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“This Is Not What I Normally Do” 
An Insignificant Step in the Downfall of the Humanities 

Abstract
This video essay, a product of the “Videographic Methods and 
Practices: Embodying the Video Essay” workshop (Bowdoin Col-
lege, July 2023), is comprised of two sections, exploring constraint-
based approaches to videographic scholarship. Part 1, “The Incred-
ible Machine,” documents an attempt at recreating a 1990s Rube 
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Goldberg-inspired computer game interface through the handling 
of various film clips arranged on a computer desktop. The deliber-
ate avoidance of digital shortcuts highlights the value of playful 
experimentation within scholarly and artistic practices. Part 2, “The 
Five Obstructions,” presents five interviews conducted under ran-
domly-assigned constraints, fostering unforeseen responses and 
creative insights. These ludic experiments demonstrate the poten-
tial of constraints to stimulate creativity and to provoke unconven-
tional outputs. Emphasizing process over outcome, the video 
showcases the laborious yet rewarding nature of scholarly experi-
mentation, echoing a broader shift towards embracing the creative-
academic journey in videographic scholarship.

Keywords: Videographic criticism, embodiment, constraints, crea-
tivity, experimentation, ludic activity

Guiding text
This video grew out of the “Videographic Methods and Practices: 
Embodying the Video Essay” workshop (Bowdoin College, July 
2023). It is comprised of two sections, both conceived as experi-
ments in constraint-based approaches to videographic practice and 
discourse. These are playful in nature, and employ self-imposed 
constraints that may seem arbitrary, perhaps foolish, without know-
ing where they might lead. Yet, as I hope to demonstrate, such play-
ful, foolish experimentation has value for both artistic and scholarly 
practices, in the vein of Charles Darwin’s pollen experiment, which 
he reportedly conducted not knowing where it might lead, com-
menting: “That’s a fool’s experiment. But I love fools’ experiments. 
I am always making them” (Biskjaer and Halskov 2013, 33).

In Part 1, “The Incredible Machine,” made during the Bowdoin 
workshop, I attempted to reenact a hypothetical level of the 1990s 
computer game, “The Incredible Machine,” which has players con-
struct increasingly-complex Rube Goldberg machines meant to 
achieve specified outcomes. I recreated this premise on the com-
puter desktop, manually arranging various film clips to trigger in 
sequence. I used screen-capture software to record many, many 
such attempts, while another camera captured the “reverse shot,” 
documenting both the labour involved in the task, and the reactions 
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of the various scholars and makers who happened to inhabit the 
shared workspace, unaware that they were being filmed.

While the task could have been accomplished easily using vari-
ous digital means – as some of the onlookers handily point out – it 
was the decision to follow restrictive, self-imposed constraints pro-
hibiting the use of such “crutches” that made the experiment as 
long, as frustrating, and as productive to document as it has turned 
out to be. This voluntary adoption of arbitrary constraints falls 
within the realm of the ludic: the “experiment” functions much like 
a game, as what Bernard Suits has called a “lusory attitude”: the 
activity of attempting to achieve a specific goal while adhering to 
rules which “prohibit use of more efficient in favour of less efficient 
means” (Suits 1978, 41). Put another way, “playing a game is the 
voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles” (ibid.).

This ludic, constraint-based approach carries over to Part 2, “The 
Five Obstructions,” made in the weeks following the workshop. 
This section consists of excerpts from five interviews with scholars 
and makers who were asked to watch Part 1 and respond to it, as-
sessing its scholarly merits (or lack thereof). Each interview was 
conducted under a randomly-assigned set of constraints, an experi-
mental approach loosely inspired by The Five Obstructions (von Tri-
er and Leth 2003). While in Part 1, constraints were placed on the 
process by which a predetermined result was to be achieved, in Part 
2, arbitrary constraints were meant to direct the interviewees in un-
known directions, prompting responses they would not, presuma-
bly, have given otherwise. Part 2 thus utilizes the potential of 
constraints to facilitate creativity, provoking creative outputs by 
“overriding the tendency to go with the familiar, which will likely 
yield only clichés” (Haught-Tromp 2017, 11).

More than merely a ludic activity, the adoption of constraints is 
indeed commonly employed within artistic practice, where con-
straint, in its broad sense as “a limitation or obstacle voluntarily 
accepted by the artist” (Rodriguez 2008, 39), is often seen as a cata-
lyst for artistic creativity. As Biskjaer and Halskov have argued, the 
willing submission to such “creativity constraints” on the artistic 
process serves as “both a hindrance/restrainer and a resource/ena-
bler for creative agency” (Biskjaer and Halskov 2013, 37). The use of 
playful, at-times arbitrary constraints in artistic practice, they ar-
gue, can function as “radical experimentation”: “doing something 
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‘crazy’ or foolish just for the sake of it in order to see what hap-
pens,” as in Darwin’s “fool’s experiment” (ibid., 33).

This constraint-based approach is also practiced within video-
graphic scholarship. Christian Keathley and Jason Mittell, for ex-
ample, hold that “formal parameters lead to content discoveries,” and 
that working “according to often arbitrary formal parameters” can 
lead to new insights, unattainable through traditional analytical 
methods (Keathley and Mittell 2019, 6). Likewise, Alan O’Leary’s 
notion of “parametric scholarship” is premised on the adoption of 
“more or less arbitrary self-imposed constraints” (O’Leary 2021, 76). 
Such scholarship, he suggests, diverges from “traditional” scholar-
ship in enabling a mode of knowledge production that is “proce-
dural and creative rather than propositional: it suggests not ‘Given 
this, what do we now know?’, but ‘Having made this, what can we 
do next?’” (ibid., 93) – an approach also evident in Mittell’s discus-
sion of “emergent analysis,” in Part 2.

Embarking on these experiments, I did not know where they 
would lead. In each case, I had an intuition that something interest-
ing might happen, but did not know what it would be or what form 
it might take, let alone why it might be of scholarly value. I had to 
make it first. My approach thus echoes Catherine Grant’s, when 
asked to “defend” the rationale behind her research: “I’d rather just 
carry on with experimenting and seeing where it leads” (Grant, qtd. 
in Branco 2018, 533). 

This video emphasizes process over outcome. As Mittell has ar-
gued, while research in the humanities is often framed as “the fin-
ished products of scholarship,” its scopes and methods are more 
expansive, and “the processes of discovery and experimentation 
are often the more exciting and insightful parts of scholarly endeav-
ors” (Mittell 2019, 228). The creative, productive values of these 
processes are often left out of the final product, as traditional con-
ventions of academic writing dictate that “the labour and process 
must be effaced” (Grizzaffi 2020, 9-10). Scholars often find them-
selves working to “cover their tracks,” as “the paths travelled to 
produce ‘outputs’ must be meticulously effaced in the final prod-
uct” (ibid., 10).

But scholarly research could be viewed more expansively, ena-
bling the recovery of these “lost” sites of creativity and production. 
This is particularly evident in research practices that embrace a 
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more open, essayistic approach to scholarship (Grizzaffi 2020, Grant 
2020). The essayistic, as suggested by Georg Lukács, emphasizes 
“not the verdict […] but the process of judging” (Lukács 2017, 40); 
it is, as Phillip Lopate describes it, “a continual asking of questions 
– not necessarily finding ‘solutions,’ but enacting the struggle for 
truth in full view” (Lopate 2017, 111). I have likewise attempted to 
emphasize journey over destination, presenting not only the “suc-
cessful” outcome, but the struggles and frustrations along the way, 
as noted by Barbara Zecchi in Part 2. I dwell on “failures” – my own 
(Part 1) and those of my interviewees (Part 2 and the end-credits 
sequence). As in The Five Obstructions, the video is intended as “a 
creative and open-ended adventure […] whose outcome was not 
premeditated” (Rodriguez 2008, 40), where a constraint-based 
thinking process unfolds “in fits and starts, uncertain of its destiny, 
its path and its nature” (ibid., 55).

The process also bears evident traces of its context of making. The 
“experiment” holds no presumptions of objectivity or reproducibil-
ity; it would not have been possible, nor taken such a form, in any 
other context but the one it happened to take place in: the Bowdoin 
College workshop. The imprint of the context of making is thus an 
integral part of the video, which is why I have deliberately empha-
sized it, explicitly presenting it in the intro, and leaving in various 
in-jokes, such as the intentional misspelling of participants’ names, 
or the use of clichéd musical cues. I did so fully aware that these 
may be exclusionary – as was the workshop itself, as noted by 
O’Leary in Part 2 – and that this privilege, the privilege that per-
haps enables all “fools’ experiments,” should be acknowledged.

Likewise dependent on context is the extent to which such mode 
of knowledge production can be considered “new.” The experi-
ment’s constraint-based approach potentially situates it at the inter-
section of the ludic, the artistic, and the scholarly. And if some of its 
performative, experimental aspects might be considered “new” 
within the discipline of videographic scholarship, it is only achieved 
by embracing previously-established artistic and ludic practices. 
The context of making is thus integral in determining the value of 
such knowledge-production practices and in recognizing its prece-
dents, as keenly observed by Dayna McLeod in Part 2.

Finally, while frustration is prominently featured and comment-
ed upon throughout the video, it is by no means the primary emo-
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tion I experienced while making it. The experiment in Part 1, much 
like the experience of playing “The Incredible Machine” (and many 
other games), can be an exhausting, arduous process of trial-and-
error – as indeed could be said of much of (videographic) scholar-
ship more broadly. And yet, these activities, for all the time and ef-
fort they demand, the failures and dead-ends they may lead to, can 
be as fun as they are frustrating, as pleasurable as they are painful. 
Thus, I hope the final product manages to convey just how much 
fun it was in the making. Like Darwin, I too love fools’ experiments.

Note
All individuals appearing on screen gave consent to be featured in 
the video.

References
Biskjaer, Michael M., and Kim Halskov. 2014. “Decisive Constraints as 

a Creative Resource in Interaction Design.” Digital Creativity, 25(1): 
27-61. https://doi.org/10.1080/14626268.2013.855239 

Branco, Sérgio Dias. 2018. “‘Being Open to Possibilities That We Can’t 
Know Yet’: An Interview with Catherine Grant.” Aniki: Portuguese 
Journal of the Moving Image 5(1): 521-537. https://doi.org/10.14591/
aniki.v5n2.427

Grant, Catherine. 2020. “The Shudder of a Cinephiliac Idea? Videograph-
ic Film Studies Practice as Material Thinking.” In Beyond the Essay 
Film: Subjectivity, Textuality, and Technology, edited by Julia Vassilieva 
and Deane Williams, 199-213. Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press. https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv12pntxp.14

Grizzaffi, Chiara. 2020. “Poeticizing the Academy: Poetic Approaches 
to the Scholarly Audiovisual Essay.” The Cine-Files 15: 9-10, http://
www.thecine-files.com/poeticizing-the-academy/

Haught-Tromp, Catrinel. 2017. “The Green Eggs and Ham Hypothesis: 
How Constraints Facilitate Creativity.”  Psychology of Aesthetics, Crea-
tivity, and the Arts 11(1): 10-17. https://doi.org/10.1037/aca0000061

Keathley, Christian, and Jason Mittell. 2019. “Teaching and Learning the 
Tools of Videographic Criticism.” In The Videographic Essay: Practice 
and Pedagogy, edited by Catherine Grant, Christian Keathley, and Ja-
son Mittell, 5-23. Montreal: caboose.

https://doi.org/10.1080/14626268.2013.855239
https://doi.org/10.14591/aniki.v5n2.427
https://doi.org/10.14591/aniki.v5n2.427
https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctv12pntxp.14
http://www.thecine-files.com/poeticizing-the-academy/
http://www.thecine-files.com/poeticizing-the-academy/
https://doi.org/10.1037/aca0000061


Volume

28 24

“This Is Not What I Normally Do” 
Ariel Avissaracademicquarter

research from
 the hum

anities

akademisk  kvarter

AAU

Lopate, Phillip. 2017. “In Search of The Centaur: The Essay-Film.” In Es-
says on the Essay Film, edited by Nora M. Alter and Timothy Cor-
rigan, 109-133. New York: Columbia University Press. https://doi.
org/10.7312/alte17266-010

Lukács, Georg. 2017. “On the Nature and Form of The Essay.” In Essays 
on the Essay Film, edited by Nora M. Alter and Timothy Corrigan, 21-
40. New York: Columbia University Press. https://doi.org/10.7312/
alte17266-002

Mittell, Jason. 2019. “Videographic Criticism as a Digital Humanities 
Method.” Debates in the Digital Humanities 2019: 224-42. https://dh-
debates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-f2acf72c-a469-49d8-be35-
67f9ac1e3a60/section/b6dea70a-9940-497e-b7c5-930126fbd180

O’Leary, Alan. 2021. “Workshop of Potential Scholarship: Manifesto for 
a Parametric Videographic Criticism.” NECSUS: European Journal of 
Media Studies 10(1): 75-98. https://necsus-ejms.org/workshop-
of-potential-scholarship-manifesto-for-a-parametric-video-
graphic-criticism/ 

Rodriguez, Hector. 2008. “Constraint, Cruelty and Conversation.” In On 
the Five Obstructions, edited by Mette Hjort, 38-56. London: Wallflower 
Press. 

Suits, Bernard. 1978. The Grasshopper: Games, Life and Utopia. Toronto: Uni-
versity of Toronto Press. https://doi.org/10.3138/9781487574338

von Trier, Lars, and Jørgen Leth, dir. 2003. The Five Obstructions. Hvid-
ovre, Denmark: Zentropa.

https://doi.org/10.7312/alte17266-010
https://doi.org/10.7312/alte17266-010
https://doi.org/10.7312/alte17266-002
https://doi.org/10.7312/alte17266-002
https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-f2acf72c-a469-49d8-be35-67f9ac1e3a60/section/b6dea70a-9940-497e-b7c5-930126fbd180
https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-f2acf72c-a469-49d8-be35-67f9ac1e3a60/section/b6dea70a-9940-497e-b7c5-930126fbd180
https://dhdebates.gc.cuny.edu/read/untitled-f2acf72c-a469-49d8-be35-67f9ac1e3a60/section/b6dea70a-9940-497e-b7c5-930126fbd180
https://necsus-ejms.org/workshop-of-potential-scholarship-manifesto-for-a-parametric-videographic-criticism/
https://necsus-ejms.org/workshop-of-potential-scholarship-manifesto-for-a-parametric-videographic-criticism/
https://necsus-ejms.org/workshop-of-potential-scholarship-manifesto-for-a-parametric-videographic-criticism/
https://doi.org/10.3138/9781487574338

