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Abstract

In this paper I explore the transition from static to mobile au-
diovisual media and the implications of this transition in the
construction of collective or individualised audiovisual experi-
ences. The focus is on how the transition from static to mobile
technologies enables novel audiovisual experiences in the pub-
lic realm. To explore the transition, I delve into how technolog-
ical developments reduced the size of the devices that facilitate
the display of audiovisual content, and how the size constrains
or expands the affordances for interaction with audiovisual me-
dia in public space. Although the current trend of reducing the
size and improving battery autonomy of portable electronic de-
vices might amplify the isolation from the immediate environ-
ment and lessen opportunities to engage with other people in
the public realm, I argue that with the incorporation of mini or
embedded speakers and portable projectors into portable elec-
tronic devices (PED) audiovisual content can be brought back
into the public space.
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1. Size dependency, from static to mobile
Collective audiovisual experiences and static media
In this section, the focus is placed on the size and weight of
the first devices that enabled access to audiovisual content
such as cinema projectors, screens, radios, and later televi-
sions and computers. The size and availability of technology
influences the interaction of people with its content. It had
also an effect on the cultural environment in which people en-
countered the audiovisual material and the communities that
were build around the devices.

If we consider the size of devices as constrains upon their
affordances to be moved around and present anywhere, then
the bigger, heavier and bulkier the device the more difficult it
is to move. Like the foundations of a house (Bachelard 1994,
20), the traditional cinema-theatre is fixed to the screen and
projection device, each strategically installed in the room, like
the upholstered seats, carpet and speakers. Although the cin-
ematic experience was initially a temporary setting, an event
for which projectors would be installed, tested and de-rigged,
as Wim Wenders illustrates in Die Gebrder Skladanowsky
(Wenders 1995), or as the Brothers Lumiere showed when

presenting The Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat Station in the
Grand Café (Bolter and Grusin 1999, 155). The experience
of projected moving images soon became attached to a loca-
tion, normally inside a building where its fluid content and its
rolling film became anchored to the bolts and wheels of the
cinema projector and the well-fitted projection screen. The
fixity of the cinematic experience was caused by the size and
weight of the device required for the projection and the ac-
cessibility to electricity supply to power lightbulbs and me-
chanics of the projector.

In the case of the first radios or televisions, the device may
have become the centre of the household in a similar manner
the chimney, patio or kitchen were previously. The gathering
around a place or object served to share everyday, historical
and cultural experiences. Although these rooms were not nec-
essarily public, the activities that took place in them seem to
be related to the public realm described by Hannah Arendt in
The Human Condition (Arendt 1998). Arendt in her extensive
account of public and private realms and how these and the
relationships that take place in them have changed through
time, describes the origins of the term public in association
with ancient Greece. The public sphere is where individuals
are relieved from the duties of their homes and are able to
start dialogues and discussion with their peers (Arendt 1998,
28-37). Martijn de Waal in his article “The Urban Culture
of Sentient Cities” (Shepard 2011) dicusses Arendt’s ideas of
the public sphere and refers to Habermas’ account of the ac-
tivities in 17th Century cafes and the importance of the infor-
mation provided by newspapers to offer topics of discussions
and opening up conversations about the role of media in pub-
lic spaces.

With the arrival of the first radios in the early nineteen hun-
dred and later with that of the television (TV), the places for
gathering shifted towards the AV devices, and the locations
these devices occupied. As Arendt elaborates, with the rise
of the social and the convergence, and even inversion of the
functions of the public and private realms, conversations and
public discourse moved indoors before the arrival of AV de-
vices. Devices like the radio were initially restricted in their
mobility and probably only present in domestic and profes-
sional bourgeois environments. Although initially inaccessi-
ble to everybody, furniture-like radio devices may have be-
come a gathering point for people, not all which were neces-
sarily part of the household (neighbours, friends and relatives



were also attracted), who could engage with the broadcasted
content together. This notion of radios being hubs of social
engagement also applies to devices that offered the possibility
of displaying visual content such as TVs. Once the receptors
of mediated content are embedded in everyday life and cam-
ouflaged as furniture, broadcasted information becomes more
readily available, but still limited to broadcasting times and
scarce amount of content. The content travelled in the form of
waves in the air, and accordingly, existed in motion. In con-
trast, the first AV devices were static, dependent on electri-
cal power, and were plugged into architectural infrastructure.
Devices were constrained to specific locations while informa-
tion was able to move from one place, that of the broadcasting
studio, to a multitude of places simultaneously.

People gathered around these devices eager of new con-
tent, but the nascent broadcasting industry was still devel-
oping methods to produce compelling audio and visual con-
tent. The amount of AV material depended on the ability of
the media industry to develop new techniques and gadgets
with which to produce AV content. There seems to be a con-
stant: development and innovation accelerates exponentially
and correlates with the pursue of mobility and the transition
from static to mobile practices. Nicolas Negroponte in Being
Digital (1995) reflects on the development of technology and
media up to the mid nineties, addressing examples such as
the development of computers and the rise of the internet. To
sustain the claim that innovation has sped up with the advent
of electronic and digital technologies he refers back to one
innovation in the production of moving images:

From a historical perspective, the incubation period of
a new medium can be quite long. It took many years for
people to think of moving a movie camera, versus just
letting the actors move in front of it. It took thirty-two
years to think of adding sound. Sooner or later, dozens
of new ideas emerged to give a totally new vocabulary
to film and video (Negroponte 1995).

The incubation period as Negroponte mentions can be
quite long. However, the moment it takes place and the tech-
nologies and methodologies are accessible to others, emph-
sooner or later these others start building on these innova-
tions. When comparing the content the industry was able to
produce back when the camera had a static point of obser-
vation with the wealth of content that is produced now, we
can see an exponential increase in the amount and variety of
content and the routes available to access AV content. The
different devices and locations where AV material can be ac-
cessed have an impact on the strategies people use to engage
with others and the environment. There is no room here to ar-
gue for or against technological determinism in relation to the
size of and the interactions that AV devices afford. Michael
Punt in Early Cinema and the Technological Imaginery exten-
sively discusses technological developments of early cinema,
and challenges advocates of hard technological determinism
for not taking into account the correlations of a ’network of
social, economic and technological determinants’ (Punt 2000,
101). For our purpose, it is worth noting that it is the inter-
relationships between individuals, places and devices that are
significant in the transformation of AV content from static to

mobile. In this respect, the devices shape the interaction to
the same extend that people shape the devices to suit certain
needs ands requirements.

Personalised AV experiences and mobile media
In this section section, the key is the reduction in the size
of devices that enabled access to and production of AV con-
tent. When the devices for displaying and producing audiovi-
sual content became smaller, and to somehow portable, they
moved out from their static locations and people started to
move around carrying them to the beach, park, boat. The
leap from analogue to digital technology, is what ultimately
made the reduction of the size of the devices possible.

Although the focus is to enquire into the reduction in size
of the devices that enable the display of AV content, it also
applied to the devices that recorded this content. Both types
of devices are becoming smaller as their electronic circuits
and components become smaller every day. To significantly
reduce the size of the devices, the analogue mechanics had to
become digital. This change, was a slow transition through-
out decades rather than a sudden technology leap. It is worth
noting that the change from analogue to digital, as Negro-
ponte fleshes out, seems like a leap because of the speed with
which digital technology has evolved since its conception.
The change started slowly. First the components in radios,
televisions and computers -valves, capacitors, resistors and
the like- had to be designed and engineered to be smaller, and
so furniture-like devices slowly became portable. Only when
the size of the electronics shrunk could the devices that pro-
duce and displayed AV material shrink as well.

Figure 1: Image by Mikey G Ottawa, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

Mikey G Ottawa’s picture Figure 1 shows a PED which is
still big if compared with later devices such as walkmans or
audio players (i.e. iPods). The person carrying the battery-
powered Ghetto Blaster is able to move, and is not restricted
to the immediacy of a power socket (Ottawa 1987). The
fact that the device is not small enough to fit in a pocket or
handbag, affords for a collective engagement with technology
and the environment. Battery-powered PEDs like the Ghetto
Blaster enable people to gather around and engage with the
audio content collectively. Whether in motion or in a static



location sound permeates the public and private spheres, and
although the PED may only be directly accessible to a small
group, its content permeates outside this group. Unlike vi-
sual content which is directional and concentrated in a spe-
cific surface, audio can move into contiguous areas. The con-
tent played on the Ghetto Blaster may not suit everyone in
its vicinity, but it is blasted outwards into the environment no
matter who is around. An indoors analogy could be the Juke-
box, a device that due to its size is constrained by its power
cable to a location, normally a bar or public establishment.
The device plays the content that an individual, or group, se-
lects, pays for and wants to listen. The decision is temporal,
but affects all those who happen to be in the establishment. If
the selected tune is appropriate, the sound could bring people
together, but if not, it could also encounter critics or detrac-
tors.

The reduction in size of the television set presents a differ-
ent engagement than that of the Ghetto Blaster. Portable TVs
moved people away from the group with which they would
have normally engaged when watching TV. Portable TVs
favoured one-to-one experiences with the AV material the fa-
cilitated access to. Mauricio Kagel addresses the break from
static to mobile AV devices in his experimental black and
white film Antithese (18:35 min) (Kagel 1962). In the film,
the main character is operating, playing and breaking AV de-
vices, tangling himself in a mesh of film and tape strings,
shooting and hammering television and radio sets, coming in
an out of the frame. At the beginning of the film we see bulky,
heavy furniture-like audio and television devices that he con-
nects, plugs and unplugs. The devices continue taking part
in the scene for a while, then a portable radio appears and
later even a portable television which the character takes out
of a bag full of film and tape stripes. Before taking the televi-
sion out of the bag, he grabs a sandwich from inside the bag
(12:45 min) and starts eating it. Then, he puts the sandwich
in his pocket and takes the television out of the bag (13:20
min), places it on the floor, lays down and finishes his sand-
wich. Then, takes the television and starts rolling on the floor
while holding it, in a sort of dance, staring at the screen and
its images, tangling himself in a mass of film and tape until
he puts the television back into the leather bag (14: 25 min).

A portable wireless TV of the late 70s was, according to
the Museum of Technology, a treasured device that costed
in weight more than Silver. In the Museum of Technology
website, Tim Vanns from Watford commented in 2010 that
the Sinclair Microvison TV1B (see Figure 2):

. . . certainly came into its own when I went camping. If
you held it about the same distance away from your eyes
as you would if reading a book, the picture was superb.
It was powered by AA batteries that gave you about 12
hours of viewing. (Tim Vanns)

From the shape and design of the device but also from
Vanns’ comments we could infer that the device was used as
if it were a book, as a media to engage with on an individual
basis. This is baffling, specially if we consider camping to be
a group activity in which people gather around a fireplace and
cook together. Still it makes sense that someone would prefer
to look at a moving picture when inside a dark tent, because

reading would be difficult due to the bad lighting condition
that torches offer. Assuming that this is the specific case in
which this person used the TV1B device, we could extrapo-
late that a new trend emerged towards the 80s. People started
to engaged with PEDs in an individualised rather than collec-
tive manner.

Figure 2: Sinclair Microvision TV Model TV1B, 1978, 4 x 6
x 1.5 inch. Image credit (http://freakism.tumblr.com/ )

A different way of bringing AV content outdoors aside
from the miniaturisation of devices, can be found in drive-
in cinemas (1930s onwards) and more recently, as Richard
Coyne mentions in The Tuning of Place (2010), in urban
screens dedicated to “showing Sky or CNN broadcasts” in the
middle of contemporary urban environments (Coyne 2010,
219). Although Coyne refers to these screens in relation to
how they borrowed the use of frames and the externalisa-
tion of sound from cinematic practices, it seems relevant to
discuss their potential to engage people. If compared with
drive-in cinemas, urban LED screens do hardly ever function
as places for gathering and social interaction. Drive-in cin-
emas only run at night and have specific film programmes
–normally B films– which serves as an pretext for people to
gather and engage with others (i.e. friends, family, partners)
(Reid 2008). On the contrary, outdoor urban screens run their
programmes uninterruptedly while people move around and
mostly ignore them. Urban screens only become useful as
a gathering places when international events such as World
Cups and Olympics are broadcasted live. Often, these screens
occupy a place in which people are not interested in exer-
cising their public lives. The reason behind might be that
although the content is constantly changing with the latest
news, it is not dynamic, it always shows the news and can-
not be tuned to suit the AV interests or need of people in the
surrounding area. If people were able to use the screen for
a specific purpose, even if only temporarily, and the screens
were potentially used to showcase the content or online appli-
cations that people can select via smartphones (i.e youtube,
iplayer), then they could become relevant and play a mean-
ingful social role.

Back in 1980, artists Kit Galloway and Sherrie Rabi-
nowitz proposed a different type of engagement with AV dis-










