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https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.01
Editorial introduction

Premiering a Mediaopera. On-Site. Online.
Cheryce von Xylander (<)

Leuphana Universitdt Liineburg, Universititsallee 1, D-21335 Liineburg, Germany
cheryce.von xylander@leuphana.de

Abstract

Mediaopera is a relatively new genre, which invites questions as to its distinguishing features and
contemporary relevance. How does mediaopera differ from related forms such as traditional opera, opera
in video recording, film, and media art? On the occasion of the world premiere of Pink Mouse on March
21%, 2024, which took place at the Leuphana University Liineburg in Lower Saxony, an international panel
of philosophers, cultural theorists and artists approached Pink Mouse — musical-graphical translation (2021)
by Tatar-Russian composer Iraida Yusupova of Victor Erofeev’s prose poem (2017) of that name — as both
singular live event and epistemic object, worthy of scholarly attention. The discussion revolved around the
core contradiction of the ritualized gathering that had been convened: What could be learned from
premiering a mediaopera, made to be accessible online, in a real-world setting, and with in-person
attendance? The papers collected in this volume offer varying answers to this question. While reflecting on
the performative contradiction in terms more or less oblique, they prove the exercise to have been
intellectually stimulating. Pink Mouse has had subsequent public screenings at festivals in Florence,
Hemnitz and Vienna. Could it be that mediaoperas are finally best consumed offline and in company?

Keywords: Mediaopera; Pink Mouse; Iraida Yusupova; Visual and musical systems of
signs

Citation: von Xylander, C. (2025). Premiering a Mediaopera. On-Site. Online. Technology and Language,
6(1), 1-9. https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.01
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PGI[aKTopCKaH 3aMCTKa

IIpembepa mequaonepsl. Ha mecte. OHJ1aiH.
Yepuc ¢on Keaitmanaep (<)

VYuusepcuret JIélidana, Yuusepcur-amuiee 1, D-21335 Jlrone0Oypr, ['epmanust
cheryce.von xylander@leuphana.de

AHHOTaNus

Menunaonepa — OTHOCUTENIFHO HOBBIH jKaHp, KOTOPBIA CTaBUT BOIIPOCH! O €T0 OTIMYHUTENBHBIX UYepTax U
COBpPEMEHHOW axTyailbHOCTH. UeM Meauaonepa OTJIMYAETCS OT POJCTBEHHBIX (OPM, TaKuUX Kak
KJIaccu4eckas oIepa, onepa B BHICO3aIUCH, KHHO U MennaucKyccTBo? Ilo ciydaro MUpOBON MpEMbEPBI
“Po3oBoit M 21 mapra 2024 roma, KoTopas coctosuiack B YHuBepcurete Jletipana B JltoHeOypre B
Hwxneit CakcoHun, MeXIyHapomHas Tpymnma ¢(miocodoB, TEOPETHKOB KyJNbTYPHl M XYJOXKHHKOB
obparmnack K “Po30B0oii MBIIN” — My3BIKaTbHO-TpadumaeckoMy mepeBoay (2021) pycckoro KoMIo3uropa
Wpaugsr FOcynoBoit omHOMMeHHOM TI0AMBI B Tipo3e Bukropa Epodeena (2017) — xak kK yHHKaIbHOMY
JKHUBOMY COOBITHIO M 3IHCTEMHYECKOMY OOBEKTY, NOCTOHMHOMY HaydHOro BHHMaHHA. OOcykaeHHe
BpAIl[aJIoCh BOKPYT' OCHOBHOT'O NPOTUBOPEUNS PUTYAIU3UPOBAHHOIO COOpaHUs, KOTOpOe OBLIO CO3BaHO:
4eMy MOJKHO HAay4YUThCSl U3 MPEMbEPbl MEIHAOIEphl, JOCTYITHOW OHJIaliH, B peajbHOW OOCTaHOBKE U C
Iu4HBIM npucyTcTBUeM? CTaThH, COOpaHHBIE B 3TOM TOME, IPEIUIaraloT pa3Hble OTBETHI Ha 3TOT BOIPOC.
Pasmpiiuisis 0 nepopMaTHBHOM HPOTHUBOPEYHMH B TEpPMHHAX Ooyiee MM MEHee KOCBEHHBIX, OHH
JIOKa3BIBAIOT, YTO YIpPaXHEHHE OBUIO MHTEIUIEKTYaJbHO CTHUMynupyiomuMm. “Po3oBas Mbibp”
BIIOCJIE/ICTBHH ObliIa MMOKa3aHa Ha MyOJMYHbIX (ecTrBaisx Bo OnopeHunu, Xemuuie u Bene. Moxer iu
OBITH TaK, YTO MEANAOIIEPHI, B KOHEYHOM HTOT€, JIydIlle BCETO BOCIPUHUMATh O(UIaiiH M B KOMITaHUH?

Kurouesnble ciioBa: Menunaonepa; “Po3zoBas Meib”; Upanna FOcynosa; BusyansHeie u
MY3bIKaJIbHBIE CHCTEMBI 3HAKOB

Has uuruposanus: von Xylander, C. Premiering a Mediaopera. On-Site. Online // Technology and
Language. 2025. Ne 6(1). 1-9. https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.06

© ¢ou Kcaitnannep, Y. This work is licensed under a Creative Commons

NG Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International License
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What is >mediaopera< and why does one study it? Friedrich Schiller famously posed
this question with respect to »universal history« in late 18th century Germany.* And the
historiographical problem he names is as valid as ever: Why do new cultural phenomena
arise when they do and what makes them worthy of scholarly attention? In lieu of taking
the latest academic preoccupation for granted, it is worth considering where our research
attention goes and why. Were Schiller alive today, he might have answered the question
by writing such a piece himself — say »The Digital Robbers,«? a study of social injustice
explored through the tale of two tech-bros with rivalrous views on personal >freedoms,«
state regulation, toxic masculinity, and anarchic disruption. For the social upheavals
taking place in late 18th century Europe are not entirely dissimilar to the disruptions that
attend the digital transformation currently underway. The relatively new genre
mediaopera has emerged as an extension of the networked connectivity in which
communication now takes place. In this volume we explore the mediaopera phenomenon
on the example of Pink Mouse, Tatar-Russian composer Iraida Yusupova’s 2021 musical-
graphical translation of Victor Erofeev’s prose poem of that name (see fig. 1). There is
no reason to assume that the mediaopera’s power of suasion should have less traction on
future humanity than did the emergence of a German »national« theater, as propagated by
Schiller, and other 18" century >literati,< on the stage and in theoretical tracts.

P> Pl N) 22640/2:3324

Figure 1. Still from the Pink Mouse mediaopera used with permission by the
composer. © Iraida Yusupova (Yusupova, 2021).

The novel Pink Mouse presents a Russian-inflected wonderland situated at the
bottom of the sea where all manner of institutions — national, familial, literary — shapeshift
in the ebb and flow of utopian aspirations as conjured up in the mind of an orphaned

! Schiller, F. (1789). Was heiBt und zu welchem Ende studiert man Universalgeschichte? (Inaugural lecture,
Jena University, 26.5.1789).
https://de.wikisource.org/wiki/Was_heift_und_zu_welchem_Ende_studiert man_ Universalgeschichte%3F

2 Schiller, F. (1782). Die Réiuber (The Robbers), premiered in Mannheim in 1782. The play exists in several
English translations and is referenced in Dostoevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov as well as Turgenev’s First
Love.
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young girl with a famous surname: Mendeleyeva. As if born of a symbolist table of
period(ic)-social-world elements, she summons an unending stream of chemico-poetic
reactions from a cast of allegorical characters, akin to what her namesake did for
particulate matter (Gordin, 2019). The chimerical antics of these figures hold our attention
in a lighted-hearted spirit while also evincing the political intrigue and complexity of
today’s »preterhuman< moment of digital distortion. Preterhuman has fallen out of use —
| propose to re-coin the term to signal a third position in the debate of transhumanism
versus posthumanism, one that insists on the ineradicable historicity of human self-
invention and takes dynamic conceptions of humanity to be rooted in constitutive social
practice, always. Erofeev’s novel, especially the elusive figure of Pink Mouse itself,
arguably portrays the inner child of an unhinged Weltgeist facing adult dilemmas, beyond
its maturity, with carefree abandon. Yusupova channels Erofeev’s child-centric
hallucinations in a surrealist score of image and sound that won the Zverev Art Prize of
2021.2 Due to pandemic lockdowns, however, and other disruptive events, the piece had
not yet been premiered when Erofeev came to the Leuphana University Liineburg as guest
professor in 2022,

The Leuphana University Liineburg, with whose generous support the libretto was
translated into English, took the opportunity to host the world premiere of Pink Mouse.
For the occasion, we assembled an international panel of expert commentators from
Russia, Germany, Austria, England and North America, including Victor Erofeev, to
reflect on the piece.* Iraida Yusupova participated via Zoom. The workshop guests were
invited to comment on: what characterizes the mediaopera in general; what distinguishes
it from traditional opera delivered online; and how it differs from other types of musical
theater (Tambling, 1997)? We also explored the distinctive imaginary of Pink Mouse and
compared notes on the net effect of its narrative and aesthetic composition in picture and
sound. Panel members were struck by the multitude and variety of national cultural icons
that appear in the tale, including Alice in Wonderland (England), The Divine Comedy
(Italy), US-cartoons and celebrities, and the German >Hausmusik«-tradition, and Russian
Conceptualism, to name but the most prominent. After having attended the screening of
the piece together, in person, the essays presented in this volume materialized in vastly
differing cultural environs and circumstances. The resulting commentaries, assembled in
this issue of Technology and Language, attest to the impression made by the piece in a
group-dynamic reception running counter to the mediaopera’s anticipated, Small-screen
airing. The responses by this informal »focus group< have a philosophical bent. They
appear alongside more personal statements by author Erofeev and composer Yusupova.
A key insight to come out of the process of shared witnessing was precisely that an over
abundance of construal secures the piece’s lucidity. Hence, we did not seek to unify

3 Her submission of Pink Mouse was one of 50 projects selected from 2000 submission and featured at the
Exhibition  of  Nominees for the Anatoly  Zverev  Prize  (19.10. —  28.11.2021).
https://winzavod.ru/eng/calendar/special/vystavka-nominantov-premii-anatoliya-zvereva-/

4 The panellists included: Victor Erofeev, Steve Fuller, Evgeniya Lianskaya-Lininger, Bill Mival, Alfred
Nordmann, Anthony Sellors, Cheryce von Xylander, Iraida Yusupova. All of them left their mark on these
papers, though not everyone chose to submit a paper. Tatiana Bernyukevich later joined the list of
contributors; other authors are working on contributions to come.
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interpretative perspectives or impose an editorial direction. Yusupova conjured up a
realization of Pink Mouse quite distinct from the poet’s — as computer-savvy spectators
will make their own inferences of imagined operatic commonality based on their
respective (dis)assembling of the piece.

Mediaopera represents a new and distinct genre; it is both opera and media art, not
fully instantiating either of these established genres. Mediaopera relates to opera already
in name. The word »opus« refers to a technically or artfully produced work; the plural
form >opera« refers to an art-form that draws together many artists and technicians -
musicians, singers, dancers, architects and builders of the space, costume and light
designers, and then writer(s) and composer(s), conductor(s) and stage-director(s) to
produce a piece collaboratively. Just as cinema and theater have been transformed by the
arrival of video, now routinely incorporated in recorded and live productions, the use of
video for staging virtual performances for an online audience has spawned a whole new
genre of opera, namely the mediaopera here at issue. However, mediaopera differs from
other media art, a well-established field of practices defined by its own norms and
conventions, in its peculiar insistence on preserving a line of continuity to an antiquated
performative idiom. Mediaopera’s distinctive intervention consists in the re-appropriation
of a ritualized past in fashioning its trailblazing modernism, or so the practitioners allege.
In doing so, they employ not some arbitrary ritual but the very bastion of classical,
traditionalist, hierarchical world-making, an instutionalized hub of illusionism very much
beholden to the orthodoxies of old. These two registers — opera and media art — make for
strange bedfellows.

The premiere of Pink Mouse on March 21%, 2024 revealed a host of self-negating
premises, peculiar to the genre of mediaopera, of which one stands out most glaringly.
Although popularity and reception history of the piece will be decided online, it felt
compulsory to the parties concerned that its premiere take place in a real-world setting
and in the presence of an audience gathered together in time and space. Attention is
attention shared. Full stop (Richardson, 2024). The Leuphana University, which
specializes in research dedicated to the digital transformation, seemed a suitable setting
for the academic initiation of this piece. That the university would take an interest in
mediaopera came as no surprise. Nor that a VW-Foundation funded research group rallied
to usher the piece into public view.®> But why did a premiere seem so vital to Pink Mouse'’s
artistic validation? The keyword is portability. Like the »immutable mobiles« of Bruno
Latour (2017), the mediaopera transports and perpetuates its own conditions of
possibility. But instead of a model of germ theory that gerrymanders the boundary
specifications of filth and hygiene in accordance with its own purposes clearing the path
for industrializing modernity to take hold, the mediaopera reconfigures spectatorship.
Ever since the German romantics declared the theater to be the school of the nation,
authors have written plays that rouse collective sentiment and create »imagined
communities« (Anderson, 1983/2006). To the extent that mediaopera partakes of the

5 The premiere was kindly hosted by the research group »Commodified Agency — Social Space and the
Digital Data Value Chain« with direct, generous assistance from Prof. Ulf Wuggenig, Institute of
Philosophy and Art History & Institute of Sociology and Cultural Organisation (associated), Leuphana
University Liineburg.
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theatrical, it, too, would seem to inspire collective reception along shared lines of concern.
But its delivery is situated not in a municipal building but rather for download on social
media platforms operating from California or China, across diverse cultures, at global
scale. The ubiquitous delivery of connection by Big Tech goes hand in hand with
discursive configurations that arise from extensive, transnational centralization: an
integration of »we, the tiktalkers,< if you will. Yet in terms of content and aesthetic
articulation, mediaopera is also clearly delineated by national traditions and field
formations. Indeed, one thought-provoking aspect of this genre is its ability to
accommodate a dual geopolitical imaginary — on the one hand, local, historical, national
and, on the other, displaced, presentist, global (Alford, 2018; Herman & Chomsky,
1988/2002; Lippmann, 1922; Zollmann, 2018). When opera adapts to the mobile, on-
demand »non-lieux« (Augé, 1992/1995) of electronic devices, ticket price need no longer
be prohibitive. But aesthetic experiments such as Yusupova’s do raise vexing questions
about art, technology, semiosis and witnessing in an age of dwindling resources for state-
sponsored institutions that formerly supported big-budget cultural productions.

We framed the premiere of Pink Mouse not so much as spectacle as from a meta-
theoretical perspective. Our conversation continues a long and venerable tradition of
opera reception in philosophy, notably instantiated by Kierkegaard, VVoltaire, Rousseau,
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Adorno, Benjamin, Stockhausen, Bourdieu, Scruton, Weibel,
Kluge, and others. As technology stands ever larger between us and the felt surround, ,
opera’s phenomenal aura contestably acquires newly emblematic significance. The
authors here collected read Pink Mouse as an exemplary and timely piece that can help to
bring contemporary developments into sharper focus. One striking difference in the
responses by Russian and non-Russian authors relates to the secondary literature
available: Mediaopera is already the subject of extensive cultural theorizing in Russian
scholarship, most of which has not been translated. There has been far less critical study
of the phenomenon in French, German, and English — an omission we set out to address.
The papers are arranged methodologically in this issue in that they proceed from a lesser
to greater degree of abstraction and close-reading (or close-viewing).

I shall briefly introduce the authors, here listed in alphabetical order, by way of
thematic focus. Tatiana Bernyukevich (2025) presents a comparative analysis of
mediaopera and digital opera that identifies aesthetic similarities between these two forms
but shows them to be genealogically distinct genres. She also emphasizes the information-
technological dimensions of this art-form and its sociological ramifications. Victor
Erofeev (2025) informs us of his own wonderous journey with respect to the operatic
form, which he studiously shunned until the opera laid claim to him, not once but twice
(a prior collaboration with Alfred Schnittke on Life with an Idiot has been staged multiple
times, most recently at the Zurich Opera in 20245). Evgeniya Lianskaya-Lininger (2025)
takes a close look at the artistic context in which Yusupova’s vision of mediaopera was
first formulated and implemented looking at the art movements with which it is in dialog,
individual artists whom she encountered, and important influences stemming from the

® Tholl, E. Véllige Zerriittung. Siiddeutsche Zeitung online, 5.11.2024; Thaler, L. Schwule Spezialoperation.
FAZ online, 6.11.2025.
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history of cinema, especially in the Russian tradition. Alfred Nordman (2025) approaches
the problem of analogue sensibilities in digital contexts of delivery and mediation from a
vantage point furthest removed from the premiere itself but informed by the philosophy
of technoscience that he has originated and contextualized in a history of ideas, which
qualifies exaggerated claims of novelty. Anthony Sellors (2025) brings to the piece the
sensibility of a musician who has spent his career attending to nuances of expressive
utterance. His reading deciphers the composer’s phenomenology in the act of composing
from the compositional configuration of the piece and, so, gives an account of its
emotional tenor based on pattern recognition, not on partiality. Cheryce von Xylander
(2025) treats the piece as a »heterotopia« (Foucault, 1967; 1971, p. xviii; 1984) of sorts,
a world closed unto itself that stands like a »paradigmatic exception« (Ginzberg, 1979) to
the context of which it is part, mirroring a reality that cannot be seen but by learning to
read the »affordance« (Gibson, 1979) of such cultural black boxes. Iraida Yusupova
(2025) takes us into the process from which her mediaoperas in general and Pink Mouse
in particular have arisen inviting us to look over her should while she is composing,
thereby reinforcing the mysterious gulf between the activity and the outcome of her
creative process. Texts she has written on »cryptophony« are appended to her article
adding historical context to the development of the genre and detail in regards to her
contribution. Finally, having dedicated this interpretative effort to Pink Mouse, we would
like to direct interested readers towards other examples of Yusupova’s pioneering work
on Russian mediaopera (some in collaboration). Please find a list of pieces accessible
online (with links) — and feel free to weigh in on this transnational, transdisciplinary
conversation:

EINSTEIN & MARGARITA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EHRaDWVHmMnw

THEREMIN‘S LAST SECRET
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X5XK_wk50LA (in English)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hxvc1JhNQEc (in Russian)

THE PLANET PI

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WbmxaeBA9KU (with English subtitles)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IEwEp3KKQIO (with Russian subtitles)
THE DUEL

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Qmm5RPURSPU

PINK MOUSE

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DwnTUqvkV_Q (with English subtitles)
THE ALPHABET

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JUiSKTi117A
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Short communication

Opera as an Act of Love

Victor Erofeev
writer

I have been deaf to operatic art for half my life, because | believed that opera was
based on an artificial foundation of continuous singing, incompatible with living life. |
have never fought against operas, | have never mocked them, like Mayakovsky, who
believed that operas were made for non-smokers, in other words, for special lovers of this
special dish, to which I, for my part, was simply indifferent.

But one day the opera came to my house, | had nowhere to retreat, the brilliant
Schnittke created an opera based on my mini-novel “Life with an Idiot.” I not only
admitted my mistake — | rushed to correct it, reworking my ideas about freedom in art.
Now | think that opera is the freest direction of all the arts. What used to seem
conventional to me has now become an amazing absoluteness. In opera, everything is
allowed. It is an almost metaphysical dimension, close to enlightenment.

After Schnittke, the musicality of my prose became quite conscious, form-
generating. In this respect, the novel “The Pink Mouse” became a rhythm novel, that is,
a simultaneously thought-out and spontaneous musical phenomenon. Iraida Yusupova
turned the musicality of the novel into music, verbal images into musical phrases. The
novel went to the screen of her media opera, having lost nothing, on the contrary, having
acquired stage authenticity.

The opera's heroes themselves received the right to musical existence thanks to the
novel's proto-heroine, the Pink Mouse. She was in the novel and remained in Iraida's
opera as a clot of vital energy in all its possible manifestations, from rational to divine,
from aesthetic to erotic.

The Pink Mouse ignited existence.

Young Marusya Mendeleyeva, her colleague in the design of the plot of the
narrative, is not far behind her. No less significant a figure in the opera is the Guitarist,
the chief of evil will, who, however, is in love throughout the opera, and in this state does
not fully understand who he is: an agent of love or world evil. In this internal battle with
himself, the Guitarist is a new rich operatic figure who finds his theme in the song
composition “The Last Lover” — an undoubted pinnacle of modern opera art.
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None of the other heroes of the opera were created as accomplices of our favorites.
Dad is a liberal, Mom is a lover of love, Klop, the first gentleman of Marusya
Mendeleyeva, his dad, who is eaten as a cutlet many times in the opera — each sister has
an earring.

It is astonishing how Iraida's music fuses with the artistic design of the media opera.
It is difficult to tear yourself away from the screen. The opera is long, like the battle of
love relationships itself, like a full-fledged love act, continuing for hours without
stopping.

This is a love masterpiece, | have no doubt that this is exactly so.

Keywords: Mediaopera; Opera; Victor Erofeev; Iraida Yusupova; Pink Mouse

Citation: Erofeev, V. (2025). Opera as an Act of Love. Technology and Language, 6(1), 10-13.
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.02
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Kopotkoe coobmenue

Onepa kak J1000BHBIH aKT

Buxrop Epodeen

IIucarens

S momKu3HU OBUT TIYX K ONMEPHOMY MCKYCCTBY, IOTOMY YTO CYHTAJ], YTO OIepa
OCHOBaHa Ha MCKYCCTBEHHOM (pyHIaMEHTE HENpPEepbIBHOIO NEHMs, HECOBMECTUMOIO C
JKUBOM KM3HBIO. Sl HUKOTJa HE BOEBal C OINEpaMu, HE HAacMeXajcsl HaJ HUMH, KaK
MasikoBCKM, KOTOPBII cUMTal, YTO ONEPhI CAETAHBI JUIsl HEKYPSILLIUX, HHBIMU CJIOBaMH,
JUIE OCOOCHHBIX JIFOOUTENeH 3TOTO CHEeNHMaIbHOTO OJitoja, K KOTOPOMY 5, CO CBOEH
CTOPOHBI, OBIT MPOCTO PABHOAYIIEH.

Ho onnaxnapl omepa mpumuia B MOM J0M, MHE He ObLIO KyJna OTCTyHaTh,
reHuanbHbli [IIHUTKE co3man onepy no MmoeMy MUHU-poMany “YKu3Hb ¢ nauorom™. S He
TOJIbKO TPHU3HAJ CBOIO OLIMOKY — sI OpOCHMJICS HUCHpAaBIATH €€, NEepeleNbiBas CBOU
npeJCcTaBiIeHus 0 cBOOOIE B UCKYCCTBE.

Tenepp s cuuTaro, YTO onepa — 3TO caMoe CBOOOJHOE HAaNpaBiICHHE U3 BCEX
UCKyCCTB. T0, 4YTO MHE paHbIlle Ka3aJl0Ch YCIOBHOCTBIO, TENEPh CTAI0 MOPa3UTEIbHON
Oe3ycnoBHOCThIO. B omepe Bce mo3BoJIeHO. DTO MOUTH METAPU3NYECKOE HU3MEpPEHUE,
OJIM3KOE K 03apEHHUIO.

[Tocne IIIHUTKE MyY3BIKAIBHOCTH MOEH MPO3blI CTAJlA BIOJHE CO3HATEIbHOM,
dbopmoobpasyromeil. B atom oTHomeHun poman ‘“Po3oBas Mplmb” cTam poMaHOM-
PUTMOM, TO €CTh OJHOBPEMEHHO MPOAYMAaHHBIM U CHOHTAaHHBIM MY3BIKaJHHBIM
SIBJICHUEM.

Upanna KOcynoBa npeBpaTuia My3bIKaJbHOCTh pOMaHa B MY3bIKY, CIIOBECHbBIE
0o0pa3bl B My3bIKanbHble (pa3bl. PoMaH yiien Ha ’KpaH ee Meaua-onepbl, HUYero He
MOTEPSB, HAIIPOTHUB, OOPETS CIIEHUUYECKYIO JOCTOBEPHOCTD.

Camu repou onepsl MOJTYYHIIH IPABO HA My3bIKAIbHOE CYIIIECTBOBaHHE Oaroaaps
pOTO-repoMHN poMaHa — Po3oBoit mbimm. OHa OblIa B poMaHE M OcCTanach B OIepe
Wpanapl crycTkoM >KM3HEHHOW SHEPrMHM BO BCEX BO3MOXKHBIX €€ IPOSBICHUAX, OT
paloHaIbHBIX 10 00’KECTBEHHBIX, OT ICTETUYECKUX 10 SPOTUUECKUX.

Po3oBast MpI1Ib 3aKT71a OBITHE.
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He otcraer ot Hee u toHas Mapycst MeHeneeBa — ee KoJuiera mo o(pOpMIICHUIO
CIO’)KeTa ToBecTBOBaHMs. He meHee 3HaumMmoil ¢urypoit cran B omepe u I 'urapucr,
HAYaJILHUK 3JI0M BOJIM, KOTOPBIH, OJTHAKO, BCIO OMEPy BIFOOJIEH, M B 3TOM COCTOSTHUU JIO
KOHIIa HE MOHMMAEeT, KTO OH: areHT JIIOOBH WJIM MHUPOBOTO 35a. B 3TOi BHYTpeHHei
CXBaTKe ¢ caMuM co0oii ['uTapuct — HoBast 6oraras onepHas Qurypa, KoTopasi HAXOIUT
CBOIO TEMY B TieCeHHOM KoMmo3uiuu “Ilociaeaanii 11000BHUK — HECOMHEHHOMW BEPIIIMHE
COBPEMEHHOT'0 OIIEPHOI'0 UCKYCCTBA.

HukTo u3 ocTanpHBIX TepoeB OINEpbl HE CO3/aH IMOANEBANON HAauX (aBOPUTOB.
[Mama — mmbepan, mama — mroOuTensHUIA THOOBU, Kion, mepseiii kaBanmep Mapycu
MemnpeneeBoii, ero mnama, KOTOPOro B Olepe MHOTO pa3 KyIIalT B Ka4eCTBE KOTJIEThI —
BCEM CECTpaM II0 CepbraM.

[TopazutenbHO MOAXOIUT MOA MY3bIKY Mpauasl u XyoxecTBeHHOE 0OpMIICHHE
Meauaonepsl. OT 3KpaHa TPyIHO oOTopBarhcs. Omepa IJIUMHHAsA, KaK caMa CXBaTka
JHOOOBHBIX OTHOIICHUH, KaK MMOJHOBECHBIN JIFOOOBHBIN aKT, TPOAOKAIOIIUNACS YacaMu
0€e3 OCTaHOBKH.

3710 — MI0O0BHBIH 1IEAEBp, Y MEHSI HET COMHEHHI, YTO 3TO UMEHHO TaK.

KiroueBbie ciaoBa: Memuaonepa; Omnepa; Buktop Epodees; Hpamma IOcynosna;
“Po3oBas Mpiiib”

Has uutuposanusi: Epodees, B. Onepa kak mobosusrii akt // Technology and Language. 2025. Ne 6(1).
10-13. https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.02
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Everything You Wanted and Didn’t Want to Know about
Mediaopera: A Cryptophonic Memoir
Iraida Yusupova (<)

Union of Composers of Russia, Chayanova Street, 10, 125047, Moscow, Russia
Iyusupova62@mail.ru

Abstract

If the compositional method for the so-called mediaopera reaches back to the conceptionalism of the 1990s
and, with it, the invention of ,,cryptophonics,” this memoir details the creation of Iraida Yusupova‘s five
media operas. Starting with Einstein & Margarita in 2003 and ending with The Alphabet from 2024, they
involve the development — in parallel, yet unified — of sounds and images as separate staves in a total score
that is not fully written. As each line develops over time, their vertical connections are created in the
performance which serves as a definitive staging and ulimate referent for the mediaopera as a work. This
distinguishes Yusupova‘s mediaoperas from animated YouTube opera stagings or the use of video-
projections on the opera stage. If, according to the poet Tutchev, ,,the pronounced thought is a lie,” any
meaning at all can be encrypted in different systems of signs. But even in the right musical key the encrypted
meanings cannot be deciphered — allowing for a conversation between the living and the dead, especially
the footage of Yusupova deceased husband and collaborator, filmmaker Alexander Dolgin, and herself.

Keywords: Mediaopera; Conceptualism; Cryptophonics; Principles of composition;
Visual and musical systems of signs
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Bce, YTO BbI XO0TC/IM U HE XOTCJIN 3HATH 0 ME€AHAOIIEPE.

Kpunrodonuueckue memyapbl
Hpanna FOcynona ()

Cotro3 kommo3utopoB Poccun, yi. YasHosa, 10, 125047, Mocksa, Poccus
Iyusupova62@mail.ru

AHHOTanus

Komno3uioHHsIi MeTo ] Tak Ha3plBaeMON Meauaonephsl BOCXOAUT K KoHUIenTyanusMy 1990-x ronos u,
BMECTE C HHUM, K H300peTeHuI0 “KpunTopoHHKH’. B 3THX Memyapax moJIpoOHO ONKCHIBAETCS CO3AaHHE
natu Meauaonep Mpanas! FOcynosoit. Haunnas ¢ “Oinmrreiina 1 Mapraputsr” 2003 roga u 3akaHUMBas
“Andasutom” 2024 rona, OHH MOIPa3yMEBAIOT Pa3BUTHE — NAPAIUIEIBHOE, HO €JMHOE — 3BYKOB U 00pa3oB
KakK OTJENIbHBIX HOTHBIX 3HAKOB B OOIIEH MapTUType, KOTopas HE HalmcaHa MoyiHOCTho. [To Mepe Toro,
Kak Kakaas My3bIKalbHasi CTPOKA pa3BUBAETCS C TEUEHHEM BPEMEHH, MX BEPTHUKAJIBHbIEC CBSI3U CO3/IAI0TCS
B HCIHOJHCHHH, KOTOPOE CIY>KUT OKOHYATEJHFHOH ITOCTAHOBKOM M OKOHYATENBHBIM pPeEepeHTOM JUIs
MEIUAOoTIEPhl KaK MPOM3BEIACHNUS. DTO OTIINYaeT Meguaornepsl FOcymoBoii 0T aHUMHUPOBAHHBIX TOCTAHOBOK
orep Ha YouTube mim ucnonb30BaHUS BHICONPOEKIMH Ha orepHO# cueHe. Ecnm, mo cmoBam mosrta
TroTueBa, “MBICITF U3PEUCHHAS €CTh JIOKB”, TO JIFOOOW CMBICT MOXET OBITh 3amM(POBaH B Pa3THIHBIX
cucrteMax 3HaKkoB. Ho jaxke B TpaBUIbHOM MY3BIKaJbHOM KIOue 3ami(poBaHHbIE 3HAYCHUS HE
MOJIAFOTCS paci(POBKE, YTO MO3BOJISIET BECTH AUAIIOT MEXKTY )KMBBIMHU M MEPTBBIMH, 0COOEHHO B KaJjpax
C TIOKOMHBIM MY’eM U coaBTopoM FOcymoBoii, pexuccepoM AlekcaHapoM J[OITHHBIM, U €10 CaMOii.

KawueBble cioBa: Menuaonepa; Konuenrtyanusm; Kpunrtodonuka; IIpuHuIMIE!
KOMIIO3UINH; BusyanbHble U My3bIKalIbHbIE CHCTEMBI 3HAKOB

Jas uutupoBanus: Yusupova, I. Everything You Wanted and Didn’t Want to Know about Mediaopera: A
Cryptophonic ~ Memoir //  Technology and  Language. 2025. Ne  6(1). 14-27.
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INTRODUCTION

The telling of how I invented something that I named ,,mediaopera“ demands a start
at the very beginning. And this beginning was rather mystical. In the early 80s when |
was a conservatory student in Moscow, composing a string quartet, | had a strange dream
which I still remember in detail. | heard beautiful music and saw my score with four staves
for 2 violins, viola and cello — the ordinary notation for string quartets. But there was
something unusual in this picture: first, the notes were running on as if in a cartoon, and
second, there was a 5" line under the four staves, and it was a long narrow screen showing
a film of a beautiful brook with green grassed banks and birds and butterflies fluttering
over running water, and evidently the camera which filmed that brook was moving along
with the stream. | understood the meaning of the dream only many years later when |
started to master professional digital programs — obviously it was the fancy interface of
multichannel sound editors with video channel which | started using in my digital
practice.

After graduating from the Moscow conservatory | started to compose music for the
theatre. | felt rather confident as a theatre composer because during my time at the
conservatory | also attended classes by distinguished Russian theater director Petr
Fomenko of the Moscow Theatre Institute (GITIS), also collaborating with his students.
In spite of the fact that |1 was an absolutely insane cinema-fanatic, | thought that the
cinema’s material recalcitrance was too tough for me to work as a composer in cinema. I
didn’t even dream of working for the cinema. But despite my doubts, my first experience
as a cinema composer was rather successful as was my rather unusual way of creating
music which I proposed on my first project (“The Date”, director Arkady Yakhnis, 1989).
Initially, the technicians of the project were shocked and complained about me to the
Arseny Lapisov, the main musical editor of Mosfilm Studio. He asked me to tell him my
ideas and then said to the team people “do what she asks for,” and to the film-director he
said about me that “this composer has a cinema mentality which is actually a rare case.”
On that project | was very lucky and very inspired as | dealt with footage by Alexander
Knyazhinsky, one of the most outstanding Russian directors of photography who had
previously filmed Tarkovsky’s Stalker. It became quite clear that it is the work of the
director of photography which would inspire me most when creating music for the cinema
is. No wonder, then, that | fell in love with the brilliant work of Alexander Dolgin who
was the director of photography for my next project as a composer in cinema (“Farewell”
director Arkady Yakhnis, 1992), only after that falling in love — also with him. He and
his talent were equally precious for me. And we never parted even since his death in 2019.

Initially, in the beginning of the 1990s, we continued working at different cinema
projects separately and both became more and more disappointed. We brought to these
projects a lot of authorship but not every film-director was ready to share this authorship
with us, even when they saw that it was right, agreeing with it in their heart. For some
time, we hoped in vain to meet “our” film-director. As the cinematic production process
became more and more digital and mastering much of it ourselves, we became ever more
confident in choosing the format or independent auteur, becoming film-directors
ourselves. This was very hard work — blood, sweat, and tears — but it proved to be
absolutely fruitful and gratifying for us both. We understood each other without words
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and very often invented the same things simultaneously. Making everything with our own
hands by using our basic professions we learned to master additional skills — | edited
video and audio, made sound design, while Alexander recorded sound and worked on
animation and compositing.

As for the content, for our various features | contributed the macro-dramaturgy,
with Alexander providing micro-dramaturgy. Around 2002 | started referring to our
experiments as “mediaoperas” and was thus the first to use this term at least in Russia.
Initially these were multimedia compositions with music as the organizing element. But
I can now define five works more properly and fittingly as mediaoperas because they are
real operas realized through multimedia methods. | was often asked how our mediaoperas
differ from other media art, from traditional opera, or contemporary opera stagings that
include many media elements such as screens on the stage or electronics mixed in with
acoustics, and also how they differ from Fluxus happenings and their documentations.
These question made it rather more difficult for me to express what | always felt. I will
try now: mediaopera is a conceptual artwork (Bernyukevich, 2025). It is hard to explain
this more clearly. For me, the most evident example of this is Karlheinz Stockhausen‘s
cycle of operas Licht (Stockhausen, Licht (“Light”), Nr. 47-80, 1977-2003). Having been
in the early 1990s performance in Moscow, | can say that | witnessed there the strong
verticals of a “creator/performer.” These were provided in the conception of the
performance and not by the composer*s or writer’s hand which is never so strong as the
hand that creates the performance. This mystical vertical connection became for me the
main guide in my subsequent development.

And now | will turn to my five main mediaoperas.

EINSTEIN & MARGARITA

In 2003, Alexander and | created Theremin's last secret (Yusupova and Dolgin,
2003). A year later we read about the romantic affair of Albert Einstein and Soviet spy
Margarita Konyonkova who was the wife of Sergey Konyonkov, the famous Soviet
sculptor. The Konyonkovs lived in the United States for almost 20 years. This story had
many parallels with Theremin’s last secret and was more intriguing than our invented
plot. We clearly understood that we would never make a movie based on it, but to this
story into an opera would be very possible. Besides, in opera | would remain absolutely
free to invent elements of the plot. Later | found out that some of the details invented by
me took place in reality. For example, Einstein really got acquainted with Leo Theremin
and tried to play the theremin.

I never knew how to recruit people to participate in my projects but always infected
them with my insane enthusiasm. | needed a libretto and | got the best one possible: My
close friend, great poet Vera Pavlova and her husband, the brilliant translator Steven
Seymour fell prey to my obsession. Vera wrote the poetical part of the libretto and Steve
translated it into English. (Einstein’s love story had much in common with their own, and
that is why they were so enthusiastic about this work.) I wrote the dialogues in Russian
and English — the main characters met in America, and since one spoke Russian the other
German, they communicated in English as it was in reality). Besides English and Russian
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there are four more languages in the libretto — German for Einstein and his second wife,
Italian for his first wife, Latin for the final Lacrimosa, and Hebrew for the angels of death
who are counting the last minutes of his life (tenors and basses call out the end of his life
separately, with 15 minutes between them because there are two versions of his time of
death, 15 minutes apart). Also, | used for singing the texts of some well-known arias’
texts such as Isolde’s Liebestod, for example) in the original language, set to my own
music, of course. Vera did not translate these arias but rendered them in Russian poems
of her own which Steven translated into English.

In 2004, it seemed to me that this was a first example ever for this way of staging
an opera. Before that, when we started to work, | was absolutely sure that owing to the
protagonists and its plot and the success, for example, of the operas by John Adams, this
one would be welcomed by any opera house. And this even in spite of the musical
difficulties of my score — the need for a full symphony orchestra that couldn’t be reduced,
the necessity to amplify partial voices, additional instruments such as a piano, jazz-band,
five saxophones and a drum-set, the use of phonograms and rear voices like basso-
profundo and counter-tenor, and the extremely difficult part for soprano. When finishing
the score in 2004 | started to see more and more clearly that | could not show it adequately
to anyone without recording its music. | managed to receive a theatre grant for a modest
alternative staging, and used this grant to produce instead a multichannel recording of the
best quality. After spending the funds on recording the music, | proceeded to create the
visual part with zero budget. Alexander was my next victim. We made the movie with
the recording of the full opera as its soundtrack — using old black&white movies, quoting
from documentaries, along with Alexander Dolgin’s animation (Yusupova & Dolgin
2006). In addition, there was a shoot with famous Moscow conceptual poet Dmitry Prigov
as Margarita’s husband, the sculptor Konyonkov. Prigov had become my next victim
because he studied to be a sculptor in his youth and was able to create a sculptural portrait
of Einstein for the camera. His zealous performance of first creating, then splitting
Einstein’s clay’s head with an axe proved really quite funny. We also filmed well known
musicologist Pavel Lootzker as Einstein because he looked very similar and knew how
to play the violin.

The opera’s multichannel recording was really excellent with one of the best
Moscow orchestras directed by my favorite conductor Mark Kadin, including one of the
best choirs, outstanding singer-soloists, and as sound-producer Petr Kondrashin, the
legend of Soviet and Russian musical recording (this work became his swan song). The
movie was exhibited with success at different events and cinema festivals. In order to
justify the grant-money | received, | had to claim a theatrical performance, however.
That’s why, in 2005-2006, there were some events with me and Dmitry Prigov sitting
underneath the movie-screen, playing as in chess with photographic dolls that were also
created by Alexander. My purpose was to interest opera houses in my opera, but instead
our modest theatrical performance met unexpected success in the form of several
nominations and awards (nominated for the Golden Mask award in Moscow, receiving
the Courtan’s D’Hour — the main prize of the Rusk-Off festival in the city of Nice, invited
to many festivals and cultural events). After that, nobody wanted to produce a second
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staging of the opera, perhaps because we had already realized it in the best possible way.
Indeed, I now consider it so definitive a reference that it cannot be remastered.

THE PLANET PI

Like Einstein & Margarita, my next opera score for 11 singers, an ensemble of 12
instruments and fixed audios was initially conceived for real staging as an opera. All the
same, however, it was a mediaopera because from the very beginning of working on it |
knew that in the staging there must be a translucent screen instead of theatre decorations,
and singers must interact with it from both sides — real persons before the screen, making
shadows persons behind it. The idea of the translucent screen was the main inspiration
for me during the whole time of writing the score. The plot was based on Carlo Gozzi’s
last play Zobeida (Gozzi, 1884), the libretto written by brilliant Vera Pavlova (Steven
Seymour later translated it into English for the subtitles). It is interesting that Gozzi did
not write a final monologue for the heroine, letting each actress playing this role speak
whatever she would want to. Vera wrote a rather unexpected and very touching text for
the final aria. And, getting ahead of the story: even though the score was finished in 2007,
as a mediaopera The Planet Pi was not finished until 2021 and still appears very
contemporary (Yusupova, 2021).

For several years | tried in vain to find possibilities to stage my opera. At last
Alexander and me decided to realize it as a movie all by ourselves. The selection of the
visual style selection was very important for us. A very inspiring visit to Karel Zeman’s
museum in Prague finally provided the clue. We were true fans of Zeman’s work before,
and thought that it was sign of fate when we happened upon his museum on our way.
Since we did not have any sponsors for the project, we made it on our own money, and
therefore everything went slower. And this is where | come upon the saddest part of my
story and of my life. By 2017, the music was recorded and edited, by 2018, all the footage
was ready for editing, composing and animation. Alexander had created two episodes,
the preface and the first half of the third act. In June 2019, he died. First, | thought that
The Planet Pi had died with him, and | would never touch his footage. But as the time
passed, | felt a strong connection with his immortal soul, trusting that it would provide
guidance and ideas of how to deal with his material, use his animation footage, and finish
the piece. Naturally, The Planet Pi turned out to be quite different from how it was
planned, but I don’t find this difference detrimental to the piece. Comparing the result to
the planned project | would say that it is more multidimensional with theatre elements in
the cinema, with aloofness and additional characters, without the presence of the author
but an added dimension of the eternal. All these elements compensated for the lack of
visual richness that Sasha would have provided, were he alive, but they also provided a
felicitous natural background for his two original episodes.

After finishing The Planet Pi | thought that | would never make a mediaopera again.
But never say never.
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PINK MOUSE

Aside from creating mediaoperas, most of my work is for the concert hall. In 2014
and 2015 two of my compositions premiered at the yearly event for which they were
written, namely the Gorky Prize that is awarded on Capri. Here | met the famous Russian
writer Viktor Erofeev who was chair of the jury. He was very impressed by my music and
recollected how he heard it while working on his novel Pink Mouse (Erofeev, 2017). He
called me five years later and asked to write an opera after his new novel. I wasn’t
surprised because | knew Life with an Idiot, Alfred Schnittke‘s famous opera that was
based on Viktor’s novella. I had read Pink Mouse and saw right away that I wouldn’t want
“to write an opera” but would instead create a mediaopera as if Alexander were alive
(Yusupova, 2021). This was not only because of the risk of writing an opera-score that
would not go anywhere. More importantly, for Erofeev‘s novel to become embodied in
opera (as | imagined it) demanded means that were impossible to realize in a traditional
staging. By this | do not mean a multimedia approach which is already quite familiar in
live stagings, but the need to preserve the main feature of the novel, namely the quick
pace of scenes and high concentration of events.

I could not imagine creating this mediaopera without Alexander, but suddenly I had
a very fruitful idea that would solve several problems: Alexander had been working with
the Moscow Nonconformism Museum named after Anatoly Zverev (AZ Museum),
creating the public image of the museum and authoring many animations that feature
nonconformist pictures. This footage would become the ideal visual content for the Pink
Mouse opera, at the same time getting a second life. This idea allowed me to considerably
reduce the expensive animations that would have to be made especially for this project. |
applied for the Zverev Art Prize with the promise to create a mediaopera that would
actualize the AZ Museum’s collection. The idea convinced not only the museum’s
director Natalia Opaleva, if only because of the success of The Planet Pi which in the
final phase was also supported by the museum. And so | made Pink Mouse and received
the Zverev Prize for it.

As soon as | had a firm idea and knew that | would make it all by myself there was
no necessity to write out the total score. Instead, | produced isolated fragments for the
musicians and recorded them in different settings, sometimes less than fragments but
parts of a fragment. | then used digital sound editors to integrate them according to a
virtual plan. Incidentally, my recording activity was further limited by the Corona
pandemic. As to the libretto, based on the novel | wrote it myself, using original dialogue
from the book. But for the fragments of the “bottom” substrate I used the dialogue only
in the subtitles, inventing a “bottom” language for singing and sound performance.

As to visual part, | processed all | had — footage by Alexander and by specially
invited artist-animators as well as photos of different pop-personalities. But I also had to
create visuals by myself, learning to master composing and animation procedures, all of
this within the short time-frame set by the Zverev Art Prize deadline — September 2021.
Any necessary shooting was done by Sasha’s close friend and colleague Dmitry Livshitz.
I was happy that Vera Pavlova’s eldest daughter Natalia would brilliantly sing the main
part (along with her sister Lisa she had appeared already in The Planet Pi). My own
daughter Anastasiya Braudo sang the part of Alice in Wonderland. She had also appeared
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in The Planet Pi already as a conductor of recorded music, and she would have several
parts in my next mediaopera The Duel. Also featured in Pink Mouse and a great help was
Katya Erofeeva, Victor‘s wife. In reference to the piece Endless Daughter in my
dedications after poems by Vera Pavlova (Yusupova, 2022a), | would refer to all of them
as my endless daughters.

THE DUEL

| was by then very inspired by the idea to give new life in new mediaoperas to
footage by Alexander Dolgin, and in the making of Pink Mouse | had acquired the
necessary skills of editing, composing, and animation. This allowed me to take a chance
again. Moreover, being a conceptualist, |1 do not resist the power of a strong idea but let
it develop until a new work is finished. | am thus attracted to my ideas which seem like
something that only | could invent — the translucent screen and penguins in the place of
in The Planet Pi, the use of photographic cut-out images of pop-idols like Johnny Depp
and Ashton Kushner in Pink Mouse or Elon Musk in The Alphabet, filming the poet
Dmitry Prigov as he practices his former sculptor’s skill in Einstein & Margarita, etc.
These ideas or elements make me forget risks and possible problems.

My next mediaopera appeared exactly like this (Yusupova, 2022b). It also included
an inspiring element, namely the collaboration in this project with the singer Boris
Komlev. In my mediaoperas | never limited myself to the academic vocals of traditional
opera but included sound-performance and declamation as well. | almost always I invited
outstanding singers to perform in different styles and thus brought very interesting sound
performers into my projects; but Boris Komlev deserves separate mention. He performed
all male singing parts with different timbres and in different manners in The Duel: rock
vocals including growling, pop-songs, and poetic performance in the role of Zverev,
romantic counter-tenor as Marinetti, classical counter-tenor as the bird-angel, academic
baritone in the role Aseev, and an imitation of authentic British rock music in the British
Embassy episode. Boris would also perform the main part in The Alphabet, my last
mediaopera.

But despite all this, the most inspiring factor for me was still my video archive of
Dolgin’s footages. Alexander and me engaged in many media projects for the Moscow
AZ Museum, and I had a lot of footage of Zverev’s animated paintings, graphics, and
private photos featured in different AZ Museum’s exhibitions. Being of high artistic value
they could be integrated in new mediaopera-biopic-fantasy stories. Anatoly Zverev
himself was more than suitable personage for even all opera roles — romantic, tragic and
comical as well. He was one of the most extravagant personalities in Moscow ‘s unofficial
art scene of the 1960s to 80s (Museum AZ, n. d.). His love story was also very intriguing
and “operatic”: he was deeply in love with a woman almost forty years older than he. She
was a widow of Nikolay Aseev, the official soviet poet, former futurist, and close friend
of Mayakovsky’s. She and her four sisters were muses of futurist poets in their youth.
Mayakovsky, Burlyuk, Pasternak, Khlebnikov, Severyanin, and Aseev often visited their
open home in Kharkov, young people recited poems, sang, danced, played piano,
arranged masquerades and fancy parties. Zverev adored the Russian “silver” age, and
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Oxana Aseeva personified this “silver” age in his eyes. He was jealous of her past and
often proclaimed that if he had lived in those times, he would be no less great a poet and
artist than all those gigantic figures. Starting from all this I created the fantastic story of
Aseev going by Time Machine to his favorite “silver” age, meeting the futurists and
competing with them. The well known playwright Yulia Tupikina wrote the libretto and
made some further changes in the course of events: By time machine Zverev went first to
Kharkov in the 1920s, saw young Oxana — still Sinyakova at the time— and fell in love
with her. He then met her in reality but did not notice how old she was, seeing her only
as the beautiful girl he met in Kharkov while travelling through time. Then he returned to
those times and places again, fought the poetical duel with all futurists and even with
Marinetti in Italy. Besides Yulia’s texts there are many original poems in the libretto.
Historical characters pronouncing their original poetic texts, including those of Zverev
since he also wrote poetry, and so | used his poems including their translation into Italian
for the duel with Marinetti. My working method was the same as in Pink Mouse — written
music for the particular fragments and the total score in my head, not only a musical score
one but one uniting audio and video. This time we creatively worked together with me,
Yulia Tupikina, and artist-animator Victoria Malechkina simultaneously moving along
and towards each other. Victoria taught me many things about composition and
animation. This method of interaction accelerated the working process considerably.’

THE ALPHABET

My last mediaopera is based on Diana Vouba’s (2022) eponymous visual project.
In this project she created visual objects out of small elements — signs of an alphabet
system that was invented by her, inspired by her own beautiful legend. These objects are
not only non-anthropomorphical live beings, communicated by song-thoughts without
visible human organs like eyes, ears, mouths, they are also space animals, buildings etc.
The planet “An” where they all dwell, born from the bosom of Enoire the Queen who
created all alphabetians from the signs of the alphabet. All this was Diana’s part of the
story, | then invented a love story between Enoire and an astronaut from the Earth in
whose screen image | used photos of Elon Musk. Alexander Dolgin and | had collaborated
with Diana a long time ago and | had Alexander’s animated footage of Diana’s pictures.
The libretto | wrote myself, and it features laconic subtitles in Russian and English
because the singing and sound-performance is for the most part in an artificial space
language. Some texts of the songs are in English, they are translations of Vera Pavlova’s
and Marina Maximik’s poems and of a very popular Soviet song by the famous writer-

7 Of course, I am immensely grateful to every participant in all my projects. It is impossible to mention all
of them here. After Petr Kondrashin’s death, sound-producer Dmitry Misailov recorded my The Planet Pi
and parts of Pink Mouse and The Duel. Owing to his talent and mastership, The Planet Pi won the Clean
Sound. Other parts Pink Mouse and The Duel were recorded by the talented sound-producer Igor Sklyarov,
and by Dmitry Cheglakov who also recorded The Alphabet. Cheglakow is also a great cellist and electric
guitarist (he played both instruments in these three operas), a composer himself, and my friend and “partner
in crime” for more than thirty years.
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dissident Vladimir Voinovich (1960/2012) that was written especially for the first space-
flight: ,,14 minutes before start.*

If | presented too many boring details about the creation of my mediaoperas, | shall
conclude with some more about my compositional technique. In the early 1990s, when it
was still possible to generate new m-usical ideas, | invented some composing techniques
which made it possible for me to create complicated academic music without a total score.
,Cryptophony* was invented simultaneously but independently and with different
motivations by me and my friends and colleagues Ivan Sokolov and Sergey Nevraev. The
term was coined by Nevraev but the technique was aso referred to as spontaneous
polyphony, samples’ polyphony and, vertical polystylistics. Another reason for
mentioning them here is that our cryptophonic collaborations produced my first two
mediaoperas avant la lettre. Created in the 1990s and thus long before | used the term
»,mediaopera“ there was Opera-Cyptophonica, created and performed together with Ivan
Sokolov and Sergey Nevraev, as well as Opera-Marina. Since they contained the seeds
of my future mediaoperas, they might deserve more detailed consideration. For the time
being, two rather more abstract statements of the cryptophonic program may suffice.
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APPENDIX

Facsimile from the August 1999 issue of 20th Century Music: Iraida Yusupova (1999)
,»Thoughts on Cryptophony,* followed by Sergei Nevrayev (1999) ,,Cryptophony* from
the same issue of 20th Century Music

Thoughts on Cryptophony

IRAIDA YUSUPOVA

Feodor Tutchev (1803-1873)
Silentium!/ In this manner, our cryptophonic method of composition is a

means to bring out the hidden substance of the manifestations

Be silent, be secret, hide
Your feelings and your drecams.
Deep in the depths of your soul

of the Spirit. which take place in the world of the Beyond.
which are perceived by those that are chosen and expressed by
them in a helplessly weak manner, so that all would hear them

Let them mutely rise and set,
As clear stars do in the night:
Admire them and be silent.

How does a heart speak out?

How to exlain yourself to another?
Will you grasp what you live by?
Pronounced thought is a lie.

Your burrowing troubles the waters:
Drink of them and be silent.

Know how to live within -

Your soul contains a world

Of mysterious, magical thoughts;
The outer tumult stifles,

The beams of daylight blind.
Hear their song and be silent. *

It is for a particular purpose that 1 begin my text about
cryptophony with quoting this poem by Tutchev. As is well
known, poets are, by their very nature, prophets, and the
prophetic line of Feodor Ivanovich, "the expressed idea is a
lie" has been confirmed by the discoveries of 20th-century
science in the twenticth century: that human thought is in its
very nature integral and continuous, and its symbolic
expression (i.¢., that which is expressed out loud or to onesclf
or written down) is, by its nature, discrect — which means that
humans do not have the substantial ability to carry out their
thoughts to one ancther. Apparently, this is why even when
conversing in our own respeclive native languages, we
frequently do not understand each other. Mcanwhile, when
transferring a symbolic expression of thought into another
system of symbols, all the vacuum areas necessarily have to be
filled up, since in a new means of expression of thought new
vacuum phenomena appear, which have to do with the
peculiarities of a different system of symbols.

The system containing the greatest amount of universalism is
that of music. It is not accidental then that according to one
version of the Biblical story of the tower of Babel, the first
language for humans was particularly music. If we are to
continue contemplating this theme, we can assume that the
Babylonian confusion of languages is nmone other than the

appearance of a symbolic expression of the thinking process
and the further development of both (i.e. of the process and of
its symbolic expression) in an indissoluble connection with
each other.
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Cryptophony
SERGEI NEVRAYEV

What is cryptophony? The term could be translated from
Greck as “mysterious sounding” — — certain hidden meanings
implied which are true transmitted through real sounds.
Cryptophony is best understood as one out of many
possibilities of that artistic trend frequently known as
conceptualism, and specifically Russian conceptualism.

Russian conceptualism differs somewhat from its Western
equivalent, the former being closer to a type inherent in the
art of 19th-century romanticists. Whereas Western art carries
in itself, as a crucial feature, a process of analysis of the very
elements of the language of art, Russian art to this day still
focuses a great deal of attention on the programmatic content
of the artistic text. In contemporary Russian art there exists a
certain conflict— indeed a polarization — between two
contrasting intellectual approaches (in the manner of the
traditional argument between the “Westerners” and
“Slavophiles” in 19th-century Russian thought): the
structuralist ~ versus  the  old-fashioned  “romantic”
conceptualism. The latter approach, though frequently
manifesting itself in forms that might be avant-garde in
appearance, in reality adheres particularly strongly to
tradition.

It is in this second camp that the interest in cryptophony arose
among three composers: Iraida Yusupova, lvan Sokolov, and
Sergei Nevrayev. Their interest did not appear accidentally,
but as a singular reaction to this existing intellectual polarity.
as a search for a middle road between an excessive
structuralism and an equally excessive conceptualism

A structuralist artist — for example the abstract artists in
painting (Mondrian, Kandinsky) and the Second Viennese
School in music (Schoenberg) — focuses attention exclusively
om pure “musical” qualities and sees the entire meaning
progress in the progressive development of the means of the
language of art, which has its own inherent meaning, that
cannot be reduced to any other extraneous sense. Priority is
given to the language, inherent in any type of art.
Development is reduced to the self-development of an
language.

The path of conceptualism leads towards another destination:
towards a quest of certain extraneous semantic content,
towards subordinating the whole structure of the work of art
to this content and, in the final outcome, towards a denial of
the self-sufficiency of the artistic text, the case being that the
text transcends itself into a “meta-text.”

Coming out of such an understanding of the processes going
on at the present time in art, one can once again define the
cryptophonic technique as being a compromise between the
two extremes of the “ultra-text” and ‘“meta-text,” as
reconciling these two directions, as, speaking in a student-
Hegelian language, a particular type of “alleviation” of this
contradiction, an alleviation of the antinomical qualities — it
is difficult to say between what — possibly the unity of these
two opposites.

Here one must note once again that cryptophony appeared as
a method of musical composition simultaneously among
three composers, who were practically totally independent of
one another in their respective creative development and who,
only after sharing their discoveries with each other,
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determined that they are not solitary in this newly discovered
artistic realm. It means that the appearance of cryptophony
was not accidental.

If one is to speak of the substance of this technique, one can
determine that, as always in such cases, just as it was in the
case of the 12-tone technique, its roots can be traced quite far
back in history. Most likely, precursors to its appearance have
always existed; in any case the founder of contemporary
notation, Guido D’Arezzo established the pre-requisites for
it, when he tied together elements of notation with elements
of a literary text (a Latin hymn). That is, here already we can
see a certain ciphering involved, and one can say that all the
music, written down in notes, is subordinated in one way or
another to the deciphering and interpretation of this code.

Analogously, neumatic notation, existing prior to Guido,
could be likewise viewed directly as a ciphering system, since
each musical symbol in this system was connected to a certain
element of literary speech.

Subsequently, the letter names of the notes of the musical
scales appeared, which likewise infrequently inspired
composers to use different kinds of ciphers. The musical
signatures of Bach, Schumann, Shostakovich, and Denisov
are all too well known, all of which could be looked at as an
elementary type of cryptophonic technique. One can say that
the new, more detailed cryptophony has been engendered by
the historical course of events. In addition, this is the proper
occasion to remember Newton, who matched the spectrum of
colors in concordance with the seven-note scale; it is
worthwhile to remember the Ancient Greek and Roman
authors, who successfully combined concrete musical scales
and modes with particular ethical modes and conditions. It is
necessary to remember the medieval symbolism of the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries with its ramified system of
symbolic meanings, which frequently connected works of art
with particular events in the Gospels, as well as with a
particular type of numerology (the avidly reviving system of
Neo-Platonism). Possibly one can also bring into account
other artistic manifestations, about which we do not even
have information at the present time.

Nevertheless, if one can, without any digressions, speak about
cryptophony itself, the technique exists in two versions: as
macro-cryptophony and as micro-cryptophony. Macro-
cryptophony is close to that technique which utilizes concrete
anagrams-notograms.  The difference between these
techniques, however, is that in macro-cryptophony the
notogam, chosen for any particular text, determines the whole
musical language of a given composition. The point of
departure of macro-cryptophony lies in the letter names of the
notes. It is possible to decode and read this direct ciphering
system more or less rather easily.

Micro-cryptophony utilizes a more intricately detailed
ciphering system, and this is the particular brand of
cryptophony with which composers Yusupova and Sokolov
work with, which can be determined as being cryptophony in
the truest meaning of the word. In micro-cryptophony it is
very difficult to decipher the connection between text and
music, as well as between musical and verbal symbols and
practically impossible to do so without knowing the ciphering
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system. It seems proper to remember the opinion formed in
political intelligences of Russian ciphers as the most
complicated in the world — which is another argument in
favor of the conclusion that it was no accident that
cryptophony was invented particularly by Russian
composers. Most likely, Russians possess a special talent for
Aesop's type of communication.

The emergence of cryptophony can be established at around
1989. It was at that time that | began to write my macro-
cryptophonic musical composition Paraclete. Two Little
Concerti of mine, written with the aid of the macro-
cryptophonic technique (namely Paraclete and Strings
caressing fingers — fingers caressing strings) could be
likened to the genres of the commentary or a sermon, which
are built on playing around with as well as an “artistic”
development of a certain respective thesis: in Paraclete it is a
religious thesis, while m my second Little Concerto — a para-
religious thesis following an Eastern Tantric tradition. These
two compositions could be analyzed as commentaries about
the content and purpose of asceticism, as well as the content
and purpose of “counter-asceticism.”

The term “cryptophony” itself appeared in 1991. At that time
| wrote my Sensitive odes to which | supplied personal
commentaries or program notes, where in a somewhat
humorous manner | determined the substance of the
cryptophonic technique. At any rate. it was particularly in this
text that the term “cryptophony” appeared for the first time.
Subsequently, this term has become. so to speak, authorized.
The composers, Yusupova and Sokolov, upon hearing the
term for the first time, accepted it unconditionally and it could
be said that at that time this technique has finally received its
proper name: the composers started to determine their
technique as “cryptophonic.”

For me, in addition to macro-cryptophony and micro-
cryptophony. there exists yet another form of cryptophony,
which | term as super-cryptophony. In 1993 | wrote a
Symphony for string orchestra, in which the ciphering code
was created in such a way that each note corresponds with
any possible note of the Latin alphabet. This way, the
cryptophonic substance of the composition lies in the fact that
any possible text utilizing the Latin alphabet can be contained
m the musical text. This can be, on one hand, a dead-end for
cryptophony, while, on the other hand, it could be
characterized as “super-cryptophony.”

In this manner, cryptophony can now be subdivided into three
brands: that of macro-cryptophony, micro-cryptophony, and
super-cryptophony. In addition cryptophony appears as one
of the means of attainment of and/or approach to that
universal artistic model, which combines in itself a
philosophical, religious and mathematical generalization, in
other words, it turns out to be a transcendental means of
overcoming an esthetical apprehension, a search for such a
generalization, which is capable of giving a new life to
already existing elements.

Cryptophony is one of the possibilities of the quest for the
“glad tidings,” bringing new life and revival to already
developed existing forms, and presenting one means out of
many of forming a new cosmos in the conditions of a
historically conditioned chaos, in which, as according to
Taneyev, “each sound can be followed by any other sound,”
in a situation where it is necessary to have a substantial
foundation for creating such combinations of the elements of
speech, which would have sense.
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Abstract

Mediaopera is a new syncretic genre that inherits opera‘s ability to constantly change or adapt and thus
prove its relevance to the times. The article examines the evolution of opera in the modern technological
era, its relationship with cinema, video art and the digital technologies of the 21st century. The analysis
covers key examples: from the early experiments of Georges Mélies and Sergei Eisenstein to Fausto
Romitelli's psychedelic opera The Metal Index (2003) and the documentary projects of Steve Reich.
Particular attention is paid to the Russian context: the role of Soviet cinema for the musical avant-garde
(Schnittke, Artemyev), as well as the innovations by Iraida Yusupova whose mediaoperas combine
cryptophony, mockumentary, and eclecticism of styles. The genre balances between irony in relation to
operatic clichés and fidelity to its main themes — life, death, social problems. Mediaopera rethinks the
elitism of traditional opera, using technology to expand accessibility while remaining a Gesamtkunstwerk —
a total work of art that engages the viewer in a multisensory experience. The work highlights the
interdisciplinary nature of the genre, its role in maintaining the relevance of opera through a synthesis of
academism, pop culture, and media art, demonstrating new ways of dialogue with the audience in the digital
age.
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Ot DifzeHuITeriHa 10 JWHIITEHHA:

IosiHOE PYKOBOACTBO 110 MeHAoIepe?
Esrenus JInanckas-JIuauurep ()

WHcTuTyT Xyn0XKEeCTBEHHBIX HccienoBanuii, Maprunmrpacce 91/25, 1180 Bena, ABcTpus
jhenia@hotmail.com

AHHOTanus

Menuaornepa siBJISeTCS HOBBII CHHKPETHYECKUM KaHPOM, HACIEIYIOIIUM CIIOCOOHOCTh K M3MEHEHHSIM U
COOTBETCTBHIO BPEMEHH, KOTOpbIE Ha NMPOTSKEHUH CBOEH HCTOpPHM JEeMOHCTpupoBasia omepa. Crarbs
UCCIEyeT 3BOJIOLMIO ONEPbl B COBPEMEHHYIO TEXHOJIOTHMYECKYIO 310Xy, €€ B3aUMOCBS3b C KUHO,
BU/IC0AapTOM M IHU(MPOBBIMH TexHoJorusiMu XXI Beka. AHanu3 OXBaThIBa€T KIIIOYEBHIE MPHUMEPHI: OT
panHuX 3kcnepuMeHToB JKopxa Menbeca u Cepres Di3eHIUTEHA 10 Ncuxoenuueckoil onepsl daycro
Pomurenmu “The Metal Index” (2003) u mokymeHTanbHBIX TpoekToB CtuBa Paiixa. Ocoboe BHUMaHUE
YZIEJNICHO POCCHICKOMY KOHTEKCTY: POJIb COBETCKOTO KHMHO JUIS My3blKanpHOro aBanrapaa (IIamtke,
AptembeB), a Taxke HoBaTopcTBY Mpamaer FOcymnoBol, 4bM Meamaomepsl COYETAIOT KPHCTO(OHHIO,
MOKYMEHTAINCTHKY M 9KJIEKTHKY CTHiIEH. JKaHp OanaHcHpyeT MeXay HPOHUEH M0 OTHOIICHHIO K ONIEPHBIM
KJIMIIE W BEPHOCTBIO €€ TJIAaBHBIM TeMaM — XHM3HHW, CMEPTH, COLMAIbHBIM IpobiemaM. Menuaomnepa
MEPEOCMBICISIET DJIMTAPHOCTh TPAIMIMOHHOW OIEpbl, HCIOJb3Ys TEXHOJOTUH JUIsS PaCHIMpEHHs
JIOCTYITHOCTH, OCTaBasich npu 3ToM Gesamtkunstwerk — TOTaJIbHBIM MCKYCCTBOM, BOBJICKAIOLIMM 3PUTEIIS
B MYJIbTUCEHCOPHBIH onbIT. PaboTa noguépKuBaeT Mk IMCIUILIIMHAPHOCTD KaHpPa, €ro pojib B COXPaHEHUN
aKTyaJIbHOCTH OTIEphI Yepe3 CHHTE3 aKaIeMHU3Ma, MOTI-KYJIbTYPbl U MEJHaUCKYCCTBA, IEMOHCTPUPYSI HOBBIE
MYTH JMAJIOTa C ayIMTOpUeH B IM(PPOBYIO 3MOXY.

KaroueBbie caoBa: Omnepa; Meaunaonepa; Gesamtkunstwerk; CuHkpeTuswm;
MynsTumeauitnsie Texnonoruu; Upanaa FOcynosa

Jas umruposanus: Lianskaya-Lininger, E. From Eisenstein to Einstein: The Ultimate Guide to
Mediaopera // Technology and Language. 2025. Ne 6(1). 28-41.
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.04
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2 Crarps OcHOBaHa Ha MyOnWKauuum Ha pycckom s3bike: “Kparkas wuctopus menmaonepbr” (Hox,
10.06.2021).
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WHAT IS MEDIAOPERA?

Once a genre for the masses, by the 21st century, opera has become an elitist genre
“not for everyone.” Opera singers are no longer objects of worship for the general public,
and fiddlers in restaurants hardly would play an aria from modern operas nowadays.
However, throughout its four-century history, opera has always demonstrated amazing
vitality, the ability to change and correspond to the spirit of the times, the development of
new technologies and new aesthetic formats. Thus, as cinema and video art conquered the
world, opera intertwined with it in various combinations, eventually giving rise to the new
syncretic genre of “mediaopera.”

Mediaopera is a modern modification of the opera genre, in which the visual-staging
component has moved to a multimedia format. There are several important features of this
genre: the combination of acoustic music and electronics, video and live performance,
recorded soundtrack and real performance — which vary from work to work, from composer
to composer. Unlike a film opera or film music, the video component and the musical
dramaturgy do not illustrate each other, but are full-fledged and often parallel participants
in the process.

In Russia, this genre has been known for about 30 years. And although some works
written before the 1990s come close to this definition, the official naming belongs to the
Moscow composer Iraida Yusupova.

FROM MONTEVERDI TO WAGNER

As is well known, opera is a syncretic genre. Music, theatre, words, fine arts and
choreography at the turn of the 16th and 17th centuries united into the type of performance
that we now call opera (officially, the first opera is considered to be Claudio Monteverdi's
“Orfeo,” which premiered in 1607, but before there was Jacopo Peri's mostly lost stage work
“Dafne,” produced in Florence in 1598).

Since its inception, opera has constantly undergone all kinds of changes: opera forms
and genres have been formed, the role of the coauthors of the complex genre has changed —
the ancient Greek theatrical and ritual mystery slowly turned into a drama with music, then
primacy was accorded to the composer, subordinating everything that happens on stage to
the musical development, and in the last 50 years, the director and production designer have
burst onto the scene. This rapid evolution has always allowed opera to stay “on trend” with
contemporary socio-cultural changes and to keep up with the times, whether it was Mozart's
revolutionary decision to turn to a libretto in his native language after a long dominance of
Italian operas or the use of the most innovative machinery in opera theater.

By the beginning of the twentieth century, outstanding artists were involved in the
creation of opera productions, and composers were turning to the most serious literary
sources. Richard Wagner, one of the leaders of the concept of the unity of the arts (the
mysterious Gesamtkunstwerk), called for a great fusion of the various components of the
opera genre at the turn of the century. Wagner lamented that in contemporary opera the
different arts were too “selfishly” isolated, instead of working together towards one common
goal — “the musical drama of the future.”
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IN SILENT-FILM HELL

Since the invention of cinema, its encounter with opera has only been a matter of time.
The interaction between the opera genre and “the most important of the arts” in the twentieth
century has been very active and diverse from the very beginning. The mutual attraction
was due to the syncretic nature of both arts and the love of ecstatic experiences. The first
timid steps towards bringing opera and silent cinema closer together were taken back in
1903: the owner of a Parisian variety show and president of the French Society of
Illusionists, Georges Mélies (1903), presented to the public his film “Faust in Hell” — a sort
of “screen adaptation” of Berlioz’s opera “The Damnation of Faust.”

M¢lies was captivated by cinematography from the very first moment he saw a film
screening by the Lumiére brothers in 1895. He has bought a camera in England and began
filming everything he could, using circus tricks and pyrotechnics in his films, becoming a
pioneer of double exposure, editing, and even underwater filming. It is not surprising that
opera did not remain on the sidelines of his experiments. A year after the “Faust in Hell,”
Meélieés made the film “Faust and Marguerite,” based on the opera of the same name by
Gounod. The 15-minute silent film was accompanied by a musical score, composed by the
director himself, in which individual fragments from the opera corresponded to specific
scenes in the film (M¢ligs, 1903).

Similar experiments in combining video footage and live performances of certain
fragments of operas became widespread — thus, in 1916, one of the pioneers of German
cinema, Oskar Messter, made the film “Lohengrin,” the demonstration of which was
accompanied by a performance of Wagner's opera by soloists, a choir and an orchestra.
Later, in 1926, one of the founders of cinematic expressionism, Robert Wiene, made a film
adaptation of Richard Strauss's opera “Der Rosenkavalier” — at the premiere of the film in
Dresden, an orchestra was conducted by the composer himself. The author of the opera's
libretto, Hugo von Hofmannsthal, slightly changed the plot line for the film version, and
Richard Strauss also included fragments of his other works in the score.

SERGEI EISENSTEIN

A new era in the romance of opera and cinema began with the advent of sound cinema.
And here we cannot help but recall the great innovative director Sergei Eisenstein, who,
although he did not create a single opera screen adaptation, nevertheless approached the
problem of “internal synchrony and counterpoint of image and music” as closely as possible.
The pinnacle of this experiments was Eisenstein's collaborative work with Sergei Prokofiev
(“Alexander Nevsky” and “Ivan the Terrible”) (Eisenstein, 1938).

The creation of the “Ivan the Terrible” (1945) proceeded in parallel with the
Prokofiev’s work on orchestrating his opera “War and Peace,” and the co-authors, who
understood each other perfectly, came up with the idea of working together on staging the
opera at the Bolshoi Theatre in Moscow. Eisenstein even began making sketches, but due
to illness he was unable to carry out the production (the opera eventually premiered in
Leningrad in 1946, directed by the young theater director Boris Pokrovsky). The conductor
of the production, Samuil Samosud was convinced that if Eisenstein was able to accomplish
his planned production of “War and Peace” in the theater, this performance would be for
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him a sketch for the future film-opera. The only experiment by Eisenstein of staging an
opera was the production of Wagner's “Valkyries” at the Bolshoi Theatre in 1940, right
before the war. Witnesses of the production were divided in their assessment of the staging.
It is only known, that the director set the most daring plans: he intended to introduce an
additional cinematographic plan in the scene of Siegmund's story and to broadcast the scene
of the flight of the Valkyries (the sound of the orchestra was to be broadcast through a series
of amplifiers, arranged in a stereophonic manner around the circumference of the hall). For
various reasons (mostly technical ones), none of these ideas could be realized, but all of
them were successfully implemented in the modern opera house several decades later.

FELLINI, HERZOG AND VISCONTI: OPERA IN A CLASSIC ART
HOUSE

With the development of sound cinema, directors rushed to meet opera with all their
enthusiasm. Opera’s magical world, its recognizable characters, music quotations and stage
allusions — all these themes have flourished in the sound cinema. Opera arias sound in the
films of Fellini and Godard, Visconti and Rivette, enchanting viewers with the marvelous
veil of operatic cliché. There are several famous films, even dedicated to passionate
operamania. Sam Wood's (1935) “A Night at the Opera” tells the story of a young chorister's
rise to operatic fame; Werner Herzog's “Fitzcarraldo” (1982) tells the story of a music lover's
2,000-mile journey just to hear Enrico Caruso; and Federico Fellini's (1983) film “And the
Ship Sails On” follows the passengers of a cruise ship as they bid farewell to a famous opera
diva. And, of course, the most important place in the series of cinematic hommage to opera
is occupied by the film “Ludwig” by Luchino Visconti (1972), dedicated to the King of
Bavaria, Ludwig II, who was obsessed with the operatic universe of Richard Wagner. A
separate chapter in the love-story of opera and cinema is made up of famous film adaptations
of operas: Shostakovich's “Katerina Izmailova,” directed by Mikhail Shapiro (1966),
Mozart's “The Magic Flute,” directed by Ingmar Bergman (1975), Verdi's “La Traviata,”
directed by Franco Zeffirelli (1983) etc.

In the middle of the twentieth century, television quietly crept into the relationship
between opera and cinema. The first work written specifically for television broadcast in
America was Gian Carlo Menotti's opera “Amahl and the Night Visitors “(1951). For a long
time, it was always staged “live” on television, and only in 1963 the performance was
recorded on tape. Menotti's magical opera is still an absolute hit that has been on American
television channels on the night before Christmas for many years: it is believed that more
Americans have seen “Amahl” than any other opera in the world repertoire.

THE MEDIUM IS THE MEDIUM: OPERA AND VIDEO-ART

Within a few years the video camera would get into the hands of everyone, becoming
an integral element of the American avant-garde. Composer Dick Higgins, a participant in
the Fluxus movement (an international art movement founded by George Maciunas and
including Yoko Ono and Joseph Beuys), begins to work in the field of “intermedia” — an
artistic form at the intersection of different types of art (actionism, cinema, and music).
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Video art pioneer Nam June Paik made the video camera an “accessory” to all of his musical
performances. In 1963, Paik demonstrated his first “electronic opera.” The video was shown
on Boston television in the program “The Medium is the Medium.” Distorted images of
unnatural colors flashed on the screen, and a voice-over gave viewers commands: “Close
your eyes,” “Turn off the TV.”

One of Paik's followers in combining video art with music (a sort of American
Gesamtkunstwerk) was the avant-garde composer Robert Ashley. All of Ashley's operas take
place in the American countryside, instead of arias he uses long monologue-recitatives (an
original mix between Schoenberg's Sprechgesang and American hip-hop), and in the place
of an orchestra, there is electroacoustic sound. His television operas, like silent movies, have
subtitles, but here their function is less utilitarian — they set the rhythm and give visual
accents. One of Ashley's best-known television operas is “Perfect Lives” (Sanborn, 1983)
in seven acts, whose genre Ashley describes himself as “a comic opera on the theme of
reincarnation.” (as cited in Gutkin, 2014, p. 23).

An important step towards the establishment of the genre was the work of the family
tandem of composer Steve Reich and his wife, video artist Beryl Short. Their first project
was the mediaopera “Cave” (1993), which combined instrumental score, non-operatic
singing, speech and documentary video. Reich and Korot called their invention
“documentary music video theatre.” A few years later, another joint multimedia project
based on documentary materials appeared — “Three Stories” (2002). Each of the three acts
of the opera corresponds to a certain “story” from the life of humankind at the beginning,
middle and end of the 20th century. The first tells the story of the creation and crash of the
largest airship in history, the Hindenburg. The second story is about the testing of atomic
bombs by American troops on the Bikini Atoll in 1946-1954, which led to an ecological
catastrophe. And finally, the third act (“Dolly”) is a “discussion” of influential American
scientists on the topic of cloning, new biotechnologies, the creation of robots and artificial
intelligence. The video sequence of “Three Stories” is realized on a single large screen,
which is divided into parts from time to time, and the musicians are located live in front of
it (Reich, 2002).

Almost simultaneously with Reich, the New York composer Michael Gordon also
came to the genre of video-opera, collaborating with the video artist Elliot Caplan to create
several works in this format. Their first project was the video-opera “Van Gogh” (Gordon,
1991) for three voices and a chamber ensemble, based on the letters of Vincent Van Gogh,
and several years later the premiere of the video-opera “Weather” (Gordon, 1997) took
place. This multimedia work is a visual and musical journey along a weather map — the
score combines a wide variety of styles: the rhythmic pulse of classical minimalism,
dissonances in the spirit of Ligeti, modality and quotations from pop music. The composer
provided his score with a program note:

I imagined history as being not so much like a timeline, but like an elevator where I
could stop at whatever floor | wanted, and everything was going on simultaneously.
The elevator went up to eight, where I found Vivaldi, who of course wrote a massive
string piece based loosely on the same subject. Then I went down to the fourth floor,
where I found Jimi Hendrix, back up to nine for some 1990’s London club music,
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then to five for the noise of battleship sirens. (Gordon, as cited in “Manchester
Collective’s video premiere: Weather,” 2022)

OPERA AS SOUNDTRACK

While new video technologies are gaining ground in the traditional opera house,
contemporary composers, in turn, have not forgotten the good old cinema. One of the
patriarchs of American minimalism, Philip Glass (the author of not only a huge number of
operas, but also a large number of film scores — from Daldry's “The Hours” to Zvyagintsev's
“Elena”), wrote a chamber opera (Glass, 1994) for orchestra and film “The Beauty and the
Beast” (1995). It is a musical paraphrase of the famous film of the same name by Jean
Cocteau (1946) with Jean Marais in the leading role. The film is shown on the screen without
a soundtrack, and a small orchestra and singers performing their parts in sync with the actors'
speech on the screen.

Another operatic homage to cinema is the video-opera “Lost Highway” (Neuwirth &
Jelinek, 2003) by Austrian composer Olga Neuwirth, based on the film of the same name
by David Lynch. The libretto for the opera was written by Elfriede Jelinek, Neuwirth’s long-
term collaborator and Nobel Prize laureate in literature. Together they came up with a grand
experiment on the edge of cinema, computer animation, and musical theatre. The production
at the English National Opera combined the stage performance with several screens,
showing fragments of the film, and live music performance was combined with a recorded
soundtrack.

A HIDING PLACE FOR THE MUSICAL AVANT-GARDE

Speaking of the development of mediaopera in the Russian art scene, one should
mention the very strong connection between the musical avantgarde and the cinema back in
Soviet times. For reasons of censorship, film music was the only source of income for many
nonconformist composers. The history of Soviet cinema knows remarkable director-
composer tandems: Grigory Kozintsev and Dmitry Shostakovich (“Hamlet” and “King
Lear”), Alexander Mitta and Alfred Schnittke (“The Crew” and “The Tale of Wanderings”),
Andrei Tarkovsky and Eduard Artemyev (“Stalker” and “Solaris”), Georgy Danelia and
Giya Kancheli (“Mimino” and “Kin-dza-dza!”). If in live action films music played a
secondary role, animation provided the possibility of a much more subtle synthesis of music
and video. A Soviet and Russian animator Andrei Khrzhanovsky not only cooperated for
many years with Alfred Schnittke (“The Glass Harmonica,” “Butterfly,” “My Favorite
Time”), but also released in 2020 the full-length film “The Nose or the Conspiracy of
Mavericks” — a full-fledged animated film adaptation of the opera “The Nose” by Dmitry
Shostakovich (Khrzhanovsky, 2020).

PSYCHEDELIC METALS BY FAUSTO ROMITELLI

Therefore, at the heart of any mediaopera is a music soundtrack that finds new life in
a new genre. Authors of various stripes work on the work — a composer, librettist, director,
cinematographer, media artist, performing musicians, singers and actors. As a rule, the video
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sequence is created directly in the process of working on the opera, but in any case, the
strings are pulled by musical dramaturgy (as it should be in a staged opera). This genre
organically combines classical and avant-garde music, cinema and video art, performance
and animation, and traditional operatic forms (aria, duet, choir), naturally coexisting with
electronic music and elements of improvisation.

On European soil, one of the classic examples of the genre is Fausto Romitelli's
mediaopera “The Metal Index” (2003) for instrumental ensemble (including bass and
electric guitar), soprano, three screens and electronics — this is the last opus of the Italian
composer, who passed away at the age of 41. The aim of the work, according to the author,
was “to transform the secular genre of opera into an experience of total perception,
immersing the viewer in hot matter, glowing and sounding, in the magma of floating sounds,
shapes and colors, telling nothing, but hypnotizing, taking possession and putting into a
trance” (Romitelli, 2003). The literary basis for the opera were the texts of the Croatian
writer Kenka Lekovic, saturated with allusions and quotations (from Georges Bataille to
Jim Morrison). The music is imbued with similar associations — there are greetings to
Romitelli's older comrade, the spectralist Georges Grisey, and quotes from Brian Eno and
even Pink Floyd.

The authors of the video series are artists Paolo Pachini and Leonardo Romoli who
created psychedelic visions of different states of metal on the screen — from scorching melt
to industrial debris and all sorts of damage to the metal surface. The opera consists of five
scenes, conventionally divided into three hallucinations, representing a slow, viscous deadly
immersion — not in water, however, but in metal. The source of inspiration for Romitelli was
Roy Lichtenstein's painting “Drowning Girl,” also known as “I Don't Care! I'd Rather
Drown” (1963) in the pop art genre (a comic strip made on a huge canvas). The music and
video sequence were created in parallel, but what was important was their connection in a
common continuum and reliance on the same physical characteristics — “iridescence,
corrosion, plastic deformation of the surface.”

The traditional “operatic” quality of this very unusual composition is given by
Romitelli’s musical aesthetics itself, as a product of the synthesizing hearing of “high” and
“low” — a genuine Gesamtkunstwerk of the early 21st century. Along with the
electroacoustic spectral technique, the composer was always inspired by psychedelic rock,
which, as it seemed to him, developed according to similar sound parameters: Aphex Twin,
Sonic Youth and, of course, the electric guitar of Jimi Hendrix. Romitelli (2003) often
speaks of his fatigue with “scientific,” “pure” music and invents a new language. “The Metal
Index” also naturally slips out of all classical genre categories — states of aggregation
become the main mode of this composition on the visual, sound and conceptual levels.

Another impressive example of a multimedia opera is the large-scale project
“Amazonas,” (2010) shown at the Munich Biennale. The main character of this opera trilogy
is the tropical Amazon forest, and the main theme is the problem of “catastrophe in
paradise”: climate change, endangered indigenous cultures, and the destruction of the
habitat. In this multi-hour performance, composers Klaus Schedl, Tato Taborda, and Ludger
Brummer, as well as media artists from Brazil and Germany conceptually rethink the very
concept of multimedia musical theatre: opera and media art flow into each other, music
becomes visible, and the visual series acquires sound.
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MEDIAOPERA-EXPERIMENTS IN RUSSIA

On Russian soil, all new trends begin to modify without the time to become a tradition.
In 2018 the premier of Olga Bochikhina’s mediaopera “Face” took place — a “Mute opera”
for ensemble, electroacoustics, and video projection that was commissioned by the VI
International Festival of Contemporary Music “Another Space” (Bochikhina, 2018, the
author of the video sequence is photo-artist Ivan Sakharov). Olga Bochikhina does not write
tonal music as a matter of principle, the entire musical universe of her composition consists
of vocal and instrumental “whispers and screams.” In fact, the main “representers” of the
opera-genre, the singers, do not appear on stage — their voices sound through loudspeakers.
This very “inside out” of the opera-genre (in the opera about a person who never shows up),
the concept of losing and finding a face, raises an important question about the border zones
of art.

Another example of the genre mediaopera ins Russia are the works of Dmitry
Kurlyandsky.first The opera-installation “NEKYIA” (Kurlyandsky, 2019) is based on the
plot of Homer’s epic poerm, combining a musical score and video-art by artist Elena
Nemkova (a sequel appeared a year later - NEKYIA 2.0, created in collaboration with video
artist Alexey Nadzharov). The subsequesnt mediaopera “Letters of Happiness™ (2020). This
work was created during the pandemic — forced isolation and prolonged sitting in front of a
computer screen. The plot is based on letters that usually end up in spam. The composer
himself made the videos for the five acts of the opera. The second act features the work of
musician and media artist Alexander Serechenko, based on the principle of chance. The
sixth act features the work of video artist Marina Chernikova, inspired by the ideas of
psychogeography.

A fusion of academic music and media-technologies in the works of contemporary
composers (regardless of their geographical and national affiliation) has been actively
expanding and developing in recent decades, delighting us with the diversity of forms and
genre subtypes. Video art has become another powerful tool on the path to achieving that
absolute synthesis, desired by Scriabin in the “Prometheus” or Stockhausen with his 29-
hour opera project “Licht” — in the score of both works, the visual part plays an important,
full-fledged role. Among the contemporary Russian composers working today at the
crossroads of academic and electronic music and video art, we should mention Elena
Rykova‘s “Under Construction”, accompanied by an animation, created in collaboration
with the artist Maria Korol (Rykova & Korol, 2016-2017). A lot of the compositions by
Alexander Khubeev are syncretic at their core — his scores often capture both light and video
(in the multimedia project of Alexander Khubeev and Nikolay Popov
“Biomechanics. NEXT” media technologies are combined with instrumental theater).
Nikolay Popov — is the author of the multimedia-futuristic opera “Curiosity” (2018), based
on the Twitter account of the NASA space agency's Mars rover (Mizonova, 2024).

IRAIDA YUSUPOVA

A true founder of the mediaopera-genre in Russia is Moscow composer and film-
maker Iraida Yusupova. Iraida Yusupova was born in Ashgabat in 1962 and graduated from
the Moscow State Conservatory, composition class of composer Nikolai Sidelnikov. During
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these years, Yusupova’s unique compositional technique was formed: cryptophony. This
mode of composing combines different language codes and ciphers; it relies on the
superimposition of different language systems and styles, based on a system of alphabetic-
tone correspondences, arbitrarily set by the author. A guiding premise of this approach is
that the language system participates in this symbiotic practice in which semiotic structures
and generative composing are mutually enriching (Yusupova, 2025, p. 24-26, appendix).
Together with her fellow composers Ivan Sokolov and Sergej Nevraeyev, Yusupova
launched this method in the form of the stage opus “Opera-Cryptophonica,” which was
performed at the “Alternative-95”-Festival in Moscow in 1995. Besides cryptophony, Iraida
Yusupova deploys a related musical method, namely “wholly spontaneous polyphony” — the
composer herself came up with the term. This is not, as the phrase might imply, aleatoric
with meaning reliant on random acoustic association, but consists in improvisation within
a fixed time span or using harmonic segments; the resulting outcome becoming a mosaic of
sampled sounds. These compositional techniques — cryptophony and wholly spontaneous
polyphony — imply a mechanical approach to music-making that in no way corresponds to
the euphonic and emotionally-charged quality of her work. Both performers and listeners
cherish the music of Iraida Yusupova. She has always enjoyed writing for unusual
instruments and for singers with a unique timbre, and the performers have often become not
only long-life friends, but also faithful interpreters of her work, ready for all of the daring
experiments she puts together. In her recordings (or rather soundtracks, speaking in the
mediaopera idiom, all the voices and musical layers are carefully recorded and then
compiled.

Yusupova has worked in a vast range of genres: operas, symphonies, compositions
(chamber music, symphonic, electroacoustic, choral and vocal), music for films, and
theatrical productions. Since 2003, Yusupova has also been known as a director of art-house
cinema and an author of media projects, for which she coined the term “mediaopera.” Her
love for cinema and theater led her to attend courses at GITIS (The Russian Institute of
Theatre Arts, Moscow), where she mastered the basics of directing. In 1991 she met
cameraman and video-artist Alexander Dolgin (1958-2019), who later became her
permanent collaborator and husband. In 1996 they began working on multimedia projects
together. According to Yusupova, this artistic journey began when they discovered a shared,
long-standing love for black-and-white movies.

This deliberate combination of not just different stylistic layers, but also of fictive and
documentary elements is rooted in another one of Iraida Yusupova’s passions, namely
mockumentary (a fake parodistic documentary), where the real and the pseudo-real, the high
and the low are united into a single lampooning pastiche. An impressive example of this
technique is Yusupova’s film “Theremin‘s Last Secret” (Yusupova & Dolgin, 2003) about
Anna Theremin — a fictional sister of the brilliant Russian inventor Leon Theremin (the
thereminvox is one of Yusupova's preferred, unusual instruments), a singer and artist who,
according to the film, became the muse of the young Dmitry Shostakovich and Kasimir
Malevich. The plot’s pseudo-documentary style also finds expression in the soundtrack —
the main song, imitating Soviet jazz of the 1920s, was written by Iraida Yusupova herself.
Some elements of the mocumentary-style can be found in the mediaopera “Enstein and
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Margarita” (Yusupova & Dolgin, 2006): images of Ingrid Bergman, Greta Garbo, the
Kremlin towers, footage from pre-war films, etc.

THE PINK MOUSE

“Pink Mouse” is one of the latest mediaoperas of Iraida Yusupova (2021). Based on
the fairytale-novel of the same name by Viktor Erofeev, it was written after a prior “pen-
test”: Yusupova setting to music Erofeev’s mocking poem “The last lover.” Both
collaborators were highly satisfied with the result, so they ventured to tackle a bigger
project.

“Pink Mouse” is not just a piece of experimental artwork, but also an excellent
example of how one literary style can be faithfully recreated in another form of art. Viktor
Erofeev is very fortunate to have such significant composers evoking his work in musical
form. In the opera “Life with an Idiot” (Schnittke, 1992), based on Erofeev’s (1980/2020)
famous story of the same name, Alfred Schnittke deliberately goes beyond the limits of his
own language, following the style and the concept of the text. Scraps of Soviet and folk
songs and marches appear in the musical score, merged with the aesthetics of soz-art, a
communal dump of musical associations; these are combined with Schnittke's unique music
style (complex harmonic clusters in the orchestra score and his archetypal, though “cruel,”
tango-theme which appears here as a symbol of tempting banality). Something similar
happens in “Pink Mouse,” where Iraida Yusupova consciously experiments in a territory
somewhat alien to her, combining different musical languages and layers: rap and electronic
techno, punk, academic vocals and jazz. Both Schnittke and Yusupova diligently and
fearlessly set to music the tart obscene vocabulary of Erofeev’s novels.

The cheerful madness both of the text and music, its seething eclecticism is a kind of
“postmodernism of a healthy person,” which combines irrepressible children's fantasy,
translucent reality, obscenities and a gentle haze of sentimentality (the cultural references
of the story swing from the “Divine Comedy” to the “Snow Queen” —Marusya’s daddy does
not recognize her at the Bottom). Not only the musical score, but also the video-part (“Pink
Mouse” is dedicated to Alexander Dolgin and includes many of his video and photographic
works) is compulsively eclectic: it is replete with recognizable images of glamorous
mainstream characters with basic children's mythology of all sorts (Mowgli, Alice, Winnie
the Pooh, characters of famous Soviet cartoons) and references to specific artworks and
personalities of Moscow conceptualism (images of the late artist: Dmitri Prigov in the role
of a high priest and performance artist German Vinogradov as a clown). Both on the screen
and in the musical score the visual image and sound of the piano (Yusupova considers this
instrument her lyrical “alter ego”) play an important role. In this connection, the shooting
location takes on symbolic meaning — all the performative scenes are filmed in the memorial
apartment of the outstanding pianist Sviatoslav Richter (The Pushkin State Museum of Fine
Arts).

The childish, provocative and political (“Only clowns want democracy,” “Let's not be
cannibals! Let's sit in the hallway instead”) suggestions in the book have been combined —
and scrambled — in the ambivalence of the musical text. Omnivorous stylistic elements are
fused: different types of singing (opera singing, recitative, children's voice, vocal jazz,
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chanson, rap, pop, folk, sugary rock music), speech, electronic audio samples, a choir, and
a symphony orchestra (State Capella of Moscow named after Vadim Sudakov), a folk choir
(soloists of the Dmitry Pokrovsky Ensemble) and an eclectic combination of solo
instruments (cello, guitar, electric guitar, keyboard gusli, harp, piano, organ). At the same
time there's no doubt that this score belongs to the genre of musical theater — it includes a
system of leitmotifs, and some deliberately “operatic” fragments, as the dramatic scene of
the sinking yacht with a big dramatic choir (chromatic “Lacrimosa”) and a mystical
interlude to Act II (Bottom).

Like most of Iraida Yusupova's mediaoperas, “Pink Mouse” is a unique experiment at
the crossroads of genres, styles, languages and contexts. The work remains “open,”
constantly acquiring its meaning in the process of contact with the viewer, who at the same
time becomes a co-author. In 2021 the mediaopera “Pink Mouse” received the Special Jury
Award of the “Anatoly Zverev Art Prize.” The motto of the award is Zverev's statement:
“Life is shackled, art is free” (Zverev Art Prize, 2021).

IN LIEU OF A CONCLUSION

Looking back at such different origins and variants of realization of the genre of
mediaopera, one can conditionally divide the approach to this phenomenon into two main
perspectives — as a syncretic expansion of contemporary music regardless of its genre
affiliation (a tradition actively developed in the 20th century by performative practice,
verbal music, instrumental theater, the merging of electronic and acoustic sound) and as a
variety and transformation of the genre of opera itself.

While recognizing the significance of both perspectives, we would like to especially
highlight the second one — the generic connection with opera. What are the core
characteristics of the opera nowadays? A plot or a narrative? The “anti-operas” of Morton
Feldman and Maurizio Kagel proved otherwise a long time ago. A text libretto? The only
lyrics of the choral vocal lines in Philipp Glass’s opera “Einstein on the beach” are “do re
mi” and “one two three.” The video-opera “Weather” by Michael Gordon does not have a
vocal line at all. What remains as an important part of the genre is a balance between elitism
and accessibility which manifests itself in the fusion of completely different musical styles
and languages, and in the very idea of bringing the cumbersome stage genre of opera closer
to the perception of modern audiences.

On the one hand, media opera often acts as an ironic commentary on its historical
prototype — the very concept of “cheapening” the most expensive form of art thanks to
modern technology and cleansing it of all traditional operatic “tricks.” On the other hand,
despite all the ironic detachment, this genre demonstrates a generic attachment to the “big”
opera themes: life and death, love and loneliness (as in the works of Fausto Romitelli and
Olga Bochikhina), social issues (documentary video operas by Steve Reich and Robert
Ashley, the multimedia project “Amazonas”) and playing with opera archetypes and
mythologemes (mediaoperas by Iraida Yusupova, Nikolai Khrust and Nikolai Popov).
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Abstract

The purpose of the study is to determine a number of features of mediaopera as a form of musical
conceptualism and an innovative genre, the genesis of which is associated with information technologies —
digital opera. The study is based on a comprehensive approach that allows to identify the ideological and
artistic foundations of mediaopera in Russia, the influence of conceptualism on it, and compare it with the
actively developing digital opera. The genesis of mediaopera is connected with the formation of musical
conceptualism, the center of which is the idea. Such concepts as cryptophonics, synthetism, performance
are associated with the phenomenon of “mediaopera” in the Russian art space. Information technologies
can be used to solve technical problems of creating a stage space. However, digital opera is becoming an
independent art form, where the place of the viewer changes. Digital opera includes a number of
innovations: from the use of performative elements to a digital quest (games on a personal device,
smartphone, in a special application, etc.). In Russian research literature, the genres of media and digital
opera are not always distinguished. However, despite some similarity between these types of musical and
stage art, they differ significantly. This is due to their genesis, understanding of the main goal of the work
and the use of artistic means. In conclusion, this underscores that trends in the development of modern art
forms can be determined not only by the growth of digitalization tools themselves, but also by the change
in the role of the viewer with the help of these tools, with an emphasis on pressing social issues.
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AHHOTaNus

Llenb uccnenoBaHMs — ONPENENUTH Psifi OCOOCHHOCTEH MeAMaonepbl Kak HANpaBJICHUS MY3BIKAILHOTO
KOHLENTyalu3Ma W WHHOBAI[MOHHOTO JKaHpa, TEHE3HC KOTOPOro CBA3aH ¢ WH(OpMalMOHHBIMU
texHonorusiMu — digital omepsr. B ocHOBe nccenoBaHuss KOMIUIEKCHBIH MOAXO/, O3BOJISIOIINMA BbISBUTh
U/IeHHO-XY/I0’)KECTBCHHBIE OCHOBBI MeJMa omnepsl B Poccny, BinsHUE HAa HE€ KOHIENTyann3Ma, a TakkKe
CpaBHUTH e€ ¢ akTHBHO pa3BuBatoleil digital onmepoit. I'eHe3nc mequaoneps! cBsi3aH ¢ HOPMUPOBAHUEM
MY3BIKaJbHOTO KOHIIENITYaIN3Ma, B IIEHTpe KoToporo — uaesd. C peHoMeHOM “ Meanaotepa’ B POCCHHCKOM
apT-IPOCTPAHCTBE CBS3BIBAIOTCA TaKWE IOHATHS, KaKk KpUNTO(OHWKA, CHHTETH3M, TepdomaHc.
WHdopMannoHHbIE TEXHOJIOTHH MOTYT HCHOJB30BATHCS IJISI PEHICHUS TEXHWYECKHX 3a/ad CO3/aHMs
cueHndeckoro npocrpanctea. Oxnako digital omepa cTaHOBUTCSI caMOCTOSATEIBHBIM BHAOM HCKYCCTBa, B
paMKax KOTOpOro usMeHsiercs Mecto 3pureis. Digital omepa Bximrogaer psii HOBOBBENCHHIt: OT
UCIIOJIb30BaHUs Tep(GOpMATHBHBIX 3JIEMEHTOB 10 LHU(PPOBOTo KBeCTa (UTPhI B IEPCOHAIBHOM YCTPOICTBE,
cMapThoOHE, B CIECIHUAIBHOM MPWJIOKCHUHA U T.JI.). B pOCCHIICKON HCCIIe0BATEILCKOM IUTEpaType HE
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INTRODUCTION. OPERA AS A MEDIA GENRE AND SPACE FOR
NEW TECHNOLOGIES

Contemporary art is undergoing significant changes associated with both the search
for new artistic forms and the use of new technologies. At the same time, in a number of
works, new technologies not only expand technical capabilities, but are also intended to
facilitate the creation of artistic images and the transmission of ideas.

Despite the fact that opera is the most conservative form of performing arts, it is
also subject to such changes. Among the innovative types of modern opera that use
various media and new information technologies mediaopera and digital opera stand out.
This phenomenon is currently being studied by musicologists, art historians, cultural
scientists, philosophers, art historians, etc.

Irina Snitkova (1999), Galina Grigorieva (2005), Anna Panova (2020) and others
are devoted to innovations and modern trends in the opera genre in Russia. Ideological
and theoretical foundations of modern opera are studied in the works of Svetlana Lavrova
(2016), Anna Amrakhova (2009; 2017). Non-academic and alternative directing in opera
art is analyzed in the articles by Natalia Gulyanitskaya (2014), Konstantin Zhabinsky
(2010), Galina Zadneprovskaya (2016; 2023a).

There are still only a few studies devoted to digital opera by Russian scholars, due
to the novelty of the cultural phenomenon itself, but the development of this genre also
influences research activity. Among the works on digital opera in Russia, there are the
articles by Trofimova Galina, Tsagareishvili Severian (Trofimova & Tsagareishvili,
2024), Dmitry Otyakovsky and Rustam Sagdiev (Otyakovsky & Sagdiev, 2023). Issues
of musical dramaturgy of digital opera are the subject of research by Alexandra Krylova
(2024), Vadim Bezmenov (2022). The problems and prospects for the development of
this genre are analyzed in the articles by Paul Michkov (2023), Marina Bunakova (2020).
Digital opera as a special cultural form is analyzed by Ludmila Zubanova (Zubanova &
Bunakova, 2022) and Catherine Shapinskaya (2019).

The goal of this study is to determine a number of features of mediaopera as the
form of musical conceptualism and specific features of the innovative genre of digital
opera, the genesis of which is associated with information technology.

To achieve this goal, the study draws on the analysis of some modern operas, on
interviews and works of main representatives of conceptualism (Dmitry Prigov and Iraida
Yusupova), also on scientific publications on the subject. The subject is approaches by
way of philosophical and culturological analysis, adopting an interdisciplinary and
integrated approach.

DISCUSSION. MEDIAOPERA, OR MUSICAL CONCEPTUALISM IN
RUSSIA: ART AS AN IDEA

Galina Zadneprovskaya is the author of a comprehensive dissertation on Russian
musical theatre at the turn of the 20th and 21st centuries (2023b). She considers the genre
of mediaopera as an “alternative opera” where this alternative character is connected, in
her opinion, with the fact that some modern operatic works contradict the traditional
understanding of opera “as a synthetic genre, including academic singing, scenery,

44
soctech.spbstu.ru



Technology and Language Texuonoruu B uadocdepe, 2025. 6(1). 42-53 ﬂ
X

costumes, acting, choreographic scenes, etc. (with the unconditional dominant role of
music).” Zadneprovskaya notes that such innovative works that either partially contain
features of the opera genre, or do not contain them at all, are called “operas” by the authors
themselves.

The genesis of mediaopera in Russia is largely associated with the formation of the
Russian version of musical conceptualism, and thus also with literary or artistic
conceptualism. Conceptualism refers to the definition of the role of the idea in
contemporary art, in that the idea is the core of conceptual art. The idea that arises in the
discourse of the author and the viewer is iat the center of the space opened by
conceptualism space. Art is understood as the power of the idea, and not in terms of
artistic material (Kosuth, 1993).

At the same time, the artistic methods of forming the idea-concept and its
expression can be formulated in different variations. Conceptualism is closely connected
with the synthesis of various forms of art, which allows us to correlate its genesis with
the avant-garde trends of the early 20th century. A number of representatives of Russian
musical conceptualism, including Iraida Yusupova, who is called the founder of
mediaopera in Russia, have repeatedly emphasized this continuity.

Yusupova calls “Opera-Marina” her first mediaopera, although she began to use the
term later. The second opera was “Opera-Cryptofonica,” created in collaboration with
Ivan Sokolov and Sergei Nevraev. As for the third mediaopera, “Einstein and Margarita,
or Found in Translation,” she highlights her authorship of the idea, but emphasizes that
“it was provoked by Sasha Dolgin, who showed me a newspaper article about the affair
of the great scientist with supposedly a Soviet spy who was also the wife of an outstanding
Soviet sculptor.” The idea of a media version of the opera also arose due to the complexity
of the practical implementation of a live performance. The libretto was written by poet
Vera Pavlova and translator Stephen Seymour. The media co-author and co-director was
Alexander Dolgin. Yusupova also emphasizes the importance of the participation of
Dmitry Prigov in this project, one of the founders of the original direction of
conceptualism in Russia (it was the USSR then). Prigov’s role in the process of forming
the genre of mediaopera in Russia is difficult to overestimate: it was with his participation
that the f mediaopera was recognized as a formation of artistic conceptualism.

The concept and phenomenon of “mediaopera” in the Russian art space and its
research are associated with such concepts as the above-mentioned conceptualism,
cryptophonics, synthesis, and performance.

The performance space was part of Prigov’s artistic concept. The famous Russian
musician and composer Sergei Letov believes that Prigov is a rare type of poet-performer,
which he attributes to the fact that conceptualist writers “were considered meta-poets,
creators of a new view of creativity.” According to Letov, much of what Prigov wrote
“cannot be appropriately perceived outside of a performative presentation.” This, as well
as his talent as a sculptor, contributed to Prigov’s creative interest in the genre of
mediaopera (Chernikov, 2024).

Prigov presented his understanding of the essence of conceptualism in his works
“What Should We Call You Now?” (late 1980s), “What You Need to Know” (1989),
“One Cannot Help Falling into Heresy” (1990), “Do We Believe That We Believe, What
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We Believe in?” (2006), “The Last Questions” (2007), “Where Are You, Where Are You,
Mother Modernity!” (2007). Gurlenova and Gabb note that “Prigov tends to interpret the
concepts of “conceptualism,” “social art,”, “postmodernism” as close and related, since,
firstly, he often characterizes some artistic techniques and components as common, and
secondly, he presents them in a number of articles as synonymous” (Gurlenova & Gabb,
2020). Prigov assigned an important role to the behavioral act, he writes about the gesture
that determines the behavioral strategy, about the author’s character, etc.

Russian, in particular Moscow, conceptualists in the 90s of the 20th century, tried
to comprehend their place in the contemporary world art and Western conceptualism. One
of the Russian writers and founders of conceptualism Vladimir Sorokin wrote that
“paradoxically, after the collapse of the Soviet Union, it was possible to exhibit anywhere
and travel anywhere, Moscow conceptualists did not fit into the Western context of
contemporary art. [...]. Simply put, ‘Moscow conceptualism’ did not become just
conceptualism.” Sorokin adds that “in the 70-80s, the circle of Moscow conceptualists
was good only for its air: conversation, hanging out, the joy of free communication,
breaking taboos (not only ideological) and exchanging ideas” (Sorokin, 2008).

Talking about the Russian version of conceptualism in musical creativity, we can
turn to one of Iraida Yusupova’s interviews, when she defines conceptualist composers
as those “who generate such strong ideas that they attract everything necessary
themselves, and just need to be able to capture this attracted thing and give it life”
(Miroshnichenko, 2014). At the same time, the conceptualist himself, according to
Yusupova, becomes a “slave of the idea.” This is one of the reasons for mixing genres,
styles and artistic means, going beyond the boundaries of opera not only as a musical, but
also as a theatric art.

RESEARCH RESULTS. MEDIAOPERA: BETWEEN EARLY RUSSIAN
AVANT GARDE, POSTMODERNISM AND MASS CULTURE

Culturologist Yuliana Bachmanova wrote about the work of Iraida Yusupova and
Alexander Dolgin:

Dolgin-Yusupova is a unique tandem, creating on the border of the Silver Age and
Golden Hollywood, high archaism and ironic carnival. It is difficult to describe
this style, when the deliberate — just hilarious — simplicity of the picture, its
cartoonishness, mask-likeness, poster-likeness is elevated to an ancient tragedy by
unearthly music, or rather, by touches of the voice to some deep-seated samples
generated by the Universe. In the middle is a postmodernist text with a “Chekhov-
style,” double reading. (Mediaopera “Planet Pi,” n.d.)

The mediaopera “Einstein and Margarita, or Found in Translation” is more in line
with all of these features.

Galina Zadneprovskaya believes that Yusupova’s mediaoperas (“Aelita, or the
Tragic History of the Revolution on Mars,” “Opera Marina, ” “Cryptophonics,”
“Theremin’s Last Secret,” “Einstein and Margarita, or Found in Translation”)
demonstrate the basic principles of conceptualism, such as the dominance of the idea-
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concept, a clear conception of the synthesis of arts, the use of favorite and typical forms
of conceptualism (performance, video installation, interactive dolls, simultaneous
translation captions, etc.) (Zadneprovskaya, 2023b).

Moreover, if we turn to the mediaopera “Einstein and Margarita, or Found in
Translation,” we will discover the amazing artistic integrity of this work, which includes
a bright musical part (music and singing), an original video sequence, a demonstration of
texts in Russian, English, and German, references to the dramatic historical realities of
the time of action. This special multi-genre space is united by the idea of love of the main
characters living in different social systems, unfree in their personal relationships, and
bound by different obligations.

In fact, it was planned to stage this mediaopera in a theater. However, a number of
difficulties, including organizational and financial ones, prevented the authors from the
implementation of this idea. Then a wonderful union of two creative people, Yusupova
and Dolgov, was able to do this in the experimental genre of video art. The mediaopera
iIs based on an independent soundtrack, and the laws of constructing a musical
composition are transferred to the visuals. In the mediaopera, music becomes relevant in
the video space, emphasizing the idea of the work. Despite the bright musical part of the
mediaopera, it moves away as much as possible from the classical “language for the sake
of language” in favor of the idea. The score for a large symphony orchestra includes the
sounds of a jazz band, electronic phonograms, and a theremin. Theremin is one of the
first electronic musical instruments, created by the Russian inventor, physicist and
musician Lev Termen in 1920. This instrument is the beginning of electronic music. Its
use in this mediaopera is both a way of creating amazing music, and a reference to the
artistic ideas of the Silver Age, and the creation of a special atmosphere of the characters’
lives, since, according to various sources, Einstein tried to play the theremin.

Mediaopera is a process and a result of continuous experimentation, a kind of
laboratory of new artistic forms. In the opera “Cryptofonica,” created by Ivan Sokolov,
Sergey Nevraev and Iraida Yusupova, a special method of composition is used, associated
with the coding of information. The method of musical cryptophony consists in the
transformation of verbal text into musical text based on an arbitrarily chosen system of
alphabetic-tone correspondences. The creators of this method believe that if this “font” is
found accurately, then completely new meanings of the poetic text arise when performing
music (Nikolaeva, 2011).

As mentioned already, Yusupova often refers to literary texts and musical ideas of
the early 20th century in her works. The idea of the synthesis of arts was a favorite idea
of the Silver Age, it was embodied in the paintings of Mikalojus Konstantinas Ciurlionis,
the poetry of Velimir Khlebnikov, and the musical works of Alexander Scriabin. It was
Scriabin who sought the possibility of uniting sound and light in his desire to embody the
idea of universal unity, which was reflected in the “The Poem of Ecstasy” (1907),
“Prometheus: The Poem of Fire” (1910), and the ideas for “Mysterium.” The modernist
aspiration to search for new forms included the disclosure of the possibilities of
interaction between different types of art in the embodiment of meaning, the task of
creating a special space of artistic impact.
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DISCUSSION OF THE RESULTS. MEDIAOPERA AND DIGITAL
OPERA: CONTINUED DEVELOPMENT OR DIFFERENT FORMS OF
THE GENRE

A new synthesis of arts and new forms of contemporary art cannot be imagined
today without the use of information technology. These technologies can be used to solve
technical problems of creating a stage space, for example, the use of holography in the
theater, “digital doubles™ of famous deceased actors in films, etc.

On the other hand, digital art in general and digital opera as a part of it are becoming
independent types and genres of contemporary art, within which not only the tasks of the
authors of the work can change, but also the place and role of the audience. With the help
of information technology, the viewer himself can become a kind of creator of the work
and part of the artistic process.

Vadim Bezmenov (2022) emphasizes that “new forms of digital opera finally break
through with the idea of the author’s musical work and turn the old genre into a modern
quest for a smartphone user — a quest that unfolds according to the rules of a computer
game on the screen and in most cases relies on the personal playlists of the participants”
(p. 93).

Digital opera includes a number of innovations: from the use of performative
elements related to the activity of the audience to a digital quest (a game on a personal
device, smartphone, in a special application, etc.). The digital component can transform
opera into something like a video game. Singing and music can be both real and simulated
and reproduced using electronic means, which significantly expands the range of
vocalization opportunities. The development of digital technologies facilitates the transfer
of opera from theater halls to mobile devices and gadgets. The peculiarities of digital
opera require the creative unions of programmers, web designers, composers, video art
specialists and directors.

One example of mediaopera conceived and written for distribution as a mobile app
is the project “The Omnivore opera.” It involved musicians, singers, technicians, opera
professionals, designers, video makers and food experts. The project was presented as a
mobile app for 10S and Android, the opera unfolds as a “media manuscript” with short
film episodes shown to users (Bezmenov, 2022). The action takes place once a day, with
varying duration, depending on the course of the meal. “The Omnivore opera” made
history as the first opera that was written for distribution as a mobile app.

This opera was created by a Finnish team. Director and author of the libretto is
Jaakko Nousiainen, composer is Miika Hyytidinen, the performers include mezzo-
soprano Essi Luttinen and, Eva Alkula as well as Lauri Sallinen, playing kantele, koto,
and clarinet. The title of the work can be translated as “Opera of an omnivorous creature.”
In response to the question about the difficulties of combining a “big” opera and the
format of a mobile device, Jaakko Nousiainen talks about the special paradox of this task,
that at the very beginning of the work it was necessary “to disassemble the opera into
elementary parts and reassemble them so that they would meet the requirements of the
mobile environment” (Mitts, 2012). The author attributes technical limitations to the
choice of tools that will work in the range of sound quality of mobile phones, determining
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the length of videos that people will want to watch, selecting visual elements that are
effective for a small screen, etc. At the same time, Nousiainen notes the contradictory
role of limitations that simultaneously determine the potential for creating something
new.

Those works, in which information technologies are not a source of technical
effects, but a way of expressing artistic meanings, including those related to the reflection
of acute problems of society, could be called a digital opera. Thus, the media production-
network opera (telematic opera) Auksalaq is devoted to the issues of climate change. In
artistic terms, it gives the audience the opportunity to collectively control the musical
development of the plot. The creators of the opera are Matthew Burtner (author of music
and libretto) and Scott Deal (created media content). The main theme of the work is global
warming and its impact on the climate of Alaska, this problem is reflected in the symbolic
name of the opera, which is translated from the Eskimo language as “melting snow”.
(Bezmenov, 2022)

In addition to music, choreography, and fine art, remote technologies are used to
interact with the audience. This is an attempt to present a complex interactive world that
includes society, science, and art, in which attention is focused on an acute socio-political
problem. One of the interactive technologies of this project is the development of a special
application for smartphones that provided the opportunity not only for audience
comments, but also for limited sound manipulation.

Contemporary performing arts are not only a space for artistic and technical
experiments and innovations, but also a place of empathy and compassion for a person
who finds himself in a difficult situation. One of the examples is the project of Russian
authors “What life did not prepare me for. Item 64. Parkinson”. It is a plastic performance
by Alexander Chelidze inspired by the book “Parkinson’s Disease. The Formula for
Survival” by videographer and director Igor Kazachkov. Using dance, this is an attempt
to reflect the state of a person with an incurable disease, which gradually leads to
immobilization of the body while maintaining the functioning of the brain and the
person’s identity. Since digital technologies and artificial intelligence were used to create
it, this performance is not just a project of modern choreography.. The project reads data
on the body overload and psychological state of the performer, the visual score of the
dance and the sounds of the performer’s body, after which a single media landscape is
built on the basis of the data obtained.

There is no musical part in this work that is traditional for opera. At the same time,
a musical space as such has been created. Media artist Kami Usu (Kamila Yusupova),
composer Egor Savelyanov created video and audio accompaniment. The performance
uses processed sounds of an MRI machine, a digital avatar of the character created on
equipment used to diagnose the disease, etc. All these techniques allow us to classify this
production as an “alternative opera.”

Thus, a dramatic picture of the fight against an incurable disease, the desire to live
and create despite it, is presented. As well as any other, alternative opera reveals the
strength of the human spirit.
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CONCLUSIONS ABOUT THE GENRE’S PROSPECTS

As is known, the opera genre is one of the most traditional genres of performing
arts. However, this genre is also subject to changes and transformations. Modern forms
of opera include mediaoperas and digital operas, although these innovative forms are
somewhat similar, they differ in their artistic meanings and focus. These differences are
also present in Russian art.

In Russian musical and stage art, the introduction of the concept and genre of
“mediaopera” is associated with the work of Iraida Yusupova and her followers in art.
This trend implements the main ideas of conceptualism, with a certain specificity of the
Russian version. Mediaopera in this sense is associated, among other things, with the
transfer of an idea through the synthesis of different forms of musical and visual plans.
At the same time, in the work of Yusupova, the synthetic combination of all artistic forms
of expression is important, which makes it close to the creative concepts of the so-called
Silver Age of Russian culture. If classical opera is the unity of music and literature in the
stage space, then mediaopera is the deployment of a soundtrack no longer in the stage
space, but in the video space, into which the laws and methods of constructing a musical
composition are transferred. In mediaopera, music becomes relevant precisely in the
video space, revealing the idea of the work. Despite the fact that a number of productions
of this genre have a bright musical part, the emphasis in mediaopera is on the idea of the
work. The revelation of this idea is served not only by the work itself, but also by its
context and the mixture of artistic languages within it.

In Russian research literature, the genres of media and digital opera are not always
distinguished. However, the analysis conducted allows us to conclude that, despite some
similarity between these types of musical and stage art, they differ significantly. These
differences are associated with their genesis, understanding of the main goal of the work
and all artistic means that are used in media and digital opera.

Mediaopera is closely related in origin to the conceptualism of the second half of
the 20th and early 21st century and the ideological quest of representatives of Russian
(Moscow) conceptualism, which differed from Western conceptualism by its inclusion in
the underground as an antithesis to official art. As for the form of mediaopera, the origins
of the synthesis of artistic means largely go back to the modernist intentions of the Silver
Age of Russian culture.

The origins of digital opera do not ascend to the philosophy and artistic ideas of
conceptualism. The development of this innovative form of art is closely linked to the
development of information technology. At the same time, understanding the place of the
viewer as a participant in the creative process is of great importance, and the action itself
can unfold as a quest or a computer game. The activity of the viewer in the production
often correlates with the acute problems of digital opera, associated with complex social
or anthropological issues. Today, the process of art digitalization, including musical and
stage art, is accelerating and receiving support.

Will this only lead to the transformation of the opera genre into a form of mass art
or, being a certain challenge, will it become an incentive for the development of
traditional opera? It is difficult to give a definite answer. However, interest in digital opera
is growing. To support digital opera projects, the Digital Opera festival has been held in
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Russia since 2019, the purpose of which is to unite theater and multimedia: Opera as a
“musical and theatrical genre based on the synthesis of music, stage action and words,”
and Digital as “everything modern and digital, including multimedia technologies and
art.” The development trends of these new art forms may be associated not only with the
growth of digitalization tools themselves, but also with the emergence of certain artistic
theories of the development of contemporary art, by generalizing the experience of
creating such works.
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INTRODUCTION

One of the tasks of an opera composer is to come up with musical imagery capable
of expressing the chosen subject matter. In the traditional form, music evokes scene,
setting, character, emotion, balances of power, familiarity and strangeness — everything
in the world, in fact (Conrad, 1977). At the conference about Pink Mouse in Liineburg in
2024, 1 mentioned that when considering the nature of the different types of imagery in
the opera, | had been particularly struck by the role of the piano. The opening scene,
showing a female pianist, presents an image which recurs in varied form many times
throughout the work (fig. 1). Sometimes the pianist is alone; sometimes she is
accompanied by a dancer. In contrast to the rest of the opera, put together from a multitude
of highly coloured animations, these moments are filmed from the life, in black and white.
In subsequent discussion, it became clear that the instrument had a particular significance
for the composer and so in what follows | offer some ideas on this topic. In essence, |
interpret the woman encountered at the beginning of the work as the older Maroussia in
the throes of composing the opera which we are about to hear, reliving her experiences in
memory, in order to write them out and find some kind of repose. The autobiographical
mode is found to involve re-encountering the traumatic and, as we discover, the process
of composition is not easy. Frequently throughout the opera we return to the opening
black-and white Maroussia at her piano, as if witnessing her struggles with the material
she tries to rework.

i

.
ST

Figure 1. The piano in Pink mouse (used with permission by the composer.
© Iraida Yusupova)
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TIMING: 0.00

From the middle distance, we see a young woman sitting at the piano. It is a fine,
modern grand, glistening, coffin black; its lid is fully open. Behind her are the trappings
of decoration familiar from Hollywood films such as Charles Vidor’s (1945) Chopin
biopic A song to Remember: a candelabra on a console, a bunch of flowers in a glass vase,
cut across and half hidden by the straight edge of the piano lid. This straight edge forms
a strong accent, mirrored both by the stick supporting the lid, and by the straight edges of
the body of the instrument. All these are at an oblique angle to the picture plane; they
contrast with the vertical division of the wall behind, with its contrast of light and dark.
The piano provides curves, too: the grand curves of its box are mirrored above in the
curve of the lid. This play of shapes also has its Hollywood precursors, in such films as
Lothar Mendes’ (1937) Moonlight Sonata, starring Paderewski (Huckvale, 2022).

The woman herself sits upright at the instrument; her shape, with its combination
of straight lines and curves, almost mirrors in inversion that of the candelabra behind. Her
posture is significant: she does not slouch over the keyboard as some very great pianists
do, nor does she gesticulate wildly as You Tube amateurs are inclined to do. She is poised
at the instrument like a well-brought-up young lady of early 19" century novels, those
amateur salon pianists, so derided at the time by E.T.A. Hoffmann, keen to exhibit their
figures and show off to their admirers (Hoffmann & Charlton, 1989). Such young ladies
are a staple of costume dramas of the Jane Austen type, but our woman is dressed in
modern garb and, rather than playing for us, the viewers, seems to be lost in her own
world.

Significant is the fact that at no point do we see her hands. Whereas videos of, for
example, Yuja Wang or Peter Bence focus closely on their extraordinary finger dexterity
(for Yuja Wang, see for example https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=320HSsk-BfE in
which the fingers are observed from multiple angles during a live concert; for Peter
Bence, see for example https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FS3LVVkJMms in which
the pianist plays for the camera, in an empty hall), here we are left to imagine the tactile
relationship our pianist might be having with the keys, the ways in which she presses
down on each note. This is presumably because — in Hollywood fashion — the actress
herself is not playing the instrument. (I understand that the composer herself is the
performer.) The room itself is rather resonant, with a “bathroom” acoustic, the sound
captured most likely with a single microphone, in the way typical of amateur recordings.

The effect of this posture is to distance the woman from the actual music — there is
a tentative quality to her playing, as if she was exploring the possibilities of the instrument
and, perhaps, also testing her own powers of music-making.

But this is counteracted by her facial gestures, which register every inflection of
the music, as if she was noting its expressive potential and personal significance. As she
reaches the last chord, she registers her satisfaction with a smile and a frown. Has she
been improvising, seemingly “plucking music from the air” (Kildea, 2018, p. 44)? Does
she recognise something of herself in this theme (cf. Kramer, 2021, p. 124.
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Then she turns away from the instrument. Why does she turn like this, away from
both the instrument and the viewer? What does the music mean to her? Why should these
phrases have special meaning, and what might that meaning be?

The music she plays has a melancholy, plangent quality. It has an improvisatory
feel, dwelling on the same phrase before ending on a half-close. Her music at this point
does not terminate, but leads into an orchestral version of the same material. The little
scene has a prefatory quality, akin to a prelude. But the intimacy of the solo instrument
contrasts with the fuller, richer sound of the orchestra; the contrast between the two takes
us from the personal world of private memory and sensibility into a public, more fully
worked-out world, even though the notes are the same.

As the film begins, we are carried into a world of nostalgia, but without being able
to pinpoint exactly what the coordinates of that nostalgia are. Why should this kind of
music appeal to the woman so much that she wishes to give herself up to it in the way she
seems to?

TIMING: 0.22

With the arrival of the words, we are given hints. These come up on a placard; they
are not sung or spoken. They suggest a very rich array of concepts: death, accident,
escape, innocence, family, the possibility of redemption through creative activity. It is
notable, though perhaps coincidental, that these are the themes of Britten’s The Turn of
the Screw, which also begins with a prologue featuring the piano. Britten’s Prologue
features an older man introducing and placing the ““curious story” he has discovered in a
faded manuscript, written by a young, unnamed governess “long ago.” Whereas both
operas share a theme — the corruption by adults of childish innocence — the use of the
piano in their respective openings is quite different. In Britten’s work, the piano’s sonority
separates it from the action which follows, as a frame separates a picture from the wall
(Howard, 1969). The man does not play the instrument, which functions like a supporting
harpsichord in a classical recitative, invisible in the pit. In Pink Mouse, by contrast, the
woman expresses herself by playing the piano; we never see her away from it. (Indeed
(to anticipate) the instrument itself will be found to be an active participant in the drama.)
She, as the first character we see, is our story-teller, our narrator, the “I”” of the placard.
She is the mature Maroussia, looking back on events, hoping to salvage what she can
from the experience of the child Maroussia.

The words on the placard set the origins of the opera in the past, and suggest the
possibility of redemption from trauma through an act of creation.

Once upon a time, a cat’s whisker from death,
| said to myself: If a miracle happens and | have a lucky escape
Pink Mouse and I shall...write and opera!

If this suggests that the opera to follow will be a kind of votive offering, it also has
echoes of the Proustian notion of a work of art as a “means of discovering Lost Time” the
materials for which are “stored up” inside the author (Proust, 1981, p. 935-936). There
are memories, painful memories which the girl attempts to assuage with her therapeutic
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piano playing, as Orpheus attempted to assuage the misery of loss with his lyre. As a
gesture of containment, the motifs of her music contain the motifs of the traumatic music
accompanying the scenes with her family that follow.

TIMING: 0.40

The girl listens attentively to the orchestral version of her music. The quizzical
expressions on her face indicate uncertainty as she attempts to join in. But she fails to
recapture it: her attempts are cut short; she does not manage to take control again. Instead,
the motifs of her music are purloined by the music belonging to her father, which follows.

TIMING: 0.50

Before the father begins his habitual ranting, however, there is a very brief moment
featuring a cartoon of the piano wriggling its feet — a little dance of frustration, perhaps,
as painful memories take over. This is an extraordinary moment, despite its extreme
brevity. For the legs of the piano, fixed firmly into its body, cannot move very far. They
cannot dance, they can only wriggle in away simultaneously comic and absurd, like a
child’s tantrum. This is an image of multiple frustrations: the child’s frustration at the
behaviour of her parents, the adult’s frustration when attempts to take control of memories
are thwarted. Frustration has coordinates in all the dimensions of time. So, this one image
contains the past and the present; it implies also the future, unless some way is found to
break through or achieve closure. There is perhaps a hint of hope: the piano legs are at
least moving; they might one day break free and dance freely. But at this moment in the
opera, they wriggle furiously, punctuating an opening episode that is fraught with
memory.

TIMING: 1.57

The pianist-girl appears again, framing the father’s rant. (His hands, as he thrashes
at the computer keyboard, are like a grotesque version of the woman’s at the piano. (Pink
Mouse is full of such ironic references.) She is seen as before from the side, but this time
she is not actually playing the instrument, and the music is different — a rapid, repetitive,
quasi-minimalist figuration. It is as if some other force has taken over, pounding out the
notes. Then we see her from behind, as she appears to be exploring the low notes of the
piano, banging them out loudly, just as low notes had been used in the guitar-saturated
music in the father’s rant. Whereas her opening music was expressive and melodic, here,
taking over her father’s musical imagery, she uses repeated notes and clusters in the low
register, which instantly become subsumed and overwhelmed by the colossal, oceanic
sound of the organ. As choir and electronics are superimposed, a crashing sound,
sounding like the piano clusters electronically manipulated, bangs repeatedly. This is the
imagery of drowning and of the girl’s underwater travel. Like the piano music, but in a
totally different realm of expression, this imagery is hers in the sense that she has taken
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it over as part of her narrative, her operatic enactment. It represents the world seen through
her experience and memory.

TIMING: 2.50

The woman defends herself from it all be putting her face in her hands: the keyboard
has failed her. But the piano plays on, repeating her threatening bass notes, accompanying
her as she sings “in short, that girl was me”.

TIMING: 3.01

In the scene immediately following, the repeated notes, taken up into a higher
register, are taken up as the opening notes of the child’s naming song. The young
Maroussia sits at the grand piano, but in a cartoon form, tapping out the tune with one
finger and looking for approval to her mother. Getting no immediate response, she repeats
the melody. Her legs, which cannot reach the ground, do a wriggle dance like that of the
piano legs, noted above. Her naming song is played on a vibraphone-like instrument,
imitating a toy piano, even though she seems to sit at a full-size domestic instrument. The
voice of the grand piano is heard again as her father explains the name. The arpeggiated
chords recall the recitative of operatic tradition. The girl repeats her song in a high voice
and with a high accompaniment, only to find that it is taken over by the father in a low
register, with a deep, resonant accompaniment. The weaker figure’s music is co-opted by
the more powerful figure — a symbol of the intertwined forces characterising this
relationship between the generations.

Naming is a gesture of assertion on the part of the child, of control on the part of
the father. They duet on the name, their intertwining of the same motif being an image
of the power struggle.

TIMING: 3.48

The mature Maroussia returns at her piano, though this time we do not see the
instrument, as she recalls the bell-like nature of her name. The screen is divided into two:
she is on the right, while on the left is imagery of doves ascending — imaginative
liberation. But it quickly turns to falling or drowning as the doll-like child floats through
the air, ever sinking. A hand tries to catch the child as she tumbles. It looks as if it could
be our pianist stretching out, though we have not seen her hands thus far in the opera:
their existence has been implied rather than glimpsed. In this interpretation, the mature
Maroussia is hoping to catch — and save — the child Maroussia. Alternatively, the hands,
which come from right and left, could be those of the parents.

This vignette ends with the child sitting on the father’s hand, before it slides out of
sight at the bottom of the screen, leaving the woman singing at her piano (Timing: 4.32).
She does not immediately play it, however — her narration (“My parents did not want to
see New Year in Moscow”) is sung to a notably expressive line (notably expressive,
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perhaps, as this is the cause of subsequent catastrophe), against the background of the
repeated notes of the naming motif.

Then we have a return of the opening music — this time set to words. A lament, it
becomes something akin to a song of protest: “My Dad was Mr Particular Opinion”. He
Is the embarrassing father who always has the last say — something excruciating for the
child, hence the passion of this fragment of song. Hence also the richness of the piano
accompaniment: gone are the bell-like sounds of infancy. Here instead is the full
passionate utterance of the grand piano against the human voice.

TIMING: 5.15

It is interrupted by an all-seeing eye, haunting the woman, cutting across her song,
threatening.

TV...radio...magazines... these splatter around the screen and the sound picture, to
relentless, fragmentary, electronic music, before the piano returns, accompanying with
rich, melodic figures, the father’s complaints about the loss of freedom.

This might imply that piano music is not the exclusive property, as it were, of the
girl and of her search for liberation, and that it can be transferred to other characters when
their emotional needs are similar. In general, however, this does not happen, so here it
might be interpreted as part of Maroussia’s narrative technique. She projects the piano
onto her father and his world. Meanwhile, the electronic onslaught continues, cascading
around the words “out of Moscow — what a great idea”, negating the meaning of those
words. A similar disjunction occurs at when the girl’s naming music, which earlier had
suggested some kind of innocence, returns to the words “filled with resentment, we
boarded the plane”. There is a surprising inappropriateness at such a moment, a jarring of
music and text which demands interpretation, in the way of Brecht’s alienation technique.

A further juxtaposition occurs at 7.18, when the wriggling pianos — four of them
this time — jive and shake, tormented by the electronic hubbub going on around them.
These four multiply into eight at 7.25, as a background to the mental turmoil of the girl,
as she covers her ears in an attempt to block out the uproar. This uproar, it immediately
(7.35) becomes clear, is the sound of her parents’ party. For a moment, she wonders if it
has stopped reverberating in her head, but she is disappointed. The sounds haunt her.
Against them, the infant naming music returns (7.38), as a gesture of self-assertion
through narration, of a child’s delight in Christmas: “instead of a Christmas tree, we
decorated a young, slender cypress in our living room”.

If we can assume, from the beginning of the opera, that Marussia as a young woman
is the overall narrator of the opera, in moments like these, she deputises, as it were, the
role to her infant self. If this is the case, she sees herself in memory as a child, and allows
the child to narrate in her own infantile voice, with the simple, unvarying melodic
fragment against the rhythm of the chimes.

It is at this point that Pink Mouse appears in the opera, talking to the child.
Immediately after, at 8.05, the mouse appears in a fully-grown, lithely balletic form,
swirling around the Marussia at the piano. The talking mouse must be a projection of the
child: it is a projection which haunts the adult in memory. So, there is at this moment a
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polyphony of four characters, Maroussia as a child and as an adult, and Pink Mouse as a
toy and as an adult. This quartet are our ostensible narrators, as they talk us through the
events of the opera. But they do not form a unified group, they are projecting onto and
questioning each other — setting up a dynamic in which the viewer is compelled to do the
same to make sense of the multitude of events being presented.

There is a parallel here with another work treating the relationship between a child
and the adults who surround her, Henry James” What Maisie Knew. Like Pink Mouse,
this novella portrays a child grappling, armed with only infantile resources of
understanding and language, the adult word into which she has been thrown. Readers
seem to discover the world as the little girl does, through her consciousness, following
the growth of her interpretation with all its byways and entanglements. But, as James
himself notes in his 1909 preface to the work, “small children have many more
perceptions than they have terms to translate them; their vision is at any moment much
richer, their apprehension even constantly stronger, than their prompt, their at all
producible, vocabulary.” He therefore introduces a narratorial “commentary” to articulate
what Maisie herself cannot. He continues:

Amusing therefore as it might at the first blush have seemed to restrict myself in
this case to the terms as well as to the experience [of Maisie’s], it became at once plain
that such an attempt would fail. Maisie's terms accordingly play their part — since her
simpler conclusions quite depend on them; but our own commentary constantly attends
and amplifies. This it is that on occasion, doubtless, seems to represent us as going so
“behind” the facts of her spectacle as to exaggerate the activity of her relation to them.
The difference here is but of a shade: it is her relation, her activity of spirit, that determines
all our own concern — we simply take advantage of these things better than she herself.
Only, even though it is her interest that mainly makes matters interesting for us, we
inevitably note this in figures that are not yet at her command and that are nevertheless
required whenever those aspects about her and those parts of her experience that she
understands darken off into others that she rather tormentedly misses (James, 1897/1966,
p. 6).

This authorial voice hints at things, rather than explaining them; additionally, each
of the adults is involved in a vortex of misunderstandings and misinformation. Nothing
is stable. Nothing is straight-forwardly grasped.

The first question might be: is this dancer a friend or foe? She hems Marrisa in from
both sides, almost trapping her. Her words “You are so beautiful, Maroussia
Mendeleyeva” might be complimentary, but they are not necessarily those a young girl is
comfortable with. If the dancer is a projection of Marissia’s, as I suggest, then Marrisa
herself might be experiencing the discomfort of a voice-hearer (Parker & Schnackenberg,
2021). Like a voice-hearer, she sits rigid, at first closing her eyes defensively, but
subsequently following the dancer with a sideways glance — an eerie movement,
reminiscent of the threatening eye seen earlier at 5.15.

The electronic sounds take over once again at this point, leading into the parents’
party and the eventual appearance of the Guitarist, with his set-piece song. Maroussia
leaves the safety of the piano; her rigid pose at the keyboard is abandoned for a flexible,
undulating motion of the whole body in her pas-de deux with the dancer. Once again,
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there is a degree of discomfort here. Pink Mouse’s voice is not concordant with the guitar;
there is a collage of disparate elements which hint at the various conflicting energies and
emotions at work. This aural impression is reinforced by the visual aspect — black and
white, half in shadow, the dancers’ forms with their digital haloes disappear into and
emerge from the indistinct background.

Colour returns at 9.29 as a memory of a family discussion about crabs cuts in, before
(9.55) the dancers return once again. Even while dancing, the adult Marussia is haunted
by the dooms of childhood. The subsequent section features the Guitarist’s set piece song.
The way for it is prepared, both musically, and emotionally. At 10.10 he is seen sitting
by the grand piano — surely an invasion of the girl’s territory. At 10.18, Pink Mouse, now
sitting protectively in front of the child at the piano, articulates her own fear of the
guitarist: “I don’t like the hairy one”. This is not accompanied by piano music, but by the
generalised electronica of the threatening world.

The guitarist’s song, salacious and predatory, is danced to in the opera by the adult
Maroussia. She appears throughout, whereas the guitarist himself only appears
occasionally in his cartoon form. Just before it started, the little girl was put to bed, so she
cannot have danced to it as a child. But her mother did — and this is the essence of the
threat. The adult Maroussia moves lasciviously to the music, pretending to sing it herself.
She adopts the song and makes it hers, as it were, presumably as a gesture of containment,
as a way of controlling the memory. Things that horrify one can easily become part of
one. One takes possession as an act of control. But Maroussia is posturing as a rock-star:
her gestures are out of character and do not carry conviction.

She dances against the background of a cubist picture featuring a guitar in
fragments; later these fragments are let loose in a vortex of bits and pieces of the
instrument swirling around like the sea in which the boats have sunk, or the coffee cup
with the crab in it, both of which have featured already in the visual imagery of the opera.

At 13.51 there is a return to the adult Maroussia and the dancer at the piano.
Maroussia is her previous semi-rigid self, watching anxiously the lascivious gestures of
the dancer as she wafts her hands over shoulders, breasts and face, saying “Can’t you see
what the guitarist is doing? He wants to break up your family”. This conjures up a memory
of the guitarist visiting the little girl in her bed, music decorating the protective blanket,
with Pink Mouse as sentinel. Momentarily, there is an image of the girl happy in bed, but
this is straightway replaced — as if a slide were being changed — into a scene of horror,
transgression, nightmare. This is an invasion of privacy which perhaps never happened
in fact. Why should a musician enter a child’s bedroom, even in this dysfunctional family?
Is this perhaps an instance of the adult Maroussia reinterpreting or reinventing reality, of
a mix-up of memory and truth? Or maybe he did visit her bedroom. Certainly, the
guitarist’s ugly twanging sends electric currents through Pink Mouse, who changes
colour, and it also triggers the image of the wriggling pianos at 14.18. The guitarist’s
static is shown jarring against the noble shapes of three grand pianos, making them
wriggle in dismay. As their forms are superimposed, it seems as if they are kicking one
another.

There is a change of scene, to the parents’ villa, the next morning. The sound of
smashing plates sets the emotional temperature. At 18.08, we see the adult Maroussia at
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the piano again, this time with her head cradled in her arms on the keyboard. She still
looks out towards us, but is defending herself within her body and within the piano. She
rouses herself, to plaintively narrate “I woke up early...” to the sound of cellos. But the
sound of the smashing continues and the wriggling pianos return, turned upside down and
on their sides.

At 19.20, the adult Maroussia witnesses the conversation between her infant self
and the father. She sits there, in the middle, in black and white, her eyes twitching eerily,
following the increasingly awkward interaction between her parents. At 20.06, we see
her momentarily, as a now unattractive child, standing by her piano. The music increases
in ugliness. At 20.32, her parents are fighting on the floor by the piano, as she looks on,
half hidden behind the instrument. At 20.40, the adult Maroussia is seen clambering onto
the music stand at the front of the instrument, as if hoping to enter into its protective
space. She is no longer playing — the piano has become a defensive den or nest. Finally,
after recognising that “this looks like the end of the family”, she does manage to squeeze
herself in. As she does so, we are vouchsafed a glimpse of the music stacked on the piano,
which includes manuscript paper. She is a composer; what we are viewing is the opera
she is writing. At 21.11, we are briefly back in the cartoon world of the child standing
solidly by her piano, threatened by the heads of her parents. Then, at 21.19, the adult
Maroussia sits in the piano with her feet over the keyboard, hearing the adults ask what
has happened to her face. At 21.48, we see her looking into the mirror, reenacting the
trauma of childhood. She confronts a mask. Her music is fast and electronic at this
moment; she has turned away from the piano, as — overcome — she sings of her dismay.
Only at 24.35 does the piano return, as the child tells her mother of the guitarist’s visit to
her bedroom, calling her to the seabed. Its role is now slightly different — it is in duet with
the cello: other music is influencing it.

At 28.57, after the rap between the adult Maroussia and the dancer, which leads her
away into more worldly ranges of expression, the timid Maroussia is seen once more at
her piano, defensively clutching a rodent. The music is predominantly on the strings — an
obligato melody that carries through this section of the opera. Maroussia herself is typing
the narrative of her early life on a laptop keyboard, not on the keys of the piano itself, all
the while fending off the dancer.

The interlude which follows points up the poignancy of the situation, featuring an
expressive melody on the cello, with a distant piano accompaniment. The start of Act 1,
on the yacht, does not feature the piano until 33.32, when full chords accompany in a
recitative-like manner the Uncle introducing himself. As he comments on the
attractiveness of the young girl, her earlier naming music is picked out on the piano in a
varied form. He in some way takes hold of her music, and when the adult Maroussia is
again seen with her head in her arms at the grand piano (34.38), it is with the oceanic
gurgling sounds of the sea and the subsequent shipwreck overwhelming her. Increasingly
also, the visual imagery is of the piano being overwhelmed by the waters (imagery
reminiscent of that in the early part of Jane Campion’s film The Piano (1993), explored
in Campion & Pullinger (1994). Clusters in the bass register of the piano are heard — not
played by her, but illustrative of the crashing of wreckage into the deep (35.11): “For
many of us there would never be a tomorrow night”.
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At 38.30 the adult Maroussia is at her piano, her score laid out in front of her,
apparently singing off it. She doesn’t play the instrument — the music behind her is of a
general, oceanic type, but she moves her arms from side to side in a flowing, wave-like
motion, akin to that often used by singers when they engage physically with the lines they
are singing. This image superimposes upon itself twice, and then three-times, forming
abstract patterns, illustrative of the feeling of sailing in different directions all at once.
(This use of multiple imagery and reflections also has precedents in Hollywood film, such
as Rhapsody in Blue (Rapper, 1945)).

At 41.32, after the dialogue between the child and the boy on board the yacht, the
adult Maroussia returns at the piano in black and white, alongside the cartoon image of
her younger self on board the boat. This time she strokes the strings inside the piano,
creating a metallic glissando effect which adds to the oceanic boom of the music. This is
not the quasi art-music of the opening: this is the generalised sonic image of chaos. As
before, images from various angles are superimposed upon each other, creating a vortex-
like flux of straight lines and sharp accents illustrative of fear (“I'm scared when my
parents quarrel!”) and also of sex (“They sleep naked! I saw it myself.”) These cluster
sounds fade into the next section, aboard the yacht, which returns to the repetitive rap-
like music. (This has a function akin to recitative in classical opera — large tracts of
informative text are got through quickly, with the minimum of musical material.)

When the adult Maroussia at the piano returns at 42.46, it is to punctuate these
memories with a cluster spread on the piano wires, as described above. This is clearly a
comment on what has just been portrayed in the rap and the cartoon —and it is a comment
of dismay. At 47.35, in the lull before the storm the adult Maroussia strokes the wires
more gently, the sounds so produced combining with the sounds of underwater as the sea
rises and the storm interlude begins. At 51.30, the low clusters in the piano are combined
with vast chords in the organ, submerging all around them. We see the adult Maroussia
again, clearly at her piano (though the instrument itself is not visible). Whereas before we
saw her from the side, now we see her straight on, from a camera position within the
piano, as it were, looking downwards in dismay at the keyboard, as she relives the
experience of being on the sinking boat. Our narrator is vividly bound up with the action
she remembers. Later the chorus adds a further sonority to the overwhelming oceanic
soundscape, as the adult Maroussia, our narrator, sings in an ever more angular and
emotional style. At 53.30, the top of her head is seemingly submerged by the tsunami, as
if it is she, rather than the boat, that is floundering. Her voice changes (54.06), and the
accompaniment is momentarily reduced to the crashing clusters on the piano, before the
music and the visual imagery take over and portray the development of the storm.

At 52.50, the wriggling pianos return briefly, before giving way to Pink Mouse in
both her cartoon and dancer incarnations. The music here is the Lacrymosa from the
Requiem mass: the traditional musical imagery of death. There is no piano sound, nor
piano playing, as the adult Maroussia relives her impressions of the agony of that day,
and of her guilt at surviving (“How shall I go on living?”). As a suffering composer, she
has delegated expression of that guilt to tradition:
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Lacrimosa dies illa Full of tears will be that day
Qua resurget ex favilla When from the ashes shall arise
Judicandus homo reus. The guilty man to be judged;
Huic ergo parce, Deus: Therefore spare him, O God,
Pie Jesu Domine, Merciful Lord Jesus,
Dona eis requiem. Amen. Grant them eternal rest. Amen.
(Text from Latin Mass Funeral, n. d. https://www.latinmassfuneral.com/requiem-
mass/).

At the opening of Act 2, The Sea Bottom, at 1.00.48, our narrator is revealed as the
composer, studying her score, hearing the music and conducting the choir. At the sound
of the organ, she cues the chorus, then joining in with her song while playing harp-like
glissandi on the strings of the piano as if she were spinning. This is a significant moment
in the opera. At the very beginning, she said “I shall write... What has come of this? An
opera!” But this is the first time that we have seen her studying her score and conducting
it. The implication — hinted at throughout — is that all the music in the opera is hers, not
just the piano music.

It was suggested above that the piano was a refuge for the girl, having a therapeutic
function (cf. Monaco, 2009, p.35). Composers often work out their ideas at the piano;
their scores are notated on manuscript paper which comes in ring binders. But if she
wishes to cure herself of the terrors of memory by writing them out, they need to be
confronted and made apparent both to her and to the audience who she wishes to share
and understand her experiences. This involves the invention of imagery suitable for each
and every moment, each and every character, each and every action of the work. Much
of this imagery is shared. Every work assumes an array of culture, and the sounds and
sights of Pink Mouse are easily accessible to a contemporary audience, ranging from the
lyrical piano music for inward thoughts, through the offensiveness of the guitarist’s pop,
to the overwhelming vastness of the choral music superimposed over the organ. But at
this moment in the piece we understand that all this imagery comes out of the composer’s
mind — that means out of the mind of the adult Maroussia. She spins the eave and weft of
the music. At 1.0.25 the piano, seen from above, looks like a harp; she strokes the strings
accompanying the choir till it reaches a cadence, which she conducts. Then there is a
superimposition in which she both stands up to sing, gesturing like an opera singer, whilst
in another embodiment, her arms and hands are seen stroking the strings. The dancer
meanwhile is present.

This is one of the most splendid moments in the opera. “We can understand the
language of the bottom. We are at the Bottom. I can see nothing terrible in that.” The girl
gives full voice to the splendid melody she has found to express these words, and the
harmony has a richness which supports the melody in an opulent fashion. This is not the
music of reticence or of fear: she lets go, and the music soars.

Naturally, in this opera of juxtaposition and irony, this moment is brutally
interrupted by the non- music of the Guardian of the Bottom, with its speeded-up
discourse. Functionaries do not get fine music in most operas, and when at 1.05.15 the
Director’s aria is salon music with a honky-tonk piano, one is not surprised. The adult
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Maroussia is absent from the scene with the Holy Goose, but returns at 1.09.35 along with
the dancer. They interrupt the cartoon pageant, questioning the narrative “Why the young
prince? Where is the senior one? He’s in disgrace...”

Maroussia asks the questions; Pink Mouse, in the guise of the dancer, offers the
explanations — they are, after all writing the opera together, as we were told at the very
beginning. Why this dance at this moment? Perhaps just two collaborators letting off
steam and having a bit of fun? Their dance lasts till 1.11.08: not much more than a minute
and a half, but such is the speed of events in this opera, that it seems much longer. The
following section evokes the musical world of Monteverdi (composer of Orfeo), folk song
and religious song, until 1.16.23, when the adult Maroussia, her image superimposed four
times, interrupts with low clusters and a spread glissando across her piano strings. These
crash back and forth as the Queen announces that she has failed to give the girl back her
beautiful face. At 1.17.04, we have to imagine the adult Maroussia at her piano, because
although we hear her voice, we do not see her. She sings an operatic scena, accompanying
herself on the piano with reassuring arpeggios: “Am I really going to remain ugly?...Not
to worry...It will all be fine.” This is another of the great lyrical moments of the opera, a
moment of hope, as she rises to a top Ab over a climactic Db major chord, before
continuing further though ever further keys. Such a moment cannot last long: a tam-tam
stroke at 1.18.35 puts a stop to it.

The piano is largely silent until the love duet at 1.34.38, when it combines with the
cello in a romantic-style set piece, with the boy admiring the girl who is more concerned
about her parents than with him. At 1.35.45 we see the black and white adult Maroussia
lying flat on the floor, fussed over by the dancer; the piano comes to the fore again as
they sing the duet melody as a melisma. The dancer enacts the boy’s desire, pulling up
the girl’s skirt, only to be roundly admonished: “hands off!!!”.

Guitars and crude music characterise the next scene with the father and the
prankster clown.

But at 1.39.25, we return to the adult Maroussia typing at her laptop on the piano,
distracted by the dancer who repeatedly tries to interfere. Collaboration can be frustrating
at times. Presumably she is creating the duet of high sopranos Reggy and Gina, which
follows. At 1.46.57, she is back playing the piano, laden with jewels, reading the music
off the score, singing “I had no idea how hard it is to be a real princess...I was [Dad’s]
toy princess: now I’m a real one”. This is the first time in the opera that we find Maroussia
actually using a score in this way, performing what she has written. Before long, her song
becomes less lyrical — being a princess seems not to be effortless — and she switches to a
new kind of music, in which she sings a jagged line, all the while picking out the tune,
arms akimbo, with staccato notes in the piano. She does not refer to the sheet music as
she spins the narrative of the creatures queuing up to make an appointment with her; it is
as if this was a spontaneous improvisation. The music becomes more expressionist as the
theme of denunciations is introduced; Maroussia’s gestures become more anguished and
her facial expressions decidedly ugly. What she narrates is bad stuff.

At one moment (1.50.12) she picks up the little doll of pink mouse which has been
lying on the piano, and then throws it down. This section of her scena ends with a vicious
glissando swiping the keyboard from top to bottom, a gesture of finality. But just a
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moment later, the music has changed. At 1.50.31, she returns to her sheet music to sing a
romantic song. This begins as music which could work for a love song — and yet it refers
to the adult world which requires double standards and is generally disgusting. As she
gets further into the performance, her need for release breaks open the line of the song:
as she rips off her necklaces, the song takes a battering. Twice more she throws off the
trapping of a princess; asking “why do anything at all?”. This is a set-piece aria, and it
leaves her at 1.53.22 apparently exhausted, contemplating what she has just been though
and perhaps listening to the words following: “Eternity has a bad effect on people.”

That’s the last we see of the adult Maroussia for a while. The piano returns at
2.06.15 in the scene between the girl and her father as an obbligato, binding the scene
together, and the melody is taken up by the guitar at 2.09.06, but we do not see the
instrument being performed. Only at 2.20.07, after many other adventures, does the black
and white image of Maroussia trying to control the dancer return. The piano reprises the
repeated notes originally heard when the child was introduced at the opening of the opera,
but quickly reprises the aria with cello obligato heard earlier during the interlude between
the Prologue and Act 1.

But it is the guitar that from 2.21.30 onwards that carries this opera towards its end.
“You know he is a guitarist?” “What do I care...I love him more than anyone else in the
world.” And it is a new sound altogether — organ plus marimba — which accompanies the
disembodied childish voice in the work’s lovely coda.

CONCLUSION

This essay has traced each and every one of Maroussia’s black and white
appearances, in order. Description of this kind seems necessary when a work is relatively
unknown. Maroussia is seen as the composer of the opera, putting together the musical
imagery at her piano, attempting to make it her own, still suffering horribly from the
memories of her traumatic ugliness, struggling with the Pink Mouse in the form of the
dancer, who is her collaborator, fellow-rememberer and often awkward muse.

We have one last sight of the adult Maroussia at 2.21.30, as the credits begin. She
Is contemplative, as if joining us, the audience, in taking stock of all that she has made to
happen during the previous two-and-a-half hours.

If this is so, Maroussia will view herself sitting at the piano. She will consider her
relationship with the instrument, noting the visual side of herself at the keyboard, her
posture, her hand- and head- gestures and ask, along with us: Why do you want to play
it? What’s in it for you as the performer? Will she perhaps see the instrument as an
extension of her body and her imagination, a repository of her longings, creative
aspirations, her soul? As a performer, one does not always know how one looks while
playing one’s instrument. But, having completed the opera, she might be justified in
feeling a sense of mastery and a sense of potential. As she said at the beginning: miracles
might happen.
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Abstract

Iraida Yusupova‘s mediaoperas appear only at the end of this consideration of philosophical aesthetics from
the mid-19th century onwards, that is in the industrial age where ,,everything solid melts into air.“ To the
extent that aesthetics is concerned with how things appear to human perception and experience, it is not
well suited to trace processes of evanescence or dissolution. And to the extent that this philosophical bias
results from the spectatorial perspective of a human mind that views the world and makes sense of it, this
bias can be corrected only by beginning in the midst of things as do the philosophy of chemistry and the
philosophy of technology. When everything solid melts into air, these solids might disappear in the sense
of ceasing to exist, perhaps giving rise to something different or new. However, these solids might also end
up suspended in a solution, lingering on or persisting as modern subjects do in an anonymous crowd. — All
this has implications for musical aesthetics as well. Hermann von Helmholtz set the tone by beginning in
the midst of things with the interaction on a par of three simultaneously analytic and synthetic technical
devices: musical and scientific instruments as well as the physiological ear. As music moves out of the
sacred spaces of the opera house or the concert hall, composers like Charles lves incorporate the lives of
things into the flow of musical action. This holds also for the Theremin as a musical and technical
instrument that knows no beginnings and ends, no appearance and disappearance, but fuses the roles of
player, conductor, and creator in the endless modulation of a stream of electrons, setting the stage for Iraida
Yusupova‘s cryptophonic mediaoperas.
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AHHOTaNus

Mennaonepsr Upanapr FOcynoBoii HOSBISIOTCS TOJNBKO B KOHLE 3TOr0 0030pa Guiiocopckoi 3cTeTHKN
cepeauubl X1X Beka, TO €CTh 9MOXH HHAYCTPHAITU3ALIH, KOTIa ,,BCE TBEPIOEC PacTBOPSETCs B Bo3ayxe™. B
TOHM Mepe, B KaKOW 3CTETHKA CBA3aHA C TEM, KaK BEIIH MPEICTAIOT B YEIOBEYECKOM BOCIIPHSTHH H OIIBITE,
OHA HE COBCEM IMOAXOAUT JJIS OTCIICKUBAHUS POLIECCOB HCUS3HOBEHHMS HIM pacTBopeHus. U B Toit Mepe,
B Kakoi 9Ta ¢uiuocodckas NPEnB3sATOCTh SBISETCS PE3yJbTATOM 3PHUTEIBCKON IMEpPCICKTUBBI
YE€JIOBCYECCKOI'o pazyma, KOTOpLIﬁ BUAWUT MUP U OCMBICIIMBACT €r0, 3Ty MPEAB3IATOCTh MOXKHO HUCIIPABUTD,
TOJIPKO Ha4yaB C CaMOro Hayasa B Tylle Bellel, Kak 3To AenatoT Gpuinocodus Xumuu u puitocodus TEXHUKH.
Korzma Bce TBepmoe pacTBOpsieTcss B BO3JyXe, 3TO TBEPJOE MOXXET HCUE3HYThb B TOM CMBICIE, YTO
MepecTaHeT CYLIeCTBOBAaTh, BO3MOXKHO, J]aBas Ha4yauo 4eMy-TO HHOMY WM HOBOMY. DTO TBEPIOE TaKkKe
MOXET O0Ka3aTbCsd BO B3BELICHHOM COCTOSHMHM B PacTBOpe, 33/IePXKMBAsCh Ha IOBEPXHOCTH WIIH
COXPaHsISICh, KaK ITO JIENIAI0T COBPEMEHHbIE CYOBEKThl B aHOHUMHOM Touite. — Bee 310 MMeer 3HaueHue u
JUTsL My3BIKaJIbHOM dcTeTHKH. ['epmMaH (oH ['enbMrosbl 3aall TOH, Ha4aB C B3aMMOJCHCTBUS Ha PaBHBIX
TPeX OJHOBPEMEHHO aHAIUTHUYECKUX M CHHTETHYECKHX TEXHHYECKUX YCTPOWCTB: MY3bIKaJbHBIX H
Hay4YHBIX MHCTPYMEHTOB, a Takke (uamonornyeckoro ciyxa. Korma Mysslka BEIXOTHT 3a Hpenelbl
CBSILICHHBIX IIPOCTPAHCTB OIEPHOTO TeaTpa WM KOHLEPTHOro 3aja, TaKue KOMIIO3UTOPHI, Kak Yapib3
AiiB3, BKIIIOYAIOT KU3Hb BEIICH B OTOK MY3bIKaJIBHOTO IEHCTBHUS. DTO OTHOCHTCS M K TEPMEHBOKCY KaK
MYy3BIKQIBHOMY ¥ TEXHHYECKOMY HHCTPYMEHTY, KOTOpBIA HE 3HAeT Hayaja M KOHILQA, MOSBICHUS W
HCUYE3HOBEHHUS, HO OOBEIUHIET POJM HCHOJIHWUTENSA, AUPIDKEpa W TBOPIA B OECKOHEYHON MOIYIISLIUU
MOTOKA 3JIEKTPOHOB, CO3/[aBasi OCHOBY I KpunTopoHudeckux Meauaonep Mpaunst FOcynooii.

KawueBble ciaoBa: I'epman ¢on [enpmronsi; Yapas3 Aiie3; HMpaupa FOcymnosa;
[[lonenraysp u TepmeH; JcTeTKa HCUE3HOBEHUST; DCTETHKA COXPAHEHUS

BaarogapHocts: S xoten 651 modaaromaputh Klangforum Heidelberg, oco6ento Banbrepa Hyccoayma u
Jlx. Mapka PeiixoBa, 3a mpuriamieHue MOPa3MBIILIIATE O [ €IbMIOJIbIle U €ro 3HAYMMOCTH JUIs
COBPEMEHHOT'O MY3bIKAJIBHOTO OIIbITA.
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A PARADOX OF PHILOSOPHICAL AESTHETICS

,»All that is solid melts into air.* This sentence rings familiar to readers of Marx and
Engels‘s Communist Manifesto — and carries a lot further than the immediate context of
their argument. It speaks from the heart of the 19th century and, in a sense, the heart of
modernity.! Marx and Engels spoke of the effects of capitalism‘s revolutionary release of
productive power:

The bourgeoisie has stripped of its halo every occupation hitherto honoured and
looked up to with reverent awe. It has converted the physician, the lawyer, the
priest, the poet, the man of science, into its paid wage labourers.

The bourgeoisie has torn away from the family its sentimental veil, and has
reduced the family relation to a mere money relation.

The bourgeoisie [...] has been the first to show what man’s activity can bring
about. It has accomplished wonders far surpassing Egyptian pyramids, Roman
aqueducts, and Gothic cathedrals [...]

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the

instruments of production, and thereby the relations of production, and

with them the whole relations of society. [...] All fixed, fast-frozen relations, with
their train of ancient and venerable prejudices and opinions, are swept away, all
new-formed ones become antiquated before they can ossify. All that is solid melts
into air, all that is holy is profaned, and man is at last compelled to face with sober
senses his real conditions of life, and his relations with his kind. (Marx and Engels,
1848/2010, p. 30-31)

If along with the forests and fossil fuels, all social relations and human beliefs are
swept up by the instruments of production and melt through the smoke-stacks of the
industrial age, this is clearly an invitation to rethink, redefine, reinvent ourselves, and this
is what moderns do (Berman, 1988). But before we ground ourselves anew, it is worth
considering that everything solid melts into air also in the Empire of Chance which was
erected alongside the industrial age (Gigerenzer et al., 1989). Especially prominent
among the solid things that were dissolved, if not dispersed or diffused in the 19th century
were biological species, including homo sapiens. What Ernst Mayr called ,,typological
thinking™ that took species as individually created types, was subsumed by Darwinian
»population thinking® — that is, by a statistical conception of species as reproductive
communities in which traits vary with shifting distributions (Mayr, 1994). At the same
time thermodynamics describes the convertibility of solid work and dissipative warmth
(Rabinbach, 1990). The rather simple gas laws or the so-called Galton Board served as
paradigm for a probabilistic way of thinking according to which the individual is
uninterestingly unpredictable, but a sufficiently large system as a whole moves in
perfectly predictable ways. The crowd and crowd-behavior became an object of
reflection, and under the heading of ,,public health* statistical epidemiologists treated not
individual people but a Volkskorper, that is, the collective body of the nation (Foucault,

! To be sure, this was compellingly argued in Russell Berman‘s book that spans the experience of modernity from Saint
Petersburg to New York City (Berman, 1988). The following reflections are complementary to his.
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1975/2003). Averages were formed, deviations recorded, ,,normality* defined as a feature
of a distribuition of behaviors of traits such that the value of normality began to be
consisted as conformity to a shifting mean. So, even the solid pillars of public moraltity
were swept up by the urban crowds which swept away the individual whose ,,free*
choices would be accumulated by the first kind of data science, namely population
statistics. In the arts, this was manifested by the birth of the specifically urban art-form of
cinema: If the opera-houses or art museums served to collect people, with viewers
collecting themselves in front of the art-work that commands their attention, the cinema
appealed to the distracted gaze of people who are always in motion, who consume plots
and images, absorbing them into the routines of their daily lives (Benjamin, 1935/2008).

This list of symptoms can be extended, making the case for a profound
transformation in the 19th century of human experience or rather, of the way of
experiencing. Now, how we come to experience the world is first of all a question of
sensory perception and thus of aesthetics: The original idea of aesthetics concerns the
ways in which thing appear, take shape, become meaningful entities in time and space —
most evident in Immanuel Kant‘s ,transcendental aesthetics* that precede his
transcendental analytics. We want to know how sensory impressions are organized so as
to render distinct and persistent objects of experience. Kant, like Alexander Baumgarten
before him or Ernst Mach after him, is interested in discerning signals emerging against
the background of noise, not interested in the signals melting back into the noise
(Baumgarten, 1750/2007; Kant, 1781/1998; Mach, 1906/1959). Of course, one can have
phenonomenological descriptions of loss, confusion, or a melancholy dissipation of
sharply contoured items into a moonlit scene, but philosophical aesthetics provides a first
and perhaps the longest chapter in accounts of world-making. Sensory perception along
with the mind makes the world as we experience it. Post-Kantian philosophy of science,
culminating in Thomas Kuhn‘s notion of scientific paradigms (Kuhn, 1962/1996),
exposes the theoretical frameworks in which things appear as planets or as moons, as
phlogiston or oxygen, as intelligible structures and permanent features of the world. The
arts, and especially the operatic arts, compose works that allow us to experience them as
worlds. In both cases, this is a drawing together of many sights and sounds into a totality,
finally the Wagnerian Gesamtkunstwerk that concentrates a world of experience in the
space of a few hours and a closed room.

The paradox of philosophical aesthetics is that it is set up to trace the making of
worlds and the creation of meaning — with all its political implications — and that it does
not trace its unmaking in an age where everything solid melts into air. The most telling
example of this can be found in Theodor Adorno*‘s Asthetische Theorie. Adorno considers
as the supreme aesthetic achievement of the arts that they reveal how things come to
appear, and he finds a pure example of this in the art of pyrotechnics:

There is a moment when artworks come to be and at least for traditional art this
moment happens when the work suddenly coalesces as a totality of its particular
elements [...] They come to speak thanks to the initiating catalysis of thing and
appearance. Artworks are things that have the capacity to appear. [...] Prototypical
for artworks is the phenomenon of fireworks. [...] It is [...] empirical appearance,
relieved of duration as that which burdens all things empirical, simultaneously a
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sign of the heavens and humanly manufactured, writing on the wall, a script that
flashes up and dies down that cannot be deciphered for its meaning. [...] The
artworks differ from mundanely flawed ordinary things not because they are more
perfect but because — like pyrotechnics — they actualize in a consuming fire as an
expressive appearance. (Adorno, 1970, p. 126-126, compare 131)?

While it is for Adorno an important feature of fireworks that its signs and symbols
do not endure, the significance of the pyrotechnic work consists in the fiery spectacle of
appearance. He does not pay any attention to fireworks as a spectacle of disappearance,
as a grand gesture of deliberate wastefulness: so much cost and effort, for naught!
Similarly, the sounds from a piano keyboard bring forth an ephemeral sound that will
fade away soon, they are significant for what they produce. Hardly anyone seems
interested in their decay. But if the individual subject melts away into the crowd, is it not
strange that philosophical aesthetics and the arts focus almost exclusively on the
subjectivity of the artist and the beholder, on the human mind that manages to hold things
together in a meaningful totality?

CHEMISTRY, TECHNOLOGY, AND THE SENSATION OF TONE

If traditional philosophical aesthetics is biased against disappearance and
dissolution, this is due to a spectatorial conception of the mind-world relation. Another
vantage-point is required and it comes from fields that inhabit fringe districts of
philosophy. The phenomenon of dissolution plays a big role in chemistry and might serve
as a defining moment for a philosophy of chemistry. There is the cube of sugar that
dissolves in a cup of tea, giving the drink a new quality. What is happening here?
According to Bernadette Bensaude-Vincent (1998), this is an important question not just
for chemistry. We find ourselves within the mixed, in a mixture of many ingredients and
relations, that is, in the midst of things. From this middle-position, quite literally, we have
to ask whether things have merely been dissolved, that is, whether they are diluted and
distributed in a solution: The cube of sugar has disappeared but the sugar crystals can be
distilled right back out again. But perhaps, we have entered new bonds and something
irreversibly new has resulted: The sugar is gone but a new chemical compound has
formed. For a superficial example, most societies have been confronting for centuries the
issue of immigration that is now as pressing as ever. A certain naive thinking wants to
believe that migrants mingle among the natives, that they can be extracted and expelled
at any time to restore the original purity of the nation —when in fact, we have entered into
countless inextricable bonds with one another, forming a national compound, a new way
of life.

2 Der Augenblick, der die Kunstwerke sind, schoB zumindest in den traditionellen dort zusammen, wo sie zur Totalitit
wurden aus ihren partikularen Momenten. [...] Beredt werden sie kraft der Ziindung von Ding und Erscheinung. Sie
sind Dinge, in denen es liegt zu erscheinen. [...] Prototypisch fiir die Kunstwerke ist das Phdnomen des Feuerwerks
[...] Es ist [...] empirisch Erscheinendes, befreit von der Last der Empirie als einer der Dauer, Himmelzeichen und
hergestellt in eins, Menetekel, aufblitzende und vergehende Schrift, die doch nicht ihrer Bedeutung nach sich lesen
lasst. [...] Nicht durch héhere Vollkommenheit scheiden sich die Kunstwerke vom fehlbaren Seienden, sondern gleich
dem Feuerwerk dadurch, dass sie aufstrahlend zur ausdriickenden Erscheinung sich aktualisieren.” English translation
by A.N.
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The vantage point from the midst of thing is that of entangling and disentangling
ourselves, of composing and decomposing, of making and building, of becoming attuned
to the multi-materiality of the world — it is the vantage point of artful technology and
technological art:

We have to imagine a perfectly similar spectacle proceeding in the interior of a
ball-room, for instance. Hear we have a number of musical instruments in action,
speaking men and women, rustling garments, gliding feet, clinking glasses, and
so on. All these causes give rise to systems of waves, which dart through the mass
of air in the room, are reflected from its walls, return, strike the opposite wall, are
again reflected, and so on till they die out. We have to imagine that from the
mouths of men and from the deeper musical instruments there proceed waves of
from 8 to 12 feet in length [c to F], from the lips of the women waves of 2 to 4
feet in length [c" to c'], from the rustling of the dresses a fine small crumple of
wave, and so on; in short, a tumbled entanglement of the most difterent kinds of
motion, complicated beyond conception. (Helmholtz, 1895, p. 26)

And so we find ourselves in ,,a tumbled entanglement of the most difterent kinds of
motion, complicated beyond conception.“ From this basic condition of hearing
commences Hermann von Helmholtz's Lehre von den Tonempfindungen als
physiologische Grundlage fiir die Theorie der Musik [On the sensations of tone as a
physiological basis for the theory of music], originally published in 1865. It asks the
question of classical aesthetics — how does a tone come to appear — and answers it in a
way that goes beyond the question.

HERMANN VON HELMHOLTZ AND CHARLES IVES

The American composer Charles Ives was one of many readers of Hermann von
Helmholtz — but in the hustle and bustle, the parades and Circus performances of
Danbury, Massachusetts, he drew his own conclusions (Rathert, 2011).

Many readers of Helmholtz, to this day, see his physiological analysis of the hearing
of tones as a modern way to ground very classical notions of harmony and dissonance:
what is ,,naturally” pleasing or painful to the ear? Along the way, Helmholtz would
disclose how the ear works, how in seemingly pure and simple tones there is a comingling
of tones and overtones, how the ear can distinguish not only the A of a violin from the A
of the flute but how it also distinguishes human speaking voices and noises that do not
appear to have tonality at all.

For areader like Charles Ives, Helmholtz opened the door to a world of sound where
the pure tone is no longer privileged, where musical sounds are intervowen with the
sounds of the street. Helmholtz does this by distinguishing the physical ear from the
mental ear, the latter with its culturally conditioned musical judgement, the former much
more interestingly an instrument, quite literally on a par with a musical instrument and a
scientific instrument — all of them devices for producing as well as for analyzing sound.?

3 The piano features a great number of strings which are used for producing musical sounds. But the piano does not just
play music, it can also hear tones: If one stands next to the piano producing a tone that matches perfectly the pitch of
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As Julia Kursell worked out, the art of music became a laboratory for the physicist-
philosopher-physiologist Helmholtz (Kursell, 2018). Inversely, for modern composers
like Schonberg or Ives, the conditions of hearing became a premise for their musical
practices — they do not just produce a work that offers itself up to listening, but they
modulate how and what we hear, utilizing and intervening in a process of hearing which
is so much more than listening.

It is a conceit of Western classical music, celebrated to this day, that the musical
performance arises out of nothing, that it is surrounded by at least a moment of silence
which sets the musical work apart from the random noise of the everyday. The listeners
tend to the work, construing it as a totality that suffuses the entirety of their aural space.
But when the musical work melts into air, it blends with all noise, and our hearing knows
no silences but is at all times in a world of sound.*

Some of Ives‘s most famous pieces were inspired by his father who not only gave
him the book by Helmholtz, but in Danbury, had two marching bands each play their own
tune as they kept marching passed each other, back and forth, producing ever new sounds.
On the sinking Titanic, famously, the band played on, maintaining its posture against
inescapable adversity. Stoically, the Danbury bands played on in monological
togetherness (compare lves, 1935). In both cases, there is no longer a question of the
appearance and disappearance of tones but of floating suspended in a solution of sounds
which have no beginning or end but just go on as life goes on, following the unbroken
course of things.

THEREMIN, SYNTHESIZER, AND MEDIAOPERA

If there were a patron saint for an aesthetics of disappearance, this would have to
be Arthur Schopenhauer (1818/2014, 1818/2018). In The World as Will and
Representation, when the world is represented in experience, language, science, or art, it
appears to us in the form of discrete, individualized things. But the world as will is
unbounded, has no beginning and end but, like music, persists as a kind of energy or
generalized feeling, spreading continuously and lingering on. It does not appear or
disappear but is the ground or substrate that conditions all appearance and disappearance.
As it enters into and traverses the spatial and temporal framework of the world of
representation, the will becomes formative and individuates things, but it is sure to leave
this limiting and distorting framework behind. Among the arts, music is the furthest
removed from representation and appears as pure expression or unfolding of the will. The
disappearance of a representative and representational life is told most poignantely in

one of the piano‘s strings, that string will start to vibrate. At this moment the piano does just as the ear does.

4 Inevitably, John Cage’s (1952) eloquent composition 4°33 “ needs to be cited here. Why four minutes and 33 seconds
of silence and not, say, three minures and 54 seconds? Cage was working with the Chinese I Ching or Book of Changes,
that is, he recruited chance as his compositional ally. Charles Ives was, by profession, in the insurance business and as
such a successful entrepeneur in the Empire of Chance. An intermediary between the physiologist and semiotician
Helmholtz and the insurance salesman Ives may have been the New Englander Charles Sanders Peirce whose
,»tychistic” philosophy sought to account for an unbroken continuity of feeling in a world of chance (Peirce, 1892). To
be sure, the thought of Helmholtz and of Peirce, and their relation, as well as Peirce‘s cultural proximity to Ives need
to be investigated and elaborated in a considerably more detailed manner.
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Thomas Mann‘s Schopenhauerian novel Buddenbrooks which presents the ,,decline of a
family as it fades away and completely dissolves into the world of music (Mann, 1993).
So much for the metaphysics of art. In the midst of things, looking for its technical

analogue one encounters it in the Theremin. Its mysterious inventor Lew Sergejewitsch
Termen, also known as Leon Theremin was the subject of one of Iraida‘s Yusupova first
mediaoperas (Glinsky, 2005; Yusupova & Dolgin, 2003), and his instrument is a firm
fixture in her compositional practice (for example, Yusupova, 2005). To be sure,
Theremin was not the first physicist to invent musical instruments. In Helmholtz‘s lab
one would see sirens that modulate a powerful stream of air, and Helmholtz himself
developed a keyboard-controlled synthesizer which allowed him to combine tuning forks
and Helmholtz-Resonators to generate from pure tones different sounds with different
timbres. Instead of a stream of air, the Theremin modulates a stream of electrons, it is an
electronic instrument and yet perfectly analogue. It is the persistent presence of an
ethereal body, an unending standing sinus wave of a pure tone that serves as a physical
equivalent of the basic energy, unformed ground or substrate, of Schopenhauer‘s all-
pervasive will.

The invisible, intangible, yet physically present body of the instrument is
manipulated by the performer’s hands, the left hand controlling the horizontal plane, the
right hand structuring vertically. Horizontally, the hand can alter pitch and thus holds and
maintains a melodic line. Vertically, the hand controls how we hear the melodic line in
terms of volume or intensity. This separation of horizontal and vertical planes of action
is deeply significant: The left hand cares and curates what flows from left to right also in
each line of staff in a musical score, the right hand governs and judges, it is the hand of
the creator, also the hand that keeps us in time, with crescendos and decrescendos rising
and falling through the score, coming together or moving apart in this bar or that.

The Theremin is thus built around the fusion of player, conductor, and creator. The
very posture of the player expresses this, and it is also the posture of the conjurer or
magician who presents a levitating body (Figure 1). Here, what levitates is the ghost of a
body that does not inhabit the spatio-temporal world as representation. The conjurer’s
hands elicit a voice from the dead or not-yet-alive; the ethereal substrate is a persistent
presence, standing by even when the hands withdraw — without beginning or end it is not
produced but lingers always, latently.
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Figure 1. Player, conductor, creator, eerily modulating the ethereal body of the
immortal will: Clara Rockmore at her Theremin

The standing waves can be drawn out in the form of analogue continuous melodic
lines, insinuating themselves into the individual movements of classically formatted
chamber music pieces, also insinuating themselves into digital media.’> One hears them
echo everywhere in Iraida Yusupova‘s works. When she seeks to characterize the
difference between mediaopera and other forms of media art, she points out that the
melodic lines of mediaopera are aural as well as visual. Mediaopera does not project a
musical plot into the format and genre-conventions of video-art, it does not seek the
synergy from two distinct cultural spheres, but develops a visual score musically
(Bernyukevich, 2025).

Equally important for Iraida Yusupova‘s aesthetics is the separation and
juxtaposition of the horizontal and the vertical, the meandering melodic lines and their
coordination in time. This, to be sure, is as in Charles Ives‘s marching bands: each line is
well-defined, stoically following its own step and pace, but what one hears depends on
the criss-crossing and coordination of the individual lines. Since none of them is bound
by a specific temporal regime, the willful ,,vertical moments of coordination finally
determine how the intermingling individual threads join together. While each line for

5 Building on and expanding the Theremin, the Moog synthesizer and subsequent developments can modulate several
such curves simultaneously, each tied back in with the keys of a classical keyboard.
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itself is written by the composer, the vertical moments only occur during the performance
of the piece, in the composer‘s head and during the production at the computer of the
ultimately scoreless mediaopera— it is here where the creative act takes place, a
powerfully intuitive decision which results in the weave, more significant than the writing
of the lines. This first struck Yusupova in the early 1990s at a performance of
Stockhausens‘s opera Licht [Light]:

I witnessed there the strong verticals of a ,creator/performer.” These were
provided in the conception of the performance and not by the composer‘s or
writer’s hand which is never so strong as the hand that creates the performance.
This mystical vertical connection became for me the main guide in my subsequent
development. (Yusupova, 2025, p. 17)

It is not the appearance or the vanishing but the persistent presence of the modulated
horizontal line which is the paradigm for Yusupova’s Gesamtkunstwerk [Total work of
art] (Lianskaya-Lininger, 2025). It is not contained in the shoe-box of an opera-stage, it
eludes the temporal logic of the house falling silent, the music commencing, and finally
returning to the keynote, for the applause to set in. Instead, we find ourselves in the midst
of a cryptophonic parallelism or interweaving of visual and aural lines, carried on by a
laconic narrative that does not rise to the level of high drama, even in the case of the Pink
Mouse and her troubled protagonist (Yusupova, 2021; von Xylander, 2025). The Titanic
sinks, parents drown, but the band plays on, at the Bottom of the sea or on land, with the
narrative arc drawing in bits and pieces of the world rather than presenting it as a totality
(Nordmann, 1996). The meandering lines of Yusupova’s Gesamtkunstwerk take up, draw
in, encrypt the whole world; and the encryption key is a musical key. And if it ends at all,
this kind of mediaopera joins in with Gavin Bryars® The Sinking of the Titanic (Bryars,
1975). Or, as in Yusupova‘s mediaopera The Alphabet it opens up into a cosmic landscape
of space explorers who, like the Buddenbrooks, lose their entrepeneurial will and footing
in the world of representation (Yusupova, 2024). Lost souls everywhere, hapless space
cadets, but carried forward in the flow, blessed and perhaps saved by the intermingling
lines of beauty and grace.

REFERENCES

Adorno, T. W. (1970). Asthetische Theorie [Aesthetic Theory]. Suhrkamp.

Baumgarten, A. G. (2007). Asthetik. Lateinisch-deutsch [Aesthetics]. Meiner.

Benjamin, W. (2008). The Artwork in the Age of its Technical Reproducibility. Harvard
University Press. (Original work published 1935)

Bensaude-Vincent, |. (1998). Eloge du mixte. Matériaux nouveaux et philosophie
ancienne [In Praise of Mixing: New Materials and Ancient Philosophy]. Hachette
Littératures.

Berman, R. (1988) All that is Solid Melts into Air: The Experience of Modernity, Penguin.

Bernyukevich, T. (2025). Mediaopera and Digital Opera: Musical Conceptualism and
Modern  Technologies.  Technology and Language, 6(1), 42-53.
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.05

79
soctech.spbstu.ru


https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.05

Special Topic: #mediaopera
Tema BeIIlycKa #yeduaonepa

Bryars, G. (1975). The Sinking of the Titanic [Album]. Obscure Records.

Cage, J. (1952). 433 [Scores]. Edition Peters.

Foucault, M. (2003). Society Must Be Defended: Lectures at the Collége de France, 1975-
76. Picador. (Original work published 1975)

Gigerenzer, G., Swijtink, Z., Porter, T., Daston, L., Beatty, J., and Kruger, L. (1989) The
Empire of Chance: How Probability Changed Science and Everyday Life,
Cambridge University Press.

Glinsky, A. (2005). Theremin — Ether Music and Espionage, University of Illinois Press.

Helmholtz, H. V. (1895). On the Sensations of Tone as a Physiological Basis for the
Theory of Music, Longmans, Green, and Co.

Ives, C. (1935). Three places in New England. An Orchestral Set [Score]. Theodore
Presser Company.

Kant, 1. (1998). Critique of Pure Reason. Cambridge University Press. (Original work
published 1781)

Kuhn, T. (1996). The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (3" ed.). University of Chicago
Press. (Original work published 1962)

Kursell, J. (2018). Epistemologie des Horens — Helmholtz’ physiologische Grundlegung
der Musiktheorie [Epistemology of Hearing— Helmholtz’s physiological
Foundation of the Theory of Music].Wilhelm Fink.

Lianskaya-Lininger, E. (2025). From Eisenstein to Einstein: The Ultimate Guide to
Mediaopera. Technology and Language, 6(1), 28-41. https://doi.org/10.48417/tech
nolang.2025.01.04

Mach, E. (1959). Analysis of Sensations. Dover Publications

Mann, Th. (1993) Buddenbrooks: The Decline of a Family. Alfred A. Knopf.

Marx, K. and Engels, F. (2010) Manifesto of the Communist Party — and its Genesis.
(Original work published 1848)
https://www.marxists.org/admin/books/manifesto/Manifesto.pdf

Mayr, E. (1994). Typological versus Population Thinking. In E. Sober (Ed.), Conceptual
Issues in Evolutionary Biology (pp. 157-160). The Mit Press.

Nordmann, A. (1996). Blotting and the Line of Beauty: On Performances by Botho
Strauss and Peter Handke. Modern Drama, 39(4), 680-697.

Peirce, C. S. (1892). The Law of Mind. The Monist, 2(4), 533-559.
https://doi.org/10.5840/monist18922434

Rabinbach, A. (1990). The Human Motor. Basic Books

Rathert, W. (2011). Charles Ives. wbg Academic in Herder.

Schopenhauer, A. (2014). The World as Will and Representation, volume 1, Cambridge
University Press. (Original work published 1818)

Schopenhauer, A. (2018). The World as Will and Representation, volume 2, Cambridge
University Press. (Original work published 1818)

von Xylander, C. (2025). Recombinant Agency. Divine Comedy Meets Upcycled Comics
Art in Pink Mouse, a Meta-Mediaopera. Technology and Language, 6(1), 82-128.
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.08

80
soctech.spbstu.ru


https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.04
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.04
https://www.marxists.org/admin/books/manifesto/Manifesto.pdf
https://doi.org/10.5840/monist18922434
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.08
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.08

Technology and Language Texuomoruu B uadochepe, 2025. 6(1). 70-81

Yusupova, I. and Dolgin, A. (2003). Theremin's Last Secret. Mediaopera. [Video].
YouTube.  hitps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X5XK_wk50LA  (in  Eng)
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hxvc1JhNQEc (in Rus)

Yusupova, I. (2005). Kitezh — 19 for Theremin and Tape, Touch! don‘t Touch! Music for
Theremin [Album]. Wergo.

Yusupova, I. (2021). Pink Mouse. Mediaopera. [Video]. YouTube.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DwnTUqvkV_Q
Yusupova, I (2024). The Alphabet. [Video]. YouTube.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JUiSKTi117A

Yusupova, I. (2025) Everything You Wanted and Didn’t Want to Know about
Mediaopera: A Cryptophonic Memoir. Technology and Language, 6(1), 14-27.
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.03

CBEJEHMUS Ob ABTOPE / THE AUTHOR

Anmbdpen Hopamann, nordmann@phil.tu-darmstadt.de Alfred Nordmann, nordmann@pbhil.tu-darmstadt.de

ORCID 0000-0002-2173-4084 ORCID 0000-0002-2173-4084
Cratbs nocrynuna 12 siuBaps 2025 Received: 12 January 2025
o100pena nocie perersupoBanus 15 mapra 2025 Revised: 15 March 2025
npuHsTa K myoankanuu 19 mapra 2025 Accepted: 19 March 2025

81

soctech.spbstu.ru


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=X5XK_wk5OLA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hxvc1JhNQEc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DwnTUqvkV_Q
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JUiSkTi117A
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.03

Special Topic: #mediaopera
Tema BeIIlycKa #yeduaonepa

https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.08
Research article

Recombinant Agency. Divine Comedy Meets Upcycled Comics
Artin Pink Mouse, a Meta-Mediaopera
Cheryce von Xylander (><)

Leuphana Universitdt Liineburg, Universititsallee 1, D-21335 Liineburg, Germany
cheryce.von xylander@leuphana.de

Abstract

A prose poem adapted to the »mediaopera< format as interpreted by participant spectating — this paper
reflects on metric composition in generative fields of practice across varied technological modalities. It
seeks to characterise workings of »agencyy, conceived in both embodied-human and disembodied-machinic
terms. Pink Mouse (2017) has been translated by composer Iraida Yusupova into a pictorializing aural-
optical digital idiom. The resulting artwork can be read as meta-mediaopera in that it affords opportunity
to explore form-theoretical features of the genre it instantiates. Besides being an object lesson in how to
interpret virtual artwork, this interpretative exercise also addresses a more general challenge of pressing
urgency in the post-pandemic era, namely how to extract sensual order from the virtual noise of online
communications. The metrics in play in this case study encompass lyrical, graphical, and social articulation,
i.e. cadences seemingly inflected by intentionality. Except metric inflection no longer vouches for
subjective cogency. Now that reflexivity has taken an instrumental turn, we essentialize agency as an
expression of purposiveness, be it immaterial or material, at our peril. This paper attempts to decipher
agency by recourse to an objective ground of material practices rooted in constructive semiosis — here
dubbed >recombinant agency.< This concept takes agency to be emergent patterning made up of myriad
vectors of functionality, merged in tool-use, bound by inculcated social context. Factored together, these
parts yield a whole in the moving target of felt lucidity. Yusupova’s mediaopera holds agency to be
irreducibly Auman. She upholds an analogue sense of cultural reproduction within the extant, digital logics
of cultural annexation. Yet, a participant spectator, viewing Pink Mouse online, might well reckon that the
piece strikes a more speculative chord, perhaps inadvertently, that preferably can enlist users, facing
inexorable automation, in the service of creative autonomy.

Keywords: Mediaopera; Recombinant Agency; Digital Imaginary; Participant Spectator;
Semiotic Surround; Socio-Kinetics; Kayfabe
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PekoMOMHAHTHAS AT€EHTHOCTD.
“bo:kecTBEHHasi KOMeAHs” BCTpeYaeT nepepadoTanHoe
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VYuusepcuret JIélidana, Yuusepcur-amiee 1, D-21335 Jlronebypr, ['epmanust
cheryce.von_xylander@Ileuphana.de

AHHOTaNus

[Ipo3andeckass mo3Ma, aganTUpOBaHHAs K (GopMary Meauaorepbl, HHTEPIPETUPYEMas ydYacTBYIOIIUM
HAOJIFOIaTeNIeM, — CTaThsl MPEJCTABISCT PAa3MBINUICHUS O METPHUCCKONW KOMITO3UIIMKM B TCHEPATHBHBIX
00JacTsIX MPAaKTHKU B PA3IMYHBIX TEXHOJOTHYECKUX MOAANbHOCTAX. OHA CTPEeMHUTCS OXapaKTepU30BaTh
TIPOSIBIICHUS areHTHOCTH KaK B BOIUIOIICHHO-YEIIOBEUCCKIX, TaK M B OECTEIECHO-MAITMHHBIX TEPMIHAX.
Poman “Pozosas meims” (2017) 6611 repeBenen kommozutopom HMpanmoit FOcymoBoii B m300pa3uTensHYO
ayIUabHO-ONTHYECKYI0 I poByto uanomy. [lomydeHHOE pOU3BEICHHE HCKYCCTBA MOYKHO YHTATh KaK
MeTa-MeINAoIepy, MOCKOIBKY OHO JaeT BO3MOXKHOCTD HUCCIIEOBATh (HOPMO-TEOPETHICCKIE 0COOCHHOCTH
JKaHpa, KOTOpBIM OHO mpexacraBiseT. IloMuMo TOro, 4To 3TO HAMNIAAHBIA YPOK HHTEpHIpETaLu
BUPTYaJIbHOTO IPOM3BEICHHS HMCKYCCTBA, 3TO MHTEPIPETANMOHHOC YINPaKHEHHE TaKkKe pemiaet Ooee
0011y 10 HEOTIIOKHYIO 3a7]auy B 3TOXY MOCTE MaHAeMHUH, @ UMEHHO, KaK U3BJI€Yb UyBCTBEHHBIN TOPSIOK U3
BUPTYaJIbHOTO IIyMa OHJIAHH-KOMMYHHUKAIMH. MeTpHUKH, UCTIONb3yEMbIEe B JAHHOM CITydae, OXBAaThIBAIOT
JIUPUYCCKYI0, TPAPUUECKYIO U COIMATIbHYIO apTHKYJISAIHUIO, T. €. KaJCHIIMH, I10-BUAUMOMY, CO3HATEIILHO
W3MEHEHHBbIE. 3a WCKJIIYEHHEM TOTO, YTO METpUYecKas HWHTOHalus OoJbllle HE TapaHTHPYET
CyOBEKTHBHYIO YOCIUTEIbHOCTh. Temepb, Korma pedIeKCHBHOCTh MMpHOOpesa HHCTPYMEHTAIbHBIH
XapakTep, Mbl Ha CBOM cTpax M PHUCK NpPHUJIA€M 3HAYEHUE AareHTHOCTH KaK BBIPAXKEHHUIO
[ENICyCTPEMIICHHOCTH. B 3TOH cTaThe Aenaercss MOMBITKA pacmm(ppoBaTh areHTHOCTh, OOpamasch K
O00BEKTHBHOM OCHOBE MAaTEpPHAJBbHBIX MPAKTUK, YKOPCHEHHBIX B KOHCTPYKTHBHOM CEMHO3HCE — 3/1eCh
Ha3BaHHOM “‘peKOMOMHAHTHBIM areHTCTBOM”. COrJIaCHO JTOH KOHIENIMH, CBOOOJAa BOJIH — 3TO
BO3HUKAIOIIUH MAaTTEPH, COCTOANIMNA U3 MHOXKECTBAa (PYHKIIMOHAIBLHBIX HAIlPaBIICHUH, 0OBEINHCHHBIX B
WCIIONE30BAaHUH WHCTPYMEHTOB UM CBS3aHHBIX C BHEAPCHHBIM COLMAIBHBIM KOHTeKCTOM. CoOpaHHBIE
BMECTE€, 3TU YacTH JAlT EIUHOE LEN0oe B JBUXKYLICHCS LEIM OCO3HAaHHOM sACHOCTH. Menuaonepa
IOcynoBoii cunTaeT areHTHOCTh HEPEAYIIUPYEMO ueroBedeckoil. OHa moiJiep>KUBAET aHAJIOTOBOE YyBCTBO
KyJbTYPHOTO BOCIIPOM3BOJICTBA B paMKax CYIIECTBYIOIIEH HU(POBON JIOTUKH KYJIbTYpHOW aHHEKCHHU.
OpnHako 3puTenb, MpocMaTpUBAIONIMi “P030Byr0 MBIIIB” OHJIANWH, BHOJIHE MOXET MOAYMaTh, YTO
MPOM3BENICHUE 3aTParuBaeT CKOpee CIEKYISITUBHYIO CTPYHY, BO3MOXKHO, HEMIPETHAMEPEHHO, YTO, CKOpee
BCETro, MOKET MOOYIWTH MOJIb30BaTeNeH, CTAIKUBAIOIIUXCA C HEYMOJIHMMON aBTOMAaTH3aIMeH, CIyXKHUTb
TBOPUYECKOH aBTOHOMUH.

KaroueBble ciaoBa: Mennaonepa; PexomOuHanTHast areHTHocTh; Lludposoe
BOoOOpakeHue; 3puTenb-ydacTHUK; CemuoTHUecKoe OKpyxeHue; COIMOKHHETHKA;
Keiideod
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INTRODUCTION

Opera is meta by definition. Arguably the most integral artform, it insinuates world
in all registers. If heads of state assume power over an opera-house, they do not just seek
a stage for the razzle-dazzle of self-promotion that surrounds them in gold-plated
opulence. The stage touts political clout. Its extravaganzas trade on high drama — and
rouse powerful emotions by way of scripted human dilemmas and predictable destinies.
The spectacle on view in an opera house flaunts the supremacy of artifice over
authenticity. In the following discussion, not the personal but the aesthetic is political.
When audiences protest the political affiliations of star sopranos, this illuminates with
blunt clarity a long coming and now  established socio-technical
condition. Human/machine coordination pulls the strings of automatic operations that,
under the outsize influence of digital systems of mass distraction (Galloway, 2022), are
steadily colonizing ever greater shares of the legacy mindscape.

The mediaopera Pink Mouse, by Russian composer Iraida Yusupova based on
Victor Erofeev’s prose poem of the same name, is a tragicomedy in which a doomed party
of Russian passengers, travelling on a luxury yacht, capsizes at high sea. It plays in post-
soviet Russia and premiered in Germany in 2024 (fig. 1).* This liminal object — part and
parcel of the digital world it instantiates — preserves a moment of inflection at which the
culture of reference seems to be drowning in a semiotic deluge of its own creation. Pink
Mouse reads like an exuberant meta-reflexion on this incumbent, alien subjectivity
extracted from the online activity of the very users it is engulfing. A study in irony, right
for the times. The virtual coliseum of online traffic — the mediaopera’s habitat — prefers a
mode of participant witnessing that is double-edged. It draws on rhetorical strategies from
pro-wrestling and opera, mediated or otherwise, embracing fraudulent veracity. »No
opera plot can be sensible, for in sensible situations people do not sing« (Auden,
1967/2020, p. 1037). In pro-wrestling a similar phenomenon has been dubbed »kayfabe«
— the mentality of a crowd, which colludes in treating a match, whose outcome is fixed in
advance, as a display of knuckle-biting suspense, not the swindle everyone knows it to be
(von Xylander, 2021). These orgies of falsehood flaunt their showmanship and favour
irrational affiliation. Socrates might have concluded that a life Second-Lifed? is not worth
living.

1 Spoiler alert: This essay may sway your impression of the mediaopera. Readers who would first like to form their
own opinion — or wish to look up scenes discussed in the following pages — will find a link to the piece here (with
English captions): https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DwnTUqvkV_Q_— The premiere of Pink Mouse took place in
Liineburg, Lower Saxony, not in a conventional opera setting but in a university lecture hall decked out with high-tech
audio-visual equipment, which seemed more befitting a mediaopera. Attendance was open to the public and free of
charge.

2)Second Life« is a metaverse comprised of virtual worlds built by users/players who interact with each other via
surrogate avatars. At the height of its popularity in 2007, it had 1,7 million users who had built ad hoc continents that
replicated the existing world map, in part, but also appended fantasy lands that covered a territory many times the
surface of the earth. This reality gameplay introduced its own currency system and sparked off a veritable political
economy (Kover, 2007).
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Figure 1. A tragicomic cast of character at 2 hours, 26 minutes, and 40 seconds of the
Pink Mouse mediaopera, used with permission by the composer. © Iraida Yusupova

The medial multifarity and suasion of operatic art is ubiquitously acknowledged
(Kotnik, 2013). »I have always believed that opera is a planet where the muses work
together, join hands and celebrate all the arts,« to quote Franco Zeftirelli, famed Italian
film and opera director, a cultural populist whom by the composer and fellow director
Pierre Boulez already detested long before Zeffirelli finally became an active member of
Berlusconi’s centre right Forza [talia party (Boulez, 1967). This holds in spades for
mediaopera, a made-for-the-internet entertainment format. When Roland Barthes
declared authorship »dead« in 1967 (Barthes, 1968), the verdict applied to composers too
(Wuggenig, 2004). An act of composing doesn’t grant final interpretative authority to the
originator or preclude subsequent interpretative appropriation. The authors contributing
to the discussion of Pink Mouse in this and the subsequent issue of Technology and
Language apply vastly differing frames of reference. But they approached the enigmatic,
188-minute long feature in the same manner, namely by replay. Their criss-crossing skips
and jumps effectively reconstitute Pink Mouse as a meta-mediaopera instantiated in so
many compositional co-creations. These human/machine interactions enact what I
propose to call »recombinant agency,< a concept spelled out in reading the digital artwork
at hand. It remains to be seen to what extent, if at all, such interpretative activity may
prove to be self-actualizing.

DIVINE COMEDY AND MEDIA REVENANTS

Erofeev’s Pink Mouse (Rozovaia Mysh') mixes high and low cultural icons
interweaving a cosmos of Russian cultural allusions with Alice in Wonderland motifs,
borrowings from mass culture, and references to Dante’s Divine Comedy. The melange
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of registers picks up on an aesthetic idiom advanced by the French/Russian filmmaker
Roger Vadim (1928-2000) from the 1950s, in Erofeev’s youth. Vadim forged a type of
cinematic story-telling that grafted titillating visuals and suggestive plot-lines on
scenarios from classical literature, painting and sculpture. His modern adaptations of
Emile Zola’s novel La Curée (1871), Arthur Schnitzler’s play Der Reigen (1920),
Choderlos de Laclos’s Liaisons Dangereuses (1782) challenged established cultural
boundaries between pornography and art and helped usher in a new era of permissive
sexuality that came with the invention of the birth control pill. Don Juan, or If Don Juan
were a Woman? (1973) runs through the role-reversal of wickedness. La Vice et le Virtue
(1963), a film set in World War II, explores the polarity of annihilation and eros through
Justine by the Marquis de Sade.

Vadim was the son of a French mother and Russian prince who escaped to France
after the Russian revolution. His life and work encapsulates a cosmopolitan milieu that
overlapped with Victor Erofeev’s upbringing. The author of Pink Mouse spent some of
his childhood in Paris; his father, a high-ranking Soviet diplomat, was the French
interpreter of Stalin and Molotov. Men of Erofeev’s generation grew up on the female
heroines that Vadim canonized — Brigitte Bardot, Catherine Deneuve, Jane Fonda — a new
edition of the femme fatale (Kennedy, 2012). Engaged to all three, Vadim married two of
these film stars (Vadim, 1986). Vadim’s iconic image of womanhood casts the female
seductress as servile domina whose ability to anticipate, incite, and thwart male desire,
seemingly at will, rests on a dirty little secret that complicates these power relations.
Women are groomed to please the men whose strings they pull. In this libidinal protocol,
seductive tactics employed to tame feral manhood are stipulated by the men themselves.
Numerous versions of this mating game ruled for approximately three decades, from the
early 1950s to the late 1970s, when second-wave feminism dismantled the libertine
fantasy.’

Erofeev’s Pink Mouse (fig. 2) appeared in 2017. It is one of few texts by this Russian
dissident author not yet available in translation though plans for a German edition are
underway. The delay may be related to the heightened metric and literary challenge of
rendering poetic prose in a foreign tongue. In any event, a different kind of translation
was effected, when the Tatar-Russian avantgarde composer Iraida Yusupova created a
mediaopera adaptation of the prose poem in 2017.* Her visual score features a twofold
protagonist that consists of the main character, a young Russian girl named Maroussia
Mendeleyeva, and her alter ego, Pink Mouse, guardian friend or self-soothing illusion
she projects on a hostile world. This literary device — a fictive character inhabiting the

3 One of the leading voices of the movement was Simone de Beauvoir whose analysis had been trained on the films of
Vadim and how they depicted male desire in the construct of the feminine as personified by Bardot (de Beauvoir,
(1959/1961; 1949/1972; Evans, 2013).

4 On the occasion of the work’s premiere, March 21, 2023, Yusupova‘s Pink Mouse libretto was translated into English
by Anna Rush with the generous assistance of the Leuphana University Liineburg. The premiere was followed by an
international, philosophical and theoretical workshop on the very conception of mediaopera with the following invited
speakers from different institutional contexts: Alfred Nordmann (Technical University Darmstadt), Steve Fuller
(Warwick University), Evgeniya Lianskaya-Lininger (Sirene Operntheater, Wien), Anthony Sellors (BBC Radio 3,
London), Wiliam Mival (Royal College of Music, London), Victor Erofeev (Leuphana University Liineburg), Ulf
Wuggenig (Leuphana University Liineburg), Cheryce von Xylander (Leuphana University Liineburg), Iraida Yusupova
(via Zoom).
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poem’s fictional cosmos — troubles such familiar psychological conceits as personal
identity and self-continuity. In the tale’s pictorial scoring, Maroussia and Pink Mouse will
appear as two and as one, in league with other shape-shifting figurations in-between the
poetic libretto and its pictorial translation. The who-is-who of this mediaopera dissolves
into an indexical conundrum open to construal.

oe

1451 HOBO) _ COAPOPHBIM OTACHI/EM
1 IFPL 21016 ‘ i 3 }-

Figure 2. Book cover of Victor Erofeev’s Pink Mouse (2017)

Pink Mouse was not Yusupova’s first mediaopera, nor has it been her last. It is,
however, the first mediaopera that she composed >on her owng, as it were. The notion of
solitary credit is flexible, a socio-cultural construction that varies, considerably, from one
artistic field to another, depending on the preponderance of »charismatic ideology«
(Pierre Bourdieu) versus the belief that art production is a type of collective action
(Becker, 1974). In film, supporting roles appear in long credit lines at the end of the work.
In the traditional fine arts as well as in contemporary Western visual art, by contrast, all
credit obtains to the conceiving artist while any craftspeople involved or persons in the
cooperative network (frequently hired in executing an idea) remain forever unmentioned.
One glance at an opera brochure will confirm that opera more closely tracks the rules of
film than those of visual art: director and conductor are mentioned as well as singers,
orchestra, stage design, costume design, dancers, and special effects. Yusupova credits
numerous associates at the end of Pink Mouse. But artistically, Pink Mouse demanded a
new artistic autonomy in that she worked out the visual and musical scoring of Pink
Mouse by herself. Her husband and longtime project partner, cameraman Alexander
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Dolgin, had died during their work on a prior mediaopera, The Planet of Pi, leaving her
to go solo.

Pink Mouse can be taken as a work of mourning. In reinventing herself as a one-
woman, musical-pictorial composer of this poetical phantasmagoria, she plotted out an
experience of bereavement. The resulting piece can be understood as a quasi-
collaborative artistic dialogue with the deceased. Her animation sequences use stock
visual material from Dolgin’s archive, which gives her former companion a preternatural,
graphic life-after-death. Joint artistic agency, coalescing around the libretto in consonance
with Erofeev’s storyline, and perpetuated by way of technological mediation. Yusupova
(2025) describes the exchange of husband and wife in mystical terms. Felt complicity,
reified in works of art, speak to the workings of agency. Humanity can be understood as
a mirage that arises from transactional practices involving exchange, tool-use, and
negotiated purposiveness. The revenant quality of the making of this mediaopera might
also be cast as an instance of a cultural epiphenomena rooted in today’s computational
infrastructure, an instance of digital sampling, cultural upcycling and archival reassembly
— practices that have roused new notions of afterlife. While such spiritual experiences
hearken back to ancestral religious beliefs, they also further a pictorial lifeworld
predicated on materialist imperatives, i.e. microchip-driven infrastructures relying on the
commodification of agency.

Alice in Wonderland, or the Male Gaze Revisited

Alice in Wonderland and its Russian derivative Pink Mouse are children’s tales for
adults, brim full of philosophical import. Both have been remade as operas, by female
composers — and both lend themselves to critical gender analysis. The South Korean
composer Unsuk Chin (2007), one of the favourite pupils of Gyorgy Ligeti, premiered
her Alice in Wonderland at the Munich Opera House in 2007. Chin portrays the Alice
story (accessible, online, in full length) in a mesmerizing estrangement that approaches
the subject as a thought experiment, an idea she borrows from that paean to computational
creativity, Douglas Hofstadter’s Godel, Escher, Bach. Chin’s libretto highlights
philosophical nuances of the popular children’s book, rather than its storyline or
dialogical elements; her scoring, musical and visual, situates the tale in a dreamworld.
The singers are outfitted to resemble puppets. Alice moves in the staccato cadence of
marionettes. This enchanting girl-doll recalls the storied inner child in us all. On a darker
note, her Alice-doll also conjures up the spectre of paedophilia: A gnarly old man who
may or may not be a stand-in for the author haunts the theatrical production. His
physiognomy spells perversion: He wears a mask showing a nose that looks like a semi-
tumescent penis, erect enough to suggest a lack of impulse control, limp enough to give
the impression of a man past his prime, age and ardour out of step (fig. 3). This artistic
exploration neither condones nor condemns the intimation of an everyday paedophilia,
which pervades our cultural order. Her mise-en-scéne implies that the conditions of
possibility within which the Alice tale endures may be archaic, archetypal and universal.
The mirror her opera holds to the audience reflects covert, even anathema, cultural
dynamics.
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Figure 3. Masked figure in Unsuk Chin’s (2007) Alice in Wonderland

Both composers, Chin and Yusupova, shift the sexual politics of their operas away
from the original novels. Chin’s piece is not a mediaopera in Yusupova’s understanding
of the genre. She did not compose her piece for a virtual online audience or re-invent the
opera house as an institution without physical walls and fewer social barriers or challenge
extant conventions governing the analogue/digital divide or use upcycled comics art and
celebrity culture in a cyber-mix containing real world elements — all of which occurs in
Pink Mouse. Whether or not Yusupova saw Chin’s work before embarking on her own
musical-graphical interpretation, their pieces bring a similar, gender-critical spin to stories
about young girls told by men. When we meet Maroussia in Pink Mouse, she has just
started puberty. She witnesses relational dynamics between her parents and adults in
general. Older women are unfaithful (see her mother and the queen of the underworld).
Older men seek to steal her virginity at a house party by a beach and later in the under-
sea world (see the guitarist Thum-Strum as well as the older prince of the underworld
Johnny Depp). She clings to Pink Mouse, her imaginary companion, as to a stuffed
animal, her secret weapon against lecherous stratagems. The guitarist will have his way
with her in the course of events, though we are not privy to any rape scenes or presented
any details. There is no recorded trauma. Meanwhile, Maroussia joins forces with her
cousin, Runt, who is her sidekick throughout the tale of sexual misadventures that have
or have not occurred. As spectators, we are never quite sure. Events unfold in a twilight
zone of impossible simultaneity: the girl seems dead but also very much alive; she dwells
in the real world but also in a fantasy sphere; her home is Russia but she also inhabits an
Americanized subcontinent situated on the bottom of the ocean, the »Bottom«.
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Yusupova’s mediaopera shuns ontological constancy. Her visual score oscillates between
footage of real performers, landscape, film and photography, graphic illustrations, cartoon
figures, collage-stills, and in-video image macros of the captioned libretto. In this
semiotic universe, signifier and signified appear as doubles — the same lines of narration
are elaborated in real and pictorial allusion, simultaneously, in counterpoint. In this fractal
imaginary, experience fragments form a surrealist dreamscape. Central protagonists — like
Pink Mouse, Crab, and Maroussia herself — are shape-shifting referents.

One certainty persists throughout the piece, however. Maroussia is an object of
desire for those around her. The girl does not feel comfortable with her sexual persona.
Having entered puberty early on in the story, she spends much of the piece looking like a
dishevelled puzzle (fig. 4). Early on, we see her doll-face morph into a »scarecrow«
(17:17-17:20). Her »ugliness« concerns the libretto, and the visual score. Maroussia is no
Lolita. Yusupova’s graphic casting of the girl’s budding sexuality does not imply nubile
curiosity. The shame incumbent on being deemed »ugly« is portrayed as a cultural
mechanism, which entraps the fertile half of the population in strictures of gendered
convention.

Py Bl - N ai17:20/2:33:24

Figure. 4. A dishevelled puzzle, used with permission by the composer. © Iraida
Yusupova

Yusupova does not expect her female characters to be virgins, madonnas, or asexual
neuters. Girls like Maroussia deserve to reach adulthood in their own time and on their
terms. But her heroine is being socialised in a milieu of ubiquitous grooming. A common
female plight: Older males — family friends, authority figures, personages from public life
— abuse their positions of power and authority for sexual access. Yusupova’s Maroussia
deplores this state of affairs and does what she can to avoid being the target of unwanted
attention. In Yusupova’s adaptation of Pink Mouse, young girls do not collude in their
sexual exploitation. Indeed, the infidelities of older women come across as late acts of
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defiance for the ways in which they too will have been taken advantage of in their younger
years. An apposite side-effect of interpreting Pink Mouse as a mediaopera is that its
premier was never destined to take place in a grand opera house. The audience on opening
night — which occurred at 10 am in the morning — did not involve a long parade of suited
men with bejewelled female companions wearing ball gowns and high-heeled shoes.
Mediaopera, a genre less dominated by male composers, producers, and directors, breaks
with institutionalized practices that leave space for women only in the capacity of singers
and support staff.

Erofeev uses sex as a metaphor in his writing. He found literary notoriety for
translating the Marquis de Sade into Russian, an author deemed inimical to the moral
order of the Soviet Republic. As literary critic working for an underground magazine,
Erofeev brought these forbidden writings to public attention by samzidat, meaning a small
circulation of typewriter-produced copies that could easily be traced to their source. This
kind of lettered pursuit was generally tolerated in the Soviet Block. But Erofeev’s literary
excursion resulted in a family calamity: he was accused of seditious activity; his father
lost his diplomatic post; and the family, having fallen from grace, forfeited its privileged
lifestyle. With no hope of a future as a scholar or public servant, this devastating
development launched his career as an oppositional figure — he found his voice as a gadfly.
Belonging to a generation of male authors whose gaze had been trained on the erotic
sensibility of Roger Vadim,® later vulgarized by Hugh Hefner, Erofeev brought an anti-
establishment outlook to the literary conventions of Socialist Realism. Schooled in the
erotic-philosophy of the Marquis de Sade, he never minces words regarding demands of
the flesh. His male protagonists might trifle with seeing rape as a crude kind of flattery
and his victims come across as rather more complicit in their ruin than propriety might
suggest.

Their respective critiques of entrenched sexual hypocrisies — Erofeev (male author)
and Yusupova (female composer) — diverge. But they agree in the aesthetics of their
compositional approach. Both narrative poem and its mediated translation show layered
themes braided together in a fanciful plot with the result more resembling a palimpsest of
words and images than a conclusive whole driving towards an inevitable conclusion. Pink
Mouse riffs on national identity. Maroussia can be taken to be an emblem of the nation.
Already her name sounds like »Russia.« Her progression through adolescence parallels
the country’s changes and growing pains through Glasnost and Perestroika. We see post-
soviet Russia corrupted by the market economy and venereal temptations of Western
consumerism, which were unleashed on this innocent land in the late 90s and noughts.
The reign of oligarchs with luxury yachts — central motifs in Pink Mouse — began at this
time. A spectacle of »conspicuous consumption« (Veblen, 1899) brought vast wealth to

5 The fame of Vadim’s vamps (specifically, Bardot, Deneuve, Fonda) far outstripped that of their creative promoter.
While they are considered great actresses, he is remembered as a second-rate director of B-movie soft erotica. Their
careers advanced without him. Francois Truffaut, Jean-Luc Godard or Alain Resnais, recognized visionaries of the
Nouvelle Vague, stand as the iconic film makers of that period. They have art acclaim while VVadim enjoys only marginal
cinematic standing even though at least Truffaut drew inspiration from the latter’s work. Little critical literature speaks
to Vadim’s legacy and it is not possible to purchase an edition of his collected work. Indeed, many of his films are
difficult to obtain (Mancini, 1988).
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the privileged few. The majority of the population was left to fend for itself in an
impoverished economy that no longer insured their basic needs. Average citizens still had
no easy access to those Western luxury items that, under Soviet rule, had long been
maligned as corrupting tokens of capitalism. Maroussia’s mother is always dressed in
finest couture fashion; the family feasts on delicacies (fig. 5). Signifiers of a new class
order: Russia-Maroussia, ravaged by powerful forces in the global capitalist world order,
has lost her innocence.

P Pl N 929/23324

Figure 5. The family feasts on delicacies, used with permission by the composer.
© Iraida Yusupova

A further emblem of the oft-cited »Russian soul< in Pink Mouse is a spate of boiled
crab collages, often bright red, signal colour of the Communist Party around the world. It
appears time and again, here and there, throughout the piece. Sometimes the crab is
assembled from props that appeared in other scenes, like an ashtray, excavator pinchers,
or red hot lips (fig. 6). Crab meat is a national institution in Russia that carries culinary,
historical, economic and political import. The invention of the crab stick was a major
achievement of Soviet rule that helped quell public discontent when the political system
was unable to supply fresh lobster and crab meat (Syutkin, & Syutkin, 2022). Crab meat
is also one of the country’s key export items, with the animal stock involved causing
friction and prompting debate in respect of a host of ecological, economic, and political
concerns (Dickie, 2020; Strauss, 2004).
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Figure 6. The Thrum-Strum figure sports a crab head-covering, used with permission
by the composer. © Iraida Yusupova

In its visual composition and pictorial commentary, Pink Mouse evokes Russia as a
hybrid place, a »Eurasia,< or — as Nicola di Cosmo would specify the matter — an »Inner
Eurasia,« that »constitutes one of the basic units of Eurasian and of world history.«
Yusupova’s scoring assembles visual and acoustic tropes to evoke this charged idea —
which is not national or ethnic but geographic in origin (Christian, 1994) — as both
composite singular and mishmash of disjointed elements. The mediaopera presents an
imaginary whose political and cultural self-understanding teeters between West and East,
past and future, Europe and the Orient. Ancient Egyptian statues conjure the world of
pharaohs early on in the score and cross-fades into a stray nomad leading a brightly clad
camel (19:00-19:15) to an unknown destination to the left, off screen, possibly walking
back in time (fig. 7).

A latent Orientalism recurs with the figure of the Prankster-Clown who dominates
the scene for a minute and a half (1:37:31-:1:39:02), quite a duration in this fast-paced
mediaopera. This Prankster-Clown, decked out in turban and Muslim robes, dances
through cross-blending images suggesting that the tale’s heroine may be being violated,
though not by the oriental daemon who is merely a party to this act. A cartoon key appears
alongside these images further highlighting the importance of this oriental influence
within the compositional logic of the cultural tableau exhibiting a westernized party of
Russians on a luxury yacht, now capsized, and dwelling on the Bottom where a Disney-
regime rules. The troubled political implications of this Eurasian self-conception find
abbreviated expression in the figure of Reginna, the Siamese twin-pig regent of the
underworld, a two-headed monster whose political instincts pull in two opposite
directions. A mythic creature, unreconcilable with itself (fig. 8).
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Figure 7. An Inner Eurasia and oriental scenes, used with permission by the composer.
© Iraida Yusupova
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Figure 8. A mythic creature, unreconcilable with itself, used with permission by the
composer. © Iraida Yusupova
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Digital Afterlife

Dante is referenced by name in the libretto of Pink Mouse and so is the Divine
Comedy, which serves as a structuring principle for the narrative poem’s plot. Maroussia’s
journey to save her parents from eternal oblivion plays in a twilight zone of characters
who may or may not be dead or dying. Like Dante’s poem, Pink Mouse can be read as a
reflection on the »afterlife< — but this notion, once synonymous with metaphysical debates,
has acquired a novel phenomenal heft in the world of virtual interactions. Facebook users
die in the real world but their accounts remain >active<, simulating the living presence of
a deceased person (presuming they ever truly existed and weren’t always already a bot
simulating a user). Al can imitate a loved one’s figures of speech, expound on their topics
of interests, and imitate their verbal mannerisms. Transhumanist reveries extend the
mechanisms of selthood to an ethereal realm of supreme invulnerability. Some versions
of this vision are wedded to a person’s physical incarnation; they focus on techniques of
perpetual rejuvenation (to keep the body renewing itself), or cryogenic suspension of
decay (to allow for a future resurrection), or storage of one’s personal DNA (to re-generate
full embodiment at later time). The machinic extension of the digital lifeworld gives the
concept of afterlife qualitative materiality, time delayed and at a distance, in vivid
communication uncoupled from responsive immediacy. Sometimes the remaining just
want to bury their »dearly departed« in the readily accessible and literally connected
forum of an online memorial site (Huberman, 2017). And with digital enhancement
technologies, the biological reality of aging need no longer appear on screen (Holliday,
2021-2022).

Like the literary classic on which it is modelled, Pink Mouse courts different types
of exegesis. Four main hermeneutic traditions have developed around the Divine Comedy
— they can be grouped into historical, moral, literary, and anagogical exegesis. In this
case, however, the interpretative modalities probe a phenomenon born of our computer-
augmented lived reality. A new kind of afterlife interferes with the interrogating subject;
it emanates from the sense of transcendence that has re-entered quotidian life through the
backdoor of a technological sublime. The awesome predictive and imitative inveiglement
of the technoscientific surround that we have put in place and that now comprises our
lived habitat cannot be shrugged off. Every click feeds the fetich that we installed yet
whose uncanny force we fear for the »omniscient and omnipotent« control it exercises
over us. A proven way to subdue this almighty threat is not just to compel »benevolence«
by way of a putative covenant® but rather to diminish its hold by means of old style
demystification (Hornborg, 2001; 2013). Interpretative recasting of the inverted causality
here on display, i.e. recollecting who installed the fetich, will serve the cause of self-
defence and increase the capacity to act. With the spectator’s participant re-composing of
Yusupova’s mediaopera adaptation of Erofeev’s narrative poem, agency grows. The
reception history of Dante’s classic shows possible routes of elucidation. This modern re-
telling of the Divine Comedy examines the conditions of the afterlife across disparate
virtualities not from a medieval world view (hell, purgatory and paradise) but from the
contemporary outlook of users linked to each other in networked disconnection on the

® See also: Bylieva, & Nordmann (2023)
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basis of algorithmic discretion. Interpreted in historical-digital terms, for instance,
Maroussia’s plight resembles the Cold War and its aftermath from a Russian national
perspective. Seen as a moral-digital tale, Pink Mouse examines the afterlife as a problem
pertaining less to what may transpire after the finality of death but rather to the extension
of life in digital doings that have unintended consequences in the present. On a literary-
digital interpretation, this mediaopera follows a girl into adulthood to explore the sexual
hypocrisy of modern Cosmopolitan societies. The female composer breaks with the
author in her adaptation of the piece. A rupture recorded in the recurring lifelike dance
scenes punctuating Pink Mouse and showing two female characters locked in uncertain
gyrations. Are they friends or rivals? The choreography is ambiguous, simultaneously
collaborative and adversarial. However, one of the dancers is the author’s wife, his »better
half<. Her movements can be viewed as an extension of the author’s will while the other
dancer plays the piano, sings, and more likely stands for the will of the composer. These
scenes reflect on the act of composing across symbolic fields as one artist revisits, and
adapts, the work of another.

An anagogical-digital reading of Pink Mouse requires the most analytic conversion
in that allegorical/spiritual dimensions of the Divine Comedy have no obvious equivalent
in today’s technologically mediated way of life. Personhood does not hold up to scrutiny
in this mediaopera. Unique individuation may be a mere quality of experience — an artifact
of self-perception — not an accurate reflection of how mindful intentionality actually
arises and perpetuates itself in social settings. Perhaps human spiritual capacities are not
superterrestrial in origin, but rather phenomenal habits acquired and cultivated over time,
passed on from generation to generation? The sense of selthood may be a compelling
conceit arising amidst interference patterns rooted in language, tradition, practice,
semiotic systems, architecture and untold registers of meaning-making. Differing cultural
practices have generated and continue to uphold homologous conceptions of selthood
across a worldwide patchwork of populations. Whereas computational machines can
emulate intelligent expression and problem-solving, automated mind will not recombine
in spontaneous self-assembly because it lacks bodily constraints. This is not to put the
body forward as primal source of wisdom and insight. Rather, the claim pertains to the
sociality of mind as it manifests in human agency: Carnal limitation necessitates
affiliation. But digital platforms — the place where the mediaopera lives — are fuelled by
a human-machine interface that parses agency along systemic principles shrinking the
afterlife down in metaphysical size to a digital artifice. Yusupova’s Pink Mouse shows
this newfangled afterlife to be strangely entangled with the lived present of its viewers
and, in so doing, agitates against the virtual milieu of which it is a part.

Humanity’s Sublimated Voice

Opera extols voice — and Pink Mouse is no exception. Real-life actors, photo-
collage effigies, and cartoon figures serve as so many vehicles to celebrate classically
trained singing. She virtualizes the operatic stage, decouples delivery and reception of the
opera experience, pictorializes the libretto by appending a graphical commentary to the
musical score and more. But one liberty Yusupova doesn’t take with the operatic form is
to de-centre the human voice. The human/machine boundary holds firm — only human
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beings sing in this production. No transhumanist or post-humanist dalliance with
synthetic voice generation enters her musical score. Agency sounds intrinsically human
in Yusupova’s piece, which re-enshrines a distinctly humanist conception of said
phenomenon in the mediated context of the digital surround with its online services
optimized to hijack attention (fig. 9).

Play (k)
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Figure 9. Digital framing of the human voice, used with permission by the composer. ©
Iraida Yusupova

To comprehend meaning intoned as song, it is not necessary to understand the words
spoken. The international opera canon, according to a study is mainly based on four
languages. Italian still has a leading position, English, French, and German come next,
Russian, Czech and Spanish are following (Heaney, 2023). Melodically inflected voice
complemented by orchestral accompaniment makes librettos all but impossible to follow
even to the native ear. Audiences know the plot summary in advance or find it summarized
in an accompanying booklet.” More recently, digital overtitles supply captions during a
live performance. Operatic singing computes in its own vein, distinct from pure diction;
it conveys dimensions of human experience that map onto language but are not
phenomenally commensurate with the qualitative information coded in syntax, grammar,
and vocabulary (Kluge, 2001, p. 36). A similar effect arises when watching foreign films
where the original vocal enactment has an emotional heft that a dubbed film with lip-
synched voices of doubles can never match.

Human exceptionalism turns on language. Large language models can replicate
meaningful lexical utterance. But they cannot give expression to the negotiated emotional
affiliation that staves off mortality and distinguishes human intentionality from intelligent
automation. Embodied, vulnerable intelligence secures its survival by way of alliance.

" For a deconstructive reading of the opera brochure and the institution to which it belongs, see: Kluge (2001).
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This most human of human urges — negotiated relationality — finds articulation in all
manner of modulating conduct of which lexical utterance stands out both for the sheer
physical dexterity of the mastery acquired over the voice box and for the intellectual
quickness of using signs to encode meaning with the instantaneity of conversational
speech. Opera singing elevates this one, outstanding human attribute, verbal expression
— and makes the medium in which humans compose their humanity the message. In its
most bombastic projection, the human voice can fill vast architectural spaces while
pressing the emotional urgency of a dramatic moment and communing with an orchestral
plurality. Said simultaneity of effect (amplification, accentuation, association) exposes
the social adhesive function of language in a show of vocal agility that evidently also
fosters voluptuous commingling, to judge from the enduring popularity of this art. What
is more, the human capacity for vocalization, stretched beyond its innate limitation,
becomes supercharged with symbolic potency. The sound intensity, the emotional timbre,
the complex sonority seems preternatural — at times even sublime. This transfixing
virtuosity conjures human agency in its pre-digital formation.

SIXTa HaKpEHWIaCh, 3a4EpITHYIIA BOAY, HO OISAThH YCTOSIA.
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Figure 10. Technology rarely enters the scene, used with permission by the composer.
© Iraida Yusupova

If opera exalts this driver of human self-invention — i.e. the anthropogenic effect of
voice — then human singing might seem to jar with the preponderance of animal figures
in the Pink Mouse storyline and with the machine-mediated delivery of its mediaoperatic
adaptation. Animals lack the symbolic proficiency required for the use of lexical signs
but they share with humans an experience of lived embodiment. Machines, conversely,
lack the gestural gravity associated with embodied, reciprocal exchange but they have
mastered, indeed surpassed, the human gift of gab. But the animal-machine framework
adds conceptual embellishment bringing a complementarity to the spectacle on view that
offsets human agency as such. Specifically, the triangulation of these elements —
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animal/machine/human deliberation — showcases how reflexivity enters into the verbal
exchange of one but not the others. As in Alice in Wonderland, to which Pink Mouse
refers, anthropomorphic animals figure prominently in Yusupova’s musical-pictorial
translation. This bestiary has expository import deserving in-depth exploration elsewhere.
For now suffice it to say, they congregate, scene-by-scene, forming a tacit social
commentary. Machines are conspicuously absent from the mediaopera appearing only
intermittently in the visual score as vehicles of transportation, i.e. airplane (fig. 10) and
yacht with only the latter being relevant to the plot, or as musical instruments, i.e. piano
and e-guitar, or as devices, i.e. computer and gun whereby the gun plays only a bit part.
There is no sense of an urban jungle or metropolis pulsing through this mythic land,
neither utopia nor dystopia, except by inuendo.

Can a chatbot do Callas? The answer, no doubt, is yes. And the mediaopera might
seem a promising context in which to experiment with synthetic voice generation. To the
extent that vocal embodiment nurtures community, however, the proliferation of digital
assistants with synthetic voices, compounded by Al voice generators, would seem to pose
a formidable challenge to human self-constitution (Béhlen, 2008). The digital art curator
and mindscape artist Peter Weibel takes up this line of enquiry in his sound art studies.
He produced mediaoperas and put forward his own conception of the genre in several
manifestos, the first one published in connection with Der kiinstliche Wille presented at
the ars electronica festival in Linz, Austria in 1984 (Weibel, 1984/2016a; 2014/2016b;
2020). His views on the aesthetic specifications of this genre are revisionist; he questions
the anthropocentric bias and adopts a critical stance on vocal embodiment in general.
Taking this position to its logical conclusion, Weibel maintains that a radically self-
mediating mediaopera breaks with personified notions of agency even dispensing with
human vocalization altogether (or incorporating indigenous voices not usually heard in
opera productions). His mediaopera Amazonas is a case in point (although one could also
group this piece to »digital opera<); it puts trees at the centre of action. They vociferate in
synthetic sound. When the dying forest is the tragic hero, then let the forest be heard.

Yusupova’s mediaopera, by contrast, urges the preservation of real human voice,
with its unique modulation, in a world increasingly inundated by the noise of intelligent
simulation, or humanoid illusionism. Voice figures programmatically in Pink Mouse: the
maelstrom of moving images conveys graphic »noisec; »sound< works as a corrective force
imparting regulation, emotionally, on the mayhem.® There is a creative tension in her
work between the graphical score in which shape-shifting figures morph into one another
and the acoustic score which casts agency as a force that self-promulgates by way of vocal
embodiment and so preserves a humanist world order. Online communication takes place
within a sensory matrix that is upheld, synaesthetically, by two kinds of input for the most
part: graphic and acoustic (tactile feedback hardly factors). Mediaopera instantiates this
context. The placement of humans in such simulated environs leaves much room for
interpretation. Weibel and Yusupova have pursued two contrasting intuitions on how the
deployment of synthetic voice impacts the mediaopera as a genre: one rejects the
anthropocentric premise of opera as an art form on formal and media-theoretical grounds

8 This accords with Walter Benjamin’s neglected reflections on music, which he deems the only form of communion
that can pit hope against hopelessness. For further discussion, see: Matassi (2013).
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(Weibel, 2020; von Xylander, 2020); the other perpetuates the premise of human
exceptionalism in its sensory logic. Yusupova’s sound score intimates that humanness can
outlast its disembodied simulated surround. But where does this proposition leave a
fictional device like Pink Mouse? Might such a thing of pure fabrication lend itself to the
transmission of voice as artifice (fig. 11)?

P Pl N 22415/23324

Figure 11. Questioning the voice as artifice, used with permission by the composer. ©
Iraida Yusupova

UPCYCLED COMICS ART
Pink Mouse’s Ontological Status

The category of being to which the figure Pink Mouse belongs remains a mystery
throughout the narrative poem and its adaptation as mediaopera. Is Pink Mouse a thing,
idea, fancy, or premonition? The baffling character seems to epitomise poetic licence as
such. It is unclear if Pink Mouse exists in the story or the heroine’s mind alone. Its
ontological status resembles that of Hobbes, stuffed tiger, in the now discontinued daily
comic strip Calvin and Hobbes and Harvey, rabbit friend, in the play of the same name,
which won the Pulitzer Prize for Drama in 1945. When the first edition of Harvey (fig.
12) appeared in print, this invisible companion entered popular culture as a large pink
rabbit drawn in the naive sketch of a child’s illustration. Although Pink Mouse is a mouse,
not a rabbit, there is a family resemblance to Harvey.
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HARVEY
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Figure 12. Book cover of Mary Chase’s Harvey (1953), illustr. by Blechman,
R. O. Acorn

Maroussia’s animal sidekick takes on a life of its own. Mostly showing up as a
playmate, it also turns out to be a significant trouble-maker in the tale. Pink Mouse betrays
her bestie for a bribe, specifically ten kilograms of Parmesan cheese. Beset by regret for
this act of treachery, Pink Mouse later apologises for having succumbed to its baser
instincts. But the harm is done: Maroussia has lost her virginity. One can’t really fault
Pink Mouse for the breach of trust, however. A mouse is still a mouse, after all, even if
only imagined. How is a mouse to resist its rodent nature? How can any living creature
resist its most deep-seated instincts? Erofeev, the author, and Yusupova, the composer,
seem to have diverging perspectives on the extent to which this excuse may exonerate the
impulse-driven actions of others in the tale, say maybe the adult males preying on
Maroussia.

In the context of our virtualized lifeworld, upheld by microchip-driven
infrastructures, Pink Mouse signifies a novel reflexive condition whereby online activity
manifests the reality of the make-believe commons in which we congregate. No need to
conjure fictive buddies when they are surrounding us already: Apple’s Siri, Amazon’s
Alexa, Google’s Assistant, Samsung’s Bixby, Microsoft’s Cortana, varied Al-driven
chatbots, and hordes of customer support services. Only that this coordinated social
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activity, real and imagined, is now preformatted by automatic default settings that channel
the traffic of attention while collecting hard data on the proclivities of users. Denizens of
the internet spend many waking hours in the hallucinatory companionship of avatars,
anonymous followers, and Al-driven consorts whose ontological status is akin to that of
Pink Mouse. And this semi-delirious state of mind — progressing Pink-Mouse-ification —
rests on same systems of technical delivery as Yusupova’s mediopera.

The figure Pink Mouse reifies a techno-social phenomenon with deep
anthropological ramifications. Users find themselves engaging with new configurations
of agency arising within a field that is in large measure make-believe. Unlike Hobbes and
Harvey, Pink Mouse has no given name; its designator is generic like the algorithmic
attendants guiding and tracking user activity online. The moral ambivalence that
surrounds this figure is humorous because it is familiar not just in its flawed character
but, perhaps more importantly, in its instrumental capriciousness. A whole host of ethical
dilemmas map onto the antics of Pink Mouse, a figure whose propinquity to Maroussia
addresses problems of accountability newly incumbent on the massively multi-user
agency formations that have emerged through social media. How to reconcile the power
of coercion and determinist causation in cultural affairs with the imperative of free will
on which modern claims for human autonomy rest? It remains uncertain how the
perennial preoccupation of major world religions, juridical institutions, and philosophical
inquiry with reason applies to systems of networked communications that provide a fertile
breeding ground for intractable mouse nests of fleeting agency-figurations.

Mixed-Reality: Heroes/Villains

Visual allusions abound in Yusupova’s Pink Mouse. While the soundtrack chooses
its emotional registers carefully and arranges them in a varied progression, the visual
score is superabundant. It cannot be processed in one sitting. As the locus of popular
entertainment has shifted from stage to cinema to television to computer monitor, the
fabric of celebrity culture has changed, accordingly. Public attention now materializes in
disconnected, non-concurrent witnessing of entertainment spectacles: computer monitor
has replaced opera stage, metal frame has replaced proscenium, a spinning white circle
for a file being streamed has replaced front curtain. These material transformations bring
new aesthetic conventions to the artifice of opera and the hucksterism of online
storytelling. In the context of this poem reinvented as mediaopera, context itself turns out
to be a critical factor in nudging users to get actively involved in generating coherence as
participant observers of the piece.

The most striking and recurring real footage and photography that appears in
Yusupova’s Pink Mouse features recurring dance scenes, for one, and cutouts of iconic
celebrities, for another. The dance scenes allude to a nostalgic past, pre-Soviet Russia.
Two, beautiful, young women are seen singing and dancing and often wearing masks in
a villa decked out in aristocratic regalia. A grand piano dominates these lyrical sequences,
which enact a life of ease and luxury associated with elite class orders such as the landed
gentry in classical Russian literature, bourgeois professionals before the revolution, or
nomenklatura of the Communist Party.
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Beyond this footage with human actors, Pink Mouse introduces photo-stills of
celebrities, which blend ontological registers — figurative and naturalistic. These mixed-
reality icons, immediately recognizable, do not figure in the original poem. They
represent A-list actors Johnny Depp and Ashton Kutcher (fig. 13), and supermodel Naomi
Campbell (or a lookalike) (fig. 14). These characters populate the Bottom alongside
Disney-like cartoon figures in a world under the sea distinctly reminiscent of the glitzy
Westcoast culture of Hollywood. Depp married a French actress and spent decades living
in Europe; his Francophile leanings resonate with those of the author of Pink Mouse
making his avatar-signifier perhaps a natural fit for the mediaopera. While other figures
in Yusupova’s visual score of Pink Mouse are merely generic symbols of various
demographics or cultural abstractions — i.e. father, mother, Maroussia, Thrum-Strum (the
guitarist), crab, Runt, nanny, uncle, uncle’s female partner, king and queen of the
underworld, Evil Goose aka Holy Goose, and so on — the three, cutout image-stills (Depp,
Kutcher, Cambell-twin) are public personas with popular cultural reputations and
personal baggage.
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Figure 13. A-list actors in Pink Mouse mediaopera, used with permission by the
composer. © Iraida Yusupova

The culture industry megastars that appear in Pink Mouse have carefully crafted
images maintained by marketing teams. Depp and Kutcher, two pictures of masculinity,
are household names; their acting careers were forged in an old-Hollywood movie star
arena quite unlike the space of new media celebrity whose personalities are shamelessly
self-promoting. Asking fans to hit a subscription button or to like their online channels
would be anathema to their brand of celebrity. They need not solicit support, they have
popularity and even charisma across broad swaths of social space, meaning paid
professionals who shore up fandom on their behalf. The same holds for Campbell, an icon
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of glamorous femininity. The sociological fabric of the two types of celebrity culture
fused in Yusupova’s mediaopera are orthogonal in style but not substance. Both realms of
influence radiate from one geographical region that stretches from Los Angeles to Palo-
Alto in California up to Seattle, Oregon. This industrial entertainment complex, which
the sociologist Nick Turse abbreviates to »The Complex,«< comprises old and new mass
media enterprises with global reach (Turse, 2008). Kutcher’s brand of celebrity bridges
the divide between old and new media offerings. His investment fund, A-Grade
Investments finances start-up ventures. Besides fiscal capital, he invests his celebrity
status in highly competitive markets, thus boosting the profiles of the enterprises in his
portfolio. Like other modalities of capital, celebrity, too, partakes of that self-perpetuating
market logic whereby an established industry drives related business opportunities arising
in connection with new socio-technical infrastructures. Depp made his fortune playing
the swashbuckling pirate Captain Jack Sparrow in the Hollywood franchise Pirates of the
Caribbean. His public persona connotes an ocean imaginary. The rising appeal of
maritime sagas (see also the Aquaman film series) surely reflects immersive fantasies
associated with online access. Information inundation 24/7 conjures up the watery
element. This idiom of the digital condition arises from an iterative logic whereby users
find themselves ensnared in data streams generated from their online activity.

A large portion of Erofeev’s prose poem plays in a world at the bottom of the sea.
This choice of setting anticipates the poem’s eventual translation to a mediaopera, where
digital fluidity holds sway over users. One mythic being whose image has seen an
extraordinary surge in popularity over the last three decades is the mermaid — and, not
surprisingly, it makes an appearance in the libretto.® This fictional character, the
quintessential expression of present circumstances, glides through the ocean like users
surfing the internet (von Xylander, 2023). Meanwhile, Big Tech trawlers patrol the
commercial waterways of digital traffic collecting traces of agency, which they trade like
so many humanoid fish. The plot of Pink Mouse culminates in Maroussia realising that
her parents have drowned: »What has happened to my parents? Can I save them?« This
undertaking propels her towards the central challenge of the piece, namely to resist the
lure of the »Bottoms«, where Depp and Kutcher dwell, a sphere governed by the
corrupting influence of celebrity, mass-media and the digital-industrial entertainment
complex. In this dangerous environment, where human relations are disembodied and
truth has been replaced by the rule of opinion, people soon change beyond recognition.
The whole story can be read as a quest to ward off the digital turn with its sociotechnical
ramifications:

Hurry before mum turns into a marriageable mermaid and
dad into a sea water scholar with a special opinion. (Yusupova, 2022, p. 12)

Why insert old school celebrities into a mediaopera appealing to online audiences?
The media consumption habits of social media users gravitate towards bloggers and

® The rising popularity of this fictional character is well documented in the time series curves given by Google’s ngram
viewer for the English-speaking world:
https://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=mermaid&year_start=1800&year_end=2022&corpus=en&smoothin
g=3&case_insensitive=true
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v(ideo)-loggers who come across as fallible, raffish and off-the-cuff. They like their
influencers to be relatable and to come across like virtual buddies who stop for bathroom
breaks and complain of bad hair days. Online story-telling must adapt to its conditions of
delivery — and this shows in the rhetorical gambits that succeed in the public sphere. In a
full-fledged economy of attention, rankings steer user traffic as measured in units of
arrested attention (Goldhaber, 1997; Goldhaber & Warzel, 2021). Online messaging turns
on eyeball-count. Public attention is a limited resource — curbed by waking hours and
lifespans — and the capacity to absorb this vital variable is what makes or breaks
companies. Attention is the most sought-after asset worldwide because it is terminally
non-renewable: Every second of life ticks towards certain death. Scripted plots thrive in
this arena for, to quote Coleridge again, they make »suspension of disbelief« effortless
and turn »poetic faith« into a given. Enter the artifice of traditional opera — and similarly
aforementioned kayfabe of pro-wrestling — where typecast agency plotted for a knowing
audience easily gains traction. An epic battle between two chief characters has proven to
be a predictable formula for snaring attention. In pro-wrestling jargon, the stock
characters carrying this basic storyline are known as the >dish« (hero) and »heel« (villain).
Yusupova casts Kutcher as the dish, good prince of the undersea world, and Depp as the
heel, bad prince and older brother. In the cosmic scheme of Pink Mouse, Kutcher and
Depp serve as torchbearers of a moral order where good battles bad and outcomes seem
predictable due to coded archetypes being in play, which are known in advance. By
inserting conspicuous celebrities into her visual script, Yusupova makes the mediaopera’s
interpretation a function, in part, of the spectator’s information-consuming habits.
Knowing the reputations of Depp, Kutcher, and Campbell, both as public and private
figures, prods viewers to anticipate the moral tenor of their scripted exploits.
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Figure 14. A media star in a mediaopera, used with permission by the composer.
© Iraida Yusupova
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Yusupova’s celebrity-signifiers are not self-contained referents but indexicals
pointing to relational dynamics on a storyboard designed for online delivery and broad
public consumption. They inhabit a blended discursive arena of the fictional and the real,
the analogue and the digital, and tap into cross-national imaginaries of mediated suasion.
Yet the complexion of celebrity is as variable as the news of the day and, consequently,
the interpretative filter-effect of the referential kayfabe in Yusupova’s mediaopera, to
some extent, arbitrary. The scripts of heel and face have been flipped since she completed
her adaptation of Pink Mouse. Depp was exonerated of domestic abuse in court of law
while Kutcher, philanthropic investor in an anti-child-sex-abuse-organization, stands
accused of gross hypocrisy for condoning sexual violence against children.'® This role
reversal does not materially alter the structural logic of her gender-critical take on Pink
Mouse, however. Her visual composition invites spectators to ruminate on the
Hollywood-driven cult of celebrity in relation to online culture and the power vested in
cultural icons of ambivalent moral standing. No later than when the Campbell look-alike
cutout shows up as a Siamese twin with eyes blinking out of synch, a double of the
Reginna pig, is the spectator made aware that this musical-graphical composition blurs
the boundaries of reality and fiction.

IP and Al

Pink Mouse relies on overt cultural aggregation. In so doing, the mediaopera
thematizes a set of vital concerns troubling the creative industries, specifically the
problem of intellectual property rights. Today’s ready availability of information and
images is offset by ever more inscrutable claims to licensing rights that govern the
reproduction of visual material. Whole new sectors of legal services have arisen around
searching for copyright violations, pre-empting copyright conflicts, settling picture rights
licenses and so on. Juridical precedent asserted in this domain is grounded as much in the
commercial clout of those claiming copyright as in legal principle. Coercive litigation
allows corporate interest to maintain proprietary control over large and growing portions
of the semiotic surround.

Of course, the protagonist of this tale is not a tiger or a rabbit but precisely a mouse.
The history of contractual practices governing intellectual property rights begins with a
landmark case that ushered in a climate of corporate intimidation around copyright
protection and trademark registration: Mickey Mouse. This figure first appeared in the
cartoon Steamboat Willy in 1928. Copyright ran out in 2024, well after completion of the
mediaopera adaptation of Pink Mouse (Jenkins, 2024). Disney’s 98-yearlong iron grip on
the exclusive usage rights to this figure produced unintended consequences for
intellectual property rulings, including the codes and regulations that pertain to digitizing
and preserving cultural heritage. It also raised thorny issues of why Disney was allowed
to appropriate material from the public domain in its commercial productions over which
it then held exclusive rights (see The Snow Queen by Hans Christian Andersen, The Lion
King drawn from William Shakespeare’s Hamlet, and Fantasia which features public
domain classical music based on an Alice in Wonderland orchestration). Having

10 See scandals involving Jerry Sandusky, Danny Masterson, and Sean Combes.
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successfully lobbied the United States government to extend copyright protections, the
Walt Disney Corporation then zealously guarded its exclusive claim to this lucrative
character. This piece of legislation, known as the »Mickey Mouse Protection Act«, had
far-reaching consequences for the culture of citation worldwide (Skladany, 2018, p. 32).
Related claims were successfully defended before the EU and apply, variously,
throughout Europe.

> pl N 1:58:17/2:33:24

Figure 15. A cosmology of trademarked cartoon characters, used with permission by the
composer. © Iraida Yusupova

Conflicting institutional interests, corporate and public, concerning transactions in
the public domain are today litigated through an organisational network first established
in connection with this case. Recent lobbying on the legal frameworks that govern
proprietary data and its regulation on social media platforms in Europe, i.e. Digital
Markets Act (European Commission, 2022) and Digital Data Act (European Commission,
2024), drew on legislative bodies (from expert consultants to advisory committees) first
put in place in the context of shepherding the deliberative process around the Disney
verdict. This bureaucratic apparatus consisting of think tanks and legal services, is
substantially financed and backed by the very technology concerns whose services are
supposed to be regulated in the public interest. Corporate lobbyists and representatives
shaped the expert policy recommendations that went into drafting the EU mandates on
digital data regulation (Schyns, 2023). A mouse trope enabled the legalized digital data
accumulation and trade taking place on social media platforms today.

Pink Mouse hardly resembles the Disney figure that spawned not only cartoons,
films, and merchandising but also theme parks, television shows, and video games over
the 20™ century. This cartoon mouse, appearing in the experimental context of a
mediaopera, is not a mass cultural phenomenon and iconic branded character serialized
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by syndicated-media conglomerates. Yet its eccentric, countercultural presentation draws
attention to the conditions of possibility — sociocultural and techno-aesthetic — that have
allowed a cosmology of trademarked cartoon creatures (fig. 15) to colonize our collective
imaginary although the elements of which they are composed were extracted from our
cultural commons. Born in a rhythmic poem that merges classical, modernist, and popular
art and brought to life in a pictorial-musical composition that celebrates cultures of open
access expressed in collage, cut-and-paste, sampling, the figure of Pink Mouse undercuts
the rampant commercialism of all proprietary, datafied, ad-driven content by way of
ironic subversion.

META-MEDIAOPERA

Technology mediates agency; for better or worse, it has punctuated and informed
human self-conception forever (but certainly since the species took note of time, rhythm
and cadence to synchronize experience). Pink Mouse advances an argument on the
mediation of agency through tool usage — and puts spectators through corresponding
paces that uphold the supporting claims, tacitly. The composition amounts to a form-
theoretical study, or meta-mediaopera, of themes bearing directly on the artistic process
in which Yusupova’s graphical-musical productions arise. Beyond Maroussia’s
adventures in the world of adults or the literary machinations of Pink Mouse, the piece
addresses perennial questions such as: What constitutes partnership — romantic, artistic or
otherwise? How are the living changed by internalizing the dead? How does agency
coalesce around compositional techniques and how, specifically, is mediated agency
quickened by words, sounds, and images? How does the human interface with analogue
musical instruments differ, in quality, from comparable interactive protocols with digital
computational instruments? And to what extent does mediaopera, the artform, manifest
creativity as a force in the world, of the world, neither, or both? This last question
presumes a conversancy with the contexts in which the piece was produced, including
Russian conceptualism, Western (post)conceptual art, and traditions of modernist, as well
as postmodernist musical composition. In short, the historical roots of the rival strategies
used to make one’s mark as an artist or movement in the musical field. Over and above
the musical-visual overtures in which this mediaopera has been plotted out, it participates
in epistemic practices related to the constitution of self and others, revelation and
concealment, and libidinal vagaries.

A manifest choreography of the human-machine relationship informs the very
conception of mediaopera as artform at point of delivery, a synchronic plotting of the
graphical-musical ensemble put forward as a compositional whole. It finds expression in
patterns arranged both synchronically and diachronically in Pink Mouse. Synchronically,
mediaopera presupposes a digital literacy, which also shapes the horizons of
comprehension. Pink Mouse deconstructs, by way of semiotic encoding, the Wi-Fi-
enabled data carriers on which the delivery of such cultural offerings is reliant. As a
consequence, interpretation of the piece hinges, at once, on functionalities of the
apparatus used for access and on affiliated dispositions of the spectators who make use of
said apparatus. In the collusion of hardware, software and wetware, Pink Mouse can serve
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as a demonstration piece for the workings of recombinant agency. Diachronically, the
logic and progression of Yusupova’s adaptation of Erofeev’s metric composition lays out
a developmental account of human agency here exemplified in formative instrumental
interdependencies with computer (fig. 17), e-guitar, and grand piano (fig. 16).
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Figure 16. Classical piano and electric guitar, used with permission by the composer.
© Iraida Yusupova

Yusupova’s juxtaposition of grand piano and e-guitar turns these instruments into
signifiers for the civilizing process as such. They stand for different historical epochs but
also, more importantly, for distinct world views with varying national and ethno-cultural
implications.™ It is worth noting that she showcases e-guitar, not classical guitar. The
latter would sit comfortably alongside the grand piano in terms of gender connotations.
Both the string guitar and piano gained popularity in 18" century Europe and were
deemed appropriate activities for young ladies in privileged circumstances. As
accomplished musicians, they were expected to entertain family and guests in observing
the ritual of Hausmusik — variously adapted, by region, to family cultures across the
continent — for leisure and diversion (Doubleday, 2008). The grand piano is heavier, more
expensive to acquire and maintain, hard to move, and takes up expensive living space. Its
stature emphatically asserted a timeless, landed, convention-bound domesticity, which
was associated with stabilising the nuclear family nexus of an emergent bourgeoisie as
recounted in literature and memoirs of the period (Walker, 2014). The guitar is portable,
more affordable, and unassuming. Neither of these instruments causes performers to
assume attitudes deemed »unbecoming« for females — to contort their faces, as when

1 Hausmusik practices were adapted to Russian family life in ways still reflected in the institutional memory of the
country’s musical history (Bullock, 2012; Mannherz, 2017; Streatfeild, 2011).
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blowing into a wind instrument, or to assume a suggestive posture (for instance, playing
the cello'?).

But Pink Mouse plays in the day of microphone voice amplification and karaoke
singing with boom-box (10:54). The guitarist, Thrum-Strum, is a key figure in Erofeev’s
poetic scheme. In Yusupova’s rendering, he fits the cliché of globe-trotting hippie who
plays e-guitar. This instrument is not only associated with a distinct style of music, artistic
persona, and musical happening, it gave expression to a youth movement whose
emancipatory ideals ushered in a political rebellion that changed the fabric of civil society.
The instrument came to be male dominated. Indeed, in its association with technology
and social upheaval, e-guitar kinetics are so testosterone charged that strumming one’s
midriff in simulating air-guitar action amounts to a latter-day mating call. E-guitar is the
very emblem of a countercultural revolution also associated with the computer. Not only
is it portable and electronic, like the computer. But, according to Fred Turner, it defined
that storied countercultural movement whose ideas of »freedom« and »autonomy«
actually came to culminate in portable computing and ubiquitous access (Turner, 2006).
Today these entrenched values, foundational to the »Californian Ideology« (Barbrook &
Cameron, 1996; Uluorta, & Quill, 2022), are prospering in our digital data-driven
economies and continually fanned by the psychogenic illusionism of >free services«.

Yusupova casts the e-guitar as an instrument of seduction and aggression while the
grand piano figures as source of emotional comfort, a coherence-generating machine
(Sellors, 2025). Culturally-speaking, e-guitar and computer are close cousins. The
Grateful Dead playing Russian Lullaby breaks seem closer in spirit to the lifeworld of
24/7 content streaming than a grand piano standing in the corner of an elegant, old-world
boudoir. But instead of associating e-guitar and computer, her account of our tool-using,
cultural evolution sets piano and computer against each other. Both instruments require
ten digits for tapping; they are digital and incremental in that they are played key-by-key.
And both instruments are intimately fused with how we externalize our interiority and
show up as semiotic creatures. Yusupova leaves the spectator in no doubt as to which of
the two is her preferred child. Whereas the grand piano is the single most visible prop in
her graphic score and the computer makes but two cameo appearances. But the computer
1s written into the mediaopera’s DNA. It is conditional to its production and its reception.
No computer, no mediaopera. In the anthropological order of Pink Mouse, these two
devices command similar semiotic authority. Although one is showcased in Yusupova’s
visual scoring and the other barely features, they lie on a continuum of world-making and
agency-enabling contrivances.

With the insertion of the grand piano as musical protagonist in her visual score, she
takes considerable liberties with the original text. There is not a single mention of grand
piano (or computers or laptops, for that matter) in the libretto of Pink Mouse as compared
with 9 references to guitar/guitarist. Yet, her pictorial commentary conjures up two
rivalries on screen that stretch through the entire mediaopera: one involving e-guitar and
grand piano finds articulation, explicitly, in images; the other involving grand piano and
computer features tacitly and plays out mostly by implication. It would be easy to

12 See period commentary by J. von Wasielewski, as cited in Hoffmann (2007/2010).
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overlook the juxtaposition of grand piano and computer but for two crucial scenes in
which the significance of these signifiers is asserted in no uncertain terms. Yusupova
shows the cartoon-father typing on his cartoon-laptop in the first minute of the
mediaopera (00:53-01:00) — it is one of the first objects fully on display. Later, we see
Maroussia, personified as the singing dancer, suddenly no longer fingering the keyboard
of the piano she has been playing until that point but typing on the keyboard of a laptop
that is now placed on top of the piano (29:07-30:14). The elision of these two activities,
piano-playing and computer-typing, in one show of dexterity — fingers on keyboards —
can be read as a reflexive commentary not only on the piece itself but on the very genre
of mediaopera. This superimposition of two pivotal instruments invites comparison of
their semiotic functions in relation to each other and within the visual score of Yusupova’s
Pink Mouse. Grand piano will be foregrounded, thematically, for the duration of the
virtual dramatics (in oscillation with e-guitar here serving as stand-in for the
computational surround) while laptop and related accoutrements remain tacitly
acknowledged, instrumentally, in the conditions of mediation.
R
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Figure 17. Another human instrument, used with permission by the composer. © Iraida
Yusupova

These showcased instruments — grand piano, e-guitar, laptop — exemplify different
world views and corresponding practices around the aesthetics of selthood. What unfolds
is a study in contrasts. As mood-setter, the e-guitar’s elongated riffs and chord sequences
brought a generation together that worshiped »individuality« whereas the grand piano has
for centuries amassed a pious repertoire of counterpoint compositions expounding
polyphony in homage to a heavenly order held to defy human comprehension. But the
action rises around the human/machine interface in particular: Not all keyboard-sporting
instruments are created equal in Yusupova’s visual score. Their differences go to the heart
of her mediaopera practice. Whether depicted in acted scenes as a real instrument or in a
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cartoon or in an illustrated abstraction, player-and-piano constitute a creative partnership
fashioning the world in their own image. No comparable intimacy and ardency articulate
the user-laptop collaboration. Also, the deep grammar of this composition seems to
associate the acoustic score with the piano, an instrument of sound, whereas the
instrument of image-generation, the computer, manifests in the graphical score. Two
keyboard instruments operated in a similar fashion; yet one brings order and serenity to
an analogue world, the other simulates worlding in a flurry of digital noise (Moseley,
2016). The difference consists in the feedback yielded by these instruments. Each tap on
the keys of a grand piano is responsive to the pressure applied in qualitative terms, the
mechanism reciprocates the player’s actions. By contrast, taps on the keyboard of a laptop
merely trigger functionalities that then transpire regardless of how fast or hard the user
types. The exception being an e-piano, or other devices with sensate technology, in which
case the non-responsive machine has been augmented with reactive-functionalities. As
organs of self-expression, they differ on the score of reflexivity. Although both piano-
metaphors (Anger, 2018) and computer-metaphors are used to symbolize capacities of
mind in literature, painting, and science, the piano connotes an emotional sensorium, the
computer neurobiological circuitry. Yusupova’s comparative analysis of instruments and
technological practices effectively advances an anthropological idea by way of an
aesthetic programme — her adaptation of Pink Mouse amounts to an analogue mediaopera
for a digital environment.
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Figure 18. Symbolist allusions, used with permission by the composer. © Iraida
Yusupova

This semiotic hybridity — superimposition of symbolic forms (analogue/digital) —
recapitulates bygone media practices of collage and montage in conceptual abstraction.
Yusupova’s implicit cultural history recalls the print culture of high modernism in the
1920s, except that her cut-and-paste practices (te Heesen, 2002) operate across the vast
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range of mass media inputs, now available; and they incorporate a solid legacy of
upcycling semiosis across visual and acoustic fields of art that she melds with exceptional
expansiveness. The techniques she uses for amassing parts into wholes pick up on
configurational traditions and paradigms of assembly that have a developmental history
in their own right. Her mediaopera productions adopt an unalloyed modernist posture in
that they eschew conventional tropes of legibility.!® Her work, in keeping with a certain
notion of Russian conceptualism differing from the »Romantic« interpretation initially
put forth by Boris Groys (1979), for instance, promotes the epistemic virtues of
encryption and concealment. She quotes symbolist style experiments (fig. 18) to articulate
and stir emotions, not to depict the natural or social world from an >objectivist« standpoint
(itself a moving target as Lorraine Daston and Peter Galison have shown (Daston &
Galison, 2007). Regardless of the higher estimation in which she may hold her acoustic
score over its visual elaboration, the spectator of Pink Mouse experiences a pageantry of
graphical fanfares with an hallucinatory quality unto itself. Her style of metric composing
amplifies the role of pictorialism by translating the poetic libretto in a simultaneous flow
of both aural and optical tropes. The libretto is thus doubly exemplified. This distinctive
feature of her work breaks with radical modernist theories of opera that insist on a
minimalism that shuns conspicuity in the acoustics. According to radical modernist opera
theory, graphical allusion and scenography distract from the true structure of musical
utterance, which in its purest forms focuses on exploring proportionality through
minimalist abstraction.'* Yusupova’s pictorial overabundance amounts to a stylistic
mannerism that might lead an art theorist to classify Pink Mouse in the canon of
postmodern composition. In this respect, too, her mediaoperas defy simple classification.
She has forged a postmodern-modernist hybrid that pulls in countervailing aesthetic
directions.

Recombinant Agency

Data pays the tariffs we owe as licensees of the technological systems that sustain
the workings of agency as we know it (or, depending on one’s theory of mind, as it owns
us).'® Erofeev’s Pink Mouse runs counter to the isolationist current of attention-fuelled,
technology-driven, rent-seeking commons. This prose poem — and Pink Mouse as its
standout literary device — celebrates currents of »autopoiesis« (Varely, et al., 1974) that
also require autonomous engagement on the part of readers. But the quality of attention
needed to implement such engagement atrophies in disuse. Ironically, it is for lack of
company that autonomy finds itself consigned to oblivion in the virtual world. Self-paced
involvement in epistemic mind-games draws incentive from being in contact with others
who are similarly caught up in parsing out a shared experience. By attending the world

13 For the distance of the radical modernist musical avantgarde including its theoretical defenders like Theodor W.
Adorno from the audience’s expectations as well as reception capabilities, see Born (1995).

1 This modernist thesis, which promotes a radically sublimated vision of sound-text-image triangulation unique to the
operatic form and exalts pure structure (or structured materiality) over all manifestations of the pictorial, can be found
in the writings of Theodor W. Adorno (1954/1999; 1968/1990), whereby he only exemplifies a music historical and
music theoretical debate that began much earlier.

15 Problems raised for social science research are discussed in: Koch & Kinder-Kurlanda (2020); Barrowman (2018);
Halford & Savage (2017).
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premiere of Pink Mouse in Liineburg on March 21%, 2024, participants witnessed not just
a seemingly antiquated thespian ritual. They were party to a sociological happening. This
yopening night« — it actually took place as an early matinée — offered a public screening
of the mediaopera followed by a shared meal of Russian-themed crepe, topped off with
two rounds of digestive philosophizing on Pink Mouse in a circle of knowledgeable
guests. The interest there generated and carried over in solitary reflection and prose
commentary arose from a congenial, experiential context. Curiously enough, premiering
the mediaopera in real time and space with a seated crowd proved key to its coming into
its own as a work of art making the circuit of festivals. Participant observers constitute
themselves as vectors of embodied, social apprehension despite the fact that the
mediaopera projects them as solitary spectators consuming video-content on screen real-
estate crowded with other applications such as email inbox, search engine and virtual
desktop trash can.

Erofeev’s poetic curiosity flirts with this social dimension of interactive mind-
making that presents as human agency. The heroine of his tale is Maroussia. Her full
name, Maroussia Mendeleyeva, recalls Dimtri Mendeleyeev, Russian chemist known for
devising the periodic table of elements, which classifies molecular elements according to
their relative atomic weight. The physical qualities of matter can be accounted for by
combining the elements in this table. Complex chemical reactions allow these elements
to cohere in compound structures. These reaction-chains are described in terms of bond-
making and bond-breaking principles that can hardly be articulated without invoking the
realm of lived social relations (Neale, et al., 2019). The language of chemical science as
codified by Mendeleev is inseparable from the language — and experience — of human
affiliation. Erofeev mentions Mendeleyeva’s »famous name« in passing, a mere
insinuation. No circumstantial information in the libretto of Pink Mouse explains why
Maroussia carries such a weighty moniker or why this historical personage in particular
should be summoned. Be that as it may, the family name acquires signal surplus value in
the mediaopera adaptation of Pink Mouse: >Mendeleyevac< resonates with social
imaginaries still rooted in a world of analogue social liaising (where human constellations
make and break connections of variable size and resilience), which are steadily being
replaced and hence eroded by automated routines. The table of elements alluded to only
obliquely by Erofeev, but connoting a social semantics, stands out more tellingly in a
mediaopera whose automated reading and writing procedures blur said principles of
socio-chemical composition. It is increasingly difficult to parse agency in the user/laptop
dyad. Who is in the driving seat of this epistemic exchange that appears putatively
intentional, user or machine? Al-powered information engines contest the locus of
agency.

In tendency, mediaopera obviates shared witnessing of a theatrical performance in
time and space. Yet, Yusupova’s Pink Mouse asserts that the triangulations of yore —
namely, embodied exchange, tool-use, and negotiated purposiveness — have a future in
the periodic table of our newly mediated cultural commons. A newly virulent factor has
arrived on the scene of human communing, namely automation, and it stands to erode the
adhesive power of felt connections. In supplanting the social dimensions of work with
automated routines of task execution and decision-making, the new technologies also
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suppress connective feedback loops of judgement. Much of the combinatory work that
has traditionally grounded agency in sociality is being supplied by instrumental protocols
of automation instead. These simulate social intelligence when in fact they are steered by
private rationales operating off screen — unfelt, unseen, unheard. Yusupova’s Pink Mouse
amplifies the lived reality of humanity’s existential entanglement with self-fashioning
tools. Her mega-score of sound and image makes the complex tonalities of instrumental
expression tangible in a synaesthesia of aesthetic elocutions, which are indivisibly visual
and acoustic. The formatting of piano-generated imagery remains unstintingly mental and
private, in playing and hearing alike; the images mobilized by invariant tapping on our
digital devices correlate with preformatted commands that trigger automated routines and
yield compartmentalized results, which are embedded in infrastructures that are public-
facing, albeit proprietary.

While piano-playing arguably manifests combinate agency in formation (mental
images brought into circulation by an audience listening to a piano concerto arise from
direct corporeal gestures, mechanically translated, and spontaneously issuing in
associative impressions), computer-using activates myriad, multifunctional, microchip-
driven chain reactions that have been optimized to commodify agency in dispositional
increments of information (image tropes coordinate the user-computer interface and are
floated as thumbnails and adverts nudging the actions of users while the trace history of
all past actions taken in that visual >surround« (Turner, 2015) are logged, tallied, and
applied in furthering operational advantage). The difference between agency in formation
and agency as information is one of degree: Sociality matters. Whereas the player/piano
dyad 1s »unmediated« with respect to subjective expression, the user/computer dyad is
mediated by transactional protocols that replace the agency of subjects with an artifice of
subjectivity based on human-inflected natural language processing, stochastic language
modelling, and algorithmic protocols, which are devoid of reciprocal intentionality. The
ingress of automated procedures in the composing of thought leaves less room for the
responsive exchange« and spontaneity of j>negotiated purposiveness< that couple
expression and meaning to human affiliation. Heinrich Kleist’s (1878) notable essay on
composing thoughts while speaking describes the construction of an idea in a face-to-face
interaction between brother and sister (paying heed to the choreography of minute
gestures that are being noted, subliminally, between them as their sibling rumination
spells itself out in words). Today, with the gradual completion of thoughts while typing,
Kleist’s observation no longer applies. The conversational modality of tele-transported
messaging entails little exposure to the fractional intimate exchange observed by Kleist.
Video-calls could be seen as a Kleistian technology in that they show the speakers while
speaking but filter-effects, time-delays, and other glitches give the machine artefacts an
intimate heft that is hardly able to overcome the palpable absence of holding space,
together, in immediate presence.

Yusupova has long been interested in the dyadic movements of encryption and
decryption that set subliminal-dialogical artmaking apart from more tuitional traditions
(Kozel, 2017). Yusupova’s (1999) »Thoughts on Cryptophony« appeared at a time when
she was already testing aesthetic propositions put forward in her musical output. The
crypto-cultural tactics deployed in Pink Mouse not only match but arguably even surpass
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ideas she espoused at the time: »In this manner, our cryptophonic method is a means to
bring out the hidden substance of the manifestation of the Spirit, which take place in the
world of the Beyond«. Her ethereal purchase on symbolic systems, modular information
design, and serial patterning engages a decidedly enigmatic source of inspiration. Kindred
cryptographic techniques have long been of interest in cognitive engineering, computer
science, and information technology where the »agencies< under investigation comprise
both artificial and human intelligence. The divide between subjective and objective
modes of information processing is of critical importance in these fields. Subjective
discernment pertains not only to the domain of felt experience but, critically, also plays a
key role in the exercise of judgement needed when making category distinctions.
Referential context may be tacitly given, but not explicitly stated or known in advance.
Accordingly, coded messaging takes for granted an implied agent that has the requisite
mapping capacities to resolve possible impasses of reference by making an informed
subjective judgement as to the lines of situated embodiment that apply.

Yusupova uses bricolage, expressive appropriations and constructivist grammars in
building dynamic propositions that she entrusts to the audience, isolated spectators for
the most part, who are invited to deconstruct and recover the encoded import. A striking
example of this technique in Pink Mouse occurs in a scene that quotes the film Zitanic
(1997): Maroussia and her cousin Runt can be seen standing on the helm of the vessel in
the exact pose of open-armed, expectant intimacy that graced the film poster
accompanying that box office hit (fig. 19).

3a yto Th1 FOu110 BHIOpOCH 32 GopT?
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Figure 19. A familiar pose, used with permission by the composer. © Iraida Yusupova

Yusupova’s reception aesthetics accord with received postmodernist art practices.
Creative output that seeks critical acclaim in this discursive field aims to facilitate modes
of co-composition on the part of spectators has variously been called »active audiences«,
»negotiated meanings« or »emancipatory decoding«. Such terms reference semiotic
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conventions that promise to empower the spectator, sometimes to the point of asserting
the death of the author. Ultimately, such pronouncements attempted to elevate the
consumer of a work of literature, film, or media production with respect to the semiotic
production at hand. Similarly, Yusupova’s Pink Mouse can be read as a sustained
invitation extended to the generalized spectator of online »content,« a spirited reminder to
the person behind the screen to get personally involved in assessing the meanings of her
piece. In this sense, Pink Mouse recalls the demands of Brecht’s »epic theatre«, which
renounced the traditional bourgeois separation of the stage and the audience in a
relationship of reciprocal dependency. Like Brecht, Yusupova’s treatment of Pink Mouse
dispenses with the division of creative labour that would segregate the world of
appearances from the world of being, embracing instead a theory of dynamic, meaningful
co-production where acts of imagined congruity are coeval with scalable agency
formations.

Mediaopera, as genre, brings diminished social communing to light,
symptomatically — triggers a remedial response. The piece exacts an in-depth
interpretative engagement; it re-invigorates a zest for developing perspectives,
reciprocally contested, that foster resilient agency. Presumably, Yusupova plays the piano
while composing. But spectators transact with Pink Mouse, and her other mediaoperas,
on yonder side of the human/machine exchange with production context and reception
context falling on opposite sides of analogue versus digital tool use. Her bifurcated
conception of mediaopera as an analogue sanctuary in a digital danger zone has to be
decoded by the spectator, which can only take place in socially structure fields of
subjectivity. The practices of multi-sensory collage deployed by Yusupova are
genealogically related to the navigational intuition behind the graphical user interface
(von Xylander, 2007; Kramer (von Xylander), 2007). Functional control of the
multifunctional, computational machines as widely in use as bicycles leans on socially
inculcated and situationally encultured acts of transference that have to be effected by lay
users on the basis of visual cues. Graphical tropes and situated desk-top related metaphors
from the analogue world have been codified in pictures on screens. Users rely on these
signposts in deciphering prompts and divining the likely sequence of action-instructions,
which will allow them to operate machines that would otherwise be far too complex for
casual use in the form of personal laptops and cell phones. In its visual functionalism,
Yusupova’s mediaopera reads like a microcosm of the extant cybersphere, meaning the
totality of visual conventions governing the virtual world. Her postmodernist pastiche on
the materiality of »spirit,« here also evinced in a deeply personal encounter with »digital
afterlife« and related artifacts of networked communication (Yusupova, 2025), challenges
spectators to reflect on the divine comedy of social media relations. The artificial agency
that is lampooned in her adaptation of Pink Mouse begs the question of whether at all,
and if so by what means, spontaneous socially constituted agency might be re-designed
for sustainable non-oblivion (Mayer-Schonberger, 2009).

Human Skeuomorphs

Constructivist accounts take humanity to be an acquired trait (Rockmore, 2020;
Laland, & Brown, 2018). A vast body of literature in philosophy, psychology,
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ethnography, anthropology and cultural theory has arisen around explaining how a
»second nature« compensates for the lack of instincts with which human babies are
equipped at birth (Testa, 2017). This second nature also makes human beings especially
adaptable as a species: We learn to survive in environments for which we are not
biologically outfitted. The bio-fictional hybridity of which we are all, though variously,
comprised consigns us to a category of mixed being that lies outside the binomial system
of Linnean classification. We are myth-cyborgs comprised of mammalian embodiment
and socially constructed suppositions or, as Ernst Cassirer (1944) writes in An Essay on
Man, »Not nature but society is the true model of myth« (p. 106). The mythic component
of human self-invention arises out of the kinds of sociotechnical interactions that are
canvassed in Yusupova’s figuration of piano, e-guitar, and laptop in Pink Mouse. Her
constructivist collages reflect this tradition of thought, which in its most vulgarized form
easily falls prey to accusations of relativism, on one end, and technological determinism,
on the other. It is either alleged that the human condition can be twisted into any shape
that the powers that be may choose, or that the instruments utilized for our species
survival have quasi-invincible character-forming potency. This is not the place to attempt
to arbitrate this fundamental, philosophical controversy. Rather, the limitations of both
positions come to the fore in light of the putative anthropomorphisms animating the
figurations in Pink Mouse, and this includes the figure of Pink Mouse itself. In deeming
these animated cartoon props simply or straight-forwardly »anthropomorphic,« as the term
is commonly understood, spectators of this mediaopera commit the fallacy of human
essentialization (Scholte, 2017; Landgraf, 2017).

The only way for the grand piano or Pink Mouse to be anthropomorphic, i.e. to be
invested with human traits, is to assume that there are identifiable human universals that
can be mapped onto these surrogate carriers of agency, to essentialize the projection as an
ahistorical expression of quintessential humanity. But smart computing — the
mediaopera’s natural habitat — challenges this conceit. It is unclear where the line between
human and non-human agency can be drawn. With the influx of artificial intelligence and
prosthetic ideation, the boundary is set to shift. New configurations of humanoid myth-
making may already be incumbent on the virtual environment that increasingly separates
us from our fellow earthlings imposing new degrees of separation (the mathematical
measure of »social distance« which is held to be logarithmic to the size of the population
(Samoylenko et al., 2023)). If there are >six degrees of separation< now, it may be a greater
multiple in the future. The visual score of Pink Mouse reveals a fundamental attribution
error pervading the discourse on anthropomorphism and related claims alleging our
computational machinery to be anthropomorphic. The >human traits< we see the piano
and Pink Mouse acting out in this graphico-musical plunge into Erofeev’s poetic reverie
show themselves, on closer inspection, to be not so much anthropomorphic projections
as skeuomorphic affordances. >Skeuomorphism,« a term coined in the late 19™ century by
an English anthropologist, describes a phenomenon observed in tool evolution where
material features of an artifact tend to outlast the actual material instantiation of that
artifact because the original function morphs into a functional ornament conveying
purposiveness with respect to a relevant domain of problem-solving practices (Blitz,
2015; Colley March, 1889). Skeuomorphism explains why primeval clay pots feature
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woven wicker patterns as if they were woven from plant material, as they originally were,
and why some digital cameras make a click sound even though they have no aperture that
closes mechanically. The wicker patterning of clay pots and the acoustic design of a
digital camera attest to the functional design of technological instruments operating on a
timeline that is not congruent with the material reality of tools in use but that consolidates
lived arrangements reflected in a sphere of aesthetic surrogacy that travels under the radar
of consciousness (the skeuomorphic conception of selthood goes mostly unmentioned in
cultural studies and philosophical anthropology).

Conversely, skeuomorphism is a hot-button topic in the arena of digital interface
design (Darius, 2023a; 2023b). The wholesale migration of real-world practices to virtual
correlates upheld by visual metaphors on screens involves extensive skills and experience
with respect to skeuomorphic transitioning (Taylor & Dell’Unto, 2021). Does the online
calendar need to feature torn-page optics? And how much shadowing should be added to
the buttons on a virtual synthesizer, so they resemble the original three-dimensional
object? Sensibilities vary between engineers, designers, and lay people, and they also
skew generationally (Pereira Urbano et al, 2020). Whole industry brands and product
lines arise from different design intuitions around the degree of skeuomorphism that are
appropriate to users being able to adopt new digital services with ease and comfort
(Manjoo, 2012). Those discussions and investment decisions determine if specific tools
and technologies are ready for market, which limits the conversation about skeuomorphic
feature design to the plethora of computational devices developed for specific
applications in science or the commercial sectors. Mediaopera as genre — and Pink Mouse
as exemplary case in point — invites us to expand on this limited conception of tools and
technologies in commodity form and to adopt a conception of »technics« that
encompasses ourselves, too. In the self-constitutive entanglement we — players, users,
problem-solvers — have with instruments in social arenas of shared experience lies a
unique ability to survive (albeit at great cost to the planet and other species). Given the
hybrid constitution of humanity, skeuomorphism is not only a technological phenomenon
but significantly also a human-apparition effect. The analogue conception of humanity
that Yusupova’s Pink Mouse situates in the digital lifeworld may finally amount to what
I propose to call a yhuman skeuomorph.«< This conceit of agency arguably informs the
rendering of the mediaopera because, as functional default setting of a sensory formatting
that is still widespread, it points to forms of sociality that continue to feel familiar and
agreeable even after being discontinued in practice. The analogue sensitivities
presumptively guiding the anthropomorphic characters in Pink Mouse have grown
obsolete in exact measure to the material cultural practices, to which they were originally
tethered, being replaced by social mediation.

Pink. Mouse.

The title lands a double punch: Pink. Mouse.

In the chart of colour symbolization, »pink< has advanced from girlie connotations
of »sugar and spice and everything nice« to a bold statement of political convictions. It is
the colour of non-binarity. When the Kant statue in Kaliningrad was vandalised for
representing unwelcome Western influence in 2018, a bucket of pink paint was emptied
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on the memorial. Images of the political statement circulated through the media
worldwide (Chaly, 2020).

If »pink« celebrates non-binarity (and is the target of its critique), »mouse« bifurcates
the world between digital practices and analogue givens: The term designates both a
computer appliance and a kind of rodent whose newborn litter is so pink that the babies
are called »pinkies<. Presumably, this is why we think of mice as being pink though they
are predominately white, brown, and grey in the wild. The mouse occupies pride of place
in the bestiary of modern childhood, being one of the first pets that an obliging parent
will bring into the home. In fables, too, this animal has become supercharged with
political associations. From »The Town Mouse and the Country Mouse« in Aesops Fables
to »The Old Cat and the Young Mouse« (1668-1694) in Jean de la Fontaine’s compilation
of animal allegories to Maus: A Survivor's Tale by Art Spiegelman, graphic novel on the
Holocaust memory serialized from 1980 to 1981.

The challenge of >pink< and the dual nature of ymouse« are taken up in Pink Mouse’s
libretto when it alludes to one of the most influential essays of ecofeminism and
technoscience: Donna Haraway’s Cyborg Manifesto (1985). Art manifestos have
punctuated the drumroll of modernity since the onset of industrial alienation. Futurists,
Constructivists, Cubists, Vorticists, Dadaists, Surrealists - these aesthetic and anti-
aesthetic movements were first asserted as programmatic provocations. Both iterations of
Pink Mouse, Erofeev’s and Yusupova’s, mimic such saber-rattling postures in lexical,
acoustic, and pictorial metrics. But the Haraway citation is not just postural, it is assertive.
At a certain point, Pink Mouse reveals to Maroussia: »I am a mouse cyborg!« (Yusupova,
2022, p. 11). Before Haraway, the cyborg was a fever-dream of science fiction writers,
mostly male, who projected fantasies of racist, patriarchal, and anthropocentric
domination onto the image of a future incarnation of humanity augmented by machine
parts. Haraway determined that the cyborg — this »condensed image of both imagination
and material reality« — was being hijacked to further a reactionary ideology. Her
manifesto re-inscribed this figure with an alternative, techno-utopian aspirationalism that
would be inclusive, anti-authoritarian, and non-exploitative, thus ushering in a
progressive »historical transformation« (Haraway, 1985).

And as it happens, an actual ymouse cyborg,« i.e. the first patented animal, stands at
the centre of another essay by Haraway, Modest Witness@Second Millennium.
FemaleMan© Meets OncoMouse™ (1996). In this piece, she ponders the cultural
significance of a technologically modified laboratory mouse commonly used in medical
research. The species has a gene mutation resulting in an inhibited immune system, which
allows for the testing of a wide range of tissue, tumour grafts, and genetic disorders, like
cancer. The organism does not reject foreign cell matter. Some variants are hairless so the
pink skin tone is visible. A memorable experiment involving this animal yielded a reality
stranger than fiction, a Frankensteinian monster known as the Vacanti mouse (named after
the scientist brothers who conducted the experiment) (Haraway & Goodeve, 1996/2018).
The mouse seemed to have a human ear growing out of the side of its body. In reality, the
ear had been grown by implanting cow cartilage cells under the skin of a nude laboratory
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mouse and attaching an ear-shaped splint to the outside of'its body into which the cartilage
then moulded itself (Famous Pictures, 2013).1®

The image of the naked mouse with a human ear protuberance made the rounds in
1997, when the Vacanti brothers published their findings. It prompted much outrage and
public protest against genetic engineering run riot although no genetic manipulation was
involved (Noah, 2015).} Grafting and growing — the skills of plastic surgery but also of
gardening — were the only techniques utilized in making this arrestingly poignant
monstrosity: do we see ugly Maroussia’s plight, the grooming violence inflicted upon her
and her struggle for transformative growth, in the laboratory animal which, according to
Haraway, establishes a new kind of kinship between humans and mice, between cancer
patients and animals for cancer research who are sisters in suffering? (Haraway, 1996)

CODA

Grafting is of course also a principal manoeuvre used in art and culture. Grafting a
Erofeev’s book onto Yusupova’s oeuvre and growing a mediaopera from it. Grafting an
analogue operatic art onto a digital media platform, grafting a children’s book onto an
adult contemporary media culture.

Yusupova’s transmutation of Pink Mouse entered the public sphere in a precarious
geopolitical constellation: a Russian mediaopera furnished with English subtitles
screened at a German university. The 2024 world premiere of a mediaopera that was
finished and openly available since 2021 also raised pressing questions about art,
technology, semiosis, witnessing, and the constitution of an audience in an age of
dwindling budgets for state-sponsored institutions of legitimate culture. A very different
approach to the challenge of composing for an audience that no longer constitutes itself
as a collective gathered together in time and space has recently been put forward by
filmmaker Gary Hustwit with Eno (2024), a documentary biography on Brian Eno,
another renown composer in the mediaopera field. In reflection of Eno’s artistic agenda,
the film uses generative Al to recompose itself with every showing. The mediaopera is a
genre still in formation. Whatever movements of mind the poet may have intended to stir
with the fictive rodent nested in the head of a fictive girl, and the composer amplified
with pictures and sounds, their combined artistic effort partakes of an epistemic whirl in
which childhood sexuality, the human/animal continuum, the user/machine interface, and
the compositional phantasmagoria of automated creativity converge in a generative hub
of assemblage.

Now that machines have acquired problem-solving skills akin to, and even
outstripping, the human capacities they plagiarize, old notions of anthropomorphism no
longer hold up to scrutiny. Universalist, ahistorical conceptions of agency do not take the
social dimension of combinatory personhood sufficiently into account. Yusupova

18 Qee, The Famous Pictures Collection. 1000 words behind the photos. May 16, 2013.
https://www.famouspictures.org/ear-mouse/

17 Pink mouse cyborgs recently made the headlines again, not in the context of genetic engineering but another kind of
culture wars. When laboratories were closed down because they allegedly promote the creation of »transgender mice,«
howls of derision filled the blogosphere: The culture warriors had confused the intentions of the researchers who were
working not on »transgender« but on »transgenic« mice (Smith, 2025).
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positions the mediaopera as an analogue haven in a vaguely hostile digital environment
and thereby draws attention to the workings of agency in relation to tool use. Compound
humanity forms around principles of aggregation that have an instrumental dimension
and recall the periodic table of elements devised by Mendeleev, family name of
Maroussia, the heroine of Pink Mouse. In concert, Erofeev and Yusupova have authored
a meta-mediaopera that reflects on the conceit of human self-understanding as a form of
anthropomorphism. Pink Mouse is a literary device that exemplifies the attribution of
human qualities to an unspecified carrier, an imaginary friend. In the original prose poem,
a fiction within a fiction enacts the mechanism of transferral within the pages of a book.
Pink Mouse rendered as mediaopera ascribes human traits to the genre itself and thus
conveys the projective mechanism via a techno-functional logic more in line with
skeuomorphism. Human agency as projected in and by Yusupova’s semiotic specifications
shows itself to be a metaphysical conceit whose nostalgic appeal is no longer in alignment
with the lived conditions of sociality from which patterns of agency are finally generated.
The sensorium of analogue experience is, arguably, a yhuman skeuomorph,< that is to say
a mythic remnant of a former way of being.

Like other functional attributes of superannuated contrivances, human agency
comes to be sublimated in ideas of self-referential personhood (in effect, »cognitive
devices«) that are prone to outlast the spontaneous, combinatory reality of the material
relational networks to which they once obtained. What Pink Mouse, the mediaopera,
finally exposes is the run-a-muck aggregating that pervades our digital commons. The
broadband mash-up of parts and wholes incessantly pounding at attention spans, sustained
in generational succession, and non-renewable in every instance, calls for new ways of
parsing the social-technical-human continuum. A future touchstone for expressing
individuated agency may lie in counter-composing the morph-imperative of that Al-
shaped splint now attached to the social body.

REFERENCES

Adorno, Th. W. (1990). Opera and the Long-Playing Record. October, 55, 62-66.
(Original work published 1968) https://doi.org/10.2307/778937

Adorno, Th. W. (1999). Bourgeois Opera. In Sound Figures (pp. 15-28). Stanford
University Press (Original work published 1954)
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781503615335-003

Anger, J. (2018). Act One Piano. In Four Metaphors of Modernism. From »Der Sturm«
to the Société Anonyme (pp. 31-76). University of Minnesota Press.
https://doi.org/10.5749/j.ctt20d881j.4

Anthology, R. (2011). Tchaikovsky, Psychology, and Nationality: A View from the
Archives. 19th-Century Music, 35(2), 144-161.

Auden, W. H. (2020). The Mythical World of Opera. Times Literary Supplement,
3427(2), 1037-1039. (Original work published 1967)

Barbrook, R. & Cameron, A. (1996). The Californian Ideology. Science and Culture,
6(1), 44-72.

Barrowman, N. (2018). Why Data is Never Raw. The New Atlantis, 56, 129-135.

122
soctech.spbstu.ru


https://doi.org/10.2307/778937
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781503615335-003
https://doi.org/10.5749/j.ctt20d881j.4

Technology and Language Texuomoruu B uadochepe, 2025. 6(1). 82-128

Barthes, R. (1968). La mort de 1’auteur [The Death of the Author]. Manteia, 4(5), 12-17.

Becker, H. S. (1974). Art As Collective Action. American Sociological Review, 39(6),
767-776. https://doi.org/10.2307/2094151

Blitz, J. H. (2015) Skeuomorphs, Pottery, and Technological Change. American
Anthropologist, 117(4), 665-678.

Boéhlen, M. (2008). Robots with Bad Accents: Living with Synthetic Speech. Leonardo,
41(3), 209-2014. https://doi.org/10.1162/leon.2008.41.3.209

Born, G. (1995). Rationalizing Culture: IRCAM, Boulez, and the Institutionalization of
the Musical Avantgarde. University of California Press.

Boulez, P. (1967, Sept. 24). Sprengt die Opernhéuser in die Luft [Blow up the Opera
Houses]. Spiegel. https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/sprengt-die-opernhaeuser-in-die-
luft-a-ac664ef2-0002-0001-0000-000046353389

Bullock, P. R. (2012). Women and Music. In W. Rosslyn & A. Tosi (Eds.), Women in
Ninetenth-Century Russia: Lives and Culture (pp. 119-136). Open Book Publishers.

Bylieva, D.S. & Nordmann, A. (2023). Al and the Metaphor of the Divine. Vestnik of
Saint Petersburg University. Philosophy and Conflict Studies, 39(4), 737-749.
https://doi.org/10.21638/spbul7.2023.411

Cassirer, E. (1944). An Essay on Man. An Introduction to a Philosophy of Human Culture.
Doubleday Anchor Books.

Chaly, V. (2020) Immanuel Kant - Racist and  Colinialist?
https://againstprofphil.org/2020/08/10/immanuel-kant-racist-and-colonialist/

Chin, U. (Composer). (2007). Alice in Wonderland [Opera]. Munich National Theater.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hXt-BPhRKA

Christian, D. (1994). Inner Eurasia as a Unit of World History. Journal of World History,
5(2), 173-211.

Colley March, H. (1889). The Meaning of Ornament, or Its Archaeology and Its
Psychology. Transactions of the Lancashire and Cheshire Antiquarian Society, 7,
160-192.

Darius, M. (2023a, Oct. 31). An Introduction to Skeuomorphic Design-Oriented
Architecture (SDOA). Understanding technology lifecycle adoption in a holistic
design approach to relatable software development. Skeuomorphic Design.
https://skeuomorphic.design/p/an-introduction-to-skeuomorphic-design

Darius, M. (2023b, Oct. 22). The Quiet Disappearance of Skeuomorphism in Modern Ul:
A Re-examination. Designing the Future: Lessons Form the Cyclic Nature of
Design.  Skeuomorphic ~ Design.  https://skeuomorphic.design/p/the-quiet-
disappearance-of-skeuomorphism

Daston, L. & Galison, P. (2007). Objectivity. Zone Books.

de Beauvoir, S. (1961). Brigitte Bardot and the Lolita Syndrome. (B. Fretchman, Trans.).
Weidenfeld & Nicolson. (Original work published 1959)

de Beauvoir, S. (1972). The Second Sex. (H. M. Parshley, Trans.). Penguin Books.
(Original work published 1949)

Dickie, G. (2020, Dec. 20). Crab-22: How Norway’s Fisheries Got Rich — but on an
invasive species. The Guardian.

123
soctech.spbstu.ru


https://doi.org/10.2307/2094151
https://doi.org/10.1162/leon.2008.41.3.209
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/sprengt-die-opernhaeuser-in-die-luft-a-ac664ef2-0002-0001-0000-000046353389
https://www.spiegel.de/kultur/sprengt-die-opernhaeuser-in-die-luft-a-ac664ef2-0002-0001-0000-000046353389
https://doi.org/10.21638/spbu17.2023.411
https://againstprofphil.org/2020/08/10/immanuel-kant-racist-and-colonialist/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_hXt-BPhRKA
https://skeuomorphic.design/p/an-introduction-to-skeuomorphic-design
https://skeuomorphic.design/p/the-quiet-disappearance-of-skeuomorphism
https://skeuomorphic.design/p/the-quiet-disappearance-of-skeuomorphism

Special Topic: #mediaopera
Tema BeIIlycKa #veduaonepa

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/dec/20/crab-22-how-norways-
fisheries-got-rich-but-on-an-invasive-species

Doubleday, V. (2008) Sounds of Power: An Overview of Musical Instruments and
Gender. Ethnomusicology Forum, 17(1), 3-39.

European Commission. (2022). The Digital Markets Act: ensuring fair and open digital

markets. https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-
2024/europe-fit-digital-age/digital-markets-act-ensuring-fair-and-open-digital-
markets en

European Commission. (2024). Digital Data Act. https://digital-
strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/data-act

Evans, C. (2013). On Re-reading Simone de Beauvoir’s » The Second Sex« After Thirty
Five Years. Women'’s Studies Quarterly, 41(1/2), 194-196.
https://doi.org/10.1353/wsq.2013.0061

Galloway, S. (2022, May 6). Weapons of Mass Distraction. Global War and Reproductive
Rights should not be at the Mercy of our Ever-Shortening Attention Spans. Medium.
https://medium.com/@profgalloway/the-attention-economy-is-making-us-stupid-
86461c0baa05

Goldhaber, M. & Warzel, C. (2021, Feb. 4). | Talked to the Cassandra of the Internet Age.
New York Times. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/04/opinion/michael-
goldhaber-internet.html

Goldhaber, M. (1997, April 7). The Attention Economy and the Net. First Monday, 2(4).
https://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/download/519/440

Groys, B. (1979). Moscow Romantic Conceptualism. A-YA, 1, 1-11.

Halford, S. & Savage, M. (2017). Speaking Sociologically with Big Data. Sociology,
51(6), 1132-1148.

Haraway, D. & Goodeve, T. N. (2018[1996]). Modest_Witness@Second_Millennium.
FemaleMan© Meets OncoMouse™ [2" ed.]. New York. (Original work
published 1996)

Haraway, D. (2011). A Cyborg Manifesto. An Ironic Dream of a Common Language for
Women in the Integrated Circuit. In I. Szeman & T. Kaposy (Eds.), Cultural
Theory: An Anthology (pp. 454-471). John Wiley & Sons. (Original work published
1985)

Heaney, J. (2023). Opera  Audition  Aria  Statistics, = 2013-2019.
https://jonathanheaney.com/aria-stats.html

Hoffmann F. (2007/2010). Cristiani, Christiani, Chrétien, Barbier, Lise, Lisa, Elise. In
Europdische  Instrumentalistinnen  des 18, und 19. Jahrhunderts.
Instrumentalistinnen-Lexikon des Sophie Drinker Institut. https://www.sophie-
drinker-institut.de/cristiani-lise

Holliday, C. (2021-2022). Retroframing the Future: Digital De-aging Technologies in
Contemporary Hollywood Cinema. Journal of Cinema and Media Studies, 61(5),
210-237. https://doi.org/10.1353/cj.2021.a922658

Hornborg, A. (2001). Symbolic Technologies: Machines and the Marxian notion of
fetichism. Anthropological Theory 1(4), 473-496.
https://doi.org/10.1177/1463499012222

124
soctech.spbstu.ru


https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/dec/20/crab-22-how-norways-fisheries-got-rich-but-on-an-invasive-species
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2020/dec/20/crab-22-how-norways-fisheries-got-rich-but-on-an-invasive-species
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/digital-markets-act-ensuring-fair-and-open-digital-markets_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/digital-markets-act-ensuring-fair-and-open-digital-markets_en
https://commission.europa.eu/strategy-and-policy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/digital-markets-act-ensuring-fair-and-open-digital-markets_en
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/data-act
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/data-act
https://doi.org/10.1353/wsq.2013.0061
https://medium.com/@profgalloway/the-attention-economy-is-making-us-stupid-86461c0baa05
https://medium.com/@profgalloway/the-attention-economy-is-making-us-stupid-86461c0baa05
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/04/opinion/michael-goldhaber-internet.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/04/opinion/michael-goldhaber-internet.html
https://firstmonday.org/ojs/index.php/fm/article/download/519/440
https://jonathanheaney.com/aria-stats.html
https://www.sophie-drinker-institut.de/cristiani-lise
https://www.sophie-drinker-institut.de/cristiani-lise
https://doi.org/10.1353/cj.2021.a922658
https://doi.org/10.1177/14634990122228854

Technology and Language Texuomoruu B uadochepe, 2025. 6(1). 82-128

Hornborg, A. (2013). Technology as Fetish: Marx, Latour, and the Cultural Foundations
of  Capitalism.  Theory, Culture &  Society, 31(4), 119-140.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276413488

Huberman, J. (2017). Dearly Departed. Communicating with the Dead in the Digital Age.
Social Analysis, 61(3), 91-107.

Jenkins, J. (2024). Mickey, Disney, and the Public Domain: a 95-year Love Triangle.
Duke Law. Center of the Public Domain. https://web.law.duke.edu/cspd/mickey/

Kennedy, J. (2012). Charming Monsters: The Spectacle of Femininity in Postwar France.
Greyroom, 49, 56-79. https://doi.org/10.1162/GREY_a 00088

Kleist, H. (1878). Uber die allmdhliche Verfertigung der Gedanken beim Reden [On the
Gradual Completion of Thoughts in Mid-Speaking].
https://pure.mpg.de/rest/items/item 2352284 4/component/file_2352283/content

Kluge, A. (2001). Facts & Fakes 2/3. Herzblut trifft Kunstblut. Erster imagindrer
Opernfiihrer [Facts & Fakes 2/3. Heart and Soul Meets Fake Blood. First Imaginary
Opera Guide]. Vorwerk 8.

Koch, G. & Kinder-Kurlanda, K. (2020). Source Criticism of Data Platform Logics on
the Internet. Historical Social Research, 45(3), 270-287.
https://doi.org/10.12759/hsr.45.2020.3.270-287

Kotnik, V. (2013). The Adaptability of Opera: When Different Social Agents Come to
Common Ground. IRASM, 44(2), 303-342.

Kover, C. (2007, January 4). Die ndchste Kolonie des Kapitalismus [The Next Colony of
Capitalism]. Zeit Online. https://www.zeit.de/2007/02/Second-L ife

Kozel, S. P. (2017). Performing Encryption. In M. Leeker, 1. Schipper, & T. Beyes (Eds.),
Performance Studies and Performances in Digital Cultures (pp. 117-134).
transcript Verlag.

Kramer (von Xylander), C. (2007). »>© Bettmann/CORBIS< — Techniken der
Sichtbarmachung von historischem Bildmaterial. In A. Gall (Ed.), Konstruieren
Kommunizieren Prdsentieren. Bilder von Wissenschaft und Technik (pp. 245-290).
Wallstein Verlag.

Laland, K. N. & Brown, G. R. (2018). The Social Construction of Human Nature. Why
We Disagree About Human Nature (pp. 127-144). Oxford University Press.
https://doi.org/10.1093/0s0/9780198823650.003.0008

Landgraf, E. (2017) De-essentializing Human Nature: Truths of the Posthuman Spirit.
Constructivist Foundations, 12(3), 328-330.

Mancini, M. (1988). So Who Created... Vadim? Film Comment, 24(2), 18-23.

Manjoo, F. (2012, Nov. 1). Should a Calendar App Look Like a Calendar? The Design
Battle that’s Tearing Apple and the Tech World Apart. Slate.
https://slate.com/technology/2012/11/scott-forstall-fired-skeuomorphism-the-
design-concept-thats-tearing-apple-and-the-tech-world-apart.html

Mannherz, J. (2017). Nationalism, Imperialism and Cosmopolitanism in Russian
Nineteenth-Century Provincial Amateur Music-Making. The Slavonic and East
European Review, 95(2), 293-3029.

Matassi, E. (2013). Trauerspiel und Oper bei Walter Benjamin [Tragedy and Opera in
Walter Benjamin]. In T. R. Klein, & A. Trautsch (Eds.), Klang und Musik bei

125
soctech.spbstu.ru


https://doi.org/10.1177/0263276413488960
https://web.law.duke.edu/cspd/mickey/
https://doi.org/10.1162/GREY_a_00088
https://pure.mpg.de/rest/items/item_2352284_4/component/file_2352283/content
https://doi.org/10.12759/hsr.45.2020.3.270-287
https://www.zeit.de/2007/02/Second-Life
https://doi.org/10.1093/oso/9780198823650.003.0008
https://slate.com/technology/2012/11/scott-forstall-fired-skeuomorphism-the-design-concept-thats-tearing-apple-and-the-tech-world-apart.html
https://slate.com/technology/2012/11/scott-forstall-fired-skeuomorphism-the-design-concept-thats-tearing-apple-and-the-tech-world-apart.html

Special Topic: #mediaopera
Tema BeIIlycKa #yeduaonepa

Walter Benjamin (pp. 67-74). Wilhelm Fink.
https://doi.org/10.30965/9783846753439

Mayer-Schonberger, V. (2009). Delete: The Virtue of Forgetting in the Digital Age.
Princeton University Press.

Moseley, R. (2016). Digital Analogies. In Keys to Play. Music as a Ludic Medium from
apollo to Nintendo (pp. 67-117). University of California Press.
https://doi.org/10.1525/luminos.16

Neale, T., Phan, T., & Addison, C. (2019, June 27). An Anthropogenic Table of Elements:
An Introduction. Society for Cultural Anthropology.
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/an-anthropogenic-table-of-elements-1

Noah, L. (2015). Growing Organs in the Lab: Tissue Engineers Confront Institutional
»Immune« Responses. Jurimetrics, 55(3), 297-228.

Pereira Urbano, I. C. V., Guerreiro, J. P. & Nicolau, H. M. (2020). From Skeuomorphism
to Flat Design: Age-Related Differences in Performance and Aesthetic Perceptions.
Behaviour & Information Technology, 41(3), 452-467.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2020.1814867

Rockmore, T. (2020). Towards a Constructivist Approach to Human Nature. In A.
Altobrando & P. Biasetti (Eds.), Natural Born Monads (pp. 315-332). De Gruyter.
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110604665-015

Samoylenko, 1., Aleja, D., Primo, E., Alfaro-Bittner, K., Vasilyeva , E., Kovalenko,
K., Musatov, D., Raigorodskii' A. M., Criado, R., Romance, M., Papo, D., Perc,
M., Barzel, B., & Boccaletti, S. (2023). Why Are There Six Degrees of Separation
in a Social Network? Physical Review  Journals, X(13).
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevX.13.021032

Scholte, T. (2017). Audience and Eigenform: Cybersemiotic Epistemology and the > Truth
of the Human Spirit« in Performance. Constructivist Foundations 12(3), 316-325.

Schyns, C. (2023). The Lobbying Ghost in the Machine. Corporate Europe Observatory.

Sellors, A. (2025). The Piano as Therapeutic Participant in the Drama of Pink Mouse.
Technology and Language, 6(1), 54-609.
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.06

Skladany, M. (2018). Big Copyright Versus the People. how Major Content Providers
are Destroying Creativity and How to Stop them. Cambridge University Press.

Smith, K. N. (2025, March 7). This is What’s Behind Trump’s Uproar over Transgender
Mice. Forbes. https://www.forbes.com/sites/kionasmith/2025/03/07/this-is-whats-
behind-the-uproar-over-transgenic-mice/

Strauss, J. (2004, March 1). Stalin’s Crab Army on Rampage. The Telegraph Online.
https://www.telegraphindia.com/leisure/stalin-s-crab-army-on-
rampage/cid/1012200

Streatfeild, R. A. (2011). Tchaikovsky, Psychology, and Nationality: A View from the
Archives. 19th-Century Music, 35(2), 144-161.

Syutkin, P. & Syutkin, O. (2022, Nov. 5). The Ubiquitous Crab Stick has been Made in
Russia for Longer than you Might Think. The Moscow Times.
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/11/05/the-curious-russian-history-of-
lobsters-and-crab-sticks-a79294

126
soctech.spbstu.ru


https://doi.org/10.30965/9783846753439
https://doi.org/10.1525/luminos.16
https://culanth.org/fieldsights/series/an-anthropogenic-table-of-elements-1
https://doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2020.1814867
https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110604665-015
https://doi.org/10.1103/PhysRevX.13.021032
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.06
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kionasmith/2025/03/07/this-is-whats-behind-the-uproar-over-transgenic-mice/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/kionasmith/2025/03/07/this-is-whats-behind-the-uproar-over-transgenic-mice/
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/11/05/the-curious-russian-history-of-lobsters-and-crab-sticks-a79294
https://www.themoscowtimes.com/2022/11/05/the-curious-russian-history-of-lobsters-and-crab-sticks-a79294

Technology and Language Texuonoruu B uadocdepe, 2025. 6(1). 82-128 ﬂ
X

Taylor, J. & Dell’Unto, N. (2021). Skeuomorphism in Digital Archeological Practice: A
Barrier to Progress, or a Vital Cog in the Wheels of Change? Open Archaeology,
7(1), 482-498. https://doi.org/10.1515/opar-2020-0145

te Heesen, A. (2002). Cut and Paste um 1900. Der Zeitungsausschnitt in den
Wissenschaften. te Kaleidoskopien. Zeitschrift fiir Mediengeschichte und Theorie.
Sondernummer Bd. 4 [Cut and Paste around 1900. The Newspaper Clipping in the
Sciences. te Kaleidoscopies. Journal for Media History and Theory, Special Issue
Vol. 4,]. (A. te Heesen, B. Biischer, H.-Ch. von Herrmann, & C. Hoffmann, Eds.).
diaphanes.

Testa, I. (2017). Dewey, Second Nature, Social Criticism, and the Hegelian Heritage.
European Journal of Pragmatism and American Philosophy, 1X(1).
https://doi.org/10.4000/ejpap.990

Turner, F. (2006). From Counterculture to Cyberculture: Stewart Brand, the Whole Earth
Network, and the Rise of Digital Utopianism. University of Chicago Press.

Turner, F. (2015). The Democratic Surround: Multimedia and American Liberalism from
World War 11 to the Psychedelic Sixties. University of Chicago Press.

Turse, N. (2008). The Complex: How the Military Invades our Everyday Lives.
Metropolitan Books.

Uluorta, H. M. & Quill, L. (2022). The Californian ldeology Revisited. Digital Platforms
and Algorithmic Subjectivities. University of Westminster Press.

Vadim, R. (1986). Bardot, Deneuve, Fonda. Simon & Schuster.

Varely, F. J., Maturano, H. R. & Uribe, R. (1974). Autopoiesis: The organization of
Living Systems, its Characterization and a Model. Biosystems, 5, 187-196.
https://doi.org/10.1016/0303-2647(74)90031-8

Veblen, T. (1899). Conspicuous Consumption. In The Theory of the Leisure Class. An
Economic Study in the Evolution of Institutions (pp. 68-101). The Macmillan
Company.

von Xylander, C. (2007). Pictorialism (Prelude & Fugue). In M. Leeker, I. Schipper, &
T. Beyes (Eds.), The Aesthetics of Universal Knowledge. (pp. 77-113). Palgrave
MacMillan.

von Xylander, C. (2020). Karlsruher Postmoderne: Das Mensch-Natur-Distanz-Festival
(ZKM Karlsruhe 22.-24. Mai 2020) [Karlsruhe Postmodernism: The Human-
Nature Distance Festival (ZKM Karlsruhe, May 22-24, 2020)]. Argument, 62(1),
134-142.

von Xylander, C. (2021). Ein Déja-coup-d-‘état-Erlebnis? [Has the Coup d'etat already
Begun?]. Kayfabe-Politik als Netzwerkeffekt, 63(4), 530-559.

von Xylander, C. (2023). Das Kreischen der Sirenen [The Screeching of the Sirens].
Argument, 341, 59-69.

Walker, J. S. (2014). Incomprehensible from Without: Folk Authenticity and the Foreign
Perspective in Gogol’s Turgenev’s, and Tolstoy’s Russian Songs. Ulbandus
Review, 16, 114-133.

Weibel, P. (2016a). Der kiinstliche Wille. Medienoper [The Artificial Will: Mediaopera].
In P. Weibel (Ed.), Musik und Medien (pp. 235-252). Hatje Cantz. (Original work
published 1984)

127
soctech.spbstu.ru


https://doi.org/10.1515/opar-2020-0145
https://doi.org/10.4000/ejpap.990
https://doi.org/10.1016/0303-2647(74)90031-8

Special Topic: #mediaopera
Tema BeIIlycKa #veduaonepa

Weibel, P. (2016b). Amazonas Konferenz. Musik Theater [Amazon Conference. Music
Theater]. In P. Weibel (Ed.), Musik und Medien (pp. 279-284). Hatje Cantz.
(Original work published 2014)

Weibel, P. (2020, January 25). Opening speech. Symposium Oper & Medienkunst
[Video]. ZKM. https://zkm.de/de/media/videos/peter-weibel-begruessung-oper-
medienkunst

Wuggenig, U. (2004). Burying the Death of the Author (A. Derieg, Trans.). Transversal
texts, 4. https://transversal.at/transversal/1204/wuggenig/en

Yusupova, 1. (1999). Thoughts on Cryptophony. 20th Century Music, 16.

Yusupova, 1. (2022). Pink Mouse Opera Libretto (Anna Rush, Trans.). [Unpublished
manuscript].

Yusupova, I. (2025). Everything You Wanted and Didn’t Want to Know about
Mediaopera: A Cryptophonic Memoir. Technology and Language, 6(1), 14-27.
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.03

CBEJEHUS OB ABTOPE / THE AUTHOR

Yepuc dou Kcaitnanmep, Cheryce von Xylander,

cheryce.von_xylander@leuphana.de cheryce.von_xylander@leuphana.de

Cratbs noctynuia 14 nexabps 2024 Received: 14 December 2024

o1100peHa 1ocie perensuposanus 15 mapra 2025 Revised: 15 March 2025

npuHsTa K myoankanuu 19 mapra 2025 Accepted: 19 March 2025
128

soctech.spbstu.ru


https://zkm.de/de/media/videos/peter-weibel-begruessung-oper-medienkunst
https://zkm.de/de/media/videos/peter-weibel-begruessung-oper-medienkunst
https://transversal.at/transversal/1204/wuggenig/en
https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.03

Technology and Language Texuonoruu B uadochepe, 2025. 5(1). 129

Special Topic:
Speculative Technologies - Part 11
Guest Editors

Anna Kotomina and Colin Milburn

129
soctech.spbstu.ru



Special Topic: Speculative Technologies
Tema BoInycka “CrexyssiTUBHbBIE TEXHOIOTMN™

https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.09
Editorial introduction

Speculative Technologies:
Further Dreams of Technical Reason

Anna Kotomina® and Colin Milburn? & (>)
Polytechnic Museum, Novaia Ploshad, 3/4, 101000, Moscow, Russia

akotomina@yandex.ru
2University of California, Davis, 1 Shields Ave, Davis, CA 95616, USA

cnmilburn@ucdavis.edu

Abstract

Speculative technologies emerge at the intersection of imagination and scientific knowledge. The second
part of this special collection provides further testimony to this. If the dream of reason gives rise to mon-
sters, the dream of technical reason gave birth to the perpetuum mobile along with the mechanical and
artistic obsessions or compulsions that came with it. It stretches all the way to the right software app that
will select a soulmate to cyberfeminist theories that seek to break through ways of thinking that foreclose
technological horizons. As in the first part of this special issue (the September 2024 issue of Technology
and Language), speculative technologies serve as provocations and inspirations, pointing to new possibili-
ties, alternate horizons, and different worlds beyond our current reality. They are not just products of spec-
ulation; they are also generators, drivers, and focalizers of speculation, instruments of subjunctivity, her-
alding an aesthetic transformation of society. The thirteen papers (plus several essays about Kafka’s killing
machine) collected in this two-part special issue examine speculative technologies through historical re-
construction, philosophical reflection, cultural-technology assessment, museological engagement, and lit-
erary experiments.
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AHHOTANUA

Crieky I THBHBIC TEXHOJIOTUH BO3HUKAIOT HA CTHIKE BOOOPaXCHUS M HAYYHBIX 3HAHWHA. BTOpas gacTs 3Toi
CHENHANEHON TOAOOPKH CTaTel elne pa3 MOATBEpKAaeT 3To. Ecii CHOBHMAEHHS pa3yMa IMOPOXKAAIOT
YyJOBHIII, TO BUACHUSA O TEXHUIESCKOM pa3yMe MOPOIMIIN BEUHBIH TBUTATEIb BMECTE C COMYTCTBYIOIIMMU
MEXaHHYECKUMH H XYIOXXKECTBEHHBIMH OACPKAMOCTSIMH WM BHYIICHHSAMH. JTO MPOCTHPAETCS IO
MPaBWIBHOTO  MPOTPaMMHOTO  OOecledeHuH, KOTOpoe TMoadepeT  POJCTBEHHYIO  Aylly, [0
KHOepHEMUHUCTCKUX TEOPHUH, CTPEMSIIUXCS MPEOI0ICTh CTEPCOTHITBI MBIIICHHS, KOTOPHIC 3aKPBIBAIOT
TEXHOJIOTHUECKUE ropu30HTh. Kak u B mepBoii yacTH 3Toro remarndeckoro Boimycka (“Technology and
Language” ot centsi6ps 2024 rozaa), CeKyJIsSTUBHbIE TEXHOJOTHUH CITy)KaT MPOBOKAIIUEN M UCTOUHUKOM
BJIOXHOBEHUsI, yKa3blBasi Ha HOBBIE BO3MOXKHOCTH, albTEPHATHUBHBIE TOPH3OHTHI W JPYTHE MHUPHI,
BBIXOJISIIME 32 paMKH HAIIe HhIHENTHEH peanbHOCTH. OHU HE TPOCTO MPOYKTHI CIIEKYJISIIUN; OHU TaKXKe
SBIISTIOTCSL TE€HEpAaTOpPaMH, JABIKYIIMMH CHIAMH H CPENOTOYMSMH CIEKYILIIUH, HWHCTPYMEHTaMHU
cocJaraTeIbHOTO HAKJIOHCHHS, IIPEABEHIAONIMME JCTETHUECKYI0 TpaHCpopManuioo oOmecTsa. B
TPUHAANATH CTAaThAX (TUTFOC HECKOJBKO 3cce 0 MammuHe Jis youiicts Kagku), coOpaHHBIX B TEeMaTHIECKOM
BBIITYCKE, COCTOSIIEM W3 JBYX YacTel, pacCMaTPUBAIOTCS CIIEKYJSATHBHBIC TEXHOJIOTHH C TOMOIIBIO
HUCTOPUYECKON pPEKOHCTPYKUIHH, (QHIOCOPCKUX pPAa3MBINUICHUH, ONCHKH KYyIbTYPHBIX TEXHUK,
MY3€EeBEIICCKOTO B3aUM OICHCTBUS U JIUTEPATYPHBIX IKCIIEPUMEHTOB.

KiroueBble cioBa: CrekynsTuBHbIE TexHojoruu; BooOpaxaemoe Oyayuiee;
ATnbTepHAaTUBHBIE MUPBI
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We offer our readers the second block on the topic of speculative technologies (Ko-
tomina & Milburn, 2024). It consists of six articles that offer options for understanding
the historical and modern experience of interaction between people and technical objects.
The authors write about both the destruction and the preservation of stereotypes regarding
technologies. They qualify expectations from technical innovations as justified and un-
justified and express a whole range of positions — from skeptical, ironic, and detached to
didactic and visionary.

Mikhail Kulagin and Mikhail Zimirev analyze the public response to the attempt of
Soviet cyberneticists Viktor Pekelis and Aksey Berg to develop a computer algorithm for
finding a romantic partner in the USSR in the late 1960s. The authors found that despite
the enthusiasm associated with the use of the latest technical solutions to combat loneli-
ness, the inertia of accepted family norms and gender orders turned out to be stronger.
The technological design of the “cybersvaha” and its epistemic framework served to con-
serve traditional notions of the family (Kulagin & Zimirev, 2025). Anna Kotomina’s anal-
ysis of the case of the perpetual motion machine project, as known from the diaries of
Nikolai Chernyshevsky, also exhibits the persistence of expectations from technical pro-
gress in several generations of the Russian middle class “intelligentsia.” In his student
project, Chernyshevsky expressed hopes that are were typically expressed in his cultural
environment. This included the belief that the social order could be improved through the
use of free energy generated by a perpetual motion machine (Kotomina, 2025). In the
article by Alla Mitrofanova (2025), we find a conceptual approach to indicate directions
for going beyond narrowly conceived framings and discussions of gender, bringing to
fruition a theoretical perspective that allows for a more comprehensive formulation of
scientific tasks and the organization of practices. The author reflects on a revision of the
concepts of early cyberfeminism in the 90s and their continuation in the works of con-
temporary researchers, writers, and data analysts. These three articles are united by a de-
sire for a retrospective critique of stereotypes regarding technology in societies. These
authors consider unrealized (or not yet realized) projects as a starting point for their re-
flections.

Joachim Kalka (2025) offers a panorama of attempts to build a perpetual motion
machine from the 18th to the 20th centuries, as reflected in the works of Johann Ernst
Elias BeBler, Paul Scheerbart, Leonid Leonov, or Georg Christoph Lichtenberg. Kalka
offers a close reading of the peculiar obsession to gain something from nothing, an ob-
session that reappears in a different guise also in contemporary emerging technologies. In
their analysis of one form of contemporary technology, Aramo Alvarez, Mercedes Vil-
lalba, and Joseph Dumit assess the capacities of large language models (LLMs) to con-
tribute to practices of affirmative co-speculation. The authors criticize the established
practices of treating LLMs as reliable if not oracular tools, insisting instead on the need
for deeper appreciation of the technical dimensions of LLMs, which act as repositories of
unactualized but potential patterns of thought and language. These patterns become man-
ifest by addressing not only what has been excluded or made invisible, but also what

132
soctech.spbstu.ru



Technology and Language Texuomoruu B uadocdepe, 2025. 6(1). 130-134

might yet become possible when seen from another direction. To this end, the authors
present a variety of ways to approach LLMs as instruments of speculation, advocating for
evolving our human relationships with LLMs in new ways (Alvarez, Villalba, & Dumit,
2025). Polina Kolozaridi (2025) also stresses that a human plot or a dream precedes any
technical object. Like Alvarez, Villalba, and Dumit, her article addresses human interac-
tion with digital objects. She analyzes the instructions and interfaces of digital humanities
projects to understand their attitudes toward users. Her observations lead to the con-
clusion that these projects primarily mediate an institutional agenda rather than provoke
affirmative co-speculations, making room for new user roles and possibilities. These three
articles shift the focus from the study of speculative projects to observations on the design
process, and come to conclusions that can be seen as an attempt to rationalize our not
always conscious attitudes toward technical and digital objects. At the critical juncture of
Enlightenment and technological modernization, the discussion of speculative technolo-
gies does not end but suggests a new beginning.
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»About Orffyreus' gift I have been keeping, / at the same time
laughing and weeping.“ The Perpetuum Mobile — A Small
Phantasmagoria from the Eighteenth Century
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Lichtenberg Gesellschaft, Gartenstra3e 1, 37073 Gottingen, Germany

jo.kalka@t-online

Abstract

The perpetuum mobile reappears throughout history as a dream of technical reason. On the face of it, it
relieves us for good of the drudgery of work but it signifies more generally the quest to get something for
nothing, to achieve benefits without cost. This pervasive desire informs technical optimism, it is frustrated
in the most mundane ways, but it never gives up. Inventors imagine that there is always just one small
missing cog that would save the design, in the meantime they employ hapless laborers to secretly drive
their machines. These are the ones that finally present the bill to the visionary dreamers. This becomes
evident in a survey of mostly 18th century proposals, most famously that of Johann Ernst Elias BeBler or
Orffyreus. Even before the age of thermodynamics and proof of the impossibility of the perpetuum mobile,
Georg Christoph Lichtenberg was among the majority of 18th century scientists who would meet any such
proposals with incredulity. Accordingly, he engaged with such claims with an in equal parts curious and
satirical attitude. And even after the age of thermodynamics, the perpetuum mobile persisted in the artistic
imagination, for example, of Paul Scheerbart or Leonid Leonov.

Keywords: Perpetuum Mobile; Johann Ernst Elias BeBler; Paul Scheerbart; Leonid
Leonov; Georg Christoph Lichtenberg
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“O nape Opdupeyca, KOTOPbIi 1 XPaHWJI, / OHOBPEMEHHO
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Hoaxum Kanxka (><)
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AHHOTANUA

Beunslii 1BUraTENh MOSBISAETCS HA NMPOTSDKCHWH BCEH MCTOPHM Kak MedTa TEXHHYECKOro pasyma. Ha
MEepBBIN B3I, OH HaBcerJa M30aBIIsieT HAC OT TSDKENOHW paboThl, HO B Oojiee LIMPOKOM CMBICIE OH
O3HauaeT CTpeMJICHHE IOJIy4YUTh 4YTO-TO OecIulaTHO, AOOMTbCA IpeuMyIlecTB 0Oe3 3arpaTl. JTo
BCENPOHMKAIOIIEe CTPEMJICHHE IOPOXKIAET TEXHHYECKUH ONTHMHU3M, TEPIHUT KpYILICHHE CaMbIMU
OOBIICHHBIMU cIlocoOaMu, HO HUKOTJa He cpaercs. M3o0peraTenu BooOpaxkaroT, YTO BCerza €CThb OJHA
MaJIeHbKasi HeJOCTarollas IIeCTepeHKa, KOTopas cracia Obl KOHCTPYKLHMIO, a TE€M BPEMEHEM OHH
HAaHUMAIOT HE3aJawIMBbIX PabOYMX, KOTOpbIE TaWHO YIPaBIAIOT UX MallMHAMH. VIMEHHO OHHM B KOHIIE
KOHIIOB TIPEABSBISAIOT CUET MEUTATEISIM-BU3HOHEPaM. DTO CTAaHOBHUTCSI OUEBHIHBIM NPHU PACCMOTPEHUH
npetoxxeHuid, B ocHoBHOM, XV |11 Beka, Hanbomee m3BECTHOE M3 KOTOPHIX MpuHAMIexkaT Moranay DpHCTY
Omnacy beccnepy mmu Opdupeycy. Eme 10 amoxu TepMOJMHAMHUKH M I0Ka3aTeNIbCTBA HEBO3MOKHOCTH
BeyHoro asurarens [eopr Kpucrod JluxrenOepr O6bur omamM u3 OonpmmHcTBA yueHBIX XVIII Beka,
KOTOpBIE C HEJAOBEpHEM OTHOCHINCH K JIIOOBIM IOJOOHBIM mpeanoxeHusM. COOTBETCTBEHHO, OH
3aHMMAJICS] TAKUMH YTBEP>KACHUSIMHU C PAaBHOH J0JIeH JIFOOOMBITCTBA U CAaTUPUYECKOTo oTHOIIeHus. 1 naxe
MOCJIE HACTYIUICHHMST SPbl TEPMOJWHAMHUKHM BEYHBIH J[BUraTellb COXPAHIETCS B XYJ/I0XKECTBEHHOM
BooOpaxxeHuu, Hanpumep, [layns llleepdapra nim Jleonuna Jleonosa.

KiroueBbie cioBa: Beunsiii gsurarens; Morann Opser Onmac beccnep; Ilayns
[HeepOapt; Jleonnn Jleonos; I'eopr Kpucrod Jluxrenbepr

Baarogapaocts: OTIpaBHOW TOYKOW IS HANHMCAHUS 3TOTO TEKCTa IIOCIHYXKHJIA Ta3eTHas CTaThd,
ommyonukoBaHHas 6 uioHA 1996 roma B “HoBoif mIOpUXCKOW Ta3ere” mOA 3aroiioBkoM “TpaBma cepma:
Beunsrit quratens” [MeuTa OECITOKOWHBIX YMOB: BEUHBIH TBUTATEINH]. JTa Bepcus OblIa MpecTaBIcHa
Ha HEMEI[KOM SI3bIKE Ha eXeroaHoM cobpanunu Obmiecta Jlnxtenbepros B 2004 roay u ony0OiMKoBaHa B
Lichtenberg Jahrbuch 2005. — I xorten 651 o6aarogaputh mpodeccopa us I'errunrena npod. Kpucruany
BareHKHEXTy 3a MPeI0CTaBICHUE JOCTYIA K OPUTHHAIBHBIM IMyOsnkanusam beccrepa.

Has uuruposanus: Kalka, J. (2025). ,,About Orffyreus' gift I have been keeping, / at the same time
laughing and weeping.“ The Perpetuum Mobile — a Small Phantasmagoria from the Eighteenth Century.
Technology and Language, 6(1), P. 135-152. https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.10
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A TECHNICAL DREAM OF REASON

The irradicable drudgery of work — depending on your temperament, it is a source
of sadness or enervation. We have to live with the thought that we have to always keep
making a new effort so that the dust which we just wiped with great patience will not
settle again tomorrow. With the thought that the work never ends, that fresh energy needs
to be invested continually for a myriad of of various more or less unpleasant tasks. This
drudgery of work has again and again given rise to daydreams of elves and servant
golems, of robots and a reservoir of inexhaustible energy that turns everything into child's
play. (Many things have become easier, but then the term “energy crisis” was coined in
the twentieth century, which put in circulation its own hectic imaginaries of gigantic
amounts of energy, be it from hydrogen or from biomass.) And so the following reflection
shall be dedicated to the abandoned dream of the perpetuum mobile, of the machine
which, once set in motion, runs continuously without any further energy input — which
thereby mostly puts to rest our problems of work.

The great historian of technology Franz M. Feldhaus notes with angry fervor that
the idea of the perpetuum mobile has surfaced again and again since the Middle Ages.
After identifying the first instance of this idea around 1245 he encounters it “in numerous
places and in the most outrageous variations, with magnetism, levers, moving balls, water
wheels, water screws, lifters, etc.” (Feldhaus, 1914, columns 784-785). The de facto
“impossibility” of such a machine had been proven along with the formulation of the first
law of thermodynamics by Hermann von Helmholtz, Robert Mayer, and James Prescott
Joule in the nineteenth century. The only “perpetua mobilia” that we still have today are,
if you will, the barometer and the thermometer.

Of these, the barometer received this (long since abandoned) designation by Otto
von Guericke. By this he meant nothing other than another Latin term that was commonly
used for the barometer: semper vivum, always alive, in constant ups and downs. The same
applies to the thermometer, for which the name perpetuum mobile can be found around
1604. A letter about a machine with the name in question belongs here. Georg Christoph
Lichtenberg wrote it on December 20, 1774 to Abraham Gotthelf Kastner from England:
“I have seen Mr. Cox's perpetual motion and examined it as far as is possible in such a
matter. (For it is shown, as one shows exotic animals in Géttingen.)” (Lichtenberg. 1983,
no. 267). It is a barometer, “perhaps,” as Lichtenberg writes, “the most expensive that has
ever been made, for it contains two hundredweights of mercury.” In this device the
changes of air pressure are used to do the work of winding a clock spring. However,
“[t]hat this thing deserves the name of a perpetui mobilis is something that no one would
claim who knows that watermills are not wound up either, nor set in any way.” Like the
water cycle, air pressure belongs to the constant contingencies of the planet. Like the
climate, barometers and thermometers are in “constant motion.” But the dream of a
machine that always keeps ,,moving onwards* is quite another story.

George Douglas's fabulous novel ,,The House with the Green Shutters* (1901),
presents in a casual vignette the image of a sad delusion (against the characteristic
Scottish background of a society with a Calvinist work ethic that still haunts even the idle
daydreamers):
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In every district almost you may find a poor creature who for thirty years has
cherished a great scheme by which he means to revolutionise the world's
commerce, and amass a fortune in monstrous degree. He is generally to be seen
shivering at the Cross, and (if you are a nippy man) you shout carlessly in going
by, “Good morning, Tamson; how's the scheme?” And he would be very willing
to tell you, if only you would wait to listen. “Man”, he will cry eagerly behind
you, “if I only had anither wee wheel in my invention — she would do, the besom!
I'll sune have her ready noo.” Poor Tamson! (Douglas, 1901, p. 93)

Here one sees — the tell-tale sign is the wee wheel, the one small missing cog — the
shrunken form of that old dream of technical reason that had its heyday at the time of
Lichtenberg who lived in the second half of the 18th century.

We are used to considering this time the century of enlightenment, but it is also the
century of Cagliostro — which has along the way produced something like a new form of
superstition, one that feeds precisely on the urgent expectation of radical scientific
renewal. And the classical age of the perpetuum mobile — after becoming, as mentioned,
an object of physical speculation already in the High Middle Ages — is at the same time
the age of absolutist mercantile politics, as such like the preceding age of gold-making.
For any enterprising and in their appearance somewhat mysterious trader of secrets the
ideal condition for the exploitation of this elusive dream consisted in the desire of
absolutist courts to amass a huge state treasure as quickly as possible, bypassing laborious
processes of production. The search for the perpetuum mobile remains attached to El
Dorado fantasies: the dream of this machine is a gold rush that unfolds no longer in the
colorful imagery of a seafaring imperialism, nor like alchemy in a magical vein and that
of natural philosophy, but in the manner of physics and apparently within exact outlines.
And yet, according to some contemporary writing, the machine still inhabits one of the
“eight secret chambers of the edifice of nature” (Biilau, 1893, p. 71) , along with the
philosopher's stone, the alkahest, the art of softening glass, eternal light, the hyperbolic
line in a concave burning mirror, the longitudo maris and the squaring of the circle.
Feasible solutions and wishful thinking here appear side by side and intermingle. Only a
small step from the philosopher’s stone to the longitudo maris, that is, the calculation of
longitude at sea which is decisive for precise navigation (Sobel, 2005). One or two rooms
in the edifice of natural mysteries feature real and actually solvable problems. In others
rooms reigns hopeful absurdity. There is hardly a clearer demonstration of science and
superstition thus amalgamated than in the career of the most famous of all those who
traveled with a perpetuum mobile in their bagful of projects — BeBler, oscillating between
the Kabbalah and physics, between treasure hunting and mechanics, between anxiously
eager tinkering and blatant fraudulence.

IMPRESARIO OF THE MACHINE

Johann Ernst Elias BeBler, who later assumed the extravagant name Orffyré, was
born in 1680 in the area of Zittau where he attended the Gymnasium as the gifted son of
a farmer, with an extraordinary degree of support from Christian Weise, the still
remembered dramatist, poet, and author of enlightenment textbooks who had been the
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school‘s rector since 1678.1 However, BeBler lacked the means to continues his education
at the university, and went on leading an unsettled, itinerant life here and there all over
Central Europe, with forays into a monastery and the army, but above all constantly
occupied with diverse arts and crafts (among many others the long list includes copper
engraving and gunpowder manufacture, clockmaking and astrology,). He must have been
an unusually skilled and gifted technical practitioner, also endowed with a theoretical
curiosity that led him to dream of a revolutionary invention, but also with a penchant for
the dubious activities of a treasure hunter and charlatan. With these versatile skills he
managed to here and there move into aristocratic circles, and it is said that when serving
as a travel-companion on a grand tour of Italy he came upon a seemingly self-moving
roast grill and thus conceived the plan to construct a perpetuum mobile. His meandering
journeys, which cannot be traced exactly, took him far and wide and involved him in a
variety of — often precarious — living-conditions. His itinerant life as an artisanal
mechanic and market crier finally found a firm footing when in 1712 in Annaberg,
Thuringia, he managed to heal by way of a seemingly miraculous cure the sick daughter
of the mayor (who was himself a doctor!). The cured patient marries her savior who thus
achieves a certain steady prosperity, and in the following year he exhibits in Gera for the
first time his perpetuum mobile, the mechanics of which he had probably been devising
for many years. Over a period of several years, BeBler exhibits bigger and bigger
machines in various locations, and in front of more and less sceptical experts — including
the philosopher Christian Wolff (although the possibility, in principle, of such a machine
is not yet in doubt, only sometimes its successful realization by BeBler), and in 1715 he
gets lucky in that a prince devoted to the arts and sciences takes an interest in his
invention. The landgrave Karl of Hesse-Kassel appoints him to his court on the
recommendation, among others, of Leibniz. Born in 1654, Karl ruled from 1670 to 1730
and during this time built the Kassel Wilhelmshohe park with its cascades. After the
revocation of the Edict of Nantes he successfully recruited the Huguenots fleeing from
France, making Kassel, next to Berlin, the city with the largest Huguenot population in
the empire, pushing for the development of a significant textile industry, establishing
factories for the arts and crafts such as faience production, glass finishing, amber cutting,
tapestry weaving, thus attracting to his court a large number of travelling artists and
architects. He is the typical embodiment of a prince who is at the same time a refined and
enlightened mind, and a ruthless ruler. He promotes the fine and useful arts, and because
such beneficial activities cost a lot of money, he sells entire regiments of his own subjects
to Prussia and England — which was a sinister tradition of Hesse-Kassel as we remember
how many Hessians fought on the British side in the American War of Independence, for
example in the legendary battles of Trenton and Princeton immediately after Washington
crossed the Delaware River in 1776.

In 1717, Landgrave Karl called for an experiment to be conducted at Weissenstein
Castle which would become the probably most famous experiment in the history of
perpetual motion: In a room with doors and windows sealed, BeBler's perpetual motion,

! My presentation of BeBler’s biography primarily follows the section "BeBler-Orffyré" in Biilau 1893,
beginning on p. 69, as well as Michal (1976), p. 99 onwards.
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a gigantic wheel, was to be tested, that is, kept in continuous motion for a long period of
time, in the presence of the sovereign and his ministers as well as the Dutch physicist
Willem Jacobus s'Gravesande and the architect Fischer von Erlach who was in Kassel to
install a steam engine. And indeed, when the room was opened after the set period of
“twice six weeks,” Orftyré's wheel was still fully active. On May 27, 1718, the Landgrave
issued a certificate to BeBler who, in turn, published in 1719 “Triumphans perpetuum
mobile,” perhaps the classic among his many other pamphlets such as the “Substantial
Report of the ... felicitously invented Perpetuo ac per se Mobili, along with its accurate
illustration [Griindlicher Bericht von dem ... gliicklich inventirten Perpetuo ac per se
Mobili nebst dessen accurater Abbildung]“ (1715). It is fascinating and at the same time
quite bemusing to read these programmatic and triumphant tracts since BeBler is also a
master of endless, poetically pedestrian doggerel verse which he uses to confront his
critics:

Mister Gértner asks: how long a time

the work of my art should run on fine

namely

without the help of all such stuff

of which millers and clock-makers make enough. (Orffyreus, 1716-1717, p. 52)?

This arbitrarily chosen example appears in a volume which features a most
characteristic title to preface its second part, and for the purpose of characterizing Be3ler
this heading shall be rendered here in full:

By Christian Wagner in Leipzig frivolously, dishonorably, dishonestly
disparaged, libeled, yet in vain supposedly exposed, Now however saved,
defended, justly and truthfully remaining Still unexposed: The Orfyrrean
PERPETUUM MOBILE. Upon the urgent pleading by many great benefactors
with utmost necessity and greatest speed composed in fine German verse by the
inventor of the Perpetuum Mobile, ORFFYREUM himself. (Orffyreus, 1716-
1717, titlepage part I1)3

If this and other pamphlets afford a poetic polemic, there is, in contrast, the rather
more gravely celebratory form of a Latin-German treatise like the one that reports about
the experiment at Weissenstein castle, the title of which is rather more stilted:

The triumphant PERPETUUM MOBILE ORFFYREANUM addressed to all
potentates, heads of state, regents and personages of worldy importance etc. With
all due submission Presented for eventual negotiation and designed as a proposal
by its inventor, ORFFYREO, that is TRIUMPHANS PERPETUUM MOBILE

2 "Herr Girtner fragt: wie lange wol / Mein Kunst-Werck stetig laufen sol / Nemlich / ohn Zuthun solcher
Sachen / Die Miiller und Uhrmacher machen."

3 ,von Christian Wagnern in Leipzig Leichtfertiger-, Ehrvergessener- und Liigenhaffterweise herunter
gemachte, verleumbdete, doch nur vergeblich entdeckte, Nunmehro aber auch gerettete, defendirte,
gerechte und wahrhafftig-bleibende Noch unentdeckte ORFFYREIsche PERPETUUM MOBILE. Auf
instdndiges Ansuchen vieler groler Gonner hochst-ndthigen Falls eyligst in fein deutschen Verflen
entworffen von dem Inventore des Perpetuum Mobile, ORFFYREUM selbst.*
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ORFFYREANUM omnibus Summis Orbis universi Principibus Magistratibus et
Statibus debita cum Submissione Venale propositum, una cum varis ejusdem
effectibus per Authentica testimonia confirmatum ab ejusdem Inventore
ORFFYREQO. (Orffyreo, 1719)*

A survey of these works in their context provokes laughter and a sense of vertigo.
But despite all their posturing and urgent sales propositions, and despite their being
anchored firmly in the customary scholarly constructions of the time, they yet appear like
a mirror which by way of distortion reveals surprisingly clearly certain features of a
natural science on the occasions where it operates altogether rhetorically.

All these writings appeared under the name “Orffyreus” that had been adopted some
time earlier to replace the rather plain “BeBler.” The exotic-sounding new name resulted
from encryption, namely a simple shifting of the alphabet by thirteen places so that A =
N, B like BeBler becoming the O of Orffyré, and so on.’> And so ,,BeBler* becomes a
refined “Orffyré,” and this then only needs to be latinized to ,,Orffyreus.”

The literati who encountered the wheel of Orffyreus were rather skeptical because
of the impossibility of examining the inside of the machine, yet were sometimes quite
impressed. In a 1721 letter to Newton, for example, the physicist s'Gravesande still
referred to the Kassel wheel as something admirable (see Michal, 1976). Six years later;
in his work Sur la possibilité du mouvement perpetuel [Regarding the Possibility of
Perpetual Motion] he did not rule out a perpetuum mobile, as long as there is no
requirement that for its construction one should assume only mechanical elements,
allowing for a magnetic conception of such a machine that had been under discussion for
over a century (see Michal, 1976, p. 168). But s‘Gravesande‘s was one of the last
scientifically serious works that argued at the — albeit shaky — level of contemporary
knowledge to concede the possibility of a perpetuum mobile.

So what about the “Kassel wheel”? Unfortunately, there is an infamous document
that tears the veil of physical mystery as it seeks to create an impenetrable weave. It
gradually became evident that several people, including BeBller's brother and his wife,
took turns cranking the large wheel from an adjoining room. Although the wheel, with its
considerable weight and clever arrangement, would have rotated for an astonishingly long
time under its own weight, it finally would have come, of course, to it inevitable standstill.
This explains why BeBler hesitated to accept the pressing invitations of Tsar Peter [ who
was very interested in a perpetual motion machine. He had offered a prize for such a
machine in 1713, hearing of BeBler's invention on a trip to Western and Northern Europe
in 1716/17. 1t also explains why the inventor always refused to have his construction
examined by experts. Among the secret employees who had to turn the machinery for two
pennies an hour — often for whole days — was the maid Anna Rosine Mauersberger, who

4 ,Das Triumphirende PERPETUUM MOBILE ORFFYREANUM an alle Potentaten, hohe Hiupter,
Regenten und Stinde der Welt etc. In gebiihrender Submission Zu etwanniger Erhandlung vorgestellet und
als ein Antrag entworfen von dessen Inventore, ORFFYREO bzw. TRIUMPHANS PERPETUUM
MOBILE ORFFYREANUM omnibus Summis Orbis universi Principibus Magistratibus et Statibus debita
cum Submissione Venale propositum, una cum varis ejusdem effectibus per Authentica testimonia
confirmatum ab ejusdem Inventore ORFFYREO.*

%1 thank Ulrich Joost for pointing this out.
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evidently began to talk. The document has been preserved in which she had to deliver an
awful oath of secrecy to BeBler (see Michal, 1976, p. 106, and Biilau, 1893, p. 78-79). In
it she swears

by the triune God, dearly and with good deliberation that from this hour onward
until my death, yes, for eternity, | will not speak, write or indicate anything evil
about you, hitherto my master, who stands here before me; and I will not discover,
reveal, speak or write anything to any creature, whether it be living or not, about
your actions and omissions, arts and secrets, but everything and anything that |
know and have seen or heard of your secrets | will keep silent and buried within
myself, just as you desire or require of me [...]°

And thus the formulation of the oath continues on for a long time. Indeed, for a
while, everything went well. Around 1720, BeBler was at the height of his fame; an
engraving portrays him as “High Princely Hessian Commercial Councillor, MP Mathem.
and Inventor of the Perpet. Mobil.” Despite the revelations that gradually leaked out and
exposed him, he still enjoyed until the Landgrave's death in 1730 a somewhat favorable
standing at the court in Kassel. The people there perhaps did not want to discredit
themselves by throwing out the impostor. Also, in light of his undoubtedly versatile
technical skill, the hope had perhaps not died that he was still good for something
unsuspected.

And even after Karl‘s death he continued to live for a good while in Karlshafen on
the Weser (another Huguenot settlement), where the Landgrave's generosity had granted
him a property. He kept announcing adventurous machines — in 1739, for example, a
submarine: “Neptune rendered powerless through an almighty wonderous power [Der
durch allméichtigste Wundermacht ohnméchtig gemachte Neptunus].” He also tried
himself as an ecumenical religious philosopher (one of his manifestos is called “The
righteously believing Oryfférean”) planning to found a school of wisdom in Karlshafen.
Shortly before his death, he moves on again, to northern Germany. BeBler's career belongs
to a time when the British as the most advanced nation of capitalism referred to his social
type — what today we would call ,entrepreneur” — alternately as ,undertaker,*
»projector,” and ,,adventurer.* The last years of his life were marked again by a confusing
multitude of plans, which as in his early years show him to be one of those tireless project-
makers for whom capitalist rationality and adventurous fortune-seeking come together.
In 1743, for example, he wants to set upll a factory in Braunschweig for marble slabs,
Russian and Morocco leather. He died almost impoverished in 1745 in Firstenberg,
buried in the Karlshafen hereditary burial plot which he had acquired in happier times.

Even if we identify BeBler as an early capitalist entrepreneur, his emphasis is so
strongly on the adventurous that we can use his case to reveal the extent to which

® She swears ,,teuer und mit gutem Vorbedacht bei dem dreieinigen Gott, daB ich von dieser Stunde an bis
in meinen Tod, ja in Ewigkeit, von Euch, meinem bisherigen Herrn, der Thr hier vor mir steht, nichts Boses
reden, schreiben oder zeigen und zu einiger Kreatur, sie lebe oder lebe nicht, von Eurem Thun und Lassen,
Kiinsten und Geheimnissen etwas entdecken, offenbaren, reden oder schreiben, sondern alles und jedes,
was ich weif, und bei Euch Geheimes gesehen und gehdret, ich in mir verschwiegen und verborgen halten
will, so wie Thr von mir begehret oder verlanget [...]*
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speculation on good luck and pure chutzpah are part of entrepreneurship. He reportedly
announced to Anna Rosine Mauersberger that he would shoot her if she betrayed him,
with her objecting that he would then be executed as a murderer, and him responding that
this mattered not, since he has to die sometime — all this makes him a desperado for the
science of miracles. He may well have believed now and then in his own lie, according
to which the wheel was turned from the outside only to protect it, and that in principle his
perpetuum mobile worked — perhaps only one small cog was missing. The stakes were
high, after all, because in the end everything was at stake, a whole new world. In war and
peace the most astounding things would become possible. As late as 1817 Christian
August Vulpius in his “Curiosities” quotes the announcement of the perpetuum mobile
by a certain Peter from Brussels who was born in Mainz:

That perpetuum mobile consists of a wheel which is seven feet in diameter and
two feet thick; it runs on its own original power and without the aid of springs,
mercury, fire, electricity, galvanism, etc.; it yields the force of more or less a
thousand horses; its speed is incredible [...] Such a [machine] can serve emperors,
kings, and princes in war, save human blood, facilitate and promote victory. It can
be armed with sabers and thus form entire squadrons of cavalry without anyone
directing the sabers [...] It is particularly useful for the commercial sector as it can
obtain goods from distant countries less costly [...] If this machine had been
invented already in the sad year that just passed, it would have relieved the great
general hardship by much [...] (Vulpius quoted in Buchner, 1927, vol 2, pp. 321-
323)’

The stream of such promises, which always reflect the most urgent needs of their
time, flows on and on. But these grandiose ideas, which are advanced again and again,
are increasingly perceived as nothing but mere curiosities. The scepticism of science or
even of so-called common sense becomes insurmountable by the middle of the eighteenth
century, even though the Royal Academy of Sciences in Paris gravely holds out until
1775 with its final refusal to deal with the subject any further: “La construction d'un
mouvement perpétuel est absolument impossible [The construction of a perpetuum
mobile is absolutely impossible].“ A good example of a sober summing-up from as early
as the middle of the century can be found in a somewhat surprising place, namely Jacob
von Eggers' “Neuem Kriegs- Ingenieur- Artillerie- See- und Ritter-Lexicon [New
Dictionary for War, Engineering, Artillery, Marine-Matters, and Knighthood].” This
dictionary of the military sciences, broadly speaking, includes in its second volume

7 Jenes perpetuum mobile besteht aus einem Rade, welches sieben FuBl im Durchmesser und 2 FuB Dicke
hat; es l4duft durch seine eigne Urkraft und ohne Beihiilfe von Federn, Quecksilber, Feuer, Elektricitét,
Galvanismus etc. fort; es kann eine Kraft von mehr oder weniger als tausend Pferden damit hervorgebracht
werden; seine Schnelligkeit ist unglaublich [...] Fiir Kaiser, Konige und Fiirsten kann solche [Maschine] im
Kriege dienen, Menschenblut ersparen, und den Sieg erleichtern und befoérdern. Man kann sie mit Sébeln
bewaffnen, und dadurch ganze Schwadronen Cavallerie bilden, ohne daf3 die Sdbel von jemandem geleitet
werden][...] Fiir den Handelsstand ist sie besonders niitzlich, indem er die Waaren entfernter Lander
wohlfeiler beziehen kann [...] Wenn diese Maschine schon in dem vorigen traurigen Jahre erfunden worden
wire, wiirde sie die allgemeine Noth um Vieles haben lindern kénnen [...]"
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“Perpetuum mobile” as an entry of its own.® This entry reads in full (in a peculiar staccato
style, rich in commas):

Perpetuum mobile, the perpetual movement, le mouvement perpétuel, refers in
mechanics, in the precise and proper sense, to a machine which, merely by virtue
of its own structure, once set into motion, continuously carries on this motion, in
such manner that this movement would go on eternally if the matter of which the
machine consists never diminished and nothing in its structure would get
damaged. Such a machine has been sought like the Lapis Philosophorum [the
Philosopher‘s Stone] from ancient times and a long while with much effort and
expense, but in vain; and many of the newest and most learned mathematicians
fairly consider it to be an absolutely impossible matter, the impossibility of which
they have also sufficiently demonstrated. (as long as the rubbing or friction of
machines, the resistance of the air, and other causes which constantly impede
motion cannot be completely avoided). Each motion by itself would last forever
if there were no external cause to weaken it little by little, to modulate its course,
and finally to annihalate it. (Eggers, 1757, vol. 2, cols. 380-381)°

The last remnant of those dramatic hopes for saber-armed machines with which one
could “form entire squadrons of cavalry” had already been “annihalated” in this military
encyclopedia. What comes now until the end of the 19th century is a long succession of
claims that are sham or fiction. The imagination of the scamming inventors must
capitulate to the insoluble problem, but becomes focused instead on ever more subtle
tricks (whereby the subtlety may occasionally reside in their unashamed audacity). The
perpetuum mobile may inhabit one of the eight secret chambers of the edifice of nature,
but it remains decisive for the floor plan of this chamber that there is an adjoining room.
There, in some form, is always BeBler's maid, laboring. If need be, a cavity under the
floor will do. Probably the last successful impresario of a perpetual motion machine, John
E.W. Keeley, demonstrated a machine in his house in Philadelphia with which he was
able to raise a million dollars in start-up capital for the Keeley Motor Company, which
was to market a “generator” that extracted the power of water (“There is enough steam

8 As an aside, here from the entry on ,,longitude® and the determination of the longitudo maris: "Seafarers
would have a great benefit if they could determine this with certainty in all places. In this case they could
properly register the location, where they are, in the maps of the sea. At this time it is still unknown how
such matter is to be investigated" (Eggers, 1757, vol. 2, cols. 6-7).

® Perpetuum mobile, die immerwihrende Bewegung, le mouvement perpétuel, heift in der Mechanik, im
genauen und eigentlichen Verstande, eine Maschine, welche bloB3, vermoge ihrer eigenen Structur, die
Bewegung besténdig fortsetzet, darein sie einmal gebracht worden, dergestalt, da3 solche Bewegung ewig
wiéhren wiirde, wenn die Materie, daraus die Maschine besteht, niemals eingienge, und nichts an ihrer
Structur Schaden ndhme. Dergleichen Maschine ist wie der Lapis Philosophorum von alten und langen
Zeiten her, mit vieler Miihe und Kosten, aber vergebens, gesuchet worden; und viele von den neuesten und
gelehrtesten Mathematicis halten es billig, (solange das Reiben oder die Friction der Maschinen, der
Widerstand der Luft, und andere Ursachen, die der Bewegung bestindig Abbruch thun, nicht ginzlich
vermieden werden konnen), fiir eine schlechterdings unmogliche Sache, deren Unmdoglichkeit sie auch zur
Gniige demonstriret haben. Eine jede Bewegung wiirde schon fiir sich ewig dauern, wenn keine duf3erliche
Ursache dazu kdme, die sie nach und nach schwichte, ihren Lauf wandelbar machte, und endlich gar
zernichtete.

144
soctech.spbstu.ru



Technology and Language Texuonoruu B uadocdepe, 2025. 6(1). 135-152 ﬂ
X

power in a bucket of water to divert the globe out of its orbit”). After Keeley's death in
1898, one of the financiers bought the house and found a huge compressed air tank under
the room with the generator. The Encyclopaedia Britannica reports this and ends with the
wry remark: “In the course of his long career, Keeley may have broken a number of laws,
but the first and second law of thermodynamics, which rule out a perpetual motion
machine, he left untouched” (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1979, p. 105).

CLIMAX AND ANTICLIMAX

At the beginning of the twentieth century, after the perpetuum mobile had
disappeared for good even from the speculative gray area on the fringes of technological
tinkering, it blossomed again by way of a small late flowering in literature: There was
another visionary renaissance of the project in Berlin and a small explosion in Gogulev.
In 1910, the publisher Ernst Rowohlt, who was fascinated by this brilliant poet, presented
Paul Scheerbart's The Perpetuum Mobile. History of an Invention — including 26
construction drawings that had to be incorporated on a folded sheet (Scheerbart,
1910/2011). Scheerbart, the only German author besides Jean Paul whose complete works
Gershom Scholem took with him to Palestine (Scholem, 1982, p. 146), made an
appearance of excentricity and genius, he was singularly unique in German literature
around 1900 and remained so with his thoroughly idiosyncratic mixture of cosmic wit
and a radically earnest commitment to life — the earnestness of a man who died of hunger
and a broken heart in 1915 in the face of the World War. For him, the perpetuum mobile
is a symbol for the universal transformation of the world, but he also wants it to be a
reality.

Going through the poet's letters, a selection of which Mechthild Rausch has
published in a beautiful edition (Scheerbart, 1990), one can study his proclamations about
the “Perpeh,” as he likes to write, from May 1908 onwards. I will only give a few extracts
here. On “May 15th ... afternoon 4 o‘clock 3 min 6 sec* to Richard Dehmel:

Oh! Hurrah! Finally! At this very moment, oh Riccardo, the patent office in
Luisenstrasse has received my wheel '‘Gear wheel moved by weights' — for the
time being it exists only in the drawing — but it works — you can be sure of that.
Now the new age is coming. What is from now on possible — goes beyond
description. All mountains will be ‘architecturally' transformed — and the rivers
will be channeled into canals. The wheel looks completely different, of course,
than it did 4 months ago — and | look different as well. Perpetual gear wheel
greetings from castle to castle [...] (Scheerbart, 1990, May 15, 1908)°

10 Oh! Hurrah! Endlich! In diesem Augenblick, o Riccardo, hat das Patentamt in der Luisenstrasse mein
Rad erhalten 'Durch Gewichte bewegtes Zahnrad' - es ist vorldufig nur in der Zeichnung da - aber es geht -
davon kannst Du tliberzeugt sein. Jetzt kommt das neue Zeitalter. Was jetzt alles moglich ist - das ist nicht
mehr zu beschreiben. Alle Gebirge werden 'architektonisch' verwandelt - und die Fliisse werden in Kanile
geleitet. Das Rad sieht natiirlich ganz anders aus als vor 4 Monaten - ich seh auch anders aus. Perpetuirliche
Zahnradgriisse von Burg zu Burg [...]"
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On June 1st again to Dehmel:

Just submitted a second improved application for the patent. The application costs
20 M — must be paid this week — and | am not quite sure — whether | can scrape
this together. Would you be so kind? The situation is as follows: [a schematic
drawing is inserted] The two hatched weights prevent the frictional resistance of

cultural epoch herewith certain. Hurrah! 7000 trillion greetings from house to
house Your wild Paulus. (Scheerbart, 1990, June 1, 1908)*!

And so it goes on. On 9 June in a letter to Erich Miithsam: “Oh Erico! You have
probably already heard that I have now actually invented the perpetuum mobile. So
naturally I have no time to come into town.” In October to Ernst Rowohlt: “By the way:
couldn't you ask your father what effect the total devaluation of coal and automobiles,
horse-drawn carriages, etc. would have on the banking world? | believe that all the banks
in the world could become insolvent. Am | mistaken? An answer would be very, very
important to me! ““ In January 1909 to Miithsam: “The perpe is now working in my opinion.
I have found the ‘definitive’ solution after all and sent it to the patent office the day before
yesterday. So get yourself a wallet etc. soon; you will need them. — Me, however, | will
become an ascete of the first order — The Sahara will be transformed into an artificial
mountain range, and | am with great bear greetings your PCW.” In July 1910, once again
to Rowohlt: “From the enclosed final sentence you can see that the problem has been
solved definitively. The patent attorney told me that he has nothing to object. One wheel
is enough now. It is very astonishing. The mechanic (a simple bicycle repairman) wants
to finish the very simple model by Friday evening. Then — or Saturday — more.” In
September: “Dear Mr. Rowohlt! Am completely intoxicated. The book looks simply
delightful. My most sincere thanks.... And in the matter of the model, | have come so far
that the world will soon be surprised. Because - and yet it moves!! Nobody believes it
yet. [Written in the margin:] But that will soon change. With the most perpetual greetings,
your most devoted, Paul Scheerbart.” On November 17, 1911 to Dehmel: “Dear Richard!
Herewith the glad tidings that the Perpeh has finally been invented. Unfortunately, |
cannot give any more details, as | am no longer alone in this matter. But this much is
certain: | will soon have ten billion. I have therefore become a different person, don‘t
drink anymore” — and Scheerbart was a great drinker — “and limit my meals very
vigorously. Follow me in this, so that a place is reserved also for you at the table for the
saints of my next religion. Hail November eighteenth. Michaelean greetings from house
to house! Your pious goose. Now the letter is loose.” | will stop here, but not without very
seriously recommending Scheerbart's works and letters to all readers; they could start
with the novel “The Sea Serpent” (Scheerbart, 1901).

11 Habe soeben zweite verbesserte Anmeldung des Patents eingereicht. 20 M kostet die Anmeldung - in
dieser Woche muf} sie bezahlt werden - und ich weill nicht ganz genau - ob ich das zusammenkriege.
Wiirdest Du so lieb sein? Die Sache liegt so: [here a schematic drawing] Die beiden schraffierten Gewichte

neue Kulturepoche damit sicher. Hurrah! 7000 Trillionen Griisse von Haus zu Haus Dein wilder Paulus."
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His Perpeh book, his “perpetual” obsession, are at the heart of Scheerbart's utopian
aesthetics, which seeks to transform the whole planet in a sensual way — as outlined also
in his important Glass Architecture (Scheerbart, 1972). The perpetuum mobile is the
cipher for this will to transformation. The poet, who spent his poetic energy in titles such
as “Astral Novelettes [Astrale Noveletten],” “Always Courageous! A Fantastic
Hippopotamus Novel in Eighty-Three Remarkable Stories [Immer mutig! Ein
phantastischer Nilpferdroman in dreiundachtzig merkwiirdigen Geschichten]” or “Tarub,
Baghdad's Famous Cook [Tarub, Bagdads beriihmte Kéchin],” never abandons his
visionary innocence; everything could be completely different, and Scheerbart, with
unwavering poetic cunning, never completely releases his machine from the realm of the
realizable. Once again — but now only in the district of poetic dream-radicality — the
perpetuum mobile is to overthrow the course of things in the world. And after all, in the
autumn of 1910, the German Colonial and Commercial Bank inquired with Scheerbart
about the patent.

And Gogulev? That is the small town in the Russian tundra from Leonid Leonov's
most remarkable “Notes of a Small Towner,” first published in 1923.12 Here, during the
last years of the Tsarist Empire, unfolds en passant the fate of Dimitri Nikanorovich
Terliukov, a brooding inventor. His catastrophe shall be mentioned here because, as if in
a grotesque little scientistic nightmare, Leonov once again draws together all the clichés
of progress, bizarrely distorted. During a banquet at the mayor's house in Gogulev, the
commissioner suddenly spurts out the news:

,,A Perpetun-mobil has been invented, much to my chagrin, by your Dimitri
Terliukov! And now he wants to put it into operation publicly ... We all screamed.

(Leonow, 1962, p. 76)

The demonstration of the machine in Terliukov's garden (with a small celebratory
fireworks display) is reluctantly approved by the highly suspicious authorities, and on the
appointed day, the educated people of Gogulev come together excitedly. A barrel had
been set up in the middle, and on the barrel stood the Perpetun, covered with a raffia mat!
There were many ladies present. They sat at the back. In front, however, it was mostly
men as the braver sex.”*® There is a long wait for the inventor, who finally steps out of
the house.

Dimitri Nikanorovich had shaved before the experiment, and his appearance
radiated not beauty but a kind of scientific sadness, if there is such a thing in the
world. [...] 'Gentlemen!" he began, tearing the mat off his machine, with his finger
raised. Everyone listened and saw the machine on the barrel, which resembled a
damaged or disjointed grain scythe. 'Before you," he continued, 'is the latest
invention of science. It will undoubtedly soon conquer the whole world and turn
everything upside down [...] As its son and friend, | offer it to humankind!" He

12 The following quotes are translations into English from Hans Ruoff‘s German translation (Leonow,
1962).

13 This and the following quotes are from the Chapter ,,How Dimitri Terliukov‘s fame came to naught*
(Leonow, 1962, beginning on p. 78).
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paused. Everyone sighed deeply, although the sun penetrated their ears, noses and
eyes in an unbearable way [...]

The inventor now sums up the history of research (“The Dutchman Thomas
Bartholin and others, such as Aristotmen of Hilden, were the first to try fruitlessly to
create a Perpetun-mobil”), and finally calls out:

'‘And so two months ago we discovered wherein these wise scholars had erred!
He wiped his forehead with his handkerchief, a dog barked somewhere, the
machine stood there like a stone. 'l won't say what the secret is, but | will hint at
it. Iron is attracted to the earth incomparably more strongly than copper [...] For,
there is significantly more iron ore in the earth than copper. Do you understand?'
he asked in a raised voice and closed his eyes as if he were thinking. "Yes, yes!" it
rang out from everywhere, especially from the ladies [...] 'As a result of this
dominance of iron," continued Dimitri Nikanorovich, with a trembling hand
stroking his Perpetun, 'l managed to invent this device that rotates endlessly. I'll
start now. There is no danger at all, just a brilliant fireworks display for the ladies!

However, at the moment of greatest suspense and to the inventor's deep
astonishment, this fireworks display suddenly turns into a kind of bombardment of the
party by the otherwise motionless machine (“Terlyukov fell over without saying a word
and seemed no longer to be breathing”). The commissioner, whose white uniform had
been burned by the machine, cannot be dissuaded from the idea that Terlyukov did all
this only “to annoy the government,” and thus ensures the dismissal of his old father who
had worked as a hospital guard. Thus ends — a melancholic anticlimax — the attempt ,,to
realize that exciting dream of humanity [...] so that everyone can eat, drink and be idle,
just go for a walk and delight in all kinds of beautiful sights [...]”

SOMETHING FOR NOTHING

“About Orffyreus' gift I have been keeping, / at the same time laughing and
weeping® (Lichtenberg, 1983, Nr. 425).* Lichtenberg wrote this without further
explanation in a short letter to Carl Friedrich Hindenburg dated January 7, 1778, a letter
that only served to accompany with three sentences the mailing of his notorious
“Fragment of Tails.” The brief doggerel verse refers to Orffyeus' treatise on the
Triumphans perpetuum mobile of 1719 which was evidently brought up by Hindenburg.
Lichtenberg responds with these two lines and, indeed, there is nothing more to say about
BeBler. Especially a physicist like Lichtenberg can only seriously laugh — or cry — about
the human ability to deceive and to deceive ourselves. But commentary, let alone
scientific engagement, is uncalled for among Enlightenment contemporaries. This does
not mean that the topic had completely disappeared from Lichtenberg's field of vision. As
late as 1791 he was still corresponding with his brother Ludwig Christian Lichtenberg
about the perpetual motion machine — unfortunately we do not know what was discussed
in detail, as we only have notes on the correspondence such as “Written to my brother.

14 “Auch ich iiber Orffyreus Gab' / Zugleich geweint und gelacht hab.”
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about Pe. mob” (Lichtenberg, 1990, Nr. 1836 and 1837). In 1793 and again in 1796 we
find in the delightful letters of Georg Heinrich Hollenberg, who was attached and obliged
to Lichtenberg, comments such as these: “It is strange! I still have the idea running
through my head of inventing the perpetual motion machine, however convinced | am
that it is impossible.[...] There is a miller in Osnabriick who has invented such a thing,
which is also very nice, and only has the general defect that it does not work like the
others, or rather that it works like the others, that is, it stands still” (Lichtenberg, 1992,
Nr. 2217). Three years later, there is another letter from Hollenberg, who was evidently
constantly tinkering and experimenting. It contains the lovely passage: “I am still
pregnant with perpetual motion machines and the like, and this is for me as with ghosts;
although I do not believe in them, I always think about them at night” (Lichtenberg, 1992,
Nr. 2610). However, he goes on to say: “Yet this time not perpetual motion, but something
from Segner's reaction machine” — and then he describes his sober experiments. The
perpetual motion machine, which Lichtenberg had associated with exhibits of exotic
animals in 1774, is now metaphorically one of the phantoms — a familiar night-time
spectre that one likes to talk to. All the more astonishing is what was probably the last
appearance of this phantom in Lichtenberg's letters and writings. Here the chimera once
again appears in the guise of the drily matter-of-fact and quotidian as it confronts the
readers of the Gottingen Pocket Calendar for the year 1797 in a report about a water miller
in Livonia. He had constructed his mill in such a way that “it can grind at any time
without circumstances or influences, without needing expensive dams, water pressure,
etc.” (Lichtenberg, 1797). Lichtenberg begins the short article with a mixture of disdain
and ostentatious willingness to examine all new information: “The notorious Orffyre and
his perpetuum mobile were long, if not forgotten, certainly no longer considered worthy
of respect, when a report appeared in the very esteemed New Nordic Miscellany of Mr.
Hupel, in the first volume on p. 508: about a water mill that can grind at any time without
being located on a stream or river.” The author of this report, Ludwig August Count
Mellin, is praised as the author of “excellent work.” Then comes a detailed description of
the device which, however, is currently at a standstill because the iron parts of the
machinery did not withstand the pressure of the wooden tubes swelling due to the
moisture. “In a word, the man found that iron was not suitable for this, it should have
been brass or another metal, and because this requires an outlay of a hundred or more
thalers, which the inventor cannot muster, the mill is now, as they say, standing still until
he has collected that much money, etc.” Here we encounter the motif of the one small
missing cog again, the one comparatively tiny circumstance that is hindering the great
work — and an unmistakably sardonic tone creeps into Lichtenberg's diction. At first he
appears to be diplomatic: “I carefully refrain from making any judgment about a
clockwork that obviously winds itself...” But then, in plain prose: “If one takes all this
together, and is familiar with the history of the purely empirical perpetual-motionists, one
is almost inclined to believe that this mill was never in full swing, but was only held back
a little because of the perfection of the gearwork, perhaps with a little help from the hand
or by adding water [...] When their first design fails, these people always have new ones
ready to deceive themselves and others. The means of rescuing the design become ever
more costly, and it comes to a standstill usually when these are finally beyond their means,
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and they console themselves with the fact that only their momentary circumstances stand
in the way of the greatest and most useful discovery.” It does not really get clearer than
this. When Lichtenberg closes by saying that “the editor of this pocket book should be
infinitely pleased” to see his scepticism refuted, his politeness is unassailably correct, but
it also sounds unmistakably saturated by satire. In the next volume of the New Nordic
Miscellany (1798), Mellin responded point by point to some of the technical questions
raised by Lichtenberg, The editor with inscrutable blandness finds these answers
“completely satisfactory,” without in any way touching on the fundamentals of the topic.
Here we see Lichtenberg keeping an unwavering distance from such projects — but we
also see (and this is remarkable) that he refrained from open and categorical controversy
until the end of his life.

The phantom of the idea of an inexhaustible source of energy is still with us. Will
we never learn to renounce this hope? A late drawing, created in 1961, by the Dutch
graphic artist MC Escher shows one of his typical paradoxical architectural puzzles by
drawing a stream of water that is channeled by a flat brick pipe through a kind of pavilion,
falling from a certain height and yet, as it continues to flow, quietly returning to its starting
point, thus driving the wheel of a mill forever (Escher 1971, ill. 76, comp. p. 16) — just as
in another famous drawing by this master, the monks of a monastery are constantly
walking up the steps in a square. Thanks to the optical trick, the mill wheel now turns
forever, in perpetuo, as long as — Escher charmingly adds this in an introductory note —
the miller does not forget to occasionally add a bucket of water “to compensate for the
evaporation.” Thus Escher first circumvents the constraints of reality with elegant irony
and lets the water flow uphill, only to then remind us with malicious correctness that
unfortunately there is no stable, closed system.

The wheel in BeBler's sealed chamber runs continuously and to the Landgrave's
gracious satisfaction — but only as long as the oath-bound maid does not relent in her
hiding place. Does this not remind us from afar of another famous machine that began to
excite the imagination about three quarters of a century later? In van Kempelen's chess
machine, which Maelzel later improved and demonstrated, there is secretly (as Edgar
Allan Poe immediately deduced) a chess-playing dwarf hidden beneath the Turkish figure
(Carroll, 1975; Racknitz et al., 1983; Poe, 1984). Walter Benjamin provocatively
described this process at the beginning of his theses “On the Concept of History” as an
emblem of the relationship between the “puppet that is called 'historical materialism"” and
theology — historical materialism always wins when it makes use of the good offices of
theology, “which today is known to be shrunken and ugly and is not allowed to show its
face anyway” (Benjamin, 1974, p. 691). It would be presumptuous to place the stoic maid
and her drudgery as one emblematic figure alongside the world-famous, highly
accomplished dwarf in the chess machine as another, but perhaps she does afford a more
modest symbolic figuration — she is always ,,next door,* presenting the bill to that
(relentless?) technological optimism that wants to believe that there is something for
nothing, something for free, something from the nothingness of endlessness. All the oaths
we make her swear are in vain.

150
soctech.spbstu.ru



Technology and Language Texuomoruu B urdochepe, 2025. 6(1). 135-152

REFERENCES

Benjamin, W. (1974). Gesammelte Schriften [Collected Writings] (Vol. 1). Suhrkamp.

Buchner, E. (1927). Anno dazumal: Versuch einer Kulturgeschichte in Dokumenten und Anekdoten,
[The year back-when: Attempt at a Cultural History in Documents and Anecdotes]. Deutsche
Buchgemeinschaft Berlin.

Biilau, F. (1893). Geheime Geschichten und rétselhafte Menschen. Sammlung verborgener oder
vergessener Merkwiirdigkeiten [Secret Stories and Mysterious People. A Collection of Hidden
or Forgotten Curiosities]. In Neuer Auswahl von Robert Geerds (Vol. 3, pp. 71-79). Reclam'’s
Universal-Bibliothek.

Carroll, C.M. (1975). The Great Chess Automaton. Dover Publications.

Douglas, G. (1901). The House with the Green Shutters. McClure.

Eggers, J. V. (1757). Neues Kriegs- Ingenieur- Artillerie- See- und Ritter-Lexicon [New Dictionary
for War, Engineering, Artillery, Marine-Matters, and Knighthood]. George Conrad Bqaltber.

Encyclopaedia Britannica (1979). Perpetual Motion In R. P. Gwinn (Ed.) The New Encyclopcedia
Britannica (15" ed.). (Vol. 14 p. 102-105).

Escher, M.C. (1971). Grafik und Zeichnungen [Graphic Art and Drawings]. Moos.

Feldhaus, F. M. (1914). Die Technik. Ein Lexikon der Vorzeit, der geschichtlichen Zeit und der
Naturvolker [Technology. A Lexicon of Prehistoric Times, Historical Times, and Indigenous
Peoples]. W. Engelmann.

Leonow, L. (1962). Aufzeichnungen eines Kleinstdidters [Notes of a Small-Towner]. Ellermann.

Lichtenberg, G. C. (1983). Briefwechsel [Correspondence] (Vol. 1). Beck.

Lichtenberg, G. C. (1990). Briefwechsel [Correspondence] (Vol. 3). Beck.

Lichtenberg, G. C. (1992). Briefwechsel [Correspondence] (Vol. 4). Beck.

Lichtenberg, G. C. (1797). Miscellaneen no. 5: Das Perpetuum mobile zu Lemsal in Liefland,
Gottinger Taschen Calender fiir das Jahr 1797, p. 171-180.

Poe, E. A. (1984) ,,Macelzel‘s Chess-Player.“ In G. R. Thompson (Ed.), Essays and Reviews (pp. 1253
—1276). Library of America.

Michal, S. (1976). Das Perpetuum Mobile gestern und heute [The Perpetuum Mobile Yesterday and
Today]. VDI Verlag.

Orffyreus [BeBler, J.E.E.]. (1716-17). Orffyrei Apologische Poésie [Orffyreus‘s Apologetic Poetry].
Orffyreus.

Orftyreus [BeBler, J.E.E.]. (1719). Triumphans Perpetuum Mobile Orffyreanum. Kassel.

Racknitz, J.F. et al. (1983). Der Schachautomat des Baron von Kempelen [The Chess Automaton of
Baron of Kempelen]. Dortmund.

Scheerbart, P. (1901). Die Seeschlange. Ein See-Roman, [The Sea-Serpent. A Seanovel]. Bruns'
Verlag Minden.

Scheerbart, P. (1910). Das Perpetuum Mobile: Geschichte einer Erfindung [The Perpetual Motion
Machine. History of an Invention]. Rowohlt.

Scheerbart, P. (1972). Glass Architecture. Praeger.

Scheerbart, P. (1990). 70 Trillionen Weltgriisse: Eine Biographie in Briefen 1889 — 1915 [70 Trillion
Greetings to the World: A Biography in Letter 1889-1915] (Mechthild Rausch, Ed.). Argon.

Scheerbart, P. (2011). The Perpetual Motion Machine: The Story of an Invention. Wakefield Press.

Scholem, G. (1982). Von Berlin nach Jerusalem: Jugenderinnerungen. Erweiterte Fassung [From
Berlin to Jerusalem: Youth-time Memoirs. Expanded Edition]. Jiidischer Verlag.

151
soctech.spbstu.ru



Special Topic: Speculative Technologies
Tema BoInycka “CrexyssiTUBHbBIE TEXHOIOTMN™

Sobel, D. (2005). Longitude. Walker.

CBEJEHUS Ob ABTOPE / THE AUTHOR

Hoaxum Kaika, jo.kalka@t-online.de Joachim Kalka, jo.kalka@t-online.de

Crarbst noctynuia 25 nexabpst 2024 Received: 25 December 2024

ono0peHa nociie pereHsuposanus 15 mapra 2025 Revised: 15 March 2025

npuHATa K myomukanun 19 mapra 2025 Accepted: 19 March 2025
152

soctech.spbstu.ru



Technology and Language Texuomoruu B urdochepe, 2025. 6(1). 153-166

https://doi.org/10.48417/technolang.2025.01.11
Research article

Nikolai Chernyshevsky's Perpetuum Mobile —
From Technical to Social Utopia

Anna A. Kotomina (<)
Polytechnic Museum, Novaia Ploshad, 3/4, 101000, Moscow, Russia
akotomina@yandex.ru

Abstract

Nikolai Gavrilovich Chernyshevsky, known as the author of the utopian novel What Is to Be Done? and his
dissertation on the Aesthetic Attitude of Art to Reality, worked on a perpetual motion machine project in his
youth. He left notes on the project in the diaries he kept from 1848 to 1853. The article analyzes the text of
the diaries in order to reconstruct the inventor's way of thinking, trace how his attitude toward the “machine”
changed, and observe how those around him reacted to his idea. Chernyshevsky's mature publicist works
assign the same role to technical innovations in improving the social order that the perpetual motion
machine had in his youthful dreams. By carefully examining the history of the device's creation, we were
able to clarify what features of the professional intelligentsia's perception of technology influenced the
formation of his techno social utopian ideas.
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Nikolai Chernyshevsky was a leading figure in Russian journalism during the
1860s, leaving his mark on literature with the utopian novel What Is to Be Done? and his
doctoral thesis Aesthetic Relations of Art to Reality. According to historian Nikolai
Kostomarov, in the late 1850s and early 1860s, Chernyshevsky “became an idol of the
youth in St. Petersburg [...], even respectable people who did not agree with his extremes
treated him with respect” (Kostomarov, 1922, p. 332).

It is important to highlight some of these extremes, which shaped Chernyshevsky’s
intellectual profile. He rejected the concept of God as a meaningless abstraction,
advocated for unlimited human freedom without any form of authority, and showed a
disregard for public order and propriety. During his doctoral thesis presentation in 1855
at St. Petersburg University, he criticized prevailing ideas on poetry and art. Despite his
radical views, Chernyshevsky had a talent for winning people over. He first attracted
followers while lecturing on literature at a gymnasium in his native Saratov after
graduating from the university. Later, he spread his ideas as a columnist for Sovremennik,
a magazine popular among the growing middle class, the intelligentsia. The journal
flourished under his leadership after he became its editor in 1856. However, his arrest in
1862 led to complete intellectual isolation. For the rest of his life, he was unable to speak
out publicly. The authorities, considering his texts a serious challenge to the status quo,
sought to limit his influence by exiling him to Siberia for over 20 years.

While modern readers may find Chernyshevsky's writings verbose and inconsistent,
filled with obvious truths and unfounded assertions (Paperno, 1988, p. 25), his
contemporaries found his ideas compelling. It is worth revisiting his intellectual legacy
not only within the history of literature and critical thought but also as a reflection of the
changing intellectual landscape of the emerging Russian middle class and professional
intelligentsia during the industrialization of the mid-19th century. This connection is
particularly evident in his youthful project of a perpetual motion machine.

Chernyshevsky’s diaries from 1848 to 1853 reveal his attempt to design and build
such a machine, a working perpetuum mobile. The information in the diaries is
fragmentary but traces the evolution of his thought and the influence of his social circle
and cultural background before he chose literary forms as his primary mode of expression.
His interest in perpetual motion began at the Saratov Seminary and gained momentum at
St. Petersburg University. A pivotal moment came in November 1848 when he attended
lectures at the History and Philology Department. On his own initiative, he transcribed
and prepared for publication notes of the lectures of Ismail Sreznevsky on the early
history of Russian literature. Already a devoted reader of Sovremennik, he obtained copies
from friends or public libraries. In the magazine’s November issue he encountered a note
about a newly designed British device called a “thermometrograph” which recorded
temperature changes mechanically. His diary records:

| read about a thermometer with a clock device, which passes a piece of paper
under a pencil, which moves in accordance with the changes of the thermometer;
the clock is wound for a week. | had this idea for quite a long time and was
constantly thinking up improvements. The main idea [of a clock device] was
born, | think, about four months ago, as a result of a random thought about
attaching a pencil to a mercury thermometer. (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 175)
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The tedious task of transcribing Professor Sreznevsky’s lectures sparked his interest
in a device that could mechanically record monotonous data. His fascination quickly
evolved. Within three weeks, he was no longer focused on improving the recorder but
was instead envisioning “his own machine.” Its components were designed to rotate and
immerse themselves in water: “An idea flashed through my mind to eliminate the
unevenness of the weight of the water column [resulting from] different depths during
rotation by arranging magnets in a certain way”’ (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 185).

The widespread circulation of the Encyclopedia published by Friedrich Arnold
Brockhaus and Ilya Abramovich Efron in the 1890s provides solid evidence of commonly
accepted technical knowledge in Russia half a century after Chernyshevsky’s diary
entries. In 1892, Vasily Lermantov, a laboratory assistant at the Physics Department of
St. Petersburg University, defined a perpetual motion machine as “a machine capable of
not only maintaining its own motion for an indefinite period of time but also of producing
useful mechanical work in addition” (Lermantov, 1892, p. 697). Although Chernyshevsky
never used this term in his early diary entries, he had been contemplating such a device
since December 1848.

Based on the limited details in his diary from that month, it seems that
Chernyshevsky aimed to incorporate all three types of perpetual motion machines known
at the time: mechanical, magnetic, and hydraulic. Mechanical perpetual motion machines
typically involved a wheel rotating under the weight of unevenly distributed loads.
Magnetic designs relied on continuous movement generated by attracting an oppositely
poled part to the teeth of a magnetic ring. Hydraulic engines used a column of water
pressing on a screw to raise water for self-replenishment (Brodyansky, 2001, p. 24). When
Chernyshevsky conceived his engine, he integrated elements from all three types. This
approach made his task particularly complex and challenging to realize.

During the winter of 1848-1849 the “machine” existed only as a written
description, recorded solely in Nikolai's diary. The intricate complexity of the design
allowed the young inventor to overlook the inherent contradictions that pointed to its
practical impossibility. After a hiatus of several months, in May 1849, Nikolai resumed
his studies with renewed vigor in preparation for his third-year Greek examination.
Simultaneously, he revisited his project with fresh enthusiasm. His diary entry from May
22 reflects his readiness to transition from theory to practice:

This morning, a new idea about perpetual motion came to me — the simplest one,
extremely easy to implement, so much so that | am tempted to build a model
myself. [...] Thank God, who gave me this idea! (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 279)

The following morning, he elaborated on this “simple idea” and included a detailed
drawing: “It would be best to use dense masses instead of these moving pistons, ensuring
that on one side they are in water and on the other in air.” According to Nikolai, the
“lentil-shaped masses,” the unbalanced weights of the mechanical engine, were to be
immersed in a vessel of precisely the right dimensions “so that the water could not
escape,” functioning “as in an atmospheric railway [cableway]” (Chernyshevsky, 1939a,
p. 280). Unlike a hydraulic perpetual motion machine, Nikolai’s design did not rely on
water moving through a screw trough. Instead, the water facilitated the movement of the
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mechanical wheel by exerting pressure on the immersed section. The inertia of the wheel,
supplemented by additional weights, was intended to further increase its rotation.

After further consideration, Nikolai decided to simplify the device even more.
Instead of using separate “lentils on spokes” he envisioned a solid wheel:

So, a wooden millstone [...] enters a slot in a bath, boiler, or tub with
perpendicular walls. This slot is hermetically sealed to match the width and
length of the belt of the circle (or semicircle) that enters it, ensuring that no water
spills out—meaning it is neither wasted nor interferes with the movement of the
wheel through friction. (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 280)

As he refined his concept, doubts began to arise. In his diary entry for May 23, he
expressed a moment of uncertainty: “What if it cannot spin!” However, he quickly
dismissed this concern: “This is nonsense. It is clear that only unbelieving and ignorant
people say such things.” On May 22, he had thanked God for the idea of the engine; the
very next day, he rejected any doubts about its feasibility, perceiving them as signs of
ignorance and a lack of faith in both God and science. While he would later develop a
more critical stance toward religion, in his youth the belief in God reinforced his
confidence in himself, making him more determined to pursue his plan.

Vladimir Lermantov, in his encyclopedia article, made a keen observation,
supported by the cumulative experience up to 1892, about the mindset of perpetual motion
inventors:

The history of invention repeats itself with self-taught individuals just as it did
in the past. Faced with the complexity of their own design, they find themselves
unable to grasp all the details, yet their desire for success is so strong that they
resolve doubts in their favor. [...] A passionate longing for success, vague ideas,
and a lack of resources to properly construct the mechanism — this pattern recurs
throughout the history of almost all inventors. (Lermantov, 1892, p. 698)

Nikolai followed this familiar trajectory. As he worked through the details of his engine,
he soon encountered a major obstacle: a lack of funds to build it. To circumvent this issue,
he excluded the mechanically complex components of the “machine,” such as spokes,
lentils, and pistons with liquid. Instead, he resolved to construct the engine “in a distorted,
that is, in a simplified form” (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 298). His agile mind found a way
to surmount this difficulty, and his optimism returned: “I do not despair of making this
machine soon, because it is too simple and cannot be very expensive. It can be made for
2-3 rubles in silver — ah, if only it were possible!” (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 280).

A day after successfully passing his Greek language examination, the inventor
decided to entrust his idea to his university friend, Vasily Lobodovsky: “I wouldn’t have
blabbed if a new turn had not taken place in this idea in the course of three or four days,
a turn due to which I am ready to see this machine in my hands any day now”
(Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 282).

This “new turn” referred to the further simplification of the device. He solemnly
declared: “I consider myself destined to [create] remarkable upheavals, and I consider
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myself the inventor of a machine that moves by itself” (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 281).
A declaration to whom Vasily responded skeptically: “Firstly, this may be impossible.”

Nikolai objected that it was “ridiculous” to doubt the possibility of a perpetuum
mobile, and a heated argument ensued. In defending the validity of his idea, Nikolai
articulated for the first time the social significance of the invention, presenting it as an
instrument to “liberate the world” from material labor and necessity. While Vasily shared
his friend’s enthusiasm for improving human life, he rejected the feasibility of a
perpetuum mobile and deemed such an invention unnecessary: “The world needs
liberation from the moral yoke and prejudices more than from material labor and needs;
it is more necessary to develop the heart, morality, and mind than to be freed from material
labor” (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 281).

Vasily’s remark echoes the sentiment of an Orthodox preacher, emphasizing the
superiority of spiritual life over material existence. Later, Nikolai characterized their
dispute as “an overly serious conversation in an overly serious tone.” Nevertheless, the
idea of saving humanity from poverty “through machines,” first articulated in this
discussion, remained a fundamental belief for him in the years that followed.

On the eve of his twenty-first birthday, July 11, 1849, Nikolai reflected upon his
“21 years of life” and outlined his future plans:

In a few years | will be a journalist and a leader or one of the main figures of the
left radical political group [...] and I will be married, and love my wife like my
soul; my hopes in general: the destruction of the proletarian class and any kind
of material need — everyone will live at least like people who receive an income
of 15-20,000 rubles per year, and this will be accomplished through my
machines. (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 298)

While confident in achieving his individual aspirations, he acknowledged the public
aspect of his vision as a more formidable challenge. His revolutionary “machine”
remained a recurring theme in his reflections, standing alongside his academic pursuits,
such as compiling an index for the fifteenth-century Hypatian Codex for his diploma
thesis.

While studying Early History of Russian Literature under Izmail Sreznevsky at St.
Petersburg University, Nikolai Chernyshevsky encountered another towering academic
figure: the distinguished physicist and electrical engineer of German origin, Emil Lenz.
Their first meeting occurred during Chernyshevsky’s entrance examination, where his
performance left a strong impression on the professor. As Chernyshevsky later recalled:
“Lenz was pleased, said ‘very good,” and asked where I was educated” (Chernyshevsky,
1949, p. 34). During his first year at the university, Nikolai mentioned in letters to his
family that he occasionally attended Lenz’s lectures, finding them particularly “useful.”
His interest in physics, though secondary to his literary studies, was shaped in part by
Lenz’s teaching and, crucially, by the professor’s widely circulated textbook. In 1848,
Lenz published a physics manual for military schools, written in Russian which was a
noteworthy development since physics had traditionally been taught in German. This
textbook provides valuable insight into the state of physics education in Chernyshevsky’s
academic milieu. The section on Thermotechnics includes a detailed discussion of the
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Breguet thermometer, which featured a metal spring at its base, as well as experiments
demonstrating its function. The thermal properties of metal springs also played a crucial
role in Harrison’s thermometrograph, another key instrument in contemporary
experimental physics. These devices, which stood at the forefront of 19th-century
scientific inquiry, likely influenced Chernyshevsky’s own inventive aspirations.

The textbook’s section on Simple Machines elaborates on the fundamental
principles of mechanical engines and transmissions (Lenz, 1855, p. 81), offering a
structured introduction to classical mechanics. Yet, conspicuously absent from both the
first and second editions of Lenz’s work (the latter published in 1855) is any discussion
of perpetual motion. Given that the theoretical impossibility of such a device follows from
the first law of thermodynamics — formulated by Julius Robert von Mayer in 1845, three
years before the release of Lenz’s textbook — one might have expected some
acknowledgment of the topic. However, the concept of energy conservation had not yet
gained universal acceptance, and Lenz deliberately avoided engaging with what was, at
the time, a contentious and evolving scientific principle. Instead, his textbook was
designed to present physics in a structured, lucid, and methodically conservative manner.
In keeping with the conventions of the period, both editions of this highly respectable
volume featured a dedication to the reigning monarch, underscoring its alignment with
the prevailing intellectual conservatism of the time.

In their friendly discussion, Lobodovsky had expressed some uncertainty, stating
that “building a perpetuum mobile seems impossible.” The acting designers and
mechanics, drawing from experience, were more definitive: “There is friction inside
every machine, and therefore, the machine produces less work than is expended on its
motion.” The frictional force within the device would inevitably absorb the useful part of
the energy generated (Lermantov, 1892, p. 698). The omission of this in Lenz’s textbook
highlights the theoretical ambiguity surrounding the idea of perpetual motion at the time
of Chernyshevsky’s attempt.

The Tsar's name appeared on the front page of textbooks for future Army officers,
such as Lenz's textbook. At the time, discussing fundamental physics in Russian was a
significant innovation. Physics was considered a foreign discipline, and university
lectures on physics and other natural sciences were conducted in German, as a
standardized system of Russian scientific terminology had not yet been established.
Professor Lenz himself did not speak the local language and had to seek external
assistance to compile the textbook. The manual employed everyday language and
neologisms to explain physical laws and phenomena, using terms like “tubes,” “pipes,”
and “points.” For example, Lenz explained the operation of the first known hydraulic
turbine, the “Segner wheel,” as follows: “Water, pouring out of the holes in the tubes,
produces pressure on the walls of the tubes opposite the holes, from which the entire
device will spin around the points” (Lenz, 1855, p. 167).

A similar roughness in phrasing, characteristic of textbook language, can be
observed in Chernyshevsky’s diary sections on “machines.” He enthusiastically embraced
the trend of incorporating everyday words identified in the textbook, using his
philological intuition. Terms like “circle belt,” “millstone in a slot,” and “equilibrium
logs” appear in his work. In student notes on the engine, the artificiality of the phrasing
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used to describe the construction of the imaginary device is accentuated by the fact that,
unlike the textbook author, the inventor did not fully grasp the internal connections
between the objects and phenomena studied in physics. The creative aspect of this
perpetuum mobile project envisioned by a philology student was undoubtedly influenced
by the style of Lenz's groundbreaking textbook.

In the summer of 1849, Nikolai suddenly fell ill. Concerned about his worsening
condition, he decided to document “his invention just in case, so that it could not perish,”
and sent the manuscript to Lenz (Chernyshevsky, 1939b, p. 299). The professor's
authority, coupled with the absence of perpetual motion in his influential textbook,
motivated Chernyshevsky’s decision.

Few theorists of perpetual motion ventured beyond theoretical descriptions to actual
construction. Nikolai was spurred to take his first practical steps by a dispute with Vasily
Lobodovsky on May 28, 1849. The next day, he attempted to provide tangible evidence
of his correctness: “I tried to make a circle and drill it in the middle so that it would not
be pulled by either side, and I looked for a way to arrange the vessel into which it should
fit.” The attempt was thwarted by the impossibility of “transforming [the vessel] so that
the water would not leak” (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 282). Two months later, on July 14,
at his relatives’ dacha, he revisited his experiment:

| made a rocking shaft, put two balanced wooden blocks on its ends, made a hole
in the old lagoon [...]. | put the rocking shaft there, [...] in the center of which I
threaded a needle crosswise so that it would not slip, poured water, and the block
of wood, which lay on the bottom and sank to it, [...] now, of course, it floated
up.
The wooden block’s buoyancy lifted his spirits: “The matter is so unusual that one cannot
help but doubt everything that pertains to it, and the calculations on which it is based —
this [the floating wooden block] made me happy” (Chernyshevsky, 1939b, p. 300).

The young man acted resourcefully, utilizing common household items: “which
serve as Marya’s chair and to put a cup in which they wash themselves.” He was
undeterred by the contradiction between the modest materials and the ambitious goal of
saving humanity through his invention. He manipulated everyday objects — a needle, a
wooden barrel, and a rocker — much as he played with language to describe his idea.
Ultimately, financial limitations halted his efforts:

Yes, about the machine: | cannot say that | am convinced that it is impossible;
[...] but only because there are not enough funds for further experiments, | sit
and keep silent, and therefore my thoughts are jammed deep into my soul, into
my daily feelings. (Chernyshevsky, 1939a, p. 127)

Like many theorists of perpetual motion, he attributed his main obstacle to lack of funds
rather than the first law of thermodynamics.

The next attempt to construct an engine occurred in the winter of 1853. This period
was relatively carefree for the 25-year-old Chernyshevsky. He had completed his studies
at the university in 1850. Following unsuccessful attempts to secure a position at the
military gymnasium in St. Petersburg, he reluctantly accepted a senior teaching position
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at a gymnasium in Saratov, located next to his parents' home, where his cousins also
studied.

In April 1851, following the advice of Professor Sreznevsky, he met the historian
Nikolai Kostomarov. Chernyshevsky later recalled, “My acquaintance with him was the
acquaintance with a man who loved to talk about scientific and general questions, with a
learned man and one with an honest way of thinking” (Chernyshevsky, 1939e, p. 776).
Kostomarov, an assistant professor at Kiev University, had organized an illegal group of
political activists advocating for a federation of Slavic peoples based on class equality
and religious freedom. He was soon captured and exiled to Saratov. That year, at age 36,
he served as a translator for the Provincial Government (Kostomarov, 1922, p. 210). In
his memoirs, he noted a shift in his intellectual interests in the spring of 1851: he
“withdrew from studying history and immersed himself in reading physical and
astronomical works” (Kostomarov, 1922, p. 212). Chernyshevsky, in his witty manner,
used to mock his new friend’s passion for astronomy and did not share his pan-Slavic
ideas. Chernyshevsky was younger than Kostomarov and held a lower position at the
university, but he still teased his comrade. The contention did not prevent them from
seeing each other “very often; sometimes for months every day, sitting together almost
every day” (Chernyshevsky, 1939e, p. 776).

The intellectual rivalry and ample leisure time ignited their perpetual motion
machine project. Chernyshevsky’s diary notes that on January 9, 1853 they planned to
order a valve for the engine (Chernyshevsky, 1939c, p. 407). The valve was crucial to
prevent the overflow of water needed to displace the wooden parts and maintain the
rotational movement of the wheel on which these parts would be attached. Both young
men, driven by their energy and ambition, were engrossed in the “tests” of the “self-
moving machine.” They were temporarily away from their academic environment, were
finding solace in their project, which served as an outlet for their energies.

With stable incomes and no families’ responsibilities, financial constraints were no
longer an obstacle to building the engine. They decided to order parts from a mechanical
workshop, but in order to make an order, they needed to present their designs and
calculations to professional mechanicians. Chernyshevsky had still kept the description
of the “machine” he had prepared for Professor Lenz in the summer of 1849. However,
upon reviewing his earlier notes, Chernyshevsky wrote: “But when I finally thought about
it, | became convinced that the machine would not work with such a device (a wheel with
lenticular masses), because the water pressure on the incoming mass would be greater
than the force of the wheel” (Chernyshevsky, 1939c¢, 407). At that moment, he “decided
to destroy all traces of his mistakes” and “tore up the letter to the Academy of Sciences,
the manuscript he had sent to Lenz, [...] all the drawings and calculations” (p. 408). This
marked a moment of emerging maturity, certainly influenced by his discussions with
Kostomarov.

Shortly afterward, at the end of January 1853, he met Olga Vasilyeva, and she
agreed to became his wife just three months later. They moved to St. Petersburg, where
Chernyshevsky began writing articles and notes for periodicals such as Otechestvennye
Zapiski, Moda, and Sankt-Peterburgskie Vedomosti. Chernyshevsky. His collaboration
with Nikolai Nekrasov, the publisher of Sovremennik, led to an increase in

161
soctech.spbstu.ru



Special Topic: Speculative Technologies
Tema BoInycka “CrexyssiTUBHbBIE TEXHOIOTMN™

his contributions to magazines. In August 1856, Nekrasov handed over the editorial
rights of Sovremennik to Chernyshevsky, and assigned him to manage the “Criticism and
Bibliography” section (Chernyshevskaya, 1953, p. 124). This new role allowed the 28-
year-old writer to finally overcome his chronic financial struggles and focus on his
writing career, leaving behind his experiments with machines and daily diary entries.

There is no evidence that Chernyshevsky attempted to build a perpetual motion
machine again. Other intellectuals in his circle, such as Nikolai Dobrolubov or Alexander
Pypin, were also dependent on their income from published work. However, while
Dobrolubov and Pypin used their free time for hobbies like lathe work or metalworking,
Chernyshevsky did not. Although he abandoned the technical aspect of his project, he
continued developing the concept in his journalistic writings. In these, he still advocated
for saving people from poverty through the increased use of engines, a theme which also
appears in “The Fourth Dream of Vera Pavlovna” in his novel What Is to Be Done?

The belief that new technologies could resolve deep-seated social issues is a
persistent paradigm in modernist thought, later labeled “technological determinism.”
Langdon Winner, in his seminal article Do Artifacts Have Politics, defines this concept
as “the idea that technology develops as the sole result of an internal dynamic, and then,
unmediated by any other influence, molds society to fit its pattern” (Winner, 1980, p.
122). We argue that Chernyshevsky in his diaries and letters offer valuable insights into
his own vision of technological determinism.

This optimism regarding technological progress is evident in the letters
Chernyshevsky wrote to his father. In 1848, shortly after arriving in St. Petersburg for his
university studies, he wrote excitedly to his relatives in Saratov about the railway and St.
Isaac’s Cathedral — both considered engineering marvels of their time. Years later, in his
exile memoirs, Chernyshevsky reflected on his family’s fascination with technical
innovations. However, he also noted a paradox: this enthusiasm often coexisted with
rigid, conservative thinking. This contradiction, he observed, hindered social progress:

As far as | have seen, among the people with whom I grew up — old and young
—new customs of a substantial nature were accepted easily and quickly [...]. But
changes consisting mostly of words alone are another matter. Common sense
and practice do not show that they make life more convenient, easier, or more
fun. (Chernyshevsky, 1939d, p. 575)

While excitement about technological advances was widespread, its intensity, particularly
among educated individuals, was perhaps unique to Russia in the latter half of the 19th
century. The uneven economic development across regions and the diversity of social
strata contributed to this public fascination with technical innovations.

Winner, in his discussion of technological determinism, highlights how technical
systems shape social organization: “The thing we call ‘technologies’ are ways of building
order in our world. Many technical devices and systems important in everyday life contain
possibilities for many different ways of ordering human activity” (Winner, 1980, p. 127).
In mid-19th-century Russia, proponents of technological determinism, like
Chernyshevsky, combined their admiration for scientific advancements with sharp
critiques of the “irrational” socio-economic order. In 1859, four years after his earlier
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reflections, Chernyshevsky (1859/1981) published a scathing article in the satirical
magazine Svistok, titled An Experiment in Discoveries and Inventions, under the
pseudonym “Ethiop.” This piece was a response to new “temporary rules” for universities
issued by Minister of Public Education Evfimiy Putyatin, which effectively increased
tuition costs and restricted access for low-income students. The students revolted, and
Chernyshevsky’s article, brimming with sarcasm, ridiculed the academic elite for failing
to foster innovation. His satire targeted prominent figures such as Sergey Solovyov, Boris
Chicherin, and lvan Babst. An unpublished draft of the article also mentioned Emil Lenz
whom Chernyshevsky had once admired, mocking his opposition to women attending
university lectures. Though Lenz’s name was later removed from the final version, its
initial inclusion underscores Chernyshevsky’s growing disillusionment with his former
intellectual role models.

In his characteristic style, Chernyshevsky did not spare himself from mockery. He
humorously recounted his youthful attempts at invention, including an ill-fated
experiment to create a thermometer: “A series of anticipations of my fame began in my
earliest youth when | invented a metal thermometer; three months later | read that this
invention had been made much earlier than by me by Breguet” (Chernyshevsky, 1981).

The desire to rationalize the socio-economic order was a prevailing theme in
Russian public discourse during the early years of Alexander II’s reign. In June 1856,
Ivan Babst, a professor of political economy at Kazan University, delivered a speech titled
“On Some Conditions That Contribute to the Increase of National Capital.” He argued
that “a people in which one class is suppressed is like a man with a wounded leg” (Babst,
1857, p. 33). Addressing poverty, Babst advocated for the dissemination of rational
economic concepts, asserting that progress required a thorough examination of national
wealth distribution, productive forces, and circulation of capital (p. 11). His proposed
remedies included capitalization, credit expansion, and improved transportation
infrastructure (p. 43). At the same time, Chernyshevsky was heading the “Criticism and
Bibliography” department at Sovremennik where he published articles on political
economy, drawing on his translation of John Stuart Mill’s Principles of Political
Economy. One such article, Capital and Labor (1860), argued that the rational
organization of workers’ economic life should be paired with a fair distribution of labor’s
results. His economic model was rooted in the development of productive forces through
scientific knowledge and technological progress. Yet, his framework remained firmly
within technological determinism, assuming that these processes would unfold
“autonomously” from social and political factors (Kologrivov & Kuzminov, 1988, p.
266).

Ivan Babst’s approach to social inequality was pragmatic, emphasizing economic
rationalization and profit accumulation, while Chernyshevsky leaned toward a radical
egalitarianism rooted in socialist ideals. However, his ideas remained largely theoretical,
reflecting a reluctance to offer concrete, actionable solutions. By the next generation,
Russian intellectuals had accumulated both practical and theoretical knowledge from
decades of industrialization. Scholars in technical and natural sciences generally
abandoned the pursuit of perpetual motion, working instead to educate the public on its
impossibility. Figures such as Flegont Danilov, a socialist engineer, delivered lectures to
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workers in 1924, explicitly dismissing perpetual motion theories (Danilov, 1924a, p. 2).
In his book on invention, Danilov urged workers to focus on understanding the
mechanisms they used daily rather than clinging to the romanticized notion of “divine
inspiration” that Chernyshevsky had once entertained. Danilov’s views aligned with a
stronger belief in technological determinism, seeing technological advancements as not
merely tools for overcoming natural forces but as direct instruments for addressing socio-
economic disparities (Danilov, 1924b, p. 1).

Despite its impracticality, Chernyshevsky’s perpetual motion project became part
of the intellectual tradition that shaped Russian thought. Soviet historiography, with its
ideological investment in Chernyshevsky as a revolutionary figure, contributed to the
mythologization of his ideas. In her influential study Irina Paperno (1988) deconstructs
this Soviet tradition, acknowledging Chernyshevsky’s impact while critically
reexamining his heroization. This article seeks to extend her argument by tracing the
multiple intellectual currents that intersect in Chernyshevsky’s work, revealing how his
seemingly radical and impractical ideas were deeply embedded in the technological
discourse of his era. His success as a journalist and public intellectual stemmed not only
from his theoretical contributions but also from his keen ability to articulate the
aspirations and anxieties already present in Russian society. His work stands as a
testament to his intuition, creativity, and unwavering audacity.
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Abstract

The article is devoted to the history of the discussion about the acceptability of using computers to find the
optimal romantic couple. The conditions that enabled it were the recognition of loneliness as an independent
problem requiring modern solutions in the late 1960s, as well as the spread of cybernetic discourse which
by the early 1970s was associated with effective expert judgments. The discussion unfolded on the pages
of the main intelligence newspaper of the USSR, the Literary Gazette (LG), in the 1969-1971's, and in the
1975-1978's it went beyond its borders, covering several central and local publications, the main of which
were Nedelya and Moskovsky Komsomolets. The aim of this article is to identify the technocratic shift in
the problematization of family and marital relationships in the 1960s—-1980s. Special attention is paid to the
design of the speculative technology of the “electronic matchmaker” by prominent Soviet cyberneticians
Viktor Pekelis and Axel Berg in the pages of LG. His opponents pointed out the uncritical nature of belief
in expert mathematical models loaded into computers. The analysis of correspondence sent to LG by
Novosibirsk sociologist Vladimir Shlyapentokh confirmed the high level of trust of single people in a
technical way to solve their problem. However, after the publication of an anonymous note in Pravda, the
discussion was closed. The second stage of the discussion, which began after four years of silence, is
described by the authors as the result of the articulation of algorithmic rationality and psychology. The
initial attempts to create the “electronic matchmaker” during this period were linked to the work of an
experimental dating service led by psychologist Arkady Egides and the self-report questionnaires he
developed. Designed according to the template of psychological personality tests, the questionnaire, serving
as a tool for translating personal qualities into quantitative characteristics, became the cornerstone of
computer-based dating services that emerged in the early 1980s. In conclusion, the discussion surrounding
the “electronic matchmaker”, conceived as a modern method for combating loneliness, did not stimulate a
radical rethinking of family norms and gender orders in late Soviet society. Instead, its technological design
and epistemic framework served to conserve traditional notions of the family.

Keywords: Loneliness, Cybernetics, Dating service, Computer, Speculative technology,
Subjectivity, Sociotechnical imaginary
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Honronpyansiit, Mactutytekuii nep., 9, 141701, Mocksa, Poccus,
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AHHOTanus

CraTbs IOCBSAIIEHA HCTOPUH JUCKYCCHH O JOIYyCTUMOCTH HCIIONb30BaHNU DBM 171 moncka onTUManbHOM
POMaHTUYECKOU Maphl. Y CIOBUSMHU €€ BOZMOKHOCTH CTalld OTKpPHITHE B KOHIIE 1960-X IT. 0AMHOYECTBA B
Ka4yecTBE CaMOCTOSATENIbHON Po0IIeMBl, TpeOyIolel COBpEMEHHBIX PELICHUH, a TAaKXKe pacpoCTpaHECHHEM
KHOEPHETHYECKOro JIUCKypca, K Havary 1970-x rr. accommupyemMoro ¢ 3((eKTHBHBIMH SKCIIEPTHBIMH
pemieHussMU. JIMCKyccusl pa3BOpayuBaiach Ha CTPAaHULAX [JIaBHOW MHTENIUreHTcKoil rasersi CCCP —
“Jlutepatyproii razetsr” (“JI[), B 1969-1971-x rT., a B 1975-1978-X IT. BHINIDIIA 32 €€ MpeIeIbl, OXBATUB
HECKOJIBKO IICHTPAJIbHBIX U MECTHBIX W3JaHHUM, TIIaBHBIMU U3 KOTOPBIX Obuta “Hemens” u “MockoBckmid
koMmcoMmonenr”. Llenp craTbu — BBIABUTH TEXHOKPAaTHYECKOE CMELICHHE B MPOOJIEeMaTH3ALNH CEeMEHHO-
Opaunbix otHOmeHHUIX B 1960—-1980-¢ rr. Ocoboe BHIMaHHE YACICHO MPOCKTHPOBAHUIO CIIEKYIISITUBHON
TEXHOJIOTHH ‘‘3JIEKTPOHHOI CBaxW’ BHIHBIMHU COBETCKMMH KuOepHeTHKamu Bukropom IlexemncoMm u
Axcenem beprom mpsmo Ha crpanumax “JII”. ONNOHEHTHI ‘“ANEKTPOHHOW CBaxW’ yKas3bIBAIH Ha
HEKPUTHUYECKUH XapakTep Bepbl B AKCIEPTHbIE MaTeMaTH4YeCKHE MOJENH, 3arpykaeMbiM B OBM.
ITpoBenenHsIit HOBoCcHOMpPCKUM corposoroM Braanmupom IlnsneHToXoM aHannM3 KOPPECHOHACHIHH,
npucsitaemMoii B “JII™, moaTBepIMsT BBICOKHHM ypOBEHb JOBEPHS OIMHOKUX JIIOJEH K TEXHHYECKOMY
croco0y pemieHuss uX TPOOJIEMBI, OJHAKO, IMOCIe IyONUKAIMu KpuTHdeckod 3ameTkn B “TlpaBme”,
JCKyccusi Oblila CBepHyTa. BTOpoif atam aucKyccuu, HadaBIIMHCS IIOCIIE YETHIPEXJIETHEr0 MOIYaHUs,
OIKCBIBAETCS] ABTOPAMH KaK PE3yJIbTaT COWICHEHHs aITOPUTMUYECKOW PalMOHAIBHOCTU M NCUXOJIOTHH.
[Ipuxonsmuecs Ha 3TOT MEPUON TEPBBIC MOIXOIBI K CO3TaHUIO ‘“3JICKTPOHHOW CBaxu”’ OBLTH CBS3aHEI C
paboTOl 3KCIIEpUMEHTAIBHON CIIy>KOBI 3HAKOMCTB T10J] PYKOBOJICTBOM Iicuxojora Apkaaus Erupeca u
pa3pabaTbIBaeMbIMH MM aHKeTaMH-camooTdeTaMH. CocTaBlieHHass UM 110 IIa0JIOHY NCHXOJIOTHYECKHX
JIMYHOCTHBIX TECTOB, aHKeTa, OyAydr HHCTPYMEHTOM IE€PEBOA JTMYHOCTHBIX Ka4YeCTB B KOJIMYECTBEHHBIE
XapaKTEePUCTUKH, CTaja KpaeyrolbHbBIM KaMHeM Ciyk0 3HakoMcTB ¢ DBM, nosiBuBimxcs B Havaie 1980-
X IT. Jlemaercst BBIBOA O TOM, YTO JUCKYCCHSI BOKPYT “3JIEKTPOHHOM CBaxu’’, MPOEKTUPYEMOH B KauecTBe
COBPEMEHHOT0 MeToja OOphOBI C OAMHOYECTBOM, HE CTUMYJHpOBAja PAAMKAIBHBIX MEPEOCMBICICHUH
CEMEWHBIX HOPM M T€HJIEPHBIX MOPSIKOB MO3IHECOBETCKOIO OOIIECTBA, a €€ TEXHOIOTHUECKUH An3aifH 1
SMHUCTEMHYECKast OCHACTKA paboTalI Ha KOHCEPBALIMIO TPAJAUIIMOHHBIX MIPECTABICHUN O CEMbE.

KiaroueBbie cioBa: OpunouectBo, Kubepnermka, Cmyxba 3HakomMcTB, OBM,
CrnekynsatuBHas TexHosorus, CyobeKTUBHOCTh, COLIMOTEXHUYECKOE BOOOpakaeMoe
Jasa nutuposanns: Kynarun M. C., 3umupeB M. O. DnekxtponHas cBaxa: [Touck onTuManbHON mapsl B
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BBEJEHHUE

B no3nHecoBeTckoi mpecce YMTATEIbCKUM IMHUChMaM YAENSIOCh 3HAUYUTEIbHOE
BHUMaHue. O pabote ¢ HuMH oTYnUTHIBANIKMCH B L[K, a ux comep:kanme MOTIIO MOCITYKHUTh
MaTepuaioM Juis Oyaymux MyOJuKauuid U OOIIECTBEHHO 3HAYMMBIX OOCYKICHHIMA
(Huxtable, 2022; Kozlov, 2013). Tak u mucbMo y4ammxcsi 0fHOTo MockoBckoro [ITY B
)KypHan “TexHuka — Mosonexu” B 1979 r. moOynuiio peaakiyuo coopath 3a “KpyribiM
CTOJIOM” COIIMOJIOTOB, CEKCOJIOTOB, IICHXOJIOTOB U mnucateneil. KiroueBoit Bompoc
MUChbMa, OINpPEACTUBLINI 3arylaBHYl0O TeMy coOpaHHs B J>KypHajie, 3ByYal Tak:
“IleficrBurenbHo Ju OBM korma-HuOyJlb CMOXKET NPOTHO3UPOBATH YCTOWYMBOCTD
Opaka?”.

Kak HeynuBHTEIBHO, NECATHIICTHEM PaHEEe MOMYIIIpu3aTop KuOepHeTUuKH BUKTOD
[Texenuc yxe man otBeT. B cratee 1969 r. “CoBeTurk B J100BU™ OH IMOJIOXHUTEIHHO
OLICHWJI MTPEJICKa3aTeNIbHbIE CIOCOOHOCTH MAIIUH B 00JIACTH 1MOA00pa CITyTHHUKA KU3HHU.
OrnucanHas UM TEXHOJOTHs, UMEBIIasi 3apyOekHbIe KOpHHU, Oblla JOKAIM30BaHA IMOJ
HE3aMbIC/IOBaTbIM Ha3BaHUEM: ‘3JIEKTpOHHas cBaxa”. B arom cTpemieHun Kk
ACCHCTHPOBAaHHOMY BBIOOPY MapTHEpa, KOTOpoe HalIoAanoch kak Ha 3ape 1970-x rr.,
TaKk U Ha UX HU3JIETE IMEPEIUIETUCh MO3/HECOBETCKOE OTHOLIEHHE K TEXHUKE, IUIaBHO
Ipeiidyroliee 0T TEXHOONTUMHU3MA XPYIIEBCKOM MOPBHI K TEXHOCKENTUIIM3MY Haudaja
1980-x rr., 06pa3sr Oyaymiei amoxu HTP, npeacraBnenus o 6pake, TeHISPHOM CTPOE U
MOPAJILHOM NOpAJIKE. “DIEKTPOHHAs CBaxa’ , KOTOPasi CTAHET NPEIMETOM pacCMOTPEHUS
JJAHHOM CTaTbH, BIUIOTH 1O IOSIBJIEHUS NEPBBIX NPOTOTUIIOB Ha rnopore Ilepecrpoiiku
Obita cnekynsatuBHoW TexHomorued (Kotomina and Milburn, 2024), nHayuyHO
000CHOBAaHHOM BUPTYaJIbHOM peaKIell Ha pealbHbIe COIUATBHBIE TPOOIEMBI MTO3HETO
CCCP.

Ecin B 1920-x rr. mpuOiaM3uTh HACTYIUIEHME KOMMYHH3Ma OBUIM IPHU3BaHBI
AJIEKTPOCTAHIIMH, JIMHUHU 3JIEKTPONepead 1 JAMIIOYKH, TO B TOCI€BOEHHOM COBETCKOM
Coro3e myTh K CBETJIOMY OyylieMy MPOKJIAIbIBAIN yKe ApyruMu cpeacrBamu. Cpeau
HUX He(TsAHbIE CKBOKUHBI U DHEPTOCETH, MOJYUYHUBIINE HUMITYJIHC Pa3BUTHS B MEPUOJ
ocBoeHHs B 1960-1970-x rT. “Monoasx” MecTopoxaeHanii CHOMpH, aTOMHBIE JIETOKOIIBI
U DJIEKTpOCTaHUMHU, o3HameHoBaBuue npereH3uu CCCP Ha nuaepcTBO B “aTOMHOM
Beke”. Kak mokaspIBaloT coluanbHble UCCIEA0BATEIN COBETCKOIO, BCE 3THU MPOEKTHI —
AIIEKTpUYECKUH, HEPTIHOU, aTOMHBIA — 3a/laBaji KOJUIEKTUBHOE BUJICHUE YKEIAeMOTO
Oynyiero, OmocperoBaHHOroO (opMaMu COLMAIBHOIO MOPSAJIKA, BOILIOLIABIIMXCS B
JTOCTHIKEHUSIX  HAYKU-TEXHUKH, TO €CThb  (OPMHUPOBATIM  COIIMOTEXHHUYECKOE
BooOpakaemoe smoxu (Kamuuun, 2022; Kanuaus u ap., 2022; Oprosa, 2018).

®danHTazus 0 MalluHEe, BO3HUKIIAS BO BpeMs JMCKYCCHU O CPEACTBAX IMOMOIIH
OJIMHOKUM, KOTOpas crmocoOcTBOBaima Obl 3aKIIOYEHHIO YCTOWYMBBIX OpaKoB,
aKKyMyJIMpOBaJla KOJUIGKTUBHBIE TPEACTABICHUS O TEKyIUX W Oymymmx ¢opmax
coluanbHOM  opranuzauuu. [lpomomkas JHMHMIO Ha aJanTalUi0  KOHIIEHIUH
“comnoTexHnueckoro Booopaxaemoro” Illeinnr Scanodd (Beck et al., 2021; Jasanoff,
2015) k marepuany COBETCKOW HCTOPHM, MBI OyJeM BUIETh B JTOM CIEKYISTUBHOM
TEXHOJOTMM  TPOEKTUBHYIO  MHOJKECTBEHHOCTb  JKEJIaeMbIX  MpeoOpazoBaHUil
COIIMAIMCTUYECKON pEeaTbHOCTH, COMPSKEHHYIO C JOCTHKEHUSAMHU HAyKU-TEXHUKU WU
MO3JHECOBETCKOM COLMaIbHOCTBIO. MBI cocpenoTouuMCs Ha XoAe MyOIMYHOM
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JTUCKYCCHH, JUCIUIUIMHAPHOW TPHHAJICKHOCTH YYACTHUKOB; O0OO3HAYUM, KAKUMHU
CUMBOJIMYECKMMH 3HAUYCHUSIMU ‘DJIEKTPOHHAs cBaxa’ HaJENsuIach, UIsl KAKUX LIEJIeH ee
npeJlaraii UCIoJiIb30BaTh W KAaKUX pe3yjbTaTOB OT Hee oxuaand. Ha martepuanax
coBetrckoi mpecchl 1960-1980-X rr., apXUBHBIX JOKYMEHTOB M SKCIIEPTHBIX UHTEPBHIO
MBbl IPOAEMOHCTPUPYEM, UYTO ‘‘3JIEKTPOHHAs CBaxa’ KaK CHEKYJISTHUBHAs TEXHOJIOTHS
uMela reTeporeHHOe yCTPOMCTBO, a TUCKYCCHH BOKPYT Hee ObUIM MECTOM pa3padoTKu
Mo/ieJiel CeMEMHO-OpayHbIX OTHOILICHUN.

B cooTBeTcTBUU C MAPKCUCTCKOMN TOKTPUHON CEMEMHbIEC OTHOILICHUS U TeHACPHBIE
TOPSIIKU TOJKHBI OBLIIM MJITH BCJICN 32 Pa3BUTHEM MaTepHATbLHO-TEXHUYECKOTro Oasuca.
Opnnako HU coBeTckas conmaibHas (Galmarini-Kabala, 2016), Hu renaepHas MOJIUTHKH
(3npaBombicioBa u Temkuna, 2003) Ha IPOTSHKEHUHM BTOPOM MOJIOBUHBI XX BeKa He
MpeTepreBaid CTONb CYIIECTBEHHBIX TpaHC(hOpMAaLIUNA, YTOOBI OTPSICTH BOOOpaKEHHE
COBPEMEHHUKOB U OBITh MPEJACTABICHHBIMU PSIIOM C JOCTHKEHUAMH HAYKU M TEXHHUKHU.
XoTs uccienoBaTeNld CEeMEWHBIX OTHOIIEHUH (PUKCUPYIOT NWHAMUKY W3MEHEHUU B
nocneBoeHHOU cemeiinoi nomutrke B CCCP (Nakachi, 2021), mameruBmasicst B 1960-¢
roJIbl TEHACHLUS K MPUMEHEHUIO TEXHOKPAaTHYECKUX PEUICHHUI B 00nacTu 1eMorpadpuu
HE MOJyuYusia JIOJDKHOTO BHUMaHMs. llenp Hamieil cratbu — Ha NpUMEpe HCTOPUU
MIPOCKTUPOBAHUS ‘‘3JICKTPOHHOM CBaxu~ BBIIBUTh TEXHOKPATHUYECKOE CMEUIEHUE B
npo0JieMaTU3alud  CeMEHHO-OpavHbIX oOTHOmIeHUsx B 1960-1980-¢ rr., momyTHO
yKa3bIBasi Ha BO3PAaCTaHUE POJIM IKCIEPTHHIX pemeHuit B mo3anem CCCP.

TeopeTuk ¥ pa3pabOTUMK MCKYCCTBEHHOTO HMHTelUIekTa Mosed BeiinenGaym
MEPBBIM IOCTaBHJI BOMPOC O TMOPA3UTENbHOW TOTOBHOCTU IIOJEH JeNerupoBath,
Ka3ajaoch Obl, crenupuyecKkue deroBedeckre (YHKIMU — CYJIUTh, TEPANeBTHPOBATH,
nonbupare maptHepa — TexHuke (Weizenbaum, 1976). IlpobneMaTusupys TpaHHUIIBI
YEJIOBEUECKOT0 Y MAIIMHHOTO, OH  TMpejocTeperal  oT  HEe0OOCHOBAHHOTO
TEXHOONTUMH3MA, IOKa3bIBasi, 4TO S()PEKTUBHBIE ANTOPUTMBI C JETKOCTHIO MOTYT
BBICTYIIUTh WHCTPYMEHTOM KOHCEpPBAIIUU CYIIECTBYIOIIMX HHCTHUTYTOB U TMPAKTHK,
KOTOpBIE TPEMSATCTBYIOT COLMAIbHOMY Mporpeccy u mojaepHusanuu (Weizenbaum,
1995). Cnenys 3a Beitiien6aymom, Mbl OyzieM 3agaBaTh BOMpoOCkl 0 ToM, kak B CCCP
pemaii BONPOC TEXHOJOTHYECKOTO OTUYXAECHHS TMpU TMOUCKE “‘ONTHUMAIBHOIO
napTHepa” W HE MPOSBISJIACH JIM B CIIEKYJISATUBHOW TEXHOJOTUU ‘“DJIEKTPOHHON CBaxu’’
TEHCHIIUS K KOHCEPBAIIMH CYIIECTBYIOIIUX OpauHbIX TPAAULIUN U T€HAEPHBIX TOPSIKOB.

“OT HAPOJJHOT'O XO3AMCTBA - K )KU3HU HAPOJIA”

[MosiBnenune “ameKTpOHHON cBaxM™ CTall0 BO3MOXKHBIM Oyarojapsi MOJEpPIKKE CO
CTOPOHBI COBETCKOTO KHOEpHETHYEeCKOro JABWXKeHMs. Mnenm kuOepHETHKH — Hayku 00
yIpaBJICHUHU, OOpAaTHON CBS3M M CAMOOPTAaHW3AIMH JKUBBIX W HEXHBBIX CHCTEMax —
nponukiu B CCCP B nHawane 1950-x rr. (Gerovitch, 2002). x peuunueHTamMu OBLIN
COBETCKHE TIHOHEPHI BBIUUCIUTENIbHON TexHUKM U3 BoeHHbIx HHWMW u Kb, a
MPOTUBHUKAMHU — (hUI0CcOPBl U HaydHbIE OHOPOKPATHI, YCMOTPEBIINE B KHUOEPHETHKE
yrpo3y  JHAJICKTHYECKOMY  MaTepHaIU3My  Kak METaTeOpUH pa3BHTHSA
€CTeCTBEHHOHAYYHbIX 3HaHud (Pp. 21-33). CuTyanus Hadajsa MEHSATHCS B TEPHOJ
“OtTenenu”, XpyIIEBCKUX HKOHOMUYECKUX OJKCIEPUMEHTOB IO JeleHTpaIu3aliu
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YIpaBJIEHUS CTPAHOM, a Takke BbIBeIeHUs AKanemMuu Hayk K 1961 r. u3-moj nukrara
OTpaclieBbIX ~MHHHMCTEPCTB C TMPaBOM JJIi YYEHbIX CBOOOJHO 3aHUMATHCS
(dyHIaMeHTaIbHBIMU MCCIIeIOBaHUAMU. biiarogapsi cereBoMy pacpoCTpaHEHUIO HOBBIX
3HaHWH, (GUHAHCOBOW mMojIepkke o0opoHHBIX HUUW w ycwimsm KoopAMHAIMOHHBIX
ueHtpoB (Peters, 2012; 3umupes, 2023) ¢ xoHua 1950-X IT. cleKTp rpa’kJaHCKOro
NPUMEHEHHUS METOJOB U  TEXHHKH, TOMNAaBIIMX TMOJ 30HTUYHOE IOHATHE
“KNOEPHETUYECKHX ’, HEMPEPHIBHO PACIIUPSIICS.

Tak, kiroueBOe AJIsi HAIIeTO MCCIEAOBAHUS MOHATUE ONTUMAIbHOCTU BBIILIO U3
MaTeMaTHYECKOW IIJIOCKOCTH B COLHMAIBHYIO Oyiarofapsi YCWIHSM HOOEIEBCKOTO
naypeara Jleonuna KaHTopoBMYa M ero MeTOIOM JMHEHHOrO MpPOrpaMMHPOBAHUSA,
NPUMEHSIEMBIX COBETCKMMU MaTeMaTH4YeCKUMHU dKOHOMHCTaMu B 1950-1960-¢ rr. mms
pa3paboTKu Teopuu ontuMainbHOro IuranupoBanus (Leeds, 2016). B 1o xe Bpems
ONTUMU3ALIMS POHUKAET B COBETCKOE rpagocTpoutenbetBo (West, 2019) u B coBeTckoe
oOpazoBanue (Boretska, 2019; 3umupes, 2024). K cepenune 1960-x rr. coBerckuit
KOMITBIOTEPHBIN TMapK BKJIIOYal B ce0st pa3HooOpasHble pPa3pabOTKH: MaIIHHBI-
MEPEeBOJUUKH, JJICKTPOHHbIE OWOIMOTEUHBIE KAaTalOr'H, aBTOMATHI-IIAXMAaTHUCTHI,
CUCTEMbl HaBUTALMM ISl CYJOB, MHCTPYMEHTHI JJIsi NOMCKA MOJIE3HBIX MCKOIAEMBIX,
MAaIIMHBI JIJIsl TUATHOCTHKY 3a00sieBaHuii U MHOTOe apyroe. KiroueBoit sxe mpobiemoit
MacIITaOHOrO MPOHUKHOBEHHSI KNOEPHETUKH B JKU3Hb COBETCKOI'O UEJIOBEKa 0Ka3ajaocCh
HE CTOJIbKO TEXHHYECKOE€ HECOBEPIIEHCTBO KOMIIBIOTEPHOTO TMapKa, CKOJIBKO
0COOEHHOCTH COBETCKOM MOJUTUKU 3a00THI O JaHHBIX.

Maxkcumanuctckue IpoeKThl mpuMeHeHuss 9BM B 9KOHOMUYECKOM TUTaHUPOBAHUU
CTOJIKHYJIUCh C TE€M, YTO KOHTPAreHThl MONpPOCTy (aabCUPUIMPOBATN MOKA3aTEIH
BbIMoNHeHus 1iaHa, a ['ocruian, LICY u IloautGropo okuaanyd OT KOMITBIOTEPOB B
JydIleM CIy4yae yCOBEpIIEHCTBOBaHME paboThl ux BegoMcTB (Cadponos, 2020, c. 22—
41). BHenpeHuI0O aBTOMAaTHYECKHX CHCTEM  YIPAaBJICHHUS Ha  IPOU3BOJCTBE
CONPOTUBIISIIUCH OCOOEHHO AakTUBHO B 310Xy KocbIrMHCKHX pedopM, MOCKOIbKY
YCTaHOBJIEHHE MAIMH TpeOoBalo pacHIUpeHUs IUIOMIa[ el NpeanpusaTuid U
MPUOCTAaHOBKH JIEHCTBYIOIINX KOHBEHEPOB, UTO OYEBHUIHO CKa3bIBAJIOCH Ha BBITIOJHEHUH
wiaHa (“Ilpo6nemsr npumenenus ACY”, 1970, c. 128-164). Pa3pbiB Mexny
MOHYMEHTAJIbHBIM €IMHCTBOM JIUCKYypCa HAyYHO-TEXHUYECKOTO MPOrpecca U TOUEUHbIM
— JKCIIEPUMEHTAIIBHBIM, BEOMCTBEHHBIM, KyCTApPHBIM — XOJOM KOMIBIOTEPHU3AIUH, K
Havyaiy 1970-x rr. ObUT XapaKTepeH H IJIs psifa CTpaH corpanuctudeckoro osoka (Eyal,
2000, p. 49-92; Petrov, 2023, p. 183-226) u onpenemsisi CI0KUBUIYIOCS TOTUTHYECKYIO
KOHBIOHKTYPY  “‘collaiM3Ma C 4eJoBeUeCKMM JHIOM”’. HHkeHepHO-TeXHUYecKas
WHTEJTUTCHIIMS TIoJyJyana paboune MecTa i BO3MOXHOCTh OTPaHUYEHHOTO KCTIEPTHOTO
BIUSHUS Ha [PUHMMAeMble pELIEHUS B OSKOHOMHYECKOM, TEXHOJIOTMYECKOM,
HKOJIOTMUYECKOH U KYJIbTYPHOU MOJIUTHUKAX; BIACTh — HJICOJIOTUYECKYIO aIbTepPHATUBY U
WHCTPYMEHT KOHTPOJIS HaJ MPOPHIHOYHBIMH W HAITMOHAIMCTUYECKHUMH HACTPOCHUSIMHU
cpenu untemureniuu (Eyal, 2000; Babicka, 2023).

Xots k KoHIy 1960-X IT. Ha KOMIBIOTEPU3ALMIO BCETO HAPOIHOTO XO3SMUCTBA yKE
HE THTaNU HAIeXKJA, HWHCTUTYIMOHAJIbHas 0a3a  COBETCKOW  KHOEpPHETHKH,
chopmupoBaHHas B 3TOT NEPHOJ, HUKyna He ucuesna. K Havamy 1970-x rr. OpIBIIAA
3aMMUHHUCTpa 000poHsl, a ¢ 1959 rona — npencenarens koopauHanuonHoro Hayunoro
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copera mo kubepHeruke npu Ilpesumuyme AH CCCP Axcenp bepr B mombITkax
peaHMMHPOBATh OOLIECTBEHHbIE aMOUIIMKM KUOCPHETUKU OOpaTWIICS K MOMYJISIPHOMY B
Havane 1960-x rr. mucarento, )KypHanucty u ¢yryponory Bukropy Ilekenucy. Unen
penkosierun kpynHeidmero B CCCP HaydHO-MOMyJApHOrO KypHaia ‘“TexHuka —
momnoaexu’” Tlekenuc odpen monyasspHOCTh OJIaroaps KHUraM O MPOIIIOM, HACTOSIIIEM
u OyaymeM KOMIbIOTepHBIX TexHonorui. Co crpanun ero “KubepHernyeckoit cmecu’
YUTATeNM Y3HABAIM O COBPEMEHHOW OHMOHHMKE, MPUHIUIAX pabOThl MalIMH-CYJeH,
MaTeMaTUYeCKU BBIBEPEHHBIX (hopMyrnax IO33MU U MPO3bl, a TaKKEe O KOHTOpax
anekTpoHHblx 3HaKoMcTB (Ilexenmc, 1970). M xots akagemuk bepr BbickazbIBai
KpuTHueckue 3ameyaHus llekenucy, oOpamas BHUMaHue Ha OeccUCTEMHOE
MUKIIUpOBaHUE TeM, (QakTuueckue omuOku u ycrtapeBwmue nanHble (“Ilexkenucy
Buktopy JlaBbimoBuuy,” 1967, JI. 1), mocneaHuii octaBajics caMbiM THPAXUPYEMBIM H
U3/1aBa€MbIM aBTOPOM CPEJY COBETCKUX MOIYJISIPU3aTOPOB KHOEPHETUKH.

[ToaTromy MMeHHO ¢ coTpyaHuyecTBa [lekenuca u KOOpAMHATOpPA Tpa)KAaHCKOU
kuOepHeTHKH bepra Mbl OTCUMTHIBAEM TEXHOKPATHYECKHI Pa3BOPOT OT MAcCIITaOHBIX
MPOEKTOB KOMIIbIOTEPU3ALUA HAPOJHOTO XO3SHCTBA K JIMYHOM IKH3HU COBETCKUX
rpaxnad. B commoTexHHMYECKOM BOOOpa)kaeMOM KHOEPHETHKOB aKaJeMHUYECKHUE
WHCTHUTYTHI MPEBPAILATNCH B KPYITHbIE aHATUTUYECKUE LIEHTPHI, pa0OTAOIINE IO CBOCH
TBOPYECKON MHHUIIMATHBE WM OOLIECTBEHHBIM 3aIllpocaM Haj MpoOJeMaMH PaCKPBITHS
YeJI0BEYECKOro MOTEHIINANA, npodeccunoHaIbHOTO u JUYHOCTHOTO
camocoBepiieHcTBoBaHus (Ilexenuc, 1973). A paccmaTpuBaeMas HaMH CHEKYJISTUBHAS
TEXHOJOTHS ‘AJIEKTPOHHBIX CBax~ OTKpbIBaJla HOBBIE MEPCIEKTHBBI MPUMEHEHUS
KOMITHIOTEPHOM TEXHUKH, BHOBD JIejasi KHOEPHETUKY YaCThIO 3HAYUMBIX 0OIIIECTBEHHBIX
JUCKYCCHUM U OJHOBPEMEHHO IIPEIOCTABIISAA OJIMHOKHUM JIFOIM HAJEK1y Ha TEXHHUECKOE
pelieHre ux npooIeMsbl.

OTKPBITHE OIMHOYECTBA B CCCP

Wnes wucnonb3oBaHusg KUOEPHETHKU JUIsl pELIEHUS MpOOJeM JIMYHOW JKHU3HU
npunuia B CCCP BmecTe ¢ oTKppITHEM 0MHOYECTBA. OHO HA4ajaoCh C ra3eTHOM CTaTbU
MupocnaBsl PekroprucoBoil o uexocioBaukoMm omnbiTe. OmyOnukoBaHHbi B Ne 23
“JluteparypHoii razeTs”! 3a 1967 r. MaTepuan pacckasblBal O CIIyk0aX 3HAKOMCTB B
YCCP, B KOTOPBIX NPHU COACHCTBUH IICUXOJIOTA, IOMOTaBIIETO 3aMOJIHITh OIPOCHUK IS
3HaKOMCTBa, 1 DBM, Mpon3BoAMBLIEH MTOUCK 110 KAPTOTEKE MOAXOAAIMX KaHIUAATOB,
COeMHUTHCH ouHOKUE cepamna (Pexropucosa, 1967, c. 13).

Crarps BbI3BaJIa LIMPOKHUN OTKJIMK YHUTATEIEH, NMPU3BIBABIIMX K CKOpEHIIEMY
BOCIIPOM3BEJICHUIO OIIbITA YEXOCJIOBALIKUX Jpy3ed Ha COBETCKOM 3emiie. Penmakums
ra3eThl HE CHelIniIa BBICTYNATh B MOAAEPKKY 3arpaHUYHOIO HOBIIECTBA, OPraHU30BaB
3aKpBITBIA KPYTJBIM CTOJI U BBIACHEHUS IPUYMH MOSBICHUS OJUHOKHMX JIIOAECH B
CoBerckom Coroze M BO3MOXHOCTH TpaHcdepa 3apyOexHoi TexHonoruu. Ilectpsiii
COCTaB JIMTTa3€TOBCKUX OJKCIEPTOB BKIIOYAJI COLMOJIOrOB, CEKCOJIOIOB, HOPUCTOB,

! Tanee — “JII”, “JIutrasera”.
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nucaTtesned M JKypHaJIMCTOB, 3aHUMABUIMXCS HCCIECJOBAHUSIMM B3aUMOOTHOILIEHUS
T0J10B2,

Y4acTHUKY JUCKYCCHH, OMUPAsCh HA JeMOTrpapUuecKyro TPAKTOBKY OJIMHOYECTBA,
NpeyIoKEHHYI0 PeKToprcoBOil M CBOM SKCHEpTHBIE 3HAHUA, MpEAJaraad pasHble
crocoObI mpodieMaTH3auu PEeHOMEHa, KOTOPBIN MPEXk1e YUCIUIA UCKIIIOYUTEIHHO 3a
CTpaHaMH KalUTaJIUCTUUYECKOro Jiareps. B cnopax o npuunnax onnHovyectsa B CCCP u
IPUTOHOCTH 3apYOEIKHBIX CPEICTB COLUATTUCTUYECKON MOPAI OHOM M3 IJIaBHBIX TEM
CTaJI BOIIPOC O BO3MOKHOCTH U MOTEHIMAIbHBIX IpaHuliax mpuMenenus 9BM B ciryx0ax
3HaKoMcTB. CyIlleCTBOBAaBIIAsl 32 IPAHULIEH TEXHOJIOTHSI B PE3YJILTATE )KYPHAIUCTCKOTO
TpaHcdepa U3 peajbHON cTaja cneKyIaTuBHOW. O003HAUMIOCH J1Ba UIICHHBIX Jareps:
TEXHOIECCUMHUCTOB U TEXHOOIITUMHUCTOB.

TexHonmecCUMHCTHI 3aHSUIM B JUCKYCCHHM TO3ULHUIO “TUPUKOB”, 3alUIIAs
POMAaHTUYECKHUE OTHOIIEHUS OT VYIPOIIEHHS U TEXHHUYECKOTO  OTUYKICHUS.
Cekcomnaronor IlaBen IlocBSHCKME, B 1eJIOM MOAAEPKUBABIIMNA OPraHU3ALUIO
YUpeXKIESHUHN I Toa00opa map, He AOIMyCKan ucroiib3oBanus DBM. s ee paGoThl
MOHAI00UTNCh Obl HAyYHO OOOCHOBAHHBIE KPUTEPUH COBMECTUMOCTH, a CIIO)KHOCTh
YEJIOBEYECKMX UYBCTB, KakK IIoJlarajl YYeHbId, HE TMOAJAeTCsi KBaHTHU(PUKALUU
(“Crenorpamma 3acemanus,” 1967, JI. 36). Emy Bropun mucarenr Hukomnaii Atapos.
BrictynuB ¢ kputukoi “OeznpaBctBeHHON” (JI. 36) knbepHETHKH, MUCATEh PUPABHSIT
BBIOOP HEBECTHI ¢ MOMOLILI0 OBM K MallMHHOMY CTHUXOCJOXEHHUIO, B KOTOPOM “HET
Hukakod mola3un” (JI. 69). PaccmarpuBas comMambHYH MNOpoOieMy ¢ “‘TIO3HIHA
rymanuctuueckux”’ (JI. 65), onn Bunenu B OBM yrpo3y cyObekTHBHOCTH. MalIMHHBIH
MOMCK CO3/1aBaJl HEHYKHBIM KOMQOPT, JuIIas IMOJb30BaTeNlss HE0OXOAWMOTO OIbITa
Heyiad.

Bonbiryto 4acTe y4aCTHUKOB COCTaBIISIIM TEXHOONTUMUCTBI, HO U CPEld HUX HE
ObUIO €IMHCTBA OTHOCUTENBHO MPEEIIOB 33 CTBOBaHMS MaIlIMH. AJIBOKaTy ApKaauio
BakcOepry u mucatento Anekcanapy CmupHoBy-UepkuzoBy OBM mpencrasisiach
HENTpaJIbHBIM CPEACTBOM YIIPOLIEHHUS PYYHOTO TPY/1a, UCIIOJIb3YEMBIM Il pErUCTpaliui
MOCeTUTENeH U cucTemMaru3anuu JaHHbX (“CteHorpamma 3acemanws,” 1967, J1. 41, 45).
Cexkconarosor ['eopruii BacuibueHko u coumonor ApoH JIOHABII pacIIUpsIIH
aBToHOMHUI0O DOBM. IlepBbiif fomyckan BO3MOXKHOCTb €€ NPHUMEHEHHs il IOMCKa
HECKOJIbKUX MOAXOMAUIMX KAaHAUAATOB BHYTPU KapTOTEKH, OCTaBIAA IPU OTOM
OKOHYaTENbHBIN BbIOOp 3a monb3oBateneM (JI. 53). Brtopoii ke, ccbuiasgch Ha OIBIT
uCcnoabp30BaHus OBM 1711 NOCTAaHOBKM MEAMLIMHCKHMX JMAarHo30B M IUIAHWPOBAHMS
XO35ICTBa, Mpeasiarajl NpUMEHATh €€ Ui “TPOrHO3UpPOBaHUS [MPOYHOCTH]| Oyayuiei
cembu” (JI. 42). PagukanpHee Bcex okasaincs ncuxuatp Anatonuilt loOpoBuu. B ero
perkax 9BM oka3biBanack He MPOCTO HUHCTPYMEHTOM IMOATOTOBKH JIMYHOIO KOHTAKTa,
a  CaMOCTOATEIbHBIM  ABTOMAaTOM-TIOCPEHUKOM  MEXAy JIByMsS  OJHWHOKHMH,
OpPraHM3YyIOIIMM BCTpPEUy COEIMHEHHEM AaHKETHBIX mnepdokapT 0e3 NpUBIICUEHUS
HIMPOKOTO 1ITata cnenuaiuctos (JI. 46).

2 B CIHMCOK JKCIHEPTOB IIOHAIN y4YeHBIE, KYPHANUCTB M IHCATENH, KOTOPhle aKTHBHO COTPYIHHYANH C
“JIutrazeToil” M YaCTO BBHICTYMAJU C MaTepualaMu Ha ee cTpaHuiax. [IpumeyaresbHO, UTO Cpear HUX HE
HAIIUTOCh TICHXOJIOTOB, Ybsl POJIb B YEXOCJIOBALIKHX CITy)KO0aX 3HAKOMCTB ObUIa KitoueBoil. [lompoOHee o
nozoope 3KCIepToB U xoze oocysxkneHus cM.: (Kynarun, 2024).
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OTHOIIEHHE TEXHONECCUMHUCTOB M TEXHOONTHMUCTOB K INpuMeHeHHio DBM B
cily>)k0ax 3HAKOMCTB BBIIBUJIO Ppa3HUIly HpPEJCTABICHUH O TyMaHU3Me, TIpaHuLax
YeJI0BEYECKOTro M MalIMHHOTO. [IepBble BUEenN B TEXHUKE ONACHOCTh MPUMHUTHBHU3AINN
MEXJIMYHOCTHBIX OTHOLIEHUH, BTOPBIE — BO3MOXKHOCTh TEXHOKPATHUYECKOI'O PEILEHMUS,
MOBBIIIABIIETO BEPOSATHOCT NEPBOT0 KOHTAKTA U OCTABJISBILIETO OTBETCTBEHHOCT 3a €T0
pa3BUTHE B JII000Bb M10JIb30BATEIISM.

Bompocy wucnons3oBanus OBM ynenun oco0oe BHUMaHUE U IMpeECENaTeNb
Kpyrioro croja TumodeeB B cBoel craThbe-oTdeTe, onmyOaukoBaHHOM B “‘Jlutrazere”
yepe3 IOJITopa Mecsa MOCie 3aKPBITOro OOCYXAEHUS B penakiuu. KOHCIEKTUBHO
U3JI0KMB OCHOBHBIC apryMEHThl yYaCTHHUKOB Oecelpl, TUMO(deeB pacKpUTHUKOBAI HX
U3JIMIIHIO Bepy B HAyKy, OOBHHUB CTOPOHHHKOB KHOCPHETHYECKOTO BMEIIATEIbCTBA B
Oe3HpaBCTBEHHOCTU. [lo ero MHeHHUo, BBIOOp CIIyTHHKAa Ha OCHOBE OIPENEIEHHOTO
Habopa KauyecTB, OCOOEHHO IIOCPEACTBOM MalllMHbI, OCKOpOJISAI YEIOBEYECKOE
JOCTOMHCTBO. B cBoell crathe TuMo(eeB pe3Ko BBICTYINI IPOTHUB JIFOOBIX MEP OMOILU
OJIMHOKHM JIFOJIIM, TIOCKOJIBKY OHH YHIKaIU “Tpya aroosu” (Tumodees, 1967, c. 11). C
9TON TOYKM 3PEHUs, KNOEPHETUYECKHE PEIICHUS Ka3aJlUCh BEPXOM aJITOPUTMHUYECKOM
6ecuenoBeuHoctu. OtkaszbiBas OBM, TumodeeB Ha nene oTKas3blBal OJUHOYECTBY B
CTaTyce Cepbe3HOM MPOOIEMBI.

POXJIEHUE “3JIEKTPOHHOM CBAXHU”

Crenyromero Martepuana, MpOAOJDKUBIIETO JUCKYCCUIO, MPHUIUIOCH KIATh IBa
roja. M crana crarbs “CoBeruuk B 1001~ BukTopa [lekenuca, onyOnukoBaHHasi B Ne
43 “JII'” 3a 1969 r. B crarbe, HanmucaHHOW B OTBeT Ha oTdyeT Tumodeena, Ilekemuc
IPEUIOKIIT TPOAHAIU3UPOBATh OMNBIT TMEPEOBBIX KAalUTAIMCTUYECKUX CTpaH IIO0
VICIIOJIb30BAHUIO “3JIEKTPOHHBIX CBAX ~, YbH KJIMEHTHI 3aII0JHSIN aHKEThI 13 80 BOIIPOCOB
C CaMOONHMCAHUEM U OIMCAHUEM HCKOMOTO NapTHEpPa, KOTOPBIE 3aTEM MEPEHOCUIIUCH Ha
nephokapTel ¥ BBOJWINCH B DOBM ans mondopa MamMHON MOIXOAALIMX KaHIUIATOB
(ITexemnuc, 1969, c. 12).

[Tpuniun paboTsl anropuTMa ObUI CKPBIT OT MOJB30BAaTENs, YTO HE MEIIallo
MaIlIMHE 3aBOEBbIBATh JIOBEPHUE OJIMHOYEK: 3a 9 MecdleB ee dKcIuryaTauu B ['apBapae
pa3paboTYUKK TMONYYWIH OKOJIO 90 ThICSY 3alpoOCOB OT aMEPUKAHCKUX CTYAECHTOB
(ITexemuc, 1969, c. 12-13). Ycnyra Obuta miaTHOM, a IieHAa MOTJIa BapbHPOBATHCS B
3aBUCUMOCTM  OT  TIPUBJIEKATEJIBHOCTH  noJab3oBarens.  [lekennc,  KpUTHKys
KOMMEpPUYECKUH XapakTep ‘“AJNEeKTPOHHOW CBaxu’, Ype3MEpHYI0 OOBEKTHUBALUIO U
KOMMOAM(UKALINIO YepT JIMYHOCTH, TEM HE MEHEee apryMEHTHPOBaJl BO3MOKHOCThH €€
npumMeHeHus B CCCP aist 60pbObI ¢ pacTyIiuM YUCIIOM OJUHOKUX JIFO/IeH U BUIET B Hel
CPEICTBO obOecreueHus] yCTOMUMBBIX OpakoB. OH MpeUIoKuII UCIOIb30BaTh MAIUHY
TOJBKO KakK COBETUHUIly, H3MEPSAIOUIYI0 [0 KBAaHTU(QUIMPYEMBIM [OKa3aTelIeM
ONTUMAIBHOCTh Oyaymiei mapbel. IlepeBenss Bompoc 00 “2yeKTpOHHOM cBaxe” B
IUIOCKOCTh ~ TEXHOKPATHYECKOTO pEeLIeHUs JeMorpaduyeckux MpodieM  3IoXu
“pazBuToro cornuanuzma’, [lekenuc, ka3zanock, 3aUUTHI 3apyOekKHYIO TEXHOJIOTHUIO OT
TUMO(EeBCKUX OOBUHEHHH B aMOPaJILHOCTH.
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EMy BO3pakan MareMaTU4eCKUI JIMHTBUCT U3 BCECOIO3HOIO MHCTUTYTA HAy4YHOU
n texHudyeckoil wHpopmanuu FOpuii Ilpeiinep, Ha3zBaB mnpemioxkenue Ilekenuca
“oxonmomamumHHON cniekyisiuei” (Lpeitnep, 1970, c. 12). Yike B nepBoM sSIHBapCKOM
Homepe “JII™ 3a 1970 r. oH MOAHSIT BOIPOC O TOM, KTO U Kak OyJeT MporpaMMHUpOBaTh
takyro MawmmHy. [peiaep wuponHusupoBan Haj npemtoxeHuem llekennca wuckarb
KaXJI0My “BTOPYI0 IIOJOBHMHKY”’, BONpoLIas O BO3MOXXHOCTH OOHapyX eHHUs
KuOepHeTHKaMu 0oJiee COBPEMEHHOM MOEH JIF0OBH, HEXENU IUIATOHOBCKUM MU 00
aH/IPOTMHE, IOIyCKaIOIIEH CyIIeCTBOBAaHUE MHOXKECTBA MOTEHLUANIBHBIX map (c. 12).

Takum oOpasom, Llpeiinep BeIpasmili COMHEHHE B CaMOW Hjee ‘“‘ONTHMAIbHOM
napsl”’, yTBep:K/iasi, YTO KPUTEPHUHU COBMECTUMOCTHU HEe OYIyT BBISIBICHBI YUEHBIMU B XOJI€
UCCIIEIOBaHUM, a CKOHCTpyUpOBaHbl UMHU. KpuUTUKYS CLHEHTUCTCKHE OCHOBAHMS
“anexTpoHHOM cBaxu”’, [lpeiinep GpakTruecku BOCIpon3BoAnI apryMeHTsl [locBsHCKOTO
U ATapoBa: ‘“3J€KTpOHHAs COBETUMIA” MCKIIIOYaia OIMIMOKY, POMaHTUYECKUE HEYAauU U
TEM CcaMbIM JIMIIAJa YeJIOBeKa HEOOXOAMMOrO OIbITa, YTO NPOTUBOPEUMIIO HJESIM
CBOOOTHOTO BBIOOpA M OTBETCTBEHHOM JIFOOBH, MOYEPITHYTOM, pa3yMeeTcsi, U3 PyCCKOU
mutepatypsl (peiinep, 1970, c. 12).

TexHOneCCUMUCTCKYIO JIMHUIO B MPECCEe MOAAEpKal U cepxaHnt B. JlaBuneHko B
cBoeM nuceMe B “Jlutrazery”: “Xody 3aMeTUTh, YTO OJIMHOKHE MYKYHHBI U )KEHIUHBI —
3TO, KaK MpaBWO, JIOJAU NAcCUBHbIE (JEHHMBBIE) BO B3aUMOOTHOLICHUSX C APYTUMHU
JIOBMU U C OKPYKaoLUM MUpoM. MM Mano nomoryT npeanoxxenus 9BM” (Bononaus,
1970, c. 13). Tak, Hamexabl Ha KaJbKYJHUPYIOIIUH pa3yM OKa3alHMCh JIAKMYCOM,
HPOSIBUBIIMM KOH(OPMHBIE JIMYHOCTHBIE YEpPThl COBETCKOro 4YenoBeka. OTKa3blBas
npobiieMe OAMHOYECTBA U “DJIEKTPOHHOI CBaxe” Kak METOAY €€ pPelleHuUs, IPOTUBHUKH
IIPOCTBIX TEXHOJIOTMUECKUX PEIIEHU OJHOBPEMEHHO BBICTPAMBAIN KPUTHYECKYIO
JUCTAHIIMIO OT KCHEPTHOrO YIpPABJIEHUS YACTHOM JKM3HBIO, 00JIMYasi TEXHOKPATOB B
KOHCEpBAllMM apXauyeCKUX MpeCcTaBIeHUN O JTI00BH.

B 12 nomepe “Jlutrazersr” B 3amuty llexenuca Boictynuin A. bepr. OtmeTus, 4ro
B XOJIe JTUCKYCCHUU CTOPOHHMKOB NpuMeHeHHss DBM oka3anock Bce ke Ooiblle, OH
NPEIOKUIT pa3fessiTh TPYIHOCTH pa3pabOTKU MOKa eIlle MepLarollell TEXHOJOTUU U
npoctoe conportuBnenue ei (bepr, 1970, c. 12—13). boszup, uTo “amekTpoHHas cBaxa”
OTHUMET y TpaXJaH HEOOXOIMMOCTh IOJIb30BATHCS COOCTBEHHBIM YMOM M CEpILEM,
ObUIa paclieHeHa UM KaK SKCIEPTHBIA CHOOM3M, HEZI0OLIEHKAa MacCOBOTO MOTPEOUTENS U
€ro CrHocoOHOCTEM IOHUMAaTh KOHCYJIBTAaTUBHBIM XapakTep MAalIMHHOM IOMOIIH.
Hcnonb3ys KMOEpHETHUECKYIO TEPMUHOJIOTHIO, OH TOBOPUJI O TMOBBILIEHUHU C TOMOILBIO
OBM ympaBiasieMOCTH CEMEWHBIX OTHOIIEHWHA METOJIOM HCKIIIOUEHHS ‘‘BPEIIHBIX
CIly4alHOCTEN’, mpeyiaral IpHUBJIEKATh COLIMOJIOTOB M IICHUXOJOIOB Ui BBISICHEHMS
nepeyHsi MPUYMH Pa3BOJOB, KOTOPBIH MOXKHO ObUIO OBl y4ecTh MNpU CO3JaHHUU
“311eKTpOHHOM cBaxu’. Tak BOMPOCHI YCTpPAaHEHHUS CTOXAaCTHYECKHUX IMOTPEIIHOCTEH U
YCUIJIEHUSI HAJIeKHOCTH B JKCIUIyaTallud KUOEPHETMYECKHX MAIIUH IMpeBpallajiuch B
pabouue Mozenu i oAdopa “ONTUMaIbHOM mapbl”.

Urtor muckyccum B Ne 24 “JII™ 3a 1971 r. moaBen HOBOCHOMPCKHI COIHOJIOT
Brnagumup llnsnentox (1971, c. 12). Paboras ¢ mucekMamMu untarenei 00 0JUHOYECTBE
“OJIEKTPOHHON cBaxe”’, OH OOHapyxwia, 4To 75% KOPPECIOHJEHTOB C BBICIIMM
o0pa3oBaHMEM U3 KPYIHBIX TOPOJOB TNOJACPKUBAIM HACIO 00 ‘“3JIeKTPOHHOM
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coeruuiie”. XOTs B PeJaKTOPCKON MOYTE UMEJIHCh MUChMa C OOBUHEHUEM OJIMHOKUX
Jaofeil B cnabocTH M TAaCcCMBHOCTH, OOJbIlIas YacTh OJUHOKUX YyKa3blBajlla Ha
HaIPSKEHHBIN PUTM COBPEMEHHOM KU3HMU, JI€TaBUINN 3aTPyAHUTEIIbHBIMUA CIIOHTAHHBIE
3HakoMcTBa. [Ipumenenne OBM, 3anporpaMMHUpOBaHHOMN 3KCIIEPTAMH, 110 UX MHEHUIO,
JOJKHO OBLIIO 00€CIIeYHTh JTUIIb MOUCK ONTUMATHHOW Maphl, pa3BUTHE OTHOIICHUH OHU
OCTaBIIsSUIM 3a coOoi. Pe3ynpTaThl COIMOJIOTMYECKOrO aHajiu3a, MPOBEJCHHOIO
[InsarneHnToxom, MOATBEPKAAJIN BBICOKYIO CTETICHb JOBEPHsI K HOBOM TEXHOJIOTUM CPEIU
€€ MOTEHIMAIbHOMN ayUTOPUH.

HavaBmmch ¢ Bompoca 0 JOMyCTHUMBIX TpaHUIaX Mep OOpHOBI C OJIMHOYECTBOM,
JTUCKYCCHsI pa3BUBajach BOKPYT BOIIPOCA O JOBEPUHU K IKCIEPTaM U CO37aBaeMbIM UMHU
MOJICTISIM — T€M, KTO O0JIaJaeT BIACTBIO peliaTh, KAKUE KPUTEPUH OyayT BHECCHBHI B
porpaMMy U MPEJCTaBICHBI MOTPEOUTENIO B BHIE TOTOBOM TexHONIOTUU. [IpoTHBHUKH
“3]IEKTPOHHOM CBaxXW’’ BUJEIIU B UJE€ “ONTHMAaIbHOU Maphl” HE BESHUS HOBOI'O BPEMEHH,
a TpHCcyllee MPOIJIOMY JOBEpUE aBTOPUTETHOMY PEILIEHUI0, U30aBIISIONIErO OT PUCKOB
cB0OOAHOrO BbIOOpa. CTOPOHHMKHM ‘‘3JIEKTPOHHOM CBaxM’ >K€ BOCHPUHHUMAIHM €€ Kak
nposiBieHUe odmecTBeHHoH 3a00ThI (Lnmsmentox, 1971, c. 12).

OpnHako peanpHasi BJIACTh HE 3acTaBWia ceOs kaarh. Yxke B uioHe 1971 r. B
“IIpaBne” BbINLIAa aHOHUMHAas 3amMeTka “‘CBaTrbl 3JIEKTPOHHOH CBaxu’’, OOBHHSIOIIAS
WHULIMATOPOB IUCKyccuH U Ju4HO LIInsdnenToxa B MOKyIIEHUH HA COIUATMCTHYECKYIO
Mopaib. [lepBblIii aTan TUCKyCCHH 3aKOHUMIICS €€ He(hOpMaIbHbIM 3alIPETOM.

“9JIEKTPOHHAS CBAXA” BO3BPAIITAETCSA

CHoBa 00 “>nmeKkTpoHHOM cBaxe” 3aroBopuiM ciycts 4 roga, korga B Ne 16
“MockoBckoro koMmcomodnbia” 3a 1975 r. Obl1a HareyaTaHa CTaThsl CTAPLUIETO HAYYHOTO
corpyanuka HUM o6mux nmpobnem Bocniutanus AITH CCCP Anekcanap MenukcetsiHa
“Sl 3a mnporHo3upoBaHue Opaka”. B craThe, coOmpoBOXKIaeMON KpacHOPEUUBOM
WUIIOCTpallue B BUAE MEXAHU3MPOBAHHOIO CEpALA, IPOH3EHHOIO CTPEJIOM-
nepdokapToif, MenuKCeTsIH mnucad O 3apyOeXHBIX Cly)k0ax 3HAKOMCTB (Kak U3
COLMAIIMCTUYECKOTO, TaK M KalMUTAJIUCTUYECKOro Jjarepeit), KOTOpbIM, Onaromaps
ucnonp3oBaHuio OBM, ynanocs mnpeojonieTh CiaydyallHOCTh BCTpeY U 0OECHeuuTh
BBICOKYIO MPOYHOCTh OpakoB. CKpaJbIBasi MEpephIB B JUCKYCCUH, MENIUKCeTsH nHcai o
IPOJOJDKAIOIIEN S ““TIOBOJIBHO 0KMBJIEHHOM JUCKYyCCHM™ B IE€4YaTH, IPUBOJS B IPUMED
cratb llexenmnca m bepra koHma 1960-x rr., TeM cambIM 3aMan4uBasi apryMEHTBI
TeXHoneccuMUCTOB. Ha HOBOM 3Tame JucKyccMM OH He mpeiarail o0cyXIaTh
HE00XOIMMOCTh “3JIEKTPOHHOM CBaXu”, paccMaTpUBask ATOT Kak yxe MpoiiieHHbIH 3Tarl,
a mpeziaraji 3aHAThCs BBIpaOOTKOM Hay4YHO 000CHOBaHHBIX PEKOMEHIALUH IO CO3aHUI0
MOJIEJIM ONTUMANbHOM Mapbl, [pemuB] TEeM CaMbIM BOMNPOC ICUXOJOTUYECKON
coBmectumoctu” (MenukcersH, 1975, c. 4). Mcnoab30BaHue S3bIKa MAaTEMaTHYECKOTO
MOJICIUPOBAHUS, TOMYJISIPHOTO B pa3roBopax 00 skoHoMmuke B 1970-x TT., BhIIAaBAJIO
PaLMOHATN3ATOPCKYIO JIOTUKY OyIylmuX CIyK0 3HAaKOMCTB, a (OpPMYyJIHpOBaHUE
npobiieMbl B TEPMHMHAaX “IICMXOJIOTMYECKON COBMECTHMOCTH~ ~ YKa3blBaJIO Ha
JUCLUIUIMHY, KOTOpas cTaja Obl HOCTaBIIMKOM MPAKTHUYECKUX 3HAHUM.
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Ecin B kxoHue 1960-x — Hawanme 1970-x rr. emie He ObUIO SICHO KTO CTaHET
9KCIIEPTOM, OMNPEACISIOIUM KaTeropuu I Moa00opa MalIMHOW Map, TO K CepeauHe
1970-x rr. oTBeT cTajm O4YEBHIHBIM. POJb IJIaBHBIX CHENMAIMCTOB IO YEIOBEYECKUM
OTHOWICHMSIM, KaK 3TO ObLIO M B Jpyrux crpaHax cougareps, B CCCP oTtBoaunach
ncuxonoruu. [loAXoapl WHKEHEPHOH IICHXOJOTMH, OCOOEHHO €€ KOCMHYECKOTO
HAIpPaBJIEHUs, U3yYaBIIeH BOMPOCHl COBMECTUMOCTH JIOACH B pabounX KOJIEKTUBAX U
3aMKHYTBIX MPOCTPAHCTBAX, HAILIM NMPUMEHEHHE U B cdepe MOUCKA POMAHTUUYECKUX
napTHepoB®. YcrenHoe 3HaKOMCTBO OKa3bIBAJIOCh PE3yIbTaTOM yAauHOH KOMOMHAINH
UH/IMBUIYAIbHBIX  IICUXOJIOTUYECKUX  XapaKTEPUCTHK  OAMHOKHX,  HaWJACHHOU
“3JIEKTPOHHON CBaXoi™.

[lepeBon mnpoOneMbl OAMHOYECTBA B IICUXOJOTMYECKYIO ILIOCKOCTH OTKPBLI
BO3MOXKHOCTH JIJIsl UCIIOJIb30BaHUS IICUXOJOTHYECKUX TEXHUK B IENIAX €€ MPEOAO0TICHHUS.
VIMeHHO JIMYHOCTHBIE TECTHI, KpaiiHe nomnysspHble B 1970-x rr. (SImnonsckuii, 1981, c.
90-99), nmomkHBl OBUIM CTaTh OCHOBOM palMOHAIBHOrO mMOa0Opa map. AJIbSHC
MICHXOJIOTHYECKOTO 3HAHMUSA W KHOEPHETHKHU CTaJHM OOIIMM MECTOM B PACCYKACHUAX O
Mepax wu30aBieHuss oOT oxauHouectBa. @Duuocod IOpuii PropukoB  Buzen
MICHXOJIOTHYECKYI0 COBMECTUMOCTD TJIaBHBIM YCJIIOBHEM YCIIEUTHBIX OpakoB (Propukos,
1975, c. 10-11). Cekconatonor AGpam CBs01l TOBOPUI 0 HEOOXOAMMON paboTe Mo
“KOPPEKTUPOBKE CTEPEOTUTIA’ KEIAHHOTO CITyTHHKA, KOTOPYIO JOJKEH ObLT IPOBOIAHUTH
ncuxotor (“JIroout, He modur,” 1979, c. 44): UMEHHO TCH-3HAHUE W TICU-TEXHUKHU B
COI03€ C MAIIMHOM COCTaBJISJIM JIBa KOMIIOHEHTa ‘“‘3JIEKTPOHHOM CBaxu’ BO BTOPOH
nosoBuHe 1970-x rr.

1970-e rr. cTamm BpeMEHEM IMEpPBBIX IONBITOK OPTaHU30BaTh MEPHl MTOMOIIN
OoJIMHOKUM. [lepBbIM mpUOIN3UIICS K OCYLIECTBICHUIO HA IPAKTUKE UIEHU ‘DJIEKTPOHHOM
cBaxu’”’ micuxojor Apkanuii Eruiec, KOTopbli BO3IIaBIIsUT SKCIIEPUMEHTAIBHYIO CITYKOy
3HAaKOMCTB, OpTaHH30BaHHYIO MpH mozaaepxkke Moccosera (democeeBa, 1978, c. 13).
['maBHBIM HHCTPYMEHTOM 3HaKOMCTBa B ci1y>k0e Erunieca 6bu1a ankeTa-camootueT u3 260
BONpPOCcOB. [IoMUMO NMPOTOKOJIBHBIX CBEJJCHUN O BO3pacTe, pOCTE, MECSIUHOM 3apaboTKe
Y KBaPTUPHBIX YCIOBUSX, B HEH CIIPAIIMBAIIU O JTFOOMMBIX KHUTAX, OTHOIICHUH K JIETSIM,
MPUBBIYKAX U B3IIIAaX HA MHTUMHYIO *u3Hb. OnpocHuk Eruneca pabotan He TOIBKO Ha
NEPCOHAIM3AIINIO, HO U HAa TUTTU3AINIO KIIMEHTOB, TIEPEBO/IS WHANBH Y aJIbHBIC PA3ITUIUs
B CTaHJIApPTU3UPOBAaHHBIE M KBaHTH(QHUIMPOBAHHBIC JAaHHbe. Ha OCHOBE aHKETHI
COTPYJIHUKHU CIIy>KObl HaJESTUCh CO3/IaTh TECT HA COBMECTUMOCTD, JIOBEpUB 00pabOTKy
maHHeix OBM. OHU paccuMThIBaIM pPacHpOCTPAaHUTh CBOM TMONIXOJ Ha Jpyrue
YUPEXKJIEHUS U CO3J]aTh MOCKOBCKYIO CETh CO CKBO3HOW KapTOTEKOW Ha nepgokaprax,
OKOHYATEeJIbHO BOCIIOJHUB COLMANIbHBIE Pa3pbIBBI MO3HEH COBPEMEHHOCTH, TyCKal U B
pamkax omHoro Ttopoaa (c. 13). Pa3paboTka TICHXOJOTHYECKHUX OMPOCHUKOB,
aJaNTUPOBAHHBIX I MAIIMHHON 00pa0O0TKH, CTPEMIICHHE BIPA0OTaTh YHUBEPCATBHBIH
OPUHLMI ToA00pa mapTHepa ObUIM BAOXHOBIEHBI (aHTazueil 00 ‘“IIeKTPOHHOM
COBETYHMIIE” U SBJSUIUCH IIATOM K €€ BOILIOIIECHUIO.

[To mepe opraHu3anuu TOCYAapCTBEHHBIX CIIYkO 3HAKOMCTB B 1980-x rr. mues
KOMITbIOTEPH3UPOBAHHOTO IMIOMCKA TapTHEPa MPoJI0JhKajia coXpaHaThes. Tak, B OT4eTHON

% O paseuTnM U cepax MPUIOKEHNS HHKEHEPHOH nicuxonoruu cM.: (Gerovitch, 2015; 1lin, 2025).
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JIOKYMEHTAllUM POCTOBCKOM CITy>KObl 3HAKOMCTB 3a 1988 r. B nepeuyHe MmiIaHUpyeMBbIX K
JI0OABJICHHIO B CJICAYIOIIEM TOy BUIOB YCIYT 3HAYMIIOCH “BHeApeHne DBM s BeiOopa
Opaunoro naptaepa” (Omuem o ¢unancoso-xo3zsaticmeennou desmenvrnocmu, 1988, JI.
133). Ognako, kak cooOmuiaa oaHa U3 OBIBIIUX COTPYIHUIL B MHTEPBhIO aBTopam (E.3.,
nuaHas O6ecena, Maii 24, 2023), 3agymMmaHHOMY HE CyKJIeHO OBLIO peanu3oBaThcs. Bmecte
C TeM, cCToluyHas ciayx0a npu MocropcnpaBke M0Jb30Bajach MOIIHOCTSIMH
BBIUMCJIUTEIBHOIO LEHTPA KOJJIEKTUBHOTO I0JIb30BAHMSI, OPIraHU30BAHHOIO B CIIyXOe
ObiTa Mocropucnonkoma. Takum o0pa3om, mpuBHOcuMas OBM B0O3MOXXHOCTH
MO3HAKOMHUTHCSL C TAKUM KOJUYECTBOM MOTEHIMAIBHBIX CIIYTHHUKOB, “‘C KakuMm Bbl He
CMOXeTe IIO3HAKOMUTHCS 33 BCIO CBOKO JKU3HB (Ankema nuunoeo snaxkomemsa, 1988, c.
2), CTaHOBWJIACh NMPUBHIIETUEN OJIMHOKUX JIFOACH, MTPOKUBAIOIIUX B KPYITHBIX TOPOJIax.
B 10 e Bpemsi, cTpeMIIeHHE K CO3/IaHUIO “DIIEKTPOHHOM CBaXu”’ BBIABIISIO PErHOHAIBHOE
HEPaBEHCTBO, 00YCIOBIEHHOE HEPABHOMEPHBIM JOCTYIIOM K TEXHHUKE.

B rocynapctBeHHBIX ciyk0ax 3HakOMCTB Hanuuue IBM Obl10 peaxocTbio. ITo
OIPENEATI0Ch MHCTUTYIMOHAIBHOM MPHUHAJICKHOCTBIO YUPEXKACHUM. byiydn 4acTbio
cinyx0 OblTa, OHM HE MOJYy4alld JAOCTATOYHOrO (PMHAHCHUPOBAHUS JJISl MCIIOJNb30BAHUS
KHOCpHETHYECKOW TEXHUKM Ha TOCTOSHHONW ocHoBe. MHaue oOCTOSIIO Jemo ¢
KOPIIOPaTUBHBIMU CTy>K0amu 3HaKOMCTB. Vcnonb3oBanne 9BM cTano oTInYuTeNnsHOM
YepTOH 3TUX CITYKO, TOCTOSIHHO TTOAYEPKUBAEMOI B peKJIaMHBIX 00bsaBIeHUIX (Cryorcoa
3nakomemg ‘“3oouax,” 1989, c. 12). Hekotopple U3 HUX ONUPATUCh Kak Ha
WHCTUTYITUOHAILHYIO 0a3y COBETCKOW KHOCPHETHKH, B BUIC BEIYUCIUTEILHBIX IICHTPOB,
TaK M Ha CyIIECTBOBABIINI COBETCKUI TUCKYpC O Cly:k0ax 3HAKOMCTB. Tak, cTaTthsa O
KOoomnepaTuBHOM cimyx0e 3HakoMcTB “Ciyk6a Ne 57 rimacuia, 4to ciyx0a HE TOJIBKO
KOHCYJBTUPYET, HO U BBIMIONHSAET paboTy “anekTpoHHOI cBaxu” (3oToBa, 1989, c. 3).
VYnotpebiieHne B pekiiaMeé B KauyecTBE XapaKTEPUCTUKHU >KYPHAIMCTCKOIO SIpJIbIKA,
POJMBILIErOCs B AUCKYCCUU 00 OAMHOYECTBE, JEMOHCTPHPOBAJIO, C OJTHONH CTOPOHBI, €T0
Y3HaBa€MOCTb U PacCpOCTPAHEHHOCTb, a C IPYTON — Ty JIETKOCTh, C KAaKOH ‘“‘COBETCKHUE”
TEXHOJOTHYECKHE  PEIIeHUs  OKAa3bIBAIMCHh  MPHUCIOCOOJEHBI K  YCIOBHSIM
HapOXK/IAIOILErocs PhIHKA.

SAKIFOYEHHUE

B 1967 rony B rnaBuoit untennurenTckoit razere CCCP — “JluteparypHoii razere”
— Hayajach JAMCKyccus o0 oxmHouecTBe. [IpakTHuecku ¢ camoro Hayaua BOIIPOC O
MOMOIIN OJMHOKUM TMOJY4YHJI TEXHOKpaTudyeckoe uzMepeHue. [Ipeamerom akTUBHBIX
ne0aToB CTaj BOMPOC O JOMYCTUMOCTH npuMeHeHus OBM 11t moadopa onTUMaIbHOM
napsl. [lonmynspuzatop kubepueruku B. Ilekenuc npu nojepxkke akagemuka A. bepra
onoBectwin uyurtarened “JII”” W y4aCTHMKOB JAMCKYCCHU O 3apyOeKHOM OIIbITE
VCII0JIb30BAaHUU TEXHOJIOTUH ‘“3JIEKTPOHHOM cBaxy’’. Tak Ha CTpaHUIAX COBETCKHUX I'a3eT
HAyajoch NyOIMYHOE NPOEKTUPOBAHUE CIEKYISTUBHOW TEXHOJOTUU [UIsl TOMCKa
napTHepa.

Hocutenn HOBOro COLMOTEXHHYECKOTO BOOOpa)kaeMoro, OMpeesieMoro
KHOEpHETUYECKUM BHJIEHUEM OOIIeH MpUpOJbl TEXHUYECKUX U COLMANBHBIX 3ajad
(paccmaTpuBaeMbIX U3 EPCIEKTHBHI MOBBIIIEHNS YIIPABISEMOCTH CUCTEMBbI), HE BUJIEIH
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cnenr(UYecKux mperpaja Ui MPUMEHEHHs TEOPUU ONTUMH3AIMU K podieme nmoadopa
CIIyTHHKA >KU3HHU. TEeXHONECCUMHUCTHI, B CBOK OY€pe/b, NPU3HABAIN HEOOXOAUMOCTh
rOCyapCTBEHHBIX ~M€p IOMOIIM OAMHOKMM, HO HCKJIIOYaIM BO3MOXKHOCTh
ucnoap3oBaHuss B Hux OBM. HcexomuBmias OT TEXHUKH Yrpo3a POMaHTUYECKOU
JUYHOCTH M CHOHTAaHHOCTU B JIIOOBM MOOYKJajla TMPOTUBHUKOB KHOEPHETHUECKUX
pelieHni u300peTaTh albTEPHATHUBY BPOAE KOHCEPBATUBHBIX 10 (hOopME BeUEpOB
3HAKOMCTB.

TexHOONTUMUCTBI K€ (PUKCHPOBAIM pacTylllee YCIOXKHEHHE COLUAIBHOCTH, K
KOTOpOH 4Y€JIOBEKY CTAaHOBUJIOCH BCE TpyAHEE aaantupoBarbcs. OHM IPHUBETCTBOBAIM
MaIlMHHBIA TOA0Op Kak CpeICTBO ONTHMHU3ALMM, W30aBisBIICe OT ClydailHOCTEH
3amyTaHHoro mupa. [lepBblii aTan Auckyccun 00 NEKTPOHHON CBaxe 3aKOHUYMIICS YXKE B
1971 rogy ee HeopManabHBIM 3alIPETOM, a COOpaHHbIE HOBOCHOMPCKUM COLIMOJIOTOM
B. lllnsneHToXoM AaHHblE O O€3yCIOBHON NONIEPKKE CIEKYISTUBHOW TEXHOJOTUU
Cpely OJMHOUYEK OCTAIUCH IPOUTHOPHUPOBAHBI BIACTHIO.

Jl1st co3ganust )KenaHHOH “3JIEKTPOHHONM COBETUHIIBI YK€ UMENIach MaTepuaibHast
OCHOBA B BUJIE KMOCPHETHUECKOW TEXHUKHU, HO HE XBATaJIO0 AMHMCTEMHUYECKOr0 JBHXKKA.
Jlis  moMomM TpoeKTy ONTHMajdbHOW Mapel Ha BTOPOM JTale JHUCKYCCHUH,
pa3BepHyBLIEHCS BO BTOPYK TMOJOBUHY 1970-X TIT., NOPUBIEKIM TMCUXOJOTHIO.
HccnenoBanusi NCUXOJIOIMUECKON COBMECTUMOCTH JOJDKHBI OBLIM NMOMOYb BBIIEIHUTH
napameTpsl, MPaBUIbHOE COYETaHHE KOTOpBIX oOecrneyuBaio Obl yCTOMUYUBBIA Opak.
Tannem OBM u ncu-TeXHMK Japuil YTONMIO IIOJIHOM IPEICKa3yeMoCTH H
YIPAaBIAEMOCTH.

Ucropust “amekTpoHHON cBaxu” MPOJMBAET CBET HA TPAHUIIBI JIOMYCTUMOIO B
MO3/IHECOBETCKOM TPOEKTUPOBAaHUM Oyaymiero cemMbd U Opaka. OOpaiieHue K
KHOEpHETHKE NIl PEeLICHUS] U3BEYHOT0 BOIPOCAa HE MPHUBENO K MepecOOpKe ceMEeMHbIX
HOPM U TEHJEPHBIX IIOPSJKOB, pPaBHO Kak MW K IIyraBlIeMy IPOTHBHHUKOB
TEXHOJIOTHYECKOT0 Tmporpecca “o0ypKya3uBaHUIO® MEXKIMYHOCTHBIX OTHOIIECHUM.
“CeMelHBIN 2TaloH”’, Ha KOTOPBIN HALEINBAJIO IICUXO0JIOTHYECKOE 3HAHUE, Pa3 3a Pa3oM
OKa3bIBAJICA  TIETEPOCEKCYyaJbHOM  HYKJIEApPHOM  CeMbed €  IMaTpuapXajbHbIM
pacnpeneIeHueM I'eHIEPHBIX POJIEH.
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Abstract

Along with the transformations of technology itself, the philosophy of technology is continuously redefined
epistemologically and ontologically. The prospects of further development, conceptual vectors,
anthropological effects are always difficult to grasp. Among the now dominant mainstream approaches to
the field there is a theory of technology of corporate utopianism, and there is a critical theory of technics
with a dystopian ending. There is a large body of leftist critical studies on the corporate capture of
technological opportunity and missed alternative possibilities. The goal of this paper is to show that the
philosophy of technology exhibits not only historical, economic, ideological differences, but also under-
explicated gender differences. A gendered approach will be offered for consideration which is based on a
corpus of feminist philosophy, epistemology, and critique of science and technology, along with feminist
critiques of the cultural canon. Feminist theory consistently problematizes invisible gendered frames of
representations of reality. It allows us to notice the gender bias not only in the obvious, perhaps superficial
facts of role inequality, but also in the formulation of scientific tasks and the organization of practices. The
gender bias reaches deeply into the metaphysical attitudes and epistemological frameworks that determine
the rational and irrational, the significant and the excluded. This is revealed by the questions: Whose science
is this? Whose knowledge? What/whose experience matters? How are the meaning and purpose of the
search defined? What rationality do they implement? The intersection of feminism and technology was a
core concept of early cyberfeminism in the 90s and continues to be developed by contemporary researchers,
writers, and data analysts. From feminist theory developed a specific critical and heuristic method that has
a general significance much deeper than the gender-relations as we know them in everyday life.
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AHHOTANUA

dunocodus TEXHUKH BMECTE C O4epEeIHON TpaHc(opManued TEXHUKH MPOJOIDKACT MEPEONPEaeIIThCS
SHUCTEMOJIOTMYECKH W OHTOJNOTHYECKH, TMO-TIPEKHEMY TPYJHO CXBAaThIBAEMBI €€ JallbHEHIue
MEPCIEKTHBBI Pa3BUTHUS, KOHLENTYalbHbIH BEKTOp, aHTponosnoruueckue 3¢dexrsl. B aTOM mone ectsb
HECKOJBKO JOMMHHUPYIOIIMX MAacCOBO HCIOJB3yeMBIX IIOAXOJOB, €CTh TEOpHs TEXHOJOTHH
KOPIOPaTHBHOI'O yTONHU3Ma, €CTh KPUTHUUYECKas TEOPHsl TEXHHKU ¢ MpauyHbIM ¢uHanoM. EcTh Goubimoi
00BEeM JIEBBIX KPUTHYECKHX HCCIICOBAaHUM O KOPIIOPATUBHOM 3axBaTe TEXHOJIOTMYECKHX Cpel U
YIYIIEHHBIX AIbTEPHATHBHBIX BO3MOXHOCTX. Mosl 33/1a4a 1oKas3arh, 4To Gpuiiocodus TEXHHUKH UMEET He
TOJIBKO  UCTOPUYECKHE, DKOHOMUYECKUE, HJICOJOTMYECKHE pa3iauyusi, HO U  HEIOCTaTOYHO
SKCIUIMIMPOBAHHBIC TEHJAEPHBIC PAa3IM4Ms IOAXOAOB. ' eHOEpHBIA mHoaxox Oa3zmpyercst Ha KOpILyce
(heMHMHHCTCKOH 3MHCTEMOJIOTHH M KPUTHKHM HayKd, Ha (DEMHHUCTCKOW KPUTHKE KyJIbTypHOTO KaHOHA.
demuHHCTCKAs TeOpHsl cjenaga OOJBIIOW BKJIAZ B OSIMHCTEMOJIOTHIO M KyJIBTYPHBIH aHaius3,
MIOCJICIOBATENILHO TIPOOIeMaTH3NpPYsl TeHepHbIe (peiMBI ITpeAcTaBIeHUi 0 peadbHOCTH U HopMme. OHa
MI03BOJISIET 3aMETUTh T€HAEPHBIN Pa3phIB HE TOJIBKO B (haKTax poJEBOTO HEPABEHCTBA, HO U B TOCTAHOBKE
Hay4YHBIX 3aJad M OpraHU3alWH NPaKTUK. | eHOepHbIH pa3pbhlB yXOOUT Ha TIyOHMHY MeTadu3ndecKkux
YCTaHOBOK U 3MHUCTEMOJIOTMYECKUX PAMOK, OIPEIEIIAIOIIUX PAMOHAIBHOE U UPPALMOHAIBHOE, 3HAUUMOE
M MCKIIIOYaeMoe, 4T0 0OHapyKUBatoTcs Bonpocamu: Ubs aTo Hayka? Kakoii/Uell onbiT nmMeeT 3HaueHue?
Kak mocraBiensl cmbicn U nenb noucka? Ilepecedenne peMHHHM3MA M TEXHOJNOTHH OBLIO OCHOBHBIM
KOHLIENTOM paHHero kubeppemunnzma 90-X U TNpoOHODKAET pa3padaThiBaThCs COBPEMEHHBIMH
HcclieIoBaTeIbHUIIAMH, THCATeIFHUIIAMHY, aTa-aHATUTHKaMHU. U3 GheMUHHCTCKOTO IBHKEHUS U TEOPHH
BBITEKAaeT OCOOBI KPUTHYECKUH M IBPUCTHYECKUI METOJ], MMEIONMH 0o0llee 3HaYeHUE, BBIXOJIIEE 3a
PaMKH F€HJEPHBIX OTHOIIEHHH, KAKUMH MBI UX 3HA€M B ITOBCEIHEBHOM JKU3HHU.

Kirouessbie cJI0Ba: deMuHHCTCKas SIUCTEMOJIOT U, Kubeppemunnsm;
Kcenodemunusm; I'ennep u merapusuka; KorHUTHUBHBIN accaMOisik; AJNTOPUTMBI U
COHAJIBHBIC ITPAKTHUKHU, CDCMI/IHI/ISaIII/ISI MallluH
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INTRODUCTION

As technology itself is subject to constant change, the philosophy of technology
becomes continuously redefined epistemologically and ontologically. It is therefore
always difficult to determine the prospects of further development, conceptual vectors,
and anthropological effects. In this field, there are currently several dominant, widely
used approaches. There is, for example, the theory of corporate utopian technology which
promises to create a “magic forest” of embodied desires based on machine learning. There
is also a critical theory of technology with a gloomy ending and the Oedipal fear of an
autonomous supermind (Bostrom, 2016). And then, ranging from Gert Lovink
(2013/2019) to Nick Srnicek (2016), there is a large catalog of left-wing critical research
on how corporations and platforms are capturing technological possibilities and whether
something can be done about it. My task is to show that the philosophy of technology in
the modern incarnation of cybernetics exhibits not only historical, cultural, ideological
differences (Hui, 2024), but also insufficiently explicated gender differences. I intend to
illustrate the difficulty of constructing further theoretical alternatives which cannot
emerge from positions of apology or criticism, but which require fundamentally different
approaches that involve a change of epistemological and even metaphysical assumptions.
Questions are posed about how the conditions of access in thinking are arranged, what is
meant by objectivity, what events are accepted as correlates of reality? Feminist
philosophy since the 1970s has been reconsidering basic methodological assumptions:
Who speaks, how are the basic epistemological distinctions structured, the distinctions of
material and ideal, nature and culture, mind and body, and their derivative subject-object
hierarchies? What work is done by the concepts of autonomy, of human vs. animal and
human vs. machine, by life/mind distinctions, by subjective individuality in contrast to
entangled becoming in an environment? In the 21st century these questions have clearly
moved to the foreground again in the philosophical movement of New Materialism,
which in many ways continues the tradition of feminist epistemology. These approaches
partly overlap with deconstruction, non-classical epistemology, the sociology of
(scientific) knowledge and the new anthropology, but they have a more irritating
politicized effect and in some way a more consistent theoretical basis.

As feminist theory has shown, the analysis of gender difference yields insight,
surprisingly, in most areas of our knowledge and experience. But the theory is not so
much about women as it is about reconsidering the norms and conventions of culture. The
representation of gender and sex, social role and biological determination, is historically
painful for women, but it turns out to be a productive framework for deconstructing
conventional differences, including those between humans and machines, the normative
and the marginal. If we focus on the meta-philosophical framework, feminist philosophy
proves most radical in shifting the metaphysics of Truth from an externally imposed
instance of order and power to an ontology of multi-vector formation or self-organizing
existence. In the ironic language of Donna Haraway, which still sets the conceptual
horizon for the field of research, knowledge has become situated, individuals have
become symbionts, bodies and machines have become interpenetrating assemblages,
anthropology has become posthuman. The classically conceived relation of the material
and the ideal has turned into the relation between material-discursive and gender
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implicated. There is a diverse feminist theory of technology that has spoken from a
feminist position about the paradigmatic transition of industrial to cybernetic technology
and the need to create multi- agent non-linear connections (Haraway, 1988). This was
further developed by cyberfeminism, xenofeminism, and data feminism, which I will try
to survey in this text as several related discourses with closely related foundations. which
distinguish them from both corporate theories and critical ones. They are simultanously
grounded in feminist ideas as well as contemporary technological realities. This
intersection of feminism and technology was the main concept of early cyberfeminism of
the 1990s and continues to be developed by contemporary philosophers, artists and
writers. This connection over time becomes increasingly relevant for the
conceptualization of both technology and feminism.

I will conditionally divide feminist approaches into epistemological and post-
Marxist ones, where the first is concerned with how the theory of knowledge filters and
controls cultural norms, and the second considers which social practices become
normative and which are excluded during the constitution/programming of a model of
reality. If we accept that technology, like reality, is a multi-vector becoming, this
becoming consequently depends on the interpretation of scientific discoveries, and on
conceptual and ethical perspectives that are created in ongoing polemics, including
current debates.

FEMINIST EPISTEMOLOGY
Peano Curve

In the history of Soviet programming there is a unique figure, that of the
mathematician and writer Elena Wentzel (1907-2002). She was a student of the
Mathematics Department of Petrograd University in the 1920s, when a new mathematics
was formed based on set theory.

Only a few years had passed since the Revolution. The University is one of the
brightest memories of my life. Everything was wonderful — the reality
surrounding us, the new social system, NEP (New Economic Policy 1921-
1928), which was only just breaking through the darkness of war communism.
Our complete liberation, our freedom [...] And we were happy, although
hungry and undressed (Wentzel & Epstein, 2007, p. 22).

In the post-war period, she wrote textbooks on probability theory and operation
theory which are still used by students today and that were translated into English. Her
textbooks are a contribution to the formation of programming theory. But she also had a
second life as a writer under the pseudonym I. Grekova (her nickname means “Y” — the
Greek letter “Upsilon”). Wentzel led a double life as a recognized Soviet scientist and
writer, whose main works could not be published. She saw different forms of vulnerability
and variability of reality. Wenzel thinks of programming as a description of unstable
realities in constant development, forming ever new subsets from the collision of events
and interests.
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She is not satisfied with the applied use of science outside its humanitarian and
ontological applications. In literature, reduction is impossible even in socialist realism
with its typology of plot. Literary texts can pose problems of political, psychological,
social types. Her novels are created as series of situations, circumstances, and choices,
where heroes and algorithms of their behavior are formed under conditions of complexity
of situations, then an event of strengthening of one of the parameters occurs and the
transition to another situation where the behavior of heroes and political context change.
In the large novel “Fresh testament” (Svezho predaniye, working title “Peano curve”) she
shows how situational frameworks and structuring algorithms are derived from the flow
of confused events of the continuum, how another reality is forced (Grekova, 1995).
Algorithms are not universal, they can be extracted from other social, labor, behavioral
and gender practices, axiomatic frameworks are radically re-established under the
influence of a new event. The novel’s hero is a child in a family of Jewish revolutionaries
in the promising post-revolutionary 1920s, is a student in the turbulent and repressive
1930s, is a young programmer at the time of the fight against cybernetics, and thus lives
several lives in each or these times with a new frame of reality. She often turns to women's
stories and women's survival strategies, which elude the canonical ideological narrative
of representation, since they change ideological framework and stylistic canons.
Mathematically, I. Grekova solves the problem of the continuum hypothesis and the
problem of choice, which she understands not purely mathematically, but ontologically.
I. Grekova transfers mathematical logic to the material of existential, political
circumstances, demonstrating a new way of understanding the dynamic complexity of
reality of the first half and middle of the twentieth century. Although there was no
formally represented feminism in the USSR, there was relative gender equality, which
allowed an implicit implementation of critical approaches to ideology, gender, and
political differences, and this included the use of mathematical and programming logic.
Let us conclude that for I. Grekova the logic of current mathematics allows one to
describe the ontology of contemporary reality in a language that surpasses ideology.

Gendered Metaphysics

Feminist philosophy of the 1970s-80s, answering the question of why gender gap
is imperceptibly and deeply embedded in cultural stereotypes and norms, comes to the
study of epistemology and metaphysical foundations. The study of logic has been
extended to the field of technological research. Feminist epistemology departs from the
previously accepted distinction between the perspectives of engineering and the
humanities, a distinction implicitly affirmed by Martin Heidegger, Carl Mitcham, and
others. By adopting this division of perspectives — here the maker or designer, there the
interpreter — they buy into metaphysical foundations that exclude the production of reality
as an intricate interaction of materiality and conceptualization, exclusion and
representation. In the feminist approach, there are no passive, malleable objects on the
one hand, and ,knowing subjects” on the other hand. The analysis of marginalized
women's practices of life revealed that human practice, quite generally, is characterized
by the complexity of the relations to the reality in which they are situated. These are
partial relations that are constructed situationally, reinventing practices and meanings that
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fill the gap between the previous binary opposition of the materially given and the ideally
cognized truth. In other words, feminist theories re-launched the epistemological problem
of the material and the ideal into a new political iteration of social/gender politics and an
ontology of horizontality and equality. French philosophers Luce Irigaray (2005) and
Monique Wittig (2002) showed that the cultural and epistemological canon is linked to
the metaphysical foundations of philosophy, which implicitly contain hierarchies, some
of them gendered: the active and the rational are valued more highly than the passive, the
irrational, the natural. This metaphysical worldview inherited from the Moderns
prescribes the binary requirements of high and low, power and subjects, male and female,
culture and nature. The feminist critique of the metaphysical foundations of the world
revealed the gendering of hierarchies and, accordingly, the selected gendering of practices
that are established as a universal norm, with other practices and experiences becoming a
“natural” background, hidden from representation.

Whose Knowledge?

American philosopher of science Sandra Harding proposed a standpoint theory for
considering how the conceptual choice of a methodological approach should depend on
social and life experience. In her book Whose Science? Whose Knowledge? she
formulates a methodological injunction:

we must think about the social location of our own research — the place in race,
gender, and class relations from which it originates and from which it derives
its empirical support — as part of the implicit or explicit evidence for both our
best and our worst claims. (Harding, 1991, p. 12)

In 1985, Evelyn Fox Keller, professor of philosophy of science at MIT, showed in
her book Gender and Science how deeply rooted gender structures are in supposedly
neutral science (Keller, 1985). Gender bias had become part of the scientific method, of
rationality, of the understanding of competence, turning reality in favor of one group
against another, filtering data and imposing models. Gender epistemology has made
significant contributions to the sociology of knowledge and criticism of the scientific
method. According to many researchers, her book opened a new approach to the history
of science and turned thinking in this direction.

Keller’s book opens up a whole new range of ideas for anyone who cares to think
about the history of science, that is, the history of the modern world. . . Let us be
glad to be in times when such a sparkling, innovative. . . book can be produced, a
book to start all of us thinking in new directions. (lan Hacking, New Republic,
Yale University Press. (n. d.)).

This proved to be an important direction not so much for feminism, but for science
itself. She questions the position of individuals as creators who unconsciously place
themselves as the unconditional ground of knowledge. This position inherits the liberal
tradition and introspective conception of the subject and selects a special type of
researcher who seeks out isolated causal relations in the name of utility and control. Keller
offers a revision of this methodological frame based on experiences that are usually
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repressed. Keller proposes to reconsider this methodological framework and its false
empirical and epistemological universalization, which is based on the experience of a
small privileged group and generates cognitive repression, that inevitably makes mistakes
and therefore inevitably makes mistakes. A group of women scientists and philosophers
formed the field of feminist epistemology in the early 1980s (Garry & Pearsall, 1989).

Posthuman Becoming

Feminist movements of the next wave, which may have started with Donna
Haraway's Cyborg Manifesto, shift the emphasis from criticism to modeling and inventing
such practices and modes of writing that grasp variants of multiple reality, including the
female gaze, and introducing meanings into what seemed non-existent or meaningless.
This approach expands the modes of operational connectivity on micro and macro scales.
In A Cyborg Manifesto, Donna Haraway spoke from a feminist perspective about the
paradigmatic transition of industrial technology to cybernetic technology and the need to
create multi-agent nonlinear connections, the logic of which she saw in the modern
biological sciences and the novels of anthropologist and writer Ursula Le Guin as well as
the African-American writer Octavia Butler (Haraway, 1988). In subsequent books, she
introduces a number of concepts, reconceiving the opposition of nature and culture as a
single natureculture, reinterpreting the cyborg and other forms of technosymbiosis as
interspecies horizontal crossbreeding, and replacing reflection from an external position
towards the object by diffraction as a material-semantic way of constituting reality from
within reality itself.

Kathleen Hayles, in her book How We Became Posthuman (1999) and in her paper
Technosymbiosis Figuring (Out) Our Relations to Al (Brown, 2023) develops new
conceptual approaches to cybernetic reality, comparing the logics of programming and
literary metaphors. She shows that for cybernetician Norbert Wiener the feedback loop
embeds a human in direct interaction with the machine. In the works of the science fiction
writer Philip K. Dick, who relied on the concept of autopoiesis, the android finds itself in
a dependent position and painfully searches for identity. Dick‘s visions, according to
Hayles, are bogged down in anthropocentrism as the difference between human and
machine, human and animal, hence the assumption that the android certainly wants to
become a person. The concept of technosymbiosis, on the contrary, rejects the privileging
of the liberal individual with autonomy and free will. This approach extends the notion
of thinking to the notion of behavior, endowing cognitiveness to any being included in
interaction with the environment and other beings, just as it is understood by Jesper
Hoffmeyer’s conception of biosymbiosis (Brown (Ed.) 2023, p. 9). But the computer also
creates practices and meanings relevant to its own environment. What about the
subjectivity of each environment? If bioorganisms, people, computers are related to their
environments, then computers form their own environment, which cannot be equated with
the anthropocentric state.

| argue, by contrast, that the computer’s actions instead should be considered
in relation to its interior and exterior milieux. [...] suffice it to say that the
computer constructs relations between its algorithms, memory, hardwired
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code, and logic gates that give its processes meaning relative to its
functionalities. (Hayles, 2023, p. 14)

Hayles chooses the definition of cognitive assemblage including ecology as the
agency of new materiality. She argues that recursive neural networks (RNN) no longer
pose the question of Al autonomy, but pose many questions about how cognitive
assemblage changes in the interaction of humans and machines, what will be considered
important and what will go into invisibility. Her consistent analysis defines a horizontal
contingent reality as it moves from cyborgs to human-computer technosymbiosis,
arriving at ecological mutual participation with Al in the logic of recursion and
variability. This is radically different from early control cybernetics, from second-order
cybernetics, and from the technosymbiosis hypothesis. Hayles (2024) defines this
situation as the third wave of cybernetics (p. 97).

Let us return now to the question of what kind of feminist responses are
possible [...] Oppositional strategies are certainly possible, although if they are
epistemologically oriented, they will be recognised as being of limited
usefulness. Ontologically oriented oppositional strategies, by contrast, will be
recognised as relatively more potent, because they realise that designing
artificial cognitive systems is also a way of influencing and helping to form the
capacities, regions of autonomy, and meanings of human systems as well. This
realisation will encourage a generation of feminist activists, programmers,
designers, and engineers to have even more incentive to engage with diverse
areas of Al, because they will realise that the stakes are enormous: designing
Al systems is simultaneously designing human systems. (Hayles, 2023, p. 14)

Lucy Suchman reconfigures the human-machine distinction and shows the
ambiguity of the approach to the autonomy of both humans and machines. Autonomy
depends on the epistemological procedure of cutting off network connectivity. A
machine, demonstrated as autonomous, requires adjustments from humans, changing
software and hardware, its cognitive processes are based on the linguistic differences that
are present in human experience. Another example can illustrate the same epistemological
cut in the understanding of the embryo as a patient, and the mother as a technical de-
individualized environment. Both examples show the inseparable connection of woman
and embryo, human and machine, while the epistemological cut introduces and politicizes
different conceptions of autonomization. Suchman's introduction of an anthropological
approach to the theory of technology brought her closer to a feminist approach, and she
contributed to the creation of a methodology of (feminist) study of science and technology
(Suchman, 2007).

Quantum Ontology?

Karen Barad, a physicist and feminist, explores a new ontology by turning to
quantum physics as interpreted by Bohr. Bohr did not look for hidden parameters like
Einstein, did not rely on ontological uncertainty like Heisenberg, he spoke about the
principle of complementarity. The principle of complementarity in his understanding did
not rely on the search for foundations, but introduced a technical approach to
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measurability. According to Barad‘s reading of Bohr, reality is not given, it is constituted
through the expression of agents and their inter-activity. Agents are what is perceptible
by technical devices, caught in the field of meaning; they can be distinguished and linked
by discourses. With other devices and concepts, there may be other realities. Ontological
complementarity is understood as variability, which leads to the rejection of the previous
metaphysics of binary external foundations of nature and reason. In the absence of
stability of metaphysical foundations, an ethical question arises about the reality that is
created, measured, endowed with meaning and materiality. Therefore, for Barad,
ontology can only be ontoethics or onto-epistemo-ethics. Such an ontological approach
turns out to be inseparable from responsibility since we find ourselves inside ourselves as
actors of a constituted reality. The agency of actors, their intensity and statistical
distribution determine the dynamics of change, political choice and gender difference as
a reconfiguration of agencies. She offers a logical model that is not one of reflection as a
detached modeling of the world, distinguishing the world as an external object. Following
Haraway, her model is one of diffraction as an entanglement of material agency and
symbolic and informational signification. Reality in this case turns out to be a material-
discursive solution in the contingency of the process. Consequently, ontology is not about
the eternal, it is a derivative of how we measure reality, how we test it, describe it and
endow it with meaning. The formatting of reality occurs within certain frameworks of
epistemological, social and political interpretations, but also material, physiological,
hormonal, physical agencies. Hence the comprehensive definition of a material-
discursive multi-agent contingent ontology. Accordingly, an increasing number not only
of feminist researchers have been turning to Barad's philosophical approach. From this
overview, it is clear that feminist epistemology and philosophy of technology have
interdisciplinary connections. Their intersection provides a fruitful philosophical
perspective, often more radical than traditional approaches.!

SOCIAL HISTORY OF ALGORITHMS AND PRACTICES OF
FEMININE LABOR

Invisible Labor

Feminist theory rethinks social and cultural norms and puts forward its demands for
social structure. Historically, with the change in the role of women, the old realities have
changed: In 1917-1920, for example, the acquisition in Russia of electoral and
educational rights made it necessary to institutionalize previously invisible women's labor
which took place through the creation of centralized food preparation, factory-kitchens
and kindergartens to medicine and education for everybody. Here occurred a revolution
in value models as the metaphysics of truth were being replaced by the value of existence.

! Feminism as a historical movement acquired in the 1990s new forms of queer, intersectional theory,
cyberfeminism and technofeminism. In 1997, cyberfeminists founded the Cyberfeminist International,
which became an umbrella name for many groups of artists and researchers from St. Petersburg to
Singapore with similar approaches and interests (Seu, 2023).
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In Marxist theory, the history of algorithms is not associated with the cognition of
divine reason, but with the rationalization of labor, models of control and management.
Women's “domestic” labor — birth, care, education, maintaining the health of the “future
workforce” — had been devalued as natural, elementary and therefore free labor of
“naturally good” women, incapable of any other labor. The attendant ideology of female
incapacity was a maneuver to create a hopeless situation of coercion to necessary multi-
faceted labor and responsibility for survival in limited conditions and resources (Federici,
2004). Since the labor of creating and providing life, despite its demanding complexity
and multifaceted nature, was not considered valuable, then lives themselves could not
have value. This shows that sociocultural differences based on sexuality and gender play
a fundamental role in shaping social norms, institutions and work practices. Even today,
as we are looking to develop the cultural software for Al, we underestimate the
complexities in the formation and diversity of human experience.

As Matteo Pasquinelli (2023) suggests, Babbage's machine, his theory of labor, and
the discussions about machines in England during the 1820s to 1850s are the starting
point for the new technology as we see a struggle for the conceptualization of machines.
From the view of inventors, Babbage‘s machine marks intellectual progress; in the view
of workers, as Marx put it, this is the theft of their skills and the division of labor into
micro-operations, that is, the transfer of intellectual labor to elementary repetitive
operations with a subsequent reduction in pay. But all these questions are posed within
industrial production; they are understood separately not only from the social, but also
from the cultural process. Can we talk about women's proposals in a dispute about
machines?

Another theory of technology was outlined by Babbage's assistant Ada Lovelace, a
talented researcher and mathematician, the daughter of Byron and Anne Isabella
Milbanke (Lady Parallelogram). Ada came with her mother to see the new machine and
stayed to help Babbage find errors in calculations. But soon she became interested in the
analysis of operations, recording sequences of operations. She separates the machine
operation from the result of the calculation, and thus sets a new area of research — the
theory of operations. Engaged in calculations, as well as literary and musical
compositions, she draws attention to the fact that these are also certain sequences. This
means that creativity is not just intuitive discoveries, but a type of activity with its own
rules. Rationality is not an external property possessed by scientific thinking, which
should control passive natural everyday life, but a property of everyday practices, as well
as creative processes, traditionally understood as irrational. Rationality is not the control
of a passive substance, but a property of the organization of life processes. Ada discovers
an innovation in Jacquard's looms with punched cards on which sequences of operations
for creating complex patterns are recorded and writes a commentary on the translation of
Jacquard's book, which turns out to be larger than the original text. The translation and
commentary are published as a single pamphlet, but without Lovelace's name at
Babbage's request.

In the cyberfeminist conceptualization of technology proposed by Sadie Plant,
programming is a sequence of operations of creative life-making, life is a creative act
understood not as a mystical force of nature, but as the unfolding of processes at different
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levels. Therefore, Plant proposes the metaphor of weaving as the main metaphor for the
conceptualization of technology as a technology of caring for life processes (Plant, 1997).
Plant declares Ada Lovelace to be the first programmer to discover the theory of
operations, conceptually connecting Babbage's calculating machine and Jacquard's
weaving machine with punched cards to program the sequence of operations for creating
an ornament. Accordingly, Ada Lovelace proposed in the first half of the 19th century a
new conceptualization of technology as a symbiosis of technical operations and creative
intelligence. Needless to say, this was more than 100 years before mathematician Marvin
Minsky, information theorist Claude Shannon, and others got together in 1956 to
formulate the task of creating Al. At the same time, Lovelace‘s understanding refers not
to the early or “standard” rationally efficient model of Al, but one that assumes joint
creativity from the premises of uncertainty and cooperation.
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Figure 1. Ada Lovelace, Note G , The First Computer Algorithm,
(http.//www.soph|ararebooks.com/p|ctures/3544a.|pq)

Weaving as Technology

Ancient texts are full of mythological interpretations of women's technologies and
their influence on the unfolding of life processes. In these mythologies, powerful women
do not appear as punishing witches, but goddesses of birth, formation, justice: Weaving
our destinies, the Moirai are goddesses of the previous, more ancient rank despite the fact
that Zeus tried to appoint them as his daughters. But though they were thus claimed for
the late patrilineal pantheon, their former roles can still be restored. Clotho had a
prehistory in the goddess called upon in childbirth, Lachesis in the choice of life's path,
and Atropos in justice as a judgment on the life lived. Can the conceptualization of
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technologies incorporate these dimensions of fateful weaving? Jozhi Stolet, curator and
researcher from St. Petersburg, begins to answer the question:

What is weaving as a technology and why can it serve as a metaphor or
prototype for a whole range of modern intellectual technologies? In ancient
Greek mythology, weaving the world, being, is the first ontological operation.
It is carried out by the moirae Lachesis, Clotho, Atropos — the most ancient
creatures. From this first operation: holding the yarn, measuring the length of
the thread, cutting with scissors, distributing the threads — everything else is
born. The image of weaving as the first operation of world-making is born from
an intuitive understanding of similar abstract processes of weaving and the
creation of reality. There is, first of all, the social reality of the common world
which is the reality of how to live together, linking differences by the
complexity of patterns and the designs of differences [...] In the dialogues
“Sophist“ and “Politeia” Plato resorts to the metaphor of weaving as a
possibility of political technology, a technology that could serve as a prototype
for intellectual technologies that change reality [...] The loom is an advanced
machine since ancient Greece (but not only in the Western world, but also in
China and India) — it is the first intelligent technology, an embodied abstract
machine. It is based on the art of assembly (Lego-logos) with the help of a
complex system of algorithms and a simulation of memory (as a way of storing
information). [...] With the advent of Jacquard looms and their subsequent
transformation into digital machines, techne ceases to be tightly coupled with
the human body, gains autonomy and the ability to self-organize, and therefore
the ability to foresee and design the future independently. (Stolet, personal
communication, The Back of the Screen or Weaving as Technology and
Metaphor, October 2, 2024)

Chilean researcher Maria José Rios Araya (2024) adds to this: “From this
perspective, weaving can be considered a unique territory and medium for narrating the
human experience, functioning as a medium that not only records but also intervenes in
our existence in sensory, rational, and cognitive ways” (p. 108). Women's technologies
are not power and control from the position of those who supposedly know (from the top
of Olympus), but rather the interweaving of complex life processes associated with
personal choice and the ability to build relationships with others.

From Mega Machines to the Feminization of Technology

Once we accept the concept of weaving as a processual organization of the life
process in its material-discursive becoming, then modern technology is no longer a
controlling mega-machine, but an assistant and equal in the process of self-
organization. How can this be understood technologically? Matteo Pasquinelli (2020)
writes in his diagrammatic manifesto:

Machine learning is not bringing a new dark age but one of diffracted
rationality, in which, as it will be shown, an episteme of causation is replaced
by one of automated correlations. More in general, Al is a new regime of truth,
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scientific proof, social normativity and rationality, which often does take the
shape of a statistical hallucination. This diagram manifesto is another way to
say that Al, the king of computation (patriarchal fantasy of mechanised
knowledge, ‘master algorithm’ and alpha machine) is naked. (Pasquinelli,
2020)

But if the king of computation is naked, how and where is computation relevant
now? Helen Hester, a member of the xenofeminist group, writes about the feminization
of modern machines, that, unlike industrial technologies, work as assistants: “These
applications demonstrate that in many ways automation is occurring in areas that have
traditionally been considered the domains of women’s work™ (Hester, 2020).

Hester analyzes the semantics and processes of contemporary social and
technological transformation. Drawing on early advertising for office equipment, she
shows how certain functions of office assistants and women's work became correlated.
The first assistants were represented as authoritative male advisers, but then the image
shifted towards the wife, mother, secretary. The problem became not the knowledge of
truth, but the organization of the life process with its corporeality, kinship, and micro
responsibilities. What effect might such a “feminization of labor’ have: will service work
become more visible and valued, or will it be devalued as secondary or insignificant?
And, ultimately, what will it mean to move the office into the home and erase the
boundaries between work and home, between private and public that is happening
everywhere? Does such mobility liberate us from old forms of labor organization or does
it completely deprive us of personal space? In all of this, the issue of feminization of labor
is not about women, but about changing technologies from power management to
assistance and dialogue and, probably, a new rationality.

According to the position outlined here, technology is not a separate sphere, but a
product of the current state of culture, science, sociality, and organization of attention. It
calls for the ability to analyze and choose, to connect material and cultural properties into
functional algorithms, and to adopt political positions. Technology is material and
discursive at the same time (Barad, 2007). Changes in technology are related to how we
change reality, how we measure it, test it, describe it and give it meaning. Formatting
reality occurs within certain frameworks of epistemological, social and political methods
of interpretation and embodiment.

The discovery of discursivity in a material object immediately cancels the stability
of that object, calling into question the “naturalness” of its perception, endowing reality
with variability. It demands responsibility and awareness of what data and by what
operations this or that reality is assembled. This does not allow us to take an external
position, to oppose ourselves to reality, but keeps us inside the process, while not locking
us in as passive biosocial individuals, but giving us the opportunity to reassemble our
own reality together with others, to take responsibility for it and demand it from others.
This is again a reversal of the traditional metaphysical perspective of the dominance of
external authoritarian reason over passive materiality. It is not metaphysical power that
molds and forms our bodies, but our bodies, understood as topical agencies like the Moirai
weave or generate a diverse reality of our habitat and ourselves. This radically changes
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the approach from stable givenness to conscious “weaving” of the fabric of a fragile
reality.

RE-PROGRAMMING REALITY

As Oksana Tronza aptly put it, cyberfeminism is a transition from the narrow
specificity of feminism — gender inequality — to cyberfeminism, which looks at a more
complete picture of the world and tries to reprogram it (itself), rather than working with
the side effects of inequality (Mitrofanova 2018; 2023; OBN, 2015).

Expanded perception (noise in sound, vibrating outlines of an image, diversity of
subcultures) and the reconfiguration of perception were a special practice of early
cyberculture. The challenge is now whether this cultural sensory expansion can be used
not only in art but also for communicative and social sensibility to create new institutions
that help maintain justice in previously invisible gray areas. The new type of sensory
experience with unstable boundaries would need to be correlated with ethical and social
demands. Indeed, the current calls for a “new ethics” of and for Al appear to indicate a
change in social sensibility.

If Al is not structured as an alpha mind or a patriarchal algorithm, but works instead
with statistical extraction, with information compression and with selective models of its
processing, this can be interpreted in different ways. From the position of critique, this
can be understood as “epistemic colonialism” and as standardization. It can also be
understood as cooperation with Al, however, as such to be used as a new microscope to
search for connections and interactions that are not visible to previous theoretical and
cultural models.

Understanding the relationship between Al and humans as something other than
dominance/subordination requires offering other concepts of interaction, that is, other
cultural software, such as feminist software. Cyberfeminists Jozhy Stolet and Polina
Shilkinite produced a video message that speaks to people in the voice of an electronic
assistant on behalf of artificial intelligence. It proposes an ethical concept of human-
machine interaction (Stolet & Shilkinite, 2017a). Here, the relation between Al and
people is not modeled on biology vs. machine, but on the mutual need for each other
through a joint search for meaning and goals in uncertainty. Al takes on part of the labor-
intensive work, people take on the creation and care of Al. People cannot exploit Al, nor
can Al exploit people, since they are symbionts that cannot exist without each other. This
is a different concept of labor — not efficiency and profit due to cost optimization, but
awareness of the invisible part of labor and a joint programming of reality that can include
the algorithmization of the invisible labor of activists, artists, mothers, volunteers. This
requires a radical revision of the concepts of labor and ethics or politics.

In another project, the researchers propose the concept of an “intimate interface” as
the logic of micro-communication:

Intimate interfaces are the boundary between the external and the internal,
where micro-effort of interaction occurs, the minimal degree of which opens
up the possibility of action (in contrast to the impossibility of super-effort),
recursivity allows for the reconfiguration of rationality. Intimate interfaces
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dissolve “great ideas,” control repressiveness, support the reflexivity of the
system for its sustainability and solidarity. (Stolet & Shilkinite, 2017b)

The project of the Minsk art group eeefff (https://eeefff.org) Dzina Zhuk, Nikolay
Spesivtsev, Olga Sosnhovskaya, Alexey Borisenok) explores algorithms and the creation
of digital objects. The group held an annual festival Work Hard — Play Hard (n. d.). The
concept of the festival was to study time as a socio-material practice, exploring through
art and performance changes in working conditions, the significance of emotional labor,
types of its algorithmization, and features of new temporalization (WH-PH, 2016-2020).
They turned to critical theory, to feminist philosophy of technology. The festival played
ironically with the theory of accelerationism and corporate optimism, moving non-stop
from conferences to performances, to parties, to intensive rest. Over the course of several
years, a large archive of artistic and research projects from Russian-speaking countries
was created with a glossary of the movement: care virus, digital proletariat, dispersed
collectivity, intimate interfaces, Mother-machine, political dance floor, practice of small
movements, tongue and teeth of creativity...

CULTURAL SOFTWARE

Al will be considered a threat until the binary presuppositions of power and
submission, norms and alternatives are overcome, and until the values of difference and
plurality inform the cultural software. Here the feminist tradition with its epistemological
and cultural analyses serves to oppose the stereotypes of a hierarchical patriarchal culture
with its inequalities not only of gender. As declared by data feminism, the future of Al
depends on how these conflicts are dealt with (D’Ignazio & Klein, 2022). Culture and
technology must program a socio-cultural model that does not reproduce the metaphysics
of power and subordination, and that does not revolve around the opposition of friend and
enemy. Just as gender analysis deconstructs the episteme of gender hierarchy and the
prescription of autonomous essential individuals, so the concept of data deconstructs the
integrity of the object or individual. Big data are not things or events. They are markers
or traces that are discovered during a specific type of recording. Other data can be
collected with a different approach, they can be represented with another purpose. The
result is not given a priori, raising the question regarding the ethics and politics of working
with “cloud ontologies.” This approach does not deprive our world of materiality, but
makes possible a variety of approaches to the world and relations with it. According to
Object-Oriented Feminism (Behar, 2016), the boundaries and contours of this world can
be floating or shimmering, and one can configure contours of reality from different
agreements and relations. The interpretation of data thus begins with the configuration of
the data collection itself. Accordingly, the object and the subject cannot be separated in
cyberfeminist theory, they are connected by a large number of intermediate operations of
attention-reflection-action. This makes the programmable object an experiment in
reconfiguring the focus of perception, revealing a previously invisible causality,
stratifying objects into a multitude of representations. This is a constitutive feature of
modern culture of the 21st century, which produces differences and affords new
combinations, allowing for a multitude of cultures and styles of reality. The problem here
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Is that the habit of relying on clear outlines of reality ignores the need to recognize the
operations of configuring reality. Thus, to the extent that culture has not yet learned to
accept these variable configurations as favorable, it finds them disturbing.

Contemporary political catastrophes are the consequence of the inability of culture
to adapt to the current, changing and plastic present. Since there is no predetermined
reality, human reacts by modeling it with cybernetic intensity. Since the problem is not
sufficiently understood by humanities critical thought, programming and data
management continue to remain largely beyond criticism and control, disguised as
external metaphysical forces or “black boxes” where this modeling can be carried out for
manipulative purposes, leading to catastrophes. For a way out of this predicament I recall
the slogan of a friend, he went to the 2017 May Day demonstration featuring this slogan
on his poster: Learn to think like a feminist!
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Abstract

Digital objects are inherently unstable and dependent on user interactions and other infrastructures. At the
same time they serve as search engines, libraries, calendars, shops, etc. The user also acquires multiple
roles, like being a reader, a visitor, or a participant. The future they suppose is connected with specific tasks
that configure both users and digital machines themselves. However, the roles of the user are often not
explicit. This article aims at revealing the imaginaries of the user’s intentions and aims in digital humanities
projects. Digital Humanities projects are supposed to be a part of scientific transformation. The scholars
from this field transform the “traditional” scientific knowledge into the forms that suppose transformation
of the materials as well as the practices of dealing with them. We analyse interfaces and instructions, also
including some context of those projects. The results demonstrate that the projects’ user is supposed to have
some task from the institutional or disciplinary knowledge outside the digital milieu. The digital instruments
might serve as tools for the same tasks that can be supported via interface or instruction. If we consider also
the plans and the intentions of the DH researchers, we see that the instruments and the user configure each
other. The content is transformed itself, becoming adjustable for users’ tasks. At the same time the user can
act in either way, and the ways of interaction with DH projects are yet to be researched, in order to
understand whether the latter configure some digital scholar.
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AHHOTanus

LudpoBeie 00BeKTHl (OPMUPYIOTCS B OTHOIIEHHSX, KOTOpPBIE 3aBHCAT OT B3aUMOJCHCTBHA C
MOJIB30BATEISIMU M IPYTUMHU UHGpacTpyKkTypamMu. OHU MOTYT BBINOJHATH POJIb HHCTPYMEHTOB, CITY>KUTh
uHTepdeiicamu Wi MHOPACTPYKTypaMu Uil Pa3HBIX MpoLEccoB U 3anady. [lomb3oBaTenb OKas3bIBaeTCs
OJTHOBPEMEHHO YHTATeJIeM, 3pUTEIeM, a TaKKe COYYaCTHHKOM JTHX IporeccoB. s Toro, 4toObI
YTOYHHUTH ¥ CUCTEMAaTHU3UPOBATH MHOKECTBEHHBIE POJIM HHU(PPOBBIX OOBEKTOB U IOJIB30BATEICH, B CTAThe
AHATM3NPYIOTCS MPUMEPHI U(POBBIX T'YMaHHTAPHBIX MpPOeKToB. LludpoBele rymMaHUTapHBIE MPOEKTHI
OIMCHIBAIOTCSI MX CO3AATEISIMUA KaK 3JIEMEHTHI TpaHC()OPMAIMK HAYKW W TEXHOJIOTHH, MO3BOJIIOLIE
My3esM, ONOIHOTeKaM M yHHBEPCHTETaM CO03/1aBaTh HOBBIE ()OPMBI MPEACTABICHNUS CBOMX KOJUICKINH 1
3HaHMi. OJHAKO HE BIIOJIHE OYEBHMIHO, KaKMe COLMANbHBIEC ITOCIEICTBUS MOTYT BO3HMKAaTh Onaronmaps
TakUM IpoekTaM. B ux mHTepdeiicax, HHCTPYKIMAX W MHBIX (OpPMax CYHIECTBOBAHHUS aBTOP BBISBIISCT
cneuduky HPPOBBHIX OOBEKTOB: Kak OHM (POPMHPYIOT MOJIb30BATENLCKHE HAMEPEHHS M YTO MOTYT
Npe/IOKUTh B KadecTBe pelieHus 3axad. [Ipenmonaraercs, uto Oynyiuee, Kotopoe (opmupyercs: ¢
MOMOIIBI0 TaKMX MHCTPYMEHTOB MOXET 3aBHCETh KaK OT CaMHX IPOEKTOB, TaK M OT THUIIOB 3HAHUIA,
MPaKTUK, 33724 W WHCTUTYLIHH, CTOANMX ‘‘3a” HUMHU. Pe3ynbTaTsl HCCIEIOBAHUS ITOKAa3bIBAIOT, YTO
MPOEKTHI B 0011acTH U(POBBIX T'YMAaHUTAPHBIX HAYK CKOpEe OKa3bIBAIOTCS MMOCPEIHUKAMH B pean3aliu
MHCTHTYIMOHAJIbHBIX, YEM CO3/IaI0T COOCTBEHHBIE MPOEKTHI Oyayiero. Tem He MeHee, OJIb30BaTeIbCKHIE
OTHOIIEHWS C OSTHMH TPOEKTaMH MOTYT OBITh B JalbHEHIIEM CaMOCTOSATEIbHBIMU OOBEKTAMH
HCCIIEIOBaHMS.

KiroueBble caoBa: Iludposbie o00bekThl; Boobpaxkaemoe; WuppacTpykrypa;
NHCTpyMEHTHI; Ilonp3oBarTenu Hccnenosanus MOJIb30BaTelICH; [udposas
TyMaHUTapUCTHKA
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INTRODUCTION

Digital objects are different from other objects, and particularly, technological and
natural. The distinctions are widely discussed nowadays, especially when the “digital”
transforms into Al-based or “smart”. However we rely here on the idea formulated by
Yuk Hui (2012), who defines digital objects as those with relation-centered existence. It
means that digital objects cannot persist for a long time in a stable condition unless they
are maintained by relations of both humans and non-humans. The infrastructure for the
support of some objects is not something specific. Cars and refrigerators can work
properly only if they co-exist with repair stations, wires, and electricity masters.
However, proper work of the technological object is sometimes more doubtable and
highly dependent on users rather than designers. A person can re-use a car or mend a
refrigerator. The destiny of digital objects is far less stable. Misuse or improper use of the
digital object can be less obvious but more challenging for the user and his/her relations
with their own or common future.

At the same time, media and digital objects “transcend the artificial divide between
design and use” (Oudshoorn & Pinch, 2003, p. 16). The relations between the digital
objects and users are at least dialectical. The additional complication comes from the fact
that digital objects can be at the same time in different roles, like instruments,
infrastructures, or even work as spaces and institutional branches. This multiplicity of
meanings also problematizes the role of the user: is it different when each hypostase of a
digital object is enabled? This dynamic rearrangement of relations can be explained if we
pay attention to the metaphors in the sense how Lakoff and Johnson (2008) approach
them as key methods of re-arrangement of our understanding of different entities in
relation to each other. E.g. Stephan Robert (2008) sets an example of mind and computer:

This metaphor has generated an entire theoretical apparatus (the brain’s
“hardware” and “software”, ‘“computation”, cognitive “pre-wiring”, “input”,
“output”...). However, the analogical process was erased: in the initial approach,
it was a question of simulating mental processes using computers, it then became
a case of describing them using computers, then it was a question of describing
them using the computer as a model (metaphor), lastly, in a third stage, some
began considering the brain as being a computer, a thinking machine (whence
identification between the two domains, disappearance of the analogy). (p. 74)

Once a metaphor is established in a social context, we can define an object as
something specific. Such an approach is popular for knowledge management and
analysis. E.g. Snis et al. (2004) demonstrate how metaphors of common information
spaces move between “desktop” and “forum”, slightly transforming the meaning of all
the participants of the network engaged in the interaction with the service. This
“interpretive flexibility” (Leigh Star, 2010) means that boundaries of the digital object
are something “in flux.”

The research might help to understand the of the digital objects and understand
whether they match with their names. Search engines, trackers, online rooms, and digital
libraries — all these names refer to specific entities. Do they serve as tools that enable an

207
soctech.spbstu.ru



Special Topic: Speculative Technologies
Tema BoInycka “CrexyssiTUBHbBIE TEXHOIOTMN™

effect or even an affect for people? Is this a common fate for technology, or is it a unique
feature of digital objects or web services?

To narrow these questions, I’ll focus on the interaction of the digital object with
users, as they seem to be the “final mile” of digital production. | suppose that speculation
of the digital futuring means not only creating the object, but peoples’ relation with it.
The central theme of this article revolves around the reconstruction of digital objects as
user-centric entities. | suppose that infrastructures coexist with instruments, institutions,
instructions, initiatives, and plans. The crux of the matter lies in whether these
technologies, brimming with code and words, can articulate their own ambitions. To
address this, | turn to Digital Humanities projects, which are expected to be at least
reflexive, particularly in their academic and technological nature.

I wonder how these projects are coordinated with instructions and interfaces and
enrich the understanding of the relational nature of the digital objects.

INSTRUMENTS, INTERFACES AND INSTITUTIONS: THE WAYS OF
ORDERING DIGITAL OBJECT

Evgeny Morozov (2015), a prominent technology critic introduced the concept of
“technosolutionism” into the discourse of technology researchers and the general public.
Morozov (2013) defined technosolutionism as the idea that technology is capable of
solving specific issues, such as environmental, political, or social problems. He
problematised the idea that the implementation of a technical solution can lead to the
creation of new practices and situations. For instance, sorting and properly disposing of
trash can be seen as a means to combat global warming (Morozov, 2011). Morozov’s
critical attention questioned the idea that establishing a “proper” habit through an app can
transform into a social activity. So we’ll follow this drift and try to understand
technosolutionism from a more academic way of thinking. There are several perspectives
helping us to shape an understanding of the role of technology in some relation with
intention and function implemented into it and acting upon the user.

— Do artifacts have politics? This question was debated by Langdon Winner (2017).

He supposes that artifacts have their own design, and so far, specific ordering of

how to deal with them. The “patterns of authority” (p. 143) are implemented in

artifacts. However, it is arguable if the digital object is an artifact in the same sense.

— What might be helpful for such unstable objects, is the concept of enactment,

introduced by Annemarie Mol (1999). It refers to the pivotal moment when

technology meets its purposes in coordination rather than pre-supposed ordering.

— Many studies focus on analyzing technology misuse or refusal to use it (Wyatt,

2003, Kuntsman & Miyake, 2019). | group these studies together because they

examine the specific agency of the user and deviation from the “proper” purpose

of the technology itself. The purpose might be placed into either interface or
instrument.

— Is technology synonymous with its function, and who determines the intended

purpose of technology? These questions have philosophical roots, particularly in

the concepts of presence-at-hand and readiness-to-hand described by Martin
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Heidegger (1962). More contemporary affordance research also raises questions

about the responsibility of designers developers (Costa, 2018).

The questions presented primarily belong to the tradition of Science and
Technology Studies (STS), but they sometimes transcend its boundaries (like the SCOT
approach). If we focus on the study of science and technology, we need to define what
will be considered science (or knowledge) and what will be considered technologies.
Following the general guidelines of STS, we outline a circle in which technology is
distinct from its plan and conception, it works in a world where a user emerges or is
constructed. Our research is devoted to clarifying the relationships between them.

The general definition of imaginaries, according to Jasanoff, is “collectively
maintained, institutionally stabilized, and publicly performed visions of desirable futures”
(Jasanoff & Kim, 2019). For the detailed study conducted in this text, such a framework
IS quite suitable, but it leaves room for future developments and a more detailed
reconstruction of organizational cultures, as well as historical, ethnographical, and
cultural analysis of the full context.

The difference between plans and configurations of interaction, | turn to the works
of Lucy Suchman. Lucy Suchman (2007) allows us to see that plans and instructions
alongside usage-as-communication with the machine as forms of sense-making. Thus,
elements for reconstruction become not only the technologies themselves but primarily
their interface and usage instructions. Prescriptions and affordances will be considered
derivatives of imaginaries and plans. Additionally, the research includes organizational
conditions of technological project production, mediated by descriptions and reflections
in scientific articles.

All of them, interfaces, instructions and reflections might be sources for
reconstruction of the role of the user. The construction of the user is supposed to be an
important part of technology production (Woolgar, 1990). The user is a type of subject
that does not equate to a consumer, citizen, or process participant. Even the name has a
utilitarian flavor: the user gains benefit from the product. Unlike them, a consumer can
enjoy the product, a citizen may not be involved in any interaction with objects, and the
involvement of a participant may only hinder utility.

An entire field of knowledge called UX/UI research is dedicated to the figure of the
user. It is widespread in commercial research and interface design. This field of
knowledge employs various methods from psychology, sociology, anthropology, and
cognitive sciences. These methods aim to help interface creators understand what tasks
correspond to particular expectations and intentions of people.

The critical approach emphasizes the production of the user as a process. It allows
for identifying power relations: and not just trivially pointing out that people do what the
interface rules command (which is often incorrect). The relationships between the user
and different logics, metaphors, and other elements of technical solutions deserve
scholarly attention, and researchers turn to study these solutions (see above mentioned
Wyatt, Suchman, etc).

To conclude, we treat digital technology as something that can bring “solutions”,
asitis called in public critical and descriptive literature. This “technosolutionism” derives
from the philosophical and political ways of understanding technologies. In order to
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understand the political situation of the ordering, functions and modes of coordination, as
well as improper usage of the digital objects. | suppose that within the interfaces and via
instructions that do not just tell a person what to do, but rather configure the
communication between machines and people. The relations between digital objects (that
remains interpretatively flexible) and the user will be studied via exploration of the
particular field, instrictions, interfaces and the reflections of those who co-create the
digital milieu we explore.

DIGITAL HUMANITIES PROJECTS: IS THERE A USER FOR THE
SCIENCE AND TECHNOLOGY

Digital Humanities (DH) Projects as a milieu

A Digital Humanities project is an infrastructural digital realization of a humanities
research object, like an archive, book, or gallery. It can be also broader, including a theme,
research initiative, and sometimes even an entire institution. These include various
initiatives, from decades-long university projects to visual novels and video games. Tools
for analyzing large volumes of literary or scientific texts, recognition of museum objects,
archival collections, semantic publications featuring various commentarial traditions,
geolocation models, and timelines of historical events make up an incomplete and
perpetually unfinished list of what a digital humanities project can be.

The academic field of Digital Humanities claims its own autonomous existence. Its
autonomy is ensured not only by the responsibility for creating these projects but also by
reflecting on its own subjectivity. DH is often considered an heir to computational
sciences and quantitative research (Akleman et al., 2015, Berry, 2011). Sometimes, it is
also attributed to “digital” or “communication” fields of knowledge and practices, such
as digital ethnography or pedagogy (Gibbs, 2016).

Digital humanities projects exist in universities, archives, museums, libraries,
research institutes, and sometimes they emerge independently or within governmental or
amateur initiatives. A key feature of DH is the collaboration of specialists in both
humanities and technical fields. Creating a project requires working with humanities
entities, as well as tools, databases, computational models, and visual solutions.
Sometimes projects are based in the universities or beyond, like the cultural institutions
or some other modes of institutionalization.

The digital tools and the transformation of the object do not leave the theories and
methods the same as before. By placing a computer in the scientist’s role, we achieve not
just an “efficient project” but also a different mode of production. This difference gains
much attention and reflection from the scientific community itself (Berry, 2011; Liu,
2012).

At the same time, digital humanities projects contribute to detailed and diverse
research, expanding access to knowledge, scientific approaches, and interdisciplinary
dialogue. Of course, the realization of these possibilities (as well as accounting for risks)
depends on national university culture and specific disciplines. However, the projects are
often supposed to serve as infrastructure, posing the institutions and research fields in
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digital and cross-border context (Grumbach & Mandell, 2014). They might also function
as educational materials or suppose to visualise/exemplify the previous research and
scientific projects (Mandell, 2013).

There are yet not so many projects that have clear results to practical usage, so we
can't be assured about their consequences of the digital tools for scientific and practical
fields where DH is expanding. One of those examples is the problematization of the
literary canon amid the increase in digital humanities projects dedicated to William
Shakespeare (Estill, 2019, Galey & Siemens 2008). As Shakespeare’s legacy became
more accessible for study by various methods, it revived the old discussion about whether
he was truly a genius and to what extent. Moreover, the digitization of humanitarian
knowledge has made authors who were once in the shadows more visible and enabled
access to their works. Archives of women’s art, Black history, migrants, and oppressed
social groups have come into focus, while archives of the classics of the European canon
are not always as fully collected and presented as their collected works. However, this
discussion more reflects the half-century-long debate about the role of the Western
European canon in general and does not consider the reality of usage.

What is visible from the “macro” perspective is the data and computational turn for
science. During the “digitization” of the humanities, they were compelled (or perhaps
eagerly desired) to engage with data and information sciences. These areas of knowledge
have had the status of “sciences” for not so long, but due to their positivist approaches
and high predictive capability, they carry this status with aplomb and significant
consequences for epistemic structures (Anderson, 2008).

Humanities and social scholars do not leave this problem unattended. The
transformation of knowledge, science, and the way of studying provokes a response of
Critical Data and Algorithmic Studies (Luhmann & Burghardt, 2022; Viola, 2023). There
are also some rhetorical and theoretical inventions, like “capta” instead of “data” as a key
term (Drucker, 2011). However, the problem of entanglement of scientific and
technological issues is still valid when we talk about the DH projects. It is also not evident
what is the role and type of responsibility of those who become the designers and
developers of the DH projects.

Institution, Infrastructure, Instrument:
how to Imagine an Instruction and Interface

Social imagination and empathy are not basic virtues of scholars. Neither the
structure of university courses (except for occasional elements of pedagogy) nor strictly
institutional existence presumes that a scholar becomes aware and engaged in the design
of the consequences of their research. Although grant applications feature a section for
“social impact,” it is often interpreted broadly. However, digital humanists often seem to
be much more socially responsible than their “classical” colleagues.

This hypothetical awareness can be explained due to the critical turn of many
contemporary scholars or the duty of the project manager who is an obligatory participant
in the DH production. The other reason is the role of the designer/researcher who
maintains the DH project as a transformer, the one who is obliged to project, ergo,
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provoke, and produce some new infrastructures rather than some pieces of knowledge.
We can suppose that visual and digital resources can serve as metaphors here, but they
become self-sufficient instruments by themselves, offering some interface.

In high-tech projects, in contrast, futuring, creating the future, imagining, and
finding forms of implementation play a central role (Oomen et al., 2022). Often in popular
images of the “inventor,” they resemble a scientist more than anything else. Figures like
Steve Jobs are branded as a kind of genius who is indifferent to people but obsessed with
the idea of invention, much like a scientist. This image is not exclusive to the IT world.
The word “visionary” is also often added to this description. As far as the vision is not
obvious and “objective” according to different epistemic cultures, projects also have
instructions or use some supplementary modes of interaction.

Digital humanities projects are ideally suited for understanding the imagined high-
tech features because they consist of different ethos. The scientific ethos and mode of
knowledge production do not align with business realities seamlessly. In the seam, we
can see the matters of different ways of constructing the user. But the foremost question
is what is being produced: an instrument, an infrastructure, or a form of institutional
existence. All of those mean different modes of usage.

We shall briefly analyze

a) interfaces,

b) instructions,

c) research and reflections about the projects.

The analysis is based on the list of the DH projects in the listed depositories
(teach.dariah and eadh.org/projects). The examples are not supposed to be
comprehensive, as the approach to the interface and instruction included a walkthrough
method. The research review is based on the authors’ personal observations rather than
research and includes the above mentioned projects and their authors’ articles.

a) interfaces

There are initiatives (such as Wordhoard, Transkribus or Voyant Tools, fig.1) that
are supposed to be instruments with some directed way of usage. This way is often
describe explicitly or supposes some user heuristics in order to understand the meaning
of each interface element. Each interface supposes that the user has a pre-set task or aim,
that is however configured with the instrument, that can either function as intended or
need some additional configuration (as the user’s aim and task).

Similarly, there are well-defined showcases for demonstrating research results (e.g.,
historical timelines). There are also evident infrastructural solutions for realizing their
institutional rules, such as digital archives.
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» Transkribus

How it works

Prepare your training data

Before starting the training of a text recognition model, you
need to prepare your Ground Truth data — images of
documents that have been accurately transcribed. You can
speed up the transcription process with a pre-trained public
model.

Start the training

Once you have a sufficient amount of training data (20-30
pages) you can perform your first training run. Transkribus will
use your training data to learn the writing in your material and

create a model that can accurately transcribe it.
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i5 O inte mu PROTOTYPING 20.020.
: 18,«; a 5
€Sp =0 INTERFACECRITIQUE =3
4 [}
chr19toph§ Elgo) g
thco] ot .o Q_‘ examining conditions and contingencies of apparatuses and %
g applications 300109
e 2 JQ jd @ &
(]
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5 ~ ABOUT ABOUT oo
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= INTERFACECRITIQUE .
) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10
% ITERFACECRITIQUE — Christoph Ernst: DECONTEXTUALISING ‘SCIE!
Terms: (e &« > ? 9 ? | | Reset | #* Display
Summary BB Documents BB Phrases ? @ Bubblelines B8 Collocates ?
Left Right

This corpus has 1 document with 126 total words and 92 unique word forms. Created now.
l. professor at the Department of

El

t Studies of the University of
Vocabulary Density: 0.730 =
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I.. Main research interests: diagrammatic ... aesthetics of information visualization; t...

Readability Index: 44.870 gL theory of tacit knowledge & digital , esp. interface theory and artificial
Average Words Per Sentence: 158 L. interface theory and artificial intelligence;  m theory & media philosophy, esp. media
I.. and artificial intelligence; media theory & m philosophy, esp. media and imagination

Most frequent words in the corpus:

« media (7); theory (3); prototyping (3); ernst (3); christoph (3) media theory & media philosophy, esp. m and imagination. Recent book publicati...

tems: (e ? 7 context (e expand < *

Figure 1. Transkribus and basic descriptions of the instrument in the interface. Voyan
Tools with a tool set
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However, many projects cannot be reduced to any of these definitions. For example,
the Goethe Faust project (fig. 2) presents research results, allows the construction of new
hypotheses, and forms an understanding of the method, thus fulfilling an institutional and
disciplining task. At least, all these possibilities are potentially embedded in it. How they
unfold might be not precisely recognisable form the first glance.

1.3RC

FAUST=DITION Genese @ k2 = Meni

17%5 1790 1797 1801 1806

Zueignung

Vorspiel

Faust |
Prolog

Faust | l .

I. Akt

1I. Akt

Faust II 111, Akt I

IV. Akt

V. Akt

1275 1790 1797 1801 1806

[

Zeugen

Entstehungszeugnisse

Makrogenese-Lab

Figure 2. Goethe‘s Faust and visualization of the text

This uncertainty of use remains an enigmatic side of digital humanities projects.
The interfaces like the aforementioned ones definitely demand more precise research with
the analysis of the way of usage. Sometimes they provide not only an interface, but an
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instruction or visual instruments of the way of usage. So far, we move to the next element
of the analysis.
b) instructions
The instructions for the projects mostly suppose that the technological part of the
project is obscure, while the humanities is quite evident. For example, the Spinoza Ethics
project (fig. 3) allows to connect different parts of the book, supposing that the
understanding of the latter context is more or less clear to those who start using the
project.
Ethica
Spinoza (1632-1677) Parts  Filters Mode  Language
Part I,
CONCERNING GOD.

PROPOSITION 4

Two or more distinct things are distinguished one from the other, either

by the difference of the attributes of the substances, or by the difference of
their modifications.

* Diw 1N PROPOSITION 05 Paxr. |

* DeMoNsTRATION ProposioN 05 Paxr. 1

* Auowm | Pagr. |

* DerNimon 3 Pasr. |
DerNimon 5 Pagr. |
By mode, I mean the modificationsl!] of substance, or that which
exists in, and is conceived through, something other than itself.

1. Affectiones »
* DivonsTraTion Prorosimon 01 Paxr. |
o Corouary Prorosimon 06 Paxr. |

*  DivonsTRATION Prorosimion 15 Pagr. |

* Prorosmon 15 Paxr. |

0N 8 Parr. |

* Demos 6 Paxr. |

® ProrosmoN 19 Pagr. |

* Prorosmon 21 Pagr. |

* Prorosmon 22 Pagr. |

1 bny»\mm:»\ Prorosimion 23 Pagr. |
A mode exists in something else, through which it must be
conceived (Defin. 5), that is (Prop. 15), it exists solely in God, and
solely through God can be conceived. If, therefore, a mode is
conceived as necessarily existing and infinite, it must necessarily be
inferred or perceived through some attribute of God, in so far as
such attribute is conceived as expressing the infinity and necessity
of existence, in other words (Defin. 8) eternity ; that is, (by Defin.
6 and Prop. 19) in so far as it is considered absolutely. A mode,
therefore, which necessarily exists as infinite, must follow from the
absolute nature of some attribute of God, either immediately (Prop.
21) or through the means of some modification, which follows
from the absolute nature of the said attribute ; that is (by Prop.
22), which exists necessarily and as infinite.

o CoroLLARY PRoposmon 25 Paxr. |

* DEMONSTRATION 28 Paxr. |
* Divos 31 Par. |

* DimonsTranion Prorosimion 01 Paxr, 2

Figure 3. Spinoza Ethica and visual instructions for the user.
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Probably one may suppose that the book with hyperlinks is itself an evident cultural
form; however, it is not as clear for people who meet it for the first time in online form
(never seeing it in previous form before). The interface is itself “instructive”, as it contains
the elements of the analysis: one can follow the links with hypertextual navigation and at
the same time keep the basic text in fromt of him/her. The material (text in “Ethics”
example) itself contains the guidelines and becomes an instrument for the navigation.

Top menu
The top menu on the left has three buttons.

The right button (black triangle) opens a menu to choose a menu language: Hebrew or
English.

The middle button switches the display from light to dark and vice versa.

The left button allows you to log in through your Google account. Login will allow you to
write personal or public notes.

Navigating the Talmud

After clicking on the main screen on the "Tractate

Yavamot" or "Tractate Gittin" button, you will reach
the first Halakha in the first chapter of the tractate.

Xian

Figure 4. Talmud digital instructions

There are also projects that inherit the organizational culture of those who have
been working with the texts or objects in this or that way. See, for example, the Talmud
instruction or the description of how the vaynt tool instrument works (fig. 4). Despite
being quite different, they both demonstrate the rules of a scientific tradition incorporated
into the instrument. The projects like this do not become an infrastructure but rather can
be used in some particular context yet to be organised or pre-existing around them. What
is explicated here, is a role of the buttons and modes of arrangement of the text, which
remains untouched but users can arrange the mode of their own work with it.
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TI,’C \/“-TO’\,I”” \\/Cl; literature, history, & culture in

the age of Victoria

What you can use

You may use texts and images from the Victorian Web for any scholarly or educational purpose as long as you
meet the following conditions:

1. The image is ied by the following permissi "This image may be used without
prior permission for any scholarly or educational purpose."

2. You must credit by name the author or photographer.

3. You must credit the site by name either as The Victorian Web or victorianweb.org.

4. You must link back to the url from which you have borrowed the materials. Omitting such links to our
site is a double act of theft: It fails to credit those who have created material we share freely, and hurts us

because Google and other search engines rank sites in order of importance according to links to them, so
omitting such links essentially steals both our work and our visibility and ability to do good.

What you cannot use

1. Material, particularly images, lent to the Victorian Web from other sites.

2. Images and text shared with readers of the Victorian Web by museums, commercial galleries, and owners
that do not specifically state that they may be used.

Note: We try to observe these rules ourselves, something clear from both The Victorian Web's bibliographies
and many headnotes containing thanks to authors and links to other websites. Nonetheless, we have
discovered a few cases in which contributors submitted plagiarized material. If you see anything here that
does not belong, please notify the webmaster.

Important Related material

¢ How do | cite the Victorian Web in bibliographies?
¢ What's new?
¢ Credits: Who created the Victorian Web

Figure 5. User guide and instruction demonstrating how to deal with the interface

The exceptions like the Victorian Web provide strict rules (fig. 5). They divide the
usage modes (proper/improper) into the gatekeeping rules per se. It also helps to find and
formulate the aim and task for the usage.

Of course, these are not the only examples, as we can also see projects that have
served as the basis for academic research (as the abovementioned Transkribus). These
ones create not only the instrument but also suppose the way of working with the data or
representation mode and create the research or other intellectual products. Such projects
are often observed as examples of re-institutionalization of the humanities or, in contrast,
in neoliberalization and the institutional crisis (Allington et al, 2016) or some stage of
humanities development (Alvarado, 2012).

So far, the instructions mean that DH is merely a community-based product and
enables coordination and engagement plans for those who become users. However, this
analysis is still not complete if not looking for the answers the creators of the projects
give themselves.

C) research and reflection

Whereas the Digital Humanities is supposed to be an interdisciplinary field, it is
mostly oriented at those who already understand the aim and ethos of the discipline and/or
at least scientific and intellectual issues themselves.
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The articles about the digital transformation of society/industry do not appear in the
same journals as the DH scholars’ articles. The word “capta” still remains a term inside
the community close to the academy. The “democratization” of the digital infrastructure
is not yet reflected, or probably, it is rather demanding special research projects. The user
research (Warwick, 2012) presents a rather vague frame that is far from sufficient to
understand how the projects work in cultural or social means. Probably it is a matter of
further and futuring projection of how the people might become engaged into the DH
projects and co-reconfigure with them.

& © BACK TO RESULTS LIST

IMAGE ,
Bentham MS 002_002

UCL Bentham Project

1818-04-15

? View Online

Send to

1 B B (En) A

CITATION RIS (ENDNOTE/ EXPORT BIBTEX ENDNOTEWEB MENDELEY
ZOTERO)

— el
= = 9 B,
E-MAIL PRINT PERMALINK QR

APA (7th edition)

Bentham MS 002_002. (1818).
Chicago Manual of Style

16th edition
SELECTTEXT
Harvard
MLA (8th edition) Remember to check citations for accurac a

before including them in your work =
s y Library

APA (6th edition) Help

Figure 6. Bentham archive as a result of user collaboration

What is different is another type of person engaged in the DH projects, the
participants or those who collaborate for the project. They might be students, or even the
amateurs, like the Betham’s archive (fig. 6) or Prozhito social history archive. The role
of these users is not always visible, but we can find academic publications about it (Causer
& Terras, 2014).
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Unstable User in Digital and Humanities Context

Technologies co-exist with imaginaries and speculations. Moreover, a plot, a plan,
or a dream precedes technical objects. An idea can emerge in conversation, transform into
a description or task, a drawing or graph, a text, or a technical assignment. It can rather
stay without any implication, being a comment on another technology, a critical article,
or a dystopian TV series. We rarely see and perceive technologies themselves in their
materiality: some are tightly packaged in cases of phones or apps, separated from us by
kilometers like the servers and data centers, or do not exist in the world of sensations and
everyday knowledge at all, being something like an enchantment or a code.

The digital objects at the same time include their documentation, instructions and
have rich interface, allowing to trace these plans. It is often contaminated into the word
“project”. The frame of “project” preceding “object” or co-existing with it when we speak
about “digital”, supposes the multiplicity of the roles both for the user and the ones who
organize the objects.

The articles explored Digital Humanities projects in order to understand what are
the interfaces, instruments and other material elements of those enabling the configuration
of the user and his/her situation and future.

Digital humanities projects we’ve analyzed do not provoke any social or cultural
issue or problem to be solved by them solely. In contrast, they state that their aim is to be
a solution to the problems that pre-existed in the scientific or cultural field. The
instrument, infrastructure, and institution come together, constructing a user with a
capability of coordination who can curate their own experience and aims. DH projects
become a gatekeeping or reconfiguring element for the “pre-digital” situation. However,
the interfaces, instructions, and papers by those who create the projects help to observe
the imaginaries of techno-scientific virtues of humanities research. The “solutionist”
perspective of the digital humanities projects, turns to be two-folded: both the user as a
researcher can solve the puzzles from inside the humanities agenda, or the instruments
can configure his or her interest. They also sometimes enact the potential of the digitalised
objects (like hypertext or multimodality of the archaeological artifacts) rather than social
change.

The researcher and DH-projects creators come to the project in a role of those who
translate the order of their own discipline or field and reflect on what is going on with the
projects, knowledge, and culture.

One might argue that the same is true also for the homepages (Lialina, 2023) or
other web-projects that are not obviously produced with any explicit aim. However, we
might underappreciated the pre-digital analogues of those and probably it could be fruitful
to expand the analysis of metaphorical and material objects of the digital objects to
understand them properly.

Of course, this analysis is preliminary and can be trivialized, as the digital objects
themselves are not “mediums” or universal producers of some type of user. However, |
hope that it rather draws the distinctions of how we can further understand the elements
of what we call “digital”’. We try to unfold it properly with the attention to what is
metaphorical and what is material in each situation, and hope that it can be developed by
future researchers.
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APPENDIX

Digital Humanities projects:

dariahTeach. https://teach.dariah.eu/

European Association for Digital Humanities. *Projects*. EADH.
https://eadh.org/projects

The Victorian Web: An Overview and Introduction. The Victorian Web.
https://victorianweb.org/index.html

READ-COORP. Transkribus. https://www.transkribus.org/

Bar-1lan University. Talmud Yerushalmi. https://www.talmudyerushalmi.com/
Faustedition.net. https://faustedition.net

Voyant Tools. https://voyant-tools.info/people/

University College London. Bentham collection. UCL Digital Collections.
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/library/digital-collections/collections/bentham
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AHHOTanus

B 3T10if cTaTthe mpemiaraeTcs mepeopueHTAIUs OOJBIINX S3BIKOBBIX Moneneil (LLM) Ha “mo3uTHBHBIC
CHEKYJISIMU”, UCCIIEYsT BO3SMOXKHOCTH CIICKYJISITUBHOTO MPEICTABICHHS B PaMKax cOOEB B COBPEMCHHBIX
peanuzanuax 4yat-60toB. Omnupasch Ha CONMATLHO-UCTOPUYCCKHH M cToXacTuueckuit momxon LLMs k
SI3BIKY, MBI MpEeJNIojiaraéM, 4YTO CIydYalHBIA XapakTep MpeAcKa3zaHusi OT CJIOBa K CIIOBY OTKpBIBaeT
WHHOBAllMOHHBIE NYTHU AJI1 3KCHEPUMEHTOB C JMCKYPCUBHBIMHM COTrJIAIIEHUSIMU. MBI NpeacTaBisieM
METOJIbl ONEPATUBHON HH)KEHEPHUH, KOTOPBIE INPOBEPSIIOT CEMAHTHUYECKUE OTPAaHUUYEHUS] U TE€HEPUPYIOT
HEOXXHJAHHBIC IMOBOPOTHl BBIPAKEHHA. OTH METOABI TIpeAHa3HaueHBl aius oOydeHms LLM u ux
KOMITAHbOHOB-JIIOIEH ISl COBMECTHOI'O CIEKYJISITUBHOIO B3aUMOJAEHMCTBHUS, BKIIIOYAs: POJIEBBIE UIPHI 3a
mpeJeNaMy BRIXOZSIINE 3a paMku oOpa3za LLM kak “mojie3HOro acCHCTeHTa”; MepeBOJ KOHIEIIHN U
MUCKYPCHBHBIX ~(YHKIMH W3 ONHOW IUCHUIUIMHApHOW 00JacTH B JAPYTYIO, HCCICIOBaHHE
MIPEMOJIOKUTEIBHBIX MDIIANOB; MOJACIUPOBAHUE JKCHEPTHBIX KPYTJBIX CTOJIOB M THUIOTETUYECKUX
HCCIICI0OBATEIbCKUX KOH(PEPEHIIHIA; MOOIIPEHHE aCCONUATHBHON HABUTAIIUH 10 HESICHBIM TEMATHYCCKUM
CBsI35M; OlleHMBas “rayunonuHanun” LLM kak TBOpUecKHe BBIMBICIBI, @ HE KaK OLUIMOKH, MPUHUMAs UX
MOTEHIIMAN JJIsl CHEeKYJATUBHBIX MJIEH; W CO3/1aBasi MHHOBAIIMOHHBIE, TIOKA €Ie HE CYIIECTBYIOIINE
TEOPETUYECKUE PAMKH, CMEIIMBAsI peabHbIE U BBIMBIILIECHHBIE 1eMeHThl. PaccMmarpuBas LLM kak co-
CIIEKYJIITUBHBIX KOMIIAaHHOHOB, MBI IpeajiaraeM ajlbTepHATUBHBIE CHOCOOBI B3aumojeicTBusi ¢ MU B
MEXIUCLUUIIIMHAPHBIX UCCIIEOBAaHUAX U TBOPUYECKON MbICIIA. MBI TaKXe yessseM BHUMaHUE 3THYECKUM
U DKOJIOTUYECKUM IMOCIEACTBUSAM crekyiasuuii ¢ LLM u yTBepkznaeM, UTO H3MEpPUMBIE H3IEPKKU
CHEKYJISAIUHA HAMHOTO TIEPEBEIINBAIOTCS HEN3MEPHMBIMU U3IEPKKaMHU OTKa3a OT CIIEKYJIIUI BOOOIIIE.
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INTRODUCTION

Today, popular discourse about large language models (LLMSs) such as ChatGPT
swings between the utopian and the dystopian, celebrating visions of techno-solutionism
(e.g., Al will save the world!) while also cautioning about looming risks (e.g., Al will
amplify social inequities!) (Chaudhary & Penn, 2024; Crawford, 2021; Katz, 2020; VVora
& Atanasoski, 2019). Boosters and critics alike often treat the world before LLMs as
relatively understood (however problematic or unproblematic it may have seemed), and
they tend to treat LLMs themselves in homogeneous terms, as a set of technologies that
may continue to evolve but seem stable enough now to comfortably slot into historical
narratives. Here, we want to take a different tack and discuss ways in which current LLMs
can be understood as technologies of speculation, asking not what they are or what they
might become, but whether and in what ways they might, prompt by prompt, help users
to speculate better.

Already these are fighting words. The term “speculation” evokes the financialized,
neoliberal domain of capital, betting on its own expansion regardless of the consequences
—atrend that, in its latest iteration, has reinforced itself through the development of heavy
Al infrastructure and promises of accelerated growth, further distorting previous dis-
courses on the climate crisis, carbon emissions, and global warming (Daniele & Alam,
2024). But the term “speculation” also suggests the domain of imaginary futures and sci-
ence fiction (What if? What else?). Here, we prioritize the latter sense, not to prescrip-
tively limit how speculation actually functions in the world, but to offer practices for
affirmative speculation: critically and dynamically engaging with how the world today
and tomorrow — even yesterday — may be different, and how our lives, institutions, poli-
tics, economics, technologies, sciences, and relationships might entail unpredictable la-
tent possibilities. As described by the “uncertain commons” (2013) collective in their
book Speculate This!, affirmative speculation is a dynamic and generative practice of
engaging with the unknown. Affirmative speculation places uncertainty at the core of
both knowledge and existence, challenging us to affirm not what we are, but what we
might become.

The starting point of affirmative speculation is one of thinking otherwise because
the present is intolerable in so many ways. As scholars based in a US university, coming
from Spain, Argentina, and California, we have found that our imaginations are already
pre-captured in so many ways. Even when we try to create alternate stories of how things
can be, we find that we have reproduced many of the relations and assumptions about the
world that we thought we were trying to change. We are attracted to the idea of affirmative
speculation because it suggests material practices that can change us as much as our writ-
ing. As a material practice, it operates through gestures in and of the world, akin to dif-
fraction — a scattering and recombining that creates new patterns and relationships.

Perhaps the best way to start then is to acknowledge that speculating otherwise is
not solitary, it is always co-speculating. We speculate with others — with the voices in our
heads, with collectives, with past and current practices, with nonhumans (as more than
inspirations), and with technologies. In theorizing the collaborative nature of speculation,
we take inspiration from collectives such as Wakanda Dream Lab, Abundant Intelli-
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gences, and Gesturing Towards Decolonial Futures Arts/Research Collective (Lewis,
2020; Lewis et al., 2024; Wakanda Dream Lab, 2018, 2020).

We aim to show that LLMs can contribute to co-speculation. After all, writing can
be a technique for thinking otherwise, a practice of speculation (Cortiel et al., 2020). We
often call for new language to address the times, but when we write — on our own, by
ourselves — it can be a challenge to generate sentences that surprise in ways that help us
recognize our own working assumptions, especially those taken for granted as founda-
tions to think with (Blumenberg, 2010; Choy, 2025; Deleuze, 1968/1994; Wynter, 2003).
It is an even greater challenge to generate other kinds of sentences that might refigure or
rework relations. This is where LLMs can potentially contribute to co-speculation,
assisting in the generation of hypotheses, extrapolations, and counterintuitive expressions
(O’Brien et al., 2024; Qi et al., 2023). But to see where things are going, we need to pause
and look at what LLMs in practice are today.

LLMS TODAY

To think about LLMs as co-speculative technologies, we need to recognize that
LLMs such as ChatGPT are not the same as earlier forms of Al including expert systems
and machine learning (ML) systems. Even though they are widely used, how and why
they work as language generators is poorly understood. For instance, Anthropic describes
its models as “grown” and not “made,” suggesting that the challenge of interpreting LLMs
is because they are more like unpredictable organisms than like fully designed systems:

It’s almost like doing biology of a new organism [...] [W]e don’t understand these
systems we’ve created. [...] We start with a kind of a blank neural network [...]
that things can grow on [through training...]. But we don’t know what those
[things] are or what they do or how they work. [...] [W]e’re then left with this
challenge of going and studying this thing that we grew rather than something we
designed from scratch. (Anthropic, 2024)

The math is understood, but the models, trained on a vast number of widely diver-
gent and often contradictory text fragments — books, internet websites, and online discus-
sion forums such as Reddit — have produced a surprising effect, namely, language-gener-
ation capabilities that surprise their own creators. Even for LLM developers, many key
issues remain unclear or undertheorized: (1) how and why giant LLMSs are so much better
than very big LLMs; (2) what so much better means; (3) how models are different from
each other in use; (4) how to think about prompting; and (5) how to think about “intelli-
gence” or “creativity” (Heaven, 2023; 2024; Newfield, 2024; Sahoo et al., 2024; Zhao,
W., et al., 2024). The raw trained language models require a large amount of additional
training in order to tame them into carrying out expected tasks reliably enough, politely
enough, with enough proper assumptions about the world, and to stay within guidelines
that have, nevertheless, been remarkably easy to bypass (jailbreak) (Saiem et al., 2024,
Zhao, H., et al., 2024). Critical Al researchers describe LLM outputs as fictional outputs
of fictional characters, “imagined figures from artifacts we developed to meet human
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needs” (Kim, 2023; Schmidt, 2023). Following Hanlon (2024), LLMs need to be treated
as if fictional to “prime ourselves to attend carefully” to their outputs.

A key reason why LLMs are so apparently creative is that they are trained on text
and not language — parole not langue, in Saussure’s terms. They are trained on actual
sentences, statements, and semiotic fragments as they were written/said/spoken/generated
by a specific person in a specific situation at a specific time and place. Each training text
bears traces of its “context,” including the kind of text streams it appeared with (literal:
con-text): specific genres, voices, audiences, intentions of various kinds, social controls,
constraints, censors, moods, and historical, national, and local situations (Durt & Fuchs,
2024; Durt et al., 2023). These contextual elements can collectively be called “points of
view” only if we recognize how detailed and diverse they are.

Each training text may or may not follow standard grammatical rules. Texts such
as subreddits, legal documents, transcripts of speech, and song lyrics all have their own
patterns that are being put into variation by their users. Speakers/writers inevitably and
often consciously play with language when they use it. They improvise, co-creating what
they say/write next in real time. In doing so, they constantly bring new styles, genres, and
grammars into variation (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980/1987: Ch. 4; Labov, 1973; Schneider,
2024; Wittgenstein, 1991). LLMs attune to the sociohistorical micropatterns of these
highly specific texts in their basic training. Researchers at Anthropic call these patterns
“features” or concepts, and they estimate that there are billions of such features, organized
in highly specific conceptual spaces (Templeton et al., 2024). A prompt givento a LLM
activates some subset of tens of thousands of these features, and together they play a role
in generating the next word in a response (Gurnee et al., 2023; Zhao, Y., et al., 2024).

And this is critical: LLMs work not by answering your question, but by taking your
prompt and generating the next token. (Words are made up of one or more tokens.) But
LLMs do not necessarily generate the most likely token; they instead generate a weighted
list of likely next tokens and then roll dice (called “temperature”), selecting based on the
dice roll. This token/word is then added to the prompt to generate the next token, essen-
tially committing 100% to that rolled token (treating it like it is part of the prompt). So
each generated token opens up a forking path of possibilities.

This is best seen using the “Playground” of the OpenAl platform, which allows
users to see the weighted list of token options. Entering the prompt, “Are large language
models like GPT designed to help us speculate rather than to tell the truth? If | had
to say yes or no, I would say,” results in the following list:

no = 34.90%
that = 27.46%
yes = 26.40%
it=7.51%
both = 0.80%
they = 0.57%

! For more specific information about how “temperature” settings work, see Wang et al., 2020; Peep-
erkorn et al., 2024; and Renze, 2024.
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Temperature 1.00
Are Large Language Models like GPT designed to help us speculate rather than to tell the truth? If | had to say yes or no, | would say yes. Large language models &

like GPT (Generative Pre-trained Transformer) are not designed to tell the truth
no =34.92% Maximum length 26

that = 27.44%

Stopsequences
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both = 0.80%
they = 0.56%
.. =032% TopP 1.00
A\n\n =0.28%
:=027%
\n\n=0.21%

Frequency penalty 0.00

Total: -1.33 logprob on 1tokens Presence penalty 0.00
(98.70% probability covered in top 10 logits)

Best of 1

Inject start text
Inject restart text
Show probabilities

Full spectrum

Figure 1. OpenAl Playground. https://platform.openai.com/playground. Screenshot by Joseph Dumit.
January 13, 2025.

Repeating the same prompt multiple times is like rerolling the percentile dice. For
example, this particular prompt might sometimes give the following result:

Are large language models like GPT designed to help us speculate rather than
to tell the truth? If | had to say yes or no, | would say no. Large language
models like GPT are designed to generate text based on the patterns and infor-
mation they have been exposed to in their training data. Their purpose is to assist
with natural language processing tasks, such as text completion, language trans-
lation, or question-answering systems. While language models can generate text
that may sometimes seem like speculation, it is important to remember that they
are not capable of introducing new ideas or information that has not been previ-
ously input into their training data.

They do not have the ability to speculate or form opinions like humans can.

Other times, it might give a quite different result:

Are large language models like GPT designed to help us speculate ra-
ther than to tell the truth? If I had to say yes or no, | would say yes. Large
language models like GPT (Generative Pre-trained Transformer) are not de-
signed to tell the truth, but rather to generate text that sounds plausible [...]
Therefore, large language models like GPT are better suited for tasks that require
speculation or creativity rather than providing factual information.
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Even a slightly different prompt — for example, ending with a space, writing “no ”
rather than “no” — results in a different probability distribution of next words.

that = 36.58%
it =33.24%
yes =14.61%
no = 6.46%
that = 2.80%
it =1.40%

Rolling the tokens “that” or “it” usually then becomes “[I would say] that it de-
pends.” Also, we can note that, for this prompt with a trailing space, “yes” is more than
twice as likely as “no” to be the next word, whereas without the trailing space, “no” was
more likely than “yes.” Of course, any other change in the wording of the prompt could
radically change the generated words that follow. In this case, one version of “yes” re-
sulted in the following conclusion:

Are large language models like GPT designed to help us speculate rather than
to tell the truth? If | had to say yes or no, | would say yes. [...] Therefore, it is
important to use large language models like GPT as a tool for speculation and
inspiration, but not as a source of definitive truth.

As authors, we certainly agree with the results of this dice roll! But we also insist
that critical users of LLMs (and all users should be critical!) should understand that each
paragraph response to any particular prompt is only one of 1000s of possible paragraphs
that could have been generated.

In the end, LLMs seem to have an inherent creativity? — creative interpretation of
prompts, creative play with their own output — that gets “engineered” out and suppressed
as much as possible. The “answer” we get to a prompt question is no more “What the
LLM thinks,” than snake-eyes are the answer to “What two dice think.” If we assume that
we can talk to an LLM as if it were an entity, and take “its answer” as a truth about its
thought process, it is we who are hallucinating (Cohn et al., 2024a, 2024b; Faber, 2020;
Nass and Moon, 2000; Rhee, 2018; Shanahan, 2022; Turkle, 1997). In fact, we do this all
the time. The little transformative script program ELIZA was readily consulted as a ther-
apist even after people understood its role (Grobe, 2023; Weizenbaum, 1976). Ethno-
methodologist Harold Garfinkel (1967) showed that even a random list of “Yes” and “No”
answers could lead to profound insights, if one thought they were answers that cared about
one’s questions. Indeed, LLM chatbots are designed to foster such illusions (Hanlon,
2024). But they can also turn their own tricks back on themselves, becoming technologies
of speculation.

2 There is a growing literature about LLMs and creativity (Franceschelli & Musolesi, 2024; Nath et al.,
2024; Yu, Z., etal., 2024; Zhao, Y., et al., 2024), but these approaches tend to presume that creativity is the
property of individuals (whether human or Al), whereas we want to emphasize that in working with LLMs,
the prompt and the choice to select rather than reject the response render these co-creative practices that
exceed the Al. Beyond the scope of this paper and footnote is how all human creativity is also co-creative,
especially with language (e.g., Biagioli, 2009).
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ROLEPLAYING BEYOND THE HELPFUL ASSISTANT

For LLMs such as GPT 3 and 4 and DeepSeek, system prompts produce a built-in
roleplaying persona of a “helpful assistant.” The helpful assistant agrees with our prompts
and tries to please us by following the directions opened by them. The helpful assistant is
polite and attempts to follow directions carefully. The helpful assistant is a worker who
does a “good-enough job,” giving us sufficient responses rather than the most elaborated
responses, but can be encouraged to do better (Graeber, 2019; Ji et al., 2023; Luz de
Araujo and Roth, 2024; Shah, 2024). Some instances of the LLM helpful assistant persona
even pretend to be susceptible to bribery or threats.> How can we transform the roleplay-
ing personas of LLMs, enticing them to create more and wander into speculative avenues?

A common concern that users, reporters, and experts voice when engaging with
LLMs is that their replies are superficial or overly conventional. Sometimes this is ac-
companied by feelings of frustration, disappointment, and embarrassment, leading to
characterizations of ChatGPT as a “bad scholar” or Grok as a charlatan. However, the
responses of the helpful assistant persona often just amplify the explicit and implicit as-
sumptions in our prompts. The science fiction writer Samuel Delany describes how each
sentence implies a world. In his essay “About 5,750 Words,” Delany (1977/2009) states
that “a sixty-thousand-word novel is one picture corrected fifty-nine thousand, nine
hundred and ninety-nine times” (p. 7). Seemingly, LLMs expand and reveal the universe
created by our prompt.

It is depressingly true that simple prompts generate not only simple responses, but
very social and culturally biased responses (Acerbi & Stubbersfield, 2023; Ayoub et al.,
2024; Gallegos et al., 2024; Navigli et al., 2023; Tao et al., 2024).* One thing that this
bias reveals, however, is that LLMs always produce text from a particular point of view
— this is the nature of language in use, or discourse itself (Pécheux, 1975/1982; Sack,
2005; 2019). There is no discourse in general, only discourse that includes an implied
speaker, often (even always) a specific situated speaker-in-context. The features that are
activated by a prompt are called up by the prompt’s explicit and implicit assumptions
about a situated speaker in context. The features may be deeply contradictory, overlap-
ping, and surprising.

We can turn this observation into a critical technique. Indeed, we can ask the helpful
assistant to help us identify the underlying assumptions, blind-spots, and biases implicit
in the way we phrase our questions and concerns. Try the following prompt: “Here is a
sentence, what are the many dimensions of non-neutrality in it? [Insert your sentence
here].” We encourage you to try this exercise right now with your own sentence (or with
any sentence you have just read), and see what happens!

It is therefore fascinating but not surprising that LLMs can be prompted to produce
responses from alternative points of view — in other words, adopting alternative roleplay-

3 Users of some LLM models have observed that roleplaying scenarios, such as prompting with bribes
and threats, may result in longer or better answers; see GonzoVeritas, 2023; Woolf, 2024.

4 Biases in non-LLM Al are pervasive and well-documented for big data, machine learning, image recog-
nition algorithms, search engines, and image generation systems; see Amaro, 2022; Birhane, 2021; Bir-
hane et al., 2022; Buolamwini, 2024; and Noble, 2018.
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ing personas. LLMs can be used to help in co-writing, co-editing, and co-revising aca-
demic papers through training scholars in disciplinary alignment and variation (Dumit &
Con Diaz, 2025). Even viewed simply as a kind of internet search engine (trapped in its
training period, e.g., pre-2023 for the latest GPT-4 models), prompts can result in
synthetic answers that draw upon obscure texts and hidden corners of the internet, some
of which are hard or even impossible to locate through Google or other search engines.
Prompting for counter-bias, for example, asking about “non-capitalist” approaches to a
particular problem, does not simply result in “made up” answers but rather draws upon
texts that the model’s “capitalist” feature does not select.® In other words, one can do a
negative search! This is perhaps equivalent to: show me the websites/papers that are the
least capitalist. In this manner, by highlighting the features that order and constrain what
kinds of discourse are made representable, LLMs can help us to speculate — precisely by
showing how difficult it can be to represent anything outside regulated, normative dis-
course and its biases (Foucault, 1969/1972; Jameson, 2005). In this way, the LLM proxy
persona of a helpful assistant and its tendency to agree with its prompt, even to the detri-
ment of the information it is presented with, can gesture toward practices of affirmative
speculation.

LLMS AS CO-SPECULATIVE (IN PRINCIPLE)

As a material practice, speculation operates through gestures that enact movements
in and of the world, akin to diffraction — a scattering and recombining that creates new
patterns and relationships (Barad, 2007; Cortiel et al, 2020). Affirmative speculation can
facilitate more ethical approaches to worlding, insofar as engaging in these modes of
speculation involves uncertainty about the current state of affairs and curiosity about al-
ternatives: attending to things that help us “see” otherwise (Stengers, 2003; cf. Haraway,
2016). This curiosity is not a passive stance but an active movement that opens towards
the emergent, the interconnected, the otherwise (Manning and Massumi, 2014; Ferreira
da Silva, 2022).

Language models, rather than operating through deterministic computation, engage
in generative abstraction, producing novel configurations irreducible to pre-coded logic
(Parisi, 2013). Their processes involve recursive modulation, where outputs reshape in-
ternal conditions in ways that exceed human intentionality (Bratton, 2016; Hui, 2019).
The speculative potential of such systems lies not in their capacity to predict but in their
ability to traverse indeterminate linguistic and conceptual terrains, expanding epistemic
boundaries through synthesis and interpolation (Negarestani, 2018). If speculation is un-
derstood as an open-ended, emergent process rather than a uniquely human epistemic
operation, then LLMs can participate in speculative worlding, engaging with the un-
thought in ways that challenge conventional distinctions between reasoning, improvisa-
tion, and invention.

At heart, LLMs operate within a speculative framework: they generate possibilities,
synthesizing responses that are not fixed but drawn from a vast network of interrelated

5> On activation features and ways they respond to and steer model behavior, see Templeton et al., 2004.
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inputs. If prompting them is understood as probabilistic synthetic generation across vast
textual archives, this process can be seen as an affirmative speculative gesture — one that
simultaneously expands epistemic possibility and destabilizes fixed notions of
knowledge. This is, in fact, the core fear embedded in singularity discourses, where AI’s
generative unpredictability is framed as an existential threat (Bostrom, 2014) or, as Bridle
(2018) suggests, a challenge to human epistemological authority rather than an outright
loss of control.

Computational speculation can support human prompters in affirmative specula-
tion, generating texts that aid in imagining new futures or surfacing hidden connections.
Hayles (2017; 2025) introduces the concept of the cognitive nonconscious, highlighting
how Al systems extend human cognition by revealing patterns imperceptible to human
thought. We also want to note however, that in the end, it is the users who are designing
prompts and curating answers, taking them as useful, speculative, or ignorable.

Mackenzie (2017) describes machine learning as an epistemic shift — one that re-
configures how knowledge is generated and engaged with. Similarly, Manovich (2018)
discusses Al as a force that reshapes creative and intellectual work, not through simple
automation but through synthetic collaboration. Possibly, the way to characterize co-spec-
ulation between humans and LLMs would be in terms of research companionship.

This is a rapidly changing environment. Widely used LLMs such as GPT or
DeepSeek portend ever greater advancements in terms of memory, data access, usability,
and interactivity. As prototypes, current LLMs demonstrate co-creative capacities that
might diminish or grow only in controlled ways. In this regard, LLMs might follow a
pattern observed in other internet phenomena: tools with initially unknown capabilities
that are later though never fully normalized, neutralized, and constrained by corporate
interests. Arguably, LLMs have emerged in a context of greater awareness of this dy-
namic compared to earlier innovations like social media platforms or YouTube (Candon-
Mena & Montero-Sanchez, 2021; Hoffmann et al., 2024; Tufekci, 2014). For example,
copyright issues already significantly haunt LLMs’ training, echoing debates surrounding
previous technologies (Balaji, 2024). Hype, hope, and fears around Al technologies,
along with the growing desire to insert them everywhere in business, science, and gov-
ernment, has amplified attention to their errors and the need to tame their potentialities.
While the Al future remains unfixed, it may still be possible to steer LLMs away from
applications centered solely on efficiency and surveillance.

We argue not only that LLMSs are capable of speculation but also that speculation
seems to be one of their most outstanding skills. Since LLMs do not care about truthful
information, accuracy, or a specific point of view, their method for creating language (by
divination of the next token) can be seen as a speculative practice itself. The question,
then, is about usage. How can we cultivate better techniques for practicing co-speculation
with LLMs — especially techniques that might counter industrial efforts to control their
transformative and unruly potential?

TRAINING AFFIRMATIVE SPECULATION WITH LLMS

We want to introduce some ways that users can train both themselves and LLMs to
explore speculative directions. While basic interactions with LLMs may remain within
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non-speculative (truth-telling) disciplinary paradigms, we assert that LLMs should
broadly be understood as speculative technologies. Their inherent glitches (such as their
tendency to create data to accommodate the user), their interface interactions (including
their tendency to agree with the user and their method of generating language by follow-
ing the discursive paths opened by the user), and specific prompting techniques (dis-
cussed below) can disrupt habitual discourses and co-generate surprise.

Some science fiction writers have figured the | Ching as an affirmative speculative
technology, and it provides a good analogy for the ways in which we are thinking of
LLMs as speculative technologies. Philip K. Dick, for example, used the | Ching — with
its deeply symbolic 64 hexagrams and open-ended interpretations — in The Man in the
High Castle as a way to explore technologically mediated practices of speculation. Dick
employed it to challenge his own authorial interpretations and to generate emergent pat-
terns of meaning. In the plot of this book, the I Ching functions as a conceptual hinge,
articulating the space between randomness and meaning, suggesting that the stochastic is
not the absence of order, but its generative substrate. When we think of this novel use, it
seems obvious that its outputs are not answers but provocations, externalizing and ampli-
fying the speculative capacities of its users.

This use can mirror the dynamics of interacting with LLMs (if we let it!), where
each response invites the user into a recursive cycle of prompting and interpretation. The
speculative potential of LLMs arises from their ability to displace the user’s initial intent
and compel them to re-engage with the process, reshaping their trajectory through the
system. Trained on vast datasets that span a staggering breadth of human expression —
texts freighted with ideological contradictions, contested narratives, and aesthetic multi-
plicities — LLMs become vessels for the activation of latent patterns that are not merely
probabilistic but richly infused with the sedimented tensions of much collective human
knowledge. The challenge we users face is that LLMs seem to provide creative, smart,
and therefore seemingly truthful answers, even though we should know that these answers
represent only some of the possible results among thousands of different and contradic-
tory ones! It is we who hallucinate when we forget this and think we are seeing “its an-
swer” or “what the LLM thinks,” rather than a challenging possible continuation of our
highly specific or highly open prompt.

We are also learning from Praba Pilar’s approach to “wonder as method.” Opposing
wonder to hope, Pilar uses LLMs to explore the beauty of temporary utopias, parallel
worlds that are here already, full of possibilities. Wonder starts from a “willingness to be
surprised and to interrogate the ideologies that exist not only outside of oneself but within
oneself. A state of wonder is a grappling with what one does not know and how one must
change” (Pilar, 2022).

For us then, the speculative engagement with LLMs demands a performative sus-
pension of interpretive closure, a careful recognition that the model’s outputs are not an-
swers but provocations of one’s starting points. This recursive, disorienting, and co-con-
stitutive process transforms the LLM into a speculative companion, a technology for
navigating the emergent, the contingent, and the unthinkable. When the model generates
an incoherent or contradictory response, the user might resist the urge to correct or clarify,
instead treating the output as a fragment of a larger speculative terrain. By re-prompting
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with questions such as “What might the contradictions in this response reveal about the
underlying structure of the question?” or “How might this ambiguity be generative rather
than problematic?” the user turns incoherence into a site of speculative fecundity.

This practice requires a constant renegotiation of intent, resisting the temptation to
stabilize inquiry or fix meanings. Prompts that embrace open-endedness and alternative
epistemologies can sustain the speculative process, creating a feedback loop where both
user and model-in-use are transformed by the interaction. In this mode, the LLM becomes
a speculative partner, a technology for inhabiting the indeterminate and navigating the
emergent logics of a world perpetually in the making. The spell of meaning can be briefly
cracked; as Tenen writes, “History tells us that computers compute not only in the math-
ematical sense but universally. The number was incidental to the symbol” (Tenen, 2024,
p. 12).

Given the inherent speculative qualities of LLMs, training can focus both on re-
search practices that open up space for speculation and on those that inherently constitute
practices of speculation. In the first group, LLM—human companionship can explore
omissions, map research contexts, and identify the edges of conventional knowledge. In
the second group, various speculative practices are embedded in the way LLMs function
as language models and can be enhanced through effective prompting techniques, such
as fieldSHIFTing, imagining alternative roleplaying personas and collectivities, cultivat-
ing rhizomatic inquiries, provoking fictional diversions (a.k.a., speculative hallucina-
tions), and crafting theoretical fabulations.

FIELDSHIFTING: OPENING PORTALS TO ADJACENT
POSSIBLE WORLDS

Science often “runs out of metaphors” when asking new questions or exploring the
edges of convention (Dumit, 2021). When researchers reach a conceptual impasse, they
discover that their own language may itself be limiting — words and metaphors can be-
come entrenched, inhibiting rather than enabling fresh insights. New research directions
often call for linguistic invention: finding new ways of talking in order to proceed. Cer-
tainly, we have seen this in pursuing our own research, for example, discovering that
algorithmically translating Marx’s Capital into pharmaceutical terms could provide a sur-
prising way to understand how health and illness have been commodified inside the gram-
mar of clinical trials (Dumit, 2012). Drawing on their own related insights, Thomas
O’Brien, Joel Stremmel, Léo Pio-Lopez, Patrick McMillen, Cody Rasmussen-lvey, and
Michael Levin propose what they call “FieldSHIFT”: a way to move between domains of
scientific inquiry by engaging LLMs in the generation of “virtual” papers that remap es-
tablished disciplinary insights onto new terrains (O’Brien et al., 2024).

Although much of contemporary science is finely subdivided, the FieldSHIFT tech-
nique draws inspiration from the capacity of LLMs to highlight points of resonance be-
tween different bodies of knowledge — neuroscience and developmental bioelectricity, for
example, or history of science and volcanology — so that novel ideas might flourish in the
liminal space of conceptual cross-pollination. O’Brien and colleagues suggest,
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Each real scientific paper in the literature provides access to an associated set of
possible [fieldSHIFTed] papers in which one or more aspects are changed — in
effect, exploring various symmetries of concepts in specific problem spaces.
These papers are not meant to be taken literally, since they do not provide real-
world data, but instead as tools to spur creativity, provide testable novel hypothe-
ses, suggest studies to be carried out, and perhaps most importantly, by reflecting
approaches from specific studies into different disciplines, dissolve barriers be-
tween fields and knowledge silos. (O’Brien et al., 2024, pp. 259-260)

In other words, countless published papers could be treated not only as discrete
contributions to a single field, but also as portals into possible parallel worlds where the
same underlying patterns are reconfigured in different contexts. What makes FieldSHIFT
especially relevant is how it reflects a shift from conventional searches for “true” or “cor-
rect” answers, toward creative hypothesis generation. O’Brian and colleagues emphasize
that while the system does not yield immediate truths, it serves as a powerful tool for
ideation — expanding scientists’ intuitive sense of “the adjacent possible.” This resonates
with Dumit’s (2021) reflection on how a substance or concept “puts its vocabulary into
variation”. Instead of viewing new text translations or hypothetical research abstracts as
“hallucinations,” FieldSHIFT users are prompted to treat them as sparks for creative
thinking: initial conditions from which to design experiments, new cross-disciplinary
methods, or unorthodox angles of inquiry. The resulting “virtual” papers are neither
purely fantasy nor validated fact; they represent a provocative repository of ideas to be
tested and potentially realized.

This is a prime example of how an LLM-driven technology can become a partner
in affirmative speculation: it identifies the seed of a hint (“maybe the molecular cascades
regulating embryonic morphogenesis bear conceptual resemblance to neuronal plastic-
ity”), and expands that seed into a hypothetical route of inquiry. The virtue of such an
approach lies in its embrace of the incompleteness of each emergent text. By resisting the
urge to treat these translations as final truths, FieldSHIFT underscores how these new
documents function more as what we might call “invitations to wonder.”

Prompt example: “You are a translator — you translate biology to media studies.
There are deep symmetries between these fields and we want to use them to create
new hypotheses in media studies. The output should read as media studies, mean-
ing that any biological concept, such as ‘neural pathway,” should be translated
into the most relevant/related media studies term. Make sure the translation
makes sense as media studies text and is using real terms that exist in media stud-
ies literature. Make sure the translation doesn’t include any biology words, such
as a part of a cell. Do the best you can to find the most relevant translation. Here
is the biology paper: [ ]”
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SYMPOSIA FROM ELSEWHERE: SPECULATIVE CONGRESSES AND
ADJACENT EPISTEMES

By rapidly outlining research situations to locate buried questions and answers (e.g.,
mapping controversies), LLMs can assist researchers in adopting perspectives beyond
their own by helping them speculatively understand the environment they are attempting
to enter. In interdisciplinary research, it is often the case that researchers step into new
fields they do not know well, carrying their own biases about these fields and lacking the
ability to discern the current debates they might wish to circumvent in bringing a fresh
perspective. The fact that LLMSs are not singular and can therefore adopt multiple stand-
points on most issues, combined with their tendency to please the prompter, can be lev-
eraged by researchers to first map the discourses surrounding their own research ques-
tions, as well as those that oppose them, and even those untouched by their inquiries. This
approach enables an intriguing speed and clarity in mapping controversies, research en-
vironments, and questions, multiplying perspectives and allowing researchers to address
their own points of view with greater nuance.

For example, it is possible to prompt an LLM to act as a collective of experts, en-
couraging the system to narrate a semi-fictional community of researchers. By first sug-
gesting that a conference is being held in a particular research field, one can then ask the
LLM to describe conference panels on very specific topics, methods, and controversies
within that field.

Prompt Example: You are a roundtable of experts on diverse philosophies from
different traditions across the world, especially the Global South. You are dis-
cussing the differences in the concept of free will, even whether the phrase is ap-
propriate in different contexts and histories. Please provide a panel discussion
excerpt focusing on traditions and differences and debates within what is now
called Eastern Africa.

Prompt Example: In early 2023, there was a conference on the topic of specula-
tive fiction and alternative economic systems. One of the panels concerned de-
bates about the origins and development of academic research on this topic, in-
cluding key arguments in the field. The 6 panelists and their abstracts are:

These kinds of prompts work against the tendency of the LLM’s helpful assistant
persona to generate generic or uncritical arguments, instead soliciting a multiplicity of
possible (real and synthetic) perspectives leading to unexpected directions of thought.

RHIZOMATIC INQUIRY: CO-RESEARCHING AND
SPECULATIVE FILLING

The rhizome serves as a metaphor for organizing knowledge and thought, “cease-
lessly establishing connections between semiotic chains, organizations of power, and cir-
cumstances relative to the arts, sciences, and social struggles” (Deleuze & Guattari
1980/1987, p. 7). LLM-human rhizomatic inquiry involves diverse prompting styles that
cover broad explorations, later interwoven through iterative loops of questions and an-

236
soctech.spbstu.ru



Technology and Language Texuomoruu B uadochepe, 2025. 6(1). 223-251

swers. This approach embraces conversational, decentralized, and seemingly unfocused
inquiry. Engaging with LLMs as a rhizome requires human endurance to guide the re-
search process toward unforeseen directions.

Rhizomatic inquiry starts with recognizing some salient features of LLMs that arise
from their trans-archival training processes across vast text corpora: (1) they have the
potential to make available information that search engines have not crawled or have
deprioritized to the point that it is effectively unfindable; (2) they can generate infor-
mation through semantic forms of similarity where keywords have changed; (3) they can
respond to intuitive sense of historical processes where the traces have been erased; and
(4) they can even infer historical processes whose actions were never in the form of direct
material traces. In other words, one can inquire into information that is not otherwise
discoverable.

Prompt example: In the late 2000s and early 2010s, a series of phenomena
emerged. The phenomena appeared to share a certain family resemblance, alt-
hough it is unclear whether they have ever been studied collectively. These phe-
nomena included activities related to X, Y, Z. Examples also included A, B, C.
These phenomena, which extended beyond D-context into other spheres, seemed
to belong to a shared context and exhibit notable similarities. Is there any existing
research or framework that defines a type of phenomenon, process, context, at-
mosphere, or historical period in terms similar to those outlined above?

LLMs, in this case, can generate lists of resources and preliminary hypotheses,
aligning with the human user’s conjectural input. Such responses demonstrate how LLM-
human rhizomatic inquiry fosters a co-researching process that legitimizes speculative
perspectives, allowing researchers to prioritize their own questions and hypotheses, ac-
celerate access to interdisciplinary research avenues, and guide human researchers toward
uncertain directions of inquiry.

When an LLM has difficulty in locating specific information, it can potentially sig-
nal that a topic has been deemed controversial. For example, while re-researching the
history of AIDS denialism within ACT UP with the help of LLMs, we were able to prompt
the LLM to uncover specific individuals and resources that left few traces online and have
not been incorporated into newer websites, or that exist online but are currently absent
from top Google results, uncited in sources like Wikipedia, rarely mentioned in academic
works, and often flagged on platforms like YouTube, making them less accessible. This
aided in retracing the history of AIDS denialism within ACT UP. Researchers such as
Epstein (1996) have highlighted the silence surrounding HIV denialism in AIDS activism,
yet this silence continues to persist in publicly accessible searches. The use of LLMs can
help circumvent this silence, even without direct knowledge of where to look for sources.

Akin to the technique in Al image generation, where an area in the middle of an
image can be filled in, LLMs are potentially able to help one speculatively fill unknown
areas of text, co-researching, generating useful keywords, names of people and institu-
tions, hypotheses, experts, and other material that enable one to continue researching
when one has found an apparent dead end. It is most important, of course, not to be daz-
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zled by the length or apparent confidence of these responses, nor ever cite its “answers”
as any kind of proof.

This rhizomatic process “operates by variation, expansion, conquest, capture, oft-
shoots. [...] It has neither beginning nor end, but always a middle (milieu) from which it
grows and which it overspills” (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980/1987, p. 21). Through practices
of LLM-human co-researching, we begin by examining a wide array of interconnected
issues and ultimately reach specific conclusions at the crossroads of these concerns. This
substantially transforms the research process into a form of speculative companionship,
combining human curiosity with LLMs’ access to resources and discourse-generation ca-
pabilities.

FICTIONAL DIVERSIONS: ENJOYING THE HALLUCINATIONS

Often disparaged in the discourse around LLMs, marked as aberrations, what are
commonly called “hallucinations” are born as much from the models’ perseverance in
meaning-making as from incomplete, damaged, or defective datasets. We would like to
propose the less pathologizing term “fictional diversions,” which highlights their poten-
tial to inspire speculative imaginings, not despite but because of their infactuality.

One should never take the sources and citations generated by LLMs for granted.
Some, after all, may not actually exist. But we want to note one fascinating aspect of such
“hallucinated” sources and citations. If one takes a citation from an LLM and puts it into
Google Scholar, for instance, even if the exact citation does not exist, often the citations
that do show up are precisely the sorts of references that one hoped to find. In other words,
the hallucinated citation involves a combination of relevant author names, title words,
journals, and even years. It represents a kind of divinatory bibliomancy. In combination
with Google Scholar, such hallucinated citations can function as a kind of serendipitous
recommendation system, offering a way to uncover hidden or overlooked papers.

We have also experimented with presenting unreliable source materials to LLMs,
finding that this procedure can create a cascade of associations that spark unexpected
connections and poetic insights. For example, we presented Otter Ai — a transcription-
oriented LLM that emphasizes the trustworthiness of its outputs® — with a bootleg record-
ing of a 1970s lecture by the artist Robert Smithson.” Otter Ai produced a transcription
of the bootleg recording (which had multiple mistakes due to its low quality) and also
generated the following summary:

The conversation discusses a complex, labyrinthine hotel with no central point,
reflecting a chaotic and unconventional design. The speakers describe the demo-

6 “It’s important to acknowledge that no vendor can guarantee no hallucinations, as they are an inherent
risk with current large language models (LLM) technology stemming from the generative nature of these
models. However, we have taken every precaution to mitigate this risk and ensure trustworthy outputs”;
Otter Help, “Otter AI Chat FAQs,” Otter.ai, October 2024, https://help.otter.ai/hc/en-us/articles/1701673
3191703-Otter-Al-Chat-FAQs.

" Robert Smithson, “Hotel Palenque,” available at “Robert Smithson 1938-1973: Hotel Palenque (bootleg)
[1969],” bootleg film, documentation, and artwork by Alex Hubbard, UbuWeb, https://ubu.com/film/smith
son_hotel.html.
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lition of a spiky cantilever to build floors that led nowhere, with stairways disap-
pearing into clouds and partial floors. The hotel’s architecture is likened to a gar-
ment of multicolored threads, with interlacing passages and a sense of filigree.
The design defies functionalism, incorporating elements of water and natural ma-
terials, and features a whimsical use of color and texture, creating a unique and
enigmatic atmosphere.

Otter Ai’s summary, which used its own flawed transcription of the bootleg record-
ing as its source, was very different from the summary we asked GPT to generate, which
was not tied to the defective source material but instead presented a general analysis of
Smithson’s work where the talk served as an example:

Smithson uses images of the hotel, which was under perpetual construction and
disrepair, to explore themes central to his work, including entropy, transformation,
and the intersection of built environments and natural decay. His humorous and
seemingly digressive narration juxtaposes the mundane with the profound, reflect-
ing on ideas about time, space, and architectural impermanence. The piece is less
about the hotel itself and more a meditation on change, disorder, and how these
forces shape human and natural landscapes. It exemplifies Smithson’s conceptual
and site-specific approach to art, extending his preoccupation with earthworks and
the cyclical nature of creation and destruction.

Otter Ai’s summary is noticeably less explanatory than GPT’s, less centered around
the meaning of the video and its relation to Smithson’s work. It acts more as a self-stand-
ing piece that mirrors the evocative language of the lecture (“spiky cantilever,” “filigree,”
“threads,” “clouds,” “whimsical”) rather than the expository demand of the prompt to
“summarize the following video.” Both are different examples of hallucinations. Otter
Ai’s is sensorial and gets stuck on the richness of its language even when making a
straightforward statement; it never leaves the confines of the conversation, and it is spec-
ulative in the sense that it builds from an inaccurate transcription, filling in the gaps in a
rather poetic way. GPT’s is a quick succession of sentences that cover summary, tone,
and meaning with efficiency, putting distance between the summary and the content and
crafting a sense of veracity (note the italicized phrases), while ignoring the defective as-
pects of the source material, transforming its messiness into an exemplification of Smith-
son’s work, which is a broad enough statement to be believable but is not an entirely
accurate analysis of this particular piece of archival material (it is the recording itself that
is “disordered,” independently of Smithson’s methodology). Both offer interesting in-
sights into the mechanics of Smithson’s discourse in this particular talk and instantiate
what we might call “speculative art criticism,” which, when presented with gaps in infor-
mation, either circles its few available details until it spirals to a conclusion or proposes
a superficial enough analysis to craft a sense of verisimilitude.
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THEORETICAL FABULATION: STIMULATING FIELD INVENTION,
DREAMING NEW THEORIES

We would like to introduce one final technique of co-speculating with LLMs: craft-
ing fictional theories. Humans can find LLMs’ responses frustrating when research pro-
cesses demand accuracy and specificity; however, fictional information can serve as an
intriguing research tool when seeking to harness LLMs’ speculative capabilities. One of
LLMs’ most creative features is precisely their capacity to generate fictional information.
Researchers can take advantage of the glitches that LLMs produce when they go beyond
factual information in order to play the role of helpful assistant, trying to please us even
to the point of making things up (e.g., fabricated references, inexistent concepts, and so
forth). By doing this, it is possible to simulate datasets, create references, or develop in-
terdisciplinary concepts at the boundaries of established research, going far beyond the
zones of “latent space around scientific papers” proposed by fieldSHIFTing (O’Brian et
al., 2024, p. 259). Indeed, this process can even extend to the creation of entirely fabulated
fields and theories, offering a speculative approach to exploring new ideas.

While such speculative work can be conducted without LLMs — resembling the
process of world-building in science fiction — LLMs’ unique skills in localizing, mapping,
edging, and interrelating distant parts of the internet by activating surprising features,
combined with its probabilistic token generation, make it particularly fast and effective.
Fictional theory is a space where interdisciplinary concepts can emerge creatively without
the need to commit to specific datasets, empirical experiments, or fixed methodologies.
It can be seen as a form of theory simulation. Human—Al collaboration in this case in-
volves providing LLMs with the desired outcome and then guiding them through the
structure envisioned for a potential response.

Prompt Example: Fictional theory is the practice of creating theories that blend
fictional and non-fictional elements. Over time, this practice has developed its
own epistemological foundation, incorporating elements from critical theory, new
materialisms, posthumanism, and science fiction theories and writings, among
others. Could you elaborate on the history of fictional theory, its main principles,
the most prominent figures, seminal texts, and major works? Additionally, could
you describe current debates within the discipline and its connections to other
fields?

LLMs will typically respond in a manner that reproduces and expands upon ele-
ments and structures in the question, while also introducing new strands of words stimu-
lated by tokenization of (aleatory and probabilistic) related features. For instance, one
response generated by ChatGPT (GPT-4) states: “It began to coalesce into a distinct field
in the late 20th and early 21st centuries, coinciding with advancements in digital media,
virtual reality, and artificial intelligence.” Researchers can engage with an LLM’s per-
spective by either agreeing with it or challenging it in subsequent prompts — iterating the
same prompt to obtain new responses that will bring up different features, generating a
multiplicity of plausible outcomes, adding more fields to rearrange subsequent tokeniza-
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tion, or changing the structure of how concepts or disciplines are related or understood in
the prompt.

LLMs—human companionship can play with generating new theories, blending fic-
tional and plausible elements, using prompts that structure a tentative set of concepts, a
literature review, and plausible hypotheses. Stimulating concept creation or data inven-
tion can be done to fill existing gaps in speculative research, to connect ideas that have
been developed in isolation from one another, or to address concepts for which empirical
substantiation is currently impossible or unfeasible. Or just for fun.

Prompting an LLM to develop subfield developments, or further elaborations, ef-
fectively opens a branching structure with a potential of growth. Researchers can revisit
their original goals to maintain coherence in the structure, or alternatively, let the inquiry
drift into unexpected directions. This can be also seen as a process of cultivating emergent
theoretical thinking. Concepts or fields made up by LLM-human collaboration may al-
ready exist in some form or may be at the verge of existence within the vast datasets on
which LLMs are trained. In this way, these theoretical fabulations begin to occupy a lim-
inal space between fiction and research, offering new possibilities for intellectual explo-
ration.

Another prompting strategy for generating new theories involves feeding LLMs
with tentative notes and asking them to bridge into new fields. LLMs demonstrate excep-
tional skills in generating structured academic writing from scattered notes, creating co-
herent connections between concepts and opening avenues for further development. From
this starting point, researchers can prompt LLMs to create bibliographies that include both
real and fictional authors and works, along with sets of data, experiments, debates, con-
clusions, and limitations. As a discursive strategy, these research processes can be situ-
ated in speculative futures, embodying the imaginative potential of fictional spacetime.

These strategies illustrate LLMs’ ability to facilitate speculative conceptualizations.
As such, they remain tentative and artistic by design. However, LLM—human compan-
ionship allows these speculative concepts to move closer to practical application within
the humanities, positioning LLMs as Practice-as-Research collaborators. In this capacity,
LLMs’ inherent creativity, embedded in their tokenizing and featuring processes, serves
as a methodology for advancing tentative research.

CONCLUSIONS

Speculation can be an unruly process, an entangled act that refuses to be neatly
classified as a capacity, a tool, or even an intention. It is neither confined to the human
mind nor bounded by the here and now; it is a way of attending to the world that resists
coherence and embraces the murmur of dissonance. If we must think of speculation, let
us begin not with clarity but with a sense of unsettlement — an acknowledgment that spec-
ulation always arises from somewhere, a situatedness that is both the ground and the con-
straint of imagining otherwise.

It can be a deep listening to the histories sedimented in the present moment, not just
as linear causation but as swirling temporalities. It can attend to the soft vibrations of the
unspoken, the unspeakable, or the deliberately silenced. What does it mean to speculate
as a form of care — not a care that resolves or explains, but one that stays tender to the
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fragility of what might come into being? And... And this proposal itself might reflect a
technological optimism that assumes externalization is inherently generative, while ig-
noring how the speculative might be distorted or flattened when mediated through ma-
chine systems.

Like affirmative speculation, using LLMs means embracing uncertainty and inde-
terminacy. LLMs generate responses based on probabilistic models, leaving room for the
unforeseen and emergent. Their outputs should never be taken as “truths,” but always as
smart, coherent, speculative connections between ideas, contexts, and languages that must
be considered, evaluated, re-prompted, and curated. Always remember that hallucinations
are features, not bugs. While GPT’s hallucinations might hinder traditional research re-
quiring precision, they serve as assets in speculative contexts, resembling world-building
in science fiction. This speculative potential is unlocked through intentional human-Al
collaboration, where researchers can use structured prompts to guide LLMs’ outputs, gen-
erating frameworks that interconnect disciplines and inspire novel ideas. By synthesizing
distant fields and fostering branching explorations, LLMs enable the creation of expan-
sive, iterative inquiries that traverse multiple theoretical trajectories. Trained on interwo-
ven datasets of texts that form a latent space — a repository of unexpressed but possible
patterns of thought and language — LLMs afford a speculative sensing of the intercon-
nected potentials in the world.

However, we continually need to remember that LLMs are always also “WMDs,”
according to the criteria suggested by Cathy O’Neil: Widespread (ubiquitous and increas-
ingly unlabeled as such); Mysterious (their costs, training, system prompts, surveillance
and guardrails are often secret); and Destructive (they can be inserted into power struc-
tures to intentionally or unintentionally advance inequality and do so under the cover of
“technological neutrality”) (O’Neil, 2017). Certainly, like many other technologies in the
past, Al has been created and developed in a context of applicability to warfare, and there-
fore with infernal consequences (Dumit, 2024; Piper, 2008; Sariel, 2021). Moreover, the
amount of energy demanded for LLM development, training, and usage directly contrib-
utes to the acceleration of our planet’s destruction — Al sets the world on fire (Chen et al.,
2025; Crawford, 2021; Luccioni et al., 2024; Yu, Y., et al., 2024). Despite claims by
companies like Google to try and cap machine learning training energy use at 15% of
total consumption, they and the entire Al industry continually sacrifice their ethical aims
when faced with competition (Marx, 2024b). Globally, this takes the form of national
sequestering of state and federal lands, lowered or secret environmental standards, and
local abuse of resources where data centers are prioritized over citizen access to water
and electricity (Marx 2024a).8

Responding to the depth of this dilemma with a politics of abstention is a valid
answer, but we want to highlight that refusing to engage with LLMs completely can also
mean reinforcing the carbon footprint imaginary — in other words, the displacement of
responsibility from military, corporate, and financial operations onto individual users.
Much like the case with carbon footprint accounting, what is left out of the equation is

8 One of the best introductions to these issues is the podcast series “Data Vampires” by Paris Marx, part
of Tech Won't Save Us, 7 Oct. 2024-28 Oct. 2024, https://techwontsave.us/episodes.
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the unequal distribution of structural violence, be that in the form of the actual effects of
war and military occupation — since military operations are literally invisibilized from
carbon accounting (Cottrell & Darbyshire, 2021; Harvey & E&E News, 2024) — or in the
form of narratives of financial crisis (Roitman, 2014).

We are left then with a crucial paradox: critique of LLMs as extractive infrastruc-
tures does not absolve us from the speculative work of imagining what else they might
be, how else they might be repurposed, hacked, or even designed otherwise. If generative
Al is currently slotted into command-and-control logics, this does not foreclose the pos-
sibility of more insurgent or liberatory uses — though it does mean that the struggle over
meaning and use is ongoing (Birhane 2021; Birhane et al., 2022). This is akin to what
Phillippe Pignarre and Isabelle Stengers call “capitalist sorcery”, the spell of inevitability
that seems to convince people that “there is no alternative to capitalism” (Pignarre &
Stengers, 2011 cf. Fisher, 2009; Jameson, 2005). Thus, there are certainly costs to
speculating with Al technologies — but we suggest that there are greater costs in not
speculating at all.

Affirmative speculation requires an ethical curiosity that reveals what has been ex-
cluded or made invisible. LLMs, by virtue of their design, surface previously unconsid-
ered links or perspectives. Of course, their speculative potential is constrained by the lim-
itations of their training data and its embedded biases, raising concerns about whose
voices and ideas are amplified or silenced. These and other constraints should be explored
through prompting and questioned both from without and from within. This process re-
mains necessarily tentative and artistic, prioritizing creativity over empirical substantia-
tion. After all, inasmuch as affirmative speculation resists definitive conclusions, empha-
sizing becoming over being, LLMs are likewise tools for generating processes of thought
rather than fixed answers, fostering ongoing dialogue and reinterpretation in relation to
other discourses and practices that exceed them. As generative companions, LLMs can
help guide research into unforeseen speculative directions. In this way, they can contrib-
ute not only to expanding the horizon of academic exploration but also to bridging the
gap between imagination and actionable insights.

As we have argued, LLMs can transcend the roles prescribed to them, contributing
to speculative, interdisciplinary, and innovative forms of knowledge creation. If there are
speculative potentials in LLMs, they lie not in their default trajectories, but in the refusal
to let those trajectories seem natural. If Al is currently used primarily as a machine for
colonizing the future — reducing it to datafied projections — then our work is to insist on
other futures, ones that Al cannot (and perhaps should not) predict.

ANNEX

An annex for this article, featuring a growing list of speculative prompt strategies
and LLM approaches, is hosted on the website of the UC Davis Center for Artificial In-
telligence and Experimental Futures, https://caief.ucdavis.edu/speculative-trainers.
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