Editor’s Introduction: Writing.3D
Rita Raley

For asickening momernt hetriedto retain his old up-and-down oriertation, his body attempting to
right itself, seaching for the gravity that wasnOthere. Then he forcedhimself to change his view.
He washurtling toward awall. That wasdown. And at once he had control of himself.

POrson Scott Card, Ender’s Game

How do we read atext tha removes the stabilizing spaial coordinaes of the pageand nolonge
maintainsa top-centric and left-centric orientation? How dowe read texts tha do nat smply
simulate dimendon butin fact materialize and opeaate onthez-axis? Here, Ender’s Game 1S
suggestive: wha Endea Wiggin has to learn aboutthe null-gravity Battle Roomisthat it requires
afundamental reorientation of spatia perspective. Indeed, the playersOsuccessful navigation and
battle victories depend onthar capecity to adgpt to a space with adifferent spaial logic. So, too,
athree-dimensond text Pwheher it be presented in theimmersive reading environment of a
Cave, agame space, a QuickTime video, or a Javascript poem Brequires an adgptive flexibility
tha we might even call anew modeof reading, a Qlesp reading.O

My thinking aboutthetheme of thisissue DWriting.3D B did not begin with a congderation of

video indallationsor gaming spaces, as onewould perhgpsinitially expect, butwith a

congderation of a set of workstha gestured toward therealization of three dimengonswithin

the space of apodic text. In David Knoebd @ Java series, Click Poetry: Words in Space (2007),

for example, GDhOcreates theilluson of spheicality; thewordsin QVa kdonOspin onthe

subddiary axes of an invisible mobile; and Q\ Fine ViewOreproduces the cinematic illuson of
3D by miming theroll-out of the prologueto Star Wars. Ted
Warnd|® GCodepoeryObringsthe suggestion of depth and three
dimengondity to thefore with itsintricate embedding of a
symbolic z-axis within thework. Theframe of thevisud poan
appears as thesingle face of acube each letter of thewords
QodepodryOlaid outaonginvisible gridlines and marked with
acoordinae. Not only dotheletters themselves take the form of
a (,Obut graphing the coordinates themselves reveal s the form
of another &.G

In this specia issueof TIR Web we will see a collection of texts
in which three dimengondity is suggested and some in which it is actudly realized. We will
also see different formal strategies for establishing focal points and textud sequences, for
hdping the reader to orient herself to theinterface. In Knoebd @ (Heart Pole,Ofor example, the
word (oreatheOis the stabilizing (ooleOthat remains perpendicularly linked to the primary block
of text. Readers of Aya Karpinksa@® Onar puroOclick on the different phrases to pull them into
theforegroundand re-center thetext. Even with the presence of these stabilizing elements, the
guestion before usisthis. how dowe approach and critically assess reading interfaces tha
abandonthe spaial assumptionsof codex? Espen Aarseth, Katherine Hayles and other's have
articulated the need to develop critical practices and semiotics paticular to the technological
subgrate of thetext. It follows, then, tha we nowaso have a need for aesthetic and critical
frameworks for text-based virtud environments and to accountfor reading in different multi-



dimensond spaces. Thereisby nowarich critical tradition of reading spacesin a different
sense: reading structuresin terms of rhetoric and Girchisemiotics,Oseeing meaning and
significance in spaial design (Mike Davis, Fredric Jameson). However, wha is nowrequired is
adifferent kind of exploration of the spatial propeaties of texts. Theunit of podic andysis has
shrunk fromlineto word to letter and now we have need of another unit: thethree-dimensond
projecting plane

Earlier issues of TIR Web have featured Screen, a Cave project executed by Noah Wardrip-Fruin,
Robat Coove, and adesignbuild team at Brown University. To recap: thefirst reading space
within this work resembles that of print or, more precisely, that of thewall poger. Itis
Qraditiond, paper-style readingQand the static, conventiondly rendered paragraphsinvite slow
reading and quiet contemplation. Then thereisa pronouned ripping soundand individud
wordsbegin to ped off thewalls and swarm aboutat an increasingly rapid pace. Perhgps
drawing on the corresponding cinematic genre, thetrangtioninto 3D spaceisdesignad to
surprise. It disrupts thereading experience to which we have been habituaed, as do the sharp
soundsof the spoken wordsas they tear away fromthewalls. Thus thetext of Screen isfixed
initially inthemodeof alinear book;as the work progresses, thewordsbecome literal 3D
objects, sculptural and volumetric. Thisisthree dimendondity tha plays off of thetraditiond
two dimengondity of printed text, spaial fluidity tha plays off of thefixed point of view in
traditiond print-based space. We might think as well of projects such as the Magic Book, which
retainsthe page as the unit of textud presentation; readers wearing head-mounted displays see
three-dimensond animated scenes Qrop off the pageand come to life.O

Screen is also an ingance of wha Wardrip-Fruin terms Qolayable mediaQ the user can notonly
toudh wordswith thedata glove but also ba them back onto thewall, somewhat like a semantic
version of Pong Wardrip-Fruin and theteam speak of three components or levels of readingin
thepiece: reading conventiondly; reading of theindividud wordsas they pedl off thewall and
swarm aboutthe user; andreading of thereformulated text once the wordsare hit back onto the
wall. These words however, are notisolate or sealed off fromtherest of thetext oncethey
begin to swarm about In fact, thereisafourth type of reading: alongthez-axis. That is, the
user does not smply read thewordsas they circle aroundher but she also readsthroughand
behind them to thetext onthewalls. In other words it is deep reading in this other sense:
reading volumetrically, reading surface to depth and back agan. Playable text had earlier been
achieved by interactive video ingallation DTom White and David Small® Stream of
Consciousness (1998)and Camille Utterback and Romy Achituv@® Text Rain (199) Bbutin the
Cave environment, raining, or swarming, text becomes truly volumetric.

The medium and writing techniques inform thethematic content of Screen. Robet Coove(3
prologue transmitted by postiond sound,linksthe virtud space of the project to thevirtud
space of memory. Thetheme of memory DQeading as memoryOPhas partly to do with thefact
tha memory, like theletter, can bedestroyed; each dependsupontheother. So, as the prologue
explains Gnemories have away of coming apart on us, logng thdr certainty/ and when they
start to peel away, we dowha we can to push them, bit by bit, back in placeE. Increasingly they
rip apat, blur and tangle with oneanother and swarm mockingly aboutus threatening uswith
absence.O The swarm Bthe paradigmatic figure of conflict for netwar Dhas its own distindtive
choreography. Asoppo®d to thewave, the swarm comes fromall directionsand converges on



thetarget Bhere the primary reader Bfrom multiple directions Swarming suggests adispersion
of force rather than a conaentration. Moreover, swarming text tha is responsve to its
environment, that recongitutesitself and continues to pedl off of thewall into 3D space, hasa
Matural Gecology of its own. Screen, however, Qloes not create avirtud landscapeOand thus
departs from conventiond VR aesthetics, which positiontheuser aboveavirtud terrain. Screen
isembeddead in mimesisto theextent that itsinitial reading spaces resemble those of print pages,
butit does notinvite total immersion into asimulated naural environment. Its backdrop, rather,
istha of amachinic letter space and the structure of the cubeis onetha will bereplicated in
many 3D texts.

Oneof thefirst projects donein the Cave took theform of acube For Orextsin Space,OVesper
Stockwell, together with programmer Bryan Choung, developed wha has been described as Ga
cubeafloa in outer space with text mapped backwardsonit, such tha theuser was required to
enter the cubeto read thetext.O Another Cave project, William Gillespie® Word Museum,
containsa 3D hypecube Q etter to LinusOthat presents the cube® edges, and notits faces, as
thetextud surface (ahypeatext version of QLinusOwas featured in an earlier TIR Web). Aya
Karpinska and Daniel C. Howe@® interactive spatial poeiry ingallation, open.ended (2004)
features real-time 3D rendeaing and nested rotating cubes. Depending ontheingallationform, a
joygick or touchscreen controls the geometric surfaces, which then dynamically atersthepodic
text that appearsonthem. Thejoydick and touchscreen, then, facilitate thetrandtionfrom 2D to
3D, in effect becoming the means by which thereader portalsinto thetext. (Thereisan
interesting conjundion here with the projected design of the controller of Nintendo®Wii, part-
remote and part-wand, which promises to introdue depth perception) Karpingka and Howe®3
work is @pen endedGin the sense tha it is time-based, but also in the sense tha thereader hasto
fill in thesemantic ggps Thex-, y- and z-axes al fundion as dynamic podic lines tha invite
rather than obgruct heemeneutic decoding (the viewpoint can be subtly adjugted such tha the
surface of theinne cubebecomes legible). For an andogy, onehas to imaginethe Sator squae
becoming not simply a cubebut a set of continudly shifting, nested cubes. In thisissue Dan
Waber and Jason Pimble® cube five by five, emphasi zes spinning, twirling, and revolving; the
placement of afixed thematic word at the center of each of theiterationsbuildsonthar earlier 7,
You, We, which situates the viewer, the QOof the poem,Oinddethe center of atranducent cube
tha can be continudly shifted androtated. All of these projects suggest tha the cubehas
become a 3D surface subdituting for the 2D surface of thepage

In the preface to Click Poetry (2001) Knoebd self-reflexively comments uponthereading of
podry in three dimensonsand speculates abouta landscape condituted by letters: OVhat if we
could walk amongthewords of novds and poems?0 With overtones of the Narnia chronicles as
well as Jeffrey Shaw@® The Legible City (198991) and Matthew Kirschenbaum@® Lucid Mapping
project (1997:98), Knoebd @ query approaches theissue of 3D writing from, asit were, another
angle. Thequestionisnotsimply howwe read texts tha lack familiar spatia coordinates but
what the significance of such atext would be Or, as| putit to thisissue® contributors; in your
writing practice, what is the significance of theletter® becoming three dimensond? What
difference does it make for current paradigms of reading and our undestanding of text?

We can first read the spatial turn in the context of Ted Nelson@visionay propos for the
development of hypea-media® TheScreen designteam refers to ther work as an insance of



Qpatia hypetext writing,Oalluding to Nelson®@ vision of multi-dimensond media. In Nelson®
definition, hypatext istext that branches or performs on requestOand StretchText is oneform
of hypamediawriting tha he envisioned for athrottle-directed computer conle. (Theother of
course is discrete, chunk-style hypertext, which we assodate with internet-based architectures.)
StretchText was to do precisely that Dexpand or contract on the user@ demand Band while none
of the speculative implementationsare cubic, there isnoreason to suppo® tha it woud be
limited either to aflat surface or to opagquelayers.

We can turn to the Screen white pgoer to locate another claim for the significance of three-
dimendgond text: tha theresultingimmersive reading experienceisnotony new butaso
quditatively improved in relation to older new media. Thusthe project is said to Qereate new
reading experiences,Oin relation to the reader@ body, G new typeof relationto languaye, and a
new confrontation with text.O So, too, Cave writing workshopsare devoted to the produdion of
wha is called Ohext-generation literary experiences.O Tha these literary experiences should be
generationd and endeavor to introduce the new isindghtfully suggested by Sandy Baldwin(3
New Word Order, which appropriates the codefrom the QHalf LifeOgame to generate the
readable text tha fills virtud rooms® In thegaming environment of New Word Order, the
player-reader uses a crow ba and hand grenades to destroy and reconfigure wordsin virtud
space, wordstaken fromaBilly Collinspoemn, sample lines of which read, Qvalk ingdethe
poan@ roony andfeel thewalls for alight switchE. They begin besting it with ahos/ to find
outwha it really means O Literalizing the putative violence inherent in podic andysis, thisis
less areading experience than an anti-reading expeaience. Thustherea codetha appearsto
generate this reading space is not (Half-LifeObut Archibad MacL eish@ QArs PoeticaQ O\ poem
should not mean/ But be O Theart of virtud letters regards projection itself as complex,
bdonging both to the avant-gardetradition of destructivity as well asto theart of
reconfiguration. Both Screen and New Word Order invite the user notonly to toudh theword but
also to reconfigure the spatial dimenson of theletter itself. While Screen endswith fallen
words the best efforts of thereader notwithganding, New Word Order directly invites the
possibility of violent disfiguration.

We might now turn to afurther aspect of thethree-dimensond letter, which isinscriptionon
complex surfaces and its corollary, theletter becoming its own complex surface. Here we can
turn our attention to two projects by John Cayley featured in thisissue Lens and Torus. As
Cayley explainsin his respons to my questions Lens is an interactive QuickTime piece
composed while hewas designing Torus, alarger work-in-progress for the Cave at Brown. The
word Q_ensOis literally that Damovable, scalable, seemingly tranducent lensthroughand on
which onecan read thefour podic, epigrammatic stanzas of thework. One of the stanzaic texts
P Qheletter is athresholdOPprovides further guidelines for reading. Theletter crosses the
threshold from thetwo-dimendond space of printed text to thethree-dimensond space of the
virtud word. (Volumetric projectionin thiswork is achieved by the shifting of scale.) The
material signifier, theform and shape of theletter, isitself athreshold. Thelensisalso a
threshold in the sense of a portal; that is, the dynamic word-object QensOfundionsas a portal
into thetext Lens. It isthefundioningwithin Lens tha gives theword QensOmeaning. This,
then, isapoan with aporta intoitself: quintessentially technotextud in its self-reflexive
engagement with its own inscription technologies. To continue athreshold is also situaed
between writer and reader, where both are said to Qeave some inkling of the glory they have



seen within the other.O Thethreshold then bears materia traces of reader and Writa. ~Thewriter
reaches back beyondtheletter as asingle unit to the other, and the meaning of @therCfluctuates:
thewriter and reader are othe but so, too, istheletter.

Cayley@ critical and aesthetic exploration of theliteralizing of theletter continuesin his Cave
project Torus (2005 ), of which we here provide partial video doaumentation. Like his previous
work Translation, Torus incorporates fragments from English and French editionsof Prous®@
Swann’s Way. Theuse of Proug suggests both continuity and a connection with the earlier Cave
project, Screen; tha is, both are concerned with the relationsbetween reading and memory and
Onemory as avirtud experience.O There are five textud fragments at any onetime onthevanes
of thetorus proximity establishes some relation amongthem andthey are also dynamically
atered with thetranditeral letter subditutionsthat are Cayley@ artistic signaure. Aswith his
previouswork, there are moments in thetoruswhen thetext isin its haural languaye state,Oor,
to use therhetoric of his overboard, when thetext is @n the surface. O At these moments, too, the
recitation of thetext is quite clear; in other moments the soundsof therecitationsare densaly
layered and theindividud voices difficult to distinguish. Thereade can penetrate to theingde
of this three-dimensond text; she can Geem to beindde an indde Oat which point the text is
slent.

Cayley has alongterm critical interest in wha hecalls Quriting for complex surfacesQ and the
torus thedonu-shgped, closed surface tha isthe produd of two circles would be precisely tha.
Invoking nonEudidean geometry in avirtud environment situates theletter in and on athree-
dimensond space withoutedges or vertices. While thisissue outlines a set of projects
concerned with the dimensonsof reading and while each of these projects resonaes, or seemsto
resonae, with theother, there isnondghdess a heerogendty to these variousreading spaces.
Whereas Knoehd @ (Heart Pole,Ofor example, grants readers access to the backs of words, and
Gillespie® QVord MuseumOallows readers to look at its word objects and Qextud sculpturesO
from behind, Cayley points out that Qettersin the Torus have no thicknessQ tha is, thereader
Qannotsee their rear surfaces nor even view them obliqudy.O Here theletter isflat butit is
inscribed on a surface of complex folds We can aso contrast the flatness of thelettersin Torus
with the volume tha words appear to attain in Cave projects. If wordsinscribed onthe complex
surface of Torus are withou depth, wordsin the Cave, by contrast, become themsel ves complex
surfaces. Conaete podry broughtthe critical importance of thethree-dimendond languaye
object to thefore in its exploration of the postioning of wordson a surface. Putting conaete
podry into dialogic relation with Cave projects allows usin pat to trace atragjectory fromthe
assemblage of wordson a surface to wordsthemselves becoming complex surfaces. Withou
ingsting uponan absolute division between writing on the page and text indallations we can say
tha 3D alows writing to morphinto amaterial figure. Wordstake on an object-ness not granted
by postiondity onapage

To condude | would like to return to the experience of projectionin relationto what | earlier
called Qleep reading O In Torus, the reader moves virtudly throughthe plane of projection,
entering into the layered portals of thetext. Theexpeienceisnotonly oneof the appearance of
three-dimendond projection but of immersioninto thethree-dimendond letter. It isheetha
clamsfor aphenomenologically new modeof reading are best actudized, painting towardswha
may well be oneof thefuture trgjectories of reading itself.



Editor@ nate: | have been thinking for some years aboutthe curatorial possibilitiesin thefield
of electronic literature, and | am grateful to Thom Swiss for giving me the oppotunity to
imaginea small gdlery space online Many thanks to the writers and artistsinduded here, al of
whomeithe produed new work or were willingto revisit and re-present older projects. Thanks
especially to TIR Web editor Ben Basan for his coding work, patience, and dedication to this
issue

| am grateful to Lisa Swanstrom for this insight about graphing the coordinates of Warnel|®& poem.

2 (Hyper-media are branching or performing presentations which respond to user actions, systems of prearranged
words and pictures (for example) which may be explored freely or queried in stylized ways.ONelson, 0No More
TeachersODirty LooksO(1970).

3 (Half-LifeOis a SF first-person shooter (1998) set in Black Mesa Research Facility (fictional complex in New
Mexico with overtones of Area51 and Los Alamos Research Laboratory). In thisissue, Baldwin discusses the
implications of the referential aspect of the project in Orhe Nihilanth: Immersivity in aFirst-Person Gaming Mod.O



