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ABSTRACT 

CHERI CRENSHAW 

EXPLOITING KAIROS IN ELECTRONIC LITERATURE: 
A RHETORICAL ANALYSIS 

MAY 2008 

The purpose of this study is to expand on Wayne Booth's work in The Rhetoric of 

Fiction regarding methods of directing readers toward understanding in fiction to include 

the possibilities for persuasion available in electronic mediums. The study theorizes the 

answers to the following: How are writers in electronic spaces appropriating, expanding, 

and subverting rhetorical devices honed in print? How has the kairos, or situational 

context, of electronic spaces been exploited? What new rhetorical devices are being 

developed in electronic spaces? What does the dialogue between print-based and 

electronic-based works offer to rhetorical scholars in terms of rhetorical analysis and 

composition? 

The study analyzes the rhetoric of electronic literature, creative works composed 

for display in digital environments. Analysis focuses on works that remediate classic 

printed literature to electronic publication. Analysis begins with close reading and 

develops N. Katherine Hayles's theory of media-specific analysis as well as the 

Bakhtinian-based concept of dialogism. The works analyzed fit the definition of 

electronic literature posted on the Electronic Literature website, that is, "works with 

important literary aspects that take advantage of the capabilities and contexts provided by 
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the stand-alone or networked computer." The study analyzes Shelley Jackson's 

Patchwork Girl; George Hartley's "Madlib Frost Poem"; Peter Howard's "Peter's Haiku 

Generator"; Edward Picot's "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird"; and Helena 

Bulaja's Croatian Tales of Long Ago. For contrast, the study analyzes John Barth's 

"Click," a printed short story that remediates electronic signifiers. Six author interviews 

expand on data gained through rhetorical analysis. 

The study reveals how innovators in electronic mediums appropriate, expand, and 

subvert rhetorical techniques honed in print-based practices. The study finds that since 

remediation changes kairos, the act provides an opportunity to understand emerging 

rhetorical techniques responsive to medium. Authors in electronic literature often wed 

literary technique to technological possibilities, exploiting the capabilities of the new 

medium to advance literary and political rhetoric. The study finds that print-based 

practices linger in electronic publications and that electronic-based practices have 

become significant to print. 
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CHAPTER I 

REVEALING RHETORICS IN ELECTRONIC LITERATURE 

One does indeed forget what a supreme rhetorical triumph exists the moment one 

becomes immersed in any sort of literature, when the language used is so seductive and 

fami liar as to make one forget that Alice cannot really step through the looking glass to 

swoop up the Red Queen or that Frankenstein destroyed no promised bride of his 

monstrous male creation before she had a chance to live. The sense of connection, the 

experience of being "lost" in a book, depends on an ingrained connection to the code, to 

the particular language of the author, a connection learned so well that the truth of the 

content no longer matters. Indeed, if anything can be gleaned from a survey of the 

rhetorical tradition, such as Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg convey in The Rhetorical 

Tradition anthology, it is that an ever-present rhetorical concern involves language both 

convincing yet not entirely true. Plato himself disparaged the written word, worried that 

writing offers "the appearance of wisdom, not with its reality" (275A-B). Little would he 

admire, I imagine, the delight humans often take in being fooled with words. In fact, one 

of the main complaints made of electronic literature today is that the works "failed to 

deliver the immersion in a fictional world" other types of literature offer (Hayles, Writing 

36). Electronic literature often forces the reader into physical action, conscious choices. 

One must not only scroll through the screen but also click on links, decide how to 

navigate the work. These acts may intrude and negate verisimilitude, whereas the act of 



reading a print story has become so familiar to some readers that they forget that the 

kairos of print, the medium of the page, affects understanding. 

Yet rhetoricians rarely allow themselves uncritical immersion in language, 

however engaging, and until the conventions of electronic literature become embedded in 

culture, the electronic literature under consideration here provide a reflection back on 

past print-based practices and point forward toward new methods of using language 

persuasively. This necessary reflection is facilitated through the analysis of 

remediations-a creative construct that Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin define as 

"the representation of one medium in another" ( 45) and that this argument understands as 

the transfer of literary content from paper to computer screens. Indeed, the study in the 

use of language in electronic environments seems vital to rhetoric. As Bizzell explains in 

"Editing the Rhetorical Tradition," an article in which she explains the criteria she and 

Herzberg used to decide which authors ' works to include in their anthology, rhetoricians 

worth study display a "metacritical awareness of how language can be used to do things 

in the world" (115). The rhetoricians whose writings appear in The Rhetorical Tradition, 

of course, concern themselves with critical contemplations of oral or written speech 

rather.than electronic mediums. Yet, ifwe follow Aristotle's advice and look for all 

available means of persuasion, today those means would include digital media and the 

new signifying possibilities in computer software, programming, and display. 

The resistance to considering the medium of the message, as evidenced by Espen 

Aarseth in the following chapters, is long-standing. Indeed, Cynthia Selfe chided 

humanists as early as 1997 regarding their resistance to considering the effects of 
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teclm ology on composition practices, concluding the resistance stemmed from the belief 

that when scholars "don't have to pay attention to machines, [they] remain free to focus 

on the theory and practice of language, the stuff of real intellectual and social concern" 

(413). Yet Selfe well-identified the "perils of not paying attention," as the subtitle 

indicates in her well-known 1997 Chair's Address to the Chicago CCCC: "Technology 

and Literacy: A Story about the Perils of Not Paying Attention." Selfe points out that 

composition faculty understand that students must "know how to communicate as 

informed thinkers and citizens in an increasingly technological world." However, Selfe 

observes that this understanding "led composition faculty only to the point of using 

computers-or having students do so-but not to the point of thinking about what we are 

doing and understanding at least some of the important implications of our actions" 

( 414 ). Although the situation perhaps is not as dire as when Selfe gave her speech, the 

need continues for faculty, scholars, and students to strive to approach writing critically 

in digital mediums such as the computer and to begin to understand how authors respond 

to a kairos that involves communication through electronic technology. In this study, I 

argue that classic literature remediated from print to computer screen provides an 

opportunity to examine how medium and kairos relate and to explore how creative, 

experimental authors in electronic literature have begun to exploit a medium that 

encourages reader input and action. As Selfe says, "By paying critical attention to 

lessons about technology, we can re-learn important lessons about literacy. It is the 

different perspective on literacy that technology issues provide us that can encourage 

such insights" ( 419). Looking at remediated texts, classic literary structures such as the 
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female monster or haiku poetry that have been drawn from its print origins to the screen, 

provides valuable insight into how authors can begin to exploit the kairos of computer 

communication technology. 

Chapter Overview 

This chapter focuses on the significance of electronic literature in understanding 

the rhetorical techniques evolving in electronic spaces, specifically interrogating 

literature meant for display on the personal computer. The theory underlying the 

approach is that writers experimenting with electronic literature who remediate classic 

literary content provide a nexus for understanding rhetorical techniques evolving from 

print-based practices. Theories based in the study of new media as well as theories based 

in Bak11tinian philosophy support this argument. In other words, electronic literature 

heavily allusive to its print predecessors in structure, content, or both, reveals rhetorical 

techniques innovated in response to the kairos of the computer screen. 

The Move from Orality to Print 

When new methods of communication arise, the event is fraught with both 

uncertainty and excitement. Further, the event invites a close examination of the effects 

of the change on rhetorical practices. For instance, the advent of print provoked, and still 

provokes, endless debate regarding the impact of the change from predominately oral to 

predominately printed forms of communication on human behavior, human 

understanding, and human identity. As Jan Van Looy and Jan Baetens assert, 

"Significant critical and theoretical attention has been paid to how new media allows the 

text to break with traditional power relations and boundaries" (7). One of the theories of 
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electronic literature, especially electronic literature employing hypertext features, is that 

" the decentered nature of electronic text empowers and invites the reader to take paii in 

the literary process" (8). This assumption regarding hypertext has been questioned by 

new media theorists. For instance, Lev Manovich points out in The Language of New 

Media: 

It is often claimed that the user of a branching interactive program 

becomes its coauthor: By choosing a unique path through the elements of 

a work, she supposedly creates a new work. But it is also possible to see 

the process in a different way. If a complete work is the sum of all 

possible paths through its elements, then the user following a particular 

path accesses only a part of this whole. In other words, the user is 

activating only a part of the total work that already exists. Just as with the 

example of Web pages that consist of nothing but links to other pages, 

here the user does not add new objects to a corpus, but only selects a 

subset. This is a new type of authorship that corresponds neither to the 

premodem (before Romanticism) idea of minor modification to the 

tradition or the modem (nineteenth century and first half of the twentieth 

century) idea of a creator-genius revolting against it. It does, however, fit 

perfectly with the logic of advanced industrial and post-industrial 

societies, where almost every practical act involves choosing from some 

menu, catalog, or database. In fact, as I have already noted, new media is 
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the best available expression of the logic of identity in these societies

choosing values from a number of predefined menus. ( 128) 

Thus, as Manovich theorizes, one of the highlighted features of electronic literature, the 

idea that choosing a pathway through a work empowers readers, can be seen as even less 

empowering than in traditional literature. In electronic literature, often, one cannot be 

certain that the whole work has been accessed. However, in traditional, printed literature 

nothing is hidden; thus, the whole work can be accessed and evaluated. Nonetheless, the 

connection between the types of literature we encounter and human identity is 

highlighted in both Van Looy and Baetens's summation and Manovich's evaluation. 

Indeed, this central rhetorical concern with the medium through which human beings 

debate human truth is perhaps best exemplified in Plato's Phaedrus. In the introduction 

to their translation of Phaedrus, Plato scholars Alexander N ehamas and Paul Woodruff 

assert that "the main subject of the dialogue is rhetoric-its nature, the proper way of 

pursuing it, if any, and its relation to philosophy" (xxviii). That the merits of writing in 

discovering truth would come under scrutiny in the dialogue is only natural, given that 

Plato ' s Socrates disparages writing even while Plato writes out the dialogue in which 

Socrates questions writing's virtues. Plato's Socrates asserts that when a man writes who 

knows "what is just, noble, and good" that it is "likely he will sow gardens of letters for 

the sake of amusing himself, storing up reminders for himself 'when he reaches forgetful 

old age' and for everyone who wants to follow in his footsteps, and will enjoy seeing 

them sweetly blooming" (276C-D). The comment is ironic, of course, suggesting Plato 

himself recognizes the incongruity between what Socrates says and what Plato does, but 
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also the comment highlights the tension between past and new practices of 

communication. Plato's Socrates at least admits that one value of writing lies in its 

longevity, in the fact that the writer, the one who knows what the words mean, can in his 

old age remember the thinking of his youth. Yet, according to Plato's dialogue, to 

distribute knowledge to other people through words requires an understanding of the 

'"nature of the soul" to whom one speaks and a determination of "which kind of speech is 

appropriate to each kind of soul" (277C), a feat obviously impossible when words are 

written down and distributed separately from their composer. Thus, the method of 

passing on knowledge affects the worth of the knowledge, with oral discourse being 

"nobler" in Plato's view because the person being taught can ask questions and the 

teacher can defend his words. Thus, even in classical times, the materiality of 

communication was a concern in rhetoric. 

Further, materiality ties to notions of kairos because the materiality of the 

communication act changes the circumstances, the exigencies, to which the 

communicator responds. In oral discourse, as has been noted, the interlocutor can 

respond immediately to questions. In print, the situation changes. As Plato's Socrates 

asserts, printed words and paintings have a similar defect: "if anyone asks them 

anything, they remain most solemnly silent" (275D). On the other hand, while Plato 

claims that there can be no questioning of print because it remains silent on the page like 

a painting remains silent in a portrait; in fact, subsequent dialogue does take place with 

printed works, with rebuttals and reinterpretations of printed texts such as Phaedrus being 

the central impetus behind much contemporary academic research. Indeed, the 
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questioning and reinterpretation of print literature by subsequent remediations of the 

works into electronic texts is the central focus of this argument. 

Plato is not the only thinker concerned with the shift from orality to print, a shift 

that informs much of the scholarship concerning the present communication shift from 

print to computer screen. In Orality and Literacy, Walter J. Ong provides an overview of 

scholarship in orality accomplished by theorists such as Milman Parry, Albert B. Lord, 

and Eric Havelock (6). Much of the work concentrates on Homer's Iliad and Odyssey 

and demonstrates an argument that bases the peculiarities of the poems, such as the 

Homeric epithet, on their original oral composition and their remediation into print 

documents. According to Ong, Milman Parry's work demonstrates that "virtually every 

distinctive feature of Homeric poetry is due to the economy enforced on it by oral 

methods of composition" (21). The point here is not to provide an overview of theories 

regarding the shift from orality to print but to demonstrate the precedent for concentrating 

on transitional literature to reveal rhetorical adaptations to new mediums. After all, Ong 

asse11s that "a new technology of the word reinforces the old while at the same time 

transforming it" (150). Living in the transition from print to screen provides a unique 

hi storical opportunity to closely examine human adaptation in communication practices. 

Whereas Ong and his cohorts can only speculate as to the impact of the change from 

orality to literacy, scholars today can directly compare literature that exemplifies the 

transformation from print- to screen-based practices. 

The scholarship in orality provides a wealth of information regarding rhetorical 

practices and their impact on human understanding. For instance, Ong argues that 
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" [ m ]ore than any other single invention, writing has transformed human consciousness" 

(77). He spends time categorizing some of the characteristics of orality inferred from 

transitional literature such as Homer's poems, but his main concern is the effects of 

communication technologies on human identity. Ong argues that "intelligence is 

relentlessly reflexive, so that even the external tools that it uses to implement its working 

become ' internalized,' that is, part of its own reflexive process" (80). As we will see in 

the next section regarding N. Katherine Hayles's concerns with media-specific analysis 

and the effects of computer technology on identity, this disquiet regarding how 

technology affects human identity continues into considerations of new media and 

electronic literature. 

Hayles ' s Conception of the Posthuman 

The rhetoric regarding communication practices can have real world effects. For 

example, in How We Became Posthuman, Hayles promotes a consideration of 

embodiment as an antidote to impressions of disembodied human consciousness. 

However, she explains that "embodiment" and "body" are two distinct terms. She 

elaborates, "Embodiment differs from the concept of the body in that the body is always 

normative relative to some set of criteria." She says that embodiment is always 

"contextual, enmeshed within the specifics of place, time, physiology, and culture, which 

together compose enactment" (How 196). This explanation of embodiment is important 

since narratives regarding the body can have widespread consequences. After all , 

language constitutes a part of the "environment" within which "embodiment" takes place. 

Hayles provides the example of the "stress put on the vaginal orgasm in the early part of 
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the twentieth century." This narrative affected women's experiences of embodiment in 

various ways. Some "disciplined their experiences" to match the narrative, some thought 

of their experiences as "defective" because they did not match the nanative, and others 

were "skeptical" because of the difference between their experiences and the prevalent 

narrative. Hayles notes, "Experiences of embodiment, far from existing apart from 

culture, are always already imbricated within it" (How 197). Hayles continues her 

discussion of the concept of embodiment by differentiating between "inscription and 

incorporation." According to Hayles, "[I]nscription is normalized and abstract, in the 

sense that it is usually considered as a system of signs operating independently of any 

particular manifestation." Inscription relies on an understanding that a sentence in the 

English language means approximately the same thing whether it appears on a napkin or 

on a computer screen-a stance Hayles challenges. On the other hand, "incorporation" 

cannot be separated from its material embodiment and retain its meaning. For instance, 

waving, Hayles points out, is an "incorporating practice," or an embodied gesture. She 

admits, " It is possible, of course, to abstract a sign from the embodied gesture by 

representing it in a different medium" (How 198). One could draw a picture of someone 

waving, but then, she asserts, "the gesture is no longer an incorporating practice. Rather, 

it has been transformed precisely into an inscription that functions as if it were 

independent of any particular instantiation" (How 199). 

The difference between inscription and incorporation is important to understand 

because both practices work to "enculturate" the body. Ways of walking, sitting, and 

talking are specific to culture and are demonstrated through incorporating practices and 
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reinforced through inscription. Hayles explains that children not only see men and 

women practice gender roles, but the gender roles demonstrated are reinforced every time 

a female child is told to sit with her legs together (How 200). Hayles points out that 

children can learn "embodied practices" without any cognitive realization of those 

practices (How 202). Hayles argues that habitual bodily practices have power "because 

they sediment into habitual actions and movements, sinking below conscious awareness" 

(How 204). Moreover, she asserts, "When changes in incorporating practices take place, 

they are often linked with new technologies that affect how people use their bodies and 

experience time and space" (How 205). Overall, Hayles' s discussion of incorporating 

and inscripting practices leads back to Ong's premise that technologies of the word alter 

the ways human beings think about themselves and about the world. Moreover, Hayles's 

work itself is an "inscripting practice" that encourages perceptions of present interactions 

with technology as an enhancement, rather than a negation, of humanity. 

In the context of this study, awareness of inscripting and incorporating practices is 

very important. Not only can rhetoric regarding the body be reinforced through 

inscription, or writing, but since body movements such as manipulating the mouse can 

have significance in electronic literature, rhetoric regarding the body can also be 

reinforced or subverted from "incorporating" practices, theoretically more powerful than 

inscripting practices. Thus, the switch from creative communications based mostly in 

printed material versus the rhetorical possibilities in electronic communications, 

especially those that can impact on a large audience, as is possible through the Internet, 

can have enormous significance. 
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Media-Specific Analysis 

Not surprisingly, then, considering Hayles's concerns with embodiment and 

electronic practices, Hayles also is one of the most prominent theorists involved with 

formulating critical approaches to electronically published literature. Her most recent 

scholarship, Electronic Literature: New Horizons for the Literary, advocates "electronic 

literature as an increasingly important part of the twenty-first-century canon" (ix). Her 

text provides an important survey of literature and criticism in the field. Of course, in 

terms of literary criticism, an overriding concern of hers is to incorporate considerations 

of medium into analytical interpretation. In Writing Machines, Hayles asserts that, in the 

past, "literary critics have been content to see literature as immaterial verbal 

constructions, relegating to the specialized field of bibliography, manuscript culture, and 

book production the rigorous study of the materiality of literary artifacts. " Hayles argues, 

"As the vibrant new field of electronic textuality flexes its muscles, it is becoming 

overwhelmingly clear that we can no longer afford to ignore the material basis of literary 

production" (Writing 19). As literary artists respond to the new contexts and possibilities 

of electronic publication, literary critics and rhetorical analysts are more likely to 

consider materiality even in terms of texts that attempt to ignore their particular 

embodiment. Since literature can now easily be packaged and distributed through the 

Internet or through CDs, the material from which literary works are read can no longer be 

considered insignificant or transparent but must be considered part of the work ' s rhetoric. 

Since the literary medium has become the writer's choice even for those authors 

interested in a wide audience, the rhetorical value of medium is coming under scrutiny. 
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In fact, Hayles feels that the new mediums require new theories of analysis and proposes 

a critical approach she calls "media-specific analysis" (Writing 19) that takes into 

account the material and machines out of which authors and their collaborators create a 

particular literary work. Hayles believes that changing "the material artifact" transforms 

"the context and circumstances for interacting with words" and thus "inevitably changes 

the meanings of the words as well" (Writing 24). Further, Hayles does not "advocate that 

media should be considered in isolation from one another" but asserts that "media 

constantly engage in a [recursive] dynamic of imitating each other, incorporating aspects 

of competing media into themselves while simultaneously flaunting the advantages their 

own forms of mediation offer" (Writing 30). Hayles does not privilege electronic 

literature over print literature but, instead, concentrates on what each medium reveals 

about the other. Thus, Hayles's argument supports the theory that examining the 

differences and similarities between print and electronic literature in detail and looking 

for ways in which the two versions engage one another can enable a better understanding 

of the rhetorical implications of each material embodiment. 

Applying Hayles's Theory of Media-Specific Analysis to Neil Hennessy ' s Electronic 

Poem "Jabber: The Jabberwocky Engine" 

The best way to understand the usefulness of Hayles's theory of media-specific 

analysis to rhetorical analysis is to apply it. The widespread access to computers and the 

Internet provides endless opportunities for not only widespread dissemination of stories 

and poems but also for manipulation of their presentation. Computer screens and 

software provide the means to include graphics, color, animation, or commentary, and the 
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ease with which signifiers other than words or pictures can be added makes the impulse 

to do so difficult to resist-as an Internet search for instantiations of Lewis Carroll ' s 

nonsense poem "Jabberwocky" demonstrates. For instance, a non-scholarly personal 

homepage by David Shaw includes both the text of Carroll's poem and a copy of Sir John 

Tenniel's black and white illustration of the poem, an illustration that appears in many 

print versions of Carroll's poem and that ce1iainly affects the poem's interpretation. 

Since Tenniel depicts a person holding a sword and facing a large dragon-like creature, 

the Jabberwocky, Tenniel's drawing underscores a mock-heroic interpretation of the 

poem. In contrast, a website by Children's Literature Nook features the "Jabberwocky" 

poem illustrated with the familiar Disney cartoons of Alice in a blue dress and the white 

rabbit holding a timepiece and emphasizes the poem's whimsical, nonsensical aspects. 

Moreover, a website by Ruthann Logsdon Zaroff shows further electronic possibilities, 

for Zaro ff exploits the medium in a way impossible in print. In the website, Zaroff 

displays the first stanza of "Jabberwocky" as Alice first encounters it in Can-oll's book, 

with the text printed so that the words can only be read with a min-or, an important 

feature in the print version. In Carroll's Through the Looking Glass, Alice recognizes the 

backwards words as representing a "Looking-glass book" (148) where "the books are 

something like our books, only the words go the wrong way" (142). Scrolling through 

Zaroff's website, the reader encounters another backwards stanza underneath Tenniel's 

drawing, but this stanza soon begins to tum on its axis. The words change from a min-or

image to where, quoting Alice, the words "all go the right way again" (148). As long as 

the site stays up on the screen, the words continue to tum around and around on an 
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invisible axis. Thus, Zaro ff s website does as Hayles suggests and "flaunts" the supposed 

advantages of publishing the poem in an electronic rather than a print medium. 

Intentionally or not, the website illustrates one of Carroll's themes, the human drive to 

make sense out of whatever they encounter. Fittingly, as the "Jabberwocky" stanza turns, 

the lines contract and expand, moving from nonsense, to nonexistence, to the sort of 

sense made by '"Twas brillig, and the slithy toves / Did gyre and gimble in the wabe." 

The words contract and expand in ways similar to the ways various interpretations of 

Carroll ' s poem contract and expand. Carroll's book thrives on wordplay, teasing readers 

with misinterpretations, misunderstandings, and statements that make sense only when 

one works really hard at making them make sense. Yet if one takes Carroll's book and 

holds up the page to the mirror that holds the first stanza of "Jabberwocky," one notices 

that the rest of the words on the page have turned backwards to become unreadable and 

senseless. If Zaro ff wanted to be completely faithful to Carroll's book, perhaps she 

should have made the rest of the words on her screen flip to nonsensicality even as the 

"Jabberwocky" stanza flips to readability-if not outright meaning. In any case, the 

various instantiations in personal websites of "Jabberwocky" demonstrate that, as Hayles 

argues, material cannot be taken from one medium and transferred to another without 

changing how those words will be understood, especially if the potential of the alternate 

medium fully is realized. However, rather than seeing the changes in meaning as a 

negative, taking material from one medium and transferring it to another can profoundly 

deepen understanding, especially in regards to how and what can be communicated 

through words and other signifiers. 
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Clearly, then, when an author, editor, or fan takes a particular language 

construction from one context and moves it to another, our understanding of the construct 

changes. Moreover, a media-specific analysis of Neil Hennessy's "Jabber: The 

Jabberwocky Engine," a text also heavily allusive to Lewis Carroll's print-based poem 

"Jabberwocky," demonstrates the opportunities for expression fostered in a new media 

environment such as the computer screen. 1 

In an open letter published on the UbuWeb site, Hennessy describes his "dynamic 

nonsense word sound poem" as follows: 

The Jabber engine begins with a screen full of floating letters. When a 

letter comes into contact with another letter, a calculation occurs to 

determine whether they bond according to the likelihood that they would 

appear contiguously in the English lexicon. Letters accumulate in this 

fashion until the screen is filled with floating nonsense words. ("OL3") 

After opening the poem, the reader notices that beside the floating letters Hennessy 

mentions in his description, two buttons, or click points, also appear, one labeled "restart" 

and one labeled "output." Clicking on "output" generates a list of the nonsense words 

created by the program. Clicking "restart," of course, restarts the program. Thus, even 

more than Zaroff does, Hennessy fully utilizes the resources of the material out of which 

he has created the poem. In fact, "Jabber" could not be enacted in any way other than in 

1 Al l references to Hennessy's "Jabber: The Jabberwocky Engine" come from the work as 
published in the ELO directory and correspond to the first entry for Hennessy in the bibliography. 
However, Hennessy also wrote an open letter regarding the piece for UbuWeb. All references to 
the open letter will be labeled as "OL3" in the parenthetical citation and correspond to the second 
entry for Hennessy in the bibliography. 
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an electronic environment. Not only does the reader elicit meaning from the animation of 

the letters on the screen but also from the choices the reader makes to manipulate what 

occurs on the screen. As Hayles asserts in her theory of media-specific analysis, critics 

must examine "how the work mobilizes its resources as a physical artifact as well as the 

user's interactions with the work and the interpretive strategies she develops-strategies 

that include physical manipulations as well as conceptual frameworks" (Writing 33). 

Analysis depends as well on author commentary, a fairly consistent feature of electronic 

literature, for many of the navigation features, or even metaphorical features, of 

electronic literature require explanation. For example, in "Jabber," Hennessy pays 

homage to Carroll's poem not only in the title, but also in the textual instructions 

included at the bottom of the screen. There, Hennessy asserts that "Jabber produces 

nonsense words that sound like English words, in the way that the portmanteau words 

from Lewis Carroll's Jabberwocky sound like English words." It is interesting that, 

despite Hennessy's emphasis on the "sound" of the words in his comments, Hennessy 

does not provide the means to hear the words pronounced, as is possible in electronic 

environments. Thus, Hennessy directs understanding of the poem solely through sight 

and through the possibilities for the user to physically manipulate the text. The emphasis 

on "sound" in the commentary is a rhetorical ploy that enables readers to think of the 

poem's eventual "output" as words that are possible in English even though Hennessy 

does not pronounce the words and even though, as will be demonstrated, pronunciation of 

poem's nonsense words often is problematic. 
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After opening the screen on which "Jabber" is housed, the reader confronts a 

white box in black background. There are two titles: "Digital Ephemera" and "Jabber: 

The Jabberwocky Engine." As the reader scrolls down, directions and comments appear 

at the bottom of the screen. Within the white box are individual letters in black type that 

bounce in random directions against each other and against the sides of the box, and then 

the letters begin to connect to other letters. As the letters join together, they change 

color. Hennessy explains that "[b]lue words are word fragments (or entire words)," that 

" [g]reen words are compound words created from two blue ones," and that "[r]ed words 

are garbage words that will explode." So far the program requires no action on the 

reader ' s part beyond using the scrolling function. However, the "restart" and "output" 

buttons are at the bottom of the white box that houses Hennessy's "poem." Clicking the 

"restart" button breaks apart the nonsense words, and they begin bouncing around inside 

the box, forming new "words." Clicking the "output" button brings up another window 

with scroll keys on one side. This window appears inside the white window, and the new 

window holds a vertical list of the randomly created, and completely nonsensical, words. 

According to Hennessy in the open letter for Ubu Web, the words are generated through 

an algorithm. He explains, "The mathematical foundation of Jabber rests on probability 

theory. In the simple case when two letters collide, whether they bond or not is 

detennined by a probabilistic calculation." Hennessy gives the formulas he uses, but 

basically concludes, "The Jabber engine should be able to generate any word in the 

English lexicon as well as any properly formed portmanteau words, and should be 

incapable of generating any text with letter patterns that do not appear in the English 
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lexicon" ("OL3"). Indeed, the output of one experience with the poem, for example, 

el icits "awedenat," "cocoandore," "atedstarte," "meabda," "puncalin," "endena," 

"ansedows," "bireeprei," "blie," "diercelly," and "casenum," to name the first eleven 

words in the list. The words in the output window are all in black type, so the reader no 

longer knows which words are "compound," and which ones are "fragments ( or entire 

words) ." If the reader goes through the process again, an entirely different list of words 

appears. 

One of the difficulties and some of the fun of analyzing electronic literature is 

that, after description, it is difficult to know where to take the analysis. What is the point 

of Hennessy 's program? For literary critics, the most interesting thing about the program 

would probably be the title, the allusion to Carroll ' s poem. Yet the list of generated 

words lacks a main characteristic of "Jabberwocky," the characteristic that Martin 

Gardner describes in The Annotated Alice as the ability to "chime with subtle overtones" 

( qtd. in Carroll 149). Part of the charm of Carroll's work, and part of how readers 

understand the words, is, of course, the words' syntactical arrangement into English

sounding sentences, something that does not occur in Hennessy's program. 

In other terms, placing the most unusual words in the first stanza of Carroll ' s 

"Jabberwocky" in a list results in "brillig," "slithy," "toves," "gyre," "gimble," "wabe," 

"mimsy," "borogoves," "mome," "raths," and "outgrabe" (148). Despite the fact that 

many of these "words" have become recognizable through widespread familiarity with 

Carroll's poem, the words put into a list lose much of their appeal. Without syntactical 

context, the words lose much of the quality of suggesting meaning without completely 
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fulfilling the potential for meaning. Thus, rather than taking the words out of the poem, 

what would be the effect ofreplacing Carroll's words with Hennessy's generated words 

in the first stanza of Carroll's "Jabberwocky"? 

'Twas awedenat and the cocoandore atedstarte 

Did meabda and puncalin in the endena: 

All ansedows were the bireeprei 

And the diercelly blie casenums 

The result does not seem promising even after switching the last three words around so 

that the most verb-like one rests in the middle of the last three generated words . 

Perhaps this exercise takes Hennessy' s poem too far away from the original 

context. Even though the allusion to Carroll ' s poem is important, it seems unlikely that 

Hennessy expected readers to create a new poem that conforms to print-based 

conventions of linearity out of the list of generated words . In fact, the impulse to format 

the poem as above demonstrates the impact long fami liarity with print conventions has 

upon an analyst ' s understanding. Formatting words generated in Hennessy ' s program 

alters the context, and therefore, the meaning of the poem. 

Hayles asserts that media-specific analysis requires the consideration of the 

' 'physical manipulations" required by the reader of an electronic text. The Electronic 

Literature Organization2 categorizes Hennessy ' s work as "generated text," which is 

2 The Electronic Literature Organization, housed in The Maryland Institute for Technology, hosts 
a website that provides a central location to read and experience electronic literature, to publi sh 
new works, and to find recent scholarship in the field. The ELO provides a valuable, open, 
nonprofit resource for those exploring the new and exciting genre called electronic literature. 
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defined in the introduction to the site as "texts created in real time by software that uses 

rules and random processes for combining words. Each time the work is viewed, a 

different text is generated." However, even though the computer software generates the 

words in "Jabber," Hennessy also provides the opportunity for readers to interact with the 

work through the "restart" or the "output" buttons. Thus, there is a tension between the 

pleasure of watching words bounce around and the tendency to want a definitive 

"output." This tension is emphasized by the fact that words continue to move around 

behind the output window after the output button is clicked. For however long the reader 

leaves the output window on the computer screen, stasis overlaps dynamics. And the 

static list of meaningless words is decidedly boring in comparison to all the action 

happening behind the list. Of course, if one wants to "save" the poem, it is possible to 

print out a version. Yet, as Hayles has long argued regarding print texts remediated into 

electronic texts, experiencing Hennessy's poem in print is not at all the same thing as 

experiencing it in its electronic environment. 

A further dynamic to Hennessy's creation occurs when the reader clicks either 

restart or output. "Restart" erases the words, words unlikely to be reformed. Toggling 

the "output" key, one can get the same words over and over, with new additions. Overall, 

what becomes most interesting in the program is not the static, and ephemeral , list of 

nonsense words, but that which is constant about the poem: the means by which the list is 

generated. Also interesting are the effects of varying the timing of the reader's non

trivial action. The reader soon realizes that clicking the output key near the beginning of 
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the program generates words having only one syllable, and that clicking after waiting a 

few minutes generates polysyllabic words. 

Hennessy compares the generation of words in his program with the generation of 

molecules, asserting that "Jabber [realizes] a linguistic chemistry with letters acting as 

atoms and words as molecules." The letters in the program form into new words in a 

manner similar to the way atoms form into molecules. With intervention, the words in 

the program can be broken into letters that immediately become attracted to one another 

again in the same way that atoms broken from molecules are attracted to one another. In 

some ways, then, Hennessy's program emphasizes the fact that English is a "living 

language," something continually breaking down and reforming over time-all the while 

using the same 26 letters as basic components. Unlike Carroll's "Jabberwocky," 

however, in which Carroll retained conscious control of the ways he put together his 

infamous portmanteau words, Hennessy's program suggests a lack of control over how 

words come together, as if the letters had the actual charges inherent to atoms and that 

words formed in the same still mysterious but seemingly rule-bound manner that 

molecules form and break. 

Taking a step back from both poems, one notes that perhaps the greatest 

difference between Hennessy's portmanteau words and Canoll ' s, beyond the fact that 

Hennessy ' s are mechanically generated and Carroll ' s are organically generated, is that 

Carroll's words have achieved some durability of meaning. The Merriam-Webster New 

Book of Word Histories describes the term "jabberwocky" as originally a "meaningless 

nonsense word" from Canoll's poem that eventually came to be "a generic te1m for 
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meaningless speech or writing." In the same entry, the authors go on to assert, "Among 

the portmanteau words coined by Ca1Tol1 which have become useful members of the 

language are chortle and galumph" (authors' emphasis). It also seems safe to assert that 

most of the words of Carroll's poem are immediately recognizable to millions of people 

living today. In contrast, Hennessy ' s words are the essence of ephemerality. What has 

durability, in Hem1essy's case, are not the generated words but the program. The 

generation of Hennessy's portmanteau words can continue indefinitely, as long as 

someone saves the program, but the results, the connections between letters that make 

words, last only as long as the reader wishes them to. English is a living language, and 

Hen11essy's "Jabberwocky Engine" expresses the half-logical, half-mysterious ways 

words come to exist. Yet, the work just as clearly demonstrates that, for words to come 

to mean requires the active engagement of a human mind. 

The concluding line of Hayles ' s Writing Machines reads, "Inscribing 

consequential fictions, writing machines reach through the inscriptions they write and 

that write them to re-define what it means to write, to read, and to be human" ( 131 ). 

Through the allusion to Ca1Toll ' s "Jabberwocky," Hennessy's "Jabber: The Jabberwocky 

Engine," not only pays homage to print but seems also to pay homage to human 

brilliance. There is a sensuality, a riclmess to Ca1Toll's words that, appropriately, is 

lacking in the mechanical words created in Hennessy' s "engine." Yet there is a richness 

and sensuality in the movement and color created in Hennessy ' s engine that does not 

exist in print. There are advantages and possibilities in each type of embodiment. 
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Moreover, the nonsense words in Carroll's poetry have, over time, achieved 

something of a reputation. They are recognizable and contextualized. They have 

connotations. They have achieved cultural value, and some of his nonsense words can 

even be found in contemporary dictionaries. The portmanteau words in Hem1essy' s poem 

are unlikely to achieve a recognized status. What Hennessy's word sound poem achieves 

instead is an emphasis on the ephemerality of language, the realization that words, those 

magical abstractions through which human beings survey their world, can mean nothing 

without connecting to the minds of the very beings who created them in the first place. 

Hayles asserts that media-specific analysis "allows us to see the dynamic 

interactivity through which a literary work mobilizes its physical embodiment in 

conjunction with its verbal signifiers to construct meaning in ways that implicitly 

construct the user/reader as well" (Writing 131). As one can see, focusing on electronic 

literature that mobilizes not only the possibilities of reader action and choices but also 

deliberately draws on a rich literary heritage allows critics to closely examine the 

rhetorical methods through which writers of electronic literature express themselves. 

The electronic or print context is important and rhetorical analysts, and literary critics, 

must focus not only on what the words themselves mean, but how the words are put 

together, and how the words and other signifiers can be accessed. Critics must always be 

aware that what an electronic work asks a reader to do is at least as important as what the 

words of the literature actually say. Obvious as well from this short analysis is how 

helpful to interpretation and analysis of rhetorical techniques is comparison with printed 

works, when the comparison is appropriate in terms of themes, direct allusions, genre, or 
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structure. Studying the works as if they were in dialogue with one another, which they are 

for readers familiar with both, reveals not only how print-based practices linger but also 

how electronic-based practices are becoming significant in contemporary 

communication. 

Hayles ' s Use of Media-Specific Analysis 

It is almost impossible to conduct an analysis of a literary work without reference 

to print-based conventions. In Writing Machines, Hayles uses her theory of media

specific analysis to examine Talan Memmott's Lexia to Perplexia, the creation of which 

Memmott describes in the trAce Online Archive: "Lexia to Perplexia began as an 

observation of the fluctuating and ever-evolving protocols and prefixes of [I]nternet 

technology as applied to literary hypermedia." Memmott further asserts , " Some 

fragments of text have converted into functionality concepts and removed from the 

superficial textual body of the work. The method, the process for the creation of this 

work is implied in the title-as I moved from lexical , authorial texts (see bibliograph) 

[sic] into a melange of disparate media and intentions." Basically, Memmott notes that 

the generation of the work interrogates the machines and print-based literature out of 

which he creates the work. Hayles describes Memmott's work as "less a narrative than a 

set of interrelated speculations about the future ( and past) of human-intelligent machine 

interactions" (Writing 49). The work considers the possibility that, even as we use 

literature to attempt to understand ourselves, the limitations and possibilities inherent to 

the material used partially directs that understanding. 
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That part of the meaning of the text stems from print-based conventions is 

emphasized in Memmott's explanation about the work's creation. When one runs the 

mouse cursor over the word "bibliograph" in the website instantiation, an image of a pile 

of books appears in the upper right hand comer, indicating the work's print-based 

ancestry. Indeed, Hayles learned from an email from Memmott that he "created the text 

by selecting passages from such seminal thinkers as Freud, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and 

Deleuze and Guattari. He then 'mediated' (or remediated) them by puncturating [sic] 

them with neologisms and creolized transformations" (Writing 54). Thus, Memmott's 

musings into the influence of textual practices on self-conception incorporates 

understandings facilitated by the age of print. Memmott capitalizes on the fact that words 

cannot escape from prior meanings even while they attain new meanings in new contexts. 

Without the prior associations, the words could not be understood from person to person; 

however, each new context alters the meaning of a word to something almost, but not 

quite, new. As Mikhail Bakhtin observes in "Discourse in the Novel," "the mythical 

Adam" was the only person "who approached a virginal and as yet verbally unqualified 

world with the first word" (279). All words subsequent to those of Bakhtin' s "mythical 

Adam" are understood in the light of past uses and contexts. Even words generated by 

Hem1essy ' s "Jabberwocky Engine," words that may never be used in any further act of 

communication (although note that some now appear in this very analysis), draw context 

from Lewis Carroll's use of nonsense words in a poem that Alice reads in a mirror 

because the words are written as a reflection of themselves. Overall, the interplay 

between conventional textual practices and the possibilities inherent to the new medium 
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play an important part in Hayles's conclusion that Memmott's Lexia to Perplexia 

" intervenes at beginnings and boundaries to tell new stories about how texts and bodies 

entwine" (Writing 63). Mainly, as Hayles implies, the interaction with Memmott's text 

underscores how our textual practices affect, or help to construct, a sense of self. Hayles 

argues that constructing an environment for communication is "to anticipate and structure 

the user's interaction with it and in this sense to construct the user as well as the 

interface" (Writing 48). Memmott's literary work, then, expresses how textual practices 

color cultural conceptions of human identity. In a larger context, Hayles's media-specific 

analysis of Memmott's work highlights the interaction, or dialogue, between print- and 

electronic-based writing and how one practice feeds and illuminates the other. Indeed, if 

the most widely disseminated writing practices occur in print, then, as we have learned 

from the apparent "transparency" that lingers around notions of reading print novels, we 

would have a difficult time identifying signifying techniques peculiar to each medium. 

Tutor Text 

In a separate essay entitled "Flickering Connectivities in Shelley Jackson's 

Patchwork Girl: The Importance of Media-Specific Analysis," Hayles uses a media

specific critical approach to electronic literature that even more decidedly intenogates the 

apparent dialogue between print- and electronic-based works. Even more apparent in this 

essay than in the analysis of Memmott's Lexia to Perplexia is how revealing a 

comparison between electronic and print-based work can be, especially when the 

electronic writer specifically references printed works. In "Flickering Connectivities," 

Hayles describes Shelley Jackson' s Patchwork Girl as a "tutor text" (par 15), and in 
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Writing Machines, she describes the work as heralding "a transition to second-generation 

electronic literature" (3 7). She considers first-generation hypertext novels to be those 

such as Michael Joyce's well-known afternoon: a story, a work constructed using a 

software program called Storyspace and now available on a CD ( originally distributed on 

a diskette). Hayles describes "first-generation" electronic literature as literature "largely 

comprised of text, making little or no use of graphics, animation, and sound" that has 

" relatively simple navigations systems" consisting "largely of clicking on links to go 

from one lexia to another" (Writing 3 7). Hayles rightly sees Patchwork Girl as a 

transitional work toward more innovative practices in electronic writing, practices that 

involve an awareness of how best to exploit the medium to express literary themes and 

socio-political commentary. Patchwork Girl is an excellent "tutor text" that has even 

been used by those such as Teresa Dobson and Rebecca Luce-Kapler to teach 

"adolescents" how to "undertake the work of literary anthropology in considering 

questions of gender and subjectivity" (265). As Dobson and Luce-Kapler explain in 

their essay "Stitching Texts: Gender and Geography in Frankenstein and Patchwork 

Girl ," looking at how Jackson re-envisions Frankenstein's monster from Mary Shelley ' s 

print novel "offers a different perspective on questions of gender and subjectivity," on 

how "alternative sexualities are represented and explored," on how "a rhetoric of 

acceptance is espoused in relation to body image" and, significantly, on how "questions 

of textuality in the new media, as well as body and textuality, are interrogated" (272). 

The point is not so much that Jackson's methods of presenting literature are innovative 

( even though they are) but that Jackson seriously considers how the material and methods 
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out of which she constructs the work impact her overall literary themes. Her musings on 

the rhetorical implications of materiality pervade Patchwork Girl. 

Shelley Jackson considers the actual material out of which she makes the work to 

have significance to the overall reading of her work. When she was writing Patchwork 

Girl using the Storyspace software, Jackson explains, 

I persistently saw the rectangular corrals with their enclosed plots of 

smaller rectangles as cemeteries I was privileged to hover over, 

resurrecting text from this grave or that at will: an accident of 

resemblance, but a beautiful one. Hence the section of Patchwork Girl 

that is structured like a graveyard, where you dig up body paiis and learn 

their histories. ("Stitch Bitch: The Hypertext") 

The lack of linear connection between screens of text fostered by the Storyspace program 

came to have metaphorical significance for Jackson. This awareness of how methods of 

writing affect the final product is, of course, not new. For instance, in the first paragraph 

of autobiographical novel The Writing Life, author Annie Dillard describes her writing 

process, a process which for her involved planning a linear, print-based product meant for 

publication in a book: 

When you write, you lay out a line of words. The line of words is a 

miner ' s pick, a woodcarver's gouge, a surgeon ' s probe. You wield it, and 

it digs a path for you to follow. Soon you find yourself deep in new 

territory. Is it a dead end, or have you located the real subject? You wi ll 

know tomorrow, or this time next year. (3) 
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Clearly, Dillard associates writing with linearity, a forging of an unambiguous path for 

the reader to follow through to a conclusion. A paragraph later, Dillard writes, 

The writing has changed, in your hands, and in a twinkling, from an 

expression of your notions to an epistemological tool. The new place 

interests you because it is not clear. You attend. In your humility, you lay 

down the words carefully, watching all the angles. Now the earlier writing 

looks soft and careless. Process is nothing; erase your tracks. The path is 

not the work. I hope your tracks have grown over; I hope birds ate the 

crumbs; I hope you will toss it all and not look back. ( 4) 

Di llard's statement that "process is nothing" and her hope that writers never "look back" 

prioriti zes the final product over the thinking and writing process that leads to the final 

product. While Dillard finds the "new paths" writing forges interesting, she does not feel 

the need to reveal all possible paths to the reader. Instead, she advises writers to "erase 

[their] tracks," present only the most powerful , unambiguous prose. Whether Dillard 

realizes it or not, the material out of which the work will be presented, a printed book, 

does not readily support preserving the "dead ends" of her writing and thinking process. 

For Dillard, then, the writing process may be an epistemological tool , but the knowledge 

the tool generates should be packaged into a clear, unambiguous, final product for the 

reader's consumption. 

Dillard ' s description of print-based writing processes stands in stark contrast to 

Jackson's description of writing the hypertext novel Patchwork Girl: 
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I had no conceptual framework for Patchwork Girl until very late in the 

process, what I had was a disorderly tangle of ideas, bits of narrative, 

quotes and drawings, all multiply interconnected in my own mind. At one 

point I sat down at the computer and began to try to simply reproduce this 

pattern of relationships by means of links, in hopes that something 

graceful and self-evident would emerge. It didn't. So I snipped everything 

apart again and started over. The structure of Patchwork Girl rose up out 

of this carnage: I found family resemblances within the bits, and grouped 

like parts together. Places where I contradicted myself or found myself 

drawn in two directions at once became the branch point for parallel 

structures, rather than a chatter of static I needed to resolve into one clear 

note. ("Stitch Bitch: The Patchwork") 

The implication is that, while undoubtedly some words were erased, the overall invention 

process for Patchwork Girl involved discarding very little, erasing very few tracks, and 

continually "looking back," saving, and regrouping Jackson's ideas. Writing and 

thinking that took her in more than one direction became valuable, a place to reveal to the 

reader the possibilities of the text, not a place where a hard, unambiguous pathway had to 

be forged. There was no need to lead readers to an inevitable conclusion. Instead, 

readers have been invited to consider multiple viewpoints, and furthermore, to re

consider a few themes and ideas first put forth in print when Jackson incorporates content 

from Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and L. Frank Baum's The Patchwork Girl of Oz. For 

Jackson, process is not "nothing" but practically everything for both the writer laying out 
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divergent trails of words to navigate but also for the reader who explores those paths 

without ever reaching a final, unambiguous conclusion. 

Thus, while looking at the conceptual processes of two writers hardly is 

definitive, the comparison between the described writing processes of Dillard and 

Jackson, both respected authors, certainly suggests the impact that a change in medium 

can have upon composition. In an email interview with the author, Jackson in fact states 

that Storyspace "was a good introduction for me to thinking in terms of network rather 

than a linear text. I am a visual and spatial thinker, and had always been frustrated by my 

inability to see patterns made by recurring motifs or structural divisions when I was 

working on linear texts- I would make diagrams for myself." Jackson further states that 

"Storyspace, with its simple but strong visual metaphors (movable text-boxes linked by 

anows in a rectangular window) helped me think spatially about the relationship among 

parts)." It seems likely that if Jackson had written Patchwork Girl in Microsoft Word, 

then the ability to scroll through the work would not have inspired Jackson to perceive 

two disparate ideas as two branches of thought to be preserved. Instead, Jackson would 

have done as Dillard does and would have chosen only one strand of thought to present to 

readers. Thus, the structural possibilities provided by the software and the electronic 

medium become part of the story's rhetoric and is a case where a literary artist exploits 

the possibilities of the medium in a significant way. 

In reality, then, for Jackson, medium became an integral part her invention 

process, at least for this hypertext novel written with Storyspace software. But, the 

metaphors inspired by the medium are not the only significant aspect of this tutor text. 
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Another important aspect of Jackson's work supports the theory of this argument that 

analysis is valuable that explicitly examines the differences between two closely related 

literary works devised for print and electronic mediums. As critics actually attempt to 

analyze electronic literature such as Shelley Jackson' s Patchwork Girl, an electronic work 

that interrogates its printed predecessors, the interaction between previous understandings 

of literature and contemporary theories regarding literature become clearer. In fact, in 

"Flickering Connectivities," Hayles argues that " [a]s we work toward crafting a critical 

theory capable of dealing with the complexities of electronic texts, we may also be able 

to understand for the first time the full extent to which print technologies have affected 

our understanding of literature" (58). Again, one way of determining how print 

technologies have affected our understanding of literature, and how electronic 

technologies inspire new understandings, is to examine texts in dialogue with one 

another. 

Hayles points out the effects in Patchwork Girl of incorporating a theme drawn 

from print into the electronic medium, concentrating on Shelley' s Frankenstein. Hayles 

argues that " [ w ]hen Patchwork Girl foregrounds its appropriation of eighteenth-century 

texts, the effect is not to reinscribe earlier assumptions but to bring into view what was 

suppressed to create literary work as intellectual property." In this case, according to 

Hayles, the appropriation of lines from printed works subverts notions of single 

authorship that pervade current copyright law. Hayles further asserts that Patchwork Girl 

"delights in pointing out that it was created not by a fetishized unique imagination but by 

many actors working in collaboration" (par 22). Hayles's textual analysis bears out the 
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idea that Jackson does not consider herself the sole author of the text. In fact, in a speech 

published online by Mitcommunications Forum entitled "Stitch Bitch: The Patchwork 

Girl," Jackson basically sums up the manifesto of her work: "I want piratical readers, 

plagiarists and opportunists, who take what they want from my ideas and knot it into their 

own arguments. Or even their own novels. From which, possibly, I'll steal it back." For 

Jackson, the dialogue between texts, readers, writers, and critics, all of whose words 

appear in one way or another in Patchwork Girl, represents the ultimate in creativity. A 

literary theme or idea thus remains no longer a static, dead concept, but becomes a living, 

dynamic participant in cultural discourse, a touchstone for subsequent literary themes and 

ideas. To fully appreciate works such as Jackson's requires an acknowledgement of the 

materialities of the different texts as well as a direct examination of how the ideas in each 

instantiation inform, subvert, and acknowledge one another. 

Remediation Theory in New Media 

Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin's book Remediation: Understanding New 

Media directly informs Hayles's theories of media-specific analysis. In Remediation, 

Bolter and Grusin "call the representation of one medium in another remediation," and 

they "argue that remediation is the defining characteristic of the new digital media" ( 45). 

For instance, the transfer of the content of a novel such as Jane Austen' s Pride and 

Prejudice into a movie by the same title is an act of remediation that Bolter and Grusin 

assert is called "repurposing" in the "contemporary entertainment industry" ( 45) . 

Moreover, in such acts of remediation, Bolter and Grusin claim "the older medium 

cannot be entirely effaced; the new medium remains dependent on the older one in 
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acknowledged and unacknowledged ways" ( 4 7). The implication is that work in a new 

medium, in this case the computer, will be heavily influenced by previous understandings 

enacted through older mediums, such as print. Basing their conclusion on critical work 

focused on refashioning content within a single medium, such as the study of allusions in 

literature, the theorists further assert that "refashioning one's predecessors is key to 

understanding representation in earlier media" ( 49). Clearly, then, scholars cannot ignore 

medial interplay when analyzing electronic literature for rhetorical techniques. Thus, 

Bolter and Grusin's theory ofremediation not only supports Hayles's media-specific 

analysis but also supports an approach that includes looking at the rhetorical effects of 

moving content from one medium to the other. 

Opposition to Media-Specific Analysis 

Of course, there is some opposition to the idea of medium as an important 

analytical consideration. For instance, Espen Aarseth derides Hayles's insistence on the 

importance of media-specific analysis in an article entitled "Genre Trouble: Narrativism 

and the Art of Simulation." Specifically, Aarseth asserts that "[l]iterary experiments are 

either interesting or they are not. What medium they take place in should have little or 

nothing to do with it." Aarseth argues, 

Digital literature is still literature, pure, if not simple. When I can read a 

Harry Potter novel on my Palm Pilot, paper is no longer an integral part of 

literature's material or ideological foundations. Digital literature, whether 

experimental like Talan Memmott's "Lexia to Perplexia" (2000) or strictly 
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mainstream like Stephen King's "Riding the Bullet" (2000), is still 

literature. ("Genre" 53) 

In some ways, Aarseth has a point. On the surface, the idea that we understand the same 

story in different ways due to their presentation in different media seems too abstract to 

be significant in analysis. On the other hand, methods of approaching a novel on screen 

are, by necessity, very different from approaching a novel in print. The physical 

interaction with an electronic text, for a critic at least, is very different from interaction 

with a printed book. Underlining, annotating, and writing in the margins are no longer 

valid analytical approaches. For instance, when working with Jackson's Patchwork Girl, 

1 found myself writing notes in Microsoft Word, transcribing not only quotes that I 

thought I might find useful when formulating my analysis but also recording the physical 

manipulations and decisions I made to traverse the text. Furthermore, even approaching 

stories published online that mimic conventional linear presentation is necessarily 

different from approaching a story published in a printed literary journal. For 

conventionally formatted stories, such as stories produced in online publications such as 

the Miranda Literary Magazine, it is easiest to print out the text before attempting critical 

analysis, if possible. Printing out online stories allows critics to use all the methods of 

critical analysis developed tlu·ough print-based practice. We can make notes on the side, 

underline impo1iant phrases or sentences, and basically have a dialogue with the text, pen 

on paper, that impacts the construction of an analysis. 

Scholars can, of course, manipulate text onscreen, but not in the same way as they 

can stories in print. Indeed, in The Language of New Media, Manovich describes one of 
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the characteristics of new media that he calls "mutability" and points out the difference 

between the changes one can make in older media compared to the changes one can make 

in new media: 

In contrast to a permanent imprint in some material, a signal can be 

modified in real time by passing it through a filter or filters. Moreover, in 

contrast to manual modifications of a material object, an electronic filter 

can modify the signal all at once. Finally, and most important, all 

machines for electronic media synthesis, recording, transmission, and 

reception include controls for signal modification. As a result, an 

electronic signal does not have a singular identity-a particular state 

qualitatively different from all other possible states. Consider, for 

example, the loudness control of a radio receiver or the brightness control 

of an analog television set. They do not have any privileged values. In 

contrast to a material object, the electronic signal is essentially mutable. 

(132-33) 

Later in the text, Manovich extends the principle of mutability to the digital computer, 

saying that the "range of variations is greatly expanded" (133 ). However, while a piece 

of electronic literature may be "mutable," it does not invite the permanent scorings or 

notations that printed work does. Furthermore, for literature published on the Internet, 

finding an "authoritative" version is not possible. Critics view onscreen literature that 

has been adapted by individual software programs and hardware capabilities such as 

screen size or Internet speed. Thus, even though scholars can alter the way the words of 
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an electronic text look on a screen, our manipulations of onscreen text will be ephemeral, 

unless the creator provides a specific means for the manipulations to become part of the 

program. In fact, variations in hardware and software may deliver entirely different 

experiences to each viewer. Most people are familiar with the experience of seeing their 

carefully constructed homepage looking very odd on another person's computer. What 

looks fine on a PC may be, in fact, incomprehensible on a Mac. In other words, a critic's 

manipulations of words on a computer screen are quite different from a critic's written 

dialogue with a printed book, and this reality has an impact on critical analysis. 

Therefore , although Aarseth's claim that "digital literature is still literature" has merit, 

taking into account the materiality of the text during analysis seems wise, and has been 

proven by Hayles to have significance in literary theory. 

Further, Aarseth's description ofliterature as "pure" is not as thoughtful a 

comment as is most of his scholarship. Deciding what constitutes a work of literature has 

al ways been problematic. In the introduction to Literary Criticism: An Introduction to 

Theory and Practice, Charles Bressler observes, "Since literary criticism presupposes that 

there exists a work of literature to be interpreted, we could assume that formulating a 

definition of what literature is would be simple. But not so. For centuries, writers, 

literary historians, and others have debated about but failed to agree on a definition for 

this term" (7). Bressler describes some of the many avenues that have been taken toward 

deciding a definition of literature, ranging from anything "written" to "works of the 

imagination," but immediately points out that such definitions do not "immediately 
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provide consensus or a consistent rule concerning whether or not a work can or should be 

considered a work of literature" (8). Finally, Bressler argues that 

although any answer is debatable [ regarding a definition of literature], 

most would agree that an examination of a text's total artistic situation 

would help us make our decision. This total picture of a work involves 

such elements as the work itself ( an examination of the fictionality or 

secondary world created with the story), the artist, the universe or world 

the work supposedly represents, and the audience or readers. (9) 

Today even this much of a definition is suspicious as the phrase "the total picture of a 

work" itself requires defining. If one considers materiality, for instance, must the work 

of literature be "boxed" or "distributed" as literature? Or, can works self-published 

on line be considered literary? Bressler argues that "the definition of literature really 

depends on the school of criticism which the reader and/or critic espouses" (9). In the 

Theory of Literature, in fact, Rene Wellek and Austin Warren agree that questions as to 

what constitutes literature "are rarely answered clearly" (20). Therefore, since critical 

theory regarding electronic literature is still evolving, it is even less likely that theorists 

are going to agree on a definition of what constitutes a "literary" text. For a rhetorician, 

however, the connotations of the word "literature" applied to electronic publications are 

worth scrutiny as a part of the contextualization that influences a work's interpretation. 

In fact, Wellek and Warren urge scholars to recognize "a literary work is not a simple 

object but rather a highly complex organization of a stratified character with multiple 

meanings and relationships" (27). Therefore, although Aarseth is correct in assuming 
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that literature can exist in many material forms, it seems more than likely that different 

material embodiments will have different rhetorical impacts on audiences. After all, if 

the environment within which audiences encountered rhetoric did not matter, then the 

study of kairos would be much less fruitful than it has been proven to be, and Plato would 

not have been concerned about the difference between rhetoric presented in print and 

rhetoric presented in person. 

Bakhtin and Dialogism 

Finally, Bakhtin's work regarding how humans comprehend "utterances," work 

that Hayles does not mention, provides support for a critical approach that compares and 

contrasts two related texts in different mediums. In the essay "Discourse in the Novel," 

Bakhtin explains that every sort of discourse is oriented toward an understanding that is 

"responsive" and further argues that "[r]esponsive understanding is a fundamental force, 

one that participates in the formulation of discourse and it is moreover an active 

understanding, one that discourse senses as resistance or support emiching the discourse" 

(280-81 ). Texts such as Jackson's Patchwork Girl exemplify this kind of "responsive 

understanding" because Jackson takes a theme made familiar to us from literature and 

subsequent popular culture-the theme that science and human hubris creates monsters

and remediates that theme into a new context. The remediation has special resonance, 

more than the remediations of the other texts in Patchwork Girl, because Frankenstein's 

monster has iconic power through its continual manifestations in popular culture. The 

incorporation of quotes from Helene Cixous' s writings, or even from Frank L. Baum' s 

The Patchwork Girl of Oz, simply does not have the same impact because, for most 
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people, Cixous's and Baum's written works are rather obscure. Further, as Bakhtin 

suggests regarding responsive understanding, there is both resistance and support in 

Jackson's act ofremediation. In Frankenstein, the monster that Frankenstein creates is 

male, a male who longs for the creation of an equally monstrous female. Yet 

Frankenstein balks at the reality of a female monster, even as he has her half-made, and 

destroys her. Jackson explicitly responds to the destruction of the female monster, taking 

it upon herself to put the female monster back together in her writing. As Hayles notes, 

Jackson aligns herself with Mary Shelley to the point that Shelley is explicitly credited as 

a co-creator of Patchwork Girl in the "title page" of Patchwork Girl ("Flickering" par 3 8). 

This dialogue between the two texts, the resistance and support, is revealing in many 

ways, not only as a comment on notions of copyright, as Hayles argues, but also as a 

comment on feminist notions of identity. This dialogue will be fully explored in the 

rhetorical analysis in chapter four, but serves to demonstrate how Bakhtinian-based 

theories regarding dialogue can contribute to analytical interpretation. The act of 

remediation itself is a powerful rhetorical move, and a complicated one, for the move not 

only draws on a cultural familiarity with a classic literary theme to make the author's 

point but also, necessarily, alters how readers will view the original work. 

This interpretation of Bakhtin's theories draws heavily on Michael Holquist ' s 

synthesis of Bakhtin' s work in Dialogism. According to Holquist, Bakhtin conceives of 

dialogue as consisting of more than simply an utterance and response. Instead, according 

to Holquist' s conception of Bakhtin' s work, dialogue consists of "an utterance, a 

response, and a relation between the two" (38). In terms of rhetorical analysis, then, 
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Mary Shelley's work could be considered an utterance, and Shelley Jackson's work could 

be considered a response. The relation between the two becomes what is of interest to 

this argument as we explore the relationship between rhetoric and materiality. Indeed, 

Holquist, ironically enough, uses Mary Shelley's Frankenstein to explicate the theory of 

dialogic analysis that he bases in Bakhtin's work. Holquist reminds readers that 

Shelley's Frankenstein's subtitle reads "The Modem Prometheus" and highlights 

"Frankenstein's indebted relation to another text" (91). In a statement very similar to 

statements made about Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl by Hayles, Holquist describes 

Shelley ' s Frankenstein as "a text that self-dramatizingly makes itself out of the remnants 

of other books and other discourses" (106). Therefore, just as Holquist finds the 

relationship between the myth of Prometheus and Frankenstein dialogic so is the 

re lationship between Frankenstein and Patchwork Girl. And, the dialogue not only 

reveals new insights into similar themes but helps to reveal how simi lar themes can be 

explored through rhetorical methods peculiar to each medium. 

In fact, Bakhtin reflects the same attitude toward literature that Jackson expresses 

when she asse1is her wish to create "plagiarists" and "opportunists" although Bakhtin 

puts the idea in more sedate, less confrontational language. Just as Jackson lauds the 

creative potential of her work, so does Bakhtin laud the creative potential of the word. In 

Bakhtin's formulation, the value of a word comes not from a static conception of a 

word ' s meaning, but in the word's "unfinishedness and the inexhaustibility of our further 

dialogic interaction with it" ("Discourse" 346). Putting a word in new contexts is 

necessary and valuable because, according to Bakhtin, "We have not yet learned from it 
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all it might tell us; we can take it into new contexts, attach it to new material, put it in a 

new situation in order to wrest new answers from it, new insight into its meaning, and 

even wrest from it new words of its own since another ' s discourse, if productive, gives 

birth to a new word from us in response" ("Discourse" 346-4 7). Again, a central 

emphasis in Bakhtin' s work is on the productiveness of a word or of an utterance. As 

Holquist points out, "Thoughtful linguists have always been aware of the apparent 

contradiction between language's need of an invariant code (so that it may serve to 

convey meanings for everyone in the group) and its no less pressing need to be able to 

break the code (so that it may serve to communicate specific meaning for particular 

individuals in the group)" (56). The strength of this recurring theme regarding 

language- the awareness of the tension between words considered as something static 

and dead versus something mutable and living-was long ago articulated by Plato ' s 

Socrates in Phaedrus. The silence of pictures and written words was disparaged, while 

oral discussion was responsive and valuable. According to Plato ' s Socrates, "The 

dialectician chooses a proper soul and plants and sows within it discourse accompanied 

by knowledge- discourse capable of helping itself as well as the man who planted it, 

which is not barren but produces a seed from which more discourse grows in the 

character of others" (277 A). In the end, the value of oral discourse, to Plato ' s characters 

in his dialogue, was in its responsiveness, the same type of responsiveness valued by 

Bakhtin, as well as by, apparently, Shelley Jackson. 

In "Discourse in the Novel," Bakhtin argues that the "linguistic significance of a 

given utterance is understood against the background of language, while its actual 
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meaning is understood against the background of other concrete utterances on the same 

theme, a background made up of contradictory opinions, points of view and value 

judgments" (281 ). The cacophony through which human beings synthesize the meaning 

of a particular utterance has value because no utterance can then be considered 

monologic or authoritarian. Every listener cannot be considered passive but one who 

"actively answers and reacts" ("Discourse" 280). Passive understanding is undesirable 

because it "contributes nothing new to the word under consideration" ("Discourse" 281 ). 

Bakhtin derides passive understanding or monologic discourse because it negates "the 

ever-changing world view of a living and mobile human being, one forever escaping into 

the infinity of real life" and furthers "the restricted world view of a man trying to 

preserve one and the same immobile pose, someone whose movements are made not in 

order better to see, but quite the opposite-he moves so that he may turn away from, not 

notice, be distracted" ("Discourse" 385). Authors such as Jackson who remediate classic 

literary themes oppose monologic prose, intentionally or not, and their efforts provide an 

opportunity to explore the rhetorical effects of mediation. Indeed, Bakhtin further asserts 

that "all socially significant world views have the capacity to exploit the intentional 

possibilities of language through the medium of their specific concrete instancing" 

("Discourse" 290), which is merely another way of the saying that context, or kairos, 

helps direct the understanding of a particular utterance and that composers of literature 

must take the context, medium, kairos into account when constructing a text (whether 

that means production in a book or distribution through an Internet site), and rhetorical 
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analysts must also take the impact of medium into account when determining the 

persuasive value of a particular communication. 

Revealing Rhetorics 

The production of literature for presentation on the computer screen presents a 

change in communication practices already under intense scholarly scrutiny. What has 

not been fully examined, to date, is specific instances of literature both intensely aware of 

its classic literary predecessors as well as its particular material instantiation. Materiality 

affects the perception of literature, as Hayles has noted, but what is more interesting to 

rhetoric is the response of authors to kairos, the kairos of the computer screen. Those 

pieces that replicate past literary practices by presenting linear "pages" of text on a 

computer screen represent an awareness of audience expectations honed in print-based 

practices, but a piece that, as Hayles describes the practice in Writing Machines, 

"mobilizes its resources as a physical artifact as well as the user ' s interactions if' (33), in 

essence, constructs the audience of the future. As authors experiment with rhetorical 

techniques that not only persuade readers to continue navigating a literary work in ways 

unfamiliar to them but also to understand the themes of a work through signifiers 

idiosyncratic to the medium, the audience learns bodily and sensory responses beyond 

that of merely turning a page and looking at words. These changes in the reading act are 

significant because, as Hayles, Ong, Jackson, and Bakhtin reveal , changes in 

communication practices change the metaphors by which human beings think of 

themselves in the world. As Jackson writes in Patchwork Girl , "You could say that all 

bodies are written bodies, all lives pieces of writing" ("all written"). The association of 
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communication methods with human identity makes it essential for rhetorical scholars to 

recognize and analyze the persuasive practices-to reveal the rhetoric-· developed in 

electronic literature, a task begun, but undoubtedly not completed, in subsequent 

chapters. 
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CHAPTER II 

HISTORICAL RESPONSES TO MEDIUM IN RHETORICAL THEORY: 

A REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

This chapter reviews literature relevant to the discussion of kairos and electronic 

literature. First, the review explores in depth the passages regarding writing in Plato ' s 

Phaedrus as well as relevant critical analyses of the passages. The review next discusses 

contemporary theories regarding media-specific analysis. The review then connects 

theories regarding kairos to concerns of medium in rhetoric. Finally, the review 

highlights the debate between ludology, or game-theory, and narratology, or story-telling. 

Overall , this review of literature underscores the reality that medium should be a 

significant concern in considerations of kairos in rhetorical theory and, more specifically, 

the analysis of the rhetoric of electronic literature. 

Writing in Plato's Phaedrus 

As mentioned, one of the most-cited passages in contemporary rhetorical theory 

regarding communication teclmology is Plato ' s attack on writing in Phaedrus. Indeed, in 

the dialogue, Plato ' s Socrates quotes Thamus, a god and king of Egypt, regarding the 

invention of writing: 

For this invention will produce forgetfulness in the minds of those who 

learn to use it, because they will not practice their memory. Their trust in 

writing, produced by external characters which are not part of themselves, 
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will discourage the use of their own memory within them. You have 

invented an elixir not of memory, but of reminding; and you offer your 

pupils the appearance of wisdom, not true wisdom, for they will read 

many things without instruction and will therefore seem to know many 

things, when they are for the most part ignorant and hard to get along with, 

since they are not wise, but only appear wise. (275A-B) 

The main problem that Plato's Socrates has with writing is that it discourages students 

from depending on their own memories. Further, writing misleads students into 

appearing to be wise without actually being wise. That is, knowledge becomes 

something rote and repeated without understanding. Yet Plato seems to see some value 

in writing. As he says later through Socrates, writing is best considered something 

"playful," a method only of reminding "us of what we know" (276D). While a 

philosopher might indeed know truth, he cannot ascertain that he will pass on that truth 

through words because words written down can no longer be adapted to the "nature of the 

soul" to whom the truth is being revealed (277C). One implication, of course, is that 

since the written word cannot take kairos into account, the written word is doomed to be 

misunderstood. 

An analysis by David J. Schenker, entitled "The Strangeness of the Phaedrus, " 

suppo1is the preceding analysis. According to Schenker, Plato's dialogue implies that 

"philosophical dialogue, based on the use of dialectic and a knowledge of the soul of the 

interlocutor, reaches to a sort of immortality, while writing [ ... ] says the same thing over 

and over to different audiences, cannot defend or explain itself, and is at best an amusing 

48 



aide memoire, prompting us in old age back to the things we already knew" (79). Since 

writing is umesponsive to kairos, it can point only to truths already known, not teach 

truth to a new audience. Schenker points out th2.t Phaedrus quickly "recognizes that true 

knowledge cannot come from a book" (82). Schenker further argues that Lysias's speech 

and Phaedrus ' s recitation of the speech makes it clear that "it is Phaedrus who has 

received from Lysias the appearance only of wisdom, not wisdom itself." Schenker 

concludes that writing is only "a phantom or shadow of the living and ensouled speech of 

one who knows his subject and his audience" (83). In the end, according to Schenker, the 

dialogue makes us aware that "written words are at best a prompt toward true 

understanding, a bare begi1ming that puts the memory on the road toward what is real" 

(85). Again, according to Plato 's version of Socrates' teachings, written words cannot 

come as close to revealing truth as can oral dialogue because the written cannot take into 

account to whom or within which circumstances the words will be received. 

In the introduction to their translation, Alexander Nehamas and Paul Woodruff 

provide another helpful reading of the passages in Phaedrus regarding writing and its 

connection to concerns of medium. Nehamas and Woodruff argue, "Though of course 

the discussion of the Phaedrus applies directly to speech and writing, it is a special case 

of a much more general debate, repeated over and over again, concerning the 

trustwo1ihiness of a new and not yet understood mode of communication in comparison 

to that of an accepted medium" (xxxv-xxxvi). They argue that, in the dialogue, Plato does 

not attack "all writing, but only a certain attitude toward it, an attitude which induces us 

to take for granted anything written, to refuse to question it, to consider it true, simply on 
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the grounds that it has been written." They point out that this argument "is true of oral 

discourse as well" and that "speech should no more be taken for granted than writing" 

( xxxv). N ehamas and Woodruff further assert that 

we judge the new medium according to its ability to communicate the type 

of ideas for which the older one had been designed, and it is no surprise 

that it fails in that regard. Moreover, we tend to identify the ideas suited 

to the old medium and the manner in which that medium communicates 

them with what is rational. Accordingly even if the new medium is 

sometimes judged to be successful in communicating its own ideas by its 

own methods, we are tempted to consider these ideas at best inferior to the 

fom1er, at worst as irrational and harmful. (xxxvi) 

The authors believe it notable and ironic that Plato's argument against writing now is 

echoed in discussions comparing writing to television. They further argue that once one 

medium has been accepted "as an effective and rational method of communication," new 

mediums will necessarily be considered "ineffective and unreasonable" (xxxvi). 

Nehamas and Woodruff s argument has relevance to this study because Plato ' s Phaedrus 

provides a glimpse into the debate instigated by a previous significant change in 

communication mediums. Given his experimentation in the fom1 along with the qualms 

he expresses, Plato obviously was both suspicious of and drawn to the new medium of 

writing. Plato seems early on to have come to the same conclusion as contemporary 

rhetoricians, that the written word, or spoken language, remains paii of an ongoing 

dialogue, a dialogue that for Plato may result in a transcendent truth, but for the rest of us 
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less complex souls, only provides a glimmer of a glimpse of true knowledge. In the end, 

new communication mediums provide new concerns as well as new rhetorical 

possibilities, and the kairos influencing choices in medium must be considered. 

Theories Regarding the Effects of Medium on Human Understanding 

A more contemporary scholar concerned with the effects of medium upon the 

expression of truth is Marshall McLuhan who collaborated with the illustrator Quentin 

Fiore to construct The Medium is the Massage: An Inventory of Effects. According to 

McLuhan, extending "any one sense" through technological means "alters the way we 

think and act-the way we perceive the world" ( 41 ). McLuhan argues that societies 

undergo complete cultural transformations when new mediums become the basis of 

communication. To further his argument, McLuhan uses an analogy based on the theory 

that the development of writing was what produced rational thought, a problematic theory 

examined by Rosalind Thomas in Literacy and Orality in Ancient Greece. Thomas points 

out that despite the widespread acceptance of the connection between literacy and 

rationality, "one need not search long to find counter-examples where writing produces 

anything but rationality and analytic thought" (19). Thomas questions the suggestion that 

literacy ever has "predictable effects" and calls McLuhan' s theory regarding the 

transformative power of new communication mediums a sort of "technological 

determinism." Thomas describes another, more "convincing," approach that sees the 

effects of literacy on a society as having much to do with the "habits and beliefs" the 

society already holds (24). For instance, according to Thomas, Clanchy's work on 

medieval England demonstrates that since the society relied so heavily on "the spoken 
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word and material objects" that the written word was not easily accepted as legitimate 

proof (23). While the development of new communication technologies certainly alters 

societies, the technologies do not foster a complete break with former social habits. 

Instead, new technologies interact with the pre-existing cultural frameworks in ways that 

sometimes, but not necessarily always, produce a slow and uneven evolution in 

influential social concepts, including the way in which the medium of communication is 

perceived. Nonetheless, McLuhan's work regarding the effects of medium on human 

understanding is well-known, influential, and should be considered in discussions 

regarding the medium of communication. 

Like McLuhan's The Medium is the Massage, Francisco Varela, Evan Thompson, 

and Eleanor Rosch ' s The Embodied Mind considers the effects of electronic media on 

social ideas, especially regarding consciousness. Even while agreeing with McLuhan's 

basic concept of technology as an amplification of the body and mind, Varela, 

Thompson, and Rosch see evolving technologies as both affecting identity conceptions 

and being affected by the body and mind undertaking the creation of the technology. 

Technological mediums do not completely shape social self-perceptions, as McLuhan 

implies, nor do human beings completely control the ultimate shape of technologies, as 

most humans probably would like to believe. Instead, both technology and human beings 

exist and interact within an overriding system too complex to completely articulate. 

The Embodied Mind reintroduces concepts of embodiment into theories of 

consciousness. Varela, Thompson, and Rosch describe the hypothesis that human 

cognition "is the manipulation of symbols after the fashion of digital computers" (8) and 
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that "the brain is an information-processing device that responds selectively to features of 

the environment" ( 44 ). Cognitivism thus seems to minimize interaction between humans 

and the enviromnent as a factor in the development of human understanding. Varela and 

his coauthors want to re-emphasize the role of environment, an aspect of kairos, in 

cognition, noting that a positive trend in cognitivism criticism is to characterize cognition 

as an "enactment of a world and a mind on the basis of a history of the variety of actions 

that a being in the world performs" (9). The mind comes to understand the world 

through the body's interaction with it, but moreover, the world is altered through the acts 

of the body. Varela and his coauthors, then, emphasize consciousness as integrated into 

the enviromnent rather than set apart from it, a stance that implies recognition of kairos 

as important to human understanding and communication even though Varela and his 

coauthors never use that rhetorical term. 

Varela and his coauthors move on in their theorization of consciousness to discuss 

"groundlessness," a term drawn from Buddhist philosophy. "Groundlessness" involves 

the understanding of the organism and the environment as continually changing with both 

forming the other. Thus, reality comes to be understood as an enactment, a process, 

rather than a pre-existing whole awaiting appraisal by the human mind. The authors 

assert that "groundlessness," or "sunyata," is not an "abstruse" philosophical tem1 but an 

expression of "everyday experience" (144 ). The authors feel that if scientists and society 

accept "the codependent lack of ultimate foundations either for one's mind or for [ ... ] 

the world," then "further communication between science and experience" will occur and 

such an occurrence will be to the benefit of humanity as a whole. Their conclusions stem 
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from their understanding of the "mindfulness/awareness tradition of Buddhism" where 

"groundlessness is embraced" and "the outcome is an unconditional sense of intrinsic 

goodness that manifests itself in the world as spontaneous compassion" (25 3). While this 

fonnulation may seem abstract, clearly, Varela and his coauthors want human beings to 

see themselves as material beings in an embodied and responsive universe. 

Although the text is mentioned in chapter one, it is important to emphasize that 

the purpose behind N. Katherine Hayles' s How We Became Posthuman echoes the intent 

of The Embodied Mind. In fact, Hayles ' s final line summarizes her attempt at 

intervening to make more positive concepts of the human, or the "posthuman": 

Al though some current versions of the posthuman point toward the anti

human and the apocalyptic, we can craft others that will be conducive to 

the long-range survival of humans and of the other life-forms, biological 

and artificial, with whom we share the planet and ourselves. (291) 

Hayles bases her analysis in cybernetic theory and promotes a consideration of 

embodiment in technological theories that previously have led to thinking of 

consciousness as separate from the body. Although many of Hayles's arguments are 

touched on in The Embodied Mind, the arguments found in Varela and his coauthors' 

text are considerably strengthened by Hayles ' s in-depth consideration and by her 

expansion on the history of the mind and body split. Furthermore, Hayles takes the tact 

of demonstrating the power of negative narratives regarding technological innovation 

through her analysis of science fiction by authors such as Philip K. Dick, whose 

decidedly ominous visions of technology in particular have had the oppo1iunity to alter 
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social perceptions through the release of three popular movies, Blade Runner, Total 

Recall, and Minority Report, which are based on a novel and two short stories 

respectively. As Hayles points out, "literary texts are not[ ... ] passive conduits" (How 

21 ). Literature reflects mediated cultural perceptions but also assists in shaping cultural 

perceptions. 

Finally, in Telematic Embrace, Roy Ascott incorporates his knowledge of 

cybernetics into artistic theories and structures meant to demonstrate and to disrupt 

notions of the "extensive changes in our environment" that he also attributes to "science 

and technology" (98). Like Varela and Hayles, Ascott recognizes the "man/computer 

relationship" is prompting questions regarding human identity (126). Ascott's theory and 

art directly reflect many of the theories of cybernetics, especially those involving 

interplay between the construction of human consciousness and the environment. He 

definitely subscribes to the notion as well that human actions and conscious observations 

participate in the enactment of reality. He argues, "Now that we see that the world is all 

process, constant change, we are less surprised to discover that our aii is all about process 

too" ( 157). Ascott theorizes the necessity for art to move away from informational 

models that involve "the sending/receiving of messages in a one-way linearity" to art that 

provides "for a field of psychic interplay [between the behavior of the artist and the 

observer] that can be generative of multiple meanings, where the final responsibility for 

meaning lies with the viewer" (178). Much of Ascott's work involves telematic aii, 

which is art that depends on telecommunication technology and involves the interaction 

of human beings separated by space and time. Ascott argues that "to be involved with 
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creative work in the telematic mode is to search for and to play with uncertainty and 

ambiguity rather than to strive for semantic outcomes of the finite kind" (190). The 

telematic art that Ascott creates through telecommunication technologies imply the 

"interaction, negotiation, and collaboration" that characterize emerging conceptions of 

human consciousness as embedded in the environment (202). Thus, Ascott advocates a 

! airotic methodology similar to Plato's assertions regarding the need for interaction to 

arrjve at true knowledge. 

Kairos as an Analytical Term 

Thus far, kairos has not explicitly been used as an analytical lens to view new 

media constructions such as electronic literature although, as has been demonstrated, 

many medium-related issues exist. However, the language used to describe kairos 

r fleets concerns in new media. In Kaironomia, Eric Charles White ' s analysis of kairos 

demonstrates the applicability of the term in the rhetorical analysis of electronic 

literature, considered here as a subset in new media. According to White, "kairos implies 

that there can never be more than a contingent and provisional management of the present 

oppo1iunity. Success depends, in other words, on adaptation to an always mutating 

situation" (13 ). In fact, an often commented-upon characteristic of new media is 

mutability. As Dene Grigar observes in "Mutability, Medium, and Character," 

"Autonomous agents, mouseovers, simulated reality games, Flash movies, a1iificial 

language, javascripting-these are not inert ingredients found in technical discussions 

surrounding computer science or web design but an expansion of our writing 

technologies put to use to create new kinds of literature," in this case, electronic literature 
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(359). That is, the mutating context that is of a central concern for kairos also concerns 

creators and readers of electronic literature. As Manovich asserts, "A new media object 

is not something fixed once and for all, but something that can exist in different 

potentia1ly infinite versions." Manovich argues that new media is "characterized by 

variability" and further explains that "appropriate synonyms" to ''variability" are 

"'mutable' and 'liquid"' (36). While Manovich does not discuss electronic literature, 

mentioning hypertext only as "a particular case of hypermedia that uses only one media 

type-text" (38), clearly, both creators and readers of electronic literature must concern 

themselves with the variability or mutability inherent to new media environments and can 

never assume that each encounter with the work will be exactly the same either for 

themselves or for others. In contrast, authors of print literature can expect readers to 

encounter a static text, one that does not change its physical properties in significant 

ways. The authors and analyzers of electronic literature must take into account this 

central difference between inert ink on static pages and moving pixels on flickering 

screens. 

This concern with contingent contexts is not a new one. In a discussion of the 

modernist Gertrude Stein, White demonstrates how awareness of the principle of kairos, 

a term he equates with Stein' s "conception of invention," affects her work ( 17). 

According to White, Stein wants to break "the grip of memory on thought" and thereby 

"advocates a discourse responsive to its context" and "responsive to the vagaries of 

historical process" (18). White argues, "Were we to 'speak in pieces and say no matter, ' 

as [Stein] else puts it, we would disrupt the routine accumulation of meaning according to 
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a logic of linear continuity that forecloses the possibility of creati~ity" (18). The 

repetitive, discontinuous writing for which Stein is famous demonstrates a concern with 

how the structure of a text affects creative potential. A text like Annie Dillard's, in which 

she attempts to erase all process to present only the most linear and composed of prose, 

would be diametrically opposed to Stein's theories of creative writing. Indeed, in her 

discussion of the adaptive narrative, Grigar echoes the modernist concern with forgoing 

the "logic of linear continuity" in her discussion of medium: 

Rejection of the materiality of textuality is a non-mediumist stance, and it 

is essentially a platonic one. It places value on the message, holding firm 

to the irony that message, the substance of immateriality, is most material 

to our understanding of a text-and medium, the substance of materiality, 

is immaterial to our understanding of the text. Medium for non

mediumists is a delivery system for the glory of the word, and the word is 

eternal. (362-63) 

Grigar criticizes the tendency to equate the staticity of print with staticity in textual 

meaning, as if context has no effect on the understanding of the content, an en-oneous 

stance that denies the well-theorized effects of kairos on communication. 

According to White, in the sophistic conception of kairos as portrayed by 

Gorgias, context has everything to do with textual interpretation. White says that Gorgias 

sees kairos as 

a radical principle of occasionality which implies a conception of the 

production of meaning in language as a process of continuous adjustment 

58 



to and creation of the present occasion, or a process of continuous 

interpretation in which the speaker seeks to inflect the given "text" to his 

or her own ends at the same time that the speaker's text is " interpreted" in 

turn by the context surrounding it. ( 14-15) 

White further explains that Gorgias believes that the "persuasive force of truth must be 

renewed at each occasion and cannot become, therefore, a routine accomplishment" ( 15). 

The work of the authors in this study, those who are re-interpreting and re-inventing 

literature in new media contexts, reinforces this central concern in sophistic rhetoric-

that the routine tends to undercut perceptions of reality since reality continually changes. 

That is, the materiality of the computer screen supports a viewpoint of reality as ever

changing since the reader cannot ever encounter the text in exactly the same way he or 

she did previously. Authors such as Shelley Jackson incorporate the mutability of the 

text into the themes of their works. Other authors, as we will see, tend to ignore the 

mutability of the text and to privilege message over materiality. Yet, in all cases, context 

affects successful communication, or as White asserts, "Success depends [ ... ] on 

adaptation to an always mutating situation" (13), on the part of the writers as well as the 

readers. The kairos, the circumstances in which a paiiicular communication act has been 

created, distributed, and encountered, certainly, then, should include medium. 

Another important collection of essays regarding kairos in rhetorical and literary 

analysis is Philip Sipiora and James S. Baumlin's collection entitled R11etoric and Kairos: 

Essays in History, Theory, and Praxis. Carolyn Miller points out in the foreword of 

Rhetoric and Kairos that kairos is a complex rhetorical term that resists static definition 
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(xi-xii). Miller asserts that for Cicero and the Stoics, kairos "becomes a principle of 

adaptation and accommodation to convention, expectation, [ and] predictability" (xii). In 

contrast, in a view Miller attributes to Gorgias and "latter-day postmodern sophists," 

kairos represents "not the expected but its opposite: the uniquely timely, the spontaneous, 

the radically particular" (xiii). Miller explains that "timely action will be understood as 

adaptive, as appropriate, only in retrospect; it cannot be discovered within the decorum of 

past actions" (xiii , author emphasis). I contend that both views have relevance in the 

analysis of electronic literature. Digital writers respond to the kairos of electronic 

communication, relying on knowledge of literary conventions and, more prosaically, 

computer software conventions, to persuade readers toward understanding a particular 

digital work. Yet, as Espen Aarseth points out in Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic 

Literature regarding digital works, often, "nontrivial effort is required to allow the reader 

to traverse the text;" indeed, Aarscth defines ergodic literature as text that requires 

nontrivial effo1i to negotiate a way through it, more effort than simple "eye movement" 

or the "turning of pages" required by most printed literature (1-2). Readers of digital 

works usually do not read a text from beginning to end. Instead, readers often must 

choose what link to follow or in the case of interactive fiction., what sentences to 
' ' 

compose in response to computer-generated prompts. Aarseth observes that "when you 

read from a cybertext, you are constantly reminded of inaccessible strategies and paths 

not taken, voices not heard" and "you may never know the exact results of your choices" 

(Cybertext 3). Aarseth ' s work thus suggests the importance of the concept of kairos not 
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only in terms of writer choices in composition but also in terms of reader responses to 

digital works. 

An influential theorist in discussions of kairos is James Kinneavy, and one of his 

essays on the subject appears in Sipiora and Baumlin's collection. The essay is entitled 

"Kairos in Classical and Modern Rhetorical Theory" and provides a historical overview 

of the concept of kairos. In the essay, Kinneavy "provisionally" defines kairos as "the 

right or opp01iune time to do something, or right measure in doing something" (58). In 

other words, kairos concerns both timing and propriety. Further, Ki1meavy claims that 

the full connotations of kairos involve "ethical, educational, epistemological, and 

aesthetic levels, all of which are linked to each other" (61 ). Kinneavy brings to our 

attention Paul Tillich's observations regarding the difference between "logos-thinking," 

which is "characterized by an emphasis on timelessness, on form, on law, on stasis, on 

method" and "kairos-thinking," which is "characterized by an emphasis on time, on 

change, on creation, on conflict, on fate, and on individuality" (63). The difference 

between the two types of thinking have steadily been associated with the difference 

between communication in writing and communication in digital media, as Grigar 

pointed out in her previously mentioned essay, and have implications in theories 

regarding the influence of medium upon message. Overall, Ki1meavy ' s essay provides a 

necessary overview to considerations of kairos in rhetorical theory. 

Another important essay in Sipiora and Baumlin' s collection is Richard Leo 

Enos's " Inventional Constraints on the Technographers of Ancient Athens: A Study of 

Kairos. " In the essay, Enos explicitly examines a '"literate revolution,' where writing 
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was shifting in emphasis from an aid to oratory to an art unto itself' in Athens at the time 

Aristotle wrote Rhetoric. Enos argues that the actual '"revolution,' as recognized by 

thinkers such as Aristotle, was that written rhetoric could be a system for enhancing more 

complex patterns of thought and expression" (77). He makes the further important 

observation that"we view orality as momentary communication and literacy as stable and 

enduring communication" (78). Enos's analysis of the changing uses of writing in 

classical rhetoric makes the enduring connection between kairos and medium quite clear. 

An essay in the collection that examines the concept of kairos as expressed in 

written works is John Poulakos's "Kairos in Gorgias' Rhetorical Compositions.'' 

Poulakos argues that "responding orally (by means of an oration) to the awareness of an 

opportune moment is one thing; creating and managing self-consciously opportunities 

within rhetorical composition is quite another. In the first instance, the orator seeks to 

match words with his perception of timeliness; in the second, to create an impression of 

timeliness in the audience" (90). Thus, kairos in oral communication is spontaneous, and 

kairos in written communication is planned. Poulakos looks at Gorgias's works, 

Palamedes and Helen, for places that Gorgias "creates the impression that his works are 

largely a function of kairos by manufacturing controlled oppmiunities within his text" 

(90). In electronic literature, since the author is not present to exploit kairotic 

oppmiunities, he or she must manufacture controlled opp01iunities in the text to persuade 

the reader of the timeliness and propriety of the material. Importantly, Poulakos sees 

Helen as an attempt by Gorgias to "dislodge a generally held view by means of new and 

surprising arguments" (94). Poulakos concludes that Gorgias' lesson with Helen is that 
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"any established belief, be it scientific, logical, or philosophical, constitutes an 

opportunity for rhetorical action" (95) and that "traditional beliefs can be brought under 

the force of kairos in and through the creation of new arguments" (96). The remediation, 

to use Bolter and Grusin's tem1 once again, of texts from print to digital media provides 

the oppo1iunity to create new arguments and to respond in new ways to kairos. 

Perhaps the most relevant essay in the collection, however, is Gregory Mason's 

" In Praise of Kairos in the Arts: Critical Time, East and West" because Mason looks not 

only at how perception of time affects our judgment of a literature's aesthetic value but 

also examines how aiiists in both the East and 'J\1 est express their valuation of time in 

their artwork, a paiiicularly important consideration in electronic literature and other new 

media art. Mason argues that the "experiential issue at the heart of kairos sets 

quantitative time against qualitative time." Mason believes that "[a]n understanding and 

appreciation of qualitative time, of kairos, has disappeared from our imaginative 

vocabulary; our understanding of art (and oflife) would surely be enhanced by 

reclaiming it" (199). Mason links "a recognition and affirmation of qualitative time, 

kairos" to "a broader affirmation of transience in life" (200). Mason explains that part of 

the perception of aii is that it fashions life's "moments of kairos when a pattern of events 

presents itself with startling clarity" (201 ). In approaching literature, Mason argues, "an 

interpretive strategy attending to kairos shows readers how characters create meanings 

out of critical moments in their lives" (202). An author's realization of a critical or 

significant moment in life can lead to art and, at the same time, readers of literature can 

recognize the culmination of events in a piece of literature as critical or significant to 
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understanding a particular work. Appropriately for electronic literature, Mason argues 

that recognizing and seizing kairos "requires an act of perception of the circumstances by 

the individu.al whom it confronts and a sometimes uncomfortable act of choice." Mason 

continues by asserting that "bereft of the comforting backdrop of timeless ideal 

certainties, the individual has to trust his own experience and to paiiicipate in the making 

of meaning" (208). Recognition of kairos seems important in electronic literature since 

the reader must not only recognize the significance of the choices a character might make 

within the work ' s context but also the significance of the physical choices the reader must 

make to traverse the work. 

The "Poetics" of Electronic Literature 

An early influential work regarding the possibilities of electronic literature is 

Janet Murray ' s Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future ofNanative Cyberspace. Murray 

analyzes the aesthetic value of literature and speculates regarding how authors in 

electronic literature can surpass levels of reader satisfaction known to be possible in print 

and other familiar mediums. Munay sees three qualities as important to audience 

satisfaction in story-telling in digital enviromnents: immersion, agency, and 

transformation. According to Munay, immersion involves the "sensation of being 

surrounded by a completely other reality" (Hamlet 98), agency involves "the satisfying 

power to take meaningful action, and see the results of our decisions and choices," and 

transformation involves "countless ways of shape-shifting" or "mutability" (Hamlet 154 ). 

While Mlmay's speculations have not always been well-received by new media scholars, 

as will be explained in the next few paragraphs, the book provides an early glimpse at 
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concerns regarding what it takes "for authors to create rich and satisfying stories that 

exploit the characteristic properties of digital environments" (Hamlet 185). While her 

concerns are with aesthetics rather than rhetoric, her approach illuminates the cmTent 

struggle to understand the possibilities of the new medium in comparison with those 

mediums already established. As Murray points out, "human experience is constant, and 

though cultural differences may inflect these patterns differently from one place to 

another and one historical period to another, the basic events out of which we tell stories 

are the same for all of us" (Hamlet 187). The new medium provides an opportunity to 

put human experience into a new perspective whether or not the story's central theme 

changes. 

Some scholars looking at electronic literature prioritize features of the new 

medium other than its story-telling capabilities. An excellent collection of essays that 

considers varied creative capabilities of the new medium is Noah Wardrip-Fruin and Pat 

I-:Ianigan's First Person: New Media as Story, Performance, and Game. The essays 

concern a debate in the field regarding the prominence of either story-telling or game 

play as the "central experience" of creative work in electronic mediums. In the 

collection, Murray represents the narratologists, or story-tellers, Stuart Moulthrop 

provides a reasoned middle stance in between the two extremes, and Espen Aarseth 

advocates for ludologists, or gameplayers. Indeed, Murray's "From Game-Story to 

Cyberdrama" further explores themes found in Hamlet on the Holodeck, and basically 

reiterates the importance of recognizing story characteristics in electronic literature and 

how story and game characteristics "are being recombined and reinvented within the 
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astonishingly plastic world of cyberspace" (10). Moulthrop's "From Work to Play: 

Molecular Culture in the Time of Deadly Garnes" provides an informed overview of the 

debate between ludologists who are most concerned with "digital game theory" (57) and 

narratologists who are, of course, most concerned with the story aspects of new media 

objects. Unlike Murray, Moulthrop believes that "narrative in certain conventional 

senses- mainly defined by the theater, the novel, and cinema-no longer animates the 

work we find most interesting as creators and/or critics" (58). Yet Moulthrop describes 

Murray, rather respectfully, as an "eminent Aristotelian" (64) whose theories are "an 

oddly antique strain of narrative theory that seems bound to annoy even lapsed 

poststructuralists" (59). Moulthrop makes the important observation that, in electronic 

games, "the primary cognitive activity is not interpretation but configuration, the capacity 

to transform ce1iain aspects of the virtual environment with potentially significant 

consequences for the system as a whole" (60). Yet Moulthrop concludes that "ludology 

and narratology may not be absolutely antithetical" (64). Moulthrop's essay provides an 

in-depth and balanced overview of some central concerns in creative electronic 

constructs. 

As mentioned, Wardrip-Fruin and HaITigan's collection also gives the stance 

ludologists take in opposition to narratologists such as Murray. In "Genre Trouble: 

Narrativism and the A1i of Simulation," Aarseth conducts a scathing diatribe against 

looking at games as stories in any sense whatsoever and denies the effects of medium 

upon creative communications: 
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Underlying the drive to refo1m games as "interactive narratives," as they 

are sometimes called, lies a complex web of motives, from economic 

("games need narratives to become better products"), elitist and 

eschatological ("games are a base, low-cultural form; let's try to escape 

the humble origins and achieve 'literary' qualities") to academic 

colonialism ("computer games are narratives, we only need to redefine 

narratives in such a way that these new narrative forms are included"). 

(Aarseth's emphasis 49) 

Aarseth not only derides the idea that games can be literary, but he further dismisses the 

notion that medium affects "literary experiments" that happen to be conducted in 

electronic environments: "Literary experiments are either interesting or they are not. 

What medium they take place in should have little or nothing to do with it" ("Genre'' 53). 

Moulthrop responds to Aarseth's argument with puzzlement: "With a rigor perhaps born 

of militancy, Aarseth insists that games 'are self-contained,' insulated from any 

intertextuality" ( 4 7). Aarseth articulates a ludo lo gist's position that vehemently resists 

application of literary theory to game analysis or, even the reverse, the use of game 

theory in analysis of electronic literature. And, yet, the basis for looking at one cultural 

entity through the lens of another seems less of a colonializing or elitist act than a 

creative, affirming one. A more "elitist" position would be to claim that game theory 

exists as something unique, not only inapplicable to any other sort of cultural 

instantiation but closed to dialogue with other creative structures. Thus, as Michael 

Mateas suggests in "A Preliminary Poetics for Interactive Drama and Games," risking 
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accusations of antiquated notions by exploring centuries-old literary traditions such as is 

embodied in Aristotle's fragmentary Poetics may be worthwhile for critics and creators of 

new media objects. Mateas concentrates on the possibilities in a rather literal 

interpretation of Aristotle's works but underscores the reality that Aristotle's work may 

provide a means to explore even characterless, seemingly plotless new media art. 

Aristotle' s Poetics has had some influence on the theory and construction of 

electronic ljterature. As Brenda Laurel asserts, "Nanative construction as a play pattern 

makes an excellent staiiing place for understanding the pleasure that is particular to IF 

[interactive fictjon] " (310) . Thus, authors of electronic literature find useful neo-

Aristotelian narrative structures such as "enactment," "intensification," and "unity of 

action" (Mateas 20; Anstey 283). Therefore, while those such as Aarseth may deride the 

influence of Arjstotelian-based poetics, Bakhtin's work demonstrates how fruitful 

inclusive, rather than exclusive, theories can be regarding analysis of any cultural 

phenomena. As Michael Holquist writes in Dialogism, Bakhtin suggests that existence 

"is a vast web of interconnectjons each and all of which are linked as participants in an 

event whose totaEty is so immense that no single one of us can ever know it." Existence, 

then, is "a constant, ceaseless creation and exchange of meaning" ( 41 ). Bakhtin himself 

argues that 

any concrete discourse (utterance) finds the object at which it was directed 

already as it were overlain with qualifications, open to dispute, charged 

with value, already enveloped in an obscuring mist-or, on the contrary, 

by the "light" of alien words that have already been spoken about it. It is 
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entangled, shot through with shared thoughts, points of view, alien value 

judgments and accents. ("Discourse" 276) 

There may be many "new" aspects of "new media," but our understanding of new media 

objects, whether that means games or electronic literature can only be colored and 

enriched by previous cultural and artistic understandings. Thus, deriding Munay' s 

Ari stotelian-based theories as "antique" ignores not only the great influence of Aristotle ' s 

text on Western culture, but also dismisses a text that, even today, provides a rich source 

of creative ideas. 

Admittedly , Aristotle ' s work has its limits. Aristotle was speaking of Greek epics 

and tragedi es, not tree fiction or first-person shooters. Yet, as creative writing instructor 

Ji ll Paton Walsh recently wrote in "The Poetics of Aristotle as a Practical Guide," "even 

if every conclusion arrived at in The Poetics were mistaken, we would still need to know 

w hat these were and how they were arrived at, because The Poetics has underpinned 

literary criticism for the last two and a half millennia" (213). Paton Walsh's work really 

does have to do with writing fiction for printed texts, as opposed to a discussion of the 

appli cability of Poetics in the construction and analysis of new media objects, but 

nonetheless suggests the versatility of Poetics's main ideas regarding creative work. 

Even though Aristotle concentrates on plot and character, not always of concern in new 

media art, he also had an astute grasp of what most fascinates humanity about artistic 

structures. Aristotle argues, "The most important factors by means of which tragedy 

exerts an influence on the soul are parts of the plot, the reversal, and the recognition" 
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(13 ). A "reversal" is a "change of fortune in the action of the play to the opposite state of 

affairs," and "recognition" is "a change from ignorance to knowledge" (19). 

These important aspects of the Aristotelian conception of tragic drama are similar 

to aspects of new media that Aarseth himself finds important. In "Aporia and Epiphany 

in Doom and The Speaking Clock," Aarseth discusses the temporality of game play and 

then asse1is that "three temporal levels may be regarded as aspects of a single dynamic: 

the basic structure of any game, which is a dialectic between aporia and epiphany" (38). 

An "aporia" is a "formal figure" that "must be overcome by some unknown combination 

of actions. " An "epiphany" is "a sudden often unexpected solution to the impasse in the 

event space." Aarseth acknowledges the co1mection these terms have to literary contexts 

but differentiates between the figures in games and literature by calling aporia in 

literature "semantic gaps that hinder the interpretation" and epiphanies in literature 

"optional , something to enhance the aesthetic experience" ("Aporia" 38). In ergodic 

works, aporia and epiphanies are what constitute game play. In literature, according to 

Aarseth, "aporia" are undesirable and "epiphanies" are optional. 

Yet it is interesting that Aarseth uses the word "epiphany," a term famously 

associated with the printed literatures of Proust and James Joyce to characterize the 

ergodic experience. The terminology already brings ergodic analysis into Bakhtinian

style dialogue with literary analysis. As Gary Saul Morson and Caryl Emerson describe 

the process, words '"remember' earlier contexts, and so achieve a 'stylistic aura,' often 

misconceived as the word's ' c01motations."' A word can be "reaccented" and 

"reaccentuations add to and alter the already-spoken-about quality of the word" (139). 
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Words, then, bring their history along with them even while serving a different 

"meaning" function in new contexts. The similarities between games and drama are 

fairly obvious. Both move the user toward some sort of pleasurable realization. The 

Il iad ' s and the Odyssey's events and complications will necessarily be different from 

those found in Doom or The Speaking Clock, but both narratives and games provide 

moments of "epiphany," a sometimes hard-won sense of knowledge, whether that is 

knowledge about the mechanics of a game, or revelations of the "truth" about characters 

or motives. Thus, Poetics sits at the heart of the debate between narratology and game 

analysis. In fact , Poetics provides insight into what makes "action" engaging, or 

pleasurable. And, what is most exciting in the field of new media study is the possibility 

of a synthesis between literary and mechanical epiphanies. 

Implications of the Review of Literature 

As one can see, the advent of electronic communications has excited a 

controversy similar to when oral culture began to incorporate written communication into 

its rhetorical repe1ioire. Just as Plato, through Socrates, derided the notion that written 

mediums could pass on wisdom, so do scholars such as Varela and his coauthors want to 

ensure that electronic mediums do not dissociate readers from embodied understandings 

of reality. In both situations, that is, the change in communication mediums sparked 

concern regarding how technology may further distance an audience from truth or reality. 

Moreover, the literature review demonstrates that rhetorical theory regarding kairos 

seems well-suited to the rhetorical analysis of electronic literature. White has argued that 

awareness of kairos enables communicators to adapt to an "always mutating situation," 

71 



which seems to be a predominate characteristic of new media often mentioned in the 

literature of those such as Aarseth, Manovich, and Grigar. The mutability of the text on 

the computer screen embodies a new avenue to infuse literature with significance and 

could be one of the kairotic characteristics of new media available for authors of 

electronic literature to exploit. Further, an author's decision not to exploit the mutability 

of the screen may have as much significance as when he or she does exploit that 

possibility. Finally, the discussion regarding the connections between poetics and 

rhetoric as well as the discussion regarding the connection between ludology and 

nanato logy hi ghlight the tendency for analysts to categorize rather than to synthesize. 

Bakhtin's work emphasizes the reality that no act of communication takes place in a 

vacuum but instead is influenced not only by previous acts of communication but also by 

the environment within which a paiiicular act of communication takes place. Literature 

of the past heavily influences literature of the present as well as the future. As Murray 

concludes, 

Every expressive medium has its own unique patterns of desire; its own 

way of giving pleasure, of creating beauty, of capturing what we feel to be 

true about life; its own aesthetic. One of the functions of early artifacts is 

to awaken the public to these new desires, to create the demand for an 

intensification of the particular pleasure the medium has to offer. 

Therefore, the next step in understanding what delights or dangers digital 

narratives will bring to us is to look more closely at its characteristic 

pleasures, to judge in what ways they are continuous with older narrative 
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traditions and in what ways they offer access to new beauty and new truths 

about ourselves and the world we move through. (Hamlet 94) 

Authors exploring and distributing electronic literature, those who are remediating well

known literary themes and structures, provide a place to look at the rhetorical possibilities 

of the new medium and at how authors persuade real time readers toward both aesthetic 

pleasure and self-realization through the exploitation of the kairos of medium. 
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CHAPTER III 

MEDIUM AS KAIROS: METHODS OF UNDERSTANDING 

RHETORICS OF ELECTRONIC LITERATURE 

This chapter explains the methodology for the rhetorical analyses of electronic 

literature used in the subsequent chapter, including theories of dialogic understanding 

based in Bakhtin' s work, theories of close reading advocated by Van Looy and Baetens, 

and methods of media-specific analysis based in Hayles' s work. I argue that medium is 

fundamental to kairos; thus, examining the "remediation" of print-based literary themes 

into electronic literature should reveal rhetorical techniques developed in response to new 

communication media. 

Medium as Kairos 

In On Rhetoric, Aristotle says the function of rhetoric "is not to persuade but to 

see the available means of persuasion in each case" ( 1.1.14 ). According to Kinneavy, 

"The Greek and the translation both emphasize the application of the general rules of the 

aii to the individual case or situation" (66). Paying attention to kairos involves paying 

attention to the circumstances and environment in which the communication act takes 

place. Kinneavy discusses various translations of Aristotle's work and then concludes 

that "although the term [ kairos] does not occur in Aristotle's definitions of rhetoric, the 

concept of a specific act in a concrete case does" (67). Thus, to assert that writers of 

electronic literature exploit the kairos of medium is to argue that authors use to their 
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advantage the situation, the context, and/or the medium within which the work will be 

presented, for instance, on the personal computer through the means of software 

programs such as Flash or Storyspace. The concern with medium directly connects to the 

familiar concern in rhetoric regarding the exigency of a particular act of communication. 

Research Questions 

The authors under consideration are not rhetoricians but are instead creators of 

electronic fiction and poetry. However, given the central focus here is work that 

remediates classic print-based literary material, the authors certainly seem to have asked, 

given the particular circumstances of this particular software in this particular medium, 

what are the available means to persuade readers/users to reconsider these classic literary 

themes in an electronic fonnat? Thus, medium becomes integral to message, and 

analysis of the works will help to answer the following research questions: 

1. How are writers in electronic spaces appropriating, expanding, and subverting 

rhetorical devices honed in print to persuade readers toward understanding and action? 

2. How has the kairos, or situational context, of electronic spaces been exploited? What 

new rhetorical devices are being developed in electronic spaces? 

3. What does the dialogue between print- and electronic-based works offer to rhetorical 

scholars in tenns of rhetorical analysis and composition? 
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Methodology 

I will examine electronic literature as defined on the Electronic Literature 

Organization (ELO) website: "works with important literary aspects that take advantage 

of the capabilities and contexts provided by the stand-alone or networked computer." I 

acknowledge caveats regarding the use of the term "literature" or "literary" in chapter 

one, understanding that scholars disagree regarding appropriate uses of the tem1s. 

However, this argument's primary purpose is not categorization of works into "literary" 

and "nonliterary" but instead explores possibilities in rhetorical technique in electronic 

media. The works examined will contain remediated literary content. Basing the 

definition in Bolter and Grusin's work, remediation involves transferring material from 

one medium to another; in this case, the content, theme, or structure of a classic, print-

based story, novel, or poem has been transferred into computer programs. Thus, I will 

concentrate on works similar to Neil Hennessy's "Jabber," a work whose interpretation 

depends in part, as shown in chapter one, upon familiarity with Lewis Carroll's print

based poem "Jabberwocky." 

Dialogism 

As chapter one explains, the choice to focus on remediated literary material stems 

from theories suggested by the work of Bakhtin regarding dialogism. Following 

Bakhtin's assertion in "Response to a Question from Novy Mir" that meaning is most 

truly revealed through "contact with a foreign meaning" (7), I assert that when an author 

remediates literary content and thus changes the kairos, or situational context, the act 

enhances understanding of the theme, not only revealing its depths but also revealing 
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rhetorical possibilities in each medium. Therefore, in this argument, two or more specific 

works, works that reflect one another in content, structure, or theme, but that appear in 

two different mediums, the printed page and the computer screen, will be compared and 

contrasted in terms of their rhetorical strategies. The goal will be to read the texts 

"dialogically" to answer the research questions listed above. The comparison and 

contrast will address questions specific to rhetorical practice. While similarities will be 

noted, each act of remediation undoubtedly has a unique rhetorical purpose, so the search 

for similarities is not the primary goal. As Bakhtin points out in "Discourse in the 

Novel," "Rhetoric relies heavily on the vivid re-accentuating of the words it transmits 

( often to the point of distorting them completely) that is accomplished by the appropriate 

framing context" (3 54 ). That is, transferring "words" or other signifiers, such as classic 

poetic structures, into a new medium changes how the signifiers will be perceived and is 

a rhetorical move that reveals how creative thinkers and authors innovate persuasive 

techniques in response to medium. 

Close Reading 

My interpretive methodology relies on the close reading of electronic literature as 

advocated by Jan Van Looy and Jan Baetens' in Close Reading New Media: Analyzing 

Electronic Literature. Van Looy and Baetens assert that close reading does not reveal a 

unique interpretation of a text but instead reveals "all possible types of ambiguities and 

irony." To reveal these multiple interpretations, Van Looy and Baetens endorse the 

methods of the French semiotician Jacques Fontanille. Van Looy and Baetens 

summarize Fontanille's advice, which is to read electronic literature "slowly, with much 
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effort, continually going forward and backward." Van Looy and Baetens imply that only 

by slowly reading and re-reading will readers "establish a dialogue with the forms, the 

structures, and the meanings of the both the text and the hypertext" (8). In terms of this 

argument, close reading involves both the primary text under consideration, meaning the 

work of electronic literature, and the works referenced in the electronic literature. For 

instance, Neil Hennessy's "Jabber" is the primary text and Lewis Carroll's 

"Jabberwocky" is the reference work. Furthermore, to ascertain changes in rhetorical 

practice from one medium to the other, surrounding critical work will be consulted. 

Literary and rhetorical analyses are part of the dialogue, in the Bakhtinian sense, that help 

direct understanding of the content under question. 

Even while looking for Van Looy and Baetens's ambiguities and ironies, I will 

fo llow Wayne Booth's lead in The Rhetoric of Fiction for understanding the rhetoric of 

creative works. Although Booth concerns himself solely with printed fiction and does 

not consider aspects unique to electronic literature, such as the ability for readers to 

"click" on a word to bring the reader to an entirely different portion of the text without 

flipping pages, his work establishes a direction for discovering rhetorical techniques 

developed in creative contexts. Moreover, Booth's methodology can be replicated and 

then extended through methods described by those already analyzing electronic literature 

such as Hayles does in Writing Machines, and her methods are summarized in the 

subsequent section of this chapter. 

In The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth realizes that there are two types of rhetoric to be 

examined in fictional contexts, the "rhetoric in fiction" and "fiction as rhetoric" (Booth's 
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emphasis). Booth says the rhetoric in fiction can be recognized as an "overt and 

recognizable appeal" and gives the example of "authorial commentary." Therefore, close 

reading for rhetoric in print-based fiction involves locating word, sentence, or paragraph 

level appeals to the audience. In contrast, fiction as rhetoric considers "the whole work 

as a total act of communication" ( 415). Rhetorical analysis in fiction first involves close 

reading to detem1ine techniques that persuade readers to understand and be involved in a 

particular literary work. What rhetorical techniques enable readers to understand a 

pa11icular work' s themes? What rhetorical techniques keep readers interested enough to 

keep turning the page in printed fiction? But a second consideration involves the entire 

piece ' s contribution to a larger cultural understanding. How does the piece, as a whole, 

confirm or subvert culturally based trends and beliefs? Therefore, Booth's methodology 

involves looking for rhetoric inside a particular text and then considering the rhetoric of 

the text as a whole, and the two interrelated concerns seem likely to pertain to electronic 

literature as well. Therefore, for this argument, each piece will be examined for the 

rhetoric in the piece, and then the piece's rhetorical impact as a whole will be theorized. 

Rhetoric in Fiction 

In the afterword to the second edition of The Rhetoric of Fiction, Booth admits 

that although he distinguishes between two notions of rhetoric, he does not always 

maintain the di stinction "consistently" ( 415). However, for the rhetoric in fiction, he says 

readers of his book should consider whether a "given line of defense or illustration 

pertains to technical matters ('rhetorical conventions ' )" ( 415-16). Therefore, identifying 

a useful analytical methodology from Booth's scholarship itself involves close reading. 
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For instance, looking for the rhetoric in fiction involves understanding that readers 

approach each literary work with prior biases and expectations. Booth argues that 

" [w]hen we read even the least conventional story, we bring to bear on it a vast repertory 

of expectations and inference patterns derived from our experience with other stories. 

And our reconstruction of each story would be impossible if we could not work with 

hunches about how it resembles and differs from stories of other kinds" ( 432). As the 

reader continues through a work, Booth argues that "every succeeding sentence either 

confirms our initial guesses about 'how to deal with this creature' (is it a splendid 

realization of this kind or a botched effort at that?), or it violates our guesses in ways that 

lead to other possibilities" (Booth's emphasis 433 ). In other words, authors of print 

literature deal with expectations inherent to broad literary genres such as short stories, 

novels, and poems, and writers of electronic literature will deal with similar expectations 

as well as expectations fostered by computer culture. The new medium simply provides 

new opportunities to play upon those expectations. 

Booth argues that one of the main purposes of the rhetoric in fiction is to maintain 

reader interest. Booth says that the "ideal rhetoric" would "do justice to every 

conceivable manifestation of the three main sources of narrative interest and narrative 

heightening" ( 442). The three main sources of interest, Booth explains, are "intellectual 

or cognitive," "qualitative," and "practical" (125). According to Booth, intellectual or 

cognitive interests excite a "strong intellectual curiosity about 'the facts,' the true 

interpretations, the true reasons, the true origins, the true motives, or the truth about life 

itself." Qualitative interests play upon the "strong desire to see any pattern or form 
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completed." Practical interests involve "a strong desire for the success or failure of those 

we love or hate, admire or detest" or "a hope for or fear [ of] a change in the quality of the 

character" (125). These criteria, obviously, have been formulated to deal with fiction 

presented in print-based media; however, the basic categories of cognitive, qualitative, 

and practical have useful correspondences in electronic literature. 

Cognitive interest, the desire to know the truth, can maintain reader interest in 

electronic literature-as J. Yellowlees Douglas demonstrates in an analysis of Michael 

Joyce's hypertext novel afternoon: a story. In "How Do I Stop This Thing? Closure and 

Indeterminacy in Interactive Writing," Douglas describes reading afternoon to evaluate 

the need for "closure" in narratives (165). Unlike print novels, which Douglas describes 

as "already supplied with closure and endings," Douglas says that "readers of interactive 

fiction generally must supply their own sense of an ending" (164). Douglas describes the 

cues that enable her to achieve a sense of closure in afternoon, a process that took four 

separate readings, each taking her on a separate path through the narrative. Douglas's 

reading strategies involve significant differences from print-based reading strategies. For 

instance, Douglas describes reading the "default" version of afternoon. Although it is 

possible to make navigational choices in afternoon, a default reading involves simply 

pushing the return key to accept previously programmed moves to each lexia, or screen, 

of text. During the default reading, Douglas discovered "physical cues-an absence of 

default connections, signified by a Macintosh 'beep'-that prompted [her] to conclude 

each reading session as a version of the narrative" (165). Thus, one of the differences 
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between print works and electronic works is that electronic works employ physical cues 

other than the visual to guide readers through a particular narrative. 

After Douglas completed the default reading, she realized that she had not 

achieved a sense of closure, and she decided to re-read with an altered strategy. Douglas 

asserts that what prompted her to re-read was an "awareness that [her] first reading of 

afternoon visited only forty places out of a total of 539," her perception of the absence of 

a default connection as "an invitation to return to the narrative," and the need to "resolve 

additional questions" that her initial reading raised (168-69). After the fourth reading, 

Douglas describes what triggered a sense of closure for her: a consciousness of "having 

satisfied one of the primary quests outlined in the narrative" (168). In afternoon, one of 

the primary quests involves Peter's search for the whereabouts of his wife and son to 

reli eve his fear that they have been killed in a car accident. In the reading that provides 

closure, Douglas discovers that "Peter himself causes the accident that injures or kills his 

wife and son- and it may be his feelings of guilt that prompt an amnesiac search for their 

whereabouts which both follows this sequence and which began my first, default-only 

reading of afternoon" (167). Thus, the fourth reading solves a central mystery in 

afternoon. In Douglas's previous readings, she did not discover the lexia, entitled "white 

afternoon ," that held what she considered to be a resolution to the quest. Not only does 

the lexia solve a central mystery, however; Douglas also notes that the crucial lexia "is 

em bedded at the deepest structural level of afternoon, five layers below the uppermost 

layer of the narrative, the one through which readers first enter the text." Douglas 

explains that mTiving at this particular lexia gives her a sense of having come "at the end 
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of something, because 'white afternoon' physically represents the furthest reaches of the 

physical spaces within afternoon." Douglas concludes that her "sense of an ending for 

afternoon is thus tied equally to reading strategies translated directly from reading print 

narratives and to strategies which embrace the text as an interactive narrative existing in 

virtual three-dimensional space" (172). In the end, cognitive interest becomes satisfied 

not only through the resolution of a narrative mystery but also through structural cues 

available only in the new medium. 

In other words, cognitive interest has been maintained in two separate ways 

throughout Joyce's work, through the introduction of a mystery and through the reader's 

knowledge that the default reading not only leaves much of the narrative unread but also 

fails to resolve many of the questions raised in the first reading. One reading of the 

hype1iext does not satisfy the cognitive search for "truth," thus prompting further interest 

in reading the text. Therefore, Douglas's analysis demonstrates that cognitive interest has 

just as much relevance in electronic texts as it does in printed texts. 

Qualitative interests, the desire to see a pattern completed, also play a part in 

maintaining interest in some electronic literature as demonstrated in my own reading of 

''>>oh<<," an interactive audio-visual poem created by Jennifer Hill-Kaucher, Dan 

Waber, and Reiner Strasser. After the credits fade away in this piece, a white rectangular 

box appears and, inside the box, black dots pop up in apparently random spots, each 

accompanied by the sound of a single raindrop. The authors encourage interaction with 

the piece by rewarding cursor movements that glide over the dots with both visual and 

audible responses. As the user moves the mouse pointer over a dot, the pointer changes 
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to the hand that indicates a "clickable" point on the screen. Further, the cursor's 

movement over each dot elicits audible "ohs" in different human voices at the same time 

that blue circles range out from the "o's" to reveal words in the poem. If the user stops 

navigating the dots, the widening blue circles revert to small black dots. Each reversion 

is accompanied by the water drop sound. As the user continues to move the cursor over 

the dots, the piece's "climax" is achieved. The idea of the climactic, or turning, point, in 

fiction is well-known, and, here is suggested through the increase ofrain sounds to a 

downpour and by a block of text that fills the rectangular box. Both audio and visual 

cues thus indicate the pattern has achieved completion. Overall, the poem demonstrates 

how the desire to complete a pattern can excite interest in an electronic poem just as the 

need does in print-based fiction and poetry. Again, the main difference between 

identifying the resolution of the electronic work to identifying the resolution to a printed 

poem are that more physical cues are available in electronic displays than in printed ones 

and that, in electronic works fully exploiting the medium, the user must make decisions 

regarding how best to access sufficient text to complete an implied pattern. 

Finally, Booth' s identification of practical interests, which involves the desire for 

success or failure of characters in print literature, also has analogies in some electronic 

literature. Of course hypertext novels such as Joyce's afternoon involve characters in the 

traditional sense. However, other electronic literature involves characters as 

representations of the user's action, sometimes known as avatars. In these cases, the 

success or failure of the avatar equates directly to the success or failure of the reader to 

navigate and respond to the given parameters of the work. Indeed, in Twisty Little 
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Passages, a book that theorizes interactive fiction, Nick Montfort posits that the "pleasure 

of the text" ( alluding to the work of Roland Barthes) relates to the pleasure of "mastery

one that comes from overcoming mental challenges formed as the verbal equivalent of 

j igsaw puzzles" (2-3). Montfort explains that interactive fiction often employs a "player 

character" or "a character directly commanded by the interactor" (Twisty 33) with the 

term "interactor" referring to the person who reads, writes, plays, and/or figures out a 

particular piece of interactive fiction (Twisty 3). For instance, Montfort has written an 

interactive fiction entitled Book and Volume in which prompt lines allow the interactor to 

type commands such as "push the red button" that, of course, really mean "you push the 

red button." In other words, the interactor writes imperative sentences that help to direct 

the avatar 's "movement" through the narrative. After the interactor types a command and 

hits "enter," the narrative of the piece provides feedback, usually also using the second 

person pronoun "you." Text appears in response to the interactor' s command that 

basically verifies that the red button has been pushed, that an expected, or unexpected, 

result has occurred in response to the command, that another task needs to be completed 

before the command can be carried out, or that the prompt has not been understood. In 

Montfort's fiction, expositional blocks of text describe the environment and embed goals 

for "you." In fact, near the beginning of Book and Volume, the interactor can type the 

command "push the gray button," which is a button on a pager that buzzes for the 

interactor's attention. In response to the command to push the button, text appears that 

reads as fo 11 o ws: 
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A beep issues from the pager, then a voice: 

Net extremely hoseled. Engine team being hideously masticated by this 

outage. Demo rapidly approaching. Get to the cages. Reboot the 

servers. Hasten. Do not rest. Please. All five of them. Email me to 

confirm you 're heading out to do this. Please. Engine boys are going to 

run off and leap the railing if the network isn't restored. 

The frenetic voice is definitely that of your boss, Wilbur. (Montfort's 

italics) 

Thus, exposition provides goals for the interactor. In this case, the interactor needs to 

email the boss and then reboot five computers. On the one hand, the protagonist in 

interactive fiction, basically, is the interactor- at least in the sense that the interactor 

must make decisions regarding how to carry out the goals described in the exposition. 

On the other hand, the protagonist and the interactor are not identical because the "you" 

of the piece has attributes bestowed by the writer; for instance, the protagonist in Book 

and Volume is an employee of Wilbur capable of rebooting computers. Further, the 

interactor's actions have limits, and some commands do not further the avatar's progress 

through the text. If the gray button on the pager is not pressed within a given number of 

commands, for instance, the narrative abruptly ends. Thus, success or failure to achieve 

goals outlined in exposition depends on the interactor's ability to surmise actions the 

author set up as necessary to proceed through the narrative. Unlike fiction, where the 

reader merely hopes for the success or failure of a particular character, success or failure 
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in interactive fiction depends on the problem-solving and reading abilities of the 

interactor, or "you." 

Montfort likens interactive fiction to riddles: "By presenting a metaphorical 

system that the listener or reader must inhabit and figure out in order to fully experience, 

and in order to answer co1Tectly, the riddle offers its way of thinking and engages its 

audience as no other work of literature does." Montfort asserts that in interactive fiction, 

"the interactor directs a character (the 'player character') in the interactive fiction world 

to enact an understanding of that world" (Twisty 4). In fact, player characters in fictions 

such as Book and Volume exist more as a blank space that the interactor inhabits than as 

a separate, textually described fictional character. In the end, then, as Montfort ' s theory 

and practice reveal , practical interests in electronic literature may involve characters in 

the sense made familiar to readers of print-based fiction, but practical interests may also 

involve the personal desire of the interactor to successfully intuit actions he or she must 

take to achieve goals and to bring about a satisfying conclusion to the nanative. 

An article that relates to Montfort's work and further exemplifies the type of 

practical interest that involves the success or failure of the interactor is Josephine 

Anstey 's fascinating article "Writing a Story in Virtual Reality." In the essay, Anstey 

describes the construction of an interactive fiction for immersive virtual reality that she 

entitled The Thing Growing. Anstey says that her work fits into a "niche" described by 

theorists Laurel Murray and Mateas as an "interactive narrative in which the user 
' ' 

assumes the role of a first-person character and the Aristotelian dramatic strategies of 

enactment, intensification, and unity of action" (283). Anstey constructed the na1Tative to 
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occur within a "room-sized, projection-based, virtual reality theater developed at the 

Electronic Visualization Laboratory (EVL) at the University of Illinois at Chicago in 

1992" (283-84). Interactors are bodily immersed within an electronic story construct. 

Further, Anstey wanted the physical actions of the interactor to have consequences to the 

outcome of the story. Thus, she attempted to create what she calls "an empty protagonist 

space" for the interactor that takes the blank space provided in Montfort's work a step 

further. While in Montfort's work the interactor can only input words, in Anstey's 

project the interactor' s entire, immersed body responds to the environment and to words 

and actions of the Thing, the character construct. Further, Anstey attempts to guide the 

protagonist to make body movements that she views as successful. As Anstey explains, 

the story ' s crisi s point involves the interactor's decision whether or not to kill the Thing. 

Anstey observes that the "creation of a successful empty protagonist space depended on 

testing that space with a variety of users and watching what they did in it. Then we 

adjusted , refined and added to the Thing's functionality so that it had responses that could 

fold the users' different reactions back into our narrative thread" (299). That is, Anstey 

evaluated the effectiveness of the nanative, in her view, according to the responses of the 

interactor to the environment and to the language and action depicted by the Thing. If the 

interactor found the killing of Thing to be too easy, then Anstey felt the story to be 

ineffective. Anstey explains that "we provided reactions to the user that we hope channel 

her to the moment of truth: killing or not killing her 'friend' (this is how many users 

referred to the Thino-) with the maximum amount of ambivalence about her own actions" 
b , 

(300). Anstey wanted to provoke a moral crisis, so to speak, on the part of the interactor. 
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Since the interactor occupies the protagonist role in this fiction and since the story results 

depend directly on the protagonist's actions, practical interest in the success or failure of 

the protagonist, who is both tne object and the actor in the narrative, becomes very 

personal indeed. 

Given Hayles's concerns regarding the power of incorporating practices, Anstey 's 

work raises interesting ethical questions. Even though the user has autonomy within the 

context of the narrative, Anstey wanted to elicit a moral crisis in the interactor and used 

all the rhetorical methods at her disposal to create one. Thus, the interactor' s physical 

responses become overtly manipulated through rhetorical means. However, Anstey 's 

characterization of the work as fictional makes clear the narrative occurs in the context of 

play. Thus, the kairos , or circumstances within which the interactor has been 

manipulated , could provide interactors a context within which to practice either 

succumbing to or resisting the playful manipulation. Anstey's work could be quite 

valuable, perhaps providing interactors practice in resisting similar, less playful, 

manipulation in future virtual reality environments that attempt to guide body actions into 

incorporating patterns. 

Anstey's essay is well worth reading not only due to the issues the work 

hi ghlights in terms of incorporating practices but also since she describes many 

discoveries with rhetorical potential , for instance, that "simply rendered characters and 

environments that respond to the user intelligently are very believable" (290). That is, 

Anstey 's environment was immersive, but not "realistic." Nonetheless, Anstey found it 

possible to manipulate the emotions and responses of the interactor through rhetorical 
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strategies such as adjusting the program to make the Thing "more likeable." Anstey 

discovered through experimentation and feedback from interactors that one method of 

making the Thing more likable was "a section in which the user moves and the Thing 

mimics her. Many users liked this moment of control, when they are mirrored by the 

other, when the other is doing what they do for once" (300). Anstey's discussion makes 

clear that the "control" felt by the interactors is something of an illusion and that the 

enj oyable moments in which the Thing echoes the interactor's movements has a 

rhetorical purpose- to make the Thing likeable enough that the decision whether or not 

to kill the character provokes a moral crisis. Therefore, Anstey' s work not only supports 

the argument that practical interests can be identified in digital narratives but also 

provides insight into possible rhetorical methods for eliciting practical interest. Given 

Hayles's concerns regarding incorporating practices, Anstey's work underscores how 

vital it is to analyze rhetorical methods responsive to the kairos of digital media. 

Fiction as Rhetoric 

Fiction as rhetoric involves how a particular piece works in a larger cultural 

context. Booth argues that "each of us approaches any story with relatively fixed notions 

of what kinds of stories are possible and of what opening gestures will promise a given 

kind" ( 433). He fu1iher explains that "even the title will trigger a specific kind of 

attention: Metaphoric titles like The Sound and the Fury or The Power and the Glory 

produce a different kind of attention, expectation, and reading practice than titles like 

Trent's Last Case or Murder on the Orient Express." Finally, Booth contends, "Most of 

the knowledge we use in making our inferences is not supplied by the author; we employ 
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it, often quite unconsciously, as a kind of conventional equipment shared by all members 

of our reading culture" ( 433). What Booth calls "gaps of convention" occur when a 

reader's culture vastly differs from the author's culture, such as when "older classics 

meet modem readers, or when Chinese novels go West" (434). And, one might add, 

when avid readers of print fictions encounter electronic literature. However, Booth 

concludes that a "good rhetorical critic" will "become adept at inferring-from both the 

words of the text and its silences-which reading conventions will bring to life the most 

beautiful, or lively, or interesting, or historically sound, or personally profitable text" 

(43 4). In other words, kairos not only affects the author's construction of a work but also 

the reader's reception of the work. As Douglas points out in her analysis of afternoon, 

her own expectation that a narrative will give readers a sense of closure affects not only 

how many times she decides to navigate Joyce's hypertext fiction but also her own 

perception of the work as successful. In fact , Douglas's realization of personal 

expectations undoubtedly affected her decision to write the analysis in first person, for 

the need for closure she describes may not be shared by all readers of the text. In the end, 

while evaluating a particular electronic fiction's or poem's overall rhetorical impact will 

be theorized in this argument, the readings should be considered suggestive rather than 

definitive. 

Medi.a-Specific Analysis 

Bakhtin' s work provides the basis for the choices in the types of electronic 

literature that will be examined. Van Looy and Baetens's work provides direction in 

close reading technique, and Booth ' s work provides methods for ascertaining the 
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rhetorical aspects ofliterary works. However, Hayles' s theory of media-specific analysis 

provides practical advice for analyzing significant components of literary works both in 

print and on screen. Hayles believes that "electronic textuality [can] be brought into 

focus by comparing it to print, just as the conventions, materiality, and specificities of 

print [can] become more apparent by comparing them to electronic works" (Writing 65). 

Hayles ' s work supports the central focus of this argument. 

Hayles 's main concern is how the materiality of a particular text affects a reader's 

understanding, yet she understands that not all aspects of materiality have equal 

significance. In Writing Machines, she explains that "the physical attributes constituting 

any artifact are potentially infinite; in a digital computer, for example, they include the 

polymers used to fabricate the case, the rare earth elements used to make the phosphors in 

the CRT screen, the palladium used for the power cord prongs, and so fo1ih" (32). 

Deciding which components contribute to a valid interpretation of the work thus depends 

on which elements, as Hayles argues, "work into its thematic concerns" (Writing 32-33). 

Indeed, Hayles 's theory of media-specific analysis corresponds directly to the rhetorical 

concept of kairos , since, as previously mentioned, media-specific analysis involves 

observing "how the work mobilizes its resources as a physical artifact," "the user's 

interactions with work," and "the interpretive strategies she develops-strategies that 

include physical manipulations as well as conceptual frameworks" (Writing 33). 

Therefore, analyzing electronic literature for rhetorical practice specific to medium 

involves more than merely reading the presented words but also considering "sound, 

animation motion video kinesthetic involvement, and software functionality" (Hayles, 
' ' ' 
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Writing 20). Moreover, Hayles points out that "computers are simulation machines 

producing environments" and that "[t]o construct an environment is, of course, to 

anticipate and structure the user's interaction with it and in this sense to construct the user 

as well as the interface" (Writing 48). For example, the creators of the interactive poem 

">>oh<<" anticipated that, confronted with a screen of undifferentiated black dots on a 

computer screen, readers familiar with computer conventions will attempt to manipulate 

those dots with the cursor to provoke a response. Therefore, those constructing an 

electronic work must rely, at least in part, on the reader's familiarity with conventions not 

only of " literature" but also of "visual arts , computer games, and programming 

practices" (Hayles, Writing 45). Furthermore, as Hayles points out, 

when the simulated environment takes literary and narrative form, potent 

possibilities arise for reflexive loops that present the user with an 

imaginative fictional world while simultaneously engaging her with a 

range of sensory inputs that structure bodily interactions to reinforce, 

resist, or otherwise interact with the cognitive creation of the imagined 

world. The [mind and body are] engaged, not merely mind or body alone. 

(Writing 48) 

In the end, analyzing rhetorical techniques responsive to the kairos of medium involves 

consideration not only of the words but also of signifiers directed at the reader's entire 

sensory system. 
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Author Interviews 

Expanding the scope of the study are email interviews with authors of electronic 

literature whose work has been examined in this argument. First contact with potential 

participants was made through an email stating that the participant is being contacted due 

to his or her contributions to the field of electronic literature. The script for the invitation to 

the interview can be found in Appendix G. A second email that included a copy of the 

questions and the informed consent fonn was sent after the participant indicated 

willingness to interview. The official !RB-approved consent fonn was physically mailed to 

the participant along with a self-addressed stamped envelope (See Appendix H). A third 

email was sent after the participant returned the signed consent form to the interviewer. 

Copies of the interview questions and the answers to the interview questions are included 

in the appendices. The interviews contribute to knowledge in the field of electronic 

literature and rhetoric by infonning researchers and students of the invention process 

involved in composing electronic literature. A summary of common threads and 

significant infonnation is included in chapter five and provides validation and reflection 

upon the completed rhetorical analysis of the electronic literature. 

Summary of Methodology 

To summarize, to discover innovations in rhetorical techniques responsive to the 

kairos of medium, works of electronic literature that remediate classic literary stories, 

themes, ideas, or structures have been analyzed through close reading. The close reading 

session first ascertains the rhetoric in electronic literature to discover cognitive, 

qualitative, and practical qualities as described by Booth. After analyzing for rhetorical 

94 



techniques on a signifying level, the rhetoric of the piece as a whole, its significance to 

cultural understanding and communicative practice, is theorized. Hayles's theories 

regarding media-specific analysis have been used to help to differentiate rhetorical 

practices specific to medium. Finally, author interviews have been conducted that reflect 

on and validate the rhetorical analysis of the electronic literature. 
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CHAPTER IV 

DISCOVERING THE RHETORICS OF ELECTRONIC LITERATURE 

This chapter includes close readings of Shelley Jackson's hypertext novel 

Patchwork Girl; George Hartley ' s "A Madlib Frost Poem," a poem that invites readers to 

"be a poet" and that incorporates the reader's words into Robert Frost's poem "Stopping 

by Woods on a Snowy Evening"; Peter Howard's "Peter's Haiku Generator," a Javascript 

program that generates haiku and tanka in the classic syllable structure using various 

vocabularies; Edward Picot's "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird," thi1ieen Flash 

ani mations of Wallace Stevens's poem of the same name; and Helena Bulaja's collection 

of Flash animations in two CDs entitled Croatian Tales of Long Ago that remediates fairy 

tales written by Ivana Brlic Mazuranic. To provide contrast, I conduct a close reading of 

John Barth ' s "Click," a short story printed in The Atlantic Monthly that, as Laura 

Shackelford explains in "Narrative Subjects that Meet Their Limits," "strains to establish 

continuities between digital hypertext and print fiction" (278). The purpose of the 

analysis is to discover innovative rhetorical responses to the kairos of electronic 

literature. 

RJ1etorical Analysis of Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl 

As mentioned in chapter one, Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl is a hype1iext 

novel that was constructed with the well-known Storyspace software-proprietary 

hypertext authoring software popular in the 1990s before the advent of the web- and that 
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was published and distributed on a CD. Jackson not only includes words in paragraph 

form on separate screens, but also each screen, called lexia, contains "click points." That 

is, when the reader puts the cursor on certain "clickable" words or images and uses the 

mouse to "click," a different screen appears. The sequence in which the screens appear 

depends not only on the choices of the author but also on which word or image the reader 

clicks. Upon opening the program, the first screen displays an image of a woman as 

shown below (see fig. 1). 

_ :□ i x : 
~ :~~'~.' 

Fig. 1. "' Her," Scree n Capture, First Lexi a in Shell ey Jackson ' s Patchwork Girl. Courtesy of Eastgate 

Systems. 
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The image is cut through by a diagonal dashed line and by lines through various body 

parts. The lines on the female body represent the compilation of the female figure from 

various corpses in direct allusion to the female monster Frankenstein destroys in Mary 

Shelley's classic novel. The image also alludes to the patchwork girl who is the main 

character in L. Frank Baum' s The Patchwork Girl of Oz and who has been sewn together 

in cloth patches like a quilt. 

Clicking on the image brings up the "title page" of Jackson's hypertext (See fig. 

2) . The reader can access five narrative paths from the title page by clicking on the 

subtitles: "a graveyard," "a journal," "a quilt," "a story," and "broken accents." The 

reader also can access the "sources" lexia by clicking on the word in parentheses below 

the horizontal line. Throughout the hypertext, the reader can choose to use the toolbar at 

the top of the screen and to navigate the work through a list of possible links or through a 

mapping function. 
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P A T C H ,,- 0 R I{ GIRL; 

A :\1 0 D E R l< :\I O ?< S T E R 

BY ).1ARY SHELLEY. & HERSELF 

c_1a,n:"':. 

c :r.:.il:. 

__ - iE?L_)(J 
.. 1eJx1 

Fig. 2 . "T it le Page," Screen Capture, Second Lexi a in She ll ey Jackson's Patchwork G irl. Courtesy of 

Eastgate Systems. 

Although the five naffative strands interc01mect, basically, the "graveyard" section 

describes the people and other creatures who contributed the patchwork girl 's body parts. 

The "journal'' section is told from Mary Shelley's point of view. Jackson describes the 

patchwork girl 's creati on and Shelley ' s interactions with the creation. The "quilt' ' section 

is composed entirely of quotes drawn from other sources. The sources used throughout 

the hypertext have thematic significance, all having to do with gendered identiti es, and 

include such printed works as Helene Cixous ' s essay "Coming to Writing," Barbara 

Maria Stafford 's textbook Body Criticism: Imaging the Unseen in Enlightenment A1i 

and Medicine, L. Frank Baum's children' s novel The Patchwork Girl of Oz, an 

99 



anonymous author in Elle Magazine and, of course, Mary Shelley's novel Frankenstein. 

The "story" section tells the creation of the story the reader is reading. And, the "broken 

accents" strand gives the reader access to the most "story-like" narrative, including a 

section where the patchwork girl buys Elsie Hull's name, finds herself falling apart

literally , she drops pieces of herself wherever she goes-and then is pulled together 

through the "real" Elsie Hull's regard. 

Remediation as Invention 

As readers such as Hayles, Laura Shackelford, and as we will see later, Lisa 

Ciccarello, have noted, perhaps the most apparent method of invention that Jackson uses 

to construct the text is the appropriation of other authors' words into her own work. 

Jackson could not make her invention process, the remediation of print-based literature, 

more explicit, or more thematically significant. As mentioned, Jackson re-invents the 

female monster, the one that Frankenstein begins making for his more famous male 

creation and then destroys in di sgust at the notion of possible monstrous progeny, from 

Mary Shelley's Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus. In Jackson 's work, Mary 

Shell ey sews the female monster back together, and the creation's adventures and identity 

crises are the main topics. In fact, in "Subject to Change: The Monstrosity of Media in 

Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl; or A Modern Monster and Other Posthurnanist 

Critiques of the Instrumental," Laura Shackelford describes Jackson's work as a 

reassembling and rewriting of Mary Shelley's novel (75). Yet, more than the main 

character is borrowed, and more than Shelley's novel has been remediated. In 

"Flickering Connectivities in Shelley Jackson' s Patchwork Girl: The Importance of 
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Media-Specific Analysis," Hayles emphasizes the fact that Mary Shelley herself becomes 

re-envisioned in the hypertext. Hayles observes that since Mary Shelley "assembles the 

monster" inside the fictional realm of Patchwork Girl, then Mary Shelley becomes "a 

character written by Shelley Jackson rather than an author who herself writes" (par 33). 

The "borrowing" in the hype1iext extends to the very punctuation in the title page of the 

work, explicitly mimicking the semicolon, conjunction, and comma apparent in the title 

page of Frankenstein. The correlations between the screen-based work and the print

based work are highlighted throughout Jackson's hypertext, both through the playful 

punctuation already mentioned as well as through the (somewhat) scholarly "attributions" 

in some of the lexia in the "quilt" section of Patchwork Girl. More than mere allusions, 

the patchwork of quotes are remediations in the very sense Bolter and Grusin describe, 

meaning the phrases and sentences have been taken from one medium, paper, and 

presented in another, the computer screen. Further, the hypertext deliberately reveals 

Jackson ' s method of invention because the reader can toggle between two screens, one in 

which the origins of the sentences are hidden and one in which the origins of the plu·ases, 

sentences, and paragraphs are attributed (see fig. 3). 
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Fig 3. " Beauty Patches," Screen Capture, Lexia in She ll ey Jackson 's Patchwork Girl. Co u1tesy of,Eastgate 

Sys tems. 

Jackson emphasizes her method of invention by revealing the "breaks" between 

the borrowed works and through the "sources" lexia that is similar to a bibliography in 

academic work . As Figure 3 shows, in some lexia, Jackson uses italics, bolding, and 

under! ining to connect the bonowed sentences, phrases, dialogue, and paragraphs to 

sources li sted at the bottom of the screen. Although thi s technique certainly is poss ible in 

print, the hypertext function all ows Jackson to hi ghlight the difference between 

"attributed'' and " unattributed" dialogue, because she links lexia with attributions to lex ia 

without attributions. In one screen, readers read a visually seamless narrative (although 

the different "voices" of the vari ous authors often clash) and, in the other, Jackson reveals 
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the actual "authors" of the words through the same means available for emphasis in 

traditional printed literature, italics, bolding, and underlining.3 

Both this method of invention as well as the ability to toggle between attributed 

and unattributed screens exploits the electronic medium to support an overall feminist 

discourse through an ironic juxtaposition between conventional views of the feminine 

and textual bonowings that undercut stereotypical gender expectations. For instance, in 

the lexia portrayed in Figure 3, the structure implies that beauty, which is a central 

concern in this section, can be hidden yet nevertheless continue to underlie self

identification . Indeed, the "beauty patches" lexia reads: "One of the first proposals for 

using computer graphics was to assemble a composite of the best features of various 

actresses- Garbo 's eyes, Bardot 's mouth, Welch's breast. ' Razzle-dazzle, fizzle fazzle! 

Howdy-do Miss What's-your-name?" In the screen without citations, the second half of 

the lexia merely makes fun of the first half. It is apparent that two voices speak, one 

proposing without histrionics a possible technique for using the computer that would 

further distort female vi sions of the self, the other bawdy and irreverent, basically 

sticking out its tongue at the very idea. When the screen is toggled to reveal the 

attri bution- and the reader already has been schooled to expect the authors to be cited 

through experiences with other lexia in this section- ironically, the source of the first 

quote is "unknown," further emphasizing the anonymity and pervasiveness of cultural 

J Although this works well for Jackson's purposes, this reliance on basic word process in g 
fo nnatt in o- such as underlinin o- balding and italics to make connections in each screen may be 

b ~ ' 
due to the use of Storyspace software. In another type of program, Jackson could have made 

moving the cursor over the words toggle to the source. 
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discourse regarding beauty. However, the second part, the irreverent, nonsensical 

comment comes from Baum' s novel The Patchwork Girl of Oz. Jackson often uses text 

from Baum's book to make fun of the condescending, patriarchal expectations of the 

feminine also voiced in the hype1iext from various print sources. Indeed, in "Subject to 

Change," Shackelford argues that Patchwork Girl's "engagement with the analogies 

among physical bodies, textual bodies, and other media" and its alignment of "these 

various kinds of bodies with Dr. Frankenstein's creatures[ ... ] underscores their 

wonderful monstrosity, their capacity to compromise and elude attempts to subjugate 

them to the ends of cognition or meaning" (78). Overall, remediating texts-borrowing 

voices from other works and using them in ways the authors could not have imagined

demonstrates the ways written texts can escape author intentions, or mastery, in the same 

ways men and woman can perhaps elude gender pigeonholing. 

By using remediation as a method of invention, then, Jackson ' s work 

demonstrates how the rhetoric in fiction relates to fiction as rhetoric (in Booth's terms). 

Readers quickly become aware that Jackson has borrowed words, sentences, and even 

paragraphs from printed works and has integrated the information into an electronic 

medium that allows her to make the juxtaposition of varied ideas on a central theme 

apparent. Si nee the borrowed ideas center on the theme of feminine identity, Jackson" s 

work excites intellectual interest in discovering the truth of the feminine, implying that 

the "truth" of the feminine caimot be directly articulated and is not universal, but instead 

is a constantly evolving discourse. Thus, this interest in the "truth" of the feminine could 

be considered an appeal to what Booth describes as "intellectual or cognitive" interests 
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and drives many of the rhetorical choices Jackson has made. Practical interests provide a 

secondary appeal to readers' interests but are not as central a concern as the intellectual 

appeals. The story is told from first person, but the first-person nanator is not always the 

same character. Therefore, interest in the success or failure of the patchwork girl is 

subsumed under a collective feminine identity represented by the continual references to 

an "I" who consists of several different female narrators ' points of view. Finally, 

qualitative interests, the desire to see a pattern completed, do not seem to play a 

significant role in Jackson ' s rhetorical repertoire except, perhaps, to complicate notions 

of narrative structure. The varied and interconnected narrative lines work to further the 

theme of "patches" of text and do not feature a definitive resolution to a particular 

mystery or problem experienced by the patchwork girl or the other nanators of the 

hypertext. 

The Rhetoric in Fiction: Bringing Varied Perspectives into Dialogue 

Jackson ' s work provides an opportunity to explore how medium facilitates 

rhetorical techniques since her work not only remediates print content but also uses the 

structural possibi Ii ties of hypertext to re-envision themes and ideas previously explored 

in print. In Patchwork Girl, themes regarding feminine identity either consciously or 

unconsciously portrayed in print media become re-envisioned in the electronic medium 

with Jackson using the possibilities of the Storyspace software and electronic space to 

further her rhetorical aims. Jackson ' s work brings different perspectives into dialogue 

with one another in a technique that demonstrates Bahktin' s conception of human 

understanding. In Bakhtinian terms, each individual experiences life from a particular 
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perspective, and we do not reach an understanding of reality except dialogically

through the intersection of two or more individuals' insight into the other. A common 

example of dialogic understanding that Bakhtinian scholar Michael Holquist describes 

involves two observers looking at one another. Each observer can only see what is 

directly in front of him or her, and neither has a complete perspective of the environment, 

or of the self within the environment. It is only through a dialogue between those two 

perspectives, a dialogue usually enacted through language, that a more realistic 

construction of a particular situation can be realized (Holquist 36). Holquist explains that 

dialogism "takes it for granted that nothing can be perceived except against the 

perspective of something else" (22). And, Shackelford argues, as well , that Jackson's 

hypertextual work complicates matters even further, not only incorporating the dialogic 

interactions in language but also through "bodies and mediums that actualize meaning" 

("Subject" 80). As has been shown, Jackson's text demonstrates the Bakhtinian concept 

of understanding by bringing into contact print-based texts with similar themes but with 

different attitudes towards the themes, but the awareness of the interaction between body 

and reading technology takes this understanding a step further. 

In Dialogue with Haraway 's "Cyborg Man(festo" 

The feminist theme drives many of Jackson's choices in cited sources for this 

hypertext and supports an appeal to intellectual interests. Perhaps the most influential 

source Jackson uses is Donna Haraway's 1985 "Cyborg Manifesto," an essay that N. 

Katherine Hayles describes as "a legend of late 20th-century scholarship" that has been 

"cited thousands of times and translated into dozens of languages" and that "has 
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achieved monumental status" ("Unfinished" 159). In the "Cyborg Manifesto," Haraway 

describes the need for a "cyborg myth," one that "is about transgressed boundaries, 

potent fusions , and dangerous possibilities which progressive people might explore as 

one part of needed political work" (519). Haraway calls on "cyborg feminists" to extol 

" women's particularity and contradictory interests," a stance desired over notions of 

female wholeness, unity, or essentialism (522-23). Haraway stresses the need for '"theory 

and practice addressed to the social relations of science and technology, including 

crucially the systems of myth and meanings structuring our imaginations" ( 524 ). 

Haraway says that the cyborg can be considered "a kind of disassembled and 

reassembled, post-modern collective and personal self' and is a self that "feminists must 

code" ( or create) ( 524 ). Haraway denies that looking at new communication 

technologies to create this cyborg myth posits "technological determinism" but rather the 

myth depends on "structured relations among people" (525). Finally, Haraway asse11s 

that the two major points of her argument for "cyborg imagery" are that "the production 

of a universal , totalizing theory is a major mistake that misses most ofreality" and that 

''"taking responsibility for the social relations of science and technology means refusing an 

anti-science metaphysics, a demonology of technology" (535). Overall, Haraway argues 

for cyborg imagery as a method of re-envisioning gender, and other subjectivities, into 

complex concepts and as a remedy to oversimplified and idealized visions of feminine 

solidarity. Many of these ideas manifest in Jackson's Patchwork Girl. The inclusion of 

Haraway ' s work as a cited "source" in Jackson's hypertext works as an appeal to ethos 
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by drawing upon the authority of this classic work to support Jackson's structural and 

conceptual choices. 

Patchwork Girl as Cyborg Mythology 

Jackson ' s work often seems to exemplify Haraway's "Manifesto." Hayles 

explains that the "Cyborg Manifesto" was written, in pat1, as a "provocation to feminists 

who wanted to position women in alliance with nature and against technology" 

("Unfinished" 159). In other words, Haraway wanted to complicate the anti-teclmology 

pos ition and to use cyborg imagery as a metaphor for complex racial, cultural, and 

gendered identities. At the time, Hayles asserts , the "shock value" of the cyborg rested in 

the image of a human form integrated with technology ("Unfinished" 160). Although the 

shock value of the cyborg image has been diminished by the ubiquity of borg images in 

science fiction television shows and cinematic films-who can forget the svelte yet busty 

Jeri Ryan as the rehabilitated borg Seven of Nine in Star Trek Voyager or the seductive 

Borg Queen in the Star Trek film?- as a rhetorical trope, the figure has useful 

connotations as a dangerous and powerful figure who incorporates technology into the 

body to enhance and supplement human abilities. In its monstrosity and superhuman 

ab ilities the cyborg is similar to Jackson ' s patchwork girl, but Jackson ' s imagery does not 

include mechanistic parts incorporated into the female body. Instead, the content of the 

narrative emphasizes the technology used to describe the patchwork girl's fictional body. 

The patchwork girl actually writes the story on her own laptop; Jackson describes 

the creature as one of the authors of the text. Furthermore, it could be argued that since 

the reader must encounter the hype11ext via computer, the reader becomes something of a 
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cyborg, as both the reader's consciousness and body connects to and engages with the 

computerized nanative-the body through the continual need to manipulate the text via 

mouse and/or keyboard. Jackson thus greatly emphasizes the mediation of the fiction she 

has created. Therefore, Jackson's Patchwork Girl fully exploits the kairos of the 

technological medium not only to question notions of singular authorship, as Hayles 

argues, but al so to subvert essentialist notions of gender by expressing Haraway ' s cyborg 

metaphor through emphasizing the connection between the reader and the technology. 

The reader 's body and mind engages with the technology to create an imagined identity 

fo r the patchwork girl just as the cyborg's human and mechanical aspects work together 

to accompli sh tasks in fiction. ln Patchwork Girl , gender becomes something fom1ulated 

thro ugh practice as well as through culture in an almost literal sense, thus subve1iing any 

not ion that gender is simple, something formulated at, or even before, bi,ih. Instead, 

gender becomes a rather complex construct in Jackson's literature, and through analogy, 

in society as well. 

Through cyborg imagery and the physical requirements of the text, then, 

Patchwork Girl seems to be a response to Haraway's call for feminist imagery that 

restructures social relations thrnugh technological possibilities. First of all , Jackson ' s act 

of remediating pbrnses, sentences, paragraphs, and characters from a print medium into 

an electronic medium is both the transgression and "potent fusion" Haraway calls for, a 

transgression in that Jackson takes other authors ' works and makes them part of her own 

and a fu sion in that the hypertext brings these varied perspectives together, in effect 

putting the works in dialogue with one another to enable a more complex perspective 
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regarding female identities. This theme of transgression and fusion continues throughout 

many elements of the hypertext. For instance, the patchwork girl's body parts come from 

many different women, at least one man, and even a cow. Each body part has a back 

story, and when the reader comes upon the lexia regarding the liver from a man and a 

separate one regarding the lower intestine from a cow, the text subverts the reader's 

expectations. Since the work is entitled "patchwork girl," the body parts from sources 

other than female humans come as a surprise. Jackson thus transgresses expectations 

regarding embodiment in quite an ironic way, for why should it be that much more 

surprising that a re-animated corpse has a male liver or cow intestine than that she has 

been made entirely out of dead female body paiis? The "fusion" occurs in that these 

seemingly incompatible body components work together, for the most part. 

It is important to realize that the body parts are personified and are not always 

compatible even when both of the parts are from women. For example, the creature 's 

right arm comes from two different women: "Tristessa, a woman known in the ship

yards for her deadly aim with a bottle/' and Eleanor, "a lady very dextrous with the 

accoutrements of femininity" and who "wielded a fan like a weapon" ("right arm"). Both 

are dangerous women, but one prefers direct confrontation while the other relies on so

called feminine wiles, which may be more subtle but are still as dangerous. However, as 

a collective, the cobbled-together body must work together to move forward and to 

accomplish tasks, however much they might otherwis'e clash in temperament or outlook. 

The analogy between body parts and real women highlights the error in thinking that 
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women of different cultural heritages and upbringings have an essential nature yet 

furthers the notion that differences do not have to be fatal to productive relationships. 

This analogy conesponds to Haraway's conceptions of feminist purposes. 

According to Ingrid Bartsch, Carolyn DiPalma, and Laura Sells, Haraway's "practice of 

collecting and holding together disparate, contradictory and conflicted organisms within a 

single collective defines community based on affinity, or on political goals and 

ideological perspectives, rather than on some innate, biological or essential trait" (135-

36). Both Haraway ' s scholarship and Jackson's fiction acknowledge, perhaps even 

de light in, difference, yet both also see the necessity of the disparate people, or body 

parts, working together to accomplish goals, whether those goals are the political ones 

that concern Haraway, or the physical ones that concern the patchwork girl in her 

everyday, fantastical life. Although Bartsch, DiPalma, and Sells analyze Haraway 's body 

of work, not just the "Manifesto," clearly Jackson's work assists in complicating notions 

of gender and race in ways envisioned by Haraway. As Laura Shackelford argues in 

"Subject to Change," Patchwork Girl " reflects on the rules of differentiation that guide 

the materialization of social , textual, sexual , and racialized bodies, and, in the process 

(q uite literally), develops an alternative to constructivist and essentialist theories of 

subj ectivity" (67). Since the very medium out of which the text is constructed involves 

the reader 's body in ways unfamiliar and no longer transparent (turning the pages of a 

book, for most readers of literature, is a transparent act that does not figure consciously in 
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interpretation4), and since the text's content centers on the main character's body, 

Jackson clearly exploits the kairos of medium to distribute a message that complicates 

essentialist notions of gender and race. Both the rhetoric in the fiction as well as the 

fiction as rhetoric support themes aimed at complicating notions of gender and race. 

Bringing The Patchwork Girl o(Oz into Dialogue with Frankenstein 

L. Frank Baum ' s 1913 The Patchwork Girl of Oz plays an equally important role 

in the dialogue between texts that Jackson portrays in Patchwork Girl as one can intuit, 

perhaps, from the bon-owed title . Baum' s irreverence provides a strong counterpoint to 

too-serious patriarchal images of the feminine. Of course, Baum' s book does not concern 

itself as much with feminine rhetoric as it does with the entertainment of children. It is 

the manner in which Jackson uses Baum's ideas, themes, and quotations in her own work 

that has rhetorical implications. 

The Patchwork Girl of Oz is part of a series that Baum wrote about Oz beginning 

with the famous children ' s book The Wonderful Wizard of Oz published in 1900. The 

4 Jay David Bo lter di scusses "transparency," a term closely connected to " immediacy," in Writing 
Space: Computers, Hypertext, and the Remediation of Print. In a discussion of vi sual media, 
Bo lter notes that, often, the goal for vi sual media has been "transparent presentation," meaning 
th at th e ' 'medium is supposed to function as a window through which the viewer can see the 
obj ects represented" (25). In other words, the medium is supposed to allow the viewers a sense 
of immediacy, or a sense that the object is encountered without mediation. The desire for 
immediacy, and tran sparency of medium, is apparent in readers as well. In Writing Machines, 
Hay les describes an early seminar she gave to introduce college teachers to electronic hypertext, 
and the ir main complaint was that the hypertext " failed to deliver the immersion in a fictional 
world that for them was the main reason to read narrative I iterature" (36) . Both Bolter and 
Hayles point out that a11i sts and writers make a decision to highlight or undercut the 
viewer/reade r ' s awareness of medium, and both po int out that, regardless of the desire for 
transparency, medium can never be entirely erased- Bolter says transparency is a " promise'' 
medi a " can never entirely fulfill " (26). The decision to either highlight or suppress (as much as 
possibl e ) the impact of medium on a particular work is , of course, a rhetorical one. 
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1913 story occurs in the already established world of Oz and is told from the perspective 

of Ojo the Unlucky who sets out with his Unk Nunkie to find food. Their first stop is at 

the home of the Crooked Magician, where the Magician is mixing together a "Powder of 

Life" so that he can animate a life-sized doll to become a servant for his wife, Margolotte 

(28). For this purpose, Margolotte has constructed a patchwork girl out of "an old 

patchwork quilt," otherwise called a "crazy quilt" (31-32). While Ojo and his uncle 

watch, plans go awry for the couple, for at the moment the Magician sprinkles the 

powder on the girl , she comes to life and knocks "the Liquid of Petrifaction" from a 

nearby shelf onto both Margolotte and Unk Nunkie, freezing them solid ( 43). The 

mishap necessitates a heroic journey down the yellow brick road to obtain ingredients for 

a magic potion to unfreeze the two characters. 

In the context of Jackson's hypertext, elements of Baum's novel provide a perfect 

foi l to the borrowed elements of Shelley's Frankenstein. Both novels involve the creation 

of life, and , in both, the acts have nefarious undercmTents. In Baum's novel , the 

Magici an has been forbidden to use magic by the ruler of Oz, a young girl named Ozma, 

and is punished for his act of creation (as well as other magical practices) by having his 

magical powers taken away, a far more lenient punishment, of course, than having fri ends 

and family murdered in the more metaphysical punislm1ent that occurs to the creator 

Frankenstein in Shelley's work. In both works, furthermore , the creations break with the 

wishes of their creators. In Baum' s novel, Margolotte' s plan to give the girl "just the 

right quantity of the right s01i of brains" for a servant fails due to Ojo ' s interference. Ojo 

believes it "unfair and unkind to deprive her [the patchwork girl] of any good qualities 

113 



that were handy" ( 40). Whereas Margolotte planned on giving the patchwork girl only 

"obedience," "amiability," "truth" and a-tiny dash of "cleverness," when the magician's 

wife is not looking, Ojo adds in everything else available on the "Brain Furniture" shelf: 

''judgment," "courage," "ingenuity," "learning," "poesy," and "self reliance." He also 

adds in quite a bit more "cleverness" (38-40). Thus, when Ojo begins his journey to save 

his uncle and Margolotte, Scraps (who indeed is "scrappy") uses her cleverness to parse 

her supposed life's purpose in order to do exactly as she wishes. When Scraps announces 

she will go with Ojo, the Magician says, "You have no right to leave this house. You are 

only a servant and have not been discharged." When Scraps asks what a servant is, the 

Magician replies: "One who serves. A- a sort of slave." Scraps cleverly concludes that 

she will "serve" by "helping Ojo find" the ingredients for the magic potion to save the 

Magician 's wife and Unk Nunkie (64). For all practical purposes, the relationship 

between Scraps and the Magician ends there. The creation goes on her way without 

fu rther angst or significant contact with her creator. In contrast, the situation is much 

darker in Frankenstein. Frankenstein is repulsed by both of his creations, the male one 

who torments him throughout his life and the female one that he destroys before she even 

lives. The male monster responds to Frankenstein's repulsion and rejection by killing 

Frankenstein 's loved ones. One of the implications of Shelley's novel is that, if only 

Frankenstein had loved his creation and parented it, then the creation would not have 

become a monster in action as well as in form. The two texts come at similar ideas 

regarding god-like acts of creation from two different viewpoints. Baum's is a children 's 

book, very light-hearted and full of fun, while Shelley's is for adults, dealing with a 
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homicidal monster. Yet both deal with notions of self-exigency and the formation of 

identity. 

Jackson 's Hypertext as Anti-Essentialist Discourse 

Feminist questions regarding the construction of identity, then, are primary 

thematic considerations in Patchwork Girl, as evidenced not only by the references to 

Haraway ' s essay but also in the central concerns of the hypertext narrative, a narrative 

that elides the difference between the fictional creation of the patchwork girl and the 

creation of a non-essentialist female identity. The female in the hypertext is literally and 

metaphorically made out of many seemingly disparate elements. Moreover, not only is 

the creature herself a motley assemblage, but the text itself is constructed through the use 

of others ' writings, Jackson's "own" writing, and the technology used to construct the 

hypertext. In a real, material way, words that exist in another medium, print, have been 

re- instantiated into the hypertext. Clearly, the hypertext represents an analogy between 

the construction of the hypertext about a patchwork girl and the cultural construction of a 

gendered identity through a patchwork of discourse filtered through a central 

consciousness. 

Not only does the quilted together narrative suppo1i an anti-essentialist discourse 

of the feminine , but so does the emphasis on the effects of mediation and the effects of an 

individual consciousness upon understanding. The hype1iext structure ensures that the 

reader affects the narrative not only in a metaphorical way by responding with his or her 

own set of cultural biases but also in a physical way since the version of the text a 

particular reader encounters will never be the same as that which any other person 
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encounters (the hyperlinks ensure no reader encounters the words in the same order as 

another reader.) As the hypertext asks, "Mary writes, I write, we write, but who is really 

writing? Ghost writers are the only kind there are" ("am I Mary"). The pum1ing 

regarding who actually is writing the text is playful and ubiquitous and basically 

questions who formulates the identity of the creature. Further, the questions regarding 

who is constructing the text and therefore who is creating the creature's identity provides 

a fine analogy to a dialogic understanding of reality construction. The patchwork girl has 

"'many births," gains as well as loses a name (Elsie Hull), and, most importantly, falls 

apart only to be pulled back together through the "real" Elsie Hull's careful attention. In 

an enlightening scene, Elsie Hull climbs into a bathtub where the patchwork girl sits 

watching her body paiis separate and her "self'' disintegrate. The patchwork girl 

responds to Elsie ' s actions by saying, "I was gathered together loosely in her attention in 

a way that was interesting to me, for I was all in pieces, yet not apart. I felt permitted. I 

began to invent something new, a way to hang together without pretending I was whole, 

something between higgledy-piggledy and the eternal sphere" ("I made myself over"). 

Remarkably, the patchwork girl attains a sense of identity through the regard of another 

character in the hypertext, inadvertently demonstrating Bakhtin's notion that individuals 

only reach an understanding of reality through interaction with another. Clearly, the 

structure of Jackson ' s hypertext colludes with the content to underscore notions of 

identity that are partially constructed through social interaction and partially constructed 

through an individual consciousness. 
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Jackson emphasizes the association between the form of the writing, the 

hypertextual structure, and the formulation of a gendered identity. The narrator of the 

work continually changes from the monster as a character to Mary Shelley as a character 

to the monster as the author of the hypertext, always in first person. Sometimes 

Jackson's own voice seems to break into the narrative as in the lexia "this writing": 

"Assembling these patched words in an electronic space, I feel half-blind, as if the entire 

text is within reach, but because of some myopic condition I am only familiar with from 

dreams, I can only see that part most immediately before me, and have no sense of how 

that part relates to the rest." These comments relate to Jackson's experience of writing in 

Storyspace as mentioned in chapter one where she saw the rectangular writing spaces as 

"cemeteries" or "graves" from which she resurrected text "at will" ("Stitch Bitch: The 

Hypertext"). In practical terms, the reader encounters the text in a similar way. Even 

with the mapping feature, it is practically impossible to tell "where" the reader is in the 

narrative, how much one has read, and whether or not one is "finished" reading. Indeed, 

when the text loops back into a previously read lexia, one has a sense of d¢ja vu but does 

not always immediately realize the naITative has looped to a previously read screen. And, 

further, the quotes imply that it is the reader 's immersion in the text itself that assembles 

the female creature. Just as in the lexia where the "real" Elsie Hull immerses herself in a 

bathtub full of body paiis of her doppelganger, so too does the reader immerse herself, or 

himself, into the text, gathering the pieces together into her or his attention so that the text 

begins to "hang together," not as something "whole" but as something between 

"higgledy-piggledy and the eternal sphere" ("I made myself over"). Both through the 
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form and the content of Patchwork Girl, Jackson does as Haraway suggests and addresses 

"the social relations of science and technology," especially, "crucially," "the systems of 

myth and meanings structuring our imaginations" (524). Remediating material from its 

print origins into an electronic hypertext provides an opportunity to re-envision feminist 

themes and ideas into structures that both thematically and physically represent anti

essentialist notions of gender. 

The Meta-Dialogue 

Interestingly, my reading almost directly contradicts a reading that Lisa Ciccarello 

wrote online for Pif. Ciccarello describes Patchwork Girl as follows: "The title page 

alone is a mess of connections" and the quilt section is "a mishmash of story spaces." 

Ciccarello goes so far as to comment that Jackson's incorporation of Shelley's work into 

Patchwork Girl in the journal section is "an act of literary appropriation that would seem 

to speak more of a facility with the copying of text than of adeptness as a writer." Noting 

the same characteristics I have, Ciccarello draws different conclusions. Ciccarello finds 

the hypertext frustrating and makes her "frustration" with Jackson's hypertext apparent 

through the use of loaded words such as "mess" and "mishmash," connoting snarled 

prose rather purposeful rhetorical structures. In fact, Ciccarello asserts that "what 

distinguishes good literature is not always what is included; it is sometimes what is left 

out" echoing Annie Dillard's comments about the invention process discussed in chapter 

one: that writers should focus on the end product and erase any prose that distracts from 

the final path the author wishes readers to follow. 
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Ciccarello's viewpoint is valuable because she takes umbrage at Jackson's 

incorporation of others' words into her own writing and at all the work Jackson makes a 

reader do to understand the text. Ciccarello comments, "Although the reader is able to 

pick the story and create one's own connections, the way in which certain asides lead 

deep away from the main section may leave one feeling more lost and confused than 

empowered ." The assumption, of course, is that hypertext is supposed to lead readers to 

a sense of empowerment in terms of understanding by making the meaning of the text 

clear and unequivocal. Ciccarello dislikes the ambiguity of the hypertext Jackson has 

constructed, implying that straightforward, tightly integrated prose would be more 

effective rhetoric. Without invalidating Ciccarello's view, the point I am trying to make 

is that the form does not automatically enable readers to feel anything and that it is an 

error to suppose that hypertext equals empowerment, as Ciccarello implies. In fact , in an 

email interview with Jackson, I asked the author to describe the purpose of the allusions 

to Frankenstein, The Patchwork Girl of Oz, and the other works. Jackson's reply is 

revealing: 

Patchwork Girl elaborates a sense that neither people nor texts are self-

contained but leak in all directions. That there is no core self and no 
' 

original text, just a loose weave of references. We 're like those puzzles 

for kids called Invisible Figures: find the outline of a person curving 

through a wheelbarrow, tlu·ee hens, and part of a barn. I didn't just want 

to write about this, but to write it: make something obviously made up of 

boITowings that still had a distinctive character of its own. 
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The connection between the construction of text and the construction of individual 

identity could not be more apparent. Just as there is no "essential" feminine quality 

throughout womankind, there is no "essential" effect that hypertext, or any other sort of 

text for that matter, has upon readers. Hype1iext fiction is a method of writing. How 

readers interpret the result depends a great deal on what the reader brings to the 

experience, such as a familiarity with Haraway's notions regarding the relationship 

between mythology making and feminist ideology or with Bakhtin's notions of dialogic 

prose. Further, the success of electronic literature depends on the success of the 

rhetorical strategies employed by the author. 

Jackson ' s Patchwork Girl provides a fine example of the rhetorical possibilities of 

new electronic mediums. Jackson does not deny or forget literature's print predecessors 

but instead relies on the reader's familiarity with printed content and print-based 

teclmiques to make the rhetoric of her fiction apparent. Jackson transgresses traditional 

notions of structure and narrative, that the prose should be unambiguous and the 

conclusions clear, and fuses reader expectations honed in print with the possibilities of 

the electronic medium, demonstrating that the available means of persuasion have been 

widened in terms of structural capabilities. 

Rhetorical Analysis of George Hartley's "Madlib Frost Poem~' 

On his personal website at Ohio University, George Hartley has published an 

electronic poem entitled "Madlib Frost Poem" that remediates and re-envisions the first 

stanza of Robert Frost's classic poem "Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening." The 
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work also can be found at the Electronic Literature Organization website where it is 

categorized as "short poetry" that incorporates "reader collaboration" and "generated 

text." Instructions under the title tell users to enter words into given fields (seven 

horizontal rectangular outlines) "according to the paiis of speech requested." The parts 

of speech requested are "plural noun," "verb," "noun," "noun," "verb," "-ing form," and 

"noun." Under the fields are two clickable buttons labeled "Be a poet!" and "Start over." 

A picture of Robert Frost appears inside a red square outline to the right of the input 

fie lds. At first, the reader does not know the words entered into the fields will replace 

words from one of Frost's famous stanzas. 

Stopping by mountains on a 
Snowy Evening 

·J :i-1 ,Jse rnc:untains tI-1 ese are 
I spill I ITi,J,.v. 

His ,::al is in t1-1e cardinal 

He ... -.,•ill n.:,t ,:::i-iirp me ,::t-ii1•p in,;;, 
1·1ere 

To ,;.,atcl-1 l,is rnDuntains fill 
up ,;,,.itl-, sl,aci>::fi 

Fig 4 . "Stopping by Mounta in s on a Snowy Evening," Screen Capture of George Haiil ey's " Madlib Frost 

Poem." Cou1tesy of George Hartley. 
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After the user enters words into the fields, and any words or letters can be entered 

regardless of the part of speech, and clicks on the "Be a poet!" button, the first stanza of 

Frost ' s poem replaces his picture, with the words the user entered into the fields 

substituting for some of the words that Frost used. For instance, Figure 4 represents one 

of my attempts, an attempt I made with the knowledge of the stanza Hartley used but 

without looking at the original, printed poem for reference. 

As can be seen, choosing words based merely on their part of speech creates 

nonsense. The exho1iation to "Be a poet!" thus seems ironic. However, similar to Neil 

Hennessy's "Jabber," this poem also has a "Start over" key. The question then becomes, 

once the user knows where words will be replaced in Frost's famous poem, can the user 

come up with words appropriate to the stanza? 

As the user continues to experiment with the poem, he or she will find that 

cli cking on "Start over" blanks the stanza and the red box. New words can be tried with 

additional knowledge. Indeed, through further experimentation, one realizes it is not 

necessary to "staii over" to change the poem. One can simply type in new words in 

different fields with the stanza still visible in the red box for reference. The user can 

substitute different words, choosing only the ones he or she wants to change, click on "Be 

a poet!" and view the result. Personally, I never managed to come up with anything as 

interesting as Frost's original work, but perhaps coming up with a beautiful , powerful 

stanza is beside the point. 
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Rhetoric in ''Madlib Frost Poem" 

As Hennessy does with "Jabber," Hartley emphasizes not the result, but the 

process. The user's non-trivial action has a significant impact on the resulting stanza, but 

the resulting stanza will likely be gibberish. Therefore, the point is not the result, but the 

actions that lead to the results, the experimentation that the collaborative poem 

encourages. In Booth's terms, the poem has both qualitative and practical appeal. In a 

way, the poem can be considered "closed form," a very strict closed form that allows the 

replacement of eight words within a pre-existing structure. Can the user complete the 

closed form in a manner he or she might view as "successful," in this case, interesting 

and meaningful? Thus, there is the qualitative need to complete the pattern implicit to the 

context of Frost's stanza. Further, the work has a practical appeal, the desire for success 

fe lt by the user. The open spaces in the program make a "puzzle" for the user that 

challenges the user 's expertise in language. Similar to Montfort's interactive fiction 

Book and Volume, here too the user might be described as an interactor who types 

information into a program in response to prompts, hits "enter" (in this case "Be a 

poet!'), and awaits results. The main difference, of course, is that success or failure in 

this program is completely subjective unlike in Book and Volume where "correct" 

responses are directly rewarded by further movement through the program. 

The rhetoric in the piece thus depends a great deal on user action possible only in 

an electronic medium. However, Haiiley relies on familiar literary rhetoric as well. The 

title of the piece alludes to Frost, but a Frost gone "mad," and although Frost himself 

disdained free verse, famously equating free verse to playing tennis without a net, the 
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"net" here seems extremely restrictive. On the other hand, perhaps the net is not 

restrictive enough. After all, part of understanding Frost's print-based poem involves 

listening to the "sound" of it. As Reuben A. Brower writes, 

Throughout the poem- brief in actual time, but with the deceptive length 

of dream-we are being drawn into silence and sleep, yet always with the 

slightest contrary pull of having to go on. The very tentative tone of the 

opening line lets us into the mood without our quite sensing where it will 

lead, just as the ordinariness of "though" at the end of the second line 

assures us that we are in this world. But by repeating the "o" sound, 

"though" also starts the series of rhymes that will soon get the better of 

traveler and reader. The impression of aloneness in the first two lines 

prepares for concentration on seeing the strange process not of snow 

falling, but of woods "filling up." (34) 

Despite my accidental rhyme with the word "shadow" in my initial "collaboration" with 

Frost 's stanza and Hartley 's program, Hartley's instructions give no indication to readers 

regarding the original rhyme scheme, as if the sounds of the words chosen compared to 

the sounds of the given words make no difference. Yet, as Brower has pointed out, the 

sound of the words used contribute to an overall thematic understanding of Frost's work. 

Thus, Frost's work will seem to have gone "mad" indeed until the user tries to find words 

that either fit, or alter, the sound scheme with a meaningful result. 
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"Madlib Frost Poem " as Rhetoric 

Overall, then, Hartley's small poetic creation emphasizes how writing a poem 

involves thinking about individual words, often within a pre-existing syntactical 

structure. A poet experiments with words to achieve the desired rhetorical effect, a 

process partially replicated in Haiiley's collaborative poem. Moreover, Hartley's work 

emphasizes the reality that without extensive linguistic and syntactical context, the 

potential "poet" fails to express any particular meaning at all to a reader. Indeed, the 

poem 's results illustrate the effects of individual words upon the making of overall 

meaning, or lack thereof. As Bakhtin points out, "Rhetoric relies heavily on the vivid re

accentuating of the words it transmits (often to the point of distorting them completely) 

that is accomplished by the appropriate framing context" ("Discourse" 354). In Hartley ' s 

creation, the user first writes words and then finds them in a context that has been hidden. 

The entire "framing context," the kairos , cannot, at first, be taken into account when the 

user makes word choices. And, even after the context is understood, the user struggles to 

find words that fit , words that mean anything at all within the given context. As the 

process of experimentation continues, the resulting creations therefore illustrate Bakhtin' s 

asse1iion that " [ w Ji thin the arena of almost every utterance an intense interaction and 

struggle between one ' s own and another 's word is being waged, a process in which they 

oppose or dialogically interanimate one another" ("Discourse" 354). Bakhtin, of course, 

was speaking of the double-voicedness of words, the idea that words rely on prior uses 

and prior understandings to enact new meanings in new contexts. In Haiiley ' s program, 

however, the user 's words become, as Bakhtin says, "dead, thing-like shells" 
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("Discourse" 3 5 5). In other terms, the words I have thus far input in the stanza do not 

interanimate with Frost's words but oppose them, changing the stanza to an 

incomprehensible utterance. Yet, taking the collaborative poem in its entirety, the 

construction has an overriding rhetorical value. Through a negative outcome, Hartley's 

construction demonstrates the power, and the limits, of kairos in directing understanding 

of a word 's rhetorical intent. Context is not all-powerful in directing meaning. Each 

word relies on the others within a particular utterance to have understandable rhetorical 

significance. 

Rhetorical Analysis of "Peter' s Haiku Generator" 

In interesting contrast to Hartley ' s "Madlib Frost Poem" is Peter Howard's 

' 'Peter's Haiku Generator," a program that remediates the classic structure of haiku and 

tanka. Whil e Hartl ey' s poem allows readers to collaborate in the creation of a new stanza 

through the addition of words the reader comes up with, Howard ' s program relies on a 

computer program that puts words together according to pre-programmed rules. The 

reader affects the result only through clicking on buttons to choose between haiku and 

tanka and between types of vocabulary. The main similarity between the two programs is 

that, in both cases, the reader decides the quality of the result. 

In the "Information" on the generator, which appears on a separate page of the 

personal website on which the poetry generator is published, Howard writes, "The haiku 

generating Javascript program works by producing sentences using a predefined, limited 

vocabulary of up to 400 words, and a set of grammatical parsing rules." Howard 

explains, 
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To make the haiku, I get the program to count syllables as it's making up 

the sentence. There are a few extra rules, so that the generator doesn't start 

making a simple sentence into a compound one if it's already close to the 

required syllable count for example. When it's finished, it sees if it has the 

right number. If it doesn't, it just throws the sentence away and tries again. 

If it doesn't get it right within ten goes, it gives up and just prints what it 

has anyway. ("Information") 

That is, the program generates words from a given set and places them together in a 5-7-5 

sy llab le pattern suggestive of haiku. 5 Although a haiku's brevity is probably more 

important than keeping to an exact number of syllables, the syllable count provides a 

necessary constant for the program. Further, Howard has enabled the user to pick which 

"vocabul ary" to use in the creation of the haiku. They are "standard," "a general 

vocabulary" with some words "taken from translations of Japanese haiku"; "erotic," 

"sexually charged vocabulary" with "no obscene words"; "silly," "a childish 

vocabul ary"; "Noir," "a vocabulary for producing dark, sometimes violent, urban haiku"; 

''Not Silly," "another fairly dark vocabulary" that is "largely based on synonyms of 

words in the Silly vocabulary"; and "Light," "a vocabulary for producing gentle, uplifting 

haiku" (" Information"). 

5 Accordino to Lorrain Ellis Harr who founded the Western World Haiku Society, that English 
haiku should conform to a 5-7-5 ;yllable pattern is a "misconception" because the "original 
Japanese" haiku includes 110 unnecessary syllables. Harr advocates that "no excessive words be 
used" in Engli sh simply to complete the pattern. Harr points out that, in Western haiku, "the 
syllable count varies and is sometimes less than the 5-7-5 pattern" but still usually follows a 
"shori/long/short pattern" ( 113 ). 
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When the viewer chooses the "Haiku Generator" from the menu on Howard's 

personal website, an explanation of the program appears along with several tree branch 

illustrations that probably represent cherry blossom trees. On the bottom left is a line that 

reads, "Standard Vocabulary Loaded." On the bottom right are two buttons labeled 

"Please begin" and "Tell me more" respectively. Underneath the two buttons is a line 

that reads, "Please wait while vocabulary loads." Clicking on "Tell me more" brings up 

the information page previously discussed. Clicking on "Please begin," blanks the 

explanation of the program that was at the top of the screen and brings up option buttons 

labeled "New Haiku," "New Tanka," "Home," and "Restart." Underneath the buttons, a 

drop-down menu gives the vocabulary options. Whatever vocabulary the reader chooses 

appears in the bottom left box. "Home" reverts to the main screen of Howard's personal 

website. Clicking on "Restart" brings the reader back to the screen that includes the 

program's explanation. Clicking on "New Haiku" generates a haiku-like set of words, 

and clicking on "New Tank.a" generates a tanka-like set of words. Again, reader action 

consists only of mechanical choices rather than the intuitive choices allowed by Hartley's 

program. 

Through the mechanical generation of a certain number of syllables and the 

resulting humorous juxtaposition of words, Howard's work parodies a mechanical 

adherence to poetic rules that human beings certainly are capable of but that computer 

programs, thus far, cannot escape. In a November 2007 email interview, Howard 

describes his reason for creating the poem as an expansion of a previous program he calls 

a "Poetry Generator": "The 'Poetry Generator' tended to produce rather rambling lines, 
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so that calling its output 'poetry' was rather stretching a point. However, the rules for 

syllable count haiku (and tanka) are well-defined and well-known, so the results would be 

more recognizable as some sort of poetry, or at least as an ironic parody of it." One 

obvious difference between poetry and prose is, of course, recognizable poetic structures. 

However, Howard realizes the results of his program tend to be more of an ironic parody 

of haiku than anything else. Yet, regardless of its origin, from the human mind or from a 

computer program, all haiku and tanka depend on human audiences for appreciation . 

. After all , without a culturally developed understanding regarding the different 

"vocabularies," the results, which usually are quite funny, could not be fully appreciated. 

For instance, a haiku generated from the standard vocabulary reads as follows: 

Stupidity melts. 

Hairs talk then the men loiter. 

Fortresses love joy. 

Appreciation results from familiarity with the brevity and suggestiveness of published 

haiku even while the generated haiku itself eludes actual interpretation. Despite the 

accurate syllable count, the content of this "haiku" embodies very few qualities admired 

in the tradition. Indeed, R. H. Blythe considers the "nature of haiku" to be 

its willing limitations; its "sensationism"; its unsentimental love of nature; 

its lack of iki; elegance; its appreciation of imperfection; its skilful 

unskilfulness; its '"blessed are the poor"; its combination of the poetic 

vague and the poetic definite; its human warmth; its avoidance of violence 
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and te1ror; its dislike of holiness; its turning a blind eye to grandeur and 

majesty; its unobtrusive good taste; its still, small voice. (xxxi) 

While the result does indeed "appreciate imperfection" and lacks "elegance," the result is 

a hyperbole, a humorous exaggeration of qualities associated with haiku, such as 

mystici sm and juxtaposition of unlike images, which cannot compare to the immediacy 

and concreteness of even the most humorous haiku written by those considered the 

genre ' s masters. On the other hand, Blythe asserts that haiku "often descends to be quite 

openly humorous" (xxvii) , certainly a quality of the haiku generated by Howard ' s 

program . For instance, a "not silly" vocabulary generated the following: "Thirst tootles 

the tubes. / Funerals fire hedonists. / Fatuous tubes fart. " Not only are the alliterations 

funny, the content ridiculous, but also it is comical to find scatological humor within a 

venerabl e Japanese poetic genre, a genre that connotes the poetry of cherry blossom trees, 

an irony emphasized by Howard ' s cherry blossom branch graphics. Of course, even 

"serious" haiku does not disdain scatological humor. For instance, a haiku by Buson 

translates, "Hi s Holiness the Abbot / is shitting / in the withered fields" (qtd. in Hass 89). 

Issa as well writes, "Writing shit about new snow / for the rich / is not art" ( qtd. in Hass 

187). That is, the humorous rhetoric of Howard ' s generated poetry depends partly on a 

widespread understanding of haiku as Eastern and therefore mystic and profound. Robert 

Hass describes haiku, for instance, as embodying "the irreducible mysteriousness of the 

images themselves" (xiv). In fact , Buson and Issa' s irreverence delights readers partly 

due to the surpri se of the scatological embedded in the esoterical. Indeed, the haiku 

printed before and after Buson' s funny haiku in Hass's The Essential Haiku meet 
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preconceived notions for content even while disdaining artificial syllable expectations. 

The first reads, "They end their flight / one by one- I crows at dusk." The haiku after 

Buson ' s scatological haiku reads, "Blow of an ax,/ pine scent,/ the winter woods" (qtd. 

in Hass 89). While the specific results are not likely to be appreciated separately from 

context, Howard's overall program demonstrates a light-hearted way with words often 

appreciated in haiku, parodying the form for pleasure in the spirit of the scatological 

surprises 1 urking in even the masters' anthologized haiku. 

Rhetorical Analysis of Edward Picot's "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" 

In "Thi1ieen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird," Picot remediates and re-envisions 

Wallace Stevens ' s well-known poem of the same name using Flash to animate and 

illustrate the stanzas. Picot portrays the same number of animations as there are stanzas 

in the poem, thirteen, and uses the same words except for two lines that Picot has added 

to the final stanza of the poem, "The blackbird sat / In the crab-apple branches.'' The 

addition represents Picot's initial impulse to remediate the poem. In "Notes" to the work, 

Picot explains, 

The idea for this version of "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" 

came to me a couple of years ago, when I was working on my own one 

Saturday and there was a heavy fall of snow. In the middle of the 

afternoon whilst waitino for the kettle to boil for my umpteenth cup of 
' b 

coffee, I happened to glance out of the window. In the carpark outside 

grows a crab-apple tree, which bears very bright red fruit in winter, and 

because of the snow the apples were looking particularly vivid. On one 
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branch of the tree perched a blackbird-a startling contrast with both the 

white snow and the red fruit. Pretentious soul that I am, I was immediately 

reminded of Wallace Stevens' poem, and almost as immediately it 

occurred to me that the crab-apple tree would make an excellent interface 

for a new media version, with the bright red apples acting as buttons to 

call up the different sections. 

The new media version of the poem can be accessed from Picot' s personal website, and 

the first screen shows at the top a computer drawing of a blackbird's head, a figure that 

appears in many of the images the Picot uses to illustrate Stevens's poem. Underneath 

the blackbird image are the title and three hyperlink choices, "Start," "Original Poem," 

and "Notes to this Version." Clicking on "Start" brings the reader to a computer drawing 

of a bare-limbed crab-apple tree, the interface to the Flash animations. Picot numbered 

the apples one through thirteen in Arabic numerals.6 As the reader moves the cursor over 

an apple, a titl e, words from each stanza of the original poem, appear. The reader can 

access any animated stanza from the crab-apple tree interface because clicking on an 

apple begins the Flash animation for the particular stanza. Words from Stevens's poem 

appear line by line and are illustrated by sound, movement, computer-drawn images, and 

photographic images. During the animation, there is no opportunity for reader 

interaction. After the animation for a particular stanza of the poem ends, the reader 

automatically returns to the crab-apple tree interface to choose which stanza, or 

6 In the print version of Steven s ' s poem that I am using for reference, the stanzas are nu,~bered in 
Roman numeral s rather than Arabic numerals, one difference in the content of each version of the 
poem. 
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animation, to view next. The numbers, of course, direct viewers to reading the poem in 

the same order printed in Stevens's printed collection, but the viewer can choose to read 

the work in any order or to revisit the animations that he or she found the most intriguing. 

Close Reading Picot 's "Thirteen Ways" 

Three of Picot's Flash animations of Stevens's poem particularly stand out as 

innovative exploitations of the kairos of the medium, demonstrating how the rhetoric of 

print-based words can be strengthened, and, at times, altered, through electronic 

mediations, and those stanzas will be examined first. Other animations present rather 

literal , but still valuable, illustrations of the poem's lines and will be examined second. 

Overall, using Hayles' s theories of media-specific analysis and looking for how each 

Flash an imation "mobilizes its resources as a physical artifact" (33) reveals that Picot 

skillfu lly uses three primary teclmiques available in electronic media to persuade readers 

toward understanding the rhetoric of his piece: motion, layering, and montage. In the 

following close reading of the stanzas, I depend on published critical analyses of 

Stevens ' s printed works to determine the effects of the mediation and Picot's choices in 

illustration on reader interpretation. In the conclusion, I summarize the techniques Picot 

uses to convey his ideas, and I theorize as to the rhetorical impact of Picot's work as a 

whole. 

Picot's "Among Twenty Snowy Mountains": The Rhetorical Implications of Motion 

Althouo-h Picot uses several different techniques available in electronic mediums, 
b 

such as color and sound to illustrate Stevens 's first stanza, Picot's Flash animation 
' 

"Among Twenty Snowy Mountains," most ably demonstrates how motion can become 
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rhetorical. Flash animation, of course, operates like a movie. After clicking on the crab

apple numbered "l ," the first stanza of the poem reads as follows and is shown, line by 

line, during Picot's animation, "Among twenty snowy mountains, / The only moving 

thing / Was the eye of the blackbird." The first line of the poem appears above an 

illustration depicting snow-covered mountains. In the notes to this piece, Picot explains 

that the landscape in this animation comes from "Kiso Mountains in Snow" by Hiroshige 

(' 'Notes"), who was a Japanese painter and printmaker from the Edo period (Naito). The 

choice in illustration seems appropriate. Eleanor Cook points out that although Stevens 

denied he had "haiku in mind" when he wrote the poem, he was interested in "Japanese 

prints" (75). Further, in "Stevens's 'Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird,"' Nancy 

Bogen asserts that scholars have noted "a parallel between Stevens' s 'ways of looking at' 

approach and paintings of views of the same subject, such as Mount Fugi, by Hiroshige 

and his imitators" (218). Thus, Picot has not randomly chosen a picture to use in the 

poem but has chosen one already associated with Stevens' s work. As soon as the 

animation begins, wind sounds howl, suggesting bitter winter. The perspective quickly 

changes, as the Flash animation zooms in to focus on a small cartoon blackbird, a simple 

black figure with a yellow beak, a yellow iris, and yellow stick-like legs that seem to be 

shivering. The perspective continues to change and zoom in until the mountain details 

disappear leaving only the blackbird in a white square. Eventually the eye of the 

blackbird fills the screen, appearing along with the final line of Stevens's first stanza. At 

this point, the image no longer resembles a bird's eye. The yellow band, which used to 

be the iris, is similar to a circle in a target, with black inside and outside the yellow band. 
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Inside the black "pupil" floats off-center a white dot, which was the pupil's highlight. 

Mountain details slowly appear, as the painting used in the original scene manifests 

inside the blackbird's eye, and the white dot begins to resemble the moon. The bird's eye 

becomes a painting of snowy mountains under moonlight, with the colors of the eye 

superimposed on the painting details. The eye "blinks" and the mountain and moon 

disappear. The entire animation fades away and returns the reader to the crab-apple tree 

interface. 

Picot capitalizes on the motion inherent to Flash animation to illustrate the themes 

and ideas in Stevens's work, an especially appropriate strategy for the first stanza. In the 

fi rst stanza exists two potential meanings to the word "moving," and the two possible 

definit ions provide tension and interest. Readers of the print version can interpret the 

word literally, meaning the blackbird's eye physically moves; figuratively, meaning the 

blackbird 's eye excites a strong emotion; or both, since readers can attempt to reconcile 

both available meanings to an overall theme that the reader may discover as he or she 

continues to read and interpret the poem. In Wallace Stevens' Experimental Language: 

The Lion in the Lute, Beverly Maeder posits that "as a synecdoche for the activity of the 

viewer and a metaphor for the work of a poet, that roving, moving 'eye' signifies the 

initial impulse for the movement needed to find 'thirteen ways of looking.' The 

blackbird's eye represents the shifting, animated, spirited world of creatures in the midst 

of the frozen world of geology" (113). In "Wallace Stevens's 'Thirteen Ways of Looking 

at a Blackbird,"' an early explication of the poem, W. R. Keast seems to agree that 

movement is one of the primary considerations of the stanza for the poem, asserting that 
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the stanza represents the speaker's "relation to the world outside him" and "that motion 

and rest, the one and the many, and black and white, somehow figure in that relation" 

( 54 ). Exploiting the ability to express movement in the electronic medium, Picot 

·11ustrates potential meanings of the word "moving" both with the manifestation of 

Hiroshige ' s spectacular painting of the mountains with all the connotations of beauty 

associated with snow-covered mountains and moonlight and with the blinking of the eye 

to represent physical movement. That is , the blackbird's eye "moves" not only in a 

physical, literal sense by blinking but also "moves" the reader in an emotional sense, 

appealing to the reader ' s culturally built sense of pathos by being the medium through 

which the reader encounters an aesthetically pleasing picture. By presenting the beautiful 

picture through the eye of the blackbird, Picot attempts to stay faithful to Stevens's 

assertion that the only "moving" thing was the blackbird's eye, and partially succeeds. 

Some features of the animation vie with the notion that the only "moving" thing 

in the snowy mountains is the blackbird's eye due to the movie-like nature of Flash 

software. Afier initiating a Flash sequence for a particular stanza, the work is in 

continual motion, and the reader's visual perspective continually changes. Even though 

the "zoom" is in keeping with the nanative structure of the stanza, which first mentions 

mountains and then the small detail of a blackbird's eye, the zooming in the animation 

implies motion on the part of the reader, as if he or she physically swoops down from the 

sky to view the bird. In the print-based poem, the speaker is already "among" the 

mountains, not above them as is implied by the initial perspective in Picot's animation. 

Further, the words of the electrically produced stanza are not static, as they are in the 
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book, but instead fade in as the animation progresses. The words themselves "move" in a 

physical sense while words in printed poems only can be considered "moving" in an 

emotional sense. Moreover, the constant sound of howling winds does not equate to the 

motionlessness and quiet suggested by static print-based poetry. Finally, in Picot's 

version, the blackbird' s legs seem to shiver in the cold. It is difficult to tell whether or 

not the "shivering" effect is intentional. Nonetheless, my personal experience with 

P icot' s remediation of the poem suggests that the blackbird shivers in the cold and more 

than his eye "moves. " In other words, Picot's version seems, in some ways, to clash with 

a print-based interpretation of Stevens ' s stanza. 

Even though the animation does not adhere explicitly to the rather bare imagery 

presented in the first stanza, Picot's interpretation well-highlights the very conundrum 

presented by Stevens ' s words. How can it be that the only "moving" thing among twenty 

snow-covered mountains is the blackbird' s eye? Surely among twenty mountains there 

wi ll be other physical movement? Does Stevens mean "moving," then, in an emotional 

sense? If so, why are the snowy mountains not aesthetically pleasing, as they become in 

Picot ' s interpretation? Maeder suggests that the "paradox of predicating this imaginative 

and emotional reality [regarding the assertion that only the blackbird' s eye moves] 

stresses its metaphorical value" (113). For readers, then, it is more imp011ant to 

understand the "moving" eye of the blackbird in a metaphorical than a literal sense. 

Maeder argues that in the poem, the "eye of the 'I' implicitly scans the frozen landscape 

to pick out the one object that moves or that moves him-that is, the only object that 

signifies : bl ackbirds" (1] 3). That is, the only aspect of the landscape worth noticing, for 
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the viewer of the landscape and the speaker of the poem, is the eye of the blackbird. Yet, 

as Maeder also points out, the notion that the only "moving thing" is the blackbird's eye 

is paradoxical. Thus, when Picot's work emphasizes the beauty of the mountains, 

presents a howling wind, and zooms in on the bird's eye, Picot highlights the illogic in 

the notion that the only moving thing among twenty snow-covered mountains is a 

blackbird's eye and underscores the reality that this can only be one particular speaker's 

perspective in one particular moment in time. Maeder asse1is that the bird's "moving" 

eye "moves us from a natural given to an imaginative or imaginary one[ ... ] in the 

movement that is necessary for the flight of the poem" (113). Picot's rendition of the 

stanza reminds readers that words on a page, or on a screen, are meant not merely to be 

read but to be seriously considered. Thus, throughout the thirteen stanzas that Picot 

ani mates, hi s electronic work dialogues with the printed work, using the rhetoric of 

movement, color, and sound to further underscore the importance of the individual , 

developing perspective that is suggested in the first stanza of Stevens 's work and that 

continues throughout the rest of the stanzas. 

Layering as Rhetoric in ''Three Minds'' and "Noble Accents" 

Although the first animation deftly uses both motion and layering to make a 

rhetorical point, the second and the eighth animations, "Three Minds" and "Noble 

Accents" makes layering the primary rhetorical technique and emphasizes the teclmique 

as a rhetorical possibility. The second animation, "Three Minds," begins with the three 

lines from the second stanza of Stevens 's work, "I was of three minds / Like a tree / In 

which there are three blackbirds." Unlike the printed version, which is left justified, 
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Picot centers the three lines on the screen. The lines appear one at a time. Then the lines 

separate in three different directions and three cartoon blackbirds appear, sitting on three 

different branches of a leafless tree. Unlike the first stanza, the blackbirds do not have 

the eye detail and do not have any yellow color. The images are very small and 

completely black. The branches of the tree begin to multiply and thicken. Tiny red dots 

appear, representing the crab-apples in Picot's original image (no crab-apples are 

mentioned in Stevens's work). As the branches continue to thicken, they begin to 

resemble a man's face , perhaps the face of Wallace Stevens. For a moment, the words 

and the blackbirds almost disappear. But, then, the tree's branches that suggest a face 

fade away, and the words of the poem reappear and revert to a centered position on the 

screen . Finally, the reader returns to the crab-apple tree interface. 

The layering technique Picot uses in the second animation is strikingly similar to 

the one he uses in the first animation. In the previously discussed animation, the 

mountain image slowly appears "under" or "within" the context of the bird's eye. In this 

stanza, the man 's face slowly begins to appear "behind" or "within" the tree branches, 

with the branches forming part of the face's structure. The layering technique implies a 

connection between different elements of the poem. In the first , the layering suggests a 

connection between the eye of the blackbird and beauty, supporting the notion that the 

only "moving" thing was the eye of the blackbird. Here, the head of the speaker 

undoubtedly represents the uncertain human mind mentioned in the first line. Since the 

mind appears to be created out of the tree branches, blackbirds, and crab-apples, Picot 

depicts the idea literally that the speaker was "like a tree I in which there are three 
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blackbirds." In this case, the tree and the blackbirds create the "mind" represented by 

the face that appears in the animation. The three elements, tree, blackbirds, and face 

interlace and create one another, implying an intrinsic, mutually dependent relationship. 

Picot's illustration seems appropriate for this stanza. In his explication, Keast 

theorizes that the phrase "of three minds" alludes to the "expression 'being of two minds' 

about something, as being undecided, suspended between contrary impulses or beliefs, 

and we wonder if the speaker is not, by this extension and amplification of a common 

phrase, describing himself as one more than ordinarily perplexed" (54). Further, Keast 

suggests that the image might be an "analogue for a mind which somehow reproduces 

itself, creating multiplicity in unity, just as the threeness of the blackbirds in a tree is a 

projection of a form common to them all" (55). Keast finally asse11s that "the projective 

capacity of the mind, and the reciprocal dependence of mind on blackbird and blackbird 

on mind, seem clear, and underlie the poem's subsequent development" (55). Keast too 

sees as important the connection between the mind and the blackbirds and the tree, as if 

each has a deep and profound relationship to the other, just as Picot implies in the stanza 

two animation. 

The eighth animation, "Noble Accents" also demonstrates layering as rhetoric, 

persuading viewers that art and nature connect. "Noble Accents" begins with a close-up 

of the spines of several books on which the author's names are readily legible: Dickens, 

Shakespeare·, Woolf, Chekhov, and Oliver Postgate, who apparently is a British creator of 

children's television shows ("Oliver"). This picture appears to be a photographic image 

of real , rather than cartoon, books. As the shot draws back, the books are shown to be on 
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a crammed bookshelf with glass doors. The bookshelf is a cartoon drawing overlaying, 

and containing, the realistic books. Other than the book by Postgate, which is an 

autobiography entitled Seeing Things, the image obviously represents the "noble accents" 

mentioned in the first line of the stanza since they allude to classic work of famous 

authors and since the first two lines of the stanza appear beside the books as the 

perspective widens to show the entire bookshelf. Keast argues that Stevens's line refers 

to '"the accents and rhythms of [the speaker's] own speech or poetry or those of other 

men" (60). The inclusion of Postgate is more difficult to explain, but the book may have 

been included due to its title "Seeing Things," clearly a motif in Stevens' s poem and 

Picot's animations. After the perspective widens, Picot uses his familiar layering 

technique and superimposes the image of a window upon the bookshelf. In the window 

are the crab-apple tree and a blackbird. Slowly, the bookshelf fades away and is replaced 

by the window, which strengthens in detail. A shelf covered in potted plants appears 

below the window. 

In critical reception, the focus in the poem seems to change, a bit, from a 

contemplation of man's relationship to art and art's relationship to nature. For instance, 

in "The Multi-Faceted Blackbird and Wallace Stevens' Poetic Vision," Peter L. 

McNamara interprets the line to mean the speaker "appreciates, in sho1i, the appeal to the 

imagination which is made by the creative artist" but that the "intelligence which 

illumines for man the beauties of nature" is even "more important" (447). Keast sees the 

stanza in a similar light. Keast observes that the artistic use of language has "a moral 

quality and a kind of necessity, though contrived by art." According to Keast, the 
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blackbird in the stanza symbolizes "the principle of natural change" and "is the cause of 

the speaker's knowledge that his accents are noble and his rhythms lucid and 

inescapable." Keast observes that though "the accents and rhythms catch and retain," 

they "do not subvert nature" (60). Clearly, then, the stanza concerns whether or not man 

can capture the reality of nature in aiiistic language. 

Through the use of layering, Picot highlights similar ideas and takes the theme a 

:~tep further. First of all, the relationship between nature and "noble accents" indeed 

becomes an important aspect of interpretation due to Picot's layering of the window over 

the books containing those "noble accents." The viewer's perspective centers first on the 

books, but then is captured by the window's "natural" light shining on the books. The 

books fade away, leaving the window's view on the outside world, which includes the 

crab-apple tree and the blackbird. Although clearly a cartoon animation, the window is 

more naturalistic than some of the other depictions in this piece. Interestingly, Picot not 

only uses the layering of the window over the bookcase to represent the connection 

between art and nature, but he also uses the glass as partitions. Just as the glass of the 

bookcase separates the viewer from the books so does the glass of the window separate 

the viewer from the outside world. The tension between mediated understanding and 

intrinsic understanding here are well-highlighted. Even the potted plants under the 

window emphasize man' s attempt to capture and control nature. Yet, the blackbird 

remains outside the window, small yet the center of attention in this piece. A real 

blackbird could fly away, but in mediation remains to be contemplated over and over 

again through a click of a cursor on a cartoon crab-apple. 
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Interestingly, the "Noble Accents" animation makes the contemplation more 

complex through the layering of the cartoon bookshelf over books that appear to be real. 

In a way, the construction represents the very remediation of Stevens' s work into digital 

media. Print, represented by the books in the bookcase, is enclosed within a cartoon 

bookshelf just as Stevens's words have been repackaged and re-envisioned in a new form 

by Picot in the electronic medium of the computer. It is as if the computer medium takes 

a step fmiher from reality and nature than even print does, yet can still, through the power 

of suggestion, through a rather beautiful animation of a blackbird sitting on a crab-apple 

tree outside a caiioon window, redirect the viewer's attention back to reality. In an email 

jnterview, Picot comments on this stanza and Stevens's work: 

Stevens says, for example, that he knows noble accents and lucid, 

inescapable rhythms-in other words, he knows literature, specifically 

poetry- but he also knows that the blackbird is involved in what he 

knows. In other words, in crude terms, he knows all about literature and 

the way it represents things, but he also knows that there ' s a reality outside 

of literature which in the end must be taken into account. 

Perhaps after viewing the animation, viewers will take heed the moment a blackbird sits 

among snow and red apples outside their windows. 

The Powerful Rhetoric of Montage in "A utumn Winds " 

Picot continues to use motion and layering in the third animation, retaining these 

techniques as part of his rhetorical repertoire; however, these techniques are subsumed by 

the montage of photographic images and sound that Picot uses to expand upon the 
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poem's original theme regarding the relationship between man and nature. The third 

animation is profoundly different from the previously considered stanzas. Rather than 

cartoon creations, Picot relies on photographic images of hurricane devastation in New 

Orleans by Hurricane Katrina available on the Internet. The photographs are not 

attributed but the stormy skies, wrecked house, boats, and highway infrastructures, along 

with a street sign that says "To Florida Ave," allude to Katrina's primary victims. 

Fmiher, in the email interview, Picot states that he used "lots of pictures of Hurricane 

Katri na and the floods in New Orleans" in his interpretation of the poem. Overlaying the 

photographs, a tiny cartoon blackbird whirls through the sky near the top of each image, 

indeed a "tiny part of the pantomime." The third stanza only has two lines: "The 

blackbird whirled in the autumn winds / It was a small part of the pantomime," and the 

lines appear only on the first four out of the eight photographs shown, as if Picot mimics 

the relative brevity of Stevens' s stanza compared to all of the other stanzas save one, 

stanza twelve. The lines overlay the photographs, appearing as typewritten words on 

white rectangular boxes. 

Two sounds are used in this animation. The first is wind sounds similar to that 

used in the first animation, but as the animation progresses a song refrain fades in, one 

that sounds like chanting and gives the animation an almost religious feeling. In the 

"Notes" to "Autumn Winds," Picot says that the "chorus" is from ·'Louisiana 1927" by 

Randy Newman. Picot uses the lyrics from the song and has synthesized his own version 

of the chorus, "They ' re trying to wash us away," which is actually only a small pai1 of 

Newman 's lyrics. According to Renee Montagne's NPR interview with Randy Newman, 
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the song was played a great deal in Katrina's aftermath, and was re-recorded by singer 

Aaron Neville. In a newspaper article covering a disaster relief concert, journalist Ben 

Wener called the song the "anthem" for the Katrina disaster. The reason for the close 

association between the song and the devastation of Katrina is political. In fact, in "New 

Orleans : A City's Legacy of Sadness," journalist Bill Conlin explains that the original 

song "tells of the historic Mississippi River flood that year [ 1927], when levees upstream 

were dynamited to divert water away from the white neighborhoods of New Orleans." 

Conlin tells us that approximately "330,000 poor and homeless African-Americans were 

herded into refugee camps by the FEMA of that era and exposed to months of 

unspeakable hardship." Conlin concludes, "The song's damning reprise points a finger at 

an Army Corps of Engineers ordered to save New Orleans, leaving many poor and rural 

parishes under water for weeks." Just as in 1927, using the pronoun ''they're" indicates a 

human entity is to blame for the devastation. 

While considering the song alone might lead viewers to believe that Picot 

intended to highlight racial disparities in America, the final scene in Picot's work 

provides a twist, displaying a small portion of a newspaper article from Times Online by 

Giles Whittell. In the aiiicle, the reader catches sight of phrases such as "climate change" 

and "greenhouse gases" along with part of the article's title "More Talk but No Action 

Yet. " The source article can still be accessed at Times Online, and the complete title is 

"More Talk but No Action Yet on Climate Change." The original article does not 

mention Katrina and has nothing to do with racial tensions. The final piece of Picot ' s 

montage in this animation is the tiny blackbird, which has whirled through the entire 
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piece and which then whirls for a second or two at the top of the article, disappearing 

before the article does. After the article fades away, the reader returns, as usual, to the 

crab-apple tree interface. 

The montage of photographs, song, wind, newspaper article, and cartoon 

blackbird coincides, in many ways, with interpretations of the print-based poem. Of print 

vers ions of the poem, McNamara says the bird becomes "'a small part of the pantomime' 

of inanimate nature, which merely reflects, in dumb show, the order which becomes 

meaningful when intellectually appreciated and verbally communicated." McNamara 

uses the stanza preceding and following stanza three to conclude that the poem expresses 

the notion that man should "become aware of the creatures and things around him, for in 

knowing things related to him, he is able to know himself more fully" ( 44 7). Similar to 

McNamara, Keast claims the bird's part in the pantomime equates to that of a 

"performer" in "an artistic creation." Keast further asserts, "Once again the blackbird is 

part of a larger whole; once again it is in motion, but now all of nature is in movement 

also." Keast surmises that "a new contrariety seems implicit in the two lines of this 

stanza: the violent motion and sound of winds are muted and slowed in the image of the 

pantomime- as if the speaker, in describing nature in this metaphor of artifice, had 

imposed upon nature a form opposite to its own" (56). Clearly, the print-based poem 

suggests a tension between artifice and nature, intellectualization and natural feeling. 

Overall , the stanza asks whether the blackbird "whirls" by its own will or is being tossed 

about by uncaring forces larger than itself. 
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Picot's message expands upon Stevens's metaphysical meditation on man' s 

co1mection to nature by becoming a rather pointed rhetorical comment through a montage 

of sound, photographs, and cartoon images that suggest the negative effects of human 

action upon the environment. Unlike the printed poem, where there could still be some 

question whether or not the blackbird "whirls" in the wind under its own power, the tiny 

cartoon blackbird tumbles across the various screens under no will of its own and is 

subsumed by larger environmental and political considerations represented in the 

photographs and by the historical provenance of the song "Louisiana 1927." The 

photographs, the song, and the newspaper aiiicle combine to condemn humanity as short

sighted, selfi sh, and ineffectual. First, the power of nature ' s winds is established with the 

two photos of enormous storm banks in the sky. Then, Picot establishes the devastation 

to humanity's artifacts such as the demolished homes, boats, and highways. People 

appear in one photo as well , slogging through flooded streets. Finally, the newspaper 

article regarding global warming sums up Picot's message and suggests that the hurricane 

damage depicted in the previous images directly results from humanity's inability to 

address its effects on the environment. And, underscoring the points made by the 

photographs is the refrain "They ' re trying to wash us away" that refers to the 

government's misguided and ineffectual efforts during two different "natural" crises. We 

are full of "talk," as the article title states, but incapable of effecting "action." Fmiher, 

among the mostly human wreckage depicted on the screens, the tiny cartoon blackbird 

has become lost, a barely noticeable victim of humanity's preoccupations with its own 

needs and comfmis. Here, Picot expands upon the ideas in Stevens ' s verse, changing the 
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stanza to a political comment yet acknowledging the general theme in the original. The 

"pantomime" of hurricane devastation is a message from nature to begin addressing 

human effects on the global environment or suffer the devastating consequences to 

people-and blackbirds. 

The Limitations of Animation 

Obviously, many of Picot's animated remediations of Stevens's poem brilliantly 

ex pand upon its themes and ideas, are powerful, and are even beautiful. Yet other 

a -iimations reveal that, at times, the simplicity of black lines upon a white page have 

more power to suggest nature's beauty and importance to man than can be encompassed 

in cartoon creations, however skillful those might be. The cartoon drawings that Picot 

uses to i 11 ustrate some stanzas contrast greatly with the solemn rhetoric of the illustrations 

previously considered. For instance, the animation of the fourth stanza, "A Man and 

Woman," i I lustrates the Jjnes, ''A man and a woman / Are one. / A man and a woman and 

a blackbird / Are one." The background that Picot uses in the animation is beautiful, full 

of lush, green, vivid tropical plants. In the "Notes," Picot reveals that he has used La 

Douanier Rousseau 's Woman Walking in an Exotic Forest for the background. He 

replaced the woman in the original with a cartoon figure of a man and a woman. The 

cartoon man has an egg-shaped head set upon an egg-shaped body. Gray pubic and chest 

hair curl upon his naked egg-shaped body, and his hair stands up in short spikes. The 

woman is curvaceous with long yellow hair, large breasts, and long eyelashes. The 

cartoon blackbird fli es in and sits on the man's head and chirps once. The woman smiles, 

reaches out, and grasps the man 's hand. He smiles in return. That the man and woman 
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stand naked in a forest illustrates the usual idea that all are one with nature, or as Keast 

explains, "the blackbird is part of a larger whole, an item in a manifold unified" (57), yet 

fleshing out, so to speak, the stanza in a comical cartoon contrasts with the spare beauty 

of Stevens ' s lines. It is easier to imagine man and woman and blackbird as connected as 

part of a larger, natural whole when contemplating the print version of the lines than it is 

when contemplating Picot's cartoon. 

The fifth animation, "Inflections and Innuendos," also vies with the original 

stanza in terms of imagining Stevens' s points. In the original stanza, the word "beauty" 

appears twice. The speaker does not know whether to prefer "The beauty of inflections / 

Or the beauty of innuendoes." The third and fourth line of the stanza connect to the last 

two, ""The blackbird whistling/ Or just after." Picot allows the first three lines of the 

stanza to appear alone as if he too realizes that the words have more power than any 

cartoon animation. After all , inflections and innuendos are subtle effects usually found in 

human language, or, as Keast observes, in "the rhetoric of controlled speech" (57). Then, 

for the final two lines, a large cartoon blackbird appears. A sharp bird's whistle emanates 

from the program accompanied by the bird lifting its head and opening its mouth. Keast 

characteri zes the original stanza as an attempt by the speaker to evaluate "the beauty of 

rnobon and the beauty of rest. " He asserts that "the speaker, eager for beauty and 

permanence, is in a sense betrayed by his own instrument- for while nature can be fixed 

in words, the beauty is in their flow" ( 5 8). Yet the animation remains the very antithesis 

of a contemplation of the beauty of nature, suggesting artifice alone through the cartoon 
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blackbird and the synthesized blackbird chirp. Inflections and innuendos of beauty here, 

are missing, and are even undercut by the cartoon animation of Stevens' s words. 

The tenth animation, "The Bawds of Euphony," also highlights the difficulty in 

remediating print-based poetry in Flash animation to capture the essence of a poem's 

themes. Once again, Picot begins with simple words on the screen, presenting the entire 

stanza at once. Then the screen changes to green, becoming a green box that represents 

the "green light" mentioned in the poem. A caiioon blackbird flaps across the green box, 

the bi rd chirps, wings flap , and people exclaim. The people represent the "bawds of 

euphony" and exclaim phrases such as "Oh, I say" and "Ooo, la la." For Keast, the 

stanza implies that "the flight of blackbirds is more beautiful than any human accent or 

harmony" and , obviously, rendering this idea in Flash animation does not do the idea 

service. In the animation, neither the exclamations of the people nor the cartoon 

bl ackbi rd are paiiicularly beautiful. "Bawds of euphony" suggest a sound otherworldly 

in nature, a sound that cannot be captured in the synthesized words of man. 

Finally, the animation of "Glass Coach," does not well capture the piercing fear 

mentioned in the printed stanza. The animation features a man in a suit sitting in a 

bubble, which represents the "glass coach" mentioned in the stanza. An outline of the 

state of Connecticut is below the bubble. Photographs, probably from Connecticut, pass 

behind the bubble along with a "whooshing" sound like a car passing by pilings on the 

highway. A flock of cartoon blackbirds appear and take over the screen, eventually 

turning the entire screen black. In the printed stanza, a man mistakes "the shadow of his 

equipage" for blackbirds and is pierced by fear. In the animation, the cartoon man sits 

150 



unmoving, displaying no emotion or reaction whatsoever. The closest the animation 

comes to representing fear is when the screen goes entirely black, as if the blackness of 

death has come over the vision of the reader. Overall, many of Picot's animations, while 

interesting, do more to show the limitations of animation than to demonstrate how the 

rhetoric of a particular classic work can be strengthened or deepened. On the other hand, 

Picot's work here is a valuable experiment, especially since many of his animations work 

so well to express his interpretation of Stevens ' s words. 

Photographic Reality in "It Was Evening All Afternoon " 

Although the animations sometimes undercut the grandeur of Stevens' s work, 

Picot's illustration of the final stanza beautifully captures the images Stevens delineates 

with his words. The first line, "It was evening all afternoon," seems stark on the printed 

page compared to the photographic image Picot uses to begin his animation sequence. 

That it was "evening all afternoon" becomes more understandable when the viewer sees 

the gray sky above the city street, a sky where the sun is hidden, a sky presaging snow. 

Indeed, Picot uses realistic photos throughout his animation to an almost staiiling 

effectiveness. For the lines, " It was snowing / And it was going to snow," photographs of 

snow-covered rooftops and snow-covered branches appear and fade away. Then, for the 

fi nal lines, "The blackbird sat / In the cedar-limbs," a photographic image appears of 

what seems to be a crab-apple tree on a residential , snow-covered street. A blackbird 

fades in , sitting among the branches. The next photograph provides a closer look at the 

tree, and viewers can see more clearly a blackbird among the branches. At this point, 
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Picot adds his own two lines to Stevens's work, "The blackbird sat/ In the crab-apple 

branches," referring to the initial sight that compelled him to rernediate Stevens's poem. 

Picot's work here strengthens an understanding of Stevens's observations in this 

stanza. In fact, of Stevens' s original stanza Keast writes 
' ' 

The lengthening shadows of afternoon make it seem evening, obliterating 

the distinction of time; the snow will continue, effacing the marks of daily 

variation; a continuum of darkness and light, shadow and snow can be 

projected into the future. And the sign and guarantee of this natural stasis 

in natural progression is the blackbird, who sits, and sits in the limbs of the 

cedar, which, as if to signify a coalescence even of the seasons, is green 

even in winter. (62) 

Thus, Keast's interpretation, Picot's illustration, and Stevens's printed words coalesce in 

their rhetoric. Even though Picot uses a crabapple tree rather than a cedar tree, the 

photographic images nonetheless capture the essence of Stevens' s words, making the 

concreteness of the images more apparent. Picot's illustrations make it clear that the 

stanza could be a direct observation ofreality. There do exist days where the sky looks 

like evening all afternoon and the snow continues to fall upon birds sitting outside our 

windows. The metaphoric flights of fancy apparent in Stevens's more metaphorical 

refenals to "bawds of euphony" or "glass coaches" here is disdained for observable 

phenomena. The thirteenth way oflooking at a blackbird is a direct one, and Picot's 

animation reinforces this interpretation of the stanza. 
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Implications of Picot's Remediation 

As a thematic whole, Picot's work lacks cohesion, which is not a criticism. 

Indeed, Keast notes that o:ie way of looking at Stevens's work, although he ultimately 

decides on a more nuanced thesis, is as the title suggests, "a suite of thirteen separate 

poems, each different, each capable of standing alone, having a common subject but no 

other necessary connection" (50). The structure and content of Picot's animation seems 

to support this interpretation of Stevens' s work. Each of Picot's animations stands alone 

as an illustration of a single stanza. The animation begins, illustrates one stanza with 

li ttle reference to the other animations, and ends, returning the viewer back to the crab

apple tree interface to choose another animation to view. There is no way for the reader 

to read the animated version of the poem from beginning to end (although Picot does 

provide a complete text of the poem as a link in the title page). Neither are the 

animations decidedly cohesive in style or subject matter. Some, like the "Autumn 

Winds" animation make a political statement. Others, like the "A Man and A Woman," 

simply illustrate the stanza as literally as possible. Realistic blackbirds appear along with 

the cartoon blackbirds. Cartoon bookcases hold realistic books. The piece ce1iainly is a 

tour de force in Flash animation but it is difficult to detennine whether or not Picot 
' 

means the piece to further a specific theme or idea. 

Nonetheless like the other remediations under consideration in this argument, 
' 

Picot's work, especially in its varied nature, sheds definite light on how readers 

understand the rhetoric of fiction, or, in this case, poetry, as well as the rhetorical 

possibilities of medium. After all, Bakhtin asserts that"[ a ]ny creative point of view, 
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whether potential or factually important, becomes convincingly necessary and 

indispensable only in correlation with other creative points of view" ("Supplement" 274). 

Re-envisioning each stanza of Stevens's poem in a new medium, then, highlights aspects 

that may not have previously been considered and strengthens the overall cultural 

importance of the work. The more often the work is considered in various creative 

forums, or in scholarship, the further the creation will invade our cultural 

consciousnesses, just as has happened with the many remediations of Mary Shelley's 

Frankenstein in television, film, and, more recently, in Shelley Jackson's hypertext. 

Furthermore, Picot's remediation seems to be in keeping with the overall intent and 

theme of the original printed version. Bogen notes that Stevens's work represents a 

'"ways of looking at" approach that she asserts was "in the air as an approach in the West 

during the World War I era" (218). Bogen argues that not only does the title support the 

" ways of looking at" approach but that the poem itself presents "at least eight different 

views of ' blackbird' as well as "several different points of view" from which the poem is 

told (2 18). As Bogen admits, she is not the only scholar to note this peculiarity. 

McNamara aro-ues that "the need for man to be attentive to each element of reality is the 
b 

message of a poem such as "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird" ( 446). And, in 

hi s extensive early explication of the poem, Keast ends his analysis with the caveat that 

he has presented his hypothesis regarding the poem not because he is "convinced of its 

final validity, but because it comes closer than some others to resolving some of the 

problems I have encountered in reading the poem, and because it was a convenient means 

of illustrating one way, out of many more than [thirteen] ways of looking at the poem" 
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(63) . The idea oflooking at an object with multiple perspectives, as the poem states it 

" looks at" a blackbird thus permeates both the content and the critical reception of the 

poem. Stevens's work lends itself to multiple ways of looking at the poem's themes and 

ideas, a task Picot masterfully takes on in his new media presentation. More importantly, 

as we have seen, comparison of the two versions reveals how the addition of motion, 

sound, coloring, and layering can potentially alter a reader's perception of a particular 

collection of words, a valuable exercise for rhetorical scholars interested in how medium 

can be exploited to convey a message. 

Rhetorical Analysis of Croatian Tales of Long Ago 

One of the most extensive and innovative electronic remediations published thus 

far is Helena Bulaja' s Croatian Tales of Long Ago, which is a collection of Flash 

animations by different artists published on two separate CDs. The CDs present eight 

Croatian fairy tales, classics in Croatia, written by Ivana Brlic Mazuranic7 in 1916. Since 

artists living in different countries composed each animation, the animations demonstrate 

widely varied approaches to the stories, ranging from animations embedded in textual 

representations to animations presented as cartoon movies. In the first CD, Bulaja 

explains that the artists were given "complete freedom in their work." Bulaja also notes 

that the aiiists' interpretations "were completely free from the ballast of heritage that 

such a famous work has in our culture," and many of the artists saw the fairy tales for the 

first time when they were invited to participate in the project. Since Bulaja wanted the 

7 Spellin o- of the name varies. In the book, the name is spelled "IV. Berlic-Mazuranic." On the 
CDs, the~1ame oiven is "Ivana Brlic Mazuranic." I am using the spelling given in the CDs. 

b 
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"reaction of artists from different cultures," the interpretations (other than Bulaja's) are 

not embedded in the culture within which the stories were created. In a review of the first 

CD, which was published in trAce Online, Edward Picot notes that the artists "have not 

approached Mazuranic' s work with anything like reverence." For the purposes of this 

analysis, the varied approaches are a plus, providing a wealth of information on 

innovative rhetorical techniques in electronic remediation. In a review of both CDs 

published in The Hyperliterature Exchange entitled "Twice-Told Tales," Picot concludes 

that although the animations certainly are worth viewing for their "own sake," when 

"viewed in conjunction with the original Tales, and the background information about 

Mazuranic herself, then a much more rich and complex picture emerges." The 

an imations and accompanying bibliographical material provide an excellent resource for 

rhetorical scholarship into electronic literature. 

Choices of Animations.for Analysis 

Although all eight animations can contribute to understanding how artists are 

learning to exploit kairos to construct meaning in electronic mediums, I have access to 

print versions of only six of the fairy tales written by Mazuranic in the English translation 

by Fanny Copeland: "How Quest Sought the Truth," "Fisherman Plunk and his Wife," 

"Reygoch, " Bridesman Sun and Bride Bridekins," "Stribor's Forest," and "'Little Brother 

Primrose and Sister Lavender." Thus, the two animations with no accessible print-based 

counterparts, "Toporko and His Nine Brothers" and "Yagor," will not be examined. 

Fu11ber, out of the eight animations, Bulaja labels five "cartoons," two "interactive 

stories," and one a "cai1oon/game." Therefore, I chose to analyze an interactive story, the 
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cartoon/ game, and two cartoons to avoid being overly repetitive and to adhere to a 

comparison between rhetorical techniques in print and electronic mediums. Thus, the 

fo llowing sections analyze four of the eight animations in Bulaja's CD collection, Ed 

Beals's "Neva," which is "Bridesman Sun and Bride Bridekins" in print, Laurence 

Arcadia' s "Plunk," which is "Fisherman Plunk and his Wife" in print, Nathan 

Jurevicius ' s "How Quest Sought the Truth," which has the same title in print, and Ellen 

McAuslan's "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica," which is "Little Brother Primrose and 

S ister Lavender" in print. The two cartoons are analyzed first, then the game/cartoon, 

and finally the interactive story. 

Structure and Content of Ed Beals 's "Neva": A Remediation of "Bridesman Sun and 

Bride Bridekins ,, 

Ed Beals remediated Mazuranic's "Bridesman Sun and Bride Bridekins" in a 

Flash animation entitled "Neva." Unlike many of the other animations, no nanator reads 

the story, and the characters do not speak. Instead, with music in the background, a silent 

cartoon animation plays as if the viewer were watching a puppet theater: all of the 

characters appear to be on sticks or strings leading off-stage. At the beginning, a red 

cmiain hangs above the stage and cogs whirl on the sides, with the cogs representing the 

mill that plays a central role in the story as well as technology in general. Exposition 

appears in the form of white placards that emerge from the sidelines (see fig. 5). 
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Fig. 5. "Neva's Parents," Screen Capture from Ed Beals's "Neva" in Croatian Tales. Courtesy of Bulaja 

Nakl ada. 

The strings, poles, and the stage emphasize Beals's behind-the-scenes presence. Beyond 

a few mouth and eye movements, the bodies of the characters remain stiff, maintaining 

the puppet persona. The story displays an intense awareness of kairos, with the rhetoric 

often depending on the viewer ' s awareness of the medium. 

The story seems quite simple. Neva, the title character, lives with her family in a 

fl our mill. A kni ght comes by one day and posts a reward sign on the castle door for the 

king's lost key . From a window high up in the mill , Neva sees the knight named Oleh 

Ban and fall s in love. After Knight Oleh Ban leaves, Neva' s parents cheat two poor 

peasants out of their hard-earned bread and then give a rich customer extra service. 

When her parents leave, Neva gives the peasants, who turn out to be Mother Muggish 
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and the Sun, back some of the food taken by her parents. As a reward for Neva's 

kindness, Mother Muggish helps the girl find the king's lost key. However, the love

stricken Neva gives the key to Oleh Ban rather than returning it directly to the king. 

When the knight returns the key to the king, the king offers Oleh Ban the princess's hand 

in marriage, but Oleh Ban decides to marry Neva. The king's men attack Oleh Ban's 

castle. The Sun sees the fight and intervenes, knocking down the king's men and taking 

away the king's and the princess' s crowns. Neva and Oleh Ban marry with the king 

acting as a servant at the festivities. 

Beals tells the story almost entirely through images rather than text although the 

placards provide some minimal exposition. Indeed, Beals innovates many engaging ways 

to express emotions and events without words. For instance, windmill hearts indicate 

love, and tears that move back and forth like windshield wipers indicate sadness. When 

the peasants " look' ' at one another, seeming to express disbelief at the actions of the 

mi I !er and his wife, they flip about as if twirled on a lollipop-stick . . Rather than using 

expressive body language, Beals allows readers to intuit for themselves the unfairness of 

Neva' s parents through the juxtaposition of the characters and the sequence of the events. 

The reader understands that the miller and his wife give the rich man preferential 

treatment through the presence of the two peasants in the background when the miller 

gives the rich man all the food with a bow on the basket for good measure. The reader 

also understands the princess 's vicious character not only from the jealous flames in her 

eyes but also because she sticks out her tongue at Neva. In the final scenes of the 

animation, Beals provides no placards of exposition at all. Instead, Beals simply shows 
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the Sun intervening in the fight between the king's men and Oleh Ban. And, to indicate a 

happy ending, Beals portrays Neva and the knight dressed in wedding finery while a 

snow of rice falls and the smiling Sun shines upon them, a skillful demonstration of 

showing over telling. The overall animation delights not only due to the attractive 

caiioon drawings but through the ability Beals demonstrates at getting the story across 

with minimal exposition. Interesting as well is that Beals uses puppets as a primary 

theme, bringing in not only connotations of godly intervention but also hinting at the 

reality that the characters are acting out a prewritten tale. 

The Print "Bridesman Sun and Bride Bride kins" Versus the Electronic "Neva " 

While the electronic version of the story certainly entertains not only due to the 

fantastic drawings and the ability Beals demonstrates to express a story with minimal use 

of words, the print version much more successfully appeals to pathos than does the 

electronic version. While the stories express similar themes, some details have been 

changed to fit the kairos of the medium, especially in terms of the humanity of the 

characters. In the Hyperliterature Exchange review "Twice-Told Tales," Picot notes the 

most prominent difference between the two versions. At the end of the original tale, 

Picot says, "there is a pitched battle, described at considerable length, in which the Sun 

roasts an entire army alive inside their armour" ("Twice-Told"). Indeed, in Copeland's 

translation of the tale, the royal army comes to a quite gruesome fate. Mazuranic writes, 

"Heat overcame the multitude of archers as their brains grilled inside their helmet." After 

their brains have been properly grilled, Muggish opens a boghole beneath each man, and 

the men cry out as the boghole consumes them. Mazuranic emphasizes their 
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melodramatic end by asserting, "The Sun was executioner and the earth gravedigger." In 

contrast, in Beals' s version, the Sun simply knocks the puppet archers off of their puppet 

poles one after the other without any fanfare or gruesome screams to emphasize the 

archers' basic humanity. The reader becomes more involved with the army's fate in the 

print version, perhaps empathizing with, or perhaps delighting in, the terrifying end of the 

''cruel soldiers." In the animation, the viewer merely notes that the Sun has taken care of 

the problem and that the couple can now live happily ever after as the archers' minimal 

representation and lack of i1mer dialogue preclude the viewer's emotional involvement. 

In Copeland 's translation, the reader cannot deny the archers' humanity since as each 

archer falls , he calls "'upon his sworn brother" before he perishes, expressing both a very 

human terror as well as an admirable loyalty to his fallen brothers (158). In print, then, 

the archers have a human voice which readers can imagine and to which readers can 

relate. In the animation, the archers remain mere puppets, representations, and/or place-

markers in a nonetheless beautifully depicted story. 

While the animation does not appeal as strongly to pathos as does the print 

version, Beals displays a deft ability to appeal to cultural understandings to express 

themes of greed, jealousy, and the need for power on the part of the miller, the miller's 

wife, the king, and the princess. In fact, Beals's rhetoric relies on cultural understanding 

more than the print version does. For instance, in the print version, Mazuranic directly 

characterizes the miller and his wife as "miserly and hard of heart" (139) while Beals 

relies on the difference between the number of cakes the couple take from the peasants 

compared to the number taken from the rich man to demonstrate the couple's sycophantic 

161 



and greedy natures. To emphasize the unfairness, the peasants have on rough-looking 

clothing, and the disguised Sun sports razor stubble. The rich man, in contrast, is neat and 

tidy. The peasants obviously need the cupcakes more than the rich man does, but the 

miller and his wife take advantage of the peasants' need to grab all they can for 

themselves. The print version explains that "it had stung the proud princess to heart 

when Oleg the Warden had flung her the keys" (149) and that she "begged and entreated 

him till he lent her his mighty army" (150). In the electronic animation, no narrator 

explains why the archers begin attacking the knight's castle. Instead, Beals relies on the 

flames in the princess's eyes to indicate the jealousy necessary to initiate an attack. After 

al l, in the electronic version, the knight has returned the king's keys, an act for which the 

king should be grateful. Yet readers understand that fairy tales often involve spoiled 

yo ung women used to getting their own way; therefore, through reliance on cultural 

familiarity with _jealousy as a primary motivator in fairy tales, Beals ably conveys motive 

for the attack on the castle without the need for a worded explanation. 

Looking at Beal s's remediation of the original printed story demonstrates that 

readers must do a little less work to understand the themes present in a conventional 

print-based story than one must do in an electronic-based story with minimal textual or 

oral exposition. In print, the narrator has many opportunities to tell readers how to 

perceive the characters in a particular story through exposition. While Beals could have 

provided more exposition, he instead invites readers to make connections on their own, to 

depend on their cultural understanding of fairy tales in general as well as the specific 

illustrations and juxtapositions of characters. Thus, Beals's work demonstrates the 
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possibilities of digital media in comparison to print media even while depending, at least 

in part, on familiarity with print-based works to make the fairy-tale themes persuasive 

and clear. 

Structure and Content of Laurence Arcadia's ''Plunk" 

Beyond leaving out the wife's portion of the journey, a narrator orally tells 

" Plunk" almost word for word from the original. Further, Laurence Arcadia illustrates 

"Plunk" with a combination of geometrically shaped characters and integrated 

photographs. The drawings render the characters in bright colors and minimal lines, and 

when the characters speak, photographic human mouths appear in the heads of the 

characters. For instance, Plunk's mouth includes a man's chin stubble, and his wife ' s 

mouth looks like a woman' s lips. When the characters have dialogue, the mouths move 

and voices different from the overall narrator speak. Arcadia has integrated into the 

animation other photographs and realistic illustrations as well, such as a miller's wheel 

and a plate of meat. The simple cartoon figures contrast with the photographic images in 

sometimes startling ways and, since the photographs are fairly contemporary, make 

connections between Plunk's greed and an implied materialism in current societies. 

The story involves a fi sherman named Plunk who elicits help from the Dawn 

Maiden since he has "no joy" in the world "at all, at all." She agrees to help, and Plunk 

finds a girl waiting for him at home. However, Plunk is not entirely happy as he could 

see "the girl was just a poor body like [him]." The girl tells Plunk fantastic tales ofr~ches 

to the point that Plunk begins to believe the girl knows where riches might be found. He 

loses his temper when she explains she simply made up the stories to entertain him, and 
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he beats her to the point that blood drips from her nose-in the most graphically violent 

scene in either CD. Plunk makes his wife leave in search of the Sea King's treasure, but 

rather than finding treasure, she loses their son, Winpeace. The tragic loss leaves her 

mute. Eventually, Plunk ends up in the Sea King's castle, rescues the son, and returns 

home, an act that returns his wife's voice. At the end, Plunk seems to have learned to 

appreciate his wife and his son over all riches. 

Rhetoric in "Fisherman Plunk" 

While Beals' s animation incorporates technological topics into its rhetoric with 

the references to outside forces implicit to the puppet theatre theme, Arcadia's rhetorical 

techniques are similar to that which Picot uses in "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 

Blackbird. " She too uses contemporary pictures to connect literary themes and 

contemporary culture and does so to deride materialistic tendencies. For instance, when 

the narrator describes the wife's stories regarding "king's daughters who sowed their 

gardens with pearls and reaped gems" and dragon's treasure, photographs from catalogs, 

pictures of castles, and even a picture of Princess Diana flash in the background (see 

fi g. 6). 
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Fig. 6. " Princess Diana," Screen Capture from Laurence Arcadia's "Plunk" in Croatian Tales. Courtesy of 

Bu laja Naklada. 

Since the story ultimately involves Plunk beginning to appreciate his wife and his son and 

their simple existence, the photographs entail negative connotations. The photographs 

suggest a connection between materialism in today ' s society and Plunk's materialistic 

soul, and the story makes it clear that a materialistic lifestyle leads only to disaster-as 

represented by Plunk 's missing son and traumatically mute wife. 

Fmiher, the story appeals quite strongly to pathos. First of all, the viewer comes 

to sympathize with the plight of the wife. She puts a great effort forth to entertain her 

husband with stories, and his response is to beat her because she claims the stories are not 
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true. During the beating, the frame displays a picture of the little son sitting on a chair 

listening to the horrible sounds. Next, the frame displays a picture of the wife on the 

ground with blood pouring from her nose as she explains to her brutal husband that the 

stories came from her "own heart to beguile [her husband's] weariness" (see fig. 7). 

Fig 7. " Plunk's Wife," Screen Capture from Laurence Arcadia's "Plunk" in Croatian Tales. Courtesy of 

Bulaja Naklada. 

The line is made more effective through the narrator's taking on a higher, more feminine 

tone of voice. Finally, after Plunk drives her and her son from the house in search of 

treasure, the wife and son fall asleep. When the wife awakes, the son has disappeared, 

and the wife wails, her mouth appearing enonnous, until an "X" appears across her 

mouth to emphasize the narrator's explanation that grief has made her mute. The horrific 
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events between husband and wife, with a small child looking on, mirror contemporary 

abuse cases with which most readers will be familiar, thus encouraging readers to 

sympathize closely with the wife and to lack empathy for Plunk. Indeed, while Beals' s 

work di splays a brilliant ability to depict a story with minimal language use, Arcadia's 

animations appeal to contemporary concerns regarding greed and spousal abuse. Further, 

while neither animation relies on realistic character drawings, Beals's more closely 

associates his characters to characters in a book or play, and Arcadia's more geometric 

and simplified characters nonetheless brings readers into close sympathy with the wife's 

p light and Plunk ' s eventual redemption. 

Structure and Content of Nathan .Jurevicius 's ''How Quest Sought the Truth " 

Nathan Jurevicius 's work presents a departure from the other animations included 

in the CDs. Rather than labeling the animation "cartoon" as do most of the others, Bu]aja 

labels "How Quest Sought the Truth" as a "game/cai1oon." Not only does Jurevicius 

animate the story of three brothers who encounter Al Rosy (All-Rosy the Sun God in 

print) in the forest and after whom the evil Rampogusto sends goblins, but he also 

includes several musical interludes as well as three interactive computer games closely 

connected to the story natTative. Jurevicius exploits the electronic medium by providing 

opportunities for the reader to slow down, interact, and explore additional entertainment 

possibilities not possible in print. 
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Rhetoric in "How Quest Sought the Truth" 

In "How Quest Sought the Truth," Jurevicius introduces several rhetorical 

elements not previously discussed: an illustrated narrator in the form of a squirrel, 

musical interludes, and interactive games that can be accessed in between scenes. On the 

CD, Jurevicius explains that he "wanted the story to also have a modern feel and so [he] 

created the squirrel as a naiTator and introduced songs into the script," and all three 

elements ce1iainly contribute to the modern feel of the animation. The squirrel indeed 

looks "modern," with a funky lean look that includes low-rider pants, droopy eyelids, and 

bags under the eyes (see fig. 8). 

· · fi· N th J 1·c1·us's "How Quest Sought the Truth in Fig. 8. "The Squirrel Narrator," Screen Capture om a an urev 

Croat ian Tales. Courtesy of Bulaja Naklada. 
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The squirrel talks in a lisp and has a hairstyle that could well have been worn by one of 

the Beatles. His persona is laconic, almost the antithesis of fairy-tale characters as we 

have come to know them from Disney representations. The music also has a modern 

twist, including clanging metal sounds and heavy percussion. Jurevicius's characters 

actually stop in the middle of the narrative to present musical compositions, as if 

Jurevicius produced a movie musical. Further increasing the modernity of the narrative, 

fo r the first song, the boys sing around a turntable record player; for the second song, the 

goblins form a tlu·ee-man group, one standing in front of a microphone to sing, one 

strumming a guitar, and one playing a snare drum; and for the third song, two insect-like 

creatures perform, one on a horn and the other singing in gruff, jazzy tones. Not even the 

firs t song, in which the characters sing the song lyrics written by Mazuranic, has a folk 

song fee l, as does much of the music in the other animations. Instead, both the 

illustration and the sound associate to near-contemporary music productions including 

mechanical devices, boy bands, and jazz singers. Finally, the three computer games 

Jurevicius includes can only be associated with modern culture, even while retaining a 

rather old-fashioned charm as they avoid sophisticated interaction and limit the viewer ' s 

control over the avatars' actions to the arrow keys and the space bar. The limited 

actions, sti ff fi gures, and repetitive tasks remind one of early video games like Frogger or 

Donkey Kong. Overall, through these three rhetorical elements not possible in print, 

Jurevicius acknowledges the modernity of the medium even while providing a connection 

to the print-based narrative he deftly remediates. 
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While most of the other animations in Bulaja's collection encourage readers to 

move forward through the story, this remediation invites the reader to stop, experiment, 

and explore-to play-not a rhetorical ploy encouraged in most printed material. The 

games especially encourage play even while they fit the heroic quest motif since quests 

often involve challenges that must be met before the hero can continue on his or her 

journey. In this case, Jurevicius does not make winning the games a requirement to move 

on; therefore, even the ability to move on without wim1ing the games emphasizes the 

playful aspects of Jurevicius's work. That is, since the games do not have to be "won" 

for the reader to move on through the narrative, they entail an invitation to stop and 

explore rather than a demand. 

Including some nanative events in game form emphasizes a sense of fun and play 

that may seem a bit at odds with the subject matter. For example, Al Rosy has instructed 

the three grandsons to go home and take care of their grandfather Witting. Unfortunately, 

Rarnpogusto interferes by sending goblins to hide in the boys' clothes, whisper to the 

boys, and lead them astray. After Rampogusto sends the goblins to the boys, Jurevicius 

gives the reader an opportunity to play the game "Pocket Punch" that places the three 

goblins in different paiis of the clothing. The reader uses the arrow keys to direct the 

goblins, and when the goblins hit the edge of the man's form, the goblins bounce back 

from the edge. The man's arm swings as well and sometimes crushes the goblin. When 

the arrow key is depressed, flames shoot out of a goblin's behind as if he is propelled by 

hi s own burning gas. Thus, the game emphasizes humor and play over the serious 

consequences of the goblins' effects on boys. Indeed, in both the electronic version and 
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the print version, two of the brothers, Careful and Bluster, go so far as to decide to kill 

their annoying old grandfather by burning down his hut with him inside it. However, 

since the burning of the house in Jurevicius's work turns into a game in which the reader, 

through the use of a character avatar, attempts to "save" the grandfather by avoiding 

falling debris, the seriousness of the events diminishes in comparison to the print version 

(see fi g. 9). 

Fig . 9 . "Cabin Rescue," Screen Capture from Nathan Jurevicius 's "How QueSt Sought the Truth" in 

Croati a n Tales. Courtesy of Bulaja Nakl ada. 
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In contrast, in Mazuranic' sprint version, the grandfather laments that the 

brothers' "hearts are empty to the bottom already, since [ they can] bum [their] own 

grandfather and the cabin where [they] were born." In print, Grandfather Witting sits 

down "to wait for death" (37). In Mazuranic's version, then, despair clearly interferes 

with the grandfather's will to survive, but, in the electronic version, the grandfather is 

much less fatalistic, declaring that he is "too weak to escape" rather than seeming to be so 

sad about his grandson's antics that he gives up on life. The games, the characters' evil 

"snickering," and the funny songs echo near-contemporary movies such as Mel Brooks's 

movie Young Frankenstein, in which evil becomes so outrageous that it becomes a source 

of fun rather than fear. Overall, Jurevicius's rhetorical decisions add a dimension of 

entertainment not possible in print and demonstrate how multi-modal productions can 

both tell a complete story but also invite readers to delve into amusing sidetracks during 

an electronic story experience. 

Structure and Content of Ellen McAuslan 's "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica'' 

Out of the four animations under discussion here, the animation that stands out as 

the most different is Ellen McAuslan's "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica," which she 

has labeled "interactive story." Here lies the clearest connection to the print-based 

predecessor McAuslan remediates, for she presents the story as printed words in pages in 

a book (see fig. IO). Indeed, the first image appears to be a torn manuscript page, and the 

title page resembles those often found in books, with a centered title and a byline. Upon 

reaching the first "page" of the story, the reader sees written paragraphs in two columns 

with the first word of each new paragraph written in fancy, bolded script. 
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Fig. I 0. " It Was a Dark and Stormy Night," Screen Capture from Ellen McAuslan 's " Brother Jaglenac and 

Sister R utvica" in Croatian Tales. Courtesy of Bu laja Naklada. 

The first page contains two illustrations, a round circle showing mountains in 

fa lling rain in the upper left hand corner and the girdle and cross of the princess in the 

middle of the right hand column. The images resemble illustrations in print storybooks 

except that they move and contain click points that induce further action. In the first 

page, fo r instance, clicking on the mountains elicits the sound of thunder, and clicking on 

the girdle and cross brings forth a brightening in their golden color as well as chiming 

sounds. A narrator reads the words on the page, words different from those that appear in 

Copeland ' s Engli sh translation. Whereas the electronic version begins with " [i]t was a 
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dark and stormy night," the print version begins with "[t]he stronghold of a wise and 

noble princess was attacked by her enemies" (187). Further, the title in the English 

translation is "Little Brother Primrose and Sister Lavender" rather than "Brother Jaglenac 

and Sister Rutvica." However, there is a deliberate resemblance to print manuscripts, 

including a background that resembles pressed paper and a requirement that the reader 

"turn the page" by clicking on a dragon icon in the comer of the text. Yet the story is 

" interactive" in more than one way, not only allowing readers to explore the illustrations 

for clickable features but also in that the illustrations mingle with the text, appearing 

behind words and between words. At one point, the character Jaglenac steps onto the 

words as if stepping up a ladder. The dialogue between printed words and electronic 

animation could not be more emphasized. 

Rhetoric in "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica " 

In the "Twice-Told Tales" review, Picot notes that the fairy tales of Hans 

Christian Andersen and Mazuranic share a strong "stylistic bond." Picot argues that one 

of the most notable resemblances between the two authors is "their shared technique of 

using innocents, often children, as central figures in their stories, innocents who become 

embroiled in trouble and must suffer and struggle before they can find their way back to 

happiness" ("Twice-Told"). Picot ' s characterization of Mazuranic's themes of 

innocence, certainly an appeal to pathos, can-ies through in McAuslan 's animation. 

Through the minimal illustrations, the tinkling sound effects, and the narrator's dramatic 

intonations, McAuslan supports and expands upon the central theme that innocence can 

triumph, however inadvertently, in a predominately corrupt world. 
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Most of the illustrations rely on minimal lines, especially those that portray 

Jaglenac and Rutvica. The boy, Jaglenac, has a small round head, a tubby round body, 

and great big round white eyes with only dots for pupils and seems to be wearing black 

pants only. Rutvica, the girl, has black arms and legs, and her head and body look like a 

coke bottle, with no differentiation between her clothing and her skin. She has black hair 

sticking out of the sides of her face directly below her white oval eyes (see fig. 11 ). 

~ Ell M A I 's "Brother Ja0 lenac Fig. 11 . "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica," Screen Capture 1rom en c us an ::, 

and Sister Rutvica" in Croatian Tales. Courtesy of Bulaja Naklada. 

Other illustrations retain simple lines as well, with the Votaress Fairies represented by 

h. · · th wings and legs attached in the w 1te tnangles upon which appear eyes, mou s, , 

appropriate places. Yet, the corruption of the fairies partly is represented by their bright 
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red lips, as if they were wearing lipstick, a certain sign of worldliness at the very best, 

sinfulness at the very worst. The children's eyes are their most prominent facial feature, 

with connotations of wide-eyed innocence while the fairies' eyes are primarily 

represented by hairy black eyebrows and almost nonexistent eyeballs, another method of 

emphasizing the fairies' less than innocent natures. 

Further~ the music associated with each of the characters emphasizes the 

chi ldren's innocence. At points where Jaglenac has been animated, his laugh sounds like 

"silver bells," as the narrator explains late in the story. Other sounds associated with the 

fairies involve a scratching that seems to represent laughter, whines, and at the very end, 

choking and gagging as the fairies perish in a rather comical and explosive ending. The 

chi ldren speak very little while the Votaress Fairy repeatedly asks the "Little Girl," to 

give her the girdle, using the association that words often have with manipulation to 

contrast to the children's rather silent, and therefore uncorrupt, natures. 

Finally, unlike Jurevicius's piece where the narrator has been embodied in an 

illustration of a lean funky squirrel, McAuslan's piece uses a disembodied narrator with a 

pleasant, even-toned female voice. In the credits to the piece, the narrator is identified as 

Lila Paws, and she uses tone to help in characterization as well as to underscore events. 

r n an email interview, McAuslan wrote that she adopted what she termed "a classic 

storytelling scenario, that of a female storyteller (mother) reading the tale to (her) 

children." And, in fact, Paws reads Jaglenac' s dialogue in a young and childish voice, a 

much hi gher tone than her regular reading voice. In contrast, Paws reads dialogue from 

the Votaress Fairies in an evil-sounding female voice that sometimes breaks out into 
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cackling laughter. Further, Paws reads even the portions not comprising dialogue in 

tones that encourage various emotional responses from the reader, similar to the way a 

parent might infuse his or her voice with emotion to elicit a response from children. For 

instance, the Votaress Fairies catch sight of Jaglenac and decide to "deal with him," but 

as a fairy "drew near [him] she screamed and started away from Jaglenac! She could not 

touch him because of the Cross around his neck. Jaglenac just laughed, marveling at 

their wings." When Paws reads the words "Jaglenac just laughed," she infuses her tones 

with amusement, further emphasizing Jaglenac's complete innocence, an innocence that 

takes no notice of the danger to which both the narrator and the reader entirely are aware. 

The tone invites the reader to collude in an adult amusement at a child's precociousness 

and to share in the wonder that such blind im1ocence can make its way through a world 

that quickly involves "a pit full of horrible stakes and spikes." Jaglenac' s im1ocence 

prevails here as well since he finds the leaf-covered spikes so comfortable that he fal1s 

asleep upon them. Further, when dire events take place, the narrator uses tone to 

emphasize the danger. For instance, after the narrator reads the text regarding the 

"horrible stakes and spikes," she reads the next line with rising intonations on the words 

"through" and "'spikes": "Whoever stepped on the boughs would fall through and kill 

himself on the spikes." The rising tone suggests disbelief and dread at what might 

happen next to the innocent Jaglenac which well-contrasts with what actually happens to 

him, which is nothing more terrible than a restful nap in a hole full of spikes. 
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Larger Rhetorical Concerns: Examining Croatian Tales as a Whole 

As individual stories, each animation appeals to at least one of the categories 

Booth describes for printed fiction-cognitive, qualitative, and practical. For instance, 

Ed Beals ' s "Neva" does not necessarily appeal to practical concerns since the puppet-like 

characters do not appeal strongly to pathos. However, as a whole, Beals's work engages 

the reader on a conceptual level due to his innovations in technique. The reader becomes 

interested in Beals' ability to tell the story almost entirely through visual cues other than 

printed words. Thus, interest is maintained not as much through character identification 

as it is through qualitative interests, the desire to see a fairy tale-a very familiar, classic 

genre- enacted through puppet characters. In this case, the innovations in technique rely 

on an understanding of the traditional uses of at least two other mediums, puppet-theater 

and print. To find puppets depicted in a Flash animation of a print-based fairy tale 

becomes a chall enge to a reader's cultural understanding and makes the reader curious to 

watch the entire animation. Of course, a story like "Plunk" does indeed appeal strongly 

to practical concerns, as the reader becomes deeply identified with the plight of Plunk's 

wife and child. Arcadia encourages reader identification with the characters through the 

use of contemporary photographic allusions that com1ect the fairy tale to more modern 

problems of spousal abuse and everyday greed. "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica" 

paiii ally appeals to practical interests due to the wish for innocents to succeed in a 

conupt world, but the nanator, in this case, also somewhat distances the reader from 

identification with the characters, especially when the tones invite amusement at the 

progress of the story. However, the story has a qualitative appeal as the viewer wishes to 
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see what occurs when the various animations have been "clicked." Will a giant crow fly 

across the screen? Will the prince fight the dragon? What will the pictures do in 

subsequent screens? McAuslan's methods seem particularly powerful because clicking 

on different screens brings unpredictable results, some much more elaborate than others. 

For instance, at one point an elaborate battle between a dragon and a prince takes place. 

However, at times, characters in the illustrations merely move their eyes or laugh. The 

unpredictable results exert a powerful draw upon the reader to complete the story without 

abandoning it, as sometimes occurs in the longer, wholly Flash animations, which 

sometimes seem to take a long time to complete. Jurevicius's work exerts a similar 

appeal, especially once the reader knows that different games will be offered throughout 

the story. However clever and enjoyable the animations might be, very few of the 

cartoon characters- other than perhaps Plunk's wife-make the reader wish for their 

success or failure· instead the games involve readers in success or failure of their own 
' ' 

manipulations of the screen signifiers, which is another type of practical interest. 

Croatian Tales as Rhetoric 

The rhetoric of Croatian Tales as a whole emphasizes the value of individual story 

interpretation over rigid analyses. Bulaja not only pays homage to the originator of the 

story, Ivana Brlic Mazuranic, but she values the interpretations of each of the animators. 

First, of all , Bulaja includes each of the stories, or translations of the stories, as 

Mazuranic originally wrote them, as one of the viewing options in the opening screen of 

each of the animations (see fig. 12). 
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Fig . 12. " How Quest Sought the Truth," Screen Capture from Nathan Jurevicius's "How Quest Sought the 

Truth" in Croatian Tales. Courtesy of Bulaja Naklada. 

Bulaja includes much of what Mazuranic says about her creations. In the 

autobiographical section in the second CD, home movies of Mazuranic can be watched. 

Also, as already mentioned, Bulaja gave the animators the freedom to either stick closely 

to the text of each story or to use the stories as inspiration for the animations that resulted, 

as is evidenced by the wide variety in structure, content, and technique in each of the 

animations. Each animation includes information about the animations written by each 

artist, fmiher demonstrating the value Bulaja places on the individual artists' innovations. 
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As Picot notes in the "Twice-Told Tales" review, Bulaja has exploited the 

medium to outstanding use by providing not only an animation that has "popular appeal" 

but also by providing "a slice of literary history." The collection emphasizes the wide 

variety of rhetorical possibilities available through the use of already familiar software 

programs such as Flash and hints at how a variety of applications can work in 

conjunction to demonstrate the value of historical genres such as fairy tales in new 

contexts and new mediums. 

Rhetorical Analysis of John Barth's "Click" 

In the December 1997 print magazine The Atlantic Monthly appears a short story 

by the postmodernist John Barth that remediates from digital media to print a central 

feature of Internet documents, the hypertext link. Throughout the print document, 

vari ous words, phrases, and titles appear in blue and are underlined, mimicking the 

appearance of Internet hypertext links ( even though today not many hypertext links are 

underlined). Although the remediation is not of a "classic story or poem," the 

remediation of an almost universally recognized rhetorical device in screen to print 

provides contrast to the preceding close readings and demonstrates the dialogic 

relationship between print and electronic literature. As Hayles has already posited, even 

as electronic literature mimics, innovates from, and expands upon print-based practices, 

so too does printed work mimic, i1movate from, and expand upon some electronic-based 

practices. What is more, this originally print-based story has been published online, first 

in Atlantic Monthly ' s online magazine, and now as a link to Ted Nellen's personal 

website "Cyber English," providing another opportunity to analyze a fully remediated 
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text. The remediation of this particular printed-based story onto the Internet is 

particularly intriguing due to the story's references to its original material instantiation. 

In fact, in Blair Mahoney's January 2001 interview, Barth explained that he is "entirely 

committed to print, but fascinated w hypertext etc as metaphor [sic]" ("Interview"). 

While author intention does not always coincide with reader understanding, the comment 

suggests that the online publication of the story may affect the metaphoric value of the 

fake hypertext links and that the possible effect should be investigated. In the same 

interview, Mahoney asks the following, rather leading question: 

Your story "Click" was also, for a time, published on the online version of 

The Atlantic Monthly, Atlantic Unbound. In my opinion, somewhat 

paradoxically, the story, with its faux hyperlinks and computerised subject 

matter, was actually better suited to print than it was to its online 

manifestation. Perhaps this is because there is an inherent disappointment 

in links that don't work, and the links in your story were never intended to. 

Perhaps, further, although metafictional work such as your own and 

Coover's (and more recently that of David Foster Wallace or Vikram 

Chandra) anticipates hype1iextuality it is inherently bound to the print 

medium. That is, in much the same way that an actual landscape may fall 

disappointingly short of the aesthetic pleasure of a great artist's depiction 

of it, so hypeiiext fiction may in its actuality not approach the aesthetic 

quality of print fiction that approximates it. ("Interview") 
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And, Barth merely says, "I quite agree" ("Interview"). Although the bias against 

hypertext fiction here is apparent, that the story has been printed online without apparent 

regard for the effects of the kairotic context provides an excellent example of Hayles' s 

assertion that changing "the material artifact is to transform the context and 

circumstances for interacting with words, which inevitably changes the meanings of the 

words as well" (24). Although those who remediate printed works to digital media do not 

always seem conscious of the effects of materiality, the irony of a critically hypertext

conscious print-based short story like Barth's-subsequently remediated to digital 

media- provides an opportunity to examine from several angles the effects of medium 

upon interpretation. 

Structure and Content of the Print-Based "Click" 

The original story begins on page 81 of the December 1997 Atlantic Monthly, and 

includes three illustrations by Istvan Banyai. In the first illustration, a man' s hand covers 

a woman 's hand which in turn holds a computer mouse. The mouse cord enters a 
' ' 

depiction of a computer screen where the word "click" appears. The illustration depicts 

the man 's and woman ' s hands as blue and the woman's thumbnail as painted with red 

nail poli sh. Further, Banyai has drawn several computer screens, one behind the other, 

representing different screens and layers of text and images. Under the illustration, 

centered, is the title in bold letters, Barth's name, and a blurb from later in the essay. The 

story 's first word, with the letter "C" appearing in a black box,' is the word "Click?" As 

can be seen through the first illustration and the first word, a central concern in this story 

is computer-based technology, with the "click" referring to the well-known sound of the 
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computer mouse. Yet paradoxically, the intrusive narrator actually describes the 

"Author/Narrator" as writing the piece with "a (black MontBlanc Meisterstlick 146 

fountain) pen" on "the (blue) lines of (three-ring loose-leaf) paper in a (battered old) 

binder on a (large wooden former grade-school) worktable" (82). Thus, the narrator 

reinforces the metaphoric value of the fake hyperlinks throughout the work by implying 

that the original materiality of the piece was paper, not the computer screen where 

hyperlinks are commonplace. If the ubiquitous, fake hypertext links were not enough to 

indicate the concern, the reference to print-based story construction points toward the 

story's consciousness of its own materiality. 

As the fake hypertext links suggest and as Barth implies in the interview, the 

central metaphor in the story has to do with the "hypertextuality of everyday life" (94), 

both in the sense that behind one text lies other texts, and in the sense of being inundated 

with information , or as Barth says, "being bemused and fascinated by the contiguities, 

complexities, interscalar resonances, and virtually endless multifariousness of the world" 

(95). Barth's two main characters, Mark and Valerie, approach this complexity in two 

very different ways, with Mark usually wanting to get to the point and Valerie wanting to 

explore the sidetracks along the way. These fundamentally different viewpoints on how 

to deal with life 's complexities lead the couple to fight but also seem to be why they are 

attracted to one another. Almost every aspect of the story supports and illustrates this 

fundamental tension between the couple, even the illustrations. For instance, in the 

second illustration both man and woman connect to computer screen representations 
' 

with mouse cords. A larger computer screen, within which the man stands, contains a 
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large scrambled, messy flow chart labeled "Everyday Life." The computer screen facing 

the man includes the woman's image, and the computer screen facing the woman 

displays the man's image: That is, both the man and the woman look at "everyday life" 

from differing perspectives. The man and woman clearly see one another looking at 

everyday life from differing perspectives. The overlapping images and the messy flow 

chart represent the chaotic, technologically rich environment within which the two 

characters, along with most of the rest of the world, must conduct their lives. Finally, in 

the last illustration, the man and woman stand outside the screen looking in at a man and 

woman, who are separate in the first two screens and then together in the last two screens, 

an illustration of the story's narrative structure in which the couple fight and come back 

together. A pop-up box overlies the screens, and the box reads, "Sorry, a system error 

occurred" (94 ). Since the screens only show the man and the woman, first separated and 

then holding one another, the illustration supports the theme regarding how human 

connection can help cut through life's complexities. The couple, first distracted by the 

chaotic world and annoyed with their disparate methods of coping with information 

overload, can choose to ignore life's complexities enough to concentrate on connecting 

with one another. Indeed, the last phrase of the piece reads, "until agile Valerie lifts one 

[long] [lithe] [cinnamon-tan] leg up and with her [left] [great] toe gives the Mac' s master 

switch a " (96, author's use of brackets). The last word of the story is "a," which is a 

humorous reference to the narrator's previous explication regarding the importance of a 

sentence's " insignificant elements" (82) but which also implies that Valerie intends to 

"click" off the computer, a reference to the first word of the story. At the beginning, the 
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couple does "click," a pun as well as a real physical action involving a computer mouse, 

and they, as well as the readers, embark on a thorough exploration, with lots of 

sidetracks, of what people choose, or choose not to, pay attention to. The story begins 

with only one word and a question mark: "Click?" The last signifier in the story is not a 

word but a blank space, no period. 8 Thus, the beginning invites the reader to explore 

along with the characters, and the end emphasizes a turning away from the distractions of 

teclmology, both hypertextual and print, and a turning toward umnediated reality. 

Not only do the illustrations support the hypertextuality-of-everyday-life theme, 

but also Barth basically explains the premise behind the story in a self-referential 

anecdote by the Narrator, 

Myself, I'm on both their sides in this matter, not only because Mand V 

seem equally reasonable, decent, harmless souls, but also because their 

tendencies represent contrary narrative impulses of equal validity and 

importance. A satisfyingly told story requires enough "Valerie"-that is, 

enough detail , amplification, and analysis-to give it clarity, texture, 

so lidity, verisimilitude, and empathetic effect. It requires equally enough 

"Mark"- that is, efficiently directed forward motion, "profluence," on

with-the-storyness- for coherence, anti-tedium, and dramatic effect. (96) 

8 Of course, a small shell indicates the end of the story to readers, a device used through~ut th_e 
magazine so readers know not to page through the magazine looking for the story's _co!1t111uatwn. 
I I · · · · · d. ti t I as come to an end and b1bl10°raph1cal n t 1e on line version a hori zontal lme Ill 1cates 1e s ory 1 , e, 

' as we ll as author information has been added. 
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Note that this viewpoint on narrative-that a satisfying narrative requires just enough 

detail to make a conclusion satisfying-would not consider a hypertext novel like Shelley 

Jackson ' s "satisfying" since Jackson's hypertext includes a great deal of detail, 

amplification, and so forth but not much "on-with the storyness." Again, the print-centric 

bias is reinforced, for despite the many distractions Barth includes in the story-both 

typographical, in terms of many, many parenthetical asides, brackets, and fake 

hyperlinks ; and narrative, in that the story basically begins near the end, digresses, and 

then jumps to a conclusion-the overall story has a simple dramatic arc. The couple fight 

due to fundamental differences in their outlooks on life, think about those differences for 

a whi le, and then make-up and reconnect. 

Print Versus On-Line "Click" 

Although I do not have access to the version of the story printed online for 

Atlantic Monthly, I do have access to the version linked to Ted Nellen's personal 

website. Readings of this version will necessarily be different than readings of the 

original online version, a reality that helps to make the very point of this argument. In 

Nell en's version, the words of the story appear to be the same as in the printed version 

although I have not checked every single word. However, there are profound differences 

in the presentation of the work. For one thing, only the first oflstvan Banyai's 

illustrations appears, and the first illustration in both print and online versions emphasizes 

gendered dominance, male over female, because the man's hand covers the woman's 

hand and appears to be guiding the selection of information on the Internet. The later 

illustrations in the print version place the man and woman in more balanced positions, 
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both immersed in "the hypertextuality of everyday life," both aware of the differences in 

the other's perspective. As the previous blocked quote demonstrates, the narrator 

requires an equal amount of both Valerie's and Mark's perspectives to provide a 

"satisfyingly told story" (96), so the later illustrations, not included online, help to 

support the narrator's assertion that both detail and forward motion, while certainly 

stereotypically gendered, are equally valuable. 

No blurb appears under the title in the online version, profoundly changing the 

perspective with which the reader approaches the text. In print, the blurb reads, 

They ' ve just rolled out of the sack (one of them perhaps more reluctantly 

than the other) from an extended session of makeup sex after an extended 

lovers' quarrel, the most serious of their coupleship- a quarrel currently 

truced but by no means yet resolved and maybe inherently unresolvable, 

although they ' re working on it. (81) 

In the print version, the reader immediately knows from the blurb that conflict exists 

between the couple. In the online version, the first word is "Click?"-which emphasizes 

the technology that plays an important part in the story. Moreover, in sharp contrast to 

the print version, the first full paragraph online emphasizes the couple's closeness. They 

are just getting out of bed after sex, still "nuzzling, patting, chuckling, [ and] sighing." It 

is not until the fourth full paragraph online that the above blurb appears and that is within 

the story ' s context. Compared to the print version, then, the online version de

emphasizes the conflict between the couple at the story's beginning. Not only is the 
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blurb printed twice in the magazine, but it is likely to be read first, in a larger, more 

emphatic font than the rest of the story. 

Most importantly, as Mahoney mentions, the hypertext links, an integral part of 

the story, work differently online, where they are expected, than in print, where they are 

t nusual; Even knowing the print version of the story and even knowing the hypertext 

links were supposed to be mimicries, I found it impossible to resist running the cursor 

over the fake hypertext links included in the online version, just in case they were 

clickable. Of course, since the links were unresponsive, I did not experiment for long and 

went on to read the story. As Mahoney mentions, there is indeed an "inherent 

disappointment" to hypertext links that do not work online while, in print, the reader 

knows quite well that the blue underlined words and phrases signify a metaphoric rather 

than a physical link. To readers who only encounter the online version, the experience 

must be very confusing since hypertext links that work appear at the end of the story and 

lead to a commercial website where the reader can purchase Barth's books. A rhetorical 

feature that is rather clever and amusing in print seems rather annoying and confusing on 

the computer screen. 

In the print version, the first time the important phrase "The Hypertextuality of 

Everyday Life" appears, each word is underlined separately (81 ), and this underlining 

strategy is important because the same term appears later in the story with a solid 

underline. In the latter appearance of the phrase, the narrator notes that "no option was 

then offered to select from among its component tenns" (84). The first time the phrase 

appears, the narrator spends some time commenting on clickable possibilities: "Some (the 
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computer script now declares in effect, along with much of the paragraph above) out of 

mere orneriness will select one of the phrase's apparently insignificant elements-the 

The, for example, or the of- as ifto say 'Gotcha! You said 'Click on any word' ... " 

(82, author's underlining and ellipses). The narrator then explains at great length how 

much more difficult it is to define words such as "the" or "of' compared to a 

"com paratively technical term" such as "theanthropic." According to the narrator, the 

word "the" takes "twenty-lines of fine-print definition" in a "good desk dictionary" while 

the word "theanthropic" can be "nailed down in a mere three and a half' (82). The 

difference in presentation affects reader understanding. The solid underline implies the 

whole phrase leads to one destination, while the spaces between underlined words, as the 

phrase appears in print, "declares in effect" that each word leads to different destinations. 

The separately underlined words in the print version emphasize the story's themes 

regarding hypertextuality more than does the solid underline in the electronic version. 

The narrator explains that "given time and clicks enough," even beginning with a 

seeming iru1ocuous word like "of': 

you will have "accessed" virtually the sum oflanguage, the entire 

expressible world. That's "hypertext," guys, in the sense meant here 

(there are other senses; see Hypertext): not the literal menus-of-menus and 

texts-behind-texts that one finds on CD-ROMS and other computer 

applications but rather the all-but-infinite array of potential explanations, 

illustrations, associations, glosses and exempla, even stories, that may be 
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said to lie not only behind any verbal formulation but also behind any real

world image, scene, action, interaction. (82) 

Even seemingly minor differences in presentation can either undercut or further support 

the story ' s themes. 

The differences continue between the two versions. In the magazine, the story is 

printed in two fully justified columns, emphasizing rigidity and linearity, a defense 

against the "chaos," or "hypertextuality" represented by the hypertext references in the 

story . The end line words have even been hyphenated to improve the unifonnity of the 

fu ll y justified text. 9 In contrast, the online version appears in a single column of words 

that is left justified only. The right side is left "ragged." No end line words are 

hyphenated in the online version. Both the single column of words and the left-justified 

features fit the online context but subvert the message. The open "space" of an Internet 

screen, plus the fact that the reader "scrolls" down the page rather than "turns" a page, 

makes columns and fully justified text impractical, unwieldy, and difficult to read. Yet, 

the simplicity of the online page undercuts the very themes explored in Barth's story, for 

the only likely reader action is to scroll down the page. Even though readers can 

certainly leave the page to surf the Internet, or click on icons in the tool bar, no authorial 

embedded feature in the presentation invites them to do so. There are no pop-up ads and 

9 The justified text is a feature of the entire magazine, not just Barth's story. Thus, the 
justification and hyphenation occur as part of the editing and type-setting process and are_ not 
features Ba,th could choose (or choose not) to support his themes. Nonetheless, as we w,11 see, 
the format has significance in terms of the content and interpretation of the story. 
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no hypertext links (at least until the end of the story). This particular online text has been 

simplified from its print counterpart. 

The printed version includes many distractions that counter the rigidity of the 

typographical presentation of the text. Not only were there several tear-out cardboard 

advertisements in the Atlantic Monthly magazine along with four full-page 

advertisements, but also a block is cut out of page 88 to accommodate a poem by Chana 

Bloch entitled "Tired Sex." Although the advertisements and the poem are not features 

included by the author, the editor of the magazine certainly meant to draw the reader's 

attention. In fact, when I reached Bloch's poem, I found myself confused. Given the 

creative formatting of the rest of the story, which includes a stanza from a Tem1yson 

poem as well as blocked text and floating paragraphs, Bloch's poem almost seems to be 

part of Batih' s work. These "distractions"- distractions experienced more in print than 

online for this story-relate directly to the themes in Barth's work. One of the ironies of 

the story is that Mark has become annoyed with Valerie's inability to focus on one task at 

a time while, at the same time, jugglers distract him from looking for Valerie after she 

has stormed off: 

Although he [Mark] was as aware as was V (and no less alarmed) that the 

heavy artillery just fired could never be unfired, and that it had perilously, 

perhaps mortally, wounded their connection, he nonetheless registered 

with glum admiration the jugglers' so-skillful routine: their incremental 

accumulation of difficulties and complications at a pace adroitly timed to 
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maximize dramatic effect without straining audience attention past the 

point of diminishing returns. (91) 

Despite Mark's need to "get on with the story," he too becomes distracted by the 

"hypertextuality of everyday life," the fact that people must choose on what to focus even 

if they are quite capable of, as Mark is, thinking "hard about five things at once" (86). A 

reader of a short story in a magazine forum such as Atlantic Monthly deals with multiple 

texts, al} vying for his or her attention, but also are capable of glancing at without being 

unduly distracted by a floating bottle of Glenlivet on page 85 or a baby being thrown in 

the air, an advertisement for Childhelp USA on page 89. The very format that the short 

story appears in, in its first print instantiation, furthers the ubiquity of hypertextuality-at 

least as a metaphor for the chaotic demands of real life and the challenges of embodied 

texts. For my first print reading of the story, I had to tear out a couple cardboard ads, flip 

past the advertisements, and decide which poem was part of the story and which was not 

to concentrate on interpreting the textual narrative. For the online version, I just kept one 

finger on the mouse pad of my laptop. Admittedly, I ran the cursor over the fake 

hypertext links, but since those did not work, I had no other demanding textual 

distractions. Ironically, and perhaps appropriately, the print version represents 

"hypertextuality" more profoundly than does the screen version. 

Even a PDF file of the story, available in the Academic Search Complete 

database, while ceiiainly providing accurate photographic images of the text, presents 

differently than the story does in print. While more complicated than the Internet version 

due to the database tools, there are, on the other hand, no ads, either cardboard ones that 

193 



need to be tom out or full-page ads embedded in the middle of the story. Furthermore, 

since each page follows the next horizontally on the computer screen, the middle 

illustration, which spans both pages in the open magazine, is cut in two, with the left half 

of the image appearing first and the right half of the image appearing on the next "page." 

The woman and the man have been separated more thoroughly than the printed pages ' 

seam does in the print illustration. If readers only encounter the PDF version, they may 

not realize the illustration is one picture. 

The point here is not that context alters interpretation of the story profoundly. 

The point simply is that each version of the story, each materiality, has limitations and 

possibilities that affect the reader' s overall rhetorical experience, a reality that authors 

and editors can either consciously exploit, or ignore to the possible detriment of the 

story's themes and motifs. As Kinneavy explains, kairos involves designing "a specific 

act" for a "concrete case" ( 67), in this case, the hypertext link mimicries designed for 

print materiality. Thus, transferring the "specific act" to a new instantiation, one the act 

was not designed for, will alter understanding of that act. For good or ill , remediation 

necessarily alters how a particular work will be perceived, especially since 

accommodations to the medium must necessarily be met. In "Click," the story displays a 

consciousness of its materiality that is somewhat undercut by the Internet version and 

somewhat suppmied in the magazine version. Nonetheless, the main metaphor in every 

version of the story, is, of course, "the hypertextuality of everyday life," a metaphor 

suppo11ed in its larger context by the various available versions of the story as well as by 
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the choices readers make in what they will pay attention to during their reading 

expenences. 

Shackelford 's Interpretation of "Click": Fiction as Rhetoric 

Thus far this specific analysis has concentrated on the effects of medium upon 

interpretation of Barth's short story. However, it would be remiss here not to consider 

Laura Shackelford ' s astute interpretation, "Narrative Subjects Meet Their Limits: John 

Barth's 'Click' and the Remediation of Hypertext," in which Shackelford points out: 

'·'John Barth's short story "Click,' which reads hypertext on the World Wide Web through 

1he frame of print fiction, provides ample evidence of 'remediation' as a practice of 

resolidifying the culture values naturalized by the instrumental textual economy of print" 

(2 79). As Shackelford explains in a separate essay, "instrumental understanding[ ... ] 

casts human subjects as 'users' in opposition to their technological objects or tools" and 

often relegates "women and others deemed not adequately human to the position of 

object or tool" ("Subject" 65). To combat such notions of subjectivity, Shackelford 

hopes new media will "provide opportunities for acknowledging the transformative 

effects of technologies on subjectivity without recourse to binary gender and might [ ... ] 

be of strategic use in disturbing the category of the feminine" ("Narrative" 278). 

Shackelford adheres to theories espoused by Donna Haraway in "Cyborg Manifesto" that 

are outlined earlier in this chapter in the analysis of Jackson's Patchwork Girl. That is, 

literature such as Jackson' s hypertext novel can be seen as a response to Haraway's call 

for imagery that restructures social relations through technological possibilities. In 

contrast, Shackelford interprets Barth ' s work as reaffirming binary assumptions of gender 
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both through the remediation of Internet-based practices into print as well as through the 

stereotypically gendered characterizations of Mark and Valerie. Thus, she sees in the 

story "an overlooked opportunity to engage new media such as digital hypertext to 

rethink constructivist theories of mediation and the print-narrative assumptions they 

further" ("Nan-ative" 277). Even though "Click" characterizes Mark's and Valerie's 

viewpoints as equally important, the binary, stereotypical nature of the characterizations, 

as Shackelford implies, reinforces gender assumptions. 

Remediation of screen-based practices to print, then, may reassert the primacy of 

print over electronic literature and reaffirm values and ideas perpetuated in print. 

According to Shackelford, "Click" attempts to "recontain and otherwise confine digital 

hypertext to a print-nairntive framework that helps naturalize this (always) imperiled 

instrumentalism." While a hypertext such as Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl sees new 

media as a space to re-envision gender, or other subjectivities, Shackelford argues that 

"Click" attempts to reaffirm gender assumptions by remediating an aspect of screen

based literature that subverts linearity, the hypertext link. Shackelford argues that the 

story extends the "gendered opposition between a (masculine) instrumental use of 

technologies and a (feminine) immersion in technologies to digital hypertext" and is "as 

concerned with the potential of new media to transform this sexual economy as it is with 

their effects on the instrumental textual economy of print fiction" ("Narrative" 280). As 

Shackelford explains further, "'Click' elides the technological differences between digital 

hypertext and literary narrative in print by considering both hypertext on the World Wide 

Web and print fiction as narrative technologies, narrative means of managing 
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complexity" ("Narrative" 292). While "Click" often undercuts the strict binary gendering 

Shackelford sees in the work, for Mark's and Valerie's characterizations overlap to 

provide ironic contrasts to the characters' expressed beliefs in themselves as "Expeditor" 

and "Enhancer" respectively, Shackelford's assertions regarding "Click" highlight the 

political implications of material practices in literature as well as of the mediums of 

communication. 

Thus, the electronic remediation of "Click's" hypertext links from print back to 

screen when the story is posted online becomes doubly interesting. Shackelford argues 

that the "typographical alterations" to the story, such as the underlined words to represent 

hypertext links, "appear to signal the story's self-consciousness about its materialization 

in a particular print medium" but actually "are wholly superficial." Shackelford argues 

that the fake hypertext links "are superficial because they don't take seriously the fact 

that these material differences matter, that they reverberate on other levels and, therefore, 

are not secondary or incidental to the story's meaning" ("Narrative" 301 ). When the fake 

hypertext links become posted in an Internet environment and the physical environment 

changes so that a reader can attempt to manipulate the hypertext links by running the 

cursor over the links and maybe even clicking futilely to access nonexistent data, then the 

implications of materiality become apparent. Like Barth's printed story, which 

Shackelford asserts resists acknowledging the possibilities of hypertext and privileges 

print over electronic literature, the resistance of the hyperlinks to manipulation 

emphasizes the limits of linear narratives. However enjoyable the overall story might be, 

the reader becomes more aware of the lack of power he or she has over the physical text. 
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Unlike hypertext, which somewhat balances reader and authorial control over the text, the 

rhetoric of a printed short story such as "Click" implies that meaning can be packaged 

into a digestible chunk, sixteen double-columned, fully justified pages in Atlantic 

Monthly if one counts the intervening advertisements. On the other hand, the re

remediation, to stretch the term, of the hypertextual metaphors in "Click" back to the 

screen suggests, once again, the possibilities of electronic spaces to remediate not only 

material artifacts, such as short stories, but cultural attitudes, such as binary gender 

distinctions. While Shackelford' s argument seems valid that the print version of "Click" 

reinforces cultural biases, the existence of the story on the Internet suggests that the 

dialogue between print and screen continues and that consciousness of the materiality of 

kairos will become ever more important in the invention and analysis of rhetoric. 
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CHAPTER V 

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF EXPLOITING KAIROS IN ELECTRONIC LITERATURE: 

SUMMATIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Through color, sound, motion, and interaction, electronic literature provides its 

own brand of persuasion, rewarding readers with a communication experience enriched 

through consistent inte1Togation of a print-based past and constant innovations in digital 

possibilities. The electronic literature analyzed in this study makes clear the literary and 

rhetorical potential inherent to creative constructions cognizant of kairos. This study 

demonstrates that classic literature remediated from print to computer screen allows 

cri tics to evaluate the relationship between medium and kairos and to discover creative 

methods of exploiting the kairos of digital media. Electronic literature appeals to a 

reader ' s intellect, curiosity, humor, and emotion, well-fulfilling the three types of interest 

identified by Booth in The Rhetoric of Fiction- intellectual , qualitative, and practical. 

Yet electronic literature, as has been shown, provides other sorts of interest as well, such 

as the repeated invitations to stop reading and play. Indeed, who could resist 

manipulating goblins propelled through a computer game by their own inner gasses as 

occurs in Jurevicius' s "How Quest Sought the Truth"? Who could possibly not find 

Jurevicius's goblin gas game amusing? And who would not enjoy illustrations come to 

life as occurs in McAuslan' s "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica"? A knight fights a 

dragon, fairi es explode, and audible laughter emits from the always intereSting text. 
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Aesthetics play an important part in the appeal of electronic literature as well. Picot's 

\vork reveals realities at which Stevens's poem only hints. There are indeed some days 

when the sky looks like evening all afternoon. And blackbirds in snow do indeed inspire 

poetry. When aesthetics coalesce with mechanical possibilities, readers become engaged. 

They become enlightened to the connections between poetry and reality, between fairy 

tales and everyday life. They view familiar themes in unfamiliar ways, perhaps 

discovering c01111ections between the greed and violence in fairy tale characters and the 

greed and violence too often present in real life. Readers may realize the vital role each 

word choice plays in a stanza of poetry or the incredible desire for humans to make sense 

out of sheer nonsense. Readers may begin to understand gender as a patchwork of 

rhetoric more complex than linear lines on a page can possibly capture. In the end, those 

analysts who study emerging electronic texts such as the ones analyzed in this argument 

will fi nd themselves amused, bemused, and compelled by the authors' ever-innovative 

exploitation of kairos. 

Chapter Overview 

The following sections include a summation of the rhetorical analysis, provide an 

overview of author interviews and recommend avenues of further research. This 
' 

argument advocates for inclusive, rather than exclusive, theories regarding the analysis of 

any ~ultural phenomena, including electronic literature. This study shows that 

understanding literature composed in digital spaces depends on a deep appreciation of 

print-based rhetorical conventions. Thus, looking at how writers re-imagine the creative 

· · · · at1·on 1·n light of past print-based 
act m response to the kazros of electromc commumc 
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practices, while not an all-inclusive study, certainly assists in the understanding of 

rhetoric and composition in this, the late age of print. 

Summation of the Rhetorical Analysis 

The works studied here are recognizable as literature through the allusions to 

print-based works, through familiar literary structures, and through the significance of the 

words themselves in making clear the authors' ideas. The works amply demonstrate that 

authors working in electronic mediums depend on ·techniques honed in print, as well as 

other mediums, to persuade readers to understand their works' themes as well as to "act," 

or continue to interact, with particular electronic works. However, if the only 

observation the analysis made is that, yes, indeed, Jackson borrows well-known literary 

characters to make a feminist statement or that it is possible to animate fairytales for 

consumption through the computer screen, then the study would not make a significant 

contribution. The change in kairos for remediated texts provides an opportunity to veer 

away from conventional expectations to the point that authors such as Jackson not only 

re-envision well-known characters but find innovative methods to wed literary technique 

to technological possibilities through the appropriation, expansion, and subversion of 

print-based rhetorical techniques. 

A prominent difference between electronic and print literature involves how each 

medium encourages or resists providing closure for readers. As most realize, the material 

embodiment of printed works tends to provide audiences with a definite place to stop 

reading. This feature of a book or short story can be subverted or resisted. However, 

even in a printed short story such as Barth's "Click," where the final word indicates a 
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return to the first word, a reader still has a physical indication that all the short story's 

words have been read. The print author can suggest through structure that the reader 

return to the beginning of the text, yet the reader may not feel compelled to do so. With 

the advent of electronic literature, a story can continue indefinitely in a literal rather than 

a metaphorical way. As Douglas discovered with Jackson's work, a reader may never be 

certain that a text has been completely read. In electronic mediums, a story can "loop" 

back upon itself in such a way as that the reader might not even realize what has 

happened. 

Since print media facilitates a sense of completion while the electronic medium 

facilitates open endings, the choice whether or not to provide a sense of closure is 

rhetorical. However, some works do not consciously acknowledge this choice while 

others employ the choice to further their rhetorical purpose. McAuslan's animation, 

which is portrayed as a virtual book, has a final page, and the format, including the final 

page that reinforces the impression that an audience peruses a book, facilitates the 

"surprise" factor of the hidden animations. Indeed, all the works in Croatian Tales have 

recognizable conclusions, but not all wed this signifying structure to their themes. Works 

that acknowledge the materiality of the medium such as McAuslan's, which includes 

pictures with click points, and Jurevicius's, which includes three computer games as well 

as a method of revisiting those games without the reader having to go again through the 

entire story, encourage readers to revisit portions of the story-to play or experiment with 

features of the presentation. Yet other works in Croatian Tales such as Beals' s "Neva" 

and Arcadia' s "Plunk" move through the narrative from beginning to end without 
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explicitly inviting reader action within the context of the text. The electronic literature 

that generates text such as Howard's "Haiku Generator" and Hartley's "Madlib Frost 

Poem" also invite play and experimentation. The point for these works seems to be not 

so much the final product but the process of experimenting with words. The overall 

rhetoric of electronic literature examined here seems to be one of playful 

experimentation. These innovative and interesting works do not present themselves as 

canonical texts, texts in which a misprinted word might spell disaster for literary or 

rhetorical scholars conducting critical analysis. Instead, readers and critics are invited to 

enjoy language in its many creative manifestations. 

Thus, the idea of a physical "ending" to a text is a print-based concept that can be 

appropriated, expanded upon, or subverted. Some of the works in Croatian Tales, as 

mentioned , end without fanfare. McAuslan's, of course, explicitly mimics the final pages 

of a book, yet the content encourages readers to revisit the images incorporated in the text 

to look for hidden animations, works such as Jackson's resist closure as part of a political 

statement that resists literary structures characterized as patriarchal in nature, and works 

such as Haiiley's and Howard's may provide somewhat poetic outputs but no indication 

to readers when experimentation with the literature should end. As mentioned, Hartley's 

and Howard's works emphasize process over product, a stance reinforced through the 

mechanical manipulations the literature allows the reader in regards to "output," 

continually emphasizing experimentation with language over any attempt to provide a 

clear sense of closure. 
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A second subversion, expansion, and appropriation of print-based literary 

practices, after the play with providing closure, has to do with allusion. Although many 

printed literary texts contain significant allusions to other works, the electronic medium 

provides authors the opp01iunity to play with the allusions in ways not possible in print. 

One could say that allusions, in these texts, have been subverted, or expanded, into the 

act of remediation. While it is possible, of course, for sentences to be borrowed word for 

word from another literary work, and it is very common for poetic structures such as 

haiku to be repeated over and over again-the very point of giving such a structure a 

specific name- the mechanical possibilities of the medium enable the allusions to work 

on more than one level , for instance, when Jackson provides an opportunity for readers to 

toggle between the attributed and unattributed sentences remediated into Patchwork Girl. 

As has been noted, Picot's incorporation of the painting by Rousseau, the photographs of 

Katrina, and the song "Louisiana 1927" expand the scope ofliterary allusions in very 

persuasive ways. In electronic literature, allusions can become an active part of a 

I iterary presentation rather than a mere mention in paragraphs of linear prose. The 

persuasive value of Picot ' s layering of the blackbird's eye over the painting of the snowy 

mountains, the way the image fades into the context of the eye and disappears in a blink, 

increases the pathos of the piece exponentially. The capability of the medium to allow 

juxtaposition of recognizable images and to emphasize the juxtapositions through 

animations such as Picot' s enable the authors to connect classic themes with 

contemporary culture without the authors having to explain the connection. Picot and 

A · · · 1 · 1·terature to make the relevance of their 
rcadia both use contemporary images m c ass1c 1 
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creations clearer to audiences. Picot uses the disaster in Katrina, and Arcadia uses 

images that represent greed for material possessions. Thus, the relevance of their works 

to a contemporary audience becomes one of the more persuasive aspects of their literary 

cmstructions, an aspect developed through an appropriation and subversion of the 

familiar literary technique called allusion into the more drastic technique Bolter and 

c:;rusin have termed remediation. 

A third subversion of print-based practices involves illustration. As shown in 

regards to the different instantiations of Carroll's "Jabberwocky" in personal websites 

discussed in the first chapter, illustrations can have a profound effect on interpretation, an 

effect not always acknowledged. However, in electronic literature, authors can program 

illustrations to increase their impact on textual contributions through the use of color, 

motion, and sound. For instance, McAuslan's hidden animations add to the playfulness 

of "Brother Jaglenac" and provide further practical interest to readers attracted to 

discovering what all the animations might do. Moreover, the animations increase the 

reader's understanding of the children as im1ocent and the Votaress Fairies as evil 

through their depictions, their actions, and their "voices." Also, as demonstrated in the 

analys is of Jurevicious's "Quest," the animated illustrations may emphasize important 

thematic aspects of the story. In the case of "Quest," the heroic journey undertaken by 

Quest is emphasized through the tasks set for the reader in the computer games. Finally, 

as shown with Picot's "Thirteen Ways," animation can either expand upon or detract 

from original interpretations of a classic work of poetry. Certain of Picot's animations 

and particular aspects of "Neva" reveal that print still has its advantages. Often, the 
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analysis shows, lines on a page appeal more strongly to pathos than do animations in 

virtual environments. Cartoon men and synthesized blackbird squawks do not elicit the 

aesthetic appreciation that Stevens' s simple printed lines can. Windshield wiper tears, as 

used in "Neva," are clever but do not pull as strongly upon a reader's heartstrings as do 

the vivid, unanimated descriptions in the printed original. Both digital media and print 

have their particular limitations and advantages, a reality this argument begins to 

uncover. 

The reading strategies used in this analysis, then, clearly provide useful methods 

for discovering how medium fully can be exploited to deliver a message, whether the 

message is distributed through print or through pixels. Bakhtin's work provides a 

foundation for looking at interpretation dialogically, as a conversation between texts. 

Van Looy and Baetens ' s method of close reading and Hayles's theory of media-specific 

analys is both provide avenues to ascertain the relevance of signifying information in 

electronic works. Booth's argument regarding the existence of rhetorical appeals in 

fiction provides a foundation for discovering innovations in rhetoric techniques in 

electronic literature. Finally, the analysis of diverse electronic works in the previous 

chapters makes apparent that electronic literature provides a fine place to begin to 

understand developing rhetorical techniques in digital media. 

Summation of Author Views 

While the analysis conducted in this study provides valuable insight into 

developing rhetorical techniques, rhetoric also concerns itself with invention, a process 

that does not easily reveal itself to evaluators of an end product. Foiiunately, Howard, 
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Picot, McAuslan, Jackson, Beals, and Bulaja agreed to interviews regarding their work in 

electronic literature. Full texts of the interviews appear in Appendices A-F. The 

following summation of the common strands in the interviews demonstrates that software 

programs often profoundly affect the invention of electronic literature, that authors 

recognize the influence of print, as well as other media, upon their constructs, and that 

rnedium provides useful parameters for the construction of creative texts. 

Interview participants were carefully chosen. All six authors have extensive 

experience in creative composition. Howard not only has a personal website dedicated to 

his experiments in electronic poetry but also has published in print a booklet of poems 

entitled Low Probability of Racoons and a new 2007 poetry collection entitled Weighing 

the Air. He has taught a course called Animated Poetry in Flash for the trAce Online 

Writing School. Further, his website demonstrates his wide experience in composing for 

electronic publication. Picot is the proprietor of The Hyperliterature Exchange, a website 

that encourages "the sale of hyperliterature-electronic literature, cyberliterature, 

hypertext, new media literature, nonlinear literature, digital poetry, Flash poetry, etc. etc." 

His personal website also demonstrates familiarity with both the theory and practice of 

electronic literature. It was Picot's review of Croatian Tales for trAce that led me to 

Bulaj a's excellent work. McAuslan publishes animations for Rubberfish: Animations 

with a Twist. Her works in animation are extensive, popular, and cutting edge. 

Jackson's Patchwork Girl, as already mentioned, has been characterized by Hayles as a 

"tutor text" in electronic hypertext novels. Jackson not only has published a traditional , 

in terms of medium novel entitled Half Life but also has experimented with publishing a 
' 
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story "on the skin of 2095 volunteers" entitled "Skin." On her personal website entitled 

Ineradicable Stain, Jackson invited participants to "agree to have one word of this story 

tattooed upon his or her body." The text was "published nowhere else," and Jackson did 

not allow the work to be "summarized, quoted, described, set to music, or adapted for 

fi lm, theater, television or any other medium." Jackson allowed only participants to 

know the entire story (Ineradicable). Jackson's awareness of the effects of mediation 

upon textual invention and reception may be unparalleled. Ed Beals is an accomplished 

artist in both traditional and digital formats and has published many unique and evocative 

Flash animations on the Internet. Finally, Helena Bulaja not only conceptualized and put 

together the team of animators and authors to construct Croatian Tales, but she also 

created one of the animations herself. The six authors provide insight into the invention 

processes for electronic literature and into how the process relates to composition in other 

communication mediums. 

The first common thread in the interviews involves how different programs affect 

both the invention and the reception of the literature. For instance, Howard has used 

"HTML, Javascript, Macromedia (now Adobe) [and] Flash, including the ActionScript 

language within Flash." Howard explains that HTML is "the most straightforward to 

use" but that "different browsers can render HTML in slightly different ways, so you 

have to allow for the fact that people will see the work differently (which may or may not 

matter)." He further explains that although Javascript works well for the "creation of 

dynamic poetry," the "browsers implement different models, so you either have to limit 

yourself to a single browser type, which loses a section of your potential audience, or you 
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have to do browser detection and write different versions of the code depending on the 

browser the audience is using." It is quite difficult for authors publishing on the Internet 

to be certain that an audience sees what the authors intend. Interesting as well is the 

comment that it "may or may not matter" whether or not people see exactly what the poet 

envisions or sees on his or her own computer. In contrast, in print publications, even if 

the author ' s work is changed during the editing and publication process, the author can be 

almost certain that readers will see the same words in similar presentations. Thus, critics 

who analyze electronic literature, or audiences who encounter the works, must always be 

conscious that their particular experience might be substantially different from another 

reader's. While making judgments based on a particular viewing then might seem a bit 

risky, it also seems likely that acknowledging the kairos of each viewing will enable 

scholars to become more aware of how small differences in signifying information, such 

as shades of color or movement of text, might alter interpretations, perhaps a worthwhile 

goal in itself. 

Like Howard, Picot also has used many different software applications, and, 

tlu·ough use, has discovered advantages and disadvantages to each. His most telling 

comment was that " [t]he disadvantage of using code a lot is that you can get bogged 

down in it. The advantage is that it allows you to do things you couldn 't do otherwise, 

and gives you insight into the medium in which you 're working." Bulaja agrees with the 

need for versatility in programming possibilities, mentioning that "it is just impossible to 

use just one software to express all artist creations." However, Picot warns that "you 

could go on learning about this stuff [ coding for various applications] forever, and get 
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completely lost in it, so you have to be a bit careful not to bite off more than you can 

chew." As scholars begin examining electronic literature, and other new media objects, 

more closely, those who understand the codes and the programs that help to create the 

works will have a useful, but different, perspective than those who analyze the surface 

presentation. Furthermore, for those teaching electronic communications, familiarity 

with code will be helpful in composition as even evolving web authoring programs 

usually provide methods to toggle between the surface presentation and the computer 

code that enables the display. Even though it is sometimes possible to compose 

rudimentary websites without looking at the code, sometimes it is impossible to change 

the look of the page without looking at and changing the code. On the other hand, while 

it is certainly interesting to study the invention processes of the authors of electronic 

literature, the rhetoric of the product in audience reception and interpretation, as is 

examined here, has value as well , especially in terms of establishing a dialogue with 

subsequent readings. 

Jackson emphasizes how the invention possibilities expand once the author moves 

from using prepackaged software programs to learning to write code. In her interview, 

she says that she is a "visual and spatial" thinker and found Storyspace to be a "good 

introduction to thinking in terms of a network rather than a linear text." However, she 

became frustrated with the early version of Storyspace and "moved to HTML, and 

learned to write basic code." Doing so allowed Jackson "more control over appearance, 

as well as letting [her] publish online." In digital media, the factors that affect the 

presentation of the work depend not only on the limitations and possibilities of the 
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software but also the author's facility with the possibilities of the medium. Unlike in 

print, where the construction of a text relies on well-known conventions and software set 

up to enable the production of cookie-cutter pages of prose, writing in a digital medium 

requires many more decisions. Jackson describes the difference in process between print 

and the digital medium in her interview: "I have more formal options to choose from than 

when writing for print, hence more decisions to make: how to link or flow one passage to 

another, what size the text windows should be whether they should be uniform or varied, 

whether or how to incorporate color, motion, images, sound, video, forms, maps, a space 

for readers' contributions, links to outside texts, etc." Jackson further states that she 

makes these decisions "in relation to a sense of the whole work as a stable but resonant 

pattern of ideas and images, rather than-more typical when writing for print-as a 

sequence with a beginning and end." The medium and the methods used to exploit the 

medium lead Jackson to formulate metaphors that are "spatial rather than temporal-say, 

a space the reader can move around in, like a cemetery or a building, or an object the 

reader can investigate from all sides, like a sculpture." In other words, the decisions 

made in creating work intended for electronic publication have quite a bit to do with 

medium but rely as well on an understanding ofliterature as conventionally linear. 

Although Jackson states that in digital format she has "no default structure to fall back 

on," clearly literature does indeed have a default format involving linearity and page 

fo1111atting conventions that allows experiments in electronic literature to resonate, as 

w~ll as subvert, print-based literary traditions. 
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Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that a second common thread in the interviews 

concerns the author's incorporation of techniques from other communication mediums 

into electronic publications. Of course, Howard already mentioned his reliance on the 

"well-known" syllable count for haiku and tank.a to make the generated text more closely 

resemble poetry. His invention process reveals how rhetorical is a choice in structure. 

Since the words generated by the "Poetry Generator" did not seem poetic, using a classic 

poetic structure as the basis for the program assists in making the result seem like a 

poem, or at least a close "ironic parody" of the geme. Indeed, a comment by Picot has 

re levance to Howard's strategic choice. Picot supposes that "all the experimental work, 

by its nature, is really saying two things": 

Firstly it's saying "Look-you don't have to do things the traditional 

way- you can do them like this instead!" So, of course, the underlying 

message is "Don't get stuck in a rut: don't just confine yourself to the 

same kinds of experience you've had in the past: try something radically 

new." But in the process of showing how things could be done 

differently, it's also breaking apart the traditional form, rebuilding it in a 

new way, and thus re-examining how that form works, how it expresses 

things and how it represents external reality. "Do you really know what 

reality is? Do you really know what literature is, and how it represents 

things? What would you think if I turned it inside-out and upside-down

what would you make of it then?" In some ways it's a duplicitous 

process. Experimental artists give the impression that everyone who came 
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before them was limited and they're the first ones to get beyond those 

limits: they're the first ones to arrive at a form of art which is limit-free. 

Nothing of the sort is true of course. They've just exchanged one set of 

limits for another. 

Here, Picot makes several important points, one of which helps us to understand the 

significance of Howard's experiment in the mechanical generation of haiku poetry. First 

of all, Howard's work does indeed break down a well-known structure in poetry, making 

readers revisit how haiku comes to mean anything at all. As mentioned in the analysis, 

haiku tends to be suggestive rather than definitive, and furthermore, those who write 

haiku in English have found following a syllable count less important than strict brevity. 

Further, Howard's "Generator" inspires an exploration of what makes haiku recognizable 

as haiku. As discussed in the analysis, the content does not necessarily have to be 

mystical and Eastern when even the masters such as Buson sometimes resort to 

delineating abbots shitting in fields. Howard's piece, and his discussion of how he came 

to invent the generator, reveals that recognizing a group of words as poetry depends, at 

least in pa1i, on the works ' contextualization. The title and the cherry tree branch images 

help readers understand the words as either haiku or a parody of haiku, and without those 

contextualizing structures, it is easy to imagine the reader not understanding the result as 

a haiku parody. Nonetheless, experimenting with Howard's "Haiku Generator," 

encourages readers to do as Picot suggests and re-examine "how that form works, how it 

expresses things and how it represents external reality," especially since the words 

themselves have been generated as objects from a database rather than representing 
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phenomena observed and translated into highly structured language by a living, breathing 

haiku poet. Yet the reader can experience an aesthetic pleasure nonetheless since the 

generator almost forces readers into a metacritical awareness of both how poetry comes 

to mean as well as how deeply embedded in culture are the connotations of words. 

Further, Howard's work reveals that each word does indeed matter in a composition and 

that structure may suggest meaning but cannot alone enable even cryptic communication. 

Yet not all borrowed conventions stem from print. For instance, McAuslan 

describes the impetus behind the female narrator who reads from the virtual book in 

"Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica." McAuslan describes her invention process as 

fo llows: 

I felt that the ideas should come from the tale itself, that research wasn't 

appropriate in that I wanted to start interpreting the story like a child 

hearing it for the first time, not understanding or interpreting the story in a 

wider context, enjoying the magic, keeping a sense of wonder and 

instinctual 'knowing'. I was afraid too much biographical and historical 

information may take away from this more intuitive approach. This 

approach Jed me to adopt what I'd term a classic storytelling scenario, that 

of a female storyteller (mother) reading the tale to (her) children. I felt 

this would conjure up a sensation of existing in another time and place, an 

l f h 
· · I had when I read Grimm or Hans Anderson tales 

ec 10 o t e 1mpress10n 

as a child. 
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As an adult listening to and reading McAuslan's story, I identified with the narrator and 

felt her tones invite me to collude in an adult amusement at the caprice of innocent 

children. Yet McAuslan imagines her audience differently-as an audience capable of 

approaching the experience with openness to fairytale magic rather than an audience of 

critiquing rhetoricians. Nonetheless, McAuslan's strategy reinforces the association 

between her virtual animation and familiar experiences with physical books. After all, 

the conventional image of a woman sitting down with a book to read to a group of 

children or a parent reading a bedtime story to a child is iconic. In this case, the medium 

fac ilitates the incorporation of an idea that has cultural value-that of an adult reading to 

a child, an image that implies caring and loving attention. Even though the experience 

may seem disembodying or distancing if one compares a voice emitting from a speaker to 

the iconic one of adult and child sharing the open pages of a book, the addition of voice 

to text comes closer to an embodied experience than that of a child reading silently by 

herself. McAuslan thus plays upon several senses-sight, sound, and even touch, in a 

way, since the reader is given the opportunity to manipulate the images included in the 

text. 

The analysis is not meant to imply that any one of the three types of reading 

experi ences (reading alone, being read to, or reading while being read to) is superior to 

the other. Instead, McAuslan' s work underscores the reality that each experience has 

cultural implications that the study of remediated literature can assist rhetoricians to 

understand. After all, if what Hayles says is true regarding embodiment and 

incorporating practices-that habitual bodily practices have power because "
th

ey 
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sediment into habitual actions and movements, sinking below conscious awareness" 

(How 204) and that the habitual body practices can reinforce cultural values that may not 

necessarily be positive-then theoretically, McAuslan's delightful and aesthetically 

pleasing experiment may presage less salutary practices. The implications, of course, 

cannot at this point be evaluated, yet rhetoricians concerned with ethical communication 

strategies must pay attention to the difference between teaching a child to read from a 

book that does not reinforce or guide emotional reactions through motherly tones and 

electronic literature that does. Indeed, McAuslan states in her interview that she still 

fee ls "more comfortable using narrative in conjunction with visuals or sound because I 

know I can use these elements to embody feelings that I can't do with words, guiding 

people ' s experience with interactivity." In the end, McAuslan's delightful work 

demonstrates that voice and invitations for reader action in electronic literature can 

indeed contribute to the playfulness and fun of a particular text even while the work 

further highlights the concern voiced by Hayles regarding the possibilities of literature 

that incorporates more of the reader's body into the experience. 

Beals' s interview reveals influences ranging from traditional print-based art to 

live theater. In fact, other than the reality that his work is based on a print-based short 

story, his work does not depend as much on print-based conventions as the other works in 

this study. As already discussed, "Neva" relies much more on animation than words to 

tell the story. Further, in response to a question regarding what beginning digital writers 

might study, Beals suggests taking "workshops about acting and writing" rather than 

reading. What attracted Beals to the medium is its immediacy. He says, "Flash provided 
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a way to create stories using motion and sound much faster than any previous method I 

knew of (apaii from live performance, of course)." Although this study concentrates on 

the dialogue between print and digital media, the influences of other media upon 

electronic literature can be quite profound and should never be dismissed by rhetoricians. 

Beyond providing insight into the incorporation of the rhetorical techniques 

borrowed from other mediums, the authors' interviews also provide insight into the part 

medium plays upon the composition of literature. Picot quickly realized that art is never 

" I imi t-free" and that experimental compositions exchange "one set of limits for the 

other." Even though authors of electronic literature perhaps have been freed from the 

limitations of the page, other limits exist. Furthermore, even if there were no limits to 

electronic possibilities, authors undoubtedly would create some as a basis upon which to 

display their communication efforts. As Frost long ago realized, meaning in language 

construction stems in part from the "net" without which no game could take place, 

whether that game involves tennis or language experiments. Even free verse takes 

meaning from its opposition to structured verse. 

For example, McAuslan displays her illustrations, animations, and text within a 

depiction of book pages. As she says in her interview, "I think the idea of using the 

physical storybook as a background came from films I've seen, where illustrations 

become live action superimposed 011 the text." She further states that the "idea of a static 

form sudde1~l y springing to life is quite magical." Yet with this device comes some 

limitations. As McAuslan explains, "The use of the text also meant the illustration/action 

had to match the text on that page, as well as fitting in the space. The text would 
th

us 

217 



define the space allotted to the action, but the nature of the action could define how much 

text would be on the page." Presenting the story in a book page image facilitates the 

"magic" of the animations. Without the implication that the page resembles a physical 

book, the surprise of the image's movements and revealed animations would be 

diminished. 

Of course, one might expect that, given the environment in which movement and 

"click points" are common, that the illustrations' movements would not surprise 

audiences despite the method of presentation. However, McAuslan reveals, 

In "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica," the interactivity isn't announced, 

I wanted the user to explore the page not give them a 'click here' which 

takes away the fun of searching and finding. If I see a picture on a screen 

I'll usually click it, it is surprising that a lot of people don't, but I found 

that children, our main audience, usually do. I like this idea of hidden 

nan-ative that affects a person's view of the story. 

That is, the limitations of the page, limitations McAuslan imposed on her own creation, 

are paii of the fun , because the limitations of the page are a bit deceiving-not in a 

malicious way, but in such as way as to facilitate surprise and delight, or "magic" as 

McAuslan claims. Even while the page limitation forces McAuslan to be choosy in how 

much text and how many illustrations to include on each screen, the virtual page 's 

surface is a necessary starting place for the audience 's pleasure. 
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While McAuslan enjoys, as she states, hiding narratives beneath the surface 

presentation, Picot too sees his work as a platform that directs readers to other texts. 

Picot explains, 

In my version of "Thirteen Ways," there's a lot of material which I've 

brought in from all over the place: there are lots of quotes from other 

poems in the section about the river flowing; there are the books on the 

bookshelf (Shakespeare, Beckett, Oliver Postgate) in the "noble accents" 

section; there's a picture of snowy mountains by Hiroshiga; there are lots 

of different images of Connecticut; there is a painting of an exotic forest 

by Le Douanier Rousseau; there are lots of pictures of Hurricane Katrina 

and the floods in New Orleans; pictures of the solar system and the 

galaxy; and photographs of various snowy bits of the town where I live. 

This is at least partly because I was working on my computer instead of 

writing on an empty piece of paper, so I had an [I]nternet connection and 

the whole of the Web at my disposal, not to mention my own photographs; 

and I put my version of Thirteen Ways together from all these different 

sources. I did a lot of image-grabbing off Google, and quite a bit of 

sound-file-grabbing too. It wasn't until after I finished work on the poem 

that I realized that this working method has quite an appreciable 

cumulative effect. It's as if the poem has now got a lot oflittle pointers in 

it, pointing outwards to the big wide world. 
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Again, the medium facilitates a very different approach to composition than is possible 

t.,ven for an illustrated book of poetry. Although borrowed images can be included in 

printed works, the space constraints are obvious. Moreover, in Picot's work, the words at 

times become part of a central rhetorical point made not only through the words 

themselves but also through photographs, animation, and sound. The emphasis differs 

from traditional conceptions of literature, where the illustrations tend to be less important 

than the words. In fact, in Writing Machines, Hayles observes that literary scholars 

' ' tended to locate metaphoric intensity in words and regard images as illustrations of the 

verbal content" (70), almost the opposite of what occurs in Picot's animations even 

though the actual words certainly are impo1iant. Further, the sheer compass of other 

works in Picot's "Thirteen Ways" was facilitated by a medium that makes it less time

consuming, onerous, and expensive to add in digital photographs or synthesized sound. 

Thus, while Manovich derides the notion that new media objects allow readers to become 

coauthors when "almost every practical act involves choosing from some menu, catalog, 

or database" ( 128), Picot's literature makes it clear that incorporating images from the 

almost limitless Internet resources provides authors with a great sense of agency. 

Furthermore, works such as Picot's points readers out of the text and back into real-life 

issues . Electronic poetry indeed can be abstract, yet still direct an audience toward 

personal and worldly insights. As Stevens says, "I know noble accents I And lucid, 

inescapable rhythms; ; But I know, too, / That the blackbird is involved / In what I know" 

(94). Picot's and Steven's works coincide in acknowledging a dialogic understanding of 

220 



reality-with encounters in creative language and with blackbirds in snowy crab-apple 

trees coalescing to alter an individual's world perception. 

Comparing McAuslan' s description of her own work that includes "hidden 

narratives" and unmarked click points with Picot's that includes "pointers to the outside 

world" demonstrates how the rhetoric regarding electronic publications may be evolving. 

Hayles and other new media scholars acknowledge that computerized literature has 

depth , as Hayles does in "Print is Flat, Code is Deep: The Importance of Media-Specific 

Analysis." As Hayles points out, there is a difference between information that appears 

on the surface, so to speak, of a screen and the "underlying code, which normally 

remain[s] invisible to the casual user." Hayles observes that the "flat page of print 

remains visually and kinesthetically accessible to the user, whereas the textons 10 

[underlying code] of electronic texts can be brought into view only by using special 

techniq ues and software" ("Print" 79). McAuslan's categorization of the click points that 

start her animations as "hidden" coincides with Hayles's characterization of narrative 

publi sJ1 ed on a computer as containing depth. However, Picot's stance indicates another 

poss ibility, one that sees a new media object such as "Thirteen Ways" as part of a larger, 

connected whole. Its particular instantiation on the Internet not only encouraged Picot in 

hi s composition methods but colored my own analysis of the poem. Just as Picot looked 

for images to illustrate the poem, so did I search for the images he used on the Internet. 

not only read the author's notes to the animation, but also I spent time finding similar 

10 A . . h t "t 'tons" from Espen Aarseth who in 
s Hayles expla111s 111 the essay she borrows t e erm ex ' 

19 · ' · " 1 " f: ce imaoe" and "texton" to mean "the 
97 proposed the term111ology "scnpton to meant 1e sur a b 

underlying code" ("Print" 78). 
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images as well as the provenance of the song "Louisiana 1927" to further contextualize 

my understanding of Picot's work. Thus, a new media object such as electronic literature 

can be seen not only as having depth, as Hayles has observed, but also as being integrated 

into a larger cultural whole, almost literally, since further information regarding a new 

media object published online is a Google search away. 

This conceptualization of electronic literature as having depth or interconnecting 

with other language concepts undercuts notions ofliterature's ability to "stand alone." 

Even while a reader may enjoy the surface aesthetics of a particular language construct, 

the computer medium encourages explicit, physical connections to more information. As 

Picot observes in his interview: 

When I originally set up my own website and started to publish myself 

online my idea was just to publish oldfashioned stories and novels-but I 

quickly came to the conclusion that it was going to be a complete waste of 

time. There are millions of people out there publishing their oldfashioned 

stories and novel (and poetry) online, and by and large nobody wants to 

read them. This is partly because there's just too much of the stuff, but 

it's also because a computer screen is not a very relaxing or user-friendly 

way to present readers with large amounts of conventional text. 

Reading prose formatted using familiar print conventions in an electronic medium does 

not work very well. Further, too many people are using the depth and breadth implied by 

the medium to make their works more interesting for critics and authors to ignore 
th

e 

f 
· 1 t hn. s Thus, making online literature, or 

e fectiveness of these nascent rhetonca ec 1que · 
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electronic literature, worth reading involves understanding that readers enjoy and think 

about the results most when the medium's capabilities fully are exploited. 

Implications for Practice in the Composition Classroom 

The analysis in the previous chapters indicates how complex and interesting 

publications in digital media can be. The authors' interviews provide guidance into 

invention possibilities as well as highlighting practical concerns for the creation of 

literature in digital environments. For composition instructors, then, the argument 

suggests several avenues for connecting technology to teaching writing and critical 

analysis. After all , in "Opening New Media to Writing: Openings and Justifications," 

Anne Frances Wysocki asserts the continued need for composition instructors to 

''develop classroom practices that help people in their classes see-through what they 

write- their particular locations in time and place, and hence how they are shaped by but 

can in turn shape those locations (and themselves) through textual work" ( 4). Wysocki 

and the coauthors of "Opening New Media to Writing," Johndan Johnson-Eilola, Cynthia 

Selfe, and Geoffrey Sire, have begun envisioning methods to incorporate theory and 

practice regarding teclmological applications into composition classrooms. My study 

connects to theirs by showing how the analysis of new media objects such as electronic 

literature provides insight into methods of persuasion developing in new media. My 

study fu1iher demonstrates that Hayles ' s theories of media-specific analysis and the 

Bakhtinian-based theory of dialogism provide a useful lens through which to evaluate 

electronic rhetoric. Hayles ' s theory encourages close reading habits that take into 

account media-specific signifiers such as sound and motion in digital media and the 

223 



physical properties of print such as having a last page or last paragraph. Media-specific 

analysis, further, helps rhetoricians recognize when signifiers have been subverted, 

expanded, or appropriated from another medium. Bakhtin's work relates to Hayles in 

that it emphasizes the understanding that words and other signifiers rely on previous uses 

to carry meaning but also that signifiers in new contexts never express exactly the same 

1neaning as before. In the classroom, students can be encouraged to conduct analysis 

si milar to the ones in this argument to critique cultural discourse and material 

communication practices. 

For example, Picot's work demonstrates how a language construct such as 

Stevens' s poem can coincide with direct observation of a crow in winter to not only alter 

the reader/observer' s perception but also can inspire further composition. That is, Picot's 

addition of images from Hurricane Katrina along with the song "Louisiana 1927" to a 

poem by Stevens demonstrates a clear connection between literature and cultural 

di scourse, each shaping the other. Stevens's work caught and inspired Picot to the point 

that when he saw a blackbird on a snowy tree outside his window, he was moved to 

remedi ate Stevens's text into an electronic publication. To achieve his purpose, Picot 

interpreted each of Stevens' s stanzas and then experimented with the capabilities of the 

electronic medium to discover effective illustration methods. The different methods had 

different effects , some of which, as noted, subverted and some of which richly 

demonstrate the poem's print-based interpretations. As mentioned, one animation has a 

political focus that warns humanity regarding the consequences of human action upon 

global events. Thus, works such as Picot's provide a fine opportunity for students to 
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examine how a word construct' s rhetoric can be changed through re-contextualization, or 

remediation, so that the construction becomes a significant contribution to academic or 

political dialogue. 

The very reality that authors such as Jackson, Hartley, Howard, Picot, and the 

authors of Croatian Tales were moved to interpret literature in another medium allows the 

comparison of media-conscious rhetorical strategies. In his interview, for instance, Picot 

notes that his juxtaposition of the Stevens's "noble accents" stanza with the "image of a 

ro w of books alongside the text" may reveal "to some readers for the very first time what 

Stevens meant by those lines." Since viewing classic literary works in new contexts may 

reveal possible interpretations of the works, students can be encouraged not only to 

analyze works created by other authors but to remediate for themselves classic works, or 

any other interesting language construct. In her email interview, Bulaja recommends that 

either poetry or texts with some "fantasy" elements be used when adapting a text to 

"interactive literature" since the form facilitates so many "expressive visual elements." 

Further, after remediation, interpretations can then be compared by sharing the 

remediations and the class can discuss the rhetorical strategies each student used as well 
' 

as the strategies each student recognizes. After all, the work of remediation involves not 

only interpretation of the original construct but consideration of the effects chosen. 

Remediation practice almost forces students into a more critical awareness of the 

available means for persuasion given the kairotic circumstances. 

Thus, encouraging remediation experiments can assist instructors in encouraging 

critical analysis in composition classrooms. As Wysocki asserts, 
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there is little or nothing[ ... ] that encourages someone composing a Web 

page to think about how and why, in her place and time, her choices of 

color and typeface and words and photograph and spatial arrangement 

shape the relationship she is constructing with her audience and hence 

shape how the audience is asked to act-as active citizens? as passive 

consumers?-while it engages with the Web page and there is 

consequently little that asks audiences to consider the behaviors and 

attitudes they are encouraged to take as they read such a Web site. (6) 

Since we are accustomed to critical approaches to literature, asking students to interact 

with classic literary works that have been remediated into electronic texts as well as 

asking students to rernediate classic works themselves seems like a useful approach to 

getting students to "consider the behaviors and attitudes they are encouraged to take" as 

they encounter commercial or political texts in the future. After all, the authors discussed 

in this argument have thoughtfully considered how to express classic ideas in a new 

medium that contains different signifying capabilities, and students exposed to both print 

and electronic instantiations will be encouraged to follow the process, both in thought and 

in action, necessary to construct a persuasive narrative in various media. 

Recommendations for Future Scholarship 

This study provides one method of approaching electronic literature through the 

close reading and media-specific analysis of remediated classic literature, a necessary 

approach in a field where scholarship has yet to catch up to literary innovation. While 

this study limited itself to remediated material, the work opens the way for studying other 
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types of digital literature via similar methods. As one can see on the Electronic Literature 

Organization website, or from Picot's interview, ideas regarding what constitute 

electronic "literature," and even if the term should be used, abound. Nonetheless, the 

term " literature" has useful connotations that enable a comparison between creative word 

constructs composed for print and digital media regardless whether or not the structures, 

themes, or ideas have specifically been borrowed from another construct. 

Beyond the need for further close analysis of specific works in electronic 

literature, methods of investigating how electronic publications shape human perceptions 

through the inscripting and incorporating practices outlined by Hayles need to be 

developed. As this study makes clear, authors such as McAuslan think deeply about how 

signifiers other than words can coalesce with language use to direct readers' 

understanding and emotional responses. And Anstey's creation of an empty protagonist 

space for interactors in her virtual story further highlights incorporating concerns. Since 

Anstey relies on traditional fictional structures-the theory that fiction requires a crisis or 

turning point to facilitate interest-her experiment also confirms that rhetorical scholars 

can look to classic concerns in rhetoric to understand the sometimes mixed reception that 

electronic literature entails in academia and even in popular culture. Her experiment 

highli ghts how observation of reader responses allows revision to help authors achieve 

preconceived narrative goals, such as Anstey's wish to provoke a moral crisis in the 

interactor. Thus, Anstey's work highlights ethical concerns regarding communication 

technology long realized in rhetorical theory. 
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As mentioned in chapter one, Nehamas and Woodruff look to Plato's concern 

with writing technology to conclude that "we tend to identify the ideas suited to the old 

medium and the manner in which that medium communicates them with what is rational" 

(xxxvi). Those like Aarseth who deride the notion that materiality affects message or 

disdain looking at narrative structures to enlighten scholars as to composition and 

analytical strategies seem to have forgotten that no type of communication exists in a 

vacuum and that all words carry past contexts with them as Bakhtin's work points out. 

Rhetoricians, composition instructors, and their students must continue to find ways to do 

as Selfe advocated as early as 1997 and pay attention to how technology affects our 

intell ectual , political, individual, and economic well-being. 

Finally, the scope of this project would be greatly widened through the 

incorporation of the analysis of other media, such as film, television, games, or other 

types of electronic narratives. Obviously, the authors interviewed for this argument 

looked at literary strategies to compose their remediations, but they also looked at film 

and Internet sources as well. Therefore, close reading as Van Looy and Baetens advocate 

may not mean exactly the same thing to new media scholars as it does to literary critics; 

nonetheless, the air of careful attention to detail and irony can only assist in rhetorical 

approaches to electronic literature and other new media objects. The theories will, of 

course, evolve along with our familiarity and skill in composing and analyzing language 

with an awareness of the kairos of medium. However, for right now, we might do beSt to 

remember, as Plato ' s Socrates advocates, that anyone who believes that "writing can 

b ·1 ·· "(275C D) Indeed, rhetoricians 
yield results that are clear or certain, must e qm e naive - · 
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must remain aware that even as the words flicker on the screen so too does human 

understanding of any technologically-based communication, whether that means pen and 

ink or keyboards and electronic type~ 
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Email Interview with Peter Howard on November 4, 2007 

CC: From your website, I can see a wide variety of electronic poetry that you · 

have created. What programs have you used to write electronic poems? Can you 

describe some of the advantages and disadvantages of each? (If you wrote your own 

programs, describe the advantages and disadvantages of this approach, if possible.) 

PH: I've used straightforward HTML, JavaScript, Macromedia (now Adobe) 

Flash, including the ActionScript language within Flash. All my electronic poems use 

client-side technologies: I've not used server-side programs or techniques. 

HTML is the most straightforward to use, <;lnd is fine for things like hypertext 

poems, where words or phases in the text link to other pages containing other parts of the 

poem . The two limitations of HTML on its own are a) different browsers can render 

HTML in slightly different ways, so you have to allow for the fact that people will see the 

work differently (which may or may not matter); and b) an HTML page is a fixed entity, 

so you can't create dynamic poetry using this technology on its own. 

JavaScript enables the creation of dynamic poetry, because you can control what 

appears on the screen and change it. The big drawback of JavaScript that I've found is 

that browsers implement different models, so you either have to limit yourself to a single 

browser type, which loses a section of your potential audience, or you have to do browser 

detection and write different versions of the code depending on the browser the audience 

is using. The latter makes for complications in the code, and it's difficult to test, unless 

you have versions of all the browsers you hope to make it work on. 
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Flash used without ActionScript is good for producing linear dynamic poetry, 

where the behaviour of the piece has a fixed sequence. Minimal amounts of ActionScript 

can be used to allow user interaction, through buttons and other selection techniques. 

J\1fore ActionScript can be used to provide more complex behaviour, which may be based 

on user interaction, or on aleatoric techniques. ActionScript has the considerable 

advantage over JavaScript that it is pretty much the same over all browsers and machine 

types. The fact that the user needs to have the Flash player installed on their computer 

before they can view a Flash animation is not a particularly serious problem in practice, 

because almost all PCs do have it. A more serious problem with Flash is that pieces 

created in it can look too much as if they are 'standard Flash animations.' This isn't 

insuperable, but it does require care on the part of the animator. Another problem with 

Flash is perceptual, in that some people look down on the technology, partly because it is 

used for many of the irritating animated advertisements to be found on the Web. 

It may be worth noting that the Haiku Generator was originally written using JavaScript, 

but I never managed to get it to work properly in all browsers. I re-wrote it using Flash 

and ActionScript, and this version is much more stable. 

CC: Why write electronic poetry? In other words, is the choice between 

traditional, print-based writing and hypertext writing itself an act of communication, and 

(f so, can you articulate what you think the choice means? 

PH: Some people (and I am not one of them) point to the oral roots of poetry, and 

infer from that, that poetry on the page is somehow inferior or less genuine. But almost as 

· · d f them began to use the appearance on 
soon as poets did start wntmg poems own, some 0 

244 



the page as part of the aesthetic. They used indentation, or concrete poetry, for example. 

William Blake's illustrated poems are ·a meld of word and visual image. Electronic poetry 

(some sorts of it, anyway) can be seen as extensions or continuations of those sorts of 

technique. I don't really think that the choice between print writing and hypertext writing 

is much of an act of communication in itself, though there are some political implications 

being communicated (there is an assertion that electronic media are valid platforms for 

poetry, for example, and that's not entirely uncontentious). But just as in spoken poetry, 

the sounds of the words contribute to the aesthetic effect of the poem, and in written 

poetry, the shapes of the words on the page contribute, so in hypertext poetry, the 

dynamic interaction between the words and/or images make a different sort of 

contribution. Of course, this contribution must work in concert with the aesthetic 

direction of the poem as a whole. 

CC: Your work, "Peter's Haiku Generator, "produces haiku and tanka. Can you 

describe what led you to mimic or re-invent this form and/or how you feel the allusion to 

the traditional structures works to further your work's themes? (Basically, I'm trying to 

determine how the medium affects the message in terms of invention, so any comments on 

this theme would be helpful). 

PH: The Haiku Generator was based on a 'Poetry Generator' I'd written and 

worked on for years in various incarnations. Jane Dorner, author of The Internet: A 

Writer's Guide (A & C Black, 2000) and Creative Web Writing (A & C Black, 2002), 

· · t duce haiku The idea appealed to 
suggested the idea of mod1fymg the Generator O pro · 

d rtl b cause if I were able to do it, it 
me, partly for the intellectual challenge, an pa Y e 
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would add a structure to the output. The Poetry Generator tended to produce rather 

rambling lines, so that calling its output 'poetry' was rather stretching a point. However, 

the rules for syllable count haiku (and tanka) are well-defined and well-known, so the 

results would be more recognisable as some sort of poetry, or at least as an ironic parody 

of it. I added to the Haiku Generator the facility to read in various vocabularies. (In the 

Flash version of the Generator, these are stored as XML files, so adding a new 

vocabulary is just a matter of producing another file.) Changing the vocabulary changes 

the 'mood' of the resulting haiku, often in unexpected ways. 

CC: If you were teaching a graduate class on electronic literature or poetry, 

what texts, hypertexts, or software programs would be beneficial to teach? 

PH: I used to teach a course on 'Animated Poetry in Flash' for the tr Ace Online 

Writing School, so I would be inclined to use Flash as a development medium for a 

graduate class. One of the advantages of Flash is its versatility, so that students whose 

preference was for work with a high degree of graphics design would be catered for , as 

well as those who were more concerned with text, and those who were interested in the 

programmatic possibilities. 

Hypertexts I think are interesting to study are linked to on the 'Hypertext Poetry 

and Web Art' page of my web site: 

http: //www.hphoward.demon.eo.uk/poetry/hypelink.htm 

In addition to those, the work of Alan Sondheim is well worth studying. 

The books by Jane Dorner mentioned above are worth reading, though this type of book 

dates very quickly, of course. 
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CC: You've written and published both print-based poetry and electronic 

literature. Can you describe some of the basic differences in the creation processes? (Or 

perhaps the creation processes are very similar?) 

PH: There's considerable variation in the creation process within each medium, 

as well as a certain amount of overlap between them. For example, I once mis-read a car 

bumper sticker as "A god is for life - not just for Christmas" (it should be 'dog' , of course) 

and I knew what the resulting poem needed to look like immediately. With other poems, 

you get a phrase, or an idea, and have no idea how it's going to tum out. Often the phrase 

yo u started with doesn't even make it to the final version of the poem. The same goes for 

electronic literature: sometimes you can be pretty clear how you want it to look, and other 

times you have to play around with various effects before they make sense. 

One quite important factor with electronic poetry is whether the starting point is 

an existing poem, or whether you're starting from a blank Flash document. In the former 

case, you're constrained by the existing text (though you can change it, of course). One 

Flash poem of mine is called "A Poppy" and was written and published as a print poem 

before I animated it. The motivation for doing so was a sequences of plant names within 

the poem. I used the Latin names, to make the list sound a little like a Latin prayer, but I 

chose the plants paiily for the evocativeness of the English names, as well. But in print, 

the only way J could show them both was to put the English names as a footnote , which 

wasn't really satisfactory. So, in the animated version, I could have both names appearing 

on the screen. 
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I've been working recently on some commissions to animate poems by other 

poets. This requires a rather different creation process. In the ones I've been doing, there's 

an audio track of the poet reading the poem, which gives an immediate constraint in that 

the animation has to by synchronised to the voice. For that, and other reasons, there's not 

much one can do to modify the text of the poem (and interesting problems arise when the 

poet doesn't read exactly the same words as are written). 
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Email Interview with Edward Picot on November 6, 2007 

CC: From your website I can see how much work you have done in electronic 

formats. What programs have you used to write electronic literature? Can you describe 

some of the advantages and disadvantages of each? If you ever wrote your own 

programs, describe the advantages and disadvantages of this approach, if possible. 

EP: For processing images I use either ArcSoft PhotoStudio 2000, which is really 

basic but very easy to work with, or Macromedia Fireworks MX. As of the beginning of 

2008 I've also been using InkScape and The Gimp, which are open-source and both very 

good. For recording, layering and processing sounds I use GoldWave and MultiQuence 

(you can make primitive videos using MultiQuence, but I've only ever done that once). 

For putting together multimedia pieces I either use HTML and JavaScript, or Flash. 

Basically, I use HTML and JavaScript for pieces which are predominantly text (such as 

nonlinear fiction) and Flash for pieces with moving images or sound or both. I've written 

my own code from time to time, either in JavaScript or ActionScript, which are quite 

similar to each other - but nothing very sophisticated. I don't think I could write my own 

programs. The disadvantage of using code a lot is that you can get bogged down in it. 

The advantage is that it allows you to do things you couldn't do otherwise, and gives you 

insight into the medium in which you're working - in the same way that using CSS for 

web-page layout gives you a much better understanding of web page design than just 

using a software package such as Dream Weaver without ever learning CSS or HTML 

markup; and learning PHP and mySQL gives you insight into how web applications are 
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run. But you could go on learning about this stuff forever, and get completely lost in it, so 

you have to be a bit careful not to bite off more than you can chew. 

CC: Why write electronic literature? (I'm considering works with literary 

elements presented in electronic formats to be electronic literature, at least for the sake 

of the study.) In other words, is the choice between traditional, print-based writing and 

hypertext writing itself an act of communication, and if so, can you articulate vvhat you 

think the choice means? 

EP: I'd be a liar ifl pretended that an element of "Look at me! I'm being really 

cutting-edge!" didn't come into it. Having said which, my stuff isn't really all that cutting

edge at all; certainly not in technical terms; but also because it's actually written, put 

together and "finished" by me, and then displayed to the audience, in quite an 

oldfashioned way, rather than being generated in real-time by software or code, or 

requiring anything much in the way of user input. So I regard myself as working in a new 

fie ld, and also as an experimentalist, but in quite an oldfashioned way. 

When I originally set up my own website and started to publish myself online my 

idea was just to publish oldfashioned stories and novels - but I quickly came to the 

conclusion that it was going to be a complete waste of time. There are millions of people 

out there publishing their oldfashioned stories and novels (and poetry) online, and by and 

large nobody wants to read them. This is partly because there's just too much of the stuff, 

but it's also because a computer screen is not a very relaxing or user-friendly way to 

present readers with large amounts of conventional text. 
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I'm not somebody who believes that text-based work can never succeed online or 
' 

on a computer-screen. I think people actually do a surprising amount of reading on their 

computers nowadays, and the success of blogs has proved that text-based work is a viable 

proposition in the digital environment. But blogs are different from novels: they chop the 

text up into bite-sized, easily-digestible chunks, they often incorporate material other than 

text (hyperlinks, images, "post a comment" facilities, sometimes videos and sound-files) 

and in general they don't pretend to be books. So I think text-based work can succeed 

online, but only if it adapts itself to the digital environment. 

But I also think that if you publish oldfashioned text-based work online, without 

any concessions at all to the digital environment, it very quickly becomes like a form of 

self-imposed blindness, a refusal to acknowledge what's going on around you. 

I suppose that all experimental work, by its nature, is really saying two things. Firstly it's 

saying "Look - you don't have to do things the traditional way - you could do them like 

this instead!" So, of course, the underlying message is "Don't get stuck in a rut: don't just 

confine yourself to the same kinds of experience you've had in the past: try something 

radically new." But in the process of showing how things could be done differently, it's 

also breaking apart the traditional form, rebuilding it in a new way, and thus re

examining how that form works, how it expresses things and how it represents external 

reality. "Do you really know what reality is? Do you really know what literature is, and 

how it represents things? What would you think ifl turned it inside-out and upside-down 

- what would you make of it then?" In some ways it's a duplicitous process. 

Experimental artists give the impression that everyone who came before them was 
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limited, and they're the first ones to get beyond those limits: they're the first ones to arrive 

at a form of art which is limit-free. Nothing of the sort is true, of course. They've just 

exchanged one set of limits for another. 

Having said all this, I think art which is experimental not simply because it wants 

to do something different within the confines of an established medium, but because it's 

working with a new medium and exploring its possibilities, is a bit of a special case. Art 

of this kind can be radically new with a clear conscience, as it were, because it doesn't 

have to cock a snook at a lot of old stuff in order to flag up its newness. The novel, 

photography, film and television were all new in this way once: they didn't have to break 

any rules to be modem, because the rules weren't yet there to be broken. 

This also puts you in a position where you can actually hark back to older traditions, 

import them into the new medium, and still look relatively modem because you're doing 

the old stuff in a new way - which is what I'm doing in "Thirteen Ways of Looking at a 

Blackbird", of course. I'm well aware that it isn't a very radical piece by new media 

standards: in fact to a real purist it would hardly be proper electronic poetry at all. It isn't 

generative or (in any meaningful sense) interactive or (in any meaningful sense) 

nonlinear. 

CC: Your work, ''Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird," alludes to, actually 

animates and illustrates, Wallace Stevens 's poem of the same name. How important is 

fa,niliarity with the original piece to the reader 's understanding of your work? Can you 

describe how understanding the original piece might further your own work 's themes? 
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EP: In a sense you don't need to know the original poem at all, because the full 

text of the original poem is reproduced in my version. But I also supply a text-only 

transcript of the poem, so that people can refer to the original if they want, and judge for 

themselves whether I've changed the meaning by what I've done with it. I think I 

probably have changed the meaning. 

What first attracted me to the poem was the fact that it doesn't offer you a single 

unified interpretation or view of its subject, but looks at that subject from thirteen 

different angles instead, in the same way that a Cubist painting of a vase looks at the vase 

from a number of different angles and ends up presenting you with a fragmented collage 

of glimpses instead of a single, flat, delusively-real-looking image. 

Having said this, I think there are certain themes which unify the poem, perhaps 

the most important being about the internal world of our thoughts and the external world 

of "real" things, or the relationship between art and reality. Stevens says, for example, 

that he knows noble accents and lucid, inescapable rhythms - in other words, he knows 

literature, specifically poetry - but he also knows that the blackbird is involved in what 

he knows. In other words, in crude terms, he knows all about literature and the way it 

represents things, but he also knows that there's a reality outside of literature which in the 

end must be taken into account. In my version you see various books on a shelf in a 

book-case; then, in the glass of the book-case door, you see the reflection of a window; 

then the reflection gets stronger and the book-case fades , until you're looking out through 

the window at the blackbird, which is sitting outside in a tree. I think if you've spotted the 

theme in Stevens' poem (which in tum is easier to do if you're familiar with a number of 
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Stevens' poems, because it's a recurring theme with him) then it's easier for you to see 

what I'm getting at in my animation. On the other hand you could put it the other way 

round, and say that by putting an image of a row of books alongside the text "I know 

noble accents/ And lucid, inescapable rhythms" I may be revealing to some readers for the 

first time what Stevens meant by those lines. 

I suppose what I'm saying here is that my version of "Thirteen Ways" isn't just an 

illustration ( or animation) of the poem; it's also about my interpretation of the poem. In 

fact I've tried to avoid illustrating the poem in a literal-minded way - I didn't want to 

show a picture of an actual glass co~ch to illustrate Stevens' line "He rode over 

Connecticut in a glass coach", for example - and I suppose this has led me to illustrate it 

in an interpretive way instead. 

But I think there's also a layer of content/meaning in my version which isn't there 

in Stevens' original poem. Stevens' poem is relatively self-contained: he doesn't import a 

lot of material from other sources, unlike T S Eliot, for example, who filled The Waste 

Land with quotes and misquotes from other poems. In my version of "Thirteen Ways", 

there's a lot of material which I've brought in from all over the place: there are lots of 

quotes from other poems in the section about the river flowing; there are the books on the 

bookshelf (Shakespeare, Beckett, Oliver Postgate) in the "noble accents" section ; there's 

a picture of snowy mountains by Hiroshiga; there are lots of different images of 

Connecticut; there's a painting of an exotic forest by Le Douanier Rousseau; there are lots 

of pictures of Hurricane Katrina and the floods in New Orleans ; pictures of the solar 

system and the galaxy; and photographs of various snowy bits of the town where I live. 
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This is at least partly because I was working at my computer instead of writing on an 

empty piece of paper, so I had an internet connection and the whole of the Web at my 

disposal, not to mention my own photographs; and I put my version of Thirteen Ways 

together from all these different sources. I did a lot of image-grabbing off Google, and 

quite a bit of sound-file-grabbing too. It wasn't until after I finished work on the poem 

that I realised that this working method has quite an appreciable cumulative effect. It's as 

if the poem has now got a lot of little pointers in it, pointing outwards to the big wide 

world. 

CC: If you were teaching a graduate class on electronic literature, what texts, 

hypertexts, or software programs would be beneficial to teach? (For instance, should 

they be re,quired to learn Storyspace, Flash, etc.?) 

EP: As regards the technical stuff, I think they should definitely know the 

rudiments of HTML and JavaScript. For idealogical reasons I would feel inclined to teach 

open-source software rather than proprietorial wherever possible, but Flash is pretty 

inescapable in the field of electronic literature, so they ought to at least look at it. 

As regards texts and hypertexts, I think what you need to do is give them the 

widest possible sense of the different things that can be done within the electronic 

literature field - because it isn't really just one field, it's a whole conglomeration of 

different genres which really don't have very much in common with each other, except 

that they're more at home on the computer than in a book. Even that isn't entirely true 

sometimes. I think it's quite important for people to look at stuff which doesn't quite 

work, as well as stuff which does_ Online Caroline for example, or The Breathing Wall. 
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both of which fail in rather interesting ways. I think it's a bad thing to teach electronic 

literature as if there was already an established canon, because there really isn't, and you 

want to encourage people to make their own judgements and think for themselves as 

much as possible. But you could do a lot worse than start with The Electronic Literature 

Collection, not least because it's trying to present us with a canon but it's actually got 

some quite crappy stuff on it: then augment that with the likes of Young Hae Chang 

Heavy Industries, David Daniels, Andy Campbell ("Author X" of the Dreaming Methods 

website), Joel Weishaus, and The Syllabary by Peter McCarey 

(http://w\V\V.thcsyl!abary.com/), which is a personal favourite of mine. 
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Email Interview with Ellen McAuslan on January 27, 2008 

CC: Have you used programs other than Flash to write electronic literature? If 

so, what are the advantages and disadvantages of each? (If ever you wrote your own 

programs, describe the advantages and disadvantages of this approach, if possible.) 

EM: Flash is really the only program I've used to create narratives and as I tend 

to think visually I find it the most immediate solution. I started to use Director years ago 

but found Flash to be far more intuitive to use. It is a very straightforward program to get 

to grips with and it's easy to sketch ideas into it using a stylus and tablet. Together with 

imported scanned or found images and sounds one can outline and explore a narrative 

very quickly. 

When I first started using Flash for animation I was in such a hurry to get started. 

I had a vague idea in the back of my head and it was fair to think that anything I did was 

part of a learning process, so with a devil may care attitude I imported a music track and 

started simultaneously developing characters and animating them so that the narrative 

evolved along with the animation. This spontaneity led to some interesting results but as 

the animation and I became more polished I had to rework older sequences to bring it all 

together. 

This experience made me realize that it's possible to make up a story as you go 

along; which is a good starting point, it gets things going and allows for the unexpected. 

You are able to take advantage of accident and the fleeting thought. Story-boarding 

beforehand on paper, or in Photoshop, gives you a pattern to follow but I think planning 

too carefully means you can overlook things. Working ideas out using a time-line, 
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making things move and flow from one image or scene to another, constantly invites new 

interpretations. 

When plotting a story on paper I tend to think in linear terms, how characters will 

get from A to B and how scenes slot together logically. However, when I am working 

directly into the program, and am faced with the 'stage' (the animation work area) I can 

allow the characters to become actors, objects and scenery change through their 

interpretation. I can also instantly reverse situations and play with the order of scenes. 

When I'm animating I also have to take into consideration how a character moves and 

this too can help define or change elements of the story. 

Of course having to adjust or change animations when they don 't work can be 

pretty time consuming, so using some story-boarding but allowing for improvisation 

provides a balance, but I still think it is a good springboard to sketch ideas quickly. This 

act of doing informs the narrative. 

CC: Why write electronic literature? (I'm considering work such as ''Brother 

Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica" to be electronic literature, for the sake of this study.) In 

other words, is the choice between traditional, print-based writing and hypertext writing 

itseff an act of communication, and if so, can you articulate what you think the choice 

means? 

EM: I first started putting animations on the web as a result of getting invo lved 

with Flash ostensibly for web design. After sending some of my early efforts to an 

animation portal I got such a lot of feedback that I decided to make more and ended up 
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with a whole series of animations around one particular character; it was from this point 

that I was asked to take part in the Croatian Tales project. 

I had previously been involved in a signed band, writing and making music; I also 

did illustration work and was later employed designing web-sites. I hadn't really been 

involved in working with a narrative since I was at college (unless you count song

writing), so essentially my involvement with stories has come out of making and showing 

animations digitally; in that respect if it wasn't electronic it wouldn't get written. 

I have written stories in text since then, encouraged to do so by interest in my 

narratives as well as seeing what it's like to get away completely from the creation of a 

piece, the drawing and of course the hard graft of animating. It's interesting there being 

no "dressing ' as it were, purely using words to conjure up pictures in people ' s minds. 

But, I still feel more comfortable using narrative in conjunction with visuals or sound 

because I know I can use these elements to embody feelings that I can' t do with words, 

guiding people's experience with interactivity. 

In "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica" the interactivity isn ' t announced, I 

wanted the user to explore the page not give them a 'click here ' which takes away the fun 

of searching and finding. Ifl see a picture on a screen I'll usually click it, it is surprising 

that a lot of people don ' t but I found that children, our main audience, usually do. I like 

this idea of hidden narrative that affects a person' s view of the story. I'd like to explore 

this side of interactivity more, myriad links that draw you under the surface of the story 

exploring other layers, encouraging a re- interpretation of the original naii-ative .. . getting 

the user so lost they may _not even remember that far back. 
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CC: Your work, "Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica" illustrates Maiuranic 's 

"Little Brother Primrose and Sister Lavender. ,; How important is familiarity with the 

original piece to the reader 's understanding of your work? Can you describe the 

purpose of the animation and/or how the allusion to the original work furthers your 

work 's themes? 

EM: I don't think the reader would need to know the original story, in fact I was 

given an English translation myself, so I kept to the main themes only as they were given 

to me. I actually came to it not knowing much about the context, only reading the 3 tales I 

was sent. 

I felt that the ideas should come from the tale itself, that research wasn't 

appropriate in that I wanted to start interpreting the story like a child hearing it for the 

fi rst time, not understanding or interpreting the story in a wider context, enjoying the 

magic, keeping a sense of wonder and instinctual 'knowing'. I was afraid too much 

biographical and historical information may take away from this more intuitive approach. 

This approach led me to adopt what I'd term a classic storytelling scenario, that of a 

female storyteller (mother) reading the tale to (her) children. I felt this would conjure up a 

sensation of existing in another time and place, an echo of the impression I had when I 

read Grimm or Hans Anderson tales as a child. 

I was invited to take part in a collaborative animation project by Helena Bulaja, 

who wanted to gather flash animators she had found on the web to work on a collection 

of narrative and interactive animations of Fairy-tales by Croatian writer Ivana Brlic-
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Mazuranic, hoping to give them a new twist. This project would look out from Croatia 

and feedback into it by this act of re-interpretation - a cross fertilization. 

I just had to accept because, I was impressed by the talent she had already brought 

on board, there wasn't going to be much money and it would take time, but I could see it 

was a wide-ranging project that asked me to take myself more seriously as a storyteller 

and animator. 

Having worked on my own for such a long time it was great to be working in 

conjunction with other animators. It would stretch my skills and I found that after a long 

involvement in my own narratives it was a relief to be dictated to by something outside 

my own self. 

It was also a chance to create more characters, and to spend more time in 

contemplation of a story, rather then the fleeting visual (some have said sophisticated) 

jokes I ' d been animating on the web. 

Due to my part in the project I was invited to the Zagreb Film Festival to present 

my work, including the stories that most define it, that of the 'S&M' themed Ms Swat 

series, at the time I thought it quite humorous that, within the context of my work with 

Croatian Tales project they were also taken by some of the audience to be fairy tales. It 

was this insio-ht and the slower more contemplative process of the Cro-Tales project that 
b 

helped me see what lay at the heart of my animations. I perceived a link, the mother in 

the narrator's voice led me to recognize the maternal in Ms Swat, I suddenly saw her 

outside of the comic strip world - in the frame of an archetype. 
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I've dug beneath the surface instead to leaving it be - and have discovered there is 

more underlying work or the structure instead of leaving it purely to intuition. 

CC: ''Brother Jaglenac and Sister Rutvica" is structured as a storybook with the 

story printed as words in pages of a book. Can you describe what led you to use this form 

and/or how you feel the structure works to further your work's themes? (Basically, I'm 

trying to determine how the medium affects the message in terms of invention, so any 

comments on this theme would be helpful). 

EM: I think the idea of using the physical storybook as a background came from 

films I've seen, where illustrations become live action superimposed on the text. I can't 

remember for sure, maybe 'Tom Thumb' ( dir: George Pal), 'The Tales of Hans 

Anderson' (dir: Charles Vidor), and Laurence Olivier's film of 'Henry V'. The idea of a 

static form suddenly springing to life is quite magical. 

The use of the text also meant the illustration/action had to match the passages on 

that page, as well as fitting physically on the 'stage'. The text would thus define the space 

allotted to the action but then the nature of the action would also define how much text 
' 

would be on the page. Although I'd initially sketched the basic ideas for action I had to 

work through the action linearly, editing as I went along, having to be aware of what 

text/actions would be left for the next page. I enjoyed using the text as a physical part of 

the story where the characters interact with it as a prop or part of the scenery. I think had 

I had more time on the project I would have used the device more. Sometimes the 

scenery could be extended through or behind the text, enlarging the area for characters 

movements. I like this idea of there being different visual levels, the background image of 
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the book's page defines one area, where the text and pictures are part of a book, at the 

same time, through the extension of images beyond the text and the actions of the 

characters ( and how they actually come to appear on the page) one can imagine a world 

that lies beyond. 

CC: If you were teaching a graduate class on electronic literature and/or flash 

animation what texts, hypertexts, or software programs would be beneficial to teach? 

EM: Well , practically speaking I would start with Flash itself. I taught myself the 

basics from the original manual and the rest was trial and error, then as I used more 

coding and as popularity for the program grew I browsed the various forums and tutorial 

sites for information. 

There have been and are plenty of books on the subject, I've read a few, but as 

these were pertaining to older versions of Flash I don ' t think they would now be so 

relevant. 

Animation is addressed in these Flash books but the definitive practical guide to 

that side of things has to be: "The Animator' s Survival Kit" by Richard Williams which 

gives you an over view of how animation works and really is a guide to looking at the 

moments of characters. 

As for theoretical texts, well my usual reading matter is fictional or books about 

philosophy, the mind and design, but nothing as yet that deals with the theory behind 

electronic literature. A lot of my inspiration comes from movies simply because films 

have played such a major paii in my life. Indeed I see my animations are my way of 

making small movies. 
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I've always found the films of Nicholas Roeg very powerful because of their use 

of visual interruptions, leaping from various pasts or imagined futures to the present, 

giving an impression of non-linear narrative. Roeg shows a hyper-reality, where the past 

is no longer residing as a previous but concurrently with the present and future, a visual 

representation of how our minds work, how we carrying our past and the dreams/fears of 

the future with us· into the now. Donald Cammell and Roeg's film "Performance" is a 

very good example, and Roeg's "Man who fell to Earth", "Don't Look Now" and 

"Eureka" continue this exploration. I think David Lynch's "Mullholland Drive" which is 

commercial cinemas' most successful film dealing in non-linearity - one where the 

viewer can make up their own mind about what is going on (you only have to check out 

all the people on the internet who have their "definitive" interpretation.) 

I'd want to discuss the films of Maya Deren and Jan Svankmeyer because of their 

use of magic ritual repetition, sequences that change slightly every time they are 

repeated, I feel this has some bearing on choices made in interactivity, such as 

when/where an interactive element is clicked, what changes will happen and when. 

Books I've found useful and might be interesting to add to the discussions would 

be: "Mapping Inner Space: Learning and Teaching Visual Mapping" by Nancy Margulies 

and Nusa Maal Mind, I find this process has been hugely useful for explaining ideas as 

well as being essential in planning interactivity; "The Structure of Magic" by Richard 

Bandier and Jolm Grinder _ looking behind language, the structure of what we mean; 

"The Book of Disquiet" by Fernando Pessao, "Collected Fictions" by Joge Luis Borges, 

"The New York Trilogy" by Paul Auster, for being textual examples of the Deren and 
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Svankmeyer magical ritual, exploring what is meant and what is perceived in a person's 

mind, alternative realities superimposed on 'real life'; "The Piano Teacher" by Elfride 

Jelinek for the story in layers, narrative, and what is being thought and what is being 

experienced by different objects. 

I'd also want to look at Computer games, ones that allow exploration; I love the 

idea of being lost in a game like a labyrinth, maybe something that could go on for years. 
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Email Interview with Shelley Jackson on February 19, 2008 

CC: What programs have you used to write electronic literature? What are the 

advantages and disadvantages of each? (If you wrote your own programs, describe the 

advantages and disadvantages of this approach, if possible.) 

SJ: I started with Storyspace, which was a good introduction for me to thinking in 

tem1s of a network rather than a linear text. I am a visual and spatial thinker, and had 

always been frustrated with my inability to see the patterns made by recurring motifs or 

structural divisions when I was working on linear texts-I would make diagrams for 

myself. Storyspace, with its simple but strong visual metaphors (movable text-boxes 

linked by arrows in a rectangular window) helped me think spatially about the 

relationships among parts. 

I was frustrated by two things about the Storyspace circa 1995 (it might have 

changed by now): its cumbersome and confusing navigation interface, and my limited 

control over text design. I also decided that electronic works that were for-sale , limited

access, and self-contained-i.e., similar to small press books-were less interesting to me 

than the public-access projects with more permeable boundaries that I could publish on 

the web. So I moved to HTML, and learned to write basic code myself, which was a 

much less intuitive process, but had the advantage of allowing me more control over 

appearance, as well as letting me publish online. 

CC: Why write electronic literature? In other words, is the choice between 

t d ·t· · z · b d · · d h,11pertext writing itself an act of communication, and ra z zona , prznt- ase wrztzng an ✓- · 

~f so, can you articulate what you think the choice means? 
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SJ: As a writer, I was never particularly interested in the linear plot. At the same 

time, I liked the pull of story; I didn't want to write poetry, I wanted to write fiction- but 

fiction that behaved more like poetry than most. My literary models were 

unconventional: Invisible Cities, Pale Fire, Tristram Shandy, The Passion According to 

G.H., Thomas the Obscure, The Unnamable, etc. When I encountered hypertext it seemed 

to offer related pleasures, while permitting many new structures that the book did not. So 

my choice between hypertext and print never seemed to be a choice between linearity and 

nonlinearity, but a choice between one kind of nonlinear narrative and another. In other 

words, while I think the decision to write fiction in a nonlinear form is a fraught one, I 

had already made that decision before I ever came to hypertext. So the choice to write 

hypertext has a different emphasis for me than for some writers. It ' s partly economic: 

choosing to do some of my work for free. More interestingly, choosing to allow people to 

come to it not knowing what it is; welcoming inexpert and partial readings. 

CC: Your work, Patchwork Girl, alludes to Mary Shelley 's Frankenstein and 

Frank Baum 's The Patchwork Girl of Oz among many other works. How important is 

familiarity with the original pieces to the reader's understanding of your work? Can you 

describe the purpose of the allusions and/or how the allusions further your work 's 

themes? 

SJ: Patchwork Girl elaborates a sense that neither people nor texts are self-

c t · d b I k · 11 d. 1· s That there is no core self and no original text, just a on ame , ut ea 111 a irec 10n . 

1 f 
.c-. w , 1·ke those puzzles for kids called Invisible Figures: find 

oose weave o re1erences. e re 1 

. h h lb ow three hens and part of a barn. I 
the outline of a person curvmg throug a w ee arr , 
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didn't just want to write about this, but to write it: make something obviously made up of 

b01Towings that still had a distinctive character of its own. Of course, the sources haunt 

this text, and are meant to. The reader is supposed to ask herself exactly what you asked 

me: do I have to read Frankenstein to read this, or The Patchwork Girl of Oz? Are they 

actually part of the book, in some sense; where are the edges of the book? So I won ' t give 

my own answer here: reading the work correctly means being left with some questions. 

CC: If you were teaching a graduate class on hypertext, what texts, hypertexts, or 

software programs would be beneficial to teach? (For instance, should they be required 

to learn Storyspace ?) 

SJ: I can't answer this in detail, since I have fallen out of touch with recent 

developments. Generally, I would start with some early Storyspace works like my own 

Patchwork Girl , move on to web-based ones, then some of the highly visual multimedia 

proj ects that mingle interactive text with animation etc., then some of the many "folk" 

and collaborative forms emerging online (usually not intended to be literature, like spoof 

myspace pages or ebay merch or Amazon product reviews), and finally projects that 

bridge virtual and real space (linking text to specific sites in a cityscape, for example). 

CC: You 've written and published both print-based literature and electronic 

literature. How is the creation process different for each (if it is)? 

SJ: The process is quite similar up to a point: driven by an idea, an image, or just 

a collection of phrases that seem related in some way I can't quite explain, I pra
d

uce an 

· · · · ( ve some not I attempt to find a 
extremely m1scellaneous pile of wntmgs, some narra 1 

, · 

+' · · · th· s around piecina things toaether, to 
1 om1 w1th111 those scraps. Then I start movmg mg , 

0 0 
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let the form emerge more clearly. As it emerges, its weak spots become visible; I shore 

them up. Now the two processes diverge: For print, even if there is no plot or time-line, I 

must decide on an order of reading. For hypertext, I tend to let the fragments remain more 

loosely patch worked, instead of binding them into a linear progression. Differences of 

style or structure among the fragments are more likely to survive and perhaps even 

become the basis for a whole new wing of the structure, instead of being subordinated to 

a single dominant approach. Indecision is less likely to be resolved one way or another, 

more likely to be formalized in a branching structure or parallel paths. Since I have no 

default structure to fall back on, a greater part of the process of composition is devoted to 

form, structure, design. I have more formal options to choose from than when writing for 

print, hence more decisions to make: how to link or flow one passage to another, what 

size the text windows should be, whether they should be uniform or varied, whether and 

how to incorporate color, motion, images, sound, video, forms, maps, a space for readers ' 

contributions, links to outside texts, etc. 

I make these decisions in relation to a sense of the whole work as a stable but 

resonant pattern of ideas and images, rather than-more typical when writing for print

as a sequence with a beginning and end (though of course within the static design there 

may be many beginnings and endings). So I think less about expectation, pacing, drama 

and resolution than when I'm writing for print, and more about balance, structure, and the 

· · · Th .c: 1 taphors I resort to tend to be spatial 
reciprocal relat10nsh1ps between parts. e 1orma me 

rather than temporal-say, a space the reader can move around in, like a cemetery or a 

building, or an object the reader can investigate from all sides, like a sculpture. 

272 



APPENDIXE 

Interview with Ed Beals 

Author of "Neva" 

273 



Email Interview with Ed Beals on February 27, 2008 

CC: What programs have you used to write electronic literature other than 

Flash, if any? What are the advantages and disadvantages of each? (If you wrote your 

own programs, describe the advantages and disadvantages of this approach, ff possible.) 

EB: Neva was made almost entirely with Flash. After making sketches of the 

characters with paper and pencil, rather than scan them, I just redrew them using the 

simple drawing tools in Flash. Musical elements were constructed using a simple midi 

sequencer and CoolEdit (sound editing software). A few of the sin Neva were created in 

a 3D cad program called Rhino 3D. This combination of Flash, CoolEdit, and Rhino 3D 

is fa irly typical of most of the animated work I created from about 1998 - 2004. 

The midi sequencer allowed me to "build" music rather than perform it, which would 

have been impossible for me. But I do have enough musical knowledge to construct 

music bit by bit. But it is a very slow process for me. 

Usually I like the characters in my animation to have a hand-drawn, organic look 

about them. The brush tool in Flash is pressure sensitive when you use a drawing tablet, 

so you can get various qualities of line. For Neva I used a very rough, almost jagged line. 

For the theatre in which the story unfolds, I wanted a more mechanical look, so the gears 

and cogs were made in a 3D cad program and then exported as simple vector shapes and 

then imported into Flash. 

Because Neva is supposed to be a play that unfolds in a mechanical toy theatre, 

the movements were intentionally made to be smooth and simple. This made Flash an 

ideal tool for the job. Each object in the animation is a "symbol" and all the symbols are 
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in a ''library". By linking symbols on the stage to keyframes on the time line, and then 

linking the keyframes with "tweens", most of the tedious work is done automatically by 

the software. The "cut out" style of animation I was doing with Neva lent itself perfectly 

to this simple process. 

CC: Why write electronic literature? In other words, is the choice between 

traditional, print-based writing and hypertext writing itself an act of communication, and 

{lso, can you articulate what you think the choice means? 

EB: For me Flash provided a way to create stories using motion and sound much 

faster than any previous method I knew of (apart from live performance, of course). I was 

able to create a sho1i animation from scratch in a matter of a few days ( or even hours in 

some cases) and put it online immediately. The audience was vast and diverse and 

feedback would stream back to me direct from the viewers, again, sometimes within an 

hour or two of the release of the work. I was more interested in telling stories to an 

audience than in the nuts and bolts of the animation process, and Flash let me work 

simply and quickly and it felt as though the barriers between myself and the audience 

were minimal. All this, of course, assumes a wired audience. No internet, no show. 

CC: Your work, "Neva" re-envisions Mazuranic 's "Bridesman Sun and Bride 

Bride kins" as Flash animation. How important is familiarity with the original piece to 

the reader 's understanding of your work? 

Of course being familiar with the original story would lend extra dimension to the 

· · · Th · t s packaged with the original story and viewer's experience of my vers10n. e proJec wa 

0th b k d 
· .c · f th CD Roms and DVDs but when taken out of context, er ac groun m1ormat10n r e - ' 
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I hope the story is still enjoyable on it's own. So in my opinion, knowledge of the 

original story is as important as the viewer wants to make it. Perhaps it is as interesting to 

know what was left out of my version, as to know what was left in or altered. 

CC: If you were teaching a graduate class on flash animation, what texts or other 

resources would you ask students to use? 

EB: Well, it might seem like a flippant answer, but the FLASH manual is an 

important read. But no matter how proficient the author is with the software, she still 

needs to be able to tell her story. As for specific texts, that's a hard one for me to answer, 

I'm not really sure. Maybe rather than reading, workshops about acting and writing 

would be more helpful. I never took a formal course in animation of any sort. Most of 

what I do is self-taught and, apart from learning the technical aspects of what I am trying 

to do, (usually through manuals, online tutorials, or third party learning manuals), it ' s all 

instinct and trial and error. 
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Email Interview with Helena Bulaja on February 27, 2008 

CC: Have you used other programs besides Flash to write electronic literature? 

{lso, can you describe the advantages and disadvantages of each? (If you ever wrote 

y our own programs, describe the advantages and disadvantages of this approach, [f 

possible.) 

HB: The interactive book project "Croatian Tales of Long Ago" is based on an 

o ld Croatian classic, so actually I am not sure if I am experienced to speak about the tools 

that can help in a process of writing an electronic book. But from my experiences of 

adapting an old text within the frame of digital media, I can tell that Flash at that time 

was one of the most advanced software that gave us ability to create our ideas, and thanks 

to simple and easy way of using it we had a lot of freedom to concentrate on our creative 

expression. But sure with Flash we used many other programs that helped us to develop 

certain parts of the final interactive product, as it is just impossible to use just one 

software to express all artist creative inputs. 

CC: Why write electronic literature? In other words, is the choice between 

traditional, print-based writing and hypertext writing itself an act of communication, and 

ifso, can you articulate what you think the choice means? 

For this project the thing is again very specific, as that is collection of 8 fairytales 

that are just so perfectly adapted for an work like this. Interactive book concept gave us 

much more flexibility and creativity than for example just simple collection of animated 

films, as within that idea we were able to put some more imput. But for some literary 
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forms I still think that the ordinary book concept will work better, no matter how 

technology will develop, I don't think it will affect" a lot the traditional book world. 

CC: All of the works in the Croatian Tales collection have been based on the 

work of Ivana Mazuranic, including the one you animated entitled "Regoch. " How 

important is familiarity with the original pieces to the reader's understanding of the 

works? Can you describe the purpose of the animating the stories and/or how knowledge 

of the original stories might furthers your work's themes? 

HB: For the understanding of the interactive version of the collection "Croatian 

Tales" it is absolutely not important to be familiar with the original book. That is an 

independent adaptation that stands for itself, and I think also gives some new 

interpretation of the old book. From the feedback I got from many people from abroad 

that first gets familiar with our interactive adaptation, and then somehow get interested to 

read the original book, I found that for them it was one interesting experience to see how 

our work is unique digital art work, that apart from all new things we brought to it, it is 

still successfully keeping the same atmosphere and main idea of the original collection 

CC: {fyou were teaching a graduate class on flash animation, what texts would 

you use? 

If you ask me of choosing the text for adaptation of one text to interactive 

literature using Flash, certainly my choice will be some fantasy work that gives a lot of 

possibilities to play with expressive visual elements and places, but also I think poetry 

• • .c: From experience of working on can be very well adapted for one mteract1ve 1orm. 
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Croatian Tales collection, I found the fairytale world very thankful for all experiments we 

wanted to try within idea of creating an interactive book. 
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INVITATION TO INTERVIEW AND FOLLOW-UP CONTACT SCRIPTS 

INTERVIEWER: CHERI CRENSHAW 

Initial Contact (Email) 

Hi (name), I have become familiar with your work(s) in electronic literature entitled, 
"title(s) of work(s) here," and am currently involved in research in the genre for my 
doctoral dissertation in rhetoric at Texas Woman's University in Denton, Texas. I was 
wondering, would you be willing to answer a few questions regarding your work? I can 
either send you the questions through email or we can arrange a time for a recorded 
telephone interview, at your convenience. I'm limiting the questions to five, the ones 
most pertinent to my dissertation. Answering the questions should take 30-60 minutes. I 
may ask one follow-up question. If so, the maximum time it should take to answer the 
fo llow-up is approximately 30 minutes. You are not obligated to answer the follow-up 
question even if you decide to answer the first five interview questions. 

I would like to include copies of your answers in the dissertation as unedited appendices. 

I hope you are willing to discuss your excellent and interesting work in electronic 
literature. If you decide you are willing to answer interview questions regarding the 
work, I will both email and physically mail you a consent form listing the potential 

benefi ts and risks of participation. 

I look forward to hearing from you! 

Warm Regards, 
Cheri Crenshaw, M.A. 
Ph.D. Candidate 
Texas Woman's University 
Denton, Texas 
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Follow-up Contact Script 

The _following is a list of potential questions for the participant. These questions will be 
emailed to the potential participant along with a copy of the informed consent form 
which is also attached. The informed consent form will be mailed to the participan~ along 
w ith a self-addressed, stamped envelope. 

The follow-up email will include the following statement: 

A potential risk related to your participation in the study is release of confidential 
information. Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is allowed by law. 
Electronic communications such as email are never completely secure methods of 
communication. Further, your name will be associated with the answers to your 
questions. However, to minimize potential risks, questions will concern published work 
only. Please do not answer any questions you feel are too personal or you feel are not 
directly concerned with your published work. You have the right to have your responses to 
interview questions removed from the dissertation at any time before the dissertation 
defense. 

A list of interview questions follows. If you feel comfortable emailing back a reply, with 
the potential for loss of confidentiality electronic communication entails, then please do 
so after you have signed and returned the informed consent form you will be receiving by 
mail. 

If you would prefer conducting the interview via telephone, please let me know a 
convenient time for me to call. I will digitally record the interview and then transcribe 
the answers into my personal computer. I will erase the recording of the interview within 

48 hours of the interview. 

A copy of your interview answers will be sent to you for approv_al thre~ wee~s before the 
dissertation defense. Revisions or complete removal from the d1ssertat10n will be made 
at your request at any time before the dissertation defense. A copy of your an_swers to the 
interview questions will be published in the dissertati~n and 1:1ay also appea~ m research 
publications. Answers to the questions will be stored 1~de~mtely o~ a CD smce the data 
will be valuable to future studies involving both electromc literature m general and your 

work in particular. 
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TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

Title: Exploiting Kairos in Electronic Literature: A Rhetorical Analysis 

Investigator: Cheri Crenshaw 
Ad · H ...... · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · · ........ 940/XXX-XXXX 

visor: ugh Bums, Ph.D .................................... .................... 940/XXX-XXXX 

Explanation and Purpose of Research 

You are being asked to participate in a research study for Ms. Crenshaw's dissertation at Texas 
~om~n's University. The purpose of this study is to answer questions regarding methods of 
d 1rectm~ r~aders to":'ard understanding in electronic media. In particular, the analysis of 
e lectronic literature will answer the following questions: 
l • . How are ~rite:s in electronic spaces appropriating, expanding, and subverting rhetorical 
devices honed m pnnt to persuade readers toward understanding and action? 
2. How has the kairos, meaning situational context, of electronic spaces been exploited? What 
new rhetorical devices are being developed in electronic spaces? 
3 • What does the dialogue between print-based and electronic-based works offer to rhetorical 
scholars in terms of rhetorical analysis and composition? 

Research Procedure 
For this study, the investigator will conduct interviews of authors who have published electronic 
I iterature. Questions regarding your published work will be emailed to you along with this 
consent form . A paper version of this consent form along with a self-addressed stamped envelope 
will be mailed to you. You have the option of returning this consent forni through email or you 
have the option of returning the consent form via regular mail. You also have the option of 
answering the questions via email or through a telephone interview. Telephone interviews will be 
d igitally recorded. The purpose of the recording is to provide a transcription of the information 
discussed in the interview and to assure the accuracy of the reporting of that information . Your 
maximum total time commitment in the study is estimated to be approximately one hour. There 
is the potential for follow-up questions. The same procedure will be followed for conducting 
fo ll ow-up. The maximum total time commitment for follow-up questions is 30 minutes . The 
max imum total time commitment for the study is 90 minutes if you answer both the initial 
questions as well as the follow-up questions. 

Potential Ri sks 

A potential risk related to your participation in the study is release of confid~ntial infor_mat_i on. 
Confidentiality will be protected to the extent that is allowed b~ la~. Electrornc communica:ions 
such as email are never completely secure methods of commurnc_at_10~. Further,_you: name wil_l be 
associated with the answers to your questions. However, to mm1m1z~ potential r! sks, q~est1 ons 
will concern published work only and will not concern personal i~forma~1on. You will be given the 
opportunity to review your responses three weeks before the dissertation defense. You_ have ~he 
· I · · · d fi ti d' rtat1·on at any time before the d1 ssertat1 on n g 1t to have mterv1ew questions remove rom 1e 1sse 

defense. 
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A copy of the intervi~': questions will be emailed to you along with this consent form. ff you 
fee l com:ort~ble em~Ilmg back a reply, with the potential for loss of confidentiality electronic 
~omm_unica:1on entails, then you will be asked to do so. If you would prefer conducting the 
111terv1ew via telephone, then the interview will be digitally recorded and then transcribed by the 

interviewer into the computer. The recording of the interview will be erased within 48 hours of 
the interview. 

A copy of your interview answers will be sent to you for approval three weeks before the 
di ssertation defense. Revisions or complete removal of your interview answers will be made at 
your request. A copy of your answers to the interview questions will be published in the 
disse1iation and may also appear in research publications. Answers to the questions wi ll be stored 
indefi nitely on a CD since the data will be valuable to future studies involving both electronic 
literature in general and your work in particular. 

The researchers will try to prevent any problem that could happen because of this research. You 
shou ld let the researchers know at once if there is a problem, and they will help you. However, 
TWU does not provide medical services or financial assistance for injuries that might happen 
because you are taking part in this research. 

Participation and Benefits 

Your involvement in this research study is completely voluntary, and you may discontinue you r 
pa1iicipation in the study at any time without penalty. The only direct benefit of this study to you 
is that at the completion of the study the results will be mailed to you upon reque~t,* _and then you 
wi ll have access to all the information gathered on the rhetoric of electron ic literature. A 
potenti al benefit is publicity in the research community regarding your work in electron ic 

I iterature. 

Questions Regarding the Study 
You wi 11 be given a copy of this signed and dated consent form :o keep. If you have any 
questions about the research study you should ask the researchers; tl_1e_ir ph~ne n_umbers are at the 
top of this form. If you have questions about your rights as a participant 111 thi_s res_earch or the 

· d t t the Texas Woman 's Un1 vers1ty Office of way thi s research has been conducte , you may con ac . 
8 3378 · a·1 at IRB@twu edu You wil l be Research and Sponsored Programs at 940-89 - or via e-m 1 · · 

g iven a copy of this signed and dated consent form to keep. 

Signature of Pa1ticipant Date 
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*If you would like to receive a copy of the results of this study, please provide an address to 
w hich the results should be sent: 
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