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What Clicks

RibDING THE MERIDIAN
http://www.heelstone.com/meridian
CAULDRON & NET

http://www.studiocleo.com/cauldron

Imagineit’s 1895 and you're ditting in adark
Parisan basement. A bright glow from the back of
the room magically conjures aspeeding train on
thewall before you. People around you shriek and
take cover. Why? The event is so compelling they
forget they are experiencing something through an
artistic medium.

Thisiswhat | ook for in good hypertext.

I likemy bed, and | like the sheets cregping
right up to the edge of my book. I like that my
book getswarm as| get deepy. Theonly thing |
like about reading on acomputer isthat | can do it
at work when | need to procrastinate in away that
will not eicit suspicions of negligence. In that
case, my standards for reading material go way
down. I amwilling to read journas uploaded by
eighth-graders; | am willing to read unintelligible
poems by obscure Victorian poets aslong asthe
text isdark and the screenislight. Or vice versa.

But when I’'m not a work, there needsto bea
reason for aclick. There needsto beareason | am
sraining my eyesto read text on ascreen. Mot
writing is not better interactive, and most writers
know thisintuitively, and most writers do not let
the reader messaround. To writeliteratureisto
interact with yoursdlf, and to alow other peopleto
interact with themselves—viayou. To let the
reader futz with your writing probably does neither
of those things for either of you. However thereis
aspecid category of writing that is good but
would not beif readers couldn’t futz with it. On
the Web.

Lately, it seems everyoneiswriting on-line
and talking about hypertext, and just like the rest
of the Web, everyone slooking for away to sort

through the muck. A couple of sStescometo mind
that are weeding out work that isworth clicking
into even after you' ve come home from work:
Riding the Meridianand Cauldron & Net.

These two Stes archive the recent develop-
mentsin hypertext. Not al hypertext isaswell
written or as bound to the Web as| would like.
Many people who write with engaging, crafted
language do not need their writing to be on-lineto
be understood (only to be distributed). On Caul-
dron & Net, for example, Kevin Fitzgerdd' s“Five
Poems’ and David Fujino’s* Six poems’ arenice
to read, but | would like to read them in my bed,
sincel can.

DeenalLarsen’'s“Power Moves' isfunfor a
cursor. Her unique interface makes the text change
from rolloversin another part of the page. |
couldn’'t do thisin bed, if you follow me. Buit |
wish that her story tugged my heartstrings.

Jm Andrews sdew of smdl, interactive
pieces coin new phrases for text interaction that |
hope will stick: “Do thetext. Stop the text. Disci-
plinethetext.” Theinvitation to take any of these
actions sounds so exciting that | want to click.
Ancther interface invites the reader to “Prod, stir
or tame.” Stirring the lettersto abubble, disciplin-
ing thelettersinto aword: thisisfun and new.

The Lumiere brothers, who showed that film
inthat Parisian basement, never thought the
movieswould take off. Why watch arepresenta
tion of something you see every day? They didn’t
redlize that people would forget about the medium.

Whichishard to get peopleto do. You need a
text that requiresinteractivity to tell its tory and
engages the reader in aviscerd way. | don't want
to have to remember that I'm reading on-line.
When | read the scene in Portnoy’ s Complaint
when the kid masturbatesa dab of liver, | do not
think, “1 am reading abook.” When | read-click-
read-click, the clicking must be automatic to make
me forget about the medium.



Most writing is not better interactive,

and most writers know thisintuitively,

and most writers do not let the reader
mess around.

In Riding the Meridian Carolyn Guertin and
Marjorie Coverley Luesebrink curate aprogressve
dinner party, based on Judy Chicago’sdinner party
(http://Mmww.hed stone.com/meridian/templ ates/
Dinner/dinner2.htm). Like Judy Chicago’ s piece,
thison-line dinner party showcases many styles
and talents. And like Judy Chicago' s piece, this
dinner party rests a the forefront of expression,
presenting hypertexts that make me think about
wordsas| never have before.

For example, Natdie Bookchin's“The
Intruder” makes games from words, and the more
you play the game, the more meaning the words
hold. Carolyn Guertin's“ skeleton sky: amillen-
nium poem” makes reading poetry fed like
channel changing—all the excitement of holding
the remote without the disappointment of ingpid
writing.

Stephanie Strickland’ s“ The Ballad of Sand
and Harry Soot” isfull of the beautiful writing of a
controlled poet: “ Sand was agourd fanatic/ and
she played/ aglass marimba.” However, | found
myself switching focus from narrator to navigation
each time| clicked and nothing happened. The
navigation isalittle difficult: Doesared word
mean click, or don’t click? Does aydlow word
mean click or don't click? | could not figure out
therules: | had an experience similar towhen I’'m
reading agood book while | get amanicure, and |
have to focus more on figuring out how to turn the
page than on what I'm reading.

M.D. Coverly’s“Endless Suburbs’ adheres
to more conventiona writing styles than other
Dinner Party guests, however, the interactivity of
the text brings new meaning to the story. Coverly’s
chunks of writing each tdlsastory initsownright,
and the storytelling has gems for sentences such as
these: “Bob Kimbell ishaving asecond cup of
coffee at the house down the street. The houseis
just like his own, except that the layout isreversed.
The woman heishaving an affair withisalot like
hiswife, too, but she dressesin sexy, tight pants.

Sometimes when he climbs out of bed, he can't
remember which house heisin.”

Together, Coverly’ s chunks of information
creete a pastiche of suburban life. Read in print
format, the reader would fedl like“Endless Sub-
urbs’ isreportage. Read in hypertext format, this
reader fedls like agossping neighbor—each click
isaknock on aneighbor’ s door to collect more
information. Gossipisnot linear. To makethe
reader fed like a suburban dweller, no better than
Bob or hiswife Peggy, the text must be interactive.

That Cauldron & Net can field such strong
writersis atestament to the arriva of hypertext
even among writers who do not need the medium
per se. That Riding the Meridian can field adinner
party of women using the Web to reposition
language is a harbinger of the approaching on-line
revolution, akin to thefirst dinner party portended
off-lineffair. Itisbravefor atiststo let readers
interact with their works. It isbrave for readersto
give up reeding timein bed to St in front of a
computer.

Adrienne Eisen writes hypertexts which have won
many awards, including New Media Magazine's
Invision Award and Eastgate’ s HyStruct Award. Her
hypertexts are located at http://www.apc.net/
adrienne.



