Coping with the Real:
Disturbances as Matdities of Communication

Markus Rautzenberg

The elimination of the first computer bug in 1945 is part of the founding myths of the
digital age. Thanks to the computer pioneer Grace Hopper, who served in the US Navy
until the end of her life, not onlyetlanecdote of the so called Ofirst bugO has survived:
actual physical proof exists in the shape of a log book page, which today can be seen in
the Smithsonian Institute in Washington DC.

Grace Hopper is usually quoted as follows:

In the summer of 1945ewwvere building Mark Il; we had to build it in an
awful rush- it was wartime out of components we could get our hands
on. We were working in a World War | temporary building. It was a hot
summer and there was noeainditioning, so all the windows wepen.

Mark Il stopped, and we were trying to get her going. We finally found the
relay that had failed. Inside the relagd these were large relaysas a

moth that had been beaten to death by the relay. We got a pair of tweezers.
Very carefully we ¢& the moth out of the relay, put it in the logbook, and
put scotch tape over it. Now, Commander Howard Aiken had a habit of
coming into the room and saying, OAre you making any numbers?0

We had to have an excuse when we werenOt making any numbers. From
then on if we werenOt making any numbers, we told him that we were
debuggitite computer. To the best of my knowledge thatOs where it
started.
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o Photo # NH 96566-KN First Computer "Bug", 1945
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Photo Nr. 9656&N First Computer 4BugO, 1945, Washingtoith§onian Institute.



The above mentionddg book page proves that the disturbance inducing insect was
found between relay 70 and panel F of the Mark Il Aiken Relay Calculator used at
Harvard University at the time. It was immediately labelled: OFirst actual case of bug
being foundO, written oapie attached to the log book page of that day. It remains there
until this day. The quoted noteowever, also points out that term ObugO was an
already known metaphor for a technical malfunction and the anonymous chronicler must
have been familiar withe OmetaphoricityO of the word. Ultimately, he or she found the
discovery of an Oactual case of bugO noteworthy eneliggratly- affix the actual

birth of a term obviously used as a metaphor to the log book.

As shown in the science historian EdwiennerOs bowkhy Things Bite Back: Technology
and the Revenge of Unintended C¢h8@6)e¢heasse of the word ObugO for a technical
malfunction can be traced back to Thomas Edison in the nineteenth century. In an
exchange with Tivadar Puskanrier quotes Edison with the words: OThe first step is
an intuition and it comes with a burst &Bug&s such little faults and difficulties

are called show themselves, and months of intense watching, study and labor are
requisite before commeaicisucces® or failureb is certainly reachetiOictionaries

such as th€ompact Oxford English Dictiordrg Historical Dictionary of American Slang
also refer to EdisoWebsterOs 10th Collegiate Desiitaias/the word ObugO as Oan
unexpecte defect, fault, flaw, or imperfectionO, the use of which can be traced back all
the way to the year 1622. In t@encise Oxford Dictionary of English [Etimology
etymology even goes back to the fourteenth century: there the word describes an Oobject
of dreadO stemming from the Welsh ObwgO, which is a term for a OHobgoblinO.

54 years after the first Oactual case of bugO of the computer age, the bug metaphor has
lost none of its suggestive powersThEe MATRIX (USA 1999) directed by the duo

Andy and Lay Wachowski, the main character Neo, portrayed by Keanu Reeves, is
ObuggedO by a very particular type of ObugO. At this point, Neo does not yet know that
he is in the middle of a computer generated Ovirtual realityQ. The agents are no more
than computeprograms, programmed to locate unadjusted citizens who are near to

discovering that they are in a simulated, artificial world and are therefore threatening the
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smooth cycle of simulated illusions. It will become evident during the course of the film
that he human race was enslaved by an artificial intelligence after an apocalyptic disaster.
Humanity is no more than a living energy source kept in an artificial coma in monolithic
power plants. In the meantime, the human consciousness is caught withal the tot
immersion of a computer generated wotlte OmatrixO, fed directly into the nervous
system through neuron implants. Here the surveillance programs, called OagentsO, do not
just have a massive epistemic advantage but godlike powers. As in a wakihgydrea

are able to manipulate the computer generated reality as they please. After refusing to act
as a spy, the agents revert to plan B in order to make Neo submit: they ObugO the
insubordinate hacker in an unsettlingly unmetaphorical way not yetedisicogpy

fiims of the praligital age. In a remarkable inversion of the bug metaphor, OAgent
SmithO, who develops into NeoOs antagonist, implements a mechanomorphical insect
into NeoOs organism. The insect quickly transforms from a technical astafsofant
(composite obiosandartefacin front of NeoOs unbelieving and panicked eyes. What
seems to be a quickly moving mix between spider and crustacean penetrates the pitiful

computer freak, hiding in his intestines.

Still fromTHE MATRIX, USA1999.



Before a conspirative meeting between Neo and other OinsideO underground activists can
go ahead, this (literally) creepy parasite obviously needs to be removed. The hunch of
one of the filmOs characters, OTrinityO, that Neo might be Otmamgged@rect quite

quickly and the unwanted guest is extracted in a kind of emergency operation. The
surgical removal of the bug, which is systematically and uncomfortably staged as a
parody on abortions, the amotfietal leftovers of NeoOs unwanted Qpregd is

tossed out of the car window onto a rainy street. The last close up is of a technical
artefact reminding more of a spark plug than of an insect, giving glimpses of its eerie

existence through the extinguishing osegped electroluminescent dmd

The intensity of the Obug metaphorO, which is pushed to the limit in THE MATRIX, is
no coincidence here. What the unknown chronicler of the Harvard laboratory tried to
achieve by attaching the moth is the arrest of a fundamental concernithaiwras

history and is hysterically taken to the very edge in THE MATRIX. The fixation of the
moth on the log book page is an echo of the fixation of the gaze which is already central
to the art otrompkodilom the seventeenth century. In Willem AalstOstill life with

hunting equipment and de&wirt868 (Fig. 3), the gaze is directed by the brightness
of the opened bird wing and its central position within the composition towards an
object which in fact is a ObugO, namely a fly.

In this still life, which displays the obsessive accuracy to detail as well as the haptical
quality of the portrayal of sackes so typical for Dutch masters of the seventeenth
century, disturbance is created by the fly. Taking a closer look, one can observe that the
fly is far bigger than it should be according to the scale of the p@ntitigat is just a

first hint. Unde close inspection, one can see that the insect is vertically tilted in relation
to the wing of the bird on which it at first seems to sit. The dangling left front leg of the
fly is evidence of this. The fly is therefore not sitting on the dead birdidsheing

picture bubnthe actual picture its€fOne is tempted to chase it off with a dapper wave

of the hand which is of course impossible because the fly is part of the picture. One feels
doubly fooled and truly in the role of the slow birds in thelegend of Parrhasios and

Zeuxis.6Siegert further elaborates:

3 Leikert200693
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Willem van Aelst: Stillleben mit JagdgerSten und toten V3geln, ...l auf Leinwand, 68 x 54 cm, 1668,
Karlsruhe, Staatliche Kunsthalle.



Flies and other insects are not uncommon in fruit, flower, hunting and
kitchen still lives of Dutch masters from the 17th century. Insofar as
they are decoyed by the putrid smell of fomitsenison, they are small
but unmistakable symbols of transienaanitas. One finds them

therefore on memento moris and plain vanitas allegories.

The connotation of the ObugO as an Oobject of dreadO is clearly visible here. Flies and
insects as objescof disgust, virtually as abjeatsant la lettpmint towards the threat

present in seventeenth century vanitas motifs as in twentieth century Hollywood
productions like THE MATRIX. One can guess where this threat lies when the vanitas
aspect is braht in connection with a second level, a level Bernhard Siegert describes as

follows:

While one of the flgignifiers as mesagnifier refers to the imaginary

of representation, the other -$ignifier inserts the split between
pictorial space and miadé surface into the work. [E] By substituting
illusion, the transparent image with the OQuncompromising opacity of a
presence® which can be no more than a hallucination, the fly introduces
a perspective that characterizes the still life viewerOs wisiesirsg

vision, as voracious gaze.

The humour in Van Aelst&i#l Lifdies in the brief moment of uncertainty between the
metasignifier and its confusion with its reference. Now the fly is no longer a mere
representation of an insect and a \varstanbol, but at the same time a media
epistemological liminal phenomenon along the bordarstloésadsemiosis, perception
and sign8ernhard Siegert himself offers a clue to another eXathplesimilarly
mounted function of a fly in Gore Verkidk remake of the Japanese horroRiiigu

(THE RING, USA 2002). It is no coincidence that the boundary betweesignifier

and reference is established at the example of a TV screen. The female protagonist

5 Siegert 2006:113 (my translation)

6 ONot me.Not that. But not nothing, either. A dsomethingO, that | do not recognize as a thing. A weight of
meaninglessness, about which there is nothing insignificant, and whésh meusOn the edge of
nonexistence and hallucination, of a reality that, if | acknowledge it, annihilates me.O Ki2steva 1982
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examines a mysterious video tape contaansugreal short film that seems to be of a
supernatural origin. It is not surprising that it happens to be a fly marking the chiasm of
the real and the imaginary. On the TV screen, showing an empty stretch of coastal
scenery, there is a fly in the uppgintrcorner that just like her comrade in/on Van
AelstOs still lifeloesnOt seem to fit into tkiggpitldce the same reasons.

Still fromTHE RING, USA2002.

Compared to the scale of the picture, it is too big. And from the persyfetigvéy it

is as much in an OimpossibleO position as is van AelstOs insect. Since montages and
special effects are nothing new to audiences of'tre=@@iry, Verbinski had to go a

step further regarding clarity. The protagonist pauses the vidaudtheee something

eerie appears in a flash: the camera moves in to an extreme close up of the screen; all the
way to the point where the flickering and iridescent restlessness of the scan lines
dissociate the image completely. The imagesO differeof rapetition from the

filming camera and the filmed monitor increase the flickering effect drastically.



The video image is on pause but suddenly, for a split second, one of the flyOs wings
moves. The fact that this moment cannot be conveyed by film»enimages shows

the compelling nature of Gore VerbinskiOs reprise tobritpodibpos. The fly that

has just been an obvious part of rilise en soaithe video image now shows itself
exactly on the threshold between the imaginary visuahsgdhe real, the significance

lying in themoment of transifithe audience cannot immediately determine whether the
wing OreallyO moves or only appears to do so due to the effect caused by the flickering.
What remains uncertain with the flickeringhef scan lines turns to fact the next

moment: the fly can actually be removed from the image space (Fig. 5).

Still fromTHE RING, USA2002.

It is an interesting fact that the fly sequence does not appear in that way in the original
RINGU (JAFAN 1998) by Hideo Nagata. The fly, however, is present there, too: while
the video tape is running, we can hear the electronically distorted and amplified
humming of that exact fly that then visually manifests itself in Gore VerbinskiOs version.
Although he ObugO of the Japanese version is not staged in the wapropeeil

topos, the disturbing part is kept with the annoying sound of the fly in flight. This is then
used as a leitmotif on the films soundtrack and appears again and again onconnecti

with the spooky creatures the characters face.



SiegertOs precise wording of the Ouncompromising opacity of a presentO that puts a
materiality Ointo the workO points directly into the core of the phenomenon. Just as one
perceives the noise of a f§/ annoying when half asleep, trying to get rid of it with
erratic gestures, the Ouncompromising opacity of a presentO imposes itself without really
being able to be understood. What remains and insists is a mere presence that does not

necessarily need te & presenadsomething: OabsolutGtasis

This ekstasis is an Oencounter with the realO as it is described by Jacques Lacan in the
chapter OTuchZ and AutomatonQ: Ountimely placeO, a rupture between Operception and
consciousnes$@ccording to Lacg the ODream of the Burning ChildO from FreudOs
OTraumdeutungO is about such an encounter with the real: a father lays himself to rest
next door to where his dead son is laid out. He leaves an old man in his sonOs room,
keeping vigil by the body. Yetsitniot only the father who falls asleep but also the old

man. Neither one of them notices the candle that falls over and is about to burn the dead
childOs arm. The father then dreams of the child approaching his bed tauntingly
murmuring: OFather, canOtsgaulOm burning?&ccording to Lacan, Freud sees the

punch line of the dream in the combination of the fatherOs guilty conscious (for having
left his sonOs dead body with the old man), the current circumstances (danger of fire) and

the cause of his soni@athba fever:

Is there not more reality in this message [OFather, canOt you see 10Om
burning?Q] than in the noise by which the father also identifies the
strange reality of what is happening in the room next door. Is not the
missed reality thatused the death of the child expressed in these
words? Freud himself does not tell us that we must recognize in this
sentence what perpetuates for the father those words forever separated
from the dead child that were said to him, perhaps, Freud supposes,

because of the fevbut who knows, perhaps these words perpetuate

9 Lacan 19882 (all citations refer to the German edition of the fourth seminar. The trenfltiov the
English version (Lacan 1998)).
10Freud 1975:513



the remorse felt by the father that the man he has put at his son's bedside to w
over him may not be up to His task.

It is this Omore realityO that Lacan refers to when touchinthepeal. It raises the
question of what actually awakens the father. Ols it not, in the dream, another reality?
the reality that Freud describessE that the child is near his bed, E takes him by the

arm and whispers to him reproachfullyFather,can't you see, that | am burnidg?0

The physical trigger of this encounter with the real oiheidentalling over of the

candle next door. It could possibly also be the mere sound of it that is interwoven into
the dream, participating in physreallitywithoubeing the real as conceived by Lacan.
When Lacan poses the question whether this dream is an Oact of homage to a missed
realityQ, he touches upon an essential factor of the real. The missed reality is the
OimpossibleO of the sonOs deattraumatic catastrophe that can neither be avoided

nor met. This nameless Omissed realityO now returns behind the sexskidality,

the dreamOs voice of the son.olilig thigoice that manages to awaken the father for all
subconscious sigadthe sound of the candle falling over, possible smoke etc.) may be
somatic triggers of the dream but never would have been enough to wake up the father.
It is the Ofunction of the dream of an apparently secondary kindO that incorporates these
perceptuaihfluences into the dream and Osatisfies only the need to prolorgAsteepO.
encounter with the real is an encounter with the OimpossibleO, an impossible encounter,
in this case in the shape of an encounter with the dead son, the one sleeping character

among the three who cannot wake up anymore:

What encounter can there be henceforth with that forever inert being
even now being devoured by the flafe®t the encounter that
occurs precisely at the moment when, by accident, as if by chance, the
flames ome to meet him? Where is the reality in this accident if not
that it repeats something actually more bigtaheansredlity, a reality

in which the person who was supposed to be watching over the body

11l acan 19882
121pjd.
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still remains asleep, even when the father resmaéiegehaving woken
up?*

Since the real can neither be imagined nor symbolized, it appears asira dblding

second realityithirphysical reality. It is only the sonOs sentence from the dream that has
an effechot the fire, not the sound of thedlihg candle. The terminology of everyday
notions of reality only allows such an event to be explained paradoxically: the dreamOs
voice of the dead son, who is the amyrealactant in this eerie Freudian play of
sleepers and fires, is the only reahnmmg the only factor leading to an effect. In a
complex interplay of mere contingencies (death of the son, the falling candle) and the
dreamOs compression, the real shows itself as Oatkstasisterrupting the dream

from within the dream and digbing the urge of prolonging the sleeping process.

Malcolm Bowie comments:

But this dreamOs voice is remarkable not simply for the physical effect
that it produces on the father, who wakes up, but for the fact that it
repeats, in its clarity, ineeness and cruel efficacy the moment of
bereavement itself: it is an accident that repeats an accident, an

irreducible fragment of the real that speaks of irrecoverabie loss.

The double contingency of two entirely independent, coincidental eveatemtne

focus and insistence of the real in this case. Although it remains unrecognizable due to
the OflamesO brightnessO, it nevertheless shows effeesistarits a Ofragment of

the realO. It is crucial here that the real in LacanOs writimgssiitable for
dichotomization or hierarchizing. The real is nothing like an Oactual realityO behind the
illusion of the apparent real. Lacan knows no OVeil of MayaO, at least none that could be
torn to pieces. Malcolm Bowie rightly underlines how Iraaaaged to keep the term

entirely ambiguous:

Is the real outside or inside? Is it a vacuum or a plenum? Does one
chance to meet it, or chance not to meet it? In LacanOs rereading of

FreudOs celebrated dreamative, the undecidability of ttenaept

141bid.
15Bowie 19931



ORealO is scrupulously preserved. The Real is an uncrossable threshold
for the subject, and not one that can be sidestepped in the analytic

encountet®

It is not without reason that Lacan plays with the connotations that bind the term to
materiaty and physical facticity within the conception of the real. This correlates with

the everyday use of the term while (unfortunately) feeding confusion with the term
OrealityO. Looking at the above mentioned example of the Oburning child dreamO alone,
eventhough it only is a fraction of LacanOs real, one recognizes quibi\ctiatidence

of levels usually excluding each other according toitherterai fur ldgecterm. The

ODream of the Burning ChildO shows how the realeffe@nstong and irrefutable

enough alone to wake up the father although situated OoutsideO in the physical world
(the candle, the fire) as well as QinsideO (the fatherOs suffering and guilt feelings). It marks
this Ountimely placeO between perception and comssotmt is the constitutively
unobservable space of the real. Neither the falling candle nor the voice in the dream are
part of the order of the real but thewentful coincidBoeeeOs question on whether the

real Oinside or outsideO is a OvacuarplenumO would be answered by Lacan with
ObothO and Oneither...norO, respectively. What is at stake here from the perspective of
media aesthetics is no more and no less than a concept of OpresenceO that cannot be
reduced to sheer physical presenceath#tesntails a complex concept of materiality

which, although basedaisthesidsemiosis not restricted to either of them. LacanOs
achievement lies in the conception of aarmaological notion of OpresenceO with the

term of the real.

Such prsences qua Ouncompromising opacityO are in their own way subject of THE
MATRIX although the position is complicated in the case of digital media. For what is
the materiality of digital media? Is digital media not per definitienatenal and

purely symblic? Or is it simply that digital media due to its own logic renders this

Ouncompromising opacityO virulent as a theoretical problem?

While the bug as Oobject of dreadO refers to the subputashrough introducing

connotations of the impure withithe metaphoric of technical malfunctions, the

161bid..4



Harvard moth defeats the phantasm of the smooth technical performance just like the fly
defeats the imaginary coherence of the central perspective or the dead boyOs voice his
fatherOs sleep. While the flfHE RING transfers this topos on technical reproductive

media, the bug in THE MATRIX is central to the phantasmatic of the digital used in the
film. Here the different levels of bugs are played through from all angles. According to
the agents, the reniteNeo is a bug himsdli a malfunction threatening the smooth
process of the simulacrum. The machine takes revenge by reimplanting a bug into the
bodyOs wetware. The gadgetOs metamorphoses on the threshold of the organic and the
inorganic are consistenthiit the mentioned sequence, because the bugOs punch line in
the language of the computer age is not the struggle of hardware against wetware but the
ontological insecurity on whether this differentiation does not cover anything significant.
The Ouncomprosing opacity of a presenceO is the occurrence/event of an
incommensurable alterity, the experience of something striking that cannot be ignored,
something that distracts and does not care about the fragile functionality of human
constructs no matter whethi¢ is of technical, linguistic, cultural, psychological, or
cognitive naturd in other words: an encounter with the real. The vanitas motifs
subcutaneously transported in the bug metaphor refer to a constant presence of radical
alterity, the experienoé pure contingence. What matters is thatettstatextension

always takes place on the edges of perception, in a liminal space of undecidedness which

defies representation. This is the space of the Bug as a Metaphor for Disturbances.
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