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Chapter 4

Immersion

In short, he so buried himself in his books that he spent
nights reading from wwilight till daybreak and the days from
dawn till dark; and so from little sleep and much reading,
his brain dried up and he lost his wits. He filled his mind
with all that he read in them, with enchantments, quarrels,
battles, challenges, wounds, wooings, loves, torments, and
ather impossible nonsense; and so deeply did he steep his
imagination in the belief that all the fanciful stuff he read
was true, that . . . [h]e decided . .. to turn knight errant
and travel through the world with horse and armour in
search of adventures.

—Don Quixote de la Mancha

Uos Quixote, living 150 years after the invention of the printing
press, exemplifies the dangerous power of books to create a

world that is “more real than reality.” He still stands for the part of

each of us that longs to leap out of our everyday life into the pages of

a favorite book or, as the ride designers promise us today, to “go into
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100 The Acsthetics of the Medium

make-believe experiences, from children’s play to Shakespearean the-
ater, evoke the same magical feelings as a baby’s first teddy bear be-
cause they are “transitional objects 7\The teddy bear provides
comfort because the child projects upon it both his memories of the
soothing mother and his sense of himself as a small being who can be
cuddled and hugged. But though it embodies these strong subjective
elements, the teddy bear is also a real object with a physical presence
outside of anything the child imagines about it. To the baby it has a
richly ambiguous psychological location, shimmering with emotion
but definitely not a hallucination. A good story serves the same pur-
pose for adults, giving us something safely outside ourselves (because
it is made up by someone else) upon which we can project our feel-
ings. Stories evoke our deepest fears and desires because they inhabit
this magical borderland. The power of what Winnicott called “transi-
tional” experiences comes from the fact that “the real thing is the
thing that isn’t there.”® In order to sustain such powerful immersive
trances, then, we have to do something inherently paradoxical: we
have to keep the virtual world “real” by keeping it “not there.” We
have to keep it balanced macmﬁm@;mz the enchanted threshold with-
out letting it collapse onto either side.

Because the liminal trance is so inherently fragile, all narrative art

forms have developed conventions to sustain it. One of the most im-
portant ways they have done this has been to prohibit participation.
orm,

Suzanne Langer, in her classic study of aesthefics, Feeling an
v g y g
describes the “terrible shock” she received as a child watching a per-
formance of James Barrie’s Peter Pan:

It was my first visit to the theater, and the illusion was absolute and
- overwhelming, like something supernatural. At the highest point of
the action (Tinkerbell had drunk Peter’s poisoned medicine to save
him from doing so, and was dying) Peter turned to the spectators and
asked them to attest their belief in fairies. Instantly the illusion was
gone; there were hundreds of children sitting in rows, clapping and
even calling, while [the actress], dressed up as Peter Pan, spoke to us

Immersion U1

like a teacher coaching us in a play in which she herself was taking the
title role. I did not understand, of course, what had happened; but an
acute misery obliterated the rest of the scene, and was not entirely
dispelled until the curtain rose on a new set. (Pp. 318-19)

» _Langer attributes her distress to the fact that art is dependent on

establishing distance. To her mind, Barrie 8555& a theatrical sin
Sstabishing Cistap

wzoimmmﬂdm mpm spectators. The playwright's invitation to &fiter the
circle of enchantment created by the stage is for Langer a shocking
violation of the compact between playwright and audience. “To seek
delusion, belief, and ‘audience participation’ in the theater is to deny
that drama is art”(p. 319).

Whether or not it is mwmﬁcon:\o to art, m:&mﬁom mmﬂnnﬁmcos is

“many concrete visions of the kind of boundary problems a truly par-
ticipatory narrative would present. For instance, in Woody Allen’s
nclassic story “The Kugelmass Episode” a humanities professor at City
College finds a magician with a kind of Don Quixote machine, a box
that will allow him to jump into the pages of any novel he takes into
it. Appropriately enough, Kugelmass chooses Madame Bovary and
finds bliss with his fellow daydreamer by arriving just between her ro-
mances with Leon and Rodolfe. But students all over the country are
confused: “Who is this character on page 100? A bald Jew is kissing
Mme Bovary?” (p. 67). Kugelmass’s problem is similar to the one I ex-
perienced standing in front of the magic mirror in MIT’s Media Lab.
When we enter the enchanted world as our actual selves, we risk

A ORI

| draining it of its delicious otherness.
§m§§ would be to bring to life a world
that we wholly invent, a universal fantasy that is charmingly por-
trayed in Crockett Johnson’s classic picture book, Harold and the Pur-
ple Crayon. Harold, a little boy drawn in black and white, carries a
magenta crayon at arm’s length as he walks across the pages of the

book, drawing as he goes. Harold begins by improvising a sidewalk,
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106 Aesthetics of the Medium

when he scolded her. At one point in the act McCay would take a
prop cardboard apple, turn his back to the audience, and seem to
throw it into the screen, where it appeared to land right in Gertie’s
mouth. At the dramatic climax of the act, McCay walked behind the
screen and emerged as an animated drawing of himself. The ani-
mated McCay then stepped into Gertie’s mouth so that she could lift
him onto her back, where he took his bows while Gertie gracefully
carried them both offscreen.’

ﬁHTm difference for the audience between the boundary experi-
ments of earlier media and the ones that artists are now undertaking
in the digital world is that this time we have also been invited into the

mouth of the &SOmmm

Structuring Participation as a Visit

How will we know what to do when we jump into the screen? How
will we avoid ripping apart the fabric of the illusion? Participation in
an immersive environment has to be carefully structured and con-
\wmwmmmims%:ﬁ%rm range of allowable behaviors should seem dra-
matically appropriate to the fictional world, just as ELIZA structured

conversation in the format of a psychiatric interview and Zork con-
strained responses to the adventure game. For purposes of experienc-
ing multisensory immersion, one of the simplest ways to structure

participation is to adopt the format of a visit.\The visit metaphor is

particularly appropriate for establishing a border between the virtual

world and ordinary rmm because a ShEHEo?mm mx_.urn; limits on both

time and space.

Amusement park fun house rides are a familiar model for an im-
mersive visit that is also a narrative. The fun house has an entrance
and an exit that mark the beginning and end of the story. As the
visitor progresses on a moving platform, the dramatic tension builds
from small surprises and hints of danger; then there are thrills and
a mounting sense of threat or terror, which culminates in a big
finish such as a free fall or an attacking beast. Like a movie set or

Immers.... 107

theatrical stage, the fun house ride is calculated to look as if it
had a fuller existence, even though the illusion is meant to be seen
only from a particular angle and in carefully timed momentary
glimpses. A fun house is a movie made into a machine that you travel
through. ’

Most amusement rides still assume that the visitor can do nothing
more than sit and scream. But that does not mean that they are eas-
ier to make than movies. For instance, most of the dinosaurs in the
movie Jurassic Park were part of a virtual set; computer models were
drawn, rather than built, and then transferred directly to the film.
Those that were built were only partial dinosaurs, meant to be pho-
tographed from one angle at a time. By contrast, the spectacular
Jurassic Park attraction at the Universal Studios theme park has to be
much more explicit. Its models are giant dinosaur-size robots that
move realistically on special hydraulic cylinders designed to produce
a smooth motion. They are made to be viewed from multiple angles
and have special realistically textured skin that clings and flaps from
the robot’s metal frame. The amusement ride occupies five acres and
accommodates three thousand visitors per hour on its twenty-five-
person boats. The various events of the ride——the surprising appear-
ances of the various dinosaurs, the flashing of warning lights, the
glimpses of an overturned jeep, the attack of the dinosaurs, the de-
struction of the breeding lab—unfold as the boat passes the corre-
sponding trigger point. Unlike the video-based Back to the Future
ride or the graphics-based Aladdin ride (described in chapter 2), _the
Jurassic Park ride seems like a visit to a real place. The visitor even
gets wet during the eighty-four-foot plunge that gives the ride its big
finish. But Jurassic Park is not a place, any more than a theatrical

stage is, since a visitor cannot step off the boat without destroying the
experience. Jurassic Park is essentially a giant computer-driven ma-

chine for ngbpgfmzo story,’and the voﬁ is the moﬁng_

(E@%{.&rt&ﬁiiﬁ

an enchanted threshold object that carries you inito the HaMersive™

world—and mFabb;ﬁ..wmm.m.mw Like Harold’s moon, the Jurassic Park™

boat is both part of the illusory world and also a reminder of the
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- media. When we enter a fictional world, we do not merely “suspend’

110 - ...e Aesthetics of the Medium Immersion 111

mersive worlds, as if we are on the stage rather than in the audience,
we want to do more than merely travel through them.

or Gene Roddenberry evoke this kind of response by the encyclope-
dic detail and intricacy with which they present their fictional cre-
ations. Such immersive stories invite our participation by offering us
many things to keep track of and by rewarding our attention with a
consistency of imagination.

The Active Creation of Belief 3

The pleasurable surrender of the mind to an imaginative world is In digital environments we have new opportunities to practice this

often described, in Coleridge’s phrase, as “the willing suspension of active creation of belief. For instance, in an interactive video program
»set in Paris that my research group designed in the 1980s for language
learners, we included a working telephone, represented by a photo-
graph of a phone whose keypad could be clicked on. Students found
the phone in an apartment they were free to explore by stepping
through a photographed space. Near the phone were the numbers of
people they had been motivated to telephone by the plot of the story
(and whose answering machines they reached when they called). If
they punched in a number outside the game, they heard the authen-
tic out-of-service message used in Paris. The story was mostly told in
well-directed video segments, which the students also found enjoy-
able, but the telephone was one of the most popular features of the
story. This was because it behaved as a functional virtual object and

disbelief.” But this is too passive a formulation even for traditional

a nzao& mmnig we also nxmﬂnwm a nnmmnﬁ mmnc_Q /x\m do not sus-

<m~ov5m world and we use our intelligence to reinforce rather than to
question the reality of the experience.

As the literary theorists known as the “reader response” school
have long argued, the act of reading is far from passive: we construct

alternate narratives as we go along, we cast actors or people we know
into the roles of the characters, we perform the voices of the charac-
ters in our heads, we adjust the emphasis of the story to suit our in-
terests, and we assemble the story into the cognitive schemata that

because it became part of the accomplishment of a specific goal. In

mwon; v.w@mBm H&%g:mvcmm:
® In the CD-ROM game Star Trek: The Final Unity, the player has to
figure out how to free a woman scientist trapped under a pipe after an
-attack on a power plant. The pipe is too heavy to lift and it cannot be
vaporized with the crew’s phaser guns. The solution is to use a tri-

corder to record the coordinates of the pipe’s location and then go

make up our own systems of knowledge and belief. mﬂgﬂﬂmﬂ_ﬁrms we
watch a movie, we take the separate spaces of the various sets and
merge them into a continuous space that exists only in our minds. We
take fragmentary scenes and mentally supply the missing mnaomwm if
someone is seen with a grocery bag and then working over a stove, we
understand the meal is effortful. If someone is wearing an Ivy League
sweatshirt, we might assume they are intelligent and earnest or down to the transporter room on the first floor to enter the coordi-
nates into the transporter to “lock onto” the pipe and beam it off of

her. If this is done right, the pipe appears in the transporter room, ma-

maybe spoiled and preppy.|We bring our own cognitive, ¢ oc_ﬁcnm_ and

psychological templates to’every story as we assess the characters and
e =t

anticipate the way the story is likely to mo.M.N

In a complex narrative world we can reinforce our belief by writing

terializing to the accompaniment of the familiar tinkling transporter
sounds. Operating the tricorder and the transporter in this way—

scholarly analyses or fanzine articles that analyze the underlying as- which really only means clicking the mouse here and there on some

sumptions of the world, whether they concern Irish history or matter cE@ooSnEmH screen graphics—makes the world of the game seem

replicators. Encyclopedic writers like James Joyce, Faulkner, Tolkien, ' much'more present than does the same world on Starship Enterprise,
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114 rie Aesthetics of the Medium

are wearing actual helmets and body sensors that allow them to enter
the virtual animal bodies that make up the smart costumes within the
imaginary world. The virtual costumes are “smart” in that the inter-
actor’s vision, voice, and movement change appropriately as he or
she changes, for example, from a swimming fish to a hissing, slithering
snake. Since the system is designed for two players to inhabit the
imaginaty worlds together, they.can enjoy the pleasures of a masquer-
ade by showing off their costumes to one another and observing each
other’s displays. Participants are so present in the space that they
sometimes think they have touched one another, even though they
are actually physically isolated and unconnected by tactile sensors.
Since Placeholder is based on a childhood model of play in which the
interactors make up their own stories, the smart costumes are a kind
of dress-up box, a set of enchanted story materials that provide a
stimulus for improvisation.

There is a similar pleasure in embodiment in the Oz group’s
screen-based Woggles creatures at Carnegie Mellon University.!> Here
the user is invited to operate a cartoon figure with large eyes and an
oval, stretchy body that can leap and slide and bow through a simple
two-dimensional graphics world in the company of other creatures
who behave autonomously. Since Woggles are programmed to play
together and imitate one another, once you learn how to make your
creature slide, another creature may slide after you. This world is en-
gaging for people who do not like to operate the characters in fighting
games; here the object is not to master a set of joystick twitches in
takingon an. intriguingly flexible body whose movements are also a
means.of communication. Entering a /x\ow@m mo% is like becoming a
citizen of Woggleland. It is as if you could put on a beret and start to
shrug, gesture, and even speak like a Frenchman.

Smart costumes and social avatars are encouraging steps in the di-
rection of a more expressive and less gun-crazy medium.

Immer. 115

Structuring Collective Participation with Roles

The presence of other participants poses special challenges to immer-
sion. For Suzanne Langer, the other children in the audience watch-
ing Peter Pan disrupted her immersion in a shocking way. But this is
not a necessary effect. Like many baby boomers, I first experienced
Peter Pan not in a theater but on television. I can vividly remember
the thrill I felt, sitting on the floor in my living room close to the
screen, when Mary Martin’s Peter looked into the camera and asked
us all to clap for Tink. I felt part of a vast effort that was truly healing
her as I clapped away. But I also remember my self-consciousness in
subsequent showings when my parents expressed amusement at my
reaction. The problem for me was not with Peter Pan turning to the
camera but with my awareness of unbelievers in the rest of the audi-
ence.

Clapping for Tinkerbell disturbed Langer in part because it is too
explicit an enactment of the audience’s role in sustaining the theatri-
cal illusion. By gathering together in a theater, maintaining silence,
and applauding in ritual Qmﬁ, the audience creates the magic spot-
light in which the actors move. But when Peter makes our applause a
direct expression of belief in the imaginary, we are then reminded of
the fact that Tinkerbell is only a trick of lighting on a stage. Perhaps
the ideal way to clap for Tink is to do so alone in a room with a tele-
imwo_d set, aware of all the other people watching and clapping but
not actually hearing them. This is the experience of the MUDs.

Wﬂgm power of a MUD is that the computer filters out the distrac-
tion of the actual appearance of the other players who are present.
What is visible instead is their assumed identity, the role that
everyone must choose in order to log on to the ZCMH&SSS you join
a MUD, you assign <o:8m_m_m sex and a physical description; if it is a
very structured game, you acquire a set of attributes and skills repre-
sented by numerical values (e.g., magical powers = 10, strength = 8).

As Sherry Turkle has pointed out, people do not so much play in
into them. They can sustain a role over a long pe-

i,
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remember until an appropriate time in the game. For instance, run-
ning into Rosencrantz and Guildenstern might remind the Ophelia
character of an occasion when Hamlet was particularly loving to her
just before he left for college. Or she might have a packet meant to be
opened after drinking a special kind of tea, a packet that might tell
her that her infatuation is over and that she is now passionate about
botany and has forgotten all about Hamlet. In this world, of course,
her fate would be an open matter. Somewhere in her stack of packets
might be written an instruction to go insane. Perhaps it would be trig-
gered by the phrase “Get thee to a nunnery.” But this would be only
one of many possible paths her life could take.

In order to participate with focus in the immersive world, a char-

acter is usually given some goals to try to accomplish. For the Ophe-
lia character, a major goal might be marrying Hamlet, and a minor
one might be helping her brother get more money from their father.
She would also need some hints about specific tasks that might help
her achieve these goals. For instance, the overall design of the game
might include a town witch and a meddlesome friar who each have
potions that could affect Hamlet’s behavior. Ophelia’s character
sheet might mention a rumor that the innkeeper knows where to get
such potions. Ophelia could then set about finding out more about
them, choosing which one would work, and locating and negotiating
with the seller. Engaging in these activities could have repercussions
for her relationship with her father. She might have to hide these ac-
tivities from him or sneak off to look for them without arousing his
suspicions. ;
, @ good character sheet provides a number of different plots for the
player to get involved with, and a good game design would cue the
various characters.on how to relate to one another. [The Polonius
character would be told how anxious he was to make this sidetracked
marriage happen. The town witch might be told to try enhancing her
reputation by acquiring as clients important people who need a good
herbal cure but to beware certain neighbors who will have her ar-
rested if she is seen peddling her wares.

Immersion 119

\ The person who plays Ophelia (like all the other players in the
LARP) is thus supported by a world full of characters programmed to
fit into her own character’s plot, characters whose own intricate ac-
tivities, even those that are completely unrelated to Ophelia’s goals,
add depth and variety to her world. The well-defined roles provide
the means for each individual participant to actively create belief in
the illusory world, and for all of them together to form a powerful cir-
cle of enchantment.

Regulating Arousal

According to Winnicott, “the pleasurable element in playing carries

with it the implication Hrma the ingtinctual arousal is not excessive”;

that is, . the objects of the imaginary world should not be too enticing,
scary, or real lest the immersive trance be broken. This is true in any
medium. If a horror movie is too frightening, we cover our eyes or
turn away from the screen. If a romantic movie is too directly arous-
ing, audience members may start necking instead of watching the
characters. In the case of child’s play, according to Winnicott, “in-
stinctual arousal beyond a certain point must lead to: (i) climax; (ii)
failed climax and a sense of mental confusion and physical discomfort
that only time can mend; or (jii) alternate climax (as in provocation
of parental or social reaction, anger, etc.).”!6 Similarly, if a participa-
tory immersive experience is not to be pornographic and if it is not to
lead to frustration or to inappropriate explosion (like the verbal
tirades, or flaming, in MUDs), then the participant’s arousal must be
-carefully regulated.\The trance should be made deeper and deeper
without the emotions becoming hotter and roﬁﬁmﬂvu

¢» Traditional narratives have clear conventions for regulating

arousal so that it is strong enough to make the story compelling but
not so strong as to render the viewer uncomfortable. Consider, for ex-
ample, the filmic conventions used in the barn scene in the movie
Witness (1985) between the Philadelphia policeman John Book (Har-
rison Ford) and the Amish woman Rachel (Kelly McGillis), one of
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of “ractiv” entertainment. For instance, while playing the role of Ilse
in the ractiv equivalent of The Mousetrap (a long-running murder
mystery set on a train in World War II Europe), a performance in
which paying guests and professional ractors interact from distant lo-
cations in a shared virtual space, she is distracted by a virtual masher:

[t was nearly ruined by one of the players, who had clearly signed up
exclusively for the purpose of maneuvering Ilse into bed. He turned
out to be the secret SS colonel too; but he was so hell-bent on fucking
llse that he spent the whole evening out of character, Finally Miranda
lured him into the kitchen in the back of the dining car, shoved a
foot-long butcher knife in his chest, and left him in the fridge. She
had played this role a couple of hundred times and knew the location
of every potentially lethal object on the train. (P 108)

Miranda’s very professional solution to the problem of how to deal
with instinctual arousal when it threatens to disrupt the illusory
world was to provide an “in character” response to inappropriately
“out of character” behavior.

ms live-action role-playing games, the narrative conventions that
control the boundary between the real world and the illusion are
called “me rw.ﬁnm.ﬁﬁ% mechanics are a kind of abstract mimicry

—_—i e

for behaviors that would otherwise require props, danger, or physical

involvement. For instance, many role-playing games represent com-
bat by elaborate arithmetical calculations of comparative strength,
force, and vulnerability values. In such a game one might see a crowd
of people standing in a college corridor in the middle of the night,
shouting numbers at one another, doing the math in their heads, and
then turning over the name tags of those players who have been cal-
culated to be dead. There can also be mechanics for seduction. If two
characters want to have sex, the mechanic might be that they go to a
place separate from other players and remain there for a certain num-
ber of minutes. They then report to the game master that they have
had sex. If they want to kiss, they might just say to one another “] kiss
you” and “I kiss you back.”

Immers. 123

In some ways, these mechanics are the equivalent of the fade-out

technique used in movies. They signal that something is happening
_ that can only take place place in the viewer’s or interactor’s imagina-
tion. The abstractly represented action can be exploited for the im-
mersive pleasure of role-playing as, for example, when two players
improvise a love scene, complete with longing looks and poignant
words but no necking. Or the mechanic can be exploited for its nar-
rative consequences. For instance, in one simulation, sex with a par-
ticular woman served as a kind of truth serum. After m.sm__abm love she
could ask one question, which her partner had to answer truthfully.
This mechanic allowed sex to be used as a game strategy independent
of the players’ enjoyment of the scene.

In MUDs, which are on-line role-playing environments, players
have created a similar repertoire of conventions for everything from
weddings to virtual pie-making. Sometimes these conventions only
involve navigating through the MUD to a particular virtual room and
engaging in a ritualized conversation with other MUDders. For ex-
ample, I might type in “south, west, south” until the program an-
nounces, “Wedding Chapel.” The program would then tell me the
names of those who are present, but it would be up to all the role
players together to improvise the wedding scene. In other MUDs,
players can program some objects and events into the system. The
Wedding Chapel could contain an automated minister, who would
lead the couple through their vows. After the ceremony the minister
would remember they were married; he might be programmed to tell
everyone he meets about each new marriage—perhaps even gossip-
ing about what the bride was wearing and whether she looked preg-
nant.

H@ﬁ narrative strategies used in MUDs raise many questions about
how to establish boundaries between private fantasy and public en-
mngmsm;ﬁm is no single storyteller in a MUD; the computer pro-
gram itself serves as narrator of the story, publishing the dialogue of
the players to their computer screens and announcing entrances,
exits, descriptions, and some events. The command structure by
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Agency

he more realized the immersive environment, the more active
we want to be 5:95 it. When the things we do bring tangible
results, we experience 90 second n?mnmoﬁmzmﬁn delight of electronic

environments—the sense of agency. >mw cy is @m SE@EW power to

take meaningful action and see the Hm‘mc:m, of our decisions and

owoﬁmm%m expect to feel agency on the computer ‘when we double-
click on a file and see it open before us or when we enter numbers in
a spreadsheet and see the totals readjust. However, we do not usually
expect to mxwmnogm. agency within a narrative environment.

Even in the rare circumstances when we are invited to participate
in a traditional narrative form, our participation is circumscribed in a
way that generally limits our sense of wman@\.\_mg instance, if the au-
dience at a performance of Peter Pan decided that Tinkerbell is a pest
and refused to clap her back to life, the play would come to a halt.
The participatory dinner theater plays that simulate an Italian wed-
ding or an Irish wake or a Jewish funeral encourage audience partici-
pation by keeping the plot to a minimal level and the dialogue with
the audience to social formulas appropriate to distant friends of the
family. When the mﬁmoﬁ in such a play leans down to kiss me as a

126
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guest at his wedding, I can congratulate him and warn him about
staying away from his ex-girlfriend now that he is married, but I can-
not really influence his behavior. When audience members are in-
cluded in the story, 9@ serve only as the butt of a joke. They may be

accused of adultery by the priest or shot by a Bmmomo relative. The
slender story is designed to unfold in the same €m<do matter what in-
dividual audience members may do to join the fun.

In fact, participatory theater nmnmoﬁzmbomm become participatory

by incorporating folk art moan and mmmﬁﬁm vmvmﬁon such as singing,
dancing, and sharing a feast. mnn_czm up a familiar song or dance

tine=—"(Jue Sera Sera” or a tarantella—is a reliable way to get the

audience involved. Musical participatory forms are successful be-
cause they rely on careful cueing and formulaic behavior: We sing
along with the chorus and remain silent for the verse; we answer the
singer’s “call” with the appropriate response. And we do these things
in unison as a single voice. In a square dance we perform whatever
steps the caller announces because the repertoire of possible move-
ments and the rules of combination are known to both parties before
the music starts, and though everyone does not have to do exactly
the same thing at the same time, all the square dancers do have to be
part of a single overall pattern. Folk dancing in ballroom style offers a
model of freer participation. In the Cajun two-step or the Brazilian
samba, for instance, all the dancers share a repertoire of movements,
and each set of partners has license to invent its own combinations
and interpretations of these movements. Like jazz musicians, the
dancers can improvise their own satisfying creations from these given
elements. But the greater individual freedom in ballroom-style folk
dancing means that the group as a whole has less coherence than at a
square dance. .

mm_moﬂnoan environments have similar formulas and rules for struc-
turing mm&&umﬁoaﬂmon instance, when users are merely asked to re-
spond to a menu with a predictable begin/quit choice, they are
performing a kind of response to the “call” of the machine. When we
learn a complicated program, like a word processor, and run through
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130 . 'he Aesthetics of the Medium

gate) is a satisfying activity regardless of whether the space is real or
virtual. Electronic environments offer the pleasure of orienteering in
two very different configurations, each of which carries its own narra-

; tive power: the solvable maze and the tangled rhizome.

The Story in the Maze

Zork-like puzzle dungeons and maze-based combat videogames derive
from a heroic narrative of adventure whose roots are in antiquity. It
was Daedalus who built King Minos of Crete a labyrinth to contain the
deadly Minotaur. The horrible beast required the yearly sacrifice of
Athenian youths and maidens, whom it devoured, until the hero
Theseus arrived to slay it. In the story, Ariadne, the daughter of the
king, fell in love with Theseus and gave him a sword to kill the beast
and a thread to find his way out again. Minos's maze was therefore a
frightening place, full of danger and bafflement, but successful navi-
gation of it led to great rewards.

The adventure maze embodies a classic fairy-tale narrative of dan-
ger and salvation. Its lasting appeal as both a story and a game pat-
tern derives from the melding of a cognitive problem (finding the

path) with an emotionally symbolic pattern (facing what is frighten-

fveiiabison — X

ing and unknown). The maze story celebrates the combination of in-

telligence and courage, and it depicts romantic love as the element
that provides the hope that brings the hero into the confrontation
and back out again to safety. Like all fairy tales, the maze adventure is
a story about survival. The maze is a road map for telling this story.
As a format for electronic narrative, the maze is a more active ver-
sion of the immersive visit (as described in chapter 4). Maze-based
stories take away the moving platform and turn the passively obser-
vant visitor into a protagonist who must find his or her own way
through the fun house. A typical maze-based puzzle game sends you,
the player, through a multitiered space vaguely resembling an Arabian
Nights palace. You operate an avatar who walks through the palace
rooms, whose tiled floors and ornately decorated corners often hide

Agen. 131

treasures that are tricky to perceive. The palace is full of informants,
who m@om_w in text bubbles and whom you reply to from menus, and
you must negotiate with them carefully, offering them icons repre-
senting money or other valuables. A mysterious peddler on one of the
lower levels holds a talisman needed to get into the highest chamber.
You must have it with you while you stand on a special spot that is
hidden in the patterning of the floor. If you forget to get it, you must
retrace your steps through many perils. The game is like a treasure
hunt in which a chain of discoveries acts as a kind of Ariadne’s
thread to lead you through the maze to the treasure at the center.
This kind of narrative structure need not be limited to such sim-
plistic content or to an explicitly mazelike interface. In the right
hands a maze story could be a melodramatic adventure with complex
social subtexts. For instance, instead of a fairy tale palace it could be
setina Wmma.mmm@zm city where the secret police are rounding up and
deporting citizens with the wrong kind of papers. The protagonist’s
role would be to save them, a task that would require navigation
through the corridors of power and through underground hiding
places, elaborately conducted negotiations, clever manipulation of
bureaucrats, and split-second timing. The characters in the menacing
world could be subtly portrayed, in either graphics with text bubbles
or in video segments. Saving people might involve horrifying choices,
perhaps implicating the protagonist in the corruption of the violent
world. The maze could be composed not only of spatial twists but of
moral and psychological choices. Just as it is hard to see where a tan-
gle of virtual corridors is leading, so too would it be hard to foresee
the consequences of your actions and to determine what to value and
whom to trust. Just as Kafka used the conventions of the fable to con-
vey the profound depersonalization of modemn life and Art Spiegel-
man used the format of the comic book to tell the story of his father’s
Holocaust experiences, a digital artist might use the structure of the
adventure maze to embody a moral individual’s confrontation with
state-sanctioned violence.
ﬁé\wmnrma an adventure maze is simple or complex, it is particularly
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fact of the morning’s fatal accident so long as the afternoon’s evasive
wanderings continue, and the reader of Victory Garden does not have
to accept the death of an appealing character so long as there are
multiple paths to explore, including some that lead to alternate reali-
ties in which she comes back home from the war. In both stories the
reader is protected from feeling the irreversibility of death by the fact
that the stories do not have to end there.

The boundlessness of the rhizome experience is crucial to its com-
forting side. In this it is as much of a game as the adventure maze. In
fact, it reminds me of a particular game my son William invented at
about age five. At his own initiative he one day drew a large game
board, assembled dice and playing pieces, and invited his father to
join him in an inventively improvised game with ever-changing and
ever more elaborate rules. After two hours of this surreal activity, my
husband became restless and began asking every five minutes or so if
the game was almost over. William responded by calmly walking into
the kitchen, where I was sitting, and asking me to write his father the

following note:
DEAR DAD—THIS GAME WILL NEVER END. WILLIAM

The rhizome has the same message. As we navigate its tangled,
anxiety-laden paths, enclosed within its shape-fitting borders, we are
both the exasperated parent longing for closure and separation and
the enthralled child, lingering forever in an unfolding process that is
deeply comforting because it can never end.

Giving Shape to Anxiety

N.\H\woﬁr the overdetermined form of the single-path maze adventure
and the underdetermined form of rhizome fiction work %‘ﬁg
interactor’s pleasure in :mimmaoaﬂwﬂra potential of the labyrinth as a
participatory narrative form would seem to lie somewhere between
the two, in stories that are goal driven enough to guide navigation
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but open-ended enough to allow free exploration and that display a
satisfying dramatic structure no matter how the interactor chooses to
traverse the space. |, .

The key to creating an expressive fictional labyrinth is arousing
and regulating the anxiety intrinsic to the form by harnessing it to the
act of navigation. Suspense, fear of abandonment, fear of lurking at-
tackers, and fear of loss of self in the undifferentiated mass are part of
the emotional landscape of the shimmering web. Moving through the
space can therefore feel like an enactment of courage and persever-
ance, like Gary Cooper’s striding through the town in High Noon.
Computer gamers often experience shivers of physical fear as they ap-
proach an unopened door in a text-based or graphics-based labyrinth.
The drama of suspenseful approach does not have to be tied to com-
bat or to jack-in-the-box effects. It can also have the feeling of a de-
termination to face the truth, to stare directly at the threatening
beast. It can be experienced by the navigating reader/viewer as well
as by the player/protagonist.

One such use of the labyrinth as a means of evoking and control-
ling terror is a story format increasingly used by my fiction students, a
story I have come to call the “violence hub.” Writers will place an ac-
count of a violent incident, often a real or invented newspaper arti-
cle, at the center of a web of narratives that explore it from multiple
points of view. A helicopter accident near MIT, a robbery in a conve-
nience store, a canoeing fatality—these are all examples of an act of
sudden violence that have served as the center of such a story web.
The incident account itself is usually bare but evocative. People have
died in violent and surprising circumstances, we are told. The inci-
dent happened at a particular place and time involving a particular
group of people. The names in the account or in a diagram of the site
of the accident lead outward with hot links to the satellite files that
tell us how the incident appeared to the various people involved—
the perpetrator, the witnesses, the rescuers, the victims, the survivors.

The proliferation of interconnected files is an attempt to answer
the perennial and ultimately unanswerable question of why this
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138 - s he Aesthetics of the Medium

community, as on Star Trek. On the computer the journey story em-
phasizes navigation—the transitions between different places, the ar-
rivals and departures—and the how-to’s of the hero’s repeated
escapes from danger. .
One of the consistent pleasures of the journey story in every cB.m
and every medium is the unfolding of solutions to seemingly impossi-
ble situations. We watch each new situation along the road and won-
der how the hero will escape a beating or a hanging or a forced
marriage or jailing. When Odysseus foolishly allows himself to be cap-
tured by the Cyclops, a huge, one-eyed man-eater, he is presented
with a life-and-death riddle. The situation is carefully described so
that it seems that he has no chance of getting out. The Cyclops is a
brutal and heartless creature who brags that he is unafraid of Zeus
and therefore free to do what he pleases. Every night two more of
Odysseus’s men are eaten; the survivors know they must get w:n soon
or die. They could kill the monster as he sleeps, but the cave is _umnﬁ.a
with a stone too heavy for them to move; if they kill him, they will
never get out again. The Cyclops's routine is unvaried: he goes off
with the sheep in the morning, closing the cave behind him, and
comes back at night with the sheep, ready for a dinner of Greek
sailors. Then Odysseus (who is narrating the story) tells us how .Tm
solves the problem. He prepares some wine. He prepares a vwﬁﬁmnEm
ram and gathers a group of strong helpers. He tells the giant his name
is “Nobody” and gets him very drunk. When the Cyclops falls m&mmm.y
Odysseus and his men heat the battering ram in the fire and nr.mcmﬁ it
into his one terrible eye. Now the giant is blinded, but how will the
Greeks get out? While the Cyclops is raging, Odysseus separates n.rm
sheep into groups of three and places each of his men under ﬁrm. mid-
dle sheep and himself beneath the strongest ram in the flock. Finally,
the Cyclops lets out his sheep, as Odysseus has seen him do every
morning, and out go all the Greeks with them. And when the wound-
ed Cyclops cries out for help from his neighbors, whom does he say
is tormenting him? “Nobody.” Odysseus’s description is nobmﬁE.o?
ed so that we can enjoy each individual step and gain increasing

- Agency 139

pleasure as the overall plan becomes clear. The story is as much a rid-
dle as Oedipus’s, but the answer to the riddle is not in a single word;

it is in a series of beautifully orchestrated steps, an elegant algorithm
for defeating giants. .
rMOonEmvvmmmm journey stories offer a new way of savoring exactly
this pleasure, a pleasure that is intensified by uniting the problem
solving with the active process of smimwaomﬁ On the computer the
dramatic situation of capture and escape can be simulated by keeping
the player within a confined space until the solution to a puzzle is
found. These puzzles are most satisfying when the actions have a dra-
matic appropriateness, when they serve as a way of increasing our be-
lief in the solidity and consistency of the illusory world. For instance,
in Myst the wizard’s island includes an elevator hidden in a giant tree
and operated by a nearby control panel. In addition to solving the
puzzle of the panel, the interactor must move efficiently through the
space to get to the elevator at just the right moment in its descent.
The concreteness with which the space is detailed makes the se-
quence feel not like a test of coordination but like a dramatic mo-
ment. By contrast, in the computer game The Seventh Guest, the
player is asked to cut up a cake into enough segments to match the
number of murder victims. The puzzle is a satisfying one, but since
there is no one there to eat the cake, the action takes us outside the
immersive world instead of reinforcing our belief in it.
ﬁ,ro most dramatically satisfying puzzles are those that encourage
the interactor to apply real-world thinking to the virtual éon_@MmOH
instance, a computationally sophisticated MIT student who is also an
expert gamer instanced a particular dramatic moment from the text-
based Zork II as among his lifetime favorites: The story involves a
dragon that is slow to rouse but always lethal if you persist in fighting
him. Elsewhere in the dungeon is a wall of ice that is impossible to
pass. What you must do is attack the dragon enough to get his atten-
tion—but not so much that he “toasts” you—and then run and head
for the wall of ice. The dragon follows, sees his reflection in the ice,
and thinks it is another dragon. He rears up and breathes fire at his



-j00] S[IYM punole FurAOwl pue FUIpUEls APUBINXS MOU 19YI0I] [1AD
93 995 UBD NOA MOPUIM 343 YSNOIY ], “Ua910s Joe|q A[[e10) & OJuI 398
mopulm A3orels Ajze[ruis e ysnoIys mo Sunjoo] a1e nok MoN "$a0€)
11243 UBY) 210W 31| 338 P[NOD NOA JBY) 108} 93 4] padyIewt uaaq
sey Aiiqowwy S194101q 94 1, *Jooq pajueyous ue jo 33ed yusuryored
Y3 YIm PIPPaqUIS MOPUIM JZIS-PIEd-1IPaId ‘USPPH-OBERIS B ySnory
uoazunp s,19Y101q Yoed 03Ul paxsad sary noA swres ay3 InoySnoIy [,
*2a1109ds12d IMOA $3819491 31 9SNBII] IATIIAYD Apuenuq ng sydus st
303J° [ensia 3y [, jpadeosa sey oY Yorym woly coumc.sw sures 4194 93
ur 10k y20] pue noA uo winy AjFunpow M 2y quawuosudun woy
SNLNG IO JBUSYOY 1YL JSEI[21 NOA JUIWOW 5Y ], ‘SISYI0I] [IAd 33
JO 19310 2M0S3I 01 BUISOOYD JO INSAT Y3 SIB YOI ‘s9ydueIq Fuiso]
[ESIUSPI-1B3U 3 1€ SFUIpUd Suldjspes Aj[eoneureIp 1sour a1 Ing
"noA e Ax3ue 3xnb 393 9y asnedaq ‘oneweIp 310w §1 9dedss Jo sueswr
a1 wry Suniq 03 195105 Inq pIezim 9yl 031 138 Nok Yorym ur Surpus
SY, "pue peap e st 1] ‘uonendiuew jo saxsesyd ou s1ay0 pue sjqesod
-X3 AJ[ea1 jou st suo siy3 ‘Qwed Y3 SuULnp pajsiA spue| ISYI0 Y3
[Te 91U ‘puefdseluey mofjeys A1aa & jo doipxoeq e uo pasodurzad
-N$ STUITY JO IN0INO 0IPIA 1I3UL A[[edlIeweIp Jng paidpual A|mynnesq
€ spuy 5Uo uIpus Suruuis Y3 U] ‘Surpus Surauim 3y uey) Surhysiies
210w Yonuwi are dwred 3y) Jo sgurpus  Sursol, ays AjBursudins 39
. "0[d Axshwr Suruspreyod 124
- Irey Aj3utAysnies e st sty | “A31andes woyy WY 331 [ Yey) Wwall [edidewr
Y3 oA yam Fuq 01 BuLISqUIIWAI pUE SNy PIezim pood oyl Suned
-O] $3AJ0AUI SUIpUS  Suruulm, 3YJ, "PINDSII PUB PUNO) 3q Ued—Jur
-AJ0s 3[zznd dI0WI JWOS YIM~—PUE JAIE S ‘SNITy T9YIE 1AYD ‘[1Ad
9Ie $194301q Y10q Y3noyi[e Jeys st Sures Y3 JO 391098 Y], *SISYI0I]
304 JO AUTe[[IA SY3—UONONIISIP PUE 3IN3I0I JO syusWNNsul dnnu
pue ‘sadedspue| payejosap ‘sdurystuiny [erradur ‘sasd100 uappry ‘s3j0u
Ao1eSndde Y3no1yl—s[eaaal spue| snowue Yyl Funo[dxyg ‘194erd
Y1 03 wﬁmmgm 41018 2A139939p POOS AUe UI SE ‘ST UOISIOP E aseq
03 Y1yss UO SDUSPIAS 3 [[E JBY3 Ul PIUFISp [[om ST dwed ay [,
{39 01 21 STYDIY A\ YOOq SY3 WOL W3

JO 19430 9y 10 SuO Iseafar [[im dFed o1feur Ise] AY T *9J10Yd dpEWw

b1 £

-eIp & YNM paoej a1e am juiod sIy) 1y “SI9YI01q Yaoq woy sadessow
a3yl Jo |fe Teay 03 pue saged Jo 5138 YI0q 193es 01 I9PI0 Ul 201M) pue]
[oea 03 3003 A2 Isow sey 1oheyd a3 ‘pasjos uaaq arY sofzznd o3
JO IS0WI USYM ‘QuIes Y3 JO pUS I3 IV Juawdas oapIA 1a1e3] Apysens
e ym spuodsal oy ‘oged d1Sew B SI9YI0Iq 3Y) JO U0 soa18 194erd
33 dwp Yoey TeusydYy 10°SNUIG IS 10) WY JO Yoed Woy a8ed
3[8uss & yoeq Sulq pue so8e 10 spue] Jedidews o} 01 Asuumof jsnus
oym ‘roderd ay3 Aq Furajos wo[qoad jo s10qe] J1019Y Aq pasy oq Ajuo
UED SISYI0Iq SY I, “WIY INOSAI 01 SN SSB PUE IIYI0 Y3 JO SSAUPoLm
93 INOQE SN SUTeM JUO Yoey ‘syuswiges AYonels ‘410ys ut sn 01 Sur
~Y[E1 WAy Teay pue Juswruosudurl 19y} Ul Way) 995 ULd 34 MOpUIA
09p1A & 43no1y ], ‘uoadunp e se 94198 eyl sj00q [eo18ew Ut FeuUIYIY
pue sning ‘s19y3o1q OM} JO JUSWIURUOD Y} S1 A1015 ISCN AP
3o asturaxd Sy T, T3 ABW ‘SO6GT AjFeS Y JO apzznd 4108 |Nyssadons
A[reonsnae 3sow 33 se pajrey Ajopis “4sKJAL JO sBurpua Y3 se “‘UOTIoeJST
-yes sured 01 pasoddo A3os11p 9q Ued UOKOE)SHES dAlBIIBU ‘o) UJ
*S3LI0IS Y3l Op O3 SUNYIOU dABY
03 WA3s PInOM SIY JO [Ty ~2100s Suidosy pue Sunye) win} punoie pain}
-ONI}S PUB PIOSIIP [e03 are SIWES ‘[[e JO ISOJN ‘PlHom 3 JO UOISIA
aanonpai Ajpsodind pue paznewsyds € 1950 ka1, *suonows xadwod
3eoTUNWIod 03 10 uonduosop JO sauR[Iqns A9AU0D 0} Uey) ISYyiel
(, N0} [[eq,, ‘SyeuUr|oyd,) A[rerusumnmnsur Ajuo s3enguey asn Ajressuagd
onwOM.mM\WESE YonsAof 10 AB91e1IS SSYD SIAJOAUL [[BYS Y3 19YIayM
‘S[IIs JO AI191sBW JY) UO PIsNO0) USYO 3Ie pue Ananoe jo pupy|
SWIOS A[OAUL SABM]E SIUIES) ,"PJO} 1e Ao se uonuayze 4ed 01 1deoxo
SurqaAue op 03 sn a1mbai jou op woﬁou@ﬁsoﬂuu&mﬁmw Bwmsoddo 1ag0
01 PUE SILI01S WOY JUIAYIP A19A 3q 03 I JO 0BY SY3 UO WISIS SIWED)

$9LI01G 03Ul SSWED)

‘puey e s[era)
-eul 9y AJuO Sulsn I191SUOUI SNOO0Id} & Sunewsino Aq sadeoss 1o4erd
ay ‘a0 8 sdO[oAD) Y3 Ul sNassApO) ¥ o J[eM Sunonnsqo sy3 duneu
-Tunpe pue uogeIp Y3 SUrUAOIp ‘SI[aW 301 Y3 ‘S S0P Y se ‘Aureus

wpaN ayt fo sopaysay Yl




) 142 The Aesthetics of the Medium

ing down at you, just as you had looked down at him. A game that
marked a breakthrough in ease of navigation appropriately ends by
immobilizing the player.

The superiority of the losing endings of Myst suggest a basic oppo-
sition between game form and narrative form. How can we tell signif-
icant stories in a form that always has to end happily? How can we
impose endings that yield complex story satisfactions on a form that is
based on win/lose simplicity? Many would argue that computer-based.
narrative will always be gamelike and that such dissatisfactions are
therefore inevitable. But when looked at more closely, games and sto-

ries are not necessarily opposed.

Games as Symbolic Dramas

lA game is a kind of abstract storytelling that resembles the world of

common experience but compresses it in order to heighten interest.?

i Every game, electronic or otherwise, can be experienced as a sym-

_ bolic drama. Whatever the content of the game itself, whatever our
role within it, we are always the protagonists of the symbolic action,
whose plot runs like one of the following:

« ] encounter a confusing world and figure it out.

+ I encounter a world in pieces and assemble it into a coherent
whole.

+ ] take a risk and am rewarded for my courage.

» I encounter a difficult antagonist and triumph over him.

« I encounter a challenging test of skill or strategy and succeed at it.

+ I start off with very little of a valuable commodity and end up with
a lot of it (or I start off with a great deal of a burdensome commod-
ity and get rid of all of it).

« I am challenged by a world of constant unpredictable emergencies,

.

and I survive it.

Even in games in which we are at the mercy of the dice, we are still
enacting a meaningful drama. Playing purely luck-based games is cap-
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tivating because we are modeling our basic helplessness in the uni

ve i
rse, our dependence on unpredictable factors, and also our sense of

w.ovmm&bmmm. The people who line up at my neighborhood cony.
nience store for lottery tickets can be seen either as dupes or as Ham_m
takers engaging in a playful ritual of faith in the benevolence of forc
beyond their control. In fact, even when we lose, we are still part Mw

the symbolic drama of the i
o game. In that case the plots might go like

* I'fail at an important test and suffer defeat.

» I decide to try again and again until  finally succeed.

+ I decide to win by cheating, that is, by acting outside the rules be-
cause authority is meant to be flouted. ,

+ I realize that the world is rigged against me and others like me.

In games, therefore, we h \
. . - . e
_mnosmr% to the world—our desire to prevail over adversity, to sur-

Vvive our inevitable defeats, to shape our environment, to master
complexity, and to make our lives fit together like the pieces of a jig-

m . 0 » /
aw puzzle. Each move in 3 game is like a plot event in one of these /

-

simple but compelling stories. Like the religious ceremonies of pas- ﬂ |

sage by which we mark birth, coming of age, marriage, and death. |

memm. are ritual actions allowing us to symbolically enact the patterns |
L that give meaning to our lives, nfLm

‘Qmsﬁmw.mmﬁﬂwvouvw Hmmmnmw.tnmxawnmwm,wm@ interpretations of ex-

_perience. For instance, the board game Monopoly can be read as an

m:ﬂ.mﬁnmﬁmaos of capitalism, an enactment of the allures and disap-
woﬁbﬁsmsmm of a zero-sum economy in which one gets rich by impover-
ishing one’s neighbors. Or it can be read as a patterned expression of
our knowledge that success in life is always the result of both planning
and chance. When we play Monopoly, we are SEmm part in a struc-
tured drama that offers, in addition to its win/lose ending, moments in
which we give expression to our ambition, greed, and mum:@orwunm
and our tendencies to take risks and exploit others. Even a game with
no verbal content, like Tetris, the wildly popular and powerfully ab-
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14t The Aesthetics of the Medium

where we see the landscape of the game and our opponents coming
toward us as if we are really present in space. These gaming conven-
tions orient the interactor and make the action coherent. They are
equivalent to a novelist’s care with point of view or a director’s atten-
tion to staging.

Fighting games have also developed a sure-fire way of combining
agency with immersion. The most compelling aspect of the fighting
game is the tight visceral match between the game controller and the
screen action. A palpable click on the mouse or joystick results in an
explosion. It requires very little imaginative effort to enter such a
world because the sense of agency is so direct. The imaginative en-
gagement is even stronger with an arcade-style interface that lets you
sit in a brightly painted model of a spaceship or fire a toy gun. My own
surprising immersion in the Mad Dog McCree arcade game (discussed

in chapter 2) depended heavily on the heft and six-shooter shape of .

the laser gun controller and on the way it was placed in a hip-height
holster ready for quick-draw contests. As soon as I picked up that
gun, I was transported back to my childhood and to the world of TV
Westerns. When my son brought home the videogame version, based
on a multibutton controller, I could not get interested in the game at
all (although he liked it better that way, since it was the skill mastery
that interested him rather than the story). For me, the six-shooter

was an ideal threshold object, a physical device I could hold in my

hand that was also an imaginary device in the world of the story. I
only had to put my hands around it to enter the immersive trance.
Ideally, every object in a digital narrative, no matter how sophisti-
cated the story, should offer the interactor as clear a sense of agency
and as direct a connection to the immersive world as I felt in the ar-
cade holding a six-shooter-shaped laser gun and blasting away at the
outlaws in Mad Dog McCree.

Because guns and weaponlike interfaces offer such easy immersion
and such a direct sense of agency and because violent aggression is so
strong a part of human nature, shoot-’em-ups are here to stay. But
that does not mean that simplistic violence is the limit of the form.
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Though violent games have dominated computer entertainment
sales, there are some signs of a more complex approach. In many
fighting games, like Mortal Kombat, the player can switch sides and
play through the same confrontation from opposing positions. The
Star Wars series of computer games offers a particularly dramatic
change in player position. Most of the games, like the popular Rebel
Assault CD-ROMs, put the player in the position of a fighter in the
forces led by the heroes, Luke Skywalker, Han Solo, and Princess
Leia, but the Tie Fighter game casts the player as a member of the Em-
pire forces. As one adult player, a pony-tailed programmer from San
Francisco, told me, this recruitment into the forces of the Empire can
be a source of intense fascination. “I got totally identified with the
Empire and its goals of maintaining order. I found myself hating the
rebels because they brought disorder. It really freaked me out. I could
see right away how I could become a great fascist.” Of course, it is
possible to play the game purely for the thrill of flying the Empire’s
planes, but the moral impact of enacting an opposing role is a promis-
ing sign of the serious dramatic potential of the fighting game.

The success of the mm?a&m contest games poses a challenge to the
next generation of digital artists. The contest format is open to ex-
pressive expansion in many ways once we move the protagonist be-
yond the role of a simple fighting machine. We need to find
substitutes for shooting off a gun that will offer the same immediacy
of effect but allow for more complex and engaging story content. We
need to find ways of drawing a player so deeply into the situated point
of view of a character that a change of position will raise important
moral questions. We need to take advantage of the symbolic drama of
the contest format to create suspense and dramatic tension without
focusing the interactor on skill mastery.

Constructivism

An MIT freshman recently confided to me that he was spending a lot
of time on a MUD even though he was bored with the dragon slaying
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L. The Aesthetics of the Medium

But Placeholder is just a demonstration environment, and its interac-
tors are very dependent on the suggestions of a goddess figure who
proposes things for them to do and actively discourages all attempts
at shooting games. We have a lot more to learn before we can reliably
“boot up” the adult imagination enough to provide a completely con-
structivist digital environment.

One essential component of such an environment would be a
repertoire of expressive gestures beyond the current staples of naviga-
tion and attack movements. The graphics-based environment of
Myst offers a wonderful range of concrete actions made real by the

textured graphics and the careful sound design. But it is a completely -

depopulated world. The Woggles world of greetings and imitative ges-
tures (discussed in chapter 4) suggests that designers can use move-
ment as a social language. The most expressive gesture I have yet
experienced on the computer is petting my digital dog, Buttons, who
lives on my home Macintosh screen and growls and pants apprecia-
tively as I move a hand-shaped cursor over him by rolling the mouse.
Certainly we could have stories in which we rock a baby’s cradle or
cover a sick person with a blanket or open a door to offer shelter to
someone fleeing from a mob. It may be hard to picture such gestures
in the game interfaces of today, which are often no more expressive
than pushing buttons on a bank machine. But there is no reason why
gestures could not be animated in a way that very closely matches the
visual display with the interactor’s movement and heightens the dra-
matic impact of the story.

Such constructivist stories will probably evolve out of the current
MUD environment. The MUDs now offer a wide repertoire of com-
mands, objects, and ritualized scenes. Soon they may feature 3-D
landscapes and graphical avatars with typed-in dialogue appearing in
bubbles over their heads. These developments could make it easier
for a wider audience to participate in collective fantasy.

But collective fantasy can be fraught with problems. MUDders
tend to fight with one another both in and out of character. They re-
sent the power of the wizards and gods who can eavesdrop, reassign
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treasure, and kill or revive players. They have difficulty settling dis-
putes over when it is acceptable to kill another player or who is enti-
tled to the treasure left on the virtual corpses of dead adventurers.
Because of the improvised nature of MUDding, a lot of time is spent
in negotiating appropriate behavior rather than in story making.
MUDders often tell me how much they enjoy being in character and
performing the routine actions of the parts they play (recruiting
squires, negotiating treaties, casting spells), but they also complain
that a good MUD story is hard to sustain. They miss the sense of
drama they enjoy in the fantasy literature that inspired these on-line
fantasy worlds.

Perhaps the most successful model for combining player agency
with narrative coherence is a well-run LARP game. Live-action role-
playing games are guided by a clear aesthetics that divides plot re-
sponsibility between the game master (GM) and the players. The GM
is responsible for inventing an enticing world with many things to do
in it, a world populated by clearly drawn characters and offering a
good dramatic mix of challenges and surprises. In a successful game
the players have a great deal of constructive freedom in improvising
the story and multiple ways of accomplishing their goals. If a player
wants his or her character to take an action that will change the plot
tremendously (say, for example, that a player wants her character to
poison her husband, who also happens to be the head of the rebel
army), the GM cannot prevent the player from proceeding merely be-
cause the action was unforeseen. But if the GM were to introduce a
sudden hurricane or a nonplayer character in the middle of an ongo-
ing game in order to enhance the plot, this would be considered un-
fair. The rule of successful game mastering is to set the world in
motion, or wind up the clock, and then step back and let the plot un-
fold at the will of the players. However, part of what keeps live-action
games cooperative is the fact that people interact face-to-face and
often have continuing relationships with one another beyond the
events of a game session.

Computer-based role-playing stories aim for the same degree of
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Chapter 6

Transformation

he third characteristic pleasure of digital environments is the

pleasure of transformation. Computers offer us countless ways
of shape-shifting. Using “morphing” software, we can transform faces
moﬂmﬁqﬂm.m{m\.&‘mﬂmﬁ a grinning teenage boy melts into a haggard old
woman, as if under a magic spell. Putting on a virtual reality helmet,
we earthbound interactors find ourselves transmuted into soaring
crows. The computer captures processes, and it therefore is always
suggesting processes to us even when it is just displaying information.
Anything we see in digital format—words, numbers, images, moving
pictures—becomes more plastic, more inviting of change.

The transformative power of the computer is particularly seductive
in narrative environments. It makes us eager for masquerade, eager to
pick up the joystick and become a cowboy or a space fighter, eager to
log on to the MUD and become ElfGirl or BlackDagger. Because digi-
tal objects can have multiple instantiations, they call forth our delight
in variety itself. The digital Barbie doll has fifteen hundred possible
outfits. A fight in Mortal Kombat can be between any two of sixteen
distinct opponents, with the interactor taking either side of any com-
bat. MUDs compete with one another over the variety of roles they
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support (elves, hobbits, Magi, thieves, enchanted animals, etc., each
category having its own possible powers and abilities). In_computer
games we do not settle mOn one E@ or even for one QS_EmﬁoE when

i ..

things go wrong or when we just want a &mowmsﬁ <m§os Om nwm same

mxnon~05mw.,mmm go vmnw for a replay.

‘As the medium matures, this same love of variation can be ex-
ploited for more subtle effects. Borges anticipated the pleasures of a
multivariant world when he offered this glimpse of two parallel scenes
in the labyrinthine novel imagined in “Forking Paths”:

In the first, an army marches into battle over a desolate mountain
pass. The bleak and somber aspect of the rocky landscape made the
soldiers feel that life itself was of little value, and so they won the bat-
tle easily. In the second, the same army passes through a palace where
a banquet is in progress. The splendor of the feast remained a memory
throughout the glorious battle, and so victory followed. (B 98)

The juxtaposition of these two different experiences of the same win-
ning battle reminds the reader that life itself is simultaneously desolate
and splendid. By varying the texture of their experience in this way,
Borges makes the doubly winning soldiers seem all the more vulnerable.

But such constant shape-shifting is also disconcerting. How can a
writer tell a connected story in so fluid an environment? How will the
interactor know when it begins and ends? Just as we need to define
new natrative conventions for entering the immersive world and for
exercising agency within it, so too do we need a new set of formal
conventions for handling mutability. These conventions will arise as
we get a clearer understanding of what kinds of pleasures we will seek
from a literature of transformation.

Kaleidoscopic Narrative

One way to understand the new narrative environment is through
the metaphor of the kaleidoscope. As Marshall McLuhan pointed
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150 The Aesthetics of the Medium

There have already been a few live theatrical presentations that
have moved toward such a dramatic structure. One concrete model
for such a story is the comical trilogy by Alan Ayckbourn, collectively
called The Norman Conquests, which was originally performed in Lon-
don and New York on three successive nights.! The trilogy revolves
around three couples: Annie, an unmarried woman who is taking care
of her cranky bedridden mother, and her overly shy suitor, Tom, a vet-
erinarian; Ruth, Annie’s businesslike sister, and her womanizing hus-
band, Norman; and Reg, brother to Annie and Ruth, and his
overcontrolling wife, Sarah. The farcical action takes place in Annie’s
house and involves Norman's flirtation with both Annie and Sarah
while trying to placate his wife, Ruth; Tom’s slow movement toward
courtship with Annie; and everyone’s quarrels with everyone else.
This inventive romantic farce is made more intriguing by its unique
spatial organization: all three plays cover the same time period and

involve the same characters, but each one covers the events in a dif-

ferent part of the house (the dining room, the living room, or the gar-
den). An exit in one play is an entrance in one of the others. The acts
of the plays are carefully labeled with the date and time, and the ac-
tion is mﬁ:iﬁ? coordinated so that all three can be assembled (in
the viewer’s mind) into a single multistage dramatic presentation.

Even though each of the plays makes sense in itself, the actors’ fre-
quent exits and entrances arouse our curiosity about what has been
going on in the other spaces. For example, the actors enter laughing
or express horror at something that has happened in the next room.
This is a dramatic structure that cries out for a navigating viewer, but
it also suggests the difficulty of telling a story with simultaneous ac-
tions. Part of the charm of each play comes from not letting the
viewer know things, from showing us effects before we see the causes.
At breakfast in the dining room (Play No. 1), everyone is furious with
Norman for something he has done the previous night in the living
room (Play No. 2). If we had been permitted to follow the characters
into the living room, the breakfast scene would lose some of its ten-
sion for us. Furthermore, there are times in each of the plays when a
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character is alone in the space and has to do some bit of stage busi-
ness to pass the time before the next actor’s entrance. A little of that
goes a long way. A digital playwright would have to be even more
clever than the extremely clever Ayckbourn in order to arrange the
dramatic action with such precision that it could sustain suspense
over multiple pathways.

A narrative world with such extraordinary spatial depth and tem-
poral continuity is more immersive, more reinforcing of our belief,
than a conventional play. However, we will have to develop clear
conventions for navigating it. Do we allow movement backward as
well as forward in time? Do we allow movement across the same mo-
ment of time? Since these will be artistic choices dictated by the story
material, there will not be a single answer, but every narrative will
have to signal the reader very carefully about what is allowed in order
not to raise inappropriate expectations.

The kaleidoscopic stories written by students in my interactive
narrative course offer some interesting approaches to this question.
In one the reader is placed in a restaurant, and the waiters serve as
the means of moving the reader from one group of characters to an-
other. Since no one goes out the door in the course of the story, the
fictional world has clear boundaries and does not raise any expecta-
tions it cannot meet. In another story, the reader is on a bus that
moves forward in screens of text that wipe from right to left across the
screen. People get on and off the bus, and the reader can enter their
thoughts (including their observations of one another), which form
the action of the story. The story offers readers a chance to do some-
thing that most bus riders fantasize about: find out who that odd per-
son across the aisle actually is. It enhances its readers’ curiosity by not
allowing any backward movement. They must follow the bus forward
in time, but at each stop they can change their point of view if they
wish. In order to find out the whole story, they have to take the trip
again, making different choices.?

A third student story works like a multidimensional Robert Alt-
man film, focusing on intersecting stories all happening in Manhattan
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1t The Aesthetics of the Medium

of what we see in an integrated and shapely manner. The solution is
the kaleidoscopic canvas that can capture the world as it looks from
many perspectives—complex and perhaps ultimately unknowable
but still coherent.

Morphing Story Environments

Another kind of narrative experience that takes advantage of the .

shape-shifting digital medium is one in which interactors are invited
to enact or construct their own stories out of a set of formulaic ele-
ments. We can think of such an environment as not so much a story
as a narrative world that is capable of supporting many possible sto-
ries. Brenda Laurel has suggested that virtual reality is not for passive
entertainment but for active free-form play and that adults are capa-
ble of such play if their imaginations have been “booted up” by an en-
vironment with rich narrative possibilities. In chapters 7 and 8 we
will look at some of the computational and literary techniques that
might allow us to build such environments. For now, let us assume
that we have a kind of animated doll’s house with characters who are
as interesting to adults as the characters on the TV series NYPD Blue
or ER or One Life to Live. Suppose we could enter such an environ-
ment not merely as players in a MUD but as a god in control of as-
sembling all the characters. Suppose we could set the story of our
choice in motion and then observe or participate in it, slipping in and
out of whichever roles appealed to us. What would such narrative
play be like? Where would it lead to?

Virtual Reality in Haworth Parsonage

It is only the relatively few adults who are gifted storytellers who can
spend many waking hours a day in imaginary worlds of their own cre-
ation. Perhaps the best-documented example of prolonged imagina-
tive play beyond early childhood is the Bronté family. Left motherless
when they were under five and then deprived of their motherly older
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sisters, who both died of consumption a few years later, the four sur-
viving Bronté children (Charlotte, Branwe|l, Emily, and Anne)
amused and sustained themselves by making up stories. They started
with a box of wooden soldiers, which they divided up, named, and
imagined in an African city they called Verdopolis. They played with
the soldiers in the usual way of children, and they made believe that
they were the characters. Soon they started writing a newspaper and
a chronicle of Verdopolis.*

Because their older sisters, Maria and Elizabeth, took sick at
school, the Bronté children imagined nightmare schools where chil-
dren were tortured. When Charlotte was thirteen she wrote down
one such precocious gothic fantasy:

In the hall of the fountain, behind a statue, is a small door over which
is drawn a curtain of white silk. This door when opened discovers a
small apartment, at the farther end of which is a very large iron door
to a long passage. At the end is a flight of steps leading to a subter-
ranean dungeon, a wide vault dimly lighted by a lamp which casts a
death-like melancholy luster over a part of the dungeon, leaving the
rest in the gloomy darkness of midnight. In the middle is a slab of
black marble supported by four pillars. At the end of it stands a throne
of iron. In several parts of the vault are instruments of torture.

At the end of this dungeon are the cells which are appropriated to
the private and particular use of naughty children. These cells are
darkly vaulted and so far down in the earth that the loudest shriek
could not be heard by an inhabitant of the upper world. In these, as
well as in the dungeon, the most unjust torturing might go on without
any fear of detection, if it were not that I keep the key of the dungeon
and Emily keeps the key of the cells and of the huge iron entrance
which will brave any assault except with lawful instrument.’

The Bronté children invented their own Zork, a dungeon world to
which they held the key. They were not merely adventurers in this
macabre world, they were the dungeon masters in control of the
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Iu.  The Aesthetics of the Medium

“Delicate soft-bred, brittle creature,” returned she with kindling
eyes, “that is an empty boast. The spirit might carry you far but the
body would break down at last . . . it is not for an indulged daughter of
aristocracy . . . to talk of serving Zamorna. She may please and enter-
tain him and blossom brightly on his smiles, but when adversity sad-
dens him . . . I warn you, he will call for . . . one ... who knows the
feel of a hard bed and the taste of a dry crust, who has been Emm_m
nurtured and not shielded like a hothouse flowet from every blast of
chilling wind. . . . With what morbid delicacy would you shrink from

scenes that I have looked upon unmoved.””

Although she was offering to die for Zamorna, Mina’s speech is in fact
a declaration of survival. She was saying that it is better to be coarse
and passionate and alive (as Charlotte thought of herself) than to be
delicate and docile and dead (as she thought of her sister Maria).
Mina was a clear step in the direction of the defiant and sturdy Jane
Eyre, the woman who ministers to the rough and surly Rochester and
copes with fire, stab wounds, and secret midnight errands. As Char-
lotte matured, she transformed her doll-like heroines into the shape
of women she could grow into. Her stories were her way of rehearsing
for the emotional hardiness she would need in her adult life.

The regressive, violent, overheated emotional universe of the
young Brontés is very like the narrative world of many electronic
games. Myst, for example, is also the result of a long sibling collabora-
tion (between Rand Miller and Robyn Miller) and has the same
Napoleonic echoes, the same bloodthirsty playacting quality, and the
same emphasis on betrayal and power struggles as the Bronté juve-
nilia, though it is set in magical worlds with sentient monkeys and a
science fiction veneer. One element that renders both the Bronté ju-
venilia and the Miller brothers’ fantasies so claustrophobic is the
undisguised nature of their wish fulfillment. Myst's primitive vision of
evildoing and rich rewards is appropriate to the current early stage of
electronic fiction development. In fact, part of the reason the “win-
ning” ending of Myst is so dull is that it does not partake of this
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gothic, violent undercurrent that runs through the rest of the game.
In order for electronic narrative to reach a higher level of expressive-
ness, the medium as a whole must make the shift that Charlotte
made, that is, away from adolescent rehearsal fantasies and toward
the expression of more realistic desires. In Charlotte’s case we have a
record of how she made the shift, one that suggests how constructive
interactors might use such overheated participatory narratives.

Charlotte was the only one of the four Bronté children to end her
childhood fantasy life when she reached adulthood. Branwell contin-
ued to sign himself Northangerland to the end of his life. Emily and
Anne played at their fantasy kingdom until their late twenties (when
Charlotte disrupted it so that they could all write for publication).
But Charlotte abandoned Zamorna and his world at age twenty-
three. She was able to do this because she had taken her Angria fan-
tasy as far as it could go in exploring her feelings of sexual longing and
guilt. In one of her last Angrian stories, Caroline Vernon, the deepest
level of wish fulfillment within the fantasy comes to the surface in
very explicit terms, and the protagonist is as closely identified as pos-
sible with the author. Not only is Caroline a variant of Charlotte, but
Caroline, like her author, has a “delicious” obsessive daydream of a
fantasy lover, “a hero, yet nameless and formless, a mystic being, a
dread shadow ... [who] haunted her day and night when she had
nothing else useful to occupy her head or her hands.” Charlotte is
here confronting the absurdity of her own infatuation with the imag-
inary Zamorna and is allowing herself to look at the boundary be-
tween her immersive world and her ordinary life. She is getting ready
to leave her make-believe kingdom.

In Caroline Vernon the underlying sexual content of the
Zamorna/Percy/Mary plot becomes clear: the wish to supplant the
mother/sister in the regard of the father/lover. Caroline is the illegiti-
mate child of Percy and is rivalrous with her legitimate sister Mary for
their father’s love, as well as for the romantic attention of Zamorna,
who is Caroline’s “guardian” and Mary’s husband. Caroline’s mother,
the actress Louisa Vernon, is romantically involved with both Percy
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1t The Aesthetics of the Medium

comes to the surface. Thus, the Miami cop suffers amnesia while
doing undercover work and becomes a criminal, the crusty newsroom
boss imagines he is actually sleeping with the perky producer, the mis-
matched couple who have resisted one another finally get together.
These episodes are often embarrassing in the same way that Caroline
Vernon is embarrassing. Robbed of the elaboration of sublimation, the
fantasy is too bald and unrealistic, like the child carrying the mother
up to bed. The suppressed fantasy has a tremendous emotional
charge, but once its energy has saturated the story pattern, it loses its
tension. We can look at it directly, with less anxiety, but we also find
it less compelling. Nevertheless, such formulaic stories can also be
very insightful and well written before they run out of steam. In fact,
their exhaustion can be an indication of the fact that we have assim-
ilated their patterns into our general understanding of the world, that
there is no longer a story for us in the core situation, whether it be
people dying in a hospital room full of strangers or aggressive women
in the work world or frighteningly dysfunctional child rearing. The
shifting patterns of the formulaic story have expressed our ambiva-
lent feelings, absorbed our excitement, and made the threatening or
alluring situation into something familiar.

Enactment as a Transformational Experience

As Scheherazade and Jesus both knew, storytelling can be a powerful
agent of personal transformation. The right stories can open our
hearts and change who we are. Digital narratives add another power-
ful element to this potential by offering us the opportunity to enact
stories rather than to merely witness them.

Enacted events have a transformative power that exceeds both
narrated and conventionally dramatized events because we assimilate
them as personal experiences. The emotional impact of enactment
within an immersive environment is so strong that virtual reality in-
stallations have been found to be effective for psychotherapy. Psy-
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chologists in several research /omznma are treating phobic patients by
exposing them to virtual environments that simulate the situations
that trigger their anxiety attacks. The desensitizing process is in
essence a participation in a fictional world. Researchers in California
and Atlanta have relieved patients’ long-standing fear of heights by
having them “walk” over virtual bridges and ride in virtual elevators.
Patients initially respond to the virtual environments with terror, just
as they would to the real-world experience. The therapist then ac-
companies them through the experience, helping them practice self-
calming behaviors. Essentially, the patients are practicing coping
behaviors in the virtual environment; they are like actors at a dress
rehearsal. The inner changes brought on by such experiential learn-
ing then allow them to apply the same behaviors to the real world.
Patients who can ride a virtual glass elevator in a virtual hotel lobby
can then go to dinner on the seventy-second floor of the Peachtree
Plaza in Atlanta, and patients who cross a virtual Golden Gate Bridge
can then cross the real one.!!

This virtual reality therapy falls between two other therapeutic
techniques: actually accompanying the patient in the real-life fright-
ening situation and talking the patient through an imaginary experi-
ence under hypnosis. The virtual world is more external than the
hypnotic experience but artificial enough to make it possible for pa-
tients to approach it at a much earlier stage than they could if facing
the actual situation. It is a threshold environment. Those patients
who do not find VR therapy helpful are those who complain that it is
either too real or not real enough. The key to the success of the treat-
ment, then, is the establishment of the world as a fictional space.

These results echo the processes observed in some MUD partici-
pants who use their imaginary personas to practice social skills they
are trying to cultivate in the “real” (i.e., nonelectronic) world. For in-
stance, one woman recovered her sexual confidence after an amputa-
tion by enacting the part of a similarly handicapped character on a
MUD.!? As in the case of the phobic patients, the virtual experience
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L... The Aesthetics of the Medium

medium in which much of the pleasure lies in the sustained engage-
ment, the refusal of climax.

The question of confused extent and refused closure is explicitly
posed by Michael Joyce in his hypertext novel Afternoon, which has no
overview of contents and no clearly marked ending. Instead, Joyce
tells his readers to decide for themselves when the story is over. In a
lexia entitled “work in progress,” he states plainly: “Closure is, in any
fiction, a suspect quality, although here it is made manifest. When the
story no longer progresses, or when it cycles, or when you tire of the
paths, the experience of reading it ends.” This is closure as exhaus-
tion, not as completion. Not satisfied with this formulation, others
have described closure in Afternoon in terms akin to the solution to a
maze. For example, it is said to be achieved when “having assigned
particular sections to particular sequences or reading paths, many,
though not all, of which one can retrace at will, one reaches a point at
which one’s initial cognitive dissonance or puzzlement disappears,
and one seems satisfied. One has reached—or created—closure!”*4

In other words, electronic closure occurs when a work’s structure,
though not its plot, is understood. This closure involves a cognitive
activity at one remove from the usual pleasures of hearing a story.
The story itself has not resolved. It is not judged as consistent or sat-
isfying. Instead, the map of the story inside the head of the reader has
become clear. Such a map does not necessarily feel inevitable or ap-
propriate, the way the solution to a puzzle does. It may not be beauti-
ful or shapely in any way. There is no emotional release or perception
of fittingness, just a sense of going from the unknown to the known.
This is very different from and far less pleasurable than our more tra-
ditional expectations of closure, as arising from the plot of the story
and marking the end point of an action.!

Of course, closure can be feared as well as desired. This is so not
only because of disturbing story content, as in Afternoon, but also be-
cause it is painful to break the immersive trance, to come up from an
enveloping medium into the chilly air of reality. In encyclopedic nar-
ratives in particular—a three-decker novel, a television series, a
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months-long puzzle game—the ending can be painful to the creators
and to the audience. Dickens and his audience both cried when the
last number of one of his two-year serials was finished. When the
television series Cheers ended, it provoked an orgy of public nostalgia,
as if the actual neighborhood bar of millions of people were closing.

The refusal of closure is always, at some level, a refusal to face
mortality. Our fixation on electronic games and stories is in part an
enactment of this denial of death. They offer us the chance to erase
memory, to start over, to replay an event and try for a different reso-
lution. In this respect, electronic media have the advantage of en-
acting a deeply comic vision of life, a vision of retrievable mistakes
and open options. The never-ending, ever-morphing cyberspace
narrative is a place to revel in a sense of endless transformations, but
in order for electronic narrative to mature, it must be able to encom-
pass tragedy as well.

Tragedy in Electronic Narrative

How do we express the irreparable losses of life with appropriate
solemnity within a shape-shifting world? How can we have catharsis
in a medium that resists closure? Since no hypertext story or simula-
tion narrative in this early stage of genre development offers a satisfy-
ingly tragic story, we can only imagine them. In my use of the word
tragic, 1 am relying on Aristotle’s definition, as it is most commonly
and somewhat loosely understood. I mean a story of a single worthy
individual’s fall from a worthy life to a desperate ending through
some choice or flaw of his own, a story that focuses on this irretriev-
able loss, arousing our feelings of pity and terror and leaving us at the
end in a state of purged emotion and heightened understanding.

Let us consider the representation in electronic form of the tragic
event of a young man’s suicide. I want to propose three possible sui-
cide stories, each about the same fictional character, whom I'll call
Rob. Each story exploits the multiform nature of electronic narrative
while still giving expression to the tragic heart of the story.
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X The Aesthetics of the Medium

ing, because the interactor’s search for an explanation would parallel
the efforts of the people at the wake. Perhaps we would be given only
a set number of scenes to witness at any single viewing. Then we
would see the burial, with the program perhaps taking us through
that final scene from the perspective of whichever mourner we had
spent the most time with. Each separate viewing would provide its
own experience of catharsis, but no single one would feel complete.
Only after viewing all the stories, after repeating the mourning
process from each of the several viewpoints, would we feel a larger
catharsis: not an acceptance of Rob’s death, not an understanding of
a single consistent composite explanation, but a pervasive sense of an
interrelated community with multiple truths. After tracing the multi-
ple contexts for a single act of suicide, we would be left with a tragic

vision of the many Robs who had been lost. _

Simulation and Destiny

These stories take the events of the story as fixed. We can trace them
in multiple ways, but we cannot act within them or change the plot.
Could a digital narrative offer a higher degree of agency while still
preserving the sense of tragic inevitability? Can we have an interac-
tive story that still retains what Umberto Eco calls its sense of des-
tiny?!6 One test of the limits of electronic narrative to provide agency
and destiny would be to consider whether we could frame the story of
Rob’s suicide in the form of a simulation.

In the simulation treatment of Rob’s suicide, the interactor would
be put in the position of a god over Rob’s social world but a god with
a limited power of intervention. The presentation of the world would
make clear the limits of our powers, would specify what elements in
Rob’s world the author is taking to be immutable. These immutable
elements would be an important literary choice, for they would char-
acterize an implicit interpretation of the “why” of Rob’s death. Would
it be his neurochemistry? His family history? A particular historical
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moment or political situation? A single tragic love affair? Varying the
other factors would allow Rob’s life to play out in Borges’ “pullulat-
ing” time, with the fascinating diversity of possibilities that any life is
open to. As deity interactor, we might guide Rob to a different job
with a manager who would be more appreciative of his particular
skills. Or we might send an old girlfriend to a restaurant just as Rob
arrives there, to see if they could restart their relationship. Maybe we
would arrange for a friend of Rob’s mother to encourage her to con-
front her husband about his constant put-downs of their son. One by
one we could change all of the contingent conditions that seem to
contribute to Rob’s self-destruction. Seeing how his life would play
out in different ways would add to our sense of his vulnerability, of
what little influence external factors have. We would also see how
changing Rob’s life would dramatically alter the lives of the people
around him. Perhaps he would have been more miserable rather than
more hopeful if his old love affair had resumed. In that alternate
world we might see his girlfriend blaming herself for his death, not
knowing that it was inevitable. Or we might reach some ambiguous
ending in which it is possible to believe that Rob will be revived in
time to survive or even that he might not go through with the suicide
attempt. The story would still have a sense of completion despite this
variation because it would focus not on a single continuous action (as
Aristotle described Greek plays) but on the whole system of subtle in-
terrelationships that give meaning to one person’s action. This narra-
tive system would reveal itself through its range of variation as well as
through what remains constant. The tragedy of the situation would
arise from a demonstration of the ways in which people unwittingly
play into destructive patterns, sometimes from the best of intentions.

Of course, the success of any of these possible tales would depend
on the writer's skill and on the particulars of storytelling that I am
just crudely sketching. But there is no reason why a story like this
could not be as expressive as tragic stories in any other medium.
What is more, a digital narrative could capture something we have
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1 The Aesthetics of the Medium

to invent techniques of authorship that are similarly eclectic. The
next section deals with the merger of literary and computational
techniques of composition. It explores how we might go about writing
for a process-centered medium and what stories and characters such
procedural authorship will bring us.

satisfy our desire for this new combination of pleasures, we will have

PART III

Procedural Authorship
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