The Shaping of Hypertextual Narrative

SERGIO CICCONI

0. Introduction

| have already discussed the concept of hypertext in the past' when | tried to analyze what
hypertexts are, how they work, and how they can be used. | then also described the changes
hypertexts are going to introduce in our perception of texts. Placed within the new electronic
paradigm, hypertext will introduce substantial changes in our way of dealing with information, of
perceiving, creating, preserving, and representing knowledge; in short: our way of thinking. |
thus would like to focus here on a special kind of hypertexts: the narrative ones. Moreover, |
would also like to talk about my uneasiness as reader of hypertexts; tell about the irritation I
cannot avoid when | am faced with the task of reading — or rather of pretending to read —
narrative hypertexts, those hypertexts people call interactive novels or short-stories.

In order to more specifically contextualize the problem I will start by presenting voices and
opinions captured on the Web.

“In the electronic context” — writes Heim, firm detractor of cyberculture’ — “the logic of
manipulative power reigns at the highest degree. It becomes possible to treat the entire verbal life
of human race as a continuous and anonymous code without any important reference to the
human presence that is behind it; it does not feel obliged to answer anybody, nor does it feel the
need for answers from anybody.” And Heim continues by saymg that this electronic state of
things well represents the nihilistic condition described by Nietzsche, where everything is
allowed, so that nothing is ever chosen, is ever authentic or existential.

“The problem with pure (non multimedial) hypertextuality” — writeS an anonymous engineer
in a e-mail sent to the readers of a mailing list — “is that the inevitable contraction of the text, due
to the computerized medium, not only creates a fragmentation of the narrative development, but
also drives us towards a lack of analysis, a lack that is not counterbalanced by other advantages
given to the readers. Not even the multi-linked structure of such a narrative can really give the
reader a convincing and captivating plot.”

The opinion of Miguel Angel Garcia, writer of narrative texts and hypertexts, and at ease with
the Web, sounds more positive. “The aesthetics of hypertext is still under construction,” he says
in an interview available on the Web.® “Right now, I think that the ugliness prevail on beauty.
That is, most of the times, hypertexts try to take the same routes of the previous narratives, but
they cannot and should not. On the other hand, we can find on the Internet some well-made
hypertexts; even though they are written with a sort of crude, somehow primitive style, they are



nonetheless expressive, and enjoyable to read.” Garcia also underlines how, at the moment, there
is (on the Internet and elsewhere) an excess of text (in hypertextual form). “We have now many
tools at our disposal, many possibilities, many things that allow the realization of works that just
a few years ago we could only dream about. But the risk we run is to fall into the Baroque, the
over-elaborate, that is, the desire to pile up gimmicks, and to amaze with special effects. In this
way, we often forget the conciseness of a well-written story, which, after all, in hypertexts as well
as in regular texts, is always the best thing we should try to create. However, to live together with
all this is the unavoidable condition for the transformation of semi-trash literature into a form of
art...”

These fragments of opinions, sometimes hasty and lapidary, bring out some important aspects
of the problem | would like to consider: reading hypertexts, and narrative hypertexts in particular,
is difficult; often there is no pleasure while reading, there is no understanding of what has been
read. Narrative hypertexts are anonymous, cold, impersonal, chaotic, inconclusive. In short:
narrative hypertexts are ugly.

| cannot avoid sharing, at least in part, these ideas on hypertextual narrative. Thus, unable to
get rid of the feelings of uneasiness and irritation | feel when facing a narrative hypertext, |
would like here to try to substantiate my reactions. | will, therefore, try to analyze and in part
support the reasons of those —and | suspect are many — who, while accepting with enthusiasm the
new technologies, are forced to admit, maybe in a low voice, the difficult digestion of the texts
that have been produced with those new technologies.

1. Hypertexts

In my previous work on hypertexts | have already pointed out some of the most important
properties hypertexts have. | will not, therefore, go back to those themes here. However, in order
to properly contextualize hypertextual narrative, 1 need to outline once more at least a few main
ideas on how to create and read or navigate hypertexts.

According to the most basic definition, a hypertext can be seen as a series of pages (or nodes)
connected with each other in a non-linear way by means of different links. More precisely, we
can think of a hypertext as a potentially unlimited net of nodes and links; each of these nodes is a
complex portion of a text which can contain any of the following:

(@) information on a certain domain of a possible world, or of a portion of a world;

(b) a set of commands instructing the reader/user on how to view the information
contained in the node, or on how to jump, via one link, to another node;

(c) aset of commands allowing the reader/user to go from one node to another;

(d) a set of commands allowing the reader/user to create new nodes and new links.

| would like to add a few considerations to this short definition of node. First of all, we should
remember that the access to the content — mostly multimedial — constituting the node can be



either linear or non-linear. Moreover, both the multimedial information of different nodes, and
the relationships existing among those nodes can be easily changed and expanded. In other
words, a fundamental characteristic of hypertexts is their being dynamic: hypertexts, within
certain limits and conditions specified by their authors, are interactive and re-shapeable according
to the needs, tastes, and capabilities of the readers/users. As a result, the readers/users become co-
authors in all respects.

I will talk more extensively about these and other features of hypertexts later. Particularly, |
will focus on the idea of non-linearity, since | feel the analysis of this core-concept to be essential
in order to provide an explanation accounting for the difficulties we meet while reading narrative
hypertexts. For the moment, | think that such a short description of the basic properties of
hypertexts is good enough to allow me to deal with a special form of hypertextual organization:
the narrative one.

2. Narrative

To summarize here the variety of themes and problems analyzed in debates on the possible
narrative forms that have raved for over a thousand years is clearly not a conceivable task.
However, it is impossible to discuss hypertextual narrative without first referring to at least one
definition of narrative. 1 will thus rely on a basic conception of narration and of story,
unquestionably controversial due to its vagueness:

a story is a succession of events, often identified as micro-propositions, segments or
narrative cells, episodes or themes. These narrative cells have variable dimensions
and are relatively autonomous from each other. In order to create a story it is
necessary to connect such cells with each other by means of logical, causal and
temporal links, and according to some general principles able to both guarantee
their development and their movement, and, at the same time, to orient and justify
the whole story.*

Various textual theories aim to provide precise analysis of the leading principles establishing
the coherence of the whole narrative sequence, allowing the inclusion of single cells inside a
much wider whole. Such theories also attempt to dictate some of the possible definitions and
construction criteria of the narrative cells, as well as of such cells constitutive elements, be they
objects, characters, ideas. The same theories likewise attempt to identify the organizing
guidelines according to which narrative sequences are generated. Conversely, in view of the
hypothesis | would like to illustrate here, it is not imperative to go any further into the details of
the above-mentioned analysis. It will suffice to discuss the definition of narrative on a general
level. 1 will therefore consider only those that, according to Eco — who finds this notion in van
Dijk who, in his turn, cannot avoid referring to Aristotle — are the basic conditions for a narrative



sequence; a sequence that could thus be defined as part of a fabula, namely a chronologically
ordered succession of narrative cells, as specified above.

A restricted definition of a narrative structure as a narrative description of actions
requires, for instance, for any action an intention, a person (agent), a state or
possible world, a change, its cause, and a purpose — to which one can also add
mental states, emotions, and circumstances. A description of an action should then
be complete and relevant while the actions described should be difficult, the agent
should not have an obvious choice of which course of action to take in order to
change the state which is inconsistent with his wishes, the following events should
be unexpected, and some of them should be unusual or strange.’

From these brief and general preambles on hypertexts, | think it possible to utilize now the
definitions offered above to more thoroughly investigate the nature of narrative hypertexts, or
hypernarratives.

3. Hypertextual Narrative

Let’s now go back to the definition of hypertext suggested a couple of pages back. If we
conceive hypertexts as clusters of pages or of nodes connected with each other by means of
different links, we can observe how such a description is readily apt also to characterize printed
or chirographic texts. This allows us to maintain a connection between hypertexts and the more
traditional texts we are used to, so much so that we can then conceive hypertexts as developed
extensions of printed texts. Hence, it then seems reasonable and helpful — also while talking
about hypertexts — to re-introduce the distinction, already widely used for printed texts, between
narrative and non-narrative texts. In the case of hypertextual material we will thus have the
possibility to identify two wide groups of hypertexts as well: the non-narrative hypertexts and the
narrative hypertexts.

3.1. Non-narrative Hypertexts

Starting from the above-mentioned definition of narrative, we can classify as non-narrative all
those hypertexts whose segments are not (or do not seem to be) parts of the fabula. I still intend
to underline that from what stated above it should be by now obvious that such a distinction is at
least questionable, and is here used simply as a reference, being grounded on a traditional idea of
narrative, an idea now challenged by the very existence of hypertexts.

Once accepted this principle, it is then possible to speak of non-narrative hypertexts when
referring to encyclopedias, dictionaries, manuals, scientific or critical essays, and, in general,



most of the texts created for the Internet and present on the Internet. In this category should also
be included both non-narrative texts directly devised and created as hypertexts, and linearly
structured texts (originally existing mainly in printed form) that, for various reasons, have been
“hyper-textualized” in order to be accessed via computer.

3.2. Narrative Hypertexts

Clearly, as a consequence, we could now classify as hypernarratives all those hypertexts in
which the segments are (or seem to be) parts of fabula. At least for the time being, 1 would like to
analyze here, mainly in structural terms, those hypertexts that more or less explicitly present
traces of narrative elements. Following Gareth Rees’s useful suggestions,® | believe it possible to
attempt a more complex subdivision inside the category of hypertext.

Before this, though, | would like to make clear that when | speak of hypernarratives |1 am
mainly referring to texts in which the verbal component is prevalent. Such a restriction is
certainly not needed (especially when analyzing hypertexts), but | think it helpful in order to
maintain some connection between a kind of narrative that we could label as “traditional” and its
electronic, hypertextual offspring. Indeed, when we add also visual and/or audio elements to the
verbal component of a narrative hypertext, it is surely still possible to speak of a form of
narration, even if in this way the border between this and other forms of narration becomes more
indistinct and not easily identifiable. In this respect, it suffices to think to the complexity of the
narrative forms suggested by films to really understand the very practical need of comprising
hypertextual narrative in the much more restricted spaces of the almost exclusively verbal realm.
I must acknowledge, notwithstanding, that this restriction, almost similar to an imposition, is in
reality very problematic when applied on hypertexts, since it seems somehow to adulterate what,
as we have seen above, is a quintessential element of the hypertexts themselves: multimediality.

Let’s anyway consider some of the possible forms of mainly verbal hyper-narratives.

3.2.1. Electronic Translations of Traditional Narrative Works

In this case, it almost goes without saying, the links connecting a section of the text to another
are almost completely ornamental, mainly created for readability requirements of a continuous
text inside the limited frame of a computer monitor. In order to be able to read the continuous
text, instead of scrolling down, it is then possible to use arrows, buttons, highlighted words, etc.
connected to subsequent sections of the text itself. In this way, the fragmentation of the text in
separate segments (the screens) does not change the original organization of the text itself, that
indeed remains essentially linear. At the most, we can consider as marginally hypertextual those
works — and there are many of them now on the Web — originally created as printed texts then, as
described above, transformed in hypertext, and containing however links to critical notes,



commentaries and, in general, references to other texts, both narrative and not-narrative, more or
less close to the original text in question.

3.2.2. Tree-Hypernarratives with False Forkings

In this case, at least at first sight, we meet real hypertexts. In reality, after a slightly more
careful examination, these works reveal their essentially linear and traditional nature. Their story
develops through segments, or narrative cells, or episodes, each of them logically independent. At
the end of each episode — and this is what causes the apparent parallelism to hypertexts — the
reader is presented with a series of possible and alternative continuations of the story, activated
by clicking on the page links. In this way, the reader is placed in the condition to believe that the
development of the pot will greatly depend from his/her choices. Conversely, if we analyze the
structure of stories thus constructed, we realize immediately that the subsequent forkings
proposed at the end of any new episode do not increase, as they instead should, the number of the
branches in the tree-structure apparently controlling the organization of the whole story. Rather,
the plot is folded onto itself, since the structure’s newly opened branches close and join almost
immediately, leading the absolutely unaware reader to land inside a single episode, that organizes
the main elements of the story and unwinds its plot. Figure 1 clearly shows this structure:
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Figure 1: Structure of a Tree-Hypernarrative with False Forkings

In this way, the alternative episodes to be selected will offer more or less parallel events,
leading at any rate to analogous conclusions. Thus, those events could not certainly be
determined in terms of the plot itself, that would instead be devised only by a limited number of
main (and unique) episodes. Moreover, a story structured in this way, will offer only one
conclusion, or, at the most, a limited number of parallel endings that would still develop from
forking presented in the penultimate leading episode.

Although disguising themselves as hypertexts, narratives built in this way are still essentially
linear and, we could say, well-formed (in accordance with Aristotelian principles). They contain
an univocally identified beginning, a body, and an ending. Part and parcel of this kind of
hypertexts are all those games (even only verbal ones) mistakenly defined interactive, such as, for



instance, the fantasy books of the series “Choose Your Own Adventure,” or their more appealing
computerized versions. When taking part in similar stories, the reader/player is projected in
adventures whose themes are all more or less canonized (for instance, description of wrong, loss
of wealth or of love, separation, quest, struggle against the enemy, victory, rescue, reward with
gift or powers, fulfillment of desires, punishment of the villain, etc.).

Analogously to traditional narratives, also such stories are constructed by linking together
series of episodes, each conceived in such a way to be a sufficiently autonomous narrative
segment. Differently from what happens in traditional stories however, each episode avoids as
much as possible to take into consideration the consequences of deeds completed in other
episodes. Likewise, it also avoids describing deeds whose consequences could be crucial for the
future development of the story itself. Hence, independently from the episodes read, the reader —
despite his/her illusion to be the creator of his/her adventure — will be forcefully led to some
precise final goal, or, at the most, to a defeat that, generally, coincides with the death of hero, the
alter ego of the reader.

3.2.3. Tree-Hypernarrative with True Forkings

It would seem possible to prudently claim that tree-hypertexts with true forkings are “real”
hypernarratives. Structurally speaking, this kind of hypertext is similar to the one we previously
examined. In this case, however, each forking at the end of an episode introduces a new
autonomous episode. In its turn, this second episode forks into other new episodes and so on, thus
contributing to the development of a multiplicity of different stories, whose plots are not
necessarily parallel. At each given narrative moment (or narrative segment), each of these stories
shares only those (past) episodes belonging, up to that point, to the same main branch of the tree
representing the story as a whole (look at Figure 2).

An nteresting consequence of this fact is that every new reading of ‘“the same” story
constructed in the way described above can lead the same reader towards completely different
and often diverging narrative developments. And, of course, this makes such stories quite unique,
since they seem to work within a narrative land not really investigated yet. Precisely because of
how they are generated, they manage to explore and bring to a conclusion, almost in a systematic
way, a multiplicity of narrative situations all potentially comprised in the individual initial
narrative segment. Thus, similar stories succeed to give a tangible form and existence to those
invisible plots that, in a traditional narrative work, are doomed to remain in the realm of the non-
told, or whose development is — often intentionally (and fortunately) — left to the imaginative
capacity of individual readers.

However, at a closer exam, these hypernarratives with true forkings do not warrant what they
seem to promise. They carefully avoid organizing their narrative units according to that non-
linear logic that should be the most interesting and peculiar aspect of hypertextual narrative.
Indeed, for a “normal” reader — a reader thus incapable to have, while reading, a complete view



of the whole narrative tree (a condition that | would call typical), a reader who follows, link after
link, any of the possible narrative paths — the narration will seem absolutely linear, or at least
linear as any traditional and well-formed narration.
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Figure 2: Structure of Tree-Hypertext with True Forkings

We should moreover consider that the inability of the tree-hypernarratives with true forking to
organize the narration according to non-traditional criteria does not certainly represent the most
problematic aspect linked to the production and the fruition of hypernarratives. Stories thus
structured present other significant shortcomings and drawbacks. The most important one is what
can be defined as the exponential trap, in which each complex narrative of this kind falls.

A narration whose plot develops following progressive bifurcations is conceived in such a way
that the reader, at the end of each narrative segment, is invited to make a choice determining a
future possible evolution of the story. Even in the simplest case, however, of a story made of a
limited number N of narrative segments, each foreseeing only two possible forkings, it is easy to

verify that the whole story-tree will have to include a total of (ZN—l) segments. If for instance,
we have a short story made of 10 episodes or segments, each no longer than 150 words (about
half a printed page), the “story” as a whole (meant as ramification of all the episodes) will

comprise (210—1) episodes, that is to say 1023 episodes, amounting to about 510 printed pages.
This gives us the indication of the quantity of work a writer has to face when writing a
hypernarrative of this kind. If the technique the writer needs to construct his/her narrative work is
relatively simple, certainly we cannot say the same for the writing of the whole aggregate of
episodes constituting the narrative tree.

If we really intend to offer the reader a hypernarrative with true forkings sufficiently long (at
least as long as a traditional short story) and that, at the same time, could present a significant
number of alternative choices of reading, the only reasonable solution seems to be to imagine a
story written by a number of different authors. Such a solution is not only reasonable, but also



absolutely practicable. The World Wide Web is the space of virtual encounter of thousands of
voices. To create a web page functioning as a generative knot of a polyphonic story organized as
a tree-structure with true forkings is by now a technically feasible enterprise. Also easy by now is
to find a number of web-users willing to write, one after the other, the multiple segments
constituting a common story. Mailing lists and news groups, as well as specialized sites, abolish
both geographical distances and transmission times. A story developed by one hundred authors
can evolve quickly. Writing in this way is a net-game; it is the concrete attainment of an often
declared dissolution of the figure of the Author, meant as a single individual, and of the ensuing
distribution of authority and creativity to more aware, active, and responsible readers/co-authors.’

As a matter of fact, several hypernarratives of this kind are already available to any user
capable to surf the Web. However, taking away from a single author the immense task of
building a tree-narrative simplifies, but of course does not solve, the managing problems a
narrative of this kind implies. The main limitation involved in such an organization of the
narrative space is imposed by the length of the story. These stories cannot avoid being short. | do
not intend, of course, suggest the idea that the quality of a narrative work should be directly
proportional to its length, so that the shorter the story, the lesser its literary value. My intention is
instead to underline the fact that shortness in polyphonic tree-structured stories is not a conscious
choice made by the author of the work, but rather a limitation imposed on the author(s) by the
very structure of the work.

Suffice to make a couple of new and easy calculation to understand why a tree-structured story
with true forkings cannot really be longer than few pages, unless the number of the narrative
segments be extremely limited (so that each segment would be longer and, therefore, more
narratively substantial) and, as a consequence, also the number of the possible forkings be
limited. Similarly to the previously described case, let’s consider a simple story with binary
forkings built by assembling together 30 distinct episodes, each with an average length of about
half a page, so that, when reading, each finished story be about 15 pages long. Well, such a story,
in order to be completed, would require more than a billion of authors writing it, each engaged in
the completion of a single narrative segment. Moreover, such a story would need, at least as of
today’s technology, a significant percentage of the Web space used by the Internet-users all over
the world to store their data.

Furthermore, it is easy to understand that, if this writing procedure employing a billion of
voices is still possible from a technical point of view (given the willingness of a billion users to
attempt such a tedious task), the coordination of these writers’ activity becomes instead
impossible. Thus, while it is possible to complete the reading of some of the stories belonging to
the narrative tree, it is surely inconceivable that either an individual or a group of people could
read all the episodes in all the forkings of the story. If we try again to make some easy
calculations, we see that given a typical reader, with a reading speed of about 100 words per
minute, and given a typical page (that is, a printed page) containing about 300—400 words, our
hypothetical reader would need a little over 3000 years of continuous reading to read all the
episodes of a 15 page story.



Hence, the impossibility to verify that all the episodes belonging to the same branch are
written according to the above-mentioned basic narrative requirements appears more than
evident. And if this “respect for the rules” is certamly not a necessary requirement for the
creation of an acceptable literary work, it seems nevertheless to be at least a condition cherished
by the reader when confronted — as he/she will be in this case — with stories built by means of a
linear narrative development very similar to the one most traditional narrations use.

Once the Author disappears, multiplied in thousands wvoices and thousands minds around a
generative knot, what ensues from the development of that knot is a Great Story, or, in other
words, the synthesis and the intermixture of genres and styles, a rather unstable blend of events,
ideas, and characters that will hardly cause in the reader anything more than a detached interest.

3.2.4. Hypernarratives Generated through Expert Systems

A possible alternative to tree-hypernarratives with real forkings may perhaps come from the
employment of technologies producing expert systems. | am referring to seemingly sentient
programs, electronic quasi-authors equipped with a Story Engine, an engine for the production of
countless stories. At least according to the programmers’ intentions, such stories should capture
the writer’s intuition and — from an initial idea — create on his/her behalf environments, plots, and
“well rounded” characters according to the rules organizing the perfect narrative. It is already
possible to see on-line stories created with the help of similar programs. Hence, it is obvious that,
were we so naive to believe what the creators of such programs declare, we could think that such
texts represent the solution to the exponential trap described above. For instance, from a draft of a
plot conceived by a human author and conveniently summarized by means of a series of short
answers to basic questions, any such program aiming at the inexpensive and fast creation of well-
formed (again, in an Aristotelian sense) perfect stories selects up to thousands and thousands of
possible developments of the story itself. It then creates diagrams from them, decides the most
suitable names for the characters, the themes, the problems, the solutions, the organization of the
narrative cells, the points of view, the sequence of events, and so on.®

Who, better than such an unwavering program could create tree-structured stories with true
forkings and then test — without feeling bored and at a speed impossible for the human mind — the
coherence of each possible path, the consequences of each possible action, the presence of any
possible logical contradiction? If these stories are structurally almost identical to those discussed
above, they, differently from the former, easily manage to avoid becoming a confused and
incoherent amalgam of ideas and styles.

We ought not to forget, however, that even in the most positive and improbable situation, were
we really able to have stories almost entirely written by machines — complex stories with dozens
and dozens of episodes, with hundreds of different plots — we would still nevertheless face
narratives designed according to an unequivocally traditional perception of literature, with clear
and defined beginnings, convincing developments, and precise endings organizing and resolving
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the narrative tension. In short: we would have, once more, clusters of well-formed stories, maybe
even pleasant to read. In any case, they would still be linear stories, stories that, very likely,
would bring nothing new to the evolution of the literary forms, except the fact of having been
written by machines pushed to imitate human beings writing traditional stories.

3.2.5. Web-like Hypernarratives

At this point, we should ask ourselves the following question: is there a solution to the tree-
structured hypernarrative with true forkings? Is there a kind of hypertext that, while foreseeing
and avoiding the exponential trap and incoherence could create a complex, engaging, and, at the
same time, readable narrative?

There is, indeed, still another kind of hypernarrative that seems to fulfill such requirements,
and that | label here web-like hypernarrative. At first sight, a web-like hypernarrative is very
similar to the tree-structured narrative with true forkings. In fact, it also develops by means of
leaps to alternative narrative cells selected by the reader while reading. However, what separates
a story of this kind from those described earlier, what makes it much more interesting and
complex and, at the same time, much more manageable when composition and revision are
concerned, is the possibility to link the single episodes of a branch developed through a series of
forkings both with episodes of a different branch, and with previous episodes (both belonging to
the same branch or to different branches). Figure 3 shows some of the possible movements
allowed to the reader of rhizomatic tales.’
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Figure 3: Structure of a Web-like Hypernarrative



Forty years ago, in “The Garden of Forking Paths,” one of his best-known stories, Jorge Luis
Borges described a labyrinthine text whose organizational logic, although more complex, cannot
be very dissimilar from the one I here call web-like logic:

‘the garden of forking paths’ was the chaotic novel; the phrase ‘the various futures
(not to all)’ suggested to me the forking in time, not in space. A broad rereading of
the work confirmed the theory. In all fictional works, each time a man is confronted
with several alternatives, he chooses one and eliminates the others; in the fiction of
Ts’ui Pén, he chooses — simultaneously — all of them. He creates, in this way,
diverse futures, diverse times which themselves also proliferate and fork. Here,
then, is the explanation of the novel’s contradictions. Fang, let us say, has a secret;
a stranger calls at his door; Fang resolves to kill him. Naturally, there are several
possible outcomes: Fang can kill the intruder, the intruder can Kill Fang, they both
can escape, they both can die, and so forth. In the work of Ts’ui Pén, all possible
outcomes occur; each one is the point of departure for other forkings. Sometimes,
the paths of this labyrinth converge: for example, you arrive at this house, but in
one of the possible pasts you are my enemy, in another, my friend.°

We cannot deny to Borges the prerogative of having tested — here and elsewhere thoroughly
and with genius — the limits of the structures of the traditional tale. In “The Garden of Forking
Paths” Borges sets the basis for the theoretic discussion on the structures of a tale that not only
implies a multiplicity of interpretations, but also a variety, or rather, an infinity of simultaneous
universes in which all the possibilities are accomplished in all the possible combinations. On the
other hand, “The Garden of Forking Paths,” the tale-labyrinth conceived by Ts’ui Pén is, in
Borges’s story, only the indefinite object of a philosophical speculation, a metaphysical entity not
easily to be constrained within a concrete text. Conceiving such an entity is certainly not easy,
but neither impossible. Conversely, it is different to concretely create a work of fiction similar to
Ts’ui Pén’s, that is, to create a finite labyrinthine tale that could still be the source of infinite
stories. Indeed, if there are numerous pseudo-hypertextual narratives on-line, very few are
hypernarrative with rhizomatic structure, while even less are those that seem to work, those
containing narrative cells that push the reader to real choices of reading paths and that, at the
same time, do not avoid the challenge of the complexity.

Similar stories develop precisely in the way scrupulously avoided by the other pseudo-
hypertextual narratives described above: the events of a narrative cell are not left behind once the
reader jumps to a new cell. The consequences of an event are kept n the characters’ memory and
are moreover used to modify the plot. On the other hand, the references do not develop according
to a tree-like structure with branches ramifying in exponential way. Such references to other
narrative cells are chronologically, spatially or logically either subsequent or preceding;
moreover, at times, they are references to passages of the story already read, but that gain new
meaning, given the fact that once one goes back to a passage already encountered, unavoidably
one knows elements of the story that could have not been known at a first reading. And this is
precisely the point: each cell one lands on or to which one goes back must be conceived in such a
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way to be understandable at a first reading, even if the reader does not necessarily know the
events scattered in other areas of the story. At the same time, each cell should also keep being the
source of new significant and coherent information, even during a possible second or third
reading.

It is easy to understand that the creation of narrative works arranged in such a complex way is
really a very difficult procedure, challenging any traditional concept of plot. It is a challenge to
the connection between cause and effect, a challenge to a linear perception of time and to a
consequential series of events, a challenge to the very nature of memory, of remembering, of
knowing and of recognizing.

4. Conclusions

We can now pull things together and try to find a more tangible reason for what, in the
beginning of this work, | defined as a sort of irritation towards hypertextual narrative. By now, it
should be clear that if we are dealing with tree-like narratives, either with false or true forkings,
we cannot really assert to be confronted with something radically new. In these stories the linear
organization is entirely preserved; moreover, the compositional principles generally used to
construct these stories do not really differ from those commonly employed in more traditional
stories written on paper. On the other hand, we must admit that the same set of principles used
when writing (and reading) more or less traditional narrative sequences does not seem to be
useful when we are dealing with web-like hypernarratives, in which, as we have seen, the linear
organization defining the narrative progression is entirely disjointed.

| believe Landow is right when he asserts that we find ourselves in front of a radical choice:
“either one simply cannot write hypertext fiction (and the Poetics, [by Avristotle] shows why that
could be the case) or else Aristotelian definitions and descriptions of plot do not apply to stories
read and written within a hypertext environment.*!

On the basis of what we have seen so far, | think it is not difficult to understand the meaning
of such a statement: we cannot write “true” (that is, web-like) hypertextual narrative unless we
re-define the very concept of narrative. Authors, readers, and critics will have thus to face the
serious problem of re-thinking and re-structuring all the traditional narrative categories: those
same categories defined by Aristotle in the Poetics and maintained more or less unchanged for
over two millennia. But this conclusion should not be surprising. After all, the whole history of
narrative, from the oral tales of the cultures with no writing to the experimental works produced
by avant-garde writers, has been the history of a slow, constant re-shaping of those few, but
complex and problematic concepts used to define what narrative is (or should be): time, space,
characters, organization of the events, and so on.

On the other hand, history, and, in this case, not just the history of narrative, shows that, over
the centuries, people have often reacted with a sense of uneasiness towards the new and the
unknown. And this is particularly true during periods of transition from one cultural paradigm to
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another, when the rules people learned to recognize and use in order to cope with the world
suddenly start becoming obsolete. The pace of the change becomes too quick; all of a sudden the
world seems to work according to new principles; principles difficult to see, understand, or
control. Under these circumstances people feel inexorably cut off from the world. What can be
the natural reaction to all this, then, but annoyance, uneasiness, or even fear and rejection?

The same can be said about hyperfiction: the new-born narrative is only one among the many
things or events in the world that manifest the change under way, the sliding of the Western
culture towards the electronic paradigm. Hypertextual narratives, as well as many other cultural
elements generated within the new paradigm, force us to face our inadequacy to cope with
novelties: we realize that we do not truly understand what we read; something seems to escape
our reach, while we receive messages that we are not able to fully decipher.

This inevitably happens because we all are descendants of both the culture of the written word
and that Greek invention called linear logic. By means of this logic we have developed specific
coding criteria enabling us to perceive, define, conceptualize, and understand specific portions of
reality, and to appreciate certain elements that seem to characterize both such reality, and certain
peculiar relationships among those elements. Crucial concepts such as cause and effect,
coherence, order, acceptability, classification, organization, hierarchy, centrality, generalization,
and exemplification are essential parts of the conceptual system we employ in order to see and
construct the world (or, rather, a variety of worlds) we live in, as well as the narrated worlds we
like to write and read abouit.

In turn, all the above concepts are related, in a way or another, to the idea of line. In our
culture the line is such fundamental concept that we take its presence for granted, as if it were an
absolute truth. We see it in the visible nature, between material points, and also between
metaphorical points, such as days or actions. When we think about personality and character we
assume the line as axiomatic. Our behavior is often shaped by an implicit line. We visualize the
processes with lines; we trace conclusions from data. Even when we describe personal events or
experiences we use the line as a guide, and we feel that we must order the events according to a
linear order. Usually, we arrange events in an organized sequence leading to a climax, a
culminating moment, so that those events, actions, ideas, emotions follow one another in a
progression of increasing intensity. In our culture very rarely can we value the present in itself.
We can understand the value of events and/or states of things only when we establish some
relations these events or states have within a progression, while aiming to a certain goal. Hence,
most of the times we organize the events chronologically: the before is antecedent to the after, the
past comes before the present, the present has repercussions on the future. We often find it
necessary, almost inevitable, to organize a whatsoever story — especially when we are involved in
it — according to this distinction between past, present, and future, and also around a climax. The
story goes from.... to, and it tends to attribute values in compliance with a hierarchical order, an
aim, or even logical or temporal positions defined with reference to a central idea or event. And
since we see our history always in terms of progressions towards a climax, we also program our
future experiences in terms of climax, so that these experiences could hopefully carry into our
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lives future meanings and pleasures.

The same happens when we invent stories, or when we read and appraise them: we grow
accustomed to feel satisfaction from the movement from a certain point to another, or from
change, meant as a variety of situations implying a progress. Our evaluation and appreciation of
happiness and unhappiness, and, in general, our esthetical appreciation, is necessarily linked to
the presence of a progression that aims to a goal, towards the fulfillment of a desire.2

In short: we only pretend to be syllogistic beings. The logic of the line is an invention of the
Greek culture and, as such, it certainly does not determine, as often people tend to believe, the
natural structuring of human cognitive processes. However, even if the linear logic does not
necessarily determine the structuring of human cognitive processes, it has been crystallized into
Western minds for so many centuries that has become invisible and all-absorbing, so that it
consistently shapes and conditions our cognitive processes. Therefore, in many circumstances of
our lives, we are syllogistic beings: we tend to behave as such and we expect other people to
show syllogistic behaviors.

All this has deep repercussions on our ability to appreciate the electronic, hypertextual
narrative. Of course, by now it should be clear that, if we want to have real hypertextual
narratives, the first step we need to undertake is to work on the process — already in progress — of
re-writing the rules governing the composition of narratives. Especially during this century,
many writers have already struggled in the attempt to get rid of the bounds the printed-paper and
the book forced them to work with. We only need to think of all the literary works questioning
and challenging conventional narrative modes: novels or short stories that altered or abolished
well-established fictional elements such as character, plot, setting, point of view, and time, to
name but a few, in favor of sudden transitions, repetitions, circularity, geometrical patterns, the
collage, the pastiche, the matching of heterogeneous materials, the intrusion of non-verbal or
multimedial elements, the lack of authorial analysis, the dissolution of logical rules, the
multiplying of endings, the deconstruction of time and space, and so on. Thus, on this
perspective, the hypertext is just another tool — the most recent and technological one — writers
found in order to accomplish their creative task.

However, re-writing the rules governing the creation of new forms of narrative will not, by
itseff, allow us to properly deal with hypertextual fiction. A new set of rules will not necessarily
enable readers to understand the stories resulting from such rules. Moreover, the understanding of
those generative mechanisms will not automatically induce into the readers the pleasure for the
text, nor will set the canons for a new aesthetics.

In order to be truly able to appreciate and enjoy hypertextual narrative we must accomplish a
much greater task: re-model our cognitive processes. We need to learn how to perceive, see,
understand, follow and put together the variety of narrative elements and materials presented by
hypertexts through a non-linear, or rather, multi-lineal logic. We need to learn how to appreciate
the rhizomatic, web-like constructions we can already create through the manipulation of
narrative elements. We need to learn how to enjoy the act of giving a manageable shape to
something belonging to multiplicity and complexity. Under this perspective, we will become

15



ideal readers of hypertextual narratives only when we will be able to think within new
conceptual frameworks, new forms of cognitive competencies to be acquired through training and
exercises, through the revision, the progressive adjustment, the deliberate exploration, and the
strengthening of prototypical configurations.?

All this cannot be easily accomplished in a short time. While we are already in the process of
re-writing the rules for writing fiction, it seems to me that we are not close to the accomplishment
of the second task. If, on the one hand, we know (that is, we understand in a logical sense) how
to produce and analyze hypertextual works, on the other hand, we have not developed and
assimilated yet the proper cognitive prototypical configurations which would enable us to find
these works pleasant to read and aesthetically appealing.

Even if it is true that we are more and more often plunged into the electronic paradigm — a
paradigm that, through the Web, video-games and video-clips, cyberspace, and hypermedial
environments offers us enlightening perspectives of complex, multimedial, and non-linear worlds
— we still belong too much to a culture strongly shaped by linear logic and by the printed word.
Overall, this culture is our primary system of prototypical configurations, a system we trust and
use to model our perceptions and our behaviors. Prisoners of such a system of prototypical
configurations, whenever confronted by non-linear narrative patterns we don’t exactly know how
to deal with them. Most of the times we still perceive them as disorganized or even chaotic and
inconclusive; most of the times we find ourselves naturally (and unconsciously) predisposed to
translate them into what we know better: lincar patterns organized according to those “basic
conditions for a narrative sequence” mtroduced a few pages back.

Nevertheless, these translations still carry with them an after-taste of the non-linear land they
come from. It is the taste of something we try to cope with not knowing much about. Thus, it
should not be surprising that we don’t like them. Most of the times, we prefer to go back to
traditional fiction: it is easier, more understandable, safer; therefore, it is nicer. Maybe, writers of
hypertexts have already found a way to create a new form of fiction. They might even have
discovered a way to enjoy writing such works of fiction. As for the pleasure coming from the act
of reading them, well, for that we might need to wait a little longer.

[Translated by Giuliana Perco]

16



(@)

No ok~ wbdE

10.
11.
12.

13.

. Notes

Cicconi 1999.

Quoted in May 1991.

Garcia 1996. Garcia is also author of the hypertext “Borderline.”

Bourneuf & Quellet 1976: 33-35.

Eco 1979: 29-30.

Rees 1994.

On this issue, which is central in the contemporary debate on literature and new technologies,
see Bolter 1991; Coover 1992; Coover 1993; Landow 1992.

Among the several programs available on sales a good one seems to be Dramatica Pro 3.0,
endowed with a powerful “story engine.” For more detail see http//www.dramatica.com/.
With such a word | refer to the concept of rhizome as presented and developed by Deleuze
and Guattari 1980; I used it within the hypertextual theory in Cicconi 1999.

Borges 1964: 28.

Landow 1992: 101.

On the concept of linear coding of reality as practiced by our Western culture, and on the
possibility to find different, alternative, and non linear ways of coding reality and creating
narrative structures, see the very useful essay by Lee 1977.

In the arts as well as in the sciences, people who have been trained to perform certain
activities can perceive and do things that will remain hidden and impossible for the hands and
the ears and the eyes of those who have not been trained. Recent studies in cognitive science
clearly show that the practice of a certain competence — needed for either a perceptive or
productive task — implies, first of all, the acquisition of a form of competence by means of a
slow and difficult process of progressive adjustment of synaptic weights, that is, the proper
activation of prototypical configurations. In other words, the progressive acquisition of a
certain competence implies the construction and the strengthening, at a neuronal level, of a
complex conceptual framework that, while reacting to perceptive inputs, makes it possible the
deliberate explorations of patterns, and leads to the production of behavioral outputs. The
extent of the acquired competence will be proportional to the quantity and quality of
prototypes a person has learned to master. Thus, musicians, composers, painters or graphic
designers, dancers and choreographers, dramatists and nowelists, and, in our case, critics and
readers, all ply their trade by using a great amount of knowledge and practice. And what all of
them have to learn is a family or a system of prototypical performances, that is, categories and
prototypical configurations. For a detailed description of how neural networks can be
modeled and re-modeled through training see Churchland 1995, and in particular Chapter 10:
“Language, Science, Politics, and Art.”
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