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Video essay: “Ghostliness in art” (Task #1) 
 
This video essay introduces the students to the 

concept of ghostliness in art. The video is under 

three minutes and can easily be played multiple 

times. It is inspired by ideas and concepts from 

various authors and presents them in a very 

accessible and comprehensible way. Below, you 

can find a transcript of the video’s voice-over as 

well as the passages the voice-over is based on. 

This document also contains a detailed 

bibliography.  

 
The video can be streamed or downloaded here.  
Or by copy-pasting this link: www.dropbox.com/s/svmubkiiaqdwehj/Ghostliness%20in%20Art.mov?dl=0 

 
Voice-over transcript 
“Ghost (noun): a disembodied soul 

Especially: the soul of a dead person believed to be an inhabitant of the unseen world or to appear 

to the living in bodily likeness” [A].  

We are scared of and yet fascinated by ghosts. We write stories about them, try to prove their 

existence, or invent new ways to portray them in art.   

In a way, the art we create is similar to the ghosts it depicts. Like a photograph, or a film. 

It captures a moment and makes it permanent, repeats what cannot be repeated in real life [B], 

turning the places or people in it into ghosts coming back to haunt those who look at it [C]. The 

person in the photo or film may no longer look like this - or may have died. The subject of the 

photo, like the ghost, isn’t here, but isn’t entirely absent, either. Does it have a body, or not? Is it 

here, or is it not [D]? Is it in the present, or in the past [E]?  

Sound recording and reproduction technology does something similar. Since the invention 

of the phonograph in 1877, we can hear voices long after the sounds were spoken by a human, 

even after the speaker has died. We can actually listen to voices from the beyond. The body has 

been separated from the voice; the voice has become disembodied [F]. But rather than replacing 

the real voice, the recording creates a Doppelgänger, a ghostly double of the real voice [G].  

And then of course we have literature - maybe the ghostliest kind of art? When we read, 

we look at words on a page and invest them with life in our minds. Some of us may hear voices 

when we read, some of us may see images. Aren’t we essentially hallucinating when we read, 

embodying the disembodied characters and giving voice to the voiceless in our minds? Could 

reading be described as a ghostly experience, a haunting from a different place or time, from voices 

long dead, or not yet born? 

 
Passages from the works the video essay is based on  
A: “Ghost.” Merriam Webster Dictionary, Online Version.  

B: “What the Photograph reproduces to infinity has occurred only once: the Photograph 

mechanically repeats what could never be repeated existentially” (Barthes, Camera Lucida, 4). 

C: “And the person or thing photographed is the target, the referent, a kind of little simulacrum, 

any eidolon emitted by the object, which I should like to call the Spectrum of the Photograph, 
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because this word retains, through its root, a relation to ‚spectacle‘ and adds to it that rather terrible 

thing which is there in every photograph: the return of the dead” (Barthes, Camera Lucida, 9). 

D: “[...] as Marx himself spells out [...] the specter is a paradoxical incorporation, the becoming- 

body, a certain phenomenal and carnal form of the spirit. It becomes, rather, some “thing” that 

remains difficult to name: neither soul nor body, and both one and the other. For it is flesh and 

phenomenality that give to the spirit its spectral apparition, but which disappear right away in the 

apparition, in the very coming of the revenant or the return of the specter. There is something 

disappeared, departed in the apparition itself as reapparition of the departed” (Derrida, Spectres of 

Marx, 4-5). 

E: “Das Gespenst ist eine unheimliche Figur, die sich, selbst wenn es sich eine feste Adresse 

gesucht hat, nicht domestizieren lässt. Gleichwohl sucht es heim. Es trägt ein Anderswo und ein 

Anderswann in den konkreten Ort, den konkreten Zeitpunkt seines Erscheinens ein” (Wagner-

Egelhaaf, “Autofiktion und Gespenster,” 135).  

F: “[…] this is a practice so familiar to listeners today that we take it as a given: the separation of 

the voice from the body from which it originally emanated – the emergence of the disembodied 

voice” (Young, Singing The Body Electric: The Human Voice and Sound Technology, 17).  

G: “Wie nicht anders zu erwarten war, misslang die Doppelung jedoch, und ein ektoplasmatischer 

Überschuss haftete der angeblichen Identität von Stimme und Maschine an. «Sprache ist in 

gewisser Weise unsterblich geworden», schrieb der Scientific American 1878 über Edisons 

Apparatur; jedoch gerade in dieser ‘gewissen Weise’ residieren die Geister. Die Behauptung der 

Austauschbarkeit erzeugt Doppelgänger. Wie alle Science Fiction- und Stephen Hawking-Leser 

wissen, impliziert eine Zeitreise immer eine stoffliche Replikation, und die dabei entstehenden 

neuen Körper haben fast immer etwas Unheimliches an sich” (Durham Peters, “Helmholtz und 

Edison: Zur Endlichkeit der Stimme,” 306).  
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