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Restless Splatting: 366
When the Frame Begins
to Tremble

This multimodal presentation includes a video installation and accompany-
ing essay that deploys the Gaussian splatting technique for the dimensional

transformation of restless images, challenging how operational images and

computer vision claim to ‘see’ through artistic practice and theoretical re-
flection. On June 1, 2020, then-president of the United States, Donald Trump,
forcibly cleared demonstrators with tear gas and rubber bullets to walk from

the White House to the recently vandalized St. John’s Episcopal Church for a

photo opportunity. Documentation of this event released on C-SPAN depicts

what we are calling the dividuation of the sovereign. This depiction is not only
in the image produced but also in how the image insists on simultaneous-
ly depicting the manner of its production. The chaotic, handheld video that

can hardly keep pace with the stream of events is an example of a restless

image—an image that is produced both despite and because of a dislocation

in the apparatus between its functions. Following Flusser, the apparatus is

not only the photographic device and the gesture required to operate it, but
the intention of the operator as an embodied subject. In this way, the image

is of the body just as much as the body depicted is of the image. We reframe

Merleau-Ponty’s concept of body-image and al-Hallaj’s claim “I am the Truth”
as dimensional transformations, excavating the technical processes involved
in Gaussian splatting to show how sovereignty relies on the dislocation of the

ground truths from their referents.
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Fig. 1. Screenshot from the artwork When
the Frame Begins to Tremble (https://vimeo.
com/1164854697/d092f5228a).

Fig. 2. C-SPAN screenshot of Donald J.
Trump holding a Bible near St. John’s Church
(https://youtu.be/5ShngmiKLE8).
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Action

This text is based on a two-channel, synchronized video installation
titled When the Frame Begins to Tremble (Fig. 1), which uses Gaussian splat-
ting models from Luma Al for the dimensional transformations of a vid-
eo stream. The video, sourced from C-SPAN, documents Donald Trump’s
June 1, 2020, walk from the White House through Lafayette Square to
St. John’s Episcopal Church (Fig. 2). The footage was captured during a
tense moment when police used tear gas and rubber bullets to violently
clear demonstrators for the walk and photo opportunity in front of the
recently vandalized church.

Before the photograph was taken, live news broadcasts showed sev-
eral minutes of shaky video, following Trump and his entourage along
their route. The footage is fragmented, with partial views of the sky, tree
branches, ground, people moving in and out of frame, blurred securi-
ty personnel, and quick glimpses of political figures. The camera often
loses its sense of direction, decohering narrative continuity. It struggles
to stay focused on its subject in the chaos.

This footage was recorded by an anxious sensor. The camera often
loses its usual alignment, with uneven framing and a sensor struggling
to keep up with how close and fast things are. It still tries to follow the
sovereign body, but its gaze is unsteady. Instead, the apparatus doc-
uments the anxiety, confusion, and instability of the event, as expe-
rienced by the reporter, through what would typically be considered
flaws in production techniques. These are features of the restless image,
which we will reflect on later in this text.

We process this video material using a Gaussian splatting method
that rebuilds connections without needing outside depth measurements,
ground control points, or steady multi-view capture. In this process, the
two-dimensional image sequence is the ground truth. Unlike photo-
grammetry, which builds 3D space from steady viewpoints, Gaussian
splatting uses probability-based point distributions from the image data,
preserving partial, unstable, and incomplete details in the final result.

During installation, the two synchronized channels show the origi-
nal footage being processed and affected by the Gaussian-splatted im-
age, which slides through the animated computational reconstruction.
Through Gaussian splatting, all the bodies fade into noise, break into
pieces, or vanish. Only one figure stands clear and consistent: Trump,
the sovereign.

The technical result is not a neutral, allocentric reconstruction of
space. Rather, it reveals algorithmic vision and dimensional transforma-
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tions as procedures of control. The two-channel installation highlights
this tension by allowing viewers to see the divide between what the anx-
ious sensor captures and what the algorithm stabilizes; how machine
vision produces coherence on behalf of sovereign power.

Reflection

A mind all logic is like a knife all blade. It makes the hand bleed that uses it.
(Tagore 1917, 51)

The following theoretical reflections did not prefigure the media art
project described above. Rather, it was only after experimenting with
Gaussian splatting techniques and an impulsive application of them to
documentation of tense political events that these concepts began to
emerge. This processing technique rendered Donald Trump’s body in
isolation, smearing those around him into a cacophony of barely intel-
ligible fragments. As we investigated this phenomenon, a new perspec-
tive on the nature of technical images began to emerge. Recalling Vilem
Flusser’s 1985 text Into the Universe of Technical Images, as well as Harun
Farocki’s concept of the operational image, we excavate Gaussian splat-
ting and how it renders the body to arrive at a dividuated conception
of contemporary sovereignty. In our reading, Trump’s church-walk is
the obverse of two historical events intended to reinscribe the author-
ity of sovereign rulers and their respective nation(state)s: the execu-
tions of Damiens the regicide by Louis XV in 1757 and Mansur al-Hallaj
by al-Mugqtadir bi’'LIah in 922. These brutal killings involved performa-
tive torture and dismemberment, effectuating a kind of dimensional
transformation in themselves. What we find is that dimensional trans-
formations simultaneously rely on and challenge ground truths, which
implicitly claim to be empirical referents against which reference im-
ages can be judged for their use-value. When the ground truth becomes
alienated from any referent, as is becoming the case for cutting-edge
single-image Gaussian splatting techniques, it reveals something about
sovereignty and the body prefigured by the phenomenology of Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, Foucault’s theories on modern society, Deleuze’s con-
cepts of dividuation and control, and the poetic mysticism of al-Hallaj.

Our argument rests on the claim that ground truths rely on the
body as the foundation for empirical knowledge, rather than any com-
mon-sense notion of an objective reality ‘out there’. Following Maurice
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology, we take it for granted that the body
is the proper subject of perception (2006, 239) and, as such, is itself al-
ways-partially-invisual in two ways: in terms of 1) its occluded surfac-
es inaccessible at any given time to the senses, and of 2) its virtual sur-
faces that lie beyond the capacity of the senses entirely. As the subject
of perception, the body is the basis upon which we attempt to travel
across the tenuous boundary between allocentric (other-centered) and
egocentric (self-centered) space. This is analogous to the way modern
cars can composite sensor data to present a convincing overhead view
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of the vehicle on a screen when entering a parking space. Each surface
is measured, blindly, by its respective sensor, such that it can realize the
possibility of an allocentric view of the car from a projected elsewhere.
This conforms to Flusser’s definition of a technical image, which he de-
scribes as “a blindly realized possibility, something invisible that has
blindly become visible” (2011, 16). Following this view, we argue that the
body is, in fact, a technical image. It is a dividuated subject composited
and controlled through isolating its properties and relations through
sensory apparatus.

To understand this, we must clarify that the view from an allocen-
tric perspective is not an authoritative, generalized view from nowhere.
Rather, it is the view provided by the body as an image, augmented by
assumptions about all its occluded and virtual surfaces. We are never
able to access all such surfaces through our senses and must, therefore,
compose our experience into an allocentric view of the flesh we inhab-
it. We ‘see’ ourselves as if we were another. The manifestation of this in
technical images is reflective of perceptual processes that humans ex-
tend through technical means, such as rulers, cameras, total stations,
LiDAR, GPS/GNSS, etc. Human surveyors may have confirmed grainy
NASA satellite imagery through measurements using such tools ‘on the
ground’, but their own bodies-as-images were always the proper sub-
jects of their perception, and thus just as much the basis of their mea-
surement procedures as their tools. The ground truth was, in fact, the
body, and the body already operates as an image. Merleau-Ponty prefig-
ures our argument, simply calling it the ‘body-image’ in Phenomenology of
Perception (2006, 112). Crucially, he elaborates how the apparent unity of
the body-image is predicated upon our inability to perceptually access
bodily space, which “can be distinguished from external space and en-
velop its parts instead of spreading them out, because it is the darkness
needed in the theatre to show up the performance” (2006, 115). It is in
the invisuality of bodily spaces that the body-image is formed, which
we claim are its virtual and occluded surfaces.

Three-dimensional Gaussian splatting (3DGS) techniques such as
Objects Models, Novel View Synthesis, Video Generation, SplatterImage,
LatentSplat, CAT3D, DFM, and Variational AutoReconstructor, are algo-
rithmic models used in software that render occluded and virtual sur-
faces as dimensional transformations. 2-dimensional images by their
very nature both occlude and suggest invisual surfaces of their referents,
precisely by being single surfaces that cannot be rotated. 3DGS trans-
forms these images into rotatable 3-dimensional models and environ-
ments using Gaussian distributions, stochastic mathematics, covari-
ant matrices, the Jacobian, rasterization, and optimization techniques
derived by training models on target images. Recent research in this
field has yielded denoising diffusion models that can generate novel
3-dimensional views of occluded and, we argue, virtual surfaces from
single 2-dimensional images whose only ground truths are other 2-di-
mensional photographic images that approximate those novel views
(Liao et al. 2025, 6). Rather than empirical measurements taken with the
extended apparatus of the human body, the target image has now be-
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come the ground truth. The speculative capacity of processes like Liao
et al.’s Variational AutoReconstructor (2025) makes the ground truth re-
dundant insofar as it is no longer the basis for verifying the use-value of
an image, but its goal. This is, quite simply, an attempt to produce truth.

And yet, as we have explained, the basis for ground truths was already
the image—namely, the body-image. In this way, advanced 3DGS is not
so much a radical departure from other dimensional transformations
like scale measurement and photogrammetry, whose ground truths are
empirical data measured on the ground using measurement tools and
ground control points. Rather, it dispenses with the tenuous idea that
the referent was ever an objective externality in the first place, rather
than the body-as-technical-image. In 3DGS, the ground truth is the 2D
target image and the referent is functionally irrelevant.

The Fear of Death

Writing for INC Zine in 2022, Nima Bahrehmand articulated a con-
cept of the restless image, which occurs when

...the whole apparatus—body and sensor—is fragile and anxious, causing slips
of image. Restless Image demonstrates the friction between the body and
the sensor... (Bahrehmand 2022, 60)

This idea echoes Vilém Flusser’s notion that “not only the gesture
but also the intention of the photographer is a function of the appara-
tus” (2011, 20). The whole apparatus involves both the sensor and the
operating body, from which we include both gestures (i.e., pressing the
shutter button on a camera) as well as the decision to record anything
at all. As Flusser says, these elements are functions, rather than external
entities issuing commands to call functions. The restless image, then, is
the result of a breakdown in the coherence of these functions as they
relate to the whole apparatus.

Without the body, the sensor becomes a dismembered organ. The
sensor is to the body as a finger is to a hand, and as a handle is to a
knife. The restless image is, therefore, a sort of partial dismemberment.
It slips, slides, and grinds against itself causing friction (pain). It is a dis-
location of the joint. A knife that wobbles in its handle.

A photographic image is a cut, a section through the bundle of light rays re-
flected off objects in a circumscribed space. Photography reproduces the
three dimensional object on a flat plane, based on the laws of projective ge-
ometry. (Farocki 2013, 156)

In his text “Reality Would Have to Begin”, Harun Farocki, explains
that photography is a dimensional transformation borne out of the fear
of death. He describes how in 1858, after a close brush with death while
measuring a cathedral facade, Albrecht Meydenbauer developed tech-
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Fig. 3. Manuscript illustration of Mansur
al-Hallaj’s execution.
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niques of scale measurement. Meydenbauer recounts the experience
as something felt deeply in the body:

In the nick of time I grabbed the curved edge of an arch with my right hand,
and with my left foot I kicked the basket far into the air; the counteraction
sufficed to push my body into the opening and I was saved ... As I came down,
the thought occurred to me: is it not possible to replace measurement by
hand by the reversal of that perspectival seeing which is captured in a pho-
tographic image? (qtd. in Farocki 2013, 156)

Farocki extrapolates this deferral of physical vulnerability to World
War II aerial spy photography, demonstrating how the images generat-
ed were unable to properly see the genocide that they captured (2013,
161-62). Farocki went on to coin the term ‘operational image’ in his vid-
eo installation series Eye/Machine (2001), which deals with contemporary
aerial images that had now become fully operationalized. They are no
longer images with a social goal that represent objects, but images that
operations are performed upon. The stated referents of those images
may die in missile attacks, but they are not necessary for the operation
performed. The operational image allows for a deferral of the deferral
of physical vulnerability. In deferring death, the body-image becomes
an operational image. Dimensional transformations may start as a pres-
ervational impulse that arises from the fear of death, but they end when
that death is deferred onto others. The body conducting the measure-
ment avoids death, but that death is still owed.

When the body-image in question is that of a sovereign, its operations
take on the complex dimensionality of a nation(state). Ground truths, in
this case, are measured by a collective body that is enclosed by the sov-
ereign. Rather than deferring death onto foreign externalities, violence
is inflicted upon internal aberrancies that threaten sovereign power.

The Sovereign Body

There is nothing inside my cloak except God.
(al-Hallaj qtd. in Smith 2023, 8)

Husayn Mansur al-Hallaj lived from 859-922 and was a Persian Sufi
Perfect Master (Qutub) who became infamous for what the Abbasid rul-
ers under Caliph al-Mugtadir bi’L1ah considered self-proclaimed divin-
ity when he uttered the phrase Ana al-Hagqq, or I am the [Absolute] Truth.
He was denounced by his former mentor, Junaid, who said he should be
put to death because his utterances could not be reasonably explained
(Attar qtd. in Field 1910, 74). Eventually, al-Hallaj was executed (Fig.
3) for “a theological error threatening the security of the state” (Smith
2023, 8). It is reported by Fariduddin Attar in his Tazkirat-ul-Aulia that
he was publicly tortured, crucified, had his hands and feet cut off, his
eyes gouged out, and his tongue cut out, and, finally, was beheaded and
burned (qtd. in Field 1910, 76-78).
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To help explain why such brutality is necessary, we turn to Foucault’s
discussion of Robert-Francois Damiens. He was the last to be punished
under the old French laws against regicide for his attempt on the life
of King Louis XV. This involved his flesh being torn from his body with
red-hot pincers, his right hand being burned with sulfur, and molten
lead with a mixture of boiling oil, resin, wax, and sulfur poured into his
wounds. Then, he was drawn and quartered by horses and burned to
ashes, which were scattered in the wind (Foucault 1977, 3).

In their analysis, Gubrium and Holstein write that “the spectacle of
torture was an event whose political culture was informed by a sense of
the seamless relations among the body of the king” and that “Damiens
was conceived literally...as a subject of the king; his body and soul were
inseparable extensions of the crown. An assault on the body of the king
had to be attacked in turn, as a red-hot iron might be used to cauterize
a festering wound” (Gubrium and Holstein 2002, 6). This recalls how
the body is the subject of perception and shows how neither of these
executions are examples of kings attacking their subjects as individuals,
but of rulers excising some part of their own sovereign bodies in futile
attempts to maintain the health of their nations.

Louis XV’s reign was not successful. His decadence and mismanage-
ment were catalysts for French decline, both financially and reputa-
tionally. Interestingly, al-Muqtadir’s reign was similarly fraught. His re-
volving door of viziers led to the depletion of the Abbasid treasury, and
entire lands were lost to rivals, including the capture of Mecca by the
Qarmatians in 929. Both rulers resorted to brutal demonstrations of
their power and sought to isolate the various properties and relations
of their heretical and regicidal subjects through dismemberment, en-
acting a dimensional transformation from higher to lower through the
total annihilation of their 3-dimensional bodies into ashes.

However, as Deleuze writes in his Postscript on Societies of Control, the
isolation of the properties and relations of a subject “in no way attests
to individuation—as they say—but substitutes for the individual or nu-
merical body the code of a ‘dividual’ material to be controlled” (1992).
The universe of technical images relies on the isolation of properties
and relations that, simply in being, belie any claim the supposed-indi-
vidual attempts to make on their own body as a coherent historical pro-
cess. Coherence, in this sense, is not an ontic quality of the individual,
but an emergent epistemology of individuation that relies on a dimen-
sional transformation—in this case, an image that is transformed from
a 2-dimensional historical process plotted as a series of spatiotemporal
claims through storytelling (a kind of splatting with covariant variables)
that blindly actualizes occluded and virtual surfaces to effectuate a new
apparent 3-dimensionality. Both al-Hallaj and Damiens are so danger-
ous to sovereignty because they reveal the dividuality of the sovereign as
a function of control, rather than an entity that calls the function using
an external command. For us, it becomes a question of sovereign bodily
autonomy. Such bodily autonomy is never possible because the body is
already an image and the image is already an operational image, not a
self-same identity. When Damiens is posited as a festering wound and
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al-Hallaj’s theological errors are considered a threat to the state, we see

that the sovereign body is not capable of total, rational control of itself.
The sovereign and its subjects are not constitutive of an individual na-
tion or state but are part of a body that is only ever accessible as an im-
age. In being an image, it necessarily occludes and virtualizes any oth-
er surface that might otherwise have been sensible, suffering the same

vulnerability to dividuation as the body-image of the subject. Indeed,
we argue that the subject inherits this property from its sovereign, rath-
er than being a quality of individuality that aggregates to dividuality in

sovereignty. This type of restless image comes from the decoherence of
the sovereign body-image that dislocates it from its subjects, who are in

turn dislocated from their recording tools, resulting in anxious sensors.

Now, al-Mugqtadir bi’Llah’s treatment of al-Hallaj, as well as Louis

XV’s of Damiens, seems, in fact, more rational than it may have first
appeared. A body-image is managed by isolating its properties and re-
lations, and in compositing their surfaces, either reinforcing them or
suppressing them to produce coherence. This includes not only ideas,
but the subjects that express them. When the functionaries of a control
society fail to produce coherence, the sovereign is dislocated from its

subject, producing a restless image. By enacting a dimensional trans-
formation on their victims, the king and the caliph were striving to re-
establish that coherence. Splatting restless images speculates on the oc-
cluded virtual surfaces that decohere in the C-SPAN footage of Trump’s

church walk, revealing them as unrevealable in a nondisconcealment.
Coherence, in the way that sovereign power requires it, is totally reliant
on the invisuality of its operational body-image. The truth as aletheia is

that which is unconcealed, and yet, the truth is all that is concealed by
al-Hallaj’s cloak. This is the darkness of bodily space in the theater of
control. When al-Hallaj proclaimed, “I Am the Truth”, he gave himself
completely to the community and to God, undermining sovereign power
by illuminating that darkness and allowing himself to decohere. Rather
than a dimensional transformation that defers death, his was a dimen-
sional transformation for death. From his apparent 3-dimensionality as

aliving body, he was transformed into text alone. Indeed, it is said that

when his ashes were scattered into the Tigris river, they took the shape

of the Arabic characters o) '|dzG — I Am the Truth (Smith 2023, 8).

Online installation version:
https://vimeo.com/1159721402/c67eb209dd?share=copy&{fl=sv&fe=ci

Documentation of the physical installation version:
https://vimeo.com/1164854697/d092f5228a?fl=pl&fe=sh
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