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An Introductory Comment 

 
Wisdom of a Nobel Laureate - Daniel Kahneman 

 

"The major message from "Thinking, Fast and Slow" 

is that the first idea is usually wrong, 

and the correct idea (decision) could be reached 

only after the proper mathematics are put into gears, 

while a follow-up book "Noise: A Flaw in Decision Making" 

advocates that, no matter how sophisticated 

are the used mathematics, 

errors are (statistically speaking) inevitable. 

But their negative effects could be minimized if appropriate 

(possibly, but not necessarily sophisticated) 

approaches are employed. 

So, the advice for small countries, like Serbia and Montenegro, 

is to stress the education of the young population, 

and especially the education that induces creativity 

in the wider population, 

and enhances the creativity 

among the most talented students!" 

 

 
[From e-mail correspondence between 

Daniel Kahneman and Veljko Milutinović, 

December 21, 2020 and January 1, 2021]. 
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Digital Turn – Memory Studies 
Editorial 

 

Nevena Daković  
 
 

 
The invitation to be the guest editor of the special 
issue of the review extended by the dear 
colleagues and editors in chief – Prof. Veljko 
Milutinovic and Mr. Jakob Salom – is an honour 
and pleasure. But above all it is challenge how to 
best accommodate arts and media creative, liberal 
and humanistic topics within firm limits of 
Transactions on Internet Research. Although the 
obvious choice was the theme of Digital 
Humanities en general as the (un)defined domain 
where digital and humanities intersect, my recent 
interests channelled me toward “digital memory 
turn” understood as: (1) digital encounters with 
media, theatre, museums, history, edifices, 
literature within memory culture; and (2) the 
confluence of memory turn in humanities and 
digital turn in media studies. In other words, in 
order of grasping the magnitude of the effects 
related with the digital era, its media and culture it 
is necessary to demarcate the turn per se as well 
as part of Memory studies. On one side, the digital 
turn brings intense and rapidly growing digitisation 
of memories, their mediation and transmission 
through new media technologies. On the other 
side it makes us use digital optique in rethinking of 
ontology, philosophy, narrative structures, 
representational patterns, and other memory 
theoretical issues; it inspires the research of the 
ways in which digital as media, analytical tool and 
mode of display reshape the Memory studies in 
their third and fourth wave (Feindt, Krawatzek et al 
2014); obliges us to analyse the digital 
reconceptualization of the notions of cultural 
memory, its agencies, artefacts, media, identity, 
archives and narratives. However, it cannot be 
helped noticing that, in spite of all, Digital Studies 
stands toward Memory Studies as “grand theory”. 
The “substantive premises”, methodology and 
grand doctrine frameworks flow from the Digital in 
Memory Studies “instantiating the processes 
already provided for in these abstract doctrines” 
[1]. Memory phenomena are just another chance 
for the mechanical application, verification and 
demonstration of the digital axioms. The opposite 
moment where the methodologies and theories 
pertinent to and coming from Memory Studies 
would overstep their boundaries and become 
widely accepted and used in Digital Studies is yet 
to come.  

 

Memory and Memory Studies 

The development and institutionalisation of the 
Memory Studies at the turn of the 1970s and are 
generously helped by the revival of the Holocaust 
Studies with its motto about “the duty to 
remember” and ongoing process of “the 
transformation of Holocaust history into 
cosmopolitan memory” [3]. Later diversified as 
Cultural Memory Studies, Trauma Studies, 
Memory in Popular Visual Culture, Memory 
Studies is broad interdisciplinary and 
transdisciplinary field which draws on an array of 
academic disciplines like psychology, sociology, 
history, anthropology, philosophy, or literary 
studies, decisively going against the arbitrariness 
of the disciplinary boundaries It also mobilises 
other multi-perspective researches coming from 
cinema, media, performance, museum, archive, 
heritage studies or oral history, as well as 
“professional fields of practice from technology, 
the arts, and politics“ [2]. Memory Studies is 
concerned with an array of tightly interwoven 
questions about the representations of the pasts, 
narratives, texts, discourses, images; about 
multiple notions of the memory – individual, public, 
collective, private, cultural, collective and collected 
(Halbwaschs 1925, 1950, 1952; Assman J. 2000, 
2011; Assman A. 1992, 2006, 2012; Winter 2006), 
mediatized (Hoskins 2009, 2011, 2018; Erll 2008, 
2009; Kantsteiner 2014, 2018, 2020, 2021), 
digitized (van Dijck 2007), traumatic (Alexander 
2004, 2011; Felman and Laub 1992), crises 
(Venetto 2008), screen (Bergson 1911) – or about 
forgetting (Connerton 1989, 2009). The dynamics 
of the amnesiac effects of the process of renewal 
of memory (Hoskins 2008) introduces the 
reflection upon ethic, poetics, policy and 
philosophy of memory. Moreover, Memory 
Studies explores how does memory change 
through dialogue, transmission, mediatization, 
inter and transgenerational contacts (Hirsch 1997, 
2012; Rothberg 2009). Memory ii very foundation 
of identity (Assmann J, 2011; Garde-Hansen 
2011) – from collective to individual, from national 
to family or personal – as “memory, remembering 
and recording are the key to existence, becoming 
and belonging.” [4] defines memory explains as „ 
the faculty that enables us to form an awareness  
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of selfhood (identity), both on the personal and on 
the collective level. Identity, in its turn, is related to 
“time“ and the „synthesis of time” and identity is 
effectuated by memory [5]. Their joint work on 
cultural level as cultural identity in historical, 
mythical, cultural time shaped in cultural memory 
that is, accordingly, one of the key words in this 
issue. In return, the notion of culture also via 
memory connects with identity. Culture as the 
unifying structure is taken after the „theory of 
cultural semiotics developed by Jurij Lotman, as a 
function of its memory agencies (...) of its inherent 
media, institutions and practices of storing and 
transferring cultural knowledge “[6].  

The aim of Memory Studies is also 
defined as bringing the past in the present and 
rethinking value and meaning of the times long 
gone by in the present and future moments; as 
making us understand and recognize how does 
the memory exist in present arguing the close 
“genetic” link with the ASCA – Amsterdam School 
of Cultural Analysis that explores “cultural memory 
in the present” and “seeks to understands the past 
as the part of the present, as what we have around 
us, and without which no culture would be able to 
exist” [7]. In the double manoeuvre, cultural 
analysis includes the analysis of visual and other 
media narratives figuring in the museums 
(narratives) as the repositories of the past made 
accessible and displayed in the present. 
Eventually the key terms ––graphically presented 
as plethora of Pierce’s semiotic triangles – 
theorized from various perspectives are 
networked notions of memory-media-archive-
identity-narrative-culture – digital.  
 

Media  

The interrelation of media and memory – “the 
integration of media in the construction of 
memory” [8] – is dense and dynamic as diverse 
media records (written, cinematic, digital, screen, 
visual, audio) decide about what we remember 
and how we remember it. In return „Based on 
Ong's history of communications media, Hutton 
(…) links the changing modes of communication 
with different historical perspectives on memory: 
orality with the reiteration of living memory; 
manuscript literacy with the recovery of lost 
wisdom; print literacy with the reconstruction of a 
distinct past; and media literacy with the 
deconstruction of the forms with which past 
images are composed" [9]. The digital memory 
turn is, therefore, thus just another phase in the 
development of the mediated memory and 
mediatization of memory. The two notions imply 
different processes as: (1) mediated memory 
refers to the transmission of memory to people via 
different media, as well as displacement of 

memory narratives across different media 
platforms; (2) simple conversion from one media 
to another – text into image, analogous to digital, 
written to oral. But all aspects of media and 
memory union characterised by a high degree of 
media self-reflexivity and self consciousness help 
the development of media archaeology (Parikka 
2012). Moreover, mediated memory and 
transmedia storytelling through their common and 
similar ways of repetition allow retelling – of the 
original witnessed or experienced segment of the 
past – to develop and change across different 
media platforms. “The emergence of new media 
and global digitalization has led to radical 
dispersion of forms. Negroponte (1996)) describes 
the process in a way that the emotions, 
relationships, memories, fantasies, desires are 
transformed into isomorphic flows ready to be 
disseminated through various media channels and 
platforms.” [10] Furthermore, a 
digitext/hypertext/cybertext able to run 
simultaneously across various media channels 
becomes the very space of transformation of 
matter into various narratives.  

The way across platform (re)shapes new 
memory (media) narratives that are the subject of 
the media ecology and new memory ecology. The 
media ecology focuses „ stands for “the study of 
media as environments” as well as for the “study 
the interaction between people and their 
communications technology’ [11] “. The new 
memory ecology – term generated through 
analogy – uses the overall cultural environment “to 
illuminate the emergence of remembering and 
forgetting “[12]. Our main concerns laying in the 
intersection of media and memory ecology are: the 
role of digital media in memory processes, 
practices and theory; the impact of digital media 
and culture on memory, its narratives, texts, 
archives, exposure; multi-fold effects of digital and 
digitized practices in memory culture/cultural 
memory. |The digitization – as conversion from 
analogue to digital based upon tremendous 
increase of information, their high paced flow and 
instantaneous transfer – assures the overall easily 
accessible, direct and immersive experience of 
the past and memories of culture, arts, time-
space, history. The fast-developing digital 
infrastructures of mediated memory (social 
networks, digital media platforms such as VOD, 
OTT, live streaming) at the same time allow 
remediation, preservation, archiving of the cultural 
and historical heritage. It goes without saying that 
the digital as mass and communication media 
enhance communication among individuals, 
institutions, and other actors of memory and 
heritage domain; creation of communicative and 
connective memory as well as of collective and 
collected memories. Equally important are the 
facts that the developed digital use make the 
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education about heritage and memory topics more 
participatory and appealing and that the 
development of digital competencies is 
prerequisite for contemporarily research practices.  

The digital recordings in two-way move 
instantaneously rewrite present into past and the 
ongoing events into memory narratives. In 
addition, prompt accessibility and permanent 
availability for reproduction and reexperiencing of 
digital and digitized memories at any place and 
any moment turn the past into permanent present 
through swift broader displacement from then-
and-there to here-and-now. Digital memory 
(hyper)texts – intrinsically multimodal texts – make 
the past omnipresent in our landscape. The 
oversaturation with mediated memories – “as the 
glut of media is also a glut of memory “– is aptly 
described in metaphor of „media ghosts’ memory. 
And if this metaphor is too easy, too cheap, it is 
nonetheless fair reflection on what mediated 
memory has become. Pervasive, accessible, 
disposable, distributed, promiscuous“ [13].  
 

Archives of Identity and Identities of Archive  

Digital media enable an innovative managing of 
memories; creation of new memory media 
formats; making of new collections; novel archival 
and curating practices. Inseparable from the 
overall digital memory turn are new storage and 
display practices of GLAM – galleries, libraries, 
archives, museum (Reimar, Matevz et al 2020) – 
embodied in new memory repositories and spaces 
of „exposure“, such platforms, websites, you tube, 
virtual museums. The digital and virtual 
acceleration in this moment is intensified due to 
COVID 19 pandemic that halted all travel and left 
us with the possibility of either living in memories 
and oblivion or accepting the virtual visits to the 
glam both for pleasure and research.  

Multi-facetted digital reformatting of 
memory, in addition, changes the notion of 
narrative. The decline of post-war modernist 
narratives (van Alphen 2017) is followed by the 
replacement both of narrative– as the dominant 
symbolic form – and of archive – as the universal 
metaphor all conceivable forms of storage and 
memory (Ernst 2005) – by the database as the 
new paradigmatic cultural form (Manovich 2001). 
Thus, in the narrative-identity-archive triangle – 
linked with the triadic relation of memory-media-
archive – both the narrative and the archive are 
replaced by database – and by 3-D computer-
based virtual spaces “that we use to conceptualize 
lists and collections of whatever kind: collections 
of documents, of objects, of individual as well as 
collective memory “[14]. Subsequently, the model 
of memory is stratified in a way that „the archive 
does not tell stories leaving only to secondary 

narratives to „give meaningful coherence to its 
discontinuous “elements“ [15]. Ernst’s “archive”, in 
this way, becomes apex of another semiotic 
triangle archive-narrative-identity, whereas 
identity rooted in the past is modelled in diverse 
media narratives and archives only to be returned 
to build the very memory from which it emerged. 
In opposition, at the other end from narrative 
identity (Ricoeur 1988, 1990) – with narrative 
understood as the medium of identity – is found 
the notion of archival identity (van Alphen 2017). It 
is the one imposed – and not like narrative one 
stemming from the life experience and lived 
through – created by and stored in archives. In 
return, archives or data bases „are no longer 
considered to be passive guardians of an inherited 
legacy but instead, they are seen now as active” 
[16] agencies of memory and identity building.  
 

Digital memory turn 

Following body of texts seeks to identify the key 
points of the (ex)change of memory and digital 
brought by ICT analytical insight into rewarding 
synergies of digital practices/media/tools and 
memory. The authors consider digital 
embodiments of memory such as digital memory 
texts and narratives; museums, archives, 
collections, and curatorial practices; media and art 
artefacts in digital context; various digital aspects 
of literary studies. In spite of the common thematic 
denominator the nine texts loosely fall into three 
groups: digital memory of GLAM widened to 
include AV heritage and festivals; digital 
applications for cultural heritage and digital 
perspective of literary studies. The research 
domain is marked by key words such as digital 
humanities, reading, internet, digital culture, 
memory, communication, remediation, archive, 
cultural heritage, digital heritage, representation – 
that appear in almost all contributions – or by 
terms as television, modernism, emotions, mobile 
application, tourism, academic work that appear 
sporadically.  

The shared interest in the problematised 
heritage and contested memories of Socialist 
Federal Republic of Yugoslavia from its birth, 
through the height of its glory to its disintegration 
gives consistency to the first group of texts about 
digital GLAM. The contributions about the ups and 
downs of the (hi)story of former Yugoslavia – 
“infused with different meanings and affects” – in 
different media representations are offered in real 
history chronological order. Vera Mevorah speaks 
about “a semantic, or rather a theoretical change 
in analysing Holocaust memory practices – from 
re-presenting the Holocaust to communicating the 
Holocaust”. Through analysis of testimonies of 
survivors, education practices, Jewish Churban or 
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art memory texts she proves digital as the new 
platform and framework that help innovative 
reflection about ethics, poetics and policy of 
Holocaust remembrance in the post-Holocaust era 
– when non-Holocaust events are never the less 
brought down to Holocaust (iconological, semiotic 
memory, legislative) patterns (Alexander 2011). 
The next text “Remediating Yugoslav Television 
Heritage: Croatian Radio-Television (HRT) and 
Radio Television of Serbia (RTS)” co-authored by 
Aleksandra Milovanovic and Ksenija Bozovic-
Markovc continues the theme of WW2 in 
remediated/digitised TV texts. Unlike majority of 
titles that narrate the glory of the revolution, 
partisans and brotherhood and unity forged in the 
time, two popular TV series Kuda idu divlje svinje 
(Where the Wild Boars Go, 1971) i Velo misto (The 
Big City, 1980) deal with the other side of war, 
smugglers, black market or the everyday life of the 
seaside village dramatically changed by the WW2. 
After the breakup of Yugoslavia both series 
became important texts for the (re)construction of 
the national identities of the new nation states and 
the emerging historical revisionism. As important 
part of AV heritage they are remediated “from the 
analogue television programs into digital 
archives”, and in new cultural heritage format 
“work as narrative of on-demand memory, history, 
knowledge” facilitating the access to the collective 
memories of the socialist past. Musealisation and 
archivization of the memories of NAM – nowadays 
the theme of Mila Turajlic`s new film about 
Labudovic and of numerous research projects and 
exhibitions – are the topic of Sunnie Rucker 
Chang`s “Digitizing a Collective Personal Archive 
of the Non-Aligned Movement”. Digitalisation as 
the way of the formalisation of the archive – 
embodying the relation between “knowledge and 
power” – has twofold effect. First is the 
enhancement of the knowledge production and 
the second is making of more “elastic” 
musealisation. Milena Dragicevic Sesic and 
Milena Stefanovic investigate the digital turn 
visible in the museum practices in Serbia during 
the pandemic innovated by the open, inclusive and 
participatory Internet culture. Beside ethics and 
aesthetics, they deal with the leadership position 
and initiatives of the curators in diverse institutions 
from traditional one like Matica Srpska Gallery to 
modest, local ones like Šabac city museum 
emphasising that in spite of their contrasted status 
all equally indulge in counter-public projects. 
Interstitial spot is occupied by the writing of Ognjen 
Obradovic and Masa Senicic about online Theatre 
(Meta-)festivals that elevate the digital experience 
from the “substitute of the theatre and theatre 
festivals” to the “mediated experience that raises 
the festivals to the status of the authentic event of 
meta kind”. Promptly responding to the wide 
spread digital migration paper proves that online 

theatre festivals in general and FIST as the 
chosen case study are authentic cultural practice 
“which provides a whole new space for critical 
thinking and public debate.” 
 Leaving behind the habitual cultural 
memory reduced to art and media, the 
collaborative work of Fakin Bajec, Pogacar and 
Strauss explore the implementation of digital 
solutions – applications, websites – to cultural 
heritage with culture taken as the totality of 
everyday life. The authors study the development 
and adaptation of bread making heritage “to 
contemporary techno-social needs and 
expectations, teaching methods, and presentation 
approaches.” Bridging the gap that might appear 
between theoretical and empirical research in the 
end they add students’ responses, reactions, and 
evaluations of the implementation and the 
educational value of the heritage applications. 
Boris Petrovic`s in a way unique text describes the 
digital application – found on 
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/notre-dame-fiat-
lux/id1492870439 iOS version; 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=co
m.parisinperson&gl=FR Android version – Fiat 
Lux Notre Dame de Paris, made for the famous 
cathedral. The application is conceived as 
elaborate mobile multimedia guide for the 
historical monument and religious site, but after 
the great fire it inadvertently became the digital 
memory guide for lieux de memoire or something 
that ceased to exist materially as such. Digitally 
represented history and memory narrative 
„communicates, presents and interprets the 
cathedral Notre Dame de Paris” in a multi-
perspective and all-inclusive time space mode. 
Each chapter of audio guide part is accompanied 
by the illustrations – the independent works of art 
– that serve as another, complementary way of 
experiencing the tour of Notre Dame of the past, 
present and probably future.  

The last two contributions sketch the 
polarized involvements of digital with literary 
studies. Incidentally as the authors are from 
Chinese Universities along the way they speak 
about theoretical, academic and educational 
imperialism. The uncritical assimilation and 
application of the big theories of the North Atlantic 
Cultural Space on local case studies or the 
absolute dominance of western theories in the 
non-western educational practices provide pro 
and cons of digital globalization or digital as 
globalization. Going from general to particular in 
her text “Reading and Its Spheres: From 
Modernism to the Digital Age”, Dandan Zhang 
offers an insight into “reading and its spheres” in 
the time span from modernism to digital era. Her 
claim about digital application in humanities that 
have invigorated the studies of modernist 
literature, rests upon Virginia Wolf and her 
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American and British contemporaries and fellow 
writers. Discarding the search in methodology she 
turns to content analysis proving the closeness of 
“modernist writers’ ideal of knowledge and 
information sharing with the open, inclusive 
Internet culture.” Yili Tang (“The Ethics of 
Forgetting in the Digital Age: Memory in Liu Cixin’s 
‘The Weight of Memories’”) continues with the 
content analysis of Liu Cixin short story „a 
humanistic tale dealing with the future of human 
memory“. Analogous reading of the topic of digital 
future - the conversation with the unborn child 
stresses - ends up with the belief that “The ethics 
of forgetting lies in the awareness that by affecting 
human capabilities, technology will re-engineer 
humanity”. 

The presented texts written by authors 
from four countries on three continents present 
just few from the array of the themes of digital 
memory turn – impact of digital culture, media and 
ICT and on memory and Memory Studies. Digital 
memory “texts have become more democratic i.e, 
easily accessed and approached by millions of 
people across the globe coming from variety of 
backgrounds, allowing the recognition of Internet 
as the encapsulated essence of the mass-media” 
[17], memory and their cultures. The chosen 
themes belong to large spatio-temporal area 
spanning from China to America, from the 
Holocaust past to the future of the one who waits 
to be born. Interdisciplinary theoretical platform 
involves media archaeology, media ecology, 
memory ecology, museology, archival and 
curatorial practices, close reading, appropriated to 
the digital and growing into Digital humanities. 
However, all the contributions neatly stay on the 
humanity side of the latter; they follow the 
migration of content and texts into digital and its 
consequences, not even trying to tackle digital 
issue whether or how the memory triggers the 
changes of binary codes, algorithms in 
conjunction with hardware materialities and 
logistical programs. That is the new path to be 
pursued in following complementary issue of IPSI 
rethinking digital side of Digital Humanities. 
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Communicating the Holocaust 
 

Mevorah, Vera 
 
 
Abstract: This paper deals with role of digital 

culture and ICT in rethinking Holocaust 
remembrance, arguing for a semantic, or rather a 
theoretical change in analyzing Holocaust memory 
practices – from re-presenting the Holocaust to 
communicating the Holocaust. We will explore how 
this framework can provide a new tool for better 
encompassing and understanding of wide range of 
memory and representation practices we equate 
the Holocaust with, from traumatic Holocaust 
survivor testimonies, historical, cultural and 
national memory politics, education practices, 
Jewish Churban, to numerous memorial and 
artistic production about the Holocaust, but also 
add to the debates around issues of 
(non)representability of the Shoah, ethical 
imperatives of Holocaust memory and post-
Holocaust thought. Our goal is to analyze how 
much this new platform is dependent on the digital 
turn, that is, how much of this change in perception 
of Holocaust memory can we find in the cultural 
paradigm change that came with ICT and digital 
technology. This digital turn in Holocaust memory 
is perceived in the increase of the amount of 
information about the Holocaust, social networks 
and social media culture dominated landscape, 
significance of digital archives, networking and 
collaborative projects, image, video and text 
reproduction and appropriation, focus on 
interactivity and communication in education and 
memorial institutions. We will showcase how big 
historical and institutional narratives about the 
Holocaust gave way to the exchange of multitude 
of stories, opinions and perspectives. How 
museum, memorial and school settings became 
entwined with online platforms and their digital 
materials, and also in what way are those digital 
materials used, reproduced and changed. Further, 
we will discuss how the third and fourth post-
Holocaust generation are connected to this digital 
turn in Holocaust memory and whether in their 
memory and representational practices we can 
also find the communication turn.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
One of the most debated and most relevant 

aspects related to Holocaust memory is the issue 
of Holocaust representation. The problem is that 
when discussing the Holocaust in framework of 
(re)presentation we continually face issues like 
the lack of original source, distancing from the 
event itself, appropriation by various discourses, 
trivialization etc. There is no avoiding reading 
national and collective memories as politicizing 
ideological practices. All of this leaves us with a 
never-ending social turmoil about the past in the 
present and often confusion about which 
segment of history is important and which is not, 
even if we put aside the elusive concept of final 
and encompassing historical truth.  

We’ve known for couple of decades that media 
and technology we use to preserve or pass on 
memories also play a significant role in 
(re)framing those memories (McLuhan 1964). 
This becomes especially important when digital 
memory is concerned. All these mechanisms 
rather than welcome the new, widened 
understanding of history and the present, 
continue to pose danger to the historical truth and 
accepted understanding of any historical event.  

We want to explore in broad terms what 
happens if we exchange the idea of 
representation with one of communication. The 
goal is to introduce a new theoretical framework 
for reading the Holocaust (history/ 
memory/representations), one that will remove 
the conflict between event itself and its 
representations, present in media as much as the 
narratives we use to understand the Holocaust, 
and try to get past the stalemate of theories of 
non-representability of the Holocaust.  

The first section of the paper will present the 
main argument of removing the concept of 
representation and explore this new theoretical 
framework of communicating the Holocaust. It will 
illuminate the issues we relate to Holocaust 
representation, as well as the limits of 
representation and discuss how the idea of 
Holocaust communication can be used to 
overcome these issues. The second part will 
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bring a closer reading of some of the main 
representational narratives about the Holocaust, 
like survivor’s testimonies, differences between 
representations in different generations after the 
Holocaust and collective Holocaust 
remembrance, rereading them through the lens of 
new communication centered theoretical 
framework. The last section of the paper will 
discuss the digital memory turn related to the 
Holocaust more closely, showcasing how the 
idea of Holocaust communication when analyzed 
through ICT and digital practices ceases to be 
just a metaphor and becomes the embodiment of 
Holocaust remembrance. 

 
 
2. COMMUNICATING THE HOLOCAUST 
 

The question of Holocaust memory, or rather, 
the Holocaust itself, is very strongly tied to its 
representations. It is important to stress that 
when talking about Holocaust representations, 
we are not only talking about films, literature, art 
and museum exhibitions, but indeed all kinds of 
cultural texts and signifying practices about the 
Holocaust. Holocaust representations therefore 
also include historical narratives and documents, 
collective and national memories, memorial and 
educational practices, politics of memory, as well 
as schools and systems of thought about the 
Holocaust.   

There are some significant and hard to 
overcome issues which are mostly related to the 
polarization and conflict inherent to the main 
questions the representation framework brings. 
Although there are many debating issues around 
Holocaust representation we could use for our 
argument, we will elaborate on the question of 
history vs. representations, the issue regarding 
who speaks about the Holocaust, the issues 
about the media we use and lastly the question of 
non-representability of the Holocaust. 

The question of history, historiography and 
historical truth about the Holocaust is maybe the 
issue with most far-reaching consequences of all 
issues related to the Holocaust. The Holocaust is 
one of the most documented events in human 
history, primarily due to its institutional base and 
large and detailed bureaucratic documentation 

 
1 For more about this issue, see: Karge Hajke, Sećanje u kamenu – 
okamenjeno sećanje, Biblioteka XX vek, Belgrade, 2014. 
2 The Oneg Shabbat archive was a project of a group of more than 
60 people led by historian Dr. Emanuel Ringelblum, who collected 
the documents and wrote about everyday life in Warsaw ghetto in 
Poland during World War Two between 1939 and 1943. Thanks to 

kept by the Nazi regime. The result was that most 
of what we know and dominantly equate the 
Holocaust with to this day, is actually about the 
perpetrators of the Holocaust and mechanisms of 
its implementation. Raul Hilberg’s great historical 
study of the Holocaust “The Destruction of the 
European Jews” from 1961 best illustrates the 
cruces of historical analysis of the Holocaust. His 
basing his work on the bureaucratic documents 
of the Nazi regime, his refusal to highlight Jewish 
resistance and include the accounts of survivors 
in his historical work, initiated one of the most 
heated debates on what Holocaust history should 
be. Hilberg himself admitted that it is the historian 
who unavoidably creates the historical narrative: 
“[…] the words that are thus written take the place 
of the past; these words rather than the events 
themselves, will be remembered […] (Hilberg 
1996, 83). Positioning the Holocaust in a pan 
European context is something we struggle with 
to this today due to complex and often conflicting 
national histories and changing memory cultures 
around Europe. While some of these memory 
practices are somewhat benign, as building of the 
POLIN museum celebrating the rich history of 
Poles and Jews at the site of Warsaw ghetto; 
others dispute or change historical facts and 
contexts – like political struggle between Serbia 
and Croatia on the number of victims in 
Jasenovac concentration camp.1 All these 
aspects of Holocaust history bring their own 
specific problems for the idea of unified, 
comprehensive history, consequences of which 
far exceed the scholarly debates. They become 
the basis of school curriculums around the world 
and pillars of national and collective memories.  

With the highly publicized political trial to Adolf 
Eichmann in 1961, events like recovering of the 
Oneg Shabbat archive2 of Emanuel Ringelblum in 
1946 and 1950, as well as voices like that of 
Primo Levi and Elie Wiesel coming forward in the 
decade following the liberation of the 
concentration camps, testimonies about the 
Jewish life and deaths gained a strong and 
significant place in Holocaust histories. Personal 
accounts and testimonies about the Holocaust 
bring issues of their own to the table. Aside from 
the unstable nature of traumatic memories, as 
soon as surviving victims came forward, voices of 
opposition were raised within their own ranks, 

two surviving members of this secret group, the documents buried 
in the ghetto in tin cans and boxes, containing over 6.000 documents 
on over 35.000 pages of diaries, newspapers, personal documents, 
drawings etc. (see: Samuel D. Kassow, Who Will Write Our 
History? Emanuel Ringelblum, the Warsaw Ghetto, and the Onyeg 
Shabes Archive, 2007).   
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questioning the right to speak for the dead, the 
difference between the “real” horror of the 
Holocaust and the stories of the fortunate few. 
Primo Levi famously spoke of this in his final work 
The Drowned and the Saved: “We, the survivors, 
are not only a tiny but also an anomalous 
minority. We are those who, through 
prevarication, skill or luck, never touched bottom. 
Those who have, and who have seen the face of 
the Gorgon, did not return, or returned wordless 
[…] (Levi 1986). Or in words of Elie Wiesel: “Only 
those who were there will ever know, and those 
who were there can never tell” (cited in Laqueur, 
Baumel-Schwartz 2001, 208). All of the survivors 
give the same reason for speaking out from their 
uncomfortable position – to pass on the 
experience so that it is never forgotten and so it 
never happens again. This battle between the 
message or the lesson and the historical fact 
rages to this very day in debates about education 
and all forms of representations of the Holocaust. 

But the issue of who speaks about the 
Holocaust and by which means, didn’t end with 
Holocaust survivors and first Holocaust histories. 
It continued with generations of descendants of 
victims and brought new challenges with each 
next generation removed from the Holocaust. 
Marianne Hirsch coins the term postmemory in an 
attempt to explain the complex and troubled 
relationship of post-Holocaust generations with 
this event and its aftermath. From the end of the 
20th century and to this day, the main issue of 
postmemory practices, or Holocaust 
representation and remembrance becomes 
entangled in questions like: what is the 
Holocaust? Who should speak about it and what 
is the right way to speak about it? This in turn 
brought unprecedented scrutiny to media we use 
to represent the Holocaust, from literature 
(Langer 1975, Lang 1988, Horowitz 1997 etc.), 
film (Hirsch 2004; Insdorf 2003), images (Zelizer 
2001), music (Arnold 1991; Gilbert 2005, 2008), 
digital technology (Shandler 2017; Cole, Gigliotti 
2020 forthcoming), to the words themselves.  

While difficulties brought by historiography, 
memory and media forms most often than not 
leave us a little humbler and somewhat dazed, 
the biggest conundrum the Holocaust left in its 
wake has to with the question of the very 
possibility of representing it. The idea is primarily 
based today in ethical considerations about right, 
contexts and responsibility in representing a 
monstrous, unspeakable crime such as the 

 
3 “Cultural criticism finds itself faced with the final stage of the 
dialectic of culture and barbarism. To write poetry after Auschwitz 

Holocaust, one which inspired works of art like 
Claude Lanzmann’s 1985 nine-hour film Shoah 
and is ever-present in Holocaust literature in 
themes of lack, silence emptiness and darkness. 
Proponents of this idea believe that we possess 
no mimetic means to truly represent the 
Holocaust and that most of the time attempts of 
such a thing are unethical and disrespectful to the 
victims and enormity of their suffering, or that the 
Holocaust is non-representable because there is 
nothing to compare it with, that it is a singular, 
unique event in human history. But the idea 
actually comes from a philosophical 
consideration brought by Theodor Adorno in his 
essay “Cultural Criticism and Society” where he 
wrote those famous words it is barbaric to write 
poetry after Auschwitz3. His largely 
misunderstood statement is part of his diagnosis 
of (Western) society with its entire system of 
thought and language, that ultimately led to the 
Holocaust and which remained essentially 
unchanged after it. His valuable insight in the end 
spoke not against representation, but for kind of 
re-presentation which would always reveal the 
barbarism of its origin (Adorno 1961, 1966, 1967). 

There is undeniable value in the impasse, or 
rather an uncomfortable self-conscious action 
that the issue of non-representability of the 
Holocaust demands from us, like there is value in 
all the questions that emerged from studying 
Holocaust representations. But we haven’t really 
learned from the warnings about progress the 
Holocaust placed in front of us, neither as 
societies nor in different spheres of creation. 
What we are left with is not a deeper 
understanding of the Holocaust, but a whole new 
post-Holocaust universe consisting of countless 
very diverse representations that we constantly 
struggle to make sense of. 

There is a reason for presenting these aspects 
of the Holocaust as issues. They are all part of 
the same representational framework we now 
consider part of the accumulated knowledge 
about the Holocaust, something we take as a 
given. Is it perhaps possible to read these widely 
known complexities of the post-Holocaust world 
as something other than problems and 
contradictions, which distance us from better 
understanding the Holocaust and the post-
Holocaust world rather than bring us closer to 
these important goals? The goal here is not to 
offer an exchange of one all-encompassing 
framework for another, but rather explore if there 

is barbaric. And this corrodes even the knowledge of why it has 
become impossible to write poetry today[...].” (Adorno 1997, 34). 
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is something we could gain in changing the way 
we talk about Holocaust representations, in 
introducing yet another tool for analysis of the 
complex Holocaust or any other representation 
universe. 

So, what does Communicating the Holocaust 
mean and how does it help us overcome the 
above-mentioned issues? Communication is a 
metaphor which explains the relations between 
the representing actors and what they represent 
more clearly. Instead of talking about the failings 
and issues with reaching the signified, 
communication framework forces us to talk about 
the relationships, exchanges of meaning, 
transmissions and articulations of history and 
memory which are taking place. If we postulate 
that Holocaust representations tell us more about 
the context of said representations than the 
source they are meant to represent, regardless of 
whether we are talking about personal testimony, 
archival documents, historical narratives, 
exhibition or an artwork, than a better 
understanding and analysis of that context should 
be our goal. The communication framework 
allows us to step out of the ring fighting for the 
source of truth about the Holocaust and deal with 
what is accessible to us – our many perceptions, 
ideas and actions related to the Holocaust. It 
allows us to perceive practices of Holocaust 
representation outside of binary framework of 
objective historical fact or all-encompassing truth 
and revision or omission through representation.  

Communicating the Holocaust is an interaction 
and dialogue between any individual person, 
collective, system, institution or discourse and 
any given idea about the Holocaust or the 
Holocaust as such. It is a creative process which 
comes out of our need to relate with the 
tremendum of the Holocaust, to fill out the gaps 
and ruptures of traumatic memory, to attempt 
understand it (through text or production of text). 
It is not only communicating to others but with the 
Holocaust itself, with ourselves in out attempt to 
grasp it. To communicate the Holocaust means 
to insert personal, subjective or collective 
meanings into reading it. It is also an act of 
relaying or diffusing this interrelationship. Most of 
what we perceive as representing the Holocaust 
can be read as communicating the Holocaust. We 
do this in writing of histories, schoolbooks and 
curriculums, building museums, memorials and 
policies, creating art, safeguarding memories, as 
well as when we utilize it in industries, theoretical 
work or everyday conversation. 

The communication framework allows us to 
read these constellations of meaning in a different 

dynamic, but also illuminates the importance of 
discussing media we use in this communication, 
or better to say, it offers an explanation of the 
undeniable focus on media in Holocaust 
representation studies. More to the point, 
perceiving Holocaust representations as 
communication allows us to circumvent the issue 
of (non)representability of the Holocaust. 
Whether we are talking about the insufficiency of 
words, ethical imperative for silence, Adorno’s 
demand for self-reflection or inefficacy of media, 
the idea of communication allows for silence as a 
message (Agamben 1999), ethics as a motive, 
and self-critique and reflection. 
 
 

3. COMMUNICATION TURN IN HOLOCAUST 

MEMORY 
 

The reason for the introduction of this new 
theoretical framework is to see if it could become 
a new tool for Holocaust studies. This section of 
the paper will explore how this idea applies to 
important topics such as Holocaust testimony, 
postmemory, universalization of the Holocaust, 
collective and institutional memory practices and 
Jewish perceptions of the Holocaust and is there 
a possibility for a communication turn in 
Holocaust memory? 

Survivor’s testimonies and memories are one 
of the most important elements for both histories 
of the Holocaust, as well as Holocaust 
remembrance. The accuracy of such narratives 
has been questioned by many historians and 
thinkers and rightly so. One of the most 
memorable, often cited accounts is about a 
woman testifying about four chimneys blowing up 
during Auschwitz uprising, where in fact, 
historians knew for certain that only one chimney 
blew up. The story was presented by Shoshana 
Felman and Dori Laub in their work Testimony. 
They write about the witness’s face lighting up, as 
if waking from a dormant and passive state as 
she (inaccurately) relayed this part of the story. 
As they write: “She had come, indeed, to testify, 
not to the empirical number of chimneys, but to 
resistance, to the affirmation of survival, to the 
breakage of the frame of death […] (Felman, 
Laub 1992, 62). Felman’s and Laub’s work is 
significant for the argument here, because it not 
only speaks of fragility and subjectivity of 
testimony, but also about the construction of the 
narrative that happens in interaction with the one 
hearing or writing down testimony (Felman, Laub 
1992). It is undeniable that the witness was 
communicating her own personal experience, not 
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only of the uprising (historical interest), but the 
Holocaust itself. Analyzing this example as 
communicating the Holocaust removes it from the 
context of historical truth the authors themselves 
put it in (title of section of the book is “Testimony 
and Historical Truth”). There is something about 
memory which, especially traumatic memory 
which gives birth to the creative process of 
communication. Communication happens in re-
creating memories. It happens in the attempts to 
come to terms with traumatic past. 

But what kind of communication happens when 
dealing with someone else’s memories. Marianne 
Hirsch's postmemory marks the challenge of 
safeguarding and making sense of fragmented 
traumatic memory by generations without direct 
connection to historical events. In Hirsch's own 
words: „[...] How can we best carry their stories 
forward without appropriating them, without 
unduly calling attention to ourselves, and without, 
in turn, having our own stories displaced by 
them? […] (Hirsch 2012, 2). The problem is that 
what Hirsch tries to warn us against, is precisely 
what happens with postmemory, and what post-
Holocaust universe is consisted of.  

One of the most paradigmatic examples of 
postmemory, but also of communicating the 
Holocaust in the context of second generation of 
Holocaust survivors, is the famed creation of Art 
Spiegelman, two-part graphic novel Maus (1980-
1991). Art Spiegelman’s Maus tells a story of 
Spiegelman interviewing his Holocaust survivor 
father Vladek and their own relationship as this 
narrative unfolds, presenting in a humorous 
manner the challenges of testimony, connecting 
to the Holocaust and responsibility in 
postmemory context. Before the beginning of the 
first book titled My Father Bleeds History, there’s 
a short piece recollecting the childhood moments 
of Spiegelman with his father, where he illustrates 
a moment where he was sad because his friends 
left him behind after he fell down from his bike, to 
what Vladek told him: “Friends? Your friends? If 
you lock them in a room with no food for a week 
THEN you could see what it is, Friends!” 
(Spiegelman 2003, 2). Maus brought many 
controversies. Spiegelman was criticized for his 
portrayal of Jews as mice, Germans as cats and 
Poles as pigs, as well as using humor and what 
was essentially considered comic book format for 
representing the Holocaust. As Terrence Des 
Pres famously said: “The Holocaust shall be 
approached as a solemn or even a sacred event, 
with a seriousness admitting no response that 
might obscure its enormity or dishonor its dead” 
(cited in: Copley 2010, 3). Even though the issues 

surrounding Maus brought fruitful debates on 
Holocaust representations in popular culture and 
art, they misread what Maus was about – an 
attempt by a son of a Holocaust survivor and an 
artist, to communicate his own experience of the 
Holocaust. Maus is a many-layered form of 
communicating the Holocaust. In the narrative 
itself, it is a conversation between a father and a 
son, between a Holocaust survivor and receiver 
of testimony; through the symbolic depiction of 
people as different animals it is a message that 
the artist is the one telling the story about the 
Holocaust, through his own lens; and lastly, it is 
that hallmark of postmemory, the difficult 
communication with himself about what he is 
doing – a critical self-reflection which all (if it really 
has to be judged in such a way) responsible 
representations of the Holocaust have.  

  Another form of Holocaust representation we 
will analyze here is the universalization of the 
Holocaust. It is interesting that even the word 
“Holocaust” is filled with conflicts around 
representation. As an old Greek translation of the 
Hebrew word olah, as in “burned religious 
offering”, it was rejected from the start by the 
Jewish world, which preferred Shoah – the 
catastrophe. The rejection of the term Holocaust 
was in part due to equating this term with a more 
modern form of signifying the mass destruction of 
peoples – genocide and a resulting 
universalization of the (Jewish) Holocaust. The 
universalization of the Holocaust means that 
more and more, Holocaust is being represented 
not as Jewish (or historically specific) suffering, 
but universal suffering of man, one in a line of 
genocides and primarily relevant as message and 
warning for the entire human race. This question 
of universalization of the Holocaust is one more 
example of communicating the Holocaust. Still 
ongoing universalization efforts are always 
focused on the message or lesson of the 
Holocaust, rounded up in the catchphrase “Never 
again”. This kind of universalizing approach and 
indeed many political, memorial and educational 
practices which came out of it, rarely even touch 
the specificity of the Holocaust, neither its history 
nor constellations of meanings, often using it as 
an example for more universal human rights and 
discrimination issues. If we succeed in 
understanding this kind of discourse, and indeed 
practice it, as communicating the Holocaust 
rather than representation of 
Holocaust/Holocaust itself, we could better 
separate and safeguard the plurality and 
complexity of its specificity (it’s many lessons and 
contexts), and be more transparent and honest 
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about our practices and their goals. More 
importantly, communication framework makes it 
possible for us to recognize actors in 
communication and analyze meanings which are 
today disseminated by politicians and institutions, 
which are increasingly present in media and 
education. These discursive acts could then be 
dissected and analyzed, questioned and justified. 
Wulf Kanesteiner defines collective memory 
precisely as a “shared communication about the 
meaning of the past” (cited in: Whitehead 2009, 
130). Or if we consider the question of opposing 
or conflicting collective memories as 
communication, we could borrow from 
Rothberg’s “multidirectional memory” where he 
explains that “[…] memory 
works productively through negotiation, cross-
referencing, and borrowing […]” and further, that 
“[…] collective memories of seemingly distinct 
histories are not easily separable from each 
other, but emerge dialogically […]” (Rothberg 
2014, 176). Perhaps we should not ask the 
question of whether United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum or the new POLIN museum in 
Warsaw represent the Holocaust the “right way”, 
or who is at fault in ideological and political 
memory struggles, but ask what are these actors 
communicating about the Holocaust and why?  
 

 
4. ICT and DIGITAL CULTURE IN 

COMMUNICATING THE HOLOCAUST 
 

Through most of the modern human history, 
technological and social progress was 
accompanied by a corresponding new language, 
discourse we use to explain and understand 
human life and society. In the 19th century, the 
industrial revolution brought forth concepts like 
process, technology, production. The 20th century 
and rise of computer technology brought us 
words like reproduction, network, algorithm, 
information and communication. These were not 
only specialized terms related to particular 
technology or field, but also means and 
frameworks by which we both understanding the 
society and help create it. Today, networks and 
information are the basis of our social world. 
Algorithm and processing are very present 
analogies for human thinking. Information is the 
center of gravity in all fields, from economy and 
education to science and art. There is no denying 
that memory field has been taken over by the 
digital much the same way as all other spheres in 
society. It is no different with the field of Holocaust 

memory. But we want to argue that aside from 
creating new forms of memory or understanding 
of memory cultures, ICT and digital culture 
illuminated something already present in the 
Holocaust memory field – a communicative rather 
than a representational mode of remembering. 

Much of what we perceive as digital memory 
turn regarding Holocaust remembrance is directly 
related to changes that came with information 
revolution in all aspects of society. What used to 
be limited number of significant dates, marked 
institutionally or at the community level (aside 
from individual or family memories kept inside the 
family unit), is today joined by countless 
databases, archives, websites and digital 
collections, tasked with safeguarding memories. 
This means that frameworks of memorialization 
have become significantly more numerous and 
diverse, with significantly more information to 
deal with and a strong demand for a participating 
audience, interactive and communicative 
experience.  

The first mention of the idea of communicating 
the Holocaust was connected precisely to 
research into digital and internet memory 
practices about the Holocaust. It came out of 
recognition that what we see in memory 
practices, especially in 21th century, resembles 
communication much more than representation 
(Stojanovic, Mevorah 2015: Dakovic (ed.) 2015). 
The same form of communication we presented 
in the case of Art Spiegelman’s Maus, or second 
generation of Holocaust survivors, also happens 
in representational practices of generations 
further removed from the Holocaust. As we move 
further away from the source of memory and into 
the information superhighways of the digital 
world, the more the communication happens with 
various forms of representations, rather than with 
the source of memory or the idea of the Holocaust 
itself.  

The way generations of digital natives, the third 
and fourth post-Holocaust generation, encounter 
and deal with the Holocaust, is dominantly 
through internet forms of communication on 
social networks – through “shares”, images, 
“likes” and comments. They react to and 
communicate these appropriated messages 
further, more often than not closely tied to their 
own personal context rather than some greater 
narrative. The International Holocaust 
Remembrance Alliance (IHRA), the leading 
Holocaust education and remembrance 
organization in the world, recognized this trend in 
2018 and cited social networks Twitter, 
Facebook, YouTube, Pinterest and Google+ as 
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main platforms where younger generations 
encounter or create Holocaust discourse. 
Significant memorial and educational Holocaust 
institutions, keepers of Holocaust memory and 
knowledge in the 21th century, struggle to 
compete with this fast-pasted (and short attention 
span) communication environment, where in best 
of circumstances what they do is try to create 
their own interactive and communicative 
platforms in an attempt to bring lessons of 
Holocaust to new generations, but in most cases 
they simply follow the digital marketing guidelines 
for making their information more appealing to 
new user-driven generation of consumers of 
information. This transformation of Holocaust 
representation in the digital age brought many 
concerns because of the uncontrollable and 
diverse use of information about the Holocaust, 
but read in a communicative framework, the 
internet also significantly increased the amount 
and forms of communicating the Holocaust, 
brought into play many more actors who are 
communicating on many different levels and in 
many different places.  

Good example of such practices is a project by 
Israeli-German artist Shahak Shapira named 
Yolocaust from 2017. Within his project, Shapira 
took “selfie” photographs of 12 different social 
media users taken at Holocaust memorial sites, 
all of them showing users posing and having fun, 
and merged them together with historical images 
of the Holocaust, now showing dreadful suffering 
of Holocaust victims as background to image of 
the selfie takers. In addition, he left an e-mail 
address for those users, 
“undouch.me@yolocaust”, giving them an 
opportunity to write, publicly apologize and take 
the selfies off their social media pages. All 12 
users did this. Here we can see that the 
communication is happening between the artist 
and users, but also that the whole project is a 
commentary on communication, both related to 
how most people perceive the Holocaust and 
Holocaust remembrance in the 21th century and 
about the forms of communication on the internet. 

In a different paper we explored something 
called a virtual memory of the Holocaust, 
connecting this change in Holocaust memory field 
with the education turn in Holocaust memory 
(Mevorah 2018: Dakovic, Mevorah (eds.) 2018), 
which is closely connected to both digital turn and 
what we here explore as the communication turn. 
This is important because due to disappearance 
of Holocaust survivors, media oversaturation and 
changing habits of digital natives, communicating 
of the Holocaust in the digital age becomes 

education/information centered practice. 
Information saturation is arguably the main 
aspect of the digital memory turn. And the main 
challenge becomes how to manage and utilize 
the vast amount of information gathered about 
the Holocaust. Archives become digitized and 
through this process gain an important 
communicative aspect. As Wolfgang Ernst wrote 
in his study of digital archives: „Although the 
traditional archive used to be a rather static 
memory, the notion of the archive in Internet 
communication tends to move the archive toward 
an economy of circulation: permanent 
transformations and updating. The so-called 
cyberspace is not primarily about memory as 
cultural record but rather about a performative 
form of memory as communication” (Ernst 2013, 
99).  

It is precisely with the goal of further developing 
this communication aspect of its archive, that the 
Shoah Foundation started the New Dimensions 
in Testimony project in 2012. The pilot of the 
project developed in cooperation with Institute for 
Creative Technologies, University of Southern 
California and Conscience Display company 
created two holographic, interactive Holocaust 
survivor testimonies supported by artificial 
intelligence and natural language processing 
technology (there are 25 of them as of year 
2020). The idea was to keep the educational 
model of conversations with Holocaust survivors 
alive for future generations. Virtual Pinchas 
Gutter, installation modelled on the man who 
survived six concentration camps during the 
Holocaust, can answer up to 20.000 questions 
including those not directly related to his 
Holocaust experience, like “Do you believe in 
God?” or “What is your favorite book?”, but also 
show various facial expressions. We can see in 
this project that representing the Holocaust 
(embodied by the survivor witness) actually takes 
place in a dialogue form, but in line with the 
education turn, one oriented towards learning.   

There are many challenges with understanding 
how communicating the Holocaust takes place in 
contemporary, digital culture. It becomes 
impossible to overlook the role the technology 
and its interfaces play in mediation of memory 
and understanding those media becomes more 
important. In his book Holocaust Memory in the 
Digital Age (2017), Jeffrey Shandler offers a still 
rare, close examination of how transformation of 
the technological medium changes the form of 
testimony and memory, analyzing the digital 
transformation of the Visual History Archive 
(VHA) of the USC Shoah Foundation. 
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Interestingly, Shandler does not speak of 
“information technology” or “digital technology”, 
but of “communication media” and 
“communication technology” which, for him, 
becomes the main form of mediation of Holocaust 
testimony (Shandler 2017). It seems that in the 
age of digital and internet technology, it becomes 
hard to deny that Holocaust representations 
come almost exclusively and quite literally in the 
form of communication. 
 
 

5. CONCLUSION 
 
It is only continual speech – continual production of 
the textuality of any kind that keeps the platform of 
any knowledge alive – and the Holocaust 
knowledge is certainly an important, actual and 
relevant knowledge not only for the Jewish history 
of a certain place, but also for a wider social history, 
thus becoming a great responsibility. 

Dragana Stojanovic 
 

The questions of relation between 
communication and memory, as well as 
communication as crucial part of mediation of 
experience are not new. Communication theories 
should play a more important role in Holocaust 
studies. A good example of how communication 
scholars contribute to the questions of memory is 
the work by Paul Frosh and Amit Pinchevski 
Media Witnessing: Testimony in the Age of Mass 
Communication (2009). Their work can also be 
read as a strong support to the main thesis of this 
paper. As they write in the introduction of their 
book: “Media witnessing, we contend, offers new 
ways of thinking through some abiding problems 
of media, communication, and culture that were 
previously addressed by terms such as 
‘representation’, ‘mediation’, ‘reception’, 
‘dissemination’ and ‘effects’” (Frosh, Pinchevski 
2009, 1-2). 

Why do we need Holocaust communication 
theory? Because despite some crucial insights 
into media, ethics, collective memory, history and 
warnings about where our civilizational progress 
could lead us to, we haven’t been able to agree 
on the most important questions about the 
Holocaust – what is it and why it happened – nor 
are we doing enough to preventing it from rising 
from the pillars of our civilization once again.  

There are no escaping issues around 
Holocaust representations, there is no controlling 
or erasing them, but what is possible is to strive 
to understand why they came to be in the first 
place. Striving to release some of the pressure on 

its main signifier and starting the process of 
understanding our own understanding of the 
Holocaust better. Isn’t it also possible that what 
was actually going on from the moment the first 
witness spoke, the first archive was compiled and 
the first book written, that we’ve been trying to 
communicate rather than represent Holocaust? 
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Abstract: The last two decades have been marked 
by an innovative shift in television distribution and 
reception practices as well as by the remediation 
of their audio-visual heritage in the new media 
archives. Within the European cultural and media 
space, these archives are often constituted when 
developing infrastructures of digital media 
platforms (VOD, OTT, streaming); remediating 
media texts (through digitizing, archiving and 
preservation of the audio-visual heritage); 
fostering television content interactivity 
(accessibility and visibility); and further 
influencing the European cultural diversity, 
connectivity and transnational networks. The aim 
of this paper is to navigate through the layers of 
the Yugoslav television heritage and digital 
archives constituted by the national broadcasting 
televisions in Serbia and Croatia. Our main focus 
is to explore the Yugoslav fiction series (with the 
Second World War narratives), distinctively seen 
as a remediated cultural heritage format that 
enables its viewers to have a facile interaction with 
the collective memory from the overall socialist 
past. This paper addresses the issue of 
remediation process from the analogue television 
programs into digital archives (databases, 
platforms, collections) as a bridging practice for 
the preservation of the Yugoslav television 
heritage (on-demand memory, history, 
knowledge).  
 
Index Terms: television, heritage, remediation, 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 
The evolving pan-European digital 

memory practices indicate that three decades 
after the fall of the Berlin Wall, archives from the 
Eastern European countries, unlike their western 
counterparts, have still not been fully opened or 
made accessible. At this intersection, the audio-
visual heritage of television archives also awaits 
further historical, ideological and cultural 
contextualization, as well as innovative concepts 
for making it the integral part of the common 
European future. By shifting these margins in the 
currently very dynamic field of socialist television 
memory studies, this research aims to develop an 
in-depth interest in digital transformation, i.e., 
remediation of the Yugoslav television memory 
and heritage. At the time of Yugoslavia, its 
television programs, especially serial fiction, had 
a committed audience, and to this day “the 
fondness with which viewers remember many 
socialist-era television programs” [1] remains. 
Primarily, this article focuses on television serial 
narratives in connection to the Second World War 
topics (Where the Wild Boars Go / Kuda idu divlje 
svinje, TVZG 1971; The Farm in the Small Marsh 
/ Salaš u malom ritu, TVBG 1975; More Than a 
Game / Više od igre, TVBG 1976; The Big Town 
/ Velo misto, TVZG 1980). Functioning as 
memory anchors, television series encapsulate 
the stories of Yugoslav anti-fascist past and grant 
access to them through the decades. Yugoslav 
(re)mediated history on small screens allows 
television audiences to discover the capacity of 
these series to disseminate such historical 
knowledge and anchors them to an enduring 
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point of reference existing in the collective 
memory and history. 

During the Socialist Federal Republic of 
Yugoslavia (SFRY, 1945-1991), Television 
Zagreb (TVZG, 1956-1991) and Television 
Belgrade (TVBG, 1958-1991) shared the media 
infrastructure of The Yugoslav Broadcasting 
Agency (JRT, 1958-1991) and their popular 
programs offered a mirror image of the daily lives 
in the Socialist Yugoslavia [2]. As their 
successors, after the fall of Yugoslavia, the audio-
visual collections of Croatian Radio-Television 
(HRT, 1991) and Radio Television of Serbia 
(RTS, 1991) preserved a range of archival 
formats (films, series and documentaries) as a 
source of memories for the Yugoslav culture, 
society and history. In order to enhance the level 
of understanding and engagement in the socialist 
cultural memory, their newly formed digital 
collections aim to effectively share ninety years of 
radio shows and sixty years of television 
recordings as an integral part of both the national 
and European heritage, now available to the 
general public. In digital realm, HRT and RTS 
seek to appeal to former Yugoslav audiences (in 
the region and diaspora) and maintain their 
connection with the national identity and historical 
memory. 

Transformation from the Yugoslav state 
televisions to public service broadcasters (PSB) 
was one of the most viable changes needed in 
the process of media democratization in Serbia 
and Croatia. While the process of mass 
digitization of their archival programs plays a key 
role in sharing the knowledge of the past, it also 
represents a challenge for the recontextualization 
of historical, political and social factors behind 
which these programs originated. In recent years, 
researchers in cultural and media memory 
studies became more interested in the stories of 
Yugoslavia [3], especially how the country’s 
founding narratives (brotherhood and unity, 
struggles of communists and partisans, People’s 
Liberation Fight during the Second World War) 
were depicted in diverse fictional stories, from film 
spectacles (Battle on the Neretva / Bitka na 
Neretvi, 1969; Guns of War / Uzicka Republika, 
1974) to popular television series (Outcasts / 

Otpisani , TVBG, 1974-1975; Bonfires of Kapela 
/ Kapelski kresovi, TVZG, 1975). 

Ontologically, digital record and 
remediation of archival footage relate to different 
processes in the new media archives. While 
digitization of sources touches upon the 
questions of preservation and restoration 
(technological shift from analogue to digital), 
remediation focuses on further contextualizing 
digital records into audio-visual archives [4]. The 
article demonstrates that the research on 
remediation of television series has the potential 
for broadening the scope of audio-visual heritage. 
This brings a new perspective of cultural and 
media memory studies to the foreground, where 
television series are understood as a remediated 
heritage format – the new matrix for analyzing 
audio-visual heritage in the new media archives. 
By looking at the collection of public media 
broadcasters RTS and HRT through the 
suggested memory matrix, we are drawing 
attention to the correlation between remediation 
and memory along with the issues ascribed to the 
very process of digital archiving in our region, 
which, until recently, presented only a moderate 
critical and historical contextualization of the 
Yugoslav collective memory.  

 
2. TELEVISION DIGITAL ARCHIVES: DEFINING 

CHARACTERISTICS 
 

Over the recent decades, a widespread 
digitization of archival audio-visual footage 
became “a success story in the heritage world” 
[5], while the preservation of these materials was 
standardized within digital archives. In general, 
the internet and streaming technologies 
transformed the organization of the archives, no 
longer perceived as the out-of-the-way 
repositories, but rather as hybrid 
archive/memory/digital interface configurations 
with the unique characteristic of (re)mediating 
past “into a permanent stream of visual present” 
[6]. This predominant characteristic of digital 
archives established the premise of perpetual 
access to audio-visual collections and 
significantly contributed to dissemination of 
cultural heritage connected with (trans)national 
memory and history. Shareable online and widely 
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accessible, dynamics of digital archives help us 
address the questions around the content 
visibility/interactivity and cultural connec-
tivity/networking, where the latter is understood 
as a production of on-demand 
memory/history/knowledge that goes beyond the 
present moment. Local projects for the Yugoslav 
television heritage digitization, rendered in this 
intensified networking of on-demand memory, 
are promoted as versatile links between the 
national heritage/memory/identity and the 
European cultural/media diversity. 

The digital archive apparatus, more or 
less meets the same characteristics and 
dialectics as its antecedents: inclusion/ exclusion, 
renewal/decay, contextualization/ decon-
struction, objective/subjective, memory/oblivion. 
The main point of their separation is that in 
multichannel outlets of digital archives, for the 
first time in history, the multidisciplinary fields of 
history, memory, archive visibility and media 
technology co-evolved. Consequently, the 
defining characteristics of digital archives were 
recognized through the conjunction of 
digitization, remediation, contextualization and 
memory. However, “the relationship between 
archives and memory is not given“ [7] and it 
would be wrong to assume that there is a 
straightforward connection between the Yugoslav 
collective memory and digitized collections of 
socialist televisions series, exemplified here as 
the memory anchors for the comprehensive 
account of the Yugoslav past. RTS and HRT 
digital archives with great difficulty contend to 
maintain the relationship between the collective 
memory and the digital records of these serialized 
dramas. Underpinning every new media archive, 
this characteristic determined the two bridging 
interpretation strategies for all formats of the 
cultural heritage – remediation and 
contextualization. Hence, cutting through the 
Yugoslav television heritage and remediated 
serial fiction in its nucleus, these strategies are 
used to scrutinize it, in order to exceed and 
reconcile its complex history in the post-Yugoslav 
space. 

With numerous specificities, the socialist 
television is inseparable from the European 
media history and included in a number of 

European projects that promote its preservation 
through digital tools. The standard for television 
archive remediation is the platform EUscreen, 
funded by the European Commission. It functions 
as a database of selected archival content from 
the EU member countries (dedicated to both 
researchers and the general public). The 
platform’s catalogue offers an appealing digital 
interface of the audio-visual heritage and consists 
of 60,000 titles in high quality resolution, together 
with its contextualization and metadata 
information. Their partners from the region are 
HRT and Radio-Television of Slovenia, thereby 
contributing to the circulation of Yugoslav 
television content in the EU new media 
landscape. In the same manner The European 
Cultural Heritage Strategy for the 21st Century 
emphasizes that the protection and promotion of 
the cultural heritage help build more inclusive 
societies. It recommends the need “to preserve, 
enrich, and open up our cultural heritage (...) for 
the benefit of today’s citizens and future 
generations“ [8]. As a result of its EU accession, 
Croatia implemented these European values for 
the audio-visual sector and Serbia is slowly 
approaching the recommended principles. Thus, 
the preservation of the cultural heritage in Serbia 
is proclaimed a strategic goal for the next decade 
and its approach to digitization of audio-visual 
heritage – cinematic, photographic, television, 
animation, sound and music recordings – is in a 
steady phase of effective coordination between 
the cultural stakeholders (ministries, institutions 
and experts). In an effort to systematically 
improve this field, national televisions of Croatia 
and Serbia have been playing a proactive role in 
promoting the initiatives for heritage digitization 
and making the protection of this legacy their top 
priority.  

Programs created by TV Belgrade and 
TV Zagreb during the socialist era were 
preserved in the accordance with the highest 
archiving standards in Serbia and Croatia 
respectively. Both countries established national 
sectors for digitization of audio-visual heritage 
and the associated archival documents. 
However, the legislative framework for its 
digitization on either side still needs to be 
harmonized in order to boost their capacity to 
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work efficiently in this area. The question of the 
so far analyzed relation between television, 
heritage and collective memory, becomes even 
more important when the Yugoslav television 
series are perceived as popular reruns. 
Embedded in the RTS and HRT’s regular 
broadcasting, they are recognized by the viewers 
solely as archival content disconnected from their 
historical and cultural memory context. While 
serving the public interest as heritage institutions, 
RTS and HRT are expected to safeguard the 
national history, media pluralism and open the 
dialogue about the past. In their mission as public 
service broadcasters, they invested significant 
resources in developing digital infrastructures 
and technologies aimed at increasing the open 
access to their collections. By launching digital 
platforms HRT-i (HRT- innovative, immersive, 
interactive, 2015) and RTS Planet (RTS Planeta, 
2018) – marked by an innovative shift in television 
distribution and reception practices [9] – they 
facilitated an even wider access to Yugoslav 
television series and other popular programs. A  
 

 
1. RTS program archive (from the open-access 

promotional video) 

large number of their registered users come from 
the Serbian and Croatian diaspora, and 
permanent streaming of the audio-visual heritage 
on these platforms strengthens their connection 
with the national identity and collective memory. 
Still, the criteria of the RTS and HRT’s strategic 
plans for the urgent digital conservation of 
archival recordings, do not list either their value 
or popularity, nor their scope in critical debate 
about the past, but their assessment about decay 
and distortion of their analogue carriers. 

The plan of the HRT’s Centre for 
Archives Digitization is to finish 95% of the total 
collection of TV Zagreb in the next five-year-cycle 
of digitization. Some of the already digitally 
restored television series are available in the 
catalogue of HRT-i platform, directly connected to 
the main database of HRT. Section From the 
anthology offers fifteen serial narratives made by 
TV Zagreb during the socialist Yugoslavia, four of 
which depict events and stories of the Second 
World War. Where the Wild Boars Go, The Big 
Town, Our Small Town (Naše malo misto, 1970-
1971) and Hell of a Man (Čovek i po, 1974) 
outline typified characters and situations in 
Yugoslav television war dramas: heroes of the 
resistance and partisans in action, ordinary 
people and the occupation, formation of an anti-
fascist movement, fighting with the Germans, 
sacrifices made by all Yugoslav nationalities. The 
interface of HRT-i digital platform is easy to 
navigate, there are no options for users’ 
commentary and only a limited number of series 
has been subtitled so far. Its aesthetic (with 
dominant blue, red and white colors) matches the 
national flag of Croatia and makes the platform 
appear solid and reliable. The browsing design 
lists the series by titles and posters (or 
associative images from collective Yugoslav 
memory). Upon selecting the series for 
streaming, individual episodes are segmented  
and displayed in a window in the lower part of the 
screen, surrounded by a short description and the 
data about its creators.  
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2. HRT-i digital interface configuration –  
the television series Where the Wild Boars Go (open-access) 

 

 

 
 

3. Digitally restored television series The Farm  
in the Small Marsh (from the open-access promotional video) 

 
The digitization of RTS’s audio-visual 

archive began in 2017 with the aim to preserve 
approximately 200,000 hours of television  

 
program, 60,000 hours of audio recordings and 
45 million meters of film footage. Symbolically, 
RTS Digitization Centre opened during the 60th 
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anniversary of TV Belgrade/RTS and is located in 
the same building where the first television 
broadcasting in Yugoslavia began six decades 
ago. Their proclaimed priorities for the content 
digitization are the decay prevention, easy 
sourcing of programming (reruns), content 
promotion of the RTS Planet Digital Platform, 
digitization of exclusive footage (owned only by 
RTS) and the commercial sale of archival 
materials. According to the data about the range 
of the so far digitized television series – received 
exclusively for the purposes of this paper from the 
deputy Director of RTS Digitization Centre Milo’s 
Stojakovic – there are 83 (fully or partially) saved 
series, which were produced by TV 
Belgrade/RTS during the period between 1958 
and 1995. Until the end of 2020, 43 fiction series 
have been transferred from analogue to digital 
copies, twelve of which are about the World War 
Two. With expertise and up-to-date technologies 
(hardware and software), sixteen series have 
been fully digitally restored, i.e., remastered in 
HD/high definition from the original film carriers 
and analogue tapes. Working committedly on 
digitally addressing the film grain, noise and 
damages, as well as renewing the vivid colors 
and high-quality sound, made the survival and 
preservation of Yugoslav television series 
possible.  

After the completion of the digitization 
process, The Farm in the Small Marsh and More 
Than a Game premiered on the main channel of 
the Radio Television of Serbia (RTS1) and were 
frequently repeated on its specialized digital 
channel (RTS3). Since Yugoslav serial fiction 
falls in the category of unresolved copyright 
issues their accessibility on RTS Planet was 
postponed until the legislative framework for 
redistribution via new media platforms was 
resolved by Serbian laws. In a weekly primetime 
slot Digitized Classic of Cultural Heritage, RTS 
promotes their archival content along with the 
most important national films, digitized through 
the project VIP Yugoslav Cinematheque. 
However, the scheduling of their digital format 
premiers was neither followed by special 
programs or roundtable discussions that would 
critically contextualize them, nor did the viewers 
gain knowledge about aspects of their 

remediation (transfer from the traditional into a 
new cultural heritage format in digital archives). 
The conventional and linear connections about 
the knowledge of the past, guaranteed in the 
traditional archives, were interrupted in the digital 
repositories and usually presented as non-linear 
and decontextualized. Therefore, while the 
heritage institutions and archivists often deal with 
the legal and technical characteristics of 
preservation, historians or cultural and media 
researchers were compelled to focus on 
remediation and contextualization as the principal 
interpretation strategies of the digitized cultural 
heritage in new media archives. 
 
3. SOCIALIST TELEVISION SERIES AS REMEDIATED 

HERITAGE FORMAT OF YUGOSLAV MEMORY 
 

After the Second World War, the SFRY, 
a country of 23 million people, six socialist 
republics, two autonomous provinces, six nations 
and around 26 nationalities (ethnic groups), 
adopted the idea of the brotherhood and unity. In 
this context, its official perceptions of the war 
easily hid the uncomfortable truths, inconsistently 
coming to terms with complex responsibilities of 
different nations and republics [10]. The selected 
stories for feature films and television series 
pointed to the country’s anti-fascist past, central 
to the project of constructing the unified Yugoslav 
identity. The fall of the SFRY – rise of nationalism, 
strengthening of right-wing organizations and 
growing historical revisionism concerning the 
Second World War – showed a different cycle of 
collective remembrance as traumatic memories 
awaiting the long-anticipated epilogues [11]. 
Currently, there is a twofold inclination to 
research the stories of Yugoslavia. For a Yugo-
nostalgist, that was the era of unity and 
prosperity, and for the others it was the time of 
communist oppression that tuned to forbidden 
and repressed truths. The full scope of these 
questions demands further critical debates in the 
post-Yugoslav space, while the analysis of the 
Yugoslav television heritage as memory anchor 
that narrates these stories may help us 
understand the ambivalent socialist past.  

From big to small screens, Yugoslavs 
and other Eastern European nations watched the 
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perpetuated representations of the ruling 
communist myths, embracing them as the 
collective memory narratives [12]. In these 
countries, creation of entertainment networks 
was state supported (film and TV studios, 
festivals and cinemas, schools and media 
journals) and built on the idea to easily engage 
and unify viewers’ experiences and memories. 
The most popular topics of the war television 
serials were aligned in the Polish Four Tankmen 
and a Dog (Czterej pancerni i pies, 1966–1970), 
the Soviet Seventeen Moments of Spring 
(Semnadtsat’ mgnovenii vesny, 1973) as well as 
the Yugoslav Partisans (Partizani, 1974), Song 
(Pesma, 1975) and The Eighth Offensive (Osma 
ofanziva, 1979). In captivating forms of action 
series or film spectacles about the Second World 
War, every Yugoslav republic produced its own 
story (Landing on Drvar / Desant na Drvar, Avala 
film Serbia, 1963; Macedonian Part of Inferno / 
Makedonski deo pakla, Vardar film Macedonia, 
1971; Walter Defends Sarajevo / Valter brani 
Sarajevo, Bosnia film Bosnia and Herzegovina, 
1972; The Peaks of Zelengora / Vrhovi 
Zelengore, Jadran film Croatia, 1976; Boško 
Buha / Boško Buha, Viba film Slovenia, 1978; 13th 
July / 13. jul, Zeta film Montenegro, 1982).  

Created by TV Belgrade and directed by 
Branko Bauer, television series The Farm in the 
Small Marsh takes place in a Serbian village and 
focuses on a group of children. The beginning of 
the war and the German occupation interrupts the 
boys’ childhood, assigning them an active part in 
the partisan movement. Through their fellowship, 
courage, and wisdom, the series reflects the idea 
that there are no small roles in war and revolution. 
Simultaneously, it grants the audience positive 
recognition of their contemporary role in creating 
the prosperous Yugoslav state. Directed by 
Zdravko Šotra as TV Belgrade’s historical 
program, More Than a Game follows the rise of 
the anti-fascist movement parallel with workers’ 
activism in Serbia before the Second World War. 
At the center of the series are the rival sport clubs 
playing football in a Serbian provincial town. 
When the war begins, their confrontations in the 
football court are replaced with resistance and 
revolutionary actions, therefore confirming the 
Yugoslav narrative typology also found in other 

cultural forms. 
In studios of TV Zagreb, Joakim 

Marušić directed fourteen episodes of The Big 
Town, three of which chronicle the World War 
Two authentic events in Split, a picturesque 
Dalmatian town. Similar to More Than a Game, 
the series depicts the passion of ordinary citizens 
to cheer the local football team Outlaw (Hajduk). 
The history of this football club, yet again, 
metaphorically reveals the narrative thread 
leading to the history of Yugoslavia. Since the 
audience preferred watching entertainment to 
history programs in their homes, intertwined sport 
and war themes in the two serialized dramas 
were an educative, popular and successful 
narrative resolution. In The Big Town, the Italian 
and German occupation of costal Croatia, arrests 
of communists and the bombing of Split are 
resolved when the partisans victoriously enter the 
city. As such, this celebration marks the future of 
Yugoslav progress. 

 The typical storyline that the end of the 
war and creation of Yugoslavia brings better life 
and times of freedom and justice is challenged in 
Ivan Hetrich’s Where the Wild Boars Go. The 
1943 war drama portrays two smuggling groups 
in Zagreb that under the auspices of war operate 
in self-interest. In a mixture of crime genre, war 
spectacle, western poetics and cinematic 
expressions of Yugoslav black wave, partisans 
and war tensions are merely the visual backdrop. 
In a convincing and refined manner, the series 
lacks the strong Yugoslav iconographic symbols 
present in all other television series, crucial for 
the televised Yugoslav history and the shaping of 
its collective memory. Where the Wild Boars Go 
brought the visual style and social criticism of the 
Yugoslav black wave – seen previously in the war 
films Three (Tri, 1965), The Dream (San, 1966) 
and The Ambush (Zaseda, 1969) – thus creating 
innovative story of Yugoslavia that departed from 
the habitual ones. Followed by this controversy, it 
was broadcast only once on TV Zagreb. 
Afterwards, due to its critical acclaim, it was 
among the first digitally restored programs by the 
HRT’s Centre for Archives Digitization. In the 
years that followed the dissolution of Yugoslavia, 
it was among the initial Croatian series aired in 
Serbia as part of the common Yugoslav television 
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heritage and cultural memory. 
Television series are one of the most 

emblematic and popular formats of entertainment 
globally, while in Yugoslavia – along with feature 
films, documentaries, radio shows and film 
newsreels – they were recognized for their 
capacity to disseminate historical knowledge. 
The production boom of serialized programs in 
Yugoslavia was carefully formulated to follow the 
canons of daily life of socialism, as well as to 
commemorate the Second World War. These 
relations produced memory narratives with the 
intention to inscribe them into “collective visions 
of the past” [13]. Today’s audience, born in 
Yugoslavia, accept them as vivid memories, 
while the post-Yugoslav generations rarely 
recognize them arguing that “the concept of 
collective memory rests upon the assumption that 
every social group develops a memory of its past; 
a memory that emphasizes its uniqueness and 
allows it to preserve its self-image and pass it on 
to future generations” [14].  

Following the global trend, RTS and HRT 
use their archival programs for frequent reruns. 
Nonetheless, without contextualization within 
political and media system of the time of their 
production, digitally restored series with tailor-
made stories for Yugoslav myth development, 
are destined simply to be archival programs 
embedded in the daily television schedules of 
national broadcasters in Serbia and Croatia. 
Media, memory and heritage scholars have 
recently initiated the contextual research of the 
television series, in order to examine them as 
memory anchors for recalling collective Yugoslav 
memory and history. Indeed, as the interest for 
serial narratives and their constant popularity 
points out, there is deep rootedness of television 
series from the socialist era in the post-Yugoslav 
personal and collective identity.  

Recognized as memory anchors, 
Yugoslav television series should not merely be 
a remediated heritage format in new media 
archives. Likewise, their potential for meaningful 
encounter with the past, as well as with the 
present and the future, should be fully grasped. 
The countries of the Eastern bloc (East Germany, 
Poland or Czech Republic) during the period of 
social and political transition opened the post-

communist polemics that helped these societies 
come to terms with the past. In contrast, the 
absence of these processes in Serbia and 
Croatia was the consequence of nationalistic 
conflicts and economic decline in the nineties. 
With their archival projects and open-access 
digital platforms, RTS and HRT presently strive to 
renew regional cohesion and stability, as well as 
to exchange of knowledge and information. To 
that end, it should be noted that both public 
broadcasters still have an undefined stand about 
their role during the Yugoslav conflicts, the time 
when they were instrumentalized for the 
nationalistic propaganda, frequently based on the 
revision of the Second World War. Therefore, the 
study of Yugoslav serialized narratives as a 
cultural heritage format has to take into account 
“double indemnity“. Firstly, the narration of the 
Second World War stories that transpired from 
common socialist typology, and secondly, 
indications of their ambivalence and nationalistic 
appropriation during the nineties.  

Consequently, researchers were 
prompted to more thoroughly examine program 
characteristics of the Yugoslav television heritage 
in the context of its mass digitization. 
Remediation from traditional into digital media 
format shifts archival programs – such as serial 
fiction in connection to the Second World War 
narratives – into new regime of memory 
practices, accordingly mapping out and 
identifying remediation as the bridging practice 
for their interpretation. Thus, “television series 
became important means of learning about the 
past and contributed to shaping historical 
awareness and collective memory“ [15]. This new 
matrix for audio-visual heritage analysis 
confirmed television series to be remediated 
heritage format of equal importance as other 
types of cultural heritage. However, in order to be 
able to examine what makes Yugoslav serial 
fiction a symbolic remediated format of cultural 
memory, it is necessary to scrutinize the entire 60 
years of RTS and HRT’s production. From the 
present standpoint of historical revisionism and 
collective oblivion, and without an in-depth 
contextualization, Yugoslav television heritage is 
still marked by this paradoxical question: What is 
the future of the Yugoslav televised past? 
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4. CONCLUSION 
 
 In this paper, digital archives of RTS and 

HRT were investigated as a source of memories 
and their epistemic impact and value were 
analyzed within the post-Yugoslav space. The 
focus of the analysis was digital transformation 
and preservation of the Yugoslav television 
series and the mode in which this process 
resulted in creation of their remediated heritage 
format. Moreover, remediated serial fiction is also 
understood as a memory anchor to the 
comprehensive narrative of the socialist past. 
Assigning Yugoslav television series to the other 
categories of cultural heritage, offers a new 
perspective on memory studies. It is a new 
analytical approach to the complex relations of 
the media, heritage, archives and culture with 
memory, history and identity. The research of the 
digital collections of public service broadcasters 
in Serbia and Croatia, together with the other 
projects for digitization of cultural heritage in the 
region, de facto represents an important source 
of memory and knowledge about this period.  
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Abstract: Recent scholarship on the Non-Aligned 
Movement (NAM) stresses its significance to the 
historical memory and cultural identity of 
Yugoslavs and citizens of other NAM member 
states. Much of what comprises the NAM 
“archive,” however comes from the Museum of 
Yugoslavia and Archive of Yugoslavia, and 
includes images of Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito 
with heads of state, Tito’s speeches while abroad, 
and the fruits of Yugoslav international 
collaborations and outreach all which reinforce the 
archive as a relationship between “knowledge and 
power” (Friedrich, 140, 2018). The NAM was much 
more than these official manifestations, however. 
It became foundational to the identity of NAM 
member states and remains a memorialization of 
the Yugoslav “ideal family” [6] of constituent 
Yugoslav ethnicities and “colorful” brothers, or 
citizens of NAM member states (Vlahović, 16-17, 
1961). Despite the lack of official discoverable 
items related to the movement, memories of the 
movement persist in stories, images, and 
experiences of individuals who participated or 
believed in the might of it. The question is, 
however, how to formalize that archive and what 
can it contribute to knowledge production? 
“Digitizing a Personal Archive of the Non-Aligned 
Movement” examines what a digitized 
transnational personal archive of the NAM might 
include and how such a format may prove more 
“elastic” (Manhoff, 18) in the musealization of not 
just the official, but the personal, and reinfuse the 
significance of the socialist citizen to the 
movement. Without those images, stories, and 
experiences, the archive of NAM remains 
incomplete. 
 
Index Terms: Non-Aligned Movement (NAM), 
socialism, Josip Broz Tito, Yugoslavia, 
Digitalization. 
 

This article was inspired by a photo in a social 
media post. This picture could have been taken 
in so many different places, but it was taken on 
the coast of Yugoslavia at the height of the NAM. 
It has rich symbolism both because of the context  
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of the photo and the coded history that it 
embodies. In the photo are two individuals who 
would code as “white,” the Yugoslavs, and one 
individual who would code as “Black” an 
international student completing his studies in 
Yugoslavia The image is striking in a number of 
ways: firstly, because the contrast in skin color, 
which, in turn, connects them to different origins, 
histories, and legacies, secondly because the 
photo is black and white, which ties the images to 
a bygone era as well as creates great contrast 
between what is “Black” and what is white in the 
photo, including the individuals. Another related 
photo was shared at a conference I attended 
recently of Cuban children receiving medical 
services from Yugoslav doctors who had traveled 
a long way to treat them. What impressed upon 
me were not so much the visibility of race in that 
image as much as the visible connections forged 
among the Cuban children and the Yugoslav 
doctors treating them. There are other photos that 
I have seen that show the interconnectedness of 
Yugoslavs and their Non-Aligned Movement 
brothers, sometimes sisters, working together, 
enjoying themselves, and just passing the time. 
Some formal and stages, such as the one above, 
others light and matter of fact serving simply to 
document friendship and camaraderie, such as 
the first. What strikes most about all of the photos 
is the joy projected from the subjects and their 
inclusivity.  

I have only seen a few of these types outside 
of official literature but know that others must 
exist, scattered around the world, in photo 
albums, in people’s closets along with other 
reminders of a past that hold the keys to their 
family histories and the global history of 
Yugoslavia and the Non-Aligned Movement. 
These images have become more than simply 
projections of a bygone era. They carry with them 
the lightness of the time, but also the burdens of 
the past that stripped the pleasantries of these 
photos away, rendering them also artefacts of 
history. They tell the story of Yugoslav 
internationalism, Non-Alignment, and provide 
visual proof of the strength of the movement by 
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positioning Black and brown bodies alongside 
their white Yugoslav counterparts as signs of 
enduring global friendships and parity among 
them as a manifestation of the “ideal family” [6] 
which, in this case, extends the reach of Yugoslav 
family employing internationalism to illustrate the 
interconnectivity of citizens of NAM member and 
observer nations rendering it transnational, 
inclusive, and seemingly borderless.  
 

 

Photo taken from Foreign Students in Yugoslavia, 
Jože Vlahović, 1961 

Each of these photos comes with the 
memories that the individuals in the photos have 
or had, and each photo tells a story—even 
without description or specific commentary. 
These stories are an important part of Yugoslav 
history because they represent the lived 
experiences of the people who came to set the 
terms of and expression of Yugoslav identity. 
What could the Yugoslav project have been 
without individuals to embody it and articulate the 
components of Yugoslav life? It is difficult to find 
these images of inclusivity collectively to tell the 
story of the Non-Aligned movement as 
represented by people because it is not a part of 
what we might consider an official archive. The 
stories behind the images remain, but they are 
excluded from the primary narrative, particularly 
as it is defined by the Non-Aligned Movement. 
They memories persist among a memory 
narrative, but not the images. However, if the 
story of socialism is as much the story of the 
worker as it is its leaders, and the NAM and 
Yugoslav histories are historically intertwined, 
then the histories that are formed about it remain 
incomplete without contributions of the 

individuals who lived through and experienced 
the movements. These images of the NAM exist, 
but are scattered throughout the world among 
people’s personal affects. These personal 
archives are incredibly important because they 
tell the story of those for whom the NAM was 
imagined and articulated as fundamental to the 
identity of their country of residence. While I focus 
here on former Yugoslavia, there is a place for all 
member and observe nations to tell the story of 
the impact and significance of the NAM in their 
countries and cultures, but this story can only be 
told from the point of view of those who lived 
through it, and images go a long way to tell those 
stories. Their images and stories can fill in the 
silences inherent to an archive. 

In the program for the 2016 conference 
“Nesvrstani Muzej or A Museum of the Non-
Aligned," there were a few questions posed about 
what the nature of a Non-Aligned museum might 
be and what would be important to consider in 
any proposed musealization or formalized 
memorialization of the movement. Specifically, 
they ask “are the inherited collections the only 
heritage of the Non-Aligned Movement to be 
musealized today, or can other institutions too 
think beyond the obvious?” [13] In this short 
piece, I explore the possibility of creating a 
contribution-based digital archive to tell the story 
of the personal, lived experiences of the NAM and 
Yugoslav internationalism. To that end, this piece 
explores the need for such an archive, how it 
might function, and whom it might serve. While 
the focus is primarily on Yugoslavia, my goal is to 
incorporate nations and images from beyond the 
movement’s European context. 
 

The Non-Aligned Movement 
 

The Non-Aligned Movement has recently 
become a subject of inquiry for many scholars in 
various disciplines. Some examples include 
Architecture [6], Art History [16], History [1] [12] 
[18], Museum Studies [13], International 
Relations [3] [15] [18] and Sociology [14]. These 
works include important interventions in the 
interrogation of what the movement 
encompassed and what it represented in 
Yugoslav frames, but also among the populations 
beyond Yugoslavia. Other works explore the 
experiences of students [2] [7] the image of Tito 
as stateman in NAM ally countries [17], the 
significance of Yugoslav alignment with nations 
defined by Black and Brown people and its 
resonance to race in the region [1], whiteness and 
the actual and symbolic meaning of solidarity and 
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its limits between Yugoslavia and NAM nations 
[15], and another examination of whiteness as 
unwanted but an inevitable aspect of Yugoslav 
interaction in the Global South (termed “third 
world” at the time) [13]. While this list is not 
exhaustive, it offers a representation of the trends 
in scholarship written about NAM. As a 
supplement to this literature, I focus here on the 
personal to reincorporate these perspectives 
back into the narrative of NAM, however, not so 
much as a subject of inquiry, but as a facet of an 
archive as well as to offer some context and 
explanation of the reemergence of NAM in Serbia 
[3], help situate the individual in the history of the 
NAM, as well as provide relevant historical 
contexts for the generations for whom the NAM is 
bound to a historical period that is not well known.  

This disconnect can come as no surprise as 
there is generally a lack of knowledge about 
Yugoslavia and even Socialism among younger 
generations as the children’s book Life During 
Socialism 1945-1980 written by Radina Vučetić 
illustrates. I would further advance that this is also 
in part because of the fact that the movement 
existed outside of the dominant, and accepted, 
narrative of Blocism which was deeply woven into 
the political narrative and relationship of “the 
West” to “the East.” The logic of anti-Blocism, 
which was at the foundation of the NAM, did not 
fit into the prevailing logic and established 
bifurcation of functioning geopolitical 
organizations and alignments advanced during 
the Cold War period. As such, Yugoslavia and the 
role of the NAM to its external message and 
image of self that was projected outward was met 
with skepticism, but tolerance because it 
functioned as a wedge between East and West in 
Europe and between capitalism and Soviet-styled 
communism. However, the broader narrative that 
remains of that period is one of bifurcation, in 
which there is no place for the NAM. There is no 
need to rediscover or reengage with these two 
systems because they provided the logic 
undergirding world organization during the period 
of the Cold War, and arguably even beyond as 
globalization and neoliberal policies were the 
result of the fall of communism and adoption of 
western norms. The questions of Soviet-backed 
communist systems have also regularly been 
addressed and analyzed from its height, demise, 
and even its remnants that exist into the current 
period. The role of the NAM, however, was 
relegated to fringe and outside of broader 
discussions of Central and Southeast Europe, 
hence the need for reevaluation and rearticulation 
through new frames.  

Despite its resurgence of the NAM as a 
subject of intellectual inquiry, what exists in the 
official Yugoslav archive about the NAM is buried 
in various government documents including 
advertisements for jobs abroad, government 
correspondence and reports [15], and 
international student complaints lodged against 
official bodies because of ill treatment and what 
was deemed as unfair circumstances during their 
time in Yugoslavia [2] [7] among other 
documents. Locating the individual in the NAM, 
however, is a challenge because that archive 
exists, but not in any official repository. It is 
diffuse and intentionally kept out of sight because 
of its nature.  
 
The Archive, Yugoslav Memory Construction 

and the Digital Archive 
 

An archive is traditionally a physical space, 
primarily manifest in a building, to display the 
historical ambitions of the state bridging 
knowledge and power [4] and “archives” are 
bound to the connection between the building and 
the documents that it contains [8]. However, the 
ability for archives to serve this purpose is 
dependent directly on the possibility for 
individuals to access and effectively use them 
(Friedrich, 140). Without individuals using these 
archives and “activating” their contents, archives 
simply perform symbolic functions: the building 
stands in all its grandeur, and the documents 
have minimal meaning or utility. With access to 
these archives, individuals are able to understand 
and construct information about the official state 
apparatuses that created and maintained state 
power. The archive thus “serves a validation 
function because it a tactile universe because the 
document can be touched, a visual universe 
because it can be seen, a cognitive universe 
because it can be read and decoded. [8] 
“However, it is fundamentally exclusionary 
because it privileges certain documents over 
others and is an exercise in discrimination as 
what exists outside it is deemed of little value and 
irrelevant to the story that the nation [8]. Given 
this conceptualization and construction, the state 
archive reinforces the powerlessness, and 
arguably even the irrelevance, of the individual, 
but what is a state without its people? 

Individuals are fundamental to the functioning 
and identity of the state, particularly in a socialist 
state that defines itself in reference to the role of 
its citizens and their engagement with its 
mechanics. In Yugoslavia, the centering of the 
citizen to the nation and the significance of the 
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worker to various facets of Yugoslav identity, as 
participants in self-management and individuals 
embodying socialist principles, reflects the need 
to reintegrate the individual as fundamental to the 
functioning of the state and therefore 
fundamental to the archive in some meaningful 
way. Given the nature of a traditional archive, 
however, it would be a challenge to situate the 
individual within it. Of course, the story-telling that 
emerges from archival work evokes the citizens 
of the state, but without directly engaging them. 
As such, it is necessary to look to other means to 
reinsert the individual back into the story of the 
state, which can be archived through digital 
means. 

Contemporarily, archival practices have 
moved beyond the physical building and its 
contents and in doing so present the possibility of 
constructing more democratic archives in 
practice and scope. One example of a personal 
archive that has emerged as omnipresent are 
people’s individual pages on social networking 
sites (SNSs). The practices of posting and 
commenting on events, thoughts, and images 
stemming from our lives have become daily 
practice and exist in such a way that we do not 
even think of them as anything but commonplace. 
However, as Garde-Hansen notes, it is a new 
form of archive in that it draws together “memory 
practices” of the everyday [5]. Contents of this 
archive are highly selective and personal such 
that this form of memory practicing prioritizes 
memory over history [5]. It also centers 
individuals and their memories over official state 
expression of these ideas. Clearly SNSs are a 
symptom of a need: for identity, for memory, for 
stories, and for connectedness [5]. There are 
many questions to be raised about the 
construction of memories and various points of 
view that emerge as different people tell the same 
story, especially by way of divergent images and 
commentary. In these constructions, there is 
something intrinsically subjective about it, but no 
more so than what is official in the archive. SNS 
provide a unique opportunity to collect content for 
a Collective Personal Non-Aligned archive, from 
individuals interested in contributing and telling 
the stories of the worlds that the photos inhabit. 
In fact, considering that such a site is where the 
inspiration for this article stems, it is vital to 
recognize that it is among the content of SNS that 
such an archive already exists, simply that it is as 
pieces of a patchwork quilt rather than a collective 
whole.  
 
 

Musealization and the Archive  
of the Non-Alignment Triangle in Belgrade 

 
A somewhat official archive of the NAM can be 

constructed, in part, by the contents of three sites 
of Yugoslav cultural heritage: The Yugoslav 
Archive, The Museum of the History of 
Yugoslavia, and The Museum of African Art. All 
three buildings are within walking distance of one 
another and illustrate a symbolic nod to power 
given their proximity as well as their location in 
Dedinje, an affluent suburb of Belgrade where 
Tito had his home in Belgrade, which is now on 
the grounds of the Museum of Yugoslav History.  

The Museum of the History of Yugoslavia and 
the House of Flowers tell a great story about the 
significance of Yugoslavia in that they are 
symbols that held significance during the 
existence of Yugoslavia. The places are on the 
same property and serve similar functions. 
However, the focus and goals of the institutions 
have varied greatly over time. The Museum has 
always existed as a museum just with a different 
focus at different points in time 
(https://www.muzej-jugoslavije.org), whereas 
The House of Flowers was once a residence, but 
is now Tito’s mausoleum and serves to preserve 
his memory and his outsized role in Yugoslavia 
and abroad. The museum itself now serves as a 
museum not just to Yugoslavia at its height but 
memorializes the transition from Yugoslavia into 
independent states following the Yugoslav 
conflicts of the 1990s. Also relevant is that the 
museum houses Tito’s own personal film 
screening room, which was so important to the 
creation and propagation of Yugoslav film as a 
facet that established post-WWII Yugoslav visual 
culture. Finally, the website of the museum 
contains Tito’s personal images of his time 
abroad as a digital visual archive in its own right 
(http://foto.mij.rs). There is much that can be said 
about these images, their utility, and how we may 
interpret them. In fact, this subject was taken up 
in the exhibit “Tito u Africi: Slika Solidarnosti”/Tito 
in Africa: A Picture of Solidarity and analyzed in a 
book/catalogue of the same name that debuted 
at the Museum of Yugoslav History in 2016. The 
exhibit has traveled to the US and UK, illustrating 
the power of the exhibit’s contents. These images 
exist in part because of the importance of Tito to 
Yugoslavia as well as Yugoslavia to the 
movement of the NAM. Similar images of every-
day Yugoslavs with friends, colleagues, and 
partners gained through connections to or from 
NAM would be imbue such an archive with even 
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richer significance, illustrating the possibility of 
egalitarian representation.  
 

 

African artefacts in The House of Flowers 

The Yugoslav Archive is a 14-minute leisurely 
walk, through the adjoining parks Hajd Park and 
Topičiderska Zveda, to the Yugoslav Museum. 
The building that currently houses the Yugoslav 
Archive was proposed in 1922. It includes the 
structure, the documents and well-manicured 
grounds that suggest its importance and its 
contents. Construction of the building began in 
1930-1933 (http://www.arhivyu.gov.rs/active 
/en/home/glavna_navigacija/o_arhivu/zgrada_ar
hiva/istorijat_zgrade.html). Prior to becoming the 
Yugoslav archive in 1969, the building served as 
different schools over the years for traditional 
students and then for military cadets and political 
leaders. As the building was originally 
constructed to be a school, and became an 
archive, it is possible to see a through line from 
its creation as a space as a center of knowledge 
to its current existence as an archive, manifesting 
as an outgrowth of power and education, 
particularly in securing the notion of the nation, 
two basic principles of the archive. 

While the Yugoslav Archive has some fonds 
online, the bulk of the archive remains physical 
and requires that anyone interested in learning 
about or gaining knowledge from its contents 
travel to Belgrade. This lack of digitization 
challenges the possibility of those outside of 
Serbia to access and therefore “activate,” its 
contents, rendering much lost and excluded from 
NAM. Even if it were activated, much of the 
content of Yugoslav Archive is official and 
generally lacks even what could be considered 
personal, albeit still official, nature of the 
collections in the Museum of Yugoslavia 
complex. While we know that behind the official 
documents, catalogues, correspondence, job 
postings abroad, and other such media, it is 

difficult to see beyond the state and its institutions 
to filter down to the individual, rendering her 
experience exempt, and seemingly irrelevant, to 
this official archive.  

The Museum of African Art has an interesting 
history that is tied to Yugoslavia’s role in the NAM 
and the Yugoslav citizens and their presence in 
NAM member countries. The contents of the 
museum come, in part, from the collection of 
Zdravko Pečar who spent a great deal of time in 
African nations as a journalist and diplomat 
(http://mau.rs/en/history.html). Because of the 
great amount of time he spent in seven different 
African countries, he was able to create important 
relationships. The museum displays material 
culture in a manner similar to the Museum of 
Yugoslav History, but the contents are from 
elsewhere and are simultaneously a testament to 
the reach of Yugoslavia and a musealization of 
the NAM. As a physical space of the Nonaligned 
Archive, many of the objects in and outside of the 
building attest to a prior time when Yugoslavia 
had very close relationships with the countries 
who supplied the museum with its contents. That 
relationship is on display as one walks both into 
and away from the museum as the external 
structures speak to places quite distant from 
Yugoslavia. A further expression of this are the 
nearby embassies in the region that were early 
Non-Aligned members, including Malaysia 
(1970), Egypt (1961), and Morocco (1961). 
 
Memory, Archivization, Contents and Its Uses  
 

Memory is integral to any history, and the 
memory practices that construct it tell both 
unofficial and official stories. The archive serves 
the function of safeguarding what is deemed 
official memory, but our contemporary reality 
requires much more. This is particularly the case 
for a country that no longer exists. The story of 
Yugoslavia connects its former constituent 
nations and its citizens as well as the citizens and 
histories of the nations of those former republics 
and the countries that became independent 
following the conflicts of the 1990s. The histories 
of the NAM and Yugoslavia are interconnected, 
and aside from the official musealization present 
in the three institutions noted above, there is a 
lack of history and memorialization of this 
interconnectedness. A digitized personal archive 
presents the possibility of an extension of these 
official spaces to connect not just the former 
Yugoslav nations to the movement, but also the 
other nations throughout the world who were 
integral to the movement’s founding, its success, 
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and global reach. It is important to stress the 
interconnectedness of these countries and the 
NAM as not to reproduce the racialized global 
politics of the movement that arguably positioned 
Yugoslav whiteness as superior to the Blackness 
and brownness of the NAM member states of the 
Global South not so much by way of practice, 
thought, or deed, but by global constructions of 
superiority reflective of one’s corresponding 
racial categories positioning individuals to the 
elevated global category of “white” or what is 
understood as a lowered global category of 
“Black” [9].  

Given that there are these three physical 
spaces that serve as a memory archive to 
Yugoslavia and its relation to the Non-Alignment, 
there is already an established point from which 
to begin. However, these spaces represent an 
official archive, representative primarily of the 
state and its leaders—the inflexible archive that 
centers power, the apparatuses of the state and, 
in the case of Yugoslavia, Tito. That is to say that 
the individual is primarily extracted from these 
institutions, but there can be no state without the 
individual—they are inextricably linked and must 
be recognized as such. In the case of former 
communist states, their archives provide a 
demystifying function and can offer insight into 
the ways that their societies functioned, which 
were often secretive or outside of common view 
[10]. Although the contents of the Yugoslav 
archive were not shrouded in as much mystery, 
they must be connected to the individual as she 
is not central to it. While it is possible to see the 
gifts given to Tito or Pečar during their travels and 
know that there was an interpersonal element, 
the story attached to the items must be decoded 
to unpack their meaning. Similarly, it is possible 
to know that individuals were the ones who filled 
the many jobs in NAM countries to promote the 
growth of their infrastructure and programs. 
However, whoever he was is absent. Decoding 
never happens without a context. In recognizing 
the complicated frames of the images, it is 
important to understand the transnational 
context(s) in which we can incorporate, view, and 
learn from any images that may be included 
beyond what already exists.  

As such, this proposed digitized archive is 
imagined as a crowd sourced space primarily 
consisting of contributor-based images, personal 
anecdotes, and stories from citizens of Non-
Aligned member and observer nations in the 
language of the contributor and English, not to 
reinforce current geopolitical hierarchies, but to 
be of use to a broad audience. These artefacts 

will connect personal stories of citizens of former 
and current NAM member and observer countries 
who are around the world. It is important that the 
project be collaborative to construct an archive of 
the NAM that is geographically, racially, and 
culturally diverse as all those facets were and 
remain important aspects of the movement. It is 
only through reconstructing the NAM in this way 
that the story will be representative and neither 
overgeneralize nor oversimplify the movement. In 
that regard, the contents of such an archive must 
broadly encompass various time periods 
significant to the movement. Through the 
inclusion of various images, videos, and 
accompanying stories from the past and present, 
a through line of interconnectedness can be 
proven. Given that the movement and its reach 
was broad, any attempt to capture its significance 
must incorporate the people. A project of this 
nature can help to tell the story of the movement 
that was long outside the canonical teaching of 
Cold War Blocism as well as recenter the citizens 
of the nations whose identities were intrinsically 
linked to the interconnectedness of the 
movement, its people, and its ideological 
underpinnings.  
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Abstract: The digital turn made a huge impact 

both in the theory and the practice of cultural work, 
and it will develop further, since the pandemic 
showed that for many reasons and aspects, cultural 
organizations and managers will be adapting and 
re-focusing even more their work through digital 
means. This research aims to explore the impact of 
a digital turn on museum practices during the 
COVID-19 crisis in Serbia; it shows how and to what 
extent the digitalization of institutional memories 
and practices during the pandemic, rely on 
institutions managers. Their role is crucial, since 
their awareness regarding the potential and value of 
digital collections will influence how institutional 
cultural capital will be presented and saved for the 
future. Furthermore, new reality caused by 
pandemic opened the horizons of ethics and 
aesthetics of solidarity, care and hospitality within 
museum institutions. The memories and stories that 
previously found a platform of expression only 
within civil society cultural counter-public projects 
started to be produced in public institutions; 
museums offered spaces and permanent 
collections for individual (audience & artists) 
narratives, for co-creation of exhibitions in virtual 
spaces, for introducing private emotion and 
“intimacy” in a narrative of collective memory. 

 
Index Terms: institutional memory, digital turn, 

museum practices, cultural management, COVID-19 
pandemic, solidarity  

 
1. INTRODUCTION 

 
 “We are currently witnessing an exponential 

growth of cultural heritage throughout the 
digital ecosphere, reaching us from beyond the 
traditional restraints of space or time. This 
explosion of digital cultural assets may be seen 
as a perplexing cacophony, but once organized 
into intuitive datasets, and machine readable, 
they may serve to enrich our lives wherever we 
may be - even directly into the palm of our  
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hand. This discussion turns circulation of 
objects in the digital ecosphere of cultural 
heritage, from top down management of 
cultural heritage to the Galleries, Libraries, 
Archives and to the Museums (GLAM) 
community's custodianship of cultural 
heritage. These collections (…) are now 
evolving into compelling visualization 
platforms that enable the sharing of cultural 
heritage in the public sphere in novel ways, 
such as augmented and virtual reality, and 
new kinds of immersive, embodied 
experiences.” (Hazan 2018).  

 
The COVID-19 crisis revealed the extent to which 
digital cultural archives and digital collections 
within cultural institutions and in institutional 
systems of culture are important. The institutions 
with policies regarding digital memory and archive 
practices were among the first to offer their 
primary products to audiences via different 
platforms like YouTube, Instagram, and 
Facebook. 
 
GLAM institutions are increasingly opening digital 
realms, but some of them, like the Museum of 
Women’s History in Stockholm exist only in a 
digital realm, as the digital environment is much 
more suitable for all issues that cannot rely on 
much funding, or for institutions that have to 
compile objects that are already in other GLAM 
institutions.  
 
Basing our reflections on previous research 
(Dragićević Šešić and Stefanović 2013; 2017a; 
2017b), we will continue to insist, together with 
Wessel and Moulds (2008), that developing a 
common language and terminology would be 
important and beneficial for a cross-disciplinary 
dialogue. 
 
Consequently, we will apply the key terms of 
cultural memory studies within organizational 
memory studies (Casey 1997; Casey and Olivera 
2011.), cultural policy and management. 
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The digital embodiment of institutional memory is 
a relatively recent process, as it mostly concerned 
the archiving of art works that cultural institutions 
had produced and, eventually, cultural products 
(i.e. research reports, books, analysis), but rarely 
encompassed individual and collective memories 
(oral history results). The key thesis of this text is 
that the digitalization of institutional memory 
depends on the present leadership of cultural 
institution, of awareness of its importance for the 
present identity of the institution, and of its 
capacity to envisage the possible use of digitalized 
memories in cultural institutional practices.  
 
This study will focus on museums in Serbia. 
Through semi-structured interviews and narrative 
analysis of programs, we will gather data about 
organizational memory policies and types of 
digitalization of institutional memory and analyze 
its use in the contemporary cultural realm during 
the period of the pandemic. Our research 
questions are: what are the models of production 
and narratives during the pandemic; what is the 
rationale for digitalization of institutional cultural 
capital; what is the impact or role of a specific 
leader with regard to the process of decision-
making during the crisis; and to what extent 
digitalization policies will be adapted or redefined 
after the COVID-19 crisis. The interviews were 
held in June and July 2020, with directors of the 
following institutions: Matica Srpska Gallery, 
Museum of Yugoslavia, Šabac City Museum. 
 
Neither theory nor cultural management practice 
are offering us lots of tools, as organization 
theorists have underestimated the historicity of 
memory, its associative character, and social-
psychological constitution (Feldman 2006: 861), 
while organizational memory and archiving are the 
most neglected areas of work of any cultural 
manager, even in GLAM cultural institutions that 
belong to the heritage and memory field.  Mostly, 
archiving is still done in “paper” form, while only 
recently in “digital” form, usually when it concerns 
the content of their primary work – i.e. exhibitions 
and guided tours. Thus, cultural products 
inevitably became part of institutional memory, but 
audiovisual tools are rarely used in organizational 
history, only for important collective events: 
moments of glory and anniversaries.  

 
Thus, we can agree that “organizational 
remembering is a collective, historically and 
culturally situated practice” (Feldman 2006: 861). 
For that reason, it was important to see  
how this very specific period of the pandemic 
would be documented and its memory preserved 
in museums in Serbia. In the last 30 years of 
social, economic and political turbulence, 
including wars, air strikes, street riots, economic 
inflation of extreme proportions, institutional 
political battles and protests, cultural embargoes, 
etc., the impact on the life of cultural institutions 

has been large. However, within institutional 
memory the artefacts, stories, photographs, or 
video recordings that relate to those events and 
situations have not been systematically preserved 
(i.e. tickets with the highest printed price during 
inflation are not part of memory artefacts). It 
seems that institutions do not want to memorialize 
and recall troubled times. Politics of oblivion are 
strongly developed when trauma or a conflictual, 
dissonant past is concerned (Dragićević Šešić, 
Stefanović 2017b), while COVID-19 pandemic is a 
new type of trauma. 

  
2. BETWEEN ART AND QUARANTINE – 

MUSEUM STORY – DIGITAL TURN? 
 
Digitalisation has already been on the agenda of 
the Ministry of Culture and Information and the 
Government of Serbia for ten years. Museums and 
libraries were at the forefront of these actions, as 
they had both inner motivation and governmental 
attention and support, and were willing to use 
digitalized artefacts in the promotion of Serbian 
culture and identity around the world. Thus, most 
of the museums in Serbia (especially those with 
the status of “national museum”) have important 
parts of their collections already digitalized and 
archived (National Museum, Museum of 
Contemporary Arts), and some parts of the 
collections have been offered to virtual audiences, 
such as the famous photography collection of the 
Museum of Yugoslavia.i But it is rarely the case 
that some important moments of institutional 
memory are digitalized and archived. On the other 
side, the museum in Šabac, as a City Museum, 
does not have a digital archive (neither of museum 
objects, nor for exhibitions, lectures, etc.). So, the 
task of this empirical research was to analyze 
structures (content) of digital archives and the 
practice and policies of its use during the recent 
crisis caused by the global pandemic, and to 
explore eventual changes in the policies of 
digitalization of content and institutional memory 
preservation.  
 
However, it is only the Museum of Yugoslavia that 
has an explicit policy and strategy of digitalization 
(2020 -2024), while in other museums it is an ad 
hoc activity, depending on the availability of 
project funding (curators formulate projects and 
ask for additional money, thus, only projects that 
get extra funding are realized). This is the reason 
that digitalization of organizational memory is not 
yet on the agenda of cultural institutions (as such 
an endeavor is not seen as a priority by donors). 
The fear generated by the pandemic, and 
especially the lockdown that followed, demanded 
new solutions and new approaches in daily work. 
Museums started first with “safe ideas”: Matica 
Srpska Gallery offered direct streaming for their 
traditional “Friday lecture at 7”, two Fridays in a 
row. However, audience interest was not great – 
and anyway, the lockdown prevented more public 
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lectures. The lockdown made all museums close, 
but most of them immediately tried to find activities 
that could replace those that were forbidden. 
Museums wanted to offer the most precious 
museum artefacts that were already digitalized, 
with or without a proper narrative for exhibiting on 
social networks. Thus, the Šabac museum created 
an action: Online Museum - Because culture 
should not be on hold!; each week offering a story 
about one museum object on Instagram and 
Facebook. First, it was six key artefacts from the 
permanent exhibition (belonging to the six 
collections), and in the second serial they 
presented six unknown artefacts from the archive 
with completely new narratives. 
 
The Museum of Yugoslavia already developed a 
rich production of digital content; thus, they only 
had to promote existing materials, and to upload 
new digital content that was ready (books, 
monographs, etc.). The Museum used a calendar 
of events to promote specific content, 
anniversaries like the 6th of April (the 
bombardment of Belgrade in 1941), the 3rd of May 
– 40 years after Tito`s Death, the 9th of Mayii – 
Liberty Day, or Europe Dayiii, the 25th of May – the 
“day of Youth” and Tito`s birthday, a day of 
traditional celebrations at the Museum of 
Yugoslavia, etc. The most important new project 
during the pandemic was #YUDOM. Cultivating a 
participatory approach, the Museum of Yugoslavia 
invited audience members from the region to find 
Yugoslav heritage (furniture, cutlery, electronics, 
toys) in their homes, to try their hand at curatorial 
work and be part of the team that realized the 
virtual exhibition #YUDOM. The project was done 
during the state of emergency, and more than a 
thousand participants from all over the region 
contributed to it (a selection was presented in the 
publication)iv. 
 
In Novi Sad, the Matica Srpska Gallery 
immediately installed virtual “tours” of their 
permanent exhibition, and two special exhibitions: 
European phenomena in the collection of Matica 
Srpska Gallery, done in the context of the 
European Year of Cultural Heritage 2018, and an 
exhibition of Đura Jakšić from 2019 – thus, the 
program comprised one exhibition with an 
international character and one with a national 
thematic. In addition, every day they published 
online one art work from the Gallery collection 
(“100 art works of Matica Srpska Gallery”), and 
invited the audience to take a photo of themselves 
inspired by those paintings. That coincided with 
the Getty museum challenge, that they 
immediately joined, involving first their own staff, 
to energize and motivate audiences. The museum 
director and curators were the first to present their 
photos on Facebook and Instagram. 
 
„After the museum (Getty) shared some examples 
of this art challenge with its own staff, Twitter users 

began replying to the Getty with their artistic 
recreations. Some used their pets as stand-ins for 
the human subjects in art history, and everyone 
had to get creative about how they saw everyday 
items.v” 
 
The same happened at Matica Srpska Gallery. 
According to the words of the director, “we wanted 
to stimulate our audiences to have a closer look at 
art works, to try to reinterpret them, to introduce a 
humor in their approach, as in those difficult 
moments, we all needed humor in our lives…” 
Museums around world followed – and this action 
gave more international visibility to all involved. 
Participating museums were required to follow the 
rules introduced by the Gettyvi 
 
“Welcome everyone, please read this before 
posting! (…) All posts must now contain both the 
original art and your recreation, or they will be 
removed. Feel free to continue to submit 
suggestions for the sub via [META] posts, in the 
comments section here, or by messaging the mod 
team directly!” 

 
 
Museum challenge: Uroš Predić – Artist`s daughter & Tijana 
Palkovljević Bugarski, director of the Matica Srpska Gallery 
 
In the same way Matica Srpska Gallery invited its 
audiences, including school teachers and 
university professors who joined the action. They 
were motivated because during the lockdown they 
were looking for ways to make their online lectures 
and distant learning tools more interesting and 
challenging, especially for a teenage generation. 
The rhythm of the action was varying – it started 
well, reached quite high point, and then “silence”; 
when later schools and university departments 
joined, the action reached another peak, and then 
again it motivated a new wave of individuals to 
join. However, after a month the action faded. It 
seemed that the momentum had passed and 
audiences had seen too many similar things. A 
saturation of this interactive participative project 
happened.  
 
This action involved many museums around the 
worldvii, as it perfectly fit this “prosumer” character 
of the contemporary user; but also, it fit the 
program concepts and desires of “digital 
engagement” for museums often accused of being 
“from the XIX century”. It enabled a referring to a 
network, as expressed in the statement below 
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(museums wanted to show that they belong to the 
world community of museums”): 
 

“We’ve issued a creative challenge for you: 
to do the #betweenartandquarantine art 
recreation with MAM’s collection, inspired by 
our fellow art museums 
@gettymuseum and Rijksmuseum.” 

 
Thus, in spite of the lockdown, the first narrative 
from the quarantine is already visible: “we are the 
world” – we, museums in Serbia, are part of the 
larger network, in the large professional scene. It 
was the same with audiences – by participating in 
this action audiences felt like they were part of the 
world (although not able to travel). Having 
experience with travel embargoes (the Belgrade 
airport was closed for international flights in the 
early part of 1990s, and then during the NATO 
bombardment in spring 1999), the Serbian 
population again wanted to find a way to declare 
that “we are part of the world”, and these museum 
actions served the purpose. 
 
Although the practice of digitalization exists, a 
“policy” and strategy of digitalization does not 
(except in the Museum of Yugoslavia), as is the 
case with other important issues (a policy of 
purchasing art works, an educational and 
mediation policy, etc.). Thus, the selection of 
content for digitalization is usually done in an ad 
hoc manner, depending on the circumstances, 
necessities, or energy and leadership of the 
project author, or the collection curator and his/her 
interest in digitalization.  
 
Responses mostly underlined that it depends on 
the quality of inherited funds and their conditions 
(assessment of endangerment), but that the value 
of the concrete fund should be more important, its 
originality, its relevance for the general mission of 
the museum. Thus, sometimes certain funds can 
be digitized and “presented in its entirety, without 
selection by the curator. This is served by virtual 
databases for the presentation of photo archives, 
as well as the cultural heritage database in which 
objects are presented in the order of their 
processing and entry into the central database of 
museum documentation” (Museum of 
Yugoslavia). In most of the cases it is a selection 
of key artefacts:100 art works of Gallery Matica 
Srpska; Šabac Museum has given the chance to 
each curator of the six collections to choose key 
artefacts, but often it is linked to a strategic topic, 
as a way to follow a few special activities, such as 
marking certain anniversaries or reviews of current 
events. New projects, such as webinars on 
different subjects, were not organized much in 
Serbia, but curators, cultural operators, 
researchers and experts have participated in 
several ResiliArt debates (organized within and 
outside the country).  

3. PARTICIPATORY WORK WITH AUDIENCES 

AND CONTEMPORARY ARTISTS  
 

During the pandemic most of the artist 
associations and art collectives criticized public 
institutions for focusing on themselves, for closing, 
and for not supporting freelance artists and arts. In 
our sample, institutions have developed different 
attitudes and suggested or accepted numerous 
projects initiated from outside. Collaboration with 
NGOs is a standard practice for both the Museum 
of Yugoslavia and the Matica Srpska Gallery. 
Thus, when one art collective offered an art work 
as a present, Matica Srpska went outside of the 
Museum with this new art acquisition, received 
from the Slovenian art group “New collectivism”. 
Their poster New World Order (98 × 68 cm) 
inspired by the COVID-19 crises, was created on 
March 25th, 2020, and follows one line of their 
artistic work, which critically discusses context 
using the “design of dissent” as the key art form. 
The design of dissent demands public space for 
its representation, thus, the Gallery used this as 
an opportunity, organizing a presentation at 
several different places in the city of Novi Sad. 
Through this project the Gallery again participated 
in an initiative that could be considered a 
cosmopolitan one – at the same time the work was 
exhibited in New York, Moscow, Rome, Beijing, 
London, Berlin, and Banja Luka. 

 

New Collectivism – New World Order, May 2020 
(courtesy Matica Srpska Gallery). 

 
In the case of the Museum of Yugoslavia, a few of 
exhibitions that went online, and even those that 
“stayed” within the Museum, were created by 
NGOs (such as Project Yugoslavia, developed by 
the NGO KIOSK). New complex artistic projects 
also joined: the art collective Karkatag, 
symbolically, on May 25th, the former Youth Day, 
began the realization of the artistic work n(ex)t 
y(o)u/new revisionism, which was presented in 
several stages. The first part of the work consisted 
of the Next You campaign, within which a 
competition was announced for the conceptual 
design of the Next You Relay of Youth of the New 
Generation. The next stage brought the first of 
three planned interactive digital “machines”: 
Slogan Master 7. Using this “machine” the 
audience, inspired with given photos from the 
Yugoslav period, could create contemporary 
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slogans. Combining old socialist slogans with 
actual hashtags, the visitors created new content 
– new memes, suitable for further internet 
“cruising”. This is one example of the interactivity 
that involves more than just a search for creativity, 
humor, irony, and different possible approaches to 
Yugoslav heritage and contemporary popular 
digital culture norms and standards. 
Increasing audience participation during the 
lockdown was a new challenge for Serbian 
museums. Different examples of projects in the 
digital (but also physical) realm that included 
artists but also audiences that expressed an 
interest in participating were implemented. Some 
of them were created with the idea to activate 
citizens who found themselves locked within their 
homes; some were more ambitious, wanting to 
contribute to ongoing critical “debates”, while the 
general intention was to support a feeling of 
“loyalty”, a sharing of identity, belonging to a 
certain community. In all cases it worked perfectly, 
whether it was initially related to city/Serbian 
identity (Šabac), larger Yugoslav (lost) identity 
(Museum of Yugoslavia), or, like the case of the 
Gallery of Matica Srpska, a global cosmopolitan  
 
 

 
Humor and the culture of care: Jovan Soldatović – 

sculpture of the artist Milan Konjović with added mask 
(courtesy Matica Srpska Gallery). 

identity, audiences met the proposed 
“challenges”, and at least for some time found an 
enormous pleasure in “sharing” values and ideas 
in different spheres of the digital realm. 
 
“Yugonostalgia” might be seen as an idea that 
worked perfectly, as it already had a “community” 
that regularly gathered around Museum of 
Yugoslavia projects. The results of the #YUDOM 
project are a good indicator of that, as well as the 
Šabac museum project linked to their online 
museum with the slogan: “Stories from the 
museum – heritage that speaks”viii. Inviting 

audiences to look at, read and comment, they 
were most responsive when the artefact was a 
part of the collective (Yugoslav) memory.  
 

 
 

The kinderlada jug, 1980ies, was the most popular 
item of Šabac museum virtual exhibition on social 

networks. The museum got this object in 2014, as a 
part of the collection of a private donor. Kinderlada 

(“our” nutela was produced in Podravka, most famous 
Croatian factory). The jug was created in the Zaječar 
porcelain factory in Serbia, factory that do not exist 

anymore, as “kinderlada” also stopped to be produced 
in 1995, as already whole market was conquered by 

original nutela (Ferrero company, Italy). 
 
The “kinderlada” jug, a Podravka (Croatia) 
product, received a lot of “Yugonostalgic 
reactions”. However, most of the Facebook 
comments were from the cultural community 
(museum curators from Belgrade, theatre people, 
 

 
One artifact of the #YUDOM project  

of Museum of Yugoslavia 
 
etc.). It seems that narrative that followed picture 
depicted well nostalgic sentiments of “once upon 
a time greatness”, when Yugoslav customers 
preferred domestic products over foreign brands.  
 
On Instagram, used by younger audiences, posts 
received a lot of views but less verbal reactions. 
Still, the Šabac museum had to find a response 
how to activate local communities to participate. 
 
The data about audience ‘participation’ differs – it 
seems the more a museum expects, the more it 
gets! Two ambitious projects like the Museum 
challenge! and #YUDOM inspired audiences to 
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choose, to reflect, to create, to narrate and to 
upload content. Those projects that only invited 
audiences to follow (like virtual guided tours) or to 
search, vertically and horizontally, for new data, 
had their “moments”, but after a month the number 
of visits to those kinds of informational and 
educational tools returned to “normal” (pre-
Covid19 period). It seems that throughout the 
world museum exploration tools and virtual tours 
had their peak immediately at the beginning of 
lockdown:  “for a few days in March, 2020, the 
world focused its attention on virtual museum 
tours (...) And then, just as quickly, the attention 
disappeared and museums were left in what might 
be the greatest struggle for short-term relevancy 
they have ever faced” (Alexis 2020). 
 

4. INSTITUTIONAL MEMORY – WHAT ARE 

COVID-19 NARRATIVES? 
 
Collective memory is based on individual stories 
and their narration. For institutional memory to be 
created, it would be of extreme importance to 
“digitalize” and “archive” individual and collective 
memories, curated (choosing narratives) to 
become (official) semantic memory and part of the 
cultural capital – not only of the museum itself but 
of the larger cultural community. Thus, the digital 
turn had its impact not only on memory studies, 
but even more on memory practices – both those 
related to the “public work”, to cultural offerings 
and content that institutions are producing, and to 
those inner works that keep institutional memory 
alive for its own organizational culture, and then 
for the public memory of the community. The key 
questions that we were interested in were related 
to the issue of how to interpret and contextualize 
this period? What narratives will cultural 
institutions choose to become key narratives of 
interpretation?  Will the period of COVID-19 be 
described as the “new normality”, a period of a 
“creative capacity”, or a crisis period that provoked 
institutional trauma?  
 
In spite of the fact that all those memories will 
necessarily relate to the COVID-19 chronotope 
(Bakhtin 1981), it must also relate to the main 
institutional memory narratives, to secure the 
continuity and identity of the institution, but at the 
same time to bring individual and collective 
experiences of this period to the forefront, to have 
the chance to consequently and adequately 
choose specific, memorable narratives that will 
upgrade the identity and profile of the institution.  

As memory depends on the concepts, logic and 
reflections of a majority of the staff, and, 
particularly, of the willing (desirable) identity of the 
organization, all of that would impose a certain 
way of selection regarding what is put in real and 
virtual storage, in an archive or in an exhibition or 
just a presentation. That is why we try to explore  
 

how and by whom artefacts and narratives are 
selected and presented in formal institutional 
memory, from projects to other types of events, 
including traumatic ones, through anecdotes, 
stories, photos, and depending on the position of 
senior leadership (more implicit than explicit) 
towards politics of memory or politics of oblivion.  
 
It seems that the institutional memory narrative will 
depend mostly on the experiences and sentiments 
of cultural managers, museum curators, and 
artistic directors, and their involvement in the work 
during the crisis. But, all those that were engaged 
in preparing and communicating new digital 
content, those that had to work for the first time 
with digitally-mediated audiences, they often had 
mixed feelings; feelings of pride for being original 
and innovative, creative in the use of new media 
platforms in communicating with audiences, but 
also the feeling of a deficiency, a lack of direct 
contact. Thus, a desire for immediate, person-to-
person communication, which exploded in the first 
days of re-establishing work in the physical space, 
might overshadow the previous “digital 
successes”. As Tijana Palkovljević, director of the 
Matica Srpska Gallery said: “It was difficult to know 
who was missing each other more: us missing the 
audiences, or the audiences missing us? This 
need to return to normality as soon as possible 
has been widely expressed in the Gallery; they 
have a huge space of 4,000 m2, which makes 
employees and visitors feel safe.  
 
A narrative of “creative capacity”, innovation in 
crisis, self-organisation, unexpected success, 
linked to cosmopolitan feelings – that we are doing 
the same things that the best in the world are doing 
at this moment (Getty challenge) – might seem to 
remain in institutional memory. This narrative 
might dominate and silence the possible 
narratives of the institution as the victim (narrative 
of betrayal) that were present in the media and in 
public debate, but only partially in our sample:ix 
“without special aid from the public budget, we 
were unable to work”; “our founder was not 
interested in helping us”; or, “culture was not high 
on the agenda of this society”, etc. These 
“victimization” narratives predominated in the 
public debates in Serbia in so-called opposition 
media (see: www.culturalpolicies.net) 
 
The narrative of a new audience should also be 
considered: “the first lecture when we re-opened 
the Gallery attracted 50 visitors, although normally 
it is about 20 (in regular audience). Thus, it was 
confirmation that our work during the COVID-19 
crisis had an impact”. Similar words were spoken 
by Nela Tonković, that social networks had 
brought new audiences – but due to a lack of 
transmedia literacy (communication with the 
audience is outsourced), this narrative will have 
difficulties in becoming part of the collective 
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institutional memory (as it is not part of the 
individual experience of curators). 
 
The Museum of Yugoslavia feels its specificity as 
the “unwanted museum” of the present political 
and cultural elites, a museum of a dissonant, 
conflictual past. Thus, “its turbulent history 
imposes on all of us the necessity to preserve 
memory of events that created and shaped the 
institution”. Every guided tour starts with an 
explanation of the context in which the institution 
was created, and furthermore the story 
emphasizes all changes in society that led to the 
formation of the museum in its present form. 
Museum employees came in at different historical 
moments, when the institution was called 
Memorial center Josip Broz Tito, or Museum of the 
Revolution of Yugoslav nations and ethnic 
minorities. All these past experiences and 
memories are well structured and embodied in a 
present Museum narrative through constant 
intergenerational curatorial dialogue. The process 
of development of a new permanent exhibition is 
thought as an experiment based on self-reflection, 
including discussions on differences between 
institutional history and contemporary (different) 
expectations of the museum.  
 
For institutions without a digital archive, the 
COVID-19 crisis was a traumatic period, as 
museums felt they could not fulfil their role (as the 
audience was not allowed in a physical space) and 
each employee was alone at home, without the 
possibility to share and discuss work with 
colleagues. Even more, they had to produce new 
content in a short period of time and be able to 
offer it on social networks. Thus, this period might 
remain in the collective memory as a traumatic 
period – organizational trauma (Dragićević Šešić 
and Stefanović 2017b) – but also as a period of 
increased capacities, reinforcing the conviction 
that something could be done in spite of the lack 
of public support. As Nela Tonković, director of the 
Šabac city museum said: “It will be remembered 
as a period of increased institutional creativity in 
developing links with our audiences, but also as a 
period of betrayal, with public authorities failing 
cultural institutions and the cultural sector as such. 
The authorities have not realized that the cultural 
sector has shown greater solidarity and 
involvement, and had offered much more than 
expected in this situation”. 
 
The large dissatisfaction of cultural operators 
working in the public sector throughout Serbia 
represents the biggest challenge for each new 
director that comes in the organization.  This can 
be solved only with an innovative approach by the 
manager, one that is capable to fundraise outside 
the public sector in Serbia (to attract European 
projects, etc.), thus finding a way to increase the 
income, but also to help the continuous 
professional education that unfortunately is 

completely lacking as a system in Serbia (no 
funds, and no free days for that), to open space for 
initiatives and creativity. Digital learning tools and 
innovative work in the digital realm might be a 
partial response to that, as well as an initiative to 
use digital tools for the best individual stories 
about the history of the institution (the I am the 
Museum! project for Sarajevo National Museum), 
or, during the COVID-19 crises, to select and 
digitalize the best stories from the audiences 
(responses from social networks, participative 
projects, etc.). 
 
What do all of these stories testify to regarding 
ethics of care and solidarity practices in moments 
of crisis? 
 
As the Ministry of Culture and Information of the 
Republic of Serbia and Belgrade city secretariat 
for culture seemed to be very inactive during these 
times, offering no instructions, consultancy, 
training, or any kind of help, cultural institutions 
“obeyed” general regulations that were imposed 
for the public sector (work from home for a full 
salary). There were no attempts from the Ministry 
to maintain communication, except the weekly 
distribution of masks and gloves for “national” 
institutions only (even that was done without 
thinking that the gas to travel from Novi Sad to pick 
it up cost more than the materialsx). The most 
important message came on Tuesday, the 21st of 
April, that museums should restart their work on 
Wednesday the 22nd of April, without any precise 
clarification. A few Museums opened immediately, 
like Matica Srpska Galleryxi; a few started the 
following week, using extra days to prepare for the 
audience to come (to check climatization, hygiene 
measures, etc.). It seems that this period was not 
used by the Ministry or networks of cultural 
institutions to develop discussions about future 
policies, (common) practices and developmental 
strategies.xii “All instructions given by the Ministry 
were poorly constructed and mainly focused on 
prevention of the spread of the Corona virus 
(closing the museum, reopening the museum with 
special requirements). There was no management 
input or any elements for a new strategy that 
would help cultural institutions to function during 
this turbulent period” (quote from an interview). 
 
One “project” that the Ministry of culture initiated 
was the “Digital solidarity” platform, a webpage 
(https://www.digitalnasolidarnost.gov.rs/#digitalna
solidarnost) with the intention of collecting and 
gathering all information about different cultural 
products that have been accessible for free – from 
books, movies, music, theatre plays, etc. 
However, the technical and visual experience for 
most of the links offered is non-inspiring. It seems 
a further investment in the digitalization of cultural 
products in order to make them attractive needs to 
be developed as a substitute for the excitement of 
live experience. 
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These actions during the Covid-19 crisis had been 
implemented by medium-management staff 
supported by directors, while top curators and 
technical staff (guards, cleaners, technicians) 
have been at home, not engaged with online work. 
Of course, it differed from institution to institution – 
in smaller ones there is not that much staff to make 
such divisions. Thus, in Šabac six curators of six 
collections were the key “collegium”, as was the 
case with the Museum of Yugoslavia. 
 
In this atmosphere of “isolation” the State Crisis 
Committee, composed of medical experts and 
politicians, was the only one to give statements 
and instructions – the same instructions for all 
types of institutions, through press conferences 
directly transmitted on television. Thus, museums 
had to look at each other. As Tijana Palkovljević 
said, “When we saw that the Museum of 
Yugoslavia had offered all of their books and 
printed materials on the web, we decided to do the 
same.” While strategies for “content” and 
“methods of work” were not suggested by the 
responsible authorities, there was also silence 
regarding security and safety measures, which are 
certainly differing across cultural institutions. Even 
by the end of the summer, 2020, there were no 
clear statements regarding the future cultural 
season (the Ministry of Education made their 
recommendations only for educational 
institutions). 
 

5. CONCLUSIONS 
 
Working in the digital realm was a new concept for 
public cultural institutions. It demanded a 
revalorization of their digital collections that in 
most cases have been created sporadically. In 
addition, those digital collections are not part of 
collective organizational memory yet, neither of 
work ethics and culture, but again in most cases 
just an additional or side job of the youngest 
employees. Digital collections related to traumatic 
events and the culture of dissent, are not part of 
public museum collections (Dragićević Šešić; 
Nießer 2018.)  Digitalization as part of a 
developmental strategy, although widely 
discussed and supported by specific 
governmental (public) funds, has not yet been 
integrated within cultures of public institutions, and 
specifically it did not belong to policies of 
organizational memory. Organizational memory 
and forgetting in the cultural sphere, as well as the 
decision to work or not in the digital realm, 
depended on: a) contextual influences – very 
visible during the pandemic, both for positive 
incentives but also for negative ones, as a lack of 
cultural policy incentives is seen as a lack of 
support for cultural workers; b) organizational 
leadership – their understanding of the importance 
and meaning of a step beyond the digital sphere, 
but also of “cosmopolitanism”; and c) the quality of 

artistic and cultural products and results that 
institutions wished to offer to the larger world.  
During the pandemic, cultural institutions that 
entered into the digital ecosphere created a new 
dynamic of local and global relations; they entered 
into a new “geopolitics of emotions” (Moïsi 2009) 
and international relations. Cultural institutions 
from the Southeast European region, belonging 
mostly to a culture of humiliation, at least 
temporarily, during the COVID-19 crisis, accepted 
a culture of hope. Overnight, they proudly entered 
the global scene and felt like they were an 
important part of it. It should be considered that 
cultural institutions in Serbia, like museums, are 
mostly “local”, even when they are officially of 
national importance (having programs only in their 
buildings in the capital city, rarely having touring or 
traveling exhibitions). At the same time, as Serbia 
is not a touristic country, they do not have a lot of 
audience from abroad (most of the audience is of 
the former Yugoslavia). Consequently, with an 
exception of the Museum of Yugoslavia, 
communication in English and systemic 
presentation of work in the English language was 
missing. It was the pandemic, and the entry into a 
digital realm, that exposed this issue, and then 
followed the decision of Matica Srpska Gallery to 
make all of their future work bilingual. Thus, the 
“Digital turn” was visible not only in memory 
practice but in all forms of content production and 
mediation work, as they started to see the digital 
realm as part of their “natural space”. 
Finally, the following research question was 
posed: to what extent have public museums as 
institutions accepted an ethics and aesthetics of 
hospitality, care and solidarity? It is clear that the 
ethics of cultural work, perceiving culture as a 
public value, and activity in public interest, is a 
predominant feeling in public cultural institutions. 
That was the reason why nearly all museums in 
Serbia, without the suggestion of cultural policy 
decision-makers, without being asked (or 
ordered), have kept and sometimes even 
intensified their work during the pandemic, offering 
as much as they could from the digital archives.xiii   
Leadership tried to base decisions on an ethics of 
solidarity – with employees (trying to understand 
who would be the most endangered for coming to 
the workplace; who belongs to risky groups; who 
has different family obligations, etc.), then with 
contractual artists, and finally with the larger 
community where they belong, together with their 
colleagues and their audiences. 
 
Obviously, these sorts of solidarity actions can be 
found to a larger extent within civil society, but it 
was significant that one of the artistic groups, such 
as Karkatag, came to the Museum of Yugoslavia 
for their new action. The group is known for its 
ethics and culture of solidarity: for years they were 
offering their services to everyone, not only to 
artists and NGOs, in the form of “Free Fridays”,  
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when everybody can visit and work using their 
tools and machines for metal, wood, etc. This 
culture of solidarity was developed on the NGO 
scene of cultural “counterpublic” since the 1990s, 
when independent cultural centers such as Rex or 
CZKD offered their spaces (Dragićević Šešić 
2013) to numerous art collectives and groups that 
were prevented from using public spaces 
(censorship, black lists, etc.).  
 
Now, the pandemic has contributed more to the 
development of a culture of care – through 
participative projects, like those that were planned 
in the Šabac city museum: a new type of “guided 
tour” – My Museum, my heritage, my future – 
allowing museum audience members to be guides 
for others, to re-tell and upgrade museum 
narratives with their personal stories and family 
memories (intimate city history); an exhibition 
about the “Zorka” factory, which will involve former 
factory workers as co-creators of program content, 
and later as “guides”. Unfortunately, the Museum 
does not have the capacity to start developing 
these projects now, in the digital realm, and 
instead they are waiting for official permission to 
develop work with their audiences. As the 
Museum director said: “With those two projects we 
will start to “fulfil” the cultural rights of our citizens 
– the right to have their personal story told in “their” 
museum, together with a big national narrative.” 
 
This enquiry into the possible shape of cultural 
work and an aesthetics of care (Thompson 2018), 
drawn from the experiences of looking after others 
during this COVID-19 crisis, has shown multiple 
possibilities. The mix of different contextual and 
professional (sometimes even personal) 
circumstances orients our explorations towards 
concerns with the ethics and aesthetics of 
caring for others, and how these relationships 
might provide a productive orientation for work in 
the field of public institutions that usually are far 
away from community-based work. An ethics of 
care (developed within feminism) argues that the 
relations that emerge in many arts projects can be 
understood as forms of affective solidarity and 
mutual support that should be a strong 
counterweight to the exclusions and disregard in a 
neoliberal, careless society, where cultural 
institutions are forced to be “sustainable” 
producers of multiple services. At the same time 
an aesthetics of care, proposing an artistic 
practice that prioritizes relationality and 
interdependency, contradicts its banalization on 
an aesthetics of suffering, trauma, loss and crisis 
– like psycho-social art work in world troubled 
areas (Syria, Lebanon, Turkey). As an adaption of 
feminist care ethics, an aesthetics of care 
(Thompson 2018) seeks to locate a community-
based art practice in the connections made 
between participants and within artistic (or 
museum content) processes. It is an aesthetics 
focusing on mutuality and attentiveness - not on 

individual capacity or skill, proposing an aesthetics 
that attends to care as a source of politics 
aiming to make lives more equitable and fulfilled. 
  
While originating in Thompson’s work, when he 
faced situations of violent conflicts, it eventually 
turned toward acts of affective solidarity rather 
than a frequently individualized attention to 
suffering and loss. Thus, the newest project from 
Gallery Matica Srpska, The room for indulging in 
art, belongs to this ethics and aesthetics of care, 
as it was conceptualized for the individualized 
gathering of an art work and an audience member 
in a specifically created atmosphere of light, sound 
and space. Although it might seem that the 
audience member is passive in this case, in a 
project by the Karkatag group with the Museum of 
Yugoslavia audience members are expected to 
create a new piece. In this latter case the accent 
is on the active audience approach, in a 
production of an “intangible” yet specific 
experience. This also refers to the ethics and 
aesthetics of hospitality (Derrida, Dufourmantelle 
2000), as during the COVID-19 crisis hospitality 
was only allowed in the virtual realm, while now it 
seems that special needs have been created to 
use institutional space as a space of hospitality 
and comfort. 
 
In this time of populist political communication, the 
discourse of hospitality is losing to its opposite, 
the discourse of hostility – but a new politics of 
welcoming in cultural institutions, in both the real 
and digital space, began to be developed 
(although for some public sector cultural 
institutions Derrida’s other notion: hostipitality, 
was very applicable). However, during the 
pandemic, all three aspects that are involved in a 
ritual of hospitality – an action of welcome, an 
attitude of openness from oneself toward another, 
and a principle of disinterestedness – were 
present in institutional policies and behaviours in 
both virtual and real spaces. 
 
In conclusion, cultural organizations’ memory 
policies and practices changed recently, mostly 
led by the “digital turn”, but also inspired by the 
COVID-19 crisis that demanded physical 
distancing, thus raising numerous ethical issues. 
This situation imposed new solutions not only in 
the use of technology, but in ways to deal with 
(whose) memories – it opened new horizons of 
ethics and aesthetics of solidarity, care and 
hospitality within cultural institutions. The 
memories and stories that previously found a 
platform of expression only within civil society 
cultural counterpublic projects started to be 
produced in public institutions; museums offered 
spaces and permanent collections for individual 
narratives, for co-creation of exhibitions in virtual 
spaces, for introducing private emotion and 
“intimacy” in a narrative of collective memory. This 
would not be possible without curators and leaders 
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open to initiatives coming from both inside and 
outside of the institutions, ready to accept the 
immanent digital turn with advancements in 
technology and a new generation of audiences. 
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Abstract: Using the theoretical concept of 
liminality (Turner, Fischer-Lichte, Jovićević) and 
considering both theatre itself and theatre festivals 
to be events (Willmar Sauter, Henri 
Schoenmakers), this paper aims to prove that 
online theatre festival can be understood as meta-
festivals, since moving them to the digital 
surrounding emphasizes their self-referential 
nature. After a brief theoretical introduction 
considering the encounter of theatre and digital 
media, we analyze FIST - International Student 
Theatre Festival (2020) using the case study 
method, in order to examine the potential 
advantages and disadvantages of online theatre 
festivals. By presenting and explaining their 
specifics, we show that festivals in the digital 
environment should not be thought of as a 
surrogate or an extension of live events, but as an 
authentic cultural practice of meta-festivals, which 
provides a whole new space for critical thinking 
and public debate. 
 

Index Terms: online festival, event, meta-festival, 
liminality, theatre, FIST, discussion. 

1. THEATRE AS A LIVE EVENT 

 N his concept of theatre as event, Willmar 
Sauter claims that „theatre always materializes 

in the form of an event“, which is, in his words, „in 
strict opposition to theatre as a ’work of art’, 
something which is produced, distributed, 
consumed, etc. “In my eyes, theatre manifests 
itself as an event which includes both the 
presentation of actions and the reactions of the 
spectators, who are present at the very moment 
of the creation (emphasis added). Together the 
actions and reactions constitute the theatrical 
event“. [1] Like Sauter, German theoretician Erika 
Fischer-Lichte finds the quintessence of 
performances in the relationship between the 
performer and the audience – the exchange of 
energy which she defines as autopoietic 
feedback loop. Without bodily co-presence, which 
Fischer-Lichte sees as the prerequisite of 
performance, we cannot talk about performances 
at all, regardless of them being cultural or artistic. 
[2] Autopoietic feedback loop, according to this 
theatrologist, brings the viewer into the liminal 
state. [3] In another book, Fischer-Lichte  
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irrevocably says, “mediatized performance 
invalidates the feedback loop”. [4] Both 
theoreticians contend that liveness is an inherent 
characteristic of theatre performance. The 
concepts of liminality and theatre event(ness) will 
instruct our further understanding of theatre 
festivals. 
  
We also stress out Hans-Thies Lehmann’s [5] 
point of view, where he states that theatre must 
insist on what makes it authentic in the 
contemporary moment, as well as on what makes 
it distinctive in relation to the non-materiality of 
new media and technology.  
 

Theatre, by contrast, is especially distinguished 
by the ‘materiality of communication’. Unlike 
other forms of artistic practice, it is marked by the 
especially heavy weight of its resources and 
materials. […] Nevertheless, this seemingly 
antiquated institution still finds a surprisingly 
stable cultural place in society next to technically 
advanced media (which are increasingly often 
incorporated into theatrical performance).  

 
This difference should be underlined: online 
theatre allows us to be present at the same time 
during the performance, but it cannot, or at least 
not yet, bridge the gap of bodily separation. 
Peggy Phellan agrees with the previously cited 
authors, nonetheless her arguments are 
ideology-based, outlining that performance 
cannot be multiplied, as it is exactly by engaging 
in the economy of reproduction that it betrays its 
own ontology. [6] 
 
On the other hand, Phillip Auslander sees no 
particular advantage in the immediate experience 
of performance. The theoretician even claims that 
a stronger sense of togetherness can be 
achieved within a group of people who watch the 
broadcast of a match in a café, or at home 
(presupposing that they know each other), than 
with visitors in the stands. Auslender does makes 
a point, but only if we have in mind exclusively 
those present in the café/home; however, he 
neglects the relationship between the players, 
who are on the field, and the spectators, who are 
in a completely different place. Due to the 
absence of physical co-presence, they cannot be 
considered participants in the same performance. 
Even if we could recognize elements of cultural 
performance during the watching of a game or a 
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festival together in a café, solitary consuming of 
television or internet content can only be 
understood as a private experience. Bodily co-
presence remains the last “line of defense” of live 
performance1, or so to say, of theatre conceived 
as an event.  
 

2. FESTIVALS AS META-EVENTS 

We define festivals as cultural and artistic events 
that show and evaluate artistic achievements, 
created in a certain environment in an exact 
period in time. [7] Their meaning is twofold and 
refers to "encouraging the development of 
creativity (by evaluation) and its reception (by 
popularizing the event among the general 
public)". [8] It is important to emphasize that 
festivals simultaneously address the present and 
the future as "one of the few cultural 'formats' that 
relies on the past with the desire to provide the 
community with a vision of the future". In the case 
of our analysis, the answer to the current 
moment, as well as the vision of the future, is 
realized by the thematic concept, but also by the 
format of the festival (displacement to the sphere 
of digital media). In this regard, we consider 
online festivals to be all those that take place 
online, by which we mean in the space of the 
World Wide Web, an international database 
available via the Internet. The specificity of 
network structure, according to theorist Manuel 
Castells, leads to a situation in which "the 
network constitutes new social morphology of our 
societies, and the diffusion of networking logic 
substantially modifies the operation and 
outcomes in the processes of production, 
experience, power and culture."[9] Consequently, 
it becomes clear that festivals have the 
opportunity to penetrate the social structure in 
different ways (e.g. they potentially have far 
greater availability) in a networked environment, 
which is created within the paradigm of 
information technology. Therefore, online 
festivals have the ability to evolve into a platform 
for re-evaluation of produced/placed content, 
while they can also transform into a space 
intended for the reinterpretation of the very 
nature of festival gatherings. 
 

 
1 However, based on some predictions, in the not-so-
distant future we can expect a scenario according to 
which in there will be holograms in the audience, or in 
a part of it, while one part of the performers will also be 
only virtually present. This is not predefined 
holograms, but a virtual self, which is on the stage at 
the same time in which the person is in another place 
and which, with minimal delay, conveys his/her 
emotions. Such a development of events would also 
relativise the criterion of bodily co-presence/live 
presence as a warrantor of the immediacy of the 
performance. We have yet to see how technology will 
continue to influence the (re)definition of theatre in the 
years to come. 

A festival can’t be understood as a single event, 
although it consists of multiple theatrical events. 
As Henri Schoenmakers explains, “the single 
theatrical events are organized and presented 
within the bigger structure of the festival 
according to thematic (e.g., Shakespeare festival, 
intercultural festival), discipline or genre-based 
(e.g., opera festival, festival of silent film) or other 
principles (e.g., cultural capital of Europe). Such 
an integrating principle is of great help to evoke 
the feeling that we are dealing with a recognizable 
identity at the level of the festival as a ‘meta-
event’”. [10] 

  
The concept of liminality, introduced by Victor 
Turner and referred to in Erika Fischer-Lichte's 
theory of performance, stands out as important 
for our understanding of festivals. He builds on 
the well-known Van Gennep’s term, defining 
liminality as an unstable space between two 
(solid) identities. This is a question of a dual 
existence, which is neither there nor here, but 
between the positions required by laws, customs 
and conventions. [11] Through the concept of 
liminality, Aleksandra Jovićević [12] observes 
festivals as social dramas and metaphors, 
emphasizing that “festivals belong to the liminal 
moments, as those practices where social 
structure is temporarily breached”. We agree with 
the theoretician’s view that festivals are a 
“potential community, a community in becoming, 
and carries a possible connotation of 
togetherness: the community and equality among 
people when social order and social roles are 
suspended”. [13] Describing similar phenomena, 
Sauter writes: “in favorable cases the participants 
of a festival recognize each other as participants 
and develop a group identity or a group feeling, 
start to interact and thus enhance the experience 
of the event.” [14] In this festival feature, which 
implies a live visitors’ gathering (and 
performers’), Jovićević sees the possibility of 
their political undermining. [15] Can the 
experience of online festival visitors be 
considered liminal? Aneta Stojnić [16] advocates 
a theoretically intriguing view, that liminality is 
inscribed in the very architecture of the Internet. 
In her words,  
  

The Internet has an ambivalent structure that 
allows us to view it as a place of possible 
cleavage. The Internet is both a product and a 
means of production, at the same time being a 
place of resistance. Just like performance 
studies, the Internet is inherently liminal. In the 
rift that is inscribed in the very architecture of the 
media, the Internet is constantly becoming and 
remains a place of social struggle and turmoil. 

 
However, we believe that the author's position 
overlooks the importance of spatial 
displacement of the subject, in order to 
achieve liminality. According to Turner [17], 
during the central (threshold) phase, “the 
transition from one social status to another is 

46



 

usually accompanied by a parallel transition in 
space, a geographical movement from one 
place to another”. Although it is stated that the 
space of entering cyberspace is “a material 
act, which we accomplish through various 
physical (hardware) means” [18], this still 
doesn’t testify that this here is the movement in 
the true sense of the word. We agree with 
Hans-Thies Lehmann's view that online 
communities cannot be equated with 
collectives in immediate reality because the 
collective reception of information does not 
essentially bring about a collective 
participation. In addition, Lehmann [19], 
emphasizes that the Internet, although 
seemingly a mass medium, coexists as a 
private medium, creating an isolated rather 
than a shared, cumulated time and experience. 
As a result, diverse individual experiences of 
online festival visitors, even when they are 
simultaneous, do not constitute a collective 
experience. 2.  
   
In her extensive study of film festivals, Dutch 
theorist Marijke de Valck devotes an entire 
chapter to "understanding festival spaces"[20], 
writing that "festival hubs are primarily 
determined by their spatial qualities, writing that 
“the festival nodes are firstly defined by their 
spatial qualities"[21] She explains that 
 

It has been important from the beginning of the 
phenomenon that film festivals should be 
concentrated in specific sites and take place over 
a short period of time. The proximity of activities 
immerses visitors in the event and makes it easy 
for them to meet others and conduct interviews, 
promote their work, and negotiate deals.  

 
Performing a play at a festival is not nearly the 
same as performing in non-festival 
circumstances. If we take into account what 
happens before and after the artistic 
performance, these events are also an integral 
formative part of a far-reaching happening, where 
this wider concentric circle can be defined as a 
cultural performance. [22] This term may include 
“any performance consisting of focused, clearly 
marked and socially restricted forms of behavior 
that are specifically designed / prepared for 
demonstration”. Setting aside the inconstant uses 
of this term, different theoreticians (Singer, 
Hymes, Bauman, Barba) all agree on one thing: 
cultural performance implies a shift from 
everyday life. [23] This relocation, which is 
omitted in the case of an online festival, is a 

 
2 The abolition of relocation lacks what Roland Barthes, writing 

about the shortcomings of home projection in relation to cinema, 
calls the erotization of the place, “because television doomed us to 
the Family, whose household instrument it has become – what the 
hearth used to be, flanked by its communal kettle“ (Leaving Movie 
Theatre, New York: Hill and Wang, 2009, pp. 346). The analogy 
with live and media-mediated performance is easy to establish. 
 

precondition for achieving liminality, but it is also 
necessary for the possibility of placing the 
performance within the framework of cultural 
performance. In addition, we must not forget that 
the act of going to the festival implies a certain 
social framework in which the play is situated.  
 
That being said, any festival participant is at the 
same time placed in two parallel contexts, 
because he/she “is not only able to judge the 
performance as a piece of art made by the 
theatre makers, but he is, also, able to judge the 
performance as an act of selection and 
programming of the festival organizers”. [24] 
 
 

3. ONLINE THEATRE META-FESTIVALS 

By being transposed to the digital environment, 
festivals lose the predominance of immediate life 
experience – liminality and collective experience. 
Having concluded that, we should also raise the 
question whether in undergoing these changes 
festivals achieve new features, or at least 
maintain some of their previous characteristics.  
   
In this regard, it should be noted that festivals, as 
cultural and artistic events, promote quality 
discussion, which is mostly absent in the wider 
community. In this way, alternative models of 
opinion and discussion are being established, 
intellectuals are provided with the possibility to 
act in public space, while the festival educates 
and emancipates its audience. [25] By 
repositioning to the online space, festivals do not 
lose this feature. In fact, it is becoming more 
transparent and, in a sense, more extensive, 
since one of the striking attributes of all online 
festivals (especially during a pandemic) is their 
invigorated self-referentiality. The very fact that a 
festival is being held, what’s more – held online, 
is itself a certain answer to the question of 
whether (and in what way) cultural and artistic 
events should move ahead in extraordinary 
circumstances. Therefore, the challenge of 
common boundaries and debates about the 
notion of festivals in the cultural community, as 
well as about the immanent characteristics of 
theatre festivals, come to the fore. Critical 
discussion, i.e., issues of the festivals’ 
relationship to social reality, pushes the 
evaluation of the program into the background. In 
that sense, the sovereignty of the main program 
of the festival is to some extent disturbed in favor 
of the accompanying programs (round tables, 
public debates and so on). 
 
In other words, online theatre festivals may be 
conceived as meta-festivals, a term coined by 
Schoenmakers to designate events whose “aim 
is to organize a discourse between experts about 
theatrical works of art. In such cases the festival 
organizers in fact establish a framework of 
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reference for the participants by which they look 
differently at the theatrical activities than the 
natural audience would do in the ‘natural’ setting 
of the original culture” [26] His examples are 
international children’s theatre festivals (without 
children) created for grown-ups to exchange 
ideas and discuss productions. Online theatre 
festivals do not substitute their “established 
audience”, although their self-referentiality is 
based on the fact that they are mediated and 
displaced from their traditional setting. 

4. CASE STUDY: FIST (2020) 

 Faced with the increased security risk, during 
the outbreak of Covid-19 pandemic, FIST 
organizers – students of the Faculty of Dramatic 
Arts in Belgrade and their mentors, decided to 
move the festival program to the digital 
environment. Their response to the crisis was the 
effort to organize the first online theatre festival in 
Serbia, entitled The Awakening, which took place 
from March 15-19 on FIST online platform. 
Emilija Bošnjaković, one of the organizers, 
explains the concept of the festival in the 
following way: 
 

We have decided to redefine the concept and 
message of this year's Festival, in order to react 
responsibly and rationally to current events - not 
only in front of an international festival that brings 
together young people, but as an institution 
dedicated to education of future professionals 
and artists in the field of theatre and performing 
arts, teaching them creation based on community 
values. [27] 

 
The performances were set to begin on 
scheduled times, in order to simulate the effect of 
live performances, while the titles appeared on 
screen before the start, reminding the audience 
to turn on their electronic devices. In this manner, 
FIST was wittily playing with the reimagined 
festival format and referring to the analogue 
experiences of the theatre festivals’ audience. 
The main program was also accompanied by 
numerous online debates and round tables, all of 
which can still be found on YouTube3. 
 
The new digital environment has transformed 
actors’ bodies and their impact on spectators. 
According to Fischer-Lichte, the performer’s body 
is always both a semiotic and a physical 
(phenomenal) body. The first generates meaning, 
while the second one is the physical body of the 
actor/actress. These two bodies always exist 

 
3  During one of these debates, which was held on the second day 

of the festival – Theatre Art in the Digital Surrounding – the authors 
of this text spoke about this phenomena, along with professor Mirko 
Stojković and the moderator Jelena Knežević. The idea for writing 
of this text originated during the debate, which can be accessed on 
the following adress:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=620&v=Csi-
1MSR7ao&feature=emb_title 

simultaneously on the stage, so the semiotic 
body can never annul the physical one. The 
irreducible ambivalence of the body corresponds 
to the ambivalence of performance, in which we 
distinguish two perceptual levels: the level of 
representation (performance is viewed as a 
system of signs) and the level of presence 
(where the focus is on the sensory effect of the 
performance). [28] During the performance of 
mediatized plays at FIST, such as Three Sisters 
(Faculty of Arts Priština, Zvečan) or The 
Glembays (Academy of Arts, Banja Luka), the 
above-mentioned duality of performance was 
abolished and all the attention of the spectators 
was directed towards the level of representation 
and the semiotic aspect of the performing body. 
When it comes to dance performances, such as 
Dancer is the answer, in the absence of a clearly 
outlined plot, the performer's physical body was 
emphasized, but it did not affect the audience 
with its presence (in terms of energy) but 
exclusively with its virtuosity. 
 
Teotwawaki4 (Zürcher Hochschule der Künste), 
the winning performance, was the only one to 
directly refer to the current situation with its 
conception. This performance, depicting the end 
of the world, had been readapted before FIST so 
it would introduce the subject of the ongoing 
pandemic. For thirty minutes, participants 
discussed potential end-of-the-world scenarios 
and devised appropriate abbreviations, all of this 
in a building that was being disinfected at the 
time, prepared for a complete shutdown. Thus, 
this is not a recording of a previous performance, 
but a purposely designed video to address the 
Internet audience, which moves this performance 
from a media-performed performance to a 
cyberperformance. This term includes “practices 
that take place and develop in the context of 
theatre and performance institutions, such as 
research within this field, but which use the 
Internet as their stage.[29] Effectively 
commenting in the chat section, the audience 
tried to remember the abbreviations that the 
actors came up with, as well as to name the 
things to take with them in case of an emergency 
evacuation. All of this created the impression of 
interactivity and uniqueness of the performance 
watched. 
 
An important aspect of performance – whether 
we conceptualize it through the exchange of 
energy between performers and audiences or in 
some other way – is that it generates a greater or 
lesser degree of uncertainty. Fischer-Lichte 
argues that any performance, due to the action of 
autopoietic feedback loop – which is of course 
absent in case of mediated performances – can 
get an uncalculated, unforeseen turn.[30] 
However, performing of Where I Have Never 

 
4 The abbreviation of The End Of The World As We Know It. 
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Been (University of Music and Theatre “Felix 
Mendelssohn Bartholdy”, Leipzig) showed that 
online theatre can also have a high degree of 
unpredictability. Namely, the organizers initially 
released the recording of the performance from 
the middle, which the performers – now in the 
role of spectators, in front of their computers – 
immediately noticed and wrote in the comments 
below the recording on YouTube. After half an 
hour, the recording was replaced and released 
correctly, but this time without subtitles, so one of 
the actors engaged in translating simultaneously 
in the comments section. On the basis of all 
these interventions and unforeseen 
circumstances, this mediated performance 
spontaneously moved towards 
cyberperformance, even though it was not 
originally conceived as such.  
 
The relocation of a theatre festival into the digital 
environment, which is much more extreme than 
in the case of, for example, film festivals, 
emphasizes its self-referentiality, notably due to 
the fact that theatre is most often conceived as 
an art that exists exclusively here and now. 
Aspiring to further explain the nature of 
cyberperformance, Ana Vujanović [31] introduces 
the term of Giulio Carlo Argan – art as research: 
 

In this way, art as research performs crossings, 
confrontations, and re-examinations of different 
art texts (when it poses itself as a problem) or art 
texts and society and culture texts (when from 
the perspective of art, it engages in research of 
other issues: social, political, cultural, etc.). 
Thereupon it is being established as “problem-
oriented artistic practice”, reconsidering the 
essence of art instead of simply offering a piece 
of art. 

 
In the same manner, online theatre festivals 
bring forth the question of inherent festival 
attributes instead of delivering standard festival 
program, during which they originate as meta-
festivals. This brings us back to the thesis that 
online theatre festivals shift their focus from 
evaluation to exploring the boundaries and 
responsibilities of theatre in the age of 
pandemics and digital media. They cannot 
occur as events, i.e., places of real gathering 
that convey the audience to a liminal state, but 
despite that they remain sites in which socially 
relevant questions and quality discussions 
arise, to this extent fulfilling an important 
cultural function. This leads up to a seemingly 
paradoxical conclusion: even if it was not a 
traditional theatrical event, the 15th FIST 
certainly was a theatre meta-festival. 

5. CONCLUSION - THE FUTURE OF ONLINE 

THEATRE FESTIVALS   

Having in mind the previous analysis, we can 
say that the future of online theatre festivals – 

in terms of reach, viewership, networking and 
critical discussion – largely depends on the 
attitude of organizers and programmers 
towards the digital environment as an 
authentic place for exchanging opinions and 
audience development. Online festivals are 
particularly possible and successful in the 
digital environment when they do not represent 
a mere substitute for events taking place in 
‘real’, physical space, but on the contrary, 
when they use digital means and techniques to 
expand or reject traditional approaches to 
content. Then, as it has already been said, 
they emerge as dialogue-based spaces, not as 
a "consolation prize", that is, a surrogate of 
offline festivals. 
 
Furthermore, in order to fulfill the function of 
the network, as defined by Castells (2000), 
festivals in the digital environment must favor 
and encourage new forms of interaction with 
their audiences. Online theatre festivals should 
accordingly become much more than a series 
of temporary communication and distribution 
centers: they should preferably use the 
immanent features of the Internet to establish 
new methodologies and strategies for forming 
critical space, this way developing as places of 
critical discussion. In the case of FIST, this has 
been done by extensive use of the chat 
window as a place of lively, active and 
constitutive participation of spectators, which 
wouldn’t have been possible, or even 
desirable, during a traditional theatrical 
performance. Hence, the future and capacities 
of online theater festivals are situated in their 
perception as meta-festivals, which bring 
together experts and audiences to explore and 
reflect on the boundaries of theatre art in the 
digital media era – perhaps the most important 
issue contemporary theatre is facing today.  
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Abstract: The article explores the question of 

implementing digital solutions (apps, websites) to 
cultural heritage challenges (disinterest, 
innovation), using the example of digitizing bread 
making as heritage. The authors focus on how to 
develop and adapt heritage to contemporary 
techno-social needs and expectations, teaching 
methods, and presentation approaches, to thus 
make heritage topics participatory, appealing and 
educational. The authors first discuss the problem 
of conceptualizing heritage and objects in digital 
culture. They then present student responses to a 
selection of heritage apps and their opinions on 
the usefulness and appropriateness of such apps 
in educational processes, particularly the specific 
opinions on how to conceptualize and design an 
app about bread and heritage. The article 
concludes with a discussion of digitizing emotions 
in relation to bread making as cultural heritage. 
 

Index terms: bread making, cultural heritage, 
digital heritage, emotions memory  

1. INTRODUCTION 

o tell stories about the world, people and 
events, humans used the spoken word, writing, 
drawing and painting, music, photography, film, 
television, and more recently digital media, or any 
combination of these. Sociality, then, is always 
already embedded in technical systems of 
mediation that enable and delimit the articulation, 
exchange, and transmission of culture across 
space and time. Here, culture is understood as a 
way of life, a "process, a set of practices" [1], 
through which people construct, exchange and 
share meanings of things and practices. Media 
play an important role, enabling the 
exteriorization and circulation of content among 
and between individuals and communities to an 
extent and at a speed never before seen in 
history [1]. Media technologies can therefore 
serve as a means of access (e.g, a book, a  
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photograph), as an archive of historical practices 
and processes, narratives, and memories, and as 
a space for forming and educating, challenging, 
negating and exchanging the relevance and 
importance of cultural objects in memory 
practices, specifically in cultural heritage 
processes. 

Digital technologies have affected the 
conditions of making, expressing, preserving, 
safeguarding, and understanding cultural 
heritage, leading to an increasing migration of 
heritage practices and narratives to websites, e-
museums, virtual and augmented reality apps, 
games, etc. “Digital sites of memory”, to 
paraphrase Pierre Nora, became widely used in 
cultural projects, providing mediated engagement 
and experience to e-visitors (local populations, 
students, etc.) [2]. New technological solutions, 
thus, not only redefine existing technical 
affordances and formal restrictions (conditions of 
retrieval and reproduction), which in a “New! 
Now!” hype are often overlooked in early stages 
of technology adoption, emphasizing instead new 
technology as an end rather than a tool. They 
also affect how the past is mediatized and how it 
is turned into heritage [3]. Technology is, thus, 
intricately linked to the human condition, to the 
culture, and the conditions of experiencing space 
and time.  

This is subsumed in Bernard Stiegler’s term 
epiphylogenesis which denotes “the 
conservation, accumulation, and sedimentation of 
successive epigeneses, mutually articulated” [4]. 
For Stiegler, human culture is the product of 
technics as the prosthetic relationship between 
the human and its ‘exteriorization’ in matter. 
Technics therefore does not have the 
instrumental sense of technology as a tool that 
the human makes use of, but rather defines the 
human as no longer simply a biological being 
[29]. Epiphylogenesis, Matt Bluemink 
emphasizes, is therefore a process of “how we, 
through technics, create time; [how] we invent a 
future for ourselves that is dependent on the 
acquired epiphylogenetic memory passed down 
to us from our ancestors” [5].  

Technology is thus inherent in any 
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communication between and among individuals 
and collectivities, between the present and the 
past, between nature and culture. Before the rise 
of electric and electronic media, it was oral (and 
then optical) media that facilitated the 
intergenerational transmission of traditions, 
knowledge, and skills from grandparents to 
parents to children. Today it could be argued that 
in the period when digital technologies are being 
adopted, the generational roles have partly 
switched: the young create new practices into 
which the pre-digital generations must be 
introduced. In digital culture, knowledge/learning 
environments [6] are not constructed 
predominantly in language, reading and writing, 
but increasingly in processes of audio-visual 
mediatization of humans, artefacts, tools, and 
landscapes.  

This article is based on the findings of the 
project “Heritage in action: Participatory methods 
and digital learning sources for inclusion of youth 
in heritage practices and education” and it builds 
on findings by the project partner, Arctur, a High 
Performance Computing company, specializing in 
the use of digital technologies for cultural 
heritage.1 The article focuses on bread as cultural 
heritage and investigates how to “digitize bread” 
as an object of cultural heritage, i.e. how to 
represent the dynamics of epiphylogenesis in a 
digital app, i.e. how to digitize memories, 
relations, values and emotions related to bread 
(happiness, grief, nostalgia, sadness, joy), as is 
reported by one of the participating students: “I 
would build a bread oven […], because it is not 
so much emphasized today, but it was very 
present in the past. In short, something old, 
something real. You see, all trends follow back in 
time, because something else is something 
interesting, something unusual. With all due 
respect for technology, I would create a space 
that will be without any influence of technology."  

Bread, rich in metaphorical associations, is a 
conduit of inter-generational transmission of 
knowledge about the tools and their application, 
and wider socio-political conditions, but also 
emotion and affect. It is understood as an 
epiphylogenetic object through which not only the 
relations between the present and the past can 
be analyzed; but it also entices us to ask about 
the wider relevance of bread in the context of 
manual labor and industrialization, war and crisis, 
poverty and abundance, and other things. Bread 
as a heritage object thus presents an object 
through which the relations between individuals 
and society, its technological and scientific 
development, the modes of production, and 

 
1 Arctur d.o.o. initiated the T4.0 Heritage+ programme; it 

consists of a set of projects and activities aimed at creating 
digitally enriched experiences of cultural heritage and at 
fostering digital innovation in the tourism and heritage sectors. 

supply and demand can be investigated. 
Importantly, bread as heritage also engages the 
roles of objects involved in its production (e.g. 
oven, wooden tools). For example, a wooden 
kneading bowl (sln. mentrga) might seem like a 
banal object of everyday use with a decidedly 
utilitarian function. It is only when an object is out 
of use that the cultural meanings of its use, its 
methods of production, its intricate ornaments, 
the type wood used, the stories it evokes, etc., 
become the object’s distinctive features that may 
reveal fragments of a past time, fashion, skill, or 
emotional value. As such, bread is an 
epiphylogenetic object connecting past 
techniques and skills with present uses and 
meanings. The history of objects is intertwined 
with ours in a network of meaning [35]. 

On this basis, the article discusses how to 
develop and adapt material elements of cultural 
heritage embodied in memories and feelings to 
the contemporary techno-social challenges of 
digitization. What are the needs and 
expectations, methods and approaches, to make 
digital heritage appealing yet educational, and 
participatory? To this end, the authors invited a 
group of young people – who did not seem to be 
very interested in heritage or who found it boring 
[7], but are also media literate – to discuss 
whether digitized cultural heritage might trigger 
their curiosity and active participation in the 
debate on the role of culture and heritage in a 
globalized world. This collaboration provided us 
with data to enhance our discussion of 
conceptualizing heritage from the perspective of 
the digitization of material objects, relationships 
and processes in technologically supported 
heritage discourses (e.g. websites or apps). The 
article then focuses on the wider issue of 
implementing digital solutions to cultural heritage 
challenges (disinterest, innovation, education, 
sustainability) and presents a discussion of 
students’ opinions about the significance of bread 
and its interpretation as digital heritage. 

2. METHODOLOGY 

The research involved 34 high school students 
aged 17–18, from Ajdovščina, Slovenia.2 In the 
course of joint work, they were first asked to 
reflect on the concepts of identity and the 
importance of cultural empathy, tolerance, 
diversity, inclusion, and critical thinking. This was 
followed by studying their hometown and looking 
for cultural characteristics and diversities and the 
influences of globalization, particularly in the 
context of bread-making tradition. Importantly, 

 
2 Due to the potential sensitivity of some of the information 

provided, the students’ names are not given in the paper. All 
student responses were originally written in English and were 
only slightly edited to improve clarity. 
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the students actively collected materials 
(interviews, photos, videos) for the digital learning 
tool, one of the main project results. They also 
reflected on how to pass on digitally the 
experience of, knowledge of and emotional 
attachment to baked goods (especially white 
bread) that they gathered while interviewing their 
parents and grandparents. The students also 
gave feedback on a selection of educational 
heritage apps, which helped us gain further 
insight into their appreciation of technology and 
heritage. The authors of this article actively 
participated in the lessons, assisted in carrying 
out student ethnographic work, and collected 
their thoughts, ideas, opinions and suggestions 
on bread-making tradition and digital apps. This 
part of the research provides the empirical basis 
for the qualitative analysis of the central question.  

3. ON OBJECTS AND THE DIGITIZATION OF 

CULTURAL HERITAGE  

3.1 On Heritage 

The increasing use of digital communications 
technologies is reorienting the production and 
flow of information also in the realms of 
remembrance and public participation in heritage 
discourses [6]. Digital technologies allow for 
interactive and real-time communication and 
engagement between users and content, in many 
cases bypassing traditional heritage bearers. But 
before such engagement is possible, the material 
(object) has to be digitized and equipped with 
metadata;3 it has to be readable by computers 
(algorithms) and, via interface, by humans. 
Sotirova et al. identify three building blocks of 
digital heritage: digitization, access, and 
preservation [8]. For our purposes, digitization is 
central: “Digitization techniques depend on the 
type of object – text, photograph, architecture, 
audio, video, etc. Digitization technology consists 
of specialized hardware, software, and networks; 
technical infrastructure includes protocols and 
standards, presupposes policies and procedures 
(for workflow, maintenance, security, upgrades, 
etc.)” [8]. 

As memory institutions [6], cultural and 
historical institutions (museums, archives, 
research centers, etc.), are striving to keep their 
role in determining canons and interpretations of 
artefacts, practices, collections, narratives that 
reflect on and shape society’s cultural values, 
and constructions of collective pasts. They 
 

3 Metadata describe how and when and by whom a 
particular set of data was collected, and how the data is 
formatted. Metadata is essential for understanding information 
stored in data warehouses and has become increasingly 
important in XML-based web applications. In addition, they 
ensure the accessibility, identification and retrieval of 
resources; see [8]. 

sometimes lag behind novel trends (especially in 
linguistic and techno-economic peripheries) or 
are implementing technological solutions without 
much consideration of the limits and losses in 
translating matter into the digital (prioritizing 
means over end).  

Yet, when discussing the status of cultural 
heritage objects, it is important to think not only 
about the objects’ materiality (traces of use, 
context, texture, color, scent) but also about the 
emotions and affects (joy, sadness, nostalgia, 
anger) they trigger in people. It is important how 
they are adapted to the current technological 
standard and kneaded into a narrative, how they 
are molded into a learning environment, suited to 
transmit and create knowledge, and how they 
can instrumentalize the former to shape or 
develop (local) culture and society. In other 
words, translating the past by manipulating an 
object’s properties and contexts using digital 
technology and placing it in in each new set of 
socio-cultural, political, and economic conditions, 
demands novel approaches to making digitized 
heritage accessible and available to the public 
and the future.  

Turning an object into an item of cultural 
heritage, i.e. heritagization or heritage making [9], 
is a process that entails contextualizing objects, 
practices, and processes into the present, taking 
into account the shifting meaning and 
significance of objects from the past, the shifting 
thematic or interpretative emphases over time, 
and the dynamic entanglements of users, 
devices, and emotion, whose naming can create 
communities of feeling [33] [35] [36]. Moreover, it 
is a task of focusing on wider epiphylogenetic 
processes, but also entails the question of who 
has the power to decide which object can be 
labelled as cultural heritage, which values 
predominate, and how the voices of local 
inhabitants (including youth) can be incorporated 
in these discourses [10]. 

Until the early 2000s, the involvement of local 
residents, practitioners, and bearers of customs, 
traditional knowledge, memories, and youth, etc., 
largely remained outside the mainstream of 
heritage processes. Rather, relatively small 
groups of specialists and experts with the power 
to act decided on issues of relevance and 
canonization. These groups designed different 
measures and criteria to determine heritage’s 
significance and value and what should be 
renovated, protected, and sustainably developed 
in the community and how. Laurajane Smith calls 
this “an authorized discourse about heritage, 
which acts to constitute the way we think, talk, 
and write about the heritage” [11].  

But the ongoing global socio-political, 
economic, and communications-technological 
shifts and the development of critical heritage 
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studies [11] [12] brought about a turn in the 
conceptualization of heritage, including a new 
understanding of heritage as social action or a 
process of construing, revealing and linking 
various meanings and relationships between 
objects, situations, patterns and relations over 
time. This opened up a way to conceptualize and 
better understand the different contexts and 
situations of heritage objects, which became 
particularly apparent in the structural conditions 
of digital media, facilitating a different logic of 
forming relations (e.g. from the alphabetical logic 
of indexing to more spatial practices of 
connecting discrete objects).  

In this context it is important to understand the 
power of metadata [11], which enable digital 
content to be searched, categorized and sorted, 
in combination with the involvement of new 
actors (e-actors) who have joined the specialists 
in defining heritage items [11] [13] [14]. This 
renegotiating of user involvement actually 
depends on media literacy and standards 
operability: “If metadata standards and 
interoperability rules are followed, the user can 
create his own virtual collections in minutes, can 
learn the stories behind the object of his interest, 
can organize and re-use his personal collections, 
share with others, print, etc.” [8].  

This gives opportunities to citizens, 
professionals, and representatives of special 
interests (e.g. entrepreneurs) to define and 
implement, and use criteria and approaches that 
often differ from those of heritage specialists [15]. 
Therefore, heritagization inevitably entails 
questions about ways of designing and 
implementing participatory approaches to include 
different actors and of devising technical 
solutions that enable heritage communities to 
create and use digital heritage and narratives to 
collectively remember the past. 

In the context of this writing, it is critical to 
understand how digital technology (apps, games, 
social media, etc.) facilitates the construction of 
the past, how it affects memory practices [15] 
[30] [31], and how it can involve youth in critical 
reflection about why we need and use the past in 
the everyday, globalized world and multicultural 
society.  

3.2 Objects  

The discussion about the entanglement of 
objects, the human, and the world goes back at 
least to ancient Greece, on to thinkers such as 
Kant and Husserl, and all the way to the 
bifurcation and proliferation of thought in the 20th 
century culminating in recent investigations into 
new materialism, emphasizing the vitality of 
matter [16]. For our purposes, it is particularly 
informative to understand the emphases on the 
conceptualization of objects in the context of 

memory and local heritage making.  
Objects, Sherry Turkle notes, are conduits “to 

extend the reach of our sympathies by bringing 
the world within” and they “help us think about 
such things as number, space, time, causality, 
and life” [17]. It is through objects that we tell 
stories and direct time’s arrow, by letting them 
play the nodal role in the formation of a narrative. 
In so doing, and to do so, we invest objects with 
context and read contexts from objects; ascribe 
meaning and construct significance. Following 
Stieger, technology and culture are co-
constitutive and inseparable. And (technical) 
objects become mnemonic aides [4]. What is 
more: as we contextualize objects, we configure 
the field of shared skills, technologies and 
techniques, experientiality, and intentionality – or 
as Michael Tomasello argues, a common ground. 
Tomasello identifies three distinctions: immediate 
or shared experience from the past; top-down 
and bottom-up processes; common cultural 
knowledge, and unacknowledged or never 
explicitly acknowledged [18]. 

The process of heritage making can be seen 
as a way to delimit the common ground, i.e. to 
define and promote certain beliefs and values 
rather than others through mnemonic narratives 
that contribute to creating a (to some extent 
shared) understanding of the collectively shared 
past. One of the students, involved in the project, 
noted, “Cultural heritage represents the lives of 
our ancestors, their labor and effort invested in, 
as we now see it, ‘self-evident’ heritage. It binds 
us, and we don’t even know it.” She pointed out 
that cultural heritage is a way to establish 
symbolic links with ancestors, and their know-
how.  

The emphasis on self-evidence is particularly 
revealing not only in taking things for granted, but 
also in disclosing the openness of translating life 
into heritage and into values. For example, we 
tend to see bread today as an always-available 
commodity, which conceals the processes and 
activities that result in a loaf: “What I remember 
most about my grandfather, and they taught me 
this already as a child, is that bread itself, as the 
most basic nutrient, despite being the most basic, 
should be respected the most. Never throw it in 
the trash, make sure it’s always there, even if it’s 
dry, you can still give it to chickens, if at all 
possible. Or make sure you don’t buy too much, 
so it doesn’t dry out.” 

Juxtaposing the attitudes and values that the 
elderly attach to the remains of the past with the 
self-evidence of the present may reframe the 
transparency of the incessant availability of bread 
in shops today, “Today, access to bread is much 
easier than in the time of our grandparents. 
When I talked to my grandmother about it, they 
had to produce most of the raw ingredients 
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themselves, had to grow wheat themselves, get 
the flour … And now we just go to the shop and 
buy our bread or we buy flour. It is much easier 
for us today than it used to be.”  

Objects and their collective and individual 
meanings, therefore, are the most direct “thing” 
that connects us to past achievements or to 
developmental trajectories through time. But 
upon this materiality (of technological 
development), an object’s symbolic aspects 
become conduits of emotion and values, as well, 
which constitutes them as culturally relevant 
objects of heritage. However, the importance of a 
heritage object lies not only in its materiality or 
technological development, but also in its the 
intangible components, including “memories, 
attitudes, feelings, aura, dialects, legends, songs, 
skills, and rituals” [37].  

The relevance of heritage objects is 
constructed through temporal distancing as the 
necessary condition to be able to see an object 
freed from the banality, or self-evidence, of 
everyday use. The emphasis on “remain” [19] 
exposes a problem in the case of bread, as it is 
an impermanent object unable, for biochemical 
and dietary reasons, to travel into the future. The 
transient status of bread, however, gives more 
room to emotions and values – intangible realms 
– and becomes a central issue in the question of 
digitization: as straightforward as the digitization 
of video, photography, or sound is, the problem 
of re-presenting feelings, emotions, affects, or 
values, but also scents, themselves transient, is 
critical. 

To find out what the students found important 
in digital heritage and what they thought would be 
a feasible way to translate these emphases into a 
digital tool, the research team asked them to 
assess a selection of heritage apps (design, 
usefulness and applicability, local relevance, 
etc.). The students detected and emphasized 
certain aspects of digital apps: “VR should not be 
overused, because it is VR after all and it is still 
better to see, touch, feel, smell… the real 
historical places, objects, etc.” Another response 
emphasized the “lack of certain details and 
textures, which is why it doesn’t look too real”.  

The students readily identified the different 
modalities of understanding heritage objects and 
their resonances, emphasizing the importance of 
haptic perception (texture, material), hinting at 
the issues with the digitization of touch and scent. 
In the context of the digitization of bread as 
heritage, one student’s grandmother reported: 
“Bread was heavenly for us. When I was only 
very little, we had a fireplace and we made bread 
under the embers. The baking dish was covered 
with embers. I remember my mom baking in the 
oven at Easter. We didn’t have one, we lived in a 
rented apartment, and she would carry it to the 

neighbors, and we were waiting so long for that 
bread from the oven. How nice it smelled. […] 
We were hungry for bread. Bread was like gold.”  

An object (held in hands, felt or smelled) is 
thus more than its bare materiality, or in the case 
of digital apps, a representation of code 
(interface). It is a node in which the individual and 
the collectivity, their temporalities and locations, 
imagination and practical uses intertwine. At once 
disjointed and displaced, a digital object helps us 
reveal not so much the remoteness of the past 
but rather that the borders between the present 
and the past are dynamic, processual, porous, 
and elusive [20]. The affordances of digital 
technologies enable more instantaneous 
connectivity [21] and spreadability of content [22], 
affecting the established flows and reliability of 
information. A student commented on the virtual 
tour of the biggest cave in the world (Son Doong, 
Vietnam): “It can be said, it is in the other part of 
the world, and to go there and to explore all this 
or to go in their museum and see similar things, 
you have to travel the world. If such applications 
are being developed, however, this can be done 
from home. It has an advantage, it’s cheaper and 
you see a lot, but on the other hand the apps 
aren’t so authentic, genuine. It's fine, but on the 
other hand you have to come to the museum, 
you have to have some contact.”  

3.3 Digital Objects and Relations 

Our concern here, then, is the conditions of 
digitization of cultural heritage, that is, the 
question of translating material objects through 
which we communicate cultural and historical 
value, into digital objects and narratives. Yuk Hui 
has devoted a monograph to the question of 
digital objects, elucidating through the 
philosophical treatment of objects the theoretical 
and conceptual concerns related to the 
understanding of digital objects. In his view, they 
“constitute a new form of industrial object that 
pervades every aspect of our lives in this time of 
ubiquitous media – such as online videos, 
images, text files, Facebook profiles, and 
invitations” [23]. This straightforward definition 
will suffice to further develop our argument. 

Digital objects – unlike material objects bound 
to physical existence and appearance – are 
further defined by the characteristics of what 
Bernard Stiegler calls a temporal object, meaning 
that objects are constituted by the flow of their 
passing as opposed to stability [24]. This 
emphasizes the transitoriness, impermanence, 
and fluidity of (our engagement with) digital 
objects, which also casts our connection to the 
past, the object, and the event as inherently 
fleeting. Simultaneously, it reinforces the 
presence of the past in the now and dilutes its 
historicity: as much as the past is continually re-
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presented and instrumentalized for present-day 
(political and individual) purposes, it is also 
overwhelmingly unstable, which is emphasized 
by the absence of physical contact with an object.  

Related, the digitization of material objects 
raises questions about the how to digitize the 
“wear-and-tear”, i.e. how to digitize the 
processual nature of imprinting traces of use and 
time, and emotions and values, on matter. For 
the students, it was challenging to think about 
how to represent the "heavenliness" or 
"sacredness" of bread as a digital object viewed 
in visual media, with sounds and images playing 
a central role. It is also difficult to represent the 
feeling or atmosphere in depicting the process: a 
student’s grandmother remembers “We had to 
light a fire, wait for the oven to warm up, then put 
out the embers, put the bread inside […] Mom 
said that they would also get a loaf from that 
baking and that she was so happy to get it at all. 
Also, it’s a process, and at the end you are happy 
to eat what you’ve done.” Can a photograph or a 
video do justice to such a narrative?  

This points to an important element of digitally 
(re)creating, through objects, affective bonds to 
individual and collective biographies and 
narratives. In the case of natural objects, these 
bonds are bounded by the entropy of matter 
(irreversible decay). The change in digital objects 
is suspended and can be reversed. Importantly, a 
digitized object with existing wear-and-tear, once 
digitized, will be suspended in that particular 
state, i.e. it will not deteriorate further. Moreover, 
while “organic failure offers entropy in things that 
cannot be avoided and reversed”, the glitch in 
digital objects can be understood as “a 
manipulated code, assumed as error, [that] can 
be turned back at the algorithmic level” [26]. Is it, 
then, down to glitches in code execution that we 
may construct a sense of pastness, a flow of 
time, but also emotion? Does a glitch offer 
enough of an emotional push to move us as a 
mentrga missing a part does? Or is it rather that 
pastness should be coded and narrativized using 
algorithms and specific processual/contextual 
approaches that might be able to reproduce the 
corrosiveness of time, a subject in many 
nostalgic accounts? What is at stake here, to 
refer to another student’s response, is a radical 
discrepancy between the status of digital and 
natural objects. This dichotomy seems to have 
been often overlooked (or deemed overcome) by 
early adopters of digital technology, but it is, 
judging by students’ comments, it is still relevant 
– not least in its potential to expose the issue of 
authenticity and veracity: “I think that with all this 
modern technology we will lose the connection 
and authenticity of the museums”. 

4. THE YOUNG, DIGITIZING BREAD-MAKING AND 

EMOTIONS 

The last statement exemplifies an overall 
concern when thinking about the relationship 
between the human and technology, resonating 
with Walter Benjamin’s idea of the loss of aura as 
a consequence of the mechanical reproduction of 
art. Benjamin was concerned that endless copies 
diluted the singularity of artwork; in the present 
context, this applies even more to the issue of 
authenticity or veracity of mediated experience.  

This was also one of the students’ central 
concerns: while the majority agreed in their 
assessments of heritage apps that they can help 
interpret and present the past’s remains, they 
also preferred those that stimulate research and 
include games, quizzes, and active searching for 
monuments at historical sites. For them, an 
important quality of a heritage app is that it is fun 
and educational and allows users to take on 
different roles (artists, historians, ethnographers). 
Thus, they note, they can experience heritage 
and not just read the information. And this is an 
important emphasis: the (re)creation of 
experience as a way to (re)construct authenticity.  

A female student emphasized that “not 
everything is so serious”, but also doubted that 
children could understand 3D presentations, 
because they might not understand a historical 
topic. This exposes an important dilemma: how 
much should content be simplified to make it 
intelligible, without making it banal. In this sense, 
some students were very critical about 
gamification of heritage. By obscuring the central 
message gamification for the sake of gamifying 
can devalue heritage [see 25].  

The students were also very critical of design, 
paying attention to the quality of images, sound 
effects, etc. Most were most convinced by 
museums apps whose timeline allows the users 
to search for specific details across different 
historical periods. But as they pointed out, “the 
information should be short and concise, 
because if the text is too long, you do not want to 
read everything, so it's nice to read something 
short". A question for heritage bearers and 
professionals is how, then, do we narrate 
important and emotional stories in a short bite? 
How can we make a cultural heritage app 
interesting enough for people to use it? Are 
digital media really a good tool to pass on old 
knowledge to the younger generation? Or is it still 
better to talk to people, to listen to grandparents 
when they talk about bread making, and to 
express their feelings about how bread was 
appreciated, valued, and eaten with all respect? 

Following this more general discussion with 
students, the authors took part in the conceptual 
and thematic development of a digital learning 
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app, technically developed by the project partner 
Arctur. The team conceptualized the app as a 
learning tool (website) that will host two central 
parts, Exploring and Learning. The collected 
material (based on ethnographic work with 
students) will include photos, 3D animations, 
sound, video, and text (oral testimonies), 
equipped with metadata to make it possible to 
apply a number of predetermined filters: object 
and process (milling stone, kneading table, the 
process of preparing bread, etc.), life cycles (from 
grain to bread), types of production (home and 
factory).  

Importantly, the collected material, particularly 
oral testimonies, will also include categories of 
emotions and values. These will be situated in an 
interactive map of the area to allow for temporal 
and spatial “travel”. Depending on the selected 
parameters, the user will be able to play audio 
and/or video recordings from or about a selected 
period, locale, or topic (e.g. baking in a woodfire 
oven or in a factory). In addition, the learning tool 
will include options for users to use the material 
and define various learning scenarios; these 
scenarios rest on oral testimonies, and audio-
visual material.  

4.1 Digital Emotions? 

The team categorized testimonies by the 
emotions that were expressed during the 
conversations between the students and their 
interviewees. Emotions are action-oriented, they 
drive people to do things, and they deepen our 
understanding of how citizens develop bonds and 
commitments to the past, things, beliefs, places, 
traditions and institutions [27] [28]. Once 
digitized, made available to a wider public, and in 
combination with digitized objects, can emotions 
expressed in oral testimonies reflect and affect 
the changing attitudes towards bread in time? 

As mentioned above, the students 
remembered most vividly the stories about bread 
being sacred; about the long process of making it 
that required patience, concentration, and time; 
that ingredients required hard work (growing 
wheat or corn, and milling). While processes and 
tools are relatively easy to digitize and represent, 
one female student’s account of her the 
grandmother’s memories about baking and how 
she used to warm herself at the hot oven proves 
there are more difficulties to it. The conversation 
conjured up emotions related to her family and 
the memory of her grandmother, which provide 
an important point of reference, an intimacy 
through which knowledge and affect can be 
transmitted.  

In this, the crucial question that the students 
were asked was how to get this message across 
with an interactive tool, based on sound, 
visualizations, and little text, rather than with an 

interpersonal communication (that also includes 
e.g. the scent of fire or the warmth of 
grandmother’s hug), or more traditional heritage 
solutions. In other words, how can lived feelings 
and emotions be expressed in a programmed 
environment of digital media where sight and 
sound are prioritized to the detriment of scent 
and haptics? 

Emotions, then, are to be sought in triggers at 
the interstices between the individual and the 
social [32] and by interrogating multiple scales of 
operation enmeshed in a particular technology 
[38], political, historical, mnemonic, or economic. 
For example, small details of old baking tools, 
such as the mentrga or the iron ornaments on an 
oven door, etc., may reveal social standing, 
autochthonous aspects or quality, or personal or 
collective desires and aspirations. These may 
first facilitate emotion and affect and then 
discussion and exchange by focusing on the 
interplay of various aspects intersecting in an 
object. The students suggested making videos of 
making bread with old tools or, conversely, 
baking old types of bread with modern, 
technologically advanced equipment. The aim of 
this learning tool, then, is also to show the young 
not only how to bake bread, but also to 
understand the processes of change in the 
meaning and relationships that are 
epiphylogenetically entailed in bread as a home-
made item or, as we mostly experience it today, 
as an industrial commodity. 

In contrast to the majority of views and ideas, 
however, one student’s response should trigger 
further reflection in the professional debate on 
the digitalization of heritage for future 
development: "It seems to me that the world is 
and will be saturated with this technology [but] we 
need to detach ourselves from technology. 
Although the technology is effective, it takes up a 
significant portion of our brains. But it seems to 
me that to create a room in a museum will be 
easy. Because in this simplicity lies the charm of 
handicrafts.” Here see that, despite the intense 
pace of digitization, young people understand 
media technology in more ambiguous terms, not 
necessarily as a fix-all solution to every human 
problem, but rather as a tool to be used wisely. 

5. CONCLUSION 

Digital technologies and applications are 
nevertheless profoundly shaping contemporary 
processes of creating cultural heritage and 
remembering. They open up new ways of 
working, communicating and researching with 
actors such as youth, the future practitioners, 
carriers and transmitters of cultural practices. The 
benefits of digitization, as can be understood 
today, are mostly in (the potential of) facilitating 
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social, cultural and educational inclusion, 
accessibility and equity. But any technology 
always entails challenges of translating existing 
human:technology:environment imperfections of 
relations (e.g. power disbalances and racial bias) 
into programmed environments. Or, in our case: 
how to transform physical objects, invested with 
emotions and feelings, into digital objects where 
(for now) it is impossible to convincingly mediate 
touch, scent or taste, or deterioration; how to 
avoid banalization through gamification; and 
novel forms of exclusion (e.g, media literacy). 

The role of heritage and memory is not only to 
detect and connect reference points with the 
symbols of the present in a given collectivity, but 
also to ensure security, cordiality, a sense of 
belonging and acceptance, etc. In this, the 
digitization of cultural heritage is one way to 
encourage local communities to participate in the 
developing of cultural heritage. Digital solutions 
can be effective in encouraging the young, but 
then cultural heritage experts, teachers, 
professors, parents, and grandparents will have 
to talk to them, think, and critically reflect on how 
to use and share cultural heritage objects, 
particularly the intangible ones: testimonies, 
feelings, and emotions.  

Before our student group became involved in 
the project, they reportedly rarely reflected on the 
roles of the past and their cultural heritage, which 
they took for granted. After the project activities, 
however, one female student pointed out, “The 
project gave me new knowledge and opened new 
horizons in the fields of culture, interculturality, 
cultural heritage, globalization, and diversity. I 
learned to appreciate Slovenian culture and 
tradition. I realized that young people represent 
the future of the nation and that we must make 
an effort to preserve it.” When they reflected on 
the importance of cultural heritage, they 
highlighted: “Cultural heritage is a way to keep in 
touch with the past of our grandparents. Talking 
about this topic, young people, who are 
increasingly fascinated by American customs, 
begin to realize how important it is to preserve 
the customs and habits of our ancestors. 
[Cultural heritage […] accompanies and 
determines us, even though many times we are 
not even aware of it […].” 

In a time of rapid digitization and the tech-
based reconfiguring of societal relations, student 
respondents noted that inclusive and dynamic 
cultural heritage is one aspect in reframing social 
and cultural belonging. The use of technology not 
only proves essential for finding ways to stir 
young people’s curiosity about potentially 
mundane topics, but is also an opportunity to 
avoid forgetting in a world marked by 
industrialization and commodification of culture. 
At the same time, it is important to understand 

that technology is not a miracle solution, but has 
to be used prudently, as a tool, not an end. As 
such, it can retain its capacity to archive the 
genealogy of uses and technics of a cultural 
heritage object. 
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Abstract:  The aim of this paper is to map out how 
culture, heritage and history can be preserved 
through tourism; how via tourism and its “digital” 
editions academic work in field of humanity can be 
made more interesting, approachable and 
presented to the wider public.  The topic of the 
paper is the mobile application named Fiat Lux 
Notre Dame de Paris, made about and for the 
cathedral Notre Dame de Paris. The work in 
question is a form of digital memory, offering a 
more direct and immersive experience of the 
patrimony and communication of culture and 
history. The application is made to be an audio 
guide, with the instructions for the consumer on 
where to go and what to observe; very similar in 
nature to the museum audio guides with the 
exception that it concerns a building with its many 
aspects and not a series of specific works of art. 
Illustrations following each chapter are the 
independent works of art and serve as another, 
complementary way of communicating history and 
memory information. The mobile application is 
therefore historic, essayistic and artistic in nature, 
as it takes all three approaches in communicating, 
presenting and interpreting the cathedral Notre 
Dame de Paris. The application will be presented, 
theorized, and substantiated as the intersectional 
and interdisciplinary endeavor. It is a collaborative 
effort that seeks to broaden the field and makes the 
heritage presentation and conservation more 
engaging and more interesting. Also, the 
application seeks to make its topic more accessible, 
that became an imperative first with the fire of the 
cathedral in 2019 and then with the pandemics of 
Covid 19 that halted all travel.  
 
Index Terms: Notre Dame de Paris, mobile 
application, digital memory and history, tourism, 
academic work  

1. INTRODUCTION 

THE paper aims to shed a light at a process of 

creation of mobile phone based illustrated audio 
guide; to situate it in the context of both digitalized 
memory and history; and to reveal its usage in the 
field of tourism. The topic is all the more interesting 
given the fact that the main focus of the application 
is the cathedral of Notre Dame de Paris, which is  
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not only a tourist attraction, but also one of the 
most famous religious sites of the world. The 
connection between tourism and religion goes far 
were what in today’s terms would be labeled as 
“religious tourism”; and further back still, to the 
classical and pre-classical times of mystery 
initiatory religions, such were the Eleusinian 
Mysteries, a religious site that attracted visitors 
from all over the world. The ongoing process of 
displacing considerable sections of the productive 
economy (and the creation of new value) online, in 
the digital realm, touches upon religion and 
religious sites as well. By using this mobile 
application, one performs a pilgrimage of the sorts 
without ever moving to the actual physical location 
of Notre Dame de Paris. This new form of digital, 
virtual pilgrimage is all the more relevant in the 
light of recent events, such were the cathedral 
rooftop fire of 15th of April 2019, and the (currently 
ongoing) pandemic of Covid-19. The former has 
made access to Notre Dame de Paris impossible; 
the latter has severely limited all travel and made 
tourism and workers in the field of tourism face 
hard challenges.  
 

2. THE MOBILE APPLICATION  

The unavailability of the cathedral is not the only 
reason why applications such as Fiat Lux Notre 
Dame de Paris are becoming necessary or more 
interesting; the digital nature and the environment 
of the application, the digital space it creates are 
not only supplementary to the actual (currently 
unavailable) experience or the physical visit of the 
cathedral, but also, such applications can bring 
additional value to experiencing the monument in 
question. There are several reasons why that is 
the case. The most obvious ones are facility and 
permanent availability of the application; it is not 
necessary to travel to the actual site of Notre 
Dame de Paris and visit it within its working hours. 
The possibility of enjoying the cathedral via the 
illustrations and the audio work adds an entire new 
layer of the experience. The latter aspect, the 
audio (or, text, equally available) is of special 
interest. It is akin to the comparison done between 
reading a work of literary fiction versus to watching 
a film. While the film creates the multisensory 
experience, engaging the spectator’s attention in 
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terms of sounds and images, the reader (or, in this 
case, the listener) spontaneously internalizes the 
experience and thus, in doing so, recreates their 
own vision of it. Much like every reader of a novel 
spontaneously creates their own ideas of how the 
characters look, sound and act, in real time, as 
they are reading, so too do the consumers of the 
digital application in question. Whereas 
experiencing Notre Dame de Paris cathedral in 
real life is a unique experience, it is one of singular 
and definitive nature. Experiencing the monument 
via the application is different every time for every 
consumer in question. Considering this aspect, 
upgrading of the application towards augmented 
and virtual reality offer new possibilities and 
“custom-made” ways of exploring monuments and 
sites. Yet another clear advantage of the digital 
approach from the tourist point of view, that not to 
be under-appreciated, is the possibility of visiting 
the cathedral all alone, and experiencing it empty. 
For Notre Dame de Paris before the fire, as well 
as for many other monuments, this is of special 
importance, as the real-life experience of visiting 
is almost always marred by excessive crowds.    
 

The inspiration and a starting point of this 
research was a personal experience of working as 
a guide and being a creator of a mobile 
application. The author of the article and of the 
mobile phone application in question is a PhD in 
comparative literature, working as a tour guide – 
offering tours that are more academically minded 
and similar in quality and organization to the 
university lectures.  

 
While this is but a single, personal, and one 

could say anecdotal experience, that cannot be 
used as a basis of scientific research, the reason 
why it is taken as such; or, rather, why it served as 
an inspiration for one, is the fact that it fits into a 
larger, researched and documented trend of 
changes in the industry of tourism. The study 
made by Olga Strietska-Ilina “Trends and Skill 
Needs in Tourism” indicates it; so does Betty 
Weiler in “The changing face of the tour guide: 
one-way communicator to choreographer to co-
creator of the tourist experience”. Both studies 
clearly indicate that in the span of the several 
previous decades, the nature of the tour guiding 
job has changed, demanding a more and more 
educated individual, with a wider scope of ever 
evolving skills. As indicated by Betty Weiler:  

 
Thirty years after Cohen's seminal work on tour 

guiding, the role(s) played by and skills required of tour 
guides continue to evolve. As ‘experience’ has come to 
be considered central to tourism, research on the guide 
as communicator and experience-broker has expanded 
[1].  
 

The situation where the market demands more 
and more educated guides is coupled by that of 
academia becoming more and more saturated, 
and offering continually less opportunity for 
employment. This is covered in studies of budget 
slashing and fewer academic posts being offered, 
such are On politics and precarity in academia, 
Precarity Outside: The political unconscious of 
French academic labor [2], and Why French 
Academic Journals are Protesting. This situation 
naturally presents a possibility of some of the 
scholars to move away from academia towards 
the tourist industry. The presence of academically 
minded and trained guides has also, we can argue 
that the presence of academically trained guides 
has led to the elevation, led to the elevation of 
industry standards not only on the service end, but 
also on the clients. In time this could lead to clients 
expecting different quality of tours, which personal 
experience of the author indicates. One can 
rightfully speak of migration of knowledge and 
academic credence from traditional academic 
institutions towards the free market of tour guiding 
services. This may not seem as strange in the 
USA, where a significant number of universities, 
especially those of tradition and reputation, are 
private; but it is rather telling in Europe, especially 
so in France, where most universities and 
academic institutions are not private, but are run 
by the state. In this case, what takes place is the 
migration of knowledge from the state towards the 
private sector. This, in turn speaks not only of the 
said migration, but also of the growing precarity of 
the scholar in question [4]. Whereas before it was 
within reason to expect a tenure track in the 
domain of academia, nowadays the scholar works 
in the precarious tourist market, which is seasonal 
by default. As David Harvey shows in his seminal 
work “Paris, Capital of Modernity”, the city was 
made by private investments, as a reflection of 
private capital [5]. The city of Paris built during the 
Haussmannian intervention, as David Harvey 
shows, came to assume the shape it has via the 
joint venture of private investors and government 
policy; while the plan of the new, modern Paris, 
was ordered by the government (baron 
Haussmann being effectively the city’s main urban 
planner, therefore a government official), the 
capital that financed the endeavor was private. It 
is the same incentive that will drive the growth of 
tourism, as well as the ongoing migration of 
academic scholars from academia to the domain 
of tourism, as the scholars are pushed by the 
market forces to open small enterprises or 
become self-employed rather than to work in 
academia, which, in France, is still dominantly 
state owned – according to educavox.fr, the 
percentage of privately owned academic 
institutions in France is 19% [6]. 
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The growing trend in tourist and travel industry 
was the constant rise in the number of tourists and 
visitors coming to France, especially in the years 
leading up to 2020, resulting in more and more 
guided tours, therefore engaging more and more 
guides [7]. According to travelagentcentral.com, 
tourism (up until the covid 19 pandemic) is globally 
the second largest growing industry [8]. At the 
same time, another leading trend in education, 
tourism as well as many other different industries, 
both manufacturing and service ones, was that of 
automation. The idea behind creation of the 
application was to embrace the emerging trend 
and start automatizing the guided tour; offering 
them as products rather than as services. In this 
manner, the fields of tourism and of digital memory 
came to intersect. The digital form of information 
imposed itself as the more practical and 
convenient solution in sharing knowledge (in the 
form of the product) as compared to the live 
presentation (in the form of the service). This 
situation anticipates the trend of automation in the 
academia as well as in the tourism industry, and 
more broadly in all of the fields where information 
and knowledge are being exchanged. The 
comparison between a land mail, necessitating a 
postman’s labor and the post office infrastructure, 
and an e-mail, necessitating the digital 
infrastructure and surrounding and cutting out the 
postman, is an apt one. In this comparison, the 
tour guide takes the place of the postman. The 
information shared is therefore relocated from a 
person-to-person basis to a mobile phone hosting 
a mobile application to person interaction. To go 
back to the previous analogy, it is akin to sending 
one e-mail to multiple, in theory, infinite number of 
addresses. In this regard, the city scape, as the 
natural context of city-bound tourism and guided 
tours, become prone to this trend as well. As Judd 
and Fainstein write:  

 
Cities are sold just like any other consumer product. 

They have adopted image advertising, a development 
that can hardly escape any traveler who opens an airline 
magazine and reads its formulaic articles on the alleged 
culinary and cultural delights of Dallas, Frankfurt, or 
Auckland. [9]. 

 
The advantages of such situation are 

numerous. The clients receive an ample amount 
of information they can consume at their leisure, 
unrestrained by the duration of their stay or the 
duration of the tour. They can come back to the 
content of the application whenever they feel like 
it, as it stays with them as long as they wish. The 
client can skip ahead and go through the less 
interesting parts of the application, as well as 
revisiting the interesting ones. The already 
mentioned advantages of receiving a 
supplementary layer of experience (given through 

the interpretation of the sites done by illustrations 
as well as via the essayistic point of view of the 
application’s author) are complimented by 
constant availability and the facility of stored 
digitalized information in the form of a mobile 
application. 

 
Out of these advantages, the constant 

availability is possibly the most important one. 
Substituting the guide with the mobile application 
situates the knowledge they would present in the 
realm of the digital and is made available on 
demand. In this manner, the information contained 
in the application becomes much easier not only 
to consume, but to share and propagate. It 
becomes, in the words of Andrew Hoskins, “hyper-
connected” [10]:  

 
For example, Todd Gitlin, argues, “the experience of 

immediacy is what media immersion is largely for: to 
swell up the present, to give us a sense of connection to 
others through an experience we share” (2001: 128).   

 
Of equal importance is the notion that Andrew 

Hoskins elaborates upon, that of the “media-
ecology”, meaning a new, separate, digital “eco-
system” of constantly available information, as 
well as the clusters and super clusters of 
information [11]. This new “eco-system” creates a 
specific information environment for the consumer 
of media, one where the information is constantly 
available and always one button click away. The 
system in question is defined by a certain 
“fullness” [12] of information, referring to the 
availability and coverage of mediascape. The 
available information on a specific topic, in this 
case a tourist site, becomes increasingly complex 
with the advent of new media. Whereas before the 
mass media of the 20th century, one would likely 
only read about a certain event, after the 20th 
century one could also hear and watch the 
coverage of it. The emergence of the digital media 
and the internet make this process ever denser 
and more saturated, with the possibilities such are 
augmented reality and virtual reality. It is therefore 
not only the issue of the variety of different voices 
and channels, but also the question of “fullness” of 
media in question. For example, piece of 
information communication via text only would be 
somewhat “empty”, whereas the same piece of 
information communication by text, voice, video, 
virtual and augmented reality, would be “full”. 
Andrew Hoskins compares the contemporary 
situation of normalized everyday usage of internet, 
to that of the 70’s Britain, where (but) three TV 
stations, were available, with limited and strict 
distribution of news constrained to punctual lunch-
time and evening bulletins. The difference 
between that situation, and that of today, with a 
constant, available on demand and uninterrupted 
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flow of information, is evident. The main difference 
is that the situation created by the experience of 
constant connectivity through the internet, where 
the information is constantly available at all times, 
raises new demands and standards in tourism, 
academia as well as in sharing and consuming 
information in general. It creates the demand for 
digital memory to be constantly available and in 
the nearest proximity of the consumer. In this 
case, one does not need to physically be at the 
cathedral, just as one does not physically have to 
go to the library to consult a certain book, journal 
or a study; they can be situated in one’s phone, 
always available, regardless of the circumstances.    
 

This situation carries both benefits and 
setbacks. One benefit clearly is the possibility of 
always having the necessary information at one’s 
disposal, and being able to refresh one’s memory 
of it. If the customer forgets the tour, they can re-
listen a specific chapter, or the entire work, and 
remind themselves of it. This is not possible with 
the tour taken from the live guide. However, 
perhaps paradoxically, situating information 
outside of one’s memory – as Andrew Hosking 
states, “outside of the head” [13] carries the 
danger of forgetting the given information more 
easily, and scattering various fragments of 
information outside the memory of the given 
individual – not only on mobile applications, but 
also on devices such are USB keys, portable hard 
drives, solid state drives etc. This is why the 
situation is somewhat paradoxical. The 
information stocked outside of the individual 
memory is safer and always available, but at the 
same time, scattered, and, in words of Andrew 
Hoskins, easier to forget [14]. Still, this is the 
direction where storage of memory is headed in 
the previous decades – from physical photographs 
printed on paper to digital photographs stocked on 
hard drives on personal computers and then 
phones; from music printed onto physical sound 
carriers to digital music stocked on personal 
computers and phones; same with films, books, 
and now, also guided tours.   
 

The idea behind the application was to follow 
the tendency already present in the domain of 
tourism: that of information migrating from live 
persons to the realm of the digital memory. 
Cheaper flights and cheaper accommodation 
(helped considerably by the “gig economy” 
applications like Airbnb, themselves situated in the 
domain of the virtual) made tourism and travel 
more available; in turn, greater quantities of 
people coming to Paris had a growing interest in 
learning about the city and its prominent sites. In a 
statement given to traveldailymedia.com, global 
consulting firm Oliver Weyman indicates the seven 
trends that will shape the future of tourism: rise of 

the Asian middle class, digitalization, sharing 
economy, responsible tourism, solo travel, 
personalization, and experience over product. Out 
of seven, five are addressed by the creation of a 
mobile phone application Fiat Lux; one could even 
say six out of seven, because the application is 
being translated to different languages and will be 
available in Chinese too. Aspects that will shape 
the future of tourism, such are experience over 
product, personalization (the possibility to skip 
ahead, go back, stop or repeat any chapter, 
choose what will be played), solo travel, 
digitalization, and responsible tourism (where one 
does not have to, in fact, visit the site in question, 
but can enjoy it without ever leaving their home). 
Therefore, we can conclude that the growing trend 
in tourism industry is sustainable and responsible 
travel, as the consumption of resources related to 
tourism is on the constant rise, as well as the 
emission of CO² [15]. Exploring certain sites of 
considerable cultural interest from home cuts on 
the cost as well as on consumption of resources 
and emission of CO².  

 
Articles written for revfine.com and 

Edelman.com, highly positioned and relevant 
references in the tourism industry, concur, and 
suggest a similar view. The future of tourism is 
solo travel, personalization, and reliance on digital 
technologies, be it in the form of mobile phone 
applications, augmented or virtual reality. 
Reliance on internet and on the internet of things 
is becoming a staple of the touristic experience. 
Digitalization and automation are quickly 
becoming a necessary, staple aspect of the tourist 
market [16]. 

 
According to the official web site of Notre Dame 

de Paris [17], this particular monument receives 
(or, has received prior to the rooftop fire) an 
average of 13.7 million visitors per year. This 
impressive number is a large market for an 
application on the topic of the Parisian cathedral, 
as it is safe to assume that a certain percentage of 
them would be interested in exploring the site in 
this fashion. Via the author’s personal experience, 
and the terrain work in the capacity of the guide, a 
series of topics clients were interested in was 
collected for the purpose of creating the 
application. The visitors wanted to know not only 
about the cathedral’s “official” history, but also of 
its connection to the cult of Virgin Mary, and its 
embodiment of the specific branch of Christianity, 
Marian Catholicism; there wanted to know about 
the arcane and occult aspects of the cathedral, its 
connection to alchemy and astrology (a veritable 
abundance of astrological symbols, as well as 
those that can be interpreted as alchemical) its 
connection to the legendary and also mythical 
medieval order of the Knights Templar, as well as 
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the connection with the brotherhood of 
Freemasons. Following these interests and 
requests, the mobile application was divided into 
seven chapters: 

 Introduction – “official” or exoteric history of 
the cathedral. 

 Alchemy and astrology – the connection 
between the cathedral and medieval 
disciplines of alchemy and astrology.  

 Templars and Freemasons – the connection 
between the cathedral and the Knights 
Templar order on one end, and the 
brotherhood of Freemasons on the other. 

 Invention of love – or how the notion of love 
in the west is connected to Marian 
Catholicism, the Cathar heresy and the 
mythical roman of Tristan and Iseult.   

 Aphrodite and Virgin Mary – a detailed look 
into syncretic roots of Christianity and 
especially the cult of Virgin Mary, and its 
connection to pagan goddesses of Ishtar, 
Aphrodite and Venus. 

 The Black Death – connection between the 
great plague of the 14th century and the 
completion of Notre Dame de Paris cathedral.  

 Notre Dame and the industrial revolution – on 
the interest the 19th century architects and 
authors had in the medieval period, Gothic 
architecture, and Notre Dame de Paris 
cathedral specifically.  

   
In French, popularization of knowledge is known 

as “vulgarization”, and though the term does not 
have quite the pejorative aspect as it does in 
English, it bears a certain value judgment 
nonetheless. This work was to accomplish in 
written form what was already done orally, 
meaning, to offer a higher quality historic 
discourse; that would at the same time be 
approachable and easy to consume. Certain 
academic rigor was to be abandoned, as well as 
certain academic standards. Quotations and 
references were not used in text in order to 
substantiate the claim presented; the format was 
not limited or extended to that of the journal, or a 
thesis, or a book length study. The shift thus made 
was more from historic analysis and presentation 
of the monument in question, towards historic 
essay.  

 
Whereas the general tone of the mobile 

application is that of a historic essay, in essence it 
is an intersectional study, situating itself between 
the realms of history, anthropology, history of art 
and literature. The mentioned intersectional 
character of the work is adopted on account of 
several important reasons. First, only via this 
particular method can one fully understand such a 

layered and complex monument as is Notre Dame 
de Paris. The premise of the cathedral is that it is 
the embodiment of Virgin Mary – Notre Dame in 
French means our lady, the Virgin Mary. This very 
fact, coupled with the New Testament notion of 
“word assuming flesh” (“The Word became flesh 
and made His dwelling among us”, John 1:14) is 
the premise of the cathedral’s creation. Therefore, 
the intersectional approach is already made 
necessary, as both the architectural, art historian 
and philological methodology are invited as 
necessary. The work of architecture, of 
indisputable artistic and historical value, is made 
to embody a literary and (seen from the historic 
and anthropological, not theological – it is beside 
the point of this article to dispute or to confirm the 
actual existence of Virgin Mary) fictitious character 
of the Mother of God. The value the cathedral had 
for its community clearly invites one to adopt an 
anthropological methodology in order to best 
analyze the communal aspect of a cathedral; the 
same goes for the inspection into the syncretic 
nature of Marian Catholicism, and its pagan roots 
and inspirations leading the research towards the 
study of Mediterranean religious syncretism and 
migration of deities from Mesopotamia, to Greece, 
Rome, and finally France. The intersectional and 
multidisciplinary approach was therefore made 
necessary not only by the demands of the study 
topic per se, but also by the very nature of tourist 
work, especially in relation to the aforementioned 
necessity of the “fullness” of media, and its 
permanent accessibility, as was explained in the 
quoted Andrew Hoskins article.  

 
In this regard, it is important to address the 

creation of this application from its technical side, 
given that the very nature of the “full” media, 
meaning that having a multidisciplinary, 
multimedia application that is constantly available 
(downloadable) presents a specific set of 
difficulties to overcome. The team behind it was 
small – one person in charge of content creation, 
graphic design and overall production, one for the 
final text edit, two sound engineers, one voice 
artist, one visual artist responsible for the drawings 
used, and two programmers (one for iOS and one 
for Android platforms). In the later stages of the 
production, which are still not achieved in the time 
of the writing of this article, more persons will be 
engaged as translators and voice artists in 
respective languages. The basic team therefore 
consists of a content creator, graphic designer and 
producer (in this case, one person), editor, two 
programmers (one for each platform), two sound 
engineers (one to record the sound and the other 
to polish it – in theory, both of these tasks can be 
delegated to one person), an illustrator, or, should 
the team decide to use photographs instead of 
illustrations, the photographer. By all standards, it 
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is a small team; however, as such, it fits in the new 
paradigm of media content creation as explained 
by Andrew Hoskins:  

 
“In place of a top-down, one-to-many vertical 

cascade from centralized industry sources we discover 
today bottom-up, many-to-many, horizontal, peer-to-
peer communication. ‘Pull’ media challenge ‘push’ 
media; open structures challenge hierarchical 
structures; micro-production challenges macro-
production; open-access amateur production challenges 
closed access, elite-professions; economic and 
technological barriers to media production are 
transformed by cheap, democratized, easy-to-use 
technologies.” [18] 

 
The application is made broadly available 

through two services, Google Play for Android 
platform and Apple Store for iOS platform. The 
application was made to consist of seven 
chapters, where the first is offered for free, as to 
entice the curiosity of the client, and the rest of 
them demand a fee. There is a discount involved 
if all chapters are purchased at once.  

 
The idea behind the mobile application was to 

offer as much knowledge as possible, so as to fully 
(or, as nearly as fully as possible) replace the live 
guide that can answer any and all questions the 
client may have. The following quote from Judd 
and Feinstein substantiates the given position:  

 
The three elements of urban tourism – the tourist, the 

tourism industry, and cities – interact to produce a 
complex ecological system. The tastes and desires of 
tourists are fickle; just like car buyers, they will yearn 
for next year’s model, even before it appears.  The entry 
of transnational corporations, plus the globalization of 
credit, media, and electronic communications, the 
tourist industry is in the midst of a revolution in which 
images, information, and money are transmitted at 
lightning speed. [19]    

 
This type of knowledge is therefore not 

“protected” or “petrified” by the power of the 
academic institution and the academic norms and 
rigor – it is freely available and therefore in a state 
of perpetual shifting and mutation. In that regard, 
knowledge leaving academia and entering into the 
open market “abandons” the protection and rigor 
of an academic institution – it also migrates away 
from the traditionally accepted form of knowledge 
exchange between professors and students, 
where students are motivated by obtaining better 
grades. Unlike the professors with their students, 
the tour guides, and certainly not tour guiding 
applications, do not question, note and possibly 
fail their clients. This migration of knowledge 
cannot be separated from the digitalization of 
memory and of general information. Much like the 

knowledge migrates from the physical spaces of 
libraries and university halls (where lectures take 
place ex cathedra, from professor to student) so 
too, in tourism, the knowledge migrates from the 
tour guide towards the mobile application. This is 
the ongoing trend that the author of Fiat Lux aims 
to be a part of. Creation of this application is the 
integration of its content into the realm of the 
digital; migration of that information and 
knowledge from the physical body of the tour 
guide giving a tour, towards digital information 
stored on a cloud, available to everyone, at all 
times. The two processes, academic and touristic, 
seem inseparable, as they share the common trait 
of knowledge migrating from the physical to the 
digital realm.  

 
In this manner, the migration of knowledge 

necessarily carries with it a certain simplification, 
generalization and approachability. The work in 
question is not entirely dissimilar to the publishing 
of a doctoral thesis and stripping it down of 
academic rules and conventions in order to make 
it more appealing to the general public. The 
scientific aspect of information shared in this 
digital, tourist friendly format, is therefore 
delegated to the background, so that the work 
could be easily consumed. The knowledge 
migrating therefore does not complete its transitive 
journey unchanged. Not only that the knowledge 
changes its medium, from print or ex-cathedra, to 
the digital format of the mobile phone application; 
not only does it change its context, from that of the 
academic institution like the university or the 
institute, towards the tourist market; but it changes 
its form and to a certain extent, its substance. 

 
In this manner, the information migrated from 

the realm of the physical to the realm of the digital 
constitutes a part of a completely different “media 
ecology”, and expands the realm of the 
possibilities and availabilities for the tourist, or 
simply a client (if one decides to consume the 
application without traveling to the site in 
question). With that possibility in mind, addressing 
the client that is not a tourist, but a curious 
individual interested in, in this example, Notre 
Dame de Paris, the information in question not 
only migrates from the realm of academia and its 
physical space, but also from the realm of tourism 
in the general space of information. In this context, 
it is noteworthy to consider that this type of 
information is essentially transgressive and 
borderless. Whereas academic literature offers 
certain type of information, codified not only by its 
geographical situation (academic libraries and 
university halls and classrooms), but also by a 
specifically coded language, aimed at a certain 
audience, the information presented in the form of 
a mobile application does not only situate itself in 
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the realm of the tourism, but is generally available 
to everyone. The old division of domains is 
therefore changed and rendered to a certain 
extent obsolete – existence of such media, in a 
given media ecology, changes the entirety of the 
domain. One can see how different the situation is 
in the physical realm, where the transition of 
information is connected either to the person or to 
the physical medium that carries the information, 
to that of the information being disassociated from 
the immediate physical carrier, situated onto a 
cloud. The first example is covered by Ruth M. 
Van Dyke and Susan E. Alcock:  

 
Narratives, stories or other forms of information 

about the past, may be transmitted onwards either in 
oral traditions or as more fixed textual accounts. A 
number of the authors in this volume are working, to 
some degree, with the benefit of textual information. 
The written word, of course, has many alluring 
qualities: it seems secure and reliable. Yet it is 
important to bear in mind that texts, especially in the 
pre-modern societies discussed here, are the work of a 
certain class of people – normally elite, educated, 
wealthy, and politically invested – with resulting 
particular agendas and biases. [20] 

 
The second is covered by Andrew Hoskins, with 
his take on the mutability and quickness of 
transformation of the media ecology: 

 
Networked communications in themselves 

dynamically add, alter, and erase, a living archival 
memory. For example, the minute-by-minute use of 
hyper connected sites and services such as Facebook 
and Twitter allow users to continually display and to 
shape biographical information, post commentaries on 
their unfolding lives and to interact publicly or semi-
publicly with one another through messaging services 
including in real-time or near real-time. Other 
“dynamic” platforms include file sharing systems, such 
as Flickr and YouTube, which mesh the private and the 
public into an immediate and intensely visual and 
auditory present past. Through these services, 
mediatized memory has become something created 
when needed “on-the-fly” [21]. 

 
The quality of information, and knowledge in 

general, thus acquired in the academic context is 
therefore not quite the same as the one acquired 
via a tourist mobile phone application. This is 
information ontologically and sensually re-
arranged and enriched.   

 
However, reduced, this type of information can 

still have a strong didactic influence on the target 
audience:  

 

 
 

More than these other industries, however, tourism 
has a genuine potential to deliver on its promises: travel 
can change the spiritual as well as the physical 
existence of both visitor and host [22]. 

 
This situation points towards another 

connection between the realms of academia and 
tourism. Much like the growing market of tourist 
applications influences human guide workplace 
environment, so does the accessibility of freely 
offered online courses, influences the academia. 
A good example is the large initiative of Open Yale 
Courses [23]1, a site and a YouTube channel 
where one can listen to entire courses offered as 
a part of the graduate curriculum on Yale 
University. Same goes with Harvard [24]. These 
two elite Ivy League institutions (along with 
growing number of other universities that are 
doing the same) are known for their exclusivity and 
an exceptionally low acceptance rate number, as 
well as very steep tuition fees; yet, these courses 
are offered to the broad public, free and without 
charge. This situation creates a certain distinction 
between the notions of Yale (or Harvard) 
education and a Yale (or Harvard) diploma. The 
most valuable aspect of a Yale University 
attendance, in terms of the possibility of later 
employment at least, is the diploma itself, and not 
the education. In this manner, the gap is being 
created between the physical artifact of the 
diploma, that is still a very exclusive and 
expensive item, and the education itself, the 
substance behind the physical artifact of the 
diploma, the meaning that is supposed to be filling 
that symbol, which is offered for free.    

 
The situation is comparable to the relation 

between the live guide offering a tour and the 
mobile application audio tour. The digitalization of 
knowledge and of content does not only situate the 
content (be it of academic, historic or some other 
form or character), but is by definition becoming a 
part of the new, highly modular and ever mutating 
landscape of information, named by Andrew 
Hosking the media ecology, is that of an 
academically minded scholar that is at the same 
time a tour guide, engaged in live tours as well as 
in the creation of online and offline, digitally 
available content in the form of an app. The 
position in question offers a unique perspective of 
the ongoing transition in forms of information and 
knowledge sharing and consumption, with the 
clearly announcing trend of favoring the latter. The 
set of information shared becomes a part of the 
new world, one that is changing before our eyes, 
which makes it exciting on account of its fast-
paced mutation, but therefore difficult to analyze, 
as it, due to its fast pace, does not leave a lot of 
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time for contemplation.     

3. CONCLUSION 

The creation of this mobile phone application 
offered a unique perspective in what very likely is 
the near future of knowledge sharing and 
consumption, especially during and after the Covid 
19 pandemic, that not only influences tourism, but 
also academic work and procedures - a good 
number of universities favors the on-line classes 
rather than “live presence” classes, so as to 
minimize the possibility of contagion and 
spreading of the virus. The merger, or rather, the 
crossroad between tourism and academia 
continues to evolve, and with it, the form, the 
quality and the essence of the information shared. 
One can enthusiastically greet the fast-growing 
availability of knowledge; one can also fear or 
regret the possibility of loosening or 
disappearance of the academic strictness and 
rigor in digital tourism, or the realm of the digital in 
general. The creation of this mobile application 
was a step towards the forming trend, taken as a 
part of the decision to participate in the ongoing 
changes, and contribute to shaping them as much 
as it is possible, rather than to observe them from 
the side.   

THE LINKS TO THE APPLICATION  

https://apps.apple.com/us/app/notre-dame-fiat-
lux/id1492870439     iOS version 
 
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.pari
sinperson&gl=FR     Android version 
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Abstract: Digital application in humanities has 

invigorated the studies of modernist literature, 
giving it new life in the post-modernist scene. 
Following the digital turn in literary studies, 
scholars on modernism began to address an array 
of issues regarding the complex relationship 
between modernism and digitalization, including 
the mining of modernism’s roots in media, the 
impact of digitalization on humanities, the 
pedagogical aspects of digital humanism, the 
changing circumstance of literary critic in the digital 
era and so on. This essay considers three aspects 
of modernism’s interaction with digitalization, 
including the degrees to which modernist writers 
share the democratic notion of knowledge and 
education of the digital era, the means digital 
commentaries and criticism such as online 
journals, Amazon comments, literary blogs, et 
cetera have changed the landscape of 
contemporary literary criticism, rewriting the story 
of the rivalry between the traditional man of letters 
and the professional scholar-critic, and the 
limitations of digital criticism and the future of 
literary criticism.  

Index Terms: modernist writers, literary criticism, 
digital criticism  

1. INTRODUCTION 

igital application in humanities has 
invigorated the studies of modernist literature, 
giving it new life in the post-modernist scene. 

Representative digital projects of modernist 
writers include Woolfonline, the enormous online 
publication of Eliot’s Complete Prose, Modernists 
Journal Projects (MJP), and the ambitious 
Modernist Archives Publishing Project (MAPP), to 
name just a few. All the effort and its outcome 
evidence modernist scholars’ awareness of the 
necessity to bring modernism into close contact 
with new media and technology in digital era. 
Following the digital turn in literary studies, 
scholars on modernism began to address an array 
of issues regarding the complex relationship 
between modernism and digitalization, including 
the mining of modernism’s roots in media, the  
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digital era and so on. For example, in 2017, 
Modernism Archives Publishing Project published 
impact of digitalization on humanities, the 
pedagogical aspects of digital humanism, the 
changing circumstance of literary critic in the its 
project on the Woolfs and the Hogarth Press, 
Scholarly Adventures in Digital Humanities: 
Making the Modernist Archives Publishing Project, 
which opens more than half of its eight chapters 
with direct quotes from Virginia Woolf [1]. 
 

The Digital Critic: Literary Culture Online (2017) 
edited by Houman Barekat, Robert Barry and 
David Winters [2], is also a representative study 
that considered the dissolving frontiers between 
different types of criticism, the fluid identity of the 
critic, the author and the reader, the changed 
nature of criticism, along with acute observations 
on the influence of marketing on digital criticism 
and the empowerment of big tech companies. 
Meanwhile, there are also article-lengthen 
discussion of the current status of literary critic 
under the influence of digitalization and its future 
development in the digital era, as in Daniel T. 
O’Hara’s “The Future of the Literary Critic” (2014) 
[3].  
 

This essay will consider three aspects of 
modernism’s interaction with digitalization, 
including the degrees to which modernist writers 
share the democratic notion of knowledge and 
education of the digital era, the means digital 
commentaries and criticism such as online 
journals, Amazon comments, literary blogs, et 
cetera have changed the landscape of 
contemporary literary criticism, rewriting the story 
of the rivalry between the traditional man of letters 
and the professional scholar-critic, and the 
limitations of digital criticism and the future of 
literary criticism. In the first section, it will consider 
the condition of culture and society in early 
twentieth century featuring with the machine 
culture and that in our current digital age, so as to 
point out the similarities in the concern for the 
health of culture and the intellectual life of the 
public by critics of the two generations. In the 
second section, it will compare three types of 
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critics in the modern and contemporary age, 
namely, the traditional man of letters, the scholar 
critic and the digital critic, with an analysis of their 
nature, strengths and limitations. In the third 
section, it will examine the closeness of the 
modernist writers’ ideal of knowledge and 
information sharing with the open, inclusive 
Internet culture. 

2. FROM THE MACHINE AGE TO THE DIGITAL AGE: 
MASS PRINTING AND THE READING PUBLIC  

The modernist writers lived in a time called “the 
machine age” that witnessed the rise of mass 
culture: mass-production through print, audio and 
cinema, and mass market advertising and 
consumerism, et cetera. Despite of the fact that 
material and technological advancement have 
greatly contributed to the welfare of society, 
modernist writers like Virginia Wolf and T. S. Eliot 
have attacked the ills of different aspects mass 
culture, including the side effect of advertising and 
marketing on the health of culture and the reader. 
In an essay titled “The Decay of Essay-Writing” 
(1905), Virginia Woolf, for example, referred the 
“British public” as “a monster” whose “stale palate” 
needs to be “tickle[d]” with new “feedings”, yet 
against the spread of education she questioned 
the habit of “impart[ing] what we have acquired” 
while pointed out that essay writing “is primarily an 
expression of personal opinion” [4]. She also 
noted that “individual likes or dislikes” has become 
a “burden” of modern criticism, which resonates 
with the surplus of online reviews and 
commentaries on Amazon, YouTube, et cetera [4]. 
In the essay, we can sense Woolf’s complicated 
attitude towards the reading public. On the one 
hand, she doubted about the general public’s taste 
and judgment, on the other hand she is against 
any kind of criticism for educational purposes, 
believing that every person should read for 
himself/herself.  

 

Later in a broadcast talk in 1927, which was 
later published as “Are Too Many Books Written 
and Published?”, Woolf became more optimistic 
on the public’s literary judgment and ability for self-
cultivation, thinking that maturity could direct the 
readers from “sweets and pastries” to “good beef 
and mutton” [5]. Therefore, Woolf thought the price 
of books could be cheaper to create a larger and 
more experienced reading public. Her husband 
Leonard, who joined her on the broadcast talk, 
however was more pessimistic about the effect 
mass printing and advertising, with its diluted 
quality of cultural products, could brought about on 
the readers, good rated writers and the health of 
culture: he lamented the “unhealthy condition” of 
the book-making industry, which not only 
published the gifted writers, but the ungifted 

writers as well, which in the long run would 
undermine the cultural health of the country; he 
dismissed the best-sellers as “a much-advertised 
but shoddy brand of article” [5] which has a bad 
consequence for the publishers, the good books 
and the readers. When more and more inferior 
books flooded into the market, there would be less 
space and rarer chance for the first-rate books, as 
readers would have no time and more difficult to 
spot the good ones out. What is more, the public’s 
appetite for good books is “deplorably feeble”, not 
to mention “nowadays the reading habit has to 
compete with so many other habits” [5]. He ended 
the broadcast by quoting a remark from the 
Ecclesiastes by a wise man 2500 years ago that 
“of making books there is no end; and much study 
is a weariness of the flesh” [6] to bolster his 
perception of the way history turned out to be in 
his time, and to prophesy the situation of the 
future. 

 
        Eliot, for example, once condemned 

advertising’s enticing tongue of persuading people 
“to buy what they do not want, and to want what 
they should not buy” [7]. Elsewhere in The Rock 
[8], he showed similar doubt with Leonard Woolf 
on the discrimination of readers and the mass 
production of books. As he wrote in the chorus 
section of The Rock that “all our knowledge brings 
us nearer to our ignorance”. It is for the same fear 
that knowledge might lost in information and 
people might mistake information for wisdom that 
Eliot reminded in “Education in a Christian 
Society” that education “only of the mind” would 
lead to “scholarship” rather than wisdom [9]. Now 
we are in the heyday of digital age, which means 
the internet has carried mass production, mass 
market, and all in all, the mass culture to an 
unprecedent stage. The quantity of books and 
contents published online on a single day is at a 
speed unimaginable to our twentieth-century 
predecessors. When we recast the points, these 
modernist writers made in their writings and public 
discussions, and compare them with the current 
situations in aspects like publishing, reading and 
the cultural wholesomeness in the digital age, we 
can find both the circumstances and people’s 
perspectives on these relevant matters are more 
than just a replica of the machine age. 

 

Mark Edmundson, a scholar and teacher in 
English literature has discovered that students of 
English literature in the digital age were held back 
by “cognitive impatience” in any reading that 
requires patience, higher level of concentration 
and more complex level of brain activity [10]. Thus, 
they avoid reading classic literature of the 
nineteenth and twentieth century because they 
were longer, denser and more difficult texts than 
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their daily reading feeds on tablets and 
smartphones featuring with short and specific 
clickbait headlines and so on. This phenomenon 
was more radically put by Jennifer Delgado, a 
psychologist, as the “evil of our hyperconnected 
age” [11]. Whilst almost a century ago, Leonard 
Woolf was worried about the competitiveness of 
reading habit with other habits of entertainment, 
like going to the cinema as was mentioned above, 
Maryanne Wolf urged in 2018 that “we need a new 
literacy for the digital age”, because reading was 
much pressurized from and transformed by a 
changing technology [10]. Bolstered by recent 
studies on neuroscience, linguistics, and 
computer science, she argued that digital-based 
mode of reading poses threat to the normal 
processes of how our brain reads, including 
internalized knowledge, analogical reasoning and 
inference; perspective-taking and empathy; critical 
analysis and the generation of insight. As a result, 
we degraded into a “new norm” called skimming 
reading, which no longer incurs any brain activity 
to “grasp complexity, to understand another’s 
feelings, to perceive beauty, and to create 
thoughts of the reader’s own” [10]. In the word of 
Jennifer Delgado, it is “the road to stupidity” [11]. 
This fear of emotional and intellectual 
simplification corresponds with Virginia Woolf’s 
emphasis on the importance of reader sensitivity 
to literary text and Leonard Woolf’s similar 
concerns as above mentioned. 

3. THE MAN OF LETTERS, THE SCHOLAR CRITIC 

AND THE DIGITAL CRITIC 

 
         While modernists tried to attack the 

cultural, intellectual and social ailment through 
writing, institutional organs include the schools, 
universities and board of education began to 
tackle the problems through education. Against 
this background, English Studies rose to power. 
With the establishment of English Schools in 
universities, a group of new literary critics came 
into being, challenging the role of traditional man 
of letters, constituted largely by modernist writers, 
as the middleman of ideas. Traditional man of 
letters like Virginia Woolf and T. S. Eliot, however, 
reacted with strong opposition to the teaching of 
English literature on university level. For example, 
in a lecture given to the Workers Education 
Association which was later expanded into an 
essay titled “The Leaning Tower” [12], Virginia 
Woolf urged literary outsiders/common readers 
that “Let us trespass at once. Literature is no one’s 
private ground; literature is common ground”. For 
Woolf, the institutionalization of English literature 
is an encroachment on the democracy of letters. 
She disagrees with the idea that literature should 
be taught “as a special cult” and educated men 
should be “held in special reverence”, and praises 

those professors who examine literature and send 
their criticisms of it “to the very bottom of the 
class”, as only in this way can the sensitiveness of 
literature be passed down [13]. For the same 
reason, she is against any kind of capitalization. 
As Cuddy-Keane noted [14], “Woof opposes 
small-d democracy to the pretentious, pompous 
style of writing that inflates its own importance by 
literally or metaphorically ‘spelling certain qualities 
with a capital letter’”. 

 
Apart from reservations against putting English 

literature into a minority group of professionals, 
Woolf also doubted about the validity of teaching 
English literature, as “all one can do is to herd 
books into groups” [15]. Similarly, Eliot noted with 
contempt that “nowadays they even teach English 
in England” [16]. Whilst Eliot, believing in 
individual’s latent capacity in appreciate literature, 
places his hope in the regeneration of culture on 
the resurgence of “men of letters” (thus with his 
effort in the quarterly, The Criterion), as I have 
noted elsewhere in [17], Woolf, however, is not 
only doubtful about the possibility of literary 
education and cultural revival through academic 
practices, but finds problem with non-academic 
criticism as well as it might acquire a doctrinaire 
critical strain. Thus, when comparing F. L. Lucas 
with T. S. Eliot, she judged in her diary that the 
latter “is a worse critic than” the former, hence 
hesitated in writing her book of criticism [18]. This 
rivalry between the traditional man of letters and 
the university teacher/the scholar critic as literary 
commentators was captured by John Gross in his 
well-known study titled The Rise and Fall of the 
Man of Letters (1969) [19]. After pointing out that 
the former seems to have lost the battle, Gross 
was alert to the narrowness and dogmatism of 
academic scholarship [19], which was testified as 
Terry Eagleton announced the “death of criticism” 
in his lecture delivered at the University of 
California Berkeley in 2010 [20]. Eagleton began 
his lecture with a concern that “literary critics like 
myself live in a sort of permanent state of dread” 
that one day some government clerk would 
discover the “shameful truth that we are paid for 
reading books” [20]. This imminent concern about 
the legitimacy of literary critic or scholar as a 
profession, and its pragmatic function in the profit-
driven world, forms a stark contrast with the 
uplifting tone of George Gordon, who, being an 
early Professor of English Literature at Oxford, 
glorifies this burgeoning subject as the bearer of a 
triple function (delighting and instructing the 
public, soul redemption and State healing)  when 
English School expanded and English majors 
multiplied in universities within and beyond the UK 
[21]. 

 
In the digital age, with more convenient 

approaches of information transportation, the 
modernist writers’ ideal of republic of letters seems 
to have been to some extent realized. Robert 
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Barry, for example, optimistically wrote in 2017 in 
[22] that “we live in a golden era of literary 
criticism” as the Internet not only “extended the 
popular reach of book culture”, but also “granted 
academics permission to write for audiences of 
non-specialists in salutary and discerning ways”. 
Apart from such online platforms like 
ResearchGate and Academic that allow free share 
of academic papers, there are literary community 
websites and forums like Goodreads, Reddit and 
Douban (in China), commercial websites like the 
Amazon, and the audio and visual organs like 
podcast and YouTube channels, which entitled the 
individual the right to comment on a book or poem. 
In Luke Neima’s words, technology has 
transformed the traditional cannon-making 
hierarchical literary culture into an “open 
inclusive––if occasionally fractious” horizontal 
literary culture resided with a network of online 
critics whose identity fluid between reader, author 
and critic [23]. Thus, to some extent, it could be 
argued that the traditional man of letters who lost 
the battle in the last century seem to have 
regained certain power through its incarnation on 
the public critic (like Amazon book 
reviewer/commentator and literary bloggers) in the 
new print culture. 

While there are such announcements like “in the 
online world, everyone can be a critic” or “online, 
everyone is a critic”, there are continuous doubts 
about the qualification of online criticism, as 
evidenced by the opinions of the conservative 
debaters on the pages of The New York Times in 
October 2012: Godfrey Cheshire warned that “if 
critics go, culture will suffer” [24], and Jeremey M. 
Baker, in a similar tone, urged the readers not to 
“confuse reviews with true criticism” [25]. Neima 
[23] made a thorough and insightful analysis of the 
influence of digitalization and marketing upon 
literary criticism, one aspect of which is that the 
language of literary criticism has been forced to 
replace the traditional dryness and seriousness of 
academic tone with “charm, friendliness, and 
irresistibility” [23]. He further pointed out [23] that 
the driving force behind this inflection of language 
is marketing, “the desire to attract traffic—and to 
be read”, as “the ‘writerly’ or ‘readerly’ voice is 
more accessible than a dryly academic one when 
it’s excerpted for use on Twitter or Facebook”. 

Beside the strength of digital criticism, Neima 
also identified several aspects of its limitations. As 
he pointed out [23], the instantaneous nature of 
online criticism also denotes a lack of deep 
thinking and insight. It is for the same reason that 
online literary critics cannot be counted as “serious 
critic”, or what Scott Esposito called the 
“insiderness” in [26]. Thus, we hear critics like 
Louise Bury reclaiming the thoughtfulness and 
detachment of literary criticism in [27]: “Literature 
prefers—or at least used to prefer—its ideas better 
digested”. Although this doesn’t necessarily 
evidence “a decline in considered critical thought”, 
it postures an urgency in literary criticism’s need 

to refining itself and its intrinsic trouble in 
consensus making, given that digital response has 
accelerated this process of disputation [27]. Apart 
from the above changes, digitalization imposed 
upon literary criticism per se, there is also a fear of 
knowledge monopoly by giant tech companies like 
the Google and the Facebook, in the same nature 
as the modernists’ fear for the establishment. 
Database corporations like ProQuest, Springer, 
the CNKI (in China) and the semi-free JSTOR and 
Wiley have also been accused of knowledge 
monopoly and exploitation of intellectual workers 
including students and scholars in universities and 
research institutions. Esposito’s observation that 
“what once felt like a boundless free-for-all is 
beginning to shape itself into new forms of online 
territoriality” [26] corresponds with Neima’s note of 
the role of aggregator played by big tech 
companies in this pluralistic, post-democratic age 
[23]. 

4. PUBLIC LIBRARY, WORLD BRAIN AND THE 

INTERNET  

Against the professionalization of literary 
criticism or criticism in general, the modernist 
writers like Woolf and Wells tried to tackle the 
issue through identifying the maldevelopments in 
the cultural practice, clarifying the purpose of 
(literary) criticism, and redefining the responsibility 
of public intellectuals. While Eliot tended to be 
more conservative in his planning for the literary 
and cultural regeneration, other modernists like 
Virginia Woolf and H. G. Wells were more of the 
world, nothing like the former’s recoil to some 
medieval “monastic teaching orders” [16]. Woolf 
rested her hope on opening up more public 
libraries and getting more people out of illiteracy. 
She celebrated the public library in many of her 
writings, such as in Three Guineas, where it is 
referred admirably as a place “where nothing is 
chained down and nothing is locked up” [28]. 
Moreover, in her diary she recorded how delighted 
she was to have found that her Common Reader 
was “all spotted with readers at the Free Library” 
[18]. As Hermione Lee states in [29], “all her life 
[Woolf] celebrated the democratic function of the 
public library as the university of the non-
specialist, uninstructed reader; it is the reading 
room for the common reader”. Cuddy-Keane also 
thinks that Woolf saw the library, specifically the 
public library, “as the link between writing and a 
democratic social goal”, and “opposed to the 
circulating library, with its subscription method, or 
the British Museum, with its reader’s ticket”, the 
public library is totally free, “required no payment 
of fees, no letters of introduction, no 
accompanying Fellow of the College” [14]. 

 
        While Woolf’s idea of the free, public library 

aims at a more democratic idea of education, 
Wells’s scheme of the world brain, or the world 
encyclopedia can be regarded as a modified 

72



 

version of Woolf’s public library. His world 
encyclopedia, or world library is a “scheme for the 
reorganization and reorientation of education and 
information throughout the world”, see in [30]. 
Wells bestowed the pivotal role of this intellectual 
powerhouse to a group of specialized men, who, 
as Wells’s hoped, could “bring all the scattered 
and ineffective mental wealth of our world into 
something like a common understanding, and into 
effective reaction upon our vulgar everyday 
political, social and economic life” [30]. However, 
it is worthy pointing out that Wells’s “specialized 
men” are not to be seen as Eliot’s “men of letters” 
or Woolf’s common-reader type of intellectuals, as 
the former are of a science type than the literary or 
artistic ones. In Wells’s plan, the World 
Encyclopedia takes the form of volumes of up-to-
date knowledge of all fields in all languages, and 
is made easily accessible to ordinary people, such 
as in public libraries, private copies, schools and 
colleges [30]. This brings us to the idea of the 
world wide web with its platforms like the 
Wikipedia, Google scholar, et. cetera. Indeed, the 
Wikipedia is considered as a version of Wells’s 
World Brain as shown on the Wikipedia page. A 
more concrete evidence of the influence of the 
idea of World Brain in the real world is that he had 
been invited to elaborate his idea of “world brain” 
on the international conference called The World 
Congress of Universal Documentation which was 
held in Paris in August 1937. The conference was 
convened to discuss means by which all of the 
world’s information, both in print, manuscript and 
other forms, could be efficiently organized and 
made accessible. 

 
The influence of Wells’s idea of “world brain” is 

way down into modern life, if not contributing 
directly to such inventions as the Science Citation 
Index, the world wide web, the Google scholar, the 
Wikipedia, et cetera, at least by inspiring and 
prophesying a possible future world as we are 
having now. There is even a documentary titled 
“Google and the World Brain” produced by Ben 
Lewis in 2013, which begins with historical footage 
of Wells’s describing the “world brain” as a 
“complete planetary memory for all mankind” [31]. 
In the documentary, you can find copyright and 
privacy protection are controversial issues, as one 
of the interviewees said, Google could have the 
whole world as “hostage”. On the other hand, 
Wells’ “specialized man” is comparable to what 
Luke Neima termed as the content aggregator, as 
both filters, summaries and categorizes 
knowledge and information for the readers [23]. 

 

5. CONCLUSIONS 

This essay is only an attempt at investigating the 
corresponding features between modernist 
writers’ democratic ideal of intellectual life of the 
society and that of the digital dimension. While to 

some extent digital culture has realized certain 
aspects of modernist writers’ ideas of intellectual 
communion, as the public library versus open 
access online archives and journal, and the world 
brain versus the Wikipedia for example, online 
critics today seem to face with a different situation 
from the modernist writers. With the invasion of 
deconstructionism and liberalism, the internet 
culture has carried pluralistic ideal unscrupulously, 
which could be easily taken advantage of by the 
territory-hunting technological empires as Neima 
noted in his essay discussed above [23], thus an 
urgent task is to re-establish critical consensus, 
otherwise literary criticism would go down in 
fragmentation and aggregation.  
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Tang, Yili 

Abstract: Digitalization and technological progress 
challenges the fundamental balance between the 
processes of remembering and forgetting. In his 
short story “The Weight of Memories,” Liu Cixin 
tells a humanistic tale dealing with the future of 
human memory. Most of the story takes on the form 
of a mother conversing with her unborn child, who 
imparts her memories to the fetus via experimental 
technology. Drawing on elements impossible in 
reality, Liu offers an alternative for exploring the 
idea of “memory inheritance”. He deliberately gears 
readers’ attention to the dark side of the demise of 
forgetting via an unnatural narrative, and his short 
story thus explores the ethical implications of this 
significant defect in the digital age. Taking the 
process of forgetting in the digital age as its central 
concern, the article investigates the unnaturalness 
of the story and offers an ethical interpretation. In 
doing so, it argues that forgetting means 
reconstructing, both of which are about the past 
with reference to the present, and that it reflects the 
ethical and cognitive functions of our biological 
memory. This process is crucial in characters’ 
identity formation and their ethical relations, and it 
is particularly important in maintaining ethical order 
in the digital age. In this sense, the ethics of 
forgetting lie in the awareness that by affecting 
human capabilities, technology will re-engineer 
humanity. 

 
Index Terms: Forgetting, digital age, memory, Liu 

Cixin, “The Weight of Memories”. 

1. INTRODUCTION 

HE history of the past and the present is now 
being rewritten in bytes. With the help of 

widespread information technologies, the 
narratives we build about ourselves as individuals 
and as a collective are being reshaped, and will 
eventually change the approach we take to 
reflecting on the past, relating to current events, 
imagining the future, and constructing the self. 
Memory, an extremely complicated construct, 
operates between the opposing categories of the 
individual and the collective, the internal and the 
external, and the digital records of the hard drive 
and the brain. Since the beginning of time, 
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humans have devoted themselves to improving 
their capacity to remember, enhancing recall, and 
increasing retention of information. Because of 
global networks and digital technology, the effort 
required to remember has decreased. After four 
decades of increasing digitization, it seems that 
remembering has become the norm and forgetting 
the exception. Technology compensates for our 
natural ability to forget, imprinting the past like 
tattoos on our digital bodies. George Orwell 
famously remarked in his novel Nineteen Eighty-
Four (1949) that “who controls the past controls 
the future” [1, p. 260]. It is no exaggeration to say 
that the “perfect remembering” of the digital age 
has led to the functional loss of memory, which 
changes both our past and our future. This has 
certainly not escaped writers’ attention. 
 

The protagonist in the Chinese science-fiction 
writer Liu Cixin’s short story “The Weight of 
Memories”1  is trapped in his mother’s memory. 
The story takes the form of a mother conversing 
with her unborn child, imparting her memories via 
experimental technology. However, the unborn 
child finally ends his own life because of this 
memory inheritance. Liu has drawn attention to the 
dark side of the demise of forgetting via the form 
of an unnatural narrative, and his short story refers 
to the ethical implication of this fundamental defect 
in the digital age. He raises a series of pressing 
and vital questions: Are we able to forget our past 
and evolve? Whose memories do we have? Do 
technologies embody or displace our imagined 
“selves”? How do we construct and maintain the 
relationships between memory and technology?  

 
To approach these questions, this article 

examines the current studies on forgetting, 
seeking to understand from several perspectives 
what forgetting means in the digital world. 
Because the term “digital memory” appears in a 
wide range of locations, it can align with many 
fields. Understanding the paradoxical relationship 

The Ethics of Forgetting in the Digital 
Age: Memory in Liu Cixin’s  
“The Weight of Memories” 
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between forgetting and remembering in the digital 
age thus requires an interdisciplinary approach. 
However, the focus of this article is both broader 
and narrower, as it is concerned with the role of 
forgetting in literature and its ethical 
consequences in both the fictional and real worlds. 
It incorporates the perspectives of unnatural 
narrative theory, which studies narrative that 
violates physical laws, logical principles, or 
standard anthropomorphic limitations of 
knowledge by representing storytelling scenarios, 
narrators, characters, temporalities, or spaces that 
could not exist in the actual world2, and ethical 
literary criticism formulated by Nie Zhenzhao, into 
the study of forgetting, and to the textual analysis 
of Liu’s short story in particular. This approach has 
reciprocal benefits, as both fields will be enriched 
through their interaction in method and practice. 
This article argues that memory, as both a 
structural element and as a theme in Liu’s fictional 
world, has become a means of re-evaluating 
humanity and subjectivity in the digital age. The 
undermining of biological forgetting confuses 
identities, which makes us vulnerable to making 
wrong choices and threatens our capacity to 
reason or act. Forgetting plays a crucial role in 
identity and human relations and is thus an ethical 
concern, particularly important in maintaining 
ethical order in the digital age. 

2. FORGETTING IN THE DIGITAL AGE: AN ETHICAL 

INTERPRETATION 

At both individual and collective levels, 
generally, memory refers to the process of 
encoding, storing, and retrieving information, and 
involves remembering and forgetting. Human 
memory is therefore often likened to an archive or 
storage space. However, critics such as Viktor 
Mayer-Schönberger are opposed to this metaphor 
and emphasize the malleability of memory [2, p. 
119]. The plasticity of memory enables humans to 
evolve as they reflect on and adjust their values. 
Rather than being a deterministic biological 
computer, our brain, as Daniel Schacter suggests, 
constantly reconfigures our memory, which is a 
living, evolving construct [3, p. 134]. To build on an 
understanding of memory as a concept with its 
own history and diverse instrumentalizations, it is 
necessary to have a clear understanding that 
terminological and practical discussions of 
“forgetting” and “remembering” are not as 
straightforward as they may seem. Given the 
diverse phenomena at the intersection of the 
human, technological, social norm, and 
multidisciplinary approaches, the study of 
remembering and forgetting is part of a larger 

 
2 See Jan Alber. “Unnatural Narrative,” the living handbook of 

narratology [Online]. Available https://www.lhn.uni-
hamburg.de/node/104.html. 

system of interdisciplinary terms and concepts that 
are shaped by time and context. Regarding the 
history of the study of forgetting, Paul Ricoeur 
presents a well-constructed argument for the 
significance of forgetting and its socio-political 
impacts. In revealing the reciprocal relationship 
between remembering and forgetting, Ricoeur 
questions the role of forgetting as a part of the 
complex workings of memory: “Could forgetting 
then no longer be in every respect an enemy of 
memory, and could memory have to negotiate with 
forgetting, groping to find the right measure in its 
balance with forgetting?” [4, p. 413]. He calls for 
meditation on the necessity of forgetting as a 
condition for the possibility of remembering. 
Instead of being an enemy of memory, forgetting, 
as Ricoeur notes, “can be a resource for memory 
and history” [4, p. 284]. 

 
The importance of forgetting has attracted new 

attention in the digitally networked environment for 
numerous reasons. First, due to the immense 
capacity of digital technologies to store data, our 
ability to retrieve and save information has taken a 
quantum step forward, and our brain’s capacity for 
learning and remembering has increased 
accordingly. Storing and retrieving information has 
become considerably less challenging in the past 
few decades. In contrast, forgetting has become 
difficult and costly. Second, forgetting, a normal 
and natural function of memory, contrasts with 
what is expected from digital technologies. The 
limits of human memory go against the demands 
of the digital age for perfect memory. However, 
denying forgetting, which is a fundamental 
behavioral mechanism, raises a series of issues 
that have attracted the attention of many scholars.  

 
Viktor Mayer-Schönberger’s Delete: The Virtue 

of Forgetting in the Digital Age ignited the 
discussion on the importance of forgetting in the 
digital age. His approach to this phenomenon is 
cultural and legal rather than technical. He puts on 
the table the significant yet under-addressed 
problem of the growing impossibility of getting free 
of the past. According to Mayer-Schönberger, 
persistent digital memory poses a series of 
challenges, such as “the imbalances in 
informational power, the decontextualization of 
memory, and its often-problematic 
reinterpretation, our cognitive bias to remember 
the exceptional irrespective of time, and the 
possibility of an unforgiving society” [2, p. 118]. He 
proposes that two important aspects of human life 
will be affected by the digitalization of memory on 
forgetting: power and time. The widespread use of 
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digital remembering leads to a reduction of control 
or a loss of power over information that constricts 
“the freedom to shape one’s own identity” [5, 
p108]. This loss occurs because of three 
characteristics of digital memory: accessibility, 
durability, and comprehensiveness. In addition to 
power, digital memory also obviates time, which 
collapses history and thus denies us the 
opportunity to develop, learn, and evolve. Mayer-
Schönberger therefore argues for the need to 
reintroduce our capacity to forget. Although the 
solution he proposes, the introduction of expiration 
dates on information, is not convincing, his 
contribution has set the stage for discussions on 
the importance of forgetting in the evolving digital 
age. Mayer-Schönberger’s study is strongly 
political, and it makes valuable contribution to the 
relationships between the state and citizens as 
well as privacy rights. One of his most important 
outcomes is the insight that human reasoning will 
be further endangered as the use of external 
memory through digital remembering is expanded, 
which may also lead to the loss of trust in human 
remembering [5, p. 118]. In this sense, Mayer-
Schönberger’s attempt to address the ethical 
aspect of forgetting in the current digital age is 
admirable. 

 
The books The Ethics of Memory in a Digital 

Age: Interrogating the Right to be Forgotten and 
Remembering and Forgetting in the Digital Age 
are largely responsible for the current interest in 
forgetting. The former documents current 
meditations on the “right to be forgotten” and the 
interplay between citizen rights about memory and 
the value of memory. The authors explore the 
framing of this right in ethical and legal terms, 
offering a comprehensive analysis of the problem 
of “the persistence of memory, the definition of 
identities (legal and social), and the problems 
arising for data management” [6, p. 3]. They 
mainly focus on the relationships between 
memory and identity and the problem of privacy in 
today’s digital age. The latter book includes 
writings from scholars from various disciplines, 
such as economics, psychology, sociology, 
philosophy, history, and IT. The preliminary 
assumption of this interdisciplinary project is that 
the digitalization of information has triggered the 
default switch of the fundamental importance of 
remembering and forgetting. One of its significant 
arguments is that forgetting and remembering are 
not simply opposites, “but rather complex, 
interdependent, and symbiotic processes shaped 
by a broad variety of contextual factors and 
incentives” [2, p. 8]. Alessia Ghezzi, Ângela 
Guimarães Pereira and Lucia Vesnić-Alujević 
underline the important role of forgetting in the 
creation of identities and human relations, which 
mainly assume that a person’s identity is a 

function of his or her past behavior [2, p. 116]. The 
suggestions contained in these contributions 
reflect the fundamental insight that the complexity 
of forgetting, the speed of technological 
development, and the unpredictable impact of 
technology on individuals’ emotions and behavior 
call for a deep concern for humanity.  

 
Against this background, the starting point of the 

approach that has led to this article is the 
assumption that forgetting in the digital age can be 
understood and ultimately governed in the human 
context, as it involves the ethical relationship or 
ethical order between man and man, man and 
society, and man and nature. To build on this 
assumption, it is important to note that the nature 
of remembering and forgetting is highly dynamic. 
That is, acts of remembering and forgetting are not 
only acts of retrieving and deleting information, but 
also of creation. During the process of forgetting 
and remembering, we recreate and thus rewrite 
information. Remembering is a two-step process. 
The first step is selecting and committing 
information to storage, and the second is recalling 
and analyzing that information. The goal in the first 
step of forgetting is to prioritize various information 
in memory. Then, information can be chosen to be 
ignored or deleted. In this sense, rather than 
simply being equated with deletion, forgetting 
encompasses the complex ability to differentiate 
between information and to choose which parts 
can be excluded and which can be transformed 
into meaningful content that is attributed new 
values. This highly complex selection procedure is 
also the process of making value judgments about 
what sorts of life are worth living. According to the 
perspective of ethical literary criticism and its 
attendant conceptual framework as formulated by 
Nie Zhenzhao, the process of forgetting is thus the 
process of making ethical choices [7, p. 26-34]. 
Ethical literary criticism considers ethical choices 
to be crucial actions by which humans pursue a 
social and ethical existence. According to Nie, the 
brain text is a type of text stored in the human 
brain, and which has a distinctive biological form. 
It mainly preserves cognition and perception as 
memory. To cope with a sea of information, the 
incorporeal and abstract consciousness is first 
preserved in the brain in the form of brain 
concepts, which are combined and modified under 
the guidance of certain ethical rules, resulting in 
the formation of a brain text [7, p. 30]. This 
procedure cannot occur without memory, and thus 
it includes the process of forgetting, in which a 
person collects, analyzes, deletes, and even 
modifies brain concepts. Understood in this sense, 
forgetting is part of the process of forming brain 
texts. Once formed, the brain text affects one’s 
ethical awareness, thinking, and ethical choices. 
In the process of making ethical choices, “humans 
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will be endowed with ethical consciousness and 
form the concept of good and evil, which are the 
result of the functioning of the brain text” [7, p. 33-
34].  

 
Furthermore, our choices determine our ethical 

identity. Identity and memory can codetermine one 
another: remembering and forgetting are 
constructive processes that influence the 
construction of identity and be influenced by it. 
Identity is “not merely a kind of label to distinguish 
a person in terms of social structures, but also “an 
ethical mark and title, such as that of husband, 
wife, father, mother, son, or daughter” [8, p. 106]. 
Seen in this light, identity lays a solid foundation 
for social order. Its formation is fluid as we adapt 
to a changing environment or context. Because of 
persistent digital footprints, digital memory 
intrudes into human relationships. The digital 
transformation of identity calls for us to be able to 
reinvent ourselves and reestablish our 
relationships with others. In this way, forgetting 
fulfils key and vital roles in the reformation of our 
relationship to the self, others, and the social order 
in today’s digital context. In light of this, forgetting 
fulfils a significant purpose beyond privacy or other 
legal and political rights. As an essential function 
for memory governance, forgetting is not the 
mechanical deletion of facts from past, but rather 
the reconstruction of the past based on the 
present, reflecting the ethical and cognitive 
functions of our current biological memory. 
Therefore, forgetting functions at an ethical level 
that is worth keeping in mind as we craft a path 
into our digital future, as Liu Cixin reveals in his 
short story. 

 
 
3. MEMORY INHERITANCE IN LIU CIXIN’S “THE 

WEIGHT OF MEMORIES” 

As we now proceed to textual analysis, it is 
worth noting that this article cannot encompass all 
aspects of the ethical implications of forgetting, nor 
can it provide a technical solution to the default of 
forgetting in the digital age. Arguably among the 
most significant contributions of this article is the 
insight that literature is the best form for conveying 
the ethics of forgetting in the digitally networked 
environment because of the human context in 
which its process takes place. In “The Weight of 
Memories,” Liu Cixin embeds the relevant cultural 
and ethical values of forgetting through fictionality 
and the defamiliarizing effects of unnatural 
narrative.  

 
The story revolves around a conversation 

between a mother, her unborn child, and the 
neuroscientist Dr. Ying, who “studies how brains 
create thoughts and construct memories.” [9] The 
fetus can talk with his mother and Dr. Ying from 

the womb about his mother’s memories, which in 
reality is humanly, physically, and logically 
impossible, as it involves such “unactualizable 
elements” as unnatural character, unnatural 
events, and unnatural mind. In his conceptual 
system, Jan Alber claims that “One of the most 
interesting things about fictional narratives is that 
they not only reproduce the empirical world around 
us; they also often contain unactualizable 
elements that would simply be impossible in the 
real world” [10, p. 3]. Such elements include 
unnatural narrators, unnatural characters, 
unnatural time, and unnatural space. He then 
classifies unnatural characters into five general 
categories: blends of humans and animals, dead 
characters, robot-like humans and human-like 
robots, metamorphoses and transforming figures, 
and multiple coexisting versions of the same 
character [10, p. 104-148]. The fetus in “The 
Weight of Memories” is a different type of 
unnatural character, as he exhibits extraordinary 
language skills and the talent of memory, which 
would be impossible in the real world. He recalls 
his mother’s past, thinks about the present, and is 
concerned about his own future. His formation of 
words and sentences are at odds with his fetal 
identity, although he is unable to use overly 
complex vocabulary such as “amniotic fluid” and 
“neuroscientist.” Referring to the knowledge of the 
real world, the abilities displayed by the fetus are 
obviously humanly impossible. As the 
conversation unfolds, readers are informed that 
their unnatural communication is achieved 
through a special machine created by Dr. Ying that 
allows them to communicate.  

 
The fetus also displays the unnatural mind, “a 

presented consciousness that in its functions or 
realizations violates the rules governing the 
possible world it is part of in a way that resists 
naturalization or conventionalization” [11, p. 97]. 
Stefan Iversen examines the impossible mind to 
be that which “is biologically or logically 
impossible, such as a mindreading mind, a 
deceased mind, a radically metaleptic mind, or a 
mind running without the hardware that the human 
mind as we know it is nested in” [11, p. 104]. In 
“The Weight of Memories,” Liu presents a mind 
whose unnaturalness is prominently manifested in 
memory inheritance and mind reading. The fetus 
in this story demonstrates an unnatural ability to 
remember and read his mother’s thoughts.  

 
Dr. Ying: Hello there! 

Fetus: Hello? Um . . . I think you study brains? 

Dr. Ying: That’s right. I’m a neuroscientist—
that’s someone who studies how brains create 
thoughts and construct memories. A human brain 
possesses enormous information storage 
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capacity, with more neurons than there are stars 
in the Milky Way. But most of the brain’s capacity 
seems unused. My specialty is studying the parts 
that lay fallow. We found that the parts of the brain 
we thought were blank actually hold a huge 
amount of information. Only recently did we 
discover that it is memories from our ancestors. 
Do you understand what I just said, child? 

Fetus: I understand some of it. I know you’ve 
explained this to Mama many times. The parts she 
understands, I do, too. 

Dr. Ying: In fact, memory inheritance is very 
common across different species. For example, 
many cognitive patterns we call “instincts”—such 
as a spider’s knowledge of how to weave a web or 
a bee’s understanding of how to construct a hive—
are really just inherited memories… 

Mother: Dr. Ying, that’s too complicated for my 
baby. [9] 
 

Dr. Ying’s explanation of the working of memory 
and “memory inheritance” is too complicated for 
both the mother and the fetus to understand. The 
fetus nevertheless understands to the extent that 
his mother does. In this sense, the fetus not only 
inherits his mother’s memory but also reads his 
mother’s mind, so he knows what his mother 
understands and tells Dr. Ying her thoughts. The 
memories the fetus inherits include his mother’s 
forgetting, which on the same level prevents her 
from ever forgetting. The technique of memory 
inheritance thus establishes external memory, 
which is durable and lasting, inhibiting forgetting 
and change. The fetus, possessing his mother’s 
perfect memory, can therefore be regarded a 
product of digital technology that removes the 
human capacity to forget.  
 

This raises the question of what would happen 
if we could not forget. In “The Weight of 
Memories,” Dr. Ying reveals why she does not 
have her own baby with inherited memories:  

 
We were baffled by the dormant nature of 

memory inheritance in humans. What was the 
point of such memories if they weren’t used? 
Additional research revealed that they were akin 
to the appendix, an evolutionary vestige. The 
distant ancestors of modern humans clearly 
possessed inherited memories that were 
activated, but over time, such memories became 
suppressed. We couldn’t explain why evolution 
would favor the loss of such an important 
advantage. But nature always has its reasons. 
There must be some danger that caused these 
memories to be shut off. [9] 

 
Both Dr. Ying and the mother are aware of the 

potential downside of the demise of forgetting. 

This flaw in the brain makes human existence 
bearable by reducing the burden of the past. In 
addition to his mother’s memory and thoughts, the 
fetus has his own feelings and thoughts. His brain 
text is composed of both the mother’s and his own 
brain texts, and it is caught up in memories and 
unable to leave the past behind. The fetus’s own 
brain text includes only the fluids that surround 
him, his mother’s heartbeat, and the faint reddish-
orange glow from outside, yet his present 
circumstances play a significant role in 
determining what is remembered from his 
mother’s memories rather than an objective 
rendering of past events. Both the fetus’s brain 
text and the mother’s biological memory are 
evolving, but the mother’s past captured in the 
fetus’s brain is frozen in time. Therefore, according 
to her recollections in the present, the day she left 
home was full of joy and happiness. However, 
according to the memory in the fetus’s brain, the 
day his mother left the village was horrible. The 
mother’s own memories are the product of 
remembering and forgetting, and her suffering is 
alleviated by the ability to see her past through the 
eyes of who she is in the present. This obviously 
clashes with the fetus’s understanding, as he has 
no chance of escaping or erasing the traumatic 
elements of his mother’s past. 
 

Furthermore, the conflict between the mother’s 
memories and the fetus’s own brain text leads to 
misplaced ethical identities. In terms of the fetus’s 
ethical identity, he is his mother’s son. However, 
the mother reveals that she has participated in this 
memory inheritance experiment because she 
“wants to be born a second time.” [9] Taking 
control over her information in the form of memory 
inheritance gives the mother an opportunity to 
define herself. As the process of identity formation 
becomes technically stored and further processed 
in her unborn child’s brain, the question arises of 
whether the fetus is the son or the mother herself. 
If the experiment heightens the vulnerability of the 
mother’s identity, helping her to alter her identity 
over time, then it accordingly changes their ethical 
identities when the mother tries to replicate herself 
by replicating memories. As a consequence, the 
collection of the mother’s memories, which 
accompany consciousness and thinking, 
constitutes her identity in her unborn child’s 
physical body. Although they realize that it is 
terrible to allow an unborn child to endure the 
burden of his mother’s past and to confuse his 
identity, their choice to replicate the mother’s 
memories leads to the fetus’s death. After their 
conversation, the fetus chooses to end his life and 
tears off his umbilical cord. This ethical choice is 
the result of the conflict between his mother’s 
memory and the fetus’s interpretation of it, both of 
which are influenced by who the characters are in 
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the present. By using unnatural narrative, Liu 
constructs a playground in which to explore the 
effects of an inability to forget. He offers an 
alternative space for trying out the idea of 
“memory inheritance,” which is impossible in 
reality. In this way, the tragedy of the fetus’s death 
reveals the ethical implications of forgetting in 
today’s digital age and highlights its role in our 
humanity. Losing the process of forgetting would 
make humans remain tethered to the past and 
take away their ability to make sense of the world 
around them. 

4. CONCLUSION 

Digitalization and technological progress have 
led to a considerable shift in the fundamental 
balance between the processes of remembering 
and forgetting. By discussing the ethical 
implications of memory inheritance on human 
subjects and the significance of forgetting in 
shaping our digital future, Liu Cixin offers a vivid 
picture of what would happen if this balance were 
inverted. The memory inheritance experiment 
undermines the significant role of forgetting and 
thus threatens the fetus—the future of society—in 
his capacity to reason, learn, and evolve. The 
story ends in a bittersweet manner with the mother 
having a baby who has not inherited her memory 
and consequently is able to experience life with 
surprise and joy. This story implies that technology 
only facilitates the inverted balance between 
remembering and forgetting—it is humans who 
cause the demise of forgetting, and we should 
revive our capacity to forget. In this sense, the 
ethics of forgetting lies in the awareness that by 
affecting human capabilities, technology will re-
engineer humanity. Thus, instead of letting 
technology form us, we should form technology.  
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Toward Autonomous Sustainable
Electric Energy Systems

The Key Role of Data-Enabled Control and
Computing/ML/AI
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Abstract: This paper concerns a difficult multi-
disciplinary problem of data-enabled sustainable and
resilient electric energy service. Taking the view of
the changing electric energy systems as the social
ecological systems (SES) helps with new techno-
logical problem formulations, resulting in a social-
ecological-technical-system (SETS) at the same
time. Starting from first principles and using uni-
fied technology-agnostic multi-layered modelling, it
is shown that data-enabled ability of SES subsystems
to implement their input-output (I-O) specifications
in a flexible way is determined by a complex com-
bination of technology-specific processes, and their
local control and decision-making algorithms. Also,
the integration of flexible SES subsystems further
calls for fundamental innovation in governance rules;
this is needed to support the evolution of today’s
hierarchical control practice into a Dynamic Mon-
itoring and Decision System (DyMonDS) platform
for orderly participation of diverse resources, end
users and governance. Three basic principles are
proposed as the basis for governance that supports
multi-layered interactive information exchange ac-
cording to autonomous plug-and-play protocols. Im-
plementing these protocols requires innovation in lo-
cal control and decision-making tools; data-enabled
computing, ML and AI, and software for transparent
information exchange and processing.
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1 Introduction

This paper takes a multi-disciplinary look at the
problem of electric energy services. While there has
been significant interest and work in model-based
approaches to energy systems, researchers in differ-
ent disciplines have studied aspects of these systems
from their own angles only. In particular, different
modelling granularity has been used [1, 2]. Because
of this, there exists generally a lack of holistic look
at these systems which are fundamentally, at the
same time, social, ecological, and technological sys-
tems (SETS); consequently, it is becoming hard to
integrate innovation and value [3]. Electric power
system engineering literature is focused on specific
technologies, operating and planning problems and
computer applications for analysing these problems
under often implied assumptions. Also, up until very
recently, modelling for solving these problems has
assumed that the only controllable parts of the sys-
tem are large-scale conventional power plants. Tak-
ing the view of the changing electric energy sys-
tems as the social ecological systems (SES) com-
prising resources, users and governance system helps
with new technological problem formulations [4]. As
these systems evolve, it has become essential to in-
tegrate small distributed energy resources (DERs),
users and the governance system (regulatory bod-
ies) as pro-active members and decision makers for
enhanced system performance. Man-made electric
power grid and its control that includes schedul-
ing of resources and users is needed to implement
supply-demand power balancing and power delivery
from energy resources to users. A multi-disciplinary
view of an electric energy system as an SES en-
abled by its man-made electrical power grid leads
to a SETS. The Dynamic Monitoring and Decision
Systems (DyMonDS) framework represents the next
generation supervisory control and data acquisition
(SCADA) embedded within SETS.

This system in which SES interacts with man-
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made grid through both power- and information-
processing quickly becomes an overwhelmingly com-
plex dynamical system. Moreover, depending on
the governance system in place, establishing rules,
rights and responsibilities [5] and the correspond-
ing implementation protocols quickly becomes what
is known in institutional organisation fields as the
wicked problem [6].

This paper is organised as follows: In Section 2
SES formulation of electric energy service is given.
In Section 3 a summary of today’s hierarchical mod-
elling, operation and control of electric power sys-
tems is provided. This is needed to identify typi-
cal assumptions made which required further relax-
ation on the way to flexible utilisation of diverse
SES subsystems. In Section 4 a unified modelling
in energy space is proposed as the basis for relaxing
critical assumptions, and for providing the founda-
tions for minimal information that should be pro-
cessed and exchanged in order to make an elec-
tric energy system as sustainable as possible. In
Section 5 a mapping from SES attribute charac-
terisation of its members, into their I-O interac-
tion variables, as well as the interactive dynamical
model of the SES system are conceptualised and
formulated mathematically. This utilizes the uni-
fied multi-layered modelling approach to capturing
dynamic interactions in a technology-agnoostic way.
In Section 6 abstraction of data-enabled interactions
is formalised as a Dynamic Monitoring and Decision
Systems (DyMoNDS) in support of next generation
SCADA platform. In Section 7 the same framework
is used to describe how PL and RL can be used
for enabling core attributes of the SES members
most favourable to sustainability of the system as
a whole. The multi-layered unified model in energy
space is used to define the layers of DL algorithm.
In Section 8 we illustrate potential benefits from
the proposed multi-disciplinary approach to electric
energy service and the key role of learning in sup-
port of integration of renewable generation and de-
mand response, both during normal operations and
the extreme events. In the closing Section 9 we
summarise basic ideas on using unified multi-layered
modelling as a means of systematic integration of
advanced computing methods for pragmatic use in
future electric energy services. Some open questions
are highlighted.

2 Electric Energy Service: The
Problem of Sustainable SES

Electric energy service is an essential good which is
not universally available. The ecological energy re-
sources are many and have highly diverse attributes
when it comes to their ability to contribute to sus-
tainable performance of this SES. Accounting for

their diverse attributes requires long-term planning,
shorter-term operations planning and near-real time
decisions/automation if they are to be utilised in
both flexible and robust manner. Also, since re-
sources and end users are not co-located, a man-
made electric power grid is used for power delivery.
The energy users have diverse attributes, and there
are many deep questions concerning social and hu-
manistic aspects of electricity services, all beyond
the scope of this paper [7]. The resources and users
interact according to governance system rules and
protocols in place, and the physical power deliv-
ery is generally via electric power networks [5, 8].
All these core subsystems (resources, users, gover-
nance system) are currently undergoing major tech-
nological and organisational changes. Large pollut-
ing resources are being decommissioned and grad-
ually replaced by the intermittent green distributed
energy resources (DERs), and users are becoming
more aware of social and humanistic problems, such
as the need for universal electric energy service, and
the threat of climate change. Governance systems
are transforming from once fully integrated utilities
into electricity markets. Consequently, there exists
at present a major lack of systematic protocols for
aligning the sub-objectives of the SES subsystems
with the societal objectives. Also, new technical
solutions are needed to enable physical implemen-
tation in such multi-layered systems by establishing
basic principles for characterising potential of the
SES subsystems to participate in sustainable elec-
tric energy services at value.

2.1 Azores Islands: a Small-scale SES

Shown in Figure 1 is a sketch of the small elec-
tric energy system of Flores an island in the Azores
Archipelago, Portugal [9]. Resources are a combi-
nation of expensive polluting fossil fuel power plant
and small hydro plant, and intermittent geother-
mal and wind power. The question of sustainable
and resilient electric energy service is whether and
how these resources can be dispatched to supply
end users electric energy needs. The needs of en-
ergy users themselves can be adjusted by building
solar photovoltaic rooftops (solar PVs), using ther-
mal storage for water heating and even electric ve-
hicles for storing local solar power when not needed.
The more users supply their own needs the less are
the requirements on using expensive polluting fos-
sil fuel. An important question concerns service
provision during extreme events, such as hurricanes
which may disable equipment contributing to the
service.

Our view of electric energy systems as an SES
has been greatly inspired by the work of late Elinor
Ostrom who proposed a generalised framework for
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Figure 1: Resources, end users, and the power grid, Azores
Islands, Portugal [9].

assessing how sustainable is a given SES going to be
by establishing ten core attributes of the SES sub-
systems. She identified key attributes determining
how sustainable an SES to be: size of resource; pre-
dictability of system dynamics; resource unit mobil-
ity; number of users; leadership; norms/social capi-
tal; knowledge of the SES; importance of resources
to users; and collective choice rules.

2.2 Implementation Challenges and Opportunities

We observe for purposes of this paper that the inter-
actions among subsystems play a major role in opti-
mising these core attributes. One of the main points
of this paper is that their attributes can evolve over
time and can, in particular, be enhanced through the
data-enabled decision-making. There has been rela-
tively little R&D on how to use these attributes for
assessing sustainability of electric energy systems,
but this is where the SES view helps streamline the
technical objectives of innovations. An interesting
and important finding from interviewing customers
regarding their valuation of sustainability is that
their willingness to pay for clean power is not sig-
nificant. Given this, it is important to enable users,
resources and the delivery system to support sus-
tainable utilisation of what is available, in some ways
which are not necessarily responses to economic sig-
nals. The very idea of managing “tragedy of the
commons” in complex systems by making core at-
tributes more sustainable should and can be im-
plemented with their data-enabled self-adaptation.
This is where computer science and social sciences
jointly have a potential for contributing in major
ways. Notably, if core attributes do not have desired
features, the data-enabled automation can help en-
hance these. Examples of these opportunities are

vast. To mention a few, vehicle electrification where
EVs have flexible data-enabled charging logic could
go a very long way to serving as storage for intermit-
tent energy resources, like wind power and solar. It
is not well understood that the same hardware and
users’ needs can be met in qualitatively different
ways depending on whether the EVs have a model-
predictive control (MPC)) [10] to best align with the
system needs. Similarly, mobility of EVs could offset
needs for large transmission and distribution (T& D)
infrastructure [11, 12]. Users themselves could par-
ticipate in adaptive load management (ALM) and
reduce the need for highly varying fast resources
[13, 14], [15]. The social science and institutional
organisation work has demonstrated the potential
of self-adaptation by many small users in water sys-
tems even in the poor villages of Nepal [16]. Due to
space limitations it is not possible to describe elec-
tric energy service challenges in SES systems of dif-
ferent type and scale, such as: 1) Puerto Rico [17];
2) commercial and industrial complexes; 3) neigh-
bourhoods with large number of households which
have solar PVs [18, 19]; 4) end-to-end continen-
tal systems with large conventional power plants,
many large intermittent utility-scale resources in-
terconnected to lower level systems serving small
customers with their own DERs [20]. Common to
all these systems is the observation that their core
attributes determining how sustainable electric en-
ergy service is can significantly be enhanced by data-
enabled embedded automation and minimal coordi-
nation [3].

In the remainder of this paper we formalise the
evolution of today’s hierarchical modelling and con-
trol of electric energy systems into a Dynamic Moni-
toring and Decision System (DyMonDS) fundamen-
tally based on distributed decision-making by the
SES subsystems, including self-adaptation and col-
laboration based of information exchange with the
others.

3 Today’s Hierarchical Modelling,
Operations and Control

Most of social ecological systems, such as water
systems, and gas/oil systems, have sufficient inven-
tories and because of this it is generally not criti-
cal to produce and consume simultaneously. How-
ever, electric energy services up until very recently
have not relied on large-scale storage and, conse-
quently, the temporal (power balancing) and spatial
(power delivery) alignment of power produced by
the resources and power consumed by the users had
to be implemented almost instantaneously, result-
ing in high quality alternating current (AC) power.
As innovations are made in storage technologies, it
becomes necessary to implement right amounts of
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storage at the right locations; the cost of storage
will remain high for a very long time in the future,
and another major point in this paper is that data-
enabled flexible management can greatly off-set the
need for large scale storage [20]. The T&D elec-
tric power network equipped with supervisory con-
trol and data acquisition (SCADA) plays a major
role in achieving such savings through flexible tem-
poral and spatial alignments of the SES subsystems.

3.1 Hierarchical Operations and Control

To briefly summarise the principles of today’s indus-
try practice for implementing electric energy ser-
vice, consider in Figure 2 a typical wind power
pattern; if not controllable, wind power deviations
will contribute to the net system demand devia-
tions. For variety of reasons, technical and eco-
nomic, providing power by resources to balance this
demand is decomposed typically into three differ-
ent sub-processes: 1) Scheduling hourly supply for
predictable component of demand, say minimum ex-
pected demand for the day ahead. 2) Closer to real
time, hour ahead, bounds on hard-to-predict slow
quasi-stationary deviations in power demand away
from the predicted are used to change the set points
for fast controllable generation so that frequency is
brought back to within the acceptable tight limits
specified by the QoS standards. 3) Finally, primary
controller, local embedded automation, stabilises
frequency to the set points scheduled in 1) and 2).
Shown in Figure 3 is a sketch of these three differ-
ent control layers and the top-down commands for
changing set points of controllable equipment, given
from the tertiary level to the secondary level, and,
at the faster rate, from the secondary to the pri-
mary level controllers. In today’s industry set points
from the tertiary level are schedules for real power,
and secondary layer maps these into set points for
variables controlled by the primary control. For ex-
ample, command for real power is mapped using
quasi-static mapping, “droop”, from the set point
for real power increments to the frequency set point
increments seen by the governor of the power plant.
This secondary level droops are fundamentally based
on the assumption that local automation stabilises
frequency to its set point. These droops are needed
for the actual control implementation since they re-
late power imbalances to the set points of physical
controllers. Similar process takes place with map-
ping reactive power schedules obtained at the ter-
tiary level to the set points of automatic voltage
regulators (AVRs) of the power plants.

We observe that the hierarchical voltage control is not
fully standardised in the US power grids, quite important
fact when attempting to support use of large amounts of
intermittent resources [3].

Figure 2: Temporal composition of wind power [9].

Figure 3: Hierarchical tertiary, dispatch, and secondary, intra-
dispatch [9].

3.2 Mathematical Modelling and Underlying
Assumptions

The dynamics of subsystems comprises: 1) physical
energy/power conversion processes; 2) automated
primary controllers embedded in sub-components
whose function has been to stabilise and regulate
local voltage and frequency as the main QoS at-
tributes; 3) embedded decision-making for schedul-
ing set points of local controllers to reflect various
constraints resulting from core attributes and opti-
mise expected benefits, generally a combination of
economic and environmental costs.

Mathematical modelling of controllable re-
sources participating in this hierarchical control re-
quires models of different granularity for the three
levels. It has been viewed by today’s industry as nec-
essary for data-enabled implementation of supply-
demand balancing. A sketch of models used is
shown in Figure 4. At the lowest level are com-
plex dynamical models of heterogeneous technolo-
gies whose state variables are denoted as x(t), with
local primary control u(t), responding to the devia-
tions in output variables of interest y(t) away from
the set point of the variable yref (t). Local distur-
bances are denoted as m(t). Shown in the middle
of the same multi-layered sketch is the generalised
droop mapping of increments in power produced
by the controllable resources in response to the in-
crements in output variable deviations (frequency,
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voltage) controlled by the local fast primary control
u(t). These mappings between models of different
granularity have been used for automatic generation
control (AGC) by the power plants, and recently
have been generalised as synthetic droops of con-
trollable HVACs and EVs [21], as well as even droops
of inverter-based solar photo voltaic resources (PVs)
[18]. A major remaining R&D problem concerns de-
sign of nonlinear controllers capable of fast switch-
ing so that the droops can be implemented [22, 23].
Without such controllers the validity of the droop
becomes questionable.

3.3 Testing of I-O Specifications

Controllable subsystems, in particular large power
plants, are expected to get tested for their I-O per-
formance prior to connecting to the electric power
grid. These tests are typically intended to verify how
fast the power plant can stabilise/regulate voltage
and frequency to nominal when connected to the
system. We observe here that the performance typ-
ically depends on the system to which the subsystem
is being connected, and, because of this, the indus-
try standards have been to perform tests against
static network topology which corresponds to the
worst case equipment failure defined by the system.
Notably, these tests miss the dynamics of interac-
tions between the sub-systems because only the sub-
system tested is modelled as a dynamic component.
Typically, the secondary level control has not been
evaluated economically, it has, instead, been used to
ensure QoS. Only the tertiary level control is done
according to cost performance such as total fuel
cost, subject to physical constraints such as gen-
eration capacity to produce power at certain rate.
The inter-temporal constraints are accounted for by
using the ramp rate proxy limit defining the incre-
ments in power assumed to be implementable by
certain technology.

3.4 The Need for Relaxing Temporal, Spatial and
Physical Decoupling Assumptions

Typical assumptions made when designing control
logic for local automation as well as for schedul-
ing their set points are: 1) stabilisation, regulation
and scheduling are temporally and spatially hierar-
chical and are done using reduced-order models that
capture only specific time horizons of interest. As
reviewed above, stabilisation assumes given equilib-
rium of component outputs; regulation assumes sta-
ble fast dynamics settled and fully controllable elec-
tric power; and power scheduling assumes nominal
frequency and voltage [24].

These assumptions have been valid in systems
whose demand can be decomposed into highly pre-

Figure 4: Unified modular model of an SETS subsystem [25].

dictable longer-term component, slow deviations
around the predictions, and near-zero mean fast
fluctuations [26]. However, systems with high pen-
etration of intermittent persistently-varying power
outputs make this temporal decoupling harder
and the inter-temporal dependencies may become
significant [27]. This then requires modelling
continuously-varying interaction dynamics between
the ports of subsystems hard to decompose as a
single continuous dynamic process.

Second, most of the electric power system mod-
els used in today’s industry assume that real power-
frequency electro- mechanical phenomena can be
decoupled from the voltage dynamics caused by
electromagnetic phenomena. We have recently pro-
posed that when a subsystem perturbed by fast vari-
ations in power can no longer be modelled assum-
ing such decoupling [25]. Fundamentally, fast per-
turbation require both power conservation and rate
of change of reactive power to be captured during
fast transients, as they directly affect each other.
This second observation can be interpreted in many
different ways, in the past it was tackled by assess-
ing fundamental limits to using phasor dynamics to
model states of lumped parameter representations
of electric power components [28].

The industry is coping with these observations
and challenges to the currently used models by re-
quiring new equipment, such as large scale wind
power plants and solar power plants to first be
modelled using electromagnetic transient stability
(EMTP) models as partial differential equations
(PDEs) and to validate their lumped parameter
models currently used for transient stability anal-
ysis [29]. As a matter of fact, some forward looking
electric energy systems, which are in the process of
deploying large amounts of wind power, are work-
ing closely with the manufacturers of wind power
plants to ensure that they meet interconnection
standards and do not create dynamic problems when
connected to the grid [30, 31]. Critical for com-
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municating main novelty of this paper is the fact
that today’s testing fails to overcome major mod-
elling deficiencies of currently used models. First,
a power plant tested is conceptualised as having
“effective inertia” which determines time constant
at which frequency changes because of real power
imbalances. This low-order model actually fails to
represent fast electro-magnetic dynamics which re-
sults in fluctuating voltages at the sub-system ports.
Instead, dynamical models are needed to represent
effects of fast inverter-based controlling dynamics
of stored electromagnetic energy in reactive com-
ponents in these subsystems. This is needed in ad-
dition to modelling the real storage dynamics. Also,
the dynamics of electromagnetic power interactions
must be modelled to capture the interplay between
rates of change of stored electromagnetic energy in
different subsystems.

4 Unified Multi-layered Modelling in
Energy Space

In this section we summarise a unified multi-layered
modelling that helps abstract I-O specifications of
subsystems and their dynamical interactions us-
ing common technology-agnostic physical variables.
Once this is done, it becomes possible to assess
performance of vastly different SES subsystems for
their ability to align their core attributes with the
core attributes of other subsystems, and, conse-
quently, support sustainable electric energy services.
Having such unified characterisation for the first
time sets the basis for integration of diverse sub-
systems with an understanding of conditions that
should be met for having robust and stable ser-
vice, see [32]. Based on our research on enhancing
currently-used models we have arrived at an aggre-
gate model relevant for capturing both conservation
of instantaneous power and conservation of instan-
taneous rate of change of reactive power, closely
related to the second derivative of stored energy
with respect to time. This aggregate model has
two state variables, stored energy E(t) and rate of
change of stored energy p(t) = Ė(t). As indicated
in Figure 4, the dynamics of these aggregate vari-
ables are defined by stating conservation of instan-
taneous power and conservation of rate of change
of reactive power.

Ė(t) = P out(t) − E(t)
τ

= p(t) (1)

ṗ(t) = 4Et(t) − Q̇out(t) (2)
Equation (1) states that portion of power pro-

duced by changing stored energy in the subsystem is
sent out to the rest of the system, and portion goes

to thermal dissipation. Notably, equation (2) states
that rate of power produced through energy con-
version goes in part to the rate at which real work
4Et(t) is produced and part to the rate at which
power is not used for real work Q̇out(t).

4.1 Unified Modelling of Complex Dynamic
Interactions

As it can be seen in Figure 5, subsystems inter-
act through both physical grid connections and
through local automation and embedded decision-
making. Given highly heterogeneous subsystems in
the changing electric energy systems, the complexity
of detailed physics-based models quickly becomes
difficult to manage when attempting to simulate
system response. Important for ensuring sustainable
service is that the automation and decision making
must be such that the interconnected system is dy-
namically stable and robust with respect to uncer-
tainties.

Present state-of-the-art in control of complex
dynamical systems does not offer ready to use meth-
ods for ensuring such performance. Because of this,
the industry practice in control centres is conserva-
tive and it results in sub-optimal scheduling of clean
intermittent resources because of hard constraints
imposed on the ranges of power that is allowed to be
delivered. Notably, historic wide-spread blackouts
provide ample evidence that this conservative ap-
proach does not ensure uninterrupted service. More
recently, there have been reports concerning fast
oscillations created by uncoordinated automation
responding to fast power imbalances in real-world
electric energy systems [33, 34]. One way to model

Figure 5: Interacting intelligent Balancing Authorities

and control these dynamic interactions is to have
a unified interactive model of the interconnected
system which explicitly represents how are subsys-
tems affected by the dynamics of interaction vari-
ables [33, 34]. In other words, modelling needs to
capture energy and power dynamics, instead of ap-
proximating internal dynamics using Newton’s law
which requires knowledge of inertia. This observa-
tion is fundamentally important as explained some
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time ago in the context of modelling aircraft sys-
tems [35].

In the context of modelling electric energy sys-
tems, it was recently argued that it is not suffi-
cient to think of subsystems as generators whose
dynamics of frequency is determined by the inertia
in response to torque imbalances. These models
are overly simplified since they only model electro-
mechanical dynamics, and the electromagnetic fluc-
tuations affecting voltage magnitude are not mod-
elled. It was argued that modelling of systems with
time-varying disturbances requires that subsystem
dynamics be subject to both to conservation of (in-
stantaneous) power and rate of change of instanta-
neous reactive power [25]. The second constraint is
essential for capturing the effects of voltage devia-
tions on the dynamics of the interconnected system.
It is also important in capturing the fact that not
the entire instantaneous power produced as a result
of change in stored energy of a subsystem can be
absorbed by the neighbouring subsystem because
of inherent entropy increase [36]. In other words,
fast dynamic oscillations in interconnected subsys-
tems of an energy system are fundamentally result
of the fact that not all power produced from the rate
of change of stored energy gets absorbed instanta-
neously by the the rest of the system; the second
derivative of stored energy contributes to both real
work (exergy), and to the oscillations of reactive
power because of dis-alignment of effort and flow
variables at the ports of the subsystems.

To capture this complex power processing with-
out getting into internal specifics of subsystems,
dynamic interactions between subsystems are mod-
elled by subjecting all their dynamical models to
conservation of power and conservation of rate of
change of reactive power as follows

P out
i (t) = ΣP in

ji (t) (3)

Q̇out
i (t) = ΣQ̇in

ji (t) (4)
Observe that this model of interconnected sub-

systems is fundamentally interactive: The rate of
change of reactive power in one subsystem depends
on the rate of change of the neighbouring subsys-
tems. This model defined minimal information that
must be exchanged between subsystems so that they
can interactively check feasibility and stability con-
ditions in a distributed autonomous way [37]. An
open research question concerns self-adaptation for
optimising system objectives in a distributed way.
This result should follow from the fact that the mod-
elling in energy space is linear and that the efficiency
objectives can formulated as a linear convex opti-
misation problem, yet more research is required to
formalise it [32].

5 Mapping an SES Subsystem into its
I-O Implementable Model

An SES subsystem may have vastly different com-
bination of sub-objectives which ultimately deter-
mine its willingness to contribute to sustainability
of the system. Shown in Figure 6 is a sketch of a
general data-enabled subsystem which receives in-
put data about the environment, models its own
dynamics and automation, and computes ranges of
power and ranges of rate of change of power which
the subsystem can implement in a stable and ro-
bust way. Depending on the governance system in
place and protocols for scheduling, typically the as-
sociated O&M cost (or price, when participating in
markets) is given. Ranges of instantaneous power
and the rate of reactive power of any given subsys-
tem can be used by their designers to embed more
data-enabled processing and enable their I-O char-
acteristics to have more sustainable core attributes
[32]. This interactive data-enabled mapping be-
tween the actual subsystems, the characterisation of
their core attributes and data-enabled mathemati-
cal representations are essential for their integration
within the system, discussed next. Instead of hav-

Figure 6: General representation of data-enabled SES sub-
system

ing non-standardised I-O characterisation, a recently
introduced unified modelling in terms of power and
rate of change of reactive power for any specific
time horizon of interest is required, Equations (1)–
(4) above; these are referred to as the interaction
variables of the subsystem with the environment.
Depending on the specific technology and its em-
bedded data-enabled decision and automation the
values of these variables will generally be differ-
ent and will vary over time as system conditions
seen by the subsystem and its own ability to pro-
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duce/consume vary. Recall from the discussion of
multi-layered model of a subsystem shown in Figure
4 that each dynamical subsystem has internal com-
plex technology-specific attributes. These are mod-
elled as a set of coupled differential equations; the
dynamics of states denoted as ẋ(t) is generally func-
tion of the states x(t), local control u(t) typically
a fast feedback responding to deviations of output
variables, voltage and frequency, from the set points
determined at the slower rate by the higher layer
aggregating entities. Embedded in each SES sub-
system is rich feedback automaton and distributed
decision-making algorithms aimed at optimising lo-
cal sub-objectives, for examples see [15, 13, 14, 38].

Shown in Figure 7 is the process of mapping
qualitative attributes of subsystems into mathemat-
ical models of their input-output (I-O) representa-
tion. Recall from the above discussion that system
level optimisation is done to compute optimal power
schedules in a feed-forward way. At present this is
done by the system operator. In this paper we stress
that modelling subsystems comprising an SETS with
highly diverse core attributes would be almost im-
possible to do in an entirely centralised way by the
system operator. Instead, we have proposed that
these core attributes be internalised by the subsys-
tems themselves: Embedded within the sub-system
is model predictive control (MPC) distributed opti-
misation according to the sub-objectives of subsys-
tems (profit,value at risk, time interval over which
decisions are being made) subject to their own droop
constraints defining incremental model which re-
lates the QoS variable of interest (HVAC would have
temperature; generator would have frequency and
voltage deviations; solar PV would have voltage de-
viations as a function of real and reactive power de-
viations, etc). This internalised valuation results in
bid functions for power and rate of change of power
as two attributes of electricity service which can be
further used by the system operator or market when
coordinating utilisation of diverse resources accord-
ing to the system-level objective.

6 Dynamic Monitoring and Decision
Systems (DyMoNDS) Framework for

Interactive Computing Platform

One of the most challenging implementation prob-
lems in the changing electric energy systems con-
cerns the trade off between fully centralised, top-
down coordination of dynamic interactions by the
subsystems, at one extreme, and, the entirely dis-
tributed, self-adapting autonomous electric energy
service, at the other extreme. Fundamentally, the
granularity of modelling required for enabling most
sustainable I-O attributes of components, is in sharp

contrast with the granularity of modelling required
to represent dynamic interactions between the sub-
systems and to control them for best inter-temporal
and inter-spatial alignment within the complex dy-
namical system. In particular designers and man-
ufacturers of subsystems and their local automa-
tion need very detailed technology-specific zoomed-
in modelling and highly granular data. On the other
hand, modelling of higher-level dynamical interac-
tions between subsystems for ensuring feasible, ro-
bust and efficient implementation of high-quality
electric energy service has been shown to only re-
quire minimal information about interaction vari-
ables, characterising in a unified way zoomed out
dynamics of the complex system.

This multi-layered modelling defines the funda-
mentals of our Dynamic Monitoring and Decision
Systems (DyMonDS) framework in support of sus-
tainable electric energy services [8]. Shown in Fig-
ure 5 is a sketch of information exchange between
different layers of an electric energy system compris-
ing highly diverse subsystems. In complex systems,
users often get aggregated into groups of users co-
operating with a portfolia of resources with com-
mon objectives. We name these intelligent Balanc-
ing Authorities (iBAs) and they also provide the net
I-O characterisation of interactions with the other
iBAs and/or with the coordinating higher level con-
trol centres [8]. This interactive minimally coordi-
nated framework which lends itself to empowering
subsystems to control and value their contribution
to system level performance by accounting for their
unique preferences and attributes forms the basis for
designing an end-to-end event-driven SCADA plat-
form [18]. Shown in Figure 7 are such mappings
from the SES subsystems to the I-O specifications
with assigned value. These bids can be used by
the system operator responsible for the least cost
operations and in electricity markets [15, 13, 14].
In Section 7 we discuss further qualitatively differ-
ent computational challenges depending on how are
inter-temporal and inter-spatial dependencies man-
aged.

6.1 Relevance of DyMonDS as a next-generation
end-to-end SCADA

In the past this scheduling of power plants con-
trol set points have been carried out under the
assumptions of quasi-stationary highly predictable
net users’ demand for power, and assuming fully
controllable power produced by the plant. These
assumptions have provided the basis for computer
applications used in utility’s control centres which
have not been extremely challenging. This is chang-
ing with the penetration of many intermittent small
resources and users willing to adjust their con-
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Figure 7: Mapping SES core attributes to the I-O characterisation in an SETS system

sumption to system conditions, and, therefore being
harder to predict. Moreover, the ranges of genera-
tion and demand variations, as well as the rates of
these variations, have become such that much more
data-enabled learning of these changes is generally
needed to ensure reliable service. Today’s indus-
try practice of scheduling sufficient stand-by gener-
ation and having spare delivery capacity just in case
large equipment fails, is becoming very costly. In
short, instead of using coarse capacity-based mod-
els to produce and deliver power, it is necessary to
establish different levels of model granularity and
capture inter-temporal and inter-spatial effects sys-
tematically.

Back to system sustainability objectives, both
core attributes of subsystems and their dynamic in-
teractions must be modelled and controlled. The
growing literature concerning future SCADA archi-
tectures for the changing electric energy systems
recognises the need for more granularity, temporal,
spatial and functional and the industry has pursued
major efforts in that direction [39]. The main indus-
try concern has been regarding “inter-operability”
generally understood as ensuring that different sub-
systems/components can communicate seamlessly
[40]. The notable distinction with DyMonDS ar-
chitecture is the rigorous definition of minimal in-
formation necessary for the subsystems to operate
in a robust and stable manner. This is achievable
by having protocols in terms of unified I-O spec-
ifications and conditions for these interaction vari-
ables that need to be met in order for previously un-
explored interconnections of technologically diverse
subsystems to operate as a single dynamical sys-
tem [25]. We are not aware of any other concepts
which propose such information exchange. The ac-
tual adoption of such protocols could be a natural
extension of today’s AGC standards, as described
next.

6.2 Spatial aggregation in energy space

Finally, we observe that this DyMonDS-based
framework is a natural outgrowth of today’s electric
energy system organisation into utilities as Balanc-
ing Authorities (BAs). The proposed DyMonDS-

Figure 8: Granual spatial aggregation into iBAs

enabled organisation is needed for further temporal
and spatial granularity and for enabling integration
of utility-owned system with embedded non-utility
owned subsystems, named intelligent Balancing Au-
thorities (iBAs). Shown in Figure 8 is a sketch of
an electric energy system comprising diverse tech-
nologies, and combined into three iBAs [41].

Notably, while these iBAs generally comprise
very diverse agents and subsystems, their interfaces
are defined using unified interaction variables. For
theoretical underpinnings of defining the interaction
variables as sufficient information that should be ex-
changed for orderly delivery of electric energy ser-
vice in the changing industry, see [24], [25]. Typi-
cally minimal coordination for scheduling of diverse
technologies with different O&M cost is done by the
system operators in control centres.

Depending on the governance system in place,
the aggregating entities may be the same for reg-
ulating QoS, and for optimising economic and en-
vironmental system-level objectives. In island sys-
tems, for example, the same utility performs both
functions. Automatic generation control (AGC) is
responsible for regulating frequency to near nomi-
nal by sending signals to fast power plants to ad-
just their set points of governors so that the total
fast power imbalance is compensated, say every 10
minutes. The utility also performs economic dis-
patch which at the slower hourly basis schedules set
points of governors so that the total fuel cost is op-

89



timised when supplying predictable slow system de-
mand. Typically the set points of automatic voltage
regulators (AVRs) nor the set points of controllable
grid equipment (transformers, capacitors, FACTS)
are not scheduled in an on-line operation, except
by a handful of systems. Shown in Figure 4 is a
mapping from physical system model into the model
defining the dynamics of interaction variables deter-
mining performance of the interconnected system.
Assuming that the fast primary automation sta-
bilises internal frequency dynamics, it becomes pos-
sible to relate quasi-stationary increments in power
to the increments in frequency, known as generator-
turbine-governor (G-T-G) droop. As it becomes
necessary to capture dynamic interactions between
the components, a unified model of aggregate state
variables being the energy stored in the subsystem
Ei(t) and the rate of change of reactive power Q̇i(t)
is used to define information exchange over several
temporal and spatial scales. Important, any given
subsystem can participate in more than one func-
tion comprising the electricity service, this ranges
over being used for energy/power dispatch to bal-
ance predictable demand; AGC and AVC for fre-
quency regulation needed to compensate hard-to-
predict deviations around the predictions; and flex-
ible reserve for reliable and resilient service. Sub-
systems are assumed to ensure fast stabilisation of
their own dynamics for the ranges of I-O specifi-
cations committed to these system-level functions.
Very few, so-called special protection schemes are
utilised for system-level stabilisation [42].

7 The Role of Advanced Computing in
an SETS

The DyMonDS platform in support of data pro-
cessing lends itself well to advanced computing
at different layers and, moreover, for the informa-
tion exchange according to protocols needed to re-
integrate highly distributed subsystems of an elec-
tric energy system. Recently three basic principles
for enabling sustainable electric energy systems were
proposed as follows [3]:

• iBAs are basic units responsible for distributed
autonomous electricity service by collaborat-
ing internally, and coordinating with the rest
of the system multi-laterally or hierarchically.
They are generally embedded withing already
existing BAs.

• Next generation SCADA, we named Dy-
MonDS, processes interactive information ex-
change between the layers, and within the lay-
ers themselves.

• Minimal information exchange needed for re-
integration should be in terms of interaction
variables comprising a triplet of energy, power,
rate of change of reactive power.

Local iBAs are most complex. They require fast
sensing of local output variables, and processing of
information about their constantly-varying I-O vari-
ables into fast physical control signal. Their mod-
els and parameters are challenging to validate, yet
the controllers are quite sensitive to their accurate
knowledge. A closer look into the mathematical
foundations of computing interaction variables re-
veals that they are complex algebraic functions of
state variables x(t) as well as of the derivatives of
these variables [25]. An exciting idea to pursue is
computing of these derivatives using deep learning
(DL) through back propagation and automated dif-
ferentiation (AD) [43].

Our experience with possible numerical integra-
tion algorithms which are distributed and interactive
has been that in order to meet conservation of power
(3) and rate of change of reactive power (4), the in-
teraction variables exchanged between the subsys-
tems are quite challenging. Here, again, derivatives
of port variables and, in particular, rate of change
of reactive power must be computed accurately and
fast. Much R&D is needed on such numerical inte-
gration methods.

Finally, what used to be one tertiary level cen-
tralised optimisation, is now transformed into a
data-intensive ML, and distributed optimisation by
the iBAs and components themselves. There are
many examples of already using approximate dy-
namic programming [38] for optimising participa-
tion of EVs in electric energy service, demand side
response [12], and other DERs [21]. A comprehen-
sive survey of the growing literature of ML/AI ap-
plications in hierarchical control of electric energy
systems is left for future papers.

8 Proof-of-Concept Case Studies:
Stable Microgrids and Large-Scale

Integration of Renewable Resources

Here only a short summary of typical outcome de-
pendence on the ways SES subsystems participate
in electric energy services is given. Probably the
most comprehensive end-to-end proof-of-concept is
provided for two Azores Islands, Portugal [9]. It
was shown early on that minimal coordination of
controllable demand, wind power, clusters of EVs
enables 100% use of clean power without increasing
long-term cost of electricity service. The role of AC
Optimal power flow (ACOPF) for optimising voltage
dispatch, as well as DyMonDS-enabled participation
of SES subsystems requires very little storage in the
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form of flywheels and/or EVs, to achieve this goal.
In the islands this innovation is very cost-effective
because it displaces the need for high-cost imported
fuel, and ensures clean environment. The second ex-
ample concerns distribution feeders supplying com-
mercial and business complexes, such as the mi-
crogrids [19]. A summary of challenge problems
and possible ways of overcoming these by means
of DyMonDS-enabled operations can be found in
[44].The third example concerns the ability to de-
liver large amounts of wind power in Germany [3].
Finally, an illustration of the effects of DyMonDS-
enabled system coordination for reliability and eco-
nomics in electricity markets is described in [20].
A notable study of DyMonDS-enabled architectures
for ensuring resilient gradual degradation of service
during natural disasters documents major potential
benefits [17]. At present there is very little docu-
mentation as to whether today’s primary control can
ensure stability of these systems when operated by
the utility control centres. The typical solution is to
add significant amounts of storage, which, in turn,
results in a roadblock to cost-effective deployment
of clean DERs. Much research remains to be done
for this fastest time scale to ensure that SES subsys-
tems can be implemented and operated in a stable
and robust way when participating in system-level
dispatch and ancillary services.

9 Conclusions

In this paper we build on our earlier-introduced
multi-layered modelling in energy space to: 1)
manage this complexity without having to make
strong simplifying assumptions; and, 2) communi-
cate multi-disciplinary signals using the same com-
mon interaction variables. This paper establishes a
unified technology-agnostic multi-layered modelling
understandable by all disciplines. The input-output
(I-O) specifications of highly diverse SES mem-
bers, including their energy humanistic behaviour,
are characterised using multi-layered abstraction of
complex technology-specific physics, data-enabled
automation and decision making as a triplet of en-
ergy, power, rate of change of generalised reactive
power named interaction variable. It is explained
how this triplet can be interpreted/understood in
SES, engineering, economics and computing. These
specifications are then used to design and operate
the SETS by means of data, and its interactive
processing. The major conclusion is that flexible
utilisation of SES subsystems can only be achieved
effectively by having protocols for multi-temporal,
multi-spatial and multi-functional cooperative en-
hancements of core attributes essential for sustain-
able electric energy services. Once this is under-
stood, it becomes possible to assess fundamental

shortcomings of today’s solutions, and potential of
overcoming these otherwise unsolvable problems.
The ideas are illustrated on two challenging prob-
lems facing the World, energy transition to clean
sustainable use and resilient, gradual degradation
of service during extreme events. Finally, for the
first time it becomes possible to relate the emerg-
ing AI and ML tools to the needs of the electric
energy services. Future R&D is needed to relate
the ideas concerning use of deep learning (DL), par-
allel learning (PL), reinforcement learning (RL) by
different levels of the complex system to the clear
objectives of these tools in enabling sustainable and
resilient services. In particular, levels of abstraction
for PL, and layers for DL, are defined using model-
based unified approach. This both overcomes the
complexity and processes the necessary information
for applying advanced computing in practice. Fi-
nally, given that the modelling is interactive, it re-
quires accurate and efficient information exchange
and computing of derivatives comprising the inter-
action variables between different modules. It was
pointed out recently that this opens yet another re-
search opportunity for AI, in particular automated
differentiation, to support implementation of sus-
tainable electric energy services.
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