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(DE)HABITUATION HISTORIES

How to re-sensitize media historians

Andreas Fickers and Annie van den Oever

As Tom Gunning argues:

Every new technology has a utopian dimension that imagines a future radi-
cally transformed by the implications of the device or practice. The sinking
of technology into a reified second nature indicates the relative failure of
this transformation, its fitting back into the established grooves of power
and exploitation. Herein lays the importance of the cultural archaeology of
technology, the grasping again of the newness of old technologies.
(Gunning 2003, 56)

Newness is a transient phenomenon, a single phase in a longer history. David
Park, Nicholas Jankowski and Steve Jones also convincingly argue that the canon
of media history focuses on the early periods of the histories of media, rather than
the middle or late periods in their ‘Introduction’ to The Long History of New Media:
Technology, Historiography, and Contextualizing Newness (2011). There is an obvious
focus on media history’s ‘constitutive moments’. In a sense, media history “comes
to us as a kind of prepackaged new media history” (Park et al. 2011). It is indeed
worth stepping back from this for a moment, as they suggest, to “inquire about
the role that newness plays in media, and in our histories of the media”. There is
a series of questions that comes to the fore: the epistemological questions about
the over focus of media scholars on newness; the theoretical assumptions that guide
them in this direction; and the critical, historiographical question “where are the
histories of ‘middle’ and ‘late’ periods for media?” (Park et al. 2011).

This last question marks a serious problem in the field of media history: there
is a notable gap in media historiographical research. The question then is: why
are the middle and last phases missing? Is this due to a well-known, second prob-
lem in historiographical research: the tendency to create a linear it not teleological
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version of media history? As Andreas Fickers and Anne-Katrin Weber (2015)
argued, on the one hand, “the diachronic perspective incorporates the inherent
danger of producing linear or even teleological narratives, thereby neglecting the
implicit openness of all historical development”; on the other hand, the “syn-
chronic studies are confronted with the danger of overemphasizing the newness
of specific historical events and in messing up the potentiality of history with its
actual manifestations”.

A third and significant problem in the field of media history is that media nov-
elty 1s both over studied as well as undertheorized: conceptual constancy is lacking.
The question then is: how to conceptualize the new (and renewal; and the “once
new”’, as Tom Gunning labelled it in 2003). This question is even more pressing at
this very point in time. Conceptual constancy is needed to elongate and synthesize
the study of (new) media history. As Benjamin Peters stresses, “a conceptual con-
stancy in the idea of novelty” is badly needed in a world of “torrential technologi-
cal change” which causes “the near-instant obsolescence of studying new media’:
what is new on one day is obsolete the next (Peters 2009, 25).

In an attempt to reassess the ‘new’ in the term ‘new media’, Park and a range
of contributors have sought to historicize and contextualize rather than theorize
media newness. Their study reflects on a range of older (standard) studies on
newness in media history by Lisa Gitelman, Carolyn Marvin, and others; they
inspired a number of studies that have deepened the argument that the new and
the novelty phase of media are overvalued in media studies and that an overfocus
on newness is part of a rhetoric of the new in line with the marketing strategies
of the industry institutionally framing new devices as something revolutionary if
not utopian. The ‘rhetoric of newness’ has become such a characteristic feature
of all media discourses that media scholars seem to have a hard time developing
a critical distance from that trope (Fickers 2015). Paying attention to newness
and ‘revolutionary’ developments has resulted in a bias in the field of Media and
Communication Studies, as well as in Science and Technology Studies and in
History of Technology. While processes of technological invention and innova-
tion, as well as phenomena of re-mediation have been analysed in great detail,
phenomena of hybridization, habitualization and routinization have received
much less attention.

In the conclusions to his remarkable article on the ‘new’ in media studies,
Peters (2009, 24-25) argues that it would be good to go against “the bulk of
media history scholarship to treat only one period (usually the first) that a given
medium appeared new”’. He wonders what a new media history conceptualized
as a “renewable media history” might look like, suggesting “that the renewable
quality of media presents a richer yet significantly underdeveloped framework for
understanding media in history than is widely adopted” (ibid.). Thinking of media
in terms of their renewability opens up new paths for media historians to look at
media history, Peters claims: “(new) media history provides a set of lenses, such as
the five stages of media renewability”. Accordingly, he presents “a five-step cycle
of new media evolution, from obscurity to obviousness and back again”, arguing
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that new media can be understood as emerging technologies undergoing a historical
process of contestation, negotiation, and institutionalization, and that “[t|hese terms are
meant to suggest ways to think through how media arc from social obscurity to
invention, innovation, obviousness and obsolescence”. In a similar fashion, Gabri-
ele Balbi has proposed a four-step model, starting with a phase of imitation (when
the new copies the old); specification (when the new becomes new); reconfigura-
tion (when the old adapts the new); and, finally, co-existence (when the old and
the new live together) (Balbi 2015, 231-249).

These proposals are valuable in several ways: as a reminder to media histori-
ans and historians of technology that — contrary to the industrial and institutional
rhetoric — histories of media are cyclical rather than linear; as an attempt to refocus
on such media cycles, and on the middle and last phases thereof, instead of focus-
ing primarily, if not exclusively, on the newness phase; as a pointer at the different
technical, cultural, legal, economic, and social powers in play in the history of
media use, powers that need to be studied in their own terms. Instead of reproduc-
ing the evolutionary logic of linear (technical) improvement and enhancement,
we aim to refocus our attention on the processes of ‘naturalization’ that so often
fall under the radar of scholarly attention. When we become accustomed to ‘new
things’, they are interwoven into the fabric of daily life (Nye 2006, 65). Leav-
ing an innovation-centric view behind, we sympathize with David Edgerton’s
(2006) plea for looking at ‘old’ technologies in terms of their re-uses and alternative
appropriations by offering a specific perspective that we find to be crucial to the
understanding of past media practices: that is, the sensorial, perceptual, and expe-
riential dimensions of media use. We want to show their relevance to understand-
ing the individual and collective cultural appropriation and acceptation of media
technologies. This article is a plea for a sensorial and tacit approach to media history
aiming at a rethinking and a theorizing of media newness and media cycles from
the perspective of the user experience.

Sensorial dimensions in media history

In the past, in joint as well as in separate papers, panels, and publications,’ we have
focused on media use and media experiences to be included in the histories of
media and technology; our plea was aimed at three specific things:

1. To take media objects from the glass cases of museums to help re-sensitize
the researcher to past media objects and to create an awareness of the senso-
perceptual and tacit traces left by media in practices of use;

2. To take the materiality of media technologies, as well as the sensorial and tacit
dimensions of media use into account in the writing of the histories of media
and technology; and

3. To question media history from the perspective of an experimental media
archaeology by systematically reflecting upon the value and function of hands
on experiments and the methodology, protocol, and procedures used in such

15034-2309d-1Pass-PI-004-r02.indd 60 7/15/2019 12:32:35 PM



(De)habituation histories 61

experiments, from simulations of practices of media use under the label of an
experimental media archaeology to playfully recreating media experiences
by tinkering/thinkering (Huhtamo) with media objects to re-sensitize the
researcher, and reenactments to play on the historical imagination.

In line with our earlier work, we will take the material object — the technological
device — and, more specifically, the sensorial and experiential dimensions expressed
in media use as a point of departure for our reflections. Why would the sensorial
and experiential dimensions of media use be a relevant point of departure for such
reflections? And, by extension: why would such reflections help to theoretically
frame media newness? The answer, as we will argue, is that the (media) technolo-
gies used for communication and information purposes work quite difterently on
users than, for instance, technologies of transportation. Media technologies stand
out amongst the broad range of technologies used by humans, such as trains, aero-
planes, and elevators in as far as media technologies typically use representation as a
means. As such, they affect users in a very specific way, quite difterent from trains
and aeroplanes. Moreover, media technologies stand out among the media such as
language because of their technical make-up, as Kittler has convincingly argued; for
this reason, he labelled media technologies, somewhat tautologically as he would
admit, ‘technical media’ (Winthrop-Young and Van den Oever, 2014).

We will first discuss the concept of ‘technical media’ to address the question
of why and how media technologies require special treatment in both media and
technology research in terms of the traces they leave in representation — with
considerable implications for the user experience. Then, we will address the ques-
tion as to why the sensorial effects created by technical media would typically be
accompanied by a distinct experiential dimension and why this would help create
the famous cyclical effects in the history of media use. Finally, we will discuss the
implications for media historiographical research.

The distortive effect of technical media

In Gramophone, Film, Typewriter (1999), Friedrich Kittler introduced the notion of
‘technical media’ to discuss the specific material and technical make-up of media
devices leaving specific traces in media use and needing attention when one stud-
ies (excavates) these processes. There were three main sources of inspiration for
Kittler to start thinking along these lines: Michel Foucault and his archaeology of
knowledge; thoughts on media as the message inspired by Marshall McLuhan (and
Harrold Innis); and Rudolph Arnheim’s studies of early film and visual perception
from the early 1930s onwards.

In his first book, Film as Art (Film als Kunst, 2006 [1932]), Arnheim famously
discussed a crucial quality of film technologies: technically speaking, they produce
a representation of the object, which resembles the object represented, yet they
do so within the limits of the technology used. This particular line of thinking became
a source of inspiration to Kittler, who responded to Arnheim at several places in
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Gramophone, Film, Typewriter. In Kittler’s words, “(Technical] Media and [techni-
cal] media only fulfill the ‘high standards’ that (according to Rudolf Arnheim) we
expect from ‘reproductions’ since the invention of photography” (Kittler 1999, 12).
Here he quotes Arnheim on technical ‘reproductions’ “‘They are not only sup-
posed to resemble the object, but rather guarantee this resemblance by being, as it
were, a product of the object in question, that is, by being mechanically produced
by it [. . .]” (Kittler 1999, 12).

This, Kittler argues, implies a radical difference between ‘technical media’” and
other communication media such as language. Whereas language operates by way
of a “symbolic grid” that requires that all data “pass through the bottleneck of the
signifier” (Kittler 1999, 4, 12), the ‘technical media’ process the physical effects of
the real (Winthrop-Young 2011, 59; Winthrop-Young and Van den Oever 2014,
226-228).2

However, that is not all there is to it. Technological media, moreover, “oper-
ate against a background of noise [or blurs] because their data travel along physical
channels; [. . .] According to Arnheim, that is the price they pay for delivering
reproductions that are at the same time effects of the reproduced” (Kittler 1999,
45). Now let us reconsider within this context the Kittlerian dictum that “A repro-
duction [. . .] refers to the bodily real, which of necessity escapes all symbolic grids”
(Kittler 1999, 12). The problem is that in the process of production of data (to
stick to Kittler’s words), engineers and other technically oriented experts clearly
identify the ‘noise’ and ‘blurs’ that are the by-product of the data traveling along
the physical channels. Furthermore, it is clear that technical teams (e.g. engineers,
projectionists and broadcasting teams) not only tend to identify such accidental by-
products of the production process as such, but also to propose technical amend-
ments in line with the use of the medium as envisioned from the production/
distribution perspective, as documents indicate.’

The dynamic unfolding of invention testing/amendment is in itself a very inter-
esting part of the dynamics in the history of technology, as well as the history of
a medium (Turquety 2014). The user perspective, however, provides a remark-
ably different story. As abundantly shown in reception documents, users may well
attribute meanings and emotions to traces made by the machine though they
are made accidentally and without any intention.' Viewers respond particularly
strongly and often even with great excitement to ‘distortions’ in the visual repre-
sentation of animated figures (Van den Oever 2011; 2013). Distortion is a generic
term used by Arnheim for all types of (visual) distortions, be it disproportions,
deviations, enlargement, deformation, decolorization, or fusion. Such distortions
require attention in the study of media use as they affect users and leave traces in
the perceptual process (Van den Oever and Tan 2014). From the start, Arnheim
largely marked the limitations of the technologies as a positive thing. Seen from
the perspective of the arts and aesthetics, the technical limitations came with a
potentially huge advantage: expressive power. In the early essays assembled in Film
as Art (2006 [1932]), Arnheim elaborately discussed the peculiarities created by
the new film technologies during recording and projection, such as low-contrast,
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black-and-white images, 2D, and the numb world of the movies before the inven-
tion of sound in the cinema. Particularly the last feature Arnheim valued: cinema
being silent as opposed to reality being full of sounds. The cinema’s ‘silence’ almost
automatically and inevitably moved film into the realm of the arts and aesthetics
because these ‘unrealities’ (as Arnheim called them) come with the advantage of a
notable impact on the user experience. They affect viewers.

Clearly, Arnheim, a perceptual psychologist, mainly focused on the expres-
sivity of the image and the perceptual effects of the unrealities under discussion;
unlike others, he did not focus as much on the powers unleashed by the machine
itself. It was Kittler who put this topic of study on the research agenda by coining
the term ‘technical media’ as part of his archaeology of the media. In addition to
both Arnheim and Foucault, he developed a focus in research on the material,
technical traces of media technologies, which needed to be excavated as they
co-shape ‘the message’ (McLuhan) and the ‘regimes’ (Foucault). In Arnheimian
terms, they create ‘unrealities’ that have an impact on the perceptual process.
We propose labelling the distortions created by a technical medium fechnology-
instigated distortions as they constitute interesting aesthetic and perceptual catego-
ries in their own right.

Technology-instigated distortions

Technology-instigated distortions are interesting to artists, art historians, and
philosophers of aesthetics — but why would they be of special interest to media
historians, too? First, we assume that there is a direct connection between the
technology-instigated distortions produced by novel (mimetic) media and their
senso-perceptual and experiential impact on users, the so-called novelty experience.
It is marked by an experience of a notable ‘discontinuity’ in the perceptual process:
the process is deepened, complicated, and prolonged. Such eftects are particularly
well-known from first-time experiences with novel media (Van den Oever and
Tan 2014). Psychologists speak about arousal symptoms that habituate. Here, in
psychology, we find solid ground to theorize media novelty, hence to create the
conceptual constancy needed for the field of media studies to speak about the ‘new’
in media history. Media newness can best be studied from the user perspective in
terms of arousal symptoms in response to the use of novel (mimetic) media which
trigger new/unfamiliar technology-instigated distortions which momentarily aftect
the user experience as a result of a discontinuity in the perceptual process. They
are notable as they affect the user’s (first-time) experience; and media historians
have access to these because they are marked by users in reception documents (the
distortions in the representations may be marked as ‘new’ or ‘strange’, etc.; the
experiences as awesome or amusing or repulsive, etc.). If we know why novelty
experiences appear (due to novel, technology-instigated distortions in the repre-
sentation of people and things) and if we know how they express themselves in the
user experience (in the notably deepened, prolonged perceptual process), then the
question is: why do they disappear?
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In line with psychological studies,” we assume, second, that the arousal symp-
toms disappear due to habituation; that is to say the effects on experience of the
technology-instigated distortions of a novel medium are smoothened in the succes-
sive process of habituation (Van den Oever and Tan 2014). Clearly, the technology-
instigated distortions themselves do not just disappear — unless the technical medium
is technically amended, e.g. by technicians. Interestingly, however, the effects of
these distortions on the user experience do disappear in the process of repetitive
exposure to a medium as perception becomes habitual (media habituation). Repeti-
tive exposure — as is typical for the use of most (communication) media — creates
so-called habituation effects which render the medium ‘transparent’. That is the
reason media become ‘second nature’ (Gunning 2003) so quickly and easily.

Following early perception studies, we assume that habituation/de-habituation
cycles help constitute the cycles that seem so typical for media use. In “Art as
Technique”, Viktor Shklovsky spoke about the mechanisms of dehabituation and
habituation respectively; these two key terms are often translated as de/automatization
and de/familiarization. Though his discussion of these twin mechanisms misses psy-
chological precision, we want to draw additional attention to it as part of our
reflections on the experiential dimensions of de-habituation eftects — to help research-
ers recognize references to related experiences in reception documents as typical
for first-time and frequent users of media respectively. We assume that moments
of so-called de-habituation are put in motion by novel media technologies at their
moment of introduction; moreover, that such moments typically sensitize users
to the novel technologies and, at least potentially, make them aware of the mate-
rial, technical, and senso-perceptual make-up of the novel medium at hand. The
sensitivity to the medium exists only momentarily and vanishes over time in the
process of habituation. Van den Oever and Tan (2014) proposed calling such
Sensitization Desensitization Cycles. Accordingly, we propose not to speak of De-
habituation Habituation Cycles but, more specifically, of Sensitization Desensi-
tization Cycles. Additionally, we propose to discuss such phenomena as medium
awareness and medium sensitivity, medium transparency, and media becoming ‘second
nature’ in terms of such Sensitization Desensitization Cycles or SDCs, that is to say,
in terms of an increase or decrease in sensitivity to a (technical) medium due to
first-time or regular exposure to a (mimetic) medium respectively.

Furthermore, we assume that there is a close relationship between habituation
effects and the appreciation for and adaptation of media used for communication
and information purposes. The relationship (as we provisionally call it) requires
further attention with the help of (media) psychology and perception studies to
allow for an empirical testing of the habituation hypothesis and the precise effects
on media users perceptually, cognitively, and emotionally. However, that is not
the primary of focus of our attention here. In line with our argument thus far, we
assume that there is an interesting relationship between the SDCs as proposed here
and the media cycles as proposed by Benjamin Peters. We assume that media cycles
are only partly institutionally driven; and partly by user experiences shaping user
practices (called ‘user cascades’ by Salehabadi 2016). Correspondingly, we propose
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a further conceptualization of media newness, with the help of (media) psychol-
ogy to create the conceptual constancy needed to reconstruct not only the story of
novelty experiences appearing and disappearing, but also the histories of ‘middle’
and ‘late’ periods of media as Park and others suggested.

This brings us to the topic of media researchers being desensitized to the mate-
rial, sensorial, and tacit dimensions of their objects of study. Unsurprisingly, per-
haps, ‘media transparency’ is at the root of most modern media theories as Lambert
Wiesing (2014) has convincingly shown. Therefore, let us take a closer look at the
predictable effects of Sensitization Desensitization Cycles on our field of study.
First of all, we wonder whether new media researchers, sensitized to the ‘new
media’ of the 1990s, have helped to create an overfocus on newness in the field
of media studies, if only because novelty experiences may well spur expert users
no less than amateur users to distinct moments of sharpened medium awareness
and experiences of awe, wonder, and astonishment, to use Gunning’s favourite terms
(Gunning 1995; 2003). Second, we wonder about the perhaps more important
and more lasting effects on media research of routine exposure. The question is
whether media researchers are not de-sensitized to most media, too, and have lost
their medium awareness, by and large, just like the amateur users?

Being desensitized to a medium normally means that the sensitivity to the
medium vanished as the initial effects wear off due to habituation. This inevitably
leads to a decrease in sensitivity to the distorting powers of the technology, to the
point of users becoming almost fully insensitive to them. It may almost automati-
cally lead to a point where the material presence of technologies in the perceptual
process is no longer noted: a quick and swift shift in focus from the medium to the
mediated becomes not only habitual, but even natural or ‘second nature’. Being
perceived as “natural” indicates that once the mechanism of habituation enhances
such a smooth shift in the perceptual process from perceptual input to cognition,
fully automatic and unnoticed by the percipients, they may altogether stop notic-
ing the ontological difterence between say a pipe in reality and one on a photo,
TV, laptop, smartphone, cinema screen or canvas. This easily leads to an identifica-
tion of the represented and the ‘real thing’. As in the Magritte painting, one must
remind the viewer: Ceci n’est pas une pipe [This is not a pipe| (The radical irony, of
course, also includes the connotation of this painted pipe as overtly phallic).

In general, medium wunawareness is a predictable and almost inevitable eftect of
habituation. Once media technologies have become second nature, media scholars
easily lose sight of them. As a result, the special ontological status of the image as
‘mediated’ is easily overlooked and the technical make-up of the medium may
simply go unquestioned — even by media scholars. In other words, media research
does not necessarily benefit from the Sensitization Desensitization Cycles: long
intervals of medium desensitization may straightforwardly facilitate a dominant
research focus on the ‘real’ (an overlooking of the medium itself once habitua-
tion has kicked in). This may be referred to as the realist fallacy in media-historical
research: desensitized to its effects, realists basically leave the medium itself
understudied. Therefore, we must conclude that overlooking the medium is not
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an accidental, but a fundamental and structural phenomenon, also in the field of
media research, and that habituation is the mechanism underlying the phenom-
enon (Van den Oever 2011; 2013).

The re-sensitization of researchers

Where does this leave media historians and their attempts to write the histo-
ries of media (technologies)? We assume that doing hands-on experiments with
media technologies, e.g. in lab situations, helps to reverse the processes of habitu-
ation and de-sensitization.® Such experiments help to re-sensitize researchers to the
effects of media technologies (Fickers and Van den Oever 2014). Experimental
media archaeology, hands-on, can make historians (at least potentially) aware of
the material, technical and senso-perceptual make-up of old and obsolete media
technologies and so-called ‘dead’ media (Hertz and Parikka 2012). As part of a
cultural archaeology of (media) technology, such an enterprise seems relevant if
not inevitable. As early cinema historian, Tom Gunning, argues in “Re-Newing
Old Technologies”, new technologies enter culture(s) charged with a utopian
envisioning of a future they “radically transformed by the implications of the
device or practice”. However, he also concludes that the sinking of technology
into “a reified second nature” indicates the failure, by and large, of the transfor-
mations envisioned: (once) new media end up fitting into, rather than changing,
the already existing “grooves of power and exploitation”. We need an archaeol-
ogy of technology to grasp again the (lost) newness of old technologies as Gunning
states (2003, 56).

On the basis of our own (lab) experiences with colleagues and students, we
assume that in general researchers can be made much more medium aware and
medium sensitive, not only to the old/dead media, but also to the traces their use
left in historical reception documents, among them the cues marking distinct his-
torical user experiences of media newness — mainly awe, wonder, and astonishment,
in the perception of Gunning (1995; 2003): they provide an ideal background to
the utopian envisionings in which the launch of novel media can take place. The
re-sensitization of the researcher may make him/her more sensitive to the expe-
riential, senso-perceptual and tacit dimensions of media use; moreover, it may
help trigger questions concerning novelty experiences and their (mostly) sudden
appearance and gradual disappearance as the ebb and flow of media’s (de)habitua-
tion histories.”

Hands-on experiments and reenactments as
a research (and teaching) method

One possible way of exploring past media practices is to do reenactments or hands-
on experiments with old media devices, which is at the heart of a new approach
called experimental media archaeology (Fickers and Van den Oever 2014). At the
heart of this is our proposal to open the vaults and glass cases of museums: to make
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the device collections available to researchers for experiments, hands-on.® Experi-
mental media archaeology not only aims to sensitize researchers but, beyond that,
to ‘grasp’ media and communication technologies in their concrete materiality and
tangibility. Grasping is to be understood here as a hermeneutical act in the mean-
ing given to it by Ernst Cassirer (1995): it comprises both the intellectual process
of comprehending, as well as the sensory-bodily appropriation of getting a grip on
things.

In line with Cassirer and others, we want to argue that doing media archaeologi-
cal experiments in this experimental system of knowledge production turns histori-
ans into experimenters who experience the “mangle of practice” (Pickering 1995)
of “science in action” (Latour and Woolgar 1979). From this experimental practice
flows a series of advantages marked by researchers under a range of different labels:
“collaborative thinking” (Corrigan 2012); “thinkering” (Huhtamo 2013); “heu-
ristic groping” (Breidbach et al. 2010); or “bricolage” (Rheinberger 2015), taking
place in a “living laboratory” (Arrigoni 2013), a context that fosters a process of
“situated learning” (Lave and Wenger 1991) and “learning by doing” (Heering
and Wittje 2001). Moreover, the careful documentation and self-reflexive analysis
of such an experimental practice will be greatly beneficial for the fields of media
archaeology, media history, and material and museum studies (Ludwig and Weber
2013; Byrne et al. 2011; Csikszentmihalyi 1993).

We wish to emphasize that doing experiments with old media technologies —
be it with originals or replicas — produces authentic contemporary experiences,
but these (lab) experiences can, in no way, recreate ‘authentic’ historical experi-
ences. As one of the pioneers of sensory history, Mark Smith, has convincingly
argued, we need to carefully distinguish between sensory production and con-
sumption. While it is possible to reproduce a particular sound or image of the
past by using original hardware and software, the way we understand, experi-
ence and ‘consume’ these sounds and images is radically different from the way
in which people interpreted these in the past. “Failure to distinguish between
sensory production (something that can, at least theoretically, be replicated in the
present) and sensory consumption (something that is hostage to the context in
which it was produced) betrays the promise of sensory history”, as Smith argued
(2007, 841).

Doing hands-on experiments with old media technologies also opens up the
way to a reflexive hermeneutical research practice aimed at reflections on the co-
constructedness of situated knowledge production. Such a practice of reenacting,
re-staging, re-doing, and re-making in an experimental setting is geared towards rais-
ing the awareness of the participants in the experiment about the functionalities
ascribed to the materiality of the object (what can and cannot be done with a
device), as well as the symbolic nature (design, semantics, interfaces). Moreover,
such a practice facilitates the explication of implicit inventories of knowledge and
ignorance (knowledge that provides a springboard for action); the creative discon-
certion of available knowledge (education through failure); the reflective analysis
of the per-formative dimension of technical objects (object as medium); and the
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critical reflections of the situational dynamics in the experimental space (between
the object and the experimenter, as well as between different actors).

Although authenticity is “a currency and competency standard within the reen-
actor’s history work”, as Stephen Gapps (2009, 398) has put it, the reenactors/
experimenters are charmed not by the original, but by its authentic simulation.
It is the combination of old and new, the playful practice of locating, embody-
ing, and recalling that make reenactments or media archaeological experiments
an authentic mode of communicative memory practices (Dreschke et al., 2016)
or, to quote Tilmans, Van Vree and Winter (2010, 7): “Re-enactment is both
affirmation and renewal. It entails addressing the old, but it also engenders some-
thing new, something we have never seen before. Herein lies the excitement of
performance, as well as its surprises and its distortions”. Reenactments and experi-
mental approaches open up possibilities that allow history to be unfinished business
(Gapps 2009, 207). With a similar appreciation, Simone Venturini (2013) speaks of
a “handmade environment for using the technology available and the human and
corporal reclaiming of the technology”. Such ‘aesthetic experimentations’ with
media devices are described by her as “practical operations on the technology and
material of a reflective nature”. Interestingly, in his 1977 book Ricognizione della
semiotica, Emilio Garroni (quoted by Venturini 2013, 202) already typified such
practical operations as mainly meta-operational activities.

While the heuristic potential of experimental media archaeology has been out-
lined in detail (Fickers and Van den Oever 2014; Fickers 2015; 2018), the question
of how to document and ‘translate’ the sensorial experiences and perceptions made
during such hands-on interactions with past media technologies remains largely
unexplored. Within the field of ‘sensory studies” (Howes 2013), anthropological
and ethnographic approaches have been most explicit in documenting processes
of embodiment and the plurality of sensory modes of engagement. Most promi-
nently, Sarah Pink has advocated a ‘sensory ethnography’ that experiments with
multiple media for the registration and communication of cultural facts and prac-
tices (Pink 2009). As a reflexive and experiential process through which under-
standing, knowing, and (academic) knowledge are produced, research on sensory
perception and reception requires methods that are capable of grasping “the most
profound type of knowledge [which] is not spoken of at all and thus inaccessible to
ethnographic observation or interview” (Pink 2009, 4).

By using audiovisual media to document non-verbal communication, behav-
iour, and emotional reactions of users interacting with media technologies, we
can try to open up for research and help make explicit the embodied and implicit
forms of knowledge invested in past media usages. Sound and video recordings
can work as analytical instruments to document the tacit knowledge of our hands,
bodies, eyes, and ears when operating media devices; such recordings help us to
grasp the complex and subtle human—machine relations as social interactions in
situations of media consumption or use. In the exposure to the aesthetic and per-
formative quality of media technologies, we aim to re-sensitize the experimental
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historians to their own embodiedness and enhance their awareness of the limita-
tions of speech and written language as primary modes of knowledge production
(Serres 2008). Capturing and documenting these embodied forms of implicit or
tacit knowledge enables researchers to make explicit what the experimental histo-
rian of science Otto Sibum has described as “gestisches Wissen” — skilled knowledge
(Sibum 1998, 154). Reflecting on his hands-on simulations of 16mm film edit-
ing, John Ellis emphasized the limits of using linguistic/textual representations as
the most adequate technique for describing implicit forms of expertise or techni-
cal skills: “Verbal analysis can go some way to explicating the details, but in the
end this is hands-on history where information has to be experienced as well as
written . . . or, at least, has to be read audiovisually” (Ellis 2015).

But what will such audiovisual representations tell us about the experiences
of the experimenters/reenactors? Will they enable us to get closer to their senso-
rial perceptions, emotions or performative pleasures when interacting with old
or replicated media technologies? Hardly so. Sure, a trained video or sound ana-
lyst (or experienced ‘sensory ethnographer’) might be able to detect specific ges-
tures or emotional reactions, to map the spatial setting and situatedness of the
human—machine interactions as well as the social interactions during the hands-
on experiments that can help to qualify a reenactment as contemporary historical
performance. However, in terms of interpretative evidence, such documentation
remains somewhat speculative, unless used as a guide to our own encounters with
these technologies. Much more important, it seems, is the added heuristic and meta-
reflective value of doing hands-on experiments (and additionally document them
audiovisually): to deconstruct the myth of authentic historical experience, more-
over, to turn the inherent contradiction of any such endeavour into a purposefully
distortive intellectual experience full of creative uncertainty.

Epilogue: some remarks on authenticity,
distortion, and the art of failure

Instead of reproducing canonical master narratives of moments of ‘media newness’
based on discourse analysis of textual, sonic or visual representations of the past,
the hands-on experiments with old media devices or replicas we propose aim, first
of all, at re-sensitizing researchers and at the human and corporal reclaiming of
technology (Venturini, 2013). It means a regaining of a keen, corporal sensitiv-
ity to the senso-perceptual, tacit, and experiential dimensions present in practices
of media devices, a sensitivity researchers predictably lost in their routine use of
media technologies. Second, we aim to nurture a heuristic and meta-reflective
attitude towards user practices — including an awareness of the fact that making
things work (as they should) is most likely to be an experience of failure, break-
down, and disappointment rather than one of immersion, habituation, and routin-
ized pleasure. While our appropriation and use of media technologies — especially
since the emergence of so-called consumer electronics since the 1960s — can be
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negatively characterized by some as an ‘inflation of things’ (“Dinginflation”, Heller,
2013), which have invaded our domestic and public spaces, the positive experience
of some new media practices in the mechanical and electro-mechanical era, to
some others, is the exposure to extensive intervals of tinkering, learning and, most
importantly, repair and maintenance (Krebs, Schabacher and Weber 2018). In
other words, habituation and routine use as dominant modes of media consump-
tion are the result of a “ready to use” consumption habit (closely tied to a “ready
to throw-away” culture in case of dysfunction), whereas the exposure to ever-new
media invites de-habituation and a re-sensitization to (modes of) media use much
appreciated by (new) media researchers.

Putting our hands, bodies, and brains to experiments with old media tech-
nologies will, inevitably, resensitize us to the fact that user manuals, do-it-yourself
handbooks for operators, not to mention advertisements, have little to do with past
or present realities of media usage. Just as the act of turning a messy and lengthy
process of scientific experimentation into a publication must be interpreted as the
first step in a process of canonization of knowledge (carefully subordinating the
vitality of the experimentation process to a linear logic of reasoning and concep-
tual consistency; Riel3 1998), instruction books and leaflets accompanying media
devices clearly represent idealized situations of use that have little in common with
actual practices of appropriation and use.

For experimenters, the problem with experiments is that they rarely work
according to plan, if they work at all. For historians, the problem with exper-
iments is that scientists’ accounts of them naturally reflect the plan or the
finished product, rather than actual practice.

(Gooding 1989, 64)

What is true for experiments in science is certainly true for the less codified and
structured spaces of experimental media archaeology. The “art of failure” (Aasman
2014) is probably one of the most important learning experiences in this heuristic
practice. In his thought-provoking essay “Rethinking Repair”, Steven Jackson
(2014) pleas for a “broken world thinking” that focuses on moments of break-
down, maintenance, and repair instead of privileging moments of initial encounter
and general predilections for the new. In re-orienting our attention to the history
of “an aftermath, growing at the margins, breakpoints, and interstices of com-
plex sociotechnical systems as they crack, flex, and bend their way through time”
(ibid., 223), Jackson (ibid., 234) argues that we might be able to redirect our gaze
from moments of production to moments of sustainability and “the myriad forms
of activity by which the shape, standing, and meaning of objects in the world is
produced and sustained — a feature especially valuable in a field too often occupied
with the shock of the new”. Building replicas, taking precious devices from their
glass cases, and experimenting with originals will help to dehabituate media histo-
rians from their fixation on media newness and authenticity; to produce creative
distortions in a field dominated by canonical narratives of technological inven-
tions and innovations; to refocus on cascades of media use (rather than technical
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newness); and, lastly, to value the surprisingly capricious and quirky (de)habitua-
tion histories so typical of the experiences of past media practices.

Notes

1 As in our earlier articles written together, our names are presented in a simple alphabeti-
cal order. Fickers mainly contributed to the historiographical reflections; Van den Oever
mainly contributed to the theoretical reflections. Here too, we draw from earlier, joint
work (Fickers and Van den Oever 2014; 2018). Moreover, both of us draw from parts of
our past research projects and publications; Van den Oever draws, in particular, from her
work on distortions in the representation of figures leaping into the grotesque and the
effects on viewers, published in Image & Téxt and in Leonardo in 2011 and 2013 respectively;
and a research project she prepared with Ed Tan (in 2014) on sensitization desensitization
cycles. Andreas Fickers builds on his research in the framework of the history of home
movie film making (with Jo Wachelder, Susan Aasman, Tim van der Heijden and Tom
Slootweg), stereophonic recording technologies (with Stefan Krebs) and transnational tel-
evision transmissions (with Andy O’Dwyer).

2 Geoffrey Winthrop-Young is Kittler’s most solid bridge between the German and English-
speaking world. Winthrop-Young translated parts of Kittler’s work, originally written in
German, into English and wrote illusive introductions to his work, clarifying in passing
Kittler’s complex relations to Foucault, McLuhan, Arnheim, and others (see Winthrop-
Young 1999); with ironic precision, Winthrop-Young characterizes and clarifies Kittler’s
cryptic terminology and provocative phrasings (see Winthrop-Young 2011); see also our
dialogue on Kittler and Arnheim (among other things): Winthrop-Young and Van den
Oever 2014.

3 There are many examples (e.g., the amendments discussed by David Bordwell in his Poetics
of Cinema from 2007), but in this article we mainly restrict ourselves to some references to
Tsivian (1994), to be discussed below and in note 5.

4 Remarkable examples have been excavated in an exemplary way by Yuri Tsivian in his
illusive study of Early Cinema in Russia and Its Cultural Reception (1994). This study has
inspired research in this field ever since. Today, many good examples are to be found
in the phase of very early cinema and many particularly interesting discussions are to
be found in the field of early cinema studies, a classic being the debates concerning
Maxim Gorky’s response to a Lumiere “filmshow” in 1996: “Last Night I was in the
Kingdom of Shadows”; for the full text, see: https://www.mcsweeneys.net/articles/
contest-winner-36-black-and-white-and-in-color.

5 Habituation is defined in standard studies as a dissipitation of a target-psychological

response, e.g. psychophysiological activation at the presentation of a novel stimulus due to

repeated exposure only; see Thompson and Spencer 1966.

In his 2003 article, Tom Gunning speaks of reversing the cycle of wonder.

7 There are signals that not all the novelty/arousal symptoms (fully) disappear due to habitu-
ation, for example, the question is whether the arousal effects triggered by the famously
huge IMAX screens positioned above the seated cinema audience who is made to look up
at them disappear: though the impact of the screens on experience is clearly designed by
IMAX technicians to not fully disappear, the effects seem to be diminishing gradually. This
is just one among many examples where further research is needed to explain the effects of
habituation and user appreciation and acceptation (Van den Oever and Tan 2014).

8 For a range of examples and a further explication of the strategy, see also the “Introduc-
tion” by Fossati and Van den Oever to Exposing the Film Apparatus (2016, 13—43) and the
examples provided by 29 authors in each of the successive 29 chapters. See also the his-
torical, hands-on work done by BBC teams under the supervision of John Ellis and his
research team studying the BBC television production practices of the 1960s: John Ellis,
“16 mm Film Editing. Using Filmed Simulation as a Hands-on Approach to TV History”,
in: VIEW Journal of European Télevision History and Culture, 4(7); Available from: https://
vimeo.com/123212931

(@)}
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