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Interactive fiction, im
portant in its ow

n right, 
can also be a w

ay to understand new
 m

edia.

New
 m

edia (encom
passing the creative uses of 

the com
puter) w

ill be m
ore im

portant to the 
21st century than film

 and television w
ere to 

the 20th century.

Understanding interactive fiction (as w
ith new

 
m

edia in general) requires know
ledge of both:

• those arts related to the form
• the nature of the com

puter.



~ Outline ~

1. W
hat is interactive fiction (IF)?

Form
ally: W

hat does it do?
H

istorically: W
hy does it happen to exist?

Artistically: W
hat can it express?

2. W
hat are other form

s of new
 m

edia?

3. W
hat does IF highlight about new

 m
edia?

IF is inseparably art and gam
e

IF is an interactive com
puter program

4. Som
e tim

e for questions & discussion.



~ W
hat is Interactive Fiction? ~

Offhand answ
ers you m

ight hear (or give):

“an interactive story”

“a text gam
e”        

“a choose-your-ow
n-adventure”

“w
hat com

puter gam
es w

ere like         
before graphics”        



~ W
hat is IF: Form

ally ~

A w
ork of interactive fiction is a system

 that

• produces text
• accepts text from

 the interactor in reply
• produces m

ore text based on the input

and repeats this until som
e “final reply” has 

been reached.

The system
 sim

ulates a w
orld in w

hich events 
occur. The input text influences those events 
and the text that is produced describes them

.



~ from
 “I-O” by Adam

 Cadre ~
... Your lifeless car is here, m

ocking you. The car door is open, but at 
least since the car's dead it isn't m

aking that annoying dinging sound.

>exam
ine m

yself
W

ell, Tracy, you're five-foot-seven, a hundred and seventeen pounds, 
w

ith brow
n eyes, long dark hair and golden-bronze skin. M

ore to the 
point, you've got the kind of face people w

rite poem
s about, a sm

ile 
that m

akes grow
n m

en w
eep, and the kind of body every girl w

ould 
love to have and every guy w

ould love to, y'know
, H

AVE. You're 
carrying nothing. You're w

earing your T-shirt and a pair of cut-offs.

>rem
ove m

y T-shirt
You are now

 topless. (Though you prefer the term
 "topfree.")

>hitchhike
A seedy-looking guy in a 1980 Volksw

agen subcom
pact w

ith patches of 
rust and a piece of cellophane for a w

indshield pulls up. "H
ey, baby, 

need a lift?" he asks, leering at your breasts. "M
an, I thought this kind 

of thing only happened on Cinem
ax!"



~ W
hat is IF: Historically ~

The first canonical IF w
ork: Adventure, 1975-76.

M
ainfram

e w
orks beginning in the late 1970s.

Zork for the m
icrocom

puter (from
 Infocom

) and 
a best-selling era of com

m
ercial IF.

Noncom
m

ercial innovation from
 today’s “IF 

com
m

unity.”

M
ore info: Graham

 Nelson’s “A Short H
istory of Interactive 

Fiction” in the DM
4 (online). A longer history is on the w

ay: 
M

ontfort, Nick. Tw
isty Little Passages: An Approach to 

Interactive Fiction. Cam
bridge: M

IT Press, 2003.



~ W
hat is IF: Artistically ~

(“Art” here refers to literary art.)

W
hat can interactive fiction do w

hen 
considered as literature?

• Im
ages of fam

iliar and unfam
iliar spaces

• (M
ultiple) subjective experiences of the w

orld
• Distopia and the transform

ation of spaces

To turn the question around: W
hat can not be 

expressed by interactive fiction?



~ Other Form
s of New

 M
edia ~

Considering new
 m

edia as requiring delivery on 
the com

puter, there are m
ore “obvious” form

s:

• Video gam
es

• M
ulti-user virtual environm

ents
(M

UDs, EverQuest, CAVEs)

• Art installations

• W
eb pages (Let’s take a look...)



~ The Im
portance of New

 M
edia ~

New
 m

edia isn’t just m
ass m

edia...

but m
eans sim

ultaneous revolutions in:

• personal com
m

unication
• m

ass com
m

unication
• business transactions
• art (noncom

m
ercial creativity)

• play (noncom
m

ercial interaction)

and also drives the reinvention of “old” m
edia 

(w
hile being influenced by those m

edia):
Rem

ediation, J. David Bolter & Richard Grusin



~ Looking at IF as New
 M

edia ~

So w
hy bother looking at obscure “text gam

es”?

A few
 specific points are interesting...

• A sim
ulated w

orld is present in m
any form

s
  of new

 m
edia; this sim

ulation is richest in IF!

• The interactor replies in an expressive w
ay

  (language)

• IF m
akes for good “com

parative m
edia study”

  (H
enry Jenkins); book adaptations, etc.



~ IF as Art and Gam
e ~

IF is a vital form
 of new

 m
edia art, one w

here it 
is easiest to see the relationship betw

een 
“literature” and “gam

e.”

Both are essential!

• Reading a transcript of IF is tedious.

• An IF w
ork that has no literary aspects can be

   better accom
plished in som

e other form
.

An analogy: the literary riddle.



~ “Living Tenderly” by M
ay Sw

enson ~

M
y body a rounded stone

w
ith a pattern of sm

ooth seam
s.

M
y head a short snake,

retractive, projective.
M

y legs com
e out of their sleeves

or shrink w
ithin,

and so does m
y chin.

M
y eyelids are quick clam

ps.

M
y back is m

y roof.
I am

 alw
ays at hom

e.
I travel w

here m
y house w

alks.
It is a sm

ooth stone.
It floats w

ithin the lake,
or rests in the dust.
M

y flesh lives tenderly
inside its bone.



~ IF as Com
puter Program

 ~

W
hat possible texts can be produced in reply to 

input?

Som
e (incom

plete, hence w
rong) answ

ers:

• A chunk of prew
ritten text

   (the hypertext fallacy)

• Random
ly assem

bled text
   (the “surrealist poetry generator” fallacy)

... so w
hat’s the answ

er?



~ IF as Com
puter Program

 ~

W
hat possible texts can be produced in reply to 

input?“Any texts that can result from
 the 

m
anipulation of sym

bols* according 
to procedures.”that is...

“W
hatever texts can be com

puted.”

*Including those the author contributed and those the interactor input.



~ Questions and Discussion ~

Nick M
ontfort     nickm

@
linc.cis.upenn.edu

M
ore on IF from

 m
e —

 http://nickm
.com

/if

Look for The New
 M

edia Reader (January 2003, 
co-editor w

ith Noah W
ardrip-Fruin) as w

ell as 
Tw

isty Little Passages (Fall 2003), both M
IT Press.


