Poetic Possibilities for E-Texts
Years before owning a computer I was a musician, photographer, and poet. During the mid-1980s, I started to publish my poems and co-founded a small press (We Press) that published books and literary arts magazines in printed, audio, and video formats. My activities in this area expanded when I was exposed to (and began to practice) non-digital multi-media performance at Naropa Institute in 1986. In 1992, I began to use computers and the Internet to produce poetry instead of Xerox machines and recording studios. Shifting to a more technologized approach to creativity had a strange allure, and I felt making use of new equipment could be rationalized by the fact that poets throughout history have always made use of whatever technology they had at their disposal. 
The reason I first became interested in electronic textuality was because it seemed to hold great possibilities for expressive writing, an intuition that proved to be correct. Electronic art, poetry, fiction, and other forms that use multiple texts, as you will see in today’s presentation, capably embodies the literary concept of intertextuality and shows that any text has the potential to be a collective text that is composed of (and by) other texts. But, rather than present a historical review of the genre, today, after a brief overview, we’ll take a look at what is—and what is not—happening at present.  
To get things moving, I thought it would be a good idea to read a poem by one of the earliest digital poets, Lionel Kearns, that was written in 1968. There are a couple of references I should explain in advance. The poem begins “The poem is a machine,” which is a reference to William Carlos Williams famous statement that declares a poem is a machine made out of words. The other reference, which I think is extremely useful, quotes the poet Charles Olson’s treatise on Projective Verse, "one perception must immediately and directly lead to a further perception,” which is a tremendous idea in terms of communicating any sort of idea (poetic or professional). Why bother considering anything that is a dead end? Why say something, or think something, that cannot be meaningfully followed up by something else? This approach to attention is a way to keep everything progressing, and it is this point most specifically holds promise for the presentation of professional texts. Here is Kearn’s poem:
"The poem is a machine," said that famous man, and so I'm building one.

Or at least I'm having it built, because I want something big and impressive and 

   automatic.

You see, people will stand in front of it and insert money, dimes or quarters, 

   depending upon the poem's locus.

Yes the whole thing will clank and hum and light up and issue a string of words 

   on colored ticker-tape.

Or maybe the customers will wear ear-phones and turn small knobs so the 

   experience will be more audile-tactile than old fashioned visual.

In any case they will only get one line at a time,

This being the most important feature of my design which is based on the 

   principle that,

In poetry, "one perception must immediately and directly lead to a further 

   perception,"

And therefore the audience will be compelled to feed in coin after coin.

Now I admit that the prototype model that you see on display is something of a 

   compromise, as it has a live poet concealed inside.

But I assure you that this crudity will eventually be eliminated

Because each machine, I mean each poem, is to be fully computerized

And so able to stand on its own feet.

While we don’t have, yet, poetry terminals where users plunk in coins as they might in a video game, what has happened over the past decade (or more) is the development of an electronic arts industry that largely (but not exclusively) happens around academia. If you want to dedicate yourself to the practice or study of electronic art, there could be a place for you to make a living. An independent artist might earn some small prizes, but it is difficult to be financially successful. However, as literacy changes, there may be more and more professional opportunities for engineers of creative texts beyond the circle of the academy. The other idea embedded into Kearns’ poem, Olson’s notion of the importance of one perception leading to another, gives me a chance to introduce what I feel is an important concept, that I would like to see influence both non-commercial and commercial texts: the idea of a documents “moving” the viewer outside, or between layers of a document. In fact I am here to promote links that provide comparisons, discrepancy, and a sense of openness, and have tried to create this effect in some of the hypertext poems and essays I have produced, such as David Rothenberg’s poem “The Zone” [http://web.njit.edu/~newrev/v2s2/]. This work (produced in 1998) is in great need of repair, but the idea of multiplicity remains evident.  
Overview

Comparatively speaking, only a small body of electronic work predates the WWW. The versatile, massive, global network unquestionably ignited a proliferation of electronic texts, boosting the confidence of artists who had previously been wary of the instability of technologically-based writing. Yet despite the transitory, ever-evolving technologies and elements, the principles and features of digital poetry—text generation, flexible and collaborative language, use of sonic and visual attributes, interactivity and intertextual linking—have only been altered slightly if at all. The coming years will indicate whether a more televisual poetry, such as we begin to see in the highly animated, visceral Shockwave or Macromedia “Flash” poems and WWW works in general will dominate artistic literacy or the culture at large. The practice is still forming and gradually progressing, though it largely continues to embrace the characteristics, and sometimes the limitations of, its predecessors. 
Inventive digital writing began to appear on the WWW as soon as it emerged, and by the mid-1990s, each of the forms that comprise the genre could be found on the WWW. One of the early pieces I want to show, Christy Sheffield Sanford’s “Boucher En Vogue” (1996) [http://fdt.net/~christys/orchid.html] used the WWW’s capabilities to great effect by linking to external sites located elsewhere on the network. She fortifies and expands her poetry with radiant imagery and links to guide the viewer from one section of text to another. Sanford’s visual imagery is dynamic: images do not merely decorate the narrative, but layer meaning and sometimes act as navigational levers. At this time many other works sprang up on the WWW. Poets such as Loss Pequeño Glazier, Andrew Stone, and others produced early titles. Stone created a simple but illustrative hypertext poem, “The IndraNet” to illustrate his view of “the entire web as one gigantic interwoven organism,” onto which “HyperPoetry” could be an “active lens” (n. pag.), a trait that is outrageously dilated in Heath Bunting’s 1997 work “The Telegraph Wired 50” in which every word is a link! [http://www.irational.org/_readme.html]. These experiments prove a point Michael Heim suggests in The Metaphysics of Virtual Reality that many disparate motifs can exist within the same textual or media-based structure. 

Many works are impressive for their graphical qualities and employ hypermedia to great effect. At the outset of the WWW, there seemed to be more inclination to connect digital poems with exterior materials, but as the WWW became a more popular vehicle for practitioners to share their creative writing in a non-commercial setting, works become more aesthetically sophisticated but less adventurous. More emphasis was placed on an individual’s ability to organize her or his own materials and vision than on positing a text within a larger body of interconnected documents (which was Ted Nelson’s original concept of hypertext). 

[show Cayley] By not exploring and exploiting the options available for hypertext or hypermedia, in some ways the form hinders itself. De-contextualizing works, leaving the reader with little post-textual substance to follow up on, strikes me as an antiquated way to present literature in this supposedly expanded form. I always return to Nelson’s concept of hypertext as connecting everything, and am surprised by the neglect of this pursuit. Practical manifestations of Nelson's vision of hypermedia now have the potential to become manifest in Hypervideo, Virtual Poetry, Holopoetry, formations of animated texts, but the branching qualities Nelson envisioned have not been widely cultivated. At this point, I want to continue to support the idea that digital technology enables a poetic literature that effectively “moves” “outside” itself. There are multiple channels through which to implement this type of practice, which indeed furthers the idea of a “poetry in motion;” the equipment's capabilities could be used to extend the historical limitations of discretely produced literary titles. Programming, as well as the use of networks and software, can be used to create an environment that emulates the complexities of poetry. This would allow mechanically linking texts to exterior sources, and bringing together texts of disparate origin into a hybridized articulation.

Poetry that embodies qualities of separateness, or is built on quickly shifting grounds, is not a new idea. Digital writing can benefit by forging dialects with other texts. This is already accomplished to a minimal degree by including images, sounds, and links; when a more extensive body of materials is synthesized, the effect of breaking with, and reforming texts will be greatly heightened. Certainly performative and visible qualities of language are overstated by the media used by digital poets, which are in fact enabled by the implementation of invisible computer coding. Thus, a combination of texts already makes digital poetry real; this is certainly true in Cayley’s work [which has been projected for the past few minutes] and in many other productions. The next step would be to inscribe these works directly into the larger “docuverse” (Nelson’s expression for “universe of documents” in Literary Machines) (4/15).
 

One can organize materials through internet portals, using multi-layered menus, or amendable indexes and search engines, to advance the utility and purposes of any text. One of the few examples I know of such activity is a work that uses the WIKI system entitled “Writing Dubuffets Titles,” organized by mIEKAL aND. While the co-authors of the writing synthesize image and text, links outward—while a possibility—have not been cultivated. 

Insular productions are too common and depend too much on an antiquated model of textuality. Though the technology is available, digital poets have only minimally begun to push outward to texts beyond their own authorship. Obviously, when a piece of writing links to a graphic image, or vice versa, it is linking to something "beyond" itself. I am not referring to this kind of intertextuality, but the potential of using myriad links to put the literature into a developed zone of interconnected digital materials. WWW search engines indirectly emulate this idea. Since poets have always intertextually reflected the world before them, why limit texts to discrete, fixed entities? Most approaches to, and treatments of, digital writing are situated well within the boundaries of print culture. In many works, it is difficult to find any sort of radical re-conceptualization of reading or writing. 

To truly advance, electronic (or digital) poetry must find a way to weave itself within a much larger textual context. Rather than containing its captivating qualities between its own pages, poetic texts of the future will situate themselves centrifugally into worlds of secondary texts. A de-centralization can then occur, where a poem—and the culture of a poem—is analyzed in terms of its links. 

Many animated and video poems have been developed in the WWW era to enliven language using various compositional techniques, and naturally, graphical and hypertextual poems are abundant on the WWW. Even text generators, the earliest form of digital writing, are available; on that front, you all need to be aware of Leevi Lehto’s brilliant “Google Poetry Generator,” which makes all types of poems out of Google Search string results. [show ]
Nearly every form of electronic text relies on a type of link and indicate earnest attempts to employ new media to advance poetry on the WWW.
 New capabilities, developments, and trends will continue to transform the appearance of texts (at the very least), and may very well contribute to further areas of formal investigation; the cultivation of a media-oriented culture in general is underway; the combination of human curiosity and technical capability will be what determines the advancement of digital literature. Forward-looking artists are cultivating expression through digital technology, offering something quite valuable for verbal expression (not to mention the preservation and promotion of writing) in a new genre that combines the essential sense of “the word” with imagery, linking, digital layering, and thought. 


I will move towards a conclusion by showing you three pieces that represent state of the art qualities of electronic texts, all of which contain profound synthetic, synthesizing elements. The first is by the Australian artist Mez, who is not only inventive in her use of media but also has devised alternative yet understandable languages over the past few years. The work, titled “Shutters of Defunct Meat,” does not link outward, but successfully incorporates unusual types of links, sounds, and graphical appearance in its single page [http://www.hotkey.net.au/~netwurker/shutters%20of%20meat/som.htm]. The use of roll-over images and text, which has the effect of transforming the messages presented is extensive and quite imaginative.

Another recent multimedia work is Jason Nelson’s “Pandemic Rooms” [http://www.secrettechnology.com/pandemic/], which the author describes as, “interactive poetic fictional, lives and motions exploring our disaster fetish, our great fear and desire for pandemic fibers, those viruses which redefine how we understand ourselves and our prelationships with others, linear notions, and aesthetics” (n.pag.). This piece beautifully embodies most of the possible forms textual presentation, with a sophisticated, varied interface into which the author inscribes interactive sound, vivid imagery, and written text. In addition, the work is obviously culturally relevant in the era of fear of Bird Flu, SARS, hand/foot/mouth disease, and so on. 

The latest project by Joerg Piringer, who is a highly skilled sound poet, is called “[nam-shub web beta 0.1]” [http://namshub.piringer.net/]. The author describes the work as “website processor” that “takes the textual content of external websites and applies user defined rules to generate visual poetry out of it.” Piringer, in programming the piece, has devised rules “change the text or modify the visual appearance….in case of a dynamic website as the source the visual and textual results change with the dynamic content.” A very basic WWW page will thus be represented with a plain appearance, but a site with a lot of visual content will be more visually intense. On top of this, the user can also use several built-in devices to further accentuate and manipulate the text. Though the work runs poorly in IE (the author recommends firefox), I will do a demo of it now to give you an idea of how it works. There are other literary productions that use the “website processor” approach, like those found on Florian Cramer’s “Permutations” site—this process is not quite a step outward, but rather involves the inclusion of exterior  texts.
Conclusion

Many years ago, an early practitioner of kinetic digital poetry named Arthur Layzer wrote in a short article titled “Poets, Birds, Snow, Kites, and the Computer,” “When the creative wind blows on the computer’s personality, shapes it or melts it to an organic form that we recognize as humanly associated—takes the computer’s personality outside of itself—we feel the significance of the human situation in a striking way…” (111). Since the very earliest works, serious poets have explored computerized composition, and have worked not only to transform the audience but the medium of expression itself, and while they are doing a fine job, there is room for progress! Electronic texts are not typically under the control of scientists, but by writers—who either work with or double as programmers—who are laboring to discover methods for inventively re-formulating language. What we will find in the future has only begun to be engineered.
� Certainly there are many more contemporary works that could be used as examples. For example, in 2006, Wilton Azevedo is releasing a remarkable interactive video piece, The Poesia Café, which he created with the programs After Effects (Adobe), Macromedia Director MX, and Audition (Adobe). An enormous archive of audio works is being constructed at PennSound, some of which involves digitally manipulated poetry (see <http://www.writing.upenn.edu/pennsound/>). Leevi Lehto, a Finnish poet/programmer, has created a “Google Poetry Engine” that makes poems from Internet search string titles <http://www.leevilehto.net/google/google.asp>, and K. Silem Mohammad’s book Deer Head Nation (Tougher Disguises, 2003) also uses search strings to make poetry. This is but a partial list of additional innovative contemporary works.





� The “real dream” or pursuit of hypertext has always been, as Nelson wrote in Dream Machines, “for ‘everything’ to be in the hypertext” (45). 





