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Figure Li “The problem: At times, when a fact is thrown into the smoothly flowing river of sci-
entific development that completely contradicts earlier conceptions, one of the strangest trans-
formations takes place. What is slightly new is either dissolved and assimilated oy, if it is too
deviant in the present situation, it sinks to the bottom as a foreign body where the deposits of time
cover it— it either has an effect much later or never at all. That which is significantly new, how-
ever, rapidly has a conspicuous influence on the entire state Lof things]. A violent perturbation of
ideas about and over this commences. . ..” (Text: Ostwald 1896, p. 1f; illustration: Tyndall,
1883, frontispiece)



Foreword

The sense of present which we live each day, as a conflict between
the representatives of ideas having different systematic ages and all
competing for possession of the future, can be grafted upon the
most inexpressive archaeological record. Every shred mutely testi-
fies to the presence of the same conflicts. Each material remnant is
like the reminder of the lost causes whose only record is the suc-
cessful outcome among simultaneous sequences.

—GEORGE KUBLER, THE SHAPE OF TIME

An anemic and evolutionary model has come to dominate many studies in the
so-called media. Trapped in progressive trajectories, their evidence so often re-
trieves a technological past already incorporated into the staging of the con-
temporary as the mere outcome of history. These awkward histories have
reinforced teleologies that simplify historical research and attempt to expound
an evolutionary model unhinged from much more than vague (or eccentric)
readings of either the available canon or its most obvious examples. Anecdotal,
reflexive, idiosyncratic, synthetic, the equilibrium supported by lazy linearity
has comfortably subsumed the media by cataloguing its forms, its apparatuses,
its predictability, its necessity. Ingrained in this model is a flawed notion of sur-
vivability of the fittest, the slow assimilation of the most efficient mutation,
the perfectibility of the unadapted, and perhaps, a reactionary avant-gardism.
In this model there is less failure than dopey momentum and fewer ruptures
than can be easily accounted for. As a historiography it provides an orthodox
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among many others. These bold personalities demand our attention not because
they outdid their times, but rather because they embodied them.

With them come the shifting objects of study—less and less material—
light and shadow, electricity and conduction, sound and transmission, magic
and illusion, vision and stimuli—in short, conditional phenomena. Fleeting
and contingent, the phenomenal world was lured into visibility by instruments
whose ingenuity often eclipsed their discoveries. At least we had been convinced
that this is so. Zielinski proves us wrong. Through their instrumencs the sphere
of representation exploded. Its fragments resonate in every future media appa-
ratus. Through their instruments the interface emerged, through their instru-
ments a fragile imaginary was brought to light, through their instruments time,
sound, reflex, could be seen, through their instruments the world was no longer
a paltry given, it was a moving target, a dynamic presence, it was, to put it
bluntly, alive.

Ever since, our machines have aspired to the “real” and, luckily, have fallen
short of their phony virtual utopias. This surely explains why the last chapter of
Deep Time focuses on the “artistic, scientific, technical, and magical challenges”
that persist in contemporary media praxis. Zielinski’s tenacious role as a histo-
rian has never restrained his enormous commitment to colleagues and students.
His unyielding charge is to relentlessly cultivate “dramaturgies of difference,”
to “intervene” into the omnivorous systems from the periphery, to refuse cen-
tralization, to seize the imagination back from its grim and superfluous engi-
neers, and to construct an art worthy of its “deep time.” As Deleuze writes:

It is not enough to disturb the sensory-motor connections. It is necessary to combine the
optical-sound image with the enormous forces that are not those of simply intellectual

consciousness, nor of the social one, but of a profound, vital intuition.

—Timothy Druckrey

Foreword
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Introduction: The Idea of a Deep Time of
the Media

Our sexuality . . . belongs to a different stage of evolution than our
state of mind.

—BRUNO SCHULZ,“AN WITOLD GOMBROWICZ.” IN: DIE REPUBLIK
DER TRAUME

In the early 1980s, the Texan science-fiction author Bruce Sterling invented
the phenomenon of cyberpunk, together with the sci-fi writers William Gibson
from Canada and Samuel R. Delany of New York, an ex-boxer and professor
of literature. Their creation married clean high-tech and dirty rubbish, order
and anarchy, eternal artificial life and decomposing matter. Techno- and necro-
romanticism came together to create a new Lebensgefiihl. The inspired collabo-
ration of Ridley Scott, film director, and Douglas Trumball, designer and set
decorator, translated this feeling into cinema in the brilliant Bladerunner (1982).
The Matrix (1999), directed by Andy and Larry Wachowski, fulfilled a similar
function at the end of the 1990s for the now computer-literate fans of cybercul-
ture, who by then were all linked via worldwide data networks. The horror that
stalks the film Mazrix is no longer an individual, amoral machine that operates
locally and has taken on human form, as in Bladerunmer, bur, instead, is a data
network that spans the entire globe and controls each and every action, emotion,
and expression.

When one generation of computer hardware and software began to follow
the next at ever shorter intervals, Sterling initiated “The Dead Media Project.”
There, he exchanged his wanderings through an imaginary everyday life in the



future for an energetic movement that traversed the past to arrive in the pres-
ent. Together with like-minded people, in 1995 he started a mailing list (at that
time, still an attractive option on the Internec) to collect obsolete software. This
list was soon expanded to include dead ideas or discarded artifacts and systems
from the history of technical media: inventions that appeared suddenly and dis-
appeared just as quickly, which dead-ended and were never developed further;
models that never left the drawing board; or actual products that were bought
and used and subsequently vanished into thin air.! Sterling’s project confronted
burgeoning fantasies about the immortality of machines with the simple fac-
ticity of a continuously growing list of things that have become defunct. Ma-
chines can die.? Once again, romantic notions of technology and of death were
closely intertwined in “The Dead Media Project.”

Media are special cases within the history of civilization. They have con-
tributed their share to the gigantic rubbish heaps that cover the face of our
planet or to the mobile junk that zips through outer space. While the USSR was
falling apart, the cameraman of Tarkovsky’s legendary Solaris, Vadim Yusov, was
teaching astronauts from the MIR space station to take pictures of Earth for
Andrei Ujica’s Out of the Present (1995). The 35mm camera they used is probably
still orbiting up there over our heads. After the rolls of film had been shot and
stunning pictures of the blue planet were in the can, the camera was simply
thrown out of the escape hatch. Taking it back to Earth would have been too ex-
pensive, and it was not considered worthwhile to develop a special program just
to destroy a few kilogtams of media technology.

The stories and histories that have been written on the evolution of media
had the opportunity—at least theoretically—to do some recycling, in line with
the rubbish theory proposed by Michael Thompson:3 they might have searched
through the heaps of refuse and uncovered some shining jewels from what has
been discarded or forgotten. Nothing endures in the culture of technology;
however, we do have the ability to influence how long ideas and concepts retain
their radiance and luminescence. Up to now, media historians have neglected to
do anything of the kind, mainly on ideological grounds, and this has also had
methodological repercussions. In the extensive literature on the genealogies
of telematics (from antiquity’s metal speaking-rube to the telephone; from
Aeneas’s water telegraph to the Integrated Service Data Network [ISDN]), or cin-
ema archaeology (from the cave paintings of Lascaux to the immersive IMAX),
or the history of computers (from Wilhelm Schickard’s mechanical calculating
apparatus to the universal Turing machine), one thing above all others is refined

Chapter 1




