Ithaca: Cornell University
Press, 1983); and Tzvetan Todorov, Grammaire du
Décameron (The Hague: Mouton, 1969).

8. Dorrit Cohn, The Distinction of Fiction (Baltimore:
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1999), 119.

9. Aristotle, Poetics, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Dover:
Thrift Editions, 1997), ch. IX. However, Aristotle
goes on to show that one can make use of the par-
ticular in expressing the general, or that one for
example can use real persons in writing poetry: the
distinction gets more detailed and complicated.

10. Inrelation to the art historical significance of
seashells, one might think of the Salvodor Dali
painting The average bureaucrat where a man has a
seashell in his empty head, and Germaine Dulac’s
surrealist film The Seashell and the Clergyman from
1928, shot one year before The Andalusian Dog, and
therefore the first surrealist film. Formally, I also
think that the mussel is an interesting choice: it can
close and open; it is an animal that is virtually only
amuscle and lacks brain, but most of all, it has a
double shape. In other words, it almost seems like
an illustration of a juxtaposition.

11. Through images from the many personal video
cameras, Videograms of a Revolution seems to shift
perspective, and by the inclusion of low quality
images it not only foregrounds but makes visual
concessions to who traditionally has the right to
representation and the right to tell the story.

12. Stefan Jonsson, “Facts of Aesthetics and Fictions of
Journalism”, Maria Lind & Hito Steyerl (Eds.), The
Green Room (New York: Sternberg Press/CSS Bard,
2008), 172

13. Boris Groys, “Art in the Age of Biopolitics: From Art-
work to Art Documentation”, Documenta 11_Platform
5: Exhibition Catalogue (Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz,
2002),108-114.

14. Jacques Ranciére, Le spectateur émancipé (Paris: La
fabrique éditions, 2008), 72.

15. Concerning the presupposition of equality of
anyone and everyone, see Jacques Ranciére, La
Mésentente (Paris: Galilée, 1995), 37.Concerning the
equality of forms, see for example the discussion
of image and text in “L’image intolerable”, in Le
spectateur émancipé, 105.

16. This is comparable to the discussion Hito Steyerl
puts forth in “Documentarism as Politics of Truth”,
where a certain documentality is compared to
Michel Foucault’s governmentality and its con-
nection to his politics of truth. See: Hito Steyerl,
“Documentarism as Politics of Truth”, republicart,
05 (2003) www.republicart.net/disc/representations/
steyerlo3_en.htm

17. Lespectateur émancipé, 84.

acknowledging the culturally shifting nature of
vision, which is inevitably subjugated to muta-
tions within the historical context. The artist
hints that only by recognizing the culturally
relative nature of our locus of observation are we
enabled to question our models of descriptions,
drawing attention to the politics of power and
signification established in public and private
discourses. By revealing the sensual nature of
our contemporary assessment of F. Holland
Day’s photographs, William E. Jones thus sug-
gests a shift in the locus of observation from

the photographer’s time to ours and in this way
opens up a new possible way of reflecting upon
the history of the sexual imaginary.

Regarding the role of time as a philosophical
tool to account for changes and shifts within
the realm of culture at large, the artist stresses
the dynamics of what he calls the “documentary
effect”, a constant and ineradicable process of
erosion which established meanings undergo.
In fact, as time passes by, visual materials such as
films and fictions become documentaries them-
selves, a collection of images of passed people
miming obsolete social mores in no longer exist-
ing spaces. This process can lead to a diegetic
failure, when a film can become another object
entirely, one superior to the object intended by
its makers, taking on a whole new life and being
available to our imagination in unexpected
ways. I think this shifting process in the history
of meanings and our perception of them also
accounts for the sense of awe and ambiguity we
experience by looking at a non-fictional docu-
ment like Tearoom. What was a strictly functional
investigation about law-breakers, as the police-
men conceived of the scenes of Tearoom, gains
unexpected narrative qualities, by conveying
what appears to be an orchestrated sense of
suspense and thrill. Moreover, and most impor-
tantly, still by means of its historical distance,
the footage provides a palpable evidence of the
changes within anti-gay jurisdiction and com-
mon politics toward sexual behaviors, account-
ing for the relative nature of laws, institutional

politics and allegedly traditional beliefs.

One of the strongest symbolic images of
Tearoom is conveyed by the few scenes of the two
policemen at the very beginning of the film. In
white short-sleeved shirts they set up the shoot-
ing by getting acquainted with the spaces of the
restroom. A factual record of events captured by
arudimentary fifties camera is about to start. By
looking at the grainy frames of their film we see
the moment when these policemen unconscious-
ly triggered a philosophical documentary on
both the potentially emancipatory and narrative
role of time, allowing a dire story of oppression
to turn into a tool for reflection. ®

Luigi Fassi is a curator and critic, working
as the artistic director of ar/ge kunst Galerie
Museum in Bolzano, Italy. He is a regular
contributor to Mousse Magazine and Flash
Art.
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Soviet Defectors:
Reading
Radiological Film

Susan Schuppli

Three days after the explosion and meltdown
of Chernobyl’s Nuclear Reactor Unit 4 on April
261986, filmmaker Vladimir Shevchenko was
granted permission to fly over the 30-square
km site known as the “Red Zone” in order to
document the extraordinary efforts at cleanup
by Ukrainian workers and volunteers.! When
Shevchenko’s 35-mm film footage was later
developed, he noticed that a portion of the film
was heavily pockmarked and carried extraneous
static interference and noise. Thinking initially
that the film stock used had been defective,
Shevchenko finally realised that what he had
captured on film was the image and sound of

radioactivity itself. “This is how radiation looks”.

Radiation is a fatal invisible foe. One that

even penetrates steel plating. It has no odor,
nor color. But is has a voice. Here it is. We
thought this film was defective. But we
were mistaken. This is how radiation looks.
This shot was taken when we were allowed
a30-second glimpse from the armoured
troop-carrier. On that April night the first
men passed here — without protection

or stop-watches, aware of the danger, as
soldiers performing a great feat. Our camera
was loaded with black-and-white film. This
is why the events of the first weeks will be
black and white, the colors of disaster.z

Upon projection small flares of light momen-
tarily ignite the surface of the film, sparking and

The Ambivalence
of Universalization
in Albert Kahn’s
‘Archive of the Planet’
(Notes Towards
an Empirical

Investigation)

Jakob Nilsson

The Contagious Documentary

crackling they conjure a pyrotechnics of synco-
pated spectrality. An act of radiological recording
whereby the radical imprint of the disaster was
inscribed directly into the emulsion of the film
as decaying particles moved through the exterior
casing of the movie camera.3 Not a representa-
tion of catastrophe, but an actual toxic event in
which a lethal dose of radiation was ingrained
within the molecules of each and every silver ha-
lide particle. Contamination in effect dissolved
the limits between the documentary and its
subject as the film was instantly converted into
the very matter — the radiological event — that
it set out to observe and record. Shevchenko’s
film Chronicle of Difficult Weeks thus transformed
quite literally into the most dangerous reel of
footage in the world and indeed Shevchenko did
succumb to its lethal force in 1999.4 Although
the documentary provides us with an intimate
view into the space of disaster, its pictorial
mediation as filmic matter allows us to remain
ata safe and objective distance to it. However the
sudden distortion of its sound and image-flows
by the Geiger-like interference of radiation
displaces our initial confidence in its representa-
tional status as a fixed historical index or media
artefact and installs in its place a sense of dread
that what we are witnessing on film is in fact the
unholy representation of the real: an amorphous
and evil contagion that continues to release its
lethal discharges into the present and future yet-
to-come. As a radiological interface capable of
conjoining bodily plasma with image matter, the
damaged film footage hurls us, unwittingly, back
into the contact zone of the event.
Conceptualising this unexpected filmic rup-
ture as a “capture of the real” rather than an act
of cinematic inscription forces a rethinking of
the ontological nature of mediatic matter itself.
Contrary to the well-known conceptualisations
of film as “change mummified” or as death in the
flickering guise of life, this particular sequence
of irradiated film reminds us that the ontologi-
cal moment cannot be fixed at 24 fps.5 There
is no ontological ground that we can return to
in perpetuity, no film-substance to rewind and
playback without loss or change, but only the
movement, rhythm, and vibration of a topology

of difference. An “ontology of the output” if

you will, rather than one of beginnings, in

which the lone condition of certainty is that of
indeterminacy. Radiation induces the trembling
dynamism of the future in the present as a kind
of aberrant form of chemical and conceptual
experimentation that can remix elemental histo-
ries and even transform the past. It enables us to
consider the various ways in which the radiologi-
cal event may be retroactively repotentialised
and prospectively activated to author alternate
stories and hopefully more complicated under-
standings of the unfolding actions of 1986.

The nature of being — mediatic matter’s onto-
logical core as a record and index of past events
— is thus converted into a dynamic ontology
of becoming as radiation exerts its modulating
influences over time. Shevchenko’s film itself
becomes a machine for time-travel or as Gilles
Deleuze invokes in Cinema 2: The Time-Image, an
artefact for machining time in which the “pa-
ralysed, frozen, petrified instance” of the 35-mm
film-frame becomes “embryonic” teeming with
the hallucinogenic elixir of alchemical life.6
“It is as if the past surfaces in itself but in the
shape of personalities which are independent,
alienated, off-balance, in some sense embryonic,
strangely active fossils, radioactive, inexplicable
in the present where they surface, and all the
more harmful and autonomous” (Cinema 2, 113).
Arguably Shevchenko’s documentation of the
objective material reality of Chernobyl by the
cinematic apparatus (lens, camera, film stock)
sets up a variant of the discussion around “the
ontology of the image” if read entirely within
the instrumental register of film’s technical
capacities for recording the images and sounds
that stream “naturally” into the camera’s recep-
tors.” However to read his film radiologically, I
argue, is to collapse the gap between representa-
tion and the real, form and content, signification
and affect, so that the ontological dimensions
of the film extend beyond their accepted role
as indexical trace to enter into a feedback loop
with the actual material residue of the world.
The radical recoding of the film by way of the
nuclear accident insists that an analytic pursuit
of Shevchenko’s film entirely within the field of

The French banker and philanthropist Albert
Kahn created Les Archives de la planéte between
1909 and 1912. This strikingly ambitious project
was “documenting” and collecting visual materi-
al from all around the globe until 1929 when the
financial crisis exhausted Kahn’s fortune. The
archive, which is considered to be the most im-
portant collection of early color photographs in
the world, contains three different visual media:
72,000 “autochromes” (a color-photography
process on glass plates, by then a new invention
by Louis Lumiére), over a hundred hours of film
(183,000 meters) and 4,000 stereoscopic plates.

Apart from the central aim of bringing peoples
and cultures together under an umbrella of
universality, Kahn had a twofold agenda: “to
capture and document what was new in the
world, and to record what was in the process of
vanishing”, where the “very new and the very
old are both vividly captured”.® As part of being
a sort of locus of the coming and vanishing,
Kahn’s project could also be read along with the
then burgeoning processes of de-colonization.
“In the interwar years”, Jay Winter writes,
“Kahn’s photographers reached Africa. Some of
his photographers [...] handed their cameras to
the locals; others stayed resolutely behind the
lens. Kahn’s was a kind of League of Nations
mandate of I'imaginaire, pointing toward the end
of Western rule and the end of the time when
Europeans photographed Africans and Asians as
we photograph animals in a zoo today” (Dream of
Peace, 22). Perhaps, however, Kahn’s practice and
quest for universality was not as unambiguous
in its progressivism as Winter has claimed, and
perhaps it did not mesh easily with the French
colonial project either, as most other Kahn schol-
ars suggest. The archive points in several, and
even opposite, directions at the same time.2

Where Kahn’s Coming From

In Kahn’s series of autochromes everyone is
photographed equally — identical photographic
techniques and framings are used, and there is a
consistent general composition and aesthetics in

most images — all for the benefit of peace under
aflag of a universality of man.3 This was a time
of globalization of business — when a common
market of labor, capital, and the exchange of
goods was starting to develop — when war was
still bad for business. Kahn also had idealistic
motivations with roots in 19th century liberal-
ism, which considered this axiom to work the
other way around as well: good business is good
for peace. In other words, along with his Victo-
rian liberal counterparts, Kahn was a so-called
“free trade pacifist”.

Kahn had first built his fortune on the colonial
exploitation of diamond mines in South Africa,
but after acquiring his wealth, he appears to have
gone through some sort of conversion. Whether
it was a case of guilt, or an ideological operation
aming to preserve the geopolitical structure that
had made his fortune possible, is hard to know.
Either way, he cannot be reduced to a caricature
of a shrewd capitalist. As a thinker — and for
instance a lifelong friend of Henri Bergson, who
had also been his teacher — Kahn’s idealism and
quest for peace and understanding can hardly
be reduced to an ideological veil for colonialist-
capitalist exploitation (which is a more obvious
way of analyzing the venture). His lofty idealism
could, however, be accused of being naive. “Iam
convinced”, Kahn writes in one of his reveries,
“there is a pattern to history, a pathway leading
from narrow particularism to universality”.4

Nevertheless, the converted Kahn tried to
change what he recognized as a narrow-mind-
edness in European attitudes about the non-
European world. At the end of the 19th century
he started to sponsor a number of projects for
“talented young men and women” who would
grow up to be the “intellectual and moral elite
of the nation”, but who were “not old enough
to have fixed ideas”. This eventually grew into
the photographic and cinematographic project
that became the Archive of the Planet. Kahn, with
asomewhat unrefined view also of technology,
believed that the encounter between photogra-
pher and subject established a silent dialogue
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representation must be set aside in favour of an
engagement with the film as an actual “event”,
perhaps even the radiological event that now
matters given its propensity for continuous
deformation and thus entanglement with other
nuclear occurrences. If Shevchenko’s footage is
Chernobyl’s doppelginger, radiation must be
understood as the force that both invented the
film and triggered the accident in Reactor Unit 4
at the V. I. Lenin Nuclear Power Plant near Cher-
nobyl. Radiation always comes first and last.
Film theorist André Bazin intuits a similar
shift in representation from an ontology of de-
piction to an ontology of the event when he dis-
cusses Thor Heyerdal’s documentary chronicle
of the Kon Tiki expedition from 1947 in which six
Norwegians drifted from Peru to Polynesia on
a crude wooden raft guided only by the ocean’s
currents. Kon Tiki, writes Bazin, “manages to be
the most beautiful of films while not being a film
atall” in that the cinematic document was an
adjunct activity to the scientific purposes of the
journey, but what it managed to capture were
momentary glimpses of the real.8 While most of
the footage was shot as the sailors were floating
in calm waters, when something of significance
did occur the camera was quickly abandoned.
Bazin focuses his discussion upon a short
sequence of frames in which the camera unwit-
tingly captured the reflection of a killer whale in
the water as it lunged towards the raft, an almost
imperceptible rupture in an otherwise extended
tedium of benign footage. This disruption in the
image-flow can be conceptualised as a kind of cut
that transforms representation into sensation,
but without the repatriating operations that
have theorised the cut as a form of filmic suture.
What came before is ontologically different in
kind and not merely degree from that which
follows. What we witness is no longer a picture
of the expedition, but the “pro-filmic presence
of danger”.9 Shevchenko’s damaged film footage
performs a similar ontological feat as the sud-
den appearance of radioactive fallout converts
documentary images into energetic matter; an
unleashing of spectral forces that augurs im-
manent peril. Instead of continuing to operate as
an indexical sign the image is mutated becoming

itself an immanent part of the unfolding action
or movement — in essence it becomes an event.

Does the killer whale, that we can barely see
refracted in the water, interest us because of
the rarity of the beast and the glimpse we
getof it, slight as it is? Or rather because the
shot was taken at the very moment when a
capricious movement of the monster might
well have annihilated the raft and sent cam-
eraand cameraman seven or eight thousand
meters into the deep? The answer is clear. It
is not so much the photograph of the whale
that interests us as the photograph of danger
(“Cinema and Exploration”, 161).

Bazin’s preceding remarks links several strands
of this text in ways that are fatedly useful for

my purposes. Not only does the unexpected
intercession of the whale’s emergence within
the filmic regime activate its latent virtualities
producing affects in the body of the viewer

that short-circuit the conventional channels of
spectatorship organised around signification
and representation, but he also foregrounds the
role that chance will play in merging image with
event. It is the incidental capture of a few frames,
whether the menace of the whale or the five
seconds of irradiated footage that permanently
alters the equilibrium of each documentary film.
Without warning the “dangerous supplement”
of affect plucks the image from its data-stream
and plugs it into the connective tissue of the
filmic assemblage. Sailors forget the camera

in order to attend to the hazard of the whale;
Shevchenko forgoes the examination of his
rushes to scrutinize the alien markings that
mysteriously appear. These disruptions in the
normative workings of the cinematic apparatus
shatter the distinctions between the picture-
making capacities of the machine and the pure
image-making capacities of the event.

In The Logic of Sense, Deleuze posits a distinc-
tion between bodies concerned with their “states
of affairs” located in actual geometric space
and present in time, and incorporeal beings,
which he regards as “pure events” constrained
neither by space nor time. The kinds of bodies

a
Autochrome (color) from Ahmedabad, India, 1913 (15%10). Photographs © Musée Albert-Kahn
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that manifest “tensions, physical qualities, ac-
tions and passions”, that exist in space and are
available in time, are also the kinds of bodies for
whom other bodies are a matter of concern.10 A
tree being a cause for another tree in disseminat-
ing its seed for the purposes of growing a forest,
or a cause for the bird that builds its nest within
its sheltering branches, or for the human that
seeks its shady arbour on a sunny day. “These
effects are not bodies, but properly speaking,
‘incorporeal’ entities. They are not physical
qualities and properties, but rather logical or
dialectical attributes. They are not things or
facts, but events. We cannot say that they exist,
but rather that they subsist or inhere” (The Logic
of Sense, 4—5).

One of the many examples that Deleuze offers
to help us conceptualise the event is the seasonal
change of pigmentation in a tree. Although we
might logically be tempted to designate the
status of the event to the tree’s change in colour
from brown to green, this is in fact contrary
to Deleuze’s conception, which is preoccupied
with verbs (becomings) and not nouns (being).
In spring we witness the tree becoming green,
but this according to Deleuze is only a transitory
surface effect, “an expression of the event’s actu-
alisation” induced by the conjunctive relations
between climate, soil conditions, temperature,
and the situation of its planting.11 Rather than
designating a quality in the thing by saying
that “the tree becomes green” or is “now green”
which only refers to its physical state of affairs
as a qualitative predicate, if we say instead
“the tree greens” we invoke an attribute that
performs itself as a verb. To green is “the event
expressed by the verb” (The Logic of Sense, 21). It is
the becoming green of the tree that constitutes
the event, rather than the quality green which
is a mere actualization of the various conditions
of growth that gather to express themselves as
surface features.

Unlike other philosophers for whom the
event represents a radical break in historical
continuities, a fresh-start or the commencement
of something altogether different, the event
for Deleuze is not a new occurrence or begin-
ning that cuts its ties with the past but rathera

“change in waves resonating through a series”.12
An event creates an alteration in a set of ongoing
processes that allows it to trace many different
pathways while still retaining certain resonances
(conceptual and material) that enable linkages
over time. Whereas for Alan Badiou (the other
major philosopher of the event) who looks to set
theory to formulate his conceptualisation of the
event as a relationship between its situation and
its site, only happenings such as May 1968 or the
French Revolution can qualify as events because
they “either rupture the site’s being, the systems
that preceded it, or they force the situation to
reformulate itself, creating, in other words, a
new set to which it belongs”.13 Even though
major events such as the French Revolution

are extremely multifaceted given the various
heterogeneous elements that must necessarily
come together in very particular ways in order

to bring about an event like a revolution, Badiou
still regards these events as a distinct “unit of
one” (not as a modulation within an ongoing se-
ries of flows) because they include all the things
related to this site as a set of multiple, coexisting
entities, articulations, and processes that in turn
make up its situation. The prevaricating nature
of the event’s attachment to its situation (accord-
ing to Badiou) thus performs a “double function”
as either that which “evokes the void” and
destroys history or that which “interposes itself
between the void and itself” and mediates his-
tory bringing about in both cases a new model or
set from which history moves onwards again.

In contrast, Deleuze’s contribution to rethink-
ing the event is useful for my purposes because
it emphasises the becoming of a different kind
of event which is none the less still suffused by
the chromaticism and rhythms of the past and
even derives its momentum from these lingering
resources. This is a reciprocal process in which
the event both transforms the series that it
courses through and is in turn affectuated by its
encounter with these serial flows. The meltdown
of the core at Chernobyl was not the start of a un-
heralded series of nuclear reactions, but rather a
dramatic change in the energetic output between
subatomic particles which had been previously
been controlled and contained. The impact of

between the two. He regarded it as a human
encounter, reducing the camera to an objective
tool of documentation. In contrast to the reality
of the colonial ethnographic discourses of the
times, Kahn meant that the person or group pho-
tographed in his project were not objectified, or
treated as species or oddities; instead they were
imprinted with the same humanity as those who
would later come to view their images.5

Two Registers/Forces

In view of Kahn’s claims of universalism, it can
be argued that his practice contains two basic
registers or forces. The first deals with the,

fairly obvious, ways the archive can be seen as
problematic from neo-Marxist and postcolonial
perspectives. The second — which I will give a
more speculative and detailed treatment — at
least makes the whole venture more ambivalent,
and will be dealt with through new — immanent
and processual — ways of understanding norma-
tivity and universality as possible to affirm.

Register/Force 1: Comb-over Universalism
The simpler conceptions of human universality
have of course been thoroughly deconstructed by
now. We have learned, for instance, that the uni-
versal “we”, who claims to be general, in fact also
tends to hide the particular, i.e. a particularity of
power and interests, and as such has throughout
history often been a means of exclusion and
domination. From the narrow perspective of
Kahn as being a sort of “colonial” entrepreneur,
we might be dealing with universalism exclu-
sively as what could be called the consensus of a
colonial-capitalist image of thought. This would
comply with what many would call a “false
universalism”.6 Seen from a Marxist perspective,
such an image of thought reflects not only the
ideology, but also the concreteness, of the world
market. As such, however, as Etienne Balibar
claims, it is “real” and “true”, and “provides an
ontological basis for the juridical, moral and
political representation of equality”.

This is an order that contradicts its own

egalitarian claims. That is, to generalize, it is
auniversalism that covers up the real power
relations and inequalities in the distribution

of wealth between the peoples and nations
portrayed — particularly in Kahn’s time, which
largely coincided with the peak of colonialism
and imperialism.” A cynical description would
be that Kahn’s teams traveled around the French
colonies collecting cute postcards from the
places France had brutally exploited.8 In this
sense, instead of making human and social
conditions visible, it covers over everything

that would compromise the dominant image of
colonial-capitalist consensus.® And no matter
how anti-Eurocentric Kahn’s own intentions
were, as a collection of visual knowledge of
peoples, the gaze in at least some of the images
cannot help but be read in relation to the discur-
sive context of the era: the massive collection of
“information” gathered by the colonial powers
on the colonized. In other words, it relates to,
rather than belongs to, the typical ethnographi-
cal racism of the times, which used photographic
and cinematographic means.10

Register/Force 2: The Ambivalence

of Universalization

When studying the actual artifacts of the archive,
I was struck by how elusive they are in view of
the discourses sketched out above. They do not
fit particularly neatly into these — some of them
by now fairly predictable — lines of reasoning.
First of all, I would say that these images, gener-
ally, do not express the typical ethnographical
racism and exotism of their times. Not only
could some of the images be argued to convey an
unusual and almost strangely forceful “dignity”
(on the use of this word beyond humanistic
clichés, see below), but the charges of exotism are
also countered by the fact that Europeans — of
all classes, both urban and exotically rural —
were photographed with the same technological
and aesthetic gaze. Although, of course, the
comparison falters when one looks at how the
different pictures strike different discursive
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the accident rechannelling the nuclear pathways
that the radiation took from self-contained
micro-explosions or fission to its externalised
macro-extensions as radioactive dust clouds. An
event conceptualised as such doesn’t refer to a de
facto condition that operates exclusively on one
register within delimited temporal boundaries
(an incident that can be factually named and
date-stamped) but to a change in the intensities
of relations between elements that creates a relay
connecting the whole to its parts. Radiation’s al-
most infinite capacity for extension and duration
stretches over Shevchenko’s irradiated film-score
to connect Chernobyl as an actual event with
other atomic episodes, both retroactively repo-
tentialising them and prospectively activating
them. Each time we rescreen the damaged film
sequence its pastness is repatriated as a form of
continuous presentness that both supplements
the original event and extends its radioactive
reach into the future through its virtual ampli-
fications.

Unlike other historical relics that can be
coaxed into revealing the limits of what might
have been thought at a given time, the radiologi-
cal fossil (with its 10,000-year shelf life) does
not require the mediating gestures of the living
historian to ask the right or relevant questions
about the past, to exhort the testimonial from
the trace.14 The radioactive does its work pro-
spectively and if it leaves any evidentiary traces
of its clandestine passing it only does so in times
to come—when it is often too late to mitigate
against its damaging effects. The meltdown of
the reactor is not limited to the event space-time
of the Ukraine in 1986 given that the radioactive,
in transgressing the boundaries of nuclear con-
tainment, has the transmissional and chemical
capacity to reactualise the catastrophic event
over and over again for years to come. There is no
event-horizon or point of no return for a nuclear
accident. There is only the return. In this regard
each nuclear accident is always-already pre-
emptively inscribed within those event-making
transmissions yet to come as well as those that
have already perished. The future is contracted
to the past by way of a radiological present,
which brings the future-past into actualisation

as an ongoing-effect —a nuclear accident lying
in wait.

In an uncanny premonition of things to come
Stalker (released in 1980), the final film shot by
Andrei Tarkovsky in the Soviet Union, stakes out
the apocalyptic terrain that would become the
“Red Zone” of Chernobyl a full six years prior
to the actual meltdown of the reactor core. A
mysterious breakdown at the fourth bunker is
advanced as the cause for the bleak landscape of
Stalker’s Zone. Tarkovsky’s cinematic treatment
of the Zone is drawn from the rumour of an
explosion at the Mayak nuclear waste facility
near Chelyabinsk in 1957, which was said to
have created a vast ecological nightmare. As was
the case with Chernobyl, the Soviet leadership
concealed evidence of the accident and denied re-
ports of human casualties, but unlike the 19 day
time-lag that attended Chernobyl’s public con-
firmation by the Kremlin that a major nuclear
accident had taken place, official corroboration
of the chemical fallout at Chelyabinsk was only
revealed in 1989: thirty-two years after the dam-
aged landscape first testified to the presence of
radionuclides in its water table and agricultural
produce. Stalker is thus a visual interface between
two virtualities, a psychic cinematic medium
channelling two historic realities: that of Chely-
abinsk as unsubstantiated rumour and that of
Chernobyl as accident-yet-to-come. In a rather
strange alchemical détournement, the illusory
domain of film was once again transformed into
the realm of the actual, in that it brought the
virtual into presence as a felt-effect, whereas
the two nuclear accidents that bracketed Stalker
remained in a suspended state of latency, only
to be actualised after the fact — after a time-lag
of a certain duration. Although the industrial
accident at Mayak had already taken place prior
to the production of Stalker in 1979, the denial
of its having ever happened by the Soviet gov-
ernment temporarily erased it from history as
an actual event with real consequences. But of
course thousands could intuit that something
dangerous had happened in the vicinity, not by
way of any direct or established knowledge of
the incident but by means of its corporeal effects:
physicochemical changes in bodily matter.

A
Autochrome (color) from Shiraz, Persia, 1927 (15x10). Photographs © Musée Albert-Kahn

chords. That is, the pictures cannot be seen in
isolation from the dominant ideas governing
their time (or our time, for that matter), in which
Europeans were of course coded very differently.
When seen in isolation, however, or even sprung
out from such contexts — and let’s be open to
the possibility of Kahn’s archive having actually
achieved something semi-autonomous in this
regard — the images do point in other directions.
So how do the artifacts relate to Kahn’s idealis-
tic intention? Perhaps the reality of the artifacts
themselves also constitutes a consistency that is
neither a classical static universality (man), nor
the ideological comb-over for colonial capitalism.
Atleast some of the photos express a low-key, but
curiously progressive, potency perhaps beyond
the ideality of their intentions — see for instance

the weirdly non-orientalist dreamy force in the
picture from Shiraz, Persia. Instead of representing
a transcendent ideal, the images in this way con-
stitute sense (if not “meaning”) in themselves.

In light of the spontaneous judgments I made
when first hearing about Kahn’s intentions
(more in line with the first “force” described
above), there was a kind of clash when I actually
started viewing the pictures. They do not lend
themselves to any easy categorization. So what is
there to say about the possibility of universalism
here? Perhaps we are viewing something along
the lines of a creation of a universal, a sort of
visual universalization, but as such it is not a mat-
ter of a representational universalism: in the sense
that the pictures signify the preexisting — or
teleologically unfolding — universality of man,

The Contagious Documentary

What is of parallel interest in back-spooling
Shevchenko’s documentary through the reels of
Tarkovsky’s science-fiction epic is not merely the
prophetic account of nuclear disaster that arcs
between the two (which certainly merits further
investigation) but also the tale of defective
film stock that afflicted them both. As the story
goes Tarkovsky’s German producer supplied
him with a new kind of Kodak stock but then
“disaster struck” when the artesian well-water
required for the film’s processing ran dry due to
a malfunction at Mosfilm. Not only is his film
stock prospectively entangled with the heavy-
water chronicles of Shevchenko’s documentary
yet-to-come, but the technical breakdown at
the pre-eminent Russian film studio gestures
towards the future failings of technology that
will result in the accident at the Chernobyl
nuclear power plant. Apparently Stalker’s ex-
posed materials languished in an unprocessed
state for 17 days (unbeknownst to Tarkovsky) as
its filmic matter rapidly deteriorated. “In a word,
the whole material for the first part ended up on
the scrap heap”.

The review of the ruined footage ended in

a scandal. Tarkovsky, Rerberg, the Stru-
gatskys, and Tarkovsky’s wife Larissa were
all sitting in the projection room. Suddenly
one of the Strugatskys turned towards
Rerberg and asked naively: “Gosha, and how
come I can’t see anything here?” Rerberg,
always considering himself beyond reproach
in everything he did, turned to Strugatsky
and said: “And you just be quiet, you are no
Dostoievsky either!” Tarkovsky was beside
himself with anger. But one can understand
Rerberg. Imagine what it means for a cam-
eraman to see the entire material turning up
defective!ls

Threading both of these films through the narra-
tive of “defect” exemplifies Paul Virilio’s conten-
tion that there is no “accidental catastrophe” of

a technical nature, which subsequently reveals
an unattended error, programming glitch, or
series of mishaps leading up to the ‘improbable’
event. Failure is preemptively encoded into any

machinic assemblage as its virtual double — its
evil twin — the accident invented simultane-
ously with the invention.16 The possibility that
Shevchenko’s film stock might also become “de-
fective” was already incriminated within the vir-
tual archives of those of Stalker, prior to him hav-
ing ever loaded his film canisters and flown into
the Red Zone. The very existence of a cinematic
assemblage (camera, film, developing solution)
is a prehension that a technical malfunction of a
greater or lesser degree may occur at some point,
which might in turn attach itself to a localised
event-transmission — Stalker and/or Chronicle of
Difficult Weeks. The accident as a possible event
is always-already preprogrammed into any
technical object as one of its latent capacities
even though chance still has an important role
to play in creating the necessary conditions for
its emergence. However when circumstances
conspire “accidents” can happen, but as both
Deleuze and Virilio note they do not happen
“accidentally”. Standard maintenance protocols
are processes, not for preventing, but for mini-
mising the magnitude of the error dimension
built into the technical machine. Data backup
systems and software recovery programmes are
sold not because of the unlikelihood of a fatal
incident occurring, but because the accident ex-
ists as a statistical ontological reality. The virtual
is always real. Nuclear disasters don’t happen by
mistake, they are inadvertently manufactured as
one of the many consequences of harnessing of
nuclear power. This is why the powerful myth of
a fail-safe system still requires a series of back-up
operations and contingency plans just in case
that “unthinkable” future-event does arrive.
The voodoo-like force that enmeshes
Tarkovsky and Shevchenko’s films through
the cinematic space-time of the “accident” is
activated by a series of coincidences that bind
the aesthetic malfeasance of chemistry with
the politics of the nuclear. To suggest that the
accident is always prefigured in the technical
organisation of the system does tend to conjure
aworld of determinism where the disquieting
strangeness of coincidence is diminished and
rendered a de facto by-product of the machinic
assemblage. Film is a particularly unique form

which the camera only helps to discover (this is
Kahn’s own idea). Instead, the pictures can be
seen as the production of a universal people that
is photographical.

For Deleuze, the political function of art is to
“invent a people” where the “people is missing”.
In the cinema, this concerns a type of storytelling
and narration that does not purport to represent
the truth (that is, to mirror an already existing
actual state of affairs); rather it is about creation
through mobilizing “the powers of the false”.
However, the “false” does not therefore mean
the untrue or the imaginary, but that which cre-
ates or conditions new truths in the form of the
non-representational.1! Although Kahn’s project
moves more in the direction of a “molar” or
actual people, instead of a “molecular” or virtual
people (potentially spawning an actual people to
come), the archive is still an invention of a “peo-
ple”, involving a certain (inadvertent) molecular
fabulation. Kahn himself was a visionary who be-
lieved in the construction of a universal people,
but not in this sense. He was a positivist, and
wanted to produce and spread knowledge about
a preexisting humanity through photographic
documentation, but Khan, I argue, creates a
(photographical) universal people, rather than
making a preexistent universality visible, as if it
were only laying there waiting to be objectively
captured by Kahn’s (of course, highly selective,
subjective and creative) camera.

Through followers of Nietzsche like Deleuze
and Foucault, we have in different ways learned to
regard “universals®in general asimmanent and
singular effects. The universal — in a non-teleolog-
ical sense — comes last. The universal, even if it is
fully real and true, is not a preexistent foundation
that explains the myriad that is the world, but s
rather that which must be explained.12In other
words, “universals” are in fact (more or less tem-
porary) culminations of complex and heteroge-
neous processes — in immanence.13 But, and this is
important, this type of genealogical critique does
not necessarily mean that the universal at hand is
to be frowned upon. With genealogy comes evalu-

ation.** Through this conception of universals, as
real creations, one can therefore come to evaluate
them as defendable to some extent (even though
the final aim is to open up the presentin a way
that can spawn a different future). In this way, we
can recall Foucault’s later phases in his analysis of
power, where the disciplinary processes of sub-
jugation/subjectivation are shown to be the very
preconditions for what is also our modern state of
freedom.15In other words, a critical genealogiza-
tion of “universals” does not necessarily speak
against them having value.

Liberalism From Behind
As a“universalizating practice”, the universal
“people” become a semi-divergent effect of
Kahn’s intentions. That is, the archive, when seen
as the creation of a new universal (in contrast
to representing a teleologically predicted or
pre-existing one), is something that is more or
less unintentionally achieved in and through
the reality of the images themselves. But since
this “universalizating practice” is nevertheless
produced within the frameworks of Kahn’s
own liberal discourse, it might be interesting to
extend the discussion of the relation between the
liberal tradition of philosophy and Deleuze.
Daniel W. Smith’s and Paul Patton’s respec-
tive readings of Deleuze along with the liberal
tradition are not about harmonizing the two, but
rather staging an encounter in order to produc-
tively transform them both.16 Their readings first
of all emanate from trying to solve a problem in
the political philosophy of Deleuze: how to bring
it to concrete normative use in today’s political
landscape, with its concrete political problems
(which are, furthermore, not fully the same as
when Deleuze wrote most of his political works
— this recognition is also in line with Deleuze’s
Marxist disposition where political philosophy
always has to be readapted to a changing situa-
tion). The most central question asked —at least
from the perspective of Kahn’s practice — is the
one about the relation between Deleuze and
concepts of normativity. Along with other liberal
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Stills from Vladimir Shevchenko’s Chronicle of Difficult Weeks, 1986, 54 mins. Source: Russian Press Service

of preemptive technology because its functional
capacity for machining narratives is one of its
defining elements. Although Stalker reactivates
events that have already passed and anticipates
the coming of future events, it does more than
simply orient itself by pointing towards — it
actually pre-narrates the plot and develops the
visual lexicon that will map itself onto future
representations of the nuclear accident. As

Laura U. Marks has suggested film is a fossil-like
medium (a recollection-object) that “condenses
cryptic histories” within each of its frames.
Because it is spatially organised in terms of an
encounter between a spectator and the screen, it
is able to “translate” these “encoded” experiences
over time. It is this space in-between that bestows
onto film the power to represent and charges it

with meaning.1” Stalker becomes, in effect, the
encrypted virtual archive from which Chronicle of
Difficult Weeks will derive many of its signifying
resources. Machines for sonic and visual inscrip-
tion are thus also technologies of the archive, ma-
chines for recording and retrieval, for travelling
in time. While the archive narrowly conceived

is likewise a preemptive technology, in that it
organises its categories in advance of the selec-
tive entry of its artefacts and thus pre-narrates
what stories can be told in the future, its archival
documents can be resequenced to tell different
versions of events. Analogue film’s insistent
linearity, the fixed sequence of its frames, would
seem to disavow or at the very least severely limit
such conceptual peregrinations. And yet even

a tenaciously programmatic narrative can be

concepts like freedom and judgment, Deleuze
himself “shows an almost complete lack of en-
gagement with the central problems and norma-
tive commitments of Anglo-American political
thought”.17It’s easy to conclude that Deleuze
regards these concepts as exhausted clichés that
he leaves behind (or at best critiques, as in the
case with judgment), favoring the invention

of new political concepts (on a different plane

of immanence of thought). And of course, this
“complete lack of engagement” with the liberal
tradition has to do primarily with “the funda-
mental shift in the status of the subject that is
effected in Deleuze’s philosophy”, where “the
subject itself becomes a secondary phenomenon,
the product or the ‘effect’ of more primary sets of
flows or processes”, in contrast to the liberal tradi-
tion which presupposes “already constituted
individuals as political subjects”. (“Deleuze and
the Liberal Tradition”, 303) However, what Smith
and Patton do is first of all attempt to make con-
nections where certain notions of these liberal
concepts can be shown to be at work in Deleuze
in spite of all this — especially in Deleuze’s later
philosophy, which Patton describes as following
a“normative” and “democratic turn”, containing
a much more affirmative view of “the institu-
tions and practices of liberal democracy”.18 But
more importantly— they attempt to demonstrate
the reverse: how these extracted notions, turned
back on the liberal tradition, fundamentally
transform its concepts.

In Patton, these transformations are first of all
made possible through a discussion of Deleuze’s
notion of the concept or virtual Idea beyond the
actual state of affairs, based on Kant’s distinction
between the concept of the revolution, and how
it actually turned out as an actualized event in
history. That is, in Kant “the ‘enthusiasm’ of the
Europeans, their becoming-revolutionary, is
explicitly linked, not to the historical revolution
as it unfolded before them in France, but rather
to its concept [...] almost as if the revolution itself
was something secondary” (“Deleuze and the
Liberal Tradition”, 304; cf. “Utopian Political

Philosophy”, 43—44). Here we seem to encounter
a problem in relation to Kahn’s archive: its
artifacts might be argued to belong purely to an
actualized state of affairs, and not to some kind
of virtual “Idea” of the universal.1® But the point
is that the “universality” of the archive can be
argued to include both the actual and the virtual.
The virtuality of the archive concerns at least
three things: 1.) The discursive and technological
process that is the practice of making the archive
that then actualizes a virtual potential, which
it also helps to create. 2.) The artifacts, seen as
objects of art, make up a consistency of virtuali-
ty.203.) The virtual potentials in the archive as a
whole could be differently actualized in constel-
lations to come. The archive and the archival
practice are therefore more than something
merely actual. The “universalizing” process is
not exhausted in the actuality of the artifacts,
but belongs to a problematic Idea, which could
also be re-articulated as new actualized forma-
tions in the future. All these levels point to a
virtualization of the universal itself as a constant
already there, and as such, it is also a creation.
According to Smith, a truly normative principle
in Deleuze would have to entail a principle of
creation as well as critique. First of all, one must
not only provide norms or rights that critique
abuses of power, but also critique norms which
themselves have become abuses of power (which
abstract, static universals tend to become, since
they block or overcode the flows and singulari-
ties of life). What this disposition provides, then,
is the need to produce new norms and new rights
(new “universals™), as the political landscape
constantly changes, and no norms are immune
to themselves being turned into abuse. The
normative must therefore be seen less as a search
for a-historical norms so much as the production
of new norms (or the reactivation of old poten-
tials) in relation to a shifting — concrete, actual
— situation, with the aim of drawing itin a
“utopian” direction. This is not in the sense of an
ideal utopia, but an open horizon, summoning
forth a new earth, a new people. (In this sense,
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creatively reengineered to author other historical
accounts and testify against its intended origins.
Arguably what is fascinating about Shevchen-
ko’s film is its transformation from a convention-
al documentary or benign media artefact into a
radioactive fossil through the mysterious inter-
cession of an invisible agent. The beneficence
of sunlight that is necessary for film to register
the passing of events overlaid with a malevolent
subterranean light emanating from deep within
the reactor core. Even when we are utterly aware
of its horrific implications, we (as viewers) are
transfixed by the strange markings and itinerant
noise that suddenly emerge out of the depths of
the image. The retroactive appearance of fallout
on the film conjured by these radioactive ghosts
still has the capacity to make us feel uneasy and

-~

-

anxious in their presence; an apprehension that
is enlarged by the ambiguous status of the film
as it shifts from a state of indexical representa-
tion to an ontological expression of the real.
However, if we are ultimately to re-read
Shevchenko’s film against the exclusive grain
of representation, which is to say, to read it
radiologically, it must be understood as an early
warning system for monitoring the incoming
signals from the future-past with the notable
exception that its filmic antennae are oriented
not exclusively towards the eruptions coming
from the future, but are also tuned into the
tremors that still reverberate from the past.18
As an ersatz radar system, Shevchenko’s film
transmits its radiological emissions out into the
world, if some of these are perchance detected by

any amount of progressivity in Kahn’s specific
type of visual creation of a “universal people”
will of course have to be measured in relation to
his own time and place.)

In what he states as a “contrast” to Foucault,
Patton argues that Deleuze has an approach to
power that is explicitly normative (Deleuze and the
Political, 65, 49). Smith:

This is a somewhat surprising claim, since
Deleuze is often condemned along with
Foucault for neglecting (or avoiding, or
refusing) questions of normativity. Indeed,
one could imagine two possible Deleuzian
responses to the criticism of non-normativ-
ity. One might ask if normativity is a good
or rigorous concept, and proceed to criticize
the concept from a Deleuzian viewpoint. In
this case, one could argue that Foucault and
Deleuze do not address issues of normativ-
ity because their work entails a critique

of the very notion of normativity. Patton,
however, follows the opposite approach. He
takes the problem of normativity seriously,
and argues that, despite appearances, one
can find an explicit normative criterion in
Deleuze’s work. (“Deleuze and the Liberal
Tradition”, 306—7)

For Patton, this normative criterion is nothing
less than deterritorialization. “If Deleuze’s politi-
cal philosophy”, Smith explains, “effects a shift
from subjects to processes, then the concept of
normativity would have to be altered according-
ly”. For Patton, then, the notion of deterritorial-
ization provides “a normative framework within
which to describe and evaluate movements or
processes”. Evaluation, it seems to me, is the key
for Patton’s proposal to make more useful sense.
That is, evaluation through distinguishing
between different forms of deterritorializations
as well as the different forms of reterritorializa-
tions that deterritorializations leads up to. (Here
itis clear that we need to be careful to follow
Patton’s idea about a “turn” in the later Deleuze,

since it risks obscuring how Deleuze has always
been normative in this sense. Deleuze & Guattari
not only constantly remind us that the one does
not exist without the other, but the point of
affirming deterritorialization is how it can — con-
stantly — condition and arrive at new reterritori-
alizations in the future which are different, which
are better.) For Deleuze, in practice, this means
that “to analyze a social formation is to unravel
the variable lines and singular processes that
constitute it as a multiplicity: their connections
and disjunctions, their circuits and short-circuits
and, above all, their possible transformation”
(Difference and Repetition, 260).

So what then is the place of the universal here,
since, as Smith continues, they only serve to stop
the (productive) processes of deterritorializa-
tion? The point here is to differentiate between
the classical universals in the various senses of
the, more or less timeless, already there (static/ab-
stract/teleological), and universals as creations,
that is, the temporary culmination of processes,
and how the latter, as such, can be evaluated as
defendable in certain cases. In other words, the
concept of the universal, just as the concept of
normativity, has to be “altered accordingly”.

In relation to the traditional form of the
universal, as a sort of illegitimate overcoding,
the question for both Deleuze and Foucault is
how it is possible to resist or find lines of flight
that can transform the existing (static) norms in
the present. But in this sense, as Smith describes,
“neither Foucault nor Deleuze avoid the issue
of normativity, they simply analyze it in terms
of an immanent process”. This means that “it is
the process itself that must account for both the
production of the norm as well as its possible
destruction or alteration”. In other words, what
normativity, in this sense, means in Deleuze is
analyzing and evaluating the various conditions
for these very processes. Most importantly,
the conditions for the creation of something
new — and “one cannot have pre-existing norms
or criteria for the new; otherwise it wouldn’t
be new, but already foreseen”.2! In this way, the
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Tarkovsky for example, they are returned to us
in the present where we experience them indi-
rectly as “interference effects” or as pure events
in the form of “actions and passions” (Deleuze).
Akind of shiver that skims almost imperceptibly
over our skin each time we view Shevchenko’s
film. But unlike conventional radar systems that
try and eliminate interference and noise by fo-
cusing their transmissions upon specific “targets
of interest”, Shevchenko’s film continually gen-
erates more interference, which in turn enables
me to enlarge its transmissional field rather than
isolating and tracking particular historical sig-
nals. Consequently each time Shevchenko’s film
is screened its toxic temporalities are transmit-
ted into the multiple space-times of history, and
although some are reflected back to us, others
perish in their atmospheric transit. As radiologi-
cal emissions and nuclear emissaries they warn
us of potential hazards and the risks that come
with speculative research, reminding us that

the breach of the Sarcophagus is always-already
contracted to the filmic space-time of radioactive
becoming through the seepages of the virtual.
Chronicle of Difficult Weeks is ultimately a long-
range media machine and tracking device for
jamming history, modulating its frequencies
and rerouting its signals to actualise new radio-
logical events. ®
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structure of what normativity and universal
mean is of course almost inverted, but only in
relation to universal criteria which are molar,
static, timeless, transcendent (or historically te-
leological, for that matter). And this is of course
risky business, “since it involves leaving behind
existing grounds of value, with the result that it
is not always clear whether it is good or bad [...]”
(Deleuze and the Political, 87).

Interlude: Molecular Dignity

So let us briefly go back to the notion of dignity
that T used above trying — fumbling for words
— to describe the “progressive” force of some

of the images in Kahn’s archive. In using this
word, am I not aligning myself with the very
liberal discourse I’ve distanced myself from
above? Dignity as a concept is of course deeply
connected to clichés around humanism. An
example: in a recent book of photography of
peoples from around the world, called The Power
of Dignity, the editor, in the preface, reflects on
what he saw on his travels around the world: “I
met people there [India and Bangladesh] who,
under what we view as unbelievably difficult
conditions, have quite obviously captured, like
an inner treasure, the nature of humanness”.22
So is it possible to rescue the word dignity from
such hackneyed hollowness? It seems to me that
the notion of “dignity” in photography could
undergo the same kind of transformation as
normativity or the universal described above.
The dignity expressed by the artifacts does not
necessarily have to be the same as in the repre-
sentational humanistic discourses that produced
it. Also, dignity doesn’t have to be regarded as an
illusion altogether (although it can be critiqued
from the perspective of register/force 1 described
above). The concept can be understood in other
ways, which then come to regard dignity as a
usable word for what might be produced in and
through singular cases.

The Singular vs. the Particular:
The Moving Images from Ethiopia

[A] singularity opposed to the particulars sub-
sumed under laws, a universal opposed to the
generalities which gives rise to laws.

Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, 6

As auniversalizing practice, despite being a
quite singular and specific assemblage, Kahn’s
universalization is nonetheless fairly abstract
and general (a universality of man), which in

a certain sense seems slightly anathema to a
Deleuzean view: abstract a-historical laws like
“human rights” explain nothing because they do
not automatically correspond with the specificity
of singular cases. The more processual concept
of jurisprudence therefore “provides Deleuze
with a model for the creation of rights that are
not universal, but always linked to a given as-
semblage, and the particularity of specific cases
or singularities”.23 Even though Khan’s archival
practice could be argued to constitute such a con-
crete case in a specific time, I will not continue to
discuss Kahn’s collection in general, but instead
narrow things down to the even more specific
and singular: the moving images from Ethiopia
in the archive. These images have a somewhat
different status than the photographs discussed
above. As a non-European country, Ethiopia

was first of all not a French colony. Second of all,
these images were externally acquired, that is,
not produced by any of Kahn’s own teams. To
the extent that these images contain aspects of
deterritorialization in relation to pre-existent
givens, I will argue that they include both forces
discussed above.

In alot of ways the very addition of externally
produced images into the archive underlines a
curious relation between the concrete facts and
histories of the respective countries and how they
are subsumed under an over-arching concept of
classical universality. This regards the archive
as a power to dictate what is visable and audible
inside this potentially all-inclusive generality
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The Eichmann
Trial as Film
and Narrative

RebeckaThor

“Butcher, butcher!” The words are heard before
we see the man shouting. The film cuts to the
audience. Two guards drag a struggling man out
of the courtroom by his arms. A buzz spreads
through the audience, all heads are turned to-
wards him, a judge calls for order, and cut — the
moment is over and a new scene begins. These
few seconds in the very beginning of the film The
Specialist: Portrait of a Modern Criminal (1999), di-
rected by Eyal Sivan, exemplify the controversy
that has followed the 1961 trial of Adolf Eich-
mann in Jerusalem. The trial itself has become
emblematic for various reasons: it was the only
time Israel convicted a high-ranking Nazi, it was
the first time survivors publicly testified, and
the entire trial was videotaped and broadcast

on both television and radio around the world.
The aftermath, too, has been marked by much
contentiousness. Two years after the trial, Han-
nah Arendt published her account of the event in
Eichmann in Jerusalem: a Report on the Banality of
Evil (1963), a book so at odds with official histori-
ography that it was banned in Israel.

In April 1961, after along series of interroga-
tions, Adolf Eichmann was indicted on fifteen
criminal charges, including crimes against hu-
manity, crimes against the Jewish people and war
crimes. He pleaded “not guilty in the sense of the
indictment” to each charge. The trial lasted four
months and in May 1962, Eichmann was executed.

The idea to make the trial public came from
the US, but in the Israeli court decision on the

(archive of the planet). What is at stake, it could
be asserted, is the relation between two different
notions of what the universal is made of: (virtual
and actual) singularities vs. the particular.

Ethiopia is one of the oldest nations and prob-
ably (competing only with Armenia) the oldest
Christian nation in the world. Alongside the
aspects of the country that are perfectly ordinary,
Ethiopia also has other aspects that are singular
more than particular. The problem with Kahn’s
framework, in view of the first register/force de-
scribed above, is that in these images, Ethiopia’s
singularities tend to be subsumed under the
umbrella of a transcendent general universal,
which covers them over or turns them into the
particular, relative to the general universality at
hand. But why is this even a problem? Is this not
an unavoidable part of the project? In Kahn’s be-
lief, direct experience is superior to books when
it comes to acquiring knowledge. As he stated,
“to see is to know”. And as described above, the
camera (and the whole photographic process
involved) is not understood as an obstacle in this
regard — to “see” is to know. So let us look at the
images themselves. What is it we get to see and
know here?

The moving images from Ethiopia were
commissioned by the French Foreign Office
as a part of an expedition that travelled across
Ethiopia, Sudan and Egypt, mainly in order
to verify how the railway linking Djibouti and
Addis-Abeba worked.24 These moving images,
which are edited as a narrative and even contain
inter-titles, are in that sense closer to the typical
travelogues of the times more than the stunning
autochrome-stills, but they are nonetheless
respectful and “molecularly” dignified. One
of three surviving films is called Féte du couron-
nement de la Reine Zaouditou (Addis Abeba, 1917),
and shows the festivities around the coronation
of emperor Makonnen 1916/1917. European and
Ethiopian state officials intermingle. Yet again,
what is visible and what is not here?

The medium of film came into being on a large
scale at the peak of Western imperialism and

colonial racism. It is very much connected, in a
lot of ways literally, with the colonial project:

as infrastructure, ideology and discourse.25 But
even if these images from Ethiopia actually es-
cape from such an established frame of analysis,
Kahn’s idea of making visible and the notion of
“seeing is knowing”, become curiously empty in
relation to Ethiopian history. What is it that we
actually learn from these images?

In the Albert Kahn Museum in Paris there is a
digital map of the world in which you can click
on a country and see the moving images taken
from there. These images literally represent each
particular country in the general universalist
framework that is the archive. Sitting there
clicking around, countries flash by. Look, there
is Ethiopia, another colonized African country,
right? Actually, that is not so (and I am now
disregarding a brief but decisively damaging
occupation by Mussolini later on around the
Second World War). At the time when African
territories became colonies and were brutally
divided between the Europeans aggressors,
Ethiopia not only remained autonomous but
actually expanded its own territory. That is,
Ethiopia was the only country that was not colo-
nized during the Scramble for Africa at the end
of the 19th century. Not because no one tried. In
fact, Ethiopia won in battle over the Italian army,
which was utterly humiliated. Curiously close to
what is usually regarded as the birth of cinema,
and sending a bit of a shockwave throughout all
European imperialist nations, this is the famous
“Battle of Adowa” in 1896.26

Isay famous, but I suspect that most readers of
this article have never heard of it. It might be one
of those historical scenarios that do not neatly fit
into the frameworks of what is visible or audible
in the normative — classically “Universal” — writ-
ing of world history (although it was, of course,
considered to be an important event throughout
the black Diaspora at the time; and later on for the
anti-colonial movement). The standard image is
that when a country has not been subjected to the
force of Europeans, it is because the Europeans
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matter, the judges quoted the Jeremy Bentham:
“where there is no publicity, there is no justice”.
The American company Capital Cities Broadcast-
ing Corporation signed a contract with the Israeli
state and hired the documentary filmmaker Leo
Hurwitz —an American who had formed a part
of the Workers’ Photo League and was black-
listed by the FBI — to film the Eichmann trial. It
was the first trial in history to be videotaped, and
it was broadcasted on American television and

in 37 other countries, but not in Israel, where
national television was not yet running. Every
day, clips of the trial were flown over the Atlantic
and broadcasted the following day.

The judges who quoted Jeremy Bentham on
the relation between publicity and justice did,
however, demand that the recording of the trial
not interfere with the proceedings. Hurwitz
therefore placed four concealed cameras in the
courtroom and connected them to a control booth
across the street, from which he could instruct
the camera operators and edit the footage in real
time. He had four monitors screening the camera
images and in accordance with his instructions,
one camera was recorded on videotape, while the
other three where not recorded at all. Hurwitz
had to make instant decisions and, only being
able to understand what was said when the trial
was conducted in English since he spoke neither
German nor Hebrew, his editing was dependent
not on what was said, but on his understanding of
the situation based on visual information. He shot
up to 600 hours in this manner.

In accounts of the Eichmann trial, a recur-
rent undertone suggests that it could not have
gone any other way — the trial was important
because Israel would judge and punish a Nazi,
not because his legal status was uncertain. The
implication is not solely that one knew that
he was guilty, but that the very act of putting
him on trial was turned into a merely symbolic
event, a process for the world to see. The show
trial —similar to the notion of courtroom
drama — is thus constituted by the importance
of the proceeding as such, in opposition to a
mere rendering of justice. In the context of
the political aims of the trial, the event in the
courtroom was maybe even more important than
the act of judging and executing Eichmann. And
what was the event? The main event was the vast
amount of survivor testimonies. Thus, the trial
did not simply aim to convict Eichmann — it
provided a means for the Israeli state to form a
historical narrative of the Holocaust, and thus
claim a certain agency over its aftermath. The
Israeli Prime minister at the time, David Ben
Gurion, even stated after the trial that he wanted
it to achieve three things: to inform the world’s
opinion about The Holocaust, to educate the
unknowing Israeli youth, and to gain support
for the Israeli nation-state. Whether or not all
this was achieved remains to be investigated,
but the trial created a foundation for Holocaust
commemoration through survivors’ testimonies,
which subsequently became a conventional nar-
rative, as in the case of Claude Lanzmann’s film
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chose not to— it is a moral matter. The case of
Ethiopia does not fully harmonize with this
discursive regime, which tends to reduce ittoa
position of silence in the mainstream writing of
world history, and, I might add, in Albert Kahn’s
archive.2”

These quite polite moving images, in a sense,
pan over Ethiopian territory with a gaze that
covers over this decisive and symbolic histori-
cal event— and we should remember that the
events of Adowa were not too far away histori-
cally when these images were taken, and the film
crew could hardly have been totally unaware of
them. Perhaps there is even a sense of Ethiopian
territory being “colonized” by a specific image-
regime, however respectful, that gazes over

just another timeless African country that lacks
history (but where the natives wear beautiful
clothing).28 But at the same time, these images
also constitute a progressive expression, expand-
ing the regime of what can be seen, in ways that
do not necessarily point back to the past (that is,
the past in the sense of a more truthful depiction
of the history of the country), but also sows vir-
tual seeds for possibilities of things to come.

In Féte du couronnement de la Reine Zaouditou,
French, English, and Italian representatives
intermingle with the Ethiopian dignities and
officials. The images display a general blend-
ing of Europeans and Ethiopians that seems
un-dictated by power. This would have seemed
false or contrived if Ethiopia was a colony (or a
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Shoah or as in the Spielberg Archive’s attempt

to collect survivors’ testimonies. The film The
Specialist offers another stance in the discussions
of Holocaust commemoration, as it follows in
Hannah Arendt’s footsteps.

The Specialist — Eyal Sivan’s carefully edited
work that has been exhibited at numerous
venues, most recently at Okwui Enwezor’s
show Archive Fever (2008) — only uses a fraction
of Hurwitz’s filmed material. The narrative
is constructed in a non-chronological order:
scenes do not follow an apparent sequence. The
Specialist is a suggestive account and the film-
maker does nothing to hide it; instead biases are
reinforced by strong sounds and abrupt cuts.
One of the film’s most striking features involves
its point-of-view: instead of giving place to the
crucial testimonies, a great number of shots are
focused on Eichmann: listening to translations,
scribbling down notes, organizing his papers, or
trying to answer questions posed to him. Besides
Eichmann, the prosecutor, attorney general
Gideon Hausner, plays a leading role and the
film often returns to him, reacting to Eichmann’s
statements. The judges are frequently shown
reprimanding witnesses and spectators. They
provide a notion of a proper conduct and they
appear to be the reason that the trial does not
decline into total chaos. For the most part, the
film moves rapidly, cutting quickly between
perspectives and incidents, but unbroken shots
lasting several minutes serve to give a few
episodes special emphasis. Filmed material from
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the camps flicker in the darkened courtroom
during one long, uncomfortable sequence, and a
few survivors give testimony in a series of short
shots. At one point the viewer is shown witness
after witness, thereby understanding the im-
mense amount of painful accounts.

Obviously, Sivan did not edit the material with
the sole aim of constructing a narrative. Besides
making a new storyline, he manipulated the
material heavily, both by traditional means of ed-
iting and by reinforcing shadows, adding reflec-
tions and sometimes by impairing the quality of
the original images. Since the sound of the video
was inferior, Sivan chose to work with the audio
recorded for radio instead. The audio is not only
synchronized with the images, but the voices are
repeated at times, sometimes blurred, with some
sounds even added at times other than when
they originally appeared. In a similar fashion,
the archive’s imperfection is visible when three
black frames with white text are inserted after
each other, providing the viewer with three dif-
ferent dates of court sessions that seem to relate
to one scene. What the audience does gain is a
notion that we do not see everything and the
film can be read as an excerpt of the archive that
is an excerpt of the event. The use of archival im-
agery in the film serves to destabilize any truth
claim rather than upholding or revealing one.

In the context of the Eichmann trial, we know
that only one out of four cameras was recorded,
that the director was incapable of understanding
what was said and thus edited based primarily

former colony), but it wasn’t. It was rather an
autonomous state, and what is celebrated, by
Ethiopians and Europeans alike, is the rituals
of this autonomous state. In the middle of the
film, a long cortege is shown where European
soldiers intermingle with Ethiopian soldiers,
both on foot and on horses. In this concrete case,
then, the complex mixture of the two registers/
forces described above becomes more apparent:
in one sense, Kahn’s Ethiopia is a-historical, a
particularity subsumed under the general and
preexisting universality of man. Although in
many ways admirable, this general universality,
then, performs a kind of silencing and covering
over of some of the concrete, and politically im-
portant, singularities of the country. In another

sense, however, there is also an expression of a
kind of autonomous, Ethiopian political subjec-
tivity performed by these images. And present-
ing this, at this time, on a European stage might
be said to constitute a singular event of making
things visible — perhaps somewhere in line with
a creation of new norms, specific to the era that
was Kahn’s.
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on sensory instinct and facial expressions. We
also know that part of the filmed material still is
missing. The Specialist evokes the notion that no
exhaustive account can exist.

Since 1961 the trial has become a significant
symbol of how historical accounts of the Holo-
caust are formed and communicated. The trial
was the first instance in which survivors were
able to give their testimonies. Of a hundred wit-
nesses, ninety were survivors from the camps.
Eichmann’s trial can be understood as the begin-
ning of the testimonial narration of the Holo-
caust. Since then such diverse institutions as Yad
Vashem in Israel, the American Steven Spielberg
Film and Video Archive, films like Lanzmann’s
Shoah and almost every museum dedicated to
the Holocuast, have relied on collections of oral
history as the major means to communicate the
events. The trial functioned as a setting for such
construction of a narrative of the Holocaust
based on survivors’ testimonies, and it can be
read as a part of the formation of Israeli identity
and collective memory, since the events hardly
were discussed in Israel before the trial.

The Specialist can be understood as a reaction

against this tradition of testimonial representa-
tion created through the Eichmann trial. If the
trial is a founding moment for the Israeli state as
legitimized by the Holocaust, then the act of The
Specialist is a questioning of that very legitimiza-
tion. The use of the Holocaust as legitimating
Israel in the trial is apparent if considering the
following lines from Attorney General Hausner’s
opening speech:

When I stand before you here, Judges of
Israel, to lead the Prosecution of Adolf
Eichmann, Iam not standing alone. With
me are six million accusers. But they can-
not rise to their feet and point an accusing
finger towards him who sits in the dock and
cry: “Iaccuse.” For their ashes are piled up
on the hills of Auschwitz and the fields of
Treblinka, and are strewn in the forests of
Poland. Their graves are scattered through-
out the length and breadth of Europe. Their
blood cries out, but their voice is not heard.
Therefore I will be their spokesman and

in their name I will unfold the awesome
indictment.
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