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CORRUPTED MEMORIES: THE AESTHETICS 
OF DIGITAL RUINS AND THE MUSEUM OF THE 
UNFINISHED

Giselle Beiguelman

This paper addresses the 
aesthetics of memory emerging 
on the horizon of digital culture, 
discussing the notions of ruin, 
conservation and archive, in 
relation to contemporary processes 
of “documentary overdose”, loss 
and planned obsolescence. 
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A brief archaeology of the aesthetics of memory

Since the 1990s, we have been witnessing the emergence of 
transnational policies relating to memory. Unconnected events, such 
as the 50th anniversary of the end of the Spanish Civil War and the 
beginning of the Second World War, the Fall of the Berlin Wall, the end 
of Latin American dictatorships and of apartheid in Africa, have been 
celebrated together through the recognition of special anniversaries 
and various commemorations worldwide. In parallel to the 
discussions that these events have aroused, new architectural works 
have been constructed, together with new designs for cities, while 
new commissions have been made for works of art, and countless 
books and films have been produced, both relevant and frivolous 
ones. In short, we could say that the most disturbing feature of this 
21st century culture of memory is that it simultaneously stresses 
both the multifaceted and the banal aspects of these celebrations. 
Everywhere, there are critical discourses and superficial products 
created by the complex network of the culture industry. Memory 
has become both an intellectual challenge and a commodity for easy 
consumption (Huyssen 2014; Peris Blanes, 2011). 

Although the aesthetics of the spectacle of memory is a recent 
phenomenon, we cannot say the same thing about the relationship 
between artistic practices and memory. Taking an archaeological look 
at Western thought, as defined by Foucault (1992), we can say that the 
dialogue between artistic practices and memory has been a recurrent 
theme since the very dawn of modernity. Classical funerary art, such 
as the tombs and sarcophagi of the walls of the Medici Chapels in 
Florence, sculptured by Michelangelo and his disciples, the famous 
Renaissance portraits and the way in which they expressed a “choice 
of how and by whom one might be immortalized” (Rubin 2011: 6), 
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as well as the prestigious iconography that accompanied the whole 
fabrication of Louis XIV’s public image (Burke 1994), are just some 
examples that serve to clarify this hypothesis. 

The Renaissance portraits depicted an elite that was isolated in its 
individuality, and they “largely record and represent their interests 
and their values” (Rubin 2011: 13). The portraits fulfilled the role 
of ‘correcting’ any deviation from the accepted standards of beauty 
to ensure that the image would be perpetuated in time and history. 
Among other examples that seem appropriate here, I should like to 
mention one of the portraits painted by Raphael, in which the artist 
attempted to reduce the fatness of Pope Leo X’s face through the effects 
created by light. The use of chiaroscuro made the Pope’s forehead 
more prominent, giving him an air of superiority and intelligence. 
Even the Pope’s myopia is minimised by the representation of the 
specific moment when he raises his eyes from the manuscript he is 
reading. His forward-looking gaze gives him an air of authority that 
would certainly be diminished by his use of the magnifying glass and 
the bending of his body over the book (Wölfflin 1990: 147) (Fig. 01).

In the case of Louis XIV, the process is more complex. Burke (1994) 
shows how his public image was carefully fabricated, using all the 
media available in his time – paintings, statues, medals, journals – 
and how institutions were specially founded or reorganised in order 
to record the monarch’s achievements. The king’s most valued 
adviser, Colbert, was responsible for managing the finances of the 
realm, but also controlled public patronage, transforming art into an 
important mechanism of political propaganda. Among all the records 
that were made in honour of the ‘Sun King’, none have endured more 
effectively than the Palace of Versailles, the centre of the court from 
1682 to 1789. 
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Fig. 01 - Rafael, Portrait of Pope Leo 10 and his cousins, cardinals Giulio de’ Medici and 
Luigi de’ Rossi, [Ritratto di Leone X con i cardinali Giulio de’ Medici e Luigi de’ Rossi], 
1518/1519. Uffizi Gallery, Florence, Italy. Available from: wikipedia commons - the free 
media repository.
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The diversity of the resources used is remarkable – ranging from 
theatre to tapestry, and including poetry, music and ballet, as well as 
literature, painting and sculpture. However, the multiple media that 
were used all expressed the same contents – victory and triumph – 
in their attempts to reach different audiences. Medals, for instance, 
were meant for smaller audiences; printed texts and images were 
intended for wide-scale distribution. In keeping with the tradition 
of triumphal forms, the artists that were commissioned by the State 
combined the Roman models of equestrian statues in public spaces 
(in which the king, sitting astride his horse, was depicted defeating his 
enemies, who were usually positioned under the horse’s feet), with 
portraits painted in the Renaissance style. These kinds of portraits 
were developed according to a ‘rhetoric of the image’ which depicted 
important personalities in a natural scale (or even larger), either 
standing or seated on the throne. Moreover, the subjects’ eyes were 
always higher than those of the viewer, in order to underline their 
superiority. The use of armour in paintings and sculptures as a symbol 
of courage, or wealthy clothes and objects associated with power, 
particularly in the backgrounds of portraits, emphasised the carefully 
constructed legacy of Louis XIV’s public image (Burke 1994) (Fig. 02).

Until the end of the 18th century, talking about the aesthetics 
of memory means talking about the strategies that were used 
to perpetuate through the arts the image of some individual for 
posterity. Throughout the 19th century, in European and American 
cities, as national independence was gained, despite the prevalence 
of monuments erected in celebration of individual personalities, 
the aesthetics of memory expanded to an urban scale. In the 
transformations that followed the Industrial Revolution, the arts 
became intermingled with architecture and with urban planning itself, 
taking on new roles as references designed to guide the collective 
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Fig. 02 - Hyacinthe Rigaud, Louis XIV [Louis XIV en costume de sacre], 1701. Musée du 
Louvre, Paris. Available from: wikipedia commons - the free media repository.
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memory. The reurbanisation of Paris promoted by Haussmann was 
paradigmatic of this process. Choay reminds us that the old quartiers 
were “considered [at that time] to be obstacles to health, traffic and 
the contemplation of the monuments of the past that he caused to be 
removed” (my emphasis, p. 176). 

Other illustrations of this process can be found in works with such 
diverse styles as Nelson’s Column in Trafalgar Square (London), 
built between 1840 and 1843 to honour the memory of Admiral 
Horatio Nelson, who had died at the Battle of Trafalgar in 1805, and 
the Eiffel Tower built to celebrate the first centenary of the French 
Revolution. In the USA, it is enough to remember the iconic Statue of 
Liberty (1886), the Washington Monument (1894), and the Obelisk 
designed by Robert Mills in honour of USA’s first president, George 
Washington. In South America, the urban and sanitary reforms of 
Mayor Pereira Passos and the health officer Oswaldo Cruz, carried 
out in Rio de Janeiro between 1902 and 1906, converted the ‘City of 
Death’ into the Marvellous City, with all the accompanying costs of 
this violent process of ‘social hygiene’.

As we can see, until then there had been a direct relationship 
between the monopoly of power and the monopoly of memory and 
its forms of artistic expression. This monopoly, however, was not 
absolute. In contrast to the celebratory aesthetics of the memory of 
great names and glorious acts, there were also other points of view. 
The romantic images of ruins, which saw in the past a grandeur that 
was supposedly far greater than the misery of the present, are just 
one such example. Although this was not so relevant at that time, we 
must similarly not forget the innovative approaches adopted by 
Baudelaire, who preferred painters of customs and physiognomies, 
such as Charles Meryon and Constanti Guys, to the great masters of 
his time, for their ability to “extract the eternal from the transitory” 
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(Huyssen 2014: 105-108) (Brissac Peixoto 1996: 228-230). 

The aesthetics of memory that offered an alternative to the works 
of art produced within the central apparatus of power only became 
consolidated from the 1960s onwards in the field of contemporary art. 
Nevertheless, it is possible to discover the foundations of the art-archive 
binomial in the 1920s, and three works are fundamental for understanding 
the genealogy of this process: “The Arcades Project of Walter Benjamin, 
the Mnemosyne Atlas of Aby Warburg and the photographic series of 
August Sander, (…) three projects that share in common their condition 
as unfinished works without any definitive form, as well as the absence 
of sequence and/or linearity” (Guasch 2005: 160) (Fig. 3). 

Despite these prominent works, it was from the 1960s onwards that 
a new aesthetics of memory began to proliferate in different formats 
and languages. In their diversity, it is possible to say that there are 
two basic components: site-specific practices that involve a profound 
reconfiguration of the paradigms and concepts of public art, and 
a whole ‘wave’ of artists whose work is dedicated to the theme 
of archives, an aspect that we focus on here. This is because it is 
possible to glimpse, in these archival arts, procedures that will be 
incorporated and reviewed within the digital arts, especially those 
taking place in networked environments.

From the notebooks of the German artist Hans-Peter Feldmann to 
the works of the Brazilian artist Rosângela Rennó, but also including 
the artistic production of Marcel Broodthaers, On Kawara, Christian 
Boltanski, Bernd & Hilla Becher, and even younger artists such 
as the Brazilian artist Ícaro Lira, there are countless ways in which 
contemporary art, as Osthoff suggested in the title of her book, 
transformed the idea of the archive “from a repository of documents 
to an art medium” Osthoff (2009).
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Fig. 03 - Aby M. Warburg, Mnemosyne-Atlas, 1924-1929. Plate 79. La Rivista di Engramma, 
Mnemosyne Atlas online, 2012. Available from: <http://www.engramma.it/>.

http://www.engramma.it/
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These transformations range from Feldmann’s deconstructions of 
media to new approaches to history, as in the case of Lira, who has 
documented life in the concentration camps built for the isolation of 
poor sick people in Fortaleza (Ceará, in Northeast Brazil) in the 1940s, 
Boltanski’s personal memories of Nazism in France, the European 
process of de-industrialisation registered by the Becher couple, to the 
appropriation of anonymous personal memories that became raw 
material for the fascinating narrative rearrangements of Rosângela 
Rennó. Among other projects by this artist, I should like to highlight 
here The Last Picture [A Última Foto] (2006). In this work, the whole 
history of photography and its relationship with the contemporary 
tourist industry are questioned, along with its tendency to privatise 
the landscape. In order to realise her project, Rennó invited 43 
professional photographers to photograph the monument of Christ 
the Redeemer in Rio de Janeiro, using mechanical cameras of different 
formats that she had collected over several years. The project The 
Last Photo consists of 43 diptychs, each pairing the cameras with 
the last photo that they registered. Conceived at the time when 
Kodak announced it would stop selling the films traditionally used in 
cameras, this project raised a disturbing question: are these cameras 
capable of storing the history of photography that the digitalisation of 
images has changed the direction of? Moreover, with the increasing 
corporatisation of nature and of what we can see, how much longer 
will we be allowed to photograph Christ the Redeemer for free? Are 
these also our last photos of this famous landscape? How long will 
this statue remain accessible to our eyes (Fig. 04)? 

For Rancière (2004), the fight for visibility is one of the main topics of 
the political struggle that is taking place in the contemporary world. 
And, in that sense, the game of archival appropriations, which calls 
into question the monopoly of memory, also contests the images 
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Fig. 04 - Rosângela Rennó, The Last Photo, 2006. Pedro David, Ica. Framed color 
photograph and photographic camera Ica (diptych).
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of power that are projected into the public sphere. But, since the 
beginning of the 21st century, this public space has also become an 
informational space (Castells 2009), and, in that sense, it allows us to 
ask this question: what are the aesthetics of memory in the age of the 
digitalisation of culture?

Digital ruins

The above question seems absolutely essential to me. Never before has 
so much been said about memory as nowadays, and yet it has never 
been so difficult to have access to our recent past. This is undeniable. 
Few words have become as commonplace in the 21st century as 
‘memory’. Being confined until recently to the fields of historiography 
and neurological and psychoanalytic thinking, memory has become 
a basic aspect of everyday life. It is now considered to be a form of 
quantifiable data, a measure and even an indicator of someone’s social 
status. There is a ‘memory’ fetish, as if it were a ‘thing’: How much 
memory does your computer have? And your camera? And your cell 
phone? That much? Is that all?... Memories are bought, memories are 
transferred, memories are erased and get lost. 

We are not only experiencing a super production of memory, but 
also a documentary overdose. Every minute, 100 hours of video are 
uploaded to YouTube and 27,800 photos are uploaded to Instagram. 
As for Facebook, another 208,000 photos are posted in the same 
amount of time (every 60 seconds). In a recent presentation made 
by an analyst from Yahoo!, it was claimed that as many as 880 billion 
photos were supposed to have been taken in 2014 (Limer 2013). 

Where does all of this go?

It is common sense to say that the Internet never forgets, but the 
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digital culture does not allow us to remember. We produce and 
publish on petabyte scales, using services that can disappear at any 
time. Our equipment crashes at the speed of a simple click and a 
strange nostalgia for an unlived past invades the circuit of popular 
consumption. How to deal with memories so unstable that they 
become depleted together with the lifespan of our equipment, and 
whose different types do not correspond to the cataloguing models 
used by museum and archive collections? What memories are we 
building on networks, where the more immediate present seems to 
be our essential time? 

These are questions that artists are asking themselves. On the one 
hand, they question the overdose of documents, through projects 
related to database aesthetics and to the processes of information 
curatorship. Good examples here are the recent studies undertaken 
by artists/researchers such as Lev Manovich and Aaron Koblin, among 
others1. On the other hand, they place in circulation approaches to 
digital ruins that provide a possible parameter for thinking about 
museums and archives at the present time. My point of departure is 
that the imminence of loss and the potential impossibility of restoration 
and retrieval have become the ‘default’, and not the exception, in the 
digital storage ecosystem. To learn how to deal with this permanent 
state of absence can be crucial for a new understanding of the basis 
of historical preservation.  After all, as Henri-Pierre Jeudy wrote in 
one of his essays about historical conservation, “a contemporary 
aesthetics of abandonment would consider the ‘ruins of modernity’ 
to be something other than a disaster” (Jeudy 2005: 70).  

This path makes it possible to think of the ruin as an opening to the 
future and to consider it within critical paradigms that operate as an 
aesthetic counterpoint to our linear visions of progress. It also allows 
us to rethink technology from points of view that are immediately 
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less euphoric and less conservative, frequently contextualising it 
in relation to perspectives of instability and social disarrangement. 
Artists working on these themes and thinking about these questions 
seem more inclined to approach technology and the future in a 
more critical, more ironic and less desperate way. For me, a major 
point of reference in this discussion is Ernesto Oroza, a designer 
and artist who was born and grew up in Cuba, with a degree from 
the Instituto Superior di Diseño Industrial de la Universidad de 
Habana. He now lives in the US and is the creator of concepts that 
have proved particularly meaningful for my reflection on historical 
conservation, such as ‘architectures of necessity’ and ‘technological 
disobedience’. Both are different dimensions of a vast ‘ruinological’ 
process (‘ruinology’ is another concept I’m borrowing from him) and, 
in order to understand them, we must remember that in 1991 Cuba’s 
economy began to implode, after the announcement of Perestroika. 
The Special Period in Time of Peace [Período Especial en Tiempos 
de Paz] was the Cuban government’s euphemism for what was the 
culmination of thirty years of isolation. This isolation had begun in 
the 1960s with the US Boycott. 

Oroza studied the mechanical devices created by the Cuban 
population for their survival from the 1990s onwards and began to 
collect some of these machines. Later he was to contextualise them 
as ‘art’ in a movement that he dubbed Technological Disobedience 
[Desobediência Tecnológica]2. He stresses the subversive potential of 
those creative machines, saying that technological disobedience is a 
concept that allowed him to “summarize how Cubans acted in relation 
to technology. How they disrespected the ‘authority’ held by these 
contemporary objects”. By doing so, they desacralised technology and 
ruins at the same time. Every time I see these devices, I remember 
the statement of the Brazilian artist Helio Oiticica at the opening of A 
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Nova Objetividade Brasileira (The New Brazilian Objectivity) (1967) – 
one of the most important avant-garde exhibitions of the 1960s and, 
furthermore, held during the military dictatorship: “On Adversity, we 
live!” (Da adversidade, vivemos!) (Fig. 05).3 

This point of view is important if we are not to surrender to a simplistic 
analysis that would be compliant with the scarcity or precariousness 
existing on the one hand, and at the same time not to romanticise 
the way in which technology is produced and delivered to us daily. 
These questions arise in different ways in many artistic works, but 
I will concentrate here on Chipped Movie #1: Minhocão [Cinema 
Lascado #1: Minhocão] (Beiguelman, 2010) and Broken Things [Das 
Coisas Quebradas] (2012) by Lucas Bambozzi.

The videos of my series Cinema Lascado focus on devastated urban 
environments, where raised viaducts have led to social fractures in 
the cultural territory of the cities in which they were built. This is the 
case with the Minhocão (“Big Worm”, officially known as the Costa e 
Silva elevated highway) built in 1969, under the Brazilian dictatorial 
government4. In Minhocão, images follow on from one another 
through a movement scanning the landscape, mixing hi and low tech, 
combining HD video with the technique of animated GIF5. The result 
is a series of sequences that deconstruct the space, which is then 
recreated as visual noise, guided by the predominant colours of the 
surroundings. In an intermittent way, it plays with saturation and 
suppression to reconstruct the perception of the surroundings and 
the city, the old and the new, up and down, the tool and the device. 

Conceived to be a video installation showing the Minhocão 
simultaneously from above and below in an art gallery, in the context 
of the arte.mov Festival in São Paulo, the final project is the result of 
a sequence of accidents, which included problems in the recording 
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Fig. 05 - Ernesto Oroza, Technological Disobedience Device, Rikimbili, 2007. Bicycle + 
gasoline pump water, fumigation devices or gasoline engines chain saw. For more Ri-
kimbilis, go to: <http://www.ernestooroza.com/rikimbili/>. © Ernesto Oroza.

http://www.ernestooroza.com/rikimbili/
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of images, software bugs and browser crashes. If, at first, my 
intention was to make an incursion into the urban ruins of São Paulo 
(or to discuss the lack of urban planning in the city as a process of 
sociocultural ruination), within a few weeks, the project had become 
a parallel and overlapping aesthetic discussion about the making of 
technological ruins today.

When I arrived at the gallery to set the piece up all the artists had 
already defined their own spaces, and there was only a very small 
room with very tall walls left for me. The only way of showing the 
piece was to pile the two videos on top of one another. This final 
‘error’ situation led me to re-edit the video that portrays the bottom 
of the viaduct upside down, which produced the effect of a continuity 
of the vertical lines in the video installation. The accidental way in 
which I arrived at the final set up of that piece signalled not only 
my first contact with the glitch aesthetic, but the discovery of how 
similar the materiality of the code corruption was to the noisy social 
attributes of some of South America’s big cities, above all São Paulo. 
Long afterwards, when reading Rosa Menkman’s book about the 
glitch aesthetic, I recognised myself in many excerpts, which could 
have been used as epigraphs or explanations for my own work. She 
says: “As an exoskeleton for such (post-utopian) progress however, 
the glitch does not just take place on a critically ruined surface. The 
choice to accept the glitch, to welcome it as an aesthetic form, means 
to accept a new critical dialectic that makes room for error within the 
histories of ‘progress’” (Menkman 2011: 44) (Fig. 06).

Brazilian artist Lucas Bambozzi has been exploring these ambivalences 
in different works. In On Broken Things (2012), he deals with the 
flow of communication turned into waste around us. The piece is 
an autonomous machine, which makes its own decisions based on 
the intensity of the electromagnetic fields that hover above us. The 
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project refers to the tensions found in the relationship between 
consumption, consumerism and planned obsolescence, avoiding 
a paternalistic discourse about an allegedly ecological practice 
based solely on individual goodwill. It is a physical simulation of a 
continuous mechanism, which operates between the networks, and 
the real world, where autonomy eventually expires and everything 
becomes obsolete, leading us to realise that we live in the era of the 
‘Internet of Broken Things’. Bambozzi explains:

“On Broken Things is an installation-machine, whose autonomy 
makes use of the electromagnetic flows existing in the space where 
it is installed. Insistently, in a dramatic and ironic way (if such things 
can be described as machine attributes), it repeats the action of 
smashing obsolete mobile phones. The machine has as its input the 
variations in the reading of the signals circulating in the airspace 
(Radio Frequency signals, or fields/waves known as Extreme Low 
Frequency ELF or Electromagnetic Fields), whose saturation in certain 
environments can be troubling in several ways. From these data, the 
system accelerates and performs movements that culminate in a 
destructive action of the equipment stored on the machine, which 
for many may be a kind of revenge of the consumerism associated 
with technologies that we observe today” (Bambozzi 2012).

The piece was commissioned for Tecnofagias, the 3rd 3M Digital Art 
Show (2012) curated by myself, an exhibition that was held in one of 
the most important Brazilian contemporary art centres, the Instituto 
Tomie Ohtake. This was the first digital art show to have been held 
there and, in spite of the fact that the exhibition as a whole was 
remarkable for the institution and attracted large audiences, this 
piece in particular greatly excited the visitors to the exhibition space. 
Besides the crowds of people protesting about the destruction of 
mobile phones, it was common to hear them making comments, 
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Fig. 06 - Giselle Beiguelman, Cinema Lascado 1: Minhocão, 2010. Video installantion 
view and other information available on the website <http://www.desvirtual.com/
cinemalascado>. © Giselle Beiguelman. 

http://www.desvirtual.com/cinemalascado
http://www.desvirtual.com/cinemalascado
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sometimes with a certain nostalgia, pointing to the phones as they 
came down the ramp towards their ‘execution’: “wow, I used to have 
that model”... “I remember that one”... “My mother gave me one of 
those”, etc. (Fig. 07).

Museums of the unfinished

Obsolescence, loss, devices and files not found. This seems to be 
the more perfect picture of the digital culture and the aesthetics 
of abandonment that prevail in its realm. Maybe the imminent 
disappearance that is constantly to be found everywhere all the 
time justifies the apocalyptic tone that is suggested in the most basic 
commands for handling digital editing programmes, which invite 
us to ‘save’ files all the time, and not simply store them. Networks 
have no time. A system of permanent urgency prevails over them. 
The most recent publication is supposedly more relevant than the 
previous one. Now is what counts. And this ‘now’ has an increasing 
intensity. Try to find that very important comment posted by your 
friend thirty days ago on Facebook, that photo you ‘liked’ in some 
remote day of 2012, or that remarkable event in which you shared a 
video back in 2008. Don’t even try it. You won’t find them.

It is true that all data can be tracked. Scandals related to electronic 
surveillance, such as Prism, involving the US government and 
companies such as Google and Facebook, can confirm this. But this is 
far from meaning that we have the right to remember whatever we 
want about ourselves whenever we want. Not that the models existing 
for the traditional cataloguing and retrieval of data are better, or even 
that they are the only possible ones. They are historically engendered 
and are related to forms of power and to the political, social and 
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Fig. 07 - Lucas Bambozzi, On Broken Things, 2012. A short video of the machine in use 
is available from: <http://vimeo.com/50655716>. © Lucas Bambozzi. 

http://vimeo.com/50655716
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cultural authorities that define the criteria for conservation, the ways 
to institutionalise memory locations and to decide what is or is not left 
to be told as history. It is not a coincidence that the protagonist of one 
of the most brilliant short stories by Jorge Luis Borges – The Book of 
Sand [El Libro de Arena] – chooses precisely the National Library as the 
place for losing the book that tormented him. Putting it on a random 
shelf was like hiding a leaf in a forest. It could never be found again.

But this human scale restrained by institutions is now shaken by 
an overdose of documentary production that is unprecedented in 
history. If there is any question about this statement, let us make a 
comparison between the volumes of data stored in the world’s largest 
library collection – The Library of Congress of the United States – and 
the Internet Archive Wayback Machine, an independent service that 
archives web pages daily. The Wayback Machine contains 3 petabytes 
of data (equivalent to approximately 700 thousand fully loaded DVDs 
and this is only part of the 9 petabytes of the Internet Archive as 
a whole) (Drinehart 2012). If the Library of Congress had its entire 
collection of books scanned (32 million volumes), there would be 32 
terabytes archived, considering 1 megabyte per scanned book (Lesk 
2005). The Wayback Machine was created in 1996. The collection of 
books from the Library of Congress dates from 1815. The Wayback 
Machine grows at the rate of 100 terabytes per month, which 
is almost three times the size of the whole book collection of the 
Library of Congress in bytes accumulated over almost two centuries.

In an anthological essay – “The Historiographical Operation” – Michel 
de Certeau wrote a concise History of Historiography and summarised 
what this operation consists of in a few lines: “In history, everything 
begins with the act of separating, gathering and turning certain 
objects that were otherwise distributed into ‘documents’. However, 
this separation is always done after the work of the archivist, who is 
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responsible for the selection and organisation of documents that will be 
kept at the expense of those that will be discarded” (de Certeau 1982).

But, given the media avalanche we produce every day on Facebook, 
Instagram, Twitter and other similar social networks, how do we 
choose what will be stored? And what if they were simply deleted 
by a system error or a discontinuation of the product? How to deal 
with so much unstable and fragmented information produced by us 
and about us? Is all this information really relevant? And what can 
we do when it suddenly becomes unavailable? Could museums be a 
solution in a context like this or should we remember Adorno, who 
wrote a long time ago: “Museum and mausoleum are connected by 
more than phonetic association. […] They testify to the neutralization 
of culture” (Adorno 1988: 173).

It is clear that, in this age of documentary overdose we are living 
through, “accumulating data is like breathing: involuntary and 
mechanical. We don’t choose what to keep, but what to delete” 
(Quaranta 2011: 8). Nevertheless, it must be stressed, all that we 
cannot keep is on the probable horizon of permanent loss. And this 
includes personal memories, private and professional information, 
relevant data, a lot of futility for sure, and culture, art, and 
uncountable (perhaps fundamental?) unfinished works. Of course it 
is important to prevent loss, but it is impossible to store everything 
that is produced nowadays. 

Until practically the end of the last century, according to Michel 
Melot, one of the world’s leading authorities on archival and library 
science, budget constraints “in their wisdom” prevented institutions 
from literally overflowing. In an article suggestively entitled “Des 
archives considérées comme une substance hallucinogène” (Melot 
1986), he pondered what would happen if every citizen became a 
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collector and a curator and we could keep absolutely everything 
in the name of future historians. We would arrive at a paradox, he 
concludes: “History finally produced solely for historians and also 
blocked by them, like the surgeon who immobilises his patient in 
order to operate on him” (Melot 1986: 16). After all, as we learned 
in another short story by Borges (“Funes the Memorious” [Funes El 
Memorioso]) thinking is generalising, not only archiving and adding 
yet more and more data.

Just as important as paying attention to the instability of the cultural 
system we are living in, and understanding how it demands new 
preservation methods, is realising that these are only provisional 
and palliative solutions. Due to the continuous speed with which 
technologies are discarded in shorter and shorter periods of time, 
the solutions provided for the time being are bound to create the 
same problems we seek to resolve. The transposition and adaptation 
of works to new equipment or their reprogramming does not result 
in definitive solutions. On the contrary, these procedures indicate the 
need for continuous updating, which, at some point, may also produce 
a quite distinct result from the work created by the artist in a given 
historical context. From now on, loss, change and even replacement 
will be more and more part of our conservational practice.

We are facing a noisy ‘datascape’, which goes far beyond our screens. 
Its signals and inputs/outputs are everywhere, and they amount to 
much more than just some reading or coding mistakes. The peculiar 
‘ruinology’ of the art works discussed here is a constituent part of this 
digital epistemology. Because of this, they can point to alternative 
directions for thinking about the emerging politics of memory in the 
age of new monuments, museums and archives. As Robert Smithson 
wrote, “Instead of causing us to remember the past like the old 
monuments, the new monuments seem to cause us to forget the 
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future. (…). They are not built for the ages, but rather against the 
ages” (Smithson 1966).

Paraphrasing his words, then, we could say that, instead of celebrating 
a progressively more stable future, by preserving fragments of the 
past, museums of digital art should be the museums of the unfinished, 
the unrepaired, and the unretrieved. By doing this, they will allow 
us to deal with the social and emotional perception of loss without 
counting on an imminent process of disappearance.

Notes

1 For more examples and commentaries about database aesthetics, see 
Hanns (2014).
2 There is a short documentary about Oroza and Technological Disobedience 
available from: http://youtu.be/v-XS4aueDUg.
3 The full text by Helio Oiticica on the exhibition and its artists, entitled 
“Esquema geral da Nova Objetividade”, is available from: http://tropicalia.
com.br/en/leituras-complementares/esquema-geral-da-nova-objetividade.
4 Besides the Minhocão, in São Paulo, the project portrays Perimetral, in Rio 
de Janeiro, and the Radial Leste in São Paulo. Cinema Lascado 2, Perimetral 
is a work that has been in progress since 2013, following the urban 
rehabilitation of the port zone of Rio de Janeiro (Porto Maravilha, Marvellous 
Port), which is supposed to be completed for the Olympic games in 2016. A 
trailer of the project was first presented at the 10th São Paulo Architecture 
Biennale (2013) and as an installation at Digital Latin America exhibition, 
in Albuquerque (USA, 2014). Available from: <http://www.desvirtual.com/
perimetral-de-cima-a-baixo/>.
5 The title in Brazilian Portuguese Cinema Lascado can be translated into 
English as Chipped Movie, but as a result it loses its double meanings. Lascado 
refers to the Palaeolithic age, or to thin slices, also meaning “in trouble” and, 
in some contexts, “very good”. The way in which it was produced, combining 
techniques from the ‘paleoweb’ with the post cinema period, lies at the 
origin of its name (‘lascado’).

http://youtu.be/v-XS4aueDUg
http://tropicalia.com.br/en/leituras-complementares/esquema-geral-da-nova-objetividade
http://tropicalia.com.br/en/leituras-complementares/esquema-geral-da-nova-objetividade
http://www.desvirtual.com/perimetral-de-cima-a-baixo/
http://www.desvirtual.com/perimetral-de-cima-a-baixo/
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