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GEBHARD SENGMULLER—
ANDY BIRTWISTLE

BIG PAUL: THE DEATH OF VIDEO AND
THE RETURN OF THE REPRESSED
Text: Andy Birtwistle and Gebhard Sengmiiller

“I believe viewers would rather see an actual scene of a
rush hour at Oxford Circus directly transmitted to them
than the latest in film musicals costing £100,000.”

Gerald Cock, BBC Director of Television, 1936.!


Gebhard Sengmüller



¢ idea for how a moving image could be broken down into lines and frames, and thus prepared for electrical trang
ne Berlin baker’s son and signal engineer Paul Nipkow (1860-1940). His patented Nipkow Disk enabled electro-mech

3 by the cory, and inan astonishingly simple way. In the transmitting device a focused beam of light shines through holes
ory, the image object line by line with the resultant moving point of light. The number of holes in the disk co
nd the revolutions per second of the perforated disk determines the number of scanned images per sec
rightness that is reflected from the scanned object, transforming the reflected light into an electrical
ch is already the complete television signal, is then transmitted through an electrica]
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882&»: eceiver deviceis built exactly like the camera: A second Nipkow Disk with the same rotation $peed and arran
e

behind by a light source. This light source is controlled by the camera signal and flickers in time with the photoce
from be : disk, and enlarged by a magnifying glass, the moving image of the scanned object now appears.

the holes in the H_é vaz only sketched out this idea in the nineteenth century as a possibility—

Zrmmmmmr w%\maa John Logie Baird succeeded in constructing a functional mechanical

ed his invention the Televisor. By the end of the 1930s, however, d

gement of holes js illuminated

1l reading the image, Through
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and was never able to implement it practically—ip

. television s i
1926 the Scottis ystem with a camera and screen based

. s idea. Baird call ]
on ﬂ%ww(“ﬁsao: a dead technology, consigned in most accounts of the medium to history.
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With the indlallation Big Paul Gebhard Sengmiiller Sﬁm.m fictive %8:.H along the path of media history and constructs a Tele
s, g Pavl 2 functional electro-mechanical television system, which retains the original Nipkow Disk but enlarges it to
s thus substantially increasing the number of transmittable image lines and therefore also the achievable image reso]
he firgt time a system of television is created which retains Nipkow’s original idea but allows it to function in 8:”
me time, the intallation shows an apparatus that—like cinema film and the phonograph, but unlike electronic televig;
be 85?&5:@& and immediately mxmﬁ.._mznmm by the viewer.

Big Paul features two nearly identical apparatuses connected .g a .mwoz length of nwzm. Each consists of a large, rapidly rotating disk

Gted by 2 Steel cage, and each disk has 240 small holes bored ::o. it and arranged in a spiral. One apparatu

prote itter side of the indtallation, the other the receiver and screen side. Technically Big Paul gy
d HWMOW: h the Nipkow Disk is extremely enlarged and the number of lines of video increased, the original m
cnder .m:m es s retained. Here a beam of light shining through holes on a rotating disk scans the face of an ex
ing 1Imag smitting apparatus. A photo-sensor generates a signal that passes to the receiver vt
g disk on the receiver, sees a small but high resolution live image of the t
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in front of the tran

visitor, looking through the rotatin . . . ransmission. The maip
difference to the historical model is the much more defined image and the seemingly unrealistic size of the installation. Yet this ¢ e
: lso as transparent as possible and set up to be looked into, so that its basic mechanism is revealed. ystem
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From The Times (London), Thursday,
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The Graphic magazine, published February
28, 1925. The illustration explains John

John Logie Baird demonstrates a prototype
Logie Baird’s mechanical television

of his mechanical television system
(1924). Copyright: Daily Herald Archive /
National Science and Media Museum /
Copyright: Auction Team Breker, Cologne,
Germany, 2018

A Successful Attempt To See By Wireless
lllustration by George Horace Davis, from

Science & Society Picture Library
Baird Televisor, 1929 (replica by Denis

Asseman, 2008)
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to the foreground of the viewers perceptual experience. As Sengmiiller explains, “T [...] transpose figure’

ia technology . . o gure’ and ‘ground’, sq ¢ )

of Eo&a. mechanism that normally provides the content and otherwise remains in the background, here becomes the foreground and the $ W%mmw.

ia i . . . . . e -

the Bw A is achieved, in part by the mesmerizing rotation of the oversized Nipkow disks, and also by the intense and inescapable mechanical acle.
This efie ’

llery when the in&allation is operating. In Sengmiiller’s hands Nipkow’s invention becomes a lethal piece of kinetic sculpture th
fills the ga N <zr and safety risk to gallery visitors. His solution has been to encase Big Paul in large steel cages, similar to those yged
al hed Qory aesthetic serves to further heighten the viewer’s awareness of television as a machine—a materia] asse >
d, as is perhaps our usual experience of the medium.
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mblage—rather than

installations. This fa

: 1o wholly on the image produce usu . N
monswsmw M noawm% to the power and solidity of the installation’s mechanical elements, the video image generated by g Pautis o »

«ibly deformed by the circular path of the Nipkow disk’s m.nms.ism wwzo:r.ﬁ:m 240 vertical lines that contitute Big Paul’s E%mazm ima
visibly 62 i ne only four by six centimeters. The resulting image is comically out of scale with both the hardware and effort required
ascreen .Bmﬁﬁ:m %HMzmw mechanical rather than electronic scanning, Big Paul resurrects a lost form of video whose very ::M“%

mmbﬁmﬁww:ﬂ“mﬁmm on the spectator’s consciousness in a way that is unlikely to be the case with contemporary high definition &m:m“ “M.
e Bmﬁm MMW H@@bmm to a noiseless, immaterial transparency.
as the wmm nemiiller’s media archaeological installation resurrects and resuscitates Nipkow’s invention for the age of high definiti televisj
then www wM:wB._mE be understood to stake a new Em.nw for the ,.\Emo imageinan m:&o.im.sm_ landscape that is becoming increasingly n“HSMMMMWM.
landscape that is not limited to Bm.E%QSQ.H television but is also msnowamwwa s:.&:: the darkened sbaces of the white cube. Claims for a
orary expansion of cinematic visuality may at first seem wocamzas:.:ﬁ given ﬁrm.ﬁ so much has been made of the so- called “death
nwbﬁmBﬂ Central to the discourse on this topic has been the decline of celluloid, whereby cinema’s photographic i dentity is seen g : ath of
Q:m.BH threatened by digital technology’s electronic image. The latter has impacted not only on the way in which cinema’s mo
radically 5o how they are edited, post-produced, distributed, and exhibited—each one a nail in the coffin for a particula
RnQMMM”MMoMoS be in terminal decline, if not already deceased. When feature films are shot on Arri, Alexa '

nsubstantia],
8eS appear on
to produce it,
rity inscribeg
deo, mmF.:.:m
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ave been
ving images are
form of cinemy
» or Red Epic digita]

oW . .. . s . . Cameras,
5@.%@ on Avid Media Composer, projected digitally in cinemas, or distributed and viewed online, then cinema has undoubtedly bec $
. : (o
M.~ ital. Put another way, in the digital age cinema becomes a form of video. me
igital. N . .
g What we witness, as @ result, is video’s own death—not as a technology (since it is in fact thriving) but rather as a specific mod f
eo

ntation and a form of visuality. The development of increasingly high definition video and the adoption of a now co
ﬁ%mmmm” tio for television are but two of the ways in which the electronic moving image has consciously aspired to a cine
mwwﬂ :Er ohn T Caldwell has identified the 1980s as a period when broadcast television actively sought to emulate the pr
Althoug +des of Hollywood film,’ video’s dream of becoming cinematic became particularly evident with the widespre
decade later. Marketing professional Digital Betacam equipment in the 1990s, the Sony Corporati
deo cameras to achieve filmic effects,® while camcorders sold for amateur use during this perio
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cells works. lllustration from Radio
News from April 1928 (detail).
Nam June Paik at his Exposition
of Music — Electronic Television,
Galerie Parnass, Wuppertal,

March 11-20, 1963.
print, image: 48 x 47.9 ¢m; sheet:

60.7 x 50.5 cm. The Gilbert and
Lila Silverman Fluxus Collection
Gift. Acc. n.: 2396.2008. © 2018.
Digital image, The Museum of
Modern Art, New York / Scala,

Florence
as of June 2018. Looking through

the spinning Televisor disk, the
image is reproduced.

scans the object to be televised.
Gebhard Sengmiiller, installation,

as of June 2018. A light beam
Copyright: Gebhard Sengmiiller

Modern Art (MoMA). Gelatin silver
Gebhard Sengmiiller, installation,

How image scanning with the
Nipkow Disk and photo-electric
Photo: George Maciunas
(1931-1978)

Copyright: New York, Museum of
page 100, top
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Big Paul

Gebhard Sengmiller,

installation as of June 2018

Installation view (scanner and Televisor disks)
Copyright: Gebhard Sengmiiller
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Thanks to Aileen Derieg for English translations of parts of the text.
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