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CHAPTER 24

Sensing Film Archival Data
The Film Catcher
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ABSTRACT

Analysing the Eye Filmmuseum’s permanent installation The Film Catcher
through the lens of film cataloguing and digital heritage theory, this chapter
argues that the installation reflects the confluence of a long-standing wish for
multimedia retrieval in film scholarship, and a current turn towards sensory
collection access in museology, where leaving behind the written word as a
privileged entry point is increasingly seen as affording greater participation,
agency and inclusivity. Placing The Film Catcher in the context of historical
and contemporary debates, the chapter discusses how the installation reflects
current sensory heritage approaches to collection access, and the visualisa-
tion-driven sense-making of audiovisual archives, while recasting the Film-
museum’s practice of challenging traditional film historical categories.

KEYWORDS
Sensory heritage; film cataloguing; data enrichments; film installation; gener-
ous interfaces; digitization
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FIGURE 33
The Film Catcher. Photo: Jordi Wallenburg.



THE FILM CATCHER

Eye Filmmuseum’s permanent installation The Film Catcher, located in the museum’s
basement area and aimed at a general audience, offers an immersive 360-degree expe-
rience for browsing clips from around 1,000 titles preserved in Eye’s collection. The
walls of the installation room house numerous displays in adjacent vertical frames
containing snippets from different films, moving either up or down. Tablets placed
around the installation room allow visitors to decide what to show in the individual dis-
play in front of them, based on thirty categories created using computer vision, which
range from abstract visual categories to the semantically specific. Visitors choose a cat-
egory by “throwing” a filter from the tablet towards the wall by swiping forward, and
may subsequently “catch” a film using the tablet as a pointer. Catching returns a title to
the tablet with its archival metadata and the option of full playback. By inviting visitors
to browse and explore its collection based on visual categories that are not traditionally
included in archival metadata, the installation reflects how a number of audiovisual
archives are currently moving in the direction of enriching and affording exploration of
collections through multimedia retrieval and sensory data to afford embodied experi-

ences of archival browsing.

THEORETICAL FRAMING

The Film Catcher is analysed through the lens of film cataloguing and digital heritage
theory, speaking from the vantage point of someone who was involved in the research
project The Sensory Moving Image Archive that preceded and led up to the installation.
I argue that The Film Catcher reflects the confluence of a long-standing wish for mul-
timedia retrieval in film scholarship and a current turn towards sensory collection
access in museology: forsaking the written word as a privileged entry point is increas-
ingly seen as affording greater participation, agency and inclusivity. Placing The Film
Catcher in the context of historical and contemporary debates, this chapter discusses
how the installation reflects current sensory heritage approaches to collection access
and the visualisation-driven sense-making of audiovisual archives, while recasting the
Filmmuseum’s practice of challenging traditional film historical categories.
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SENSING FILM ARCHIVAL DATA

When looking at the image of The Film Catcher it is at first glance tempting to
identify it as a continuation of the previous permanent installation at the Eye
Filmmuseum in Amsterdam, The Panorama (2012-2022), which it replaced in
2022." The installations share the feature of 360-degree immersion, and offer
visitors the ability to control an individual screen area through a selection
of categories made available through consoles or tablets. Both also employ
sound showers that acoustically delineate individual visitor spaces in a busy
auditory setting and, at the core of their interaction, feature an overall playful
approach to archival moving image classification. Yet, in spite of these sim-
ilarities, it is exactly in the latter aspect that the two installations differ sig-
nificantly, revealing an important change that has occurred in the ten years
separating their openings. When taking a closer look, it becomes clear that
they offer remarkably different propositions of moving image classification.
The Panaroma’s categories—which included Discovery of the World, Film Stars,
Colour, The Netherlands, Slapstick, Battle and Magic—to some extent reflect-
ed classic film historical coordinates, such as a notion of national cinema,
themes and genres. Through its selection of clips, it revealed the scope of Eye’s
then ongoing renegotiation of such categories in curatorial work, found foot-
age filmmaking, remixing and crowd-curation projects.? The Film Catcher also
includes semantic categories that reflect classic film historical and theoretical
areas of interest—Aviation, Dancing, Cities or Landscape to name a few—but
overall places stronger emphasis on abstract visual categories and simpler
semantic entities or motifs at the core of its navigational regime. In particular,
colours and shapes, alongside a wide array of objects, body parts or settings
are a means for exploring a digitized film collection through sensory, in this
case primarily visual, features.? A significant difference in this regard is that
The Panorama’s categories were put together mainly by curators, whereas the
creation of The Film Catcher’s categories involved computer vision. By involv-
ing computer vision in moving image classification, The Film Catcher reflects a
development that has accelerated in the past ten years towards analysing and
presenting collections as datafied entities, and privileging low-level, syntactic
data enrichments in collection access. Where does this development come
from? How does the way in which The Film Catcher affords exploration of such
features reflect currently emerging strategies in audiovisual archiving, presen-
tation and digital cultural heritage, and relate to previous projects at Eye?
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DATAFYING FILM CLASSIFICATION: FROM TEXT TO AUDIOVISUAL CONCEPTS

In the mid-1970s, institutions belonging to the International Federation of
Film Archives (FIAF) increasingly began considering their archival collec-
tions as data, by exploring opportunities for computerising film cataloguing.
Early initiatives revolved around standardising filmographic metadata in
machine-readable formats, at the time centred on the Library of Congress’s
new MARC formats (MAchine-Readable Cataloguing).4 Initially, the comput-
erisation of film cataloguing was enacted on the promise of easing labour-in-
tensive tasks such as metadata creation and exchange, and enabling targeted
cross-collection searches between institutions, by creating shared standards
aimed primarily at an audience of specialised film historians. Since the 1990s,
the primary focus of such discussions has shifted from computerising text
descriptions in catalogue records, to computational analysis of audiovisual
features in digitized films. This shift of focus is premised on the assump-
tion that such analysis can enable types of classification and browsing more
attuned to the properties of audiovisual media. As media theorist Wolfgang
Ernst and filmmaker Harun Farocki contended in the early 2000s, citing the
work of computer scientists active in the area of multimedia retrieval, “avail-
able methods depend on ID’s, keywords, or texts associated with the images.
They do not allow queries based directly on the visual properties of images.”s
In highlighting this point, they problematised the prevalence of text search
and description for audiovisual materials, making a plea for using comput-
er vision to analyse digital archives, to facilitate the creation of an index and
history of visual concepts. Special issues and introductory texts on digital
scholarship and audiovisual collections have routinely reiterated this point
in the past couple of decades. For instance, as Andreas Fickers, Pelle Snick-
ars and Mark Williams wrote in their 2018 introduction to the special issue of
the VIEW journal on “Audiovisual Data in Digital Humanities”: “DH as a field
is still dominated by a focus on textual studies (studies of word culture) that
are largely ‘deaf and blind’ in their capacity to search, discover, and study AV
materials.”®

To the extent that film archives have engaged with computer vision in the
past decades, this has happened largely in the context of restoration or digitiza-
tion workflows that involve automated classification—for instance, to facilitate
semi-automated digital repair tasks such as dust removal, or semantic entity
recognition for film cataloguing.” In these cases, the intelligibilities afforded
by such applications have primarily been embedded in scientific conservation
practices’ notions of objecthood and desire for material repair, or in tradition-
al, semantic archival categories.® However, echoing past pleas of AV-oriented
digital scholarship, the current turn towards sensory data and interaction
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design for collection access argues for alternatives to these regimes of vision.
As digital film scholar Daniel Chdvez Heras has recently noted, the combined
proliferation of computer vision approaches and the ease with which digitized
films can now be broken into smaller entities—images or shots—to detect con-
nections independent of traditional categories—year, country, director, etc.—
means that “[f]ilm archives can [...] be reconceptualised as datasets, enabling
in the process different modalities for the production of meanings.”® Beyond
established film archives, a similar tendency can be observed in independent,
community-driven video annotation software, which seeks to subvert institu-
tional traditions of archival classification and their underlying power dynam-
ics. The community-driven archiving platform Pad.ma (Public Access Digital
Media Archive), based on the open-source software pan.do/ra, which enables
collective archiving and annotation of collections using a linear timeline view
in combination with basic visualisation views, comes with the programmatic
corrective from co-founder Shaina Anand that “[h]istorians have merely inter-
preted the Archive. The Point however is to Feel it.”*° Such objections to tradi-
tional, historically informed archival classification underpin the current turn
toward sensory data.

This development dovetails with an increased emphasis on sensory expe-
rience in heritage studies and museology, and the emergence of approaches
that explore the affordances of analysing, visualising and engaging with col-
lections through sensory data, to challenge conventional catalogue descrip-
tions and textual searches. In these contexts, digital heritage scholar Mitchell
Whitelaw’s idea of the “generous interface” has gained widespread traction.!
Premised on the assertion that text-based search in archives limits our hori-
zons to only a small handful of select items expressed in lists, Whitelaw makes
the case for visually exploring the material properties of archival items at a
large scale as a way to discover new connections. In the context of efforts in
museology to challenge conventional display modes, anthropologist David
Howes argues that embodied sensory interaction design potentially allows the
viewer to break free from a traditional, mid-nineteenth-century idea of “pure
spectatorship” dependent on the display convention of “objects in cases and
visitors warned to keep their hands off.”*

SENSORY ENGAGEMENTS IN THE FILM CATCHER

As researcher and designer Nadia Piet notes, regarding audiovisual archives,
sensory approaches tend to result in interface “overlays” in web-based proj-
ects or physical installations, which complement existing catalogues.'? Such
approaches seldom become integrated with or replace the latter, and there is
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along way to go before institutional catalogues with a long history can achieve
this, especially at large scale.*# By default, institutions with a long history, such
as the Eye Filmmuseum, see their catalogue data turn into “legacy” data that
often reflect standards, worldviews, biases or priorities of past times, and for
these reasons tend to impede integration with data enrichments.’s However,
the current momentum of data-driven sensory interaction design in audio-
visual archives testifies to the extent to which sensory data enrichments are
becoming a host for fundamentally renegotiating, reimagining or subverting
existing traditions of collection access through experimentation. In many
ways, The Film Catcher reflects this.

First, the installation is a clear-cut example of a generous interface in the
way it offers visitors a visual environment for browsing a digitized subset of
its collections. Rather than creating lists based on collection metadata or key-
words, itis the choice of a category (colour, body part, activity, object or setting)
that changes the view of clips on the screen in front of the visitor. Not unlike
those in The Panorama, the categories group together examples unrestricted
by genre or period, allowing users to observe similarities or patterns across
widely divergent films. For example, in the category Orange, which comes the
closest to invoking a sense of national cinema in the installation, a clip from
Joram Liirsen’s family drama In Oranje (2004), which revolves around the boy
Remco and his dream of playing for the Dutch national team, appears along-
side a clip from Joost Rekveld’s experimental #11, Marey <-> Moiré (1999). In
a similar fashion, the circular shapes of abstract light-plays in Karel Doing’s
Lichtjaren (1993) is paired with disks and circular objects in feature films in
the category Circle.

The concept of a generous interface underpinning The Film Catcher stems
from two prior research projects: The Sensory Moving Image Archive (SEMIA,
2017-2020) and The Movie Mirror (2018-2019).** SEMIA experimented with
computational analysis of the low-level features of colour, shape, movement
and visual clutter in 103,273 shots from 6,969 open-licence broadcast and film
items, made digitally available via the Open Images platform by the Nether-
lands Institute for Sound and Vision and Eye Filmmuseum. The result was
a web-based interface for exploring connections between shots.'” While not
excluding archival metadata, the SEMIA interface hid it as a primary entry
point, positioning users in a visual navigational regime that required them to
first zoom in on and select a shot through a T-SNE cloud visualisation, and
then to toggle between feature spaces, using icon keys in a pop-up video player
to navigate between feature spaces and shots. The Movie Mirror built on this
approach by prototyping an on-site installation for retrieving shots based
on body poses. The principles developed in both projects informed The Film
Catcher’s development, yet only SEMIA’s principle of exploring shot similari-
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ties in different feature spaces was retained. The Film Catcher also expanded
the range of features to include mid- and high-level semantic categories—for
instance objects or settings—as part of its concept.*®

The Film Catcher also carries on SEMIA’s principle of working with what
film scholar and preservationist Adelheid Heftberger terms “non-reduction-
ist” visualisation, which shows groupings or clusterings of full frames ordered
into different categories, rather than reducing frames or shots to abstracted
data points in a graphic representation.’” However, the installation is argu-
ably more figurative than SEMIA insofar as its entry point does not start with
an overwhelming, distant macro-view of tens of thousands of frames that one
needs to grasp before being able to navigate and playback a shot. Instead, it
invites users inside on the meso-level: no zooming is needed for clips to be
viewable and, through the action of catching, visitors can navigate to the
micro-level and explore archival metadata and view shots and films closely.

In this aspect, the installation is typical of “computational sensing,”
which facilitates sensory experience through data enrichments and the type
of multimedia retrieval that scholars had already called for some twenty years
ago.” Privileging the sense of vision, The Film Catcher strips the clips shown of
the historical contexts they have hitherto been assigned through cataloguing,
opening a space for visitors to experience, reflect and make sense on their own.
Again, this aspect of the installation can be taken to carry on one of the SEMIA
project’s core objectives, namely: “to delay the moment in time when signifi-
cance is assigned—that is, when the meaning of specific sensory features, or
of the relations between them, is determined—but also to place this task in
the users’ own hands.”?* From a classic phenomenological standpoint, the
idea of computational sensing may come across as crude insofar as it opera-
tionalises sense perception into ground truths for computer vision, and tends
to separate senses into different information streams, rather than acknowl-
edging experience as multisensory or multimodal: computer scientists sel-
dom specialise in both image and sound, not to mention senses such as touch
or smell. Moreover, it should not be ignored that media studies debates have a
longstanding history of scrutinising the very concepts of interactivity and the
sensory, paying attention to the sensory hierarchies and types of interactive
spectatorship afforded by multimedia configurations.?> However, The Film
Catcher, and before it SEMIA, does feel congruent with core tenets of clas-
sic film phenomenological analysis in the way it propels the museum visitor
into a space of sense-making and experience that is not overdetermined by
a preset theoretical framework, nor by an impulse to immediately explain or
interpret.? The interface becomes a proposition for visitors to explore, rather
than finding answers or exact matches between items, and in the process to
potentially also produce unexpected connections.

EXPOSING THE FILM APPARATUS



Coming back to where we began, The Panorama and the Eye Filmmuse-
um’s long-standing ambition to challenge familiar film historical narratives
ultimately also resonates in The Film Catcher. In a sense, the installation’s
iteration of a playful approach to moving image classification seems consist-
ent with what was referred to for several years in collection policy documents
as “cinematographic appreciation,” initially formulated as a way to anchor
the valorisation of unidentified films and fragments in subjective experience.
As senior curator Mark-Paul Meyer has explained, this approach is “aesthet-
ically-driven, but in a much more naive and intuitive way,” in that it avoids
using traditional categories of aesthetic and formal analysis as a “checklist”
for determining stylistically significant films.>* The Film Catcher can be said
to echo this concept in its sensory interaction design, and in how it positions
visitors, offering a starting point for sense-making. It amalgamates with
a sensory Al-driven approach to (further) challenge text-based search and
established film historical categories. While much has happened in the years
separating The Panorama and The Film Catcher in terms of grappling with Al in
archival workflows, currently emerging sensory approaches seem to produc-
tively broaden the modalities through which we can reimagine moving image
classification and collection access, while thinking of ways to reconfigure the
historical foundations of film cataloguing.
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NOTES

For an introduction to The Panorama, see Caylin Smith’s “Extending the Archival
Life of Film: Presenting Film History with Eye Film Institute Netherlands’ Pan-
orama,” in Exposing the Film Apparatus: The Film Archive as Research Laboratory,
edited by Giovanna Fossati and Annie van den Oever (Amsterdam: Amsterdam
University Press, 2016): 323-332.

Grazia Ingravalle, “Remixing Early Cinema: Historical Explorations at the EYE
Film Institute Netherlands,” The Moving Image 15, no. 2 (2015): 93-94.

The installation’s categories include: Umbrella, Hand, Green, Portrait, Dance, Eye,
Close-Up, Orange, Cycling, Orange, Cycling, Crowd, Landscape, Fire, Animal, Food,
Beach, Traffic, Hat, Sport, Concert, Blue, Water, Clock, Circle, Red, Child, Drawing,
Flower, Pink/purple, Cityscape, Aviation.

Roger Smither, “Formats and Standards: A Film Archive Perspective on Exchang-
ing Computerized Data.” American Archivist 50, no. 3 (1987): 324-337.

Flickner et al. cited in Wolfgang Ernst and Harun Farocki, “Towards an Archive
for Visual Concepts,” in Harun Farocki: Working the Sight-Lines, ed. Thomas
Elsaesser (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2004), 261.

Andreas Fickers, Pelle Snickars, and Mark Williams, “Editorial Special Issue
Audiovisual Data in Digital Humanities,” VIEW 7, no. 14 (2018): 1.

Giovanna Fossati, From Grain to Pixel: The Archival Life of Film in Transition
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press: 2018), 276.

Salvador Mufioz Vifias, Contemporary Theory of Conservation (Oxon: Routledge,
2011), 155.

Daniel Chavez Heras, “Cinema and Machine Vision: Artificial Intelligence, Aesthetics
and Spectatorship (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2024), 26.

Shaina Anand, “10 Theses on the Archive,” in Autonomous Archiving, ed. Artikisler
Collective (Ozge Celikaslan, Alper Sen, Pelin Tan) (Barcelona: dpr-barcelona,
2016), 84. The software’s visualisation views comprise “Anti-alias,” “Slit-Scan,”
“Keyframes” and “Waveform.”

Mitchell Whitelaw, “Generous Interfaces for Digital Cultural Collections,” Digital
Humanities Quarterly 9, no. 1 (2015),
https://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/9/1/000205/000205.html.

David Howes, “Introduction to Sensory Museology,” The Senses and Society 9, no. 3
(2014): 260.

Nadia Piet, Beyond Search: Exploring Creative Approaches to Interfacing with Cul-
tural Heritage Collections (A Case Study Analysis) (Hilversum: Netherlands Institute
for Sound & Vision), 65.

Yuchen Yang, “The Digital Turn of Audiovisual Archives,” Future Cinema Live:
Speculations & Theory (blog), 23 March 2022,
https://www.futurecinema.live/the-digital-turn-of-audiovisual-archives/.
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15 Johanna Drucker, The Digital Humanities Coursebook: An Introduction to Digital
Methods for Research and Scholarship (London: Routledge, 2021), 77.

16 These projects involved collaboration between the University of Amsterdam, the
Amsterdam University of Applied Sciences, museum installation design studio
Studio Louter and the Eye Filmmuseum.

17 For an overview of the various interfaces developed in the project, see
https://sensorymovingimagearchive.humanities.uva.nl/index.php/tool_and_
prototypes/.

18 For this purpose, The Film Catcher built on the SEMIA project by using proprietary
Microsoft software Azure Al

19 Adelheid Heftberger, Digital Humanities and Film Studies: Visualising Dziga Ver-
tov’s Work (Cham: Springer, 2018), 164.

20 Piet, Beyond Search, 39.

21 EefMasson et al., “Exploring Digitised Moving Image Collections: The SEMIA
Project, Visual Analysis and the Turn to Abstraction,” Digital Humanities Quarterly
14, no. 4(2020),
https://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/14/4/000497/000497.html.

22 For an in-depth critical discussion of interactivity in relation to sensory hierar-
chies, see Marina Hassapopoulou, Interactive Cinema: The Ambiguous Ethics of
Media Participation (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2024).

23 Vivian Sobchack, “Fleshing Out the Image: Phenomenology, Pedagogy, and Derek
Jarman’s Blue,” in New Takes in Film-Philosophy, eds. Havi Carel and Greg Tuck
(London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 205.

24 Quoted in Christian Gosvig Olesen, Found Footage Photogénie: An Interview with
Elif Rongen-Kaynakei and Mark-Paul Meyer,” NECSUS 2, no. 2 (2013): 557-558.
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