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Hypertext

Reading 5
between the
links

By Julia Keller
TRIAUNE STAFF WEITER

o why should Jane and Her-
Sm;_n and Chiick havee all the
fun?

The question raised by hyper-
text is just that: Why must read-
ers Intrigued by the fMictional
worlds created by writers such as
Jane Austen, Herman Melville
and Charles Dickens be forced to
stay on the marked trail? Why
can't readers sxplore the mede-
up terrains on their own, with-
out the author playing tour
wuide?

Why do the writers always get
the last word?

“A hypertext,” said Chicago
author Scott Rettberg, “is a much
less author-guided, and much
more reader-decided journey,
than a convenilonal narrative
ol e ™

As it happened, Rettborg. 28,
offered that definition in a por
tion of “The Unknown,” & hyper
text novel (awwson oe edo/

piar/ unknown) upon which he
iz collaborating with three
IFIEN0s

Hypertext — o ehctnonie liter-
abure, a term s practitioners pre
fer — is, depending on one's per-
spective, either the salvation of
the written word or an abom ina-
tion signaling the end of literacy,

Whether you know it or not,
yvouve probably seen a hyper-
text. If you've called up a site on
the Web, count :,-'-'_ru:-\.'-e:lf s A
hypertext user: The Web iiself, in
fact, isa hyperiext — thatis, a
mdimm that includes links (o
other sibes

Typically, the links ame indicat-
ed by & I or
different fon! for cortain words,
or sometimes by a squigely line
beneath the word. Clicking on
the designated word zips the
reader away from the main text
and into an awclliary text

According 1o Bettherg and his
cyber-sidekicks, Chicagoisa
hotbed of hypertext. Even ina
compuler-based medium that
renders physical location irrele-
v, Chicago s grmering inler
national attention for iis elec-
tronic |:|‘.1'|'.1r:. Crentions

Mot everyone, though, s ready
o boot up. Desplte 112 InCreasing
accepiance hy the academic
world, some scholars stlll are
irritated and confused by what
they see as merely a high-tech
fad, said Terry Harpold, who
teaches hypertext literature at
Crenrgia Tech

For many, it's still "hyper
whal”™ It's not |lkKe reading &
Bk 1t resquires & wilsile mew sed
ol toodls. " e said

At its debut abhout 15 yonrs ago,
hypertext made headlines
Because it invited readers to par
ticipate i the writing or bo select
variable endings. As hypertext
has evolved, however, that novel-
ty has largely given way toa mul-
tiplicity of hyperlinks from
which mmders can choos:

“There areexciting cChanges
golng on — a new set of rules for
writing,” said Hob WIilLig, a
Chicage author who believes
that hyperiext 1= the next great
leap forward for communbsntion

“This Fhams Yol KW abaoiil e
history of Hiteratare, (he legs
scary this bacomes.”™
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o ON,yeah? Well weljusk -

Arts & technology

By Julia Keller

Th siiliject of Eellors doctoral
dissertation was Virginia Woalf,
whiose novels might be consideresd a
kind of precursor to hypertext, filled as
thiey are with elegant rhetorbcal curicues
that branch off the ot
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The future of literature is happening in a scruffy second-floor
apartment in Chicago’s East Village, just west of downtown.
Thepe, in a room so tiny that it calls to mind a certain risque
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anecdote involving Dorothy mejt Benc !1__I| V.
Scott Renbm'g has spent the last ymrd iligently Iypﬁh 2 his
mmrlhut ion to “The Unknown,"” a hypertext novel that recently
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was co-winner of an intemnul prize for electronic literature.

Just what is hxpvrﬂ-xt" A hE'ttF'r question might be: What isn’t
hypertext? b :

People have always followed their own paths when reading. Take
this text, for instance; Nothing prevents you from skipping to the
last paragraph, then returning to this one. Or stopping altogether
and turning on your TL-.E Hypertext 51mphr makes explicit what
once was implicit about reatﬁ % g2

Hypertext is one of what Rettberg and others call “emerging
literatures.” The expanded capacity of personal computers, along y /

with the possibilities of the ]ms.-r:mt Now make hypertext feasibe

as never before. b, .
Michael Joyee, a respected hypertext author, has said,
" II} pe _tm._; is ﬂm revenge of the word on televi I‘-rll.]-II
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Hﬂtht-r'g ﬂ.nd tht t¢ friends began writlng “The Unk

Rostherg, 28 Li-d.nﬂm'llﬂrﬂhdnwmth-
University of Cincinnati. The Elk Grove
mathve returned to Chieags tofiniah his

wwnsoancedu’ |
’
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Television's response: ————

(v p“
William Gillespie, Dirk Stratton

and Frank Marguardt. Gillespie lives in
Champaign. [1L; Stratton in Cincinnati;
Marguardt in San Framcisoo.

see about that.”

hims bepen

thinking writing and teaching hypertext
glnce theearly 1960s. His 1992 article in the
Mew York Times Book Review (“The End of
Books™), a sortof hypertext manifesto,
galvanized electronic literature fans around
the world.

T ot by Chaes Do)
He's o 4% year-ald Califiornia nathe who

livvesd b Parts for several years, saking iip
ll that French intollectiia) stufl, and
returned to Chicago to wark in graphie
deslgn — and to spread the werd aboot

. hypertext, Hecreated an online literary
stnzdiao e, innk 2. com

wwn lce_gatech adu/
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Rettberg has established
the Electrondc Literature
Foundation at
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g academic subject, complete with fancy
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kind of lark ”hﬂ&ﬂll;l “But it became so much fun, we ga with
it.” The novel is a sart of virtual road trip, as the guysry to peddle
their literary wares to an unsuspecting public. Alo 3 way,
they ponder deep concepts such as literary fame an

“You can jump in anywhere,” Rettberg said. And jjimp out, too,
because each “pa m-“ is sprinkled with hyperlinks, hl;l:h when

visited, come across as muttered asides.
Hypertext, however, is not all fun and
video games. It is now a serious

conferences, tenured professorships

and respected journals.

- “If anything, I think it has too'much
Barrett, a Massachusetts [nstitute of
Technology professor who teaches and
writes hypertext. “Academics have
encrusted it with so much critical theory"

__For Rob Wittig, hypertext isn'ta
replacement for traditional novels but an
enhancement. “They both have their
pleasures,” he said.

“Progressive thinkers believe the characteristic
of our age is that everything is possible.”

When hypertext began about 15 years ago, it was available only on
floppy disks and then CD-ROMs; users would purchase a novel .Emﬂ
then follow — or not — the forking paths of divergent plotlinesby
clicking on various hyperlinks.

In the last five years, a great deal of hypertext has moved onto the
Weh. That has sparked important questions, according to Rettberg:
“What kind of publishing models will we have? How do you make
hypertext free for everybody but still have authors get paid for it?"

Terry Har pu]d a Georgia Tech professor who specializes in
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hypertext, t. defined it as “another forum for the investigation of
language.” .

Not evervone is ready to jump on the hypertext bandwagon.
Literary critic Sven Birkerts complains that words on a screen
can never be m?ﬁﬁa]m;n a page. “This glimpse ofthe _|
future — if it is the future — has me elinging all the more tightly to
my books,"” Birkerts said.

Rettberg, however, sees hypertext as much more than mere wired
wordplay It's a life preserver flung at literature.,

“If vou go into a classroom of college freshmen and ask them their
five favorite books, you'll get blank looks," he said. “Ask them their
five favorite Web sites, though, and they’ll rattle them off.

“What we're really concerned about is the survival of literature
inthe digital age. We're trying to create a whole new arcnaﬁ;r
literature.™
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shared o small oiTlee in New York. How
amall® "Il there were one square inch less
space,” Parker cracked, *it would legally
constitube adulierye™

Hypertext, according toa link in *The
Unknown,” is “a mapping of a text onto
a four-dimenaional ‘space.’ Normal
grammars, then, do not apphy and
become branching struciures anrw
Fragmenis, branches, links . . . The texi
colls in on il " I this malkes your
head huirt, relas: You are normal Bt it

gl casler with repeated wse,

Although, framkly
wee wottld prefer
that you didnt. It's
up o you, of course.
Ii's a matier of st
We'll newer know

Flor & briet, Lively history
of the Internet’s
S, Geveiopment, chaok out

= _aors e _edu AW sCal' nethivtory. et

= An archaic, totally irrelevant conospt when
appdiad to hypertext, but it's like macaron]
and cheese: You Know It You love it It's the
rhetorical equivalent of comiort food.

L

B
i":

(s e

i SR AR o

- L— This reminds us of the remark made by the

e Flannery O'Connor, shor-siory wriber,
Asked if academic writing programs stifie
writers, she retorted, “They don't stifle
enough of ‘em!™ O'Connor also Hied
peacocks, which is not really relevant to the
point, but you never know what you'll find
in & hyperlink.

His bocks include “The Gutenberg Elegies:
The Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age™
(1964) and “Readings™ (1998). Birkerts aften
i rast ms o welrds Loddite, bt his eriting ks
graceful and his passion for words
charming.
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