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SIGLE

LOL = Shumon Basar, “LOL History”, in this anthology, pp. 31 – 41.
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PREFACE  
Shumon Basar

Interviewer:  Why did you write LOL History, Mr. Basar?

Shumon Basar:  Do you believe the voices in your head?

Interviewer: How do you know I have voices?

Shumon Basar:  Well, I saw the image of Doan Thi Huong, 
not long after the death of Kim Jong- nam at 
Kuala Lumpur airport. This picture of her 
had been released by the Malaysian police. 
It appeared on my laptop screen, haunted 
and haunting. The blue glow entered my 
eyes the way a word enters the search 
window of a search engine.

Interviewer:  It triggered a series of reactions?

Shumon Basar: I’d prefer to call them raptures.

Interviewer: You make it sound religious.

Shumon Basar: Possibly. Even in irreligious times, images 
can convey something sacred, holy, ineffa-
ble. This includes digital images caught on 
airport CCTV.

Interviewer:  You’re talking about ‘poor images’?

Shumon Basar: Jesus Christ was a poor man — yet many of 
his depictions glow in gold inflected light.

Preface
Basar

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



B A S A R12

Interviewer: And what about the t- shirt worn by Doan 
Thi Huong on that day?

Shumon Basar: It was white, long sleeved, emblazoned with 
the word ‘LOL’ across the front. I remain 
convinced that, had Doan Thi Huong not 
been wearing this, I may not have felt what 
I did about her image.

Interviewer: Why is ‘LOL’ so significant?

Shumon Basar: Because, these days, we don’t know what 
comes first: the image or the caption, the 
data or the metadata. This is one of the 
ways reality feels de- realed.

Interviewer: Les mots et les choses, as Foucault said.

Shumon Basar: Words and things, yes. A friend recently 
recommended an Instagram account.

Interviewer: Do tell me about it.

Shumon Basar: The pictures are what we have come 
to expect: voluptuous white women in 
highly engineered swimwear, duckfacing 
into the camera. But the captions have 
been replaced by something else entirely, 
something that seems… random. However, 
what these words now do is heighten the 
absurdity of these kinds of stock images 
today.
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P R E FA C E 13

Interviewer: It’s as though ‘LOL’ was the caption to this 
gruesome murder in a public place? As well 
as the cruel framing of two innocent, poor 
women?

Shumon Basar:  LOL is often what we type in a message 
when we don’t know what else to say.

Interviewer: Tell me Mr. Basar, does your mind work 
like a database of images?

Shumon Basar: It’s more accurate than Google, but 
less reliable. This is how most peoples’ 
brains now operate. It feels like common 
knowledge?

Interviewer: I hear you printed out the image of Doan 
Thi Huong, and then zoomed in to the 
printout, and printed this image, a process 
repeated many, many times. Mr. Basar, are 
you a compulsive person?

Shumon Basar: Only regarding the hidden unconscious 
that lurks inside technology.

Interviewer: You mean, you seek a truth that evades 
detection?

Shumon Basar:  Truth is a big word. An increasingly dan-
gerous word. What comes first, the truth, 
or, a person’s belief in what should be true?

Interviewer: We enter the realm of mysticism now.
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B A S A R14

Shumon Basar: A thousand years ago the most advanced 
knowledge in mathematics and science 
would go into the construction of a great 
cathedral. Today, we inhabit the age of 
engineered emotions.

Interviewer: Why have you chosen to write this Preface 
in the form of a mock- interview with 
yourself? Do you find it funny, Mr. Basar?

Shumon Basar: [Laughs out loud].

List of Illustrations

Figure 1 Shumon Basar, Duan, 2017. Courtesy of the author.
Figure 2 Shumon Basar, Duan, 2017. Paper collage. Courtesy of the 
author.
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EDITORIAL: RE / DISSOLVING MIMESIS  
Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja- Lisa Müller, Franziska Winter

A young woman is implicated in an assassination and captured 
on CCTV. Taken at Kuala Lumpur airport in February 2017, the 
image shows Doan Thi Huong shortly after her fateful encounter 
with Kim Jong- nam, the elder brother of North Korean dictator 
Kim Jong- un. The clash proved fatal to him when she wiped a 
deadly nerve agent on his face. She later claimed that she thought 
she was part of a TV prank and that the nerve agent was baby oil. 
The image taken of the alleged assassin could have been the stage 
of a classic investigation: did Doan intend to kill Kim Jong- nam 
or is she herself a victim, tricked by the numerous North Korean 
men who stood nearby and left the country shortly after the as-
sassination? Does she look guilty or innocent? Are both she and 
her image reliably telling the truth?

Mimesis

As these questions intend to uncover a truth ‘behind the im-
age,’ they follow the classical logic of mimesis. This philosophical 
concept — first of all in the context of art — describes the imita-
tive relationship between representation and a supposed reali-
ty. Mimesis locates an artistic intent to portrait reality as it is or 
to copy it as close as possible. Ever since Plato, this purpose has 
been anchored in a normative ‘rating system,’ an imitation ra-
tio to differentiate what can be described as the ‘original,’ ‘ideal,’ 
‘good’ or ‘right’ image in contrast to the copy or false pretender.1 
In this respect it reproduces and stabilizes familiar hierarchies, 
embracing the original and disregarding the copy, differentiat-
ing between the real object or idea and its less- than- real image 

1 Cf. Plato, The Republic of Plato, translated, with notes and an interpre-
tive essay by Allan Bloom. New York: Basic Books, 1968, Book X, 598b.

Re/Dissolving Mimesis 
Althoff, Linseisen, Müller, Winter
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A LT H o F F ,  L i N S E i S E N ,  M ü L L E R ,  W i N T E R16

or representation. The image is thus evaluated along two scales: 
on the one hand, the success of mimesis lies in the meticulous 
similarity, in the unequivocal likeness between the representation 
and the represented; on the other hand, the power of likeness can 
also endanger reality by producing illusions. Plato makes clear 
that not everything is allowed to be copied with the aspiration 
of mimetic accuracy. Similarity by representation can be so se-
ductive that it can crumble the ‘pillars of truth,’ obfuscating what 
is real and what is not. Thus, questions interested merely in the 
representational status of the image of Doan — seeking to fathom 
its deeper reference to reality, perhaps deploring its poor reso-
lution or delusional character — are facing the representational 
logic of mimesis with all its trapdoors.

If one considers the image of Doan in line with a hierarchical 
concept of mimesis, in which an image always refers to the ob-
ject it is depicting, it would be reduced to its function: a CCTV 
image aimed at finding a could- be assassin. But in the CCTV 
image, the young woman is immersed in a blue light and thus 
transcends the edges of her representation. The figure of Doan 
fades into the background, giving way to the alluring materi-
ality of the picture. Its low definition shows both too little and 
too much, drawing attention away from the face and the figure 
of the young woman. Instead of juxtaposing the woman in the 
image with the ‘real Doan,’2 one ought to appreciate the CCTV 
image in its transformations, its distribution and its (material) 
dissemination to show its epistemological, aesthetical and also 
political value. These characteristics have been described by me-
dia theorist Simon Rothöhler as the very idea of digital imagery.3

2 This need is for example evident in the interest of the press in Doan’s 
Facebook account where one finds an image of her, wearing the same 
shirt as during the assassination. In some press articles the two images 
are placed next to each other, immediately triggering the search for sim-
ilarities between the CCTV Doan, alleged assassin, and the self- exposing 
portrait of a young woman on Facebook.
3 Cf. Simon Rothöhler, Das verteilte Bild. Stream — Archiv — Ambiente. 
Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink, 2018.
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But, of course, this dissolution of representational relations is 
not a genuinely digital one. At the latest it was set in motion as 
photography became the object of theoretical analysis. While the 
value of a copy was foremost neglected by the German ideal of 
‘genieästhetik’4 in the 18th century, photography in the 19th cen-
tury managed to question the ‘aura of the original,’ as Walter 
Benjamin famously showed.5 The alleged truthful relation of im-
age and reality was caught up with new concepts of realism. For 
Benjamin it is not accuracy but fragmentation that properly rep-
resents the modern world; for Siegfried Kracauer the ‘normative 
catalogue’ (distinguishing between permitted and unpermitted 
motives of imitation) is abolished. In this context, Kracauer un-
derstands film as a medium that appropriately represents reali-
ty by capturing the minor, the neglectable, the obsolete but also 
the obscene.6 Through analog media like photography and film, 
the concept of mimesis is therefore already challenged in two 
directions: first, new forms of representation would offer new, 
(truthful) (in)sights into reality; secondly, the auratic character 
of a singular (artistic) work is always already denied, as it can 
easily be technically reproduced.

In the face of digital technology, one could say the concept 
of mimesis is now depleted, the image no longer bound to what 
it represents, dangerously free- floating. Can mimesis account 
for the power of internet culture or its material dimensions? 
Considering the processes of uncontrolled distribution, dupli-
cation and networking that go beyond original and copy and 
also beyond the forms of representation that analog media of-
fers, one could argue that mimesis has finally reached its limits, 

4 This is used to claim originality for an artistic work and harshly dis-
credit any form of imitation.
5 Cf. Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Re-
producibility, and other Writings on Media, translated by Edmund Jeph-
cott/Rodney Livingstone/Howard Eiland. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press, 2008.
6 Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1960.
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that it has been stretched beyond repair. We would like to argue, 
on the very contrary, that the concept of mimesis is still impor-
tant and that mimetic relations can be derived from digital in-
frastructural conditions. Mimesis does not necessarily designate 
stable but rather fluid relations, and is itself an unsteady concept. 
Understood dynamically, mimesis reflects a digital situation in 
which every image can be a model, transformations can be re-
ciprocal and hierarchies confused.

The infrastructural logic implied in every digital image en-
tails affective encounters in the way one deals with these imag-
es. One of these contact zones between digital images and their 
treatment is at the center of this anthology in the form of cul-
tural critic Shumon Basar’s highly subjective examination of the 
CCTV image of Doan. In his text LOL History, which is reprint-
ed in this volume and further cited with the abbreviation ‘LOL,’ 
Basar reports on a very common occurrence in the post- digital 
age: while navigating the internet, he accidentally stumbles across 
an image — the CCTV image of Doan.

The digital image of Doan triggers something in Basar. It asks, 
so it seems, for an epistemological encounter, but not somewhere 
outside of the image. Consequently, Basar’s search leads him not 
behind but deeper into the picture, producing a higher visual 
spectrum. LOL History offers evidence of how images no longer 
merely represent, merely refer to a truth behind them; rather, 
they have now gained autonomy and agency. With LOL History, 
this anthology has consciously chosen an object that critically 
questions the formatting procedures of digital imagery and its 
aesthetic demands. In Basar’s article, we encounter this post- 
representational politics in the kaleidoscopic manner in which 
a digital image is repurposed and rearranged both in terms of its 
materiality and its context. Thus the mimetic relation of image 
and reality under post- digital circumstances must be re- adjusted. 
Images will not be judged as valuable or truthful deputies of real-
ity because they are original or because they accurately represent 
the world. Rather, they are proxies, in the sense Hito Steyerl uses 
the term in her article Proxy Politics: Signal and Noise. Focusing 
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on smartphone photography in particular, Steyerl states that this 
type of image capture has little to do with representational and 
indexical qualities that photography is traditionally associated 
with. Instead of the photographic process capturing a light reflec-
tion, smartphone photography is mainly controlled and organ-
ized by algorithms. According to Steyerl, “[i]t creates the present 
picture based on earlier pictures, on your/its memory. This new 
paradigm is being called computational photography. The result 
might be a picture of something that never even existed, but that 
the algorithm thinks you might like to see.” 7 Computational pho-
tography offers evidence of the speculative and relational character 
of digital imagery. The effects it produces can be seen, for exam-
ple, when we receive adverts on social media that correspond to 
our user habits or when bots are used to establish political ten-
dencies in election campaigns. Steyerl sees in this development 
the effects it has on subjectivity and politics: “[a]s humans feed 
affect, thought, and sociality into algorithms, algorithms feed 
back into what used to be called subjectivity. This shift is what 
has given way to a post- representational politics adrift within 
information space.” 8

From a ‘classical’ mimetic point of view, one could say that 
Steyerl’s proxies may endanger truth, as they promote falsehood. 
They could be identified as figures of the simulacrum, a postmod-
ern model that overcomes every form of a- mediated reality. The 
simulacrum is a total substitution, an “agony of the real,” as Jean 
Baudrillard famously argues,9 a deputy that neglects the world. 
With Gilles Deleuze’s alternative approach to the simulacrum, 
critically taken up in this anthology by Franziska Winter and 
Elisa Linseisen, we do not want to follow these nihilistic paths 
of postmodernism. We would like instead to attribute a consti-

7 Hito Steyerl, “Proxy Politics: Signal and Noise,” in: e- flux journal 60 no. 1 
(2014), https://www.e- flux.com/ journal/ 60/ 61045/ proxy- politics- signal- 
and- noise/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
8 Ibid.
9 Cf. Jean Baudrillard, Agonie des Realen. Berlin: Merve, 1978.
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tutive and affirmative power to digital proxies that cling to and 
imitate models as scripts, masks or avatars, while at the same 
time emancipating themselves to unleash their own effects and 
affects. The latter can be ‘measured’ or ‘recognized’ again within 
and through images. Understood as digital proxies in Steyerl’s 
sense, they can claim power and agency because they themselves 
operate as a trigger for further images. The image producing pro-
cess, which may be identified in general as a post- digital condi-
tion and in particular in Basar’s artistic investigation, shows that 
mimesis can function as a catalyst that finds image after image, 
acting out the proportionality between them.

Re / Dissolving

The CCTV image of Doan shows that the question concerning 
its representation comes to a dead end. While it is more impor-
tant than ever to question the mimetic status of imagery, the 
search for the one and only original or false pretender becomes 
a Sisyphean task, an unsolvable quest that is doomed to fail in 
the face of ‘too much’ (image) reality. Steyerl calls it a “too much 
world.” 10 Maja- Lisa Müller takes up this concept, showing how 
the handling of images has become an epistemological necessity 
and that there is a need to rethink the concept of mimesis under 
post- digital circumstances. This anthology attempts to do just 
that, using Doan’s image and Basar’s article as an impetus. This 
approach pleads for mimetic structures that, in digital environ-
ments, describe imitative phenomena not as inferior images, as 
copies lacking the value of the original. Rather, mimesis more 
than ever becomes dynamic, putting differentiating and truth- 
claiming hierarchies in motion: mimesis resolves and dissolves.

Re- and dissolving describes, for instance, the method applied 
by Basar to the image of Doan. His response to the image may 

10 Hito Steyerl, “Too Much World: Is the Internet Dead?,” in: e- flux 49, 
no. 1 (2013), https://www.e- flux.com/ journal/ 49/ 60004/ too- much- world- 
is- the- internet- dead/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
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R E / D i S S o Lv i N g  M i M E S i S 21

be identified as a moment of affection: obsessed with the picture, 
he subjects the CCTV image to an investigative image parsing. 
Basar describes how he is aesthetically driven by the mug shot 
that was distributed by the media, how he immerses in the pix-
els of that digital image, zooms into it, fragments the view, en-
larges and reassembles parts of it. The quest for the resolution 
of a question leads to the dissolution of the image. In doing so, 
he develops a kind of image processing linked to iconic and sur-
prising references. A collage of different images evolves. Basar 
scrolls, pans and zooms from pop art to Gerhard Richter, from 
Chris Marker to Jacques Lacan. In this sense, Basar’s interaction 
with the CCTV image shows the affective power of Doan’s vis-
ually captured ‘proxy,’ which produces more and more derived 
depictions. One can also identify a substitutional totalism in the 
way Doan’s image replaces reality. But instead of neglecting it, we 
would like to argue that a digital dynamic of re- and dissolving 
mimesis first and foremost constitutes the world by treating the 
image itself — its material constitution, its derivations, its thou-
sands of copies around the web — as reality and the only true 
source of truth under post- digital circumstances.

The result of the re- and dissolving of Doan’s image is a highly 
subjective hyperlink structure, which we in turn follow in this 
volume by clicking on and on and on. We suggest adopting an 
approach that acknowledges its own mimetic dimension — one 
where the scientific gaze is seduced by the object, where analysis 
entangles with the material of the phenomenon, where a material 
excess develops its own modes of thinking. Then, mimesis — in 
its aesthetical dimensions — would offer meaning by itself, be-
yond its representational purposes. By taking LOL History as its 
starting point, this anthology seeks to identify and emphasize 
these dimensions with regard to their various processes of reso-
lution and dissolution.

Mimicking Basar’s method, the authors of this volume zoom 
into LOL History the same way Basar zoomed into the image of 
Doan, constituting another instance of re- and dissolving, produc-
ing yet more images. The contributions in this anthology make 
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use of the fragments of LOL History to create a new scope for 
different associations and discourses. Not only Basar’s, but also 
their approaches can be understood as a forensic investigation or 
an “epistemological zooming,” 11 a specific logic of digital imagery. 
It is precisely this kind of logic that Elisa Linseisen develops in 
her article, and pursues more extensively elsewhere in her expli-
cations of high- definition imagery.12 From the perspective of its 
epistemological form, it should become clear that zooming de-
nies any idea of a prior handling and focusing on reality, a prior 
contact to truth. The zoom acts in the same way digital proxies 
constitute reality: the fact that one has nothing at one’s disposal 
other than the differences between the images, that is, no meta- 
reflective or self- critical overview. The decontextualizing close- up 
that may put up with the loss of the surrounding of a scientific 
analysis does not abstract from reality. Epistemological zoom-
ing argues that truth lies in the fragmented, blurry, decontextu-
alized middle, in between the process of images that ask for the 
emergences and productions of further depictions. Zooming is 
re- and dissolving at the same time, making it into an aesthetic 
process closely linked to high- resolution imagery.13

The concept of re- and dissolving that is enacted in Basar’s 
article and the contributions to this volume is also informed by 
the material level of the digital image. In technical terms, reso-
lution can be understood as the number of pixels that are pro-
portionally arranged on a grid. By contrast, dissolution can be 
thought of along the sugar- dissolving- in- water process in the 
way that Henri Bergson used to explain the coherencies between 
duration, proportionality and abstraction.14 Although these con-
cepts seem contradictory — resolution produces sharpness while 

11 See Elisa Linseisen’s article in this anthology.
12 Cf. Elisa Linseisen, High/Definition/Bilder/Denken/Digital. Medien-
philosophisches Image Processing. Dissertation submitted to the Faculty 
of Philology at Ruhr- University Bochum, 2019, pp. 224 – 271.
13 Cf. ibid.
14 Cf. Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution, translated by Arthur Mitchell. 
New York: Cosimo, 2005.
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dissolution blurs distinction — we perceive them as intertwined. 
Imagining a range of images with different resolution, one may 
see how the differentiated square- like pixels give way to the mo-
tif of the image as the single image points dissolve into a sea of 
pixels. Here, an important claim of media theory is maintained: 
the more a mediality constitutes the accuracy and discernibili-
ty of a content, the less the media- technical conditions become 
visible in their material specification. Mediality fades into the 
background to expose or resolve figures and forms.15 Conversely, 
when medialization rejects adhering to ‘rules’ — of perception, of 
aesthetical conventions, of technical transmission rates, format 
standards or other technical conditions — mediality manifests 
itself as disorder or noise.

From ‘order to noise,’16 from resolution to dissolution — with 
this tilting figure we want to interrogate references as fundamental 
epistemological problems condensed in the moment when cha-
os capsizes into structure, or structure in turn becomes chaos.17 
Moreover, the theoretical intertwining of resolution and disso-
lution points vehemently to the medial specification of digital 
imagery: pixels not only disappear from this media- aesthetical 
point of view, but also constitute the foundation of digital visi-
bility. The disappearance of pixels at the threshold of resolution 
and dissolution is not just due to the relation between medium 
and form — for example, when single still images disappear in a 
smooth movement projected 24 FPS — but also due to their quan-

15 Niklas Luhmann famously argues that a medium builds its existence 
on changing forms that actualize the potential of mediality. The medium 
is only recognizable through its forms, and forms rely on the medial spec-
trum they incorporate. See Niklas Luhmann, “Das Medium der Kunst,” 
in: Oliver Jahraus, ed., Niklas Luhmann: Aufsätze und Reden. Stuttgart: 
Reclam, 2011, pp. 198 – 217.
16 With reference to the cybernetic principle ‘order from noise,’ cf. Heinz 
v. Foerster, “On Self- Organizing Systems and their Environments,” in: 
Marshall C. Yovits/Scott Cameron, eds., Self- Organizing Systems. London: 
Pergamon Press, 1960, pp. 31 – 50.
17 Cf. Dieter Mersch, Ordo ab Chao — Order from Noise. Zürich:  Diaphanes, 
2013.
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tity, amassing millions of pixels in each square inch. Like digital 
data, as Sebastian Althoff elaborates in his contribution, pixels 
acquire significance only in their accumulation and relation. This 
also follows a thought articulated by Rothöhler: pixels are speci-
fied not by an unambiguous location or spatiotemporal identity 
in the image- grid, but rather by their relation to their neighbors.18 
Hence, patterns arise from their accretion. Image recognition 
software works in a similar fashion. The software can only per-
ceive pixels, and it is the relation between pixels and not the de-
picted whole that jumps out to the human eye; it is not the sum 
of pixels as parts of a depicted whole that enables identification 
but rather the patterns that emerge as a result of the relations be-
tween pixels, discerning edges, known structures and so on. (The 
program DeepDream famously perceived images full of dogs.)

Coming back to Bergson’s example of sugar dissolving in water, 
we may observe a qualitative switch through the transformation 
of sugar and water into something new: sugar water. The same 
happens when a single pixel ‘dissolves’ in high resolution, for the 
end product is more than the sum of its parts. The single pixel 
becomes something different. We can transfer this to the status 
of digital images in general, for as they circulate, are zipped or 
Instagram- filtered — a genuine statute of digital imagery that is 
only possible through pixilation 19 — they also change their states 
of aggregation.

Reenactment

Acknowledging the participation in Basar’s re- and dissolving 
process, one can understand this anthology also as a reenact-
ment of Basar’s search within his object, evoking once more the 
concept of mimesis and the acceleration of relations that appear 
once one appreciates this concept’s instability. Not satisfied with 
simply being a copycat of Basar, this volume aims to be a reen-

18 Cf. Rothöhler (2018), Das verteilte Bild, pp. 130 and 174.
19 Ibid., p. 174.
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actment of a reenactment, because Basar in turn, as he lays open, 
reenacts the protagonist Thomas from Michelangelo Antonioni’s 
film Blow- Up (1966). Blow- Up is a famous example of what hap-
pens when the rules of mediality overcome an a- mediated truth. 
Thomas is seduced by a series of photographs he took in a park, 
capturing, quite similar to the CCTV image, a woman supposed-
ly intricated in a murder. Like Thomas, Basar uses tools of image 
post- production to dive deeper and deeper into the image. First 
Thomas tries to resist the maelstrom and to link what he is look-
ing for in the picture to the reality outside: he returns to the park, 
searches for evidence at the alleged crime scene, without success. 
The photographs seem to offer a different state of reality, one that 
would not have any epistemological value behind its visual sta-
tus. By the end of the film, Thomas seems to understand that he 
has to follow these rules of mediality and this means indulging 
in mimesis: Thomas is becoming a (panto)mime.

Basar reenacts Thomas and the image processing in Blow- Up 
with a different epistemological insert. Manifesting the rules of 
the game is not the withdrawal of something within the world, 
like the missing tennis equipment that brings Thomas to do the 
pantomime, but the excess of reality, more specifically, the excess 
of images derived from his encounter with post- digital mediality.

In her article “Omer Fast: ‘5,000 Feet is the best,’” the art and 
media philosopher Maria Muhle uses the concept of reenactment, 
i. e. the accurate reconstructions and plays of (historical) reali-
ty, to illuminate forms of a sensual and material overfulfillment. 
This overfulfillment does not represent but rather compensates 
for affective phenomena that are — for historical, psychological 
or political reasons — inaccessible. Reenactments offer access not 
because of their documentary value in claiming to have an im-
mediate or truthful contact to reality, but through a kind of “aes-
thetical thinking.” 20 Aesthetical thinking, according to Muhle, 
is directed at an execution of thinking, which denies the differ-

20 Maria Muhle, “Omer Fast ‘5,000 Feet is the Best.’ Reenactment zwis-
chen dokumentarischem und ästhetischem Regime,” in: Friedrich Balke/
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ence between thought and sense and — one could add — between 
theory and object, because both affect each other reciprocally, a 
sensuality which thinks in itself.21 Mimesis once again, far from 
reaching its limit, lurks in the corner to question the distinction 
between original and copy, between an investigation and its object.

A first opportunity to discuss these endeavors was given dur-
ing the workshop Reflections on LOL History that took place in 
January 2019 in preparation for the publication. The aim was 
to condense the individual approaches and priorities in order 
to create an initial base for the work on Basar’s text. It was not 
about sharpening consensus, but about facilitating an exchange 
on approaches and enabling a fruitful discussion. Basar himself 
contributed a lecture in this workshop. He situated his approach 
even more strongly as an adaptation of the search techniques 
used in Blow- Up, but also as a kind of ‘Google image search’ in 
which his text LOL History would — in his own words — repre-
sent ‘an internal browser history.’ Accordingly, the texts collect-
ed in the present anthology can be understood as hyperlinks in 
that same browser history. Both the workshop and publication 
are produced and organized by the junior staff of the research 
group Media and Mimesis (FOR 1867/2). The research group in-
vestigates the cultural technique of mimesis in the context of cur-
rent developments in media research. The project goes beyond 
the aesthetic and epistemic consideration of mimesis, which has 
dominated cultural and literary studies as well as philosophy to 
the present day, and questions the historical- philosophical self- 
understanding of modernity as a fundamentally a- mimetic cul-
tural and social formation.

This volume highlights this mimetic approach. This applies not 
only to the content, but also to the publication form that makes 
use of the mimetic scope and attempts to dissolve the material. 

Oliver Fahle, eds., zfm Zeitschrift für Medienwissenschaft. 11 Dokument 
und Dokumentarisches. Zürich: Diaphanes, 2013, pp. 91 – 101, here: p. 93.
21 Cf. ibid.
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While the individual contributions take their starting point from 
LOL History, they try to adapt, imitate, decipher and decompose it. 
With these manifold levels of reenactment, this anthology adopts 
the pseudo- dramatic structure of LOL History by fragmenting it 
into acts and scenes. Thus, Felix Hasebrink’s article constitutes 
the first act, shifting the focus to Kim Jong- nam and his unseen 
death. Thinking along a YouTube meme and an iconic photo of a 
man falling, and with a view to documentary ethics and a recent 
video essay, he attentively traces the ambivalences that emerge be-
tween medial, documentary and moral demands. End of act one.

Act two, scene one: Niklas Kammermeier adapts Basar’s foren-
sic gaze to the picture of Doan Thi Huong and follows its genesis 
through multiple screens, making it into a genuine screen image. 
Meanwhile, Maja- Lisa Müller highlights the process by which 
Basar creates a “constellation of fragments,” 22 arguing that works 
of art are not self- enclosed units. Referencing intarsia, triptychs, 
surrealist paintings and digital post- production, she establish-
es the split image as a cultural technique. In scene two, Rebecca 
Puchta compares and contrasts Basar’s dissection of Doan Thi 
Huong’s image to the violent dissection of the scaffold and the 
soft dissection of tracking apps. Scene three: Elisa Linseisen ar-
gues that knowledge in post- digital circumstances is not a search 
for the truth but rather a sifting through images or simulacra and 
thus an image processing, zooming into an epistemological means. 
Combining scenes four and five, Franziska Winter traces Basar’s 
iconic references and his zoom into pop art. She accounts for the 
media- critical aspects of LOL History that culminate in the focus 
on surveillance and the Al Bustan Rotana Hotel, the crime scene 
of another assassination. In the same scenes, Sebastian Althoff 
investigates the tension between distinguishability and similar-
ity in light of three occasions: the contradictory logic between 
Bertillon and Galton, between CCTV and big data analysis and 
the work Fag Face Mask by Zach Blas. End of act two.

22 LOL, p. 36.
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The third act is opened by David Ashley Kerr, connecting in-
ternet and meme culture to his sensations in the extreme present, 
eventually turning his memories into images and digital imagery 
into feelings. Lastly, in the final scene, Julia Eckel complements 
Basar’s zooming in with a process of zooming out, linking this 
process to the phenomenon of the selfie as a serial image. End 
of act three.

The result is a series of contributions that cannot be classified 
as copies, but that nevertheless all relate to Basar’s article, which 
functions as the common theme. Their forms and approaches 
differ fundamentally. Yet — and this is another manifestation of 
mimetic spontaneity — the dots they draw overlap here and there 
to form similar images.

***

This publication was produced as part of the DFG research group 
Media and Mimesis (FOR 1867/2). It would not have been possible 
without the invigorating colloquia, the enriching discussions, and 
the attention and motivation that characterize the work within 
the research group. We thank all its members and especially the 
directors Bernhard Siegert and Friedrich Balke. We would also 
like to thank Maria Muhle, who not only inspired our work but 
also supported it in a concrete sense, enabling us to hold the first 
workshop for this book at the Academy of Fine Arts in Munich. 
Many thanks to Anika Höppner, Karin Kröger, Eva Burkhardt 
and Ida Brückner for their untiring coordinative and organiza-
tional efforts, as well as their patience. This book lives from the 
commitment of its authors. We would like to thank all contribu-
tors for their enthusiasm and involvement in the project and for 
their intriguing ideas. Our further thanks go to Aaron Shoichet 
for his meticulous reading and valuable editorial support. Last 
but not least, we would like to thank Shumon Basar for the re-
warding cooperation and his trust in our project.
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LOL HISTORY 
Shumon Basar

Act I 1

Kim Jong- nam, the eldest son of former North Korean leader 
Kim Jong- il, was killed in an attack at Malaysia’s low- cost carrier 
airport, klia2, at around 9:00 a. m. on February 13, 2017. He was 
scheduled to take a flight to Macau later that morning. Two wom-
en, Vietnamese Doan Thi Huong (twenty- eight) and Indonesian 
Siti Aisyah (twenty- five), were allegedly asked to wipe baby oil on 
Kim’s face, and were paid $90 for this reality- TV prank. However, 
twenty minutes after the attack — which was caught on airport se-
curity CCTV — Kim was dead. The autopsy identified the “baby 
oil” as the deadly nerve agent VX. Several North Korean male 
suspects, said to have been watching when the attack was carried 
out, all fled the country on the same day.

Did Kim Jong- un consider his half- brother such a threat that 
he orchestrated this brazen remote assassination on foreign 
soil — one replete with all the hallmarks of a 20th- century Cold 
War operation — now unfolding live on 21st- century, twenty- four- 
hour rolling news and social media?

On March 1, both Doan and Aisyah were charged with Kim’s 
murder.

1 The article was first published in e- flux journal 83 (June 2017) and re-
printed here with permission of the author.

LOL History
Basar
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Act II

Scene I

Soon after the murder, an image was publically released.

Clearly, it’s culled from airport CCTV: low- resolution, a casual 
pose captured accidentally. And, although the release of the image 
had prosaic purposes — informing the public of a wanted murder 
suspect, or crowdsourcing our eyes to try to identify her — the 
ghostly quality immediately gave the image an unintended life. 
Especially in my own retinal imagination.

I became fixated. Arrested. By this picture of a person whose 
biography (‘Doan Thi Huong,’ ‘twenty- eight- year- old entertain-
ment worker,’ ‘contestant on the Vietnamese version of American 
Idol,’ whose last Facebook post said, ‘I want to sleep more but by 
your side’) mattered way less than her ‘LOL’ long- sleeve tee and 
ethereal gait.

The picture possessed worth. It felt like one of those self- contained 
images that history delivers to us and, reciprocally, delivers his-
tory. Images that feel both inscribed in the time they are from, 
and yet also equally out of time.

A ready- made.

A thousand things come to mind when I gaze at this image: first-
ly as a whole, then, increasingly, as a constellation of fragments.

Scene II

I was compelled to print it out. I zoomed into specific parts — her 
face, her hands, the bag she’s clutching, the dark corona of her 
eyes, that flat, flat fringe — and printed these out too (figure 3). 
I used Photoshop and Mac’s Preview to enlarge the image, each 
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time degrading resolution. Then, I’d photograph the printouts. 
Zoom in more. Print out again. Fidelity felt unimportant com-
pared to some auratic essence. Locked in the glow of the pixels.

Scene III

A man’s fetish of zooming into photographs appears in the film 
Blow- Up (1966), directed by Michelangelo Antonioni, based on 
a short story by Julio Cortázar (figure 4). The more photogra-
pher Thomas ‘blows up’ a single frame to locate a murder, the 
less sure he is that the camera did, in fact, witness a murder. The 
camera’s claim to truth, in that perplexingly Heisenbergian sense, 
is made all the more uncertain when human faith invests in it.

A year later, and Michael Snow’s Wavelength extended a single 
zoom shot of a single room to become the entire forty- three min-
utes of his seminal film.2 It is almost tediously teleological. And 
though we may end upon the photo pinned to the wall of waves 
in the sea, we may also have missed a dead body that flashes 
for merely a brief moment somewhere between. Snow suggests 
that our yearning for forensic truth may be found not at the ex-
tremes, but in the incidental middle ground, where our atten-
tion is least attentive.

Scene IV

Other postproduction tropes are contained in Doan Thi Huong’s 
digital portrait: Andy Warhol’s reportage car crashes and electric 
chairs. Or Robert Rauschenberg’s pilfering of newspaper photos 
into aestheticized pin- ups. Or David Hockney’s Polaroid mosaics 
from the early 1980s, which lenses Cubism via cheap consumer 
camera format.

2 https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=aBOzOVLxbCE, date of access: 23 
Sept. 2019.
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D0an Thi Huong’s body floats in the darkness of her image, equal-
ly glowing, and also dissolving, like smeared data. That auratic 
glow may simply be what happens when sophisticated technol-
ogy colludes with its own technical limits. But it’s also the glow 
found in some of Gerhard Richter’s best- known paintings of 
women. The inferred illumination of technology’s soul. The sub-
stance Roland Barthes mourned in his elegy to his dead mother, 
Camera Lucida (1980).

The impasto paste around Doan Thi Huong also invokes the 
charged zones encircling Willem de Kooning’s Women: vorti-
ces of matter, history, horror. Except in Doan’s case, the horror 
is emblazoned in the letters ‘L,’ ‘O,’ and ‘L.’ This way, her image 
carries its own punch line, which seems so mordantly — or is it 
courageously? — at odds with cold- hearted killing.

Scene V

In 2010, Hamas official Mahmoud Al- Mahbouh was killed in 
room 230 of the Al Bustan Rotana Hotel, Dubai. A month later, 
the Dubai Police held a prominent press conference. They re-
leased a video composed of footage from hundreds of surveil-
lance cameras in Dubai’s airports, malls, and hotels (figure 5). It 
traces the assassination to Israeli Mossad agents, and claims that 
at least twenty- six suspects were involved in this highly orches-
trated operation. The video was broadcast on Gulf News TV and 
soon uploaded on YouTube.3 It became a piece of forensic en-
tertainment, almost, albeit one that ends with a real dead body. 
Soon after that, Chris Marker détourned this video by adding a 
haunting string composition written by Henryk Górecki for the 
Kronos Quartet. He titled it Stopover in Dubai. It too was made 

3 https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=7d9KDysPbZ0, date of access: 23 
Sept. 2019.
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available on YouTube.4 A 20th- century espionage caper on a 21st- 
century distribution network facilitated by algorithmic face- 
recognition technology, in which Israel is often said to lead the 
world. Indeed, Facebook acquired Face.com in 2012, an Israeli 
face- recognition group, which had been supplying its technolo-
gy to Facebook for years.5

Scene VI

In a BBC documentary about him, the author Don DeLillo spoke 
about the genesis of one of his novels, Mao II (1991).

It was April 1988 and the cover of the New York Post featured an 
elderly man, in shock and rage. The man was the reclusive writ-
er J. D. Salinger, and this was the first picture of him since 1955. 
DeLillo kept hold of the picture. Six months later, DeLillo came 
across a grainy image of a mass wedding conducted by Reverand 
Sun Myung Moon from the Unification Church, which looked 
to DeLillo like “a rehearsal for the end of the world.” He saved 
this picture too. Later, De Lillo reveals, “I began to understand 
the novel as an attempt to understand the connection between 
these two photographs.” 6

4 https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=ijVK6- 85RkU, no longer available: 
23 Sept. 2019.
5 “Facebook Buys Israeli Facial Recognition Firm Face.com,” BBC News, 
June 19, 2012, https://www.bbc.com/ news/ technology- 18506255, date of 
access: 23 Sept. 2019.
6 https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=0DTePKA1wgc, date of access: 23 
Sept. 2019.
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Act III

Scene I

If our memories are becoming more like the data sets used by 
Facebook et al. for facial recognition, then it’s perhaps unsurpris-
ing that our eyes and ears have become search engine interfaces.

As I continue, till today, to zoom into the image of Doan Thi Huong, 
searching for something that beauty masks and reveals, I remem-
ber the seductive ‘gaze diagram’ by Jacques Lacan (figure 6).

“I am a picture,” Lacan says. Today, are we not pictures? Billions 
of them, packets of electrical pulses, pinged between you and me, 
via machines learning to see things we never will, through deep- 
sea cables and actual arteries?7 Forever circulationing?8

Scene II

Doan Thi Huong’s face is certainly not ‘LOL.’ It is more noncha-
lant, closer to carefree. A skip in her step. A bounce in her stride, 
as if to say, ‘today is a great day.’ Once again, it is a face I’ve seen 
elsewhere. The same face on countless different women who 
Chris Marker would shoot — among them, Alexandra Stewart, 
the narrator of his film Sans Soleil (1982) — whereby the gaze com-
ing from the image refused to entirely meet the gaze going into 
it. There’s beauty, of course, but more strongly, tender isolation.

 7 Trevor Paglen, “Invisible Images (Your Pictures Are Looking at You),” in: 
The New Inquiry, December 8, 2016, https://thenewinquiry.com/ invisible- 
images- your- pictures- are- looking- at- you/ , date of access: 23 Sept. 2019.
8 Hito Steyerl, “Too Much World: Is the Internet Dead?” in: e- flux jour-
nal 49 (November 2013), https://www.e- flux.com/ journal/ 49/ 60004/ too- 
much- world- is- the- internet- dead/ , date of access: 23 Sept. 2019.
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The thing is: something always exceeds the images of faces. Escapes 
complete capture. Maybe it is why we take so many selfies every 
day?9

List of Illustrations

Figure 3 Shumon Basar, Doan, 2017. Paper collage. Courtesy of the 
author.
Figure 4 Filmstill taken from Michelangelo Antonioni, Blow- Up, UK, 
IT. 35mm, 111 min, 1966.
Figure 5 Screenshot taken from Vuysu Amfasi, “Mahmoud Al Mab-
houh’s Assassination FULL 27 Min,” in: YouTube, November 23, 2014. 
Screenshot, https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=7d9KDysPbZ0, date 
of access: 28 Sept. 2019.
Figure 6 Lacan’s diagram of the visual field, The Four Fundamental 
Concepts of Psyscho-Analysis, New York: Norton, 1973/1981, p. 106.

9 https://infogram.com/ selfie- statistics, date of access: 23 Sept. 2019.
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DYING, BEHIND THE SCENES:  
PICTURING IMPENDING DEATH  
Felix Hasebrink

Freeze Frame: Introduction

The protagonist in Shumon Basar’s LOL History is a picture. It 
shows a young woman from the waist up, her arms swinging, 
she seems to be walking towards the camera. The background 
is dark and unspecific, and the high- angle view brings to mind 
a conventional CCTV camera. A visible pixel grid, the glowing 
outlines of the woman’s body and the blurriness of the figure and 
the background suggest that the picture is a screenshot (or even 
a photograph of a computer screen 1).

According to Basar, this image of the 28-year- old Vietnamese 
woman Doan Thi Huong has an almost “ghostly quality.” It seems 
to lead “an unintended life” of its own, at least in the author’s “own 
retinal imagination.” 2 Consequently, the freeze frame of Doan in 
her LOL-long- sleeve triggers a veritable tour de force through 
motifs from art cinema, modernist painting, fiction literature, 
photography theory, psychoanalysis, and YouTube videos, packed 
into an essay of three dramatic acts, eight scenes and 1400 words.

Yet Basar’s text also has a secondary protagonist. It is Kim Jong- 
nam, older half- brother of North Korean leader Kim Jong- un. 
In the dramaturgic architecture of Basar’s essay, Kim Jong- nam 
occupies the role of the supporting character that the text opens 
with. On February 13, 2017, he fell victim to what now appears to 
be a sinister murder plot, cooked up by North Korean intelligence 
officers and executed by two young women — one Vietnamese, 
one Indonesian — in Kuala Lumpur International Airport. One 
of them, Doan, was sentenced to three years and four months 

1 See Niklas Kammermeier’s article in this anthology.
2 LOL, p. 36.
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in prison on April 1, 2019. She was released one month and four 
days later, having served twenty- seven months.3

Compared to Doan’s haunting appearance in the CCTV im-
age, the footage of Kim seems unspectacular: no ghostly qualities, 
no spectral gleam of pixels, just a slightly overweight, ordinary- 
looking man in light- blue slacks and a grey tuxedo. In the foot-
age that news stations ran after the assassination (figure 1.1),4 he 
does not really stand out from the other passengers. In the first 
shots of him, he enters the low- cost carrier terminal of the air-
port through the main entrance, walks through the departure 
hall, pauses in front of a flight information display and then pro-
ceeds towards a self- check- in counter in the background of the 
image. Suddenly, a woman — presumably Doan — approaches him 
from behind. She quickly wraps her arms around his head and 
presses something against his face, before leaving the image to 
the left, at a normal speed, as if nothing had happened. Kim, vis-
ibly bewildered, seeks help at an information desk. Airport staff 
escort him to the airport clinic. Another CCTV camera shows 
a growing crowd of bystanders in front of the clinic’s window. 
Somebody inside takes a photograph of Kim, already uncon-
scious, in a black leather chair. The very last CCTV images of 
him show his motionless body on a stretcher. Paramedics push 
him down a hallway; one administers artificial respiration. The 
group reaches an elevator and pushes the stretcher inside. The 
doors close, and Kim’s body disappears.

In contrast to the enlarged freeze frame of Doan, Kim’s im-
ages are far from being “self- contained.” 5 They do not carry any 
morbid punch- line, neither do they deliver much of a “history.” 6 

3 Cf. Richard C. Paddock/Sharon Tan, “End to a Case Involving the Kill-
ing of a Kim,” in: New York Times, May 4, 2019, p. 5.
4 The first television station to release the CCTV recordings was the 
Japanese television network Fuji TV. Later, various international news 
reports picked up the Fuji TV footage to illustrate the attack, including 
CBS News, France 24, BBC News and Euronews.
5 LOL, p. 36.
6 Ibid.
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Whereas Doan is at the center of attention, Kim lingers on the 
fringe — both in the footage and in Basar’s text. Kim’s CCTV im-
ages provoke a different affect (if any). It has less to do with the 
auratic qualities than with contextual knowledge: these are the 
last pictures of him still alive. The fact of Kim’s imminent death 
hovers over the footage. Viewers scan the images for visual clues.

In the following, I want to put this CCTV footage in the con-
text of other images that depict people dying in front of the cam-
era. In particular, I will analyze the popular YouTube phenome-
non of ‘to- be- continued’-videos, a photograph taken during the 
9/11 attacks and a video essay by German artist Jens Pecho. In 
passing, I will connect the images’ peculiarities to photography 
and film theory, with special emphasis on the issue of visual-
ly representing dying bodies. By moving from image to image 
(and from image to theory and back), I will try to remain faith-
ful to the structure of Basar’s text — at least to a certain degree. 
It is conspicuous that, as a piece of critical writing, LOL History 
is an essay in the traditional sense but can also be interpreted 
as a model of reflection in 21st- century digital culture. Similar 
to Michel de Montaigne’s Essais, Basar’s thoughts and ideas are 
only loosely connected, with no conventional, overarching the-
sis. The chain of association could easily go on and on, far be-
yond the actual end of the text. Nonetheless, the bricolage of bits 
and pieces from visual culture and theory also brings another 
logic to mind: a logic of assembling information with the help 
of search algorithms. Writing about his own, random browsing 
through YouTube videos, Thomas Elsaesser suggested calling 
this rhizomatic network of internet tags, keywords, images and 
texts a “digital picaresque.” 7 Much like the story patterns in the 
picaresque novel of the 16th and 17th centuries, the compilation 
of videos (according to Elsaesser) and of motifs and theoretical 
associations (according to Basar) follows no strict order. Still, it 

 7 Thomas Elsaesser, “Tales of Epiphany and Entropy: Around the World 
in Eighty Clicks,” in: Pelle Snickars/Patrick Vonderau, eds., The YouTube 
Reader. Stockholm: National Library of Sweden, 2009, p. 181.
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does create a form of narrative on the base of topic resemblance, 
connection and open- ended continuation.

The images that I have compiled in this text share a common 
trait. Upon closer inspection, one can see that they do not directly 
represent people dying. Rather, they depict people that are about 
to die, and who are most likely dead only seconds after the re-
spective shots are taken. The images dwell on a strangely asymp-
totic process: in the given situation, death is about to occur, but 
has not yet occurred. People are still alive on screen, sometimes 
not even mortally wounded. But we can almost be sure that they 
will not survive the next moments. This peculiar sensation hints 
at the limited capacities of documentary media to make dying 
perceptible and, in particular, to show a real and living person 
turning into a dead body. Instead, the moving images (or other 
documentary recordings) stop at a very specific moment: only a 
few instants before a person is inevitably dead. The images con-
tinually defer death as such — as if it were to remain forever just 
beyond any form of visual or audio representation.

Video Compilations: To Be Continued

The year 2016 saw the emergence of a YouTube meme that soon 
spread across the video platform. Its name, ‘to be continued,’ de-
rives from the classical insert at the cliffhanger of TV serial epi-
sodes. The typographic design of the phrase was borrowed from 
the anime series JoJo’s Bizarre Adventures. The to- be- continued 
meme is featured in numerous video compilations of found foot-
age. They typically show a home- video situation gone wrong. 
People are performing regular caretaking tasks and fail, a quarrel 
among siblings bursts into a serious fight, and drunken teenagers 
grotesquely misuse all kinds of sport items and vehicles. Each 
video builds up anticipation. Viewers familiar with this kind of 
compilation know that something unfortunate is about to hap-
pen, especially when people are clumsily trying to do things that 
they are obviously not capable of doing. Gentle acoustic guitar 
picking, taken from the intro of the song Roundabout by the 
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British prog- rock band Yes, accompanies the moment before 
the accident. Immediately before the climax, the image freezes. 
“To be continued” flashes on the screen and the groovy chorus 
of Roundabout kicks in, a second reference to the cliffhangers in 
JoJo’s Bizarre Adventures.

The first to- be- continued video was uploaded on YouTube in 
January 2016.8 Since then, many of these videos have been watched 
by millions of viewers who apparently gain pleasure from other 
people’s silly little disasters. Indeed, numerous to- be- continued 
clips are pretty funny. The endless chain of household accidents 
caught on camera can be understood as a web 2.0 continuation of 
television shows such as America’s Funniest Home Videos (ABC, 
1989–). Much like these older TV formats, no special knowledge is 
required to understand the unintentional slapstick comedy. Yet in 
many compilations there is a moment in which a funny situation 
turns out to be utterly macabre. Our laughter catches in our throat 
as soon as we realize that several videos depict serious accidents, 
or more precisely, the moments right before a serious accident. 
In the most disturbing videos, these accidents may have led to 
the death of the person in front the camera: for example, when a 
woman walks carelessly over a tramway crossing without paying 
attention to the incoming trolley car (figure 1.2); when a pilot, 
sitting in a small aircraft with the cockpit hood open, does not 
notice the propeller plane taking off on the runway right behind 
him; or the man who jumps from a high rise at a harbor, falling 
dangerously close towards a pier.9 Probably the woman was hit 
by the trolley, the pilot decapitated by the left wing of the pro-

8 Cf. Behind the Meme, “What Are To Be Continued Memes? The History 
and Origin of the JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure Meme,” in: YouTube, uploaded 
September 30, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=QtklrMxKww8, 
date of access: 9 Sept. 2019.
9 Cf. Thuglife video, “TO BE CONTINUED MEMES 2018,” in: YouTube, 
April 1, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=oIsszShmoe4, now re-
moved from YouTube. The user HitnRun yt commented what many view-
ers seem to have thought: “Did I just watch people die [?].”
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peller plane, and the jumper likely did not hit the water surface 
but the concrete jetty next to it.10

Seen in this light, Kim’s assassination could easily be turned 
into yet another to- be- continued video. Theoretically, all the nec-
essary ingredients are ready at hand. Plus, a remodeling of the 
CCTV footage into a funny home video- on- YouTube clip would 
add extra morbid irony to the assassination, given the fact that 
the Vietnamese women involved allegedly believed they were 
acting in an elaborate TV prank. Nevertheless, a search for a 
‘Kim Jong- nam assassination to- be- continued video’ shows no 
results — perhaps because the compilations only seldom feature 
prominent people. But more importantly, the assault itself takes 
place only on the fringes of the footage. It is hard to tell from 
the original CCTV recordings if something of importance hap-
pens at all, for the surveillance camera has recorded a long shot 
of the crowded departure hall. At the exact moment of the attack, 
Kim’s and Doan’s bodies are partially concealed by the pillar of 
an information desk.

The editors of the news reports decided to zoom in and to slow 
down the footage. In the now blurry, jerky and pixilated images, 
Kim and Doan are visually highlighted in order to provide viewers 
at least a glimpse into what was going on. These post- production 
practices thwart the real- time flow of events, in an attempt to re-
late the CCTV images to something that cannot really be seen 
in them, something that lies beyond their temporal, spatial and, 
crucially, epistemological boundaries. Investigators and journal-
ists alike condense the footage into a series of key moments. By 

10 Two other videos prove that both the pilot and the jumper survived 
without getting hurt. The wing did not hit the pilot’s neck but only the 
rear end of the cockpit hull. Cf. Thom Richard, “Formula 1 Race #1 ‘Hot 
Stuff ’ Accident,” in: YouTube, September 20, 2016, https://www.youtube.
com/ watch?v=FyfK1tea3zo, date of access: 3 Sept. 2019. The jumper dove 
into the water a few inches behind the pier. See Fail Force One, “MOST 
AWESOME JUMPS INTO WATER Compilation,” in: YouTube, February 2, 
2017, 00:00:43-00:01:00. https://www.youtube.com/ watch?v=mR2H5g4ux-
IE&feature=youtu.be, date of access: 3 Sept. 2019.
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enlarging and slowing down the CCTV recordings, they (post-)
produce images that potentially serve as evidence in court or in 
subsequent news reports.

In Theory of Film, Siegfried Kracauer argues that these tech-
niques share similar traits. He suggests that slow motion imag-
es can be understood as “temporal close- ups” 11 that achieve in 
time what a regular close- up achieves in space. Both close- ups 
and slow motion bring something to the fore which would oth-
erwise pass completely unnoticed. They are driven by an urgent 
desire to retrospectively see more, to acquire further insight into 
what happened in a split second. And, ultimately, they are not 
so different from Basar’s own, albeit not primarily forensic, han-
dling of Doan’s image. Yet zooming in and artificial slow motion 
have their limits. At some point, the (moving) images turn into 
“smeared data.” 12 Enlarging pixels is simply not the same as mov-
ing the camera closer. Basar’s and the news reporters’ reworking 
of the images reach a limit, at which point all post- production 
attempts to hermeneutically penetrate the original footage prove 
ineffective.

Doan’s image is a freeze frame, but certainly not a climactic 
moment before Kim’s assassination. For it to be turned into a 
to- be- continued video, the editors would need to freeze anoth-
er frame of the footage to create the characteristic right- before- 
disaster- strikes cliffhanger. Still, what unites the structure of the 
YouTube meme and the footage of the assassination is a moment 
of constitutive delay. Something inevitable is about to happen, of 
which the pictures do not give a full account. Death, the probable 
consequence of the portrayed actions, lies outside of the frame of 
representation. Even if we gain a glimpse of a longer process of 
dying, as in Kim’s case, we can hardly see a specific moment in 
which his ‘dying’ begins, and certainly not the exact time he was 
medically declared dead. The footage does not sufficiently depict 

11 Siegfried Kracauer, Theory of Film: The Redemption of Physical Reality. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 1960, p. 53.
12 LOL, p. 38.
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the terrible effects of the nerve agent. Against the backdrop of a 
to- be- continued video, the footage only provides the precise mo-
ment of the poisoning, not a moment right before Kim’s death.

The footage of Kim is neither particularly funny nor disqui-
eting per se, whereas to- be- continued videos dwell on situations 
that are hilarious from the outset, or that can be turned into a 
punch line by the help of the meme itself. This kind of humor 
spans, of course, a broad range from harmless schadenfreude to 
sudden horror. On that basis, the videos can also be understood 
as the sarcastic sideline of another iconographic genealogy that 
centers around the visual representation of the moments before 
somebody’s death. Arguably, it is such an image that became one 
of the first iconic pictures of the early 21st century. This picture 
will be the second example of my text, for which I will now move 
from moving images and freeze frames to traditional photography.

Photo: The Falling Man

Associated Press photographer Richard Drew took a series of 
pictures on September 11, 2001, at 9:41 a. m. They show a man in 
slacks and a white shirt, falling down the steel and glass façade 
of the World Trade Center’s North Tower, which had been hit 
by a hijacked airplane 55 minutes earlier. Although he is the 
only visible person in the pictures, many others shared his fate. 
Approximately 200 victims of the 9/11 attacks are believed to have 
fallen or to have jumped to their deaths. They did not fall as a 
large group, but in small numbers, one at a time. Each dropped 
at a speed of up to 150 mph. The falling man must have hit the 
ground five or six seconds after Drew took his iconic picture.13

The Falling Man (figure 1.3), one of the pictures from Drew’s 
series, achieved notoriety for its aesthetic qualities, apparently 
because they grotesquely jar with the picture’s content. Indeed, it 
is a beautiful composition by conventional visual standards. The 

13 Cf. Tom Junod, “The Falling Man,” in: Geoffrey Batchen et al., eds., 
Picturing Atrocity. London: Reaktion Books, 2012, p. 167.
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man is falling down headfirst in a perfect 180° angle. His body 
is seamlessly aligned between the grey and black columns of the 
Twin Towers. He is a single visual deviation from the rigid ge-
ometrical structure behind him, separating the precise vertical 
lines into a darker (North Tower) and lighter block (South Tower). 
With one of his legs slightly bent and his arms pressed against his 
torso, he seems to be flying rather than falling. But this posture 
is, of course, only incidental. In fact, Drew’s other pictures show 
his body violently jerked and twisted by the laws of physics. He 
is not falling gently and gracefully, but rather tumbling uncon-
trollably through the air, well beyond any chance of being saved.

The day after the attacks, the picture was published by the 
New York Times and subsequently by other American newspa-
pers. Shortly thereafter it disappeared from the press again, as 
soon as newspapers faced strong criticism for ‘exploiting’ a man’s 
personal tragedy. Tom Junod suggests this strong reaction re-
flects how this picture told another, bleaker story of the attacks. 
The jumping people eerily contradict the notion that the attacks 
looked like the work of a special effects unit in Hollywood. Instead, 
they account for utter desperation, for people not responding to 
the attacks with acts of heroic bravery, but “by terrible necessi-
ty, with one prolonged act of — if these words can be applied to 
mass murder — mass suicide.” 14

I maintain that there is still another reason why this particular 
picture is unbearable to look at. It echoes what Roland Barthes 
wrote about the photograph of John Wilkes Booth’s co- conspirator 
Lewis Powell, taken in 1865 two months before their execution. 
For Barthes, the photo’s shocking punctum is the violent com-
pression of incompatible layers of time. When the photograph 
was taken, Powell was still alive, but about to die, and definite-
ly is dead by the time Barthes looks at the picture: “I read at the 
same time: This will be and this has been; I observe with horror 
an anterior future of which death is the stake. By giving me the 

14 Ibid., p. 171. Junod estimates that one out of six victims in the North 
Tower died by jumping out of the building.
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absolute past of the pose (aorist), the photograph tells me death in 
the future. What pricks me is the discovery of this equivalence.” 15

This crushing of irreconcilable time frames applies even more 
vividly to The Falling Man.16 In the photo, he is still alive, but his 
body is going to be destroyed only seconds later. In contrast to 
Powell’s case, no special background knowledge is required to 
know what is about to happen. The pictorial evidence of the man’s 
impending death is simply overwhelming.17 There is no imagi-
nable rescue, not in the picture itself and not in any conceivable 
off- space. For this reason, the man’s posture and position in the 
picture are profoundly unsettling. Much like the commentators 
below the to- be- continued videos, spectators are haunted by an 
undeniable fact: by simply looking at the photo, they are forced 
to behold the last seconds of the anonymous man’s life and are, 
consequently, confronted with his inevitable death. Many decided 
not to look in the first place, to avert their gaze, as Junod describes 
it, in order to escape the pressure of witnessing.18 Nobody is sup-
posed to be where the man is in the moment when Drew took 
the picture. Nobody could possibly survive a fall from that height. 
Yet he fell, and is forever falling to his death in this photograph.19

15 Roland Barthes, Camera Lucida. Reflections on Photography, translated 
by Richard Howard. New York: Hill and Wang, 1980, p. 96.
16 Various other essays in the Picturing Atrocity collection address sim-
ilar ‘about- to- die’ pictures, including photos of Khmer Rouge prisoners 
taken before their execution. But as in Powell’s picture, our knowledge of 
their impending death derives not so much from the images themselves 
as from additional contextual information. See Barbie Zelitzer, “Atrocity, 
the ‘As If,’ and Impending Death from the Khmer Rouge,” in: Geoffrey 
Batchen et. al., eds., Picturing Atrocity. London: Reaktion Books, 2012.
17 Andreas Jahn- Sudmann argues convincingly that it is the tension be-
tween its immediate comprehensibility and its horrific context which makes 
Drew’s photo so poignant. Cf. Andreas Jahn- Sudmann, “The Falling Man. 
Das erste Post-9/11-Bild (Perspektiven),” in: MEDIENwissenschaft: Rezen-
sionen|Reviews 27, no. 2 (2010), pp. 157 – 169: here p. 165.
18 Cf. Junod (2012), “The Falling Man,” p. 175.
19 Laura Mulvey aptly points out the difficulties of translating photogra-
phy’s temporal conundrum into grammatical tenses. Comparing Barthes 
with André Bazin’s Ontology of the Photographic Image, she reads the “slip-
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American writer Don DeLillo reflected on the unsettling na-
ture of the image in Falling Man, published six years after the at-
tacks. The novel tries to capture the photo’s unbearable tension 
between frantic speed and standstill, aliveness and impending 
death in the form of a fictional performance artist who reenacts 
the picture in the streets of Manhattan. Over and over again, he 
abseils from buildings and railway lines with an invisible safety 
harness, adopting the position of the falling man in the photo-
graph. Quietly suspended in the air, he becomes a living freeze 
frame, a temporary monument for the anonymous victim. Near 
the end of the novel, Lianne, the wife of a survivor from the North 
Tower, encounters such a performance by accident. And, above 
all, it is the intolerable sight of the stopped motion that stuns her:

She felt her body go limp. But the fall was not the worst of it. The 
jolting end of the fall left him upside- down, secured to the har-
ness, twenty feet above the pavement. The jolt, the sort of midair 
impact and bounce, the recoil, and now the stillness, arms at his 
sides, one leg bent at the knee. There was something awful about 
the stylized pose, body and limbs, his signature stroke. But the 
worst of it was the stillness itself.20

The discomforting stillness of the falling man serves as an emo-
tional leitmotif for DeLillo’s novel. Much like Lianne under the 
railway line, all characters act as if paralyzed by an unidentifi-
able force. This numbness affects survivors and witnesses alike, 
spectators and viewers. As I have argued above, those affects are 
embodied, fueled and possibly even elicited by the photo of the 
falling man itself.

It is worth noting that the violence captured in the picture is 
not of a graphic nature. The photo does not show blood and gore, 

page of language” in Camera Lucida as an indicator of the entanglement of 
photography and death. Laura Mulvey, Death 24x a Second: Stillness and 
the Moving Image. London: Reaktion Books, 2006, pp. 57 – 58.
20 Don DeLillo, Falling Man: A Novel. New York: Scribner, 2007, p. 168.
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nor do the CCTV images of Kim or the to- be- continued com-
pilations. They point to a form of physical violence that remains 
on the outside of their pictorial, spatial and temporal bounda-
ries. The unease they bring to the fore is of a deeper and darker 
quality than conventional onscreen violence. Following James 
Elkins’s critical reexamination of Camera Lucida,21 it has more 
to do with the epistemological quietness of the still image itself. 
Seen in this light, the man in the photo is horrifying not only be-
cause of the various competing layers of time he embodies, but 
because both the falling and the pictorial plane itself are utterly 
void of any comforting meaning. The Falling Man is visually poign-
ant, but the steel and glass structures behind him are point- less, 
a dull visual “surround.” 22 It does little more than simply fill the 
frame. The pictorial features are hardly capable of transcending 
the action that has been caught on camera. They resist any sim-
ple psychological, heroic or even patriotic interpretation (and 
were consequently deemed unfit to represent the attacks in the 
subsequent news reports).23

Documentary Theory: Representing Real People Dying

It may be that the photo was the closest one could get to record-
ing the death of nearly 3000 people on September 11, 2001, with-
out placing them in a narrative frame of reference. If the power 
of the picture resides in the fact that it signifies ‘dying’ without 
directly showing a dying person or a dead body, it seems to echo 
a general dilemma of documentary media in making dying (as a 
process) and death (as its result) perceptible. Documentary stud-
ies have widely commented on this topic. I would like to briefly 

21 Cf. James Elkins, What Photography Is. London and New York: Rou-
tledge, 2011.
22 Ibid., p. 67.
23 Later, much effort was invested in reconstructing the identity of the 
anonymous victim. These activities can be read as attempts to fill this 
painful void, to render the picture less discomforting by embedding it 
in a personal story.
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summarize some key considerations on the issue of represent-
ing dying and death in documentary film before coming to my 
last and final example.

In Inscribing Ethical Space: Ten Propositions on Death, 
Representation, and Documentary, Vivian Sobchack famously 
claims that the fact of real people dying highlights the margins 
of conventional representation. She understands this problem 
as the consequence of an important epistemic shift. From the 
19th century onwards, experiencing natural death in one’s everyday 
life has become more and more uncommon. Quoting Philippe 
Ariès’s Western Attitudes toward Death, Sobchack retraces how 
the event of natural death has gradually moved from homes and 
bedrooms to hospitals, ultimately becoming a technical, displaced 
issue for trained experts. Thus, while “impossible to prevent, nat-
ural death became possible to efface.” 24 This means not only that 
people began to die in places shielded from the public gaze, but 
that death in unregulated social spaces was increasingly under-
stood as an accident, an abrupt break with the regular order of 
things rather than a natural course of events.

In light of this new epistemological inconceivability, Sobchack 
compares fictional and documentary films and notices how the 
latter struggles to find an aesthetic form to represent both ‘nat-
ural’ and ‘unnatural’ deaths. While one finds in fictional films 
an impressive corpus of flamboyant scenes with wholesome and 
visually ‘satisfying’ representations of death, it tends to remain 
elusive in documentary. There are, to be sure, some exceptions: 
cases in which real death does occur on screen. Sobchack ap-
proaches these scenes by means of ten conceptual propositions. 
Moving gradually from phenomenological semiotics to docu-
mentary ethics, she describes an interesting clash of two opposed 
body concepts:

24 Vivian Sobchack, “Inscribing Ethical Space: Ten Propositions on Death, 
Representation, and Documentary,” in: Quarterly Review of Film Studies 9, 
no. 4 (1984), pp. 283 – 300: here p. 285.
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The moment of death can only be represented in a visible and vig-
orous contrast between two states of the physical body: the body 
as lived- body, intentional and animated, and the body as corpse, 
as flesh unintended, inanimate, static. in this regard, the corpse 
is not so much an indexical sign of ‘death’ as it is of the ‘dead’. it 
signifies not a process of transformation, but a thing.25

Death becomes visually perceptible in cinema usually as the re-
sult of visible violence inflicted upon a living, or, in phenom-
enological terms, a lived body. On- screen violence brings the 
movement of bodies and images to an abrupt halt, turning an 
“embodied subject into a body- object.” 26 This abruptness itself is 
already “a structure of what we perceive as violence” 27: not the 
seamless process of natural death, but a violent rupture. Both 
the to- be- continued videos and The Falling Man found a visual 
equivalent of this sudden rupture: the freeze frame or still im-
age that radically suspends a rapid motion (especially the fall). 
They bring gradual movement to a complete standstill, breaking 
the confinements of the flow of real time. In the case of the to- 
be- continued videos, this leads to an equally violent rupture of 
a cinematographic flow.

With regard to the modern conception of death as an undis-
closed, technical exception from ordinary life, a straightforward 
depiction of the ‘accident of death’ would be a cultural taboo. 
Whenever documentaries cross this line, the representation of 
death is automatically charged with a number of ethical questions. 
In the concluding paragraphs of her study, Sobchack translates 
these questions into different embodied “gazes” towards dying 
people from a cinematographic standpoint: the “accidental gaze,” 
the “helpless gaze,” the “endangered gaze,” the “interventional 
gaze” and the “ethical” or “humane stare.” 28 These gazes are po-

25 Ibid., p. 287, emphasis in the original.
26 Ibid., p. 289.
27 Ibid., p. 290.
28 Ibid., pp. 294 – 297.
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sitions that a filmmaker may occupy when encountering death 
in any given situation. The five gazes converge with the viewer’s 
gaze into what Sobchack calls “documentary space.” Whenever 
a film gives a documentary account of death, this conjuncture of 
the visible spaces within a filmic text and the “lifeworld” 29 spaces 
of the film’s viewers are ethically inscribed.

Since the first publication of Sobchack’s Ten Propositions in 
the Quarterly Review of Film Studies, not much has changed to 
the overall restraint towards a direct representation of death in 
mainstream documentary filmmaking.30 One can nonetheless 
ask what happens if the death scenes themselves can no longer 
be categorized according to a fixed opposition of documentary 
and fictional filmmaking. Sobchack, writing in 1984, still opts for 
a sharp distinction between the two:

in the cinema, it seems the narrative representation of death is 
experienced as a visualization in the abstract, whereas the docu-
mentary representation of death seems experienced as a visual-
ization of the real. . . . [T]he excessive visual attention lavished on 
violent death in the narrative film seems culturally tolerated — if 
often criticized. Conversely, documentary film is marked by an ex-
cessive visual avoidance of death, and when death is represent-
ed, the representation seems to demand ethical justification.31

Attributing narrative qualities to fictional film alone is highly de-
batable today.32 But apart from discussions in academic criticism, 

29 Ibid., p. 294.
30 Cf. Sophie Monks Kaufman, “The Weight of Death in Documentary,” 
in: Sight&Sound, September 14, 2018, https://www.bfi.org.uk/ news- opinion/ 
sight- sound- magazine/ comment/ unfiction/ death- dying- documentary- 
taboo- steven- eastwood- island, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
31 Sobchack (1984), “Inscribing Ethical Space,” pp. 290 – 291, emphasis 
is my own.
32 Cf. John Corner, “Documentary Studies: Dimensions of Transitions 
and Continuity,” in: Thomas Austin/Wilma de Jong, eds., Rethinking Doc-
umentary: New Perspectives, New Practices. Maidenhead and New York: 
McGraw Hill/Open University Press, 2008, p. 22.
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the question of the representation of death remains pivotal, es-
pecially in moments of a generic or perceptual switch. Sobchack 
gives a famous example: the killing of a rabbit in Jean Renoir’s La 
règle du jeu (1939). Viewers have little choice but to infer that a 
real rabbit was killed for the filming of the scene. On the basis of 
such a contextual inference, our perception of the scene changes 
dramatically: “[t]he rabbit’s death violently, abruptly, punctuates 
narrative space with documentary space.” 33 The real death of the 
rabbit turns a diegetic scene into a documentary record.

Video Essay: Three Casualties

Sobchack highlights this sudden and radical switch by compar-
ing it to another death in Renoir’s film. Near the end of La règle 
du jeu, aviator André Jurieux, one of the main characters of the 
film, is shot and killed. Jurieux was played by professional ac-
tor Roland Toutain, who evidently survived this fictional death 
scene without getting hurt. The rabbit, on the other hand, was 
not acting. Its fictional death and its actual death coincide with-
in the same shot.

Sobchack does not discuss films that involve actors who died 
while enacting a fictional death scene. However, film history pro-
vides numerous examples, and it is often not the main actor but 
the stunt double that dies during the shooting of a dangerous 
scene. (Renoir’s actor Roland Toutain, who actually worked as 
a stuntman and stunt driver, died a natural death in 1977.)34 In 
a video essay titled Three Casualties (2017), Jens Pecho reworks 
three scenes in which a stunt double died. His film takes up one 
of Sobchack’s phenomenological concerns: what happens to our 

33 Sobchack (1984), “Inscribing Ethical Space,” p. 293.
34 The safety of stunt work remains a heated issue to this day. Recent cases 
of fatally injured stuntmen include major blockbuster films such as Dead-
pool 2 and shows like The Walking Dead. Cf. Sophie Haigney: “An Acci-
dent and a Penalty Renew Attention to Stunt Safety,” in: New York Times, 
February 25, 2019. https://www.nytimes.com/ 2019/ 02/ 25/ arts/  television/ 
stunt- accidents- penalty- safety.html, date of access: 17 Sept. 2019.
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interpretation of the scene if we discover that a fictional accident 
or a dangerous moment for a fictional character had a deadly 
outcome for the actual people involved in the shooting? What 
happens if we are suddenly forced to read a fictional death scene 
as a real one?

The video essay is composed of three pieces of found footage. 
They constitute three equally long chapters, introduced by the 
numbers 1, 2 and 3 over a black screen. The scenes were taken from 
conventional mainstream films: a historical drama about NASA’s 
Project Mercury, a western, and a romantic comedy. What con-
nects the different extracts, which were shot in diverse historical 
settings and production contexts, is the way each stuntman died. 
Fatal accidents did not occur during explosions, fires, car crashes, 
shootouts, or fights, but in scenes involving a dangerous fall from 
a plane, from a horse or from a building. The first stuntman died 
while performing a parachute stunt. Due to a faulty smoke can-
ister attached to his helmet, he lost consciousness and failed to 
open his parachute (figure 1.4). The second stuntman was killed 
in a scene in which he was to be dragged by a galloping horse. It 
accidentally veered from the intended course and smashed his 
head against a fence post. The third stuntman was to fall from 
a grain silo. He was fatally injured because the airbags on the 
ground failed to open.

Pecho decided not to mention the exact titles of the films. He 
wanted to ensure that the audience would not superimpose a fic-
titious character over the stuntmen’s bodies, and a fictional narra-
tive over a painfully real moment.35 Accordingly, we see the stunt-
men Joseph Leonard Svec, Jim Sheppard and Colin Dragsbaek, 
not the fictional characters or the main actors that played them 
for the rest of the film. Three Casualties breaks the seam between 
the actors’ and their doubles’ bodies, as well as the conventional 
divide between fiction and documentary. The video essay works 

35 Cf. Jens Pecho, in a mail to the author, January 1, 2019. The three films 
are The Right Stuff (1983, Philip Kaufman), Comes a Horseman (1978, Alan 
J. Pakula) and Love Serenade (1996, Shirley Barrett).
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against the erasure of the stuntman’s real body as described by 
Miranda J. Banks and Lauren Steimer.36 In Pecho’s film, the bod-
ies of Joseph Leonard Svec and Sam Shepard are not presented as 
‘one’ (in this case, the character Chuck Yeager); in fact, Shepard 
and Yeager are not mentioned at all.

Three Casualties invites its viewers to focus fully on the stunt-
men’s bodies by means of various title cards. Over the course 
of each scene, the inserted texts give the year of the film’s pro-
duction, the name of the stuntman involved, the stunt during 
which he died, possible reasons for the respective accidents, and 
how the directors and production companies responded to the 
stuntman’s death. In the first case, the scene was reshot with a 
different stunt double; in the other two, the shot with the fatal 
accident remained in the film. A second strategy Pecho uses to 
direct the audience’s attention to the stuntman’s body is to ma-
nipulate the shots themselves. Here, Three Casualties echoes the 
treatment of the CCTV footage of Kim’s assassination, and of the 
“postproduction tropes” 37 that Basar enumerates in LOL History. 
Pecho slows down the original images. The scenes do not run in 
real time, as they were filmed, but in artificial slow motion. The 
regular speed of the scenes is decreased to such an extent that 
the natural flow of movement is replaced by a visible succession 
of the individual still frames, which now last considerably longer 
than 24 frames per seconds.38 What results are scenes that visual-
ly jerk and jolt. Instead of a fluid, Deleuzian ‘movement- image,’ 
Three Casualties is based on ‘judder- images,’ located somewhere 
in the realm between still photography and moving images in a 

36 Cf. Miranda J. Banks/Lauren Steimer, “The Heroic Body: Toughness, 
Femininity and the Stunt Double,” in: The Sociological Review 63, no. 1 
(2015). While Banks and Steimer predominantly analyze the precarious 
position of stuntwomen in the film industry, their observations concern-
ing the erasure of the stunt double’s on- screen presence apply to both 
male and female stunt doubles.
37 LOL, p. 37.
38 The first extract runs at a speed of approximately four frames per sec-
ond, the second at 1.5, the third at 2.5.
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strict sense. The controlled lowering of the frame rate affects the 
soundtrack as well. The original sounds and music become an 
unspecific, muffled noise, as if they were recorded under water. 
In sum, the de- familiarization of both image and sound work 
strongly against the construction of diegetic situations, spaces 
and characters. They bring forth another level of filmic reality: the 
contexts of the actual production of the images we see, expressed 
through a reworking of the same images. Diegetic qualities are 
strategically drained from the scenes, opening up the possibility 
to read them as documents of the accidents that occurred dur-
ing the films’ production.

The final section of the video essay presents the three scenes 
again, now in real time and with their regular soundtrack. But with 
the information provided during previous scenes, Three Casualties 
forces the viewers to see the extracts in a new light. A tension 
between a fictional and a documentary reading of the scenes is 
reestablished, while three final title cards give an argumentative 
conclusion: the parachute fall still appears as an ordinary movie 
scene, since several takes were reshot after the stuntman’s death 
(on the level of the five individual shots notwithstanding, we can-
not be sure whether each one shows the substitute and not the 
original stuntman). The western scene, on the other hand, shows 
‘somebody dying.’ According to the very last title card, the scene 
with the fall from the grain silo remains unclear.

Thus, the three extracts are not so much restored as they are 
endowed with a new layer of meaning. Three Casualties forces us 
to watch the scenes in a way similar to how we would watch the 
shooting of the rabbit in La règle du jeu. After we are pushed out 
of a closed diegetic world towards what Étienne Souriau would 
call the “profilmic reality” of film,39 the pieces of fictional films 
are still imbued (or ‘overwritten’) with documentary qualities. 
What is suddenly at stake is not only a documentary ethic as in 
Sobchack’s examples, but the ethic of film production itself. While 

39 Étienne Souriau, “La structure de l’univers filmique et le vocabulaire 
de la filmologie,” in: Revue internationale de Filmologie 2, nos. 7 – 8 (1951).
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the stuntmen’s deaths did not take place on the diegetic level of 
the film, their dying for a particular scene is now reintegrated 
into the structures of cinematic signification. Without plunging 
into a conventional behind- the- scenes or making- of documentary, 
we are now able to peek into a production reality, fully embedded 
yet partially disclosed in the cinematographic images themselves.

Nevertheless, upon closer inspection, each of the three scenes 
is characterized by a lasting ambiguity. Our knowledge about 
the stuntmen’s deaths stems mostly from the title cards and can 
hardly be seen in the images as such. Death itself remains invis-
ible, notably in the middle section with the horse stunt. The shot 
was cut in the moment right before the stuntman fatally hits his 
head. We also do not see the stuntman crashing to the ground 
with his parachute unopened, nor do we get a clear view of the 
faulty airbag that was unable to cushion the stuntman’s fall from 
the silo. Still, what each scene does show — at least to a certain 
extent — is the recurring motif that already appeared to us in the 
CCTV footage of Kim, the to- be- continued compilations and the 
Falling Man photo. The images are about the imminent death of 
a visible person within the frame, yet instead of directly show-
ing the ‘moment’ of death, they highlight the moments leading 
up to a person’s death, the suspenseful split seconds right before.

Wrap- Up: Dying, Behind the Scenes

Each of my examples builds up a specific kind of affective antic-
ipation. They provide their spectators and viewers with enough 
contextual information to know that the person in the shot in-
evitably dies only a few moments after the images are taken. As 
I hoped to have shown, this structure is not only characteristic 
for the circulating CCTV footage of Kim’s death; it can actually 
be found in a great variety of other moving and still images. In 
each case, the depiction of impending death is accompanied by 
pronounced affects and is characterized by the motif of ‘falling 
to death.’ This constitutes a radical antidote to every form of pro-
cedural dying by compressing ‘death’ into a brief and brutal mo-
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ment: the impact on the ground. It is precisely the impact that is 
being withheld, though it is clearly implied in the respective image.

Perhaps the affects engendered by these images are best de-
scribed as an accumulating apprehension and a pressing uneas-
iness. Neither is tempered by additional ‘meaning’ or a ‘story.’ 
The images signify death, but this death does not signify as such. 
Their uneasiness is never resolved, neither visually nor narrative-
ly, and certainly not by the images themselves. Indeed, this may 
be another reason some of them are deemed “unwatchable” 40 by 
spectators and critics alike.

The images’ uneasiness calls for an active and, in many cases, 
indeed highly productive mode of reception. It seems impossible 
to ‘leave’ these images ‘alone.’ They demand that viewers actively 
deal with them. This becomes apparent, firstly, in the ways the 
images themselves are enlarged, slowed down, reworked, pro-
cessed, and manipulated. Secondly, all four examples spark ad-
ditional, inter- textual and contextual activities. Spectators and 
viewers will feel prompted to look for more information about 
the pictures’ unsettling content. I myself tried to find out more 
about the fate of many people in the to- be- continued compila-
tions by searching for the original videos. I also tried to gather 
more information about the falling man by collecting more im-
ages and videos, and looked deeper into the deaths of stuntmen 
and stuntwomen on set.

Coming back to Basar’s essay, his ongoing “searching for some-
thing that [Doan’s] beauty masks and reveals” 41 is probably an 
accurate description of our urgent, yet helpless, attempts to tame 
the affective power of the images discussed above. The forms of 
reworking, reformatting, repurposing and reprocessing all aim 
at a specific reality that seems to be located ‘behind’ and ‘outside’ 
the images. The images hint at something that lies beneath their 
visual ‘surface,’ and we feel compelled to uncover what they con-

40 See Nicholas Baer et al., eds., Unwatchable. New Brunswick/Camden/
Newark, NJ/London: Rutgers University Press, 2019.
41 LOL, p. 40.
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ceal. As much as the exact moment of death (however unspecif-
ic it may be in the individual cases) is withheld, our attempts to 
‘pierce’ the image in order the get ‘behind the scenes’ of what the 
images show are repeatedly frustrated.

Of all the examples discussed in this text, Pecho’s video essay 
comes closest to embodying this tension. The film adds a behind- 
the- scenes logic to the found footage, even though we do not get 
any actual views from ‘behind,’ i. e. from a hypothetical hors- cadre 
beyond the visual boundaries of the three scenes. While Three 
Casualties does not become a proper making- of documentary, it 
points to a crucial dimension of filmic reality — which may make 
no difference to the films’ stories as such, yet all the difference to 
the real people involved in crafting them. To critically address 
this behind- the- scenes reality, the ‘post- production tropes’ in 
Basar’s text only go so far.

Coda

The urge to get ‘behind the scenes’ of the images could be added 
to Sobchack’s Ten Propositions. It would be difficult, though, to 
attribute it either to the ethical dimensions of film production 
or the ethical dimensions of film reception. On the contrary: it 
seems to fluctuate between the two. But no matter how porous 
the demarcation between production and reception may have 
become, it is important to note that projects such as Basar’s and 
Pecho’s all take place in a relatively ‘safe’ space. They are not di-
rectly affected by the situations and their respective representa-
tion that they rework in prose and images. With recourse to 
Sobchack’s terms, Basar’s and Pecho’s gazes are analytical rath-
er than accidental, helpless or interventional, and certainly not 
endangered. Their gazes belong to a sixth form of “visual activ-
ity,” 42 namely, to one that follows the first five and which would 
consequently belong not to production, but to post- production. 
In a sense, the same could be said of the composition of this text. 

42 Sobchack (1984), “Inscribing Ethical Space,” p. 294.
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To claim that death remains on the fringes of documentary me-
dia or is constantly deferred by them, prefigures relatively well- 
secured and unthreatened speaker positions. They are still part 
of the epistemic condition Sobchack recapitulates. Since death 
and dying have been handed over to experts and special insti-
tutions, film and photography are at pains to ensure that death 
and dying also remain on the fringes of the visible. To a certain 
degree, theory reinforces this tendency.

Yet there is a growing number of images in which death is no 
longer marginal. These images show real people dying in plain 
sight, in front of and behind the camera. A new interconnection 
between physical violence and modern media has emerged, es-
pecially in Syria since 2011, where image making has yet again 
become highly endangered. The new entanglement of human 
bodies and documentary devices is dramatically shifting the co-
ordinates of the representation of death for a large number of 
people.43 Future reflection on images of dying will have to take 
these images into account. New critical tools will be needed to 
conceptualize such reconfigured mediated realities. The ques-
tion remains open whether the footage of Kim’s assassination is 
already part of this new representational regime or still belongs 
to an image logic in which death is excruciatingly hinted at, yet 
barely shown.
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THE MAKING OF A SCREEN IMAGE  
Niklas Kammermeier

No Ready- Made

“Clearly,” Shumon Basar writes, Doan Thi Huong’s image is “culled 
from airport CCTV: low- resolution, a casual pose captured ac-
cidentally.” 1 As I will argue in this paper, it is more complicated 
than that. The grainy image that shows the alleged assassin of 
Kim Jong- nam at the airport of Kuala Lumpur is far from being 
“captured accidentally.” It is not a machine- made object. The im-
age may have its origins in airport CCTV but has been carried 
off on a long and complex journey, passing through manifold 
institutions, networks and media technologies before it flickers 
on our laptop screens. It is an image shaped by distribution and 
made for distribution 2 that opens up to a complex ensemble of 
technical and social conditions, not least to a woman being trans-
formed into an auratic image, a fetishized object and finally into 
a delinquent figure, excluded from society and threatened with 
the death penalty. That is why the image of Doan Thi Huong is 
not “self- contained,” 3 nor a “ready- made,” 4 as Basar claims. It is 
not exempt from authorship nor from ideology. It must be con-
sidered an utterly staged object.

The first set of questions that I will address in this article are 
the following: where does this image come from, what stages of 
editing and distribution did it go through and how did it finally 
arrive on e- flux.com? In order to carry out this ‘archeological’ re-
search, I have used reverse- image search engines such as TinEye 

1 LOL, p. 36.
2 Cf. Simon Rothöhler, Das verteilte Bild: Stream — Archiv — Ambiente. 
Paderborn: Wilhelm Fink, 2018.
3 LOL, p. 36.
4 Ibid.

The Making of a Screen Image 
Kammermeier

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



K A M M E R M E i E R80

and Google Images, which enabled me to trace the origin of the 
multiple variations of Doan’s image circulating on the internet 
today and to describe how it has proliferated and changed over 
time. This method brings with it its own problems: websites have 
been deleted or modified, images replaced or edited, and different 
search engines show different results. That is why the genealogy 
of Doan’s image must remain a vague approach; gaps must be 
filled here and there with speculation. Nonetheless, reverse en-
gine results do make at least one thing clear: that the most sig-
nificant ‘mutations’ the image has undergone follow a strange 
urge to make Doan into a screen image.

Screen Capture I

The ‘oldest’ picture of Doan on the internet today was published 
by malaymail.com, the website of the Malaysian newspaper Malay 
Mail, on February 15, 2017, shortly after Doan was arrested by 
Malaysian police (figure 2.1).5 The caption reads:

A CCTv image showing a woman suspect linked to the death of a 
North Korean man said to be Kim Jong- nam, the estranged half- 
brother to the country’s leader Kim Jong- un, at the Kuala Lumpur 
low- cost terminal airport in Sepang February 13, 2017.6

The almost square image appears like a pointillist painting, com-
posed of thousands of dots. It shows Doan, surrounded by a 
bright, bluish ‘aura.’ She wears the now- famous white t- shirt 
with the ‘LOL’ print on the front, a purse and a blue skirt. The 
woman looks like she was captured while stepping out of a dark, 
plane background. You can spot two bright, longish shapes over 

5 Cf. Anon., “Cops Arrest Woman Caught on Camera Suspected of Killing 
Kim Jong- Nam,” in: Malay Mail, February 15, 2017, https://www. malay mail.
com/ news/ malaysia/ 2017/ 02/ 15/ cops- arrest- woman- caught- on- camera- 
during- kim- jong- nam- killing/ 1315715, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019.
6 Ibid.
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her right shoulder. Next to her left shoulder, the image is marked 
with a red ‘Scoop’ logo, meaning “a news story discovered and 
published by one newspaper before all the others.” 7 In fact, also 
the article informing us of Doan’s arrest points out that Malay 
Mail was the first to obtain the image of the alleged assassin. Yet 
the article does not reveal how they obtained this image.

Another picture with a small watermark reading “Malay Mail” 8 
published by cnn.com the same day might provide an answer 
(figure 2.2). The angled photograph shows the detail of a com-
puter screen. In the left half of the picture, next to a black screen 
frame, one can see a whiteboard and something that looks like 
a yellow bureaucratic form. One may assume that the screen is 
located in an office, maybe in a monitoring room of the police 
or the airport security. It is equally possible that the screen is lo-
cated in the editorial office of a newspaper. The monitor shows 
Doan wearing the same white t- shirt with the ‘LOL’ print. She is 
standing next to a column at a grey concrete parking lot, appar-
ently outside of an airport. Three more people are standing next 
to her (two of whom will be identified later as co- conspirators), 
including a taxi- driver in a blue uniform. In the lower right of 
the picture, a man is standing next to his suitcases. At the very 
bottom of the depicted screen, a series of white numbers and 
letters are visible, as well as a video bar. This suggests that the 
screen shows footage of a CCTV camera as well as the surface 
of the CCTV video software.

Compared with the picture published by malaymail.com, one 
may identify remarkable differences. The screen depicting Doan 
appears much brighter, less colorful and less rich in contrast. Her 
skirt and the purse she is carrying are nowhere near as blue as 

 7 Cambridge Dictionary, “Scoop,” https://dictionary.cambridge.org/ de/ 
worterbuch/ englisch/ scoop, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
8 Cf. Brian Ries, “Suspect in Death of Kim Jong Un’s Half Brother Seen 
Wearing ‘LOL’ Shirt,” in: CNN, February 15, 2017, https://www.cnn.com/ 
2017/ 02/ 16/ asia/ kim- cctv- shirt- trnd/ index.html, date of access: 18 Sept. 
2019.
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they appear in the ‘close up.’9 In contrast to the malaymail.com 
version, there is no sense of pointillism; you cannot spot any vid-
eo lines or pixels. Finally, the image that shows the screen com-
pletely lacks the glamour and the ‘aura’ of the one wearing the 
‘Scoop’ sign. Indeed, on first glance, the two pictures do not have 
much in common. However, upon closer examination, you can 
spot the same bright, longish shapes, both on the malaymail.com 
picture and on the cnn.com photo of the screen. On the latter, 
these shapes can now be clearly identified as reflections of ceiling- 
mounted lamps, presumably from the office where the screen is 
located. This allows us to speculate about how malaymail.com 
really obtained the image.

One possible scenario is that reporters of the Malaysian Mail 
got exclusive access to the CCTV monitor that showed video foot-
age of Doan right after her ‘prank’ that went so horribly wrong. 
Interestingly, they did not capture a still from the video with a 
digital screenshot tool or exported a JPEG from the CCTV vid-
eo software. Alternatively, the ‘screen capture’ was executed in 
the following way: a photographer waited until Doan walked to-
wards the lower right half of the screen, passing an area where 
nothing but the grey concrete appears in her background. They 
stopped the video right at the moment when the reflections of 
the office lamps were above her right shoulder, approached the 
screen (probably with a macro lens) and pressed the shutter but-
ton. Afterwards the photo must have been edited extensively, in-
creasing the contrast so that the white shirt would stand out more 
sharply against the background and the ‘LOL’ print would be 
more defined. Color saturation must have been increased, both 
to underline the blue of the skirt and to amplify the glooming 
bright blue aura that surrounds the figure.10 Sharpness has been 
added and contours have been traced, which not only intensify 

9 Especially in contrast to the blue uniform of the taxi driver next to her, 
her skirt seems to be more brownish than blue.
10 The ‘aura’ probably comes from the image intensifier that CCTV cam-
eras usually use to shoot in dark ambiences.
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the black silhouettes of her face (posing the effect of dark black 
makeup) but sharpen the pixels of the screen, giving the picture 
this feel of pointillism.

Reverse image search on tineye.com shows that in July 2019 
there were 1221 images on the internet that stem from the ‘close- 
up’ image described above. You can find exact copies of the 
image, showing the red ‘Scoop’ logo but also images that are 
missing the logo.11 You can find variously trimmed or enlarged 
sections of the image. However, what interests me most are the 
hundreds of images that seem to have undergone more signifi-
cant transformations. For example, the image of Doan published 
on  dailystar.co.uk shows at first glance a detail of the original 
malaymail.com image (figure 2.3).12 Doan is captured in the ex-
act same position. However, there are some striking differences. 
For one thing, the perspective of the whole image seems a little 
distorted. Furthermore, it is much brighter than the ‘original,’ 
seemingly overexposed. Over Doan’s left shoulder you can now 
spot a red blurry dot and a little white stain on the very right 
of the image. What is most striking is that the image appears 
to have even lower resolution than the original and thus to be 
grainier. Her contours dissolve in hundreds of dots while one 
can almost count every single video line. As will be shown be-
low, these effects are the result of the screen capture technique 
deployed by  malaymail.com having been perpetuated, or one 
could say: re- enacted.

Screen Capture II

On February 15, 2017, the same day that the ‘original’ picture 
was released, the official website of The Washington Post pub-

11 Later I will discuss how the logo went missing.
12 Cf. David Trayner, “Kim Jong- nam Assassination: Three Now Held 
Over Murder of Kim Jong- un’s Brother,” in: Daily Star, February 16, 2017, 
https://www.dailystar.co.uk/ news/ latest- news/ 588692/ kim- jong- un- north- 
korea- pyongyang- second- woman- arrested- over- murder- kim- jong- nam- 
malaysia, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019.
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lished a photo by EPA photographer Jeon Heon- Kyun with the 
following caption:

South Korean Tv shows an image of a woman suspected of in-
volvement in the assassination of North Korean leader Kim Jong 
Un’s half- brother, Kim Jong Nam, who was poisoned by two fe-
male attackers at the Kuala Lumpur airport.13

The photo shows a brightly glowing flat screen standing on a rack 
in a very dark room. Due to the darkness, you can hardly see 
the single male person on the right who is looking at the screen. 
Apparently, the depicted screen shows a Korean television news 
channel that airs the malaymail.com image of Doan: you can spot 
the reflections over her right and the red ‘Scoop’ logo over her 
left shoulder. However, the logo must have been blurred before 
it was published on washingtonpost.com, for nothing but a red, 
undefined dot has been left.14 On the depicted screen, now a new 
red TV logo in the upper left of the monitor overlaps Doan’s im-
age. Furthermore, the news channel has added a bright frame so 
that the broadcasted image appears as though it had been print-
ed out as a polaroid.

However, since a screen that shows a photo of a screen has been 
photographed, more visual effects have been added to Doan’s pic-
ture. Now one can spot not only the ‘original’ reflections, presum-
ably from the lamps of the police office in Kuala Lumpur, but also 
new bright shapes next to Doan’s left arm. A light source from the 
room in which the flat screen is located must have caused these 

13 Anna Fifield, “Malaysian Airport Assassination Focuses New Atten-
tion on North Korean Leader,” in: The Washington Post, February 15, 2017, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/ world/ asia_pacific/ malaysian- airport- 
assassination- focuses- new- attention- on- north- korean- leader/ 2017/ 02/ 15/ 
d09fd508-f3bc- 11e6-a9b0-ecee7ce475fc_story.html?noredirect=on&utm_
term=.027508bb1ca8, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
14 The logo must have been blurred using image editing after the pho-
to was taken — for the video lines of the screen around the logo appear 
blurred, too.
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additional reflections. And since a photo of a screen has now been 
projected on another screen, you can clearly recognize the moiré 
effect: video lines of the first monitor (in Malaysia) interfere with 
the video lines of the second monitor (in Korea), which results 
in dark, diagonal stripes running through the screen.

Reverse search engines reveal that dozens of blogs, social- 
media channels and boulevard news websites have used this 
image. Interestingly, most of them employed an image practice 
very similar to the one that led to the first appearance of Doan: 
they ‘zoomed’ into the photographed TV screen. Some show the 
Korean TV logo or even the frame of the flat screen. However, 
most versions available on the internet, including the one pub-
lished by dailystar.co.uk, zoomed into the photo until not only 
the environment the screen is located in but also the frames of 
the TV screen disappeared.

There is a whole ‘evolutionary branch’ of Doan’s image that 
was initiated with the photo from washingtonpost.com: variously 
zoomed and cropped photos of a screen which shows a zoomed 
and cropped photo of a screen. However, the image Shumon 
Basar used on e- flux.com has another origin.

Screen Capture III

On February 15, cnn.com presented the same ‘capture’ of Doan 
(that had been “first obtained by the Malay Mail,” 15 as cnn.com 
reveals) in two versions. They are clearly different from the origi-
nal: both images are missing the red ‘Scoop’ logo. The first image 
is a significantly zoomed and cropped version that shows Doan’s 
upper body, composed of impressively clear video lines. Now you 
can almost distinguish the red, green and blue pixels, supposed-
ly of an LCD screen. The second picture shows Doan’s full body. 
In contrast to the malaymail.com version, which was cropped 
right under Doan’s knees, now her whole body is exposed. Only 

15 Ries (2017), “Suspect in Death of Kim Jong Un’s Half Brother Seen 
Wearing ‘LOL’ shirt.”
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the front of her left foot is protruding over the edge of the im-
age, which gives the impression of the figure hovering above the 
ground, on the verge of stepping out of the frame. Also the res-
olution of the full- body picture is significantly higher than the 
one published by malaymail.com. This results in interesting ef-
fects when the cnn.com website is opened on a computer screen: 
the pixels of the computer screen interfere with the pixels of the 
photographed screen showing Doan. This transforms the vid-
eo lines into symmetric patterns, almost in the shape of a cross, 
with Doan’s body in the center. As one scrolls through the arti-
cle, these patterns even begin to move slightly. Due to the thick 
black bars that have been added to the left and right of the pic-
ture, the figure now seems to be glowing on its own, appearing 
ghostly, almost sacredly from a dark space.16

Results of reverse image search show that numerous imag-
es available on the internet today show exact copies or cropped 
versions of the full- body picture published by cnn.com. However, 
the image also underwent a remediation process similar to the 
malaymail.com version. Sun.uk, for example, at first glance showed 
a detail of the cnn.com version (figure 2.4), apparent from the larg-
er detail of Doan’s body as well as the missing red watermark.17 
Upon closer examination, one recognizes another reflection that 
was not there on the cnn.com version: bright (day-)light appears 
to shine diagonally upon the image’s surface. From what we have 
learned above, one can speculate about the reason for this reflec-
tion. Even though we do not see a frame of a monitor, it is likely 
that we are (again) looking at a cropped photograph of a (TV) 
screen that shows the CNN version of the original image, which 

16 An effect that would not have been the same if mounted right on the 
white background of the CNN website.
17 Cf. Sam Webb, “Kim’s Killer Women. Inside Kim Jong- un’s Sinister 
All- Female Death Squads Employed to Lure the North Korean Tyrant’s 
Enemies into Assassination Traps,” in: The Sun, February 16, 2017, updated 
February 24, 2017, https://www.thesun.co.uk/ news/ 2880220/ inside- kim- 
jong- un- female- death- squads/ , date of access: May 30, 2019.
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is itself a photographed section of a screen that shows footage of 
a CCTV camera.

Before we look at how Basar used the image of Doan, let us 
pause for a moment and take stock of the observations made thus 
far. Malaysian police did not just export a JPEG from the CCTV 
video software or use digital screen- capture methods. Similarly, 
the washingtonpost.com, dailymail.com and thesun.com did not 
just ‘copy and paste’ the available digital image; rather, they took 
what appear to be odd detours via photographing screens and 
monitors, removing the image from its original source and look-
ing at it, again, from a distance — as if they needed to reflect (while 
literally creating reflections) on the surfaces that Doan’s figure 
has been projected on. This suggests it was not enough for Doan 
to appear on a monitor just once; rather, she had to appear over 
and over again. At the same time, efforts have been made to hide 
precisely these production conditions; images have been cropped 
and zoomed in to make the frames of the monitors disappear. 
Colors have been intensified to hide the small color range of a 
CCTV camera. Finally, these images have a similar paradoxical 
relation towards their own status as digital images. On the one 
hand, they are composed of digital pixels that are ‘called upon’ 
a screen; on the other hand, in order to make these pixels visi-
ble, optical video lines had to be registered by photographing the 
surface of monitors. In short, an analog effect has been used to 
evoke a digital appearance.

The Fetish of the Screen

Of the many versions of Doan’s images discussed above, Shumon 
Basar chose the full- body version that had been published by 
cnn.com. The image shows the very same framing and misses 
the scoop watermark. At first, Basar did not make any changes 
to the image other than replace the thick black bars with a black 
frame. However, as he himself reveals, he then felt the urge to do 
something with the image as well:

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



K A M M E R M E i E R88

i was compelled to print it out. i zoomed into specific parts — her 
face, her hands, the bag she’s clutching, the dark corona of her 
eyes, that flat, flat fringe — and printed these out too. i used 
Photoshop and Mac’s Preview to enlarge the image, each time 
degrading resolution. Then, i’d photograph the printouts. Zoom in 
more. Print out again. Fidelity felt unimportant compared to some 
auratic essence. Locked in the glow of the pixels.18

In the light of the observations made above, it is striking how 
Basar, an author and art curator, felt compelled to emulate the 
journalists of (boulevard) news channels and do very similar 
things with the image of Doan. While Basar did not photograph 
a screen, he nonetheless transferred the image into an analog 
state by printing it out before photographing it. Similar to the 
journalists, Basar not only used cropping and zooming but also 
repeated this process of re- mediatization again and again: he 
printed, edited, photographed, printed, edited, photographed, 
until the pixels concealed the figure almost entirely. In doing so, 
Basar not only re- enacted the figure of the photographer Thomas 
in Michelangelo Antonioni’s Blow- Up (1966), but re- enacted the 
practice through which the image of Doan was fabricated in the 
first place.

There are nonetheless important differences between Basar’s ap-
proach to the image and those of the journalists of dailymail.co.uk 
and thesun.uk. First and foremost, he is obviously well aware that 
he is engaged in a fetishizing practice. Similar to what he calls 
the “fetish of zooming into photographs” 19 conducted by the fig-
ure of Thomas in Blow- Up, he makes clear that using “Photoshop 
and Mac’s preview,” 20 printing the image out, photographing it 
again, editing it again etc. will not reveal any knowledge, not 
about Doan as a person, nor about the fascination that ema-
nates from her image. He is aware of lending the image a kind 

18 LOL, pp. 36 – 37.
19 Ibid., p. 37.
20 Ibid., p. 36.
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of aura, which stems from a desire for transparency that he will 
never satisfy. He shows that the relation between the image and 
reality is merely imaginary. One could assume that the image 
practice he applies is a practice of deconstruction, performing 
ideology critique.

On the other hand, one could say that reflexivity has always been 
part of the image production methods deployed by malaymail.com 
and its successors. The message of the grainy images has always 
been self- reflective: what you see is not Doan, but an image of a 
screen depicting her, in other words, an image of an image of an 
image of her. These images claim to disclose the conditions of im-
age production. They claim to lay bare bureaucracy and surveil-
lance techniques of the police and to reveal the journalistic lab-
oratories of their own screen- capturing methods. They point to 
the ‘materiality’ of the image, to the pixels and video lines arising 
from fragmented information being translated into light pulses 
and reflected on the glass surface of the screen.21 They even re-
flect on the affects and fetishes involved in their own image pro-
duction. For example, washingtonpost.com places a man looking 
at Doan inside the scenery, thereby materializing the male gaze 
within the image.

Following Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, these digitally distribut-
ed screen images are ideologically motivated while “mimicking 
ideology critique.” 22 They are fostering both an affective under-
standing of opacity and an excessive relation towards visuality. 
They claim that seeing is not knowing and yet, at the same time, 
are incessantly producing things to be seen, which is treated 
as if it had the potential to reveal knowledge.23 Malaymail.com, 
dailystar.co.uk, cnn.com, washingtonpost.com as well as Basar 
are all hiding the fact that, by means of (re-)photographing, crop-
ping, zooming etc., they are not deconstructing the screen as 

21 Cf. Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, “On Software, or the Persistence of Visual 
Knowledge,” Grey Room, no. 18 (January 2005), pp. 26 – 51, here: p. 27.
22 Ibid., p. 2.
23 Cf. ibid., p. 27, see also p. 43.
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a technological “ready- made.” 24 Rather, they are constructing a 
screen, which, according to Kaja Silverman, must be considered 
not only a technological object, but a “culturally generated im-
age or repertoire of images through which subjects are not only 
constituted, but differentiated in relation to class, race, sexuality, 
age, and nationality.” 25

These observations show that the images of Doan are not 
screens, neither in a technological nor a merely metaphorical 
sense, but instead a specific image genre that combines certain aes-
thetics, affects and distribution techniques. These images, which 
I would like to call screen images, have the power to constitute 
subjects. Following Silverman again, they give “shape and sig-
nificance to how we are seen by ‘others as such,’ how we define 
and interact with the agency to whom we attribute our visibility, 
and how we perceive the world.” 26

What does it mean, then, to make Doan into a screen image? 
In the following, I will show along four historical ‘scenes’ how 
the image practices described above (1) invent a fictional charac-
ter and, paradoxically, claim to scientifically prove it, (2) expose 
Doan as a person that hides something, (3) create a hypnotic and 
glamorous figure, (4) convict Doan as a criminal.

(1) Between Fiction and Fact

On December 28, 1895, two events occurred, that, according 
to José Moure and Dominique Chateau, profoundly shaped 
the modern semantics of the screen. First, Auguste and Louis 
Lumière projected moving images of light on a white surface in 
Paris. Since then, the screen is considered a medium of diege-
sis, an object that mediates between the audience and a fiction-

24 LOL, p. 36.
25 Kaja Silverman, Male Subjectivity at the Margins. New York: Routledge, 
1992, p. 150; Kaja Silverman, The Threshold of the Visible World. New York: 
Routledge, 2013, p. 135.
26 Silverman, The Threshold of the Visible World, p. 174.
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al, dramatized world. Second, on the very same day, Conrad 
Röntgen discovered X-Rays in Würzburg. According to Chateau 
and Moure, these events were the starting point of the twofold 
semantics of the screen that persists to this day: where the screen 
of the Lumière Brothers mediates between the spectator and a 
fictional world, the screen of Conrad Röntgen is in need of in-
terpretation and aims at knowledge and scientific truth.27 As I 
would like to argue, the image practices that were conducted to 
make Doan a screen image activate this twofold semantics of the 
screen. On the one hand, the screen image allows Doan to be ex-
perienced as a dramatic figure. She not only appears as a ‘saint,’ a 
‘femme fatale’ and a ‘small town girl’ caught in a murderous con-
spiracy and world politics; the screen image also tells the story 
of guilt and punishment, almost in the classical sense of a trag-
edy. Doan’s hubris, her craving to be seen, led to a tragic entan-
glement in irredeemable guilt. By participating in the pretend-
ed TV prank, she allegedly hoped to acquire the same fame and 
glamour she acquired from the Vietnamese TV singing contest 
Star Search, or her various social media appearances that have 
been widely discussed in the aftermath of the assassination. The 
so- called CCTV image shows and rehearses, similar to a classi-
cal tragedy, the moment of dramatic punishment: the moment 
in which she is seen by a very different camera from the one she 
had hoped to be seen by. She is captured by a gaze that convicts 
her as a murderer.

On the other hand, the screen carries a much more reason-
able yet likewise fascinating function as a “data display appara-
tus.” 28 Similar to the “barium platinocyanide screen on which 
Röntgen viewed the first radiographic image, his own flickering 
ghostly skeleton,” 29 the screen depicting Doan becomes a scien-

27 Cf. José Moure/Dominique Chateau, “Introduction: Screen, a Con-
cept in Progress,” in: Dominique Chateau/José Moure, eds., Screens: From 
Materiality to Spectatorship — A Historical and Theoretical Reassessment. 
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2019, pp. 13 – 24, here: p. 14.
28 Ibid.
29 Ibid.
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tific apparatus, “providing an opportunity to visualize . . . invisi-
ble signals displayed on a monitor, where it can be interpreted.” 30 
Like the screen of Conrad Röntgen, the screen has the author-
ity to reveal scientific truth. The screen image not only testifies 
and proves the identity of Doan and her presence at the airport 
of Kuala Lumpur, but still carries the medical purpose of the 
roentgen screen and thereby takes over a function from the 19th- 
century legal psychiatry that Foucault calls “public hygiene”:31 
it applies ‘medical rationality’ to the ‘abnormal’ appearances of 
‘dangerous’ individuals.32

Thus, the screen image provides the immersive experience of 
a Hollywood- like dramatic story and at the same time calls for 
scientific interpretation. Paradoxically, the screen image presents 
an affective appearance of a fictional figure, while pretending as 
if the identity of this character could be proven by a scientific 
apparatus. Making Doan into a screen image means construct-
ing her as a figure oscillating between the real and the imaginary, 
between fact and fiction.

(2) Monstration and Concealment

A look back to the etymological origins of the word ‘screen’ shows 
that, before the advent of mechanical image processing tech-
niques in the 19th century, a screen was not at all a place of vis-
ibility. In fact, it was quite the opposite: it originally meant a 
metal object that protects one from the heat of a fire.33 Media 
scholars have shown that this meaning has survived to the pres-

30 Moure/Chateau (2019), “Introduction: Screen, a Concept in Progress,” 
p. 12.
31 Michel Foucault, “About the Concept of the ‘Dangerous Individual’ 
in 19th- Century Legal Psychiatry,” translated by Alain Baudot and Jane 
Couchman, International Journal of Law and Psychiatry, no.  1 (1978): 
pp. 1 – 18, here: p. 6.
32 Cf. ibid.
33 Moure/Chateau (2019), “Introduction: Screen, a Concept in Progress,” 
p. 14.
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ent: screens can be considered not only instruments for ‘showing’ 
and ‘monstration,’ but also for ‘concealment.’34 Anne Friedberg 
and Lisa Gitelman note that today’s computer screens in particu-
lar unfold these dialectics, since a computer screen is “at once 
opaque and transparent,” 35 both a “window” and a “flat surface.” 36 
Screen images not only provide a “deep virtual reach to archives 
and databases,” 37 but also hide (and protect) one from the often 
incomprehensible procedures within a ‘black box.’ Thus, one 
can say that staging Doan as a screen image constructs her as a 
subject, who must be read through her indecisive relationship 
towards surface and depth, disclosing and hiding. As much as 
she is exposed as an image, as someone desiring to be seen, she 
appears as a person, who, behind her façade (of an innocent 
young woman), hides her unintelligible but alleged deviant and 
murderous capacities.

(3) Fascination

Unlike printed images that “require ambient light or light di-
rected at them to be seen,” 38 screens shine alone. They do not 
have to be situated in an illuminated room, but rather, quite the 
contrary, unfold their attraction best in “ambient darkness.” 39 It 

34 Cf. Giorgio Avezzú, “Intersections between Showing and Conceal-
ment in the History of the Concept of the Screen,” in: Dominique Cha-
teau/José Moure, eds., Screens: From Materiality to Spectatorship — A His-
torical and Theoretical Reassessment. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press, 2019, p. 29.
35 Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window: From Alberti to Microsoft. Cam-
bridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2006, p. 19.
36 Lisa Gitelman, Paper Knowledge: Toward a Media History of Documents 
(Sign, Storage, Transmission). Durham: Duke University Press, 2014, p. 114.
37 Friedberg (2006), The Virtual Window, p. 19.
38 José Moure, “Archaic Paradigms of the Screen and Its Images,” in: 
Dominique Chateau/José Moure, eds., Screens: From Materiality to Spec-
tatorship – A Historical and Theoretical Reassessment. Amsterdam: Am-
sterdam University Press, 2019, pp. 42 – 61, here: p. 44.
39 Ibid.
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is thus no wonder that both cnn.com and Basar have added a 
black frame to Doan’s image before publishing it on their web-
site. Similarly, the photo of the Korean TV screen obtained by 
washingtonpost.com has been taken in a very dark environment. 
Furthermore, image editing has been used to reinforce the glow-
ing aura of Doan’s body caused by the digital light amplification 
of the CCTV camera, thus adding to the impression of Doan’s 
image autonomously emitting light.

Quite possibly, this irresistible attraction of light, that same 
‘magnetism’ which forces you to look at the TV screen in a restau-
rant even though you want to focus on the person sitting across 
from you, was the reason for Basar’s fascination with Doan’s screen 
image. “The screen is hypnotic. Light somehow replaces the stare 
of the hypnotist,” 40 Chateau writes and Basar seems to agree: “I 
became fixated. Arrested.” 41

However, one must not forget that both the journalists of the 
news websites and Basar have not only answered to the attrac-
tion of a technological object but strategically created and per-
petuated this very fascination by staging a screen image. These 
staging practices are not merely an attempt to mimic the effects 
of a screen and thereby fascinate their audience. Rather, image 
editing has rendered Doan herself into a screen image that is ap-
parently able to pull in her audiences with her ‘hypnotic qualities.’

Andy Warhol’s Screen Tests are also often described as evoking 
a fascination or ‘screen magnetism’ emanating from the depict-
ed celebrities.42 In her article, That Screen Magnetism: Warhol’s 
Glamour, Brigitte Weingart attributes this effect not to the screen’s 
potential to emit light but rather to evoke “glamour.” 43 Warhol’s 

40 Dominique Chateau, “Between Fascination and Denial: The Power of 
the Screen,” in: Dominique Chateau and José Moure, eds., Screens: From 
Materiality to Spectatorship — A Historical and Theoretical Reassessment. 
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2019, p. 197.
41 LOL, p. 36.
42 Cf. Brigitte Weingart, “That Screen Magnetism: Warhol’s Glamour,” 
edited by The MIT Press, October 132 (May 2010), pp. 43 – 70.
43 Ibid., p. 43.
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screens “do not just register or reproduce some preexistent glam-
our; they are actually involved in its production.” 44 Adapting 
Jacques Lacan’s psychoanalytical interpretation of the screen, 
Weingart states that the fascinating glamour of the depicted oc-
curs “when we as spectators can see that the model is seen but 
the model seems to be immune to this desiring gaze and capa-
ble of rebuffing both spectators, the one in and the one outside 
the picture.” 45 Weingart uses the almost untranslatable German 
verb ‘abblitzen’ (to flash back, to reject by means of optical re-
flection) to describe this specific kind of fascination that can be 
produced by screens:

This concept allows us to conceive of such a rejection as being a 
kind of reflection, in the optical sense of the word. The glamour of 
rejection seems to rely not only on the capacity of being a screen 
for somebody else’s projections, on the capacity to bear this pro-
jection and to anticipate oneself as the image one becomes in the 
eye of the beholder, but, with respect to the metaphor of abblitzen, 
one could claim that it is precisely this self- image that functions 
as a means of rebuffing and deflecting both the spectator’s and 
the camera’s gaze — much in the way that Perseus, who certainly 
knew how to play with the function of the screen, tricked Medusa 
by using a shiny shield to avoid her unmediated look.46

The metaphor of ‘abblitzen’ can also be applied to the screen im-
age of Doan; firstly, in an ‘optical sense’ since the screen captures 
produced by malaymail.com and its successors have created sev-
eral layers of (optical) reflections, secondly, in a psychoanalytical 
sense: amidst the tragedy she is facing, she somehow manages 
to resist the policing gaze cast upon her. She is able to produce a 
“self- image” and thus rebuffs “both the spectator’s and the cam-

44 Ibid., p. 47.
45 Ibid., p. 53.
46 Ibid.
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era’s gaze.” 47 Her LOL shirt is part of this rejection, answering the 
powerful gazes cast upon her with a cynical ‘laughing out loud.’ 
But what seems to be a kind of ‘abblitzen’ in an even more pow-
erful sense is her pose. She holds her head up high, confidently 
looking ‘back’ in the direction of the camera and the spectator. 
The way she walks, with her left arm elegantly swung back, is 
reminiscent of a model on a catwalk. In this threatening situa-
tion, she somehow manages to maintain the glamour and aura 
of a Hollywood star. However, both Warhol’s Screen Tests and 
Doan’s screen image are not the ‘ready- mades’ that they claim to 
be. Doan’s glamour is not a natural, nor a psychoanalytical, nor 
a technological quality. It is utterly staged.

(4) Convincing and Convicting

Eyal Weizman vividly describes a screen practice that he con-
siders to be symptomatic of what he calls the “advent of forensic 
aesthetics” 48 in the 1980s: in 1985, the hunt for the Nazi criminal 
Josef Mengele came to an abrupt halt when rumors surfaced that 
Mengele had died in a swimming accident in Brazil and was bur-
ied in a cemetery in Sao Paolo. To prove that the skeleton they 
exhumed was in fact Mengele, German anthropologist Richard 
Helmer developed a complex laboratory experiment with the help 
of two movable video cameras, a video mixer and a cathode- ray 
tube screen. Helmer called the technique “skull identification by 
electronic image mixing.” 49 He managed to project photographs 
both of the exhumed skull of Mengele and of Mengele’s face onto 
the tube screen. With the help of a video mixer, he was able to 
blend the pictures of Mengele and of his skull together. The per-
fect match of these two screened pictures not only proved the 
skull to be Mengele’s and thereby that the wanted Nazi criminal 

47 Ibid.
48 Thomas Keenan/Eyal Weizman, Mengele’s Skull: The Advent of a Fo-
rensic Aesthetics. Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012, p. 67.
49 Ibid., p. 34.
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had died; it also created the fascinating image of a skeleton blend-
ed with the demonic picture of Mengele. Photographs capturing 
the screen’s surface show this chimera; blurry images interspersed 
with reflections became icons of the Nazi crimes and were widely 
proliferated in newspapers all over the world.

Weizman calls the effects that these images achieve “forensic 
aesthetics.” 50 These “new images made possible by new technol-
ogies, not only changing in front of our very eyes, but changing 
our very eyes,” 51 do not solely call upon our epistemic judgement, 
as Weizman claims. Rather, they call on our, in Kantian terms, 
“judgement of senses.” 52 Forensic aesthetics does so by using “all 
sorts of scientific, rhetorical, theatrical, and visual mechanisms. It 
is in the gestures, techniques, and turns of demonstration, wheth-
er poetic, dramatic, or narrative, that a forensic aesthetics can 
make things appear in the world.” 53 Forensic aesthetics aims to 
convince, but its power exceeds mere belief. The truth construc-
tions of forensic aesthetics have the power to short- circuit ‘the 
subjective sensation of confirmed belief ’ with ‘the legal verdict’ 
and thus to bring about a sense of conviction.54

Now one can finally say that making Doan into a screen im-
age amounts to using the effects of forensic aesthetics: similar 
to Mengele’s screen image, Doan’s image is both a scientific data 
display like the images Conrad Röntgen produced and a series 
of poetic, theatrical, and narrative gestures like those invented 
by the Lumière Brothers. The screen image blends the operation-
al with aesthetics, the production of knowledge with immersion, 
forensics with narration, data display with diegesis. The affective 
power of the screen image stems from its capacity to produce a 
fascinating and glamorous figure, which is both caught by a pow-
erful gaze and answers this gaze with rejection. However, what 

50 Ibid., p. 9.
51 Ibid., p. 24.
52 Ibid., p. 24
53 Ibid., p. 67.
54 Cf. ibid., p. 24.
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makes the screen image a truly powerful technique is its capac-
ity to convict: making Doan into a screen image means making 
her into a criminal.

Conclusion: Haunted Images

Today, the motif of the re- photographed and re- filmed screen, 
which depicts criminals and murderers, is ubiquitous. Wherever 
(alleged) perpetrators appear, whether on newspaper images, tel-
evision news 55 or documentary films,56 they are often not shown 
‘directly,’ but mediated via a screen. These screens are often situ-
ated in a room, sometimes with people gathered around them.57 
Some pictures are cropped and zoomed, so that the frames of 
the monitors vanish but video lines or pixels appear. In some 
cases, video lines are even added digitally, like in the published 
video stills of the so- called Strache video that led to the collapse 
of the Austrian government in 2019.58 Finally, hardly any of the 

55 See images of the suspected murderers Kam McLeod and Bryer 
Schmegelsky published by cnn.com in 2019. Allen Kim, “An Abandoned 
Boat Leads Police to the Nelson River as the Canadian Manhunt Contin-
ues,” in: CNN, August 5, 2019, https://edition.cnn.com/ 2019/ 08/ 05/ world/ 
canada- manhunt- boat- trnd/ index.html, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019.
56 You can find plenty of screen images depicting Nazi perpetrators in doc-
umentary films of the 1980s: Alfred Filbert in Wundkanal (Thomas Harlan, 
1984), Franz Suchomel in Shoah (Claude Lanzmann, 1985), Klaus Barbie in 
Hôtel Terminus: The Life and Times of Klaus Barbie (Marcel Ophüls, 1988).
57 See photographs of the war criminals Slobodan Praljak and Slobodan 
Milosevic in Zoran Arbutina, “Was vom Haager Tribunal übrig bleibt,” 
in: DW, November 29, 2017, https://www.dw.com/ de/ was- vom- haager- 
tribunal-übrig-bleibt/a-41575074, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019; and Michel 
Porro, “Former Yugoslav President Slobodan Milosevic,” in: Getty Im-
ages, February 14, 2002, https://www.gettyimages.no/ detail/ news- photo/ 
journalists- and- photgraphers- gather- outside- the- war- crimes- news- photo/ 
697624, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019.
58 Cf. Leila Al- Serori/Bastian Obermayer, “Heimliche Aufnahmen belas-
ten Österreichs Vizekanzler schwer,” in: Süddeutsche Zeitung, May 17, 2019, 
https://www.sueddeutsche.de/ politik/ strache- video- fpoe- oesterreich- 
ibiza- 1.4451784, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019.
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recently proliferating true crime documentaries can do with-
out using the screen as the major vehicle for the appearance of 
criminals.59 

Like the image of Doan, these images proliferate as fascinating, 
‘haunted’ images. Monstrous figures intrude into laptop screens. 
Popular iconographies (the LOL T-shirt, a Star Search contest-
ant, a TV prank) infiltrate the realm of murder and crime. Most 
importantly, screen images claim to be ‘haunted’ by other media. 
Monitors of the police invade TV screens. Flickering live imag-
es are captured by optical lenses, transformed by software and 
finally called up on our smartphone displays. One must not for-
get, however, that these screen images are constructed objects 
that need to be questioned with regard both to their history of 
production and their ideological traps.
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SPLITTING IMAGES: CULTURAL TECHNIQUES  
OF SEPARATION AND COMBINATION 
Maja- Lisa Müller

The character of things depends ultimately  
on whether they are wholes or parts.1

Georg Simmel’s division of ‘things’ at the beginning of the 
20th century seems oddly placed in an essay built around a rath-
er profane object: The Picture Frame. An Aesthetic Study. Simmel’s 
predilection for objects can be seen in other essays as well,2 but 
the subtitle gives away the real agenda: an aesthetic study. Simmel 
uses the frame as a catalyst to talk about art and artworks and 
therefore about his own aesthetic reflections. Artworks, among 
other examples such as souls and the world in its entirety, are 
for Simmel considered “wholes” or autonomous entities, which 
are closed off and “determined only by the law of its own na-
ture.” 3 Natural entities, on the other hand, are defined by their 
relation to other beings, are in a constant state of exchange and 
transformation:

[E]ach thing is a mere transitional point for continuously flow-
ing energies and materials, comprehensible only from what has 
preceded it, significant only as an element of the entire natural 
process.4

The dichotomy of the stasis of the artwork, on the one hand, and 
movement and metamorphosis of nature, on the other, puts the 

1 Georg Simmel, “The Picture Frame: An Aesthetic Study,” in: Theory, 
Culture & Society 11, no. 1 (1994), pp. 11 – 17: here, p. 11.
2 Cf. Georg Simmel, “The Handle,” in: Kurt H. Wolff, ed., Georg Simmel: 
Essays on Sociology, Philosophy, and Aesthetics. New York: Harper & Row, 
1965, pp. 267 – 275.
3 Simmel (1994), “The Picture Frame,” p. 11.
4 Ibid.
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frame in the paradoxical position of having a “self- enclosing 
flow . . . which makes the picture into an island.” 5 The frame acts 
merely as a supportive feature and is therefore only a parergon 
for the actual artwork.6 The ontological unity that Simmel pro-
poses for the artwork can be read in a physical as well as a me-
ta physical sense. While his argument relies significantly on the 
material qualities and physical characteristics of the frames and 
the artworks, he claims that art has an “existence for itself,” a “be-
ing [that] is self- enclosed” 7 and inhabits a non- penetrable sphere. 
Simmel’s text is symptomatic for an understanding of artworks 
and pictures that focuses on their (presumed) ontological uni-
ty, their inherent difference and special status as being entirely 
independent of the world surrounding them. This view neglects 
the fragmented and interdependent characteristics that many 
artworks have and very strongly exhibit.

David Ganz and Felix Thürlemann have written what has re-
cently become the most prominent treatment in the German lan-
guage of the phenomenon of the image as a plurality,8 made ex-
plicit by Thürlemann’s notion of the “hyperimage,” 9 a multi- part 
image system that operates on two different levels: first on the level 
of the singular image and second on the relations and networks, 
the linkage of those images. Ganz describes this as the third op-
tion between the dichotomy of “the ‘one’ image in classic tradition 

5 Ibid, p. 13.
6 How the parergon is actually a prerequisite for the ergon and vice versa 
is shown in cf. Jacques Derrida, Truth in Painting. Chicago, IL: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 2017.
 7 Simmel (1994), “The Picture Frame,” p. 12.
8 Cf. David Ganz/Felix Thürlemann, “Zur Einführung. Singular und Plu-
ral der Bilder,” in: David Ganz/Felix Thürlemann, eds., Das Bild im Plural. 
Mehrteilige Bildformen zwischen Mittelalter und Gegenwart. Berlin: Reimer, 
2010, pp. 7 – 40; David Ganz, “Das Bild im Plural. Zyklen, Ptychen, Bilder-
räume,” in: François Boespflug/Reinhard Hoeps, eds., Zwischen Zeichen 
und Präsenz. Paderborn: Schöningh, 2014, pp. 501 – 533.
9 Felix Thürlemann, Mehr als ein Bild. Für eine Kunstgeschichte des hy-
perimage. Munich: Wilhelm Fink, 2013.
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and the ‘many’ images of technical methods.” 10 The topos of the 
multitude of the technical image proposed by Walter Benjamin 
has accelerated even more in (post-)digital times, where talk of 
an overwhelming ‘flood’ of images and data ironically binds us 
back to the same natural metaphor Simmel used. But what if the 
plurality of images is not at all a phenomenon of the ‘age of me-
chanical reproduction’ but rather an underlying inherent struc-
ture of images as such? Thürlemann argues for those image sys-
tems from a point of reception aesthetic, but since the relations 
between those split images and fragmentations seems to indicate 
a recursive operation, I want to analyze it as a cultural technique.11 
This term, derived from German media theory, describes human 
and non- human operations in shaping the world. As Cornelia 
Vismann puts it: “If media theory were or had a grammar, that 
agency would find its expression in objects claiming the gram-
matical subject position and cultural techniques standing in for 
verbs.” 12 So instead of focusing on questions such as ‘what is an 
image?’ or ‘what is art?,’ cultural techniques may give preference 
to the operations that generate such objects in the first place. 
Bernhard Siegert identifies the reason for this change of focus: 
“[t]here is no such thing as the house, or the house as such; there 
are only historically and culturally contingent cultural techniques 
of shielding oneself and processing the distinction between in-
side and outside.” 13 And further: “[t]his does not mean that the 
theory of cultural techniques is anti- ontological; rather, it moves 
ontology into the domain of ontic operations.” 14

So instead of being the third to a dichotomy, as Ganz propos-
es it, the image systems made up of split images lead back to an 
ontology of the image that is composed of different operations 

10 Ganz (2010), “Das Bild im Plural,” p. 501, translation is my own.
11 Cf. Bernhard Siegert, Cultural Techniques: Grids, Filters, Doors, and 
Other Articulations of the Real. New York: Fordham University Press, 2015.
12 Cornelia Vismann, “Cultural Techniques and Sovereignty,” in: Theory, 
Culture & Society 30, no. 6 (2013), pp. 83 – 93: here, p. 83.
13 Siegert (2015), Cultural Techniques, p. 9.
14 Ibid.
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of separating and combining. Their structure can be at the same 
time singular and plural. Fragmentation as a cultural technique 
exhibits this seemingly paradox organization. This further in-
cludes the undermining of other dichotomies — such as image 
vehicle and image object 15 — as well as the inclusion of the borders 
and spaces between them and the operations that relate them to 
each other. Viewing images this way highlights the practices as 
well as the techniques that constitute them, which means one 
no longer treats them as singular and self- enclosed entities. As 
Elisa Linseisen proposes in this volume for (post-)digital imag-
es: “Pictures are no longer merely viewed, but handled.” 16 This 
will lead, as I hope to show, to an analysis of a broader variety of 
images as well as different aspects of their operations.

Focusing on techniques allows us to approach different phe-
nomena, whether artistic or not, from a different angle and to 
dissolve dichotomies such as ‘digital — analog’ and ‘image — world.’ 
In (post)- digital contexts, many phenomena are complex and re-
quire that different tools be employed in order to be understood. 
For Ryan Bishop et al. this point of view is applicable to many 
formations, but it is derived from art:

Techniques derived from earlier forms of collage can help us move 
beyond the rather antiquated obsession with digital and analog, 
and toward discussions that attach to technical media culture 
and the arts in new ways. Such complex material settings or as-
semblages do not fall in neat categories of digital or non- digital, 
and involve sets of agencies, institutions, infrastructures, opera-
tions, signs, and meanings across multiple scales of interaction.17

15 This dualism is used to describe the difference between the material car-
rier of the image and the depicted object. Wolfram Pichler and Ralph Ubl 
use this vocabulary from within a phenomenological tradition. Cf. Pichler, 
Wolfram/Ralph Ubl, Bildtheorie zur Einführung. Hamburg: Junius, 2016.
16 See Elisa Linseisen’s article in this volume.
17 Ryan Bishop et al., eds., Across & beyond. A Transmediale Reader on 
Post- Digital Practices, Concepts, and Institutions. Berlin: Sternberg Press; 
transmediale e. V., 2016, p. 14.
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Following this approach, I intend to explore how the techniques of 
split and splitting images operate through different times, media 
and material components in constituting images and phenomena. 
Starting from 15th- and 16th- century image systems such as intar-
sia and triptychs, I want to expand this concept to 20th- century 
surrealist painter René Magritte and lastly Shumon Basar’s hand-
ling of digital images, exhibited in his article LOL History.

E pluribus unum — Intarsia and Problems of Dichotomies

Simmel’s definition of the unity of art can be seen as an indicator 
of a certain discourse about ‘art’ as a metaphysical unit somehow 
creeping its way into the very physical and material way artworks 
exist. The self- enclosed nature Simmel proposes does not mix 
well with objects of daily use such as furniture, nor with the prac-
tices that these objects encounter. He makes a clear ontological 
contrast between these two kinds of objects: “[t]he work of art 
is something for itself, whereas furniture is something for us.” 18 
Simmel inscribes himself into a common discourse of art histo-
ry. The distinction between fine and decorative arts, into which 
furniture falls, was made by Giorgio Vasari in the 16th century 
and lingers on until today. As powerful as this distinction may 
be, there have always been objects that destabilize it: Renaissance 
intarsia or inlaid wood furniture is right at the border of these 
distinctions as they are simultaneously singular and multiple im-
ages, artistic objects made for liturgical use.19

With the exception of descriptions of intarsiated furniture 
and its conservation, intarsia has rarely been the object of a spe-

18 Simmel (1994), “The Picture Frame,” p. 14.
19 This can still be seen today. Famous intarsiated choir stalls such as 
those made by Fra Giovanni da Verona in Monte Oliveto Maggiore are 
still used by the Olivetan monks but cannot be accessed or even touched 
by regular visitors. Speaking with Simmel, one could say that they are at 
the same time something for itself and something for us (as long as we 
are Olivetan monks).
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cific analysis in art history.20 Regardless of their visual appeal 
and their almost excessive use of pictorial strategies such as the 
trompe- l’oeil, a certain spatial organization of the pictures and 
known motifs, only few art historians outside of Italy were will-
ing to analyze the pictorial content of the intarsia.21 Vasari, widely 
considered the first art historian, has not a lot of positive things 
to say about intarsia. He is convinced that intarsia is the product 
of patience rather than genius or inspiration:

Nonetheless, these works turn black really fast and do nothing 
more than imitate paintings, by which in comparison they are in-
significant and only have a short lifespan due to woodworms and 
fires. Therefore, their production is considered a waste of time, 
although they are laudable and of great mastery.22

Vasari’s accusation that intarsia merely imitates paintings affirms 
the proximity of these art forms in view of pictorial representa-
tion, while dividing them in terms of quality: they may be quite 
laudable in terms of their own form of depiction, but not com-
pared to paintings. Vasari fails to see the possibilities of rep-
resentation enabled by the material and medial prerequisites 
that distinguish intarsia from paintings, even though he him-
self mentions some of them. Intarsia are inherently split images, 
since they “appear to be one piece although they are made up 

20 Cf. Olga Raggio/Antoine M. Wilmering, Italian Renaissance Intarsia 
and the Conservation of the Gubbio Studiolo. New York: The Metropol-
itan Museum of Art, 1999; and Thomas Rohark, Intarsien. Entwicklung 
eines Bildmediums in der italienischen Renaissance. Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 2007.
21 A notable exception would be Gerd Blum’s article in the yet to be 
published anthology Nahsicht, Fernsicht. Kunst und die Erfahrung der 
Natur in Italien vom 14. bis zum 16. Jahrhundert by Hans Aurenhammer 
and Kathrin Müller.
22 Giorgio Vasari, Einführung in die Künste der Architektur, Bildhauerei 
und Malerei. Die künstlerischen Techniken der Renaissance als Medien 
des disegno. Ed. Matteo Burioni. Berlin: Wagenbach, 2006, p. 133, trans-
lation is my own.
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of over a thousand individual parts.” 23 This helps explain, along 
with the other reasons Vasari gives, why intarsia have no part 
in the canon of artworks: they undermine the ontological unity 
that for Simmel, and also for many others, is the defining qual-
ity of an artwork.

The Gubbio Studiolo (figure 3.1), which shall be used here 
as an example of wooden inlaid images, was commissioned for 
Duke Federico da Montefeltro’s ducal palace in the eponymous 
city of Gubbio and is today exhibited entirely in the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in New York City. Designed by Francesco di 
Giorgio Martini, the walls were executed by the workshop of 
Giuliano and Benedetto da Maiano, two of the most famous wood-
cutters of their time. Workshops make it hard to attribute an art-
work to a single person or artist; if any name is mentioned, it is 
usually only the master’s name.24 The characteristic division of 
labor means that it is quite possible, for example, that different 
people were responsible for different motifs rather than one per-
son working on only one panel. Just as the intarsia itself cannot 
exist as only one piece, the work as a whole cannot be attribut-
ed to just one person. The working situation is just as divided 
and plural as the image. Since the objects cannot be attributed 
to one creator or artist, it is harder to bestow a certain ‘genius’ or 
disegno upon them.

On the pictorial level, the lack of animated phenomena in the 
images is evident. The Studiolo is instead decorated with images 
of objects, scattered in half- open cupboards with latticed doors, 
mesmerizing in their trompe- l’oeil effect. Only in one corner do 
we find a bird in a cage, held captive by the incising lines of the 
grids. Compared to the almost hyper- realistic depiction of the 
objects, which, in their wooden materiality, at the same time 
transcend it, the bird fails to surpass its own limits and remains 
captive in a wooden two- dimensional state. The real agents of the 

23 Ibid., p. 132, translation is my own.
24 Cf. Monique Dubois, Zentralperspektive in der florentinischen Kun-
stpraxis des 15. Jahrhunderts. Petersberg: Imhof, 2010, p. 100.
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images are the objects.25 We can see musical and mathematical 
instruments, astronomical devices, books, candlesticks, quills 
and so on. These objects have often been read as signifiers of 
the humanist education of Federico da Montefeltro and are thus 
connected to a human subject.26 Instead of depicting mythical 
or biblical figures that are bound together by an external narra-
tive, these inlaid pictures reveal disjointed and scattered objects, 
connecting the different pictorial spaces. Each of the depicted 
cupboards forms an embedded zone of pictoriality within the 
bigger image system that is the entire wall. These pictures with-
in pictures are mediated by the latticed cupboard doors which, 
while serving as borders to the partitioned area, also blur those 
borders with their transparency and the way they seem to pro-
trude into the third dimension.

The emphasis on things, the trompe- l’oeil effect of the doors 
and their lattices, comes down to a preference for straight lines 
and grids. Joanne Allen, among others, suggests that the focus 
on linear perspective in intarsia is related to their mediality and 
materiality:

As can be noted for other media, the development of purely ge-
ometric linear patterns in intarsia might be closely associated with 
the limitations of the material itself. incising rectilinear shapes in 
wood is inherently less demanding than creating more complicat-
ed forms, yet still constitutes an intensely delicate operation. . . . 
Although later intarsia workers pushed the boundaries of the me-
dium, these basic technical constraints likely contributed to the 
continued prominence of linear motifs.27

25 According to Victor Stoichiță, the emancipation of depicted objects 
would lead to the development of the genre of still life. Cf. Victor Stoi-
chiță, The Self- Aware Image: An Insight into Early Modern Meta- Painting. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997.
26 Cf. Wolfgang Liebenwein, Studiolo. Die Entstehung eines Raumtyps und 
seine Entwicklung bis um 1600. Berlin: Gebr. Mann, 1977, p. 89.
27 Joanne Allen, “Wood knots. Interlacing intarsia patterns in the Renais-
sance choir stalls of San Zaccaria in Venice,” in: Marzia Faietti/Gerhard 
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It seems that intarsia only allows for clear- cut figures and hard 
contours; in contrast to paint and other media, it cannot depict 
soft transitions and round bodies. Hubert Damisch defines cut-
ting up the pictorial space in a metaphorical sense as a prereq-
uisite for the central perspective.28 Thus for him, intarsia and the 
cultural technique of central perspective are inextricably inter-
twined. Cutting and dividing the image, in a metaphorical and 
a literal sense, can be described as an underlying operation of 
central perspective as well as inlaid images. Consisting of sever-
al pieces that are either stacked next to each other or embedded 
into each other, intarsia challenge the above- mentioned dichot-
omies between figure and ground or image carrier and image 
object since none of these are singular entities and they cannot 
simply be separated from each other. Inlaid pictures are made up 
of the relations they form between their smallest pieces, which 
then translate to the objects in each cupboard, eventually to the 
several pictorial zones that represent a system of cupboards or 
choir stalls that are likewise related to each other. They break the 
ongoing and continuous wall panels into individual zones. The 
inherent multiplicity and operations of division and connection 
destabilize dichotomous distinctions such as art/nature, figure/
ground and singularity/plurality.

Folding on Oneself — A Small Media Theory of Triptychs

When Simmel talks about the unity of the artwork, he seems to 
neglect a big part of Western art history, which is well known 
among scholars and the general public alike: diptychs and trip-
tychs have always demonstrated their inherent multiplicity by si-
multaneously exposing their partition and connection. Up to the 
14th century, diptychs mostly depicted Christ on one panel and 

Wolf, eds., Linea II. Giochi, metamorfosi, seduzioni della linea. Firenze: 
Giunti, 2012, p. 118.
28 Cf. Hubert Damisch, Theorie der Wolke. Für eine Geschichte der Malerei. 
Zürich, Berlin: diaphanes, 2013, p. 165.
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Mary on the other; in the 15th century, this kind of depiction ex-
panded with the rising wealth of the urban patrician class. Now 
religious motifs on one panel and a portrait of the founder/donor 
on the other or a completely secular version with two portraits 
(mostly of married couples) became possible.

Triptychs exhibit a more complicated pictorial structure. As 
the middle part is often the biggest and most important, their 
dramatic composition, read from left to right, can be described 
as almost triangular. Painted on wooden panels, triptychs in me-
dieval times often served as altars and were opened, to dramat-
ic effect, for liturgical purposes on high Christian holidays. On 
regular days, the triptych was closed, showing only their more 
modest depictions on the outer sides of the panels. Their abili-
ty to change, to open and close when needed, to fold and there-
fore withdraw their inner depictions is a characteristic unique 
to diptychs and triptychs.

This foldability in the depiction has been described by Helga 
Lutz and Bernhard Siegert.29 They argue, that the operation of 
folding of the material carrier is reflected in the pictorial content. 
The entanglement of real and pictorial folding objects leads to an 
entanglement of presence and absence and enables hybrid real-
ities.30 I want to follow this line of thought and apply it to two 
different groups of triptychs based on the interactions of their 
panels. The first group of triptychs shows us a different setting 
on each panel, which only makes sense once they are arranged at 
a certain angle towards each other. The depicted spaces may re-
late to each other, but they do not present themselves as the same 
(pictorial) room. Lutz and Siegert discuss in detail a prominent 
example, the Mérode- Triptych by the Master of Flémalle. The three 
panels are distinct from each other, depicting different settings 

29 Cf. Helga Lutz/Bernhard Siegert, “In der Mixed Zone. Klapp- und 
faltbare Bildobjekte als Operatoren hybrider Realitäten,” in: David Ganz/
Marius Rimmele, eds., Klappeffekte. Faltbare Bildträger in der Vormod-
erne. Berlin: Reimer, 2016, pp. 109 – 138.
30 Cf. ibid., p. 117.
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and different figures: on the left we see the donors in an inner 
courtyard, about to pass through a door;31 in the central panel 
we can follow the Annunciation with Mary and the Archangel 
Gabriel in a living room; on the right panel we see a carpenter 
(Joseph) in his narrow workshop. The roof beams and window 
blinds lead in different directions; the views through these win-
dows (or doors) show varying backgrounds and the architectural 
and interior elements do not fit into a continuous pictorial space. 
The connection of the door on the left side and the hinge of the 
two panels leads, according to Lutz and Siegert, to a merging of 
the fictive foldable object (the door) and the real foldable object 
(the wing). One is tempted to open the wing at different angles, 
to reenact the operations of folding and to explore the relations 
of the different pictorial spaces.

The triptychs belonging to the second group position their 
parts in the same room and use different operators in order to 
constitute a relationship between the panels. This shared picto-
rial space only unfolds its internal logic if the wings are opened 
at a 180° angle, suggesting that it continues behind the frames 
and borders of the panel. The frames of the panels do not suggest 
that the pictures are self- enclosed or that they exhibit centrip-
etal forces, as Simmel proposes. Rather, they mask the separa-
tions they install. The borders present themselves not as picture 
frames but as window frames through which we can see a con-
tinuous landscape that somehow lies behind those frames. They 
exemplify Leon Battista Alberti’s topos of the painting as a win-
dow, extending the containment of one painting by stretching 
over three panels.

As an example, I want to take a closer look at the Holy Kinship 
or Torgau Altar by Lucas Cranach the Elder, completed in 1509 
(figure 3.2). We can see the holy family in the middle — with Joseph, 
Mary, Anne and Jesus as a baby — Mary Salome with her sons on 
the right wing and Mary of Clopas with two of her sons on the 

31 And thus they seem to actively enter the holy event in the middle pan-
el without actually doing so. Cf. ibid., pp. 116 – 117.
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left wing. Each of the families is located in different parts of what 
seems to be the same semi- open architecture, connected by the 
distinct tile pattern on the floor and the same sky in the back-
ground, mediated by windows and breakthroughs. The tile pat-
tern, more than anything else in this triptych, draws the panels 
together. It works not only as an operator of central perspective,32 
but also as an operator of belonging together,33 as stated above, 
as well as a straight composition. The straight continuous lines 
of the tiles indicate a straight surface of the triptych, hiding its 
medial potential to fold. Certain tiles even transcend the borders 
of the singular panels and thus indicate thresholds. While objects 
transcend the pictorial borders, figures are limited in their agen-
cy within the image by the borders of the panels.

The architecture in which the whole scene takes place may 
function as an operator for drawing the panels together, but it is 
not necessary to imagine these panels as one straight continuous 
surface — one could just as easily imagine the panels opened only 
at a 90° angle. The cartellino on the right column of the central 
panel suggests the possibility of a right angle towards the surface 
of the panel.34 While the columns seem to multiply the vertical 
borders of the panel and create another architecture within the 
architecture, i. e. a separation of the middle panel from the out-
er panels, the overall structure of walls and floor ties it together.

On an iconological level, the three Marys with their respec-
tive husbands and sons as well as Anne’s three husbands in the 
background exhibit a multiplicity, while remaining the same. As 
Holger Kuhn points out, Anne’s three marriages (trinubium) and 

32 As postulated in cf. Hubert Damisch, Fenêtre jaune cadmium. Ou les 
dessous de la peinture. Paris: Seuil (Fiction & Cie, 75), 1984. On grids as 
operators and cultural techniques, cf. Rosalind E. Krauss, “Grids,” in: Octo-
ber 9 (1979), pp. 50 – 64 and Siegert (2015), Cultural Techniques, pp. 97 – 120.
33 Other operators include roof beams and continuous landscapes in 
the background.
34 Rectangular motifs that are shown at different angles such as cartel-
lini and windows have been described by Victor Stoichiță as indicators of 
metapicturality. Cf. Stoichiță (1997), The Self- Aware Image.
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the resulting three daughters named Mary stand in direct rela-
tion to God’s trinity or Dreifaltigkeit.35 The inherent paradox of 
the Christian God being at the same time one and three finds its 
medial representation in the triptych, i. e. in the simultaneously 
singular and plural structure of the image itself.

Empty Spaces/Negative Bodies — Magritte and the Cut- Up Body

How the space between multi- pictorial image systems can be 
used in a different but nevertheless intriguing way is exhibited 
in René Magritte’s The Eternally Obvious, painted in 1948 (fig-
ure 3.3).36 The five paintings making up the tableau objet 37 are 
framed and assembled with alternating vertical and horizontal 
formats, showing different pieces of a woman’s body, from the 
face to the breasts, genital area, knees and feet. The individual 
pieces are arranged with gaps between them so as to give space 
to the body parts that are not depicted. Magritte describes the 
making of the object as follows:

i have done a few objects, one of which is a naked woman . . . . The 
woman is represented life- size. Each of these images is present-
ed thus: of the woman i show only parts of the body, but situated 

35 Cf. Holger Kuhn, Die Heilige Sippe und die Mediengeschichte des Trip-
tychons. Familie und Bildrhetorik in Quentin Massys’ Annenaltar. Emsdet-
ten: Edition Imorde, 2018, p. 69.
36 A different version of this painting was already made by Magritte in 
1930, showing a brunette woman, tilted slightly more to the side. The 
main characteristics that I discuss here nevertheless remain the same. 
On a representational level, the depiction of a cut- up female body, focus-
ing on the breasts and genital area, is rather problematic. An overview of 
feminist readings regarding Magritte and surrealism can be found in cf. 
Robin Adèle Greeley, “Image, Text and the Female Body: René Magritte 
and the Surrealist Publications,” in: Oxford Art Journal 15, no. 2 (1992), 
pp. 48 – 57. Thanks to Martin Siegler for pointing out the reference with 
regards to split images.
37 Cf. Silvia Eiblmayr, Die Frau als Bild. Der weibliche Körper in der Kunst 
des 20. Jahrhunderts. Berlin: Reimer, 1993, p. 115.
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where they should be: each of these small pictures is framed, and 
fixed, on a pane of glass.38

Once the painting was complete, its mimetic relationship to the 
real body of Georgette Magritte was subverted by the fragment-
ing and arranging of the parts of the painting. By framing them, 
Magritte lent each individual piece the status of an artwork, ac-
cording to Simmel’s definition. While it elevates the fragments 
to the status of independent artworks, the relation between the 
pictures is made clear by a meticulous assemblage on glass: the 
amount of space between the individual pictures is by no means 
arbitrary but part of the image system. Ironically, the exhibited 
object was framed and hung on the wall, thereby complying with 
Simmel’s notion of a painting — in contrast to the earlier version 
of the painting which is visible in a photograph as a freestanding 
object being hugged by Magritte.

While the Torgau Altar tried to mask its splits and borders, The 
Eternally Obvious uses the space in- between the individual parts 
to make up an image- body that is construed equally of paintings 
and non- painting space. The surroundings, which, according to 
Simmel, have no place in the artwork, become a constitutive part 
by creating it in the first place. Instead of separating the pictures, 
the glass binds the images, not by depicting anything but by or-
ganizing their spatial relation in a way that is appropriate to the 
depicted body. Here the none- pictorial space becomes an oper-
ator for the functioning of the image as a whole. What becomes 
‘obvious’ or ‘evident’ in reference to the title, here seems to be the 
non- visible, the glass.

The depicted body in The Eternally Obvious dissolves into dif-
ferent fragments that are held in a bodily structure by their spa-
tial organization, which is delegated to the non- pictorial space 
in the form of the glass. Being both see- through and non- pliable, 

38 Cited in: Lisa Lipinski, René Magritte and the Art of Thinking. Lon-
don: Routledge, forthcoming.
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it further undermines the ‘obvious’ in its title, since it shows by 
not being seen.

Splitting Images / Splitting Worlds: Post- Digital Practices

Today, are we not pictures?39

Shumon Basar’s fixation with the CCTV image of Doan Thi 
Huong became the trigger for his article LOL History and for 
his further analysis of images and the self in a post- digital world. 
The circulating image is embedded and entangled in stories of 
crime and forensics, horror and aesthetics. Basar’s obsession 
seems to be rooted in the fact that the image is for him a whole, 
yet a whole that is composed of parts:

The picture possessed worth. it felt like one of those self- contained 
images that history delivers to us and, reciprocally, delivers histo-
ry. images that feel both inscribed in the time they are from, and 
yet also equally out of time. A ready- made. A thousand things 
come to mind when i gaze at this image: firstly as a whole, then, 
increasingly, as a constellation of fragments.40

This fragmental character leads Basar to interact with the image 
more systematically. Act II Scene II of LOL History consists al-
most entirely of the enlarged but also cropped and segmented 
pictures of Doan. The only text in this scene is Basar’s descrip-
tion of the ways he deals with the picture:

i was compelled to print it out. i zoomed into specific parts — her 
face, her hands, the bag she’s clutching, the dark corona of her 
eyes, that flat, flat fringe — and printed these out too. i used 
Photoshop and Mac’s Preview to enlarge the image, each time 

39 LOL, p. 40, emphasis in the original.
40 Ibid., p. 36, emphasis is my own.
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degrading resolution. Then, i’d photograph the printouts. Zoom 
in more. Print out again.41

Basar, being very media aware, divulges the program he uses 
(Photoshop, Mac preview), his techniques (zooming,42 cropping, 
enlarging, printing), when he changes media (from digital to 
analog and back again),43 but he fails to mention the fact that 
he, too, singles out specific parts of the picture, that he is cutting 
up the body, fragmenting the image. The focus shifts. Instead 
of Doan in her entirety, we see only parts of her, namely her 
face, her hand and that morbid LOL-shirt. The picture dissolves 
into fragments and these fragments further dissolve into pixels. 
Basar’s obsession went even further than the images depicted in 
the original e- flux article: in addition to his already edited im-
ages, he made collages from the different stages of zooming and 
fragmenting (figure 3.4).44 Structured in a 4 × 4 grid, he follows 
a logic similar to Magritte’s painting: Doan’s enlarged face is po-
sitioned at the top, split in the middle, portrayed by two images, 
while her lower torso and hand are in the bottom row. The struc-
ture of her body, though divided and fragmented, is basically in-
tact. The images at the center look like the ‘original’ picture that 
Basar was working with, taking up the space where Doan’s up-
per torso with the infamous LOL-shirt would be. Doan’s (new) 
image- body is composed of other images, her structure recur-
sive and fragmental, as she is made up of herself. The grid- like 
arrangement of the images correlates with the grids of the pixels, 
which become more visible, the more you zoom. Similar to the 
Torgau Altar, the grid here functions as a technique that draws 
the different images together on an intra- and interpictorial level.

41 Ibid., pp. 36 – 37.
42 See Elisa Linseisen’s article in this volume.
43 See Niklas Kammermeier’s article in this volume.
44 Basar exhibited these collages at the preparatory workshop to this 
publication, held in Munich in January 2019.
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What Basar’s collages depict is his technique and the way he 
handled the images rather than the historical figure of Kim Jong- 
nam’s alleged assassin. The pictures we see, which are unfolding 
themselves from the CCTV freeze, are a product of Basar’s ed-
iting process, a post- production that, according to Hito Steyerl, 
is transforming into production and vice versa:

Under these conditions, production morphs into postproduction, 
meaning the world can be understood but also altered by its tools. 
The tools of postproduction: editing, color correction, filtering, 
cutting, and so on are not aimed at achieving representation. They 
have become means of creation, not only of images but also of 
the world in their wake.45

This expands the agency of images in an immense way: they no 
longer depict but shape the world and our experience of it. Or, as 
Steyerl puts it, the difference between the world and images of the 
world no longer exists, as one morphs seamlessly into the other:

Reality itself is postproduced and scripted, affect rendered as 
after- effect. Far from being opposites across an unbridgeable 
chasm, image and world are in many cases just versions of each 
other.46

Steyerl proposes an understanding of the relation between image 
and world (or ‘reality’) that transcends the common concept of 
mimesis as a separation between reality and its depiction and the 
underlying hierarchy of this dichotomy. Instead, she places both 
on the same level, each equipped with the agency to transform 
the other.47 Understanding the world means, then, understand-

45 Hito Steyerl, “Too Much World: Is the Internet Dead?,” in: e- flux jour-
nal 49, no. 1 (2013), https://www.e- flux.com/ journal/ 49/ 60004/ too- much- 
world- is- the- internet- dead/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
46 Ibid.
47 This argument is in accordance with the claim of the research group 
“Media and Mimesis” (FOR 1867) as we understand mimesis as transfor-
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ing its images and vice versa. Dealing with split images, their 
relations, cracks and borders, means accepting incongruences 
in the world and understanding unity as a plurality. Basar’s way 
of appropriating Doan’s image can in this respect also be seen 
as the enterprise of trying to grasp her reality. Who is Doan? A 
cold- blooded assassin or a young woman reaching out for fame? 
A victim of an international plot or an active participant in this 
plot? As we try to piece together her different stories into one co-
herent narrative, we may have to acknowledge that a unity of that 
story cannot be achieved without looking at the cracks and splits.
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SOFT DISSECTION  
Rebecca Puchta

This text considers LOL History as the basis for a reflection on a 
culture of dissection 1 that aims not only at a deeper knowledge 
of human life, but also to develop a method to (as Basar puts it 
in a workshop in Munich in January, 2019) “get a better grasp of 
what happens” and how things such as the LOL image have “un-
intended life.” 2 In the first part of the text, I analyze Basar’s media 
practice of zooming in and printing out, which I treat as a form 
of dissection. In the second part I introduce the concept of soft 
dissection, which belongs to contemporary surveillance culture 
as a method for extracting data. I understand soft dissection as a 
governmentalized form of dissection that shifts from a metaphor 
for data production in current research understanding the body 
as a “data repository” 3 to actually being a method to generate 
knowledge. The text introduces a historical argument, drawing 
a line from dissection to soft dissection on the basis of the in-
vention of political economy as a method for governing. Here I 
draw on Michel Foucault’s work to trace the line from dissection 
on the scaffold as punishment to a gentle, entrepreneurial form 
of dissection in the case of self- tracking apps.

Both parts of the text stand to each other in a complemen-
tary yet at the same time contrasting relationship. On the one 

1 Cf. Jonathan Sawday, The Body Emblazoned: Dissection and the Hu-
man Body in Renaissance Culture. London: Routledge, 1995; Albert Schir-
rmeister, ed., Zergliederungen: Anatomie und Wahrnehmung in der frühen 
Neuzeit. Frankfurt a. M.: Klostermann, 2005; and Louise Amoore/Alex-
andra Hall, “Taking People Apart: Digitized Dissection and the Body at 
the Border,” in: Environment and Planning D: Society and Space, no. 27 
(2009), pp. 444 – 464.
2 LOL, p. 36.
3 Deborah Lupton, “Self- Tracking,” in: Samuel Frederick/Michele Ken-
nerly/Jonathan Abel, eds., Information: Keywords. New York: Columbia 
University Press, forthcoming.

Soft Dissection 
Puchta
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hand, the compilation shows how dissection is a productive ac-
tivity — in the case of LOL History, image populations are won, 
while self- tracking applications process constant translations of 
body movements into data and information to visualize them as 
numbers on screens. The contrasting of both leads to different 
considerations of the ethical dimensions of dissection, outlined 
briefly in the final part of the text. In Basar’s analysis, dissection 
is not so much a truth practice as it is a feature of self- tracking 
apps through constant balancing.

1

LOL History revolves around an image taken of Doan Thi Huong 
that has apparently “got an unintended life” 4 — a life that the im-
age acquired when it was caught on CCTV,5 in the moment when 
Doan’s life was put at stake. The image was, according to Basar, 
the press photo, released by the Malaysian police to identify the 
murderer of Kim Jong-nam, “culled from airport CCTV”.  6 The 
image’s unintended life seems less unintentional than surpris-

4 LOL, p. 36.
5 The invention of CCTV, Closed Circuit Television, goes along with the 
idea and imagination of surveillance, which, when run in a closed system, 
is supposed to guarantee safety by ensuring security and reliability. But, 
as Hille Koskela points out, there are blind, dead spots, and the pictures 
taken in the closed system also move in different media formats — just as 
people and objects move away from the field of vision of the monitoring 
cameras, which are trying to capture everything at every second, or may 
be caught by other surveillance cameras. For this reason Koskela argues 
that it is more likely that the CCTV is imagining the closed circuit and 
could instead be understood also as “OCTV”, Open Circuit Television. 
This aspect is central for my analysis if one considers that this is about se-
curing life (of persons and things such as luggage at the airport or pack-
ages in logistics), which cannot be done reliably within this system. Cf. 
Hille Koskela, “Webcams, TV Shows and Mobile Phones: Empowering 
Exhibitionism,” in: Surveillance & Society CCTV Special, no. 2 (2004), 
pp. 199 – 215, https://ojs.library.queensu.ca/ index.php/ surveillance- and- 
society/ article/ view/ 3374/ 3337, pp. 202 and 211, date of access: 23 Sept. 2019.
6 LOL, p. 36.
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ing, in so far as Basar recognizes that the photograph “possessed 
worth,” 7 which compels him to dissect the image repeatedly. This 
is an attempt to make the image more tangible by, firstly, zooming 
in on the screen of his MacBook, secondly, printing the image out 
so that he may touch the image with his bare hands, and third-
ly, photographing the print- out again, at which point the whole 
process would start again: zoom in, print it out and photograph 
it again. As a result, parts of the dissected image are presented in 
a new order as a collage of images documented online showing 
the face, the left arm, and the LOL imprint. The sections of the 
whole photograph are juxtaposed and slightly offset, with Doan’s 
head and face up to her neck on the left; above in the middle is 
her left hand up to her wrist, including the neck of her t- shirt 
sleeve; and at the bottom right, in landscape format, is a close- 
up of the black ‘LOL’ from her white “‘LOL’ long- sleeve tee” 8 at 
the height of her breast (figure 4.1).

The arrangement of selected image parts reflects what hap-
pened to the whole picture. It shows how dissection takes the 
image apart in the attempt to extract something deeper in the 
image by digging into the image, singling out parts, and putting 
together a new arrangement representing Basar’s order. Basar 
describes his work in Act II:

i was compelled to print it out. i zoomed into specific parts – 
her face, her hands, the bag she’s clutching, the dark corona of 
her eyes, that flat, flat fringe – and printed these out too. i used 
Photoshop and Mac’s Preview to enlarge the image, each time 
degrading resolution. Then, i’d photograph the printouts. Zoom in 
more. Print out again. Fidelity felt unimportant compared to some 
auratic essence. Locked in the glow of the pixels.9

 7 LOL, p. 36.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid., pp. 36 – 37.
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This passage expresses the movement of a search. Basar’s search 
led him to cut pieces out of the image with simple clicks on the 
touchpad of his MacBook using ‘slice tool’, the Photoshop pro-
gram. The use of this software outsources the execution of the 
cut to the command ‘divide slice.’ In this manner, after having 
printed it out several times and zoomed in on the image, Basar, 
in parallel, singles out parts of Doan’s body. The dissection shared 
by Basar, Photoshop, the MacBook, and a printer turns the im-
age of Doan’s body into a series of images, a folder or database 
of images. Doan’s body can now be viewed on the basis of the 
new information acquired from the pixilation of the images. The 
folder no longer contains the image of a body, but rather bodies 
of resolutions of images — in short, what David Joselit calls “pop-
ulation of images.” 10 The image of a body has become a body of 
images through dissection that has generated more images, as it 
were, and continues the life of the image by translating the LOL 
image into an image population. The unintended life of the LOL 
image is given new forms and formats — indeed, it is living on 
its unexpected life.

Basar himself describes his partitioning work as an attempt 
to “get a better grasp of what happens” — an attempt, in my read-
ing, to seize and get hold of “some auratic essence” 11 of the image 
more firmly in his hands. But he does this in vain, because the 
image’s value cannot be extracted from an image that is based on 
information that cannot be freed from representation.12 And one 

10 David Joselit, After Art. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013, 
p. 13. Joselit describes the ways art has to be understood as a constant and 
relational process of formatting and reformatting, which he defines as an 
“epistemology of search,” which can be related directly to the beginning of 
the paragraph that aims at the search movement that Basar expresses by 
zooming in and printing out, cf. Joselit (2013), After Art, p. 56.
11 LOL, p. 37.
12 Fundamentally, digitally processed images are based on information 
that has to be embodied and only appears bound in forms. Cf. Claus Pias, 
“Das digitale Bild gibt es nicht,” in: zeitenblicke 2, no. 1 (2003), http://
www.zeitenblicke.de/ 2003/ 01/ pias/ pias.pdf, paragraph 35, date of access: 
18 Sept. 2019.
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does not know exactly how often the image was cut. But the more 
Basar enlarges the image by zooming in, the more the “glow of 
the pixels” 13 is rendered visible, or put differently: the more the 
pixilation catches our attention, the more the resolution of the 
image becomes visible. Especially when looking at the arrange-
ment of the three parts — face, left hand, LOL shirt — the pixila-
tion lets the quantification of the digital image become observa-
ble. It shows that digital imagery is based on a “process by which 
[the image, or] the world is chopped up into chunks,” and that 
this process is quantifiable, and ultimately measurable and com-
parable due to a “[d]iscretization [that] is part of the process by 
which color and light values are allocated to a pixel.” 14 The allo-
cation of light, and the contrast that is brought about, makes the 
stripes visible as a grid. Basar’s dissection has little consequence 
here, but it does allow us, in a metaphorical way, to consider the 
grid as prison bars (particularly if one looks at the 4-by-4 ar-
rangement that Maja- Lisa Müller’s text deals with, and which 
is translated as metaphor in the following part on method) that 
caused Doan’s life to become uncertain.15 By contrast, soft dis-
section works in the direction of certainty by self- knowledge, as 
the second part will show.

2

Dissection is a practice that separates parts of a unit in order to 
select and arrange the dissected parts in a new order. Dissection, 
in Michel Foucault’s work, is aimed at inner and non- visible parts 
of the body that are rendered visible by laying them out open-

13 LOL, p. 37.
14 Graham Harwood, “Pixels,” in: Matthew Fuller, ed., Software Studies: 
A Lexicon. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2008, pp. 213 – 217: here, p. 215.
15 Basar is trapped not only in the process of zooming in and printing 
out but also in the process of releasing value from the image, acknowl-
edging that information cannot be freed from representation. Digitally 
processed images are based on information that is embodied and bound 
in forms. Cf. Pias (2003), “Das digitale Bild gibt es nicht,” paragraph 35.
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ly on display in a particular order. In Discipline and Punish: The 
Birth of the Prison, Foucault introduces dissection as a punitive 
practice that took place on the scaffold as a stage.16 Here, dissec-
tion is used as a practice of truth, because it stands in line with 
a sovereign power. Following the death of the condemned, the 
body is divided into single parts, which are laid out, and then the 
pieces of flesh and innards are layered on hooks and presented to 
the public’s eye in the sovereign’s order. This form of dissection 
aims to restore a previously fixed truth, which is embodied in 
the sovereign’s laws. The demonstration of the body parts shows 
that the “full circle” 17 of truth, so to say, is closed again, and that 
nothing remains hidden or unpunished before the sovereign. 
Truth is actually openly spread by exposing the inner organs of 
the executed condemned body — and by irrevocably destroying 
the body “piece by piece” 18 to eliminate uncertainty of any kind.

Foucault describes this practice in reference to Antoine 
Bruneau’s description of an execution in Avignon in Observations 
et Maximes sur les Matières Criminelles from 1715. Foucault cites 
this description because it is apparently one of the first spectacles 
during which the public expressed disapproval and longing for 
a more docile sovereign. This was due to the extreme cruelty of 
the spectacle, expressed vividly in the text as follows:

‘The confessor whispered in the patient’s ear and, after he had 
given him the blessing, the executioner, who had an iron bludgeon 
of the kind used in slaughter houses, delivered a blow with all his 
might on the temple of the wretch, who fell dead: the mortis ex-
acter, who had a large knife, then cut his throat, which spattered 
him with blood; it was horrible sight to see; he severed the sinews 
near the two heels, and then opened up the belly from which he 
drew the heart, liver spleen and lungs, which he stuck on an iron 

16 Cf. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, 
translated by Alan Sheridan. London: Penguin, 1991, pp. 32 – 69.
17 Ibid., p. 47.
18 Ibid., p. 50.
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hook, and cut and dissected into pieces, which he then stuck on 
the other hooks as he cut them, as one does with an animal. Look 
who can at such a sight’ in the explicit reference to the butcher’s 
trade, the infinitesimal destruction of the body is linked here with 
spectacle: each piece is placed on display. The execution was ac-
companied by a whole ceremonial of triumph; but it also includ-
ed, as a dramatic nucleus in its monotonous progress, a scene of 
confrontation: this was the immediate, direct action of the exe-
cutioner on the body of the ‘patient.’19

Sovereignty, in this case, has to be understood as a right to de-
stroy and take away life. It is expressed in a “right of seizure: of 
things, time, bodies, and ultimately life itself; it culminated in 
the privilege to seize hold of life in order to suppress it.” 20 And 
the reconstitution of sovereignty is performed by quantitative 
means, since death by torture is described as art that subdivides 
life “into a ‘thousand deaths’.” 21

Now imagine your smartphone or smart wearable device to be 
a hook on which you find parts and functions of your body ex-
posed on the screen after it has been dissected, as you constantly 
monitor yourself, recorded by providers of devices, apps, services 
and agencies generating, processing, comparing, and distributing 
data.22 Would you describe your smartphone as a gentle hook be-
cause it produces knowledge by gathering drinking data to for-
mulate drinking habits and hydration data rendered as numbers, 
percentages, statistics etc.?23 Or does it come along with a kind of 

19 Ibid., p. 51.
20 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality. Volume 1: An Introduction, 
translated by Robert Hurley. Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1990, p. 136.
21 Foucault (1991), Discipline and Punish, p. 33.
22 To further explore the interactions at the interrelation of apps, devices 
and service providers such as Facebook, for instance, see the report from 
Privacy International (2018) “Investigating Apps interactions with Face-
book on Android,” in: Privacy International, https://privacyinternational.
org/ appdata, date of access: 23 Sept. 2019.
23 Knowledge production is the primary motivation for the use of self- 
tracking apps. For further motivations, justifications, and rationales of self- 
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severity by displaying inner life processes to motivate balanced 
hydration? How far into the body does the sensing and touch-
ing of the screen reach when you enter information about your 
behavior, giving information to service providers who process 
bits and pixels of personal data and information into knowledge 
that is, in the end, able to identify your body? What is visualized, 
what is not, and why has it (not) appeared on your screen? And 
how does the notion and visibility of sovereignty change when 
thinking of the smartphone as a soft hook?

Soft dissection transforms the destruction of the body into the 
production of life. It aims at maintaining and improving human 
life processes. It stands in line with a bigger transformation of 
power that Foucault describes as governmentalization. This pro-
cess has to be adjusted as a softening process, because it goes from 
a destructive (as on the scaffold) to a productive form of rule, and 
from a form of truth that is directed towards “man- as- body” to 
a form of truth that is directed towards “man- as- living- being.” 24 
Similarly, it entails a shift from an external force to an inward- 
looking method that targets the management of the self — be it 
the market, a household, or a person. This shift is implemented 
by political economy as a method for producing knowledge that 
coincides with a method of truth in the sense that political econ-
omy is constantly trying to gain control by establishing “overall 
states of equilibration or regularity.” 25 Balance means matching 
the object that is to be governed — just in the right way, not too 
much and not too little. Foucault studies this method in relation 
to the management of populations, specifically their productiv-
ity in terms of living processes such as birth, death, and illness.

trackers based on knowledge production, see Deborah Lupton/Gavin J. D. 
Smith, “‘A Much Better Person’: The Agential Capacities of Self- tracking 
Practices,” in: Btihaj Ajana, ed., Metric Culture: Ontologies of Self- Tracking 
Practices. Bingley: Emerald Publishing, 2018, pp. 57 – 76.
24 Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended. Lectures at the College 
de France, 1975 – 76, translated by David Macey. New York: Picador, 2003, 
p. 242. Cf. also Foucault (1990), The History of Sexuality, p. 136.
25 Foucault (2003), Society Must Be Defended, p. 246.
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This government goal requires people to be indirectly managed 
as part of the population. Recent perspectives take up the notion 
of a government of things, which Foucault only marginally cites. 
A government of things, according Thomas Lemke, takes detours 
by focusing on people’s insides, their interests, affects, wishes and 
needs.26 Based on these considerations, governing is a practice 
which softens as it is outsourced to things that people apply and 
relate to, guiding them in their motivations, behavior, and actions. 
Life is understood to be an effect at the interplay of technological, 
material, and socio- cultural conditions that are entangled with 
the guidance of life by means of economical ways of living, as 
Ulrich Bröckling points out following Foucault.27 From these per-
spectives, I argue that governmentalization distributes its activi-
ties to different executors that share in the activity of governing.

Exemplarily, in this case study, dissection is softening when 
it is outsourced to self- tracking apps. Outsourcing is a pattern 
discussed in Cris Shore’s and Susan Wright’s study on the perfor-
mance management of self- tracking apps. They observe that the 
extensive implementation of self- tracking practices in recent years 
stands in line with processes of outsourcing on a state- institutional 
and personal level since the 1980s. Outsourcing, they elaborate, 
happens on three levels: first, production processes are shifted 
to peripheral and cheaper sites of global world economies; sec-
ond, public services are privatized, for instance, by NGOs; and 
third, the most important argument in Shore’s and Wright’s arti-
cle, there is an intensification of responsibility and empowerment 
of the “user,” which makes self- practices like drinking- reminder 
apps interesting as they promise control over one’s own life pro-
cesses, while the sole area of responsibility is actually outsourced 

26 Cf. Thomas Lemke, “Die Regierung der Dinge. Politik, Diskurs und 
Materialität,” in: Zeitschrift für Diskursforschung, no. 2 (2014), pp. 250 – 267, 
here: p. 261.
27 Cf. Ulrich Bröckling, Gute Hirten führen sanft. Über Menschenregi-
erungskünste. Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2017, p. 25.
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to consumers.28 This is evident, according to Shore and Wright, 
when we look at the data generated by the apps and equipment 
of companies and government agencies.29

This triad of outsourcing factors and distributed responsibil-
ities shared by corporations, state (related and commissioned) 
actors and users is central to contemporary surveillance cul-
ture based on big data, in which self- tracking is a central media 
practice.30 As David Lyon states in The Culture of Surveillance: 
Watching as a Way of Life, social media shape surveillance cul-
ture as a “shadow of what might be termed managerial or entre-
preneurial surveillance in which growing efforts were made to 
extract value from personal data.” 31 This extraction is performed 

28 Cf. Cris Shore/Susan Wright, “Performance Management and the Au-
dited Self,” in: Btihaj Ajana, ed., Metric Culture: Ontologies of Self- Tracking 
Practices. Bingley: Emerald Publishing, 2018, pp. 11 – 35, here: p. 13. With 
regard to the Danish health system, Nicole Thualagant and Ditte- Marie 
From talk about a strategy of activating prepared citizens. Cf. Nicole Thual-
agant/Ditte- Marie From, “The Digitisation of Welfare: A Strategy towards 
Improving Citizens’ Self- Care and Co- Management of Welfare,” in: Btihaj 
Ajana, ed., Metric Culture: Ontologies of Self- Tracking Practices. Bingley: 
Emerald Publishing, 2018, pp. 37 – 56, here: p. 46.
29 Ibid. Shore/Wright (2018), “Performance Management and the Au-
dited Self,” p. 12.
30 David Lyon refers to this big data triad in the aftermath of the Snowden 
revelations. Cf. David Lyon, Surveillance after Snowden. Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 2015, p. 9. And indeed, self- tracking practices have to be understood 
as part of the big data complex. But as Deborah Lupton emphasizes, self- 
tracking practices also reveal the need to engage with the production of 
small data, or personal data, that users produce about themselves. This 
perspective allows us to demystify the big data complex by including and 
focusing on the use of self- tracking devices in daily life that produce data 
casually, and allows us to identify the conditions and mechanisms that 
are implicated in the integration of digital datasets in data economies. 
Deborah Lupton, “You are Your Data: Self- Tracking Practices and Con-
cepts of Data,” in Stefan Selke, ed., Lifelogging. Digital Self- Tracking and 
Lifelogging – Between Disruptive Technology and Cultural Transformation. 
Wiesbaden: Springer, 2016, pp. 61 – 80, here: p. 63.
31 David Lyon, The Culture of Surveillance: Watching as a Way of Life. 
Cambridge: Polity Press, 2018, p. 9.
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to a great extent by tracking all sorts of things,32 including self- 
tracking practices, which Lyon defines as “checking profiles of 
interest or of ourselves.” 33 This extraction of data is based on dis-
section, which is a reference that can be found, in addition to 
the previously mentioned texts by Deborah Lupton and texts by 
Louise Amoore and Alexandra Hall, in Anna Heitger’s article On 
Self- Tracking as Surveillance Practice, in which she defines self- 
tracking as operation in which

[t]he body gets dissected more or less carefully into its differ-
ent functions [flexing, burning calories, keeping your system go-
ing] — and into its different parts [abs, biceps, fat, tissues, organs, 
hormones]. And your body — your body is going to disappear a lit-
tle bit in its materiality, as it is turned into data.34

32 There is a broad field of tracking practices in surveillance culture that 
generally try to build motion profiles, since tracking aims at the tracea-
bility of things (be it persons, goods, money, data, packages or vehicles) 
and ultimately the comprehensibility of the movement of things. This can 
be seen, for example, in the relations between encyclopedia articles from 
different fields of application of tracking in logistics, marketing, and in-
telligence industries. In the field of logistics, tracking is used for logging, 
as David Lowe describes, and to “identify location of goods and/or ve-
hicles.” See David Lowe, Dictionary of Transport and Logistics. London: 
Kogan Page, 2002, pp. 239 – 261. In digital marketing, tracking is applied 
to improve products by better understanding the behavior of customers, 
which is often done by patterning the consumers eye movements; see, 
for instance, “Eye tracking” in Charles Doyle, A Dictionary of Marketing. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016. In the field of intelligence indus-
tries, tracking aims at addressing national security threats and is based 
on an understanding of the position — that is, the target — which has to 
constantly be identified. In other words, it aims at “continuous position 
finding.” See Jan Goldman, Words of Intelligence: An Intelligence Profes-
sional’s Lexicon for Domestic and Foreign Threats. Plymouth: The Scare-
crow Press, 2011, p. 253.
33 Lyon (2018), The Culture of Surveillance, p. 6.
34 Anna Heitger, “Self- Tracking as Surveillance Practice,” in: On_Cul-
ture: The Open Journal for the Study of Culture, 6 (2018), https://www.
on- culture.org/ journal/ perspectives/ heitger- self- tracking/ , date of access: 
18 Sept. 2019.
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While Heitger uses dissection as a metaphor, weakening the con-
cept by arguing that one dissects “more or less carefully,” 35 I want 
to stress that dissection must be recognized as the ultimate meth-
od of data collection. Of course, the body is not destroyed (as 
on the scaffold), but it is “dissolving” 36 (as Basar phrases it) and 
changing its form when it becomes data (as Heitger puts it).

Dissection must be understood as a method for the entre-
preneurially motivated extraction of data. Consider the app 
WaterMinder by Apple, for instance. It generates data during the 
first 21 days of use, according to the activities that the sensors 
record and the information the user voluntarily enters about 
his or her age, weight, gender, and about when, how much and 
in which size of cup, as well as what kind of beverage he or she 
drank — each time users are touching the screen to type in in-
formation, swiping from left to right, setting up emojis, from 
a personal profile to current hydration to daily fill to drinking 
history (figure 4.2).37 Within these 21 days, the app gains in-
sight into the user’s drinking behavior by gathering drinking 
data, which, according to Rita Raley’s concept of data bodies, 
does not refer to the body as a whole but to the body as a fu-
ture currency of data economies, “in which bits and pieces of 
a supposed composite profile . . . are sliced and diced into dif-
ferent tranches, such that a stable referential link to a singular 
entity becomes lost in a sea of user intent data.” 38 On the basis 
of drinking data, apps can build individual profiles to present 
personal drinking habits.

The processing of drinking data finds expression in the ser-
vices the apps offer that present the dissected body in a new spa-

35 Ibid.
36 LOL, p. 38.
37 Cf. “WaterMinder,” WaterMinder, https://waterminder.com/ , date of 
access: 18 Sept. 2019.
38 Rita Raley, “Dataveillance and Countervailance,” in: Lisa Gitelman, 
ed., ‘Raw Data’ is an Oxymoron. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2013, 
pp. 121 – 145, here: p. 127.
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tially vertical because stacked order on screen.39 In the case of 
the self- tracking app Hydrillo, this means providing a personal 
drinking objective, drinking status (daily, monthly, annually), 
drinking diary, drinking alarm, forms and graphics of drinking 
habits, or drinking statistics (figure 4.3).40 Each service the app 
provides is marked with the noun “drinking,” which traces the 
product back to the processed resource that is drinking data. In 
reference to Apple’s WaterMinder and Google’s Water Drinking 
Minder App, the illustrations show that bodies are laid out on 
the smartphone screen as measured hydration data. The body is 
no longer surfaced on display as pieces or slices but according to 
processing bits and pieces of data, translated into numbers that 
are made visible as quantities (oz, ml), times, statistics, percent-
ages, levels etc. (figures 4.2 – 4.4).

As such, body parts are surfaced in various forms of body 
data — in the case of Hydrillo (beginning with the left screen) as 
a pie chart based on percentages, as a personal need profile, a 
bar chart, or levels as in a game. The body can be valorized, and 
indeed valorized with emojis or virtual bodies filled up with wa-
ter (see WaterMinder), providing information about the activ-
ity of drinking. The form of presentation visualizes, or indeed 
speaks the truth of individual hydration processes at a certain 
point in time (in the life of the user based on the life of the gath-
ered drinking data), documenting that the user has drunk too 
little, or too much, so that a recommendation can be made to 
balance the user’s drinking habits. Or else the user has drunk 

39 Arranging the dissected (body) parts into a particular order is cru-
cial for producing knowledge in the attempt to understand the spatial 
relationships of bodies, which is why illustrations are used to control the 
presentation of the most central components of what shall be emphasized. 
One can find these arguments, for instance, in classic approaches to dis-
section in biology; see Gerardo de Iuliis/Dino Pulerà, The Dissection of 
Vertebrates: A Laboratory Manual. Amsterdam: Elsevier/Academic Press, 
2007, pp. xii and xx.
40 See “Hydrillo — Wasser Trinkerinnerung,” Google Play, Google, last 
modified: July 4, 2019, https://play.google.com/ store/ apps/ details?id=com.
drink.water.alarm, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019.
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just the right amount, in which case there is no need for a fur-
ther recommendation.

Soft dissection aims at sovereignty through balancing, which is 
carried out via constant circular feedback loops monitoring and 
controlling the right drinking activities. This is done casually in 
the field of entertainment. Particularly in this area, David Lyon 
observes, surveillance softens as it is opposed to policing and 
the demands of national security, and because “[o]ld moorings 
are loosened as bits of personal data extracted for one purpose 
are more easily deployed for another.” 41 This softening process 
began indiscreetly as media practices and surveillance devices 
were implemented in our daily lives in data production machines. 
They have been integrated into our leisure activities, domesticat-
ed, turned into something normal, taken for granted, no longer 
recognized as a mode of surveillance, as Lyon states.42 In a study 
on beauty surveillance applications, Ana Sofia Elias and Rosalind 
Gill point to this normalization as part of a surveillance practice 
they call “forensic dissection.” 43 The term describes the way the 
zoom is deployed in gossip and celebrity magazines and websites 
to highlight women’s body parts with red circles, which — ac-
cording to conceptions of normality — ought to be improved and 
resolved. The readers are motivated to find their own ways of 
dealing with this idea of normality, balancing requirements and 
promises from the self and others. In self- tracking practices, it is 
crucial that general and individual notions of normality are bal-
anced, which individuals achieve with the help of apps by find-
ing their individual balance.

Balance activates self- responsibility of the users with the prom-
ise of self- sovereignty based on self- knowledge. Self- tracking apps 
for monitoring drinking habits are advertised and marketed with 

41 Lyon (2018), The Culture of Surveillance, p. 32.
42 Cf. ibid., pp. 39 – 41. Lyon describes normalization as a process of culture.
43 Ana Sofia Elias/Rosalind Gill, “Beauty Surveillance: The Digital Self- 
Monitoring Cultures of Neoliberalism,” in: European Journal of Cultural 
Studies, no. 21 (2018), pp. 59 – 77, here: p. 65.
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the promise of balance, which the user should achieve by inter-
acting with the app. The app Water Drink Reminder describes 
a state of balance as the urgency to stay hydrated, and translates 
the need into the motivation to track one’s drinking behavior:

our body is 70 % water. Water is vital if we want to be healthy and 
fit. Water is involved in all body processes, that’s why it is so im-
portant to keep water balance in sight. Every day we lose around 
2.5 liters of water — the amount that needs to be to restore water 
balance of the body. if you don’t have a good habit to drink enough 
water you may suffer from headaches, fatigue, lack of energy and 
even more serious consequences up to stroke and heart attack.44

Mabel Elseworth Todd, in her book from 1937, The Thinking Body: 
A Study of the Balancing Forces of Dynamic Man, addresses the 
body’s dependence on water, but does so in the context of the 
notion of “bodily economy.” 45 Todd focuses on questions of ana-
tomical balance, on postures, on walking and sitting movements 
etc. to study balance, which she defines as “working with [rath-
er] than against natural forces.” 46 She examines the needs and 
requirements of human anatomy to support healthy attitudes, 
which are quiet in the way political economy can be translated 
as a method to govern things by its nature.47 As Beate Ochsner 
puts it in reference to apps that she understands as self- care ap-
plications, working on balancing is working on body households. 
Ochsner examines balancing because such apps constantly re-

44 “Water Drink Reminder,” Google Play, Google, last modified July 23, 
2019, https://play.google.com/ store/ apps/ details?id=net.easycreation.
drink_reminder&hl=en, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019.
45 Mabel Elseworth Todd, The Thinking Body: A Study of the Balancing 
Forces of Dynamic Man. Eastford: Martino Fine Books, 2017, p. ix.
46 Ibid., p. 282.
47 See Foucault (2003), Society Must Be Defended, pp. 243 – 246. See also 
Michel Foucault’s engagement with concepts of Liberalism and Neoliber-
alism in Michel Foucault, Die Geburt der Biopolitik. Geschichte der Gou-
vernementalität, translated by Jürgen Schröder. Frankfurt a. M.: Suhrkamp, 
2006, pp. 81 – 111.
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quire self- governance of one’s body household to manage one’s 
body as an investment for the future.48 Water Drink Reminder 
tries to adjust balance by making the body function “properly” 49 
by providing knowledge about the water household. The con-
stant dissection in this reconciliation work is soft since, on the 
user level, the sovereignty is exercised by a permanent manage-
ment of water household in which the apps encourage users to 
drink just right.

3

The arrangement with Basar’s media practice of dissection, on 
the one side, and soft dissection via self- tracking on the other, 
leads to ethical questions that concern the integrity of images (in 
the case of LOL History) and bodies (in the case of self- tracking 
apps). Now it is possible to finally ask whether soft dissection can 
be carefully executed when considered under the conditions of 
economic value production.

Soft dissection is an entrepreneurial method aiming at the 
production of data to produce, offer and share knowledge. It 
does not destroy the body. But it touches the body by cutting it 
virtually as a resource from which to gather data. This does not 
mean that soft dissection via self- tracking is carefully executed. 
Each dissection touches the body in a way that has ethical con-
sequences. Irma van de Ploeg, for example, is for this reason 
critical of digitization, a process that translates physical compo-
nents into digital and numerical ones, seemingly imperceptible 
and therefore often understood as a ‘benign’ process.50 By con-

48 Cf. Beate Ochsner, “Oikos und Oikonomia oder: Selbstsorge- Apps als 
Technologien der Haushaltung,” Internationales Jahrbuch für Medienphi-
losophie, no. 4 (2018), pp. 123 – 146, here: p. 124.
49 “Water Drink Reminder,” Google Play, Google, last modified July 23, 
2019, https://play.google.com/ store/ apps/ details?id=net.easycreation.drink_ 
reminder&hl=en, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019.
50 In “Biometrics and the body as information,” Irma van de Ploeg makes 
a plea to update the concept of integrity against the background of the Eu-
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sidering the translation of extracted data, one at the same time 
questions the future life of data. Precisely because data are based 
on numbers and can therefore be compared and evaluated, it is 
necessary to ask: where does data go and how does it move? And 
how is the data cared for, according to which guidelines? How is 
it used, commercialized, and taken control of?

Dissection is hands- on work. It is hands- on work in Basar’s 
case in which he is trying to grasp the image. It is hands- on work 
on the scaffold, just as it is hands- on work when it comes to soft 
dissection in considering self- tracking apps in the care context, 
enable by Maria Puig’s perspective on vision as touch.51 Under 
the “blanket category of care,” she states, there are cruel facets if 
one looks at the “divergent modes of valuing care [that] coexist 
and co- make each other in non- innocent ways.” 52 Soft dissec-
tion is such an attempt to understand the way data is obtained 
through tracking, pointing to the fact that visualizations of parts 
and functions of the body on the screen have to be thought of as 
touching and aiming at inner parts of the body. Soft dissection 
is affective as it produces knowledge through fun and pleasure; 
but it is not innocent, as it (in the case of drinking reminder 
apps) makes suggestions, translates norms into numbers and rep-
resentations revolving around the idea of balance according to 
normal values, associated with the idea of improving productivity 
at work, during work- outs, or sleep, and it is very precise about 
what should be drunk (at what time, how often and how much 

ropean Directive on Data Protection from 1995, which was last executed 
by the EU’s General Data Protection Order (EU-GDPO) that became ap-
plicable May 25, 2018. Van de Ploeg argues that body integrity is at stake 
when it comes to the digitization of the body through data production, 
which is a process that translates physical components into digital, nu-
merical components. Cf. Irma van der Ploeg, “Biometrics and the Body 
as Information,” in: David Lyon, ed., Surveillance as Social Sorting. Lon-
don: Taylor and Francis, 2002, pp. 57 – 73.
51 Cf. Marià Puig de la Bellacasa, Matters of Care: Speculative Ethics in 
More Than Human Worlds. Minnesota: University of Minnesota Press, 
2017, p. 95.
52 Ibid., pp. 11 – 12.
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etc.). The dissection has softened, but only minimally, while the 
body, which is not touched physically, is nonetheless touched by 
motivations of drink actions, or a bad conscious from not having 
drunk the right amount.

Against this background of final notes, LOL History shows 
that, quite on the contrary, Basar’s media practice of dissection 
deals with uncertainty, and also produces it. Basar’s dissection 
remains open, showing that uncertainty is constitutive for dissec-
tion. On the scaffold, uncertainty is eliminated by opening up a 
body to death, reestablishing the sovereign’s truth. In the case of 
drinking reminder apps, the certainty to increase and maintain 
one’s performance is the driving force for a permanent, divided 
and voluntarily performed soft dissection with the aim to find 
one’s personal truth by balancing.
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EPISTEMOLOGICAL ZOOMINGS INTO  
POST- DIGITAL REALITY, OR HOW  
TO DEAL WITH DIGITAL IMAGES? MIMESIS  
AS A METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH  
Elisa Linseisen

Introduction

This text explores a methodological approach to digital imagery 
with what I call “epistemological zooming”.1 In Shumon Basar’s 
investigative analysis of a CCTV image, captured at the airport 
of Kuala Lumpur in February 2017, I identify a specific relation-
ship between digital images, their materiality and how to derive 
meaning about and within a post- digital reality. Basar’s material 
study — the way he is seduced by the maelstrom of pixels, how 
he digs and dives into the image- grids, how he fragments, cuts 
up and reassembles the view — produces knowledge from the 
processing of medial materiality. Following these parameters, I 
would like to argue that in a post- digital reality, the process of ac-
quiring knowledge is image processing. Epistemology merges with 
the reformatting and post- producing of digital images — images 
that have always been processes, images that have always been 
many. They manifest themselves in various forms that can be 
called “mimetic modes of existence.” 2 The term “modes of exist-

1 I develop the concept of “epistemological zooming” in my dissertation, 
cf. Elisa Linseisen, High/Definition/Bilder/Denken/Digital. Medienphilos-
ophisches Image Processing. Dissertation submitted to the Faculty of Phi-
lology at Ruhr- University Bochum, 2019, pp. 224 – 271.
2 ‘Mimetic Modes of Existence’ is the name of the research project con-
ducted by Friedrich Balke and Maria Muhle which is part of the research 
unit Media and Mimesis. For a theoretical framework of the concept see 
Friedrich Balke, Mimesis zur Einführung. Hamburg: Junius, 2018, pp. 39 – 43.

Epistemological Zoomings 
Linseisen
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ence” 3 was recently coined by Bruno Latour in the context of a 
plural ontology. Latour argues that things and people are always 
in the process of becoming, specifically becoming something 
other than what they currently are. Ontology for Latour deals 
with transformation and metamorphism. He links his ideas to 
Étienne Souriau’s remarks on a similar approach, who argues 
in particular against a hylomorphism, where material and form 
are related in a substantial way.4 Mimetic modes of existence 
boycott this essentialism. According to Friedrich Balke, they 
deny all ontological reservation to an ‘autonomous’ self or being 
that differs from everything else by unrestrained resemblance.5 
Digital images could be understood in this sense: they contradict 
a normative or essential hierarchy of the image as the Platonian 
idea. They reject the original that implies an epistemological he-
gemony, serving as the source of sense and knowledge. In line 
with the aim of this anthology and beyond a philosophy of ideas, 
that can be traced back to Plato’s concept of mimesis,6 my focus 
on digital images builds upon a transformative, dynamic un-
derstanding of Latour’s and Souriau’s conceptions of ontology. 
Under post- digital signs and with the help of the introduction 
of image processing, mimesis has to be described as a processual 
dissemination and amalgamation between medial entities that 
can no longer be differentiated into original and copy. Instead, 
one works with a counter- concept of mimesis that is not bound 
to self- identical qualities, one that can be derived from Gilles 
Deleuze’s “overturning of Platonism.” 7 Deleuze is fond of the 

3 Bruno Latour, An Inquiry into Modes of Existence. An Anthropology of 
the Moderns, translated by Catherine Porter. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 2013.
4 Cf. Étienne Souriau, The Different Modes of Existence, translated by Erik 
Beranek/Tim Howles. Minneapolis, MN: Univocal, 2015.
5 Cf. Balke, Mimesis zur Einführung, p. 40.
6 Cf. ibid., pp. 34 – 39.
 7 Gilles Deleuze, “Plato and the Simulacrum,” in: October 27 (1983), trans-
lated by Rosalind Krauss, pp. 45 – 56.
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“simulacra,” of the “false copies,” 8 of the denial of an original. He 
thinks in modes of pure differentiation and self- disparateness. 
For Deleuze, there are only differences that manifest themselves 
on a broad, dense surface, with no deeper sense behind or un-
derneath it. This surface without a backside or hidden ground 
can be compared to the digital image that Basar copes with. He 
does not find any sense behind or under the “degrading resolu-
tion,” the “glow of pixels,” “the smeared data.” 9 Instead, what he 
finds is difference within the CCTV image, its reformatted ver-
sions, through its processing. Calling these mimetic dynamics 
epistemological zooming and treating them as a way of address-
ing digital images, as a mimetic method, needs some explanation. 
With the help of Vivian Sobchack, I will argue that zooming is a 
medial expression of attention, attraction and the virtual. It fills 
the middle spaces between the source and the target of interest, 
between an inquirer like Basar and the material capacities of the 
observed. It is a material- based ‘posed question’ that focuses on 
differences. In the following, I will sketch zooming as a method 
that is not interested in the self- identity, the deeper sense or the 
inherent quality of a medial phenomenon. Zooming stays on the 
surface, the image, the representation with all the differences it 
offers. Zooming deals with the digital image as a playground 
crammed with multiplicities. Zooming does not produce new im-
ages but instead resolves something new within the plenty that is 
already there but can only be dissolved through image processing.

I will proceed in three steps. With the help of Shane Denson’s 
thoughts on a “post- perceptual space of discorrelated images” 10 

8 Ibid., p. 48.
9 Cf. LOL, p. 38.
10 Shane Denson, “Speculation, Transition, and the Passing of Post- 
Cinema,” in: Vinzenz Hediger/Miriam de Rosa, eds., Post- What? Post- 
When? Thinking Moving Images Beyond the Post- Medium/Post- Cinema 
Condition. Mimesis Edizioni, 2016, pp. 21 – 32, here: p. 22.
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and Hito Steyerl’s concept of a “too much world,” 11 I will first out-
line the cornerstones of a post- digital reality, which seems per-
ceptually overwhelming: in order to be at all comprehensible, it 
is desperately in need of reformatting, post- production and espe-
cially epistemological zooming. A too much world goes hand in 
hand with Deleuze’s understanding of the simulacrum. Second, I 
will point out the role of zooming in this medialized world. Using 
Sobchack’s concept of the “viewing view” 12 and having a look at 
the historical development of the visual aesthetic, which was es-
sential to television and documentary formats of the 1950s and 
1960s, I would like to attest an epistemological potential to zoom-
ing. With this in mind, the concept of simulacrum, too, has to be 
re- thought and affirmatively re- coded beyond its understanding 
as a false, second or unreal world. Third, I will bring up an exam-
ple, the desktop documentary Transformers: The Premake (2014) 
by Kevin B. Lee to show how zooming makes sense out of a post- 
digital reality that can be described as dense digital surface. To 
implement the concept of epistemological zooming, I will stick 
to the number three.

Post- Perception, Too Much World, Simulacrum:  
Denson, Steyerl, Deleuze

In three seconds, light travels 900.000 kilometers. In three sec-
onds, a racehorse gallops 12.5 meters. In three seconds, humans 
experience the present moment, the moment of here and now. 
Neurobiology and cognitive psychology assume that human sen-
sory and cognitive capacities, i. e. what one hears, what one sees, 
what one remembers, what one imagines is neither ‘past’ nor ‘has 
not happened yet,’ but rather now at the count of three. In the time 

11 Hito Steyerl, “Too Much World. Is the Internet Dead?,” in: e- flux jour-
nal 49, no. 1 (2013), https://www.e- flux.com/ journal/ 49/ 60004/ too- much- 
world- is- the- internet- dead/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
12 Vivian Sobchack, “The Active Eye: A Phenomenology of Cinematic 
Vision,” in: Quarterly Review of Film and Video 12, no. 3 (2009), pp. 21 – 36.
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interval of three seconds, stimuli are integratively processed, i. e. 
perceived as one sensory unit.13 Three seconds show that there 
is not merely one magnitude of time, but instead multiple time 
sets, and the human perception of time, the feeling of immedi-
acy, is only one of them and a pretty inaccurate one at that. In 
optical terms one could say that the human resolving capacity 
is not standard but low definition. In three seconds, there are a 
million unnoticed, extra- perceptual processes, which are not re-
solved by human senses, leaving us with no epistemological tool 
other than speculation and mediation.

The idea that we are always misperceiving is nothing new — in 
fact, it may belong to the definition of what we call mediality. We 
can even go so far as to say that mediation relies heavily on the 
inertia of human senses, which was revealed by technical media 
around 1900. The chronophotographic proof, given by Edward 
Muybridge, that a galloping racehorse has all its legs in the air 
at the same point during a three- second motion sequence is a 
prominent example. Walter Benjamin calls this epistemological 
vacuum in regard to cinema “optical unconscious,” a relation 
between “another nature which speaks to the camera” 14 rather 
than to the human eye. For Benjamin these new views on reali-
ty have existential value. They “exploded this prison- world with 
the dynamite of the split second.” 15 With film and its aesthetics, 
the reality changes as “space expands; . . . movement is extend-
ed.” 16 Jumping in the time line and arriving in a world that is 
soaked with forms of the digital, one cannot lead this overwhelm-
ing status of mediality back to the human unconscious. The ex-
plosive force brought up by this medial status catapults experi-

13 Cf. Ernst Pöppel, Grenzen des Bewusstseins. Über Wirklichkeit und 
Welterfahrung. Munich: Dt. Taschenbuch- Verl., 1987, pp. 51 – 70.
14 Walter Benjamin, The Work of Art in the Age of its Technological Repro-
ducibility, and other Writings on Media, translated by Edmund Jephcott/
Rodney Livingstone/Howard Eiland. Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of 
Harvard University Press, 2008, p. 266.
15 Ibid., p. 265.
16 Ibid.
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ence far beyond human perception as we know it, which leads 
Shane Denson to the supposition that it can only be described 
as “speculation.” 17 For Denson, not only the future but also the 
present is built upon an ontological subjunctive, where “we can 
henceforth only speculate on the objects of our perception, on 
the present image itself, whose momentary presence eludes us 
in the feed- forward process of image generation.” 18 The three- 
second interval of human perception is so outdated that it is itself 
not thinkable without mediation. This implies a radicalization 
of our here and now.19 Under post- digital conditions, the three 
seconds are full of microtemporal differentiations. Therefore, the 
phenomenal level, i. e. what is perceived by humans, is always al-
ready “post- perceptual.” 20 What we see has nothing to do with our 
senses, but is anticipated by post- perceptual processes and algo-
rithms: “it is the primary data, while our sense data has become 
secondary or supplemental for . . . the production of sense data 
to come.” 21 Denson suggests describing this relation to a world 
that has already overcome human being as a status of “being- in- 
the- middle”:22 “there are always microscopic or extra- perceptual 
processes happening right ‘in the middle’ of mediated percep-
tion.” 23 For Denson this middle space, which we will come back 
to later in this analysis of zooming, is a “transformative agency 
of a mediating layer between subject and object.” 24 We may add 
that through images in a post- digital reality, this layer expands 
further and further, as more and more micro- differentiations 
mingle in the middle, beyond our sensual, post- perceptual scale.

Hito Steyerl has a name for this new relation of digital im-
age and human perception of world and “the gap between them 

17 Denson (2016), “Speculation.”
18 Ibid., p. 32, emphasis in the original.
19 Ibid., p. 23.
20 Ibid., p. 22.
21 Ibid., p. 30.
22 Ibid., p. 27.
23 Ibid., p. 28.
24 Ibid., p. 29.
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[that] gives way to speculation and intense anxiety.” 25 She calls it 
a “too much world,” 26 a “world [that] is imbued with the shrapnel 
of former images, as well as images edited, photoshopped, cob-
bled together from spam to scrap.” 27 When “images start pouring 
across screens and invading subject and object matter, the ma-
jor and quite overlooked consequence is that reality now wide-
ly consists of images.” 28 For Steyerl, “[t]he point is that no one 
can deal with this.” 29 Thus, in a too much world, “[n]ot seeing 
anything intelligible is the new normal.” 30 Steyerl does not stop 
at this laconic assumption, but instead goes on to offer an epis-
temological anchor:

The tools of postproduction: editing, color correction, filtering, 
cutting, and so on are not aimed at achieving representation. They 
have become means of creation, not only of images but also of 
the world in their wake. one possible reason: with digital prolif-
eration of all sorts of imagery, suddenly too much world became 
available.31

In Steyerl’s too much world, reality and digital image post- 
produce themselves and each other. Steyerl goes so far to say 
that reality cannot be understood without post- production, as 
the world itself has become an image.32 I would like to follow this 
assumption and argue: In a too much world, image processing is 
knowledge processing. In a too much world, the only differences 

25 Steyerl (2013), “Too Much World.”
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid. See also Maja- Lisa Müller’s article in this anthology.
28 Steyerl’s argument here draws on thoughts from visual studies. Cf. W. 
J. T. Mitchell, Picture Theory: Essays on Verbal and Visual Representation. 
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007.
29 Steyerl (2013), “Too Much World.”
30 Hito Steyerl, “A Sea of Data: Apophenia and Pattern (Mis-)Recogni-
tion,” in Hito Steyerl, ed., Duty Free Art: Art in the Age of Planetary Civil 
War. London, New York: Verso, 2017, pp. 47 – 61, here: p. 47.
31 Steyerl (2013), “Too Much World.”
32 Cf. ibid.
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that can be made are the differentiation processes between im-
ages, not between reality and its representation, an idea and an 
image, an original and a copy. Steyerl makes clear that a reali-
ty crowded by images, which are not still, unique and fixed, but 
instead copies that are altered, “translated, twisted, bruised and 
reconfigured,” 33 is not something unreal but reality itself.

This reading of Steyerl’s too much world, which is itself an 
image, can be compared to Gilles Deleuze’s concept of the sim-
ulacrum, which he develops in Difference and Repetition and in 
Logic of Sense. In these texts he takes up Friedrich Nietzsche’s 
claim, the “overthrow of Platonism.” 34 If Platonism means the 
division of the essence and the image, then its inversion is the 
radical affirmation of the logic of the image, the simulacrum, 
which “posits the world itself as phantasma.” 35 What was once 
pushed into the depths is now coming to the surface, the only 
form of existence that there is:

Hence, to overthrow Platonism means: to raise up simulacra, to 
assert their rights over icons and copies. The problem no longer 
concerns the distinction Essence/Appearance or Model/Copy. 
This whole distinction operates in the world of representation. 
The goal is the subversion of this world, ‘the twilight of the idols’. 
The simulacrum is not degraded copy, rather it contains a posi-
tive power which negates both original and copy, both model and 
reproduction.36

In an early text titled The Method of Dramatisation, in which 
Deleuze presents his processual and differential thinking, he 
shifts the focus away from the question “What is. . .?” that is, away 
from the basis of essentialism, the search, deeply connected to 
Plato, for an identical quality or substance:

33 Ibid.
34 Deleuze (1983), “Plato and the Simulacrum,” p. 45.
35 Ibid., p. 52.
36 Ibid., pp. 52 – 53, emphasis in the original.
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it is in Platonism that the question of the idea is determined un-
der the form: What is. . .? This noble question is supposed to con-
cern the essence, and is opposed to vulgar questions which only 
refer to the example or the accident. Thus you do not ask who is 
beautiful, but what is the Beautiful. Not where and when there is 
justice, but what is Just.37

Deleuze believes Plato asks this delicate question because he has 
only one agenda in mind: to divide, to select out, to distinguish 
“the pure from the impure, the authentic from the in- authentic” 38 
and, in doing so, to guarantee a moral fundament to ground his 
republic. Deleuze speaks of Plato’s “method of division,” 39 which 
suggests that one could say, with Deleuze, that Platonism itself 
is a philosophical system that produces differences, yet it does 
so for the wrong purpose.40 Plato’s philosophy of ideas seeks to 
track down falsehood and illusion.41 Its dividing mechanism is 
aimed solely at differentiating between the real and the unreal 
and of dismissing flawed claims. The idea or the original, then, 
provides the standard for measuring the truth. They serve as a 
template for making the right choice, by firstly initiating a selec-
tion process. Resemblance can then be understood as the tool 
that helps us make the right choice, as it refers to the ‘criterion 
catalogue,’ the ideas: “[i]t [the resemblance] proceeds less from 

37 Gilles Deleuze, “The Method of Dramatization”, in: Gilles Deleuze ed. 
Desert Islands and Other Texts, 1953 – 1974, translated by Michael Taormina. 
Los Angeles: Semiotext(e), pp. 89-118, here: p. 91, emphasis in the original.
38 Deleuze (1983), “Plato and the Simulacrum,” p. 46.
39 Ibid., p. 47.
40 Therefore, one can also say that Deleuze does not want to abolish Pla-
tonism, but only to reverse it. He sees something valuable in the principle 
but wants to sift out its hierarchical implications. This leads Daniel Smith 
to recognize Deleuze’s concept as a completion of Platonism. Cf. Daniel W. 
Smith, “The Concept of the Simulacrum: Deleuze and the Overturning of 
Platonism,” in: Cont Philos Rev 38, no. 1 – 2 (2006), pp. 89 – 123, here: p. 105.
41 Cf. Deleuze (1983), “Plato and the Simulacrum,” p. 47.
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one thing to another than from a thing to an Idea.” 42 Therefore, 
“resemblance is the measure of a claim.” 43

Deleuze himself is not interested in the claim, in philosoph-
ical correctness, in epistemological containment and in the re-
lation of a unique first, an approved second and a derived third. 
He seeks the “nth degree of debasement” 44 and therefore an ex-
cess of copycat relationships. The logic of the simulacrum is a 
“groundless claim.” 45 Deleuze distinguishes between a copy, “en-
dowed with resemblance” and the simulacrum, “an image with-
out resemblance.” 46 He compares it to the moment humans lost 
their likeness to God by becoming sinners: “having lost a moral 
existence in order to enter into an aesthetic one, we have become 
simulacra.” 47 The Deleuzian twist is the affirmation of this status. 
The simulacrum is “the power of the affirming divergence and 
decentering.” 48 This means that there is still resemblance and 
sameness, but as effects of the simulacrum and not as a basis 
for the ideas and the denial of the false. For Deleuze, philosophy 
has been guided by an illusion: “The illusion is that of unmask-
ing something or someone,” 49 that there is realness behind the 
veil. With the simulacrum, Deleuze subscribes to the “power of 
the false” 50 — a concept that is essential for his thinking.51 In con-
trast to the idealistic reminiscence of the idea, the force of the 
false relies on distribution and dissemination; it produces series 

42 Ibid., p. 48.
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid., p. 47.
45 Ibid., p. 48.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid.
48 Ibid., p. 55.
49 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, translated by Paul Patton. 
New York: Columbia University Press, 1994, p. 106.
50 Deleuze (1983), “Plato and the Simulacrum,” p. 55.
51 In his cinema theory, for example, the powers of the false are promi-
nently invoked with the concept of “Fabulation”, see Gilles Deleuze, Cin-
ema 2. The Time- Image. translated by Hugh Tomlinson/Robert Galeta. 
Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1989, pp. 126 – 147.
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and relations between images (and not between the image and 
the idea). Instead of the provisions of imitation, mimesis is no 
longer related to an original that guarantees its stability of form 
and quality, but exists instead entirely through its metamorpho-
ses and the declension of its profiles. As mentioned in my intro-
duction, Balke calls this concept “mimetic modes of existence,” 52 
an operative power that is subject to an incessant process of dif-
ferentiation. For Deleuze, art is capable of holding and express-
ing this power of the false, these mimetic modes of existence, the 
pure difference as aesthetic form.53 He refers to modern litera-
ture and the possibility to affirm and complicate differences, for 
example, through complex narrations, where different stories 
are told simultaneously.54 The oscillation between convergence 
and unity and the “continually decentered chaos” is also visible 
in pop art.55 For Deleuze it is important that the difference is not 
something that comes from the outside, i. e. through a transcen-
dental concept like Plato’s ideas. Difference is always immanent 
and art, as a simulacrum, is able to express these inherent mod-
ulations without referring to a moralist or nomological hierarchy.

Coming back to Steyerl’s too much world and Denson’s post- 
perceptual middle ground, I would like to test Deleuze’s concept 
of the simulacrum, his method of division, on the multilayered 
and micro- temporal differences offered by digital imagery. What 
I hope to gain from a mimetic reading of the post- digital reality 
is an affirmative perspective on chaos, complexity and percep-
tual overwhelming. Post- digital reality and the post- perceptual 
experiences that this reality offers beyond the human senses are 

52 Balke, Mimesis zur Einführung, p. 39.
53 Deleuze also recognizes these differentiating mechanisms in infor-
mation systems, which for him, however, are always contrary to art. For 
this reason, he boycotts the electronic and digital image. At this point it 
should be assumed that the images described correspond to Deleuze’s 
artistic aspirations and therefore draw on the concept of the simulacra.
54 Cf. Deleuze (1983), “Plato and the Simulacrum,” p. 51.
55 Ibid. See also Franziska Winter’s article in this anthology.
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based on excessive differentiation. Following Denson und Steyerl, 
in a post- digital reality an actual image that is in front of us is 
not directly related to the knowledge it offers. But the middle 
ground, gathered by differences, that lies between the subject and 
the object is, if we treat is as a Deleuzian simulacrum, nothing 
transcendent or veiled. A too much world as a Deleuzian simu-
lacrum means a world full of differences that will not be classi-
fied in ideological hierarchies or in relation to their perceptual 
accessibility. Even if we cannot comprehend the vast reserves of 
multiplicity that are virtually available through digital images, they 
are real, are subject to the power of the false. I would like to sug-
gest that for the specific context of post- digital reality, zooming 
is the appropriate aesthetic form (in line with modern literature, 
pop art and modern cinema, as Deleuze suggests) and offers, as 
it should become clear, a suitable methodological procedure for 
dealing with these differences.

Epistemological Zooming

First we have to understand what zooming actually means: 
zooming is an optical effect of motion within the image. During 
zooming the camera does not move, pass or turn in a three- 
dimensional world, but an optical, animated or digital ‘effect’ 
sets something in motion — more concretely, brings something 
near or pushes it further away. Zooming means that a specific 
point in the image is pulled from the background to the fore-
ground, and back: zoom in/zoom out. Zooming presupposes 
that everything that comes into view is already in the image 
(and not behind it, underneath it or between different imag-
es). Nothing new is produced by the motion picture through 
the motion of a camera in a captured world; instead, by means 
of motion within the picture, it explores the present and actual, 
what is already visually in front of us, and thus the potential of 
the image through the in- layered vast reserves of visual differ-
ences. In film theory, zooming is often judged as an imaginary, 
reflexive, epistemological aesthetic due to the a- spatiality and 
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artificiality of its apparent ‘movement.’56 It is therefore associated 
with the un/consciousness of a (human) subject. John Belton, for 
example, points out that zooming is used in a self- reflexive way 
in auteur films of the New Wave and sees optical movement in 
this context as “epistemological statement, contemplating man’s 
relationship not with the world itself but with his idea or con-
sciousness of it.” 57

Sobchack transfers the epistemological quality from a human 
consciousness to the thinking of the film and thus of the audio-
visual material itself. She calls the zooming a “viewing view.” 58 It 
creates a dynamic communication system between perception 
and expression, between “visual” and “visible.” For Sobchack, 
“vision” is an act, a constitutive operation which produces mean-
ing and knowledge beyond physical and bodily motion.59 The 
“viewing view” of film passes through a world of images, maybe 
a too much world or a simulacrum, but without anyone or any-
thing having to change position towards anyone or anything. The 

56 Zooming has been a source of critique, not just from an aesthetic but 
also an epistemological standpoint. Bruno Latour is critical of it from 
both standpoints, running a markedly anti- zoom campaign, calling it 
a “disastrous metaphor” for methodologically trying to fuse differences 
such as micro and macro, individual and society, singularity and general-
ity, small and big — differences that cannot be as easily smeared over as 
the continuous flow of zooming suggests. Bruno Latour, “Anti- Zoom,” in: 
Michael Tavel Clarke/David Wittenberg, eds., Scale in Literature and Cul-
ture. Cham: Springer, 2017, pp. 93 – 101, here: p. 98. For Latour, exemplified 
through Charles and Ray Eames’s animation Powers of Ten (1977), zoom-
ing encourages hierarchical thinking, where the small is easily included in 
the big, the particular in the general. Zooming means that motion takes 
place without physical changes, and that the observation point is static. 
Motion is moving inside a closed medial context like an image; the illu-
sion of movement is produced optically through continuous changes in 
the focal length and thereby abstracts space by flattening and stretching 
it. Questions of overcoming distance and space thus become questions of 
the optical representation, of resolution and pixels.
57 John Belton, “The Bionic Eye: Zoom Esthetics,” in: Cinéaste 11, no.1 
(1980 – 81), pp. 20 – 27, here: p. 21.
58 Sobchack (2009), “The Active Eye,” p. 21.
59 Ibid., pp. 25 – 29.
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middle ground between the visual and the visible is transcended, 
filled with interest, without emphasizing the physical dimension 
between two entities. Both “hold their ground.” 60 We could say 
that zooming brings forth a virtual connection that collapses a 
body- bound form of distance and space.61 Zooming can be un-
derstood, then, as an active questioning of reality. However, this 
question is not seeking a determined, defined answer (not ask-
ing ‘what is . . . ?,’ or ‘what is not . . . ?’). Questioning appears as 
an unintentional potential in a specific direction. Attention and 
zooming as its genuine form make the distant great and mean-
ingful without changing its real size. Zooming makes this under-
standing of an attentive relationship to the world graspable. The 
object does not shrink or swell during zooming; what changes is 
not its magnitude or the distance, but rather the intensity of the 
relationship between the observer and the observed object.62 An 
activity arises here between subject and object, a middle ground 
as we learned from Denson, in which it is not possible to deter-
mine who actually sees and who is moving towards whom.

Returning to Sobchack’s reflections, one can see that zoom-
ing should be recognized as a product of epistemic reference: it 
is the audiovisual materialization of an intrasubjective attention, 
post- perceptually no longer relying on human senses. Zooming 
marks a vigilance, an impulse, maybe a speculation. The inner- 
pictorial movement establishes and simultaneously exhibits an 
epistemological relationship between two points of reality. In 
the following, I would like to go one step further: zooming is not 
only a post- perceptual expression of affect, but also a practice 
or method. Like Basar, who uses image processing to navigate 
through the dense surface in order to extract information, zoom-
ing can also be used to act in a post- digital too much word and to 
gain knowledge in a perceptually overwhelming situation. Here 
I would like to speak about epistemological zooming.

60 Ibid., p. 25.
61 Cf. ibid., p. 26.
62 Cf. ibid., p. 28.
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Being in the Middle of a Zooming:  
Mimetic Methods for a Too Much World

To start, I would like to ask: Does epistemological zooming have 
a media- historical background? As an aesthetic feature of media, 
zooming did not establish itself until the end of the Second World 
War. At that time, according to Nick Hall in his important study 
on optical zooms, variable focal- length lenses were becoming rel-
evant for news reporting and television. Zooming found its use 
shooting live ‘on location,’ where the count of three, the here and 
now, meant there was neither enough time to change lenses nor 
the space to move the camera, a too much world setting where 
reality extends beyond our capacity to capture it. In contrast to 
the somewhat brittle handling of revolving lenses, cameras could 
now be used more dynamically and fluently to narrow and wid-
en the field of view with ease.63 Under restrictive conditions and 
in surprising and unpredictable moments during the shooting, 
zooming proved to be highly practicable. Under difficult, unclear 
or even confusing production conditions, zooming enabled the 
camera to gain a glimpse of a too much world. From a documen-
tary perspective, restricting the freedom of movement stands for 
an overdetermination of reality. Therefore, one can say that zoom-
ing represents the possibility of asking questions in overwhelm-
ing situations, a methodological device to deal with dense reality.

Coming from this on- location shooting back to post- digital re-
ality, I would like to suggest that, even on ‘digital location,’ zoom-
ing offers a genuine epistemological quality. An example that 
illustrates particularly well the relevance of zooming as an epis-
temological method within a post- digital reality is Transformers: 
the Premake (2014) by Kevin B. Lee. Transformers: the Premake can 
be described as a genuine post- digital format. It is called a ‘desk-
top documentary,’ which Lee defines on his homepage as follows:

63 Cf. Nick Hall, The Zoom: Drama at the Touch of a Lever. New Brun-
swick: Rutgers University Press, 2018, p. 51.
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if the documentary genre is meant to capture life’s reality, then 
desktop recording acknowledges that computer screens and the 
internet are now a primary experience of our daily lives, as well as 
a primary repository of information. Desktop documentary seeks 
to both depict and question the ways we explore the world through 
the computer screen.64

The computer screen appears here as a structure- forming prin-
ciple for the formal organization of audiovisual information.65 
Transformers: the Premake interrogates and critically examines 
a post- digital reality, starting in front of the screen, from the 
desktop and zooming between Detroit, Chicago, Hong Kong and 
mainland China, via the deepening, collaging and assembling 
of digital image material. The 25-minute video arranges high- 
gloss trailers with amateur cell phone videos, Twitter commen-
tary screenshots with custom- made smartphone footage, televi-
sion interviews with advertising videos and online articles. Lee’s 
work illuminates the production conditions of Michael Bay’s 
Hollywood blockbuster Transformers: Age of Extinction (2014). It 
reflects on one of the box office’s most successful films (1.104 bil-
lion US dollars) with the help of the para- textual range of imag-
es that a too much world has to offer. Lee uses everything from 
unauthorized amateur videos created at the shooting locations 
to official advertising material in order to highlight aspects such 
as fan labor and user- generated content as a marketing strategy, 
the inclusion of China as a new sales market for the American 
film industry and copyright issues in web uploads. He does not 
distinguish between ‘good’ and ‘bad’ images to make his point. 
To bring this digital ‘canvas’ of visual information into view, Lee 
develops movements within the image, the laptop’s scalable user 

64 Kevin B. Lee, “Transformers: The Premake. A Desktop Documentary,” 
in: alsolikelife.com, 2014. https://www.alsolikelife.com/ premake- 1, date of 
access: 19 Sept. 2019.
65 Cf. Tiago Baptista, Lessons in Looking: The Digital Audiovisual Es-
say. Dissertation. Birkbeck University of London, London, 2016, p. 209.
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interface. Transformers: the Premake suggests that documenting 
within a post- digital reality via desktop is not only possible, but 
unavoidable.

The end product, the video itself, is an interface of production 
and reception, because what Lee ultimately achieves in Trans-
formers: the Premake is a documentary view of and within a too 
much world, including the way images are produced, processed, 
distributed and received. Lee illustrates this not only through 
the content of his desktop documentary, but also and foremost 
through the staging of the material, how he arranges images and 
masters their sheer dimensions. He reflects on his influence on 
these processes, revealing the extent of his post- productions and 
reformatting, which make “new forms of looking” possible: “the 
form may have less to reveal about the material it regards than 
its own act of looking upon the material.” 66 Thus Lee discloses 
his “method of division,” of posing questions in the interplay of 
differences. Furthermore, Transformers: the Premake not only 
shows this ‘blick’67 in every ‘click’ but itself becomes a mode of 
existence, not only referring to politics of image circulation, but 
also exposing itself to these dynamics. Lee seeks an entanglement 
with the post- digital reality he lives in. But he does not encoun-
ter it beyond the computer screen. The form that Lee eventually 
chooses manifests not only his relationship to the visual material 
surrounding Transformers: Age of Extinction, but, as he says, to 
the whole (post- digital) world.68

This world is shown in the video in terms of what could be 
called “mise en image.” 69 In focus is not a scene or a narrative, 
but the setting of the image itself, the surface, that offers dif-

66 Kevin B. Lee “De- Coding or Re- Encoding,” in: Malte Hagener/Vin-
zenz Hediger/Alena Strohmaier, eds., The State of Post- Cinema: Tracing 
the Moving Image in the Age of Digital Dissemination. London: Palgrave, 
2016, pp. 212 – 224, here: p. 212.
67 The German word for ‘gaze.’
68 Cf. Lee (2016), “De- coding or Re- Encoding,” p. 220.
69 Karl Prümm, “Von der Mise en Scène zur Mise en Image. Plädoyer für 
einen Perspektivenwechsel in der Filmtheorie & Filmanalyse,” in: Thom-
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ferences that interact and produce knowledge beyond the story 
that a camera can tell when it moves through three- dimensional 
space. A mise en image offers perceptual experiences through the 
successive construction of various, multiple windows, as Anne 
Friedberg describes them,70 through inner pans and, above all, 
excessive zooms into different image contexts. The zooming ‘sews’ 
areas of reality together, so to speak, without bringing them into 
an overarching order. The desktop documentary navigates in 
the too much image of the too much world, loses itself in details, 
returns to the supposed center, accelerates and slows down the 
inner- pictorial movement. Multiple zooms spread out a field of 
intensity and attention, a dense middle ground of post- digital 
reality, establish references only to break them off, deepen in 
detail and turn away again in the zoom- out. Zooming does not 
arrange a thought in a comprehensible order, but rather relies on 
overload. Zooming is not about deixis or stringent argumenta-
tion, but rather about associative references, accumulating partly 
quantified readings. As in the documentary procedure where the 
zoom lens had its cue, also the digital zooming can refer to the 
complexity of a reality that is not tangible, but supposedly con-
tingent, graspable in its differences (figure 5.1.).

Zooming is the movement in the middle ground that we got 
to know through Denson and which means to be “part of what 
it feels like to be in the mist of this change.” 71 Denson detects the 
agency of a medialized layer that lies between subject and object, 
a texture that connects and intensifies reality. Also for Sobchack, 
zooming can be identified as such a layer, creating a sensitive 
audiovisual attention. Zooming not only creates an attention- 
grabbing field between subject and object in their relation to each 
other, but stores this relation in the midst of its operation: thus, 

as Koebner/Thomas Meder/Fabienne Liptay, eds., Bildtheorie und Film. 
Munich: edition text + kritik, pp. 15 – 35.
70 Cf. Anne Friedberg, The Virtual Window. Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2006.
71 Denson (2016), “Speculation,” p. 26.
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strictly speaking, it is not between subject and object, but rath-
er includes both subject and object. Thus, one zoom movement 
can be connected to the next. Being in the middle of a zooming 
leaves open whether one is in a zoom- out or a zoom- in.72

Finally, Transformers: The Premake and its desktop view should 
be used to illustrate the said: Once the title of the desktop doc-
umentary is entered in a frame- filling editor document and the 
on- screen camera follows the row of letters in a pan to the right, 
the text program closes and the view of the desktop becomes vis-
ible. The background image is a Transformers cartoon character. 
From there, Google Chrome and then YouTube are accessed via 
dock on the right sidebar of the desktop. A zooming enlarges the 
browser window in the frame. A succeeding zoom- out shows 
the videos that appear with the keyword ‘Transformers 4.’ Two 
browser windows are arranged next to each other on the desk-
top. To bring them properly into the picture, the screen- internal 
camera zooms out once more. A slow zooming then pulls the 
view into the right browser window, which shows the original 
trailer for Transformers: Age of Extinction. For just a moment, the 
zooming places this full frame in the picture. A pan to the left 
shows another clip, from the production in Chicago, more pre-
cisely, from Columbus Drive. The video enlarges over the zoom-
ing, briefly fills the entire desktop and is pushed out of view by 
a pan to the top right onto YouTube’s search field. The search re-
quest ‘Transformers 4 filming in Chicago’ brings a series of oth-
er videos via zooming into the picture and, after they have been 
enlarged for viewing, places them as small moving image icons 
on a Google Earth map of Chicago, which now fills the desktop 
and forms the background for further image movements. The 
digitally mapped city of Chicago is enriched with clips taken at 
various locations around the city, while the in- screen camera nav-
igates the streets, squares, and sights of the metropolis. A quick 
zoom- out shows that this positioning takes place with the Prezi 
visualization application, the best- known presentation program 

72 Cf. Julia Eckel’s article in this volume.
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alongside PowerPoint and Keynote. The application is closed and 
the viewer returns to the desktop (figure 5.2 and 5.3).73

During the 25 minutes of Transformers: the Premake, the im-
mersion in these various images, the simulacrum of post- digitality, 
and their overlapping, the zooming between them, make one for-
get that all these connections take place against the background 
of a desktop. It is not a fixed background it seems, because dif-
ferent modes of existence fit onto it, establishing a digital milieu 
through image- internal movements. The desktop is, so to speak, 
the breeding ground that enables the exploration and determina-
tion of relationships, primarily the field of intensities. All these 
individual views fit into a large context with the zoomings, which 
cannot be brought to a stable overview, but rather convey the ex-
perience of being in the middle of a zoom movement. As already 
mentioned, Lee uses the well- known presentation and visualiza-
tion program Prezi.74 Prezi does not structure knowledge linear- 
successively, but rather pictorial- topologically. On a large surface 
or, as Prezi calls it, the “canvas,” 75 contents are arranged and relat-
ed to each other like on a (mind) map. Empirical studies on the 
effect of Prezi, the visualization software’s supposedly improved 
memorability, accessibility and comprehensibility in knowledge 
communication, compare the application to a content mediation 
based on bullet point. Yet the main feature of Prezi is that it pre-
sents knowledge in a dynamic and lively manner by placing it in 
context. The reliability and the results of these studies have still 
not been assessed. What can be inferred from them, however, is 
the attempt to present knowledge and information in a way that 
is not nested and hierarchically structured, but instead interwo-
ven through related details. Context relies precisely on zooming, 
which does not focus on overview and control in order to con-

73 Transformers: The Premake, 00:00:00 – 00:02:12.
74 Cf. Lee (2016): “De- coding or Re- Encoding”, p. 218.
75 Brian Perron/Alyson Stearns. “A Review of a Presentation Technology: 
Prezi,” in: Research on Social Work Practice 21, no. 3 (2011), pp. 376 – 377, 
here: p. 376.
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vey something more intensively and supposedly (economically) 
more purposeful. Prezi and Lee’s desktop documentary can be 
understood as self- reflexive, expressive forms of a technique that 
manifests itself ubiquitously through the scalar in/variant modes 
of existence of high- resolution digital imagery: they show how 
zoomable user interfaces (ZUI) function and become necessary 
at the various screen sizes on which digital phenomena appear, 
from palm- sized to meter- long.76 Just like the desktop documen-
tary and Prezi, these interfaces make it possible to pan and zoom 
through a 2-D world in depth as well as in width. Responsive web 
designs, word processing applications such as Microsoft Word, 
image- editing program and all software that offer a zoom func-
tion rely on this graphical user interface.

Conclusion

Lee’s desktop documentary, Prezi and zoomable user interfaces 
in general perceive the intersection of reality and observer as an 
image, as a simulacrum that one inhabits with clearly cinematic 
movements, by panning and zooming. Narrative, epistemolog-
ical and aesthetic processes serve as attention- grabbing paths 
through the image’s internal movements. The desktop is thus 
not just an image, but a field of intensity, a dense middle ground 
that allows differences to be played out and processed. These 
views invite us to immerse ourselves in the pictorial material 
and to adopt a critical and questioning gaze. What is artistic in 
Basar’s article and documentary in Transformers: The Premake is 
a treatment of digital images in general. If one recognizes — with 
Denson and Steyerl, and in reference to Deleuze — the world as 
a simulacrum, then the movements in this world, the possibil-
ities to acquire knowledge and experience, must function as if 

 76 Cf. Andreas Butz/Antonio Krüger (2014): Mensch- Maschine- Interaktion. 
Munich: De Gruyter, 2014, pp. 95 – 97; Benjamin B. Bederson, “The Prom-
ise of Zoomable User Interfaces,” in: Behaviour & Information Technology 
30:6 (2011), pp. 853 – 866.
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they were guided by images, without judging their differentiation. 
Pictures are no longer merely viewed, but handled: the click is 
now the blick. Epistemological zooming is a form of dealing with 
and through images in a too much world, crammed with differ-
ences. Treating it as a mimetic method means understanding 
the transformation and processing of digital images as an active, 
practical, attention- building connection with the post- digital 
world. Epistemological zooming as a mimetic method demands 
an awareness, a receptive attitude between observer and image, 
in Sobchack’s terms, between vision and the visible. One does 
not see anything through the dense middle ground of imagery 
if one does not come into action, zoom and pan between dif-
ferent parts of post- digital reality, as Lee demonstrates with his 
desktop documentary and Basar with his blow- up investigation. 
The image- intern motions here do not draw hierarchical lines 
between image types — between the good, the approved, the de-
rived, the copied, the countered and poor.

The unintended movement as it is described by Sobchack also 
has no space for the superior position of a human gaze. In a dig-
ital world of images, we are not deceived by deceptive images. 
Always already perceptually outpaced, the relation, resemblance 
and the transformation of image patterns and populations de-
mand that we be in lockstep with the speed of the image. This is 
only possible through image processing and the explored epis-
temological zooming. A digital simulacrum, a too much world, 
seems to ask for those afflicted, for seekers, for researchers, who 
are not satisfied with the question: ‘What is . . . ?,’ but who pro-
cess images to the point of ‘If, How, Where, Who, How many . . . ?’
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CONTEXT AND PERSPECTIVE:  
ON CHALLENGES OF (NEW) MEDIA CRITICISM  
Franziska Winter

A Superimposition of Masks

The concept of mimesis is generally understood as an imita-
tive form of representation. It is used to explain relations be-
tween nature and art (or techne in the broad sense), original and 
copy and between the fictitious and the factual. In the ancient 
Platonic reading, these relations are thought of in hierarchies, 
which means that the idea comes before the objective realiza-
tion, and the object in turn before the pictorial representation. 
This understanding has defined the concept of mimesis within 
image discourse to the present day. Plato himself illustrated it by 
means of a bed. First comes the divine idea of the bed, then the 
carpenter’s craft and lastly the painted picture of the bed.1 With 
this example he intended not only to portray the process of cre-
ating an image, but also to demonstrate that being precedes ap-
pearing. Plato denies that mimetic practices such as painting 
could have primordial or fundamental qualities. These qualities 
are reserved for the ideas. He even suspects mimetic practices 
to produce illusionary images, which means that representation 
for him is not merely an aesthetical but also a moral question: he 
classifies illusionary images as deceptions.2 In this case the de-
ceptive and mimetic image is called a simulacrum.3

Plato’s image hierarchy is one of the most influential concepts 
in the philosophy of aesthetics, and has been discussed from di-

1 Cf. Plato, The Republic of Plato, translated, with notes and an interpre-
tive essay by Allan Bloom. New York: Basic Books, 1968, Book X, 597 St.
2 Cf. Plato, Sophist, translated by Benjamin Jowett. Create Space Inde-
pendent Publishing Platform, 2014, 260c.
3 Cf. ibid., 264c.
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verse perspectives and by countless philosophers, including most 
notably Immanuel Kant, Friedrich Nietzsche, Martin Heidegger 
and Gilles Deleuze. It is Deleuze, however, who developed the 
most radical resolution of Plato’s concept by turning the order 
of being and appearing upside down. This reversal is evident, for 
instance, in his text on the simulacrum and ancient philosophy 
in The Logic of Sense as well as in Difference and Repetition. Since 
Elisa Linseisen addresses the concept of simulacrum in her arti-
cle, I will just highlight briefly to what extent Deleuze’s approach 
displays a crisis of representation and an important shift in the 
theory of mimesis.

In contrast to Plato, Deleuze attributes a positive power to 
the simulacrum as he denies static attributions such as copy and 
original, model and representation.4 He explains his approach 
as follows:

in the reversal of Platonism, resemblance is said of internalized 
difference, and identity of the different as primary power. The 
same and the similar no longer have an essence except as simu-
lated, that is as expressing the functioning of the simulacrum. . . . 
it is the triumph of the false pretender. it simulates at once the fa-
ther, the pretender, and the fiancé in a superimposition of masks. 
But the false pretender cannot be called false in relation to a pre-
supposed model of truth, no more than simulation can be called 
an appearance or an illusion.5

Deleuze’s program of reversing Platonism treats the topos of sim-
ulacrum as its central ontological principle. This becomes clear 
when he underlines the ‘internalized difference’ of resemblance. 
By showing that difference results from repetition, the funda-

4 Cf. Gilles Deleuze, “The Simulacrum and Ancient Philosophy,” in: The 
Logic of Sense, translated by Mark Lester with Charles Stivale. London: 
The Athlone Press, 1990, pp. 253 – 279, here: p. 262, emphasis in the original.
5 Ibid., pp. 262 – 263.
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ment turns out to be the hallmark of appearance. Or to put it 
more directly: deceptiveness becomes the very mode of existence. 
This is also emphasized by the allegory of masking, according 
to which there is no fathomable existence behind appearances. 
Rather, there is nothing other than a ‘superimposition of masks.’ 
The photo of Gilles Deleuze (figure 6.1) expresses this principle 
symbolically, for we see the philosopher looking at us while he is 
reflected in a mirror with infinity effect. Through this effect, the 
reflection deepens in space and time, along with Deleuze and his 
ostensible doppelgänger on the other side of the frame. They do 
not look at each other but lean against each other: deceptiveness 
becomes the very mode of their existence.

The affirmation of the simulacrum is connected to a critique 
of Plato’s moral presuppositions. This is emphasized in Difference 
and Repetition when Deleuze writes:

in his [Plato’s] case, however, a moral motivation in all its puri-
ty is avowed: the will to eliminate simulacra or phantasms has 
no motivation apart from the moral. What is condemned in the 
figure of simulacra is the state of free, oceanic differences, of 
nomadic distributions and crowned anarchy, along with all that 
malice which challenges both the notion of the model and that 
of the copy.6

Unlike Plato and in contrast to common moral conventions and 
convictions, Deleuze affirms the chaotic qualities of the simu-
lacrum, treating it as the dominant and central power. It is this 
affirmation of chaos that boycotts the moral ground of Plato’s 
mimesis — a boycott that calls and indicates a crisis of representa-
tion as such. In Continental European philosophy, this crisis is 
seen to have begun with Immanuel Kant who denied the exclu-
sive status of Plato’s ideas and placed greater weight on sensual-

6 Gilles Deleuze, Difference and Repetition, translated by Paul Patton. New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1994, p. 265.
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ity.7 But since Deleuze peeled the logic of representation down 
to its moral skeleton, it hardly seems viable anymore and rather 
scattered by the spectral light of poststructuralism.

Today, this crisis has materialized in the light of digital screens. 
A light that displays how far conventional hierarchies — sustained 
by the classical conception of mimesis — are worn out. This is 
demonstrated by the multiple possibilities to process, duplicate, 
adjust and transform digital images, for example, by sharing and 
multiplying photos through social media or — as artist and theo-
rist Hito Steyerl pointed out — by watching the agency of proxies. 
By proxies Steyerl understands “masks, persons, avatars, routers, 
nodes, templates, or generic placeholders” 8 that are algorithmical-
ly adapted to specifications and templates, but at the same time 
contain elements of unpredictability. In that case we are dealing 
with the topos of masking again: hidden behind the digital mask 
are algorithms that are able to create an endless variety of new 
masks. The infinity effect of the mirror has long been sympto-
matic for the digital.

But where does this reading of superimposition and reverse 
Platonism lead? How do we deal with such an ocean of serial im-
agery without losing sight of the relations, manifestations, media 
specifities and documentary quality it bears? The art and media 
philosopher Maria Muhle makes a decisive contribution on this 
matter by commenting on Deleuze’s concern:

[A]s Deleuze has put it, ‘representation was over’. Nevertheless 
this does not mean . . . the end of representation as such, but the 
end of a specific hierarchy of representation and the subsequent 
availability of a certain documentary style realism to fictionaliza-
tions and stylizations. What is at stake is thus the suspension of 

7 Cf. Walter Patt, Formen des Anti- Platonismus bei Kant, Nietzsche und 
Heidegger. Frankfurt a. M.: Vittorio Klostermann, 1997, pp. 14 – 15.
8 Hito Steyerl, “Proxy Politics: Signal and Noise,” in: e- flux journal 60 (De-
cember 2014), https://www.e- flux.com/ journal/ 60/ 61045/ proxy- politics- 
signal- and- noise/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
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the sorted relation between the represented reality or individuals 
and the images or words meant to represent them.9

Just because the traditional system of representation is put into 
question does not mean that it is obsolete to talk about image 
relations in general. Muhle makes this particularly clear by re-
vealing that the conditions of representation do not simply dis-
appear, but rather change with the perspective and redistribution 
of well- established hierarchies. We do not have to get lost in the 
ocean but to find a way to see and read new star constellations.

Falling for the Zoom

In the background of LOL History, Shumon Basar also disrupts 
representational habits while examining the zoom as a common 
media technique. By focusing on the practice of zooming, he in-
terrogates the margins of representation and aestheticization. In 
zooming we are confronted with the (de)constructive power of 
images, since zooming into a picture means revealing details that 
were previously unseen. In exposing those details, the zoom cre-
ates new representations out of the former ones and demonstrates 
that each picture is always a sum of its parts and part of a sum 
itself (with reference to the cut- out character that images bear 
in general). In this way, it underlines a fragmentary side of the 
image, including its constructive and deconstructive properties. 
By zooming in on a certain detail, one necessarily constructs a 
representation by framing and isolating this detail from a broad-
er context; at the same time, this process shows that images have 
no stable representation since they can be dissolved or blown up 
beyond recognition.

9 Maria Muhle, “Aesthetic Realism, Fictional Documents and Subjectiva-
tion. Alexander Medwedkin. The Medwedkin Groups. Chris Marker,” in: 
Răzvan Ion/Eugen Rădescu, eds., Pavilion. Journal for Politics and Cul-
ture 15 (2010), pp. 151 – 161.
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Yet Basar himself does not address these subversive qualities of 
zooming directly. Instead he deals with them through the back-
door by exposing his own fascination for the zoom and drawing 
references to iconic examples such as Michelangelo Antonioni’s 
Film Blow- Up (1966). In Blow- Up, the protagonist Thomas en-
larges a frame to uncover a murder but, the unidentifiable cut-
out that he ends up with confuses his judgement. In contrast to 
Thomas, Basar has no investigative interest in his subject. Even 
if the portrait of Doan Thi Huong is a mug shot, he avoids the 
seriousness of the event. Still, Basar’s attraction for the blown- 
up fragment mirrors that of Thomas’s: both men are falling for 
the zoom. With or without results, resolution seems to hold an 
epistemological promise.

Correspondingly, Basar’s aesthetic approach proceeds from 
the “ghostly quality” and “auratic essence” 10 he attributes to the 
photo. In this approach, the concept of aesthetics is ambiguous. 
On the one hand, it is used in a classical sense, which highlights 
the auratic and sublime in the portrait. On the other hand, Basar 
focuses on the sensual cognition of the photo, which activates 
the concept in its etymological meaning of aisthesis (Greek for 
perception, sensation), emphasizing a much more phenomeno-
logical dimension.11 To this extent, Basar is interested in grasping 
the aesthetics of low resolution. For this purpose, he prints out 
the picture of Doan, zooms into parts of it and prints these out 
again. The information Basar uncovers has no direct relation to 
the murder of Kim Jong- nam. Instead, it leads Basar to speculate 
about the depicted Doan and to write an alternative story — not 
about the murder, but about the mug shot and its iconic charac-

10 LOL, p. 37.
11 The concept of aisthesis, as a teaching of sensual, physical perception 
and sensation, has been treated by Aristotle and Plato. It was Alexander 
Gottlieb Baumgarten, however, who made aesthetics into an independent 
philosophical discipline, designating it as “the science of sensual knowl-
edge” (“Aesthetica . . . est scientia cognitionis sensitivae”(cf. Alexander G. 
Baumgarten, Aesthetica, Prolegomena §1, pp. 1750 – 1758], German transla-
tion by Dagmar Mirbach. Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2007, pp. 11 – 20.
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ter: “The horror is emblazoned in the letters ‘L,’ ‘O’ and ‘L.’ This 
way, her image carries its own punch line, which seems so mor-
dantly — or is it courageously? — at odds with cold- hearted kill-
ing.” And later he writes: “Doan Thi Huong’s face is certainly not 
‘LOL.’ It is more nonchalant, closer to carefree. A skip in her step. 
A bounce in her stride, as if to say, today is a great day.” 12 In this 
context, LOL represents the fragment and — this seems to be the 
punch line of Basar’s article — provides us a different story that 
enriches our perspective on what seemed to be, or rather what 
was seen to be. Thus, Basar activates the trivializing, displacing 
but also critical power of aestheticization as an expander between 
image and observer.

This aestheticization reveals and centers the pixel (or picture 
element). It provides useful information about the technical pro-
cessing of the photo discussed above. On the one hand, the pix-
el indicates a digital raster graphic that implies corresponding 
editing steps. On the other hand, the poor resolution of the pix-
el marks analog operations, for instance, regarding the fact that 
Basar printed out the pictures. The images of Doan thus match 
a characteristic digital aesthetic, but also bear nostalgic qualities 
because their poor resolution lags behind current technology.

Now what exactly do we face when we look at Doan’s face? Is 
it digital matter through analog methods? Or, if we meet it via 
a laptop screen, is it mainly digitized printouts? Both are true, 
suggesting the presence of another superimposition. This time it 
pertains to the materiality in particular. As Niklas Kammermeier’s 
article illustrates, the mug shot had already undergone a chain 
of processing, copying and filing before Basar modified it. That 
chain involves people as well as different media techniques that 
interact with one another. As intermediate operations, they re-
veal once more that image representation is not static and that 
the hierarchization of representation depends on the perspective 
one adopts. Again it becomes clear that these conditions cannot 
be sufficiently explained by the concept of Platonic mimesis — at 

12 LOL, p. 40, emphasis in the original.
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least not in isolation from the contexts and perspectives that ac-
company the determination of image relations. Basar tries to track 
down these relations and contexts by creating cross- connections 
between the portrait of Doan and well- known pictures of art and 
film. He seems to be in search of an aesthetic index. But this search 
does not only lead to the identification of iconic parallels; it also 
reveals the coherences within a specific media critique that em-
ploys the aesthetics of zooming and its application as it is found 
mainly in the pop art movement. To get to the bottom of this 
criticism, we need to take up Basar’s search.

From Pop to Op

In addition to the scene from Blow- Up, Basar mentions Gerhard 
Richter’s oil painting Woman Descending the Staircase, Andy 
Warhol’s series Car Crashes and Electric Chairs, the newspaper 
collages by Robert Rauschenberg and the polaroid mosaics by 
David Hockney. He also draws parallels to Willem de Kooning’s 
picture Woman and to a scene from Chris Marker’s documen-
tary Level Five, showing the actress Catherine Belkhodja in her 
role as Laura.13

It is significant that Basar draws analogies, on the one hand, to 
prominent portraits of women and, on the other, to works that use 
the fragmented pictorial techniques of their time. Both aesthetic 
aspects can be found in Doan’s image. But while Basar critically 
elaborates the latter aspect, the first aspect falls short. This be-
comes clear when one examines Basar’s references and realizes 
that the female portraits were painted exclusively by male artists. 
This reflects a constellation of male gaze and female body that is 
paradigmatic for traditional power relations and the discours-
es within the field of aesthetics. Surprisingly, Basar leaves this 
constellation uncommented. Instead, he concentrates on those 
examples that, by means of fragmentation, emphasize the mate-
riality of pictures and certain media formats.

13 Cf. LOL, p. 38.
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To that end, he mainly deals with pop art, for instance, call-
ing Warhol’s reportage Electric Chairs a “postproduction trope” 14 
of Doan’s portrait. For Basar, the scenery chosen by Warhol ar-
ticulates a void in content and form, thereby accentuating the 
pictorial spectrum of representation and misrepresentation. The 
Warhol picture likewise deals with killing — more precisely, we 
see a press photo of the death chamber at Sing Sing Prison in 
New York taken on January 13, 1953. Here the American citizens 
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were executed for passing informa-
tion about the atomic bomb to Russia during the Second World 
War.15 Although the circumstances are quite different from the 
mug shot of Doan, here too we are dealing with a killing that 
is politically motivated. But instead of the crime itself or the 
persons involved, we see the empty place of execution. A fur-
ther similarity is that the original picture of the electric chair 
has been blown up in order to create screenprints. The enlarge-
ment reveals the photograph’s granularity, its otherwise discrete 
grid structure and thus the trace of its technical reproducibility. 
But what is even more striking, is the seriality. It is characteris-
tic for Warhol’s artworks and, in light of the initially described 
conditions of mimesis, another hallmark for the crisis of rep-
resentation: since seriality is based essentially on multiplication 
and resemblance. In this way, the Warhol series undermines the 
notion of a primordial original, and juxtaposes a mass- media 
perspective with the artist’s perspective on the same subject. 
Furthermore, while the various coloured images indicate differ-
ences, they do so — and now Deleuze comes back into play — in 
repetition. Electric Chairs displays the qualities of simulacra, 
intentionally playing with them. It is thus not surprising that 
Warhol is among Deleuze’s three examples of art that focus on 

14 LOL, p. 37.
15 Cf. Andy Warhol, Electric Chair (1964), summary by Harriet Curtis, 
Tate Gallery (June 2015), https://www.tate.org.uk/ art/ artworks/ warhol- 
electric- chair- t07145, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
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repetition and that hold — in his words — “a freedom for the end 
of a world” 16. Accordingly Deleuze writes:

the manner in which, within painting, Pop Art pushed the copy, 
copy of the copy, etc., to that extreme point at which it reverses 
and becomes a simulacrum (such as Warhol’s remarkable ‘seri-
al’ series, in which all the repetitions of habit, memory and death 
are conjugated).17

Yet Warhol links his critique of media representation not merely 
to seriality. As already indicated, his works are also characterized 
by halftone screen printing, which emphazise the grid imprint of 
a specific image production. This emphasis on the technical con-
ditions and pictorial materiality constitutes an important parallel 
to Basar’s images. Similar to dots in pop art, pixel aesthetics work 
with the grid and refer to the technical image.

This finds expression especially in Roy Lichtenstein’s use of 
Ben Day dots. But it can also be found, for example, in Warhol’s 
13 Most Wanted Men, which was presented on the exterior of 
the New York State Pavilion at the 1964 New York World’s Fair. 
Again we see mug shots, this time taken by the police who as-
sembled 13 men suspected of having committed various crimes. 
The pictures are black and white, and some are very grainy. The 
raster dots are particularly visible where there is shading. This 
can be seen in the example of Most Wanted Men No. 11, John 
Joseph H., Jr. (figure 6.2), whose face on the left half shows the 
significant raster- image structure of screen- printed photos. But 
the dots that show up here are different from Ben- Day dots. In 
contrast to Lichtenstein’s comic book reference, Warhol’s dots 
testify to the depth and structure of the image and come from 
the halftone screening used in nearly all mass- printing of black- 

16 Deleuze (1994), Difference and Repetition, p. 293.
17 Ibid., pp. 293 – 294.

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



o N  C H A L L E N g E S  o F  ( N E W )  M E D i A  C R i T i C i S M 201

and- white photography.18 Bringing the picture dots into the fore-
ground means exhibiting hidden but contained information. Thus 
Warhol challenges the notion of the photo as a technical medium 
that reveals inner ambitions to capture reality by questioning that 
reality: in the decontextualization of the mug shots, he creates 
new associations, such as the ambiguous allusion to a desire for 
the ‘most wanted’ men.

Artist Sigmar Polke painted different dots but also depicted a 
mug shot in 1963, one year before Warhol presented his work at 
the New York World’s Fair. Polke’s work is called Raster Drawing 
(Portrait of Lee Harvey Oswald) (figure 6.3). As the name suggests, 
the depicted person in portrait view is Lee Harvey Oswald, the 
murderer of former American President John F. Kennedy. While 
the style of the image imitates the printing process for illustra-
tions in magazines and newspapers, Polke’s work is not print-
ed. Instead, he blew up the magazine photograph of Oswald by 
dipping a pencil eraser into black ink and pressing it onto paper, 
creating remarkably regular, yet occasionally overlapping dots.19

Polke’s technique has been much discussed, and often com-
pared to the approaches of Warhol and Lichtenstein. Some the-
orists have argued that Polke ended the critique of reproduction 
and duplication with his hand- painted dots. By contrast, the art 
historian Wolfgang Kemp defends Polke’s reproduction refer-
ence, emphasizing not the question of reproduction but instead 
the transition from pop art to op art in Polke’s works — Polke 
plays with the perspective of the viewers by superimposing grids 
and shifting the dots to such an extent that they blur or seem to 

18 Cf. Blake Gopnik, “What the Dots Mean in Andy Warhol’s Pop Art,” 
in: Artnet News (March 2017), https://news.artnet.com/ opinion/ andy- 
warhol- broad- 894944, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
19 Cf. Sigmar Polke, Rasterzeichnung (Porträt Lee Harvey Oswald), im-
age description by Petronela Soltész, Haus der Kunst, https://postwar.
hausderkunst.de/ en/ artworks- artists/ artworks/ rasterzeichnung- portraet- 
lee- harvey- oswald- raster- drawing- portrait- of- lee- harvey- oswald, date of 
access: 22 Sept. 2019.
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move.20 He makes use of the design principle that, from a distance, 
every shape becomes a point and, close up, every point becomes 
a shape.21 Sometimes moiré patterns result. With these optical 
disruptions, the artist confronts the viewer by blurring the motif 
and thereby undermining the stability of medially depicted infor-
mation. He shows that this information depends to a large extent 
on the perspective a viewer holds. At the same time, Polke does 
not negate information at all. In emphasizing the structure of the 
picture, he highlights the contrast between its figurative, realistic 
surface and its fragmentary depth. Art historian Ursula Panhans- 
Bühler points out that in Polke’s pictures “[h]iding and showing 
become equally important.” 22 Here ‘equally’ implies that the rep-
resentation of the original image is challenged but not entirely 
dissolved or abandoned. Instead, it is crucial that the representa-
tion changes substantially in relation to context and perspective.

What Did the Building See?

As already mentioned above, this tilting movement between 
showing and hiding is updated with the zoom. It stresses a self- 
reflexivity that recalls the picture’s material and operating con-
ditions. In this respect, the pop art approach and Basar’s practice 
reveal some important parallels. First of all, there is a link between 
dot and pixel art concerning how they play with the grid, pointing 
to the respective reproduction techniques.23 With regard to the 
1960s, we saw that it was already common practice to reflect the 

20 Cf. Wolfgang Kemp, “Von Bild zu Bild: Dots (Polke dots!),” in: Petra 
Lange- Berndt/Dietmar Rübel, eds., Sigmar Polke: Wir Kleinbürger! Zeit-
genossen und Zeitgenossinnen. Die 1970er Jahre. Cologne: Verlag der Bu-
chhandlung Walther König, 2009, pp. 224 – 233, here: p. 226.
21 Cf. ibid., p. 227.
22 Ursula Panhans- Bühler, “‘Ach so, nur Druckgrafik’ — Korrektur einer 
Ausstellung,” in: Museum für Gegenwartskunst Siegen, ed., Sigmar Pol-
ke. Die Vervielfältigung des Humors, Ausstellungskatalog (Bonn: Snoeck 
2013), pp. 11 – 19, here: p. 13.
23 This connection also corresponds to the common reading in contem-
porary art discourse. Cf. Spieler, Reinhard/Barbara J. Scheuermann, eds., 
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technical materiality of images and the underlying medium by 
blowing up the pictures. Here, resolution and perspective inter-
locked to develop a critical potential that challenged newspaper 
photography, and thus the representation techniques of a dom-
inant mass medium. The same goes for Basar when he exposes 
an entanglement of analog and digital operations in the portrait 
of Doan. In revealing the pixel aesthetics, he highlights the com-
plexity of today’s medial processes and — with a post- digital no-
tion — the self- evidence of the entanglement.

As a result, the focus is no longer on the printed photo, but 
on the recording of a surveillance camera. This touches upon an-
other media- specific aspect of his work. Present throughout the 
text, from the mug shot and alleged TV prank via the still from 
the YouTube video The Assassination of Mahmoud Al- Mahbouh 
to the question of facial recognition, is the media format of cam-
era surveillance. Like Basar himself, the camera zooms in — in 
order to monitor, unmask, supervise and trace. It materializes 
the fetish of gazing upon public life. It symbolizes the security 
state but also espionage and the endangerment of privacy. It is 
particularly associated with power and surveillance discourse. By 
defragmenting and zooming into the surveillance image of Doan, 
Basar manages to turn the gaze paradigm around. By means of 
the aestheticization of the camera’s picture, he undermines the 
seriousness of the event and the investigative concern. He turns 
the suspected person into a woman he is fascinated with, creat-
ing a twist familiar from the mug shot work by Andy Warhol.

This leads to another common aspect: not only Basar, but also 
Warhol and Polke portrayed mug shots with the help of blow- up 
techniques, along with the corresponding low- resolution aes-
thetics that highlight the grid. The impulse might be to ques-
tion the interpretive authority of instances of power such as 
mass media and the state. Mug shots not only represent per-

Punkt. Systeme. Vom Pointillismus zum Pixel. Heidelberg/Berlin: Kehr-
er Verlag, 2012.
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sons suspected of having commited a crime but also articulate 
an institutionalized value judgement. In that respect, the per-
son depicted is socially branded and his or her popularity is 
not based on fascination in the sense of admiration, but in the 
sense of aversion and rejection. The mug shot has the potential 
to provoke moral conventions and to criticize media representa-
tions and their effects. In this respect, the motif reinforces the 
formal concern of fragmentation and rasterization, asking its 
audience: is this the last truth, the legit stigmatization, the right 
perspective you got?

Of course there are not just parallels, but also differences be-
tween the approaches. They exist with regard to the specific im-
age types and processing. Unlike press photography, the portrait 
of Doan is a former moving image that shows digital footprints. 
As a still image of surveillance footage, it reflects a certain video 
aesthetic, and the video context appeals to notions of live trans-
mission and topicality. For both, the woman’s motions and the 
processing of the camera are inscribed in the “ghostly” 24 appear-
ance of the portrait. The glitch or low resolution on which that 
impression is based can be understood as technical articulations; 
the gestures of Doan and the print- outs that Basar made bear wit-
ness to human articulations. Thus, the anthropological and the 
technological do not contrast, but are superimposed upon each 
other — or better, entangled — perpetually in the picture. This also 
applies to the zoom as a technical tool that enhances the gaze. 
Basar addresses this entanglement at the end of LOL History in 
form of a question:

Today, are we not pictures? Billions of them, packets of electrical 
pulses, pinged between you and me, via machines learning to see 
things we never will, through deep- sea cables and actual arteries? 
Forever circulationing?25

24 LOL, p. 36.
25 Ibid., p. 40, emphasis in the original.
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Basar seems to be calling for an appropriate treatment of new me-
dia developments and relations. And finally he leaves us with the 
cryptic thesis that “something always exceeds the images of faces.” 26

With its post- digital appeal, Basar’s approach captures the zeit-
geist of current media critique, reflected, for instance, in the aes-
thetic positions of Trevor Paglen, Hito Steyerl, Hasan Elahi and 
Forensic Architecture. This consensus is underscored by the col-
laboration between Basar, Eyal Weizman (Forensic Architecture) 
and Jane and Louise Wilson for the project Face Scripting: What 
Did the Building See? The project deals with the assassination of 
Hamas official Mahmoud Al- Mahbouh — a case familiar from LOL 
History — approaching this investigative concern through an aes-
thetic lens. A closer look reveals that this project has even more 
in common with LOL History than the assassination reference. 
This applies not only to the methodological approach but also to 
the content. For this reason, I will briefly sketch the project as 
a commentary on LOL History and Basars’s aesthetic approach.

In January 2010, Mahmoud al- Mahbouh was killed in room 
230 of the Al Bustan Rotana Hotel in Dubai. A month later the 
police released a video made from compiled footage from hun-
dreds of surveillance cameras in Dubai’s airport, shopping malls 
and hotels, tracing the assassination to Israeli Mossad agents. 
After the police uploaded the video on YouTube, millions of peo-
ple watched it and journalists, bloggers and other citizens started 
to complement the missing links, so that the video contributed 
to a civil investigation. The video Face Scripting: What Did the 
Building See? was made one year later. It supplements the Dubai 
Police’s film by focusing on the architectural syntax of the hotel 
and by investigating the algorithmic technology of face recog-
nition.27 The video was presented at the Sharjah Biennal 10 from 

26 Ibid., emphasis in the original.
27 Cf. Forensic Architecture, Face Scripting: What Did the Building See? 
(Sharjah Biennial, October 2011), addendum by Eyal Weizman, https://
forensic- architecture.org/ programme/ exhibitions/ face- scripting, date of 
access: 22 Sept. 2019.
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March to May 2011 for the first time and can now be viewed on-
line at the homepage of Forensic Architecture. It is a short film of 
00:11:39 minutes, highlighting the building’s perspective and the 
camouflage that was used by the assassination squad to trick the 
surveillance apparatus. Right at the beginning we see a revolv-
ing door and we hear a narrator’s voice murmuring something, 
probably in Arabic. In the background of the revolving door, an 
original surveillance scene from the hotel camera emerges trans-
lucently, showing Mahmoud Al- Mahbouh getting out of an ele-
vator. The scene disappears, returning to the revolving door. At 
minute 00:00:37 the narrator starts to speak in English and we 
get to see the ceiling view of a shaft or a hall:

There are hundreds of thousands of people moving through the 
city- state. Who has watched them all? What has combined a single 
narrative account from infinite possibilities? Different characters 
arriving, exiting, transforming, disappearing. How can you register 
them all? This is a narrative assembled by an algorithmic forensics 
based on the architecture of the human face. A taxonomy of eyes, 
noses, mouths and the distances between them.28

While he speaks the last sentence, a picture appears through the 
ceiling view and remains translucent. This time it shows two fe-
male faces side by side with different camouflage make- up (fig-
ure 6.3). It looks like training strips and addresses the analog 
deception of digital identification techniques. In an addendum 
to the video, Weizman explains further:

Contemporary facial recognition software, such as those used by 
the Dubai Police, combine two algorithms: geometric, which looks 
at the physicality of the head as a three dimensional object — and 
photometric which studies the image of the face and compares 
its properties with photographs of faces to eliminate or search 
for variations. . . . Facial camouflage is directed not (only) at the 

28 Ibid., Minute 00:00:10 – 00:01:18.
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naked eye but at the recognition capacity of the algorithm. it is 
usually achieved by special patterns of makeup that deepens or 
widens the shadow on a person’s face. . . . in this way the shape of 
the skull could no longer be extracted from the image of the face. 
Sometimes a strategically- placed sticker, thick eyewear, a band 
aid, or a beauty mark can do the same job.29

In this respect, the building saw nearly everything, but did not 
recognize it. It was the collaboration of direct human experience 
and technology that led to the clarification of the case. The video 
makes clear that the police footage is constructed, and thus only 
one of many possible narrations. What the building saw, we may 
never know, which becomes evident as the camera touches the 
bare corridors, halls, the empty room and lonely tennis court at 
night. It is an atmosphere in which hardly any people and faces 
are shown, in which we hear only the background noises of fans, 
birds, keys and distant conversations. Here the video connects 
to LOL History by inquiring into what it could be that “always 
exceeds the images of faces.” 30 These reflections correspond to a 
statement from the short description of the video: “[t]his is not a 
documentary, just one combination culled from an infinite pos-
sibility of possible scenarios.” 31

The superimposition of masks that was emphasized in refer-
ence to Deleuze at the beginning is not abandoned, but rather 
accepted from the start as ‘an infinite possibility of possible sce-
narios.’ It nonetheless seems possible to describe things, situations 
and even forensic cases. This is in line with Muhle’s suggestion 
that, even if representation is over, it is not the end of representa-
tion as such but rather of a specific kind of thinking that is inher-
ently hierarchical. In that respect, Face Scripting: What Did the 
Building See? develops an aesthetic perspective that enriches the 
forensic one: to tell a background story that above all distrusts 

29 Ibid., addendum by Eyal Weizman.
30 LOL, p. 41.
31 Forensic Architecture (2011), Face Scripting. What Did the Building See?
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the surveillance apparatus and the established constellations of 
power. And again, the implicit critique advocates a post- digital 
treatment of new media imagery. At least this is one possibility 
of possible scenarios.

Bibliography

Basar, Shumon/Eyal Weizman/Jane Wilson/Louise Wilson. Face Script-
ing: What did the building see? (Sharjah Biennial, October 2011), Fo-
rensic Architecture, https://forensic- architecture.org/ pro gramme/ 
exhibitions/ face- scripting, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.

Baumgarten, Alexander G.: Aesthetica, Prolegomena §1 [1750 – 1758]. 
German translation by Dagmar Mirbach. Hamburg: Felix Meiner 
Verlag 2007, pp. 11 – 20.

Deleuze, Gilles. Difference and Repetition, translated by Paul Patton. 
New York: Columbia University Press, 1994.

 —. “The Simulacrum and Ancient Philosophy,” in: The Logic of Sense, 
translated by Mark Lester with Charles Stivale. London: The Ath-
lone Press, 1990, pp. 253 – 279.

Gopnik, Blake. “What the Dots Mean in Andy Warhol’s Pop Art,” in 
Artnet News (March 2017), https://news.artnet.com/ opinion/ andy- 
warhol- broad- 894944, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.

Kemp, Wolfgang. “Von Bild zu Bild: Dots (Polke dots!),” in: Petra 
Lange- Berndt/Dietmar Rübel, eds., Sigmar Polke: Wir Kleinbürger! 
Zeitgenossen und Zeitgenossinnen. Die 1970er Jahre. Cologne: Verlag 
der Buchhandlung Walther König, 2009, pp. 224 – 233.

Muhle, Maria. “Aesthetic Realism, Fictional Documents and Subjec-
tivation. Alexander Medwedkin. The Medwedkin Groups. Chris 
Marker,” in: Răzvan Ion/Eugen Rădescu, eds., Pavilion. Journal for 
Politics and Culture 15 (2010), pp. 151 – 161.

Panhans- Bühler, Ursula: “‘Ach so, nur Druckgrafik’ — Korrektur ein-
er Ausstellung,” in: Museum für Gegenwartskunst Siegen, ed., Sig-
mar Polke. Die Vervielfältigung des Humors. Exhibition Catalogue, 
Bonn: Snoeck, 2013, pp. 11 – 19.

Patt, Walter. Formen des Anti- Platonismus bei Kant, Nietzsche und 
Heidegger. Frankfurt a. M.: Vittorio Klostermann, 1997.

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



o N  C H A L L E N g E S  o F  ( N E W )  M E D i A  C R i T i C i S M 209

Plato. The Republic of Plato, translated, with notes and an interpretive 
essay by Allan Bloom. New York: Basic Books, 1968.

 —. Sophist, translated by Benjamin Jowett. Create Space Independ-
ent Publishing Platform, 2014.

Polke, Sigmar. Rasterzeichnung (Porträt Lee Harvey Oswald), image de-
scription by Petronela Soltész, Haus der Kunst, https://postwar.haus-
derkunst.de/ en/ artworks- artists/ artworks/ rasterzeichnung- portraet- 
lee- harvey- oswald- raster- drawing- portrait- of- lee- harvey- oswald, 
date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.

Spieler, Reinhard/Barbara J. Scheuermann, eds., Punkt. Systeme. Vom 
Pointillismus zum Pixel. Heidelberg/Berlin: Kehrer Verlag, 2012.

Steyerl, Hito. “Proxy Politics: Signal and Noise,” in: e- flux journal 
60 (December 2014), https://www.e- flux.com/ journal/ 60/ 61045/ 
proxy- politics- signal- and- noise/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.

Warhol, Andy. Electric Chair (1964), summary by Harriet Curtis, Tate 
Gallery (June 2015), https://www.tate.org.uk/ art/ artworks/ warhol- 
electric- chair- t07145, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.

List of Illustrations

Figure 6.1 Gérard Uféras: Gilles Deleuze, 1968. Courtesy of the artist.
Figure 6.2 Andy Warhol: Most Wanted Man No. 11, John Joseph H., Jr., 
1964. Acrylic and liquitexin silkscreen on canvas. Copyright by The 
Andy Warhol Foundation for the Visual Arts, Inc. / Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York.
Figure 6.3 Sigmar Polke: Raster Drawing (Portrait of Lee Harvey 
Oswald), 1963. Posterpaint and pencil on paper, 94.8 × 69.8 cm. Pri-
vatsammlung. Copyright by The Estate of Sigmar Polke, Cologne/
VG Bild- Kunst, Bonn 2016. Photo: Wolfgang Morell, https://post-
war.hausderkunst.de/ en/ artworks- artists/ artists/ sigmar- polke, date 
of access: 22. Sept. 2019.
Figure 6.4 Screenshot taken from Face Scripting: What Did the Building 
See?, Forensic Architecture, Sharjah Biennial 10/2011, https://forensic- 
architecture.org/ programme/ exhibitions/ face- scripting, minute 01:18, 
date of access: 22. Sept. 2019.

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



[N E X T:  Distinguishability versus Similarity ]

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



Figure 7.1

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



Figure 7.2

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



Figure 7.3

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



A CCTV IMAGE THAT DISSOLVES LIKE SMEARED 
DATA: DISTINGUISHABILITY VERSUS SIMILARITY  
Sebastian Althoff

Doan Thi Huong’s body floats in the darkness of her image, 
equally glowing and also dissolving, like smeared data. That 
auratic glow may simply be what happens when sophisti-
cated technology colludes with its own technical limits.1

In the CCTV image that triggered Shumon Basar’s obsession ex-
pressed in this comment, darkness creeps in from the sides, part-
ly blurring the distinction between Doan Thi Huong’s body and 
the background. One knee has disappeared, and it is not clear 
where the hair or the dress ends. This may be due to the quality 
of the CCTV camera or the later editing of the image, as Niklas 
Kammermeier elaborates in his contribution to this volume. In 
short, the darkness may be considered a shortcoming of tech-
nology. However, in the epigraph, Basar describes the darkness 
firstly in terms of data and adds a sentence later that the com-
position of the image is not a flaw but “technology collud[ing] 
with its own technical limits.” 2 Think about the term “colluding” 
used here. It suggests that the outcome of the image is by design 
and not just the result of poor quality. Basar does not describe 
the technology as failing, as coming up against or colliding with 
its own technical limits. To his mind, the CCTV camera neglect-
ing to catch Doan in all the HD glory we have come to expect 
is not a limitation of technology. Instead, he imagines a collu-
sion of technology with its limits, a conspiracy between the two.

In saying that the composition of the picture, including the 
darkness, is by design, we come back to the smeared data evoked 
by Basar, since in data aggregation and analysis we can see a log-
ic that works contrary to CCTV surveillance: while CCTV sur-

1 LOL, p. 38.
2 Ibid.
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veillance is about identification, distinguishing individuals by 
focusing on their distinctiveness, data analysis operates through 
similarity, i. e. through correlations in data, through patterns and 
the belief that people who are alike act similarly. By equating the 
darkness of the image to dissolving data, Basar places the picture 
outside of the context of the CCTV image and into a different 
logic related to surveillance — a logic not of identification but of 
constructing a type or a profile.

Starting from this misplacement, I will argue in this essay, 
firstly, that there are two distinct logics related to surveillance 
and, secondly, that there is a tension between them and thus a 
tension between distinguishability and similarity. I develop these 
two logics in reference to the approaches of Alphonse Bertillon 
and Francis Galton, before discussing the idea of smeared data 
as a contrast to distinctiveness. Finally, I will discuss the work 
Fag Face Mask (2012, figure 7.1) by the artist Zach Blas to show 
the potential within the mutual exclusivity of the two logics, ar-
guing that Blas uses the tension to pit both against each other, 
letting the one undermine the other.

Bertillon and Galton

Basar considers the CCTV image of Doan as something akin 
to data, thus placing the image in a tension between two log-
ics, between identification and the construction of a type or a 
profile. The conflict between both is evident in Allan Sekula’s 
famous 1986 essay The Body and the Archive and his description 
of the contrasting approaches of Alphonse Bertillon and Francis 
Galton. Sekula develops a genealogy in which distinguishability 
and similarity undermine each other. In the next section I will 
apply this genealogy to the context of CCTV surveillance and 
big data analysis.

Alphonse Bertillon was a French police officer at the end of the 
19th and beginning of the 20th century. He introduced a system to 
tackle the problem of identifying repeat offenders. With no clear 
identification system in place, offenders could easily offer a false 
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identity when caught, obscuring the recidivism of their actions. 
According to Roland Meyer, in the 1880s in France, habitual of-
fenders were considered the main danger to security and order.3 
Bertillon’s answer to the problem of identification was to set up 
an archive to be filled with standardized photographic portraits 
and detailed descriptions of those caught in the police system. 
Offenders were to be registered by means of numerical measure-
ments such as their height and the width of their arms. For these 
measurements, Bertillon had three criteria: immutability of the 
measured variable over time, efficiency of performing the meas-
urement and, lastly, variation, i. e. the recorded data should be as 
different as possible across the registered individuals, making a 
match as improbable as possible.4 The third criterion stresses that 
the space of comparison set up by the archive is meant to distin-
guish individuals rather than to find commonalities or similarities.

The measurements were used to navigate the expanding ar-
chive, while the portraits and the description of location and 
distinguishing marks such as scars, warts, and so on provided 
proof of identity. Comparable to CCTV surveillance, the chal-
lenge was to find the individual, the suspect, the offender, with-
in the mass, letting him or her stand out. As Sekula concludes, 
“Bertillon sought not to relate individual to species, but to extract 
the individual from the species.” 5 The descriptions were used only 
to identify a person; the measurements were helpful in develop-
ing categories in the archive and the distinguishing marks were 
necessary to confirm the final identification.

For Bertillon, the criminal body expressed nothing. No charac-
terological secrets were hidden beneath the surface of this body. 
Rather, the surface and the skeleton were indices of a more strict-

3 Cf. Roland Meyer, Operative Porträts: Eine Bildgeschichte der Identi-
fizierbarkeit von Lavater bis Facebook. Konstanz: Konstanz University 
Press, 2019, pp. 132 – 133.
4 Cf. ibid., p. 136.
5 Allan Sekula, “The Body and the Archive,” in: October 39 (1986), p. 27.

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



A LT H o F F218

ly material sort. The anthropometrical signalment was the register 
of the morphological constancy of the skeleton, thus the key to 
biographical identity. Likewise, scars and other deformations of 
the flesh were clues, not to an innate propensity to crime, but to 
the body’s physical history: its trades, occupations, calamities.6

In contrast to Bertillon, Francis Galton was very much inter-
ested in what he thought a body could express. Galton was an 

“English statistician and founder of eugenics,” 7 born about thirty 
years prior to Bertillon. Like others in the field of physiognomy, 
he believed that physical characteristics could point to a type. 
Cesare Lombroso, for example, thought that criminals consti-
tuted a decline in the human evolution and that this decline 
manifested itself on the body of the criminals (On the Origin of 
Species by Charles Darwin was published in the same period and 
influenced both Lombroso’s and Galton’s thinking).8 Lombroso 
sought to show the shared characteristics of criminals by assem-
bling images of a dozen heads on a single tableau. The viewer of 
these tableaus was supposed to be struck immediately by the re-
turning patterns and similarities.

Galton’s method entailed permanently fixing these indefinite 
and fleeting impressions of similarity.9 The method consisted in 
creating composites of portraits by dividing the required exposure 
of a photo between multiple people. With a dozen individuals, for 
example, each would thus “receive one- twelfth of the required 
total exposure.” 10 With this procedure, “individual distinctive fea-
tures, features that were unshared and idiosyncratic, faded away 
into the night of underexposure. What remained was the blurred, 
nervous configuration of those features that were held in common 
throughout the sample.” 11 Shared features, reinforced by each fur-

6 Ibid., pp. 30 – 33.
7 Ibid., p. 18.
8 Cf. Meyer (2019), Operative Porträts, p. 92.
9 Cf. ibid., p. 106.
10 Sekula (1986), “The Body and the Archive,” p. 47.
11 Ibid.
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ther person in front of the camera with these same features, re-
ceived more exposure and turned out clearer in the final picture. 
The individual features, not shared and thus crucial for a person 
to stand out, were exposed only briefly, not long enough to be 
clearly present in the composite picture. In Galton’s composites, 
similarity undermines distinguishability. Rather than a logic of 
identification, his is a logic of constructing a type.

It is interesting that Sekula talks in this context of the “night 
of underexposure.” In the images Galton produced, one sees how 
idiosyncrasy dissolves into brightness, not the darkness one as-
sociates with nighttime. It is the brightness of a paper left blank, 
of too little information at points where features were not rein-
forced enough by prior and subsequent portraits. The night that 
Sekula refers to may be the twilight in which features become 
indistinct. In this respect, Galton’s composites and the image of 
Doan with its darkness are both characterized by blurriness. In 
Galton’s image this blurriness is especially evident in the out-
line of the head, suggesting multiple features such as another 
set of ears slightly off to each side. It is mainly the outline that is 
blurred because Galton made sure to align the eyes and mouth 
of the different individuals in the portraits. He later used an ap-
paratus that allowed him to increase and decrease the size of im-
ages in order to ensure that the distance between the eyes and 
lips in all portraits was the same.12 While eyes and mouth appear 
sharp, the rest of the image looks out of focus, lending the fac-
es a ghostly presence. The notion of smearing that Basar evokes 
comes to mind. I will come back to this point in the next section.

Galton called these composites “a form of ‘pictoral statistics,’” 13 
a procedure that supposedly shows similarities within a pre- sorted 
and pre- judged group, by necessarily dissolving unique features 
in order to uncover shared and disseminated characteristics. This 
is how he created, for example, composites of “the Jewish type,” 14 

12 Cf. Meyer (2019), Operative Porträts, p. 117.
13 Sekula (1986), “The Body and the Archive,” p. 47.
14 Ibid., p. 51.
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i. e. of Jewish men, whose similarities visible in the composites 
were attributed to their Jewish background. Galton interpreted 
these composites by repeating anti- Semitic tropes, while Joseph 
Jacobs, who asked Galton to make the composites and who was 
himself Jewish, saw in them “the nearest representation we can 
hope to possess of the lad Samuel . . . or the youthful David.” 15 
While the value of these images was debatable, we can see in 
them most clearly the line from Anglo- American eugenics to the 
Rassentheorie of National Socialist politics. Likewise, for Galton 
the similarity between men convicted of larceny was not just 
due to a similar history and background, as Bertillon saw it, or a 
matter of chance, but a mark of their inherent deficiency. In the 
same way, “a combination of twelve officers and eleven enlisted 
men of the Royal Engineers” 16 gave a glimpse into what Galton 
perceived to be a superior kind of man, their alleged positive 
features reinforced through the procedure of shared exposure.

Galton claims that these composites are “real generalizations, 
because they include the whole of the material under considera-
tion,” which holds, he adds a sentence later, “except in unimpor-
tant details.” 17 What Galton dismisses as unimportant details is 
what was required in Bertillon’s system to clearly re- identify a 
person. It is these details that the CCTV camera at the Malaysian 
airport meant to capture, a detailed picture of the suspect, that 
is threatened by the imposing darkness blurring the features of 
Doan. Sekula calls this

the tension between claims for empirical specificity and claims 
for generality [that] reaches the point of logical rupture: what 
are we to make of this glib slide from ‘they include the whole’ to 
‘except unimportant details’? in his search for a type, galton did 
not believe anything significant was lost in underexposure. This 

15 Ibid., p. 52.
16 Ibid., p. 50.
17 Ibid., p. 47.
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required the unacknowledged presupposition: only the gross fea-
tures of the head mattered.18

What Galton does not acknowledge — and this is the central 
point of my argument — is that, in looking for the general or 
shared characteristics, what is specific to each individual dis-
solves. Sekula calls Galton’s composites a “collapsed version of 
the archive,” 19 as the entire archive can be broken down into a 
single image. In this way, however, it also denies the possibility 
of identifying individuals within the archive. In the collapsed ar-
chive, there is only the “general, abstract proposition,” 20 the sin-
gle image, with no possibility to navigate through the archive to 
retrieve the file of an individual.

Smeared Data

The same tension between identifying and constructing a type, 
between distinguishability and similarity, can be transferred to 
the context that Basar opens up by likening the darkness in the 
CCTV image to dissolving smeared data.

Clive Norris notes that the principal justification for intro-
ducing CCTV systems is “preventing and detecting crime and 
promoting public safety and security.” 21 CCTV is meant to deter 
crime, increase the feeling of safety and to record evidence. Its 
expansion was driven especially by governments in their efforts 
to deal with public crime, terrorist acts and events drawing large 
crowds. CCTV received its first major government- backed ex-
pansion in the UK in 1993, after a toddler was abducted from a 
shopping mall by two ten- year- olds and subsequently killed. The 

18 Ibid., p. 48.
19 Ibid., p. 54.
20 Ibid.
21 Clive Norris, “Accounting For the Global Growth of CCTV,” in: Kirst-
ie Ball/Kevin Haggerty/David Lyon, eds., Routledge Handbook of Surveil-
lance Studies. Abingdon, Oxon: Routledge, 2012, p. 254.
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terrorist attack in 9/11 and other attacks in Madrid and London 
encouraged the spread of CCTV, especially to critical infrastruc-
ture such as airports, train, metro and power stations, while China 
and Brazil massively increased their use of CCTV in prepara-
tion for the Olympic Games (and the World Cup in the case of 
Brazil).22 Only a few months following Kim Jong- nam’s assassina-
tion at the Kuala Lumpur airport, the Malay Mail reported plans 
of the Malaysian government to install additional 40,000 CCTV 
cameras across the country as part of the safe- cities initiative.23 
However, even though CCTV is on the rise globally, Norris sees 
little evidence at the time he was writing that they are helpful in 
deterring crimes or conducting investigations, or even that they 
increase significantly the feeling of public safety.24 And even if a 
crime is recorded, “the vast majority of images remain uniden-
tified” 25 because they do not receive the distribution needed for 
the right people to see them.

In the case of Doan, however, the media attention was there 
and the images were disseminated worldwide. While the benefits 
of CCTV in general are questionable, the images it provided in 
this case enabled Doan’s identification. It was the CCTV foot-
age that led to her initial arrest and it was the same footage that 
was used later in court.26 Though successful, the identification 

22 Cf. ibid., p. 253.
23 Cf. Anith Adilah, “40,000 CCTV Cameras to Make FT Smart and 
Safe,” in: Malay Mail, 2017, https://www.malaymail.com/ news/ malaysia/ 
2017/ 12/ 15/ 40000-cctv- cameras- to- make- ft- smart- and- safe/ 1532911, date 
of access: 19 Sept. 2019.
24 Cf. Norris (2012), “Accounting For the Global Growth of CCTV,” p. 257.
25 Ibid.
26 Cf. Oliver Holmes, “Kim Jong- nam death: Malaysian police arrest fe-
male suspect,” in: The Guardian, 2017, https://www.theguardian.com/ world/ 
2017/ feb/ 15/ kim- jong- nam- malaysian- police- arrest- female- suspect- over- 
death, date of access: 19 Sept. 2019; Cf. Anon., “Women told to prep defense 
over murder of Kim Jong Un’s half brother,” in: CBS News, 2018, https://
www.cbsnews.com/ news/ kim- jong- nam- murder- trial- women- north- 
korea- leader- kim- jong- un- half- brother/ , date of access: 19 Sept. 2019.
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is threatened by the darkness that dissolves her in the image it-
self — the darkness, according to Basar, of smeared data.

As was shown in the discussion of Bertillon and Galton, the 
logic of identification and the logic of constructing a type are at 
odds with each other. The similarity that Galton wanted to show 
blurs the distinctiveness that Bertillon required to match his ar-
chived index cards to an actual person. While CCTV follows a 
logic of identification at least in the case of Doan, data adheres 
to a logic of constructing a type or a profile, likewise relying on 
similarity. Data, especially in the context of big data, only gains 
meaning through comparison, by looking for patterns within 
data. Wendy Hui Kyong Chun speaks of the addressee of big data 
as a singular plural “YOU” 27 that is not entirely individual but 
recognizable only through the similarities to others, the neigh-
borhoods created by likes and dislikes:

Networks preempt and predict by reading all singular actions as in-
dications of larger collective habitual patterns, based not on our in-
dividual actions but rather the actions of others. Correlations, that 
is, are not made based solely on an individual’s actions and his-
tory but rather the history and actions of others ‘like’ him or her.28

Thus, “through data analytics, your history becomes YOUR his-
tory,” 29 she writes. This history is not an individual history but a 
history of YOU in capital letters. She calls this structuring prin-
ciple homophily — “love as love of the same” 30 — and points out 
that, while identification works on a logic of differentiating in-
dividuals, extracting the particular from the general, in big data 
analysis the structure is a segregation driven by similarity and 
not difference, finding the general in the particular. Likewise, 

27 Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, “Queerying Homophily,” in: Clemens Ap-
prich et al., Pattern Discrimination. Lüneburg: meson press, 2018, p. 59.
28 Ibid., p. 75.
29 Wendy Hui Kyong Chun, Updating to Remain the Same. Cambridge, 
MA: The MIT Press, 2016, p. 56.
30 Chun (2018), “Queerying Homophily,” p. 60.
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Antoinette Rouvroy and Thomas Berns argue that the practices 
of data aggregation, data analysis and the subsequent prediction 
of possible behaviors does not rely on but rather circumvents the 
individual. According to Rouvroy and Berns, big data practic-
es rely on “data that is sub- individual and insignificant in itself, 
in order to fashion models of comportment or supra- individual 
profiles without ever appealing to the subject.” 31 Data is sub- 
individual, i. e. beneath the individual level, because it needs to 
be abstract enough to be comparable to other data. Abstracted 
from the context, deprived of wholly individual features, data 
is meaningless on its own. They gain meaning as profiles by be-
ing put into relation with other data, allowing patterns to be de-
rived by data mining. The profiles are collective and thus supra- 
individual, i. e. above the individual level. As Galton argues, big 
data analysis is not about distinguishability but about similarity. 
The main difference between the data profile of big data and the 
construction of a type by Galton is that big data draws on an ar-
chive, finding similarities between possibly all users, while Galton 
draws on a very restricted album and can only make meaning 
from the restriction, i. e. using only Jewish men and concluding 
that the resulting similarities are due to choosing according to 
this characteristic.32

If data is structured through homophily, i. e. through the segre-
gation according to similarity, then what dissolves smeared data? 
Smeared data is not an established concept. By contrast, we do 
know of dirty data, i. e. errors, duplicates, outdated or false data. 
In her explanation of dirty data, Hito Steyerl points at the “con-
stant onslaught of online forms” 33 that are filled out intention-

31 Antoinette Rouvroy/Thomas Berns, “Gouvernementalité algorithmi-
que et perspectives d’émancipation: Le disparate comme condition d’in-
dividuation par la relation?,” in: Réseaux 177, no. 1 (2013), pp. 173 – 174, 
translation is my own.
32 Cf. Meyer (2019), Operative Porträts, p. 127.
33 Hito Steyerl, “A Sea of Data: Pattern Recognition and Corporate Ani-
mism (Forked Version),” in: Clemens Apprich et al., Pattern Discrimina-
tion. Lüneburg: meson press, 2018, p. 6.
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ally incorrect, giving, for instance, wrong dates of birth. A sim-
ilar situation exists in the health care sector, where doctors and 
nurses regularly fill out forms, making careless mistakes or using 
their own abbreviations such as ‘gpa’ for ‘grandpa.’ While dirty 
data is filtered out and thus excluded prior to analysis, it seems 
that the dissolution of smeared data takes place within the ana-
ly sis itself, a dissolution within the resolution of a profile. Akin 
to Galton’s composites, in big data analysis only the data that is 
included in the patterns and reinforced by other data, adding to 
the supra- individual models, becomes visible. We see only the 
positive matches, while the rest is simply left out. Smearing would 
then describe the process of big data analysis, with smeared data 
referring to the data within this process. If we recall the appear-
ance of Galton’s composites, the process of finding patterns in 
data may indeed be likened to smearing ink drops on a paper 
with a finger, looking not at individual data points but the con-
nections between data. Dissolving smeared data is then data that 
is distinct instead of shared and that dissolves in being smeared, 
i. e. in the process of big data analysis.

In the contexts of Basar’s comment, the image of Doan is the 
location of contradictory logics: constructing a profile under-
mines identification, similarity undermines distinguishability 
and smearing blurs the distinction. Viewed as smeared data, the 
darkness in the CCTV image is an intended effect, dissolving 
what sets Doan apart, what is unshared.

The Fag Face Mask

By now I hope to have made two points clear: that there are two 
distinct logics related to surveillance and that there is a tension 
between the two. Constructing a type or profile undermines 
identification because it dissolves distinctive features that iden-
tification hinges on to separate people from the mass. Both logics 
work in different, contradicting ways. Arriving at the final point, 
I want to take a look at the work Fag Face Mask by the artist Zach 
Blas. The discussion above allows us to regard this work anew, 
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placed in this very tension between similarity and distinguisha-
bility, and to view it as an attempt to pit them against each other.

Zach Blas’s Fag Face Mask is part of the Facial Weaponization 
Suite (2011 – 2014), an art series consisting of masks produced in 
3-D printers, workshops, performances, photos and a video — the 
Facial Weaponization Communiqué: Fag Face (2012). Each iter-
ation of the art series started in the form of a workshop, deal-
ing with the global and local politics of biometric surveillance 
and face recognition. As part of the workshop, the faces of the 
participants were scanned using a Kinect, originally a motion 
sensor for Xbox 360.34 From this scan, a model of each face was 
developed through the application of a 3-D modelling software. 
The different models were then superimposed, overlapping and 
piercing each other to create an amorphous model that no longer 
resembles a face and cannot be detected by facial recognition 
software. Giving a lecture on the topic, Blas called this process 

“a play with the layers on the z- axis,” 35 i. e. it is a subjective pro-
cess and no statistical method or average is used. Next, the 3-D 
printer made the result of this process into a wearable mask. The 
workshop participants then used the masks in public interven-
tions that they themselves developed. In the context of exhibi-
tions, the masks or stylized photos of persons wearing the masks 
are shown alongside photos of the performances and the inter-
ventions staged by the workshop participants as well as the vid-
eo entitled Facial Weaponization Communiqué. The latter shows 
surveillance and news footage as well as an animated representa-
tion of the Fag Face Mask and a speaker, probably the artist him-
self, wearing the mask.

34 Cf. Zach Blas, “Escaping the Face: Biometric Facial Recognition 
and the Facial Weaponization Suite,” in: Media- N, CAA Conference Edi-
tion 9, no. 2 (2013), http://median.newmediacaucus.org/ caa- conference- 
edition- 2013/ escaping- the- face- biometric- facial- recognition- and- the- 
facial- weaponization- suite/ , date of access: 19 Sept. 2019.
35 ZKM|Institut für Bildmedien, To Mask and to Hide – Maskieren und Ver-
stecken: Vortrag von Zach Blas, Vortragsdokumentation, 2016, https://zkm.
de/ media/ video/ maskieren- und- verstecken- 0, date of access: 19 Sept. 2019.
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I want to focus on the pink Fag Face Mask because, of all his 
masks, it represents most closely the notion of a type in its de-
velopment. It was the first mask, created in 2012 during a work-
shop at the Christopher Street West Pride Festival in Los Angeles 
(figure 7.2) and, according to Blas, constructed from the facial 
data of queer men. While formerly meant to counter biometric 
identification, the occasion for the mask was a 2008 study that hit 
uncomfortably close to the physiognomy of Galton and his con-
temporaries. Conducted at Tufts University by Nicholas O. Rule 
and Nalini Ambady, the study claimed that, when participants 
were shown photos of male faces, they could identify the sexual 
orientation of these men with an above- chance probability, even 
if the photos appeared for as little as 50 milliseconds.36 Though 
Rule and Ambady do not claim that sexual orientation is nec-
essarily genetic — but only that “the face is a very rich source of 
nonverbal information” 37 — they still give credit to the idea that 
there can be something gay about faces, disturbingly legitimiz-
ing the epithet of a ‘fag face’, as Blas points out.38

In 2017, Yilun Wang and Michal Kosinski took this study to 
its next logical level by exposing the data to deep neural net-
works (DNN) instead of human participants, claiming to have 
increased the accuracy from somewhat above chance to in some 
cases 91 %.39 The study, which included images of both white men 
and women, was widely criticized for its ethical stance and its 
scientific flaws.40 DNNs are good at seeing patterns, but it is dif-

36 Cf. Nicholas O. Rule/Nalini Ambady, “Brief Exposures: Male Sexual 
Orientation Is Accurately Perceived at 50 ms,” in: Journal of Experimen-
tal Social Psychology 44 (2008), pp. 1100 – 1105.
37 Ibid., p. 1105.
38 Cf. Zach Blas, “Fag Face,” 2013, http://recapsmagazine.com/ review/ 
fag- face- by- zach- blas, date of access: 19 Sept. 2019.
39 Cf. Yilun Wang/Michal Kosinski, “Deep Neural Networks Are More 
Accurate Than Humans at Detecting Sexual Orientation From Facial Im-
ages,” in: Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 114, no. 2 (2018), 
pp. 246 – 257.
40 Cf. Adrianne Jeffries, “That study on artificially intelligent ‘gaydar’ is 
now under ethical review,” in: The Outline, September 11, 2017, https://
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ficult to know from which variables these patterns are deduced. 
As well as the face, it could be a certain style, expression or pose. 
It could even be the quality of the image itself.

To show that the DNN used by Wang and Kosinski more likely 
picked up on something else than something from the face itself, 
Blaise Agüera y Arcas, Alexander Todorov and Margaret Mitchell 
conducted a follow- up study. They showed that the same kind 
of accuracy can be achieved with simple yes/no questions about 
variables such as make- up, facial hair and selfie angle: “[f]or ex-
ample, for pairs of women, one of whom is lesbian, the following 
not- exactly- superhuman algorithm is on average 63 % accurate: 
if neither or both women wear eyeshadow, flip a coin; otherwise 
guess that the one who wears eyeshadow is straight, and the other 
lesbian.” 41 It is not surprising, then, that the composite that Wang 
and Kosinski develop from this research is crudely stereotypical: 
the straight man has a beard, while the gay man looks a little bit 
slimmer and appears to wear glasses; the straight woman seems to 
have a smile and more color to her face, while the lesbian woman 
does not (figure 7.3). Still, regardless of its validity, this approach 
gives rise to substantially greater dangers because one can now 
imagine a software that can identify the sexual orientation of a 
person. If such a software were to be introduced, the consequenc-
es — especially in countries that outlaw homosexuality — could be 
severe, regardless of the accuracy of the classification.

What strikes me is that the response by Blas to the 2008 study 
by Rule and Ambady is to partly reproduce the study. Within the 

theoutline.com/ post/ 2228/ that- study- on- artificially- intelligent- gaydar- is- 
now- under- ethical- review- michal- kosinski?zd=1&zi=svehtpls, date of ac-
cess: 19 Sept. 2019; Cf. Katyanna Quach, “The infamous AI gaydar study 
was repeated — and, no, code can’t tell if you’re straight or not just from 
your face,” in: The Register, 2019, https://www.theregister.co.uk/ 2019/ 03/ 
05/ ai_gaydar/ , date of access: 19 Sept. 2019.
41 Blaise Agüera y Arcas/Alexander Todorov/ Margaret Mitchell, “Do al-
gorithms reveal sexual orientation or just expose our stereotypes?,” in: Me-
dium, 2018, https://medium.com/ @blaisea/do- algorithms- reveal- sexual- 
orientation- or- just- expose- our- stereotypes- d998fafdf477, date of access: 
19 Sept. 2019.
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context of the workshop, he takes the facial data of queer men 
in order to compile a database, and thereby copies the previous 
studies by relying on a concept of a type: both the study by Rule 
and Ambady and the study by Wang and Kosinski assume that 
sexual orientation somehow manifests itself in the body, and on 
this basis compile image sets of straight and gay persons. Wang 
and Kosinski even create composites, representing in a sense the 
ideal representation of a straight and gay face. For Blas, however, 
the concept of a type takes on the dissolving characteristics that 
has been the theme of the present essay. What could be a type in 
the sense of Galton — the homosexual and correspondingly the 
‘fag face’ — is appropriated in order to be masked and to under-
mine identification. In the Fag Face Mask, the slur is a mask to 
hide behind, a similarity that prevents distinguishability.

Indeed, in the lecture already mentioned he describes his in-
itial idea as starting from a hypothetical place where the faces of 
queer men could reinforce their shared characteristics:

At first i began from a really funny place: if these studies claim 
that you can successfully determine whether one person is gay or 
straight, what would happen if you wear twenty gay faces which 
would supposedly make you super gay. But, of course, what hap-
pens is that you end up getting this aesthetic result that is ab-
stract. you cannot be biometrically recognized or let alone be 
detected as a human.42

In wearing twenty faces on top of each other, Blas reminds us 
of the composites by Galton, collapsing an archive into a single 
image, or of the homophily of big data in which shared charac-
teristics feed a supra- individual profile.

This process is placed in the context of biometric surveillance 
such as facial recognition software. As a response to the poor per-
formance of CCTV described above, video surveillance is now 

42 ZKM|Institut für Bildmedien (2016), “To Mask and to Hide,” empha-
sis in the original.
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fitted with these kinds of software in order to manage the mas-
sive amount of footage. In the Facial Weaponization Communiqué, 
Blas presents images of people walking downstairs with red and 
green squares around their heads or a person entering a build-
ing, immediately recognized as an unwanted person. The video 
ends with a performance using the Fag Face Mask to show that, 
while random passers- by are recognized — visible through the 
green square — the masks do not register as a face when per-
ceived by facial recognition software. The same could of course 
be achieved by a piece of paper in front of the face. Why, then, go 
through the trouble of collecting and combining the facial data 
of queer men to make a mask? According to the Communiqué, 
it is to “embrace the power of the collective face.” 43 Though Blas 
links this power to examples of collective protests, the prior dis-
cussion allows one to relate the collective face to the search for 
similarities that dissolves unshared characteristics both in Galton’s 
composites and today’s data profiles, embracing the dissolution 
in the smearing of data. Invoking the construction of a type or 
a profile in his work may thus be interpreted as pitting the con-
struction against the logic of identification embedded in CCTV 
fitted with facial recognition.

On the other hand, in Fag Face Mask the faces pile up unruly, 
without dissolving what is not shared. At the same time that the 
mask is supposed to make you “super gay,” recalling the supra- 
individual profile, the distinctiveness of the faces is used to un-
dermine the construction of a type or profile. In the Communiqué, 
the process is visualized as a row of faces mashed up into each 
other. From a side- angle perspective with different male faces, 
one after the other, the video switches to a front perspective with 
only the first face visible. The next moment, the other faces reap-
pear by piercing partly through the front face. One briefly sees 
somebody else’s nose at the level of the left cheek, a foreign chin 

43 Zach Blas, “Facial Weaponization Communiqué: Fag Face,” in: Zach Blas, 
Facial Weaponization Suite, mixed media installation, plastic masks, HD- video 
with audio, 8 min 11 sec, photo documentation, 2011 – 14, 00:06:32 –  00:06:35.
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in the face up front and a mouth overlying the original mouth, 
almost like a throw- back to the unimportant details that blur the 
composites of Galton. 

The Communiqué ends with the sentence: “[b]ecoming non- 
existent turns your face into a fog and fog makes revolt possi-
ble.” 44 In this article, I argued that this transition from ‘fag face’ 
to ‘fog’ is possible because of the tension between the logic of 
identification and the construction of a type or a profile. Placed 
within this tension, Blas’s work seems to appropriate similarity 
to counter distinguishability, and distinctiveness to counter sim-
ilarity. The darkness that creeps into the image of Doan is thus 
for Blas the means of escape.
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OMG FML RN (LOL)  
FEELS, IMAGES, AND MEMORY  
IN THE DIGITAL ETHER  
David Ashley Kerr

When I think about images in the present, I immediately suc-
cumb to the virtual, online status of the photographic ubiquity 
we know today. Writing about images in relation to both intimate 
memories and feelings helps me grasp what feels like at times a 
slippery ungraspable mass.

In sharp cold relief, I recall the bush landscape while stand-
ing on the edge of the roof of my childhood farm shed in rural 
Australia as I held my trusty Nokia 3310 toward the fog- shrouded 
hills — in search of the elusive one bar of network service. This 
one bar would subsequently earn me the soon- to- be- infamous 
break up text my girlfriend had sent me. In the act of remember-
ing this crucial teenage moment at the edge of the shed roof and 
the precipice of the post- digital era, it is an image of the physical 
landscape, framed as a photograph between my melancholic, sad 
boy eyes and etched into my emotional memory, which remains. 
It is not the content of the text that lingers on — which now seems 
irrelevant, even counter- productive, to the memory, and with it, 
the authentic, tender feels manifested within.

Certain photographs depicting Australian bush landscapes 
carry with them an inherent magic, and with this mystical qual-
ity they are able to evoke the deep emotional affects of a once 
(always) angst- riddled teenager with a Nokia 3310 pointed to 
the hills. This representation of a memory is made significant 
through an affective image, and possesses alternative ways of re-
constructing intimate memory. With this melancholic personal 
anecdote serving as a point of departure, this text examines the 
role of digital images and photography in today’s hyper- present 
with regard to feelings, affects and emotions. With a self- reflexive 

Feels, Images, and Memory in the Digital Ether
Kerr
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dive into the foggy online digital ether, this paper takes Shumon 
Basar’s LOL History as a cipher in which to interrogate facets of 
online digital culture, such as the digital gaze, our avatars and 
the algorithm, and discusses how our intimate lives, memory and 
self- images are mediated through the digital. Through a series 
of themes identifying aspects of internet culture, it probes how 
we behave and perform and how we conduct ourselves online 
when we know that we are being seen, and what others see, ex-
amining what it means today to be looked at, while questioning 
how intimacy and desire are negotiated in our extreme present.

Remember me  
IRL in the Post- Digital

As social theorist Nathan Jurgenson claims in his book The Social 
Photo: On Photography and Social Media, “Our lived reality is the 
result of the constant interpenetration of the online and offline.” 1 
In my lived reality, the aforementioned raw teenage emotion and 
simultaneous desire I experienced IRL,2 if re- staged in such a way 
as one regularly sees (and remembers) now, would perhaps do 
very little to reproduce those tender feels, and with it, that inti-
mate memory in all its bitter clarity. But why not? Far from ad-
vocating a digital detox to return to an authentic, analogue era, I 
want to better understand the crucial role of images today, much 
as Basar does in LOL History. I once bought a screensaver on a 
floppy disc. Not quite a digital native, I saw my succumbing to 
our digital reality at this point as a kind of numbing, and my feel-
ing of what is real as both fragile and conflated with the virtual.

1 Nathan Jurgenson, The Social Photo: On Photography and Social Media. 
London: Verso, 2019, p. 68.
2 In Real Life, which is rather subjective considering that this particular 
event occurred at the beginnings of internet culture. Nathan Jurgenson 
argues that In Real Life it is incorrect to refer to offline, as he elaborates, 
“[t]he Internet is real life. It is the fetish objects of the offline and the dis-
connected that are not real,” ibid.
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You know that we are living in a(n) (im)material world  
And I am a(n) (im)material girl 3

Reality and Real Life, it seems, is not enough. With the advent of 
advanced VR in the next decade, we can now look forward to the 
dulling down of our sense of the real world as it itself begins to 
shut down. Regarding our intimate ‘feels,’ we can deduce from our 
Google searches that we online creatures are either mostly bloated, 
empty, sad or alone (figure 8.1). And as Basar elaborates in LOL 
History, “if our memories are becoming more like the data sets 
used by Facebook et al. for facial recognition, then it’s perhaps 
unsurprising that our eyes and ears have become search engine 
interfaces.” 4 But what then is to become of my memory, my rec-
ollection, my internal archive when it all exists on the cloud? And 
we are reminded through our consumer culture that “memory is 
irreversibly addictive.” 5 This is an apt reference, however, to our ad-
diction to CPU processing power, space, and capacity. “Out of this 
digital debris, what we often remember and what we allow to fade 
might seem alarming.” 6 So what and how do we remember now?

Certain images can, by their very nature, evoke memories and 
feelings, and context is important here. By context I do not nec-
essarily mean the aura of an artwork in a white cube, or visual 
art for that matter. Artist and writer Hito Steyerl, in A Thing 
Like You and Me, writes of David Bowie’s 1977-hit Heroes and 
the fetishization of the ‘image’ of the Hero rather than the Hero 
itself. This is Jacques Lacan’s I am a Picture reimagined,7 “an im-

3 Peter Brown/Robert Rans, “Material Girl, From the Album Like A Vir-
gin (Madonna),” 7-Inch, California: Warner Bros., 1985.
4 LOL, p. 40.
5 Douglas Coupland/Hans Ulrich Obrist/Shumon Basar, The Age of Earth-
quakes: A Guide to the Extreme Present. London: Penguin Books, 2015.
6 Omar Kholeif, “Navigating the Debris of our Digital World,” in: Good-
bye World! Looking at Art in the Digital Age. Berlin and New York: Stern-
berg Press, 2018, p. 90.
 7 Lacan, speaking to his diagram of the scopic field, writes: “In the scop-
ic field, the gaze is outside, I am looked at, that is to say, I am a picture.” 
Jacques Lacan, “The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis,” ed-
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age — and nothing but an image.” 8 So if we are instead becoming 
pictures, what form does this amalgamation of images take? The 
representations we produce contain these features of the image 
of the self that allude to a hidden reality behind 9 — our ideal, and 
yet one that supposedly exists purely to be ‘looked at.’

Here’s looking at you  
Looking, Agency and a Digital Gaze

Regarding the haunting depiction of Doan Thi Huong, the in-
spiration of LOL History, Basar’s preoccupation with an indi-
vidual image on a screen exudes more than a simple, innocuous 
desire to understand this young woman’s inner thoughts within 
the narrative of what occurred in the Kuala Lumpur airport that 
fateful day in February 2017.10 Basar’s ‘image’ of a young woman, 
appearing strangely aloof with an averted gaze, evoked in him a 
desire to understand and explore our relationship with images 
and how we look at others and at images in the present day. His 
obsessive zooming, enlarging and fetishizing of the digital sur-
veillance image of the ‘protagonist’ of his article is one of a deep-
er, more three- dimensional, self- reflexive meaning — something 

ited by Jacques- Alain Miller and translated by Alan Sheridan, in: Jour-
nal of the British Society for Phenomenology. London: J. M. Heaton, 1973.
8 Hito Steyerl, “A Thing Like You and Me,” in: e- flux journal 15, (April 2010), 
https://www.e- flux.com/journal/15/61298/a- thing- like- you- and- me/, date 
of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
9 Slavoj Žižek, “Lacan as a Reader of Mohammad Bouyeri,” in: How to 
Read Lacan. London: Granta Books, 2006.
10 Basar’s article begins with a reference to an airport surveillance im-
age of Doan Thi Huong, who was allegedly tricked into poisoning Kim 
Jong- nam, the half- brother of North Korean leader Kim Jong- un, as part 
of what she believed to be a reality- show prank. At the time of writing, 
Doan is no longer in prison, having been sentenced to three years and four 
months in jail after pleading guilty to a lesser charge of “causing harm.” 
See Newstalk, “Accused pleads guilty to lesser charge in Kim Jong- nam 
Murder Case,” April 1, 2019, https://www.newstalk.com/ news/ accused- 
pleads- guilty- lesser- charge- kim- jong- nam- murder- case- 843324, date of 
access: 16 Sept. 2019.
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below (or above) the surface of the one- directional surveillance 
image. This supports Steyerl’s argument in that today “the for-
mer distinction between object and subject is exacerbated and 
turned into the one- way gaze of superiors onto inferiors, a look-
ing down from high to low.” 11 Basar’s unabated view, by default 
a superior one, as is the nature of surveillance images, creates 
for him a disturbed, agitated state of meaning, and of looking.12

It is an unabated view, in that what comes in the absence of 
an overt, physically present, repressive gaze, is also “a deceptive 
sense of freedom.” 13 This ‘freedom’ invites the screening of our 
digital lives by what theorist Byung- Chul Han terms the “Digital 
Panopticon,” 14 which sees much more deeply and multi- layered 
than its traditional big brother is watching counterpart, along with 
other forms of conventional surveillance. Today we are increas-
ingly seen, surveilled, sousveilling 15 and thus consciously crafting 
an image of ourselves that is to- be- seen. Online, my body parts 
are occupied with a multitude of seemingly banal, repetitive ac-
tivities, my own gaze fixed on where my body is in relation to 
the lens and whether it is in frame, sharp, and of course, flatter-
ing, and not on the ‘moment’ itself.

11 Hito Steyerl, “In Free Fall: A Thought Experiment on Vertical Perspec-
tive,” in: e- flux journal 24, (April 2011), https://www.e- flux.com/ journal/ 
24/ 67860/ in- free- fall- a- thought- experiment- on- vertical- perspective/ , date 
of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
12 Cf. LOL, p. 37.
13 Byung- Chul Han, The Expulsion of the Other: Society, Perception and 
Communication Today. Cambridge: Polity Press, 2018, p. 49.
14 Ibid.
15 Sousveillance (from the French word ‘sous’ meaning ‘below’ in contrast 
to ‘sur,’ meaning ‘above’) is the physical or hierarchical act of surveillance 
of a surveilling power by a person with a device, which includes ordinary 
people rather than higher authorities or architectures doing the watching. 
For the original coining of the term, see Steven Mann/Jason Nolan/Barry 
Wellman, “Sousveillance: Inventing and Using Wearable Computing De-
vices for Data Collection in Surveillance Environments,” in: Surveillance 
& Society 1:3 (2003), pp. 331 – 355.
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As Basar explains his process of navigating the image of Doan: 
“Fidelity felt unimportant compared to some auratic essence. 
Locked in the glow of the pixels.” 16 His (Basar’s) gaze becoming 
fixed on something more within the digital image may have been 
a classic trope from the history of art related to the effect of an 
averted gaze on a viewer, notably a device used in Christian paint-
erly depictions of the Virgin Mary. It also suggests that the gaze 
from this new world of digital images refuses the gaze coming 
into it. One wonders, of course, if this would have been different 
had Doan directed her gaze toward the surveillance camera in 
that grainy suspended moment in the Kuala Lumpur airport ter-
minal. But as Steyerl elaborates, “the displacement of perspective 
creates a disembodied and remote- controlled gaze, outsourced 
to machines and other objects.” 17 This removal — caused by the 
surveillance image and both its pixelated decay and elevated (‘sur,’ 
not ‘sous’), superior subject- object relationship — is one in which 
agency is lost by the subject, whether human or non- human. As 
both Steyerl and Han seem to warn, this new digital gaze, once 
outsourced and removed further from our personal control, is 
difficult to retrieve again. As Han elaborates, “[b]ig Data has no 
need for a Gaze;” 18 it is already fed by everything we click on, 
hover over, listen to, and read and write, online.

Me, my Selfie and I  
Self- Image and our Online Avatars

It is a question of looking, witnessing and being seen, and the 
camera is now an apparatus for presenting our self- image, rather 
than what, whom and how we see. As acclaimed filmmaker Wim 
Wenders laments in an interview, “It’s absolutely absurd that today 

16 LOL, p. 37.
17 Steyerl (2011), “In Free Fall.”
18 As Han elaborates, “what distinguishes the digital medium from the 
optical one is that it is a medium with no gaze,” Han (2018), The Expul-
sion of the Other, pp. 48 – 49.
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everyone has a camera that operates like a mirror and not like an 
eye. That’s the opposite of the idea of a camera.” 19

#photooftheday

Out of blind passion for the darkness of digital culture, I fol-
low the steady rise of aspiring influencers and self- proclaimed 
New- Gen Britneys as they garner more followers, views, likes 
and self- branded content, in all their splendid banality, delu-
sion and divine wisdom. Their (our) online avatar now caters 
to our ‘lack,’ or manque- à- être 20 as an omnipresent (no FOMO) 
human leading his or her best life, or rather, ours, through vari-
ous forms of mediated voyeurism. It appears transiently mobile, 
free- range, and, of course, organic. The play of the real and sim-
ulated by these online influencers is nothing new, as we grapple 
with our performed selves in everyday life, articulated to us by 
sociologist Erving Goffmann in greater detail decades before we 
had personal camera- computers and a virtual cloud.21 It is the 
unprecedented splintering of our self with the advent of the dig-
ital that desperately needs unpacking, along with the focus on 
and valorization of authenticity within this framework. After all, 
“the ideal of the authentic self opposes Goffman’s understanding 
of the self as a form of performance.” 22

19 Wenders in the original interview in German: “Völlig absurd, dass 
heute jeder eine Kamera hat, die wie ein Spiegel funktioniert und nicht wie 
ein Auge. Das ist das Gegenteil der Idee einer Kamera.” Silke Hohmann, 
“Wim Wenders über Sofortbilder: ‘Wedeln ist Unfug,’” in: Monopol Online, 
(July 2018), https://www.monopol- magazin.de/ wim- wenders- sofort- bild- 
polaroid- interview, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
20 Bound together with desire, a lack of being, or manque- à- être, is Lacan’s 
theory that a lack causes one to desire, and that the lack of being is at the 
heart of the analytic experience. Jacques Lacan, Écrits. London: Tavistock 
Publications, 1977, p. 281.
21 Cf. Erving Goffmann, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life. USA: 
Anchor Books, 1956.
22 Jurgenson (2019), The Social Photo, p. 86.
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This culture of Pics or it didn’t happen 23 distorts time, memory 
and identity like never before. The New- Gen Britneys whom I 
follow navigate anonymous comments on various platforms re-
garding their physical appearance, liberated from the shackles 
of discrimination, sexualization and fetishization, yet simulta-
neously offering themselves up to a scopophilic and voyeuristic 
mass public. As Jurgenson aptly puts it, “it is all part of a never- 
ending and steadily deepening self- surveillance, complemented 
with a healthy dose of external surveillance, too.” 24

You and your selfie are merging.25  
The conflation of artist and persona.

With that said, “no one else looks like your selfie. The selfie is the 
image- speak that is uniquely yours; it is your own voice as image 
and is thus especially intimate and expressive.” 26 The dilemma we 
face is the blurring of this ‘voice’ within our sense of self, which 
is particularly messy when combined with consumer market-
ing and self- branding in the context of a consuming public and 
free- market capitalism. Countless memes parody this paradox 
which we find ourselves swimming in, sometimes knowingly cast 
adrift — this sudden opportunity to present another self, an ideal 
one, within the virtual — where everything is possible, yet noth-
ing is original; and our meta- data, including our online selves, 
is being harvested as a valuable resource. That Basar, Douglas 
Coupland and Hans Ulrich Obrist are curating an exhibition ti-

23 According to Urban Dictionary, “Pics or it didn’t Happen” is “A phrase 
used on Internet forums to counter the vast range of unverifiable claims 
made by users. Often these claims involve personal brag- worthy accom-
plishments, extraordinary or rare sights/occurrences, and tales relating to 
alcohol or drug use.” Urban Dictionary, “The Patriarch,” March 28, 2006, 
https://www.urbandictionary.com/ define.php?term=pics%20or%20it%20
didn % 27t%20happen, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
24 Jurgenson (2019), The Social Photo, p. 87.
25 Douglas Coupland, You and Your Selfie are Merging. Slogans for the 
21st Century, 2011 – 2014, courtesy of the artist.
26 Jurgenson (2019), The Social Photo, p. 85.
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tled Age of You 27 as I write this is evidence that we find ourselves 
in an unprecedented epoch of collective individuality. In support 
of both Coupland and hypotheses, our digital world is actually 
an embodied, real, material one — however malleable and fluid- 
like a material it remains, hence my preferred use of liquid- like 
terminology. In the act of taking selfies, we treat our bodies as 
objective vessels: our ultimate aim in photographing our bodies 
in such contexts is to share our self- image and be witnessed by 
others, and in doing so, be remembered. And let us not forget our 
desire to be desired. Our avatars shape our online expressions of 
desire, in images of our faces, but also reflect our wanting need 
to look at, and to access, both faces and bodies.

Cast adrift in a dark sea of want and desire  
Intimacy, Desire and our Extreme Present

Technophoria is a state of late capitalism that peddles the belief 
that our devices will satiate our needs and desires.28 This state is 
highlighted by our extreme present of teetering climatic instabil-
ity due to the consequences of industrial capitalism, as contem-
porary artist Nora Turato aptly puts it: “since the world is ending, 
I want what I want so avidly.” 29 Much like our changing climate, 
this avid enthusiasm for immediate serotonin- inducing experi-
ence shows no signs of abating any time soon, and we anxiously 
fear missing ‘moments’ with seemingly the same veracity as we 

27 According to the exhibition text, “Age of You is a timely exhibition 
about how the self has become more extreme, and what it means to be an 
individual today.” Shumon Basar/Douglas Coupland/Hans Ulrich Obrist, 
Age of You, Museum of Contemporary Art, Toronto, Canada, September 5, 
2019 — January 5, 2020, https://museumofcontemporaryart.ca/ age- of- you- 
programmes- 2019/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
28 Cf. Omar Kholeif, Goodbye World! Looking at Art in the Digital Age. 
Berlin and New York: Sternberg Press, 2018, p. 89.
29 Nora Turato, And Since the World is Ending, I Want What I Want so 
Avidly, Inkjet- print on photo- paper, clear coat finish 84.1 × 118.9 cm, 2018, 
courtesy of the artist and lambdalambdalambda, Prishtina, Kosovo, em-
phasis in the original.
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do an impending climatic catastrophe. Googling FOMO reveals 
the usage of the term ‘aroused’ to describe how a fear of missing 
out, comes about — a curious terminology that recalls Lacan’s 
aforementioned theory of a lack and its production of desire, 
however empty a desire it may actually be. Our desires (and anx-
ieties) can now, more easily than ever, be communicated, artic-
ulated, and diversified. But with that said, “Rarely has an epoch 
been so violently shaken by desires, and rarely has desire been 
so empty” 30 (figure 8.2).

I write this paper in a phase in which I simultaneously like, 
match, text with several men and women of superficial physical 
attractiveness on various dating apps over unimaginable expans-
es: a series of sentiments, desires and intimacies exchanged and 
projected from safe and orderly distances. Regarding intimacy, 
did a romantic letter exchange of days gone contain the same 
series of intense, banal, exchanges? Perhaps, but certainly no 
dick pics, emojis or profile stalking. Where we previously relied 
on the nuance of words, as Jurgenson explains, “photos now ex-
ist much more fluidly as communication” 31 — revealing our in-
creasing dependency on the visual for all facets of communica-
tion. Our interconnected digital lives are a series of hyper- aware 
visual narratives, perpetually updated, made ironic, lambasted, 
fetishized, and valorized, such as my attempt in the title of this 
paper to adequately ironicize my break- up memory using to-
day’s online lexicons (LOL). This then confronts the question: 
How exactly do we express sincere desire and intimacy in our 
digital, hyper present?

30 Tiqqun, “Putting an End to the Young- Girl,” in: Preliminary Material 
for a Theory of the Young- Girl, Semiotext(e). Cambridge, MA: The MIT 
Press, 2012, p. 133.
31 Jurgenson (2019), The Social Photo, p. 84.
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There’s no one new around you.32

I swim, untethered, through the sticky hot mess of images, pro-
jecting my desire, and in turn, assuming the projection of oth-
ers’ desires. Circulationing.33 Like myself, “some of us worry that 
we’re disappearing below the seas of images that we make. Others 
take pleasure in the same process.” 34 I am made up of an unmade, 
chaotic, and incoherent whole in this digital universe, and one 
that will mostly likely be assembled by a machine in my lifetime, 
in some capacity. More than those machines that repair my bro-
ken heart with a small incision between my ribcage, I will be fed 
by the small data I feed (and have fed, unknowingly or not) into 
the ether. My Google search terms, location sharing, and social 
media contribution will come back to me in the form of meta- 
data.35 While the form they will take is unclear, they will most 
likely abate my loneliness in old age, with the algorithm to my 
own personal digital Ouroboros returning me what I had once 
fed it in return.

32 This is the phrase one is presented with when using the world’s most 
popular dating app, Tinder, in the event that all people within your se-
lected geographical radius have been viewed.
33 Basar refers to American artist Trevor Paglen: “Today, are we not pic-
tures? Billions of them, packets of electrical pulses, pinged between you 
and me, via machines learning to see things we never will, through deep- 
sea cables and actual arteries? Forever circulationing?”, cf. LOL, p. 40.
34 Dean Kissick, “The Downward Spiral: The Figure Cannot Hold,” in: 
Spike Magazine Online (2018), https://www.spikeartmagazine.com/ en/ 
 articles/ downward- spiral- figure- cannot- hold, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
35 Cf. Coupland/Obrist/Basar (2015), The Age of Earthquakes: A Guide to 
the Extreme Present. Coupland/Basar/Obrist describe a narrative not dis-
similar to Spike Jonze’s science- fiction romance film Her (2013). A Goog-
le or Siri- esque web assistant evolves over time from information on its 
‘host,’ eventually replicating them entirely and joining forces with other 
avatars to surpass and subordinate the human race.
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Fans Also Like  
The Algorithm & the Rückenfigur

Today I trawl through the cacophony of images and see pensive 
figures not unlike how I imagined myself standing on that shed 
roof as a teenager, staged before an immense natural landscape, 
gazing to the horizon, to an unknown vanishing point. Today’s 
vanishing point is an unending video loop, repost, tweet, and 
meta- meme. And such images with a figure gazing toward and 
away from us are a demonstration of our scopic drive, to see, to 
gaze — to look inward while simultaneously occupied and re-
moved. This initial state of removal is no isolated idea, and recalls 
for a moment the averted gaze of the Rückenfigur of 19th- century 
European landscape painting. Literally meaning ‘back figure’ in 
German, the Rückenfigur is a visual device in which a typically 
lone figure is seen from behind in the foreground of an image, 
and where the viewer can self- identify with the proxy human fig-
ure. It is commonly associated with German Romantic painting, 
particularly the landscape painter Caspar David Friedrich.36 Not 
immune to the algorithm, the averted, removed and preoccupied 
gaze of the Rückenfigur as a visual device has been mimicked in 
our online ether, too (figure 8.3). Looking online, the back fig-
ure is now an algorithmic trope for public- private introspection. 
My next social media profile pic: I travel. I think about the big 
questions. I am fucking deep. It is this image of our back to the 
viewer, whose occupied, turned- away gaze evokes an auratic ef-
fect not dissimilar to Basar’s obsessive yearning — an individual 
search for truth which ultimately reflects, or rather, mirrors our 
own personal inner subjective emotional states of longing and 
desire. In his book, Goodbye, World! Looking at Art in the Digital 
Age, curator Omar Kholeif describes Jon Rafman’s curated col-
lection of painfully human Google Street View Screenshots The 
Nine Eyes of Google Street View “as revealing how data captured by 

36 Cf. Joseph Leo Koerner, Caspar David Friedrich and the Subject of 
Landscape, 2nd edition. London: Reaktion Books, 2009.
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machines cannot account for human subjectivity.” 37 We romantic 
creatures anoint objects, landscapes, and images with emotional 
value; it is our very fallible nature as humans, and one that can-
not be replaced by machines and algorithms, yet.

These formulas that we contribute to through our online behav-
ior can (and do) over time become more and more independent 
of their human creators. We are not quite at the level of science 
fiction, but far enough to consider the implications for our sense 
of agency, particularly as our online (and offline) behavior begins 
to conflate itself with that of algorithms. For example, my built- 
in smartphone camera- filter algorithm that wipes my face clean 
of blemishes now satiates my desire for an even, acne- free com-
plexion. And “remember when coincidence was a supernatural 
‘sign’? Now it’s just a clever computer algorithm that learns your 
habits.” 38 Coincidence is now my circle of friends suddenly hav-
ing the same obscure taste for 1970s Iranian funk music, thanks 
to Spotify’s algorithm. Through algorithms, we are building a 
digital environment and marketplace where the most successful 
music is the music that is most likely to make you feel a certain 
#mood — and in doing so, we generate, or rather contribute to, a 
generic sense of individuality. It cannot be all doom and gloom, 
as one can imagine a happy millennial couple describing to their 
friends how a twist of ‘algorithmic fate’ brought them together 
via a dating app.

But while we are down here in the dark ether, academic Safiya 
Umoja Noble has previously revealed the racist algorithms prev-
alent on Google’s auto- fill search results,39 demonstrating that 
these search algorithms are actually not neutral mechanisms, nor 
benign for that matter. She cites the instance of entering a search 
for ‘three black teenagers’ in 2010, and getting mug shots as the 

37 Omar Kholeif, “Don’t Control Me,” in: Goodbye World! Looking at 
Art in the Digital Age. Berlin and New York: Sternberg Press, 2018, p. 147.
38 Coupland/Obrist/Basar (2015), The Age of Earthquakes: A Guide to 
the Extreme Present.
39 Cf. Safiya Umoja Noble, Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines 
Reinforce Racism. New York: New York University Press, 2018.
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result, (and) the search ‘black girls’ in that same year brought 
the viewer to porn sites,40 showing us that loose shit often rises 
to the surface, even in digital form. We feed the algorithm and it 
feeds us (or shits out) in return, in a myriad of new and (some-
times) meaningful ways.

Gone but not forgotten  
Nostalgia and other Concluding Sentiments

My memory of the mountains is an image, and it is one immor-
talized in the moment (and feeling) of being dumped. Before 
selfies, and in the process of an emotional experience, I saw my-
self from outside, looking out at the landscape. This subsequent-
ly became the memory itself. I am the Rückenfigur, gazing out 
toward a landscape of my own algorithmic curation, and all ac-
cording to its likeness, to what has come before. And for Steyerl, 
the “Hero’s immortality (originates from) its ability to be xeroxed, 
recycled, and reincarnated. Destruction will alter its form and 
appearance, yet its substance will be untouched. The immortality 
of the thing, like the memory of it, is in its finitude, not its eter-
nity.” 41 My emotional memory, as I mentioned in the introduc-
tion of this paper, can be recalled by certain images of Australian 
landscapes — its reincarnation comes from a trace of its likeness, 
its true essence — in another image. This ungraspable image gazes 
at me, and refuses mine, capturing my desire to recall it. It is an 
obsession not unlike Basar’s preoccupation with Doan’s image 
and her mysteriously tragic, yet also equally absurd and border-
line humorous (LOL) narrative.

Considering Basar’s constant remixing and zooming of the 
haunting image of Doan, I look at our digital cloud and its reten-
tion of this immortality, this allusion to and wonderment at its 

40 Cf. Robert Fandina, “Algorithms of Oppression: How Search Engines 
Reinforce Racism,” in: New York Journal of Books (2018), https://www.ny-
journalofbooks.com/ book- review/ algorithms, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
41 Steyerl (2015), “A Thing Like You and Me.” 
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finitude, and whether we will develop a stronger sentimentality 
for glitches and ‘degradation’ in this cloud of images, recalling 
a digital modern- day and, dare I say, romantic preoccupation 
with the idea of the ruin.42 Do we as online creatures still yearn 
to reflect in wistful melancholy at the raw debris of our history?

Let’s not get sentimental. (Figure 8.4)

There is a new set of rules, it seems, and “the issue now . . . is 
to come up with a critical inquiry that could introduce a mor-
al compass into this new language, this new set of rules.” 43 The 
post- modern irony we valued so much at the advent of inter-
net culture is now somewhere else, someplace darker, infinite-
ly looped and irrevocably self- aware, like mold gathering in a 
dank corner where the dankest of memes are cultivated. As arts 
writer Dean Kissick proclaimed recently, “We have now drifted 
a long way from the authentic, never mind the sublime.” 44 What 
was “authentic” is now deemed derivative, as we are consistently 
reminded — by way of both the digital archive and the algorithm 
that feeds from it, not to mention the dank irony with which we 

42 The “Ruin” maintains a philosophical, literary and artistic obsession 
throughout history, manifesting in crumbling (predominately) mock- 
temples and walls, most prevalent in the 18th century. See also the German 
term “Ruinenlust.” Frances Stonor Saunders, writing on the Ruin in The 
Guardian regarding a Tate London exhibition in 2014, makes the interesting 
point that “we follow traces of memory and discover that memory itself is 
in a state of continuous decay, that we are our own ruins.” Frances Stonor 
Saunders, “How ruins reveal our deepest fears and desires,” in: The Guard-
ian (Marche 7, 2014), https://www.theguardian.com/ artanddesign/ 2014/ 
mar/ 07/ ruins- exhibition- tate- britain- decay, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
43 Olafur Eliasson, “But Doesn’t the Body Matter?,” in: More than Real: 
Art in the Digital Age. Verbier Art Summit. Cologne: Walther König, 2018, 
p. 164.
44 Dean Kissick, “The Downward Spiral: My Struggle,” Spike Magazine, 
Column (2018), https://www.spikeartmagazine.com/ en/ articles/ downward- 
spiral- my- struggle, date of access: 19 Sept. 2019.
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express the past and present — that what has come has come be-
fore, and will come again.

LOL. History Indeed.

“Something always exceeds the images of faces. Escapes complete 
capture. Maybe it is why we take so many selfies everyday?” 45

Considering Basar’s concluding statement in LOL History, per-
haps we take selfies in an attempt to reinsert ourselves into our 
own personal narrative. It is our online, logged- on connectedness 
and desire for simultaneous past- present- future- ness that some-
times belies our ability to connect to and recall certain forms of 
alternative reality and emotional experience — particularly those 
of any kind of prolonged, contemplative thought.

It is also the supposed truth- telling capacity of our beloved 
photographic image 46 that seems to allow my personal sense of 
reality to slip toward (or back to, depending on your concept of 
time) this intimate emotional memory of both expectation and 
tender isolation.47 Regarding the gaze, mine felt like one direct-
ed inward, and projected outward into the trees and mountains, 
which projected their understanding gaze unto me, and in do-
ing so, enabled the memory to manifest itself as an image. And 
whether the same slippage can occur through the myriad of new 
artificialities, in which we construct images and memories today, 
remains perhaps to be seen, and to be felt.

45 LOL, p. 41, emphasis is my own.
46 Hito Steyerl writes of “The tyranny of the photographic lens, cursed 
by the promise of its indexical relation to reality,” cf. Steyerl (2011), “In 
Free Fall.”
47 Writing on the abject gaze of the protagonist of the film Sans Soleil (1982) 
with comparison to the image of Doan, Basar explains in LOL History that 
“There’s beauty, of course, but more strongly, tender isolation,” LOL, p. 40.
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RE / DIS- SOLVED SELVES: (RE)SEARCHING 
SELFIES, (INTER)FACING THE FACE  
Julia Eckel

Prologue

This article starts with an end: the final sentences of Shumon 
Basar’s text LOL History constitute the starting point for the 
following considerations. But at the same time, it is not only a 
‘follow- up’ on his ideas, but a movement, back and forth — like 
a zoom — through Basar’s observations and associations. This 
means my text fragments his text, by blowing things up and let-
ting others disappear between and behind the chosen lines (of 
citation); it mimics, to a certain degree, Basar’s own image and 
text practices by connecting his images to other images and his 
text to other texts. For this reason, it will add some complemen-
tary ‘acts’ and ‘scenes’ to Basar’s search for a truth within and 
through images, and aims to pay tribute, yet also contribute, to 
his ideas on the interconnectedness of faces and photographs, 
escapes and exceedances.

ACT I — Zooming In: Faces, Images, Selfies

The thing is: something always exceeds the images of faces. 
Escapes complete capture. Maybe it is why we take so many self-
ies everyday?1

The concluding remarks of Basar’s article culminate in a question 
that redirects the ideas developed throughout the text on the spe-
cific case of an ‘objective’ CCTV photograph (alleged murderess 
Doan Thi Huong in her LOL shirt at Kuala Lumpur airport after 

1 LOL, p. 40, emphasis in original.

Re/Dis- Solved Selves
Eckel
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the killing of Kim Jong- nam) to an everyday practice of ‘subjec-
tive’ photographic self- depiction: the selfie. Thus, Basar’s object- 
specific but nevertheless general text — about images and their 
processing — arrives in the end at a very contemporary image 
practice of the masses.

This change of focus is striking, because it transfers the ex-
traordinariness of the Doan Thi Huong image (which Basar em-
phasizes through the description of his own fascination with this 
somehow outstanding photographic document) to a ubiquitous 
everyday practice of everyday people. And it compels one to ask: 
How is the selfie (as an image [and] practice 2) related to the spe-
cific questions and assumptions that Basar opened with?

With regards to the above citation, there are three aspects or 
terms, which can be highlighted or extracted from the quotation 
and which seem crucial to Basar’s main argument:
1) that there is a special relation between images and faces (or 

bodies, in a broader sense)
2) that there is something like a gap or void between them, in 

which something withdraws or exceeds and escapes this spe-
cial relation, and that

3) an (allegedly everyday) practice like taking selfies could be an 
answer to that gap — or maybe a symptom of it?

These aspects and terms build the backdrop for the following acts 
and scenes, which narrow and widen the focus of Basar’s argu-
ments in different directions.

SCENE I — Searching Within Images:  
(Re-/Dis-)Solutions, Zooming In & Blowing Up

Most intriguing in Basar’s text is his description of how he deals 
with this one special image of Doan, which fascinates him and 

2 Cf. Julia Eckel/Jens Ruchatz/Sabine Wirth, eds., Exploring the Selfie — His-
torical, Theoretical, and Analytical Approaches To Digital Self- Photography. 
London: Palgrave, 2018.
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urges him to somehow ‘handle it.’ What he carries out in his text 
is a search — a search for an appropriate way to deal with this 
image and a search for something that might be found within it, 
but apparently is not. By delving into the resolution of the image, 
he seeks a solution for something (a mystery, a question?) that 
somehow exceeds the image and leads to its dissolution — be-
tween the grid lines of these scaled- up and poorly defined digi-
tal CCTV pixel patterns.3

But what exactly is it that Basar is searching for by this pro-
cess of “zooming in” and “blowing up,” 4 as he undertakes it? His 
description of the process reads as follows:

i became fixated. Arrested. By this picture of a person whose bio-
graphy (‘Duan [!] Thi Huong,’ ‘twenty- eight- year- old entertain-
ment worker,’ ‘contestant on the vietnamese version of American 
idol,’ whose last Facebook post said, ‘i want to sleep more but by 
your side’) mattered way less than her ‘LoL’ long- sleeve tee and 
ethereal gait. The picture possessed worth. it felt like one of those 
self- contained images that history delivers to us and, reciprocally, 
delivers history. images that feel both inscribed in the time they 
are from, and yet also equally out of time. A ready- made. A thou-
sand things come to mind when i gaze at this image: firstly as a 
whole, then, increasingly, as a constellation of fragments.5

Again, we can highlight (or blow up?) some terms and ideas of 
Basar’s writing that point to the kind of concept he has of the im-
age he is dealing with. Important, it seems, is that he describes 
this image as “self- contained,” as a kind of monolith that stands 

3 The image he uses appears to not be an originally (digitally?) photo-
graphed pixel image of the airport events, but the result of a screenshot 
or photograph of video footage on a television screen. For further details 
on the materiality of this image, see the contribution by Niklas Kammer-
meier in this volume.
4 The reference to Michelangelo Antonioni’s film of the same name, Blow- 
Up (1966), is obvious and brought up by Basar himself, cf. LOL, p. 37.
5 LOL, p. 36, emphasis is my own.
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for itself but at the same time contains much more — history, 
time, and so forth. There is everything in it but at the same time 
exceeding it (maybe that is the reason it is so special in the first 
place). And this leads to a second aspect of this peculiar viewer- 
image engagement that Basar describes, which is condensed in 
how he “gazes” 6 at this photograph: by “firstly” perceiving it “as 
a whole” and then “increasingly as a constellation of fragments.” 
He continues:

i was compelled to print it out. i zoomed into specific parts — her 
face, her hands, the bag she’s clutching, the dark corona of her 
eyes, that flat, flat fringe — and printed these out too. i used 
Photoshop and Mac’s Preview to enlarge the image, each time 
degrading resolution. Then, i’d photograph the printouts. Zoom in 
more. Print out again. Fidelity felt unimportant compared to some 
auratic essence. Locked in the glow of the pixels.7

What becomes clear in these descriptions is that Basar over- 
emphasizes the inherent details — or more precisely, the un-in-
formatory, auratic affect — preserved in this single image at the 
expense of other, more contextual dimensions. The desire (of 
the press, the mainstream media, or the law enforcement, for ex-
ample) to find out more about the person depicted in the image 
(Doan as an individual, a subject, a ‘whole’ etc.) is countered by 
processes of fragmentation that suggest that nothing is knowable 
and that subjects are always elusive, dissolving, exceeding, frag-
mented. Basar explicitly excludes contextual dimensions in his 
search for an individual ‘personality’ when he states, for example, 
that Doan’s Facebook page and further press information, which 

6 Basar himself labels his obsession a “man’s fetish of zooming into pho-
tographs,” (ibid.) and his restricted interest in images of women (with the 
selection of his examples) and the appearance of “beauty” (ibid.) suggest 
an extremely limited male perspective on the topic. This restricted view 
would need a much more critical reflection and analysis of the text, which 
unfortunately cannot be carried out in this article.
7 LOL, pp. 36 – 37.
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reveal that she was a candidate of a Vietnamese casting show, are 
not “important” in comparison to this one, single screenshot. But 
the subject cannot be found in this monolithic image either. What 
he is searching for seems to be a truth (of images) in the “glow 
of the pixels” instead of a truth (about a person) in the content 
and context of the image. The subject and every notion of sub-
jectivity dissolve “like smeared data.” 8

SCENE II — (Inter)Facing the Face

Nevertheless, the deconstructive gestures of Basar’s fragmenta-
tions and zoomings by no means get rid of subjectivity, for it is 
especially this tension between subject and object, person and 
image that strikes him. The fascination with cutting and blow-
ing up the image is rooted in the fact that this image has a con-
tent and context (a young woman accused of murder). And as 
Basar himself states in the end: the face plays an important role 
in these respects, as the central site of identity.

In this light, the link to the selfie — as one of the most con-
temporary ‘genres of the face’ — becomes self- evident. Several as-
pects relevant to Basar are, for example, articulated in a text by 
Hagi Kenaan on the particular connection of The Selfie and the 
Face.9 Kenaan (referring to Jean- Paul Sartre, Jacques Derrida, 
and Friedrich Nietzsche) revises the established theoretical idea, 
that the face is a special bodily feature raising fundamental philo-
sophical questions by challenging our understanding of identity 
and subjectivity. According to Keenan, the face is special because 
it is, on the one hand, “our point of entry into the public visual 
sphere” and, on the other, “something to which we ourselves do 
not have direct access.” 10 Hence, the face is a “blind spot” that 

8 Ibid., p. 38.
9 Hagi Kenaan, “The Selfie and the Face,” in: Julia Eckel/Jens Ruchatz/
Sabine Wirth, eds., Exploring the Selfie — Historical, Theoretical, and An-
alytical Approaches To Digital Self- Photography. London: Palgrave, 2018, 
pp. 113 – 130.
10 Ibid., p. 119.
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“escapes us” constantly from an internal, subjective perspective, 
while being our first and foremost “identity indicator” in our ex-
ternal appearance, “an unmistakable denotation” and “intuitive 
metonym for the self.” 11 He summarizes this thought as follows:

Faces have a peculiar visual place in our field of visual experi-
ence. on one hand, they are completely in the open, constantly 
in the mode of presenting themselves in the public sphere, and, 
at the same time, they mostly remain unseen by their own bear-
ers. While we constantly see the faces of others, our own face 
does not directly appear in our field of vision. This double struc-
ture makes the face visually different from most of the objects 
that surround it.12

This leads to two effects: first, that a face “cannot be subsumed 
under one general homogeneous description,” 13 because it always 
appears different to the person ‘wearing’ it than to others look-
ing at it; and second, that not being able to see one’s own face 
leads to a kind of frustration or — as Kenaan puts it — to a “deep 
dissatisfaction, curiosity, desire, and sometimes obsession to see 
more than our body allows us to see.” 14

These descriptions may capture Basar’s concern, insofar as his 
image processing stems from a “dissatisfaction, curiosity, desire 
and obsession to see more” as well. The ambivalent state of the 
face, to be out of view (for the subject) and in the open (for the 
observer) at the same time, to be invisible and visible at once, is 

11 Ibid., pp. 115 – 122. This inclination towards identity is something that is, 
of course, true for (self-)portraits in general, which for Kenaan are char-
acterized by certain “conditions within which the face continues to show 
and singularize itself ” (p. 125). Especially the idea of ‘singularization’ can 
be connected to ideas of identity and ‘wholeness’ while at the same time 
establishing differentiations (from the surroundings, the background, oth-
er people, and also from the rest of the body).
12 Ibid., pp. 116 – 117.
13 Ibid., p. 117.
14 Ibid., p. 121.
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acted out by Basar on the level of the observer as well, who nev-
ertheless cannot grasp the ‘whole image,’ even if he or she has 
the capability to look closer.

In addition, Kenaan defines the face as a “sur- face” and “inter- 
face” — a “sur- face” because it is “inseparable from questions of 
its appearance” 15 and depends on a superficial visibility, and an 
“inter- face” because in this essential visibility it is inherently “part 
of the public domain,” 16 which means dependent on (social or 
technical) contexts in which it becomes observable and in which 
it is dealt with. And again, these ideas apply not only to the selfie 
phenomenon in general, but to Basar’s descriptions as well. In 
the editing of Doan’s image (a body, a face, a gesture), it emerg-
es as a flat sur- face and is turned into an inter- face — an image 
that is not only to be looked at but to be handled as a material 
of interaction.17

Consequently, mediality plays a crucial role in this regard. 
Our inability to see our own face (from a subjective standpoint) 
makes it necessary to use ‘media’ so that we may see ourselves 
(e. g. mirrors or any type of reflection, and especially technical 
media like photography and film). The photographed face (as 
sur- face and inter- face) thereby becomes the central connecting 
layer between image and subject, as it turns (facial) identity into 
a flat copy. The mediated possibility to see ‘ourselves’ is, of course, 
always only a secondary, indirect, and fractional act of approx-
imation. Kenaan describes this as a gap (between our ‘wished- 
for’ appearance and the uncontrollable and heterogeneous ways 
in which we are perceived by our environment) and the selfie as 
a way to deal with that gap:

15 Ibid., p. 117.
16 Ibid., p. 118.
17 In LOL History, Basar himself establishes a connection between his 
image practice and interfaces in his suggestion that “our eyes and ears 
have become search engine interfaces” when getting into contact with 
images, cf. LOL, p. 40.
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As we grow up, we come to understand that there is always a pos-
sible gap between how we imagine ourselves to be — how we wish 
to appear — and the actual ways in which we appear to others. 
People who are overly self- conscious are often preoccupied with 
finding ways to eliminate this gap. Perhaps this is something that 
the uploading of selfies onto social media also seeks to achieve 
in presenting the self through a micromanaged, thoroughly su-
pervised, well- packaged image. But the elimination of this gap is 
sheer fantasy, for the gap is structural, intrinsic to the space of 
appearance. That is, when we appear in the public domain, our 
appearance is constituted by a structure of perspectival viewings 
that necessarily includes perspectives that we cannot contain.18

But how can we link these ideas to the image of Doan and Basar’s 
processing of it — as it is neither a selfie nor a classical (self-)por-
trait in the strict sense, and as Basar’s actions are not subjective 
ways of dealing with his own appearance, but with the appearance 
of another person and her image? In short: what relevance do 
these characteristics of the selfie have for understanding Basar’s 
treatment of Doan’s photograph?

The answer may be found, following Kenaan, in ‘the (micro)
management of the gap,’ as it applies to photographs of faces more 
generally, not merely to self- photography. The ambivalent rela-
tionship between ‘subjective’ and ‘public’ ways of perceiving a 
face, this uncertainty about the face (as my own face), is of course 
something that is true for another person’s face as well; the uncer-
tainty about ‘someone’ pertains to both sides. Furthermore, the 
gap exists not only between ‘inward’ and ‘outward’ appearance, 
but also in the mediated presence inherent in these processes of 
depiction — the face (as a mediated sur- face and inter- face) re-
mains incomplete, fragmented, confined, and inaccessible, as it 
hinders every attempt to ‘get behind it.’ It designates something 
that cannot properly be referred to at all, and is yet an inherent 
element of these self- images (and maybe every image). Zooming 

18 Kenaan (2018), “The Selfie and the Face,” p. 118.
Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4

Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM
via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



R E / D i S -  S o Lv E D  S E Lv E S 273

in and printing out does not deliver a more comprehensive view 
but instead exposes the incomplete and restricted construction 
that the image is. The ‘micromanagement of the gap,’ as Basar 
executes it, makes this clear: no matter how intensely one may 
seek to grasp and fill the gap, it is there and cannot be closed.

Both Keenan and Basar are thus interested in a kind of en-
igmatic dimension of face- images 19: they are emblematic of the 
fact that looking closer at images means seeing less. In this sense, 
faces and images alike are sur- faces and inter- faces because they 
always exceed their appearance. While this leads Basar to con-
ceive of the Doan image as a ‘monolithic’ image that stands for 
itself (that immediately points to the ‘gaps’ of meaning it is pro-
ducing and thus has to be isolated from these references to be 
seen as such), one may also be compelled to complement this 
‘closer view’ with a widening one that does not close or ignore 
any gaps but instead seeks new ones.

ACT II — Zooming Out: Alternative Grids

Basar’s zoom is one that stays in one image and, more precisely, 
goes only in one direction: that is, into the image. Digital image 
practices, especially contemporary practices like taking selfies, 
suggest, however, that whenever you have one image, you have 
many. With selfies and other digitally shared images, the more 
appropriate approach to dealing with them is zooming out rather 
than zooming in, because their placement within a series is more 
defining to them than just being a single image.

Michel de Certeau (already in 1984) describes the logic of con-
temporary societies (and their study) with the metaphor of the 
zoom, pointing to the fact that researching mass culture means 

19 Kenaan himself uses the term ‘enigmatic’ when describing the specif-
icities of the selfie: “Furthermore, having the face at its center, the self-
ie finds itself — whether it wants it or not — intertwined with an enigma: 
the enigma of a subjectivity that not only manifests itself visually but that 
is always already embedded in the appearances that it cannot control or 
contain”, ibid., p. 126.
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letting the single individual dissolve within broader structures 
of patterns and numbers:

The increasingly sociological and anthropological perspective 
of inquiry privileges the anonymous and the everyday in which 
zoom lenses cut out metonymic details — parts taken for the 
whole. Slowly the representatives that formerly symbolized fami-
lies, groups, and orders disappear from the stage they domi nated 
during the epoch of the name. We witness the advent of the num-
ber. it comes along with democracy, the large city, administra-
tions, cybernetics. it is a flexible and continuous mass, woven 
tight like a fabric with neither rips nor darned patches, a multitude 
of quantified heroes who lose names and faces as they become 
the ciphered river of the streets, a mobile language of computa-
tions and rationalities that belong to no one.20

What de Certeau describes is a zoom- in that nevertheless inevi-
tably implies a zoom- out — because the zoom- in always and only 
reveals an exemplary case from a field of many other options. 
And in times of mass culture and modern societies, these options 
have grown large. Thus, ‘the whole’ means the bigger structure 
and fragmentary assemblage, while the zoom only delivers small-
er and contingent insights into it. In the next two scenes let us 
therefore reverse Basar’s methodology and his view on Doan by 
not zooming in on the one single image of her but by zooming 
out on the contexts in which this image appears. The pixel grids 
that Basar ‘finds’ within Doan’s image, letting her dissolve even 
more between the ‘gaps’ of these dots and lines, may be found in 
the bigger contexts and grids of image accumulations that appear 
once we broaden our view.

20 Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life, translated by Steven 
Rendall. Berkeley/Los Angeles/London: University of California Press, 
1984, p. v.
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SCENE I — Searching Images: Facebook Forensics

The first example is closely connected to the one that Basar him-
self selects, as it deals with the same ‘case’ but with different aims 
and different outcomes. I am referring to an (exemplary) online 
article on nextshark.com from 2017 about Doan 21, which, instead 
of trying to find answers only in the one image of her released 
by the Malaysian police, tries to enrich and define it by adding 
and connecting it to other images of Doan.22 Searching with-
in the image in this case becomes instead a searching of images.

The headline discloses the general direction that the article 
takes: “Facebook of the ‘LOL Assassin’ Reveals Days Leading Up 
to Kim Jong- Nam’s Murder.” 23 It points to a kind of ‘Facebook 

21 Cf. Nextshark, “Facebook of the ‘LOL Assassin’ Reveals Days Leading 
Up to Kim Jong- Nam’s Murder,” February 22, 2017. https://nextshark.com/ 
doan- thi- huong- lol- assassin- kim- jong- nam/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
22 Basar’s text itself connects the image of Doan to other images, thus 
building a kind of associative network to films, artworks etc. But while he 
relates different sources and motifs to the Doan image, the starting point 
of the present text is to look at other photographs of her that are more 
directly or explicitly connected to the CCTV image, for example, spatially 
on a website or algorithmically by a Google search etc.
23 Nextshark (2017), “Facebook of the ‘LOL Assassin’”. Several authors 
carry out similar Facebook searches; some of them refer to the Nextshark 
article, and most of them (including the Nextshark article) seem to be 
based on a Reuters press release. See, e. g. Lockett, Jon. “‘KARAOKE ‘KILL-
ER’: Racy new pics emerge of ‘female assassin who killed Kim Jong- un’s 
brother’ — as it’s claimed she once starred on Vietnamese Pop Idol,” in: 
The Sun, February 23, 2017, updated: February 24, 2017, https://www.the 
sun.co.uk/ news/ 2934292/ kim- jong- un- brother- assassination- nam- north- 
korea- woman- arrested- pop- idol- vietnam/ , date of access: 22 Sept. 2019, 
Robinson, Julian. “Pictured: The woman suspected of murdering Kim 
Jong- un’s brother poses for a Facebook selfie in a ‘LOL’ shirt — just like 
the one she wore for his ‘assassination,’” in: Mail Online, February 23, 2017, 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/ news/ article- 4252048/ LOL-assassin- selfie- 
days- Kim- Jong- nam- killing.html, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019, Huff, Steve. 
“The Assassin Who Killed the North Korean Dictator’s Brother Might Have 
Been This Cute Pop Star Wannabe,” in: Maxim, February 23, 2017, https://
www.maxim.com/ news/ kim- jong- nam- alleged- assassin- 2017- 2, date of 
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Forensics’ that the article carries out by sifting through Doan’s — at 
that time — three Facebook accounts,24 trying to find evidence of 
her life as a contract killer or as an average young woman from 
Vietnam. The image of Doan at the airport is hence accompanied 
by many other images of her which are collected in an attempt 
to complement or explain the CCTV image, or maybe complete 
or contradict it (see figure 9.1). And interestingly, all these im-
ages and screenshots form a kind of grid, a pattern of fragments 
which seems to animate the viewer to search for their intercon-
nection, to find something within but especially between the 
(partly trimmed) images. They point to how something exceeds 
these images and gets lost between the grid lines.

The most effective way to approach these ‘contextual imag-
es’ and thus the foundation of this type of image forensics is in 
the search for similarities. The different, sometimes recurring 
photographs from diverse sources are connected and questioned 
with respect to their mimetic qualities 25 and their common ref-

access: 22 Sept. 2019 and TribunJatim, “Akun Facebook Pembunuh Kim 
Jong- Nam Dibuka, Isinya Foto- foto Mengejutkan ini,” February 23, 2017, 
https://jatim.tribunnews.com/ 2017/ 02/ 23/ akun- facebook- pembunuh- 
kim- jong- nam- dibuka- isinya- foto- foto- mengejutkan- ini, date of access: 
22 Sept. 2019. For the Reuters article see Matthew Tostevin, “Keen singer 
to police cell — Vietnamese suspect in Kim murder,” in: Reuters, Febru-
ary 22, 2017, https://www.reuters.com/ article/ us- northkorea- malaysia- 
kim- vietnam- idUSKBN1611UT?_ga=2.79855127.1851123647.1565016456-208 
1502115.1565016456, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
24 According to Nextshark (2017), “Facebook of the ‘LOL Assassin’”, Doan 
had three Facebook accounts, under the names “Ruby Ruby,” “Ring Ring” 
and “Bella Tron Tron Bella.” At the time of the writing of the present text, 
two of the three accounts are not available anymore and the one still ex-
isting (“Ring Ring”) contains only one image from February 1, 2017 and 
no further postings (see: https://www.facebook.com/ ring.ring.5030927).
25 With the term and concept of mimesis I am referring to (very basic) 
ideas of likeness and forms of mediated imitation and similarity (e. g. a 
photograph as an object that shows a motif looking like a person). But 
the idea of mimetic (re)semblance does not depend on a strict hierarchy 
between ‘original’ and ‘copy’, because the concept of a somehow ‘stable’ 
identity is, in this case, constructed only with regards to and by comparison 
of the ‘copies’. Thus, the search for similarities is not (or only indirectly) 
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erences to an assumed but nevertheless uncertain and construed 
identity of Doan, as well as other details of her appearance. The 
famous LOL shirt, that could be found on one of the selfies on 
her Facebook account, as well as flight tickets to Kuala Lumpur 
are taken as proof that she is identical to the hazy and blurred, 
ghost- like silhouette of the CCTV screenshot.26

What we have, then, in comparison to Basar, is a different way 
of dealing with digital images — by conceiving them not as self- 
contained, but instead as already always fragmentary, as part of 
a bigger, multifarious ‘pictureverse’ that reveals itself between 
and within the grid lines and tiled image galleries of Facebook 
and other platforms (see figure 9.1). What connects them is the 
search for a self, visible in the mimetic aspects of the faces and 
details, in the series of selfies, portraits, and objects that, never-
theless, seem to have been collected only to present the fact that 
selves are, in every case, fragmented.

And this impression persists to the present day, at which point 
Doan’s judicial case has now been solved — and she has a new 
Facebook profile. Searching for her name on Facebook after her 
release from the Malaysian prison on May 3, 2019, turns up a seem-
ingly endless list of Doans, of which number eight (respective-

referring to some ‚true’ and ‘whole’ original (outside of the images) but 
emanates from the non- hierarchical, equal comparison and combination 
of dispersed visual details and patterns. It is therefore a transformative and 
fluctuating process of mimesis, highlighting the instability of the idea of 
an ‘original’ and even more so the fact that this assumed ‘original’ is af-
fected by and inseparable from its copies as well. For different approach-
es towards the concept of mimesis and its theoretical scope cf. Friedrich 
Balke, Mimesis zur Einführung, Hamburg: Junius 2018.
26 Another article (Karim, Farrah Naz/Hariz Mohd. “Cops Zoom In 
On four N. Korean Agents,” in: New Straits Times, February  18, 2017, 
https://www.pressreader.com/ malaysia/ new- straits- times/ 20170218/ 
281479276175113, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019) mentions a teddy bear that 
she was carrying with her when she arrived at different hotels close to the 
airport and which can also be found on one of the images in her Face-
book photo gallery (see the images in Nextshark (2017), “Facebook of 
the ‘LOL Assassin’”).
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ly number two on the ‘all’ search list)27 appears to be her official 
profile under her real name (instead of the nicknames she used 
before).28 The publicly accessible profile starts (at the bottom) with 
postings from the day after her prison release and then seemingly 
tracks her way from the Kuala Lumpur airport back to Vietnam 
and her family.29 The earliest images in the Facebook gallery grid, 
from May 4, 2019, show her sitting in an airplane and then stand-
ing at the lobby of Hanoi airport,30 speaking to the press while 
surrounded by cameras and flashes, until the latest image (from 
June 13, 2019) shows her with her father.31 In between, you find 
images of her as a model that are or seem to be older (because 
they have partly been included in the forensic Facebook articles 
from 2017 mentioned above). Some of them are accompanied 
by comments in Vietnamese and English saying something like 
“Through the storm comes the sun!” or “Summer is mine!” Also 
included in the gallery is one of the press images taken during 
her trial, showing her in a bullet- proof vest accompanied by two 
security guards, and there are two images in which she does not 
appear at all: a detail photograph of a bud on a tree, accompanied 
by a comment on how beautiful it looks, and a photo collage of 

27 Of course, these numbers depend greatly on the Facebook algorithms 
at work and the profile used by the author.
28 One can guess that it is an updated version of one of the former pro-
files she had, as the Facebook ‘timeline’ menu suggests postings from 2015 
onwards that are not shown publicly and have (presumably) been deleted 
or can only be accessed by people who are her Facebook friends.
29 Looking at the ‘photo albums’ of the profile and especially the ‘cover 
photos’ folder, one finds an additional, earlier header image, showing a 
black silhouette and two huge hands in (breaking) chains, that is dated 
February 12, 2019.
30 Getty Images delivers this information as a subline to similar im-
ages in their database, cf. Nhac Nguyen, “Vietnam- Malaysia- NKorea- 
Crime- Prision”, in: Getty Images, May, 2019, “https://www.gettyimages.de/ 
 detail/ nach richtenfoto/  vietnamese- national- doan- thi- huong- speaks- to- 
nachrichten foto/1140922066?adppopup=true, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
31 The profile was last accessed by the author on August 5, 2019.
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a butterfly carrying a stone on a leash with the comment “it is 
hard to fly when something is weighing you down!”

It is worth noting that none of the images is a selfie (in con-
trast to her former Facebook profile images), giving the impres-
sion that the profile defines Doan from outside rather than from 
a subjective perspective (as she did with the selfies on her older 
Facebook profiles). Again, this can be related to Kenaan’s ideas 
about the uncertainty of faces and the uncontrollability of our 
outward appearance. In its selection of images, the profile suggests 
that ‘Doan’32 is appropriating the past and present views that are 
(re)produced of her. But the profile nevertheless remains an in-
complete collection, intimating relations while producing voids 
between the images. Zooming in on them and zooming out lead 
one to the same conclusion: that something exceeds these images.

The obsession with digging deeper into these types of image 
grids — by not focusing on one image alone but by connecting 
and comparing it to other images of Doan (Google image search-
es, the Getty Image database etc.) — resembles the obsession that 
Basar describes: not a “fetish of zooming into photographs” 33 but 
a fetish of zooming out of them. And again, this obsession may 
be substantiated systematically if we refer to the field of ‘selfie 
studies’ which deals with similar questions of patterning, frag-
mentation, and mimesis.

SCENE II — Researching Images: Data Similarities

While Kenaan’s considerations about faces and selfies treat the 
individual image as a self- contained and independent phenome-
non (as Basar does as well), there are of course approaches with-
in selfie research which emphasize the importance of viewing 
the selfie in its context and connectivity. An example of the lat-

32 Regardless of whether this is ‘truly’ a Facebook profile created and 
managed by the ‘real’ Doan Thi Huong, or a fake profile, or one that is 
managed by someone for her etc.
33 LOL, p. 37.
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ter is one of the first and most well- known empirical studies 
on selfies: the Selfiecity project, a study that was carried out by 
Lev Manovich and a team of media scholars, art historians, and 
programmers in 2013/14. For this project, the team took several 
thousand Instagram images from five different cities (Bangkok, 
Berlin, Moscow, New York, and Sao Paolo) to, firstly, filter out 
selfies and, secondly, to analyze them in terms of categories such 
as gender, mood, and head positions of the depicted subjects etc. 
Figure 9.2 gives a visual impression of the project website and 
the types of visualization that the team chose in publishing their 
findings. Visiting the homepage of the project, one immediately 
finds different types of image processing — i. e. ways of handling 
the images that were part of the project’s data set. Beneath some 
layered and slowly crossfading selfies as a header, you find the 
so- called ‘imageplots’ — bigger collections of tiled images, which 
can be sorted by different categories (e. g., head tilt and poses) or 
by gender 34 combined with age or mood. Thus, the project sug-
gests to offer a more systematic approach to searching, collecting 
and sorting images, turning the search into a research.

Again, one feels compelled by the images — in this case, by 
their sheer mass — to zoom out until one no longer sees the sin-
gle image, but only a pixel grid, which is supposed to show more 
rather than less, which seeks structures and which ‘exceeds’ the 
single image in its self- contained totality. In one of the scientific 
essays that accompanied the project, Nadav Hochman, one of the 
research members, depicts this approach as a completely new way 
of analyzing images in a time when photos and the possibilities of 
digital data analysis have become ubiquitous. And again, it is help-
ful to read this description of the project in comparison to Basar:

34 Elizabetz Losh rightly criticized the project for applying a simple bi-
nary concept of sex and gender instead of queer categories and for having 
employed poorly- paid amazon Mechanical Turk Workers who were hired 
to tag the images, cf. Elizabetz Losh, “Feminism Reads Big Data: ‘Social 
Physics,’ Atomism, and Selfiecity,” in: International Journal of Commu-
nication (9), 2015, pp. 1647 – 1659. https://ijoc.org/ index.php/ ijoc/ article/ 
view/ 3152/ 1390, date of access: 22 Sept. 2019.
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one of the most crucial and dramatic processes that we can point 
to is the fragmentation of images: the automatic and manual an-
notation of images with ‘external’ metadata (such as time and 
place of creation, or textual tags added by users), and with ‘in-
ternal’ metadata that is extracted from within images, content it-
self: images taken inside vs. outside, the identification of people 
in a photograph, automatic detection of different scenes or at-
mospheres in photos (i. e. nightlife; happy; sad) and much more.35

Hochman speaks about “dramatic processes” of fragmentation as 
well, but he distinguishes distinct layers of the image from which 
different types of fragmentary information can be extracted. This 
distinction may help us identify the kind of search that charac-
terizes Basar’s image processing. With his practice of ‘zooming in’ 
and ‘blowing up,’ does he, in fact, trace ‘internal metadata’?36 Or 
is he tracing merely ‘internal data,’ which may be an outdated or 
even conservative approach to dealing with contemporary net-
worked digital images?37 And, if the ‘Facebook forensics’ of the 
yellow press sketched above are searches for internal and exter-
nal metadata, how is Selfiecity-project’s approach any different?

Hochman unfolds further types of image description, separat-
ing the contemplation of single images from collections of images:

The result of these new organizational forms for visual informa-
tion is the re- condition of the terms under which text, images and 

35 Nadav Hochman, “Imagined Data Communities,” in: Selfiecity, Febru-
ary 2014, http://d25rsf93iwlmgu.cloudfront.net/ downloads/ Nadav_Hoch-
man_selfiecity.pdf, p. 1, date of access: 18 Sept. 2019, p. 1.
36 Here again I refer the reader to Niklas Kammermeier’s contribution 
to this volume.
37 For the term ‘networked image,’ see e. g. Daniel Rubinstein/Katrina 
Sluis, “A Life More Photographic: Mapping The Networked Image,” in: 
Photographies 1 (1), 2008, pp. 9 – 28. And for a critical review of this ap-
proach, see Alise Tifentale, “The Networked Camera at Work: Why Every 
Self- Portrait Is Not a Selfie, but Every Selfie is a Photograph,” in: Santa 
Mičule, ed., Riga Photography Biennial 2016. Riga: Riga Photography Bi-
ennial, 2016, pp. 74 – 83.
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numbers come together and relate to each other. Words (such as 
tags) or numbers (such as location indication, or time) are not 
meant to explicate an image (as an indexical sign) but rather to 
group it with all other images that share data similarity. What this 
atomization process facilitates is that images that once pointed 
towards themselves (i. e. our interest was first directed to what 
was going on inside the image and only then towards the outside 
world — what has known as the symbolic aspect of an image) now 
point directly outside, looking for connections, relations and pat-
terns with other images in a collection.38

Thus, its connectedness seems most important to defining what 
a digital image is, and its atomization is what prevents it from 
remaining self- contained, by letting it dissolve in exceeding col-
lections of images, by searching and finding not only visual, but 
data similarities. And most importantly, the connection between 
these images makes it necessary to compare aspects, which, again, 
brings mimesis back into play. As Hochman writes:

in other words, while what is going on inside the image shows 
us what the world is right now (derived from the immediate reg-
istry and sharing of everyday life) everything outside of that im-
age (metadata such as tags, location coordinates etc.) consid-
ers the what if, or what might be, or how we might think about 
what is the world through the lens of the aggregated, simultane-
ous representations of particular data units. in short: the ‘real’ is 
everything that is going on inside an image (images of particular 
subjects in the world), while the symbolic is everything that is out-
side of that image and is connected to it via similar fragmented 
informational atoms.39

38 Hochman (2014), “Imagined Data Communities,” pp.  1 – 2, empha-
sis in original.
39 Ibid., p. 3, emphasis in original. It would be interesting, of course, to 
revise these arguments in light of Lacan’s terms of ‘the real’ and ‘the sym-
bolic’ (to what extent is the symbolic ‘not real’, for example?) or to semi-
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Regarding this differentiation, one could conclude that Basar’s 
image practice is based on “what the world is right now” which 
can be accessed, for example, through the “[image] of a particu-
lar person” (Doan) and reveals the “’real . . . that is going on in-
side.” By contrast, Hochman, Manovich and the Selfiecity team 
focus on the “what if, or what might be” and the “symbolic” di-
mensions that surround images, which allow us to connect them 
on divergent and atomic levels of data and tell a complementary 
story about the world. This suggests there are two different kinds 
of image practices and processing: 1) those that focus on single, 
self- contained images, which refer only to themselves (their own 
surface and superficiality) and aim at a visual ‘realness’ of the 
world (Basar’s model); 2) those that deal with connected image 
conglomerates that tell another (and seemingly deeper) story by 
using — in the case of Selfiecity — data- mimetic structures and 
patterns. Both directions process their images by either zooming 
in or out; both deal with grids and fragmentations; both atom-
ize their material, by either going deeper and deeper or by mov-
ing farther and farther away. According to Hochman, the more 
interesting approach to dealing with digital images today is the 
second, while Basar tentatively prefers the first. The question 
remains whether the differences between these two approaches 
are adequately clear, and whether they may nevertheless produce 
similar results, namely, that something always exceeds these im-
ages — regardless of whether we zoom in or out.

Act III — Anti- Zooming?

With these reflections on zooming, we finally arrive at questions 
concerning its general usefulness, which can be addressed with 
the help of Bruno Latour’s thoughts on the Anti- Zoom (2014). 

otic concepts of ‘the symbol.’ Hochmans usage of the terms stays quite 
undertheorized in these respects.
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In this text, Latour criticizes the zoom in its general logic,40 be-
cause he believes this visual technique simplifies the world into 
clearly ordered and linear ratios, proportions and scales. Yet the 
structures of the world are much more complex. They do not 
at all permit a smooth and steady transition between points in 
time and space, but rather exhibit the concurrency of different 
dimensions at the same time. Latour thus arrives at a very nega-
tive judgement of the zoom — not only in the context of science 
but also as an artistic practice:

neither the schema of space, nor that of time, appear continuous: 
levels of reality do not nestle one within the other like Russian 
dolls. it cannot be said that the small or the short lie within the 
large or the long, in the sense that the largest or the longest con-
tain them but with just ‘fewer details.’ This metaphor emerges 
from the optics of photography, from the zoom created by the use 
of a lens aptly called ‘telescopic.’ in fact, one might almost posit 
a rule: good artists do not believe in zoom effects.41

The main problem with the zoom, according to Latour, is its sim-
plifying logic that assumes one clear and linear scale instead of 
manifold complex connections — between the small and the big, 
between the close and the far away.42 In contrast, Latour em-

40 For a profound review and rehabilitation of the zoom in the context of 
the digital (HD) image, see Elisa Linseisen, High/Definition/Bilder/Den-
ken/Digital. Medienphilosophisches Image Processing. Dissertation submit-
ted to the Faculty of Philology at Ruhr- University Bochum, 2019, and her 
contribution to this volume.
41 Bruno Latour, “Anti- Zoom,” in: Contact (catalogue de l’exposition 
d’Olafur Eliasson). Paris: Fondation Vuitton, 2014, pp. 121 – 124: here, p. 121.
42 He illustrates this thought in reference to the educational film Pow-
ers of Ten (1977, Charles & Ray Eames), which shows a steady and far- 
reaching zoom out and zoom back into the same scene (starting point is 
a couple lying on a picnic blanket in a park), then we zoom out into the 
galaxy and then back in (passing the picnic blanket again) until we reach 
the micro- and nano- levels of cells and atoms). Latour’s critique aims at 
the seemingly linear combination of scientific knowledge from very dif-

Sebastian Althoff, Elisa Linseisen, Maja-Lisa Müller und Franziska Winter - 978-3-8467-6495-4
Heruntergeladen von Brill.com05/20/2020 08:22:57AM

via Bayerische Staatsbibliothek



R E / D i S -  S o Lv E D  S E Lv E S 285

phasizes the aspect of connectivity that structures the world and 
our knowledge of it (that we acquire by science, for example). 
Yet these intense, manifold, and variant forms of connectivity 
get lost most of the time, or at least they lose their dynamism in 
(visual) representations and “projections,” as Latour calls them:

in practice the data . . . is always composed of connections (a ta-
ble with figures in columns, a sequence of sentences, pictures 
placed side by side, and graphs, to name a few). in truth, it is 
these connections that are subsequently projected in various for-
mats to provide the impression of describing a particular space 
and time. . . . The point (a philosophical one, but we cannot help 
that) is that one should not confuse projection with connectivity: 
the data are richer in connectivity than are the (inevitably limit-
ed) projections used to organize them. This is just another way of 
saying that maps (projections) should not be confused with what 
is obtained in the field; that narrative (invariably another format 
of projection) should not be mixed up with trajectory. Simply put, 
a projection cannot equate to the path followed to acquire the 
connections.43

With this differentiation of connectivity and projection, Latour 
focuses mainly on the methodological (re)production of know-
ledge in the contexts of science and art. It is unclear, however, 
whether this critique of the zoom actually applies to Basar’s type 
of zooming, because Basar’s image transformations do not as-
sume the projection of a clear scale or clear hierarchy of levels of 
information gained from smoothly shifting different layers. The 
quintessence of Basar’s zoom consists instead in the idea that the 
different levels and views are similar, not in that they all deliver 

ferent fields which work with very different image operations. Thus, the 
zoom is in itself a (visually) misleading representation of the different di-
mensions (in their relations). For further thoughts on Latour and Powers 
of Ten see again Linseisen (2019), High/Definition/Bilder/Denken/Digital, 
and her article in this volume.
43 Latour (2014), “Anti- Zoom,” p. 124.
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clear or more information but in that they are evidence of the ex-
ceedance of something. They reveal the missing connections be-
tween the single elements instead of claiming or establishing ones.

By comparison, the Selfiecity project in Hochman’s descrip-
tion builds up clearer hierarchies in ordering the selected images, 
even though Hochman himself does not speak about zooms at all 
while describing their methodology. The created imageplots and 
even the Selfiexploratory tool,44 which allows you to sort the selfie 
data set on your own by freely combining the given categories 
(demographics, gender, age, mood, pose, etc.), indicate a specific 
set of parameters that reveal something about the world and the 
‘selves’ within it (even if it is only a banal connection between 
a head tilt and gender or a city and the mood of its residents).

Latour’s methodological demand — “connectivity, yes; scale, 
no” 45 — seems nevertheless to apply to Basar’s zoom, because it 
is a connecting, not a scaling zoom.46 It is a step- by- step search 
for connections by moving and sifting through the image grids, 
sometimes picking out one or two outcomes of that search, only 
to demonstrate, however, the necessity of complex connectivity, 
because the clear view and order of the world and image gets lost 
in these inherent and practical fragmentations and dissolutions. 
Maybe Basar’s own term of circulation fits this process best — and 
it raises questions of the self and selfies once again, thereby es-
tablishing a connection between Kenaan’s enigma of the self with 
Hochman’s atomization of data:

44 Cf. Selfiecity, http://selfiecity.net/ #selfiexploratory, date of access: 
5 Aug, 2019. 
45 Latour (2014), “Anti- Zoom,” p. 124.
46 One could also discuss whether the zooms that Basar is describing 
and using are in fact ‘zooms’ on the level of pure image aesthetics, be-
cause they are not a steadily (telescopic) moving vision of getting clos-
er (which would require a moving image) but rather single images and 
steps that only imply a ‘moving closer’ without showing it directly. For a 
brief introduction to the definition of ‘zooms,’ see Linseisen (2019), High/
Definition/Bilder/Denken/Digital.
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Today, are we not pictures? Billions of them, packets of electrical 
pulses, pinged between you and me, via machines learning to see 
things we never will, through deep- sea cables and actual arteries? 
Forever circulationing?47

Basar therefore describes and carries out in his search a circulat-
ing movement of back and forth that depicts missing links: a zoom 
without a scale because nothing is known better through this im-
age processing. Maybe what he does is, in fact, an ‘Anti- Zoom.’

EPILOGUE — Mimetic Re/Dissolutions

The aim of this text has been to show that the image operations 
which Basar describes can be complemented with other, seeming-
ly more contemporary image practices, which recognize that im-
ages no longer appear alone. This constitutes an important point 
of intervention for the concept of mimesis, because the single in-
dexical image is only one side of the coin, while its embeddedness, 
on the other side, needs other alliances which may be found in 
similarities, likeness, analogy, and conformity (which, for exam-
ple, is the case with the mimetic practice and aesthetics of selfies). 
Nevertheless, with both types of image processing (zooming in 
and zooming out) one may not escape the paradoxical situation 
that resolution is always dissolution; in a state of fragmentation, 
atomization, and loosened frames, mimesis and similarity may 
establish new grids and patterns which help to rasterize what we 
see, emphasizing connectivity without defining scale.

In the era of Big Data, Digital Humanities, Selfie Research and 
Facebook Forensics, Basar — like Kenaan, Manovich, Hochman 
and others — carries out his search and research by exploring 
and identifying patterns, grids, and similarities as a solution to 
the problem of fragmentary images — by zooming in and out of 
them, by blowing them up, by either dissolving them into their 

47 LOL, p. 40.
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smallest parts or in the masses of other images. This is where the 
reflection of mimetic operations becomes central.
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