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The iPhone as a Medium of Queer Aesthetics and Fluid SubjectivityCharlie Prodger’s Bridgit
Bridgit
Bridgit is the title of a 32-minute video that earned the Scottish-based visual artist Charlie Prodger the 2018 Turner Prize.1 The film consists entirely of footage that Prodger shot with her iPhone without any technical support like a tripod or an additional lens. Bridgit is the second in a series of films that revolves in complex ways around questions of identity and queerness. The first film, Stoneymollan Trail, from 2015, is a 43-minute compilation of video camera and iPhone footage.2 The most recent video, SaF05, was shown at the 58th Venice Biennale in 2019.3 In this 43-minute video work, Prodger includes Beginning of page[p. 116] film scenes from digital wildlife cameras and drone images, and places them in a ‘queer context’, explicitly playing with them.4
Before Prodger turned to digital imaging media and presented films as single-channel videos in art spaces, she worked with 16mm film and other analogue media, assembling playback devices into sculptures that she exhibited as installations. She was interested in experimenting with the materiality of these technologies and in exploring the relationship between the body, technology, and the possibility of expanding the experience and perception of bodies through the development of a new queer aesthetics. A queer aesthetics is one that resists those processes of normalization that Judith Butler analysed so convincingly in the wake of ACT UP and the AIDS epidemic as the invisibilization and non-intelligibility of queer forms of desire and queer bodies.5 In Bridgit, Prodger draws on an already established aesthetics of queer cinema but also goes beyond this. Her interest in both the materiality of technology and in the sculptural plays a central role here. It is an interest that also guides her experimentation with the iPhone as a small, digital film camera held close to the body. The media-aesthetic entanglement of bodies, desire, perception, self-perception, landscape, time, and queerness is sculptural and releases a virtual force. With the philosopher Beginning of page[p. 117] of technology Gilbert Simondon, I understand this virtual force as a force of becoming that — in connection with the tradition of transcendental philosophy and its thinking about time — can allow the future to run back into the present as potentiality.

Situated Subjectivity
The video’s title, Bridgit, refers to the name of a Celtic goddess who is associated with the power of fire, light, and fertility, and has a complex appearance. Though known as Bridgit she, like other Neolithic deities, probably had several monosyllabic names, such as Bride, Brid, Brig, or simply Bree. Names form the biggest problem for the study of the deities in the ancient world. Not only were deities known by different names in different places. But they would even be attributed different names in one and the same region depending on their stage of life: young, middle, or old. The names are mostly monosyllables, iterations; when recited, they form a rhythm, almost a refrain, a ritornello, and simultaneously seem to have remained unchanged since the Stone Age.
This information is relayed to us in the video via an excerpt from Julian Cope’s book The Modern Antiquarian: Pre-Millennial Odyssey through Megalithic Britain. It is relayed by a rhythmic, bright voice speaking English with a Scottish accent and accompanied by images of a landscape through which a red road train is passing in the distance, in parallel with the movement of the camera.6 After a cut, the voice continues to speak and we see two barges across the water being moved by the wind. They are stationary but appear to be moving, since the camera itself is in motion Beginning of page[p. 118]— Prodger clearly shot the scene from a moving ship.7 The iPhone is held horizontally using the 16:9 format, also used for landscape shots.8 As a viewer you feel somewhat dizzy, as you would if you were on a train and didn’t know if it was standing still or already moving. The shot might also evoke the thought experiment with which Galileo formulated the principle of relativity in the seventeenth century, a little more than 270 years before Albert Einstein. According to this thought experiment, the movement of a body can be determined only relative to the movement of other bodies.
The very slow and slight movements perceptible in Prodger’s long takes on the hand-held iPhone sensitize us to her breathing. Prodger uses this effect to experiment with a situated subjectivity and a fluid identity that is in constant movement relative to other movements. Thus, even the connection to Celtic deities does not come out of nowhere but is connected to memories. These memories hark back to the years 1992 and 1993, during which Prodger, who was 18 and 19 years old at the time and lived in the countryside in Aberdeen, Scotland, where she grew up, was recreationally consuming ecstasy pills, not long before her coming out. This is the landscape to which the rock musician, songwriter, pop star, and author Julian Cope often travelled to visit its mysterious, more than 4000-year-old Neolithic stone circles. These stone circles Beginning of page[p. 119] are particularly numerous in Aberdeenshire but had been little described until then. During this period, Julian Cope was researching stone-age monuments in Britain for his aforementioned book from 1998, to which he gave the title The Modern Antiquarian. The book itself contains many pictures of Neolithic landscapes and has gained widespread popularity.9

Private Cinema 
[image: FIG. 1. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), HD video still. © Charlie Prodger. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow.]Fig. 1. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), HD video still. © Charlie Prodger. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow.

Bridgit’s opening scene uses a point-of-view shot to show Charlie Prodger’s elevated, crossed legs and carefully tied sneakers (see Fig. 1). Shot on an iPhone, the scene depicts the inside of a room in which the online radio station NTS can be heard playing its characteristic live music programme, with the camera facing a window through which light streams in. You can see green plants on the windowsill. The scene seems private and equally strange due to the rhythmic electronic sound, which is reminiscent of a ritual. The camera is static and yet also sways slightly up and down, so that the footage seems to respond to the rhythm of the music. This subtle undulation is the breathing movement of the body holding the iPhone. Then, in addition to the image, the sound, and the live voice from NTS, we hear Prodger’s voice off-screen:Beginning of page[p. 121]
There’s this huge event. A group of people are focusing very closely on you. The minute details of you and also the macro.10

Then, after a short pause in which only NTS' live music is audible, we hear:
It’s all women. They’re totally in control of you. There’s three main people in charge, and an outer layer of others, each with their specific roles. And they all are focusing very intensely on you.11

Another NTS-filled pause ensues, after which Prodger’s calm voice announces:
You are at the centre of the whole thing. Every part of you. But you are not there!12

A cut follows. Then there is a long shot in which we see the view of a wooded slope in the fog. We hear bird whistles and forest sounds. Our feeling in this scene may again be likened to that of witnesses to a ritual, or perhaps to a performance at a subcultural event. Only later do we learn that the described scene depicts someone about to be placed under anaesthesia and undergo abdominal surgery, though the precise nature of the operation is not further specified; perhaps it is uterus surgery. The scene takes place in the transition room, which is located in front of the operating theatre and next to the recovery room. Prodger reads the text, which sounds like a diary entry, over a black image that slowly lightens to become a warm brown. The people named in the opening scene turn out to be an anaesthetist and some nurses. Prodger reports in detail on what they do Beginning of page[p. 122] and say to her. They try to distract her and keep her calm while administering the necessary injections; then the anaesthetist leans over her and says:
What you think about now is what you are going to dream about. So, think about something nice.13

But there is not much time. Prodger tries to picture a field, the specific image of a field, but the one that comes is not the right one; she cannot find the right field, the right depiction, so the images start to move, departing from the very idea of a right depiction.
Now this field, now that one like slides. I never settled on one and that slideshow, searching for the right field, was the last content before nothing.14

The film is composed of footage, sometimes just the smallest snippets, that Prodger had been collecting for many years in the video archive of her iPhone. It can be understood as a performance of searching for the ‘right slideshow’, of the kind that might occur in the period between wakefulness and sleeping. Mason Leaver-Yap describes Bridgit as a private cinema that, while it opens directly onto the body, does not have recourse to any bodily presence:
This is a private cinema that opens onto the artist’s body in direct address. ‘It’s all about you.’ Yet the artist goes on to speak in voice-over not about the body’s presence. Rather, she speaks about the inability to register presence at all — the total absence of self under the effect of anaesthetics.15Beginning of page[p. 123]

The shots, often static, are sometimes overlaid with Prodger’s voice, or with that of a friend reading diary-like texts and notes, as well as with carefully selected soundtracks that pick up the rhythm of the image. The source of those soundtracks remains invisible but can sometimes be seen in the picture: the sound of a ship, a train, a machine, or the wind in a landscape that seems to overwhelm the iPhone’s small microphone. Particularly beautiful is the scene in which a black cat is visible in front of a bright lamp, its fur seemingly quivering to the rhythm of jazz music. The whole image vibrates and feels electrically charged; it is the bearer of a virtual force. One cannot help but think of the goddess of life and fire: Bri, Breu, Bridgit. For Mason Leaver-Yap, Prodger reconfigures subjectivity to a point where the relationship between bodies, places, and things can no longer be described as one of proximity, not even as one between subjects. Instead, it is a transcendental idea of fluid relationships through and across time, appearing as a deliberate distancing from the modern subject and its overemphasis on the individuality and rationality of the individual.16

Politics and Aesthetics 
The experimental use of the iPhone as camera and queer-image archive, the presence of the queer subculture in Aberdeenshire, and the interest in formulating a fluid and situated subjectivity, all tie in with a queer aesthetics and address a queer community. In fact, the film not only refers to a social and political reality that lies outside the art world; it also seeks to have a transformative effect on Beginning of page[p. 124] this reality. Prodger articulates this clearly in a five-minute video produced for Tate in which she introduces her work: queer struggles and the memory of them are important to her, and especially today, at a time when the commodification of queer aesthetics in fashion, music, and the art world is encroaching on these spaces and leading to a deflation of the political content that was originally so important.17
In this way, she positions herself at a critical distance from current celebrations of certain ideas of gender diversity, which are essentially guided by the attention economy of the digital media, and seek to conform to majority society and gain its approval and recognition. Compared to the neoliberal-digital conditions of production of pop culture, the art world retains the ability to open spaces of possibility in which political and media-aesthetic problems can be explored: aesthetics can be tied back to politics, and new aesthetic forms and media can be experimented with, as we see in the case of Bridgit with the iPhone.
The Hamburg-based film scholar Daniel Kulle has therefore suggested that we refer to films and videos on the fringes of this mainstream as ‘queer experimental films’.18 By this term, Kulle means films that are ‘in aesthetic and political opposition to the heteronormative mainstream as well as to assimilationist currents in the LGBT movement’;19 queer experimental films thus share Prodger’s aforementioned critique. According to Kulle, queer experimental films are characterized by their ‘systematic hybrid Beginning of page[p. 125] position between art and cinema’. They represent a ‘highly volatile field “in between”, between art and film, between the film world of festivals and that of YouTube and Vimeo’.20
Indeed, in an interview conducted on the occasion of her nomination for the 2017 Film London Jarman Award, Prodger pointed out that cinema was the ideal media environment for Bridgit.21 Although the film was not released in cinemas, it has been shown as a single-screen video in simulated cinema situations, that is, in the projection rooms of galleries and exhibition spaces, including the renowned Hollybush Gardens gallery, which, founded in 2005 by Lisa Panting and Malin Ståhl, sees itself as an experimental field for visual thinking.
Alternatively, Bridgit can be requested from LUX, a UK-based arts and distribution agency, and, depending on the need and the price, can be viewed for research purposes, used in learning environments, or shown publicly. Founded in 2002, LUX is a not-for-profit and non-commercial organization. It was established as the successor to the London Film-Makers’ Co-op (LFMC) and is part of the ‘counter culture’ that dates back to 1960s London. The London Film-Makers’ Co-op was inspired by The Film-Makers’ Cooperative founded in New York in 1962 by, among others, Jonas Mekas, Shirley Clarke and twenty other film artists, and dedicated to the dissemination of avant-garde film art. The London Film-Makers’ Co-op became an important and productive venue for experimental visual art in the 1970s and the 1980s. In 1976 the London Video Arts group formed to promote the production and Beginning of page[p. 126] distribution of emerging video art. Finally, in 1994, London Electronic Art was established, and in 1997 all three self-managed organizations moved into the Lux Centre, which provided a gallery, cinema, archive, and production space. LUX followed these movements in 2002 with the aim of continuing collection and distribution activities.22 The fact that Charlie Prodger has distributed her films through LUX shows how consistently she understands the policy of independence and how she pursues it with regard to the distribution of her work even in the age of digital reproducibility.
So, can queer experimental film be considered a subgenre of queer post-cinema? The answer is both yes and no. Kulle persuasively describes the aesthetic and political strategies with which queer experimental film resists the mainstream. The description of queer post-cinema also ties in with these strategies. But Kulle does not inquire into the technical conditions and their significance for queer experimental films. This means that his criteria fail to capture precisely the critical commitment that characterizes the queer post-cinema in question here: a post-cinema that is dedicated to experimenting with technology and, as stated in the introduction to this volume, to reinventing resistance in a different way each time.23
In the following, I engage in an in-depth discussion of Kulle’s criteria for queer experimental films to show how Prodger succeeds in reinventing resistance by playing with technology.Beginning of page[p. 127]

The Body as a Virtual Site of Sensations 
In the conclusion to his text, Kulle writes that ‘queer experimental film’ does not comprise a genre, but rather a ‘loose group of films that largely defies categorization’.24 Instead of categorization, he identifies three ‘aesthetic friction surfaces where these films can collide with the mainstream of LGBT festivals’. He characterizes these surfaces of friction as ‘subversive aesthetic strategies that oppose hegemonic aesthetics as well as political norms in the sense of a micropolitics of power’. The aesthetic strategies identified by Kulle can also be discerned in Bridgit.
The first of these strategies relates to the production of evidence and visibility and is directed against the marginalization, repression, and denial of queer bodies, lifestyles, and desires. This strategy is centrally concerned ‘with the historicity of the body and the traces that time and change leave on it, with the malleability of the body, with biopolitics and governmentality’.25 It aims to show the body in its ‘versatility and in the field of tension between erotic attraction and semiotic charge’.26 Kulle counts among these strategies the post-pornographic representation of genitals in all their diversity and multiplicity of meaning, as well as the concept of ‘queer abstraction’ proposed by Jack Halberstam as an alternative to figurative visibility, and the concept of ‘abstract drag’ as formulated by Renate Lorenz,27 the latter also including the ‘excessive aesthetics of camp’, through which ‘pleasurable dream worlds are constructed in which the possibility of an otherness in itself is central’.28Beginning of page[p. 128]
The question of the body is also central in Bridgit. Here, however, the body appears neither in abstraction nor figuratively, nor as the bearer of a utopia, but rather in processual entanglement with the technical, the medial and as a subjectivized relational spatio-temporality. You don’t see the body; you feel it — through the voice(s) and the traces of breathing in the movement of the images; through the narrated stories; through the landscape images captured with the iPhone; through the intense and carefully selected sound; and through the rhythm that permeates the film. Bridgit addresses the body not as a material substance, but as a virtual site of sensations and intensities in a set of relations with technical objects, which we might understand together with the French philosopher Gilbert Simondon as a ‘transindividual’ set of relations.29 Here, virtual does not mean the digital virtual. Instead, it is to be understood in the sense of transcendental philosophical modal logic, which has a long tradition going back to medieval philosophy and to which Simondon refers, as do Charles Sanders Peirce and Deleuze. In this sense, the virtual denotes a force that has an influence on actuality, and that means that it can change the present. As a force of becoming, the virtual is simultaneously in the future and in the past. The virtual ‘diffuses’, as Simondon puts it, ‘an influence of the future on the present’.30Beginning of page[p. 129]
Prodger’s video focuses the body and materiality. Matter, however, is not addressed as a substance or matrix, nor is the body thought of as an organism with defined boundaries that would set it apart from a surrounding or external world. Rather than providing evidence, the very idea itself that one can form or invoke the right notion becomes questionable. The body loses its boundaries, and all control over the forming of right notions slips away, as do the notions that the body is a property and that thought is an organ of control. The body appears as the centre of sensations and intensities in a transindividual structure of relations.

Leda and the Swan: Queer Lesbian Desire
The second aesthetic strategy in films that, according to Kulle, can be described as ‘queer experimental films’, involves finding a unique ‘queer voice’ or narrative position. Here, voice means ‘both a queer narrative position […] from which meaning is carried into the heteronormative world, but also quite explicitly the corporeal or acousmatic Beginning of page[p. 130] voice’.31 The acousmatic voice, becomes an ‘autobiographical marker’.32 While the voice-over tells a personal story, it confronts a world of images and sounds that are initially independent of it. These images can be urban, cultural, or natural landscapes. They can also be bodies that contrast with the voice. Kulle cites El Abuelo (The Grandfather) by Dino Dinco as an example in which ‘a yearning and tender voice’ stands over against ‘a gang tattooed, muscular body’.33 This process is not only characteristic of a long lesbian and gay film history, but, as Kulle emphasizes, has also been a ‘classic aesthetic strategy of all counter-cultural video and film production since the 1960s’.34 The juxtaposition of the off-voice and the worlds of images and sound enables the formulation of a minority position and the simultaneous undermining of the established representations that it is confronted with. According to Kulle, the contrast between the visual world and the acousmatic voice ‘simultaneously revokes the supposedly unproblematic process of individuation that the voice performatively asserts’.35 The queer self is thus necessarily an ‘ironic and meta-subjective one: as the self develops out of the friction with visual worlds without ever being able to overcome the difference to them, it remains a construct without a foundation, a purely provisional arrangement’.36
Clearly, then, we understand that Prodger also works with acousmatic voice and landscape. What’s more, the possibilities of generating a queer narrative position in Beginning of page[p. 131] the context of digital remix culture and found footage, to which Kulle refers, can also be found in Bridgit. The film is comprised of video sequences that Prodger filmed with her iPhone and archived digitally. However, this footage is not, as in Kulle’s examples, pop-cultural imagery. Instead, it consists in images from her own personal archive that achieve a new structure of expression in the montage. Referring to two of Barbara Hammer’s films Nitrate Kisses (1992) and Tender Fictions (1995), Kulle brings another element into play that is also important for the analysis of Bridgit: he points out that voice-over and remix are ‘part of the basic inventory of queer experimental film’,37 especially in the reflection on forms of queer collectivity. The concern to create new forms of expression of queer collectivity is also one we find in Bridgit.
In the following, I make use of a particularly impressive shot in which acousmatic voice(s), queer collectivity, biographical experiences, landscape, and sexualities all come together to show how Bridgit ties in with the aesthetic strategy of an individual voice as presented by Kulle, and to show where and how the film transcends this strategy aesthetically and politically by using all the means provided by the iPhone to create a fluid and transindividual relational infra-structure.
[image: FIG. 2. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), installation. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow. Photo credit: Andy Keate.]Fig. 2. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), installation. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow. Photo credit: Andy Keate.

[image: FIG. 3. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), installation. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow. Photo credit: Andy Keate.]Fig. 3. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), installation. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow. Photo credit: Andy Keate.

The sequence lasts for two-and-a-half minutes and occurs right in the middle of the film. The shot is static and displays the already familiar, barely perceptible, slight movement that indicates breathing and, through it, the presence of the body on which the camera is connected. The picture shows mossy stones in the foreground, between which the water flows back into the sea (see Fig. 2 and Fig. 3). It is clearly low tide. At the edge of the beach,Beginning of page[p. 134] a bevy of white swans stands before the open water. The swans are elegantly craning their long necks as they drink, preening their plumage, and moving about.
Meanwhile, the already familiar voice, which is not Prodger’s, reads the following diary entries:
November 14th: bought two t-shirts, a pair of jogging pants and some socks at JD Sports. The check-out girl asked if it is my son I am buying for. I said, no it’s me. She didn’t say much after that.38
 January 28th: I am on a shift at the bar where I work as a DJ. I put on a long record and went to the toilet […]. One girl sees me in the queue and shouts: ‘there is a boy in the girl’s toilets.’39
 March 23rd: Helen, in the bed next to me just asked me if that was my daughter that was visiting last night. I said: ‘no, actually it’s my girlfriend.’ She raised her hands: ‘Don’t have a problem with that. My son is gay.’40

Other entries follow that deal with the unrecognizability of queer desire and lesbian lifestyles in a heterosexual environment. The scene ends with the following sentences:
I told Isabelle. She said that usually her and L get: ‘are you twins?’ And once L got: ‘is this your son?’. I told Irene. She said V has variously been her mother, aunt, or brother.41

With these statements, lesbian desire is placed in a heteronormative setting through its association with a relationship of twins, of mother and son, or of mother and daughter. However, instead of lesbian desire disappearing in this Beginning of page[p. 135] operation of substitution, instead of it becoming invisible and non-intelligible, the montage of voice, narrative position, and quoted diary entries results in an overlapping of erotic and familial relationships. This leads to an unsettling of the symbolic position of the incest taboo, which, as Judith Butler argues in Antigone’s Claim: Kinship between Life and Death, against both Jacques Lacan and Claude Lévi-Strauss, is itself based on the prior repression and tabooing of same-sex love.42 In the scene described, the taboo of lesbian desire is now suddenly turned against the taboo of incest itself. It resists disappearance and thus, through the overlapping of sexual and familial relationships, simultaneously challenges the symbolic law of the incest taboo. Nothing less than the frame itself becomes visible in the scene, which produces and reproduces the precariousness of queer bodies and queer sexuality.
At the same time, the scene with the swans, the constantly moving water, and the clouds that reflect the movement of the water, appears as a virtual image of strong sexual desire. Even without the presence of a Leda figure, the swans recall art-historical depictions of Leda’s sexual encounter with a swan. In the written tradition, the story is that Zeus falls in love with Leda and approaches her in the form of a swan one night. On the same night, Leda has sex with the Spartan king Tynadereos, who is her husband, and becomes pregnant, giving birth to two eggs, each containing Beginning of page[p. 136] a set of twins: the immortal twins Helena and Pollux, and the mortal twins Clytemnestra and Castor. While the story of Zeus and Leda is told in written tradition as one of Zeus’s many sexual assaults, the figurative representation of the swan’s and Leda’s sexual encounter, by contrast, is separated from Zeus. The encounter of Leda — the name, translated, means nothing else than woman — and the swan was given pictorial representation in antiquity and became a popular erotic motif in Renaissance painting. The decisive factor for these pictorial representations, and likewise for the scene in Bridgit, is that Zeus is not shown in these pictures; in other words, he is not present and can accordingly be conjured away. The figures presented instead are Leda, the swan, sometimes Cupid, or the eggs laid by Leda, and sometimes Leda’s playmates or her maids. Without Zeus, however, the scene of Leda and the swan transforms into a gratifying sexual encounter, interpretable as a non-heterosexual scene. These figurative representations have been interpreted from a feminist perspective as trivializing sexual violence against women and, accordingly, as male fantasies. However, if one does not see what indeed is not there, namely Zeus and the heteronormative marking of sexuality represented by him, they can also be perceived as non-heterosexual, queer-sexual scenes.
To name only a few of the surviving examples of these depictions: there are Leonardo da Vinci’s studies and the resultant sketch, which also shows the eggs to which Leda gives birth and on which she sits while tenderly embracing the swan (see Fig. 4). 
[image: FIG. 4. Leonardo da Vinci, Leda and the Swan (ca. 1508), drawing on paper, 16 × 13.9 cm <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Leonardo_da_vinci,_Leda_and_the_Swan_study.jpg> [accessed 20 February 2024].]Fig. 4. Leonardo da Vinci, Leda and the Swan (ca. 1508), drawing on paper, 16 × 13.9 cm <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Leonardo_da_vinci,_Leda_and_the_Swan_study.jpg> [accessed 20 February 2024].

 There is the oil painting by Correggio, which hangs in the Gemäldegalerie in Berlin and combines, in a single picture, the scenes in which Leda and the swan meet, unite sexually, and then separate (see Fig. 5). 
[image: FIG. 5. Antonio da Correggio, Leda and the Swan (ca. 1532), oil painting, 156.2 × 217.5 cm  [accessed 20 February 2024].]Fig. 5. Antonio da Correggio, Leda and the Swan (ca. 1532), oil painting, 156.2 × 217.5 cm <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Correggio_-_Leda_and_the_Swan_-_Google_Art_Project.jpg> [accessed 20 February 2024].

 
[image: FIG. 6. François Boucher, Leda and the Swan (1742), oil painting, 59.5 × 74 cm <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Boucher_Leda_och_svanen.jpg> [accessed 20 February 2024].]Fig. 6. François Boucher, Leda and the Swan (1742), oil painting, 59.5 × 74 cm <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Boucher_Leda_och_svanen.jpg> [accessed 20 February 2024].

And there is the painting by Rococo painter François Boucher, a confidant and friend of Madame de Pompadour, which Beginning of page[p. 140] depicts two women lying together and welcoming the swan with obvious joy (see Fig. 6). In Bridgit, we see only stones, swans, and three ducks. However, just like the water, the clouds, and the landscape, they become allies of a queer-lesbian desire that connects the scene via the movement of breathing with the body of Charlie Prodger holding the iPhone.
Prodger carries the everyday situations of exclusion and perversion of queer-lesbian desire shown in her film into the space of aesthetics, where they become the starting point for the creation of something new. With Deleuze, we can thus interpret the scene as a bloc des sensations, a bloc of sensations. In a bloc of sensations, fleeting, lived and ephemeral sensations are given a foothold, a being-there.43 Art thus becomes not only an aesthetic medium of expression of sensations, but simultaneously expresses the virtuality that these sensations have as intensities. Here, this virtuality is the power of the queer-lesbian desire that appears in the scene.44 The worlds of images, as well as the landscapes and animals seen in the images, become allies in the formation of a strong, fluid, queer identity, which is to say of a fluid and transindividual relational structure.

The iPhone as a Medium of Queer Aesthetics
The third and final aesthetic strategy of queer experimental film analysed by Kulle is titled ‘Performing the Self’.45 Among the films that are concerned with the performance of a queer self, Kulle counts those in which drag queens and Beginning of page[p. 141] drag kings take centre stage. Here, too, a ‘queer self’ is associated with ‘ironization’ and with the overwriting of the natural with the artificial. In addition, as low/no-budget productions, these films have developed a ‘do-it-yourself culture’ as a counter-model, meaning that they experiment with limited resources and technical means.
At this point, Charlie Prodger’s decision to film with an iPhone could be located in the tradition of queer experimental films. Prodger herself emphasizes that the conditions of the technical formats she works with — whether 16mm films, an iPhone, or even drone cameras — are closely linked to the autobiographical content of her films.46 However, this does not mean that she seeks, in Kulle’s sense, ‘an aesthetic of the fragmentary, the unfinished, the raw’.47 On the contrary, precision and consistent thinking-through play a central role. Thus, it is no coincidence that for an instant we see the bright appearance of Prodger’s fingertip in the picture; rather, just like the subtle up-and-down movements in the static wide-angle shots, which last over two minutes and were filmed without a tripod, the fingertip is a deliberately placed material trace of the body that, for Prodger, refers to the specific relationship that obtains between body and technology when filming with an iPhone. Indeed, even in the case of digital technology, Prodger considers that technical conditions are mediated through sensations and feelings, that is through aesthetically mediated material traces performed with the body. This becomes clear, for example, when she describes how the iPhone becomes very material, almost ‘sculptural’, in the process Beginning of page[p. 142] of filming.48 You can, she elaborates, turn the iPhone mid-shot; you can make your fingers visible in the frame; you can see the blood in your own fingers when you hold them close to the little camera; when you film in the landscape, the wind takes the little microphone to its limits, almost ripping it apart; and when you take a static shot, you can see the body breathing. The body and its systems intertwine with the camera. It’s a kind of symbiosis and at the same time a kind of interlocking. In this thoughtful treatment, the iPhone appears as a ‘technical object’ in the emphatic sense, which Simondon insisted be grasped as an ‘invented, thought and willed’ object.49 Only in this way, he argued, could the technical object become an element in a transindividual system of relations he called the ‘universe of technicity […] in which human beings communicate through what they invent’.50 To sum up, by thinking with technology Prodger's experimentations expand the possibilities and the ability to grasp the body in thought. This is precisely how Bridgit differs from other mobile-phone or iPhone films, which are becoming increasingly numerous.51Beginning of page[p. 143]
If Prodger calls filming with the iPhone sculptural, the video itself can be described as a sculpture. We recall that, as she slipped into a state of anaesthesia, Prodger tried to counter her loss of consciousness with an attempt to find a suitable, accompanying image for this state, the upshot being that the images she conjured up began to separate out like a slide show, and yet she was unable to find the ‘right slide show’. Waking up from the anaesthesia is again connected with a movement, which this time is not horizontal but vertical: in a static shot we see the menhirs of a Celtic stone circle in the Aberdeen landscape. In the next shot, female first names are superimposed on the image: ‘Margaret, Deborah, Eimear, Helen.’ In the following sentence, also set in yellow letters, these names are described as dots in a moving grid. And suddenly it becomes clear: this grid is the representation of a hospital infrastructure and the names ‘Margaret’, ‘Deborah’, ‘Eimear’, and ‘Helen’ belong to some women who are about to undergo surgery. As they arrive at the ward in the morning, they are admitted, taken up in the elevator to the transition room, and from there to the operating room, after which they go to the recovery room, and are finally escorted via the elevator back down to the ward. We hear only the wind rustling the grass, and read the following sentences superimposed over the static shot of the menhirs standing in the landscape:
Coming in at 7.30. Waiting, then down in the lift, into theatre, out to recovery, back up to the ward, next ones come in, go down, go in, come out, go up.52

Prodger compares the diagram that is superimposed on the images of the landscape to the minimalist paintings of Beginning of page[p. 144] the lesbian painter Agnes Martin. The repetitive sequence, she says, is like an ‘Agnes Martin with moving parts’ — a series of dots moving in vertical columns called menhirs (see Fig. 7).
[image: FIG. 7. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), HD video still. © Charlie Prodger. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow.]Fig. 7. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), HD video still. © Charlie Prodger. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow.

In the next step, the idea of the stone circle as a series of moving points is expanded once again. It now stands for an ‘infinite space-time rhythm’, which, as we can now read above the stone columns that seemingly emerge from the grass, was there long before ‘I’, meaning Charlie Prodger, was there. The infinite space-time rhythm was there, according to the words still appearing on the screen, when she wrote these sentences and when she edited the film, and it is there and continues to be as we, the audience, watch the film. In this way, Prodger inscribes both herself Beginning of page[p. 145] and us in a history of life oriented not by the order of the family tree and the kinship system, but by a system that is more comprehensive insofar as it encompasses the history of technical objects as well as that of living things and the landscape.
The next shot begins with a black frame. We hear Prodger’s voice recite the various names of the trans* media theorist, sound technician, performer, and activist ‘Alluquére Rosanne “Sandy” Stone’; it sounds almost like a rhyme or a poem, and recalls the many names of Bridgit. Sandy Stone, famous author of the 1987 The Empire Strikes Back: A Posttranssexual Manifesto, is brought into close association with the fluid identity of Celtic deities. Moreover, the trans* woman Sandy Stone, from whose 1990s cyberfeminist texts Bridgit subsequently quotes, is presented in the following as a mastermind of the very concept of fluid identity and the intertwining of technology, body, time, and gender. The reference to Sandy Stone is eminently political in many ways. In one of the next shots, Prodger’s voice-over quotes the interview with Sandy Stone that appeared online about her relationship and experiences with lesbian separatism in the 1970s.53 During that time Sandy Stone worked as a sound engineer for the women’s music publishing company Olivia Records. The claim made in the interview is that while Olivia Records officially professed to a radical feminism, it privately opted for a lesbian separatism. Unlike representatives of radical feminism, such as Janice Raymond, who accused Sandy Stone of not being a ‘real’ woman and criticized the label for working with a trans* woman, lesbian separatists had no problem integrating Beginning of page[p. 146] the transsexual Sandy Stone into their lesbian community. On the contrary, in many ways they felt closer to Sandy Stone than to cis* women. For Prodger, they thus presented a form of lesbian separatism that is relational and ever-changing.
[image: FIG. 8. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), HD video still. © Charlie Prodger. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow.]Fig. 8. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), HD video still. © Charlie Prodger. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow.

One must see this statement, on the one hand, against the backdrop of the ongoing struggles being waged in Britain by the representatives of TERF (Trans-Exclusionary Radical Feminists) against trans rights, as they fear the erasure of cis* women by trans* women. Only against this background does it become clear that the prominent reference to Sandy Stone in Bridgit simultaneously signifies a distancing from TERF politics. On the other hand, however, Prodger’s statement in favour of the sort of lesbian Beginning of page[p. 147] separatism that affirms a fluid and relational identity is also a rejection of an identity politics that associates identity with a strong self and a partial group. This is clearly evident in the last two scenes of Bridgit. The first of these scenes takes place in her home and shows a T-shirt emblazoned with the head of a lion draped over a radiator, easily recognizable as the queer lioness who will star in Prodger’s next video, SaF05 (see Fig. 8).
This lioness is like those that surveillance cameras pick up in Botswana’s Okavango Delta; lionesses that behave like lions, have a mane, and go hunting alone, but are lionesses nonetheless. The proud, skyward posture of the maned lioness’ head accompanies us into the next and final scene, which shows a stone pillar in a landscape, superimposed on a white grid that widens and finally dissolves (see Fig. 9). We are left in the final picture with the stone pillar from the Neolithic period, which is as reminiscent of Bridgit as its top part is of the proud mane of the queer lioness, SaF05.
[image: FIG. 9. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), installation. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow. Photo credit: Andy Keate.]Fig. 9. Charlie Prodger, Bridgit (2016), installation. Courtesy of the author, Hollybush Gardens, London, and Kendall Koppe, Glasgow. Photo credit: Andy Keate.

Incidentally, a ‘queer’ lioness once inhabited the Oklahoma zoo. This lioness is famous for having suddenly grown a beard at 18 years of age. The story appeared in the news after Prodger had already finished the film. The maned lioness was named Bridget. A mere coincidence, perhaps. In any case, it shows that the fluid identity Prodger opts for is not limited to people. Rather, similar to technology, it can be said that the landscape, nature, water, stones, plants, and animals all become allies in the process of a queer subjectivation that is not centred around a frame of reference, but that is in constant movement relative to other movements. Although playful, there is nothing ironic about this queer subjectivation: it attests to a force of virtuality, to an ability to change the present, and therein lies the political moment of this queer aesthetic.
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She Is InseminatingThanatopolitics and Reproduction in Claire Denis’s Science Fiction Film High Life (2018)
What Kind of Science Fiction Film?
[Denis, Claire]There’s a slowly changing, haunting electronic sound. A humid, green garden appears from the black screen. The camera moves slowly across the green plants, over dark green moss, ripe pumpkins, and through the damp fog, all the while this sound can still be heard. The setting is reminiscent of paradise, fertility, and perhaps even evokes the origin of life. At the same time, it recalls the beginning of Andrei Tarkovsky’s classic 1972 science fiction movie Solaris. But suddenly the camera passes over a dirty men’s shoe protruding from the ground. There is no time to pursue the riddle. The next scene is introduced by the image of a transparent door separating the garden from an outside. The plaintive crying of a small child replaces the fading electronic sound. A male voice calms down the child, while Beginning of page[p. 150] the camera, having unlocked its gaze from a metal ladder leading downward, moves into a point-of-view shot, as if this were a horror movie, through an ill-lit corridor, and finally discovers a one-year-old child sitting alone in an improvised playpen, now chattering quietly. The playpen reinforces the narrowness of the surroundings, which resembles a prison. We see white texts run across black screens and colourful lights. We are manifestly in a spaceship.
The toddler is playing and nattering; a male voice answers gently: ‘Dadada’. From where does the voice come? It comes from another outside, from outer space, which, in the course of the film, will turn out to be another inside. We see a young man in a space suit and glass helmet, played by Robert Patterson, talking to the toddler via telecommunication. His voice, coming from the black outer space, fills the small room in which the child is preoccupied in his playpen in front of the screens. The man, who we will come later to know as Monte, is holding a wrench in his hand and tightening a nut. He is moving slowly because of the lack of gravity, as if in a dream.
What kind of science fiction movie is High Life, a film that is so carefully composed and that operates in such an elaborate fashion with the difference between the seeable and the sayable, with sound, and with moving pictures? How does it manage to create and to destroy meaning simultaneously? How does it cause and dissolve affections? How can it, with such virtuosity, play with the power to anticipate, postpone, and contradict an effect?
High Life can be read as a complex philosophical commentary on the entanglement of sexuality, gender, reproduction, and the historicity of life under the current scientific and technological conditions. High Life exposes the gendered and racially differentiated violence of the Beginning of page[p. 151] thanatopolitics inherent in biopolitics; it shows the ways in which the death drive can become a resistant moment that stands opposed to the current conflation of reproductive technology and thanatopolitics. In terms of the significance of the death drive, one could think here of the influential and much-discussed book No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive by queer theorist Lee Edelman.1 Edelman states that the figure of the imaginary Child symbolizes a reproductive futurism and that queer negativity is the only appropriate response to the violent exclusion of queers associated with said futurism. According to Edelman, to be queered is, as Penelope Deutscher has pointedly summarized, ‘to have the death drive projected onto you’.2 This violent positioning outside the symbolic order is linked to a possible insight into the structure of this symbolic order: ‘Those queered by the social order that projects its death drive onto them are no doubt positioned to recognize the structuring fantasy that so defines them.’3 Edelman derives from this the political obligation for queer theory to affirm the death drive as the undoing of identity and in this way to reinforce the politically self-destructive moment of the social and the Symbolic. In the interpretation outlined in his book Queer Theory and the Death Drive, Edelman strictly refers to the theoretical framework provided by Lacan’s structuralist interpretation of Freud.
Following Deleuze and his interpretation of the Freudian death drive, I will show that reproductive futurism in High Life is not considered from the perspective of ‘individual life’, but from the perspective of the ‘between moments’Beginning of page[p. 152] of ‘a life that is impersonal and yet singular’.4 Indeed, despite the omnipresence of death, the question that High Life poses concerns not death itself, but the in-between of death and individual survival. Claire Denis combines astronomical speculations about the curvature of time in black holes with a critique of the thanatopolitics of reproduction and thus makes an original contribution to the understanding of queer temporalities. Her film opens up the possibility of thinking about time, reproduction, and biopolitics beyond the alternative of either ‘reproductive futurism’ or ‘no future’. The death drive is also a resistant moment here, but not in the Lacanian sense of being an ungraspable, formless, and horrifying real, but rather in Deleuze’s sense as ‘a moment […] of a life playing with death’.5 High Life shows the violence of reproductive futurism from the perspective of the women in the film onto whom the death drive has been projected: women who have committed criminal offenses and do not want to carry and give birth to children.

No Space Odyssey
Two long, thin tubes connect Monte to the shuttle — like umbilical cords. While working, he continues to speak to the child. Some counter-shots, both medium and close-up, show us Monte in his spacesuit repairing the shuttle outside and speaking to the toddler without seeing her. One close-up shot shows the little child looking around, searching for the source of the voice. 
[image: FIG. 1. High Life, dir. by Claire Denis (2018).]Fig. 1. High Life, dir. by Claire Denis (2018).

Suddenly, on an LED screen, a historical scene from a black-and-white ethnographic film starts playing on 16mm,Beginning of page[p. 153] catching the toddler’s eye. Seen from a worm’s-eye view is a Native American sitting on a horse while another runs around a fire from which smoke is billowing (Fig. 1).
Images are being sent from earth to the spaceship. The child gets scared and screams. We see Monte lose his nerve as he hears the insistent screams. The tool drops from his hand and disappears into a black space. While falling, the wrench turns around itself.
[image: FIG. 2. 2001: A
              Space Odyssey, dir. by Stanley Kubrick (1968).]Fig. 2. 2001: A Space Odyssey, dir. by Stanley Kubrick (1968).

All of a sudden, we see the memory of the iconic scene of the bone that gets hurled up into the air in Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film 2001: A Space Odyssey: the wrench resembles the bone triumphantly thrown skywards by the prehuman ancestor, upon having discovered that a bone can be used as a tool and/or a weapon (Fig. 2).Beginning of page[p. 154]
In Kubrick’s movie, the sky-bound bone indicates the evolutionary step from ape to man, from nature to culture; it indicates the beginning of an evolutionary process that ends in the conquest of space. In Claire Denis’s High Life, however, things are completely different. The spinning wrench raises a traumatic memory, that of a bloody hand and a stone being thrown into a deep well, a stone that Monte had used when he was still a boy to kill a human being. It is Monte’s own hand that throws the stone, but it appears strange and disembodied, as if it were someone else’s (Fig. 3). The victim is a young girl who we later learn had slain Monte’s dog. These images, like all the other earth scenes, were also recorded on 16mm film, while the spaceship scenes were captured on a high-resolution digital Beginning of page[p. 155] camera, resulting in a change not only to the optics, but also to the acoustics, and the interplay between them. The film subtly plays on the aesthetic differences between the analogue and the digital.
[image: FIG. 3. High Life, dir. by Claire Denis (2018).]Fig. 3. High Life, dir. by Claire Denis (2018).

As it disappears into space, the tool does not indicate a step toward a progressive future. It leads back to the past, evoking the memory of trauma and violence.
Thus, the temporality in Denis’s film does not adhere to the conception of the empty, homogenous time of progress,6 and hence also does not refer to some progress-oriented Beginning of page[p. 156] rationality of evolution. The rhythm of time is structured by repetition and difference, not by continuity and progress; it persistently undermines the phantasm of reproductive futurism and the sentimentalized representations of the imaginary Child.7 The carefully considered use of technical-aesthetic means of expression chants the temporal rhythm of difference and repetition in which the past is the actual engine. This goes hand-in-hand with the very different functions of the figure of the child and the child’s origin in both movies.

Human Life in Space
In both High Life and 2001: A Space Odyssey, the figure of the child is associated with the question of the possibility of human life in space. In other words, it represents and guarantees the existence of a future in space. Conversely, this means that the future depends on there being human reproduction. 2001: A Space Odyssey ends with the magical transformation of the old astronaut Bowman into a foetus enclosed in a transparent orb of light. In the famous last scene, this angelic ‘Star Child’ floats in space beside the earth, gazing at it, suggesting a further evolution of humankind (Fig. 4).
[image: FIG. 4. 2001: A
              Space Odyssey, dir. by Stanley Kubrick (1968).]Fig. 4. 2001: A Space Odyssey, dir. by Stanley Kubrick (1968).

There is no woman involved in this act of procreation. It’s a white man’s fantasy of spiritual self-creation carried out in the name of humanity, and is in keeping with the ideology and self-understanding of 1960s space science. The perspective of women on, and their contribution to, procreation have no place in this science-fictional overcoming of mortality. The film thus effects an exclusion of Beginning of page[p. 157] women that must in turn be understood as part of a heteronormative biopolitics.
In High Life, by contrast, women are very present. Their role, however, is not one of loving mothers. None of the female figures submits to the biopolitical task associated with women in human reproduction —the upshot of which is that the question of reproduction arises all the more urgently. By insisting on the bodily and material conditions of reproduction, the film brings to light the thanatopolitics that is the flip side of biopolitics, the goal of the latter being, as Michel Foucault showed, to multiply life. In critical engagement with Foucault, theorists of thanatopolitics have argued that the death of certain groups of the population is not only systematically accepted Beginning of page[p. 158] but actively administered.8 Following Edelman and Foucault, the feminist philosopher Penelope Deutscher has argued, firstly, that reproductive futurism and the figure of the fetishized child are linked to the overvaluation of certain pregnant women, and, secondly, that there is a close connection between the abjection of queers and the abjection of abortion:
[T]he overvaluation of the pregnant woman is itself a principle of division: some pregnant women are overvalued, while others (figures of surplus pregnancy, of welfare benefit abuse or other kinds of irresponsibility) may be under- or devalued, and some pregnancies (such as the pregnancy of the illegal immigrant) are entirely debased.9

The connection between the violent rejection of queer lives and the violent rejection of abortion is in turn based on the fact that both serve as a projection surface for the death drive. As a result, according to Deutscher, abortion can be considered as ‘queer’s twin’.
The child in Denis’s film is the product of body-focused experiments that are performed by a female physician, Dr Dibs, who is obsessed with the idea of breeding a child resistant to radioactive rays in space. And the product of Dibs’s experiments, the baby girl Willow (Scarlett Lindsay), whose performance, alongside Monte’s, opens the film, is very real, in the sense of tangible — as is the relationship and interactions between Monte and Willow. One has, in fact, rarely seen such physical intimacy between a man and a baby in a movie. Monte cooks for the baby, feeds her, lays her down to sleep and Beginning of page[p. 159] watches over her, attends to her peeing; he helps her to take her first steps, teaches her what culture is, and what a taboo is. The baby is fully trusting of Monte, even when she cries. She stays in contact with him at all times. The baby’s reactions and gestures move time forward and give him a reason to live. The scenes between him and the toddler are impressive, fascinating, disturbing and, at times, even uncanny. Take, for example, when he says to her, as she sleeps, that he could have killed her as easily as a kitten. Or when the closeness between them, as they lie in bed together, becomes too intimate and physical, almost sexual.
According to Denis, the idea that, in order to explore space outside the solar system, children will have to be born while on the trip and protected from radiation comes from the physicist Stephen Hawking.10 Exiting the solar system will take longer than one lifetime, which is why babies will need to be born in space: a consideration and a rather ‘down-to-earth’ one that is in keeping with current scientific speculation. Science fiction, as Denis laconically comments, forces you ‘to think about time’.11 Yet, since the physician, Dibs, played by Juliette Binoche, is also haunted by her past, one presumes that her strong desire for a space-born child results more from her traumatic experiences than from rational reasoning. But as Freud and, long before him, Kant both showed, what we think is rational very often turns out to be the rationalization of speculation.12Beginning of page[p. 160]

Reproduction 
As becomes clear over the course of the film, Dibs has murdered her own children in their beds, stabbed her husband to death, and tried unsuccessfully to kill herself by stabbing herself in the uterus with a knife. This is not shown by means of a flashback, as is the case with Monte’s memories, but is revealed in a conversation between Dibs and Boyse in a very intimate and almost tender moment (Fig. 5). Boyse, played by Mia Goth, is one of the women on whom Dibs conducts her experiments.
[image: FIG. 5. High Life, dir. by Claire Denis (2018).]Fig. 5. High Life, dir. by Claire Denis (2018).

Sentenced to death along with the other ten crew members (five female and five male), Dibs agrees to serve science by being part of a space mission to extract energy Beginning of page[p. 161] from a black hole. Dibs inseminates the female members of the crew against their will with the sperm of the male crew. None of the women want to get pregnant. They explicitly and violently refuse to serve as a medium of reproduction. They know for a fact that these experiments will expose their bodies to death (as is still the case with every birth). Moreover, they neither desire to have a child nor to reproduce at all. They have no hope and no future. At some point, Boyse says to Dibs, filled with anger and contempt: ‘It is our willpower that kills the foetuses.’ Only Dibs, who has destroyed her own reproductive organs, is obsessed with the idea of the artificial procreation of a child that will be ‘perfect’ and strong enough to survive in space.
The long-haired Dibs herself is strong, manipulative and powerful. She is not only a scientist obsessed with the idea of breeding the perfect baby, but also the only sexually active woman on board. One of the most impressive and unsettling scenes shows Dibs skilfully masturbating in the so-called fuck room, accompanied by an acoustic element of dramatic electronic sound made by Stuart Staples. With her waist-long hair wrapping itself around her body, her wild and yet concentrated movements, and with the camera so close to her and the music so intensely overpowering, the scene recalls a witch’s dance.13 Actually, as Dibs states in a short exchange with Monte while leaving the fuck room: ‘I know I look like a witch.’ And Monte answers: ‘You are foxy and you know it.’ Asked why she still remains true to the scientific mission of their expedition, while everybody else has recognized that it is just a suicide mission, she answers: ‘I am totally devoted to reproduction.’14 Dibs is totally devoted to a reproduction that does Beginning of page[p. 162] not happen through her own body. To her, reproduction means engaging with scientifically supported reproductive medicine of the sort that enables her to reproduce without getting pregnant or giving birth. Such reproduction is detached from her own sex and from the expectations of her gender affiliation. The elaborate masturbating machine itself is not a studio creation, but also stems from ‘real life’. Denis reports that it was bought on the Internet.15
By daringly mixing reality and the surreal in this way, the film contradicts our expectations, makes us wonder, and forces us to think.16 In doing so, High Life also reveals, as the following example makes clear, the gender- and race-differentiated violence inherent in thanatopolitics. While Dibs, the strong woman, who even succeeds in raping the sedated Monte, and thus in obtaining his sperm against his will, is white, Elektra, played by Gloria Obianyo, is the first woman who dies from her experiments, and is Black. This is no coincidence. And that it is no coincidence is stated explicitly by Tcherny, the other Black crew member played by André Benjamin: ‘Even up here, Black ones are the first who have to go.’17(Fig. 6).
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A Prison without Outside 
2001: A Space Odyssey and Andrej Tarkovsky’s 1972 Solaris are clear influences on High Life. All three films use the genre of science fiction to raise the big questions of the technoscientific present in the medium and with filmic means. As in 2001: A Space Odyssey and in Solaris, the Beginning of page[p. 163] soundtrack in High Life is an active and important part of the film. It is composed and performed by Stuart Staples, the English musician and lead singer of the indie band Tindersticks, with whom Denis has worked for more than 20 years, ever since her 1996 film Nénette et Boni (Nénette and Boni). The music had been composed before the shooting of High Life began. The first piece completed, ‘The Yellow Light’, was composed for Denis and Olafur Eliasson’s short film Contact from 2014.18 Staples’s description of the work process gives a vivid impression of the central importance Beginning of page[p. 164] that the music has for creating the ‘bloc of sensations’19 that is High Life:
[E]ach instrument/part was played into silence with arbitrary start points creating random movements and relationships when brought together. This theme/way of working runs through the entire making of the score for High Life. Musicians generally worked ‘in the darkness’.20

The sound contributes in an impressive way to the creation of this atmospheric environment, in which human beings are no longer the centre of attention but rather perceived as being part of the becoming of the cosmos. This idea is also hinted at in Stuart Staples’s lullaby for Willow, which plays on the literal meaning of the name willow, as in willow tree. In the lullaby, Willow is playing hide and seek deep in the trees as spiders and centipedes crawl across her hands and feet. She is walking across the sand, playing with the waves. She is ‘listening to the city wheezing’. She is everywhere and beyond space and time. The musical theme of the Willow Song runs through the film and is sung at the end by Robert Pattison for the now sixteen-year-old Willow.
As in Tarkovsky’s Solaris, memory and the past also play a central role in High Life. In all three of these films (Solaris, High Life, and 2001: A Space Odyssey), the narrative form is elliptic. The cutting and the coupling of images, sound, and perceptions follow a surreal dream logic rather than a plot logic. Atmosphere, sensation, and aesthetic expression are more important than the storyline. The aim is not to tell a story but — to quote Kubrick’s famous statement about the meaning of 2001: A Space Odyssey, made Beginning of page[p. 165] in an interview in 1968 with Playboy Magazine — to ‘grip the audience on a deep level’.21 This also applies to High Life. All three films use the genre of science fiction as an experimental arrangement in order to learn more about the state of the present and the human psyche in its relation to technology, to nature and culture, and to sexuality and temporality.
And yet, as aforementioned, High Life differs fundamentally from these other two science fiction movies. This difference has to do with the fact that, unlike Solaris and 2001: A Space Odyssey, High Life is not a literary adaption but was written by Claire Denis together with Jean-Pol Fargeau (another of Denis’s frequent collaborators).
Apart from its sensitivity to the gender and race-differentiated violence of techno-scientific bio- and thanato-politics, High Life sets itself apart in its striking, unusual, concrete, and material treatment of the omnipresence of death. The foetuses and newborns in the film perish, and all ten members of the crew die, except for Monte and Willow, the latter of whom was born in space. Those who die perish as a result of violence, of various acts of suicide, from pregnancy, or from radiation. The captain, played by Lars Eidinger, develops leukaemia, suffers a stroke and is then tenderly euthanized by Dibs. Boyse, who was forced to give birth to Willow, kills the pilot (Agata Buzek) with a shovel, climbs aboard the shuttle, flies into the first black hole on the mission’s way, and then dies by so-called spaghettification, that is by being fatally stretched by the immense gravitational forces. Even Dibs, after having successfully fulfilled her mission,Beginning of page[p. 166] leaves the ship but gets seriously injured and disappears slowly into the blackness of space. Instead of being, as promised, an escape from the death penalty, the mission turns out to be just another form of this. The spaceship is not equipped with the latest technical gadgets, but is gloomy and cramped like a prison, with the difference that there is no outside of prison in space. In fact, High Life refers as much to prison films as to the genre of science fiction.
Take the impression of narrowness created by the poor lighting and the gloomy colours. Or the fact that there is no direct light or lustre in the whole film; that is bar the very last scene, which culminates in the yellow light installation by the artist Olafur Eliasson (I return to this last scene and the bright white light in more detail later on). The sense of a prison environment is also reinforced by many point-of-view shots in which one can hear the breath of the character whose point of view it suggests. The camera work condenses an atmosphere of eeriness, threat, and vulnerability, which is intensified by the soundtrack. Further, the crew members have no private space for themselves; they sleep in bunk beds, the women separated from the men. They get sedatives from Dibs, who is in total control of their bodies. For the delivery of their sperm, the men receive an extra dose of sleeping pills. Also reminiscent of prison films is the fact that the crew engages in physical exercise in which everyone has to participate. Outbreaks of violence and aggression are just as present as the increased sexual attraction, while at the same time sexual intercourse is not allowed.
Denis and cinematographer Yorick Le Saux have worked in the studio in close proximity to the actors, close to their very bodies. There seems to be no strangeness between the camera and the bodies, no sense of shame Beginning of page[p. 167] that comes from this exposure of the organic to the technological. The camera moves just as smoothly from one part of a body to the next as it had across the plants in the garden in the first scene of the film. Through effects of illumination, as well as the intimacy, and the unusual and strange beauty of their movements, gestures and facial expressions, the actors’ bodies sometimes appear like sculptures. This cinematic work done with and on the bodies of actors, and the resulting tension between sexual attraction, tenderness, care, and brutal violence, which extends all the way to cannibalism and incest, is something we are familiar with in other films by Claire Denis.22

‘A Life’
The connection between the prison film and science fiction actually allows Denis to continue her cinematic exploration of biopolitical violence, an exploration that is even intensified under the very different temporal and spatial Beginning of page[p. 168] conditions brought about by space travel. And indeed, the collapse of space and time to a moment of eternity in a black hole plays a central role for the experience of temporality and sexuality explored in the film as well as for the cumulative elimination of any notion of an outside.
Following Deleuze and his last, short text ‘Immanence: A Life…’ (1997), we could say that in High Life reproductive futurism is not considered from the perspective of the ‘individual life’ but of the ‘meantimes (des entre-temps), between moments’23 of ‘a life that is impersonal but singular nevertheless’.24 To outline more precisely what is meant by this phrase, Deleuze provides an impressive example from Charles Dickens’s novel Our Mutual Friend. Deleuze’s commentary on the passage in Dickens’s novel also clarifies the reference to the way in which the death drive is approached in High Life:
A good-for-nothing, universally scorned rogue is brought in dying, only for those caring for him to show a sort of ardent devotion and respect, an affection for the slightest sign of life in the dying man. Everyone is so anxious to save him that in the depths of his coma even the wretch himself feels something benign passing into him. But as he comes back to life his carers grow cold and all his coarseness and malevolence return. Between his life and death there is a moment which is now only that of a life playing with death. […] The life of the individual has given way to a life that is impersonal but singular nevertheless.25

In the scenes in which the protagonists in High Life die, and in so many different ways, exactly this moment seems Beginning of page[p. 169] to arrive, a moment that is no longer about the death of an individual life but about a life playing with death. In this moment alone the possibility appears that everything could change and the past might no longer determine the future. This is especially evident in the closing scene where Willow and Monte decide to fly together into/through a black hole.
Deleuze gives another example of the appearing of singularities that are constitutive of any life, in order to demonstrate that a life is that which occurs ‘everywhere, in all the moments a certain living subject passes through and that certain lived objects regulate’, and that it is not that which is ‘contained in the simple moment when individual life confronts universal death’.26 This second example leads us back to the beginning of High Life and the opening scenes with Monte and Willow as a baby girl. At the same time, it provides a possible explanation for Denis’s impressive cinematic work with the bodies of the actors; that is, an explanation of the meaning of their gestures and facial expressions, which are singular but not individual, affective but not conscious. In order to distinguish the singularities and events that constitute a life from the ‘accidents of the corresponding life’, or the life of an individual, Deleuze refers to very young children and their specific gestures:
Very young children, for example, all resemble each other and have barely any individuality; but they have singularities, a smile, a gesture, a grimace — events which are not subjective characteristics. They are traversed by an immanent life that is pure power and even beatitude through the sufferings and weaknesses.27Beginning of page[p. 170]

This description perfectly fits the scenes in which Monte interacts with little Willow and explains why the effect of those scenes is so intense. It is as if the gestures, the smile, and the screams of the little child were reflected in the gestures of Monte, involving him in a process of transformation. He is then able to remember his past and to have it define him less, even if his memories continue to haunt him. This point is explicitly expressed by Monte himself. In a central scene, Monte explains to the toddler, who listens to him without understanding a word, what a taboo is. A taboo forbids you, according to Monte, from ‘drinking your own piss’ and ‘eating your own shit’, even if, as he adds, ‘it is recycled. Even if it doesn’t look like piss or shit anymore’.28 After having underscored that this taboo is not valid for Willow, the ‘sweet little girl’ who was born in space, Monte suddenly mentions his father, ‘If my old man could see me now’, and quotes him: ‘Break the laws of nature and you’ll pay for it, little son of a bitch!’
This statement has to be seen in relation to another in which it is stated that Monte was not raised by parents but by his dog, and also in relation to the fact that all of the members of the crew had been treated like trash, like ‘refuse that didn’t fit in’29 until, to quote Monte again, ‘somebody had the bright idea of recycling us’.30 Monte’s clarifying remarks come as a voice-over during a flashback to the time when Monte and Boyse were still on earth before they had been arrested. This reminiscence itself is preceded in the film by the daily report that Monte is obliged to give to the spaceship’s information system in order to keep the life support system, actually a recycling system, running. What this subtle lesson teaches us is that this perversion of the Beginning of page[p. 171] death penalty amounts to the reduction of life to a recycling system. This insight is clearly also valid in inverted form: life becomes a death penalty wherever it is reduced to a recycling system.
If we follow the two examples that Deleuze gives of singularities that can appear in ‘a life’, it no longer seems a coincidence that the film begins with scenes that show interactions between Monte and the little child. In these scenes we get a glimpse of the power of ‘a life’ that is ‘impersonal but singular nevertheless’, and that is not ‘contained in the simple moment when individual life confronts universal death’. In this way, the film begins with a moment of affirmation in which the power of change is felt. It not only allows Monte to access a memory, but also allows the film to tell the story in flashbacks, to show what had led to the deaths of all the other crew members.

The Death Drives and Their Intervention in the Perception and Rhythm of Time
In her study on Deleuze and psychoanalysis, Monique David-Ménard points out that, for Deleuze, death has to do with the impersonal, and that he borrows from Freud’s concept of the death drive to describe the ability of the ‘I’ to free itself from its own contents.31 In his central work, Difference and Repetition, Deleuze distinguishes between two different aspects of death:
The first signifies the personal disappearance of the person, the annihilation of this difference represented by the I or the ego. This is a difference which existed only in order to die, and the disappearance of which can be objectively represented by a return to inanimate matter, as though Beginning of page[p. 172] calculated by a kind of entropy. Despite appearances, this death always comes from without, even at the moment when it constitutes the most personal possibility, and from the past, even at the moment when it is most present. The other death, however, the other face or aspect of death, refers to the state of free differences when they are no longer subject to the form imposed upon them by an I or an ego, when they assume a shape which excludes my own coherence no less than that of any identity whatsoever.32

This distinction corresponds to the description that Deleuze gives in ‘Immanence: A Life…’ when he states that between the life of an individual and his death ‘there is a moment which is now only that of a life playing with death’.33 Yet here Deleuze describes as impersonal not death but a life that is beyond any distinction between a particular individual life and a particular individual death. In A Life, in any life, there is clearly a certain indistinguishability between life and death.
This leads me back to the question of reproduction and temporality as well as to Freud, who taught us that the sexual life unfolds in complex relations to both life and death. Sexuality does not — as Freud made thoroughly clear in his speculative text Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1921) — merge with reproduction. If one assumes, as Freud suggests, that the compulsion to repeat is more original than the pleasure principle, and that the death drives are in constant tension with the life drives, then the secret of life is in fact hidden in the question of how, under those conditions, reproductive sexuality could even be possible.Beginning of page[p. 173] Equally mysterious is the survival of organisms and the existence of a continuous future.
As Freud says about the contrast between the death drives and the life drives:
It is as though the life of the organism moved with a vacillating rhythm. One group of instincts rushes forward so as to reach the final aim of life as swiftly as possible; but when a particular stage in the advance has been reached, the other group jerks back to a certain point to make a fresh start and so prolong the journey.34

Only if we consider that the goal of life in Freud’s speculative consideration is death, does it become clear how complex this rhythm is, in which the future (and survival along with it) depends on the detour and on this ‘jerking back’. This rhythm is made even more complicated by the fact that Freud’s speculation is written from the perspective of one for whom the inorganic lies just as far beyond the horizon of experience as does death. Freud, in a nutshell, is well aware that the origin of life can only be thought of retrospectively. Thus, as Deleuze critically remarks, even if Freud identifies death with the return to inanimate matter, he nonetheless also knows that this is just part of a necessary speculation.35
Given the fact that both for Deleuze and for Freud, death is ‘the source of problems and questions, the sign of their persistence over and above every response’,36 we have good Beginning of page[p. 174] reason to ask why Freud sticks to the death drive and the primacy of the repetition compulsion over the pleasure principle. As he admits at the end of Beyond the Pleasure Principle, ‘the life drives have so much more contact with our internal perception — emerging as breakers of the peace and constantly producing tensions whose release is felt as pleasure — while the death drives seem to do their work unobtrusively’.37 As a result, the death drives are much harder to prove the existence of.
The reason that Freud sticks to the death drives and to the primacy of the repetition compulsion is at once simple and surprising: it is the discovery that the psychoanalytic cure — die Kur — depends on the repetition compulsion and that it makes this compulsion useful to itself.38 As Freud underscores, psychoanalysis is not only an art of interpretation. The possibility of changing the vicissitudes of the drives (Triebschicksal)39 depends on transference, and this means that the repressed must be repeated as a present experience and not only as a conscious memory. Hence, psychoanalytically speaking, the possibility of changing compulsive behaviour depends on an obsessive repetition. In sum, the death drive is intertwined with a concept of time as a reluctant, vacillating rhythm (Zauderrhythmus) that traverses the life of organisms and that is hence responsible for the fact that the present is defined by the past.40 And yet, the possibility of there being any change in the vicissitudes of the drive or of any disruption of empty repetition also depends on the death drive. Deleuze recognizedBeginning of page[p. 175] this very clearly and so considered impersonal death as a ‘pure and empty form of time’. Taking up Nietzsche’s concept of the eternal return, Deleuze concludes: ‘The form of time is there only for the revelation of the formless in the eternal return.’41 Thus, to return to High Life: death in this impersonal aspect also shows a way out of the perversion of the death penalty, that is out of the reduction of life to a recycling system. In this way, as the film shows, the death drive can become a resistant moment that turns against the current conjunction of reproductive technology and thanatopolitics. This is evident not only in the women’s resistance to the compulsion to reproduce, which after all is nothing more than an extension of the death penalty that they had sought to escape by travelling into space, but also in the in-between-life-and-death moments that occur in the encounter between Monte and the baby Willow, as well as in the later decision of the two to voluntarily travel into the black hole.

High Life as Intensification of Life; or, the Point at which the Difference between Time and Space Vanishes
Freud also asks how sexual reproduction is to be explained. For, if one assumes the primacy of the repetition compulsion and the death drive, then ‘conjugation’, to quote Freud, ‘works counter to life and makes the task of ceasing to live more difficult’.42 Freud then briefly considers Aristophanes’s theory of love presented by Plato in the Beginning of page[p. 176] Symposium. According to this theory of spherical beings, there were originally not two, but three sexes: the feminine, the masculine, and the androgynes. Everything about these beings was double: they had four arms, four legs, and two faces. But then Zeus decided to cut them in two. After this division, the two parts, each desiring to rejoin his or her other half, as Freud writes quoting Plato’s Symposium, ‘came together, and threw their arms about one another eager to grow into one’.43 This theory attempts to explain the existence of the life drives or of the sex drives by the longing of each of the two halves to be joined together and re-united into a sphere.
Even if Freud admits that he himself neither believes this theory nor promotes it, and even if he ultimately leaves the question open,44 we can, with him, investigate the relationship between reproduction and sexuality more concretely than, say, with Deleuze, who shows little interest in the question of sexual reproduction. In High Life, sexual reproduction is viewed from the thanatopolitical perspective of women who are forced to give birth and men who trade their sperm for sedatives. From this perspective, human reproduction appears as a kind of recycling system. The film thus raises the question of how life is experienced under the technical, temporal, and spatial conditions of a prison in outer space without outside or beyond. Violence, death, and sexuality all become strategies to avoid being recycled.
In fact, Dibs and Monte are the only ones who choose other ways to escape this perversion of the death penalty. Monte opts for sexual abstinence and an ascetic, monastic life, while Dibs approaches reproduction from a scientific perspective with the aim of perfecting human life. For her,Beginning of page[p. 177] reproduction is associated with a scientific passion and the idea of living on in her scientific creation. According to Freud, both ways are guided by the death drives and by the ego drives, the latter of which serve the individual’s self-preservation. That is why it is so important that Dibs renders Monte unconscious using sedatives before she forcibly seduces him and introduces his sperm into Boyse’s uterus against her will. There is no heterosexual love involved, nor any desire for a child or for a family.
High Life artistically and perfectly brings to light the ‘unobtrusive work’ of the death drive.45 In so doing, the film also shows us that death, in its impersonal face, as ‘pure and empty form of time’, undoes the circle of the eternal return, which, to quote Deleuze ‘has as its content the passing present and as its shape the past of reminiscence’,46 and thus points beyond pure repetition, that is, beyond repetition without difference. We do not see Willow growing up and getting bigger. In one scene Monte wakes up because his hands are caressing soft female hair. The hair is Willow’s; she has entered puberty and is lying in Monte’s bed (01:13:20–01:14:20). Upon waking, Monte throws her out of the bed and at this point she has her first menstruation. After all the crew members but Monte have died, and after Dibs has told him shortly before she disappeared into space that he was Willow’s father, we see Monte accepting the infant, in spite of his initial resistance. In the next scene we see the garden — the recycling system still works — and the sixteen-year-old Willow. Monte still ‘feeds the dog’, as he calls the odious task of keeping the system from shutting down with his daily reports. Their vessel approaches a spaceship inhabited only by dogs. Willow Beginning of page[p. 178] wants a puppy, but Monte refuses to allow it because the risk of infection is too high. Finally, they approach a black hole that is big enough to try to cross it. Willow wishes to approach the black hole; she says she can feel that the density is very low and that they will make it through. Monte agrees. While preparing, Willow asks him whether she looks like her mother. Monte denies this, and only when they are already on their way to the event horizon of the black hole and Willow answers Monte’s question ‘Shall we?’ with a ‘Yes’, does Willow rather suddenly and uncannily come to resemble Dibs. Along with the protagonists, we then enter into the shots of Olafur Eliasson’s yellow light installation from the 2014 short film Contact and the film ends as the screen is flooded with a radiant white.
Denis deliberately leaves open the question of whether this entry into a black hole’s event horizon means death for the two protagonists or an intensification of their lives. But she does make it clear that, even if they do not die, what they experience in the event horizon differs from mere survival:
The word surviving does not exist anymore. Shall we stay in eternity? Me, I am surviving every day when I get up from my bed. They have reached a point, which is called singularity, where space and time are zero. They are somewhere else. They get what they want.47

This quote from Denis shows that she is making a reference to current astrophysical theories about black holes, singularities, event horizons, and to corresponding theories about the merging of space and time.48 She also might have Beginning of page[p. 179] referred to Deleuze, who himself refers to Freud’s concept of the death drive and to the tension between form and the dissolution of form, as well as to Hölderlin’s concept of the Unförmliche: ‘The extreme formality is there only for an excessive formlessness (Hölderin’s Unförmliche). In this manner, the ground has been superseded by a groundlessness, a universal ungrounding which turns upon itself and causes only the yet-to-come to return.’49 In her film, Denis shows this ‘secret of life’ by using digital techniques and digital aesthetics, as well as the latest astrophysical theories; from a feminist perspective, she experiments with them all and combines them with a sharp critique of current thanatopolitical regimes of reproduction. By insisting on the bodily and material conditions of reproduction, High Life shows the violence of reproductive futurism from the perspective of the women onto whom the death drive is projected: women who had committed criminal offenses and did not want to carry and bear children. At the same time, the film opens up the possibility of thinking about time, reproduction, and biopolitics beyond the alternative of ‘reproductive futurism’ or ‘no future’.
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Coda
Post-cinema was first associated with the omnipresence of moving images, digital cameras, and screens. We are indeed surrounded by digital images in public spaces, streets, squares, trains, subways, and so on. These images appeal to our senses and engage us as consumers. Yet we also use our digital devices to record films and videos ourselves, and to send these latter as digital packages into the world via various digital platforms. Filmmaking has become ubiquitous, gaining independence from the studio system. Films are made all over the world. Even Hollywood has multiplied into Bollywood, Nollywood, and Wellywood. The clear separation between producers and consumers has become increasingly unstable. As Malte Hagener, Vinzenz Hediger, and Alena Strohmeier write, this instability poses new questions for film and media studies: ‘Who makes films and under what circumstances? Who controls the circulation of images and controls censorships?’1 Their response to these questions is that the previous conceptual Beginning of page[p. 182] distinctions and hierarchies no longer work. In their book The State of Post-Cinema, the working hypothesis they put forward is that,
the hierarchically employed dichotomies that have long guided the study of films — for example, center/periphery (that is, the film culture of urban centers such as Paris, Berlin, and New York vs. the rest of the world), first/second and third cinema, theatrical/non-theatrical, auteur cinema/non-artistic forms and uses of cinema, professional/amateur, and also experimental avant-garde/mainstream cinema — no longer apply to the current state of moving-image culture.2

‘If’, the authors continue, ‘moving images, like water, always find a way to spread, then the question is how they influence the spaces they reach and the spaces they use in between.’3 I agree with this claim, yet I add that we have to deal today with even more: we are also simultaneously surrounded by digital cameras, images, and screens that are not there to address human eyes, but instead to collect and transmit data. The cameras may be surveillance cameras, thermal imaging cameras, or infrared cameras. They register our movements and generate images that store and process information; they are part of a ubiquitous computing network and a comprehensive process of big data collection. But at the same time, we also actively produce data and metadata ourselves when we record, store, process, and send our moving images and films using digital devices.
In other words, post-cinema is currently embedded in a ‘phase shift of advanced automation’, which Beth Coleman,Beginning of page[p. 183] author of Race as Technology (2009) and Technology of the Surround (2021), sees as paralleling the emergence of ‘environmental immersive technologies that surround although [are] often invisible.’4 These technologies include virtual reality, augmented reality, generative AI, and machine learning. This shift is accompanied not only by an acceleration of datafication, but also by a change in the socio-technical relationship: machine-learning based algorithms are supposed to be able to predict and identify behaviour more accurately due to their ability to process large amounts of information, and thereby also to shape our conduct. Yet, as Alexander Campolo and Katia Schwerzmann, among others, have persuasively argued, models of machine learning are trained by ‘examples’, that is by using data that has been turned into examples. The term ‘example’ is, as they emphasize, not congruent with that of ‘data’: ‘Instead, it designates the complex assemblage by which data is aggregated, formatted and processed so that norms can emerge.’5 Campolo and Schwerzmann show in detail how these examples elicit norms in an implicit or emergent manner to make prediction and classification possible. They use the concept ‘artificial naturalism’6 to characterize the tensions that result from this ambiguity between data and norm, and ask the following question:Beginning of page[p. 184] ‘What can it mean to be governed according to machine learning’s type of authority and its implicit normativity?’7
However, this is not the only problematic aspect of the techno-social, that is, media-anthropological relationship of immersive environmental technologies. In addition, machine- and data-based predictions of the future can only ever be an extension of the past. As Beth Coleman rightly reminds us:
In the face of the institutional legacy of hegemony, engagement and activism are mission critical. If we do not speak out against the forecasting of the past as the future, we won’t have a future.8

The stakes are high: how is it possible to hold on to an open future under the conditions generated by environmental immersive technologies, which are simultaneously intertwined with neoliberal capitalism’s increasing aggressivity and anti-democratic bent? This question corresponds with another: how is it possible to stand up to control and surveillance? The answer cannot be via generative AI, the environmental immersive technologies described, or the techno-social relationships they stand for.
In this book, I argue together with Deleuze that a new kind of resistance can be found in the aesthetic function of the cinematic image. I argue further that queer post-cinema is inventing precisely this new kind of resistance. The aesthetic function of the cinematic image, in contrast to the social function of the visual, is characterized by a ‘supplement’ that refers to the qualitative nature of time. Deleuze describes it as ‘a kind of gap with a still virtual audience, so you have to play for time and preserve the traces Beginning of page[p. 185] as you wait’.9 This ‘kind of gap with a still virtual audience’ cannot be implemented in the algorithms of machine learning models. For it doesn’t exist in passing and calculable time, but in time that lasts and coexists. This lasting and coexisting time is the time of a virtual, open future.
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About this Book
The pioneers of what has been labelled New Queer Cinema laid the foundation for a Queer Post-Cinema — a movement in which artists experiment with technology in innovative ways. Through original readings of Todd Haynes’s early films, Sharon Hayes and Yael Bartana’s videos and installations, Su Friedrich’s digital video Seeing Red, Charlie Prodgers’s iPhone film Bridgit, and Claire Denis’s science-fiction film Highlife, this monograph shows how artists are creating a new form of resistance in the time of the digital image and generative AI.
Astrid Deuber-Mankowsky is Professor Emerita of Media Studies and Gender Studies at the Ruhr-Universität Bochum. She has also been a visiting professor at several universities in the United States, Paris, and Indonesia. She is an Associate Member of the ICI Berlin, a member of the Scientific Advisory Board of the German Historical Museum, and a member of the board of the Centre d’études du vivant CEV/Université Paris Cité. Her research focuses on topics in critical, feminist, and queer theory, media philosophy and epistemology, temporality and media aesthetics, philosophy of technology, as well as Jewish Philosophy.
Astrid Deuber-Mankowsky’s wonderful book offers much-needed resources for re-conceptualizing the vitality of the queer moving image’s heritage and sober optimism about its future. Deuber-Mankowsky gives us an opportunity to reconsider the importance of work by figures like Todd Haynes and Su Friedrich by asking us to think of them as media artists as well as filmmakers. She also enables us see the ways in which the question of media was present in these bodies of work all along. Deuber-Mankowsky undertakes a careful reading of very recent moving-image works by queer artists who raise questions old and new. Across the book there is a productive critical probing of identity politics’ usefulness to genuinely queer political projects. Instead, Deuber-Mankowsky points us towards a queerer encounter with the openness of form and technology that promises — one that promises no reproducible future but permits us to imagine and engage with techniques of resistance through which we might invent an unpredictable survival beyond the often intolerable present. — John David Rhodes, Professor of Film and Visual Culture, University of Cambridge.
Drawing on a series of brilliant close analyses of visual works that problematized the idea of post-cinema, Astrid Deuber-Mankowsky explores a fragmented landscape in which apparently no coherent rationale takes the leading role. In this landscape, queer cinema emerges thanks to a temporality that embraces pitiless criticism and utopian solutions. Apocalyptic in the original sense of the word, queer cinema embodies the sense of the end and the force of a revelation. A masterful diagnosis of the present, this book is also a manifesto for the future. — Francesco Casetti, Yale University.
Astrid Deuber-Mankowsky’s insightful and cautiously hopeful new book reads as a revelation. This series of stunning essays is framed by a magisterial introduction that traces our own post-cinematic moment back to New Queer Cinema —productively redefining both by means of this unanticipated mash-up — and concludes with a moving and compelling coda on immersive technologies and artificial intelligence. Informed throughout by enviously accessible expositions of queer theory, affect theory, and psychoanalysis, and drawing especially on the thought of Gilles Deleuze and Jacques Derrida, the volume is as lucid in its sustained intent as it is exacting in its analysis. Deuber-Mankowsky critically excavates models of queer resistance across an eclectic but nonetheless coherent range of media, ultimately coming to champion an ethic of the interstice: revealing an open field of possibility where nothing less than the future itself is at stake. — Ian Fleishman, Chair of Cinema & Media Studies, University of Pennsylvania.
In the course of taking us through the emergence of post-cinema and its digital forms (from vlogs to iPhone videos, from CGI to AI), Deuber-Mankowsky brilliantly shows why, and how, queer challenges to sexual difference and sexual identity are challenges to their forms of media. Questions of subjectivity, history, futurity, documentation, the archive, the gamed, the timed, and the biopolitical are explored in Deuber-Mankowsky’s argument that revolutions and dissolutions of sex are made possible by the media that might otherwise be construed as their means of expression. Engaging Kara Keeling on the violence of forms that are ‘hostile to the change and chance immanent in each now’ Deuber-Mankowsky presents queer post-cinema as resisting that violence. It is, she argues, less a new aesthetic genre than an invitation to grasp the potential within form. In a further twist, the consequences of this understanding of the post-cinematic are shown to impact testimony, survival, even the ‘technology’ of reproductive technology. — Penelope Deutscher, Joan and Sarepta Harrison Professor, Department of Philosophy, Northwestern University.
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Introduction
A New Media-Philosophical Topicality
The title Queer Post-Cinema is not intended to affirm a new queer cinema. Rather, the descriptor post-cinema is meant to open up a view about queer cinema from the perspective of current reflections on the relationship between cinematic dispositives and digital media. These considerations are not uniform but go in many different directions.1 In contrast to previous attempts to describe the digital condition of our time in terms of a radical rupture between Beginning of page[p. 2] old and new media, these more recent reflections return to the concept of the cinematographic and give a new media-philosophical topicality to the question of the moving image, its aesthetic qualities, and its environments.2
The reason for this approach is simple: digital media have not displaced the moving image and film. On the contrary, digital media have given the moving image an unprecedented ubiquity and a new quality. This is evident in the film and video game industries, in the transformation of television, and in the omnipresence of the moving image on the internet and various screens, whether tablets, smartphones, public displays, or those embedded in intelligent environments. At the same time, cinema itself incorporates technical images in movies, such as CGI (Computer Generated Images), as well as from drones, satellites, or mobile phones.3 The ‘post’ (= ‘after’) in post-cinema indicates, on the one hand, that the time is over in which the classical cinema dispositive, with its analogue projection techniques and its canon of films, was decisive for the definition of cinema, and, on the other, that with the advent of digital media, a digital aesthetic has emerged. It is now necessary to analyse the transformation of the cinematographic and its specific aesthetic difference.4 Francesco Casetti,Beginning of page[p. 3] author of the programmatically titled book The Lumière Galaxy: Seven Key Words for the Cinema to Come, describes the process of transformation that began with the digitization of images as one of relocation.5 This shift in location encompasses not only the place and the way films are received, but also the process of their production and distribution, the way they are perceived, and their embedding in cultural habits and social and economic structures. As a result, Casetti speaks of a relocation of the cinematographic experience.6 From this perspective, the question of the post-cinematographic presents a conundrum: it can be posed as a question concerning the ‘experience of cinema beyond cinema’ or as one concerning the ‘experience that relates back to the experience of cinema’.7 Whatever one’s position on this question, post-cinema understands the moving image as part of a changing media landscape, and cinema as part of an experience of perception and self-perception. Casetti refers to Walter Benjamin’s distinction between apparatus and medium, as well as to his understanding of perception itself as a medium.8 This is also how Shane Denson and Julia Leyda interpret the common concern of the essays they have compiled under the title Perspectives on Post-Cinema: ‘Questions of aesthetic and form overlap with investigations of changing technological and industrial practices, contemporary formations of capital, and cultural concerns such as identity and social Beginning of page[p. 4] inequalities.’9 By focussing on a moment of ‘transition’, the authors underline that the new media are no longer primarily considered in terms of what is new, but rather in terms of how they are embedded in an ongoing, inconsistent, and indeterminate historical transformation. This change of attitude also extends the temporal dimension of the claimed transition.
Understood as a process that is ongoing over time, the digitization of images can no longer be tied to a specific date: the accelerated switch to digital projectors since 2010 can be seen as indicating the entry into the final ‘consolidation phase’ of post-cinema.10 But that entry can also be seen as having taken place in 2002 with the first ever film to be digitally produced, distributed, and screened, namely Star Wars: Episode II — Attack of the Clones.11 Indications of a change might include the digital distribution of films on DVDs from the mid-1990s and the emergence of a ‘digital cinema of interactions’,12 or they may be located in the significant transformation of visual aesthetics, which, in conjunction with accelerated hypercapitalism, points to a new media regime.13
Signs of a change can also be seen in the late 1980s in the competition of classical cinema with the electronic image, television, cable television, and video, which paved the way for the ubiquitous availability of moving images in terms of their production, distribution, and editing. Further, streaming practices and the production of new Beginning of page[p. 5] series formats on changing platforms, especially since the Covid-19 pandemic, and increasing experiments with VR-technologies, show that post-cinema itself is in a constant state of flux. Post-cinema is, as Casetti and Andrea Pinotti put it, a ‘new territory where the filmic experience can be relocated, but also where the filmic experience can face new challenges and new paradigms’.14
The post-cinematic perspective construes the digital moving image as an element of an ensemble in which digital techniques, cultural habits, feelings, affects, desires, as well as social and economic structures intertwine. Such an intertwining is significant for the methodological approaches associated with post-cinema. This is also indicated by the title of the study with which the US film and literary scholar Steven Shaviro opened his discussion around perspectives on the post-cinematic in 2010, namely Post-Cinematic Affect. Shaviro introduces his analysis of post-cinematic affect with the question of what it feels like to live in the twenty-first century. With reference to Raymond Williams, he links the transformation of media technology to that of the ‘structure of feelings’.15 He sees a close interplay between digital technology, changes in visual aesthetics, hypercapitalism, and new forms of subjectivation. Unlike Casetti, Shaviro combines his analysis of post-cinema with a critique of neoliberal capitalism. I take a closer look at Shaviro’s approach in Chapter 2.

New Queer Cinema as Post-Cinema
New Queer Cinema is also interested in exploring forms of subjectivation and criticizing biopolitical strategies of control and exclusion. In queer cinema, however, subjectivation Beginning of page[p. 6] is linked to sexuality beyond the post-cinema perspectives presented above. New Queer Cinema sets out from an experience of subjectivation as entangled with sexuality, an entanglement that is normative: subjectivation means not only subjugation, but the entanglement of subjugation, rejection, and exclusion. The word queer was unmistakably part of hate speech vocabulary at the end of the 1980s, as New Queer Cinema was just forming. At this time, there were as yet no drugs with which to treat AIDS and an openly homophobic attitude dominated politics in the United States. To give expression, upon the advent of AIDS, to the extreme experience of being exposed to mass death and social death simultaneously, the pioneers of New Queer Cinema sought a new cinematic aesthetics that would give space to a sexual desire defamed as queer. In this historical moment, new creative and life-oriented forms of resistance, new political aesthetics and coalitions, and a new theoretical movement, namely Queer Theory, emerged from out of a situation characterized by death, dying, illness, and exclusion.16
The term New Queer Cinema was coined by film scholar, activist, and media theorist B. Ruby Rich in her article ‘A Queer Sensation’, published in the New-York-based publication The Village Voice in March 1992.17 What did it mean to talk of ‘a queer sensation’? In a short period of two Beginning of page[p. 7] years, film festivals, especially in the United States, were dominated by films and videos that showed gay, lesbian, and genderqueer forms of life and subjectivation, and that were full of rage against the prevailing AIDS policy. These included Derek Jarman’s Edward II (1991), Tom Kalin’s Swoon (1992), Gregg Araki’s The Living End (1992), Isaac Julien’s Young Soul Rebels (1991), Jenny Livingston’s Paris is Burning (1991), Todd Haynes’s Poison (1991), Laurie Lynd’s short film R.S.V.P. (1991), Sadie Benning’s black-and-white Pixelvision videos (1989–1992), and, last but not least, Marlon T. Riggs’s aesthetically and politically radical Tongues United (1989). Rich described these new films and videos, in a phrase that would be much discussed, as Homo Pomo, with Pomo meaning postmodern18:
In all of them there are traces of appropriation, pastiche, and irony, as well as reworking of history with social constructionism very much in mind. Definitely breaking with older humanist approaches with the films and tapes that accompanied identity politics, these works are irreverent, energetic, alternately minimalist, and excessive. Above all, they’re full of pleasure.19

In her memoirs, Rich names four decisive reasons for the emergence Beginning of page[p. 8] of New Queer Cinema: the spread of AIDS, Ronald Reagan’s policies, cheap rents, and small camera recorders.20 She thereby outlines the backdrop of New Queer Cinema’s emergence as the beginning of that transitional process that Casetti describes as the relocation of cinematic experience. As I explain below, the emergence of New Queer Cinema simultaneously presupposed and set in motion the transition from cinema to post-cinema.
AIDS first appeared on the West Coast of the United States in 1981 and was initially referred to as Gay Related Immune Deficiency (GRID). Not until heterosexual people also fell ill did the abbreviation get replaced with Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome (AIDS). In 1984 HIV was detected as the cause of the disease. 1987 saw the formation of ACT UP — an acronym for AIDS Coalition to Unleash Power and also a call to act up, to rebel, to go out — a resistance movement that caused quite a stir.21 One of ACT UP’s aims was to politicize AIDS by taking action against the homophobic policies of Ronald Reagan’s government, and by exerting pressure on the pharmaceutical industry to get it to invest money in developing new drugs and making them universally available. AIDS activism was both an analysis and a criticism of health policy in the US and the global policies of the pharmaceutical industry. However, resistance was also brought to bear on the vociferous demands for the compulsory testing of so-called risk groups, as well as for the quarantining, or even tattooing, of HIV-infected people. As indicated by the title of Donna J. Haraway’s 1989 essay ‘The Biopolitics of Postmodern Bodies: Constitutions of Self in Immune System Discourse’,22 which she dedicated to her gay husband and partner who had died of AIDS in 1986, AIDS activism was a driving force behind the appropriation and further development of biopolitical theories.Beginning of page[p. 9]
Ronald Reagan rode to power in 1981 on the back of a coalition of evangelical, economically liberal, and conservative voters. His term in office lasted until 1989. He introduced consistently neoliberal economic policies. His foreign policy was anti-communist and geared towards intensifying the Cold War through rearmament. The open homophobia of this conservative-neoliberal policy was expressed in his government’s reaction to AIDS: the disease was declared a punishment and homosexuality, a sin.
The ACT UP movement emerged not least from resistance against this conservative-neoliberal-capitalist form of biopolitics. From the very beginning, this queer movement was more than just an advocacy group. It was critical of identity politics and fought not only homophobia, but also racism and misogyny. Queer theory was based on the insight that every identity politics presupposes a politics of representation, one of the constitutive features of which involves the exclusion of subjects who do not belong, whose lives count for less, and who are simply left to die.23
The third prerequisite for the emergence of New Queer Cinema was cheap rents. Cheap rents meant that big cities such as Los Angeles, San Francisco, and especially New York would soon become the centre of ACT UP and of the queer movement more broadly. ACT UP was supported by young people who had moved to make use of the free spaces available in such metropolises. The New York of today bears little resemblance to the city that the activists conquered for themselves in the second half of the 1980s. This city not only offered cheap rents.Beginning of page[p. 10] It was also neglected and criminalized, and the AIDS epidemic was compounded by a drug epidemic. Part of the challenge associated with the project of politicizing AIDS thus concerned drugs policy, the struggle for better prison conditions, and the need to show solidarity with those without health insurance.
Rich summarizes the new media, whose emergence she cites as the fourth prerequisite for the emergence of New Queer Cinema, under the portmanteau word camcorder. Video cameras with built-in video recorders have been on the market since 1983. Soon thereafter they would be made even smaller, lighter, and cheaper, becoming almost ubiquitous and a key feature of ACT UP. Gregg Bordowitz, currently a professor in the Film, Video, New Media and Animation Department at the School of the Art Institute of Chicago, paints an accurate picture of the role that video activism and the invention of counter-documentary forms came to play in ACT UP’s success in a 1988 article titled ‘Picture of a Coalition’.24 Bordowitz, who had been diagnosed HIV-positive a year earlier at the age of 23, joined the ACT UP movement and became a full-time video activist. He co-founded the Testing the Limits Collective, a group of video activists who saw their documentary work both as being constructive and organizational, and as striving to catalyse political change. Bordowitz describes how, even within the ACT UP movement, it was important to fight against the idea that they were just hobbyists and that politically relevant media work consisted merely in grabbing the attention Beginning of page[p. 11] of mainstream media.25 The group initially presented itself within the movement as an assembly of independent documentarians who organized screenings and discussed their activities. They thus showed that the intended form of counter-documentary was also a work of networking and supporting the organization of, and communication between, the various different groups. The first documentary that these video activists presented, Testing the Limits, was dedicated to examining how HIV testing created boundaries and how these boundaries enabled forms of exclusion and control of those infected.26 Based on interviews with activists, this six-minute video presents a fast-cut catalogue of resistance to the government’s AIDS policy. It shows the various places where people gathered, discussed, and were active in New York, and adopts an MTV aesthetic. It has been screened in galleries, on TVs in meeting rooms, and at lesbian and gay film festivals. The small and easy-to-handle recording media, players, and screens became actors in the construction of a complex network that occurred in many places simultaneously. The six-minute pilot video was followed by a 28-minute video called Testing the Limits: New York, and many others. The aim of this video activism was to enable people with AIDS to see themselves making history. The message was that they ought not to perceive themselves as solitary victims, but rather as part of a caring and active community. Thus, a vast array of images, sounds, and testimonies were collected and made accessible to as many people as possible. Not only were screenings held everywhere, but the videos were also shown on a specialized cable TV channel and screened at film festivals. Experimental videos were produced from the documentary Beginning of page[p. 12] material.27 In order to distribute the videos as films, they were transferred to 16mm. Documentary media, image, sound recording, and the editing and distribution process, all formed part not only of the politicization of AIDS but also of the everyday lives of those living with AIDS.
This interweaving of documentary, media, and political practices, the ubiquity of moving images in everyday political and private life, and the making available of filmic material has coincided with a process of relocation, that is a post-cinematographic shifting of experience that Casetti associates with the transition to digitalization.
The same applies to the films that Rich lists as direct examples of New Queer Cinema. These films also point to the post-cinematic transformation. At the age of sixteen, Sadie Benning, for example, famously made Pixelvision videos at home in their childhood bedroom using a Fisher-Price Pixelvision camera, which their father, the artist James Benning, had given them for Christmas. The videos that they made were revealingly titled A New Year (1989, 5:57 min), Me & Rubyfruit (1989, 5:31 min), Living Inside (1989, 5:06 min), and If Every Girl Had a Diary (1990, 8:56 min). Sadie Benning experimented with collage, sound, and different media to create a new aesthetics that would express not only their desire, but also the violence this lesbian teenager suffered in small-town USA. James Benning first showed Sadie’s videos to his students at CalArts, whereupon they quickly found their way to film festivals and into museums. At the same time as Sadie Benning was producing collage videos at home in Milwaukee, Wisconsin, without any studio equipment, the young Todd Haynes was being forced to deal with copyright law after he and his co-producer, Cynthia Schneider, neglected to acquire the rights to the Beginning of page[p. 13] music they had used in their film Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story (1987), an experimental biopic of the early deceased singer Karen Carpenter. As a result of this neglect, Karen Carpenter’s brother decided to instigate legal proceedings over the rights and Haynes lost, so that the film has been banned from public screening since 1990. Superstar was also shot in a private apartment on 16mm with a cast not of actors but of Barbie dolls. Its production history not only seems to anticipate the production of YouTube videos but also the problems of remix culture. Despite the screening ban, the film became a cult classic thanks to the interactive networking possibilities of digitized film and word-of-mouth propaganda. It is accessible on YouTube where it can be linked, forwarded, and downloaded. Against this backdrop, it seems logical from the viewpoint of media history that students of film scholar Nick Davis would describe Todd Haynes’s film Poison, also accessible on YouTube, not as an ‘art film’ but as a ‘mashup’, and that they would perceive Cheryl Dunye and Sadie Benning ‘less as New Queer mavericks than as Australopithecine precursors to the dawn of YouTube’.28

Reinventing Resistance
What is gained by recognizing that New Queer Cinema has actively participated in the transition to post-cinema? To answer this question, I would like to begin with Casetti’s optimistic thesis according to which post-cinema represents the end of the classical cinema dispositive at the same time as it opens up a new territory of as-yet unexplored possibilities of cinematic experience.29 Indeed, the pioneers of New Queer Cinema and the video activists Beginning of page[p. 14] of ACT UP used the new media, camcorders, and cable TV, as well as pop culture, and the experiences of collective resistance to invent a new cinematic aesthetics and new media assemblages. They referred to the emancipatory underground and avant-garde film scene of Kenneth Anger, Andy Warhol, Jonas Mekas, and Jack Smith, among others, and to the feminist video and film art of the 1970s produced by many including Chantal Akerman, Yvonne Rainer, and Ulrike Ottinger. The following chapters show how together with these pioneering artists, works such as Todd Haynes’s early films Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story, Poison, and Safe, selected videos and installations by multimedia artists Sharon Hayes and Yael Bartana, the digital video Seeing Red by Su Friedrich, the iPhone film Bridgit by Charlie Prodger, and the science fiction film Highlife by Claire Denis, laid the foundation for a queer post-cinema that experiments with technology in different ways and, in the process, as Gilles Deleuze would say, ‘invente la nouvelle résistance’, literally translated, ‘invents the new resistance’, which is to say, creates a new form of resistance to the techno-social mechanisms appropriate to a society of control.30
Deleuze’s formula ‘inventer la nouvelle résistance’ can be found in his preface to Serge Daney’s 1986 Ciné-Journal, which is titled ‘Letter to Serge Daney: Optimism, Pessimism, and Travel’.31 In the letter, Deleuze addresses Daney Beginning of page[p. 15] directly, taking the latter’s texts as an occasion to reflect on the future of the cinematic image in an era increasingly dominated by television and video. Ciné-Journal brings together a collection of Daney’s articles that appeared in the French daily Libération between 1981 and 1986, years during which the state of cinema was becoming critical and the image, according to Daney, was becoming increasingly subordinated to communication. A famous film critic, Daney coined the name cinéfils, son of cinema, to describe himself; not only was he known for his texts on cinema, his theory of the cinematic image, and his conceptual distinction between the image and the visual, he is also notable for the melancholy inscribed in his cinephilia. For Daney, the cinema was a world of its own, one threatened with extinction by the rise of the electronic image, television, and digitalization. Recently, Pierre Eugène, Kate Ince, and Marc Siegel have pointed out that Daney’s love of cinema is connected to his queerness and can be understood as a ‘queer cinephilia’.32 Daney died of AIDS in 1992. He was, they claim in their introduction, ‘openly gay throughout his lifetime but decisively private about his homosexuality’.33 Daney refrained almost entirely from addressing the subject of queerness, homosexuality, or gayness publicly. It is therefore understandable, as Eugène et al. have pointed out, that though his writings have not received much attention in queer film and media studies, they nonetheless ‘contain the seductive lure of queer potential’.34
I agree and would further argue that, in his Letter to Serge Daney, Deleuze also addresses the critical moment of Beginning of page[p. 16] this queer potential for a queer post-cinema. Subscribing to Daney’s juxtaposition of cinema and television, Deleuze adopts the thesis that the two are fundamentally different, which is to say not effective on the same level: cinema and the cinematic image have an aesthetic function, while television and the visual are entirely absorbed in a social function. For Deleuze, this means that technology, in the form of television, is immediately social, without there being any shift or gap between the technical and the social. Deleuze calls this technology in the form of television ‘the social-technical in its pure state’.35 In this state, television appropriates video, subjecting it to a regime of control and surveillance. As Deleuze sees it, the violent death of cinema would occur if
instead of the image always having another image in its background and art reaching the stage of ‘rivalling nature’, all images reflected to me only one single image: that of my vacant eye in contact with a non-Nature, a controlled spectator in the wings, in contact with the image, inserted into the image.36

The scene that Deleuze is describing here as the violent death of cinema can be transferred to the current political subjugation of digital film and image production, big data, and AI under the regime of control and surveillance that operates in the current state of unbridled capitalism. The death of the cinematic image is synonymous with the reduction of the image to a data set, on the one hand, and to the reaction of the optic nerve, on the other. All of which amounts to the integration of these Beginning of page[p. 17] physiologic-psychological and algorithmic processes into the techniques and strategies of the regime of control.
With Daney, Deleuze links the distinction between the social function of the visual and the aesthetic function of film with the question of whether film has a supplementary function. A ‘supplement’ is, as Deleuze explains, ‘a kind of gap with a still virtual audience, so you have to play for time and preserve the traces as you wait’.37 ‘Supplement’ here means postponement: the aesthetic concerns the relationship between image and time. For Daney, alterity is the condition sine qua non of an image; for Deleuze, it is a certain quality of time, of what he calls cinematic time: ‘Cinematic time is not time that passes, but one that lasts and coexists. Preserving is in this sense no little thing: it’s creating, creating a supplement all the time.’38
The following two points are decisive for the connection between Deleuze’s call ‘to reinvent resistance’ and queer post-cinema. First, although Deleuze agrees with Daney that in the form of television only passing time and simultaneity exist, and the new powers of control become immediate and direct, this does not mean that the aesthetic function disappears completely. Rather, according to Deleuze, ‘it is necessary to ask whether control could not be reversed and placed at the service of the supplement function that resists power’.39 The question — and this is what the reinvention of resistance comes down to — as to whether, and how, to think with the digital and electronic media is therefore tied not to the existence of the classical cinema dispositive, but to the existence of creativity, art, and time, insofar as time lasts and co-exists:Beginning of page[p. 18]
How, though, can we still talk of art if it is the world that makes its cinema, directly controlled and immediately processed by television, which excludes any supplementary function? Cinema ought to stop making it, stop making cinema, and develop specific relationships with video, electronics and digital images, in order to reinvent resistance and oppose the televisual function of surveillance and control.40

For Deleuze, reinventing resistance is thus tied to art. Television’s surveillance-and-control function proves hostile not only to life but also to art. And with the digital world this function has become far more powerful. Now, however, we have to bear in mind that for Deleuze, art is expressive and connected with aesthetics in a specific way. In A Thousand Plateaus, Deleuze and Guattari call art ‘the becoming-expressive of rhythm or melody’,41 and even go so far as to question the idea that art waits for human beings and ‘ever appears among human beings, except under artificial and belated conditions’.42 Under these ‘belated conditions’, art consists in giving expression to fleeting affections and perceptions, that is in giving perceptions and affections a hold in a material, so that they exist in the artwork, independently of empirical feelings, as ‘a bloc of sensations’.43 As such, art is functionally linked to the ‘supplement’, that ‘kind of gap with a still virtual audience’.44 In short, art is involved in the creative preservation of time,Beginning of page[p. 19] without which there can be no (open) future and no past, but only passing and predictable time. The ever-increasing speed of processing, and the ever-increasing volumes of processed data in AI and deep learning, do nothing to change this reduction of time to passing time. They work only to make it more complex and more difficult to recognize.
As I show in the following chapters, queer post-cinema is concerned with temporalities that are apocalyptic in the same sense that Jacques Derrida interprets apokalypsis, namely as the opening of the future, by recalling that the Greek apokalupsis is a translation of the Hebrew gala, which means to disclose, to uncover, to unveil, or as he puts it:
to reveal the thing that can be a part of the body, the head or the eyes, a secret part, the sex or whatever might be hidden, a secret thing, the thing to be dissembled, a thing that is neither shown nor said, signified perhaps but that cannot or must not first be delivered up to self-evidence.45

The resulting paradoxical dialectic of critique and messianism, of the end of the world and futurity, Derrida summarizes in the following laconic sentence: ‘The end approaches, but the apocalypse is long-lived.’46
In her book, Queer Times, Black Futures, Kara Keeling makes a connection between queerness, time, and resistance, a connection that can also be found in the resistant potentials of queer post-cinema. Keeling uses ‘queer’ as ‘an epistemological category — one that involves life and Beginning of page[p. 20] death questions of apprehension and value production’.47 As an epistemological category ‘queer’ makes it possible to analyse, recognize, and express what Keeling calls ‘quotidian violence’, namely
the violence that maintains a temporality and a spatial logic hostile to the change and chance immanent in each now; a quotidian violence presently holds in place a spatiotemporal logic that is hostile to the queerness in time.48

With Fanon, Keeling states that ‘the psychopathologies of colonialism are a problem of time’,49 a claim she juxtaposes with Marx’s well-known dictum that the revolution cannot draw its poetry from the past but only from the future.50 Siding with Fanon’s aim ‘to reveal a temporality that raises the possibility of the impossible within colonial reality: Black liberation’, Keeling then asks ‘what thinking that formulation [poetry from the future] at the conjunction of what we know today as “race,” “gender,” and “sexuality” might offer Cultural Studies and Queer Theory now’.51 It is not easy to think of a rupture within history that also breaks with history. And yet this is exactly what the formulation ‘poetry from the future’ indicates: ‘a radical break with the past, a break in which “Black liberation” still might be located.’52
According to Keeling, it is Black queer films such as Isaac Julien’s Looking for Langston (1996), Cheryl Dunye’s The Watermelon Women (1996), Rodney Evans’s Brother to Beginning of page[p. 21]Brother (2005), and Daniel Peddle’s The Aggressives (2005) that ‘offer ways to think this presently impossible possibility from within our historical conjuncture (for we cannot think outside it)’. She refers to Deleuze’s concept of affect and calls ‘surplus’ that which Deleuze describes as a supplement in his letter to Daney:
Throughout this book, my attempt to articulate something that exceeds its expression inevitably also produces a surplus, one that cannot be seen or understood, but is nevertheless present as affect.53

The following chapters are not about Black queer films. But they share the assumption that queer as an epistemological category is about the quotidian violence ‘that maintains a temporality and a spatial logic hostile to the change and chance immanent in each now […] [and] that is hostile to queerness in time’. To reinvent resistance also means to hold on to a time in which there is a place for Black liberation, a place without anti-Semitism, ableism, homophobia, transphobia, misogyny, classism, or casteism. 
The first chapter shows how Todd Haynes’s early films from 1987 to 1995 tackle the mainstream media-induced, speculative, and affective charge of HIV and AIDS. They examine the normalizing effects associated with the discourse of immunity, in which, paradoxically, immunodeficiency and immune system overactivity are described as equally dangerous. While the experimental film Poison (1989) exposes and transgresses the immunity politics of self-control and horror autotoxicus through the aesthetic staging of vulnerability and pleasure, Safe (1995), an independent feature film, explores the implications and effects of positive thinking and self-love in self-healing practices.Beginning of page[p. 22] Both films focus on the ambivalence of autoimmunization, which are elaborated in Derridean fashion as a pharmakon that, essential to democracy, acts against the Western thinking of totalizing security and self-protection. Backdropped by 1980s feminist theory, Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story analyses the bourgeois, white family of prosperous post-war American society as a sort of thanatopolitics. Shot using Barbie dolls in a private apartment and with little money on a Super 8 camera, the film identifies Karen Carpenter’s anorexia as a moment of resistance against the erasure of women as sexual beings and against a politics of death that, as Todd Haynes shows, had long been in effect before it took on a new dimension with the outbreak of the AIDS epidemic. All three films refer aesthetically, formally, and in terms of content, to a sexual difference that is ‘not two yet or no longer’,54 and it is from this that they draw their militancy.
The second chapter is based on works by media and performance artist Sharon Hayes and by video artist Yael Bartana. Each of them explores archives and speculative futures by experimenting with aesthetic processes that I describe as the doing of affective-political work with documents. Sharon Hayes’s work is shaped by her experiences and artistic experiments in the early 1990s as member of ACT UP, New York. Yael Bartana deals with the ambivalent and traumatic historical experiences of Israel, Zionism, and the Jewish diaspora, and explores a place for a post-nationalist messianic time. To do affective-political work on documents is to participate in the contemporary transformation of media culture into media affect culture. At the same time, however, it also reacts to this development. As Beginning of page[p. 23] I show through selected works by Hayes and by Bartana, doing affect-political work on documents is tantamount to resisting the current tendency to understand the concept of affect on the basis of influential, measurement-oriented branches of psychology, such as affective computing. Instead, this work leads documents back into the open spaces of potentiality by reconstituting the aesthetic experience that connects the potentiality of the present with the potentiality of the past. Here I refer once more to Deleuze and his conceptualization of affect in aesthetic terms, and thus as a phenomenon of expression. The interpretation I propose differs from both Brian Massumi’s and Steven Shaviro’s. According to Deleuze, affects are processes of becoming. As processes of becoming, however, affects add new variants and new varieties of feelings. Affects are pure potentialities. If affects are transitions into another state, then these states are infinitely differentiated. They draw people into the process of this differentiation while opening a space of difference, which is simultaneously a space of wishes in which present wishes and present desires, long-gone wishes and long-gone desires, criss-cross. The aesthetic experience thereby not only provides access to variants of the present, but also to the potentiality of the past.
The third chapter performs a close reading of Su Friedrich’s 2004 digital video Seeing Red as part of queer post-cinema. A lesbian director who began her film career in the 1970s as an autodidact, Friedrich’s experimental Super 8 and 16mm films have helped shape queer cinema in terms of form and content. Friedrich attributes the essential difference of her earlier films to the fact that she worked exclusively with the then new technology of video. Seeing Red can be interpreted as a commentary on the spread of vlog culture and as a continuation of Friedrich’s artistic exploration of the interplay between the filmic medium,Beginning of page[p. 24] the personal, and the political. Yet Seeing Red also marks a break with Friedrich’s earlier films, going beyond mere play with genres: as I show, in keeping with Deleuze and Guattari’s references to play in their genealogy of assemblages and with Walter Benjamin’s linking of play and the second technology, Friedrich uses digital video technology to make filming itself a game in Deleuze and Guattari’s sense, namely as a passage and a movement of intensification, as a form of playing through repetition, and a run of variations. More than a playing with technology, however, Seeing Red is also a film about getting older and the related experiences of time’s passing, lack of success, and the anger of being unable to counteract the passage of time. Friedrich’s at once playful and rules-based approach to the production and post-production of her video is not only reminiscent of Benjamin’s characterization of the second technology as ‘endlessly varied test procedures’, but also of Tarde’s and Deleuze’s idea of small variations. The red in the video expresses the becoming of the rhythm, and in this respect is more than just another variation. It marks a boundary and creates a place to stay in time. Seeing Red lets us participate in the emergence of art.
The video work analysed in Chapter 4 also emerged from an experiment with digital image technology. Here, however, the camera is even smaller. The video in question is Bridgit by the Scottish-based visual artist Charlie Prodger, a film for which she won the 2018 Tuner Prize and that consists entirely of footage she shot with her iPhone. At the same time, the video covers a vast timespan that stretches back to the Stone Age. The title, Bridgit, refers to the name of a Celtic goddess who is associated with the power of fire, light, and fertility, and has a complex appearance. The name also refers to the many mysterious stone circles — Neolithic period relics that have existed Beginning of page[p. 25] for more than 4,000 years — that inhabit the landscape of Aberdeenshire, where the footage was shot and where Prodger has lived since childhood. In Bridgit, Prodger draws on the established aesthetics of queer cinema but also goes beyond them. Her interest in the materiality of technology and in the sculptural plays a central role in this. This interest also guides her experiments with the iPhone as a small digital film camera held close to the body. The media-aesthetic entanglement of bodies, desire, perception and self-perception, landscape, time, and queerness is sculptural and releases a virtual force that opens a cross-temporal place for a fluid, queer desire, and a relational, ever-changing lesbian separatism. Prodger explicitly positions herself at a critical distance from current celebrations of commercialized queer aesthetics and certain ideas of gender diversity, namely those that she considers are guided by the attention economy of digital media and seek to conform to, applaud, and recognize majority society. Basing my analysis on a close reading of Bridgit, I also discuss the question of how the queer post-cinema in question here differs not only from the commercialization of queer aesthetic forms but also from the generic term of queer experimental film.
Finally, the last chapter takes up the question of queer negativity and the end of time. Claire Denis approaches the paradoxical dialectic of the end of time and futurity in her dark 2018 space movie High Life. The film exposes the gendered and racially differentiated violence of thanatopolitics inherent in today’s biopolitics and shows the ways in which the death drive can become a resistant moment that opposes the current conflation of reproductive technology and thanatopolitics. The film combines astronomical speculations about the curvature of space-time in black holes with a critique of the thanatopolitics of reproduction, thus making an original contribution to the understanding Beginning of page[p. 26] of queer temporalities. In terms of the significance of the death drive, one might think here of the influential and much-discussed book No Future: Queer Theory and the Death Drive by queer theorist Lee Edelman.55 Edelman states that the figure of the imaginary Child symbolizes a reproductive futurism and that queer negativity is the only appropriate response to the violent exclusion of queers connected with reproductive futurism. Following Deleuze and his interpretation of Freud’s death drive, I argue that reproductive futurism in High Life is not considered from the perspective of ‘individual life’ but from that of the ‘between moments’ of ‘a life that is impersonal and yet singular’.56 Despite the omnipresence of death, the question that High Life poses concerns not death itself, but the in-between of death and individual survival. The film thereby opens up the possibility of thinking about time, reproduction, and biopolitics beyond the alternative of ‘reproductive futurism’ or ‘no future’.
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