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Making Sense of Database Discourse: 

Distributed Grammar, the Event, and the Limits of Syntax
by Daniel Coffeen

In The Language of New Media, Lev Manovich refers to the filmmaker Peter Greenaway as a database director.
  If narrative or linear film is structured according to the more or less rigid structures of plot and cause and effect, Greenaway structures his film according to the logic of the index or the database: frames, scenes, images can be arranged and re-arranged according to the speed of the computational platform in play.  As Manovich points out, all directors at some point work within the logic of the database: a film is the product of a selection from a litany of possible scenes, from an accumulation of footage.  The film we end up seeing is only one possible film.  Cut it again and there’s a different movie 


But Greenaway engages this database logic from within the confines of the viewed film.  Manovich cites Greenaway’s Prospero’s Books: the film is structured around numbered lists of things but the list has no necessary order.  The numbers do not mark a progression but a more or less arbitrary continuity, a structure without necessity, without cause and effect. In the Pillow Book, which Manovich does not mention, Greenaway is no longer constrained by film’s structural linearity  as he employs video, allowing him to juxtapose images, scenes, and characters across time, plot, mood, texture, etc….   The screen is no longer univocal; scenes now sit side by side, overlapping each other, framing each other, obscuring each other, augmenting each other.  

In Time Code, Mike Figgis’ uses video to divide the screen into four segments, each either showing a distinct narrative line or another perspective on the same scene.  The various threads are at once discontinuous and inter-related: they weave together to forge a tale.  This is no doubt one component of a database discourse (although certainly not exclusive to it): contiguous discontinuity, radically discrepant objects side by side.  But Time Code is not a database film: it is structured on linearity, on time’s relentless forward motion.  The juxtaposition of the four mini-screens is not a spatialization of time but a multi-threading of time.  For Figgis, the camera is not an algorithm but a prosthetic, making the viewer capable of watching several narratives unfold simultaneously.  There is no database here, no index of possible shots.  On the contrary, the film – or video – is shot without interruption, in presumed real time (Jessica Helfand’s objection to the term aside). For Figgis, the code of time is relentless forward movement.

In The Pillow Book, on the other hand, Greenaway can make any number of calls to the database at each juncture of the film—there is no inherent necessity, no code of time legislating what will come next.  The calls to the database of The Pillow Book are not determined by plot but by a different kind of necessity: this, and not that, mood.  A different mood – with the same plot – is only an algorithm away.  

Or take Harmony Korine’s Julien Donkey Boy.  Bereft of plot, the film appears as a series of disconnected shots, sequences without a series -- or almost.  For the film is not without structure: it is stitched together with a variety of strategies, most notably the grain of the film.  By this I don’t just mean the graininess of the picture quality – although that is part of it.  Rather, I want to invoke Roland Barthes’ notion of the grain of the voice.  This grain is not sensual per se.  Rather, the grain is the configuration of affects and effects that hover between the visible and invisible: it is the texture of the event that takes place between reader and text, or in this case viewer and film.  This texture is forged by a calculus of rhythm, mood, tone, color all working in tandem to nudge the viewer this way and that. 

 Julien Donkey Boy works the viewer over with a kind of passionate nonchalance: little comes into relief.  Rather, the camera enjoys a certain distance while nevertheless forging an almost uncomfortable intimacy, the voyeur’s trope (albeit a mad voyeur): we should not be seeing the things we see.  Little light is cast on the situation; the film is all grain and muted hues, washed out, like its characters.  Absurd dialogue explains nothing but conveys everything you need to know.

In some sense, the structure of the film is a repetition of the titular character.  Julien is schizophrenic – although he is never diagnosed or even referred to as such in the film.  There is no certain knowledge here, no stable discourse of truth.  But Julien is clearly deranged.  Words pour forth from him in a relentless stream dictated more by sound, homonym, and association than by meaning or grammar.  Such is the structure of the film: it moves according to visual homonyms – a twirling girl here is followed by a twirling girl there – and by association.  And neither Julien nor the film are afraid of discontinuity and rupture as radically discrepant elements find themselves side by side – coming out of Julien’s mouth as well as on the roll of film.  The ice that run through the film also run below the film, disallowing anything more than a passing traction: this is the veneer of sense, a place devoid of meaning, where signs cannot root and find signification.  Like movement on ice, the film is able to forge a lateral coherence – there may not be depth or stability, but there is movement.  

One could say, perhaps, that the film is about schizophrenia, that schizophrenia is the idea that legislates the film from afar.   But this would be a mistake: the film is a repetition of schizophrenia, an instantiation of its madness, as much at the mercy of unseen voices as Julien is.  This is a schizophrenia that seeks sense at the risk of its own nonsense.  We can hear this search in Julien’s absurd ramblings: sense, it seems, is right around the corner.  As is nonsense: often, the film – like Julien – careens into a place where syntax frays, dissolving into nonsense, into a place we can’t even call absurd.


But if we can say that Julien Donkey Boy – and The Pillow Book and Prospero’s Books -- have no pre-determined track, no necessity of movement, no cause and effect; if these films can claim to proffer varied trajectories, they can only do so because they do in fact have a grammar and syntax: there is an algorithm that makes sense of this database of images and scenes. Julien Donkey Boy may careen on the border of nonsense, but it’s not nonsense: scenes are related to each other, sequences are repeated, series are forged – the vague and warped familial structure, the repetition of certain phrases, of certain sequences.   A database discourse does not begin with an index of all possible things on top of which lies an application which makes arbitrary calls to the database.  No, a more or less generous  -- or generative – grammar structures the flow and exchange of information forging what can in fact be called a discourse, a semantic economy, a language capable of creating affect- and effect-events.  


Without syntax, there can be no events.  An event is something that happens.  As such, it marks a point of difference between and amongst things.  A thing, for instance, may be its own event but only in as much as it differentiates itself from its environment.  This differentiation need not be a negative gesture, as in “I am not the sky, not the earth, not the wind, etc…”  Rather, a thing may say, simply: “I am this,” and in so doing distinguish itself, forge its difference, what Deleuze calls a difference in itself.
   A so-called still image such as a painting may be an event. But this is only because it is not in fact still at all: it forges itself before our eyes, constitutes itself, a furling or unfurling of this – and not that – world.
 

This makes for an odd syntax, an autopoetic syntax  – but a syntax nevertheless.  That is to say, if a thing cannot distinguish itself, if it is not different, then we can certainly not consider it an event.  In fact, we wouldn’t even notice it: it would be the same as something else and therefore could not be referred to as an “it”  -- it could not assume the status of a subject or object and could therefore not assume its place within a syntax.  

Now, if we shove any two objects or bodies together we may generate an event: this is the project that lies at the heart of surrealism and Burroughs’ and Gysin’ cut-up method of writing.  But not any two things side by side will forge an event: rather than a difference between and among the elements, there may be an indifference, a discontinuity that cannot be breached: discontinuity without difference.  It is syntax, or the law of the different and the in-between, that facilitates events.  

This syntax, then, need not be a rigid set of rules or even be a law exterior to the elements.  This syntax may emerge from the relationship between things, an autopoetic structure.  Indeed, if we’re interested in forging a discourse of complexity, it behooves us to create as flexible a grammar as possible: a generative grammar.   Chomsky refers to a generative grammar as one capable of forging an infinite number of combinations and semantic possibilities.  This grammar does not reside in one place, a holy parchment of rules and regulations.  Rather, in any language the grammar is distributed between and amongst the various participants.  

Words, for instance, already have grammatical and semantic inclinations, affects which exceed the so-called laws of language.  Say, “fuck,” “fetid,” and “formidable” to yourself: these words enjoy laws unto themselves that impinge on the laws of the sentence or the occasion.  Each user of language has a style, a way of making sense of things which may very well exceed presumed linguistic legislation: Burroughs can say, “junk sick dawn” but I cannot, except in quotation.  And then there are the various and diverse localities of grammar  -- from an ethnicity to a neighborhood to this or that conversation.  All of these factors – circumstance, user, word, grammatical rules such as subject-verb agreement – are constantly negotiated so that meaning and sense can be forged and something can happen.  Deleuze and Guattari refer to these local languages as minor languages, linguistic systems that inhabit and appropriate the prevailing tongue so as to forge their own – not meaning necessarily – but communicative strategies.

For there are threads within communication besides meaning, reference, and signification.  The great linguist Roman Jakobson claims that there are six factors to a speech event: Addresser; Addressee; Context; Message; Contact; and Code.  He complicates matters further by maintaining that there are six functions of language (signification being just one): Emotive; Referential; Poetic; Phatic; Metalingual; and Conative.
  The semantic event takes place on multiple levels, often all at once.  Think, for instance, of the moments in a conversation that go something like, “Umn,” or, “What was I gonna say?”  These are instances of phatic discourse: they keep the lines of communication open without actually communicating anything.  Or the emphatic: “holy fucking shit!”  This is not a phrase to be understood per se.  Sense, meaning -- persuasion in the broadest sense of the term, -- takes place between and amongst all these parts and elements. The semantic event is distributed between different but inter-related strata and components.  

A database discourse enjoys a distribution of grammar as well. There are the limits of a database file: what counts as a discrete file?  Let’s say we’re making a cinematic database engine.  We need to forge the files that will occupy this database.  Do we include the entire scene as the file?  Or do we distribute it into its discrete components?  For instance, we shoot a scene of three people sitting around a table talking.  What will count as our unique file in the database?  the table?  the people sitting at the table?  the people sitting at the table discussing this or that?  Or  do we distribute each of these components into discrete files – table, each person, conversation, etc…?  As Lev Manovich points out, the digitalization of film allows us to parse a scene into distinct elements:  Person 1, Person 2, Person 3; Street 1, Street 2, Street 3; Conversation 1, Conversation 2, Conversation 3; etc….  (Of course, we quickly encounter Zeno’s paradox: our division or distribution could be infinite.  Fortunately, praxis intervenes.)

Needless to say, words pose an entirely different set of issues. In La Métaphore Vive,
 the French philosopher and hemeneut Paul Ricoeur argues that the basic semantic unit of language is not the word.  For Ricoeur, a word only generates its meaning from context, from relationships.  This is a modulation on the structuralist argument that maintains that a word finds its meaning negatively: a chair is not a table, not to run, not love, not x (make this chain infinite and you have Derridean deconstruction and the endless deferral of meaning).  

But Ricoeur is only concerned with meaning and signification, not with sense, with the affect of language.  For instance, when he surveys Austin’s notion of the performative, Ricoeur conspicuously leaves out discussion of the perlocutionary, the invisible emotive effects of language, focusing only on the locutionary and illocutionary.  That is, Ricoeur does not deal with affect.

But a word, one could argue, is always and already an inflection of sense and meaning, always and already an assemblage of history, culture, affect, and effects.  Take a word, say, “cloying.”  It sets my teeth on edge.  In fact, I’d have to say that cloying is cloying.  Words are not elements of an abstract language but parts and pieces of an organic organism known as language.  That is to say, language is always and already in use.  To invoke structuralist terms, language is purely diachronic, purely parole: there is no ahistorical, synchronic system.  No moment of language can occur without a trace of affect.  

The question of the basic semantic unit depends on the distribution of grammar throughout the discourse.  When Ricoeur considers language abstractly, he correctly comes to the conclusion that a word by itself has no semantic value.  But when we consider language amidst the fray of the quotidian, the word becomes potentially quite powerful: think of the epithets of so-called hate speech.  The difference between these conclusions is the difference between distributions of grammar: is the user part of the syntax? Or is syntax derived solely from a language which exists outside of its own use? 

Of course, spoken or written language is not a discourse of the database.  Living language – for lack of a better word – functions with a user whose history is concurrent with his language and yet whose language thoroughly exceeds his particularities: the user of language is thoroughly enmeshed in this language.  Maurice Merleau-Ponty tells us that we reach for a word just as we reach for an itch: the use of language is a physiologic function, akin to breathing.
  But how do we reach for a word in a database?  A database is not history and an application, networked to include live users or not, is not a living person.   And so what will count as a unique file in our database schema of words? This will depend on how the discourse distributes its grammar.

Besides determining the limits and configuration of our database files, we have to forge a syntax of the database, or what is called the database schema and business logic.  That is to say, we could create a flat database, an index of terms in which each file is equal to the next. But a flat database is expensive in every sense of the word.  Imagine trying to make a movie with a flat database.  As you peruse the index of files you see: green table, red table, Dave, orange flower, crawling bug, conversation about weather, a burp, etc….  There is no order or sense to the index.  As you began making calls to the database, you would have to sort through each file and see whether it worked or not.   

Ergo, a relational database. Which is to say, a database with syntax: terms are established between  files.  The index now becomes more complex.  For instance, there can be a file type for actors that can be further distributed by gender, size, race, etc….  There even have a file type which is the terms of relations between characters – tangent, friend, buddy, lover, etc….  And then there’s another file type for spoken words that is further distributed into conversations, monologues, mutterings, etc…. An entire tropology of cinema emerges.

Of course, the decisions made here – the limits of a file and the syntax between the files – have all sorts of implications for the discourse as a whole.  If the initial files are entire scenes, then the possibility of meaning making is severely limited: the files already have meaning.  Sure, as you order or sequence or juxtapose them this meaning becomes inflected.  Nevertheless, beginning with a fully articulated scene versus beginning with the components of a scene – actor, objects, dialogue – radically shifts the possibilities of the discourse.  

And it shifts the distribution of grammar.  If the database files are robust, fully articulated scenes, the application which makes calls to the database need not be terribly structured: the burden of grammar is really on the director who shoots the scenes in the first place.  This makes for a rather simple and limited database discourse.  Now imagine a flat database: the algorithm of the application would have to be tremendously complex, able to sort a tremendous number of files and make sense of them: this would be a nearly impossible task and with a burden so great on the application, the discourse as a whole would remain simple, limited by the algorithm’s possibilities.  But now imagine a relational database in which terms are distributed according to any number of criteria: the algorithm could cut and paste according to an ever-shifting set of algorithms.  And now we have a database discourse: a generative semantic system.  

Of course, in the cases of Peter Greenaway and Harmony Korine, they are the application layer: the algorithm is their taste, an inevitably keen sieve.  The responsibility of the grammar lies with them.  But once we distribute authorship through a network of users and applications, the responsibility of the grammar too becomes distributed.  Sense-making becomes a networked task.  

Let’s look at an application within Praystation 3.0, a simple database discourse.  It is an application that writes with words on top of a flat database.  There are four distinct fields to the database; anything can be written in these fields – single words, phrases, nonsense, any language whatsoever.  The algorithm then writes field 1 once, field 2 twice, field 3 three times, and field 4 four times. 
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No distinction is drawn between parts of speech or types of phrases: nouns are equal to verbs are equal to adjectives are equal to full sentences are equal to partial phrases.  Without much fodder, the algorithm is not terribly complex: it simply writes according to a predetermined quantity.  There is no if-then logic, no qualitative assignations.  The grammar of the application borders on nil.  The responsibility for the grammar therefore falls on the user – not as writer per se but as populator of the database.  The application writes according to its absurd quantitative logic.  If the application is to make any sense at all – not to mention meaning – the user must be highly diligent, keen to the mechanics of the discourse.  

Of course, we could re-distribute the grammar in order to forge a more prolific or articulate discourse.  Most simply,  we could distribute the database into parts of speech – nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, objects, etc…. We could also allow phrases but add a field of qualification so that these phrases were distinguished by various types of qualities – say, prepositional, provocative, complete, conceptual, guttural, sexual, nonsense, etc… The algorithm could then write in more or less complex ways, navigating the space between sense and meaning.  

But perhaps Praystation is not interested in a linguistic sense at all but in a visual sense created with words: here, words are not semantic components but function like ink or shape.  The terms of the application shift dramatically when we shift registers from the linguistic to the visual.  The image is served well by the database.  The syntax of the visual is not as much predicated on meaning as it is on sense.  What I mean by that is the visual does not rely on concepts and ideas in order to generate its semantic force, in order to be effective.  Sense is that which emerges between and amongst things, an ambient affect: put any two images together and while there may be no meaning there will necessarily be a sense.  Sense is kind of like gestalt.  But if gestalt is concerned with the generality of what takes place between and amongst parts, sense remains equally concerned with the particularities of sensory effects. 

Sense does not need concepts.  A concept may be involved or implied, but it is not necessary.  Sense can function just fine on the plane of phenomena, of experience, of affect and effect.  Often inarticulate, sense declares: this, this, and this here and now.  We might not be able to say what the result means.  And without the legislative function of concepts and ideas, sense runs the risk of its own dissolution;  as Gilles Deleuze tells us, and as we discovered in Julien Donkey Boy, sense is always at the border of nonsense.

Predicated on the semantics of sense, the syntax of the visual is quite forgiving, able to generate sense with the slightest of gestures: this here and that there and voilà: sense. Now, the grammar of cinematic narrative may be rigorous, demanding that plot and character and perspective be maintained.  But narrative grammar is not the grammar of either cinema or the visual in general. Visual syntax operates on a series of formal plains -- color , texture, referent, size, proximity, shape, speed, concept or idea, internal sense, etc…. While order matters, it is not the backbone upon which visual syntax relies.  Rather, the visual functions like a hyper-inflected language such as ancient Greek.  In Greek, each word morphs depending on its role within the grammatical structure;  meaning therefore does not rely on word order but on the inflection or shape of the words.  Like Greek, then, images are inflected such that they can be placed in any order whatsoever.  But unlike Greek, the order of the visual does have effect: it makes all the difference in the world.  Meaning legislates, a meta-structure that maintains order: Greek words can go in any order because there is a law of meaning that ensures coherence.  But in the visual realm of sense, there is no law that exceeds the elements: sense is generated by, and from within, the relationship between the parts.  

The visual operates within the logic of composition whereas a linguistic system operates within the jurisdiction of meaning.  This is of course not to say that words are bereft of sense while images are bereft of meaning – Nabakov, for example,  makes language do all kinds of outside the realm of meaning: caress, tickle, titillate, stutter.   It is rather to establish that there are different semantic registers and that words and images distribute these registers differently.  In the visual, sense is foregrounded; in a linguistic system, meaning is foregrounded.   This marks the key difference between images and words: the respective priority of sense and meaning is reversed.  

This difference has profound effects on the efficacy of a database discourse.  A database discourse based on the visual quite literally makes sense – readily, with a more or less simple algorithm.  But can the same be said of a database discourse based on words? What happens when we apply the logic of the database to a linguistic system? After all, we see what happens in Praystation’s database discourse: it careens towards nonsense.  Can we therefore talk of a database writer just as we talk of a database director such as Greenaway?  

William S. Burroughs: Database Discourse at the Limits of Sense


There’s no question that there is one writer who has actively engaged the logic and behavior of the database: William S. Burroughs.  In Burroughs’ cut-up method of writing, he either folds diverse pages of writing together or cuts up words and phrases from various texts, places them in a proverbial hat, and pulls them out. The parts of language -- adjectives, verbs, objects both direct and indirect, names, adverbs, prepositions --  function like images in a database: they are all equal, they can all be called upon at any time whatsoever.  Grammar as we know it, as well as meaning, is incidental: it may appear but it is never legislative or even coercive.   The cut-ups operate along the trajectories of sense and effect: no plot whatsoever, bare glimpses of characters but certainly no development, shreds and scraps of concepts with traces of meaning.  Here, sense (along with nonsense) prevails. 


Indeed, to Burroughs the word comes from the glyph.  And writing, he tells us, has a lot to learn from cinema.  He therefore approaches the word as image and writing as cinema. His writings, for instance, do not rely on consistent narrative person.  Just as in a film where person shifts relentlessly, moving between first, second, and third person often in the span of seconds, in Burroughs’ prose, “I,” “He,” and “You” shift relentlessly, quickly, readily and propitiously.  (In film, this is not an avant-garde gesture; on the contrary, if one were to shoot an entire film from the first person it would be avant-garde.  But applied to writing, the technique of shifting narrative perspective within the course of a paragraph is, well, striking.) And just as cinema proffers an allatonceness – diverse things can occupy a screen simultaneously, such as in Greenaway’s The Pillow Book – Burroughs’ cut-up approach an allatonceness: radically discrepant objects and actions find themselves side by side.  Needless to say, words resist allatonceness: they need to be read in order.  But Burroughs’ cut-ups are the closest writing gets to it  


But words are not images.  Their respective syntaxes do not apply to each other.  Words, even in Burroughs’ cut-ups, do not function on the planes of color, texture, size, or shape.  And with words, order is essential: we read words left to right.  And words, perhaps in spite of themselves, enjoy meaning in a way images simply do not. At their best, the cut-ups yield spectacular sense-events, shocking and hilarious epiphanies of unknown sense-possibilities.  Collision and accident – of course to Burroughs there are no accidents – are occasionally productive. But for the most part, Burroughs’ cut-ups fail: they’re gobbledygook, nonsense, bereft of affect.  They become non-events because they lack the syntax of action, they lack the sense of the in-between and the mechanics of difference.

And yet this is not true at all of his writing in general, only of the formal cut-ups. His novels, too, can be considered database discourse, moving between scenes, characters, time and place as if indexed, without adherence to plot, character development, or even ideas.  No doubt, Burroughs learned this from the formal cut-up method: his pre-cut-up writing – Junky, Queer – are more or less straight narratives in as much as he relies on consistent characters and the inherited laws of English grammar.  But after the cut-up experiments of Nova Express, The Wild Boys, etc…, Burroughs’ writing becomes quite powerful, effective, and avant-garde:  The Place of Dead Roads and The Western Lands take language and writing into an entirely new place where sense and meaning intertwine, where plot has the barest of jurisdictions and the tales are utterly compelling.  True to its database logic, characters can die, transform, re-appear, become other characters without the need for conceptual permission or explanation. But here, Burroughs does not stock his database with words (as he does in the cut-up) but with characters and scenes.

These later writings are therefore effective for two reasons.  One, because Burroughs joins the fray more actively: he becomes the application layer on top of the database, sorting the files and spitting them up into the presentation layer, into the novels. The cut-up algorithm is simple, not distinguishing between files in the database: whatever comes, comes.  The method of selection is random – or almost. As with any computational platform, the cut-up is dependent on a live user, in this case Burroughs.  He is a cog within the cut-up machine, a sieve within the computation, an algorithm without fixed equation.  That is to say, the cut-up’s calls to the database may be random, but Burroughs still has to decide which cut-ups to use and how best to use them.  As he becomes more active and less dependent on the will of the hat, his writing becomes much more effective.  The algorithm becomes complex, assuming responsibility for the grammar.


And two, and perhaps more importantly, the database files shift from words to scenes and characters; the files themselves become articulated: no longer isolated words, they become bundles of syntax: they become actions.  When words function as still images, each equal to the other, little can happen: without the syntax of action, we’re left with the event of collision, with sense-events which may or may not come.  And while sense-events born of collision are common in the visual realm, they are quite rare in linguistic systems.  Verbs are complex, as complex as the events they embody, as complex as time and the change which is its inevitability.  Burroughs’ writing therefore shifts dramatically when he shifts his database from still words to discrete events.  


Databases are bereft of time; they are spatial, stable, creatures.  In order to forge a discourse out of it – to create a semantic economy, an exchange, a system that can read and write – time needs to be introduced.  A semantic event needs a duration.  Greenaway does this by populating his database with scenes, each a discrete event: time is already at play once a call to the database has been made.   Burroughs does this same thing when he shifts from cut-ups of words to cut-ups of scenes and characters.  In addition, both Burroughs and Greenaway acts as the application layer, providing a complex of syntax, namely, their respective tastes.  



Now, taste may be considered computational but I think we can safely draw a distinction between a human application and an application of ones and zeroes.  Hence as we move towards trying to forge a computational database discourse, the equation of database file, application, and time becomes re-distributed.  Once the author has been displaced by the network, the shape and configuration of a database discourse shifts.  What does the initial file look like?  What are the limits of the application?  From whence time?  From whence the event?

ArtandCulture.com: Writing at the Limits of Syntax

ArtandCulture.com puts forth a reading/writing discourse which is predicated at once on the database and the network.  The platform follows the usual architecture of web applications: database, business logic, application layer, presentation layer, and, as a networked application, user in-put.  An ever-growing index of artists, movements, time periods, geographic places, concepts, and qualities sit, awaiting sense and/or meaning.  The algorithm of the system as a whole functions with two inter-related variables: the subjective data put in by the users which in turn becomes the various ‘x’s’ within the application’s algorithm.  Two filters, then:  the user and the application.





While the application could not function without subjective in-put by the users and their collective creation and designation of concepts and qualities no one user can determine the system.  The discourse is essentially networked; the application reads across the entire database, making sense of all user contributions.  The individual user inevitably and immediately joins the fray.  The author displaced, the sense and meaning produced is a network sense and meaning.

This fray, this index of intertwined subjective and objective files, is distributed in multiple ways, providing two modes of reading simultaneously. Down the left side of the screen runs a hierarchy of information; and juxtaposed with this hierarchy is a data-cloud.
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Text is served well by the grammar of the hierarchy; it mimics the traditional sentence structure of subject-verb-object.  In a sense, hierarchical displays of text simply suppress the verb, implying rather than stating that ‘x’ is a sub-set of ‘y’.  True to its database structure, the ArtandCulture hierarchy can distribute terms along multiple branches.  But the hierarchy can only provide incidental nuance.  For instance, the fact that Laurie Anderson can be found in so many different branches of the hierarchy tree is revealing: we learn something about her as well as something about the classification system of art.  But this fact is not essential to the hierarchy; it is incidental to the display of data.
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The ArtandCulture  data-cloud, meanwhile, distributes the database laterally, revealing non-hierarchical or associative relationships between files.  The algorithm of the cloud can be as complex as one wants, filtering by name, time, place, medium, discipline, color, mood, concept, gender, race, religion, etc… in order to forge a sense between and amongst artists and movements.  
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What allows the ArtandCulture application to write is two inter-related factors.  One, the vocabulary is limited to nouns and adjectives: there are no verbs and hence none of the complications of written grammar – no need for subject-verb agreement, no tense, no indirect objects.  But hence the application cannot provide certain components of meaning which we take for granted in traditional written language: action and time.  No artists can love  or fuck or eat or enjoy. Here, words mimic images by revealing sense and not meaning, proffering an allatonceness or simultaneity.  And by introducing a syntactical component usually absent in written language: proximity without linearity.  (If Burroughs had constrained the database of his cut-up experiments to nouns and adjectives, his results would have been less obnoxious but certainly less interesting.  In order to incorporate movement without relying solely on collision, Burroughs had to shift his database to characters and scenes.)

But the ArtandCulture application offers another key component, one missing from Burroughs’ early cut-ups: grammar.  Burroughs chose words and phrases more or less arbitrarily; no attention was paid to the parts of speech, to the relationship between words.   ArtandCulture, however, does pay attention: its algorithm proffers a grammar, a syntax. A cloud does not select terms randomly.  Nor does it reveal the entire database.  Rather, it proffers an inflection of the database.  Each cloud has an organizing principle: an artist, movement, or keyword which functions much like a subject in a linguistic sentence.   The surrounding terms are distributed according to an algorithmic function which behaves like a linguistic grammar: instead of subject-verb-object agreement there is agreement according to a series of variables and equations – quality, concept, time, place, medium, etc….  The cloud, then, is a kind of sentence. 

Or even better: the cloud functions like a scene as the ArtandCulture application moves from being a linguistic writing machine to being a cinematic machine. The data-cloud is a moving creature; it is a navigational structure as well as a data display.  It is the means to get from here to there, the means to forge relationships between different clouds.  In movement, the cloud becomes the site of an event: the emergence of sense as the data-cloud re-configures itself around the node of an artist, movement, or keyword. The event is the emergence, or a repetition of sense; a new cloud is not only a new sense, it is sense again.   The movement between sense-clouds, between scenes if you will, is not arbitrary.  The trajectory is constrained by the terms of this, and not that, cloud. Movement between the clouds is a kind of narrative, perhaps not teleological, but teleonomical.  Or as Kant might say, movement here is a purposeful purposelessness. And the crumb trail becomes a kind of movie (see images attached.)

Of course, the application cannot itself forge events.  But in tandem with the user, with the full extent of the network in play, the event is introduced: sense shifts, a repetition occurs and hence a temporal occurrence.  The user is part Maxwell’s Daemon and part deus ex machina: the user initiates actions, gives it a shove in this or that direction.  But the sense forged is the sense of the application.    As a networked discourse, the event is distributed between the various players.  A kind of word-cinema emerges, outlined by a crumb trail created equally by, and between, both user and application. 

Time, and the event, is introduced in another but related way: through the succession of data views.  As is the luxury of the database, the same data can be displayed in multiple ways without damaging the integrity of the data.  ArtandCulture proffers multiple hierarchies – discipline, time, and geography – along with the data-cloud.  Each view writes the information differently, providing a different reading of the data (here, the arts).  Placed side by side, or in succession, something is revealed.  Calls to the database, inflected with the algorithm, or grammar, of the application, become the temporal component within the discourse.  The syntax of sense in this instance is forged by the user.

As a database discourse, ArtandCulture is able to write in (at least) two registers simultaneously.  The hierarchy writes in the language of meaning: concept and idea structure the data, legislate it.  At the same time, occupying the same screen, the cloud writes in the register of sense. This is a feature of the database meeting the digital: the ability to write in multiple registers at the same time.  A file is not constrained to this or that display; rather, a file in a database is always and already a repetition of itself.

The grammar of events – or syntax  -- is therefore introduced into the ArtandCulture discourse in multiple ways (and not through a timeline: a timeline is a hierarchy, a spatial rather than temporal representation.).  One, by the user, who navigates through the system, providing the necessary force or juice, if you will. Two, through the respective grammars of the cloud and hierarchy: the application writes grammatically, creating sense-events.  Three, it links sentences together to forge a kind of word movie.  And four, by juxtaposing multiple and different data views.  

AmbientMachines.com: at the limit of image syntax

The relationship between database discourse, time, and image is made explicit by Marc Lafia’s AmbientMachines (Lafia, one of new media’s great formalists, also designed ArtandCulture.com).  Lafia’s application offers a condensation of a visual database discourse, offering a syntax along with an infinite and networked database, thereby forging a generative grammar of the visual.  In many ways, the application is quite simple: visual clips or “movies” can be displayed, arranged, and manipulated by the user. This is therefore not a network authorship; the application is not an event-structure; 

sense is introduced by the will of the user.  The application is a tool-set; it is not itself a discourse.  Here, the writing is conducted by a live user who inflects the data files, seeking a visual sense of things, seeking events.  


The UI is an exercise in simplicity:
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The grammar of the visual becomes the user’s tool-set:
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The user selects a clip.  Now, these clips are not really scenes per se as much as they are moving still images: they are situated at the border of photograph and cinema.  Once a clip is selected, the user can manipulate it using the given tool set, which is basically a grammar of the visual: size, color, texture, shape, placement.  A user can select as many clips as she chooses; she can even upload her own clips.  

But she remains the nexus of grammar.  There is no grammar to either the database or the application: the database is flat -- all images or clips are equal – and the application is a series of tools that remain dormant until the user, well, uses them. The terms of the grammar are exposed, to be manipulated by the user.  And the syntax is introduced solely by this same user.


This is not a cinema machine but an ambience machine.  In order to be a cinema machine, the clips would have to be able to be arranged sequentially.  But the terms of the relationship between clips are constrained to space: proximity – and of course shape, texture, color, etc….  But no time: there is no temporal relationship between clips.  Like the individual clips themselves, AmbientMachines is situated at the juncture of photography and cinema.  Like the photograph, it proffers a spatialization, an architecture of the image; and like cinema, it forges a relationship between images.  But this relationship remain spatial.  


A database cinema would have to offer the ability to sequence clips: it would have to offer the tropes of the in-between: most notably, the fade out, fade in, cut to black, etc….   The ArtandCulture cloud succeeds on this front because the movement between clouds or scenes is limited by the same trope each time: a re-orientation defined by a period of white space.  The relationship between the scenes, however, is always dictated by a sense of necessity: one cloud has a necessary and intimate relationship with the one preceding and following it. AmbientMachines could become a cinema machine with the dimension of sequencing --  one more tool to the grammar palette.


Now, if we were to forge a networked application that was capable of writing cinematically, we would have to forge a grammatical database, a tropology of cinema.  Scenes, characters, dialogue, events would all have to be distributed by quality such as color, mood, grain, type of action such as punch, kiss, twirl, conversation, etc….  The application could be configured such that the user could designate a sequence of qualities and types of files – a blue conversation fades into a blue twirl that cuts directly to a purple field, etc…. The application would then call to the database for elements with these traits, a kind of constrained cut-up.  This is of course only one, and one rather simple, possibility of a distributed cinematic grammar.  

Praystation’s Carnivore: Writing in ‘Real’ Time

In Praystation 3.0, we find a carnivorous writing application: rather than a database, the application is fed by a stream of data within a local area network.  This application then forges any number of informational displays. In this instance, live users function as indirect and inadvertent participants within the discourse.  The application reads and writes according to its own logic. 
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Carnivore is not a database discourse but rather, like Mike Figgis’ Time Code, it is premised on a live or real stream of data.  There are no calls to the database; there are no choices or selections at this or that juncture.  The application writes according to its algorithm that interprets data as it comes its way. 


The application establishes a basic grammar, say, every user is a node and the application tracks the relationship between users, perhaps highlighting hot zones of activity.  The discourse in general is propelled by the activity of the network which provides an inherent syntax: an exchange of files between users.  The discourse is infinite in that it is fed by an open source of data – live user activity.  

And it can write in the dual registers of sense and meaning – it admirably conveys the sense of information exchange and, as one looks closer, it seems to offer some meaning: users are doing this or that.  But both registers are severely constrained: meaning is limited to the fact of user activity and perhaps the type of activity, and sense is limited to the interaction between application and display. Of course, Praystation 3.0 seems content with the sense of information.  The carnivore application is only one component of the machine; the other moments – and there are probably 40 – offer different modes of inflecting data but without any loyalty to the meaning of the data: numbers and charts abound all whirling and accruing to the din of an electric hum.  This is the type of thing that drives Tufte and Nielsen crazy.  

But if we were to complicate matters somewhat, we could forge a database discourse that was fed by the LAN.  A translator/loader application could turn different kinds of information traversing the LAN into a database of diverse files – users;  protocols employed such as email, IM, or ftp; files types such as .doc, .psd, .jpg, .ppt, etc….; files themselves could be read and parsed.  There could even be different loaders which fed data into different databases, each with its own schema and business logic; and then there could be a series of applications each with its own algorithm.  And then there could be a series of possible display modes.  The grammar of the discourse would be: User >> LAN >> db ‘x’  >> app ‘x’ >> display ‘x,’ or something like this:



What emerges is an open syntax of grammars, a series of grammars whose relationship to each other remains flexible.  This is of course quite obvious to a systems architect:  in order to create a scalable system, isolate your terms and keep the rules that legislate their inter-relations open.  In other words, discover the basic semantic units of your discourse, develop an appropriate grammar so that these units can be combined to make sense – and then combine the grammars according to a syntax that will generate events, infinite, effective events.  
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