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Introduction

The Digital Imaginary

This book explores the concept of the digital imaginary: how computers are transforming ways of imagining the world and making stories about it. Writers and artists discuss how making works with code, databases, interactivity, multimodal authoring tools, and social media platforms offer new ways to work and lead them in unexpected directions.

The coded operations that they use extend the imagination, offering creative approaches that are unique to computing. For example, hypertext links and map-based narrative visualizations allow stories to develop along multiple paths, while generative tools result in stories that are continually changing. Computing also allows authors and artists to bridge methods of analog and digital media, and this book reflects upon how the logics of one or another approach play out, and on how ideas migrate through different forms. While computers offer provocative analogies for human cognition, computers also function differently from the mind. Many of the works in this book explore these similarities and differences. It is there in those gaps between human cognition and its digital manifestations that the digital imaginary resides.

The structure of the book is unique and intended to build cross-disciplinary dialog. The project began through interviews with David Clark (The End: Death in Seven Colors), Sharon Daniel (Inside the Distance), Samantha Gorman (Pry), Kate Pullinger (Inanimate Alice and Letter to an Unknown Soldier), Donna Leishman (Front), and collaborators Håkan Jonson and Johannes Heldén (Encyclopedia). Their works help define some of the crisscrossing trajectories of electronic literary and cinematic arts. The six interviews with writers and artists provide the departure points for commentaries by six theorists, two metacommentaries by Nick Montfort and Illya Szilak, and a final response to the entire volume by Steve Tomasula. The respondents come from fields of electronic literature, digital humanities, and cinematic arts, and many have international reputations as makers as well as scholars. They were invited to consider how the interviews provoke questions that cross creative and scholarly fields.

In Part One, Stuart Moulthrop and Judith Aston discuss the conversations with David Clark and Sharon Daniel and their highly cinematic, interactive works. Their discourse concerns themes of memory, loss, and cultural iconography, and special attention is given to ways in which artists use interactive tools to combine expressive and documentary methods. As Moulthrop observes, by removing narrative as a guiding structure, new opportunities arise for narratives to emerge that derive from user paths, choices, and converging details. He writes how such works can move us simultaneously in opposite emotional directions. In accessing the stories of the database, interface is more than just design, Aston explains. It is enmeshed in the processes by which we interpret cultural information and artifacts.

In Part Two, Geof Bowker and Lisa Swanstrom consider how computing may refigure the archive. Following Derrida, Bowker describes how the digital archive of the Cloud is changing consciousness, writing that “fleeting thoughts that before would have been graciously repressed can now come back to haunt us through their digital traces.” In the works by Samantha Gorman, Håkan Jonson, and Johannes Heldén, this haunting has temporal dimensions as well as spatial ones, rupturing the archives of memory and biological existence. The respondents describe the ways these works refigure the troubled landscapes of memory and history. Their creative taxonomies and information systems, including those of the written line and the cinematic image, disturb one another, complicating the quest for meaning.

Part Three considers possibilities of multimodality and addresses how identity is constructed through differing media platforms. Anastasia Salter and Mark C. Marino respond to the interviews with Kate Pullinger and Donna Leishman, whose works, designed for younger readers, integrate a range of interface designs, interaction tools, and media platforms. The projects offer choices to users that parallel those faced by the works’ protagonists and tell stories of identity, displacement, and trauma. The projects combine media and modes. As Salter writes, such multimodal works defy existing disciplinary or genre definitions. While the works may speak to issues central to literature, cinema, and the arts, their hybrid approaches also transcend disciplinary concerns.

To expand this discourse on theory and practice, Nick Montfort and Illya Szilak were then asked to author metacommentaries, connecting the works and conversations. Montfort is both a poet and a scholar of digital literature. Szilak is both an art critic and a creative writer who makes collaborative multimedia works. Finally, electronic literature author and theorist Steve Tomasula received the full volume to author the afterword, which is itself as much a point of departure in the discourse as a conclusion. The book is an inherently interactive object, and these commentaries and metacommentaries invite users to read back and forth across the volume to connect threads, concepts, and other media through references, URLs, and QR codes.

It is in working with emergent technologies that the artists and writers in this book create their stories and reveal tensions between the inner machinations of the individual imagination and collective or cultural ones. Computing has led the artists in directions that, in each case, are clearly different from where other media, such as print or cinema, would have taken them. They use computer algorithms that connect archives, memory, and media to address a variety of questions from those of post-traumatic stress syndrome to mass extinction. In connecting fragments from the database, others confront cultural mythologies, alienation, identity and justice.

David Clark is fascinated by how coincidence and chance can be used to draw together stories and cultural mythologies to create constellations among materials and also what he describes as “weird logic.” His interactive, database driven films merge philosophical, historical, and psychological inquiry. In The End: Death in Seven Colors, Clark connects events and objects such as Freud’s cigar, Alan Turing’s birthplace, Princess Di’s final moments, and Jim Morrison’s death that would not obviously be thought of together. It is built with Korsokow software, which is designed to facilitate the production of interactive, database films. In this system, each clip may link in various directions to and from other clips. This brings ambiguity to the images. Clark works with archives of materials—images, texts, icons, sounds, videos—to provoke idiosyncratic and surreal links. The logic is analogical. Identifying unconscious but densely significant relations between cultural materials, the stories build from tangents, puns, humor, and unlikely connections. In the process, Clark offers a surreal map of cultural mythologies and the collective imagination to understand cultural ideas about the death and the afterlife of icons. The ironic juxtapositions challenge dominant narratives produced by television, cinema, and other forms of mass media by offering alternative readings.

Sharon Daniel makes interactive, cinematic works that explore questions of social justice and cultural inequalities. For example, Public Secrets uses an interactive interface to follow the personal accounts of women who have been incarcerated in California, and Blood Sugar presents the accounts of twenty current or former injection drug users who participated in an HIV prevention and needle exchange program in Oakland, CA. Where those works primarily use an interactive graphic interface to conjoin oral accounts, her Inside the Distance incorporates video and dramatic performances using an interactive interface. It is made in Scalar, which is a very flexible semantic web authoring tool. Scalar allows for a high degree of customization in its interface. Daniel’s project is primarily organized into three categories: accounts, spaces, and positions. Lines of text are layered upon images recorded with actors or actual interviews with mediators. The project looks at a restorative justice program in Belgium in which victims and offenders are offered the opportunity to take active roles in the conclusion of their cases through mediation. Her on-site research, encounters, and interviews with participants are represented through a series of dramatic moments that take place around the meeting table – which functions as both a trope and a stage. These are performed by actors in a black box space. The interactive format allows users to switch among the stories given by victims, offenders, mediators, and criminologists about both the crimes and the remedial processes. Separated by a criminal justice mediator and the length of a table, victim meets criminal and users hear from each participant. In Daniel’s work, we are all equally mediator, victim, and offender. Users move among the roles as do the actors, continually changing positions around the table. The visualization is not re-enactment but rather a form of theatrical reinterpretation that, in ways very different from Clark, also explores the borders of nonfiction. The interactive format helps to reveal stories that more conventional and single channel nonfiction forms might not. The approach brings dramatic tension without the melodrama of enactment common to much single-channel filmmaking. It seeks solutions through an understanding of the predicaments these differing positions offer.

Pry is an App-based novella by Samantha Gorman and Danny Cannizzaro which forges an intermediary experience between literature and cinema. It combines aspects of fiction, cinema, and game-like interactivity. The work is programmed and designed as an Apple application, and images are presented in portrait ratio. Users literally pry apart the text, seeing between the lines, as they both follow and probe into the unfolding story. The story centers around a Gulf War veteran and demolition contractor named James, who cannot escape terrible memories and who is slowly going blind. As with Clark’s The End, Pry takes users on a journey among fragments of memory, but where Clark’s fragments draw from mass media and cultural mythologies, Pry’s are far more introspective. Being designed for personal viewing on pads and phones also contributes to the private space of the work, while the multimodality pushes borders in how such devices are used for both watching media and reading stories.

Encyclopedia by Håkan Jonson and Johannes Heldén uses a text generator to create encyclopedic entries for extinct, fictive animal species. The work draws from and plays upon The Encyclopedia of Life, which is a free, online collaborative encyclopedia that intends to document all the living species known to science. In Jonson and Heldén’s work, algorithms are used to generate strange creatures, and users follow an evolutionary arc in which the creatures come and go until all life on the planet is extinct. Setting the rational language of science against a fantastic imaginary of strange species that might be or might have been, the project addresses both the specters of extinction and the inadequacy of language to express them. It blurs fact and fiction, breeding impossible species from a scientific database. In doing so, Jonson and Heldén challenge the authority and conclusions of categorizing systems with irony and comic despair. The generative technology that creates a catalog also anticipates the failings and demise of such catalogs, even as it revels in their forms. The work has both digital and analog aspects. The generative system builds upon the open API of the The Encyclopedia of Life, which itself draws from other databases, drawing attention to the instability and corruptibility of online knowledge. Returning to analog form, the output is presented using a physical, old style card catalog that people can browse, pulling out the cards of the potential and defunct creatures. In its material form, it questions the reductive relationship of a few keywords on an index card to the passing of species.

Kate Pullinger primarily discusses two recent works, Intimate Alice and Letter to an Unknown Soldier. Inanimate Alice is a multimodal, interactive, serialized novel for young readers that follows the experiences of Alice and her imaginary digital friend, Brad, in episodes, journals, and other digital media. Inanimate Alice is a Bradfield Company production. Episodes 1–4 were written and directed by Kate Pullinger and developed by digital artist Chris Joseph as a prequel to a screenplay by series producer Ian Harper. The work builds upon arts of the graphic novel, animated cinema, gameplay, and interactive fiction. Alice’s father works in the oil industry, and as the family travels Alice faces issues of culture, identity, power, alienation, and the rebellious curiosity of youth. Letter to an Unknown Soldier is another kind of collaborative work. In this project, Pullinger and Neil Bartlett were commissioned to make a project to mark the First World War centenary. They selected as their subject a statue of an unknown soldier entitled Letter From Home on Platform One of London Paddington station. The soldier is reading a letter. Through social media, the public was invited to imagine what might be written in the letter that the soldier is holding. The work has both digital and material elements and resulted in installations, performance events, and publications.

Donna Leishman’s Front is a story embedded in the texts and platforms of contemporary social media, mimicking and incorporating Facebook (Front), Twitter, chat, SoundCloud, and other apps. The protagonist, Daphne, has created a persona for herself on social media that thinly conceals illness, trauma, and tragic events. While Front continues Leishman’s concerns with female experience and agency, and incorporates elements of fairy tale and myth, Front also achieves something different—a critique of our immersion and investment in social media and the pathologies these may conceal. The protagonist is named following the figure of Daphne in Greek mythology. In a reframing of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, social media offer the contexts for the creation and transformation of personas and the stories they generate online. Intricately designed to mimic popular social media sites, it draws users into a created environment where the coded rules of engagement may look familiar but behave in unexpected ways.

Several of these works address the relationship between the structures of the database and those of memory. Some focus on individual memory. In Pry, Inanimate Alice, and Front, protagonists (and authors) use interruptions, movements, and social media exchange to reveal hidden materials and stories. Memories, particularly traumatic ones, are addressed indirectly or emerge only through active exploration. Encyclopedia and The End are works that search existing media to comment on collective memory and consciousness. The fact that the former draws upon scientific databases and the latter upon popular mass media to similar ends displays an exciting or disturbing commonality as to what constitutes fact and fantasy.

The cultural-political instabilities of this period, fake news, radicalization through social media, and the breakdown of many up to now enduring institutions may be tied to this blurring of prior distinctions of fact, fiction, and genres. The interviews and essays in this collection explore these questions, looking for concealed meanings and paradox. They celebrate creative expression and how it is extended through computing, both in the making of works and in receiving them. For example, interactive works require user actions and choice-making which implicate the user in multiple ways. Choice-making draws users into a creative process of imagining different possibilities. Actions have consequences, which may also have ethnical implications.

Multimodality also achieves meaning-making. Multimodal projects cross modes of expression. This frequently involves making works that bridge different media and their platforms, but it can also include movements within a medium, such as by juxtaposing narrative, expository, and poetic writing or switching between baroque, blues, and punk musical interpretations. Clark creates modal shifts through the remediation of analog material, and Leishman does so by telling a story through Facebook posts, chats, and uploaded music. These shifts undermine simple narrative resolution. This book with its interviews, commentaries, and metacommentaries also combines modes. It is intended bridge discursive forms and articulate spaces between them.

Many of the works discussed in the book evolved through collaboration and digital exchange. The making of digital works often draws upon varied specializations, and computing facilitates bringing together those with different skills and experiences. Creative work can occur iteratively and be exchanged internationally. Unlike many other forms, these works may be transformed through maker-user and user-computer exchanges. The collaborations are also social. Many evolved through the shared participation of the artists and writers in interdisciplinary festivals, conferences, social circles, and online journals where ideas are discussed and responded to. These discursive communities, both actual and virtual, are also important aspects of the digital imaginary. This book participates in this collaborative exchange, both in its authorship and, I hope, in its use.
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“Connections and Coincidences in The End: Death in Seven Colors”

A Conversation with David Clark

“Emotional Proximity through Inside the Distance”
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Commentaries

“Now What: Sharon Daniel and David Clark on the Digital Imaginary”

Stuart Moulthrop

“The Readerly and the Cinematic: Hybrid Reconfigurations through

Digital Media Practice”

Judith Aston


1

Interview

Connections and coincidences in The End: Death in Seven Colors: A Conversation with David Clark

David Clark makes quixotic, interactive works that weave together cultural artifacts, images, videos, and writing. Users discover meanings through chance occurrences, coincidences, word play, interactivity, and choice-making. Clark’s approach is poetic, cinematic, and surrealist, and reveals how stories unfold in the imaginaries of the database. Perhaps more accurately than many other forms, the experience of navigating a work through twisting paths and constellations may also draw the user close to Clark’s own creative process of sifting, sorting, and shuffling through research and debris. Humor, puns, and surprising correspondences drive the fragmented narratives through unconscious neuron passages, flares, and blocks to form strange new configurations of our cultural imaginaries. His narrative worlds are not neatly resolved but rather belie the pathologies and ironic contradictions of cultural icons and their dynamic powers. His flash-based projects include works such as A is for Apple, which builds narratives from the periodic table, and 88 Constellations for Wittgenstein, in which narrative fragments are combined in star-like constellations. These works collapse texts, histories, and anecdotes in the present tense of dreams and the imagination. Their signifiers coexist in the cultural database, waiting to be connected. His recent work, The End: Death in Seven Colors, expands this approach. Clark connects Freud’s cigar, Alan Turing’s birthplace, Princess Di’s final moments, and Jim Morrison’s passing to explore cultural ideas about death. The work is presented using the innovative interactive cinema program, Korsakow, in which each clip in the database can be given multiple entry and exit points. There are seven points of departure. But just as artifacts mix within the works, so do characters or curious coincidences pop up between them, with the likes of Freud and Turing continually intruding into other’s stories and moments.

QUESTION: Your work interweaves cinema with so many aspects of other arts, writing, and technology—for example, your use of databases in your filmmaking. Do you consider yourself a filmmaker?

DAVID CLARK (DC): Yes, I definitely, probably, say I come from film, or have come from film, but I came to film from visual arts and have gone into doing interactive stuff. Initially, this was through the provocations of interactivity. My approach to database stuff is really just an extension of my expansive research process and my stumbling, personal approach to research. I’m still working with very eccentric forms of connectivity between information. So, if you look at the way I structure the narratives, I’m exploiting outlier connectors.

Q: Like what?

DC: I’ve obviously been very interested in coincidence, the way certain historical facts meet in improbable and indescribable ways, and in visual puns, because they are of a form that uses sound, the meaning of words and visual forms. I find what’s interesting is that you don’t just make connections by the facts themselves. For example, one instance occurs in 88 Wittgensteins. There’s a connection between Wittgenstein, who is an architect and left philosophy in the middle of his career and went and sat at the feet of Adolf Loos, the modernist architect famous for Ornament and Crime. One of the themes that comes in later—which is completely outside of the Wittgenstein-ian scholarship—is the 2001 terrorist attacks in New York. I’m fascinated by that in relationship to modernist form, because the buildings that are attacked are the World Trade Centers—monumental forms. But the way I get to making that connection is if you take the word “loos,” the architect, and you spin it around into 2001. And, then, I also make fun of the fact that an eighth is a pun on a “loo,” a sort of toilet.

Q: So this is a punning logic. It’s also a kind of dream logic, right? You also work with Freud quite a bit in the new project. I wonder how this connects to your vision of the generative database. How might databases take up generative logic and these more punning approaches?

DC: Gregory Ulmer is big influence. He has this idea of a “puncept.” We make puns as human beings. They’re the kind of low form of humor, but they are also a form of connection that we are intrigued by. We feel that they won’t hold up in court, but I think what Ulmer advocates for is that they open a door into solidifying other kinds of connections. I think that’s a lot of what my piece is trying to do: to open up doors to the speculative connections between things. It’s almost a diagram of how we actually think.

[image: ]

Figure 1.1 Screenshot from David Clark’s The End: Death in Seven Colors.

Q: Isn’t that what we hope for with the computer, databases, and big data—finding hidden connections? Is your kind of approach with visual material something that might be learned? You start out by saying you could learn something from the procedural approaches but maybe it could go the other way.

DC: One of the provocations of net art was that when one makes a work, the work then interacts with the public and the public has some kind of input. My works have never been like that. But I’ve always imagined that they should be. As I had imagined the pieces, they always have some kind of center, like A is for Apple or Wittgenstein—a kind of central gravitational field around a series of associations that relate to it. And, I always thought “well, other people can throw stuff in there.” But even then, I think, “No, they’re probably not going to participate.” These are very complex works that evolve out of making the pieces connect. It takes me a long time to figure out what the aesthetics are and what the feel of the piece is.

Q: Do you begin with a navigational model? A lot of your pieces use star constellations, maps, chemical diagrams, and so on. In each piece the discovery process seems driven by navigational forms.

DC: I think I’ve always been drawn to diagrams and the idea of a schematic. Those give a certain amount of freedom to populate their forms with ideas. Often my works have some sort of structural-type element that is arbitrary—like the periodic table was the 109 elements that I happened to choose. That periodic table was my structure. The 88 constellations have 88 bits; the 24 time zones had 24 bits. They give me a permission to cut things in a certain way.

Q: How do the works evolve? It sounds like you have a very personal repertoire of images and associations.

DC: Well, how they evolve entails a slow process of finding the micro connections between things within a larger structure that I have to work with. Some of them have evolved where I don’t know how big they are. For example, A is for Apple doesn’t have any containing metaphor; the structure holds it together. But this process happens very slowly, and often I’m looking for a weird connection, that moment when I discover, “I can connect this and this and this.” And, these are significant because they take you somewhere else in the piece. I’m always looking for branch ideas: ideas that take you to different places.

Q: You also seem skeptical about what holds things together. Like in “Wittgenstein” and the possibility of language actually doing what we want it to do. Looking for a way for things that might hook together seems to be skepticism of how things ought to hook together.

DC: Yes, it’s a little bit of magical thinking meets a little bit of pragmatic stuff. One of the things that surprised me when I started doing this work is that I got interest from people in documentary film festivals, and I didn’t even think of it as documentary. But then I realized that, no, these are all actual, real facts which people can go verify and check for themselves. I wasn’t doing anything to the material. I wasn’t fictionalizing it; I wasn’t twisting it. The thing that I think glues them together is that, yes, these are actual facts, but if you look at them in this way, they’re unusual; it’s a kind of weird logic.

[image: ]

Figure 1.2 Screenshot from 88 Constellations for Wittgenstein (to be played with the Left Hand) by David Clark.

Q: Can you make the inverse argument? Why is it still fiction or art?

DC: I guess I’d refer to Wittgenstein’s idea of aspects of seeing, that the way that you look at the thing becomes its own kind of meaning. Is it a rabbit or is it a duck? It’s the same diagram. The diagram doesn’t change; it’s how you perceive it. I think that my role as an artist in putting things together is to show you the rabbit or show you the duck in a particular set of relationships. What I really like doing is to form a piece in which you wander around, such that you’re eventually led back to the something you encountered before but now you’ve come at it from this angle and you see it as a duck, and then you go “Wait, a sec! I’ve seen this before, but it was a rabbit.”

Q: Can you talk some about the new piece, The End: Death in Seven Colors, and how it developed?

DC: A lot of the pieces have grown out of others; there comes a kind of clump of research that connects to itself and has its own sort of presence, and then there’s a bunch of other stuff that is set to the side, and then it grows. A is for Apple came out of the periodic table piece, and I was trying to put the A is for Apple stuff in, but eventually it sort of grew off and evolved into its own piece. In some ways, The End came out of Freud and Turing showing up as characters in the “Wittgenstein” story. The idea of treating their deaths emerged—I was always intrigued by Turing eating the apple, and that also goes back to A is for Apple. So I started to just think about how one could gather stories around these deaths. Walter Benjamin is another one. He is believed to have committed suicide on the Spanish border; it’s a terrible tragedy of history. Significant connective tissues started to appear. One of my favorites is that there’s a hotel in London, The Colonnade Hotel, where Alan Turing was born. Before it was a hotel, it was a boarding house. And, that’s where Freud stayed while in exile from Vienna. So this place became a connecting point between the death or exile of psychoanalysis and the birth of artificial intelligence. I started to realize that places and things could connect the seven stories that I had put together. But I also wanted to break them out as a sort of spectrum of the different ways that we look at death.

Q: How about Jim Morrison? How’d you get to him?

DC: With Jim Morrison, there was Princess Diana. The connection that I used between Freud and Princess Diana is this idea that Freud said, “Sometimes a cigar is just a cigar.” But his nephew is Edward Bernays—who is the inventor of public relations—his first public relations campaign was trying to get women to smoke. And the way he did that was by consulting with psycho-analysists who said that a cigarette is not just a cigarette, but a symbol of male power. He created this publicity stunt to get women to march in the Macy’s Day Parade, smoking, which is what he called the “Torches of Freedom” parade. For me that evoked the idea of the torch, of the Statue of Liberty. And, there’s a replica of the torch of the Statue of Liberty on the site where Princess Diana died. Right? It became the place of commemoration for her death; she died in a car crash underneath this replica. And, she dies with her lover, Dodi Fayed, who was the executive producer of Chariots of Fire. If you look at the movie’s poster, it has the torch: the carrier of the torch, the smoking torch, the symbol of power. Anyway, she dies at 4:00 a.m. in Paris, which for me evokes the Giacometti Sculpture “The Palace at 4 a.m.” Jim Morrison also dies at 4 a.m. in Paris. So there is a series of these narrative connections that only become apparent as you move from one story to another.

[image: ]

Figure 1.3 Main menu to The End: Death in Seven Colors. 

Q: Deaths then—I mean, we’re fascinated by death, and I guess it gives the narratives ending points of a sort, right? A point you can organize elements around. You also use a lot of found material, surrealist images, and so on.

DC: Narrative is based in death. Plots always lead to a death. What I wanted to do was remove plots. The electronic literature form is interesting because it doesn’t have to rely on some sense that we’re taken down a garden path, things are being planted only to be used later on. While the narratives are essentially about death, death becomes the beginning of the story as opposed to the end of the story.

Q: So, would you say the new piece is lacking in plot?

DC: I started by writing out all the stories, and I wrote it in my own voice. But, I was also going and looking for connections, finding films and Internet clips. I found that everything I wrote was already there. Whenever I went to the source for the writing I was doing, I realized that somebody else had already done all the writing.

Q: So, they were undermining your fiction because it was already out there with the facts?

DC: I realized that I could just cut myself out of this as a writer and see if I could take all the clips and put them together. The logic of it was that of the mash-up, because mash-ups do the same thing I’m doing, which is taking seemingly incompatible, already available cultural forms and putting them together in a relationship that makes them seem like they belong together.

Q: I’d like to talk about that a bit more because a lot of people have written about collage in your work and that is that kind of a mash-up theory, but there also seems to be intention in your language. You are building constellations and suggesting logics that express verbal ideas through visual and graphic forms.

DC: Yes, there’s an aesthetic in that, which I come at from visual collage. Something happens when you do collage, which is that you’re constantly surprising yourself because you’re grabbing things and you’re not actually drawing them, you’re just placing them next to each other. So you’re constantly judging how they go together. I think that’s an equivalent process to how I treat my material. I’m always looking at story material to see how I place it next to another piece of story. That’s the equivalency for me in terms of process. It starts with collage, and when I’m in my collage mode, I really have no idea what I’m doing. One has to be open to the constant possibility that something becomes meaningful, but without pushing it too much. One is not trying to make the meaning, one is trying to discover the meaning.

Q: The form also seems to shape the connective process. The End, for example, seems to have differing forms. You have a browser-based structure which connects topics around these deaths with a series of videos. But you are also developing it as a 3D game. How will it work as a computer game?

DC: I don’t know quite yet, but one of the things I gathered and paid attention to was the different sites. The Colonnade Hotel, the house that Alan Turing killed himself in Coney Island became really interesting because Freud visited there in 1909—he went to Dreamland, and then the Statue of Liberty. When I was in Paris, I went to visit the Pont de L’Alma, the bridge where Princess Diana died, I went to Jim Morrison’s apartment. So, in a way, I’ve been sussing out the 3D, real world places and building them as 3D models.

Q: I think I noticed that Turing’s house in one video looks like a 3D model.

DC: I actually built that one, and I have a much more sophisticated version of that now. The project offers a kind of immersive game experience where I can layer towns and texts into the experience. You start in the front yard of Alan Turing’s house. You walk in the door. You walk around from room to room. There are very surrealist objects all around. Then you walk through a room and suddenly you are on the street in Manchester where Turing picked up the young boy that eventually led to his confessions of homosexuality. So, I just put you in the places, and then you bring back the materials and stories by wandering around the spaces.

Q: How is this changing the role of the audience?

DC: Initially, the impulse is just to put you in my place of being that guy who goes and knocks on the door of the house that Alan Turing killed himself in. But I also think that what I have to figure out for the game experience is how you can switch point of view, so I think at certain points I am playing with this idea that you are the player walking around and it’s your thing, but then you also get the camera looking down at the character that I create and move around. I haven’t quite figured out how that works. My initial idea, which I might go back to, was that it becomes more like staging an opera, so that these staging aspects of the 3D world are just like here’s a stage and I’m going to bring in and stage the actors and singers.

Q: So maybe you could project it, or something like that, and have them in the 3D world.

DC: Actually, we have characters walking around.

Q: Can you say a little more about your approach to plot and narrative. You’ve said that all plots involve death in some way and, also, that you’re interested in doing away with plots. Ironically, you begin your seven stories in The Endwith death, such that the endings are beginnings, and these loop back upon themselves and other narrative threads to become endings once more. You seem interested in replacing cause and effect models for some other kind of narrative logic. That seems to go along with your sense of the mash-up. On the one hand you perhaps propose the death of the author in very postmodern fashion, and yet your work also has a lot of humor and whimsy and a lot of David Clark. It’s very singular. Is there a tension there?

DC: The posthuman thing—it becomes a big thing in the new piece. One of the endings is this theme of the death of the human, and the final chapter is centered on chess and the idea of the “end game.” Ultimately, it evokes things like the Cold War and Star Wars. And, hence, there’s this bigger sense of species death. So, yes, I guess that’s a little bleak. But at the same time, what I wanted to investigate about the deaths is something of a continuation from an earlier work: one of the haunting phrases from “Wittgenstein” is this idea that we actually don’t experience death. It’s an experience that happens outside of our own experiences. So whenever we talk about death we’re only talking about a meaning that other people’s deaths had. We have no idea. And yet there’s so much about the posthuman that is about finding the idea of the other. Postmodernism has taught us about the other and the “you,” philosophers like Bruno Latour, who teaches us about that profound experience of otherness in all of our senses of reality. And that’s something I’ve become more and more intrigued with. The more we snuggle up to computers and the more they absorb some of our humanity, the more we also realize that we will never get to understand their ontology. It will always remove itself from us.

Q: Is part of your intention to inhabit and picture that from within?

DC: As an artist I’ve moved from sculpture to film-making, and then to digital and interactive work. I am interested in making works more theatrical and in making transmedia works that don’t have a single home in one particular media but that move around. This is an exploration I’m doing with The End, or it is a continuation through 3D gaming. I don’t feel like I’m an artist who works in one medium, I feel like different projects put me into thinking about other kinds of mediums. Maybe I’ll do a staged opera at some point.

Q: At the same time, you started with interactivity in all of these media, and interactivity seems central to all of your projects. You are not moving toward a traditional film that would be noninteractive, right?

DC: I have done those. But I’ve also been interested in that idea of interactivity. Interestingly, there’re limits for interactivity for me, because I know when I have control, when my personality ends, there’s a border there, and I can’t hand it over. I like being in collaborative work because you can negotiate what that is, but I don’t create works that are completely collaborative or random. In fact, I have particular prejudices in making my works and then spend a lot of time figuring what liberties there are.

Q: So, is it fair to say that the kind of interactivity you’re interested in is that which allows the user to follow the associations you’ve made? As you say, it’s not an open, free space where the user makes her own associations.

DC: For me, there’s still something about the theatricality of film, a project of capturing your attention and concentration. This is something that is lost when there is too much choice. I remember having a conversation with a filmmaker very early on when I was very interested in interactivity, and he said he could never give up that control he has. Because film is all about building these tensions and releasing the tensions and building the tensions again. That massaging process still has to go on because we’re still intrigued about what happens next. But if what happens next is that you get up and go get a beer, you know, you lose the thread.

Q: Returning to the concept of death and endings, I wonder how technological obsolescence impacts your work and more broadly the concept of the “outmoded,” which was an important concept in surrealism and surrealist collage. Your works at linger in specters of time – of chronological forms and obsolete technology.
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Figure 1.4 Screen shot from The End: Death in Seven Colors. 

DC: One of the things that I brought into The End project is that each section has a corresponding surrealist object. There’s “The Palace of 4 a.m.” for Princess Diana; there’s the Magritte apple painting for Turing; there’s the “This is not a pipe” for Freud’s cigar. I was interested in how the surrealist objects have a kind of presence; they offer a kind of promise of meaning while also denying that meaning. This is very explicit in “This is not a pipe,” which has an almost paradoxical form of meaning. I wanted to take that provocation and bring it into a narrative where it could make a certain kind of sense. For instance, there is the famous bicycle wheel that Duchamp puts on a chair. He said, “Oh, it’s just this thing that I like to hit in my studio and it turns around.” But I connect that to a section called “The Rubber Meets the Yellow Brick Road” about the Belgian Congo atrocities and the genocide of 10 million people in the Congo. The actions were provoked by the fact that rubber was a big commodity in the development of tires, and famously the Duchamp wheel has no tire on it. This idea of an upside-down wheel with no tire on it placed next to the story of the Belgian Congo suddenly makes a certain kind of sense. So, I feel like I can re-narrativize this fascination we have with non-meaning through those objects. I’m not interested in anti-narrative. I’ve always been interested in deeply narrative work, and finding different ways of configuring narrative is something that interests me.

Q: How do you structure it? Do you have private notation systems? Do you have notes?
 When you create the works, do you have special categorization systems?

DC: It’s not very systematized. I guess this is why I feel like it would be hard to hand it over and program it unless I could write a program saying, “tag this” or “tag that”. It’s a sort of eccentric form of surfing.

Q: Do you work from files or images?

DC: A little bit of everything. There’s a kind of collection process that always is going on, like my antennae are always out for a connection. For instance, at the moment I’m building material for the project, “The Copenhagen Interpretation.” It’s a collection of narratives centered on Copenhagen and Denmark, Hamlet, Tyco Brahe, and Neils Bohr, the physicist. One of the images that has come up is three dots: the ellipsis, the idea that things trail off … I went to visit Copenhagen because I just like to go to the place to find stuff out myself. I was wandering around Christiania, which is the freetown city in the middle of Copenhagen, and there it was. Their flag is three dots. And I’m like “there’s my dots!” There comes this magical moment of discovery. Suddenly an experience confirms for you something that you had already kind of predetermined. I always love those moments. Those are the things I look for, when one gets a tingle like “oh, that connects to that!” It becomes kind of bizarre. It’s a childish, giddy feeling that you get; it’s like, “I bet I could do that with this.”

Q: When you see something like that do you write it down in a notebook or do you just file it away in your mind?

DC: Yes, tons of notebooks, and, then, also, a purposeful searching for things. I’ve just started to work with Pinterest, which seems like a neat research tool for me because I can collate and go through tons and tons of different images and then put them in a loose order. Things will start to get pushed into categories, so at a certain point with the Death project, I decided—well, the rainbow was coming up and I liked the connection with the Turing apple, and the first Apple logo, which has a rainbow in it. And then remembered that there’s the whole “Dark Side of the Moon” album cover with different colors, spectrums, and rainbows. So certain images kind of suggest themselves to become organizational systems, and then I test them out and ask what would be the potential of doing something with a particular image, like the three dots. Then, I try to figure out how to use that to do something.

Q: So, is that the point where you’d move to the computer and start juxtaposing things? Or are you still working with your notebook at that point?

DC: There are a lot of notebooks. I do some writing, and there are a lot of drawings. And, I diagram stuff. Sometimes, when I’m trying to organize material, I also use flow charts to start making connections. A lot of this is just really eccentric playing around in different modes. If something is not working over here, I’ll try it over here. The sound, narration, visuals, video, and collage all operate simultaneously, and I can switch from one to the other.

Q: Do you work with collaborators in a regular way or do you bring them in as needed for particular tasks?

DC: It works in two different ways. If I’m doing a true collaboration where we need to determine what the thing is, then it’s a constant conversation. It’s not like I have determined what the rest of the thing is going to be. But, if it is a particularly technical collaboration such as with programming—like, at the moment I’m working with a guy who’s doing some modeling for me, that’s more like “can you do this, can you do that,” as needed. Sometimes that relationship will shift, and I work with someone long enough on a number of projects that the person starts to feed into the process.

Q: What kinds of new technologies are expanding this process for you?

DC: There are formal aspects of technology where particular kinds of abilities give you new ways to create meaning. But the more striking thing is what it opens up in terms of audience, and I noticed this very differently when I did a feature film. When you make a feature film, you have one year to show it and then it’s gone. I was doing CD-ROM projects before one could do anything on the Internet. So when Flash came along, I had a bunch of students who were using it and showing stuff around the world. Flash, at that point, was not as powerful a tool as Director, but it had an opportunity to reach a different kind of audience. That’s something I’m very interested in, the fact that if I can put stuff on the App Store or if I make a game or do theatrical performances, these are different ways of engaging audiences.

Q: Samantha Gorman was talking about a similar issue with her work Pry, which is a literary app yet is getting a lot of play at film festivals and gaming conventions. Audiences seem to be evolving in how they approach the concept of what a narrative work is and how it changes across forms.

DC: With film, it’s a big gambit. You are enticing people to go and lock themselves in a dark room where they can’t leave for two hours and if you don’t get them, they hate you. But what I found with doing Internet work, especially in the beginning when people were going “what’s this thing?”, is that they’re at home, and they can go do something else at any time. The structures of my pieces are small little bits that lead to the next bit and lead to the next bit. The idea that viewers might get entangled in the piece is a great way to engage an audience; people will say, “Yeah, I got stuck in your piece for an hour and then I realized that time had disappeared.” For me, that’s a much better way for people to be involved in one’s work than to feel like, “Oh, when is it going to be over?”

Q: So what about with something like the iPad store or a future app of your work?

DC: The thing that’s interesting me now is how and where people see the work. Seeing a work on their iPads is so much different than seeing it on their computer screens, and so much different than in the theater. This has implications for what I would do. One is the locative aspect, which I tried out; and, the idea that the actual site you’re on has some kind of very specific meaning. I also think the medium is returning it to literature: that intimate relationship with an object that is as big as a book is something that’s really going to bring people into a kind of reading mode. I think that’s a good mode for me in terms of the kinds of stories I’m telling. I find that cinema skims over a lot of the content; like whenever a book is turned into a movie, you always feel like you’re just getting a thin version of the book. What you can now do on the iPad is cinematic. It’s so much about the immersive qualities of the thing, and you can also have more time, because people feel comfortable about this kind of intimate business.

Q: So you foresee doing iPad apps?

DC: Yes, I have one project that has an app, and I do like the space of the iPad. Pry is a particularly good example. The space between the cinematic experience and the reading experience is negotiated nicely.

Q: In this relationship between reading and watching things, I’m curious about your opinion about the essay film, how it borders on the fiction, nonfiction line. Your work deeply engages forms of the essay film, moving aspects of the genre into these new environments.

DC: The irresponsible essay film! I think I describe my early CD-ROM pieces as academic essay meets a computer game, and I like that idea that again. The difference between seeing an academic lecture and reading a book is that as you read the book, you pause and go “oh, I wonder if that’s true, I’ll check a footnote” or go to the Internet and find it. I think that that space has opened up a little bit more in the interactive essay form. I guess I still want the kind of convincing power of the filmic moment—one doesn’t want a dry recital or just an essay about something by someone else. One actually wants to be in Alan Turing’s house and experience the weight of the moment and the drama of his life. Like with the film, you get all of that in my work. But it doesn’t tell you a lot about the underlying history. It doesn’t connect up with the rest of the story about war and so on.

Q: It is interesting that you make lots of use of narrators, alive or not, to shape the stories.

DC: I like unreliable narrators. In the new piece, I’m getting into a whole new way of doing narration and playing against the authority of it. I’m creating a completely made-up language, and playing on that. The thing that brought me into using narrators in electronic literature is that I actually don’t like reading words on a screen (which makes me a real heretic in the electronic literature world). But I felt that the differences between cinematic screen experiences, where you’re immersed in a real immersive environment, and reading things are so distant, they’re so different that I just would not read more than a few words on the screen. So you notice that in my screen pieces, there are never more than a few words. I very rarely use a whole block of text; I would never ask people to sit there and read something because it breaks the immersion.

Q: It strikes me, and tell me if you think this sounds right, that a narrator implies focus, a point of view, and you’re very interested in the way that leads us into data, and that having a focus, having a point of view, is part of the point of these works. You’re not interested in generative text. You’re interested in things that already have a kind of a mind working through them. I guess we get that with a narrator.

DC: Yes, you get that. The narrator also allows you to have text with a visual experience. If you put text there, you can’t have the visual experience. It’s like trying to read subtitles while watching a film. You’re distracted by doing too many things visually on the same screen at the same time. But, for me, having a narrator in your head while you’re looking at something is very satisfying.

Q: This also comes back to the database and narration. You weave together an expansive repository of facts and create characters whose lives you’ve followed deeply yet whose meaning has to be found by the narrator. But that narrator is very unreliable. Why? Is this narrator driven by some other logic and way of connecting evidence to make meaning? Is there some much more fundamental logic or a great act of deception at play?

DC: It’s kind of like the narrator has the same function as the film soundtrack. For example, in the “Wittgenstein” piece, the narrator at some points goes off on his own little poetic track, and at other times he’s telling you the story. You see, I don’t think the narrator has to have a single kind of function. Music, even, and sounds operate that way. In The End, my narrator is the sound design because even though I’m putting down very different pieces, each little video is probably made up of four or five different sources, I am able to smooth it over when my sound design is added to it. I discarded the narrator in the new piece, but I still needed to bring some kind of cohesion to the unit.

Q: Although the experience feels unguided, there is still cohesion. It is just that the narrator has rather unique ways of leading us through the maze.

DC: That’s editing. It was a bit of a challenge for myself in the beginning because I had a very specific idea of the story that I wanted to tell, and so when I went to edit the material and create the sound design, I still wanted to tell a story. I wanted those bits that I’m choosing to tell the story for me.

Q: This imagines stories coming from the database, but in your case these are maybe unreliable, fictional, and speculative. They are driven by images and also offer a literary experience.

DC: Yes, it’s interesting for me to consider whether this is a form of literature. My work has always involved writing, but I’ve never done it through the lens of literature. The most sophisticated organ of my artistic body is my visual aspect, but I’ve also looked to theater, literature, and music, because I think each of these brings different histories. The thing I’ve always liked about literature is the power of story, and our fascination with words and meaning. I’m not interested in experimentation for formal reasons, I’m interested in it for content reasons. I’ve often said my work is not a formal exercise. In the visual arts world, there’s a lot of experimentation for experimentation’s sake that’s not actually compelling for any other reason. But, literary traditions of experimenting with form have profoundly affected me. I turned to experimental fiction for my own inspirations as a visual artist. I am very promiscuous when it comes to looking at what other people are doing, so I’ll go off into the electronic music world and get inspiration. I’ll go to the experimental theater world and get inspiration.


2

Interview

Emotional Proximity through Inside the Distance: A Conversation with Sharon Daniel

Sharon Daniel makes interactive, cinematic works that substantially take on questions of social justice, health, and cultural dialog. For example, Public Secrets uses an interactive interface to follow the personal accounts of women who have been incarcerated in California, and Blood Sugarpresents the accounts of twenty current or former injection drug users participating in an HIV prevention and needle exchange program in Oakland, CA. Both works give voice to disenfranchised individuals, drawing users into the perspectives of populations whose lack of self-representation has led to deep misunderstanding, demonization, and dehumanization. Where those works used a graphic interface to conjoin oral accounts, Inside the Distancesignificantly expands this approach through interactive and dramatic video. The project focuses upon an innovative program in Belgium known as restorative justice by which victims and offenders are offered the opportunity to take active roles in the conclusion of their cases through mediation. Both sides must be willing to participate. The interactive format allows users to switch among the stories of the crime and of the remedial processes that are told by victims, offenders, mediators, and criminologists. The approach builds dramatic tension without the melodrama of enactment common to much single-channel filmmaking. Separated by a criminal justice mediator and the length of a table, victim meets criminal. The table is a complex trope that forms the theatrical stage for the encounters and enables the emotional exchange. Each listens to the other’s account of the crime and its impact. The work is designed for museum installation and online viewing.

QUESTION: How did Inside The Distance come about?

SHARON DANIEL (SD): I’ve been working on issues of justice and punishment in the criminal justice system in the US for many years. I’ve worked with incarcerated women, and I’ve also done work with injection drug users who’ve had encounters with the criminal justice system. I was able to exhibit some of that work at STUK in Belgium, and during the course of that exhibition, I was asked to give a talk to a group of criminologists from the KU Leuven Institute for Criminology who focus their research on restorative justice practice and theory. After the talk we all went for drinks and the curator of the exhibition, who I think had this in mind all along, said, “If you would be interested in working together, I know of a source of funding that supports arts research projects in which artists collaborate with researchers from other disciplines.” We got funding, and I was able to go back and forth to Belgium over a two-year period and pursue a collaboration with this group of criminologists and mediators that focused on documenting victim-offender mediation.

I was interested in this work because I wanted to do a project that offered not just a critique of the criminal justice system but some representation of productive alternatives to retributive justice. I was intrigued by the system in Belgium, where victim/offender mediation is institutionalized within the criminal justice systems. The government funds non-profit organizations that provide mediation services. Anyone In Belgium, anyone who’s a victim or an offender in the criminal context can ask for mediation, and if both parties to the crime agree, then the government provides this service. I was particularly interested in focusing on representations of how mediation has worked in a context of really serious crimes. It’s kind of a no brainer to think about young people doing restorative work instead of being convicted and going to jail for something like vandalism, but the harder question is whether or not restorative justice really works when someone’s been murdered or someone’s been raped, or sexually assaulted in some other way. It was a little bit tricky to get access to people who have participated in mediation in these kinds of cases because these are very personal cases, when someone’s been assaulted or lost a loved one. But, over time we were able to make contact with people who, as victims, had been so helped by the restorative process as opposed to the criminal justice system, and they were willing to share their stories under conditions of various different degrees of confidentiality.
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Figure 2.1 In the Accounts section of Sharon Daniel’s Inside the Distance, text triggers videos.

Q: How was the process for you? Were you right there in the room or working from transcripts?

SD: Originally, what I wanted to do was observe a mediation process throughout the entire process, which of course begins with a kind of shuttle diplomacy where the mediator meets with the victim, meets with the offender, goes back and forth and over time, brings them to the point where they’re ready to meet face to face with each other. Of course, I wanted to be in the room to film a face-to-face mediation. That just wasn’t possible. For one reason, its unpredictable how much time that shuttle process will take, when the meetings will be scheduled, etc., and then the other reasons had to do with confidentiality and people not knowing, not having been through the process yet, and not feeling secure about what might occur in the process. Instead, I interviewed moderators, victims, and offenders who had already been through the process. Obviously, the mediators do this professionally and were willing to share stories of their experiences and their perspectives.

First, I interviewed theorists and criminologists. I didn’t use any of those interviews, but they provided a lot of background and theoretical underpinning for the project. Then I interviewed mediators and got them to start telling me stories about particular cases and to narrate what the mediation process was like in these particular cases. I asked them, well, do you think that victim or that offender would be willing to talk to me and tell this from their own perspective? In a few cases that was possible.

In one case, where a woman, who is now thirty-two years old, had been sexually assaulted when she was fifteen, the mediator actually conducted the interview for me in Flemish, and then we translated it into English. This was necessary because we agreed the project should be in English so it would be useful internationally, and I don’t speak Flemish. This young woman was very concerned about confidentiality. I was not even present at the interview. The mediator did the interview, and one of the university research students did a translation. They sent me the transcript of the translation, and I had an actress do the voice-over of the sections I wanted to use. I had to edit and produce all of the project material that was related to her case and show it to her to get permission to use it, so it was a great deal of work. If she had said no, I would’ve been really upset, but as it turned out, she loved it, and she came to the exhibition that we had at the close of the project. So, in the end, I did get to meet her.

The exhibition was at STUK Kunstencentrum. The partners of this project were LINC, which is the Leuven Institute of Criminology, STUK Kunstencentrum, which is an art center part of whose mission is to foster new works, and me, so I guess that meant University of California, Santa Cruz, where I am faculty. At the end of the two-year research project, we did a solo exhibition of the works of mine that are focused on criminal justice, so not just this project but also the previous works Public Secrets and Blood Sugar and a new work that I’ve been producing in California titled Undoing Time. She came to that exhibition and brought her whole family, and I gave them a two-hour tour of the exhibition. She was thrilled with it. Then we had a panel session, which was part of the whole set of events around the exhibition, and we invited her to be at the panel session. The panel included a judge, the mediator Ivo Aertsen, who is the head of LINC, and a television journalist. We showed part of the project first, and this was followed by a discussion in Flemish about the project, mediation, and restorative justice. One of our partners sat next to me and whispered some translation in my ear. So, this young woman was there. When I had invited her to this panel session she asked, I won’t have to say anything, right? And I said, oh no, no one is going to have any idea that you have anything to do with this project at all unless you want them to. She ended up speaking during the discussion, and at the end of it feeling like she was ready to start talking about her experience, having been a victim, in order to help other victims—so her story is in the project.

Q: That’s an almost therapeutic effect of the project. I don’t know if you are thinking of it in that way but …

SD: I wouldn’t presume to be providing a therapeutic experience, but I think, generally, if people have an opportunity in public or through media to talk about a traumatic experience, they can find it therapeutic.

Q: Many of your works address issues of justice and human rights, and there is an activist component to this work as well, no?

SD: Yes, I think in the case of Inside the Distance, the partners in the research all wanted a work that would help promote the notion of restorative justice as an alternative to retributive justice, and that is activist in nature just like in my other work. In my work in the US, which is more focused on a critique of the criminal justice system in the US, I want to give voice to people who are basically victims of structural inequality and whose behaviors are criminalized because of their poverty or their race in order to provide a context in which their voices come forward in the critique of the system that has victimized them. I hope this will help change people’s minds about the efficacy of our justice system and how we think in the US about justice and punishment. So yes, in that way I think all of this work is activist. And, I think, all of the women I interviewed over a period of years for Public Secrets found those conversations a form of action and also therapeutic, too, because they’re incarcerated and incredibly isolated. When someone comes in over and over again to listen to them and asks them what do they want to talk about, what do they want the public to know about their experiences, they’re moved because someone cares enough to do that and also very glad to have the opportunity to speak out when they’re otherwise so isolated and removed from society.
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Figure 2.2 Inside the Distance has three primary sections: Accounts, Positions, and Spaces. In Positions, users follow the differing positions of victims, offenders, and mediators. 

Q: How was it, in this case, working with actors? It must be quite a different dynamic?

SD: Yeah [laughs].

Q: Do most of the sections of Inside the Distance involve actors?

SD: Yes and no. In the “Spaces” section of the project … I guess we should eventually go through the piece: there are three sections. “The Accounts,” which are narratives of mediations as they were told to me by mediators. In that section, all of the visualizations are a kind enactment done with actors in a very stylized way, where the actors don’t speak and the audio is the actual interview with the mediator. The visuals are edited to the mediator’s narration and those enactments were played by actors. I’m lucky enough to have access to this beautiful black box experimental theatre space on my campus, so we took that over for four days with graduate student assistants on camera and with undergraduate volunteers as production assistants and so forth. I had twelve actors playing different roles throughout the different stories. In one narrative, someone might be the victim, and in the next narrative, that actor might be an offender, or in another narrative, the mediator. I wanted to do that specifically because one thing I learned about mediation, and about restorative justice in general, is that in some way or another, everyone is a victim and everyone is an offender, in their relationships, in their lives, even if it’s not within the criminal justice context. So, I wanted the actors to shift roles as a way of visualizing this concept.

Q: When that same performer has just before been in some very different role, it gives the sense that the victim, criminal, or moderator could be anyone. Working with actors in this way seems to be a big shift in your approach.

SD: Yeah, it is. It is experienced in different ways in the two different sections, “The Accounts” and “The Positions.” In “The Accounts” section, where the voices are the voices of the mediators, the characters on screen are not necessarily identified directly with a speaker. I think the viewer can easily identify that the speaker is the mediator and recognize who is the mediator in the video. But, the voice of the mediator is also speaking for the others—their thoughts and their actions—during the criminal act and after. The mediator is a sort of storyteller figure whose story is being played out in the enactment. But in “The Positions” section, which is about the subject position of victim, offender, and mediator, the same actors play different characters throughout the section. Since each character gives a kind of “solo” performance within one of the three position panels—victim, mediator, offender left to right—the voice is more strongly identified with the image.

I guess, the interface design fixes them into the position as a mediator, a victim, or an offender at that moment in a particular screen view. But when the screen view changes—when the viewer selects one of the positions, and watches that character’s clip—the interface returns them to a different screen view. They might see the same actor then in a different role with a different voice. That might create a distancing effect but in the cases that are represented in both “The Accounts” and “The Positions” sections, the same actors play the same roles, which I think strengthens the connections and facilitates the viewer’s identification with the characters. Ultimately, I think it is more important for me to communicate the concept of the fluidity of subject positions than to create a strong identification with individual characters.
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Figure 2.3 Interactive video selection in Inside the Distance.


Q: Then, it brings people into the understanding of this being a role-playing experience, which seems to be an important step in expanding the therapeutic aspect of it.

SD: Yes. Because, one act, one event, doesn’t define a person. If you were the victim of a crime, that is not all you are. If you a mediator, that is not all you are. If you’re an offender, that’s not all you are. If you’re an offender, you’re also a victim in one way or another, if maybe not within the context of this particular set of events. I think what mediation does for people is that it allows them to think of that set of events—the crime and its aftermath—as not this all-encompassing experience that is sort of turned into stone—that fixes their identity and their subjectivity. One views one set of events in which certain things occurred—things that were traumatic and harmful and wrong, but those things do not define the entire life of those involved, whether victim or offender. This is so important because in the US criminal justice system, if you are identified as a criminal it can change your entire life, even after you serve your sentence. As a felon, you can be permanently politically disenfranchised, lose your right to vote, your chance to live in public housing, your opportunity to be employed, to take care of your own children … You can be punished in the most absurdly extreme ways just for having been identified as a gang member in your trial or after being incarcerated. In Pelican Bay supermax prison, for example, men have been in solitary confinement for as long as thirty-five years just because the prison administration decided that they were “gang affiliated” even though their original conviction offense had nothing to do with gang membership. They are accused and punished without trial for having been assigned an identity status as a gang member by a prison guard or administrator—sometimes merely for speaking to another prisoner so identified. So, identity and subject position are part of the precarity of many peoples’ lives. If you realize and acknowledge the precarity and fluidity of identity—the fluidity between victim, offender, and mediator—then it opens up so much about how people might relate to each other.

Q: That’s something I’ve really loved about your work. Conventional documentary films and so many narrative films have a tendency to pigeon-hole each person’s or character’s experience, most often as an outcome of their drive to simplify their storylines. In such works, one doesn’t get much understanding of the complexities; those works reduce individuals to categories, whether victim or offender. At the same time, by having different actors play different characters, emphasizing positions, you get away from certain kinds of inevitability, the kinds of stories we expect to hear. These are stories that must go the way they go, and this suggests to me that stories don’t just have different endings, but also different ways they can be entered. For example, how they become enabled by the table and take shape across it.

SD: Yes, the table became the central trope or image in the piece. This partly came about through a discussion with one of the first mediators that I interviewed, this wonderful woman Kristel Buntix. She loved that I wanted her to tell stories about mediation. At first everyone else was really hesitant, “Oh, let’s not talk about particular cases,” and I said, “You know, talking about particular cases is going to be the way people are going to connect to it.” She understood that right away and agreed with me. She told me this story, which is the one of the stories in “The Accounts” section and also figures in the introduction. She was working with a woman who had been a victim of sexual assault, a different case than the one I was referring to earlier. This young woman had basically been date gang raped in her own home when she was fifteen or sixteen. Many years later, when she was in her early thirties, she came to the idea that she wanted to have a conversation with the first of the rapists, who was her boyfriend at the time, or so she thought. He had forced her to have sex against her will and then invited all of his friends up to take turns raping her. So, fifteen years or more later, when she was having problems with sex and in her marriage, she contacted the man’s mother and tried to arrange a meeting. But, he was in prison on some other offense, so she then went to the mediation service. Kristel found where he was, and went through the long process of preparing both parties for the mediation. Kristel told the woman the face-to-face meeting would take place in a legal visiting room, and the woman imagined she meant a spacious lawyer’s conference room. She had the image in her mind of a long conference table where she would be at one end and he would be at the other end, but when they arrived at the prison for the visit they were taken to a tiny cramped room with a very small table, and the woman reacted violently, “No, no, I can’t do this,” and Kristel said, “Okay, we’ll go out, and I’ll see if we can get a different room and a different table, and we won’t proceed unless you are comfortable with the room.” So Kristel convinced the prison authorities to put them in a different room. The guards set up a much bigger table, and the woman agreed to go forward with the mediation. For me, that narrative revealed the significance of the table as a boundary object and a space where the encounter between subjects plays out. It represents the importance of both distance and proximity in the process of recovery from trauma and shame. So, I used the table as the key visual element. When one watches the introduction, one will hear reference to the notion of distance and proximity, and there are scenes where the table size is changed.
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Figure 2.4 The table is one of the primary metaphors in Inside the Distance.


For the shoot, we brought in different sized tabletops, and we had actors move them in and out. The white tabletop gave me an opportunity to create this one very light, almost glowing surface. It would seem to reveal the characters as they moved in and out of a pool of light from a kind of Caravaggio-esque black void. I actually saw a painting by Michael Borremans, who’s a Belgian painter, at the very beginning of the period when I started working on this project. Its narrative was very ambiguous, but it depicted two men in white uniforms. They could be orderlies or they could be prisoners sitting next to a very white table. The painting is not really at all like my images in Inside the Distance. It’s very greenish and the light is sort of muddy and soft and so forth. But when I saw the painting, I thought there’s something very Belgian about it—in its quietness or sort of stillness. It glowed, but it was also very claustrophobic, because there was a sense that the light came from the surface of the table. It stuck in my head as a reference.

Q: Michael Taussig talks about this in his book, The Nervous System—the question of distance when dealing with terror and violence … If one is too far away, one is not emotionally engaged; get too close and one risks being implicated or else making a spectacle, turning people’s victimization into its own kind of pornography.

SD: Well, I definitely didn’t want that, and I had to say this to the actors too. We reassured them before we started the shoot that we were not going to act out the crimes, even though in a lot of interviews that are included in “The Accounts” the crime is described by the mediator as it had been described by the victim. So some of that voicing or description is quite difficult; especially, I think, the sexual assault cases are very difficult. I never considered acting any of that out. There’s no reason to sensationalize something like that or aestheticize it. Also, what I wanted to get at was not stories of crime but stories of restoration, you know, thinking about how secondary victimization is actually part of the judicial process. We re-victimize the victim and also victimize the perpetrator or offender. I certainly don’t want to make media that follows that logic, right?

A couple of the victims in this piece told me about how the process of having to testify was like a re-victimization. They didn’t use that term but related what was a kind of re-victimization in the judicial process. Mediators are very concerned about secondary victimization in the process, and that is mentioned several times in the piece. The process of the criminal justice system does nothing for the victim. I think that is how many victims feel. The judicial system is based on the premise that the state takes over for the victim in the relationship to the offender by punishing the offender. But the punishment doesn’t really restore the harm done to the victim. Beyond removing the potential threat of the offender remaining in society, it provides nothing for the victim unless the victim is really interested in some kind of retribution, which I don’t find all that many victims are interested in. Some are. They want violence done of some sort, and they want that violence to be rationalized so it’s okay so they don’t have to acknowledge it as their own. I think that’s the premise on which the criminal justice system is built. But, it doesn’t work for most people because they’re not included in any significant way in the decisions about how the offender will be punished, and they gain no further understanding about the reasons for the criminal act. Most victims want to know why? Why me? Why did this happen? What did this mean to this person who did this to me? And, most offenders want to know the same thing.

“Enactment” has practical advantages in providing anonymity, and, as some of the interviews were conducted in Flemish, allowing those to be translated and voiced. But in the end, I was just really committed to a kind of theoretical and philosophical approach. One of the mediators, Leo Van Garsse, whom I interviewed about five times, generously shared his philosophy, and he was the person who first said to me, “we are all victims, we are all offenders.” I was convinced by his position, and I felt I had to design the project around that concept.

Q: Would it be fair to say that, in planning this project, you consciously chose strategies about how to structure the piece and to visualize the content using actors to keep the focus at the level of the mediation and not on the trauma? It seems that this was strategic.

SD: Yes, that was a conscious strategy. I’m really interested in allowing people to speak, to talk about history, memory, their background in the form of a story if that’s what they’re interested in doing … but the question is whether the work focuses on character and story or does it focus on a kind of analysis? I prefer to focus on a story of analysis. I guess that would be the right way to talk about it. I’m really, really put off by this emphasis in documentary now on the character-driven narrative. I think narrative is great; I love narratives. I watch narratives all the time, and I think that they can have a certain kind of power. But, I don’t think that character-driven narrative is the way to address institutional, political, and structural issues. If you want to talk about the impact of a system, like the criminal justice system, or about structural inequality and racism, I don’t think the way to effectively address those large-scale systemic issues is by telling one person’s story of achievement or transformation. It seems to me in the documentary field now, particularly among those people who have for some odd reason chosen to start funding interactive documentary, there is a desire only to fund documentary and interactive documentaries that are basically about tragic or transcendent characters. To me this is such a disconnect; you don’t need interactive technologies to tell single character, character-driven narratives. And, you can’t effectively address issues of structural inequality and social injustice by telling stories that put the responsibility for transcending social ills onto individual characters. You need to focus on societal responsibility and the politics of structural change.
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Figure 2.5 The interactive interface for the Spaces section of Inside the Distance. 

Q: This is one of powerful aspects of your work – the premise that in some ways the database is suitable for, or even a better way of, thinking about social issues.

SD: I’ve often said when I try to encapsulate what my methodology is, that I think of a social problem as a kind of site, rather than a story, and I want to examine that site by getting as much data and information about it as I possibly can—and, for me, that data is more subjective than objective, though I also look at statistics, and I think statistics can be very powerful. I see the set of issues or social problems, like mass incarceration, as a site or territory, say, 100 square miles. I want to map that territory by populating it with the testimony of those most impacted. Then, I want to provide access to that territory and testimony. But, instead of moving you, the viewer, or audience, from point A to point B to point C, in a kind of narrative arc, I want to drop you into that territory to let you find your own way through it and hopefully have a transformative experience that is like the transformations I experience myself in my encounters with the people who share their stories with me. So, I provide the introductions, which reveal my experience, my perspective, and what I have learned as a point of contact or a type of analysis to help you begin—a way of orienting you to the site as you begin to traverse it. I basically say:

I was here, and I got here this way. I had an encounter as a researcher, as an artist, as a human. I had an encounter with these people, and I learned this from this encounter. I’m doing the best I can to provide you with that kind of parallel type of encounter in this site, but you’re going to have a different encounter because you’re going to follow your own intuition, interests, direction.

Q: Ethnographic filmmakers and other visual researchers have often struggled with the balance between the immersive engagement that you describe and making the work accessible; it seems you are developing tools and approaches that help answer this difficulty.

SD: I believe that these subjects deserve really high-end design and require complex and deep data structures and information architecture. But the fancier they get, the more high definition media you have, the bigger the database and then the faster the machines have to be, etc. One way to think about the problem is about targeted audiences. I do not really make this work for an audience of the participants. They already know this stuff. I’m interested—and I think they are interested in the same thing—in providing this material to an audience of people who don’t know, and that’s generally the same people who have the fancy machines, the high speed Internet access. But, I think there are more interesting questions around readership than the questions of speed and size. With entertainment you go, “ohhh entertain me” and you don’t necessarily have to do any emotional work to access entertainment. It’s not normally political; it doesn’t require your political intellect for you to engage. That’s not always the case, obviously that’s a broad generalization, but I don’t necessarily want to make it easy. I try to design the work so that people will want to pay attention to it, with very high-end elegant design and complex interfaces. I want to make it challenging, and I want to engage the viewer’s analytical mind as well as their emotions.
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Now What: Sharon Daniel and David Clark on the Digital Imaginary

Stuart Moulthrop

In the venerable mode of M. C. Escher, Douglas Hofstadter, and those exquisite Monument Valley games, we might weave these two essays into a braid, or metaphysical double-wind. In this combination Sharon Daniel may appear the more exacting master, taking on heavy matters of crime and punishment, while David Clark seems at a first more allegro, given to coincidence, free association, and “puncepts.” As the threads cross and re-cross, though, it is Daniel who lands on the side of humanity, focusing on grand mechanics of empathy, while Clark for all his playfulness ambles over to post-humanity and species death. Perspectives shift, the axes go all duck-rabbity, and we find ourselves traversing the ceiling to reach the door. Welcome to the world of new media, whose project may well be to operationalize the last century’s paradoxes. This is progress, maybe.

In any event, things converge. Different artists, same medium: two digital interventions into what has become of documentary cinema, and thus two serpentine paths along the same pole or tree-branch, perhaps an occasion to discover, uniquely, where sixty-plus years of expressive processing have taken us. What have we learned? We might begin with rejection of a received understanding of narrative. Daniel says:

I don’t think the way to effectively address those large-scale systemic issues is by telling one person’s story of achievement or transformation. It seems to me … in the documentary field now … there is a desire only to fund documentary and interactive documentaries that are [about] basically tragic or transcendent characters. To me this is such a disconnect – like you don’t need interactive technologies to tell single character, character-driven narratives.

Clark is even more emphatic: “What I wanted to do was remove plots! The electronic literature form is interesting because it doesn’t have to rely on some sense that we’re taken down a garden path, things are being planted only to use later on.”

These are familiar sentiments, reverberating from Ted Nelson’s initial definition of hypertext as “non-sequential writing” (Nelson, 0/2), or Michael Joyce’s famous recipe for “a story that would change each time you read it” (Joyce, in Barnet, 117). The idea has been to advance into a new space of possibility: to augment the old, monodic media; to transform one into the many; and to slip across the border into some new rhizomatic territory. Thus most recently, Markku Eskelinen stated on the problematic status of “the textual whole:”

What is the textual whole (or the literary work) if it can appropriate and mix texts not yet published, cannot be read in its entirety, if only a few of its signifiers can or will be shared by all its readers, or if there’s no clear termination point to its metamorphosis and reading process? Moreover, many digital and ergodic texts set conditions and constraints to their readers and users ranging from temporal limitations to personal and personalized perspectives. This affects the relationship between text and reading in ways to which we should pay more attention. (Eskelinen, 95)

In addition to revolutionary critics, this attention comes most naturally from makers like Clark and Daniel, who have worked through the consequences of textual post-integrity through several iterations. Thus, the real interest of this braided pair.

It is probably worth admitting that that encounter between narrative and digital media or methods looks less like a case of rational remediation (with its lingering hint of dialectics) and more like that master-trope of late capitalism, Disruption. Being-digital requires a stage of dislocation, a not-being something else. The conjunction of digital and narrative, which both these artists approach with notable intelligence, asks us to discard inherited wisdom, and to invest (in Aarseth’s term) “non-trivial” time and attention. As Daniel observes, digital documentary is not at home in entertainment market: “With entertainment you go, ‘ohhh entertain me’ and you don’t have to do any emotional work to access entertainment, necessarily …. I don’t necessarily want to make it easy. I try to design work so that people want to pay attention.” As she goes on to say, this escalation of demands raises immediate questions of technology (quality of image, sophistication of interface), and so also questions of address and audience (for whom is the work intended); but like all disruptions, this overturning of narrative entertainment raises an even more fundamental question. Once we have left the “garden paths” of fiction and cinema, where do we find ourselves? Now what?

To narrow the question: what comes after “sequential” (or properly, mono-sequential) narrative? For both Daniel and Clark, the answer is the database. Indeed, as Lev Manovich has crucially observed, most if not all digital works can be understood as “one or more interfaces to a database” (Manovich). For Daniel this is less a matter of technology than rhetoric, or perhaps political economy:

I think of a social problem as a site, rather than a story, and I want to examine that site by getting as much data and information about it as I possibly can …. I see the set of issues or social problems, like mass incarceration, as a site or territory, say, 100 square miles, and I want to map that territory by populating it with the testimony of those most impacted. Then I want to provide access to that territory and testimony, but instead of moving … the viewer or audience from point A to point B to point C, in a kind of narrative arc, I want to drop you into that territory and let you find your own way through it, and hopefully have a transformative experience.

For a certain mind, Daniel’s remarks may invite ventriloquism or remix. Imagine these words coming from, say, a writer of hypertext fictions, or a designer of videogames. These too are people who desire to release their audiences into a certain wilderness. While this thought experiment might involve a certain backward slouch toward entertainment, at least in terms of the game market, it nonetheless reveals a common principle. The cybertextual turn seems to imply a shift from a certain logocentrism—the regime of the definitive sentence—to what we might call lococentrism: an entry into story space, the composition not of statements but of maps and territories.

Though in fact lococentrism is not the right word at all, because the main effect of this transformation is not re-centering but de-centering, an at least ostensible forswearing of hierarchies. Losing the center, we might instead say perilocality, indicating not a dominion of focus but unconstrained distribution: not a move to a new empire of signs but rather to a place of potentiality—the open map of Liberty City, the cosmos of lighthouse worlds at the end of Bioshock Infinite, or more generally those eversions of cyberspace we now call home (Jones, after Gibson). Where stories were, new media sows ludonarratives, those quintessentially negotiable relations of algorithm and play that emerge as we traverse spaces of digital possibility. Perhaps this substitution amounts to progress, yet it is obviously not the final yard to gain. We do not reach some telos point of success, fulfillment, or an end to discourse. “Of course, the concept of the textual whole has not vanished from the scene,” Eskelinen points out (95). As Daniel says, there remains in the minds of funding officers a hunger for more conventional and personalized narrative. Stories of triumph, tragedy, and uplift are still desired.

As artists, then, we cleave to perilocalism at our peril. One player’s sandbox is another’s Empty Quarter. We do well to remember that warning sign posted in the old ur-hypertext, the one that warns about Margate Sands, where “I can connect nothing/With nothing” (Eliot). Or as another ancestral voice says, “Nothing will come of nothing” (King Lear, I.i) especially when the object of desire is corporate or state support. Ya gotta have something, says a more recent singer (Preston): the operative word being thing.

Perhaps, reeling from agoraphobic uncertainties of inside-out cyberspace, our sensibilities turn inevitably these days toward objects. Daniel and Clark, these artists of the immaterial, seem notably fascinated by materiality. For Clark we could point to the Freudian cigar, or the numinous, doomed elephant of 88 Constellations. For Daniel it is what we might not-so-punceptuously call Tables of the Law, those luminous rectangles that are variously placed, removed, and replaced during the introductory segment of Inside the Distance. Daniel’s table is very much what a French wit once called le necessaire pour la conversation, although it is dealing with life-changing dialogue, not salon banter. Still, the furniture is in every sense necessary, providing a space of intervention as well as a sight-line for mutual regard.

Daniel’s phrase “the distance” has multiple meanings, including, as she points out, the time in the ring a boxer sets out to endure. But surely this quantity is convertible back to spatial measure. The white space of the table encloses and defines “the distance” of confrontation in physical terms. Its origin lay, Daniel says, in a (perhaps apocryphal) painting by Michaël Borremans in which two men in severe white suits sit around a mysteriously luminous rectangle. Though Borremans’s work is widely reproduced on the Internet, I can discover no such painting, though there is a cinematic still frame that comes close to Daniel’s description. The image is tagged as “The Feeding” and seems associated with Borremans’ 2006 short film WEIGHT, though it does not occur in the version of the film that is accessible online:  www.youtube.com/watch?v=3nrNjJxOCbk


In this image the men are standing, not sitting. It is worth noting both are black, though it is not clear how their race signifies. Their enigmatic relationship to the blank rectangle invites speculation. In WEIGHT, which seems to capture this same scene from a closer angle, we can see that the men have placed their hands below the topmost rectangle without touching it (Borremans). They seem to be levitating the rectangle, which belongs to a stack of similar objects, the whole ensemble floating above a darkened, draped table. As Daniel says, the lighting of the scene is striking. As she also says, the image refuses any simple reading. Whatever the levitation might stand for, it clearly involves concentration. Both men—neither “inmates” nor “orderlies,” I would say, but technicians or magicians—look down intently upon the blank surface. Their eyes are downcast, partly closed. Whatever the object represents—a rotated, bleached-out version of Kubrick’s space-brick? an ironically empty screen or canvas?—it commands focus. If not devotion or worship, the scene evokes a deep, purposive investment in the artifact.

We could perhaps take “The Feeding” as a sign of our times, relating it perhaps to that vogue for speculative realism and object-oriented ontology that has lately taken root with certain philosophers (e.g., Graham Harmon, Levi Bryant, Ian Bogost). While fiction and documentary are making their laborious turns through the perilocal, philosophical commentary seems to be rounding the next corner—veering, as Joan Didion once said, into the particular. Here is Levi Bryant:

If it is the signifier that falls into the marked space of your distinction, you’ll only ever be able to talk about and indicate signs and signifiers. The differences made by light bulbs, fiber optic cables, climate change, and cane toads will be invisible to your and you’ll be awash in texts, believing that these things exhaust the really real. (Quoted in Bogost, 90)

“No ideas but in things,” William Carlos Williams famously insisted (Williams, 6), a dictum people like Bryant have begun to echo. Stop cathecting on the signifier, they tell us; pay more attention to stuff. At least one increasingly celebrated game designer, David O’Reilly, has also taken up this idea. In Mountain (2014) and Everything (2017), O’Reilly dives into the possibilities of object consciousness. Mountain is an alpine-awareness simulator. Our avatar in the game is a giant mass of rock floating in a fantastic space reminiscent of those Roger Dean covers for early Yes albums. Play, if we can call it that, consists primarily of being. From time to time smaller objects—anything from park benches to thumbtacks to bowling balls—tumble in from the greater beyond and can embed themselves in our mountainous flanks. Time passes, and with it seasons. Rain comes, and snow. Trees lose their leaves and green anew in spring.

In the newer game, Everything, the player is able to transfer attention/investment into just about any visible object or life-form. The trailer for the game, itself arguably a major piece of game-related art, juxtaposes images of play with a lecture by the Buddhist teacher Alan Watts, focusing on the universality of consciousness and the illusion of individual existence. With these pseudo-games a feedback loop clicks shut: the object-oriented software design of games, which Bogost partly credits as an inspiration of object-oriented ontology, is put to use in an ontological simulation that celebrates haeccity. Stuff is the center of happening. Things rule.

For some, this reach beyond self and signifier must surely be its own end, a radical revision to the terms of awareness. Yet even though they take their own first steps along this line, Daniel and Clark remain attached to certain conventional teleologies. For Daniel, the perilocality/polyvocality of database serves the struggle for social justice, allowing us to explore the proposition that offenses should be understood within, not against, the social. Her table, with its crucial span of “distance,” enables the at-one-ment of victims and offenders in the realization that we all occupy these roles at some point in our existence. Clark’s move beyond the simplistic narrative self starts out in an attempt to lose “the plot,” with its infamous logic of deathwardness, but somehow the gravity of this mortal proposition proves inescapable:

The posthuman thing – it becomes a big thing in the new piece [The End: Death in Seven Colors]. One of the endings is this theme of the death of the human, and the final chapter is centered on chess and the idea of the “end game.” Ultimately, it evokes things like the Cold War and Star Wars. And, hence, there’s this bigger sense of species death. So, yes, I guess that’s a little bleak.

No doubt, as Clark takes pains to point out, death as we speak of it is always construction or projection. Outside the realm of faith, we know of no one who has experienced death completely and managed to reflect upon it. The ultimate reality of death remains the great unknown. Moving from persons to masses, there may be some species-specific fatal number, like the age Benjamin invokes in The Storyteller to remind us that a man who dies at thirty-five is at all moments of his life a man who dies at thirty-five (Benjamin). Maybe for Homo sapiens that final age is 752,000 or 1.2 million, or counting population not time, some number in the high unit trillions. Or we can turn again to objects. There is the memento mori in Hamlet and elsewhere, contemplation of a calcified skull, the ultimate nihilistic narcissism.

More often we invoke endings, even in absolute terms, as (perhaps dangerous) figures of punctuation or extinction. He hath borne me on his back a thousand times, and now, how abhorred in my imagination it is. For certain subjects there would seem to be no happy or progressive possibilities. And yet there is in any boundary or limit at least the possibility of inflection or deflection, not the passing into nothingness but a turn into a different state. Instead of species death, we might contemplate transformation, or the orientation toward a new episteme we have been struggling to achieve these last seventy years. Once upon a time we told stories. We dreamed about a magical place called cyberspace. Then we turned it inside out, and got it all over ourselves, and now we find ourselves at play in various sandboxes, in the world as database.

This process, which Sharon Daniel and David Clark so deeply understand in their own ways, teaches us something of what we are, but also announces what we can no longer be. It speaks of what we may become and also what we may never become. As Clark says:

The more we snuggle up to computers and the more they absorb some of our humanity, the more we also realize that we will never get to understand their ontology. It will always remove itself from us.

Or perhaps it is we who can or must remove ourselves from the way of the machine. Such is life under Disruption, an unceasing series of removals, a perpetual unwind.
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The Readerly and the Cinematic: Hybrid Reconfigurations through Digital Media Practice

Judith Aston

I write my response to the interviews with David Clark and Sharon Daniel as a Founding Director of i-Docs, the research group based in Bristol, which explores through praxis how evolving technologies are impacting on the documentary form. Working at the intersection between interactive film, electronic literature, and at times immersive theatre, I am interested in the hybrid forms that emerge when documentary practices engage with evolving technologies that incorporate the digital imaginary. My response here is framed within this context and on the understanding that documentary too is a constantly evolving set of practices. Historically, I have used the term “interactive documentary” to describe this field of inquiry and, for the sake of consistency, will continue to do so here. However, “open documentary” and “docmedia” are other equally valid terms, which are emerging as an alternative way to describe and engage with many of the same issues as set forth in this response.

David’s and Sharon’s approaches are of strong relevance to this field of inquiry, for their distinct but related approaches to interactive and non-linear narrative. In reading their two interviews, it strikes me that there are two key aspects, which connect them both to each other’s work and to my own specialism. The first of these is that although they both position themselves as Media Arts practitioners, they have both found crossovers between their work and that of documentary practice. Sharon has explicitly engaged with the interactive documentary community since the first i-Docs symposium in 2011, and David (though having stronger connections with the electronic literature movement) has presented his work in various forums and events on evolving documentary practices. The second connection is through their combined interest in cinematic narrative as a “site” or “territory” to be explored, as opposed to being experienced through linearly organized forms of delivery. This gives audiences agency, in relation to how they navigate their way through the work, and creates a hybrid reconfiguring of the relationship between the readerly and the cinematic, which is of particular interest to my work with interactive documentary (e.g., Aston 2017, 224) and to this volume as a whole.

Thinking about how the digital imaginary restructures form and content, Alexandre Brachet (a leading producer of interactive documentary work) argued vociferously for how the two are inextricably linked at our first i-Docs symposium in 2011. In talking about his seminal interactive documentary production, Gaza/Sderot, he described how “good interaction is integral to the successful delivery of content and to the creation of meaning” (Aston and Gaudenzi 2012, 130). He went on to say that “if design is part of the content, then the authorship of an i-doc does need to include the designers as part of the editorial process” (ibid: 130). Both Sharon and David understand this implicitly in their work, as the interviews reveal.

When talking about her project, Inside the Distance, Sharon describes how the interface design helps to communicate the concept of fluidity of subject position by enabling the viewer to switch positions between that of a mediator, a victim, and an offender. This fluidity at the level of interface design is integral to the content that is being conveyed. When talking about his work, David explains that it takes him a long time to figure out the feel of the piece and its aesthetics. He often starts with an arbitrary structure, such as the periodic table, and this directs him to cut things in a certain way. Over time this translates into the interface design, which inevitably feeds into how the content is received and interpreted.

In talking about the transformative nature of immersive, narrative, and database technologies, Janet Murray’s four affordances for digital media design offer a good point of reference (Murray 2011). For her, everything made up of electronic bits is potentially procedural (composed of executable rules), participatory (inviting human action and manipulation of the represented world), encyclopedic (containing very high capacity of information in multiple media formats), and spatial (navigable as an information repository and/or a virtual space). I have written about these affordances in relation to interactive documentary (Aston 2016), where I stress that once we start to drill into these affordances, it immediately becomes clear that there is a whole host of different ways in which they can be applied and that different projects use some or all of them to a greater or lesser extent.

Both Sharon’s and David’s work fits with all four of these affordances in clear and interesting ways. Both work with authoring tools and programming software that creates executable rules, both invite participation to some extent—even if just offering the freedom to choose navigational direction—both work with encyclopedic database forms, and both prioritize spatially navigable environments over linearly organized forms of delivery. The one that is the most striking for me, however, is the spatial and navigable aspect to their work as an approach to narrative. Sharon describes how her methodology is to think of a set of issues or social problems as being like a “site” or “territory” rather than a story. She will map that territory by populating it with the testimony of those most impacted by the issue or problem and then drop viewers into that territory, such that they can find their own way through it. David explains how he has often been drawn to diagrams and the idea of a schematic, as these give a certain amount of freedom to populate their forms with ideas as opposed to specific stories. He talks about how what he really likes doing is to form a piece, in which you wander around making new connections and seeing things from different perspectives.

This involves a different form of engagement from which we associate with more established approaches to the cinematic and is, I think, the key to understanding the transformative potential of both Sharon’s and David’s work. It brings us back to the hybrid practices that sit at the intersection of the “readerly” and the “cinematic” and links to debates around “multimodal literacy” (Kress and Jewitt 2003), which views a “text” as having the potential to be made up of a whole variety of semiotic resources. These contain their own affordances and constraints, both individually and in combination, with “multimodal literacy” requiring an enhanced ability to make deliberate and effective choices in the construction and presentation of knowledge. Both Sharon’s and David’s work fits with this approach, as each of their projects combines different forms of media and requires those who are engaging with them to take an exploratory approach, in which they become implicated in the process of constructing knowledge as they go along. In this sense, their projects are to be explored and discovered, and the meaning that can be derived from them is relatively open ended.

That is not to say that these are not authored pieces, they very much are, but that the rules of engagement are very different from sitting down to read a book or to watch a film. They involve hypertext logic as “a new medium for thought and expression” (Bolter 2001, 44), which is procedural and often antithetical to linear logical thought processes. When it comes to narrative, we are more used to texts, which have one beginning, one middle, and one end, and can become uncomfortable when hypertext narratives don’t conform to this principle. I would argue that is the wrong way to read hypertext projects, such as those of David and Sharon, and that it is our expectations of the work, as opposed to the work itself, that create the stumbling blocks. This is because hypertext involves the presentation of information through a linked network of nodes with which readers/viewers/interactors are free to navigate in a non-linear fashion. If we don’t approach it in this way by thinking about the aesthetics of simultaneity and the multiple and are instead looking for closure, we will be disappointed. That’s not to say that pattern, form, and shape aren’t there, just that the aesthetic of form and content has its own distinct pleasures that need to be understood for what they are.

Having been around these debates since they first came out (see, for example, Landow 1992), I would be the first to admit that whether or not hypertext will evolve into a widely accepted and sophisticated new discourse for the construction and representation of knowledge is still an open-ended question. This is because engaging with hypertext requires effort and the reward isn’t always immediate. It requires audiences to be open minded, to be willing to explore and discover, and to accept not having things laid out on a plate for them. Hypertext engages the analytical as well as emotional mind, and takes time and commitment to become entangled in the ideas and arguments that it presents through the design and selection of materials and navigational pathways offered to the reader. Often the pleasure lies in engaging with work through repeat visits, with each sitting revealing new connections and insights.

Also, hypertext often reveals itself through what Manovich refers to as “cultural interfaces” (2001), which are constantly evolving according to the choice of navigational design aesthetic and the medium of delivery. With David’s and Sharon’s work, this is definitely the case, as each iteration of their work is different, to reflect the shifting landscapes within which ideas such as theirs are being communicated. In this sense, audiences need to learn the rules of engagement with each new project, as well as to learn about the content. This makes it quite challenging and creates affinities with experimental novels, such as those of Paul Auster (e.g., 1987), whose experiments with form are inextricably linked to the content. This means that crossover with experimental literature, as opposed to more formalist experimentation with visual art, is the most relevant to their endeavors. Often the more you engage, the more rewarding it becomes, but the initial will to put the time in has to be there, as the project themselves don’t necessarily entice you in. This is why Sharon likens her work to hybrid forms, which reveal her multiple worlds as a researcher, artist, and human, and which create parallel but also unique encounters for her viewers.

There is no doubt that hypertext is a powerful research tool involving a collaborative effort in terms of the construction of knowledge. This relates to i-docs scholar Anna Wiehl’s comment that it is about doing a subject, documentary in her case, as opposed to experiencing it (Wiehl 2019). The same can be said for hypertext projects across other contexts and disciplines, with the reader/viewer/interactant needing to approach them with an open mind and a willingness to make their own connections. In this sense, looking for narrative closure in David’s and Sharon’s work is not the point. Instead their texts are more like sites for research, which conform to Howard Rheingold’s concept of the computer as being a “tool for thought” (2000). David and Sharon both offer a landscape, which can be explored with a view to learning something new and making previously unconsidered connections. This has much potential as a means through which to think through complexity, as it enables us to explore a topic from a multiplicity of angles.

As Sharon has said, she wants people interacting with her work to experience something of the intensity that she experienced in making the work and to connect things up in new ways. In her case, a key theme is to help American citizens to think through the retributive justice system and to begin to ask if there might be a better alternative, by presenting the case for restorative justice. Rather than laboring the point, she prefers her audience to explore this point for themselves, while often providing some directorial guidance through her introductory narration and editorial choices. David’s work is more whimsical, as it invites people to come down rabbit holes with him, to explore the worlds and connections that he has made. He is keen to point out that he is often an unreliable narrator and that the process involves a discovery of meaning in response to the links and connections that he has already made.

Florian Thalhofer, as a key proponent of non-linear narrative, made a provocation to these debates at the fourth i-Docs symposium (Thalhofer 2016). He proposed that expanding one’s literacies to encompass non-linear interconnected thinking is essential for humanity’s survival in a complex world. For him, linear storytelling often places too much emphasis on causality and tends to reinforce binary thinking. This is dangerous in a world where we have the power to destroy each other on an unprecedented scale. His point is that we need to move beyond this dependence on linear causality, as our future survival literally depends on it. As Einstein said: the definition of genius is taking something complex and making it simple. The proposition here is that this should be achieved not by retreating into binaries but by embracing complexity and appreciating the simplicity that lies on the other side of it.

For the time being, both David’s and Sharon’s projects can be articulated as avant-garde forms of experimental practice, as unique projects, which are appreciated by those who are willing to put the time in to be rewarded through deep engagement. Where this will settle, as computer literacies evolve and procedural knowledge becomes a more commonplace part of everyday life, is at this point uncertain. Only time will tell, but David’s and Sharon’s respective work is most definitely an important and leading contribution to a rapidly evolving field of discourse. It is, therefore, absolutely worth spending some time with their well-designed, impeccably executed and highly informative projects.
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Interview

Pry as a Cinematic Novel: A conversation with Samantha Gorman

Pry is a narrative work for iPads and other mobile iOS devices. It is created by Samantha Gorman and Danny Cannizzaro. Part novel, part film, it is designed in portrait ratio and made for personal devices. This invites a private, readerly experience. The title is apt for this personal experience, as readers pry into the mind of a demolition expert named James, who is haunted by the recollections of his wartime military service. The title also refers to one of the many imaginative visual elements. Users pry apart the text. Between its lines they uncover images of James’ fragmented memories. Other gestural elements involve braille and image manipulation. Gorman, the writer, also draws upon various literary techniques, such as automatic writing, which was a method developed in part by Andre Breton following his work with soldiers suffering from PTSD after World War One.

Q: How did Pry come together and how do we read it?

SAMANTHA GORMAN (SG): There are many angles to this question. I’m going to begin by talking about the writing process. I’ve recently reflected on my writing practice and where it exists at the intersection of avant-garde interests with current training and experience in the industry in LA and at USC. It takes screenwriting formulas I’m wrestling with such as the three-act plot structure and combines them with my writing practice which includes automatic writing and channeling. This means you have a structured narrative design in terms of how we were thinking the character would evolve and how acts would reoccur to build dramatic tension. In one of the first chapters you have the character experiencing sleep paralysis. The action is internal. In addition to that you have a third, buried space. It’s a floating dream space that draws on automatic writing techniques. I try to get into that mind space, however I’m very conscious at the same time. It’s writing with a split consciousness because I have to be lost in the mind space while mentally cataloguing the ways that I’m going to tie the protagonist’s thoughts back in later to another looping structure.

Q: You’re writing for his unconscious …

SG: Yes, but it’s hard because those lines blur. The unconscious is consciously produced in the writing. In reality, consciousness is more of a spectrum. In Pry, tech and structure dictate a greater separation of spaces. Although, there are certainly places where we consciously break that separation. I was interested in this project for this challenge. Also, I’ve never written a long form fiction before, and that’s something that I wanted to try. In the middle of the introductory chapter when the reader is introduced to one of the main characters, it’s unclear which space the character belongs to at first: conscious or unconscious. This introduction leaves it hanging after a violent montage and hard cut. The next chapter jumps to the next day and begins with a calm scene. The new chapters we’re releasing for the second act start with a recall to the first chapter, except it’s a different character that comes in. This time the protagonist is very much aware that he is paralyzed and the inventor of his own sort of torment. At the start of the second act, the protagonist is more conscious of his unconscious, so the writing reflects that. Whereas before the writing was more abstract, this layer is more direct, even if it’s still floating between those spaces. The third repeat of the paralysis sequence is the epilog. There is a time lapse which is mostly done in video. It’s slightly sped up, but he’s waiting in bed and no one ever comes. The day comes, and he gets up. But, there are no real interjections of the subconscious onto his outside world.

Q: How do you reconcile your different creative modes of automatic writing, video and multimedia production?

SG: It’s a compromise. We’d write around the footage or shoot around the writing. This means that there were both “scripts” determining video shoots and automatic writing responses to footage we had shot spontaneously. Even the scripts, though, began with automatic writing, I would just write non-stop and try to edit that down, pare it down, pare it down more, and turn it into a list of film clips we’d have to shoot. Then, Danny and I would discuss the film clips, edit them and figure out how it could work, sometimes off the script, sometimes by the nature of the film, we’d shoot ad hoc. We put it together, and then I’d have to rewrite the script to account for both the final layout of media and the text. So, it was just constantly cycling.
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Figure 5.1 Beginning Pry by Danny Cannizzaro and Samantha Gorman. 

Q: And, it seems like you worked in some kind of randomization or found other ways to work with the clips that gave you a little a bit of freedom. Is that right?

SG: There is a chapter where memories filter in between text that can expand. The clip order isn’t 100 percent random; it is pulled from a large branching engine we devised. We’re really interested in the illusion of the generative exploratory while still being very authored. So, there are moments in one of our chapters where the character is telling himself a story that he doesn’t want to really acknowledge, and the user is sort of going along—we’re calling it sympathetic gesture. They’re inhabiting his mind space. Through their physical gestures, they manipulate the areas of his mind. A lot of the video sequences we do are very authored. For example, in a text that references Tetris, randomization, and game theory, the first video has planned extreme close-ups of Gameboy, but after that there are segments of different videos that have structured odds of following each preceding video, so it switches, and it just sort of goes off. It has carefully authored and crafted tangents, so it’s both randomized and authored in some way. This question also speaks to a literal archive because this one chapter has forty-five minutes total of video below a surface that is archived as different clips with different weights and preferences.

Q: You said you wanted to peel away from the generative toward the authored—what’s at stake there for you?

SG: I wanted to experiment with being able to sculpt and shape the experience of a reader where we’re still bringing them a story but we’re not really tipping our hand as to how constructed it is so, for the reader, it feels responsive and has a legitimately exploratory element. I guess when we talked about exploratory versus authored forms, we talked about them in terms of the users controlling the edits, but also when you’re controlling the film and you’re controlling the way it’s laid out, it’s like the edits are really time. How readers control time is the exploratory sense of the larger structure.

Q: So when you look further, it seems like there’s an archive of memory and also an archive of desires, but desires and memories function differently, or how to touch them works differently. There’s a kind of faith in the unconscious of certain memories, of certain trajectories.

SG: Right, and I think toward the end of the story it’s more like you can’t cleanly resolve that faith.

Q: I feel like you’re making a case for new media offering a more complex form of authoring which on the one hand presents an experience that’s driven by all the complexity of the unconscious, memory, desires and that includes chance and spontaneously created ideas, and on the other hand, a work that has a tightly constructed structural geography for the unconscious. So, what does that look like? What’s the structure behind this? How are you sorting things?

SG: So I think what you’re getting to is how we’re creating the idea of his unconscious and how we’re actually structuring it to be inhabitable (storywise/technically). This is like a thinking device, a thinking mind in the way you have to design and program it, and you’re getting to the under layers of how we’re doing that. In many chapters, I’m using the device of an anchor, an obsession, or a progression. An example of an anchoring moment can be found in the expanding text chapter. Each version begins with two lines of a scene. It is the most basic setup. The superficial story is the initial structure. This chapter is difficult because each time the reader pinches apart lines, new related text has to fill inside the gaps. To make things more complicated, everything in this chapter has to have an exact number of characters, so it’s all handwritten and hand coded. It’s like an extreme expression of writing in constraints, because it has to work within itself but also work with the other lines that will come inside it and in front of it. I take the idea, or anchor, of what the character would want to say (or not say) after each expansion, and then I freewrite that. Each addition needs to be aware of where it resides in the surrounding text. After I start with the rough outpouring, I would create the structure from that and then edit it down so that every line exactly fits. The next pass through, I would write between the lines of the new structure and add text into it. So each preceding stage becomes like a fresh template. I would keep a rough order of events that take place in the character’s chronology from top to bottom to orient myself and use that as a grander template goal for the scene. The video also structures how things unfold because it informs the writing and, very practically, is a grab bag of what we have. We’d examine that grab bag for anchoring clips and then for other video clips and possible associative memories or possible moments that could match within those spaces and character intentions. We’d categorize every single video clip or memory the character could be thinking that we had footage of.
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Figure 5.2 Screenshot from Pry.


Q: And, what are the categories?

SG: These are first just raw source footage. After starting with the intention, we would assign them numbers and comments and try to figure out where they would fit in the structure: are they an anchor, a detail, what do they evoke?

Q: Did you use key words or color tone or content?

SG: Both color tone and content. There’s like the whole aesthetic backend which is a separate but related thing to the content of the memory. They’d each have a code, and then from there we would go and decide what we were really keeping, what we wanted to emphasize, which reoccurring themes that this character would have. It sounds reductive to try to put someone’s memories into five different categories. That’s really hard to do. From this or that slice or moment in time, what are things we want to emphasize with the story? Then, we would pick a core memory that is associative to the text to be an anchoring stone. In Xcode, each of these core memories would have a rough list of things they could be associated with, and then any item in that list would have another rough list of things that could be associated with it. Then we’d map the trails. These are the potential trails about this subject in B in A, and these are trails about this subject in B in B, and figure out how to interweave so that they fit within the text sections as well. To me it’s really about revisiting something and having it cycle but as you revisit, things change and evolve. So, you’re constantly caught in a series of cycles.

Q: Where does the change occur?

SG: It depends on the cycle. Sometimes it’s really subtle, adding something in that you won’t notice, other times it’s abrupt and there’s an abrupt switch depending on the moment I’m trying to highlight. The next stage goes from the flowchart to me actually going into an automatic writing stage and trying to jot out a script. The script is color-coded, the text in blue is what we’re calling the Young Hae Chang with some of the flashing texts, and then the red is some of the dialogue, and then from that treatment of it, it goes into where I’m actually reducing it into simple cards or simple things the program will be able to recognize.

Q: Is that in spreadsheet form?

SG: We’re doing everything in Google docs for record keeping and collaboration between us. We work together closely and are constantly going back and forth. The spreadsheet was really helpful for me but it wasn’t as helpful for Danny. I had to do a different treatment for him, having it as a script, so that’s where I’m translating everything.

Q: So, Danny working in code, actually writing in code, and you’re actually writing in language: writing code and writing fiction. And, there is also the video. I’m wondering about the play between that. How do you navigate that pretty intense kind of collaboration?

SG: Well, we also talk about us being symbiotic in the way you’re suggesting. It’s important to note neither of us are formally trained in code—we’re not from that world, so we’ve kind of come to it as artists. I used to be the programmer for our team so I know enough of it to be able to translate it into a structure that can be adapted. He a good writer, so he knows enough about the writing to decide, if well, this works narratively but we need to actually try to figure out how to reconcile that in the code. I think us having our feet in these different spaces makes it less hard than it would if one of us didn’t. I’ve worked with other writers who have worked with programmers who have never crossed over before and it can be hard.
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Figure 5.3 In some sections of Pry, users separate the text to reveal images. 

Q: I wonder about various facets of the title, Pry. It relates to that image you always show of prying open the text which is also prying open his eyes so it’s a metaphor for the haptic, and it’s also a metaphor for intrusion, right? Prying into somebody. It’s also one of these words that in English is the same word for the verb and the command—you’re telling someone “pry,” do it. Pry focuses us on interaction and the physical.

SG: Actually, we hate titling things, and Pry was on one of our first lists of titles. We had maybe 200 options for titles, and it was one of the very first things we had. Four months later, we came back to it, and it felt right because it worked on all those levels that you were talking about. We felt like it was right because it encapsulates a lot in a short burst. There’s a little bit of practicality in terms of how you have to release apps that also dictate title length. The thing that I think—so there’s a sort of suggested criticism that’s implied here—is in the space of the gimmick without privileging the narrative because there’s so many ways that we’re playing with text to show potential beyond the eBook.

Q: Yes, Pry suggests that’s the thing, you know when I read the reviews, the reviews are all about the gimmick.

SG: Right, well it is designed for different types of readers due to the ecosystem that it exists in. This base narrative and time are sometimes a factor in reviews. There is a base level and a base story. However, there is a deeper, more concerted reading that I’ve also heard from critics that eventually clicks into place. The unlockable chapter, the “Album,” also helps to tie everything together. We like subtleties and wrestling with what it is, but I really want to make sure there is a base layer of accessibility. Besides for the practical concerns, the decision to name it Pry was also because I felt like the whole process as a writer and as a reader is a sort of violence, a sort of forcing—you’re asking someone to pry into this very intimate space.

Q: Can you explain that more because everyone doesn’t necessarily describe writing and reading as violent.

SG: I think writing and reading are so violent (laughs). For me as a writer, it feels really hard.

Q: Like a violence on yourself?

SG: Violence on yourself, you’re doing it but also a violence on—in some ways it’s not just yourself but inscribing something, you’re forcing upon the world, and you’re also, you’re making the reader try to reconcile, understand and generate their own meanings for what you’re writing.

Q: Were there chapters or sequences that were harder to write in terms of how deep you had to dig, or the way you had to dig?

SG: The expanded text chapter in particular, it took four months every time … we had to write it twice starting from scratch and each one took four months. It’s gotten better but it’s still not where I’d like it to be. I think there are definitely things I want to go back and revise. I think that’s the hardest.

Q: Is the process hard also because of what’s going on emotionally with the character in the story?

SG: It relates to that, because it’s about voice. There are a lot of character voice changes in this chapter. That happens when something is written over a period of years and didn’t initially go in some of the ways I wanted it to. This project has forced me to write more and become better at writing. By better writing, I have gotten to a place where I feel like this works for now. The “for now” is always the goal right?

Q: Traditionally, it’s pretty rare for writers to watch people read their work, but it’s much more common in theatre, film, and very common in gaming. Do you watch people read this, and could you talk about that experience?

SG: Oh yeah, sometimes they know I’m the writer, sometimes they don’t. I honestly am intrigued by all reactions. At the 2015 GDC Conference Expo Floor, I watched 300 people read it in a day. It was actually helpful, because they assumed I was the booth manager. Many users were interested to talk to the person who made it, even if they didn’t like it, just to get a sense of what it was like to make something like Pry. And, you get different reactions depending on the context. I was most surprised that in the game context many people read every word. Completionist gamers would try to find everything, and you would have to get them to leave because they would be sitting there for an hour with it. Because GDC is a game convention, I assumed that emphasis would be more on the gameplay and interface, but they were really interested in the narrative in a way that was surprising and rewarding.

Q: What have you learned from that about the goals of different readers, the goal of the film watcher, the goal of the literary reader, and the goal of the gamer?

SG: Well, it’s very different in each context. Even within film, games, and literature, I think there are many different goals. The goal of the gamer is everything from a superficial read with the interactions to an achievement-based completionist reading. So far, the game audience seems to have the most diverse approaches. I think, when I talk to people in the storytelling industry in film and marketing, they are interested in the base narrative: story as having a “message” and arc. For writers, it’s more about process. It’s more about understanding how things are put together and interest in the text itself. It’s more about looking at what does it mean to write for all the spaces inside the project, I think.
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Figure 5.4 Screenshot from Pry.


Q: Did you envision an ideal reader or do you design elements for different kinds of readers?

SG: That’s really hard. For our ideal reader, I think we always hoped Pry would reach a larger, general audience. This is so vague that we anticipated different types of readers: a surface reader that would get some sense of narrative, ideas, concepts and a deeper reader. We try to design for both. This crossover has happened to some extent, probably because of the way it’s told, but we have seen that initial interest can be a bridge into wanting to actually read it. Our reviews on the app store, which I try not to look at too much, are pretty positive. We do have the occasional wider audience free release. This is notorious for bringing reviews down. However, it actually helped, and we had 4.5 out of 5 stars! Though, you do get the occasional funny one. We had one “boring” with twenty letter o’s in it, which is actually my favorite review [laughs]. I kind of loved that. This is basically saying that we can try to anticipate an ideal reader, but the actual readers will always surprise you.

Q: How did making something aimed at a broad audience impact your approach to the technological design and interactivity? It seems very different from other works of yours which have been in CAVEs where only a few people can see them or your performance work?

SG: I think wider distribution interests us because we have interest in how the avant-garde intrudes into a larger culture. That sort of experiment is interesting to us more and more, but we still have the love of doing the strange, one-off installation.

Q: In terms of the industry and the future of the book, do you see your approach in Pry as something that’s repeatable and scalable?

SG: We really don’t feel like it is, or that there is any one “formula” for the future. In writing for digital media, you’re really focused on the materiality and the tools and how that really resonates with the texts, how it all works together to become the project or the art. Everything is hand-designed, hand-coded in order to get the feel. A lot of people in digital publishing have asked about it; they like the idea of making it into an editor or a platform. But, not every text is automatically suited for this. They assume you can re-skin it for something else, and that’s against the theory and the practice of the work.

Q: And you have been constrained by the app store?

SG: Actually, yes. It is a platform in many ways because you’ve got a whole set of constraints that are practical and that end up filtering into the artistic process when you’re an artist creating for the space.

Q: Given the multiple contexts for the work—readings and performances, gallery installations, gaming conventions, film festivals, does the work change meaning for you at all in each of those iterations?

SG: For me it’s very, very different. We actually don’t really prefer to be in a gallery. The ideal reading is a cozy fire armchair reading, but that’s not going to always happen. I like to perform, but it’s a very different project in that case. A lot of the times I perform Pry as more of an instrument that I sight read. At those moments, it returns back to some of what I’m channeling in the automatic writing that made it. I might know a rough trail through the performance, but a lot of things are beyond my control, and I have to flow with what happens and improve off of that. It becomes a different project when read in my voice, in how I articulate and move with it.
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Interview

The Generative Archive of Encyclopedia: A Conversation with Håkan Jonson and Johannes Helden

Johannes Hélden and Håkan Jonson’s generative digital Encyclopedia offers a unique kind of storytelling framed within the form of the library card catalog. It is a fictional work that imagines creatures past, present and future. It describes their features and dates of extinction. In their encyclopedia, like perhaps all encyclopedias, we encounter the fragility of species, cultures, and stories, all of which are fated to disappear. Their disappearance leaves nothing but scant details, silence, unreadability. The work addresses a disconnect between our technical capacity to account for, describe, and catalog species, including ourselves, and our inability to grasp the narrative consequences of the anthropocene, its mindsets, it institutions. The work has both a digital form, in which users follow the passage of strange creatures come and gone, and a printed form, as cards for a library card catalog. Hélden and Håkan are artists from Sweden, and this work follows upon their previous collaboration, Evolution, which is a database-driven, procedural work addressing authorship and voice.

Q: How did the concept for your project begin?

HÅKAN JONSON (HJ): I think the original idea focused on ecology.

JOHANNES HELDEN (JH): … the idea of creating a system that in turn would create fictional animals. As we discussed it further, we decided that the animals would already be extinct.

HJ: And there should be something fragile about every animal and species. To achieve the kind of historic or archival feeling we wanted, we realized that each species had to exist at a specific point in time—contrary to just creating a collection of species, so why not model time into the piece itself? Further, we thought about how to visualize a timeline and how to present it in a way that would be interesting for people to interact with, and so came the idea of geo-positioning.

Q: How does that work, the geo-positioning?

HJ: When generating a species, we work with the categorized dataset that is the foundation of the piece. It is basically a heuristic projection of the data which we traverse to find one out of many possible renditions of the particular species. The geographical aspect is part of the projection, for example whether the species lives on land or in water. What we eventually end up with are actual coordinates on the globe.

Q: And these change with time? Going into the future, to year 3000 or such, there may seem to be almost no species except in the Arctic Circle. There seems to be a movement of where species lived? How did that work out?

JH: As far as I know that’s the making of the artwork itself.

HJ: Yeah.

JH: Unless you’ve been doing something I don’t know.

HJ: There’s a dramatic narrative in the piece as species becomes fewer and fewer toward the end. And, to spoil it for readers, the planet is eventually blacked out, with the interesting upside that you’re actually able to pinpoint the last species on earth.

Q: So do you imagine a user or reader interacting until they arrive at that end? Or, rather, what are some of the ways you imagine people interacting with this?

JH: I would say actually either way. If the timeline and the dramatic curve make people stay until the end, that’s nice, but it’s not the actual goal of the work itself.

HJ: The point of the piece comes through even if you only read one card. Though it would be nice if a first card triggers people’s curiosity, so they actually spend time with it.

Q: Each monster is kind of a whole story, but I could also spend time with many.

HJ: Yes.
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Figure 6.1 Card catalog image of the species Fratercula ferox in Jonson and Heldén’s Encyclopedia.

Q: I found I was reading it very differently in card catalogue form from the online form, partly because one can shuffle between species and dates quickly in the catalog versus having to peg them to a landscape and close and find the next spot on the map. I’m wondering how you see those relationships?

JH: Between print and digital? I would say with the material aspect—you get an actual object like a small piece of paper—and if you forget about it, or crumple it up and throw it away then that also gets a symbolic meaning of sort, as if the species only ever existed on that piece of paper. When the card is gone, it’s gone forever. This is the only instance of this animal. So, I feel like there’s a sort of, how do you say this in English [says a word to Håkan]?

HJ: A fragile feeling to it.

JH: Yeah, the fragility, only existing for a short, brief moment …

Q: I feel there’s an interesting irony; there’s a level of extinction that is more pronounced with the card catalogue, which is kind of a collection of dead things.

JH: Yes.

Q: Even though it lasts forever, it’s also extinct and also seemingly closed, whereas the online experience comes and goes, but I always feel like I can go back, and it’s actually somehow living by itself in some world where generative things live.

JH: That’s interesting.

Q: Also the opposite theory: it’s fleeting but lives whereas the catalogues stay the same.

HJ: There’s definitely a more archival feel to the printed cards. I guess it has to do with how you perceive things on the net, and what kind of expectations you have of content actually staying online.

Q: In some ways, I think your work is suggests that the print archive and the net version have different structural relations to life and species and the way those can be iterated; but, what I hear you saying about how things appear and vanish on the net is that the digital version allows us to describe and imagine an end, to imagine a future in a way that the card catalogue does not because it is already closed.

JH: Yes.

HJ: Yes, that’s a good point. The idea was also to have these two correspond to each other. They are in communication in some sense. That’s why we present them together.

Q: There’s a kind of melancholy to the work, a sadness.

JH: That’s nice.

Q: I guess it’s Kierkegaardian melancholy not just for the species gone in the past but also for the belief in modeling their being and extinctions.

JH: There’s also the question—or idea—of the someone making the archive. From the fictional point of view of the work itself, who would make such an archive and when? Did humans archive this or did someone else? And, if you’re watching the digital piece, does that make you the archivist, so to speak?

HJ: And, further, what does it mean to take a card home with you—as we encourage people to do? Am I now the archivist or the owner of this particular species? And if I toss it, have I then made it extinct?

Q: I’m interested in how you see the relationship of your work to the database you were drawing on, The Encyclopedia of Life. Do you see your work in a satirical relation? A fictional one? Or, or a sort of parasitic one?

JH: I guess … it’s like an exploration of life. There’s a melancholy and a sadness to the piece, but there is also … I’m not saying we’re creating life, but we’re creating fiction, and that fiction in turn describes a new life form created via one of the biggest collections of texts about life forms on Earth. I guess, maybe, parasitic is a good term …

Q: In terms of categories, how did you choose what to include or not include, as a lot of the meaning seems to be suggested in what is excluded or hovers about the scant information that is presented?

HJ: We started out with quite a lot of text but realized quite fast that including too much text takes away from the fictional aspects of the piece. It’s more fun to trigger the viewer’s imagination about what this species really is. That is also one of the reasons why we chose not to include images or symbols. In the end, we tested with different amounts of text and ended up in some kind of middle road where we thought: this is a suitable amount, not giving away too much but still giving you some sense of what this is.

JH: I’m not sure how much to give away, but for each species we have five categories and basically one sentence for each category.

Q: And it’s generatively created, is that right?

JH: Yes, and we decided upon the categories and assigned labels to them, like appearance, behavior, mating, food, interaction with other species.

Q: Was The Encyclopedia of Life open source? Did it have an API that you were able to climb onto?

JH: Yes, it’s open.

Q: Did they say anything about your project?

JH: I don’t think they have any idea. They have collections of information from other sources too.

HJ: The Encyclopedia of Life is like a database of databases, basically. There are a quite large number of databases underneath that concern specific areas: some for mammals, some for bacteria, some for sea life, and so on.

JH: And, they have Wikipedia entries as well, so that becomes part of it, too.

Q: How does the project or process relate to what you did in your prior work together, Evolution.

HJ: To me, the most obvious similarities between the two is that we create something new from already existing material, which is something that triggers our imagination. To use sets of information and do new things with them. Like a remix, in some sense.

Q: Do you have very similar roles in production and how the collaboration works, or has that gone through some changes?

JH: Pretty much, we have the artistic vision together. Håkan knows the technology that I don’t but yes—Evolution was also a different project in some ways like with the print book.
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Figure 6.2 Card catalog image of the species Oniscidea murinus in Jonson and Heldén’s Encyclopedia.

Q: Can you talk about contexts? How you like to show your work? How it’s engaged differently in library, online, performance or gallery settings, and what your experience has been in the different venues?

HJ: When we did Evolution it was for a long time primarily a digital artwork. We realized that it was fun to have something to show where you can actually turn up yourself, so we did a performance piece around it, and that was fun.

JH: Yes.

HJ: When we did Encyclopedia the idea of the artifact was there from the beginning. Something that could work in a physical environment, that could be shipped somewhere and shown.

Q: I know some of your work, Johannes, involves big visuals in different ways from what is in the collaborative work, and I’m wondering about the constraints of collaboration—negotiating what fits and not?

JH: That’s a good question, I would say … not constraints, I would say super inspiring actually. It generates new ideas, I think it’s a very generous project to me because it gives me inspiration. Also for the stuff I do by myself because it’s …

HJ: It’s completely draining for me [laughs].

JH: [laughs] I have a parasitic relationship to you.

Q: Are these works leading to a next one?

JH: I was just about to say that, we were talking about this yesterday when we were having a beer, that we should do a third one, and it should start with the letter E, too.

HJ: That’s as far as it’s gotten.

Q: The “E” trilogy.

JH: I don’t know, we’ll see. We have a list of titles, and we have some stuff that we actually have been talking about but nothing set yet.

Q: One of the most striking aspects of your project is how little is left in catalogs and how much is left to the imagination. Seeing these cards is a very shocking experience. This is all we’ve got … we never quite find ourselves, but we find all these other things that might have come and gone around us.

JH: It is sort of post-apocalyptic in a way. I’m not pinning it down to be after the apocalypse but there’s that sort of element to it.

Q: Of course if you keep fast-forwarding forward to the future, you end up in the past again, because it loops around. It doesn’t just throw you off into the darkness; rather, it kicks you back there to the beginning.

HJ: Yes, that has been a discussion …

JH: Yes, what would that imply and how should we solve it? I was also thinking about the cards in the catalogue: they’re sequenced by year, and if you check out a different drawer, at the end there are no cards left and that could imply … I guess what I’m saying is that we don’t want to close it up too much either. It could imply all species are extinct, and it could also imply that humanity got a grip and stopped making species extinct. Not to be too literal but …

Q: And stopped cataloging too ….

JH: [laughs] Yeah, that’s the only thing it really means. What’s the implication of not cataloging.

Q: It strikes me that there’s a way this is a kind of science fiction novel, exploded from itself. Do you think of your work as a database, and, secondly, do you believe a database or generativity is related to what we think of as fiction?

HJ: That’s a good question. Personally, I don’t see it as a database. To me it is more a work of fiction. The visual elements and how you interact with the piece are, quite obviously, inspired by some of the aesthetics of computer games and science fiction imagery.

Q: In an earlier interview, Sharon Daniel-discussed how working with a database can help create the conditions for multiple-centered stories, which function differently from individual, linear, human-centered stories. For you, does approaching fiction storytelling through the database allow you to make artistic interventions that you see as different from, say, a more conventional approach to writing? I’m wondering how the database, working out of a database, stimulates a different way for you of thinking about what fiction is or what it does.

HJ: When you are working with a database or with generative text there is always the excitement of what comes out of it, which I personally find quite fun. You tend to get hooked up on certain sentences or paragraphs which stick with you.

Q: Do you revise those after the fact or let it go exactly as it pops out?

HJ: We trimmed the algorithm quite a lot. The first drafts of the algorithm, both for Evolution and Encyclopedia, were kind of rough. Working with the generator, and how it evolves the text, we hit a point where we constrained it too much and had to back up to let a bit more entropy into the process. Again, you find some kind of middle road.

Q: Did you find you generated creatures that you wanted to stay with longer?

JH: Yes, I was thinking about Evolution, too, when we were doing that, like you said—you have to relax the rules and back up a little bit and the question arose, if Evolution was meant to replace my writing, to emulate a poet’s specific style, the discussions we had … well, it’s deceptively simple to speak about your own style and when we started trying to pinpoint what it means, in the end you end up with the question of what, actually, is poetry? What does it mean to us and why are we doing this?

HJ: Yes, working with Evolution the discussions got very philosophical at the end. With Encyclopedia we were a bit more focused on what we wanted to achieve from the beginning. This was probably the biggest difference in the actual work process. Evolution was a more exploratory process, more of a research project.
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Figure 6.3 Card catalog image of the species Phycoduras ornata in Jonson and Heldén’s Encyclopedia.

JH: And, also, in Encyclopedia, the source material that it draws from is a specific number of words that will become bigger as we add to it, and that will also change the work, in a way.

Q: You’ll continue to add? At what point are you done with the work? How much more do you have?

HJ: The amount of data that we draw from will probably at least double in the coming months, so the work will continue to evolve. This is a nice feature of a digital piece—it is never the final version.

Q: Evolution ended with a book, right? Will you do the same for Encyclopedia?

JH: Maybe. It will be nice because of the similarities between the pieces, Encyclopedia … the archive could be archived.

HJ: When we did Evolution the whole piece was surrounded with these questions of authenticity and archiving, and also the question of what it meant that these issues even existed. In that context, the physical book played very well with the digital piece. It felt important to do the book and actually archive it.

Q: There is a strong visual, or even cinematic aspect, to the digital project while, of course, the card catalog is material and textual. The duality offers a very enticing transmedia experience and meanwhile both media forms seem to be pointing to their own extinctions. I’m curious about your choices; how you see that relationship. You talked a lot about going from the database to the card catalogue but I’m talking about the interface, the screen experience.

JH: You see the pale blue dot, maybe you’re on a spaceship watching it. As you navigate the globe, you’re either navigating the archive or you’re an accomplice—because you’re the viewer until you click on these species/dots on the globe. When you trigger them, you can’t be totally sure that you’re not making the species extinct, in a way, by doing so.

Q: You’ve mentioned this sense that the interactor is perhaps complicit or potentially complicit—that the user perhaps not only has responsibility in constructing the work but also for exterminating the species she creates.

JH: Yes.

Q: Even though you talk about it as ecological, you haven’t forced the message.

JH: I hope not. That would be sad if that happened. I guess this follows on what we’re talking about before. It is good to keep the work sort of open. It sounds maybe a bit corny, but if it somehow could raise a gentle idea, this is a notion of ecology. We have no illusions, but it is an important thing, and if it’s possible to make an artwork about it, this is good. It felt pretty good to do, actually.

HJ: Hopefully the aesthetics of the interface add to the viewer’s experience. Looking into space and infinity: that associates well with the thematics of the piece.

Q: You talk specifically about avoiding the pictorial, avoiding depicting the creatures.

HJ: If you are presented with an image, it tends to become very central, which might affect the comprehension of the text in a negative way.

JH: On several of these cards you can’t really tell what species or category of species it is. Some could be birds or some could be badgers, so if you’re unsure or you’re just reading it, the creature forms in your mind—but then you can read the text again and realize well this actually could be anything. That’s a sort of fiction, too, like the power of reading a book.

HJ: We want to avoid spelling it out too much. When we thought about how to visualize these species, we ended up with discussions concerning aesthetics and how such imagery would look. It could not be a photograph; that would not make sense. Should it be a drawing? It became a very hard conceptually to fit in, even though you probably can, problematically of course, create something that would depict what is in the text.

Q: There’s a museum in Philadelphia called the Wagner Museum. It is a science museum that was designed to teach evolution in the nineteenth century. Instead of modernizing it, they froze it in time, a kind of museum of a museum. Within its cabinets and crammed into drawers that one can open are hundreds of stuffed animals and other specimens like shells and bones. So 120 years later, one confronts this accumulation. Some sets make immediate sense—a collection of flies or ants or something that. In others, one may just find stuffed birds or other creatures with little explanation. The physical experience is very provocative, stimulating the imagination, along with a very strong sense of decay, death and the passing of time.

HJ: Yes, and there is something really scary about stuffed animals, especially when they age.

Q: But, I think your project is interesting because it points to a different kind of deadness—a deadness that’s tied to writing and perhaps to visuality as well. It speaks to the practices of an era. The deadness of a stuffed animal is uncanny. I can touch it. It was moving once. Whereas the deadness of these things in the catalogue is the deadness of an era where we may think digital, archival information would be enough, that cataloging things would be enough. There’s almost the sense with the catalogue that all the species could vanish, but if we got the catalogue, then that’s enough.

HJ: Yes, we tried to anticipate what you experience when you see the piece and that lonely blue dot in space. All the other familiar planets are gone. Sadness? In the end, it is nice even if someone just picks up a card, reads it, and thinks: “Oh, I would like to see this animal.”
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Commentary

The Taxonomy Is Imprecise

Lisa Swanstrom

Samantha Gorman’s Pry and Håkan Jonson and Johannes Heldén’s Encyclopedia appear at first glance to be wholly different projects with distinct and unrelated ambitions: the first is an interactive and multi-modal narrative, made for the iPad, about a soldier who has returned from conflict in the Middle East; the second is an art installation, powered by a custom-made algorithm, which re-writes entries from The Encyclopedia of Life ( http://eol.org/
) in order to generate textual records, printed on index cards, of fictional animals that have gone extinct in a remote, imaginary future. In spite of their differences, these works have the following in common: both attempt to provide order to a seemingly endless and unruly amount of information that they themselves have generated.

In Encyclopedia the abundance of information is created by re-combining data about living things in the real world in order to speak to a fragile and imperiled future. In Pry, the data come from a vulnerable and unstable identity, a traumatized man whose recent, war-time memories of violent conflict and desert landscapes bleed into his present consciousness and deep past. Once generated, these compelling yet undifferentiated pools of information are—in both texts—re-constituted through acts of cataloging, indexing, organizing, and archiving. In Pry, the protagonist James attempts to catalog, sort, and archive his experiences, even as he recognizes the futility of doing so. The compulsion to curate his own life gives him some measure of comfort and control, “But,” he acknowledges, “the taxonomy is imprecise.” The data of the world exceed his capacity to contain it.

In this short reflection, I propose that in both Pry and Encyclopedia, taxonomy, i.e., the act of organizing via a system of classification, is a dominant aesthetic technique. The impulse toward classification, however “imprecise,” functions as a way to unify each text aesthetically, but also as a means to overcome the volatile inner landscapes in Pry, or the treacherous natural terrains that haunt both texts. In addition, as a part of this attempt to order, both speak to the potential of the digital imaginary to complicate traditional assumptions about the relation of form to content and, in a likewise fashion, the importance of the natural environment in relation to a larger media ecology.

Pry challenges assumptions about form and content from the very beginning. In the opening chapter, James is prone on a bed, and the reader must pry his eyes open to stir his consciousness to the present. This action paradoxically grants access to episodes from his recent past, his more distant past, and his unconscious awareness. It is initially difficult to parse these different temporal threads, and the sense of disorientation is compounded by the multiple forms of media—sound, text, image, film, collage, photography—that communicate James’ disordered consciousness. James’ world has overwhelmed him, and Pry, strategically, runs the risk of overwhelming the reader. It is not until the reader has a command of navigational gestures that this difficulty is alleviated. The formal constraints of Pry require the reader to pinch, pull, squeeze, frame, and scroll to assemble James’ experience into a coherent narrative. These gestures are both like and unlike turning a page. Yes, they move the narrative along, but they are also narrative-constituting acts. As Kevin Holmes writes in his review of the work for Creator, “the gestures, as well as the iPad’s functionality, are integral to the narrative, revealing insights and clues, and helping readers empathize with James’ struggles” ( https://creators.vice.com/en_us/article/go-inside-the-mind-of-a-gulf-war-vet-with-first-person-digital-novella-pry
). It is only through continuous acts of assembly that the reader re-constitutes his story, providing order to his fragmented subjectivity and the work’s fragmented form.

A similar deluge of information confronts the reader of Encyclopedia, albeit in an entirely different manner. Compared to the beautiful, professional cinematography of Pry, Encyclopedia offers a bare bones visual experience that is, at heart, text based. As Jonson and Heldén put it in their description of the project, “Encyclopedia is a text generator that creates encyclopedic entries for extinct fictive animal species” ( http://elo2015.h.uib.no/works/helden_jonson.html
). Each creature in their Encyclopedia is at once an individual member of a species (albeit a contrived one) and a hodgepodge bestiary, kluged together from disparate entries of The Encyclopedia of Life. Each entry includes information about five different aspects of a creature’s life: “appearance, behavior, mating, food, interaction with other species” (Jonson, interview 5). Consider, for example, the following animal:
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Figure 7.1 Card catalog image of the species Stegostoma monachus in Jonson and Heldén’s Encyclopedia.

Stegostoma monachus is presented here as a representative of a singular species, but it is also an amalgam of a variety of other, incompatible beasts, including beaver (signaled by the creature’s propensity to re-route water flow), dolphin (to which it is compared directly), and electric eel (which, even more than the dolphin, is known for its power of electroreception). Its Latin name combines the name for the zebra shark (stegostoma) with that of the monk seal (monachus). In addition, the fairly large weight of the creature suggests it has some heft to it—an apex predator perhaps—yet this feature stands in contrast to its humble beginnings as “pink, blind, and toothless,” which suggest something more in line with a mole rat. Stegostoma monachus, in other words, is a taxonomic abomination, one that, through its absurd specificity, calls attention to the vast schema upon which biological and ecological classification depends. And yet it is its very specificity that makes it legible, offers some measure of order and control—and, perhaps most importantly, a small measure of levity—to conversations about extinction that are often overwhelmingly bleak in their visions of the future.

In a complimentary moment in the first chapter of Pry, James contemplates a stain on the ceiling that appears to change shape as he regards it: “[it] looks like a plaster animal. Some nights beaks, some nights horns. Tonight, a grouse speckled low in the grass. Montana. Home.” As in Encyclopedia, this “animal” is a collage, a hodgepodge of conflicting attributes and taxonomic classes—beaks and horns, birds and mammals. But it emerges here not from a database of life-forms but from the disparate contents of James’ own fragmented and conflicted psyche. That this shifting image of the animal is aligned with James is suggested by the word “home” and cemented by the silhouette that appears behind the text in this moment, of James taking a picture. This image, centered upon the text, suggests that he is taking a snapshot of this very textual passage. Because this passage describes an unstable image of a shifting creature that nevertheless reminds him of home, we can read this as James’ attempt to document—to fix into place, to order—his troubled mental state.

Another complimentary moment occurs in the early scenes of Pry, in the video prologue. Before James leaves for military service, he spends a great deal of time putting his belongings in order, arranging them with grid-like precision on his bed. On his way out, he has a childhood memory of a family dog and, impulsively, says goodbye to the current family dog, grabbing a pair of scissors and clipping some fur from the dog’s coat as he does. He places the fur into a clear pocket of a photo album that he takes with him when he leaves. He treats the album as a showcase of taxonomic specimens, evidence of his life. As he writes of it in his diary, his “mementos … are arranged and pinned like butterflies in a case … the objects arranged like patterns on a wing” (Appendix). The photo album provides an archive of his present, allowing him to curate the physical objects he will want to refer to in order to maintain his ties to his home when he is away from it. James puts the hair of the dog into this clear specimen envelope in order to hold his memories close. It is a touching attempt to control, via ordering, what will turn out be a volatile and violent environment.

While not a part of the actual diegesis of Pry, it’s interesting to note that its production process shares a poignant similarity with the form of Encyclopedia. In her interview about the project, Susan Gorman discusses James’ different memory threads as if they were notecards:

I’m thinking about all of the archive, all the material I have available to me from my character … it’s just basically almost a stack of memories in cards and you proceed through the chapters by sorting and dealing the stack of memories until you figure out the trigger, the point where he’ll move on to the next set of cards. (5)

Just as Jonson and Heldén mine The Encyclopedia of Life to create their own fictional Encyclopedia entries, each composed of discrete syntactical units that are strung together on one index card, Gorman in Pry treats James as an “archive” of information, whose individual memories function as narrative units, metaphorized as cards, to be explored and shuffled with other memories that will lead to different narrative outcomes/pathways.

In terms of form, content, and production, Pry and Encyclopedia share an interest in taxonomy. Yet the attempt to catalog is not merely a formal technique or aesthetic trope, but becomes in both a means of survival, a response to a volatile, threatening environment. Both create snapshots of the world in order to forestall obsolescence. In Encyclopedia, the taxonomic cards are an attempt to prevent extinction. In Pry, the assemblage of James’ memories into a coherent story is an attempt to make a broken man whole. In Encyclopedia, the formal constraints of the algorithm are invisible, but they generate each new creature that the text produces. The form, an index card printed with simple, declarative “facts,” is in sync with its content, suggesting as it does an archive of obsolete creatures that have been recorded with a similarly obsolete inscription technology. As noted in the interview with the artists, “there’s a level of extinction that is more pronounced with the card catalogue, which is kind of a collection of dead things,” whereas “the digital version allows us to iterate and imagine an end … Imagine a future, in a way that the card catalogue is already closed”.

In both works, then, the digital imaginary elides the difference between form and content—it is no surprise that the critical commentary about Pry has focused on the work’s novel use of gesture. Yet both also do something innovative in terms of confronting another persistent problem. All too often, in real life and in art, the natural environment is treated as a formal feature—a container or receptacle of content rather than an active participant in lived experience or textual construction. Both works challenge this notion.

With Encyclopedia, environmental intervention was conceived overtly from the project’s inception: “I think the original idea focused on ecological,” Jonson notes in the interview for this collection (1). “It sounds maybe a bit corny,” Heldén later adds, “but if it somehow could raise a gentle idea, a notion of ecology” it would be serving an important purpose (10). The work generates an alternative ecology through its manipulation of a literal taxonomy, complete with species information. The index cards of Encyclopedia offer information about the natural world, exclusively so, detailing both the features of the imaginary creature and its relation to the larger ecology. The entry on Stegostoma monachus, for example, includes information about the creature’s environmental impact, and the index cards in general are overt in their ecological objectives. With Encyclopedia, Jonson and Heldén attempt to create some kind of order and meaning from a volatile and turbulent present. Instead, however, of speculating about the past, the index cards gesture to a playfully tenuous, but hopefully avoidable, environmental future.

In Pry, the role of the environment is more subtle, yet it is fundamental to the construction (and disintegration) of James’ identity. James is a demolition expert. Most of the scenes from his past take place in the desert; most scenes of his present occur in an oil refinery or at an architectural site that is about to be demolished. But the features of the desert landscape—bright light, expanses of sand—inflect all of the different times to create a unified visual aesthetic. The desert functions traditionally in art as a site of crisis and testing, via temptation, deprivation, punishment, etc. In Pry, the austere landscape—sand, sky, scattered plant life that almost blends in to the sand—becomes something that confounds individual integrity with its overwhelming vastness. There is no outside to the desert, and this haunts the main character. In one poignant memory, James is on watch with his friend Luke, and the seemingly endless landscape overwhelms him. Luke sits “on the deck enforcing order out of the gray expanse.” Throughout Pry, in all of James’ memories, Luke appears as tough, steady, consistently and conventionally masculine. He is able to keep himself intact and the world around him at bay, “enforcing order” upon the overwhelming totality of his environment. In contrast, by the time we meet him, James’ ability to maintain a secure boundary between himself and his environment has broken down. His time in the desert eclipses all aspects of his waking and unconscious life. And although the language of this moment refers to water—as evidenced by the words “ocean,” “sail,” and “crow’s nest”—this memory is set visually in the desert.

Aspects of the natural environment appear in more subtle ways, as well. In James’ bedroom, three slices of a tree trunk hang, like works of art, from the wall, a motif that is repeated in his kitchen. Counting the rings of a cross-section of a tree is a way to learn about its quality and length of life. Their appearance in James’ home is appropriate; they are symbolic stand-ins for the narrative events of Pry, which do not unfold chronologically but are, instead, revealed in a series of related but distinct cross-sections of time.

Encyclopedia and Pry are undoubtedly operating at completely different registers of experience. Encyclopedia offers a future world where human beings are mentioned only as a collective, responsible for the destruction of each species documented on an index card; individual human identities are entirely absent. In contrast, the vast pool of information through which the reader must wade in Pry has a single source: James. The reader must sort his confused memories in order to create a coherent picture of his present. In Encyclopedia, the stakes are large in scale—global, ecological. In Pry, on the other hand, the narrative is so individual and private that the reader must literally “pry” the events from the protagonist’s vulnerable and immobile perspective in order to sort the experience of his waking life from the events of his troubled past. Nevertheless, the frenzied production of information and the need to put that information into order drive both texts. Both attempt to find order and meaning in a chaotic world, even as both fail to achieve anything approaching an integrated and well-ordered taxonomy. Rather, both approach Borges’ efforts in documenting the puzzling, repetitive, and often absurd struggle to make sense of infinity.

Pry at times echoes Borges’ “Del rigor en la ciencia,” in which infinite information is generated and channeled into a cartographic model that cannot keep pace with the information it hopes represent. Encyclopedia resonates with Borges’ “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” in which various and incomplete encyclopedias offer tantalizing glimpses of an unknown language with a mysterious syntax. Encyclopedia also shares with Borges a sly sense of humor, bordering on parody, perhaps gently poking fun at the text it harvests for its fictional creatures, Encyclopedia of Life, which is similarly Borgesian in its attempt at totality, functioning, as Jonson puts it, as “a database of databases” (Interview 5). The result of these efforts in Pry is a collage of individual experience, in Encyclopedia a collage of large-scale absence. Both are created from fragments and strung together to create a provisional coherence, and both offer the reader a way to order chaotic literary ecologies via a taxonomy that is as imprecise as it is elegant.
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Commentary

Reading the Endless Archive

Geoffrey C. Bowker

In August 2002, the active Taxacom listserv, which covers all things taxonomical, had a flurry of posts about the value (or not) of cataloging species while they were being destroyed—it was attached to the metaphor of a librarian racing around to finish cataloging their book holdings while the library was burning down.1 Willy nilly, they were continuing a long tradition. The metaphor of the book of nature goes back to medieval times: this was the idea that the Christian god had written two books: one the bible, in manuscript form; and the other natural, inscribed into the nature of the world—study of one or the other would give us a more complete understanding of his ways. Charles Lyell, the great geologist at the height of the Industrial Revolution, argued that the earth was an archive—one not very well maintained, since archival practices meant that there were gaps in the record (only a subset of changes were preserved in the subsoil; and once a rock formation had recycled through the interior of the earth, it was fashioned anew).

Johannes Hélden and Håkan Jonson’s project Encyclopedia draws off and plays with this tradition; creating a sort of Voynich manuscript—that obscure anonymous work with impossible script and eldritch flora and fauna.2 The “encyclopedia” in question for them is The Encyclopedia of Life,3 not to be confused (of course!) with the Catalog of Life4 or the International Barcode of Life.5 This flurry of cataloging has often collapsed the metaphor between the catalog and the library/archive (Kay 2001)—with one dream being that we could roll back the current extinction crisis as leisure, provided we had the genetic code (CAGT) and some sophisticated genetic manipulation techniques. The metaphor is one that seems to invite collapse—when books were our central knowledge artifacts, nature was a book; when archives moves into the fore in the epoch of the database (Manovich 2002), the earth is an archive. There’s a general argument in the history of technology that we use the dominant technology of the day to think about the world arounds—the brain was hydraulic (think Freud) when dams dominated; a switchboard when there were telephones abounding and is now a computer.

It has largely been since the Industrial Revolution that humans as a species have begun to recognize that we are in the business of planetary management (Elichirigoity 1999; Serres 2011). I refer to planetary “management” deliberately. There is a popular representation of the Internet of Things (IoT) that lumps into a single category: “vehicle, asset, person and pet monitoring and controlling”.6 It’s all a matter of technique—with the right tools, the argument seems to go, we can flatten humans, manufactured objects and the natural world into a single control regimes. Barcodes may have come from the need for better stocktaking tools, but they work just as well for nature …. And over that period we have developed tools to catalog of knowledge—from the Encyclopédistes of the late eighteenth century (Diderot, Voltaire, D’Alembert—see Bender and Marrinan 2010) through the great nineteenth encyclopedias culminating in the magnificent eleventh edition of the Encyclyopedia Britannica in the early twentieth century to Wikipedia today. These sprawling efforts were accompanied by attempts to use the latest information technology (electromagnetism and microfilm for Paul Otlet in Belgium; electricity and computing for Vannevar Bush through the relatively ghastly attempts to build a semantic web today)—each failing separately on the grounds that the world is ontologically multiple and shifting, while the information technology demands singularity and permanence. The practice of mereology has been developing a language for things that are not identical to themselves over time (think of the turnover of cells in your own body), but process ontology (Stengers 2011) has not established a firm technological footing. Hélden and Håkan’s conceit of building time into their encyclopedia—having deliberately incomplete archives fading (or being taken) away—is a wonderful meditation on its surface of the burning library, and under the surface of the need for a process ontology.

Both their work and Gorman’s are about how to read. Where the former invite us, through the deliberate incompleteness of the record (matching the deliberative incompleteness of the earth as an archive), Gorman invites us to literally read between the lines, as text and image emerge from the haptic act of separating two fingers on a tablet interface.

Lydia Liu’s Freudian Robot (2011) explores the deep connection between writing and digital media. She goes back to Lacan (who studied automatic writing … a resonant phrase for Gorman; and was closely linked with the emergent surrealist movement). Writing is a different kind of activity under the constraints of the digital—though it may take us a while to fully explore the potentials. The first PC “revolution” failed because people were using computers as very bad typewriters, just as portable electricity generators were very bad centralized steam generators (David, n.d.). A lot needs to change before one can “think” a new technology. People have to learn new skill sets; training and education need to change; institutions (such as universities, which are still somewhat locking into a late eighteenth century hierarchy of knowledge) need to change from within and so forth.

The interview with Gorman brings out so beautifully the fact that it’s not only the act of writing that needs to change, but also the act of reading. While there have been some rich histories of reading (e.g., Manguel 2014) and some magnificent writing about it (Pound 1987), many digital scholars do not engage sufficiently with the need to learn new reading skills, which must in principle complement any new writing activities. I well remember laboring over a website that contained as much research and argumentation as a book, but because it was in multiple formats (script, sound, video) and had a non-linear arrangement—as well, doubtless, because it was badly designed—we just could not get a reader to spend more than twenty minutes on the site. The idea of investing more than that amount of time in any one digital object is hard to sell. I was thus entranced to see the reference to the “completionist” gamers, who “would try to find everything, and you would have to get them to leave because they would be sitting there for an hour with it.” After all, we are all used to spending countless hours on a screen with a game—I still remember my shattered dreams of completion when playing the original Myst.

The link with PTSD seems so organic in this setting. Both Gorman and Hélden and Håkan (species extinction) are dealing with an ongoing trauma. I do find Lacan somewhat unavoidable here: his reading of dreams was that one should never listen to the narrative (this is the dream’s author trying to fool themselves with structured action) but to the array of symbols that irrupt in the course of the telling. For Gorman, the text doesn’t so much have a hypotext (Génette 2001) as its own intertext—a carnival of images and prose that just await the promissory separation of the fingers. I am not sure that completeness would be my goal here: the very beauty of the medium is the many paths one can take through it—skimming the surface, diving deep at various points, coming up for air. For PTSD, there are two ways to go: follow cognitive behavioral therapy and never try to revisit the trauma, or follow the darker, Freudian path and try to revisit and learn from it. Gorman’s work allows us to toggle between these options in ways that no single text could support.

There is a line in Derrida’s Archive Fever (1996) that our unconscious is changing with the instauration of our grand new archive, the Cloud: fleeting thoughts that before would have been graciously repressed can now come back to haunt us through their digital traces.

Though it must be said that this is being matched with new forms of suppression, repression, and tinkering of memory—so as ever we do not have access to an ever deeper truth, but at least to an every varying one.

There is, as Eisenstein (1979) once argued, a temporal tyranny to the book form—it’s one damned thing after another, from top to bottom and left to right: there’s never room for any playful boustephedron. She argues, indeed, that our own perceptions of absolute (Euclidean) space and linear time were natural outcomes of the form of the printed book. A lot can be at stake, then, in the exploration of new media. It’s not just about finding new ways to say old things nor even new ways to say new things; it can fundamentally change who we are in the world. It’s hard to look out from within Flatland and imagine the world of spheres. Similarly, it is difficult to imagine what new forms time and space might take if we had a radically new knowledge technology. All that is certain is that we need one and that we will be different people once we have it.

Which brings me to the question of the platform. Gorman rightly points out that there is no point in opting for the premature closure of this field of writing constituted by a platform. We are just not there yet. It’s not about a set of technical fixes for technical problems: we are in a period where we can change the technologies through which we think about and experience the world, and so doing can fundamentally (hopefully) change who we are and how we interact with it. The time horizon for this work to achieve some kind of stability is of the order of 100 years, if the history of the printing press is any indication—let’s close off then, or at the end of the human race, whichever comes first.

Both these works speak to the apparent plenum of data we are adrift in. In both the humanities and the natural sciences new forms of interacting with data (see Ruth West’s work) and new forms of publishing are coming into play. There’s a historical arc one can trace from the ebullient optimism of the first Encyclopédistes that knowledge was finite and we could put it all down; to the jaded late nineteenth-century recognition that we may never be able to do this, but we should keep adding a brick at a time in the noble cause; to the idea today that the books of life and nature are infinitely long. We are, if you like, inhabiting Borges’ Library of Babel; these works give us tools that go far beyond a mere catalog.

Notes

1    http://ailman.nhm.ku.edu/pipermail/taxacom/2002-August/thread.html#41466.

2    Clemens, R., Harkness, D. E., & Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. (2016). The Voynich manuscript.

3    http://www.eol.org/.

4    http://www.catalogueoflife.org/.

5    http://www.ibol.org/.

6    http://saphanatutorial.com/introduction-to-internet-of-things-part-1/.
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Interview

Authorship in Inanimate Alice and Letter to an Unknown Soldier: A Conversation with Kate Pullinger

Kate Pullinger’s works incorporate rich design quality, an economy of language, and expressions of paradox. The digital work, Flight Paths, later expanded in the novel, Landing Gear, follows three individuals in London and a Pakistani migrant laborer who, in attempting to escape to the UK from Dubai as airplane stowaway, falls out of the landing gear of the airplane onto one of their cars in a London supermarket parking lot and survives. Letter to Unknown Soldier, which was created for the 100th anniversary of the First World War, invites the public to imagine the contents of a letter held by a statue entitled Letter From Home at London Paddington station. The series, Intimate Alice, is an interactive multimodal fiction which follows the experiences of a girl named Alice and her imaginary digital friend, Brad. The collaborative work combines arts of the graphic novel, gameplay, and interactive fiction. The multi-modal design offers an exciting model for bridging literary, cinematic and interactive genres.

Q: One of the things I noticed in your work is the following: often in media production, one goes from book to film, book to new media, or book to games. But throughout your career, whether in helping Jane Campion with the book project about The Piano or in your works like Flight Paths, you’ve often gone the other way, working from a cinematic, visual, or multimedia experience into writing. I’m wondering about the creative energy that comes from working across these very different forms.

KATE PULLINGER (KP): I really started thinking of digital media around 2001 or 2002, and I guess what’s kind of surprised me over these last fifteen years has been the persistence and, indeed, the reliability of the book as a form. I have found that surprising, but you know, if I’d been a wiser person I wouldn’t have. For instance, the very large participatory media project, Letter to Unknown Soldier, was entirely conceived of as a digital artwork, but one of its outputs was a selection of 138 of the letters that we received about project which Harper Collins published as a book. The multimedia work Flight Paths led to the novel Landing Gear. I don’t know exactly why that is except to say that I think, in my core, I’m a book person. That’s not to denigrate or downgrade the work I do in digital media, not at all; they coexist very happily. But, I do think that one of the things that has come about because of digital publishing is that book publishing has had to up its game: books have become better looking and more durable than they were before digital publishing made its impact. The book is a physical object. It remains a reliable but also a beautiful and interesting form in itself.

Q: I see. It functions in a different way for you both in its creation and in the product. Maybe you can help us understand, then, what developing stories via a creative, digital process does for the book.

KP: Well, on a practical level, the work I do as a digital writer is always collaborative. I don’t have any design schooling, and I’m not very interested in developing those skills. I took a decision fifteen years ago that I would stick to what I was good at which is writing, and I always have to collaborate. The key difference is that to write a long form prose text is a solitary task. That is something that I still really enjoy, but I think that part of why I enjoy it is because of all the collaborative work I do as well. The two practices work together very well, in sync. The solitary nature of the reading experience with a book, is different from the reading experience of digital media, and I think there’s a co-relation there between the experiences of reading and writing. For me, they coexist and there’s a productive, creative tension between them.

Q: Many of your works have a richly and often linear narrative approach. Do you feel that it’s important to maintain the linearity of the story that you’re telling, and would you consider working with more generative or recombinatory forms?

KP: I think that is true that I’m really a story person, a narrative person. I’m also very interested in the authorial voice. I think that the authorial voice can be a collaborative voice, but even when it’s collaborative voice, there remains an authorial voice. I mean for me, that is what I’m interested in, both as a creator and also as a viewer or reader myself. So, I’ve never really been drawn to the more generative side of creative projects in which many people that we all know do such beautiful work. For me, it’s just a personal thing. I’m into story as the dominant mode for carrying whatever it is I was trying to get across.

Q: How has collaboration altered your creative process and how has that evolved?

KP: Part of what has made it work in this case is the fact that the producer Ian Harper, myself, and Chris Joseph have been involved with it from day one and continue to be involved with it. So although the team grows and changes, there’s a continuity of that core team to work from. One of the things that I have enjoyed most about the addition of Andy Campbell to the Inanimate Alice team, is that the way Andy likes to work really chimes with the way that I like to work, which is highly iterative and very collaborative. We often work together through screen sharing. For instance, episode 6 of Inanimate Alice was built using Unity. We would screen share what Andy was working on in Unity. While I don’t know how to code or work with Unity, I could see what Andy was doing and the way different artifacts and objects within the interface Andy was working on related to each other. The way technology can enable those kinds of forms of collaboration, where someone like me who is not a developer can really get on the inside where the IT developer is actually doing things, I think that’s a really fun and interesting way to work. It is part of what I like best about working in small teams.

Q: I suppose it also constrains you in interesting ways and impacts your writing. I’m thinking that perhaps the technical requirements force a brevity that whittles big stories down to a very few words on the screen.

KP: Yeah, I think that the reason I’ve been able to that is because I spent the ’90s in unsuccessful attempts to write for film and television. I had a short film made, a half an hour drama. The first thing I ever wrote got made. Then I spent the rest of that decade trying to get other projects off the ground and just failing abysmally, whilst at the same time continuing to write fiction—continuing to write short stories and novels. I think that rather unsuccessful apprenticeship was part of what enabled me to then move forward into thinking about writing for the screen, literally writing text for the screen as opposed to screenwriting. The tools that I developed through that decade trying to write for film and television enabled me to merge writing and digital media in a way that other novelists who hadn’t done that might have found more difficult.

Q: That makes a lot of sense. When I look at Inanimate Alice or Flight Paths, they are cinematic. They could easily be movies. Your work also seems to successfully bridge popular and vanguard audiences, and you have developed your works to be commercially available. It’s a very different approach as generally the markets for print fiction, games, digital art and electronic writing are further apart.

KP: I think that’s an absolutely true thing to say. I’ve always been interested in accessibility. I guess that it also links back to what I was saying at the beginning of our discussion, of a kind of over-riding interest in story and narrative. And story and narrative, when looked at in that way, are sort of engines for accessibility. So, I guess it doesn’t really matter to me that in the real world that there’s a big division between the work that I do as a novelist and the work that I do in digital media. However, since I first started doing it, there has been, and remains, the case that traditional mainstream publishing is not remotely interested in anything to do with electronic literature or digital fiction or anything like it. And, that has been a source of frustration to me over the years. However, I think now I just feel much more accepting of it because I think that as the devices proliferate, as generational change takes place, then work in the digital realm will of itself become more and more mainstream.

Q: Do you find young adults or children report back to you about how they identify with Alice?

KP: Yes, they do, and I think that this is also one of the reasons it succeeded. Even though it’s about a girl, boys like it because of its use of technology and games. And, of course, girls like it because it’s about a girl. Something about the use of technology enables a broader audience. Publishing for children these days tends to be horribly gender specific. Inanimate Alice manages to sidestep that.

[image: ]

Figure 9.1 At one moment in Episode 1 of Inanimate Alice, Alice uses a map on her player to try to find her father.

Q: It strikes me that along with cultural intersections, one of the things we get here is mobility. Inanimate Alice is notably very mobile: globally mobile and the stories are about movement, with her climbing houses and this sort of thing. And, I suppose the mobility is also cross-cultural, bridging the local sphere of the family and global forces …

KP: I think for me that notion of the little family unit that is on their own and in their case on the move is something central. Inanimate Alice came about because the producer Ian Harper commissioned Chris Joseph and I to create these little stories about the girl, Alice. I was interested in this Chinese near future setting with this itinerant family, and when you got such a small family unit that is on the move all the time, it puts all kinds of pressures on the family itself as well as the members in it. I just thought that was an interesting setup for a story. But also her father works in the oil industry, so that kind of itinerant moving around the globe, working for big corporations, including some companies that are less legitimate, seemed to me to have lots of narrative potential. The decision that she wanted to be a games designer was a kind of happy, lucky accident for us. So, they move all over the world. Those two things are part of what has made it endure and part of why it has such a global appeal.

Q: Did Flight Paths develop in a similar way? How did its relationship to actual events impact the creative choices?

KP: So, Chris Joseph and I embarked on the creating Flight Paths together. We’d already been working on the first episodes of Inanimate Alice together, and I’d also already done the project, A Million Penguins. I was really interested in this notion of what would happen if you try to conduct the research for a project in public, online. So when we started the work on this, the first thing we started was a blog that was open to discussion. Then we moved to an aggregator; I think it was called a Netscape Universe. It was a kind of early aggregator. For that first phase, probably 100 people dipped into and out of the project, commented on things, sent is things: little bit stories, little animations videos, and things like that. I originally came across the story of the airplane stowaway in a newspaper article from 2001. This story of a supermarket car park in Richmond near Heathrow where over the course of a decade more than a dozen bodies had fallen from airplanes. A newspaper article reported that a new body had appeared in the car park, and two investigative journalists had set out on the task of trying to figure out who this guy was, where he had come from, and how he ended up where he did. In that article they traced the man to Pakistan; he worked in Dubai. They talked to his family, and they figured out who he was. Ever since reading it, I had been taken by this notion of what kind of person would take that kind of risk. What would he think he’d be going towards? All those kinds of issues. So we embarked on a public discussion, and then at the end of the year we decided we’d work with story fragments, which is what Flight Paths is. I’d written an arts council grant to get funding to do the project, and as I was developing that grant, I realized that I would want to write a novel based on the story as well. So that was there in the mix from very early on as well. I think that this story really gripped me. I knew that it would be a story that I could develop in different ways. It’s not something I’m working on now but I wouldn’t be surprised if in your future a new version of that story emerges in some way. Particularly now, where we’re seeing this huge mass immigration problem from the East to the West, that Flight Paths and Landing Gear deal with. These are issues that have been with us since the dawn of time, but currently, we seem to be going through an extraordinary period where these issues are really pressing.

Q: Many of your works crisscross the globe and draw attention to forms of transit and exchange. In doing so they present surprising and challenging moments of cultural and cross-cultural contact.

KP: Yes, that’s a theme that I’ve returned to over and over again in lots of different ways. My novel The Mistress of Nothing, which is a historical novel set in Egypt in the 1860s, is about that very same sort of thing, which is the collision of cultures. The Mistress of Nothing, like Landing Gear, has as a character, this young Muslim man. The relation between Islam and the West is it something that I’ve thought about a lot over the last twenty years.

Q: Yes, and you look at this issue through a combination of narratives, graphics, and maps. I’m looking at the interactive Google map that compliments the book, Landing Gear. I wonder, was it hard to get Penguin, which is one of the biggest publishers anywhere, to support these interactive aspects, or did they suggest it? Is it something they were excited about?

KP: Yeah! That is one of the real exceptions. That came about through Doubleday, which is part of Penguin/Random House. After I’d finished writing Landing Gear and I was looking for publishers for it, I was really keen to see if any publishers would be interested in the fact that Landing Gear had this preexisting digital media work, Flight Paths, which had its own digital footprint and a preexisting audience. To their credit, Doubleday took it on and produced the API based on the first thirty pages of the novel. From that API they produced the interactive map and also released the API to any developers who might have been interested in it. I think it was really down to the fact that within Doubleday’s Toronto office, there’s an individual named Meghan MacDonald. She is a really innovative and experimental digital publisher, and this was really down to her. Where the novel was published elsewhere in the world, there was no engagement with the digital artifacts. So, it’s kind of the exception that proves the rule. It was very fun for me. For them, it was an experiment. It was part of their marketing budget, and if they hadn’t done that, then they probably would have made a book trailer or something like that.
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Figure 9.2 In some instances, such as this image from Inanimate Alice, Episode 4, captions suggest dialog.

Q: I wonder how these different forms might expand the kind of imaginaries that come out of a book. These very illustrated spaces are not quite graphic novel and not quite cinema; rather they set up a visual imaginary constructed through elements like maps, sounds, and game play. These seem to lead us through different kinds of worlds and reader or user experiences. I wonder if you think about it that way?

KP: Well, I think that’s a real theme of today, isn’t it? That absolutely interests me as a creator and also as a consumer of books and media myself. The thing I’m working on currently is a novel for a smart phone. I’m working with a German startup called OuLiPo. Where’d they get that name, I wonder! They are thinking very hard about what kind of text-driven fiction is native to the smart phone. We all spend a lot of time reading on our phones now, certainly I do, but we tend not to read books on our phones so much. So, they’re really trying to think about what form is native to the smart phone. The story that I’m developing is really a story about technology, it’s a story about ghosts and communicating with the dead through your phone. I think that ties into my general obsession with trying to think about how people use technology, indeed how young people use technology, and what kind of stories are there to be told.

Q: How do these different forms allow the narratives to take new paths or provoke choices you might not otherwise have made?

KP: You know I’m not sure. One thing I do know with hindsight is that it was very lucky that we that we decided early on that we knew that Alice, the character in Inanimate Alice, wanted to be a games designer when she grows up, so that gave us a narrative reason for using games, and I think that’s part of why it’s been a durable project. The form is indeed wedded to the content. Trying to figure out what kinds of content work in these new forms is part of what we’ll be thinking about for the next few decades really.

Q: Working with ghosts also seems like a provocative and apt trope when we consider the ways old voices haunt new forms, right? I’m also thinking about how Letter to an Unknown Soldier, in which the form of the letters written at this moment, 100 years after the First World War, takes form through the crowd-sourced Internet medium.

KP: Yeah, I think that’s really interesting as well. I gave a talk yesterday at the British Library comparing A Million Penguins, which is this collaborative novel project I was involved with in 2007, with Letter to an Unknown Soldier. One of the things I realized was that in the seven years between those two projects people became entirely accustomed to writing online. In 2007, they really, really weren’t. I think that’s an incredibly rapid and interesting change, where over the course of seven years one would be able to embark on a project where 22,000 people felt able to write a very personal letter to a dead soldier. I think that’s quite a remarkable change.

Q: Yes, it seems people are not only just accustomed to reading online, it is now the leading place to do a project that calls on user involvement like this, and therefore a most appropriate forum to initiate this kind of memorial. I was struck watching your Ted talk about Letter to an Unknown Soldierthat we are at a time when we need to rethink where and how we memorialize things. And, this is a very different kind of surface than, let’s say, a gravestone ….

KP: And, it turns into an archive. That’s the other big change. A Million Penguins is lost now, whereas in Letter to an Unknown Soldier the need to be archived was at the top of our agenda from the beginning.

Q: How did Letter to an Unknown Soldier come about?

KP: It was the idea of my collaborator on that project, Neil Bartlett. He’s someone who knows a huge amount about public sculpture, particularly public sculpture in London. In Britain, the centenary of the First World War was extremely important and an organization called 1418 NOW was commissioning artists to respond to it. Neil approached them with this idea, which was really conceived of as a digital artwork—a digital memorial. But Neil is a theatre maker and a novelist; he’s a very non-digital person. At the time, he didn’t even have a Facebook page. He invited me to be his collaborator on the project because he knew that I’d had lots of experience not just in digital projects but with participatory projects in particular. Neil had known the statute of the unknown soldier in Paddington station for most of his life. It’s one of his most favorite public sculptures. Indeed, it’s an extremely beautiful work of art. It felt natural to try to create a digital response to that statue. I mean, it’s very unusual to have a statue of a soldier depicted, standing there; he’s got this letter that he’s just torn out of its envelope, and he’s reading it. That’s a very unusual depiction of a soldier.

Q: Although this was going to be a digital project, there were also many handwritten letters?
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Figure 9.3 This statue entitled Letter from Home at London Paddington station is the source for the project, Letter to an Unknown Soldier.


KP: The vast majority of them were digital. We conceived it always as a digital project. We spent a lot of time getting the website right. It had a form where you could upload or, indeed, write your letter, and you could attach photographs etc., to your letter. But we also planned from the very beginning to enable people to send letters through the post because we didn’t want to exclude anyone who didn’t have access to the Internet or wasn’t comfortable using the Internet. We didn’t want to exclude anyone. Particularly given the subject, the World War One centenary, we hoped that would get lots of older participants as well. We facilitated receiving letters from the post. But what surprised us is that we received somewhere between 4000 and 7000 letters through the post. I think there are a couple of reasons for that. For one, I think for a lot of people the novelty of handwriting a letter and posting it was part of why they wanted to participate in the project. But also, on a more practical level, we had quite a lot of school children participating, and schools often preferred to do things on paper than on computers.

Q: The school kids even created spectacle out of their letters ….

KP: Yeah, I know that aspect of the project really took us by surprise, the fact that our project inspired a whole lot of other really extraordinary projects based around the letters. My favorite of those was one that I went to watch happen at a secondary school in Hampshire where they got all eleven hundred of their pupils to write letters to the unknown soldier. They asked a couple of local primary schools to write letters to the unknown soldier as well. They put all the secondary school letters on to pieces of red paper and the primary school ones on pieces of black paper. Then, they worked with the school math department to try to figure out how to create a giant poppy with 1400 people on the playing field. They hired an aerial photographer to come photograph it. The BBC heard about it and decided to feature it on the news. On the day, there were 1400 children creating this poppy in the playing field by forming this poppy that the math department had worked out, and then holding up their red and black papers, with the primary school children in the middle. It was really extraordinary! They had local veterans out there on the field as well. It was a really magical and amazing day. There were a number of projects like that. Just recently a book has been published of all the letters that we received in Gaelic. It continues to have things happen around it, which is very gratifying.

Q: One of the things that particularly struck me with that story, and it’s a part of our times, is the re-awakening to the materiality of differing forms of communication. The project is about both the material object of the letter and its content, and perhaps the ways materiality also shapes a practice.

KP: I think that’s part of what appealed to people about the project. We made very sure that from the beginning that it was not going to be seen as a project that instructed people on how to write a letter. I think we managed to avoid that. It became more about the idea of expressing yourself in words directly to this figure of the soldier from 100 years ago and whatever that figure means to you.

Q: There’s something pointed about it being in a train station, the dramatic moments of departure in stories and films, or of those waiting for a person who doesn’t arrive and so forth, not to mention, historically the importance of the rail system for the British Postal Service, military and other institutions. I think the writing of all these letters offers a very lovely link between the old transport and the new form, the digital transport, as it were.

KP: The statue was erected by railway workers to mark those workers who were lost in the First World War. Of course, Paddington station was were soldiers who came from the west would come in to London before traveling across to ship out from Victoria station.

Q: What did you learn about memory and how people relate to memory from the project?

KP: I think one of the things that with hindsight we were very lucky about was that we did the project in the summer of 2014, as opposed to November 2014, which is when the official commemorations of the centenary took place. In the summer things were still fluid and more novel in interesting ways, whereas by the autumn it felt to me and to Neil that the official commemorations had put creative initiatives back into the realm of the Queen and the cenotaph. That kind of patriotism and rhetoric so easily becomes xenophobic, and the focus in November was very, very parochial. 1418 NOW is continuing to commission artists for other WWI centennials, and they’re making a huge effort to make sure that they’re very international and focused outward, looking at World War One through the prism of the Indian soldiers, the Sikh soldiers, etc. All this to try to prevent it from closing down in the way it did in November 2014. I think our project really benefited from managing to side step the official rhetoric around those commemorations.

Q: One of the things that so impresses me about the project is how it retains levels of ambiguity inherent in the memorial, the mystery of what’s on that letter, and so on. It’s very important that you have that physical base: there is this statute which people pass regularly, even every day, yet the same time, statues usually don’t tell their stories. Usually to know more, one has to read the story into the statue or read something about a statue.

KP: Absolutely. The sculptor who created it, Charles Sergeant Jagger, also created the royal artillery memorial, which is in that roundabout in Hyde Park Corner. It was a very controversial memorial when it was unveiled because it depicts a dead soldier. It depicts a dead body lying under a blanket with his foot hanging out. That caused a huge ruckus when it when it was unveiled. I think that our relationship to a public memorial statuary in the cities around us is an interesting one. Neil knew the statue in Paddington very well. However, although I regularly use Paddington station to commute from because I live in London and I work down in the southwest, prior to starting work on the project, I had never even noticed him. This despite the fact that I would walk up and down that platform regularly. I think my excuse is that when you’re on the platform you’re looking at the train, because you’re trying to get on the train, and he’s on the other side of the platform. I think one of the things that the project did a good job of is getting you to look again, getting you to think again about what these memorials are, what they actually mean.
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Figure 9.4 Screenshot from Inanimate Alice, Episode 3. Image by Chris Joseph and Peter Sobolev.
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Interview

The Metamorphoses of Front as a Narrative Told through Social Media Interface: A Conversation with Donna Leishman

Front is an exciting departure for Donna Leishman. Best known for allegorical, often wordless, Flash-based narratives, in Front she tells a contemporary and text-based story. Front unfolds using a faux-Facebook page along with Twitter, SoundCloud, and other apps. Like many of her other works, Front continues a concern with female experience and agency as well as elements of fairy tale and myth but does so in a very different way. Through its pointed concern with our immersion and investment in social media, it speaks to the creation of virtual identities and personas as well as to concealed narratives of need, longing, or trauma. The work envisions narrative possibilities for these platforms.

QUESTION: What is Frontand how did it come about?

DONNA LEISHMAN (DL): Well, Front was a very particular commission. It answered a call for media artists to respond to a Scottish government project called “Project Ginsberg,” which was attempting to use digital media to help the nation’s mental health, so not naturally somewhere I’d go for financial resources to make a narrative work. But a lot of my critical work was looking at social identity—the problems associated with visual culture, kinds of social media, in short the current context that we face right now. I had a lot of somewhat disparate ideas under my belt and issues I was seeing from my own social media experience, and I thought that I could develop a narrative piece to highlight some of them. Another interesting aspect to this commission was who would be the audience for this? “Project Ginsberg” could be for everybody in Scotland, which in terms of narrative development is a horrible brief. Mark Daniel (New Media Scotland) and I were looking for narrower audiences. I knew I wanted to pitch this to young adults so I could explore a very particular kind of language and a very particular kind of world.

Front is set up as a Facebook parody. It’s a front, which has to ape the kind of functionality and interface of social media but also has to function as a cautionary tale. In some ways that’s exactly like most of my other work: cautionary tales, fairy tales, characters who may tell or relay a message that’s either healthy or unhealthy. Front is here and now, and Facebook is social media. It’s, for me, a departure because I had to work with a programmer (the excellent Jim Olson) to deliver the work in scalable HTML 5, and think about how to use that technology to structure the story.
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Figure 10.1 Daphne’s Facebook persona in Front by Donna Leishman.

Q: How is it structured and who is Daphne?

DL: Now, Daphne. Instead of a free form Facebook timeline, I thought there needs to be a story and one of the things I don’t do is write stories from scratch. I’m not a kind of author who sets out the plot or the characters. My business is reframing and working with existing stories. I knew I was looking for a story which had a female protagonist as that is another kind of trope of mine. And, it had to be someone who is visually literate and/or obsessed by her image in terms of how she projects herself and presents herself. Daphne is from Ovid’s Metamorphoses. She is an object of virtue—Apollo’s must-have girl, which again is a reasonably familiar story format for people who like classic literature if not commonly well-known. So, for me this was quite a nice tension: to use Facebook and a very old story as an analogy between objectifying a female and the body, so Daphne is Daphne.

Q: Facebook is a place of transformation and literary analogy …

DL: Yes, and there a few other little unknowns. DJ Lycius is Daphne’s favorite man; this DJ is featured in Metamorphoses as a king who has transformed into a wolf for eating or cannibalizing his family.

Q: He has developed quite a presence… .

DL: Yes, DJ Lycius is on Soundcloud, and he is really popular in Europe. People think he’s real.

Q: Where did the music come in? Did you compose Lycius?

DL: I commissioned DJ Nord (Steve Gibson) to become DJ Lycius for me and to develop sets of music that would work throughout the project to change tone and timbre. I wanted it to be sonically young, something kind of cool, obviously for the young audience, but also kind of suggestive of Daphne’s mental state, because, and I am not above admitting that I do this, a lot of people put how they feel obliquely through their music choices or lyrics on Facebook and all their close friends would “read” that lyric. Someone says “alright, she’s playing The Cure, then mmm, you know” … So there are all kinds of signs about how we’re mentally doing that aren’t explicit; so I wanted Daphne to do that, and I could control that by controlling the music.

Q: Yes, the ways the experience unfolds, we find ourselves grasping her personality and mental state through different parts of Front—through these oblique suggestions like the music and side references as well as by direct statements. So, there’s a balance between the kinds of explorations the reader may do. I can wander around. I can look at her friends. I might eventually get to her Twitter feed and things like that, or engage with the chat window.

DL: Yes, the chat is an intrusion in some ways. That was one of the interesting by-products of working with Jim who said, “you can’t do some of the things you want to do.” And, as a compromise we ended up having parts in a scripted linear structure. For example, Jim put it to me that “if you want chat to happen at any point in someone’s interaction, if you want it to be an open, time-based structure, then there are headaches to scripting that, but what we can do is trigger it at a certain point, and then it will happen at a set point.” And I thought, “wow.” So even though there’s much more programming behind that project compared to other ones, it’s in some ways more linear and more prescribed than any of my other pieces. But I was hoping to make the viewer ill-at-ease. If you see someone’s chat window impossibly start up in something you are interacting with—well, it should be confusing, a disruptive tactic similar to Front’s very first page when ghost-Daphne logs in. Hopefully you’re going to feel that you’re watching something out of time or something that’s not quite right, or perhaps even question if Daphne isn’t somewhere else in another room typing. Depending on your own literacy as a digital media user, you’ll either understand this part of the project or you might just be really confused. So, the chats are kind of key to the narrative flow. And the language is slightly different, too. It’s more time-based, whereas the texts in the feeds are kind of residual remains of something that you’ll scroll and piece things together. Both are practices of Facebook or social media, and both demand different interpretations. I’d be interested in what viewers feel about of that.
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Figure 10.2 Front uses various social media mechanisms to establish Daphne’s social community.

Q: I’m fascinated by the tension that you describe between the sense that there’s part of it that I can just explore and wander in and then this other very linear aspect, which ends up with the transformation. How would it be different without the chat window if we were just left to explore and see, you know, who’s there, what traces there are?

DL: The transformation in the original Daphne and Apollo story has her cry out to her deity father (the river god, Ladon) to save her from Apollo. She’d rather be transformed by her father than be caught by Apollo’s (I guess Cupid’s) lust. I also believe a conclusion, in this narrative context, is something important to give to this young audience in terms of playing with identity or playing with sexuality or image-based exposure. It isn’t just a present tense loop. One can’t do that endlessly. There is a “real” possibility of a next step, a kind of conclusion that would follow. Males or females will feel something and may want to act on that. These aren’t passive viewing relationships. Well, her transformation has that kind of beginning, middle, and end—an end needs to happen at some point in the project. As the writer, I wanted to reverse engineer an exploration that, I would hope, is interesting and gives you a fuller sense of who she is or a very light sense—you could just read her really quickly, look at her pictures, scan the tone of her posts, and then you get to the end. Each gives you a different sense of who she is, whether you’re more sympathetic or not, or whether you think she’s familiar. At Front’s original launch—a public opening in Edinburgh, quite a lot of people remarked that how Daphne poses and the whole “selfie world” referred to in the project felt familiar. Interestingly, these comments were from older users. It was the parents or grandparents saying that’s the kind of visual, verbal language that was going on with their grandkids or their own kids, that Daphne was a kind of character they might know.

Q: The work, then, is also about time: how new media structures in general and databases structures in particular express conditions of time and the relation of time to human life in differing ways. Timelines, chat spaces, old posts, new entries all participate in a production of time and linger in strange ways as time goes on, or even, sometimes, after the author has passed away. Indeed, there is an odd kind of nostalgia in visiting the Facebook site of a person who has died but their Facebook profile remains.

DL: Yes, there’s also the the nostalgia in reading or reviewing Facebook feeds. These images are traces of ourselves to revisit, to remind ourselves of who we once were, perhaps suggesting that we are not as comfortable with the present tense. Nostalgia is also very much pushed at us. Facebook will show you two years ago, “here’s what you did, would you like to share that with people?” to make everyone kind of recursive; it’s like a loop back. Front is structured similarly. I’m interested in exploring Daphne’s world, more her past. One could have endless vignettes of who she is or write a whole other franchise, the pre-history of Daphne.

Q: So, you would imagine expanding it?

DL: Yes, it’s definitely set up to do that. It’s set up to be added on really quite easily. I can kind of repopulate and build into these timelines. I think with Daphne, I would expand her in terms of the visual material. At the moment she has fairly static imagery, but they can be small loops. They can move. One of the original briefs was to have the sound and the lyrical content erode and decay as her mental health changes; it’s there but it’s fairly loose schematically, and it could be done more explicitly.

Q: And the tweets? She seems to live in the real world, at least from the tweets, and there’s a lot of them.

DL: The initial proposal was just Front, this parody of Facebook, and then I thought, well, I’m showing my age, Facebook is kind of a questionable source for some young, hip people. They’ll be tweeting or having all sorts of other accounts, multiple accounts for multiple dimensions of themselves, and she should really be on Twitter. I just felt it would be interesting to move to a more photographic set of references or a more vulnerable Daphne. So, in Front she’s a fairly provocative, seems to be confident girl. In Twitter, there’s a kind of mental health problem being put out “there.” It’s much more declared; there are more oblique references such as perhaps being hospitalized. There are also live mental health support links that people can access. Then the curator said well, how about we hashtag and have people encounter Daphne. They can fall upon Daphne’s installations as she works out in the gallery context. All that can kind of mash in. People can see it’s fiction, but at the same time, the issues are very real and pressing.

Q: Have people hashtagged in?

DL: Yes, they’ve started to do that a bit. But that aspect has not been pushed massively, partly because of having babies and my responsibilities as a full time academic. But Front could be placed into a much bigger installation that does ask people to co-create her in Twitter or entwine her feed with their own stories. I’m also very keen to try and take this out to the audience, to young adults to see how they relate to my Facebook parody/Ovid’s version of a boy meets girl story. Daphne could be compelled to do Tumblr or Snapchat.

Q: This suggests there are new and very different triggers in these media you are exploring which mirror other aspects of your storytelling. I am thinking of how you construct narratives in your earlier works in such a way that it allows for animated discoveries of things that are hidden. It seems that Facebook and Twitter are both parallel, but they have significant differences—the animated discoveries take on new forms.
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Figure 10.3 Front mimics social media including through its faux security walls and dead ends.

DL: I guess what unites the works is my use of digital surprise or uncovering; this very simple idea that a close read (or look) will reward you with something is a device or tactic I play with in every project. I also think closely considering context (or history) is important in my projects, so when I lecture and teach design students about context and theory, one of my big interests is asking them upfront if there is, in today’s re-blogged world, any value in “original” context and, if not, what does this do to narrative interpretation and reader assumptions? Even my early Red Riding Hood project is about trying to upturn some assumptions, very simply. I’m not alone as a female artist in wanting to do that, but I think the tools and techniques are shifting and perhaps my participating in social media now just makes me see the new equivalents and dangers. Like a fairy tale, it’s the new forest, you know, like social media is like the new forest, which has safe paths, has formational paths in it, some of which are good for you, and some are dangerous ones.

Q: So, then you return, in this example, to fairy tales, and of course, we have Ovid here and these are very old stories, thousands of years old. Why use them? How could they be useful?

DL: I think, for me, there’s this mutability between old and familiar. I mean, I thought Ovid is familiar enough—perhaps I’m pushing it, but someone, if they were interested, could easily dig out the beginners guide to Metamorphoses. They could think about other thematic versions based on this; they could easily find information, feel kind of rewarded, and think about why I was doing that.

Q: I get the sense that you see it as a kind of analysis and approach that is enduring. The stories are very succinct, and then you do have these transformations.

DL: Yes, and they’re curious. A lot of it is very curious and fantastical, yet with easy acceptance of these codes or styles of characters that were constructed thousands of years ago. If published “now” they may not resonate at all, but Ovid and the like have set narratives on time-based journeys, which through the years have been interpreted and presented by different authors and artists.

Q: Let me ask maybe a stupid question, but why not just do it on Facebook? It sounds like an inordinate challenge designing Front as a faux Facebook instead of using Facebook itself.

DL: The commission curator proposed the same solution, basically, “Daphne could just have a Facebook page, couldn’t she?” And, I was like “hmmm, she could.” But some of the things I want to do will contravene perhaps Facebook’s rules and regulations, and it would be shut down or it could change or fall out of their system. In short my creation would be overly limited. I also suggested that they could also see this as a parody that is a criticism and not be happy with it. There are a few media artists that have used and hacked Facebook in certain ways, who have had projects embargoed or banned. That would be kind of interesting for me to face, but … and then the curator (kindly considering the goals of Project Ginsberg) nipped the intentional Facebook provocation in the bud, “Okay, yes let’s not say yes to something that’s going to be litigious or constraining in that way.” So, that and then knowing that I wanted to have that kind of end point where she transforms and she protects herself—I couldn’t code or control that on Facebook. Very simply I can’t set a time-based event in Facebook. It would have to be much more displaced, open, you just find it by traveling through her Facebook world.
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Figure 10.4 Front uses a variety of social media platforms including chat windows, and it combines text, imagery, and sound.

Q: That’s a significant thing, I believe, about our interactions with Facebook, certainly as artists but I think in general … you know, so much of the control we have is ceded to the structure that Mark Zuckerburg gives us.

DL: Yes, and tinkers with and then uses for us.

Q: These themes of nostalgia, myth, longing, loss, and acts of searching for meaning among enigmatic signifiers run through most of your works, as well as a strong interest in female persona and identity. While the formats you have chosen may propel these stories in different directions, the visual choices, which are both playful and dark, also seem to echo these enduring themes and provide a continuity, even as the format seems to propel such themes in different directions. The visual character you use also echoes these themes and offers some degree of continuity.

DL: I suppose the projects, some of them, are more closely aligned to myself as an identity or character. You know, I’ve had a few heated discussions about whether I should put myself directly into them. Some people say, “Visually you seem familiar, as in you draw yourself literally.” And I’m like, “I have never done that intentionally.” I’m happy with the whole business of subconsciously inserting my experience into my works, but I think how that occurs in each work is different. Some projects are personal experiments. Some are commissioned, which changes the strength of my personal aesthetic quite significantly. I think that general tone, that slightly kind of downbeat tone, or whether it’s out-and-out melancholia in everything I’ve done, is perhaps there because—you’ll have to excuse this next part as I haven’t really thought this through—female characterization has had so much problematic and/or dangerous characterization that I feel that whilst my characters aren’t victims of, or perpetrating, mainstream female identities, and they’re maybe not repressed, they are still and brooding, weighed down by gender politics. In Scotland you could say, “Still waters run deep.” Here’s just this massive ocean of problematic characterizations. I think people are attracted to that kind of content (melancholia) in the world. Not everybody is a shiny, happy person. So, it works both ways.

Q: Yet, there’s sometimes, a real sweetness in these characters that look downright dead, and chopped up and garbed up, and in this case, connected with hospital beds and medicines that look like bombs and such …

DL: Yes, there’s something in that I’ve not yet reflected on—and I don’t normally work photographically– but I was quite interested in whom am I referencing, what do I pick when I don’t draw it. Because it’s totally different for me to pose Daphne’s photographic twitter world—for example her hospital is a very famous Finnish, early modernist hospital that’s now a design museum. It’s not a real hospital, but in her feed there’s real hospital food, and those massive pills like bombs are very much real for many. So it’s bringing out something in me, collecting these photographic works and perhaps short video pieces as a new method because, as you say, I more often draw illustrations and animations. That’s my safe territory.

Q: There’s a real difference there, real photos of real things—real mushy peas and real people—next to your work.

DL: And, then, there’s a diagram of the arrow, you know, we all know the metaphor … shot by Cupid.

Q: I’d like to talk about a different kind of loss, the one of technology. At the time of this conversation, your website 6amhoover wasn’t working on my cell phone and so many of your earlier works are in Flash, and you’ve written on the Flash community and on HTML 5. How do you approach this issue?

DL: I think there’s a whole set of technical insights I could really enjoy playing with. The kind of near end or death of Flash as a default plug-in and uncertainty around what Flash will be, and if or when it becomes obsolete is something I am really comfortable with, even if that’s the end of my projects. I have no need to document them or re-pose them in some way so people can access them. It was a very particular kind of philosophy when I first made them. I thought if they have links and something technological happens, then that’s how it was meant to be. So, curiously, I have no anxieties about people not picking them up on a phone or a tablet.

Q: Do you think this should be a job for a certain kind of archivist who might say, “Donna, can we archive your work?”

DL: They could, but I don’t have pretentions to think that they will.

Q: Are there any questions that you wish people would ask and they never do?

DL: I mean, I’m interested in, I mean from your perspective, how I fit as a member of electronic literature. It’s something that I never quite escape. I sometimes think I’m an interloper. I sometimes think I’m one of them by virtue of having a piece created at the turn of the millennium, a kind of old maid.

Q: That is very funny. In almost all interviews in this book, the sense “how do I fit?” within literary and artistic categories has come up in one way or another. Perhaps what has brought all the artists in this book together are not only their interests in interactive, nonlinear and database-driven work but also participation in a creatively diverse and interdisciplinary community. As we don’t know yet what narrative might look like, expressed through emerging forms, I think we can start by saying yes, these are all creators of something we might call electronic literature—it’s like we’ve taken a small subset and said okay, let’s say these seven artists are electronic literature artists, then what? What is it they’re doing? And how do the ways their works get interpreted in this context relate to how they are being read, viewed or used in other contexts and communities in which these artists or writers also participate. You’ve written on, and within, the Flash community, for example, right?

DL: Yes, but they were also very, in a way, post-conceptual. They didn’t have the same kind of intellectual references. They were experimenters. They’re a moving community who had a kind of identity that had an impact. It was very particular but that really moved. Love or hate it, I still feel there’s a very particular kind of literary theory, kind of heart to a lot of this community, both a kind of sophistication and lack of it about different ways to express themselves.

Q: Among the facets of your work that have always fascinated me are your structures of storytelling. It is as if you’re looking for a model of how things connect, the hidden, animated discovery of routes and paths. Your works move towards a spatial form of storytelling and then into socially constructed forms of storytelling. You’re following what seems to be a sequence of transformations and how one gets from a semantic or iconic idea into its subsequent tropes, performances, and so forth. For me, that seems to be a common language, I guess, but I don’t know if it will keep being so. That’s curious actually: what is language in your work? Because a lot of it has no words. So, how do you actually get story?

DL: My stories are made with my own kind of language, my own grammar. This is true in Deviant: The Possession of Christian Shaw, Red Riding Hood, and The Bloody Chamber. They’re still but there’s animation, and there are things to find. There are ways to interact. So there’s a kind of language in how you approach it. I haven’t considered whether that carries with me into Front. It does in one way, a bit of scrolling and there are kind of quiet micro-movements, and then you get little layers—you know things come up in contrast, meanings become slightly sharper, as rewards. But, it’s not as fixed. It’s not as Flash-dependent. It’s visually designed in the way that I was interested in.

[image: ]

Figure 10.5 Beneath the surface of social media exchanges are narratives of longing, transformation, and illness.

Q: There’s more writing in Front than in any of your works. It’s actually an adoption of the English language.

DL: Yes, which had to happen. I mean, I—we really—I almost drew the Facebook interface and drew the letter forms and almost did it in pencil and had to make a visual kind of simulation by hand.

Q: Is that how you usually go about developing projects, by drawing them first?

DL: It is, and I did sort of do that again, reminding people that the text of Front is visual … I then thought about the women hours it would take to do that, given the project’s complexity already, and thought, nope, I’m just going to have to deal with writing. So, I spent hours and hours and hours on lots of teenagers’ feeds looking at their jargon and lexicons, looking at how they break down things to try and become part, you know textually, of their world.

Q: And that’s interesting because you had a extensive research process, so this also is quite different from your other projects, perhaps.

DL: Yes, I also had to assimilate and look at a scary amount of selfies. And it’s shocking how many people have open access to that world that boys and girls are using now, how familiar it is, how posed it is. But, that’s another research project on its own.
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Collaborative Voices: Kate Pullinger’s Digital Authorial Voice

Anastasia Salter

Kate Pullinger describes herself as a writer for both print and digital platforms, placing the emphasis of her practice on the act of writing rather than the technology that powers each of her diverse fictions. Her work across forms and media suggests that the authorial voice is not dependent on work in isolation: her approach to collaboration reflects the interdependence and intertwined demands of text, image, and code. Her projects reimagine the book while reflecting the dramatic transformations in the primacy of digital discourse through the last decades. From her approach, we can draw powerful models for how individual authorship with a strong narrative emphasis can co-exist and transform to suit changing platforms. These intertwined demands of text, image, and code shape both the collaborative imaginative process and the readership: they reflect a process of imagining together, and likewise invite the reader in to play different parts within the works (sometimes even as another anonymous collaborator).

Kate Pullinger was one of the contributors on an early attempt to define the type of literacy required to navigate this type of changing, multimodal work: importantly, the team suggested that “the characterization of transliteracy deliberately refuses to presuppose any kind of offline/online divide; indeed it posits a complete interpellation of one by the other within everyday life” (Thomas et al. 2007). This concept of transliteracy and its demands upon creators, readers, and critics might seem at odds with Pullinger’s own apparent philosophy: she divides her own work between digital and print, online and offline, even as she continually pushes the boundaries of both. She identifies as a writer first, but her work imagines a future that is meaningfully multimodal and transmedia. It is in these apparent contradictions that her contributions to the field lie, particularly in marking a clear space for “book people” and literary writers in electronic literature’s practices.

Digital Fictions of a Book Person

Pullinger’s emphasis on the literary perhaps stems from her own acknowledged status as a “book person.” Pullinger has maintained her emphasis on writing first and foremost throughout her fifteen years and counting of working in electronic fictions. Writing in 2012, Kate Pullinger commented: “For me the future of writing has to be the future of literature—what else is there to care about, if not literature?” (Pullinger, Riposte to Curtis White’s ‘The Latest Word’ 2012). This focus on literature is particularly Pullinger’s own work, which is certainly a testament to this conviction that “literature is evolving,” but outside the discourse of electronic literature it may be difficult for her digital fictions to be recognizable (Pullinger, Riposte to Curtis White’s ‘The Latest Word’ 2012). As a writer of literary fiction, however, she is better positioned than most to bridge the gap between platforms, and she has even gone so far as to take some of her works to reimagine and extend into traditional print (most notably Landing Gear, a novel sequel to “networked novel” Flight Paths). This seemingly effortless transition between platforms moves in the reverse of the expected adaptation pathway from print to digital and thus illustrates the truth of Pullinger’s commitment to writing and narrative first, in whatever form best suits the experience.

This emphasis is not to be confused with a print-focused, text-driven approach to electronic literature. On the contrary: Dene Grigar observed that Pullinger’s early collaborative work can be placed among those that break our expectations of interface and interaction: the headset-powered, breath-responsive work The Breathing Wall, for instance, is very different from the turning of a page (2008). Astrid Ensslin goes further and calls the work an example of “cybertextual retro-intensionalization,” a “kind of transmedial and multimodal ‘reading’ that is governed by corporeal processes operating in competition with mental forces” (Ensslin 2011). The work’s physical demands on the reader foreshadowed Pullinger’s later emphasis on the reader as a potential collaborator, making the experience and revealing or navigating the text through a variety of interfaces and inputs.

Pullinger’s work has evolved rapidly: just compare the interface and visual experience of the first Inanimate Alice episode (showcased in the Electronic Literature Collection Volume 1) to the fourth (included in the Electronic Literature Collection Volume 2). Of the works in that first collection, John Zuern observes: “The letter is at once image and information, simultaneously the trigger of sensual experience and of cognitive expertise, as well as, in many instances, the stimulus to a bodily response” (Zuern 2007). But even in this relatively text-driven era of electronic literature, Pullinger’s work stood out for her intentional emphasis on multimodal elements beyond the written word. Many authors who work in electronic literature are their own collaborators, and intertwined practices of writing, code, and design are commonly seen as requisite skills for building work of this kind: as N. Katherine Hayles has argued, “the fact that creators of electronic texts always write code as well as natural language has resulted in a significant shift in how writing is understood” (Hayles 2004, 80). This expectation of hybridity has played an important role in shaping how the field is imagined, particularly in terms of the poetics of code.

However, Pullinger takes a different approach which has become fundamental to her digital work. As she notes in the interview, “I took a decision 15 years ago that I would stick to what I was good at which is writing and I always have to collaborate. The key difference is that to write a long form prose text, it’s a solitary task.” This acknowledgment of the need for different skill sets to work on digital work is a recurring theme in Pullinger’s discussions of her process: writing in 2008, she commented on her disinterest in digital works that are only text, and noted “I was afraid that, in order to create digital work myself, I’d have to become the world’s worst web designer. But then I had a breakthrough: I realized I did not have to learn how to manage hugely complex visual interface, all by myself, I could collaborate” (Pullinger, Digital Fiction: From the Page to the Screen 2008, 121). This refusal to see digital writing as requiring code is itself a political as well as an aesthetic choice, and it becomes particularly significant in the context of electronic literature as a field that typically emphasizes code-centric (and traditionally male-coded) labor (Salter 2017). Importantly, Pullinger continues to describe these processes of collaborations in terms of co-present engagement in the non-textual elements of a work: she describes in the interview that the process of working on Inanimate Alice with Andy Campbell involves the exchange of screen sharing, which allowed her to “get on the inside” of the development process. This is not the model of the writer as originator, absent from the making: instead, Pullinger is present as the work is being imagined and embodied, allowing for meaningful transdisciplinary co-creation.

Imagining the Collaborative Authorial Voice

This co-present, collaborative approach is the essence of Pullinger’s redefinition of the authorial voice for the multimodal context of electronic fictions. As she addresses in the interview: “I think that the authorial voice can be a collaborative voice, but even when it’s a collaborative voice, there remains an authorial voice.” The authorial voice comes with the intense baggage of the capital L literary, suggesting an overseeing control that doesn’t seem to leave much room for collaboration. Yet Pullinger’s description of how she envisions the authorial voice operating in the electronic literary owes less to that model and more to other media, such as the techniques for establishing the consistent voice of characters in a television show where multiple authors will contribute over months (or years) while striving to maintain an underlying consistency. This is not surprising as Pullinger credits her own experience trying to work in film or television with her ability to bridge the approach of a novelist with that of “writing for the screen, literally writing text for the screen as opposed to screenwriting.”

Pullinger’s own evolution as writer for the screen occurred at a time when she noted that everyone was becoming accustomed to the shift from print to writing online. In the interview, she compared the experience of two collaborative projects, A Million Penguins and Letter to an Unknown Soldier.

One of the things I realized was that in the seven years between those two projects people became entirely accustomed to writing online. In 2007 they really, really weren’t. I think that’s an incredible rapid, interesting change, where over the course of seven years we would be able to embark on a project where 22,000 people felt able to write a very personal letter to a dead solider.

The Letter to an Unknown Soldier project recalls many of the web-based experiments that emerged in the intervening years, most notably PostSecret, a communal art project started by Frank Warren in 2005. Like Letter to an Unknown Solider, the project resulted in several printed books. Anna Poletti observed how the project “mixes Web 2.0 modes of publishing with handmade texts and commercial book publication,” a model that bridged the gap between the physicality of the written letter and the digital, social, user-generated content of Web 2.0 (2011, 30). Similarly, the “about” section of the Letter to an Unknown Soldier digital project emphasizes this intersection of the private expression of an individual text with the collaborative, public space of the web:

In a year jammed-full of WW1 commemoration our project invited everyone to step back from the public ceremonies and take a few private moments to think. For us, it was important to provide a space for people to reconsider the familiar imagery we associate with the war memorials—cenotaphs, poppies, and silence. We asked people the following questions: if you could say what you want to say about that war, with all we’ve learned since 1914, with all your own experience of life and death to hand, what would you say? If you were able to send a personal message to this soldier, a man who served and was killed during World War One, what would you write? (Pullinger & Bartlett, Letter to an Unknown Soldier 2014)

However, Pullinger notes that the responses included primarily digital letters, with only about 4000–7000 coming through the post (more than anticipated.) Pullinger speculates in the interview regarding the reasons for handwritten participation given the ease of digital submission: “I think for a lot of people the novelty of handwriting a letter and posting it was part of why they wanted to participate in the project. But also, on a more practical level, we had quite a lot of school children participating, and schools often preferred to do things on paper than on computers.” PostSecret benefited from similar novelty while simultaneously relying on memetic imagery and combinations of word and pictures that evoked a strongly web-based aesthetic: heirs to these types of confessionals tend to be exclusively digital, circulating on networks such as Tumblr and Instagram where imagery can be easily reposted and reimagined. This type of work is simultaneously massively collaborative and intensely personal.

Futures of Collaborative Electronic Fictions

In 2010, Pullinger observed her own anxiety regarding growing corporate interest in “electronic” books:

Personally, my current anxiety around the form is that the kind of work I’m involved in, digital fictions like the latest iteration of Flight Paths, will be completely swept aside and obliterated by the Great Machine of Corporate Publishing as it discovers the huge potential for digital fiction, and that works of this type, with their hand-made and very personal aesthetic, will soon look like a movie I made on my mobile phone when everything else looks like Avatar. (Pullinger, Riposte to A [S]creed for Digital Fiction 2010).

This concern has thus far proved unwarranted: Kate Pullinger’s current work draws on but also resists the top-down, pseudo collaborative models of “corporate” publishing, and in turn current corporate publishing is being influenced by the type of indie work that Pullinger’s electronic fictions represent. The intimacy of many of Pullinger’s project defies the larger, changing teams behind them: trauma, loss, grief, and individual experiences are at the heart of her electronic fictions. As the expectations of electronic fictions increase with the interventions of new technologies and ever-higher resolution, Pullinger is continuing to navigate the potential pull of the corporate model: Inanimate Alice’s seventh episode is funded as a collaborative project involving the production of a series of virtual reality episodes, and Pullinger admitted in the interview that “it’s not entirely clear what everyone’s roles will be. I think that it’s inevitable that as a project grows these things come under pressure and hopefully that’s creative pressure.” Such pressure might further evolve Pullinger’s conception of the authorial voice as simultaneously collaborative and intimate, but her substantial body of work makes clear that the role of writing (and the pursuit of the literary) will not be eclipsed by the demands of any platform.
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What Holds Electronic Literature Together?

Mark C. Marino

There’s a telling moment in the interview with Donna Leishman, in which she balks at her own classification as an artist of electronic literature. She wonders aloud whether that title applies to her work:

I’m interested in, I mean from your perspective, how easy I am as a kind of member of electronic literature. It’s something that I never quite escape. I sometimes think I’m an interloper. I sometimes think I’m one of them by virtue of having a piece created at the turn of the millennium, a kind of old maid.

Now, for over a decade, Leishman has created works using Flash and HTML5 that have been exhibited widely and circulated in multiple volumes of the Electronic Literature Collection, a periodic anthology of select works of e-lit. Why would she not obviously fit into this category?

When Leishman makes this comment, the interviewer notes that this is the fifth interview in which an artist asked some version of the question, “Am I really an e-lit person?” While artists, no doubt, always wonder how they will be categorized, the question bugging these artists speaks of a larger issue of ontology that is specific to electronic literature. The person chipping figures out of marble does not wonder if they are a sculptor; nor does the person making images out of paint wonder if they are a painter. But, digital artists creating works out of code and software commonly wonder if they are creating electronic literature. The problem grows out of the category itself.

The term “electronic literature” has been in use for over twenty years now, and though it seems to be a mere title for the writing that follows paper on digital applications, it has yet to be universally adopted. Many follow the lead of the Electronic Literature Organization (ELO) (founded in 1999), adopting this title for “digitally born literature,” or that which could not be created or experienced without a computational device in the process. Of course, this is an English phrase that is variously translated in other languages, for example, la littérature numérique in French. But staying with English, this working definition is not so straightforward, for scholars do not classify all digitally born literary works as e-lit. For example, though some experimental ebooks may be considered electronic literature, most works of literature that are produced in the standard ePub format are not generally held to be electronic literature. It seems as soon as the creating technology becomes normalized, the work is no longer e-lit.

Or as I once argued (Marino, 2008), as soon as the second work is created in the same form, it becomes less interesting as electronic literature. Further works in the same form seem also to diminish in critical reception among e-lit scholars, as though—as absurd as it sounds—they were becoming less digital with each instantiation. Electronic literature, as it turns out, requires innovation, a use of a new platform or a misuse of an old one, a creative construction of code or reimagining of algorithms. I can remember an ELO conference at West Virginia University in 2012, when someone was explaining to me that QR codes were already old hat and weren’t worth experimenting with anymore. More than falling out of fashion, they were becoming part of mainstream communication. Now it is not uncommon to see a QR code on a drink from a fast food restaurant or on an ad in a magazine. When this once-novel technology becomes so banal, its place in the world of electronic literature tends to diminish.

The picture I am attempting to paint is the moving target that is electronic literature, or the stream that begins, like the water in Coleridge’s Xanadu, in a fountain of creativity and frothy scholarly reception followed by a surge in production that gradually recedes until it flows to the ice caves of common media until some future moment rediscovers it and innovates once again, reimagining and reinvigorating the older digital technology.

So, perhaps electronic literature is digitally born literature that engages with its medium in an innovative way. But that may also be insufficient. For works of electronic literature also seem to have affinities of construction. Or, is electronic literature merely a network of affiliated artists and scholars? Is electronic literature a name given to works produced by those who have been in contact with the ELO? That would seem a very poor and cliquish classification. And yet, the organization fits centrally into the history of this genre.

ELO co-founder Scott Rettberg writes of a 1999 conference at Brown University, where he “encountered a small but robust community of authors who had chosen the computer as a platform for their literary endeavors, a motley and innovative crew of literary experimentalists”(2009). Author Robert Coover, who organized the conference, had been building such a community since his Unspeakable Acts, Unnatural Practices conferences, which he organized in the early 1990s alongside George Landow, who was publishing on the emerging form of Hypertext. Out of that conference, a group decided to form the ELO, a nonprofit founded to “foster and promote the reading, writing, teaching, and understanding of literature as it develops and persists in a changing digital environment” (eliterature.org). The organization would grow over the ensuing decades, fostering scholarship and exploration in the creative arts, along with the term itself.

While it may be that those associated with this organization are more likely to use its name, a number of endeavors launched by this organization strive to open up the term by identifying works of electronic literature throughout the world. These projects include the Electronic Literature Directory and its parent database, the CELL Project; the Electronic Literature Collections; and exhibits in the annual conferences. By actively seeking works beyond those created by members, these projects seek to apply electronic literature as a general term. However, because artists are ultimately not the arbiters of how their works are received and categorized by scholars, it is not surprising that any given artist may still wonder whether or not scholars would classify them as authors of electronic literature.

Surely Leishman and Pullinger’s works meet this criterion. Front does not so much innovate as hold a critical mirror up to the social media practices of contemporary life. Pullinger’s Inanimate Alice has included HTML, Flash/ActionScript, HTML5, and soon Virtual Reality. Inanimate Alice seems to parallel Alice’s growth with its own technological development. Electronic literature seems to be driven by a tendency always to probe and extend the affordances of the technology it uses for its medium or production. As soon as a technology of communication becomes normalized in a work, becomes in a sense invisible, it seems to become less desirable to artists of electronic literature, who do not merely kick the tires of communication technology; they spray paint on its walls; they hack its interfaces and jam its conventional channels and signals.

But if electronic literature seemed to rely on its avant-garde, counter-cultural, or punk aesthetic, the works of these artists disrupt that rule. Notable about these artists is the sponsorship of their work. Leishman’s Front was sponsored by the Scottish government, and Pullinger’s Letter to Unknown Soldier is a large-scale public art project funded by the British government to be displayed at Paddington Station. So if these works are by definition innovative and beyond the norm, they are not necessarily outside of the realm of established institutions. In fact, their innovative use of digital platforms and potential for collaboration make them desirable to these grant-funding bodies who are eager to be at the crest of the wave of innovation rather than merely to be dragged in its undertow. Such characterization might make these artworks seem to be merely byproducts of the overall cultural commercial push toward technological innovation. Instead these artists choose to trouble and complicate that simple progress narrative, and they reflect on digital media and our digitally mediated lives in collaboration with partner artists, compatriots with complementary skills and gifts.

Collaboration is central to these artists and their works. Pullinger notes a variety of collaborators, Chris Joseph, Andy Campbell, and Mez Breeze, and Leishman collaborates with Mark Daniel and DJ Nord. Although collaboration is not required for electronic literature, it is common due to the large number of components and realms of expertise involved, particularly in narrative-based works such as these that incorporate unique user interfaces, images, text, and music. The digital work of literature is the contemporary Gesamtkunstwerk, and these assemblages often require teams to get them functioning.

However, more than merely requiring the technical skills of varied artisans, these works also reflect deep and often sustained collaboration and communal artistic production. Consider the ongoing collaboration between Pullinger, Joseph, and Ian Harper even as they grow their artistic collective. Working together over time, they have been able to collectively dream Alice’s story even as they engage in shared reflection on our changing globe mediated and mutated through computational technologies. Having worked on a series of interactive stories with my children and illustrator Brian Gallagher, I have learned the beauties, the richness of sustained collaboration, especially in a digital format that allows opportunities for reinvention and reconfiguration. These sustained interactions also allow artists to continue to explore new aspects of digital art, since their shared creative paths push them to find new directions. Think of it not so much as a form that festishizes novelty over familiarity but instead a realm driven by artists curious about how digital media affords new opportunities for digital art. Consider for example Inanimate Alice’s transformations from Web-based FLASH to VR work.

Perhaps at this point, I have moved away from the necessary conditions of electronic literature into one of its frequent features, and one that it shares with other art forms, such as theater: collaboration. Nonetheless, it is worth noting, that as in the case of theatrical works, electronic literature extends its potential, its possibility space, to borrow a term from N. Katherine Hayles, when artists work together. Moreover, early theorization of the world of digital literature, going back to George Landow’s Hypertext, stressed the importance of including a final collaborator, the one who completes the production of the work, the reader/interactor/player.

The last feature of these works, representative of other electronic literature, is the social engagement, the reflection on complex social issues. Both Leishman and Pullinger’s collaborations treat upon the complex worlds of individuals, specifically young women in these cases, in the contemporary world. When placed against a backdrop of the sea of sports-based and violent military video games, these works stand out in their efforts to talk back. Of course, the world of gaming continues to generate so-called serious games and other literary games, reinvigorated particularly in the field of Twine and other interactive fictions, the majority of commercial offerings that fuel the AAA game market continue to come from these realms. I will not argue for or against the merits of those games, but it is easy to identify the literary resonance of these artistic works that take up the traditional challenges of the human condition in digitally mediated environs.

But at the point at which we are considering social factors, we are not discussing necessary factors of electronic literature, but frequent characteristics of literature in general. That is not to say that electronic literature requires social engagement in narrative form, but rather that like all literature, engagement with deep humanistic themes is common. However, it is probably the simultaneous engagement with nonhuman or even posthuman aspects of being that bring works squarely into the realm of electronic literature.

Leishman’s question of whether or not she fits into the category of electronic literature raises a definitive issue in this moment of artistic production. Exploring what counts as electronic literature, rather than leading toward the exclusion of works from some digital canon, helps to identify the affinities that pull works such as these together and draw readers and artists back into these realms.
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Metacommentary

Do Cyborgs Dream of iPhone Apps? The Body and Storytelling in the Digital Imaginary

Illya Szilak

The digital imaginary is a zone where cyborgs, “chimeras … theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism,” (Haraway 150) dwell and create. With the proliferation of digital technologies for communication, the digital imaginary has become the ground for cyborg narrative production. Moreover, as human bodies have become machine-extended, a concomitant shift in consciousness has occurred. The individual sense of self, once sited in the physical body, has become a networked, digital entity that operates in multiple spaces and times.

Following McLuhan,“putting our physical bodies inside our extended nervous systems, by means of electric media, we set up a dynamic by which … all such extensions of our bodies, including cities, will be translated into information systems,” (McLuhan 57), in this essay, I will argue that, for cyborg bodies, the change is less material than epistemological: how we process information and how we write and read the world and our identities is fundamentally changing.

Emojis, avatars, thumbs up and down, the swipe, the pinch, the spread, little hearts are ways of commodifying, standardizing, and making legible, complex aspects of human communication that computers cannot process accurately or easily make profitable. Although not all the artworks discussed in this book are overtly political, by utilizing the affordances of digital technology, all reveal the constraints of the machine-based communication systems that they creatively co-opt. The artworks here are hybrids: human and machine, truth and fiction, content and form. It is the reader, moved by desire or memory or simply rules of the game, who, through her interaction, sets the dynamo in motion. Thus, the digital imaginary is an intrinsically political space. As Haraway suggests in her manifesto: “ … the relation between organism and machine has been a border war. The stakes in the border war have been the territories of production, reproduction and imagination” (Haraway 150).

What is at stake here, as David Clark’s The End: Death in Seven Colors intimates, is nothing less than the concept of “human.” One person whose death The End describes is computer scientist Alan Turing. The so-called Turing test, which attempts to answer the question “can machines think,” does not unequivocally define human intelligence. Rather it relies on an elaborate logocentric mimesis for a litmus test. For Turing, a computer does not have to “be” human, it only has to pass. Human-ness is a relation between sender and receiver, defined by the ability to imitate recognizably “human” communication patterns. At the time Turing devised the test, this consisted of text typed on a computer keyboard. Today, artists like those featured here are exploring a wider range of modalities for cyborg communication (Turing).

To understand the emergent language of the digital imaginary, it is important to consider what is meant by “information.” The Macy Conferences on Cybernetics, held between 1946 and 1953, the purpose of which was to provide the foundations for a “general science of the workings of the human mind,” provided the foundations for what we know today as information theory. During that conference Claude Shannon’s definition of information, which completely disregarded the importance of meaning-making, won out. Shannon explains,

The fundamental problem of communication is that of reproducing at one point either exactly or approximately a message selected at another point. Frequently the messages have meaning; that is they refer to or are correlated according to some system with certain physical or conceptual entities. These semantic aspects of communication are irrelevant to the engineering problem. (Shannon, 3)

Because he was primarily concerned with increasing signal to noise ratio in communication, Shannon privileged machine intelligence over conventional human intelligence. British physicist Donald MacKay, another prominent Macy Conference attendee, objected, arguing that information was related to the change that occurred in the receiver with receipt of the message. In other words, signal and noise are relative. Information is dependent upon the operating characteristics of the receiver and the effect a message has on her. As MacKay famously stated: “Information is the distinction that makes a difference” (Floridi).

The body and its senses are where many of these distinctions originate. Although mostly discussed in relation to virtual reality, “presence,” that feeling of being in a particular time and space, is relevant to all works emanating from the digital imaginary. Presence is in many ways a primordial epistemological process, a way of organizing incoming sense data into useful knowledge. Although dependent upon sensory stimulation, the organization of sense data is also related to meaning-making and emotion. The process can also be modified, and perhaps even overwritten by memory. According to neuroscientists, presence is, in fact, a core consciousness, one that helps animals distinguish self and other, internal and external. Interactivity, especially action upon the world, is critical to facilitating this. Through interactivity, the sense of presence allows an organism to create a motor-map of the universe. This allows it to plan future actions in the light of past knowledge (IIjsselsteijn and Riva).

A century prior to these theories, French philosopher Henri Bergson placed a similar emphasis on the body in information processing:

Everything thus happens for us as though we reflected back to the surfaces the light which emanates from them, the light, which, had it passed on unopposed, would never have been revealed. The images which surround us will appear to turn toward our body the side, emphasized by the light upon it, which interests our body. They will detach from themselves that which we have arrested on its way, that which we are capable of influencing. (Bergson 36)

As linguists Lakoff and Johnson have shown, at least in English, textual and verbal language are themselves spatially oriented and originate with embodied existence. They argue that orientational metaphors containing terms like “up/down,” “front/back,” “light/dark,” and “warm/cold” are the most basic metaphors, grounded as they are in physical, sensual experience. Many cultures also tend to correlate these sensory-motor concepts with emotions, such as the idea that sadness is “down.” Thus, they argue, orientational metaphors are the most basic way that humans organize their conceptual thinking about the world (Lakoff and Johnson).

But, what happens to language with the advent of telepresence and telecommunication? What happens when the body can be made virtual or change its form or point of view? In other words, what organizes information for cyborg bodies if it is no longer the physical body and its senses?

As our patterns of communication change and our own legibility alters, it is not surprising that the emerging shapes of immersive, narrative, and database arts reflect this radical epistemological shift. The essays and interviews in this volume bring to the fore a variety of ways in which artists are creating through and about new forms of information processing and storytelling, including:
 - a shift from logocentrism to spatiality
 
-    a move from linear narrative to database
 
-    a shift from narrative with plot and character development to alternative asymmetries that fulfil consumer desire
 
-    a move from story to game with an emphasis on form or process over content
 
-    a shift from a single authorial voice to a collaborative or multi-perspective story-telling

Although cyborg bodies have loosened their tether to conventional material reality and humans spend more and more of their lives online, the centrality of an individual body, albeit at times a virtual or abstract one, remains. This is not surprising. The very concept of human and world depends upon it. As geographer Yi-Fu Tuan suggests:

Man and world denote complex ideas. At this point, we also need to look at simpler ideas abstracted from man and world, namely body and space, remembering, however that the one not only occupies the other but commands and orders it through intention. Body is “lived body” and space is humanly construed space. (Tuan 35)

In the digital imaginary, there is a shift from reading as processing of words, “man,” “space,” to reading as an experience, particularly an experience of moving through space. Sharon Daniel’s overtly references this in her interview. Eschewing character-driven narratives, Daniel instead pictures the work as a space that the reader traverses.

I see the set of issues or social problems, like mass incarceration, as a site or territory, say, 100 square miles, and I want to map that territory by populating with the testimony of those most impacted. Then I want to provide access to that territory and testimony, but instead of moving you, the viewer or audience, from point A to point B to point C, in a kind of narrative arc, I want to drop you into that territory and let you find your own way through it, and hopefully have a transformative experience that is like the transformations I experience myself in my encounters with the people who share their stories with me.

In the digital imaginary, it is the journey of a machine-extended body that constitutes the “story,” not a singular set of time-ordered events strung one after another like pearls on a string or words in a sentence. Stuart Moulthrop summarizes this in his commentary:

… (T)he cybertextual turn seems to imply a shift from a certain logocentrism– the regime of the definitive sentence – to what we might call lococentrism: an entry into story space, the composition not of statements but of maps and territories. Though in fact lococentrism is not the right word at all, since the main effect of this transformation is not re-centering but de-centering, an at least ostensible forswearing of hierarchies.

The fundamental questions for the creator of digital narratives are who or what transverses these territories, what mechanisms move visitors through, how does the “visitor” process information she finds, and what engines (conscious and subconscious, internal and external) direct and propel the journey?

Moulthrop goes on to substitute perilocality, “indicating not a dominion of focus but unconstrained distribution” for “lococentrism” and this relates to Lev Manovich’s theory of database:

As a cultural form, database represents the world as a list of items and it refuses to order this list. In contrast, a narrative creates a cause-and-effect trajectory of seemingly unordered items (events). Therefore, database and narrative are natural enemies. Competing for the same territory of human culture, each claims an exclusive right to make meaning out of the world. (Manovich)

Håkan Jonson and Johannes Helden’s Encyclopedia which “parasitically” feeds on an existing online database to create and bring to extinction chimerical creatures provides a good example of this shift from linear narrative to database. Negotiating the tension between material and virtual, real and fiction, the work does suggest that materiality itself is an ordering dynamic, one that is intrinsically tied to the ecology of the earth and its inhabitants and one that resists the democratizing logic of the database.

Developing his theory around the same time as Manovich, cultural critic Hiroki Azuma describes a shift from narrative consumption to database consumption as a move from a repository of “grand narratives” or world views to “grand non-narratives”—popular characters and settings (Azuma 55). Whereas in the modernist era, personal fictions could be related in depth to a grand story about the meaning of human life, now, there is a lateral move in which multiple small stories are spawned from the same database. These small narratives do not refer back to some greater or universal theme, but are simply vehicles for invoking strong feeling or fulfilling consumer desires. Azuma writes, “ … there is no longer a narrative in the deep inner layer, beneath works and product … it is only characters that unite various works and products. Here, the individual products are the simulacra and behind them is the database of characters and settings” (Azuma 53).

In The Anime Machine, Thomas Lamarre critiques Azuma’s theory of database consumption arguing that Azuma is so intent on a non-hierarchal flattening of data that he forgets the materiality inherent in the formation of a database and its interface. For Lamarre, affective asymmetries create subjective asymmetries resulting in the notion a “character” where a vaguely human form is retained as visual/emotional marker. Moreover, repetition/habit mediated by how information is accessed, consumed, circulated, and reproduced creates asymmetries of form and autopoesis. Lamarre sees the database not as a static repository, but as a distributive machine—one whose very operation creates and reproduces asymmetries (Lamarre).

In light of this, Samantha Gorman’s structuring of Pry is especially interesting. In this work, Gorman creates a tension between freedom/chaos/noise and structure/story/meaning as evidenced most obviously by a combination of automatic writing and more scripted writing and video. Moreover, underlying the multimedia database which users explore, there is a structured, but largely invisible asymmetry. She explains:

Segments of different videos that have structured odds of following after each preceding video, so it switches and it just sort of goes off. It has carefully authored and crafted tangents, so it’s both randomized and authored in some way. This question also speaks to a literal archive because this one chapter has 45 minutes total of video below a surface that is archived as different clips with different weights and preferences.

Thus, Pry shows that the database, even if collective or multimodal, is never neutral but reflects certain aesthetics or values. Moreover, all information processing is intrinsically political. Gorman says at much in this statement: “I think writing and reading are so violent … inscribing something, you’re forcing upon the world, and you’re also, you’re making the reader try to reconcile and understand and generate their own meanings for what you’re writing.”

Gorman suggests the machine extended body is not immune to assault. As evidenced by the pinching, pulling motions the reader uses to access information, in Pry, “the whole process as a writer and as a reader is a sort of violence, a sort of forcing whether it’s—you know, you’re asking someone to pry into this very intimate space.”

Although many artists can write their own code, most (like Gorman) do not eschew the conventions of commercial interfaces. Software can be thought of as the grammar of the digital imaginary. It is what lends form to information. Although, as Pry beautifully demonstrates, the digital imaginary liberates narrative from the restraints imposed by the “page,” in other ways, most commercial platforms such as Facebook and Twitter normalize and delimit how information is accessed and processed.

Software does “hide” in a most direct way. The algorithms which control which updates from your friends you will see on Facebook, the algorithms behind Google Search, or the algorithm controlling your car GPS—none of them are accessible. In the recent couple of years, media and academics started to discuss the politics of the few selected algorithms (such as Google search)—but there are millions of other places where algorithms control things and we just take it for granted, because “things work.” Software also “hides” in a more indirect way. Even when the code is available, it can be too big to analyze it and discuss its “politics” in any meaningful way. Last but not least—as you said, software also “hides” because certain “species” (certain interface techniques and conventions) are completely taken for granted. They become naturalized, and then they become invisible to most people.” (Szilak, interview with Lev Manovich)

The machine-extended body no longer requires a physical panopticon to regulate its behaviors. We live our lives online, sharing what we eat, how much we sleep, what we do with our friends and huge corporations alike. The panopticon exists, not as a physical space, but digitally in places like Instagram and Google—popular sites of information transfer. As Foucault presciently noted decades ago, “It (the panopticon) is an important mechanism, for it automatizes and disindividualizes power. Power has its principle not so much in a person as in a certain concerted distribution of bodies, surfaces, lights, gazes; in an arrangement whose internal mechanisms produce the relation in which individuals are caught up” (Foucault 202).

Donna Leishman’s Front both mimics and disrupts the constraints of contemporary information systems, especially Facebook. In creating the work, she finally decided to create a mock Facebook page rather than use the actual site because, “ … some of the things I want to do will contravene perhaps Facebook’s rules and regulations and it would be shut down or it could change or fall out of their system. In short my creation would be overly limited” (Leishman).

Leishman’s choice is revealing. Like Front, works by the artists in this book reflect new ways of processing information through computer technology and, at the same time, often disrupt the mechanisms by which information gets processed and distributed, or act to reveal the reader’s complicity in this process.

As the interviewers point out, in the interview with Håkan Jonson and Johannes Helde, their work Encyclopedia not only manifests the limits of … “our technical ability to account for, describe, and catalog species, including ourselves,” it also reveals the fact that “the interactor is complicit or potentially complicit, or at least has a responsibility for constructing the work but also in that sense for exterminating the species.”

Sharon Daniel’s work, the most overtly political among those discussed, utilizes a different tactic. Inside the Distance allows the user to access multiple points of view and, in this way, as the interviewers say, “the database constructs fiction that is not necessarily individual-centered narratives but allows for multiple-centered stories that in a way have a political value.” Structurally, too, Daniel eschews individual character by using the same actor for different characters in an interview, which, as the interviewers note, “makes us think of positions, right, in the system rather than the way we identify a character as an actor.” Combining stylized enactments with the nuances and paralinguistic realism of historical audio recordings and using the recurrent motif of a table to structure these enactments, Daniel not only overtly reveals her authorial hand, she suggests that there are rules, systems, and structures embedded in the abstract notion of “justice.”

Daniel’s table can be thought of as a kind of magic circle. A place where the boundaries are set and immoveable, a form that persists and informs whatever content (dialogue) that comes across it during the mediation process. This neutrality of form offers the readers permission to access information polyvalently according to the mechanisms of interaction Daniel provides. Although considering the difference between rule (of a game) and law is especially applicable to Daniel’s work, it is also pertinent to a more general discussion of information processing and narrative production in the digital imaginary. Ludic narratives emerging from the digital imaginary do not claim access to an absolute truth, rather they allow for multiple end-points.

Baudrillard suggests that what distinguishes the rule of a game from law is the fact that the rule does not attempt to universalize meaning and value: “It is the Law’s transcendence that establishes the irreversibility of meaning and value. And it is the rule’s immanence, its arbitrary, circumscriptive character that leads, in its own sphere, to the reversibility of meaning and the reversion of the Law” (Baudrillard 34).

Encyclopedia is another work in this book that demonstrates the ludic turn of the digital imaginary. As Lisa Swanstrom notes in her commentary, it is the sheer absurdity of some of the creatures that proclaims the rules of the game that underlie their making. Moreover:“it is its very specificity that makes it legible, offers some measure of order and control—and, perhaps most importantly, a small measure of levity—to conversations about extinction that are often overwhelmingly bleak in their visions of the future” (Swanstrom). Interestingly, Donald MacKay in defining information suggests that information processing is intrinsically a rule-based process;

Information can now be defined as that which does logical work on the organism’s orientation (whether correctly or not, and whether adding to, replacing or confirming the functional linkages of the orienting system.) Thus we leave open the question whether the information is true or false, fresh, corrective or confirmatory and so on. (MacKay 95-96)

The meaning of information is relative and depends upon its context and receiver memory, desire, and orientation. This loss of absolute meaning and the diminished hegemony of “grand narratives” means that form, process, and effects upon the user are as important, or may even supersede the importance of content in narrative design.

MacKay’s definition of information cited above becomes more interesting if we exchange “object” for “information.” In the digital imaginary things act as strange attractors. They can reorganize not only sight lines but also meaning. Citing Clark’s and Daniel’s works, Stuart Moulthrop suggests that “reeling from agoraphobic uncertainties of inside-out cyberspace, our sensibilities turn inevitably these days toward objects.” But, as N. Katherine Hayles points out,

… for information to exist, it must always be instantiated in a medium … The point is not only that abstracting information from a material base is an imaginary act but also, and more fundamentally, that conceiving of information as a thing separate from the medium instantiating it is a prior imaginary act that constructs a holistic phenomenon as an information/matter duality. (Hayles 24)

Objects then are a specific kind of information, one closely associated with the sensual, embodied experience, “real life,” which digital existence to some extent disavows.

… (Y)ou cut your finger on a sheet of paper, you trip over some toy, you get bopped on the head by a falling nut. These are occasions outside the scene of phenomenological attention that nonetheless teach you that you‘re ‘caught up in things’ and that ‘the body is a thing among things.’ (Brown 3)

Objects are not only a marker for our waning experience of the material world, their immediacy and haecceity is just what resists taxonomy and capture. An early scene in Pry beautifully illustrates this. In this video piece, the main character James collects and organizes personal objects prior to leaving for military service. Writes Lisa Swanstrom in her commentary,

He treats the album as a showcase of taxonomic specimens, evidence of his life … The photo album provides an archive of his present, allowing him to curate the physical objects he will want to refer to in order to maintain his ties to his home when he is away from it. … It is a touching attempt to control, via ordering, what will turn out be a volatile and violent environment.

As our bodies become machine-extended, networked and fragmented, the concept of self that arises from a perception of the body interacting with the world, also expands. Embedded in James’ attempt at ordering is a need to fix an idea of himself in a place “home” even as he departs it. In the digital imaginary the fixed site of the body has been replaced by a journey which the traveler marks or commemorates with artifacts— muscle-memories of real lived life and “proof” of his existence and identity. “‘I’ was there. ‘I’ did that.”

Concomitant with this evolving notion of self in the digital imaginary, we find works which, although they might maintain conventional narrative with its emphasis on plot and character development, offer users freedom in the form of a crowdsourced or collaborative authorship. For Kate Pullinger—character and plot offer a structure around which she and her multiiple collaborators work. As noted by Anastasia Salter in her commentary:

This is not the model of the writer as originator, absent from the making: instead, Pullinger is present as the work is being imagined and embodied, allowing for meaningful transdisciplinary co-creation ….This co-present, collaborative approach is the essence of Pullinger’s redefinition of the authorial voice for the multimodal context of electronic fictions.

In this essay, I have tried to show some of the ways in which authorial voice and narrative form emerge from the digital imaginary. Although diverse in form and content, these works as a whole reflect the changes in the way machine-extended humans process information, as well as the untethering of those processes from the physical body.

As Stuart Moulthrop poetically suggests in his commentary: “Once upon a time we told stories. We dreamed about a magical place called cyberspace. Then we turned it inside out, and got it all over ourselves, and now we find ourselves at play in various sandboxes, in the world as database.” With the flattening of information in a database, the interface itself imparts certain kinds of momentum, sight lines, and trajectories to the traversal of that territory. Artists then are the ones who create not new content per se, but new forms and ways of processing the information contained in that database. They are the ones who produce the rules or lack thereof for the game.

Just as information is not neutral, the processing of that information creates asymmetries in the database of human knowledge that have political, social, and cultural implications. As Geoffrey Bowker suggests in his commentary, the works presented in this book are powerful, not merely because they find “new ways to say old things; nor even new ways to say new things,” it is because they have the power to change, reproduce, and redistribute “who we are in the world.” He explains:

It’s hard to look out from within Flatland and imagine the world of spheres. Similarly, it is difficult to imagine what new forms time and space might take if we had a radically new knowledge technology. All that is certain is that we need one and that we will be different people once we have it.

As Bowker correctly points out, information processing and world building are closely related. Moreover, with new technologies such as virtual reality with its uncanny ability to mimic and invoke the real, there is a danger that, in communicating through certain sensations, beyond or in lieu of written language, the material conditions underlying the experience will be effaced. There is a danger that the world and its objects will appear as a given in their “sensuous certainty” (Ahmed 163).

One way to contest this sensuous certainty is through writing. All writing is, in a sense, overwriting—a projection of words onto the world of sensuous experience. Writing and reading do not have the immediacy of images. They slow down our processing of information. They create a space, an abstraction, a void between perceiving subject and object. Thus, although certainly image especially video has increased importance in narratives produced in the digital imaginary, writing remains important for just this reason.

As Turing showed us, the definition of what it means to be human is relational, not fixed. Moreover, the written word, which for centuries was held as the quintessence of human communication, is not what it used to be. But, perhaps, as philosopher Giorgio Agamben suggests: “Homo sapiens … is neither a clearly defined species nor a substance; it is rather, a machine or device for producing the recognition of the human” (Agamben 26).

Perhaps, too, the works that emerge from the digital imaginary are not clearly defined as a species: visual art, literature, film, but are all, in their own way, little machines for helping us recognize the human.
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Metacommentary

Computational Literary Practices and Processes and Imagination

Nick Montfort

The interviews in this book reveal commonalities as well as distinctions in practice. One thread that runs through the projects discussed is that of the literary. Even though these pieces are often not presented as reading matter, they are literary in numerous ways. Of course they engage with story and its relationship to literary figuration and poetics. While some are richly visual and cinematic, they also share a concern for the materiality of the text and how the form of the book will continue to develop in the digital age. As Mark C. Marino notes, almost all of the artists/authors interviewed question whether they are “e-lit people.” The interviewees don’t question their interest in writing and the literary, however, only whether a category of this sort should be used to contain them.

Perhaps even more obvious is that the practices we learn about are all digital, or, more strictly speaking, computational. The important point is not that everything is represented by 0s and 1s, or high and low voltages, but that automatic symbol manipulation is taking place. In these pieces, programs run, and the developers of these pieces do programming in more or less explicit ways.

To understand the practices revealed through interviews and commented upon by the sharp critical writers in this volume, we must consider them to be both literary and computational. Both literature and computation are received, understood, interpreted, and operated, whether by a stereotypically active, straining videogame player or by a stereotypically bored listener at a poetry reading. Literature can be seen in terms of its genres, its forms, and its audiences or readers. Computation appears to us via interfaces, but beneath that it has a particular form and function that could be manifested differently, and that in turn is implemented in particular code, and that, finally, runs on some computational platform.

In this analysis, I will try to bring some perspectives on literature and the literary nature of these practices and works together with a model of cultural computing that I introduced long ago, the five-layer model stated initially with regard to the Atari VCS, a cartridge-based videogame system, and later used to distinguish the platform layer and open the way for the platform studies approach. This helps to show that some of the discussion in the book is at levels that may have otherwise been overlooked, but also that there is an important gap in the discussion—the people interviewed, however much they discussed their processes, avoided discussing many specifics of code and programming.

Literature and e-lit

As Matthew Kirschenbaum riffed on at the 2017 Electronic Literature Organization Conference and Festival in Porto, even today, most of the people involved with digital media and US culture think that ELO stands for Electric Light Orchestra. “Electronic literature,” like “quadraphonic sound,” is something that most people in the world don’t yet have, and yet it somehow already sounds obsolete. This is part of the cleverness of the term: It’s not overly exotic and off-putting, but it signals something new, even if that new thing is more precisely named “computation” than “electronics.”

That “electronic literature” category is an umbrella, or a tent big enough to hold the three-ring circus of hypertext, digital poetry, interactive fiction, playful Twitter and chat bots, interactive cinema, and even indie and mainstream games, as long as the works in question, and the people developing them, are trying to somehow advance the literary while they work with creative computing. “Electronic literature” accommodates both the popular and the avant-garde.

The big tent has virtues, but isn’t the most suitable space for all types of creative production and reception. Writers would sometimes rather be in their Cafe Voltaires (or, to use Talan Memmott’s term, Cafe Voltages) or perhaps in warm and well-loved independent bookstores, in the company of volumes of other authors who reach a large readership in print. As Scott Rettberg, co-founder of the ELO, has said several times before, electronic literature is not so much a movement as a migration. Writers, like cats, are not herd animals. They do not always flock together well. Migrating to the digital medium with others has its challenges. But, it is dangerous to go alone. Those involved with rich multimedia work, with encyclopedic and varied stores of data, and with new narrative technologies have wisely learned from each other what their practices have in common as well as what distinguishes them; the interviews and commentaries here help to share what they have learned.

Divergent imaginaries

While there are many commonalities in the works of the artists and thinkers interviewed here, I find it important, as well, to identify what isn’t in the intersection—aspects of practice that are distinctive outliers. It’s important to admit that these artist/authors do not uniformly agree about their processes, or what their views are of digital media’s potential and what is important to pursue.

A world arrayed

To begin that process: Much of the work we read about here is situated personally—not always focalized by one individual, to be sure, but threaded in various ways through people’s stories and connections. Leishman draws on the pursuit of Daphne by Apollo; Pullinger offers the perspective of Alice; Gorman and Cannizzaro let the reader pry open James’ experiences; and while Daniel and Clark do not always hew as closely to a single consciousness, personal experiences and people, along with unusual connections between individuals, are essential to their projects. The exception to this is seen in Hélden and Jonson’s Encyclopedia, which, highlighting the lack of concern we of the anthropocene have for other life, presents only a brief record of each generated species—with no individuals accounted for at all by any sort of inscription.

Encyclopedia is unusual in other ways, too. While all the other interviewees work in multimedia forms, Encyclopedia is doggedly monomedia, all text. It presents a minimal style that, while well-designed and elegant, does not seek to compete with commercial works with detailed media components and high production costs. While the other works are not only developed using computers, but also presented on computers, Encyclopedia is foremost an installation in which the visitor is invited to take a card and deplete the generated catalog. Here the database format is given room to revel and manifest itself in traditional material form, becoming something like what Piotr Marecki identifies, in the Polish experimental writing tradition, as a “textual cave.” The tables of its memory are populated only with plaintext records. Hélden and Jonson are not only making a database, but responding to the impulse of “catalogism” (as Gerald Prince calls it) and the way databases, grids of language, and card-based records have structured our histories and imagination.

Digital media and/vs. documentary

Several of the pieces and practices discussed also have documentary elements. There are Clark’s “actual real facts” in his projects, facts he began to particularly notice when those at documentary film festivals became interested in his work. Here, amusingly, Clark is a bit like Moliere’s character who realizes he’s been speaking in prose all his life. He discovers documentary ways of thinking about his projects after he has already done, without realizing it, a sort of documentary about Wittgenstein. The outlier in the documentary dimension, though, is certainly Sharon Daniel, whose work on Public Secrets, Blood Sugar, and Inside the Distance begins with the idea of documenting experience and responding to the limited ways in which marginalized people are represented in current documentaries.

Instead of documenting a person’s story or a single, particular incident, Daniel seeks to give a view of social processes and concepts of justice and reconciliation. Mediation can be an alternative to traditional concepts of justice based on vengeance or retribution; similarly, Daniel is not just expanding documentary, but offering an alternative to the way standard documentaries focus on story. Daniel finds that “you don’t need interactive technologies to tell single character, character-driven narratives,” and is more interested in what connects and separates—the table, for instance, that can bring the participants in mediation together by spacing them far enough apart and helping to structure their meeting, allowing it to begin.

Constellations of Association

The way Clark organizes his non-fictional productions, with punning connections that make use of unusual facts, also offers an alternative to the traditional and more monolithic documentary story. However, the challenge that Clark presents is not mainly to the way documentarians focus on particular subjects and interview people, but to the typical temporal and causal links that are what makes for most sequences of narrative, whether fictional or not. Clark seeks to organize his work according to different sorts of associations—among them, the sort that, as Stuart Moulthrop notes in his commentary, come about in puns. Puns are a denigrated form of making associations and elicit groaning because they involve considering the “wrong” aspects of language, allowing phonetics to override semantics. But they are one of many rhetorical and poetic devices, and punning sounds much more dignified if called “paranomasia.” Shakespeare, of course, used this technique fairly often, even though he is now known as a grave man. A pun is one sort of connection to varieties of figuration, of poetic association.

Readers tracing through one of Clark’s projects are like people picking out constellations in the sky—someone had developed associations of stars into shapes, but the viewer can move through these points, with their imagined overlay, in many rich ways. Others have traced constellations and made poetic leaps in their electronic literature work: Stephanie Strickland’s V: Universe is an example. And, the idea of making connections that are associative rather than following a standard story, or monotonously monomythic format resonates with Vannevar Bush’s “As We May Think,” the essay from the end of the Second World War which (although it is about mechanically accessed microphotographed documents) has been conscripted into the digital media canon. While plots of the standard story sort are said to tend deathward, Clark’s The End shows that, in a different way of linking, even the absolute of death’s end can become the beginning for another association.

Adventuring and the Other

One of the main and long-running projects discussed, Inantimate Alice, is distinctive because it was developed for a particularly discerning readership, or group of players, viewers, and explorers: young people. Pullinger’s work brings the lure and excitement of the different, the exotic, to people who have time for play and learning but are limited in their own ability to pick up and move to China or even to take a vacation outside their own country. Even when Alice returns to her hometown in episodes 5 and 6 of the project, there are adventures to be had and to be recounted. Presenting the possibilities of adventure is a classic use of creative computing, a tradition worth further developing.

While young interactors are often thought to enjoy encountering different places and people, the multimedia computer’s ability to bring us to different cultures can resonate with adults, too. The example Pullinger provides is Flight Paths, which allows readers to connect with a would-be immigrant whose experiences would probably be difficult for someone born in England to understand, even with the ability to travel and the willingness to consider other points of view. This more serious adventure requires us to step across the globe and into another culture; stepping into another time, and a past war, allows interactors and contributing writers to see from the perspective of a different Other, the unknown solider of the First World War. While these seem to be a long way from the thrilling adventures for the young that many associate with computer gaming, they are narrative experiences that unfold, that invite us to look ahead from a different viewpoint and to see what will happen—not always a happy outcome, but a process that may help us become better at understanding people and their journeys.

Coming Home, Coming to Grips

While the play of adventure characterizes Inanimate Alice strongly and is a thread through Pullinger’s adult digital fictions as well, Pry gives us a perspective on a difficult homecoming rather than daring travels. James is quite inanimate at times. Gorman’s practice does not fashion an interface or a situation of free play and exploration, but one that is fraught. James, like a computer that is leaking memory, suffers from freezing up and is left without the usual control. For him, even what is familiar and should be comforting—details of the space his home—become alien and difficult. The adventure is over; it clearly would have been better not to go. What remains are a confusing jumble of pieces, and attempts at recovery, not some sort of thrilling path.

Clearly, Pry’s interface is an important aspect. The iPad’s multitouch capability is essential to the project, as is this device’s ability to present high-quality cinematic images that are also on a textual, legible scale. It seems unlikely that Cannizzaro and Gorman would have made the same work for an installation with projection or, for instance, a monochrome multitouch device. Their consideration of the iOS platform (even if there are not ready-made platforms for electronic literature composition) is deep. They borrow, too, from the structure, presentation, expectations, and interfaces of the book and of cinema, with chapters and scenes used to organize the experience.

The Lever of the Platform

While Pry is a work clearly built to avail itself of the iPad’s affordances, and we see many of those clearly near the top, interface level, it’s possible for practices to relate even more deeply to the specifics of platforms and to our expectations for them. This sort of conversation, with both Flash and Facebook, is seen in Leishman’s work from the early-morning days of 6amhoover.com and her projects RedRidinghood and Deviant: The Possession of Christian Shaw. Careful understanding of the conventions of point-and-click interfaces and animation is part of what went into these projects. Another concern was with the specific platform-level capabilities of Flash (such as the ability to scale objects and zoom into or out of scenes) as a programmable animation system. Although Leishman refers to her site as “redundant” (the web fired it or laid it off, as we Americans would say), it is anything but redundant, even if an older computer is needed to play her Flash productions. It made a significant contribution and is worth further experience. We can only hope that some digital archivist will manage to sack it and preserve it.

In Front, Leishman uses her drawing skills and plays on particular interface elements of Facebook, including the timeline and chat windows. Facebook is often known as a platform in a different sense: It is a social media or communications platform, not important mainly as a computational one that can be programmed to develop creative work. Leishman’s Fakebook, a closed world that is safer and more controlled (or at least not corporate-controlled), is a way to deeply inquire about privacy and self-presentation online. While many have looked to particular platforms and their capabilities, tailoring their work to what can be accomplished reasonably upon them, Leishman uses the platform as a long lever with which a whole fictional world can be moved.

High immersion, rich production

Having gone through some of what distinguishes each of the interviewee’s practices in the digital literary arts, it’s only fair to mention that there are some things that unite them—but are not typical of all electronic literature, interactive cinema, and digital art.

These writers and artists have all produced polished productions. Some of their projects are immersive and involve detailed, representational graphics, cinematography, sound recording, and work with collaborators who range from actors (practicing their bodily art) through programmers working with and dwelling in abstractions. One is more minimally presented as a textual installation, but still manifests itself in a neat, regular arrangement. While the styles of collaboration represented in this volume differ, what Anastasia Salter notes about Pullinger’s collaborations in her commentary is salient: it “draws on but also resists the top-down, pseudo collaborative models of ‘corporate’ publishing, and in turn current corporate publishing is being influenced by the type of indie work that Pullinger’s electronic fictions represent.” Gorman and Cannizzaro collaborate in a different but also non-hierarchical, non-corporate way, as do Hélden and Jonson.

Of course there are many practices that are not represented by artists and writers this collection; the terrain is expansive, with many other trajectories and approaches. Some venture into the glitch and/or embrace a more punk attitude and aesthetic. (I do at times, in much of my work on the Commodore 64, for instance.) Some present work that exults in being messy, as with the projects of Jason Nelson, some of which look as if they were hastily drawn in MS Paint and have strange home movies embedded in them. Rough recombinations, rather than seamless connections and divisions, are the stuff of Talan Memmott’s performance project My Molly [Departed], originally called Twittering. While J. R. Carpenter’s work on the page, in code, and in performance is presented in a very tidy way, it grows from a DIY tradition of zine-making and HTML-editing that is not as prominently represented in the practices of these interviewees. Developers of creative bots on Twitter, including Darius Kazemi, Allison Parrish, Mark Sample, everest pipkin, Leonardo Flores, and many others, have programmed automatic participants in a live social network. Some have moved their botmaking activities to the federated, open-source system Mastodon. Many are developing textual interactive fiction, both text-adventure sorts of works in Inform and hypertext-style projects in Twine, which itself may be experimental or conventional, game- and puzzle-based or not, and, like other electronic literature, in a variety of human languages. Finally, there are computer-generated poems, fictions, and experimental writings being increasingly disseminated online and in print.

These interviews and commentaries don’t cover everything; no book could. They are nevertheless valuable and provide many insights, of course. My point is just that those who find value in them should not see them as exhausting the limits of digital literary art.

Slicing into fiction (and why we care about it)

As fiction is reinvented, for instance in the work of Gorman and Cannizzaro, Pullinger, Hélden and Jonson, and Leishman, the problem of fiction is being reinvented, too—that problem in the theory of fictionality which can be summarized as “why do we care?” Why, that is, do we have emotional responses to that which we know is not the case? We know that James is not a real veteran, and that his life and suffering happen in a fictional world. We know, too, that the whole world of Encyclopedia is a computer-generated invention, with extinct species that were never alive in our reality. Yet we can make meaningful connections to and through fiction, just as non-fictional and documentary experiences can move us as well as offering insight.

Some have explained how the interfaces we use enhance our connection to fictional worlds (e.g., Walker). Pulling open James’ view on a tablet, prying a catalog card off a wall, steering Alice through a 3D world, and operating a Facebook-like social media interface could offer us ways to make our operations of fiction machines somehow similar to the way we work things in reality. That might make for a more provocative, even deeper connection than a non-interactive experience or one that is interactive but doesn’t link the interactor to the fiction. And through considering the problem of fiction, we can understand how this issue of interface—and its relevance to the world of a particular piece—applies to documentary projects as well. An interface, depending on its design, can connect us to or distract us from what is being documented.

As I described earlier, the interface seems to me to be only one interesting level—one of five, to be specific.
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Figure 14.1 A model of five levels of digital art and media, all contextually embedded (Montfort 2006).

I refer here (without so far mentioning the top level, that of reception and operation) to that five-level model I developed (see “Combat in Context”) and that I developed in collaboration with Ian Bogost as the platform studies idea began to evolve. Even if the platform is not our focus—and it is quite important to some of the practices mentioned, Leishman’s and Gorman’s, for instance—this model can still help to clarify how imaginative digital works are thoughtful designed in many ways, through these several levels.

There are specifics of interaction, which take place between the top two levels (1 and 2); there is also what structures the fictional world, which is on the middle level (3). These forms connect to literary forms and the structures of fiction and poetry: Is it made of perceptions and thoughts, extinct species, places and puzzles, personal exchanges? A bestiary and an epistolary novel can both be presented in the same interface (e-book or print book), yet offering in each case a different fictional structure. As with thinking about the interface level, this applies whether or not a fiction is before us. A documentary could declare in its title that it is about an abstract concept (The Thin Blue Line, The Fog of War) or it could be structured around an individual, a band, a war. A digital work involved with documentary could be about the incidents in seemingly unconnected people’s lives, or it could be about the social and cultural ways people can be seen to be connected and separated.

In the case of the pinching interface gesture that is important to Pry, for instance, if connected to the control of sight, this gesture can be metaphorically used to control an iris (round, closing to a point) or a lid (which opens fully and closes to a horizontal slit). Lisa Swanstrom notes in her commentary that the gestures required to traverse Pry are “gestures are both like and unlike turning a page.” The visual effect of opening and closing is also a choice that can be more reminiscent of a movie or more suited to reading. To dilate or constrict a camera’s iris gives a classic cinematic effect; the lid opening and closing is both more connected to text (since its limit is a line) and to human sight.

Discussion at the top level (1) can happen regardless of whether an artwork or media object is computational; this is the domain of reading, viewing, listening, and making sense in a cultural context. Importantly, however, that cultural context does not just surround (1), but all five levels. How one programs and who learns how to program also relates to the cultural context of computing.

In addition to that top level (1) and the interface level (2), and to the level of form and function (3), digital works also are implemented with particular code (4) and, additionally, on particular platforms (5). Interestingly, the question of developing a custom platform comes up in the interview with Samantha Gorman, and many of the interviewees speak about platform specifics, detailing the capabilities of the specific software and hardware platforms they program on. What seems to me to be missing, even after the fifth biennial online Critical Code Studies Working Group has concluded, is a consideration of how artistic and literary process related to these interviewee’s work as programmers. We learn that Pullinger collaborates with programmers and focuses on writing aspects of her projects, but less about how author/programmers work. A future collection would do well to include more code-level discussion, particularly since the Critical Code Studies project is now far advanced.

Computational literature, used for imagination

The digital imaginaries we glimpse through this book’s discussions are those of particular digital media works, of course, but we also learn something of the imaginative methodologies of the artists. This is certainly of scholarly interest to those studying the field. It also helps those working with digital technologies to expand our collective ways of imagining, to develop further ideas about what computing can accomplish within culture, what new meanings it can help us develop.

Computers are essentially symbol-manipulating machines, but whether those symbols have semantics and provoke the imagination is up to the work of both authors and readers. As valuable as these interviews may be for those who seek to make new digital work—and, indeed, creative computing should be made by all—they will also be helpful for those figuring out how to productively read new sorts of digital works. Geoffrey Bowker identifies in his commentary that both Encyclopedia and Pry are, “about how to read. Where the former invites us, through the deliberate incompleteness of the record (matching the deliberative incompleteness of the earth as an archive), Gorman invites us to literally read between the lines, as text and image emerge from the haptic act of separating two fingers on a tablet interface.”

All of the pieces discussed are participating in developing new reading conventions and are to some extent about how to read. In many cases, they are not simply offering clear new models, but proposing problems of reading that interactors will—if the computer and literature are to connect—have to deal with. It remains to be seen whether the reader’s work will be even more challenging than that of the digital author developing in immersive, database, and story forms—but it is sure to have many challenges, and to require attention, experience, and imagination of its own.

Works Cited

Clark, D. (2011) Ò88 Constellations for Wittgenstein (to be Played with Left Hand).Ó Electronic Literature Collection, volume 2. <http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/clark_wittgenstein.html>

Clark, D. (2015). ÒThe End: Death in Seven Colors.Ó Presented at The Electronic Literature Organization Conference and Festival, Bergen, Norway, August.

Daniel, Sharon. (2015) ÒInside the Distance.Ó Presented at The Electronic Literature Organization Conference and Festival, Bergen, Norway, August.

Gorman, S. and D. Cannizzaro (2014). Pry. App novella for the iPad on iTunes. <http://prynovella.com/>.

HŽlden, J. and H. Jonson. (2015) Encyclopedia. Installation exhibited at The Electronic Literature Organization Conference and Festival, Bergen, Norway, August, and at The 21st International Symposium on Electronic Art, Vancouver, Canada, August.

Kirschenbaum, M. (2017). ÒELO and the Electric Light Orchestra: Lessons for Electronic Literature from Prog Rock.Ó Keynote address at the Electronic Literature Organization Conference and Festival, Porto, Portugal, July 22. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WogzpK6SeAc>

Leishman, D. (2006). RedRidinghood. In The Electronic Literature Collection, volume 1. <http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/leishman__redridinghood.html>

Leishman, D. (2006). Deviant: The Possession of Christian Shaw. In The Electronic Literature Collection, volume 1. <http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/leishman__deviant_the_possession_of_christian_shaw.html>

Leishman, D. (2014) Front. <http://www.6amhoover.com/front/>

Montfort, N. (2006). ÒCombat in Context.Ó Game Studies 6:1. <http://gamestudies.org/0601/articles/montfort>

Prince, G. (2011). ÒGerald Prince discusses the Oulipo.Ó Talk at Oulipolooza, Kelly Writers House, University of Pennsylvania, Philadelphia, March 15. <https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=J-PvArVIYvI>

Pullinger, K. and collaborators. (2005–present). Inantimate Alice. Digital story for different platforms released serially. <https://inanimatealice.com>

Pullinger, K. and C. Josephs. (2007 & 2012). Flight Paths: A Networked Novel. <http://flightpaths.net/>

Pullinger, K. and N. Bartlett. (2014). Letter to an Unknown Soldier. <https://www.1418now.org.uk/letter/>

Strickland, S. (2002). V: Vniverse. In The Electronic Literature Collection, volume 2 <http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/strickland_vniverse.html> and online at <http://vniverse.com/>

Vannevar, B. (2003) ÒAs We May Think.Ó In The New Media Reader, eds. N. Wardrip-Fruin and N. Montfort, MIT Press, pp. 35–47.

Walker, J. (2003). Fiction and Interaction: How Clicking a Mouse Can Make You Part of a Fictional World. Ph.D. Diss., University of Bergen.


Afterword

Haunting the Digital Imaginary

Steve Tomasula

A couple of years ago, I gave a reading from my e-novel TOC in a Digital Visualization Theater, a domed planetarium that allowed input from the iPad I was using to run the TOC app. The novel began with its animation of the night sky, and seeing it projected 360° on the interior of the dome I had the disorienting sensation of not only reading the “book” in my hands but being inside it. As the distant stars and galaxies emerged, it was easy to enter into the illusion of all planetariums: that we weren’t looking at a projection but at the night sky itself, as if the dome had become transparent, allowing us to see into deep space. That is, it was easy to see the world and book as one.

Afterward, we were at the Tippecanoe, one of those Victorian mansions that fell into hard times, the neighborhood around it decaying because of white flight, until it was converted into a restaurant, rented mostly for weddings, that sort of thing—gas chandeliers, later wired for Edison bulbs, a ballroom on the top floor—the kind of place built by the super-rich back when they were called “captains of industry” and high-tech meant steel mills and steam engines instead of bits and Google searches and other things you can’t actually hold in your hands. Now, waiters in black tie serve overpriced dinners in the library, the sunroom, even the bedrooms. In the drawing room, a family sat around a table that was placed beneath a life-sized painting of one of the society ladies who used to live in the mansion: milky white skin—purity of skin equals purity of soul, it seemed to claim—in a diaphanous white gown that was gently lifted by a breeze, her expression lost in thought as she stands in the prairie holding a bouquet of flowers. Heads bowed, the family at the table seemed to be praying, but instead each was absorbed in a different kind of VR, looking into the screen of his or her phone, engaged with some other family, texting, playing games, FB, I guess.

The woman in the painting might have been able to walk out her backdoor to pick the prairie flowers she holds. Vast seas of grasslands once grew across the plains where the planetarium and restaurant now stand. For centuries, people followed herds of bison here. Then John Deere invented the steel plow, able to cut the deep roots of prairie grasses, and now, you can drive for hours through a landscape so flat that its monotony becomes surreal. Like a vast desert. Only green: Big-Ag fields of corn. Or beans. Fields so uniformly green that they have the appearance of AstroTurf. The land is oddly humanless too. Except for a few months of the year when the latest migrants arrive to pick watermelons and other crops too unwieldy for machines, its geometric patterns are only occasionally broken by white, industrial-scale wind turbines, or maybe a GPS-guided tractor, the grid that replaced the prairie a record of what’s become of its people.

That is, the spaces we move through are always haunted with narrative. Older stories shape the top layer even as they are hidden by it; chronologies blur as surely as the Victorian restaurant came to house technologies as old as fire and as new as the latest app, each technology doing its part to shape our lives, and so our stories, in its image.

•

“Hauntology” (hantologie) is the term Derrida coined for the “figure of the ghost” whose origin remains forever beyond the horizon, “is neither present, nor absent, neither dead nor alive,” though always haunting our thoughts, our actions, our moment: “the figure that has no origin yet is.” And there’s a strong sense of the “always-already absent present” haunting the works, conversations, and commentaries that make up Digital Imaginary. The punning logic in Derrida’s term (hantologie in French pronounced the same as “ontology”) haunts David Clark’s “The End: Death in Seven Colors” as surely as Wittgenstein’s duck-rabbit haunts his rabbit-duck; the desert past of James, the protagonist of Samantha Gorman’s Pry, haunts his present, while the actors serving as the medium through which the victims, offenders, and mediators of crimes in Sharon Daniel’s “Inside the Distance” rotate through the various roles so that the voice of each haunts the role of the others. Most absent-present in Håkan Jonson and Johannes Helden’s “Encyclopedia,” and Donna Leishman’s Front is the database, the system, the algorithms, and coding that lives unseen behind the screen and yet shapes all that’s seen. What Illya Szilak says of the panopticon is equally true of the database and the algorithm: they produce “relations in which individuals are caught up”—and these individuals include the authors themselves caught up in the ever-changing practice loosely called the Digital Imaginary. As Mark C. Marino notes, almost all of the authors interviewed here broach some similar questions: Why am I included in this book? Is what I do considered electronic literature? What is electronic literature?—the questions themselves haunted by the history of literature, the history of electronic literature, and the Janus-like relation of both to the self and the world. Speaking of Pry, Stuart Moulthrop notes that “one player’s sandbox is another’s Empty Quarter.”

•

¡No Vaya! An aerial view for those who normally have an ant’s eye view. The maps that the organization Humane Borders distributes along the Mexican-US border tell a story of surveillance, databases, systems, and people caught up in the gauntlet that networks have made of the land: concentric rings mark how far a person can walk through sandy terrain that is often blistering under the sun yet freezing under the stars. So many red dots mark locations where a body has been found that the map seems to have measles.
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From a distance, the columns of migrants led by a smuggler can look like a line of ants (see Google Earth: 31°34’08.77” N 111°24’00.52” W). Hundreds of thousands of acres of cactus thorns, burrs, and rattlesnakes turn the desert into Borges’ “Labyrinth without Walls.” It’s easy to get disoriented and then lost. Smugglers abandon those they were hired to guide. There are ranch lands to avoid. The water tanks placed in the desert by humane organizations are often shot full of holes. Some migrants are murdered by vigilantes. Or other migrants. Hundreds are buried in the desert, bodies hidden by design or haste, an impromptu funeral by a loved one who then continues on. Buzzards and coyotes scatter the remains. Scraps of clothing snagged in bushes. A photo of a wife. Empty water bottles. Rosaries. These too are part of the landscape though, like the land, only the most recent layer is visible.

Looking through the lens of my iPhone, I see sagebrush. And a suspicious stain in the sand. A wooden skeleton rises out of it like a soul ascending to heaven. It is a virtual skeleton placed there by John Craig Freeman—at the exact spot where a migrant has died. The desert around appears just as it would to anyone about to take a photo except looking through a phone running an AR app there is a skeleton superimposed in it and the land is no longer simply the land: it is revealed to be a gauntlet, a field of martyrs, a place where a life-and-death struggle played to its end and someone later found a skull, a few bones, a whole body, or at least enough of one to be taken to a morgue and recorded in a database. Many deaths are anonymous but each virtual skeleton speaks for the deceased: “I was here. I felt the heat that you now feel; the bush you are looking at, I also saw, drawing my last breath from air that you now breathe while looking through your iPhone.” < https://www.youtube.com/watch?time_continue=1&v=QfkGO5Yglmg
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31° 39.487’ N, 111° 40.639’ W: Unnamed Ravine where Juan Doe #1,301 drowned; 31° 34.53’ N, 111° 10.52’ W: bits of a Guatemalan shawl on the remains of Child #560 indicate that she may have traveled 1,200 miles to get this far but could walk no further.

If the numbers weren’t so overwhelming, a pilgrimage could be made to each of the 6400 spots in the bush, or along a roadside, or in a river bed, or in the desert where the body of a migrant had been found over the last fifteen years, and which Freeman has geotagged as part of his Border Memorial: Frontera de los Muertos project. Download the app here: <http://layar.com>. Load it onto your phone. Then head out to the borderlands. Every time you look through your phone at one of the places where a migrant has died, you’ll see a calaca, one of the virtual wooden skeletons looking back at you with its hollow eyes. There are so many they are not hard to find. <https://goo.gl/nqfBdj>
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But every time one rises up before you, you can feel the land shift from quotidian patch of wasteland to site of contemplation: an AR memorial, much like the very material crosses and votive candles used to augment roadsides at the site of a car crash that killed a loved one. They even change the meaning of those cars rushing past.

•

As Stuart Moulthrop asks, once we cross borders, now what? To what ends are the Digital Imaginary put? What formations emerge from it? Geoffrey C. Bowker remarks that the Digital Imaginary is “not just about finding new ways to say old things; nor even new ways to say new things; it can fundamentally change reproduction and redistribution, even who we are in the world.” Katherine Hayles reminds us that all books are now digital if their production and distribution are taken into account, and indeed, the Digital Imaginary makes it possible for a seventeen-year-old high school student to bypass the entire literary establishment by posting her novel, The Kissing Booth, on a social reading site like Wattpad, and have it read, commented on, and even coauthored by 19 million readers (and then land a contract for a series of print books with one of the conglomerate publishers, Random House/Delacorte). Surely, the many examples of a sea change in authorship, reproduction, and distribution accompany a change in who we are in the world, or at least how we experience it, even if Kate Pullinger notes the “persistence of the book” and its “thread of linearity.” Or at least of coherence. That is, haunting much of new media is old media, and even older questions of absent-presence: Who am I? What am I? Does who or what I am change as our words migrate from Vellum to VR? Or perhaps more to the point, how can they not?

If “being human” is, as Stanley Cavell points out, “a process in which others tend to interfere,” the effect of the Digital Imaginary on “who we are in the world” is as certain and profound as its effects on dissemination—a haunting by a plethora of others; as Illya Szilak points out, its architecture, its tools, its software “hides,” or perhaps more accurately, is hidden, and “algorithms are not accessible.” Always the market is coauthor. Leishman created Front as a fake FB page because, she says, actual FB coding is the product of numerous others and kept locked away. But even if it wasn’t, using FB tools to make Front would make Front the property of FB, which would most likely shut it down as anonymity and ghost users are anathema to their business model of delivering the identities and behavior of real people (aka consumers) to their clients. While Pullinger made a point of working with text that is in the public domain to create her Intimate Alice, an Adobe e-book of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland bears a copyright warning, forbidding anyone to read it out loud. Fox News claims to own the phrase “Fair and Balanced.” Artists take note: according to legal text printed on boxes of Gland Sandwich bags, the Glad Corporation owns the rights to the phrase, “Blue and Yellow Make Green.”

Best-seller lists, literary awards, and other metrics bear out Pullinger’s observation that mainstream publishing could not care less about E-lit, but this is not necessarily a bad thing, she explains, for if mainstream publishing did, it would sweep aside the indie aesthetic of E-lit, doing what every publisher or producer of culture must do in order to gain mass appeal. Clearly, there is an expression of what the Digital Imaginary is for in Pullinger’s observation; there’s something to the idea that technical obsolescence is what makes E-lit, if not the Digital Imaginary, inherently an avant-garde activity, which is to say, what makes E-lit E-lit is not necessarily it’s born-digital nature (as was so often repeated in the days when so little art or lit was born-digital), as its ability to rework the present. Perhaps it’s for this reason that Mark C. Marino writes that as soon as the technology used to create a work of E-lit “becomes normalized, the work is no longer e-lit.” Or even more so: “as soon as the second work is created in the same form, it becomes less interesting as Electronic Literature.” Henry David Thoreau could have been speaking of the introduction of a new platform or OS when he wrote: “The human must be balanced with the technological or else invention becomes an improved means to an unimproved end.” But as several of the authors in this collection seem to imply, the converse is also true: without this balance between the world and its words, we have an unimproved means to an end that is no longer ours.

In this there seems to be a cautionary tale in the affinity between electronic literature and electronic music and their orientation to the future: from the inception of E-lit, “The End of Books” has always part of its prophecy—as has been the failure of this future to arrive. Whereas electronic music was used to evoke the future, now it mostly evokes a 1950’s idea of a future that isn’t us. Mark Fisher notes an associated phenomenon in the abandoned and hulking shopping malls that dot America: the trees sprouting through their once gleaming floors have spawned a kind nostalgia—not for the “good ol’ days” or the consumerist global village that we are no longer naive enough to believe in, but for a promised future that like the messiah never arrived. This “Dead Mall Aesthetic” haunts the CDs that those malls used to sell, as well as vinyl records and other artifacts and cultural practices where, as Fisher puts it, an all-too-familiar pattern emerges: “one genre wanes, another emerges to take its place at the leading edge of innovation” until we recognize that there is “no leading edge of innovation any more.” Following the critique of Bruno Latour, it is easy to see how our digital tools, the market, conceptions of self, and other flows are all inseparable: splashes in a pond that embraces all ripples in the surface they have created.

It’s true, as Nick Montfort says, that the Digital Imaginary is large, diffuse, and varied enough to accommodate both the pop and the avant-garde (and that the selections in this book can only at best represent a sliver of the galaxy of kinds of works that make it up). But market pressures will always favor a populist conservatism rather than a popular avant-garde, while an avant-garde rooted in technical innovation can lead to what Franco Berardi has called “after the future.”

“What haunts the digital cul-de-sacs,” he writes, are “relentless technological upgrades—the same thing, seen and/or heard on a new platform.” Virtual reality, we’ve learned, can express the same old conservative concerns of plain old reality. The Digital Imaginary can facilitate the rise of neo-Nazis as well as the Arab Springs or undermine climate science as well as water the will to mitigate an imagined future. Indeed, the sort of “after future” Fisher imagines facilitates the deterioration of a whole mode of social imagination: the capacity to conceive of a world radically different from the one in which we currently live. So again, let’s ask, as does Stuart Moulthrop, once we cross the border, now what?

•

While I was looking for Juan Doe #1,301, one of those air-conditioned cars, a cherry-red SUV, actually, pulled onto the shoulder and stopped where I had parked. A young guy in jeans and pressed white shirt got out along with his girlfriend, laughing, iPhones in hand, obviously hunting Pokémons.

One guide to Pokémon Go gives this advice: “Fire & Rock Type Pokémons like Geodude, Sandshrew, Growlithe, and Mankey are desert-friendly so look for them in arid climates.” Pokémon characters have been spotted at Auschwitz, in Iraq, at the site of Lee Harvey Oswald’s grave, and in live minefields left over from the Bosnian War.

Are your eyes on Pikachu instead of the Vietnam War Memorial it stands on? Geodude instead of the Grand Canyon? Did you run around the city using the AR Game ilovebees to help a beekeeper protect her website from the aliens about to invade in Halo2? Does it matter if you join the Enlightened or the Resistance in the AR game Ingress? Is the subtext of your video game the effort to keep the zombie hordes out of your country? Or is the real story of the Digital Imaginary the fact that no matter which side you join, you are buying into a digitally mediated imagination, just as most zombie movies, novels, and games are about, whatever else they may be about, the promotion of weapons? As the musical-chair identities of Sharon Daniel’s victims, offenders, and judges show, as the essays gathered in this book show, the Digital Imaginary is increasingly ubiquitous and increasingly becomes the place where struggles over ideology, ontology, or even “facts” take place.

Fake news, twitter bots … Daniel’s “Inside the Distance” foregrounds the profound implications of the Digital Imaginary for individual lives after a crime has been tried in court, but it also begs the question of the Digital Imaginary in courtrooms themselves, sites where “reality,” that is, what “really happened,” is debated, and crime scenes, accidents, or corporate actions are often recreated. How does this reality change for jurors shown a crime scene augmented with evidence? Or layered with an animation of a murder?—from the viewpoint of the killer? Or from the viewpoint of the victim? Will viewpoint depend on which side has the resources to bring an animation studio into the conversation? Whose reality will dominate? That of Exxon management or Greenpeace? In Tiananmen Square, Freeman has placed a virtual copy of the “Goddess of Democracy” sculpture erected by demonstrators. It’s there for anyone to see even though the original was destroyed by riot police and even its traces continue to be erased by the silence of Chinese history books, websites, and competing apps that claim it never existed. < https://goo.gl/DEDT4w>

[image: images]

•

More philosophically, the new forms of storytelling and information processing that Illya Szilak identifies (a shift from logocentrism to spatiality, from linear narrative to database, from narrative plot and character to alternative asymmetries, from story to game, from content to process, from a single authorial voice to a collaborative or multi-perspective storytelling) may well construe a new way of representing the self, and concurrently, a new way of being in the world. But female fighter pilots embody a kind of feminism whether they are on bombing raids against hospitals or military targets, just as billionaires in Saudi Arabia enact a digitally mediated way of being in the world by using drones and VR technology to visit, virtually, the mansions in California that they are thinking of buying. That is, the Digital Imaginary—like other technology—can be as morally or aesthetically nuanced or conflicted as it is consequential.

We note as does Lisa Swanstrom that while “organizing via a system of classification is a dominant aesthetic technique” in the Digital Imaginary, “humans are only mentioned as a collective.” Geoffrey C. Bowker continues,

There is a popular representation of the Internet of Things which lumps into a single category: ‘vehicle, asset, person and pet monitoring and controlling.’ It’s all a matter of technique—with the right tools, the argument seems to go, we can flatten humans, manufactured objects and the natural world into a single control regime. Barcodes may have come from the need for better stocktaking tools, but they work just as well for nature.”

In fact, they become part of nature. Or at least “natural.”

Put another way, a medieval bestiary and a contemporary database upon which the fictional extinct animals of “Encyclopedia” are based embody radically different ontologies as well as epistemologies. The differing worldviews embodied in art and the technologies of its making are the reason art has a history at all: a history that feeds back into its own particular conditions.

Consider turn-of-the-century Parisians enthusiastically gathered around the first kinescopes to watch a jerky movie of a horse. The horse, that is, the content, obviously wasn’t what excited people whose real horses were tied up outside. Rather, it was the virtual reality of the kinescope, that is, the modern way of seeing it afforded—a way to order the world through division and recombination with ramifications as profound as Renaissance viewers found the shift from the always-ever-present suggested by medieval types to perspective paintings, the depiction of individual features, and other innovations in the representations of the human and the world. Razor blades, light bulbs, phonographs—the great wash of consumer products made possible by modern manufacturing—stood for modern society and people became modern by using them. And this was especially true for products which embodied a modern way of communicating or orienting oneself to the world, for example, the telephone, the multi- and simultaneous perspectives of a cubist painting, the shifts in perspective used as an epistemological probe in modern novels. In this sense, the sense that a formal way of seeing can also be an icon for a culture, technology is often its own justification. It also answers why we can be excited about donning an Oculus Rift Goggles and walking through a virtual landscape with its jerky, kinescope-like movements, and grainy resolution. What “real” means here is the ability to represent the way people think at the beginning of our century. And what is at stake, Illya Szilak says of works like David Clark’s “The End: Death in Seven Colors,” is nothing less than the concept of “human,” along with all the ramifications entwined with it.

•

Microsoft has precise data on the number of aliens killed in its games. No one knows how many migrants have died in the Mexico-U.S. borderlands; in the aggregate, though, the number of virtual skeletons Freeman has placed at the spots of known deaths has become a memorial on the scale of the border itself: monumental. If physical, it could be seen from space. < https://youtu.be/pwXQUTxST74>

[image: images]

Which is to say, it is mostly invisible to those on the ground, though it may be all around, each person reduced to a data point, mostly forgotten. One of these was found with a voter registration card that gave his name and address: Luna Macias Adrian, Av Isla Gomera 3971 31J, Col el Sauz 45608, Guadalajara, JAL. Using the Digital Imaginary we can go there < https://goo.gl/jVPfq7>: look at the working-class neighborhood Luna Macias Adrian left to make the dangerous journey. Graffiti spray painted on the walls of his building makes it look like housing projects in the United States. There are no new cars in the parking lot; many of the cars that are there are housed in chain-link pens, like dogs in a kennel, to keep those with even less from stealing their windshield wipers or the car itself. Imagine what Luna Macias Adrian thought he was leaving behind; imagine what he thought he would find.

[image: images]

•

Our bodies have become “machine-extended,” Illya Szilak writes, accompanied by a shift in consciousness, for so much of our core sense of self, presence, metaphor, and language use depends on the body. As Wittgenstein puts it in David Clarks’s “88 Constellations,” “If a lion was given the power of speech, we wouldn’t be able to understand it.”

In contrast to the generic character types in medieval mystery plays written by anonymous authors, unique individuals began to emerge in literature: Rousseau’s confessions, one of the first works to consider the self as a subject worthy of literature; Ronsard’s poetry in which Jean Marie Goulemot sees the emergence of the lyric “I”; the essays of Montaigne in which the individual is put forward as the standard by which to measure the world, and which Shakespeare drew upon to invent the soliloquy, that window into an individual’s private struggle and self-analysis.

The Digital Imaginary that our lives are enmeshed in also exhibits many of the features that constitute the way we express ourselves at our historical moment: malleability, ease of recombination, dependence on the image, interactivity, infinite linkage and therefore indeterminacy, dispersal of origins, of author/authority—that is, it feels normal. Works as mundane as the daily newspaper now contain the video, interactivity, born-digital production, distribution, and consumption that would have marked them as E-lit not long ago. The Digital Imaginary has become so quotidian that creating and transmitting ideas in a form that is visual, linked, interactive, and accessible to a worldwide audience increasingly becomes a kind of second nature.

The deeper we are immersed in the Digital Imaginary, the more closely we are identified with the patterns we create. As one judge noted in a trial over the ownership of the GPS data that can be gleaned from any person’s smartphone, simply knowing where a person travels allows others to “deduce whether he is a weekly church goer, a heavy drinker, a regular at the gym, an unfaithful husband, an outpatient receiving medical treatment, an associate of particular individuals or political groups and not just one such fact about a person, but all such facts.”

But of course, a person’s travel pattern is only one such “fact” in a cloud of data points accessible to anyone with the will and resources to mine it and find or create relations, and the more we ourselves participate in this new way of being in the world, the more we find the boundaries between the self and the crowd not just an inconvenience but antisocial, for, as in voting, it is only in the aggregate that we matter. The sense of a unique, bounded entity gives way to a “an amalgam, a collection of heterogeneous components, a material-informational entity whose boundaries undergo continuous construction and reconstruction,” as Katherine Hayles describes the posthuman. Except unlike the uber-citizens of Orwell’s dystopia—and this is also a difference between us and Winston—the vast majority of the personal information that is available for use by others has been made available by us, voluntarily, or at least indifferently, in exchange for the ability to use a charge card, play Pokémon Go, order a pizza, call an Uber, pay a water bill, renew a license, buy a song, send a greeting or invitation. Willingly, we upload to the cloud our restaurant check-ins, heart rate, posture, and dozens of other metrics, often aided by the devices we wear to monitor and broadcast these measurements. In contrast to the sense of privacy that gave rise to the sense of “I,” statistician Arvind Narayanan has calculated that the amount of data that each of us generates just by living, the incentives to mine this data, and the increasing power and decreasing cost of the tools used to do so have already brought us to the point where “anonymity of any kind may be ‘algorithmically impossible.’”

In a world where fatal drone strikes have been based on the pattern of pings, surely there will be seismic consequences for our sense of being in the world, our conception of the human, and so our literature, our art. For surely, as sociologist Peter Berger once remarked, we are not simply ancient Egyptians in airplanes.

•

Stone Age technology: South of the bean and cornfields that fill Illinois there are over 150 huge earthen mounds: the remnants of a pre-Columbian city: Cahokia. Driving across the vast flat expanse that surrounds it, it’s easy to see why someone would build a mound there. Any rise, even a hump in the road, elevates you enough to see enemies, or friends, or prey miles away. Realizing this, the Native Americans who built their mounds probably just kept going, higher and higher: earthen versions of the pyramids built by Aztecs and Mayans, another 1000 miles south.

The mound builders must have realized that by rising higher, they were not only able to see further but understand more deeply the fabric of life they were part of. Maybe that’s why they revered the bird. Now look at their abandoned city. Use Google Earth so you don’t have to actually go there.

But instead of just looking at the pictures, look at the scaffolding that makes this view possible: 38°39’36.50” N 90°03’43.90” W elev 419 ft eye alt 3700 ft © 216 Google. 3D View; Cache; Touring; Navigation; General; Display Show tooltips; Show web results in external browser; Building Highlights; Usage Statistics; Send usage statistics to Google; KML Error Handling: Silently accept all unrecognized data; Show prompts for all errors; Abort file load on any error: Email Program: OSX Mail; Use my Gmail account; Entourage; Eudora. Show Start up tips; Network: Use HTTPS for Google connections; Place mark balloons: Allow access to local files and personal data; Cookies: Save cookies to disk. Texture Colors: High Color (16 bit), True Color (32 bit). Show Lat/Long: Decimal Degrees, Degrees, Minutes, Seconds, Degrees, Decimal Minutes, Universal Transverse Mercator; Terrain: Elevation Exaggeration (also scales 3D buildings and trees): (0.01–3), Use high quality terrain (disable for quicker resolution and faster rendering); Use 3D Imagery (disable to use legacy 3D buildings). Atmosphere: Use photorealistic atmosphere rendering (experimental); Overview Map: Map Size: Small—Large; Zoom Relation: infinity …. These are our preferences. Our traces, though mostly we don’t think of them this way. We don’t think of them at all. Even if we did, we still wouldn’t be able to see the actual, underlying code that Google has kept hidden beneath the surface and yet makes the surface possible. If you shut off the layers of data clutter that are visible, though, and use your imagination, you can get a sense of the mounds as a bird sees them; with the swipe of a finger you can soar higher, the screen growing larger in relation to the earth, the mounds shrinking, the camera rising higher and higher, the individual mounds merging to become the knobby area that was once a prehistoric city, now bisected by a highway, the grid of the modern suburb that some of the mounds were bulldozed to make way for comes into view as the viewpoint continues to pull back, and the city is subsumed into the patterns that make up this image of earth—the green Midwest, the brown desert to the south, mountains, the ocean. So much ocean. Finally, you can see the whole blue earth against a field of stars.

Just before Voyager left our solar system for good, it turned its cameras back for one last look at home, which from that distance was a faint blue dot, smaller than the period that ends this essay: not even a pixel, upon which every man, woman, and child who ever existed took breath, stood upright, was destined to dust; less than a speck containing a city of mounds, a restaurant of diners looking into their phones, a desert where people searching for different lives are no doubt trekking at this very moment.
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therapeutic approach here–here, here, here

Thoreau, Henry David here

3D models here, here, here, here, here

thumbs up/down here

timbre here

time, and human life here–here

“Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” (Borges) here
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Phycodurus ornata

Coloration was a dark green to amber color on the dorsal side of
the body, and white on the ventral side. During late summer, the
den was cleaned and the nesting chamber filled with bedding. They
were fast and agile in the trees, allowing them to escape predators
among the branches and underbrush of the forest. They were an arbo-
real feeder, foraging on flowers and fruit. Their songs were intri-
cate, with up to nine musical themes. They would sometimes socially
groom. They were reluctant to cross open ground and were conse-
quently vulnerable to local extinctions when woodland was lost.

MADE EXTINCT BY HUMANS: 2103 A.D.
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Stegostoma

They could weigh up to 70 kilograms. The timber they flooded would
die off in a year and soon a once forested ecosystem became an
open water ecosystem. They often used the same foraging route.
When the young were first born, they were pink, blind, and tooth-
less. They were the only mammals (apart from at least one species
of dolphin) known to have a sense of electroreception. In coastal

areas they were exposed to a wide variety of threats in addition

to direct and indirect takes.

MADE EXTINCT BY HUMANS: 2319 A.D.
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Fratercula ferox

Ethereal and ghost-like, they had golden-grey coloured upperparts, and
pure white underparts. They had the ability to rotate and focus their
eyes separately to observe two different objects simultaneously. They
would sometimes drink seawater. When moving in complete darkness, they
relied on their acute hearing. They fed on more than 30 different kinds
of fruit, including pears, plums, raspberries, cherries, strawberries,
acorns, beechmast, and blackberries. Family members cooperated to
care for the young. Threats included habitat destruction and degra-
dation (including anthropogenic noise) .

MADE EXTINCT BY HUMANS: 2143 A.D.
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Oniscidea murinus

Dorsal pelage was grizzled gray, and each individual hair was white at the
base and darker at the tip. Some of their burrows had been in use for de-
cades. They were generally found at low elevations in open habitats, such
as grasslands, deserts, marshes and agricultural fields. They could perform
complex and unusual tasks to obtain food, such as opening automatic doors to
enter supermarkets. They ate flowers and pollen during the spring, fruit in
sumer and nuts, particularly hazel nuts, in autum. The mothers milk pooled
in grooves on the abdomen of the female, allowing the young to lap it up.
They were threatened by loss and fragnentation of habitat.

MADE EXTINCT BY HUMANS: 2065 A.D.
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