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Jack Burnham, “Notes on Art and
Information Processing”

Berlin, June 2005: Join the Resistance (Art Project). Go to a Ringbahn
platform. SMS the first 6 letters of the station name . . . Wait on the
platform for instructdons (SMS “stop” to stop playing at any time).

This is your mission. Should you choose to accept it, you will be participating
in a mobile, location-aware, SMS-based narrative on the Ringbahn train in
central Berlin: Hundekopf. Y ou will have seen the flier inviting you to play in the
mode of an alternate reality game (ARG), whereby you receive a set of instruc-
tions that direct your activities: here, you go to the nearest Ringbahn station,
text in the name of that station, and wait to see what you are asked to do next.
Mixing game play, politics, and narrative, this art project invited participants to
experience, and re-experience, the city of Berlin while riding the Ringbahn or
“Hundekopf™ train, so named because the route as it is rendered on a map of
the transportation network resembles a dog’s head. Once the participant iden-
tified her initial location and boarded the train, she reccived messages as she
passed individual stations along the route. Both instructive and descriptive,
one set of messages began, “The Resistance is,” and completed the sentence
by defining the Resistance in terms of location (near, close, with you); action
(watching, waiting); physical properties (small, large, metallic); and concept
(repetition, liberty, money). There were also commands particular to each sta-
tion, for example, “Decode the numbers on the building.” Communication
was primarily unidirectional, although replies to the text messages were of
course possible and at imes even encouraged. In this sense, the messages were
designed to puncture the participant’s engagement with the immediately pre-
sent material world but also to articulate that material world as a narrative en-
vironment. Rather than creating a full-scale immersive fictional world, then,
Hundekopf preserved and in fact emerged from the interplay between the
physical space of the city and the transmitted fictional text.
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Fig. 1. Hundekopf script.

Performed during the Loving Berlin festival in June 2005, Knifeandfork’s
Hundekopf was at once poetic and narratological, mobile and sited. The art-de-
sign team Knifeandfork is comprised of Susan Huang and Brian House, who
was himself a co-creator of Yelow Arow, also an SMS-based project with mes-
sages indexed to particular places. While Ye/low ~rrow functions in the mode of
geo-annotation, with a cartographic archive comprised of user-created annota-
tions of physical space, it has the same basic structure—spatial annotations
distributed through a telecommunications network—as Hundekopf. There are
of course crucial limitations to this comparison because authorship in Hande-
kopfis centralized, which affords more narratological possibilities; it is sited on
the Ringbahn and thus “about” a particular place (there are multiple versions
of Yellow Arrow in cities around the world and the content is not controlled);
and it is location-aware, which means the messages are predominantly pushed
to rather than pulled by the participant. While Yelow Arrow is constructive,
Hundekapf is exploratory. Yet the comparison is instructive in that it places
Hundckopf in the context of a diverse set of artistic practices now grouped to-
gether as “locative media.”

The term “locative media” announces a difference between strictly func-
tional and aesthetic applications of location-aware devices. Named by Karlis
Kalninis during the Karosta Locative Media Workshop (2003), the category of
locative media is expansive cnough to accommodate a wide range of artistic
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uses of functional location data and location-aware networked mobile devices.
Locative media is an instance of “unframed” media practice, unframed in the
sense of unbound from the desktop, detached from the singular screen and
thus a fixed spectatorial perspective, dependent on signals rather than cords
for data transfer in one’s immediate vicinity. The broad context here is ubiqui-
tous computing, the incorporation of information and communication tech-
nologies (ICT) into nearly all aspects of our environment, the presence of
computing devices “everyware.” But the more fundamental transformation has
arguably been—and will continue to be—the displacement of the desktop
computer as the central networked device by the mobile phone. Mobile phone
use was calculated to be 2.7 billion worldwide in 2007, a dramatic increase
from the eleven million users in 1990, which means the mobile has numerically
surpassed the television as well (¢TForecasts). Even with old data, the scale of
the shift clearly authorizes the claim that the rise of mobile telephony has been
a “revolution” on par with the graphic Web, all the more so as the mobile
phone shifts in function and technological capability to become instead a mo-
bile device with video and picture camera, location scrvices, and Internet ac-
cess. Given the particularly exuberant literary experimentation that has histori-
cally accompanied new computing platforms, it makes perfect sense that elec-
tronic literature would itself develop “beyond the screen,” as the present vol-
ume suggests. What are the literary and disciplinary implications of this devel-
opment? What happens to narrative when one departs from the structures,
conventions, and framing techniques of the page and screen? How should we
think about reading mobile narrative—my concern in this essay—when
“reading” itself cannot account for the different modes of engagement it en-
courages? In many ways this last question traverses familiar ground for the
field of clectronic literature. Certainly Espen Aarseth’s cybertext concept, with
its basic focus on the materially significant activities of the reader, has compli-
cated our understanding of reading. So, too, has it fostered the association of
“reading” with performing, particularly in the notion that “trying to know a
cybertext is an investment of personal improvisation that can result in either
intimacy or failure” (4). Literary texts that require physical exertion, particularly
those that require bodily engagement, clearly lend themselves to metaphors of
performance and play, so we can in this sense say that mobile narratives sum-
mon “participants” rather than “readers.” In that literary uses of mobile and
locative technologies present an implicit challenge to the culture of technicity
and the instrumental use of location-based services, we might also say that
mobile narratives summon “participants” rather than “users.”

One might initially think that “mobile narratives” refers to the phenome-
non of keitai shosetsu, or cell phone novels, in Japan, the circulation and sales
figures for which are nothing short of astounding, particularly when consid-
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ered alongside print markets for books in English.! "The first keitai shosetsu in
print was Yoshi’s Degp Iove (2002), the story of the trials and tribulations of a
teenage prostitute that sold over 2.5 million copies and quickly became a dis-
course network including manga, a television series, and a film. The central
structural feature of the genre—interactivity—is captured in a South African
fiction writer’s account of his experience composing short stories for the kesta
shosetsu market. Drawing on the minimalist tradition of Raymond Carver, Barry
Yourgrau wrote 78 stories under 350 words, all of which were eventually pub-
lished in print as “I-Mode Stories.” The stories were embedded in Japanese
culture stylistically and referentially with connections to manga and ]-pop, but
they treated the screen as a static page and did not facilitate engagement be-
tween author and readers and were thus not as successful as most in their
genre. Television fandom, with the number of sites devoted to interpretative
commentary and suggestions for future episodes, might be a roughly equiva-
lent phenomenon of audience engagement in the U.S., but there is as yet no
comparable market for mobile fiction.? I raise the issue of keitai shosetsu so as
to stress the difference between the use of mobile devices to read texts that
would be meaningful in other media, especially print, and “native” mobile nar-
ratives, composed and delivered via SMS and meaningful in a full sense only
on that platform.3 This essay analyzes the latter, mobile texts that are sited and
situational, and that are narratological both at the level of the work and its ef-
fects. “Mobile,” here, is not limited to a particular hardware architecture but
rather encompasses a range of handhelds, from basic phones to a tablet PC to
the iPAQ (a GPS-enabled smartphone). While the recent proliferation of
scholarship on the material specificities of hardware and software is crucial for
the discipline of media studies, an expansive and transmedial concept of “mo-
bile” allows me to focus on a distinct literary-arts practice and the motifs and
modes of engagement shared by multiple platforms.*

My particular province is experimental narrative with a mobile and loca-
tive component: narrative that emphasizes the exploration of place and locality
but is not strictly annotative, as is Yelow Arrow. Sited narrative in and of itself
is not 2 new phenomenon. Indeed, the Catholic ritual of navigating the Sta-
tions of the Cross, the paintings or sculptures that depict the passage of Jesus
from death sentence to burial, would be an instance of site-specific narrative in
the general sense. However, Janet Cardiff’s The Missing Voice (Casé Study B)
(1999) makes for a more obvious comparison in that it uses mobile audio to
guide the participant through the East End of London. So here one must ask
what makes GPS- and SMS-enabled mobile narratives distinctive, apart from
technological platform. There are clearly practical differences in delivery media
between Cardiff’s audio tour and Hundekopf, for example, the former is stand-
alone and the latter networked. But it cannot simply be the use of networked
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and location-aware devices that distinguishes mobile natrative as 1 am calling
it5 In other words, it is not simply the instrument but the mode of engage-
ment. The real difference, then, is not ontological but experiential: with a mo-
bile narrative, content responds dynamically to the place of the reader/partici-
pant. Audio recordings can be timed so that text is keyed to place but there are
obvious technological limitations on the delivery of content. In this sense we
experience mobile narrative differently and the experiential is sufficient to
claim the distinctive and the transformative. The premise of such a claim is
that when the participant uses her mobile device to summon a set of instruc-
tions, or walks to “hot spots” on the map to trigger an audio track, then we
must necessarily think in terms of different reading practices—an experiential
rather than an ontological difference.

Identifying categorical specificity, however, always introduces certain
problems that we might address by making the question part of a speculative
inquiry. In this sense, “how and in what terms to read, engage, and participate
in mobile narrative” is best considered as a question rather than as a fixed pre-
scrpton. That said, it is possible to speculate upon the critical vocabulary
suited to—and generated by—the mediated experience particular to these
emergent narrative forms. In this essay, 1 will do precisely that by outlining a
critical approach to the study of mobile narrative that also serves to outline
mobile narrative as a genre and mode of new media writing. Implicit in my
taxonomy of mobile narrative is what I see as the three key terms of GPS- and
SMS-based narratological practice: experience, movement, and environment.
These terms are at once themes, structural features, and modes of engagement
that consciously suggest a range of humanistic disciplinary practices. To “read”
mobile narrative in these terms is to recognize that critical engagement requites
a range of cognitive and bodily activities, only one of which is reading in the
sense of the visual processing of linguistic signs. That is, reading in the physical
environment particular to mobile media quite often also involves secing,
moving, listening, touching, Participating in a mobile narrative is then precisely
that—physical participation that is also understandable as performance. Just as
Marshall McLuhan saw electronic media as a “total media environment” and
therefore a challenge to the hegemony of vision, we might come to understand
literary practices with mobile and locative media as, paradoxically, a challenge
to the hegemony of words. Though literary studies has an archive of critical
terms to account for all varieties of linguistic experimentation with mobile me-
dia, then, we need to borrow from performance studies to think about em-
bodied interaction; art to think about location and site specificity; and perva-
sive and mixed reality gaming (and even theme parks) to think about environ-
mental storytelling. That said, the mobile narratives that concern me are fun-
damentally textual, discursive, and literary. My sclection of works is represen-
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tative but not comprehensive: Knifeandfork’s Hundekapf, Teri Rueb’s linerant
(2005), a “patchwork narrative” and interactive sound work sited in downtown
Boston; Kate Armstrong’s PING (2003), a psychogeographical narrative walk
guided by telephone menu; and Jeff Knowlton, Naomi Spellman and Jeremy
Hight’s 34 North 118 West (2002), a locative narrative situated in the post-in-
dustrial rail yards of downtown Los Angeles. What I hope to analyze in this es-
say, then, is how it is that the clements of experience, movement, and envi-
ronment are artistically fused to enable these works to form a compositional
experience.

In sum, these works perfectly preserve the balance between script and im-
provisation, between structure and toolbox, between artistic direction and
reader response. To understand the full significance of this claim, it is neces-
sary to recall Myron Krueger's early writing about responsive environments in
an essay that described his V7deoplace (1975), a pivotal entry into (and indeed
part of the foundation of) the field of virtual and artificial reality research.
While expressing some frustration about the “restricted dialogue” about the
nature and potental of interactive art, Krucger outlined a system in which
both the environment and the participant could be said to be responsive: “If,
on the other hand, the participant maintained an active curiosity about how the
maze would thwart him next, the experience was entertaining. Such poetic
composition of experience is one of the most promising lines of development
to be pursued with the environments” (483). As Krueger explains, the essence
of interactive art is real-time cngagement between people and machines. The
computer perceives and responds to the participant’s actions; in turn, the par-
ticipant regards the maze as a problem to be solved, and interacts with and re-
sponds to the simulated and conceptual environment. That environment,
though, is not amorphous but rather ordered, however looscly, such that the
participant has a structure and set of rules to negotiate. The participant’s affec-
tive cxperience, her enjoyment, is thus “poetically composed” for her. How-
ever, Krueger stresses, she “does not simply admire the work of the artist; [but
rather] shares in its creation” (483). Her position is clearly not spectatorial but
neither is it that of the merely receptive audience. Instead, she helps to pro-
duce her own experience, one that is “unique to [her] movements and may go
beyond the intentions of the artist or his understanding of the possibilities of
the picce” (483). A responsive environment, then, is one that is scripted and
composed but allows for, even necessitates, improvisation and play. It is in
these terms that I wish to read mobile narratives, as works that exploit the gap
between program and execution—between a map, a user’s guide, a set of in-
structions on the one hand and the execution of those instructions on the
other. To adapt a phrase from Ted Nelson, we need to understand the partici-
pant in a mobile narrative as one who “branches [read: navigates, moves] or
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performs on request” (314). It is not a stretch to conceive of both a set of in-
structions and a map with hot spots as a request; both after all suggest rules
and limits. Neither is it idealization or romanticization to suggest that there is
tremendous affective, literary, and political potential in the interpretation of
that request.

A discussion of instructions and requests might necessarily scem to con-
cern alternate reality games, which leads me to explain why they lie outside the
scope of my analysis. The purpose of this essay is not to police discursive bor-
ders, so what might be understood as a categorical exclusion is not based on
an identification of the “properly” narratological. It seems fruidess to engage
in a debate about whether the text messages of Hundekgpf are any more or less
literary than those of, for example, Blast Theory’s Uncle Roy All Around You. It
would be equally fruitless to try to differentate play from non-play. But we can
draw a basic distinction between mobile narratives and alternate reality games
on the basis of modes of participation. While mobile narratives typically en-
gage a single participant, typical ARGs are multi-player and collaborative. Even
in those instances when a small group is invited to perform a narrative walk, as
in the case of 34 North 118 West, which 1 discuss below, the data stream is still
single channel, with the participants together using one GPS-enabled device.
ARGs, on the other hand, involve collective intelligence and, to an increasing
extent, social networking. The difference, then, is scalar: a single individual as
opposed to an aggregated mass. Perhaps this difference does suggest that
“reading” is an inherently solitary activity, even with all of the social network-
ing tools designed for the sharing of reading experiences (e.g., IibraryThing and
the Goodreads Facebook application). However, as I will suggest, mobile narra-
tive makes, or strives to make, relatonality axiomatic rather than additive or
ancillary.

To begin such an analysis, I return to Hundekopf and its engagement of
“the public,” specifically through their use of public transportaton, public
WiFi connections, and publicly available railway data. In that the artists used
open wireless networks in public cafes during the programming of the project
and extracted public transportation data from the transit authority’s web site,
the project self-consciously explored and manipulated public technology and
public space. But what conception of the “public” is at work here? To what
extent is “the public” in this context an idealized and phantasmatic category?
Does it necessarily suggest some sort of autonomous agency, a mass of voli-
tional subjects whose desires are expressed—made manifest—in their partici-
pation? Or does it suggest rather an entity, a mass, a group of volitional sub-
jects whose agency and affect is constructed retroactively, as an effect of the
participatory activity? In my view, “the public” operatve in Hundekopf is one
that is produced as an effect. In other words, “the public” is cnacted in the
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