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Homert, Odyssey

I am buried here. You can resurrect me, but only
piecemeal. If you want to see the whole, you will have
to sew me together yourself. Here Lies a Head, Trunk,
Arms (Right and Left), and Legs (Right and left) as
well as divers Organs appropriately Disposed. May
they Rest in Piece.

Shelley Jackson, Patchwork Girl

In Writing Machines (2002), N. Katherine Hayles argues for electronic textuality,
a condition of text that includes “signifying components” such as “sound, an-
imation, motion, video, kinesthetic involvements, and software functionality”
(20). Calling her approach to analyzing non-print texts “media-specific analy-
sis” (29-31), she broadens the scope of literary criticism to attend to interac-
tion common in hypertextual works where the user-audience experiences a text
by kinesthetically combining and recombining lexias of text made possible
through computer programming language and code. Such recombinatory
structuring, according to Bill Seamen, allows a type of poetics where each “me-
dia-element . . . convey[s| its own field of meaning” and the user-audience “be-
comes dynamically involved in the construction of meaning” (Seamen, “Re-
combinant” 157—158). I refer to this recombinatory quality of text as rbapsodic
textuality.

While Hayles and Seamen theorize specifically about digital texts, we see
this mechanism at work in ancient, epic literature where units of texts and
whole episodes are believed to have been stitched together in performance by
singers, known in the 5% and 4% centuries BCE, as rhapsodes. Derived from
the Greek word rhapsodein (poap®delv), meaning “to sew songs together,” rhap-
sody today implies a musical improvisation, one relayed episodically yet main-
taining narrative integrity for the audience.

I argue in this essay that Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl (1995) is, like
Homeric epic poetry, rhapsodic and that this quality of textuality constitutes
the work’s poetics. Scholars and critics have long identified Patchwork Girl as
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one of the major works of electronic literature. In “Electronic Literature: What
Is It?” (2016) Hayles herself hailed it as “important and impressive” and called
it “a culminating work for the classical period [of hypertext literature]” (200).
Along with Michael Joyce’s affernoon: a story (1987), it has long ranked high in
the pantheon of electronic literature, which, to date, constitute the only works
of the forty-three published by Eastgate Systems, Inc. on diskette or CD-ROM
that have been migrated to a format accessible by contemporary computers. It
is precisely because Pazchwork Girl stitches together bits of texts, assembled and
re-assembled during a reading or performance, with potentially many possible
tellings—each resulting in, while not a “textual whole” (Eskelinen 70), certainly
a coherent experience for the user-audience—that the work has achieved its
recognition as an important literary work. That it uses the metaphor of stitch-
ing the body of the Frankenstein monster for the sewing together of its many
lexias of the hypertext only adds to the playful orchestration of the work.

My notion of rhapsodic textuality aligns with Daniela Cortes Maduro’s no-
tion of “shapeshifting”—that is, the ability for literature to “self-renew” by
“chang[ing] its form”™—and to her argument that shapeshifting can be found in
oral, print and electronic literature.? I suggest that the potential to shapeshift is
a feature of rhapsodic textuality.

In regards to Homer’s rhapsodies, the work we know as the Odyssey, for
example, was sewn together, according to Milman Parry, “by many [people]
over many generations” (li) from several sources over time. References to the
Trojan War can be loosely dated to 1250 BCE, while episodes focusing on
Odpysseus’s journey, books 9—12, where he encounters the monsters Cyclops,
Sirens, and Charybdos and Scylla are believed to be derived from very ancient
folk tales that pre-date the war by hundreds of years. John Finley argues that
such compositions arise from legends of heroes that “passed from generation
to generation but [were] freshly used and slightly changed by each age and
singer [enabling] singers to compose complete verses as they went along” (5).

It is believed that the work was performed in its totality from memory,
beginning 566 BCE at the Panathenae festival held in celebration of Athena’s
birthday during last %2 of July and first %2 of August, which was the first month
of the Athenian year. The length of the epic—12,110 lines—however, required
several performers in succession to present it at the event. Because of the
amount of time it took to perform the work, it is believed that it was more of-
ten presented at other events by performers who recited their favorite episodes
or targeted specific parts of the story to a particular audience (Doherty). Odys-
seus and Penelope’s reunion where she tricks him into revealing himself as her
husband is believed to have played well to an audience containing women. His
defeat of the dangerous suitors at the end of the story may have been recited

when the theme called for an example of heroism and male virility. And the
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loss of his men on the sea following their devouring the Sun God Helios’ sa-
cred cattle may have taught the ethical lesson about human folly and hubris
against the gods. Performers of the Odyssey were believed to be adept enough
to shift through the narrative from episode to episode, by word or phrase,
based on the audience’s reaction, stitching a performance together on the fly.
Performed in this way, the Odyssey contains the potential for multilinear story-
telling, though it was indeed assembled in the form that we have to today as
one continuous written story with a beginning, middle, and end, long after it
had been an oral experience. But as an oral epic, more often than not, it was
recited in bits and pieces in a way that defies the notion of this very unilinear
structure. Key to thapsodic textuality is this very quality to relay a coherent and
satisfying user-audience experience whether the story is relayed in parts or as-
sembled as a whole, over time.

Patchwork Girl was published in 1995 by Eastgate Systems, Inc. on diskette
and re-released on CD-ROM in 2000 and most recently, in 2014, on a USB
stick. It was produced with the company’s own proprietary software, Sto-
ryspace, a hypertext authoring system used by attists in the early 1990s to early
2000s. For authors wanting to experiment with writing for the electronic me-
dium, Storyspace provides affordances like hyperlinking between textual units
and opening up the text to multimedia reading paths. As a Storyspace hyper-
text, Patchwork Girl utilizes the structure of nodes and links to tell the story of
the female monster created by Mary Shelley whose body is stitched together
from body parts of other women. In total, Patchwork Gir/ contains 323 lexias,
462 links, and 45,000 words.

Fig. 1. Nodes and links found in Shelley Jackson’s Pazchwork Girl.
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Drawn from both Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, first published in 1818, and L.
Frank Baum’s The Patchwork Girl of Oz (1913), the story has been read as a
commentary on feminist issues relating to authorial voice, women’s body, so-
ciety role and expectations, and image of self as other (Odin 58).

The narrative is organized into five threads: a graveyard, a journal, a quilt,
a story, and broken accents. No particular order is required for moving
through the hypertext. We can click on any of the threads to experience the
work. Clicking on “graveyard” in the list takes us to the graveyard node where
we can see more nodes nested inside. Clicking on the body of the node, we
encounter the line: “I am buried here. You can resurrect me, but only piece-
meal. If you want to see the whole, you will have to sew me together yourself.”
Clicking on the text gives us:

Here Lies a Head,
Trunk, Arms (Right
and Left), and Legs

(Right and Left)
as well as divers
Organs appropriately
Disposed.

May they Rest in Piece.

The work continues through this pattern of clicking on words and following
links. As mentioned previously, no set path is laid out for the user-audience.
We experience the work as bits and pieces not unlike the Patchwork Girl het-
self.

In the fall 2014, Stuart Mouthrop and I videotaped Shelley Jackson per-
forming a Traversal of Patchwork Girl as part of the Pathfinders project, funded
by the National Endowment of the Humanities. A Traversal is “audio and vid-
eo recording of demonstrations performed on histotically appropriate plat-
forms” (Moulthrop and Grigar 5). In this regard, Jackson performed the work
using the 2000 CD-ROM version of the work on a “graphite” Power Mac G4
Tower that had been released by the Apple Corporation in 2001, certainly the
computer her audience may have used upon the release of this particular ver-
sion. Traversal videos were edited into four clips (“Unweaving the Poetic Nar-
rative,” “Confronting the Monster,” “Stitched Remix,” and “Parallel Patches”)
and, along with other media, such as images and sound files, were made avail-
able in an open-source, multimedia environment built on the Scalar platform.
The advantage of producing videotaped Traversals is obvious: they provide
documentation of the work, particularly the interactive and hypertextual ele-
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ments that cannot be captured in a still image. Unlike Homeric epics where we
have to rely on textual scholars from the 18" century onward to figure out
how the work was constructed and performed, video documentation of Shelley
Jackson’s Traversal means generations after ours can hear directly from Jack-

son how she conceptualized her work.

Fig. 2. Shelley Jackson at her Traversal.

For example, in the Traversal entitled “Confronting the Monster,” Jackson
talks us through her process of navigating through the text. She tells us that

113 113

she decides to jump from the word “journal” to Mary Shelley’s “ac-

>

count”™—which is actually authored by Jackson—where Mary confronts her
own monster. Once Jackson reads this piece of the story, or lexia, she is faced
with a decision. She can hit the return key and move to a lexia that follows or
she can choose among two phrases, “one written” and “one sewn,” that are
linked with other words in other lexias. These, she tells us, represent the “par-
allel paths” that she developed throughout the work. The parallel paths in this
case relates to the body in the sense of “a body of text” and a literal body that
must be sewn together. “Writing becomes,” Jackson says, “like stitches, and
stiches become like writing,” and it is up to the reader to decide which direct-
ion to go. Like a rhapsode reciting a favorite episode for an audience, Jackson
does the same for us by taking us through segments of the story she wished to
highlight.

But the stitching to which she refers reflects not just the fechne of sewing
but also design of the fabric itself. Like the Odyssey that was stitched from tales
well known by his audience, Jackson, as mentioned previously, stitches her
own text from two with which we are familiar: Mary Shelley’s 19% centuty
novel Frankenstein: or The Modern Promethens and Frank L. Baum’s The Patchwork
Girl of Oz. The genesis of Mary Shelley’s story most of us are acquainted with:
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during the summer of 1816 Mary Shelley, her husband Percy Bysshe Shelley,
Lord Byron, and others vacationed together at Lake Geneva. In the evenings,
the group recounted “Old German ghost stories” to one another. On a dare,
they all tried their hand at creating their own frightening tale. Mary Shelley’s
idea came to her one evening in a dream about a “hideous phantasm” (Shelley
9). So well conceived was hers that she was encouraged to finish it as a novel,
which she did. However, it is important to note that the ghost tales from
which her story was woven were themselves sewn together out of German
folklore tradition that developed over centuries and reflected many cultural in-
fluences that were remixed and emerged influential to German nationalism.
They were themselves already stitched together over time and then re-stitched
by Mary Shelley into Frankenstein. A century later, Baum stitched his own tale
out of Mary Shelley’s, giving us his patchwork gitl, which Shelley Jackson then
borrows for in her novel.

Midway through this clip, Jackson tells us that she is clicking through a
section that is “quite linear” so that she can get to the place in the story where
Mary Shelley makes love to her monster. Jackson then tell us that she plans to
“jump back” to the original overview where she can access the lexia relating to
the “Graveyard.” Storyspace hypertexts often made it possible to hit the return
key and move along a predetermined path, riding, as Michael Joyce calls in his
preface to affernoon: a story, “a wave of returns.” Just as likely, one would spend
time selecting a direction to go when encountering choices, as Jackson does
when she encounters multiple paths to follow. Thus, within these hypertexts
was the potential for many ways of reading and performing the work. The
proverbial Borgesian forking path that Jackson confronts has the potential of
revealing the composition of both the Monster’s body and the body of the hy-
pertext. Likewise, we find a similar forking path construction throughout the
Odyssey. Homer’s frequent use of the Greek conjunction, uev de [on the one
hand and on the othet] signifies the mindful deliberations Odysseus often
made when faced with a choice. A simple word search of the epic turns up
well over 500 uses of this conjunction. George E. Dimrock argues that Homer
used this construction as a way to maintain unity while at the same time to in-
clude “probability in his plot” (22). It’s worth noting that Jay David Bolter,
who along with Michael Joyce created Storyspace, was trained in the Classics
and so may have very well have been familiar with the use of this Greek con-
junction to denote choice.

The video clip continues approximately for a minute after the previous
one with Jackson explaining the way she had constructed the lexias pertaining
to the various body parts that comprise the Monster. She brings up the head of
the Monster and shows us that she can “move” the lexia containing the head
around and so reconstruct the body visually. Audiences listening to rhapsodes
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singing the Odyssey or Iliad would have been able to compose and recompose
text by interiorizing it in the mind (Ong 9), much as Jackson reconfigured it
kinesthetically on the screen.

Homet’s epics were composed in a very consistent dactylic hexameter and
with formulaic expressions. It is believed that this compositional approach is
common to oral, epic poetry (Ong 21) and is built out of the affordances and
constraints of the oral medium. Extrapolating from contemporary Hungarian
heroic epic poetry, the great Homeric scholar Parry was able to verify this
practice. In the same token, the distinctive feature of Jackson’s work is due to
the economy enforced on it by electronic methods of composition. This in-
cludes both the affordances of the medium and the software: the instantiation
of ideas through visual, kinetic, and kinesthetic modalities as well as into Sto-
ryspace hypertextual nodes and paths.

Rhapsodic textuality—the quality of being stitched together from pre-
scribed bits of texts, assembled (and re-assembled) during a performance, into
a coherent experience, from potentially many possible tellings—is a quality as-
sociated with but not limited to hypertext literature like Jackson’s and has at its
core a long tradition of fluid and audience-centered poetics distinct from print
texts. While Walter Ong maintained that “the epic in effect is dead” and “Ka-
zantzakis’ continuation of the Odyssey is an alien literary form” (Ong 159), 1
suggest that Jackson’s Patchwork Girl is, like Homeric ancient narrative, rhap-
sodic, and offers us a new way to describe epic reading experiences in the 215t

century. Like the Patchwork Girl herself, it is alive in rhapsodic textuality.

Notes

1 Translation by Robert Fagles, 1996. “Sing to me of the man, Muse, the
man of twists and tutns/ driven time and again off coutse, once he had
plundered/ the hallowed heights of Troy./ Many cities of men he saw and
learned their minds,/ Many pains he suffered, heartsick on the open sea,/
Fighting to save his life and bring his comrades home.”

2 Mote information available at <https://shapeshiftingtexts.wordpress.co-
m/>.
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