
A software
condition for art

practices

Jessica Williams 



PLEASE NOTE: 

The links in this document have been archived. 

Administrator Notes: 

A readme file is frequently distributed with software releases, usually in a text format. This forms part of its explicatory

documentation. A user guide is a text intended to render reflexivity and insight to the users of a system, spanning a

range of corresponding media applications. This paper utilises the character and faculties of these technical formats in

producing a symptomatic, expository discourse around an applied software condition for art practices. As a piece of

writing, it specifically mediates the hyperbolic flourishes of propositional deconstruction within a rigid bureaucracy.

The tone and affect of this paper is thus representative of my motivating impulse, a dogged enthusiasm for stretching

software boundaries and linguistic containment to the limit,  hoping to glimpse the long arc of uncertainty behind

these systems of ours. 
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1 Version History
1.1 An Introduction 

As  computer-based  media  increasingly  absorb  and  proliferate  into  the  domain  of  art  practices,  the

accompanying discursive field is replete with unfledged neologisms; 'hardware aesthetics', 'digital age',  or

'post-Internet’ seem to have  entered  the vernacular assuredly.1 Consider the emergence of the personal

computer on the horizon of public consciousness, attributed to the 1980s and thereafter.2 In such a recent

turn,  the  dogmatic  inscription  of  lexical  terminology  must  warrant  critical  examination,  additional

corroborators and experimental applications. Each mark upon the canon is necessarily enacted within the

limited purview of the maker, perhaps an inescapable condition of any ideological study. 

...at every node of it, no one can have global vision of all its possibilities but only local vision of the

closest ones: every local description of the net is a hypothesis...3

Indeed, a comprehensive survey of the entire dialectical field lies beyond the scope of this paper, which

makes  no  claims  towards  total  substitution  nor  absorption. The  core  impulse  of  this  paper  is  toward

enlocation and testing,  after Eco, a hypothetical  node of  discourse and methodology among the wider

potential net. British writer, artist and academic Roy Ascott has served my initial venture as an exemplary

model  and  precedent,  typified  by  his  1975  article,  “Table.”  In  this  text,  we  encounter  a  number  of

compelling adjuncts to the familiar New Media account, narrated around the eponymous object. 4 Indeed,

his  writing  at  large  demonstrates  a  propensity  to  interdisciplinary  appropriation,  transformation  and

subsequent  redefinition. Ascott’s  artistic  oeuvre  is  thus  the  staging  of  these  epistemologies  and  their

material distillations, constituting a procedural axis from which I introduce my criteria for art in a software

condition. As a practitioner deeply interested in a broad spectra of propositional modulations, this text has

additional aspirations to outlining a schematic framework. It also hopes to mobilise the performative notion

of writing, broadening artistic speculation with another signalling interface. Author and academic Espen J.

Aarseth sustains this extended aim via his formative ontological theses in cybertext, interactive fiction and

ergodic  narratives.5 The  culminating  studio  project  for  my  work  thus  mechanises  and  manifests  four

schematic principles as a chronicle through the year’s authorial, artistic and discursive outputs. 

1 See, for example, Edward A. Shanken, "Survey," in Art and Electronic Media (London: Phaidon Press, 2009),14-52 
or Mark Tribe and Reena Jana, New Media Art (London: Taschen, 2006), 6.  
2 Shanken, "Survey," 15.
3 Umberto Eco, "Encyclopaedia as Labyrinth " in Networks, ed. Lars Bang Larsen (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT 
Press, 2014), 31. 
4 Roy Ascott, "Table," in Telematic Embrace: Visionary Theories of Art, Technology, and Consciousness (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2003), 168- 173.
5 Espen J. Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on ergodic literature. (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1997). As 
discussed later in this text, an ergodic encounter requires nontrivial effort in order to traverse the full breadth of a 
narrative body. 4



1.2                   Scope and Context 

In defining a gestational context, there appeared a synchronicity of creative thinking around the decades of 

the  1960s  and  1970s, mostly  concerned with  extrapolating  advancements  in  electric  circuitry and  the 

prototypical computer.6 Operating in this milieu, a number of artists within the Minimalist and Conceptual 

mode were producing works of institutional and linguistic reflexivity. Art could allegedly be leveraged to 

speak a more dynamic, fluid parlance around new environments, situations and the nature of the language 

itself.7 In this paradigm, the artist's semantic encylopaedia thronged with multitudinous operators, showing 

proclivities to poetic abstractions in geometry, serialisation, reproduction, and taxonomy. Such projects 

reflect our innate desire for narrated microcosms, bolstered with order and sensibility. After Barthes: “The 

artist can have no other task than to make categories, inventories,  and to watch out for small  unfilled 

corners in order to conjure up there, in close ranks, the creations and instruments of man.”8

...fill(random (0), random(0,87), random(0,255));

int r = int (random(0,100)); 

int b = int (random(100,999));

text("...about " + r + "," + b + "," + b + " results were found...", random(0,width),random(0,height));...9

It is not so much of a lateral stretch to elicit comparisons between conceptual structuring and the objectives

of software engineering. Versed in the caprices of code, one can devise a matrix of logic and determination,

the very mimesis of a disordered universe under a specific set of prescriptive markers. In the apotheosis of

computer  programming,  the  constituent  symbols  of  the  script  are  polysemic;  they  breach  semiotic

containment as virtual entities, able to conjure up mechanistic spectres of affective purpose on desktops or

in endless online propagations. Since 1961, it is for this phantasmic potentia that Ascott has elicited global

recognition. Against a backdrop of rapid media advancement and societal comprehension, Ascott produced

numerous texts that sweep from the vertiginous heights of science fiction to the stiffly pedagogical.10 

6 Noted media theorist Marshall McLuhan made a number of perceptive forecasts around this time, typified by his
meditation  on  “…the  global  village,  where  electric  circuitry  interfaces  information  and  communities  actively,
continuous, instantaneously.” The Medium Is the Massage (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 2008), 63.
7 Boris Groys, "The Mimesis of Thinking," in Open Systems : Rethinking Art C. 1970, ed. Donna M. De Salvo (London :
Tate Publishing, 2005), 52.
8 Roland Barthes, “The Nautilus and the Drunken Boat”, in Mythologies (London: Vintage Books, 2009), 73-74. 
9 Section of programming script in Processing language, adapted from the author’s work. Jess Williams,  Have You
Considered the Boundaries of Your Interpretative Search? 2015, multimedia installation.
10 Whilst some of his proposals have not yet found purchase in substantiality, Ascott has been well represented in
numerous exhibitions, collections and Biennale appearances. "Roy Ascott." Ars Electronica: Prix Ars Electronica 2014,"
accessed 10/06/15,   http://www.archive.aec.at/prix/#49032
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In imagining the possible implications of a computerised society, Ascott invokes visions of fully integrated 

psychic networks, nanotechnology servers, and post biological life  crystallized inside homeostatic silicon 

chips.11 “What is  the content? This  question,  which seems to be at  the heart  of  many critiques of  art 

involving computers... suggests deep-seated fears of the machine coming to dominate the human will and 

of a technological formalism erasing human content and values.”12 Generally, Ascott’s vignettes are coloured 

by an outlook of  optimistic  cultural  animation,  rather  than dystopic  perversion. As  executive  editor  of 

Leonardo Publications, Roger F. Malina makes a sympathetic recollection, describing widespread academic 

opposition to pioneering experimentation between computer science and the arts.13 That which had once 

appeared incorrigible or too obscure has found favour within the ministrations of the  Leonardo journal, 

signalling their legitimacy within established discourse. These include experimental and niche conflations 

around network  phenomenologies,  protocols  beyond decentralisation,  aesthetic  computing,  new media 

poetics, and ludology- the critical study of computer games.14  It is with a similarly recuperative and inclusive 

ethos  that  the trajectory  of  this  project  is  marked against  these precedents.  In  fulfilling  these 

aspirations,  however,  one  must  address  the  most  tenacious  of  barriers  in  the  field-  the  interminably 

amorphic qualities of the critical territory itself. It is increasingly evident that the contemporary electronic 

artist-researcher must negotiate a protean landscape, an ever expanding penumbra of computer industrial 

languages,  niche  genres,  and  purviews  ranging  from  the  alarmist  to  the  utopian.  Vanguard  online 

publishers,  such  as Rhizome.org,  e-flux  and  C-Theory offer  platforms  for  commentaries  that  seem  to 

proliferate as  fast  as  the  ubiquitous  search  engine  can  cache  them.  With  every  passing  moment  of 

circulation online, a sense of accelerating projection pervades beyond our ability to engage in cultural 

evaluations of the present; rather, we find ourselves considering pronouncements on a networked ideology 

that has already collapsed into varying degrees of 'post'-hood. Post-internet, post-digital, dead, absorbed, 

or perhaps (in a twist of intrigue) reincarnated in a closing of the loop, a rebooted modus of artistic regard 

that  closely  resembles  the  Conceptual  Art  movements  of  the  1960s  and  1970s.15 Within  the  scope  of 

developing an applied practice method, I make my address to those facets of semiological and computer art 

theory that may be enacted in the realms of my own subjective encounters with these systems. This is a 

strategy  that  asserts  an  essential  human  implication  within  the  present  epoch  of  networked 

communications. 

11 Edward A Shanken, "From Cybernetics to Telematics: The Art, Pedagogy, and Theory of Roy Ascott," in  Telematic
Embrace : Visionary Theories of Art, Technology, and Consciousness (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 3.
12 Roy Ascott, "Is There Love in the Telematic Embrace?," in Telematic Embrace : Visionary Theories of Art,  Technology,
and Consciousness (Berkeley : University of California Press, 2003), 76.
13  Roger F. Malina, “A Forty-Year Perspective on Aesthetic Computing in the Leonardo Journal,” in Aesthetic Computing,
ed. Paul A. Fishwick (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2006,) 44. 
14 Ibid, 50.  
15 Mark Amerika, Meta/data : a digital poetics. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2007,)23. 
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 2 In Beta: Developing a Framework

All  artists  must  inevitably  be  prescient  to  the  resilience  of  their  work,  abreast  of  changeable  tastes, 

interpretations, or obsolescence in materiality. An adaptable, elastic concept is likely a surviving one; we see 

this  illustrated  repeatedly  throughout  Ascott’s  seminal  writings.16 Whilst  the  midsection  of  “Table” 

explicates a kind of sociocultural diagnosis for television and the screen, 17 certain core proposals resonate in 

their demand for a polemical reframing. From the outset, Ascott engenders a domestic scenario, punctured 

by the efflorescent figure of the kitchen table. Beyond mere objecthood, the table quickly becomes an 

illocutionary force, a “... medium for exchange, the space between behaviours and states, the grounds for 

change. A table is very properly a matrix (and so at all  levels).”18  Such a proposition abuts the parallel 

notions of the phoneme, grapheme, or indeed any other 'mark’ of signification as encompassed by Jacques 

Derrida's postulations of the same decade.19 Within Derrida's epistemology, such a signifying token might 

be  dynamised  beyond  its  intended  context,  a  fundamental  property  of  the  ‘essential  drifting’  that 

purportedly  occurs  between  transmission  and  reception  of  the  signifying  event.  All  that  can  be  thus 

captured or exchanged are ...”only chains of differential marks.”20 In his 1971 artwork, Plastic Transactions, 

Ascott materially performs this semiotic slippage with an interactive table-as-canvas, upon which boundless 

permutations  of  “table-top  strategies”  might  be   by  participants.21 Towards  a  provisional  software 

characteristic, these ideas might be further attenuated through the empirical ontologies of the analogue 

and the digital, as synthesized by communication theorist, Anthony Wilden. "Meaning can be defined as 

what real  material  senders and receivers do with information to achieve some goal  or other...  we can 

restrict signification for the denotative and concept-transferral operations of digital systems, conceived of as 

composed of signs and or signifiers."22 Indeed, if we are to ensure an operational robustness for a software 

condition,  undue fixation with a particular  concept-transferral  device (frequently  deemed  hardware)  or 

their appended, often multiplicitous surfaces (interfaces) must be derailed. This marks a divergence with 

some of the established readings on the subject, such as that espoused by media theorist Lev Manovich. "It 

is the work's interface that creates its unique materiality... from this perspective, to think of an interface as 

a separate level, as something that can be arbitrarily varied, is  to eliminate the status of a new media 

artwork as art."23 

16  The majority of Ascott’s writings are collected in the book Telematic Embrace, from which “Table”is drawn. 
17 In his text, Ascott attributes a vertical planar arrangement of viewing to the “...social and cultural failure of television
as either entertainment or art .” Ascott, "Table," 171. 
18  Ibid, 168.
19 Jacques Derrida, "Signature Event Context," in Margins of Philosophy (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1982),
318.
20  Ibid, 318.
21 Shanken,"From Cybernetics to Telematics: The Art, Pedagogy, and Theory of Roy Ascott," 34.
22 Anthony Wilden,  "Analog and Digital  Communication:  On Negation,  Signification and Meaning,"  in  System and
Structure: Essays in Communication and Exchange (London: Tavistock Publications, 1972), 184.
23 Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2000), 67. 
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Contrarily, the divergent position appears to be gathering traction through novel corroborations. Juliff and 

Cox  caution  us  against  overemphasis  of  the  interface  or  display ,  r a t h e r  t h a n  a l s o  considering 

the architectural strata of programming code that drives and translates the exchange between artist and 

user.24 In extending the notion of a portable, semiotic framework onwards from interface fetishisation, my 

feeling is  that  the  fundamentals  of  conceptual  exchange  should  arrest  our  energies  above  else. 

Nake  and Grabowski consolidate this sentiment aptly, positing an eschewal of interface determination. 

"The days of the ever-present graphic user interface may be numbered, as skimming the yearly HCI [Human 

Computer Interface]  conference proceedings reveals  the growing tendency to go beyond the desktop... 

computer users are triggering computational processes on semiotic machines, which they gain access to 

only through layers of signs. Whenever signs are involved, our perceptive capacities are required." 25 Such 

perceptions of these syntagmatic kernels may of course be modulated, compressed, distorted or decay 

through a process of network transmittance. However, this is an affect of medium formatting that 

(within a poststructural reading, especially) can be located at the moment of utterance, regardless of 

hardware specificities. We thus arrive at the possibility of the digital as a syntactical language structure, a 

codified formation that is precipitated from a wholly unmappable continuity of potential meaning- the 

analog. In digital iconography, the oscillatory curves of the sine wave render out trajectories of the infinite. 

Two narrow apertures efface all  that  might  lie  outside  their  incisions,  yet  built  atop  the  binary  cycling 

of  ‘on’  and  ‘off’,  there  are innumerable dialogues that have and can unfurl anew.  

26

24 Toby Juliff and Travis Cox,“The Post-display condition of contemporary computer art.” Emaj Online Journal of Art,
Issue 8, April 14 (2015): 10. 
25 Frieder Nake and Susanne Grabowski, “The Interface as Sign and as Aesthetic Event,” in Aesthetic Computing, ed.
Paul A. Fishwick (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2006), 53. 
26 Williams,  Jessica.  Diagram  from  README,  2015.  Also  featured  as  part  of  The  Hypersition  opening  sequence
http://thehypersition.com/resignation (revisioned 10/10/15).
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Hence, we must consider the deployment of a compositional matrix, anchored around concept-transferral

between artist and recipient. I submit no essential requirement for preciousness or scrupulous technical

didacticism in this regard. The studio and its instruments can be sampled from the greater cultural field, or

might be taken from those familiar, modest and close at hand. Indeed, the media employed in Ascott’s art

practices  are  varied,  inclusive and given no especial  privileges.  Work such his  Change Paintings series,

begun in 1959, feature  a dynamic  pictorial  interface,  constructed from wood,  perspex and glass. 27 The

allusion  to  the  haptic  device,  requiring  input  to  generate  a  formal  or  interpretative  outcome,  is

unmistakable. Within the text of “Table”, Ascott’s schema of universal materiality is emphasized via the

analogies of “...a fork, a funnel, a container, a grater, a sieve....all pure ideas, realized in hardware.” 28 His

exacting  deployment  of hardware elicits  comparison  to  a  Heideggerean  rubric  of  technology,  wherein

technology  exceeds  mere  utilitarian  means  in  order  to  enframe  or  reveal.  “...Essential  reflection  on

technology and decisive confrontation with it must happen in a realm that is, on the one hand, akin to the

essence  of  technology,  and,  on  the  other,  fundamentally  different  from  it.  Such  a  realm  is  art...” 29

Furthermore,  this  does  not  preclude  formerly  digital  elements  transitioning  toward  a  hardware

functionality.  As  has  already  occurred  in  the  aging  canon  of  computer-based  artworks,  software  can

simulate now-obsolete electronic conditions, orchestrating a kind of virtual museum or ark.30 In a software

condition,  we can thus conceive  of  art  practices that migrate  and morph unfettered,  amenable  to the

inevitable processes of upgrade, emulation or conversion across code, interface, and computer technologies

alike. In prototypical attempts to develop my own vernacular of iconographic markers, selection was made

from within the sphere of personal and contextual subjectivity. Of most interest were the evacuated carriers

of a message in potentia, slippery and impenetrable as the promise of an absolute concept transferral. I was

left considering a question of invitation: can prosaic objects such as the ubiquitous keyboard or paltry loose

leaf sheet engender curiosity and engagement? 

User interface: One A5 colour booklet comprising four pages, entitled ‘README’, one A5 plastic brochure

holder, a wireless keyboard mounted on the wall, a projector and concealed Raspberry Pi computer, one LCD

TV mounted on the wall, one blank yellow sticky note adhered to the TV, a wireless mouse concealed in the

artist’s pocket, a hallway, and a room.31 

27  Shanken, "From Cybernetics to Telematics: The Art, Pedagogy, and Theory of Roy Ascott," 3, 13.
28 Ascott, "Table," 168.
29 Martin Heidegger, "The Question Concerning Technology," in Basic Writings: From Being and Time (1927) to the Task
of Thinking (1964) (Abingdon, Oxon : Routledge Classics, 2011), 230-238. 
30 See,  for  example,  Douglas  Davis’  1994  The  World’s  First  Collaborative  Sentence.  Accessed  10/6/15,
http://www.whitney.org/Exhibitions/Artport/DouglasDavis
31  In envisioning the properties of software in relation to art making, I have come to regard any constituent elements
of my work as the parameters and ‘symbolic script’ of a  program (or programme), be they ephemeral or tangible
objects. 
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3 A Software Condition for Art Practices
3.1   The open system

Art in a software condition supports the open system, with the capacity to be generative, interactive and

expanded via networks.

A nuanced approach can utilise other means of contingency, beyond the bedazzling, frequently vacuous

spectacle  of  ‘high-tech’  artmaking.  Unburdened  by  this  compulsion,  we  are  free  to  investigate  the

opportunities within a software condition at large, a mobile entity with the potential for an exceptionally

long reach. In entertaining the notion of collaborative or participatory practice, webspace is an arena of

plenitude. Our frequent, near seamless engagement with the hyperlinked undulations of the Internet has

already established a baseline interactive hegemony. This ecosystem is prefigured within Ascott's noted

designation  of  ‘telematics’,  by  which  individuals  and  institutions  may  be  continuously  linked  via  an

aggregation of technological platforms.32 Ascott's 1983 work, La Plissure du Texte (The Pleating of the Text)

is known as the landmark exemplar of telematic interactivity and distributed authorship, which continues to

be revisioned and exhibited internationally. The project allowed Ascott and collaborators at eleven global

locations  to  each contribute  texts  and ASCII-based images to  a  meandering,  unfolding  “planetary  fairy

tale.”33 This was a utopian presaging of an egalitarian network, dispersed across geographical distances and

throughout many sectors of an open, interconnected community. In itself, the idea of multi-user discourse is

no  longer  a  incorporeal  novelty.  We  need  only  regard  the  present-day  juggernauts  of  collaborative

authorship,  those  familiar  portals  from  which  encyclopaedic  snippets  are  gleaned  and  pruned  in  an

unremitting cycle. 

At 4:45 AEST 11/05/15, added ‘Table’ link to Roy Ascott Wikipedia page, under ‘See Also’. Link goes to

disambiguation page entitled ‘Table’.

At 4:50 AEST 11/05/15, added “Roy Ascott’s text ‘Table,’ concerning a dream of communal discourse” to

the ‘Table’ disambiguation page.

After 57 minutes, the changes were undone and the pages restored to their previous state...34

Beyond the transitory existence of a particular informational reality, authorial interventions such as these

offer us commentaries that are complex and ambivalent. At the surface, it is easy to despair in the stifling of

poetic or aesthetic contributions outside of the institutional modus operandi. 

32 Roy Ascott, "Is There Love in the Telematic Embrace?," in Telematic Embrace: Visionary Theories of Art, Technology,
and Consciousness (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 232. 
33 Shanken, "From Cybernetics to Telematics: The Art, Pedagogy, and Theory of Roy Ascott,"42. 
34 Adapted from “The Dream Table,” Jess Williams, a Wikipedia text intervention performed as part of Telematic Cafe,
George Paton Gallery, Melbourne, 2015. (accessed 10/6/15), http://www.telematiccafe.net/2015/05/14/the-dream-
table/

10



Yet, such an evaluation would elide the multitude of interrelations that spring from networked dialogues,

such  as  archival  canonisation,  unexpected  exchanges  between  interactees,  or  in  the  self-regulated

assignments of editorial privilege. Whilst a more comprehensive analysis of these factors lie beyond the

scope of this paper, my applied investigation is certainly influenced by their intrinsic presence.

Throughout his esteemed career in the study of electronic literature and video games, Espen J. Aarseth has

advocated  a  utilitarian  iterant  of  Ascott's  communal  platform:  the  interactive  machine.  “The  word

interactive... connotes various vague ideas of computer screens, user freedom, and personalised media,

while denoting nothing. Its ideological implication, however, is clear enough: that humans and machines are

partners  of  communication,  caused  by  nothing  more  than  the  machine's  simple  ability  to  accept  and

respond  to  human  input."35 A  clarification  must  summarily  follow  the  nomenclature  of  machine,  as

employed  here. As per our consideration of hardware and interface, the reader is directed to the textual

machine as it enacts concept-transferral. Whilst linear text models undoubtedly allow for a limited spread

of  interactions,  the  branching  or  non-linear  format  profoundly  capacitates  a  software  condition  with

generative,  expanded  participation.  In  the  cultural  hegemony  of  interactive  texts,  among  the  most

regimented is the well-known genre of  Choose-Your-Own-Adventure (CYOA) fiction. Within these stories,

narrative arcs are directed and precise, where every possible trajectory within the fictional environment has

been manually authored.36 Frequently, a reader of such texts will encounter streamlined branching logic and

a prescriptive array of choices to be made. Endings may be manifold, and there is much scope for the

intrinsic content, spanning the elegiac to the densely cryptographic. The online progeny of the CYOA format

are  energetic  and  prolific,  typified  by  burgeoning  libraries  of  Twine  fiction-  often  to  the  acclaim  of

aforementioned publishing bodies. Publicly accessible from a web browser, the Twine platform is an open

source tool allowing simple interactive narratives to be easily constructed and disseminated.37 There are

limitations, however, to the generative faculties of a readymade platform such as Twine. These are inherent

within the spartan, compact outputs of the program. Additionally, any incremental increase in choice points

or storyline branching via such tools becomes rapidly arduous to create, restricting the ability to author a

rich field of narrative diversity.38 

35 Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on ergodic literature, 48. 
36 Mark O. Riedel and Vadim Bulitko, “Interactive narrative: an intelligent systems approach.” American Association for
Artificial Intelligence. Spring 2013: 77. 
37Notable examples of lauded Twine contributions include the feminist, sardonic and politically active writings of Anna
Anthropy,  http://www  .auntiepixelante.com/endoftheworld(accessed  22/9/15), and  more  whimsical  examples  by
Porpentine,  as  featured  on Rhizome.org:  http://www.rhizome.org/editorial/2015/apr/23/new-hypertext-frog-
simulator/(accessed 22/9/15).
38 Riedel and Bulitko,“Interactive narrative: an intelligent systems approach.” 77
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As an exemplary of experimental precedence, artist Mark Amerika is noted for his originative contributions

to  the  chronology  of  HTML  interactive  fiction.  Described  by  the  artist  as  a  “public  domain  narrative

environment,”  GRAMMATRON  (1993)  follows  a  highly  reflexive  plotline,  where  stories  are  no  longer

conceived  for  book  production  but  are  “...instead  created  for  a  more  immersive  networked-narrative

environment, prompting the question of how a narrative is composed, published and distributed in the age

of digital dissemination.”39 In response to this question, we arrive at the permeable system of textured

input, flexibility and branching derivatives, all  which may serve to enliven the resultant artwork and its

communicative  generosity.  Upon  encountering  the  networked  narrative,  the  audience  is  summarily

transduced into the role of a participant or user. This translation injects further substance and thus territory

into the programme, often through unforeseen yet additive incursions. Aarseth recognizes the potential for

such encounters to be  contoured with not only the detritus of human implication, but of the artifacts,

glitches and distortions along a protracted web of articulation, the synthetic ghosts of the network. It is

from this impetus that he proposes the classifier of cybertext, now established as a work that deploys the

text mechanic in both a literary exchange and generative semiotic sequence.40I  felt  that in sustaining a

malleable and expansive environment for this  project,  the capacious qualities of  a cybertext were best

housed in  a suite  of  public-access  webpages,  over  which I  could  exercise  strong authorial  control  and

subsequent programming expediencies. In addressing the first principle of a software condition, there arose

the structural framework for my speculative cybertext,   The Hypersition. 

39Mark Amerika's interactive fiction GRAMMATRON has and continues to be exhibited at many international museums
and festivals including Ars Electronica, The International Symposium for Electronic Art (ISEA), SIGGRAPH 98, The Telstra
Adelaide  Arts  Festival  (South  Australia),  Virtual  Worlds  98  (Paris)  and  the  International  Biennial  of  Film  and
Architecture (Graz). It can be directly accessed via http://www.grammatron.com/about.html   (accessed 22/9/15).
40Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on ergodic literature, 1. 
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3.2 Speculative reconfigurations

Art  in  a  software  condition  recognizes  the  speculative  possibilities  of  revisions,  reconfiguration  and

layering in digital signification. 

“You arrive from the outside, looking out… to the deep dark. This comes not from absence, but rather a

supermassive field of possibilities.”41

From the  opening overture,  arriving participants  within  The Hypersition  are summarily  cued towards a

motivating  impulse.  As  an experience,  the  work  asks  for  a  participatory  provision  to  be  made,  to  cut

through the darkness toward subjective illumination and acuity. The extent to which this participation is

demanded  and  thus  fulfilled  is  dispersed  across  the  interpretative  framing  of  the  audience,  the

prefabricated content as set by the artist, and the cybernetic mechanisms undertaken by the system. This

triadic  distribution  of  exchange  is  perpetually  in  flux,  a  relationship  that  is  figured  both  through  the

construction of the cybertext and the narrative that it encircles. Three 'characters' are thus positioned as

metafictional devices, their depictions of affect and influence ever a concordant oscillation. In parallel with

the atomised meanderings of the User, we recognize the everpresent figures of the Administrator and of

the Hypersition itself. Whilst the Adminstrator is unequivocally identifiable as the progenitor of the story

and system, the Hypersition is far more polymorphic. Shifting across the directorial,  facilitatory, obtuse,

transparent  and  impotent,  the  Hypersition  incarnates  the  hyperactive  and  hyperabundant  simultaneity

inherent within any networked position.  The Hypersition may be regarded as the overarching system, but it

is one that has no potency whatsoever without the modulating input of human arbitrations- specifically,

those ongoing decisions made by User and Administrator. This was the initial rationale for my purchase of

both the 'hypersition.com' and 'hyposition.com' domain names, intending to oscillate the user between a

binary  occupancy of either strong or weak administrative privilege. Yet in a somewhat uncanny process of

abscission,  the  locus  of  hypersition  succeeded  its  counterpart.  It  became  impossible  to  ignore  the

serendipitous proximity of the neologism hyperstition to my own. According to the now-defunct Cybernetic

Cultures  Research  Unit  and  their  accelerationist  claims,  hyperstition  may  defined  as  an  “...element  of

effective culture that makes itself real, through fictional quantities functioning as time-travelling potentials.

Hyperstition operates as a coincidence intensifier...”42 The hypersition-hyperstition constellation thus frames

both  operators  in  a  moment  of  tensile  affinity,  almost  predestined  to  emerge  through  convergent

ideologies.

41 “On the Outside, Looking Out.” Jessica Williams, The Hypersition (revisioned 10/10/15). 
http://thehypersition.com/resignation
42 "Glossary.” Cybernetic Culture Research Unit, accessed 11/10/15,   http://www.ccru.net/id(entity)/glossary.htm  .  See
also the the writings of key proponents in Hyperstition theory, namely Nick Land (an illuminating interview on the
subject  may  be  found  at  http://merliquify.com/blog/articles/hyperstition-an-introduction/#.VhtslHqqpBe  ) and  the
eponymous blog featuring Reza Negarestani (http://hyperstition.abstractdynamics.org/). 
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After  a  linear  start  in  the  manner  of  the  traditional  CYOA,  the  extant  logic  of  the  system  is  built  to

cumulatively accrue and adjust to narrative breadth, history and archival materiality through a combination

of  human (manual)  and programmed (cybernetic)  moderation.  Apart  from a procedural  activation,  the

cybertext  also allows us to narrativise  the notion of  a  reconfigurable,  revisable  artistic  enquiry.  This  is

mediated through what I propose are two distinct experiential approaches, possible at the outset. The first

of these emulates a mode of casual, non-committal browsing, elemental in our discombobulated surfing of

search bars, hyperlinks, skimming and scanning in daily excursions through webspace. Initiation of casual

browsing may occur through inbuilt mechanisms, or through unforeseen 'break-ins', such as via a search

engine entry. In some circumstances, visitors to the system will  have been provided with an explicative

map.43 In this mediation, users are encouraged to approach the narrative nodes with a relaxed proclivity,

under the caveat that no narrative resolution or “ending” can be reached. In The Hypersition, the User may

attain recuperative catharsis through their input and effort: only persistence begets revelation.

44

43 As has been provided to the reader of this text. See attached map with embedded links, pg 26.
44 Screen capture taken from the website landing page of The Hypersition. Jessica Williams, The Hypersition (revisioned 
11/10/15). http://thehypersition.com
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Consequentially, a navigation along the Centre pathway is far more oriented toward a recognition that the

networked system does not always abide by penetrable and enabling algorithms, perspicuous upon such a

casual  approach.  Once  relinquished  to  the  public  domain,  such  a  system  is  integrated  inside  an

agglomerated  labyrinth  of  access  hierarchies  and  circulations.  In  turn,  these  are  suspended  within  a

informationally and geographically monumental distribution of servers, data transmissions and automated

processes that are enacted continuously online. Our footprints are frequently archived, geolocated and

instrumentalised beyond what is visible and subordinate to our control. As an allegorical framing of this

context,  The  Hypersition explicitly  asks  for  our  active  negotiations  and  response.  The  Centre  pathway

randomizes a sequence of predetermined speculative 'questions', requiring various morphologies of input

in order to proceed to the next. Many of these are linked to capsular 'nodes' of narrative content, individual

pages furnished with a dense collection of semantic cryptographs, interactive clues or further opportunities

for text-based dialogue. Stylistically,  The Hypersition makes homage in its structural and visual idiom to

landmark progenitors of the text adventure game genre, in addition to the contemporaneous interactive

fictions  previously  mentioned.  These  are  epitomized  by  1976  hypertext  game  Adventure  and  later

descendants, namely 90s series  Zork  and Myst.45 Fundamental to these ancestral proponents, a narrative

resolution of victory or failure was contingent upon effortful persistence through puzzle-based gameplay,

driven largely by text-based intrigue rather than dynamic, graphically sumptuous pictorial renderings. The

immersive  potency  of  these  minimal  systems  are  key  references  for  The  Hypersition,  as  are  my  own

imagined vignettes of psychotropic, networked distortions. 

46

45Adventure  (“Colossal  Cave  Adventure”)  by  William  Crowther  and  Don  Woods,  is  described  by  Aarseth  as  the
quintessential title of the genre, first ran on ARPANET, considered the proto-Internet. It consisted purely of utilitarian,
miminal  text  lines.  Aarseth  contextualizes  it  as  a  forerunner  of  virtual  reality,  and  as  such,  is  a  forerunner  of
hypernarratives that would follow in rapid succession. Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on ergodic literature,12. 
46 Screenshot from Return to Zork (1993) http://www.mobygames.com/game/dos/return-to   
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With the same vigor as these precursors,  The Hypersition  operates in epistemic alignment with Aarseth's

ergodic encounter, by which nontrivial effort is required in order to traverse and explore the full breadth of

a  narrative.47 In  another  elicitation  of  computer  game  archetypes,  the  Centre  stratifies  this  reflexive

traversal,  based upon a procedural  algorithm. This  results  in 'an ending'  routed by a particular scoring

bracket, frequently adjusted for difficulty against an accumulating dataset. In order to arrive at a gratifying

narrative outcome, durational and focal energies must be proffered across a fragmentary terrain, all the

while being cognizant of  inaccessible strategies, divergences and input fields unfilled.  Whilst users are at

liberty  and  autonomous  in  their  decision  to  approach  with  a  casual  predilection,  a  low  engagement

inevitably leads to “...the disoriented movements of the user in the speculative aspects of an experiential

system,” as defined by Aarseth in his classification of an ergodic aporia.48 In this, there are indeed layered

strata  of  innutile,  resistive  and  impenetrable  facets  embedded  in  the  constructed  architecture.  These

encompass questions with no true numerical weighting, unpredictable logical cues, recursive pathways, and

false  impressions  of  grandiloquent  mechanisms.  Conversely,  the  project  also  supports  genuine,

participatory reconfiguration. Without the accrual of user input and data, there is no means by which the

work is able to capture a standard of performance, interactive engagement and essential history. Every

element of  disclosure marks  a monument to the encountered activity,  temporality  and versionhood.  It

extends the central narrative beyond the scripted vassals of authorial intent, fleshed out in traces made

latent or transparent at various junctures in the sprawling cybertextual topography. 

zork/screenshots/gameShotId,8983/ (accessed 22/9/15).
47Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on ergodic literature,1.
48Ibid, 79, 162. 
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49

In relation to a facilitatory dialogue, input and participation also proffers a direct line of communication to

the author of the work, with whom the exchange is most principally conducted. This forum is also available

between users, such as within the system's comments board or through virtual 'messages in a bottle' that

may  be  deposited  mid-journey.  As  a  communal  activity,  participation  is  not  restricted  to  the  singular

wayfarer, alone in an anechoic chamber of individual perseverance. Due to the construction of the system

as a codex of self-contained, live webpages, access may be made repeatedly at any time, and with the

uninhibited  capacity  for  lateral  or  collaborative  conversation  between  participants.  In  the  process  of

maintaining  project  resilience  and  operational  compatibility  for  these  intersections  to  occur,  curious

conflations between my fictive and artistic persona began to emerge. Patrician spectres of Kafka's Advocate

or  Peake's  ritualised  grotesquerie are  recalled,  perhaps  through  a  long  standing  fascination  for  the

impenetrably  bureaucratic.50 As  The Adminstrator  in  vivo and in  the studio,  my convergence with  The

Hypersition echoes the call made by Mark Amerika: “...so why not spill our many digital flux personas into

the gutters and existential haunts of the meandering streets?"51  

49 At this node, Users are prompted to gauge and contextualise a temporal reality based on their system clock. The 
related text field has no bearing on the scoring matrix, but rather a reflexive gesture is performed. Screen capture 
taken from “The Timestamp,” Jessica Williams, The Hypersition (revisioned 22/9/15). 
http://thehypersition.com/timestamp/
50 See Franz Kafka, The Trial, and Mervyn Peake's Gormenghast trilogy.
51 Mark Amerika, Meta/data : a digital poetics, (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2007), 9. 
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3.3 Omnimateriality 

Art in a software condition operates omnimaterially, across any vessel for signification as a potential site

of hardware. 

In  adjunct  to  the  graphical  user  interface,  it  was  essential  to  consider  the  extended  platforms  and

modalities for the project within a reconstitutive software condition. As posited during the developmental

phase of this manifesto, an inclusive survey was undertaken, rather than made overly delimiting. As in

earlier iterations of my conceptual developments, The Hypersition  wears a mantle of subjective fluidity,

interwoven throughout the buttressing catchments of the written text.  A personal  suite of adulterated,

compressed and heavily processed photographs are present, as is a return to the familiar vernacular of

evacuated filing,  administrative and bureaucratic  articles.  Beyond just a source for formal reinscription,

however, such elements have a broader dimensionality within my software parameters. In this respect, the

construal of  omnimateriality makes a distinction from that of the hermeneutically allied  transmedial, as

espoused by Mark Amerika, in which the totality of his authorial and creative output is  exported through

computer technological filters.53 In a software condition, an intrinsic plane of viewing and access can also be

located away from the computer technological paradigm. 

52“The Lens of Narcissus.” Jessica Williams, The Hypersition (revisioned 22/9/15)  
http://www.thehypersition.com/oculus/ . The filing system used to organize each node concept is figured as a motif. 
53 Mark Amerika, Meta/data : a digital poetics, 9.  
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Hence,  The Hypersition  also references a corporeal dimensionality in the artist's studio and process. In a

morphologically  similar set  of  items,  we meet with a parallel  record of  dynamic conceptualisation and

revision  to  that  which  exists  online.  Extending  duplication,  these  objects  offer  a  more  comprehensive

reading of the work's contextual history and archive to that immediately in-browser. Through the provision

of explicatory appendices, such as maps, extensive notes, and indeed this research paper, the user is thus

equipped  with  an  extended  nexus  of  access  and  clairvoyance.  With  this  preternatural  advantage,  the

ergodic  barriers  of  the  cybertext  are  greatly  diminished.  The  signifying  function  of  these  unassuming

materials becomes reanimated, imbibed with a polysemic afterlife of interpretative adaptation. Within a

cybertext, omnimateriality spans an array of media, primed for semiosis. Furthermore, it accommodates

the multiple operations of linguistic and formal devices; whilst indexing for meaning, these can also score

the  cadence  and  pattern  of  our  interpretative  search.  The  Hypersition is  host  to  operating  system

iconography, quintessential in the activation of desktop kinesis; waiting, clicking, searching, opening, and

exiting are all reified into imagetic motifs.

54

A kinetic  traversal  of  The Hypersition  is  propelled by  the  signifier,  such as  the directive  bridge of  the

activated  hyperlink.  The  signifier  is  both  a  container  for  contextual  framing  and  the  engine  for

communicative passage. The materiality of these tokens can be used playfully and tacitly, nested in a sea of

camouflaged similitude. In one such example, the word “door” proliferates into the pictorial, linguistic and

literal character of a portal, channeling the user onwards through the narrative crossroads. 

54 Screen  capture  taken  from  “Ornate  Door,”  Jessica  Williams,  The  Hypersition  (revisioned  22/9/15).
http://www.thehypersition.com/ornatedoor/
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In  materials,  this  project  lingers  on  the  fuzzy  precipice  between browser  box,  window frame and  the

cursor's onomatopoeic touch. Our focus orbits the outermost limits, the fringe of semantic URLs and the

terminus of the system clock. At the edges of the graphical display, we concede to the abruptness of escape,

wherein an exit will release us back into our originating position- the outernet of the world. As the arbiter

of the artistic programme, it follows that the artist’s role is to delimitate the contextual boundaries of the

system, as plastic or regimented as those might be. This is also frequently reiterated in allusion to 'boundary

conditions' throughout The Hypersition, defined as a declaration of what actions are possible in the fictional

world and the world state conditions under which they can be executed.55 If omnimateriality is to reach a

limit, it is in abuttal of the semiotic border, beyond which no meaningful token may be retrieved.

56

In a final,  unanticipated development,  the webform has taken a role of precedence in the culminatory

apparatus of this project. Adulterated from the simple intention of gathering data into a collection, this quiz

framework was foundational in directing a speculative circumnavigation outwards from the Centre. Where

the  general  affect  of  question  and  answer  might  be  overlooked  in  contemporary  practice,  there  are

subversive, political and critical discussions that may occur around the repurposing of survey and metadata

instrumentation. This is particularly pertinent if one is to identify yet another revivification of Conceptual

art's  core  ideologies,  such  as  that  proposed  in  Hans  Haacke's  MoMA  Poll  (1970).57 Where  Haacke

instrumentalised  the  ballot  box  and  paper  questionnaire,  networked  systems can  gather  a  substantial

conglomeration of IP addresses, email responses, and text entries en masse; the hardware of information

capture has only grown more comprehensively efficient. When such materials elicit artistic examination,

they may also accommodate a polemical manifestation just as readily. 

55 Riedel  and Bulitko,“Interactive narrative:  an intelligent  systems approach.” 71. See also “A Vertical  Clip,”  Jessica
Williams, The Hypersition (revisioned 22/9/15) http://thehypersition.com/offthegrid/
56Screen capture taken from The Centre survey, Jessica Williams, The Hypersition (accessed 22/9/15). 
57 Hans Haacke, MoMA Poll, 1970, installation, Museum of Metropolitan Art, New York.
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58

58 “Avarice.” Jessica Williams, The Hypersition (revisioned 22/9/15)http://www.thehypersition.com/avarice/
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3.4  Systems aesthetics 

Art in a software condition predicates a systems aesthetic, wherein the orientation is toward information 

transmission rather than of an object hierarchy.

At the highest level of ergodic exchange, ultimate reflexivity is the recuperative award: a Superuser of The 

Hypersition receives full informational disclosure, laid completely bare at a dedicated node. There occurs a 

hierarchical transcendence of the User in their increased insight and comprehension of the system, and in 

the underlying mechanisms through which they have prevailed. Arguably, any access to the expository 

components of the studio and of this text produce an equivalence to this data revelation. Herein lies the 

counterpoint to an aporia of obfuscation, adroitly acknowledged by Aarseth as the salvaging epiphany. "The 

apora-epiphany pair is thus not a narrative structure but constitutes a more fundamental layer of human 

experience, from which narratives are spun...together, this pair of master tropes constitutes the dynamic of 

hypertext discourse: the dialectic between searching and finding...”59 Such a search has fuelled my activities 

for the summation of this research, and as alluded to in the prefatory comments, much of my enduring 

fascination in the deconstruction of systems. 

Beyond considerations of the networked narrative, semiotic proposition and materiality, there is a veritable 

plethora of investigations that might be apprehended by a software condition. Practitioners often located 

inside the diachronic annals of ‘New Media’ or ‘Net.art’ have traced the seam lines of media architectures, 

mining the hidden web, cybernetic loops, machine automata, issues of authenticity or information capital.60

The mechanisms for electronic agency are as mercurial as their many progenitors. They reveal and conceal 

the grinding permutations of staccato logic gates, flickering in and out of browser search bars and over 

extant graphical appendages. Some are playful, sardonic, hypercoloured and only breezily subversive. 

Others reek of thinly veiled hacker-nihilism, provoking their audiences to drastic hard reset or virus-

eliminating extremes. What tends to unify these efforts, however, is an aesthetic that preferences systems 

as core. This is in allegiance with Jack Burnham’s classic 1968 conception of a systems aesthetics, in which

“....the artist is a perspectivist considering goals, boundaries, structure, input, output and related activity

inside and outside the system.”61 As my fourth and concluding proposition, I  posit  that an aesthetic  of

systems does  not  rely  solely  on visual  syntax,  and can  only  derive  meaning,  value,  or  politic  from an

assigned  context.  The  constituent  data  (transmitted  information)  of  art  in  a  software  condition  is  as

malleable as its tangible apparatus. 

59 Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on ergodic literature,92.
60 Notable examples being the practices of Jodi.org, Eduardo Kac, Scott Draves and Timm Ulrichs. These are discussed
throughout the overview by Shanken, "Survey." 
61 Jack Burnham, "System Aesthetics,” 44.
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Having laid out a nascent praxis with which to approach electronic media and their incumbent discourses,

the  affect  of  any  conditional  artwork  will  always  vary  in  reception.  Ongoing  consolidation  and

instrumentation of my functional paradigm offers the opportunity to resolve a more intricate and rigorous

analytical response. Within the discursive field of contemporary computer art, there are many more critical

examinations that might occur, especially in relation to an interdisciplinary field of practice. Broader views

might  be  taken  across  the  sociological  impacts  of  multi-user  discourse  and  decentralised  authorship,

generative uses of data capturing instruments, and the politics of the interactive narrative in access and

expertise, for example. These all fall within an extended study of the aesthetic of the networked system,

and enmeshed within  it,  the  artwork may offer  augmented views into those aspects  of  ourselves that

configure and are configured by a software condition in turn. 
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