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Today my lecture aims to explore some peculiar passing moddities, so to say some Qrangextud
and trangmedial migrationgdamongtraditiond narrative cinema and agroup of digital artworks, in
the context of wha Lev Manovich has defined the Gera of databaseQ to demondrate tha the acts of
transcription from thefilmic form into new mediaforms (the passage from film to interactive text,
software, videogame and so on) is quite always a research practice towardswha | will soondefine
Qhefilm agorithmQ

More generaly, | would like in these minutes to think aboutthe conaepts of remediation and
trangextudity in thetrangtion fromthe so called paradigm of narrative to the paadigm of
database, questioning their fundioning, usng for this objective on the onehand some theoretical
indicationscoming from Manovich@ reflectionsuponthe database form, end on the other hand a
recent theory by lan Bogog aboutQUnit opeations)

Theworks which will hdp me alongthis pah are basically two: the Cinema Redux series by the
british artist Brendan Dawes, which trandates into static images a set of films, and The Battle of
Algiers by the French artist and filmmaker Marc Lafiain collaboration with the Taiwanese new
media artist Fang Yu Lin, an interactive work based ontheorigind film by Gillo Pontecorvo.

In different ways, and leading to different outputs (a series of static images in the case of Cinema
Redux, an interactive onlineingallation in the case of The Battle of Algiers), thetwo artworks well
represent the modadities in which the so called new (digital) media deal with contents that come
from traditiond media, tryingto RE-WRITE them in away tha isthemog peculiar to the
interactive and procedural vocation of the digital medium.

However, it is necessary to start clarifyingwhat do I intend with the concept of Qiatabase eraQor
Qlatabase paradigmQ L et ushdp with some wordsof Lev Manovich which come froma 1998
article, atabase as a symbolic formQ

After the novel, and subsequently cinema privileged narraive asthe key form of cultural
expression of the modern age, the computer age introducesits correlate b database. Many
new meda objects do not tell stories they donOthave begnning or end; in fact, they donOt
have ary dewvelopmert, thematcally, formally or otherwise which would organize their
elemerts into a sequerce. Instead they arecollecions of individual items where every item
hasthe same significarce asary other?

On the oneside, s0, he places the so-called GnodenityQ the age of novd and of cinema, which has
its peculiar forms in narration and rigid sequentiality, and onthe other side he sets the Gomputer
eraQ in which the narative form is supaseded by daabase. Now, we certainly could arguethat
both novds and films have often tried to react Grom theinddeOto the regime of narative
sequentiality, inventing new forms of naration, subverting orders, frequendes, lengthsand so on. It
remainsthefact tha thefilm which is watched by spectators, and thenovd whichisread by the
reader remainsfixed in ther only possible sequences, and are static and linear texts (obvioudy to be
filled and interpreted by the user).

! LevManovich, Database as a Symbolic Form, 1998, disponibile online: www.manovich.net
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So, every subvesion mugt remain inddethe narrative paradigm. We could also call this situation
the Qextud paradigmQ

In oppostionto thetextud and narative system, it standsthe daiabase, the characteristic paradigm
of contemporary creativity and of its aesthetics, the symbolic form of computer based artworks.
With the term QlatabaseQ in information technology we define astructured set of data, organized to
be searched in a quick andlogic way, to be compared, linked, and used for paticular opeations
For Manovich, theuser experience of new mediais practically alwaystied to the concept of
database: digital objects (and we will come back in awhile to discuss the term (bjectsOrel ated to
computer thingg, should be seen as complex collectionsof ingances more than linear texts (even
where theoutputis alinear text, aclip), onwhich theuser, or the machine autonanoudy, can make
alarge series of opeaations

Even when the user experience seems close to the oneof traditiond and narrative media, as for
example in the case of narrative videoganes which tell a story, unde theinterface (surface) thereis
always a daabase of elements that the software uses (manipulates, combines, linksand so on)to
generate in every moment the output with which the user deals. One more time, we could arguethat
also thecinemais aways, at thebasis, a sort of database of elements (i.e. takes, voices, noises,
titles, graphics and so on), tha are combined during the editing process, but also in this case we
should answer that the database component of the cinema beongsjug to the produdive phase, and
for this reason remains utsideOthe object. There can be @inemaOwithoutediting (likein the case
of structural camera-edited films), and in any case editing precedes thefind object (themovie). In
other words, when the elements of the database are combined in astructure, tha conditutes the
artwork that the user experiences every time. Vice versa, digital media are procedural and calculate
thar contentsin real time, opeating on theelements collected in a database.

Anothe quotation from Manovich will hdp usto clarify theidea of daabase not only as
technological appaatusbut also as symbolic paradigm of contemporary age

If after the death of God (Nietsche), the end of grand Narratives of Enlightmert (Lyotard)
ard the arrival of the Web (Tim Berners Le€ the world appearsto us as an endless ard
unstructured collection of images texts, and other datarecads, it is only appropriate that we
will be moved to model it as a database. But it is also appropriate that we would wart to
develop poetics, aesheticsand ethicsof this database 2

Thus the database represents something more than jus a working moddity: it is also a cognitive
modd throughwhich we interpret the complexity of thereality we arelivingin.
Besides the concept of database, the other fundamental term useful for ourreflectionistheonel
have used in thetitle of this lecture: GilgorithmQ Commonly, an algorithmis defined as a procedure
tha permits to obtain a certain result, executing, in a particular order, a series of smple stepsor
actions A series of finite indructions, tha lead to aresult and are materially executable and not
ambiguous In computer science, an algarithmisthe set of opeationswhich have to be
implemented in a program to become raformativeQ

Every congdrudiontha beongsto thedigital regime (audiovisudsindudelE) isthusOR apacket
of datain a daabase, OR an agorithm, arule tha can be used to make something with those data.
On this point, Manovich saysthat:

Algorithms and data structures have a symbiotic relationship. The more complex the data
structure of a computer program, the simpler the algorithm needs to be, and viceversa.®

2 Ibidem.
3 Ibidem.
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The concepts of database, data, algorithm, are therefore at thebasis of every artistic and creative
process in the era of computer. While historically every artwork condituted a sort of unigue
specimen in the context of a particular medium, now form and content are two entities which can
quite completely beuntied. Digital objects always distinguish between ther material (organized
according to the daabase logic), and thar interfaces, which are the moddities of formatting and
presentation of the material.

It follows an aesthetic conception based on the separation between data and strudtures, that detects
thekey characteristic of new media not (or at least not ONLY) in theinterface, butaso in the set of
potentialities organized in thedatabase. It is agan Manovich who undelinestha in the
cinematographic (and literary) tradition, the database of materials with which thediegesisis built, -
what we could call QheparadigmO- , is something implicit, and the narration, what we could call
QyntagmQ is the only tangible and conaete entity. In new media, therelationisreversed, and the
paradigmatic axis of possibilities (thebase of daa) is something that is more real than its potential
syntagms, interfaces or significant surfaces.

Manovich, throughhisreflection uponthe cultural paradigm of daabase, and perhagpsunwittingly
(since even the author stopsonthe andysis of interfaces in his main publicationg, says something
more. He is saying tha every new mediatheory until now has been too often limited to theandysis
of outputs and interfaces and quite never has dealt with the working dynamics of wha we could at
mog define Qermind textsQ tha isthefind results of an interactive QonversationCbetween user
and machine

Contemporary digital theory, then, handles new media objects according to themoddities and
methodobgies tha are still typical of the narrative paradigm, andthat iswhy it often becomes a
fruitless andysis unde theoretical modds that cannotexplain the peculiar dynamics of digital
objects. Theeraof database needsnew theories, able to deal with the working moddities of
software, notonly concentrated ontheinterface.

One of these Ghew theoriesQ which focus on the object qudity of new media, comes fromthe
American theorist and indgpendent game designe lan Bogos: in his Unit Operations. An approach
to videogame criticism (2006) Bogog uses the conaepts of bjectOand GproceduraityOto build a
theory tha aimsto andyze every media content (not only videogames) as a complex configurative
systems able to operate on discrete unities (the so called Qunit opaations). | quo: Cunt
opeaationsare modes of meaning-making that privilege discrete, disconnested actionsover
deterministic, progressive systemsk.

Mixing suggestionsand concept coming from physics and cyberndtics, from computer science and
literary theory, and linking with the philosophy of Plato, Aristotle, Leibniz, Spinoza and Badiou,
Bogog refuses a structural approach to textud criticism, and proposs the definition of Qunit
opeationin antithesis with the so-called Gystem opeationd

| contend that unit operations represert a shift away from system operations, although
neither strategy is permarently detached from the other. In literary theary, unit operaions
interpret networks of discrete readngs, system operaions interpret singular literary
auhority. In software technology, object tecimology exploits unit operaions; structured
programming exhibits systemoperations.

Themetaphore of object oriented programming is often used to describe new media things object
oriented programming is a programming methodtha uses bjectsOto design applicationsand
computer software. A program can be see as a collection of coopeating objects, as oppo®d to a
traditiond view in which a program may be seen as alist of ingrudionsto the computer. OOPis
notlinear programming, and well describes thelogc of thedaabase age

* lan Bogost, Unit Operations, The MIT Press, Cambridge MA, 2006, pag. 1.
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Turning back to our condderationson daabase, | would like to remind tha Manovich does not
restrict himself to thetheoretical dissertation, butwith the series of indallationsSoft Cinema (made
in collaboration with Andreas Kratky) herealizes a project that invites usto think conaetely about
the aesthetics, thetechnologies and the podics of the daabase age Soft Cinema is a project thought
to generate different kindsof output films, dynamic visudizations ingallations architectonical
environments, prints, catalogues and DVDs. Made of alarge daabase of audiovisud materials, and
of areal-time automatic editing software tha creates clipsusng tha stodk, Soft Cinema isan
environment able to create autononoudy a set of movies usng a system of rules defined by
algorithms, drawing out video portions sounds texts, voices, and combining them into short
narative (or notnarative) films, musc videosand so on. According to the author, the system
intends to explore thecreative possibilities at theintersection between software culture, cinema and
architecture.

The software attendsto choo® a series of e ements from thedaabase and to mix them bath ina
syntagmatical way (the editing of theclip), and paradigmatically (multiple screens conaurrence of
different materials at the same time, layering, etc.) according to therule system of theagorithm.
Different algorithms produce different films, and every of them can then produce a paticular output
usng a specific medium. Soft Cinema aso pemitsto decidethe automation degree of the process,
giving the user theoppotunity of modifying some of the choices made by the computer, or of
controlling entirely the editing opeations

In this sense, Soft Cinema can represent an attempt to build On atest tubeOa sort of audiovisud
archetype of thedaabase age Aboveall, it makes usthink aboutthemodes in which digital authars
reason (or, so to say, are forced to reason) in creating their works. What interests me more, today,
however, isto reflect uponhow the relationships between database paradigm and narrative
paradigm work, obgerving with the hd p of some case studies, the possible trangextud relations
between digital artworks and thefilms which some of them refer to.

L et usthink briefly aboutwha happenstypically in the so-called QrangextudityQ Traditiond
authorsreason in terms of textud paterns (to betrangpoed into a new medium, or to subvet
creating something differentE) ; of storiesto tell and re-tell, of text portionsto make explodeor
implode They reasonin terms of story and discourse, of representation, of organization of a
paradigm of possibilitiesin awell defined syntagm.

Digital authors of database era, onthe contrary, are invited to think usng different codes; they
reason in terms of algorithms and data, they act redudng atext to its working logic, to its set of
rules. Digital authors work to extrapolate the working rules of a reference universe, and often re-
condruct them in detail. Ther object par excellence isthevideogame, an interactive system that
more than for the stories it tells, attracts the users for theinteractive experience it offers. They are
used to think in terms of simulation more than representation, and here | use theword simulationto
definethereprodudion of areference system, of itsrules, of its components, of its dynamics, ina
simplified system. Digital authors program physcal and climatic routines, modd both ther
characters and tharr behavior (movements sets, interactive capabilities, levels of interaction with the
universe and so on). In short, they nather deal so much with representations(or rather, they do, but
jugt partialy, in themoment they have to GoverOthdr artworks with interfaces), nor with syntagms
(because the syntagm is always built by theuser that interact with the game), butwith simulations
and paradigms. Usudly, they arrangea daabase of objects and program therules in which these
object can interact. (This subject could take usfar from themain topic of my speech, and perhgps
make ustake postionin the debate between the so called narratology and ludology, discussing of
the narative (or not-narrative) vocation of digital media.

L et usrather remain on our QrackQ The dialectic between daabase and interface does not deal only
with a produdive and conaete level, but mirrorsin the contemporary artistic and aesthetic
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practices. Wha hgppenswhen a new media artist relates to afilm, to create a new artwork? It
happens we could say, tha hethinksof that film not in terms of textud paternsand narative
actions butin terms of software. He sees thefilm as aformalized program; and, aswe have
congdered, every program is the conaete formalization of oneore more algorithms. What the new
media artist does, then, towardsa narrative text, isa sort of GextractionQof therules tha goven the
variousaspects of thefilm: the naration, theform, the audiovisud languaye choices and so on.

In asimulation regime, thefilm becomes thereference system from which he extracts the minimal
rule patternsthat make it work. This opeationis (so to say) a sort of Qeverse engineeringQect, with
which the author investigaes and tries to isolate the algorithms of thefilm, to build an alternative
universe starting from these sets of rules.

Thedigita artwork (both interactive or smply dialogic) isthen asimulation of an origind system;
asmulation tha re-formalizes oneor more fundamental algorithms (or, more conaetely, the ones
theartist isinterested in to work on or manipulate) in an alternaive program, tha thistime isreally
made of computer code

It follows tha thetrangextud passages between narration regime and simulation regime can be
read as an investigation, extraction and rewriting of algorithms and datain new systems that
simulates some of therule sets of thereference objects.

Let usknow verify this postion usng theartworks of Dawes and Lafia-Lin.

Cinema Redux, by Brandan Dawes (2004) starts from a very smple but peculiar question: can a
film berepresented in jus oneimage? At thebasis of the Cinema Redux series standsan
application, written in Processing, able to trandorm afilm in an image, according to a quite smple
process: the software samples the audiovisud flow of themovie once pe second, geneatingavery
small screenshot (8 pixel per 6) starting fromthefirst frame, and visudizes al this tillsonebesides
theothers, in rows. Thefind imageis so abig collage made by small frames, and every oneof them
standsfor a portion of oneminute of thefilm. Theexamples published on Dawes® webste concern
thefilms The French Connection (William Friedkin, 1971 fig. 26), Deliverance (JohnBooman,
1972) Serpico (Sidney Lumet, 1972) The Conversation (Frands Ford Coppol, 1974.fig. 27), Taxi
Driver (Martin Scorsese, 1976) The Man Who wasn't There (Jod Coen, 2000 e Road To Perdition
(Sam Mendes, 2002) A previousweb version of the project presented a so the elaboration of
Hitchoo k@ Vertigo.

Seen from close up, the outputs of Cinema Redux send back to theorigind film: theframes are
quite recognizable, thetimelineand narative lineare clearly evoked. But, if we move back from
theimage (tha can be onthe screen, or onthewall), we can perceiveit in its wholeness, losng the
direct references to thefilm sequences, but gaining an origind Qotal viewQ

The erd reault is a kind of unigue fingerprint for that film. A sort of movie DNA showing
the colour hues as well as the rhythm of the edting proces. Compare Serpco to The
Conversation. You can see therés far more edts in Lumets classic compared to the more
gertle slower pace of Coppola's Conversation”.

Theimage of Cinema Redux is an interesting example of investigation and extraction towardsan
algorithmical component of thefilm (editing, chromatic course, and so on). Thefind output, asin a
diagram, visudizes the starting daa (the sampled frame) in a new structure tha undelines
characteristics and relationswhich cannotemergefrom theorigind shape Thefilmisar once in
front of the spectator. Dawes@ work showsiits structure, the editing rhythm, the chromatic trend,
and so on.

® http://www.brendandawes com/sketchedredux/indexhtml
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The other interesting example | would like to present is The Battle of Algiers by Marc Lafiaand
Fang Yu Lin. La battaglia di Algeri (1966)by Gillo Pontecorvo is the source on which the software
The Battle of Algiers opaates. Themovie, awarded at the Festival dd Cinema of Venicein the
1966,is apartrait of the Algerian anti-colonialist sruggle which led to theindependence of the
north African county in 1962 after 8 years of fights between the French army and the Nationd
Liberation Front Thefactstold by Pontecorvo focusin particular onthe period 19541957,and on
two main characters, ontheonesidethe Algerian Ali La Pointe (symbol of the anti-colonialist
struggle), and on the other the French colond Mathieu. Despite the presence of these main figures,
La battaglia di Algeri gives up to congentrate onthe single characters, and prefers to show
collective actionsmodly.

Marc Lafiaand Fang Yu Lin trangorm Pontecorvo@ film in computationd matter, formalizingin a
set of rules thebehavior modds of the French army and the Liberation Front as described by the
Italian director. Renoundngto alinear audiovisud structure, The Battle elevates the choral
dimenson of theartwork, and becomes an interactive boad, made of a grid on which theframes of
themovie interact as pieces of a strategic videogane, representing the French authorities and the
Algeian naiondists. Every piece moves according to a set of rules programmed by the authors:
when the different fronts collide, the software plays in tha board postion afight sequence of the
origind film. The strugdes between the Algeriansand thearmy becomein Lafia® and Lin@work a
sort of image-system tha auto-regulates itself, in which theinternd elements originate, proliferate,
fightand end autonormoudy. In clear oppostion of therelative stability and immobility of French
unities, stand thefast moves and the sudden appearance and disappearance of the naiondist units.
Theempty spaces of themap are progressively filled at every move In every moment, the user can
clean the map and start again usng a different dispostion of thetwo parts, oberving thedifferent
behaviors and development strategies. As noticed by Danil Coffeen in a short essay dedicated to
The Battle of Algiers,

This The Battle of Algiersdeemphadzesthe film's dramaturgic components, focusing on the
film's modesof movemen, its mearderings and callisions, its speed and drifts, its points of
intersity, its lines of force, its fluxes and flows. This The Battle of Algiers brings the
database to the fore, articulating and amgifying the film's multiple trajecories .

If every movieis naurally computable, becauseit is originated by a daabase of elements (every
portion of impressed film, and so on), The Battle is an opeaation of reverse engeneering starting
from Pontecorvo@ work. Ingtead of dramatizing the narrated facts, the software uses them as
samples from which getsthe basic behaviors, in order to recreate the French-algerian struggle as an
image-system.

Thedramatic force of thebattle is notcompletely canceled by therationdity of the opeation:
zooming on thevariousareas of thegrid, the origind sequences attract again user@ attention. The
image recoversin this sense its narrative ability, and quits beng jus amark of recognizability of
the game units.

With this software version of La battaglia di Algeri Lafiaand Lin stage the multidimengondity of
the French-Algerian conflict. They undelineits strategic dimenson and the smultaneity of the
events. Emptied of thefilmic typical linearity, theartwork becomes a system of rules which does
nottell astory anymore, butrather smulates the conflict modes: thebattle of Algiers happenshere
and now, in front of theuser. The software of thetwo media artists denies the uniqueness and
singularity of historical events, and shows rather the plurality and theinterrelationsof the narrated
events. In other words, Lafiaand Lin amplify thechoral dimenson of Pontecorvo®@film, and bend
thenarationto thealgorithm:

® Daniel Coffeen, Film, Play, Power and the Computational, or Byting Celluloid:
On Marc Lafia's and Fang-Yu Lin's The Battle of Algiers, disponibile online:
http://www.tate.org.uk/netart/battlecfalgiergcoffeen.htm
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Pontecavo's film tells us that cinemacan articulate the multiplicity of power and politics.
Marc Lafia and Farg-Yu Lin tell us that the computational can multiply the cinematc. As
the byte metabolizescelluloid, the film's multiplicity is given free reign. While the reelis
constrained to its linear track and its finished product, the computational remans open a
perpetual evert. The algorithmic dynamics of this The Battle of Algiers move beyond
cinemgto became a cinema-machine, remaking itself again and again: a veritabe reign of
images.

Both Cinema Redux and The Battle of Algiers represent the attempt of formalizing the algorithm of
film into different programs, and make us question the concept of trangextudity. Digital artworks
are objects more than texts, and should be andyzed for their ssimulation moddities more than for
thar representative vocation. This conception open arangeof questionson the materiality of digital
codeand on the meaning of the conaept of QrirtudityQ | want to condudewith an important
congderation: investigaing the film algorithms and reasoning in term of daabases and data does
not absolutely mean to forget the human experience. It does not mean to focusonly onthe machinic
aspects of interactivity and new media: what isto beundelined isthat theuser experiencein theera
of digital mediais more linked to the paadigm of database than to the narrative ong and needs new
theoretical moddsto beundestoodand andyzed.

" Ibidem.



