
 

  

Ceibas: To Hold A Future Body So Close To One’s Own 

 
 

Notes: 
 

 It would seem that we have spent much of our time trying to abstract our findings into the 

stasis of a language: that is, a system entrusted for its obedience in future use. In doing this, we 

have become increasingly involved in the illusion of a permanent externalization. A notion which 

carries with it the discrepancy between memory and history’s representations of memory – 

between the intent of a digital file and what it becomes over time. With these portraits, I wish to 

explore that divide: the idea that all things, though our design, are trying to fight an inevitable 
collaboration with time; like young children refusing to sleep, afraid of the dreams which did not 

come from themselves alone. 

 

 These twenty-seven portraits have no memory of their own; rather, they are the products of 

an approximate evolution of several digital histories. These people, postponed, separated by time 

and space – the very things we have come to use as an excuse for history. The very things which 

we have put outside of ourselves for our own good reasons. It would seem that all of the files in the 

whole world are slowly changing themselves on our hard drives, and who are we to say that this 

change is a fault? We manufactured the systems to contain our digital representations, and are 

somehow dumbfounded when they grow old with us. 

 

 Through this installation, I hope to create a space for the liminality of digital codecs to be 

described.  These compression algorithms are a means for the creation of histories:  representing a 

gateway though which all digital media must pass. The files produced through these codecs 

forever carry with them the signs of that which has made them; though, when the file functions in 

the way it was intended, these signs remain, for the most part, hidden. Still, as time or process alters 

the file’s base-encoding, the phenotypic expressions of the file’s initial organization are made 

viscerally apparent. In the case of digital video, these expressions provide visual insight into the 

file’s origination; akin to counting the rings on a tree’s trunk, to see how and when it began.  

 

 As with the entire Ceibas project, these portraits are invested in exploring the physical 

make-up of digital media. Though there is another exploration, working in conjunction, which is just 

as important. It is an attempt to approximate an old story, finding it’s retelling adrift in a modern 

time. To relay this, I would relay the story, as it was told me to quite some time ago:  

  

 The Ceibas (or Ceiba) is a type of tree which grows primarily in South America. It is 

notoriously difficult to cultivate because it demands very specific conditions, (20°  C ±  2°), but 

when it does grow, it grows extraordinarily tall, and very strong. In fact there have been accounts 

of entire towns springing up with a Ceibas at its newly formed center. It was the Mayans who 

created the legend that surrounds the tree, and this legend is not very different from other elegiac 

traditions save for one point of note. When someone dies, it is said that their soul will go to the 

Ceibas tree and climb up through its branches to reach the after life if they have died well, or 

climb down through the roots if they have not. However, the Mayan’s believed that if you took a 

partner during your time on Earth, your soul would wait under the Ceibas tree, in the shade of its 

large leaves, until your partner’s death, so the next journey need not be made alone. 
 

 

“And from our countless micro histories, we take shards of the past and try to glue 

them together, in the hopes that the history we reconstruct might seem more like the 

history we have experienced … We seek not our origins, but a way of figuring out 

what we are from what we are no longer”. 

        – Pierre Nora, Les Lieux de memoiré 



Specifications: 
 

 This process started before the physical intervention, beginning with several hopes: 

 

i) to concretize digital video, a traditionally “nebulous” medium. 

ii) to describe the manner in which languages may be used to create and abstract themselves. 

iii) to approximate  the progression of time and its affects on the apparatus of digital media. 

iv) to explore linear chronology in relation to the illusion of object permanence. 

v) to critique the ideology behind notions of perfection and its connection with the exteriorization 

inherent in all archival mediums.  

 

 The technical process motivating the Ceibas Cycle is the constantly changing end point of 

these hopes, and the perpetual findings of research into the physical nature of digital, archival 

media. It begins quite simply, in text; letters are written, prose, poems, notes, lists and expectations. 

At the same time, the code of a particular video file is translated; this code becomes one of two 

programming languages, known as Hexadecimal or ASCII (figure 1.1). Both languages represent 

abstractions of our spoken language, used to streamline complex computations through an 

omission of redundancies. However, when the initial writings are joined to the functional code 

(figure 1.2), they create a situation of crisis for the file, which can no longer be applied to the 

translation for which it was designed. This manifests itself in a visual change during playback. Over 

time, the file would have changed along these lines anyway, though not from acute spoken 

language; rather from a 1 forgetting that it was once a 0. These portraits, and all of the Ceibas 

Cycle, attempt an approximation of these processes, both natural and digital.  

 

   [1.1]                  [1.2] 

                                 
 
 

 All instances of archival media change over time, just like the video file which will no 

longer play the way it was encoded to. We have a tendency to describe this act as a break-down, 

a loss of that which is perfect in use. However, it is that ‘break-down’ which is of great import to the 

archiving of media. It suggests, on a technical level at least, that our hope to archive is inherently 

linked to our hope for the archive to change with us.  

 

 



Exhibition: 

  
 These portraits have now found their way into an online space for a number of reasons. For 

one, the internet posits itself into our culture as a new form of the archive – one which is user-

defined and by extension, somewhat autodidactic. Web-space continues to have the advantage 

of being non-site-specific; it may be accessed from anywhere, independent from the geography 

of the originating server. But simply and quite specifically, these portraits wish to inhabit screens; as 

many as they can. They have been designed to do so, to expand and contract and fit anywhere 

with the hardware to support them. If they were to exist in a gallery as a twenty-seven channel 

installation for artistic consumption, or be fit to a portable video player and viewed as company on 

a long trip, they would certainly behave differently than the current web-based incarnation - but 

not wrongly, not in the least. The internet provides for a personal space - its very nature begs for a 

personally tailored interaction. A new physical context for these moratorial faces would not 

change the hours they have yet to wait, but simply place them under a new tree, as it were. For 

the moment, however, these works will inhabit this online installation in the hopes that someone 

might stumble upon them and keep them company for as long as they, too, wish to be watchful.  

 

 

Index: 
 

mpeg4 Data (Restrict to 4000kbps) QuickTime 

Sorenson 3 QuickTime 

h.263 cycling macro-blocks QuickTime 

h.264 QuickTime 

Cinepak QuickTime 

mpeg4 with frame Blending AVI 

On2 VP6 at 400kbps FLV 

mpeg2 2.6mps QuickTime 

DVNTSC  .amc 3g mobile 

h.264 mpeg4 

DVNTSC Divx 

Sorenson 3 QuickTime 

Sorenson 1 (Restrict to 6400kbps) AVI 

On2 VP6 at 7000kbps FLV 

mpeg4 keyframe every 1000 frames Divx 

mpeg1 AVI 

3gpp2 mpeg4 

Sorenson 3 keyframe every 2000 frames QuickTime 

mpeg4 QuickTime 

mpeg4 QuickTime 

Sorenson 3 keyframe every 9000 frames AVI 

h.264 keyframe every 10000 frames QuickTime 

Video codec keyframe ever 10000 frames QuickTime 

mpeg2 QuickTime 

Sorenson spark codec FLV 

Sorenson 3 keyframe every 10000 frames QuickTime 

Sorenson Spark codec FLV 
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