Repressed Light: Cinema, Technics,
and the Uncanny

Kyle Stine

Before electric light was what Marshall McLuhan would call “pure
information,” audiences were taught to see light.! When Thomas
Edison debuted the incandescent bulb in Menlo Park in Decem-
ber 1880 after several years of experimentation, it was a grand dis-
play.? For days in advance, newspaper articles and advertisements
directed attention to the newest marvel from the inventor of the
phonograph, promising an event that would make incandescent
light personally visible to a large public, a calculated gamble on
Edison’s part because the system was still in development but one
well worth taking, in the eyes of the showman, in the effort to
impress the hearts and minds of the buying masses. Through the
publicity and experimental displays at Menlo Park and later in sev-
eral world capitals, people were made to see electric light. Electric
light was in effect all they could see, and they saw it for its star qual-
ity, for its contrast to gaslight.?

Ten years later in May 1891 at Edison’s West Orange Labora-
tory, 147 members of the National Federation of Women’s Clubs of
America had the privilege of being the first public to peer through
a small aperture in a pine box and see a succession of moving
images.* It probably hardly occurred to these first moviegoers to
take notice of the electric lights illuminating the demonstration
room. Only ten years after the light bulb had been a deliberate
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sensation, it was for all intents and purposes invisible. The extent
of this invisibility comes into focus when we consider the virtual
invisibility of even the brilliant signage on a theater marquee when
it announces the name of the theater and the coming attraction.
More immediately, though, it probably hardly occurred to even the
earliest film spectators, let alone modern filmgoers, that electric
light stands behind every film projection.’ Such is the story of the
light bulb that even as its reach expanded, even as it illuminated
all these new contents, its fame diminished. The more light it shed,
the more invisible it became.

For one very famous filmgoer, however, the light bulb erupted
uncannily in the movies in the form of its opposite. Against the life-
affirming astonishment felt by many in the early film experience,
Maxim Gorky saw instead shadows:

Last night I'was in the Kingdom of Shadows. If only you knew how strange
it is to be there. It is a world without sound, without colour. Everything
there—the earth, the trees, the people, the water and the air—is dipped
in monotonous grey. Grey rays of the sun across the grey sky, grey eyes in
grey faces, and the leaves of the trees are ashen grey. It is not life but its

shadow, it is not motion but its soundless spectre.®

The light bulb’s passage from spectacle to familiarity opened up
the unique technical possibility of a return whereby the medium’s
entry into movement showed forth one of its component technolo-
gies, reversing on its familiar luminescence in the figure of shadows.
As Gorky sat in the darkness of Charles Aumont’s tent that day in
1896 at the Nizhny-Novgorod All-Russian Exhibition, the shadows
he saw forming a kingdom of specters were, among all the shadows
in cinema, those at the very basis of photography as, literally, writ-
ing with light. In a recent and foundational essay on the shadow in
cinema, Jacques Aumont explains of the early films by Auguste and
Louis Lumiére that the capturing of movement also necessarily
entailed the capturing of “a luminous situation, with all its details
and accidents”: “The Lumiére brothers wanted to fix movement
with the Cinématographe; they fixed it in a photographic image.
They were not mistaken in wanting to write motion; but at the same
time, they also wrote light.”” Thus, when Gorky reassures himself
in his review with the comforting idea that the passing train he sees
“is but a train of shadows,” he is right to say that he indulges not
at all in symbolism: the projected images he recounts were nothing
other than shadows cast by the blocking filmstrip moving past the
backlight lamp. They were the reverse side of a light that, in the
quest for naturalistic representation, necessarily recedes into the
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background, coming to provide the most fundamental material of
cinematic artistry, as Josef von Sternberg would later summarize:
“Each light furnishes its own shadow, and where a shadow is seen
there must be a light. Shadow is mystery and light is clarity. Shadow
conceals, light reveals. To know what to reveal and what to conceal
and in what degree and how to do this is all there is to art.”

The question then arises as to why Gorky would see only
ghostly presences rather than the expected scenes composed by
this art of light and shadow, the mise-en-scénes carefully selected by
the Lumiéres for their recognizability and popular appeal: a Paris
street, an approaching train, a gardener watering flowers. To be
sure, the “grey” that Gorky describes could be seen, as the author
understands it himself, as what cinema lacks—color. Yet Gorky
would have had prior experience with the monochromaticity of
still photography, so it seems unlikely that this alone could provoke
such an uncanny impression. Nor are the shadows that Gorky cites
figures within the scene. They are not the attached shadows of the
roof ledges in A Street in Paris or the shadows cast along the ground
by the engine in Arrival of a Train (though these shadows too, as
images dancing onscreen, were derived from the same source as
those that unnerved Gorky so).

The Lumiére actualités circa 1896 show in general no conspicu-
ous shadows and exhibit many of the characteristics of later variety
films and narrative fiction films, making the impression that Gorky
felt all the more curious. As Peter Baxter has argued, film lighting
during the early years of American cinema, specifically between
1902 and 1912, conformed to “the model of featureless illumi-
nation provided by the stage,” using lighting setups designed to
produce a “desired overall shadowless illumination.”"” Removing
shadows from scenes was part of the film industry’s larger effort
to conceal the medium’s artifice. Filmed narratives deployed what
Rudolf Arnheim would call “luminous” scenes, evenly lighted set-
tings that appeared to radiate their own light rather than being
lighted by another source: “An evenly lighted object shows no signs
of receiving its brightness from somewhere else. Its luminosity . . .
appears as a property inherent in the thing itself. The same is true
for a uniformly lighted room.”"" Lighting was invisible.

Early on, filmmakers used open-air stages and available sun-
light, as in Edison’s Black Maria, or closed studios open to daylight
and having cloth awnings or translucent glass panes to diffuse the
light to create the effect of shadowless scenery. Electric lighting was
introduced to cinema around 1906, as Baxter explains, to elimi-
nate production interruptions caused by “clouds, rain, and the
short daylight of winter,” but the process was never fully completed
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before the industry shifted to southern California, in part to exploit
its dependable sunlight, delaying the full electrification of the Cali-
fornia studios until 1915.2 Even then, though, directors sought to
eliminate shadows as far as possible, the exception that proves the
rule coming when Samuel Goldwyn initially chided Cecil B. DeMi-
lle for his adventurous “Rembrandt chiaroscuro” before being
made to realize that the new artistic flourish presented cause for
a lift in rental fees."® All of this is to say that filmmakers from the
Lumiéres to the directors of feature films in the early years of Hol-
lywood put exceptional effort into ensuring that audiences would
not see the artifice of scene lighting as revealed by conspicuous
shadows. And yet at a transitional moment between still photogra-
phy and moving images, Gorky saw them nonetheless.

Shadows, of course, were not always eliminated. They were
also the material of cinematic artistry, as Sternberg noted. In a cer-
tain fundamental sense, however, even films that emphasize shad-
ows in a way cover over what Aumont has called the “constitutive
value” of the shadow in cinema, “the art of the shadow par excel-
lence.”"* Victor Stoichita explains that the hyperbolization of the
shadow practiced in seventeenth-century painting found its great-
est triumph in the new medium of cinema, as evidenced by the
“thematic obsession” with the shadow/double in German cinema
during the Weimar period." James C. Franklin argues similarly that
the expressionist tradition of Weimar film mobilized the shadow
to provide a further layer of narrative depth without resorting to
intertitles, supplementing linear storytelling to express other tem-
poralities and the interior dispositions of characters similar to the
way sound would later come to express interiority and offscreen
space. This gambit in which “style became narrative”'® was so effec-
tive as a diegetic supplement that the constitutive shadow of the
cinematic apparatus remained unseen even in the most conspicu-
ous of circumstances. In her famous essay “The Cinema” (1926),
Virginia Woolf relates a peculiar experience she had while watch-
ing The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920) in which she momentarily mis-
took a malfunction in the film projector draping a shadow across
the screen for a part of the story:

At a performance of Dr. Caligari the other day a shadow shaped like a
tadpole suddenly appeared at one corner of the screen. It swelled to an
immense size, quivered, bulged, and sank back again into nonentity. For
a moment it seemed to embody some monstrous diseased imagination
of the lunatic’s brain. For a moment it seemed as if thought could be
conveyed by shape more effectively than by words. The monstrous quiver-

ing tadpole seemed to be fear itself, and not the statement “I am afraid.”
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In fact, the shadow was accidental and the effect unintentional. But if a
shadow at a certain moment can suggest so much more than the actual
gestures and words of men and women in a state of fear, it seems plain
that the cinema has within its grasp innumerable symbols for emotions

that have so far failed to find expression.'”

Woolf’s expectations were certainly primed to attribute to this
encroaching shadow a host of meanings and intentions. Jean
Epstein once said of the film that “Everything in Caligariis decor.”'®
The shadow plays a special role in the film’s stylization, deepen-
ing the narrative by signifying the characters’ monstrous hidden
lives, their stratagems, lusts, and murderous intents. In short, the
shadow is supposed to be read as meaningful, even if the one Woolf
saw was not meaningful in that sense.

Between 1920 and Woolf’s essay in 1926, the trope of the
deadly shadow expanded broadly. F. W. Murnau used shadows in
Nosferatu (1922) to communicate the threatening presence of the
vampire (Max Schreck) stalking after Hutter (Gustav von Wangen-
heim). Arthur Robison deployed them in Warning Shadows (1923)
to add layers of depth to the characters’ personalities, suggesting
the husband’s jealousy, the wife’s vanity and supposed infidel-
ity, and alternative storylines juxtaposed over the actual plot that
enabled the viewer to understand more than the characters them-
selves.' Setting these alongside Caligari, a film in which Cesare’s
shadow (played by Conrad Veidt) towers over Alan (Hans Heinrich
von Twardowski) and stabs him to death, it is understandable that
Woolf would experience this monstrous “tadpole,” this incursion of
the materiality of film casting a shadow across the screen, as simply
a ghastly eruption in the telling of the story. The crucial point is
that, beyond removing shadows during film production, there was
a further way of banishing them: shadows were absorbed into nar-
rative, veiled in “style.” And despite all this, Gorky saw the shadows
beneath the style.

As Aumont notes, the expressionistic shadows of Weimar film
almost always proceeded from a production technique that held
the body of the actor who produced them offscreen, as in the
example of Conrad Veidt in Caligari and the famous example of
the vampire attack in Nosferatu (1922). The specters that unsettled
Gorky owe similarly to the ties between the human body and the
shadow as an expression of “other more or less immaterial states
of the human figure.” As Otto Rank details in his psychoanalytic
study of the doppelganger, the shadow in many traditions is the
archetypal expression and enduring figure of the soul or guardian
spirit. Rank devotes a chapter to the wide spectrum of recurring
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shadow motifs in mythology and literature, citing examples such
as “the death of the main character at the wounding of his reflec-
tion, portrait, or double” and “the idea that one’s guardian angel
appears at the hour of death and joins one’s shadow.”? Among
these, a prevailing shadow superstition across cultures pertains to
the promise of immortality and the threat of death, embodied in
the diabolical alternation of guardian spirit and shadow figure.
Rank suggests that in these traditions “The shadow is coequivalent
with the human soul,” often deemed “an actual spiritual being”
and a “protective spirit born simultaneously with the child.”® This
close connection between the shadow and the spiritual double has
prompted a long list of cultural taboos and etiquettes for interact-
ing with the umbras: the care taken not to let one’s shadow fall on
certain objects, the fear of certain people’s shadows, the avoidance
of stepping on the shadows of others, the punishment of death
for stepping on the king’s shadow, the taboo against casting shad-
ows on graves, the belief that one’s health attaches to the size and
strength of outline of one’s shadow, and the belief in male potency
and female fertility being connected to their shadows, where, for
instance, the shadowless woman is considered to be infertile.?® This
constellation of superstitions begins to explain why the shadow of
all the figures of technological artifice in cinema is the one to bring
forth the uncanniest responses.

In general, however, conforming to the spirit if not the letter
of filming with uniform illumination, the shadow rarely shows itself
as such. Aumont notes that the emphasis in film is so tied to real-
ity that the shadow rarely “jumps,” hardly ever provoking a sense
of unreality or magic, instead being steadfastly grounded to the
earth: “cinema—narrative cinema, at least—has been so attached
to sculpting light, to rendering volumes by light, to extolling the
merits of the solidity of things in the world, that it is rare to find
evanescence, the shadow that jumps, the flame of a candle.” The
shadow in this way recedes into the image. The reason for this, Stoi-
chita explains, is that shadow is allied with image both psychologi-
cally and historically and may in fact be the prime antecedent of
all the arts: “It would therefore seem likely that artistic representa-
tion in general can be traced back to the primitive shadow stage.”®
Pliny made the case that painting arose from a primitive encounter
with the human figure cast in shadow via the art of skiagraphia:
“Reading between the lines, what Pliny said was this: the Greeks
discovered painting, not by looking at Egyptian works of art but by
observing the human shadow.” In the shadow, nature itself trans-
posed and reduced the complexity of the human form, rendering
it for the possibility of art; the Greeks had only to trace it. Similarly,
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Rank notes that the first natural doubles were shadows and reflec-
tions in water. Building on this insight, Stoichita makes the case
for a “shadow stage” related to but distinct from Lacan’s “mirror
stage”: “As Lacan has stated, the mirror stage involves primarily the
identification of the I, whereas the shadow stage involves mainly
the identification of the other.”® That the shadow stage is associ-
ated with the other, with death and absence, explains why accounts
of the uncanny latch onto the shadow as being unsettling and not
onto the semblance, likeness, or reflection of the visible world.
The image is a matter of identification, and cinema’s emphasis on
image identification has always been, at least in part, about dispel-
ling the threat of the shadow. Baxter points out, for instance, that
the cinema’s primary figure of identification early on became the
brightest space of the image: “The face of the American film actor
became the locus of this radiant sign.”*

Rather than being bathed in light, the only faces Gorky saw were
written in shadows, their radiance inverted. Importantly, however,
these shadows were not expressionistic or symbolic of something
else. They were their own depth—the shadow of the technique
itself. What Gorky saw was the reverse side of the light immediately
behind him in the Aumont tent, the projector lamp casting shad-
ows before him—the same projector that Woolf misapprehended
as part of the narrative of Dr. Caligari. What was uncanny for Gorky
was that this light, which had been hidden literally behind a strip
of moving film and figuratively behind the naturalism of photo-
cinemato-graphic representation, had come back. It had done
precisely what Sigmund Freud suggested of the uncanny when he
defined it as “something repressed which recurs.” If the shadows
of German Expressionism were attached to the human body, rep-
resenting a ghostly presence of another side of the body or the
body in absence, the shadows that Gorky saw attached to a different
body, equally monstrous and foreboding: the technical body of the
cinema.

Robert Spadoni, drawing from Yuri Tsivian’s excellent account
of Gorky’s review, argues that in the transitional phases of cinema,
particularly in very early cinema and at the coming of sound, audi-
ences were more intensely aware of the medium’s materiality.*® At
these times, the human body on film and the body of film itself
became, in a sense, too present, “a perception founded on the
return to the foreground of general viewer awareness of cinema’s
artificial nature.”® What remains undertheorized, however, is the
extent to which the experience of the uncanny is itself figured in
particular components of technological artifice, such as the light
bulb. Although studies have broached the topic of the uncanny
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in terms of technology, they have done so largely in terms of what
Tom Gunning refers to as “the technological uncanny,” a position
that takes the uncanny of technology as but one instance of a larger
cultural phenomenon of the uncanny in which the technological is
a sort of mode or type of uncanniness.* In contrast to these read-
ings, I would like to make the case that the uncanny is fundamen-
tally technical and that anything like “the technological uncanny”
is in a way a matter of redundancy. My aim is to read into Gorky’s
language, to read through it toward the images themselves, toward
that peculiar imagery of the cinematic already-there: the technics
of light and shadow at the very basis of the photographic image.

As Aumont notes, shadow and light share a dialectical relation-
ship, with an important distinction: “Shadow and light need one
another, but asymmetrically: there are sources of light, there are no
sources of shade.” If Aumont is right that the shadow in cinema
reverses the situation and is the sine qua non of the light in terms
of representation, then it follows that the projector lamp is in fact
the shadow of cinema and, for this reason, is unseen. By focusing
on this figure, I hope to make a return, so to say, to the specific
character of the uncanny outlined by Freud in his seminal 1918
essay.

Mechanisms of Return

For Freud, the subject of the uncanny is a matter of return. As
with one of his own experiences of the feeling in which the famed
psychoanalyst, walking in “the deserted streets of a small provin-
cial town in Italy,” arrives again and again by several detours to
the same place, his essay circles again and again around a peculiar
characteristic of the uncanny, arriving time after time by different
paths at the same place: “whatever reminds us of this inner ‘com-
pulsion to repeat’ is perceived as uncanny.”** This “compulsion to
repeat,” which Freud later elaborates in Beyond the Pleasure Princi-
ple as a mechanism of “return to the quiescence of the inorganic
world™ and to which Jacques Lacan further on lends an explicit
sense of the mechanical, technical nature of such compulsion
with the term “repetition automatism,”® is the secret nature of the
uncanny. Such repetition, be it in everyday experiences, mechani-
cal devices, automata, or even simply numbers, is what grounds
the possibility of the symbolic reversal in das Heimliche such that,
as Freud treats at length, the term is continually liable to switch
into its opposite, das Unheimliche, and back again. If Freud points
to and implies a deep technical structure of the uncanny by having
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recourse to this revolving symbol of the (Un)heimliche, then Lacan
(again) will make the connection explicit when, on the basis of this
structure of symbolic repeatability and reversal, he places repeti-
tion at the center of the symbolic order in the following way: “The
symbolic world is the world of the machine.”” And coming at the
question from a different perspective, from that of technics, Ber-
nard Stiegler makes the same move when he says that “The ques-
tion of repetition immediately connotes the question of lekhne;
indeed it is this question.”®

From Freud to Lacan and from Freud through Jacques Derrida
to Stiegler we see a shift from an implied technicity of repetition
and the uncanny to an explicit consideration of these as questions
of technicity. The missing link in this historical shift of perspective is
Martin Heidegger. For Freud, the uncanny is something repressed
that returns, such that “the unheimlich is what was once heimlich,
familiar,” and in the negation of this term, “the prefix ‘un’ is the
token of repression.” Heidegger reverses the situation when, in
Being and Time, he writes that being-not-athome (unheimlich) is
primordial, contrary to Freud’s philological discovery: “That kind
of being-in-the-world which is reassured and familiar is a mode of
Dasein’s uncanniness (Unheimlichkeit), not the reverse. From an
existential-ontological point of view, the ‘notathome’ must be
conceived as the more primordial phenomenon.” Common to
both accounts by Freud and Heidegger, however, and despite the
reversal in their understandings of the originary home or heim of
the uncanny, is the way each symptomatically ascribes the object-
world to the human. Bill Brown has pinpointed this problem by
calling attention to Freud’s dismissal of Ernst Jentsch’s 1906 study,
which highlights several specific objects of modernity that give rise
to the experience of the uncanny, noting alongside the example
of automata borrowed by Freud for his own purposes, machines
such as locomotives and steamboats. More than a simple correc-
tive for Freud’s emphasis on psychical reality, Brown’s critique cuts
to the core of psychoanalysis: “The repression at work may be the
repression of the unhuman object-world itself, which psychoanaly-
sis compulsively translates into the human.”*! Stiegler levels a simi-
lar critique against Heidegger’s existential analytic for placing the
seat of the uncanny within Dasein and in this way translating the
problem of the uncanny into the human. Stiegler’s departure from
Heidegger is meant to show that the latter’s notion of being-not-at-
home (Unheimlichkeil) is the result of a concrete form of repetition
that gives us access to the already-there—namely, technics. In this
sense, if we are to find the source of Gorky’s sense of uncanni-
ness, it is necessary to take into account, alongside cultural and
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psychological factors, which are themselves deeply technical, the
technological makeup of the images he witnesses.

In an important essay on the uncanny in the late nineteenth
century, Tom Gunning makes an important distinction between
representational media and nonrepresentational technologies:
“While a series of uncanny experiences seem to cluster around
technologies of communication like the telephone, or of represen-
tation like the photograph, technologies that are arguably equally
important in the environment of modernity, such as refrigeration
and canned food, don’t seem nearly as subject to these responses.”*?
Similar to this initial distinction in the propensity for technologies
to elicit uncanny effects, which we might call a synchronic distinc-
tion, Gunning makes a further observation that oftentimes tech-
nologies that were once experienced as uncanny are no longer
experienced in this way. This latter diachronic distinction suggests
that the uncanny is a timely occurrence. There is a certain window
of possibility for uncanny effects, one that accompanies media tech-
nologies in their emergence but closes down as audiences or users
become familiar with the new technology.*® When photography
was a new medium, for instance, it could evoke threatening recog-
nitions of one’s mortality at the same time it promised a durable
image of one’s identity. When it became more or less a social fact,
however, appearing in news reporting and as judiciary evidence,
it gradually lost its initial openness to the uncanny. A residual
potential seems always to remain—as in Roland Barthes’s Camera
Lucida when the author in a sense recovers the initial experience
of photography’s wager with mortality in the mode of theoretical
reflection—but something of the initial experience is irrevocably
lost. As this suggests, even representational technologies may not
be subject to uncanny responses, making the instances when they
are all the more striking.

Similarly, the memory character of nonrepresentational tech-
nologies, what Stiegler calls “the inorganic organization of mem-
ory,”** may not always have been so deeply buried and resistant to
apparitions. Stiegler draws up a distinction along the same lines
as that made by Gunning between representational and nonrep-
resentational technologies when he identifies mnemotechnics as
a special case of technics.* There is, however, a crucial difference.
Drawing on André Leroi-Gourhan’s influential example of paleo-
lithic pebble culture, Stiegler argues that the first technology to
act as a memory support was not in the strict sense a mnemotech-
nology. Before writing took shape as marks intended for commu-
nication—whether across space or time—an originary writing of
technical practices prevailed in which the object itself was written
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into existence, the instantiation of “the organized inorganic” as
exteriorized memory support.* Before the writing of the Greeks
registered the myth of Narcissus into the archive of cultural heri-
tage, and still longer before the “primary narcissism” of psycho-
analysis, the human mind enjoyed an inaugurating captivation with
its image in stone, though not as a representation of any human
visage but instead as a certain quality of the living in the nonliving,
the coupling of organic matter with inorganic matter out of which
consciousness itself arose. Before the “mirror stage,” Stieger inci-
sively summarizes, there was the reflection of work in stone: “Flint
is the first reflective memory, the first mirror.”*

In Medieval Technology and Social Change, Lynn White provides
further insight putting into question Gunning’s initial distinction
between representational media and nonrepresentational technol-
ogies. White argues that the mechanical crank is the single most
important mechanical device next to the wheel in that it allows for
the translation of continuous rotary motion into reciprocal motion.
Out of this mechanism of exchange between rotary motion and
reciprocal motion come some of the most important mechanical
devices of modern life: the mechanical clock, James Watt’s steam
engine, the electric dynamo, and, not insignificantly, the cinema
camera.* What is unusual about the crank, White explains, is that
for a long time people recoiled from the prospect of it. Despite
its great efficacy, it appeared only sporadically throughout history
and then disappeared again, most notably taking hold in early
China and with no evidence of appearing in either ancient Greece
or Rome: “The crank is profoundly puzzling not only historically
but psychologically: the human mind seems to shy away from it.”*
Helmut Muller-Sievers supplies some perspective on this enigma
with reference to an uncanny trope in horror cinema: “Nothing in
the human body turns continuously around an axis—this is such a
visceral truth that film designers need only give a figure 360-plus-
degree motion in any body part (preferably the neck) to confer on
it alien or horror status.”

With no indication that he was trying to participate in the pro-
liferating scholarship on the uncanny, White nevertheless alights
on nearly the exact same description offered by Jenstch in his semi-
nal psychoanalytic inquiry. White suggests that the problem with
the mechanical crank comes down to just that characteristic Freud
dismissed in Jentsch’s study—a sense of psychical uncertainty as to
whether something is living or nonliving, an uncertainty that can
go either way, according to Jentsch: “doubt as to whether an appar-
ently living being is animate and, conversely, doubt as to whether a
lifeless object may not in fact be animate.” The mechanical crank,
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as White explains, expresses both sides of this uncertainty: “Contin-
uous rotary motion is typical of inorganic matter, whereas recipro-
cating motion is the sole form of movement found in living things.
The crank connects these two kinds of motion.”? At its core, then,
the avoidance of crank power seems to be associated with some-
thing like the uncanny effect of seeing a quality of the living in the
nonliving, just as Jentsch had suggested. The idea is so compel-
ling to White that he reserves some of his most poetic language to
describe it: “To use a crank, our tendons and muscles must relate
themselves to the motion of galaxies and electrons. From this inhu-
man adventure our race long recoiled.”

As Jentsch remarks, industrial technologies that exhibited
this inhuman motion were particularly susceptible to appearing
uncanny, especially to people first experiencing, for instance, the
“enigmatic autonomous movement” of steamboats and locomo-
tives.” Such experiences of the uncanny seem to be particularly
reliant on first encounters, but they also suggest that nonrepre-
sentational technologies pass through the same process of uncan-
niness and familiarization that Gunning associates with media
technologies. Indeed, even nonrepresentational technologies
possess features and components that might return, sharing the
unique characteristic by which Freud defines the uncanny as
“something repressed which recurs.” In this sense, an inquiry into
the technologies of modernity might shed light on the thread that
ties these two accounts together.

In a foundational study of machine kinematics, Franz Reu-
leaux states simply and elegantly that the mechanism is the unseen
foundation of all machine technologies. Whereas before moder-
nity the parts of each technology had meaning in terms of their
relationship with the whole of the device under consideration,
with the advent of kinematics, tools and machine parts emerged
in their specificity as mechanisms, that is, as specific operations of
force applicable in diverse domains. What this meant for the sys-
tem of technics was nothing other than an explosion of possible
applications of particular repeatable functions. Each new appara-
tus developed on the model of machine kinematics composed an
assemblage of repeatable mechanisms, each with aspecific function.
The composite nature of technologies allowed for the introduction
of new movements, new repetitions, and also, because of this all,
new ways for the past to return. Perhaps the most important dis-
covery of machine kinematics for the phenomenon of the uncanny
occurs when Reuleaux mentions in passing that “mechanisms are
not seen.”® In Reuleaux’s estimation, the greatest difficulty con-
fronting technicians is that machines develop over generations,
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in a sense leading a life of their own, such that the systems that
compose the machines are difficult for any single inventor to hold
in mind.”” These machines, which carry in themselves a past that
each succeeding generation has not lived but inherits nonetheless,
exhibit a fundamental feature of the ready-to-hand: the possibility
to go missing.”® At any moment, they may not be seen at all. As with
the uncanny itself, mechanisms must be brought to visibility.

Following these insights from the history of technology and
machine kinematics, we can add a distinction within the sphere
of representational technologies between simple media and com-
plex or composite media. Representational media too are made
up of nonrepresentational components. These components, like
the mechanisms Reuleaux cites, can slip from sight and go missing.
Because all the technologies Gunning mentions—photography,
phonography, and cinema—are to some extent complex in that
they are composed of multiple mechanisms and chemical bases,
the distinction is more one of degree than of kind. The proposed
distinction holds, however, to the extent that we can consider cer-
tain later technologies to be composed of earlier technologies—
composed of specific figures of the past that might return or recur
in the present.

In a study of the uncanny, then, a number of things coincide
at the advent of modernity. As Lewis Mumford writes, drawing on
an insight from Reuleaux, “the technical advance which charac-
terizes specifically the modern age is that from reciprocating to
rotary motion.” The introduction of this sphere of motion, from
which, White notes, human beings long recoiled, corresponds also
with a new openness to the uncanny, as Mladen Dolar explains:
“There is a specific dimension of the uncanny that emerges with moder-
nity.”® Tying together these two insights, Stiegler argues that the
defining feature of modernity is that technical progress, spurred
on by the “enigmatic autonomous motion” of industrial machines,
comes to outstrip the ability of social systems to effectively redouble
technological advances, causing moments of maladjustment.®® In
what follows, I submit that the uncanny is a principle symptom of
such moments of maladjustment between epochal media systems.

Erupting Light

For light to erupt uncannily in the movies in the form of its oppo-
site, as Gorky expresses it in his review, it must be there in the
first place and, moreover, be concealed. The specific character of
its concealment is, fittingly, more elusive than its being there in
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the first place. Cinema is, after all, the art of light and shadow in
movement. Technically speaking, according to Miiller-Sievers, the
cinema camera and projector are “light lathes”: “In the language
of kinematics and its cylindrical embodiments, cinematography
begins when the translational motion of light along the axis of the
lens joins the rotational motion of film that is exposed to it.”* Cin-
ema is a machine technology for carving light onto film.

For this reason, light has been among the most celebrated
aspects of cinema, as when H. D. (Hilda Doolittle) exclaims of
its marvelous possibilities in several articles in Close Up in the late
1920s, calling it at one point, “God, here electrically incarnated,
LIGHT”:%

I myself have learned to use the small projector and spend literally hours
alone here in my apartment, making the mountains and village streets

and my own acquaintances reel past me in light and light and light.**

This mythological, allegorical light that captivated H. D. also fasci-
nated André Bazin, who saw in the photograph a unique modern
mirror that retained its image in a mask of light, separating it from
traditional mirrors and other forms of artistic reproduction: “The
photograph proceeds by means of the lens to the taking of a veri-
table luminous impression in light—to a mold.”® In other places,
Bazin relates this “luminous impression” more specifically to the
“molding of a death mask.”%

Similarly, the shadow has been a common topos of studies of
the uncanny for the way it reflects back the specter of one’s mor-
tality, a possibility that Gunning sees at the basis of all the media
technologies of the late nineteenth century, calling them “modern
Memento Mori.” Yet, only in the most extreme exceptions does
this recognition of mortality show through in the cinema experi-
ence, the most prominent example being the experience of one’s
image onscreen as a ghost or automaton, someone radically other.
Derrida, in a filmed interview with Stiegler, explains how the recog-
nition of this ghost is written into filmic representation:

This machine [the film camera] works like a kind of undertaker, record-
ing things and archiving moments about which we know a priori that, no
matter how soon after their recording we die, and even if we were to die
while recording, voila, this will be and will remain “live,” a simulacrum

of life.%®

It was a possibility that earlier haunted Paul Valéry, as he penned in
one of his cahiers circa 1927:
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Saw myself at the cinema (at Agathe’s wedding). An odd experience—
seeing oneself like a puppet.

An intensification of the mirror effect. Narcissus moves, walks, sees
himself from behind, sees himself as he never sees himself and could not
imagine himself. Becomes aware of a whole domain inextricably bound
up to himself, of a host of hidden connections, of the complete otherness
on which the Same is born along. Takes in the invisible self. One is driven
from oneself by such sight, change into another. Judges himself—would
like to make alterations—Unbearable person.*

As Dolar explains, these “forbidden angles” from which Valéry
sees himself are the hallmark of the objet petit a—that unattainable
object of desire, which in being missing holds together reality—
appearing in the image and threatening the destruction of the self:

Lacan uses the gaze as the best presentation of that missing object; in the
mirror, one can see one’s eyes, but not the gaze which is the part that is
lost. But imagine that one could see one’s mirror image close its eyes: that
would make the object as gaze appear in the mirror. This is what happens
with the double, and the anxiety that the double produces is the surest

sign of the appearance of the object.”

Rank notes in a similar vein two prevalent shadow superstitions: that
the double who catches sight of oneself must die within a year and
that the guardian spirit will join with the shadow at the point of the
person’s death.” Cinema carries with it always the latent possibility
of exposing in its mirror what Valéry refers to as this “unbearable
person.” Yet it hardly ever does this because the people onscreen—
the shadow doubles—rarely include oneself, meaning that within
the array of examples of the uncanny the recognition of one’s mor-
tality attaches to figures other than one’s own body.

Moreover, the “luminous impression” or “death mask” sculpted
in light that Bazin expresses does not simply appear in every movie
experience. Something else has to happen for this repressed pos-
sibility to recur. In Gorky’s description, the ghostly shadows he
witnesses issue forth from a breakdown of the already-there of
photography:

When the lights go out in the room in which Lumiére’s invention is
shown, there suddenly appears on the screen a large grey picture, “A
Street in Paris”—shadows of a bad engraving. As you gaze at it, you see
carriages, buildings, and people in various poses, all frozen into immobil-
ity. All this is in grey, and the sky above is also grey—you anticipate noth-

ing new in this all too familiar scene, for you have seen pictures of Paris
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streets more than once. But suddenly a strange flicker passes through the

screen and the picture stirs to life.”

The sudden astonishment at play in the presentational gimmick
of beginning the film with a still photograph has the unintended
effect of breaking down the integrity of the image. The transfor-
mation into movement ripples through the familiar world of still
photography, causing interruption and symbolic collapse. For
Gorky, the experience is tremendously unsettling. He gains some
relief only in remembering that it is all an illusion: “It is terrifying
to see, but it is the movement of shadows, only of shadows.”” But
what is noteworthy is that this falling back on the nature of the
illusion takes a definite form. It appears that what bears the weight
of Gorky’s reflection on the Cinématographe is the figure of the
shadow itself. It is a figure he returns to no less than seven times in
his short review.”

Settling on this figure, however, Gorky’s narrative disarms the
scene of its deepest implication, reassuring him that it is not ter-
rifying after all. Only briefly does the materiality of the medium
appear before the viewer explains it away in the mythology of the
shadow. This urge to safeguard oneself against the uncanny is so
powerful, as Freud explains, that it is apt to happen before any real-
ization that something uncanny has taken place. Freud gives an
example from a personal experience of the uncanny:

I'was sitting alone in my wagon-lit compartment when a more than usually
violent jolt of the train swung back the door of the adjoining washing-
cabinet, and an elderly gentleman in a dressing-gown and a traveling cap
came in. [ assumed that in leaving the washing cabinet, which lay between
the two compartments, he had taken the wrong direction and come into
my compartment by mistake. Jumping up with the intention of putting
him right, I at once realized to my dismay that the intruder was nothing
but my own reflection in the looking glass on the open door. I can still

recollect that I thoroughly disliked his appearance.”™

Freud’s description comes in response to a pair of examples offered
by Ernst Mach in The Analysis of Sensations (1885):

Once, when a young man, I noticed in the street the profile of a face that
was very displeasing and repulsive to me. I was not a little taken aback
when a moment afterwards I found that it was my own face which, in pass-
ing by a shop where mirrors were sold, I had perceived reflected from two
mirrors that were inclined at the proper angle to each other.

Not long ago, after a trying railway journey by night, when I was very
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tired, I got into an omnibus, just as another man appeared at the other
end. “What a shabby pedagogue that is, that has just entered,” thought I.
It was myself: opposite me hung a large mirror. The physiognomy of my

class, accordingly, was better known to me than my own.”

Like Gorky’s experience, the mirror episodes described by Mach
and Freud issue from the breakdown of an everyday situation usu-
ally experienced in the most habitual mode of perception. Mach’s
omnibus shakes. Freud’s wagon-lit compartment suffers a violent
jolt. Only then, and in the same way that Gorky’s familiar photo-
graphic image becomes uncanny in erupting into movement, do
Freud and Mach enter into the uncanny territory of misrecogni-
tion.” It is also not insignificant that all three events involve that
defining technology of modernity from which generations had
long shied away—the mechanical crank.

But what returns? In Freud’s account of the experience, the
moment of misrecognition happens as though it were an every-
day happening. Freud mistakes his reflection in the mirror for
an intruder. The uncanniness of the situation comes to him only
after this initial misrecognition. It comes to him, moreover, in the
same way the mirror reflects or doubles his appearance: it comes
to consciousness in the form of a repetition. We might venture a
hypothesis: What returns to Freud in his experience in the wagon-
lit compartment is the figure of reflection itself, the mirror—the
fact that, as we will see by way of a detour through Lacan, the ego
itself is nothing other than this “way” or “how” of repetition.

In a reading of Freud’s concept of the ego, Lacan proposes
“a materialist definition of the phenomenon of consciousness” on
such an example of mirror reflections.” What concerns Lacan in
this seminar, as Friedrich Kittler explains, is the nature of conscious-
ness as mediation, as a sort of transmission technology in relay with
the storage technology of memory.” This concern with the techni-
cal basis of consciousness makes sense in relation to Freud’s treat-
ment of the death instinct in Beyond the Pleasure Principle, where
the phenomenon of consciousness appears as an instance of the
inorganic within the organic and where he anticipates the division
of consciousness and memory as media functions in the discovery
that “becoming conscious and leaving behind a memory-trace are
processes incompatible with each other within one and the same
system.”®® At any rate, for Lacan, the image in the mirror is “a phe-
nomenon of consciousness as such”:

What is the image in the mirror? The rays that return on to the mir-

ror make us locate in an imaginary space an object which moreover is
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somewhere in reality. The real object isn’t the object that you see in the
mirror. So here there’s a phenomenon of consciousness as such. That at
any rate is what I would like you to accept, so I can tell you a little apo-

logue to aid your reflection.®!

The apologue Lacan proposes is one that shifts our perspective
from the most primordial of all technologies of repetition or dou-
bling—the mirror—to some of the most advanced storage and
transmission technologies of modernity, namely robotics and
cinema:

Suppose all men to have disappeared from the world. I say men on
account of the high value which you attribute to consciousness. That is
already enough to raise the question—What is left in the mirror? But
let us take it to the point of supposing that all living beings have disap-
peared. There are only waterfalls and springs left—lightning and thun-
der too. The image in the mirror, the image in the lake—do they exist?
Itis quite obvious that they still exist. For one very simple reason—at
the high point of civilization we have attained, which far surpasses our
illusions about consciousness, we have manufactured instruments which,
without in any way being audacious, we can imagine to be sufficiently
complicated to develop films themselves, put them away into little boxes,
and store them in the fridge. Despite all living beings having disap-
peared, the camera can nonetheless record the image of the mountain in

the lake, or that of the Café de Flore crumbling away in total solitude.™

Understanding consciousness as “no more anyone than the reflec-
tion of the mountain in the lake is,”®® as nothing other than the
“how” of a reflection, the surface or screen of something repeat-
ing, Lacan’s account provides an incisive explanation for Jentsch’s
reading of the uncanny as uncertainty about whether something is
living or nonliving. Such uncertainty about the living and the non-
living points back to the primary being-not-at-home of conscious-
ness in the sense that consciousness itself exists along a liminal zone
between the living and the nonliving. Beyond Freud’s recourse to
repressed infantile complexes and surmounted animistic beliefs,
Jentsch’s initial investigation taps into the primary technical phe-
nomenon of the uncanny, as a zone between the pleasure principle
and the death drive, between the organic and the inorganic.

At moments such as Gorky’s experience with the Lumiére
program, the realism of one medium, the photograph, which is
typically experienced in the casual reassurance of representation,
breaks down at the onset of an additional technical possibility—
moving photographs—showing forth ghostly shadows. It is a story
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that repeats throughout the history of cinema, occurring also at the
coming of sound. In his detailed study of the uncanny in the early
sound period, both as it arose initially in general variety shows and
later in the horror genre that remobilized these uncanny effects,
Spadoni provides a panoply of journalistic accounts of the unset-
tling, ghostly character of the early talkies. Concentrating on “the
screen’s restored visibility” as an example of the medium’s resur-
facing materiality, however, his account leaves the figure of the
shadow largely unexplored despite acknowledging its widespread
adoption in the phrase “talking shadows.”® Following good com-
pany, Spadoni, like Freud, returns to the human body: “At the dawn
of the sound era, the both immediate and ingrained centrality of
the human figure within the viewing experience guaranteed that
the foremost manifestation in the freshly resurrected ghost world
of the cinema would be an uncanny body.”® Interspersed through-
out his examples of the uncanny body, however, are accounts that
affirm the shadow as that particular figure at the ghostly core
of cinema. As Mordaunt Hall writes in a review of the opening
Vitaphone show in New York in 1926, so lifelike was the voice of
Giovanni Martinelli that it emptied the screen of all vitality, leaving
only shadows: “The singer’s tones appeared to echo in the body of
the theatre as they tore from a shadow on the screen.”®® Similarly,
a review in The Nation attributes the novelty of sound to “the irre-
pressible technician” who had “at last succeeded in teaching shad-
ows to talk.” Most peculiar was that the shadow was reemerging
just at the moment it was being abandoned as an aesthetic device.
As Franklin notes, by the end of the 1920s, expressionistic shadows
had become a cliché, and many of the German directors who had
used them, now in Hollywood, were using naturalistic lighting.®®
The shadows thus shared a path with the impulse toward greater
realism, as Eileen Creelman noted in 1926: “So remarkable is this
synchronizing machine it seemed incredible the figures on the
screen were only shadows.”®

After only a couple of years of habituation, however, the
effect seems to have dissipated, the unsettling experience occur-
ring instead in response to the now outmoded medium of silent
cinema: “No matter how effective your silent sequences might
have been, they were still shadows, legends, phantoms. Once they
become vocal, however, they become people; they come right off
the screen into the laps of the audiences—whatever their effect was
while mute, it trebles, and trebles again, in voice.” Thenceforth
the older medium carried the weight of the uncanny so that the
newer medium’s wager with mortality would go unnoticed. Indeed,
so powerful is the drive to explain away and integrate the ghostly
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past into everyday experience that the shadow itself becomes
enfolded, as evidenced by Virginia Woolf’s experience at the
screening of Dr. Caligari. Like Freud and Mach, who both narrativ-
ize their encounters with their mirror reflections and thus explain
away their unsettling experiences, Woolf momentarily submerges
the uncanny shadow of the film’s breaking down into the reassur-
ing flow of narrative. Like the mirror, which folds into everyday
involvement, and the mechanism, which recedes into the conceal-
ment of the machine system, the shadow recedes into the systems
of realism and narrative. The “mechanisms are not seen,” and the
projector lamp, a heritage of Edison’s electrification, continues its
life among the shadows.

A Return to Edison’s Light Bulb

Edison himself returned to the light bulb later in life through his
own sort of Freudian detour. In 1929, Westinghouse and General
Electric commissioned Edward Bernays to handle the public rela-
tions for a series of events in commemoration of the fiftieth anni-
versary of Edison’s perfection of incandescent lighting. Bernays
viewed his work on the celebration, to be called Light’s Golden
Jubilee, as an opportunity to prove, against mounting charges of
the sensationalism of public relations, that his use of psychoana-
lytic insights in advertising could have a positive social impact.
Bernays had an intimate relationship with Freudian psychoanaly-
sis, the theoretical side of which shows up in his 1928 book Pro-
paganda.’ More intimate still was that Bernays was in a way born
into psychoanalysis, being the son of Anna Freud, Sigmund Freud’s
sister. Bernays’s correspondence with his uncle details the impor-
tant role he played in popularizing Freud’s writings in the English-
speaking world and particularly in the United States, as he oversaw
the translation and distribution of royalties for Freud’s works at a
critical juncture when Freud was facing possible financial ruin in
Vienna. Amid other correspondences keeping Freud apace of the
“widespread interest” in his “lay analysis”® and alongside general
discussions of family matters, Bernays periodically updated Freud
about the status of his royalties, as in a letter from May 1929 con-
cerning the royalties for A General Introduction to Psychoanalysis.”®
May 1929 was an especially busy month for Bernays in that
it marked the beginning of the publicity campaign and slate of
events culminating in the anniversary gala on October 21. Among
the early events to raise awareness about the celebration and raise
the light bulb back to visibility was a luncheon with entertainment
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executives in New York on May 29. The list of RSVPs represents a
veritable pantheon of the founders of Hollywood’s mature monop-
oly: Albert Warner of Warner Bros., S. L. Rothafel of the Roxy The-
ater, J. I. Schnitzer of RKO, Will Hayes of the MPPDA, Herman
Starr of First National Pictures, Terry Ramsaye of Pathé Exchange,
R. H. Cochrane of Universal Pictures, Adolf Zukor of Paramount
Pictures, Sam Katz of Publix Theaters, and E. E. Bucher of RCA
Photophone.”* Perhaps these film moguls were too caught up in
other business, or perhaps they simply failed to recognize the debt
their industry owed to electric lighting—either way, most of them
respectfully declined.

At the larger celebration in October, George Eastman held
no reservations about the foundational significance of the light
bulb in the process of film manufacture. “I do not believe that any
one can estimate the full significance of the fiftieth anniversary of
Mr. Edison’s incandescent lamp,” he asserted. “In my business the
electric light has been used since 1882 when the Edison Company
installed one of its first plants in our laboratory in Rochester. This
system of lighting was used when film photography was invented
and perfected two years later. During the past half century the elec-
tric light has contributed to the creation of more new products and
manufacturing processes than any other single utility.”?

Eastman’s accolades reawakened in onlookers the sort of atten-
tiveness that accompanied the light bulb at its birth, when experi-
mental set-ups required constant vigilance. Testing the filament in
those days back in the late 1870s required technicians to check
on the bulb constantly to be sure it was still lit, such that success
was measured by the nonarrival of an event, by the filament not
burning up. The organizers of Light’s Golden Jubilee went to great
lengths to ensure that the light bulb acceded to the heights of visi-
bility it attained fifty years prior. In the lead-up to the event, workers
restored Edison’s Menlo Park facility in Henry Ford’s Greenfield
Village, with many of the buildings reassembled and housed with
original equipment, a meticulously planned display of the origi-
nal setting, now removed from its source, a simulacrum. Included
among the restored items was an exact replica of the first lamp.

A film titled Light’s Golden Anniversary (1929) documented the
events as they unfolded. Being made in the transitional years of
the coming of sound, the film was silent with informational inter-
titles. At a time when reviewers continued alternately to declaim
and marvel at the “talking shadows” increasingly taking over film
exhibition, the choice of silent film may have prevented against
such eruptions of light and shadow as experienced by contem-
porary filmgoers, giving the production a quaint, old-fashioned
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impression against the everyday specters the characters walked
among. The “light and light and light” that H.D. expressed—not
insignificantly in the same month of May 1929—was, even along-
side the replica light bulbs and luminaries, nowhere to be seen.
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