
furthermore, to capture the sense of theatricality and perfor-
mance involved in participating in new kinds of fiction, I drew 
heavily on drama teaching strategies. these strategies (such as 
drawing a ‘photograph’, writing in role, role-playing, soundtrack-
ing, flashbacks) provided children with an engaging and mea-
ningful narrative authoring structure, one which gave them time 
to develop a strong context for the quest, time to develop rich and 
complex characters, time to create episodes of narrative action, 
poetic action, and reflective action (as described by Neelands & 
goode 2000). this enabled the authoring process to be on the 
one hand controlled, purposeful and effective, yet on the other 
hand also highly engaging and somewhat chaotic. this created 
a pleasurable tension with the children as what felt like playing, 
performing and having a lot of fun with the iFiction application 
was clearly at the same time teaching them about english, about 
literature, and about literary and grammatical techniques to use 
to entertain, engage and emotionally affect their readers. 

6 Conclusion

Inanimate Alice and iFiction both offer many opportunities for 
teachers to introduce the reading and authoring of digital fiction 
into their classrooms. in australia, digital texts and multimodal 
authoring have been named as significant new inclusions in the 
national english curriculum. as curricula change to embrace the 
opportunities afforded by new media, teachers are searching for 
meaningful and relevant ways to incorporate and blend the new 
within existing classroom contexts. Both Inanimate Alice and 
iFiction reflect either born digital texts or remediated digital texts 
which draw from a long literary tradition, and both seem emi-
nently suitable as ways to bridge the gap between what teachers 
are familiar with already, and the new, more radical kinds of texts 
that new digital media artists are creating. What i have been 
working on with both of these new forms of storytel-ling in the 
classroom is developing sound pedagogical resources for teach-
ers to assist them as they embrace the new curriculum.
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re-reading the digital:  an inQuiry through 
Practice.

Penny florence

friendship is [the] possibility of reading the other’s  
messages. (Baldwin 2012).

Introduction

digital reading is not the same as reading a book, for several 
reasons. the main focus of this short piece brings together two 
of them: varying and implicit but usually hidden technological 
relationship/s; and a new and more complex construction of the 
reading subject/ivity. More of these in a moment – and they are 
mutually imbricated – but first some definitions and explanations 
to situate the work.

By ‘ereading’ i mean interpretive textual activity that requires 
the digital. that is, simply reading a book or a conventional poem 
on a screen does not constitute ereading. examples of eread-
ing are surfing, reading anything streamed or, as here, reading 
text that is being created as you read by an electronic reader. 
none is possible without digital media.

the practices through which these thoughts arose are complex, 
but they all stem from an initial historical question: how new is 
e-poetry? that question can be re-phrased to be, what is the rela-
tion of e-poetry to the avant-garde of the 20th century, including, 
visual poetry, caligrammes, concrete poetry, Modernist painting 
that incorporates words (including, for example, cubism and 
later art, such as the work of rauschenberg or even pop artis- 
ts such as lichtenstein) and the comic book. underlying these 
questions, for me, is less an issue of history as chronology or 
facticity, but history as shifts in subjectivity and sociality.

the practices just referred to include making e-poetry, transposi-
tion between word and image and translation between langua-
ges – and re-thinking the impact of all of these on critique. the 
existence of all these options seem to require a kind of rea- 
ding that crosses and re-crosses reading, critique, transposition/ 
translation, and writing. But a key point is that it is reading. it is 
not just looking or watching. 

i stress this because of the prominence of the following view:  

one feature of these [e-poetry] creations is that the texts 
that constitute it are initially perceived as images, animated 
metaphors or visual texts. the texts and documents become 
images, they no longer read, they are to be seen: their lin-
guistic dimension has been subsumed under their iconic 
function.1  (gervais 2011). 

the relation between word and image is clearly in play, but once 
the iconic takes over, it ceases to be poetry in any meaningful 
sense. it can be poetic, but not poetry.

Examples: e-Readers

The first image below is a screen shot of an e-Reader in action 
– or, rather, of two in action at the same time. the blue and the 
yellow words are each produced by a different e-reader. 

Walker, J. (2003) Fiction and Interaction: how clicking a mouse can make you 
part of a fictional world. unpublished doctoral thesis, university of Bergen, 
norway. 

Wardrip-fruin, n. & harrigan, P. (2004) First Person: new Media as Story,  
Performance and Game. cambridge: Mit Press.

Wardrip-fruin, n. & harrigan, P. (2009) third Person: Authoring and Exploring 
Vast narratives. cambridge: Mit Press.

Wardrip-fruin n, & harrigan, P. (2010) Second Person: Role-Playing and Story 
in Games and Playable Media. cambridge: Mit Press.

Wither, J. allen, r. samanta, V. hemanus, J. tsai, y.t. azuma, r. carter, W. 
hinman, r. & Korah. t. (2010) ‘the Westwood experience: connecting story 
to locations Via Mixed reality’ in ISMAR 2012: Proceedings of the International 
Symposium on Mixed and Augmented Reality, Arts, Media and Humanities,  
pp.  39-46. 
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When you, as the human reader, open the app you see the base 
poems as they might appear on paper. you click on a number 
(here, from 1-4), and an e-reader begins. it can be paused by 
clicking on 5-8. Varying actions can be started or paused by 
clicking on any of these numerical keys at any time.

you see the base text fade in and out in patches, and words in 
blue and yellow appear and disappear while the base text does 
not move. It is, however, modified by the movements across and 
through it. 

in this example, the base text on the right is a fairly free, verse 
translation in english of the text on the left in french.2  the words 
in blue and yellow have been programmed into the e-reader, 
either with different translations or according to varying critical 
principles (‘critical’ in the sense of ‘pertaining to literary criticism 
or theory’). some of these critical principles may involve trans-
posing words from different poems, thus commenting on extrin-
sic movements within and between the base poems.

the following two images are screen shots of close-up details of 
the same e-readers in action as the one above, showing differ-
ent moments.

the screen shot above captures the words ‘the sudden sun’ as 
they emerge from a single spot in the base text. the overlap this 
creates while in process disappears as the words move apart. 
the base text fades or darkens simultaneously. as you read, you 

have to select how much of this movement you want to follow, 
how deliberately, and for how long. the act of reading is brought 
to the fore. 

even when a passive approach is taken, it has to be chosen; you 
have to make a choice between several ways of reading, one of 
which might be to un-focus your attention and allow meanings 
to emerge. in so doing, you alter the role of syntax. the ques-
tion arises whether this is a new form of syntax. Where, as here, 
more than one language is involved, you also have to decide 
what kind of attention to give to translation. 

in the screen shot below, the blue text is generated by a second 
e-reader, started by me as the human reader, and running at 
the same time as the yellow one above. 

the fact that reading has always been technologised is brought 
to the fore by stopping and starting these readers, while at the 
same time you are made more aware that reading has always 
been more social than it appears because there was always 
the question of authorship – was there an individual author of a 
given text, and if not, how did it come about? 

to these questions are added others, such as how does it work? 
Who programmed it? What is the logic – or what are the logics? 
how far are they technical logics deriving from programming lan-
guages and operations? is there a random element, and, if so, 
how does it operate, and to what effect? even by arising, this 
questioning alters your relation to the text. 

visual over the verbal in poetic invention is to vitiate the potential 
of poetry to effect change. this is the level at which poetry is 
political because it is where poetry affects the subject and its 
constitution in language. 

this brings us again to what i stated previously – that inextrin-
sic reading implies an intervention in the construction of the 
subject, or the relation of the symbolic and the imaginary. let 
me very briefly indicate why. Poetry is event in the Mallarméen 
sense, which is close to, though not the same as, Badiou’smore 
recent, and to some extent possibly derivative, definition. What 
they have in common is the idea of the emergence of a truth 
that would otherwise not be discernible. For Mallarmé, this is an 
operation of poetic language alone. But Mallarmé, in my view, 
is no Platonist, while Badiou is. this isn’t the place to argue it 
fully, but Mallarmé is the more radical in his understanding and 
deployment of the subject in language. the subject is always 
in process, and the truth is more dynamic because it’s about 
relations. Mallarmé is also an atheist; Badiou’s philosophy runs 
far too close to theology for this sometimes terrifyingly unsta-
ble, but highly inventive, universe. Badiou’sphilosophy has the 
great merit of being explicitly political. But it misses much that 
is in Mallarméen Subject (as does Rancière, but that is another 
story). the point, again, is how it constructs the imaginary.4  

the reason this matters here is precisely at the level of this 
dynamic subject. the processes of inextrinsic reading and 
transposition both bring the subject into an uneasy place where 
innovation and change become possible. think of the Kristevan 
eruption of the avant-garde into meaning, but transpose it into 
something more like the deleuzian subject-in-process, and you 
come close. a big difference, however, is what i might call the 
structured dynamism of this process, and it is sexed-gendered, 
if you must. 

(an aside – Many prominent male thinkers today are hampered 
by their lack of knowledge of recent philosophical writing by 
women. the reasons are many and varied, but the effect is simi-
lar and deeply unhelpful.)5  

e-poetry deploys motion. that is one good reason why it is espe-
cially appropriate for the articulation and critique of a dynamic 
sense of language-in-process, or perhaps becoming-poetic, or 
again, becoming-truth. it is also why it is especially interesting 
in relation to translation. it is motion, a change in the temporality 
of language and an intervention into syntax, which in play with 
each other constitute the innovatory potential of e-poetry. 

if the subject is altered in this way, then so is collectivity. that is 
why these seeming-specialised matters have something to con-
tribute to questions of the social. the same goes for what has 
hitherto been understood as ‘the aesthetic’.  

Both sociality and aesthetics have fairly recently – within the 
past 5 or 10 years, at most – come back into debates about 
media and art, but they have returned falteringly. they are mired 
in the thinking of the old left, and vulnerable to the accusation 
that they simply reflect an uncritical nostalgia for some of the old 
‘certainties’. 

Modernism was an idea built on revolutions. in remediating the 
social, we are not talking about revolutions, strictly speaking, 
though the effects may actually be more ‘revolutionary’. this 
is an evolutionary model rather than revolutionary ... in other 
words, there are always continuities. But evolution is charac-
terised as much by shifts and extinctions as it is by long and 
gradual change.

these effects can be quite subtle, and they may not always be 
equally conscious, nor indeed might they always be as promi-
nent as they are at this historical moment. i would speculate that 
such effects might become only about as noticeable as the differ-
ence between poetry and prose. they won’t disappear, nor will 
their reconstruction of you as the reading subject. however, they 
will inflect how the act of reading a book is understood, because 
its cessation as the only way of reading, which is already in pro-
cess, will have moved further forward.

Digital Reading and the “inextrinsic”

digital, or ereading, both brings sociality to the fore, and recon-
figures how reading in general has been understood. It inaugu-
rates an ‘active associative animated dynamic reading-in-order-
to-interpret’, which we have agreed to call ‘inextrinsic’.3  this work 
concerns inextrinsic reading by means of electronic readers. it 
is ‘inextrinsic’ because it embodies a contradiction, or tension 
(‘in-ex’); because it is about going deeper into poetic language 
than was possible before e-poetry (intrinsic); but also because 
it then moves to foreground associative, or metonymic, traces 
(extrinsic). 

there is a simple example of a linguistic element related to the 
inextrinsic, which is feature of much e-poetry. Punning (or, tech-
nically, paronomasia). i would say that this is comparable to an 
inextrinsic figure because it works by taking the reader into a 
figure of language, the direction of which then goes outward – it 
moves in, then out. it is also useful as an example because it has 
a visual element that transposes to sound. lastly, it’s right on the 
edge of consciousness, which is perhaps the most important. 
innovative language is necessarily oblique in terms of what is 
currently known. the joke work, like the dream work, is what 
enables perception of the unconscious or preconscious, or that 
in which reason or the symbolic is embedded. electronic, inex-
trinsic readers work on this threshold.

something very similar can occur in the practice of programming 
through ‘type punning’, though i have not gone into this as yet. 
as far as i understand it, type punning is where programming 
concepts are deliberately misused. since this involves re-inter-
preting what a given type represents in terms of another type 
or types, sometimes including, for example, text-images (which 
make no sense in programming terms), it is directly analogous 
to punning in natural language. it is similarly subversive of stable 
meaning, and it similarly courts the absurd.

it is also the point at which we can begin to glimpse the ways in 
which the reading subject is shifted from the individual towards 
the social. inextrinsic reading implies an intervention in the 
imaginary. this is because the same dual movement that hap-
pens in language happens in the reading subject: s/he becomes 
aware of themselves reading, while simultaneously having to be 
responsive to a technologised reading that is both impersonal 
and yet carrying an implicit human subject or subjects. the 
e-reader is therefore a hybrid subjectivity that constitutes the 
human reader in new ways. these ways cannot be accounted 
for in classical psychoanalytic terms.

New Subject, Old Left

subject-formation, since freud, has been understood as a com-
plex of structures involving mirroring, visuality and language. 
Without getting into too many of the details, to privilege the 
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these continuities are suppressed in the general narrative 
of modernism and efficiency, by which I mean in this context, 
adherence to a certain tight and undifferentiated analytic. in 
aesthetics, it manifests in the dominance of individualism and 
abstraction, of difficulty and of a contemporaneity that only an 
élite can interpret.

In brief and provisional conclusion

it keeps coming back to the construction of the subject as an 
individual, and often as the one-Who-Knows. ideas of ebb and 
flow, of process and networks (rather than separateness), have 
been around for some time. But they have not fully replaced 
the outmoded individual subject. this is partly because radical 
thought has been in the past so heavily invested in oppositional 
discourse that it finds it very hard to give up what it understands 
as revolutionary fervour. 

this is inimical to connected sociality. the maturation of born 
digital thinkers should go a long way to ushering in the new evo-
lutionary shifts that have been under way, i would argue, since 
about the mid 1800s. But it is only since the mid 1900s, and the 
spread of the digital, that it has had the media its logic neces-
sitated – and made inevitable.

notes

1. gervais is right that they are often perceived in this way, but clearly i dis-
sent from the view that the linguistic is subsumed to the iconic. 

2. the poem is Le pitre châtié by Stéphane Mallarmé, published in 1884, 
written in the 1860s. as the author of Un coup de dés jamais n’abolira 
le hazard, widely cited as the seminal text of avant-garde poetics, Mal-
larmé’s work is especially relevant to e-poetry. See also Florence 2000.     

3. ‘We’ here refers to my primary collaborator, John cayley, and myself. the 
e-readers we are working with were devised and built by John cayley, 
based on his collaborative Readers Project (thereadersproject.org) with 
daniel c. howe. they can be programmed to perform different opera-
tions according to poetic or critical principles, which is where my primary 
interests lie.    

4. I mention Badiou and Rancière because of their prominence in recent 
discussions related to this paper, and also to my work on sexed univer-
sals. (florence 2004)    

5. elizabeth grosz (eg 2008), Kelly oliver (eg 2004), and many digital theo-
rists, whose work should be more widely referenced, just for a start. i am 
not saying the work is not known. i am saying it has wider resonance.
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re:Mix

ParaliPoMena: (draft of notes striPPed Bare, 
eVen . . .) [iPhone Version 2.0] 

Mark amerika 

What does it mean to program desire in a robotic world that 
strains to create?

These interstitial rubbings, these moments of textual frottage, 
why is it all stimulating me?

Writing is the flesh I just can’t keep my hands off of.

It’s driving me wild, again, always, and I really can’t  
stop myself.

I just want to touch it – to lick its outer edge and slowly, if it will 
let me, go in deep.

To take hold of the machine and make it come.

To turn it on (explicitly).

A profusion of uncensored scratch marks that tell the tale.

A pungent rain of text discharged from the invisible cloud.

An Unexpurgated and Voluminous Zip File Ready for 
Immediate Download.

But I’m not even here, so how can I dis-re-member this 
prodding packet of transmitting desires?

Was I here?

I haven’t even left and I already forgot how I was when  
I appeared.

It’s like that.

It’s like remediating the social – remediating the social medium 
– in asynchronous realtime.

The asynchronous social medium persevering through 
atemporal times.

The asynchronous social medium that becomes  
transmission itself.

That becomes the appearance of an apparition.

Duchamp – in his Green Box – writes:

A Guest + A Host = A Ghost

These remediated social bodies are starting to rub off on me, 
and something, it’s hard to say exactly what, is leaving its  
feint imprint.

Is making an appearance.

An allegorical appearance.

An apparition of an appearance.

This is where you, Desire, come in.

An email, a website, a text message, a tweet.

Desire is the desire for an Other.

I myself do not exist (cannot exist, and this the thing I like most 
about me).

Desire: the asynchronous social medium that becomes 
transmission itself.

Desire asks: ‘What does it feel like to submit?’

‘To submit to the machine that triggers yet more desire?’

Why the desire to submit?

So that one can then make an appearance.

One submits, and waits, and then, by fluke of imagination,  
if intuition is optimally programmed into the environment, 
another ghost transmission arrives in response to the 
submission.

It’s an acknowledgment of receipt followed a short time later  
by a message of acceptance.

Your submission has been accepted.

You, Desire, Have Been Accepted.

I, meanwhile, am always (an)other.

Welcome to the Remediated Social Machine.
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