
                                                               “Archives Mortes”: 
     Memory, the Unconscious, & Language, within archive data, ar t,  and control 

 
The role of archives, data, and memory within our cultural society, collective conscious, art and politics is a key 

issue in current debate. Through a historical and philosophical context, I question how the current bureaucracy 

and craze of control and categorising information, affects artistic practice, response, and feedback.  Does archiving 

tell the truth, or mislead, connecting between discrete documents and discovering relations between information, 

data and producing meaning therein. Are archives impersonal, machine-made, and public?  Is memory and the 

unconscious the only private archive? Is institutional archives social control? Finally questioning how this affects 

culture, media art practices, collective memory, and what is developed.  

 
“…The archive, if this word or this figure can be stabilized so as to take on a signification, will never be either 

memory or anamnesis as spontaneous, alive and internal experience. On the contrary: the archive takes place at the 

place of originary and structural breakdown of the said memory. 

There is no archive without a place of consignation, without a technique of repetition, and without a certain 

exteriority. No archive without outside.” 1 

- Jacques Derrida 

 

Overseeing a current immense accumulation of data – whether images, maps, survey, intelligence, taxonomies, 

classifications, or databases, Derrida’s “science of the archive”, concerned itself not only what is within an archive, 

but how the archive becomes an institution and the laws that govern this institutionalisation, and also with those 

who authorise this process. In digital technology it is fast eroding established categories by making it possible to 

store all of the objects traditionally separated by media or form as bits, as a continuous stream of data. Derrida’s 

science of the archive was therefore the imperial periscope eye.  

 

The national states of the post-Napoleonic era made deliberate use of the past as a rhetorical foundation on which 

they could set up their new structures. Napoleon had made plans for imperial archives in Paris, containing major 

documents from the past. 2 

It was only after Napoleon that the various state archives and their network of former departmental and other 

public archives completed this project, and the archives were incorporated into the reconstruction of the world. In 

this way, the basis for the expansion of the archive sector made the past interesting, and was also a confirmation of 

the present by shaking off its past, by representing it and adding critical annotation, by subjecting it to the rationality 

                                                
1Archive Fever, A Freudian Impression – Jacques Derrida (The University of Chicago Press 1996). Pg. 
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that defined the present by shaking off its past, by representing it and adding critical annotation, by subjecting it to 

the rationality that defined the present. This preservation gave a meaning because it determined the other, that 

which one no longer was, or would at least soon no longer be. 

In the meantime this urge for the present no longer needs a counterbalance. Now, after a long period it is for the 

first time possible to situate one’s own experience historically again. History has so often been made, varied, and 

deconstructured into separate histories that it is experienced as being freely available.  This ethic of neutrality in the 

archive world has the limitation that its other side – society – heeds to call, that which is observed is subjected to 

output measurement. 3 

 

Through the mass of material which accumulates in archives, its use – the output – is on the verge of insufficiency, 

the danger is that too much is being kept. The archive sets a need for input in society against this measurement of 

the output. Archives initially take place in “semi-dynamic phase”, still linked to an active social source so that there 

still remains a social interest. Over time social interest fizzles and they are then no longer needed, exceptionally 

they will be called back on for the status and role they originally upheld. A new break appears, a permanent phase, 

which is “static archives” This is what the French called “archives mortes” (dead archives); documents end their 

lives as a waiting mass. 4 

 

In Derrida’s ‘Archive Fever’, he argues that in order for an archive to exist it must be constructed to live in an 

external space. 

“There is no archive without consignation in an external place which assures the possibility of memorization, of 

repetition, of reproduction, or of reimpression,” 5 

He associates this with Freud’s “death drive” theory, stating that it destroys archives by “silent vocation” - destroying 

in advance its own archive, a force that leaves no trace, in which he calls “anarchivic”. Rather than simply destroying 

the memory itself, it destroys the exteriority of the content of the archive. 

For as Derrida writes, “There would indeed be no archive desire without the radical finitude, without the possibility 

of a forgetfulness which does not limit itself to repression.” 6 
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Early Surrealists practiced L’ ecriture Automatique (Automatic Writing), typing as fast as possible with thoughts 

elsewhere and oblivious to meaning with what is being recorded or registered. Absent-mindedness is the centre of 

the writing process, but only the unconscious acts as a series that separates one letter from the next.7 This ‘recall of 

forgetfulness’, represents a paradox of the archive and trying to preserve in its very state of being forgotten. Wanting 

to establish an archive not of history but of it rapture, not of simply a narrative, but of its ‘other’. Thus an archive of 

what is not known.  

 

 

 

                                                
7 The Big Archive, Art from Bureaucracy – Sven Speiker – ‘The Bureaucracy of the Unconscious’, (The 
MIT Press, 2008). Pg. 89.  



Further, Derrida explains; that while the archive seems to point to the past, it should also call into question the 

coming of the future. 

“It is a question of the future, the question of the future itself, the question of a response, of a promise and of a 

responsibility for tomorrow. The archive: if we want to know what that will have meant, we will only know in times 

to come” 8 

Surrealist automatic writing established the production of data, eluding conscious apperception and intent. Their 

registry – in a sense a mechanical computation of a form - was to collect data that would help elucidate the workings 

of the unconscious by collecting written transcripts of the unconscious.  

They regularly practiced these transcripts on a typewriter – an instrument for the description of reality, a means to 

reveal subliminal principles, acting as more than a machine, but as a mechanized production and archivisation of its 

marks, a ‘pulse below a threshold of consciousness.’ 9 

Less for description than transcription, the random pressings and marks produced by a mechanized series of letters 

that are used to ‘compute’, every new mark a typewriter inscribes is distinct from what preceded it. As the 

typewriter does not have a memory function, as recording devices they exist in a temporal mode, a moment 

marked only for the present moment. In computing pieces there is no feedback, and not retention of what it writes. 

To borrow a phrase from Foucault;  “In our time, history is that which transforms documents into monuments.” 10 

The Surrealists appeared to be interested in extreme phenomena that defy the archive and this ambition to record, 

the ambition, or urge, that Derrida calls the ‘archive fever’.  

Like the Surrealist automatic writing, or automatism, archiving is a mechanism through which one returns to the 

past, compiling indexes of comparisons and tables of facts and information that generate their own public, and 

private meanings. Archives are a social and collective process, contextualizing information.  

 

In the book ‘Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, by Friedrich Kittler, he talks about the history of technology, 

suggesting that data disappears into a ‘black hole’, rendering it impossible to read, thus subverting writing and 

leaving us stories of what once was. He uses these early medias as examples, which are capable of storing and 

technologizing information, and share technologies entrenched in our history as data flows. As Nietzsche wrote; 

“technology is entrenched in our history”. 11  
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The Typewriter is a mechanism between a tool and a machine, acting not just as a substitute for handwriting, but a 

composition that links the past to the present, and the subject to what it writes. Kittler writes of the typewriter as a 

“blind machine”, the writing stops being an act of reading produced by a subject. 12 These “blind machines” 

acquire a new historical proficiency, the L’ ecriture Automatique. 

 

Typewriters do not store an individual data flow, what counts is the difference of each letter and cipher, spaces 

between elements in the ‘system’. 

Kittler relates these ideas to computer data, where all data is numbers, thus, he says, any medium can be translated 

to another, and nothing could be impossible. (However this is in theory, and not necessarily in practice).  An ideal 

system could perhaps be one where the numbers directly signify concepts, and model and structure signify a system 

of concepts. 13 

This is reminiscent of the Situationist idea of the Dérive, to explore aimlessly, in an ambiguous sense: an 

exploration of data, providing the theory of psychogeography within abundant data, such data capable of 

“provoking sharp emotional reaction.” 14 

Similarly to the ‘Dérive’, the word ‘Flâneur' is a French noun that means to ‘stroll around idly’ and an exploration 

and understanding of a city: "a person who walks the city in order to experience it". Walter Benjamin defined 

Flâneur as to whom ‘dead facts’ may become experience. “That anamnestic intoxication in which the flâneur goes 

about the city not only feeds on the sensory data taking shape before his eyes but often possesses itself of abstract 
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knowledge – indeed of facts – as something experienced and lived through.” 15 To ‘gather’, as Benjamin says the 

day’s refuse in the capital, collecting like a ‘miser guarding treasure.’ 16 

Paradoxically, the archive, instead of preserving memory, makes forgetting possible. Walter Benjamin describes 

what he calls “Accustomed confusion”; the drive to order and unify creates more distortion and difference, 

promoting of chance that which masters.17 A collection could more generally be a ‘disorder’ tempered by habit, or 

what Michael Foucault calls a “burning desire” to bring consolation. The archive does not satisfy the desire to 

remember, but guarantees there will be forgetting. And as quoted earlier Derrida’s view was that there would be no 

archive desire without the possibility of forgetfulness. Not only is forgetting part of memory, but perhaps memory is 

forgetting, and the archive and data flows becomes an ultimate definition of the identification.  

 

In the book Matter and Memory, Henri Bergson talks of memory not simply being ‘incarnated’, but looking at 

memory in the viewpoint of the past and in light of the past. He writes that to picture is not to remember, but only 

if the past sought the image. Pure memory registers the past in the form of "image-remembrance", which is 

representing the past and recognized this way. "It is habitude clarified by memory, more than memory itself strictly 

speaking.” 18 

In contemporary forms the tendency whereby the archive becomes a site of lost origins and memory is 

dispossessed; it is also within the archive that acts of remembering and regeneration occur, a structure between past 

and present is formed, in a zone between event, image recollection, documents, and monument.  

Hal Foster talks of in “An Archival Impulse” of Post Production suggesting a changed status in the work of art in an 

age of digital information. Information appears as a ‘virtual readymade’ as so much data is reprocessed and sent 

onwards, as so many artists and practitioners sample and share as ways of working. 19 Through shared data there is 

a collapse in the wall between amateur and professional, private and public, and everyday users of data become 

distributors of archival data sharing. The share of data and archives becomes a collective memory.  

 

Derrida talks of collective E-mail transforming both the public and private spaces within of society, limiting between 

private, public and the phenomenal. He questions in what way has the whole of this field been determined between 

by a state of the technology of communication, and archivization. To quote; “In which we speak, from which we 

speak.” 20 He perhaps dramatically, describing ‘spatio-temporal’ conditions of conversation as a threat from the 
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“death drive”, not from one archive fever or one suffering of memory among others, and that “archive fever verges 

on radical evil.”21 

In the Freudian model of the unconscious archive no positive decision is made to accept one data trace over 

another, no file is destroyed because its value in posterity is in question; instead everything is stored in the 

unconscious. The archive of the unconscious does not arise from a conscious will to store what may be useful in 

the future, it is on the contrary a result of the force, or threat as mentioned by Derrida, being applied to overcome 

the resistance to archivization. The Freudian unconscious is timeless, the chronological sequencing and order in an 

administrative archive does not apply, rather an archive of unconscious facts.  

Contrastingly, a database, being a structured record of information, records, and data that is stored in a system, is 

an archive of memory that is classifying information in specific sequence. This is a pervasive method of regularity of 

control; the control is through a stream of information that is strengthened by other networks of archival 

manipulation and data generation.  

The “Uses of Property Database” is a facility developed by ‘Agency’, which is an online database enabling people 

related to Agency’s collaborative network to “continuously exchange information on ordinary lived experiences of 

different forms of use.” Data is collected through the participation of many users, it being dependent on the society 

in which it develops. This database collects data in the forms of text, images, sounds, videos, etc, purely on the 

subject of conflicting uses of property. 22 

Archival documents, data-driven visual analysis and information collecting, and an artist’s relationship to forms of 

data, especially in the digital arena, form a broad culture of sampling, sharing, and recombining of data in an 

infinite calibration of users and receivers. The inventions of counter-archives and the projection of the social 

imagination into sites of testimony, inform, build, and infuse practices of contemporary artists and culture. This is 

particular in film and video archives, as an example, a digital representation of digitization history, of which these 

archives can inform society of culture.  

Hal Foster, in “An Archival Impulse”, questions whether archival art might “emerge out of a sense of failure in 

cultural memory; of a default in productive tradition,” 23 relating this to Freud’s idea of the paranoiac projects 

meaning into a world ‘ominously drained of the same.’ Foster talks of archival art as more tactile than any archive 

of web interface, with the difference of databases that they are ‘fragmentary rather than fungible’, and call out of 

real human interpretation, not a mechanic reprocessing of data and code. 24 The Internet contains temporary 

storage where eventually a server can no longer be found, documents no longer exist as nobody preserves or 
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archives them, and will be forgotten, therefore not consistently a fungible archive, this perhaps a differential in 

archival art and database art.  

Foster uses the example of Thomas Hirschhorn as work that addresses and registers the transformation of 

capitalism that counts as ‘libido’ in current society, his work acting to expose different audiences to alternative 

archives of public culture. 25 Hirschhorn’s “Deleuze Monument”, other than a work dedicated to one of his heroes, 

is an archive and collection of Deleuze’s books and a collection of visual and textual information, inviting people in 

public spaces to interact with the information of the monument, and the contrast of the materials used resembling 

those of consumer culture.  

 

 

 

The work is an archive that may be used to articulate differences for an active field of discussion and reflection. He 

builds his archives to disrupt the concept of archive as a place of hierarchic order, a closed domicile, where the 

precious knowledge of the origins is guarded by those endowed with the power to conserve it and interpret it.  

                                                
25 Hal Foster, ibid. Pg. 7.  



Hirschhorn’s work also addresses the obsessive nature in archiving; the obsessive act of personal memory and 

collecting Walter Benjamin talks about in his essay “Unpacking my Library.” 26 In contrast, in private archives it is 

a bureaucracy in social control, an imperium of institutional order that invigilates and exercises control of 

information, memory, data and identities.    

Gilles Deleuze addresses this control in his essay “Postscript on the Societies of Control”, to move beyond Michel 

Foucault’s historical understanding of “disciplinary societies”, where power is exercised within discrete institutions 

in bureaucratic forms of command and control. After the disciplinary societies comes what Deleuze called societies 

of control.  

“In the societies of control, on the other hand, what is important is no longer either a signature or a number, but a 

code: the code is password, while on the other hand disciplinary societies are regulated by watchwords (as much 

from the point of view of integration as from that of resistance). The numerical language of control is made of 

codes that mark access to information, or reject it. We no longer find ourselves dealing with the mass/individual 

pair. Individuals have become “dividual,” and masses, samples, data, markets, or “banks.” 27 

He goes on to say that control societies operate within a ‘third generation of machines’, in information technology 

and computers, in a mechanism of control.  

       Critical Art Ensemble, in the electronic book “Electronic Civil Disobedience”, it talks of computerized information 

management from the shift in disciplinary societies to control societies.  

      “Before computerized information management, the heart of institutional command and control was easy to locate. 

In fact, the conspicuous appearance of the halls of power was used by regimes to maintain their hegemony… Even 

though the monuments of power still stand, visibly present in stable locations, the agency that maintains power is 

neither visible nor stable. Power no longer permanently resides in these monuments, and command and control 

now move about as desired.” 28 

       Control and power of information and forms of data manifest themselves in a new way, what Deleuze describes as 

the technology evolution that is a mutation of capitalism. In an age where archives of memory and data are more 

and more digitized, the Internet currently probably being the most computerized information management system.  

       “The general digitization of information and channels erases the difference between individual media. Sound and 

image, voice and text have become mere effects on the surface, or, to put it, the interface for the consumer.”  – 

Friedrich Kittler 29 
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29 Gramophone, Film, Typewriter, Ibid. Pg 33.  



       Archives in Libraries and museums have continuously intersected and impacted one another throughout their 

respective histories; whilst within Museums they are essentially object oriented and keepers of visual memory much 

in the way that libraries are keepers of textual memory. Marcel Duchamp’s box, La Boîte-en-valise, is often 

considered to be a critique of a museum practice, mocking a parading the museum as an enclosed space for 

displaying art, as an archive ‘in a suitcase’, and corresponds to Derrida’s take on the archive.  

 

 

      Official archives have traditionally been dependent on and embody classification systems while they preserve 

historical material. Imperial archives monopolize knowledge and control archive material. During the nineteenth 

century, for example, imperial expansion was a ‘acquisitive game’ of spatial dominance, investing with the superior 

capacity to control the flow of information throughout the archives.   

We can say, perhaps, that from taking what Derrida referred to as the threat of archive fever, societies are 

swallowed into amorphous data, and thus blurring the border between individual identity and political identity.  

Time and event have come to define the terms of archival production to the language of ‘mechanical’ 

mediums mentioned. Specific narratives about people, society, and history take shape from using an archive 

depending on what is contained therein. Michel Foucault refers to the archive as “the general system of the 

formation and transformation of statements.” 30 It is in the event of language that is important, to place oneself 

in one’s own language as an act of testimony, as an archive is dependent on the function of their own manifest 

authority; the subject exists as an event rather than as an object.  

“A Thousand Plateaus” by Deleuze & Guattari, they talk of language as a map, a transmission of the word as 

what they call “order-words”, rather than a communication of sign as information.  

“It has made it impossible to conceive of language as code, since a code is the condition of possibility for all 

explanation. It has also made it impossible to conceive of speech as the communication of information…” 31 ‘It’ 

is being a command in the theory of a performative sphere. They then argue that language is neither 

informational nor communicational; it is not the communication of information but the transmission of order-

                                                
30 The Archaeology of Knowledge and Discourse on Language – Michel Foucault (Routledge, 1972) Pg 
128. 
31 A Thousand Plateaus – Deleuze & Guaattari ( Continuum, 2004) Pg. 87. 



words. Similarly in Metadata, which archives data about data, a language that commands data flow. As Jacques 

Lacan wrote, "No metalanguage can be spoken." 32 

 

 

 

The archive is redefined as it stretches between the code elements, history happening at the levels of data, 

metadata, and program systems, which can be harnessed to question the ontology of media history itself. Espen 

Aarseth, who writes of connections between video games and electronic literature, offers a parallel through what 

he calls text machines - “a mechanical device for the production and consumption of verbal signs.” 33 Aarseth 

seeks to answer the question: can text machines, which may take the form of anything from a hypertext work to 

a multi-user online game, produce effects that might - or perhaps should - be called literature? Like other 

machines, text machines are designed to produce outputs by way of mechanical processes, acting less as 

generators of verbal signs and more as channellers of the operators’ meaning-making actions, and the means by 

which the results might be shared with others. There are some elements of automatic and real-time generation 

which may still be involved, such as ordering and archiving by date, theme or author, but a large part of 

meaning-making by users of social software is undertaken in the context of the text machine acting as the 
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facilitator of narrative creation rather than as the narrative creator itself.  This reminds me of mathematical 

writing, such Oulipo, using mathematical techniques to create a literature-making machine. 

 

 

 

“Types of machines are easily matched with each type of society – not that machines are determining, but 

because they express those social forms capable of generating them and using them.” – Gilles Deleuze 34 

 

Marcel Duchamp’s card index object also uses techniques of language within a machine model. It is a dictionary 

where entries are sorted by pieces of paper organized my visual tabs; a language is translated into another 

language by several words, when necessary by a whole sentence. 35 

Victoria Vesna describes how Duchamp, through establishing the concept of object in art and what can be 

countered as art, drew attention to the intersections of information and aesthetics. She talks of the ‘the age of 

information overload’ or immense accumulation of data; “the primary concern for many knowledge areas 

becomes organisation and retrieval of data” 36 as a historical ‘juncture’ for artists to have a unique opportunity to 

play and comment on existing practices and use data as “raw material.” She questions how the organisation of 

data reflects in collective shifts in perception through information and knowledge, referring to Marshall 

McLuhan’s theories of the relationship between the effects of technology of consciousness and dissemination of 

data. Here we could coin McLuhan’s phrase “medium is the message”, in that the concept in which the form 

embeds itself in the message, by which the medium influences the message that is received, applies to how artists 

are influenced, receive and deal with the information of the archive. 37 Mcluhan’s view is that technology is a 

extensions of the bodies and senses which cause changes in perception and conception of the social world, we 
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can apply this concept to the idea of data flows, information collections, and obsessive archiving of memory in 

society.  

 

Common demarcations are employed to aid our comprehension and articulations of art and culture, within 

categories, disciplines, and labels, which are useful, as are systems of measure and categorization which 

undeniably make the world more graspable. People’s interpretation and interaction with archives is influenced 

by what is looked at or studied, and with what filters and expectations of information, in an inert repository of 

historical artifacts against the archive as an active, regulatory discursive system. Each cultural object has its own 

life history, this a unique trajectory through time and space, yet histories of individual objects can be flattened by 

the anonymity of large archives. Whilst on the other hand, well structured archives can reveal a subject or 

object’s value or deeper meaning in relation to its context and social surrounding. New ideas can be produced: 

the people involved in its future life keeps the archive in a functional state; and to research and produce, reflect, 

and keep the archive dynamic and thriving as a culturally responsive resource. The bureaucracy of control 

becomes the raw material for reflection in a creative counterculture.  
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