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Format Matters: An Introduction to  
Format Studies

AxelVolmar,MarekJancovic,andAlexandraSchneider

Wherevertherearemedia,therearealsoformats.LisaParksandNicole
Starosielskirecentlyarguedthat“ourcurrentmediascapeswouldnot
existwithoutourcurrentmediainfrastructures”(ParksandStarosielski
2015,1).Thesameistrueforformats.Ifinfrastructuresrepresentthesine
quanonofmediacontentinthefinalinstance,thenformatsrepresent
thenecessaryformsofstructuringanddeliveringmediathatcoordinate
betweeninfrastructuresandusers.Formatstypicallyconsistofspecific
setsofdescriptionsandrequirementsofhowtoarrangeandpresentinfor-
mation—fromsimplespecificationsofgeometricaldimensionsoraspect
ratiosthroughthedramaturgicalstructureofTVshowsandradiostations
tothemorphologiesofdigitalfileformats.Thesedescriptionsaffectthe
aestheticandperceptualqualitiesofmediaandinstructhumanusersand
technologicaldeviceshowmediacontentshouldbehandled.

Onebasiceffectofmediaformatsistodeterminehowmedialartifacts
andinformationcanpassthroughvastmediainfrastructuresandensure
interoperabilityoverdiverseindustriesandecologiesofmediadevices.A
standardizedpaperformat,suchasA4orUSletter,forinstance,ensures
thatthepaperyoubuyfitstheprinteryouown,thattheletteryouprint
willfittheenvelopesyoukeepinyourdrawer,andthatwhoeverreceives
yourletterwillbeabletofileitbyfittingitneatlyinafolderorfilingcabinet.
Formatsbothreflectandstimulatespecificmediapractices,workflows,and
otherformsofcooperation.Notincidentally,theoldestuseof“format”asa
technicaltermstemsfromtheearlymodernprintingindustrywhereitindi-
catedthewayabookwasfoldedandthenumberofpagesproducedfrom
onepapersheet(Volmar2017,15–16;Jancovicinthisvolume).

Inshort,formatsrepresentcriticalnodesofmediaculturebecausethey
mediatebetweenthecontentandthematerialconstraintsofmedia,
thelocalandthetranslocal,individualsandcollectives,artifactsand
practices,andintendedandunintendeduse.Formatscanhencebe
regardedasspecificsetsofdesignedandnegotiatedfeaturesandfunctions
thatdeterminetheaestheticconfigurationsofamedium,produceand
reflectdiverserelationsofcooperation,andrefertodifferentdomains
ofapplicationandmodelsofmonetization.Despitetheirconsiderable
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implicationsforboththeappearanceanduseofmedia,formatshavelong
remainedneglectedinmediastudies.Bybringingtogetherawiderangeof
casestudiesonthestandards,practices,andpoliticsofformatsinmedia
culturetiedtophotography,film,radio,television,andtheweb,inboth
professionalandamateuruses,Format Mattersseekstolaythefoundations
fortheresearchfieldofformat studies.

What	Is	a	Format	and	Why	Does	It	Matter?
Discussionsoftheterm“format”aretroubledbyasemanticindeterminacy.
Itseemstorefertocertainmaterialcharacteristicsofmediaobjects,such
asshapeanddimension,butcanalsodescribestructuralorprogrammatic
relationshipsbetweenindividualelementsandtheirorganizationallogic.
Itisusedtonameperceptibleformalpropertiesofmediatedcontentand
informationbutcanalsomeantheirerasure,asintheverb“toformat,”
which,incomputing,denotesthepreparationofaninscriptionsurfaceor
storagemediumforwriting.LiteraryscholarMichaelNiehauspostulates
that“theformatstands...atthe‘interface’betweenmediumandform”
(Niehaus2018,43,ourtranslation).Thisobservationcloselyresembles
JonathanSterne’s(2012,8)tentativedefinition:“formatiswhatspecifiesthe
protocolsbywhichamediumwilloperate.”Itseemsthattheseanalytical
entities—medium,format,protocol,interface—formacircularfieldin
whichconceptscanbeexplainedintermsofeachother,butnonetheless
remainelusiveindividually.Protocolsareintricatelyconnectedtopractices
offormatting.Notfarbehindtheirremarkableresurrectionincomputer
scienceliestheirsemantichistoryasmediaoflawanddiplomacy:a
protocolisthefirstsheetofamanuscript,andcloselyrelatedto“codec”(a
coder-decoderprogram)withitsorigininliteralbooks,codices.Toencode
ordecodesomethingmeanstotranslateinformationfromoneformat
intoanother,forexample,fromaformatinwhichavideofileisstored
onacarriertooneunderstoodbythegraphicsstackofanoperating
system.Thecarriedinformationmight,inturn,beexchangedviaaseries
ofprotocols,suchasBitTorrentorUDP,whicharealsostandardized
descriptionsofhowtwosystemscancommunicatewitheachother.

Butunlikethetermscodec,protocol,orinterface,thenotionofformat
possessesastrangedefinitorypliability,seeminglyrefusinganyconclusive
definiens.Niehauscomparesformatswithgenres—andindeed,inradio
broadcasting,formatdenoteswhatmightcolloquiallybecalledthemusic
genre.IntheUnitedKingdom,Ofcom,theregulatoryauthorityofthe
broadcastingindustry,issuesbroadcastlicensestostationsforaspecific
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format,forexample,bluesorcountry.Aformatchange—areformatting,
asitwere—requiresOfcom’sapprovalandisaquestionof“purchasinga
newlibraryofCDs,hiringnewdiscjockeys,andundertakinganadvertising
campaign”(RomeoandDick2005,59).Speakingaboutradioformatsofa
differentkind,culturalcriticGilbertSeldeswrotein1950:

Tomakeindividualprogramsforgettable,yetholdtheaudience,means
thattheformatmustbethelinkbetweenoneprogramandanother.
...Dramaandthebigpopularcomedyprogramsareintheupper
reachesofradio;lowerdown,formatispurelyamatterofpackaging,
wrappingotherpeople’sgoodsinnewpaper.(Seldes1950,112)

Thisunderstandingofformatasastructurallink,somekindofpackaging
orcontainer,isalsoatplayintelevision.Inthisarea,formatdenotesacen-
tralpremiseontopofwhichanumberofscreenplayscanbedeveloped,a
standardizeddramaturgicalarmaturethatcanbefilledwith“content.”In
1966,theWritersGuildofAmericadefined“format”initsbasicagreement
asawrittendocumentwithafixedminimumpriceofUS$1,120thatsketches
outthecentralcharacters,themes,orstorylinesofaserialorepisodic
narration(Meadow1970).ThissenseofthewordhasenteredEuropewith
somedelay,afterthegradualintroductionofadualradioandtelevision
systeminwhichpublicandprivatebroadcasterscoexistandcompete
foraudiencesbeginninginthe1980s.Itwasfollowedbyanexpansionof
formatprogramtelevision:theorganizationofbroadcastingintorepeated,
structurallyandfunctionallywell-differentiated,thematicallysimilarand
increasinglyfranchisedelements,aprocessthathasalsobeencalled“for-
matting”(Meckel2002). 

Themetaphorofformatsasvesselsharkensbacktothenotionthatthey
aresomethingincidentaltotheessence,somethingthatisnotthe thing 
proper, suchasafungiblefilmcanthathousesaninvaluablenegative.In
computing,thisseemingperipheralitymanifestsasthefileextension,
whichishiddenfromendusersbydefaultlikeaninsignificantappendage.
Theformatofdigitalfilesisasyntacticinterpretationaidthatdescribes
howinformationcontainedinthefileisencodedandallowsittobeused
foraspecificapplicationorpurpose.Wealsospeakofcontainerformats:
WARCandMP4arereceptaclesthatcancarryvariouslyencodedaudio,
video,andsubtitlestreamsandmetadatainasinglefile.Thedistinction
isnotalwaysclear,however:televisiontransmissionstandardslikePAL
andDVBareoftencalledformats,sometimesprotocols,andtheyarealso
videoencodingmethods.Thankstotheinformalbutpracticallyuniversally
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implementedID3taggingformat,MP3,too,becamebothcodecandcon-
tainer,capableofcarryingmultimediainformationbesidesaudio.

Finally,formatisalsoacommonwordforaspectratio.Germantele-
communicationlawknowswhatisoftencalledthe“formatprotection
clause.”1Itpreventsoperatorsofpublicbroadcastingnetworksfrom
tamperingwiththe“format”oftelevisionsignalsinthewidescreenaspect
ratio.Historically,suchpracticesofreformattinghavebeencentraltothe
theorizationofformatsinarthistory,aswewilldiscussinamoment.Inthe
senseof“aspectratio,”thewordhasbeenincommonuseforpaintingsand
photographs,aswellasforcinemaandtelevision,sincetheirearlydays.

Inanefforttomakethetermgeneralenoughtobeconceptuallyuseful,
someGermanstudiesonmediaformatshaveexplicitlydistanced
themselvesfromitsusageinbroadcasting,whereitprimarilydenotes
acommercialmarketstrategy,aswellasfromitsuseasatechnical
descriptor,suchasVHSorMP3.Hans-JürgenBucher,ThomasGloning,
andKatrinLehnen(2010)areinterestedin“format”purelyasaninter-
mediateanalyticaltierbetweenmacro-scalemediaandmicro-scalecom-
municativeformsthatcanencompassbothintentionalandunintentional
communicativestructures.Butperhapswemustdotheopposite,
addressingformatspreciselyatthepointswherethemanydissonantand
incommensurablemeaningsweattachtothistermbecomeapparentand
thuswhere,asSusanneMüller(2014,261)hasargued,formatsbecome
analyticallyproductive.

Situating Formats
Despitetheirdefinitoryfuzziness,formatsasculturalobjectsandfor-
mattingasaculturalpracticearesupposedtoservespecificpurposes.
Formatsmatterbecausetheyhavebeendesignedtodoso.Unlikemedia,
formats—astheiretymologyassomethingthathasbeengivenaspecific
formsuggests—aretheresultsofconsciousdecisions.Inoureveryday
experience,weusuallyencounterformatsasspecificformalandaesthetic
configurationsofmediawithrespecttoparameterssuchassize,aspect
ratio,andresolution(seeSomainiinthisvolume).Behindthelookandfeel
ofamediumlikefilm,whichcanbecapturedindifferentformats,suchas
16mm,VHS,andMP4,however,arehiddennotonlyaestheticbuteconomic
andotherstrategicconsiderationsthatbalancethedesireforacertain
qualitywiththecostofprovidingthenecessarydefinitionofamedium

1 Telekommunikationsgesetz§49.
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(seeSterne2012,4–5).Asmentionedabove,formatsarealsodesignedto
enable(orobstruct)interoperabilitybetweendevices,oftentofacilitate
task-specificprocesses.Insuchcases,thepurposeofformatistosupport
tasksandworkflows,bothprofessionalanddomestic,oftenbymeansof
speciallyformatted“workmedia”(Schüttpelz2017,37),suchastemporary
productionprintsusedinfilmeditingorformsandpaperfilesthatcirculate
withinadministrativeinstitutionsaspartofbureaucraticprocedures(Vis-
mann2008;alsoVolmarinthisvolume).

Nexttoregulatingthepropertiesoftechnicalmedia,formatscanalso
consistinsetsofrulesandformalelementsthatdeterminethecommon
groundforhowsocialandpoliticalinteractionandcompetitioncanunfold.
Thesecanbe,forinstance,formatsforgamesorsports(seeStauffinthis
volume),TVshows,discussions,workshops,auctions,oreventhecourseof
scholarlydiscourse(seeMichellinthisvolume)andthepreservationofcul-
turalmemory(seeJancovicinthisvolume).Formatscanhenceberegarded
asoperativeculturalmetadata:aspro-gramsor“scripts”inthesenseof
MadeleineAkrich(1992).Thepotentialforenablingplayingfieldsfordiverse
formsofculturalpracticeandtheproductionofcollectivemeaningon
thebasisofcomparativelysimplegrammaticalstructuresmakesformats
powerfulanchorpointsforthestudyofsocialandculturalphenomenain
general.Formatsfurtherpointtospecificcommunitiesofpractice,which
canformaroundoneoraseriesofinterrelatedformatsandwhichcan
beaddressedaswhatwewanttocallformat cultures.Assuch,formats
pavethewaytorichethnographiesofmedia:somemediaformatsare
associatedwithchildren,othersarefavoredbyexpertsintheirgivenfields,
andyetothersarereveredbyamateurs,collectors,orartists.

Duetotheirabilitytostabilizepracticesandforgecollectives,formatsmay
unfoldconsiderableculturaleffects.Inamedia-saturatedworld,format
specificationsrepresentsitesofcondensedpower,powerstruggles,and
valuablecommodities.Formatisnotanissuetobetakenlightly.Entire
“wars”havebeenfoughtovertheeconomicsupremacyofformats.Some
ofthedefeatedquicklydisappearedintooblivion,whileothersmayenjoy
latentbutsurprisinglylongafterlives:onecouldthinkoftheBetamax
tape,whoseproductiononlystoppedveryrecently,orthesuddenand
unexpectedcomebackofcompactcassettes,nowmoreofacollector’s
itemthanamusicreproductionformat,whosesaleshavesurgedinthe
lastyear.Therefore,itisimportanttokeepinmindthatmanyformatsare
collectivelyandcooperativelydesignedbyprivatecorporationsandpublic
organizationsaccordingtodistinctstrategies.Thesestrategiesareoften
directedatgoverningtheflowsofinformationandcapitalandcontrolling
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acceptableandunacceptableusesoftechnologyandinfrastructure(see
Hoofinthisvolume).

Oneofthefirstattemptstoaddressformatsinthehumanitieswasunder-
takenbySwissarthistorianJacobBurckhardt.In1886,Burckhardtdis-
cussedthenotionof“format”inhislecture“FormatundBild”(formatand
image).Hisinterestinformatsarosefromanirritationorevennuisance.
The lecture begins with the observation that we become aware of the 
formatofimagesprimarilythroughreproductions,particularlyetchings,
becausecopperengraversandpublishersoftenviolatetheoriginalaspect
ratioofartworkswhentransformingthemintocopperplatesforprinting,
andpaintingsaresometimescroppedsoastofitintoaparticularspaces.
Burckhardt’scriticismofthisreformattingleadsarthistorianStefanie
Stallschustoask:“Doesspeakingabouttheformatinevitablyalsomean
speakingaboutmediauseandviewinghabits?”(2013,74,ourtranslation).

Burckhardt’sstanceonformatsisambivalent.Heembracesanormative
perspectiveonthehistoryofart:oncesetbytheartist,theformatof
apaintingandallofitsreproductionsshouldremainconstant.Atthe
sametime,hedevelopsanargumentthatanticipatesDerrida’sthoughts
regardingtheframebyalmostacenturyandmakes,moreover,the
genuinelymedia-theoreticalclaimthat“theformatprovidestheseparation
ofthebeautifulfromalltherestoftheroom...Theformatisnotthework
ofart,butaconditionofitsexistence”(translatedbyFreyermuth2015,180)
becausetheformat“protectsartfromdissolvingintoendlessness”(Burck-
hardt1919,254,ourtranslation).

Inasimilarfashion,arthistorianDavidJoselitusedthenotionofformatin
hisbookAfter Art(2013)todescribetherelationbetweenworksofartand
thesocio-political,economic,andphysicalenvironmentsthatmakeup
thecontemporaryartworldandartmarket.“Therestoftheroom,”orthe
physicalspaceinwhichanartworkissituated,hasbeensubstitutedinthis
approachbythediscursiveandinfrastructuralspacethatsurroundsit.In
aninterview,Joselitstatesthatheregards“format”as

astrategyforactivatingthespacebetweenwhatanimageshowsand
whatanimagedoes....Theartworkalmostalwayscontainsvestiges
ofwhatmightbecalledtheroots—orinfrastructuralextensions—of
itsentanglementsintheworld.Thesemightincludethemeansof
productionoftheimage,thehumaneffortthatbroughtitintobeing,
itsmodeofcirculation,thehistoricaleventsthatconditionit,etc.The
artwork’sformatsolidifiesandmakesvisiblethatconnectivetissue,
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reinforcingtheideathattheworkofartencompassesbothanimage
anditsextensions.( Joselit2015,n.p.)

Consequently,Joselitislessconcernedwiththehermeneuticsofartworks
thanwiththeirplace,meaning,andcirculationwithinaglobalsystem
orinfrastructure.Sterne(2012)takesasimilarperspectiveonthedevel-
opmentofMP3,usingoneofthemostcommonlycirculatedformsof
recordedsoundasastartingpointforahistoryofdigitalaudiowithafocus
onthecompressionandcirculationofmusicalrecordings.LikeBurckhardt
andJoselit,Sterneemphasizesthecloserelationofformatstotheircultural
surroundingsandinfrastructuralcontextswhenhestatesthat“allformats
presupposeparticularformationsofinfrastructurewiththeirowncodes,
protocols,limits,andaffordances”(15).Itisthroughtheirembeddedness
andentanglementininfrastructuralcontextsthatformatscanunfoldtheir
powersoeffectively.Formatsactasgatesthroughwhichmediamustpass.
JustasformatwastheconditionofexistenceofartforBurckhardt,itis,
forSterne,whatdefinesamedium’soperation,andthereforethemedium
itself.Sternerecognizesthatformatshave“acontractualandconventional
nature”since“mostcrucialdimensionsofaformatarecodifiedinsome
way—sometimesthroughpolicy,sometimesthroughthetechnology’scon-
structionandsometimesthroughsedimentedhabit”(15).

Thetwodefinitionshavesimilarities,butthereisalsoanimportant
differencebetweenBurckhardt’sapproach,whichisultimatelynormative
andprescriptive,andSterne’sdescriptivestance.Inher2015article“For-
mattingFilmStudies,”HaideeWassondiscussestheusefulnessofSterne’s
formattheoryforfilmstudies.Wasson(2015,58)arguesthattheidea
ofaformatoffers“aproductiveinstrumenttomovebeyondanahis-
torical,unchanging,andthusratherexpansive,conceptofamedium.”
Forexample,asscholarsofnontheatrical,industrial,amateur,andother
“usefulcinemas”(seeAclandandWasson2011)haveshown,small-gauge
filmformatshavebeencrucialforthecirculationoffilmbeyondmovie
theatres.Ortoputitdifferently,“formattheoryisaninvitationtocon-
tinuetheprojectofinterrogatingwhatseemsnaturalaboutourmediated
worlds”(Wasson2015,59).AsWassonargues,“oneofthemostproductive
andcompellingshiftsinfilmstudiestodayisthatourpreviouslypre-
scriptivedefinitionsofcinemaarethankfullygivingwaytofulsome
descriptionsofcinemathroughtimeandacrossdiverseandcomplex
geographies”(58).

Sinceformatsmaystillexistindependentlyoftheinfrastructurestheywere
designedfor,suchhistoriesandgeographiesareoftenobliquelyinscribed
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inthemasresidualtracesoflong-gonestandards,businessdecisions,
rivalries,andcompromises.ThelogooftheSDmemorycard,whichsuper-
sededdisc-basedconsumerstoragemedia,paradoxicallyshowsanoptical
disc.ThisisalingeringreferencetoitsancestralrootsintheSuperDensity
discformat,aprecursoroftheDVD.Thisinnocuouslogoemblematizeshow
formatsaresimultaneouslyreceptivetotheindustrialimpulsestoward
innovation,andyetalsoreflectinstitutionalindolence.Sterne(2012,15)
maintainsthatstudyingthesesedimentationsof“oldinfrastructuralcon-
text,”ofculture,knowledge,andpractice,canopenupnewpathwaysinto
mediahistory.

Inthedigitaldomain,archivistsandartistsalikehavelongbeenconcerned
withtheintricaciesofcomputerfileformatsandthepowertheyexert
overnetworkedvisualculture.WorkssuchasphotographerThomasRuff’s
JPEGsseries(2007)andTedDavis’sCodec (2009)explorethemateriality
andcirculationofdigitalimageformatsandcompressionschemes.Artist
andmediatheoristRosaMenkman’s2010visualcompendiumofglitches,
A Vernacular of File Formats,wasperhapsthemostcomprehensiveartis-
ticinquiryintothemechanismsofdigitalstillimageandvideoformats.
Formats,asbothartistsandscholarsthusrecognize,offerproductive
opportunitiesformediastudiestomovepastunwieldyconceptualcon-
structsandobsoleteperiodizations.Instead,theyshedlightonthe
neglectedcapillarythreadsofmediaculturesbeyondindividualmedia.

A Plea for Format Studies
Inamostgeneralsense,wecansummarizebysayingthatweusethe
term“format”todescribeacoherentpatternoforderandcomposition—a
standardizedtemplatefortheorganizationofspace,timeorinfor-
mationaccordingtosomerhythmical,structural,aestheticorvolumetric
rules.Buthowcansuchawarrenofmeaningssatisfytheterminological
requirementsofsomanydisciplinesandindustries?Andhowcanit
functionasameaningfulinstrumentofclassification?Afterdecadesof
scatteredusageinfieldsrangingfromfineartsthroughbroadcastingto
mediaandconsumerelectronicsindustries,forthingsandpracticesas
dissimilarasTIFFfilesandTEDtalks,booksizesandbluesradiostations,
whattechnologicalandepistemicdisplacementshaveledtoformatsnow
appearingasafieldofscholarlyinterestusefulenoughtopotentially
challengemediaastheoperativeunitofmediastudies?

FriedrichKittleroncepredictedthat“atotalmediaassemblagebasedon
thedigitalwilleliminatetheveryconceptofmedium”(Kittler1986,8,our
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translation).Sureenough,ittooklessthan30yearsformediatheorists
(inGermany,atleast)tobegindiagnosingacrisisofmedia,andofmedia
studies(Pias2011;Hagener2012).Perhapsmediaresearchindeedseesitself
facingtheobsolescenceofitsconceptualraisond’êtreandistestingother
unitsofanalysistoreplaceit.Orcoulditsimplybethatthetechnological
conditionsofcontemporaryacademiclabormadeencounterswithformats
muchmoreubiquitousanddisruptivethantheyhadbeeninthepast?
Afterall,whenatroublesomePDFfileoradatasetrefusestobe“opened”
oravideofileresistsbeingembeddedinaslideshow,oftentimesitisthe
formatthatisthedefiantculprit.Manyamanuscripthasbeenrejectedover
improperformatting.Perhapsformatmatterssimplygetnoticedmore.

Whateverthereason,Sterne’spioneeringstudyontheMP3;Wasson’surge
for“formatting”filmstudies;Niehaus’sobservationsonformats,programs,
andgenres;andahandfulofotherreflectionsonformattingbymedia
scholarsandarthistorians(e.g.,Joselit2013;Stallschus2013;Müller2014)
arepartofanincreasingnumberofrecentattemptstoaddressquestions
offormat.Amongthenumerousacademicconferencesandpublications
ofthelastyearsaretheFrenchjournalPli—revue: Architecture & édition 
(2016),whichdevoteditssecondissueto“Format(s),”andtheconferences
“Vom Medium zum Format”(FromMediumtoFormat)and“Bilder trimmen: 
Politiken des Formats seit 1960”(TrimmingImages:FormatPoliticsSince
1960),whichtookplaceinSeptember2017attheRuhrUniversityBochum
andtheUniversityofBern,respectively.Aninternationalworkshopthat
leduptothepresentpublicationwasheldshortlyafter,inDecember2017,
attheUniversityofMainz.Giventhisgrowinginterest,wethinkitistime
formoreconcertedresearcheffortsthatestablishformatstudiesasanew
interdisciplinaryfield.

Formatstudiesisnotareplacementofmediastudiesoritssuccessor.
Whatwedoargue,however,isthatafocusonformatmightindeed
providemethodologicalremediesagainstthepitfallsofessentialistviews
anddefinitionsof“media.”Sinceformatsrepresent“particularhistorical
instantiations”ofmedia(Sterne2012,11),formatstudiesmightofferways
tograsplargeandoversimplifiedcategories,suchasanalog/digital,ina
moredifferentiatedmannerandmakethemappearlessasoppositions
thanasinteractionsordifferentandoftensuperimposedconfigurations
offormats.Webelievethatinscribedinformatswefindbothradical
innovationsthattransformmediatechnologiesandcontinuitiesthat
endurehistoricalruptures.
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Moreover,formatstudiesbringsmediapracticesandthestrategiesforcon-
trollingthemtothefore,andthusalsopointstothepoliticalandeconomic
dimensionsoftheoftencollectivecreationandownershipofformats.
Formatstudiesseemstobeparticularlysuitableforinvestigatingdigitally
networkedmediabecause,asdiscussedabove,itdrawsattentiontoinfra-
structuralconstellations.Thisplacesformatstudiesinproximitytowhat
LisaParksandNicoleStarosielski(2015)call“criticalinfrastructurestudies.”
Lastly,formatstudiesistimelybecausethesteadyincreaseinnewdigital
formatshasbeenaccompaniedbyanincreasingtendencytohidethem
fromusers.Whileanearliergenerationofcomputeruserswasfamiliar
withaplethoraofformatsandfileextensions,asaconsequenceoftherise
ofcloudcomputing-basedbusinessmodels,fewsmartphoneuserstoday
mightknowwhichformatstheapps,streamedmusicorvideoontheir
devicearestoredin.Thisblack-boxingshouldbetakenasanimperative
forformatscholarstobeginunpackingformatsandtheirpolitics.Formats
are,afterall,oneofthemainweaponswithwhichmediaindustries
conducttheirwarsandbattles.Apartfrompragmaticconsiderationsof
functionalityanduse,formatsareoftentimesdevelopedtacticallyand
servetolockusersintoparticularhardwareorsoftwareenvironments,
orutilizedtoreinforcegeopoliticalbordersandinterests.Assuch,they
demandacriticalquestioningofthepoliticalprocessesoflegitimationthat
thestandardizationofaparticularformatrepresents.

About the Volume and Its Contributions
Thisvolumeistheresultofasustainedcollaborativeexchangebetween
mediascholarsrepresentingadiversearrayofresearchinterests.Sterne
emphasizesthatthevalueofformattheoryliesnotinreplacingmedia
studies,butinmodulatingthequestionsitasksandinlearningtoaskthem
withfinerprecision.Inauguratingaformatstudies,then,shouldnotbe
seenasabidtoestablishanotherinsularcolonyinanincreasinglyfrag-
mentedlandscapeofhumanitiesandsocialsciencesresearch.Rather,itis
anattemptatdiscoveringnewmeansoftravelacrossthislandscape.From
thephilosophicaldeliberationofaestheticstorummagingthroughdusty
boxesinarchives,thechapterscollectedinthisvolumeexplore,combine,
andexperimentwitharangeofscholarlyperspectivesandmethodological
approachestoformats.Includedarebothhighlyfocusedcasestudies
thatinvestigatesingleformatsoverlookedbypreviousresearch,aswellas
largertheoreticalandhistoricalsurveysthatseektoidentifyandunder-
standbroaderculturalmechanismsofformattingandformat-making
acrosshistory.Whilethefocusremainsonaudiovisualmediabroadly
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conceived,thevarietyofapproachesresultsinengagingand,aswebelieve,
productiveexchangesbetweenfilmstudies,digitalstudies,infrastructure
studies,productionstudies,culturaltechniquesresearch,mediaarchae-
ology,bibliographyandarchivalstudies,andotherfields.Takentogether,
the contributions collectively chart the various ways in which formats 
shapeandareshapedbypastandpresentmediacultures.

Format Mattersisdividedintothreesections.Thefirst,“Control,Access,
Infrastructure,”examinesthewayformatsfunctionasinstrumentsofboth
interoperabilityandgatekeeping.Intheopeningchapterofthevolume,
“ReformattingMediaStudies,”AxelVolmarcollatessomemethodological
andtheoreticalbuildingblocksforformatstudiesandexploreshowcon-
temporarymediastudiesmaybenefitfromthestudyofformats.Volmar
opensbydevelopingaheuristictaxonomyofformatsfromwhichhe
deducesacoupleofcommonfunctionsandaffordancesofformats.He
laysoutthreemethodologicalandtheoreticalentrypointsintothestudy
offormatthatconsiderhowformatsrelatetoororiginatefrompractices,
howtheyfacilitateandenforceformsandconditionsofcooperation,and
howtheycanbeusedforconceptualizingmedia-historicalchangebysitu-
atingthemwithinbroadermedia-historicaldynamicsofspecializationand
generalization.

WandaStrauven’schapter“Let’sDance:GIF1.0versusGIF2.0“studieshow
theGraphicsInterchangeFormat(GIF),adefiningfeaturesoftherecent
WorldWideWeb,becameactivelyusedinalargevarietyofapplications:
fromtime-lapseweathermapstograssrootsnetdesign,fromcom-
municativestrategiesonsocialmediatogeneticsandDNAstorage.By
tracingthesemultiplearchaeologiesthroughtime,Strauvendiscusseshow
theGIFcanbestbeunderstoodastheactivecounterpartofacontainer,
thatis,asatool.

In“FormatsandFormalizationinInternetAdvertising,”RamonLobato
andJulianThomascarryonthethreadofweb-specificformats.The
chapterdiscussestheoutcomesandprospectsofattemptstostabilize
formatsininternetadvertising,amediasectorcharacterizedbyincreasing
automation,fragmentation,andinternalconflict.Fromtheflashingbanner
adsofthe1990stotoday’sauto-playingvideos,internetadvertisinghas
longbeenseenasdisorganized,highlyfluid,andsometimesuncon-
scionablyexploitative.Oneresponsehasbeentheongoingworkof
industrybodiesonstandardizinginternetadvertisingformats,aproject
thatpromisesgreaterinteroperabilityandconsumerprotection.
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FlorianHoof’schapter“LivenessFormats:AHistoricalPerspectiveonLive
SportsBroadcasting”investigatesstrategiestocontrolthecirculationof
culturalgoodsthatemergeoutofeconomicnecessitiestostandardize
andcontrolthedistributionoflivebroadcasting.Ittracesthehistoryof
livenessformatcontrol,startingattheendofthe19thcenturywithearly
sportsbulletinboards,fightfilms,andtheatretelevision,andcontinuing
withtheshifttopayTV,pay-per-view,andcontemporaryformsofover-
the-topstreamingservices.Drawing,inparticular,onthehistoryofsports
broadcasting,Hoofdefinesandlaysouttwoconceptsofcontrol.Thefirst,
“fortifying,”triestocontrollivebroadcastsbyprotectingthemediumthat
storesthesignal;thesecond,“infrastructuring,”triestodominatethedis-
tributionnetworkusedtocirculateordistributelivebroadcasts.

Thesecondsection,“ArchaeologiesofSuccessandFailure,”centersonthe
circulationofcompressionformatsintelevision,film,andphotography.
Someoftheseformats,suchasthesportshighlight,havebeensohis-
toricallysuccessfulthattheyarehardlyrecognizedasformatsthatonce
hadtobeestablished,whereasothershavelongbeenforgotten.Markus
Stauff’scontributionon“FormattingCross-MediaCirculation”takessports
highlightsasanexampletodiscusshowformatsandformattingenablethe
circulationofcontentacrossdifferentmedia.Thechapterarguesthatthe
“spreadability”ofselectedmomentsfromsportsevents,oneofthemost
consistentelementsofcross-mediacultureforoveracentury,resultsfrom
themodularityandscalabilityofthehighlightformat.Sportallowsforand
evensystematicallytriggersvariousrepresentationsoftheoriginalevent.
Asaformat,thesportshighlightishighlyconstrainedthroughcopyright
claimsandregulatorypolicies,andyetitstilloffersflexibility:itcanbe
adaptedtodifferenttechnicalinfrastructures,anumberofindustrial
strategiesand,ofcourse,fanactivities.Conceptually,thischapterusesthe
sportshighlighttoquestionarigid,materialistunderstandingofformats
andformatting.Takingitsleadfromthetelevisionindustry’sglobaltradein
formatsaslocaladaptationsofcontent,Stauffarguesthatformatsmatter
because of the continuous formatting processes at the intersection of 
technical,economic,andaestheticdynamics.

AlexandraSchneider’schapter“Viewer’sDigest:SmallGaugeandReduction
PrintsasLiminalCompressionFormats”usesformatstudiesasaframe-
worktodiscussreductionprintsasahistoricalpracticeforthedistribution
offilms.Similartocontemporarycompressionformats,small-gauge
reductionprintshadakeypurposeinfacilitatingthecirculationofmoving
imagesinnontheatricalvenues.Ratherthantreatingreductionprintsasa
mereoddityinthehistoryofcinema,Schneiderproposestoconsiderthem
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asa“liminalformat”:liminalinthesenseofbeingnotthereyetortran-
sitional,akindofformat de passage.Thechapteraimstofurtherourunder-
standingofthecomplexhistoricaldynamicsofformatsandparticularlyof
thecontinuitiesanddiscontinuitiesbetweenanalog,electronic,anddigital
media.

In“FormattingFaces:StandardsofProduction,NetworksofCirculation,
andtheOperationalizationofthePhotographicPortrait,”RolandMeyer
askshowformattingasarepeatableandstandardizablepictorialpractice
becameproductiveinthefieldofvisualculture.Focusingonthree“primal
scenes”offormattingimagesofhumanfaces,fromearlypopularportrait
photographyandstandardizedpolicephotographytothebeginningsof
Facebookasaplatformofimagecirculation,heshowshowtheintroduction
ofnewpictorialformatsnotonlychangedtheconditionsofpictorial
productionbutalsohelpedtoestablishnewpracticesofdistributingand
connectingpictures,thusfosteringnewlogisticsofimages.

ThesectionconcludeswithErikaBalsom’s“InstantFailure:Polaroid’s
Polavision,1977–1980,”anexcavationofthePolavisionformat.In1977,
atthedawnofthehomevideoera,PolaroidCorporationintroducedthis
proprietaryfilmformatandapparatuspromisinginstantdevelopmentand
playback.Thesystemwasadevastatingcommercialfailureandcaused
Polaroidmajorfinanciallossesbeforeitsdiscontinuationin1980,but
duringitsbriefexistenceitwasusedbyprominentfiguressuchasCharles
andRayEames,AndyWarhol,andStanBrakhage.Polavisionwasasocial
mediumavantlalettreinthatitwasasystemgroundedinprosumer
activity,relationality,andfeedbackratherthaninthequalityofthefilms
ityielded.Andyet,thisemphasisranupagainstsignificantlimitations.In
linewiththearchaeologicalinterestinfailedmedia,thischapterrecovers
thecuriousepisodeofPolavision’sinstantmovies,findinginthislargely
forgottenenterpriseawaytoinsistonphotochemicalfilmasafamilyof
formatsratherthanasinglemedium.

Thethirdsection,“FormatsinTransition,”looksintothemalleability,
inertia,anddynamismofmediaformatsandinvestigatesmomentsof
irritationbetweenthem.In“Fold,Format,Fault:OnReformattingand
Loss,”MarekJancovicexamineshowformatstandardizationandcultural
practicesofreformattingproduceconflictingrelationshipswithhis-
tory,memory,andloss.Byaddressingexamplesofreformattingacross
anumberofhistoricalcontextsandindustries—thefoldingofbooks,
themicrofilmingofsecretstatedocuments,andtheformatmigrations
routinelyperformedbyaudiovisualarchives—thechaptercontemplates
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thepoliticaldimensionofformats.Groundingatheoryofformatsinthe
studyofpaperandbookmaking,Jancovicarguesthatformatsneedto
beunderstoodnotasstableandself-evidentpropertiesofthings,butas
dynamicpracticesrifewithloss,friction,andincompatibility.

AntonioSomaini’s“TheScreenas‘Battleground’:Eisenstein’s‘Dynamic
Square’andthePlasticityoftheProjectionFormat”dealswiththree
differentmeaningsof“format”:thesizeofthephotosensitiveareaofa
frameoncelluloidfilm,theaspectratioofaprojectedimage,andthewayin
whichadigitalmovingimagefileisencodedforstorage,processing,trans-
mission,anddisplay.ThechapterpresentsacloseanalysisofSergeiEisen-
stein’sseminalessayadvocatingtheplasticityofthefilmformat,referring
toaseriesofexamplesfromEisenstein’sownfilmsandfromartistsand
filmdirectorssuchasLászlóMoholy-NagyandFritzLang.

Intheirchapter“HD’sInventionofContinuityandSD’sResistance?AHis-
toriographyofCinemaandFilmto(Be)comeandFormatstoOvercome,”
OliverFahleandElisaLinseisenassumeapost-cinematicperspective
toreflectonmediachangeanditslimits.Takingintoaccountcinema’s
genuineabilitytodevelopandtransform,FahleandLinseisenadvocate
foraconcretizing,historiographicaldistinctionbetweenthepersistence
andresistanceofcinema,delineatedbythetwoconceptsof“medium”and
“format.”Becauseformatsrelyonspecificmedia-technicalsurroundings,
thepersistenceofamediumisbasedontheresistanceofitsformats.
Bycloselyexaminingtheintersectionoftwodigitalformats—high-def-
initiondigitalimageryandstandard-definitiondigitalformats—Fahle
andLinseisenproposetowriteahistoryofcinemaandfilmtocome,in
correlationwithahistoryofformatstoovercome.

KalaniMichell’schapter“PodFictions”concludesthevolumewitharich
andmultifacetedanalysisoftheacademicpodcastAca-Media,sponsored
bytheSocietyforCinemaandMediaStudiesanditsofficialpublication,the 
Journal of Cinema and Media Studies.Michellusesthiscasestudytoconsider
howmediastudiesasadisciplinevaluesandcreateshierarchiesbetween
variousacademicformats.Ultimately,thecloseexaminationofthis
particularonlineoutgrowthoftheorganization’sscholarlyjournalwithin
thecontextofrecentradio,podcast,interface,andinstitutionalbranding
scholarshiprevealsnotonlythemeaningofanewmediaformatbutalsoa
portraitofadisciplineintransition—mediastudiesatatimewhenitisitself
intheprocessofreformatting.
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