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For more than a century, photography and film have been transmitting and disseminating the 
visible aspects of events, thus forming a visual record of the late 19th and the 20th Century. The 
impact of the photographic media upon the production of the past is so pervasive that they even 
serve to regulate, at least in popular reception, what is part of history and not, according to the 
simple logic that if it isn’t photographed or filmed, it didn’t happen. This doesn’t only apply to 
historical events recorded by the media ‘first-hand’, so to say, but also to events taking place 
before the invention of photographic media. These need to be reconstructed by photography, or 
as it is more common, by films, in order to enter a modern sphere of historical representation. 
The status of film and photography as historical records does not depend on any distinctions 
between fiction and actuality, fact or documentary, as the past is produced in all these modes of 
address. It could even be argued, on a phenomenological level, that individual and social 
memories are, to a considerable extent, informed by events mediated by technical media, and that 
even our so-called first-hand experience is subject to the modes of representation constituted by 
film and photography.  

There are many ways of approaching the interrelations between photography, film, 
and the writing of history. The constructions and the reconstructions of the past through 
cinematic representations are not the subject for this article. Neither is the writing of film history, 
as it has appeared in different forms and methodologies for already almost a century. The 
representations of the past, as well as the production of a history of cinema, are rather symptoms 
and consequences of a more basic question: How photography and cinema have informed a world 
view of the past and the present, and produced shifts in the writing of history as well as in 
historical consciousness at different times. To what extent are written histories shaped and 
overdetermined by the existence of photographic and cinematic technologies, and can these 
media produce historical articulations themselves (beyond their obvious representational 
dimensions)? And, if so, what are the consequences for the concept of history? Can these 
technical media even be understood as agents in an archaeology of the writing of history?  

If the still and moving photographic image has transformed the concept of history, 
historical consciousness, or even historiography itself, we need to ask in what way it did so.1 
What is the relationship between the photographic still in its many diverse forms (from early 
daguerrotypes to the snapshot and sequential photography) and the moving image? Furthermore, 
there is a distinction to be made between the moving image in the single shot films of the first 
years of cinema, and the establishment of editing a few years later. Could the forms of montage 
suscitated by technological shifts – from the advent of sound, colour, and furthermore TV and 
analog video up to today’s digital media – be said to represent ruptures in the history of 
historiography, in moving images as well as in writing? If one keeps with the thesis that 
technological shifts inform our sense of history, one must ask what are the effects of the end of 
photo-chemical inscription and the advent of digital transcription of visual events. 

An obvious way in which photography and cinema shape and inform the writing of 
history is to be found in their shifting role in the archive. If film and photography become part of 

                                                
1 It would require a lengthy study to argue such a relationship between the modern concept of history, historiography 
and photographic technologies. The scholar who has most convincingly developed these connections is Siegfried 
Kracauer, who does so in a number of texts, but most consistently in his last, unfinished work: Siegfried Kracauer, 
History; The Last Things Before The Last, Markus Wiener, Princeton, NJ 1995 [1969]. 



the archive at a certain time, and in this process transform the archive at every level (in 
inscription, storage, access, indexing, metadata, etc.), they also transform the historian’s use of 
and reliance on the archive. The technical media do so predominantly by posing the problem of 
configurations between media. How can the image be a document for the writing of history? How 
can there be a correct description of an image, and moreover, an image in movement? Movement 
always eludes verbal description or quotation, as description aims to nail down a meaning of an 
image and an event, and the film image becomes an unattainable ‘text’.2 This disturbing 
transpositioning of media in the documents of an event in the age of photo-chemical inscription 
not only transforms the role of the archive, but also the production of history. This is why the 
image archive becomes a Counter-Archive, to follow Paula Amad’s analysis of the consequences 
of multimedia archives for the writing of history, and why the established historical production is 
severely disturbed by the introduction of film and photography in the archive.3  

Photography entertains a complex, even paradoxical relationship with history. On 
the one hand, it contributes to the shaping of a modern concept of history and historiography, 
while on the other, it disturbs the production of the historical narrative. The historian in the text-
based archive had access to sources that may be contradictory, but they were still produced in the 
same medium as the historian would use for historical explanations. With the photograph and 
film archive, the images tell more than the proverbial thousand words. And furthermore, what it 
tells is often contradictory. Which aspect of the image is relevant for the ongoing investigation? 
Where shall we look in the image, and how shall we contextualize what we see? How do 
photographic images relate to written and aural documents in the archive? These and lots of 
related questions made the photographic media bothersome objects for historical articulations. 
When the French cameraman Boleslas Matuszewski promoted the film image as a new source of 
history in 1898, he didn’t envision the challenges posed by media transitions in the writing of 
history. Rather than as a historical document, he saw film as a way to “relive the past”, which is 
an understanding of the past very different from that of historiography: “This simple ribbon of 
imprinted celluloid constitutes not only a historic document, but a piece of history, a history that 
has not vanished and need no genie to resuscitate it.”4 Instead of a document for writing history, 
the moving image is a piece of history that can still be animated, and for this reason will not 
forever be assigned to archival immobilization. 

The disturbance presented to the system of history by film and photography should 
bring us to ask not only what is specific for the history of these technologies, but also how they 
affect the concept of history itself. With a historization of the modern concept of history from a 
technological perspective, it would be possible to ask how technological shifts inform the concept 
and the writing of history and how one understands the past. This is not to say that technology is 
the only motor for shifting concepts of history. There are of course social technologies that 
intersect with and influence technical media – they do not appear in a void. Technical media, 
however, constitute a level of access for the analysis of different modes of writing history. To 
ascribe a ‘modern’ concept of history solely to the emergence of photography would be 
reductive, since there are social and economic factors behind the inception of photographic 
                                                
2 Raymond Bellour, “Le texte introuvable”, in Ça cinéma 7-8, 1975. In English: “The Unattainable Text”, in 
Constance Penley (ed.), The Analysis of Film, Indiana University Press, Bloomington & Indianapolis 2001, pp. 21-
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technology. Photography emerges at a given time for several reasons, as for instance because of 
the social role of the ordinary individual, the anonymous person, who treads into light around this 
period. The capitalist machinery, on which photography relies but which it also reinforces, forms 
a larger network for the reconfigurations of time and space, which accommodates photography at 
this time. In aesthetical terms, many have pointed out how this indiscriminate objectivity of an 
everyday world first appears within literature or painting.5 But at the same time, photography is 
the factor that furnishes modern history writing with its ‘model’. 

In order to escape a historiographical model of beginnings and causality, the 
photographic must be understood as a dispositive. The dispositive is irreducible to the 
assemblages of the machines alone, to the discursive practices alone, or to the dominant modes of 
social life of a period. “A dispositive is, first and foremost, a machine of subjectivization, and 
consequently a machine of government,” Giorgio Agamben claims.6 A technology of the 
disciplinary age, as analyzed by Foucault, photography is part of a network instigating a mode of 
subjectivity based on submission, on being subject to given institutions and authorities, among 
which ‘History’ is a primary governmental one. In Foucault’s own very general definition of a 
dispositive: “the strategies of power relations supporting – and supported by – forms of 
knowledge.”7 History is arguably a most powerful form of knowledge, and the indexicality of the 
photographic informs and secures the concepts of objectivity and pastness that supports the 
authority of history. 

Siegfried Kracauer identifies in his last, unfinished book, History a coincidence 
between the formation of the modern concept of history, as it appears around the mid-19th 
Century, and the emergence of photographic technology. He finds in the famous statement by 
Leopold von Ranke from 1824, where the author aims to show “how things actually were” (wie 
es eigentlich gewesen), a harbinger of this realist approach of modern historiography.8 Siegfried 
Kracauer he points out that the Brockhaus Lexicon makes a connection between photography and 
historiography as early as in 1840. Kracauer goes on to quote many examples of a photographic 
discourse on history, either to corroborate its faithfulness, or on the contrary, to distinguish the 
reasoning of the historian from the superficial snapshot of photography. Kracauer is correct to 
point out that “such references to the photographic medium would be entirely uncalled for were 
not the historians making them alert to the possibility that history and photography have 
something to do with each other after all.”9  

Kracauer finds in Heine’s Lutezia of 1854 explicit references to photography, as the 
author compares his reports to “a daguerrotypic history book in which each day entered its own 
picture,” and that the assembling of these pictures creates an authentic faithfulness to life.10 
Kracauer’s quote shows not only that the discourse on historiography of the mid-19th Century is 
informed by the new medium of photography, but also that the assembling of photos as an 
epistemological form of montage is part of this discourse from a very early stage. Kracauer 
approaches the intersections and interdependencies between film and photography, and history 
from a much more complicated set of concepts than just pastness and objectivity of the 

                                                
5 Jacques Rancière, La partage du sensible; esthétique et politique, La Fabrique, Paris 2000, pp. 46-48. 
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photographic apparatus. He addresses scales, perspectives, framing and most of all, movement. 
These shifting perspectives and positions of the camera stand as a model for the 
interdependencies between a macro- and micro-level of history, the bird’s view and the fly’s. The 
modern concept of history depends on montage. This montage is, moreover, infused with a 
photographic terminology, as for instance in the flash that illuminates Kracauer’s project 
described on the very first page of the book: “I realized in a flash the many existing parallels 
between history and the photographic media, historical reality and camera-reality.”11 
  
Archaeography 
 
Not only do technological ruptures instigate ‘periods’ and ages in the writing of history, 
according to Kracauer, but history becomes itself subject to periodization based on technology: 
the history of History follows technologically informed shifts in representation, so the modern 
concept of history is itself emerging within a specific social and economic context of 
technological invention. If the modern concept of history was, in part at least, informed by the 
photographic technology, how do the digital technologies produce a sense of the past? One 
possible place to start this inquiry is in the automated pattern recognition techniques developed in 
recent software. The video compression techniques making image files economical to store and 
to transmit also decompose the image into sections. This allows the software to recognize where 
there are significant changes in the image, and to update that section of the image while 
retransmitting the sections in the previous image where no changes have taken place. The MPEG 
compression techniques update only certain sections of the image where significant changes 
beyond a defined threshold have occured. This conflated movement of digital video opens up 
new means of image analysis that have their own historiographic properties. 

These techniques have been developed for the recognition of a set of iconic patterns 
when it is compared to those in stored in a database. This allows for unexpected juxtapositions 
and matches between images. This technique may serve an excavation of relations between 
images from disparate epochs, places and fields of interest. This technique is of course already 
put to use for policing ends. It has been optimated for biometrical purposes, as facial recognition 
techniques used in airports and other places of surveillance to trigger a response when there is a 
match with a face in a pre-established database of wanted persons. While this recognition 
technique works best with still images, as it has to freeze the image of a face to compare it with 
the still images in a database, there are also recognition techniques based on movement. The gait 
analysis is one example, where a certain way of walking can be compared with a set of stored 
‘walks’ in a database. There are still lots of shortcomings in this technique, as trajectories, pace, 
speed, colours and foreground-background factors all complicate the recognition matches. But it 
would be naïve to think that these shortcomings wouldn’t be amended in the future and the 
technique optimated for more effective surveillance services. This will notably be implemented 
through combinations between recognition techniques for the still and the moving, where the 
search for a face can be combined with a given gait in the database. 

What has this technique got to do with history and historiography? With the current 
ubiquity of digital images, where almost every work process, transaction and consumption takes 
place through the image, the access to the past often proceeds through an analysis of images. 
With an all-pervasive process of digitization of analogue images, the past as it is stored and 
constituted in images becomes accessible for software operations. The software industries 
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recognize the financial and social power aspects of this shift in the access to the image. Bill 
Gates’ Corbis corporation has acquired the legal rights to over a hundred million still images and 
close to a million video clips to ensure that they can be accessed only through their database. 
Google has developed similar databases to secure that their search engine retains its Internet 
monopoly. Every posting on Facebook, including the images, becomes the property of the 
corporation. This development entails a real transformation in archival techniques, and with it a 
shift of power over the past from the traditional archival access, which was often administered by 
the nation state, to the corporate database. 

IBM’s patented QBIC (Query by Image Content) software is a pattern recognition 
engine that can excavate iconic analogies between images, and in this process perform an 
archaeological montage of images that noone thought of comparing before. This implies a search 
in a database that is not based on linguistic metadata, as the name of a person or a place, an event 
or a year. Instead, the retrieval of images proceeds through iconic criteria. The historian’s work in 
the archive has for a long time had to engage with pictures, but they could still be accessed 
according to the established linguistic criteria of categories, names, places and dates. With the 
automated recognition techniques, images are searched and retrieved through other images. This 
contributes to a shift in the historian’s craft from a linguistically based access to the past to a 
procedure where the image is also a historiographic medium. 

These techniques have been adopted for the writing of film history. One tool for 
image analysis and database visualization is the Cinemetrix software.12 It allows for the 
calculation and comparison of shot length and scale within a film as well as between films. The 
average shot length (ASL) analysis developed by the Cinemetrix software is not yet 
historiography. If the ASL of Intolerance from 1916 is 5,9 sec., this is only a fact of the past, and 
not a historical fact. In order for it to turn into history, it needs to be related to other facts and 
theories. For instance, if this ASL is shorter than the average in the 1910s or the 1930s, it may be 
explained by economic factors, as by the huge budget of the film compared to the average film 
production of the 1910s, or by technical ones, like the impact the coming of sound had on editing 
in the early 1930s. As a tool for writing film history, there is little new in this except for a means 
for quantification of data to make these kinds of historical articulations more precise. A 
considerable work in this field has already been undertaken manually by film historians as Tom 
Gunning, Barry Salt, David Bordwell and Kristin Thompson.  
 The software opens, however, new possibilities of film style studies when it is 
developped and applied not only to editing structure, but also to the use of colour, speech and 
motion. When it calculates the degree of motion within the shot, colour saturation and sound 
intensities, it ventures into domains that haven’t been accessible for human observation earlier. 
The motion detection depends on the change in the blocks of pixels already calculated in the 
MPEG video compression standards, and entails a comparison between the frames in succession. 
Taken together, these factors allow for establishing general characterics of a film, and its separate 
sequences, that can be visualized as a map, or as an innovative film student has named it, 
‘fingerprints’, of a film.13 Through this technique of visualization, comparisons are made between 
                                                
12 http://www.cinemetrics.lv/. For an applied study using this software, see Yuri Tsivian, ”Intolerance Study”, where 
Griffith’s film’s four intertwined story lines are analysed and compared regarding average shot length (ASL). 
http://www.cinemetrics.lv/tsivian.php. Last visit 21. Sept. 2014. 
13 See Frederic Brodbeck's bachelor graduation project at the Royal Academy of Arts (KABK), Den Haag: 
http://cinemetrics.fredericbrodbeck.de/ Last visit 21. Sept. 2014. The evocative concept of the visualization of a film 
as a fingerprint implies that this is a unique characteristic of every film, which in turn makes it (an) individual, and 
foregrounds the forensical and indexical properties at work in the technique of analysis. 



films that go far beyond the tables, charts and diagrams deployed already by Dziga Vertov and 
others in the 1920s and more recently by film scholars as Vlada Petric, Barry Salt and Yuri 
Tsivian.14 Instead, the visualization creates a synchronic mapping of these properties of different 
films and allows for juxtapositions as a means of comparison. 
 Many of the same properties are present in the software developped under the 
heading of Cultural Analytics.15 As a technique for the analysis and visualization of ‘big data’ in 
the field of art history, computer games and graphic design, it is not primarily developped for 
film studies. As software is always subject to (re-)programming, it has been used for the 
excavation and statistical calculation of such features as light intensities and the amount of angles 
and edges in the picture. The software of both Cinemetrix and Cultural Analytics works on two 
different levels that entail interesting consequences both for film historiography and for historical 
articulations in general. The technique of analysis excavates properties of a film that go beyond 
human ocular or aural analysis, and even human observation altogether. The software attains a 
level of analysis that excavates in a film properties that human historians cannot see or hear. The 
algorithmic historian can detect analogies and connections between films through pattern 
recognition in databases. Applied to ‘big data’, entirely new criteria of comparison as well as 
matches between shots, sequences and films may result from this analysis. Besides analysis, this 
is also a software for visualization. On this level, Cinemetrix and Cultural Analytics allow for the 
juxtaposition of maps, or fingerprints, of films that convey editing patterns, sound intensities, 
degrees of movement and colour saturation, together with other properties, in one synchronic, yet 
moving, representation. On both the levels of analysis and visualization do we find techniques of 
retrieval and comparison that are embedded in the software rather than in the human historian’s 
means of observation and interpretation. 

The key issue here is not if this changes film historiography, but if it changes 
historiography in large: ’Almost everything’ exists as digital image files these days. With the past 
digitized, it can be accessed within a certain mode of comparison. This way, algorithms change 
historiography itself, as they encourage historical juxtapositions across established categories like 
epochs, areas and genres. If film and photography inform the modern historical consciousness, to 
follow Kracauer, the way they are recognized, retrieved and juxtaposed changes with this 
software. Applied in a different context than film history, however, automatic pattern recognition 
and the software developped by Cinemetrix and Cultural Analytics begins to regulate the 
approach to the past altogether, as it starts to make connections and juxtapositions, which used to 
be the domain of historians. This epistemological, if not cinematic, montage proceeds initially 
through automated analyses of images, even in the cases where the analogies established are 
circumscribed and embedded in traditional, written historical articulations. It marks a decisive 
rupture in historiography through the agent of observation. Where the film (style) historian had 
made his observations through screenings or at the editing table, Cultural Analytics introduces 
non-anthropological observation as a historiographical production. Historiography traditionally 
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lies with the human agent, to the extent that there is such a thing isolated from the writing tools 
we employ. Cultural analytics and Cinemetrix instead deploy the algorithms to make the 
observations – and consequently they diverge from what humans see in films. 

The German media scholar Wolfgang Ernst speaks of a media archaeography when 
machines themselves start to perform articulations of the past through juxtapositions and 
montage.16 His example is the excavation of sound inscriptions in early sound recordings through 
computerized optical readings, i.e. techniques able to reconstruct the sound inscribed in these 
analogue media. As we have seen, very similar processes are at hand for visual excavations. This 
leads one to speculate if the shift from the modern historiography informed by the photographic 
technology is giving way to an archaeographic approach to the past. The latter approach is not 
aimed at the production of linear historical narratives of modern historiographies, but instead at 
articulations about the past produced by the technological dispositives themselves. This shift calls 
for an archaeology of technical media as means for shaping historiographic concepts. 

Historiography may still lie with the human agent and be articulated in the linear 
mode of writing. To be turned into historiography, the algorithmic analyses and visualizations of 
Cultural Analytics and Cinemetrix may need to be articulated in linear writing. With algorithmic 
techniques, we are rather in the domain of archaeology or archaeography as the principle of 
knowledge production of  the past. However, the comparative aspect lies with the algorithms 
rather than the human observer. The algorithmic production of the past only comes at the price of 
a transformed concept of history. This transformation is not new as such, as it was also the case 
with the transformation of the concept of history exerted by photography, according to Kracauer. 
But these two ruptures are not of the same kind. Algorithms start to produce historiography 
themselves, as they are no longer just an auxiliary for visualizing the historian’s findings. This 
calls for an analysis and critical interrogation of the software, the same way as the historian 
examines the concepts used for writing history. A technological history of historiography should 
also entail a critical assessment of its tools – the algorithms producing the past today.  
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