DARK MEDIA

Eugene Thacker

ALONE AT LAST

It is said that the shortest horror story ever written is Frederic
Brown’s story “Knock,” published in the December 1948 issue of
Thrilling Wonder Stories. The story, in its entirety, is as follows:

The last man on Earth sat alone in a room. There was a knock on
thedoor. ..

Avariation on the story appeared few yearslater, in the July 1957
issue of the Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction. There Ron
Smith published “The Horror Story Shorter by One Letter Than
the Shortest Horror Story Ever Written”:

The last man on Earth sat alone in a room. There was a lock on
thedoor. ..

While they differ only by a single letter, each story encapsulates
within itself a very different kind of horror—the horror of an
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unknown mediation that is about to happen, and the horror of
the absence of mediation that has already happened. Who—or
what—isit that could be knocking at the door? Who—or what—
has put the lock on the door? How should one answer a knock
from beyond, and where is the key to a lock that at once shuts
one in and shuts some other entity out? Which is the greater
horror, the something that wants to come in, or the impossibil-
ity of ever going out, that something unknown thatislocked out,
or that something all-too-familiar that is locked in?

However, what both stories have in common is that they pre-
sent to us situations in which communication is impossible. This
is one sense of the term excommunication—the impossibility of
communication, that is nevertheless presented or “communi-
cated” as such. In these stories, communication isimpossible be-
cause we are dealing with the last man on Earth, one of those
imaginary end-of-the-world scenarios so popular in the genres
of horror and science fiction. When there is only one, communi-
cation serves no purpose; at best one speaks toimaginary others
or, what amounts to the same thing, one speaks to a redoubled
self. Only delusion, glossolalia, and madness can result. Just an-
other day, this same room, the same chair, the same daylight
or darkness, and the enigmatic door, suspended in ambiguity.
Sooner or later, some sort of communication must take place—
the knock must be answered, the lock must be removed. In fact,
a life without communication seems unthinkable, if not unliv-
able. Itisasifthereisa communicational imperative that haunts
every possibility of solitude, refusal, and silence; it is as if com-
munication must have its say, even if it necessitates the dissolu-
tion of the subject it is meant to reaffirm and bolster.!

Itis for this reason that these two little stories are of interest.
They encapsulate an impossibility of communication that is at
the heart of the communication concept itself. But notice that
thisinitial impossibility of communication—being the last man
on Earth—immediately fails. In the first story, it turns out that
either one is mistaken (one is not the last man on Earth, another
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isknocking at the door) or that one is correct (one is the last man
on Earth, yes, but there are other beings that await, perhapsim-
patiently, just outside the door).

Something similar takes place in the second story, except
here the ambivalent promise of solitude is interrupted by a dif-
ferent sort of gesture. It is not the affirmative gesture of a knock
thatinterrupts, but the more negative gesture of alock that pre-
vents passage. Here, as in the first story, either one has put the
lock there themselves (but what is there to fear, since there is
no one else outside?), or someone or something else has put the
lock there, and without first asking permission.

The end result of both stories is the same. In both, the soli-
tude implied by being the last man on Earth is immediately in-
terrupted by the communicational imperative. But thisisa com-
munication that can never really take place, for how can one
communicate with someone—or something—that is presum-
ably beyond the pale of all human notions of communication?
And how can communication take place when the only gesture
of communication—a lock on the door—forbids it? In both in-
stances the form of communication remains intact, though its
content either exceeds it or withdraws from it. A communi-
cational imperative is expressed, but one either confronts an
otherness beyond all possible communication, or communica-
tion’s possibility is enigmatically foreclosed and withdrawn.

In the preceding chapter, we saw how Alexander Galloway
invoked excommunication across three different modes of me-
diation. Each mode shows how communication encounters its
own impossibility. Tied as Hermes is to the idea of hermeneu-
tics, excommunication comes to be understood as an always
contentious and often confrontational testing of the limits of
communication. Hermesis the messenger whois a deceiver, the
wayward guide, the trusted courier whose own words involve
entanglement. At the same time, the luminous communica-
tion of Iris presents a different window onto excommunication.
Rather than the threat of excommunication into foreign lands,
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Irisrepresents the reverse threat, that communication will cease
entirely as the communicational structure collapses into itself,
resulting in pure immediacy. Finally, there is a third mode, the
swarming exemplified by the Furies. The Furies are a flat as-
semblage, and as such lapse into the absolute vacuity of a kind
of non-communication.

By contrast, in the chapter following this one, McKenzie
Wark proposes another approach to the excommunication
concept. Rather than taking excommunication as the always-
negotiating, always-critical in-between (where both signal and
noise uneasily co-exist), Wark suggests that excommunica-
tion be thought of in relation to massively distributed forms of
communication that exceed normative—and human—forms
of communication. Either the nonhuman punctures normative
human communication in an excommunicational rupture, or
communication itself is so radically transformed and alien that
to speak of communication at all makes little sense.

Proceeding from this, we can add another dimension to the
notion of excommunication, and that is the way in which ex-
communication collapses the two extreme poles of mediation —
that of pure immediacy and that of total opacity. It seems that
there is always the communicational imperative, even if it is
to respond by saying no, refusing, or ignoring the imperative.
This is a more melancholic form of mediation, a mediation that
seems to have already failed before the drama has even begun.
In this sense, communication cannot be thought of apart from
its own annulment, even though, in this possibility of annul-
ment, one always seems to return to the knock or the lock on
the door. We can thus propose another definition: excommunica-
tion is a double movement in which the communicational imperative
is expressed, and expressed as the impossibility of communication.
In excommunication, the very possibility of communication is
annulled. Excommunication employs alogic of negation, alogic
that dreams of an absolute negation, though the truth is that
this negation is always shadowed by an engimatic residue—the
message that says “there will be no more messages.”
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THE REALISM OF THE UNSEEN

In the sections that follow, this double movement of excommu-
nication will be traced through cultural examples drawn mostly
from the genre of supernatural horror, examples that are ex-
pressed through a variety of media, including literature, film,
television, and the graphic novel. These examples will eventu-
ally take us into the shadowy corners of medieval mysticism,
particularly that branch known as apophatic mysticism (from
apophanai, “saying away,” or speaking by negations). The aim
is to undertake a sort of experiment—to think about commu-
nication, media, and mediation less in terms of technical arti-
facts or technical processes, and more in terms of the capacity of
media to at once mediate between two points, while at the same
time negating this very same form of mediation. This means un-
derstanding media as not simply defined by on/off states or the
obligation to stay connected, and not simply as technical con-
ductors for a vitalistic, communicational flux and flow, but un-
derstanding media as embodying a basic paradox: mediation as
those moments when one communicates with or connects to
that which is, by definition, inaccessible. I will be calling this
enigma—the mediation of that which cannot be mediated —
dark media. Dark media are, in a way, the consequence or the
effect of excommunication. And, if excommunication precedes
or conditions every communication, we might likewise say that
dark media precede or condition every mediation.

One example of dark media is given at the birth of cinema—
which also coincides with the birth of the horror film. Georges
Méliés, known to many for his innovative use of special effects in
early cinema (and generally credited with the first horror film),
gives us three interesting examples of mediation that combine
a fascination with new technologies while also evoking a sense
of the supernatural.

In the film Long Distance Wireless Photography (Photographie
électrique a distance, 1908), a young bohemian inventor demon-
strates to his benefactors his unique invention—a machine that
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captures the living, animated image of a person on a screen. The
invention itselfis a hodge-podge of steampunk-like devices, in-
cluding a mirror-like “camera,” alarge cinematic screen, and an
assembly of gears and turbine engines driving it all. At first, the
machine faithfully captures still images, which then take on a
life of their own on the screen. But something goes awry, as the
benefactor and his wife sit to have their images “animated” on
screen. The benefactor’s wife has her rather pudgy face magni-
fied into contorted, grotesque expressions, while the benefactor
himself is transformed on screen into a monstrous, clown-like
monkey. A minor riot ensues, culminating in the overheating
and destruction of the machine itself.

Another Méliés film, The Mysterious Retort (L’Alchimiste Para-
faragamus ou La cornue infernale, 1906), depicts an aged alchemist
who attempts to use magic from a grimoire to call up angels,
demons, and other unnamed creatures. The lab itself features a
large glass container set atop a brick alchemist’s stove. The glass
containeritselfis centrally displayed like a screen, within which
we see a sequence of figures (a mythical female figure bearing
gold, a monstrous spider with a human head, and finally the
Devil himself).

Finally, in the film The Black Imp (Le diable noir, 1905), abour-
geois lodger at a hotel is perplexed when furniture in his room
suddenly disappears. Chairs vanish just as he is about to sit
down; tables and wardrobes suddenly move as he is about to un-
pack. When he tries to put everything back in place, the furni-
ture magically multiplies out of control. Eventually a demon-
like figure becomes visible as the trickster behind it all; a chase
ensues and eventually the entire room is destroyed, leaving only
the laughing demon behind.

Like many of Mélies’s films, these films can be read as alle-
gories of the “new” medium of cinema, a medium as magical
as it is technological. Taken in sequence, these three films give
us three views of media and mediation. In Long Distance Wire-
less Photography, mediation takes place via media, in the sense
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that we understand “media” to be commensurate with techno-
logical devices and the machine apparatus. While Méliés has fun
with the baroque complexity of the machine in the film, it also
serves a kind of pedagogical function as to the inner workings
of cinema itself, as we witness first the proper mediation from
the thing itself to its (animate, living) representation, and then
the accidental or unexpected mediation of the benefactor and
his wife into grotesque monsters. But between the thing itself
(the living body in a space) and the mediated image (animate
on the screen), there is the medium of the machine, the appa-
ratus, the device. In a sense Long Distance Wireless Photography is
the encapsulation of media in the era of industrial capitalism,
at once transparently mediating between the thing and its rep-
resentation, while also providing some value added, either in
terms of enhancement or synthesis.

But the next two films, while they still take up the issue of
mediation, do something different. The Mysterious Retort, bor-
rowing as it does from Renaissance alchemy and the Faust myth,
analogizes modern industrial technology in terms of another
“technology,” that of magic, alchemy, and the occult. Instead of
cameras, turbine engines, and cinematic screens, we see a gri-
moire, magical potions, and an alchemical glass. Again, both the
expected and unexpected happen—the alchemist does get his
gold, but he also gets more than he bargained for, as the alchem-
ical lab—like the technological labin Long Distance Wireless Pho-
tography—is eventually consumed in smoke and fire. Impor-
tantly, the alchemist—Ilike the inventor in Long Distance Wireless
Photography—is rarely in control of the medium or of the pro-
cess of mediation. In The Mysterious Retort, the Devil seems to
be coordinating everything we see in the alchemical glass, while
in Long Distance Wireless Photography it seems to be the machine
itself that generates the surprising images of its own accord.

The third film, The Black Imp, effaces mediation altogether,
at least in the traditional sense. There is no machine or device,
no book of spells or alchemical lab—simply a devious and un-
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seen demon arbitrarily causing things to appear and disappear,
to magically move or suddenly multiply. There is also no screen
or glass upon which or within which the products of mediation
appear, separating their “virtual” reality from that of the real
characters themselves. The demon and the vanishing/appear-
ing furniture are just as much a part of a shared reality as is the
unsuspecting hotel lodger. Indeed, in The Black Imp, Méliés only
shows the demon to us the viewers at the beginning and the end
of the film. Otherwise the demon is invisible to both the char-
acter and viewers—we as viewers do have the added advantage
of knowing that the demon is invisibly present in the room, but
we also are left to fill in the relations of causality that we subse-
quently witness, in effect speculatively inserting the demon—as
amediator—into the supernatural events of the vanishing table
or multiplying chairs.

These, like many of Mélies’s films, appropriate the vernacu-
lar of supernatural horror (monsters, ghosts, spirits, demons,
magic, and the occult), but they do so not without a good deal of
humor. The apparatus always breaks down and consumes itself,
the inventors or magicians always lose control, and in the end
it is the demon that has the last laugh. Mélies’s films chart the
enigma of media and mediation, an enigma at once technologi-
cal and theological: how to make something present that is ab-
sent, how to make something alive that is dead, how to create
something out of nothing. In spite of Méliés’s overt humor,
thereis always something that recedesinto a shadowy, unspoken
region: the machine that shows us more truth than we are pre-
pared to see, the magic that calls up forces beyond human com-
prehension, or the everyday apprehension of an invisible nexus
of causality, behind the veil of what can be seen and heard and
felt. Mélies’s “horror” films are not only pedagogical moments
of mediation, but they also point to the shadowy absence at the
core of all mediation. In any given moment of mediation, there
is always a minimal separation, a differential, a gap, lacuna, or
fissure . . . a blind spot. This is both what conditions and what
undermines mediation, but it is also the reason why the media
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that fully succeed are also the media that fail. The most perfect
mediation comes in The Black Imp, in the form of demonic pos-
session; but for us as viewers to realize this, it must be remedi-
ated as a special-effects film, and we must be shown the demon,
so that we can go back to viewing the scene “as if” the demon
isn’t there. The fantastical element of Mélies’s films is to be able
to see what media and mediation usually don’t make visible—
this is why Méliés’s films are about film, and more broadly,
about technological mediation. Butitis, of course, only through
the medium and its “special effects” that one can gain a glimpse
of what is not mediated.

Perhaps this can serve as a description for the types of media
and mediation we will be calling “dark media.” Dark media have,
as their aim, the mediation of that which is unavailable or inac-
cessible to the senses, and thus that of which we are normally
“in the dark” about. But beyond this, dark media have, as an-
other aim, the investigation into the ways in which all media-
tion harbors within itself this blind spot, the minimal distance
that persists in any instance of mediation, however successful
or complete it may be. Dark media inhabit this twofold move-
ment—seeing something in nothing (e.g., the animate images
appearing on the screen or the alchemical glass), and finding
nothing in each something (the paradoxical absence or presence
of the “demon” behind each thing).

As a concept, dark media takes up concerns at once techno-
logical and theological. But this is not to say that dark media is
simply “about” religion. Dark media is not to be found in the
representation of religion in the media, where media act as a
purely formal container for a separate religious content (be it
faithfully rendered or not). In such instances, media serve as the
image of religion. Dark media is also not to be found in the use
of media by religious communities or within religious rituals, in
spite of the ubiquity of multi-media in churches and the long-
standing use of media to further religious ideology. Here media
are the tools of religion. Lastly, dark media is not the latest av-
atar of religion-as-media, in which one would retrospectively
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interpret premodern religion in terms of modern concepts of
discourse, rhetoric, or mass communication. Dark media is nei-
ther the image, the tool, or the discourse of religion. Although
it invites us to consider a premodern genealogy of media, one
that would stretch back to medieval mysticism and beyond, dark
media is not reducible to religion.

Instead, we can ask how dark media is “religious,” from religo
“Ibind”—abinding between the human and the divine, between
the subject and God, between members of a religious commu-
nity, a binding to the institutions and values of a religion, and
ultimately the binding or un-binding within one’s self. All these
bindings are ways of relating and mediating, not justin the secu-
lar domain (between one person and another, between believers
and nonbelievers), but also in an exceptional type of binding—
that between the human and the divine (even in those instances
in which the human is divine, the divine “in” the human). Per-
haps we can even understand this in a post-secular context, in
which thereisareligospecificto dark media: the relation between
the human and the nonhuman, but anonhuman that is not nec-
essarily outside the human or separate from it. With dark media
there is an “anti-humanism” at work, a form of mediation that
ultimately does away with the terms of mediation itself.

These instances of dark media invite us to think about media
and mediation as religious problems.? In his lectures on reli-
gion and mysticism, William James notes the strange status of
“objects of belief” in mystical accounts, neither fully adhering
to the Kantian framework of coherent intuitions given over to
the understanding and reason, nor simply arbitrary statements
of unreason. James suggests that this intuition—of something
present and non-empirical —is not just of the order of mystical
experience, but of everyday experience as well. James calls this
“the reality of the unseen”:

Itisasifthere werein the human consciousness a sense of reality, a
feeling of objective presence, a perception of what we may call “some-
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thing there,” more deep and more general than any of the spe-
cial and particular “senses” by which the current psychology sup-
poses existent realities to be originally revealed.?

In language that also serves as an apt description of media and
mediation, James suggests that the Kantian framework holds in
both directions—not only is our reason only as good as our sen-
sory apparatus, but our sensory apparatus also sees what it is
prepared to believe. “The truth is that in the metaphysical and
religious sphere, articulate reasons are cogent for us only when
our inarticulate feelings of reality have already been impressed
in favor of the same conclusion.”*

The question is what role media and mediation play in
this charged space between scientific reason and religious be-
lief. This is the reason why the supernatural horror tradition
is of interest, presenting us with extraordinary phenomena, to
which we may respond with philosophical skepticism or reli-
gious acceptance. Mélies’s films present media as having this
dual nature of skepticism and belief, ghosts and the machine,

the engineer’s ratiocination and the mystic’s laughter.

COMMUNICATIONS HORROR

Historically speaking, our modern ideas of media are largely in-
fluenced by postwar cybernetics and information theory. In the
well-known communications model put forth by Claude Shan-
non and Warren Weaver in the 1940s, a sender and receiver are
connected by a channel, which serves as the conduit for an in-
formational message.” The channel is a medium, and as such it
both connects and separates two points that are physically or
geographically remote from each other. The channel presumes
the distinction between sender and receiver, as well as provid-
ing a means for connecting them, just as the message presumes
arelative autonomy with respect to the sender and the receiver.
Even though there may be “noise” along the communications
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channel, the aim of the mediation is to provide as seamless and
as transparent a connection as possible, “as if” sender and re-
ceiver were physically co-present.

Shannon and Weaver were adamant that this was ostensi-
bly an engineering concept; they even stress that the informa-
tional message has to be viewed as purely quantitative, a cer-
tain amount of data sent at point A and received at point B. Their
research would go on to influence the modern concept of the
information network as well. In the 1960s, communications en-
gineer Paul Baran would expand the “Shannon diagram” to en-
compass multiple point-to-point communications.® Most nota-
bly, Baran provided a way of understanding how the Shannon
diagram could be scaled up to form a fully distributed network
of computers, each sending and receiving messages within a sys-
tem based on this basic relationship of sender-channel-receiver.
Very quickly the idea was taken up by different groups for dif-
ferent applications, from Cold War era “first strike” scenarios
to idealistic proclamations concerning the freedom of informa-
tion sharing and virtual communities. Our twenty-first-century
lingo of social networks, WiFi, and trans-media are in many
ways extensions of these same concepts.

The technical detail of such research has not prevented the
Shannon diagram from entering the broader cultural discourse
surrounding information and communications technology, es-
pecially as computers ceased to be Moloch-like, military main-
frames and entered the workplace and gradually the home.
Shannon’s diagram has become part of the standard way in
which we view media today—it is the common vernacular of
media literacy, intuitive interfaces, and the constant urge to be-
come early-adopters of the newest of media. It puts into a for-
mal language what we take for granted —that a medium is some
device X that connects two separate points A and B. It is modu-
lar, scalable, and applicable across a wide spectrum of everyday
examples, from the most personal of computers to the most
social of networks. Within the Shannon diagram, the media in-
dustries themselves discover a message as powerful as it is di-



Dark Media 89

rect—everything everywhere is always available and connected.
What was previously inaccessible—due to the contingencies of
space or time or corporeality—is rendered accessible via media
and the process of mediation. This is the promissory rhetoric of
new media, in whatever capacityitis used, and for whatever pur-
poses it is deployed.

From a philosophical perspective, the Shannon diagram is
important because it implies that media and mediation are the
primary ways through which one lives in modern, technolo-
gized cultures. At the same time, however, these concepts of
media and mediation have an extensive philosophical gene-
alogy. Media and mediation are central to the Western philo-
sophical tradition, whetherit be in terms of the relation between
self and world (the metaphysical monism found in presocratic
thinkers like Parmenides, Anaxagoras, or Heraclitus), the rela-
tion of selfto others (the ethical, human-centric turn of Socrates
and his followers), or the relation of thought to an intelligible
reality, whether or not that reality be apparent to the senses
(the emphasis on language and rhetoric in Plato, the emphasis
on logic in Aristotle).

The pioneers of modern cybernetics and information theory
were engineers and not philosophers, but even so, their concepts
also presume some minimum ground of mediation as the basis
for any possible communication. In the Shannon diagram, a
starting presupposition is the interplay of identity and differ-
ence—I am who I am in part because I am not you, my body
does not occupy the same space as your body, and  am at point A
while you are at point B. The individuation of “point A” is depen-
dent on its separation from a “point B” with which it is commu-
nicating, and in fact the possibility of connecting points A and
B relies on this notion of a prior separation—the conditions of
connection relying on a prior state of disconnection. We might
even say that the very possibility of communication lies in the
presupposition of a prior discommunication. Connection is a
way of formally articulating a prior (and perhaps, primordial)
state of disconnection.



90 EUGENE THACKER

While the Shannon diagram ostensibly has, as its goal, the
connection of points A and B, it is what happens between those
two points that is of special interest. Thus, we can ask: What
happens when media cease to mediate—at least in the conven-
tional sense of the Shannon diagram? With media and medi-
ation, everything happens in the middle; it is the locus where
things go smoothly or fail to connect at all, the place where one
not only finds information, but noise as well. Likewise, are there
also instances in which media work “too well,” that is, instances
in which media and mediation seem to operate beyond the pale
of human capacity or comprehension. Another question pre-
sents itself: Might there be instances in which the former are
also the latter, instances in which the “failure” of media are also
an indication of the limits of our ideas of media and mediation?

We know that in nineteenth-century Europe there were
many instances of “new” media devices being used in unortho-
dox ways, from the popularity of spirit photography, to phan-
tasmagoria shows such as those found in the Parisian Cabaret du
Néant, to the use of modern media in early examples of “ghost
hunting” carried out by groups such as the Society for Psychi-
cal Research and the British Ghost Club. While this moment is
unique, it also looks forward to similar uses of video and digital
media today, just asit reaches back to a premodern understand-
ing of mysticism, magic, and occultism. Given this, what should
we make of the many contemporary examples of handheld cam-
eras used to prove the existence of ghosts, or the use of digital
audio to record the voices of the dead, or the use of photography
and Photoshop to capture spirits or the aura of an individual?
In our skepticism, we often dismiss such fringe uses of media
as mere gimmicks; we are more likely to attribute to media the
ability to produce novel aesthetic effects, generating a momen-
tary “as if” experience that is, nevertheless, always framed by
our secular, scientific understanding of such effects as effects.
Arguably, we no longer believe that media can trick us, if this
was ever the case (indeed, accounts of nineteenth-century spirit
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photography and phantasmagoria suggest that we’ve always
known, and always played along, “as if”).

At the same time, we seem to take pleasure in imagining
media behaving in unorthodox ways. We often sublimate such
media trickery into entertainment, perhaps allowing ourselves
a nostalgic, ironic longing for a belief in the supernatural that
could, at the same time, be verified via the technicity of new
media. Nowhere is this combined skepticism and fascination
more apparent than in popular culture, and in particular the
horror genre. From TV programs such as Twilight Zone and
Fringe, to films such as Poltergeist and Paranormal Activity, we see
representations of a range of media that attempt to make con-
tact with the supernatural. In contemporary horror film, video
tapes, digital cameras, mobile phones, and webcams are used in
such ways that they provide alink to what American author H. P.
Lovecraft once referred to as “cosmic outsideness.”

Indeed, a cursory glance at the horror genre today reveals
a number of examples in which everyday objects—and in par-
ticular, media objects—become infused in some way with the su-
pernatural or the paranormal. In these stories the innocuous and
even banal ubiquity of media objects, from cell phones to web-
cams, enters a liminal space, where such objects suddenly reveal
the ambivalent boundary separating the natural from the super-
natural, the uncanny from the marvelous, the earthly from the
divine. Furthermore, in our contemporary trans-media culture,
the representations of such supernatural media themselves take
place via one or more media forms—novels, films, TV, comics,
video games, and so on. Thus what we are witnessing is not a
single, master medium that represents all possible cases of the
supernatural, but a variety of media that mediate or remedi-
ate other media: a novel about a cursed videotape, a film about
haunted webcams, a videogame that uses a paranormal camera.

Consider the case of contemporary Japanese horror (also re-
ferred to as “J-horror”). Some stories portray media as norma-
tive technologies that behave in abnormal ways, serving to medi-
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ate between the living and the dead, or between the natural and
the supernatural. The best-selling novel Ring and the film based
on the book use the videotape and the video image as the point
of mediation between the natural and the supernatural. In the
Ring film, there are scenes in which the object of the videotape
isitself imbued with vitalisticand supernatural properties, con-
tagiously passing from one person to another. But there is also
a key scene in the film where a mysterious figure in the video
crosses the threshold of the screen, actually emerging from the
TVinto the roomin which the TVis being watched by a horrified
viewer/character. In such moments, it is less the media object
thatisthe source of horror, and more the fact of mediation itself
that is horrific, a mediation that strangely seems to work all too
well. Kiyoshi Kurosawa’s atmospheric film Pulse takes this idea
astep further, showing us webcams and chat rooms that are por-
tals to the dead. The media themselves are quite quotidian, and
even, by today’s standards, out of date. A simple laptop any-
where will do. But it is the form of mediation itself—this time
via webcams—that makes the mysterious contact with the su-
pernatural possible.” These motifs are also apparent in the video
game franchise Fatal Frame, in which the player, moving about
a haunted landscape searching for clues, must “kill” the menac-
ing creatures there—by taking a photo of them with a special
camera. The near opposite of Pulse, in which media passively
mediate ghosts and the dead, the Fatal Frame games re-imagine
media in terms of active “capture” —in which capturing and kill-
ing become identical. In these and other examples we see read-
ily familiar media objects—videotapes, TVs, computers, cam-
eras—which continue to function as media technologies, albeit
at another level.

But not all horror films characterize media in this way. In
many ways the first lesson of the horror genre is that the body
itself—as living, dead, or possessed—is the medium of all
media. Other examples of ]-horror move beyond the use of tech-
nological devices, and show us the ways that the human body
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can serve as a medium. This not only points back to the earlier,
nineteenth-century sense of a spiritual “medium,” but it also
dips back deeper into the cultural history of funeral rites and
the preparation of the corpse. For instance, author Koji Suzuki’s
sequel to Ring, entitled Spiral, shows us the corpse as a medium,
with DNA and informational code eerily emerging from the or-
gans of the body. Another of Kurosawa’s films—Séance—more
directly plays with the double sense of medium, and the manga
series Kurosagi Corpse Delivery Service combines the detective
genre and gallows humor to tell the story of a group of college
students at a Buddhist seminary, who make money on the side
by performing exorcisms and capturing ghosts with a range of
strategies, both high-tech and low-tech.

Yet anotheriteration in the J-horror story is one that under-
stands space itself as a point of mediation. The “old dark house”
motif is perhaps the most familiar motif of the horror genre,
emerging as it does out of the gothic novel tradition, and form-
ing a staple within horror film to this day. But what happens
when the mediation of the supernatural occurs not via media
devices, and not even via the body—but in and through physical
space? Space and place themselves serve as points of mediation,
and such hauntingis also scalable, from the suffocating confines
of a coffin, to the domestic space of houses or apartment build-
ings, to the dark cavernous spaces of the city’s underground.
The film The Grudge (Ju-on) is a well-known example, borrow-
ing as it does both from the gothic novel, as well as from Hoku-
sai’s manga and the yokai folklore tradition. The tight spaces of
abedroom, a shower, even one’s own bed, all become occasions
for a sudden dilation of physical space, revealing impossible be-
ings suddenly present in incongruous spaces. The reverse also
takes place, in which large spaces suddenly constrict and focus
on particular spaces—an elevator, a corridor, a corner on the
stairwell. The scopeis expanded to an entire apartment building
in Dark Water, and to an entire haunted city in the film Marebito.

J-horrorisinteresting because it pushes theidea of mediaand
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mediation outward, from everyday media devices, to the body,
to space and place. A last iteration occurs in which it is thought
itselfthatishaunted, thoughtitselfthatis the point of mediation
between the natural and supernatural. Junji Ito’s metaphysical
horror manga Uzumaki offers what is perhaps the strang-
est theory of media. A small seaside town becomes obsessed
with the abstract geometrical shape of the spiral. Soon spirals
are cropping up everywhere in eerie ways, from the strangely
shaped grass on the hillside, to the noodles in a bowl of udon
soup, to the patterns on traditional kimonos, and so on. The spi-
ral craze causes one character—a potter—to begin to make gro-
tesque pottery, with contorted spiral-like limbs. After another
character commits suicide (by attempting to cut out the spiral-
shaped cochlea in her head), her burned ashes at the funeral as-
cend into the sky, forming a gigantic black spiral of smoke. An
abstract horror, a kind of black matheme, seems to arbitrarily
haunt the town and its inhabitants—in a spectacular perversion
of Plato, their ultimate obsession is to become spirals, which one
character attempts by impossibly contorting his body, with all
the studied discipline of an ascetic.

One can detect a final stage beyond even this, in which it is,
finally, being itself that mediates the supernatural, and being
itself that is also the source of horror. The low-budget film Long
Dream follows this motif, but on the level of temporal rather than
spatial transformation. Based on a manga story by Junji Ito, the
main character, Tetsuro Murkoda, can’t stop dreaming—heisan
example of aninverted insomniac. As he looses all sense of (wak-
ing) time, hisbody begins to change and adapt in grotesque ways.
He soon loses his eyelids, the his eyes themselves become hyper-
sensitized, able only to see an unnamable “beyond” that bears no
relation to what can normally be seen. The gradual disintegra-
tion of body and mind is elaborated in the manga version of the
story. Murkoda’s skin becomes scaly and crystalline, he loses his
hair and his head elongates, his senses withdraw, his nose, ears,
and even eyes gradually receding into his unhuman body. At-
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tended by physicians in a hospital, Murkoda’s dreams get lon-
ger and longer, though the actual time he sleeps is the same. His
“long dreams” eventually span years, decades, centuries, and
beyond, into an unhuman, timeless time. Near the end of the
story, a grotesque, alien-looking Murkoda mumbles, “What hap-
pens to the man who wakes from an endless dream?” In the fi-
nal scenes, Murkoda’s body disintegrates completely, leaving be-
hind only strange, crumbling, unidentifiable crystals lying in his
hospital bed. Paradoxically, mediation reachesits endpoint once
itbecomes absolute, once there is no longer anything to mediate
except the pure form of mediation itself.

In all these examples, we see the communications diagram
at work, though in anomalous ways. Media shift from the con-
nection of two pointsin a single reality, to an enigmatic and am-
bivalent connection with an unnamed “beyond.” We begin with
“media” in the colloquial sense of technological devices, and we
end with the mediation as equivalent to thought and being itself.
J-horror takes up the communcations diagram and stretches it
to its extreme point, provoking us to wonder where mediation
ends and something outside mediation begins.

ON WHAT CANNOT BE SAID

If examples such as these are any barometer for our post-secular
culture, it appears that the supernatural has returned—not in
the guise of answered prayers or divinely sanctioned holy wars,
but via the panoply of media objects that satellite usand that are
embedded into the very material fabric of our bodies, cities, and
lives. No longeris there a great beyond, beitin the topographies
of the afterlife or the mythical journey of reincarnation. Instead,
the supernatural is embedded in the world here and now, mani-
fest via a paradoxical immediacy that constantly withdraws and
cloaks itself. The supernatural seems to be as immanent as our
media are—distributed, ubiquitous, in the “cloud” and envel-
oping usinits invisible, ethereal bath of information and noise.



96 EUGENE THACKER

The function of media is no longer to render the inaccessible
accessible, or to connect what is separated. Instead, media re-
veal inaccessibilityin and of itself —they make accessible the in-
accessible—in its inaccessibility. To reveal the manifestation of
that which does not exist—thisis not simply a matter of data vi-
sualization or the construction of augmented realities. This is a
religious impulse.

John Durham Peters, writing about the role of language and
communication in the work of Augustine, puts it succinctly:

For Augustine, the appearance of God to humans is essentially a
media problem. For how could God, he asks, “appear” to the pa-
triarchs and prophets when God has no appearance or physical
form? If God appeared to appear, he was resorting to decep-
tion, donning a disguise to meet the crudity of human sense or-
gans. Theophany is either deception (of humans) or debasement
(of God).®

This dilemma is laid out in Augustine’s Confessions, where the
possibility of communication with the divine is characterized
through an analogy between communication and “light”:

Into myself I went, and with the eyes of my soul (such as it was)
I discovered over the same eye of my soul, over my mind, the un-
changeable light (lucem incommutabilem) of the Lord: not this vul-
gar light, which all flesh may look upon, nor yet another greater
of the same kind; as if this should shine much and much more
clearly, and with its greatness take up all the room.”

Augustine analogizes a light that is superlative to all empirical
or optical light, in order to describe a type of communication
beyond all human or earthly communication. The pinnacle of
communication surpasses the senses, language, and even the
human activity of meaning-making; in effect, Augustine evokes
a kind of mediation that, in its very description, is always sur-
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passing itselfinto the ever-higher realms of divine communion
and union.

But this is also a problem, for the divine by definition cannot
appear, cannotbemediated, and cannotcommunicate. Evenwhen
the usual forms of theological mediation are employed—the
notion of Christ, the God-man, as mediator; the role of various
“spiritual creatures,” including angels, to deliver divine mes-
sages—even in these instances there is still the duplicitous com-
bination of something mediated that itself cannot be mediated.
While Augustine arbitrates this problem by parsing God’s medi-
ation into two forms (the divine and its mediation are two dif-
ferent things), the problem of the mediation of the supernatu-
ral persists.

Attheheart of thisisthe problem of presence, lyrically evoked
by Augustine in a well-known passage in which he asks, “Whom
doIlove whenIlove God?”'° Augustine’s first reply is to separate
thelove of God with the love of earthly or worldly things: “What
now do I love, whenas I love thee? Not the beauty of any corpo-
real thing . . . not the brightness of the light which we do be-
hold. . . not the pleasant melodies of songs of all kinds . . .” But
just as he separates them, Augustine acknowledges that the di-
vine and earthly cannot be separated in this way, noting “and
yet I love a certain kind of light, and a kind of voice, and a kind
of fragrance, and a kind of meat, and a kind of embracement,
whenas I love my God; who is both the light and the voice, and
the sweet smell, and the meat . . .” In a remarkable rhetorical
turn, Augustine seems to imply that the divine is not separate
from the earthly, because the divine is “in” the earthly—the di-
vine seems to be both that which is fundamentally separate from
the earthly, but which is also identical with it.

Thisis where the duplicity that Peters points to appears. When
Augustine asks “Whom do I love when I love God?,” the problem
is the opacity of the divine and the necessity of discovering some
form of mediation.! In this latter view, where the divine seems to
be identical with the world, mediation is rendered unnecessary,
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since God “is” the world and vice versa. But Augustine is in no
way asserting a position of pantheism, foritis clear that the tran-
scendence—the absolute separation and opacity—of the divine
is never under question. Augustine arbitrates this through theo-
logical forms of mediation between the divine and earthly, super-
natural and natural (the creation of the creatures by a Creator;
the manifestation of the divine via earthly signs and symbols; the
miraculous intervention of the supernatural into the natural). As
he notes, divine mediation is the moment when “that light shi-
neth into my soul, which no place can receive; that voice soun-
deth, which time deprives me not of; and that fragrancy smell-
eth, which no wind scatters; and that meat tasteth, which eating
devours not . . .” Such mediation is unidirectional, a one-way
communication that only becomes a two-way communication
in the theologically exceptional moments of miracle, mercy, or
grace.

Augustine’s own reflections on divine mediation map out a
problem central to the mediation concept itself—how to con-
nect without also separating, insofar as connection implies a
separation (and, in the case of divine mediation, an absolute
separation). The link between a premodern and modern con-
cept of mediation is summarized by Peters: “Augustine’s account
of divine communication with mortals foreshadows modern
communications and the problem of how to conjure the cred-
ible presence of an absent body for an audience remote in time,
space, or degree.”?

In the horror genre, the mediation of the supernatural is
always problematic, either because what is being mediated (e.g.,
ghosts, demons, and disembodied spirits) is not accessible by
the senses, or because it is, in its very existence, a contradiction
(e.g., living corpses, words made flesh, hybrids and monsters).
In the J-horror examples above, something appears that has no
appearance, or something appears that shouldn’t appear. Some-
thing defies the litmus test of the empirical, or something de-
fies natural law and the production of knowledge. In each case,
something is given that is also withdrawn, a presence asserting
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itself only through absence, a disbelief that has two sides toit—I
can’t see what I believe, or I can’t believe what I'm seeing.

It is this push-pull of mediation that Augustine identifies in
the citations above. While Augustine attempts an affirmative re-
ply (the divine can be mediated, though the divine itself is not
mediation), the early-sixth-century mystic Dionysius the Are-
opagite opts for another approach, distinct from, yet in conver-
sation with, that of Augustine. For Dionysius, the communica-
tion with, or mediation of, the divine can only take place through
a practice of negation. If the human capacity of the senses, lan-
guage, and ultimately thought are limited, and if the human is
attempting this communication with that which s, by definition,
beyond the human, then it would seem that any such commu-
nication or mediation would have to confront, or even embrace,
the paradox of mediation—mediating that which cannot be me-
diated. No superlative analogies will do, nor will any attempts to
cloak the divine by inserting intermediaries such as angels, de-
mons, or theophanies. The problem remains the same—how to
mediate that which cannot be mediated —but the approach is
different. In contrast to Augustine’s analogy of light, Dionysius
offers the analogy of darkness; in contrast to Augustine’s affir-
mationism of divine mediation, Dionysius explores a negative
form of mediation. The contrast is brought out in Dionysius’sin-
fluential text The Mystical Theology:

The fact is that the more we take flight upward, the more our
words are confined to the ideas we are capable of forming; so that
now as we plunge into that darkness which is beyond intellect, we
shall find ourselves not simply running short of words but actu-
ally speechless and unknowing.*?

It is this negative method of stripping away and emptying that
characterizes Dionysius’s text and the negative theology tradi-
tion it inaugurates. Whereas with Augustine the self and God
are mediated via an attenuated union of creatures and Creator
(God as absolutely apart from the world, and yet identical with
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it), with Dionysius the mediation of self and God are mediated
viaa process of abandonment and self-abnegation. In a complex
phrase, the author repeatedly asks how we can know the “ray of
divine darkness”: “By an undivided and absolute abandonment
of yourself and everything, shedding all and freed from all, you
will be uplifted to the ray of the divine darkness (®siov oxoToULG
axtiva) which is above everything that is.”** In this enigmatic
evocation of divine darkness, Dionysius is elaborating a logic of
negation that is neither simply privative nor oppositional, but
instead a kind of superlative negation, a “negation beyond every
assertion.” In this use of the analogy of darkness, Dionysius at-
tempts to mediate that which cannot be mediated, while also
preserving the opacity of the divine, an opacity that is charac-
terized in negative terms (“dark,” “shadow,” “abyss”).

As with Augustine, for Dionysius the task of mediating that
which cannot be mediated requires a method. In the Mystical
Theology, Dionysius outlines two paths of mystical knowledge:
an affirmative path, or the via affirmativa, and a negative path,
or the via negativa. In the former, one arrives at knowledge of the
divine through successive affirmations, as when one describes
individual human acts as “good” but the divine as “the Good” or
“Goodness” in itself. The latter approach arrives at the divine
through successive negations, as when one describes the divine
as that which is not created or not existing in time. The via af-
firmativa implies what can be positively said of the divine, or a
“kataphatic” approach (kata-phanai, literally to “come down” or
“descend” in order to speak), while the via negativa implies what
can be negatively said of the divine, or an “apophatic” approach
(apo-phanai, “to say no,” or to speak by not speaking). For Diony-
sius it is this second path, the via negativa, that yields the most
profound results, based on the author’s metaphysical commit-
ment to a concept of the divine that is fundamentally inacces-
sible. As he notes, “[s|ince the Divine is the Cause of all beings,
we should posit and ascribe to it all the affirmations we make in
regard to beings, and, more appropriately, we should negate all
these affirmations, since it surpasses all being.”"”
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But even this approach must necessarily fail (and Dionysius
seems readily aware of this), for the logical extension of the via
negativa’s language is the failure of language and logic itself.
While Dionysius—like Augustine—never doubts the transcen-
dence of the divine and its super-essential character, there is a
sense in which the via negativa is ultimately a kind of performa-
tive failure, a failure which ends up serving as this mediation of
that which cannot be mediated. Denys Turner puts it in the fol-
lowing way:

It is of the greatest consequence to see that negative language
about God is no more apophatic in itself than is affirmative lan-
guage. The apophaticis the linguistic strategy of somehow show-
ing by means of language that which lies beyond language. It is
not done, and cannot be done, by means of negative utterances
alone which are no less bits of ordinarily intelligible human dis-
course than are affirmations. Our negations, therefore, fail of
God as much as do our affirmations.'®

Turner recaps his points within the terminology of analytical
philosophy: “there is a very great difference between the strat-
egy of negative propositions and the strategy of negating the propo-
sitional,” the latter of which describes the ultimate point toward
which Dionysian mysticism tends.'” Through a successive strip-
ping away of attributes, through the negation of affirmation,
Dionysius puts forth a concept of darkness that is, first, an anti-
empirical one (in that one moves away from what is seen and
sensed), and then an anti-idealist one (in that one moves away
from what can be thought and put into language), before arriv-
ing at a stage the author can only describe as “unknowing.” For
Dionysius, the divine can only be discussed through a language
pushed to its limit—the divine as a “brilliant shadow,” the “di-
vine darkness” or the “darkness beyond every light.”
Dionysiusis, of course, talking about the way in which the di-
vine is enigmatically inaccessible to us as human beings. But he
is also talking about mediation, and its possibility or impossibil-
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ity. This emphasis on the impossibility of mediation, or the nega-
tion of mediation itself, brings us back to the tradition of super-
natural horror. We can suggest the following distinction: in the
everyday context, mediation is epistemological, while in super-
natural horror, mediation is ontological. In the former case, one
assumes a certain practical knowledge of how media work and
how they can be used. The questions one asks are questions of
knowledge that presume a basic ontological framework: What’s
your number? Who’s calling me? Can you hear me now? And so
on. By contrast, in supernatural horror one still assumes a cer-
tain working knowledge of media, but something goes wrong—
fundamentally wrong. Ironically, the problem is not that the
media in question are broken; if anything, the problem is that
media are working too well —we get more than we bargained for,
as specters turn up in our photos, the dead appear on our com-
puter screens, and that videotape, well, you probably shouldn’t
watch that. Here one cannot presume a common ontological
ground, as the mediation is really a mediation between different
realities, or between different ontological domains—the natural
and the supernatural, the normal and the paranormal, life and
the afterlife.

While we may use media today in an everyday context, it
seems that we also like to imagine media having the exceptional
ability to mediate between a world here-and-now and a world
that remains mysteriously inaccessible to us without the use of
media. Inthe horror genre, what we witness is an evocative con-
cept of the supernatural as itself mediated, often through ob-
jectsthat are at once overly familiar and highly technical, objects
that are everyday and opaque at the same time. In the broadest
sense, the mediation of the supernatural prompts us to won-
der whether the supernatural is by definition always mediated.

CINEMA AND DEMONOLOGY

In this triangulation of media, horror, and religion we see a
concept of the supernatural deployed that is at once opaque
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and transparent—the supernatural appears to inhabit the do-
main of pure affective experience beyond the reach of words
or images, and yet, in the examples we’ve pointed to, the su-
pernatural is only ever apparent via some form of mediation.
This presents us with a dilemma: If the supernatural exists, to
what extent can it be experienced? Given that the supernatural
is, in itself, beyond the senses, what then would be an “experi-
ence” of the supernatural? If the supernatural cannot be expe-
rienced, how are we to distinguish it from mere subjectivism—
an illusion, a dream, a drug, a bit of visual trickery . . . ? The
dual specters of realism and idealism haunt media and media-
tion—either “it’s all in your head,” or everything is reducible to
the engineered and technical manipulation of sensory and cog-
nitive affordance.

The literary theorist Tzvetan Todorov has a name for this di-
lemma, and he calls it the “fantastic.” Drawing on the literature
of supernatural horror, he provides a definition of the term:
“The fantastic is that hesitation experienced by a person who
knows only the laws of nature, confronting an apparently super-
natural event.”'® Todorov goes on to elaborate on the logic of
the fantastic:

In a world which is indeed our world . . . there occurs an event
which cannot be explained by the laws of this same familiar
world. The person who experiences the event must opt for one
of two possible solutions: either he is the victim of an illusion
of the senses, a product of the imagination—and the laws of the
world then remain what they are; or else the event has indeed
taken place, it is an integral part of reality—but then this reality
is controlled by laws unknown to us. . . . The fantastic occupies

the duration of this uncertainty.”*

Instances of the fantastic abound in the “weird fiction” tradi-
tion, most often associated with authors such as H. P. Lovecraft,
and pulp magazines such as Weird Tales. But the fantasticinhab-
its not just a single moment, but a certain duration, in which
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it is carefully parceled out in failed attempts at description, in
confessional language, or in quasi-scientificarguments between
characters. In Lovecraft’s 1936 novel At the Mountains of Madness,
an expedition to the Antarctic reveals the massive, black ruins
of a “cyclopean city,” whose very existence questions all human
knowledge. In the bowels of these ruins, the characters discover
weird creatures that defy category and even description—the
“Shoggoths.” At once formless and geometric, oozing with ma-
leficintent and swarming with temporary eyes, these creatures
confront the explorers with their radically unhuman character,
rendering them catatonic: “The shock of recognizing that mon-
strous slime and headlessness had frozen us into mute, motion-
less statues. . . . It seemed aeons that we stood there, but actu-
ally it could not have been more than ten or fifteen seconds.”?°

In this frozen moment, the testimony of the characters’
senses are absurd, language falters, and thought becomes equal
to silence: “I might as well be frank—even if I cannot bear to
be quite direct—in stating what we saw. . . . The words reach-
ing the reader can never even suggest the awfulness of the sight
itself.”?! In a last, desperate attempt to comprehend their situa-
tion, Lovecraft’s characters resort to what is essentially a nega-
tive language, the language of negative theology:

We had expected, upon looking back, to see a terrible and incred-
ibly moving entity if the mists were thin enough; but of that en-
tity we had formed a clear idea. What we did see—for the mists
were indeed all too malignly thinned —was something altogether
different, and immeasurably more hideous and detestable. It was
the utter, objective embodiment of the fantastic novelist’s “thing
that should not be.”*?

This is the moment of the fantastic, a moment that tenuously
tips to one side (it must be accepted and yet it cannot not be ac-
cepted), and tenuously tips to the other (there must be some ex-
planation, scientific or otherwise). In this apophatic silence of
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language and thought, what results is an all-pervasive stillness
of everything except the furtive, lurking revelation of a limit.
Lovecraft’s stories are replete with such revelations, expressed
through the kind of purple prose that has become a hallmark
of the weird tale. At the same time, these revelations point to a
limit that Lovecraft’s characters can only negatively articulate:
the beyond, the unnamable, the nameless thing, and so on.

For Todorov, the fantastic presents a forkin the road —either
one accepts what appears to be exceptional, but then everything
must be rethought (what Todorov calls “the marvelous”), or one
discovers a rational explanation for what only seemed excep-
tional, and both natural law and social norm remain intact (“the
uncanny”).?* However, Todorov says very little about what role
mediahavein this forkin the road, and he says nothing about the
ways that media themselves may serve as the conduit to either
the marvelous or the uncanny.?* In short, the how of the fantas-
tic is left an open question. That the supernatural is mediated,
and thatitis by definition mediated —this is taken for granted in
Todorov’s analysis. At the same time, in our examples thus far,
a character experiencing the fantastic nearly always comes up
against aloss of words—in short, the fantastic in supernatural hor-
ror has the structure of apophatic mysticism. The characters in the
stories of authors like Lovecraft, Algernon Blackwood, or Izumi
Kyoka experience the fantastic in terms of the via negativa; like
Dionysius the Areopagite, they can only resort to either negative
terms or to passages filled with aporia and self-annulling con-
tradictions. All that remains is this bare activity of mediation, a
mediation that almost immediately negates itself.

This turning of mediation upon itself is not only voiced by
early mystical thinkers such as Dionysius, but it is further ex-
panded in later mystics working in the apophatic tradition. The
sermons of Meister Eckhart provide an example. Eckhart fre-
quently uses the Middle High German term niht and its cognates
to describe the “nothing” or “nothingness” of both finite crea-
tures and infinite divinity. In one sermon, Eckhart derives two
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basic senses of the term niht from a passage in Acts 9:8 (“Paul
rose from the ground and with open eyes saw nothing”).?® The
firstis the “nothing” of finite creatures (creatures are “nothing”
in the sense that they are created in time and in the world as
flux and flow, as coming-to-be and passing-away; but also, crea-
tures are “nothing” in that they are founded on a primordial,
pre-existent, non-being). This nothing is, as we’ve noted, the
moral-theological notion; nothing in this sense is both priva-
tive and subtractive. A second sense has to do with the niht spe-
cific to the divine (the “nothing” of God as that which is outside
of time, space, and modality; God is “nothing” in so far as God is
not a being among other beings). But Eckhart expands even this
second sense of the term niht beyond “God” to what he terms the
“Godhead” (Gottheit), in which the divine is purely apophatic,
the divine to which no attributes, properties, or even names can
be given (what Eckhart enigmatically calls “the One”). The God-
head bears no relation to the categories of Being or Non-Being.
In one sermon Eckhart asserts, “God is all, and is one.” Elsewhere
he notes that the Godhead is “a non-God, a non-spirit, a non-
person, a non-image; rather, He is a sheer pure limpid One, de-
tached from all duality.”?° Nothing in this second sense is at once
superlative and nullifying.

On the one hand, there is the nothing of creaturely life,
the non-substantiality of what is ephemeral and temporary,
the nothing of the all-too-human in its creaturely finitude.
On the other hand, there is the nothing of the Godhead, the
nothing that superlatively encompasses everything, including
the very dichotomy of something and nothing, being and non-
being.?” The problem of divine mediation leads to a dilemma,
a fork in the road between two types of mediation: either that
there is no relation to the divine, or that there is a pure relation
to the divine . . . as “nothing.” For Eckhart this is ultimately a
false dilemma, in that his aim is often to show that the niht of the
divine is inseparable from the mystical subject, the divine im-
manently “in” the subject—but one must abrogate some of the
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most basic principles of philosophical and theological thinking
to reach this point. For Eckhart, divine mediation has little to do
with a negative that must be overcome by a positive; instead, di-
vine mediation is the collapse of negative and positive, privative
and superlative, into the strange negative immanence, an imma-
nence of “nothing” that Eckhart terms the Godhead.?®

Eckhart does point out that divine mediationis different from
the everyday mediation of human beings with other human be-
ings or with their surroundings; but he also borrows the form of
this human mediation to describe divine mediation. Eckhart at
once implies the necessity of mediation, at the same time that
mediation is ultimately that which is negated, as the fulfillment
of the mediation of the divine—a fulfillment that leads to “the
desert of the Godhead.” Caught between the necessity of media-
tion and its impossibility, the divine appears as that which isim-
manent to all that exists, but which is also in itself “nothing” or
not-existent.?? In short, Eckhart outlines the two forms of me-
diation central to dark media, understood as the mediation of
that which cannot be mediated:

« A mediation of arelation to the divine, but the divine understood
negatively, as “nothing.” Here mediation itselfis positive, but that
which is mediated is negative; positive relation and negative di-
vinity. This generally describes a type of mediation we can call im-
mediation (also immediacy, immediate).

« A mediation of no relation to the divine at all (except in the pos-
iting of this opacity). Here what is mediated is positive, but me-
diation itselfis negative; negative relation, positive divinity. This
generally describes a type of mediation we can call antimediation
(also antimediacy, antimediate).

While “immediation” and “antimediation” have a premodern
genealogy in early modern mystical discourse (Dionysius, Eck-
hart), they reach a certain pitch in the nineteenth and twenti-
eth centuries, as the introduction of “new media” such as pho-
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tography and film co-exist uneasily with a range of spiritual
practices, from Spiritualist séances to black magic and the Black
Mass. Often, one finds that the two overlap in complex ways,
from spirit photography of séances, to belief in the animistic,
magical properties of early cinema. What is more, the ambiva-
lent religious impulses behind such instances of dark media are
often brought into the foreground in the space between religion
and horror, and the horror genre provides one key site in which
we can witness an early theorization of media and mediation as
inseparable from the concerns of negative theology, apophati-
cism, and “dark mysticism,” a trend that has been extended into
our own cultural moment.

A case in point is the “breaking-through” motif in horror
film. While many horror films point outside themselves to the
real world of the audience, some films allegorize this through
a scene in which some menacing, unknown force crosses the
media threshold of the screen in the film, only to suggest a
similar transgression of the screen of the very film the viewer
is watching.

The 1982 classic Poltergeist (directed by Tobe Hooper, co-writ-
ten and co-produced by Steven Spielberg) features a newly built
suburban home that has been constructed on top of a cemetery.
Hauntings abound throughout the house, and finally the family
must call in a high-tech team of ghost hunters to investigate the
problem. Armed with video cameras, microphones, and CCTV
monitors, the team stakes out the house, waiting for the first evi-
dence of the supernatural. The key scene occurs late at night, as
a glowing, ethereal specter floats down the staircase in the liv-
ing room. Importantly, the first witness to this event is not the
human characters, but the camera itself, which turns of its own
accord toward the staircase.?® The camera rolls and the audio be-
gins recording. Eventually the characters in the film do witness
the ghost (evidenced by the facial expressions of the characters,
in what is by now the trademark effect of the Spielbergian sub-
lime), but just as quickly the ghosts pass by. Immediately, with-
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out a word to each other, the ghost hunters and the family go to
the video deck to play back the scene they have just recorded. We
again see their faces, this time crowded around the glow of video
monitors, as they re-watch the scene they have just experienced,
with the same expression of awe and wonder.

Poltergeist is here performing the same pedagogy that we
found in the films of Mélies—this is how it works, this is how
one watches, and this is how one reacts. It also serves as a com-
ment on supernatural horror (e.g., this is how one reacts to the
experience of supernatural horror, and more importantly, to the
viewing of supernatural horror). The media devices (camera, au-
dio, an EEG-type readout) serve as the eyes, ears, and nervous
system of the human characters in the house. In one instance,
the scene even goes so far as to simultaneously show us the ac-
tual ghost descending the staircase, and the correlating image
on the video monitor (all of which is, of course, viewed by us on
a movie screen, on a TV, or, nowadays, on a computer).*" Media
here serve both to verify and to reify the supernatural, whether
or not it has been actually experienced. The panoply of devices
ready to capture suggests an immediation, and, while the cap-
tureis successful, the ghostsappeartoliein arealm so far beyond
human comprehension that thisimmediation can only be an an-
timediation. Even after recording, viewing, and re-viewing, one
has learned nothing.

Something different happens in a film such as Demons, the
1985 project of Lamberto Bava and Dario Argento. The premise
of the film is simple. The entire film takes place inside a movie
theater, where there is a screening of a new horror film. The
film-within-the-film appears to be a supernatural slasher, fea-
turing a group of students who come across an old book, which
contains a spell to call up demons. While this film-within-the-
film is running, we are introduced to the various characters in
the movie theater who are watching the film. Eventually we as
viewers realize that the curse in the film-within-the-film has
spilled overinto the audience in the theater. The key scene comes
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when the death of a character in the film-within-the-film per-
fectly coincides with the death of a character in the theater. A
study in self-reflexivity, both scenes involve a breaking-through
(orslashing-through)—in the film-within-the-film, a demon at-
tacks a girl camping in a tent, slashing through the canvas of the
tent; while in the theater itself, another girl, grotesque and pos-
sessed, has wandered to the back of the theater screen, where,
choking and rabid, she claws her way through the canvas screen
of the movie theater itself, at the very same time the canvas of
the tent is slashed.??

Demons looks forward to the breaking-through motifin films
such as Ring, butit alsolooks back to the reflexivity of genre hor-
rorin films such as Madhouse (1974) and Targets (1968; which fea-
tures Boris Karloff as an aging horror actor, attending a drive-in
screening of his actual 1963 film The Terror, while a deranged
sniper shoots at viewers in their cars). While Poltergeist contains
mediation within media devices themselves (which serve the
perfunctory role of capture and playback), in Demons the very
function of media is to hyper-mediate, to mediate in a way that
constantly spills over and crosses boundaries. In Demons, me-
diation is so immediate that it is always transgressive, jarringly
passing with contagious ease between human, machine, and
demon. This transgression also applies to the way that the film
comments on film itself: in Demons, the entire movie theater is
at once a haunted house, a medium for the passage of demons,
and a film set for the film Demons. Viewers and characters ex-
change places, as media-as-representation becomes media-as-
transmission, infection, or possession. And yet, the source of
the transmission/possession remains a mystery, receding into
an antimediacy, as the strange non-being of the demonic curse
passes with ease between one person and the next.

The next step is the film that deals with immediation/anti-
mediation at the level of form itself, a move that necessitates
a shift from narrative to non-narrative film. While the horror
genre is notoriously conventional when it comes to film narra-
tive, the tradition of avant-garde horror film takes mediation
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to this formal level.** These “art horror” films combine the for-
mal experiments of the avant-garde with the tropes and mo-
tifs of genre horror, often resulting in films that themselves
either become threateningly life-like, or take on a menacing
life of their own.>** A case in point is the short film Outer Space
(1999), by the Austrian filmmaker Peter Tscherkassky, known
for his meticulous deconstruction and reconstruction of appro-
priated film footage. Outer Space uses film technologies old and
new to imagine a kind of cinematic demonology. Tscherkassky
uses footage from The Entity, a 1982 film featuring Barbara Her-
shey about a purportedly real case of demonic possession in the
modern world. One need not have seen The Entity to appreci-
ate Outer Space; it extracts, but also abstracts the concrete narra-
tive into its minimalist basics. But more than this, Outer Space
also displays a cinematic tension between the demonic posses-
sion in the film and the possession of the film itself. Ultimately,
the film itself becomes “possessed,” until both image and sound
overload the medium so completely that all we are left with is
the actual, physical, material film itself (the frame of the film
is evident, as it clips and slows down, the audio waveform made
visible, the screen flickering into black and white). Outer Space
borrows from the avant-garde tradition of Stan Brakhage and
Michael Snow, but it couches its formal experiments in relation
to the horror genre and the motif of demonic possession. The
film becomes so immediate that it overtakes and consumes the
material and formal aspects of film itself, dovetailing into an an-
timediacy that ceases to visually or acoustically communicate at
all. The logical extension of the narrative (“in” the film) is that it
crosses over into an excessive, material, non-narrative domain
(“of” the film).

Perhaps the final stage in the “breaking-through” motif of
horror film is when the mediation in the film and the media-
tion of film itself collapses, the point at which immediacy is also
antimediacy. Thisis one way of understanding Kenneth Anger’s
oft-cited provocation that “cinemais magic.” In films such as In-
vocation of My Demon Brother (1969), Anger carries out this idea
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of film as “casting a spell.” While other films of his Magick Lan-
tern cycle portray rituals of magick within the film, Invocation of
My Demon Brother is itself structured like a ritual. Montage and
sound serve as its primary techniques, the media-equivalent of
magic circles, divination spells, and grimoires. One does not so
much watch Invocation of My Demon Brother as one, by watch-
ing, participates in it. Iconographic images of Satanism and the
occult are juxtaposed to strobing effects, experiments in color,
and a trance-like electronic soundtrack (performed by Mick Jag-
ger). Anger’s film represents what is perhaps the furthest limit
of the breaking-through motif—the desire to dissolve all rem-
nants of representation in film, using the motifs of the horror
genre to do so.

This is, of course, the idea (or ideal). We are well aware that,
for instance, films like Invocation of My Demon Brother are most
often seen in the context of film and film history, not in the con-
text of actual ritual or practical magick. All the same, however,
these variations on “breaking-through” point to an ambivalent
form of transgression, one that displays a will to annul all sem-
blance of mediation, in effect dissolving the boundary between
the screen in film and the screen of film. But such films also dis-
play an equal desire to activate a special kind of mediation that
would allow one to witness the gulf or the abyss of there being
“nothing” to mediate. Georges Bataille notes this ambiguity
when he notes that “[t|here exists no prohibition that cannot be
transgressed. Often the transgression is permitted, often it is
even prescribed.” Furthermore, the effect it brings about is also
an ambivalent combination of a brilliant emptiness, a saturated
negation: “More than any other state of mind consciousness of
the void about us throws us into exaltation. This does not mean
that we feel an emptiness in ourselves, far from it; but we pass
beyond that into an awareness of the act of transgression.”>?

This dual desire is analogous to the attempt in mystical texts
to “get at” the divine through alanguage of negation, contradic-
tion, and apophatic terms. In this sense horror film takes up the
lessons of mysticism and the via negativa. Language negating
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itselfinits articulation, film consumingitselfinits being shown,
abody distending itself because it is possessed by another life —
in these instances, it appears that the endpoint of mediation is
the negation of mediation itself.

In fact, we can note a subtext that runs throughout our in-
vestigations thus far: that the modern horror genre takes up a set of
concerns that were previously the provenance of apophatic mysticism
and negative theology. Furthermore, supernatural horror does
this in a way that highlights the dual meaning of media and me-
diation—as a modern fascination with new technologies, and as
a premodern concern with the limits of media and mediation.

DARK MEDIA, DARKER OBJECTS

Though it is possible to regard supernatural horror as taking
up the earlier concerns of mysticism, there is one element that
makes modern horror unique, and that is the function of dif-
ferent objects in any tale of haunting and the supernatural. In
other words, what is at stake in these stories is not just the expe-
rience of a subject, but the mediation of and through an object.
The concept of the supernatural is here not simply oriented
toward a subject, as alocus of unmediated and authentic experi-
ence. Itisalso oriented toward the many objects that themselves
embody or mediate the supernatural, objects that elusively slide
between the everyday and the exceptional, between their arti-
factual transparency and their strange aura of opacity. The ques-
tion, then, is whether it would make sense to think about the
supernatural less in terms of a subject-oriented approach, and
more in terms of an object-oriented approach—and what such
an object-oriented approach might mean for us, as subjects.
There are, of course, many precedents both ancient and
modern for doing this. In a modern context, there is the ex-
ample of the later Heidegger, who meditates at great length on
“the thing” (das Ding) as an ontological category, resulting in his
tongue-twisting phrase, “the thingness of the thing.”*® What
Heidegger calls “the thing” is defined by such characteristics as
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“self-supporting,
active process of “gathering.” Less a tool or object of knowledge,
the thing is for Heidegger that intersection or congealment of
materials, production processes, and ideologies that is encap-
sulated in his phrase “the thing things, and thinging gathers.”

More recently, the work of Bruno Latour hasinvestigated the
interface between humans and objects, particularly in the his-
tory of scientific experiment, where a whole panoply of gadgets,
gizmos, and dooleywhigs form a complex apparatus for the pro-
duction of knowledge. Objects act on us, and condition our own
actions, just as much as we act on them. Searching for a middle
term between subjects and objects, Latour uses the phrase “non-
human actants” to describe the intermediary agency of objects
on us as subjects. Ashe notes, “[e]ach object gathers around itself
adifferent assembly of relevant parties. Each object triggers new
occasions to passionately differ and dispute.” For Latour, ob-
jectsare not simply passive and inert entities waiting to be acted
upon. Rather, “objects—taken as so many issues—bind all of us
in ways that map a public space profoundly different from what
is usually recognized under the label of ‘the political.”” Latour
suggests a renewed engagement with the Heideggerian concept
of “the thing,” focusing on the political aspects of assembling
and gathering: “If the Ding designates both those who assemble
because they are concerned as well as what causes their concerns
and divisions, it should become the center of our attention: Back
to Things! Is this not a more engaging political slogan?”>’

These aspects of objects abound in contemporary philos-
ophy.? A recent attempt to think about objects is the so-called
object oriented ontology (OOO) school, which directly takes up
Latour’s slogan. As OOO argues, Western philosophy, in its al-
most exclusive focus on the relation between subject and object,
haselided the equally important “perspective” of objects in rela-
tion to each other. Thus, in place of the relation between subjects
and objects, Graham Harman suggests we think about object-
object relations, and their separateness from the cognitive and

standing-forth,” and above all the dynamic,
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aesthetic framework of human subjects. As Harman notes,
“object-oriented philosophy has a single basic tenet: the with-
drawal of objects from all perceptual and casual relations.”>’

But this is an agenda that must grapple with its own prob-
lems, though they may be different from those of subject-object
relations. As Harman notes, this approach “immediately im-
plies a single basic problem: how do relations occur?” He con-
tinues: “[g]iven that an object always remains aloof from its deal-
ings with the world, causality can only be indirect, can only occur
through some medium other than the things themselves, since
these forever elude any sort of relation.”*® While it suggests an
evocative image of objects as constantly withdrawn and elu-
sive, OOO also sidesteps the central problem of objects—that
of mediation and its paradoxes, the dual necessity and opacity
of all mediation, not just that of objects in relation to each other.
Hence the central blind spot of OOO, which Harman himself en-
capsulates: “It will need to be shown concretely how two objects
can be absolutely hidden from each other and capable of affect-
ing one another.”*!

Whether or not acomprehensive philosophy of objectsis pos-
sible, without simply being recuperated into the double-bind of
the object-for-us (Latour) and the thing-in-itself (Heidegger), we
must always be brought back to the persistence of that most pe-
culiar of objects—the subject. For our purposes here, what is im-
portant to note is how objects exist in this contradictory move-
ment of givenness and withdrawal. Even in their most intimate,
phenomenal interaction with us as subjects, objects still main-
tain some reservoir of inaccessibility —in short, for every object
there is an inaccessible more-than-object. Indeed, it seems that
this almost perfectly describes the objects that populate the su-
pernatural horror genre.

To get at this in more detail, let us step back a bit into the
history of philosophy. Philosophically speaking, objects are dif-
ferent from things, and itisimportant to note that not all media
are objects or things. To clarify our terms, let us return to Kant’s
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distinction between objects and things, since Kant provides a
number of key points that undergird the various strands of post-
Kantian philosophy today.

In Kant’s critical philosophy objects are never simply objects.
In fact, Kant tends to use a number of different terms for what
we would, in English, term objects. These include: the term Ob-
jekt, which denotes objects of experience that are made into ob-
jects for knowledge through the unity of apperception; the term
Gegenstand, which denotes objects of experience that conform to
the structures of intuition and/or the categories of understand-
ing; and the term Ding (also translated as “thing”), which denotes
the object in itself apart from any given experience or knowl-
edge of it. With this last term Ding we arrive at an entity that
serves an important philosophical function for Kant: the logi-
cal necessity of there being something “out there” rather than
nothing, but a something that can never be known in itself. It
is a something that provides the ground for Gegenstand, and al-
lows itin turn to become Objekt for a subject. The more we probe
into it, the ground for our relation to the world as subjects to an
object becomes rather shaky and uncertain. Kant encapsulates
this enigma:

That there is something real outside us which not only corre-
sponds but must correspond to our external perceptions can like-
wise be proved to be, not a connection of things in themselves,
but for the sake of experience . . . for we have nothing to do with
other objects than those which belong to possible experience, be-
cause objects which cannot be given to us in any experience are
nothing for us.*?

While all these terms Kant employs may be translated as
“object,” this last term—Ding—is also referred to by Kant as
Ding an sich or the “thing-in-itself.” The “thing-in-itself,” or
simply “the thing,” is for Kant a limit concept. It serves a tran-
scendental function, in that it provides the guarantee that there
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is an actual, independently existing world out there that we as
subjects relate to, even though we can never know it in itself, in
its independent existence.*?

Let us abbreviate this a bit by suggesting that for Kant thereis
a basic distinction between “objects” and “things,” a distinction
that corresponds neatly to Kant’s overall critical framework.
While objects can be sensed and intuited, and while we can
produce knowledge of objects based on such intuitions, things
remain forever beyond the pale of human experience and com-
prehension. Yet, in spite of these distinctions, Kant is forced to
note a basic contradiction, which is that things—being inacces-
sible and unknowable—are still posited by us as thinking sub-
jects (even if they are posited as a limit concept). Thus they can
only ever be negative concepts. The most we can do, according to
Kant, is to simply note the logical necessity of the thing-in-itself.
Beyond that there is only silence . . .

Oris there? For Kant, what both the object and thing have in
common, strangely enough, isthat they both bear some minimal
relation to a subject. The difference is that in the former that re-
lation is positive, while in the latter it is negative. And, while
contemporary philosophers want to shift our thinking from
subject-object to object-object relations, there is another type of
object-oriented thinking implicit in Kant’s critical philosophy.
That is the relation between objects and things, between that which
exists for us as subjects, and that which remains indifferent to
subject-object relations altogether—that is, between the do-
main of phenomena and the domain that Kant calls noumena.**

Schopenhauer, admittedly a pessimistic reader of Kant, often
refers to this strange opacity of objects as occult qualities (quali-
tates occultae). Though the effectiveness of philosophy may lie
inits explanatory power, there is always some prior assumption
that enables such explanations tobe carried outin the first place.
In the Western philosophical tradition, Schopenhauer cites one
such assumption, commonly known as the principle of suffi-
cient reason—everything that exists has a reason for existing.*
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For Schopenhauer, there is no reason to assume that something
exists, much less that it exists for a reason (which, for Schopen-
ahuer, almost always amounts to areason for us as self-interested
human subjects). Even the sciences must assume this prior prin-
ciple, else the work of scientific experiment and hypothesis can-
not carry on. As Schopenhauer notes:

Thus we see mechanical, physical, and chemical effects, as well as
those of stimuli, ensue every time on their respective causes with-
out on that account ever thoroughly understanding the process.
On the contrary, the essential element of this remains a mystery,
and we then attribute it to qualities of bodies, to natural forces,
and even to vital force, all of which, however, are nothing but
qualitates occultae.*®

Itshould be noted that thisis not simply an anti-science posi-
tion; Schopenhauer’s target here is as much philosophy and
logic asitis the sciences. The occult qualities are those qualities
that, by definition, can never be elucidated; they inscribe the
radical contingency of the human sensorium and cognitive ap-
paratus, and they outline the contour of no object for us as sub-
jects. What Schopenhauer terms the qualitas occulta is the form
of dark media; it describes a paradoxical, empty aesthetic form
in which the thing-in-itself is at once mediated and not medi-
ated. For Schopenhauer this applies equally to the mediation of
philosophy asit does to science and technology: “[e]very natural
scientific explanation must ultimately end up in an occult qual-
ity, and hence in something completely obscure.”*” Things are
hidden, but in an absolute way, an occulted relation in which
there is no content to be revealed, no knowledge to be gained,
and no philosophical system to be constructed.

Thus, while one can trace a genealogy of philosophical think-
ing about objects, one is always confronted with the stark and
simple realization that one is always thinking about objects, arbi-
trating a form of mediation in increasingly esoteric ways. By way
of summary, we can list these different relationships as follows:
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+ Relation of subject-object (Kantianism, phenomenology)

+ Relation of object-object (actor network theory, object oriented
ontology)

« Relation of object-thing (occult qualities, dark media)

In this last relation—that between objects and things—we are
not considering traditional subject-object relations, nor are we
interested in the uncanny object-object relations. Instead, we are
considering the possible passages between objects and things,
between that which is readily accessible to us as human sub-
jects, and that which enigmatically withdraws into a region that
we can only describe as the “thing-in-itself.” Note that, strictly
speaking, there can be no relation between object and thing. This
is the “relation” of object-thing. While objects are always objects
as they appear to us as subjects, things occupy a dark, nebulous
zone outside of subject-object relations altogether (including
object-object relations). If objects are always objects for a subject,
then things are like impossible objects, occult objects, or better,
apophatic objects—objects absolutely withdrawn, leaving only
a strange, fecund emptiness, an inaccessibility that knows no
limits.

MYSTICISM AND NON-MYSTICISM

This enigmatic emptiness of the Kantian “thing” is, however,
still relative to a conceptual apparatus that thinks it as such. As
Jean-Luc Marion notes, this remains so even in the contentious
case of mystical experience, where the object of experience is
qualified precisely by its receding into a shadowy background of
the ineffable and the unintelligible. For every subject, an object
(evenif an object replaces the subject, in a series of object-object
relations), and for every subject-object relation, thereis an a pri-
ori framework that grounds every possible intuition and con-
ditions all possible knowledge. Such knowledge is, for Mar-
ion, marked by “the primacy of the knowing mind over what it
knows,” and what it is preconditioned to know:
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By “object” here, according to the received idea of what a science
should be, we shall mean the result of a synthesis (or of the con-
stitution) of a sensible given of a delimited concept, or the result
of the synthesis (or of the constitution) of a sensible given by a de-
termined concept in such a way that this product would be able
to be delimited, produced, undone, and reproduced at will (or al-
most at will) by the mind that takes and maintains the initiative. *8

Marion’s somewhat technical recapitulation of Kant describes
the blind spot of mystical experience with respect to philoso-
phy—not that mysticism somehow transcends philosophy, but
that, in its evocation of the limits of experience, language, and
thought, mysticism evokes the limits or the arbitrariness of
the a priori conditions of experience, language, and thought.*’
The passage also reads as a summary of the basic precondi-
tions for any media theory, tethered as media often are to the
human body and sensorium, and to the desire to codify, cap-
ture, and redesign that sensorium. In fact, we can suggest that it
is precisely in the rift between these two understandings of the
Kantian framework—the mystical and the medial —that what
we’ve been calling “dark media” come into play.

Borrowing from the phenomenological tradition and from
the philosophy of religion, Marion’s approach is to suggest that
the domain Kant called “noumena” or the “thing-in-itself” is not
so much a closed-off, forbidden, and inaccessible zone beyond
which philosophy stops and faith begins. Instead, the thing-
in-itself is actually the site of phenomena that fail to adhere to
the Kantian framework, “phenomena that cannot appear ac-
cording to the a priori conditions that a finite mind imposes
on experience.”*® This is either because there is no pre-existing
category within which such phenomena can be adequately
understood, or because their inconsistency and variability pre-
vents them from adhering to the sensible form of intuition. By
definition, such phenomena cannot be prepared for in advance,
and in this failure of experience, the cognizing mind recognizes



Dark Media 121

its own finitude and its own conditions. Thus, almost any at-
tempt to create new categories for knowledge must do so as a
conciliatory gesture—as the product of a failure or finitude built
into cognition itself. “Within these phenomena, intuition is not
limited to filling or fulfilling the finite measure of the concept
and/or the signification but spills over to the point of saturat-
751 Marion calls these “saturated phenomena,” and they
range from the aesthetic experience of listening to music, to

ing it.

the ethical confrontation with a stranger, to the ongoing public
contestation over the meaning of political events.>* While satu-
rated phenomena do dovetail with the more common notion of
experiences that are ineffable or sublime, Marion is careful to
note that saturated phenomena have less to do with the shutting
down of experience or cognition, than with a rift or sudden shift
that ends up producing thought and language. Elsewhere Mar-
ion provides more analytical descriptions of a saturated phe-
nomenon: “The saturated phenomenon will be described as in-
visable [from viser, that which cannot be aimed at] according to
quantity, unbearable according to quality, absolute according to
relation, irregardable according to modality.”>* Borrowing from
the Kantian framework, Marion argues in each case that satu-
rated phenomena are related to the “categories” via their excess,
by their “passing beyond the concept.”

Kant left the thing-in-itself to itself; it was the boundary at
which philosophy stops, and something else non-philosophical
begins. But Marion’s suggestion is that the confrontation with
this horizon of thought is itself an intuition, though of a spe-
cial type. For Marion, the genealogy of the saturated phenome-
non can be traced back to early Christian mystical literature, in
which the divine is frequently characterized in negative terms:

Portrayed in theological words, this issue may be summed up, ac-
cording to the Greek fathers, in the fact that God is invisible, un-
speakable, uncircumscribable, and incomprehensible. Yet the ex-
perience of not being able to comprehend, see, or think God can
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be taken seriously as a positive experience. We can be confronted
with something completely outside our reach and nevertheless

present as such, as absent.>*

Itis tempting to read this passage as a synthesis of Kant and the
mystics—God is a thing, or, what amounts to the same thing,
God is nothing. But what Marion outlines here and in other
worksisamore nuanced version of the Dionysian via negativa. At
its core lies something that is absolutely inaccessible, and thus
can only be speculative—what for Kant is a secularized thing or
noumenon, for the mystical tradition is God or the divine (orin
Eckhart’s terms, the “Godhead”). Beyond this, we find the con-
tradictory language of the via negativa, in which language is
stretched beyond its self-inscribed limits to describe the inde-
scribability of the thing-in-itself or of the divine—hence Dio-
nysius’s contradictory notions of “brilliant darkness” or the “ray
of divine darkness.” And beyond this, the use of the more famil-
iar mechanisms of figurative language to produce inexact analo-
gies (e.g., the ocean, the desert, the sun as figures of the divine).
In what appears to be a broadly Neoplatonic approach to the in-
accessible and unintelligible, Marion suggests that the Kantian
impasse of the thing-in-itself be understood as an intuition—
though one that can only be obliquely stated, either through
negative definitions (“not finite,” “not temporal”) or through
superlatives (“beyond space and time”).

Yet Marion’s approach intentionally characterizes the satu-
rated phenomenon in terms of generosity and fecundity; there
is an implication that saturated phenomena are always “more”
than what we intuit and know, and more than what we can ever
possibly intuit and know. In a way, for Marion all phenomena are
saturated phenomena, both because they were at one point (and
have since entered the narrower, legitimate halls of Kantian con-
ceptualization), and because saturated phenomena are this very
horizon of possible intuition and knowledge. In short, Marion
not only characterizes the Kantian domain of the thing-in-itself

” «
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as an intuition, but he does so though what we might term a
metaphysics of generosity:

To the limited possibility of phenomenality, shouldn’t we. . . op-
pose a finally unconditionally possible phenomenality, whose
scope would not be the result of the finitude of the conditions
of experience? To the phenomenon characterized most often by
lack or poverty of intuition (a deception of the intentional aim),
indeed, exceptionally, by the mere equality of intuition and in-
tention, why wouldn’t there correspond the possibility of a phe-
nomenon where intuition would give more, indeed immeasurably
more, than the intention would ever have aimed at or foreseen?>’

In this metaphysics of generosity, there is always something
more, something beyond, something larger within which we as
cognizing subjects are always-already interpolated. In a sense,
calling this something-more the “thing-in-itself,” “the Abso-
lute,” or “God” matterslittle. The structure it articulates remains
that of philosophy’s primordial encounter between Thought and
World, and it is qualified by the phenomenological priority of
the givenness of World to Thought. Thus, what appears to be a
negative theology turns out to be an affirmative theology; what
in effect begins on the path of the via negativa discovers that it
was on the path of the via affirmativa all along. Human finitude is
revealed lessin terms of its poverty and more in terms of its rich-
ness: “Finitude is disclosed more in the encounter with the satu-
rated phenomenon than with the poor phenomenon.”>¢

One can easily characterize approaches such as those of Mar-
ion in terms of affirmative theology and the via affirmativa. All
that exists, exists fully and over-fully; there is always more, it is
always flowing, and this undulating embrace of all being elic-
its in us a kind of euphoria, the ecstasy of being. One always has
faith in something more, perhaps because this something more
is, at the end of the day, always some more for us as human sub-
jects. But this rather romantic, vitalistic image of the flow of
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being also inadvertently evokes the enigmatic negation—the
negation that is not negative—evoked by mystics such as Di-
onysius. Is there a via negativa that would not simply be recu-
perated into the vitalistic and romantic via affirmativa of satu-
rated phenomenon? To Marion’s “saturated phenomena” we
could suggest the “desaturated phenomena” of negative theol-
ogy; to Marion’s ontology of generosity we could offer a para-
doxical ontology of nothingness or emptiness, even inviting a
comparative approach with non-Western philosophies. But all
this would simply recapitulate a game of logic already at work
within the texts of Augustine and Dionysius themselves. The
real question is what is it that seems to necessitate, within the
philosophical stance, a proposition concerning either the given-
ness or the withdrawal of mediation. In philosophy, mediation is
constantly slipping away, either saturated or subtracted, either
ebullient flow or the void of specters and traces. What is that
philosophical blind spot that a priori commits philosophy to
a metaphysics of either generosity or of poverty? To ask such
questions is, in short, to inquire into the non-philosophical
boundaries of philosophy.

This is precisely the question taken up by Francois Laru-
elle near the end of his essay “The Truth According to Hermes.”
There Laruelle points out the fundamental link between phi-
losophy and media. All philosophy, says Laruelle, subscribes to
the “communicational decision,” the idea that everything that
exists can be communicated or mediated. In this self-inscribed
world, all secrets exist only to be communicated, all that is not-
said is simply that which is not-yet-said. The communicational
decision presumes that everything that exists, exists in order to
be mediated and communicated. One senses that, for Laruelle, the
communicational decision is even more insidious than the
philosophical decision (the idea that everything is philosophiz-
able). It is one thing to claim that everything that exists, exists
for a reason. It is quite another to claim that that everything-
that-exists-for-a-reason isimmediately and transparently com-
municable, in its reason for existing. If the philosophical deci-
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sion is a variant on the principle of sufficient reason, then the
communicational decision adds on top of it the fidelity of any
media theory to the communicability of meaning.

But this is all speculation—there is no reason per se to pre-
sume this is the case. Perhaps this is why Laruelle criticizes phi-
losophers for simply being “mailmen of the truth,” these aca-
demic “civil servants of the Postal and Telecommunication
Ministry.” When one presumes the communicational decision
on top of the philosophical decision, what results, according to
Laruelle, is a compounded fidelity to the communicability of
anything that exists, indeed of being itself. Laruelle mimes (and
mocks) the hermeneutic presupposition of any philosophy of
media: “Meaning, always more meaning! Information, always
more information!” The logical conclusion of this position is en-
capsulated by Laruelle: “the real is communicational, the com-
municational is real.”*’

Communication is inherently ambiguous; it connects at the
same time that it separates, unifies at the same time that it dif-
ferentiates. Arguably, the communicational decision reaches a
point of crisis, not in the postmodern architectonics of semiot-
ics, information theory, cybernetics, or language games, but in
the premodern context of mysticism. Nearly every account of
mystical experience relies in some way on a union between the
mystical subject and an enigmatic, inaccessible, and mysterious
“outside” that is variously called God, Godhead, or the divine.

As we’ve seen, the dominant paradigm for this is established
by Augustine, who describes the divine as an “Unchangeable
Light” that is beyond human vision, beyond anything that can
be seen, and ultimately beyond human comprehension. This
duplicity—accessible manifestation and inaccessible source—
is especially marked in those mystical texts where the divine is
almost paradoxically described in terms of darkness, shadows,
or the abyss. We’ve seen this in Dionysius the Areopagite, who
notes how the divine is in itself absolutely inaccessible, and is
therefore an enigmatic “ray of divine darkness.”

This sort of duplicityis addressed by Laruelle in his own non-
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philosophical vernacular. In his Principes de la non-philosophie,
Laruelle distinguishes between “la mystique” and “le mystique.”
Let us call “la mystique” mystical and “le mystique” mystique. A
single article distinguishes them, but the differences are signifi-
cant. As Laruelle notes, “the mystical is an experience of iden-
tity between the soul and the transcendent.”*® But the soul —the
divine part existing within the earthly subject—can only expe-
rience the transcendent “outside” of itself, and thereby attain a
union with the divine, so long as there is a baseline immanence
that can serve as the backdrop for the union of the soul with the
transcendent. Thus, for Laruelle, this identity of transcendence
and the soul takes place within a certain immanence. The mysti-
cal “makes of this immanence a property or an attribute of a re-
lation between the soul and God, more than an essence in and of
itself.” Immanence is the mystical launching pad for transcen-
dence.

By contrast, Laruelle calls mystique “areal and actual essence,
something already-formed-without-formation, as it were, an
absolutely autonomous instance more than an attribute, prop-
erty, event, or relation.” The stakes of mystique are high; mys-
tique “absolutely excludes transcendence.” The reduced and
residual aspect of the divine that is the soul begins to confuse
itself with this absolute immanence. There is no mystical subject
that goes out of itself (ec-stasis) to meet the divine or the great
beyond. There is no religious subject that discovers the divine
spark within itself, bolstering and reaffirming the coherence of
the subject. As Laurelle notes, “mystique is never a below or an
above, and not a phenomenon of the frontier or the limit.” In-
stead, “mystique is ‘subject’ in the most rigorous sense.. . . [itis]
that which determines the subject in-the-last-instance.” The fi-
nite and the infinite, the temporal and eternal, the relative and
the absolute—all these “confuse” themselves into an imma-
nence that can only be immanent “with” or “in” itself.

But the immanence of mystique is, arguably, different from
the fecund and saturated immanence of Gilles Deleuze, Henri
Bergson, or Alfred North Whitehead, those continental bea-
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cons of the metaphysics of generosity. Laruelle’s brand of mys-
ticism looks askance to Meister Eckhart, for whom there was
an important distinction between “God” and “Godhead,” the
latter in itself a “nothing” or “nothingness” that immanently
pervades everything. Insofar as this is immanence, it is a nega-
tive immanence, moving not toward proliferation but indistinc-
tion. Itis, in Laruelle’s phrasing, an affect prior to all affection,
a given prior to all givenness, a manifest prior to all manifesta-
tion. There is no First Cause because there has never been cau-
sality; but this also does not mean that what is real is simply
what exists, a tautology that would simply bring us back to the
Kantian problematic. When contingency becomes immanent
in this way, it also becomes boundless, and this boundlessness,
far from being a great beyond, is nevertheless something inac-
cessible that Laruelle terms “the One” or “the Real.” As Laruelle
comments, in his own specialized grammar, “mystique is in-us
or betteritis us who are actually in it, in-mystique or in-One as
the One itself.”

From the vantage point of philosophy, Laruelle’s treatment
of immanence here is complicated. On the one hand, he places
himself “on the side of” immanence, and in particular on the
side of an immanence that is not subordinate to transcendence.
But Laruelle is also careful to distinguish immanence of this
type from that of Deleuze and Michel Henry, both of whom
remain committed to a dynamic and fecund notion of imma-
nence. Laruelle also remains committed to a notion of the Real
that is absolute, and which is not apparent (that is, not mani-
fest, not given, not a becoming). Again, from the philosophical
point of view, the only remaining option is a notion of imma-
nence that is pervasive (immanent with/to itself) and yet that is
absolutelyinaccessible. In Laruelle’s terms, it is as ifimmanence
is all-pervasive and all-withdrawn.

This brings us back to Laruelle’s discussion of the two deci-
sions: the philosophical decision and the communicational deci-
sion. Historically speaking, mysticism is interesting because, on
the one hand, it subscribes to the communicational decision—in
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this case, that an experience of the divine or the supernatural can
be communicated via earthly or natural means. While the actual
forms of this communication may vary (from scholastic treatises
to mystical poetry), what they have in common is this commit-
ment to the communicability of experience. Except that, in the
case of mysticism, whatitis thatis being communicated isitself,
by definition, beyond all comprehension and beyond language.
Mysticism is interesting because it finds itself in the position of
having to communicate the incommunicable. Even those who
assert a generative, fecund notion of the divine—as outpour-
ing, radiating Light—must at some point resort to a paradox-
ical language beyond language in order to hint at the absolute
inaccessibility of the divine. Others in the darkness mysticism
tradition utilize a hyperboliclanguage of darkness, nothingness,
and the “wayless abyss” to indicate that which cannot be ade-
quately thought or putinto language. All roads of light, it seems,
lead to darkness—but a darkness of which light is only a shadow.

With mysticism generally (including Laruelle’s “mysti-
cal” and “mystique”), what we see is a sort of perversion of phi-
losophy’s dual fidelity to the philosophical decision and the
communicational decision. Philosophy believes in both, that
existence is meaningful (by virtue of existing) and thus com-
municable. At onelevel, mysticism retains the philosophical de-
cision, but it subtracts the communicational decision. The di-
vine is manifest, and therefore filled with meaning—and yet we
as human beings cannot comprehend this manifestation and its
meaning. Mysticism is thus the inability to communicate what
is manifest in the inaccessibility of the divine (that is, the inac-
cessibility that “is” the divine). Further, this opens onto a sub-
sidiary form, in which mysticism inverts its prior position, re-
taining the communicational decision and subtracting the
philosophical decision. Here the divine can indeed be commu-
nicated —initsincommunicability. Both of these movements re-
describe, through the language of mysticism, the passage from
“object” to “thing” that we derived from the Kantian framework.
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DARK MEDIA—AN ABBREVIATED TYPOLOGY

At this point, we can pause and offer an abbreviated typol-
ogy of media based on this basic distinction between objects and
things, incorporating this motif into the mediation of the inac-
cessible (the supernatural) that we’ve been calling dark media.
Such a typology will not only help elucidate the concept of
dark media, but it will also allow us to make distinctions within
dark media, for, as we will see, the mediation of the supernatu-
ral doesn’t always occur in the same way. In particular, we will
distinguish three variants within dark media—“dead media,”
“haunted media,” and finally “weird media.” All of these vari-
ants can be grouped under the larger umbrella of dark media,
insofar as they each grapple with the inaccessible as that which
is ambivalently mediated. In all cases, the primary rule is that
the media are not “broken,” but are working “too well,” so well
in fact that mediation functions at a level beyond that of tradi-
tional forms of human mediation.

To begin with, we can distinguish dead media from haunted
media. With dead media, the object is no longer in use, but the
form of the object remains active.>® For example, while we no
longer use magic lanterns, one could argue that the idea of
image projection remains very alive today with digital projec-
tors and the like. With haunted media, the object is still in use,
but in a non-normative way. An example is the complex inter-
play between the photographic camera and spirit photogra-
phy in the late nineteenth century. The camera normally used
to take pictures of people or places was also the privileged me-
dium for revealing the spirits of the dead. Both dead media and
haunted media involve a temporal disjunction, but in different
ways: with dead media the disjunction is between an outmoded
or outdated artifact and its still-active technical principle; with
haunted media the disjunction is between a contemporary arti-
fact and its connection to adjacent fields such as religion and
spirituality. There are functional differences between them as
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well: with dead media, objects oscillate between being activated
and inactivated, whereas with haunted media, the object be-
comes more than an object, endowed as it is with almost divine
(or divining) powers—something like a “divine object.”

While there are many examples of haunted media in history,
the horror genre again gives us the most instructive case studies.
Considerthe genre of the “occult detective” story, popularin the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and exemplified
by books such as Sheridan Le Fanu’s In a Glass Darkly (1872), Al-
gernon Blackwood’s John Silence, Physician Extraordinary (1908),
and William Hope Hodgson’s Carnacki the Ghost-Finder (1913).
In these and other like stories, one often finds a protagonist
schooled both in modern science and the ancient occult arts.
The occult detective must use a combination of scientific rati-
ocination and practical magic to solve a given mystery. In some
cases the mystery turns out to be a hoax, and the apparently
supernatural phenomena simply a bit of trickery. But in other
cases we actually see an affirmation of the supernatural, ironi-
cally affirmed through scientific rationality (or its failure).

In the occult detective genre, the supernatural is always me-
diated —infact, the supernatural can only be mediated. In Hodg-
son’s stories, published together as Carnacki the Ghost-Finder, we
see detective Thomas Carnacki employ an array of means for
revealing the supernatural. Sometimes Carnacki uses media
as a means of documentation—a camera used to take a snap-
shot of a haunted room, sound equipment to record the strange
sounds of a haunted house, even candle wax seals on windows
and threads across doors to indicate an entrance. At other times
Carnacki must actually build his own media to continue the in-
vestigation—a shining example of this is the “electric pentacle,”
a vacuum-tube, steampunk variant on the magic circle, that
Carnacki uses both as a protection and as a conduit. Still other
moments move beyond media artifacts altogether into another
dimension that Carnacki can only describe as “Outer Mon-
strosities”—a haunted room turns into a giant, fleshy mouth,
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emitting an eerie whistling sound; amanis possessed by ahorde
of cosmic pigs emerging from a black hole; a derelict ship en-
counters a menacing, sentient, nocturnal mist.

The occult detective genre gives us two types of haunted
media. First there is the artifact, in which a media object in itself
is haunted or endowed with supernatural powers.%® With the
artifact we witness the strange animation of inanimate objects —
dolls begin to talk, haunted houses seem to have intentions of
their own, and an ancient relic at a distant archaeological dig
calls up malefic “Old Ones.” Along with the artifact, there is also
the portal, in which a media object, while not in itself haunted,
serves as a passageway or conduit between the natural and su-
pernatural.®
diation that is haunted. The spiritual medium, the séance, and
necromancy all fall into this category. In some cases the media-
tion of media objects may appear to function normally (e.g., the
white noise on the TV set that is actually transmitting messages
from the dead), while in other instances the mediation may take
place through ancient or premodern means (e.g., a magic circle
drawn on the floor).

Haunted media, then, may express themselves as artifacts
or as portals, and sometimes as both.®? Here we come to a key
characteristic of haunted media, whether it be an artifact or a
portal: with haunted media, the “divine object” establishes a
connection between two different ontological orders (natural-
supernatural, earthly-divine, life-afterlife). This is quite dif-
ferent in principle from the modern view of mediation given by
cybernetics and information theory. There one has a mediation
between two points within a single, shared, consensual reality.
While there may also be messages, channels, senders, and re-
ceivers, haunted media have one important difference: the me-

Here it is not the object itself but the act of me-

diation is not between two pointsin a single reality, but between
two realities.®® More often than not, haunted media mediate the
supernatural in a positive sense, in that the mediation process
brings that which cannot itself be understood within the am-
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bit of human sense and knowledge —cameras reveal images of
ghosts, sound recording devices capture the sounds of spirits,
and video images depict the invisible presence of the dead.

There are also stories in the supernatural horror tradition
that move beyond even this paradigm. Tales of supernatural
horror from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries
offer examples, engaged as they are both in the developments
of modern science as well as in the tradition of mysticism and
the occult. Fitz-James O’Brien’s 1859 story “What Was It?” takes
up the monster motif, but puts a spin on it—the creature in the
story is, strictly speaking, non-existent. It can neither be seen
nor heard, and its only manifestations are negative ones—an
impressionin abed, the shifting of a curtain, the creak of a floor-
board, and so on. Physical yet non-empirical, the creature can
only be verified by forcing it to become a body; eventually it
is trapped and the characters make a cast mold of it, in effect
creating a monstrous sculpture. The same theme is dealt with
in Ambrose Bierce’s 1893 story “The Damned Thing,” in which
amenacing, predatory creature stalks a village, invisible except
for the large claw marksit leaves onits victims. A lesson in optics
and the fourth dimension enables the characters to catch fleet-
ing, shadowy glimpses of the creature, as its movement black-
ens out the stars of the night sky. Just as there are sounds outside
the range of human hearing, so there is light and color beyond
the range of human vision (and, as one of the characters hor-
rifically concludes, “God help me, the Damned Thing is of such
a color!”). In Bierce’s story, the characters encounter the same
challenge, both philosophical and practical —first they must
verify the existence of “the damned thing” (drawing on knowl-
edge from science and religion), and then they must figure out
how to either ward it off or evade its threat.

That the human sensorium is a medium, and at best an im-
perfect medium, serves as the premise for many instances of
haunted media. But, that the human sensorium can be aug-
mented, transformed, or, in some instances, “see” more than a
human subject is prepared to see—thisis the premise of what we
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canterm “weird media.” Many examples of weird media are given
in the subgenre of “weird fiction,” published in early-twentieth-
century pulp magazines such as Weird Tales and Amazing Sto-
ries. One type of story involves what we might call the other-
dimensional creature, found in stories such as H. P. Lovecraft’s
“From Beyond” (1920), Frank Belknap Long’s “The Hounds of
Tindalos” (1929), and Clark Ashton Smith’s “Ubbo-Sathla” (1933).
In Lovecraft’s story, a crazed scientist has invented a device that
enables the average human being to see the invisible, menacing,
amphibious creatures that swim about us in the air every day. In
Long’s story, a heady combination of drugs and quantum phys-
ics leads to the discovery of a portal in the strange angles of a
room, through which predatory, bodiless creatures enter. And
in Smith’s story, a modern-day sorcerer uses a crystal—the me-
dium of all mediums perhaps—to make contact with the first,
primordial ooze of life on the planet.®* In each case mediation
comes up against an absolute limit, while also mediating beyond
what is normally expected.

In weird tales such as these, one again finds the mediation
of the supernatural that is expressed in haunted media stories,
but with a crucial difference: the mediation only results in an
absolute impasse, in the strange non-knowledge of the impos-
sibility of mediation, in the way that all communication col-
lapses back into a prior excommunication. Whereas haunted
media expressed the mediation of the supernatural in positive
terms, with weird media mediation only indicates a gulf or abyss
between two ontological orders. Sometimes the supernatural is
present but not apparent (e.g., an invisible creature that never-
theless exists within our same reality, but outside the visible
spectrum). At other times the supernatural is apparent but not
present (e.g., unnamable entities from other dimensions). With
weird media, all objects inevitably withdraw into things. What
results is a negative mediation, the paradoxical assertion and
verification of the gulf between two ontological orders. Table 1
provides a comparison.

To summarize: media are “haunted” when they affirmatively
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TABLE 1. HAUNTED VERSUS WEIRD MEDIA

Haunted Media Weird Media
Connection Disconnection
Communication Silence
Transparency Opacity

Phenomenal presence Noumenal “nothing”
Transcendence Immanence
Recapitulates the human Limit of the human
Reciprocity Indifference

mediate between two different ontological orders, and by trans-
forming the object into a divine object (the artifact or the por-
tal). By contrast, media are “weird” when they negatively medi-
ate between two ontological orders, whereby the object recedes
into a thing.

Between the object “for us” and the thing “in itself,” there
is at once the smallest interval and the greatest void. As we’ve
noted, the media objects that populate supernatural horror are
not broken—in fact, they are working quite well, perhaps too
well. When ordinary objects become extraordinary, are we wit-
ness to this secret passage from object to thing? In supernatu-
ral horror, relations of subject-object and object-object are the
by-products of a more fundamental relation between object and
thing. Given this, let us put forth a hypothesis: in supernatural
horror, the mediation of the supernatural takes place via the ambiva-
lent transition from object to thing.

MYSTICISM AND MEDIATION

In spite of the fact that dark media (inclusive of our typology
above—dead media, haunted media, weird media) are replete
with objects of all kinds, at the core of dark media is the idea of
the mediation of what cannot be mediated. As we’ve suggested,
this has the structure of the via negativa in mysticism, which we
can summarize as follows: first, an originary decision regarding
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the fundamental distinction between the human and the divine
(even if the divine is “in” the human); second, the philosophical
assumption of a commonality between human and divine that
is prior to their distinction, and that serves as the condition for
their possibly being mediated; third, the assertion that this me-
diation between human and divine is of a different order than
human-human mediation; fourth, that divine mediation in-
volves a union with a “something” that is by definition contra-
dictory, lying as it does beyond the senses, beyond language,
beyond thought, and beyond the subject-object distinction al-
together; and finally, the proposition that any comprehension
of this divine mediation can only proceed through negation, ul-
timately the negation of the human subject that is mediated in
this way.

If we’re willing to take an expanded view of media, and con-
sider media not just as devices, tools, or even objects, but as a
form of mediation that is operative in this passage between ob-
jects and things, then the question is the following: at what point
do media and mediation end up negating themselves, result-
ing in a kind of pure continuum or “communication” —or even,
with what an earlier age would call mystical experience? This is
a question posed by Georges Bataille, who, in his own critique of
and reinvention of mystical theology, makes frequent use of the
terms “communication” and “mediation.”

As Bataille notes, in case of mystical experience, “knowl-
edge is still mediation—between me and the world —but nega-
tive: itis the rejection of knowledge, the night, the annihilation
of all middle terms, which constitutes this negative mediation
(médiation négative).”® What Bataille calls negative mediation
names this paradoxical mediation of non-mediation. It is pre-
cisely this type of negation that Bataille, in an early text called
The Anti-Christian Manual, regards as being regulated within in-
stitutional religion: “In fact, the intimate and blood-stained as-
pects of Christian divinity are nothing more than aspects of me-
diation, which are intermediary between the real world of living
bodies and the movements of the transcendent world of the ‘God
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of the philosophers.””¢® Whenever Bataille speaks of communi-
cation or mediation, his reference is always that of the mystical
tradition of the via negativa; for him mediation and communi-
cation always imply the dissolution of sender and receiver, leav-
ing perhaps only the message that is the gulf or abyss between
them. “These movements flow out into an external existence:
there theylose themselves, they ‘communicate,’ it would appear,
with the outside (le dehors), without the latter taking a deter-
mined shape and being perceived as such.”®”

For Bataille, negative mediation involves a threefold process:
aminimal connection between two ontologically distinct and in-
compatible orders; the production of an absolute gulf or abyss
between these two orders; and finally, the effacing of this media-
tion altogether, in part due to this gulf or abyss. Bataille provides
one of many descriptions of what such inner experience entails:

Itis the annihilation of everything which is not the ultimate “un-
known,” the abyss into which one has sunk. . . . Understood in
this way, the full communication which is experience leading to
the extreme limit is accessible to the extent that existence succes-
sively strips itself of its middle terms.%®

Bataille hereisolates something thatis central to dark media and
its preoccupation with the mediation of what cannot be medi-
ated—the annihilation of “middle terms,” conceived not as the
result of a saturated and overflowing divinity, but as the no less
ecstatic outcome of a mediation that has delimited itself.

In addition, Bataille’s comments lead to a question: Given
the way that dark media arbitrate between the natural and su-
pernatural, would it be going too far to consider the premodern
cases of divine ecstasy and demonic possession as instances of
mediation? If so, then another question poses itself: Could one
then consider the governance of the boundary separating divine
ecstasy and demonic possession as an act of political theology?
The discourse surrounding demonic possessionin early modern
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Christianity is especially instructive in this case. Given that the
realm of the supernatural (divine and demonic) was, by defini-
tion, absolutely beyond the earthly and the human, by what liv-
ing signs or activities (opera vitae) could this inaccessible domain
become accessible? Philosopher of religion Maaike van der Lugt
summarizes these dilemmas:

In the theological discourse, the concept of the possessed body
presupposes and is opposed to the notion of life and the human
person. The Scholastics . . . asked themselves to what degree an-
gels and demons could take advantage of the possessed body.
Were they capable of feeling, of moving, of speaking, or eating,
or, finally, of generating life? Could they, according to the expres-
sion of Saint Thomas, exercise the opera vitae?”*’

In Scholastictheology, the human body comes to be conceived as
the primary medium upon which and through which the signs
of the divine or demonic are evident. However, divine theoph-
anies are different in this regard from the manifestations of the
demonic; while theophanies are resplendent in their spectacular
presence, in Scholastic demonology the manifestation of the de-
mon is given only in negative signs, only as aberrations, only as
the error of the body. Indeed, it becomes difficult to even speak
of the mediation of the demon, since, according to the demon-
ologists, the demon is rarely present as such, only manifest neg-
atively, obliquely, and opaquely. In Scholastic demonology, the
demon and its manifestation are always a horizon. Such atheory
required an entire discursive and hermeneutic apparatus for al-
lowing the demon to be manifest and present. Armando Maggi,
writing about the role of language in early modern demonology,
notes the following:

By reading natural signs (winds, clouds, animals’ expressions),
devils are able to bring about storms, plagues, and floods. More-
over, by reading ahuman being’s gestures, facial expressions, lin-
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guistic intonation, a devil can produce a “discourse” able to erase
that human being’s soul and body. . . . The devil constructs his
nonlanguage by interpreting nature’s and human being’s signs
and turning them against creation itself.”

Perhaps, then, dark media are really demonic media, the me-
diation of that which recedes beyond an always-moving horizon.
Of course, this may be taking things too far, widening the scope
of the terms “media” and “mediation” beyond the point where
they cease to have any reliable meaning at all. But it can also
be argued that the world in which we find ourselves today con-
stantly challenges our conventional ideas about media and me-
diation. In the midst of planetary disasters both human-made
and nonhuman-oriented, we find we are in the position of re-
cording and documenting events that increasingly slip from
our comprehension, events that we can only define using vast
phrases like “global climate change” or “planetary extinction.”
We are living in the very world that we stand apart from in order
that we may record, document, and mediate it. If there is a les-
son to belearned from Scholastic demonology or medieval mys-
ticism, it is that our ideas of media and mediation are, perhaps,
all-too-human.

CONCLUSION—ON WHAT CANNOT BE SAID (CON’T)

In the opening pages of his book Deep Time of the Media, Sieg-
fried Zielinski notes the need for an expanded view of media
and media studies today:

The history of the media is not the product of a predictable and
necessary advance from primitive to complex apparatus. . . . In-
stead of looking for obligatory trends, master media, or impera-
tive vanishing points, one should be able to discover individual
variations. Possibly, one will discover fractures or turning points
in historical master plans that provide useful ideas for navigating
the labyrinth of what is currently firmly established.”



Dark Media 139

For a thinker like Zielinski, what matters is less the academic
founding of new fields or subfields, and more the variations that
allow one to move across fields, or even to abandon them alto-
gether. Itis this that Zielinski refers to as “variantology.” In Deep
Time of the Media Zielinski appropriates the geological concept
of deep time, with all its connotations of nonhuman and mate-
rial fluxes and flows, and asks us to consider what a deep time
of media might look like. For Zielinski, this gesture is neces-
sarily experimental. It means that sometimes one will end up
not going far enough, perhaps recuperating a novel artifact or
event into the deeply entrenched histories of technology—by
humans, for humans. At other times, one will go too far, open-
ing up the terms “media” and “mediation” so much that one
ends up simply talking about life or being in the abstract. Zielin-
ski seems aware of this; but he is also equally aware of the need
to not settle for institutionally calcified boundaries:

Itis our hope that media experts will see their research areasin a
broader light than before, and that disciplines which have so far
not participated in these discourses (such as theology, classical
studies, many areas of the history of science and technology) will
develop an openness for media questions.”?

The concept of dark media offered here is just one example that
asks us to bring approaches from philosophy, genre horror,
and mysticism to a kind of occult variantology of media. Magic
circles, grimoires, dowsing devices, spirit photography, ecto-
plasmicimages, ghostly static on the radio, the possessed TV, the
cursed videotape, and the webcam of the dead—in supernatu-
ral horror all these “really” exist in that they are not mere fig-
ments of the imagination, symptoms of mental illness, or the
by-product of drug abuse. Their artifactuality is expressed in
their pragmatic and material use as media objects. At the same
time, the mediation of the supernatural allows such objects to re-
cede from the familiar and the everyday, often to the point that
the object itself becomes vitalistically lifelike and animate. There
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is, perhaps, a strange life of media that is equivalent to the slip-
page from “objects” to “things.” In a way, then, media are the most
alive precisely at the moment that they are the least accessible . . .
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