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Documentation Digital Art with Centre Pompidou Case Study – Documenting Zapping Zone:
Proposals for an Imaginary Television (1990-1994), by Chris Marker. Workshop by Alexandre
Michaan (Media Art Conservator) and Marcella Lista (Chief Curator of the New Media
Collection, Centre Georges Pompidou). Moderated by Gaby Wijers (LIMA).
In this series of workshops, as part of Transformation Digital Art Symposium 2021, LIMA aims to
share experiences and research as well as discuss strategies for the documentation of digital
art for and by artists, curators and conservators. Colleagues from Haus der Elektronischen
Künste (HEK), Basel, Centre Pompidou Paris, Museum of Modern Art San Francisco
(SFMOMA), present and discuss documentation case studies of digital artworks from their own
practice. In looking at different types of artworks, a number of problems and/or practices are
identified and analysed from an institutional perspective.

Image of Zapping Zone: Proposals for an Imaginary Television (1990-1994), by Chris Marker from the 1990 original
installation in “Passages de l’image”, at Centre Pompidou, 1990.

Centre Pompidou and “Zapping Zone: Proposals for an Imaginary Television” by Chris
Marker.
Zapping Zone: Proposals for an Imaginary Television is an artwork by Chris Marker produced by
the Centre Pompidou for the exhibition “Passages de l’Image” in 1990. Composed of 13 video
monitors, seven computer units Apple IIGS, 80 slides mounted in four light boxes, and 10
photographic prints, this major interactive installation marks the entry of digital writing forms in
the art field, on the verge of the World Wide Web era. Until 2007, with the last presentation of
the piece in Chris Marker’s lifetime, he never ceased to modify or complete it, building an
archive of 183 floppy discs, among other data carriers.
Over a period of one year, a conservation and art historical study was made of the artwork
which investigated the historical documentation kept in the archives of the museum, as well as
the hardware and software components and the challenges raised by their obsolescence.
Based on this research, the sustainability of the various technological elements of the work
(computers, CRT monitors, electronic boards and peripherals, digital and analogue content
carriers such as floppy discs, memories and magnetic tapes) were evaluated. In addition, there
was a critical reflection on future approaches of documenting, maintaining and migrating
so-called bodyless pieces such as early computer-based artworks and audiovisual installations.
This was a unique piece, created in response to the concept of the exhibition : showing artistic
overlaps and dialogues between photography, film, video and synthetic/digital images. As a
piece produced by the Centre Pompidou, it was acquired along with all its archive, its
documentation on the conception and production process - which also means this
documentation covers many different versions, different evolving stages and possibilities of
restagement. This was the main challenge in terms of documentation, but also curation and
preservation. The need was to understand how it evolved, why and what changed from version
to version.
One of the main challenges of Zapping Zone is that its video and computer-based content
evolves on time, as well as the scenario and other material configurations. For Chris Marker, this
work was seen much more as a laboratory - he called it an “essay”, just as he considered his
cinematographic works “film essays”. Therefore, Zapping Zone could evolve through several
states, something that indeed happened during its exhibition history.
The installation was shown more than 19 times in different countries and the display was almost
always different depending on the venue. Many of these choices were made according to the
artist, who appears to have changed his mind several times on the form of display. After some
variations of stagement, in 1994 the work was presented with all the screens facing front in the
same direction, like a datascape in only one field of vision. This 1994 version was then chosen
to be the one preserved as a referral at that time. Although there was a considerable amount of
documentation on each of its display forms from 1990 to 1994, it turned out that it was still often
not enough for an accurate reenactment, mostly due to the impossibility to recover entirely

certain programs that had been later removed from the artwork. Incompatibilities were found on
how the work was planned and how the work was actually exhibited, since there are a lot of
decisions that were made at the moment.
A series of interviews were made with professionals working in direct contact with Marker,
people able to explain why certain decisions were made, what was his choice or what was a
matter of technical constraints. Those gaps had to be filled by the memory of people involved at
the production time, which means that pure historical documentation could actually have led to
wrong choices or misconceptions.
The intention of this study case was not only to raise questions on the obsolescence of all its
analogue material, but also to keep in mind that Marker’s idea was already to represent this as a
ruin in 1990. He in fact considered that the work should die with the technology that inspired and
helped it to come alive.
What should we remember about the work?
The main concept of the work is visible in an intention text sent to Pompidou in 1989 by the
artist, titled as “Logiciel/Catacombes” (“Software/Catacombs''), which talks about an
underground of imaginary, “where the past and the future, we know nothing about, are somehow
overlapping and sending signs”. The text shows notions such as the hybrid nature of
contemporary images, and images that are constantly transforming in various avatars of
themselves - meaning that we never really know if that image seen is an original or an altered
version of it.
Also, a ghostly notion of computer generated images is very present and can be found in some
previous works. In 1983, “Sans Soleil” was already investigating synthetically manipulated
images through video synthesizers, in relation to a continuous transformation of memory: “If we
can not change the images of the present, then we should change the images of the past” says
Marker. During 1979-1989, Dialector was anticipating a technology fragility later developed in
Zapping Zone, where a dialog program in a computer monitor box mimicking an AI says “never
trust anyone over 250K.”
For Marker, this vulnerability found in the media is something meant to stay. Taking this into
consideration, the re-enactment plan acknowledges that converting everything in digital or
rendering everything to something new is not necessarily the best thing, and preserving the
analog would be a central decision.
What kind of documentation was developed for the work?
Technically, the documentation was developed in two main lines:

1. Equipment, hardware and assessment, with a strong focus on the Apple IIGS’s central units
and on CRT monitor screens in general. The focus was to take very accurate photos and videos
of these monitors and units. X-rays were also taken from this equipment, allowing to see
invisible elements that can not be documented by photos and providing a one to one scale
documentation. The main idea was to understand as much as possible the entire equipment
that was shown with the work initially in 1990 , in order to create new plans and use the closest
hardware possible.
2. Documentation of the Programs themselves, runned on the Apple IIGS. For this purpose, an
extraction of all codes were made not only by migration, duplication, (later able to be emulated),
but in the format of pdf/notebooks (something that any human can read and consult in another
form). Visual maps were also made of the interactive zones of Zapping Zone in a classification
that is made to be fast understood visually (the more images, the more strings of interaction).
Some of the computer based components were also lost and are only documented by video in
1993, that was digitized and gave valuable information. These are programs impossible to
emulate that are now shown as video documentation, not interactive.

What is missing in your documentation? What do you still not understand about the work
and - if still possible - would you like to ask the artist about it?
Conceptually speaking, what is still partly a mystery is what was his intention each time in terms
of space, and how much he was familiar with earlier video installations of other artists such as
Nam June Paik, Bill Viola and so forth. The fact that he changes so rapidly and not hanged on
into any static space is fascinating. In the mid of the 90’s, his notion was that this technology
was going to take over the city, and a physical installation idea was even obsolete in his mind.
This is a supposition (says Marcella Lista). Other questions are around the notion of “zone”,
which first seems to be taken from “Stalker”, the movie from Tarkovsky, but he never clarified.
He used to say that zones were little ruins of collective memory. In his work, between the zone
is what is left, left in our memories as a viewer. Technically speaking there are still a lot of details
which are lacking, even after one year of deep research.
How to structure all this documentation for future use? How to organize it?
It's a huge challenge and we are still going through it. Even one year after finishing our research
and having all these answers, we are still dealing with this question. But we do have some
clues. For now we decided that, on demand and in the local site of Pompidou, all the data
produced can be accessed by researchers that ask for it. And there will be a selection of this
documentation open for a wider public on the website for a curatorial purpose, narrowing
information more relevant to understanding the work. For us it is central that this organization or
platform is as simple as possible in terms of technology, and not something responsive or such,
which means something less conductive to be obsolete by itself. We don't want to drown people
in information.

We also selected part of this documentation to be shown during the exhibition itself. For this, we
chose documents most relatable on how the installation evolved, to show how evolution is a
central nature of the essence of the work.
Was documentation something created to only preserve the original work or to help to
create a new version of the work?
We had many dilemmas during the study. It could be that the 1994’s version was fetichized and
seen too rapidly as a reference rather than earlier versions, so why should we stick to this one?
This is a contradiction thinking of the mutable nature of the work. The notion of re-creation is
something that can only be done by artists, if not in the hands of curators or academics. As for
technology, the decision was to maintain the technology as close to the original as possible,
because it is still possible to do so. If it is possible, why not see what it produces in the public,
how does it talk to us today?
We of course need to be very precise and take care to differentiate what was in the archive
produced in 1990, and the documentation we did now in 2019 during the exhibition.
How does the artist's suggestion, that the work would die if the technology died, relate
to your updating actions in this re-enactment?
The shape of the work is inspired by technology. Our mission as historical investigators was to
try to get closer to the technology the work emerged from. I don't know yet about the future, we
talked about the current technological possibilities to “migrate” parts of the work to newer
equipment, which raises of course a lot of ethical issues that are to take into account. The fact is
that technology will evolve again, so we prefer to wait and to see what we will have available by
then.
Can audience-generated documentation become part of the documentation of the work?
Such an experience was made by extending a later work by Marker: “Immemory”, a CD-ROM
work from 199, in which the artist elaborated a non-linear narrative of his own memory. Then,
Marker developed in collaboration with the curator Laurence Rassel, in the early 2000, 8, its
“Roseware” version, which invited the audience to build their own memory data. This is the type
of initiative that makes sense as a dialog with such historical works. But this means the next
step is to have other artists having reinventions of the work.
Can you explore the conflict inside the idea of a complete/perfect documentation?
It is a rather unusual situation to have as much documentation as we had in this case, since the
work was commissioned by the same institution that was researching it. So it was not a matter
of lack of documentation, but just the opposite: what could we use for sure and what could we

not. Even when you have pieces such as this - exhibited, documented and commissioned by the
same place - adjustments always happen from what was planned to what really happened and
those things are rarely documented. So this is something we also decided to do and took into
account in our own re-examination: document it for the future.
How did your documentation evolve over time? Has this installation been documented
more often or in different ways?
It's very puzzling to see that there isn't enough documentation on many things back to the 90’s,
when the piece was created, and mostly image documentation of the installation itself. In the
same way, the work of documentation we are doing now, a future generation will always think is
not enough. So it’s never evident what is lacking for those in the present, which makes us see
documentation with more modesty too. It is an illusion to have complete documentation. There
are even different realms inside of it, analogue, digital, that evolve during time.
The reason we wanted to dig inside of the work is that it is very complex, it changes shapes
rapidly, but there isn't much literature about it. We simply wanted to understand the work better.
Diving into its history is a great way to do so. Get more familiar with all the details.
The fact that we are not only documenting, but re-enacting the work is also a big difference.
There are things that you can only understand when you bring together all the equipment, run
and watch them.

