September, 2007

 

Thank you MITH, for saving the world of hypertext trappers and W.ily W.ilderness W.anderers
 

I stumbled into the hidden wonders and unsurveyed complexities of hypertext before that term even existed, before the web was thought of.  All I really wanted to do was bring the deep hidden weaving of relationships between women in a Colorado Gold Rush town to the forefront of a reader’s imagination.  And I wanted to show the *links*, dammit, the *connections*.  So I used a model railroad set to mock up my pioneering vision, to show the women in all of their stories and complexities.  But the embroidery threads between the little houses became far too complex to decipher, and someone suggested transferring this pioneered village into the rough outdoors of HyperCard.  To get computing time, I had to write my Master’s thesis on hypertext—thus interviewing all of the experts at that time (Mark Bernstein of Eastgate System, Martha Petry, Carolyn Guyer, Michael Joyce of WOE and Isme Pass and William Dickey, playing HyperCard like a master).

 

HyperCard was really the Lewis and Clark expedition into the realms of what would become the Web, the first foray into the wilds before the web became the fast and loose Wild West of the dying twentieth century.  HyperCard on a Mac provided graphics, programmable links, multi-noded spaces in 1989, while DOS was in its textual heyday.  

So I learned how to program HyperCard, and (to make a long complex saga far too short), spent five years wrestling with the beast to create a semi-shadow of my vision. HyperCard made links, graphics, and images possible.  But not easily.  You had to have the vision of what to link to and what the patterns could be to be able to link—somewhat like having to know exactly what you will see when you walk a path to be able to walk the path.  Even in its heyday, HyperCard was a business tool, not at all prescribed for weaving complex writing patterns. 

 

Marble Springs debuted in 1993, the year HyperCard died.  I went to the ’93 Hypertext Conference, saw the world-wide-web in its infancy (and, of course, completely failed to recognize its significance), and bewailed the announcement that HyperCard would no longer be a supported Apple software.  Still, it was worth it.  Just being able to be  in that world of Marble Springs was worth all of the writing, programming, and fiddling and re-fiddling and debugging and re-debugging.  It was even worth doing Marble Springs 2.0 on an antiquated system—even though this never saw the light of day.  (Editing William Dickey’s entire works after he had died in ’94 was worth it—even though translating this to something readable –and figuring out who owns copyrights now—is still on my to do list.)  I mounted exhibits of Marble Springs to showcase how quickly things become antique, replete with an old braided rug and a school desk rescued from a mountain-fast one-room school.

 

Searching for a new tool, I spent three late fast nights with Kathryn Cramer at that ’93 conference, learning the intricacies and idiosyncrasies of StorySpace.  StorySpace is/was the best of software (at last, you could see the wild vistas links and spaces and understand the whole of an interlinked text) and it was the worst of software (save early, save often, and still experience the bleak frustration as the locusts of programming bugs swarmed and devoured your work).  In StorySpace, I explored the meaning of structure, the idea that the sculpting of a text could mean as much as the connections and the words (Samplers).  StorySpace was the closest we ever came to an embodying of link and node, with native hypertexts roaming the landscape. 

 

And so I joined a band of intrepid explorers. We did not form a coherent, easily identifiable community, nor yet a school of similar thoughts.  Rather, there was—and is—so much to explore that all of us went our own way.  Each of us, like the mountain men of the west before the Old West, carved out our own voices and their own genres.  Jim Rosenberg came to the field in search of a way to present word symphonies, where each word sounds a chord of meaning into the overlaying composition.  William Dickey was fascinated with the idea of searching the image for the next key to the text—and programmed almost-but not quite- linear works in HyperCard.  Bill Bly wove a novel into the fragments of futuristic scholarly inquiry.  John McDaid created a funhouse turned upside down. 

 

Some writers stumbled onto our works in the wilderness and came along to create more territory—M.D. Coverly fashioned a tale of exploration (Califia) on my Marble Springs, and Diane Slattery patterned a language of glyphs and glides…so Marble Springs became a proud mother and a grandmother to many little works.

 

Rather than a community, we did have wild and infrequent Mountain Men Jamborees of the early hypertext writing.  These were adjuncts onto the Hypertext Conferences (which were mostly concerned with developing complex tools and visions of something that was more than links, more than text, more than multi-model connections and multi-nodal interpretations).  These gatherings were more to acknowledge each other’s work and to encourage writers to soldier on, to continue explorations and intrigue than to create an orderly community.  I conducted writers workshops at these conferences and even online.  We worked together to develop critiques—but more importantly methods of critiques—of hypertext, as well as collections of schools of epoetry, lists and groups.  

 

And thus I have been lucky enough to receive and view texts in their infancy—during the days when we thought floppy disks would live forever.  And thus I amassed this chaotic, and perhaps misinformed treasure trove that I could bequeath to those interested in finding the Old West goldmines of the early internet days.  Cataloguing this massive collection was on my to-do list, and I did at one point have labels on disks that meant something.  Unfortunately, the glue only lasted a few years and when I started to pack, the labels came off in a hurry.  I am infinitely grateful that MITH took the time to open these before there are no computers left that will even read these files.  Thank you for saving the Library of Alexandria—an entire generation of works—from the flames of time.

 

When I was researching Marble Springs (which started when I was about 8 and found the wonder of wonders, the Colorado State Historical Library where I spent basically every free school day from then on), I found a wonderful scrapbook of articles about the first use of cars—a mule/car accident, an angry opinion letter about the dangers of vehicles going 15 miles an hour!  And I knew that the internet was going to be as transformative, as quickly.  So I saved tnewspaper oddments of internet activities since 1990.  Unlike the neatly organized car scrapbook compilor, I never had time to sit down and catalogue.  So I am infinitely grateful to MITH for taking on that task—or at least keeping the boxes until someone wants to delve into them. 

 

Thank you so much for ensuring that the early days of this new universe are not lost.

