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Historicizing Media in Transition

William Uricchio

Introduction

In Book Two of The Histories, Herodotus digresses from his tale of Greece’s struggle to de-
feat Persian aggression in order to describe his visit to Egypt." His encounter with Egypt,
its history, customs, and inhabitants, produced an epistemological vertigo of sorts.
Herodotus, called by Cicero the “father of history,” was confronted by the inescapable re-
alization that not only was Greece not the center of the civilized world, but that Egypt-
ian civilization, evidently thousands of years older, had provided the Greeks with the
elements which they took to be identifying marks of their own civilization. Beyond serv-
ing to balance his larger narrative of the triumph Greek culture in the face of the ma-
rauding threat from the east, Book Two is striking for the manner in which it relativizes
the author’s assumptions regarding his own culture——the culture, after all, through
which he perceived the world around him and told his tale. )

I open this essay on writing media histories with reference to Herodotus’ The Histories
because his situation in Book Two speaks directly to our current predicament in media
studies. My starting point is that the shift from medium-specific histories—film’s history
in particular—to media history, has induced something like the epistemological vertigo
experienced by Herodotus. Familiar reference points, long-held assumptions, and the
self-assurance that comes with an apparent monopoly on the truth have all been chal-
lenged, recontextualized, shaken. Film's own history and developmental trajectory, and
its assumed agency with regard to “derivative” media'such as television, have been recast
in the light of an array of precedent technologjes, practices, and notions of mediation.
Given, for example, film’s somewhat precarious position within the academy (not to
mention the perception by many in the industry and academy alike of the looming threat
posed by digital culture), this reordering of the taken-for-granted has created a sense of

disorder, anxiety, and reaction. While these symptoms are not necessarily productive,
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Y t
we should nevertheless remember that it was thanks to film scholars (among others) thzf
i it 0Ci-
this reorientation occurred in the first place. As we shall see, the paradigm shifts asfi;
ated with the re-writing of cinema’s early history in the 1980s, and the consequent efforts

i g rut] n
of 2 number of scholars who have continued to interrogate long-held t1 uths, have bee

fundamental to the project of rewriting media histories generally. N
Herodotus, both in Book Two and throughout his text, offers a secc?nd re eVal.‘lt‘ en z

al to his mode of historical inquiryisan insistence upon multiple causalities an

co-existing interpretations. His own observations as ?\h.istorian are usuall).' -se-er; ?sclieu; :Zcel

of several possibilities. This insistence upon the partiality of u'uth,' upon ?ts 1 € 12%

why generations of historians have

point: centr:

radictory nature, no doubt accounts for
- dc‘(:;;aj:;;ogi;:: anél dubbed Herodotus the “father of lies.,” but it.also helps to .c.ax-
plain his resonance (if not relevance) to the post-su'ucturalist nolJo.n of history. I mte}:\uo-n
this not so much to reveal my own partiality to this brand of .}ﬁston.ography, bu;.) ra her to
anticipate the multiple and sometimes contradictory causalities which I take to be charac

media to be more than mere
teristic of media’s development. For the record, I understand

institutions, and texts—a statement 1 would think was obvious were it not
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22:1221:51;::;111;1211 body of literature that holds otherwise. Instead, I see Tnedia asd c;ltural
practices which envelop these and other elements within a broade}‘ fabric offered by par-
ticular social orders, mentalities, and the lived experiences of their produc?ars and us.ers.
Suchaview is generationally inscribed, with students from different acasher.mc gethne;z:t;:;nf
beingapt to respond differently to these issues. Asoneof many.who .cut eir tzie o Zn
mond Williams and the like, I have not yet lost my taste for this 11?n<?114 of me al. ’uc, :
admittedly full definition of media requires an embrace of multiplicity, .comp ;);1‘:) an :
even contradiction if sense is tobe made of sucha pervasive cultural experience. (.a cf:‘ornd
ments that follow are built around two central points: the first c‘or.lcerns a. VEI.')' br.1e a;

somewhat biased history of how we got to the present point in writing media histories (for
how better can a historian reflect upon his own trade?); and the sieco-rxd concerns an e}::len
more biased set of thoughts on the current construction of media history. Unless other-

wise noted, my comments refer to developments within the Anglo-American world.
3

The State of Things

A few words are in order regarding the status quo in media historical writing. As an 01:5-
ject of the historicizing gaze, the media have, not surprisingly, been subjected to domi-

istori i rious instituti ults. The long rule of
pant trends in historiography, but with curious institutional res g

a
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national-political histories and economic histories tended to relegate cultural history in
general and media history in particular to the margins of historical study. Culture and me-
dia were instead institutionalized as specialized arts or humanities disciplines such as art
history, literary studies, and musicology. Although outside the discipline of history
proper, this cultural niche found ample support both within the walls of the academy and
in strategic alliances with cultural institutions such as museums, galleries, concert halls,
publishing houses, etc., helping to define hierarchies of expressive (i.e., aesthetic) media
and to maintain, to invoke Bourdieu’s phrase, the rules of art.? But while important as
a means of developing analytic and discursive frames for particular (that is, aesthetic
expressions of) media, this constellation of interests tended to fetishize its objects and
consequently was generally blind to media forms and texts perceived as popular, com-
mercial, or multiple (thus, the greater part of mass media, often excepting photogra-
phy—an interesting case unto itself). One of the many paradoxes to arise from this
situation was, on one hand, the strict exclusion of mass media from the academic study
of “art” media (recorded popular music found as little welcome in musicology as film
found in the visual arts), while on the other hand, academics concerned with the study of
mass media seized upon the arts as both the justification and critical framework for their
study. Film, for example, when it finally entered the mainstream (U.S.) academy in the
1960s, did so as an “art” which generally meant favoring the often intersecting categories
of historical, European, and avant-garde production, while at the same time marginaliz-
ing contemporary commercial film production. That the study of the film medium would
center on the study of texts, and would borrow classification schemes from its sister arts
(genre, authorship, style histories) makes perfect sense given the rationale for the film
medium’s initial inclusion in unjversity curricula as a curious sort of modernist “high art”
together with film scholars’ own disciplinary aspirations.

While it would be unfair to say that culture was outside the agenda of historians proper
(for there is a long history of exceptional and diverse historical voices which have spoken
on the matter), it is particularly in the twentieth century with the emergence of the An-
nales historians* and British historians of society and the working class® that cultural prac-
tice appeared as an object of increasing historical interest. Not coincidently, a number of
historians in both groups showed a general interest in the forces of social cohesion in what
might be termed a broadly Gramscian notion of hegemony, in which consensus and the
means of its construction were central topics of interest.¢ Culture was seen both as un-
derlining the notion of consensus and as providing the evidence for national identity, val-
ues, and aspirations. Significant to these developments in historical approach was the
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notion of culture as something much larger than the arts, something anthropological in
definition. Given the particular functions of culture that were being explored———identity,
cohesion, direction—media assumed increasing prominence.

Now, it might be argued that the timing of this interest (post-1930s) owed much to the
fact that by the second decade of the twentieth century, three distinct mass media waves
had swept across the western world in quick succession, fundamentally altering the ex-
ercise of state power, the construction of the citizen, and public memory itself. The cheap
rotary press, film, and radio each organized data and the public in distinctive ways, and
cach was the subject of considerable political wrangling in ordeals that usually demon-
strated the principle of “rationalization through regulation * Indeed, one might even ar-
gue that the larger historiographic turn towards everyday culture and the life of evéryman
was a response to the widespread democratization apparent in many western nations by
the early to mid twentieth century. Women’s successful bid for voting rights and the
recognition of labor’s right to organize were due in part to these groups’ use of the new
mass media, and in a larger sense, media occupied an increasingly significant part of the
information infrastructure essential to the functioning of democratic governments and
the capitalist system (consumer society in particular) upon which they were built. That
said, we should not underestimate the incentive to look more closely at culture and me-
dia inspired by those nations such as Hitler’s Germany or Stalin’s Soviet Union which de-
veloped anti-democraticmass movements and uncharacteristic levels of state aggression.
In the search for causal attribution, the mass media stuck outas an obvious factor, merit-
ing careful study—and pathologization. .

These factors, among others, help to account for the turn of mainstream attention to
the history of cultural practices (media included) in the twentieth century, and the
roughly parallel appearance of mass medium-specific university disciplines such as jour-
nalism by the turn-of-the-century and film studies by mid-century. The nexus of interest
formed by cultural history and two mediwm-specific disciplines is worth briefly pursuing,
since it helps to account for recent transformations in media historiography. In many of
its incarnations, journalism has had a disciplinary status dloser to that of law or medicine
than to art history or literary studies, in the sense that from its inception, it has tended to
function as a professional study, offering training for future journalists and maintaining
close relations with the journalistic industry. Its functionalist research orientation (with
an interest in effects, policy, etc.) made it instrumental in the definition of the “new”
social science discipline of mass communications, where it was joined by radio and tele-
vision, but not, with a few notable exceptions, film. Rooted in the late nineteenth cen-
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tury d  of soci icati

: )1 leve‘lopment of sociology, mass communications tended to be far more concerned
with the ‘present’ of testable hypotheses than in the precedent of the past (history)
temporal orientation that continues to characterize the field

a

. Film studies by contrast, emerged with virtually no contact with the larger prof
slon.a.] field. Indeed, in the United States, it initially defined its interests alnglostpil: 0e S:
])OS]thl"l to commercial production, focusing instead upon the medium'’s history i]Zs
a'esthetlc markers, and the development of a set of academic disciplinary terms and ));‘ac-
tl.Cf:?. These latter terms relied heavily upon the fields of art history and literary critiiisrn
d.lsc1plinary environments where the archive or museum was far more 1'eleva)nt than d ’
sign or publishing houses. I will not rehearse the history of the discipline, except toaraloiz;
tf) the moment in the mid 1970s when two very different but uhimate],' l'elaied dil g
sive strands drew together to redefine the study of film, and with it televiZion. One s1.slcz:1nl(i
wgds (:EE b'e found”m‘ the history discipline’s previously mentioned turn to cultural issues
and “bottom-up” history.® The other emerged from within literary studies and marked
(roughly parallel) s_hift from author-dominated or literary expert-dominated notions af
textual meaning, to the meanings which literary texts actually encountered in the w fd
of readers.” The subsequent move from reader response and reception of the lit O'r'
canon to the analysis of the full range of literary forms which readers encountel':ac‘lj 1 a'ly
1‘30th logical and profound. Film studies, as usual, took its lead from literary studie . aj
its Zlilift away from the canon drew it both to popular film and to that myoving-isr’r:;e
m s
oo s i el o e st comleraton of Fr e ot oo
: o eration of film as art (at least
avan.t-gal de, historical, and “foreign” film), was suddenly rehabilitated by some in the film
studies community as a key element of popular culture. Although ltelevision texts were
zeqtnfroz:hed in much the same way as film and literary texts (style histories, authorship
. i ’
o )r,ad;:aelr;z:sgii?lciz :i ::Oultural studies as an autonomous sphere of activity offered new
. Cultur(a.l studies, deriving from the cultural interests of histerians, from a fascination
with the ‘lived reality’ of cultural participants on the part of some within literary and film
studies, and from redefinitions within the social sciences (anthropology and ethncz raphy i
partic1.11ar), found itselfin a position to broker diverse methodologies (from textuagl axfa;)rsli:
to a.u.dllence ethnographies to history), while at the same time focusing emphatically u 331
politicized notion of popular cultural reception.” Cultural studies h:lped scholars) inlbo]tlil
the s?c?ial sciences and the humanities to redefine their approaches to the media of film and
television, focusing less on text-specific or institution-specific endeavors, and more on the
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situation of producers, texts and readers in the world and their en(.:ounters with c.me .ano.ther.l
Tharks to this confluence of events, television's history as something fuller than institutiona
history or textual analysis finally appeared on the research ag?nd?. I
One might consider this entire transformation from a slightly higher L?vel .o ; )Ost:
tion. For example, one might point to siich factors as the changed demogr ;\p hics C—T Iﬁn -
war university attendance, where new populations dr.awn f%'om abroad c asitan’rll f_efer_
spectrum began to dominate higher education, bringing with them new cultur

[ i . Or one
ence points and a broader array of interests than had prevmusly been the'case O.
as academic fields defined in the mid- to

ioht noint to shifting notions of disciplinarity, ned in .
i ; mparative and trans-disciplinary studies

(e-ni century began to give way to €0
l(jjnlzjcezzirtliies, woinenz’gs studjfs, STS zscience-teclmology-soci.ety), as well asnew al-
liances between art history and anthropology, or economi¢s and 11181‘.0]‘{, ztcg . Ar;ld ’e(::Z
might in particular point to the pervasive (if yet to be fully aclcnlc;\.fv ;Ee f)-r::n ulon -
of post—structurah'sm that offered an intellectual frafne'wm?k for breal 1 g frox asti_
established taste categories, notions of academic disc1p11nar1t).', and exp anz.ﬂ.or) m :
narratives of various sorts. But for our present purposes, we might also consu.ier or;le ur-
ther turn in media historiography since it has specific bearings up?n the questlo?s .tt at t;l;
currently being asked, and the methods put forward for an.swermg thelil..l re ;1thz .
aspect of the 19705—1980s.ferment in the field most specific to the writing o

+um’s history—research into early cinema. o
meil;rri ;7h; Inte);naﬁonal Federation o>f’Film Archives (FIAF) confel"enciheld in Bxs%’ltz}r;
England, signaled the emergence of a new generation of flm historians.'? Informe : yt e
work of scholars such as Jay Leyda, Robert Sklar, and Garth Jowett, and to'sorrie exfenused
acting against the perceived excess of theory then vogue in th,? field, the?e h.lsl.;il 1tar;sie:t; el
on that most neglected aspect of the medium: early cme‘l‘na.. ."l".heflcimmant s o. solne
day described early film in strictly teleological terms as "pr1 .tllve cmemaTa w:v& -
mentally contested by these new historians. Moreovert traditional rels)ea:lc h sFra iilmral
wittingly tended to reinforce the vision of the film medium long held by or?'nnal? .
institutions—the institutions which sought not only to regulate the medium mlvarl

ways, but which were also responsible for producing and saving much.of whatfwe 1’ave ::1_
ceived as the surviving archival recérd. Thus, for example, the experiences o ne\ti spaj
reviewers and censors survive, whereas those of ordinary viewers h?ve ll)ee.n lost; 1e' con-
cerns of the fire insurance regulators live on, while those of film prOJe(?tl(.)msts do n;t, etc.
Post—Brighton scholarship looked into production histories, st?rhstlc trzndsf, th16: paes )
riod’s reception, and so on, effectively breaking with the teleological trends of the p
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by re-positioning this body of films simultaneously as the culmination of various nine-
teenth century representational efforts, and as a catalogue of unexpected possibilities for
a yet-to-be disciplined medium." In this sense, it effectively embraced the notion of a
media dispositif (a concept which links apparatus, the cultural imagination, and con-
structions of public), but radicalized the deployment of the notion by standing open to
grounded speculation. This shift in perspective was profound, rupturing the taken-for-
grantedness of the narrative of the medium’s progress from simple black and white silent
films, to today’s virtual reality systems (or, for that matter, the parallel narrative of ever-
more refined techniques of ideological control). Instead, the medium was positioned
within intertextual and intermedial networks, acquiring meaning and possibility through
grounded historical positioning rather than hindsight.'s Scholars began to situate cinema
within representational systems with longer histories than the cinema’s such as the the-
ater, the magic lantern and photography.'¢ Considerations of how publics constructed
themselves around dime museums, fairgrounds, and scientific spectacles offered new in-
sights into cinema’s own modes of attraction.'” And at least one historian focused on the
horizon of expectations that greeted cinema, arguing almost heretically that television (in
the sense of a live or simultaneous moving picture medium) preceded the film medium
by over a decade, rendering film the great compromise (rather than the great wonder) of
the nineteenth century.'®
The emergence of this new historical perspective was obviously informed by the devel-
opments discussed above (the rise of cultural studies, the turn to cultural history, etc.), but
it included several notable characteristics that bear mentioning, First, it was marked by a
profound shift in viewing position (something akin to Herodotus’ insighits in Egypt) with
consequences for the whole of cinema history. Second, many scholars felt the need to
re-theorize the process of “doing history” That is to say, since the early cinema evidence
record contained so many gaps (missing films, production records, audience responses)
and deformations (ideologically weighted evidence supporting the views of certain social
groups and suppressing those of others), film historians of necessity had to think through
the consequences of how to account for absences and irregularities in evidence, how to
compensate with creative alternatives, and how to make their cases. The result (enabled
by the paucity of data and the short length of the films) included new techniques of textual
analysis, and new approaches to extra-cinematic evidence (intertextuality, intermediality,
and historical reception studies among them). Third, the development of an elaborate se-
ries of collaborations among scholars, film archives, and film festivals, helped to stimulate
and guide the restoration of the cinematic evidence base (restoring films, getting them
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back into circulation, providing period documentation, etc.), while at the same time am-
plifying new perspectives on the medium’s history. In amove not without serious concep-
tual dangers, this historical perspective effectively enabled the translation of historical
insights and interpretations into historized artifacts (i.e., re-constructed or restored-
films), closing the loop between interpretation and text. The danger, of course, is that fu-
sure historians will only have access to a particular period’s notions of historical accuracy
in the form of preserved films; but the alternative options for dealing with a perishable
medium are few indeed. Whether considering the use of the many early color or sound
systems, OF the period’s distinctions between fiction and fact, or alternate media systems
that may have positioned expectations for the film medium, the results of this historical

turn are (and will continue to be) profound.
Constructing Media Histories

The space between theory and practice is alwaysa great one, butit seems particularly pro-
found in the case of contemporary media history. Much ink has been spilt critiquing the
historiographic efforts of the past, or establishing new parameters for the historians of the
future, but rarely do such discourses embrace the mundane specificity of historical prac-
tice. Yet the latter realm, complicated by the stabbornness of data and the pai'ticularity
of argumentation, yields some of the strongest insights. And it is this realm which ac-
counts for my insistence on the plural form of history (histories), since historical practice
is not unified by the abstractions of theory, no matter how well intended. As the work of
such scholars as (among others) Kittler, Gumbrecht, and Zielinski in Germany, Ong,
Dougles, and Marvin in the United States, and Flichy, Virilio, and Mattelart in France has
shown, we are seeing an increasingly sophisticated (and eclectic) array of considerations
of media’s complex histories.'® Since the important work of these and other authors is
available, in the remaining space 1 would like to make a few comments about what seem
o me to be several central issues in the construction of media historical practice: focal
points for historical investigation; 2 few central organizing topoi; and finally, anod in the
direction of historical specificity.

The media’s transitional status is not only ongoing but multi-faceted. Changes in tech-
nology, signifying systems, cultural contexts and cultural practice have been pervasive
and complicated by trans-national dimensions (adaptation, recycling, variant cultural
meanings) and cross-platform/ cross-audience dimensions (1'epresentationa1 pressures,
identity problems, moral panics). Nevertheless, some moments of change are more re-

{
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vealing than others: the “birth” of media forms, when technological possibility finds sys-
tematic deployment as media practice; or the dramatic re-purposing of media s 'steirns
(e.g., radio’s shift from an individuated two-way communication system to a bi'dadcast
system); or the intermedial redefinition of media (e.g., digital technology’s implications
for the media of photography, film, and television). Such moments are usually accompa-
nied by rich discursive evidence regarding perceived media capacities, anticipated ilse
N S S o
circumstances tends to blind us to
the possibilities inherent in a particular medium and the Aprocesses by which social prac-
tice gradually privileges one vision of the medium over the others. My own work zi: but
one example, has tended to focus on such periods; including a look at competin inodels
for the medium of television (a case study of German television in 1930s and l§4—05)' or
cinema’s balancing act with mass popularity and cultural respectability (case studies den-
ter1i1g on representation strategies and on debates over social space); or the post-1876
realization of the camera obscura in a notion of the “televisual” rooted in the telephone
and magic lantern.? Were I pressed for an explanaiion as to why these pal'ticulaI:' mo-
ments are of such interest, | would most likely conclude that these moments resonate in
aparticularly powerful way witha media present that is itself very much in transition
that I inhabit 2 moment of media instability, and that it has shaped my horizon of mter-
ests. But at the risk of extrapolating too far beyond my own speaking position, I would go
on to assert that these moments of tension and instability offer particularly sh’ar insi }is
into the construction of media form. While there is much that can be said forpthe guo-
tidian (particularly if one’s interest is in media texts), our understanding of media asci:ext
benefits greatly fromi moments of instability.

The notion of media as social practice pertains as much to the development of tech-
nological infrastructure and representational capacity (not to mention deployment), as
it does to the “user;” the human side of the equation. Communication studies have lon
privileged selected aspects of this situation, for example favoring notions of conten%c
transfer (“encoding and decoding” to recall Stuart Hall’s formulation??), or the extension
and organization of social power (from political communication to political economy)
The functionalist agenda implicit in these interests has generally favored a focus on ‘z’he
present, relegating historical framing to the margins {or to the critics of these traditions)
As well, these functionalist studies have tended to be funded in accordance with the er:
ception of their relevance, with the result that historically oriented work has usuall rp had
to content itself with less than a full share. Institutional realpolitik aside, however, o>ne of
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the greatest consequences of these tendencies has been the marginalization of research
on the implications of media for the world of perceptual experience (the malleability of
time and space so well chronicled by Stephen Kern?), or for our notions of epistemo-
logical order, or for our sense of individual and collective memory. These rather broad
categories help to highlight various long-term endeavors such as storage (from medieval
“tally sticks” to Sony’s memory sticks) and liveness (telegraphy, telephony, radio, web-
cams), and long-term concerns with the audience (from effects and claims of demoral-

ization to critical re-workings and assertions of empowerment). At the same time, these
lytic shifts across media

topoi provide a comparative frame, giving coherence to ana:
forms, historical times, cultural contexts, and levels of analytic specificity.
Obviously the media in question pose significant challenges to any imposition of

neat conceptua] categories on their development, and the triad perception, episte-
mology, and memory is but one of many possible ways to tackle the problem. That said,

these elements and others like them offer a way to cope with the radical repositioning

which seems increasingly apparent in the field. Media studies are very much in motion,

despite having entrenched institutional interests. As previously mentioned, the aca-

demic repositioning of specific media (e.g, film) into a web of pre-existing, compet-

ing, and alternative media practices has done much to resituate the possible meanings

that an isolated medium .can..generate. The ripple effects of the overdetermined
“Brighton” moment are continuing to be felt in the ongoing redefinition of media stud-

ies disciplinarity. But an equally compelling factor is ‘external’ to the academic world
and apparent from contemporary media practice. Digitization and convergence have
redefined our present as a moment of media in transition. The ontological frameworks
for various media forms have been challenged and redefined (consider the shifts within
a medium such as film, once defined in terms of its photo-chemical base, but now ed-
ited on a magnetic medium [video] and displayed in digital formats [DVDY]). As so of-
ten happens at moments of transition, the divisions between some media forms begin
to erode and disappear. Convergence, too, has challenged old certainties. Whether we
think in terms of the media corporations which now circulate texts among their vari-
ous divisions, or in terms of the textual networks created as particular narratives or
characters sweep across media forms, or in terms of the audiences constructed around
cross-media notions of textuality, it is increasingly clear that old certainties are very
much up for grabs.

Together, the efforts of historians to reconsider the taken-for-granted and the de-

mands of the digital and convergent present have compelled a new view of media, one
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which benefits from considering other moments of media in transition, and one which
demands new sorts of conceptual focus.? At the same time, more than e’ver the embrace
of the specific, of the detail, is essential if we are to deepen our appreciation of media as
social practice. The ideological implications of evidence and argument are particular]
compelling when considering mass media experiences that are located at contentiou}s,
junctures in developmental and social history—Iike early cinema both defining itself asa
functioning medium and as a medium in the midst of the struggle to reaffirm tlie place of
the dominant classes in America (a tool in a larger ideological context).? But even if we
step back and take a more abstracted look at media history (like history itself), our par-
ticular worldview or what we might call our ideclogical inscription, is alwa ; a facptor
The difficulty is that this worldview is bound up with particular mat:erial pra);tices anci
thus much more accessible from the perspective of working history than historical’ the-
ory. That said, I wish simply to draw on a publication that has recently appeared in
German that (in part) takes on the problem of projectionists in the years before 1913
offering something in the way of a cross-platform text.? The early definition problems o}‘
this occupational category speak to the developmental problems of cinema more gener-
ally, and in turn, to the position of popular culture in the first decade or so of the t%venti-
eth century—a period of crisis at least in the United States.?” Yet drawing upon the
particularity of the projectionists as a way to understand the competing demands of
regulation (both political and professionalization), identity and resistance is rendered di-
fficult thanks to the sad realities of collective memory as reified in the archive (the pro-
jectionists’ experiences failed to find a place thefe). ’

As far as my coauthor on this project, Roberta Pearson, and I know, no projectionist
recorded his impressions of his daily routine; the best approximation of the physical re-
a'lities of the projectionists’ lives derives from reading the evidence of dominan}’; institu-
tions “against the grain,” that is, looking for unintended traces and evidence in remainin
official records. This results in an historical procedure that some readers might dismiss a%
overly speculative, and while we acknowledge the limits of such speculati.on we believe
that it produces better historical understanding than a simple replication of ;:he period’s
own written evidence. Our essay openly acknowledges the fragmentary nature of the ev-
idence that we use (it hardly conforms to the documentation standards taken for granted
by r.nany historians) in order to permit glimpses into the lives and motives of ingividual
projectionists. In so doing, we seek to restore some sense of agency to the operators, even

thoug? the weight of evidence presented supports a Foucauldian vision of projectionists
as subjects produced through disciplinary regimes.? Like Herodotus (though perhaps for

33




william Uricchio

different reasons), we do not favor one of these interpretations over the other, instead
permitting them to oscillate back and forth. . o
Such oscillation violates some of the fundamental precepts of conventlon.a] histor Eg
raphy. Wary as we are of constructing historians asa m’onohthlc cat‘eg_ory, 1tlse?mi ;111
many historians are rained to weave evidence from various smfrces into a co. ?elrein 'na-
rative that they believe best represents the events and causa.hty of the past. They a-1e
trained t6 believe that there are better and worse interpretations and better and worse
stories to be made of the same evidence. As Robert Berkhofer says in Beyond th.e Grelc)zt
Story, “That two or more stories can be told about the same”set of ever.lts df:eply. dl.siTnle s
even sophisticated normal [non-posunodernist] historians”? Such historians 1651-51.' he
relativistic chaos precipitated by the oscillation between (among). two or. more sm:1 1;35..
Yet, as just argued, the evidence available for the study of early cn‘iema 111?to;‘y (Sr} ’ fn
many other potential histories as well), exhibits a pattern of seltac.tlve s?rv1\ia ajn ltra-
tion that structures the stories that can be told. Historians’ training might mchn.e them
to accept certain textual forms (city ordinances, records of fact) as solid, hard e\ndedncg,
while dismissing other forms (the anecdote, the oblique referetnce' or .the structured ab-
sence) as questionable. The former texts, those endowed with msi.:ltutlonal efldor-serfliljxt
and “objectivity,” seem frequently to represent the forces that reTgned domln.am w.1 1T1
the period; they represent the views articulated by and later archlv.ed by dominant insti-
tutions. Historians’ dependence upon these sources, and thus their tendency to 'repro-
duce dominant narratives, stems from several preferences and prejudices regarding the

construction of history:

« the desire to establish hierarchies of consistency, preferring the more consistent to
the less; . )

+ the desive to avoid contradiction, seeking instead mutually reinforcing data an
conclusions; ;

« the desire to see history as transparent rather than constructed; as an object rather than
a text; .

« the desire to engage in holistic analyses and construct integrated narratives.

In contrast to conventional historical practices, in our article (and the larger. project of
whichitisapart), we tried to be sensitive to evidence, however scarce or ‘1ncon51stelnt, t}tlst
restores some agency to dominated factions and to construct a narratllve t}1j<1t gives \ e
dominated a voice, The nagging question of this approach’s general apphcablhty 1'err%amls,
particularly since we have based our argument upon evidence from the geographlcal y
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specificlocale of New York City. But with historical topics that centrally involve socially mar-
ginalized subjects at moments of media instability, such an approach offers a means by which
the readily available record of the dominant classes can be interrogated and complicated.

Conclusion

The processes of digitization and convergence together with the post-structuralist Zeit-
geist have; | have tried to argue, given rise to something like the situation Herodotus
describes in Book Two of his Histories. Long-held certainties have been shaken and knowl-
edge frameworks, de-centered. At this profoundly transitional moment in media devel-
opment, the working agenda for historians can quite productively make use of those
carlier transition moments when related forms of instability threw into question media
ontologies (and with them, issues of epistemology, perception, and memory). The task
of researching and writing new media histories shows signs of invigoration, particularly
as debates over appropriate questions and methods grow more forceful. My own work as
well as that carried out with Roberta Pearson embraces these debates, and continues to
benefit from close attention to the textures of the past informed by a sense of what has
been structurally elided, by the “that which has not been said” Moreover, such specific-
ity is a central means of restoring an ideological edge to the historical effort. As just
noted, this sort of approach can be at odds with certain notions of traditional historiog-
raphy, but it remains open to the play of plurality and alterity that so enlivened the his-
torical practice of Herodotus and informs the work of a growing number of historians.
We cannot extract ourselves from the cultures into which we are historically embedded,
and to be sure, the range of contemporary debate is very much circumscribed by our his-
torical moment. This is a limiting factor that we can ignore, pretending that our intel-
lectual insights are free from this gravity- (although even if we believed this, the realpolitik
of the publishing business and its synchronicity with the dominant order of the present
should give us pause . . . ). Oritis one that we can embrace, using it as a compass in our
search for a relevant precedent.

Notes

I wish to thank Henry Jenkins, Brad Seawell, Frans Jeursen, and the members of the media his-
tory seminar at Utrecht University for their comments on this essay. Portions of it have appea_red
in German as “Medien des iibergangs und ihre Historisierung,” Archiv fiir Mediengeschichte—
Mediale Historiographien (2001): 57-72.
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Re-Newing Old Technologies: Astonishment, Second
Nature, and the Uncanny in Techno]og)/ﬁom the
Previous Turn-of-the-Century

Tom Gunning

01d and New: The General Line from Amazement to Habit

What can we learn from a cultural history of technology? Beyond chronicling the devel-
opment, introduction and proliferation of specific technologies, what can we learn from
investigating, to use Carolyn Marvin's revealing phrase, the time “when old technologies
were new”?’ Technology in the modern age has a direct relation to the phenomenon of
innovation and novelty, and therefore to what makes the modern age modern. To imag-
ine an old technology as something that was once new means, therefore, to try to recap-
ture a quality it has Jost. It means examining a technology or device at the point of
introduction, before it has become part of a nearly invisible everyday life of habit and rou-
tine. But it also must mean examining this move from dazzling appearance to nearly trans-
parent utility, from the spectacular and astonishing to the convenient and unremarkable.
This transformation needs to be interrogated for the cultural myths of modernity it as-
sumes and creates. The move from astonishment to a habitual second nature may be less
stable than we think, and this instability may explain our fascination with rediscovering
technology at its point of novelty. This essay, then, is perhaps more intimately involved
with novelty than with technology, or rather with the intersection between them.
History deals not only with events but, primarily, and some would claim exclusively,
with the discourses they generate and which record them. The introduction of new tech-
nology in the modern era employs a number of rhetorical tropes and discursive practices
that constitute our richest source for excavating what the newness of technology entailed.
The Universal Expositions that mark the latter part of the nineteenth and the early part of
the twentieth centuries celebrated, represented and explained the agents and effects of the
modern world. Their visual displays and verbal proclamations, protocols and practices,
announced key aspects of modernity: an overcoming of space and time that allowed a

new sense of the global in a world shrunken by new technologies of transportation and




