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Abstract 
Michel Chion defines his notion of the ‘Acousmêtre’ as a voice in the cinematic image 

distinct from a visualised body. The existence of a disembodied voice behind the moving 

image has far-reaching applications in discourses of artistic authorship. These become 

particularly relevant when discussing the essay film, in which the acousmêtre often is the 

author, or some surrogate of the author as manifested in the film’s soundtrack. Drawing on 

Simon Starling’s Metamorphology exhibition and Hito Steyerl’s essayistic works in both 

written and moving image contexts, I will address the implications of voice and authorship as 

the moving image migrates from its more traditional sources of exhibition to its contemporary 

applications in media arts and practice. In art museums and galleries, the dislocation of the 

author’s voice from the image creates a discursive space in which the ideological sound and 

image relationship can be negotiated and redrawn in a public sphere.  
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***** 

 

The ubiquity of digital images allows for new theoretical constellations to enter into the 

discussion of cinema in different exhibition contexts, especially its admission into and 

normalisation in the art museum. The classical dispositives of the cinema and the museum, 

the industrial and mechanical apparatuses of production, exhibition, and reception, have been 

re-possessed and re-ordered to allow for this migration across the changing exhibition 

landscape of moving image media. However, many of the outdated parameters, including the 

theoretical and institutional divide between the museum and the cinema, are still in place. 

This has often been ascribed to the importance of ‘place’ and movement in site-specific 

moving image installations, whereas the dispositive of the cinema encourages passive 

spectatorship.2 While the ordering of the various mechanisms and devices of production, 

exhibition, and reception referred to by the ‘dispositive’ undoubtedly differs between the 

museum as an institution and that of cinema, the discursive boundaries established between 

the two have often been overwrought. However, they must be addressed in order to better 

conceptualise the interaction between them. 

The essay film may have a unique advantage in destabilising such parameters, in that, 

‘Like its ancestor, the written essay, the genre of the essay film poaches across disciplinary 

borders, often transgressing conceptual and formal norms… audio-visual essays problematize 

binary categories of representation’.3 Timothy Corrigan, via Aldous Huxley, identifies the 

three elements of what he defines as the ‘essayistic’: ‘the intersecting activity of personal 

expression, public experience, and the process of thinking’.4 He concludes that the legacy of 

this ‘essayistic’ mode of thinking that originates in literature with Montaigne reformulates 

into the ‘essay film’ in the twentieth century. Essay films tend to enter art installation contexts 

with ease, and position themselves as actors of their own critique. They can extend outward 

through audiovisual means to reflexively engage with three-dimensional space rather than 

confine themselves to the screen. They re-order established dispositives of the museum space, 

and even pre-established modes of moving image exhibition, in order to accommodate their 

own multimedial entry. Because their definition is malleable, and they encourage associations 

between ideas and media, they extend outwards from the stationary space of the ‘work’, from 
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the two-dimensional screen, whether projected or displayed across video monitors. The author 

of an essayistic installation thus takes on a different role to that of a narrative or even 

traditional essay filmmaker. When space and time must be accounted for both within the mise 

en scène of the film as well as in the spatial arrangement of the museum or gallery, the author 

extends beyond the traditional work of art. Sound and voice are integral to this process as 

museums and galleries have come to accommodate audiovisual installations.   

 

Alternative Dispositives 

Film scholars such as Raymond Bellour and Thomas Elsaesser suggest overhauls of 

established genealogies of the moving image in its various dispositives in order to theorise its 

shift to the art museum or gallery space. Although the publicly owned art museum and the 

privately owned gallery operate on different and often antagonistic terms, their complicity in 

policing the boundaries of ‘art’ against ‘non-art’, the latter category too often containing 

moving image media, can be addressed relatively interchangeably. Bellour proposes an 

entirely different terminology, an ‘other cinema’, to describe what arises in museum or 

gallery films and videos. He describes the classical cinematic dispositive as ‘an installation 

that succeeded in capturing for itself alone the energy appropriate to the animated image’.5 

Moving image installations, ‘by both duplicating cinema and differentiating itself from 

it…make cinema enter into a history that exceeds it’.6 This history, as Elsaesser expands, may 

be more closely related to historically marginalised modes of exhibition such as 

phantasmagoria, which; 

 

initiates a form of cinema that does not project itself as a window on the world, 

nor requires fixed boundaries of space like a frame. Rather, it functions as an 

ambient form of spectacle and event, where no clear spatial divisions between 

inside and outside pertain, and where there are strong indices of presence, 

while its temporality reaches into past and future … As such, phantasmagoria 

would be the dispositive that also most closely approximates the genealogical 

ancestor of … installation art … one that furthermore takes ‘sound’ into 

account.7 

 

Michel Chion also suggests such alternative histories in The Voice in Cinema, both in terms 

of the ordering of the cinematic apparatus as well as what constitutes the inside and the 

outside of the image. He explains what he calls the ‘acousmêtre’, a disembodied voice whose 

physical presence is suggested within the film but not visualised. The concept thus describes a 

cinematic representation of the voice engaging with onscreen/off-screen tension: ‘When the 

acousmatic presence is a voice, and especially when this voice has not yet been visualised –

that is, when we cannot yet connect it to a face – we get a special being, a kind of talking and 

acting shadow’.8 It cannot act as the hidden, totally disembodied commentator in the magic 

lantern show, but must maintain a suggestive presence within the image.9 Chion’s reference to 

magic lantern shows recalls the phantasmagorical quality of the voice and sound in general. 

Phantasmagorias used concealed magic lanterns to project spectral images onto a screen so 

that they appeared to emerge into real space. The cinema ‘transposes or crystallizes’ the 

dialectic of appearance and disappearance to mobilise this same off-screen space. Chion 

concludes that such spaces are used differently when a film makes the conscious decision to 

withhold a visualised body or source attached to the voice, enacting a game of ‘hide-and-

seek’ with the viewer.10 In order for this to be effective, the acousmêtre ‘must, even if only 

slightly, have one foot in the image, in the space of the film; he must haunt the borderlands 

that are neither the interior of the filmic stage nor the proscenium—a place that has no name, 

but which the cinema forever brings into play’.11 This confusion of onscreen and off-screen 
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space, inside and outside, takes on new formations when space is reinstalled into a cinematic 

dispositive and foregrounded. 

When one considers essay films designed for more site-specific gallery or museum 

contexts, the invisible tether between the disembodied voice of the author (or his or her 

surrogates) becomes a tension within the gallery space outside of his or her embodiment 

within the image. The ‘author’, sometimes through an adopted persona or surrogate voice, 

thus takes on a new significance, both detached from the self-contained artwork, but also not 

truly embodied in space, as in a performance. He or she occupies a space between the 

performance of a role (essayist or essayist’s persona) and the construction of a work of art that 

nonetheless consists of (and expels) sound and light. To the spectator, ‘the filmic acousmêtre’ 

is both off-screen and within the image. In the classical cinematic dispositive, the diegetic and 

actual source are hidden from the spectator, because the loudspeaker is behind the screen or 

otherwise concealed. The designed darkness of the cinema encourages the viewer to ignore 

the physical presence of the apparatus: ‘It’s as if the voice were wandering along the surface, 

at once inside and outside, seeking a place to settle. Especially when a film hasn’t yet shown 

what body this voice normally inhabits’.12 When an essay film is designed or conceived for 

gallery installation, the off-screen speaker, both the acousmêtre and the physical device, are 

then ‘mobilised’ in space itself – the voice, through the room; the loudspeaker, often as a 

foregrounded or undisguised aspect of the apparatus. In museums and galleries, the voice 

becomes phantasmagoric, seeking to attach itself to its imagistic referent, beyond the frame of 

its ‘source’ image, encouraging an engagement with space. The author (the voice behind or 

responsible for the image), however, remains acousmatised, unless de-acousmatised by 

choice, like Alfred Hitchcock’s appearances in his own films. The game of hide-and-seek, 

then, operates on the terms and by the authority of the author-acousmêtre. If a dissenting 

voice occupies this role within the art museum or gallery, seeking an imagistic referent, public 

space may be collectivised by multiplying and dispersing the subjectivity of the author across 

multiple subjects receiving the work. While the architectural space inevitably constrains, the 

amorphousness of sound foregrounds the spatial quality of the artwork and thus, reflexively, 

the space itself, and by extension its specific location and boundaries.  

In the broader context of the ‘sound film’, one finds;  

 

an offscreen field that can be populated by acousmatic voices, founding voices, 

determining voices – voices that command, invade, and vampirize the image; 

voices that often have the omnipotence to guide the action, call it up, make it 

happen … the sound film invented for the acousmêtre a space of action that no 

dramatic form had succeeded in giving to it; this happened once the coming of 

sound placed the cinema at the mercy of the voice.13 

 

The cinema as institution, and by extension (and more forcefully) the museum as institution, 

can be put at the mercy of the voice in Chion’s formulation. This means that authority can be 

shifted from overarching institutional ideology to the more democratised area of the 

soundtrack, which exists invisibly in space and can circulate ideas more freely. Such 

democratisation occurs by spatialising the area of the soundtrack and circulating it easily 

across the exhibition space, amongst visitors and passersby who may not even be aware of its 

source. They can thus choose to occupy the space of the artwork (and engage with it) or not. 

As Boris Groys notes,  

 

the emergence of the artistic installation seems to mark the end of the 

Modernist claim of autonomy and sovereignty. The artist’s decision to allow 

the multitude of visitors to enter the space of the artwork is interpreted as an 
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opening of the closed space of the artwork to democracy. This enclosed space 

seems to be transformed into a platform for public discussion, democratic 

presence, communication, networking, education, and so forth.14  

 

The construction of this soundtrack in the ‘public sphere’ of the museum may allow for a ‘de-

acousmatisation’, or at least visualisation, of the institutional parameters behind artworks. The 

soundtrack vampirises the image, the traditional purveyor of aesthetic value and meaning, 

with sound’s ability to complicate or contradict visual representations and the space in which 

they are exhibited. The soundtrack extends beyond the moving image, weakens it, and enters 

space itself. Timothy Corrigan ascribes a similarly vampiristic quality to traditional 

conceptions of the essay as a cultural form:  

 

precisely because of the tendency of the essay to respond to and depend on 

other cultural events that precede them … essays have frequently been viewed 

as a parasitic practice, lacking those traditional forces of originality or 

creativity that, since the late eighteenth century, valorize works of art like 

paintings or poems.15  

 

Although such formulations were meant to be disparaging, they ultimately offer the most 

radical potentials for the essay film to ‘embrace its anti-aesthetic status’ in ‘its ability to 

question or redefine these and other representational assumptions’.16 The essay film thus 

allows for the occupation of a parasitic subjectivity to latch onto museum institutions, feeding 

off of their institutional power but also draining them of a certain unimpeachable hegemony 

as dictators of aesthetic value. But the author can also take the form of whatever ‘voice’ 

produces the sound: be that of a persona, a group, or an institution. 

 

Essayism across Bodies (of Works) 

By proposing alternative histories of cinematic exhibition and reception, Bellour and 

Elsaesser provide us with the tools to assess the moving image and renewed discursive 

relationships between sound, space, ‘projection’ and their expansion through the museum or 

gallery, especially in multimedial contexts. The shifting dispositives in contemporary art are 

evident upon a cursory glance at contemporary installation practice. The entry of sound into 

the previously reverent silence of the art museum supplements the entry of the moving image 

and its consequent reallocation of space.  

To cite an example from a 2015 exhibition seen at the Musée d’art contemporain 

de Montréal, Simon Starling’s Project for a Masquerade (a part of his travelling 

Metamorphology exhibition) performs a multimedial distortion of the already multimedial 

phantasmagoric dispositive. Upon entering the installation space, spotted ceiling lights point 

downwards onto an array of sculpted masks held up by stands. The masks face a large barrier 

in the middle of the room, which is covered by mirror panels. The masks, and the spectators 

entering the exhibition, are reflected on the mirror panels. From the other side of the barrier, 

which is open to walk through on either side, the visitor can hear the sound of a voice – a 

‘lure’ to another portion of the space.17 He or she walks to the other side of the barrier, onto 

which an accompanying essay film is projected, about the Japanese play Eboshi-ori and the 

creation of Henry Moore’s sculpture Nuclear Energy, told over images of a Japanese mask-

maker at work. In this situation, the essayist’s voice is dispersed through the exhibition space, 

but it also takes material form in the multimedial aspects of the installation as a whole.  

The piece harkens to and reproduces a phantasmagoria: forms wait to emerge from behind 

the screen, although they are material and not generated by a device (like the magic lantern). 

However, they reflect back upon themselves, and the ‘phantasms’ become a self-exhibition of 
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a masquerade, a mise en abyme of anonymity without subjects. The masks are revealed by 

light and simultaneously obscured and divided by shadow behind them, only to be reflected 

and multiplied by the mirror. The device of projection, the ‘magic lantern’, exists in front of 

rather than behind the screen, as in the classical cinematic dispositive. Spectators face away 

from it, although it is fully exposed. Those watching the screen see an essay film projected 

onto a one-way surface, fully aware of the anonymous faces from behind the screen due to the 

walking design of the exhibition. The dispositive, then, negates the phantasmagoric, 

addressing its legacy and perhaps enduring influence on exhibition contexts while turning 

back onto itself in order to foreground the essayistic voice in a classical dispositive. However, 

the unbounded essayistic voice reveals the generative potential of the voice in its 

phantasmagoric power. The face of the narrator is never shown, granting him authoritarian 

influence over the exhibition space, through which the inscription of the author could be said 

to persist. From the broader Metamorphology exhibition, the distracting ‘sound-bleed’ from a 

neighbouring room once again negated the omnipotent power of the voice Project for a 

Masquerade. The antiquated technology of a Dresden D1 projector from Starling’s piece D1-

Z1 (22,686,575:1) rendered the exhibition space open, negating the self-containment of the 

individual essay film and instead releasing potentialities through the interaction of the 

singular essayistic voice with a dispersed authorial voice over a body of work, technically 

acousmatised but inscribed multi- and intermedially in three-dimensional space.  

As will be elaborated in the discussion of Hito Steyerl and the 2015 Museum of Modern 

Art exhibition Cut to Swipe, such multimedial dispersal allows for a personal essayism to be 

enacted by the viewer or visitor.18 The subjective voice of the essay filmmaker’s chosen 

persona upon entering the gallery space subverts the traditional exhibition parameters of the 

museum and has the potential to disperse the author throughout the architectural space. This 

allows him or her to morph into and inhabit a variety of authorial roles liberated from the self-

contained frame of the screen, playing with the ephemerality of the subjective voice and 

installation against the established ‘permanence’ of the museum. What Boris Groys calls the 

‘closed space of the artwork’ could be extended to the ‘closed space of the authorial subject’ 

when discussing the essay film.19 The author extends outwards through articulations of space 

in reordered dispositives as well as the projection of sound throughout the gallery, allowing 

for a more embodied and interactive entry. Unlike performance art, which foregrounds the 

ephemerality of movement and physicality in the presence of other bodies, the essayistic 

installation suggests the author’s submersion into media which subsequently spills over into 

space via sound and image, often in the process of unpacking and reordering the media itself. 

The witness to this process becomes an integral part of the artwork, a host onto which 

detached subjectivity can latch or be rejected by the visiting patron or viewer. 

  

Occupation by the Voice 

In her essay ‘Art as Occupation: Claims for an Autonomy of Life’, Hito Steyerl proposes a 

definition of occupation that extends beyond the observable institutional parameters of the 

museum or gallery space: ‘What used to materialize exclusively as object or product – as 

(art)work – now tends to appear as activity or performance…Today the traditional work of art 

has been largely supplemented by art as a process – as an occupation’.20 In the space of the 

installation, the spectator is willfully ‘interned’ into this process, the sort of performance of 

the dispositive. Furthermore, the processual quality of art is integral to any discussion of essay 

films in the museum, in that they defy definition and strive towards an unfinished, unbounded 

discourse of sound and image. As Laura Rascaroli notes, ‘the essay film displays its 

performativity in an especially emphatic way, because it tends to include in the textual fabric 

the process of its own coming into being’.21 She asserts that traditionally, the cinematic 

enunciator becomes an acousmêtre of sorts, and ‘tends to hide; most of the time, it is 
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disguised, and if it emerges forcefully it does so in a disembodied manner, through musical 

commentary, or camera angles and movements, or instances of voice-over’.22 Through such a 

conception of the ‘enunciator’, the essayistic voice can be attributed not only to vocal 

utterances but also to the interaction of traditional acts of concealing the personal voice within 

the image. The montage or mise en scène of the contained image extends to that of the spatial 

arrangement of the installation. 

The processual as a quality of the essayistic can be applied further to the interaction 

between occupation and performativity. According to Corrigan, the ‘essayistic’ puts forth a 

performative ‘self’ that simultaneously negates itself through its experimental or narrative 

strategies as ‘a process of thinking through a public experience’.23 The public space, through 

the essayistic (which by Corrigan’s definition is often multimedial), becomes somewhere that 

the self can get lost and then reassert and reconstitute itself by aligning the tools of the 

process of creation with the process of public experience. Essayism rethinks a relation to 

culture, and a relation to others. The public sphere becomes the performative space for 

enacting the thought-experience of the public itself. However, the art industry also ‘creates 

zones of occupation, which yield few “works” but more processes, forms of knowledge, fields 

of engagement, and planes of relationality’ as well as ‘more educators, mediators, guides, and 

even guards – all of whose conditions of occupation are again processual (and ill- or 

unpaid)’.24 The resulting ambivalence of the occupational quality of art foregrounds the 

apparently contradictory relations within the gallery space, both interacting and cannibalising 

one another, further shifting the apparatuses of exhibition in their aesthetic, technological, and 

economic formations. Foregrounding the interconnectedness of these various aspects of the 

art institution within the institution itself investigates the very processes that perpetuate the 

overarching system. The museum space is uniquely suited towards this type of paradoxical 

discourse, due to the spatial parameters designed to simultaneously connect but also guard the 

artworks, within a public space that regulates public entry. 

In the 2015 Cut to Swipe exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art, such processes 

extended beyond the singular authorial work. Hito Steyerl’s essay film HOW NOT TO BE 

SEEN A Fucking Didactic Educational .Mov File (2013) is a case in point. Over the course of 

the film, Steyerl, through ‘male’ and ‘female’ robotic computer voices, explains in various 

steps how to become invisible in a global digital space of capitalism and military surveillance 

technologies. The tone is humorous, but her discussion of the self disappearing or merging 

into digital media took on particular significance in the space of the wider exhibition. The 

visitor was meant to be torn between various installations and their competing soundtracks 

and images. In Steyerl’s film, partially transparent human figures walk off of the screen, only 

to disappear fully after seeming to enter the space of exhibition. Steyerl herself appears and 

disappears continuously throughout the piece, suggesting that even the ability of her 

subsumed essayistic self to ‘go off-screen’ re-inscribes her into the exhibition space. The fact 

that the film reveals her full camera crew both negates her singular authority over the sound 

and moving image, but also suggests the inability to truly disappear by pointing the camera at 

the visitor, complicating the narrated dispositive. She negates herself as author in order to 

reconstitute herself in the image, but instead gets caught in the feedback loop of the digital 

that she humorously explains how to escape. However, towards the end of the piece, she 

includes her notes on how she was supposed to finish the film, suggesting that it is still under 

construction even though its exhibition asserts permanence. The piece is thus perpetually 

under-construction, ensuring that its exhibition remains problematic and discursive. This was 

echoed by the way the piece was exhibited in Cut to Swipe, caught in a literal ‘loop’ and 

played over and over again from beginning to end. 

HOW NOT TO BE SEEN was projected in a black box within the white cube of the gallery, 

playing off the fact ‘that cinema and the gallery space are, both historically and 
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philosophically, two antagonistic visual arrangements and spatial dispositives’.25 Cut to Swipe 

was isolated from the rest of the museum, enclosed by its own glass windows and doors. As a 

whole, it enacted an ‘aesthetics of confusion’ in an exhibitional mise en scène that elaborated 

the disruptive intentions of the artworks on display.26 The exhibition included, among others, 

Dara Birnbaum’s PM Magazine from 1982, James Richards’ Not Blacking Out, Just Turning 

the Lights Off from 2011, and essay filmmaker Chris Marker’s collaboration with the Otolith 

Group Inner Time of Television from 2007. The visitor arrived at Steyerl’s piece after walking 

through almost the entire space. The black box was separated by an open threshold to the rest 

of the gallery. HOW NOT TO BE SEEN is ostensibly a self-contained essay film, 

demonstrative of many of Steyerl’s continuing preoccupations: surveillance technologies, 

digital rendering, the individual subsumed into the digital, the work of art under-construction, 

tied together with absurdist humour. The piece could just as easily be projected in a cinema, 

or watched on Vimeo, and is in fact now available to watch on Artforum’s website.27 This 

demonstrates Steyerl’s critical ‘occupation’ of the museum space through her artworks (and 

even with her lecture ‘performances’, as in her 2015 Artist’s Space exhibition). Her presence 

is a ‘hostile takeover’ predicated by the structures of exhibition and patronage that currently 

define the art market and the market for moving image artists. However, as Groys notes,  

 

The author of an artistic installation is … a legislator, who gives to the 

community of visitors the space to constitute itself and defines the rules to 

which this community must submit, but does so without belonging to this 

community, remaining outside it … And one should also not forget: after 

initiating a certain order … the installation artist must rely on the art 

institutions to maintain this order, to police the fluid politeia of the 

installation’s visitors … we should be under no illusions that there can be 

anything like a completely chaotic, Dadaistic, Fluxus-like installation space 

free of any control.28  

 

Despite the fact that her film existed within controlled, carefully curated institutional 

parameters, Steyerl’s intention appears generally not to dismantle industrial apparatuses, but 

rather to perform the role of the artist and the artwork in their processes. As she describes the 

role of the essay as a cultural form:  

 

Back in 1958, Adorno claimed that the essay takes as its substance a conflict 

immobilized. But while the visual bonds of the mainstream immobilize this 

conflict in order to arrest and avoid it all together, critical essayistic 

articulations temporarily freeze the social tensions of the moment in dialectical 

images. They not only expose the tensions of this conflict, but also engage in 

its contradictions.29  

 

By entering the art institution, Steyerl stages the very contradictions put forth in her essays 

and artworks (which, crucially, are often one and the same). HOW NOT TO BE SEEN’s 

projection within the Museum of Modern Art, a purveyor and guardian of modernist ‘high 

culture’, served to implicate her own role in the continuation of the systems of control behind 

such institutions. The fact that the piece was first exhibited elsewhere before being co-opted 

by the museum for a group exhibition suggests its immobilisation within a museal burial 

ground. However, the form of the essayistic at least provides the ability to slip out of the 

shackles of canonisation, especially due to the piece’s current availability on the Internet. The 

digital images recorded and rendered by Steyerl (and her team) were done full justice by the 

pristine high-definition projection at the museum. The montage and effects, while drawing 
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attention to the digital and its manipulable, unfinished quality, abide by certain aesthetic and 

even narrative delineations, not least because it is organized like an instructional video that 

devolves into absurdist and extra-cinematic discussions of its production and (of) ideas.  

Although Steyerl’s voice is the invisible agent of the essay (the acousmêtre), a robotic 

male voice populates the space for most of the piece, complicating her connection to the 

image.  Her vocal absence suggests that the author-acousmêtre has subsumed herself within 

the digital in order to think through the public experience of its ubiquity. She intermittently 

de-acousmatises herself, appearing briefly but meaningfully as an actor in various scenarios, 

including to rub green paint on her face so that she disappears into a green screen behind her. 

By allowing the work to be exhibited in a gallery, she reflexively addresses the institutional 

parameters of her work. Visitors can connect the dots to enact a chosen experience and draw 

conclusions from the essay presented by experiencing a larger, spatialised version of 

essayistic discourse, predicated by her complex and often ambivalent presence as author both 

within the work visually (inside) and beyond the work (outside) as a digitally-mediated voice.  

Additionally, at Cut to Swipe, the interaction between the various works of art reassured 

the dispersal of subjectivities and allowed for a continual and reflexive disavowal of the self-

contained authority of the work of art. This process took shape through the inevitable ‘sound-

bleed’ of audiovisual installations within contemporary galleries, as well as through the fact 

that Steyerl visualises but also disguises and negates herself through digital means (both 

visually and aurally) in her own piece. Chion notes that the cinematic spectator cannot 

distinguish between sounds that come from a visualised source and those that do not if they 

cannot see the image: ‘Just listening, without the images, “acousmatizes” all the sounds, if 

they retain no trace of their initial relation to the image. (And in this case, the aggregate of 

sounds heard becomes a true “sound track,” a whole.)’30 A whole multimedial exhibition has 

its own ‘sound track’, along with each individual piece. Wandering the space of Cut to Swipe, 

the collected voices and sounds enacted an essayistic relationality, an experience of 

spatialised noise reflective of the conflicting voices and temporalities of installation works as 

they exhibited a seemingly unbounded mode of critique within the self-contained gallery 

space. As Elsaesser notes, ‘the encounter of viewer and installation acts as both a continuation 

and a critique of the cinematic dispositive, not only in the way that installations can deviate 

from … frontal orientation and Renaissance perspective … but also in the manner they 

subvert the temporal regime of both the cinema … and the art gallery’.31 Across the hall from 

HOW NOT TO BE SEEN, disembodied noises and voices came from Not Blacking Out, Just 

Turning the Lights Off, which in itself enacted a forceful migration of the viewer’s gaze and 

attention from one screen to another and from one set of speakers to another; Dara 

Birnbaum’s PM Magazine played a repeated post-punk cover of The Doors’ ‘LA Woman’, 

introducing a conflicting and complicated temporality, a dialogic of media translation through 

history, into the experience of Steyerl’s otherwise hyper-contemporary digital representation; 

and even the presence of the museum guard, who repeatedly asked visitors not to stand in the 

threshold, her voice piercing the spectatorial silence and disrupting the dispositive of the 

‘black box’, reminded the spectator of the surrounding white cube. The role of the guard 

sounded the process of occupation: ‘The professional and militarized meaning of occupation 

unexpectedly intersect here – in the role of the guard or attendant – to create a contradictory 

space’.32 The interactions experienced in Cut to Swipe, aural, ideological, and entirely 

contingent, entered into the space of Steyerl’s piece and provided a uniquely dispersed 

involvement. The distracted attention bolstered the experience of the exhibition as a site-

specific and reflexive aesthetic choice in and of itself for this otherwise self-contained essay 

film. HOW NOT TO BE SEEN was interpenetrated by the intangible presence of acousmatic 

sound generated elsewhere in space and history. 
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However curated, it seems as though the capacity for sound to pierce the barriers enacted 

by screens and architecture introduces newly generative structures of meaning and reception 

in the experience of the total space, especially within the exclusive walls of the Museum of 

Modern Art. In short, collective installations of audiovisual artworks open space outwards 

towards a personal essayism, a collage of sound, image, and text experienced in shifting 

formations by fluctuating and differentiated subjects. Group sound and image exhibitions 

create a spatialised experience of fragmentation made generative for thought. The structure of 

an exhibition itself echoes the structure of an essay, especially in the dispersal of subjectivity 

and consequent democratisation of ‘visual ideas’ – if each piece contains a certain argument, 

or a deconstruction or reconstruction of a dispositive, the spectator can then experience them 

in a variety of discursive and three-dimensional formations. The spectator then internalises 

the audiovisual dialogue that exists throughout the exhibition space and extends beyond 

individual works. The visitor does not need to watch each film in its entirety, or can even 

begin one in the middle, watch to the end, move to the next one, and then return later to catch 

the beginning of the first work. The narrative or arrangement of discourses is then dictated 

within spectators by their own thought and movements through the artworks, perhaps spurred 

on by ‘the anxiety of missing the crucial moment, the potential conflict between curiosity and 

boredom when confronted with a video’.33 The audiovisual dispositives of moving image 

works are moved, adjusted, and reordered by subjects experiencing them moment-to-moment. 

 

The ‘Poor Image’ in the Museum 

Steyerl’s individual aesthetic foregrounds the under-construction nature of her works as 

interactions between the real and the digital, blurring the boundaries between the two and in 

fact negating their difference. She digitises herself as acousmêtre, then presents herself as an 

actor detached from her own voice that can interact with the digital. In her essay ‘In Defense 

of the Poor Image’, Steyerl describes ‘poor images’ as orphaned images in digital space, low-

quality and compressed, ‘thrust into digital uncertainty, at the expense of [their] own 

substance. The poor image tends toward abstraction: it is a visual idea in its very becoming’.34 

It is the orphaned of the digital sphere, travelling and constantly losing quality but becoming 

something else in the process. The digital enacts a processual mutation within the poor image, 

which reemerges for the user as something entirely different from its original context. Steyerl 

finds such a process of ‘becoming’ a visual idea in the digital space a radically new 

articulation of reality:  

 

The poor image embodies the afterlife of many former masterpieces of cinema 

and video art … discarded from commercial circulation, these works have 

become travelers in a digital no-man’s-land, constantly shifting their resolution 

and format, speed and media, sometimes even losing names and credits along 

the way.35 

 

With the dissolution of labels, descriptive data, and context, the authority of telegraphed 

meanings lose any hold on the interpretive subject, like Walter Benjamin’s captions in 

magazines giving way to descriptive montage of images.36 The poor image engages an auto-

essayism, uniquely malleable to new formations in collective spaces, mutating into something 

low-resolution and anti-hierarchical. The degraded image of the digital space becomes 

pregnant with revolutionary possibility in its migratory, amorphous structure – it is able to 

mould itself into a variety of formations in a deterritorialised and abstracted space, in that it is 

liberated from a connection with the real. It is adapted to what Steyerl asserts are the current 

conditions of existence, circulation and dispersal across digital and fractured temporalities. 

The ‘poor image’ ‘is about defiance and appropriation just as it is about conformism and 
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exploitation … In short: it is about reality’.37 The simultaneous durability and ephemerality of 

the poor image may actually be in automatic fulfillment of Benjamin’s notion that film’s (by 

extension the moving image’s) ‘radical renunciation of eternal value’ makes it ‘the artwork 

most capable of improvement’.38 Auto-generative and auto-essayistic, deceptively permanent 

but redemptively ephemeral, the poor image invades the gallery in Steyerl’s installation 

works, transforming and moulding into new institutional contexts.  

Steyerl appropriates, creates, and even performs the aesthetics of the ‘poor image’ in HOW 

NOT TO BE SEEN and other works such as Liquidity Inc. (from 2014), posing them as 

visually unfinished, audiovisual ideas in their construction, especially in her use of photos and 

videos apparently taken from the internet and Google Maps. One must consequently reconcile 

her description of the ‘poor image’ with the notion of authorship. She states that the  

 

flattening-out of visual content – the concept-in-becoming of [poor] images –

positions them within a general informational turn, within economies of 

knowledge that tear images and their captions out of context into the swirl of 

permanent capitalist deterritorialization. The history of Conceptual art 

describes this dematerialization of the art object first as a resistant move 

against the fetish value of visibility.39  

 

The poor image, which not only operates against ‘the fetish value of high resolution’,40 also 

works against the fetish value of the visible author. It becomes a detachable and dispersible 

vessel for revolutionary ideas and concepts, visual ideas-in-their-becoming, as though the 

global digital information economy has created the weapon of its demise. But then the 

collection and reigning-in of these images, their inscription as ideas-in-their-becoming, 

becomes crucial to their revolutionary potential. The poor image remains ambivalent without 

an authorial push, without captioning by either words or, per Benjamin, montage. The 

potential appropriation of poor images, whether by an individual or by a collectivity, is their 

final destination in their journey upwards, from capitalist exchange-value (as images) towards 

avant-garde use-value (as ideas). Steyerl is aware of this: file-sharing platforms from which 

they emerge ‘are ambivalent phenomena, but in any case they represent formidable new 

possibilities for essayistic production’.41 The unconventional circuits of poor images as fed by 

mobile phone cameras or home computers reveal that this circulation’s ‘optical connections – 

collective editing, file sharing, or grassroots distribution circuits – reveal erratic and 

coincidental links between producers everywhere, which simultaneously constitute dispersed 

audiences’.42 Steyerl suggests the idea of a collectivised authorship, dispersing the producer 

throughout the ‘new’ public sphere of the Internet and its digital circulatory structures, as a 

sort of ‘collaborative remix zone’.43 Such remixing is more frequently enacted in the digital 

sphere, where the screen controlled by the user (but also by media outlets and channels for 

image distribution through them) allows personalised essayism enacted by the user. The 

dispersal of subjectivities in these democratised zones becomes an experience of collectivity 

in the deterritorialized digital space. The space of the installation allows for an embodied 

performance of this collaboration, one that relies on an implied authorial actor who sets 

exchange in motion. 

 

The Soundtrack as Site of Resistance 

Steyerl makes the assertion that it is the very ‘poor materials’ of poor images, their low and 

degraded image quality, that take up a revolutionary genealogy.44 But it is possible that she 

misses, or at least brushes over, the crucial element of the aural connections once attached to 

these poor images, especially considering her own appropriation of them in the gallery 
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context. If the poor image is a visual idea-in-its-becoming, then we may turn to Gilles 

Deleuze and his description of ‘Having an Idea in Cinema’. He begins that,  

 

on the one hand, everyone clearly knows that having an idea is an event that 

rarely takes place; it is a sort of celebration, very uncommon. And then, on the 

other hand, having an idea is not a general thing. One does not have an idea in 

general. An idea – like the one who has the idea – is already dedicated to this 

or that domain.45 

 

The ‘visual ideas’ of the poor image are, then, relegated to the domain of the visual – 

however, what becomes of their audio components, the ‘audial idea’? In the digital space, as 

well as in the space of the museum, audio’s trace to even the image is often unanchored and 

confused, making the ideological intent of the sound-image connection hazy and uncertain. 

The ‘acousmatic’ becomes a disenfranchised voice without a source. Deleuze articulates that 

this very ‘disjunction between sight and sound’ is the type of idea that exemplifies ‘having an 

idea in cinema’.46 For him, the voice becomes the primary site of resistance, of potentiality: 

‘But what is this speech act that rises in the air while its object passes underground? 

Resistance. An act of resistance’.47 In such a conception of the ‘idea’ as specific to its 

cinematic becoming, the ‘poor image’ as a visual- as well as audial-idea-in-becoming 

potentially migrates into the real, especially with regards to acts of resistance. Deleuze 

concludes that in the relation between human struggle and the work of art, ‘The people are 

missing while at the same time they are not missing. The people are missing: that means that 

this fundamental affinity between a work of art and a people who do not yet exist is not, and 

never will be, clear’.48  

It would not be a stretch to transpose Steyerl’s idea-in-its-becoming to these subjects-in-

their-becoming as suggested by Deleuze. Unformed, under-construction individuals or even 

collectivities are generated by the work of art that visualises, or, in the case of cinema, 

vocalises acts of resistance. Here, the dispersed individual author undergoes a particular 

osmosis, and becomes articulated in the reception of the work of art by as-yet undefined or 

incomplete subjects, who can be multiple or individual. The subject in his or her (or their) 

becoming is undergone as the act of resistance given rise to by the voice. The subject that 

receives this potential can then either accept or reject it, as long as the author of the artwork 

relinquishes or dismantles the singular authority of its exhibition. 

Perhaps what one can find in an investigation of the essayistic voice in the contemporary 

museum or gallery is not necessarily Barthes’ ‘death of the Author’ giving rise to the ‘birth of 

the reader’, but the dispersal and reordering of the author into new constellations in space. In 

audiovisual essay installations, the author sprouts and projects new subjectivities just as 

others are allowed to inhabit them. To expand upon Barthes, ‘The reader is the space on 

which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a 

text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination’.49 The gallery visitor, then, briefly 

‘occupies’ the author, because the author exists as a formation of visual and audial ideas 

rather than as a unified subject, becoming a subjectivity whose destination is the spectator. 

The author exists as a figure, as a collection of values, as an assemblage of images or devices, 

and always as a process, articulated in some way as a ‘voice’ that can manifest in space in a 

shifting and expanding relationship with others. The aura is transformed as the voice engages 

in a game of hide-and-seek with the viewer, who inhabits or casts away subjectivities offered, 

enacting essayism in an open apparatus of meaning. The author can then be re-inscribed into 

the corporeal by the interactive spectator engaging with the work through space.  

By re-inscribing the author into the work of art as a dispersed rather than unified individual 

voice, the discursive boundaries etched into space by institutional divisions can be 
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transgressed. The author-acousmêtre, in a game of hide-and-seek, is once again made mobile 

by spectators moving through the exhibition spaces. The policing of the boundaries between 

art and life, whether by museum institutions or by the self-contained and static work of art, 

becomes more difficult to enforce. The essay film as art object in the museum and gallery 

space engages viewers across works of art, and opens up new possibilities for occupation and 

embodiment within a public space, especially due to the inclusive rather than exclusive 

parameters of the ‘essayistic’. While the art museum has been considered a ‘public sphere’ 

through which discourse can be generated (and occur) across works of art and the subjects 

caught in the crossfire, sound makes this crossfire observable even more so than the mere 

projection of moving images. The unpredictability of the arising interactions between works 

of art creates an uncertain space where new ideas can take shape. If artworks are multimedial, 

audiovisual, essayistic, and enact some manner of critique, the public sphere of the art 

museum or gallery revives its original goals by empowering the visitor to physically enter 

works of art, travel through their synapses, and take on the role of ‘essayistic’ spectator. Art 

and politics, forever intertwined, become interactive and embodied processes extending 

beyond traditional physical, discursive, and institutional boundaries. 

 

The author would like to thank Thomas Elsaesser for his input on this subject, and Katherine 

Cook for her editorial guidance. 
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