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ON REMEDIATIONS OF REALITY AND POETICS OF PHILOSOPHY.
WORKING THROUGH COMPLEXITY AND THE STRANGE CASE OF
KORSAKOW DOCUMENTARY
Anna Wiehl (University of Bayreuth)

Documentary has always been a question of making sense of the world.
In the process, documentary has not only challenged the sense

of the world, but the sense of sense itself.

Have digital and networked media changed documentary’s making sense

of the world? Have they changed the sense of sense itself?’

INTRODUCTION — OR: DIVING INTO THE OCEAN OF QUESTIONS OF PHILOSOPHY IN
AND THROUGH INTERACTIVE DOCUMENTARY PRACTICES

Within the context of ‘digital culture,” hybrid genres, practices and configurations of documentary
keep emerging and various forms of so-called ‘interactive factuals‘ are developing — all with “an
intention to document the ‘real’ [using] digital interactive technology to realize this intention.
This contribution explores in how far the partly algorithmically edited Korsakow
documentary, a highly experimental type of interactive database documentary, (re-)mediates
‘reality’/reality’ and its medial representations/constructions.* In contrast to other tools for creating
interactive documentaries which work towards a the building of pluri-linear coherent factual
textures, which help those formerly known as documentary authors (which are now rather curators)
to craft ‘well-built stories’ and which afford satisfactory, consistent documentary experiences for
the ‘viewers’ (which now rather become users or (inter-)actors), Korsakow is quite demanding for
authors and users alike: On the one hand, due to the algorithmic editing, it means a loss of control
over the narrative structure, its dramaturgic unfolding and the line of argument — which affects the
documentary author when creating the interactive documentary and the user-interactor when
exploring the material; at the same time, however, it promises a potential gain of unforeseen insight

due its unpredictable turnarounds.
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One key question will be in how far the epistemology and ontology of such complex
configurations enable users and authors to think about and to think through digital practices as well
as philosophical issues. In this context, Korsakow, which radically plays with non-linearity and
contingency in order to challenge usual causality, will be considered as a documentary “counter-

practice.””

Hence, it not only breaks with the expectations of the user-interactors and documentary
authors; it also serves as a litmus test for the reliance of narratology, linearity and epistemological
insight in times of multiple entanglements.®

Many Korsakow documentaries do not only tackle philosophical issues by addressing them in
form of an interactive documentary essay / essayistic documentary; rather, they also afford
individual reflection on the process of doing philosophy through the configuration which can only
be accessed online and thus by its nature promotes personal, sometimes even intimate moments of
epiphany in a private space — moments of revelation which are much more difficult to achieved in
the setting of cinematic screenings as it is the case with linear documentary film. Still, what does it
mean — ‘doing philosophy?’ ‘Doing philosophy’ is hereby understood in the sense of posing general
and fundamental questions as to our being in the world, as to what we know and how we perceive
‘the world around us’ — and what we make out of these perceptions.” In this contribution, there will
possibly more questions be raised than definite answers provided — though at least provisionary
answers or rather propositions will be presented. How, for example, can the complex assemblage
of authors, user-interactors, documentary subjects, historical material, found footage, poetic
audiovisual vignettes and algorithms be used as a prompt for philosophical considerations? Does
this — at first sight — unwieldy form instigate the agents involved to ponder on the relatedness and
contingency of a deeply intermingled ‘being in the world?’ In how far do the specific characteristics
of digital environments such as non-linearity, interactivity and contingency affect our notions of
authorship and argument? And in how far are Korsakow documentaries an invitation to fathom the
potential of the form of documentary essay/essayistic documentary as genre and as a ‘tool for
thought’?® Does the shift from linearity in narrative to non- or post-linear forms and the following
shift in ‘making sense’ alter our notion of narrative — maybe even alter our sense of sense itself?

To tackle these issues, traditional documentary theory connected with the striving for ‘truth,’
theories of making sense’ will be brought into dialogue with positions deriving from so called ‘new
media studies’'’, especially considerations on interactive factuals.'' Thus, we will examine the
different ways in which interactive documentary assemblages of the Korsakow-type figure as art,
as representations/constructions of some sort of ‘reality’ (subjective? objective?) and as an agentic

interactor in the world — and in how far all this meets philosophical thinking.
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The multi-authored, poetic, self-reflexive, interactive assemblage Racing Home' will be a
test-stone for our hypothesis that due to its algorithmic editing and narrative multi-layeredness, the
Korsakow configuration opens dimensions of intertwined ‘realities‘ that are otherwise difficult to
access. In this process, following Hoffman and McMahon, we ourselves will dig deeper and deeper
through the complexity of the documentary endeavour as such and the specifically ‘strange case of
Korsakow documentary’ — whereby complexity will not be reduced by moving from layer to layer,
but, on the contrary, further augmented. We will move from philosophies of documentary to
philosophical thinking through documentary practices. Thus, we will equally be concerned with
the epistemology of documentary as documentary ontology — especially when the ‘documentary
moment’ is to be found in ‘the digital.”"?

So let us enter the complex world of heterogeneity, non-linearity, contingency, complexity and

thematic density of Korsakow and of Racing Home.

RACING HOME — A STORY OF LOSS AND FINDING

The story behind the documentary project Racing Home reads like a story of failure and loss:
Originally, Racing Home by the Canadian filmmaker Marian McMahon was meant to become a
linear documentary film on highly complex philosophical issues: McMahon was interested in the
metaphysical implications of ethical, political and psychological concerns connected to identity,
race and belonging. However, the project could never be finished — at least not as a linear
documentary essay. In 1996, Marian died of cancer and left an apartment full of 8mm and 16mm
footage — factual cinematic vignettes but also highly personal reflections, sound recordings and
archival material she had collected. Apart from this fi/mic legacy, she also bequeathed boxes full
of diaries and notes, maps, photographs, letters, newspaper clippings and objects from everyday
culture which had become meaningful to her — either with regard to her research for the film or to
her own identity forming the past which she, in the process of making the film, had become to
explore.

Thus, after Marian McMahon’s death, her partner Phil Hoffman found himself confronted with
a large array of different artefacts. Being a filmmaker himself, Phil made Marian’s project his own,
trying to edit Marian’s footage. Still, he never managed to come up with a linear documentary film:
Neither was he able to select footage, nor did he feel in the position to force the amount of the
material into the form of a documentary film which in his eyes would neither be truthful to Marian’s
(potential) intentions or the ‘truth® of the material. Foremost, however, he wanted to somehow

express the epistemologic twists the journey had taken: for both Marian and himself, due to the new
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doubled meaning of belonging with regard to Marian’s death. Thus, he faced the problem to be
truthful to his potential audience, truthful to Marian’s original project and truthful to his relationship
with Marian which he thought should be brought into the documentary as well as the process of
making the documentary. The mediality of thinking through these matters should have an adequate
place in the final result.

For almost 20 years, Phil struggled with the material and his own place in this ethical as well
as very personal entanglement. His restless search for finding a form and for gaining control over
the material ended when he discovered an alternative way of convening documentary experience
and when he started embracing the loss of control which was inherent to his mission. This was the
case when Phil learned about a documentary editing tool named Korsakow, developed by the
German media artist and documentary maker Florian Thalhofer."*

This was a turning point in Phil’s search — mainly due to two features of Korsakow
configurations. First of all, Korsakow offers an elegant possibility of not only juxtaposing factual
and fictional discourses and oscillating between objective and subjective perspectives but also of
complexly entangling them. This allows a self-reflexive probing into an issue which has
accompanied documentary discourses since their beginnings, namely the specific relation of
documentary to ‘reality’ and its inherent truth claim. Secondly, Hoffman was finally able to realize
his project, because Korsakow frees the author from the pressure of creating a linear documentary
narrative. Thus, he was able to come to terms with issues which evade linear narratability such as
the functioning of reasoning and memory, what it means to lose one’s own place in the world, to
lose a beloved person, how commemoration works — and on a meta-level: how all this can be
rendered ‘truthfully’ experiential “counter-narratives”.

And yet — how can these issues already highly complex in themselves be brought together?
How can the heterogeneous material and the different approaches to different facets of personal
and collective ‘realities’ be combined in one documentary project? As Racing Home already proves
within the first sequences, the answers to these issues are as complex as the questions, as the
material and as the philosophical implications of the issues negotiated. And they do not go without

ruptures in what can be described as the documentary texture.

ENTERING RACING HOME — A COMPLEX NETWORK OF INTERWOVEN MATERIAL
POSING MORE QUESTIONS THAN PROVIDING ANSWERS

When accessing the interactive documentary Racing Home, the user is confronted with a first

breakup of the usual textuality of documentary. The opening scene of Racing Home, accessible on
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http://racinghome.ca/, presents a wide angle shot in sepia, probably shot on 16mm film (fig. 1). The

shot itself and the first 30 seconds are highly subjective and can be characterized as ‘poetic’ in
Nichols’ sense."> But what follows disturbs the users’ expectations of what ‘documentary is.’

In the opening scene of Racing Home, the camera follows a person walking from the right to
the left behind enormous columns of an Egyptian temple. From far away, one can hear the
atmospheric ‘white noise’ captured by a microphone presumably turned on accidently.
Interestingly, the frame in which the short sequence is shown does not fill the full screen, even if
one activates the ‘full-screen’-mode; instead, it runs in a small frame in the centre of an otherwise
black screen. Below the window with the clip, an excerpt from a text written by Marian McMahon
appears in white letters — maybe an entry taken from her production notebook, a passage from her

personal diary, or a letter to a friend or her partner Phil:

In this film, I begin with my own experience, my own ethnicity and background. In
doing so, I return to my hometown, Windsor, Ontario, to see how this landscape, this
location has worked to produce a ‘raced’ identity. I was especially interested in
examining how I was living this past. What if geography is a wound, but equally a
place we call home?

I wanted to know how I have been taught to see myself as white, what were the specific
dimensions of this identity and how were they shaped in this specific landscape — a
border town facing a large U.S. city and separated by a river. To get caught up in
histories of which we are largely unaware is inevitable. Yet we have a historical

responsibility — the past shapes us in ways that are still with us.

- .-

| wented to knowhow | have been taught to see myself as white, what
were the specific dimensions of this identity and how were they shaped in
this specific landscape - a border town facing a krge U.S. city and
separated by ariver.

Fig. 1: Screenshot from the opening sequence of Racing Home
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This rather enigmatic visual impression which is accompanied by the mysterious sound of wind
and at the same time the rather straightforward textual inserts introduce the user to a documentary
project that questions the documentary mission from the very first shots: What can images, sounds
and texts — and especially their combination — tell us about ‘reality?” And if so — which form of
‘reality’ do they relate to? The represented reality or the reality of representation — the process of
exploring the phenomenological world through doing documentary? Can images, sounds and texts
go beyond the surface, can they come close to the core of issues, can they allow us to travel in time,
to change perspectives? Are there answers to the questions Marian asked herself when she set off
on her enquiry, and are there — on a meta-level — answers to the questions concerning the whole
endeavour and its mediality? Or is it rather the process of making these queries that is the key to
what documentary means in the 21% century? Is this reality of doing documentary maybe the
ultimate goal in itself? All these questions set the tone of the following experience — an experience
which is marked by challenging the mainstream documentary expectations — and to some extent
also the expectations user-interactors have with regard to interactive documentary.'®

The next rupture of the conventions of documentary texture occurs when the users have to
notice that ‘playing the film’ is actually to be understood in a sense that deviates from the ‘normal’
expectations such a labelling triggers. To access the world seen through Marian’s and Phil’s eyes,
it is them who have to actively play the film. The film doesn’t ‘play itself.” It is up to the users to
interact within the assemblage and to co-develop a fluid documentary text as in fact, there is no
film or coherent pre-figured documentary to be receptively ‘consumed.” This means, as Judith
Aston and Sandra Gaudenzi put it, that “the viewer is positioned within the artefact itself,
demanding him, or her, to play an active role in the negotiation of the ‘reality’ being conveyed
through the i-doc.” ! In this sense, text — or rather documentary texture as an ephemeral
sedimentation of the user’s interactivity within the configuration — can be characterized as dialogic
and dynamic.'®

A first intervention from the side of the user is required right after this opening sequence:
Towards the end of this clip, a small thumbnail still appears on the right side of this image. By
‘mouse over,’ it offers the option to activate this frame, which then moves into the large frame,
substituting the previous clip. This sequence, filmed by a shaky handheld camera in a first-person
perspective, presents a slightly untidy room. The perspective is that of the person handling the
camera — Phil, as one learns later — who explores a room in which the objects Marian left to him

are kept. After a panning point-of-view shot, the still unsteady handheld camera shows some close-
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ups: a small figurine, earrings, a button, a timber box (fig. 2). The narrating voice contextualizes

the actions seen so far and currently performed.

Fig. 2: Screenshots from the second clip of the Korsakow documentary Racing Home

When the clip ends, the frame in which the video has just been played becomes smaller and three
thumbnail stills of potentially following clips appear (cf. fig. 3). Though the stills do not give away
factual information of what clip might lie beneath the thumbnails, they clearly show that the users
are on the threshold of entering into a complex interactive environment that entangles material from
many sources — ranging from more or less objective to highly subjective clips — adding up to a
plurivocal chorus modulating on the themes of loss, race, ‘History,” memory and identity. In this
tempting exploration, the users will encounter various materials: material shot by Marian herself,
found footage, material from her family archive, old newsreels, sketches from her travels and
videos shot in the style of cinéma vérité questioning the documentary mission to represent reality
as such, as well as interventions in a highly participative mode, are combined with enigmatic
atmospheric shots, poetic reflections and sequences which seem to be b-roll material, presenting
Marian commenting ‘in private’ on her project. All these elements will be contingently woven into
material shot posthumously by Phil Hoffman. A round-dance of more and more questions — and

again more referral of meaning than definitive expository statements starts.
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Fig. 3: Screenshot from one of the potentially presented arrays of audio-visual material of Racing

Home

KORSAKOW AS AUTHORING SYSTEM: SPECIFICITIES OF ALGORITHMIC EDITING
AND THE UNRULY USE OF DATABASE LOGICS

However — which choreography stands behind this? Or in other words: Why was coming across the
authoring software called Korsakow a turning-point in Phil Hoffman’s so far unsuccessful attempts
to come to terms with the legacy bequeathed by Marian? In what does Korsakow as a software and
as a ‘tool for thought’ consist precisely, and what sets it apart from other digital tools to create
interactive documentary?

The key idea in Korsakow is that it flips the database logic around, that it allows to find
alternatives to the epistemological value of deliberately crafted narrative and linearity, and that it
probes into the beauty of contingency and complexity. The system works on the basis of short video
clips, so-called ‘smallest narrative units or short ‘SNUSs.”"” Such SNUs can be made up from more
than one cut or dissolve: the unity of a SNU consists in the coherency of a thought, not a formal
unity of film or video. The fact that a medium is made of SNUs and that these are to be regarded

720 of a medium

as undividable wholes which form units of their own is also known as “modularity
or its “granularity”.?' Essential hereby is that the clips maintain their independence. Though they
form (as will be seen) conjunctions with other SNUs, these couplings are flexible. In contrast to
linear film where material is brought into one fixed linear order, Korsakow (as well as many other
interactive database documentaries) probe into multi- or even non-linearity which relies on the

multiple possibilities of how and when clips are integrated into the texture of the filmic experience.

Each time the user clicks on one thumbnail representation of a SNU, the otherwise disparate SNUs
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are organized into different combinations — a process that Seth Keen described as “connecting
granules of video together into a web of relations.”**

This brings us to the second aspect which sets Korsakow configurations apart from most other
manifestations of emerging interactive documentary: the unruly ‘use’ of “database logics” (Luers
2014).% To be retrieved from the database, each SNU has two sets of “points of contact’ or short
‘POCs’: one set of in-POCs and one set of out-POCs. A POC is a set of keywords allocated to a
SNU. These POCs can be metadata concerning the content of the SNU, but they can also hold
information about formal properties, e.g. dominant colours, information on the camera angle, on
the location or date it was shot etc. The two sets of data — of the in- and out-POCs — define the
potential connections between clips. However, in contrast to usual keyword allocation in functional
databases with un-ambiguous sets of keywords (‘one keyword — one destination’), one and the same
keyword can be an in- and an out-POC in Korsakow. Thus, the user-interactor is confronted with
an asymmetry of keywords. Moreover, as the first interactive sequence of Racing Home has shown,
the user-interactor can only form assumptions on what expects him or her, but the key-wording
itself and the logic behind the linking are hidden to the user and thus appear haphazard; there is no
clear ‘labelling’ of the clips on the surface of the database documentary. The only possibility of
experiencing the material is by tentatively probing into what might be ‘hidden’ under the thumbnail.
Thus, the users are invited “to explore the pleasures of engaging with the combinatorial possibilities
of audiovisual documents.”**

What enhances the feeling of free floating in a complex network that evades clear structural
analysis is also the fact that keywords in Korsakow are unstable as to their temporal validity. Each
keyword has only a limited lifetime — i.e. a defined number of times that it can be displayed.

Depending on the process of viewing, keywords are ‘weighed’ as to their ‘relevance’ for the

unfolding of the documentary. This makes clips more or less likely to be presented as options.
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Fig. 3: SNUs and POCs in Korsakow

From this follows the third specificity of Korsakow. In contrast to determined and deterministic
databases relying on a symmetry of in- and out-keyword, keywords in Korsakow are ‘fuzzy’: any
keyword, set of keywords or parts of a set can be shared by more than one clip. Consequently, there
exist many possible connections between the out-keywords of one SNU and the matching in-
keywords of another SNU. Clips in Korsakow simultaneously have multiple destinations and thus,
they can figure at various positions in the viewing experience.

As such, Korsakow’s all-over default behaviour obstructs linear sequencing of clips. The
documentary does not expose a clearly structured chain of (mono-causal) cause-and-effect, of
unidirectional relations; and it does not allow for creating a strong narrative line to develop a
documentary argument and to make some sort of truth claim about ‘reality’. Rather, the
interpretation of database in Korsakow as ‘combinatory engines’ brings forward a complex network
of affective narratives which are explicitly not instructive or informational, but which open a field
of perspectives through a heterogeneous variety of material. In line with the primary requisite for
asking the right questions vis-a-vis audio-visual documentary material in order to more self-
reflexively approach one’s own thinking, Korsakow allows both the users and the authors to work
(and think) through evocative modes to approach complex issues in a way that differs from

25 and the multi-directional,

documentary fi/m. Due to the system’s “simultaneous multiplicity
syntagmatic and paradigmatic density and depth, the procedural nature of the documentary
configuration based upon the interaction of all ‘authoring’ instances (curators/authors,

interactors/producers*® and algorithms) and of the unique procedurally produced experience based
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upon Korsakow offers an alternative to linear continuity and narrative coherence as the usual
default organizing principles of documentary film. Korsakow documentaries hereby disrupt the
often morally biased didacticism that has been dominant in different variations of documentary in
the tradition of documentary film, especially in documentaries of the type the Nichols describes as
‘expository mode.”*’

As various documentary scholars like Plantinga and Renov state, there exists rising scepticism
against “the mainstream documentary tradition’s ‘self-assurance’ with misplaced modernist
certainty.””® This sceptical position stems from “a general suspicion about any ‘optimistic’ or
positive accounts of knowledge (the target has various labels, including positivism, rationalism,
scientism, but the core view can usually be characterized as some form of epistemic realism).”*’
The unsettling momentum that Korsakow poses has at least the potential to open new horizons for
doing documentary — and for doing philosophy through and in documentary. It offers possibilities
of exploring techniques that are aligned to essayistic pondering, intellectual ‘flaneuring,’ écriture

automatique or performative artistic interventions as in the tradition of Dada or the Fluxus

movement.

RACING HOME AND QUESTIONS OF EPISTEMOLOGY — THE AFFORDANCE TO ASK
QUESTIONS GENERATIVELY

As the first glimpses into the world unfolding in Racing Home have already shown, not only the
issues negotiated in this documentary project are intricate and of highly philosophical nature — also
the way in which these issues are convened are complex and multi-layered.

But let’s take one step after the other to analytically disentangle the conglomerate of concerns.
If one takes the array of topics first, they all touch upon essential issues of what it means ‘to be in
this world’ — and the project into how these issues can be audio-visually convened.

First of all, there is the theme of loss — personal as well collective. This theme of course also
falls into the field of individual and social psychology, but in the end, it all comes back to the
essential question of what it means to live, not only as a monad, but as a social being. The same
goes for History, especially in the context of public commemoration and the representation of the
past. What can documentary contribute to this endeavour? To what extend can documentary film
be part of what can be called collective memory? What epistemologic insight can documentary
media offer? How objective can documentary be, how subjective is it by its very nature? How does
‘multiple first-person documentary’*® figure in this nexus of practices? And last but not least: What

is identity? What do we know about ourselves? What do we know about ‘the other?” What does, in
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this context, belonging mean? Belonging to a place, to a community, to another person? To what
extend do personal history and experiences play a role at least as important as presumably ‘factual
knowledge?” And what about the inter-actional, para-social contact-building through the dialogic
nature of the procedural documentary experience?

The configuration — Racing Home as a complex performative texture — does, however, not
really present answers to all these questions which arise in the exploration of the material and its
double movement to the core of belonging — private as public, individual as collective — as well as
memory and commemoration. Rather, the configuration dares to ask questions, to trigger thought
— and to do so interactively. As already said, the ‘film’ does not play ‘itself;” rather, the material
needs to be actively explored by the user-interactors.

Which brings us to the second point: the formal, aesthetic as well as the algorithmic realization
of Racing Home. As has been shown, not only does Racing Home dare to ask more questions than
it answers, with each time ‘playing’ the documentary, it also creates new questions — accruing from
the always novel contexts that are generated in the interplay of SNUs and their strange dance
evading any obvious mono-causal logic. Moreover, due to the granularity of material, each element
“retains the sum of all possible relations it might share with others even after the work is distributed,
supporting a ‘future-oriented’ rather than a ‘backward-looking hermeneutics.””"!

Nonetheless, at first sight, from an epistemological perspective, the approach of Racing Home
is rather unsatisfying as the project does not provide answers (and in fact many users of Korsakow
documentaries criticize the lack of coherence and complain about a stale feeling of disorientation).*
The configurations necessitate an attentive exploration, a willingness of the user-interactors (as
well as the curating ‘authors’) to surrender control and to engage in openness. Korsakow
“challenge[s] the easy consumption of ideas” and “may require time and effort on the part of the
receiver, just as they probably did on the part of the maker. Experiencing concentrated engagement,
duration, immersion and the gathering of ideas over several sittings even may be of the essence of
such works, both in form and content.”** In this sense, despite the frustration generated by the
complex rhizomatic associative worlds that Korsakow opens, the configurations can probably be
regarded as highly productive at a different level. In fact, Korsakow documentaries can be
characterized as decidedly dialogical as proposed by Aston and Odorico in their work on interactive
documentary and Bakhtin’s dialogism.** There is no story that unfolds, rather the user-interactors
have to create texts themselves — together with the material, the algorithms lying at the deep-

structure of the computational configuration and the author.
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But if the author does not suggest any answers — where then do (provisionary) responses to
the issues brought forward arise? Do they come from the audiovisual material? Are they ‘in the

SNUs?’ Or is the process of ‘making sense’ transposed rather somewhere else?

POETICS OF PHILOSOPHY IN KORSAKOW: THE AFFECTIVE INTERVAL AND THE
STRIVING FOR MAKING SENSE IN HYPERMEDIAL ENVIRONMENTS

This question and Miles’ observation about a ‘future-oriented hermeneutics’ bring the discussion
of philosophy in Korsakow documentary to a meta-level and lead us to the concern of how
documentary — how film in general — makes meaning and conveys sense. And they bring us to the
question that serves as an epigraph to this contribution — the question that probably stands at the
core of any documentary project: the question of the notion of ‘sense’ of in the specific context of
documentary’s striving for ‘truth’ and ‘insight’, for entangling complex matters and for coping with
complexity — or, as Murphie puts it: “the sense of sense itself.”*

Though it has so far rarely been employed in the context of interactive documentary, Bergson’s
thoughts on perception, interval and the living image as well as Deleuze’s specifications as to
cinematic movement images can be highly productive in this context, and they can serve as a bridge
between media philosophical consideration on film and the actualization of these thoughts in new
media. In this sense, they can be seen as a direct link to what new media scholar Adrian Miles
describes as ‘affective assemblage’*® in networked media: the interdependence of human and non-
human agents, knowledge, expectations, affect and (inter)action that is often summarized as the
process of both making meaning and making sense.*’

As delineated in detail elsewhere,*® according to Deleuze’s ‘ecological’ reading of Bergson’s
concept of the universe and the world of images, everything reacts to everything else and everything
is interrelated and in a constant flux, a movement of interdependent action and reaction. These
flows, however, are not predetermined; still, they are not absolutely hazardous either. For Bergson,
“movement is reality itself.”*’ This approach to ‘reality’ leads Deleuze to the concept of a ‘world-
in-a-flux’ which he combines with a conceptualization of the world as a series of kaleidoscopic and
multifaceted ‘living images.” Foremost, however, this train of thought inspires Deleuze’s
understanding of perception in relation to affect and reaction and makes him focus on the interval
between them — a phenomenon which he describes as the sensory motor schema. Although the
interpretation of images is virtually open and undetermined, the perception of a particular living
image in a particular situation always invites a reading and a particular action. Or in other words:

neither making sense in terms of semiosis nor in terms of ‘making meaning’ are to be found in the
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audiovisual sign only (in the case of Korsakow, the ‘reality’ represented in the SNUs) nor is
interpretation absolutely undetermined. The epistemological moment can rather be detected in the
interplay of the individual clips by themselves and their always volatile new contextualization
through the process of ‘doing documentary’ in terms of tentatively exploring the material. While
all facets of the living image are still co-present in the image, only some are actively and
consciously perceived, filtered, and only those aspects which seem to be relevant guide our reaction
— whereby ‘action’ in the case of (linear) film is to be understood as ‘interpretation,” while in the
case of interactive media, this also comprises physical action, for example a ‘click’ to play the next
SNU.*

In linear documentary film, this interval is bridged by temporal montage — the flow of images
linearly arranged in time. All ‘gaps’ between shots are overcome by the film itself. From this
follows that indeterminacy and consequently complexity are at least partly reduced (partly, as they
are still subliminally present if one considers alternative interpretations or subversive readings of a
film). In interactive audio-visual media, by contrast, the viewer must assume the role of an active
interactor, which makes her/him much more engaged in the process of producing meaning. The
“ongoing site of indetermination” is now mainly located in the user who becomes “an affective
relay between perception and action, watching and clicking.”*' The experience of the user-
interactor is based on the oscillation between the cinematic flux within the single SNUs and the
rupture between them — the moment at which one clip ends and the user-interactor has to choose
the next one. In a dynamic assemblage this engagement produces the immersion in the vignettes as
well as a dissociation from the narrative when the next action of the user-interactor is required. This
double-take on the material — the interdependency and oscillation between perception and
subjective experiences — suggests a psychodynamics that brings together conscious and
unconscious levels of sense- and meaning-making. Users potentially get immersed in the flow of
images and thereupon, they are thrown back on their own when the SNU stops, forced to step back
and reflect on what they have just perceived. In this gap — the affective interval — something that
has not been there before comes into being. This ‘new’ third can be neither found in the single
SNUs, i.e. the audio-visual material, nor in the key-words allocated to them but it bares the
performative dimension of ‘being made’ at the moment of interaction — the moment Miles describes
as the triad of “click, think and link.”** This moment can be described as ‘poetic’ in the
philosophical sense, based on the ancient Greek term moieiv which means ‘to make.’*

In Korsakow, the affective intervals are driven to the extreme. Moments of indeterminacy are
prolonged, complexity is enhanced rather than reduced, and the situation opens for an affective

relation to the items perceived and experienced. One reason for this lies in the fact that all links
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which appear on the surface of the interface — i.e. the computer display — are ‘opaque’ in Korsakow
documentaries. ‘Opaque’ in this context means that the thumbnails of the clips are unlabelled: there
is no information by sort of a visualized ‘keyword’ like the inscription of functional links in classic
hypertext-environments. Thus, ‘navigating’ the material becomes a tentative exploration of the
universe of a database. Intentionally following dramaturgic or argumentative lines as in ‘well-
plotted’ (rather didactic) interactive documentaries becomes impossible. As such, the experiences
afforded by Korsakow are quite often intimate and individually touching, as at the end of each SNU
the user-interactor oscillates between personal decisions and indecisions, wondering and
struggling. Within the Korsakow configuration, each experience is unique, co-creatively formed by
the organization of the single SNUs and their ‘inner truth,” partly dictated by the database logics
that drive the combination of POCs and to a large extent dependent on the individual decisions by
the user-interactors. This leads to a manifold ‘Chinese-box’ situation in which each ‘story’ and
(subjective) documentary glimpse is a miniature narrative in itself (a SNU in the literal sense — a
‘smallest narrative unit’) which at the same time exists within a larger uniquely told story keyed to
the interaction of the producer/curator, the user-interactor and the database — which again is situated
in an even much more complex ‘story-world’ of potentialities — i.e. the configuration as a whole.

This stance, which is also inherent in some modes of representation in documentary film,
particularly the poetic and the reflexive mode according to Nichols, draws attention to inherent
ambiguities and contradictions, to the unsaid and the often otherwise unacknowledged of
documentary experiences. It underlines the mediated nature of all experience — whether mediated
through our senses (which are for example challenged by the white noise in the very first clip) or
through media ‘in the narrower sense’ of technical apparati. In Remediation, Bolter and Grusin not
only ponder on what makes new media ‘new’ (or rather to which extend new media remediate
‘older’ media such as film), they also introduce the term ‘hypermediacy.” “In every manifestation,
hypermediacy makes us aware of the medium or media and (in sometimes subtle and sometimes
obvious ways) reminds us of our desire for immediacy,”** i.e. our longing for really getting to the
core of things. “In all its various forms, the logic of hypermediacy expresses the tension between
regarding a visual space as mediated and as a ‘real space’ that lies beyond mediation.”*

As such, there is more to the hypermedial interface of interactive documentary — and this goes
for such opaque and poetic, self-reflexive interactive documentary forms as Korsakow
documentaries in particular: They are more than only a functional retrieval surface (which is led to
absurdity in Korsakow due to opaque key-wording) or an aesthetic feature. Rather, the interface
can be considered as being part of the ‘documentary argument’ (or the special kind of argument

Korsakow documentaries suggest, considering their non-linear and non-causal layout)*® — and
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maybe, this is not too inadequate a way to help one find provisional answers to the essential
questions of life is to ask the right questions and to be aware of the mediated nature of the
propositions we get through the complex openness of impressions and experiences — given the

complex and volatile nature of such issues?

RACING HOME AS PHILOSOPHIC THINKING THROUGH KORSAKOW

These considerations on epistemology bring us right into the core of issues of philosophical
thinking through and within the Korsakow configuration — namely what it means to author material
with a fuzzy algorithmic authoring tool and to explore this material as user-interactor. And it brings
us to two further interrelated issues. Firstly: Are we dealing here with a digital t0o/, a means to
convey documentary experiences? Or does Korsakow rather present a method, a way of thinking
through things by thinking through media?*’ And secondly: Does the experience of ‘doing
documentary’ (as process) with and through interactive, procedural documentary have the potential
to be more ‘truthful’ to the functioning of our reasoning and the complex entanglements of issues
‘in the world’ than efforts to force material and ideas into a linear sequence, a ‘/ine of thought?’
This ultimately leads to the question: Are we on the threshold of a realm where we are moving from
a representational paradigm of documentary to a performative one?

All these issues are related to the question of the algorithmic nature of Korsakow — its medial
algorithmic ontology.*® In Korsakow, the role of the author significantly changes: The author passes
control to the system and to rule-driven automatized algorithmic editing procedures. Though it is
still the author who assigns strings of key-words to the SNUs, and though it is still the author who
edits the linear sequence within the SNUs — which means that she/he can make micro-arguments
in these audio-visual vignettes —, a large part of the agency is handed to the system. Which SNUs
are actually matching when the Korsakow documentary is ‘performed’ is only partially visible and
‘trackable’ for the ‘author’ or curator, as she/he loses the total overview of the multiple
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combinations of possible connections. As Gaudenzi observes, a “field of possible relations
opened — for both user-interactors and authors —, and as Nash describes it in the case of interactive
documentary, the potential of such configurations does not lie in “the temporal ordering of
elements” but rather in “the comparisons and associations that the user [as well as the author] is
invited to make between the documentary’s elements.”*°

This is also the idea that initially motivated Florian Thalhofer, the creator of the Korsakow
system, to develop Korsakow. He wanted to develop a tool “that can re-shuffle your mind; even as

an author I want to do this, to change my thoughts so that I get a different angle on things. [...]
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[W]hen I make a documentary with Korsakow, I don’t really structure a single reality, I just think
about the connections between things and then different experiences come out of that.”"

This ultimately brings us to the core of doing documentary with Korsakow. One can argue that
Korsakow becomes a method of thinking — a ‘tool for thought’ rather than a digital editing software.
Korsakow provides a framework for pondering about things differently from in a linear
philosophical treatise with a line of argument or a linear documentary film. This relates both to the
interaction of the documentary ‘author’ and the experience and the user. In its contingency and due
to the opaque key-wording in Korsakow, there is also a certain serendipity: user-interactors can
only guess what the selected SNU might bring; definite knowing beforehand is never possible. The
same is true for the documentary author: she/he can only specify and determine probable
connections — but the actual realization of a documentary experience is always a unique
momentum.*? As such, Korsakow emulates in its logics the (il-)logics of life: though certain actions
might lead to certain re-actions, one can never be sure what will come next. Life in fact is not
working on the base of linear, mono-directional one-hundred percent predictable chains of cause
and effect. As such, the seemingly ‘un-plotted’ but deeply networked Korsakow documentaries
emulates the logics of ‘reality’. That said, despite the serendipity user-interactors have to give
themselves to, Korsakow documentaries are still not completely arbitrary.

The configuration becomes a kind of laboratory to think through digital media — a feature that
is important for the material Marian McMahon gathered when trying to come to terms with her
hometown’s racial past, when digging into the collective memory of her town and her own
childhood memories, and which was essential for Phil Hoffman, his tribute to his partner and his
grieving over her death. Hence, with regard to concepts of interactive storytelling, memory and
commemoration, of perception and cognition as well as existential topics as death and
remembrance, Korsakow opens options to (re)mediate material and to meditate on it at the same
time — both as an author and as a user-interactor. Or as Thalhofer puts it: “Korsakow is a method
of arguing, a tool to make sense of the world. Watching Korsakow Films, and even more making
Korsakow Films is an exercise for the brain to see different connections, to find new patterns in
things.”* At this point, the train of thought comes full circle — presenting the idea that Korsakow
despite its non-linearity and despite the non-causal train of thoughts which are triggered, can be
considered a very specific but potentially insightful method or tool for thought and unexpected

emerging ‘lines’ or rather ‘serpentines of argument’.
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CONCLUSION - COMPLEXITY, CONTINGENCY AND EPISTEMOLOGICAL-
ONTOLOGICAL ENTANGLEMENT IN THE STRANGE CASE OF KORSAKOW
DOCUMENTARY

In the introduction, I postulated that Korsakow documentaries do not only question the
representation of ‘the real’ — they question the documentary endeavour and contribute to what
Murphie has described as the “changed [...] sense of sense itself.”>* As the discussion of both the
epistemological and media-ontological nature of Korsakow documentary as a very specific case of
interactive database documentary has shown, documentary practices in new media ecologies
potentially provide a fresh perspective on the documentary endeavour as such as well as upon
classic and post-modern concerns of philosophy.

Renov notes that many strands in currently emerging documentary theory (especially in the
field of interactive documentary and new media documentary)” are rather interested in the
“contingency, hybridity, knowledge as situated and particular, identity as ascribed and performed”
and how documentary potentially can overcome the modernist rationalist’s “dreams of universal
reason.””® Instead of trying further to find “Truth in History”, instead of trying to develop protocols
of inquiry, and instead of a belief in “disinterested knowledge,””’ in Korsakow documentaries, one
potentially explores ways to convey the complexity of experience; they experiment with
alternatives to exposing some straight forward, logically unfolding documentary argument with
ways of thinking in and through documentary in ways that are more adept to the actual working of
our cognition and reasoning.

Due to the algorithmically complex ontology of the configuration, the stress of the affective
interval and the unruly application of database logics which circumvents the possibility of linear,
transparent causal storytelling and narration and which includes the loss of control over the
narrative on the part of the ‘author‘ as well as the serendipity of the exploration of an ephemeral
texture on the part of the interactor — in short: due to this very nature of Korsakow documentary,
both author and user are thrown back to the post-modern condition of contingency and
disconcerting experience of not-knowing. Self-reflexivity as well as the hypermediacy of the
medium are employed as “means of counteracting the tendency of documentaries to wear the
mantle of epistemic authority, and to counteract the supposed gullibility of spectators,” as Plantinga
puts it, and as he continues: skepticism “often favor[s] reflexive techniques that remind spectators
of the mediated nature of documentary discourse, make the implicit perspectives of the filmmakers

apparent, and perhaps even introduce a bit of epistemic humility into the film.”*®
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In Korsakow, authors and users have to face the contingency of life, the multi-layeredness of
realities and the fact that in order to detect some kind of meaning in seemingly random patterns, to
make sense of things and sense of sense itself, it is sometimes as vital to find the right questions as
it is necessary to strive for definite answers. What kinds of temporal propositions about vital
questions of our being in the world will arise from this intersection of philosophy and new media
documentary practices is an open-ended question. Whatever the case, in these strange times of
global precariousness — whether political or social, whether pandemic or environmental — the need
for ‘tools for thought’ such as Korsakow which can facilitate engagement with uncertainties,
contingencies and the fact that one can never predict what the flux of life will bring, is surely

stronger than ever.
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these ideas into our evolving (media) culture, DeNora deduces from this in Making sense of reality that
“realities are often multiple and are realized through artful practices that weave together words, acts, objects,
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thought in the complex assemblage.
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