Loughborough
University

Loughborough University
Institutional Repository

Media and the 1maginary in
history: the role of the
fantastic in different stages
of media change

This item was submitted to Loughborough University’s Institutional Repository
by the/an author.

Citation: NATALE, S. and BALBI, G., 2014. Media and the imaginary in
history: the role of the fantastic in different stages of media change. Media
History, 20 (2), pp. 203 - 218.
Additional Information:

e This is an Accepted Manuscript of an article published by Taylor

& Francis in Media History on 19th March 2014, available online:
http://wwww.tandfonline.com/10.1080,/13688804.2014.898904

Metadata Record: |https://dspace.lboro.ac.uk/2134,/19467

Version: Accepted for publication

Publisher: (© Taylor and Francis

Rights: This work is made available according to the conditions of the Cre-
ative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International
(CC BY-NC-ND 4.0) licence. Full details of this licence are available at:
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd /4.0/

Please cite the published version.


https://dspace.lboro.ac.uk/2134/19467

1
Media and the Imaginary in History

Natale, Simone and Balbi, Gabriele. Media and timadinary in History: The Role of the

Fantastic in Different Stages of Media Changedia History(forthcoming in 2014).

AUTHOR'’S DRAFT

Media and the Imaginary in History: The Role of the Fantastic in Different Stages of

Media Change

Simone Natale, Columbia University

Gabriele Balbi, University of Lugano

Abstract

This paper discusses how media theory and histooyld approach specimens of evidence
about the cultural reception of media pertainingthe realms of the fantastic, such as
speculations, predictions, dreams, and other farhiantasy regarding media. It argues that the
role of the imaginary in the history of media cam fhlly comprehended only by employing a
perspective which is dynamic in time. In differgaitases of a medium’s evolution, in fact, we
find different fantasies; it follows that we neeggesific approaches to study them. The article
discusses fantasies which are specific to thregestan media change: those preceding the actual
invention of a medium; those accompanying the estrlperiod after the introduction of a new

medium; and those connected to old media.
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Media and the Imaginary in History: The Role of the Fantastic in Different Stages of

Media Change

Studying the way a technology is perceived wittha public sphere means considering a broad
range of elements, including popular fears andwsidsms for innovation and progress, as well
as political, economic, cultural, and social issihile many of these aspects might appear
relatively straightforward, there is a class ofdewvice about the reception of media which are
particularly complicated to deal with: that of esmte which pertains to the realms of the
fantastic, such as speculations, imaginary naestipredictions, and other forms of fantasies
regarding media technologies. Media scholars aendempted to regard them as irrelevant to
historical analysis. However, as Carolyn Marvinawbtin her now classic workvhen Old

Technologies Were Neuwhese fantasies are important because they Isljgletermine what
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‘consciousness’ was in a particular age, what thtsigvere possible, and what thoughts could
not be entertained yet or anymore” (Marvin 1988, 7)

Marvin's call for the integration of the imaginatipto the history of media also
acknowledged the methodological and theoreticalicdities that a similar attempt might
prompt. For a discipline such as media history,cwhis strongly concerned with technologies
and hence with machines, understanding the rolgedldy human imagination is one of the
most fascinating and, at the same time, difficilallenges. Whether called thenaginaire
(Flichy 2007), media fantasies (Young 2006), ohtedogical visions (Sturken, Thomas, and
Ball-Rokeach 2004), this topic raises an array mhbfems and questions whose answers are
complex and intrinsically problematic (see Natald 2a).

Scholars in media history have approached the wigite imaginary through a variety of
theoretical and critical approaches. While revieyvall of these perspectives goes beyond the
aims of this essay, we will consider two main ttiadis that have contributed to the prominence
of the theme of the imaginary in media studies ahdped how this topic is addressed in
contemporary scholarship. The first tradition, nhaitkeveloped by American scholars, is based
on the idea of the “technological sublime” examir®dLeo Marx in his seminal workhe
Machine in the Garden: Technology and the Pasttdah in America(1964)! Considered as a
specific character of American culture, the tecbgmlal sublime refers to the experience of
wonder which might be evoked, in industrial soegtiby the contemplation of technological
achievements. This notion received further attentroAmerican media studies from James W.

Carey and John J. Quirk, who applied this conaphée history of communication technologies

! The term “technological sublime” was coined by I&til(1965), before being taken up by Leo Marx. &aseful

overview of the use of this concept, see Nye (1994)
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and coined the term of the “electrical sublime” (&aand Quirk 1970), a notion that strongly
influenced following generations of scholars. CgmnolMarvin, who was Carey's doctoral
advisee, drew on his ideas when she pointed tsttigy of fantasies and speculations as one of
the aims of media history (Marvin 1988, 7). Likegjigshe electrical and technological sublime
reverberates in the works of other leading schalarsontemporary media history, including
David E. Nye, Joseph Corn, and Lisa Gitelman.

The second tradition to have shaped the studyeointiaginary in media studies is media
archaeology. Under the influence of German medarikt Friedrich Kittler, media archaeology
was mostly elaborated by Central and Northern Eemopscholars. While research in this area
has been often characterized by a certain methgdaloanarchy (see Natale 2012b), media
archaeologists have the merit of having taken atimount the issue of elements of the imaginary
and fantastic in media history (Kluitenberg 2006dAopoulos 2005). For media archaeology,
beliefs and fantasies, including religious visiarsd “narratives of madmen” (Huhtamo and
Parikka 2011: 25), are pieces of evidences justl@vant to historical analysis as patents and
institutional sources. As Erkki Huhtamo put it, yesource - be it a detail of a picture or a part of
a machine - can be useful if we approach it frorelavant perspective. There is no trace of the
past that does not have its story to tell” (Huhtek@87: 221).

Although both traditions have contributed to dirdustorians’ attention toward the
relationship between media and the imaginary, altgty neither has been able to provide a
coherent theoretical framework. Programmaticallyeropg to historical analysis territories
previously considered marginal, media archaeolagg/ ot gone far beyond its polemical aims,
lacking a convincing paradigm to explain the rofehoman imagination in media history.

Similarly, the tradition that originated in the Wad States failed to provide clear answers to
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some pressing questions, such as how the discoariee “technological sublime” can produce
evidence of historical meaning. The question of hbis area of inquiry should be defined and
addressed has been largely left unanswered.

Why have these scholarly traditions failed to deged solid theoretical framework with
which to address the imaginary as a structural amapt of media history and to clearly define
the imaginary as an area of inquiry? Our answehas approaches to the imaginary in media
history have not yet considered media from a petspe which is dynamic in time. Media
continuously change in nature, uses, technologyieaaes, and significance (Uricchio 2003, 35,
Brugger 2002, Poster 2007, 46); the result is ithaach moment in a medium’s evolution we
find different fantasies, and we need specific apphes to study each.

In order to fill this gap, this article will propeghat the imaginary should be integrated
into media history through an examination of iterim specific phases in the “life cycle” of each
medium (Lehman-Wilzig and Cohen-Avigdor 2004, St6p@04, see Neuman 2010). We will
show that media interact with human imaginatiodifferent ways in different moments of their
evolution. In the first of the following three sixts, we discuss fantasies that are conceived
before the invention of a medium, and are theretoresidered “media prophecies” (Nye 2004).
The second section is dedicated to fantasies atedciwith the earliest period after the
introduction of a medium — fantasies that ariseptimer words, when a mediumnsw Finally,
the third section addresses fantasies connectadhad media historians call “old” media, once

the technologies are fully institutionalized or Baven become obsolete.

1. Beforethe Medium: The Case of M edia Prophecies
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In 1930,Popular Mechanicpublished an article entitled “Prophets and TheapRecies.” The

“prophets” to whom the magazine referred were ratgious leaders such as Jesus or
Mohammed, but instead the authors of forecastspaedictions about the marvels of modern
technology. The author of the article described moany of the inventions widely used at the
time had been foreseen in previous decades andrinby scientists, intellectuals, and writers.
Thomas Edison, for instance, had predicted theradfesomething similar to telephony as early
as 1878, before Alexander Graham Bell’s inventiad lgone into use. Popular science fiction
writers had fantasized about technologies likedtmmic submarine in the nineteenth century.

Among others, the article discussed Jules Verne:

“Jules Verne (...) is the major prophet of modernilization. In the strict sense, he was a
scientist as well as a fiction writer. His desdoptof airplanes, submarines, rockets and
engines aroused jeers and hoots, and his defengeMan can achieve what man can

imagine” (1930).

In the history of media there are frequent predii about future technologies which
have—at least apparently—been fulfilled (Corn 1986,Sola Pool et al. 1977). In certain cases,
predictions and speculations about future technestogeem to have actually played a role in the
research leading to the innovation. One exampgh@ography, the basic functioning of which
was predicted long before the invention of a wagktechnique, and this in turn inspired the
work of those who invented photographic procesBaschen 1997). Another example is the case
of artificial intelligence technology, the developmt of which in the 1950s-1970s was

influenced by speculations about its future capeifNatale and Ballatore 2012).
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Because predictions about communication technadolgiet at something that does not
yet exist,imaginaryin its essence, such predictions can be regarsl@dspecific type of media
fantasies. This is the pre-history in the *life” af medium, the period before its actual
appearancé.Media fantasies go beyond real media, envisionamtically new and nonexistent
media (Kluitenberg 2006). This brings us to thegfioe: How should media history consider
and study the specific variety of speculations famtiasies that describe the media of the future?

The fascination for and popular interest in projpg®a@bout technology is connected to
the degree by which such prophecies are considiétely to come true. Predictions and
futuristic fantasies are narrative constructionosenappearance of trustworthiness is based on
factors such as the reputation of the author, th®igation or context in which they appear, and
the way technology is presented and imagined inpthiglic sphere (Nye 2004). As Vivian
Sobchack suggests (2004, 145), media propheciedaagely projections of the way we
experience technology in the present, and theyhsp historians to better comprehend the
social and cultural perception of a technologyother words, predictions should be considered
as evidence of the way a medium is imagined atithe the prediction is made, rather than as
the pre-vision of a medium yet to be invented.

Take, for instance, the case of French scienc®fiatriter Albert Robida, who in his
futuristic novel Le vingtieme siécleonceived a medium called the “telephonoscope.is Th

imaginary device, which to the contemporary read#mrecall television or the videophone, was

2 The idea that a medium might have a “pre-histoajiieit problematic on a theoretical level, hasnbexensively
developed within film studies. In this area, sch®lhave explicitly analyzed technologies such atogbphical
toys, photographic techniques and projecting mediaantecedents of the cinema. See, among otheags\n(Mi

1995, Ceram 1965, Friedberg 1994)
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represented as an implementation of two other metia telephone and the theater. The
telephonoscope added a visual dimension to thesticaglephone and was also able to bring
theater plays at home, as television would latefRizbida 1883).

The interest of Robida’s writing, as Philippe Whlis notes, rests mainly in the fact that
the writer inserted the fictional characters inegavironment set in another time and elaborately
detailed, thus resembling a historical novel prongda careful description of the Paris of the
future. This results in the reader partially fotoeg the fictional character of the story (Willems
1999). The use of this narrative strategy, togetithr the drawings with which Robida, a gifted
illustrator, accompanied the novel, makesvingtieme siecla work whose fictional framework
does not weaken but instead empowers the impress$iwastworthiness generated by its claims
about the future (Muller 2000, 117-130).

Did Robida’s telephonoscope actually forecast telem or the videophone? On the one
hand, the device depicted in his novel replicatgtegvell some characteristics of these media.
On the other hand, the telephonoscope tells us mack about the media of Robida’s time than
about those of later eras. If we consider the wayshich the depiction of the telephonoscope
relied on such media as the theater and the teheplvee realize to what extent the imagination
of Robida’s device was stimulated by the existentethe latter. In a certain sense, the
anticipation was not so much created by Robidasligtion as by the theater and the telephone
themselves, whose technical and cultural existenade future media possible. “Old” media
technologies are the basis on which innovation imesopossible, and the new medium finds in
the old ones many of its technical, socio-cultuaslgd organizational “novelties” (Acland 2007,
Bolter and Grusin 1999, Gitelman 2006, Balbi 20IBprburn and Jenkins 2003). As Rudolf

Stober puts it, “the new technology improves soinetiold. For example, Johannes Gutenberg



9
Media and the Imaginary in History

did not invent the printing press, but he inventeidting with removable letters. In other words,
he improved writing and copying” (Stéber 2004, 487)

It is interesting to note that the fulfilment of reedia prophecy is often established
arbitrarily, when someone decides that a speculatibthe past should be regarded as the
anticipation of the new. Such fulfilment requirascertain degree of imagination itself, as do
other predictions, like the horoscope and the nagicreligious prophecies which, interpreted
posteriori seem to have perfectly forecasted the future (EveoR011). This is affirmed by the
way in which Robida’s prediction was inserted ittte history of “new” media that came later.
During the twentieth century, explicit referencesRobida’s idea appeared in the launch of a
new, now largely forgotten medium: the circulaepone. This was nothing but an application
of the telephone which differed from traditionalqteto-point communication: through a one-to-
many telephone network, a central switching offreesmitted news, entertainment and various
programs to subscribers’ houses with a precisedstbeelements that radio would later adopt
with few changes (Balbi 2010). The circular telepddoecame popular in countries such as
France, Hungary, England, the United States amygl Revealingly, both the Hungarian and the
Italian flyers promoting this service mentioned tf@ne of Robida and his “theater at home” as

the model on which the circular telephone was built

Years ago, a writer of genius wrote a novel on vesacind unheard improvements
of the upcoming century. This writer was Robida dre was able to forecast
dirigibles and submarines; in his book he describetbol that would provide

conferences to its audience and would let them, la¢dwome, plays and concerts. Mr.

Robida prophesied this invention by the end of tthentieth century, while a few



10
Media and the Imaginary in History

years later a smart technician from Hungary, with@aiting so muchjmagineda

similar communication system based on the teleplamkehe put it into practice in
Budapest, with this simple slogan: “Mr. Robid&&stasygot one century wrong.”
The audience immediately said that Mr. Puskas (trevHungarian technician was
called) was a genius and the Telephone Hirmondw {he invention was called) a

wonderful business that went ahead of Mr. Robifkrsasy (n.d.}

The ad explicitly referred to Robida’s book as levant source of fantasy and imagination, two
words which were employed in this advertising brgeh The message provided in the
advertisement was that the science fiction writed d@he inventor had created something
different, but intrinsically connected, and thatbRla’'s imagination was instrumental in the
invention of the circular telephone.

The way Robida’s telephonoscope was used as arteilvyg argument for the launch of
the circular telephone provides a valuable exaropleow media prophecies are often validated

a posteriori The context of appearance for such a validatonadvertisement for the circular

8 Italian original: “Anni or sono un romanziere diio scrisse un’opera sui prodigi e sugli inauglitigressi che si
sarebbero realizzati nel secolo venturo. Lo sc¢etg chiamava Robida e come seppe prevedereonpdilrigibili e
i sottomarini, descrisse nel suo libro una macchhmaavrebbe dato conferenze ai suoi ascoltatoaweebbe messi
in grado di sentire a casa propria le recite dairitee dei concerti. Il sig. Robida profetizzavaegta invenzione
appena per la fine del secolo XX mentre poco dapbravo tecnico ungherese, senz’attendere tantoagmo un
sistema di comunicazioni telefoniche del tipo deldgi preconizzate dal brillante scrittore e le poseratica a
Budapest, con questa semplice osservazione: “Ltagendel sign. Robida si & ingannata di un secdlgubblico
disse subito che il sign. Puskas (cosi si chianigeanico Ungherese) era un uomo geniale e |I""Acalelefonico”

(cosi si chiamo I'invenzione) una meravigliosa migaazione che superava di molto la fantasia delRobida.”
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telephone, is revealing of how the media prophe@s wiecontextualized and re-used for
particular purposes, in this case, for advertisifpllows that media historians should resist the
temptation to validate past media prophecies amsteau explore the relationship of these
prophecies to the culture of the time in which thesre created. Predictions such as Robida’s
should be considered in connection with the “olddia that make it possible to conceive of this
particular imagination or fantasy, not with the naedf the future. In this way, media prophecies
become relevant evidence on the limits of imagoratf a certain age; to use Marvin’s words

again, they become a way to comprehend “what ‘donsness’ was in a particular age, what
thoughts were possible, and what thoughts couldbeoéntertained yet or anymore” (Marvin

1988).

2. When the Medium is New: Imaginary and I nter pretative Flexibility

Relying on the consideration that every medium base been “new,” novelty has recently
become one of the key categories for media histduaghors such as Marvin (1988), Gitelman
(2006), Bolter and Grusin (1999), and Jenkins (20@6nong others, have argued for the
importance of a historical interpretation of thetegwry of newnessin reference to
communication technologies. Following this linescholarship, novelty is the second phase in a
medium’s life which we take into consideration.

Scholars addressing the concept of new media haveted significant attention to the
issue of “media fantasies”. The authors of a ctlbec of essays on technology and the
imaginary, for instance, argue that a new mediusalmost inevitably a field onto which a
broad array of hopes and fears is projected antsiened as a potential solution to, or possible

problem for, the world at large” (Sturken, Thomasd Ball-Rokeach 2004, 1). Similarly, media
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historian William Boddy, in his boolNew Media and Popular Imaginatipmlocuments how
“alternately fearfully and euphoric representatio(004, 4) accompanied the introduction of
radio, television, and digital media.

While these contributions have done much to stifesssymbolic relevance of newness
for the cultural reception of technologies, legergion has been given to the question of how
media fantasies may contribute to the early devetog of media. In order to fill this gap, we
propose to integrate into the paradigm of old aed/ media elements of a field which has
reached a high level of methodological complexitye Social Construction Of Technology
(SCOT). As we will argue, the concept of “interartete flexibility” developed within the SCOT
framework may provide a valuable contribution tadging the apparently divergent areas of
human imagination and technological devices.

According to the SCOT framework, a new technolaggften used in its early phase for
different purposes by different social groups, awbry group fights to impose a specific
meaning on the novelty. This phase of uncertaistieimed “interpretative flexibility,” because
the new technology is malleable and can be integgren many different ways. In a certain
sense, the new technology is to be regarded notusth as a single technology as a continuum
of possibilities. According to the SCOT framewattkis process ends when a specific and unique
use overcomes other possibilities: this is terntesl “tlosure of flexibility” (Pinch and Bijker
1987, 419-424, Bijker 1995).

During the “interpretative flexibility” phase, nemedia stimulate an array of different
conceptions. This is the stage when different id@ad possibilities are proposed and new
technologies are discussed and debated. How ta ussv technology, how to integrate it into

everyday life, how to solve long-term problems dotagpand adopting it: these are only some of
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the questions and needs that social groups imadetsgte and solve in the early phases of the
life of new media. Many of these early visions ars#s of new media will disappear in later
stages, others will yield secondary and alternatises of these or other media, and only a few
will be part of the dominant identity of new medidecoming, in a word, “mainstream.”

The concept of interpretative flexibility has beemployed with regard to the history of
several media technologies. Deac Rossell, for mstaapplies the SCOT framework to the case
of cinema, noting how its invention and early depehent were based on the convergence of
different social and professional groups, such agiolanternists, photographers and showmen,
each of which groups gave a different interpretatanthe new medium (Rossell 1998). Andreas
Fickers recently argued that radio sets could ectdy linked to the ways in which radio
broadcasting was imagined. The radio dial of th&0%9 for instance, was a “mediating
interface” which emerged through three differerensnts: the appropriation of an imagined
space known as the ether; a change in receivesgmdollowing a major shift in social
interaction with the radio; and, finally, a conseqoe of the broadcast spectrum regulation by
the International Broadcast Union, without the w#egjuencies of which the radio dial could
have not been imagined. According to what Fickemsis “SCOT reloaded,” the imaginary plays
a role in the emergence of the different intergrets and uses which contribute to the social
construction of a new medium (Fickers 2012). Inbgelty phase, imaginations, fantasies and
attempts at prediction contribute to the constactf different interpretations and possible uses
for the new medium.

Let us further consider the case of radio in th&t two decades of the twentieth century.
The new wireless technology launched by Marconihat end of the nineteenth century was

extremely flexible: thought of as the “natural” l@pement for wired telegraphy, in particular for



14
Media and the Imaginary in History

long-distance communication, and as a competitamidersea cables (Hong 2001), it was also
imagined, in particular by the physicist Nikola Tegsas a system for transfering electric power
without wires (Carlson 2005), a tool for ships daad stations to identify their location in space
(Brown 1996), and even as a possible explanationtife functioning of telepathic powers
(Natale 2011, Andriopoulos 2005). Moreover, it Maer used as a one-to-many medium: radio
broadcasting, a technical and cultural option erdbddn the technology of the wireless, was
discovered only twenty years after its “inventigidouglas 1987). As the wireless was in its
infancy, different ideas and different imaginatiomere applied to the new medium, producing
different ideas of new media: telegraphs and telaph without wires, the transfer of electricity,
a detection tool later called radar, and ultimatehat might be considered the most important
medium of the twentieth century, broadcasting.

The case of the wireless shows that competing $eegaaround a new medium can
contribute to its development. As Jennifer Uglows eritten, technological innovations are
always the result of imaginative work, “the physicecarnation of vision by means of technical
skill” (Uglow 1996, 3). This is particularly truas De Sola Pool notes in his insightful analysis
of predictions made about the future of the tel@ghim the first years after its invention, if the
fantasies about the possible applications and dpuent of a medium are made by its inventors
and early developers. Their ideas are the mostksstd in part because these are persons who
are able to fulfill their own prophecies. Early é@pers “had inventions, a vision of how the
inventions could be used, and they controlled tgriesses that implemented those visions” (De
Sola Pool et al. 1977, 129).

In summary, fantasies and speculations about nedian@ovide a pool of ideas, a

reservoir of possible interpretations for experitaon and application. Literature on the
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media’s novelty period can benefit from the conttibn of the SCOT framework by employing

the concept of interpretative flexibility to betteomprehend the process of constitution and
institutionalization of a new medium. The imaginafya new medium is to be seen, in this
regard, as one of the contexts in which competdeas of how a medium may develop are

conceived and discussed.

3. Fantasies of Obsolescence and Death: The Imaginary of Old Media

In a collection entitledResidual MediaCharles Acland (2007) proposes a series of téies on
how processes of obsolescence influence the dawelap the reception and more generally the
history of media technologies. Exploring the idéaesidual media, meaning all of the ways by
which media are recycled, neglected and discarfleldnd calls our attention to the importance
of the old in media history. This section, respogdio Acland’s call, takes into account fantasies
appearing after a medium has completed the pradesstitutionalization, in other words during
the “old age” in the life of a medium.

In the last two decades, media historians havenglycfocused on the early stages of
communication technologies’ lives. Taking into amebthe periods “when the old media were
new” (Marvin 1988) has benefited the field, whiclashfound a valuable rhetorical and
argumentative point as well as an element thatroffewarding comparisons with the
contemporary reality of “new” digital media (Padankowski, and Jones 2011). This has also
resulted, however, in the tendency of contempanaylia history to take positions that accord an
excessive privilege, if not sufficiently problenmed and discussed, to the novelty period, often

neglecting the other stages in the evolution ofe@iom, such as the maturity stage. We should



16
Media and the Imaginary in History

not forget that media exercise a powerful influeaneculture and society throughout their entire
life cycle.

Old media are those media whose institutional, ap@nd cultural position is fully
developed and established. When successful andsprieied, media gain a high degree of
popularity, accompanied by the capacity to stinaulatltural discourses that can reach an
extremely high degree of relevance and diffusionlgi@tton 2007). Sometimes media can
become unconscious metaphors used by contemparaisgties to think about the present and
the future. The more successful they are, the moedia impose and create the imaginary
around them: cinema has produced and visualize@sh nange of imaginary constructions
(Sorlin 1997, Morin 2005); newspapers have createjined, and often national, communities
of people linked by a common medium (Anderson 1983gvision has restructured fears and
imaginations of contemporary societies (Sconce 20298-166).

The tendency of media history to focus on the rngveériod has also been evident in
literature on the imaginary developed within thed, and the question of how the imaginary is
related to old media technologies has been freudigregarded. The present section aims to
fill this gap in media theory and history by addiag the question of which media fantasies are
specific to old media. We will argue that old mediee usually entangled in imaginary
constructions which point to one of two main ide#seir potential disappearance and the
nostalgic feeling they evoke.

The first idea to play a role in the imaginaryodd media is connected to their possible
disappearance. Old media are often the subjectagfigtions expressing limited faith in their
future, especially when a new technology seemseddis “replace” them in certain ways. Here

speculations arise about the possible disappearahdbe older medium. While it is not
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considered kind to suggest to a person that shgeirgy to die, this straightforward social rule
does not apply to media technologies, as can he lsgexamining the frequency of forecasts
imagining the possible “death” of a medium. In thistory of media, one can find many
examples of predictions and fantasies about théhddald media. Following the introduction of
computer technologies and the internet, for insgandtics have proposed the possible “death”
of television (McRae 2006). A few decades earliae, same was said of radio and cinema when
television appeared destined to cannibalize theaug 2006, Stephens 1991).

Media historians have demonstrated that these detecare often wrong. Old media
frequently react to the introduction of a new teabgy, changing institutional frames,
applications, and targeted publics, but they radibappear (Balbi 2005, Thorburn and Jenkins
2003, Spar 2001, Natale and Ballatore 2014). Raftio,instance, did not die after the
introduction of television. Instead, it became mpaopular to listen to radio at certain times of
day, such as the early morning, when the televigamot yet on and people listen to the radio;
moreover, radio increased its capacity to reackiBp&inds of audiences, such as people who
often travel by car.

The creation of fantasies about the “death” of @iona is today at play in the imaginary
connected to the introduction, and the commercietasss, of e-readers. Nostalgic commentators
lament the fact these new devices lack the sméllfeel of books (Ballatore 2012). Others fear
that the “old” paper books will disappear, and tiratthe future readers will have to rely
exclusively on displayed books. While it is not pibge to ascertain now whether this claim is
true, the history of the book suggests that teagichl changes have usually not caused older
writing media to disappear completely — even ifhtedogical change has resulted in the

marginalization of certain techniques (Eisenst€i5).
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The second idea to have a strong impact on theimmaggof old media is connected to
the feeling of nostalgi&rurner 1987) When a new medium partially or completely supidaam
new one, mechanisms of emotional affection andahgist can arise. This has been the case, for
instance, in the passage from vinyl to digital musicording, with the aging of the vinyl format
being accompanied by its emergence as a cult ohjettan item for collecting (Davis 2007); in
the shift from silent to sound cinema (Altman 2Q04) in the move from analog to digital
photography and film, with the older technologiesnly re-interpreted as more fascinating or
authentic (Marks 1997). In all of these cases,sthéus of the old as residual of a nostalgic past
or as decaying intersects with the emotional attemsit between media technologies and their
users. The old medium is invested with an auras€ihation which may stimulate the creation
of fantastic narratives (Bolter et al. 2006).

An instance of how nostalgia influences the imagira old media can be found in the
history of spirit photography, a spiritualist priaet by which the image of one or more spirits
was supposedly “captured” on a photographic plate interaction of psychical research with
the development of communications technologiedhértineteenth and early twentieth century
has recently been the subject of much scholargnatin (Peters 1999, Sconce 2000, Hahn and
Schiittpelz 2009, Galvan 2010). As many have nagidfualists, parapsychologists and psychic
researchers have entertained particular relatipesioi media. To many of them, such as those
who compared telepathy or spiritualist séances wittdiated communication at a distance
(Andriopoulos 2005, Ronell 1989), media were a syiicbpoint of reference; to others, they
were instruments of recording which made it possiblregister the presence of psychic powers
and spirit messages, or bearers of scientific aiyhi be used in support of supernatural claims

(Noakes 2007, 1999, Stolow 2008). This emphasisiedia and technology was sometimes also
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directed by nostalgic feelings toward obsolete melt particular in the early twentieth century,
obsolete photographic technologies and cameras esngoyed by spiritualist mediums to
detect ghosts through the production of spirit pgaaphs (see Natale 2008). Many considered
older photographic technologies to be a more pawerfeans of channeling the other world
(Coates 1911). Thus the nostalgia for old techriebbgrerged with the fascination for death and
fantasies about the clairvoyant power of the phefolgic medium, and the reliance on
technology for exploring and verifying supernatyshenomena was coupled with a predilection
for obsolete photographic technologies.

In summary, a series of fantasies specific to ofdlia can be identified. These are most
frequently connected to the idea that the old madinay disappear in the future or to the
emergence of nostalgic feelings regarding obsaletdia. The resulting fantasies recur in media
history, which is to say that they can be founc¢amnection with different media in different
times. Like prefabricated formulas which an oratan employ in different contexts, these
imaginary constructions are to be regardetbpsi or “recurring cyclical phenomena” (Huhtamo

1997, 222) of the way old media are perceived arabined within the public sphere.

Conclusion

This paper addresses different periods in the é&eolwof media as the organizing principle for
examining diverse imaginary constructions of meada&hnologies. As we have shown, fantasies
are something that media continuously produce, whath continuously influenced media.
Prophecies and speculations about the future ofiarmedeal not so much the possibilities of
future technologies as they do contemporary thoplabhout communication and its possibilities.

Imaginaries applied to new media and media thatsallecoming into being contribute to the
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early development of these technologies, providiagy pioneers and users with a reservoir of
possible interpretations to be experimented witd applied. Lastly, in the phase of maturity,
media create recurring imaginary fantasies abaeit thisappearance and obsolescence, helping
communities to rethink the role of old media andtimulate their change.

How will media studies benefit from the study oé timaginary? We argue that this can
be productive in at least three ways. First, imatyom is an inherent aspect of media history,
embedded in every phase of a medium’s life. Stuglyimedia history also means studying the
history of the imaginary, because the latter cinatgreat deal about what societies of the past
thought of media and which horizons of possibiktgre believed to be real or impending.
Second, the imagination is an engine for media ghaproducing possibilities that can be
experimented with and developed. Because mediageh@snamong the most relevant topics —
perhaps the most relevant (Poster 2007) — for ogmbeary media history, scholars should be
careful not to overlook the dimension of the imagyn Third and last, studying the impact of the
imagination on media history is one more way totdsetinalyze the social and cultural
construction of media. Fantasies are produced &agency of different social groups, and they
in turn lead to the development of different idedsmedia. Studying these fantasies means
analyzing the cultural grounds and the culturakgmbkties through which media have been built,
changed, saved, and also “killed” or forgottensimim, the study of media fantasies touches on
the grounds in which media history should be rooted life, change, and perception of media

technologies.
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