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Sick and Injured Bodies: 
Medical Imagery and Media 
Practices of Care1

Silvia Casini, University of Aberdeen
Alice Cati, Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore
Deborah Toschi, University of Pavia

RETHINKING THE BODY THROUGH 
NEW DISCIPLINARY TRAJECTORIES 

The recent pandemic has confirmed that images are a powerful and complex 
instrument of political and social negotiation, shaping precise forms of 
representation of suffering, medical disorder, and the sick body, taking root in a 
particular historical and cultural context. As David Serlin argues, ‘contemporary 
public health crises would be literally unimaginable without these visual 
representations’.2 Visual and audiovisual production has not simply favoured 
phenomena of re-semantization of reality, but has also engendered social 
practices and symbolic actions practical to orient the intersubjective process, 
self-perception and the perception of the other through physicality or its 
simulation. Within this framework, this special issue provides a new reading 
of some theoretical concepts and methodologies. The perimeter we construct 
deeply intertwines the field of Visual Studies, particularly, the area investigating 
the visual culture of medicine,3 assigning images a crucial role, and establishes 
a multidisciplinary and open dialogue between two other fields: Trauma Studies 
and Medical Humanities. Starting from different methodological positions, both 
these traditions have questioned the possibilities of representing trauma and 
illness through images and narrations, and they have assigned a therapeutic 
potential of media representations and practices. As Elaine Scarry argues, 
pain belongs to invisible geography; pain cannot be perceived without the 
image of a wound; the body must be visible to others in order to communicate 
pain.4 It is precisely towards this invisible and incommunicable dimension 
that Medical Humanities has moved, proposing a reconceptualisation of cure/
care, no longer limited to the objective clinical sphere (cure), but conceived in 
a nuanced and integrated perspective on the fundamental aspects of illness, 
suffering and healing (care). Starting from the assumption that the subjective 

https://doi.org/10.54103/2036-461X/19083 
https://doi.org/10.54103/2036-461X/19083 
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experience of illness is something distinct from the biomedical attribution of 
disease, the Medical Humanities have embraced a new concept of care and, in 
the contemporary debate, of self-care, which is empathic and person-centred, 
but at the same time, collective and relational. Additional space for dialogue 
with Trauma Studies opens up in the individual and collective fold of care.

In this perspective, the body is a very fertile theoretical object. If the 
‘represented body’ becomes a crossroads where the cultural and aesthetic 
question and the biological and medical discourse meet, the ‘embodied body’ 
helps one to reflect on the subjectivity of the patient and her/his specific way 
of experiencing illness, disability and suffering. The body becomes a terrain 
of exploration that connects the construction of visual imaginaries related to 
particular medical issues (disfiguration — Suzannah Biernoff, eating disorders 
- Clio Nicastro, autism - Anna Chiara Sabatino) to the impact, discursiveness 
and collective assumption of responsibility that such imaginaries provoke. In 
this first line, more adherent to the Medical Humanities, the essays focus on 
the reincorporation of lived experiences and the ‘acting’ capacity of images. 
The second perspective of analysis, the contributions of Nicole Miglio-
Giulio Galimberti and Lorenzo Donghi-Simona Pezzano, pertains to the data 
visualisation of the body through medical imaging processes. Widespread 
beyond the narrow clinical perimeter, images pose various questions about their 
epistemological status and the combination of the indexical, iconic and symbolic 
modes of signification. Reflections on imaging, particularly on the role of the 
thermal camera, feed on the recent experience of the SARS-CoV-2 outbreak, 
which is explored in the essays by Samuel Antichi and Aleksander Sedzielarz. 
These essays address the iconography of pandemic imagery, attempting to 
relate Medical Humanities and Trauma Studies, and focusing on the experience 
and memory of individual and collective trauma.

Images of the body have played an essential role in medical discourse and 
practice since the illustration of anatomical texts. Still, it is thanks to the 
advent of photography that they become inextricably linked to the definition 
of the physiological and pathological body.5 They then move through the new 
frontiers of medical imaging, towards the conquest of human interiority and 
new forms of visualisation.6 The human body is grasped about the connection 
between the representation and the epistemological plane of the construction 
of knowledge and forms of control in the trajectory already noted by Michel 
Foucault. The depiction of illness, of the pathological body, of the wound, firstly, 
draws iconographic connections with the historical-artistic context of reference; 
Secondly, it literally acts, identifying and structuring specific biomedical practices. 
In this perspective, Suzannah Biernoff’s essay is illuminating because, on the 
one hand, she can read Vicky Knight’s (Dirty God, S. Polka 2019) body in the 
light of the iconographic theme of the disfigured female face. On the other, the 
scholar can reason about how the film constructs a process of subjectification 
of physical and emotional pain on this truly scarred body. The authenticity of 
this disfigured face explodes the film representation by posing the problem of 
communicating (and listening to) the pain of the other and reclaiming the value 
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of vulnerability, difference, and subjectivity, all crucial elements to access the 
space of self-care.

Images of the body are the starting point for establishing a bridge with the 
Medical Humanities. This theoretical paradigm is recognisable but still elusive 
in its definition, which not surprisingly oscillates between ‘Health Humanities’7 
and ‘Critical Medical Humanities’,8 etc. Medical Humanities have urged the 
paradigm of cultural history, disability studies, and gender studies to share a 
critical approach to clinical gaze, afflicted body and social pathologies. In the 
Manifesto for a Visual Medical Humanities at Interdisciplinary Entanglements: 
Towards a Visual Medical Humanities (Edinburgh 2018), Fiona Johnstone 
emphasised the need to pay more attention to the visual dimension. A first 
trajectory is an intersection between medical practice and the visual arts, 
which can take many configurations. The development of narrative medicine, 
a tool that can give voice to the patient, explore the embodied experience of 
illness, and understand the uniqueness of each clinical course, has received 
particular emphasis in the form of somatic narratives and, to a lesser extent, 
graphic medicine. The focus of Medical Humanities on autobiographical writing 
and illness narratives has naturally extended to the forms of portraiture/
self-portraiture that are widespread in social media and the current media 
landscape. These portraiture practices can be placed side by side with other 
practices that more explicitly resort to art and the use of visual/audiovisual 
media within psychotherapeutic pathways that aim at re-elaborating the 
experience of illness or the acquisition of greater self-awareness in the role of 
the patient.9 The paper of Clio Nicastro has the merit of capturing the ability of 
images both to shape the body according to specific cultural expectations and 
to translate the fragmentation, alienation, and objectification that the patient 
makes of her/his own body affected by a disease into a very personal and 
unconventional language. Our lived bodily experience shapes our self-image 
and, thus also, our narrative identity. In this logic, visual narratives become a 
powerful tool for approaching and understanding the patient’s experience and 
reconfiguring their identity.10 Anna Chiara Sabatino’s contribution focuses on 
the ability of audiovisual language to redefine the image of ourselves and our 
self-awareness. This essay leans more decisively into dialogue with therapeutic 
practices and, not by chance, is obligatorily in conversation with doctors and 
psychologists. Sabatino’ deviates from the path of cinematherapy as much as 
from that of film therapy, and structures a theoretical reflection on the use of 
the cinematographic device in a therapeutic context, updating an original Italian 
experimental pathway started between 2007 and 2012 with the Memofilm 
project. Therapeutic filmmaking helps the young patient get involved in a visual 
representation balanced between self-portraiture and participatory narrative. 
Images literally act in the representation of the body, trauma, and illness. 

Furthermore, there are images that, precisely because of their close connection 
to the medical field, deserve special attention. That is, the visualisations of the 
body produced by scientific/medical imaging technologies. The theme of vision 
devices in medical practice and how they objectify disease in instrument-based 
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evidence, how they change the narrative, and how they alter the doctor-patient 
relationship, is grasped by Stanley Reiser with the advent of the stethoscope, 
and widely revived with the spread of medical imaging and a ‘total optical 
system’.11 

MOVING BEYOND A REPRESENTATIONAL 
FRAMEWORK: THE TRANSFORMATIVE 
POWER OF MEDICAL IMAGES

As the historian of science Lorraine Daston puts it ‘The time is ripe to think about 
images beyond representation’,12 that is to move beyond the correspondence 
theory of truth paradigm and regard images as productive agents in the 
epistemic process. The performative character of images might be valid for 
images tout court, but it is especially applicable to scientific images. Namely, 
in science and medicine the ‘technical image’13 has become an autonomous 
tool of thought independent from its referent: it is often the image or data-
visualisation itself which become the working object of science and medicine.14 
The field of visual science and technology studies (STS) has long preferred to 
talk about practices of making visible that mediate, enact, and visualise.15 If we 
leave the representational framework behind, what is at stake, then, in these 
types of images is not only a question of ontology (what an image is) but also 
of epistemology (what type of knowledge an image enables or prevents), and 
ethics (what kind of uses/actions are encouraged or prevented by a certain 
image). 

Authors such as Miglio-Galimberti and Donghi-Pezzano seek to conceptually 
clarify not only what scientific/medical images are — biomedical imaging and 
thermography, respectively — but also what they do and how they can be used 
beyond their immediate context of production. In this respect, the wider cultural 
and socio-political context comes to the foreground as the kaleidoscopic prism 
through which one can look at the visual event and its multiple facets. Images do 
things, because they present rather than represent a phenomenon, they enact 
reality that, therefore, becomes tractable. Attention, however, cannot be paid to 
images as if they were isolated from the practices and technologies/techniques 
that enable their production, use and circulation. As the literary historian 
Sander Gilman argues ‘To study “medical technology”, without understanding 
how its generation of representations is the key to its understanding, is limited 
[…]; to study the representations without understanding the technology and the 
knowledge it generates is equally one-sided’.16 Implicitly responding to Gilman’s 
call, Donghi-Pezzano and Miglio-Galimberti keep the detailed analysis of the 
technology and its representational output side by side. 

Contemporary medicine trades in images: anatomical atlases, radiographic 
X-rays, MRI and CT scans, foetal sonograms, and endoscopic exploration of the
human viscera, to name just a few. The changing role of diagnostic visuality in
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contemporary medical practices has been boosted by the advent of computer-
assisted imaging technology17, inaugurating a new era in the investigation of 
the body at both molar and molecular level, that is the one composed of organs, 
muscles, blood, and tissues (the molar scale) and the body composed of neurons, 
cells, and molecules invisible to the naked eye (the molecular scale).18 Imaging 
is a central feature of diagnostic and treatment procedures, and of the patient 
experience. To be a patient is increasingly to become an image. The pervasive 
role of digital technologies does not imply, however, that humans have been 
side-lined. After all, science and medicine like any other human practice are still 
very much a matter of ‘thinking with eyes and hands’.19 

Visual STS and the turn to matter embraced by humanities and social sciences 
disciplines have prompted scholars to focus on the material aspects of the 
visible, pointing out at the networked character of contemporary biomedical 
vision even when it is increasingly accompanied by non-optical forms of 
computational imaging.20 Using the framework of materialist philosophy, 
Miglio-Galimberti theorise the performative network among bodies (at molar 
and molecular scale), imaging technologies, data and the visual outputs 
obtained from them. The authors explain how sense-making is the often-
neglected qualitative dimension proper to biomedical imaging: human subjects 
attempt to make sense of medical images when they see them even without 
possessing the knowledge required to read them. Sense-making takes on a 
phenomenological rather than semiotic nuance since it relies on the subject’s 
own experience of undergoing a certain procedure. Miglio-Galimberti illustrate 
and put to work the concepts of agential realism and intra-action coined by the 
feminist theorist Karen Barad who is one of the most influential representatives 
of contemporary feminist materialist scholarship.21 To summarise an elaborate 
argument, agential realism contends that wide-ranging apparatuses (including 
medical imaging technologies) do not measure but produce material realities. 
This relational ontology, the ability to engage with the body-image-technology 
ensemble is key to challenging further the myth and ideology of the transparent 
body,22 making us aware that scientific/medical images and data-visualisations 
not only mediate knowledge of the body, but also obstructs and fragments that 
knowledge. 

Rather than the body understood in generic terms, current literature in 
materialist scholarship engages with the incarnate and material dimension 
of corporeality. First elaborated by Foucault (1995) and articulated in its 
dependency on historically bound discursive and social practices, corporeality 
can be put at work to better grasp the relationship between bodies and medical 
imaging technologies.23 The challenge is to move beyond the dichotomy between 
the fragmentation of the body operated by medical imaging practices and the 
body as a totality to be reified and essentialised. The body, then, should be 
theorised as the ‘body multiple’, always intertwined with the technologies and 
practices that sustain it.24 This is where the passage from ontology to politics 
starts to become thinkable. 

Keeping these planes together — the ontological and the political — and 



14 Casini, Cati, Toschi, Sick and Injured Bodies

embracing a Foucauldian and an Agambian theoretical framework, Donghi-
Pezzano coin the concept of thermo-power as a form of new biopolitical 
management, exposing the biopolitical power of thermal cameras beyond 
their immediate function of body contagion prophylactic. They too embrace a 
relational ontology by considering the body as a medium contiguous to thermal 
imaging and bodily heat. Their analysis is enriched by a close reading of the 
work Virus created with a thermal camera by the photographer Antoine D’Agata 
who roamed through the streets of Paris as a witness during the time of the 
COVID-19 global pandemic. Private spaces (bodies) and public ones (parks, 
hospitals, etc.) are sensed through a thermal camera that, in the hands of 
D’Agata, becomes a prosthetic device able to capture traces of humanity and 
care. The unexpected result of an artist’s practice is to make us understand that 
care should not necessarily be other than technology, that care includes both 
technologies and embodied practices.25 

The practice of photographers, filmmakers and other artists is well represented 
in this special issue which creates intellectual space for the objects and methods 
proper to the arts and humanities, putting them on equal epistemic terms with 
the scholarly debates animating the field of the critical medical humanities. 
According to Fitzgerald and Callard, who have been engaged in collaborative 
work with artists, those working in the medical humanities either as scholars or 
practitioners should ask 

what a more critical medical humanities would look like: how might 
the methodological and intellectual legacies of the humanities 
intervene more consequentially in the clinical research practices of 
biomedicine – situating accounts of illness, suffering, intervention 
and cure in a much thicker attention to the social, human and 
cultural contexts in which those accounts, as well as the bodies to 
which they attend, become both thinkable and visible? 26

This special issue shows how to start taking this call seriously. 
It is encouraging to see that articles using a variety of critical approaches 

from disparate fields (film and media studies, philosophy, visual and cultural 
studies, to name just a few) ultimately ask readers: why keep making images, 
still and moving? What purpose do they serve? The answers to these questions, 
albeit not explicitly formulated, are a recurring motif in many authors’ 
contributions. Borrowing Biernoff’s own words, film (the film in question is Dirty 
God) is ‘a way of figuring things out, a way of coping’.27 One could say that 
still and moving images are transformative, sometimes even therapeutic and 
lifesaving. This power of images seems to depend more on their emancipatory 
potential rather than on their indexicality. Sabatino discusses the potential of 
patient’s empowerment when given the opportunity to move from being passive 
consumers of images they do not control to become image-makers. In her essay 
on the visual narratives of eating disorders, Nicastro credits moving images 
with the possibility of interrupting a chain of self-harming repetitive gestures; 
Miglio-Galimberti recognise how the interaction with medical visualisations 
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possesses a self-reflexive power in so far as it prompts us to explore ways in 
which our bodies can be reconfigured and thought anew. 

PANDEMIC TRAUMAS
A large frame encloses, sometimes explicitly, sometimes latently, the 

contributions in this special issue: the fracture generated by the Sars Covid-19 
pandemic, still perceived at a social level as an experience without historical 
precedent. In fact, the memory of past experiences could have provided the 
keys to interpreting the viral contagion, as well as tools to repair collective 
grief. This phenomenon has also made clear the manifestation of an actual 
transcultural trauma. For the first time, the whole world found itself, to a large 
extent, simultaneously on the side of those suffering and on the side of those 
who were observing the suffering of others.

As well known, the subject of individual and collective suffering, the different 
ways of recounting and representing it, and trauma of various kinds and scales, 
has always been the prerogative of Trauma Studies.28 By taking its etymology 
from ancient Greek, the concept of trauma itself draws on the figure of the 
wound, a laceration produced by a collision between outside and inside not 
always understood in the event, but experienced with time as a psychological 
and physical violation. The body is, in fact, the object of interest where Medical 
Humanities and Trauma Studies converge, with different but complementary 
attitudes. It will come as no surprise that, just recently, to explain the symbolic 
processing of trauma, Nick Hodgin and Amit Thakkar contrasted the concept 
of the wound with the scar, clarifying the difference in strictly medical terms.29 
While the wound refers to the tearing of tissue due to the traumatic event, the 
scar ‘is not identical to the original tissue but a simulacrum of it’.30 Furthermore, 
the mark possesses a plastic-visual nature that differs in colour, elasticity and 
shape, even changing over time. This does not mean that all scars are visible 
to the naked eye; rather, the idea is to conceive of the traces of trauma not as 
the reproduction of the wound itself, but as the sign of having been wounded. 

Over the years, the visibility of breaches has changed with the use of different 
technologies capable of passing through tissues and detecting multiple layers 
of organic matter, sometimes even showing traces of psychiatric trauma at 
the neurological level (e.g. PTSD). Medical tropes or motifs applied to trauma 
discourses thus raise the need for a deeper understanding of the agent 
instances that shape cultures of remembrance and representations of the 
individual and collective traumatised body.31 As Amit Pinchevski states, ‘the 
concept of trauma might then be regarded against the cultural techniques of 
its making: the alignment and interrelation of bodies, knowledge, technologies 
and practices — from the clinic to the lab, from the “talking cure” to the MRI 
scan — that have given rise and sustained the traumatised condition’.32 In this 
sense, each historical epoch and culture constructs its own narrative of trauma 
not only in line with institutional rhetoric, but also about medical insights into 
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the injured body and mind, as well as the technologies to treat them, including 
visual devices. 

The visual representation of the COVID-19 pandemic and its iconography, as 
it has been constructed and conveyed by the media (television, newspapers, 
web, etc.), has been consolidated, on the one hand, through the popularisation 
of medical-scientific imagery. The collective exposure to the traumatic event, in 
its twofold dimension of exhibiting and undergoing, was in fact often played out 
through the global proliferation of images dedicated to the isolation of the virus, 
the tracing of bodies, and the representation of the disease effects on the bodies 
affected by the contagion. On the other hand, the hypertrophic production of 
visualised scientific data has attempted to compensate for the blind spots of this 
traumatic event. The thresholds of the unrepresentable have been redefined 
not so much by the assumption of an ethics of the gaze towards the sick, but 
rather by the impossibility of accessing the spaces of the cure, in the most tragic 
situations condemning the bodies overwhelmed by the virus to disappearance. 
For this reason, borders between visible and unseen, between scientific and 
non-scientific imagery, have been constantly challenged and traversed. 

Within this volume, the contributions by Alexander Sedzielarz and Samuel 
Antichi, together with the essay mentioned above by Donghi-Pezzano, 
specifically address the figures of suffering and the experiences of care 
related to the recent trauma caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. In particular, 
Sedzielarz and Antichi identify the filmic form and, specifically, documentary 
production as the privileged place to observe the representability of traumatic 
facts and the discourse of the traumatised body as the object of care. Alexander 
Sedzielarz focuses on the analysis of two documentaries — Wang Nanfu’s In 
the Same Breath (2021) and Waad Al-Kateab’s For Sama (2021) — to show the 
complexity of a biopolitical apparatus capable of determining and shaping the 
life and death of vulnerable subjectivities in different geopolitical and cultural 
contexts affected by a state of crisis. On the one hand, the author explains how, 
in documenting the realities and effects of catastrophe, the films work on the 
traumatic scene not only in spatial, but also in temporal terms: by creating 
interconnections between heterogeneous temporal levels, the filmmakers 
propose an act of resistance to that perpetual repetition, both symbolic and 
concrete, of the original event that prevents the wound from healing. On the 
other, these cinematic works show how trauma is subjected to the dominant 
discourse elaborated by the state in order to manage emergency. Indeed, the 
spaces of care (i.e., hospitals), technologies and representations become the 
cogs in an institutional system in which the visible order of trauma is regulated 
and distributed.

By questioning documentary realism in the pandemic age, Samuel Antichi 
reflects on pandemic imagery, considering the function assumed by data 
visualisations and infographic material in representing and rendering the 
devastating effects of viral propagation intelligibly. As the author points out, a 
large part of the Trauma Studies debate takes on a visual-aesthetic view, as it 
questions the ways and possibilities to represent trauma through images and 
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narrations, which are considered the primary mediators for historical knowledge, 
private and cultural memory and human healing.33 However, central within 
pandemic mediation processes of trauma is a shift in the indexical paradigm, in 
which the contours of reality are reworked through testimonial strategies that 
oscillate between the storytelling of experienced dramas and the progressive 
replacement of photographic representation, that is, images of quantitative and 
biological digital renderings. These media artefacts are created without visual 
reference to give evidence and credibility to invisible and elusive objects such 
as the SARS-CoV-2 particle.

In consolidating the discourse of the body as an object of care, contemporary 
media culture shapes its narratives around certain key concepts, now recurrently 
used to understand and respond to the collective state of suffering and traumatic 
experiences, namely the idea of resilience, of regaining good health, and well-
being. Not by chance, the articles in this issue recall these recent traumatic 
events, reflecting on how they tested the resilience of community formations.

In following this prompt, visual culture and media scholars can also question 
this renewed connection between the representation of illness and the horizon 
of resilience. Susan Sontag, Donna Haraway, and more recently Jeffrey Olick, 
all argued that in the face of disease and the experience of trauma, we need to 
reflect on the ideological substratum that aims to promote positive thinking at 
all costs, as the outcome of a neo-liberal logic in which the individual and society 
must strive to overcome difficulties by demonstrating strength, a vocation for 
struggle and a commitment to overcoming one’s vulnerabilities.34

The pandemic has forced global society to look at the vulnerabilities of the 
body and mind with greater awareness, recalling the duty not to impose a 
closure of the experience of trauma in the illusion of a definitive cure. However, 
other difficult experiences, such as those analysed, for instance, in Biernoff and 
Nicastro’s essays, also testify to the capacity of images to foster processes of 
healing, through which the relationship with the original trauma is continuously 
developed, thanks to the recovery of other representations, both scientific and 
non-scientific, documentary and fictional.

To conclude, this special issue of Cinema & Cie traces a novel cross-disciplinary 
framework to conceptualise care work in relation to the sick and injured body. 
Ultimately, the aim is to foreground the healing potential of art and media 
practices capable of emancipating the body vulnerable to illnesses, as well as 
to forms of visual scrutiny and intervention. Scholars in the critical medical 
humanities have invited to widen the scale and sites of the ‘primal scene’, that 
is of the doctor-patient encounter.35 Distributing care work across a network of 
humans, images, and technologies means inscribing care into the materiality of 
these circuits instead of side-lining care to the doctor-patient encounter.
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Sacha Polak’s Dirty God and 
the Politics of Authenticity
Suzannah Biernoff, Birkbeck — University of London

Dutch director Sacha Polak’s Dirty God (2019) is the first narrative film with a female 
lead whose scars are real, and arguably the first to tackle the assumption that scars 
(especially on a woman’s body) are shameful or tragic. Vicky Knight, who plays Jade, a 
young woman rebuilding her life after an acid attack, has talked about the revelation of 
seeing her body on screen after enduring years of abuse because of her appearance. 
Polak ‘saved my life’ she says, by enabling her to see her scarred body as beautiful, ‘a 
piece of art.’ Like any art form, film has the potential to be transformative, and in inter-
views both Knight and Polak have repeatedly spoken of their work in those terms. This 
article uses Dirty God to think about what is at stake in the dismantling of stereotypes 
and the reclamation of beauty — a goal shared by many disability rights campaigners. 
Made at a time when escalating cases of acid violence in London were making headlines 
around the world, Polak’s film prompts comparisons with Katie Piper’s Beautiful (2011) 
and other survivor memoirs. Privileging imperfection over repair and fragility over 
strength, it challenges existing portrayals of disfigurement and, in the process, offers a 
more radical understanding of beauty and authenticity.

I am flesh, bones
I am skin, soul 
I am human
Nothing more than human

I am sweat, flaws
I am veins, scars
I am human
Nothing more than human 

(Emmanuel Adjei, Human)

The opening shots of Sacha Polka’s Dirty God glide like a caress over an 
expanse of bare skin [Fig. 1].1 A hand passes lightly across delicate tendrils of 
scar tissue and the strange, pale landscape resolves into the surface of a body. 
Human, by Iranian-Dutch singer Sevdaliza, completes the title sequence with a 
choric commentary. 

We meet Jade as her mother Lisa (Katherine Kelly) is picking her up from 
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the burns unit of an East London hospital. Their taxi drives past shuttered shop 
fronts, Victorian railway arches, pedestrians, bus stops: people going about their 
everyday lives. Jade looks silently out of the window, her face expressionless 
beneath the transparent facial orthosis (TFO) that she has been told to wear 
while her scars heal. At home she is greeted by the inconsolable screams of 
her tiny daughter Rae (two-year-old Eliza Brady-Girard). Dirty God is about the 
physical and emotional aftermath of an acid attack, but it is also a film about 
living on a Hackney council estate, going clubbing, falling in love, and the fragile, 
fallible bonds between mothers and daughters.

In interviews on the festival circuit and in the British press, first-time actor Vicky 
Knight talked openly about the impact of seeing her scars on screen. Having 
been seriously burned in an arson attack on her grandfather’s pub in Hackney 
when she was eight, Knight had endured ‘being called a monster’ through her 
school years. Polak ‘saved my life’, she says, by enabling her to see her scarred 
body differently, as ‘a piece of art’ rather than something to hide.2 Like any art 
form, film has the potential to be transformative — for the makers as well as for 
viewers — and both Knight and Polak have spoken of filmmaking as a way of 
working through difficult experiences.3 

This article uses Dirty God to ask what is at stake in the dismantling of 
stereotypies and the aesthetic reclamation of the disfigured body — a goal shared 
by many disability rights campaigners, and a recurring theme in the Pride and 
body positivity movements.4 From its overwhelmingly positive critical reception, 
it is clear that part of the answer to this question, for reviewers and funders, is the 
film’s authenticity. Dirty God is the first feature-length drama with a female lead 
whose scars are real, and the first to tackle the pervasive assumption that scars 
(especially on the female body) are tragic or shameful. Covering the Rotterdam 
Film Festival for Screen in January 2019, Fionnuala Halligan called it ‘a giant 
move forward in terms of representation’.5 For Changing Faces campaigner 
Ryan Foal, who was born with a cleft lip and palate, it is ‘the finest cinematic 
portrayal of life with disfigurement to date’.6

Despite its presence in mainstream cinema since the 1920s,7 facial 
disfigurement has been largely neglected by film scholars, who have focused 
instead on the filmic significance of ‘the face’ in general.8 The most recent 

Fig. 1 
‘I am skin, soul’: Title 
sequence from Dirty God 
(2019). Screenshot
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example of this tendency, Noa Steimatsky’s The Face on Film (2017), approaches 
the face as ‘a privileged locus, as a measure — even as essence — of the cinema’.9 
The non-beautiful is not part of her critical lexicon, and most of the faces she 
analyses are conspicuously normative (if not luminously beautiful). While there 
are passing references to the faces of the suffering, maimed, and dead of two 
world wars, visible in newsreels and documentaries, they ‘demand a separate 
enquiry’.10 As a historian rather than a film theorist, my aims are different from 
Steimatsky’s. This article is part of a larger project that examines the stigma 
of facial difference through cultural tropes that are so familiar that they have 
become invisible. Rather than asking what the face means for film, I am using 
film — and its contexts and legacies — as a way of thinking about the cultural 
mechanisms of stigma.11

Disfigurement (facial and otherwise) is also under-researched within disability 
studies: a significant omission given the inclusion of disfigurement in the 1990 
Americans with Disabilities Act and the 1995 UK Disability Discrimination Act — 
legal recognition of the fact that having an appearance at odds with conventional 
standards of attractiveness makes it likely that you will experience (often daily) 
prejudice and discrimination.12 The major studies of film and disability, including 
Martin Norden’s The Cinema of Isolation: A History of Physical Disability in 
the Movies, focus on sensory and motor disabilities,13 a tendency mirrored in 
the disability studies literature and in database and collections projects like 
the British Film Institute’s Disabled Britain on Film and Vanderbilt’s Films: 
Portrayal of People with Disabilities search tool.14 Norden, whose study is the 
most ambitious of these sources, limits his remit to ‘severe visual, auditory, 
or orthopaedic impairment’.15 Disfigurement — as a social disability often 
unaccompanied by physical impairment — is neither defined nor historicized.

In November 2018 the British charity Changing Faces launched a campaign 
to end negative stereotypes of people with disfigurements in the media and 
entertainment.16 In the #IAmNotYourVillain campaign video, five young people 
talk about their earliest memories of being bullied because of their appearance. 
Freddy Krueger from A Nightmare on Elm Street (Wes Craven, 1984), Voldemort 
in the Harry Potter series (2001-11), DC’s Joker, and Scar from The Lion King top 
the list of hurtful names. ‘It would be quite nice to have a hero or a good person 
with a visible difference’, says one of the young contributors. As a direct result of 
the campaign, the British Film Institute (BFI) no longer funds films through the 
National Lottery that include negative depictions of visible difference. 

When Dirty God was released in early 2019, the BFI’s Film Fund director Ben 
Roberts welcomed it as ‘a fantastic example of [an] authentic, empathetic and 
positive portrayal’.17 But what, exactly, does it mean to call Knight’s performance 
‘utterly authentic’ as Mark Kermode does in his review for the Observer18 
Authenticity is one of those concepts — like beauty and realism — that seems 
to operate on an intuitive level, but in fact rests on a host of assumptions and 
conventions that change over time. One of the challenges taken up here is thinking 
about authenticity more contextually, as a value that reflects particular historical 
coordinates. For Polak and her collaborators, these coordinates include a new 
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interest in imperfection as an aesthetic value, and a changing funding landscape 
in the UK in which questions of representation are explicitly linked to policies of 
diversity and inclusion. 

In On Being Authentic (2004), the philosopher Charles Guignon identifies two 
main components of the Romantic conception of authenticity.19 The first is the 
assumption that there is an essential self, deep within each of us, which can be 
discovered through self-reflection, introspection or contemplation. The second 
assumption is that once we find this authentic self, it is possible to live in a 
way that gives it full expression. Asked in a BFI interview if she had any advice 
for other young people, Knight put it this way: ‘You want to be like everyone 
else, and it doesn’t work. Just be yourself. There’s only one of you’.20 These 
convictions rest, in turn, upon a modern, western understanding of the self 
as something bounded and self-encapsulated — very different from the more 
porous and fractured inner and outer selves that one finds in early Christian 
and medieval texts, for example.21 Authenticity, then, is not a new ideal. What is 
new, as Guignon and others have observed, is the ‘burgeoning industry’ that has 
‘grown up in recent years with the aim of reforming and transforming people in 
order to make them authentic’.22 

Most formulations of authenticity — from Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) to 
Phillip C. McGraw, or ‘Dr Phil’ as he is known to viewers of his television chat show 
— share an emphasis on the personal: self-knowledge, self-actualisation, self-
expression.23 In his concluding chapter Guignon asks, instead, what authenticity 
might look like as a ‘social virtue’.24 This article can be read as a response to his 
question. It is not about the film itself — as a cultural text to be interpreted – so 
much as the social, institutional and political spaces around it: the historical 
moment in which Jade’s story coalesces and is embodied, and the factors that 
shape the film’s reception. I map some of the discourses and tropes surrounding 
acid violence and disfigurement in the early decades of 21st century Britain and 
locate Dirty God in a cultural sphere that is shared with media representations 
and autobiographical ‘survivor’ narratives. Although I argue that authenticity is 
negotiated, constructed and performed in these spaces rather than given and 
innate, this is not meant to imply that that it can’t also be a meaningful personal 
goal. In the final part of the article I trace Polak’s interest in disfigurement 
through her previous film, the documentary Nieuwe Tieten (New Boobs, 2013), 
which chronicles her experience of risk-reducing surgery when genetic testing 
reveals that she is carrying the BRCA1 gene mutation. Both films touch on the 
medicalisation of disfigurement while illuminating the practical ways in which 
visible difference is negotiated on a daily basis.

Like all creative projects, Dirty God has several beginnings. Asked in interviews 
how she came up with the idea for Jade’s story, Polak describes an incident that 
took place at Lowlands, a music festival held every summer near Amsterdam. 
She noticed a young woman with burns scars in the crowd: ‘I looked at her and 
I flinched, and I saw everybody around her doing the same thing’ she recalls.25 
Everyone was watching and it struck her that it must always be like that: ‘I 
realised you’re never allowed to forget having such an injury’.26 Jade’s story 
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started to take shape several years later, in 2014, while Polak was living and 
working in London.27 With co-writer Susie Farrell she began interviewing young 
female burns survivors. Jaf Shah, the director of ASTI (Acid Survivors Trust 
International) put them in contact with Katie Gee, who in 2013 had battery acid 
thrown at her while working as a volunteer in Zanzibar. They talked to Gee and 
women who’d had similar experiences ‘about how they felt about themselves, if 
they thought they would find a new partner in life, what the hurdles were.’28

Wanting to cast someone who could relate to the story, Polak and Farrell 
approached Lucy Pardee, the agent who found Katie Jarvis for Andrea Arnold’s 
2009 film Fish Tank. Pardee sent them a video that Knight had posted on social 
media when she was eighteen: made on her iPad, the five minutes film had 
gone viral, attracting the attention of producers at Betty, a small UK production 
company that had been acquired by the Discovery network. Knight had accepted 
their invitation to take part in a documentary, only finding out when the filming 
was over that the series would be called Too Ugly for Love? The experience was 
‘humiliating’ and when it was broadcast in 2014, Knight ended up being targeted 
on the virulently antifeminist website Sluthate.29 

It took Pardee a full year to persuade Knight to audition for Dirty God.30 By 
then, people were starting to talk about the alarming rise in attacks involving 
corrosive substances in the UK. London Metropolitan Police data record an 
increase of more than 500% between 2012 and 2016, from 73 reports up to 469.31 
Although the victims (and perpetrators) were mostly male, it was the stories of 
young female victims that dominated the popular press.32 As the public faces 
of the epidemic of acid violence, their scars became signifiers of a pathologized 
masculinity and its devastating effects. Dirty God shares the news media’s focus 
on the disfigured female body, but unlike the tabloids — which detail exactly 
what happened, and what it felt like — Jade’s story is told without flashbacks. 
Nor is the perpetrator, Jade’s ex-boyfriend, fleshed out for us. He has a symbolic, 
hallucinatory presence in the film, appearing to her as a totemic birdman, plumed 
in raven’s feathers, but Polak denies us the voyeuristic thrill of watching the 
attack or seeing its immediate aftermath. 

Dirty God diverges in other significant ways from media representations of 
acid violence, providing an alternative to their narratives of pain and isolation. 
Jacob Johanssen and Diana Garrisi have shown that the tabloid newspapers, in 
particular, focused on the victim’s experience and feelings rather than on the 
wider contexts of acid violence, or society’s response to it.33 There was little 
discussion of the mediating roles of social relationships and community, or the 
institutional contexts of healthcare and policing. The British tabloids are known 
for their sensationalism, but in these articles we see sensation itself becoming 
a kind of currency.34 Their actual subject is not violence, but pain: indescribable, 
unprecedented pain.35 

Dirty God is not about pain; it is a closely observed study of human relationships 
— between friends and lovers, mothers and daughters. The tabloid accounts, by 
contrast, ‘create a scenario of loneliness’.36 A typical article in The Mirror from 
June 2015 features an interview with Becky, whose partner paid another man 
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to carry out the attack that left her with burns to 40% of her body. ‘I couldn’t 
bear the way I looked’, says Becky of her scars. ‘I knew they would never fade. I 
thought, “Who will want me now?”’.37 This tendency to subjectify emotional and 
physical pain — to see it as personal and private rather than social or structural 
— conforms to portrayals of domestic violence in popular culture, which either 
blame women for being victims (for making bad choices, for provoking abuse), 
or present male violence as ‘natural’.38 Jade, however, is neither an archetypal 
‘victim’ nor a conventional ‘survivor’. 

In July 2017, the Guardian columnist Deborah Orr wrote an article responding 
to reports of five acid attacks in East London the previous night. The Home Office 
had convened a joint summit with the National Police Chiefs’ Council earlier 
that month and a petition calling for greater regulation of corrosive substances 
was gathering signatures online. Orr’s piece reflects on the collective anxiety 
provoked by attacks that felt both extreme and symbolic: ‘In a culture of 
individuality and identity’, she writes, ‘this is a crime that attacks individuality 
and identity. It changes people — how they look, how they feel — for the rest 
of their lives’.39 At that point, the lack of a consistent pattern was particularly 
bewildering, with statistics indicating that people over 75 made up a significant 
proportion of the victims. ‘Who would throw acid at an elderly man or woman?’ 
she asks. ‘Or at anyone?’ Throwing acid, Orr concludes, is a ‘narcissistic crime 
[…]. The perpetrator gets to feel powerful [and] at the same time they irreparably 
devalue the victim’.40 

Understanding these crimes as symbolic acts — as a symptom of cultural 
narcissism or pathologized masculinity — helps to contain the generalized fear 
they provoke. The attention to young, attractive, female victims in the news media 
has also meant that healing is likely to be seen in terms of the restoration or 
reclamation of female beauty. Survivor narratives have played a significant role 
in voicing these themes. There have been several widely publicised accounts,41 
but Katie Piper’s memoirs and television documentaries have had the widest 
reach in the UK: Channel 4’s four-part documentary series Katie: My Beautiful 
Face was watched by 3.3 million people in October 2009, and 2011’s follow-up 
series Katie: My Beautiful Friends attracted 1.7 million viewers.42 In her 2011 
autobiography Beautiful (A beautiful girl. An evil man. One inspiring true story of 
courage) and the sequel Beautiful Ever After (2014), beauty and the unbeautiful 
are dichotomous but unstable concepts, tethered to physical appearance as well 
as the state of the soul.43 

Beautiful opens with a description of a mirror. Piper hasn’t seen her face 
since the surgery for her burn injuries and her psychologist hands her a small 
plastic mirror with the advice to take her time. ‘That normal little mirror became 
a window into hell’, she writes. Instead of seeing a scarred but recognizable 
version of herself, she is confronted with something that doesn’t cohere into a 
whole. Her skin is ‘like meat hanging in a butcher’s window’, or ‘like candle wax’; 
her eyes ‘like two cartoonish globes’; her lips ‘like sausages’. ‘Where’s my face?’ 
she screams inside her head, ‘my beautiful, stolen face’.44

Before her modelling and television career Piper trained as a hair and beauty 
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therapist and her vocational investment in physical beauty is a sustaining source 
of optimism. ‘Helping other women feel good about themselves’ was something 
she took to instinctively.45 But she was also aware that self-improvement 
was a fool’s game: ‘surrounded by beautiful people’ she became ‘more and 
more obsessed’ with how she looked.46 Piper’s writing is shot through with 
ambivalence: beauty is a source of power, solidarity, self-care and affirmation, 
and at the same time an unobtainable, oppressive ideal. Founded in 2009, the 
Katie Piper Foundation has provided make-up support as well as advice on hair 
replacement for people whose injuries have caused permanent hair loss. This is 
not just about camouflage or ‘passing’ as non-disfigured; it is about learning ‘how 
to look and feel great with hair styling, manicures and false eyelashes’.47 The 
(re)construction of beauty, in this context, is a therapeutic process rather than a 
fixed ideal. Sometimes it is simply about feeling ‘a little bit less ugly’.48 Familiar 
rituals of beautification — depilating her legs, painting her toenails — allow Piper 
to reclaim her body. She starts a photo diary and calls it ‘My Pictorial Journal to 
Recovery’.49 

Sacha Polak visited Piper’s charity when she was developing the screenplay 
for Dirty God and there are points of overlap between Jade’s story and Katie’s. 
Young, blond and attractive, both women are the victims of pathologically 
jealous and controlling partners. And for both, acquired disfigurement prompts 
filmic comparisons. Piper likens her appearance to the Phantom of the Opera 
and Hannibal Lecter.50 One night, while she is painting her nails, she catches 
sight of ‘something’ in the little mirror on her manicure box. With its ‘puckered 
skin and dead eyes’ it looks back at her like ‘the face of a character from a 
Hammer Horror movie’.51 Polak addresses the legacy of cinematic monstrosity 
more indirectly, by evoking the innocent gaze of Jade’s daughter. ‘Monster’, says 
Rae when she visits her mum in the burns unit for the first time. Wiping away a 
tear as she tells her friend, Jade remembers her mother’s attempt to reassure 
the frightened child: ‘She’s a nice monster Rae. Like In the Night Garden’.52 You 
can look like Quasimodo, says Jade’s Polish friend later, ‘but what a kid sees 
is a knockout. That’s what a mum is to a kid’,53 Beauty, she implies, is simply 
unconditional love. 

There are other, more significant, differences between the two accounts. 
Piper’s surgeon is her guardian angel, presiding over her morphine dreams and 
guiding her towards hope and ‘new beginnings’.54 For Jade there are no guardian 
angels, no surgical fixes. ‘So I’m left with this fucking dog’s dinner’ is Jade’s 
angry retort when her female surgeon says she is healing well and they don’t 
need to consider further surgery.55 Later, at home, she finds an ad on Google for 
‘cheap plastic surgery in Morocco’.56 Phoning the number on the website, she 
sets in train an inevitable sequence of betrayals and disappointments. Morocco 
is a turning point, not just because there is (of course) no surgeon, but because 
it brings Jade and Naz (Bluey Robinson) together. Their mutual attraction has a 
history that is left mostly unspoken, and as they stand together on the balcony 
of the hotel room they are sharing with Jade’s best friend (and Naz’s girlfriend) 
Shami (Rebecca Stone), the conversation turns existential. ‘My god’s different 
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to your god’, Jade confides quietly. ‘My god’s a dirty god’.57 It’s hot. Shami is 
sunbathing by the hotel pool way below, they kiss, and he strokes her scarred 
breast and arm. 

Healing, for Jade (and arguably for Knight and Polak) means learning to 
see beauty in imperfection and fragility. This is different from Piper’s rituals 
of beautification, which have more in common with psychoanalytic accounts of 
femininity as a masquerade.58 Recent attempts to promote a more diverse image 
of beauty — Rick Guidotti’s ‘Positive Exposure’ project in the US, for example, 
and Rankin’s ‘Portrait Positive’ campaign for Changing Faces in the UK — have 
shown that glamour and attractiveness are remarkably versatile and pliable 
commodities, particularly in the hands of professional stylists and fashion 
photographers.59 While these campaigns are empowering and valuable, one of 
the critiques of body positivity has been that it makes individuals responsible for 
‘self-care,’ rather than society. It is, in other words, a typical neoliberal solution 
to a systemic problem. Self-esteem is not just a personal quality, insists Sarah 
Banet-Weiser, it is a ‘cultural and economic currency’ inflected by class, gender, 
sexual orientation and ethnicity, and also of course an extremely lucrative 
market.60 Like beauty, it is something you are expected to work at, invest in and 
perform. 

But for Knight — who is gay and from a working-class background — beauty 
is not about conforming to a middle-class, heteronormative ideal.61 Knight 
herself rarely wears makeup and in extreme close-up the haptic sense of 
seeing/touching bare skin creates an intimacy that would be difficult to achieve 
with cosmetics. It is hard to think of another film that treats real scars as so 
aesthetically interesting. In his review on the Changing Faces website, Ryan 
Foal describes the title sequence as ‘beautifully lit and shot like an intricate 
landscape’, inviting the audience to look closely at Jade’s scars and to ‘recognize 
[their] beauty’.62 And because we see her body at such close range, there is no 
moment of shock when we encounter Jade sitting on the edge of her hospital 
bed in a leopard print sweatshirt and TFO, her hair tied back neatly in a ponytail, 

Fig. 2
Leaving hospital: Vicky 
Knight as Jade in Dirty 
God. Screenshot
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waiting to go home [Fig. 2]. The absence of a delayed reveal sets Dirty God apart 
from virtually every other filmic portrayal of facial disfigurement. As Kermode 
remarks in his review, Belgian cinematographer Ruben Impens’ slow close-ups 
of Knight offer an ‘arrestingly tactile’ alternative to the conventions of cinematic 
disfiguration.63 

Jade’s appearance is also partly the creation of award-winning Danish make-up 
effects designer Morten Jacobsen (who was nominated for a British Independent 
Film Award for his work on Dirty God). Jacobsen extended Knight’s scars, which 
come up to her right cheekbone, so that they would cover the right side of her 
face [Fig. 3]. The result is an amplification of reality, a prosthetic augmentation 
that blurs the line between fact and fabrication. This has not discouraged critics 
and industry professionals from welcoming the film’s honesty. In her review 
for Sight & Sound, Nikki Baughan called it ‘bitingly authentic’.64 Foal, who has 
written eloquently about his own experiences of prejudice, shame and the ‘soft 
bigotry of low expectations’ observes:

In an industry where disfigurement marginalisation is commonplace, 
casting an actor with burns to play a character with burns feels 
oddly radical. […] As someone with a facial disfigurement, there is 
often a sense that our stories don’t belong to us, and that our faces 
and bodies only exist as tropes in movies to elicit fear or pity.65 

Fig. 3 
Dirty God quad poster, 40 
inches x 30 inches (UK)
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Like beauty, authenticity is a term that has become politically inflected in 
recent decades, ritually invoked in discussions of literature, film, theatre, visual 
art, political populism, and social media (where being outed as ‘fake’ can end 
a career). In Authentic™ (2012) Banet-Weiser links the rise of authenticity as 
a dominant cultural value to the expansion of brand culture in 21st century 
America (although many of the trends she identifies are global). ‘In a culture that 
is increasingly understood and experienced through the logic and strategies of 
commercial branding’, she writes, ‘in a culture characterized by the postmodern 
styles of irony, parody, and the superficial, the concept of authenticity seems to 
carry even more weight’.66 Her account is useful for the attention it gives to the 
myriad ways in which contemporary authenticity is materialised and embodied. 

Ogilvy & Mather’s campaign for Dove soap exemplifies the ambivalence that 
Banet-Weiser identifies as part of brand culture. ‘Evolution’, the first in a series 
of viral videos, was released in October 2006 and shows a young, conventionally 
attractive but unremarkable white woman being transformed by make-up 
artists and stylists, then photographed and her image digitally enhanced to 
create an image of airbrushed perfection. ‘No wonder our perception of beauty is 
distorted’, runs the tagline. ‘A catalyst for widening the definition and discussion 
of beauty’ according to the Dove website, the 95 second video got millions of 
hits on YouTube and won awards in the Viral and Film categories at Cannes 
Lions 2007.67 Banet-Weiser uses Dove’s Campaign for Real Beauty as a case 
study of ‘commodity activism’, a form of activism that promises empowerment 
through personal transformation rather than through civic participation or 
collective struggle. She is not saying that authenticity™ is inauthentic — just a 
myth pedalled by the advertising industry, a product of economic determinism. 
Rather, she sees consumer capitalism in more complex terms, as a ‘nuanced, 
multilayered context for identity formation’ and ‘an explicitly cultural space’.68 
Brand managers, designers, and creative producers are part of this culture, and 
so too are consumers.

Like Banet-Weiser, I want to question the traditional idea of authenticity as 
something given — a quality that some people (or some images or performances) 
possess, and others lack. Performative, stylistic, and rhetorical, authenticity 
is negotiated at every stage of the creative process, from script development 
and funding applications to lighting and makeup. Even the prosthetic scars on 
Jade’s upper cheek confound the usual binary opposition of the authentic vs. 
the inauthentic. ‘I felt like for the film you need to exaggerate a bit’, Polak says, 
explaining that Jacobsen used prints of Knight’s lower face, so the fabricated 
scars are real too, in a way. She adds that the makeup truck — where Knight 
spent an hour, sometimes longer, at the beginning and end of each day of 
shooting — was a ‘sort of her little world’, where she could listen to music, 
relax, joke around.69 

Authenticity is also not without risk or cost. Knight has talked about how 
hard it was being the centre of attention on set after so many years of trying 
to hide her scars. She has described her distress at the camera ‘being so 
close’.70 The vulnerability that comes through in her performance is genuine, 
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but this emotional labour is also a form of capital. It adds value by converting 
‘experience’ into a commodity. The authenticity of Knight’s performance also 
made it necessary for everyone else on set to navigate the risk of exploitation. 
When they were filming in Morocco some of the crew members asked Polak 
what she planned on doing with Vicky afterwards, whether she was going to pay 
for her therapy. If you work with someone who is vulnerable, who has been hurt 
in the past, Polak told me, ‘you make a promise to take care of them afterwards. 
It’s not only for the shoot, it’s really a lifetime promise’.71

Dirty God, which received export and distribution funding through the BFI 
Film Fund in 2018 and 2019, reflects a new strategic focus on diversity and 
inclusion in British film and television production. Launched in June 2016, 
the BFI’s Diversity Standards address issues of underrepresentation both on 
screen and behind the camera, primarily (though not exclusively) in relation to 
the protected characteristics named in the UK Equality Act 2010, which makes 
it illegal to discriminate against someone on the grounds of race, disability, 
sexual orientation, gender reassignment, religion or belief, age, pregnancy or 
maternity, marriage/civil partnership or sex/gender. Film funding applications 
now need to meet at least two out of four criteria: one relating to on-screen 
representation, another addressing diversity in the context of recruitment and 
creative leadership, the third focusing on training opportunities, and the fourth 
concerned with audience development. Envisaged as a flexible framework that 
could be used for feature films, television and online content, film festivals and 
other audience-facing activities, the Standards are a contractual requirement 
for all BFI funding. At the time of writing they have been adopted by Film4, 
BBC Films, BAFTA, BIFA and Paramount Studios, and all producers working in 
the UK are being encouraged to voluntarily adopt the Standards by the end of 
2022.72

Jennifer Smith, the BFI’s Head of Diversity since 2017, insists that the 
Diversity Standards are not a tick-box exercise or a rulebook. She sees them 
as a catalyst, an ‘agent of change’, with the potential ‘to make behaviours 
different, to make people think about portrayal and representation’.73 She also 
acknowledges that ‘there is a nuance around portrayal that often gets lost’ in 
public discourse. This is where stakeholder consultation — in forums like the 
BFI’s Disability Screen Advisory Group — can play a valuable role in initiating a 
discussion about what a ‘good’ portrayal looks like. I asked Smith if consensus 
was likely. She immediately said no, ‘there won’t be consensus. There will be 
huge debate, but the point about visible difference is that it’s [currently] a hidden 
debate’ rather than a public conversation.74 While the practice of ‘cripping up’ 
— where nondisabled actors play disabled characters — has been spotlighted 
in the media, the Diversity Standards articulate a more nuanced understanding 
of authenticity. Applicants for funding have to reflect on their casting choices, 
storylines, locations, themes and narratives, and are invited to ‘describe where 
there are complex and non-stereotypical representations of characters, talent 
or contributors who are normally relegated to two-dimensional roles’.75 

Authenticity, then, is the result of countless creative, pragmatic and ethical 
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decisions. It is also, I have suggested, a form of capital, requiring investment 
and entailing risk. If we want to know how a film like Dirty God challenges 
disfigurement tropes, authenticity in casting is certainly part of the answer, but 
so is the way the film aligns with changing cultural values and funding priorities, 
and with Polak’s own trajectory as a filmmaker. When I asked her if Dirty God 
was a personal project, she told me that in the Netherlands, journalists would 
often bring up the film that preceded it, Nieuwe Tieten (2013). Documenting 
her experience of testing positive for the BRCA1 gene mutation associated 
with hereditary breast and ovarian cancer, there are obvious parallels with 
Dirty God. Talking to her, one senses that Polak grasps the existential weight 
of Jade’s situation: her refusal to accept the surgeon’s decision that this is a 
‘good result’, her compulsive search for another opinion. Both are intimate 
portraits of scarred female bodies, and in both films mothers and daughters 
are a central axis. Polak’s mother died of breast cancer when she was eleven 
months old, but she comes to life on screen in family photos and videos, and in 
the journal entries she wrote after her diagnosis. Yet when I ask Polak about the 
connection between the two films, she replies briefly, ‘it’s not like 1 + 1 is 2. It’s 
more complicated’.76 Jade is not Sacha, but arguably Polak’s own experiences 
make Dirty God a more nuanced, more direct, and also less grim film than it 
might otherwise have been. 

Nieuwe Tieten shows us that weighing abstract calculations about life and 
death against the physical immediacy of mutilation (the term is used several 
times) is not straightforward. Polak’s fear of disfigurement is as visceral as her 
fear of dying. Filmed partly by her stepmother, who is also a confidante and 
interlocutor, Polak involves us in the agonizing process of reaching a decision. 
In one consultation with a surgeon, she and her boyfriend are shown a ring-
binder of post-operative images. The first patient has had a mastectomy without 
reconstruction (‘we want to avoid this’ says the consultant, briskly turning the 
page); the next image is ‘not the prettiest’, but a reasonable outcome using 
prosthetic implants. Another photograph shows fabricated nipples: buds of skin 
and scar tissue colored by a tattoo artist. Still undecided, she goes to meet 
other women who have had breast surgery; one lets her feel the firm dome of 
silicone implant beneath her skin.

In the end, Polak opts for a procedure that uses tissue from her abdomen 
to form new breasts. After the first six-hour operation, she films herself in the 
bathroom mirror. Incision lines run across her newly constructed nipples. The 
horizontal wound that bisects the skin of her abdomen is surprisingly large. ‘I 
look as if I floated in the canal for a few months’, she says dryly. Loss runs through 
both films like a current, but so does humor, and an instinctive avoidance of 
sentimentality. Making films, Polak says at the start of Nieuwe Tieten, is simply 
something she can do. It is a way of figuring things out, a way of coping. The 
experience is similar for Knight: acting — and seeing herself on screen — is a 
process of clarification, of working through. Pointing out that her family was 
never offered counselling after the fire (in which her two cousins died), Knight 
says making Dirty God was a necessarily difficult but healing experience. ‘It’s 
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given me another window to look out. I see myself as human now, and not as a 
monster. I love my scars. […] I think they tell a story’.77

There is an awkward moment at the end of a Dirty God Q&A where Polak 
interrupts the host as she is winding up the event. ‘Can I say something?’ she 
asks, leaning into the microphone. Indicating that she is speaking for Knight and 
her co-star Bluey Robinson, who sit next to her on the platform, she says ‘we’ve 
all worked really hard on this film, and it took us a long time. This film is very 
fragile and vulnerable’.78 Her comment does more than signal authenticity: it 
claims fragility and vulnerability as ethical and aesthetic values. This is not just 
a harrowing or inspirational or realistic portrayal of an acid attack survivor; it is 
a film that makes demands on us because, like Nieuwe Tieten, it documents an 
unpredictable, risky process in a way that is unusually honest. In complicated 
ways, it reflects Polak’s experience of mortality and mutilation as well as 
Knight’s, while creating a compelling fictional world in which the membrane 
between fantasy and reality is always porous. It is a film that challenges the 
available cultural representations of disfigurement and tells a new story about 
what it is like to live with visible scars. But it also reflects very particular 
anxieties about acid violence and — like the British tabloids and Katie Piper’s 
memoirs — uses a woman’s body to explore them. 
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The connection between images and anorexia, orthorexia, bulimia, binge eating, and 
other forms of food consumption deemed ‘disordered’ is controversial and often over-
simplified. Frequently it is reduced to the idea that glamorous images, particularly the 
heroin chic style of the 1990s, create a dangerous imaginary that young women - stati-
stically the main target of eating disorders - emulate. This article wants to challenge this 
issue by exploring three aspects of the intricate relationship between eating disorders 
and images: 1) the fear of contagion that haunts images exposing bodies that suffer by 
eating disorders; 2) As a time-based medium, film offers a privileged set of perceptive 
tools to account for the ways eating disorders interfere with time – as perceived, lived, 
shared; 3) One more aspect that is relevant to observe since it predominately occupies 
the current debate is the question of the right way to represent certain medical condi-
tions and their experience. The reasons at the core of this debate are extremely vital 
and prove how photos and moving images have tragically contributed to building and 
constructing gender and racial bias as well as the stigmatization of certain diseases. 
Though when speaking of misrepresentation there is the risk of embracing a decepti-
ve idea of good mimesis at the cost of the ambivalence that the experience of certain 
conditions inherently carry and which should not disappear in the fictional dimension.

For others, who look from without, my ideas, my feelings have a 
nose. My nose. And they have a pair of eyes, my eyes, which I do not 
see but which they see. What relation is there between my ideas 
and my nose? For me, none whatever. I do not think with my nose, 
nor am I conscious of my nose when I think. But others? Others, 
who cannot see my ideas within me, but who see my nose without? 
For others, there is so intimate a relation between my ideas and 
my nose.

(Luigi Pirandello, One, None, and a Hundred Thousand)

INTRO
In this article I want to reflect on the intricate link between images and eating 

disorders. In recent years the question of the visual representations of medical 
issues — a subject that has been inaugurated by authors such as Sander Gilman 
and Stuart Hall — has been gaining more and more attention within cultural 
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studies, gender studies, and medical humanities. If the two-way relationship 
between medical conditions and their visual narratives is generally crucial for 
all medical categories, I believe that eating disorders constitute a peculiar case 
study as their constellation of symptoms, their definition, and their epidemic 
nature appear to be strictly related to both the construction/rejection of the 
image of the self as well as to the circulation of glamourous photos and beauty 
ideals that are supposed to trigger the disorders. Furthermore, a careful 
analysis of bodily dysmorphia, which features both anorexia and bulimia, 
allows to expand the investigation of images from the visual aspects only to ‘the 
embodied perceptual experience that also involves the other senses’ — as Fiona 
Johnstone proposes in her Manifesto for a Visual Medical Humanities.1 In this 
respect, I find compelling to engage with the filmic narratives of eating disorders 
at least for three reasons that I will start to unpack in this contribution: 1) Films 
need to confront the fear of contagion that haunts images exposing bodies that 
suffer by eating disorders (this hesitation is confirmed by the little filmography 
that exists on this subject despite the sadly increasing proliferation of these 
disorders); 2) Temporality is a dimension that I consider particularly significant 
in the analysis of cinematic narratives of eating disorders. As a time-based 
medium, film offers a privileged set of perceptive tools to account for the ways 
eating disorders interfere with time — as perceived, lived, shared. For instance, 
how they sabotage the conventional subdivision of the day into mealtimes and 
their ritualistic and social value. Moreover, time of food obsession confronts 
that of intersubjectivity, which often functions as a hindrance in the context of 
days devoted to food: avoiding it, buying it, consuming it, weighing it, thinking 
about it. What is sacrificed therefore is the time of shared routine, which in 
this case coincides with the physiological time of nutrition; 3) One more aspect, 
which does not only concern narratives of eating disorders, but that I believe is 
important to discuss since it predominately occupies the current debate (both 
academic and mainstream) is the question of the right way to represent certain 
medical conditions and their direct experience. The reasons at the core of this 
debate are extremely vital and valid, and prove how photos and moving images 
have tragically contributed to building and constructing gender and racial 
bias as well as the stigmatization of people diagnosed with diseases such as 
hysteria2 and, more recently, HIV. Though when speaking of misrepresentation 
there is the risk of oversimplifying the discourse and embracing a deceptive 
idea of ‘good mimesis’ at the cost of the ambivalence that the experience of 
certain conditions inherently carry and which should not, therefore, disappear 
in the fictional dimension.3 

A SCENE OFF-TOPIC
A thin young woman moves nervously in a room with large horizontal windows. 

She stares at the landscape outside — house roofs and electricity pylons — after 
having checked her phone, scrolling up and down with her index finger. The 
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long silence of this scene is only broken by the heels of her shoes when she 
walks down the staircase to exit the flat and sit for a moment on a bench in 
the sun. The camera lingers inside, on the first floor, and zooms in from above, 
through the door glass, on her hesitant body. She rests only few seconds, then 
she goes back inside, climbing the stair towards the camera. She stops on the 
top step, and not even the close-up can help disclosing her thoughts. She turns 
her head, gives the boney back to the camera, and obsessively starts to walk 
up and down the stairs: first slowly, with a calm serious expression on her face, 
then quicker, lending rhythm to the automatic movement. A slight, enigmatic, 
bodily joy pushes her lips. Is she smiling?

This woman is one of the characters who participate in the choral story, Grass 
(2018), created by Korean director Hong Sangsoo. The black and white film 
revolves around the guests of a café and her owner, Areum, who sits all day 
long at her laptop observing and writing down the conversations, the actions 
— fights, frictions, and love encounters — of the persons eating and drinking in 
the room. We are not sure whether Areum is the screenwriter or a witness of 
this net of daily experiences that the guests bring with them at the table. An 
undecipherable role in line with the absence of clear temporal references that 
features the entire movie. The repetitive gesture of the woman walking the 
stairs with no purpose other than going up and down bespeaks Hong Sangsoo’s 
attempt to move so close to actions, reactions, and words, that the temporal 
borders lose their framing function. The short, apparently irrelevant, sequence 
contains a similar kind of marginal yet symptomatic gestures that filmmaker 
and theorist Domietta Torlasco so accurately and poignantly describes in her 
film essay Philosophy of the Kitchen (2014).4 By retracing the presence of (paid 
and unpaid) domestic work in the history of European film, Torlasco picks up 
Cesare Casarino’s thesis in Images for Housework5 to prove how cinema of 
duration—long takes, repetitive gestures, protracted silences — was born in the 
kitchen. The exhaustion of the (house)working women on the screen contrasts 
with a cinematic dead time where ‘nothing happens’.6 In the Italian neorealist 
film Umberto D. (Vittorio De Sica, 1952) — one of the films Torlasco includes in 
her video essay — a young pregnant maid sits on a chair while grinding coffee: 
she is exhausted from cleaning, preparing food, tidying up. But suddenly, 
something extraordinary happens, she extends her leg, stretches her foot, and 
closes the kitchen door with the tip of her toe only because she can do it.7 
Philosophy of the Kitchen reflects on female reproductive labour foregrounding 
its power in affecting forms and technics of time-based cinematic medium — 
almost a revenge against its marginalization as an activity worth neither to 
be paid nor to be shown [Fig. 1]. Insisting on the marginal minor gestures is 
here, then, not a romantic celebration of the mundane and its little details 
but a way to point out the significance of these interruptions, which do not 
immediately correspond to a signified, yet they ask to be listened to, despite the 
possible risks of misinterpretation. We can deem these images symptomatic8 
by keeping in mind Freud’s definition of symptoms as ‘acts detrimental or at 
least useless to the subjects’.9 The fact that symptoms would neither speak 
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for themselves nor display their meaning, presented a compelling challenge 
where alternative forms of understanding could only be found in an in-between 
zone, by exposing both the patient and the therapist to the rich and impervious 
space of transference. As George Didi-Huberman pointed out,10 Aby Warburg’s 
unfinished project for his Mnemosyne Atlas11 is built on the idea that certain 
images are symptoms of the intricacy of human multi-layered temporality, made 
of interruptions, resumptions, inversions, regressions, stops, and accelerations. 
Warburg recognized in the artistic crystallization of expressive gestures 
and forms the physical embodiment of this ungraspable and discontinuous 
fluctuation of time, which he named Dynamogram. These were for Warburg new 
parameters to rethink and rewrite art history and to thus reject a conception 
of art history that aestheticized art works. He was rather concerned with art 
as trace of human gestures and expression (what he calls Pathosformeln): a 
history of moving bodies and affects. Images are not only generated by the 
clash between feelings and reflective thought, they also embody the symptoms 
of this conflict. They do not provide a solution, they interrogate time condensed 
in bodily gestures.

Fig. 1 
Still from Grass (Hong 
Sang Soo, 2018) 

Fig. 2  
Still from Philosophy in 
The Kitchen (Domietta 
Torlasco, 2014)
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What makes, in this sense, the sequence from Grass so special? The scene 
of the woman in the staircase exceeds the seeming banality of empty motion 
precisely because it goes off-topic- to quote Lea Melandri’s provocative 
definition of those topics that historically were not considered theoretically 
relevant despite being at the core of women’s life, desires, and struggles 
[Fig. 2].12 If Grass is not at all film about eating disorders, something in this 
repetitive action — off-topic and out of time — offers a (moving) Pathosformel to 
elaborate on the imaginary that films (especially fiction films, tv series, and web 
series) on anorexia, bulimia, binge, and orthorexia create, support, or dismiss. 
Hong Sangsoo manages to capture a powerful moment without going after its 
meaning. The thin hectic body of the protagonist climbing the stairs alone in 
her flat visually resonates with the obsession for the control on the body, which 
is at stake in eating disorders where one’s body seems to constitute the only 
possible battlefield to project the external world onto. Different forms of eating 
disorders reveal a common anxiety for the porosity of the body as if the skin 
could not contain the interior: if anorexia is marked by agoraphobic anxieties, 
bulimia is linked to claustrophobia.13 These two seemingly opposite reactions 
arise from the same difficulty to deal with the intense demands of the body and 
from the conviction that there are only two options to cope with it, namely to 
create a ‘no-entry system of defenses’14 or to let everything in (and then expel 
it). Bodies pervaded by what Julia Kristeva describes as ‘abjection’,15 those 
‘violent, dark revolt of being, directed against a threat that seems to emanate 
from an exorbitant outside and inside, ejected beyond the scope of the possible, 
the tolerable, the thinkable’.16

In 2016, the writer and artist Jessie Kahnweiler directed the webseries The 
Skinny 17 to sensitize people to those eating disorders like bulimia that tend to be 
less commonly represented than anorexia, because, despite their exponential 
rise, they are less conspicuous, that is, they cannot be recognized as easily on 
the patient’s body. Kahnweiler, who herself has been suffering for many years 
from bulimia, points out how films about eating disorders are not at all realistic 
since they don’t reveal the disgusting and shameful aspects of binging, purging, 
and throwing up. Her attempt to move the issue out of the clinical space and into 
daily life by showing eating disorders in their ordinary, mundane environment, 
where they become invisible — yet very present in the daily schedule of the 
protagonist — is a remarkable alternative to plots with compulsively happy 
endings. An aspect that she stresses by calling Relapse the first episode of The 
Skinny. Nonetheless, visibility and eating disorders are much more entangled 
than Kahnweiler brings to light in her intentionally grotesque depiction of 
bulimia. If Kahnweiler’s provocation draws attention to shame and secrecy by 
overexposing bulimia symptoms, she does so by relying on ‘authenticity’ as the 
key solution to reach her audience, and uncovers only some of the numerous 
elements at stake in analysing eating disorders through both an individual and 
socio-political lens [Fig. 3]. 
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CONTAGIOUS IMAGES?
The connection between images and anorexia, bulimia, binge eating, and 

other forms of food consumption deemed disordered is controversial and not 
yet deeply explored in all its manyfold levels. Mostly because it is reduced to 
the idea that glamorous images, particularly the heroin chic style of the 1990s,18 
create a dangerous imaginary that young women, who statistically are the main 
target of eating disorders,19 admire and imitate. On its own, such a perspective 
fuels the risk of considering women tendentially narcissistic subjects, passive 
victims of the ideals of beauty promoted by the media.20 Since the 1980s at 
least, feminist theorists and activists have been fighting against the idea of 
women as subjects with narcissistic tendencies and tried instead to retrace 
the production process behind certain beauty ideals.21 Their approaches often 
lead to a conception of eating disorders as forms of active resistance, refusing 
‘a culturally defined role’ by attempting to regain control over the body when 
faced with a ‘confusing social reality’ of oppressive and multiple expectations.22 
Other feminists have historically taken a more critical stance towards women’s 
obsession with the body as a form of submission to patriarchy and its ideals 
of beauty. In recent years, academics from the social sciences,23 cultural and 
gender studies,24 and media studies25 have significantly contributed to zooming 
out from the sole individual psychological components of eating disorders and 
have shed light upon their socio-political context. Specifically, it is crucial to 
look at the role aesthetics might play in the encounter between visual mass 
media and eating disorders, especially when that aesthetics communicates 
a sense of purported neutrality, both medical and political. Visual media not 
only, indeed, record reality but they contribute to its symbolic transformation 
and comprehension. Precisely because eating disorders are shaped to such an 

Fig. 3 
Still from The Skynny 
(Jessie Kahnweiler, 2016)
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extreme degree by their socio-cultural context, and due to their increasingly 
pervasive nature, they are an emblematic case study for the analysis of affects 
that are both representative of and most problematic in contemporary society. 
Eating disorders as a medical category were born and established roots in the 
industrialized West. In 1873 in Great Britain, Sir William Withney Gull defined the 
phenomenon of self-starvation among young women as ‘anorexia nervosa’. In 
the same year in France, Ernest-Charles Lasègue named the same kind of food 
behaviour as ‘anorexia hystérique’. In the nineties of the 19th Century, having 
established themselves as a viral phenomenon that directly correlates with 
wellbeing, industrial, and economic development in the West, eating disorders 
traverse geographical borders and expand, especially into Japan, China, South 
Korea, South Africa, Nigeria, Argentina, Chile and India. Coinciding with the 
birth of the moving image and public health in the late 19th Century, eating 
disorders expand symbiotically with visual media, as the latter circulate ever-
more globally with the rise of the internet at the beginning of the 21th Century. 
Despite visual culture having been acknowledged as being partly responsible 
for promoting dangerous ideals of beauty that trigger eating disorders, the 
nature of the contagious nature of images in the proliferation of eating disorders 
is characterized by many elements. This supposed contagious power concerns 
not only the emulation of beauty ideals embodied by fashion images but also 
the symptoms themselves, as suspected by the doctor who first defined bulimia 
nervosa. After 1979, when psychiatrist Gerald Russel diagnosed ‘Bulimia 
Nervosa’ for the first time, he worried that his description of the symptoms had 
contributed to the dramatic spread of the pathology itself.26 This is of course an 
impossible but frequent enigma regarding all new medical categories: if it is the 
symptoms that proliferate or the diagnosis. In his reflections on the contagious 
nature of desire, René Girard explains the proliferation of eating disorders and 
the obsession for thinness as an extreme drive to competition — mostly among 
women.27

The idea of being exposed to the dangerous emulative power of images 
seems to contradict the curious experiments of Hugh Welch Diamond, one of 
the pioneers of psychiatric photography, who was convinced that showing his 
patients a picture of their own face during an acute crisis could have a beneficial 
influence, healing them by its shock therapy effect.28 Further experiments had 
then called into question that it was not the subject of the photograph that 
generated the shock, but rather the very nature of the new technological 
medium: the camera, which was born at the time when Diamond was training 
as a psychiatrist. The portrait of a landscape was in this sense as effective and 
healing as that of a portrait. After all, the birth of photography is, as is well 
known, what made possible the controversial diagnosis of hysteria perfected 
by Jean-Martin Charcot at the Salpêtrière, the medical category that by 
definition was based on staging the symptom, on making the symptoms of the 
patients of the Parisian hospital — all women — a spectacle for the eyes of an 
audience of doctors — almost exclusively men — and for the lens of a passionate 
photographer like Charcot.
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The current discourse about eating disorders and emulation does not, 
however, only find its roots in the fashion style of the early 1990s but it has been 
also strongly affected by the advent of the digital space. Around the beginning 
of the 2000s, a new eating-disorders community showed up on the internet. It 
was not, as one might expect, meant to support and share a healing process 
from these increasingly widespread issues, but rather to glorify anorexia as 
a lifestyle. Under the hashtag #Thinspiration, members of the pro-ana (*pro-
anorexia) community posted photos that depicted skinny women and close-ups 
of slender bodies (such as hip bones, thigh gaps, shoulders) as well as aspects 
of their anorexic experience. Consistently appearing on pro-ana bulletin boards, 
websites, blogs, social network sites, email and WhatsApp groups, these images 
were and continue to function as a motivating tool to become a true and pure 
anorexic. Pro-ana is a community whose attempt to create a free space to 
confront raw feelings and thoughts about eating disorders is intertwined with a 
quasi-religious sectarian approach: Anorexia is identified with ‘Ana the Goddess’ 
and hierarchy among members is defined by degrees of ‘purity’ (with anorexics 
placed at the top, while bulimics are at the bottom). To be included in the groups 
one must be either an ‘authentic’ anorexic or an ‘authentic’ bulimic. Authenticity 
is what produces identity by excluding, for instance, wannarexics, the ultimate 
insult to describe people that fail at their weight-loss goals29 or that join pro-ana 
communities merely to find dieting tips. 

In this context, a set of ten commandments encouraging thinness and perfection 
constitutes the core of a long list of strategies and advice that (mostly) young 
women give to each other in order to fast, to kill hunger, to purge, and to finally 
lose weight: one must believe in control through starvation as ‘the only force 
mighty enough to bring order in the chaos that is my world’ (Anastart website). 
The predominately female religious/sectarian self-organization, congregating 
around an almighty goddess interestingly resonates with the rejection of food in 
female mystics, which has been divergently investigated by Rudolph Bell30 and 
by Caroline Walker Bynum.31 As soon as it received general public attention, the 
pro-ana phenomenon caused astonishment and fear among teenagers’ parents, 
health professionals, teachers, and institutions; eventually, all online platforms 
that instigate suicide by exalting both anorexia and bulimia (pro-mia) were shut 
down. Pro-eating-disorders communities have, however, migrated from these 
websites, which tended to be static, strictly moderated, and password-protected 
to social media such as Facebook or Instagram, to platforms, in other words, 
which are more visual, less hierarchical, and more difficult to moderate due 
to the large number of posted images. On new social media like Instagram 
and tiktok the phenomenon has mostly lost its communitarian aspect and its 
recognizability and took instead the shape of an obsession for sharing one’s 
daily meal — either to show the small intake of food or to be proud of a fast 
metabolism. In both cases, the aspect of exposing oneself to the images of a 
desirable body is here replaced by a more voyeuristic gratification as well as by 
a more or less subtle pleasure for generating envy. An emblematic example is 
tiktok’s ‘What I eat in a day’, which is in principle only meant to document eating 
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habit presenting what users eat in a given day. The videos usually begin with 
the person showing her body, followed by clips of the snacks, drinks and meals 
they consume.

How can cinematic narratives respond at the same time to the proliferation of 
both disordered eating and images that mirror or ‘reproduce’ these behaviours?

DYSMORPHIC TEMPORALITIES: 
MOARA PASSONI’S ECSTASY

If every type of eating disorder appears to give life to different temporal 
forms and dynamics, it is nonetheless possible, despite these divergences or 
affective polarities, to recognise a common denominator in the effort to control 
and contain time. Time here is defined not only as lived time, but also the 
physiological time of cellular ageing, or of those activities that conventionally 
punctuate the everyday. Eating — or abstaining from it — is a form of time 
travel32 and food is the instrument with which to move as one wishes amongst 
the dimensions of past, present and future. It is simultaneously an emergency 
brake and an accelerator, allowing access to passions and desires before time 
crumbles them or after it has indefinitely archived them.

The privation of anorexia nervosa, the compulsive overeating of binge eating, 
or that of bulimia, followed by compensatory behaviour, can therefore adopt 
the semblance of a protective armour against collision with emotions, affects, 
discomforts. By building a wall, just in time, it disallows the interior world from 
crashing into, interacting with or simply dispersing into external reality, that 
‘not-I’ whose most immediately recognisable limit is marked by the body. The 
relationship to food can constitute one of these barricades, through modalities 
that are heterogeneous and often invisible, either because they don’t leave their 
marks on the body, or because they accord with societal norms — such as diets 
and obsessive healthy eating. The anxiety/control affective polarity in anorexia: 
a form of resistance to time through abstinence from nutrition in order to freeze 
any process of growing and transformation. The anesthetisation of emotions 
during binge eating and the bulimic ritual of filling up and emptying out. Here, 
time is suspended in a loop that consists of the ethereal time of unexpressed 
desire and organic time, heavy and corporeal, articulated through chewing, 
rumination, compensatory vomit and purging. During this dietary ritual, one 
is consumed by the illusion of being able to dominate time and fantasies of 
unlimited coexisting possibilities that trigger a short-circuit between past, 
present and future, whose continuity is inevitably fragmented by sudden mood 
swings.

The common aspect of the perception of time which features in eating 
disorders seems to be the sensation of being condemned to a not yet, uprooted 
from narrative temporality and disallowed from recognising one’s self as part 
of a story in the name of a phantasmal true self to reach.33
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Anorexia is a lived experience, a process, an episode, a way of 
being, not a tool. I gradually pieced together a routine. My day was 
divided up into the time to eat, time to exercise, time to study, time 
to sleep, all very precisely delineated. In between these slices of 
day, I couldn’t relax, and if anyone tried to interrupt this routine 
I would bawl them right out of the room. The repetition of this 
regime, and the stemming of the body’s vital fluxes — I didn’t eat, 
didn’t menstruate… — ended up creating a sense of eternal time, to 
the point that I lost all track of what happened when between the 
ages of 12 and 18. It was as if those six years were a static blur.34

This is how Brazilian filmmaker Moara Passoni describes her personal 
experience of anorexia she depicted in the experimental feature film Ecstasy, 
which was premiered in the CPH:DOX main competition in 2020.35 When 
Passoni began writing the film the main challenge for her was to unhinge 
visual language which that media and culture conventionally use to represent 
eating disorders and that often spectacularize them, oscillating between the 
stigmatisation and victimisation of those affected by the disorder. Passoni is not 
interested in restoring a more faithful, more stable, more recognisable account 
of anorexia, as this would be a vain challenge. It is not a question of restoring 
an alleged identity of the disease betrayed by filmic narratives but to rather try 
to recompose a story that is as fragmented as the protagonist’s perception of 
her body [Fig. 4]. 

By following the story of the development of Clara’s anorexia, from her 
childhood to her late teens, Ecstasy shows the political changes in Brazil during 
the 1990s, a time when the country had its first democratically elected president 
since 1964 [Fig. 5]. Clara’s character is partly autobiographical, partly the result 

Fig. 4 
Still from Ecstasy 
(Moara Passoni, 2020)
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of interviews Passoni conducted with women affected by eating disorders, a 
way to step out from the solitary obsession with self-observation and find relief 
in the communality of the symptoms. Ecstasy is a biography inscribed on a body 
that refuses and questions its shape and its identity. Biology and history meet 
from the very beginning of the film where Passoni uses archival photos of the 
protests that took place in Brazil in 1970s and ih the 1980s. We see a portrait 
of Passoni’s mother, the leader of one of the movements participating in these 
protests. She is pregnant and the voice over speaks about the foetus absorbing 
the adrenaline released by the mother. The story of Clara’s relationship with food 
is depicted as immersed in and indistinguishable from her own environment. 
In exploring anorexia, Passoni considers not only the individual psychological 
components of her main character, but also the socio-political contest as well 
as the religious one the girl grew up with in Brazil. None of these elements 
alone constitutes an explanation for Clara’s food behaviour, but they rather 
provide a complex net through which to look at eating disorders. An approach 
that mirrors the difficulty of understanding the nature of these issues: as Susan 
Bordo has pointed out, the medical attempt to find subcategories to define new 
forms of eating disorders and to try to capture their features satisfies fantasies 
of precision and unification of phenomena that in fact have become less and 
less amenable to scientific clarity and distinctness.36

When she started writing Ecstasy, Passoni’s main concern was to find a 
language that didn’t fulfill the expectations of the audience according to the 
conventional visual stereotypes about eating disorders. How to use images to 
account for issues that are thought to be affected by the circulation of contagious 
images that generate emulation? To what extent would it be possible to follow 
Clara in her ecstatic process, so strongly marked by the death drive? 

Fig. 5 
Still from Ecstasy 
(Moara Passoni, 2020)
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Passoni was firstly tempted by an iconoclastic solution: to leave bodies out of 
the frame, to avoid the spectacularization of anorexia (often criticized in films 
about eating disorders — I am thinking for example of To the Bone (2017) by Marti 
Noxon).37 In doing so, Passoni tried to make an ‘anorectic’ film by re-ducing the 
presence of visual (living) elements and delegating the story of a bodily struggle 
mainly to the voice over. But something was missing from this first cut and in 
the final version the risk of overexposing the frailty of Clara’s body is avoided by 
a careful account of Clara’s dysmorphic perception of herself and the external 
world. Instead of omitting her body, Moara paradoxically presents Clara’s 
subjective experience, her (self)objectification, by making visible her phantasies 
and desires, her idiosyncrasies and her fears. Clara’s alienation from her body 
and its fragmentation, her struggle against a living body affected by time and 
space, is rendered through the use of close up and extreme close up, which 
convey the obsessive love for detail that is defined as ‘the geometry of hunger’. 
Eating disorders are linked to the obsession with control and often this control 
is linked to perfectionism, and automatically to beauty, good behavior, and 
ambition. In Ecstasy the need for control carries different nuances, revealing a 
complex relationship with pleasure: there is, for instance, an immense pleasure 
for details and for images, as Passoni poignantly shows, by presenting ecstasy 
as a contemplation of organs, flesh, bones, their beauty and their repulsiveness. 
Film editing mirrors Clara’s morbid need to re-edit reality by cutting it in little 
pieces — as she does with the food. Clara seems to be either too close or too far 
from the other. In the struggle to find an in between space, the camera reminds 
us that the body is the primary seat for the development of the sense of self as 
well as the primary site for meeting the other. 

The overused and often obscure word ‘dysmorphia’ in relation to eating 
disorders takes in Ecstasy multiple forms and speaks for both the concern to 
see oneself and being seen at the same time. In Passoni’s film, dysmorphia 
affects Clara’s body as well as the world around her: it also takes the shape of 
two imaginary friends/enemies of Clara: Mr. Egg, whom Clara meets for the first 
time when they move to Brasilia where her mother got a job as a representative 
of the Federal District. The second friend (a sort of alter ego of the Egg) is a Blue 
dot, which appears on Clara’s plate to hide the forbidden object of desire: food. 
Mr Egg teaches Clara the ‘magical game’ of self-control or rather, self tyranny. 
This character together with the Blue Dot introduce another important aspect of 
eating disorders: magical thinking as a tool to transform the world into a safe, 
predictable space. 

As a medical category, dysmorphia defines an excessive preoccupation with 
the body, the entire body or one single part; the struggle to accept one’s body, 
the need to modify it, the feeling that it doesn’t (yet) coincide with one’s identity.38 
‘Subjects with dysmorphic disorders often show problematic narratives about 
their life and display a general deprecation not only towards their body but also 
with respect to themselves as individuals’.39 It is proved that the experience of 
one’s own body affects the representation of the body and shapes a different 
narrative about the self. Bodily experiences and body image are reciprocally 
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linked to the narratives employed by an individual in depicting herself.40 In 
Ecstasy anorexia is a way of moving in and looking at the world, not only at 
oneself, and it is only when the camera turns towards the fear for a reality, 
which is transformed by time and motion, that dysmorphia ceases to be just an 
image reflected in the mirror, it not only affects Clara’s body but also everything 
she touches, (not) tastes, observes and listens to.

Films do not heal like medicaments, they disclose unforeseen scenarios, 
they move us, push us forward or backward where we had not been before. 
The case of eating disorders is particularly ambivalent and challenging to 
confront, because images are at the core of these issues, which are structured 
by imitation and concealment. The possibility to make something visible (or 
invisible), which inherently constitutes the cinematic medium, is challenged by 
the ambiguous relationship with (self)visibility that eating disorders manifest 
through dysmorphia: every form is not yet the good one, every shot has not 
yet the right distance. Oftentimes, people who are affected by eating disorders 
are in search of an imaginary that can help understanding their obscure and 
exhausting constellation of symptoms and that can bring to light what they 
most of the time live hide and live in secret. In this respect, one asks images 
to show, to exhibit what one does not have the courage to say and what one is 
not yet able to see. Images are therefore not asked to be faithful, but rather to 
both exhibit and escape the repetition, the reproduction of certain gestures and 
behaviors one is trapped in. 
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Dominant narratives across Medical Humanities have been focused on the cultural con-
struction of the notion of medicine as epistemic discourse and social practice, on the 
role of humanities in medical design of the disease as well as on the humanization of 
the clinical encounter in order to facilitate the anamnesis, the therapy and the care. 
Among the main declinations, a more complex point of view arises, suggesting the criti-
cal integration and exploitation of a variety of methodologies, previously used by art and 
humanities research, into a peculiar human-centered dispositive, both narrative and 
therapeutic, in which audiovisual practices and languages acquire new healing potential 
and activate bias for unprecedented processes of subjectivization for particular target 
of suffering human beings.
Based on the aforementioned premises, the essay aims at investigating the therapeutic 
set as performative and methodological model, consistent with art-therapy and narra-
tive-based medical approaches, applicable in specific pathological conditions and heal-
th-care contexts. Within such reflexive and operational framework including documen-
tary studies and visual anthropology, self-representational and amateur theories, the 
therapeutic set becomes a media environment where the formative encounter, both 
technical and pragmatic, finally ethical, between the self and the world, the action and 
the awareness takes place.
My purpose is to explore the theoretical pillars of the therapeutic set as transformative 
interplay between profaned cinematic dispositive and psychotherapy setting, dwelling 
on bodily involvement, audiovisual gestures and amateur self-representation to which 
active participants, storytellers of their own illness and treatment, are called in the 
making of therapy and narrative.
The paper finally intends to illustrate selected interdisciplinary case studies in order to 
discuss the healing potential of creative participatory processes and self-representa-
tions, occurring thanks to the relocation and amateurization of the contemporary cine-
matic experience.

INTRODUCTION
With the aim of dispelling terminological and definitional ambiguities, in 

2014 the Consensus Conference organized by the Italian Istituto Superiore di 
Sanità (ISS) established the guidelines for the application of Narrative Medicine 
(henceforth NM), understood as ‘a clinical-assistance intervention methodology 
based on a specific communicative competence’, which aims to ‘acquire, 
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understand and integrate the different points of view of those involved in the 
disease and in the treatment process’.1

Exploring the different lines of actions outlined in the Consensus Conference,2 
the Medical-Narrative approach is characterized, on the one hand, by the adoption 
of narration as a medical anamnesis and a research tool that contributes to the 
collection of clinical and biographical data of the patients and, on the other — to 
an extremely limited extent — by a narrative therapeutic approach designed to 
improve the patient’s quality of life.

The leading theory in this area is dedicated to the integration of narrative 
skills into clinical practice, in particular as a tool for implementing doctor-patient 
communication, hence facilitating diagnosis as well as the therapy itself.3 In fact, 
this concept of Narrative-Based Medicine (NBM), in opposition to a physiological, 
symptom-driven Evidence-Based Medicine (EBM), aims to construct a shared path 
of personalized care, which is methodologically grounded on the conversation 
between patient and doctor regarding the experience of an illness, but also on 
the social, cultural, and personal history of the individual. Here I do not refer, 
however, to psychological and psychotherapeutic approaches,4 which, although 
differentiated according to specific methodologies, can be broadly defined as 
specific forms of narration, within clinical definition of Narrative Therapy.

In the following pages, I present performativity and agency as the key 
concepts of Narrative-Based Therapies, with the aim of framing Medical 
Narrative techniques and methods within a humanistic lens, and suggesting 
a fertile, interdisciplinary convergence. From this perspective, the purpose of 
the article is not only to map out the relationship between Medical Narratives 
and audiovisual tools, but also to investigate and propose the theoretical, 
methodological, and then applicative framework of Therapeutic Set as a 
peculiar double dispositif. Accordingly, in the following discussion I explore self-
narrative forms that are agentive, in a way, and a therapeutic approach that 
uses narrative as the therapy itself.

HOW VISUAL MEDICAL 
NARRATIVES (COULD) WORK

In an attempt to take the stock of the theoretical, methodological, and pragmatic 
state of art,5 the contribution of NM to clinical practice would seem limited to the 
ability to acknowledge, interpret, and act on the stories and plights of others, 
under a label of a medicine practiced with narrative competence.6 A large 
portion of NM, therefore, deals with meta-clinical elements and paratherapeutic 
aspects, such as the compilation of medical records, medical training programs 
and improvements in the effectiveness of the healthcare team.7

Within the Medical Narrative approach, the relevance of biographies reported 
by the patients themselves is also a valuable contribution to the disease’s 
clinical delineation. A narrative interaction conceived in this way enables a 
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therapeutic dialogue where intersubjectivity arises from the fertile encounter 
between the patient-narrator and the doctor-listener; the latter is facilitated in 
investigating the multiple interweavings between physiological symptoms and 
the patient’s verbal and non-verbal narration.8 

Unlike NM, Narrative Therapy (NT) can be erroneously considered as an 
equivalent to the macro-category of psychotherapy. While the ‘narrative’ 
attribute can be confusing, since ‘all therapies are narrative therapies’,9 White 
and Epston identify the therapy as the narrative process through which patients 
shape their identities.10

More specifically, while psychotherapy requires psychological treatment 
involving ‘either removing, reducing, or modifying specific emotional, cognitive, 
or behavioral problems, and/or promoting social adaptation, personality 
development and/or personal growth’,11 NT is a peculiar psychotherapeutic 
approach focusing on the exploration, examination and editing of the stories 
people tell themselves about their life, in order to trigger ermeneutical and self-
storytelling shifts that therapeutically intervene on specific targeted issues.12

While the aforementioned approaches elect the patient’s words as the 
privileged narrative tool, Medical Humanities seems to have taken a visual 
turn in 2018, when two key events take place: the roundtable Interdisciplinary 
Entanglements: Towards a Visual Medical Humanities convened by Fiona 
Johnstone and Natasha Ruiz-Gómez during the Association for Art History’s 
2018 Annual Conference, and the drafting of a Visual Medical Humanities 
manifesto, which proposed to focus on relevant issues and topics that had 
previously been neglected:

the value of the visual is not limited to the illustrative (for example, 
as a way of making existing academic research more ‘accessible’); 
nor to the purely instrumental (for example, as a way of producing 
more ‘empathetic’ doctors) […] A Visual Medical Humanities asks 
questions about our expectations of what certain types of visual 
artefact can do for us (recognizing that this ‘us’ is not a unified 
singular entity, but plural and diverse); it also notes that these 
expectations are contingent on context. […] for example, an artwork 
might commonly be asked to act as a marker for subjectivity, or as 
a way of articulating the ‘patient experience’.13

Despite the theoretical and methodological efforts to establish a disciplinary 
orientation that relies on visual and narrative-based strategies, these attempts 
appear promising but remain partial. Indeed, a crucial reflection on the linguistic 
specificity of one visual field or another appears to be lacking; a reflection that 
has to be provided by scholars, professionals and experts in the field, and not 
only by clinicians and psychologists. Nevertheless, the importance of reflecting 
on ‘what certain types of visual artefact can do for us’14 — and, I would add, to us 
— should certainly be acknowledged.

In short, there would seem to be a lack of specific toolsets for visual-based 
clinical interventions; this is particularly true of the audiovisual medium, since 
numerous different approaches are often incorporated within the definition of 
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Cinematherapy.
Within Film Studies, the methodological and epistemological matrices of the 

therapeutic models that use cinematic language can be traced back to early 
cinema theories, which described the cinematic vision as a captivating and 
enthralling experience, that is potentially pathogenic and pedagogical in equal 
measures.15 The attraction exerted by the cinematic apparatus is justified by the 
technology’s specific ability on the one hand to capture attention and stimulate 
the viewer’s perceptual activity,16 and on the other to address, through technique 
and sensorial apparatus,17 therapeutic — prophylactic and curative — potential 
to the social body it invokes.18

In identifying used and usable therapeutic narrative tools, one priority goal is 
not only ‘to frame the narrative approach in the context of empowerment and 
the transition from paternalistic medicine to the relationship model in which the 
patient is a partner and not just an object of care’,19 but also to cultivate its true 
innovative potential through the co-construction of ‘therapeutic emplotments’,20 
which pursue a continuous renegotiation of meanings between caregivers and 
patients.

This raises an important question that merits our attention, regarding the 
possibility of building up a methodology which could include both therapeutic 
and narrative interventions.21 Within a setting that involves the adoption of a 
double rhetorical and linguistic register, visual narratives and psychotherapy 
in its narrative dimension can expand their effects in reciprocal agentivities. In 
this context, a double dispositif arises from the encounter between therapeutic 
interviews and audiovisual images, creating a symbolic, relational-pragmatic 
and narrative space which creates fertile opportunities for subjectivation 
processes.

However, this double narrative — both therapeutic and cinematic — dispositif, 
in which both the spectator (or the ‘maker’, as we will see below) and the patient 
participate, might appear doubly binding, determining even more restrictive 
positions and roles for the patient involved. Far from Baudry’s apparatus 
theory22 and Foucault’s early, prescriptive conception of the dispositif, 
characterized by a dominant strategic function,23 I would imagine such double 
dispositif as a rhizomatic machine that forges links between heterogeneous 
entities.24 If, according to Deleuze, the dispositif already acts by creating a 
dynamic equilibrium that is analogous to a skein — a multilinear set composed 
of lines of a different nature25 — and therefore activates an autopoiesis — a 
process of subjectivity formation that is never given and always in the making 
—  this is even more true within a bifid device such as a therapeutic visual 
medium, in which components interact by mutual interference through lines 
of subjectivation, becoming fluid and open enough to escaping attempts of 
totalising control. Consequently, the position and role of the user of this double 
dispositif changes according to different therapeutic approaches, following a 
dynamic configuration that oscillates between subjection and subjectivation.

Within the outlined bifid and hybrid structure, but also the current debate 
on visual narrative therapies, a definitional framework appears increasingly 
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necessary, regarding not only the therapeutic aim, but also the rhetoric, 
language, and account that may characterize the specific narrative-based 
approach.

THE THERAPEUTIC SET:  
FROM CINEMATHERAPY  
TO THERAPEUTIC FILMMAKING

In reconstructing a brief history of psychotherapeutic approaches that 
have made use of the cinematic language, as well as of audiovisual tools 
and techniques, it is evident that the cinematic dispositif cannot be totally 
reproduced and reconstructed in its original form within the peculiar setting 
that the application of therapeutic functioning requires. Within clinical studies 
and theoretical contributions on Cinematherapy and Filmtherapy,26 we can 
find a common tendency to assimilate one another as a therapist-assisted film 
visions, followed by comments and discussions of therapy-targeted contents.27 
In a scenario where psychotherapy seems not to operate any theoretical, 
procedural and methodological distinctions between techniques and their 
therapeutic uses, great attention must be paid to the differences, that can 
be substantial and relative to the position and role of the patient, between 
Cinematherapy and Filmtherapy. Referring to ‘relocated cinema’,28 I propose 
to distinguish between Cinematherapy and Filmtherapy in the light of their 
setting and delivery operations.29 While the setting process coincides with the 
reproduction of the viewing modes of the cinematic environment outside the 
movie theatre, thereby provoking in the viewer a feeling of being almost like in 
a cinema auditorium, the delivery process refers to the object of vision, to the 
movie in itself, its content as the binding evidence of its specific visual language.

From this point of view, Cinematherapy may be defined as a setting 
process, through which the therapist recreates in the therapeutic setting the 
environmental characteristics that make the patients feel as though they are in 
a movie theatre, also possibly involved in a collective vision together with other 
patient-spectators, and eventually using a movie theatre itself as a therapeutic 
setting. 

In Cinematherapy, both the therapeutic setting and the movie theatre maintain 
reciprocal relationships, being configured as enlargements of the patient-
spectator’s living space through an illusion of continuity: experiencing fictional 
reality at a safe distance, within a ‘liberated embodied simulation’30 framework, 
the patient-spectator faces the viewed fictional reality in which alternative 
events are possible, and consequently achieves a different perception and 
manages her/his own agency in relation to illness and treatment. 

Filmtherapy, on the other hand, is configured as a delivery process, in which 
the therapist, using filmic content, tackles particular issues that are told 
and treated in the movie. The movies, selected on the basis of the targeted 
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therapy goals, are therefore seen, alone or together with other subjects, during 
psychotherapeutic sessions.

In both Cinematherapy and Filmtherapy, the patient-spectator is the privileged 
recipient of the effects produced by the double dispositif I previously mentioned: 
the cinematic apparatus capable of affecting relationships between a seeing 
subject and the object of the vision, and the therapeutic setting — the latter 
constituted, in the case of Cinematherapy, by the modes and location of viewing, 
and in the case of Filmtherapy, by the choice of the film to see and then comment 
on.

While Cinematherapy and Filmtherapy can be defined as circumscribed 
manifestations of the cinematic dispositif within the therapeutic setting, where 
the act of vision is limited to a series of exclusively spectatorial practices, 
Therapeutic Video Recording, frequently generically called Videotherapy, 
requires the patient not only to pay attention and listen actively, but also to 
participate through a creative presence.31 

Used in selected settings or supervision sessions, Therapeutic Video 
Recording offers an opportunity for cognitive and emotional distancing between 
one’s own mental image and the picture 32 of oneself acting on the screen, in 
order to activate a process of Self Video Confrontation.33 As the main character, 
and no longer just a spectator of someone else’s movie, but also participating 
in some creative choices — like, for instance, the camera movements during 
the session — the patient starts to resemble a spectator-performer, not only 
for the active attitude of creating her/his own experience of vision, but also for 
creatively engaging in amateur and performative grassroots practices. In the 
light of the used footage technique, I define this videotherapeutic approach as 
Documentary Videotherapy.34

In this way, the therapeutic setting begins to include the movie set: it 
disciplines both the liminal and heterotopic experience to which they provide 
access, hybridising each other thanks to the relocation of procedures, dynamics 
and roles that shape a spectatorial experience, without stating a hierarchical 
and binary distinction between bodies and images, or between material reality 
and its representations.35

On the Therapeutic Set the patient can be involved in an increasingly narrative-
performative process through Therapeutic Filmmaking.36 In the Therapeutic 
Filmmaking methodology, the participatory mode and the bodily involvement 
that it carries with itself is crucial.37 The participatory documentary model 
has been therapeutically theorized by Jackie Shaw and Clive Robertson, who 
conceive Participatory Videotherapy as characterized by a strong focus on the 
production process, as well as on customized interventions based on the social 
and emotional needs of the participants. According to this kind of relational 
therapeutic model, self-representation reveals itself as the starting point of a 
transformative intervention to overcome trauma and treat ailments, as well as 
of the cultivation and realization of the potential of each individual.38 

Even before Shaw and Robertson’s therapeutic methodology, in the 1950s 
Fernand Deligny’s artistic and pedagogical project of, in the context of La 
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Grande Cordée, used cinematic language as an educational tool for taking care 
of children and adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder outside traditional 
structures. In this way, he contributed significantly to the implementation of 
therapeutic practices based on the participatory and interactive production 
and fruition processes, as well as on subjectivation dynamics through an iconic 
register.39 

In therapeutic viewing techniques, the presence of a multimodal spectatorship 
was already evident, with cinema vision impacting not only the disembodied 
psyche, but, also, on a kinesthetic subject that touches and is touched by the 
representation taking place both on and off the screen.40 Recalling a therapeutic 
participatory (and performative,41 as I am going to further explain later) model, 
Therapeutic Filmmaking involves the patient’s creative and self-narrative 
agency, not only as a social actor but also as the material maker of her/his 
own stories of illness and therapy. In the framework of a substantial theoretical 
modification of the spectatorship paradigm, the everyday media user is no longer 
just prosumer, but also a serious amateur,42 who is increasingly audiovisually 
literate and frequently aware and engaged in self-narrative processes, which 
occurs first and foremost through a bodily act and an artisanal-technological 
creation.

In fact, as Maya Deren has argued, the advantage that the amateur can enjoy 
over the professional consists in a freedom that is both artistic and physical: 
‘the most important part of your equipment is you: your mobile body, your 
imaginative mind and your freedom to use both’.43 Identically to the amateur 
audiovisual producer, then, the patient-author is inextricably body-grounded 
during the whole Therapeutic Filmmaking process, under clinical supervision 
and creative facilitation, s/he is materially entangled in filmmaking process, 
from screenwriting to the editing phase, that allows her/him to translate her/
his pathological history into audiovisual narratives, gaining technical and 
creative, but, mostly, cognitive and emotional abilities to reinvent the trauma or 
disorder and reshape it into a re-narrativized version of the Self. 

Within a medical-narrative treatment, enrolled in a holistic dynamic that is not 
only psychic but also bodily and pragmatic, the patient can finally evolve from a 
simple beneficiary to an active and co-creative participant within an exquisitely 
narrative psychotherapy, which the cinematic approach helps to facilitate and 
implement.

SELFREPRESENTATIONAL THERAPY: 
A VIRTUOUS CIRCULAR AGENCY 

Within such an increasingly participatory and performative framework, 
the Therapeutic Set that hosts the whole therapeutic process is a singular 
audiovisual fieldwork: a ritualized set in which ‘social and ritual dynamics 
intersect with scenic ones due to the presence of the movie camera’.44
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The procedural and material creation through which patients produce an 
audiovisual narrative on the Therapeutic Set confers a specific agency on 
their audiovisual artefacts, that is both therapeutic and iconic. As imagines 
agentes assuming a decisive role in shaping our experiences with relevant 
impact on life and experience,45 visual artefacts can exert agency through an 
embodied cognitive process that Alfred Gell has called the ‘abduction of agency‘ 
by the means of Peircean material indexes.46 In this context, the productive 
and receptive events would be intentionally made by acting and producing 
entities, both of which are connected to the creators and to the recipients of 
these iconic products. If the model developed by Gell partially overcomes the 
cultural dichotomies between the subject and the object as social agents, the 
performative nature of selected iconic representations, their potentiality to act 
as ‘performing images’,47 inevitably requires a continuous de-constructive and 
reconstructive process that has to take into account the social, intersubjective, 
as well as evenemential dimensions,48 and this essentially happens through an 
experiential and participatory creation.49

In my opinion, this theoretical and methodological premise constitutes a 
starting point for the reconsideration of an iconic, possibly therapeutic, agency, 
not to be found in the power of pictures in themselves, but in the experiential 
power of the process. In this perspective, I propose an interpretation of self-
representations as paradigmatic intersections emerging from the constitutive 
relationship between the living medium (the body) of perception, projection, 
image acquisition, and technological medium. Material agency, which is 
conveyed by picture and image as essential to the emergence of an iconic 
power,50 can potentially shape a transformative process and a singular 
experiential effectiveness, both relying on bodily involvement and interactional 
living in its environment.

The amateur patients-filmmakers51 in fact transfer their agency to amateur 
videos through their bodily and creative intervention, making them secondary 
agents, capable of bearing agency themselves. This kind of symbolic exchange 
does not work from agent to patient in their immutable roles,52 but indeed, 
‘in any given transaction in which agency is manifested, there is a patient 
who or which is another potential agent, capable of acting as an agent or 
being a locus of agency’.53 Operating bidirectionally, agency can be therefore 
theoretically traced back to Merleau-Ponty’s chiasm and the reversibility of the 
living subjective body in the world of beings and things, as a mutual passion of 
the material.54 The therapeutic efficacy would also seem to be enhanced by a 
performative surplus55 which involves the participants as they tell their stories 
in front of a camera. If, still, patients are pigeonholed in a double dispositif, 
the opportunities for subjectification are very many, in particular due to the 
narrative and therapeutic parallax effect 56, that determines a repositioning 
of the participants’ point of view — since, previously, patients-subjects were 
exclusively ‘observed’ and passively treated. 

In this regard, the linguistic form of the selfie, as self-representational, 
democratized audiovisual form, is emblematic.57 Crystallizing the authorial 
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trait in the material representation of the gestural production,58 the practice 
of the selfie ‘constitutes a deictic movement of the body that draws attention 
to the immediate context in which the observed image is inserted and towards 
the observer’s activity’.59 The technical gesture of shooting, zooming and 
selecting the frame contains a connective performance, which is not exclusively 
characterized by its reference to the represented subject, but related to the 
production of a trace of reality which concerns its own operator or agent. In 
amateur and self-narrative audiovisual representations, such indexical and 
productive circles materially bind the self-portrait to its creator, as well as 
the subject to its objectual representation. The amateur video as gestural act 
therefore constitutes an autographic artefact, whose identity can only depend 
on the technical and experiential conditions of its production and on the material 
immanence of its object, the bearer of an indexical trace of its creator and agent 
as singular human being.

By experiencing the triple role of main character, creator and spectator, the 
amateur filmmaker-as-patient of a medical-narrative treatment is uniquely 
entangled in a material, perceptual, emotional and self-reflexive relationship 
between her/his own audiovisual self-representation, between the images 
on the screen and their agency on the targeted pathological condition off the 
screen. Conceived in a post-phenomenological perspective, within a procedural 
art nexus, this technical and material processuality determines a complex 
abduction of agency and a possibly beneficial reversibility between the subject 
and its self-representation. 

In my theoretical and methodological proposal so far, the potentially 
therapeutic agency of amateur audiovisual self-narratives is determined by the 
activation of a suspension of the threshold60 and the consequent permeability 
between the story on the screen and the reality off the screen, within an 
agential, deictic, and representational circularity between subject and object, as 
is particularly evident in amateur audiovisual self-narratives.

ICONIC PHARMAKON
In 2007 the Cineteca and the ASP Giovanni XXIII in Bologna launched an 

experimental clinical trial which aimed to use audiovisual language for the 
treatment of dementia and Alzheimer’s disease. A team consisting of a doctor, 
a licensed psychologist and a director created a customized, audiovisual short 
movie, specifically edited for the patient, using a collage of clinical data, filmed 
testimonies on the patient’s everyday life, and photographic material provided 
by family and friends.

The research group hypothesized that the periodical administration of 
Memofilm — that is the name of the project — would positively impact the 
patient’s memory, modifying not only the recovery of the past, but also the self-
perception of her/his agency in the present. And in fact, within a timeframe of 
five years, seventeen Memofilms have proved to be effective in treating specific 
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symptoms and pathological behaviours related to the targeted disorders.61 Not 
only did the Memofilm designate the patient as the main character, object and 
subject of the person-centered narrative treatment, but it was also plot-based 
on the unique life story specifically designed for that one patient as its single 
spectator.

If, therefore, the Memofilm, as exemplification of Documentary Videotherapy, 
can activate a symbolic exchange between a pathological condition and its 
narratively reconstituted real life,62 the therapeutic art nexus that involves the 
patient — who is also the patient in the secondary agency enhanced by the 
Memofilm — has significant beneficial effects on the condition that the patient 
passively undergoes. Through an embodied vision and a cross-modal sensory 
viewing, the patient-spectator therefore experiences the Memofilm by placing 
him/herself simultaneously on the screen and outside it. Unlike fictional or 
documentary movies, where the action and interaction of characters act out 
a plot, in the Memofilm the viewing experience is about real life: this is the 
content of vision and the action of its singular and unique spectator. Indeed, 
the Memofilm is conceived to give the patient access to the screen in order to 
access her/his life’s story on which the plot — and the corresponding therapeutic 
strategy — is based. Furthermore, the clinical and creative intervention of the 
team, together with the participation of the patient as spectator and main 
character, are decisive for the configuration of Memofilmic Therapeutic Set 
which symbolically, pragmatically, and operationally intervenes on the targeted 
pathology. 

In the second research-intervention project I am going to describe, the 
Therapeutic Set requires an even more consistent attendance and participation 
by the spectator. The Video-Pharmakon project is designed to treat children 
and adolescents with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) through a complex 
corpus of videotherapy techniques and methodologies.63 Like Memofilm, 
this methodology consists in the administration of customized audiovisual 
products edited by the videotherapeutic team, made up of a filmmaker, a child 
neuropsychiatrist, and a trained and licensed psychologist. Though the patient’s 
position and role as spectator is maintained during the initial therapeutic phase, 
the Video-Pharmakon protocol differs with regard to a set of crucial elements 
that serve the therapeutic goals. In fact, the role of the patient as spectator and 
main character of the final product constitutes only a marginal phase; rather the 
patient’s creative intervention as author and director, as filmmaker of her/his 
own self-portrayal and autobiographical narrative, prevails [Fig. 1]. 

To be more efficient with regard to the behavioural difficulties typical of ASD, 
mainly related to the socio-communicative sphere,64 the protocol is designed 
with a methodological focus on the Therapeutic Filmmaking technique — at the 
expense of Cinematherapy and Documentary Videotherapy, which are used to 
a less substantial extent. During Therapeutic Filmmaking, young patients use 
cameras to tell their own fictional or autobiographical stories, transforming 
themselves from patients to agents, in an audiovisual field that is configured 
as a transitional, materially moldable, and narrative therapeutic context. Within 
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their role as facilitator on the Therapeutic Set, the professional filmmaker only 
assists the participants in creating their audiovisual story, oscillating between 
self-representational and inevitably participatory narratives. Simultaneously, 
the psychologist works on targeted issues during every creative phase on the 
Therapeutic Set, according the narrative therapy principles and framework. 

This processual mode leads to the realization of a Video-Pharmakon, which 
can be understood as the material outcomes of a horizontal collaboration and 
as a dynamic audiovisual object of which patients, clinicians and filmmakers are 
simultaneously the authors, main characters and spectators. [Fig. 2]

Created and then re-viewed by the participants themselves, the Video-
Pharmakon produces its therapeutic effect not only during the patient-
spectator’s re-vision, but also within the productive and creative process itself: 
the relationship between authors and their audiovisual narratives, as well as 
the intersection between the authorial and the same spectatorial self, make 

Fig. 1 
On the Therapeutic Set © 
Video-Pharmakon project

Fig. 2 
Directing patient © Video-
Pharmakon project
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the therapeutic process effective according to specific therapeutic behavioural 
goals. 

As an intermedia montage65 of the amateur patients’ footage with the 
documentary video recordings collected by videotherapeutic team during each 
production phase, Video-Pharmakon is a complex linguistic assemblage of 
self-representational and documentary forms, able to help the participants to 
recognize their own proactive role not only in the creative process but also, 
transitively, in their own lives. 

Thanks to the iconic and experiential agency derived from a deictic self-
representational process, the therapy is finally enabled by the re-visioning of 
oneself in the act of reinventing the trauma or disease on the set of everyday 
life, but also in all the procedural phases of anamnesis, conception, shooting 
and editing, which are all delivered by the patients themselves.

The whole experience, embedded in the patients’ bodily involvement in 
the material act of filmmaking, which therefore acquires the ability to affect 
a pathological reality thanks to the spectauthorial role finally gained by the 
participants.66 Such spectauthorship, characterized by a circular processuality 
which involves the patient firstly as spectator, then as author, and finally as 
spectauthor, finds its methodological roots in the self-representation and body 
performativity of creative audiovisual acts, as discussed so far.

CONCLUSION
Within the current context of the Medical Humanities, therapeutic audiovisual 

approaches still require field-specific reflections on definitional and application 
possibilities. This discussion has provided attempt in this regard, in shaping a 
participatory-ascending path regarding the roles of patient and spectator. By 

Fig. 3 
At the movie theatre © 
Video-Pharmakon project
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enabling participant access in a double dispositif, that is both therapeutic and 
narrative, and through their physical and gestural inscription within the self-
portrait form, the amateur, self-representational process has the pragmatic 
potential to trigger, thanks to a material, perceptual, emotional and self-reflexive 
entanglement, a potential reversibility between the movie on the screen and its 
agency in everyday life. From a Medical-Narrative perspective, a specific, iconic 
agency arises in the embodied relationship between the amateur audiovisual 
creator and her/his own self-representation, in a deictic circle of subject and 
object representation. 

In the methodological path outlined so far, within the context of visual 
Narrative Therapy, Cinematherapy and Filmtherapy, on the one hand, consist in 
a cinematic fruition with a high interpretation rate, that is nonetheless controlled 
by the workings and the rules of the therapeutic setting; on the other hand, 
Therapeutic Video Recording, Documentary Videotherapy, and Therapeutic 
Filmmaking offer an increasingly interactive and performative relationship with 
the filmic text. 

From this perspective, the audiovisual product distinguishes itself for its 
counter-gifted nature, acting therapeutically as a self-reflexive, creative and 
iconic subjectivation process. This ecological progression — consisting in an 
amateur spectauthorial creation and a metanarrative Video-Pharmakon vision, 
based on a kind of agency which can only be bodily, material and self-made — 
contains the condition of possibility for beneficial effects of audiovisual therapy. 
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Our paper is situated within the broader exploration of the epistemic and aesthetic po-
tential of biomedical imaging technologies on the human lived experience.  Intra-Acti-
ve Sense-Making  is guided by the grounding thesis that imaging technology ought 
to be understood as a set of material, rhetorical and performative processes, and as 
a way to challenge the ocularcentric presuppositions. By drawing on the new mate-
rialistic theses that phenomena are not pre-existent to intra-action, and that agency 
should be understood as distributed on human, animal, objectual, and ‘physical’ levels, 
we offer a performative understanding of biomedical imaging operations complemen-
tary to the  reflective paradigm. Biomedical imaging may be understood through our 
idea of  intra-active sense-making; while much literature states that medical imaging 
establishes a view of the self as quantified, atomized, and governable, we argue that the 
co-configuration of human senses and digital sensors is a source of new sense-making 
capabilities.

INTRODUCTION
In this paper, we explore biomedical imaging as a process that involves 

human beings, bodies, images, data, and technological devices, as well as their 
relative positions of power. Our goal in presenting this theoretical discussion is 
to enrich the ongoing debates on biomedical imaging by offering a philosophical 
understanding of this practice in terms of performativity, intra-action, and 
sense-making. This analysis is organized into four sections.1 

In the first two sections, we situate our position within contemporary 
debates on biomedical imaging, by focusing specifically on the relationship 
between visualization, biometrification, and images. Biomedical imaging is thus 
discussed as a specific example of a broader biometrification trend, since it aims 
to collect data, separate bodies, and classify subjects. This debate discusses the 
transparency of the body, the objectivity of data, and the scientificity of images. 
By reviewing key themes within the literature, we then present a preliminary 
outline of our own research. In particular, we highlight that imaging can seem 
to transparently reveal molecular dynamics, at the cost of carefully concealing 
the initial act of interpretation that shapes mathematical data into visually 
recognizable and satisfactory images. The fact that data must be processed in 
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order to generate a visualizable form makes it impossible to assert any direct 
identification of code and image. Nevertheless, transformative processes — from 
phenomenon to data and then back to visualisation — are rarely documented 
or annotated. Biomedical imaging produces visual outputs that are prima facie 
distant from the original phenomenon from which they are extracted. Taking up 
this insight, we thus interrogate the very nature of biomedical images. 

In sections three and four, we explore new materialistic notions of agency, 
subject, and technology with the aim to reframe some key parameters of 
the analysis and focus on the very process of visualization. From there, we 
argue that biomedical imaging may be understood through our idea of intra-
active sense-making: while Barad’s concept of ‘intra-action’ redefines what 
the individuals are and what does agency mean, the idea of sense-making is 
understood as the ‘process by which individual and collective experiences 
become meaningful’.2 When applied to biomedical imaging, intra-active sense-
making helps us to rethink the intertwined relationships between technological 
production of images and lived experiences.

All in all, the paper concludes that medical visual culture is grounded on 
specific theoretical choices of which the ‘ocularcentrism’ is a symptom of a 
wider understanding of the self as a subject who inter-acts with other subjects 
and objects; the primacy of the sight on the other senses is not teleological 
determined by the technological construction of biomedical imaging, but it is 
rather the result of philosophical conceptions of the subject and the data both 
in the scientific fields and in popular culture.

BIOMEDICAL IMAGING AS A FORM 
OF BIOMETRIFICATION

Our contemporary media environment is becoming increasingly enhanced by 
sensory devices and computer vision systems with the ability to process huge 
data sets for the recognition, identification, and monitoring of bodies. This has 
become more pervasive a fortiori with the upsurge of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
during which machine vision systems have become central to a broad spectrum 
of applications, from social surveillance to diagnostics.3 In the context of a 
health crisis that requires bodies to be distanced, machine vision systems 
facilitated the collection and analysis of remote data. It is not a specific feature 
of biomedical imaging devices that they are remote sensing technologies; in 
fact, various degrees of proximity between the body and the device pertain to 
its possible applications. From the distanced functioning of thermal imaging 
measurements to the tactile dimension of ultrasound, these technologies 
establish specific proximal relations in relation to lived bodies. Despite their 
respective differences, biomedical imaging devices work based on the same 
epistemic principle — namely that the concreteness and complexity of the living 
phenomenon can be more effectively and objectively understood through two-
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dimensional image-data excerpted from the phenomenon than directly from the 
phenomenon itself. This assumption involves two theoretical moves that we 
will outline here. First, the human body is conceived as a source of information 
that can be transmitted through an image or a digital code. The practice of 
producing maps of codes that refer to our bodies as bounded and autonomous 
entities is expressed through the primacy of biometrics, here understood as the 
set of practices, from small-scale wearable trackers and Fitbits to large-scale 
medical devices, such as MRI, with different levels of engagement and tension 
between the subject and the apparatus. Here we focus on how biomedical 
imaging exploits and converts the intricate materiality of the body into modular 
systems by representing it as averages and discrete moments of a linear 
journey.4 This tendency — which Haraway defines as ‘corporeal fetishism’5 — for 
digital technologies to engage with human bodies in these ways reduces their 
embodied lived experience to data. 

Second, the fact that information from our body is conveyed by an image 
indicates a primacy of sight over other senses. By naïvely proposing an evidential 
correspondence between the image and the psychophysiological processes, 
biomedical imaging thus promotes a conception of the body subsumed under 
the auspices of the visual, which Lupton calls ‘ocularcentric tendencies of 
biomedicine’.6 These sets of practices transform the lived dynamics of the body 
into something that can be seen and measured. As Lupton poignantly illustrates, 
‘[m]edical visualizing technologies can work to draw attention away from the 
fleshly body of the patient “in the rush to find visual proof”, thus dehumanising 
the individual’.7

Technologies that make visible parts and qualities of the body which are 
not otherwise directly apparent to the naked eye have traditionally been 
understood as a key practice in biomedicine. We follow Cartwright’s idea that, 
‘[t]he dispersal of embodied sight triggered in science some often peculiar 
attempts to maintain authority over subjects by maintaining authority over the 
optical field’.8 Contemporary diagnostic imaging makes visible bodily activities 
that have nothing to do with the visual realm, nor are they detected by lenses 
or prostheses that intercept signals from the visible electromagnetic spectrum. 
The epistemic primacy of the data made visible over accounts of lived experience 
is symptomatic of the need to re-establish sight in the medical domain. 

Within these debates, biomedical technologies are conceived as means to 
overcome first-person lived experiences and the limits of human perception with 
mechanical objectivity and the machinic gaze.9 Along these lines, our conception 
of what visualization can do is framed within our general understanding of the 
human self’s relationship with the objectual world. Ultimately, visualization 
processes are heuristically fruitful, in that they show what are considered to 
be ‘subject’, ‘body’, ‘truth’. More specifically, visualization is often assumed as 
part of our interactions with objects and data; despite contemporary efforts to 
creatively rethink the activity/passivity divide in ways that do not naïvely align 
with the subject/object dualism (i.e., in new materialism), the understanding 
of biomedical imaging as a form of biometrification is still broadly popular and 
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grounded on the philosophical subject/object dualism. 
 As Lupton notes, this also applies to digital data arising from visualization 

processes: ‘Because of their association with nonhuman entities such as digital 
devices and software, and because they are often viewed as non-material 
entities, digital data are often de-humanised and de-materialised in discourses’.10 
In dealing with these data, we tend to treat them as passive matter which ought 
to be decrypted, understood, and explained by the active cognitive gaze of the 
doctor, neglecting to acknowledge that what we visualize depends on our own 
vital processes. A further aspect of the issue relates to the design of images 
produced in visualization processes; any form of biomedical visualization is 
productive of images in which subjective bodily activity is obtained in contrast to 
the environment, not together with it. The iconic artifact obscures environmental 
considerations by focusing on a discrete part of what is, in fact, a co-constitutive 
process. Biomedical imaging shows a certain predilection for separating the 
phenomenon under study from a homogeneous and neutral background, e.g., 
highlighting a single molecular dynamic among many complicated brain circuits 
in brain imaging, or contrasting human body temperature from environmental 
influences. The object of interest is separated to enable more manageable 
processing, perpetuating the idea that its occurrence is disengaged from other 
processes. Isolated as a discrete specimen, enlarged or flattened, pierced by 
non-light radiation, and perceived by a machinic gaze, bodily activity is quantified, 
extracted from a body, and abstracted from its materiality. By presenting 
image-data as functional mediation between a molecular phenomenon and 
human perception, diagnostic practice thus provides a specific epistemic key for 
accessing our bodies.11 The visual and biometric output of imaging procedures 
has certain design conditions and carries with it specific affordances, thus 
conditioning the kind of knowledge the human subject might gain from the 
phenomenon.

WHAT KINDS OF IMAGES?
Biomedical imaging arises through the need to produce an image that can be 

interrogated both by the practitioners and patients. The status of images issued 
from biomedical imaging is at the center of vivid debates within the literature, 
specifically when these images are surreptitiously conceived as testimonies 
of given realities. Within this context, current debates focus on the domain 
wherein biomedical imaging is nowadays situated by proposing a review of the 
presuppositions underlying ocularcentrism.12

While the well-known concept of neuro-realistic fallacy 13 — namely the photo-
like persuasive effect of the iconic output of non-visual bodily image-data —
applies to the case of neuroimaging, it is our interest to explore how this fallacy 
may concern biomedical imaging per se. Given the photo-like effect of biomedical 
imaging and its inclusion in the phenomenon of biometrification, the dominant 
paradigm for analysing the image produced for diagnostic purposes is Farocki’s 
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concept of the operational image,14 which encompasses photogrammetry (i.e., 
the use of photography as a tool for scale measurement) as the archaeologically 
founding technique of its scopic regime. With the shift from the representational 
paradigm to the digital biometric one, the information carried by the photographic 
image is quantified. The image thus becomes ‘operational’, i.e., it can be read by 
a machine that extracts the information needed in order to perform or cause an 
action to be performed. Operational images trigger decisions and do things in 
the world rather than replacing or augmenting human vision. In the words of 
Elsaesser, 

The operational image must be understood as an amassment of 
visual information that is meant to generate knowledge that has 
little to do with human perception or seeing, in the sense of ‘I 
see’ meaning ‘I know,’ and more to do with controlling territory, 
occupying space, monitoring a situation and mining it for useful 
information or active intervention.15

Understanding biomedical imaging through the operational image paradigm 
allows us to see that resulting images are in no sense forms of reflection (or 
representation), even if viewed as distorted, manipulated, or implemented 
by the medium; rather, they are more like diagrams that retain the relational 
qualities of the material imprint.16 Within the operational paradigm, we thus 
argue that biomedical images are not mirror-images, nor do they open direct 
windows onto the invisible and non-visible world. This paradigm, however, 
tends to pay little attention to the demonstrative — or, even better, persuasive — 
goal of biomedical imaging. In fact, each image functions as a rhetorical device 
that implements a more or less deliberate selection of parameters according to 
which it reduces and models data that are not mere facts to be reported.17 The 
biomedical image is not a one-to-one translation of a given reality, but instead 
concerns a negotiation between the human operation and the phenomenon 
under scrutiny.18 Insofar as biomedical imaging is not merely reflective, but also 
constructive, it is crucial to investigate digital composition procedures as parts 
of a whole process interrelated with images, bodies, and people.

The objectivity sought from images produced by imaging devices perpetuates 
the idea that data collection is pure, immaterial, and non-invasive recording, and 
at the same time overlooks the complicated materiality of digital technology. 
The myth of the objectivity and transparency of scientific images is bound up 
with the cultural authority of the data; their presumptive scientificity is upheld 
by virtue of the fact that the rawness and messiness of the matter is carefully 
deleted from the picture.

The materiality and functioning of technical operations therefore remains 
black-boxed,19 and knowledge is produced concerning demonstrable effects 
without understanding the process. The interpretive work of shaping data 
(sample size choices, and other aspects of statistical and quantitative 
manipulations) disappears in the final result. As Casini correctly points out,
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Looking at how scientific knowledge is produced, rather than 
innocently discovered, is akin to looking under data visualization 
to consider its assumptions and conventions. What does ‘looking 
under’ data visualization mean? There is nothing natural or 
predetermined when it comes to data visualization.20

While the cultural expectations regarding scientific visualization among 
non-expert audiences is such that the work of interpreting the image seems 
to be minimal, due to its transparent objectivity, deciphering work by experts 
is a crucial step. Images for medical use are perhaps especially subject to 
interpretive flexibility. Images resulting from visualization processes need 
thus to make explicit the epistemological frame of reference (e.g., captions and 
experimental conditions), since data do not speak for themselves; they must 
be instead accompanied by medical training and expertise in order to become 
vehicles for a communicable statement. The medical image has always been 
serving as an intermediary in the doctor-patient relationship: the body under 
analysis offers itself to the doctor’s gaze inter-mediated by the biomedical 
image. Nowadays, it might seem that the triangulation should be subverted: the 
patient’s body offers itself to the machinic perception, which is inter-mediated 
by the doctor’s analysis.21 What is being ‘observed’ is not the phenomenon 
itself but an encoded inscription of an activity that takes place beyond sensory 
thresholds. Data collected by the technical apparatuses of biomedical imaging 
come from electromagnetic or sound radiation outside our sensory capacities 
and are then translated into images of our bodies that are as familiar as possible 
to our eyes.22 This prosthetic feature of biomedical imaging defines specific 
power relationships between practitioners and patients, by radically modifying 
what counts as images to us, and how we conceive our own sensorial limits and 
potentials. As detection and imaging practices change, so does our access to 
what Hansen describes as the ‘expanded domain of sensibility’ — namely those 
aspects of the sensible that are detected by a variety of digital devices and to 
which the human sensorium cannot access.23 

We learn to think together with these images, not only through the logic of 
visual thinking but also by considering the retroactive-effects of using these 
sensorial prostheses. By interacting with these visualizations — since ‘they tune 
us into other registers of experience, and they attach us to perceptive practices 
that remake our sensory worlds’24 — we open up new ways of thinking about 
our lived bodies.

INTRA-ACTIVE PRACTICES 
AND ENCOUNTERS

Understanding biomedical imaging as a form of biometrification allows us 
to grasp the relationship between the subject and visualizing technologies in 
quantitative terms. It therefore helps to see how imaging serves to the aim of 
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detection. Nonetheless, biomedical imaging also has a qualitative dimension, 
that concerns the sense-making undertaken by the subject during medical 
scrutiny and in the encounter with resulting images.25 

Human experiences become meaningful to the self through complex 
negotiation processes of one’s singular history, common and individual beliefs, 
and shared norms. The significance of particular experiences arises from the 
nonlinear intertwining of individual, social, and cultural values. Let’s consider 
the case of biomedical imaging. The subject under scrutiny — for diagnostic 
or experimental purposes — is a person who has a first-hand experience of a 
part of the visualization process in non-neutral ways. They may have various 
degrees of emotional investment during the procedure (e.g., the scan was 
prescribed by the oncologist after surgery, or it is a routine test; a healthy 
person is a part of a clinical trial). Again, they may be able to know exactly what 
is ‘going on’ during the procedure or may be completely naïve to the point of 
ignoring why the practitioner is moving their body in a given manner or making 
that facial expression. All these qualitative variations fall under the sense-
making emerging through the visualization processes, in that the participants 
bring into play singular and collective ways of making sense of the experience 
they are having, either by being surprised, worried, or unconcerned during the 
examination or by understanding or not understanding the visual outcomes.

The theoretical core of our paper is precisely to show the intertwined 
relationship between the technological side of biomedical imaging — including 
its biometrification-driven purposes — and the lived experience that these 
processes may entail for the self. Exploring this latter side thus involves 
recognizing the performative dimension of biomedical imaging.26 According to 
our theoretical proposal, the lack of reflection around the performative aspect 
of biomedical imaging may lead to a misunderstanding of its lived relation with 
the self, and epistemically risks remaining ‘locked into mechanistic models 
of thought in which an image/text is “out there” and an eye brings it “into” 
the mind’.27 By hiding the relational process underlying visualization, we are 
forced to interact with these technologies as if they are straightforwardly 
factual and objective statements. Gardner and Jenkins warn us against this, by 
remembering that ‘there are few technological experiences with more potential 
for creating a sense of disembodied alienation than seeing one’s physical self 
portrayed two-dimensionally as data via algorithmic code’.28 

While it has been widely argued that we struggle to regain ownership of these 
data because they erase the co-dependency between our body and the device, 
it is part of our strategy to argue for a reappraisal of the lived experience of 
diagnostic phenomenon. We are delving into the very nature of the self and its 
complex relationship with technologies — specifically those ones that make it 
possible to see the invisible and the non-visible; this is what is at stake in the 
debate. The intertwined co-constitution of data, images, and lived experiences 
necessitates a theoretical argument that sees the relationships between 
human beings and technology not in terms of activity/passivity, but that may 
instead grasp the mutual co-constitution of the phenomenon of visualization. 
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In other words, what is needed is a theoretical framework that can express 
the performative dimension of biomedical imaging. While much literature has 
focused on the results of imaging, our proposal is instead to take into account 
the very process of biomedical diagnostics by focusing on lived experience. This 
theoretical choice is motivated by the idea that considering only the result is a 
problematic move, since it overlooks the technical (and not only technological) 
processes that have led to the outputs. It is also grounded in a genuine 
misunderstanding of the interactive relationship between technologies and 
users — how technologies may affect the human being and how human beings 
impact the technologies themselves — and thus cannot grasp the retroactive 
dynamics of (imaging) technologies on the self.

Our proposal is then to frame biomedical imaging within the theory of agential 
realism; the technology of biomedical imaging, the process itself, the involved 
subjects, and the final result ought not to be understood as individuals but as 
relata of a process of intra-action. Barad explains that understanding the relations 
between relata allows us to recognize ‘the mutual constitution of entangled 
agencies’.29 By refusing the notion of interaction — which is said to assume an 
encounter between individual agencies that occur after their own constitution 
—, Barad proposes that we might think of subjects in terms of intra-action, 
acknowledging that distinct agencies ‘do not precede, but rather emerge through, 
their intra-action’.30 This ontological framework insists on the relationality as the 
place of constitution of individual agencies, whose separation is possible in virtue 
of their mutual entanglement. As Barad puts it, ‘each “individual” always already 
includes all possible intra-actions with “itself” through all the virtual Others, 
including those that are non-contemporaneous with “itself”’.31 

According to her agential realist account, phenomena do not sign ‘the 
epistemological inseparability of observer and observed, or the results of 
measurements’, marking instead the ontologically inseparable relata of intra-
active processes.32 This shift of paradigm impacts the epistemic understanding 
of several notions underlying Western philosophy — among others the ones of 
subject, object, process, agency, and causality — by having at the same time a radical 
effect ‘in understanding the nature of science and ontological, epistemological, 
and ethical issues more generally’.33 Instead of seeing relata qua individuals, 
agential realism acknowledges that every entity emerges through intra-active 
practices. That does not mean that it is impossible to grasp the specific individual 
moments of the whole process, but rather than the process should be primarily 
recognized in its wholeness; on this matter, Athanasiadou notes that,

When the agential cut in the continuum of reality is enacted, that is 
the moment of a measurement could be described as clear but not 
distinct. This moment is clear insofar as relations can be drawn, 
space–time–matter is made specific, and an epistemological 
distinction between the object and the agency of the observation is 
established. However, the moment of the agential cut is not distinct 
insofar as it is ontologically inseparable from the continuity of the 
world. 34
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This approach is performative, in the sense that ‘subject and object do 
not preexist as such but emerge through intra-actions’.35 By drawing on a 
performative framework, some efforts have been made in recognizing the specific 
agential dynamics underlying biotechnological processes and measurements; 
for instance, de la Bellacasa takes into account touching technologies, which 
she defines as ‘material and meaning-producing embodied practices entangled 
with the very matter of relating-being’.36 

If we follow the idea that technologies of visualization are not exclusively 
related to an ocularcentric paradigm, then we must recognize that they are not 
straightforward neutral mirrors of reality, but rather they are fluid processes 
of intra-action. As de la Bellacasa sums up, ‘[touching technologies] cannot 
be about touch and get, or about immediate access to more reality. Reality is 
a process of intra-active touch.’37 What we called ocularcentrism — following 
Lupton — is philosophically dependent on a reflective framework which 
conceives the subject and object as separate entities that pre-exist their mutual 
relationship.38 The idea that sight has a primacy over other human senses is 
acceptable only in a framework that sees the entities has separated and pre-
existent one to the other. 

VISUALIZATION AS A 
PERFORMATIVE PRACTICE

Whereas from a reflective perspective biomedical visualization is forced to 
distance the object of study from subjective experience, when considering 
the performative aspect of imaging the agency of the apparatuses indistinctly 
incorporates bodies and technologies. As Gabrys notes, ‘[i]nstruments, 
observation, observer, and phenomena are entangled such that world-making 
is a distributed and multiagential affair’.39 

We therefore argue that, in a theoretical exploration of biomedical imaging 
processes, one should keep together the multiple and overlapping agencies of the 
devices, the images produced, and the bodies involved at all stages, from scanning 
to reading the results. By reframing imaging processes within the agential realistic 
account, we argue that the focus shifts from an understanding of the visual output 
as neutral, passive, objective, and reflective to the ‘vital and relational character 
of data (that they are produced by and produce effects in the real world)’.40 Our 
arguments then support Casini’s thesis that visualization ‘it is not only a practice 
to make visible that which is not in sight, but a vital process capable of producing 
cognitive and affective relationships between concepts, spaces, and people41’, and 
that, as Lupton suggests, ‘the person engaging with their data is a performative 
agent in an event with the data materialisations, just as they earlier were agential 
in co-creating the data with the device they used to do this’.42 

The output of imaging technologies exerts a rather distinctive mode of sense-
making: people can recognize their molecular or imperceptible processes not at 
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the level of proprioceptive sensations, but thanks to the externalization facilitated 
by the device. Bypassing the subject’s actual sensory perception, this output —
which very often consists of an image, as we have seen — raises questions 
about abstraction and arbitrariness with respect to the material phenomenon. 
Although it can in no way be validated on an intuitive or phenomenological level, 
it has a great capacity to impact our sense-making and our own sense of self.43 

The starting assumption is that digital and algorithmic mediation are 
increasingly important to our ability to define and understand ourselves.44 
What we have called biometric forms of body fetishism are productive, since 
they influence how we conceive of the human ‘self’ and their relations to the 
world. Codes impact and shape our bodily awareness. Biomedical imaging 
makes it possible to be informed about our bodies in ways that would otherwise 
be impossible to perceive. This awareness, far from leading to forms of self-
alienation, may instead enhance self-reflective processes of recognition. By 
looking at images, people may apprehend information on their own bodily 
phenomena, which eventually can lead to creative ways of making sense of their 
lived experiences. If biomedical images are framed within this understanding of 
what these technologies offer to subjects, we see that they have the potential 
to provide forms of profound connections with subjective experiences. Lupton 
reports on cases where the use of self-tracking devices has enabled people to 
focus information on their own bodily processes. The activity of one’s body is 
transformed into digital data whose metrics and visualizations can enhance 
awareness of what one’s body is doing;45 Pantzar and Ruckenstein’s concept 
of situated objectivity goes in this direction, in that it grasps that people may 
positively enhance processes of sense-making of their digital data, which are 
not passively accepted as disembodied re-presentations of themselves.46 Along 
these lines, this situated objectivity is said to be hardly attainable in the field 
of biomedical imaging. On the one hand, there are imaging processes, such as 
MRI, that explicitly require patients to see their scans at a time after diagnosis. 
On the other hand, even when patients can observe their bodily images, they 
do not always have the ‘visual expertise’ (result of medical training) to fully 
understand what they are looking at. While it has been broadly recognized that 
data referring to our bodies may have agential capacities to influence the actions 
and behaviours of people to whom they are shown or described, there has been 
little attention on how people also have agential capacities to actively shape and 
rewrite these data instead of viewing them as inevitable and objective. Gardner 
and Jenkins grasp this crucial point by stating that,

Although we found considerable evidence in support of the alienating 
impact of digitized bodily representations, we also discovered that, 
when allowed to play and ‘tarry’ with these technologies, users 
created dynamic, reflective relationships with the machines that 
can be characterized as productive, affective, and intra-active.47

As discussed at length by other scholars like Lupton, data are not inscribed 
in passive bodies from which they are actively extracted by the device. Data 
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are rather agential entities because they relate to our life processes. We are 
certainly not extrinsic spectators of these psychophysiological processes, 
even if they may remain below the threshold of our awareness, as the pseudo-
representational mode of imaging might encourage us to think. Conceiving 
imaging in terms of extraction of data to be detected does not open space for 
the sense-making processes of the people whose visualized bodies are under 
examination. Instead, data are not ‘extracted’ from the subject: on the contrary, 
the visualized body and the visualizing image constantly shape each other, 
being part of a process of mutual co-constitution that also includes the patient. 
The boundary between the user’s subjective experience and the ‘objective’ 
representation of the data becomes porous by revealing thus their mutual co-
constitution.

CONCLUSIVE REMARKS OR TOWARDS 
INTRA-ACTIVE SENSE-MAKING 
OF BIOMEDICAL IMAGING

In this paper, we put forth an understanding of biomedical imaging as 
a complex phenomenon which is inextricably related to our philosophical 
conceptions of self, body, device, image, and (scientific) knowledge. The core 
aim of our theoretical proposal has been to explore what happens when we 
take seriously the subject/object paradigm offered by new materialisms when 
applied to biomedical imaging. By recasting the processes of visualization 
within the framework of performativity, we then discussed how the images 
produced through biomedical imaging ought to be understood in processual 
terms. Conceiving of visualization processes as performative practices poses 
a challenge to the allegedly oppositional dualism between the practitioner as 
the entitled ‘reader’ of images and the patient as the ‘receiver’ of diagnosis, 
by instead investigating the intra-action of relata as constitutive parts of an 
extended process. Visualizations could thus gain the ability to transform data 
sensed by our bodily processes into visual prostheses that extend our sense-
making processes. What we have argued is that images in themselves are 
not sufficient for this explanatory process, but instead technical environment, 
methodological choices, and agential cuts within each encounter between 
patient, device, and practitioner must be taken into account. The theoretical 
proposal we have sketched in this paper is intended to offer an alternative to 
the understanding of biomedical imaging as pertaining to the representational 
paradigm; by unveiling the intrinsic relationship between production of images, 
technological devices, and human interactions, we let emerge the performative 
dimension of biomedical imaging. The intra-active sense-making of biomedical 
imaging defies the supposed ‘objectivity’ and ‘transparency’ of the data, when 
understood as re-presentation of a given ‘external’ reality. Along these lines, as 
Bleeker poignantly points out,
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The design of data-based visualizations […] exemplif[ies] such 
relational understanding in how, rather than (providing the illusion 
of) presenting a transparent window to aspects of the world 
previously inaccessible to humans, they are apparatuses that set 
the stage for intra-actions that engage in and effectuate ways of 
knowing.48 

This process is intra-active because the relata do not pre-exist their own 
constitution, but are instead participating in mutual and continuous sense-
making. This theoretical approach invites us to reconsider the intertwined and 
intermingled relationships between images, data, bodies, devices, and people 
as parts of a whole process of productive sense-making.

All in all, by calling for further investigations and applications to several 
case studies — from MRI to ultrasound, from thermal imaging to X-rays —, this 
preliminary research may help us to productively re-imagine and re-think our 
participation in medical images’ production, and ultimately in the comprehension 
of what role we play in the making of ourselves. 
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The paper is divided into two main aims. In the first part, it wants to investigate the pre-
sence of thermal imaging in the context of contemporary visual culture, especially du-
ring the Covid-19 pandemic, when thermal imaging widely demonstrated how currently 
optics models of vision are increasingly accompanied by thermal models of visualisa-
tion. The result of the latter is thermography: at the same time, a process that tran-
sforms our epistemic relationship with reality, extending the possibilities of visualising 
information beyond the limits of the visible spectrum; and an image that maintains the 
indexical bound with its referent, but that is conceived as the outcome of an elaborated 
and displayed dataset. In the second part, the paper focuses on the artistic field in which 
thermal vision gained further relevance in the context of the pandemic. On the one hand, 
the artists have criticised and deconstructed it; on the other hand, they have relaunched 
its use in a biopolitical horizon, such as in the case of the photographic project Virus 
(2020), in which Antoine d’Agata roamed the deserted streets of Paris and visited some 
intensive care units with a thermal camera, during the first national lockdown in 2020.

We are only a little stored, organized solar heat, a memory of Sun.  
A little phosphorus that burns in the meninges of the world 

(Paul Cézanne, quoted by Antoine d’Agata, La vie nue)

INTRODUCTION
37.5 is not merely a number. If combined with a unit of measurement (the 

degree Celsius), it becomes a temperature indicating an increase in body heat, 
generally called fever. During the peak phases of the Covid-19 pandemic, this 
temperature has long been considered a threshold, a watershed line. 37.5 
°C was, at least in Italy, the limit set by the Government to establish an alert 
level: finding that temperature, or a higher one, meant being affected by the 
most common symptom of infection. A significant consequence of this bodily 
overheating was the obligation to stay at home, losing the right to frequent 
public places. Consequently, to ensure compliance with this decree, access 
to schools, hospitals, offices, supermarkets, and workplaces started to be 
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monitored by thermal cameras and thermal scanners. These devices, placed 
near the entrances of many buildings, acted as social guardians, allowing (or 
denying) entry to anyone based on the body temperature detected.

Therefore, the health emergency has created a shared system of norms, rules 
and behaviour determined by and depending on thermal conditions. In a word, it 
has created a thermopower. A concept that describes ‘the ways that temperature 
management defines subjects, produces objects, and locates both in grids of 
social and political organisation. [... It] operates as a form of biopower, a means 
of administering and regulating life’.2 Thermopower is a concept that can be 
relaunched in an ecological perspective, considering thermal conditions as 
something that shapes our presence in the complexity of our reality. However, it 
is also a concept that primarily deals with bodies, especially within the pandemic 
framework. Bodies indeed are the main protagonists of this pandemic as any 
other. They are the first vector of contagion, the medium of the virus;3 they 
constitute an alarm heating up.4

Let us return to thermal cameras and thermal scanners. These devices signal 
a social danger concerning the human body by quantifying excessive heating, 
a phenomenon undetectable by human vision. Another example that suggests 
how, in the pandemic/temperature relationship, thermal media and technologies 
have played an important role precisely concerning body monitoring: from 
traditional instruments, such as the thermometer for domestic self-detection, 
to advanced visual technologies, such as the thermal imaging used to visualise 
the spread of micro-droplets in the air.5 In the emergency context, thermal 
imaging has provided information about our bodies operating outside the 
visible spectrum. Allowing us to visualise the invisible effects of the virus — and 
reminding us, as Cézanne does, of what we are in our biological essence.

ON THERMAL CAMERA
It may be helpful to clarify the theoretical principle on which the thermal 

camera is based to understand how thermography works. 
In the seventeenth century, Isaac Newton, experimenting with a dispersive 

prism, was the first to realise that sunlight is composed of coloured rays with 
different angles of refraction. Contrary to what was believed at the time, he 
demonstrated that white light could be divided into seven different colours. 
In the nineteenth century, James Clerk Maxwell added an important piece. He 
unified work on electricity and electromagnetism into four famous equations 
and established that visible light (VIS) corresponds to a small section of a 
large continuous spectrum of radiation: the electromagnetic (EM) spectrum. All 
radiation in this spectrum behaves as if it were travelling in the form of waves, 
governed by two inversely proportional measures: length (cm) and frequency 
(hertz). Therefore, the smaller the wavelength, the greater the wave’s frequency. 

A limited part of the EM spectrum — the VIS, whose spectral range is between 
0.38 µm (violet) and 0.78 µm (red) — can be seen by the human eye; but going 
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immediately above and below these limits, we encounter portions of the 
spectrum that are no longer visible to humans. Beyond the upper end of the 
visible spectrum begins ultraviolet (UV) radiation, which extends from 0.38 µm 
to the X-ray portion of the spectrum (about 10 nm). On the other hand, below the 
lower end of the VIS range is the infrared (IR) radiation, which extends from 0.78 
µm to the Microwaves edge (about 1 mm). However, assuming that only a small 
part of the IR range is used for imaging, IR radiation can be further divided into 
different regions, depending on their distance from the VIS limit [Fig. 1].6

Determining this distance is essential. For example, it clarifies how thermal 

imaging, although belonging to ‘what could somewhat be defined as a real 
“infrared visual culture”’,7 is not conceivable as a night vision equivalent. NVDs 
(Night Vision Devices) operate on the borderline between the VIS and the Short-
Wave (SW) IR region (approximately 0,8-1,7 µm), absorbing small amounts 
of natural or artificial light, amplifying it considerably, and displaying it on a 
screen. Like the human eye, they are not suitable for too much light, nor when it 
is entirely dark. In this sense, we can say that the human eye and NVDs operate 
on the same basic principle: light hits an object, and then a sensor receives it 
and converts it into an image. On the other hand, current thermal cameras can 
measure IR wavelengths until the Long-Wave (LW) IR region (8-14 µm), far from 
the VIS edge. It means that thermal cameras can operate both in the presence 
of ambient light or in its total absence: in other words, they work watching 
a blazing sunset or exploring a completely dark room. It happens because 
thermal cameras do not detect light but heat, the thermal energy generated by 
the IR radiation.8 

Everything we encounter in our daily lives deals with thermal energy. Some 

Fig. 1 
A portion of the 
electromagnetic spectrum



86 Donghi, Pezzano, On the Trail of Some Human Heat

things absorb heat, such as the asphalt of a road on a hot sunny day, or a chair after 
someone has sat on it. Other things emit it, either mechanically (a running engine) 
or biologically (the human body). Considering that ‘there are no thermal objects, 
there is only thermal action’,9 thermal cameras can measure this invisible action 
and display it in a visual form, revealing thermal variations between adjacent 
objects and between objects and environments. With some technical limitations 
(for example, a thermal camera cannot see through a window, because glass 
acts like a mirror for IR radiation); but also without restrictions due to weather 
conditions, even in the presence of smoke, fog and rain.10

The website of FLIR,11 the global leader in thermal imaging, illustrates the 
extraordinary versatility of this instrument, which extends our possibilities to 
acquire information and visual knowledge about reality in various fields. First in 
military research, where experiments with analogue images and Mid-Way (MW)
IR or LWIR have been conducted since the 1930s, up to the latest generation 
of thermal cameras, capable of collecting thermal data and visualising them 
digitally. Subsequently, thermal cameras also multiplied in the civil sector. And 
today, qualitative (displaying heat distribution) and quantitative (quantifying 
the heat signatures of the framed objects) thermal cameras are increasingly 
adopted in workplace safety, territorial surveillance, biological and ethological 
research, climate change studies, and medical diagnostics. Moreover, thermal 
cameras have become a popular accessory in the domestic market, following 
the development of more practical and less expensive models.12

Once the principles of a thermal camera’s technical operation have been 
established, a fundamental question arises — what image status can we assign 
to thermography?

ON THERMOGRAPHY’S REFERENTIALITY
Since thermal cameras record thermal information, thermal imaging is a 

process no longer belongs to the domain of optics, the branch of electromagnetism 
that describes the behaviour and properties of light; according to Carolyn 
Kane, it belongs to a domain ruled by information systems and algorithms.13 
Moreover, it is not a process based on ocular vision, but on what Lev Manovich 
has described as a process of data visualisation.14 Therefore, as Ruggero Eugeni 
suggests, we can consider thermography as a particular IR image that is no 
longer part of the modern economy of light, although it fully belongs to the 
contemporary economy of visuality: a computational image that updates the 
acquisitions matured on the EM fluxes of the early nineteenth century with the 
current digital datafication processes.15

A relevant consequence of this definition concerns the thermography’s 
referentiality. Given the recurrence we have experienced in this pandemic, let 
us take the human body as an exemplar case to understand how thermography 
visually presents its referent [Fig. 2].

This thermal selfie16 demonstrates that in thermography the body is configured 
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as an aggregation of pixels that takes the form of a halo with an irregular profile, 
chromatically returning the thermal radiation of its referent. The halo visually 
presents this radiation behaving as an index of the body that was necessarily 
in front of the camera at the moment of detection, maintaining thermography 
a connection of physical continuity with it.17 It is precisely this continuity that 
allows us to capture bodily heat. Invisible energy whose effects we can only 
observe with the naked eye through some other natural indexical signs (like 
sweat or skin reddening); but which can also be quantified and visualised 
thanks to a technologically determined process. A process in which colours act 
for arbitrary reasons (cultural, symbolic, ideological) as ‘a system of control 
used to manage and discipline perception and thus reality’.18

Although thermography’s indexicality persists, its referentiality seems 
compromised regarding referent’s recognisability and identifiability. In general, 

Fig. 2 
A thermal selfie shot with 
an iPhone SE and a FLIR 
ONE PRO
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NVDs make it possible to identify the framed object. Since what allows visibility 
is still natural or artificial light, an IR night image can show at least the main 
features of monitored bodies and faces, even if tinged with the spectral green 
typical of night vision. On the other hand, in thermography, the body is only 
recognisable as a silhouette that displays the outcome of converting thermal 
data into pixels, returning a shape vaguely compatible with the human one. 
Nevertheless, it is difficult, often impossible, to identify a body in its singularity 
— the case of the artistic project Virus, realised by the French photographer 
Antoine d’Agata in the spring of 2020 and analysed in the following parts of this 
essay, offers a decisive testimony to this referential anonymity.

Of course, an optical camera is often embedded in a thermal imager. Therefore, 
the thermography can result in an imbrication between optical and algorithmic 
logic: as with the FLIR MSX, a system that adds visible light details in real-time 
for better clarity by incorporating edge and contour details into the thermal 
visualisation.19 In addition, there are ongoing experiments in the field of thermal 
facial recognition: not based on the similarity of exterior features, but on the 
recognition of the structure of blood vessels, vascular networks and facial 
tissue, which can be used as unique biometric features.20 However, the point is 
that the framed subject can lose its outward recognisability with thermography. 

This visual condition is perfectly recalled in Predator (John McTiernan, 1987), 
the first mainstream film to integrate thermography into the diegetic dimension. 
Especially when the alien creature scans the landscape from the trees, 
detecting human bodies only as heat sources, and recognising what, not who, 
is in front of it. Alternatively, it is highlighted in the more recent There Will Be 
No More Night (Il n’y aura plus de nuit, Éléonore Weber, 2020). A military found 
footage film in which the author’s voice-over, describing thermal imaging’s 
adoption during some recent war operations, remarks how ‘the thermal camera 
cannot distinguish between a farmer holding a rake or a soldier armed with a 
Kalashnikov’. 

The same visual condition is even more surprising in processes of thermal 
self-visualisation. As in Songbird (Adam Mason, 2020), a movie set in a dystopian 
future in which the Covid-19 (now Covid-23) pandemic has taken over, and the 
US government asks citizens to monitor themselves daily for precautionary 
purposes. The device dedicated to this task is a smartphone that detects body 
heat and issues an immediate alert to the authorities if the recorded data is 
too high. The thermal camera integrated into this device does not show the 
features of the face but only the colour shade that displays the correspondent 
heat radiation [Fig. 3]. A reminder of how self-visualisation in thermal imaging 
means missing out on self-recognition, but also making everyone immediately 
distinguishable from the dominant thermopower.

Following this last example, we can conclude that the recent Covid-19 
pandemic, constantly exposing us to the action of thermal imaging cameras, 
has consolidated a twofold awareness of the relationship between the human 
body and thermography. On the one hand, precisely because of the difficulty of 
identifying the referent to which it is nevertheless linked, thermography finally 
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seems able to provide a neutral, impartial, unbiased human image: an image 
operating beyond appearance, gender, ethnicity and skin colour, displaying 
the warmth of a body regardless of its physical appearance. On the other 
hand, though the thermal image promises a more objective visualisation, ‘it 
naturalizes a sense of certain bodies as mere heat and amplifies and sexualizes 
forms of power’.21 

Consequently, also thermal imaging ends up renewing political and social 
struggles with new power dynamics, dividing those who can access resources 
and manage information from those who are subjugated, overwhelmed, or 
relegated to the mere position of a detected object. In the well-known transition 
from the disciplinary society described by Michel Foucault (based on the 
importance of vision and central monitoring) to the society of control profiled by 
Gilles Deleuze (where computer machines are entrusted rather with the task of 
tracking, capturing and scanning a target), it is decisive to grasp the ‘fundamental 
alteration from the use of vision and optics to the use of information systems and 
algorithms to control and manage bodies and behaviour’.22 Bodies that can be 
detected, quantified, controlled, related to normativity criteria established on a 
thermal basis, and then subjected to thermopower as a form of new biopolitical 
management.

THE WARMTH OF BASIC FORM-OF-LIFE
Although the field of applications of thermal images is wide and mainly pertains 

to the military and surveillance sector, thermal imaging has seen a rising interest 
in the contemporary artistic scene in the past few years. Increasingly, more 
photographers and video artists employ this new technology. On the one hand 
for criticizing and deconstructing it, on the other hand for relaunching its use in 
a biopolitical horizon. One above all: the French photographer Antoine d’Agata. 

Fig. 3 
Songbird (Adam Mason, 
2020)
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In particular, we will bring Virus 23 (2020) into focus, a project developed during 
the confinement following the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic. 

Human bodies no longer just reflect light, but produce heat. As mentioned 
before, they emit EM waves: invisible radiation collected by thermal imager 
and converted into visible images. It is not the first time that the photographer 
utilizes a thermal camera for his work. Already in 2017, he chose this device for 
Figures of Worship,24 a Magnum Live Lab project, in which people of different 
faith are portrayed practicing their respective religions. Catholic mass at Notre-
Dame Cathedral; a group of Muslims who go to the mosque of Argenteuil; people 
praying in the Montparnasse cemetery. A documentation of rites and religious 
practices which coexist on French territory, three years after the terrorist 
attack on the Bataclan music venue in Paris by fanatics: images which display 
only bodies, stripped of any cultural and political specificity, solely captured 
as the essence of being living persons. Traces of IR thermal radiation — which 
would otherwise be impossible to identify without the help of captions — who 
gather in similar ways, regardless of their religious leanings. The photographer 
was fascinated by this process of visualising heat data, which reduces human 
subjects to essential figures, devoid of any other characteristics such as gender, 
skin colour or specific identities. As he remarked: ‘The thermal image freezes 
forms, postures, figures, poses, zones imperceptible to the naked eye’.25

D’Agata deliberately chose again this sophisticated device for Virus to 
represent the resistance of human beings during the pandemic crisis: an 
emergency in which it was possible to introduce practices of surveillance and 
discipline over people’s bodies, to recall the very origin of this technology. ‘It is 
in this ambivalence between solidarity and contamination, this inevitability of 
social and physiological death, that I tried to apprehend, traversing a language 
of senses and of resistance that transfigures the body’,26 he declared. 

The first national lockdown ordered by the Government on March 17, 2020 
— and ended nearly two months later — has transformed the French capital 
into a ghostly city. A strong sense of responsibility guided him at that time, 
the same need to create a political and aware reaction to the situation, which 
convinced one of his friend Mathilde Girard, philosopher and writer, to keep a 
daily written record from the beginning of the confinement. She gets in touch 
with d’Agata early on — both findings themselves alone in Paris. The two started 
some correspondence: he of images, she of fragments from which a common 
vision emerged. Traces of the frenzy of speeches and health rules of those 
days: the physical separation, the forced isolation, the effects of limits in social 
interactions. Everything was documented in an exchange of texts and images.

Throughout this period d’Agata roamed the deserted streets of the city at 
night, holding a thermal camera to record various invisible IR rays emitted by 
the few isolated human beings he met, wandering among the walls of ghostly 
buildings. Reds, yellows and flashes of dark blue: a variety of cold and warm 
hues which, according to their thermal zones, reveal the outlines of public 
spaces, benches, trees and buildings. Among these architectures rare human 
figures, nothing more than hot coloured silhouettes, stand alone in the streets 
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of Paris, transformed by the confinement into a disturbing theatre of rambling 
bodies. With a huge amount of thermal images collected during this period (he 
believes he may have taken almost 13,000 in total), d’Agata wanted to capture 
the hallucinatory desolation in which the city, and its suburbs — like most of 
Europe — suddenly found itself during the lockdown. 

After the first days of confinement spent tracking the heat stored both in human 

bodies and in buildings to make sense of the current crisis, d’Agata widened his 
research to the situation in the intensive care units of medical centres in Paris, 
Bordeaux, Marseille and Nancy [Fig. 4]. Nonetheless, the images of the hospital 
and those on the street are the opposite: there an empty city, here overcrowded 
hospitals; there the new rules of physical distancing, here the action of the 
caregivers who touch the bodies of the patients: care, comfort and gestures full 
of humanity. As many of us realized: ‘People are doing much more than they are 
paid to do. In the hospital I saw people dying and nurses who were helping people 
do that with dignity, holding them in their arms’.27 The thermal images here 
capture the deep empathetic and carnal dimension of bodies that touch and are 
touched: the human warmth linked to caring made up of gestures of closeness, 
of attention — while we are asked to avoid any kind of everyday interaction. 
In one of the few articles dedicated to his work,28 Alice Leroy underlines how 
this traditional tracking system is used by d’Agata in a deliberately improper 
way. Here, in fact, by detecting heat waves emitted by bodies, he did not try 
to locate and identify people, but, on the contrary, he wanted to protect their 
identity, without forgoing to document such a tragic moment. Continuing the 
suggestion of Judith Butler to exhibit ‘images that convey the full horror and 
reality of the suffering’ — remind Leroy — the French photographer took images 
of vulnerable patients along with the ‘gentle sensuality of a gesture of attention 
to others’29 performed by the healthcare staff.

But exactly what does it mean to touch? Mark Paterson recalls that in De 
Anima : Aristotle in his theory of sensation relegates it to the last place in the 
hierarchy of sense faculties due to its different nature. For each sense there 
is a distinct organ and a physical medium which performs a specific function. 

Fig. 4 
Antoine d’Agata, extract 
video from La vie nue, 
Opéra National de Paris, 
France, 2020 
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For tactility, instead, there is neither a single organ to which it corresponds, 
nor a medium: it is our own flesh that acts as a medium, and not something 
external — unlike air for hearing or diaphanous for vision. Touching therefore 
always means being touched. In physical contact, while we perceive an object 
which is external to us, we also touch our receptiveness at the same time. This 
may help explain why Aristotle defined tactility ‘not only as indispensable, but 
as prior to the other sensory modalities’.30 Being in contact with another body 
means to have, at the same time, an experience of ourselves: the consciousness 
of our physicality, of our being in the world. Through touch there is therefore an 
exchange of feeling among human bodies. In short, capturing body heat, these 
images catching the essence of another heat: that of affectivity, a fundamental 
dimension for human life. 

Both situations were connected by a common thread. The political and health 
crisis linked to the pandemic gave d’Agata the opportunity ‘to craft this idea of 
“bare life” both on the streets and in the hospitals into shape’.31 That dimension 
of bare life debated by Giorgio Agamben in Homo Sacer,32 continuing the 
analysis which Michel Foucault interrupted, such as the practical modes with 
which power operates on the bodies of human beings transforming them into 

Fig. 5 
Antoine d’Agata, 
Bagatelle Hospital during 
Covid-19 Outbreak, 
Bordeaux, France, 2020



93Cinéma & Cie vol. 22 no. 39 2022 · ISSN 2036-461X

submissive bodies. Agamben asserts that on the threshold of the modern era 
something changed dramatically. The space of bare life — that is biological life 
with its needs — once situated on the margins, progressively becomes what is 
at stake in the modern age: the new political subject. That bare life, which can 
be killed and yet not sacrificed of the homo sacer, a paradox once distinctive 
of this figure of archaic Roman law, with modernity it has become operative in 
the status of every living being, so much so that the (biopolitical) power system 
exerts control over the bare life of all individuals. A risk with which d’Agata is 
very concerned, since he clearly stated: ‘The consequences of this are probably 
worse than the virus itself: the way in which the war against the disease is being 
used to strengthen control, both political and economic’.33 This reference to the 
Italian philosopher is so evident that d’Agata called his last short film, based 
on Virus project, La vie nue [Fig. 5]. In this three-screens projection of thermal 
images flow at different paces, following a mechanic rhythmic dimension which 
tries to echo ‘the mechanism in which the society has been caught’34 — as 
d’Agata explains in a video interview granted to the Paris Opera.35

HEATMAPS OF MIGRANTS
Deeply inspired by Giorgio Agamben, we can’t here skip to mention the photo 

series of Heat Maps (2016) and the three-channel HD video, Incoming,36 both 
part of a long-term project developed by the Irish photographer Richard Mosse. 
From 2014 to 2017 he depicted the experience of migrants in camps, and the 
urgent refugee crisis, recording only the contours of relative heat difference, 
with a thermal sensitive, military grade surveillance camera. For these projects 
he adopted a heavy, technologically advanced device, which mounts a lens 
made by germanium, a chemical element transparent to infrared radiation. 
This long-range thermal camera — designed to capture LWIR region and to 
visualise it in shade of greys — is connected to a cadmium telluride sensor 
refrigerated to minus 323 degrees centigrade and controlled by a computer. 
This type of thermal imager is commonly used by the army and navy for border 
surveillance and law enforcement since it can detect a human body at thirty 
kilometres. It is not surprising that exporting thermal imaging systems, and IR 
cameras, may be regulated by the United States Government’s thermal camera 
export restrictions and may fall under International Traffic in Arms Regulations 
(ITAR).37 Mosse explained the reason why he used a surveillance technology 
striving to work it against itself, avoiding ‘[…] to rescue this apparatus from 
its sinister purpose. Rather, we were trying to enter into its logic — the logic 
of proprietary government authorities — to foreground this technology of 
discipline and regulation, and to create a work of art that reveals it’.38

Valeria Cammarata dealt with this work in an essay39 dedicated to the 
comparison of this series of images with the work Recits d’Ellis Island, by 
Georges Perec and Robert Bober united by the same indirect way of reflecting 
on the Shoah, looking at the phenomenon of migration. When refugees 
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move away from their Nation, in fact, they break ‘the intimate and necessary 
connection’40 between man and citizen and consequently they lose every human 
rights. As Giorgio Agamben explains: ‘In the system of the nation-state, the so-
called sacred and inalienable rights of man show themselves to lack every 
protection and reality at the moment in which they can no longer take the form 
of rights belonging to citizens of a state’.41 They therefore find themselves in 
the same condition as those deported to concentration camps: a bare life, that 
is, the life of sacred man, stripped of all civil and human rights and exposed to 
sovereign violence. Thermal cameras visualised images which represent bare 
life,42 since they cancel any kind of difference between bodies, levelling all. Their 
phantasmatic and sinister presence, moreover, perfectly reflects Agamben’s 
concerns about a tendency towards totalitarianism regarding the contemporary 
political space.43

VISUALISING IMMUNIZATION REACTIONS
Linda Alterwitz, a multi-media artist with wide-ranging interests in the 

fields of medical research and the natural environment, is the last case we 
would like to briefly mention here. She soon started using thermal images — 
as she states on her website — exactly in 2013, ‘as a mean of envisioning the 
connections between science, technology, our environment and contemporary 
culture’. Employing a high-resolution thermal camera, she reconfigures its 
original meaning of this device by showing the otherwise not visible energy 
which vitalised animals and men alike: temperature is a universal feature that 
connects all matter, living and non-living beings. ‘From having a fever in one’s 
body to the effects of global warming, temperature pervades our lives’.44 As it 
is particularly clear in Signatures of Heat, a sextet of thermal images in grey 
scale which reveals the unseen rhythms of the human body and its relation to 
the surrounding natural habitat of which it is part. 

Injection Site: Making the Vaccine Visible,45 one of her latest works started 
in 2021 and still on, is particularly suited to emphasizing the relationship 
between thermographies and the medical front. It consists of a collection of 
images which shows people’s arm from fifteen minutes to four weeks after 
receiving the Covid-19 vaccine. What you see are several darker spots on the 
participants’ skin around the injection area, a sign of a concentration of heat, 
an inflammation provoked by the immunological individual response [Fig. 6]. 
Each person’s reaction is different: some images present vast black marks, 
while others reveal minimal visual heat: ‘Through this series of work, I offer an 
opportunity to participate in conversation about an ongoing topic that continues 
to create human division’ – the artist declares to explain the inner reason of 
this new work.46 In fact, the vaccine can cause opposite reactions, not only 
physical, but also psychological: on the one hand fear or concern for possible 
side effects that are still little known, on the other a feeling of protection against 
any possible severe evolutions of the disease.
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CONCLUSIONS

The recent Covid-19 pandemic highlighted the significant role of thermal 
imaging in monitoring the body for diagnostic purposes. However, it also 
established new individual conducts and unprecedented social behaviours 
that bodies had to adhere to, in line with the thermopower in force during the 
emergency. In addition, the pandemic emphasised how thermography makes 
it possible to visualise information that the human eye could not perceive, 
but beyond its presumed objectivity, it shows the body just as an anonymous 
referent, hardly recognisable in its individuality. The anonymity that Antoine 
d’Agata interrogated with the project Virus — in which he set out on the trail of 
some human heat in the spring of 2020 — has been deliberately used against 
this advanced technology, which is mainly employed for control purposes. 
Here, in fact, by protecting people’s identity thanks to lack of details of the 
thermographies, he was able to report the gravity of such a historical moment, 
catching just the shapes of human bodies reduced to the most basic form-of-
life.

Fig. 6 
Linda Alterwitz, panel of 
Injection Site: Making the 
Vaccine Visible (2021), 
at the artist’s studio, 
Las Vegas, Nevada
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Set in the zone of egregious war crimes against the civilian population of Aleppo and 
in the biohazard zones of the encroaching COVID-19 epidemic, Waad Al-Kateab’s For 
Sama and Wang Nanfu’s In the Same Breath invent documentary approaches that crea-
te complex temporalities — modes of cinematic address that engage trauma as a field of 
experience that has been absorbed within institutional discourses of state power built 
through crises. Filmed in zones of crises in which hospitals exist in states of exception 
that generate and guarantee state sovereignty, the traumatic scene of crisis becomes 
both excess and fragment that documentary form contains and interprets. This analysis 
draws on Ruth Leys’ ‘genealogy’ of trauma and Lisa Guenther’s notion of the ‘necro- 
biopolitical rituals’ of state bureaucracy to show that both documentaries illuminate 
a fundamental split between discourses of medical knowledge and state power within 
which cinema asserts fluid and shifting temporalities as a mode of engaging events of 
crisis as history.

INTRODUCTION:  
TRAUMA AND THE DOCUMENTARY 
OF PROLOGUE AND EPILOGUE 

The video installation ‘Serious Games’ (2009) by Harun Farocki shows 
relationships between cinema and trauma in a way that has much in common with 
the two films considered in this essay. One video screen of Farocki’s installation 
is set in a military base where video games are used to train soldiers. Another 
screen captures a military clinic where soldiers receive treatment for post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) through game-like virtual reality interfaces. 
Videos of training and therapy appear in two-channel displays of the subjective 
viewpoint of the soldier and the environment in which the games are being 
used. 

The halving and doubling involved in the four-video installation creates split 
chronologies that suggest the simplistic preparation for war and its complex 
aftermath as an ongoing but incompatible prologue and epilogue. Farocki’s 
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clinic footage reveals the violence of state power manifested retroactively 
in the bodies of soldiers. Meanwhile, media splits experience of events in a 
doubling and halving of time and image. Missing, however, are documents of 
the synchronic moment of the present — the kind of evidence often assumed to 
be at the heart of documentary filmmaking. 

Through exhibiting the complex temporalities of PTSD, Farocki’s video piece 
suggests that trauma is, quite paradoxically, articulated in a future-tense as the 
desire for return to a past before the crisis that caused the trauma. In the fourth 
of four videos in Farocki’s installation, a clinician insists that a traumatised 
soldier must repeat the tragic event in a virtual reality program as treatment. 
In much the same way that the soldier resists repeating the event but is thereby 
made to endlessly re-experience it, Wang Nanfu’s In the Same Breath (2021) 
and Waad Al-Kateab’s For Sama (2021, co-produced and co-directed by Edward 
Watts) both resist the repetition that is trauma and imagine a return to points 
before painful events had occurred.1 In For Sama, Al-Kateab expresses through 
voiceover the wish that her child would not have been born so as not to become 
an innocent witness to war. For Wang, this desire is expressed through a 
reverse montage in which she imagines ‘how this could have begun differently’. 
In their drive to create a moment-by-moment account of loss and suffering, the 
documentarians thus ultimately disavow attempts to interpret crisis through 
the logic of the present and resist the endless and melancholic return that this 
entails. While it is, of course, impossible to reverse the past, formal shifts in the 
film between cinematic temporalities and subjectivities contain crises past to 
resist the endless circulation spectacles of violence and loss on film. Further, 
by unsettling images of state power predicated on narratives established from 
these images, both filmmakers expose how trauma has become incorporated 
into an ensemble of discursive measures through which the state constructs 
authorised versions of history from crisis. 

As recent documentary films notable for presenting trauma through scenes of 
hospitals, trauma appears quite differently in Wang and Al-Kateab’s films than 
in the cinema of trauma that has been presented in major works on the subject 
— especially those that deal with memory of the Holocaust in the post-war 
era, the trauma of Hiroshima, the experiences of Vietnam veterans, or trauma 
around the events of September 11th in the United States.2 In describing the 
proliferation of media around the events of 9/11, and the wars in Afghanistan, 
and Iraq, E. Ann Kaplan’s exploration of the ‘empty empathy’ elicited by violent 
images anticipates the dialectics of immediacy and mediation in Wang and Al-
Kateab’s films. 

Much like the media images that Kaplan discusses, which inhibit a relationship 
with the image that might foster healing, when a viewer attends to violence in 
images of crisis yet does not become deeply involved in what the images capture 
they are faced with the ‘violence involved in the moment itself and the camera’s 
capturing of it’.3 By conducting images of crisis through temporal shifts marked 
by linguistic, visual, and acoustic techniques of prologue and epilogue deployed 
within cinema, Wang and Al-Kateab advance a documentary practice based in 
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what E. Ann Kaplan calls a ‘context and continuity that […] bring events into our 
own lives’ as part of the invention of ‘other strategies for communicating and 
understanding trauma’.4 Both films engage a media environment in which the 
pain of the traumatised cannot move beyond a moment that reasserts itself as 
an unintelligible past within the present — as an impenetrable violence that 
endlessly returns as trauma, or what Ruth Leys terms a ‘wound,’ in her analysis 
of trauma as an overdetermined cultural construct spanning the sciences, 
humanities, and media.5 In resistance to cinema as a repetition of violence 
— and also as mothers seeking in filmmaking a form of intergenerational 
communication — the films situate a documentarian viewpoint in the future in 
order to reassert a time before crisis as a vantage on the present.

For Sama and In the Same Breath both expand outward from the intimacy of 
the mother-child relationship capture globally significant events. Both films also 
glimpse an occult logic of state power in tension with the everyday protocols 
of hospitals. In Al-Kateab’s documentary, Syria’s authoritarian regime launches 
air and ground offenses against civilians and hospitals in Aleppo in the wake of 
the civil uprisings in 2012. In Wang’s film, medical personnel and patients try to 
interpret the experience of COVID-19-related deaths on a personal and collective 
scale as person-to-person transmission of the virus is gradually revealed. In 
both films, documentarians track the meaning of crises unfolding historically 
and ideologically through what Lisa Guenther identifies as ‘necro-biopolitical 
rituals’ in which the dysfunctional bureaucratic management of life and death 
is inseparable from the consolidation of state power.6 In this context, Wang 
and Al-Kateab establish a cinematic form and structure in which the capturing 
of images becomes secondary to the way that images are contained within 
temporal logics of prologue and epilogue. Terms of evidence and witnessing are 
thereby superseded by a containment of images within a maternal logos that 
challenges the ‘assimilation’ of the filmic image of atrocity — a process most 
memorably described by the narrator of Rithy Panh’s The Missing Picture — in 
which most powerful and disturbing filmic images are consigned to collective 
neglect as footage of atrocities proliferate in media worldwide.7 Resisting an 
already mediated present that becomes incorporated, moment by moment, into 
narratives endlessly recirculated by the state — always coercively and, often, 
violently — the films neutralise the power of images of the present over the 
audience: temporal shifts and the mother’s transubjective address to the child 
interrupt the viewer’s fixation on the document.

SUBJECTIVITIES OF TRAUMA:  
DOCUMENTS OF LOSS AND SUFFERING 
THROUGH MOTHERHOOD AND THE CLINIC

Interweaving prologue-epilogue tracks create a shifting experience of the 
filmic document that keeps traumatizing events in suspension. Wang and Al-
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Kateab’s films thus affirm that cinema can speak power to manufactured truths 
promulgated by authoritarianism insofar as cinema always exists in plurality — 
involving filmmaker and audience in viewing and interpretation as an ongoing 
and recursive collective experience. The films engage in a continuous process 
of ‘re-perception’ within which the film is always ‘becoming,’ exhibiting cinema 
as system of collective thought in much the same way described by Shohini 
Chaudhuri in her examination of the prismatic conditions of conception and 
reception of films of atrocity.8 

At the end of twentieth century, well before the flux of digital and streaming 
media within which Wang and Al-Kateab have formed as filmmakers, Linda 
Williams had already described the formation of the ‘New Documentary’ of the 
1990s in the wake of the Direct Cinema movement in which audiences were 
inundated by a ‘deluge of images [that] seems to suggest that there can be 
no a priori truth of the referent to which the image refers [but] the moving 
image [had] the power to move […] to a new appreciation of previously unknown 
truth’.9 A decade later, as documentarians engaged the trauma of war within an 
environment of nonstop media coverage of the U.S. wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, 
E. Ann Kaplan described an intensification of the media environment discussed 
by Williams as the ‘daily barrage of images that are merely fragments of a 
large, complex situation in a foreign culture about which audiences may know 
very little and that reporters usually omit’.10 Working in the hyperbolic density 
of the media landscape of the twenty-first century, Wang and Al-Kateab are 
embedded in the ‘complex situation’ of their own cultural backgrounds but 
acting as chroniclers interpreting events intergenerationally within and across 
cultures. In the process, they trouble boundaries between self and subject, as 
well as between past, present, and future. 

As the structure of documentary is fused with the subjective states of the 
documentarian — in particular, in the intergenerational bond between mother 
and child — the films capture the process of crisis becoming part of the historical 
record while intervening in trauma as endless repetition. Produced in a context 
of up-to-the minute images of crisis on news media, social media, and streaming 
television, Wang and Al-Kateab resist what Leys describes as ‘the immersion 
in the traumatic scene’ the kind of indulgence in trauma that would preclude 
‘the kind of specular distance necessary for cognitive knowledge of what 
happened’.11 As chronicles of crises that intersect with their lives and prompt 
them to create the ‘specular distance’ that Leys describes, For Sama and In the 
Same Breath suspend personal images at the source of trauma within separate 
temporal tracks of the film. 

The question of asserting multiple subjective modes in documentary to deal 
with catastrophe is, of course, not a new one. However, most discussions of the 
representation of difficult memories in film have reproduced the contradictions 
that Leys outlines in writing of the traumatic scene as an epistemic site 
constructed in both clinical and cultural theories as a ‘wound’ that eludes all 
forms of knowing.12 In Leys’s account of the episteme of trauma, both the clinician 
or the cultural theorist seek return to an event that initiates forms of traumatized 
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consciousness but that, by definition, remains out of reach of perception. In a 
prominent example of such a cultural theory of trauma, Joshua Hirsch describes 
Alain Resnais’ Night and Fog as a response to historical documentary form that 
could not fully represent the extreme traumas of the Holocaust. Establishing 
parallels with theories of PTSD, Hirsch contends that Resnais established a 
‘reflexive’ documentary mode of ‘posttraumatic cinema’ defined by ‘experiments 
with retrospective temporal structures’ to struggle with ‘memories that can 
neither be escaped nor possessed’.13 For Hirsch, Resnais’ work borrows from 
modernist precursors to make the past present by transcribing the ‘temporal 
dimensions of history into ‘spatial dimensions’.14 Much like clinical theories 
of PTSD that redirect temporal ruptures of memory onto the body, Hirsch’s 
notion of ‘posttraumatic cinema’ converts psychic phenomenon into physical 
phenomenon.15 Interpreting such a projection of diachronic temporalities onto 
synchronic spatiality, Wang and Al-Kateab expand the field of spectatorship 
around the traumatic as both a discursive and historical formation.

Wang and Al-Kateab invent new filmic temporalities to contend with the 
ideological disruptions that shape the twenty-first century hospital. The hospital 
in both films appears as an unstable institution at the boundaries of the state in 
which the filmmakers document suffering and violence that arises from fusions 
of capitalism and authoritarianism. The films present contemporary ideological 
landscapes in which the ingredients of kleptocracy, nepotism, surveillance, 
and populist revisionism have combined to make the regimes in Syria, Russia, 
China, and the United States strikingly similar. Al-Kateab’s film is a story of 
her family’s survival of Russian military bombings of Syrian civilians under 
Bashar Al-Assad’s dictatorship and at the fringes of Russia’s neoimperialist 
encroachments. Wang’s film compares China’s ideological apparatus of control 
over people and information in the early coronavirus outbreaks to the United 
States during Donald Trump’s tacit endorsement of conspiracy theories to 
undermine institutions of government and public health. Both documentaries 
turn to the hospital as a frontier no longer fully organised within state power. 
Hospitals are shown as exceptional zones of ideological autonomy where 
documents of crises — fragments of destroyed lives that still appear, at least 
momentarily, as individual, and collective, experiences — can escape the master 
narratives of power. 

The idea that there is a ‘deeply rooted convergence between the requirements 
of political ideology and those of medical technology’ is most fully traced by 
Michel Foucault in his examination of medical science as an extension of state 
power in modernity. For Foucault, the hospital is built into the modern state as 
the site of the implementation of ideological programmes.16 However, for Wang 
and Al-Kateab, the hospital is a kludged and overwhelmed space. Hospitals 
move towards a ‘juridico-political’ status that Giorgio Agamben ascribes to 
concentration camps.17 The makeshift hospitals in the documentaries arise from 
the same ‘state of exception and martial law’ as the camp: a boundary space 
in which the distinctions between life and law underlying state power are in 
ongoing formation.18 Accordingly, instead of being citizens, the people who exist 
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in the hospital are closer to the ‘protective custody’ that Agamben describes.19 

As such, the hospitals in these films expose vacillations between biopolitical 

and necropolitical measures through which the state perpetuates power.

By structuring the films around mother-child relationships, both films confront 

the biopolitical afterlives of crises in its intergenerational and epigenetic 

effects. For Wang, the narrative of the family’s connection with both China and 

the United States during the early events of the pandemic forms a point of 

departure for understanding how, in both societies, bureaucratic mechanisms 

of power have stripped citizens of agency through negligence and deception. 

Al-Kateab’s mournfully addresses her daughter in the future in voiceover over 

the chaotic bombing of an Aleppo hospital as doctors try to work in the rubble. 

In this scene of a government-sponsored bombing of the hospital — which 

includes an onscreen X-ray as another layer of film as visible evidence of the 

traumatised body while the viewer witnesses explosions that endanger the 

doctors — the filmmaker expresses the wish that all of these events would be 

undone to spare the children the trauma that will follow [Fig. 1]. The scene thus 

exemplifies the maternal logos seeking to contain trauma through the plural 

temporalities of cinema.

As clearly shown in Al-Kateab’s footage of the hospital bombing, hospitals 

in the films upset assumptions of synonymy between discourses of medical 

authority and state authority. Capturing the hospital at the ideological limit of 

state authority, each of these films visualises a disruption of medical knowledge 

in modernity (or a break in what Foucault calls the ‘empire’ of the ‘medical gaze’).20 

The unsettling of hospital spaces connecting power and knowledge takes place 

within the larger consolidation of authoritarian power in which trauma becomes 

a central but overdetermined rhetoric for state projects. Within this rupture, 

the intersubjectivity of the mother’s address to her child (and her future world) 

forms a response to the unilateral measures of patriarchal authoritarianism. 

Fig. 1 
For Sama (Waad 
Al-Kateab, 2021) 
- screeenshot
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FOR SAMA: VOICE AND IMAGE
Near the beginning of For Sama, Al-Kateab’s expresses her pain in a voiceover 

while also explicating the ethical and rhetorical basis of the project: ‘You are 
the most beautiful thing in our life but what a life I brought you into. You didn’t 
choose this. Will you ever forgive me? [...] Sama I’ve made this film for you. I 
need to you understand why your father and I made the choices we did…what 
we were fighting for’. Al-Kateab’s voice plays over a sequence that establishes 
the image track as a fragment of the present: a quotidian moment of Al-Kateab 
sitting at her desk interrupted booming airstrikes as Al-Kateab grimaces in 
fright. The voiceover ends on a slow fade of Sama asleep. Al-Kateab’s voice 
gives structure to the chaotic images of her footage. Establishing voice as a deep 
and physical connection between mother and child, the sequence demonstrates 
Michel Chion’s insight that the cinematic history of voiceover parallels the role 
of mother as the first ‘image presenter’.21 

Al-Kateab’s melancholic and reflective tone makes clear that the onscreen 
images are now of a place and time that no longer exists. In borrowing the 
literary concept of ‘tense’ from Gerard Genette, Joshua Hirsch describes Alain 
Resnais’ experimentation with what he terms ‘diachronic present tense’ to situate 
past trauma in relation to the present.22 In contrast with this cinematic ‘tense’, 
Al-Kateab’s narration punctuates the footage of the destruction of Aleppo but 
introduces complex modalities of prologue and epilogue — compound tenses 
of language that reroute the film’s images to both past and future. Meanwhile, 
the film’s image track captures a lost Aleppo that shifts between fragment and 
excess. Present-moment images of Aleppo’s destruction are marked as filmic 
excess in which the image of atrocity appears as undigested shock, or at times, 
as absurd comedy. As Bashar Al-Assad’s bombings around the hospital intensify 
at the midpoint of the film, Al-Kateab’s shaky handheld camera captures an 
unexploded ordinance that has landed nearby. The camera captures this 
instrument of real violence but the scene is suffused with irony. Confronted 
with death, Al-Kateab’s friends speak in apostrophe to the bomb and to death. 
They warm their hands on the bomb with a ludicrous word of thanks to Al-Assad 
stating that the bombs keep them warm in winter. [Fig. 2]

Fig. 2
For Sama  (Waad 
Al-Kateab, 2021) 

- screeenshot
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Throughout, Al-Kateab’s handheld footage is disconnected and episodic, 
showing the student uprisings in Aleppo and the regime’s violent reprisals and, 
subsequently, showing hospital triage scenes that document state violence. 
Intercalated throughout are the warm emotional moments of Al-Kateab’s life 
— helping friends establish the hospital, marriage, pregnancy, and moving into 
a new house. These contrasts amplify the exceptional shock of images of crisis 
as the film uncannily resembles both home video and frontline war reporting. 
Around a flow of catastrophic and mundane images, Al-Kateab speaks to Sama 
from the future while the images remain in present tense. Prologue and epilogue 
thereby contain the excess of the documented events but not to merely repeat 
them: the maternal logos places their ultimate meaning in Sama’s future in a 
filmic temporality physically embodied by mother and child. 

The image track again and again tests the measures of the mother-
documentarian to contain the document — to organise and make sense of 
violence through reference to past and future. In a central scene of the deep 
intergenerational connections that will emerge from the crisis, an emergency 
caesarean is performed on a woman who is nine months pregnant and has been 
severely injured in a bombing. What at first appears to be a routine procedure, 
with the steady sounds of the hospital monitoring equipment and instructions 
exchanged between surgeon and nurses, quickly becomes a confrontation 
with brutal sensory violence as a limp newborn is pulled from the cavity of the 
mother’s body. The viewer faces death as a medium closeup shows the child’s 
body, mottled pale blue and chalky white with a moist and twisted umbilical 
cord on its stomach. The still body is gripped by the large hands of a doctor in 
latex gloves attempting resuscitation. We hear the doctor confirm that the baby 
has no pulse. The small body is then peeled from the sheet covering the surgery 
table with the sound of tearing plastic. If the viewer has not yet physically felt 
horror in seeing the presumably dead child manipulated on the table, the sound 
of the body sticking to the hospital equipment — the inert materiality of the 
hospital now one with the body — provokes horror, outrage, and disgust. 

Suddenly, just as the viewer feels the urge to withdraw from the film, the 
baby opens its eyes and emits a small cry — revived. Following this comes a 
moment of ecstasy as Al-Kateab explains in voiceover that mother and child will 
both survive. Her epilogue draws the relentless violence of the present back 
within the structure of the documentary. Affecting a kind of double return, the 
scene reframes the historical relationship between cinema and trauma. Most 
prominently, the scene shows that the film radically differs from the documentary 
encounters with trauma that emerged in the post-WII era. Hirsch describes the 
Lazarus figure that influenced Resnais as a ‘a new literary practice from the 
posttraumatic space’ who has ‘physically returned from the land of the dead, 
while remaining psychologically bound to traumatic memory’.23 In contrast, the 
Lazarean scene in Al-Kateab’s film presents the child violently returning from 
what the audience presumes to be a tragic death but, because the viewer enters 
the scene in media res, the scene is not bound to any memory of a traumatizing 
event. As excess contained by prologue and epilogue, Al-Kateab’s on-the-spot 
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capture of the image — as well as the fact that child and mother are unnamed 
patients in the hospital — decontextualize the violent image from documents of 
a specific family or community involved in the Syrian conflict. Much in the way 
that the earlier intercut footage of Al-Kateab’s garden is shown flourishing and 
then leveled by an aerial bombing, the scene asserts life within the symbolic 
economy of wartime. As such, the newborn’s resuscitation transforms an event 
in a record of war crimes into a primal scene of the vibrant yet precarious 
connection of life between mother and child. Removed from the exchange of 
documentary — or evidentiary — value, the charged image resists what Piotr 
Cieplak notes as a simultaneity of the ‘evidential and reductive functions of 
[...] images’ in his reading Susan Sontag’s work on photographic images of 
atrocity.24 Al-Kateab’s image of the child brought back to life instead takes on a 
sublime excess of pathos. 

In this way, this central moment of omphalic unity between mother, child, 
and audience in the film’s aleatory montage undercuts the necro-biopolitics of 
state bureaucracy. As an aesthetic formation that also offers political gestures, 
Al-Kateab’s film presents the hospital in twenty-first century zones of crises as 
sites of autonomy that interrupt state power. Nonetheless, as Cieplak notes, the 
indexicality of film means that images ‘reach into the past’ — as the lives and 
events recorded on film are present visual but formed of traces of that which 
has existed. This ‘superimposition’ of reality and the past is overtly part of the 
cinematography of For Sama as the spontaneous quality of its images enhance 
the melancholy of Al-Kateab’s meditations on the destruction of Aleppo.25 The 
scene of the newborn suddenly brought back alive in For Sama is haunted by 
the quality of the pasts embedded in cinema but in a way that accentuates and 
deepens the experiences of a rebirth on film that happens before the viewer’s 
very eyes. Thus contained within a maternal logos, the traumatizing event 
stands not as document to be witnessed but as an assertion of an exceptional 
mode of social and political rebirth.

IN THE SAME BREATH :  
DISTANCE FROM THE DOCUMENT

Beyond basic similarities in the mother-child relationship and the prologic 
and epilogic modes of address that they share, In the Same Breath and For 
Sama have deeper features of form in common. As noted above, both films 
conclude with sequences that elaborate a melancholic wish to return to 
the moment before the crisis. In these sequences, filmic memory emerges 
phantasmically intensified by indexical return to time and space. Both films 
introduce short sequences of CCTV footage in segments that seem to place the 
viewer in an objective relationship with crisis. In Al-Kateab’s film, the hospital 
security cameras capture a moment in which a hospital filled with doctors and 
patients explodes during an aerial strike. Wang’s film contains security camera 
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footage from a site of the virus’ initial spread showing patients complaining of 
cold and flu symptoms but unaware that person-to-person spread had already 
been detected by doctors. In both documentaries, these CCTV sequences 
are discolored and distorted — likely resulting from the compression of the 
stored video files. Each is abruptly intercut with point-of-view footage from the 
filmmaker so that they suggest another stratum of the present beneath the live 
footage of the crisis while the film’s prologic-epilogic structure suspends the 
moment of crisis it documents. 

In Wang’s film, fragmentary documents of the initial spread of the virus 
are bound within this confounding documentary structure to lead viewers to 
question that the social crisis of the pandemic is actually reducible to the virus. 
The virus is the ostensible subject of the film — the crisis event that it sets out 
to document — but the pathogen ultimately serves to makes larger systemic 
fissures visible. The documentary gradually builds a case for understanding the 
pandemic as a biopolitical crisis that is bound to ongoing lapses in the social 
contract. This is articulated in Wang’s voiceover comments near the conclusion 
of the film. Viewing the separate but commensurate crises over the pandemic 
in China and the United States, Wang states: ‘We all think ourselves capable 
of separating truth from falsehood but how can we make that distinction 
when misinformation comes from the people we are supposed to trust’. She 
continues ‘I have lived under authoritarianism…and in a society that have called 
themselves free…in both systems, ordinary people become casualties of their 
leaders’ pursuit of power’. Although they come at the end of the film, these 
statements have the logic of prologue: drawing the viewer back to everyday life 
before the virus’ spread was public knowledge. The film thereby shifts the focus 
from the pathogen to the anterior social and political conditions from which the 
pandemic emerged. The prologic effect is strengthened by the film’s final visual 
coda — a reverse timelapse that is appears to unrecord events and transports 
the viewer back to a time before trauma.

After the images of New Years’ celebrations in Wuhan that begin the film, Wang’s 
voiceover narration is interspersed with Chinese news reports recounting the 
course of the virus as it began to spread. Wang states that she wants to track 
the moment-by-moment development of the early pandemic in Wuhan but she 
does not have access to hospital sites in the locked-down city. Wang tries to 
get closer to the story of the origin of the virus by hiring camerapersons with 
hospital access. Though devised as a practical measure in In the Same Breath, 
this creates a loosening of the presumed connection between the film and the 
subjectivity of the filmmaker that also appears through surrogate cameras in 
Wang’s earlier films, Hooligan Sparrow (2016) and One Child Nation (2019). 
The effect is most intensely explored in the free substitution of filmmaker and 
subject Wang’s documentary that follows a young American man on the streets 
in I Am Another You (2017).

Handheld footage taken at random from anonymous points of view in the 
hospital in In the Same Breath produces a slippery subject position: as the film 
has shifts from Wang’s camera to one of the surrogates, the viewer becomes 
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aware of the fact that they are seeing the world through the viewpoint of an 
unnamed stranger. This not only brings into question documentary as a direct 
kind of representation but also exhibits cinema as what Shohini Chaudhuri 
describes as a ‘transsubjective entity that has its own being and becoming’.26 
Rather than defined by the specificity of medium, cinema is revealed as a 
merging flow of subjectivities. Insofar as Wang’s documentary explicitly marks 
film as produced — and consumed by — a plurality of subjects, any presumption 
of self-evident connections between the filmic image and a single historical past 
dissolves.

Rather than being gruesome or horrifying, the COVID wards of the hospital 
captured by Wang’s camerapersons are quiet and boring. Wang comments with 
irony that one cameraperson took a shot of a foot that lasted for five minutes. The 
traumatic scene of each patient’s infection has already occurred in hundreds of 
disparate private homes before they arrived, and these buildings are dedicated 
to the long, slow process of treatment. The camerapersons’ free exploration of 
the hospital as a frontline in the crisis leads to chance encounters with patients 
who share their stories. After a series of shots of nondescript hospital rooms 
and corridors, the impersonal and dissociated point of view of one of Wang’s 
camerapersons holds for a moment. The camera swings around to engage a 
person who appears onscreen. ‘Then someone caught the camera person’s 
attention’, Wang describes in epilogic voiceover while the scenes that follow 
show a father awkwardly trying to communicate with his bed-ridden son while 
a doctor in a protective suit treats his son. The film becomes situated within 
two temporal tracks as we hear the story of the boy’s months-long illness from 
the man. He tells of being transferred between hospitals and his son’s case 
becoming serious. He begins to cry, wailing, ‘my poor child’, as the camera cuts 
to the son being intubated to receive oxygen through what appears to be a tube 
cut into his throat. The doctors tell the father that they are looking after him 
twenty-four hours a day. The man’s story of his son’s death will become one of 
the stories of intergenerational connection and loss in film to follow.

Against hospital scenes that are both exceptionally alien and utterly familiar, 
Wang’s surrogate cameras capture state media filming the hospital in a search 
of what Wang calls ‘positive’ stories. Situated within the tedium of long-term 
care, the presence of government bureaucracy in the hospital creates a strong 
set of contradictions: propaganda reaffirms state power by putting discourses 
of the hospital on display while the footage of Wang’s surrogates shows that 
state narratives have nothing to do with the day-to-day medical treatment of 
the virus. Wang’s own cameraperson is interviewed during this section of the 
film and she states that ‘positive’ stories by the state will counter the influence 
of ‘imperialist’ reports from abroad — a lapse in logic that reveals political and 
medical discourse as separate and mutually unintelligible. The party and the 
nation will be presented as prepared and as strong as its medical institutions 
but working knowledge of the virus will not inform state propaganda. Further 
depicting state power as a closed circuit, a segment of interspliced state TV 
footage that follows shows statements by an official that the communist party 



110 Sedzielarz, On the Frontier Between Medicine and State

will prevail over the virus through propaganda accounts of journalists. 
While keeping both connections to the past and authorized narratives of the 

crisis in suspension, the film also thwarts the viewer’s desire for a voyeuristic 
witnessing of the hospital as frontline of the crisis. Through narrated prologue, 
which begins as the Wang’s retrospective account of unsuspecting public 
entering a new year amid the suppressed news of early spread of the illness, 
the film anticipates the crisis by alternating between the repetitive messages 
of state media — Chinese and international — and disconnected sequences of 
accounts of the pain of the disappearances of loved ones. Interviews with family 
members of those lost to the virus throughout the film redouble the prologic 
effect on filmic document, as testimonies of bodies of loved ones stand in place 
of records destroyed in the nebulous institutional machine of government 
morgues and funeral homes. Transmitted through a multitude of subjectivities, 
Wang’s recurring passages of prologue and epilogue capture the crisis — but 
not as a traumatising event — as a closed official record with an unpredictable 
and open-ended afterlife among the public.

An underlying thesis of the film emerges near the last section of the 
documentary through Wang’s collage-like use of the images of Chinese state 
media: the hospital exists in tension vis-à-vis state power but this tension 
provides the state with an instrumentalised set of biopolitical markers to 
eliminate dissent by showcasing a unity of state and subject. Bolstering belief in 
the state through a spirit of competition with its rivals, the documentary replays 
clips of state media with the slogan, ‘China’s system is superior’ (Zhongguo 
de zhidu youshi). Instead of being expressed through medical discourses on 
life and death, state power now primarily engages in necro-biopolitical rituals 
performed at a remove from the hospital. In the documentary, this will later be 
confirmed by the state crematorium being a locus for the expression of state 
power in the signing over of the bodies of the cremated by relatives. In writing 
on the conjoined nature of state and clinic in the establishment of modern state 
power, Foucault writes that ‘as an isomorph of ideology, clinical experience 
offers [the state] an immediate domain of application’.27 Showing the state’s 
ineffective measures to absorb medical discourse, the propaganda imagery 
that Wang incorporates shows medical discourse as no longer isomorphic with 
ideology. The disordered management of crisis instead becomes the field within 
which the state tests and applies power. 

Wang follows the personal story of a small clinic run by Chen Ruzhen in an 
interview that exemplifies the shifting address of prologue and epilogue as 
a mode of presenting a medical worker’s first-hand experience of the crisis. 
Chen recounts unknowingly encountering the virus while caring for neighbors 
working at the Huanan Seafood Market. The CCTV camera footage appears 
here with an effect of high frame rate that is both otherworldly and intimate — 
seemingly taking the source footage out of the flow of history. Wang’s epilogic 
voiceover then tells the viewer that this footage shows a cluster of cases that 
came mostly from the market while the apparition-like bodies and faces recall 
the dead of the virus’ first wave. Chen then describes the period around January 



111Cinéma & Cie vol. 22 no. 39 2022 · ISSN 2036-461X

1st, 2020 in the weeks leading up to her husband’s death. She describes him 
becoming seriously ill but being turned away from major hospitals in Wuhan. As 
epilogue, with both tears and determination, Chen describes that her husband’s 
cremated remains stay state custody as her contribution to state propaganda 
that establishes the virus’ low death toll. 

The traumatic scene of the death of Chen’s husband is missing from history 
and memory: she says that she did not get to speak to him before he died. In 
place of the missing documents of his final days, the film shows an insert of a 
small photo of Chen’s husband. Onscreen, this simple photographic mediation 
stands in solemn contrast with the proliferation of filmic claims on the life and 
death of all those who experienced the same fate: no amount of documents, or 
other visible evidence, can effectively counter official narratives in which trauma 
is encoded as historical progress. As the documentary moves forward through 
other stories of those lost in Wuhan, the photograph stands as a stark reminder 
of missing documents. Meanwhile, the film moves radically away from gathering 
evidence of the crisis. After establishing a filmic structure that contains empty 
or reductive images of traumatizing loss, Wang turns towards visualising the 
power of bureaucracy over life. Wang’s voiceover sequences in the second half of 
the film are both epilogue to the events of the COVID-19 pandemic and prologue 
to a future in which responses to the pandemic foreshadow the interconnected 
politics of China and the United States in decades to come. Turning to the way that 
the trauma of doctors and nurses in both countries mirrors political discourse, 
Wang’s voiceover describes trauma that is synchronised with narratives that 
the state projects as history. She comments: ‘people emerge from traumatizing 
events with even greater patriotic sentiments than before’, as a montage of 
older Chinese state television productions shows celebrations after the 2003 
SARS outbreak and the 2008 Sichuan earthquake. Although she is speaking 
of mainland China, Wang’s statement is directed equally to narratives in the 
United States that have been deepened and affirmed alongside expressions of 
trauma — with September 11th as a prime example for both theories of trauma 
and political transformations of past two decades. As the film moves to the 
United States for its concluding section, Wang’s voiceover meditations leave the 
viewer to wonder whether there is a great degree of difference in how those in 
power in authoritarian regimes and democratic societies seize power through 
trauma. 

Moving from the document of the crisis to tracing the way that trauma is 
utilised for political power, the film observes the hospital as a site subsumed by 
discourses of trauma in such a way that it becomes reservoir of political affect 
tapped by the state. Wang shows footage from rallies for frontline workers in 
China in which trauma is absorbed into displays of nationalism. She follows this 
with rowdy demonstrations of Americans against measures that they perceive 
as taking away their freedom. By matching the sequences, Wang reveals trauma 
transformed into nationalistic romanticism in both countries. In segments set 
in China, the tears on the face of a young medical worker from Sichuan sent 
to Wuhan during the outbreak visualises this romanticism. The viewer cannot 
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tell if the woman is overwhelmed with pride for the collective effort to fight the 
virus or if she is experiencing a moment of catharsis, overwhelmed by what 
she saw in the hospital [Fig. 3]. In a later sequence, Wang will establish that 
it is primarily the latter, but the unfolding of state power in the rally suggests 
that it is in fact the combination of pride and catharsis that fuels the state’s 

assimilation of trauma into its discourses of power.
Near the end of Wang’s film, over a montage of faces of medical professionals 

that first shows the face of an American nurse in an emotional breakdown and 
then cuts to grieving Chinese hospital workers, Wang’s epilogic voiceover plays: 
‘it was then I realised how vast their trauma was’. The hospital workers are silent 
but Wang notes that they might ‘crash’ if they begin to talk about their pain. The 
scene contains the trauma of the events that the film sets out to document but, 
in doing so, it maintains a distance through which state power can be more 
fully comprehended. Wang shows that emerging discourses of state power rely 
on what Leys calls ‘an immersion in the traumatic scene.’ Wang’s film thus 
reclaims and reframes images that would otherwise become part of a shadow 
discourse of invisible and unrepresentable trauma foundational to state power.

CONCLUSION
Wang and Al-Kateab’s films are composed of violence and loss at the root of 

trauma but both bring into question how states consolidate power in a media 
environment that proliferates with painful images. Hospitals in both films 
become sites of knowledge and practice at the periphery — and frontier — of 
the state that are, variously, assimilated, suppressed, or destroyed. For Sama 
and In the Same Breath invoke a multitude of temporalities and subjectivities 
of cinema to offer a plurality of experience to resist the overdetermination and 

Fig. 3 
In the Same Breath   
(Wang Nanfu, 2021) 
- screeenshot
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assimilation of the document as evidence. Narration of the film around the 
mother-child relationship underlies the approach of both filmmakers because it 
presents an embodied perception that is oppositional to the authorized version 
of events manufactured by the patriarchal state. The logos of the mother 
engenders multiple temporalities that invoke times before the child was born, 
or can remember, and envision a future that is postscript to the traumatizing 
events of the filmic present. In the first instance, prologue and epilogue are ways 
of sharing the most important stories of the past with child and the world from 
within the myriad memories of the past and hopes for the future. However, the 
modes of documentary address that Wang and Al-Kateab invent also intervene 
in the establishment of narrative by the state around trauma. Reconstructing 
the traumatic scene from within the maternal logos, these documentaries push 
viewers to attend to the latent connections between crises and discourses of 
power. 
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Visualizing the Virus.
The Use of Data Visualizations in 
COVID-19 Documentaries
Samuel Antichi, University of Calabria

This contribution will examine different communicative and narrative strategies adop-
ted by some documentary productions in order to visualize something invisible, like 
the virus and its effects. Through the case studies I will take into account, my intent is 
to reflect upon the pandemic narration, which replaces or alternates the photographic 
realism of the images of pain and suffering, intended as scientific and incontroverti-
ble proof of the virus manifestation, with a modernist narrative, mixing interviews with 
infographic material, maps, dashboards, photomicrographs, and computer graphics 
animations. Despite their profound mediation by software that makes pictures out of 
numbers, these informatic images, reported daily in news channels and broadcasts as 
well, besides shaping the relationships between scientific research, documentary, and 
its explanatory and pedagogical power to narrate, reconfigure the collective imagination 
of the pandemic in a bioinformation era.

DISASTER MEDIA AND THE VIRUS IMAGERY
Even if it cannot be considered as a unique and unrepeatable mass-mediated 

event, a single and circumscribed traumatic experience, the SARS-CoV-2 
pandemic (COVID-19) has led to a reconfiguration of the relationship between 
the event itself and its mediated representation. The COVID-19 pandemic and 
the health crisis have deeply affected the visual world, conditioning cinematic 
narratives of trauma as well as its imagery radically. 

This contribution will examine different communicative and narrative 
strategies adopted by some documentary productions in order to visualize 
something invisible, like the virus and its effects. Through the case studies 
I will take into account, my intent is to reflect upon the pandemic narration, 
which replaces or alternates the photographic realism of the images of pain 
and suffering, intended as scientific and incontrovertible proof of the virus 
manifestation, with a modernist narrative, mixing interviews with infographic 
material, maps, dashboards, photomicrographs, and computer graphics 
animations. Despite their profound mediation by software that makes pictures 
out of numbers, these informatic images, reported daily in news channels 



116 Antichi, Visualizing the Virus

and broadcasts as well, besides shaping the relationships between scientific 
research, documentary, and its explanatory and pedagogical power to narrate, 
reconfigure the collective imagination of the pandemic in a bioinformation era. 

However, it is certainly true that it is possible to frame these modernist forms 
within ‘the larger transformations of documentary objects and media that 
have occurred with the advance and proliferations of digital technologies in 
the 21st century’,1 as Jihoon Kim points out. The scholar proposes the concept 
of ‘expanded documentary’ to indicate non-fiction media practices which 
reconfigure a standardized aesthetic form as well as involve a different mode 
of spectatorship, ‘incorporating new consciousness, behaviors, and cultural 
or political climate affected by the digital technologies for production and 
postproduction of images and the non-theatrical experiential platforms, such as 
VR interfaces, interactive websites, and social media’.2 

As I have mentioned before, media content, practice, and aesthetic change 
radically during crisis, as the COVID-19 pandemic, for instance, in informing and 
educating the audience about the scientific facts and government responses to 
the health crisis, how to stay safe, how to protect themselves, showing graphs 
and maps about infection rates, keeping viewers constantly updated about its 
spread.3 

Scholars draw attention to the concept of disaster media, referring to how 
‘media are both complicit in the amplification of disastrous occurrence and helpful 
in the provision of reckoning and relief, support and succor’.4 Cinema, as a media 
form, gives shape and meaning to disasters themselves, conditioning the ways 
in which they are imagined, experienced, and felt, promoting the construction 
of a cultural trauma.5 Recently, several studies have focused on how cinema 
and media reflect upon and convey catastrophic events,6 accidents,7 ecological 
and environmental disasters8 or migration as crisis.9 Atrocities and disasters, 
testing the ‘threshold of the visible’,10 could provoke a reconceptualization of 
the cinematic visualization practices and aesthetics.

Taking into account, through a media-archeological perspective, the 
relationship between historical moments and the emergence of a new audiovisual 
lexicon, Akira Lippit, in her text Atomic Light, for instance, focuses on how 
traumatic events have induced new film and media theories of optics, acoustics, 
and haptics which challenge the representability of the experience. The nuclear 
blast, and the atomic radiation, for instance, signaled a transformation of visual 
representation, as well as the conditions of visuality as such, like the X-rays, 
which disclosed the inside of the body. Lippit retraces the formation of a mode 
of avisuality, a secret visuality, ‘not as a form of invisibility, in the sense of an 
absent or negated visibility: not as the antithesis of the visible but as a specific 
mode of impossible, unimaginable visuality’.11

Documentary cinema adopts similar visual aesthetics and narratives of data 
visualization widely adopted by the disaster media during the pandemic. The 
spectacle of pain with strong emotional impact, which historically characterizes 
the narrative of documentary cinema in portraying situations of crisis, war 
or natural disaster, changes significantly in the cases I intend to examine, 
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establishing a different relationship with reality and visual. What we can 
consider as a pre-existing media convention of crisis, namely the spectacular 
and sensationalistic images depicting human suffering, in this case, is often 
replaced by data visualizations and infographic material.

DATA VISUALIZATIONS 
IN COVID-19 DOCUMENTARIES 

The first case I want to take into account is Totally Under Control (Alex 
Gibney, Ophelia Harutyunyan, and Suzanne Hillinger, 2020), produced by Hulu 
and realized during the first wave of COVID-19 pandemic. The film basically 
depicts Trump administration’s response to the health crisis in the United 
States, retracing a timeline for the events, starting with the first documented 
case in Seattle back in January 2020 and then examining the spread of the 
virus over the following nine months. The documentary highlights the Trump 
administration’s incompetence, corruption, and denial in the face of the global 
pandemic, often comparing the American response to that of South Korea. 
Alex Gibney with the co-directors Ophelia Harutyunyan and Suzanne Hillinger 
take an investigative path, focusing on how the President and his team in the 
White House put their personal power and political advantage above mitigating 
the spread of the virus. The film collects several zoom interviews, which are 
part of the pandemic imagery, of course, with scientists, healthcare reporters, 
correspondents from Asia, the ex-Secretary of Health and Human Services as 
well as the ex-CDC director, in order to provide a scientific counter narration, 
highlighting how the situation was not ‘totally under control’, as Trump affirmed, 
and the film title recalls. 

In addition to that, the documentary adopts infographic material as digital 
storytelling tools in order to visualize the pandemic curve, the number of 
deceases and the spread of the virus, enabling viewers to comprehend 
complex information and to counterstrike the COVID infodemic.12  Infographics, 
dashboards, 3D simulations, graphs and curves or graphical maps are widely 
adopted in documentary productions, because they make difficult information 
easily accessible even to non-experts, from a scientific point of view,13 as well 
as for the storytelling potential of data visualization narratives.14 The film refers, 
for instance, to one of the most reliable monitoring systems of the pandemic, 
which is the Johns Hopkins COVID-19 Dashboard, launched by the Center for 
Systems Science and Engineering at the University, for providing ‘researchers, 
public health authorities, and the general public with a user-friendly tool to 
track the outbreak as it unfolds’.15

Referring to Ann Kaplan’s study of trauma and its cultural politics, she 
differentiates a range of responses to traumatic events. Considering the war 
photographs of Rwanda and Iraq, Kaplan coins the term ‘empty empathy’, 
meaning ‘the empathy elicited by images of suffering provided without any 
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context or background knowledge’.16 To reflect upon the aesthetic strategies 
which produce traumatic effects on the viewers, she brings up Susan Sontag’s 
description of her initial reaction to photographs of concentration camps 
victims,17 which provides ‘a clear example of vicarious image-induced trauma’.18 
According to Kaplan, Sontag and other scholars, such as John Berger,19 for 
instance, it is necessary to re-approach the images of suffering, standing 
back and thinking, paying attention, re-conceptualizing other strategies for 
communicating, representing and understanding trauma. Ethical witnessing 
stands as a new level of responsibility, differentiating itself ‘from vicarious 
trauma, from voyeurism/sensationalism, and from melodramatic attempts to 
close the wound as in Hollywood treatments of historical trauma’.20 Besides 
leading to a broader understanding of the pandemic situation, rendering the 
scientific information real, accurate, and credible through a powerful narrative 
impact and emotional appeal, and stimulating a pro-social behavior, persuading 
viewers to take action and change their health behaviors accordingly, data 
visualizations as the substitution for photographic images of the phenomenal 
world reflect upon a reconceptualization of indexicality, realism, and evidence as 
well as of the representability of traumatic events. Data visualization narratives 
adopted in the documentary challenge ‘the precedence of lens-based imagery 
as the privileged component of non-fiction filmic practice’, shifting the reference 
status.21 

In addition to that, even if it determines an experience of seeing without 
ever offering a concrete image, data visualization, as a rhetorical form that 
visualizes ‘a relationship between the material world and its particular form 
of representation’,22 acts as a metaphorical authorial voice recalling the Bill 
Nichols’s ‘voice of God’ concept.23 Data visualization’s narrative voice claims 
objective knowledge. It plays a key role in several scientific and educational 
documentaries such as National Geographic’s production, Mission Possible: 
The Race for a Vaccine (Jesse Sweet, 2021), or the documentary limited series 
Covid, Explained (2020), which premiered on Netflix in April 26, 2020. The three 
episodes series, which is narrated by J.K. Simmons, Laura Linney, and Idris 
Elba, looks at how the virus grew and spread around the globe, the race to 
develop vaccines as well as the mechanisms for coping with the stress of the 
pandemic, and a global lockdown. 

As Lisa Parks and Janet Walker point out, taking into account disaster media 
narration, infographic material concerning COVID-19 recalls data visualization 
referred to the global warming curve. The Hockey stick graphs, presenting 
the global or hemispherical temperature, have been used, for instance, in An 
Inconvenient Truth (Guggenheim, 2006), the documentary centered on the 
climate activism of former US vice president Al Gore. The film’s global warming 
graph, depicting a dramatic climate shift, projecting an imminent catastrophe, 
tries to promote a collective action on climate change. In the age of big data 
and the current pandemic, graphs and curves dominate the mediascape and 
media imagery, through a collective image-building, insomuch as scientists 
and viewers are engaging with similar looking charts both for COVID-19 and 
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global warming. The disaster media heuristic, according to Parks and Walker, 
‘encourages us to reflect upon the coronavirus and global warming graphs 
together and in relation to other audiovisual mediations, which, as we argue 
throughout, co-produce the material realities they may seem only to depict’.24

THE ICONIC IMAGE OF THE VIRUS
Alongside the data visualization narratives, the 3D image of the coronavirus 

particle remains the most iconic symbol of the current pandemic imagery, its 
signature. Through this process of visualizing microbial entities, produced by 
sophisticated optical technologies and computational processes, it has been 
possible to give the virus an identity, a representation, a form, making tangible 
something invisible with the naked eye.25 The iconic image of SARS-CoV-2 has 
been created by Alissa Eckert and Dan Higgins, medical illustrators at the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention in Atlanta. As Higgins affirms in an interview, 
they decide to create ‘a realistic virus that people can envision when walking 
into public places or coming in close contact with strangers, something that says 
this virus is real, and it’s to be taken seriously’.26 ‘Something to grab the public 
attention’, Eckert states, a ‘beauty shot’, a detailed, solo close-up.27 Working 
alongside scientists at CDC, in order to understand the microscopic virion, visible 
only through an electron microscope, the Coronavirus particle resembles ‘a grey 
blob surrounded by a blurry haze of protein spikes’.28 Even if they had a basic 
morphology of the structure, Eckert and Higgins wanted to present something 
that has no visual reference. Consequently, they made a series of design decisions 
and interventions, adding form, color, texture, and shadow for communicating the 
virus more clearly to the public as well as for provoking an emotional and visual 
impact. The color palette adds a feeling of danger, alarm, through the contrast 
between the bold red of the S proteins and the gray of the viral wall, for instance.29 

Scientific images can be, of course, a powerful rhetorical expression in 
documentary cinema, for understanding the biopolitics of molecular life itself 
as well as, in this particular case, for reflecting upon the representability of the 
traumatic experience. It is certainly true that we can retrace an indissoluble 
link related to scientific and medical practice between documentary cinema 
and the microbiological world, since the early twentieth century. Techniques 
for filming radically transformed many scientific fields, including biology.30 The 
first scientific film, Fertilization and Development of the Sea Urchin Egg (Julius 
Ries, 1907), capturing images of living, moving cells in a format that could be 
projected for teaching to medical students, adopts Marey’s chronophotographic 
technique, exploring new possibilities through a dynamic medium instead of a 
static representation. Ries realized the first time-lapse film of cell development 
by condensing a 14-hour process in two-minutes, instead of presenting it 
through a series of still images.31 Furthermore, the moving picture camera, 
which became necessary in scientific research since it has been commercially 
available in Europe, succeeds in depicting the microscopic world, making visible 
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the otherwise unimaginable, like the process of embryogenesis.32 In the recent 
days, in the bioinformatic era, there has been an increasing shift from the analog 
depiction of biological processes to the digital renderings as, for instance, in The 
Inner Life of the Cell (2006),33 which illustrates the leukocyte extravasation for 
defending the body against disease, through a computer-generated animation. 

The conversion of hard data into animated images, as a modernist form of 
representation, challenges the production of documentary realism. Even if it 
refers to indexical qualities of medical imaging, data animated visualization 
is mediated and produced by algorithmic software that makes pictures out of 
numbers. However, these informatic images take on the status of evidence, 
functioning as bioinformatic media, producing new forms of biomedical 
knowledge. Reflecting upon the role that computers have played in transforming 
our conceptions of documentary evidence, Kirsten Ostherr affirms that ‘these 
visualizations claim to document an unseen reality, and in doing so, they bring 
that very reality into being’.34 

The iconic image of SARS-CoV-2 has been extensively used in the 
documentaries I have already mentioned, as well as in other productions, 
whose purpose was not strictly educational or scientific, such as in In the Same 
Breath (Nanfu Wang, 2021). In a similar way as Totally under Control, the HBO 
documentary focuses on the early days of the COVID-19 pandemic, retracing 
how the Chinese and American governments reacted to the outbreak. Wang 
assembled a team of cinematographers, producers and field researchers to 
film and document what was unfolding in Wuhan and then in the U.S. after 
the spread of misinformation. The film intends to defy the obfuscation and 
disinformation which has characterized the  COVID-19 crisis, highlighting the 
responsibilities of the governments and how their lies have affected the lives of 
ordinary people. Analogously to her previous film, One Child Nation (2019), Wang 
explores how the governments and, consequently, the state-run media create 
political narratives out of tragedy, highlighting similar signs of propaganda 
and censorship effects both in China and  in the U.S. However, in a different 
way compared to the previous film analyzed, In the Same Breath depicts more 
personal and intimate moments rather than addressing scientists, virologists 
and infographic material for educational purpose, through vlogs and video-
dairies. It has been evident, indeed, how the impact of media technologies on 
users’ daily lives, the new conditions of life under quarantine and the limitation 
of mobility have influenced collective and individual social narratives in the 
form of personal and intimate diaries written during the lockdown as well as 
the documentary lexicon. Collecting first-person self-documentation from who 
have filmed and published their life online under pandemic, In the Same Breath 
conveys an affective experience of fear and uncertainty. We meet several 
American healthcare workers traumatized by all the illness and death they have 
witnessed, who cannot speak about it because they have been warned by their 
own employers, as happened in China. The dramatic intimacy of these moments, 
as a man who has to decide whether his mother should be left to die at home 
or taken to die at an overcrowded hospital, or Wang’s personal experience, 
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are juxtaposed with the data visualization narratives. The photographic realism 
of the images of pain and suffering are alternated with other scientific and 
incontrovertible proof of the virus manifestation, as the infographic material 
and the iconic image of SARS-CoV-2, recalling the collective pandemic imagery. 

Reconceptualizing the images of suffering through different strategies 
and forms of representation for communicating and understanding trauma, 
the film suggests ethical witnessing, referring to Kaplan’s notion. Biological 
digital renderings and data visualizations stand as modernist forms of 
representation, as techniques and practices increasingly used in contemporary 
documentary cinema like re-enactment, found footage, animation, which bring 
to a reconceptualization of indexicality, realism, and evidence as well as of the 
representability of traumatic events.

Moreover, In the Same Breath recurs to another visual element which plays 
a key role in the cultural trauma narration concerning the pandemic, as the 
drone footage of unusually desolate cities, in a post-apocalyptic scenario. In 
early February 2020, evocative assemblage of drone sequences captured firstly 
in the city of Wuhan, then across the world, invaded all over the networks and 
social media platforms, standing for the iconic symbol of social distancing. The 
pandemic drone imagery evokes a spectral situation, the aftermath of war, 
that Teresa Castro proposes to read ‘against the background of our current 
ecological crisis’.35 She highlights the connections between drone footage 
realized during the pandemic and aerial footage of wild animals taking over 
empty cities around the world, as the nature takes back its proper space, as 
well as images of anti-racist protests, referring especially to Black Lives Matter 
movement. ‘The iconic symbol of distance tech produces the imagery of social 
distancing’, as Caren Kaplan affirms, referring to the drone footages produced 
during the pandemic, which represent ‘a haunting, melancholic nostalgia for 
what has been lost’.36 Focusing almost completely on urban landscapes, and 
their material and environmental empty infrastructure, drone imagery depicts 
a modernity in peril, with ‘an increasing non-human agency in the production 
of visibility’, challenging the human fantasy of optical mastery over the earth.37 
Even from above it is impossible to see where the virus is. Ai Weiwei’s Coronation 
(2020) extensively uses drone footage in order to depict the lockdown in Wuhan. 
Filmed against a dull grey sky, the city resembles a sci-fi dystopian movie set 
with skyscrapers empty of people, railways without trains, highways without 
cars. However, drone imagery, intensified by a soundtrack that sounds like 
atmospheric electronics and ghostly screams put through a vocoder, alongside 
footage representing survival situations like an unemployed man living out of 
his car or anonymous patients hospitalized in the intensive care unit offer a 
sensationalistic narration and form of representation. With no data visualizations, 
infographics, onscreen titles, or interviews but through fragmented images of 
individual pain, the film seems to arouse ‘empty empathy’, following Kaplan’s 
concept, which could maybe provide an initial shock in the viewer rather than 
stimulating a pro-social behavior or a critical thinking. That’s the risk films as 
76 Days (Hao Wu and Weixi Chen, 2020) or The First Wave (Matthew Heineman, 
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2021), for instance, can run into, focusing mainly on sensationalistic images of 
human suffering in intensive care units.

CONCLUSION
To conclude, in the present contribution I have examined different communicative 

and narrative strategies adopted by some documentary productions in order to 
visualize something invisible, like the virus and its effects. Infographics used 
to communicate complex quantitative or qualitative information in a visually 
engaging manner, in the age of big data and the current pandemic, tend to 
dominate the mediascape, signaling, consequently, a transformation of visual 
representation in documentaries as well. Even if it is difficult to historicize a 
current event as the COVID-19 pandemic, to locate a single prevailing trend in 
these pandemic non-fiction productions, or to propose a new categorization, it 
is possible to retrace new forms of imaginary geographies and visual devices in 
order to shape and construct the pandemic as historical agent of cultural trauma. 
The way of representing a pandemic has been very different considering, for 
instance, HIV, which, obviously, promoted documentary activism of the epidemic 
era, through films that criticize the social and political causes of the disease and 
mourn the huge losses within largely invisible communities.38 

Nevertheless, a documentary concerning emerging viruses such as Ebola or 
SARS, like, for instance, Pandemic: How to Prevent an Outbreak (2020), adopts a 
deeply different audiovisual lexicon and forms of visualization compared to the 
cases I have taken into account. The six episodes documentary series, released 
on Netflix in January 2022, just before the COVID-19 was beginning its rampage 
all over the world, covers a range of specific issues concerning the possibility of 
an influenza pandemic, the search for a universal vaccine or anti-vax movement. 
It is possible to retrace an educational purpose since the series aims to explain 
how to prevent and contain a potentially global outbreak, even if the narration, 
structured like an espionage thriller, mainly focuses on sensationalistic rhetoric 
of contagion, from the deadly ramifications of the 1918 Spanish flu to the current 
days. Depicting a crowded animal market or a run-down farm as a possible 
center of contagion as well as focusing the attention on seriously ill people are 
explicative intents for conveying a sensationalistic sense of disaster. 

On the other hand, mixing interviews with infographic material, maps, 
dashboards, photomicrographs, and computer graphics animations, some of 
the COVID documentaries I have taken into account reconfigure the collective 
imagination of the pandemic in a bioinformation era. The invisibility of the virus 
has led to a series of indirect and abstract images. Data visualization, using 
different kinds of elements like images, lists, graphs, charts, attractive color 
schemes, descriptive headings, and subheadings, going beyond an educational 
purpose and its explanatory and pedagogical power to narrate, can be considered 
a modernist form of representation, a new audiovisual lexicon to reconceptualize 
the images of suffering and the traumatic event.
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Hands at Work:
Patching Women’s Film Histories 
through Sabrina Gschwandtner’s  
Film Quilts
Hugo Ljungbäck, University of Chicago

This paper examines the work of artist Sabrina Gschwandtner, whose recent series 
of 16mm and 35mm film quilts reproduce sequences from early women directors’ fil-
ms and from orphaned textile-production documentaries and re-edits their narratives 
through spatial montage by sewing celluloid strips into traditional quilt patterns. Appro-
priated from film archives, each strip of film holds embedded within it a history of wo-
men’s labor, and through her sewing techniques, which call attention to the connection 
between film’s intermittent motion mechanism and the sewing machine, Gschwandtner 
patches women’s film histories back together. By considering the techniques of colori-
sts and editors in early cinema as originating within handcrafting and ‘feminine’ labor, 
the traces of their hands at work form new histories through Gschwandtner’s quilts. 
In her artwork, the invisible contributions of these forgotten women become visible, 
foregrounding their tactile, intensive, and time-consuming labor. Gschwandtner’s film 
quilts also suggest that, rather than digital technology marking the death of cinema, it 
has just liberated the celluloid strip to be used and encountered in endless new ways.

INTRODUCTION
In 2017, in a dimly lit gallery, Sabrina Gschwandtner exhibited Hands at Work, 

a solo show comprised of eleven quilts sewed from 16mm films which showed 
women’s hands at work — ‘weaving, knitting, sewing, dyeing cloth, tying string, 
spinning yarn, and feeding fabric into machines.’1 The vibrant quilts were softly 
illuminated from behind, exhibited in lightboxes mounted on walls like recessed 
television screens — though, from afar, the colorful compositions looked more 
like ornate stained glass windows, varying in shape and size [Fig. 1]. Only upon 
closer examination did the films’ materiality become evident and the images 
legible, repeated in intricate patterns through the quilts’ graphic forms.

The show served as a sort of culmination of almost a decade’s work, 
having made several dozen quilts meticulously sewed together from strips of 
forgotten 16mm films — from orphaned industrial films and textile-production 
documentaries to student theses — which would have otherwise been discarded. 
Her recent series of 35mm film quilts continues to highlight forgotten films, this 
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time reproducing sequences by early women directors. Through both bodies of 
work, Gschwandtner revaluates films that have traditionally been overlooked 
and underappreciated by film historians, giving them new life through her 
expanded cinema collages. As I hope to show in this article, each strip of film 
in Gschwandtner’s quilts holds embedded within it a history of women’s labor 
which is activated as she patches women’s film histories back together, creating 
an archive of women’s labor across textile crafts, fine arts, and film history.

Gschwandtner’s work is part of a larger movement to revise film historical 
accounts of women’s participation in the film industry. Maggie Hennefeld has 
summarized the project of feminist film history as ‘the ongoing rewriting of the 
past through the lens of gender/sexual difference and from the perspective 
of women, whose work is too often erased or sidelined in dominant narratives 
of the history of cinema’.2 This project has been undertaken on various fronts 
internationally over the past few decades: conferences like ‘Women and the 
Silent Screen’ and ‘Doing Women’s Film and TV History’ host biannual meetings 
for scholars to share current research and keep up with the field; book series 
like Women and Film History International (University of Illinois Press) and 
journals like Feminist Media Histories (University of California Press) provide 
outlets for scholarly publication; online platforms like the Women Film Pioneers 
Project and Edited By: Women Film Editors, hosted by Columbia and Princeton 
Universities, respectively, provide biographies of hundreds of women directors, 
editors, screenwriters, actresses, designers, curators, and every other 
occupation imaginable; and distributors like Kino Lorber help bring the restored 
films themselves back to audiences through boxsets like Pioneers: First Women 
Filmmakers (2018) and Cinema’s First Nasty Women (2022). Filmmakers 

Fig. 1  
Sabrina Gschwandtner, 
Hands at Work, solo 
exhibition at Shoshana 
Wayne Gallery in Los 
Angeles, 3 June 2017 
to 26 August 2017. 
Courtesy of the Artist 
and Shoshana Wayne 
Gallery, Los Angeles.
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and artists are also part of the conversation, making documentaries, writing 
historical fiction, and creating art installations showcasing the work of early and 
contemporary women filmmakers.

Aside from women’s film history, Gschwandtner’s work is also deeply engaged 
with the histories and traditions of textile crafts and needlework — crocheting, 
knitting, sewing, and quilting in particular — the objects of which have similarly 
been neglected and ignored as women’s pastimes rather than taken seriously 
as art. While neither textile crafts nor film have truly been embraced by the art 
world, it is precisely in art galleries and museums that Gschwandtner’s film 
quilts are exhibited, in a sense infiltrating and critiquing the very institutions 
that had tried to keep them both out from within. Her work proceeds as a two-
pronged investigation of women filmmakers, women crafters, and the absence 
of these women artists in both film and art historical accounts, foregrounding 
questions of value and acts of valuation through her recuperative process, 
which rewrites both histories at once.

Gschwandtner’s interests in revising film history and revaluating textile crafts, 
however, meet most directly through the figure of the film ‘cutter’ who, leaned 
over a flatbed editor, labored with her hands as she carefully cut and spliced 
film strips together with tape or cement. As Jane Gaines, Su Friedrich, Erin Hill, 
and others remind us, women worked predominantly as editors or ‘cutters’ in 
the early film industry.3 Joshua Yumibe, Gregory Zinman, and others have also 
shown that the work of coloring films in early cinema was performed by an 
almost entirely female labor force — by women who painted each frame and 
every release print by hand.4 As these authors maintain, editing and coloring 
were among the first jobs available to women in the film industry, both because 
this kind of work was tedious, demanding, and time-consuming and women 
could be hired and exploited at lower wages than men, but also because women 
were believed to be innately suited to this type of detail-oriented, hands-on work 
thanks to their handcrafting skills and ‘nimble fingers’.5

If we start from the conception that cinema, at its inception, was materially 
related to the field of textile crafts and handiwork — not only through the work 
of the cutter and colorist, but also through the relation of the sewing machine 
and the intermittent motion mechanism that advances film through cameras 
and projectors, as well as the use of cellulose nitrate in both film and fabric6 — 
we can then read Gschwandtner’s dual engagement with film history and the 
history of craft as one and the same. By considering the techniques of editors 
and colorists as originating within handcrafting and ‘feminine’ labor, the traces 
of their hands at work form new histories through Gschwandtner’s quilts, which 
not only directly appropriate these handcrafting techniques to produce new 
and revisionist histories but make the invisible contributions of these forgotten 
women visible, foregrounding their tactile, intensive, and time-consuming labor. 
This article provides a more-or-less chronological account of the artist’s work, 
detailing how these ideas and connections between medium and material, 
content and form, pattern and technique are identified, referenced, developed, 
and refined throughout her bodies of work.
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EARLY WORKS
Sabrina Gschwandtner is an American artist based in Los Angeles, and over the 

past two decades, her work has been centered around the relationship between 
handcrafting, women’s undervalued labor, material culture, and cinema. She 
studied art and semiotics with Leslie Thornton at Brown University, from whom 
she learned to think about ‘cinema as a mode of shared thinking’,7 and spent a 
summer in Salzburg, Austria studying video with VALIE EXPORT. Gschwandtner 
is part of the generation that learned to edit film on Steenbecks and video on 
Media 100 simultaneously, and her film editing experience — working directly 
with the 16mm film in her hands, splicing strips of film and threading projectors 
— has deeply influenced the way she thinks about editing her film quilts today. 
She taught herself about textiles and crafts outside of school, including through 
her work as founder of the zine KnitKnit, which ran for seven issues between 
2002 and 2007 and culminated in the book KnitKnit: Profiles and Projects from 
Knitting’s New Wave.8 Central to her thinking was that the materials she was 
working with were embedded with histories of women’s labor and creativity, 
and that because of this the materials — whether thread, fabric, or film — were 
already infused with meaning. She embraced this understanding of the materials 
from the get-go and worked to reinforce these meanings rather than circumvent 
them.

In one of her earliest works, Sewn Film Performance (2001), Gschwandtner 
sewed thread and bits of fabric onto short strips of Super8 film, cutting some of 
the strips in half and sewing mismatched pieces together. With a video camera 
trained on her hands, she fed the film strips, piled around her, into a projector 
with its side opened, pushing and pulling at the thick strips of film, thread, and 
fabric to make them go through the projector, projecting the analog, handcrafted 
images and the live-feed of her hands at work next to each other. Performed as 
part of Xander Marro’s Movies with Live Soundtracks series, the noise of the 
projector — which sounds like a sewing machine — served as the soundtrack 
to the performance. Two years later, in the spirit of the ‘mending and recycling’ 
handcrafting ethos, Gschwandtner sewed the remains of the Super8 strips 
together as a ‘relic’ of her performance, measuring eight by sixteen inches. This 
became her first film quilt, although it would take several years before she made 
another one.

Sewn Film Performance may sound a lot like Annabel Nicolson’s Reel Time 
(1973), in which Nicolson ‘ran a loop of film from the ceiling, through the 
threadless, hand-operated sewing machine where she sat, and back into the 
projector’,9 continuously taping and splicing the film as she went along until it 
was too damaged to be projected. The film image showed a recording of Nicolson 
sitting by a sewing machine, while another projector positioned behind her 
beamed her live shadow onto a separate screen, projecting herself caught in 
two acts of sewing at once to foreground her labor as the real visual spectacle 
of the performance, while two audience members equipped with operating 
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manuals for a film projector and a sewing machine read the instructions aloud.10 
While documentation of Nicolson’s performance is scant, five decades later it 
remains a seminal work in avant-garde film and expanded cinema practices.11 
Gschwandtner has retrospectively compared their pieces, but acknowledges 
that at the time of her performance she was unaware of Nicolson’s earlier work, 
highlighting how the relationship between sewing and cinema continues to be a 
generative site of experimentation for artists working between textile arts and 
the moving image.12

Following Sewn Film Performance and the Sewn Film Performance Relic 
(2003), Gschwandtner pursued several other projects, including Crochet Film 
(2004), a site-specific installation created for the 40-foot long lower-level 
gallery at SculptureCenter in Long Island City, New York. For this installation, 
Gschwandtner shot an 80-foot long 16mm loop of herself crocheting an 80-foot 
yarn ‘replica’ of the 16mm film, continuing the motif of projecting images of herself 
and her hands at work. The same-sized objects were exhibited facing each other 
on opposite walls in the gallery — one object moving and one still — with their 
durations listed: two minutes and fourteen seconds for the film, marking the 
time it took for the looping images to transport through the 40-foot gallery and 
back again, and 575 minutes for the yarn object, marking the almost ten hours 
it took to crochet it by hand. The juxtaposition of the two objects highlighted and 
invited reflection on their differences — the widely divergent materialities and 
temporalities of the two objects — and similarities — like the film strip, which 
consists of an accretion of discrete images, the crocheted yarn object was an 
accumulation of individual stitches.

Crochet Film was followed that same year by Phototactic Behavior in Sewn 
Slides, in which Gschwandtner sewed threads onto 35mm slides with a sewing 
machine. The slides, which had been produced as documentation of a Super8 
loop but came back blurry from the lab, were reused by the artist in the same 
handcrafting ethos of ‘mending and recycling’, a strategy that has been central to 
Gschwandtner’s work throughout the past two decades. Phototaxis refers to the 
ability of organisms to move in response to light sources, and, when projected 
through a slide carousel, the projector fan blew on the thread, creating minute 
motions that, like Crochet Film, continue to play with the binary of movement 
and stillness, as the automatic slide projector struggles to keep the fluttering 
thread in focus.

Gschwandtner’s early works showcase a sustained and sharp exploration of 
the dualisms of still and moving image/object, analog and digital, handcraft and 
fine art, amateur and professional, utilitarian and decorative, preservation and 
appropriation, which continue to inform her work to this day. These dualisms 
become even more pronounced in the film quilts, which are sewed together 
from strips of found films using traditional quilting techniques and exhibited in 
museums and art galleries, breaking down and traversing the triple barriers 
between the fine arts, handcrafting, and cinema.
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16MM FILM QUILTS
In 2009, the Fashion Institute of Technology in New York deaccessioned its 

16mm teaching film collections and donated them to Anthology Film Archive. 
Archivist Andrew Lampert selected a few films to keep for Anthology’s 
permanent collections and gave away the rest of the material — the stuff that 
was not deemed worth preserving and archiving — to found footage filmmakers, 
including Gschwandtner. This collection became the core of Gschwandtner’s 
working materials throughout the next decade, as she embarked on her first 
series of film quilts, although she has occasionally also acquired footage 
through eBay and other sources. Over time, she developed a spreadsheet 
where she kept track of all the information she could find about the films — 
titles, directors, production companies, copyright years, film stock, and edge 
codes — and pursued further research depending on her interests.

The films — which date from the 1950s to the 1980s, and range from sponsored 
industrial films and documentaries to student thesis projects — are all centered 
around textile production, crafts, and fashion.13 The collection also traces the 
shifting representation and appreciation of textile crafts and women’s labor as 
the form and content of the films grow progressively feminist by each decade. 
One of Gschwandtner’s earliest quilts, Fibers and Civilization (1959) (2009), 
features footage from Lewis Jacobs’ Fibers and Civilization (alternately dated 
1958/1959). Sponsored by Chemstrand Corp., a synthetic textiles manufacturer, 
the film surveys the historical use of natural fibers from ancient China and 
India — visualized through exotic song and dance numbers featuring women 
‘working’ ‘primitive’ looms — through the late fifties, when scientists developed 
synthetic alternatives that ‘could be produced in limitless supply and forever 
free the textile from the whims of nature’ to meet the demands of modern 
society — visualized by men in lab coats with scientific instruments and industrial 
machinery. As Gschwandtner explains:

In the films from the ’50s there’s usually an omniscient male 
narrator talking about, say, how dresses are important for women 
to wear, and by the 1981 film Quilts in Women’s Lives, we are 
presented with women describing where they live and how they 
work in their own words. The film breaks from a controlling 
narrative about what things mean and opens itself up to embody 
the care, the improvisation, and the craft the women put into their 
quilts.14

The colorful, oversaturated images of synthetic fibers being dipped in dyes, 
pulled and pressed through a series of machines, and wound and spun onto spools 
are sewed by Gschwandtner into six even square blocks, each made up of eight 
even triangles and featuring roughly twenty-eight rows of 16mm film across. 
The six blocks are surrounded by twelve rows of darker, black-and-white 16mm 
strips, creating a stark contrast between her vivid composition and the almost-
black frame [Fig. 2 and Fig. 3]. While Jacobs’ film places contemporary fibers 

Fig. 2 (next page)  
Sabrina Gschwandtner, 
Fibers and Civilization 
(1959) (2009). 16mm film 
with polyamide thread. 
60 1/2 x 43 in. Courtesy 
of the Artist and Renwick 
Gallery, Smithsonian 
American Art Museum.
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squarely in the context of science, automation, and commodity, Gschwandtner 
brings them back into the realm of craft, labor, and art.

Gschwandtner has likened her quilting process to editing in three dimensions, 
using shots, scenes, and sequences as building blocks. After viewing and 
selecting specific clips, depending on what the source material is, she’ll either 
work directly with her original prints or have clips reprinted through a film 
lab. Using quilting tools — a rotary cutter, quilting ruler, cutting mat, and 
Bernina sewing machine — she cuts the film strips into rectangles, squares, or 
triangles depending on the pattern she’s following, and tapes the strips onto a 
light table, moving pieces around until she’s satisfied with the composition. She 
arranges the strips according to the logic of a spatial rather than time-based 
cinematic montage, playing with the length of sequences and the similarity of 
image content to shape the material into graphic form, balancing color, light, 
and darkness, and rearranging the composition if the ‘edit’ is too dense and 
needs more breathing room. Before she sews the pieces together, she takes a 
photo of the quilt assemblage (the ‘rough cut’, so to speak) so that she can look 
at it on different screens and at different scales, before committing to the final 
composition.

The 16mm film quilts, measuring typically between fourteen by fourteen and 
twenty-eight by twenty-eight inches — but at their largest up to forty-eight by 
seventy-two inches — are composed of a range of types of footage in compositions 

Fig. 3  
Sabrina Gschwandtner, 
Fibers and Civilization 
(1959) (2009). Detail. 
Photo by Helen Betts, 
courtesy of Helen Betts.
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where the sequential film strips are primarily perceived as abstract color 
swatches and individual frames and images are only recognized and made 
legible upon close examination. These images include the aforementioned 
industrial textile production scenes in Fibers and Civilization and other films 
like it juxtaposed with images of women’s hands at work — at sewing machines 
and looms or with needles in hand — as well as title sequences, countdowns, 
and black and clear (and tinted) leader — in other words, film scraps. These 
disparate materials are skillfully fashioned into arrangements that follow 
traditional American quilting patterns and motifs, entwining the history of the 
American crafts movement with film history. As Joan Mulholland argues, quilting 
has for the past few centuries been an important place for women’s discourse to 
develop: at a time when women’s freedoms were limited and voices restricted, 
quilting became a form of speech through which the materials one worked with, 
the patterns one created, and the care and skill with which one stitched all 
inscribed values and meanings into the quilts, which were displayed in homes 
and at fairs, exchanged with friends and family, or made to commemorate 
important life events.15 These forms of signification were certainly not lost on 
a former student of semiotics, and Gschwandtner’s quilts likewise speak to us 
through her choices of material, content, pattern, and technique. Each strip of 
film she works with holds embedded within it a history of women’s labor, which 
through Gschwandtner’s quilts are rescued from their decaying reels and put 
on display, front and center, to ‘record and preserve the motions of [women] 
sewing, dyeing, [and] spinning’.16

Two of the films Gschwandtner returns to most frequently for her source 
material are Pat Ferrero’s Hearts and Hands (1988), a documentary surveying 
the role quilting played for women in the nineteenth century, and Quilts in 
Women’s Lives (1981), a documentary featuring a series of portraits of seven 
contemporary quilters from widely different backgrounds. Footage from the 
films is used in pieces like Hearts and Hands Octagonal Star (2015 and 2017), 
Hearts and Hands Black Block (2014), Quilts in Women’s Lives III (2012), Quilts 
in Women’s Lives IV (2013), and Quilts in Women’s Lives V (2014), all employing 
short strips of 16mm film — typically anywhere between half a frame and 
forty frames, or roughly one foot of film — sewed in alternating patterns that 
contrast repetition and variation, symmetry and asymmetry, light and dark, 
opacity and transparency, image content and clear leader, and so on. In each 
instance, Gschwandtner invites viewers to read the quilts closely to reflect on 
the photographic image content, which is often repeated due to the repetitive 
nature of the cinematic medium (a five-second shot generates 120 individual 
frames with only slight variations); on the medium and technique, which are 
foregrounded through the visible film frame, edge, and sprocket holes, as well 
as the seams and threads that hold them together; and on the quilting patterns 
themselves, which invoke the traditions and histories of American quilting.

Mulholland notes that the block, for example, is a distinguishing mark of 
American quilting, as American women settlers created lap-sized blocks —
which could be completed independently, set aside, and sewn together once 
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all were finished — as an alternative to working from the middle outwards or 
from one end to another on a piece that would grow increasingly heavy and 
difficult to maneuver.17 The block is also a signature feature of Gschwandtner’s 
film quilts, which are often composed of one, four, six, sixteen, or even twenty-
four squares — upwards of a hundred, depending on how you count them in 
works like Quilts in Women’s Lives V [Fig. 4]. Spindle Log Cabin Square (2014), 
Hearts and Hands Log Cabin Squares (for Susan) (2014), Arts and Crafts (2012), 
and several others also use variations on the log cabin pattern, which begins 
with a center square and feature strips that grow larger in size around the 
sides of the square, typically alternating between light and dark. Hands at Work 
Crazy Quilt (for Teresa Li) (2017) and Hands at Work Crazy Quilt (for Roderick 
Kiracofe) (2017), on the other hand, use the random ‘crazy quilt’ technique, 
which thwarts any perceptible patterns or motifs — a technique, as Mulholland 
explains, that historically foregrounded the ‘stitchery between the pieces 
rather than the patterning of pieces’, which deemphasized the quilts’ utility and 
instead showcased a woman’s skill and artistry.18 Gschwandtner’s choices of 
form are thus not random, but serve as active referents to these histories and 
the meanings and values conveyed through these women’s work.

While Gschwandtner’s work in many ways is about remembering and 
preserving the histories of women’s labor in crafts, art, and film, her use of 
material — photochemical film — and technique — cutting and stitching —

Fig. 4  
Sabrina Gschwandtner, 
Quilts in Women’s Lives 
V (2014). 16mm film 
with polyester thread 
and lithography ink. 
23 5/16 x 23 7/16 in. 
Courtesy of the Artist 
and Shoshana Wayne 
Gallery, Los Angeles.
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challenges and complicates any sense of permanence or preservation. As 
these materials face the very real threat of decomposition and obsolescence, 
as the films and their contents disappear and are forgotten, Gschwandtner’s 
project can on the one hand be read as archival as she rescues and reuses 
footage from orphaned films otherwise unlikely to ever see the light of day 
or a projector again. On the other hand, some critics have expressed concern 
about her process being destructive, destroying and dismembering the original 
prints she acquired, though she feels confident that the prints she’s working 
with are not unique, but that other copies exist in other archives and collections, 
whether on 16mm or video. Some of the films, like Ferrero’s Hearts and Hands 
and Quilts in Women’s Lives, are still available for rental or purchase through 
the original distributor,19 while Fibers and Civilization is preserved by, and 
accessible through, the National Film Preservation Foundation and Library of 
Congress. For some of the rarer materials she uses most frequently, she has 
even made her own video copies and created new negatives so that she can 
strike new prints if necessary. Ultimately, she thinks of her own role not as to 
preserve these materials as they originally existed, but to ‘bring into material 
existence what exists as possibility’ in the archive.

For Gschwandtner’s first film quilt exhibition, Watch & See at Gustavsbergs 
Konsthall in Sweden in 2009, the quilts were installed hung against the gallery’s 
windows, leaving the rest of the space empty as viewers had to view the content 
of the transparent film frames against the world outside the gallery, while the 
light from the sun shifted the legibility of the images throughout the day.20 The 
direct sunlight also accelerated the films’ decomposition, and since then the film 
quilts have more typically been exhibited in custom-built lightboxes mounted 
on walls, providing softer but more consistent illumination from behind. The 
lightboxes help protect the sensitive acetate material from decaying too quickly, 
as the photochemical material inevitably deteriorates, fades, and changes 
colors, while also situating her work in a particularly archival dispositif. This 
archival quality comes through most strongly in her most recent work.

35MM FILM QUILTS AND THE 
CINEMA SANCTUARY

In 2019, after a decade committed to her 16mm film quilts, Gschwandtner 
embarked on a new series of 35mm film quilts, exploring the legacies of early 
women filmmakers from the silent cinema period. The four 35mm film quilts 
she has completed so far use footage from Marion E. Wong’s The Curse of Quon 
Gwon: When the Far East Mingles with the West (1917), Alice Guy-Blaché’s 
Serpentine Dance by Mrs Bob Walter (1897), Germaine Dulac’s The Seashell 
and the Clergyman (1927), and Lotte Reiniger’s Cinderella (1922). For this 
series, rather than using found footage from her own collection, Gschwandtner 
worked with film archives to access and license high-resolution video footage 
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of restored silent films, which she brought to a lab to create her own 35mm 
prints: Wong’s Curse came from the Academy Film Library and Kino Lorber, 
Guy-Blaché’s Serpentine Dance from the Gaumont-Pathé Archives in Paris, and 
Dulac’s Seashell from EYE Filmmuseum in Amsterdam. This has in some ways 
limited which films she can work with, as she needs high-resolution footage, 
which is not available of films that have not been preserved, restored, and 
digitized yet, while some archives are also hesitant to provide a license for her 
unusual requests.21

All four filmmakers featured in Gschwandtner’s 35mm film quilts — Wong, 
Guy-Blaché, Dulac, and Reiniger — are renowned for being film history ‘firsts’: 
Wong is often called the first Asian-American filmmaker, founder of the first 
Asian-American film studio (the Mandarin Film Company), and the director of 
the first film to feature an all-Asian-American cast22 (1917 papers called her 
‘the first Chinese girl to write and stage a movie’23); Guy-Blaché is regularly 
claimed to be the first woman director and the first narrative filmmaker;24 Dulac 
is alternately referred to as the first feminist and the first surrealist filmmaker;25 
and Reiniger is the director of what is believed to be the first feature-length 
animated film.26 It is then fitting that their films should also be the first to be 
turned into quilts by Gschwandtner as she embarks on this new series of work.

The Curse of Quon Gwon tells the story of a culture clash between a young, 
westernized immigrant couple and their more traditional Chinese family. The 
film was never picked up for distribution during Wong’s life, and it wasn’t until 
after her death in 1969 that Violet Wong, Marion’s sister-in-law, who starred 
alongside her in the film, tasked her grandson with preserving the two surviving 
reels — reels four and seven out of eight or nine. The extant material, a little 
over half an hour of footage, was restored by the Academy Film Archive in 2005, 
and added to the National Film Registry the following year.27 Gschwandtner’s 
quilt focuses on a scene where the villainess, played by Marion, tries to give 
the heroine, played by Violet, a more traditional Chinese hairdo in advance of 
her wedding, but the bride resists and ends up doing her own hair. The quilt, 
arranged as a diagonal log cabin, features black leader and technical printing 
images in the smaller, middle squares — including an image of a Kodak ‘LAD’ 
Lady, a white woman accompanied by a color or, in this case, grayscale bar used 
as a reference to ensure consistent tonal density and color balance across film 
prints, also commonly known as a ‘China Girl’28 — and alternates between clear 
leader and images of Violet brushing her hair, with black leader occasionally 
interrupting the pattern for dynamic effect. It is a striking and expansive 
composition, whose diagonal squares push like arrows against the edge of the 
frame, while the emptiness of the clear leader poignantly echoes the loss of the 
majority of the film [Fig. 5]. The image of the ‘China Girl’ — a minor detail that can 
easily be overlooked — further emphasizes how the photochemical film medium 
was originally calibrated for white skin tones and makes the reproduced frames 
of Violet looking at herself in the mirror while brushing her hair and fashioning 
her own image all the more remarkable. While the film was only screened twice 
during Wong’s life, Gschwandtner grants Marion’s film and image new life as 
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they are exhibited anew in museums and galleries as part of her quilt.
Based on a script by Antonin Artaud, The Seashell and the Clergyman portrays 

the erotic hallucinations of a priest. When Artaud had to step away from the 
project (he was originally scheduled to play the priest), Dulac subverted his 
vision and infused it with a feminist critique of male sexuality and patriarchal 
institutions.29 Even though it was the first surrealist film made, The Seashell 
and the Clergyman was overshadowed by Luis Buñuel’s and Salvador Dalí’s 
An Andalusian Dog (1929), released the following year, which continues 
to be referred to as the ‘quintessential’ surrealist film into the present. 
Gschwandtner’s quilt, also following a log cabin pattern, centers on a sequence 
from early in the film where the clergyman repeatedly pours wine from a shell 
into round bottom flasks and drops them on the floor, over and over, as if in a 
trance or dream state. The quilt’s patterns, produced by alternating between 
dark imagery and clear leader, preserve the dizzying and disorienting effect 
of Dulac’s film through their geometric composition. The alternations produce 
stair-like structures that turn upside down and bend into each other — the 
composition seems almost completely random, except that black (image) and 
white (leader) are mirrored along the vertical middle, like a surreal, inverse 
Rorschach inkblot. Reiniger’s film is similarly turned into an abstract pattern 
that emphasizes the alternation between black and white, even more so as 
Reiniger’s hand cut silhouette animation was made with black puppets against 
a white background, creating a higher contrast through the original imagery as 
well as through the geometric shapes Gschwandtner constructs. In her quilt, 

Fig. 5  
Sabrina Gschwandtner, 
Cinema Sanctuary Study 
1: Marion E. Wong’s 
1917 The Curse of Quon 
Gwon: When the Far East 
Mingles With the West 
(2019). 35mm film with 
polyester thread. 45 x 67 
in. Courtesy of the Artist 
and Shoshana Wayne 
Gallery, Los Angeles.
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Gschwandtner focuses on Reiniger’s refusal of the square or rectangular frame, 
instead carefully cutting unique shapes with jagged lines around her animated 
tableau, and the result is a composition full of dots, triangles, squares, and 
diamonds. The Reiniger quilt’s strong graphic form echoes the film’s highly 
stylized animation, while the Dulac quilt’s seeming refusal of symmetrical form 
— the patterns point in several directions at once — emphasize Dulac’s refusal 
of conventional narrative and film language.

Finally, the Guy-Blaché quilt features footage of a serpentine dance performed 
by a Mrs. Bob Walter and filmed in 1897, based on the popular dance by Loïe 
Fuller that spawned dozens of imitators and became one of the most popular 
filmed attractions in the early years of cinema. The quilt is stitched together 
to mimic and replicate the circular movement of the serpentine dance and 
transforms the seductive spectacle into abstract square shapes and patterns. 
More recently, Gschwandtner has also created a series of smaller-scale, limited 
edition Serpentine Dance Square photo prints from the original quilt (the large 
quilt consists of six squares, each featuring eighteen rows of 35mm film across, 
while the prints feature one square with only eight rows across). The prints 
are hand painted with watercolor and photo dye to mimic the coloring that 
would have been used both in the lighting of the original dance performance 
and in its reproduction on film [Fig. 6]. Gregory Zinman reminds us that ‘[h]
and coloring, tinting, toning, and stenciling are all labor-intensive and time-
consuming processes, but they have been employed since the start of movie-
making’30 and were extensively used from the early 1900s until the advent of 
sound and later photochemical color filmmaking in the late 1920s and 1930s. 
Hand painted images could be used for magical tricks and illusions, to highlight 
important objects or create otherworldly landscapes, or, as in this case, to 
turn the performer’s gendered body into a visual spectacle. As Zinman relays, 
‘[t]hese films were colored by scores of young women and girls who worked 
slowly, frame by frame, with small brushes, aided by magnifying glasses’.31 Not 
only each frame, but every release print of a film had to be colored by hand. 
Joshua Yumibe, in his work on early coloring techniques, describes the labor 
division in these coloring labs, looking specifically at Berthe Thuillier’s Paris 
studio, where she managed two hundred women who colored Pathé Frères and 
Georges Méliès films: Thuillier would sample and test the colors at night, and 
during the day instructed and oversaw her workers, each of whom applied a 
single color to a strip of film through a highly systematized division of labor.32 
Gschwandtner directly evokes and appropriates this handcrafting labor through 
her Serpentine Dance prints, each being individually and uniquely colored by 
applying the dye to the gelatin silver prints directly, rather than reproducing 
them photographically, thus working in solidarity with the women colorists and 
editors whose work film history has overlooked and forgotten.

Instead of being installed in lightboxes on the walls, the four quilts of Wong’s, 
Dulac’s, Reiniger’s, and Guy-Blaché’s films are intended to hang in a circle 
throughout the gallery. The ‘Cinema Sanctuary’, as Gschwandtner calls it, is 
imagined as a safe space for women in film, designed to honor the creativity 
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and legacy of women filmmakers, both historical and contemporary, in the 
face of blatant abuse and misogyny in the film industry. The Cinema Sanctuary 
was designed in collaboration with architects Catherine Clark and Tughela 
Gino, and features mobile and modular seating, which makes it possible to 
reconfigure the space to allow for different types of programming to happen 
in the sanctuary — including screenings of films by the women whose work 
appears in the quilts as well as that of contemporary women filmmakers. The 
design of the Cinema Sanctuary is not only based on a quilt pattern but also 
references a quilting circle, in a way harkening back to Gschwandtner’s 2007 
participatory installation Wartime Knitting Circle, in which museumgoers were 
provided with a table and knitting tools and invited to work on their own or 
collective wartime projects. In the same ethos of participation and interaction 
as her earlier installation, perhaps it would not be farfetched to suggest that the 
Cinema Sanctuary also serve as a filmmaking circle, replete with 16mm scraps, 
thread, and splicing tape?

CONCLUSION
In 2017, Gschwandtner translated the quilting strategies she deployed in the 

film quilts into video form. Hands at Work Video (2017), a three-minute loop 

Fig. 6  
Sabrina Gschwandtner, 
Serpentine Dance 
Square 1 (2021). 
Gelatin silver print with 
watercolor and photo 
dye. 16 15/16 x 15 7/8 
in. Courtesy of the Artist 
and Shoshana Wayne 
Gallery, Los Angeles.
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made up of 35 small triangular shapes, is a collage of clips of close-ups of hands 
threading needles, sewing, weaving, and crocheting, juxtaposed with 16mm film 
leader and the credits from Pat Ferrero’s films. Another video quilt, Screen 
Credit (2020), featuring some of the same footage and more, was commissioned 
by the Los Angeles County Museum of Art and exhibited throughout 2020 and 
into 2021. Most recently, Three Overlooked Women Filmmakers (2022), three 
short videos displayed on an advertising billboard on Sunset Boulevard in Los 
Angeles from October 2022 to January 2023, further revises and reimagines 
Gschwandtner’s video quilt concept, this time featuring footage from Wong’s, 
Guy-Blaché’s, and Reiniger’s films. It is perhaps these videos that make the 
politics of Gschwandtner’s work most explicit, as Screen Credit features clips 
and credits from Ferrero’s films, including the entire three-minute credit roll 
from Hearts and Hands, alongside credits and clips from Lotte Reiniger’s 
Cinderella (1922). In Gschwandtner’s words: ‘Too many women artisans have 
gone uncredited. Too many women working in film have gone uncredited’.33 
In these videos, for once, women’s work is finally recorded, recognized, and 
credited on screen.

Gschwandtner, through her film quilts, installations, and videos, traces the lost 
and ruptured lineages of women filmmakers and women crafters and, through 
her patchwork, recuperates and reconnects their work to film and art history. 
Rectifying the historical blackout that has rendered women’s contributions 
to filmmaking in its first few decades invisible is crucial as contemporary 
women filmmakers look for historical influences and role models. Through 
her inventive, appropriative, and appreciative arts practice, and as a curator 
and community activist, Gschwandtner participates actively in the feminist film 
history movement, not only paying tribute to women filmmakers through her 
artwork, but also raising pressing questions about both the materiality and 
politics of film preservation and historiography. Ultimately, Gschwandtner 
honors the unrecognized material labor women performed and the marginal 
role they were attributed in history, and her film quilts stake a claim for women 
as cultural producers by finally providing credit where credit is due.

As digital cinema technology continues to render photochemical film obsolete, 
Gschwandtner’s work also raises compelling questions about the afterlife of 
the cinematic medium — points to which I have only cursorily alluded due to 
space constraints, but which are worth pursuing further. What are educational 
institutions and libraries to do with their film collections that are no longer in use 
after having been displaced by newer technologies, from VHS tapes and DVDs 
to online streaming services? Is offering these collections and materials up 
for creative destruction and artistic appropriation better than sending them to 
landfills? What responsibility, if any, do found footage filmmakers have toward 
ensuring that they don’t destroy the only extant copy of a film? And what other 
possibilities besides film projection could allow audiences to experience these 
films anew? Gschwandtner’s film quilts are only one example to suggest that, 
rather than digital technology marking the death of cinema, it has just liberated 
the film strip to be used and encountered in endless new ways.
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In the conclusion of a 1964 seminal essay, 
Christian Metz argued that, up to that point, 
there were four ways to approach cinema: film 
criticism, film history, film theory and filmology.1 
The latter two were distinct mainly because at 
that time ‘theory’ was widely practiced within 
the film institution, i.e. by filmmakers and critics. 
Otherwise, filmology was practiced outside of 
any film institution by scholars and researchers 
from different academic disciplines. The label 
filmologie brought together studies in aesthetics, 
psychology, psychoanalysis, sociology, and 
included speculative as well as empirical 
contributions, which often shared a particular 
interest in the effects of moving images. Indeed, 
one of the main focuses of the filmological 
approach was the receptivity and the sense-
making abilities of the viewer’s mind, understood 
in relation to its cultural and biological aspects.

After Metz, film theory acquired methodological 
rigour and partly moved from the film institution 
to the academic one.2 At the same time, and for 
many different reasons, the term ‘filmology’ 
was progressively abandoned, and part of 
the filmological project merged within that of 
film theory. Thus, at the origins of film studies, 
concepts and results from French filmology 
became part of the then emerging semio-
psychoanalytic paradigm. In other respects, 

Adriano D’Aloia

Neurofilmology of the Moving Image: 
Gravity and Vertigo  
in Contemporary Cinema
Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2021, pp. 254

DOI 10.54103/2036-461X/19079

the focus on psychological processes and the 
interest in empirical studies that characterized 
filmology were subsequently included in what 
was sometimes called the ‘post-theoretical’ 
approach, which disregarded dominant 
theoretical paradigms and tended to dismiss its 
fundamental concepts and procedures.3 

In sum, the new millennium inherited a film 
theory that was torn between two seemingly 
incompatible models. The dialogue between 
theoretical frames, which was necessary in 
order to address and understand contemporary 
society, was prevented for a quite some time.

This brief, simplified premise serves to 
highlight how references to filmology today do 
not imply a nostalgic attitude or vintage quirk, 
rather they expresses the desire to recover an 
existing research paradigm to overstep the 
divergences and emphasize the points of contact 
between different approaches. In fact, to recall 
the filmological framework is a way of looking 
forward by harking back to a notable tradition 
that preceded the above-mentioned theoretical 
split.

The disciplines that help us to understand the 
impact of film on its viewer have evolved today, 
together with filmic experiences and theoretical 
sensibilities. Therefore, a new filmology 
unavoidably takes into account new trends in Th
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cognitive science, phenomenological aesthetics, 
or philosophy of the mind, and generally all 
of those disciplines that have benefited from 
the recent epistemological breakthrough 
made possible by neuroscience towards the 
comprehension of the human mind.

A few years ago, Adriano D’Aloia and Ruggero 
Eugeni proposed a new frame of study labelled 
as ‘neurofilmology’,4 aiming to an informed 
understanding of the viewer’s experience and 
the effectiveness of film form, in order to update 
the agenda of film studies to include the state 
of art of cognitive science and in particular of 
neuroscientific knowledge, in both their theoretical 
and empirical aspects. Among other things, this 
attitude sought to offer a partially alternative 
research frame to the existing empirical ones,5 
though the main goal was to hold different 
approaches together, by integrating different 
theoretical backgrounds and analytical tools, 
and with a renewed attention to the ‘continental’ 
tradition of film studies. In a neurofilmological 
framework, the variety of approaches collected 
was seen as creating values and a strength 
rather than as irreconcilable divides.

Neurofilmology of the Moving Image, the 
latest book by Adriano D’Aloia, follows this spirit 
by bringing together phenomenological and 
cognitivist perspectives within the theoretical 
framework of the embodied and enactive 
cognition, with a special attention to the 
embodied simulation hypothesis.6 One of the 
main purposes of the book is to offer a ‘thick 
comprehension’ of cinematic effectiveness, going 
beyond the usual disembodied notion of gaze, 
and considering the vision within the bodily and 
multisensory complexity of filmic experience. To 
do this, D’Aloia also employs more traditional 
approaches, which constitute a sort of genealogy: 
from late 19th century aesthetic theory to the 
phenomenological tradition, from Gestalt to 
Ecological Psychology, and of course from early 
film theory to classic filmology.

The subtitle, Gravity and Vertigo in 
Contemporary Cinema, indicates the direction 

in which the book develops its framework. 
Indeed, the book is focused on the mechanisms 
of tension in mainstream cinema, especially in 
recent decades: an experientially intense cinema 
which addresses particularly the viewer’s body, 
and whose major challenge is to put in motion 
a seated and motionless spectator, drawing on 
‘filmic motifs’ such as acrobatics, falls, impacts, 
overturnings, and drifts in order to play with the 
sense of loss and recovery of body weight and 
balance.

Each of the book’s central chapters discusses 
a particular figure — from violent impact on 
the ground to a more ethereal drift in the void 
— while the concluding chapter links up with 
the introduction to propose a framework for 
the study of the tensive experience evoked by 
contemporary film style. To explain how cinema 
engages the spectator’s body in an experience 
of distant immersion and ‘modulated continuity’, 
D’Aloia analyses excerpts from films such as 
The Dark Knight (C. Nolan, 2008), The Walk 
(R. Zemeckis, 2015), The Happening (M. Night 
Shyamalan, 2008), Alice in Wonderland (T. Burton, 
2010), Gravity (A. Cuarón, 2013), not forgetting 
the lesson of great classics such as Trapeze 
(C. Reed, 1956) and 2001: A Space Odyssey (S. 
Kubrick, 1968). 

Neurofilmology of the Moving Image is a major 
book, and not only because it reinforces and 
relaunches embodied cognition film theory. It 
is also important for its ‘ecological’ sensibility, 
which makes it relevant from the point of view of 
an incipient elemental approach to film analysis. 
In this book the element is the air, but the author 
has also worked elsewhere on ‘enwaterment’, 
and this promising perspective can be valuable 
for a new comprehension of the role of cinematic 
elemental features in the viewer’s immersive 
experience. 

I would only add, to conclude, that D’Aloia is also 
a very good writer, capable of making tangible 
the sense of the filmic experience he describes. 
This is why this book is recommended, for the 
value both of the scholarly approach it presents 
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and the journey through images, spaces and 
acrobatics it offers to the reader.

Enrico Carocci 
[Università degli Studi Roma Tre]

Notes
1 Christian Metz, ‘The Cinema: Language or Language System, in Film Language: A Semiotics of the 

Cinema, trans. by Michael Taylor (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1974), 90.
2 See Francesco Casetti, Theories of Cinema, 1945-1995 (Austin: The University of Texas Press, 

1999), 89-93.
3 Post-Theory: Reconstructing Film Studies, ed. by David Bordwell, Noël Carroll (Madison: University 

of Wisconsin Press, 1996).
4 Neurofilmology. Audiovisual Studies and the Challenge of Neuroscience, ed. by Adriano D’Aloia 

and Ruggero Eugeni, Cinéma & Cie., 22-23 (Spring/Fall 2014).
5 See e.g. Psychocinematics: Exploring Cognition at the Movies, ed. by Arthur P. Shimamura (Oxford-

New York: Oxford University Press, 2013).
6 See Vittorio Gallese, Michele Guerra, The Empathic Screen: Cinema and Neuroscience [2015] 

(Oxford-New York: Oxford University Press, 2020).
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After having edited, in 2018, the Spring issue of 
Film History entitled ‘Towards a Global History of 
Amateur Film Practices and Institutions’, Masha 
Salazakina and Enrique Fibla expand their 
research on amateur cinema with this substantial 
collection of essays, in which the term global 
returns. The declared objective of the volume is, 
indeed, the widening of the geographical scope 
of the scholarship on amateur cinema beyond 
the Western world (mainly Europe and the USA, 
such as in the pioneering works of Roger Odin 
and Patricia Zimmermann) and beyond the 
bourgeois environment, to include non-Western 
and unconventional practices, from China to 
Venezuela, from Tunisia to the stateless Yiddish 
community.

The opening essay — written by Benoît 
Turquety, who has recently devoted pivotal 
studies to small-gauge cinema — provides a 
solid theoretical foundation by considering 
the amateur as the true subject of film history, 
and focusing not so much on single inventors 
as on the multifarious ways of using small-
gauge technologies (and not only: there is also 
a way to use standard gauge as amateurs, as 
demonstrated in the second essay of the volume, 
referring to a 35mm film made for an amateur 
competition, that was never shipped).

However, this proposal does not result in a 

Global Perspectives on Amateur Film 
Histories and Cultures
ed. by Masha Salazkina and Enrique Fibla-
Gutiérrez
Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2020, pp. 336

DOI 10.54103/2036-461X/19080

mere hierarchical overturning ‘from the center 
to the margins’, which would run the risk of 
forcing amateur cinema to be considered as a 
mainstream, rather than minor, phenomenon. 
Following the methodology of media archaeology, 
the volume invites us instead to deviate from 
a linear historical development, in order to 
shed light to the dead ends of film history (for 
example the utopian and unsuccessful attempt to 
institutionalize amateur cinema in Vichy France), 
to the even heretical forms of appropriation 
of technology (for example, repurposing the 
amateur media infrastructure by activists in 
the political environment of Bologna’s social 
movements in the late 1980s and early 1990s) 
and, more generally, to the continuities in the 
viewing experience instead of the breaking 
points (e.g., the same representations of travel 
recur across decades). To this end, it is essential, 
as many of the authors of the essays collected 
here do, to broaden the range of sources and also 
include oral testimonies, newspapers, booklets, 
and the underground press.

The plural adopted in the book title — Histories 
and Cultures — signals the heterogeneity of 
the historical and geopolitical contexts of the 
practices under analysis. Indeed, the volume 
focuses mainly on economic, political and 
cultural issues in relation to amateur cinema, Th
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without, however, neglecting technological 
aspects (for example, the transition from 
film to video is also a transition from analog 
destructive editing processes to a nonlinear and 
nondestructive editing; the weight of the U-Matic 
equipment had an impact on the mobility of 
the amateur filmmaker; the commercialization 
of Kodak’s synchronized Super8 cartridge in 
1973 eliminated the need for separate sound 
recording equipment). The case studies under 
consideration can in fact be arranged on an ideal 
continuum between two poles. At one end there 
is the peak of normativity: amateur cinema is 
conceived as ‘an extension of the apparatus of 
state power and regulation’ (p. 97), a practice 
that confirms hegemonic modes of production 
and consumption, which are subjected to direct 
institutional control. This is the case, for example, 
of the small-gauge films made in the corporate 
culture of Sulzer factory in Switzerland, or of 
Israeli commemorative home videos endorsed 
by the state itself. At the polar opposite, 
amateur cinema is instead conceived and used 
as a radical alternative to dominant power and 
hierarchies, as a countercultural and subversive 
agent of self-representation. This is the case, 
for example, for the activist orientation of one of 
Detroit’s amateur film cultures in the 1960s or 
of the Mexican superocheros movement of the 
1970s.

Most of the case studies collected here, 
however, are located not at the extremes but 
in the central area of this ideal continuum that 
stretches between norm and subversion, in 
that ‘neither / nor status [...] beyond center-
and-periphery binaries’ (p. 55), ‘supplementing 
already existent amateur film forms and 
practices rather than supplanting it’ (p. 73), and, 
in so doing, challenging historical and cultural 
classifications. An example of an intermediate 
position between the purely oppositional and 
the purely cooperative-collaborative, in relation 
to power, can be seen in the essay on Latvia 
(annexed by the Soviet Union in 1940, the country 
obtained independence in 1991): the corpus of 

amateur documentary films of the late Soviet 
era on the ethnic Latvians of Siberia, analysed 
in chapter 13, challenges the political institutions 
of the Soviet Union not openly but from within, 
thanks to the minor status of amateur cinema 
as compared to professional cinema and also 
thanks to the peripheral position of this national 
minority. This nuanced and complex relationship 
with the socio-political context is just one among 
the many other occurrences that the volume 
enlightens.

One of the most striking pieces of evidence of 
the breadth of the meanings of amateur, which 
runs through the entire collection like a common 
thread, is the lexical choice to define texts 
and practices: different words are needed to 
illuminate different elements of amateur cinema. 
For example, while the adjective amateur had 
a certain stigma in the debate on American 
experimental cinema of the 1930s, in the 1960s 
an underground author like Jonas Mekas was 
proud to call himself amateur. Or, preserving 
the space between film and maker (film maker 
instead of filmmaker or film-maker) aims to point 
not to an already codified profession, but to an 
artisanal practice in which it is the gesture of 
construction, of manufacturing, rather than the 
finished product (the making, rather than the 
film) that is to be emphasized. In some cases, 
the term independent rather than amateur is 
preferred (chapter 4); when amateur is used as 
a noun, it is also frequently made even more 
specific, in expressions such as ‘advanced 
amateur’ or ‘expert amateur’ (or ‘serious 
leisure’), culminating in significantly long and 
clumsy phrases (‘amateur-though-progressively 
professionalizing quality of the […] work’, p. 159). 
Similarly, as the last essay demonstrates, the 
term vernacular functions in several registers 
and it suits even substandard cinema very well.

The category of the amateur throughout 
the book also crosses the three steps of the 
traditional theatrical production chain: alongside 
an amateur production mode, there are also 
an amateur distribution mode and an amateur 
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exhibition mode, for instance in occupied 
university classrooms; in neighbourhood-
by-neighbourhood tours of screenings as 
opportunities for conversation (this happened 
in Santa Fe); in participatory and performative 
gatherings like the Galician Xornadas do Cine, 
where the boundaries between amateur and 
professional were negotiated. According to 
Vivian Sobchack’s proposal, it is even possible 
to trigger an amateur reception mode, which is 
placed not in the film itself, but in the spectator’s 
viewing experience: when the ‘home movie 
attitude’ is adopted, ‘any type of film can be 
experienced as a home movie’ (p. 125). The 
amateur mode, finally, can also be applied to 
the pre-production of a film, as in the case of 
the fotodocumentales, inherited from Neorealist 
foto-documentario as an informal teaching tool. 
In this case — paraphrasing the famous phrase on 
Neorealism — amateur is a moral attitude more 

than a cinematographic style, insofar as the term 
indicates a provisional stage in the elaboration 
of an idea, a visual research project and a social 
investigation that are still in progress.

What all the essays gathered in the volume 
share is, ultimately, the recovery of the 
etymological meaning of the term amateur, with 
its reference to the Latin root amare, to love (even 
the term ‘enthusiast’ bursts out on many pages): 
as Erik Kessels and Patrice Flichy — the former 
is a Dutch artist, designer and curator whose 
target are creative professionals; the latter is 
the well-known French sociologist — suggest 
in two recent small books,1 it is necessary, in 
spite of the rhetoric of hyper-specialization, to 
interpret the enthusiasm and the lightness of the 
amateur not as starting points, but as goals to 
be achieved. One suspects that continuing to call 
them amateurs is no longer enough.

Elena Gipponi
[Università IULM, Milano]

Notes
1 Erik Kessels, Complete Amateur. A Pro’s Guide to Become More Amateur (Milan: Corraini, 2022) 

and Patrice Flichy, La sacre de l’amateur. Sociologie des passions ordinaires à l’ère numérique (Paris: 
Éditions du Seuil et La République des Idées, 2010).
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‘Media constitute the material conditions for 
trauma to appear as something that cannot be fully 
approached and yet somehow must be’ (p. 3): this 
idea summarizes the double — epistemological 
and ethical  — stakes of Pinchevski’s research. 
For the author, the eminently technological 
operations of recording, transmitting and 
processing are constitutive parts of what he 
calls the ‘mediation of failed mediation’, that is, 
the rendering of a traumatic memory that was 
originally marked by resistance to narration — a 
resistance, in other words, that media witnessing 
challenges and, at the same time, incorporates. 
The book’s introduction retraces the ‘traumatic’ 
thread that runs through media theory, indicating 
a path that starts with Walter Benjamin, passes 
through Marshall McLuhan and ends with 
Friedrich Kittler. While the first two examine the 
way in which media technologies participate in 
the formation of a sensory apparatus capable of 
reconfiguring the experience of modernity, Kittler 
interprets the contemporary digital technological 
dimension as an ontological redesigning of 
reality in a post-human perspective. Pinchevski 
derives his epistemology of media technologies 
from Kittler’s work and develops his ethical 
and political view in a continuous reference to 
the philosophical thought of Emmanuel Levinas 
and the interdisciplinary work of Dori Laub and 

Amit Pinchevski

Transmitted Wounds. Media and the 
Mediation of Trauma
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2021, pp. 192

DOI 10.54103/2036-461X/19081

Shoshana Felman.
The first chapter examines the radio broadcast 

of the Eichmann trial in Israel. The media event 
was, for many Israelis, the first sympathetic 
encounter with the trauma of the Holocaust that 
the Zionist identity politics of the 1950s had tried 
to remove, turning survivors into marginalized 
and speechless bodies. The radio, Pinchevsky 
points out, has the power to separate the body 
from the voice and to reconstruct a disembodied 
voice that is omnipresent and otherworldly, 
akin, in some respects, to symptoms linked with 
schizophrenic and paranoid psychopathology. 
This case study reveals that the national radio 
broadcast of the Eichmann trial made survivors’ 
claims of truth legitimate for the first time, 
placing them in the gap between narratology and 
traumatography.

The second chapter analyzes the relationship 
between videography and testimony, focusing 
on the Fortunoff Video Archive for Holocaust 
Testimonies at Yale University. The production 
of an archive of the traumatic memory of 
the survivors, supervised by the psychiatrist 
and psychoanalyst Dori Laub, ‘combines 
oral history, the psychoanalytic session, and 
the television interview’ (p. 45). Videotape 
technology is characterized by a predisposition 
to accessibility and distribution of content in Th
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different contexts such as museums, classrooms 
and TV broadcasting, which, in the will of the 
promoters of the project, means an increased 
educational capacity. In addition, ‘the videotape 
performs the Real that it inadvertently captures’ 
(p. 54), preserving the performative aspects of 
testimony, such as the tone and cadence of the 
voice, gestures and nonverbal cues. Making the 
non-verbal visible, videotape leads the audience 
towards an understanding of trauma which 
cannot be reduced to the historical account.

The third chapter deals with traumatic 
exposure to the media, also known as vicarious 
traumatization. The existing PTSD clinical criteria 
(see DSM-V 2013) recognizes the potentially 
traumatogenic nature of visual media, however 
restricting it to work-related activities. The 
development of contemporary clinical history 
concerning trauma is studied through three 
events: the research project called ‘the trauma 
film paradigm’ in the early 1960s, the September 
11 attacks, and the increase in diagnosis of PTSD 
among drone pilots involved in Afghanistan and 
Iraq wars. These three case studies involve three 
different media — film, television and digital — 
that are united by co-extensiveness between 
technical and mental. The most emblematic 
case of this direct relationship is that of drone 
operators who suffer a trauma due to a violence 
inflicted by them to strangers at a distance. It is 
a post-traumatic disorder caused by being an 
active participant in the production of a trauma 
that poses a moral problem. Can the aggressor 
and the attacked be understood under the 
same category of mental suffering? Pinchevski 
highlights here the shift from pity through media 
— at the core of Sontag and Boltanski’s studies — 
to trauma by media. 

The last two chapters analyse virtual witnessing 
and virtual therapy in the digital age. The book 
focuses on the New Dimensions in Testimony 
project which combines human-computer speech 
interaction capabilities with three-dimensional 
holographic imaging. The aim of the project is to 
create an immersive experience using the logic 

of the database. At stake in this case study is 
the specific temporality fielded by digital media 
that produces the impression of a contemporary 
exchange between the witness and the public. For 
Pinchevski what is lost in the new temporality, 
based on discrete and semantically pre-
classified narrative units, is the precariousness 
of the testimonial narrative. Emphasizing the 
side of the audience through a user-centered 
design, virtual testimony assumes the absence 
and the separation from witnesses as resolvable 
predicaments, erasing the incommensurability 
of past and present. The reification of deep 
memory generated by algorithmic logic erases 
the performative aspects of traumatic memory, 
raising ethical problems. In conclusion, virtual 
therapy — and in particular the clinical therapy 
called VRET (Virtual Reality Exposure Therapy) 
developed within the Institute for Creative 
Technology of University of South California in 
collaboration with X-box platform for treating 
war-related PTSD — is the latest and most 
controversial case study examined by the author. 
VR therapy exposes patients to virtual scenarios 
that recreate the traumatic event in a computer-
generated and safe environment in order to 
achieve habituation to anxiety triggers. VRET can 
be used to both heal and train soldiers, blurring 
the lines between warfare and entertainment. 

Transmitted Wounds is an archeology of 
the mediation of trauma from analog to digital 
that exposes the moral stance implied in 
media witnessing. Preserving and transmitting 
traumatic memories seems more difficult in 
the cultural logic of big data that invites users 
to assert their own presence at the expense of 
the vulnerability of the subject who experienced 
the violence. Nevertheless, the choice between 
the democratization of trauma through the 
feeling of pity and its neutralization remains an 
unavoidable necessity.

Giulia Scomazzon 
[Università IULM, Milano]
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In the current media landscape, which is 
apparently dominated by new consumption habits, 
both the concept of liveness and the category 
of live sport broadcasting seem to challenge 
the same scenario. While the conceptualization 
of liveness still represents a central topic in 
the latest academic research on television and 
digital platforms,2 the combination of liveness 
and sport broadcasts requires a more in-depth 
study, highlighting new paradoxes of scholarly 
interest. The aim of this doctoral thesis is to 
explore a reconfiguration of liveness within a 
specific case of media events: sport competitions 
and tournaments. This has been enriched by the 
ongoing growth of over-the-top and so-called 
‘sports-oriented’ streaming platforms (e.g., Dazn). 
At the same time, the Covid-19 pandemic — and 
its huge effects on the experience of live cultural 
events, including sports — has played a central 
role on rethinking the same concept of liveness 
due to social limitations of face-to-face meetings. 

The research question of the thesis is 
structured around two main issues: the relation 
between media and sport events, in view of 
constructions and claims of liveness, and how this 
same construction can be historicized in a wider 
interpretive framework. The same concept of 
liveness here becomes a sort of ‘interdisciplinary 
vector’: the best practices of institutions and 

media industries are connected to aesthetic and 
linguistic trends of cultural products, including 
sport contents. As such, the methodology follows 
an interdisciplinary and cross-disciplinary 
scheme, resulting in a convergence between two 
main areas of studies. Sport sociology — including 
what has been called ‘sport media studies’3 — is 
put in relation to the field of television studies, 
digital media studies and platform studies. Due to 
the severe restrictions imposed by the pandemic 
on a possible field observation, this doctoral thesis 
consists foremost of desk research. Analyses of 
official guidelines, best practices and interviews 
with insiders and experts — from TV directors to 
IT developers and engineers — are undertaken 
thanks to sector journals on the field of media and 
sport contents.

The first part of the doctoral thesis consists 
in an investigation of the state of the art and 
academic debates on the concept of liveness 
within a wider frame: from performance and 
music studies to media and television studies. 
Deconstructing the myth of a ‘natural’ TV liveness, 
the quality of televisual live broadcast emerges 
as something ideological, rhetorical and at the 
same time ‘naturalized’. Following van Es’s recent 
theorization,4 the same concept of liveness is best 
understood as a socio-technical construction 
reconfigured by institutions, technologies, and Th
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audience/users. Following this perspective, 
liveness defines both a field of tension between 
live events, on one hand, and media devices that 
reproduce them, on the other, alongside a request 
for social connection beyond the hic et nunc of 
live performances. 

However, the connection between liveness 
and sport media has required a rethinking of 
these same concepts. First, the thesis identifies 
some stable or synchronic coordinates — such 
as immediacy, presence, and social sharing 
— as essential mechanisms involved in the 
construction and claim of a possible liveness of 
the sports event. Second, a systemic perspective 
on liveness is integrated by the historicization 
of live sports broadcasts through a long durée 
pattern of study. Third, the conceptualization 
of sport media is updated to the most recent 
perspective of ‘sport and mediatization’,5 shifting 
the analysis from a media-centric approach to a 
more media-centred one. Within this theoretical 
framework, both ‘unstable accelerations’ and 
‘nostalgic persistence’ have been detected in the 
field of tension around liveness and televised 
sporting events. 

The main research on the history of live sports 
broadcast is approached systematically, too. Best 
practices involved in the production of a televised 
sports text are bound together with a study of the 
economic forces that regulate and make possible 
watching matches on TV, or not. At the same 
time, the evolution of technologies and media 
devices also considers audience and user habits, 
including informal channels of consumption of 
media contents. Dating back to the early twentieth 
century, a first glimpse of liveness is apparent in 
the rise of live scoreboards located in theatres and 
public squares. From the first years of television 
to the advent of pay-per-view, the liveness of a 
televised sporting event appears as something 
constantly constructed and ‘naturalized’ at the 
same time. In this sense, the quality of liveness 
seems to define the first proto-televisual 
experiments of live sport broadcasts, as well as 
more recent live streaming OTTs, placing all of 

these in the same timeline.
The last section of the project deals with the 

specific case of elite football within the Italian 
media landscapes. Here a single football match 
— treated as sort of ‘expanded spectacle’ — is 
constantly re-shaped by large screens in or 
outside of stadiums, for instance in public spaces 
and pubs. In the meanwhile, the recent embracing 
of Video Assistant Referee (VAR) further confirms 
the tangled overlap between live performance — 
including sports — and its mediatization. Focusing 
on the most recent live streaming of football 
matches, the thesis recognises new challenges 
and objects of inquiry – from IT infrastructures 
to production values and social network 
interactions. The qualities of immediacy, presence 
and social sharing are now constantly reshaped 
by as many outcomes: from issues involving the 
infrastructures of content delivery networks 
(CDNs) to live game statistics on second screens 
— such as smartphone and tablets — or live video 
chat rooms employed by football fans and users.

A first perspective from this research reveals the 
multi-layered influence of new technologies and 
media devices on the very nature of contemporary 
sports — especially the ‘sport-spectacle’. The 
arrival of Covid-19 somewhat accelerated new 
habits of connection between remote fans and 
audiences, including the video-presence of the 
latter inside stadiums and sports arenas too. At the 
same time, social distancing facilitated an almost 
unexpected desire to return to live spectators, 
and their hic et nunc presence on the stands of 
sports arena. Indeed, contemporary sport event is 
at centre of this field of tension between ‘unstable 
accelerations’ and ‘nostalgic persistence’ around 
the same concept of liveness.

A further and significant standpoint of this 
doctoral thesis comprehends the importance of 
sports competitions on different media devices. 
Defusing a rhetoric of disruption, the project 
highlights not only mutations and transformations 
of technologies and users’ habits, but also 
remarks on traces of continuity and unexpected 
returns. Older patterns of watching sport matches 
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live on TV or in public spaces cohabit alongside 
sports simulation videogames on live streaming 
platforms like Twitch. Not by chance, a sort of fil 
rouge is represented by the notion of   liveness 
as socio-technical construction. On this path, the 
(old) medium of television still appears a perfect 
companion of the sporting event and its intrinsic 
social request to be seen ‘now’ and ‘together’ by 
an audience that is as heterogenous as possible.
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of the Italian exhibition sector from a cultural, 
political, and economic point of view. To do so, 
the first section, after a systematic review and 
a theoretical discussion, sought to answer the 
question ‘how should we look into the history 
of Italian cinemas?’. Two general and broad 
tendencies were found in the literature: a first 
one, closer to cultural studies, focuses more 
on the analysis of political and promotional 
discourses;5 a second one, using non-reflective 
(i.e., administrative) sources, retraces the actual 
form of the exhibition network.6 The research 
developed around this division: one section is 
dedicated to the negotiation between social 
actors in the process of regulation, another 
one follows the traces left by movie theatres in 
documents created by modernization processes, 
such as bureaucratization and information.

I started with national regulation and traced 
a first chronology based on changes in the 
main policies: cinemas’ opening licences, 
screen quotas, taxes, financial aid, and direct 
intervention of the State in managing movie 
theatres. Then I selected some transition periods 
(1925-27, 1936, 1947-49, 1956, 1994), where 
cultural ideas about cinemas could emerge 
distinctly in parliamentary debates, trade 
journals, political newspapers, and government 
documents. Tracing conflicts and positions to 

Recent historiography has been tackling 
cinema history from the bottom up, meaning 
from the point of view of the moviegoing 
experience. This activity has been the basis 
of the entire cultural industry of cinema. For 
a long time, since its institutionalization2 at 
the end of the 1900s, cinema consisted in a 
form of entertainment practiced in a dedicated 
place. Studying the cultural history of that 
social institution then means to focus on all 
the elements that form such an experience,3  
which are physical, administrative, political, 
etc. It follows that scholars have proposed a 
renewed attention to the historical methodology, 
assessing ‘rediscovered’ empirical data, which 
is not necessarily strictly tied to the cinematic 
world and thus expands towards an intermedial 
landscape. What also follows is a specific regard 
for the ‘margins’, be they social (black and 
female moviegoing), geographical (the rural), or 
industrial (small business or non-profit theatres), 
therefore potentially producing more precise 
historical accounts.4

My thesis has focused on the Italian context. 
The aim has been to assess the state of the art 
— referring to academic literature and historic 
sources (especially under-exploited ones) — to 
experiment with a methodology based on ‘new 
cinema histories’, and to produce a chronology Th
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their actors could help to define underlying 
problematics. The protagonist of that story was 
the relationship between the national exhibitors’ 
association (born in 1925) and governments. 
The conflict between cultural (and propaganda) 
and economic needs was strong, along with 
the opposite process of ‘corporatization’ (in the 
sense of economic corporatism) that favored 
big industry exhibitors, while small and rural 
ones were on their own until much more recent 
interventions of financial aid. 

In the second part of the research, I analyzed 
the exhibition sector in the province of Brescia, 
Lombardy. I built a database of movie theatres 
by combining industry yearbooks, newspapers, 
archives, and guidebooks. The dataset contains 
information mainly about the number of seats, 
management type (commercial, parish, non-
profit), location, name, manager, category, and 
opening days. This has allowed to investigate 
the number of theatres beyond SIAE statistics 
(which underestimated that number because of 
its methodology), their geographic distribution 
(the ratio between provincial capital and the 
rest of the province, the number of cinemas per 
municipality), their typology, their characteristics, 
and ownership (national and big chains in the 
city, very small circuits in the countryside). In 
addition, I conducted an in-depth study on a single 
municipality, in order to understand the ways 
the cinematic landscape changed, consistently 
comparing it to the broader provincial and 
national contexts. The final chapter of the section 
is dedicated to the role of newspapers: local 
editions of national ones, city-based, and hyper-
locals. Which movie theatres appeared in those 
publications? How advertised? What differences 
between different ideologically oriented papers? 
What differences between city and out-of-the-
city cinemas?

Various findings about the different types of 
cinemas, their operational characteristics, and 
their degree of diffusion emerged within this 
research, especially underlying the difference 
between urban and non-urban contexts. In small 

towns, for example, movie theatres often were 
born under the influence of mutualistic societies, 
which were very politicized. Commercial 
theatres were rare compared to  those owned 
by municipalities, factories, or local associations. 
This was particularly true from the late 1920s, 
when the Opera Nazionale Dopolavoro (OND), 
a state managed leisure organization, started 
managing its own cinemas –  which were often 
taken away from those previous societies. I 
found that in non-city areas of the province those 
were the majority (though the situation was 
different in Southern Italy, where OND was less 
present), whereas in big cities premiere venues 
were owned by the biggest Italian exhibitor, 
ENICM, which was also State owned, although 
totally business oriented. After World War II, the 
leading role in small towns was taken over by 
parish cinemas.

In terms of the spread, an important finding 
was that the attendance crisis of the mid-1950s 
was delayed in non-urban areas. Ticket sales 
in provincial capitals became a minority in Italy 
around that period, while attendance per capita 
rose in the countryside. Many new theatres were 
built in small towns, and the competition was 
thriving, especially between commercial theatres 
(now sometimes operated by city exhibitors) 
and religious cinemas that had a public license. 
The microhistory of Gardone Val Trompia has 
shown that government authorizations were in 
the hands of the trade associations and political 
mediation, while local administration had the 
first say and often called for its own benefits. It 
has also been found that number of seats and 
operating days grew in the 1950s. This distinct 
period of out-of-the-city moviegoing came to 
an end in the mid-to-late 1970s, when cinemas 
slowly but surely declined before disappearing 
completely, while, on the contrary, city cinemas 
were much more resilient.

The historical analysis ends in the mid-1990s, 
alongside a major regulation change, which 
canceled screen quotas, allowed multiplexes, 
and progressively canceled centralized 
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authorization. Other areas of work require 
further investigation: the thesis aimed to provide 
a strong framework chronology, an overview of 
sources and methods, and a handful of themes 
requiring further scrutiny. Other perspectives 
are almost left unexplored, such as the specific 
film programs of movie theatres.
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primarily in its materiality, as a sounding body 
and embodied consciousness, that lies beyond 
language or, at least, on the border between body 
and language or, by referring to Julia Kristeva, 
between ‘“phenotext” (coded semiotically) and 
“genotext” (coded socially and physiologically)’.7 

From a methodological point of view the 
dissertation assumes the phoné’s paradoxical 
status between embodiment and disembodiment, 
sonic emission and aphonia, between the Self and 
the Other,8 with reference to the anti-essentialist 
approach of the Voice Studies: they refuse to build 
a stable ontology or epistemology of the voice, 
and dismiss the idea that it can be considered as 
a clear identity index, rather considering it as the 
result of an ‘enculturation’ process.9 Consequently, 
the voice has been framed as a techno-cultural 
practice that evades gender, racial and social 
stereotypes. At stake there is the interaction 
between different aspects: the physiological 
qualities of the voice, its relationship with media 
and technologies, and its responses to the socio-
cultural context, with clear consequences in terms 
of cinematic representation. 

Hence, the first part of the dissertation 
examines different features that help to define 
the materiality of the phoné, which concerns not 
only the body, but also its prostheses, devices 
and media environments, trying to answer the 

The voice in cinema has often been confused 
with the word, and dialogues have assumed more 
relevance than the modes of expression. When 
in 1982 Michel Chion tried to develop a theory of 
sound cinema as talking cinema, he started from a 
very simple question: ‘By what incomprehensible 
thoughtlessness can we, in considering what after 
all is called the talking picture, “forget” the voice?’2 
After four decades, the stories and theories of 
cinema have not yet sufficiently developed the 
pivotal proposal of the French scholar in the light 
of the recent transformations and migrations of 
cinema.

Starting from this consideration, the research 
accounts for the so-called ‘relocation of cinema’3 
in contemporary art and investigates the voice 
occurrences, framing its aesthetic and political 
uses in both cinema and moving image-based art 
practices, considering the first as an aural model 
for the analysis of the second. In particular, the 
research’s principal aim is to affirm the voice’s 
heuristic value for the interpretation of the 
relationship between image and sound, trying 
to overturn the ‘ontological fallacy’4 of cinema 
as a visual medium, both from the technical 
and epistemological point of view. Furthermore, 
drawing on the idea of cinema as a mise-en-scène 
of bodies, ‘performance oriented medium’5 and 
‘ventrilosquism’6 the voice has been considered Th
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following questions: what exactly does this 
materiality consist of? How do we go beyond the 
idea, as fascinating as it is elusive, of ‘the grain 
of the voice’?10 Particular attention has been paid 
to the somatic occurrences of the voice, outlining 
a radical phenomenology where humanity and 
animality converge in the same expression — 
breath, hums, whispers, peeps, vocal mimicries, 
shouting and singing voices, and all sorts of 
inarticulate sounds — observable in cinema when 
it questions the nature–culture continuum and the 
female–animal sonic entanglement.11 It has been 
the occasion to draw a map of diverse theories on 
voice, its cultural meanings and representations12 
as their technological roots, with a particular 
emphasis on the media-archeological approach.13 

The second part of the dissertation delves into the 
‘topology of the voice’14 and follows its transitions 
inside and outside image, text, and the cinematic 
dispositif, which produce a tension between 
narration and ‘attraction’,15 leading to calls for 
a continuous reconfiguration of the relationship 
between gaze and listening. These passages have 
been considered from both historical, theorical 
and practical perspectives, firstly highlighting the 
shift of interest of the Feminist Film Studies from 
gaze to listening occurred during the Eighties 
— that meaningfully coincides with the growing 
interest of Film Studies for sound; secondly, 
taking into consideration a ‘queer aesthetic of the 
voice’16 based on the possibility to address the 
voice as a form of sonic cross-dressing.

Finally, the research identifies a body of films 
and video-installations that invites us to re-
evaluate the so-called ‘audiovisual contract’,17 
that emphasizes the materiality of the voice, and 
that makes use of it as an aesthetic and political 
gesture. Indeed, the case studies section — that 
challenge the stereotypes of representation and 
stage the issue of identity from an intersectional18 

point of view — has been divided into three 
areas which concern the geopolitics of the voice 
(Chantal Akerman and Lawrence Abu Hamdan), 
the question of the female sounding body and 
agency (Philippe Parreno and Pierre Huyghe) and 

vocality as a special field of articulation for non-
white subjectivities (Martine Syms and Arthur 
Jafa).
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