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CHAPTER ONE

What is and Toward What End Do
We Read Digital Literature?

Roberto Simanowski

The Exterminated Reader

Imagine a reader reading a story about an adulterous couple planning to kill the wom-
an's husband. This reader is completely engrossed, reading about the planned mur-
der from his comfortable chair by his fireplace gives him an almost perverse pleasure.
Reading the description of the house the murderer enters, he thinks of his own house.
Then he reads that the man enters the room in which the husband's character is sitting
by the fire; it's too late for him to avoid the knife his wife's lover rams into his chest.

This reader exists. In a short story by lulio Cortdzar: La continuidad de los parques
(The Continuity of Parks) of 1964. Cortdzar is not the only writer who tried to turn
the reader into a character. Italo Calvino, in his novel If On a Winter's Night a Traveler,
gives the reader the main role in the book, and narrates in the second person. In Gabriel
Garcia Mdrqtez'One Hundred Years of Solitude the protagonist finds a book entitled
One Hundred Years of Solitude and reads it until he comes to the page in which he is
reading the very same book. There have been many such experiments in late modern or
post-modern times. After the all-knowing author of the nineteenth century had long
been dismissed, authors fantasized about regaining omnipotence by exercising direct
impact on the reading situation.

Now, in the cases of Cortizar and M6rquez the reader is himself part of the text
which another, real reader is reading. And in Calvino's case, the illusion relies onthe
readert willingness to be addressed. Unfortunately, or rather, fortunately, it is not
possible to literally draw the reader into the story. The author has no way of directly
killing the reader. Sure, one could poison the paper, as in Umberto Eco's The Name
of the Rose. But the poison is not applied by the author and is not part of the text.
Literature cannot bridge the gap between the world of the narrative and the world of
the recipient. Conventional literature cannot. Digital literature can.

RealClocks and Virtual Hand Grenades

In the first half of the nineteenth century, it was popular to integrate a tiny mechanical
clock in paintings at the spot where there would be a painted clock. The clock in the

painted interior hence presented the real t
spectator. The world of the painting and d
the bridge was broken when, for example,
museum closed at noon. Rather than being
into a mode of meta-reflection reaffirming
real world.
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time. In the German collaborative online r
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12 ROBERTO SIMANOWSKI

digital literature possesses in contrast to print literature: Time. The text becomes what
Kate Hayles "eventilized."l The text is based on code and this code not only makes the
word "bomb" appear on the screen but also interrupts this appearance.

This sentence also points to some core questions for digital literature. Why is
"bomb" blinking? Shouldn't the verb blink since it's the one that signifies the action?
But a blinking verb would only translate its message into another language. The version
the author chose is correct from a logical point of viewi processingthe action signified
requires the agentto blink. From an aesthetic point of view, however, its redundancy is
problematic. The word "bomb" is blinking, so why do we also need the verb "ticked"?
There are two languages here: the linguistic language that denominates an action and
the language of performance that presents it. It is as if the stage directions of a play were
acted out and also spoken.

The author could easily have had the two languages cooperate: "And the bomb."
Since the signifier for "bomb" already presents the action of the signified, the verb is
actually dispensable. Of course this is not the end of the alteration and adjustment of
language in digital media. The next step could be to use the icon of a bomb, the step
after that to make the signifier honest and have, rather than a blinking icon, a ticking
sound.

To generalize, what we have here is the elimination of the text, its substitution by
image, sound, and action. Such operation is a common feature in digital media. In
many cases the operation looks like a mere supplementation of the text. But supple-
menting text with an image does actually mean eliminating the text, for what is shown
as an image does not need to be described with words. The paradigm of expression
changes from creating a world in the reader's imagination based on a specific combi-
nation of letters to presenting a world directly to the audience through extralingual
means.

Actually, this substitution oftext is the justification ofdigital literature. Ifan object
only consists of static letters it does not really need digital media and hence should not
be called digital literature even though it may be presented on the internet. By defi-
nition, digital literature must go beyond what could be done without digital media.
By definition, digital literature must be more than just literature otherwise it is only
literature in digital media. This would, no doubt, also be very interesting from a socio-
logical perspective. Think ofall the text presented on websites and blogs, bypassing any
police of the discourse and anypublisher's evaluation. However, that is another matter
and another book. My concern here is not about who writes literature but about how
the materiality of literature changes when the digital technology is used for aesthetic
reasons and not just for distribution.

TWo aspects of the change from literature to digital literature should be clear by
now: In digital literature the reader of the story can kill the character in the story, and
the bomb can blink, tick and-in the form of a virus or a shutdown-also "explode."
There is a third aspect that should be stressed: Digital literature is only digital if it is not
only digital. What do I mean by this?

Almost ten years ago, ]ohn Cayley's essay The Code Is Not the Text (Unless It Is the
Text) described alphabetic language as a digital structure since it consists of a small set
of symbols that can be endlessly combined and recombined. Instead of analog elements

es found in painting, we have distinct linguis
rith no option in between. In her essav fhe l
ot Cayley's notion and concludes that the com
:,rized language but rather "carries further a i
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nothing happens to the text its not digital literature. As a result, when we read digital
literature, we have to shift from a hermeneutics of linguistic signs to a hermeneutics of
intermedial, interactive, and processing signs. It is not just the meaning of the words
that is at stake, but also the meaning of the performance of the words which, let's not
forget, includes the interaction of the user with the words. We should always explore
these different elements and their possible 6enns6fi6ns-though there may not be a

significant relationship between them.
One could argue that a hermeneutics of digital signs requires a completely new

methodological approach. However, it is probable that the discussion of digital litera-
ture ought best to be a combination of new and old criteria. As Fotis |annidis argues,
genre theory is still a valid analytical tool for the discussion of computer games. The
analysis can benefit from concepts developed in the past such as "story," "plot," and
"character" or theoretical frameworks such as reader-response theory, formalism, and
inter-discourse theory. And as fdrgen Schafer's analysis of the interactive drama Fagade

shows, knowing genre history helps realize that this cutting-edge piece refers to the
oldest and most traditional theoretical drama model.

Fagade is also a good illustration of the fact that authors often make decisions
about characters and plot based on technological constraints, as opposed to just artis-
tic intention. For instance: though itt amazing how, as the guest in the two charac-
ters'home, you are able to "say" anything to them via your keyboard and influence
the progression of their argument, sometimes the program can't handle your input,
in which case the husband and wife seem to ignore you. This technical limitation is
acceptable because the two are presented as self-absorbed, "difficult" people. Their
personalities are not necessarily a choice ofthe authors; they are a requirement to keep
the interaction plausible despite the technological challenge. A hermeneutic of digital
signs has to take into account the possibility of such technological determinism.

So far I have evoked murder, adultery, time bombs, and hand-grenades. Let me talk
now about . . . cannibalism. To begin, I'll borrow from Chris Funkhouser: his presen-
tation at the Electronic Poetry Festival in Paris inMay 2007 drew a connection between
creative cannibalism and digital poetry, sayingthat digital poetry "devours other texts"
by appropriating, transforming, and reconfiguring them. Funkhouser evoked rit-
ual anthropophagy, the practice ofkilling and eating the other in order to inherit his
qualities. A form of digital cannibalism can be seen in Camille Utterbackb and Romy
Achituv's interactive installation Text Rain, whose large screen shows letters rain down
onto your projected shadow. As you collect them on your silhouette, the letters form
words and sentences taken from a contemporary poem.3 However, as I experienced it,
and as I saw others experiencing it, one mostly does not engage in the reading process,
but rather plays with the rain of letters. The text has been transformed into visual
objects. As Francisco Ricardo argues, the transmodal work exists as a series of several
phenomenological moments of which the last brings back some of its lexical, linguistic
character and, to say so, undo the cannibalism.

A very subtle example of text cannibalism is the installation Listening Posr, which
Rita Raley explores in her essay. Since it features a curtain of screens quoting from live
internet chats, one would think it is all about text. But, stepping back from the screens

to take in the installation as a whole, one is not really reading anymore; instead one

:Erceives this plethora oftext as part ofa tranc
'3ating the text," that lies, in the end, at the tee
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interaction but also-and perhaps more importantly-know how to read and under-
stand such interaction.

Notes

1. N. Katherine Hayles, "The Time of Digital Poetry: From Object to Event," in New
Media Poetics. Contexts, Technotexts, and Theories, ed. Adelaide Morris and Thomas
Swiss (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press,2006), 181-209.

Post-Chapter Dialogue, Sir

flk A crucial feature of digital work is the dis
lure and performance. A digital poem is stru
lquence of algorithms, yet performs as a urort
dits variety across invocations. This incongr
raehle method for analysis of such *o.k . d r
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to a theory of analysis, whether semir

halist Your approach specifically favors the etlrms for this?

Ibid., 189.

The poem, Talk, You, can be found in Evan Zimroth, Dead, Dinner, or Naked
(Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1993).
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CHAPTER FOUR

Reading the Discursive Spaces of Text Rain,

Transmodally

Francisco I. Ricardo

I begin with a basic claim-all literature has some relationship to imagery, and that

the inverse is not true. Even the most extreme experiments of abstract poetry, or

concrete poetry, even the most phonologically focused constructions cannot evade

the perceptual intimation of sounds as aural imagery, or hypnotic trance, with which

such sounds are instinctively associated. For despite the roil of new media and lit-
erary machines, of novel forms of expression and authoriality, the Program of liter-
ature still remains to elicit resonances that emerge out of, but soon transcend, the

literalized tokens of a text. And if this transcendence can be felt as a membrane

that isolates two worlds-the literal world of phrasal reading from the interpretive

world of the imaginal-the world between them, that is, the world of lexical tokens

of phrasing from the much more extensive of fictive associations produced in the

reader, then it is helpful, in the space ofthat intersection, to think ofliterature as a

genre of text wrapped in mantle of imagery.
Without denying the importance of this aesthetic partnership, literary critics

have harbored implicit views about the manner in which this relationship, this rap-

port between written and imagined, ought to stand. The text is to exist in physical

form-written, inscribed, imprinted-while the image is left to occupy the confines of
readerly imagination. What is preserved in this specific arrangement is the necessary

stability and identity of the work with the equally indispensable need for individual,

personal, purely idiosyncratic reconstruction offacets ofthe narrative. The critical bias

for this specific partition of written from visual is evident in consistently held judg-

ments of what is understood as "pure literature," a term uttered in l9l2 by Thomas

Hardy on receipt of the gold medal of the Royal Society of Literature. He had little
patience for anything outside the untainted use of well-formed textual expression over

any other variant. In the Hardyian province ofpure literature, even poetry kneels to

the hegemonic strictures of decorous prose:

For my own part I think-though all writers may not agree with me-that the short-

est way to good prose is by the route of good verse. The apparent paradox-I cannot

remember who first expressed it-that the best poetry is the best prose ceases on

examination to be a paradox and becomes a truism. Anybody may test it for himself

by taking any fine lines in verse and, casting
s€em to bind the poet, trying to express th
prose. He will find that it cannot be done;
thought them-are the only words that will
be conveyed.l2
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Figure 1. Dick Higgins,
Intermedia Chart,
t966,
Originally published in Something Else Newsletter l, No. I (Something Else Press, 1966).

@ 2009 Estate of Dick Higgins.
Permission courtesy of Hannah Higgins.

view is as narrow as limiting "literature" to what is hand-written. From these ambi-
guities ofcausality we know that literaturet central preoccupation with text does not,
in contrast with electronic literature, satisfactorily extend to questions exploringhow
such literary text was created.

Reflecting the greater theoretical distance underlying my discussion are the distinc-
tions involving essence, form and instance-three events of the ontology of literature.
However one feels about ontological contentions, it is nonetheless true that essence,

form, and instance are three indispensable attributes of all.literary and aesthetic

objects. This doesnt imply that acknowledgment of. an essence is equivalent to some

particular type of essence, be it one claimed by Hardy, or anybody else. Existing with-
out empirical proof, implicit, almost quasi-Platonic notions of the "essence" of litera-
ture have long been mentioned in aesthetic discussions deriving from strong Romantic
and modernist roots. Its logic has been quietly imported from the literary tradition
onto the visual arts; we might recall the art critics with professional beginnings in the
literary world, including Clement Greenberg as literary critic for The Nation, and Peter

Schjeldahl as poet and reporter.

Hardy, articulating literaturet historical o
Tbe atemporal aura of literary essence, sustairE(
tcompanies and even nourishes, but does uc r
mod as literary forms or genres-those are hj
mtemplate a work of electronic literature, w
tbe logic that informs some kind of essence, fo
dmissibly under the term literature,for why els
caaloged within it is so new in medium, contco
lure's history, which is to say, something of its

I have already discussed one problem inroh
rirn sf \^/ha1 implies "pure literature," whkh is t
iryco-occurrence of graphic accompanimeut I

ftomour questioningwhether such criterion d
dliterary essence, or more narrowly, from thc
&om literary form. Characterizing form offer:
,cete with consistency and clarity-the historir
fo literature-but for essence, the logic becm
ryeaks for the essence of literature? Not form-ry
ualogous to what we imagine uttering th. pht
dwhich derives (necessarily) both from thc t
'h. mantle of conceptual imagery that env@
msrltant reading. To estrange one constitud
rbn, a de-synthesis of the literary phenomenc
uisal forms and media-sculpture or more g
I more generally, music, for example. In the r
inagination. Indistinguishable from what is p
drnce, this last word, imagination, implicates il

I hope that this preamble has recalled tle o
rithin the literary experience, and how reco
sthetic cathexis challenging literature in a u
tfe photograph, the illustration, the image, wl
iucorporate textuality. So it is that this s1-ntbc
tbe interactive projective installation Test Roia
frmaginal whole of a particular literary instanc
krain of a literary essence of the ne\M, as the nE

Eit is worth remembering that a work bl'"q
r visual, or performative, we might also bear i

rrrher than crucial, to the enjoyment and esst

tbat by its all-ranging name, "expressive form,
rrting, or message. Reaching for an apprehel
@nnect Susan Sontagt familiar claim that'thc
lww it is what it is, even that it is what it 4 rai
'how it is what it is" marks the implicit line ber

cived by any degree of familiarity with a wort
fuse reading, possible only through the scrutim
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ofinterpretation also points us to non-interpretive, which is to say, principled, essen-

tial, a priori aspects of any work. This is the paradox then, whereby, uncovering under-

lying patterns, a close reading is synonymous with phenomenological investigation

and is thus implicitly ontological, whereas an interpretation is not.

Having set out thoughts here from the basic assertion that literature embraces

imagery, up through challenges against the idea of pure literature as an anachronistic

formalism, I could now be blamed for having taken a sudden and seemingly incon-

gruous turn, in the literal sense, against interpretation. What then of the multimodal-
ity of imagery and text that new expressive forms and media have attained, all the re/

mediation to use another phrase,3 all the convergence? Why all of this if not to take

the receiving audience to new landscapes ofimagination, and therefore interpretation?

Ought we reasonably disallow the greater contemporary need for new interpretive

positions in light of media, products, and works that bring novel sensory impetus and

user participation? These questions which cannot be answered separately, derive from

Figure2. TextRain,
Camille Utterback and Romy Achituv
Text Rain,
I 999.

Interactive installation,
custom software, video camera, Projector, computer

Image courtesy ofthe artist.

r common source, a reference to epochal cL
rith technology at all stages and moments of r

cnd presentation of art but the actual creatk
q'nsider revolves around how the voice of ar
minlsr, poet, filmmaker, orator, or sculptor i
d expressive mechanisms that produce proi
sdective immersion of their own as instrume
@s compete with, received notions of artistir
d imagery as extension to or evolution aftei
&guments for pure literature, can not be (
Sctraction, as ontological characteristic hont
m be defined as either image-free or imager
riients like the Dada collage, the reading of
rcrd apparent in digital art and literature rer
6e literary and the aesthetic newly immateri
fuerpretation refute anything in literature otl
mception of a work, rather than something to
m allegorical subtext, or perhaps even as soo
cadings because of its inherent intertextudit
ffiat prove problematic not because thev appc
hr because their logic repositions the tert to
rbtle reductionism that any interpretation im
iself, of seeing less something of the rthole tl
rhose sense is uncovered by means of quasi-gr
erchange (read, simplification) so that, if, in I

uxm is virtually one of translation," the &ng
wue for digital works whose components cirn I

scted, and destructured from their integrati
urthing like Clive Bell's formalism via his si

rcrk of art we need bring with us nothing fr
dfairs, no familiarity with its emotions,n a cL
tfre shared horizon of understanding, the 'n
ffiat can be seen from a particular vantage p
tducing. In closing this line ofreasoning, I hop
of a structural ontology, resembling neither G
mr Husserl's transcendental ruminations- In <

important for the work of the new media critk
fuagining what is common to all or much elc
w framing, not to value. Such work has no pL
ist systems of qualitative valuation: given tle
media art and literature, judgments are likor
m each mutuality of artist, user, and instance-

What one is to make of this literar,v-aesth€t
tbns of electronic criticism. From the outset, t
ertual object constrains and dictates the dirrti



'lenJtsuor dlrapBer slr roJ qlBorddeJo uoplarlP al{l salepry Pue sulBJlsuol l]a(qo Pnlr*
dpreurrd e se {lo,r. p Jo uorlnlrlsuol aq} 'laslno aq} uroJC 'tuslflrJ) lluoJ}lale Jo suos

-exa^ aql Jo euo urerueJ 11rrn srsaqluds orlaqlsae-r(reJalll sql Jo a{etu 01 sI auo leql\
'aruelsul puB 'Jasn 'lslueJo dlrlenlnur qfea q

dluo alqrssod d1aleur11n 'lua8urluol esI..v\a{II are sluaur8pnf'arn1era1t1 pue ue EIPaw

.Mau ur saruetradxaSo ernleu crureudp aq] ua,u8 :uollenlel artrlelrlenb;o stualsr(s tq
-^rsnlrxa/tsrlllraiqo l.yqerunsard ro; ereld ou sBq {Jo^t qlns 'anlB^ 01 1ou'Sutwotl Q
sa8ualleqr Surssarppe tuu J'{ro1vr fluor}fale qf,nur ro IIe o} uotuluor sr leqm Surur8ett'!

sepnllur qlrq.r{'ueuolsrq pue }srloaql 'frlrr erpeur .trau al{lJo {roa el{l roJ luelrodu
sp suorle)rJrrelc 1err3o1oluo Eur.raprsuo: uI 'suollBuIurnr IeluapualsueJl s(lrassnH r<ro

suorlpzrralfeJeq) allleturou s.SraquaarD JeI{lIau Sullquasar'd3o1o1uo IeJnlJnr}s e;s
Surleads ure I ]eql real) aperu aleq ol adoq 1 'SuruosearJo aurl srql Sutsop u1 '3ur:npo

sapelap xrs luads JaruepeD lpql s..]ulod a8elue,t relncrlred e tuoq uaas eq uel lEtF

Surq!fua,ra sapnlful lpql uoIsIA;o a8uer,, eql 'SulpuelsraPun Jo uozlroq Pareqs aF
SuqoopazroTo d11o; aql sarr.ord leq] uIIBII e ,..'suollolue s1l qllm dltreryruu; ou 's-IIeJF

pue seapr srr yo a8palmou{ ou 'aJII tuoq Surg}ou sn qlIA Surrq paau a-tt 1rB Jo lro.r
e aletra:dde o1,, leql uollrasse ernleu8rs slq eIA ruslleurroJ s(llag a^ll3 a41 Eurqraw
r{1r^r rnruof auo peau roN '}le}sag a,rtler8alur rlaq} tuog pernl)nrlsaP pue 'patls
-srp 'pelulosl .(peap aJour qrnlu lBql eq uer sluauoduror asor{1v\ s4rorw plr8rp roJ arul
dlqnop sdeqrad sI uolllnpar I{rns Jo ra8uep aLIl ,,'uollelsuerl Jo euo d11en1rr,r sr uou

-elardralur 3o {sel eq1,, 'sprom s,3e1uog uI JI 'leql os (uoI}ElIJIIdruts 'pear) a8uuqm
pue uorleurJoJsueJlJo salnr IetrlpururerS-rsenb;o sueaur dq parelorun sI asuas asotLr

sluanlrlsuol alqezltuall 1o Letrc ue ueq] aloqa al{l Jo Surqlaruos ssal Sutaas Jo ?lasU
u;nl rrlsrn8url eq] 01 JeJar I araH 'sasodurt uotlelardralur duu 1eq] usluol])npar allqn
aql ualr8'uolllaJlp alrsoddo eql PJPIv\ol lxatr eq] suorlrsoda.r rr3o1 rraql asnefaq lnq

'drols raBrel e repuar lxa] e a{etu o} readde ,(aql asnecaq lou lll?ualqo.rd a,tord legl
uorlelerdralul Jo sLuJoJ IIe eru esoql dlr1en1xa1ra1ul lueral{ul sll Jo asnelaq s8urpear

aydrllnur o1 rrlsqernld dlqenler' Surqlauos se uala sdeqrad ro 'lxalqns lerrro8alp w
ro 'leJolu ttoud a ue Surrr.eq s? uaas aq ol Surqtaruos ueqt JaqlBJ '{ro1vr e;o uorldalar
eq] ur paruerradxa ssau11n3 ar{l ueq} rar{lo ern}era1r1 ur Surq}due elnJar uorlelardratq
go uorlsenb aq] uo slealpl s.8e1uog 'lelralerutul dy"rau crtaqlsae aq] pue Lrerall aqr

uaealaq uorleredas Ieuolllperl agl raPuar aJnleralll pue ue IellSlp ur luaredde pro.r

eql Jo uoIlezIIBnsI  eql Pue a8erur aq];o Surpear aql 'a8e11oc ePeC aql aIII slualu
snorrr.ard qtrrtt dlrrelttuls uI puY 'aer;-dra8eut ro aar;-a8eul reqlla se PauIJap aq lou
-uet dlrpnb lBql asnefag-paulJaP rela^torl lllslralleretp lerrSololuo sP (uollferlsql

sp-'/Oarafll aql uIoU rel{}Ia pa)uelslP eq lou uel 'arnleralll arnd roJ sluaurn8c
epnllur o] .usrletuJoJ lsaq)un€ls aII] JaUe uollnlola Jo ol uolsualxa se l..re8eurr ;o
(eJoJaraql ,uorlrnpo.rd aq1 'uorssardxe trrlsrue Jo suolJou pallaf eJ 'qlrrrr aladwol sdeq

-rad ro ,luauralduroc leq] uorleaJ)Jo luatunJlsur se ult|o JIaI{1Jo uoISJatuIuI a^Ilfalas

pug (uorlBlllce Lrosuas 'dre8urur elllle(old a:npord ]eql suslueqcau alrssardxa ;o
afuasard aql urqlln aleporutuofre 01 sr Joldlnfs Jo 'Joluro 're{eruurllJ '}aod ta}ured

toqlnp eq] uIoU Sur8rarua UoJJa fIlsIUe Jo aflol aql lvrol{ punole saAIoAeJ laPlsuol

o1 a8ueqr aq] 'lnd ,(1a1rr1 ssal JIaslI uollearf, len])e aql lnq ue Jo uolleluasard pua

aql dlarau lou ',(es 01 sI qtlq6 '3uraq slr;o sluaruoru pue safiels 11e 1e dSolouqral tlllrr
paler8alur seq Ue leq1 dervr aql ur a8ueqc leqloda o] efuaJaJel e 'alJnos uoultuof e

15 ATTVOOWSNVUI'A//vUlxl-l 9NIOV]U

tuory alrJap'dlaleredas peJar\suu aq louusl rp
pue snladtur r(rosuas lazr.ou Surrq lpql $Fo.tr F
aarla;dralur .teu JoJ paau d.reJoduatuor r;lr
;uor1ula.rdra1ur aroJeraq] pue'uorleur8eul Jo s

a{el ol }ou Jr srq} Jo IIe ,(qla ;acuaEra-ruor aq

/ar aql IIB 
<paurPllE e^Br{ Brpau puE srruo-I a.r!

lppotuDlnur ar{l Jo uaq} lurl6'uorlplardratur
-uo)ur ,(lSurtuaas pue uappns e ualpl 8ur-tEq
frlsruorqf,Buu ue sE alnleralrl a:nd;o eapr eql
safBJqua sJnlBJalrl ]eg] uoruasse rrseq a(p r

'lou sr uorlela:d:alm ue sz
uorlB8rlsa^ur lucrSolouauouaqd qlr.r,r sn(xrli!
-Japun Surrarr.ocun'dqaraqru'uaql xopered aqt
-uassa 'paldrfurrd 'des ol sr qrrqa'arllard:au



58 FRANCISCOJ.RICARDO

Presenting itself independently of one's reading, whether motivated by interpretation,

critique, or formal comparison, one's engagement with the text emerges from nothing-
ness through the anatomy of the word. In the matrix of the textual page, it asserts all

hegemony for meaning and the basic method for that experience, beginning as a lexical

reading, almost invariably conforms to motion from an identifiable starting point to at

least one destination any number oflines, verses, or Pages away. By contrast, that "read-

ing" an image is entirely distinct from this textual approach has been widely established;

what bears repeating is the visual command of the image, as it eclipses the word when

both cohabitate the same perceptual plane. There is no word worth a thousand pictures,

except perhaps love, but how can it be experienced prior to the image of its affection?

Instinctual primacy moreover prioritizes our sensations, in the startling flash of
any surprise; we hear before reading, and look before unraveling what is heard. That

seeing presignifies reading or hearing has been evident to art history, which records

and embraces more of the literary than has been commonly accepted. Any work or

event of visual composition, regardless the extent of its literariness, is of interest to

the art historian, critic, or philosopher. And the auditory, sensorily subsequent to the

visual, also participates in the chronicles of art. Thus Rosalind Krauss, opening a dis-

cussion of the readymade with a theatrical performance of a literary work, recounts

openly what the histories of literature and of theater have scarcely documented:

One evening in 1911, four members of the Parisian avant-garde attended a bizarre the-

atrical presentation: Marcel Duchamp, Guillaume Apollinaire, Francis Picabia and

Gabrielle Buffet-Picabia went to see Impressions of Africa, a performance based on a

novel by Raymond Roussel. "It was tremendous," Duchamp was later to say of that

night. "On the stage there was a model and a snake-it was absolutely the madness of

the unexpected. I don't remember much of the text. One didnt really listen."6

Experiencing this similar sensory selectivity, Duchamp's relative inattention to the text

is symptomatic to the sensory montage of multiple modalities, and to the dominance

of action in the visual field, despite the fact that it is orchestrated from textual origins.

It is for this phenomenological reason that we must now consider the electronic, Pro-
jective, interactive, poetic reality of Text Rain as a both a completely visual work and a

completely sovereign text; it contains a textual work in itself that orchestrates its visual

possibilities, and because of its insistently combined textuality and visuality, the work as

a whole (not merely as a text) is amenable to the kind of close reading that a literary text

can sustain, but not in an exclusively textual manner-something that offers challenge

and potential for critical reception. The work, in fact, presents several discursive spaces

or moments of being, revealing themselves in gradual fashion. Patterns emerge from

these discursive spaces, by which I mean aspects of the work that interact with the usert

evolving response through a dialogic circle between user and work. And we can interro-

gate the patterns to expose aesthetic functions of the work as more than a phenomenal

reality. Text Rainis motivated by a reach for connection, not merely by what emanates

in the optic flow of its ryovements, but also by the text it fragmentarily presents. And

that connection need not be reduced to a mapped or literal interpretation in order to

be ascribed meaning. In all of this, we may take as our point of departure the worki

daracter as neither entirely visual not textual
kical tokens nor in a visual stream. Of parrkn
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Figure 4. Filippo Tommaso Marinetti,
Vive la France, (late 1914 - February 1915),

].9t4,
Ink, crayon, and cut-and-pasted printed paper on paper, 12 118 x12314".
The Museum of Modern Art, New York
O 2009 Artists Rights Society (ARS), NewYork / SIAE, Rome

Photo Credit: Digital Image O The Museum of Modern Art/Licensed by SCALA / Art Resource.

to singular classifications. And if with such multiplicity of modal encodings comes a

set of moments of encounter, one after another, then Text Rain as a work with addi-
tional motion and interactivity, is experienced as a more pluralistic multimodal, or
rather, transmodal, identity. The elemental strategy of Text Rain, rather than depend
on an archival inventory ofobjects to be displayed, is based on the kind ofrecombi-
nant encoding that I have elsewhere associated with the language of cyberculture.:
For the work's visual dimension is not comprised of anything manufactured and
stored within it; its visuality is purely the projective derivation of images literall,v
"captured" in the area facing the work's mural flatness. Neither is the text so promi-
nent; the poem underlying the work is revealed in vertical motion, almost letter b,r'

letter. As I will explore next, the effect is transmodal, a recursive amalgam of filmic,
literary, performative, and near-sculptural conditions within which the image of the
body rests on the wall, the baseline oftext rests upon and is defined by the contours
of the body image, and the text is a poem alluding to bodily motion and human
connection.

;s-.::e 5. Francis Picabia,
:n;; lloveffient,
.:.

-:r \luseum of Modern Art, New york
i :,,-ts Artists Rights Society (ARS), New \brk , _\D.r,L_:i i:
\:q.r Credit: Digital Image @ The Museum of \lc\:.-, .1-.-
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::ct phenomenological stages, lives, or moni.:l
r* rvith Text Rain the work presents itself as :
-a:erpretation is challenged: the work carve: :::
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rE-rt as part of any narrative. But this first mrr:::,
::e rrork, redefined on the subsequent disc..r.::
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Figure 6. The transmodal evanescence of Text Rain.
Camille Utterback and RomyAchituv
Text Rain,
1999.

Interactive installation,
custom software, video camera, projector, computer.
O 1999 Camille Utterback and Romy Achituv.
Image courtesy ofthe artists.

reading. In the next moment of its being, as it were, the work will reveal the poem that
alludes directly to this very interplay. But at first, during play, the collusion and col-
lision between elements in the work and reflected human image on the wall instigate
questions of entailment, specifically, whether the work's cascading elements are pro-
jected onto a real, physical world, or, symmetrically, whether the real, physical person
belongs in the work of art.

From this kinetic adjunctness of worlds emerges a new life or phase in the possibil-
ity of reading a poem out of Text Rafu. Since participants' motions are unrestrained,
this discovery remains as potential experience, not inevitable outcome of the work. For
to locate a poem in the visual kineticism Text Rain requires one to behave, move, travel,
in a wholly different way, directed toward piecing together a selection of the lines and
yearnings in the Evan Zimrothpoem, Talk, You.8 In the fifth, concluding stage or onto-
logical mode, then, Text Rain unfolds at the moment the viewer reflects on how his or
her motions have in fact been a relational dance more or less predicted by its poetic

;.--enzas. These are three-each comprisin: iir
i-rmmetry of two bodies in desirous conD€ciitrl

I like talkine r.'::i
simplv that: ;;r:r
a turning-rsi:i: .r:
as in 1'our tu;ii:;l
to face me sucie

At your turnine-
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of tongue-tiea. ii
were such dD iiri,
We are svnonl-r::
for limbs' loo'e::
of syntax,
and yet turn 1!. :l
It's just talk.

-- this physical sense, it is worth noting thal :
i iupport to dance performance. Conceptuaii'
:.-.ulaborative workshops produced in \e'rt Y"r

;r--einal idea was not to inject a poem into ri
=:1v art historical treatise on visual perspe.tr
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csue was with the notion of space, not rrith rhi
::ie most transmodal of the arts, and borror"rr
*:sulting work reflects a variegated, multim.t!
-.icted deployments of literature. Perhaps r'.u
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-:.' the "I and Thou" call for a post-dialec'ri;:
::nscends the prevailing objectification of on,

.e=atic relation he termed "I-It." I-Thou is cieep

i':'Der, as a theologian, Thou addresses not o::l'.
,'::: the unconditioned you that lives r* itho::: I
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:e. and the ultimate You, entailed in diaioeLe
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i -m's explicit yearning for engagement. the -l

-l line, underscores how Text Rain operates ii
::rg with dialogue or "simply that: cont t'r-.r':-.-."
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I opened this talk alluding to the problematic relation between work and image in
text, an unresolved cadence in the corpus of literature. From the numerous ways to
escape being rendered entirely in one or another modality, works of literature call on
text to evoke imagery, a translation that is evident in Text Raia; observe how the lit-
erally dialogic of conversing immediately recodes into the visual act of turning-with
or-around, ironically unfeasible in the two-dimensional context of this projection.

Without retreading already covered ground, one new point worth making relates to
loss of baseline. Starting with the Dada and surrealist examples cited earlier, the visual
break with typographic conventions pursued two forms, angularization and skewing of
textual baselines, irregularizing distortions in letter shape. Terf R ain effects the first of
these transfory11atie15-variations in textual anchor-but not the 5ssend-y4liations
in textual shape. This selective change ostensibly renders it a more legible work than its
avant-garde antecedents. But no, printed matter can exploit visual deformations without
loss ofreadabilitybecause, of course, the content is fixed, static. Once the content moves,
as it does continually in Text Rain, the poem is fundamentally illegible as a whole. The
rearrangement that subverts the attempt at a complete reading is twofold. Vertically, the
letters are in motion, but horizontally, they never provide a clear simultaneously visi-
ble line; as soon as letters come to rest on the captured silhouette ofan external person
or object, they evaporate, and since this dissolve is timed to every lettert individual
moment of collision rather than to the appearance of a whole stanza or a complete line,
the constituents of multiple lines appear and vanish together, so that at any moment,

Figure 7. Text Rain, "Turning around"
Camille Utterback and Romy Achituv
Text Rain,
1999.

Interactive installation,
custom software, video camera, projector, computer
@ 1999 Camille Utterback and RomyAchituv.
Image courtesy ofthe artists.
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Figure 10. FrCre Jacques, aperformative point in the round
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Syatext is a "Generator of texts" (Geradot dc a
rd 1995 by Abilio Cavalheiro and pedro Ba
l0mputer-produced Texts and Cyberlitertru
tlr at University Fernando Pessoa. Barbosa au
L5 programs which generated texts with bott
hitially, this conglomeration of programs cin

-l Alird; it was later circulated with the ad
fme of the materials have been re-versioned I
lc title Syntext-W.a This essay explores the cq
Qpes of work that appear in the collectiou-

krmutation
flrictpermutation with added elements is fout
Lwhich every activation of the program produ
tms of a text built from four subjects:'GRAN
?EDRA' (stone), and "SAUDADE" (longing/
lrtpositions (e.g., "NA/NO," "A," 'DA/DO,-'
mtent to the nouns, enabling grammatical r
hilt on steep granite cliffs on the coast of X
frlge presented and rearranged by the authc r

lHock oftext ofcapitalized letters, and as s
pogram, while certainly cyclical, performs en

;miously created by artists such as Brion Gysil
dves can only be ordered 24 different wara; I

lEmutations. Since a limited amount of text i
derwise begin to occur quickly. The additfo

-rny configurations and prevents the poem 6
t+.[ine passage from "Porto" taken from Barbc
lnados por computador, the order in which lincl



Post-Chapter Dialogue, Kwastek and Ricardo

FfR: Contemporary criticism and history of art and literature have evolved in
response to the emergence ofnew expressive practices. Braque could not be analyzed
from within a pre-Impressionist sentiment, nor could Ernst, Picabia, or Duchamp-
When Minimalism emerged, Rosalind Krauss introduced Merleau-Pontyt phenom-
enology as critical optic. Your essay likewise makes an implicit case for the inter-
section between diverse disciplines analyzing the same digital phenomenon. That
Schemat's work, for example, can be understood both through a game paradigm
and within literary studies, where it can be addressed as a dramatic production, is
not typical of new media scholarship, and you construct a rubric of shared under-
standing. Teri Ruebt work is more expansive, transcending even these approaches
You correspondingly add that "each ofthese disciplines can offer pertinent perspec-
tives on the work, although each reaches disciplinary limits in interpreting it." I'm
wondering whether multidisciplinary meta-analysis, while enlightening, isn't too
unwieldy for new media art, and wonder whether you see, from each of these meth-
odologies, the possibility of one unique or unifying voice of analysis that reflectr
the structural, experiential, the phenomenological, and the immersive uniquenesr
of artistic directions in new media. I might add that this is not limited to locative arr
or geopoetics, since highly transmodal work of artists like Kelly Dobson is equallr
opaque to established critical epistemologies.

KK: I am skeptical of attempts to establish universal methodologies for the analysir
of specific art movements. This is all the more true for art genres-and I consider
new media art a genre and not a movement. Certainly each art genre has characterir
tic formal features, that guide their analysis. One common feature of new media art
(beyond its use of electronic media) is its foundation both on process and Gestalt. It ir
astonishing that in a society defined through more and more complex and interrelated
processes, the aesthetic implications of this situation are largely neglected. What I find
necessary is a new focus of the humanities on process aesthetics. While, for examplg
with sociology, an autonomous discipline has been established to describe societal pro'
cesses and while informatics and information theory place great emphasis on develop
ing and describing processes algorithmically, there is no sufficient vocabulary, let alone
methodology, to describe the aesthetic ofprocesses.

Nevertheless I would not advocate singular interpretive perspectives that could
characterize any genre as heterogeneous as new media art. Of course specific move-
ments within new media art, such as locative art or geopoetics, share common features,
as I argued, but in the end, the works are unique pieces with very different artistic strat-
egies. Ifonet focus is on singular artworks, they can never be embraced by one theo-
retical approach, and any analysis risks becoming fragmentary if done by one author
alone. They need complementing and even contradicting perspectives to enfold their
reflective potential and openness to subjective interpretation. Methods are important

for identifying tendencies and relating rnor
readings, I prefer keeping the framerr.orli og
enological" or "semiotic works,'and rrithin r

ate "literary" or "visual artworks.' Of cours
special features of works, which is often higfiJ
one universal methodology for their anahsis
FfR: You make clear in this essay that som(
that is digital or electronic in nature lies il
inversions, transformations, or variatlon-. oi
inversion of literature's traditional morphol
Propp's Morphology of the Folktale is still rd
the forms and pathways of contemporan- hr
tal media, Propp seems less relevant. In the I

rhere action happens; the extradiegetic, bei
invisibly. Your observation, however, that il
becomes the physical, conceptual and erc
frctional center, the missing woman, remai
inversion of traditional form entirelr. absear

inversion a categorical shift: the reader becon
reking, within a fiction, a character r,r-ho h
Eever appears, never leaves trails of her ou-n r

age for effecting the shift that conscripts thc
permits the reader to be plausibly addresscr
rsigned direct orders. The reader, once add
rter in it, crosses the conventional status be
rcter (already) in the story.

And this is not the only kind of shift th'
the medium itself becomes distributed to a d-r

moored to a specific mechanism-a screen, a
rtory is instead dispersed across the op€nnesr
physical movement then influences its narati
baded sign system-simultaneously a narratir
itself undergoes an inversive shift of signifia
architectures. It matters little that the stors i
its narratival genotype is encoded with the gl
entering, trigger, allowing its fictive skein to u

Finally, as ifto subvert conventional struct
study, Teri Rueb's Drift,inwhich the mapprng
changing. This is akin to the radical geogra$
the dimensionless void of a dream state; hearir
place where they were first uttered, are norr- d

It seems to me that all of these inversions ar
fixities to which we have been conventionallr I
nence and fixity of place that is the monumenti
from what we experience within the inner suti
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I08 KATJAKWASTEK

locative media art is bringing out subjective being into the physical world, annihilating
the inner/outer, subject/object divide that the West adulates, but which other cultures,
among them the Australian aboriginal worldview, have never quite endorsed.

And so, I don't have a confining question, but feel rather that you have opened the
door to an understanding of artistic expression wholly outside of Cartesian thought:
merging both objectivist methodology and subjectivist awareness, there is now an
extended consciousness ofthe works, since the approach considers the projective, the
aleatory, the physical, and the participatory; and I wonder if this experience of deep
meaning, after such close reading, also insinuated itself to your intuition and sensibil-
ities, as it did to mine. Do you feel the rustle?

KK: I definitely do, also in a very practical sense, as challenging common notions and
disciplines always prompts not only enthusiasm, but also skepticism and criticism.
That is, the "rustle" is present in exhibitions and conferences within the artistic and
scientific community of new media art. Also artists themselves still confront these

challenges: whereas I consider Schemat's and Ruebt pieces as successful, mature works
of interactive new media art, it is obvious that they are dealing with very complex artis-
tic, aesthetic, and technological issues with high standards ofartistic production.

To proceed to the core ofyour statement: I absolutely agree that this artistic approach
indicates a key shift within cultural production, due to the location of aesthetics within
process and action. It marks a further step in the development from representation
to presentation that can be observed within the arts of the last 100 years-though it
does not replace the former with the latter but rather combine them in a highly com-
plex interchange of the processual, the material, the subjective, and the symbolical-
locative art practices in particular re-implement art not only within public space, but
within our social networks and build a bridge from the reflection and distance-based
aesthetics of the art world to the everyday processes of aisthesis. As you emphasize, an

important artistic strategy at stake is the implementation of inversions. Their complex-
ity is due to the fact that, though they are consciously provoked by the artist, they are

not fixed within a representative scheme but grow from within the visitor's experience-
The visitor of Schemat's work does not necessarily become a character in the story:
she is invited to do so, but may at the same time remain distanced. Therefore I prefer
to describe these experiential processes with the notions of oscillation and ambiva-
lence. You might even compare these artistic strategies to deconstructivist tendencies,
though I consider the works too much grounded in materiality (and deconstructivism
too negligent of actual reception processes) to use this term in my writing.

I absolutely agree that the destroying offixities is a tendency that is fostered by dig-
ital media and reflected within new media art. But of course this reflection is not con-
fined to new media art-as interactive art is not confined to new media art, either. The
specific achievement of interactive art is that it allows for an actual and active experi-
ence of this situation, whereas non-interactive art is usually confined to representing
these tendencies. The two examples I dealt with combine new media technologies with
interactive strategies and with a breakout into public space and can therefore not onl-r
enhance the interactive processes embedded within the work, but also integrate the
complex layers both of everyday life and of digital data/networks within their artistic
interpretations of contemporary culture and society.
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