Steampunk Allohistory in
Bioshock Infinite:
The Video Game as an Engine
of Speculative Creativity

By: Mary Agoncillo

With the rising prominence of critically ac-
claimed steampunk video games like Irrational
Games' Bioshock Infinite (2009), it is no longer
possible to deny the influence of a genre that
millions consume, create and participate in. Pre-
viously, both steampunk and video games were
seen as leisurely forms of entertainment with lit-
tle academic or artistic bearing on conventional
culture. Video games have only recently entered
an era that is narrative-based and cinematic
because today's consumers are demanding the
intelligent treatment of deeper themes through
complex game mechanics in order to remain en-
gaged. This development, in conjunction with the
fast-paced development of animation technolo-
gy, has elevated video games into a viable form
of multimedia storytelling deserving of academ-
ic attention. Academics are only beginning to
form a cohesive formal framework for the study
of video games. The most common approach is
to explain video games through existing media
such as film or literature.

In game developer Frascas article on
ludology,’ while a comparative approach is cer-
tainly valid, these analyses can deny recognizing
the full potential of games: “This potential is not
narrative, but simulation: the ability to repre-
sent dynamic systems.” The primary objective
of this paper is to explore the ways in which the
rhetoric of allohistorical® steampunk ideologies
are echoed within the complex temporalities
of Bioshock Infinite’s city of Columbia primarily
focusing on why these ideologies are effectively
formed through the video game's narrative me-
chanics. While this paper will make references
to theories formed through the close study of

steampunk film, readings of scenes in Bioshock
Infinite will specifically analyze how the video
game’s dynamic systems unearth steampunk
rhetoric within the game’s diegesis.

Steampunk aesthetic is present through-
out the world of Bioshock Infinite: Songbird,
the mechanical bird guardian of the city; Eliza-
beth and Booker's Victorian-inspired clothing;
the Sky-Rail system; steam-powered machinery
littered throughout the environment; and the
gramophone-based Voxophones (whose record-
ings supply much of the universe's supplementa-
ry narratives) all recall turn-of-the-century tech-
nologies. The architecture is a combination of
garish American carnival culture and old Victo-
rian-style buildings. However, Bioshock Infinite
is more than just superficially steampunk in na-
ture. It is important to note that steampunk aes-
thetics can be used as a rhetorical framework
only if these stylistic choices are rooted to key
value systems. While steampunk may originally
be rooted in the shining moment of the steam
engine’s invention, the term has developed new
meanings in retrospect. David Beard summa-
rizes steampunk as an exploration of Victorian
Era “conventions ‘[that] both challenge and rei-
fy certain social relationships: (a) technological
relations, (b) gender relations, and (c) race rela-
tions.™

Influenced by the 1893 World Columbian
Expo set in Chicago, 19th century novellas, the
film Blue Velvet (1986) and turn-of-the-century
idealized Americana, it is difficult to label Co-
lumbia in Bioshock Infinite or its technologies as
exclusively steampunk in aesthetics or technolo-
gy. When assessing Bioshock Infinite in relation
to steampunk, this paper will view steampunk
culture as a rhetorical tool that allows us to play
with and dismantle the intricacies of an alternate
past free from the limitations of humanity’s rela-
tionship with technology from that era.

Bioshock Infinite is a narrative first-person
shooter set within the year 1912 in the fictional



city-state of Columbia, an air city that is slowly
collapsing. Columbia is a unique site of steam-
punk culture in that it focuses on nineteenth-cen-
tury values of American Exceptionalism rather
than those of the more typical Neo-Victorian
London. It was founded in America by self-pro-
claimed prophet Zachary Hale Comstock and
began as a floating fair that travelled from con-
tinent to continent, before it was revealed to be
a powerful battleship. When China held several
Americans hostages during the Boxer Rebellion,
a true pro-nationalist uprising in China that was
anti-Christian and anti-foreign, Columbia inter-
vened without government knowledge and de-
stroyed the entire city of Beijing. When the pow-
er of Columbia was realized, a rift in leadership
occurred. Promptly, Columbia seceded from the
United States to be ruled by Comstock under
martial law as a theocratic city-state, eventually
vanishing into the skies.

The player-character is former Pinkerton® agent
Booker DeWitt, who must retrieve Elizabeth, a
captive raised in Columbia, in order to wipe away
the debt from his deeds as a war veteran during
the 1890 Wounded Knee Massacre.” Though the
Columbia that DeWitt is introduced to initially
appears idyllic and utopian, there are underly-
ing dystopian characteristics: an indictment of
a non-existent idealized American past, violent-
ly enforced institutional racism by Anglo-Saxon
Americans, and religious rationalizations of big-
otry. Columbia also hosts a burgeoning anachro-
nistic rebellion by the vicious underclass, the Vox
Populi, led by the uncompromising Daisy Fitzroy.
Booker and Elizabeth become embroiled in the
conflict when Booker discovers that Elizabeth
is able to manipulate the ‘Tears’ from failed sci-
entific experiments that plague the city. These
‘Tears’ expose alternate realities within space-
time and amplify the rising civil tensions within
Columbia, allowing radical individuals to exploit
the future in order to develop advanced technol-
ogy and weapons. The end reveals Elizabeth to
be Booker's daughter, Anna DeWitt. They discov-
er Comstock to be a version of Booker that ex-

ists within an alternate reality where Booker ac-
cepts baptism for his crimes at Wounded Knee.
In order to stop the cycle of existing Comstocks,
Booker and Elizabeth traverse back to the mo-
ment of the baptism and Booker allows himself
to be drowned.

Video Games and Urban Space

The articulation of an urban environment with-
in the video game space is extremely complex.
While the first-person video game is constrained
in similar ways to film in that the protagonist is
confined tothe spacesofthenarrative, unlike film,
video games have to account for space beyond
the camera. The player becomes a free-floating
point of view, constrained only by the character's
limitations within the narrative of the game en-
gine. The design of a video game’s level requires
extra consideration for a degree of flexibility; set
designers must also account for potential vari-
ations of movement from computer-controlled
characters within the environment. Set systems
determine specific outputs resulting from the
player's interactive inputs within the game’s envi-
ronment. Bioshock Infinite is unique in that all the
narrative cutscenes’ take place from within the
playable game-engine rather than in separately
rendered sequences. This allows the player to
remain immersed without being jarred between
different animation qualities or disrupting game-
play. Ken Levine, the creator of the Bioshock se-
ries, is known to dislike cutscenes, stating: "I
want to play. [ don't want to sit down and be told
the story. I want to interact with the story."

Outside of narrative intent, first person shoot-
er environments allow strategic combat to take
place. Columbia’s urban space is primarily ar-
ticulated through the first-person shooter view
of Booker as he battles his way through the city.
The potential for combat always hangs ominous-
ly over the player as Booker explores Columbia.
Central scenes take place completely from a
first-person view, with either the crosshair, gun
or hands onscreen. As Booker travels via SkyRail



over the city, or walks through its pathways he
is forced into situations of battle, inducing in the
player a sense of persistent unease. Unlike the
claustrophobic confines of most dystopias, Co-
lumbia is open and freely mobile. Parts of the city
can detach and reattach. Columbia’s SkyRail sys-
tem is accessed through hand-held hooks. This
use of high-speed altitude in combat situations
is also relatively rare in the shooter genre, which
prefers cover and suppression fire. In combat,
the player’s actions mimic this freedom of move-
ment, giving the player a sense of agency whilst
exploring the city.

A major proponent for all immersive narratives
is a sense of emotional investment from the audi-
ence - in this case, the player. This emotional in-
vestment also administers a sense of accessibil-
ity to the fictional urban space. Bioshock Infinite
does this so effectively because the engine is built
around a singular relationship: Booker and Eliz-
abeth. Thus, the larger allohistorical backdrop
is made more emotionally accessible through
their relationship. Throughout the gameplay, the
player-character becomes reliant on Elizabeth
for her skills. She is an avid lock-picker, passes
ammo to the player in battle, and even opens
Tears to help aid in complex battle situations. In
her patchwork of inventiveness and time-space
manipulation, Elizabeth could be said to be a
manifestation of the steampunk tinkerer arche-
type.” Elizabeth also serves as a moral litmus test
to the player. Throughout the game, Elizabeth
comments about the ways Booker interacts with
Columbia and is acutely disturbed by violence
and blood. At a turning point in the game, Eliza-
beth kills Vox Populi leader Daisy Fitzroy before
she can kill a child, after which her character
noticeably shifts. Elizabeth no longer reacts to
killing and becomes more apathetic and aloof.
Elizabeth's transformation also mirrors the play-
er's descent from righteous to amoral violence.
In essence, the game's narrative is built around a
sense of familiarity and co-dependency between
the player-character and the computer-con-
trolled companion.

The video game is an ideal engine to explore the
complexities of a steampunk urban space like
Columbia. Unlike literature or film, the exposi-
tory of the city's complicated history is discov-
ered through the player’s interactions with the
present Columbia, much like a tourist discover-
ing a foreign city. It is through a flaneur-type™
of exploration that the city's dark secrets are re-
vealed. Columbia is initially a joyous experience:
warm golds and whites greet the player, and the
citizens exchange pleasantries. As Booker de-
scends into Columbia’s civil war, the palette takes
on the tell-tale cooler tones of an industrial dys-
topia.

Maodernity in America:
What Allohistory says about American
Exceptionalism

On his paper about steampunk counterfactu-
als, McKenzie suggests that “steampunk can be
viewed as a particular strain of allohistory — a
strain offering stories and settings with extraor-
dinary visions of history and fantasy that turn on
the varieties of ways the world could have been
different.”" Through this exploration of an alter-
native history, Columbia undercuts the idealized
values of steampunk culture by reviving the less
desirable attributes of the past, drawing from
the era-specific tensions of white supremacy,
classism, totalitarian politics and violence from
multiple misinterpretations of a singular ideolo-

ay.

There have been some critiques that reviving
such narratives romanticize the cruelties pres-
ent in that time, contributing to the oversimpli-
fication of history. Historians commonly reject
the concept that subtle changes to history would
attribute to the rise of totalitarianism. This form
of overarching allohistory in Bioshock Infinite is
what McKenzie refers to as the “point of diver-
gence."” While the game diverges from history
at the point of The Boxer Rebellion, this point of
separation runs more deeply. Bioshock Infinite's
allohistorical narrative contemplates on issues



that the steampunk community does not com-
monly linger on: American colonialism. While
current steampunk culture commonly favours
themes of British imperialism,” Bioshock Infinite
focuses on how Americans can also be a colo-
nial power. Columbia is a unique amalgamation
of American extremes: the pursuit of superior
technology, carnival culture, consumerist mo-
nopolies and the notion of the ‘ideal’ American.
Comstock hails himself as the ‘American proph-
et' throughout the game. Through Columbia,
Comstock transforms American Constitutional-
ism into a theocratic model of white supremacy,
with the founders acting as gods. The enemies
that the player fights reflect Columbia's strange
relationship between technology and suprana-
tionalism. Mechanized versions of the patriots
are equipped with massive turrets and come in
four varieties: George Washington, Abraham
Lincoln, Benjamin Franklin and Thomas Jeffer-
son. Creator Ken Levine cites the clockwork au-
tomatons as“[...] completely fearless. [They don't]
have a sense of self-preservation, so [they'll] just
keep coming at you and coming at you." Associ-
ating the founding fathers with a relentless and
single-minded pursuit exalts them as protectors
of Columbia, and by extension, protectors of the
American ideal, while simultaneously lowering
them into subservience under Comstock.

Columbia poses important questions about the
meaning of turn-of-the-century modernism in
the American context. While on the surface level
it means the push for technological superiority,
lurking beneath the extreme pursuit of such am-
bitions are dangerously radical supranationalist
ideologies. It is crucial that steampunk’s Victori-
an origins do not entangle the multiple notions of
empire that existed during that era. At the time
of the game’s setting, multiple nations are at
odds with one another to create a divisive polit-
ical atmosphere. Bioshock Infinite criticizes the
notion that Americans have trouble admitting
to empire.” The amalgamation of influences in
Columbia allows the city to transcend histori-
cal nostalgia. Instead, it paints a more accurate

picture of turbulence; despite being speculative
fiction, Columbia manages to capture some anx-
ieties that early idealistic steampunk literature
does not.

Non-Linear Time Space Continuums:
Techn Dlﬂg}f and Tears in Bioshock Infinite

Like any narrative that involves alternate uni-
verses and time travel, temporality in Bioshock
Infinite is a complex topic in that Columbia's very
existence relies on the disintegration of time.
Tears in Columbia are a manifestation of the
non-linear narrative and fragmenting realities
that parallel the steampunk rhetoric as a means
to retrieve an idealistic past. Ironically, the tech-
nology to make Columbia possible is only ac-
cessible through these Tears, creating a unique
paradox. Time-space theory aside, Bioshock In-
finite’s play with time-lines is self-referential to
steampunk's relationship with the Victorian era.
Steampunk suspends the technological history
of the Victorian era prior to coal combustion. In-
ventors were seen as tinkerers that played with-
in the constraints of steam technology in inno-
vative ways, and technology was unable to have
the destructive capability it has today. Bioshock
Infinite subverts this role of the inventor through
multiple individuals.

Chen Lin and Jeremiah Fink are the two weapon
and technology developers within Columbia. Fink
IS able to run a weapons monopoly on the econ-
omy thanks to funding from Comstock, access to
the Tears thanks to Comstock's control on Eliz-
abeth prior to her escape, and the exploitation
of the working underclass. Almost all proceeds
cycle straight back to Comstock. This economic
model grounds the working class into a power-
less position. Chen Linis a Chinese gunsmith who
works under Fink Manufacturing until he began
covertly supplying weaponry to the Vox Populi,
when he experienced racial prejudices. Lin calls
up to the player the steampunk self-taught tin-
kerer, while Fink subverts the steampunk niche
of a working-class inventor.



In-game, the player is able to interact closely
with these steampunk-style weapon designs
before selecting a combat inventory. The player
can only purchase upgrades at steam-powered
carnival booths littered throughout Columbia.
The participatory nature of the video game en-
courages the player to participate in the inter-
nal economy of the city. The player is also able
to accelerate and manipulate these economies
through Elizabeth’s Tears. At a later point in the
game, the player must open multiple Tears in or-
der to find a universe with access to Chen Lin's
weaponry. These economic prompts create an
interesting dialectic in relation to steampunk’s
inventory capabilities and its inherent appeal to
the era’s working-class.

Peculiar anachronisms throughout the game
levels also disrupt Columbia's well-built alternate
chronology. This is most evident in the bizarre
music Booker hears throughout Columbia. Abar-
bershop quartet sings the proverbial “God Only
Knows" by the Beach Boys, and a calliope plays
“Girls Just Wanna Have Fun" by Cyndi Lauper.”®
When Booker meets Elizabeth, she tries to use a
book titled “The Principles of Quantum Mechan-
ics” to defend herself. The cause of these smaller
intrusions from the future stem from Elizabeth's
ability to manipulate time. This non-linear sense
of time allows the player to position themselves
at a non-existent point of historical inquiry. Tears
add another level to speculative history where
nearly endless possibilities to access future
timelines are constricted to affect the immediate
timeline of 1912 Columbia.

Alternative Histories through Player Agency and
Choice:
Steampunk Inquiry

Irrational Games asserted that no player choic-
es would have any significant influence on
the narrative’s outcome. Narrative decisions
prompted to the player throughout the game are
simply meant to allude to variables in a blatant-
ly self-referential way: they represent choices in

the controlled narrative of the video game world.
Bioshock Infinite undercuts the concept of play-
er choice since the narrative’s outcome remains
the same no matter the variables. Thr‘Dngh this
act, Bioshock Infinite distinguishes between per-
ceived agency and genuine agency.

An example of this perceived agency is the mo-
ment at the raffle where the player's utopian vi-
sion of Columbia is shattered. The player draws
a winning ball from a basket, prompting the cur-
tains of a nearby stage to part. Behind is aninter-
racial couple that is about to be stoned to death.
During the early 1900s, interracial marriage
was illegal throughout the southern and west-
ern United States. The interracial couple on the
stage are one of two interracial relationships in
the game, the other being Chen Lin and his Cau-
casian wife. The player can choose whether to
throw the ball at the couple, at the announcer, or
do nothing. No matter the choice, the police will
always grab your hand as you contemplate the
throw.

In this sense, game mechanics and technolo-
gies parallel the idea of a speculative history.
The crux of this point relies on the ending of Bio-
shock Infinite. When Elizabeth's powers reach
their full extent, she takes the player back to the
beginning of the game: a lighthouse off of Maine
where Booker is catapulted into Columbia. In
this inter-dimensional space, there are multiple
Iig hthouses and docks where the playa.ar can see
other Bookers and Elizabeth's mimicking their
movements. The extent to which Booker's deci-
sion caused changes in the narrative's iteration
is not made entirely clear. In terms of larger al-
ternate histories, the point of divergence truly
comes from the site of Booker's baptism after
the events of Wounded Knee. The Booker that
accepted the baptism emerged as the Zachary
Hale Comstock that worked with quantum phys-
icist Rosalind Lutece to create Columbia and de-
velop time-space technology. When the Tears
render him sterile, Comstock travels back intime
to take his daughter, Anna, from his past self.



Booker decides to give her away in exchange for
wiping away his debt, but at the last minute, he
changes his mind. During the ensuing struggle,
Anna's pinky is cut off when Comstock closes the
Tear, allowing her to exist in multiple universes
and manipulate time. This decision also creates
the possibility for Bookers that do not accept the
baptism to exist. The realization colours every
single decision made throughout the game with
a new weight. The critical point of historical di-
vergence becomes crystallized around their fa-
ther/daughter relationship and Booker's parent-
ing decisions.

Inthefirst third of the game, Booker must choose
between two Victorian-style cameo brooches
for Elizabeth to wear for the entirety of the game:
a bird or a cage. The player is prompted to select
between the two, but the choice has absolutely
no bearing on the larger narrative of the game.
Itis meant to build up a sense of agency, person-
alization, and by extension, investment. In terms
of augmenting the urban environment, similar
smaller choices build a sense of Columbia’s lo-
cal economy and the types of antiquities. In the
ending scenes, the brooch the player picked for
Elizabeth is noticeably absent from her neck.
This is when Booker realizes that this is not the
same Elizabeth that has been his companion for
the duration of the game. It is this new and omni-
scient Elizabeth that finds the courage to drown
Booker at the baptism.

Every choice that the player is presented with
in-game carries a moral weight, no matter the
outcome. This perceived ability of choice is one
of the distinguishing qualities that allow video
games to explore speculative histories so effec-
tively. It is powerful to simulate the feeling that
an individual's choices reflect changes in alter-
native history. The player feels like an active par-
ticipant in steampunk allohistory, even though
their choices are ultimately arbitrary within the
scripted ending. Steampunk revolves around
historical inquiry; a process of the independent
investigation of historical questions and specula-

tive solutions for a lost era.
Conclusion

A defining tragedy in steampunk culture is that
participants in the genre are limited to con-
template on historical narratives that they are
unable to experience personally, or intervene
socially and politically.” Contrariwise, they are
able to share a collective sense of past, howey-
er tenuous. As time passes, the gap between the
subculture and those who have experienced it
becomes progressively wider. As such, the abil-
ity to simulate those experiences becomes even
more vital to steampunk's cultural relevance.
The vestiges of history become refracted in our
own contemporary understanding of these mo-
ments, and articulated through the technology
available to us.

Bioshock Infinite is an exciting representation
about the possibilities of exploring the steam-
punk subculture through virtual realities. It
has become universally recognized as an ‘art
game' that exceeds a video game's capabilities.
Through player agency, an immersive and intri-
cate in-game environment, and a self-referen-
tial push toward technological ambitions, video
games are able to weave an ideal platform for
complicated discourse about the possibilities of
speculative fiction. Video games like Bioshock
Infinite create a digestible platform to consider
our social order, moral imperatives and histori-
cal inquiries within a framework that grants us
an experience of agency. As video game tech-
nology develops and simulations become more
engaging and complex, the passive steampunk
participant can begin to participate in steam-
punk economy, narratives and communities.
Separately, the video game and steampunk are
realms of possibility-together, they have the po-
tential to signal an iconic new era for speculative
creativity.

“Theres always a lighthouse... always a man... al-
ways a city.” - Elizabeth™
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the happening occurred. Shoot was specifically
performed in an art gallery with white walls and
those invited were ‘art connoisseurs, who may
have avoided iI"ItEl‘fEI*iHQ to preserve the integ-
rity of the artwork.” This manipulation of the
art audience is illustrative of the psychological
principle of the bystander effect. As defined in A
Dictionary of Psychology, the bystander effect is
“[tlhe reluctance of bystanders to intervene in an
emergency, especially when a person appears to
be in distress or when a crime is being commit-
ted.”" Burden's usage of the bystander effect can
be further understood by his allusions to gun vio-
lence and the normalcy of voyeurism during acts
of violence.

The performance encapsulates Bur-
den's fascination with masculine subcultures of
southern California and the physical risk taking
behaviours associated with those subcultures.”
Particularly, Burden explores the viewership of
gun violence in the United States and the differ-
ences between lived violence and witnessed vio-
lence. There is a gluttony of media in the United
States; this includes the 1970's, when this perfor-
mance occurred, and continues into the present
day. The overabundance of media has permeat-
ed into the unconscious of the public, resulting in
an information overload. Psychological research
on media and depictions of violence have prov-
en that continued exposure to media violence
leads to desensitization.” Images of violence
have become commonplace and lack the shock
factor that Shoot had received when it was per-
formed. Critics and commentary about his work
included sensationalized titles such as, “"He Got
Shot — For His Art™ and “Shot in the Name of
Art."" Burden toys with the line between passive
responses to fictional media representations of
violence and emotional responses elicited by re-
al-life tragedies. There is a disconnect between
the response to fictional violence and personal
opinions about violence; while one may accept
and seek out violence on television or in movies,
this is not equivalent to condoning violent acts in
real life. Burden's piece delivers shock value to

the viewers of his work, a response that is nor-
mally reserved for actual representations of vi-
olence. There was no tragedy, no narrative, and
no real reason to explain Wh}l’ Burden was shot,
other than that he did it for his art.

In an interview, Burden states that “ev-
eryone subconsciously has thought about what
it's like to be shot,” and that instead of creating
work about the experience, he creates the expe-
rience” Burden's comment on the unconscious
is illustrative of his fascination with the human
psyche and how the subconscious interacts with
the real world. There is an incongruence in the
minds of most, where they may accept the rep-
resentations of violence and even seek them out,
yet never have the urge to experience violence
voluntarily or condone acts of senselessviolence.
Shoot depicts a violent act, however, there is no
actual violence that occurs in the performance,
and this is because the perpetrator and the vic-
tim are both the same person. The very act of
seeking out violence through personal choice is
indicative of the privilege Burden enacts through
the performance of Shoot. Furthermore, the fact
that Shoot has been constructed to explore the
subconscious wondering about being shot trivi-
alizes gun violence. Although Burden was not the
shooter himself, the situation was orchestrated
through his conception. He is simply an artist
who has been shot for the sake of being shot and
there is no threat or imminent danger that pre-
cedes the act. Burden retains the privilege of de-
ciding that he will be shot.

In The Photographic Message” and The
Rhetoric of the Image,” Roland Barthes argues
that the connotative and denotative layers of
meaning in a photograph can be analytically
distinguished. A denotative reading of the doc-
umentary photographs presents them as just
that: images that document the event as it oc-
curred. Upon exploring the connotative mean-
ing of these three images, signs that reveal more
than simply documentation begin to appear.
This unravels the various connotations mediat-



ed through the photographic documentation of
Shoot. The images and their component parts
reveal information about the performance that
would not be available simply through an ac-
count of the performance. For example, the pho-
tographs present the viewer with a glimpse into
the gallery space, and indicate the positioning
of the artist in relation to the viewers and the
shooter. At a first glance, these images seem to
only denote what had occurred. However, upon
further inspection, aninterpretation considering
the formal qualities of this placement along with
the socio-political climate at the time appears.
Connotations that link these images to those of
the Vietnam War begin to emerge, despite the
fact that Burden has never publicly accepted this
connection.” The piece was enacted during the
tumultuous period surrounding the war, invit-
ing an inevitable comparison. Burden has been
careful to clarify that his wound from Shoot is
nothing compared to those of people who have
suffered trauma through the Vietnam War.* De-
spite Burden's clever avoidance of the conten-
tious relationship between his work and the war,
the performance is not independent from its his-
torical context.

A comparison can be made between the
documentary images of Shoot and those of the
Vietnam War. As an example, the iconic photo of
the Saigon execution of 1968 will be compared
to the documentation of Shoot. The image being
compared is that of a Viet Cong soldier being ex-
ecuted by a Saigon Police Chief. In this black and
white image, the police chief stands to the right of
the victim, facing him with his gun pointed direct-
ly at his head. Burden's image standing in front
of the shooter mimics this image; the shooter
stands facing Burden with the gun held up, ready
to shoot. In both images the person being shot
is slightly blurred as a reaction to the impact of
the bullet and the face of the shooter remains
obscured. Another similarity between the other
images of Shoot and the image of the war are the
appearance of an audience in the background: a
small yet specific audience catered to the con-

text of the shooting. In both images the bystand-
ers lurking in the background are unidentifiable,
whether they are viewers of the art action (Fig-
ure 2), or viewers of an execution. These formal
similarities, along with Shoot's trivialization of
gun violence, presents a representation of the
atrocities that occurred during the Vietnam War
and creates a spectacle that mocks the tragic
images that portrayed soldiers suffering from
the consequences of war.

Shoot is asserted as a performance art-
work through the performativity of the docu-
mentation; the indexical nature of the document
allows the viewer to understand it as the perfor-
mance. Since there is a larger audience, beyond
the audience that was present on the day of the
performance, we must examine the impact of
the performance on viewers that have experi-
enced the performance through documenta-
tion. Each of the variables that affect the reading
of Shoot can be found through a close reading
of the images and accompanying text that doc-
ument the performance. Marketing research
has found that people are more likely to attend
and respond to a combination of visual and tex-
tual information and that visual data is impera-
tive for the consumption of information. Anyone
who considers Burden's Shoot in the present day
caninterpret the performance based on the per-
formance documentation” There was a mea-
ger audience present for the ‘real’ viewership of
the performance of Shoot, Anyone who was not
present at the performance as it was enacted at
7:45pm on Movember 19th, 1971 must view the
image through its mediated forms of documen-
tation.

In her essay “The Question of Authentici-
ty in 1960s-1970s Californian Body Art: Posing a
Challenge to the Concept of Presence” Anja Kan-
ngieser argues that,

“unlike other art forms - such as painting, sculp-
ture and drawing — where the body of the art-
ist was but implicated in the presentation and



experience of viewing the artwork, body and
performance artists argued that their artform
overcame that division between art and life
b}f cwerr'iding the absence associated with art
through their corporeal presence."*

In other words, the presence of the artist’s body
inperformance art is what makes it distinct from
other art forms in overcoming the distance be-
tween art and the artist. Pure performance has
been theorized by Sven Lutticken to be demate-
rialized with nothing left as a trace other than
the ephemeral action.” The documentation of
Shoot causes a departure from dematerialized
performance because of the documentation
both on Burden's flesh and in photographs. Bur-
den marks his body as the artistic site with the
ephemeral trace of the bullet wound, eliminating
the divide between the artist and the artwork. As
quoted by Kanngieser, Burden believes that his
“art is an examination of reality. By setting up ab-
errant situations, [his] art functions on a higher
reality, in a different state."* This statement illus-
trates Burden's attempt to break through repre-
sentation associated with other art forms and
use the body to explicitly access the ‘real.’ Shoot
was a 'real’ somatic experience, and resulted in
injury to Burden marked by the bullet wound that
ran through his arm. The wound is an indexical
vestige of the performance and documents the
occurrence of the event in the physical and tem-
poral world.

As investigated throughout this paper,
there are multiple readings of Shoot; these are
based on the bystander effect, gun violence in
the United States, and the historical context of
the Vietnam War. Without the photographic and
written documentation of the performance, the
only remnant of performance would have been
the wound on Burden's arm and the memories of
the performance in the minds of those who were
present. The performance could not have been
as sensationalized as it was in the media without
the text or photographs to accompany it. Imag-
es and text that accompanied the performance

were crucial to its widespread acclaim and also
its relationship to portrayals of gun violence in
the media and their trivialization of gun violence.
The physical performance, photography, videog-
raphy, documentary text, and performance re-
mains are different manifestations of the same
work. Through the evaluation of Burden's Shoot
and its documentation, it becomes evident that it
is essential to contemplate documentation when
creating performance art.
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The Burden of
Performance
Documentation

By: Simranpreet Anand

‘At 7:45 p.m. I was shot in the left arm by a friend.
The bullet was a copper jacket 22 long rifle. My
friend was standing about fifteen feet from me."

These three sentences are Chris Burden’s ac-
count of his notorious performance titled Shoot
(1971). Chris Burden has come to have the notori-
ous reputation of “the artist who shot himself."
The intention was that the bullet would simply
graze his arm, but it happened to go through
his arm and cause a much more serious injury.”
Shoot took place in a gallery space, after hours,
for a small audience of around ten people.® Al-
though this work has been abundantly refer-
enced and written about both in the art world
and mass media, the audience that witnessed
the performance first hand was modest in scale.
Burden's performance continues to live in the
realm of performance art mediated by the pho-
tographs and short film that were taken as docu-
mentation of the happening. The verbal descrip-
tions, media stories, physical wounds, Super 8
film, and photographs are indexical documents
that are metonymic of the performance. Exam-
ining the performance documentation of Shoot,
it becomes clear that the performance has con-
tinued to exist as mediated by the performance
remains.

Shoot has been documented by the de-
scription of the action — the bullet wound —
and, most importantly, the black and white pho-
tographs of the event. The three images that will
be discussed have been widely circulated as the
remnants of the performance. One of the pho-
tographs (Figure 1) depicts Burden standing in
front of a wall with the marksman just ahead,
his rifle is raised and directed towards Burden.
Burdenis blurred, indicating that he had flinched

in response to the performance; the blurring of
the image can be interpreted as a physical re-
sponse of Burden flinching to the gunshot and as
a result Burden's face becomes unrecognizable.
A second photograph (Figure 2) frames Burden
in a medium long shot, walking, with his right
hand across his chest and blood dripping down
from the bullet’s entry and exit wounds in his
upper arm. The third image (Figure 3) presents
Burden seated in a chair, with his left arm raised
and rested on the back of the chair. An unknown
subject’s hands are holding gauze to his arm as
he stares point blank into the camera. In all the
images, Burden wears a simple white t-shirt and
jeans for the duration of the performance. The
images do not show any defining features of the
small audience present for the performance —
who are also mentioned in the documentary text
— the only figures we see are the woman stand-
ing behind Burden in Figure 2, and the person
holding the gauze to his arm in Figure 3. Figure 1
includes the shooter, however, his face is turned
away from the camera and his hair creates an
impermeable wall disallowing viewers to identify
him. It isimportant to note that otherimages are
available where his head is not fully turned away
yet the movement of the camera has distorted his
face. The indistinct identity of the shooter frees
them of any judgement or guilt from both critics
and the authorities. Furthermore, this absolves
the shooter of any moral or ethical questioning
from the audience, instead it offers Burden as
the artist that had himself shot. The documen-
tary images of shoot are relatively meager for
the publicity and acclaim that followed the per-
formance and the large majority of images sur-
rounding Shoot are disseminated in black and
white, although colour photography was be-
coming increasingly available.” The choice to use
black and white photography was an aesthetic
one made by the artist in documenting the per-
formance work, alluding to the images serving
a purpose as art objects in their own right. The
image labeled as Figure 2 has been published in
colour on multiple occasions, however, the other
images are generally shown in black and white;



this fact provides further evidence of the stylis-
tic choice of the black and white images. If the
images were purely documentary, formal deci-
sions contrary to the norm of emerging colour
photography available at the time would not have
been executed; colour photography would have
provided greater mimesis and clarity than black
and white photography.

As noted by Philip Auslander, there are re-
lationships of touch and indexicality between the
performance and the documents of the perfor-
mance which indicates an ontological relation-
ship.® Burden's Shoot consists of both the action
of him being shot, as well as the documentation
that follows. The multiple layers of the work pose
the questions of “what constitutes the ‘art' in this
performance?” and “is the ‘art’' the action itself?"
If the performance did not take place, the pho-
tographs would not exist, and conversely, if the
photographic documentation did not exist, the
performance would not be able to exist beyond
its occurrence. While the performance would
exist in the minds of those who attended the
event, the disappearance of the physical gun-
shot wound with Burden's death would render
physical evidence obsolete unless we consider
the existence of documentary photographs and
film. The action itself, the bullet piercing through
Burden's flesh, took place in only a fraction of a
second, being “as brief a performance as could
be imagined or effected.” Thus it can be argued
that, as the rapid experience of the gunshot is
not humanly perceivable by the audience, the
artwork becomes the surrounding dimensions
of the preparation and aftermath of the action,
including the performance documentation. The
images provide visual documentation of the
events of the performance, however, the viscer-
al experience, the noise of the gunshot, and the
anticipation of Burden being shot are all absent
from the images. Similarly, the written document
of the performance is minimalist,® as it does not
include any descriptive cues to create a sense
of being in the scene. The description of events
provides readers with minimal information to

provide a simple trajectory of events that took
place. The performance is that which only a lim-
ited audience was able to see in person, however,
the images that document the performance are
crucial to the widespread reception of the work.
Circulation of the documentary images of Shoot
are anindexical remnant of Shoot, asis the bullet
wound in Burden’s flesh, The scar of the wound
on Burden's arm remained as an indexical trace
until his recent death, which has made the scar
as ephemeral a trace as the audience’s memo-
ries of the performance.

While the documentation of Shoot is cru-
cial to its existence, it is important to explore the
performance as it occurred at 7:45 p.m. on No-
vember 19th 1971, as this includes the presence
of the audience and what their behavior implies
about the work. Arguing that the body is the ar-
tistic site because of its corporeal presence may
contradict the understanding of the document
as a metonym of performance. To resolve the
dissonance between both the body and the docu-
mentation existing as artistic sites, one may con-
sider the physical performance and the people
involved in both viewing and enacting the action
as equally integral to the work as its documen-
tation. It is important to consider the audience
as a significant component of Shoot, in order to
contemplate ideas of voyeurism, public and pri-
vate violent acts, and the consumption of gun vi-
olence in popular media.” The audience present
during the performance is crucial to the artwork
and its reception as it implicates the viewers and
the shooter into the meaning of the work. People
were present who could have stopped the shoot-
ing from occurring, or the shooter could have
backed down at the last minute. Though there
was a small audience, their presence and that of
the shooter poses ethical questions about view-
ership and audience engagement that would be
absent without the audience’s presence. None of
those present interrupted the performance or
stepped in to stop it from happening, which could
have been due to Burden's manipulation of the
audience: he chose who was present and where



The Luminous Image
By: Nick Loewen

Histories of photography often consider the
printed image as the primary photographic for-
mat. However, examining the projected photo-
graph within the context of other illuminated
media, from Javanese shadow puppets to 19th
century Parisian spectacles, makes it possible
to situate photographic practice within a much
older and more diverse tradition. What follows
is an outline of several key moments within this
expanded history, with special attention paid to
amateur slideshows in the latter half of the twen-
tieth century, and to Road Trip by Janet Cardiff
and George Bures-Miller, an artwork which dis-
cusses the experience of those slideshows.

Besides acknowledging overlooked influ-
ences, there are two key motivations for looking
at photography in this expanded way. The first
is the inevitable fact that the trajectory of art is
determined by the technology available, and,
likewise, the development of technology is often
determined by the needs of art. The broader and
longer the history we consider, the better we
can understand the forces which impel it for-
ward. The second motivation has to do with the
way in which different media prompt different
affective responses. Until recently, all images
have depended on either projected or reflected
light—slide or print, shadow puppet or painting.
Now, luminous screen images are increasingly
dominating visual culture. These luminous im-
ages have some of the characteristics of print,
such as portability and scale, and some of the
characteristics of projection, such as luminosity
and ephemerality. Understanding the relation-
ship between projection and print will help us to
better understand how we are affected by these
hybrid images.

Firelight

‘Photograph’ is a word assembled from

Greek roots, essentially meaning a 'device for
recording light. However, when printing from
a negative, the enlarger's lamp illuminates the
whole surface of the paper indiscriminately. The
image is only created when obstructions are
placed in the path of the light, causing shadows.
The photograph's form is determined as much
by shadow as it is by light. Likewise, a traditional
projection is made by blocking light rather than
directing it. These practices could also appropri-
ately referred to by the term ‘skotograph:’ that
is, a device for recording shadow. The history of
photography can be seen as a history of increas-
ingly sophisticated shadow puppetry.

This story begins far before Niépce and
Daguerre, perhaps as much as 24,000 years ago,
by which time the earliest known ceramics had
been created. It seems reasonable to imagine
that by the time fire was used to give permanent
shape to sculpture, it would also have been used
as a tool for casting and manipulating shadows.
Naturally, the ephemeral quality of the shadow
leaves this hypothesis as an open question. Per-
haps the shadow was not considered until later,
or perhaps it was investigated much earlier. It
is common to think of the intentional control of
light as a modern phenomenon, but its begin-
nings were probably as early as the beginnings
of sculpture and painting.

One of the most celebrated traditions of
shadow play is a Javanese practice: wayang kulit,
or ‘shadow leather,” named for the material from
which the intricately detailed puppets are creat-
ed. This art form has more than a thousand years
of history. Wayang kulit is used to tell a variety of
tales, featuring intrigue, mysticism, romance, or
comedy, which are typically extrapolated from
stories with which the audience is already famil-
iar. These stories are told over the course of a
whole night, traditionally lit by a brass oil lamp,
and accompanied by the metallic percussion of
the gamelan.®

For a North American audience, wayang



kulit at first seems quite unfamiliar. Fundamen-
tally, however, it has quite a lot in common with
a tourist’s home slideshow in 1970s America:
darkness, a screen, a lamp, a means of blocking
the lamplight to create an image, and a privi-
leged figure who both determines and speaks
about the images which are shown. The aim of
this comparison is not to diminish the unique
and specific cultural position of wayang kulit, but
rather to argue for an understanding of the his-
tory of the illuminated image with a breadth wide
enough to encompass a greater diversity than is
often permitted,

A key feature of both wayang kulit and
the tourist’s slideshow is theatricality. Since it
is easier to project a large image than to draw
one, the projected image is well suited to public
spectatorship, a prominent feature throughout
its history. Unlike the printed or painted image, it
can exist only in one place and at one time, so the
audience must be present all at once, rather than
drifting in and out of a gallery whenever they
wish. Writing about cinema, Jean-Louis Baudry
describes “the arrangement of the different ele-
ments—projector, darkened hall, screen” as “re-
producing in a striking way the mise-en-scene of
Plato's cave." In 370 BCE, Plato wrote an allegory
describing the power of cast shadows in order
to demonstrate that the way in which an image
is received is determined by the form through
which it is presented.’ Not only does Plato’s al-
legory provide a framework for understanding
the way in which these images function, it also
serves as a reminder of the long history of these
ideas. Drawing on this tradition, Baudry's com-
parison emphasizes how the formal elements of
projected images encourages strong, even mys-
tical identification with the uncanny ‘reality’ be-
ing shown.

Lanternlight
The story of the photograph is often

imagined to have begun with advances in opti-
cal technology by polymaths such as Hasan Ibn

al-Haytham, Johannes Kepler, Galileo Galilei, and
Isaac Newton, whose work facilitated the cre-
ation of the telescope, microscope, and, eventu-
ally, the refinement of the camera obscura into
the photographic camera. Advances in illumina-
tion technology were equally important. In the
1700s, a day's wages could purchase about an
hour’s worth of light. Around 1850, artificial light
became significantly more accessible with the
introduction of kerosene, which brought a five-
fold decrease in the cost of an hour’s light. This
improvement was so marked that it encouraged
a rapid period of innovation, culminating with
the availability of electric light. Now, a day’s work
earns enough for tens of thousands of hours of
light.®

Naturally, artists responded to this chang-
ing technology. A new interest in light appeared
in Impressionism, as artists found that new pre-
packaged paints allowed them to begin painting
en plain air. Outside of the studio, they were able
to capture the world in its natural light, in addi-
tion to exploring the new environment of the in-
dustrial city. These twin interests in the effects
of light and industrialism can be seen clearly in
Gustave Caillebotte's Paris Street, Rainy Day, a
scene built around the stalwart verticality of a
lamppost. Meanwhile, artificial light was encour-
aging the development of wholly new media. Sil-
houette style shadow-portraits, for example, be-
came so popular that machines were developed
specifically to simplify their creation.®

Particularly popular amongst new image
technologies were the lantern slide and magic
lantern. Lantern slides were made of glass, and
were large enough that they could include mov-
Ing parts to achieve special effects. They could
be cumbersome, however, as the slides had to
be loaded into the magic lantern individually in
advance of projection. In the catalogue for his
exhibition Carousel at Zalucky Contemporary in
Toronto, Sam Cotter discusses the development
of projection technology from magic lantern to
Kodak carousel, a story which begins with the



appearance of the typical magic lantern design
in the mid-1600s. The magic lantern, which in-
verted the function of the camera obscura, fur-
ther exemplifies how projection was a tool for
theatrical presentation: “hand-crafted and per-
former-mediated shows shared suspension of
disbelief as a core value — like shadows dancing
across the cave wall, the projected impressions
and imprints offered atemporal two-dimension-
al windows of understanding into otherwise in-
accessible worlds."

Daguerre’s Diorama (a proto-cinematic
spectacle featuring enormous paintings, lighting
effects, and a moving platform) also represented
another important early stage in the develop-
ment of the projected image, as evidenced by the
fact that a key part of Daguerre's description of
his Diorama is a set of directions for construct-
ing a projection screen. Subsequently included
are instructions for lighting the screen to cre-
ate a variety of special effects.” Later, Daguerre
would go on to develop the daguerreotype pro-
cess, one of the first viable technigues for print
photography. This continuation of his studies in
light was very much indebted to his earlier study
of the tradition of theatrical projection.

Lamplight

For a short period following the introduc-
tion of the Daguerreotype, photographic repro-
duction was focused on the print. Soon, however,
early motion pictures could be made and shown
using a combined camera-projector called the
‘cinematograph,’ created in the 1890s by broth-
ers Louis and Auguste Lumiére.” This invention
signalled a return of the theatrical projected
image. Around this time photographic lantern
slides also became available, replacing earlier
hand painted slides. In her book An Eye for the
Tropics, Krista Thompson documents the first
connections between slideshows and tourism:
after photographic presentations had become
common in America and the British Colonies,
they were adopted by the tourism industry as an

advertising tool.”

The next major development in the histo-
ry of projection was the introduction of easy to
use 35mm roll film. In 1936, Kodak began selling
35mm Kodachrome, the first colour film suited
for amateur photographers. This was, notably,
slide film; colour negative film was not available
until 1942 This early availability, and the fact that
slides were more economical to produce in large
numbers than prints, meant slide projection was
an important tool for amateur photographers.
Kodak began selling projectors in 1937, but it was
the 1961 introduction of the more reliable and
user friendly carousel projector which created
the icon of the projected slide.”

Road Trip

Setting aside the historical outline mo-
mentarily, what follows is a case study consider-
ing how Road Trip, a 2004 installation by Janet
Cardiff and George Bures-Miller, reflects the
ideas discussed above. Cardiff and Bures-Miller
work primarily in multimedia installation, placing
a particular emphasis on the role of sound in cre-
ating immersive experiences. Road Trip fiction-
alizes the artists' experience sorting through a
collection of slides photographed by Bures-Mill-
er's grandfather as he drove across Canada to
New York seeking cancer treatment. The slide-
show is set up in a small room, with chairs for
viewers, The artists are present, but not visible,
as their voices play throughout the room from
two speakers. The slides advance and reverse
as the disembodied artists discuss and argue,
giving the feeling that one is eavesdropping on a
private living room conversation. The audience
hears the artists “discussing the order and rea-
son for the slides, trying to discover the mystery
behind the images."

In an interview with Michael Juul Holm
for a Louisiana Museum of Modern Art cata-
logue, Cardiff's commentary hints at the tone of
the work as he explains how Road Trip taps into



the transporting theatricality described earlier
by Jean-Louis Baudry:

“[..JAnd we say on the audio track, well, why don't
we just rewind it and re-order it? And everybody
knows it's just a slide machine there being di-
rected by two speakers, but they hear it going
[making slides-clicks] and they see the slides on
the screen going backwards so they believe that
it's really rewound itself and somehow we have
re-ordered the slides. It's very anthropomor-
phic. We're interested in this idea of how you can
take the understanding of how media functions
and screw with that.""

Cardiff and Bures-Miller also identify a
nostalgic aspect to photography, which is pres-
ent both in the action of revisiting a moment
through a photograph, and the desire to capture
precious moments which feel fleeting. The first
of these, the inherent nostalgia of a photograph,
is present in the form that the Road Trip takes —
what Bures-Miller describes as “this ancient, ok
this very old technology, of slide projections."
Cardiff addresses the idea of anticipated nostal-
gia as well;

“It's also very much about the nature of photog-
raphy, what is it about photography that makes
people want to take pictures [..]? Perhaps it's
about really trying to hold onto something. Like,
why did his grandfather take so many shots with
no one in them — maybe he knew that he was dy-
ing."®

This re-interpretation of the images af-
ter time has passed reinforces the theatricality
of the experience, which is necessarily to some
extent the creation of a fiction. Part of the piece
is the acknowledgment of its own imperfection
and incompleteness. Not only is the photograph
an imperfect document, as every photograph
represents a choice about what will be left out of
its frame, butits reliability also fades over time, as
knowledge of what was left out disappears. The
artists are well aware that they will never know

how accurately they have recreated the journey.
As Bures-Miller admits, “we were of course cre-
ating a fictitious journey as well—we may call
something Lake Superior while in fact maybe it
was Lake Huron but we are kind of tracking this
route that we imagined was the route he took."”

Theatricality, an acceptance of the slight-
ly fantastic, a sense of accessibility or clarity
marred by uncertainty: all of these key features
of projected imagery are demonstrated and ex-
plored in Road Trip. The fact that all of these fea-
tures can be found in this piece, which is more
than just a ‘typical’ slideshow, demonstrates how
this broader and longer view of photography al-
lows for more historical and theoretical connec-
tions to be discerned.

Screenlight

The history of image and light continues
to evolve as different types of viewing collapse
in on one another, and become increasingly in-
terconnected. The proliferation of the television
introduced a new sort of image. The television's
image is a luminous image, neither projected nor
printed;itis theatrical and publicly disseminated,
but privately viewed. The advent of the television
fixed the image to a specific time. The viewing
experience is contingent on the viewer’s own po-
sitioning in time and space, changing if you tune
in late, or miss the end of a programme. Similar
medium-specific features have become increas-
ingly pronounced as technology has evolved.
Computer screens and the internet give us more
control over what we see: for example, we are no
longer restricted to the news that is broadcast
each evening, but can find our own sources to fit
our tastes.

The modern image became fragmented
and cut in new ways, too. The vertically scrolling
format of most media means that images are
seen as partially visible as often as they are seen
in full. The enormous number ofimages available
through computers makes old school ‘channel



surfing’ feel like a quaint and frustratingly slow
process, having to wait at each step to know
what one is seeing, rather than knowing what
is coming before you follow the link. All of this
is true of mobile devices as well, although these
have some greater kinship to printed material, in
their size, weight and portability.

Every step in the evolution of photogra-
phy has changed the way in which we under-
stand ourselves and our world. This has been
studied with regard to print, as in discussions of
how revolutionary it was to see an image of one-
self for the first time. It has also been discussed
with regard to cinema, as in Jean-Louis Baudry's
analysis of how the apparatus of cinema encour-
ages a feeling of association between the viewer
and the character on screen. There is still maore
work to be done in understanding the affective
response brought about by the projected image.
[t occupies a space somewhere between cinema
and printed photography, and perhaps a similar
emotional position. Whereas print excels at doc-
umentary, projection is a powerful tool for story-
telling. Projection appeals to a sense of nostalgia
for the experience depicted, whether it is real or
imagined. Likewise, it creates a longing for the
comfort of the safe space of the darkened room
(or cave) wherein understanding is delivered
readymade to a comfortable, passive audience.
Considering this long arc, which begins and con-
cludes with us gathered around a flickering light,
will help us to understand how we will respond
to the images and technologies which are yet to
come.
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