IMAGES AS PORTALS TO THEMSELVES: CINEMA MUSEUMS AND THE
ALGORITHMIC EYE

Anna Calise

In the basement of the Eye Filmmuseum in Amsterdam, an immersive installation called the
Film Catcher invites visitors to navigate the museum’s digitized collection using criteria such
as “color”, “shape” and “movement”. Leading this journey is the Azure Al Video Indexer
image analysis algorithm, which catalogs movie clips and reorganizes them in the visitor’s
visual space. On the online platform of Melbourne based ACMI (Australian Center for the
Moving Image), users can explore a collection of over 40.000 digital files using criteria such
as “work description”, “audio description”, “audio transcription” and “frame content”.
Each of these correspond to an algorithmic filter for film heritage analysis, through which
the collection can be searched and interpreted.

Shapes, colors,and audio transcriptions are relatively new ways of navigating film heritage.
Although these elements have been seen, studied, and addressed before, they have rarely
been considered as primary principles for guiding an audience’s interaction with cinema.
Neither have they been the categories traditionally used by the archives of these two insti-
tutions — each with decades of experience in preserving Dutch and Australian heritage — to
organize their collections. Today they represent features that machine vision can detect
and algorithmic intelligence can interpret, driving the curatorial teams at ACMI and Eye
to select them as key entry points through which visitors can engage with their collections.

Starting from these two case studies — the first integrated into the museum’s physical
space, the second designed for remote interaction — this essay examines the transformative
shift — both critical and material — that sees algorithmic intelligence engage with the under-
standing of film, this vision is brought into the workings of visitor experience, chartering
new ways of presenting cinema to museum audiences. Artificial intelligence (henceforth, AT)
software provides innovative opportunities for studying digitized collections, allowing for
the exploration of previously unseen aspects. At the same time, it proposes radically new
curatorial methods compared to those through which film research and communication
have been historically conducted in the archive and presented in museums, forever changing
the encounter between the public and cinema’.

1 While the main focus of this paper is the shift toward new curatorial categories for the understanding and
display of film within museological contexts, and the commitment of museums to interpret and display their her-
itage within the field of Al and the contemporary media environment, it is essential to remain critically aware of
the risks foregrounding algorithmic curation. These systems can replicate and intensify existing biases in datasets,
privileging what is most easily quantifiable while sidelining materials that are less computationally legible. Such
processes risk flattening the historical, cultural, and social complexity of moving image heritage. Additionally,
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Which are then the analysis and curation criteria of the algorithmic eye?? In what way
does the mediation of Al and digital environments more broadly, reconfigure the visitor’s
encounter with cinema history? And how can museums undertake the responsibility of
chartering their collections in the digital present and making contemporary media logics
intelligible to their public while also preserving their cultural identity? In answering these
questions, this essay provides an overview of how the public presentation of film museum
collections is changing in light of the use of image analysis algorithms and Al, framing this
transition in a historic moment both for museums — confronted with the disruptive forces
of digital media — and for the moving image itself, ubiquitous in the «extraordinary democ-
ratisation, at once thrilling and terrifying, of its creation, distribution and consumption»3.

In presenting the two museums — their institutional stories, transformations and spac-
es — it will emerge how both have deeply invested in and engaged with digital transitions,
undertaking experimental innovative museological practices?, joining an international turn
that has seen museums all over the world reconfigure their identity to address the revolu-
tionary consequences of digitization®. As Seb Chan, ACMI director, advocates:

We see both physical and digital place becoming contested space where competing and diverse
visions of art and culture, human expectations for equality, participation and voice, require
that museums reinvent their organizing principles, values and priorities. Human life is evolv-
ing in an increasingly people-centered world, where new digital tools and technologies are in

the hands of individuals and hold out the promise of participation and a seat at the table.®

In today’s media landscape this entails dealing with algorithmic intelligence, the new unques-
tionable frontier of technological mediation «that profoundly transforms the ways in which

the use of opaque, proprietary algorithms raises questions of transparency, accountability, and curatorial agency,
making a critical engagement with algorithmic tools necessary to ensure they serve curatorial interpretation rather
than dictate it.

2 On the conceptualization of the “algorithmic eye” cfr. S. Arcagni, L'occhio della macchina, Einaudi, Torino
2018. and M. Pasquinelli, The Eye of the Master. A Social History of Artificial Intelligence, Verso, London 2023.

3 K. Sedgwick, Preservation/Access/Reuse—Audio Visual Collections in the Digital Age, in J. Potts (ed.), Use
and Reuse of the Digital Archive, Palgrave Macmillan, Cham 2021, pp. 143-158 (p. 143).

4 Cfr. H. Eid, Experimental innovation in museums: encouraging creativity, building confidence and creating
social value,in M. Achiam, M. Haldrup, K. Drotner, Experimental Museology. Institutions, Representations, Users,
Routledge, New York 2021, pp. 133-146.

5 For an account on how the digital transition is intercepting the museum system and museum collections
cfr. K. Drotner, V. Dziekan, R. Parry, K.C. Schrader (eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Museums, Media and
Communication, Routledge, New York 2019; T. Giannini, J.P. Bowen (eds.), Museums and Digital Culture, New
Perspectives and Research, Springer, Cham 2019; F. Cameron, Digital Futures: Museum Collections, Digital
Technologies, and the Cultural Construction of Knowledge, “Curator: The Museum Journal”, vol. 46, n. 3,
pp- 325-340; O. Grau (ed.), Museum and Archive on the move. Changing cultural institutions in the digital era,
De Gruyter, Berlin 2017; A. Garlandini, Museum and Heritage in the digital age. The challenge of cultural change
and technological innovation, “SClentific RESearch and Information Technology”, vol. 11, n. 1, 2021, pp. 11-18.

6 S. Chan, C. Johnston, T. Giannini, Digital Culture Leaders Visioning the Postdigital Museum, in T. Giannini,
J.P. Bowen (eds.), Museums and Digital Culture, cit., pp. 509-522 (p. 519).
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images are captured, generated, modified, and seen»’. As «machine vision introduces a new
form of automated visual perception that decenters the human gaze and reorganizes the
field of the visible, redrawing the lines that separate what can from what cannot be seen»?,
film museums are challenged to readdress their own visual field, composed not only of the
collections they have been studying and preserving, but of the categories and experiential
settings through which these can be made accessible.

In understanding the two Al installations that stand as case studies for this research,
while navigating the interactive dynamics that they allow for and the theoretical and tech-
nological conditions which underpin them, it will emerge how these museums are attempt-
ing to reposition their understanding and presentation of film within the contemporary
media environment, chartering authorship and scholarship. Ultimately, it will appear how
they are concerned with the fundamental sense in which «culture is now networked, how
meaning-making is networked, rather than purely about the creation of material culture
and the experience of material culture»’. And to do so, by partaking in the networked
meaning-making of the filmic experience in contemporary society, they decide to engage
with the workings of the algorithmic eye'.

Eye Filmmuseum and ACMI: museums of the digital era

The Eye Filmmuseum is one of the largest film museums in the world today. With 1.200
square meters of exhibition space, four screening rooms accommodating up to 620 spec-
tators, a bar, a restaurant, meeting rooms, and a large gift shop, it attracts over 750.000
visitors annually. It «preserves, restores, and presents films of all kinds, from classics to
blockbusters and early avant-garde works, to the latest virtual reality experiments»'!. The
Eye Filmmuseum building, with its striking architecture evoking elements of cinema such
as light, framing, and the passage of time, was designed to reference the identity of the

7 A. Somaini, Algorithmic Images. Artificial Intelligence and Visual Culture, “Grey Room™, n. 93, fall 2023,
pp. 74-115 (p. 75).

8 Ibid.

9 S. Chan, H. Lewi, W.Smith, Interview with Seb Chan, in H. Lewi, W. Smith, D. vom Lehn, S. Cooke (eds.),
The Routledge International Handbook of New Digital Practices in Galleries, Libraries, Archives, Museums and
Heritage Sites, Routledge, New York 2020, pp. 15-23 (p. 16).

10 Giovanna Fossati, in the 2018 re-edition of her 2009 seminal book From Grain to Pixel. The Archival Life
of Film in Transition, remarks how addressing the digital turn in film — in terms of production and circulation
but also archival practices — is a necessary task in order to ensure that film itself remains a central part of the
contemporary media environment and discourse. She also remarks how the digital turn might have been part of
what incited, in the scholarly discourse, a widespread attention to the material nature of film, causing what has
also come to be known as a ‘material turn’ in the literature (pp. 17-23).

11 https://www.eyefilm.nl/en, last accessed on the 30th of January 2026. The museum’s collection boasts 55.000
titles (from 1.897 to the present), approximately 3 petabytes of digital films (with around 200 titles digitized an-
nually), 750.000 frames, 95.000 posters, 30.000 books, and 2.000 devices. Housed in the Eye Collection Center,
opened in 2016 near the museum in Amsterdam Noord — a district once dominated by shipbuilding industries
and now a cultural hub - the collection contributes to the city’s vibrant artistic landscape.
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museum, and the collection it houses!?. The new building, with its multifunctional space,
openly embraces a new era of film, focusing on audience engagement and repositioning the
Eye from a traditional film archive to a lively, contemporary cultural institution'3.

There are two defining aspects of the Eye’s collection which have contributed to promote
an environment where visitors are able to engage freely with film, creating their own paths
through heritage.

The first aspect is the historical experience that this institution has gained in dealing
with film fragments. Within the collection, there were many unidentified film fragments
which were difficult to date or attribute, leading archivists to launch the “Bits and Pieces”
project in 1988. This initiative compiled fragments of unidentified films and videos into
longer sequences without a predetermined order, preserving their unedited nature while
allowing viewers to experience them as they were discovered'*. Building on this approach,
Eye launched “CelluloidRemix.nl” in 2009, an online platform encouraging users to remix
archival footage. This participatory project aligned with the museum’s broader curatorial
strategy, emphasizing the role of remixing in engaging contemporary audiences and rein-
terpreting historical moving images'.

The second peculiar element of the Eye’s collection is its early and extensive digitization
efforts, which began in 1997-98 and expanded significantly through the “Images for the
Future” project (2007-2014). This initiative, in collaboration with the Institute for Sound
and Vision, the National Archive and Kennisland, aimed to preserve Dutch audiovisual
heritage, digitizing 90.000 hours of video, 20.000 hours of film, 100.000 hours of audio,
and more than two million images. This effort not only safeguarded historical content but
also facilitated economic and cultural engagement through digital accessibility, positioning
the institution at the forefront of the digital transformation in film'.

12 G. Ingravalle, Remixing Early Cinema: Historical Explorations at the Eye Film Institute Netherlands, “The
Moving Image: The Journal of the Association of Moving Image Archivists”, vol. 15,n.2,20135, pp. 82-97 (p. 96).

13 The museum’s origins trace back to 1946 when Piet Meerburg and David van Staveren founded the Neth-
erlands Historical Film Archive at the Kriterion student cinema in Amsterdam. By 1952, the collection had moved
to the Stedelijk Museum, enhancing its role with film screenings. Renamed the Filmmuseum, its audience grew,
and in 1972, it relocated to the Vondelparkpaviljoen, a dedicated space for screenings, research, and conservation.
After decades of expansion, the need for a larger venue led to the construction of the current Eye Filmmuseum
complex along the IJ River. Jan de Vaal, the museum’s director from 1948 to 1987, played a crucial role in ac-
quiring avant-garde films from the 1920s and 1930s, Hollywood classics, and unique collections such as Jean
Desmet’s archive, which includes around 900 films from 1907-1916, many of which are the only known copies
(A. Stufkens, Jan de Vaal en het Nederlands Filmmuseum 1946-1987, Uitgeverij IJzer, Utrecht 2016). For a history
of the Jean Deasmet’s archive acquisition cfr. I. Bloom, Jean Desmet and the Early Dutch Film Trade, Amsterdam
University Press, Amsterdam 2003). Over time, the collection grew from 300 titles in 1948 to over 50.000 by 2020.

14 https://www.eyefilm.nl/en/collection/collections/film/bits-pieces, last accessed on the 30th of January 2026,
the project has been curated by archivists Peter Delpeut and Mark-Paul Meyer.

15 On the role of remix within the experience of both historical and contemporary film cfr. L. Lessing, Remix:
Making Art and Commerce Thrive in the Hybrid Economy, Penguin Press, New York 2008; E. Naves, O. Galla-
gher, X. Burrough, The Routledge Handbook of Remix Studies and Digital Humanities, Routledge, London 2021.

16 Eye’s digitalization efforts align with broader global trends in film preservation, paralleling institutions like
the British Film Institute, the Swedish Film Institute, and the European Film Gateway. Additionally, initiatives such
as the June Givanni PanAfrican Cinema Archive and the Asian Film Archive highlight the increasing international
focus on preserving diverse cinematic traditions.
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The museum’s advanced digital infrastructure and expertise in working with film frag-
ments position it as a leader in rethinking how archival cinema can be experienced today.
These two characterizing elements have contributed to create a curatorial culture where
management is prone to open its doors to visitors’ autonomous experiences of the filmic
content, continuously experimenting with the idea of remixing in the digital environment.
The Eye’s extensive digitization and restoration processes, moreover, have established the
awareness that all preservation and presentation activities involve the creation of new
readings: «the whole film dispositif changes with time, and any (re)presentation of archival
films is by necessity a re-interpretation |[...] Due to new digital media, film archival practice
has been subject to a radical technological transition»'’.

The museum’s commitment to digital curation ensures that historical moving images
remain relevant, accessible and dynamic in today’s cultural landscape. More importantly,
it is driven by a conscious understanding of the importance of allowing for a personalized
experience of heritage, one which is created in an active dialogue with the logics of the
contemporary media landscape. As a result, visitors can benefit from an experience of her-
itage which is embedded in today’s media environment, while film history can benefit from
being addressed and discussed through new media logics.

ACMLI, the Australian Centre for the Moving Image, also has a rich history rooted in the
innovation and exploration of the moving image. Established in 2002 with an act of parlia-
ment, it evolved from its precursors, Cinemedia (1996-2001) and the State Film Centre of
Victoria (SFCV) (1945-1996)'%, into a dynamic institution that embodies the convergence
of media, digitalization and globalization: «the opening of ACMI reconfigured the SFCV
for a new millennial moment in cinema and media»'. Spanning «4.000 square meters of
public space dedicated to exhibitions»?°, ACMI also includes «two refurbished cinemas,
new educational spaces, foyers, and a living stair»?!, reflecting its role as «a multi-platform
museum — a place and space of porous borders and connectivity, facilitating discovery
around the wonder and impact of the moving image»22.

The museum’s mission is «to connect creators, spectators, and players in a vibrant
space — both physical and digital — that embraces the future, understands the past, and un-
locks new types of creativity»?3. As an institution, it is «very focused on developing media

17 G. Fossati, Found Footage Filmmaking, Film Archiving and New Participatory Platforms,in M. Bloemheu-
vel, G. Fossati, J. Guldemond (eds.), Found Footage. Cinema Exposed, Amsterdam University Press, Amsterdam,
pp. 177-184 (p. 180).

18 The hybrid story of the institution, originally an archive, then a lending library of media and ultimately a
museum, made it easier for management to intervene in innovative ways, as there was already an established habit
of changing functions, roles and purposes. S. Chan, C. Johnston, T. Giannini, Digital Culture Leaders Visioning
the Postdigital Museum, cit., p. 513.

19 D. Williams, C. Varevis, Before and after ACMI: a case study in the cultural history of Australia’s State
film centres, “Studies in Australian Cinema”, vol. 12, n. 1, pp. 6-13 (p. 6).

20 M. Millikan, S. Bye, S. Chan, ACMI and the Story of the Moving Image, in «Journal of Film Preservation
Archive», 2024, pp. 103-113 (p. 107).

21 Ibid.

22 Ibid.

23 https://www.acmi.net.au/about/, last accessed on the 30th of January 2026.
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and digital literacies. For example, screen literacy is about showing that everybody has a
role [...] Involving people in the process [...] is important to us»** said the current director.

ACMTP’s central exhibition, The Story of the Moving Image, stands as the heart of its
offering. It «is a journey through the past and the present of the moving image. Featuring
ancient shadow puppets, Victorian-era magic lanterns, original cameras, iconic costumes,
movie sets, sketches, supercuts, and contemporary art, it traverses time, countries, and
cultures»?’. During their time through the permanent and temporary exhibitions visitors
can collect — through a digital tool called Lens — elements which they find interesting, and
create a personalized digital selection. When accessing this collection remotely, they’ll be
provided with articles and extra content, deepening their understanding and knowledge
on what they have seen.

In 2018 ACMI embarked on an extensive redevelopment process, aiming to create a re-
sponsive museum, «able to incorporate flexible design solutions and to cater for the rapidly
changing screen-culture landscape. [...] underpinned by advanced technical architecture and
an organisational structure to take advantage of its design»?¢. The redevelopment allowed
ACMI to operate as a museum but also as an active space for creativity and collaboration,
«supporting users to discover and engage with the collection but also to repurpose the
content. Ultimately we are eager to create an interface that enables the public and creative
practitioners to be able to access our collection and to reuse and remix those parts of it
that licensing allows»?” said in 2021 the museum director Katrina Sedwick.

This vast scope highlights ACMI’s commitment to embracing the breadth of the moving
image in all its forms, embedding historical heritage within the fibre of the digital experience.
The museum shows an evident and strategic interest in empowering audiences to understand
cinema and media more generally, while also having the opportunity to discover something
about themselves, their talents and curiosities.

Far from being traditional film museums, Eye and ACMI both prove to be actively ad-
dressing the ways in which film exists in the contemporary media environment. They stand
for what Haidee Wasson has called, with reference to cinema museums, ‘elastic spaces’?*:
institutions which decide to incorporate media environmentally?, accounting for the situ-
ated development of today’s experience of the world*’. The Eye, thanks to its longstanding
practice in working with clips and digitized materials, is able to work with a more frag-

24 S. Chan, H. Lewi, W.Smith, Interview with Seb Chan, cit., p. 18.

25 M. Millikan, S. Bye, S. Chan, ACMI and the Story of the Moving Image, cit., p. 108.

26 Ibid.

27 K. Sedgwick, Preservation/Access/Reuse—Audio Visual Collections in the Digital Age, cit., p. 150.

28 H. Wasson, The elastic museum: cinema within and beyond, in M. Henning (ed.), Museum Media, Wi-
ley-Blackwell, Oxford 2015, pp. 603-629.

29 For a perspective on environmental media cfr. J. Durham Peters, The Marvelous Clouds, The University
of Chicago Press, Chicago 2015 and N. Postman, The Reformed English Curriculum, in A.C. Eurich (ed.), High
school 1980: The shape of the future in American secondary education, Pitman, New York 1970, pp. 160-168.

30 On the interception between situated cognition and media environments cfr. J. Fingerhut, Enacting Media.
A Situated Cognition Account of Enculturation Between Neuromediality and New Cognitive Media Theory,
“Frontiers in Psychology: Theoretical and Philosophical Psychology”, 2021, pp. 1-22.

164 ANNA CALISE



mented understanding of film experience. ACMI, strong of an innovative effort to allow
individuals to personalize their visit, is well aware of the complex system of signifiers and
technologies that can enrich and redefine the encounter with cinema. Their curatorial and
managerial choices prove the awareness of a worldwide scenario where

new forms of (digital) archives are being developed via the Internet that make use of partic-
ipatory media to provide a significantly wider and more open form of access than any tradi-
tional archive has ever offered before. As a consequence, film archives and film museums are
struggling with questions about their role. As a response, they could either close their doors
to new media, or accept them and challenge some of their views and assumptions about the

film medium. Whatever the choice, it will determine their future.’!

Online ACMI and onsite Eye: the power of display

Both these museums have recently started employing Al and computer vision softwares
to make accessible their digitized collections either online or onsite, exploring new paths
for the presentation of film heritage to their publics. This choice proves continuity with
their management histories, ensuring that the museums’ preservation and presentation of
heritage operate in an active dialogue with the contemporary media environment. At the
same time, however, it seems to bring both Eye and ACMI one step further. The use of
Al to interpret and organize the presentation of heritage, seems to allow not only for the
freedom of experience and discovery on behalf of viewers that these museums have invited
so far, but also for the integration of a new perspective — the algorithmic one — in the un-
derstanding of heritage itself. A ‘point of view’, that of Al, which resides in what has come
to be known as latent space:

the abstract space within which complex, high-dimensional data structures (such as images,
texts and sounds, or whatever entity that might be translated into a digital form) are repre-
sented in a more simplified, lower-dimensional form, in order to be processed through different

mathematical operations?®2.

Latent space, through which Al ‘visualizes’ the moving image content and operates with it,
as Antonio Somaini writes, is a space which «no human eye could ever explore in its totali-
ty»33. The agency of machine vision, with its inherent opacity to the human mind, stands in

31 G. Fossati, From Grain to Pixel. The Archival Life of Film in Transition, Amsterdam University Press,
Amsterdam 2018 [2009], p. 23.

32 A. Somaini, A Theory of Latent Spaces, in The World Through Al. Exploring Latent Spaces, JBE Books,
Paris 2025, pp. 21-51 (p. 21).

33 Ivi, p. 24.
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these projects as an active and participative component, which curators are choosing to use
not only to classify and study their archival content, but also to shape visitor experiences.

From early 2024 ACMI has embraced Al to enhance public interaction with its extensive
digitized collection of over 40,000 moving image works**. On their online platform, users
can explore the collection using four criteria which represent four different ways to analyze
and research filmic content: ‘work description’, ‘audio description’, ‘audio transcription’
and ‘frame content’. Each of these categories corresponds to an algorithm for film heritage
analysis, which filters the collection. Visitors can type the word, name or concept they are
interested in and then see which results appear through the use of each algorithmic filter,
conducting research that can compare perspectives or explore one specific viewpoint.

ACMTI’s Al-powered tools aim to facilitate discovery around and across the moving im-
age, providing viewers with search tools that require no knowledge or experience in cinema
history or critique and which can be easily used by non-experts. As an example, the search
of the word ‘candy’ via the ‘frame content’ filter provides 22 results®. These span from a
frame of the 1963 Royal Visit to Melbourne, during which a man in uniform was handing
out candy to children, to a frame of the documentary YCDco: a story of community sup-
port, directed in 2010 by Kim Montgomery, portraying a man in a store selling candy. If
the same search in conducted via another filter, ‘audio transcription’, five results emerge:
amongst these there is a dog, Miss Candy, mentioned in a 2007 documentary, and a com-
ment by the curator of Tim Burton exhibition, who claimed to have felt, in the exhibition
space, «like a kid in a candy store»3°.

As this example shows, these algorithmic filters can charter atypical research paths,
searching the digitized content through both sound and vision in ways that would not
have been possible — over such a wide collection — without Al They provide a series of
diversified and unusual investigative possibilities which can in turn incentivize autono-
mous and spontaneous discoveries. At the same time one is left wondering to what extent
these searches can guide to any valuable insight, what kind of learning experience they
are enabling. Furthermore, the term “candy”, here used as a purposely random example,
is Americanised, not frequently used in Australia where “sweets” and “lollies” would be
more accurate. This provides insight into the ways in which engagement with Al through
language is culturally framed, requiring users to either have a preexisting understanding of
the technical limits of the model to engage easily, or to alter their language in response to a
trial and error process as they search and retrieve content. While these tools seem to create
new ways to explore the collection, incentivizing autonomous and non-scholarly paths to

34 https://www.acmi.net.au/works/, the collection can be found at this link, last accessed on the 30th of
January 2026. While the website does not give open access to the entire collection, it uses these tools to provide
information about it online.

35 https://www.acmi.net.au/works/search/?search=candy&type=image search results can be found at this link,
accessed on the 30th of January 2026.

36 https://www.acmi.net.au/works/116907--ron-magliozzi-and-jenny-he-interview-tim-burton-the-exhibi-
tion/?overlay=true link of the interview titled “Ron Magliozzi and Jenny He interview: ‘Tim Burton: The Exhibi-
tion’”, accessed on the 30th of January 2026.
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the understanding of film, they also seem to require awareness, guidance and transparency
to lead to significant results. Overall, this project seems to be aligned with ACMTI’s overar-
ching managerial policies towards the presentation of heritage, where also within the onsite
experience visitors are encouraged to freely and autonomously explore the permanent and
temporary exhibitions, valuing the personalization of the visit over curatorial guidance®.

Amsterdam’s Eye Filmmuseum, as well, has invested into a new way to explore its digi-
tized collection, this time onsite. In December 2022 the museum unveiled the Film Catcher,
an immersive installation designed to showcase the beauty and diversity of cinema. Unlike
traditional search methods that rely on film titles or directors’ names, the Film Catcher offers
an image-based, intuitive exploration of the Eye’s extensive collection®®. Upon entering the
space, visitors are surrounded by large projection screens displaying a dynamic array of film
clips. Interactive tablets on stands allow users to engage with the installation through two
primary actions: “throw” and “catch”. By selecting a filter term — such as “red”, “dancing”,
“city” or “close-up” — and swiping it towards the wall, users initiate a search that projects
related scenes from Eye’s collection onto the surrounding screens. If a particular clip cap-
tures a visitor’s interest, they can ‘catch’ it using the tablet to delve deeper into the content.

As an example, one could begin by looking at a collection of frames portraying moun-
tains, then select one of them which stands out for its colour, and then move onto a new
series of clips which share the same chromatic reference as the first selected, incentivizing
visitors to navigate the content without prior knowledge, following their visual curiosity.
At the same time, however, this curiosity can only be satisfied, and nurtured, within the set
of features — color, motion, object recognition — that are part of the machinic eye and that
can be easily and effectively visualized by the algorithms. The Film Catcher, while opening
the visitors’ experience to a new set of categories, ends up embracing only the ones defined
within the realm of machine readability.

This project is clearly inspired by the museum’s long tradition in working with digitized
moving image fragments, encouraging visitors to engage with the experience of cinema
segments without the necessity to locate them in a wider set of cultural and knowledgeable
references. The clips, while being made available in a setting which seems free from the
framing of historical knowledge, are also then tagged with descriptive metadata, allowing
visitors to explore not only the individual clip but also the wider context within which it
can be understood: new paths are created while preserving traditional ones.

The Film Catcher seems thus to question whether the categories that have historically
been used to define cinema are the only valuable ones through which access to it can be

37 With reference to this cfr. N. Radywyl, A. Barikin, N. Papastergiadis, S. McQuire, Ambient Aesthetics.
Altered Subjectivities in the New Museum, in A. Witcomb, K. Message (eds.), The International Handbooks of
Museum Studies: Museum Theory, John Wiley & Sons, 2015, pp. 417-436 where the authors assess how «ACMI’s
willingness to experiment with innovative representational technology is, as such, framed as a strategic attempt
to position itself as a pioneer-ing new media institution and to engage in the production of alternative forms of
cultural citizenship» (p. 417).

38 The project is presented by the museum on this page: https://www.eyefilm.nl/en/film-catcher/1002049 last
accessed on the 30th of January 2026.
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created in the museum space, promoting a display which favors a more instinctive experience.
At the same time, however, the project embraces an experiential rationale which seems to
be set within the technological fiber of the algorithm employed, prey to the obscure logic
of the machinic latent space.

Images as portals to themselves

What appears strikingly new, in these two projects, is how both museums seem to have
partially handed over the curatorial criteria through which their visitors’ encounter with
cinema can be structured®. The choice to employ these technologies, and to create museolog-
ical displays — weather online or onsite — where technological specificity frames and guides
the understanding of cinema, represents a novelty in the vertical and traditional history of
museums, historically strictly concerned with the shaping of knowledge*.

Joel Stern*!, in an interview at ACMI, addressed the relevance of this choice beginning
with the difference between archives and collections on the one hand and datasets on the
other: «collections rely on humans to examine and assess images. Archives contextualise
while datasets strip context away»**. He continues «archives find relationships between
people, places, and things. [...] datasets link objects only to resemblances of shape and
colour»*, While the set of digitized objects analyzed in these two cases are collections
which have been assembled and curated through time, the display paths that make avail-
able their discovery seem to almost turn them into datasets, where an image «becomes
a portal into its own underlying structures»* distancing itself from the complexity of a
historicized scholarly discourse®. It would be unfair, at the same time, to claim that the
algorithmic eye anonymizes the filmic content, stripping it of its depth and meaning. In
both cases the images and clips are also connected to the archival descriptive metadata that
has always accompanied them, creating a link with traditional ways of presenting cinema.
Technological specificities become the driver criteria for the exploration, yet not the sole
ones*. Nonetheless, it is undoubtable that these two museums have decided to negotiate
part of their curatorial agency to a liminal space shared with algorithmic agency, allowing

39 For an overview of the impact of algorithmic curation within the visual arts field cfr. R. Srinivasan, To
See or Not to See: Understanding the Tensions of Algorithmic Curation for Visual Arts, in ACM Conference on
Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency, June 03-06, 2024, Rio.

40 E. Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge, Routledge, London 1992.

41 Australian researcher and curator.

42 J. Stern, “Looking at the machine”, a dialogue with Eryk Salvaggio and Katrina Sluis at https://www.
acmi.net.au/stories-and-ideas/looking-machine-fact-2024-symposium last accessed on the 30th of January 2026.

43 Ibid.

44 Tbid.

45 This seems to agree with Lev Manovich’s idea that the symbolic form of the digital age is destined to be
the database: a space where narratives are necessarily overridden. L. Manovich, Database as Symbolic Form,
“Convergence: The International Journal of Research into New Media Technologies”, vol. 5, 1999, pp. 80-99.

46 With reference to this, it is also important to remark that algorithms should not be thought of as neutral
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for technologically determined perspectives to culturally mediate visitors’ experiences. En-
gaging with algorithms and incorporating their logics into viewers’ experiences does not
necessarily change the system of collecting®, yet it remediates its practices and meanings*®.

The investment in these two projects stands in continuity with the story of the two muse-
ums, which have openly declared their interest in understanding technological development
not as a marginal factor in relationship to cinema, but as an experientially and categorically
determining aspect of the status of the moving image in contemporary society. Their man-
agerial choices ultimately testify to the importance of the role of Al in the contemporary
media environment, recognized as a technological paradigmatic shift and therefore integrated
in the visitor interface. ACMI and Eye offer users a dynamic and personalized experience
of the moving image, that is coherent with the mediated logics of contemporary life. If,
through the use of these algorithms, the images investigated become portals to themselves,
they do so by endorsing the complexity of the media environment in which they operate,
chartering visitors towards new — imaginary — stories and placing museum collections at the
center of contemporary society. More than as portals to themselves, one could argue, these
images stand as portals to a new conceptual visual understanding, one which is undisclosed
to our eyes via the latency of its coding, yet becomes conceivable — and visible — through
these innovative museological displays.

operational devices, as they themselves carry a series of structural and situational biases. Cfr. K. Bode, Why you
can’t model away bias, “Modern Language Quarterly”, vol. 81, n. 1, 2020, pp. 95-124.

47 J. Baudrillard, The System of Collection, tr. eng. di R. Cardinal, in J. Elsner, R. Cardinal (eds.), The Cultures
of Collecting, Reaktion Books, London 1994, pp. 7-25.

48 S. Pearce, Collecting as Medium and Message, in E. Hooper-Greenhill (ed.), Museum, Media, Message,
Routledge, London 1995, pp. 14-22.
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