DIGITAL POETRY TODAY

This afternoon we’ll be looking at recently produced works by several of the most prominent and active digital poets. What I’d like to do in this session is show some works, and then engage in a discussion with you about them. As the poems are projected, I will offer a few observations and some commentary, but am just as interested in your impressions on the work as I am in my own perspective. We’ll look at all of the pieces first, and then proceed with discussion. 
Before looking at the work, I wanted to briefly sketch out some historical background on digital poetry, borrowed from my book on the subject, Prehistoric Digital Poetry: An Archaeology of Forms 1959-1995, which was written, in part, because many people incorrectly think that before the WWW there was no such thing as digital poetry. In the book, I establish the fact that all of the foundations for digital poetry, which are, essentially, automatic generation of text, graphical/visual works (static/kinetic), hypertext/hypermedia (including sounds) were all established by the late 1980s or early 1990s. The book illustrates these early works, and argues that digital poems in the future, no matter how advanced technology becomes, will be comprised of these types of textual formations. In the very contemporary works that we will explore today, you will notice that while the poems are in many cases highly refined, if not spectacular, that they all can be discerned as all fall into these categories.
You hopefully remember that were introduced to these forms (or types) of digital poetry in the last lecture, and that you were shown a few works. Since that lecture is available on the Web (http://web.njit.edu/~funkhous/mmu/2), I do not feel inclined to reiterate all of those details here. In reviewing the index of poems that I showed before, I noticed that only one of the pieces was produced after 2003, Leevi Lehto’s “Google Poetry Generator” (http://www.leevilehto.net/google/google.asp), which I hope you’ve all had the opportunity to play with since then. So, today’s lecture serves to bring you up-to-date about the state of Electronic Creative Writing – in the form of digital poetry – at present. 

The piece that is being projected now, John Cayley’s “lens” (http://www.shadoof.net/in/), was initially designed for 3D presentation at Brown University’s VR “Cave” as a graphical world of textual objects; this rendering is a “maquette” made with QuickTime. Words are layered in different dimensions and in different colors that do not always contrast well. Their presentation in this form projects a commentary on legibility and the necessity of developing reading strategies when textual surfaces are inverted. The impact of such a text is more profound when experienced in 3D. As Cayley writes, 
In the Cave version of ‘Lens,’ the effects are far more striking, disturbing and spectacular. The letters of ‘Lens’ obey previously cited rules so that their surfaces turn towards the tracked point of view, and the textual objects in the piece are fully 3D as is the space itself. The lens text can be moved in relation to the reader’s point of view, drawn close or sent out amongst the distant darker texts, like an investigative spotlight. Most spectacularly, because of the immersive characteristics of the Cave system, the literal surface of the lens’s letters can be, as it were, moved so close as to touch or pass ‘behind’ the reader’s body and point of view. The surface light of a lens letter can even be brought into the very eyes of the reader. When this happens, the reader’s vision seems to be flooded with the white light of this literal surface and the most spectacular spatial inversion/subversion occurs. The whiteness becomes a 3D space. In fact it becomes the enclosing 3D space of the Cave, taking the place of the dark space previously inhabited by both reader and the various textual objects only a moment before. The distant dark blue texts still drift in this space, but now they do so, distinct and legible, in a space of light and clarity. If the reader then moves the surface-literal lens-light ‘out’ of her eyes, the enclosing space, as suddenly, reverts back to darkness.
In this work, a poet is working in three dimensions in virtual space, using some of the most sophisticated technology available. A far cry from the work that poets engaged in with ink and paper!
I’ll now show you Loss Pequeño Glazier’s “Baila,” (http://epc.buffalo.edu/authors/glazier/e-poetry/london/) which was produced for last year’s International E-Poetry Festival in London. It is exteremely interesting to me that this work incorporates – in its “live” presentation – dancers. Although Glazier is not the first to combine digital poetry with dance, his gesture speaks to the ideal of multimedia: that is contains and emphasizes more than one media. Of course, we don’t have the benefit of the dancers today, and I have not seen the piece performed live, but we can imagine that as the different images and texts (which are probably generated by java) appear and the poem is read, the dancers begin new movements in response to what is being projected. 

In Giselle Beiguelman’s “Desmemórias” (http://www.pucsp.br/%7Egb/portfolio/web/desmemorias/index.htm), the viewer essentially creates the poem with their own associations. Given the fact that the title roughly translates to mean “without memories,” the presentation of the contents is somewhat paradoxical, and somewhat appropriate. While I am familiar with most of the samples presented, you may not have any recollection of them, and will have to formulate or imagine your own sense of association (as I have to do in some of the sections). As you see, the work uses audio and visual samples, animation, and hyperlinks to transmit an unusual collage. The media in use obviously makes a degree of impact, but it is the content and the presentation of content that transports the individual users to wherever s/he may go. Here the use of image outweighs the use of word. 
Sandy Baldwin’s “Whack,” which I have downloaded from the WWW (http://www.as.wvu.edu/~sbaldwin/whack.mov) is made inside a modification (mod) of the computer game “Half-Life.” The mod of the program malfunctions in interesting ways, creating the effect of double vision, silhouettes, and so on. The video, made with QuickTime, is then layered with chance-generated text and ambient sounds.
The Australian artist mez, who has long used her own sense of “net speak” language to convey themes and propel dialog, continues to do so at present. The narrative of this piece, “ID_Xor-cism.: Wurk 1 in the W[n]e[t]b.Wurks_Series,” (http://www.hotkey.net.au/%7Enetwurker/xor/xor.html) progresses vertically instead of horizontally. And, although the words she uses are not standard, each and every one of them can be understood if the reader reads them closely enough. 
“An introduction to the study of hypnotism” (http://www.secrettechnology.com/hypnostart.htm), produced by Jason Nelson, an American who is now living in Australia, shows incredibly sophisticated use of layering. Made with Flash, 8 different sections of organized language are linked to an index along the right side of the screen. As the viewer moves the mouse/cursor around the screen, different fragments of text appear, and when areas of the screen are clicked different motions happen on the background; all the while, a cyclical soundtrack plays. [demo a section or 2] The New Media Art section of Jason’s homepage is definitely worth checking out (http://www.secrettechnology.com/newmediaart.htm). 
One of my favorite approaches to the composition of poetry today is very different than any of the texts we have seen so far. “Writing Debuffets Titles” (http://joglars.org/EnterWriting/index.php?pagename=WritingDubuffetsTitles
Writing Dubuffets Titles), a project spearheaded by mIEKAL aND (who is also a prolific video and hypermedia artist), employs the Web’s WIKI system so that many users can collaborate to compose and organize a hypertextually connected series of poems. When connecting to this particular project, which is designated as “Interwriting” on the site, a viewer encounters more than 80 different titles on the index page, and can proceed to any section of her or his choice. Most of the pages contain an image and a text, although some contain either one or the other. While certainly not as media-intensive as other works we have seen, the collaborative aspect of this – which is enabled by the technology – opens up new possibilities for the conduction of poetry, or any sort of writing, because the collaborators here do not have to reside in the same physical location. You or I can also easily join the proceedings and add our own lines or edits. I am a firm believer in the power of collaboration, and think that digital poetry will reach a new level of sophistication once artists figure out how to join forces and produce texts fluidly with one another. 
Another different approach to the organization and presentation of materials is found in Alan Sondheim’s work. When you open his website (http://www.asondheim.org), all you are given is an index of works. You will find text files, sound files, images, and video files. While reading the text files (like http://www.asondheim.org/om.txt), the viewer will see that some of the written works are associated with media files. The author does not fuse them together, but implies their connection. A unique form of hybridized texts, contains “code work” and other unusual experimental forms of expression. Sondheim explains the method of his performances: 
I run video/audio/text segments from a laptop in combinatory fashion, typing a real-time commentary at screen bottom. The result is an extended body and socius, digital problematized by analog, purity by error, language by language-stumbling. If I can't break new ground in performance, I've failed. I present an entertaining implosion of information…
When readers encounter his work on the web they must enact the combinations, and take his or her own initiative in bringing them together by opening different windows and pasting URLs into the browsers to read.

Compared to Sondheim’s work, and the other pieces we’ve seen during this session, my own recent production, a poem called “Facts About Durians” is quite simplistic. Nonetheless, I thought I would take this opportunity to give it its world premier. Created using a combination of Flash, Google, the Google poetry generator, and my own photos and notes, I have been able to build a construction that reflects the mysteries of the durian. Since this is new, and might even be considered a work in progress, I more than welcome your feedback on it. What could be done to make it better? 

You can see that a wide variety of digital poems are being produced today. In these samples, we see the artists building on foundations that were established in the pre-WWW era, and capably ushering the genre into the present. While there are a number of other works I could have easily projected today, I think what we have seen suitably represents what is going on in the field today. I chose these works because they are indicative of what is happening, and now I am ready to hear any and all of your impressions, so now’s a good time to let me know what you think. If you don’t have comments, or questions, I will ask you some questions about these materials…
