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THE DIGITAL IMAGE AND ITS STATUS IN TODAY’S DIGITAL CULTURES: 

WHEN A ‘KINO-EYE BECOMES A KINO-BRUSH’, WHAT HAPPENS TO THE DIGITAL PERFORMING ARTS? 

 

Abstract 

 

Cinema’s role, as a media technology, was in the first place to record, store, and project visible reality.  

The difficulty in modifying images once they were recorded was precisely what gave cinema its value as a 

document (assuring its authenticity). Yet, the mutability of digital data impairs the value of cinema 

recordings as documents of reality. This topic is selected to highlight and at the same time question the 

significance of the digital image in relation to its reality being represented. The explanation on the status 

of digital image takes its point of departure from cinema and then the digital performing arts. Framed 

within Lev Manovich’s notion of the digital cinema and Jean Baudrillard’s simulacra, simulation, and 

hyperreality, the discussion revolves around the indexicality and hyperreality of the digital image both in 

cinema and the digital performing arts. The ‘result’ suggests that the issue of indexicality and hyperreality 

in the digital cinema is more echoing than that in the digital performing arts, especially in the context of 

performing arts in Indonesia. 

 

Keywords: digital image, kino-eye, kino-brush, indexicality, hyperreality 

 

 



 

 
 

Speaker’s Name: 

Gerardus Majella Adhyanggono (Adhy) 

 

Institutional Affiliation:    

Faculty of Language and Arts 

Universitas Katolik Soegijapranata 

Semarang 

Central Java - Indonesia 

 

Institutional e-mail: 

adhy@unika.ac.id 

 

Bionote: 

Gerardus Majella Adhyanggono (Adhy) holds a PhD in Film Studies from Lancaster 

University, UK. His research interests mainly reside in the intersections of film, culture, 

and literature with emphases on cultural representation, identity, and symbolism.  

He is a faculty member of the English Department, Faculty of Language and Arts, 

Soegijapranata Catholic University (SCU), Semarang, Indonesia. 

Gerardus is a member of the Indonesian Film Scholars (KAFEIN) and also a former 

member of Java Institute and Asian University Digital Resource Network (AUDRN) for 

Local Knowledge in Indonesia.  

He has published articles in some Indonesian and International journals, and presented 

papers at national and international conferences and workshops, including that of the 

International Conference on Indonesian Cinema, regularly held by SOAS (School of 

Oriental and African Studies, University of London, UK) 

He has conducted several research projects on documentary films and is currently 

finalizing A Structural and Cultural Examination of the Archaeological Films at the 

Institute of Archaeology, Yogyakarta. 



The digital image and its status in 

today’s digital cultures: 
When a ‘kino-eye becomes a kino-brush’, what happens to the 

digital performing arts?

G.M. Adhyanggono

Celt International Conference

August 12, 2021



Let the story unfold…



Prologue

As a media technology, the 

role of cinema was in the 

first place to record, store, 

and project visible reality.

Therefore, the difficulty in 

modifying images once 

they were recorded was 

precisely what gave cinema 

its value as a document 

(assuring its authenticity).

Mr. Bean’s Holiday (Bendelack, 2007)

Perempuan Tanah Jahanam 

(Anwar, 2019)



Yet, in our today’s digital culture…

The mutability of digital data impairs the value of cinema 
recordings as documents of reality. 

In retrospect, the twentieth century cinema’s regime of visual 
realism, the result of automatically recording visual reality, was 
only an exception. It was an isolated accident in the history of 
visual representation. Why? Because visual realism always 
involved, and now again involves, the manual construction of 
images. 

Cinema has become what Lev Manovich 

(as cited in Mirzoeff, 2002) calls “a 

particular branch of painting – painting in 

time. No longer a kino-eye, but a kino-

brush” (p. 413). 

Lev Manovich, a new media theorist



Kino-eye and kino-brush? What are they?

A kino-eye:

Cinema as a direct recording product 

of our conviction and witness of 

physical reality out there, before the 

camera (pro-filmic reality) (Manovich 

as cited in Mirzoeff, 2002 : p.413 ).

A kino-brush:

Cinema as a product of our non-

physical reality-based intervention, by 

means of compositing, animating, 

morphing, and tinting (colouring) 

frame per frame, during the process 

of filmmaking with the help of 

computer-based digital technology 

(ibid). 

https://www.panavision.com/bill-popes-cinematography-
baby-driver-has-panavision-under-hood



Why is cinema no longer a kino-eye, 

but a kino-brush?

• Cinema is digitally made nowadays.

• Yet, the filmmakers of digital cinema ironically still involve 

features of manual construction in their production (Manovich 

as cited in Mirzoeff , 2002: p. 406).

https://www.rocketstock.com/blog/visual-effects-matte-
paintings-composited-film/ https://www.domestika.org/en/blog/4115-what-is-

matte-painting-for-cinema



“Cinema is the art of the index. It is an attempt to make art out of a 

footprint” (ibid.). The following frame is the example of the indexicality 

of a cinema.

Frame from The Lost World: Jurassic Park (Spielberg,1997)



The traditional indexicality of a cinema is 

challenged by the digitized image.

“Once live action footage is digitized (or directly recorded in 

a digital format), it loses its privileged indexical relationship 

to pro-filmic reality. The computer does not distinguish 

between an image obtained through the photographic lens, 

an image created in a paint program, or an image 

synthesized in a 3D graphics package, since they are 

made from the same material – pixels. And pixels, 

regardless of their origin, can be easily altered, substituted 

one for another, and so on. Live action footage is reduced 

to just another graphic, no different from images created 

manually” (Manovich as cited in Mirzoeff, 2002: p. 409).



A new kind of realism emerges from the digitized image

Frame from Transformers: Age of Extinction (Bay, 2014)



Digital compositing – combining digital animation with live-action 

images – World War Z (Forster, 2013)



A new kind of 

realism: Digital colour

correction/grading

O Brother, Where Art 
Thou? (Coen, 2000)

Uncorrected image 
(top) and ‘corrected’ or 
‘graded’ image 
(bottom)



The (globally distributed) manual 

labor of digital image production

“We usually think of computerization as automation 

[see also Gere, 2002: 11-12], but here the result is 

the reverse: what was previously automatically 

recorded by a camera now has to be painted one 

frame at a time. But not just a dozen images, as in 

the nineteenth century, but thousands and 

thousands. We can draw another parallel with the 

practice, common in the early days of silent cinema, 

of manually tinting film frames in different colours 

according to a scene’s mood” (Manovich as cited in 

Mirzoeff , 2002: p. 411).



Tinted and hand-

stencilled frames from 

(top) The Pleasure 

Garden (Hitchcock, 

1925) and (bottom) 

Voyage to the Moon 

(Méliès, 1902)



So, what’s the issue now?

The status of the digital image



A Hint from Jean Baudrillard

A French sociologist, philosopher, 

and 

cultural theorist



Jean Baudrillard

“Simulation is no longer that of a territory, the double the 

mirror or the concept. It is the generation by models of a 

real without origin or reality: a hyperreal […] It is no 

longer a question of imitation, nor of reduplication, nor 

even of parody. It is rather a question of substituting 

signs of the real for the real itself; that is, an operation to 

deter every real process by tis operational double, a 

metastable, programmatic, perfect descriptive machine 

which provides all the signs of the real and short-circuits 

all its vicissitudes. Never again will the real have to be 

produced” (Baudrillard as cited in Mirzoeff 2002: pp. 145-

6).



The question now is…

When a cinema’s digital image can be challenged for 

its indexicality and also hyperreality, then what about 

that of the digital performing arts?



Digital Performing Arts

McCarthy , Kevin F. and Ondaatje, Elizabeth Heneghan. 2002. From Celluloid to Cyberspace: The Media Arts and the Changing 
Arts World. RAND: Santa Monica



The digital performing arts that are captured, framed and 

exhibited digitally in the forms of recorded filming or live 

streaming, may not be hastily concluded subject to this 

indexicality and hyperreality issue on their digital images. 

Why?

U2 3D Concert 2008- https://www.trendhunter.com/trends/u2-3d

https://www.allianceforarts.com/blog/2019/2/13/capacoa-launches-

new-digital-literacy-initiative-for-performing-arts-sector

The Legend of Rara Jonggrang 

https://impessa.id/read/538/feature/facebook.com



Although Manovich once said…

• “Once live action footage is 

digitized (or directly recorded in a 

digital format), it loses its 

privileged indexical relationship to 

pro-filmic reality [… because of] –

pixels. And pixels, regardless of 

their origin, can be easily altered, 

substituted one for another, and 

so on.” (Manovich as cited in 

Mirzoeff , 2002: p. 409).

Lev Manovich, a new media theorist



• The degree of digital interruption or manipulation in the 

documented or live-streamed performing arts that may 

further determine the status of their images, being more 

indexical to reality or a hyperreal one. 

• The performing arts (theatre, dance, and music ) 

traditionally have their own environments to produce and 

exhibit their artforms with the spirit of retaining 

‘authenticity/originality’ of their performances.



• The rise of virtual 

performance in this 

pandemic situation 

seems to be a logical 

breakthrough for both 

the artists and the 

audience, especially 

in the context of 

traditional performing 

arts in Indonesia to 

survive.



• On the part of the artist/performers, when the methods of 

art production and exhibition still highly lean on the 

conventional idea of their natural environments (physical 

stage indoor or outdoor), then the contemporary situation 

of the digital performing arts can be seen as the self-

negotiation and reinterpretation of the artists/performers 

to develop their performance in creative ways.

• On the part of the audience, certainly nothing can 

substitute the warm, live, and inclusive atmosphere of 

the performing arts. Yet, the documented/recorded and 

live-streamed performance may also bring a new sense 

of ‘intimacy’ and privacy between the performance on the 

screen and the viewer.



Epilogue

• As regards the transformation of kino-eye to kino-brush 
in filmmaking, the tendency is growing fast, inevitable 
and powerful for it is commonly part of the filmmaking 
process today (see also Chandler, 1995, on 
technological or media determinism).

• The status (indexicality and hyperreality) of the digital 
image produced in cinema is easily questioned (similar 
to that of digital art performance). 

• And yet, for the digital performing arts such a kino-eye to 
kino-brush transformation cannot be easily and quickly 
identified in the meantime. 

• Therefore, the status of the digital performing arts’ image 
is temporarily less challenged.
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