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Select and Combine: The Rise of Database

Narratives
Words: Steve Anderson

With the flick of a mouse, we glide

effortlessly down the gloomy corridors

of Los Angeles’ Ambassador Hotel,

floating past cavernous ballrooms and

windows overlooking elegant gardens

and swimming pools. Around each corner

and behind each door, ghostly figures

replay events from a past that is at once

real and imagined. A Kennedy died

here, along with countless villains and

plots of Hollywood noir. The number of

possible paths through this story space

seems limitless. Even familiar rooms tell

different stories with each visit and

earthquakes periodically rumble through

the dilapidated building, triggering a

barrage of images and hurling us into

new spaces and times. 

This is the world of Pat O’Neill’s Tracing
the Decay of Fiction, a DVD-ROM
made in collaboration with the Labyrinth
Project at USC’s Annenberg Center for
Communication, which for the past five
years has been a key player in the loose
global network of digital artists and
designers charting new territories in the
field of interactive database narrative.
The O’Neill project is just one of many
such projects that has sprung up in
recent years, a happy marriage of tech-
nology, art and theory that may well be
changing our most basic relations to
storytelling. 

But while the technology that drives
interactive database narratives may be
new, the idea isn’t. Director of the
Labyrinth Project, Marsha Kinder
reminds us that virtually all stories – like
language itself – derive from combina-
tions of narrative elements within a
given set of parameters. “Database nar-
rative refers to narratives whose struc-
ture exposes or thematizes the dual
processes of selection and combination
that lie at the heart of all stories,” Kinder
explains, “particular data – characters,

images, sounds, events – are selected
from a series of databases or paradigms,
which are then combined to generate
specific tales.” 

Where novelists are bound by numbered
pages and filmmakers are constrained
by sprocket holes and timecode numbers,
the digital artist is afforded a seeming
infinitude of possibilities through the
recombination of bits (or SNUs,
“Smallest Narrative Units” in program-
ming parlance) on a nearly atomic scale.
The real questions then become: How
and why do narrative conventions
change? What drives new storytelling
sensibilities? 

The usual answers? Television. Video
games. The Internet. Programming lan-
guages. But changes in technology are
only part of the puzzle. The ways we
read, watch and use media have been
transformed at a fundamental level and
along with them, expectations of inter-
activity and gratification, desire for live-
ness and responsiveness, as well as
openness to complexity in temporal and
spatial structures. Witness the ease and
pleasure with which contemporary
movie audiences traverse the disruptive
temporality of a Memento or Kill Bill, to
say nothing of the spatial disruptions
and reverberant visual structure of
music videos by Chris Cunningham or
Michel Gondry.

By some estimations, it is the emer-
gence of the database that has enabled
this fascination with repetition and dislo-
cation. Cultural theorist Lev Manovich
claims that the logic of the computer
has become the logic of culture at large,
arguing that the database should be
accorded the stature of a symbolic form
on the order of cinema or the novel. In
the course of authoring his influential
book The Language of New Media,
Manovich himself turned to creating
database narratives, the most recent of
which is a project called Soft Cinema

Cwww.manovich.net that was included
in the Future Cinema show at Germany’s
ZKM gallery. 

For Manovich, there is something more
at stake in creating database art than
narrative. “A particular question which
interests me these days is how can
computer databases be used to repre-
sent contemporary subjectivity? While 
a pre-modern person was a part of a
collective, a modern subject came to 
be defined in opposition to the outside
world, with the border between the psy-
chological interior and social exterior
clearly marked. Today this border has
dissolved, and our selves once again
have become ‘distributed’:  stored in
external corporate, medical, government
and surveillance databases, broadcast
to the world via blogs and web cams,
invaded by media images. How can
new computer-based representational
techniques, and in particular databases,
be used to portray this new sense of
identity?”

The most interesting interactive database
narratives push beyond the mere
recombination of elements from a preex-
isting heap of possible SNUs. Indeed
there is nothing specifically digital about
this type of structure. So what charac-
teristics uniquely define the interactive
database narrative? Arguably, it is these
three: randomness, metadata and
dynamism. 

RANDOMNESS

Randomness may be regarded as the
evil twin of interactivity, a tactic that
undermines the control a user is able to
exert over his/her narrative experience.
“It gives you a sense of surprise, a jolt,”
says Kinder, “In all of our projects, there
is a randomizer. In Tracing the Decay of
Fiction, it’s the earthquake during which
you suddenly get this random sense of
images and sounds. But it also has a
very practical function, because it
shows you what you haven’t yet seen.

And it gives you new combinations,
and encourages you to make new
associations.” 

Among the most interesting practition-
ers of what is sometimes called “com-
putational cinema,” Andrea Flamini
Cwww.flamini.com explores the possi-
bilities of generative narratives using
random sequences of image and sound
which are set in motion by a user, but
are not subsequently guided or controlled.
Flamini has created an impressive body
of work in recent years, ranging from
multi-channel and site-specific installa-
tions to Net artworks easily downloaded
by modem. The brilliance of Flamini’s
work is its ability to evoke a mood or a
state of consciousness within which
narrative elements seem to gain coher-
ence while resisting conventional narra-
tive logics of cause and effect. 

METADATA

Metadata is invisible information (key-
words, for example) that is attached to
any data set. Metadata allows a data-
base system to create combinations of
story elements that are dictated by the
logic of relational algorithms or a search
engine designed to access and com-
bine information in particular configura-
tions. An example of a rigorously meta-
data-driven narrative may be found in
Manovich’s Soft Cinema project. The
structure of Soft Cinema depends on
what Manovich calls “algorithmic edit-
ing,” an automated system for combin-
ing elements according to prescribed
rules based on the formal properties or
content of video clips. The result is a
pattern of images predicated on a sys-
tem of rules that is not always immedi-
ately discernable, simulating what
Manovich calls the contemporary state
of “data-subjectivity” in which individu-
als are continually interpellated by layers
of time, space and information. 




