Electronic Creative Writing

[notes: arrive early, attach laptop to projector; have deCampos in drive, and Kostelanetz ready (load Litmag before); have lecture text open & ready to paste into Travesty] 

Introduction 

This is a presentation on electronic creative writing, the organization of which - in my point of view - can be separated into at least four different fundamental areas: language, image, linking, and thought. In comparison to writing as it has been known historically I believe it is important to acknowledge that one’s expectations on electronic creative writing should be different than what we would have heretofore considered forms of creative writing such as fiction and poetry. That is not to say that it shouldn’t be held to a standard, but that the standards and qualities of electronic works are inherently different. One central aspect of electronic works is that they are partly derived from human sensibilities and partly formed by machines (or computers and programming); thus, they may be fairly described as cyborgian. This is important to recognize, as a range of possibilities thereby open up. One of the great benefit of working with software or programs is that they are not rational and do not think, and thus are capable of doing things, like forming speech or treating an image, that you or I would never come up with on our own.
Another important thing to consider, especially in works that are generated by a program, is that texts that can always be edited and/or re-versioned. The initial version of a text can be seen as a starting point, a metaphorical piece of clay that can be further shaped through the human author’s cognition. A number of writers in the United States, including John Cage, Jackson Mac Low, and Charles O. Hartman, have considered their programs to be first draft writers that make texts that can be further refined through their own minds, sensibilities, and imaginative capabilities. This would be one type of example where human senses are layered upon the machine.
All writing – and perhaps all art making in general – necessarily begins with inspiration, or a vision. This remains true with electronic creative writing, as does the fact that the author or programmer typically begins with a blank slate. Once the decision to create is made, the process of writing in the electronic formats then begins to differ from the act of putting pen to paper. But I must add that I always recommend to students – especially those working with hypertext – that they outline what they want to create on paper before ever sitting down at the computer.

My approach to creating electronic texts sees it as an investigative, process-based endeavor that demands the understanding and application of some challenging human concepts in conjunction with potentially (though not necessarily) complex conditions of design. To learn and succeed as online producers of text, one must understand that design demands copious amounts of patience, organization, forethought (research and consideration). Fundamental areas of attention synthesized in creating electronic documents, as I have already mentioned, are: language, image, and linking. These are so much the keys to invention in this area. Technical and aesthetic aspects or problems of document construction may be later addressed through a series of questions and considerations associated with these principles and areas of attention. 

Philosophical Principles: Human
I reiterate these so-called principles constantly. These points are singled-out is because, first of all, they are most useful, and secondly, when I began to develop texts using digital media, no one gave me such helpful advice (a little of which, at the beginning especially, would have helped immensely). 

Patience
So many aspects of design and programming confront the digital author, and so many problems are encountered and need to be solved. As well, readers of electronic works may encounter challenging interfaces. Do whatever you can to BE PATIENT with technology at every stage. One can be ambitious and work hard at understanding, but without patience with the machine, the enormous, steady frustration that invariably occurs will adversely affect the programmer’s or user’s life. Since practically every mechanical problem arising from hardware, software, coding, and networks has a solution, it is a terrible mistake to let the process get the best of your physical presence and spirit. 

Of course, patience is really not the type of thing one can impose. Without patience, however, stress taints any possible success. The entire system and process of electronic production, from digital creature to creator, to end producer and user will benefit from, and will achieve a sensible equilibrium with “the machine,” by understanding the operational elements involved with a given project. This may not occur instantaneously, as certain works will require more time in strategizing and solving technical problems than can be initially expected: do not give up or be angered quickly by something that is not progressing smoothly. To some degree patience is about time; leave enough ample time for invention and process rather than racing for the end product.
Organization

Compared to practicing patience, organization—that is, keeping things together—is a much easier and more enforceable principle to manage, and is fundamental to programming. Just do it! In some cases this means keeping all the files for any given project in the same digital folder, and if possible backed-up on the same clearly-labeled disk. Developing a logical directory structure, and keeping related materials proximate to one another is an absolutely necessary strategy. These procedures may seem obvious to someone who deals with information as a profession, but operating on this level is a critical skill and should not be considered secondary but primary. Multi-tasking—working on more than one project at once—is inevitable for student and professional programmers. Everyone is well advised to keep files organized from the very beginning, and backed-up regularly, or else. 
Forethought
Sustained project analysis, establishing objectives and sensible schemes for documents, and, though it perhaps sounds archaic, pre-project brooding are requirements. From the initial idea onward, producers should continuously ask themselves a series of questions: what are the materials being used in this project, and how shall they be structured / layered? How does this structure facilitate the content? How does content facilitate the structure. Then, in certain cases, How is the topic already covered and broadcast on the Internet? Is it possible to grow and innovate? To be unique? Add content, don’t just borrow it. Before any code is written, or any page has begun to be constructed, these or similar questions are asked, answered, and asked again. This might also be called the research phase
As soon as a direction in any project is determined, a litany of particular questions will ensue, along with suggestions. A practice of organizing the materials around a concept presented by the subject itself, if possible, is encouraged. 

Forethought demands that research on the topic be conducted on and off of the Web, and that materials be gathered accordingly. The use of search engines is recommended, as is library / database research. Being flexible about the “content” enables a kind of investment into process, i.e. patience and organization that builds good content and design. This learned process can then be transferred to a range of disciplines and occupational arenas. 
Aspects: Design 

When someone has mastery of how to synergistically blend or balance language, image, and linking, they will almost surely be successful in whatever electronic writing endeavors they pursue. These are the most important issues in the composition of electronic documents, even if each of them is not present in every example text. By delineating the major attributes of each of these elements of design I hope to provide a useful formula for creativity in this area. The first two are familiar forms of communication, aligned with the activities of presenting texts in print. 

The ultimate objective, particularly in visually-based and hypertext works, is to use hardware and software effectively to create and design texts appropriate to the settings the work is applied. I encourage everyone to invent a style or design of their own rather than using some sort of template for information. 

My intent here is to characterize briefly procedures and aspects of composition I have effectively used and seen implemented, hoping that the ideas can be of value on a practical level. Effective implementation of these ideas will then be both demonstrated and challenged by examples of electronic writing I will demonstrate shortly.
Language
First and foremost, writing involves creating content or shaping relevant information. Not all files or pages will contain language of course, although those that do should communicate with a clear point, if that is the task at hand. I refer to Ezra Pound’s dictum, “maximum amount of information, minimum number of syllables” to indicate what my preferences are—though pertinent substance should never be lost! 

Further (and indirectly relating to considerations of “image”) is the matter of how the language looks when it is presented, and how the words take up electronic space. This is the “style” of how the words appear (i.e., font choice and color, the labeling of tables, illustrations, or other attributes), which is complicated on the Web by the fact that not all users’ browsers employ the same selection of fonts, or allow other manifestations such as java scripting. 

Another question especially pertinent to hypertext presentations is: how many words on a page are too many? Is linking paragraph to paragraph—file to file—preferred to scrolling down a long text, even if this complicates printing out the whole work? As with so many questions, no definitive, uniform answer may be given. In confronting such issues, I encourage producers to be instinct driven: give the matter some serious thought, do not be entirely careless or spontaneous, then do what they think is best. 

Below the surface, language means html, dhtml, java script, VRML, or any number of other languages. I do not think it is necessary for electronic creative writers to know all of these languages, though one should know what they are capable of and how they may bolster expression. 

Image
Primarily, this area concerns the use of images (still or animated), and how these affects “work” to accentuate the body of information being presented. The use of images should be practiced, but never just for the sake of using images. Effective visual communication will add greatly to a project, whereas careless efforts will hinder utility. Consider how pictures and graphical elements can be used to amplify and represent the content. Naturally, the subject matter is the greatest influence on this matter. The overall appearance—the gestalt—is usually one of the producer’s main concerns, although the overall function of a text, if determined in advance, will often impart greatly assist in imparting a design on its own. As the poet Robert Creeley famously said, “Form is never more than an extension of content.”

Linking
This attribute can ideally extend the communicative properties of any text. In organizing materials, it is crucial to foresee how sets of words and images correlate, and connect files accordingly. Linking allows a narrative to be imposed. In order to bring variant qualities to a text, I recommend moving away from the 1:1 link-node model that is highly pervasive on the Web. In many circumstances, this type of link cannot be avoided, especially if the information needs to be streamlined. However, it is possible to create an index of links from a linked word. If “cybertext” is at all a viable alternative, where a viewer is removed from a guided sequence of events (a linear flow of subject matter) and is given narrative control of the experience, so that their selective movements effectuate a semiotic sequence, I completely condone it. It is this type of linking model that will make electronic texts more interesting in years to come. The scope of online textuality has not advanced to this stage yet, so for now linking really means a viewer selecting where they want to move in a text from a range of options. In academic projects, the more disarming, or obvious, a link can be in its appearance, the more useful it is. In other cases links can be mysterious and hidden for its own benefit. 

In all circumstances, we stare at the product of links, wired or wireless, as metaphorical mineral conductors of texts in the historical present. From this vantage point, we see that all electronic writing involves some type of link. In hypertext, the link is the primary mechanism by which a reader negotiates text. In graphical and multimedia works (which foreground sonic and visual elements), different elements are composed together as simultaneities. Text-generators present another type of linking, between the algorithm or program and the text as it comes to the reader. Links—literal or conceptual—are always present in this extended environment; the activation of computer coding creates a textual spark that is the foundation on which any digital poem is built. The surface of the work appears as a result of the links between directions in the code. 

Technology will perpetually change, but I am confident that the areas I have outlined here will be the fundamental considerations for any interlinked, networked texts in the future. With that in mind, I have developed some QUESTIONS TO HELP GUIDE ASSESSMENT OF COMPOSITION, which mostly pertain to conventionally styled text. 
1) How thoroughly is the topic at hand verbally “covered”? 

2) Is the work original / does it add content to the WWW (or whatever textual sphere it is a part of)? 

3) How well do images propel or accentuate the written text? 

4) Are links presented usefully; do they contain useful information without unnecessarily distracting or disorienting the viewer? 

5) Is an overall sensibility established, where the content and form work together to engage the reader? 

For unconventional texts, which are typically artistic in nature, the purposes of verbal transmission are less about direct communication and more interested in the transmission of an aesthetic, or developing new forms of expression.
Working Works 
I will spend the rest of this session demonstrating how electronic creative writing manifests on practical levels, and will present a few examples for your consideration. If you happen to do a Google search on electronic creative writing, you will come up with a few dozen sites essentially pertaining to teaching the composition of hypertext. However, to my sense, the field is much larger than that.
The first types of digital writing ever developed were algorithmically based: programs that were written that used various procedures to automatically produce writing. Such practices certainly continue today. This has to be viewed as a form of electronic creative writing. Graphically based visual poems and other sorts of writings that are produced using software certainly should be considered a form of electronic creative writing, as should animated works that include language in motion. How could this not be a type of writing, even if it is videographic. Finally, there is hypertext, which although conceived more than forty years ago by Ted Nelson, did not see any works produced until the 1980s. All of these forms are new in comparison to the forms of writing we are accustomed to historically, I suppose representing alternatives to the norm. So let’s take a look at a few of these different types of electronic writing.

We’ll start by looking at programs that generate, manipulate, or process texts. The first is a program that was created in 1988 called “Your Personal Poet,” which enables the production of simple and trite occasional poems that emulate a generic, if personalized, holiday greeting card rather than a text suitable for an anthology of quality poetry. The user establishes a number of topical variables (e.g., who is to be addressed in the poem, including their name and descriptive traits), as well as stylistic variables (e.g., “light and amusing”/“serious and sentimental”). Let’s make a poem with the program. [demo] Until recently, this program was available at a gaming site, and you can download a copy from my Digital Poetry course site (http://web.njit.edu/~funkhous/2005/403/POET.zip). The next piece I want to show you is by a Finnish artist named Leevi Lehto, who has programmed a site that creates “poems” from Google search strings, appropriately titled the Google Poetry generator. You can use this tool to create unconventional works of poetry [let’s make one using the term petronas towers], Lehto has also created within this project a device called Googlism, which I like even better [demo using Multimedia University]. Another site I wanted to show you mimics a program that was designed by Hugh Kenner and Joseph O’Rourke called “TRAVESTY.” TRAVESTY analyzes a text file and identifies successive patterns of letters and spaces (known as “character groups”) and makes a “frequency table” for each character group in a document’s source text (55). The user is prompted to set the desired amount of output and to set the size of the pattern length up to nine characters in the original version of the program. The user is responsible for providing the input text; the program itself supplies no dictionary or database. TRAVESTY scrambles (or permutes) the text by replacing each character group in the text with another (of the same size) located elsewhere in the source. So here we will put the text of this lecture into the program.  Several excellent programs created for Macintosh computers are also available, including Charles O. Hartman’s “MacProse,” works in John Cayley’s Indra’s Net.  

I’ve selected a few visual works that I would like to quickly demonstrate, mainly from the Web but I also have a couple of pieces from cd-rom. In mIEKAL aND’s, "Mesostics for Dick Higgins,” the text [show], which is arranged in mesostic form is seen to perpetually, rapidly replace itself. Jim Andrews has created an abundance of graphical poems, sound poems, and even an elaborate textual game on his VISPO site [show A] . For now, I will just show a couple examples of his visual works. Giselle Beiguelman, a Brazilian artist, has created numerous inventive works that are included in her portfolio, including Recycled [show] and “Ceci n’est pas un nike” [show] Another Brazilian, who was one of the instigators of the Concrete poetry movement in the 1950s, Augusto de Campos, has also designed some powerful electronic works, including “Sem-Saida,” which is included on the cd-rom that comes with his volume Não Poemas [show]. Loss Pequeño Glazier’s "COG" uses kinetic language to transmit a basic message about the expansion of the visual possibilities of a poem. Other, like Richard Kostelanetz, literally write on the screen, permuting words and letters before the viewer’s eyes. [show CD-ROM] Another artist, Maria Mencia [show] has used various techniques to present alternative modes of communication in literary works. For instance, her poem "Birds Singing Other Birds Songs" does not contain any language—words as we know them at all—yet the title of the piece tells us what we need to know, and we see and hear the rest. Brian Kim Stefans’ "The Dreamlife of Letters" [show if time] is another asyntactical piece of writing—which is actually made from another piece of writing by Rachel Blau duPlessis, which is cinematographic, not to mention beautiful in its presentation.  As Janez Strehovec has observed, the “meaning” of the poem is created by the “quick transitions to anti-words, derivative words, and even non-words” (n. pag.). Words become something else when put into motion, and certainly different from what they are on the page.
The final type of work that I will briefly show are hypertexts, which by definition are non-linear productions. I have selected just four examples, which we do not have time to explore thoroughly, but will give you a sense of yet another contemporary literary dynamic. Michael Joyce’s Twelve Blue [show] is a radically non-linear piece, which implements a couple of different linking techniques (text-based and image map) to guide the viewer through its narrative. Because of the way its properties are programmed, text disappears, and one cannot possibly read through the text the same way twice. Aya Karpinska [show] has created an innovative type of graphical hypertext in her piece "The Arrival of the beeBox," which layers text in a very unique way, giving the reader many different possible ways to read the same fundamental texts: the poem pivots on a wheel and emerges while being navigated. Diana Reed Slattery, in AlphaWeb [show], uses a combination of language and graphical imagery to entice the reader through the text. Stephanie Strickland’s, "The Ballad of Sand and Harry Soot," is another conventional hypertext. [show] Although it certainly includes stimulating graphical qualities, the uses standard link-node methods to read through the text. 
I also wanted to mention that you can find links to these and many more texts on the syllabus to a course that I taught last year called Digital Poetry, which is linked at the bottom of this lecture’s WWW page. 

At an advanced point in the last century, the French semiotician Roland Barthes redefined and expanded the concept of text for the world, so that anything can be considered and read as a text. Given the new forms of writing we can tell that activities for at least some writers have changed drastically, as the conditions of textuality are now so different. Electronic Creative Writing is even more than words; it is in some cases a synergistic blend of various forms of expression, in others entirely programmatic. Electronic writing does not emphasize one particular approach but rather uses many different techniques.  Some texts retain some of the historical conventions, and others are entirely unconventional. Electronic texts have developed so intensely and rapidly since the 1990s, time alone will tell which events will prove crucial in the progress of this still relatively new art form, as creating artful texts evolve alongside technology.
