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ABSTRACT
Card Shark and Thespis are two newly-implemented
hypertext systems for creating hypertext narrative. Both
systems depart dramatically from the tools currently
popular for writing hypertext fiction, and these departures
may help distinguish between the intrinsic nature of
hypertext and the tendencies of particular software tools
and formalisms. The implementation of these systems
raises interesting questions about the assumptions
underlying  recent discussion of immersive, interactive
fictions, and suggests new opportunities for hypertext
research.

K E YW OR D S: hype rtext s ys te ms, fiction, na rra tive,
Storys pac e 

EXOTIC NARRATIVE TOOLS
The s e e ming conflic t betw e e n the  a ppa re nt line a rity of
te mpora l e xperie nce  a nd the  nonline arity of hype rtext has 
provoke d muc h the ore tica l dis c us sion, e s pe cia lly a mong
thos e  w ith s ca nt expe rie nc e  of hype rtext rea ding (e .g.
[B irke rts 1994], [M ille r 1998]). Evidenc e  tha t the  c onflict is 
not inhere ntly irre c oncila ble  is  provide d by the c ontinue d
popula rity of e a rly hype rte xt fictions (e .g. [J oyc e  1990]), the 
a ppe a ra nc e  of ne w  fic tions  (e .g. [C ove rly 2000]), a nd the 
flouris hing se c onda ry lite rature  on the  s ubje c t (inc luding
N e ls on aw a rd-w inning pape rs  [W alke r 1999] a nd [Tosc a 
2000] a nd s e ve ra l re c e nt books  [D ougla s 2000], [J oyc e 
1999], [La ndow  1997], [A a rs e th 1997], [M urra y 1997]).
The importa nce  of na rrative  in the  c raft of hyperte xt w riting
ha s be e n re c ogniz ed from the be ginning [B olte r and J oyc e 
1987], for narra tive  is c e ntra l not only to w orks  of
imagina tion but a ls o to te c hnic a l [B erns tein 1991] a nd
s c hola rly w riting [K olb 1997].  W e  c annot dis patc h the 
proble ms of na rra tive  to the provinc e  of a rtis ts a nd lite ra ry
c ritic s , for na rrative  que s tions  — re la ting c a use  a nd e ffec t,
s e que nc e a nd s imulta ne ity, de pe nde nc e  a nd expla na tion  —
e ventua lly c ha lle nge  a ll w rite rs .

I (a nd othe rs) ha ve  long a rgue d tha t the  nature  of hype rtext
is  be s t dis c erne d by s tudying a c tua l hype rte xts . O ve r the 
pa st de ca de , thre e s ys te ms  — H yperC a rd, Storys pac e , and
W e b brows e rs  — ha ve  be en the mos t c ommon c hoic e s of
hype rte xt fiction w riters .1. Diffe re nt write rs  us e the  s a me 
s yste m in dras tic ally diffe re nt wa ys 2, but s ys te ms ine vita bly
s hape  hype rtexts . A re  the  prope rtie s  of hype rte xt fiction,
s uch a s  thos e obs erve d in [B erns tein 1998] a nd de plore d by
[M ille r 1998], intrins ic  to hype rte xt, or do the y aris e  from
the idios ync ra s ie s of spe c ific  s ys te ms?  D o the  pa tte rns  w e
obse rve  in hype rtext fic tion a rise  dire c tly from
hype rte xtua lity, or through the  me dia tion of the s ys te m? 

This  pa pe r e xplores  tw o e xotic  hype rtext s ys te ms, tools 
s uita ble for hype rte xt na rrative  but dra ma tic a lly unlike  the 
tools  c urre ntly in us e . M y motivation for de s c ribing the s e
tools  is a ls o unusua l. The  cus toma ry re a s on for building a
ne w s ys te m is to build a  be tte r  s ys te m; he re, I wa nte d to
build a  s trange  s ys te m, a  hype rtext e nvironme nt tha t might
le t us  ste p ba c k from Storyspa c e  a nd the  W eb in orde r to
ga in a  be tte r pe rspe c tive . I do not w is h to a rgue  that thes e 
s yste ms  a re  be tte r tha n, s a y, Storys pac e : Storyspa c e  is 
s imple r, more e le ga nt, more  fle xible , more  w ide ly a vaila ble .
I do not s ugge s t tha t hype rte xts  w ritte n w ith the  ne w s ys te m
w ill be  be tter than thos e  w ritte n w ith other tools .

For our purpos e s , w e  nee d not be  be tter, w e ne e d only be 
diffe re nt.

In the  re ma inde r of this  pa pe r, we ’ll firs t e xplore  a la ngua ge 
or nota tion, C ard Shar k , tha t des c ribe s  s c ulptural
                                                          
1 The dominance of these particular systems among fiction writers need not be
ascribed to any inherent virtue or suitability to the task. Accessibility plays a crucial
role, as do the accidents of history. If Guide, Trellis, or NoteCards had survived to
develop a literary following, our current impressions of the nature of hypertext
narrative might be quite different.

2 Compare, for example, afternoon [Joyce 1990], Lust [Arnold 1993], The In
Memoriam Web [Landow and Lanestedt 1993], and True North [Strickland 1998].
All were written with Storyspace, but their use of links varies tremendously.



hy pe r te xts . Sha rk is  s mall, simple, a nd a ppea rs  not to be 
ve ry e xpre s s ive , but it c a n re a dily des c ribe  c omple x
hype rte xt s truc ture s . Ne xt, w e  e mbe d Sha rk in a  dra matic 
c onte xt; w e  cre a te a  s imple  the a tric a l e nvironment tha t
re pre s e nts  c ha ra c te rs  moving through spa c e , a  s pa c e  through
w hic h the  re ade r move s  to w itnes s a nd pe rhaps  to pa rtic ipate 
in the  ac tion. The na ture  of this pa rtic ipation, though it
s hare s  some  surfa ce  prope rtie s  of intera c tive  fic tion, ma y
e s ca pe  inte rna l c ontra dic tions  tha t c onfront c onve ntiona l
imme rs ive  fictions.. Fina lly, w e  c onc lude  with some 
thoughts on how  this  a pproa ch might be e va lua te d.

SCULPTURAL HYPERTEXT AND  CARD
SHARK
C onve ntiona l hype rte xts ta ke a  s et of unc onne c ted node s  (or
pa ge s , or le xia ) and link the m toge ther.  Ca rd Sha rk3 begins 
w ith a  se t of nodes , a ll of w hic h a re  c onnec te d to e ac h othe r,
a nd builds  s truc ture  by re moving unw a nte d conne ctions. W e 
c a ll C a rd Shark s c ulptural bec a us e w e  cre a te s truc ture by
re moving unw ante d c onnec tions , muc h a s a  s culptors  may
c rea te  obje c ts  by re moving unw a nte d mate rial. Tra ditiona l
hype rte xt tools  in this s e nse  a re c alligr aphic ; w e  c re a te 
s truc ture  by a dding line s , one  a fte r another, until we  ha ve 
a dde d e xa c tly the  ne c e ss a ry de gree  of c onnec tion.

W here  this  s tra te gy ha s be e n e mploye d in the  pa st — mos t
nota bly in M a lloy's its nam e w as  Pe ne lope  a nd in M a lloy
a nd M a rsha ll's  Forw ar d Any w he r e — it ha s be e n c hose n in
pa rt to de empha sis e  te mpora l s eque nce  a nd te xtua l struc ture 
[G olovc hins ky a nd Ma rs hal 2000]. Ca rd Sha rk, a s  we  s hall
s e e, fore grounds  se que nc e  a nd e mpha s ize s  s truc ture .

A  Ca rd Sha rk node  (or ca rd) c ontains  some  te xt, typica lly a 
brie f, foc us ed pa ss a ge . Ea c h c a rd ma y a ls o s pe c ify
c ons tra ints  on the c onte xt in w hic h it ma y a ppe ar. For
e xample , A F TE R  10 requires  that the node ma y be  vis ite d
only a fte r ten othe r node s  ha ve  be e n se e n. A  node  that
a ppe a rs  B E F O R E  25  may only be  vis ite d e arly in the
re ading; if it is  not se e n ea rly, it will not be s e e n a t all. A
va rie ty of c ons traints  ma y be  a pplie d to a  node ; a s  in a 
c onve ntiona l hype rte xt, it is  like ly tha t some  node s  ma y
ne ve r a ppe a r in a ny give n rea ding.

Ea ch c a rd ma y a ls o s pe cify modific a tions  it ma kes  to the 
re ading c ontext, chie fly by pos ting a ss e rtions  on a 
blac kboard. A pa s sa ge  tha t se rve s to introduc e  a ne w 
c hara c ter, for e xample , c ould A S S E R T  WE N D Y . Othe r
c a rds  tha t R E QU I R E  WE N D Y c an be  vis ite d only a fte r this 
introduction. La ter, a  pa s s age  may re move  W E ND Y  from
the s c e ne  a nd R E TR A C T  WE N D Y.

G ive n a  c ollec tion of ca rds , w e  re a d the m by follow ing a 

                                                          
3 At the first hypertext conference, Halasz drew a distinction between “Card Sharks”,
the proponents of granular hypertexts (HyperCard, Storyspace, KMS), and “Holy
Scrollers.” advocates of stretchtext (Guide, Zig-Zag.).

s imple  se t of rules 4:

1) The  colle ction of c ards  is  s huffle d a nd the  bla c kboa rd
is  w ipe d c le an.

2) The  re a de r re c eive s  7 c a rds  from the  de ck.
3) The  cons tra ints for e a c h of the  playe r's c a rds  a re

e valua ted. C ards  whos e  c onditions a re  not sa tis fie d
a re dis able d; the  re a der s e es  a t mos t a  brie f title  and
a n indica tion of wha t conditions  ne e d to be s a tis fie d
for the  c a rd to be s e e n.

4) The  pla ye r c hoos e s  among the  ca rds  w hos e
c ons tra ints  are  met, s ele c ting a  node  to vis it ne xt.

5) The  se le c te d node  is vis ite d. Its  full te xt appe a rs  (or is 
pe rformed) on the  s c re en. If the  node  ma ke s
a s se rtions  or modifie s  the  environme nt, thos e 
a c tions  a re  pe rforme d. The  ca rd re ma ins  “ on the 
ta ble ” ; w e  may look a t it a ga in  w he neve r we  like ,
but it will ne ve r be  “ pla ye d”  a gain.

6) The  pla ye r re c eive s  a  ne w c a rd, a nd re pea ts  until the 
re ading is  ove r.

If the  gra nula rity of the  le xia  — the  siz e  of the “ c a rd”  — is 
la rge , Ca rd Sha rk’s  c ons tra ints  de s c ribe  the  e pis odic
a rchite cture  of the  na rra tive . If the  gra nula rity is  ve ry s ma ll
— individua l w ords or phra s es  — the  c ons traints  de s c ribe  a
te xt ge ne ra tion e ngine . If the  le xia  w ere  line s  of ia mbic 
pe nta me te r, the  c ons traints  c ould de s cribe  a  rhyme  s che me .

W e  c a n ea s ily e nvis ion othe r va ria tions . In pa rtic ular, w e
might use  one de c k but ma inta in tw o s epa ra te  blac kboards 
(perha ps c a lle d plot a nd s ubplot). The tw o bla c kboa rds 
provide  s e pa ra te  conte xts  in w hich c a rds  c ould appe a r,
offe ring the  re a der a nd the  w riter grea te r fle xibility.

In c onventiona l hype rtext tools , c onnec ting nodes  in a 
s e que nc e is  ea s y but c onne c ting node s  in a  de ns e ta ngle 
us ua lly re quire s  effort. C a rd Shark inve rts the  s ituation;
ma king a ta ngle  is e a s y, but c ra fting a  s tric t se que nc e  is
                                                          
4 The details of these performance rules are often arbitrary and the reader may easily
envision alternatives. Tinkering with rules has been a fruitful source of amusement
and time-wasting during development. My current speculation is that these
procedural details are not terribly important; they affect pacing and rhythm during
performance, but effective writing is far more important to the performance than
clever rules.

Figure 1. Card Shark nodes establish conditions that subsequent
nodes must satisfy.,

“Ilsa thought back to days long
forgotten, days she’d considered
best forgotten. Days with Rick,
nights with Rick, before the
war….”

“I cannot help you. Perhaps Rick
has the necessary influence with
the underground.. I, alas, do not.”



ha rd. The  ta ngle , not the  link, is  a  Ca rd Sha rk primitive .
(Some  vers ions  of Storys pa c e inc lude  pow e r tools for
ma king lots  of links  a t onc e, a nd Sha rk ma y be nefit from
powe r tools  for making lots  of a ss e rtions  at once )

C a rd Shark is c lose  in s pirit to va n Pa runa k's  H ype rSe t
[Pa runa k 1991], but its  goals  a re  quite  diffe rent5. If, w e
a rra nge  the  ca rds  in a  pre s cribe d s e que nc e  be fore  e a ch
re ading ins tea d of s huffling the m, C a rd Shark a ppe a rs to be 
forma lly e quiva le nt to Tre llis  [Stotts  and Furuta  1989].
Imple me nting a  Shark performa nc e  e ngine  is  trivia l; a
prototype  w a s imple me nte d in M a c rome dia  Flas h.

LIVENESS, CARD SHARK, AND WRITING
EXERCISES
Like  its Pe tri-net a nce s tor Tre llis , C a rd Sha rk is  na turally
c onc e rned w ith live ne s s. C ons ider a  re a de r in the  mids t of
re ading a  C a rd Shark hype rtext. We  c a n re a dily envis ion
that a  time  ma y c ome  w he n the  re ade r exa mine s  her s e ve n
options  a nd finds  tha t none  of the  prec onditions a re  me t. The 
position is  de a d; the  re a de r is  stuc k6. Soone r or la te r, this is 
inevita ble ; we  w ill run out of c ards , the  story mus t
e ventua lly e nd. B ut the s tory must ha ve  a  cha nc e to pla y out
firs t; write rs  ne ed to ta ke  c a re  to let the s tory be gin before  it
c ome s  to a n end, to a void s tra nding the  re ade r at the outse t.

C ons ide r, for e xa mple , a  C a rd Shark hype rtext tha t
de sc ribes  a n tw ilight enc ounte r in the ga rde n on Tue sda y
night a nd its dé noue me nt in the  ne a rby be droom the 
follow ing morning7. Some  ac tions  r e q u i r e  ni g h t ; othe rs
r e q u i r e  mo r n i n g . If it’s  c urre ntly night a nd our a va ila ble
a c tions  re quire  tha t it be  morning, w e ne e d a n tra ns itional
a c tion tha t move s  from night to morning. C onve rse ly, if w e
ha ve  be en re ading a bout e ve nts  in the  be droom a nd there  is
more  to le a rn a bout la st night’s  e nc ounte r in the  ga rde n, w e 
re quire  a  trans ition tha t move s  from the  morning to the 
previous night, from the  be droom to the  ga rde n. Inde ed, if
re ade rs  a re  not to c onsta ntly e ncounter de ad positions , w e
ne ed to provide  a  ric h a s s ortme nt of tra ns itions8 to fa c ilita te 
move me nt, to s hift be twe e n time s , to ge t c ha ra c te rs  on a nd
off s ta ge .

Thes e  tra ns itiona l nodes  c los e ly re s e mble  a fa milia r c la s s of
w riting e xe rcis e s  (s e e , for e xa mple , [G ardne r 1983]). It is

                                                          
5 HypertSet was intended as an aid to taxonomic reasoning, an analytical tool for
scholars rather than a performance medium.

6 The situation is directly analogous to reaching a conventional hypertext node with
no outbound links, or to an short, inescapable cycle that signals closure [Bernstein
1998]. Early hypertext systems worried about deadness almost as much as they
worried about disorientation [Bernstein 1991]; today, we press the Back button and
wonder what the fuss was about.

7 Beginners often assume that narratives must be related in chronological sequence,
that other arrangements are unnatural or “artistic”. It often proves desirable to depart
from chronology, both for clarity and for pacing. Events in the garden may be
interesting only for what follows; unless we know the consequences we may not
understand or care about the antecedents.

8 Multivalence is not a vice [Bernstein, Joyce et al. 1992], and these transitions need
not limit themselves to their immediate business. Finding ways to add incident or
illuminate character in the course of the transition is an interesting and rewarding
chore.

importa nt to obs e rve  tha t the  te xt of a  node  ne ed not me rely
de sc ribe the  s ta te c ha nge . The  text may, for e xample ,
proc e e d from the  cons e que nc e of the  a ss e rted c hange 
w ithout de s c ribing the  tra nsition. Inde e d, s ome  tra nsitions 
ma y not ne e d to be e xpre s s e d, e ithe r be c a use  the re a de r w ill
unde rs tand the m or be c aus e  we  w a nt to s ta rtle  the  unwa ry.

Trans itiona l node s, w hen us ed na tura lly, tend a ls o to
ma inta in c ohere nc e a nd c a us ality. A t the  s ame  time , cyc le s
do not na turally oc c ur in C ard Sha rk; to permit re c urre nc e,
the s a me pa s sa ge  mus t oc c ur on two or more  differe nt c a rds.
Incohe renc e , os c illa tion, repe tition, a nd cyc le s a re 
s ome times  s e en a s  inhe re nt to hype rte xt9 but ma y inhere 
more  c los e ly to the  tools  w e ha ppe n to be  us ing a nd the 
inclina tions  of the ir cre a tors .

SOCIAL SHARK
R e ading is  ofte n cons ide re d a  s olita ry a c tivity, but w e  might
a lso e njoy C ard Sha rk hype rte xts  w ith c ompany. Exte nding
C a rd Shark for c olla bora tive re a ding cre a tes  Social Shar k ,
a nd w ith it some  inte res ting opportunitie s .

C ons ide r tw o re a ders , Mr. G re e n and M s. B lue , w ho me et
(perha ps ove r the  ne t) to rea d a  Soc ial Shark hype rtext
toge the r. The c ompute r unw raps  a  fre s h de c k, s huffle s the 
c a rds , and dea ls  se ve n c a rds a piec e  to G re en a nd to Blue .
The tw o re a ders  take  turns , follow ing the  rule s  of C ard
Shark; the  rea ding c ontinue s until ne ithe r re a der c a n
c ontinue.

Ea ch c a rd, in a ddition to its  te xt, its  prec onditions, a nd its 
a s se rtions , is  la be le d w ith a  gree n numbe r a nd a blue

                                                          
9 Especially by those who don’t like the hypertexts they’ve read [Birkerts 1994]
[Miller 1998].

Figure 2 When text and image share the visual frame, the
competition for space and for attention creates enormous problems
[McCloud, 1993 #529]. Dynamic typography can provide more
space for textual expression, although the conflict between textual
meaning and letterforms remains problematic. The output of the
current Thespis prototype is a script— specification for performance
that may be reenacted mentally by the reader or literally by a
visualization program. Even if the visualization is complex, however,
it need not be literal or cinematic.



numbe r. W he neve r a c a rd is  pla ye d, M r. G re en re ce ive s
numbe r of points  spe c ifie d in gree n, and B lue  rec e ives  the
numbe r of points  spe c ifie d in blue . The  re ading c ontinue s 
until neithe r pla ye r c an c ontinue, a nd the  w inner a t the  end
of the  re a ding is  the  pla ye r w ith the  highes t s core .
(Exte ns ions  to a dditiona l partic ipa nts a re  e a s ily e nvis ione d
by a dding a dditiona l s core  numbe rs . A lte rnative ly, a  third
playe r might s e e k to maximize  the c ombine d blue  a nd gre e n
s c ore , a fourth pla ye r might s e e k to minimiz e  it, a nd s o on. )

H ow might hype rte xt w rite rs  a s s ign thes e  value s  to c ards ? 
O ne s imple  a pproa ch identifie s  e ac h pla ye r w ith a  goal:
G ree n is re w arde d w he neve r Love  grow s  be tw ee n two
c hara c ters , and B lue  is re w arde d w he neve r complic a tions  or
misunde rs ta ndings  s e pa ra te  the m. The  goa l ma y e xte nd to
plot a nd s ubplot: gre e n is  re w a rde d w he ne ver anyone  falls  in
love . B ut the goa ls  of G re e n a nd B lue  ne e d not be 
orthogona l: Gre e n might be  re w a rde d w he n Love  a dva nc es 
w hile  B lue  is re w arde d by a na rc hy a nd c ha os10. In this  c a se ,
G ree n’s  triumph is a  roma ntic  c ome dy — Pr etty  Wom an or
The Te m pe s t — while  B lue ’s  triumph is  hila rity —
H ors e fe athe r s or The Im por tance  of Be ing Ear ne s t.

THESPIS
Thes pis 11 is a  new  hype rte xt s yste m tha t exte nds  the c ore
idea  of C a rd Sha rk by allow ing many a ge nts  to partic ipa te  in
a  single hyperte xt s tory12. Ea c h age nt or ac tor  rec e ives  c a rds 
that de sc ribe pos sible  a c tions , and e ac h in turn s e lec ts  an
a c tion to ta ke . O ne  a gent repre s ents  re a de r; the re a de r
c hoos e s  a c tions  a s s he  w is hes .  The  othe r age nts a re 
c omputa tiona l s truc tures ; the y c hoos e  for the ms elve s .

Ea ch a c tor has  a  na me  and a  s imple  inte rna l s ta te . Eac h
a c tor a ls o has  its unique  func tion H a p p i n e s s ( s t a t e ) .13

A c tors  choos e a c tions  tha t are  like ly to improve the ir
ha ppine ss . O ne  c hara c ter ma y va lue  mone y more  tha n
a nothe r; one  ma y cra ve  e xc ite me nt w hile  a nothe r a voids  it.
Fa ce d w ith the  s a me  options , diffe re nt c ha ra c te r ma y c hoose 
diffe re nt a c tions . The se  c rude  beha viors  a re  not me a nt to
mode l psyc hology, but me re ly to provide  the a ppea ra nce  of
inte ntiona lity a nd individuality. W e  are  not ma king pe ople;
w e 're  making the a te r [Laure l 1991].

Ea ch a c tor move s  ac ros s the  bounde d, tw o-dime ns iona l
s pac e  tha t repre s ents  the  s tage . The  rea de r s e e s  a nd he a rs 
things  tha t ha ppe n ne a rby; more  dis ta nt a c tions  ma y be 

                                                          
10 If collaborators aren’t conveniently available, we can easily arrange for the
computer to play a hand — or even several hands.

11 Thespis, a poet of sixth century Greece, invented theater by elaborating a
traditional musical form for soloist and chorus. Thespis introduced a second soloist, a
character who could interact with the main character and with the chorus. Two
characters introduce the possibility of  dramatic conflict as well as crowded dressing
rooms and arguments over top billing; liturgy becomes drama.

12 I tried to get a second character onto the hypertext stage in “Hypertext With
Characters” [Bernstein 1995]. The earlier work seems to have been completely
ignored, perhaps because its implementation was thought to be infeasible. The dearth
of new hypertext systems in the late 90’s is conspicuous, and may have led us to
overestimate the difficulty of implementation.

13 In the prototype, state variables included Cash, Status, Excitement, and Well-
Being,. Happiness  was represented as a linear combination of state variables.

unnotic ed. This  s pa tia l c ompone nt ne a tly reifie s the 
hype rte xtua lity of The spia n s pa c e; ra the r tha n following this 
link a nd not that one , w e a re  s ta nding he re , not e ls e w here .
Pe rha ps  w e  a re  s itting a nd ta lking w ith H ugh, W endy,
C a thy, and K ai. A cros s  the  room, w e  might se e  R andy and
Stua rt arguing w ith Susa na , but if w e  w a nt to hea r the m
w e 'll have  to w a lk ove r the re  -- a nd the n we 'll mis s  the 
a c tion now  unfolding before  us .

W e  ma y cons tra in ac tions  in Thes pis  by refe re nc e  to the 
e nvironme nt and to the  c ontext. Cons ide r a  node  tha t re a ds,

"I t' s getting dark. W inte r is c oming. I  trie d to re m em be r
winte r – the  last winter be fore  the  war. I t se e ms so long ago."

W ithout c ons tra int, a ny a c tor might s ay this . B ut w e  c a n
e a sily impos e c onstra ints , choos ing w ho ma y s a y this , or to
w hom it ma y be  s a id. W e c ould s pec ify w he n a nd whe re  it
c a n be  spoke n. A  va rie ty of pa rtia l c ons traints  a re  provide d;
for e xa mple , a n a ction tha t is  O n l y E x c i t e d  c an only be 
pe rformed if the  ac tor is  unus ua lly a gita ted, a nd a  P r i v a t e 
a c tion ca n only be pe rforme d if the  partic ipa nts don't know 
they're  be ing obs erve d.

A c tors  and a ctions a re  s imple . R athe r tha n c re a te  c omple x
a c tors , w e  c re a te  s imple  a utoma ta tha t s a y inte re s ting things 
a bout important matte rs.  A ctors  c a n move  (to a  la ndma rk or
to a nothe r a ctor), the y c a n us e  props  (e a ting, for e xa mple, if
they fe el like  it), a nd the y c a n ta lk. The  point of this 
c omputa tiona l me c ha nis m is  me re ly to ke e p the  a ctor-
a utoma ton from brea king the  the a tric a l illus ion. W e  enforce 
a  na ive  phys ic s  of the  s ta ge, de cre e ing, for e xample , tha t
a c tors  should ne ver w a lk through w a lls. Simple  logic  c a n
give  rise  to c omple x e me rge nt be ha vior [R e snic k 1997], and
this  a ggre ga te  be ha vior c a n be  c onvincingly organic .

Pe rha ps  more  importa nt, though, is  the re c ruitment of the 
re ade r as  a  dra ma tic  c o-c onspira tor. If s imple  automata  a re 
w e ll w ritte n, if the y are  e nga ging a nd c onvinc ing, rea de rs
w ill w a nt to a ttribute  a ge ncy, inte ntiona lity, a nd e motional
de pth to the m [R ee ve s  a nd N a ss  1996].

A THESPIAN EXAMPLE
W hat w ould it be  like  to re ad a  hype rte xt written for
Thes pis ?  Le t's  ima gine one 14. We 'll c a ll it The Tr ojan K ids ,
a n e xpe rime nta l a da pta tion of Euripides ' Tr ojan Wom e n, in
mode rn dre s s .  It's  s e t in a la rge , ope n, me ta l-roofed s hed, a 
c ommunity c e nte r for a  s ma ll villa ge  tha t ha s  rec e ntly fa lle n
to the  conquering inva de rs . It's  the  night of the  big s c hool
da nc e ; life  goe s  on. It c ould be  Fra nce  in 1940, it could be  a 
villa ge  in R wa nda  or K osovo or C hec hnya.

                                                          
14 I beg the reader’s indulgence for this lengthy exposition of the plot of an
unimportant hypertext prototype. Demonstrating narrative is a vexing problem; the
only way to understand a work is to experience it, and even then the illustration may
founder on accidents of taste, interest, or understanding.  The intent of this section is
to establish the example in sufficient detail to permit the reader to construct a similar
hypertext in her own laboratory. The alternative approach — presenting a
formalization of Thespis — seems futile; the history of hypertext-as-a-tuple is not
bright, and neither Shark nor Thespis lend themselves to elegant formalization.
Consider this the experimental section.



The re a de r is A LICE, unc e rtain, uns ure, unimporta nt15.

She is  me t a t the  doorwa y by EM ILY , a  pla in a nd unpopula r
s tude nt w ho ha s  done  mos t of the  w ork of a rra nging the 
da nc e , se tting out the  re fres hme nts , ge tting pe rmits  from the 
Provis iona l Gove rnme nt. She  gre e ts  us  w a rmly,

Em ily : Com e  in, c om e  in. I' m s o glad you’r e he r e.
Ev er y body ' s  he r e . C om e  in, le t' s  all be  toge the r,
toge the r again. Let' s  ce le brate  the  ble s s ings  of pe ace .

Alic e : But, Em ily , w e  los t! Afte r te n y e ar s, our gates  lie
in r uins, G r ee k  s oldie rs  patr ol the  s tr e e ts, s m ok e  r is e s 
fr om  the palac e . What ble s s ing is this?

Em ily : De fe at is  bitte r, s ure . But now w e  hav e  pe ac e ! At
last! With honor ! And in our tim e. N ow w e  can hav e 
our par ty . It' s  our  tr adition, and the G r e ek s  gav e  us a
pe rm it.  G o on in. Tr y  the  shr im p -- I he ar the  dip is 
r e ally  spic y !

Emily is a  Pollya na, a n a c commoda tor, a  c olla bora tionis t in
e mbryo, a nd the  s tink of a  da rk future ha ngs  over he r
irrita ting c he e rine s s . C a n she  be s a ved? 

Inside , the re's  quite  a c rowd. The y're kids; most of the m
ha ve  s imple  motivations. Some  hope  to ge t re a lly, re ally
drunk. Some  hope  for a  me mora ble  mome nt of ba s ketba ll or
N inte ndo. Some  hope  to ge t luc ky -- out ba ck there 's  a n a re a 
of s e c lude d dune s . Some of the s e  kids  w e re  c onc eive d out
there , jus t five  or s ix ye a rs  be fore  the  W ar be ga n.

O the rs  ha ve  more  to s a y. C A SSIE (C a s s andra ) is  da rk, s e xy,
s tra nge . She  know s s tuff. She 's  se e n Emily, for e xa mple , a
fe w ye a rs  from now, he r he a d s ha ve d, hounded through the 
s tre e t. C a ss ie  know s  tha t s ome  of her frie nds  he re  tonight
w ill be  in the  c hee ring c rowd. She  know s  tha t othe rs  w on't
ma ke  it tha t fa r. C a ss ie  is n't popula r, nobody pa ys a ttention
to he r stories , but s he's  hard to ignore ; she  dra w s  boys  like  a
flame  a nd thos e  boys  dra w  girls . She 's ra rely a lone .

PO LLY  (Polixe na) is  the  old king's  nie c e. She s houldn't be 
he re , s he  does n't know  this  c row d, s he goe s to priva te 
s c hool. She  wa s  a wa y from the  pa la c e  whe n the  s oldie rs 
c a me . She 's  on the run, s he 's  e s ca pe d the  pa trols  s o fa r, a nd
s he's  running out of options. Pe rha ps , if she  c an blend in,
nobody will notic e tha t the re 's  a me mbe r of the  roya l fa mily
s till a t la rge . M aybe  she  c an s tay free , maybe  she  c an live , a 
little  longe r.

FR AN K  a nd B ILL a re drinking from a  hip fla sk a nd
de ba ting the  re le va nc e  of c la s s  struggle  to the  W a r. The y've 

                                                          
15 The unimportance of the point-of-view character may be essential to Thespian
hypertext. If the reader’s point of view is a hero protagonist, for example,  the reader
is led naturally to test the limits of the possible, That’s what heroes do. The drama
rapidly devolves into a negotiation between the reader and the world model; the
reader asks to do unexpected, the system typically responds with incomprehension.
Ironic detachment makes things worse, not better; the reader-protagonist still wants
to test the rules, and detachment invites the frigidity and sophomoric contempt that so
often mar computer entertainments. Because the Thespian protagonist is patently
unimportant, unheroic, and constrained, the reader’s attention is not constantly drawn
to the limits of the possible (and hence the shortcomings of the system).

be en ha ving this  de ba te s ince  7th gra de , a nd they're  good.
B ill ha s jus t re a liz e d tha t he  is in love  with Polly, tha t he r
ra dia nt s mile ma kes  the ba re 60-wa tt bulbs  burn more 
bright. H e  thinks  he 's  ne ve r s e e n he r be fore , tha t s he 's  a ne w 
kid; he 's  s e en he r on TV  a  thous and time s  but not in je a ns
a nd a  T s hirt. Frank has  know n for ye ars  tha t he's  in love
w ith B ill, a nd he  s e e s  this  imme dia te ly a nd knows  that it
c a nnot come  to good.

W e  a lw a ys  be gin a t the  e ntranc e , w ith Emily, but a fter that
our e xperie nce  de pe nds  on our c hoic e s . Pe rha ps  C a ss ie  and
he r c oterie  are  hove ring  ove r the  re fre s hme nts ; w e  might
join them. C a ss ie  ha s  ple nty to s ay (a nd s he c a n s a y it,
be ca us e  s he 's a  prophe t a nd prophe ts  are n't bound by
te mpora l c onstra ints ).  O r we  might firs t wa nde r ove r to
Polly. Pe rha ps  w e  s ta nd off a  little  wa ys  and e ave s drop a s
B ill trie s  to c ha t up Polly w hile vis ions  of s a nd dune s  danc e 
in his  he a d. Pe rhaps  Emily rus he s up with cups  of punc h,
urging Polly to c he e r up a nd ha ve a  gr eat time  a nd ge t out
a nd da nce !

Ea ch of the  cha ra cte rs  ha ve  things  to s a y. The y're  kids ;
they'll te ll a nyone  w ho'll lis te n the ir insights a nd
philos ophie s . The y move in clus ters  (as  kids  a t a  pa rty do),
a nd s ometime s individuals  or c ouple s  will spin off or tw o
groups  will coa le sc e . Topic s of conve rs a tion a re introduc ed,
old topic s  a re  e xha us ted or dis c re e tly a ba ndone d. Q ues tions 
a nd c onflic ts a bound -- e a c h individual a nd unique , but e ac h
a lso c onne c ted to the  othe rs a nd to us.

PATTERNS IN THESPIS
Is  this  a  hype rte xt?  The Tr ojan K ids  has  no links, no blue 
te xt, no ma p vie w . B ut the s e a re  me re  e xte rna ls . Thes pis 
disc los es  a  chunk of text a nd then offe rs  the  rea de r a  s e t of
c hoic e s , a nd the  choic e s e lec te d de te rmine s w ha t is  se e n
ne xt.  This  sounds like a  hype rtext. In Thes pis , a  rea de r ha s 
s e ve n pos s ible  c hoic e s  a t a ny mome nt, s ome  of w hic h might
be  una vaila ble .

H ype rte xt, J oyc e  obs e rve d, re quire s  rere a ding [J oyc e  1994]
[R a u 2000]. Thes pis  c a n be  e njoye d on firs t re a ding, but its
ga me -like  qualities  e ncoura ge  re re a ding a s  w e ll. In the 
Tr ojan Kids , A lic e  is n't a s s igne d a mis sion — the re  a re no
c a ptive  prince s s e s to be  s a ve d — but the re  a re  lots  of things 
s he c ould do differe ntly, a nd ma ny c ons e quenc e s  c a n be 
imagine d. N othing A lic e doe s c a n ope rate  by brute  forc e ;
s he c a n't s a ve  Polly by fighting off the  Inva ding A rmy w ith
he r s uper-powe rs , s he  ha s  no s pe ll to re de em Emily nor
e lixir to c hee r C as s a ndra . But if s he  ha d ta ke n Polly for a 
midnight w a lk on the  bea c h, pe rhaps  the  polic e  would ha ve 
miss e d the m in the da rk?   It's  w orth a try. Ine ptly done , this 
is  me re  puz z le  play; done  w ell, it's  the  a uthor's  e xpre s s ion of
the te nsion be tw e en trage dy, w he re  fa te  is  ine xora ble, a nd
c ome dy, w he re our e ffort16 c an pe rha ps  be  rew a rded w ith
triumph.

C ohe re nce , c aus a lity, and c los ure — thos e  sus pe ct qualities 
w hos e  (pe rc e ive d) a bs e nc e  bede vils  the re puta tion of
                                                          
16 Or, in romance, our inherent virtue, our intrinsic wonderfulness. [Mamet 1998]



hype rfiction — c a n be  ac hie ve d e as ily in Thes pis  if w e w a nt
them. A ss e rtions  form a c onve nie nt s hortha nd for e pisode s ,
s o e xplic it te mpora l de pe nde nc e s  are  les s  diffic ult to
ma inta in. (W e c a n a ls o c re a te  Thes pia n dra ma s  tha t use 
multiple de c ks , one  a fte r a nothe r: a  se t of c ha ra c te rs  a nd
a c tions  be c ome s  a  s c e ne or an a c t of a la rge r dra ma )
C los ure , too, c a n be  a chie ved in a ll the  c onve ntiona l
drama tic w a ys.

W hat be come s  of the  hype rte xt pa tte rns w ith w hich w e  ha ve 
be come  so fa milia r?   Some  flourish uncha nged; a n a s s ertion
that opens  up a  new  topic  for disc us s ion introduc e s  a Split,
a nd the  re trac tion the n be c ome s  the  bala nc ing J oin. Inde e d,
be ca us e  a s s e rtions a re  e a s y to retra c t, Split/J oin may be 
more  c ommon, la rger, a nd more  e labora te  in The s pia n
hype rte xts .  B a s e me nts  or mirrorw orlds  c a n be  c ons tructe d
in s pa c e; one room c onta ins  the  the me , a nothe r room the 
c ounte rpoint, a nd a c c e ss  be tw e e n the  tw o is re s tric ted by a 
bottle nec k. Fe ints a re  a t onc e  more  proble ma tic  (w e  ha ve  no
ma ps ) a nd le ss  (c ha ra c te rs  lie ). A nd ta ngles , obviously, are 
Thes pis ' na tura l cons truc t.

O the r familiar pa tte rns ma y be  les s  c ommon in The s pian
hype rte xt.  For ins ta nce , rec urrenc e  in Thes pis  te nds to be 
ra re , brie f, a nd de libera te . W rite rs  who like  rec urrenc e  ca n
e a sily provide  duplic a te  a c tions . The  more  e la bora te  c yc les 
that a re the  s ta ple  of ma ny Storys pa c e hype rfictions a re 
ha rde r to re produce  in Thes pis . D ougla s ' c yc le, in w hic h
re pe tition s igna ls c losure , is  diffic ult to imple me nt, a nd
J oyc e 's  c yc le a ppea rs  infe a sible .

OTHER DIRECTIONS
Thes pis  is  a  s ke tch, a  prototype . A  hos t of de s ign dec is ions 
a re a rbitra ry. W hy doe s the  pla yer c hoos e  from s e ve n
a lte rna tive s ?  Should as s e rtions  re ma in on the  bla c kboa rd
fore ve r, or should the y fa de ove r time?  W hen the pla ye r s ee s 
or he a rs s omething, the c urre nt Thes pis  prototype  a dds  the 
de sc ription to the e nd of a  long s c roll; w ould it be  be tter to
displa y the  te xt in a  la rge , dynamic  colla ge  [B erns tein
2000]?  Or in lots  of s epa ra te  w indow s ?  Thes pis  is  a  c hunky
hype rte xt s yste m tha t ge ne rate s  a s mooth (and line a r) te xt;
pe rha ps  it s hould be  gene ra ting a s mooth hype rtext, or a 
c hunky one ? 

It is  a ls o inte re sting to obs e rve tha t w e  ca n a dd ne w a c tions 
— inde e d, e ntire  ne w  c ha ra c te rs  — to an e xis ting s c e ne .
This  c ould give  ris e  to s e vera l intriguing pos s ibilitie s . N ot
only might w e re rea d a  fa milia r The s pia n pla y, but w e might
a tte mpt a  re ading in the  pres e nc e of a s e c ond, suppleme ntal
c hara c ter. W e c ould e nvis ion e xtens ible , rec ombina nt
fictions, drama s  to w hic h rea de rs c ould a dd or re move
c e rta in c ha rac te rs. O r w e  c ould le t rea de rs c ontrol se ve ral
c hara c ters  w ithin the  sa me  sc e ne , pe rha ps  through the
ne tw ork; c onstra ints  on a c tions  ave rts the  w ors t fa ults  of the 
grafitti proble m.

MY FRIEND HAMLET: IMMERSION,
GAMES, INTERACTION
Thes pis  s ha res  s ome  c hara c teris tic s  w ith Inte ra ctive  Fic tion

(IF) — adve nture  ga me s , M U Ds , a nd M O Os . The 
re se mblanc e , how e ve r, is  s upe rficia l.

In IF, the  rea de r is  the  playe r, the  prota gonis t, the c e ntra l
c hara c ter. A ctions s ha pe  the c ours e  of e ve nts , de te rmining
w hethe r how  things turn out. In Thes pis , the  re a der is  a 
minor c ha ra c te r inha biting the  periphery of the  a c tion, a 
w itne s s  to e ve nts  tha t unfold. The  re ade r's c hoic e s  ma y
inde e d alte r w ha t ha ppens , but the  R e ade r is  not the  mos t
inte re s ting nor the  most a c tive  cha ra cte r on s tage .

Illus ions  that plac e  the  re ade r on s tage  nec e s s arily founde r
w hen promis e d fre edom of a c tion is  c ontra dic te d by the 
limita tions  of the s imula te d e nvironment. IF a s ks  us  to find a 
c rea tive, imagina tive , a nd suc c e ss ful re s olution to the 
drama tic proble m. The  ima gina tive re a de r is bound to think
of things  the c re ator ne ve r e nvisione d, a nd the  re a der's  be s t
thinking ine vita bly ge ne ra tes  the dulle s t re s pons e : "I don't
unde rs tand." The  computa tiona l e nvironme nt c a n ne ve r
ma tc h our a s pira tions , a nd allus ions  to unlimited c omputing
powe r of the  future  (the  s tars hip holode c k) c a n't rec tify the 
funda me nta l problem: rea de rs w ill a lw ays  w ant to do things
nobody (a nd no c ompute r) c ould a ntic ipa te . Tha t, a fter a ll, is 
w hy pe ople  a re  inte re s ting, a nd why w e e njoy fiction.

Even if w e  c ould expe rie nc e  H amle t on the  holode c k, it
w ouldn't w ork. Trage dy re quire s  tha t the  c ha ra c te rs  be  blind
(a s w e  ours e lve s , a t time s , a re  blind); if you le t a  s a ne  a nd
s e ns ible re a de r into the  room, e ve rything is  bound to
c olla ps e. Ta ke  H a mle t: it's  a bs olute ly obvious  tha t he  s hould
go ba c k to s chool, ge t roa ring drunk, ge t la id, a nd aw a it his 
opportunity. H e  know s  this  (I.ii), H ora tio know s this,
O phe lia  know s this. Even C laudius knows  — why e ls e  s end
for his  c ollege  pals ?  Nobody c a n bring the ms e lves  to s a y the 
w ords  — tha t's  the tra ge dy. B ut wha t's to stop the  rea de r?
O nly brute  forc e  and e rror me s s a ge s  ("Y ou ca n't do tha t")
that e mpha s ize  the a rbitra ry bounda ries  of the  world. If you
ma ke  H amle t a  ga me , it ha s  to be  rigge d.

It's  not jus t H a mle t. Oe dipus , for e xample , ne e ds  to ge t out
of tow n a nd cha nge his  na me , to ente r the  Fore ign Le gion or
the W itne s s  Prote ction Progra m. A ntigone ne e ds  a  long ta lk
w ith he r ra bbi. J ulie t ne e ds to te ll he r pare nts e xa ctly wha t
s he did la s t night. She c a n't, of c ours e , but w ha t's  to s top
you? 

The ga me is  rigge d, a nd c onsta ntly c a lls  our a tte ntion to
de ce ption. W he ne ver w e  s truggle  aga inst the bonds  of fa te 
(a nd the bounda ries  of the  sys te m), w e’re  told, “ I don’t
unde rs tand.”  The  more  we  s truggle — the  more  c onvic tion
a nd intelligenc e  be  bring to the  a c tion — the  gre a te r the 
like lihood tha t the  s yste m will find no a ppropria te  re s pons e .
C a rd Shark a voids  this  c ontra dic tion by fore grounding the 
fa milia r c onve ntion of re a ding a nd drama : we  ma y w ant our
fa vorite c ha ra c te rs  to pros pe r, but a s re a de rs , s pe c ta tors, w e 
c a nnot choos e the  outc ome . Thes pis  give s us  more  ra nge  of
a c tion and might offe r us  a  c ha nce  to ta ke  a  role , but that
role  is  not ce ntral a nd our limita tions  a re e vide nt.

In c ontra s t to the more a mbitious intera c tive  fic tion proje c ts ,
Thes pis  ma ke s no re a l atte mpt to mode l c ha ra c te r e motions 



or c ognitive  s ta te. A  trivial me cha nism le ts  the a c tors  c hoos e 
a mong pos s ible  a c tions . W ha t re a lly matte rs is  wha t is  s a id,
a nd e ve rything that c a n be  sa id in Thes pis  is  w ritte n in
a dva nc e . A uthoria l c ontrol re ta ins  its c us toma ry (if
a mbiguous ) pla c e 17.

Inte ra c tive  Fic tions  tend to be  spa tial fictions; the implic it
na rra tive  of A dve nture  a nd M yst is  one  of trave l and
disc ove ry[J enkins a nd Fully 1994]. Thes pis  is  performe d in
imagina tive  spa c e , too, but The s pia n spa c e s te nd to diffe r in
s c ale  a nd de sign from Adve nturous s pa ce s . IF s pac e s  te nd to
be  nume rous , s ma ll va rie d, and thinly popula te d. Thes pis ,
on the  othe r ha nd, us e s s pa ce  c hie fly a s  a  pla c e in whic h
a c tors  move ; The s pia n spa c e s te nd to be  la rge , bla nd, a nd
c row de d. The re  ma y be  inte res ting s e ttings  a nd props  in a 
Thes pia n w orld, but thes e  a re  s tatic  and dura ble. The a c tors ,
on the  othe r ha nd, a re  moving a nd s pe aking; if we  don't
liste n to them now, w e  ma y ne ve r he a r w ha t the y s a y.

IMPLEMENTATION
T hes pis  w as  eas y to build. It took le ss  than a  pe rs on-month
to impleme nt from a  s tanding s ta rt. The  tools  use d w ere  not
e s pe c ia lly s uite d for fa s t prototyping: C + + a nd its  sta ndard

                                                          
17 The reader chooses where to be and what to do, and so may miss interesting
things. A special predicate, MustBeHeard, identifies actions that may only be
performed if the reader can witness them, but its ubiquitous use defeats the purpose
of Thespis and it is probably best reserved for crucial revelations. The writer may be
discouraged at the thought that the best lines might go unheard; of course, in
conventional theater they may be left  behind in New Haven or lost in the cutting
room.

libra ries . The  de ve lopme nt environme nt w a s  not es pe c ia lly
powe rful. C ode  re us e  w as  limite d to a  ha ndful of utility
c las s e s  (s ma rt re cta ngle s  a nd the like) the a uthor habitually
c a rrie s  from projec t to proje c t. R oughly five  w ork days 
e laps e d from N e w  Proje ct to a  build s uffic ie nt to e nac t the 
opening of The Tr ojan K ids 18.

H ype rte xt s yste ms  w e re  onc e  ma jor inves tme nts , but this  is
no longer ne ce s s a rily the  c as e . Doc umenta tion, support, a nd
polis h are  e xpe ns ive , of c ours e , but for a n e xperime nt they
a re of little moment.

The s c ript for a  The s pia n hype rtext is c ompos e d in a  trivia l
ma rkup la nguage 19. (It ought to be  X M L, of c ours e , but it
w a s fa s te r to ha nd-build a  jury-rig pars e r for the s e  initia l
e xpe riments .) A n exc e rpt s hould suffice  to give  the  fla vor of
the c urre nt imple me nta tion.

/ / i n t r o d u c e  a ca s t  me m b e r 
A c t o r :  { Na m e :  E m i l y   X :  5 Y:  3 Ge n d e r:  f  St a t u s : 

3 0 
T e x t :  "E M I L Y  i s  a ni c e  g i r l ,  a g o o d  g i r l .  Sh e  i s 

                                                          
18 Your results may vary. During the work, I was completing a product release,
improvising end-of-year tax planning, packing holiday hypertext orders, and writing
early drafts of this paper.

19 The reviewer with even a passing familiarity with language design and parser
construction may by now be saying, “I could do better than that!”  It’s true; you
could. Go ahead. I miss the days when the Hypertext Conference had too many “here
is my system” papers. You probably miss them too.

Figure 3. Architectural overview of Thespis.

            

     

    
        
      
           
    
          
     

      
            

     

    
        
      
           
    
          
     

      
            

     

    
        
      
           
    
          
     

      

     

          

    
                

     



g l a d  t h e  wa r  i s  ov e r  so  ev e ry o n e  ca n  be 
f r i e n d s .  S h e  i s  ha r d w o rk i n g ,  p l a i n ,  and  no t 
v e ry  p o p u l a r ;  sh e  wa s  re s p o ns i b l e  f o r  g e t t i n g 
t h e  p e r m i t s  an d  ma k i n g  t h e  ar r a n g e m e n t s 
f o r t o n i g h t ' s  p a r t y . " } 

/ / g i v e  Em i l y  so m e t h i n g  t o  sa y 
S a y :  {F o r :  E m i l y  As s e r t :  Dr e a m s  Af t e r :  25 

T e x t :  "I ' v e  be e n  dr e a m i n g  of  p e a ce  f o r
m o nt h s .  Fo r  a t i m e  wh e n we  co u l d  ju s t  ha v e 
f u n ag a i n ,  whe n  t he  cl o u d s  wo u l d  l i f t .  Li f e 
g o e s  on ,  ri g ht ! 

T h e s e  shr i m p  ar e  re a l l y  g o o d . "  }

M o no l o g u e :  {F o r :  I l a n a  Re q u i r e s :  Dre a m s 
T e x t :  "I  ne v e r  d r e a m .  Or  I  do n ' t  re m e m b e r . " 
} 

PERFORMANCE
A n a c tion’s  cons e que nc es  ma y be  both invis ible  and vis ible,
a nd e ve n a  c ons picuous  c ons eque nce  ma y be  invis ible  if the
re ade r is  not a ble to obs e rve  it. A c tions  do not ge nera te 
visible  c ons eque nce s  dire c tly; ins te a d, they c rea te  an obje c t
that de sc ribes  the c onse que nc e  to one  or more  View s . The 
view , in turn, de te rmine s  how  to dis pla y the  c ons e quenc e .
C onve rs ation is  a udible to the  rea de r if s he  is  w ithin
“ hea ring”  ra nge , while  othe r a c tions  ma y be vis ible  to the
re ade r if the a re  pe rforme d w ithin a  la rge r “ vision”  ra nge
a nd if the  rea de r’s  line  of s ight is  not obs tructe d by w a lls  or
obsta c les .

A c tions  a re  imple me nte d a s  a fa mily of a c tion obje c ts tha t
e nca ps ula te :

- me thods  for se le c ting pa rtners  w ith w hic h to pe rform
the a c tion

- prec onditions  for s ta rting the  ac tion

- prec onditions for e nding the a c tion

- a  de s c ription of the  performa nc e  of the  a c tion

- s tate  c ha nge s  the a c tion impos e s on the  a ctor, a nd on
pa rtic ipa nts .

A c tions  do not e nac t the ir cons e que nc es  dire c tly; inste a d, a n
obje c t de s c ribing the  ac tion is  pa s s e d to the  W orld me dia tor
w hic h pas s e s  it, in turn, to va rious  View s  tha t rende r the 
a c tion for the  re ade r.  The  c urrent prototype ’s  View s  follow 
typogra phic  conve ntions borrow e d from the  the a ter;
move me nt, inte rna l monologue, a nd de s cription a re  s e t a s 
s tage  dire c tions  while  c onvers a tion is types e t as  a c tor
s pee c h. The  Re a de r vie w omits  a c tions  the  re a de r c a nnot s ee 
or he a r (a nd a bbrevia tes  or omits those  that s e em
unimporta nt); w rite rs  ma y find a  W orld vie w us e ful a s w e ll
to ins pec t a ll a c tions  tha t ta ke  pla c e w ithout re ga rd to the 
re ade r’s loc ation.

EVALUATION
C a rd Shark a nd Thes pis  pre s ent a lte rnative  a pproa c he s to
hype rte xt that s tand far a fie ld from Storyspa c e  a nd the  W eb
but s ha re  the c ore va lue s  of litera ry hype rte xt.  The first
e valua tion que s tion  is, "c an it be  done ? " H a rd upon its 
he els , come s , "c a n it be  done  for a  pric e ? " The  a ns w er is 
unambiguous ly a ffirma tive 20.

A  more  difficult que s tion, of c ours e , c onc erns  utility: is
Thes pis  good for anything? 

Thes pis  w a s  de s igne d for w orks  of the  ima gina tion. C an it
be  us e d for argumenta tion, pe da gogy, or te chnic al
docume nta tion?  C lea rly s e quentia l pre se nta tion is  inva lua ble 
for ma the ma tic a l proofs a nd for some  kinds  of s choolwork.
Informa tion re trieva l is  c lea rly ide a l for a ns w ering s pe c ific ,
w e ll-pose d que s tions . If Thes pia n hyperte xt ha s  a  plac e 
outs ide  the  world of ima gination, tha t pla ce  most proba bly
lies  in e xploring multifa c e te d topic s  for an e xpe rt, e nga ge d
a udie nc e.

O ne c a n re a dily e nvis ion, for e xample , a  live ly The s pia n
disc us s ion a bout are a s  of profe s siona l a nd s c hola rly
c ontrovers y. W a s  Ca pta in C ook c ons ide re d a  de ity, or
me re ly an unwe lc ome  dinne r gue s t? Is  ma nne d s pa ce  flight
c ost-e ffe c tive ?  Should W e b site  de s ign e mpha s iz e
fa milia rity and e as e  of us e , or strive for unique  identity a nd
va lue ?  Is  there  a  na viga tion proble m?  W e  might als o
e nvis ion The spia n e xplora tions  of na tura lly dis curs ive 
s ubje c ts — the  a e sthe tic s  of a lgorithms , the  be auty of
c hemic a l s ynthe tic pa thw a ys , or the  e xpe rienc e  of life  in
London in 1680. H ere , the  w eight of the  a rgume nt lie s in the 
a c cumulation of deta il a nd in a llow ing e a c h re a de r to find
the s pe cific  de ta ils  tha t s pe a k mos t pow e rfully to the m. If
you w a nt to argue  tha t a lgorithms or sc ulpture  are  bea utiful,
you’d bes t be pre pa re d w ith a  va rie ty of e xa mples  a nd le t
the a udie nc e  te ll you wha t the y like . W a ndering through
Thes pia n s pa ce s  lets  the  re ade r se e  w ha t s he  w a nts , ye t a ls o
indic a tes  unobtrusive ly tha t the re  is  more  to s ee , a nd
s ketc he s w he re  s he might go ne xt.
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