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r  walch a demo-video of  a robot ic octopus tentacle,
a new offer ing f rom the company Festo,  h iss and sigh
as r t  wraps around a water bott le.  The voiceover is
clear and opt imist ic,  and completely inconqruous with
the object :  a headless torso with only one robot ic
arm capped by th is sof t  Lentacfe,  p." i "nted againsr
a black fe l t  background, twist ing in the air .  That no
one thought of  the objecr,s paral le ls wi th the v io-
lenl ly spinning headless torso in Jacob,s Ladder,  the
r99o f i lm featur ing Tim Robbins,  is  aJarminq. perhaps
no one in Festo has seen the movie.  l t  was my f i rs l
DVD. A landmark of  psychologicaf  horror.  f  a i  guess-
ing Festo employees were l ikely born too late to have
seen iL.

The tentacle gr ips a cup; a l iv inq hand, a l iv ing
: . tn.  {"" f  i :  when watchinq ct ips of  rhe Bosron
Dynamics'  "dog,s" gal loping on their  spindly metal
legs over the hi l ls  of  an of f ice park last  year/
I  feel  revuls ion and then, a deep wave of  v isceral
dread. The torso has no face, just  as the dogs
had no faces, So f  cannot even br idge an uncanny
val ley to feel  some_ kind of  uneasy fami l iar i ty.
T feel  somet.hing of  the fear of  the most horr i  f rz i  ncr
specurat- ive scer iar io r  can tninr.  

- ; i ,  
; ; .  . ; ; ;  

- - ; ; ; ' ' "
been circulated qui te a 1ot in the past two years,
that  of  a super- intel l igent spider.  Tts spider brain,
i ts unknowabi l i ty ,  br ings me to tears.  f ls  spider
brain seeing f le,  wel l ,  th is makes me wanl to die.
Just  as the spider sees f f ie,  so too can the tentacfe
and t .he robot ic dog, and in their  non-eyes is not.
a gl immer of  compassion, no fami l iar i ty ar_ al l .

How to see alongside these horr i f ic  eyeless th ings,
and how to see i to* wi th in these .y" i .== things?
Wendy Chun wrote of  such al ien eyelessness, the
invis ib le seeing, as i t .  shapes the network,  in the
opening to her 2005 book ControL and Freedom: . .We no'I nnrrar avnar iau^yur rsnc€ the v is ib le yet  unver i f iable qazel
but a network of  nonvisual izable digi ta l  control . , ' l
The robot. ic dog and the tentacle puncture the two-
sided mirror,  or  rather,  emerge f iom behind iL to
give us a s ingle,  shocking gl impse, before receding
back into [he nonvisual izable regime, rejected



In a hypothet ical  2OL1 version of  The Wizard of  Oz'

the man behrnd the curtain would more t ikely be

a black box, or the torso above'  wi th one tentacle

arm, calmly asking you how you are doing'

There is no lack of  speculat ive horror around us'

Art ists and wri ters who rel ish th is mode have

inf inr te sources for inspirat ion'  as our present

moment is surreal  enough, science f ict ional  enough'

Our moment as best descr ibed as very good scaence

f ict ion.  Many of  the v is ions of  a society in which

author i tar lan capi ta l ism has gone amok, found ln

octavia But ler ,  fu i t f i t *  Gibson'  R'obert  Heinlern '

and Ann Leckie,  to name a few authors '  have essen-

t ia l ly  come to bear '  Drones over Shanghai '  Branded

=l-oq.r t= imprinted on the insides of  our eyel ids '

Electrve surgery to look more l ike one's idols '

and warehouses fuf f  of  teenagers t ry ing to hack

rnto our versions of  ICE' This is al l  standard fare '

Part icular ly sal ient  is  the wor ld suggested by Ghost

in the Shel , l '  (a 1989 manga ser ies '  f i rst  adapted as

a f i lm in 1995),  and even more sor that  of  Gibson's

Neuromancer (1984) and Pattern Recogni t ion (2003) '

f ic t ionsthatportrayhowcapital ism,explor ingthe
edges of  extr lme violence and i r responsibi- l i ty '  rs

founded on making r ts extract ion modes invis ib le '

Networked t^-g" i roduct ion is the medium through

which thrs coice-alment,  d istract ion,  and narratrve

manipulat ion takes place'  These ideas are nol-  new/

at al l ;  what is p"t t -p" s71ght7y new is how ines-

capable and total  th is concealment is when brought

abbut bY machine intel l igence

Machinic vrs ion now bypasses human interpretatron

al together,  as Trevor-eaglen wri tes eloquent ly '2

Machineslnterpret thecontent ' re levance'andrank*
ing of  rmages, of  faces, of  bodies'  and pass their

interpretat ions along to more powerful  organizLng

machines. our intervbnt ion is unnecessary '  leaving

machinic v:  s ion to enact i ts own id iosyncratr-c

violence on unfathomable scales'  Carry oor no?
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To: some say. How to interrupt concealment when the \rabrac of  mediated dai ly r i ru is . "o"r jJ" . .o through \the hyperreat? Are o,r . - ' ,u i , i . t  p_th; ;"* ! r" ' ,  capabteof imagining outside tne f fperreat?
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sance informat ion is not knowredg'e,  and seeing aloners not understanding, can _we imagrine a new kind ofl3::.';i;n"f: il.lff::r;:. p'o.ui"" J"o interprets
non-exrracrive ser of ,.1,:1i?;.".r""1rJ=" asreed upon,
a revorr ins' ,  purelv ut ir i tar ian mooe-or." i l " : l i ; "nna humanist  pract ice of  interpretat ion lnd debate?
Learning to see afongrside the machinic eye isrealry the domain of  the art ist ,  who has the f lexi-bi l i ty  to unmoor her eye to look alongrside andwith i t .  She can see ,h. .*  the numan 

,nur. t ,  
wheremoral i ty '  should interve-ne' .  pat tern recogrnrt ionrs not the domain of  Af  a lone. f t  is  f i rst  a humanact.  Our intervent ions,  our capaci ty t -o interpret ,our pattern r :ecogrni t ion,  deserves elevat ion.

Human pattern recogrni t ion s i -epping into the rerent_tess onwards movement of  machl ; ic-p; ; ; ; rn recog,_nrLion may be one step towards a r ;J i" ; i  arLrf ic ia lor machlnic intel l i 'ur"" .  i^.gi , . .  urto.-r i "J. .o ' ,  or igr i_nat ly inrended for ; . " ; ; ;_;apiral ist  accumular ionalone, interrupl_ed, . . "_ i inrated, and rescafeO forhuman need (actua- l  , . r ""o" i ,  
- ' ro,  

" . r . ,  
- rJr"  

sustenance.
TI . ; : ; .communit ies t ; ; ; '  i i=. ' i t r , r te inrormarion

This is where t - ru ly surrealhorror makes -ro, 
"- ";;;i;;-i;;.ffS"ff€culative

Of most imaqes from recent.  . .science f ict ion, ,  andtech-phi losophy 
_verg, ing.  on poet.y,  the one thatsrays wi t -h me ?r a wr i ter  is  r -om neza w.gur"" tanj ,sCyclonopedia (2008).  , f , " . - . "* f ' i  spl i ts to reveala chthonic (subterranean) f ie ld of  ; ;a grods whochannef a div ine madness. The visual  of  a chasmicii;:.:|"ff J5 r?^.1"r^r"'Jo"i.i'u. Nes,aresrani,s rirt

deep t ime 
" . . r . ]?t  

between gteo-cosmic t raumas and=s. He drag,s rhe reader ; ; ; ; ,  rnro
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i t  to consider the spectrum from star deaths to the

ocean beds upr i t i l r ,q,  and chalrenges u's to dream of

the earth aL micros?opl t  =t" i " t  '  
6f  the'  awful  ( then

beaut i fu l )  r r_ves of  bacter ia,  worms, and disease'

In imaginlng a universe that ei ther comes before

usr af ter  t=,  
*oJ-J ' is ide 

?f ,  t t= '  we retu ' rn to our own

with more " t ' " ! 'u " ; ; ; l ;? l i tv '  
Horror-sh1ck imaqes'

l ike that  of  facetess gods rnlv ing up through the

earth,  ot  n ' . i i ! "=- tu" lacle torsos'  open up space

in the mind, in which one must contend with a new

element of  real i ty '  I  mo-ve i t "*  revuls ion to fascr-na-

t ion to .ontui lp i - t ion .o:-  u whole grotesque plane of

exper ience, " ; : ;q 
a di f ferent scale '

The surrear,  uncanny image forces a k ind of  pras-

t ic i ty,  *-Lt t i  ; ; - ; ; ; "  u"d nJtctpt i ""  themselves plas-

t ic.  A neces;; ty vert igo'  i * tn i"k of  these images as

a p u n i s h :^. ". . ?:; :l: l.q^".,,"; j Ti.L'i,.'Ji;iJii v.,i lo. n -
ill l' iio"3;l?;'=; J' i;; "c?-uc i a r ry, the re sp on s e to
the shockrng"; ; ; "  or  idea is . t - t  urgency which

is often pol- i t i -ca' l '  Ot*." i i ' - 'q some' i t : - t - tO of act ion'

whether a change in tnouqht '  
'posi t ior"  or  perspect ive'

In the sudden visions that .pPe1' l :  : l i i"Ji iL.o
room/ rn th;  face of  the octopus'  lo I l '

e ight- foot- ta l l  insect qoOs and chimpanzee pr lest-s/

there rs a strategic computat ional  surreal ism'

Strange totems to be reintroduced into our v isual

f ieLds, to ' - ; ; ; "J i"nal-Ly 
interrupt our dav to dav'

This is opt imism' too'  harnessing the'  energy of

speculat ive horror to t"qq"t t  ! ' t ;11:  
t^"  a realr ty

that might be suffocatr-ng-us'  we can bui ld armor '

f oundat j-o'.'" ' shelter' :*.t"TJ1TJ"tr'.11'i,'t"-
guages, and skin '  to Pro

The amateur scient ist  can reengineer her real i ty '

undo the r-ni i t  of  cybernet ic iystems she is fo ld-

ed into '  T 'echnology was " t iq i"" iLy 
dr iven by basrc

human t iqnt"  to nreal< "nJ; l ;ker 
wi th machines'  To

unst i tch ." i  ""O" 
the Ou=iq" of  automated" machinic

seeing, to demand u'- t  
"n"u1"g 

orr  perhaps/ a more

ethical  seerng'
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