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As Thin as Reality: Shelley Jackson’s “Skin”

A man breaking his journey between one place and another at a third place of no name, character, population or significance, sees a unicorn cross his path and disappear.  That in itself is startling, but there are precedents for mystical encounters of various kinds, or to be less extreme, a choice of persuasions to put it down to fancy; until “My God,” says a second man, “I must be dreaming, I thought I saw a unicorn.”  At which point, a dimension is added that makes the experience as alarming as it will ever be.  A third witness, you understand, adds no further dimension but only spreads it thinner, and a fourth thinner still, and the more witnesses there are the thinner it gets and the more reasonable it becomes until it is as thin as reality, the name we give to the common experience. “Look, look,” recites the crowd. “A horse with an arrow in its forehead.  It must have been mistaken for a deer.”

—Tom Stoppard, Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead

As scholars, and even as readers, we are jaded about the revolutionary potentials of text.  Faced with a new textual medium—the cut-up artist’s book, the interactive game, the simulation of a city built of words and navigated by bicycle
—we either claim it’s not a text (if we are purists) or yawn and say “ho-hum, another text outside the box” (if we are not).  We are tough to surprise, or to shock: in the age of the Web, we’ve seen every permutation of text that new technology allows, from virtual refrigerator magnet letters
 to interlinked, user-writeable encyclopedias and fiction repositories
.  


It is surprising, then, how uneasy people feel when introduced to hypertext author Shelley Jackson’s most recent project, “Skin.”
  “Skin” is not a classic hypertext—a text that is navigated, according to the reader’s choice (constrained by the stringencies of the story and medium), through a series of links, which connect units of the text to one another and sometimes to other texts.
  On one level, in fact, “Skin” is a classic linear story, though the details of the story are currently unknown.  What makes people uneasy about the project is the story’s means of publication; it will only be published as tattoos on the skins of participants, whom the author hand-picks from a growing field of applicants.  (Participants may be male or female, but I will use “she” as the pronoun for convenience.)  Each applicant, once approved, is assigned a word, plus punctuation if applicable.  She may choose to reject the word she is assigned, but in that case she is out of the project—if you want to take part, you must accept your word.  The participant must then have the word tattooed (in a classic book font, such as Times New Roman) somewhere on her body.  These tattoos constitute the only publication of the story; a copy will be given to participants once all the words are assigned, but Jackson promises that she “will not permit it to be summarized, quoted, described, set to music, or adapted for film, theater, television or any other medium” (“Skin”) and participants must pledge not to reveal it.

So far, this raises some anxieties about authorial control and about the invisibility of the originating text, both of which I will address later.  An additional level of uneasiness comes with Jackson’s stipulation that, once their tattoos are complete, 

participants will be known as “words.” They are not understood as carriers or agents of the texts they bear, but as its embodiments. As a result, injuries to the printed texts, such as dermabrasion, laser surgery, tattoo cover work or the loss of body parts, will not be considered to alter the work. Only the death of words effaces them from the text. As words die the story will change; when the last word dies the story will also have died. (“Skin”)
In order to gain access to the original story, then, one must become a word in that story.  These words make up a second text, a version of the originating text that is available to those not part of the story.

The unsettling nature of “Skin” stems from a few different sources.  Perhaps most predominantly, we are unnerved by our lack of what noted new media theorist Espen Aarseth calls a “reading algorithm”—we don’t know how to go about actually reading a text made up of living words, all of which have their own geographically disparate bodies.  Secondarily, we need to negotiate the porous boundaries between reader and text; since only participants can access the originating story, it can be difficult to pinpoint where the work ends and the reader begins, or even to say definitively that one can read the text without also being the text.    Another layer of anxiety stems from the fact that the originating story, the heart of the project, is denied to us.  There is also the fact that participation in the text requires permanent marking of the body, a concept that is a source of distress for many of those who encounter the “Skin” project.  My intention in this paper is to address some of the anxieties raised by “Skin,” and to attempt to provide frameworks for approaching the project in order to understand both its intent and its disquieting nature.  For this purpose I’ll employ an imaginary interlocutor, one who is open to the idea of the project but skeptical about its more unsettling aspects.  I will let her questions structure the remainder of the paper.

A brief interlude to break down the subject of this paper into manageable chunks: “Skin,” as a story, takes place on a number of levels.  There is the originating text, which I will call the first-order text or first-order story; this is the one that is currently only available to Jackson and that will be given to participants once all the words are assigned.  There is also a second-order text, the one whose words are not symbols on paper or screen, but participants with tattoos.  I believe that in order to investigate “Skin” thoroughly we must bracket the first-order story, the originating story which is accessible by nobody but Jackson and her words.  (More on this later.)  Jackson is careful to stipulate in her call for participants that “if no participants come forward, this call itself”—not the originating story—“is the work” (“Skin”); that is, without the second-order story made of human words, the first-order story is of no consequence.  A critical approach to “Skin,” then, must be an approach to the second-order text.  

Besides the first-order text (the original story that Jackson wrote) and the second-order text (that story instantiated in human bodies), there is also a third-order text, which is the story of the “Skin” project itself.  This is in fact the text that most people encounter when they encounter “Skin”; they see Jackson’s website or an article about the project, and consider the story without actually encountering any of the living words.  A thorough investigation of “Skin” would need to take full account of this third-order text.  However, this full account would have to accommodate Jackson’s posted news about the story (publications and interviews, statistics on numbers of emails received and words left to assign, and other information from her website), the message board she hopes to set up for words to communicate with one another, reactions from the words and their conceptions of the project,
 and other elements from the realms of psychology, sociology, and other fields outside the scope of this paper.  Essentially, for the purposes of this paper (which is critically concerned with the second-order text), the third-order text can be conceived of as paratext—analogous to the book covers, pages, typefaces, indices and tables of contents through which we access a traditional story.  As our first point of contact with the text, it is undoubtedly important, and I will touch on it throughout the paper, but it will not be the focal point of the inquiry.  

On with the cross-examination.
You keep talking about “story” and “text.”  Isn’t this a performance art or conceptual art piece?

At some point in the investigation of “Skin” it will likely be fruitful to consider the project from the perspective of performance, in order to better understand the complex relationship between reader and text that it engenders. The third-order text in particular—the story of the story—may be most effectively evaluated by considering “Skin” as a work of performance art.  Peggy Phelan’s ideas on performer/audience interaction might be especially useful in analyzing the project.

Another important aspect of “Skin” is the way in which it interrogates the posthuman attitude towards the body, described by N. Katherine Hayles (probably the premier expert on the subject) as “privileg[ing] informational pattern over material instantiation, so that embodiment in a biological substrate is seen as an accident of history rather than an inevitability of life” (Hayles 242).  “Skin” does act, in part, as a thought experiment, challenging this posthuman perspective in which the body is seen as a modular and modifiable prosthesis.  Without a doubt, it will be important to incorporate both Hayles’ work posthuman embodiment and current theories on the cultural and psychological significance of tattooing into a thorough scrutiny of “Skin.”

This paper, however, will focus on interpreting “Skin” in light of concepts that have been developed to deal with hypertext and new media.  Shelley Jackson is initially and predominantly a writer, and specifically a hypertext writer, who calls her work a “story” and requires that tattoos be executed in a “classic book font.”  While “Skin” does bring the text into the space of the body and thus can effectively and usefully be evaluated as performance or conceptual art, it is reasonable to imagine that we can gain a great deal of insight by looking at it through textual rather than performance theory.  This paper will thus examine “Skin” as a hypertext, or more accurately as something that is different from all existing hypertexts (which, for starters, are computerized) but which nevertheless has hypertext qualities.  

Oh, I have problems with it as a text too, don’t worry.  First of all, the reader has to give herself over to the story without knowing anything about the content.  What if the story sucks?
There is a tendency among people casually discussing “Skin” to consider the first-order story as the golden ring, the prize awarded to those brave enough to participate, and to view the second-order story as something that has to be seen through in order to access the first-order text.  However, this is akin to saying that our task as readers is to look through the published version of a work in order to access the author’s original manuscripts and notes.  Certainly this is an admirable goal for a specialized branch of scholarship, but it is not the primary responsibility of the reader or even of the critic—the object of their inquiry is the published work.  Likewise, the object of inquiry when discussing “Skin” is the second-order story, the one made up of human words, since this is designated as the work’s only mode of publication.  (In fact, in this paper, where I refer to “the story” or “the text” without qualifiers, I am referring to the second-order story.)
This means that one of the primary sources of anxiety about the project—the inability of observers and potential words to read the first-order story, and the inability of the words themselves to access this story for (potentially) a very long time after becoming participants
—is mis-focused.  In fact, the story (though not the whole story, for geographical reasons) is theoretically accessible to anybody.  Participants, when they send in their applications, do in fact know what they’re getting into; while they may not be able to gauge the artistic merit of the originating story, presumably they can accurately gauge their interest in the second-order text.   

Of course, for most readers, the content of the second-order story is nearly as inaccessible as the first-.  Short of seeking out words, or happening to notice a book-font tattoo on an arm in the 7-11 and chatting about it, we might go our whole lives without consciously encountering a word and finding out how she is rewriting her part of the story.  When they become part of the second-order story, then, many participants—especially early adopters—will only have encountered that text indirectly, by means of the third-order story.  They will not know the content of the second-order story any more than of the first-order story, not having met any words or heard from any words besides the title (Jackson bears the title tattoo).  However, by becoming part of the text, participants necessarily become content, and therefore gain power over content.  Joining the story is not an act of helpless submission to a master text whose merits you cannot gauge, but cooperation in creating a text of which you are, at least potentially, the center. 
Well, maybe it’s not as creepy as I thought, but I’m still not sure how to deal with it.  If it’s not performance art, and it’s not about the original story, what is it?

To address this concern it is necessary to back up briefly, and to take a look at prevailing theory on Jackson’s primary genre, hypertext fiction.  While hypertext can be used to emulate a traditional narrative—it would require only a series of textual units that each link only to the next unit and the one before, like pages of a book—it is generally conceived to be nonlinear, multivocal, cooperative (blurring the boundaries between author and reader), and basically the antidote to the ingrained hierarchies of the traditional codex book.  Robert Coover writes that “Fluidity, contingency, indeterminacy, plurality, discontinuity are the hypertext buzzwords of the day, and they seem to be fast becoming principles, in the same way that relativity not so long ago displaced the falling apple” (709).  The comparison to scientific progress echoes the idea, common among hypertext theorists, that the amorphousness of hypertext is an advancement of the traditional text.  Regardless of value judgments, though, these are usually understood as qualities of hypertext: links, reader choice, nonlinearity, indeterminate structure.   

Another typically-assigned characteristic of hypertext is the quality of decentralization.  Since hypertext is created out of an assortment of text units and the links between them—since it is essentially aggregate—its focal point is nonspecific and variable.  George Landow writes:

One of the fundamental characteristics of hypertext is that it is composed of bodies of linked texts that have no primary axis of organization.  In other words, the metatext or document set—the entity that describes what in print technology is the book, work, or single text—has no center.  Although this absence of a center can create problems for the reader and the writer, it also means that anyone who uses hypertext makes his or her own interests the de facto organizing principle (or center) for the investigation at the moment. (36-7)

As would a hypertext, “Skin,” in lacking a single center (the first-order story), gains multiple potential centers: the words themselves, who can deform the second-order story at will, each one making herself into what Landow calls “a transient center.”  The story of “Skin,” then, rather than precisely lacking a center, has multiple centers; the story can center on any word, depending on one’s perspective, and the words themselves can change the story by living—by interacting or failing to interact with one another, and simply by having stories of their own.


I hate to typecast Shelley Jackson in a “once a hypertext author, always a hypertext author” fashion.  However, it seems reasonable to believe that, as someone who was in the vanguard of hypertext fiction, Jackson is still experimenting with types of textuality that mimic hypertext (more specifically, types of textuality that take part in the qualities described above—that are multivocal, distributed, nonhierarchical).  “Skin” can perhaps best be understood by analogy to another project of Jackson’s (with Christine Hill), equally hypertextual but somehow less unsettling: the Interstitial Library Circulating Collection, conceived as a Borgesian archive of “that infinite collection of books—obscure, lost, or not yet written—that belong in the spaces between the books on a library shelf” (“FAQ”).
  Because the Interstitial Library is essentially a conceptual project, requiring no actual action (the idea is that the Collection has always existed, and the website’s purpose is merely to point this out), Jackson gives more detailed musing on implications and goals for the Library than she does for “Skin.”  It may be possible, then, to understand the “Skin” project more fully by first looking briefly at this other, more fully-described decentered project.
The Collection’s mission statement begins: “We consider that the entire floating body of documents at large in the world—books, paper ephemera, electronic texts, et al.—constitutes a huge, siteless library” (“Mission Statement”).  Jackson invites readers of the Interstitial Library website to support the Library’s Circulating Collection, the theoretically already-existing network of books “dispersed around the world (potentially, the universe), in private collections, used bookstores, junk shops, garbage heaps, etc.” (“Home”) and to build “a roving, interstitial community of freelance librarians” (“History”) to curate this distributed collection.  (Again, support may come in concept rather than in action, though enthusiastic readers can send in acquisitions forms for the volumes they find.)  The librarians of this Collection are also necessarily the patrons, and vice versa; only those who notice and use what Jackson defines as the Circulating Collection’s texts (the books in private collections, junk shops, and so forth) can possibly appreciate and catalogue their interconnectedness as parts of the always-already-existing library.  
The concept of the Interstitial Library works against traditional understanding of book publication and distribution, which focus on categorization and specificity, operating on the principle “that somebody else [has] anticipated your need, written, published, preserved and catalogued the book you want, and defined its subject in the way that corresponds to your need” (“Mission Statement”).  On the contrary, Jackson, writes: 

readers are often hoping to find out something they don’t yet know, or experience something they have not yet experienced.

As a result, browsing and other accident-based encounters with books must be redefined as a primary, not marginal method of "information retrieval”… Consequently, waste, excess, accident are crucial "collection-refining" techniques. Misshelving leads to serendipitous discoveries. Indiscriminate hoarding leads to preservation of books with qualities to which the present day may be blind. (“Mission Statement”)
The analogy with “Skin” may by now seem fairly obvious, but allow me to draw it out.  As with “Skin,” the Library is deliberately decentralized; its lack of a physical site (what we usually conceive of as a library) puts the focus on the movements of individual books and other printed materials—the ways in which they find people, the ways in which people find them, and what happens afterwards.  Both “Skin” and the Circulating Collection exist in a state of both a priori existence (the first-order story, the theoretically extant Collection) and constant creation (the addition of words to the second-order story, the active cataloguing of works).  

In describing the Interstitial Library Jackson is able to elucidate some of her fascination with centerless narrative, the same fascination that (I would argue) is part of what’s fueling “Skin.”  “In the Interstitial Library, information will circulate unpredictably, disappearing and reappearing, rather than being located in a centralized, stable place” (“Mission Statement”)—in other words, the lack of a center allows both for greater freedom of circulation and for a focus on the movements of individual books, a factor that centralized libraries usually neglect.  In “Skin,” too, the inaccessibility of the first-order story puts the narrative focus on the individual words.  The real story of “Skin” is the second-order story, the story of the living words themselves—the story where “blood” goes to the grocery store or “remember” spends Christmas in Hawaii or “the” is pregnant with twins.
  Jackson explains that the Circulating Collection “has no site, or rather it has as many sites as it has books in its collection. Since books move, the Collection also moves, and unlike ordinary circulating collections, it never returns. Its holdings are both never and always on the shelf” (“History”).  In the same way, the words of “Skin” are both never and always in the story, and there are as many loci of the story as there are words.

One way to make this type of work seem more familiar is to conceive of texts in terms of information, as suggested by Espen Aarseth in his discussion of nonlinear texts (a category in which all hypertexts are included, though it is not coextensive with the category of hypertext):

Where this new adaptation [studying text as information] might prove to be a radical departure is in the way we shall use it to define textuality independent of its traditional associates, the reader/receiver/audience and writer/sender/author.  This move, which might be seen as self-defense, serves two practical purposes: to avoid the rather silly idea that the reader and author are becoming the same person, and to free the text from being identified with its readings and its writings.  A text is not what we may read out of it, nor is it identical with what someone once wrote into it.  It is something more, a potential that can be realized only partially and only through its script.  Furthermore, texts…like electrons, can never be experienced directly, only by the signs of their behavior. (766)
This describes “Skin” (and the Interstitial Library, Circulating Collection) with uncanny precision.  Just as the Collection exists only through the peregrinations of the books it holds, so the story of “Skin” is only achievable through the (literal) behavior of the text—the ways in which words act, where they go, whether and how they connect with one another.  The behavior of the words thus has full power to define the text.
But what good is a text like that?  I can’t know what all the words are doing—I’ll never see most of them.

Backing up briefly once again: One of the problems usually cited with hypertext is that, for all its appearance of “chang[ing] the relationship between writer and reader” and allowing the reader to “becom[e] a collaborator, constructing and reconstructing the test, choosing his own path through it” (Diane Pelkus Balestri, qtd. in Joyce 618), it does not actually allow the text to escape the control of the author, and indeed makes that control more profound by rendering it less visible.  Stuart Moulthrop describes the experience of the aware hypertext user as far as author control:
The constantly repeated ritual of interaction, with its reminder of discursive alternatives, reveals the text as a made thing, not monologic perhaps but hardly indeterminate.  The text gestures toward openness—what options can you imagine?—but then swiftly forecloses: some options are available but not others, and someone clearly did the defining long before you began interacting. (698)
Hypertext, then, changes the meanings of “author” and “reader,” but does not collapse them; the reader exercises choice in the narrative, but the choices are constrained a priori by the author.  Without this constraint, arguably, the narrative loses meaning; the reader can experience textual events anti-chronologically, for instance, and there is no guaranteed connection between units of text that the reader encounters in succession (besides the link that she herself makes).  In any case, the author’s influence is effectively ineradicable even from the ostensibly multivocal, democratic, free hypertext.

This is not necessarily a problem, of course; it is problematic only if one assumes that the ideal text is one unbounded by authorial constraint.  It is, however, a limitation on hypertext being taken to the extreme of its powers as previously described, a condition that would require complete indeterminacy and full reader influence over the text.  Marshall McLuhan’s “Laws of Media” ask four questions for the evaluation of new media: What does it enhance or intensify, what does it render obsolete or displace, what does it retrieve that was previously obsolete, and what does it produce or become when taken to its limit (qtd. in Moulthrop 697)?  In order to evaluate hypertext we must be able to speculate about the form it would take in its most extreme version; if we consider hypertext as fundamentally nonlinear, multivocal, and decentered, this is a condition that can not coexist with the persistent specter of the author.  Stuart Moulthrop, addressing the final question, theorizes that hypertext at its limits will grow to be increasingly subject to control, “becoming every bit as institutionalized and conservative as broadcast networks” (701).  Among most theorists, however, there is a perception of hypertext being, at its extremity, wholly free and nonhierarchical; the persistent deus ex machina of the author is the rain on its flexible, indeterminate parade.  The relation that “Skin” bears to this hypertext in extremis may afford us the beginnings of a reading algorithm for the story.
Aarseth, in “Nonlinearity and Literary Theory,” proposes a categorization of nonlinear texts, which outlines the stages of indeterminacy available up to the projected extreme:

 (1) the simple nonlinear text, whose textons are totally static, open and explorable by the user; (2) the discontinuous nonlinear text, or hypertext, which may be traversed by “jumps” (explicit links) between textons; (3) the determinate “cybertext,” in which the behavior of textons is predictable but conditional and with the element of role-playing; and (4) the indeterminate cybertext in which textons are dynamic and unpredictable. (768)
(A word on Aarseth’s terminology: Textons are units of text, what George Landow calls “lexia.”  A cybertext is a text, electronic or not, that requires reader input.  Hypertexts are a subset of cybertexts, as are codex works like, say, Pale Fire or Choose Your Own Adventure novels that require the reader to make choices about the order and form of the story.  I am particularly concerned, in this paper, with the distinction between hypertext and cybertext, except when using Aarseth’s terminology, e.g. “indeterminate cybertext.”  I am using hypertext as a metaphorical rather than a literal description for “Skin,” so primarily use “hypertext” to refer to texts with the features of nonlinearity, reader choice, and so forth, rather than restricting the term to linked pages in an electronic medium.) 
For the last stage, the indeterminate cybertext, Aarseth gives only one specific example: the MUD, or Multi-User Dungeon.
  MUDs are text-based virtual spaces which can be accessed by large numbers of users simultaneously; they may be used primarily as games in which players cooperate or compete with other characters to slay monsters, overcome obstacles, and win money and equipment (represented in the MUD, of course, by pieces of code which return text like “you are carrying the Ring of Magic Missile”), or they may serve largely as social spaces.  In either case, they are unique among textual objects, since “every user has a different (or several different) and partial perspective(s), and the users bombard each other with textons meant only to last as long as they are not scrolled off the screen” (Aarseth 776).  With a hypertext, no matter how many options are available, the possibilities are eventually constrained by the limits of the author and the technology, just as in a traditional book; the story, with all its branching paths, must be laid out ahead of time, so only a limited amount of real freedom is available.  In this “indeterminate cybertext,” however, the story truly is plotted out by the “readers,” who, due to the MUD’s collaborative nature, can not only direct their own actions but can build rooms and objects, fine-tune their characters or create new ones, and often help influence the rules and functioning of the game.  
Certainly a MUD is an extremely nonlinear text, with the order of textons decided largely in realtime by the users rather than ahead of time by an author or programmer.  The greater the involvement of human imagination and intelligence in an electronic text, the closer it can approach to dynamism and unpredictability.  MUDs, because of their collaborative and often largely social nature, are much more unbounded than hypertext stories or novels laid out by a single author; users cooperate in building the world and draw out their own plots in interacting with the world and with each other.  The textons of the MUD are largely unpredictable because, while some textons are contributed by programs with limited input/output options, most are the work of fundamentally unpredictable human participants.  “Skin” takes this indeterminacy a step further by giving each texton an actual life of its own.  Any introduction of the chaos we take for granted in the human mind can bring the text closer to the extreme of unpredictability; “Skin” approaches this limit more closely than any work bounded by the limitations of technology.
Of course, this freedom comes at the price of the elements we think of as making the text readable—plot, characterization, climax and dénouement.  Aarseth writes that: 

A discussion of MUDs in terms of authors and readers is irrelevant: a MUD cannot be read, only experienced from the very narrow perspective of one or more of the user’s characters, with a lot of simultaneous scriptons
 being beyond reach; and the user cannot be sure that a particular contribution will ever be experienced by more than a few people, or, since the other characters might all be artificial persons or controlled by the same real person, by anyone at all. (776)

This description must, at this point, sound very familiar.  Like a MUD, the indeterminate cybertext that is “Skin” cannot be read so much as it can be experienced.  There are simply too many textons, too radically scattered, to actually read the entire story.  We can, however, understand it as an attempt to push nonlinear text to its limits—to show that in order to afford a text true freedom, the reader must be both the medium and the message.  The fact that this entails a necessary loss of plot, characterization, and other aesthetic elements we associate with a “good story” only shows that perhaps the extreme of full freedom for the text is not a desirable one.
So I can think about it, but I don't get to read it?  No fair!
In describing indeterminate cybertexts, Aarseth recognizes that they seriously disturb our familiar notions of both narrative and readership, and that “since the [nonlinear text] is unstable both in a syntactic and semantic sense, it cannot be read, only glimpsed and guessed at” (769).  This is an unsettling proposition and, as he also acknowledges, it has serious implications for critics as well as for readers.  It is difficult to know how to approach a work that defies our understanding of reading, criticism, and the definition of text.  Hypertext and other electronic media have already disarranged the canonical understanding of textuality, and a work like “Skin,” playing the role of hypertext in extremis, must inevitably disarrange it further. 
Aarseth recommends that “if we want to know what is going on between nonlinear texts and their users, we must come up with a concept that implies both more and less than reading and redefines literary satisfaction as well as hermeneutic behavior” (770).  This is, of course, far easier said than done, and even Aarseth has more questions than suggestions.  He proposes that determinate cybertexts like the I Ching, whose textual units are static but whose order shifts according to user input, can be approached by establishing some kind of reading ritual (like the ritual involved in consulting the I Ching); this can “absolve the reader from the burden of reading, which in the case of nonlinearity may be defined as the frustrating attempt to harmonize contradictory scriptons from the same text” (770).  For indeterminate texts, however, ritual will not be sufficient, since the units of text themselves are unpredictable.  In this case he suggests a foray into “textual anthropology,” a cooperation between literary criticism and anthropological investigation wherein both sides manage to stick to their own work (the anthropologists examining the relation between MUD characters and their real-life counterparts, for instance, while literary theorists concentrate on “how the sign system is used to construct and explore the possibility of a text-based representation of identity” [779]).  He realizes, however, that this balanced collaboration is unlikely.  We are left with an understanding of why “Skin” makes it so difficult to situate ourselves as readers, and of the necessity of redefining the reader role in view of increasing indeterminacy, but without a clear concept of where to go next.
But while it is difficult to orient ourselves with “Skin” as far as our role as readers, perhaps this is where its utility lies.  There is, after all, some value to taking a genre to its extreme in order to highlight its liabilities.  Hypertext theorists, even when acknowledging the limitations of the medium, tend to rhapsodize about the potential it offers; others express fear for the fate of the linear text.  In maximizing the text’s indeterminacy by expressing it in a human rather than an electronic medium, “Skin” draws attention to the undesirability of a completely free text.  In effect, it shows the extreme end result of increasing non-linearity, multivocality, and decentralization.  I mentioned earlier that, in order to increase indeterminacy in a text, one must necessarily increase the chaotic input of the human mind; “Skin” shows that a truly indeterminate text must thus become indistinguishable from normal human experience.  The fact that this, in turn, decreases our comfort with the text and our sense of ourselves as readers only underscores the idea that the pleasure of reading comes partly from the subversion of expectations, and that a complete collapse of the distance between reader and author is not a desirable goal for literature.
George Landow compares hypertext to Barthes’ concept of the “writerly text,” which gives the reader the ability to influence and construct rather than passively consume the story.  For Barthes, this writerly text is the ideal form; its counterpart, readerly text, is exclusive and fascistic, and presents the artifice of the text as though it were unassailable.  Landow argues that hypertext makes writerly text possible, by actively encouraging (or, more often, requiring) reader input as well as interpretation—but as we have discussed, it is all but impossible to open the text completely to immediate production by the reader.  “Skin,” due to the porous and consistently perforated boundaries between text and reader, in one sense could not be further from the readerly text; far from being imposed wholesale upon a passive reader, the story is constantly being written and rewritten by readers who are also the text.  In another way, however, “Skin” actually collapses the distinction between readerly and writerly text.  Readerly text enforces the status quo, positioning the reader as a receiver of already existing information; “Skin,” by increasing indeterminacy to the point where the story is indistinguishable from normal chaotic human experience, becomes the status quo.  Due to “Skin’s” multi-centered nature, where every word of the story is also a potential focus and the real story comes in the daily actions and interactions of human words, the fiction is identical to the everyday.  

This not only confounds the role of the reader, it destroys the conflict and intrigue between reader and writer that is the basis for textual pleasure.  This intrigue is possible at the third-order level, where words and readers alike tangle with the implications of the project—but the second-order story, the focus of this investigation, is indistinguishable from daily experience and thus lacks any element of conflict or surprise.  “Skin” is thus a reduction ad absurdum on the ideal of the nonlinear, reader-driven text, the purported goal of electronic literacy.  From our discomfort with the “Skin” project, we can extrapolate a message of caution: while new media textuality allows us to slough many of the restrictions of traditional texts, there is a point at which a text becomes too free: when it ceases to be a fiction and becomes as thin as reality.
Notes

� Jeffrey Shaw’s “Legible City,” http://www.jeffrey-shaw.net/html_main/frameset-works.php3


� http://web.okaygo.co.uk/apps/letters/flashcom/index3.htm


� http://www.wikipedia.com, http://www.everything2.com


� The quotes used here and other information on the “Skin” project can be found at http://www.ineradicablestain.com/skin.html.


� “Hypertext” was originally defined by Ted Nelson in 1965 as “text that branches and allows choices to the reader, best read at an interactive screen” (qtd. in Landow 3).  The definition I am using in this paper is the result of a large body of hypertext criticism which, while as internally strife-ridden as any other critical subfield, agrees at least on the basic features of the hypertext.


� Most of the questions asked by my imaginary interlocutor are based on a conversation with poet Laura Passin, in the wee hours of Friday, December 17, 2004.  Laura was instrumental in shaping and solidifying my ideas for this paper.


� Someone who wanted to look at these aspects of the project could do worse than to check out http://www.livejournal.com/community/mortalworkofart/, where words can post photos, musings on the project, and complaints about its not being finished yet.  I am indebted to word George Williams for the link.


� …since participants do not receive copies of the first-order story until all words are assigned.  The call for participants appeared in the Summer 2003 issue of Cabinet magazine, and stories have not yet been distributed.  Thanks to George for clearing up this point.


� Jackson has suggested in an interview (transcript at http://www.livejournal.com/community/mortalworkofart/90483.html#cutid1) that participants also change the text by investing their words with personal meaning.  This is a very interesting suggestion, which I am putting in a footnote because it is too psychological for me to deal with in this paper.  In fact, this may be another inroad for an analysis of “Skin” as performance; Berger and Del Negro, writing on reflexivity in performance art, describe a similar phenomenon: “…while reflexive signs may invoke reflexive consciousness, such signs are also actively interpreted, and their interpretation plays a key role in determining the meaning that is finally experienced.”


� Quotes used here, and other information on the Interstitial Library and the Circulating Collection, can be found at http://www.interstitiallibrary.com.


� I chose these words because they are some of the few tattoos of which I have seen pictures.  The rest is speculative.


� Jill Walker discusses other texts that might be considered indeterminate cybertexts under the heading “distributed narrative,” a term which may well replace or enhance Aarseth’s cybertext terminology.  Walker discusses “Skin” as a narrative distributed in space. 


� “A scripton…is an unbroken sequence of one or more textons as they are projected by the text” (Aarseth 767).
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