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Serge Bouchardon

This digital creation offers four interactive experienc-

es: adapt, rock, light up and forget. Each scene comes as

an answer to contemporary injunctions: being flexible,
dynamic and mobile, finding one's way, forgetting in order
to move forward... You will have to shake words—more or
less strongly—in the Rock scene, or to use the gyroscope in
the Light up scene. These four scenes are integrated into an
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interactive narrative (Story). They can also be experienced
independently (Scenes).

If fiction is the expression of society, it also proposes models
for us to identify with. The great apprenticeship novels of
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (for instance The
Life of Marianne by Marivaux or Wilhelm Meister’s Appren-
ticeship by Goethe) have thus been able to give their readers

a "narrative identity" (Ricoeur) centered on the construction
of the individual.

Today, new ways of working and of organizing society
(increasingly emphasizing the notions of network or mo-
bility) and a new relationship to temporality (immediacy,
events-based life) could more than ever justify other forms
of narratives.

The interactive narrative DO IT tells the story of someone
who is struggling against the acceleration ot time and the
injunctions to move always forward, faster and faster. The
original music (composed by Hervé Zénouda) emphasizes
the contrast between the reflections of the character, who
aspires to slowness, and the injunctions given to him to go
always faster and to accelerate the tempo.



DIGITAL LITERATURE: A GESTURALITY SPECIFIC T0 THE DIGITAL?

Serge Bouchardon

The gesture of manipulation in digital literature

In the domain of digital or electronic literature!, interac-
tive works have already existed for several decades. In

an interactive creation, manipulations by the readers are
often required so that they can move through the work (for
instance in hypertextual narratives). Such manipulations,
in these interactive digital creations, are not radically new
and there are many examples of literary works which
require physical interventions on the part of the reader;
for example in Raymond Queneau’s Cent mille milliards de
poems the reader must construct sonnets from a number of
individually printed lines of poetry. Espen Aarseth pro-
poses the term “ergodic literature” to describe this kind of
work, arguing that “in ergodic literature, nontrivial effort is
required to allow the reader to traverse the text” (Aarseth
1997, p.1). Yet while some print works do require that the
reader provides some physical input, what is somewhat
new in interactive digital works is the fact that it is the text
itself, and not only the physical medium, which acquires a
dimension of manipulation. A digital text, as well as being a
text provided for reading, can also provide an opportunity
for manipulation. This dimension of the manipulation of
the text, but also the whole range of semiotic forms, opens a
large field of possibilities in interactive digital creations.

But to what extent can one speak of a gesturality specific to
the Digital? I will focus on three of my own creations to try
to answer this question.

Gesture and materiality

Since 2013, a research and creation project has been
conducted in partnership with the ALIS company and the
University of Technology of Compiegne in France (UTC).
The project builds on an artistic practice invented by Pierre
Fourny, founder of ALIS, entitled Two Half-Words Poetry
(or Cutting-edge Poetry...). This particular practice makes it
possible to create sequences based on the idea that words?
which are halved horizontally, contain the half of other
words. This poetry is meant to be performed on stage
(Figure 1). Within the context of the project, several in-
teractive applications (for PC and smartphone) have been
developed (Figure 2).

In the application entitled Separation*, the users can expe-
rience cutting edge poetry in two ways. They can play with
poems. In the example below (Figure 3), there are three
different gestures (with the mouse on a PC or the finger on
a smartphone or tablet) and three different animations.
With the Guillotine font, the users can cut a word in half (in
figure 3, the word “separation” is being cut and the word

"Digital or Electronic Literature : "The term refers to works with important literary aspects that take advantage of the capabilities and contexts provided by
the stand-alone or networked computer " (Electronic Literature Organization, http://www.eliterature.org/about).
“http://www.alis-fr.com/site/?q=node/26

*http://webtv.utc.fr/watch_video.php?v=W88H2AUDA42RA, http://webtv.utc.fr/watch_video.php?v=2MBDS6709WHN (video presentations in French)
“http://i-trace.fr/separation/index.php, Video capture of the interactions: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0dQEOF3misE

Figure 1 Pierre Fourny in a demonstration
of Two Half-Words Poetry : in "sable” ("sand"
in English) is hidden "oasis"*

Figure2  From the word "utc” (University of Technalogy of
Compiegne) emerges the word “art", the two words sharing the same
lower half
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Figure 3 The Separation application : an example. Figure 4  The Separation application : the menu



“perception” takes its place). With the shadow font, they rub
aword to let another word appear. With the central font,
they tear the word apart. The users of the application are
also able (in the “Lab” and “Editor” sections, Figure 4) to
play with their own words and texts. A software program
returns results dynamically for any word. They can com-
pose their own texts and share them.

The conception and the development of this applica-
tion, under the form of a prototype, has opened up new ave-
nues about gestures and the production of meaning, especial-
ly on interactive mobile screens (smartphones and tablets).
The interactive application acts as a call for gestures to be
renewed and shared by the users. The semantic choices and
gestures of Pierre Fourny, who unveils one word after an-
other on stage, are displaced in the interactive application
by the semantic choices and gestures of the user. The user
makes the words appear and a poem unfold. The nature
of the gestures themselves is no longer the one that Pierre
Fourny has been experiencing so far in the physical space
of the stage. The user triggers another realm of possibilities
in the tactile digital space. It is impossible indeed in the
physical world to cut a word with a simple movement of the
finger (Figure 5).

This raises the question of tangibility and the role
of materiality in digital writing. We can often experiment
on the screen (in the animations of cutting edge poetry) a
pragmatic loss of the poem. This loss can be partly com-
pensated by a dramaturgy emphasizing the appearance /
disappearance (with movement and speed), important for
the perception of the targeted poetic effect. There are also
pragmatic gains on the screen, with various possibilities of
decomposition of the action that may lead to a more com-
plete perception of the visual process.

Beyond the question of animation, different forms
of tangibility can be noted when switching from paper to
screen. The gesture of cutting a word in two halves gives the
user the illusion of perception through touch. Thus, cutting
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a word with his/her finger, dragging it to the left or to the
right, controlling the speed at which he/she does it, gives
the user the impression that his /her finger is actually mag-
netizing one half of the word.

However, in the Separation application, it may not
be appropriate to speak of tangibility in the full sense of the
term because there is no mobilization in the interaction of
the actual physical constraints and properties of the object:
impenetrability, weight, friction... Speaking of tangible user
interface would be a misnomer: the idea of tangible user in-
terface is usually to give the user the ability to interact with
digital objects through direct manipulation (a reproduction
of touching where there is no mediation between the body
and the object). But in the smartphone interface application,
there is an illusion of tangibility: the user moves objects
with his/her fingertip as he/she would move some physical
objects (for example a pawn on the squares of a game board).
Even though they are not fully tangible, words in the Sepa-
ration application are manipulable in their materiality.

The exploitation of materiality in digital writings,
theorized notably by Katherine Hayles (Hayles, 2008),
allows us to do away with the immateriality of the digital.
With the digital, it is possible to manipulate the medium
but also the content, insofar as the content is calculable:
materiality found in the digital medium may thus have
different properties than in other media. Digital writing
leads us to a conception of materiality which is primarily
action-based.

Gesture and meaning

Yves Jeanneret (2000) claims that the simple act of turning
the page of a book “does not suppose a priori any particu-
lar interpretation of the text. By contrast however, in an
interactive work clicking on a hyperword or on an icon is,
in itself, an act of interpretation” (p.113). Jeanneret fur-
ther suggests that the interactive gesture consists above

Figure 5 The word ABRACADABRA is cut in
the Separation application

Figure 7and 8
D0 IT:the Adapt scene.

Figure 6 DO IT: the
menu




Figure 9 and 10

allin “an interpretation realized through a gesture” (121). strongly - to shake words and let other words appear — with DO IT: the Rock scene. This work displays a photograph of a woman lying on a bed
However, the distinction that Jeanneret proposes between a more or less negative meaning (Figure 9 and 10). In this (Figure 11), as a voice - that of Annie Abrahams, the author
turning a page and clicking on a hyperlink is not necessarily ~ example, we can see that the user’s gestural manipulations - starts telling a story. The narrative is about a dream that

obvious and could be criticized. Moreover, we are stretch- can fully contribute to the construction of meaning. Annie Abrahams had when she was a teenager. This dream

can be interpreted as the sometimes painful transition
from teenage to adulthood about a young woman exposed
to the gaze and the desire of men. Being passive, looking
and listening without using the mouse is not always easy
for the interactor, often prompted to click compulsively. If
the interactor rolls the cursor over the image, the image
seems to resist the reader. Text immediately appears on the
screen expressing the woman’s refusal ("don’t touch me"),
the woman changes her physical position and the vocal tale

ing the limits of interpretation quite dramatically if we

really accept that all clicking is interpretative. Despite these =~ Gesture and figures of (gestural) manipulation

caveats, we can nevertheless point out that, in an interac-

tive work, the gesture acquires a particular role, which fully =~ Numerous interactive works of digital literature, notably in-

contributes to the construction of meaning. teractive narratives, do largely call upon what we may call
This is the case in the interactive narrative DO IT3, figures of manipulation (Bouchardon, 2014). Since Antiqui-

presented in the ICIDS Art Exhibition 2017. This digital crea-  ty, the figures have been a significant part of rhetoric, even

tion offers four interactive experiences: adapt, rock, light up  though rhetoric should not be reduced to rhetorical figures.

and forget. Each scene comes as an answer to contemporary  Figures are generally divided into four main categories:

injunctions: being flexible, dynamic and mobile, finding diction (e.g. anagram and alliteration), construction (e.g. immediately stops and restarts from the beginning. On the
one's way, forgetting in order to move forward... These four ~ chiasmus and anacoluthon), meaning (tropes, e.g. metaphor fourth attempt of a caress with the mouse, the window closes.
scenes are integrated into an interactive narrative (Story). and metonymy) and thought (e.g. hyperbole and irony). The story Don’t touch me has a vocal, visual (the

They can also be experienced independently (Figure 6). The  The rhetorical figure is traditionally defined as a “reasoned
interactive narrative tells the story of someone who is strug-  change of meaning or of language vis-a-vis the ordinary and
gling against the acceleration ot time and the injunctions to ~ simple manner of expressing oneself”’. Jean-Marie Klink-
move always forward, faster and faster. The original music enberg (Klinkenberg 2000: 343) defines a rhetorical figure
emphasizes the contrast between the reflections of the char- more precisely as “a dispositif consisting in the production
acter, who aspires to slowness, and the injunctions given to of implicit meanings, so that the utterance is polyphonic”. In
him to go always faster and to accelerate the tempo. At each  interactive and multimedia writing, the polyphonic dimen-
stage of the story, the gestures of the user contribute to the sion of the figure also relies on the pluricodal nature of the

woman displayed) and written-textual dimension (the three
messages of refusal). It also has a gestural dimension: it

is through the action of the user that the vocal narrative
makes sense. This is an interactive story that is based on a
play between interactivity and narrativity (Ensslin, 2012).
Interactivity prevents narrativity insofar as the gesture of
the user stops the narrative. The author also plays on the
apparent incompatibility between narrativity and interac-

construction of meaning. Let us take the examples of the content. tivity to teach the user to resist his desire to click, but also
first two scenes. In the Adapt scenef, the character wants to” I have identified rhetorical figures specific to interac- to apprehend differently the representations - especially
change the frame to expand [his/her] field of vision” (Figure  tive writing: figures of manipulation, meaning gestural online - of the female body. The vocal narrative can only be
7). The user can thus play with a red frame to enlarge it manipulation (Bouchardon, 2014). It is a category on its own, interpreted through the gesture of the user: it makes sense
and make the text appear on screen (Figure 8). In the Rock along with figures of diction, construction, meaning and because it is interactive.

scene, the character has to prove that he/she can be dynam-  thought (Bouchardon & Heckman, 2012). Let us illustrate
ic. The user can then shake the mobile phone - more or less this point with the short digital fiction Don’t touch me®.

In the piece Don’t touch me, we can identify a gap
between the expectations of the interactor when he or she
moves the mouse cursor and the result obtained with this
manipulation (until the final white screen). The caress on
the picture of the woman with the mouse cursor only inter-

*D0 IT (2016) is an interactive app. freely available on:
- Google Play: https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.tx.aqir

- App Store: https://appsto.re/cn/WON8fb.i rupts and then brutally stops the course of the piece, giving
tVideo captures of the interactions : https://youtube.com/watch?v=ubU0q-j_ZJ4
"Quintilian, De institutione oratoria, IX, 1, 11-13 tAbrahams Annie (2003). Ne me touchez pas/Don’t touch me, http://bram.org/toucher/index.htm.
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rise to a figure of manipulation that could be called a figure
of interruption.

Numerous interactive digital fictions indeed play
on the expectations of the reader by resorting to non-con-
ventional couplings between the gesture and the result on
screen, which can be analyzed in terms of figures. Let us
now focus on an entire digital fiction. Loss of Grasp? is an
online interactive narrative in five different languages. In
this creation, six scenes tell the story of a character who is
losing grasp on his life. In the first scene, the reader unfolds
the narrative by rolling over the sentences which appear
on the screen. Each time a sentence is rolled over, a new
sentence is displayed. But after a while, when the sentence
“Everything escapes me” appears, the mouse cursor disap-
pears. The reader can keep rolling over each sentence, but
without the reference point of the mouse cursor. Through
this “non-conventional media coupling” (Bouchardon, 2014),
the reader experiences loss of grasp with his/her gestures.

The second scene stages the meeting of the character
with his future wife, 20 years earlier. While the character
“ask[s] questions to reveal her", the reader can discover
the face of the woman by moving the mouse cursor. These
movements leave trails of questions which progressively
unveil her face. The questions themselves constitute the
portrait of the woman (Figure 12).

In the third scene, 20 years later, the character can’t
seem to understand a note left by his wife: “love poem or
break up note?” The reader can experience this double
meaning with gestures. If he/she moves the mouse cursor
to the right, the text will unfold as a love poem; if he/she
moves the cursor to the left, the order of the lines is re-
versed and the text turns into a break up note (Figure 13).

In the fourth scene, the character’s teenage son asks
his father to read an essay he wrote on the notion of “hero".
But the character cannot focus on the words and “can only
read between the lines". If the reader clicks on the words
of the essay, sentences appear — made up of letters from the
text itself - such as:

Idon't love you.

You don't know me.

We have nothing in common.

I don't want anything from you.
You're not a model for me.

I want to make my own way.
Soon I will leave.

Paradoxically, the gesture of focusing on the text makes it
fall apart and lets an implicit meaning appear (Figure 14).
In the fifth scene, even the character’s own image seems
to escape him. Via the webcam, the image of the reader

appears on the screen. He/she can distort and manipulate it.

The character/reader so “feel[s] manipulated".

In the last scene, the character decides to take con-
trol again. A typing window is proposed to the reader, in
which he/she can write. But whatever keys he/she types, the
following text appears progressively.

I'm doing all I can to get a grip on my life again.

I make choices.

I control my emotions.
The meaning of things.
At last, I have a grasp...

“Bouchardon Serge and Volckaert Vincent (2010). Loss of Grasp, http://lossofgrasp.com.
This creation won the New Media Writing Prize 2011: http://newmediawritingprize.co.uk/past-winners/

It has been exhibited at ICIDS 2016 in Los Angeles.
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Figure 11

don't temeh me

Dont't touch me

by Annie Abrahams: a figure
of interruption

Figure 12
scene.

| had to ask questions to reveal her.

Loss of Grasp, second

Here again, the reader is confronted with a figure which re-
lies on a gap between his/her expectations while manipulat-
ing and the result on screen. Thus through his/her gestures
and through various figures of manipulation — which could
as a matter of fact appear as variations on a figure of loss of
grasp — the reader experiences the character’s loss of grasp
in an interactive way.

Conclusion

The examples analyzed above raise the question of the ges-
ture and more largely of the engagement of the body in dig-
ital literature. Gestural manipulation is certainly inherent
in writing and reading devices; however, the Digital results
in a passage to the limit by introducing computation into
the very principle of manipulation (Bachimont, 2008). What
can happen when the user makes the gesture of typing a
letter on the keyboard? Another letter may be displayed
instead!?, or the typed letter may leave the input field and
fly away, or that gesture can generate a sound, run a query
in a search engine, or even turn the computer off (all these
examples are to be found in digital literature)... From this
simple gesture, the realm of possibilities exceeds the antici-
pation inherent in the gesture. Because of the arbitrariness
and opacity of computation, the Digital introduces a gap
between the user’s expectations based on his/her gestures
and the realm of possibilities offered.

The Digital makes it possible to defamiliarize the ges-
tural experience inherent to reading and writing, to make
it unfamiliar and even strange again. Defamiliarization
is of course the project of many avant-gardes and literary
approaches (and more generally art approaches). But one
could argue that there are particularities to the digital
mode of defamiliarization. In literature, defamiliarization
concerns the linguistic aspect. In digital literature, Roberto

10Cf. the last scene of Loss of Grasp: http://lossofgrasp.com/



Love poem or break up note?

Figure 13 Loss of Grasp, third scene
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But | can't focus on the words.

Figure 14 Loss of Grasp, fourth
scene.

Simanowski claims that “the concept of defamiliarization
needs to be applied beyond the realm of linguistics to the
entire cyber” language”, including the visual and acoustic
material as well as the idiosyncratic features of digital
media such as intermediality, interactivity, animation and
hyperlinks. A more general definition therefore character-
izes the literary as the arranging of the material or the use
of features in an uncommon fashion to undermine any au-
tomatic perception for the purpose of aesthetic perception”
(Simanowski, 2010).

Defamiliarization thus concerns not only the linguis-
tic dimension, but also the iconic and sound dimensions,
as well as the gestural dimension. However, there is one
difficulty: how can defamiliarization be identified in a
system of expression that is so recent and still evolving that
it has not yet established familiar and common ground? It is
undoubtedly through the question of gesturality that the ex-
perience of defamiliarization can be made explicit, insofar
as a repertoire of gestures has begun to stabilize with digital
devices (PC and tactile devices).

As said previously, with the Digital, the interactive
gesture and the interactive gestural manipulation are defa-
miliarized thanks to the opacity of computation: the Digital
can introduce a gap between the user’s expectations based
on his/her gestures and the realm of possibilities offered. In
interactive digital literature, defamiliarization is based on
computation. In this sense, one could speak of a gesturality
specific to the Digital, which is particularly well highlighted
in digital literature.

The role played by computation, by digital programs and in-
terfaces, must be taken into account to analyze gestural ma-
nipulations and to grasp their specificities. Hypothesizing
that there is a gesturality specific to the Digital entails the
necessity to sensitize and train users to the role of gesture
in the construction of the meaning of a digital creation. It is
indeed important to understand and analyze the semiotics
and the rhetoric specific to these gestural manipulations

when teaching digital literacy. Understanding gesturality
through digital literature should be part of digital literacy
teaching.
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