Fo

eter’

ol
Y
o
V)
1=
L
a
¥
b=




MARSHA KINDER

[ 14 ] Reorchestrating History

Transforming The Danube Exodus into a
Database Documentary

[

Overture

In 2000, the Labyrinth Project (an art collective and research initiative on
interactive narrative)! embarked on a collaboration with Hungarian media
artist Péter Forgacs to turn his sixty-minute, single-channel film, The
Danube Exodus, into a large scale, multiscreen immersive installation.
Forgécs’s film (which was aired on European television in 1997) provided
intriguing narrative material: a network of compelling stories, a mysteri-
ous river captain whose motives remain unknown, a Central European
setting full of rich historical associations, and a hypnotic musical score
that created a mesmerizing tone.

Although our expanded adaptation drew on forty hours of footage,
both the film and installation still present the same transnational nar-
rative that interweaves three stories: those of Jewish refugees, German
farmers, and a Hungarian river captain. As an amateur filmmaker, the
captain documented both the journeys of the Jews fleeing Hitler and the
German farmers leaving Bessarabia on film, footage that was remixed
by Forgécs with other archival material in his sixty-minute film and then
reorchestrated by Forgacs and Labyrinth with more additional material
in the installation. Titled The Danube Exodus: The Rippling Currents
of the River, our installation premiered at the Getty Research Institute in
Los Angeles, from August 17 through September 29, 2002, and has been
traveling ever since—with exhibitions thus far in Karlsruhe, Barcelona,
Helsinki, Ulm, Budapest, Berlin, Berkeley, and New York.

The adaptation called for a reorchestration of history—in some ways
analogous to the one Forgécs had earlier performed on the original found
footage of the captain. We were now using Forgacs’s own film as found
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Figure 14.1 The Danube Exodus: The Rippling Currents of the River. The main
installation features five screens that can each project the same or different scenes

from Danube Exodus. Viewers can select images from a computer installed in
front of the screens, in a similar position to the bridge of a ship.

footage, just as our interactive installation would later function as found
footage for museum visitors who would bring their own associations,
memories, and desires to these historic images—a chain of appropriations
that raises interesting questions about agency and authorship.

As the user mode in the museum became increasingly immersive
(with its multiple rooms, large multiple screens, and immersive 5.2 sound
system) and the scale of the montage dramatically enlarged, we hoped
to retain or even intensify the emotional power of the original film. Yet
we also wanted to make the user experience interactive, a dimension that
could possibly undermine the emotional impact. If we were correct in
assuming that the emotional power of Forgacs’s works was largely depen-
dent on their stunning rhythms of editing and music, then we could not
let museum users freely control the pacing of the images in this interac-
tive version, for we would then risk having the tone become playful as in
an electronic game or merely informative as in a hypertext. Although an
educational goal might help contextualize the captain’s primary foot-
age, mere pedagogy would fail to achieve the unique mesmerizing quality
of Forgdcs’s sixty-minute film, with its shadowy figures, its historical
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Figure 14.2 The Danube Exodus: The Rippling Currents of the River. In addition
to the main installation, a set of computers allows viewers to search a rich data-
base of additional, contextual information that goes beyond the material included
in the original film.

ironies, and its melancholy rhythms provided by Tibor Szemz&’s original
minimalist score. That is why we turned to the musical term orchestration
(a concept suggested by Labyrinth’s interface designer Rosemary Comella)
and to the poetics of rippling currents to control the pacing. Or, to put it
another way, we turned to Sergei Eisenstein’s ever-expanding notion of
musical montage and to Heraclitus’s trope of the river to evoke the con-
stant fluctuations in subjectivity and history: “Everything is in constant
flux and movement. . . . Nothing is abiding. Therefore, we cannot step
twice into the same river. When I step into the river for the second time,
neither I nor the river is the same.”2

Given the number of versions through which this story of the Danube
exodus has been retold, we believed that, despite any limits imposed on
interactors, this ongoing process of reorchestration would still confirm
that narrative is like the Danube: you can never step into the same river or
the same history twice.

This collaboration on The Danube Exodus installation represented
three important firsts for Labyrinth, as an art collective—research initiative
working at the pressure point between theory and practice. For the first
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time a joint project was being proposed to us by an independent artist we
admired. In fall 2000, my University of Southern California (USC) col-
league Professor Michael Renov organized a retrospective of Forgacs’s films
and introduced us to the filmmaker, who was a visiting scholar in the Getty
Research Institute’s academic year on “Reproductions and Originals,”
working on a project titled “Rereading Home Movies: Cinematography and
Private History.” As soon as he saw our interactive DVD-ROM project,
Tracing the Decay of Fiction: Encounters with a Film by Pat O’Neill,
which enables users to navigate O’Neill’s magisterial camera moves through
a rich collection of archival materials on the Hotel Ambassador, Forgacs
was eager to collaborate with us on an interactive version of The Danube
Exodus. And as soon as I saw his film Maelstrom, 1 wanted to work with
Forgacs. I was fascinated with the way he positioned his spectators—to be
emotionally engaged with the vibrant Jewish family who would eventually
be exterminated in the death camps (a violence committed offscreen) yet
simultaneously distanced by our historical knowledge of their fate. Ironi-
cally, this hindsight was always made palpable in Szemz6’s melancholy
minimalist music and in the rhythms of Forgacs’s reediting of the material,
with its slow-motion gestures and periodic pauses.

This Danube Exodus project was also the first time that Labyrinth
was setting out to build a large-scale museum installation rather than first
making a DVD-ROM or website that eventually would be adapted to an
exhibition. Forgacs chose the Getty Center in Los Angeles as our premiere
venue, for he brought to the project not only his original video (with the
blessings of his producer Cesar Messemaker of Lumen Films), new video
interviews with Jewish and Bessarabian survivors of the two voyages,
and additional archival materials from a number of European archives
but also the Getty Center with its brilliant design team headed by Merritt
Price and Leon Rodriguez and his Getty research associate Zaia Alexan-
der (who cocurated the overall exhibition and cowrote the catalogue with
me). Labyrinth brought its core team of digital media artists—interface
designer Rosemary Comella and graphic design artists Kristy H. A. Kang
and Scott Mahoy—plus San Francisco sound designer Jim McKee, USC
sound engineer Christopher Cain, and several former USC students as
digital editors: Jesse Cowell, Broderick Fox, Adam King, and Rebecca
Rolnick. We also provided funding from the Annenberg and Rockefeller
Foundations and all the equipment, facilities, and technical consultants.
At the institutional level, the Getty and Annenberg Centers were as eager
to work with each other, as were we and Forgacs.

By starting with an installation, we were forced from the outset to
spatialize the narrative. This demand enabled us to see the exhibition as
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