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In this presentation | will compare MyDeathSpacewebsite archive of deceased MySpace users —to
representations of death in early cinema betwe®b A8d 1906. In the process, | will explore tlopér of
death within media, and will conclude by propodingt the new media of MySpace does not signify'death
of cinema,” but, in many ways, mirrors the new raeaafi film circa 1900.

In case you've been in a cave for the past fewsyddySpace is a social networking website which
premiered in 2003. MySpace is the 5th most popuébsite in the world, above eBay, Amazon, CNN, and
Wikipedia. MySpace has over 100 million registeusdrs; most fall between the ages of 16 and 28uly
2005, Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation — holdefloé New York Post, TV Guide, DirecTV, and FOX —
bought MySpace for $580 million. Over the courb&ess than 5 years, MySpace has become a popeultu
staple and major market player.

MySpace is a social networking platform which alfousers to create profiles to represent themselves
and interact with other users. | created thisifgod use as an example. A few of the salientuies of
MySpace profiles are personal information indicatdog, list of friends, and comments. The peaton
information indicators (pics, videos, headlinegnetsts, blurbs, schools, companies) provide batalsl about
the individual, while the blog serves as a jourrigte list of friends, or “Friend Space,” displatkof the
individual’s friends with pictures and links to thprofiles. Danah Boyd explores this conspicuoolecting of
friends in her article, “Friends, Friendsters, dySpace Top 8: Writing Community Into Being on Sxci
Network Sites.” The comments feature of MySpatma users to post comments on their friends’ pesfi
MySpace permits a user hack through which html aalebe added when editing the “About me:” blurb to
modify the profile layout. MySpace users need mofdmiliar with html as code can be copied andguhfiom
others’ profiles or websites offering prefabricategouts. MySpace offers music, film and comedgcamts
which allow those users to host songs and videdbainprofile. General users can incorporate dligdio and
video content into their profiles through desigaafienctions. Users can also incorporate othercaadd video

into their profile by using html to embed contensted elsewhere. As a result of these modificatiprofiles



are mashed up, with images, animations, audioyai®b playing over each other, not loading propeatyd
often looking layered, gaudy, and illegible.

MyDeathSpace is a website, launched in January,2@06h archives deceased MySpace users in
conjunction with newspaper obituaries and stongsrstted by friends and family; posts include linksusers'
MySpace profiles. MyDeathSpace is not a sociabagting website like MySpace, it simply archives
deceased MySpace users through articles about itiahigseluals. The site receives around 20,000 ugmiqu
visitors per day and currently has 5700 registeissts who participate in the forum and chat featuf®nce its
inception, MyDeathSpace has chronicled 1898 dedihydeathSpace has received attention from both
traditional news outlets and blogs, sometimes pdaier its cautionary and memorial tendencies, railhees
accused of being inherently and/or stylisticallgss and disrespectful to the deceased and thaliefaand
friends.

The main component of MyDeathSpace is the "Latestlas" page which serves as the archive of
deceased MySpace users. The deaths are listedanairtheir submission which is not always the
chronological order of the date of death. Eaciclarfeatures a short description of the individaadl their
death along with a picture taken from and a linkhimir MySpace profile. In this example, a newspagrticle
is used to document the death of 17 year old Am&mp#aaco. Amanda died in a car accident. From
information taken from the article and her MySppo#file, | believe the driver, Zachary Lewis, whasv
“critically injured" in the accident, was her bagind. This type of reasoned deduction is commoaorgm
MyDeathSpace users who will often read an artiaky the individual's MySpace profile, then post a
comment to the MyDeathSpace forum in regards tortheidual and their death. These comments rdraya
respectfully mournful to obscene, but typicallyahve some attempt to be witty and impart moral juegt.
The first comment left on the thread for Sid SkdkirGonzalez, who was “found dead the morning after
chugging an entire bottle of Bacardi 151,” simgigted, “RIP dumbass.”

Most of the individuals listed on MyDeathSpace hpublic MySpace profiles so anyone may view
them. Some of these profiles are taken over bylyaon friends of the deceased, sometimes the leofire

changed to appear as memorials while others draddhey were, still others are not taken overcbutinue on



autonomously. By examining comments left by usershese profiles, you can observe a difference in
comments posted before and after the individuadatih The comments left before and after the M&fch
death of Tiffany Nealon are distinctly differern this way, the profile clearly presents the liyiperson and
the dead person, while the dying person is obscuHmvever, it is inferred that the dying persomsex
somewhere between the two points of alive and déad,the moment of death is represented by thenabsof
the dying person.

Before | compare these representations of dedttyBpace and MyDeathSpace to those in early
cinema, | will outline a few characteristics oftfilbetween 1895 and 1906. During these years, filere
primarily what Tom Gunning calls “the cinema ofrattions.” Many of the first films ever made fead
everyday events, for example Auguste and Louis keua's 1893MNorkers Leaving the Lumiere Factory.
Conversely, other films recorded special eventsexample Thomas Edison¥oung Griffo v. Battling Charles
Barnett of the same year. These documentary, yet nominzrfilms were termed actualities, and whether th
events depicted were common or rare, the films wpeetacular for their ability to portray those me¢ethrough
moving images. Gunning considers this cinema

“less as a way of telling stories than as a wagre§enting a series of views to an audience, fasom

because of their illusory power . . . and exoticism
This notion of “the spectacle” of early film can &eplied to “the spectacle” of MySpace and MyDeatt®.
The “newness” of the technology through which infiation is displayed creates a spectacle of evenythi
presented. The ability to effortlessly, instaratyd repeatedly view and engage in dialogue witlh suc
representations furthers their status as spect&sients that themselves could be considered spectch as
the Griffo-Barnett fight, are further spectaculadavhen represented through technology, which alatig
fighting, animals and death is itself a commonanse, or subject, of spectacle, any of which, wtanbined
with another, produce a even more spectacular agect~or example, Edison®ock Fight of 1894 depicts two
fighting roosters, as well as two on-looking, waggrmen; it is a spectacle of a spectacle. Likeywase of the
grandest spectacles, combining technology, aniarasdeath, EdisonBlectrocuting an Elephant of 1903, had

an original live audience of 1500.



In an attempt to tarnish the reputation of altangaturrent (AC) to promote his own financial irest
in direct current (DC), Edison staged public evemtshich he used direct current to kill stray degsl cats at
The Black Maria, his West Orange, New Jersey studlfeese electrocutions took place throughout 188Y
were so popular and persuasive in presenting @igtas an efficient means of death, that in 18&8v York
adopted into law the use of the electric chaircpital punishment. The animal featuredlactrocuting an
Elephant was a Coney Island circus elephant named Topsywasoput to death for killing three people.
Whatever tendency film has to anthropomorphizaats-human subjects — @ock Fight the positioning of the
men mirrors the positioning of the roosters, wtiltbmselves are displayed on a stage — was indbes ¢
exasperated by the circumstance of the elephafat’and death: she was a circus elephant, givamdiér
name, trained by humans to perform for and workaid as human, and finally, treated as would lmenaan
criminal.

In Electrocuting an Elephant the audience is presented, in sequence, witlealephant, a dying
elephant, and a dead elephant. Akira Lippit argbasin recording this moment of death on filng #mimal
lives on,

“The dying animal in Edison’s film is survived blye film; Topsy lives on and survives as the film,

which transfers the anima of the animal, its lifép a phantom archive, preserving the moment that

leaves the elephant in the technology of animatilectrocuting an Elephant signals, early in the
history of film, an uncanny transference of liferfi the animal to film, illuminating in the exchange
spectacular metaphysic of technology.”
MyDeathSpace is a “phantom archive.” Through @@log of deceased individuals’ MySpace profiled an
through the profiles themselves, those individaaéspreserved “in the technology of animation.”oligh the
dying body is not visible in MySpace and MyDeath&pas it is irElectrocuting an Elephant, the sequential
progression from life to death is still presentidis capturing the moment of death through new anedi
MySpace users live as their profiles — they repreemselves online through images, sounds, atd-terhen

they die, they “live on and survive” as their pledi In life, through “a spectacular metaphysitezhnology,”



the body is transferred from person to profile,tdemly makes this transference more concreteeabdlly can
no longer exist outside of the profile, but wiligxforever in the media of MySpace.

MySpace and MyDeathSpace have more in common aitly einema than just the popularity of
representations of death and the creation of “m@ararchives.” MySpace and MyDeathSpace are alssthmu
like actuality films in their portrayal of real simulated events. And, returning to Gunning, My&pean be
viewed as operating similarly to “the cinema ofadtions.” Gunning describes “the cinema of attoas” as
exhibitionist as opposed to voyeuristic, actorklabthe camera and the films

“directly solicit spectator attention, inciting uial curiosity, and supplying pleasure through asitig

spectacle — a unique event, whether fictional @udeentary, that is of interest in itself.”

The function of MySpace is to appear for othersariing both the individual pieces of a profile,vesll as its
make up as a whole, these exhibitionist tenderaievident, and the cacophonous blends of imagesds,
and text on MySpace profiles are certainly spedsacundeed it seems as though Gunning must bekémgp of
MySpace not early cinema when he describes a vdl&dfn screening as

“surrounded by a mass of unrelated acts in a noratie and even nearly illogical succession of

performances . . . stimulating a unhealthy nervessri
Though actualities and “the cinema of attractioms’sted before narrative film, they were not reptaby it.
They survive in chase scenes, avant-garde filnhtyealevision, and MySpace.

To say that any media is absolutely “dead” is mistdly ill-informed. As Jay David Bolter and Rictth
Grusin argue,

“Although transparent technologies try to improvemedia by erasing them, they are still compelted t

define themselves by the standards of the mediaateetrying to erase.”

All “new media” operates within the social and cuétl framework of “old media,” the old resurfacesl @ets
played out in the new, and in this way the old melres, it never goes away. Technologies and ftsifiadl out
of the favor of the general public; while diehaeldtees cling to the dying platform — trying to petealive

and arguing for its continued use — and nostalgis £xploit its camp factor, the rest of the waonloves on,



taking with them what they learned from, what thlkegd about and what they connected with in thénedgy

and format. This dynamic plays out just the samearly film. | quote Jonathan Auerbach:
“It is important to realize that early cinema wagsrafoundly intermedial mode that emerged as a new
sort of visual representation by drawing heavilg aonservatively on a wide range of established
nineteenth-century cultural forms such as stilltplgoaphy, vaudeville routines, staged amusemeits an
spectacles, popular magazine illustrations, andcstrips. We therefore must resist the temptaiiion
regard the introduction of cinema strictly as aa&gical innovation carrying its own self-evidemtd
self-contained meanings for audiences then asasaibw.”

By studying new media while looking over our sheuldt the old and realizing that no media evelyehés,

we stand to gain more insight into these emergangn$é. Just as the lives of the deceased live mugfn

MySpace and MyDeathSpace, so does the life of @nem



