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this existing structure, however the real question appears to be
how to establish it in the first instance. Thus, a more thorough
investigation of the current structural deficiencies of political
public spheres is essential in order to make Habermas’
normative theory a viable alternative.
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Imagining Interactive Documentary
- the Halfeti Project

Introduction

There is really no such thing as interactive documentary,
certainly not as a clearly delineated genre. There are only
experiments - diverse attempts to chart a relation between
.traditional notions of documentary and the possibilities
associated with digital media. This article begins by trying to
clarify some of the theoretical issues involved in envisaging
interactive documentary. It then moves on to consider
aesthetic issues arising from the production of a recent
experimental work — Halfeti, a CD-Rom that enables the user to
explore a small south-eastern Turkish town on the eve of its

partial submersion beneath the waters of a large hydro-electric
project. '

Theorising Interactive Documentary

The following constitutes a kind of urban myth of
interactive multimedia: An author discovers a box that
belonged to her late grandmother in the garage. It is full of
photographs, letters, official documents, knick-knacks - all the
small stuff that sums up a life and that nobody quite has the
heart to discard. The author sifts through it and recognizes the
potential for a book, a film, or perhaps a CD-Rom. It is the
latter that seems to offer the greatest potential, providing a
means of viewing and tying together all the contents of the

box, as well as the utopic hope of creating a work that
embodies the associative logic of subjective experience and
memory.

It’s not so much the narrative of the myth that interests me
(the conceit of discovery), nor the specifics of what the box may
contain, as the notion that multimedia offers a particularly
effective vehicle for conveying aspects of the grandmother’s life.
What are the differences between imagining this intimate
documentary as a book, or as a film, or as a piece of multimedia?
What are the different aesthetic horizons that these media open
up and why the preference for interactive multimedia?

I should stress that this preference is not universal, and
indeed is probably a minority view these days. There has been
a critical backlash against the utopic view of . interactive
multimedia for at least the past five years or so (Kahn, 1996).
There is a widespread perception that interactive multimedia
has failed to live up to its over-hyped aesthetic promise, yet
digital convergence constantly throws up new interactive
technologies and creative experimentation continues. What 1
have posited above then is a kind of naive myth, intended to
open up and clarify the issue of how an interactive
documentary might differ from other forms of documentary.

At first glance, one of the obvious advantages of
multimedia is that it provides a means of assembling all or most
of the contents of our imaginary box inte a single accessible
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form. Multimedia enables the easy combination of still image, text,
audio, and video. A book could not easily incorporate all of these
different media. A film could manage it but would need to be very
selective due to time constraints. This points to the archival value
of multimedia - a great deal of information in all sorts of forms can
be assembled in the one work. Here the documentary potential of
multimedia is linked to the root sense of the term "documentary”
~ the capacity to document and record.

Yet without wishing to denigrate the importance of primary
historical evidence, a documentary is much more than merely a
collection of records. We expect documentaries to make
arguments and tell stories, to select, combine, and interpret
whatever may be found in the box. There are all sorts of traditions
within film documentary for accomplishing this task, from
explicitly interpretive voice-over narration to the subtleties of
cinema-verite mise en scene and editing. Most of these traditions
depend upon the temporal language of narrative or sequential
argument. Interactive multimedia can draw on these traditions
but there is a sense that they are not strictly native, The emerging
language of digital interactivity has its basis is in the trajectory of
the user rather than the linear artistry of the traditional author.

The interactive author builds structures of interaction rather than

finished compositions.

This opens up a key question. What kinds of structures of
interaction can be developed to lend interactive documentary a
properly documentary character rather than simply a glorified
archival one? Is there some interactive alternative (or slight twist)
to the existing traditions of documentary storytelling and
argumentation? I realise I am posing these questions in an
oversimplified, either or fashion. My aim is not to deny
multimedia access to processes of linear composition, but to
pinpoint the distinctive potential of interactivity.

Let’s consider some interactive paradigms, some ways in .

which the contents of the box may be approached, or articulated,
in interactive terms.
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+ The Hierarchical Tree Paradigm. A main page introduces
the grandmother and provides a menu of links to subsidiary
sections that represent particular periods in the grandmother’s
life. These in turn link to further subsections that provide
relevant materials from the box. Here the emphasis is upon
facilitating access to information through the construction of a
logical hierarchy. It is the structure typically adopted by the
corporate website. This structure can often prove useful, but can

hardly be said to engage with, or develop, the discursive.

aesthetics of documentary. If there is a creative documentary
element here it is likely to be in the composition of particular
pages. Especially promising in this respect is the emerging
dialogue between graphic design and documentary traditions.
The interplay and juxtaposition of elements on a page - text and
image, foreground and background, interface and content -
offer all sorts of possibilities for documentary experimentation.

- The Associative Network Paradigm. A main page sends
us randomly to one of many pages that represent particular
moments in the grandmothers life. One page shows an
immigration document and lists her parent’s names. Click on
the names to jump to pages on her childhood, or perhaps
pictures of her parents, or a diary entry concerning her earliest
memories. There is no menu to guide the user, only a selection
of links embedded in images or text. This paradigm sets up an
associative (often playful} relation between a set of pages (or

media). Rather than an hierarchical tree there is the sense of a

network of interconnecting nodes. This is the model that literary
hypertext adopts. [t can also be regarded as a web paradigm, if
stress is placed on the macro structure (or experience) of the
web rather than the typically hierarchical structure of particular
sites. Multiple logics may guide the pattern of associative links
- time, cause and effect, resemblance, difference, etc. The notion
of a non-hierarchical associative network offers considerable
potential as a novel means of approaching documentary topics,
especially when the user can engage closely with the associative
logic of the piece. This is especially so when there is little need

7
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to tell a specific story or make a particular argument. An
observational style documentary in which the user develops an

overall picture of a topic by selecting from a range of ‘views' .

would seem to lend itself well to this approach. The major
challenge for this paradigm lies in finding means to motivate the
user’s choices and to establish a balance between the content of
any particular page and the aesthetic imperative to interact. A
kind of idle (fetishistic) clicking can easily supplant more
focused interaction.

+ The Simulatory Matrix Paradigm. An exterior view of the
grandmother’s old house. Click on the front door to enter. A

view of a hallway with an open door to the left. Click to enter a

living room. The sound of an old record starting up. Click on an
album of photographs on the coffee table. Turn through the
pages of photographs of the grandmother’s life. Here interaction
is structured via a spatial-experiential metaphor. The emphasis
is less on logical association (jumps, juxtapositions,
correspondences) than on experiential contiguity between one
node and the next. There is the sense of moving through a
defined matrix rather than a loose associative network. While

convincing simulation may not be a high priority, the interactive -

structure is simulatory in that it draws upon experiential
metaphors rather than more abstract logical schemas. This
paradigm gains its clearest realisation in the structure of first-
person, real-time, 3D computer games. The artificial, agonistic,
and viscerally immersive character of these games may seem
very distant from the realism and critically-reflective stance of
mainsiream documentary traditions, but there are undoubtedly
creative possibilities here. A documentary on ancient Rome
could, for instance, enable the user to wander the streets of
ancient Rome - interacting with the people, performing various
set tasks, solving puzzles, etc. This is to move away from the

traditional conception of documentary as a mode of
representation ‘intimately linked to the authentic texture of

reality - opening up the possibility that it might also serve as a
mode of simulatory exploration and insight.
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+ The Games Paradigm. A jumble of jigsaw pieces, each
depicting a portion of an image of the grandmother. Beside
them an empty frame. The user must drag the pieces into their
appropriate place within the frame. When they are correctly
placed then a section of the grandmother’s story plays. Here the
documentary takes shape as a jigsaw puzzle. It is structured as
a game. Games have a linear character in that they point to a
particular goal, but they differ from narratives and arguments
in that they place crucial stress on user interaction. Games can
take many different forms. They need not employ experiential
metaphors, although typically strategic puzzle-solving and
spatial exploration are linked. The possibility of linking games-
play to documentary representation deserves experimentation.
There is a fairly obvious satirical potential but perhaps it could
also serve more serious illustrative or argumentative purposes,
The problem is once again in making the shift from a
representational to an interactve mode, or, more precisely, in
finding a satisfactory means of enabling both modes. A naive
view imagines documentary ‘shows us reality’. The viewer is
positioned at a respectful distance - seeing and listening, but
certainly not literally interacting. How can the viewer ever
literally interact with an “authentic record’? And then to interact

in terms of a game? There are crucial theoretical and ethical
issues to wrestle with here.

+ The Participatory Paradigm. A web page poses the
question: what do you know of your grandmother? Is there any
single memory or object that best defines your relationship to
her? If so then create a web page that deals with this topic, send
us the link and we'll establish an on-line database-documentary

- of grandmother memories. Here the user is not simply

interacting with a pre-constructed piece of documentary
multimedia, but is instead called upon to collaborate in the
work of documentary creation. This paradigm draws upon
the potential of networked multimedia systems to ‘enable
literal social interaction/ participation. This need not take the
form of producing collaborative works. It could also open up
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documentary as a field of dialogic exchange — an open forum.

in which the traditional documentary subject (the people

represented) and the wider public (the viewing audience) -

address social issues via interactive multimedia. Discursive
novelty is established here less in terms of the actual content
of any particular contribution than in terms of the broadly
participatory framework. This need not imply a naive and
utopic vision of public commiunication. The web is full of
examples of focused public interaction, from the websites
associated with commercial reality television shows (with
their on-line voting, discussion forq’ms, and chat rooms) to the
many low-tech lists devoted to specialised {potentially
documentary relevant) topics. '

It should be stressed that these paradigms are not
mutually exclusive. It would be possible to imagine all kinds
of combinations of the above. My aim in describing them
separately has been to clarify the possibilities, not to envisage
five discrete interactive genres.

The Halfeti Project

Halfeti is (or was) a small town on the banks of the

Euphrates in southern Turkey. In the middle of last year -

(2000) it was partially submerged beneath the waters of the
Birecik dam - a large new hydro-electric project some 100km
north of the Syrian border. I travelled there in early 2000 to
document aspects of the town prior to its flooding. My
primary focus was on preserving a navigable photographic
record of the physical space. I'd been working on
programming constructs to enable virtual exploration of
imaginary spaces - haunted houses and the like, and the
opportunity to apply these constructs to a complex real space
was tempting. Another aim, probably less clearly conceived,
was to document the responses of the Halfeti people to the

prospect of having to abandon their stone homes, cobbled . -

- audio and video. This material h
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lanes, and

aliuvial orchards for a new housing development
on the rocky escarpment.

'I have no wish to position this project as some kind of
realisation of the potential of interactive documentary. Indeed
for much of the production phase, scarcely even considered
thes‘e larger aesthetic issues. T was mainly concerned with the
various techniea] challenges involved in facilitating a
sophisticated level of spatial navigation. I had a very humble
sense of the scope of the project at a documentary level. It was
the record of a town on the eve of its disappearance.

I 'had taken over 3000 digital photographs of the town
and my associate, Bora Kanra, had recorded some 6 hours of
0 it on & sno ad to be-edited and optimised

! gle CD-Rom. The main challenge was in
r.ievelopmg an efficient way to piece all this material together
into a responsive and spatially cogent interactive experience.
After a number of aborted efforts, I was forced to develop
sp.ecia]ised authoring software for the creation of multimedia
‘virtual tours’. This took considerable time, but made the final

work of putting everything together much simpler.

'I:he aim was to employ an experiential paradigm. The
user ‘wanders’ the streets of Halfeti - moving forward and
back, turning left and right, looking up and down, etc. Each
Mmove represents a jump from one photographic image to
another. Choosing a direction to proceed involves clicking on

relevant parts of the screen — to turn left, the user clicks at the
left of the screen

- and so0 on. Atmosphere sound supports the
sense of first-

person exploration. Screen hotspots enable
access to additional media, so th
person may,

material,

at clicking on the image of a
for instance, display interview-based video

; The lack- of grand documentary ambition proved
a v‘antageous In ways. There was an emphasis on directly and
straightforwardly showing the town. The photographic style is
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very frontal. Each photograph represents a view - north, south,
east, or west. The images were building blocks, compositionally
bound by the requirements of the larger tour. In a similar way,
the exploratory interface is deliberately low key, placing the
stress on images and sounds of the town rather than ostensible
interpretation. Of course nome of this is stylistically or
interpretively innocent. The avoidance of obvious interpretation
is the classic trope of the cinema verite documentary tradition.
My point here is that this approach arose from and meshed nicely
with the focus on technical implementation. That it also worked
aesthetically (and perhaps even interpretively) was a bonus.

As | say, it was only late in the production phase (once most
of the technical problems had been solved) that
aesthetic/ interpretive issues returned - more or less unexpected -
to the fore. These issues of selection and combination, and of
discursive positioning, suggested that there was something more
at stake here than just producing an historical record. These
issues harked back to the concerns of traditional documentary,
but were also suggestive of another space of aesthetic possibility.
They arose from very specific creative issues, so I'll deal with -

them in those terms.

+ Snow to the East. Each positional node tended to involve
at least four images, one for north, east, south, and western views,
so that when you click to the left or the right the view switches
ninety degrees in the relevant direction. From a technical
perspective, 1 should have taken more images at each position,
but this would have complicated the programming task (I'd been

thinking in terms of a vast chessboard-like matrix), push up the -

file size of the overall work, and take that much longer to
photograph. The problem with my approach was that there were
no areas of overlap between one compass view and the next.
There was overlap if the user moved forward or back, but not if
they turned on the spot. Older style, still image based, spatial-
exploratory computer games typically employ an hexagonal style

matrix that enables six views from any particular position. This

;zﬁiznao_miniméi lev_eE of visual overlap, ensuring continuity
_ ne turning view and the next. These days, of course, the
typical user expects much more than static views. They are
.accustcvfned to the seamless panoramas of Quicktime VR and the
IMMersive experience of real-time rendered 3D, In these terms
th‘; aPPFOB.ch Tadopted in Halfeti is likely to seem anadwonistié
ere;@;}:znent:}:dly w:eak. Yet apart from technical exigencies,
o pmduceano er rthonaie for my approach. I was never going
' an experience that was equivalent or adequate to the
EXperience of actually exploring Halfeti. I was producing an
gi}::;iict brecord -a .ve?y ostensibly stitched together one. The
trout theh/ve:(»:n chckmg. thro-ugh the streets and walking
y em was .sometinng vital to the project. There was a
11;3; Ora mode of simulation that would provide access - but not
%ie :r::-‘;ls;—i- to the aiterit_y of another space (and another time),
oo o accent,.neve'r qmt(? adequale, sense of spatial continuity
S0 reative dimension. I realised this very clearly while
Piecing together the images of the central town area, It turned out
.that 1 had‘taken images of the area on a number of different days
{)r;t‘t’:ry dllfferent w.'eather c01‘1ditions. At first T thought that I'd
I strive for visual consistency, but it ended up working
better to allow sudden shifts from sunshine to snow, daylight to
d'ﬂrkl?ess- The same view might even have two potential states -
dlffeﬂﬂg depen&ing upon the directiqn the user approaches it

from. ;
: It became possible to open up secret corridors of darkness

or snow what w din Unn Thi
. kcz{ through at was ordinarily a sur y space. This

orke i
to emphasise the constructed (discontinuous) nature of

lﬂm . .
Y simulation, but also to enable (and plainly manifest) a

creative work of spatial collage.

1abo1;ri:1he Sogr}\ld c'>f Card Playing._ I'd spent most of the time
o j I;vﬁ 1ma$es - adjusting, organising, and
e i L=1tpthng them. I'd always intended to add atmosphere
- the’ - e sound was a problem.  really only had what was
e ‘;;:tape, and m.ost of that was interview-based stuff. It
vl atter of searching for all the in-between bits on the
Ideotape, all the moments when nothing was being said and
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acted.
perhaps some slight bit of atmosphere sound could be extracte

Note to self; in future always bring leong a cle;hcat;dszf:n;
recordist. The sound from videotape 15 not 1deaTt —:; o
strange clicks and camera operator grt_mts make i Vu,'l){i e
to cull out anything very useful. Despltf? the poor ? I‘t m):'l s
sound it ended up being crucial to the final projec .H‘n 2 N
whole exploratory experience much more cmwrc;pel : egr.s g
took to make navigation through a ﬁrooz‘:2 :cf ;;rsasr: g e
i a add a single, twenty-five P
L:IIJ:CZ\‘:E':Z; (t)he obviousgtruth that sound, exren more ’ihan-:rli:tl?it;;
is vital to our sense of space. But sound did more t\;l; 31 o
and support the imagesf(::n;iing tl’j;;; i:ast:ﬁcco:pace A
also opened up a kind of dialogue 1 entc e olon
photographs. It introduced a temporal e em‘ ,the ey
- reaching out and summoning
‘t;:lisof :Ita;)ft::ieand yet Slso constituting a very present-focused

iously loops and
i wsphere loops are all obvious
P, o a};ticuiar images means that

) jation with
their loose association 3 patio-temporal

‘ X st
moving about becomes more thal‘x ]usf P temper
simulation. Navigation becomes a playln}g V;Flt h 50 Lo
i 15er m
i ions. The pace at which the v
image sound relations. . ! Shes
crucial effect on which sounds play. In this way, :jllxetlexpl fence
11 115 ¢
i t for each user. Sound th
of sound becomes differen : - o
mbivalent status — working both to heighten realism an
ar I3
open up another ter
distanciation. f ‘
How to Cross the Euphrates. Abdullah ran the ferrly .
. and forth
service across the Euphrates. He rowed back

throughout the day — huffing and puffing at the oars,

s P 1 . ] .
S‘ . I <l < ]I wn was
anno ed hll'n t was gen(:‘l“‘l y Elgl‘eed that once th@ tO

. Jd :
flooded the need for his ferry service would disappear and he

be forced to find work elsewhere. Abdullah .emer;ged a.s a::i:f;
emblematic figure. Adopting the p-erspech've ob ar; imag
ferry customer, | photographed 1‘11!'!'-1 rowmgb a.1c e
across the river, Ultimately this pi;gwdes the basis

rain of (interactively grounded) |

and forth
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to approach the river, climb into the ferry, experience the sights
and sounds of the crossing, and then disembark on the opposite
side. The interesting point is that crossing the river becomes
more than just a spatial transition. It becomes a temporal
sequence - a process. This made me aware of the potential to
create more than just a static record of a place. It was possible to
create navigable sequences that both made spatial sense and
also told stories. So, for instance, in one of the crossings the user
must click back and forth on the sereen to observe donkeys
being led down the bank and then placed on the barge. The
photographs follow a shot-reverse shot logic. Without
disrupting the sense of spatial navigation, they open up a
narrative dimension. It gradually dawned on me that there were
all sorts of opportunities for subtle interplays of space and time.
If I'd realised this earlier, I might have devoted more time to
following the trajectories of particular people (characters) rather
than concéntrating so exclusively on spatial paths. I can now
imagine an interactive documentary mode that discovers in
space stories and in stories space.

* The Hidden Phrasebook. | had played with the idea of
introducing game-style interactivity - setting tasks for the user
as they roamed about. Perhaps they would need to find a
hidden Turkish phrasebook in order to get an English
translation of what people were saying. In the end, however, I
decided to avoid game elements, They were tempting because
they provided an obvious means of motivating the user’s
exploration, but they also threatened to render Halfeti a mere
picturesque tableaux for game-based activity. The exploration
that I was trying to encourage was different. It wasn’t about
solving logical puzzies. It was about engaging ~ in a limited but
audio-visually compelling manner — with the alterity of another
place and another time. Perhaps this would provide the basis
for increased understanding, but even more importantly I
wanted to encourage an emotional response. This response
would emerge from the gap between simulation and reality. It
was about making loss tangible, or almost so.

- the Halfeti Project + 247
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Conclusion

This paper has been an attempt to clarify what is at stake in
imagining interactive documentary. At a general conceptual
level, it specified five different paradigms of interactivity: the
hierarchical tree; the associative network; experiential
simulation; game play; and networked participation. It then
moved on to consider a specific experiment in documentary
multimedia production. The creative and theoretical issues that
the Halfeti CD-Rom raise indicate that traditional questions of
documentary interpretation remain relevant tot he interactive
terrain. Even an ostensibly non-interpretive, archival piece has
all sorts of scope to creatively articulate aspects of space, time
and interaction.

In terms of the prospects for developing an interactive
documentary genre, theoretical projection is clearly vital, but so
too are the realisations that emerge more or less unexpected in
the midst of creative practice. We can only imagine so far, then
there is the need to get started and see what happens. This
should not imply the need to abandon documentary's ‘linear’
past. On the contrary, it is most likely in the friction between
tradition and an as yet unclear future that something new will
begin to take shape.
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Ali Karadoian

Geligimi, kullanslmas: ve yayginlagmasi
diiginiildiigiinde diinyadaki her hangi bir
aractan, diigtinceden, teoriden ya da yagam
tarzindan ok daha luzh yaygmlagtig kusku
gotiinmez bir gercek olan yeni iletisim tekno-
lojilerinin artik insan hayatuun pek gok alam-
nt belirleme, yonlendirme ve diizenleme gii-
ciine sahip olduju yaygm olarak kabul géren
bir déigiincedir. Sadece maddi giinliik hayati-
mizin bir pargast olarak kalmakla yetinme-
yen, aynt zamanda nesneler diinyamiza yeni
anlamlar.katarak bigimlendiren, onu yeni ge-
lismeler 1n1gnda degistiren yeni iletisim tek-
nolojileri bir yandan da insani varolugu kendi
varolusunun kaginilmaz sonucu haline getir-
mektedir. Belki biraz ileri giderek Pierre Bour-
diew'nun televizyona yénelik, "kiiltiirel fireti-
min farkl kiirelerini, sanat, edebiyaty, bilimi,
felsefeyi, hukuku, cok biyiik bir tehlikeyle
kargt kargiya birakisn” (13) yontindeki elegti-
risini biitéin medya alanint kapsayacak bigim-
de genisletmek miimkiin. Boyle biraz da "ka-
ramsar" bir bakis agisindan yola ¢ikmak daha
baglangicta yazimn gidecefsi yénil de belirle-
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mek anlamuna geliyor elbette ki; ancak bu bir
tnyargidan cok medyamn giintimiizde gerek
endiistri olarak yapilanmast -Ramonet'nin
deyimiyle "yeni teknolojik titopya ile tetikle-
nen tutku firtinast"~ gerek haber {iretim stire-
ci ve ilettii haber igerikleri, gerekse de alan
icerisinde faaliyet gosteren profesyonellerin
ideolojileri ve bu ideolojilerin haber metinle-
rinde ifadesini bulmasinda yasadifn degisim-
den kaynaklammaktadir. Bu degigim Grglitsel
anlamda medya kurumlanmn gegirdigi degi-
simden farkl olarak hem gazeteciligin, hem
televizyonculujgun hem de her iki alanda -in-
ternetin, kablolu interakiif sistemlerin vb di-
frer yeni iletigim teknolojilerinin devreye gir-
mesiyle- haberin taruminin ve “degeri"nin ye-

- ni bir evreye girmis olmasindan dolay da bir

dejrisim yagamaktadir. Haberin geleneksel ta-
numi medya alanindaki "geleneksel” diyebile-
ceftimiz ekonomik, kiiltirel ve toplumsal ya-
pimn degismeye ~ulus devletlerin hakim ol-
dugu bir diinyadan uluslararas: sirketlerin
wluslariistii davrandiklant bir diinyaya gegis,
uluslararasi medya gruplarinun ortaya gtkma-
s1, sayisal sistemlerin hakim oldugu yeni bir
teknolojik devrimin teknolojik alt yapiy1 de-
Fistirmis olmasi, bunlann sonucunda serbest-
lesme (deregiilasyon) tartigmalariyla kamu
yaymalg disiincesinin aginmast vb gibi~
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