
What we can learn about making digital books for children 
from the genres of electronic literature. 



 What is electronic literature and where to find it? 

 What are some of the genres of electronic literature? 

 How can they inform the development of new digital reading experiences for kids? 

 The Kid E-Lit project and why the interaction between libraries, children’s literature 
authors, digital authors, and researchers is important. 



Electronic literature, or e-lit, refers to works with important literary aspects that 

take advantage of the capabilities and contexts provided by the stand-alone or 

networked computer.  



 Hypertext fiction and poetry, on and off the Web 

 Kinetic poetry presented in Flash and using other platforms 

 Computer art installations which ask viewers to read them or otherwise have 
literary aspects 

 Conversational characters, also known as chatterbots 

 Interactive fiction 

 Literary apps 

 Novels that take the form of emails, SMS messages, or blogs 

 Poems and stories that are generated by computers, either interactively or based 
on parameters given at the beginning 

 Collaborative writing projects that allow readers to contribute to the text of a 
work 

 Literary performances online that develop new ways of writing 



 ELMCIP project – Electronic Literature as a Model of Creativity in Practice 
considered creativity as a emerging from collective, social activity. 

 In this context electronic literature is best considered from the standpoint of 
communities of creative and research practice. 

 Work described as electronic literature typically involves the computer or 
network in some fashion—and that generally could not exist without that context. 

 The nature of the work describe as electronic literature has varied greatly over 
time. 

 This makes describing genre more difficult / problematic than in the case of 
traditional literary forms 
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 Genres of electronic literature emerge from cultural contexts—both cultural 
contexts that arise from past literary/art movements and those of the present day. 

 Many of these cultural contexts were avant-garde during the 20th century. 

 Genres of electronic literature also arise from technological contexts, technological 
history, and the affordances and constraints of particular hardware and software 
platforms. 
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 Combinatory poetics 

 Hypertext fiction 

 Interactive fiction & other ludic forms 

 Kinetic and interactive poetry 

 Networked and collective writing 

 Locative, mobile, and augmented reality narratives 

 Interactive literary installations and expanded cinema 

 

 



 Oldest form of electronic literature. 

 Driven by algorithmic procedures applied to textual datasets. 

 Results in systems that “write” poetry and fiction (in a fashion). 

 Contemporary of Alan Turing Christopher Strachey programmed first text 
generator, a “love letter generator.” 

 Involve elements of chance, surprise, constraint, variability. 

 Related to writing practices of the 20th Century Avant-Garde (Dada, Surrealists, 
Oulipo). 

 Also related in some ways to “Mad Libs” writing games and experimental music. 



 Storyland by Nanette Wylde. 

 Taroko Gorge/Tokyo Garage by Nick Montfort, Scott Rettberg et al. 

 Sea and Spar Between by Nick Montfort and Stephanie Strickland. 

http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/wylde__storyland.html
http://nickm.com/taroko_gorge/
http://nickm.com/taroko_gorge/
http://nickm.com/taroko_gorge/
http://retts.net/tokyogarage.html
http://nickm.com/montfort_strickland/sea_and_spar_between/


 Variability is one of the essential aesthetic potentials of the computer. 

 Aleatory elements create surprise. 

 Reading experiences that are never the same twice. 

 Stories and reading experiences that can be configurative and contributory (kids 
can contribute language, voice, or other story elements). 



 Hypertext is a literary genre but it is also concept underlying structure of the 
contemporary network (HTML is HyperText markup language). 

 Concept of associative indexing / trails dates back to Vannevar Bush “As We May 
Think” (1945), term ”hypertext was coined by Ted Nelson in 1960s to mean a body 
of written or pictorial material interconnected in such a complex way that it could 
not conveniently be presented or represented on paper.” 

 Constraints and affordances of given hypertext systems determine range of 
narrative and poetic structure of works produced in them. 

 Related to modernist, postmodernist writing. 

 Nonlinear narratives, links, extension, and branching paths. 

 Stories told in fragments that may be navigated in multiple ways 

 

 



 Victory Garden by Stuart Moulthrop. 

 My Body & a Wunderkammer by Shelley Jackson. 

 The Unknown by William Gillespie, Scott Rettberg, Dirk Stratton 

http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/jackson__my_body_a_wunderkammer.html
http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/jackson__my_body_a_wunderkammer.html
http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/jackson__my_body_a_wunderkammer.html
http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/rettberg_theunknown.html


 Many interactive books for children are already hypertextual. 

 Navigating a story by moving through spatial environments. 

 Stories that extend on demand. 

 Stories that “perform on request” with multimedia elements that may be illustrative, 
contextual, or may introduce new narrative elements. 

 



 Interactive fiction is a form born of the first computer games – which were text 
based, before PCs had much graphics capabilities. 

 Community of writers/enthusiasts kept form alive and continued to develop it. 

 Colossal Cave Adventure first such game, Zork series popularized it. 

 IF often includes conversational interface – reader types, program responds in 
feedback loops. 

 Reader explores describe spatial environments, solves puzzles, interacts with non-
player characters. 

 The Twine platform, mixing elements of IF and hypertext, is currently a popular 
platform, particularly among younger writers and audiences 

 A number of e-lit authors play with game interfaces in other ways, introducing 
language/poetic elements into games. 

 

 

 



 Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy (game) by Douglas Adams 

 Galatea by Emily Short 

 Stud Poetry by Marko Neimi 

 Game, game, game, and again game by Jason Nelson 

http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/short__galatea.html
http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/niemi__stud_poetry.html
http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/nelson_game.html


 Games elements appeal to young readers, as games are typically their favorite use 
of tablet computers. 

 Interactive fiction is interactive not only in the sense of exploring, but also in the 
sense that players *write* back to the system. 

 Puzzle elements challenge kids to use deductive logic and problem solving. 

 Good works of interactive fiction illustrate that language, in text, can be just as or 
more engaging that typical gaming situations that excite mainly through image and 
spectacle. 

 Linguistic work that involves configurative logic as well as imagination 

 Other kinds of apps (for example math games) have arguably been more 
successful at teaching skills while fulfilling educational objectives. 

 



 Kinetic poetry builds on idea of concrete and visual poetry—offers text that has 
motion as well as shape. 

 Text as time-based moving image. 

 Text as responsive object. 

 Relates to movements such as lettrism, futurism, visual poetry, sound poetry. 

 Also related to practices in film (title sequences) and advertising. 

 The type and properties of effects in kinetic and interactive poetry have been 
deeply connected to software platform. 

 



 First Screening by B.P. Nichols 

 Nio by Jim Andrews 

 Sweet Old Etc. by Alisson Clifford 

 Anipoems by Ana Maria Uribe 

 Between Page and Screen by Amaranth Borsuk and Brad Bouse 

 abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz by Jörg Piringer 

 

http://vispo.com/bp/
http://collection.eliterature.org/1/works/andrews__nio.html
http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/clifford_the_sweet_old_etcetera.html
http://www.vispo.com/uribe/anipoems.html
http://collection.eliterature.org/3/work.html?work=between-page-and-screen
http://apps.piringer.net/abcdefg.php
http://apps.piringer.net/abcdefg.php
http://apps.piringer.net/abcdefg.php


 Play with multimedia the level of individual letter and words. 

 Good examples of how text and typography are also visual art form 

 For early readers, learning letters 

 Simple engagement with interactivity, engaging letters in play 

 Often demonstrates how puns and play can extend to smallest units of language, 
individual words and letters. 

 



 The contemporary network produces a unique technological and social 
environment of international simultaneous connection. 

 This allows for new forms of interaction not only with machines but with other 
human beings, and writers are beginning to build on those properties. 

 Network communication forms such as email, sms, and social networks are also 
changing style of language. 

 Language is also produced by non-human actors (e.g. bots on Twitter.) 

 Writers explore these platforms and changes in texuality through new forms of 
writing that involve large scale collaboration, network styles, chatterbots, for 
example. 



 The Last Performance by Judd Morrissey (et al.) 

 Netprov projects by Rob Wittig and Mark Marino – Occupy MLA for example 

 The Fall of the Site of Marsha by Rob Wittig 

 Flarf poetry. 

 A Million Penguins wiki novel. 

http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/morrissey_lastperformance.html
http://hyperrhiz.io/hyperrhiz11/introduction/introduction.html
http://www.robwit.net/MARSHA/
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/brief-guide-flarf-poetry
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/brief-guide-flarf-poetry
https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/brief-guide-flarf-poetry
http://www.ioct.dmu.ac.uk/documents/amillionpenguinsreport.pdf


 Awareness that computer network is social environment as well as distribution 
framework 

 Possibility of texts or stories that kids contribute to or change as a result of 
interaction on the network. 

 Stories that are played as social games. 

 Awareness that nature of language and communication practices is changing. 



 With ubiquity of smart phones, GPS, mapping of world, digital stories are moving 
into the physical world (just as games like Pokemon Go also engage with physical 
world. 

 Related to past artistic practices such as Situationism, site specific art, mapping art, 
even theme park narrative situations. 

 Can involve tech such as GPS, RFID, QR codes as well as everyday map aps such as 
good maps. 

 Offers possibility for hyperlocal storytelling, stories layered on physical 
environments, new kinds of physical play with environment. 

 Embodies, personal interaction with narrative. 



 Mr. Beller’s Neighborhood by Thomas Beller et. Al. 

 Implementation by Scott Rettberg and Nick Montfort. 

 34 North 118 West by Jeremy Hight 

 LA Flood Project by Mark Marino 

http://mrbellersneighborhood.com/
http://mrbellersneighborhood.com/
http://mrbellersneighborhood.com/
http://mrbellersneighborhood.com/
http://nickm.com/montfort_rettberg/implementation/
http://collection.eliterature.org/3/work.html?work=34-north-118-west
http://collection.eliterature.org/3/work.html?work=34-north-118-west


 Narratives that engage with physical movement and play. 

 New ways of engaging with lived environments, cities, destinations. 

 Social elements / treasure hunts that are also stories 

 New ways to learn about history of a place 

 New ways to consider element of setting within stories 

 



 Works that explore boundaries between literature, installation artwork, cinema. 

 Emerging from traditions of technological art, experimental cinema. 

 Physical interaction with responsive texts in embodied space. 

 E-Lit techniques applied to cinema (for example combinatory film) 

 Use of sensors to reflect and respond to human motion. 

 VR in both head mounted displays and in full room environments / CAVES. 

 Interactive documentaries 



 Text Rain by Romy Achituv et al. 

 Typomatic by Serge Bouchardon et al. 

 Screen by Noah Wardrip-Fruin et al. 

 Three Rails Live by Rod Coover, Nick Montfort, Scott Rettberg 

 Pry by Samanth Gorman 

 VR documentaries by UN 

http://collection.eliterature.org/2/works/wardrip-fruin_screen.html
http://crchange.net/projects/ThreeRailsLive/
http://samanthagorman.net/Pry
http://with.in/#films


 Literary texts and play with language in museum environments. 

 New forms and structures for stories in film 

 Thinking about body/motion as interface with stories and poetry 

 Ways to consider emerging VR environments as opportunities for reading and 
engaging with story as well as game platforms 

 Physical computation based literary installations a public literature within libraries. 

 




