Contents of Multimedia Literature

[http://www.albany.edu/~litmag/archives/vol222/kostelanetz]
I see the primary elements of electronic “text” to be language (verbal and encoded), image (static or kinetic), and linking. I do not believe that a balance between these elements is necessarily required, but that these are what any producer of digital art has to consider at the creative moment, which are brought together by the producer or designer’s thinking (or application of document logic). All of these fundamental aspects require active commitment on behalf of the artist; sometimes all of the elements are present at once, and in other productions not all are found. Thought would be the only constant. If you wish to be a transmitter of the types of productions I’ll be showing you today, I recommend considering all possibilities held for verbal expressions and deciding what will work best for you.  
So, what I want to do today is expose and discuss what types of forms within each of these elements are presented in digital works. 
[http://web.njit.edu/~funkhous/2003/brasil/time.htm] What styles of language appears in digital writing? Let’s pause, and I’ll tell you where it started, so you won’t be startled when you encounter contemporary works. Computerized writing began in 1959, when a German named Theo Lutz used a Zuse Z22 computer to make poems by reordering selected words from Franz Kafka’s The Castle [open desktop image]. This type of presentation of language continues up to the present, although it has come a long way since then. Lutz made a database of sixteen subjects and sixteen titles from Kafka’s novel. His program randomly generated a sequence of numbers, pulled up each of the subjects/titles, and connected them using logical constants (gender, conjunction, etc.) in order to create syntax. Here’s an example of one of the poems he produced:

Not every look is near. No village is late.

A Castle is free and every farmer is distant.

Every stranger is distant. A day is late.

Every house is dark. An eye is deep.

Not every castle is old. Every day is old.

Not every guest is furious. A church is narrow.

No house is open and not every church is quiet.

Not every eye is furious. No look is new. (n. pag.)

In this excerpt, we can see patterns and repetitions of words, along with discursive leaps and quirky, unusual semantic connections (e.g., “No village is late”). The words themselves are not complicated, but when they are automatically or randomly arranged into syntax via computer program the transaction imposes a non-rational ordering of subjects and thoughts. The text—seen above in translation, a further complication—is readable but disjunctive. Readers must connect and interpret abstractions in the poem (not a new phenomenon in reading or writing), and derive meaning from the verbal associations while reading the text in and against its context. In poems such as these, one might, via the poet’s condensation and computer processing of the materials, rediscover the essence of Kafka’s story, or somehow experience new perspectives derived from the original text. Lutz’s selection of words, combined with his programming method, enables a speculative, self-reflexive, unconventional style of expression; the programming method consists of about fifty commands and could theoretically generate over four million different sentences. 

Since then, a wide span of automatically generated works has been contrived by writer/programmers. Some, like Peter’s Haiku Generator [http://www.hphoward.demon.co.uk/haikugen/framset1.htm] or the Your Personal Poet program, present straightforward language, which in some cases makes transparent the fact that a computer composed the work [show examples of both titles]. Other titles, such Loss Pequeño Glazier’s “Baila,” are made with java and are programmed so as to stray far from conventional use of language and communication [show].  

So, it is obvious that programming is used to generate language of various sorts. 

On the other hand, at least a couple of projects follow another path, and actually destroy language. I’ll show you a couple of related sites that demonstrate what I mean. [http://text.jodi.org/; http://www.jodi.org/betalab]. This is an interesting idea: destroy in order to create, by using icons and metaphors of computer technology. The idea of destruction—which might, theoretically, be qualified as a deconstruction—is one that has also been taken up by projects such as Sandy Baldwin’s “New Word Order,” which modifies the computer game “Half Life” by putting words into one of the virtual rooms that the user can destroy with a virtual crow bar of grenade. Additionally, a number of years ago a programmer named Michael Dickman wrote a program called “Text Mangler,” which mutilated any text that the user entered. This tactic is also seen in the TRAVESTY project devised by Hugh Kenner and Joseph O’Rourke, although it is important to stress that in this case the destruction is not simply for the sake of destruction; the program recognizes the combination or patterns of letters in the words of the input text, and the words and spaces between words become the basis for the program’s output.


 To give you an example of how this operates, let me drop in the text of this lecture into the online version of TRAVESTY [http://www.eskimo.com/~rstarr/poormfa/travesty.html].  
As you saw at the lecture’s outset, and will see again shortly, graphical /imagistic language in motion is another way in which literary texts are presented. The use of images ranges vastly, and many examples of such work are available; some works have interactive traits, such as Jim Andrews’ “Seattle Drift” [http://vispo.com/animisms/SeattleDrift.html]; other profound works are projected onto the viewer as if they were a film made of letters, like Brian Kim Stefans’ “The Dreamlife of Letters” [http://www.ubu.com/contemp/stefans/dream ]. Other works do not use animation. 
Image can be inextricably linked to writing, as a type of illustration or companion, that supports and compliment language, as in Dan Waber’s “Strings”[http://vispo.com/guests/DanWaber/index.html]. Images can be as or more important than language, which occasionally plays a subordinate role, as in Ian Campbell’s “Glimpses of an Afternoon [http://ezone.org/ez/e10/articles/ianc/1.html]. Authors like Ana Maria Uribe have forgone the use of words, and use just letters alone to form expression, as in her “Tipopoems” [http://www.vispo.com/uribe/tipoemas.html; show “Panorama from a train”]. In other examples, like André Vallias’ “Nouns n’avons compris Descartes,” the image can be the poem [http://www.andrevallias.com/poemas/index.htm#]. Images can photographic, as in my piece “Packing” [http://xcp.bfn.org/pack1.html] or combine literal and artificial images, as we saw in Campbell’s piece. There are many different ways the elements can be manufactured, and the activities presented.

In these works, graphics software is used to accentuate language. This area, is, to some degree, a digital extension of the visual and concrete poetry traditions. To show an example, I refer those interested in this vein of work to Jim Andrew’s vispo (visual poetry) site [http://www.vispo.com; show “A a” http://vispo.com/A/aa.html]. To learn more about what is happening and has happened in visual poetry, a good place to start is the online catalog for the “International Exhibition of Visual and Electronic Poetry” that happened in Brazil last year [http://www.ociocriativo.com.br/poesiadigital/mostra/catalogo.htm]; Geof Huth’s excellent blog, “visualizing poetics” [http://dbqp.blogspot.com/] is also an excellent resource. 
Sound has become more and more a component of multimedia literature, although it has existed since the early days of the WWW. There are also multimedia sites in which language is spoken and/or sung, such as “Vocabulary” by Christine Baczewska [http://www.turbulence.org/Works/Xtine/index.html]. The best site to hear poetry is probably PennSound [http://www.writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/], although much of the untraditional work is very traditional produced; few pieces feature digital processing. 
As you can see, or hear, language can be unveiled all at once, or gradually. Sometimes more than one aspect or element of language is presented in a piece. It is up to the author (or producer) to integrate the component he or she wishes to transmit. There are no rules in this newfound literary genre, which joins a tradition of writing in which language has merged image at least since the etchings of William Blake's plates, and before that in various religious texts which use ink and expressive symbols in creative ways - from hieroglyph to illuminations to hypermedia and holography, hundreds of different ways to present poetic language have been developed. In the present, past and future are considered. 

[show Cayley’s riverIsland for awhile] Finally, a few important words about links, and I want to make an encompassing statement about this most powerful dimension of electronic texts, which is relevant to in forms. Let me quote a text I generated using Charles O. Hartman’s program MacProse in 1997:

You were your dates. We had volunteered. Silver between a victim and the panel stretched; the hutch around an incident's moment (the term) as stared.
By choices in time, we stare at the product of links, wired or wireless metaphorically mineral conductors of texts. All computerized writing involves one type of link or another. In hypertext, the link (as in node-to-node connection) is the primary mechanism by which a reader negotiates text. With multimedia, sonic and visual elements are foregrounded, composed together as simultaneities. With text-generators yet another type of linking is present: (in time) between algorithm or program and the text as it comes to the reader who ignites the involvement between program and the appearance of text. Links of one form or another—literal or conceptual—are always present in this extended environment. This way of viewing digital poems intends to illuminate the fact that activating computer coding, creating a textual spark is the potential foundation of the digital poem and in other forms as well. In some examples, the poem is the code itself. Far more frequently the code is hidden and is used to produce what appears as onscreen output: the link between code and action generated appears on the surface of the work. 
With cybertext—and here I am referring specifically to Espen Aarseth’s concept as a text that contains some sort of “information feedback loop”—the objective is to make these dynamic, steady but mutable multidirectional links in whatever form they take. 
In every instance, inscribed by activation of dynamics written in the code. The moment of activation is mercurial for the viewer, in that it brings something to them or brings them to something (at least temporarily). 
The keyboard and screen are the launching points for display and engagement. The manifestation of text or the activation of materials involves interaction, intermedia. To maneuver through three-dimensional space is to link to nodes within the screen’s vectors or grids, and perhaps—via hypertext—beyond. The computational, then physical act of linking, ephemeral and delicate as it may be, is what makes work work. With au/oral materials, links emit from screen and through speaker to viewer as multi-sensory interconnection. 

Technically speaking, there are a few ways that links can be embedded into literary texts. The writer can, and usually does, impose a 1:1 link, whereby one word or phrase links to another word, phrase, or passage (usually refered to as “lexia” or chunk in hypertext terminology). A work that is typical of this mode is Millie Niss’s “Sin and Subways” [http://www.sporkworld.org/subway/poemtitle.html]. This type of basic construction can be used effectively, but personally I am interested in seeing more works that offer more than one node from any given link. Software programs such as Storyspace (manufactured by Eastgate Systems in the Unoted States) offer more versatile linking structures, but on the WWW, 1:1 is usually what it is, largely due to the technology in place. However, there is a way around everything. For instance, an extraordinary hypertext by Davis Schneiderman, Repeat, Rinse, Sanitize and a Propaeduetic Sight Gag, is found on the Little Magazine Volume 22.2 [http://www.albany.edu/~litmag/archives/vol222/schneiderman]. Using frames and multiple anchors, an versatile hypertext is created, which no two viewers will handle in the same way. Links are usually made obvious, but can be hidden also. Obvious links make it easier for the viewer, discrete links can pose certain challenges to users, who are required to negotiate the mechanics of the work in addition to reading it. A piece like Mary Hedger’s “hypertext poetry” would probably confound someone who was not willing to analyze how the work should be read; numerous steps are involved [demo http://www.mauvezone.screaming.net/pages/hypertext%20poetry.htm]. For instance, from the very beginning of the piece, one has to determine what to do. Then, as one goes deeper into the poem, the mechanics change. For example, in the “slow” section of the “Patience” node, made with javascript, the linking system is faulty until the user drags one of the words onto the face of the clock.  Stephanie Strickland’s “Vniverse” site [http://vniverse.com/], which is a companion to her book Wave Son.nets/Losing L’Una also uses unconventional but highly effective hypertext techniques that require both effort and patience by the user, who is required to enter input and manually navigate the virtual heavens in order to read Strickland’s words. 
Many types of work have been designed since the rudimentary program written by Theo Lutz many years ago, and even literary video games have been developed [see Arteroids, http://vispo.com/arteroids/index.htm]. In his landmark book I-VI, John Cage writes, “The past must be invented. The future must be revised. Doing both makes what the present is. Discovery never stops” (435). Sometimes devised as simulations of old forms and models, many pieces of digital literature can be considered “new” by virtue of their presentation. The genre’s development parallels the rise of new technological apparatuses—as computing has become more centrally integrated with culture, more people have become involved with using computers for creative endeavors. In the brief discussion of the merits of film in ABC of Reading, Ezra Pound suggests that, “In all cases one test will be, ‘could this material have been made more efficient in some other medium?’” (76). It is not difficult to answer this question for the titles introduced above—if efficiency is the barometer by which the medium is measured, the answer is no. While some non-computerized works mirror digital dynamics—with arguably better results—the software used to craft these poems enables a streamlined implementation of creative expression. Writers can, and have, made hypertextual poems using a stack of cards, but that sort of analog interface is more difficult to negotiate than an ably programmed hypertext. More to the point, as Eduardo Kac observes in his introduction to Visible Language 30.2, "A new poetry for the next century must be developed in new media, simply because the textual aspirations of the authors cannot be physically realized in print" (100). While some of the works you have seen today could have possibly been presented in analog form, I hope you would agree with me that their digital presentation has enhanced their qualities profoundly.
� As Hartman explains in Virtual Muse, the program 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).








