
Explain, on the basis of examples, how a database can be seen as the dominant cultural form. What 

are the specifics, according to Manovich, which differentiate databases from narratives and what 

does the rise of ‘database as a cultural form’ give to the users/audience today?

Introduction 

 In his pioneering book The Hero With A Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell comments “that 

myth is the secret opening through which the inexhaustible energies of the cosmos pour into human 

cultural manifestation” (Campbell, 1949, p.3). Writing in the year 2000, Bowker and Star provide a 

counterpoint to this argument, explaining that it is not narrative but database that defines human 

beings, with “our lives henged round with systems of classification, limned by standard formats, 

prescriptions and objects” (Bowker and Star, 1999, p.1).

 With the rise of the internet and digital culture, the world has clearly changed. When Joseph 

Campbell was writing midway through the 20th century, in the emerging years of Hollywood 

cinema, linear narrative had been the dominant form of human communication since the ancient 

greeks. At a similar time, Vannevar Bush was postulating his idea of the “Memex” (Bush, 2006, p.

86), his conceptual computer that would allow us to conveniently store information in a device 

about the size “of a desk” (Bush, 2006, p.86). Bowker and Star, writing at the turn of this century, 

doubtless had a very different perspective on database, culture and how human beings represented 

their world. 

 But who is right? Has database become a dominant cultural form, leaving narrative and 

myth as a relic of a time before the digital age? Are databases and narratives even that different? If 

we acknowledge that database has risen to prominence as a cultural form, how does this effect the 

users and producer s of cultural content today?
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 In this essay I will assess database’s position as a dominant cultural form by discussing the 

growth of the internet and by examining examples of database art projects. I will then discuss the 

relationship between narrative and database by looking at examples of films that embrace a 

database structure (despite film being a traditional stronghold of the linear narrative and the 

medium that “privileged narrative as the key form of cultural expression of the modern 

age” (Manovich, 2007, p.39)). Finally, to see whether database has overhauled narrative as a 

cultural form, I will discuss how a database approach is changing the way that narrative is presented 

in modern videogame design (a cultural form increasing in popularity), and what implications this 

has for modern and future culture. 

Part One: The Position of Database in Modern Culture

 In his paper Database as a Symbolic Form, Lev Manovich states that database is the 

“computer age correlate” (Manovich, 2007, p.39) of narrative, simply defining a database as “a 

structured collection of data” (Manovich, 2007, p.39). This highlights the principle difference 

between database and narrative; whereas a database is a structured but not necessarily ordered 

grouping of data, narrative provides a “cause-and-effect trajectory of seemingly unordered 

items” (Manovich, 2007, p.44). A secondary distinction between narrative and database, again as 

laid out by Manovich, is that narrative makes the syntagm (the sequence of events) explicit, rather 

than the paradigm (the set of related elements from which the events of the story are drawn) 

(Manovich, 2007). Manovich gives modern film as an example of prioritising syntagm over 

paradigm, whereas database is the opposite, prioritising paradigm over syntagm. This is how 

Manovich casts database and narrative as “natural enemies ... competing for the same territory of 

human culture” (Manovich, 2007, p.44). It is a competition where database seems to be gaining 

ground. 
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 As the computer has become more prevalent, so too has the database. Manovich lists simple 

examples such as multimedia encyclopaedias and virtual museums as “obvious 

examples” (Manovich, 2007, p.40) of databases accessed through computers but, frankly, these 

examples are left out of date by the unstoppable ascendency of the internet and websites over the 

last decade. Websites, often just collections of data, meta-data, images and videos connected with 

hyperlinks, have become one of the most pervasive aspects of modern culture and often have a 

staunchly “antinarrative logic” (Manovich, 2007, p.41). Websites are rarely finished, with 

contributors adding to them or changing the information (one could think of Wikipedia 

(www.wikipedia.org) as an example, or even simply the BBC news website (http://www.bbc.co.uk/

news/)), and, at their core, websites are rarely more than structured “collections of separate 

elements: text, images and links to other pages” (Manovich, 2007, p.41). We have circled back 

around to Manovich’s definition of the database; a structured collection of data. If your work is anti-

narrative, then by Manovich’s definition, you are being pro-database. So as the internet (and 

therefore database structure) ascends, so narrative structure must take a back seat, if we believe this 

argument. 

 Certainly, this idea of managing data, and building work based on that method of thinking, 

is echoed in a number of art projects from the last two decades. Vesna, in her book Database 

Aesthetics, states clearly that artists working in networked technologies must always be mindful of 

“handling large amounts of data” (Vesna, 2007, p.ix) and she chides former students, noticing that 

many novice new media artists “work first, and then, as an afterthought, turn to thinking about how 

to store and manage the data” (Vesna, 2007, p.ix). Artists working with databases must constantly 

think about how the data is handled before they create their work, therefore prioritising the 

paradigm over syntagm, structure over narrative. An example of such work is MuViz, a project to 

that uses database structure to ‘visualise’ electronic music for “performance” (Ryan, 2003, p.69). 
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Manovich also suggests David Blair’s WaxWeb (WaxWeb, 1993) as an online example of this type 

of work, playing with the interface that accesses the data the artist has focussed on compiling. 

Part Two: Database and the Moving Image

 Based on this analysis the cultural influence of database is growing, but is it growing at the 

expense of narrative? Manovich contradicts himself in Database as a Symbolic Form by stating that 

“not all new media objects are explicitly databases. Computer games, for instance, are experienced 

by their players as narratives”. (Manovich, 2007, p.41). This is a distinct, shift from the “structured 

collection of data” (Manovich, 2007, p.39) definition that he applied to databases earlier in his 

essay. This is because it is possible to interpret Manovich’s description of narrative, the “cause-and-

effect trajectory of seemingly unordered items (events)” (Manovich, 2007, p.44), in a number of 

ways; rather than database and narrative be cast as natural enemies, couldn’t one describe narrative 

as a sub-set of database? Manovich himself suggests this as one possible understanding of a 

narrative, where “the user of a narrative is traversing a database” (Manovich, 2007, p.45). 

 Jim Bizzochi suggests Vertov’s Man with a Movie Camera (1927) as an example of a piece 

of work that straddles the divide between database and narrative. He describes in detail the recent 

film Run, Lola, Run, explaining it as a “narrative database” (Bizzochi, 2005, p.4). Bizzochi’s theory 

agrees with Manovich; that narrative can be seen as “one particular trajectory, with a single 

beginning, middle and end” (Bizzochi, 2005, p.4) across a database that, by its nature, offers “many  

trajectories across various fields of possibilities and options” (Bizzochi, 2005, p.4). However, 

Bizzochi is highlighting films that show their inspiration from databases more explicitly; these are 

not just one route through a database, they are showing the entire paradigm, the set of data from 

which the screenwriter and director created the final cut of the film. For example, Run Lola Run is a 

film split into three parts, each showing a different version of the principle character’s (Lola’s) run 

through Berlin. These three versions of the run, with parallel plot points, become the structured set 
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of data that Manovich uses as his definition of a database. Bizzochi explains this by saying that the 

database has three records (the three versions of Lola’s run in the film) each with twelve fields (the 

key plot points and changing variables of the run). Whilst Run Lola Run is experienced in a linear 

way, which would suggest a linear structure and a narrative experience, Bizzochi supports his 

argument by explaining how the viewer interacts with Run Lola Run’s database structure. He 

explains that the viewer must “traverse the three records of Lola's run, to search the database of this 

film, in order to use the commonalities and the differences to make sense of the film” (Bizzochi, 

2005, p.5). So, with the rise of database it appears that users will have more opportunity to be 

interactively engaged by films, in much the same way that websites and interactive art exhibits 

interactively engage with the audience. Narrative remains (for now) the dominant form of cultural 

expression, although databases’ influence is clearly present and growing. 

 Another example of the spread of database influence is videogames. In this medium users 

and designers are experiencing the influence of databases constantly. Manovich acknowledges that 

“computer games, for instance, are experienced by their players as narratives” (Manovich, 2007, p.

41). However, the systems that provide the narrative to the player, often speech or text provision 

systems, are built on databases. For example, when building games with many alternative lines of 

dialogue (for example role-playing-games, where the player’s choices will impact the responses and 

interactions with other characters) professional game writers like Ernest Adams advocate providing 

the script in a “spreadsheet such as Excel rather than a word processor” (Adams, 2007, p.260). This 

is because the “spreadsheet serves as a simple database of assets” (Adams, 2007, p.260) that 

programmers can use to build the algorithms that are needed to present the correct dialogue at the 

appropriate time to the player. These branching asset databases are very different from the linear 

scripts that form the spine of modern Hollywood films, and when they are implemented they allow 

players to pick their own trajectory (or at least, one of a number of possible trajectories), through a 

game and receive a very different experience to those we are familiar with from movies. However, 
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despite these differences in screenwriting methodology modern games often try to emulate 

twentieth century films through the use of cut-scenes and cinematics. By “taking control away from 

the player” (Dansky, 2007, p.130) the writer is able to “advance the narrative of the game” (Dansky, 

2007, p.131) and therefore turn an interactive experience (game) into a passive experience, like that 

of film. Databases structure is clearly influencing scriptwriting and production methods in 

videogames, but regardless, the designers are still trying to tell stories, albeit without truly fusing 

database with narrative. Is it possible to see the two in tandem? Maybe soon. As Chris Bateman 

says; 

 “It cannot be overstressed that whereas the narrative language of theatre, novels, films, and 

 television has become largely codified and consensually agreed, the narrative language of 

 games is still very much in a state of evolutionary flux” 

 (Bateman, 2007, p.xxvii). 

This is because the technology of the database, and the power that computers have to access them 

quickly and efficiently is still changing. Narrative and database might have been mortal enemies, 

but with time and technology they could grow closer. Evan Skolnick suggests future videogames 

will be built on emergent story telling; stories where the game draws from a massive database, 

providing different experiences and different trajectories through the database, depending upon the 

player’s actions. Databases, combined with the algorithms used to access them, would truly be 

man’s representation of his own world. But narrative would have hardly been sacrificed. The stories 

told in these worlds would have the potential to be some of the most riveting ever told, but would 

still be experienced as linear narratives. This relationship between narrative and database would 

certainly strengthen the case for database as a true cultural force, with designers working in a 

database mindset, and players interacting with and experiencing ‘the narrative’ in a way that only 

database work can offer. (Skolnick, 2008).
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Part Three: Conclusion

 It seems clear that database is becoming increasingly pervasive as a cultural form. But is this 

the end of stories, narratives and the myths of man? Unlikely. Certainly databases in websites, 

videogames, and new media projects such as MuViz, show the impact of the form, not just to the 

user but also the writers and directors that create work. The increase in the influence of database 

appears set to continue. However, this rise of database to its position as a dominant cultural form is 

not coming at the expense of narrative because, whilst database forms and narrative forms have 

their differences, they are not irreconcilable. Rather database is enhancing the way in which human 

beings experience stories, with the potential for interactive and procedurally generated stories that 

use databases to change the way that man writes and experiences his myths. As such, Joseph 

Campbell was right, whatever the age, man’s myths will continue to flourish (Campbell, 1949, p.3), 

it is just the medium in which he chooses to craft them that alters with time. 
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