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ELECTRONIC

T —
JESSICA PRESSMAN

Electronic reading has changed dramaticall}flotler .thf; l?rsgnthrzz i(ilec;ldes. From
reading on large desktop screens to small mobile devices, | g long hype;.
fi gti ns to short Flash-based poems, and now to reading text beyond SCreeng
t:(tth aflg(r)nented and virtual-reality (VR) tecMologies, “ele;}tlrio?ictrea:king’j encon.
passes diverse aesthetics, media formats, and e.xperle‘flcl:es. s flc m1 s it impog.
sible to describe or define any one type of reading as “e ec.tronlc,. et alone specyate
on the future of these practices. To contemplate electronic reaclmg, Fhel’}, We might
ask what we mean by “electronic” as well as what we mean by .ree}dmg. This essay
explores the conjunction of these two terms by way of electronic l}terature.

Electronic literature is born-digital, made on the computer and with computation]
aesthetics essential to the poetics of the work and the reading experience of it
Ten years ago, “electronic literature” was largely limited to screens, laptops, or even
desktops, and to interaction with their interfaces. Today, a cell phone, VR headgear,
or even a public square works just as well as an environment for reading electronic
literature. Along with changes in the technological location of electronic literature,
its cultural position has also changed. No longer the province solely of the avant-
garde, electronic literature is now part of mainstream storytelling and advertising—
from augmented reality (AR) children’s games such as Harry Potter’s Wonderbook:
Book of Spells (2012) to the ubiquitous use of digital flashing poetics, once associ-
ated with such new media artists as Young-hae Chang Heavy Industries, in the
sidebars of social media advertisements !

A focus on electronic literature exposes two things about reading in the digital
age: (1) reading is no longer the sole activity and purview of the human; and
(2) reading involves a participatory network of media and actors in which humans
are no longer the central node. To explore these twa points more fully—or, in the

language of this volume, further—I turn to three very different and very rece!
works of electronic literatyre that each complicate simple designations of “electroniC

* See yhchang.com.



Aaron Reed and Jacob Garbe’s The Ice-Bound Concordance (2016) is a work of

AR literature comprised of a downloadable app and a highly designed, standalone
book, The Ice-Bound Compendium. The transmedial game diegetically ;1arrates and
formally demonstrates how computers partner with humans to produce and read
literature. There are two stories here, two layers intertwined to display and com-
ment on how electronic technologies change reading, The first layer is an interactive
game in which the reader-player uses her computer interface to explore a mysteri-
ous research station located in frozen tundra of the Polar Arctic. The Carina Polar
Research Station holds the secrets of scientific research and of lives lost in its sub-
terranean caverns, and it is slipping into the ice. The reader-player works against the
games timer to navigate Carinas labyrinthine structure and to discover narrative
clues held within it before the station disappears beneath the Arctic surface. The
second layer of storytelling is a metafictional one that comments upon the creation
of the story about the Carina station. This narrative revolves around Kristopher
Helmgquist, author of a popular cult science fiction novel who died before finishing
his latest book, destined to be a bestseller. In the wake of his death, his publishing
company, Tethys House, uses forensic brain scans of the author to create an Artificial
Intelligence (AI), a “simulacra fiction” or “simfic” named KRIS tasked with finishing
Helmquist's novel. In this layer of narrative, the reader-player’s goal is to help the
AI become an author. The novel you two are to collaborate in finishing is about,
yes, a polar research station called Carina. To complete the task of vyriting t%le novel
(and winning the game), the reader-player must use the other media form involved
in this AR world: the book, The Ice-Bound Compendium. | )

The Ice-Bound Compendium 1s a small, glossy book, elab?rately prmteczl tof:oo f
like a scrapbook of Helmquist’s life. It supposedly contains alternate drafts a;) |
the unfinished novel and is filled with all types of paper-based .readmg ma;en s:
handwritten annotations, Microsoft Word screens sc?ttered with Trzck Ca ?z‘:’,;:
annotations, screenplay documents, fictional marginalia, 3.x 5 no‘te ;;ress’omnsf —.
cut-outs, and more. (See Figure 28.1.) The booka'so coma 7 ng. -talpconnection
markers that, when scanned by the computers wet.,cam, pro;li utc;zk’;gllages. You play
that projects additional clues and layers of narrative onto t ed O cading tscontent,
this sophisticated game by using the bookish book, but nstea
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Figure 28.1 Jacob Garbe and Aaron Reed, The Ice-Bound Compendium (2015). With permission
by the artists. '

you scan the book with a digital reading device. The computer then reads the digital
data contained in the QR codes and displays content (text and image) for the human
reader-player. This transmedial circuit of literary performance positions the com-
puter as the primary reader of the book and a collaborative partner in electronic
reading. N. Katherine Hayles recently argued that such collaboration is the new
normal: “biological and technical cognitions are now so deeply entwined that it
is more accurate to say they interpenetrate one another.? The implications of this
fact extend to ethics, the environment, global markets, and more. “Once we overcome
the (mis)perception that humans are the only important or relevant cognizers on the
planet,” Hayles writes, “a wealth of new questions, issues, and ethical considerations
come into view.” For the purpose of this essay, such questions include: what role
does the nonconscious agent have in reading, and what are the implications of these
new arrangements?

The goal of the game The Ice-Bound Compendium is to produce a novel The

narr.ative’s conceit of working with an Al and a digital data collection for this purpose
posits an implicit challenge to the core concept of the novel genre—-namel)” to the

* N. Katherine Hayles, Untho
Chicago Press, 2017), 11.

> Hayles, Unthought, 11.

orsity Of
ught: The Power of the Cognitive Nonconscious (Chicago: Universtt



print, one that registers a pro

reading, in particular, does. Instead of mastery, coherence, and objectivity of the
sort associated with close reading and hermeneutics, we must favor the affective,
fragmentary, and “disintegrated”

(Raley’s term). Raley’s examples constitute a
different genre of electronic liter

ature than The Ice-Bound Concordance and my

together shows how electronic
reading depends upon the embodied '

‘surface” or “distant” and instead require more nu

erations of what it means to read when reading is a collaboration between conscious
and nonconscious agents.

Point 2: Reading Involves a Participatory
Network of Media and Actors

This secondary claim suggests that reading requires a focus not just on text but 2.118.0
on the networks of actors supporting the production and reception of text. This is
particularly true of critical reading, the type of scholarly reading suggested by the

* Rita Raley, “TXTual Practice,” in Comparative Textual Media: Transforming the Humanities in the

. : o . .
Postprint Era, ed. N. Katherine Hayles and Jessica Pressman (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota
Press, 2013): 5-32.

> Raley, “TXTual Practice” 6.



«fyrther reading” and the kinds of books that cc?ntain such sections fo, ).
ading more. Scholarship in textual studl.es and th.e history of e brnng
. how textual production and reading practices happen, , Ook
orks that are social, technological, political, and e cono; Ough
| turn in media studies provides further ways to COHSid:r Tt}hle
¢

ent infrastructura .
rec d nonhuman actors in networks of natural enyjy,,

inextricability of human and Ios o h . NMmepy,
(John Durham Peters), ecologies (Jussi Parikka), technological Systems (Nicole

Starosielski), human labor (Lisa Parks), Internet protocols (Alexander Galloy, )
interfaces (Lori Emerson), and network aesthetics (Patrick Jagoda). Thege Contezt;
and relationships inform electronic reading, and they should inform oy undey.

standing of it. |
Flectronic reading and electronic literature happen through networks, Real-worlg

. frastructures of technologies and global finance power the “¢” in e-lit, The adjec.
tive “electronic” describes the energy source that surges through cables to Produge
“signifiers of voltage differences” that enable sc?ftware and coding commgapg,
to produce “flickering signifiers” onscreen.’ Focusing on the material actualitie of
“lectronic” invites examination of this power source as part of electronic reading
Such inquiry into electronic reading can then include critical consideration of th
economic costs of electric wattage but also the effects of biochemical mining that
extracts from the earth the chemicals necessary to produce the hardware used t
transmit this energy source into our e-reading devices. Such examination can tyry
attention to political and economic configurations supporting electronic reading
including those that enable American companies to pillage the natural resources
of continents oceans away in order to make slick, expensive mobile phones and
e-readers and then to return said used goods to Third World countries as trash
because American policy will not allow the hazardous materials to be dumped in its
soil. This complicated context requires examination of what Jussi Parikka calls
“a geology of media,” meaning “a different sort of temporal and spatial materialism
of medial culture than the one that focuses solely on machines or even networks of
technologies as nonhuman agencies. . . the geological sciences and astronomy have
already opened up the idea of the earth, light, air, and time as media.” Pursuing
electronic reading in this vein illuminates how electronic literature is not just
technological but also ecological.

My second example of electronic literature is a work that presents a lesson in
the geology of media, both in its textual content and in its transmedial format.
J. R. Carpenter’s The Gathering Cloud (2017) pursues a poetic and feminist med%a
archaeology of a central actor in the contemporary infrastructure for electront

® The quotations are from, respectively, Friedrich A. Kittler, “There is No Software;’ Cﬁeoﬂ";;:
(October 18, 1995) (http://www.ctheory.net/articles.aspx?id=74); and N. Katherine Haylesf Bo¥ of
Bec.ame Posthuman: Virtual Bodies in Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics (Chicago: University
Chicago Press, 1999), chapter 2.

" Jussi Parikka, A Geology of Media (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2015), >
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Figure 28.2 J. R. Carpenter, The
the artist,

ch back to the 1950s (or, following Carpenter, much farther
3 digital cloud emerged around 2011 with products such as
i Hu, A Prehistory of the Cloud (Cambridge, MA: MIT

* The origins of cloud computing I

back), but contemporary iterationssg: Tung-Hul
iCloud and Amazon Cloud Player:

Press, 2015), ix.
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dexical design, specifically the description of ply,

e Modifications of Clouds (1803). Indeed,
.t structure of Howard's text, fragmentg o¢

S fl' Om
efltil’e

Which

' ' hs (rather than movine : Ish
Tlustrations, static photograp ng im
imagery: engravgi‘:lﬁl;:zdwritten annotations. All of this decidedly old- fashages)’

. iOned
| . - aesthetic suggestive of scrapbooks, tht
Yy in a palimpsestic acs | | > Hat codey.
material s layered 0 2 P “a material manifestation of memgq

£ versonal archiving that Is memory—,
:zfoi(;,rr:f 2h§ compiler and the memory of the cultural moment in which ¢,

were made”® The actual codexical comP01.lent of The Gathering Cloud p.resems g
different type of compilation: a small poetic book WFIOSG verse col.lat.es hlStory n
meteorology and media, from ancient Greeks and Eplcurea}n materialists ’t’o Robert
Hooke, “the first Curator of Experiments/ at the Royal Society of London” in 1665,

through to the contemporary digital period, to tell a story of how we arrived at oy
ering cloud.”
ow’?hgea;}:st pogetic entry is dated February 2014 and begins with a Gertrude Stein-jap
sense of a continuous present: “It’s raining. It has always rained. We are silt” (15)
The words “raining” and “rained” appear in light grey, a visual emphasis that, in the
light of the digital, serves as a visual signifier for a previously-clicked-on hyperlink
The detail suggests layers of readings, past and present, and the historical practices
and pursuits that inform what is currently available to be read and known. This
initial poem ends with a statement by Devons chief scientist, Dame Julia Slingo:
“We have records going back to/ 1766. We have seen some/ exceptional weather, but
nothing like this./ All evidence suggests a link to climate change” (16; emphasis in
original). The suggested “link” to an archival past, coupled with the shaded grey
color that indexes an activated HTML link on the web, registers the layers of media
practice involved in documenting and representing climate change. For Timothy
Morton, climate change is the signal example of a “hyperobject”—such “things that
are massively distributed in time and space relative to humans” and “force us to
rethink what we mean by object” through challenging anthropocentric epistemolo-
gies and our sense of history." “Hyperobjects are futural?” Morton claims, and they
change the way we experience the world.?2 Carpenter’s The Gathering Cloud

PP roaches this futural hyperobject in a literary practice that demonstrates and
invites further reading.

> Susan Tucker, Katherine Ott, and Patric; « , History o
Scrapbooks,” in The Scr ’ atricia P. Buckler, eds., “An Introduction to the

apbook in American Life (Ph; - N 2006), 1-2%3
" J. R, Carpenter, The Gathering Cloud ( ife (Philadelphia: Temple University Press,

' . Uni jtations
Wﬂnl be cited parenthetically, Axminster: Uniformbooks, 2017), 33. Subsequent ¢
* Timothy Morton, Hyperobiect<. ph: —
MN: University of Minneysl())taopiem' Philosophy and Ecology after the End of the World (Minné?

€ss, 2013), 1, 24. Italics in orie;
* Morton, Hyperob sy, 125 ), 1,24, Ttalics in original.



(63). Recent scholarship in media history develops this point. John Durham Peters

even includes actual clouds in his recent study of media, The Marvelous Clouds:
Towards a Philosophy of Elemental Media: “The media of sea, fire, star, cloud, book,

and Internet all anchor our being profoundly, even if we can’t say what they mean?3

Peters's expansive definition of media participates in a trend within media studies

to examine the infrastructure, not just the objects, products, and practices they
support. (For examples of such work, see Wendy Chun, Lisa Parks, and Nicole
Starosielski.) “Media are our infrastructures of being, the habitats and materials
through which we act and are” Peters writes.!* Such habitual media structure
our lives, experiences, and ways of thinking. In The Gathering Cloud, Carpenter
writes, “The Cloud is an increasingly essential/ element of infrastructure powering/
industry, government, finance, and commerce,/ as fundamental to us as plumbing
and roads” (77). Aligning the cloud with plumbing invokes Nicole Starosielski’s
scholarly effort to bring to the surface the undersea cables t.hat enable”the Int.ernet.
to appear wireless and cloud-like. “Despite the rhetoric of wirelessness,” Starosielski
writes, “we exist in a world that is more wired than ever.”"® Her research shows.h‘ow
“[u]lndersea fiber-optic cables are critical infrastructure.s.that support our critical
network society””’¢ Such infrastructure supports our ability to read. As Carpenter

3 John Durham Peters, The Marvelous Clouds: Toward a Philosophy of Elemental Media (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2015), 14.

' Peters, The Marvelous Clouds, 15. o -

2 Niceole Starosielski, The Undersea Network (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2015), 9, 1

6 Starosielski, The Undersea Network.



B Multip],

ding happens through networks of computat :

ols. The human is not the central or primary node Ny
. :

. din ) «
tro’rll;; Iéj:therging Cloud turns attention to natural clouds and to “the cloug”

Of digty
culture as topics and media to read. A single sentence appears at the top o

fa Deay|
blank page: “The term The Cloud refers to a cultural fantasy” (83). A wall of Whitz

tollows the line, a blank space open for thf projection Oflfalll)ta;Y- The only othey text
on this page is a lone line at the bottom: ‘\‘Ne walli = tbe € ;f t}.le S€a of the 4
(83). If we recall that the etymology of “fantasy" is about Showing and makjy,
visible, then Carpenter’s point here and thf(?ughom The Gathering Cloud ig to
expose the infrastructures that support our ability to see and thus to.read. This infr,.
structure includes the page (see Bonnie Mak) and the computational cloud thy
.rchives the content of digital webpages. Carpenter directs her reader’s attentiy,
to this infrastructure of pages, both paper- and HTML-based, through the yse and
arrangement of photographs. Black-and-white photographs of clouds gathering
at the ocean’s horizon are sprinkled throughout the book; the website also containg,
page exhibiting the collected, colored images arranged in rows. These photographs
depict clouds and the ocean but, more significantly, the horizon line between theny
The images illuminate and expose the natural media and infrastructures that shape
perspective and thus inform reading, '

My final example of a work of electronic literature that illuminates the infrastruc-
tural networks of human and nonhuman actors involved in electronic reading is
a very different type of literary experience. Peruvian poet-engineer José Aburto
produces electric installation art that challenges expectations of reading, let alone
electronic reading. “When materials that support texts change, the contents have to
change,” Aburto claims."” His installations pursue this dictum by exploring and
exploiting how changes to the material infrastructures of text in digital literature
change the appearance of poetry and approaches to reading it. Aburto produces
installations of hybrid electronic sonic-textual poetry that operate through molecular
movement and physical vibrations. These works harness and make visible the
natural media forces involved in electronic reading. Because they represent a differ
ent type of electronic literature and reading experience from my previous examples,
they warrant a different type and tone of description.

.I first encountered Aburto’s sensorial sonic poetry at the 2016 Electroni¢
Elterature Organization (ELO) conference in Vancouver. The installation was ttled
IMatltlfr:{ Electromagnetic Poems;” and it was like nothing I had ever seen...0f fe.h‘

walked toward the large tabletop box wrapped in a smooth, burlap-like fabric.



ELECTRONIC 345

to life, animated by electricity to move and also

practice of reading, while the text it

traverses promotes critical attention to this experience.
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Figure 28.3 José Aburto, “Blot Alive” (2016). With permission by the artist.
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- “Blot Alive” begins with “L” The first-person Per

of the metallic blot across the poetic text, i den:%ecti"e
> ; - th:
;

The text of the poem i

Me muevo corrigiendo

terrores
sintiendo como el dolor de afios podridos

congestionar mis metales
-mi plomo

de plata-
como cubren el oxido de mis decisiones

I move correcting

terrors
feeling how the pain of years rotted

congest my metals

-my lead

of silver-

how they cover the rust of my decisions™

Metal is the central component and medium of electronic reading. It prov;
physical hardware through which electronic voltage passes and the: mft ro‘.’ldes the
for electronic reading interfaces. Aburtos poem illuminates and ani eria frame
of metal (“my lead/ of silver”), which must be extracted from the ema}tles the«mle
rected” into shape before it can be used for purposes of electroni " ?nd -
me.:tal must also be treated so as to be saved from inevitable “rust,” blc ;leadmg. hs
oxidation and of planned technological obsolescence (the latter f(; Otf . C}.lemical
bl)i‘;(;mii:i ﬁrstf in our digital, upgrade culture). S S—

ot Alive” focuses attention on natural media, metal in particular. i

gzrrizgst::ig;‘;’ommfnfte obj iCtS interac.t or, in physicist End philf;;g}:ziylz:ei
how, at the level Ofqu,u::t;;acltl’ ].Sarad cOHIS .the term “intra-action” to describe
entangled: “in contrast to th i YSlCi’ the rel.a tionships between entities are always
gtie inieidie] agencles th e usual 1ntera.ct10n,’ which assumes that there are sep-
recognizes that distinct agezziizegede PAPF RSN, S Ryl S
Intra-action.” Aburto’s work mak(:esn (\)r;sli)l:le: chlleci - fath.el‘ cmerge through 1
tures and material intra-actions that po h P SR RS
Aburtos other work in the ELO ¢ ; fWer o blo.t B AR
Alive} was titled “Paper Alive’ (20 ém erence exhibition, the sibling piece to “Blot
nonhuman cognizers as co-readers i Vs W(?rk takes even further the concep: o
wrapped with paper the top of i in electronic reading. For “Paper Alive,” Aburto
p of a large bookshelf-size stereo speaker and stood 1t

'® This translati
on, which doe i
9 Karen Barad Mot S not appear in the work, is by Kaitlin Sweeney.

and Meani e Universe Halfway: :
ing (Durham, NC: Dyke Uniiversi t}{ ‘;:z;sQ;oaor;t;trQBPhyszcs and the Entanglement of Matter



covered surface with large
he placed a pale cream-colored
ds to the vibration of the stereo,

S
POsition, but “Paper Alive” ani | .
consideration about

what constitutes reading and who (or what) is doing it.
In both of Aburt

os works, poems are inscribed on page-like surfaces and their
ains unchanged. The works employ a network of electromagnet-
movement of a nonconscious co-reader, a metallic blot and a
er, and also to stimulate embodied reading experiences for the human

she feels the physical vibrations from the stereo in “Paper Alive” and
“Xperiences the slow ticking of time as the blot inches along in “Blot Alive” Aburto’s

Ism to charge the
liquid danc
reader:
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ow electronic reading is embodied and distribyteq

etry installations register h
o both natural and man-made.

across a network of actors and forces,

* % %

The works of electronic literature examined in this chapter demonstrate how elec.
tronic reading is not solely about screens, hyperlinks, and digital code. Electronic

reading is transmedial, embodied, and part of everyday experience. Indeed, the
qualifier “clectronic” might just be superfluous or outdated, for all reading is now

informed by digital technologies, practices, and poetics. In our post-digital moment,
in which “the digital expression holds less fascination,” we see a change in electronic

literature.2? As my case studies demonstrate, contemporary electronic literature moves
away from modes of distinctly “digital expression,” screens and interactivity, to
transmedial networks that incorporate older media (e.g., the book) and natural media
(e.g., electromagnetic systems). The result: electronic reading becomes just reading,

However, as this volume explores, just reading is never so simple.
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