DIGITAL LITERATURE AND REPURPOSING:  

PUBLISHING SCREEN & PAGE

I am here to discuss printed and electronic texts:  particular qualities of each and the relationship between the two.  I wish to discuss the utility of printed or videographic copy of digital work.  I will reach these matters by introducing two recently completed two chronicles of online poetics texts for print publication,  Descriptions of an Imaginary Universe:  DIU, and Whereis Mineral:  Adventures in MOO, & then exhibit a new cybertext poem, “MOBY – DICK,” which reverses the process by taking a written text and makes it uniquely interactive (this example embodies the expansive yet unruly qualities of cybertext).  

Online publications and communications mechanisms have drastically altered the appearance and circulation of poetry in the past two decades.  Videopoetry, Holopoetry, Hypertext, and other programmable media have introduced radical publishing ventures online.  Yet what do these texts mean for readers without access to computer or Internet?  Ideally, these progressive and contemporary efforts would make an impact on readers in every form.  Though it may be antithetical (or anti-theoretical or even anti-practical) to consider seriously representing electronic text in the analog world, it is an important task, which may include generating videographic versions of animated work for offline viewing.  Beyond documentation, this idea embraces the shift in literacy we confront at present, where we now benefit by “reading” texts of all sorts off of a screen.  Records of the new forms serve to enrich the operations in both print and electronic paradigms.  Preserving the online discourse, documenting online cultural work that transpires, offers offline readers the opportunity to view influential materials that have enjoyed a privileged readership on the Internet.  Such constructions provide a plausible starting point for making discovery about provisional, temporal places of literature.  As computers are used more frequently as an arena for poetry, it is imperative to provide historical examples that exhibit the transformational, multi-faceted, resonant aspects of textuality demanded by the poetic form.  At the very least, readers are given the opportunity to explore the creative techniques, possibilities and limitations that are emerging as a result of real-time interactivity on digital networks.

For instance, the 1996 publication of Visible Language 30.2, New Media Poetry:  Poetic Innovation and New Technologies, edited by Eduardo Kac, was extremely valuable to me.  This volume introduced me to the work E.M. de Melo e Castro, Andre Vallias, and Ladislao Pablo Gyori.  Had Kac not made the effort to put this volume together, I may never have found this work.  Documentation of new media literature is meaningful as a means of teaching cultural history.  Such texts are points of departure for people who have yet to encounter the development of narrative and forms of personal expression in virtual space.  Yet any number of problems and questions arise in the process of taking online publications and textual events and presenting them on the page.  While there is an abundance of writing on the subject of page-to-screen, little exists with regards to the reversal of the equation, the transformation of texts from screen-to-page.  Considering the transformation of screen-to-page documentation is important because it is plausible that the new forms of text are only indicative of what is to come; today’s texts instruct literary forms that emerge from future iterations of interactive digital space.  Since few records exist that illustrate exchanges, occurrences, publications and poetic techniques that transpire online, the new forms have yet to make a critical impact or influence offline readers (possibly future authors).  The ever-changing machine and the possibility of disappearing technological platforms/ systems are also likely, making preservation of online/digital documents a real issue.

A multiplicity of digital forms is at hand, though a minimum of historical understanding regarding these new types of writing exists.  As new forms they have not yet reached full potential.  Making texts available in all formats will make an impact on the shape of animated, interactive writing, and would deliver virtually generated documents to wider audiences (even if it is a step away from its initial form).  Online texts should be recognized and studied because they are prototypes, if not concrete examples of interactive poems, stories, films and writing that will eventually be commonly made:  future viewers or readers of text will be characters in an overtly and densely pre-programmed world where narrative will be both consumed and made simultaneously; some would say this is our reality already.  Leaving the subject online alone hinders the advancement of digital art.

So what can be done, and what are the issues?

Let me present my first example, Descriptions of an Imaginary Universe:  DIU.  

DIU was an online newsletter that I edited and circulated via e-mail lists and listserver between 1994 and 1996.  More than forty transmissions were issued and are archived at the Electronic Poetry Center (show Web site), though DIU itself pre-dates the Web.  Because the publication involves contemporary poetics and culture I have always felt as though it should be issued as a printed anthology.  The material included was received as email or found on the Internet. DIU was an effort to use network technology to generate and circulate an enlivened, imaginative charting of contemporary poetics and improvisationally grew as suggestions arose.  During the past two years, I have closely edited the manuscript, from an unwieldy 450 pages down to less than 200.  Selections for the printed iteration are based on how the material—in whatever form—relates with the predominant dialogical strains that developed throughout the course of the magazine.  Excerpts, or “samples” from excised pieces that also embodied DIU’s contemplative wandering and embattled spirit are included.  About sixty-five fragments are included as, to borrow a phrase from Michael Joyce’s Of Two Minds:  Hypertext Pedagogy and Poetics, “interstitial” texts, often to demarcate issues of the magazine but also to note breaks or indicate interconnections within DIU itself.  

DIU was made in the imperfect, hybridized, “do-it-yourself” tradition of “’zine” culture; it was part discussion group, part classroom, part literary arts journal.  In order to present an active electronic organism on the page, only the most indicative strains of dialog and broadcast, coupled with fragments of other key content, are included.  Other contextualizing materials, including two essays and a series of broadsides are included to help visually, theoretically and historically frame the endeavor.  The next and perhaps final step before publication involves typography and layout.  While you will see rudimentary demarcation present in the manuscript (horizontal lines and bold text), a lot more could be done with regards to the appearance of the text.  I am making the manuscript available online, any ideas or efforts toward furthering the design of the text are welcome!

The second digital project that has reached a printed completion is called Whereis Mineral:  Adventures in MOO.  The texts in this book originate from transcripts of interactive sessions on the MOO systems in 1993 and 1994.  A MOO is a text-based "virtual reality" system where many people can connect to a common electronic database and are able create their own "space," objects, characters, and dialog that appear on the screen as descriptions or words in (plain) text.  In a MOO, one navigates through digital constructions along with characters designed and directed by others.  Technically, MOO stands for MUD, Object Oriented programming.  A MOO combines the Internet’s Multiple-User Dimension (MUD) system with an Object-oriented code that makes it a more dynamic textual zone (though it does not permit the inclusion of visual images).  I have spent two years editing more than 1,000 pages of transcripts into a readable, if unconventional document.  

What interests me are the aspects of the MOO as a textual tool, a place of creative discovery, and the development of narrative and forms of personal expression in virtual space.  In this book I attempt to represent the narrative in print for the sake of showing my interactions with the machines and other characters when given the opportunity to investigate machine-modulated composition via MOO and network systems.  However, there are multiple problems in its conversion to the page.  Documenting and representing the entire textual encounter of a MOO, or as much of it that could possibly interest readers, is an intentional aspect of this book.  To incorporate the diversions into the narrative and on the page is not a simple process.  Since the logs did not read what I type onto the screen the same way that the computer (server) does, it was necessary to edit or retranslate the pages altogether to remove extraneous words, symbols, and other errors. [show examples]  One example of this that I have left in the book is the “emote” command.  In order to represent non-dialogic communication, such as offering a (virtual) present to someone, a player has to type ‘emote gives candy to X,’ which will then show up in the MOO as “Player gives candy to X.”  Some information that comes across the screen in the MOO logs is clearly redundant and superfluous.  The logs contained enormous formatting irregularities and some of the salvageable content was simply uninteresting or unformed, so some of what is left appears in media res (though many of the sessions are fully intact).  A fair amount of it, if not contributing directly to the MOO narrative, does impact upon the tale of the experience the (co-) author has during “composition” of the piece.  All of the commands and machine language can be removed and the words can be edited to conform to convention.  However my motivations lead me to do otherwise; materials are edited and formatted to foreground a process of authorship.

One feature of the system (and experience) included here is a running catalog of on-screen difficulties.  I have left intact this feature of the logs (which capture everything that occurs on the screen) to impart to the analog reader the types of secondary information that intrinsically accompanies the dialog.  The reader experiences to some degree my learning of the systems and space.  However, I have attempted to avoid redundancy in these materials through close editing.  “Movement” in the MOO happens by typing in directions such as east ( or “e”), south (“s”), northwest (“nw”), up (“u”), etc.  Having left all of these lines in the text, I try to prevent confusion on the part of the reader by formatting these commands with bold type.  Leaving the commands I have entered in the narrative in shows readers the results of choices I made (or was required to make) at the time.  Presumably, the demarcation helps to alleviate the inclusion of such foibles.  The only other text formatting that differs from the original logs is that I have indicated a change in “place” by presenting the names of places in italics.  I have removed all duplicate descriptions of these places, which automatically appear upon re-entry.

Initially there was no intent other than research and enjoyment, or any long-range plan of creating a book from the material.  What my book does is document one of the different forms of textuality that has emerged as a result of computer technology.  Whereis Mineral also wishes to raise a literal question of the title, where is the “mineral,” the inner ore of one’s expressiveness in technologized literary forms?  How does the transmission of what would be a poem or story or letters on the page meld with chat rooms, networked discussion groups, and video games?  All of those elements are present here.  Virtual space is evermore animated as each year passes.  The surface logistics of a non-animated are on display here in rudimentary, unintentional, invented form for curiosity seekers to sift through and consider its values beyond a document of what happened.

Soon after I began exploring MOOs, I discovered that the texts also have versatile performance qualities to them, though to this date only one chapbook containing the material has been issued.  I have operatically performed MOO texts on stage (a capella), performed them as radio texts in collaboration with improvisational music, and have multimedia iterations of the work to show here.  Some performances include “films” of the transcripts, which intend to emulate the online experience and flow of the text, and others use visual renderings otherwise related to the text.  The soundtracks are usually recordings made by myself or with friends who are collaborators. [demo a short piece w/avi movie ]

The last project, the cybertext “MOBY – DICK”, goes the other way.  Several acrostic poems initially written in a notebook are programmed and re-programmed to distinct and interactive effect.  The words originate from a lecture about Moby Dick and from readings of the novel by students in China last year.  Three separate iterations of the work now exist.  First, the poems are presented in their original form.  The second version uses the original sixty-four words and randomly rearranges them, automatically refreshing themselves for viewers every five seconds.  Some of these re-creations creatively surpass the original poems.  The final and most complex of the pieces is an ergodic version that allows readers to interactively contribute content to the work.  The original association with Herman Melville’s book may or may not be sustained in this version, as contributors may or may not be reflecting on Moby Dick as they input words.  Yet, since so many human things are encompassed in this particular novel, it could be argued that this is a moot point and that whatever words enter the poem are relevant to the intent of the piece.  This experiment or idea is part investigation into the mechanics of the acrostic form, as well as a type of game for readers. [ demo ] 

Hypertext author Michael Joyce has written, “print text stays itself, electronic text replaces itself.”  Practically, of course this is true though beginning with Dada artists have challenged print’s fixity.  Joyce’s theory is a useful framework by which to enter a study of contemporary textuality, and proves itself in most texts, including those I have introduced.  But even if electronic texts constantly “replace” themselves, all iterations should remain accessible if not be made more accessible.  Important work, ideas, and formal considerations shouldn’t remain adrift or buried in the electronic miasma.  On the other hand, electronic texts often impress me with their “translatability” or adaptation into printed matter, stage performance, and other renderings.  Poetry and writing intended for the page can be repurposed, and adapted into a different form of expression via multimedia.  I completed an enormous project in this realm in 1995, The Little Magazine Vol. 21, which was a novelty in the United States though it lacks in comparison to more animated contemporary work.  

Joyce has also pointed out that with hypertext, one is not presented with a binaristic either/or paradigm but with and/and/and as a possibility.  My concerns include the marginalization of text in both forms, and exclusivity and possible disappearance of texts in digital form.  As we create in all forms we are making, and our work should not have to exist in a formal abyss.  Is there any type of text that cannot be archived, or reasonably documented in one form or another?  Obviously, in a situation where someone is experiencing a simulation of a work instead of the original some of its integrity may be missing.  But with that understood, don’t such representations contain other values?  Since few international standards for multimedia texts exist, this documentation must occur on regional, local, or personal levels.  As an artist, considering output is not my primary preoccupation but it is something I am always conscious of.  Projections of digitally synthesized texts can be captured; depictions in each form can serve to enhance the other.

Works Cited

Michael Joyce, Of Two Minds: Hypertext Pedagogy and Poetics.  

