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Introduction

Historically, literature was the first of the attsenter the phase of mechanical
reproduction. Since the mature phase of print teldgy the uniqueness of a book has
not been an issue (with the exception of certallectrs items). Rather, importance has
been laid on the uniqueness of the expressiora(ititeor says something that nobody else
has said before, or, says something in a way thiabay else has done before) and the
uniqueness of experience (my reading of a bookniayes different compared to any

other readings).

With digital literature we are facing a wholly nesituation. Cybertextual literature
possesses devices for creating a different textbale for each reader and reading
session. Even though the piece of computer coderlyiag the work remains the same,
the surface level may be different on each andyewar. In this situation the reader may

truly face a unique text, something that nobodg etay ever see.

! For the definition of cybertextuality see Aars&@97.



The dynamics and variability of digital texts aitto the temporal potentiality in
programmable media. The notion of uniquenesssituin, is a consequence of the

programmed dynamics.

Textual Time

One way to classify temporal possibilities in pamgmed texts is the following:

Limiting reading time. Text appears on screen only for a limited peabtime. The

period may be long enough for a thorough, focuseding, but it may also be used to
challenge the reader, force her to read on thediofiapprehension.

Delaying reading time. Whereas it is practically impossible to implemerdans to hinder
the reader of a print book to browse through thgepawvith any speed, or to jump over
dozens of pages on one turn, it is extremely simptigital cybertext to force the reader
to wait for a fixed time before it is possible tmpeed from one text passage to another.
Limiting the reading opportunities. The text may only be accessible at certain tiroes,
only for a limited period of time. An extreme cdssre would be what Gonzalo Frasca
(2001) has termed ‘one-session game of narratamch, as the self-explanatory phrase
tells, can be accessed and read only once, afiettth text either erases or changes itself.
Another hypothetical example would be (borrowedrfrigskelinen 1997) a text which
can only be accessed during office hours, or avxth is different if either on day-time
or night-time.

Temporally evolving texts. This category includes text which evolve contsiypthourgh
additions posted by the author or the readersotir. @he addition or modifications may
also be programmed according to certain variablésiade of the text (stock marker rates,
environmental factors etc.), so that no authontibision is needed after the initiation of
the text (even though it may be quite hard to guamthat feeds from external web

sources would stay in existence for longer periods)



The ideas above mainly refer to the reading tinué the time within the textual work,
fictional time, may be even more interesting indtletical terms. Temporality in
traditional print texts is a highly problematic iwot. It is possible to use direct temporal
points of reference, which situate the events desdrin specific historical period, but
often these are not available. The truly problemiaBues, however, are duration and
speed. The relation between the time used for tiagraertain events, and the time those
events lasted cannot be precisely determined. G&anette has proposed a solution
through the concept @ieudo time: the amount of text used to describe an event as
measured in lines of text determines the spee@wétion (Genette 1980). Thus, if the
events of a life time are recounted in a few pageshave the feeling that narration is
speeded up, that the discourse time is fasterttie@story time. Or in another direction, if
a simple event like choosing a proper tobacco fipa a rack is recounted in twenty
pages, we have the feeling that the discourseism®wer than the story time.
Somewhere in between, there is the balance whsceulise time and story time are seen
as approximately the same. It should be noticedpbeudo time is really not a temporal
measure at all, but a spatial one: pseudo timeusted in number of words, sentences

and pages used to describe certain event(s).

With temporally dynamic cybertexts, however, wedakso to take into account the
measurable true time, as we can, for example, el¢fi@ duration for each node (for
example, in Stuart Moulthropidegirascope each node gives way to the next one in 30
seconds). Thus, we have at least the following femporal levels for cybertexts with

narrative content

1. user time (the time the user spends reading the cybertext)
2. discourse time (the time of the narrative discourse)
-pseudo time
-true time
3. story time (the time of the narrated events)

4. systemtime (the time of the cybertext system states)

2 For more thorough discussion on this issue, skelien & Koskimaa 2001.



One more aspect of temporality deals with simuitsgn&here are two issues involved:
events which occur as a temporal sequence areeskept, in the form of the whole text,
simultaneously and they are all equally accessthbtbe reader, but on the other hand,
simultaneous events are rendered sequential iatr@rr(simultaneity being established
with such notions as “At the same time...”) It seemme that one of the most promising
areas of research within digital literature is téerganization of these temporal issues
through the dynamics of system time (the successidime processor cycles pacing the
execution of the code), reading time, and textiietie) time. When we enter the code
level of cybertext, we face issues such as gersimaltaneity enabled by parallel
processing, and apparent simultaneity based ofathé¢hat system time is divided into
so small units that a human perceiver is expengnas simultaneous applications which
are actually handled sequentially. Also cyclicad #inear time play both a role here, as
code is typically using loop structures but theteysclock is ticking linear timing as
lapses from the moment when the processor wagdtdrtmay be technically possible to
consider the various temporal levels separatelyphuhe experiental level merge
together in a novel way. Trying to grasp the terapyr of cybertext bears crucial

implications for the wider notions of temporalitytlwn digital culture.

Unigueness, Repetition, and Entropy

As examples of cybertextual works which might préwatful as subjects for this sort of
temporal analysis we could mention John CaylesSpeaking Clock (which is an overt

reflection on time keeping) or Wardrip-Fruin & &iiThe Impermanence Agent.

With Speaking Clock it is worth paying attention to the dialecticscgtlical and linear
time, which may also be phrased as the questiongaet emergence and repetition. This
piece translates current time to short poems, basdlde materials forming the round
clock shape (see Figure 1). The circular movemetiteoclock dials is replaced with the

never-ending procession of the poem(s). As therteterial is limited, words will be



repeated, and even lines or pairs of lines in &égient cycle. The piece constantly
reminds the reader that she is witnessing unigpergences, with each new line of poem
a moment has passed from present to history. Tdrerearious versions dhe Soeaking
Clock, some of them turning the situation upside-dowa,dlock is stuck to certain
specific time (commemorating certain historicaleeg and all new poems unavoidably
refer to that moment. On the semantic level therpretability of the poems varies from
lines with apparent meaning to other much obscegeances. Whereas in the physical
reality time is linear, as indicated by the constaarease of entropy, and in most
traditional texts the textual pseudo-time leadsgposite direction, decrease of noise,
The Speaking Clock ambiguously oscillates between these poles ofraliime and
eschatological time. In its original forfthe Speaking Clock is, after all, generates what
we call pseudo-unique texts, as the predetermmddiaterials and algorithm used at
some point renders the process repetitive (if amg lenough). Cayley has, however,
visioned version of this piece with online feedaafrld news as the source material, and

this version would offer genuinely unique textdasy as the online feed functions.
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Figure 1.The Speaking Clock by John Cayley



Described very shortlylhe Agent is a combination of a narrative text with illustoas

and an agent-programme monitoring the WWW traffithe machine where the piece is
run. The narrative is a biography, the memoirs airifvip-Fruin’s grandmother written
down by himself and illustrated with pictures takeom the family album. This memaoir
is shown in a small window supposed to be operoprot a web browser and possibly
other running applications. The text is proceedintgpmatically in a quiet pace, new
‘pages’ appearing after a set interval. While tr@gpamme is running and the text
proceeding, the agent-programme is continuouslyrsng the WWW traffic of the
computer. According to a certain procedure, thgr@mme selects some of the web
pages the reader/user has recently visited, cuts pthose pages (fragments of either
text or images) and pastes these fragments oneh@intext. Thus, the long&he

Agent has run, more and more of the original memoieaced by materials borrowed
from the web pages visited by the reader. At sometpthen, all of the original materials

appear erased, a collage of borrowed web matdréalsg taken their place.
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On the grass, facing Ken
Burns' JAZZ, shins
tucked under - dropping
her weight over her fist,

Figure 2. Two screenshots frofhe Impermanence Agent by Noah Wardrip-Fruin & al.

We may observe here some quite obvious intentleinst, there is the issue of memories,
how they are gradually fading away, more recentr@sgions taking their place. Also,
there are the traditional photographs which redea tertain reality, serving to witness
the once-existence of certain persons and eventsasted with the pixelated digital
images, often totally without a referent in the giogl world.The Impermanence Agent,
then, may not be the current worldRemembrance of Things Past, but rather the opposite,
a demonstration of how the world gone by is quididyng replaced by new cultural

formations.

One of the notable issues here is, how the pietesthe reader/user aware of the
unique moments of everyday life. In relation tohatiecture, Benjamin makes a

distinction between tactile and optical means oénang buildings. He then goes on to



mention how “[0]n the tactile side there is no ctaupart to what contemplation is on the
optical side. Tactile reception comes about nansch by way of attention dxy way of
habit” (Benjamin 2008, 40). Much of our daily Web brongiactivity is more tactile

than optical, we go through certain chores of pogand clicking our way from page to
page, not necessarily paying too much attentiaghdéo contentsThe Agent, by
juxtaposing elements form these semi-unconsciotsiied pages to the new context of
the piece cuts them off from the habitual receptamd render them as objects for
contemplation. Through WWW the whole world seemidat our hands, biihe Agent,
even if just incidentally, bringdistance to these everyday elements. The combination of
the very concrete fading away of memories, withaleet attention to the present
moment make$he Agent in such a powerful way to remind its readers efrtbwn

temporal existence.

Conclusion

“The function of film is to train human beings imetapperceptions and reactions needed
to deal with a vast apparatus whose role in tiaslis expanding almost daily.”
(Benjamin 2008, 26.) If we replace the word ‘filmith digital literature (or digital media)
and leave out the ‘almost’ we will get the clainattthe function of digital literature is to
train human beings in the apperceptions and reectieeded to deal with a vast
apparatus whose role in their lives is expandirity dawould like to give this a positive,
empowering meaning, where ‘dealing’ is not mereding, but rather controlling or, at
least, understanding the apparatus of the ubigsidogital technology. With the shift
from mechanical to digital reproduction we haveeesd the field of programmable
media, where ‘reproduction’ is not really a viabdem. Instead we are dealing with
generation, versioning, modifying and other sudhesperal notions. All this is deeply
temporal in nature, and as our media is gettintebet capturing the time dimension of

phenomena, it offers us a way to observe our ommpteal existence at a distance.



References

Aarseth, E. (1997¢ybertext. Perspectives on Ergodic Literature. Baltimore: The Johns

Hopkins University Press.

Benjamin, W. (2008The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,
and Other Writings on Media. Edited by Jennings, M. W. & Doherty, B. & Levin,
T. Y. Translated by Jephcott, E. & Livingstone &Eiland, H. & al. Cambridge,
MA & London, England: The Belknap Press of Harvdversity Press.

Cayley, J. (1995The Speaking Clock. Electronic text. London: Wellsweep.

Eskelinen, M. (1997Digitaalinen avaruus. WSOY, Helsinki.

Eskelinen, M. & Koskimaa, R. (2001) "Discourse Time&owards Temporally Dynamic
Texts”, Dichtung Digital (7). Http://www.dichtung-digital.de/

Frasca, G. (2001) “Ephemeral Games. Is It Barliaridesign Videogames after
Auschwitz?”, in Eskelinen, M. & Koskimaa, R. (ed®)bertext Yearbook 2000.
University of Jyvaskyla, 172-182. Also availableldtp://cybertext.hum.jyu.fi

Genette, G. (198MWarrative Discourse. An Essay in Method. Ithaca, NY: Cornell

University Press.

Moulthrop, S. (1995/199 Hlegirascope. Electronic text.

Http://www.smoulthrop.com/lit/hgs/

Wardrip-Fruin, N. & Chapman, A. & Moss, B. & Whitefst, D. (1999)The
Impermanence Agent. Electronic Text. Description available at:

http://www.impermanenceagent.com




