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

“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, 1936.1

GEBHARD SENGMÜLLER— 
ANDY BIRTWISTLE

PA R T N E R  C O L L A B O R AT I O N SR O S Â N G E L A  R E N N Ó — R U T H  H O R A K

Page 84

A loose formal association: Another page from MacMania from the early 
2000s with an accompanying shareware CD representing a sun along 
with the caption “Power to the People.” Fixed on top of it, a real magnetic 
disk, taken from an old diskette. Both storage disks are obsolete today, 
gone like the Soviet era... Underneath, the star as a symbol on a histor-
ical film developer canister by Kodak. To the left, a page from a book 
by Rosângela Rennó documenting the performance/auction Menos-Valia 
[Leilão], realized with 73 objects from the universe of photography, all 
found and purchased in various flea markets for the São Paolo Biennial 
in 2010. 

Page 82

At the beginning of the 1990s plain photo albums were sold together 
with lists of topics that were representative for the average European 
photographer. Rosângela Rennó glued the whole sheet to a MacMania 
advertisement showing a (supposed) topless Brazilian indigenous 
beauty, adapted the German list of European holiday destinations with 
“Brasilien,” and added Kodachrome slides (not readable anymore), 
which were sold in souvenir shops along with postcards at that time. 

Page 78

Summer 2018: Rosângela Rennó and Ruth Horak begin sending letters to 
one another as a means to approach the topic RESET THE APPARATUS!—
with elements and experiences that couldn’t be transmitted by the 
Internet. On the extreme left, a page of Rosângela’s book Río-Montevideo 
(Centro de Fotografía de Montevideo, 2015), which was on Ruth’s desk, 
showing one of the 20 slide projectors she used in her installation in 
Montevideo in 2011. 

Page 80

The fresh lavender from Ruth Horak’s garden: Its smell was transformed 
on the 20,000-kilometer journey to Rio and back, its shape and color as 
well; in exchange it has left distinct imprints on the paper. Rosângela 
Rennó complemented its scent with a perfume, derived from the same 
lavender, but synthetic and industrial. Nicéphore Niépce used lavender 
oil and turpentine to develop his first photographs, the first imprints of 
nature.

Page 86

Nine invitation cards to Rosângela Rennó’s exhibitions, which were 
printed when it was still common to personally hand them out to people 
or to send them by mail. The stamp “O grande Jogo da Memória,” added 
after the fact, prompts us to play with memory; similarly, the colored 
circle segments were glued on later to encourage Ruth Horak to play 
(and puzzle).

Page 88

The correspondence was abruptly interrupted by the fire at the National Museum 
in Rio de Janeiro on September 2, 2018. The disappointment about the loss of 20 
million objects “that will be impossible to reset” (RR) impelled Rosângela to singe 
the mail and send the smell of the burnt: “Destruction by burning is a concept that 
is only applicable to real objects and docs.” (RR)

Gebhard Sengmüller




The fi rst  feasible idea for how a m
oving im

age could be broken down into lines and fram
es, and thus prepared for elect rical transm

ission, was developed 
in 1883 by the Berlin baker’s son and signal engineer Paul Nipkow (1860–1940). His patented Nipkow Disk enabled elect ro-m

ech anical television for the 
fi rst  tim

e in hist ory, and in an ast onishingly sim
ple way. In the transm

itting device a focused beam
 of light shines through holes arranged in a sp iral on a 

rotating disk. This scans the im
age object  line by line with the resultant m

oving point of light. The num
ber of holes in the disk corresp onds to the num

ber 
of im

age lines produced, and the revolutions per second of the perforated disk determ
ines the num

ber of scanned im
ages per second. A photo-elect ric cell 

m
easures the fl uct uating brightness that is refl ect ed from

 the scanned object , transform
ing the refl ect ed light into an elect rical signal with continuously 

variable st rength. Th is fl ow of current, which  is already the com
plete television signal, is then transm

itted through an elect rical conduit to the television 
receiver.The receiver device is built exact ly like the cam

era: A second Nipkow Disk with the sam
e rotation sp eed and arrangem

ent of holes is illum
inated 

from
 behind by a light source. Th is light source is controlled by the cam

era signal and fl ick ers in tim
e with the photocell reading the im

age. Th rough 
the holes in the disk, and enlarged by a m

agnifying glass, the m
oving im

age of the scanned object  now appears.

W
hereas Nipkow only sketch ed out this idea in the nineteenth century as a possibility—

and was never able to im
plem

ent it pract ically—
in 

1926 the Scottish inventor John Logie Baird succeeded in const ruct ing a funct ional m
ech anical television syst em

 with a cam
era and screen based 

on Nipkow’s idea. Baird called his invention the Televisor. By the end of the 1930s, however, developm
ents in elect ronic scanning had rendered 

Nipkow’s invention a dead tech nology, consigned in m
ost  accounts of the m

edium
 to hist ory.

W
ith the inst allation Big Paul Gebhard Sengm

üller takes a fi ct ive detour along the path of m
edia hist ory and const ruct s a Televisor for 

m
odern tim

es. Big Paul is a funct ional elect ro-m
ech anical television sy st em

, which  retains the original Nipkow Disk but enlarges it to a diam
eter 

of 1.5 m
eters, thus subst antially increasing the num

ber of transm
ittable im

age lines and therefore also the ach ievable im
age resolution. Th is 

m
eans that for the fi rst  tim

e a syst em
 of television is created which  retains Nipkow’s original idea but allows it to funct ion in contem

porary 
quality. At the sam

e tim
e, the inst allation shows an apparatus that—

like cinem
a fi lm

 and the phonograph, but unlike elect ronic television—
can 

be com
prehended and im

m
ediately experienced by the viewer.

Big Paul features two nearly identical apparatuses connect ed by a short length of cable. Each  consist s of a large, rapidly rotating disk 
protect ed by a st eel cage, and each  disk has 240 sm

all holes bored into it and arranged in a sp iral. One apparatus form
s the cam

era and 
transm

itter side of the inst allation, the other the receiver and screen side. Tech nically Big Paul largely follows Baird’s original Televisor, 
and although the Nipkow Disk is extrem

ely enlarged and the num
ber of lines of video increased, the original m

anner of generating and 
rendering im

ages is retained. Here a beam
 of light shining through holes on a rotating disk scans the face of an exhibition visitor st anding 

in front of the transm
itting apparatus. A photo-sensor generates a signal that passes to the receiver apparatus through a cable. A second 

visitor, looking through the rotating disk on the receiver, sees a s m
all but high resolution live im

age of the transm
ission. Th e m

ain 
diff erence to the hist orical m

odel is the m
uch  m

ore defi ned im
age and the seem

ingly unrealist ic size of the inst allation. Yet this syst em
 

is also as transp arent as possible and set up to be looked into, so that its basic m
ech anism

 is revealed.

G E B H A R D  S E N G M Ü L L E R — A N DY  B I R T W I S T L E 9 3
From The Times (London), Thursday, 
January 28, 1926. This is the first photo-
graph ever taken of a television image. 
Photograph by Baird’s business partner 
Oliver Hutchinson. Copyright: National 
Science and Media Museum / Science & 
Society Picture Library
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top 
John Logie Baird demonstrates a prototype 
of his mechanical television system 
(1924). Copyright: Daily Herald Archive /  
National Science and Media Museum / 
Science & Society Picture Library

bottom 
Baird Televisor, 1929 (replica by Denis 
Asseman, 2008) 
Copyright: Auction Team Breker, Cologne, 
Germany, 2018

page 96 
A Successful Attempt To See By Wireless 
Illustration by George Horace Davis, from 
The Graphic magazine, published February 
28, 1925. The illustration explains John 
Logie Baird’s mechanical television 
system.
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of m

edia tech nology to the foreground of the viewer’s perceptual experience. As Sengm
üller explains, “I [...] transp ose ‘fi gure’ and ‘ground’, so to sp eak: 

the m
edia m

ech anism
 that norm

ally provides the content and otherwise rem
ains in the back ground, here becom

es the foreground and the sp ect acle.” 4 
Th is eff ect  is ach ieved, in part, by the m

esm
erizing rotation of the oversized Nipkow disks, and also by the intense and inescapable m

ech anical drone that 
fi lls the gallery when the inst allation is operating. In Sengm

üller’s hands Nipkow’s invention becom
es a lethal piece of kinetic sculpture that presents 

a potential health and safety risk to gallery visitors. His solution has been to encase Big Paul in large st eel cages, sim
ilar to those used on indust rial 

inst allations. Th is fact ory aest hetic serves to further heighten the viewer’s awareness of television as a m
ach ine—

a m
aterial assem

blage—
rather than 

focusing wholly on the im
age produced, as is perhaps our usual experience of the m

edium
.

In contrast  to the power and solidity of the inst allation’s m
ech anical elem

ents, the video im
age generated by Big Paul is m

odest  and insubst antial. 
Visibly deform

ed by the circular path of the Nipkow disk’s scanning pattern, the 240 vertical lines that const itute Big Paul’s fl ick ering im
ages appear on 

a screen m
easuring only four by six centim

eters. Th e resulting im
age is com

ically out of scale with both the hardware and eff ort required to produce it. 
Generating im

ages through m
ech anical rather than elect ronic scanning, Big Paul resurrect s a lost  form

 of video whose very unfam
iliarity inscribes 

its m
aterial qualities on the sp ect ator’s consciousness in a way that is unlikely to be the case with contem

porary high defi nition digital video, asp iring 
as the latter does to a noiseless, im

m
aterial transp arency.

If Sengm
üller’s m

edia arch aeological inst allation resurrect s and resuscitates Nipkow’s invention for the age of high defi nition television, 
then Big Paul m

ight be underst ood to st ake a new place for the video im
age in an audiovisual landscape that is becom

ing increasingly cinem
atic—

a 
landscape that is not lim

ited to m
ainst ream

 television but is also encountered within the darkened sp aces of the white cube. Claim
s for a 

contem
porary expansion of cinem

atic visuality m
ay at fi rst  seem

 counterintuitive, given that so m
uch  has been m

ade of the so-called “death of 
cinem

a.” Central to the discourse on this topic has been the decline of celluloid, whereby cinem
a’s photographic identity is seen to have been 

radically threatened by digital tech nology’s elect ronic im
age. Th e latter has im

pact ed not only on the way in which  cinem
a’s m

oving im
ages are 

recorded but also how they are edited, post -produced, dist ributed, and exhibited—
each  one a nail in the coffi  n for a particular form

 of cinem
a 

now underst ood to be in term
inal decline, if not already deceased. W

hen feature fi lm
s are shot on Arri, Alexa, or Red Epic digital cam

eras, 
edited on Avid M

edia Com
poser, project ed digitally in cinem

as, or dist ributed and viewed online, then cinem
a has undoubtedly becom

e 
digital. Put another way, in the digital age cinem

a becom
es a form

 of video.

W
hat we witness, as a result, is video’s own death—

not as a tech nology (since it is in fact  thriving) but rather as a sp ecifi c m
ode of 

representation and a form
 of visuality. Th e developm

ent of increasingly high defi nition video and the adoption of a now com
m

onplace 16:9 
asp ect  ratio for television are but two of the ways in which  the elect ronic m

oving im
age has consciously asp ired to a cinem

atic aest hetic. 
Although John T. Caldwell has identifi ed the 1980s as a period when broadcast  television act ively sought to em

ulate the product ion values 
and visual codes of Hollywood fi lm

, 5 video’s dream
 of becom

ing cinem
atic becam

e particularly evident with the widesp read introduct ion 
of digital tech nology a decade later. M

arketing professional Digital Betacam
 equipm

ent in the 1990s, the Sony Corporation em
phasized 

the capacity of their video cam
eras to ach ieve fi lm

ic eff ect s, 6 while cam
corders sold for am

ateur use during this period also evidence 



top 
How image scanning with the 
Nipkow Disk and photo-electric 
cells works. Illustration from Radio 
News from April 1928 (detail).

bottom 
Nam June Paik at his Exposition 
of Music – Electronic Television, 
Galerie Parnass, Wuppertal, 
March 11–20, 1963. 
Photo: George Maciunas 
(1931–1978)
Copyright: New York, Museum of 
Modern Art (MoMA). Gelatin silver 
print, image: 48 × 47.9 cm; sheet: 
60.7 × 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

page 100, top 
Big Paul
Gebhard Sengmüller, installation, 
as of June 2018. A light beam 
scans the object to be televised. 
Copyright: Gebhard Sengmüller

page 100, bottom 
Big Paul
Gebhard Sengmüller, installation, 
as of June 2018. Looking through 
the spinning Televisor disk, the 
image is reproduced. 
Copyright: Gebhard Sengmüller
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that television developed originally as a form

 of transm
ission—

in contrast  to cinem
a, whose photographic roots locate it as a m

eans of recording. Th us, 
the m

edium
’s prefi x “tele” aligns it with the telephone and the telegraph, both of which  enabled the virtually inst antaneous transm

ission of a signal over 
dist ance. In shrinking television’s etym

ological “seeing from
 afar” to the const rained sp ace of the gallery, Sengm

üller com
ically foregrounds the liveness 

of transm
ission, whereby a person looking into the screen on Big Paul’s receiving device is likely to be in close physical proxim

ity to, and acutely aware of, 
the subject  of the im

age st anding less than two m
eters away.

It should be pointed out, however, that television’s sense of liveness and im
m

ediacy is not lim
ited only to live transm

ission but is also perceived as 
a dist inct ive feature of recorded video. As Belton puts it, “for the average viewer, it is im

possible to dist inguish between a ‘live’ broadcast  and a videotaped 
recording of it.” 9 Th us all video, whether live or recorded, whether broadcast  television or video art, has a tem

poral quality that dist inguishes it from
 

photography’s indexical sense of past ness, and thus cinem
a. Video’s ch aract erist ic present-tense sense of “nowness” is undoubtedly due in part to its 

cultural associations, and in particular with television; but according to Belton this quality m
ight also have a tech nological basis, due to the scanned 

nature of the elect ronic im
age: “Video im

ages are always in the process of their own realization. Th eir association with im
m

ediacy and presentness 
is partly because they are always in the process of com

ing in to being.” 10 W
hile it is true that cinem

a has m
ade its own claim

s to the present tense, 11 
this is com

plicated by photography’s ontological st atus as a record of the past —
its com

plex form
 of tem

porality signaled by the phrase “this was 
now.” 12 Hence, when video asp ires to em

ulate the cinem
atic, its sense of liveness is one of the qualities that is it oft en sacrifi ced (particularly when 

video m
im

ics fi lm
’s ch aract erist ic 24 fram

es per second “fl ick er”). However, it is precisely this experience of “nowness” that is em
bodied and 

foregrounded in Big Paul’s resurrect ion of m
ech anical television.

Jussi Parikka has proposed that m
edia archaeology involves “thinking the new and the old in parallel lines,”

13 and it is this sim
ple 

form
ulation that suggests the potential for Sengm

üller’s work to m
ake an intervention into the contem

porary audiovisual environm
ent 

rather than sim
ply revisiting the past. Sengm

üller’s reanim
ation of a dead technology is purposefully fram

ed within an alternative 
history of television. In docum

entation accom
panying the installation Sengm

üller sketches a convincing, but fictional, account of the 
developm

ent of m
echanical television, proposing that rather than being abandoned in the 1930s Nipkow’s system

 rem
ained in use until 

the 1960s in “developing countries within the Soviet sphere of influence.”14 Thus, Sengm
üller creates a counterfactual history that eases 

the re-em
ergence of m

echanical television into the contem
porary audiovisual environm

ent. Rather than dealing with technological 
change in a linear, teleological, and purely historical m

anner, Big Paul situates the present state of video, and our perception of it, 
within currents of ongoing change. And what is at stake here is precisely the way in which m

odes of visuality inform
 representation 

and the spectator’s perception of that representation. To take one exam
ple, if the sense of liveness and presentness associated with 

video is lost from
 television news coverage, then as viewers w e m

ay becom
e further distanced—

and insulated—
from

 what is 
represented on the screen. In reclaim

ing a specific m
ode of visuality that is currently in the process of being forgotten, Big Paul’s 

otherness creates a vantage point from
 which we can observe the way in which video’s visual qualities, and what they m

ean, have 
not only changed historically, but continue to do so.
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Big Paul
Gebhard Sengmüller,  
installation as of June 2018
Installation view (scanner and Televisor disks) 
Copyright: Gebhard Sengmüller
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PHANTASMAGORIAS OF THE REAL
Text: Hubertus von Amelunxen

“Cinema brings it to light: Realism is also just a system of 
signs; hence, its claim to truth is not limited to reflecting an 
already known outside world.”
  Frieda Grafe1

Both make images, and the making of images is innate to the 
images in their art. As a film director, Gustav Deutsch films 
images about images—seeks, observes, thinks, edits, splices, 
and presents. As an illustrator, painter, and photographer, 
Hanna Schimek draws lines, spreads colors, adds light, trans-
forms things, imbues them with meaning, and gives them 
back their meaning; she constructs the images through inter-
action with what they represent. Gustav Deutsch and Hanna 
Schimek have been working together and separately for al-
most 40 years now—they are not two sides of an art, rather 
they give art more than two sides. 

Hanna Schimek and Gustav Deutsch are presenters. 
They manufacture, project and publish, they invent beautiful 
stories with precisely that magic which also breathes such life 
into their art. Moreover, they are media archaeologists, ento-
mologists, curators, actors—they perform and present what-
ever they find important, or at least what should not be ne-
glected, when it comes to an understanding of the images and 
worlds before or behind the images. 

GUSTAV DEUTSCH &  
HANNA SCHIMEK—
HUBERTUS VON AMELUNXEN
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