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time machine

Between January and May 1895, Herbert George Wells’s
The Time Machine: An Invention was published in five
monthly installments in The New Rewiew. In this work, thanks
to a Time Machine of his own making, the protagonist
travels in time from the laboratory in his house in Richmond,
Surrey, to the year 802,701, where he finds that social and
biological evolution has led the human race to split into
two different species: the Eloi and the Morlocks. Moving
further ahead to roughly thirty million years after the initial
time, he finds himself in the desolate landscape of a dying
Earth: the planet’s rotation is gradually coming to a halt,
a red sun is losing its heat and dying, and the remnants
of the human race have long succumbed to extinction.
Setting the Time Machine in reverse motion, the Time
Traveller rushes back through centuries, through millenia,
until he returns to the initial time, and finds himself in
the laboratory, just three hours after he had originally left.
On the evening of December 28, 1895, in the Salon Indien
of the Grand Café situated at 14, boulevard des Capucines
in Paris Fig. 1 ↦ Marcelin Auzolle, poster announcing a public screening of the
Lumières’s Cinématographe (1896), the Lumière brothers Louis and
Auguste presented for the first time in public a series of ten
“views” [vues], each lasting between fifty and sixty seconds.
The program included Le Débarquement du congrès de
photographie à Lyon, Baignade en mer, Forgerons, Pêche
aux poissons rouges, Repas de bébé, Sortie d’usine, Arroseur
et arrosé, Place des Cordeliers, Saut à la couverte, Voltige.
A few months after the evening at the Salon Indien, the
programs of the Lumières’s Cinématographe, in France
and elsewhere, began to include the screening in reverse
motion of “views” such as Démolition d’un mur (1896) Fig. 2 ↦
Catalogue Lumière, Vue n°40,2 Démolition d’un mur II (1896) and Bains de
Diane (1896) Fig. 3 ↦ Catalogue Lumière, Vue n° 277, Bains de Diane (1896).
In them, the public could witness the stunning spectacle of
“la vie à l’envers,” “life backwards” 1: after the wall has been
demolished, the debris rises up and pieces itself together
back into a vertical wall, while the divers reemerge from the
water, defying gravity, and land again on the trampoline
from which they jumped. Newspaper reviews published in 1896
and 1897 in the United States show that at the time, reverse
motion was also being explored with other devices, from the
Kinetoscope projector to the Biograph, after some manual
experimentation with optical toys such as the Phenakistoscope
Fig. 4 ↦ Phenakistiscope disk (1833), while acoustic reverse motion had
already been tested by inverting the rotational direction of the
Phonograph’s cylinder Fig. 5 ↦ Robert William Paul, Phonograph (1890). 2
How might we interpret, retrospectively, the
simultaneous appearance, in 1895, of the first literary text
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in which the movement across time is made possible not
by the mind nor by magic, but rather by a technical device,
and of an optical medium, the Cinématographe, which
allowed the visual manifestations of the flow of time to be
not only recorded, stored and replayed, but also reversed?
In what ways did this idea of a technically-determined time
travel contribute to what has been called “the emergence
of cinematic time”? 3 What position did Wells’s vision of time
travel occupy in comparison to the other technical forms
of time manipulation that appeared during the last decades
of the 19th century, a historical phase that Friedrich Kittler
describes as a “Mediengründerzeit,” the “founding age”4
of modern technical media? Finally, how might we interpret
today—from the vantage point of a present in which the
climate crisis is forcing new ways of thinking about the future
into the public discourse, and in which artificial intelligence
is introducing new ways of manipulating the temporality
of moving images—the conjunction between the plasticity of
time revealed by the Cinématographe, and the deep time,
post-extinction scenario that we find in The Time Machine?

1. “THE CURIOUS POSSIBILITIES
OF ANACHRONISM”

Written by a young author with high-level scientific training
from the Normal School of Science in South Kensington,
and conceived of as the development of a previous story
entitled “The Chronic Argonauts” (1888), The Time Machine
is a text that lies at the crossroads between late Victorian
science, Socialist utopian literature, speculations on the
existence of a “fourth dimension,” ruin aesthetics, the
discovery of the deep time of prehistory, paleontology,
geology and astronomy, and anxieties concerning the
future of the human race following the consequences of
social and biological evolution. 5 Commonly considered to
be one of the prominent examples of the science fiction
genre , at the time of its publication, it was labeled rather
as a “scientific fantasy” or a “scientific romance,” both close
to the genre of the “speculative essay.” In a letter written
in 1895 to the journalist Grant Allen, Wells himself described
it as “a scientific romance with a philosophical element.” 6
Moving in time by way of a technical device
allowing for speed variations and reverse motion, the
Time Traveller experiences three distinct temporal phases,
which paradoxically preserve a strict unity of place.
The first phase occurs during the years 1894-97 in the
comfortable suburbs of Richmond, West of London, and
21
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unfolds between the evening in which the protagonist tells
his dinner guests about his first time travel experience, and the
moment in which the narrator tells us that the Time Traveller
has not returned from his second journey since three years.
The second phase is located in the year 802,701, in which
the Time Traveller discovers a world where evolution has led
the human race to split into two different species. On the one
hand, the Eloi, the “Overworlders,” “the daylight race,” who live
above ground in the “Upper World,” 7 in a condition of delicate
beauty but also in a state of dimished intelligence and bodily
weakness caused by a prolonged state of satisfaction of
all needs thanks to the technological progress achieved
by previous generations. On the other hand, the Morlocks,
the “Undergrounders,” “white ape-like creatures” living and
working incessantly in an obscure, underground world. This
splitting of the human race into two distinct species is the sign,
according to the Time Traveller, that “the balanced civilisation
that was at last attained must have long since passed its
zenith, and was now far fallen into decay.” 8 Through a perfect
dialectical reversal that seems to reinterpret class struggle
in biological-evolutionary terms, the dominant classes,
living in an illusionary condition of “too-perfect security,” 9
had gradually turned into the helpless prey of their former
victims. With their “Dresden-china type of prettiness,” their
“graceful gentleness” and “childlike ease,” with their “lack of
interest” and the loss of that “restless energy” 10 which had
driven progress in the past, the Eloi had become nothing
more than “the sunset of mankind,” 11 mere “fatted cattle” 12
kept alive by the Morlocks who would then feed upon them.
The third phase is that of the “Further Vision” that the
Time Traveller experiences when the Time Machine takes him
more than thirty million years into the future. This vision is
nothing less than a geological and astronomical apocalypse:
“the sky was no longer blue” but rather “a deep Indian red and
starless,” since the Earth’s rotation had stopped, and, “cut by
the horizon, lay the huge hull of the sun, red and motionless.”
The ground was entirely covered by “an intensely green
vegetation,” looking like “forest moss” or “the lichen in caves.”
In the ocean “there were no breakers and no waves, for not a
breath of wind was stirring. Only a slight oily swell rose and fell
like a gentle breathing, and showed that the eternal sea was
still moving and living.” Stunned by “the sense of abominable
desolation that hung over the world,” the Time Traveller sees
with his own eyes the nightmare of human extinction and
the end of the world caused by the gradual “death of the sun.”
At the end of this vertiginous journey across deep
geological and astronomical time, having experienced “the
curious possibilities of anachronism” 13 that lead him to visit in
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the year 802,701 the ruins of a “Palace of Green Porcelain” 14
which turns out to be an old museum of natural history full
of skeletons of extinct creatures—a stroll across the deep
temporal layers of evolution that we will find again in the visit
to the Musée d’Histoire Naturelle in Chris Marker’s La Jetée
(1962) Fig. 6 ↦ Chris Marker, La Jetée (1962)—the Time Traveller discovers
that his machine has moved just a few feet in space from
its initial position in the laboratory in Richmond. The journey
across time as a “fourth dimension” 15 has not produced
any movement across the three dimensions of space.
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2. “ZOOLOGICAL RETROGRESSION,”
EXTINCTION, THE SUN’S DEATH

The revelations of this static temporal journey are nonetheless
astounding, and stand in stark contrast with the utopian
visions that one could find, a few years before the publication
of The Time Machine, in writings such as Lord Lytton’s
The Coming Race (1871), Samuel Butler’s Erewhon (1871), W.H.
Hudson’s A Crystal Age (1887), Edward Bellamy’s Looking
Backward 2000-1887 (1888) and William Morris’s News from
Nowhere (1890). Rather than an accomplished socialist utopia
or a pastoral paradise, as in News from Nowhere Fig. 7 ↦ William
Morris, News from Nowhere, illustrated edition (London: Hammersmith, 1892), what
the Time Traveller discovers is a dystopian scenario. What
awaits the human race in the future is degeneration and
then extinction, rather than the progress and the perfection
theorized by the promoters of what Wells considered, with
sarcasm, to be a form of “Excelsior biology.” In “speculative
essays” such as “Zoological Retrogression” (1891) and “On
Extinction” (1893), after noticing the hightened interest of his
generation for “the past history and the future prospects
of their province—life,” 16 Wells insists that “the path of life, so
frequently compared to some steadily-rising mountain slope,
is far more like a footway worn by leisurely wanderers in an
ondulating country,” and that when it comes to evolutionary
biology, “degradation” is just as likely as “progress.” 17 One
could see this, he writes, in the exemplary case of the Sea
Squirts or Ascidians Fig. 8 ↦ The Ascidiae in one of the plates of Ernst Haeckel’s
Kunstformen der Natur (1904), whose lifespan shows a “downward
path” from an animal to a quasi-vegetable state, at the
end of which “the transient glimpse of vivid animal life is
forgotten, and the rest of this existence is a passive receptivity
to what change and the water bring along. The ascidian lives
henceforth an idyll of contentment, glued, head downwards
to a stone… The world forgetting, by the world forgot.” 18
With its vivid depiction of a future characterized by
23
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degeneration and by a “tragedy of extinction” 19 which
unfolds incessantly throughout the biological spectrum, Wells’s
Time Machine is firmly situated in a historical period during
which Victorian optimism began to be haunted by different
anxieties concerning the future of the human race and of
the Earth fueled, on the one hand, by the extraordinary pace
of technological development, and, on the other, by scientific
discoveries in the fields of biology, physics and astronomy.
The idea that the natural, biological evolution of
the human race could lead, rather than to the increasing
perfection described by Darwin in the closing chapter
(“Recapitulation and Conclusion) of The Origin of Species
(1859), to a downward path of regression and degeneration,
can be found in the writings of T.E. Huxley, who in an 1893
lecture entitled “Evolution and Ethics” wrote that “for millions
of years, our globe has taken the upward road, yet, sometime,
the summit will be reached and the downward route will
be commenced.” 20 Edwin Ray Lankaster’s Degeneration: A
Chapter in Darwinism (1880) saw across the biological spectrum
different forms of “retrogressive metamorphosis” that could
extend to the human race (“Possibly we are all drifting, tending
to the condition of intellectual Barnacles or Ascidians,” 21) while
Max Nordau’s highly influential Degeneration [Entartung]
(1892) generalized this idea through the vision of the “reddened
light” of a “Dusk of the Nations, in which all suns and all
stars are gradually waning, and mankind with all its institutions
and creations is perishing in the midst of a dying world.” 22
The haunting scenario of an entropic heat death of
the sun seemed inevitable if one followed the principles of
the second law of thermodynamics and their consequences
within the solar system. In his “On the Age of the Sun’s Heat”
(1862), Lord Kelvin saw in the heat-death of the universe
the consequence of the irreversible cosmic dissipation
of energy through entropy, and calculated the total lifespan
of the sun to be ten million years, possibly a hundred
million years, not more. “If the universe were finite and
left to obey existing laws,” Kelvin wrote, “the result would
inevitably be a state of universal rest and death.” 23 In his
The Conservation of Energy. Being an Elementary Treatise
on Energy and Its Laws (1874), Balfour Stewart presented a
grim outlook of a universe reduced to “one equally heated
inert mass, from which everything like life or motion or
beauty will have utterly gone away.” 24 Camille Flammarion’s
Omega: The Last Days of the World, English translation of
La Fin du monde (1894), reinterpreted these ideas within the
context of his own astronomical fictions, and described a
condition which recalls The Time Machine’s “Further Vision”:
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“The sun will become a dark red ball, then a
black one, and night will be perpetual. The
moon, which shines only by reflection, will no
longer illuminate the lonely nights. Our planet
will receive no light but that of the stars. The
solar heat having vanished, the atmosphere
will remain undisturbed, and an absolute calm,
unbroken by a breath of air, will reign. […] The
earth, a dark ball, a frozen tomb, will continue
to revolve about the black sun, travelling through
an endless night and hurrying away with all
the solar system into the abyss of space.” 25

3. OPTICAL SPECULATIONS

A retrospective reading of The Time Machine centered on its
connection with the first public presentation of the Lumières’s
Cinématographe invites us to highlight the various “protocinematic” metaphors that we find not only in Wells’s most
famous “scientific romance” but also in his entire literary
corpus, and especially in the early writings of the years 18951901. These are characterized by what has been called a
“self-reflexive visuality,” 26 a conscious attempt to investigate,
through the stylistic means of speculative fiction, the
psychological and epistemological implications of a series of
visual technologies, visual forms and visual experiences that
had captured widespread attention during the second half of
the 19th century: from the magic lantern with its “dissolving
views,” 27 to the double exposures that could be seen in “spirit
photography,” from the natural phenomena invisible to
human eyes that had been unveiled by chronophotography
and high-speed photography, to the spectrum of optical
aberrations and visual hallucinations that were studied by
psychology and neuropshysiology. What we find throughout
Wells’s early writings is a series of “optical speculations” 28 that
investigate the perceptual aberrations produced by altered
states of mind and by optical media, and that in many cases
explore the same plasticity and relativity of time that would
be explored by cinema and other moving-image media.
The Remarkable Case of Davidson’s Eyes (1895), for
example, tells the story of a man who lives the bewildering
experience of being perceptually in two places at once,
“to live visually in one part of the world, while one lives
bodily in another”: a situation that recalls, today, that of
wearing VR gear, visually and acoustically immersed in the
so-called “virtual” space, while our body and our tactile
experiences are still rooted in the “real” one. Following an
25

time machine

25

26
27

28

Camille Flammarion, Omega:
The Last Days of the World (New
York: Cosmopolitan Publishing
Co., 1894), TM (Ruddick), 233-34.
Williams, H.G. Wells, 1.

On magic lanterns and
dissolving views, see Laurent
Mannoni, The Great Art of Light
and Shadow: Archaeology of
the Cinema (Exeter: University
of Exeter Press, 2000).
Williams, H.G. Wells, 1.

electromagnetic accident, Davidson loses the capacity of
seeing the environment around him, but begins to see events
unfolding elsewhere, on an “Antipode Island.” As he begins
to recover after some time, these two visual fields start to
overlap as in a double exposure, with a sort of “cross-fade”
that Wells compares to “the changing views of a magic
lantern,” and that gradually leads from the first to the
second: “Over patches of his field of vision, the phantom
world grew fainter, grew transparent, as it were, and through
these translucent gaps he began to see dimly the real world
about him.” 29 A similar situation is described in The Plattner
Story (1896), in which the protagonist disappears in a flash
and ends up in a spectral, phosphorescent “Out-of-Space”:
a parallel universe, a “Fourth Dimension” in which the “real”
world is still visible but only as in a dim, transparent double
exposure. 30 The reference to the “dissolving views” of the
magic lantern can also be found in The Story of the Late
Elvesham (1896), in which the young Eden wakes to find
himself trapped in the old ageing body of Mr Elvesham. The
transition between one state and the other is described by
Eden as the sensation of being “in two places at once,” “as
if the picture of my present sensations was painted over
some other picture that was trying to show through.” 31
Evoking a different set of optical references, The New
Accelerator (1901) brings us close to the realm of high-speed
photography and high-speed cinematography that was
explored, between the end of the 19th and the beginning of
the 20th century, by figures such as Ernst Mach and Lucien
Bull Fig. 9 ↦ Ernst Mach, photograph (using “Schlieren Photography) of a bow
shockwave around a supersonic bullet (1887). The narrator, who admits
having “always been given to paradoxes about space and
time,” 32 takes a new stimulant which is supposed “to bring
languid people up to the stresses of these pushful days.” 33
Itself an artificial medium capable of altering the ordinary
experience of space and time, the stimulant allows the
narrator to enter a state of highly accelerated bodily motion
and sensory perception, compared to which the rest of the
surrounding space, with its optical and sound phenomena,
appears to be in a state of extreme slow motion. Bodies and
objects are caught as in a sort of freeze-frame, sounds are
“analysed” 34 and transposed to different, lower wavelengths,
recalling experiments that had been performed with the
phonograph and the gramophone. The narrator and his coprotagonist move at what appears to them as a “normal”
speed within a world that has come to a halt, as in Réné
Clair’s Paris qui dort (1924) Fig. 10 ↦ Réné Clair, Paris qui dort (1924).
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4. “SLIPPING LIKE A VAPOUR THROUGH
THE INTERSTICES OF INTERVENING SUBSTANCES”

Visual and “proto-cinematic” metaphors run through all
the chapters of The Time Machine, whose first version, an
incomplete serialisation that came out in the National
Observer between May and June 1894, was written before
Wells could attend the first public projection of motion
pictures in Britain, 35 before he could learn of the first
public screening of the Lumières’s Cinématographe in Paris,
and even before the first Kinetoscope Parlour opened in
London in October 1894, even though Wells might have
read about Edison’s invention in newspapers or scientific
journals. Whether or not he know of the existence of
Edison’s Kinetoscope, what is sure is that Wells’s Time
Machine responds to a new need to conceptualize and to
visualize the “deep time” of a distant past and a distant
future intrinsic to Darwinian evolutionary theory.
When the small model of the Time Machine is
activated and sent into the future, its disappearance
is explained by one of the characters, the Psychologist,
on the basis of those limits of human vision that highspeed photography was trying to overcome:
“We cannot see it, nor can we appreciate this
machine, any more than we can see the spoke of
a wheel spinning, or a bullet flying through the air.
If it is travelling through time fifty times or a
hundred times faster than we are, if it gets through
a minute while we get through a second, the
impression it creates will of course be only one
fiftieth or one hundredth of what it would make if it
were not travelling in time. That’s plain enough.” 36
A few pages later, the first experience of time travel is
described in terms that seem to refer directly to time-lapse
cinematography. After sitting in the saddle, after taking
“the starting lever in one hand and the stopping one in the
other,” the Time Traveller goes through a visual experience
that both the filmic adaptations of Wells’s Time Machine
(directed by George Pal in 1960, and by Simon Wells in
2002) will try to reproduce, mixing time-lapse, stop-motion
animation, and, in the 2002 version, computer-generated
special effects Fig. 11 ↦ The Time Machine (Simon Wells, 2002) :
“The laboratory got hazy and went dark.
Mrs Watchett came in, and walked, apparently
without seeing me, towards the garden door.
I suppose it took her a minute or so to traverse
the place, but to me she seemed to shoot
27
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across the room like a rocket. I pressed the lever
over to its extreme position. The night came
like the turning out of a lamp, and in another
moment came to-morrow. The laboratory grew
faint and hazy, then fainter and even fainter.
To-morrow night came black, then day again,
night again, day again, faster and faster still.
An edding murmur filled my ears, and a strange,
dumb confusedness descended on my mind.
[…]
As I put on pace, night followed day like the
flapping of a black wing. The dim suggestion
of the laboratory seemed presently to fall
away from me, and I saw the sun hopping
swiftly across the sky, leaping it every
minute, and every minute marking a day.
[…]
The slowest snail that ever crawled dashed by
too fast for me. The twinkling succession of
darkness and light was excessively painful to
the eye. Then, in the intermittent darkness, I saw
the moon spinning swiftly through her quarters
from new to full, and had a faint glimpse of the
circling stars. Presently, as I went on, still gaining
velocity, the palpitation of night and day merged
into one continuous greyness; the sky took
on a wonderful deepness of blue, and a splendid
luminous colour like that of early twilight; the
jerking sun became a streak of fire, a brilliant arch,
in space, the moon a fainter fluctuating band;
and I could see nothing of the stars, save now
and then a brighter circle flickering in the blue.
The landscape was misty and vague. I was still on
the hill-side upon which this house now stands, and
the shoulder rose above me grey and dim. I saw
trees growing and changing life like puffs of vapour,
now brown, now green: they grew, spread, shivered,
and passed away. I saw huge buildings rise up faint
and fair, and pass like dreams. The whole surface of
the earth seemed changed—melting and flowing
under my eyes. The little hands upon the dials
that registered my speed raced round faster and
faster. Presently I noted that the sunbelt swayed
up and down, from solstice to solstice, in a minute
or less, and that, consequently, my pace was over
a year a minute; and minute by minute the white
snow flashed across the world, and vanished, and
was followed by the bright, brief green of spring.” 37
28
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After seeing “a dim elusive world that raced and fluctuated
before [his] eyes,” after “slipping like a vapour through
the interstices of intervening substances,” 38 the Time
Traveller makes his first stop in the year 802,701, where
most of the Time Machine’s narrative will unfold. Later
on, a further leap into the future will produce another
time-lapse experience, which reveals the gradual, cosmic
transformations that have affected the Earth and the sun:
“As I drove on, a peculiar change crept over the
appearance of things. The palpitating greyness
grew darker; then—though I was still travelling with
prodigious velocity—the blinking succession of day
and night, which was usually indicative of a slower
pace, returned, and grew more and more marked.
This puzzled me very much at first. The alternations
of night and day grew slower and slower, and so
did the passage of the sun across the sky, until
they seemed to stretch through centuries. At last a
steady twilight brooded over the earth, a twilight
only broken now and then when a comet glared
across the darkling sky. The band of light that had
indicated the sun had long since disappeared;
for the sun had ceased to set—it simply rose and
fell in the west, and grew ever broader and more
red. All trace of the moon had vanished. The
circling of the stars, growing slower and slower,
had given place to creeping points of light. At
last, some time before I stopped, the sun, red and
very large, halted motionless upon the horizon,
a vast dome glowing with a dull heat, and now
and then suffering a momentary extinction.” 39
After experiencing the “Further Vision,” the Time Traveller
returns to his laboratory in Richmond, at which point the
future cinematic technique of reverse motion is evoked:
“I think I have told you that when I set out,
before my velocity became very high, Mrs
Watchett had walked across the room, travelling,
as it seemeed to me, like a rocket. As I returned,
I passed again across that minute when she
traversed the laboratory. But now her every
motion appeared to be the exact inversion of
her previous ones. The door at the lower end
opened, and she glided quitely up the laboratory,
back foremost, and disappeared behind the
door by which she had previously entered.” 40
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5. “THE AERIAL REGISTER OF
THE HISTORY OF THE EARTH”

During the years surrounding the publication of The Time
Machine, the idea that a technical, optical device could one
day allow some kind of travel through time can be found
in a series of texts published in France and the United States.
In some of them, the movement through time is not made
possible by a time machine, as in Wells’s “scientific romance,”
but rather by the radiation of light across the universe. The
function of technical optical media is, in these texts, that
of recording, storing and visualizing images carried by the
natural medium of light through the immensity of the universe:
images recorded in the “deep time” of a distant past, and
now perceived with the evidence of the actual present.
Eugène Mouton’s L’Historioscope (1882), for example,
describes an optical device that allows us to look back into
history, by observing (but not recording) the images carried
by light waves stemming from past events that radiate
throughout the ether. In his Astronomie populaire (1854),
François Arago had written that “the rays of light that reach
us from stars tell us […] the ancient story of these heavenly
bodies,” 41 thus emphasizing the idea that looking at the sky
is like looking at the past, and that astronomy is in many
ways a sort of cosmic archaeology. “Facts,” writes Eugène
de Mouton, “never die,” since their luminous reflections
continue to circulate across the universe: “They are therefore
somewhere, they are everywhere, and, however far away be
their origin, as far as time may have carried them, give them
the universe as a cage, if you want, but they are hardly out
of it; and as for me, as I, too, am in the cage, why could I not
attain them?” 42 Facts are “real objects,” even past facts,
since ether, with its diaphanous density, may act as a screen
that captures and visualizes their reflections, allowing humans
to observe them from the Earth through a sort of telescope
or “chronoscope” reaching back in history, a “Historioscope.”
We find similar ideas in Branden Matthews’s The
Kinetoscope of Time (1895), which features not an imaginary
“chronoscope” but rather the newly invented Kinetoscope
which allows visual access to moments from past history,
and in Camille Flammarion’s astronomical fiction Lumen
(1886), which unfolds as a series of “conversations” between
two characters, Quaerens (“the one asking”) and Lumen.
Here light rays are presented as “a courier who brings, not
written news, but photographs, or, strictly speaking, the real
aspect of the country from whence he came. We see this living
picture such as it appeared, in all its aspects, at the moment
when the luminous rays shot forth from the distant orb. […]
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When we examine the surface of a star with a telescope
we see, not the actual surface as it was at the time of our
observation, but such as it was when the light was emitted
from that surface.” 43 By looking at the sky, “we behold a
wondrous transformation of the past into the present,” since
“the past of the star is positively the present of the observer.”
As light rays emitted by the stars accumulate in the universe,
as the “aspects of the worlds” are projected into space and
advance into the infinite, an observer placed at any point
in the universe may capture “undulations” that carry “the past
history of the worlds.” In general “the appearance of things,
borne to us by light, shows us those things not as they are
at present, but as they were in that period of the past which
preceded the interval of time needed for the light to traverse
the distance which separates us from those events.” 44
In a later section of Flammarion’s astronomical
fiction, Quaerens and Lumen tackle the question of how
“retrogression in space” may allow us to “see events in an
order inverse to that in which they took place.” Moving away
from the Earth into space at a speed superior to that of light
would allow a hypothetical observer to “catch up” with the
light rays carrying the images, the “photographs,” of events
that took place earlier in time. “Terrestrial photographs” never
disappear: they are “imprinted in space, at corresponding
distances, one after another,” as spatiotemporal layers
that, taken together, form “the aerial register of the history
of the Earth.” And “when the spirit travels in this ethereal
ray of pictures with a swiftness greater than that of light, it
sees in succession, backwards, the ancient pictures.” 45
Rather than rushing across centuries and millennia
while seated on the saddle of a machine, as in the case
of Wells’s Time Traveller, Lumen’s voyage through space
and time is therefore based on “the forces of nature,”
and in particular on the force of “attraction,” which “is
transmitted with a velocity incomparably superior to that
of light.” 46 Playing with the speed of the different natural
forces, moving faster or slower than the speed of light, gives
Lumen the possibility of overcoming the limits of human
vision, experiencing phenomena through something like “a
microscope which would magnify time,” “a chrono-telescope”
or “chronoscope,” 47 in a way that recalls once more, as it was
the case in Wells, high-speed photography and time-lapse:
“When you travel with the velocity of light, you see
constantly the scene which was in existence at
the moment of your departure. If you were carried
away for a year, at the same rate, you would
have before your eyes the same event for that
time. But if, in order to see more distinctly an event
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which would have taken only a few seconds, such
as the fall of a mountain, an avalanche, or an
earthquake, you were to delay, to see the
commencement of the catastrophe (in slackening
a little, your steps on those of light), you would see
the progress of the catastrophe, its first moment,
its second, and so on successively, in thus nearly
following the light, you would only see the end
after an hour of observation. The event would last
for you an hour instead of a few seconds. You
would see the rocks, or the stones suspended in the
air, and could thus ascertain the mode of
production of the phenomenon, and its incidental
delays. Already your terrestrial scientific knowledge
enables you to take instantaneous photographs
of the successive aspects of rapid phenomena,
such as lightning, a meteor, the waves of the sea, a
volcanic eruption, the fall of a building, and to
make them pass before you graduated in
accordance with their effect on the retina. Similarly
you can, on the contrary, photograph the pollen
of a flower, through each stage of expansion to its
completion in the fruit, or the development of
a child from its birth to maturity, and project these
phases upon a screen, depicting in a few seconds
the life of a man, or a tree.” 48

The law of “successive light transmission in space”—concludes
Lumen in the final “Fifth Conversation. Ingenium Audax:
Natura Audacior”—is “one of the fundamental elements of the
conditions of eternal light. According to this law every event
is imperishable, and the past is always present. The image of
the Earth as it was 6000 years ago, is actually now in space
at the distance that light crossed it 6000 years since. The
worlds situated in that region see the Earth of that epoch,”
and “we could see again our own direct existence and our
different anterior existences. All that we need for this is to be
at the proper distance from the worlds in which we lived.” 49
The idea that a material substance such as light could
act as a natural “medium” capable— without any human
intervention—of recording, storing and transmitting sensible
phenomena across time is an idea that has a long history.
It can be found throughout the history of ancient, medieval
and modern optics, in all the theories postulating the
existence across space of floating images or simulacra or
species perceived by the eye, as well as in curious passages
such as that of François Rabelais’s Gargantua et Pantagruel,
in which the protagonist, Pantagruel, finds himself during
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the spring next to an “icy sea” [mer glaciale], where a great
battle between the “Arismapiens” and the “Nephelibates”
had taken place during the winter. Because of the great
cold, the words and the cries of the soldiers had “frozen”
in the air, falling down on the ground as small ice blocks.
With the coming of spring, the mild weather would slowly
melt the ice, thus releasing the sounds that had been frozen.
Pantagruel, we read in the Quart Livre, chapter LXI,
“threw us on the deck whole handfuls of frozen
words [parolles gelées], which seemed to us
like your rough sugar-plums, of many colours,
like those used in heraldry; some swear words
[motz de gueule] some green, some azure, some
black, some fair, some golden and when we had
somewhat warmed them between our hands, they
melted like snow, and we really heard them, but
could not understand them, for it was a barbarous
gibberish [languaige Barbare]. One of them only,
that was pretty big, having been warmed between
Friar John’s hands, gave a sound much like that
of chestnuts when they are thrown into the fire
without being first cut, which made us all start.” 50

Over thirty years after Flammarion’s Lumen, we find the idea
that light may carry images through time in Elie Faure’s De
la cinéplastique (1920) which, while celebrating cinema’s artistic
status and future potential, revives the cosmic imaginary that
we have found in Mouton, Matthews and Flammarion. In the
last pages of his text, after having insisted on the revelational
power of slow motion, 51 Faure goes on to celebrate the
way in which cinema radically transforms the coordinates
of space and time, joining the two into a new time-space
dimension that overcomes the limits of human perception:
“Cinema incorporates time into space. Better
said. Time, through it, actually becomes a
dimension of space. We will be able to see, dust
rise up, spread, dissipate, a thousand years after
it breaks away from the road under the foot
of a horse, the smoke of a cigarette condense
and become ether, and this in the framework of
space that we will have before us. We will be able
to understand why the inhabitants of a distant
star, if they can see the earth with a powerful
telescope, are really contemporaries of Jesus,
since they are seeing, as I write these words,
his crucifixion of which they might be taking
photographs or even moving pictures, the light
shining on us taking nineteen or twenty centuries
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to reach them. We can even imagine, and that
risks modifying even more sensibly our idea of
duration, that we will one day see this film, if
it is expediated to us by some kind of projectile,
or if an interplanetary projection system sends
it to our screens. This, which is not scientifically
impossible, would make us contemporaries of
events that took place ten or a hundred centuries
before us, in the same space in which we live.” 52

52
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6. “THE HUMAN WISH TO BE LIBERATED
FROM THE CAGE OF THE ETERNAL NOW”

Writing in 1966, in her essay “Film and the Radical Aspiration,”
Annette Michelson describes Faure’s text as “an aesthetics-asscience-fiction that predicts cinema’s radical transformation
of the very nature of spatio-temporal perception, of historical
consciousness and process.” 53 This same predictive power
can be found, retrospectively, in an unrealized project sparked
by the reading of Wells’s Time Machine. The author of the
project was the inventor and early pioneer of British film
Robert William Paul, who soon after reading Wells’s “scientific
romance” contacted him suggesting the idea of patenting
together a new device for a sort of fairground cinematic
time travel “ride.” As we read in the Patent application
n.19984, presented by Paul and dated October 24, 1895, 54
the idea was to introduce “a novel form of exhibition whereby
the spectators have presented to their view scenes which
are supposed to occur in the future or past, while they are
given the sensation of voyaging upon a machine through
time.” The “mechanism”—which anticipates today’s flight
simulation attractions, and which recalls both the temporal
transformations of the Diorama, and other elaborated
attractions at the turn of the century 55—consisted of “a
platform, or platforms, each of which contain[ed] a suitable
number of spectators and which [could] be enclosed at the
sides after the spectators [had] taken their places, leaving
a convenient opening towards which the latter face, and
which [was] directed towards a screen upon which the views
[were] presented.” Seated on suspended, rocking platforms
in a closed room within which Paul planned to blow currents
of air in order to enhance the sensation of movement,
facing a screen onto which animated photographs and
dissolving views were to be projected by “powerful lanterns,”
the spectators were supposed to live an experience of time
travel that recalled the rapid succession of day and night,
light and darkness, that we find in The Time Machine:
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In his H.G. Wells: Modernity
and the Movies, Keith Williams
lists, on page 14, a series
of attractions that can be
compared to the time travel
dispositive envisioned by Paul
and Wells: Pawel Piasecki’s
hour-long, virtual trip on the
Trans-Siberian Railway (that
Wells could have seen at the 1900
Paris Universal Exposition); Raoul
Grimoins-Sanson’s Cinéorama;
the Lumières’s Maréorama; the
“Trip to the Moon” switchback at
the 1901 Pan-American Exposition
in Buffalo; finally, Hale’s “Tours
and Scenes of the World” at the
Saint Louis Exposition in 1903.

“After the starting of the mechanism, and a
suitable period having elapsed, representing, say,
a certain number of centuries during which the
platform may be in darkness, or in alternations
of darkness and dim light, the mechanism may
be slowed and a pause made at a given epoch,
on which the scene upon the screen will come
gradually into view of the spectators, increasing
in size and distinctness from a small vista, until
the figures, etc., may appear lifelike if desired.” 56

At the end of the patent, the experience of returning
to the initial time frame is described through a form
of reverse motion that recalls once more the one that
we find in the last section of The Time Machine:
“After the last scene is presented I prefer to
arrange that the spectators should be given the
sensation of voyaging backwards from the last
epoch to the present, or the present epoch may
supposed to have been accidentally passed,
and a past scene represented on the machine
coming to a standstill, after which the impression
of traveling forward again to the present epoch
may be given, and the re-arrival notified by
the representation on the screen of the place
at which the exhibition is held, or of some wellknown building which by the movement forward
of the lantern can be made to increase gradually
in size as if approaching the spectator.” 57

In the chapter of his A Million and One Nights: A History
of the Motion Picture through 1925 (1926) dedicated to “Paul
and The Time Machine,” the early American film historian
Terry Ramsaye sees in the unrealized project by Paul and
Wells an early anticipation of what cinema (he calls it “the
Photoplay”) would have become in later years: “[Paul] did
not and could not know then that everything sought by way
of revolving stages, combined stereopticons, projection
machines, scenic settings, masked seating sections and
platforms rocking devices to simulate travel motion, would
one day be done entirely on the screen. The Photoplay
of today moves backward and forward through time with
facile miracle from the Present into the Past and Future
by the cut-back, flash-back and vision scenes.” 58
The great intuition of the patent application for
a Time Machine viewing dispositive was for Ramsaye
that of imagining “a whole art form” capable of
realizing “the human wish to be liberated from the
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cage of the eternal Now.” 59 As we read at the end
of the chapter dedicated to Paul and Wells:
“The Now to which our consciousness is
chained is but a mathematical point of no
dimensions traveling ever forward, describing
the line which extends behind us as the
Past and ahead of us as the Future.
The same impulse of cosmic adventure which
has colored Wells’s writing feats of fancy in tales
of other worlds and of hypothetical ages was
at work here. He wanted free range to lead
his audiences at will back and forth along the
infinite hyperdimensional line of Time. It was
a plan to give the spectator possession, on
equal terms, of Was and To Be along with Is.” 60
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7. TIME TRAVEL IN TIME-LAPSE

It is indeed tempting, as Terry Ramsaye does in 1926 in
commenting on the patent application by Robert Paul, to
see in The Time Machine the prefiguration of a possibility
of manipulating time through technical means that cinema
would later pursue in all directions. 61 Throughout its history
and recent transformations, cinema has been the medium
through which the visual and audiovisual manifestations of
the flow of time could not only be recorded and replayed, but
also slowed down, accelerated, repeated, fragmented and
reorganized through the endless possibilities of montage. 62
What Kittler calls “time axis manipulation” 63 is one of
cinema’s core operations, and some kind of time travel is
what we experience in front of any film: not only those that
have explicitly tackled, in different ways and with various
results, the actual question of time travel, often displaying
an extraordinary level of technical and plastic inventiveness,
as we see in the slit-scan “Star Gate” sequence of Stanley
Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968). This sequence would
later be reinterpreted in films such as Time After Time
(Nicholas Meyer, 1979) and Interstellar (Christopher Nolan,
2014), while in his The Tree of Life (2011) Fig. 12 ↦ Terence Malick,
The Tree of Life (2011) Terence Malick would use one of Thomas
Wilfried’s late Lumia works, Opus 161 (1965-66) Fig. 13 ↦ Thomas
Wilfried, Opus 161 (1965-66) in order to restage the idea of a voyage
through time unfolding across layers of floating color.
Still, if one had to name a cinematic technique that is
directly evoked by Wells’s visualization of the experience of
time travel, that technique would undoubtedly be time-lapse,
traces of which can also be found in Flammarion’s Lumen.
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It is defined by the possibility of slowing down the frequency
at which film frames are recorded—the so-called “frame
rate”—producing as a result, if the frequency is accelerated at
the moment of viewing, an impression of acceleration in the
phenomena that have been recorded. The opposite technique
of time-lapse is high-speed cinematography: by increasing
the frequency at the moment of recording, and dicreasing it
at the moment of viewing, the effect is that of slow motion.
Between the 1870s and the 1920s, such variations allowed
for the development of different forms of chronophotography,
high-speed photography and cinematography, as well as
the vast realm of time-lapse films exhibiting, in accelerated
motion, the growth and successive wilting of plants and
flowers, the processes of cristallization, the lunar and solar
phases, the hectic rhythms of life and work in the modern
metropolis. Examples of such films capable of “telescoping
time,” 64 collapsing the duration of events unfolding slowly
in time into a much shorter period, range from the plant
films by Wilhelm Pfeffer (Studien zur Pflanzenbewegung,
1898), Percy Smith (The Birth of a Flower, 1910), Jan Cornelis
Mol (Bloiende bloemen en planten bewegingen, 1926) and
Jean Comandon (Croissance des végétaux, 1929) 65, to films
capturing through time-lapse and microscopic vision the
processes of cristallization, such as British Pathés’s Crystal
Mysteries (1912), Jan Cornelis Mol’s Uit het rijk der kristallen
(1927, also available in a later version in color entitled Kristallen
in kleur) 66 Fig. 14 and the later Cristaux liquides (1978) by
Jean Painlévé. Further examples can be found in the various
sequences, in films of the 1920s, in which time-lapse is used
in order to emphasize the accelerated rhythms of life in
the modern metropolis: from certain passages of Réné Clair’s
Paris qui dort (1924) and Walter Ruttmann’s Berlin (1927), to
various sections of Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera (1929).
During the 1920s and 1930s, scientific films using highspeed and time-lapse, often shown alongside avantgarde
films, were mentioned as examples of cinema’s capacity
of expanding the field of vision and capturing time scales
situated beyond the limits of human perception, thanks
to some kind of “machine vision.” In one of his early texts,
“Kinoks. Revolution” (1923), Vertov saw in the “Kino-Eye”
[Kino-Glaz] a “microscope or telescope of time,” 67 capable
of demonstrating on the screen the essential relativity of
time. A few years later, in his Painting Photography Film
(1925, 1927), Moholy-Nagy considered “quick and slow motion
pictures” (“Zeitraffer und Zeitlupe Aufnahmen,” with the term
Zeitlupe indicating, literally, a “magnifying lens of time”) 68
as forms that exhibited in the clearest way the “new vision”
[Neue Vision] introduced by cinema and photography. In his
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“Acceleration, Slow Motion, and Time” [Zeitraffer, Zeitlupe
und der Raum] (1928), Ernst Bloch highlighted the “distancing
effect” of both techniques, 69 while Walter Benjamin, in
Little History of Photography (1931) and The Work of Art in
the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility (1935-36, five
versions) saw in them an example of the techniques through
which cinema and photography could reveal an “optical
unconscious.” 70 Presenting cinema as a “machine for
contemplating time,” Jean Epstein writes in L’Intelligence d’une
machine (1946) that cinema is a “machine that stretches or
condenses duration, that demontrates the variable nature
of time, that preaches the relativity of all measurements.” 71
During the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s we again find the
technique of time-lapse in films that highlight once more
the acceleration of life in the modern metropolis, be it in
order to focus on its “organic” dimension, as in Hilary Harris’s
Organism (1975), or on the alienating effects of ubiquitous
technology that imposes its rhythms on all areas of human life,
as in Godfrey Reggio’s Koyaanisqatsi (1982). In recent years,
this technique continues to proliferate, with its uses ranging
from the celebration of efficiency in time-lapse images
of construction sites, to the anguishing denounciation of the
devastating effects of global warming in images of glaciers
receding Fig. 15 ↦ Time-lapse photography of glaciers receding, to poetic
reconstructions of the biological processes in films such as
Terence Malick’s The Tree of Life (2011) or Voyage in Time (2016).

8. “ENTERING INTO THE FUTURE BY SLIPPING
INTO THE CRACKS BETWEEN SECONDS”

During the 1920s and 1930s, time-lapse acceleration was often
cited as an example of how a technically enhanced vision
was capable of redrawing the limits between the visible
and the invisible, allowing human eyes to see phenomena
unfolding in time at a speed that lay beyond the thresholds
of sensory perception. At the same time, seeing through
the objective of the camera was also considered to be a way
of perceiving the world from an unsettling, decentered, nonhuman point of view: a “non-human eye, without memory,
without thought” (Jean Epstein), 72 an “impartial vision”
disconnected from the biases of the human brain (László
Moholy-Nagy), 73 a “kino-eye […] more perfect than the
human eye” (Dziga Vertov) Fig. 16 ↦ Dziga Vertov, Man with the Movie
Camera, (1929), 74 an “unfeeling camera” (Siegfried Kracauer). 75
In recent years, this idea of a “machine vision” enhancing
human vision beyond its limits—to the point of producing
“invisible images” that human eyes cannot see, machine38
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readable images that circulate across machine-to-machine
networks with humans out of the loop 76—has been at the
center of a series of works by artists such as Jacques Perconte,
Hito Steyerl, Pierre Huyghe and Grégory Chatonsky that
reinterpret in new ways, through the possibilities of computer
programming and artificial intelligence, the old connection
between moving images, time manipulation and time travel.
Through a sophisticated use of programming that aims
to unsettle and deconstruct standard compression formats
in order to liberate all sorts of digital artifacts, Jacques
Perconte has been developing for several years an attempt
to reinterpret through digital means a textural perception
of the layers of natural elements and atmospheres that can
be found in British romantic paintings (Turner in particular)
and in French impressionism. 77 His Le Tempestaire (2020)
further develops this line of work through a direct dialogue
with the homonymous film by Jean Epstein (1947). In the
famous sequence in which the “storm tamer” calms the
storm through the occult powers of a crystal sphere, Epstein
manipulates the temproal flow of the waves and the clouds
through a series of techniques of time manipulation which
include slow motion, freeze-frame, acceleration and reverse
motion, while in the soundtrack we hear the eerie sound of
the Ondes Martenot, en early instrument of electronic music
that produces Theremin-like sounds Fig. 17 ↦ Maurice Martenot
playing the Ondes Martenot. During the early 1920s, Theremin music
was called in German Ätherwellenmusik, “music of the ether
waves,” that is, music produced by a technical medium
capable of capturing and modulating waves circulating across
the atmosphere. What we see in Epstein’s Le Tempestaire is
a similar, environmental-atmospheric use of the cinematic
medium, which is here staged in its capacity to act upon
the environment, modulating the energies carried by wind,
water and vapor. Taking as a starting point a series of video
images shot in the middle of a storm, Perconte produces
a generative video in which a specially prepared software
incessantly manipulates the initial video images producing
different kinds of destructured, pixelated textures Fig. 18 ↦ Jacques
Perconte, Tempestaire (2020). As he explains the work, “at each new
edit the change of shot, instead of interrupting the image flow
to usher in a new image, further develops the existing image
through the arrival of a new one. In this way, the new shot
carries within it the image that was already there: the colors
melt into each other, and the materials mix to become what
the technical possibilities allow as a function of the luminospatio-temporal complexity of the old and the new image.
The image does not pre-exist per se, in the form in which it will
be shown. Its visibility, its display, is an actualization.” 78
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This constant reworking of pre-existing images is
propelled in a series of recent works by Hito Steyerl, Pierre
Huyghe and Grégory Chatonsky that make use of artificial
intelligence in order to explore new temporalities within the
realm of moving images. By “artificial intelligence” we mean
here that class of machine-learning systems, particularly
effective in dealing with images, called Generative Adversarial
Networks (GAN). These are made up of two neural networks,
the Generator and the Discriminator, which, given a
training set (a database) consisting of a very large number
of images, enter into a kind of adversarial “contest” with
one another, and end up producing “new” images that are
different from the ones contained in the original training
set, but bear some kind of relation to them: for example,
a relation of resemblance. In the case of Hito Steyerl’s This
is the Future (2019), Pierre Huyghe’s UUmwelt (2018) and
Grégory Chatonsky’s Terre Seconde (2019), the training set
is made up of images stemming from immense databases
such as ImageNet, in which million of images are organized
according to the WordNet hierarchy (a large lexical database
of English nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs), in such a
way that each node of the hierarchy (for example the nouns)
is associated with hundreds of thousand of interconnected
images. By activating generative adversarial networks through
a programming language called Tensorflow—developed
by Google and released as open-source in 2017—and by
using a deep learning software called Pix2pix, capable of
implementing image-to-image translations, the videos
produced by Steyerl, Huyghe and Chatonsky introduce us in
an entirely new iconosphere, in which easily identifiable
images stemming from the ImageNet database undergo
transitions and transformations driven by artificial intelligence.
In This is the Future, an installation conceived as an
expansion of the exhibition Power Plants at the Serpentine
Gallery in London, Hito Steyerl arranges onto different
platforms a series of nine videos in which we recognize some
of the familiar traits of “vegetable,” “meteorological” and
“cosmic” time-lapse: flowers blossom and spread out, plants
and bamboo shoots grow in height and width, clouds rush
across the sky, planets drift off into space Fig. 19 ↦ Hito Steyerl,
This is the Future (2019). What interests Steyerl in the use of neural
networks in this installation—which, like the rest of her work, is
firmly located in a tradition of political and media-critical art
practice that stems directly from Harun Farocki and has today
another major protagonist in Trevor Paglen and his recent
work on machine vision 79—is the predictive nature of machine
learning: the fact that neural predictive algorithms based
on generative adversarial networks operate through statistical
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models and predictions based on immense, “big data”
databases, and are therefore related to the vast spectrum of
predictive systems (whether financial, political, meteorological
or environmental) present in contemporary “control societies,”
while at the same time being part of the longue durée of the
history of prediction systems elaborated by human cultures.
The main video presented in Hito Steyerl’s installation,
entitled This is the Future: A 100% Accurate Prediction,
consists of images produced through a collaboration with
the programmer Damien Henry, author of a series of videos
entitled A Train Window 80 in which a machine learning
algorithm has been trained to predict the next frame of a
video by analyzing samples from the previous image, in
such a way that, as in a perfect feedback loop, each output
image becomes the input for the next step in the calculation.
In this way, after intentionally choosing or producing only
the first image, all the following ones are generated by the
algorithm, without any human intervention. In Hito Steyerl’s
work, this idea of a video entirely made up of images
“predicted” by neural networks and located, as the video
says, “0.04 seconds in the future,” is presented as a new
kind of documentary imagery: an imagery that can at the
same time predict and document the future, as paradoxical
as this may seem, since it “enters into the future by slipping
into the cracks between seconds.” The video begins with
white text on a black background that reads: “These are
documentary images of the future. Not about what it will
bring, but about what it is made of.” The next five sections of
the video —Heja’s Garden, The Future: A History, Bambusa
Futuris, Power Plants and Heja’s Prediction—lead us to
a future landscape of images that morph sample images
stemming from categories such as “sea,” “fish,” “flower,”
“rose” or “orchid”: each of them is produced by a neural
network that, as the electronic voice accompanying the video
tells us, “can see one fraction of a second into the future.”
Terre Seconde (2019) by Grégory Chatonsky takes
another route into the iconosphere produced by GANdriven machine learning. What interests him is the idea of
an “artificial imagination,” capable of visualizing, through
the means of artificial intelligence, “the hallucination of a
senseless machine, a monument dedicated to the memory
of the extinct human species.” 81 Himself in charge of the
coding which lies at the base of the various elements and
the various media mobilized in his work—videos, sculptures,
machine-written texts, machine-generated voices—Chatonsky
works in particular on what he calls the “chaînage,” the
“sequencing” of different artificial intelligence systems
that, taken all together, produce a whole cascade of new
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chatonsky.net/earth/

20

forms. The metamorphical universe that we see in the
videos of Terre Seconde Fig. 20 ↦ Grégory Chatonsky, Terre Seconde
(2019), a work that Chatonsky presents as an “evolving
installation,” evoke the idea of a form-generating power
that used to be rooted in nature and which is now taken
over by machines. The “motto” accompanying the work
reads: “Accumulate data. Outsourcing our memories. Feed
software with this data so that it produces similar data.
Produce realism without reality, become possible. Disappear.
Coming back in our absence, like somebody else.” 82
As products of a “realism without reality,” the images of
Terre Seconde do have a hallucinatory, oneiric, “surrealistic”
quality, similar to the one that we find in artificial intelligence
programs such as Google Deep Dream, or in the works by
Trevor Paglen belonging to the series Adversarially Evolved
Hallucinations (2017) Fig. 21 ↦ Trevor Paglen, Venus Flytrap (Corpus: American
Predators), Adversarially Evolved Hallucination (2017). In Terre Seconde
they do resemble some kind of outer reality, but this reality
does not exist, or does not exist yet. We are here in the
domain of “anticipation,” rather than “prediction,” 83 in the
perspective of an exploration of a non-human artificial
imagination, rather than in the denounciation of the pervasive
presence of systems of control and surveillance. At the basis
of Chatonsky’s “Second Earth,” we find the observation
that “the machine was becoming capable of automatically
producing a phenomenal quantity of realistic images from
the accumulation of data on the Web. This realism is similar
to the world we know, but it is not an identical reproduction.
Species metamorphose into each other, stones mutate into
plants and the ocean shores into unseen organisms. The result:
this ‘second’ Earth, a reinvention of our world, produced by
a machine that wonders about the nature of its production.” 84
A century and a quarter after the publication of
Wells’s Time Machine, the question of how to travel in time
in order to contemplate the “further vision” of a world after
human extinction continues to fuel artistic imagination.
The time machines of the end of the 19th century, the
Kinetoscope and the Cinématographe with their different
offsprings and variations, revealed a technical plasticity
of time that was different from the forms of “time axis
manipulation” produced by other media. Today, the
new temporalities introduced into the realm of moving
images by artificial intelligence are the signs of a new
world of machine visions that remains to be explored.
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Unpublished conversation
with Grégory Chatonsky, 2019,
whom I thank for the useful
information on the coding
used in Terre Seconde.
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