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‘A high quality Interactive work that ma-
kes us reflect on the connection between
control and lack of control. Playful and
disturbing.”

ICIDS 2020 Jury
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Loss of grasp and state of bliss

Abstract

In the interactive narrative Loss of Grasp, the reader’s gestures fully contribute to the construction
of meaning. The reader can experience the character’s feeling of loss of grasp in an interactive way.
The reader can then feel a form of “bliss” — to quote Barthes’ expression — in this interactive expe-
rience, which helps him/her fully identify or be empathetic with the character. However, this bliss
based on a state of loss can also be experienced by the author, whose piece is bound to disappear
(because of the disappearance of Flash for instance) and who has to recreate and give birth to it
again and again. And this bliss can also be experienced by the translator (Loss of Grasp is available
in 11 different languages). Although having to translate unexpected aspects — such as different
semiotic forms and gestures — may be unsettling at first, it can turn out to be an opportunity for
the translator to find a way to counter global digital cultural homogeneity and give life to cultural
diversity again. This link between loss of grasp and state of bliss that can be experienced by the
reader, but also by the author and by the translator, is rooted in the Digital.

Keywords
Loss of grasp, bliss, digital literature, gestures, obsolescence, translation
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Introduction

In Le Plaisir du texte (Barthes, 1973: p.25),
Roland Barthes makes a distinction between
the text of pleasure (“texte de plaisir”) and the
text of bliss (“texte de jouissance”). This text of
bliss is “the text that imposes a state of loss, the
text that discomforts... unsettles the reader’s hi-
storical, cultural, psychological assumptions”
(Barthes, 1973, p.25). It is also the text — and the
world — which we lose grasp of. This is the the-
me of the literary interactive narrative Loss of
Grasp (http://lossofgrasp.com)’, an online digital
creation (and also an application for smartpho-
nes since 2019) available in 11 different langua-
ges.

This screen-based work contains visual
elements (mainly words) and sounds (voices
and music). The piece requires headphones (or
loudspeakers) and a webcam (for the fifth sce-
ne). The visual design is quite minimalist: words

written in white on a black background. This
narrative is not a hypertext playing with non-li-
nearity (it contains six scenes that follow one
another), but it is nevertheless fully interactive.
The reader’s gestures play an important role in
the construction of the meaning of the narrati-
ve, as we will see later. The interaction with the
piece lasts about 10 minutes.

This creation won the New Media Writing
Prize?in 2011 and received the Runner up for the
Coover award ® in 2020. It is part of the ELMCIP
Anthology of European Electronic Literature *
(2012) and is included in the Electronic Litera-
ture Collection volume 4 ° (2021). It is taught in
several universities (curricula in electronic lite-
rature and creative writing), but also in secon-
dary schools (Bouchardon & Brunel, 2019; Brunel
& Bouchardon, 2020).

In the literary narrative Loss of Grasp, six
scenes feature a character who is losing grasp
on his wife, his son, his own image..., and who

'Bouchardon Serge and Volckaert Vincent, Déprise, 2010, http://deprise.fr (Loss of Grasp for the English version, 2010, http://
lossofgrasp.com). Video captures of the interactions: https:/youtu.be/nd6_b158qOs. Official selections, articles and peda-
gogical material: http://www.utc.fr/~bouchard/works/deprise html;

2 https:/newmediawritingprize.co.uk/archive/?tx_category=winner&prize-year=2011;

3https:/eliterature.org/2020/09/3707/;

4Engberg M., Memmott T. and Prater D.: https:/anthology.elmcip.net/works html (2012);
5Rui Torres, Kathi Inman Berens, John Murray, Lyle Skains & Mia Zamora, https:/collection.eliterature.org/ (to be published,

2021).
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is feeling manipulated. The Barthesian “sta-
te of loss” in Loss of Grasp will be analyzed at
three levels (reader, author and translator). The
tension on grasp and loss of grasp experienced
by the fictional character also mirrors the rea-
der’s experience of an interactive digital narra-
tive (first level, the reader’s level). This tension
between interaction and narrative felt by the
reader has its equivalent in the tension betwe-
en interaction and narration experienced by the
author. Besides, for the author, the rapid obso-
lescence of digital hardware and software may
in some cases also lead to another state of loss;
the author has to consider the piece as a con-
tinuously reinvented one if he/she wants the
piece to remain available (Loss of Grasp was
first developed in Flash in 2010, then recreated
in JavaScript in 2010). This is the second level,
the author’s level. Finally, in order to touch a
large audience, with its cultural and linguistic
diversity, it is important for a digital creation to
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be accessible in different languages. However,
translating an interactive and multimodal piece
into another language is something so unusual
that it also brings a state of loss for the transla-
tor (third level, the translator’s level).

Can these three states of loss, rooted in
the Digital, lead to a “state of bliss” insofar as they
“discomfort... unsettle the reader’s [and author’s
and translator’s] historical, cultural, psychologi-
cal [and technical] assumptions” (Barthes, 1973,
p. 25)?

texts of discomfort
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The reader’s discomfort

Numerous interactive works of digital li-
terature, notably interactive narratives, largely
call upon what I call figures of manipulation,
meaning gestural manipulation (Bouchardon,
2013). Since antiquity, figures have been a si-
gnificant part of rhetoric, even though rhetoric
should not be reduced to rhetorical figures. Fi-
gures are generally divided into four main cate-
gories: figures of diction (e.g. anagram and alli-
teration), figures of construction (e.g. chiasmus
and anacoluthon), figures of meaning (tropes,
e.g. metaphor and metonymy) and figures of
thought (e.g. hyperbole and irony). The rhetori-
cal figure is traditionally defined by Quintilian
as a reasoned change of meaning or of langua-
ge vis-a-vis the ordinary and simple manner of
expressing oneself®. Jean-Marie Klinkenberg
(2000) defines a rhetorical figure more preci-
sely as a dispositif consisting in the production

of implicit meanings, so that the utterance is
polyphonic’. In interactive and multimedia wri-
ting, the polyphonic dimension of the figure also
relies on the pluricodal nature of the content. I
have identified rhetorical figures specific to in-
teractive writing: figures of manipulation, mea-
ning gestural manipulation (Bouchardon, 2018).
It is a category on its own, along with figures of
diction, construction, meaning and thought.
Throughout the whole narrative of Loss
of grasp, the reader is confronted with figures
of manipulation: the reader is facing a mani-
pulation based on a difference between his/her
expectations and the display on the screen. For
example, in the first scene, the reader advances
in the story by rolling with the mouse over the
sentence which is displayed on the screen, thus
allowing the next sentence to appear. The spe-
aking subject — the narrator — talks about the
control he has had over his life so far. But after
a while, with the sentence “Everything escapes

¢ “un changement raisonné du sens ou du langage par rapport a la maniére ordinaire et simple de s'exprimer” (Quintilian,

De institutione oratoria, IX, 1, 11-13);,

" "un dispositif consistant a produire des sens implicites, de telle maniére que 'énoncé ou on le trouve soit polyphonique”

(Klinkenberg, 2000: 343).
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me”, the mouse pointer disappears (Fig. 1). The
reader can continue to roll over each sentence to
display the following one, but without the help
of the mouse pointer on the screen. The reader
can start experiencing the loss of grasp through
his or her gestures. The text becomes a “text of
discomfort”.

The second scene stages the encounter
between the character and his future wife, twen-

ty years earlier. While the character “ask[s] que-
stions to reveal her”, the reader can discover the
face of the woman by moving the mouse pointer.
These movements leave trails of questions whi-
ch progressively unveil her face. The questions
themselves draw the portrait of the woman.

In the third scene, the character cannot
seem to understand a note left by his wife: “love
poem or breakup note?” The reader can expe-

redits Prize Scenes ¥ Languages ¥ Flash Version Appfors'nes

Everything escapes me.

" of
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rience this double meaning with gestures. If the rea-
der moves the mouse pointer to the top, the text will
unfold as a love poem; but if the pointer is moved to
the bottom, the order of the lines is reversed and the
text turns into a breakup note. As in other scenes, the
Barthesian “state of loss” can be based on the staging
of an appearance/disappearance (“la mise en scéne
d'une apparition-disparition”, Barthes, 1973, p.23).

In the fourth scene, the teenage son asks his
father (the narrator) to read his written assignment
on the theme of the hero. However, instead of concen-
trating on his son’s essay, the father reads between
the lines. The reader clicks on the text and sentences
appear (Fig. 2), made up with the letters from the text,
such as:

Idon't love you.

You don't know me.

We have nothing in common.
Idon’t want anything from you.
You're not a model for me.

I want to make my own way.
Soon I will leave.
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In the fifth scene, even the own image of
the character seems to be slipping away as the
image of the reader appears on the screen via
the webcam. The reader can then distort, mani-
pulate his/her own image. The character con-
fesses: “I feel manipulated.”

In the sixth and last scene, the character
decides to take control again. A text input win-
dow is proposed to the reader, in which he/she
can write. But whichever keys the reader pres-
ses, the following text appears progressively:
I'm doing all I can to get a grip on my life again. [
make choices. I control my emotions. The mea-
ning of things. At last,  have a grasp... Here again,
the reader is confronted with a figure which re-
lies on a gap between his/her expectations and
the result of his/her manipulations on screen.
Thus through his/her gestures and through va-
rious figures of manipulation — which could as a
matter of fact appear as variations on a figure of
loss of grasp — the reader experiences the cha-
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racter’s /oss of grasp in an interactive way.

In this interactive narrative, the gesture
fully contributes to the construction of meaning:
the reader experiences in an interactive way
the character’s feeling of loss of grasp. This in-
teractive narrative is a “text of discomfort” that
makes us reflect on the feeling of loss of grasp
that we can sometimes experience in our life.
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The author’'s discomfort

The author’s discomfort can be analysed
at two levels: the tension between narration and
interaction, and the disappearance of some wor-
ks due to hardware and software obsolescence.

Firstly, we can draw a parallel between
the interaction/narrative tension experienced
by the reader, and the interaction/narration ten-
sion experienced by the author. Insofar as the
piece is interactive, the author expects certain
gestures from the reader. But nothing guaran-
tees that the reader will know what gestures to
make. While the author of a printed narrative
may wonder whether the reader will be able to
interpret the content of his/her narrative, the
author of an interactive narrative may wonder
whether the reader will be able to manipulate
the content (this manipulation being closely re-
lated to the question of interpretation as seen
previously). With the Digital, it is indeed not
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only the medium, but the content itself which
becomes manipulable. Thus in the first scene
of Loss of Grasp, I was not sure whether having
the mouse cursor disappear would still get most
of the readers to continue, or whether manipu-
lating content without a cursor would turn out
to be too difficult and even lead some readers to
think there was a bug and just leave the narrati-
ve.

Secondly, the author's state of loss of
grasp can also be linked to the disappearance
of some of his or her online pieces, especially
pieces developed with the Adobe Flash softwa-
re which are no longer available since January
2021. Given the obsolescence of devices and
software, should an author strive to preserve
his/her works at all costs, or promote the “ae-
sthetics of ephemerality” (Saemmer, 2009)? The-
re are three options for managing the perennity
or non-perennity of a digital creation, depending
on the type of creation and the author’s aesthe-

texts of discomfort
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tics: archive the work along with all the records
of its life cycle (including the design process, the
sources, and all the different versions); let it go
(the aesthetics of ephemerality); continuously re-
create and reinvent it. The three options are le-
gitimate (and sometimes combinable), depending
on the artistic project.

Having to decide between these three op-
tions can be very discomforting for an author.
Concerning Loss of Grasp, I decided to reinvent/
recreate this interactive narrative — originally
programmed with Flash in 2010 — as a web-based
creation but also as an app for smartphones, both
in JavaScript®. This led me to take a stand as an
author and to rethink the digital age itself.

Regarding preservation, the digital age
1s undoubtedly and against all expectations the
most fragile and complex context in the history
of humanity. The added-value of digital techno-
logy is thus not where one expects it to be. The
digital medium is not a natural preservation me-

dium. However digital technology makes us enter
another universe, a universe of reinvented me-
mory. From an anthropological point of view, this
model of memory seems more valuable and more
authentic than the model of printed media which
is a memory of storage (the book that one stores
on a bookshelf or the memory that one would sto-
re in a compartment of one’s brain). Indeed, co-
gnitive sciences teach us that memory does not
function according to the model of storage. From
this point of view, digital literature can be regar-
ded as a good laboratory to address digital pre-
servation: it makes it possible to raise the appro-
priate questions and presents the digital age as a
shift from a model of stored memory to a model of
reinvented memory (Bouchardon and Bachimont,
2013).

The initial state of loss (the anxiety to see
the piece disappear) actually led me to a “state of
bliss”, inviting me to rethink some of the design
and the interactions of the piece, making me feel
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as if I was giving birth to this narrative once
again. This recreation also paved the way to new
and unexpected translations.

The translator’'s discomfort

The original version of Déprise (in Fren-
ch, 2010) was first translated into English, Ita-
lian, Spanish and Portuguese (2010-2013), and
then into Arabic, Chinese, German, Hungarian,
Polish and Russian (2020-2021). Maria Mencia,
Seren Pold and Manuel Portela (2018) have iden-
tified four dimensions involved in translating
digital literature: translinguistic, transcoding,
transmedial and transcreational. With the rese-
archer Nohelia Meza, we interviewed the tran-
slators of Déprise / Loss of Grasp and wrote an
article in which we underline that these dimen-
sions are found in the translators’ experiences
with the piece (2021).

The translator of digital literature is so-
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metimes in a state of loss of grasp when trying
to translate the specific aspects of a digital li-
terary piece. Such a piece is indeed not only
linguistic, but is also multimodal as it contains
images, sounds, animations and interactions.
Besides, insofar as a digital piece is first and fo-
remost a programmed piece, the translator may
have to look at the code — which can be for him
or her a “Text of Discomfort” — to understand the
randomized, generative or timed dimensions of
the piece.

The interplay of semiotic resources
(words, images, sounds, gestures) plays an im-
portant role in digital literature translation
practices. Can we truly achieve intersemiotic
cohesion in the translation of a piece, for exam-
ple when recreating similar literary effects (i.e.
figures of speech and rhetorical figures)? In Loss
of Grasp, such literary and rhetorical effects are
possible thanks to “figures of manipulation”
(meaning gestural manipulation, as we have
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i <phrase>But the meeting was trumped.</phrase>
<phrase>I only realized it later.</phrase>
<phrase>The woman in front of me seemed so perfect, I was flabbergasted.</phrase>
<phrase>I couldn't say anything coherent.</phrase>
<phrase>I was distraught.</phrase>

<phrase>I had to ask questions to reveal her.</phrase>
<phrase>Without my being aware of it, this stranger became my wife.</phrase>
<phrase>We shared everything.</phrase>

<phrase>But I never got to truly know her.</phrase>
<phrase>Today, I still wonder.</phrase>

<phrase>Who is following whom?</phrase>

i <phrase>When I love her, she loses me.</phrase>
</phrases>

<questions>

i <question>Who are you?</question>

<guestion>Do you like...</guestion>

<guestion>What do you think abomt...</gquestion>
<guestion>Where are you from?</question>
<question>Where are you going?</question>

<question>Do you think...</question>
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seen in the first part of this paper). These figures rely
on a gap between the reader’s expectations while ma-
nipulating the text and the result on the screen. The
translatability of the literary effect of the figures of
manipulation calls for a careful intersemiotic tran-
slation in the target language, and there is sometimes
some friction with the original work. For example, in
scene 2 (the rendez-vous when the protagonist meets
his wife), the reader can click on a question mark (or
roll over with the mouse) for a series of questions to
appear randomly on the screen: “Who are you?', “Do
you like..", “What do you think about..", “Where are
you from?, “Where are you going?', “Do you think.."
The questions progressively unveil the image of the
woman's character (cf. figure 6). In this case, the tran-
slation process aims to create a harmony between
manipulation, animation, and the linguistic texts in
different languages that construct the same image.
The aim is not only to grasp the meaning of the ae-
sthetic elements of expression but also to search for
literary patterns (Bouchardon & Meza, 2021).
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Also in scene 2 of Loss of Grasp, there is
a play with what I call “alterations” or misun-
derstandings between what is heard and what
is seen on the screen. A speech recognition
software program was used to generate these
alterations or misunderstandings in French.
For example: Vous habitez la région depuis lon-
gtemps? (Vous évitez la Iégion depuis longtemps
?). The translators tried to reproduce this effect
in the other versions. Most of them said that
they had to look at the source code to transla-
te this scene. Translating the dichotomy of me-
aning and sound is indeed one of the greatest
challenges in the translation of scene 2. The
translators’ imagination and stylistic strategies
proved a true process of transcreation, conside-
ring that the original version was made with a
speech recognition software program. Certainly,
the linguistic and phonetic exercise triggered
the following questions: how can cultural hu-
mour be rendered in a work of digital literatu-
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re? How do different cultures interpret Loss of
Grasp? On the one hand, the voices in scene 2
belong to different cultural contexts and indivi-
duals; and on the other hand, random cultural
elements were used in the translations to fit
each individual context. Moreover, these tran-
slations show that the inextricable connection
between multilingualism and multiculturalism
1s a challenge when translating a digital piece.
A source of discomfort for the translator
can actually be found in the necessity to take
into account the cultural dimension of a digital
piece. Loss of Grasp contains passages strictly
related to Western culture. For instance, in sce-
ne 3, the reading from left to right of the love/
break up letter in comparison to reading from ri-
ght to left in the Arabic version; also in scene 3,
the inclusion of Georges Bizet's Carmen as back-
ground music; in scene 4, the concept of “hero”
expressed by the protagonist’s son; to name but
a few examples. The adaptation to the different
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versions of such aesthetic and poetic effects rai-
se the following questions: how do we substitute
or compensate for such cultural aspects in the
targeted culture? How do we deal with cultural
transferences when translating works of digital
literature? In the example of the love/breakup
letter in the Arabic version, we find that the dou-
ble meaning and visual effect of the linguistic
text is relevant to the meaning of the work, but
not culturally consistent with the target langua-
ge. A similar thing happens with Bizet's Carmen
opera. This aria plays an important role in the
construction of the literary atmosphere of the
scene - as the protagonist reads the letter, but it
might not be suitable for the different contexts
of the translations.

Some scholars put forward the idea of a
global digital cultural homogeneity based on di-
gital technology. It is a question raised by Erika
Fiilop:

222

Leonardo Flores highlights that elit de-
pends more on (global) technological develop-
ments and international influences than on na-
tional or regional traditions. Digital technologies
represent such a radical change of paradigm, he
argues, that we should consider electronic lite-
rature as an international or even postnational
phenomenon (Fiilop, 2018, p.271).

In response to this vision of digital li-
terature as an international and postnational
phenomenon, Erika Fiilop expresses a desire to
“counter the stereotype of a homogenous global
culture in the Digital Age” (Fiilop, 2018, p.276),
insisting on the fact that digital literature pre-
serves the traces of pre-digital cultures. This
potential shift also raises the question of the
translation of the creations of digital literature.
Should the role of the translator (into English,
for example) be to dilute cultural references so
that an English-speaking audience may identify

texts of discomfort
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with the work, or on the contrary to reproduce
any traces of cultural specificity, thus emphasi-
zing the cultural diversity of the productions of
digital literature more than their international
dimension?

Moreover, how is such cultural diversity
expressed? Is it unique through the linguistic
dimension of digital literature? We might put
forward the hypothesis that the fact that the cre-
ations of digital literature are not merely based
on words, but also on gestures and animations,
reinforces the impact of cultural specificities
and the importance of taking these into consi-
deration (Di Rosario & Barras, 2012). The state of
loss (loss of cultural diversity in the global digi-
tal cultural homogeneity) can then be experien-
ced as a “state of bliss” (rendering of cultural
specificities).
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Conclusion

In the interactive narrative Loss of Grasp,
the reader’s gestures fully contribute to the con-
struction of meaning. The reader can experien-
ce the character’s feeling of loss of grasp in an
interactive way. The reader can then feel a form
of “bliss” — to quote Barthes’ expression — in this
interactive experience, which helps him/her ful-
ly identify or be empathetic with the character.
However, this bliss based on a state of loss can
also be experienced by the author, whose piece
is bound to disappear (because of the disappea-
rance of Flash for instance) and who has to re-
create and give birth to it again and again. And
this bliss can also be experienced by the tran-
slator. Although having to translate unexpected
aspects — such as different semiotic forms and
gestures — may be unsettling at first, it can turn
out to be an opportunity for the translator to find
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a way to counter global digital cultural homoge-
neity and give life to cultural diversity again.

This link between loss of grasp and state
of bliss that can be experienced by the reader,
but also by the author and by the translator, is
rooted in the Digital. The Digital always stages a
tension between grasp and loss of grasp, proxi-
mity and distance, transparency and opacity.
The Digital is fundamentally ambivalent, and is
consequently a milieu of discomfort which “un-
settles [our] historical, cultural, psychological
[and technical] assumptions.”
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texts of discomfort
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