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Indistinguishable from Magic
Invisible Interfaces and Digital Literature as Demystifier

The twenty-first century will not have the same craving for 
media. As a matter of course, they will be a part of everyday 
life, like the railways in the nineteenth century or the 
introduction of electricity into private households in the 
twentieth.

—Siegfried Zielinski, Deep Time of the Media: Toward an 
Archaeology of Hearing and Seeing by Technical Means

Invisible, Imperceptible, Inoperable

If the twenty-first century does not have, as Siegfried Zielinski 
writes in the chapter epigraph, a craving for media, it is because 
media, by way of interface, are steadily making their way to-
ward invisibility, imperceptibility, and inoperability. We can-
not crave whatever is ubiquitous. As I describe in this section, 
contemporary claims about ubiquitous computing (ubicomp) 
as the definitive technological innovation of this century—
supposedly, the third wave of computing, which replaces desk-
top computing and whose devices are seamlessly embedded 
throughout our everyday environment—consistently tout 
the invisibility of its interfaces as providing us with a more 
natural, more direct, inherently better way to interact with 
our computers and more generally with the world around us. 
Without attention to the ways in which interfaces are any-
thing but invisible in how they frame what can and cannot be 
said, however, the contemporary computing industry will con-
tinue unchecked in its accelerating drive to achieve the perfect 
black box not only through the latest ubicomp devices but also 
through parallel developments, such as so-called Natural User 
Interfaces, Organic User Interfaces, and even the now widely 
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2 Indistinguishable from Magic

prevalent multitouch interfaces. All of these interfaces share a 
common goal underlying their designs: to efface the interface 
altogether and so also efface our ability to read, let alone write, 
the interface, definitively turning us into consumers rather 
than producers of content. By contrast, with a critical eye on 
interface, a growing body of digital literature courts difficulty, 
defamiliarization, and glitch as antidotes to this receding pres-
ent. Mark Weiser, the reputed father of ubicomp, originally be-
lieved that this mode of computing was an antidote to windows 
and desktop computing—now, we need digital literature as an 
antidote against what ubicomp has become.

Though this chapter focuses on invisible interfaces of the 
present and near future, as well as works of digital literature 
that disrupt this insistent drive toward invisibility, for the mo-
ment it is instructive to turn to the mid-1990s. This time period 
acts as a hinge that opens, in one direction, onto the subject of 
this chapter and, in the other, onto the subject of chapter 2, the 
turn from the 1970s’ philosophy of open hardware/software to 
the mid-1980s’ ideology of the user-friendly via closed hardware/
software—a hinge that I hope demonstrates how we can wield 
media archaeology as a conceptual knife that cuts into the pres-
ent and the near future, not just, in the sense of Zielinski’s deep 
time, into the past, as in archaeology’s digging in and around a 
historical context for a hole in the ground or the archaeological 
record. In 1995 Friedrich Kittler declared, “There Is No Soft-
ware,” as the logic of the computing community dictated that 
“in a perfect gradualism, DOS services would hide the BIOS, 
WordPerfect the operating system, and so on and so on on.”¹
So while writer Rob Swigart noted in 1994 the gradual disap-
pearance of the metaphorical desktop from his awareness—
asserting, “That is the real danger. .  .  . Unless we pause from 
time to time to consider how these metaphors work to create 
boundaries . . . they will control us without our knowledge”—
just a year later there would be no software at all.² Pivoting 
from the mid-1990s toward the present-future, not only does 
software obscure hardware, but interface obscures software. 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 3

We no longer have access to digital tools for making; instead, 
we have predetermined choices. Ideally, the seamlessness of 
ubiquitous computing devices will make even choice itself re-
cede into the background. In this imagined near future, things 
will simply happen and we will simply do.

Thus, continuing in the direction of Kittler’s 1995 essay, 
while Steven Johnson’s 1997 Interface Culture was prescient in 
many different respects, one of his central claims was, “The 
most profound change will lie with our generic expectations 
about the interface itself. We will come to think of interface 
design as a kind of art form—perhaps the art form of the next 
century.”³ Although this declaration has held true in a cer-
tain respect, as evidenced by the digital writers I discuss in 
this chapter, our expectation that a user-friendly interface be 
an invisible interface has produced a present-future in which 
interface as an art form exists solely on the margins of digi-
tal literature and art as a means not to elevate the interface 
as a harmonious, beautiful objet d’art but by which to bring 
the interface back into view again via failure, discomfort, and 
dissonance. While Johnson did accurately foresee a future in 
which a “functional interface subculture” thrived, the concep-
tual framework underlying most definitions of subculture is one 
of oppositionality—no doubt drawn from a notion of the early 
twentieth-century avant-garde as that which pits itself against 
the mainstream, the ordinary, the status quo in favor of the 
marginal, the strange, the disruptive. This notion of the avant-
garde as oppositional is not necessarily inaccurate, as Dada and 
Futurism did indeed see themselves as embattled movements 
that were explicitly against conventions and cultural norms 
of every kind. Just as certain Dada and Futurist practitioners 
worked from within language, painting, and music to undo lin-
guistic, artistic, and musical conventions, so too certain digital 
writers and artists work to critique (by drawing attention to) 
the way in which not only hardware/software is now utterly 
black-boxed but its closed architecture is being marketed as a 
feature via attractive packaging that touts the marvelousness 
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4 Indistinguishable from Magic

of natural, intuitive, invisible, and even “magical” interfaces. 
Ultimately, this literary critique seeks to undermine what is 
now an ideology of invisible interface design by disrupting 
from within the strictures of widely used interaction systems 
such as the webpage, broadly speaking, or, more specifically, 
the hyperlink. Now, digital interfaces are artful only to the ex-
tent that they don’t work, which is now the only extent to which 
we can experience them at all.

Since the goal of having ubiquitous, invisible interfaces and 
digital devices has been achieved so definitively, the current 
model for interface subculture is not oppositional—for how 
can anyone oppose that which we cannot see, that which is as 
ever present as air—but rather insurgent, coming from within 
often via the efforts of both everyday users and more estab-
lished digital writers and artists who creatively find ways to 
hack closed interfaces. In the following sections, I first trace 
several directions in contemporary interface design—working 
back from contemporary, slick ubicomp-related devices and 
interfaces to the now nearly pervasive multitouch interface. 
Then, I show how writers who work with and against the iPad 
(such as Jörg Piringer, Jason Edward Lewis, and Erik Loyer), 
who create codework (such as Mez [Breeze] and Nick Mont-
fort), and finally, who create hypertext/Web-based work (such 
as Deena Larsen, William Gibson, Talan Memmott, Judd Mor-
rissey, Jason Nelson, and Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries) 
advance an insurgent twenty-first-century poetics by produc-
ing digital literature that is deliberately difficult to navigate or 
whose interfaces are anything but user-friendly.

Natural, Organic, Invisible

While this section is largely about ubicomp, in many ways ubi-
comp is a convenient stand-in for a wealth of contemporary 
interface designs, all stemming from interpretations, usually 
oversimplifications and misconstruals, of Mark Weiser’s writ-
ings from 1988 to 1996 on what interface design could and 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 5

should be. Weiser’s ubicomp articles are surely responsible for 
introducing the term invisible into the lexicon of interface de-
sign, defining invisibility as a device’s ability to be simultane-
ously everywhere yet also unexceptional in how it ideally lacks 
a distinct identity—the very opposite of the new highly visible, 
highly branded interface designs that claim a deep affiliation 
to ubicomp. By contrast, designers of the Fluid User Interface 
(Fluid UI), Organic User Interface (OUI), Natural User Inter-
face (NUI), and even the first affordable multitouch interface 
demoed by Jeff Han, all consistently use invisible interchange-
ably with natural to describe their interfaces, so that both terms 
now imply a minimalist design, one that supposedly disappears 
and that is all the better equipped to mask the restrictiveness 
made possible by these interfaces that tightly control user ac-
cess for the sake of becoming perfect portals for the consump-
tion of content. These “invisible” and “natural” interfaces are 
also all marketed, of course, in the most joyful terms, to cele-
brate the fact that these devices sense for us what information 
we need and want.

From the MIT research group working on the Fluid UI, we 
are told their aim is to make “the user experience more seam-
less, natural and integrated in our physical lives” by creating 
interfaces that “perceive the user, her current context and ac-
tions and offer relevant services and information based on that 
awareness.”4 From the designers of the OUI, we read about a 
wondrous world populated by computers “with displays that 
are curved, flexible and that may even change their own shape 
in order to better fit the data, or user for that matter.”5 In OUI 
design computers are no longer distinguishable from the world 
in which they live, as their designers look toward “a final fron-
tier in the design of computer interfaces that turn the natural 
world into software, and software into the natural world.” This 
world of flexible surfaces is supposed to allow greater creativity, 
so that if you tire “of the color of your suit, the pattern of your 
wallpaper, or the interface on your cellphone, you simply down-
load a new one from an online store,” as if a world in which we 
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6 Indistinguishable from Magic

choose from prefabricated surfaces and predetermined designs 
is the realization of creative living (see Figure 1).6 From those 
working on the NUI, we find that it is an “interface that is effec-
tively invisible, or becomes invisible to its user with successive 
learned interactions,” and that natural is defined as “organic, 
unthinking, prompted by instinct.”7 Claims that ubicomp-
related interfaces are more “natural” for “human beings” are 
echoed even by independent writers unaffiliated with any par-
ticular company or research group: “Human beings are phys-
ical creatures; we like to interact directly with objects. We’re 
simply wired this way. Interactive gestures allow users to in-
teract naturally with digital objects in a physical way, like we 
do with physical objects.”8 Finally, in a decisive attempt not to 
reframe the interface as even more invisible or more natural 
but rather to do away with it altogether, we read of predictions 
from IBM that within five years our brains will be synced with 
computing devices so that “if you just need to think about call-
ing someone, it happens.”9

Again, all of the foregoing interface designs imply a belief in 
the value of an interface that recedes from view, ideally to the 
point of invisibility, which now also implies inaccessibility. We 
need not know how it works, or how it works on us rather than 
us on it. As Adam Greenfield astutely pointed out in 2006, it’s 
not only that these ubicomp-related devices make it possible 
for users to engage with them “inadvertently, unknowingly, 
or even unwillingly” but also that the discourse of invisibility, 
which he called the “discourse of seamlessness,” “deprives the 
user of meaningful participation in the decisions that affect 
his or her experience.”¹0 Thankfully, in addition to Greenfield, a 
few critics, such as Ben Schneiderman, Catherine Plaisant, and 
Donald Norman, consistently point out that spatially or visu-
ally based interfaces are not necessarily improvements even 
over command-line interfaces, especially for those who are 
blind or vision impaired.¹¹ More, the supposed naturalness of 
ubicomp-related gestural interfaces is utterly misleading once 
we consider that “most gestures are neither natural nor easy 
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Figure 1. From a special issue of Communications of the ACM on 
Organic User Interfaces (OUIs), we are told that user interfaces such as 
the OUI can trigger the same suspension of disbelief as when we go to the 
movies—because of how “natural” or “organic” they feel, both movies and 
OUIs are, it’s implied, magical.
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8 Indistinguishable from Magic

to learn or remember. Few are innate or readily predisposed to 
rapid and easy learning. Even the simple head-shake is puzzling 
when cultures intermix.  .  .  . Similarly, hand-waving gestures 
of hello, goodbye, and ‘come here’ are performed differently in 
different cultures.”¹²

Even more surprising than the unthoughtful claims about 
seamlessness, invisibility, and the nature of human beings 
are the techno-determinist assumptions about how ubicomp-
related devices will be deployed everywhere in the future and 
how this imagined deployment necessarily implies “the inade-
quacy of the traditional user interface modalities we’ve been 
able to call on, most particularly keyboards and keypads.”¹³
Again, marketing rhetoric convinces us that these interfaces 
work more “naturally” than what one designer calls the “crap 
desktop,” which another claims is simply an outdated mode of 
interaction that “severely constrains us.”¹4 The rhetoric might 
not be so disagreeable if it didn’t also help determine the shape 
of the future of computing—one that, for these designers, 
would ideally be populated not even with computers as appli-
ances but with appliances embedded within small computers.

It’s worth underscoring that the rhetoric around ubicomp is 
indeed just that, for most of its devices have turned out to be 
resounding failures. Whereas Mark Weiser advocated for what 
he believed was a better way for us to interact with computers—
one with computers so small, so plentiful, so uniquely tailored to 
specific tasks, and so unimportant that human-to-human inter-
actions would become dominant over individual interactions 
with branded personal computers made for multitasking—
companies like Samsung have no such ethical investment in 
their Wi-Fi-enabled refrigerator “pre-loaded with apps,” of 
course made only for Samsung, that allow you to check Twit-
ter, look up recipes, or listen to Pandora. It turns out the future 
is not one in which, as Weiser heralded in 1996, we “most fully 
command technology without being dominated by it.”¹5 Instead, 
the future of computing is domineering, branded, and boring.
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Indistinguishable from Magic 9

We can see a clear arc in Weiser’s writing on ubicomp from 
this point in 1996 back to when he first coined the term in 1988 
while serving as head of the Computer Science Laboratory at 
Xerox PARC. Cowritten with Jeff Sealey, his “The Coming Age 
of Calm Technology,” which I quote in the preceding paragraph, 
signaled his concern that the philosophy driving most comput-
ing devices was one grounded in a paternalistic notion of ubiq-
uity through invisibility that took the form of inaccessibility 
rather than a ubiquity of “calm technology,” technology that 
“engages both the center and the periphery of our attention, 
and in fact moves back and forth between the two.” He wrote, 
“Designs that encalm and inform meet two human needs not 
usually met together.”¹6 Illustrating just one of many reversals 
over the course of the history of computing, the goal of ubiqui-
tous computing was never, as it is now, to transform the value 
of invisibility into an elimination of the need to freely access 
tools and information or the need to understand computer pro-
cesses altogether. Simply because something has the ability to 
move to the periphery of our attention does not preclude us 
being aware of it or understanding how it works.

Just a few years earlier in his 1994 “The World Is Not a Desk-
top,” Weiser even advocated for humanists to understand invisi-
bility as “they specialize in exposing the otherwise invisible.”¹7
More, while he recognized in this same article that “a good tool 
is an invisible tool,” writing, “I mean that the tool does not 
intrude on your consciousness; you focus on the task, not the 
tool,” he did not believe that invisibility in computing should 
mean making computers appear more human-like at the cost 
of accessing the underlying computer:

Why should a computer be anything like a human being? 
Are airplanes like birds, typewriters like pens, alphabets 
like mouths, cars like horses? Are human interactions so 
free of trouble, misunderstanding, and ambiguity that 
they represent a desirable computer interface goal?¹8
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10 Indistinguishable from Magic

Therefore, neither did he advocate using “magic” as a way to 
trick the user into thinking the computer was behaving like a 
human by doing something it was not, usually via attractive 
packaging that called attention to the computer even more:

Take magic. The idea, as near as I can tell, is to grant 
wishes. . . . I wish my computer would only show me what 
I am interested in. But magic is about psychology and sales-
manship, and I believe a dangerous model for good design 
and productive technology. The proof is in the details—
magic ignores them. Furthermore magic continues to 
glorify itself, as Robin Williams’ attention-grabbing genie 
in Aladdin amply illustrates.¹9

But moving back in time, when ubicomp came to the atten-
tion of the general public in 1991 via a Scientific American ar-
ticle provocatively titled “The Computer for the 21st Century,” 
Weiser framed ubicomp not with the twin terms encalm and in-
form but rather with the value-laden term invisibility, which has 
continued to dominate the rhetoric around nearly every new 
computing interface that has emerged since then. When Weiser 
first introduced ubicomp to the general public, he opened with 
the declaration, “The most profound technologies are those that 
disappear. They weave themselves into the fabric of everyday 
life until they are indistinguishable from it.” Weiser went on to 
cite print as a literary technology that had achieved this level 
of usability, familiarity, and thus invisibility.²0 Although this 
example of print as a technology that “gets out of the way of the 
user” has been used repeatedly in subsequent years to explain 
how ubicomp devices give us the opportunity to no longer have 
to “continuously tinker with the system, maintaining it and 
configuring it to complete a task,” Weiser’s original use of print 
as an example of effective ubicomp was meant in an entirely 
different spirit—it was, instead, about widespread availability, 
portability, convenience, flexibility, and readily transmitted in-
formation via ubicomp devices called tabs, pads, and boards.²¹
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Indistinguishable from Magic 11

Quite unlike any contemporary ubicomp or ubicomp-related 
device, Weiser’s tabs, pads, and boards were all developed at 
Xerox PARC to allow the user to customize what and how much 
information was displayed. Pads, for example, were supposed to 
be something between a sheet of paper and a laptop computer. 
Despite the family resemblance, these pads were profoundly 
different from the twenty-first-century iPad. As he wrote, “The 
pad that must be carried from place to place is a failure. Pads 
are intended to be ‘scrap computers’ (analogous to scrap paper) 
that can be grabbed and used anywhere; they have no individual-
ized identity or importance.”²² Moreover, diametrically opposed 
to the iPad, which in many ways represents the logical endpoint 
of windows, Weiser’s pads were “an antidote to windows. Win-
dows were invented at PARC and popularized by Apple . . . as a 
way of fitting several different activities onto the small space of 
a computer screen at the same time. . . . Pads, in contrast, use a 
real desk. Spread many electronic pads around on the desk, just 
as you spread out papers. Have many tasks in front of you.”²³
Finally, the picture of the pad in Figure 2, displaying its inner 
structure, hearkens back to another, earlier era of computing 
which valued an open (and therefore extensible) architecture.

Nowadays, introducing the latest iPad to the general public 
by opening up the device is practically unthinkable. In fact, at 
the Apple event to unveil the fourth-generation iPad and the 
iPad mini in October 2012, when Phil Schiller said, “Let’s open 
it up and see what’s inside,” “inside” amounted to a screenshot 
of Apple-branded icons representing different functions and 
components. It’s also not surprising that Weiser’s later argu-
ments against computing modeled on magic, via what he called 
“psychology and salesmanship,” have been recently reversed 
and used even as a selling point for interfaces that do anything 
but encalm and inform. The iPhone/iPad multitouch interface, 
which is constantly touted as “magical” or as something that al-
lows us to perform “magic tricks,” is invisible in the sense that 
it constantly seeks to hide its inner workings through glossy, 
attractive packaging that makes the iPhone/iPad highly visible 
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Figure 2. Images of Mark Weiser’s ubicomp pad and tab as they appeared 
in Scientific American in 1991.
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Indistinguishable from Magic 13

and puts it at the center of our attention while becoming a 
fetishistic object that’s anything but Weiser’s scrap pads.²4

The iPad: “A Truly Magical and Revolutionary Product”

On October 23, 2012, Apple’s Tim Cook and Phil Schiller “un-
veiled” (the word of choice to describe every introduction of a 
new computing device, a word that evokes a magician reveal-
ing a trick’s hidden mechanism) the new iPad mini, along with 
several other products that were updated with sharper displays 
or to be thinner, faster, smaller. Given the mini’s dimensions, 
7.87-by-5.3 inches and 0.28 inches thick (what literature about 
the mini doesn’t make its dimensions of utmost importance?), 
Cook and Schiller mentioned “thin,” “thinner,” or “thinnest” 
throughout the one-hour-twelve-minute event no less than 
thirty-five times. “Incredible” or “incredibly” were a close sec-
ond at twenty-seven times, and “amazing” was third, at twenty-
two times—and as if lifted from a women’s fashion magazine, 
“beautiful,” “elegant,” “gorgeous,” and “light” were consistently 
peppered throughout.²5 The mini is “a quarter thinner than the 
fourth-generation iPad. To put it in context, it’s as thin as a pen-
cil. It weighs just 0.68 pounds. That’s 53 percent lighter than the 
fourth-generation iPad. . . . It’s as light as a pad of paper.”²6 In 
the usual breathless tones of an Apple “event,” as they’re called 
(again, no other term better describes the quiet theatricality 
of these product launches), Schiller was careful to repeat that 
the device was not “just a shrunken down iPad,” and again, on 
the Apple website we are reminded the iPad mini “isn’t just a 
scaled-down iPad. We designed it to be a concentration, rather 
than a reduction, of the original.”²7 No unveiling would be com-
plete without plenty of discussion about the fine craftsmanship 
that went into its construction, as “every detail is finely crafted 
and made exquisite,” coupled with declarations about how 
“it’s beautiful on both sides” and also “beautiful from every 
angle” because of its aluminum and glass enclosure, instead of 
the “heavy plastic” used by other products. Apple’s quest for 
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14 Indistinguishable from Magic

thinness, particularly through its line of iPads—whose ges-
tural, multitouch interface is a direct descendent of Weiser’s 
ubicomp—is a quest for an immensely powerful device that 
moves as close as possible to invisibility without disappearing 
altogether, for then we couldn’t marvel at its highly branded, 
highly individual, and supposedly artful packaging. This quest 
for the paradoxical combination of beauty, thinness, and invisi-
bility most obviously extends back to the release of the iPod 
in October 2001. As Steven Levy writes in his usual awestruck 
tone, with an appearance by Jony Ive midsentence, “The iPod 
was the boldest step yet toward whiteness, an effort directed 
to the heart of visual simplicity and minimalism, with perhaps 
a yearning toward invisibility. ‘Right from the very first time, 
we were thinking about the product, we’d seen this as stainless 
steel and white,’ Ive explained. ‘It is just so . . . so brutally sim-
ple. It’s not just a color. Supposedly neutral—but just an unmistak-
able, shocking neutral.’ ”²8

This is where magic comes in—through the supposedly neu-
tral. The iPad’s packaging, part of which is dubbed an “enclo-
sure,” no doubt for the word’s undercurrent of specialness or 
even awe, and the device’s marketing rhetoric are so seductive 
that we consistently overlook the fact that we are willingly 
suspending disbelief every time we use it. In fact, the willing 
suspension of disbelief is a key component to magic shows, for 
although the audience wants to be amazed by feats that are 
seemingly impossible, their amazement depends on two key, 
interdependent components: they must believe that the ma-
gician’s assistant is not actually being sawed in half or that a 
dove is not actually being turned into a handkerchief, and yet 
they must remain in the dark (literally and figuratively) about 
exactly how the trick works.²9

This logic was most clearly at work during the January 2010 
launch of the first iPad, at which Steve Jobs stood onstage in a 
dimly lit auditorium (that itself looked like a modernized early 
twentieth-century theater, with its ornate friezes and columns 
juxtaposed with the clean lines of a black stage) and opened 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 15

the launch by calling the iPad “a truly magical and revolution-
ary device” before pulling the device out from underneath a 
black cloth on a pedestal.³0 Over the next one hundred min-
utes, Jobs went on to celebrate this device that was so “gor-
geous,” “incredible,” “extraordinary,” “awesome,” “amazing,” 
“phenomenal,” and “unbelievable” and that was also their 
“most advanced technology in a magical and revolutionary 
device at an unbelievable price.” Most telling, throughout the 
show a range of Apple executives explained that using the iPad 
was “just that simple” (repeated at least ten times) because “it 
just all works.” “You don’t even think about it. You just do.” 
This reminder that the iPad transcended thought was only 
the most recent and most obvious example of similar Apple 
product slogans. “It just all works” was a near perfect echo of 
Apple’s 2007 ad for Mac OS X, which also “just works.”³¹ If after 
ninety minutes of this show you were not quite convinced of 
the iPad’s bewitching properties, Jony Ive, Apple’s senior vice 
president of industrial design, appeared on screen to tell you: 
“It’s true—when something exceeds your ability to under-
stand how it works, it sort of becomes magical. That’s exactly 
what the iPad is.”³² Ive was clearly channeling science fiction 
writer Arthur C. Clarke’s famous Third Law, which states, “Any 
sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from 
magic.”³³ The difference here is that the iPad, which is indeed 
an advanced piece of technology, was deliberately made to ap-
pear magical. It’s not that one day we will look back and, with 
clear hindsight made possible by a more refined understand-
ing, comprehend the iPad and no longer see it as magical. Ide-
ally, we will never comprehend it. The iPad works because users 
can’t know how it works.³4

With wild techno-enthusiasm, Jesus Diaz’s writing for Giz-
modo on April 2, 2010, the day before the release of the iPad, 
perfectly represents the irresistible pull of these new, slick com-
puting devices. Without even a hint of critical-mindedness, he 
regurgitates some of the same language used to sell the iPad 
four months earlier at the product launch:
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16 Indistinguishable from Magic

[The iPad] shows that computers have—must—be an invisible 
platform, one that shifts its appearance to give people the 
tools to complete the tasks they want to accomplish, what-
ever these are. . . . By being invisible and letting the appli-
cations do the work in the most simple way possible, the 
power of the computer will, at last, be available for every-
one. No previous knowledge required. From a 3-year-old 
baby to your 90-year-old grandma, people will be able to 
just do things.³5

Diaz’s rhetoric is, on the surface, remarkably similar to Mark 
Weiser’s on ubicomp, but the fundamental difference is that 
Diaz’s notion of an invisible computer whose appearance is 
constantly shifting and that “just does” depends on something 
that might as well be called “magic,” which is, again, precisely 
what Weiser argued against.

Not surprisingly, the iPad launch was followed by an ad 
campaign throughout 2010 that included commercials such as 
“iPad Is Magical”—which doesn’t mention “magic” once and 
instead gently nudges viewers into thinking the device must 
be magical since it “is” (rather than enables or gives tools for) 
“medical, live, musical, work, play, memories, social, maga-
zines, historic.”³6 This commercial was followed a few months 
later by “iPad Is Delicious,” which claims the device is so be-
cause it is “current, learning, playful, literary, artful, friendly, 
productive, scientific, magical” (of course, “literary” and “art-
ful” are illustrated with users merely reading, flipping pages, 
and finger-painting).³7 Then, a few months later, Apple released 
“iPad Is Electric,” this time because it is “cinematic, elementary, 
academic, full size, presenting, bought, sold, fantasy.”³8 Per-
haps, then, it is perfectly fitting that the iPad (or perhaps just 
its marketing campaign) has given rise to so-called iPad magi-
cians, who capitalize on the way in which users/consumers so 
easily and willingly suspend disbelief. Employing the device as 
a twenty-first-century version of a black hat, Charlie Caper and 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 17

Erik Rosales use the iPad as a magic prop to convince specta-
tors to invest in Stockholm real estate. Shinya the “Salary Ma-
gician” turns the image of a dove on his iPad into an actual dove 
that flies in front of an Apple store in Japan (see Figure 3). And 
Simon Pierro, the “Wizard of OS,” pours beer from the device 
in a German tavern to the awe and delight of a nonstop stream 
of patrons (see Figure 4).³9

The iPad is, without a doubt, the most influential, “magical 
and revolutionary” closed computing device of the twenty-first 
century—and for the skeptical, Apple has the sales numbers to 
prove it. Tim Cook proudly intoned in a friendly southern drawl 
at the iPad mini launch that Apple had sold 100 million iPads 
in the past 2.5 years; that in November 2012 alone they had sold 
three million devices in just three days; that iPads accounted 
for 91 percent of the total Web traffic; that 94 percent of For-
tune 500 companies were testing or deploying iPads; that of the 

Figure 3. Shinya the “Salary Magician” stands outside an Apple store in 
Japan and creates the illusion of producing a dove from his iPad.
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18 Indistinguishable from Magic

total 700,000 apps available through iTunes, 275,000 of those 
were specifically for iPad.40

Yet at the same time as iPad sales increase and the device 
becomes practically de rigueur in middle-class homes, work-
places, and schools, Apple continues not only to co-opt the 
terms invisibility and user-friendly but also—as I briefly point 
out in relation to the iPad’s “literary” and “artistic” capabili-
ties—to redefine the very notion of creativity, as if it has all 
along been undeterred in principle from its mid-1990s ad 
campaign to “think different.” As Jobs said to his audience at 
Macworld in 1997, “You still have to think differently to buy an 
Apple computer. . . . The people who buy them do think differ-
ent. They are the creative spirits in this world, and they’re out 
to change the world. We make tools for those kinds of people.”4¹
Regardless of how much today’s consumers of Apple products 
“think different,” thinking can’t overcome the brute fact that 
from Apple’s perspective creativity on the iPad largely does not 
mean creating or producing content—neatly ensured by both 

Figure 4. Simon Pierro, the “Wizard of OS,” creates the illusion of pouring 
beer from an iPad in front of delighted patrons in a German tavern.
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Indistinguishable from Magic 19

its slick external packaging and, as I lay out in the proceeding 
section, its operating system.

If the iPad signals the future of computing and of ubicomp-
related computers, then perhaps it also simultaneously signals 
a future generation of hackers who will be driven to find a way 
out of this flat notion of creativity that amounts to little more 
than consumption and manipulation as users are turned into 
audience members watching their devices perform magic tricks 
before their very eyes. (Incidentally, this notion of creativity 
couldn’t be more at odds with the tinkerer/homebrew notion 
of creativity underlying the 1980 ad campaign for the Apple II, 
which invited users to write directly to the company and de-
scribe “the most original use of an Apple since Adam.”) While 
there will always be users who find ways to produce content on 
any device—in fact, I touch on several innovative digital litera-
ture iPad apps—given the months or even years it might take a 
novice to learn the Objective-C programming language, which 
is the standard language for iOS development, not to mention 
the rigid and restrictive iOS guidelines, it remains that the 
iPad, both inside and out, is unquestionably made for consump-
tion, and its wild popularity, driven or bound to Apple’s mar-
keting rhetoric, continues to determine the shape of computing 
as companies clamor for a share of the profits.

From Videoplace to iOS: A Brief History of 
Creativity through Multitouch

It is as if Apple has successfully turned creativity into a proprie-
tary eponym like Kleenex or Frisbee. But against forgetting 
what creativity via computers could mean and in fact at one 
point did mean, creativity (not unlike invisibility), especially 
via multitouch devices, has undergone significant reversals 
over the past twenty to thirty years. Myron Krueger’s Video-
place is a particularly poignant example of how creativity in 
computing at one time implied tinkering, active learning, and 
interactivity, rather than being a term leveraged to drive profit 
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20 Indistinguishable from Magic

and that often means manipulating content by making surface-
level changes—flipping through preprogrammed, locked-in 
settings and functions.

Krueger’s work with artificial reality (AR), which he defined 
as the creation of synthetic, alternative realities, particularly 
through his Videoplace interface, is frequently cited as a crucial 
yet frequently overlooked influence on the development of mul-
titouch. Of course, the history of multitouch interfaces is long 
and varied (himself a pioneer in multitouch interface design, 
Bill Buxton points out that keyboards were the first multitouch 
interfaces). But Krueger’s work is essential not only because he 
was the first to create a wide and workable repertoire of ges-
tures (including many gestures we now take for granted, such 
as the pinch and the swipe) that did not require gloves, head-
sets, mice, styluses, etc. but also because he was firmly invested 
in developing ways to interact with computers for aesthetic, 
scientific, and practical ends.4² As Krueger puts it in a video 
from 1989 overviewing his work in Videoplace and responsive 
environments, he started work on these artificial reality sys-
tems after spending time teaching students “the essence of 
computers and trying to make it so that you would experience 
a computer  .  .  . rather than doing something efficiently. And 
that is essentially the role of the artists—and I was thinking of 
expressing the computer the same way.”4³

In the opening to Artificial Reality, Krueger’s account of 
his work in AR throughout the 1970s and 1980s, he makes the 
point that all of his work in interface design was grounded in 
his education at Dartmouth, whose attitude in the 1960s and 
early 1970s “was that knowledge of computers was part of a 
liberal arts education, and that anything we might do with 
these machines was likely to be instructive.”44 The point was 
to help students feel empowered to understand and create with 
computers—the diametric opposite of taking on an awestruck, 
passive stance. Thus, in 1972 Krueger began work on Videotouch, 
or what he called a “two-way installation,” which encouraged 
two participants—each in separate virtual environments—to 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 21

touch each other’s projected screen image and thereby create 
a shared environment called Videoplace. Over time this inter-
action system came to include such a remarkably rich collection 
of gestures and multifinger, multihand, and multiperson inter-
action that by comparison contemporary devices such as the 
iPad seem like nothing more than pale imitations.45

Just as important as the gestures and forms of touch-based 
interaction he developed was that the project was a digital stag-
ing of defamiliarization that encouraged a processual, open-
ended exploration of the unexpected. As Krueger puts it, “This 
new graphic experience can highlight assumptions and expec-
tations of which we are never aware, because it does not occur 
to us that our world could be other than it is.”46 Should we make 
the mistake of thinking Krueger sees art or aesthetics as Apple 
does—as the passive enjoyment of the beautiful that happens 
through magical devices on which you “just do”—we learn 
that “the purpose of the [Videoplace] displays is to provide a 
context within which the interaction occurs. . . . This context 
is an artificial reality in which the laws of cause and effect are 
composed by the artist. The beauty of the displays is not as import-
ant in this medium.”47 Rather than trying to efface the medium 
altogether to the point of near invisibility, what is important 
in this medium is the medium itself—that is, the goal of one’s 
interactions and creations, the two inextricably intertwined, is 
“to express the medium itself.”48

More, if the emphasis is on experiencing and expressing 
the medium itself through unexpected interactions, artistic 
production shifts away from representing things as they are to 
something more aligned with conceptual art and happenings 
from the 1950s and 1960s. This shift in turn works against the 
hermeneutic tradition, for rather than peel away layers of mean-
ings to arrive at an interpretation, critics have very little choice 
but to simply describe the unfolding experience. One particular 
form of artistic interaction on Videoplace is called “body sur-
facing,” which makes possible the continuous painting of the 
participant’s image as she or he moves across a screen, while 
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22 Indistinguishable from Magic

another is called “videosyncrasy,” in which a participant uses 
his or her finger to trace a path that is then traveled by acceler-
ating and decelerating pulses of light that have what Krueger 
calls “a decaying tail.”49 The interactions on Videoplace are, 
then, ones that are open, active, generative, and—given that 
the emphasis is on the processual nature of interactions and 
not their product—art in themselves. In terms of literary arts 
such as poetry, which is conventionally understood to concern 
itself with the expressive delivery of some particular insight 
that readers then interpret, once our attention is turned to the 
poetic process itself the result is an emphasis on the letters 
and the words themselves and the participant’s (now reader’s) 
interactions:

The reader would enter into a relationship with the words, 
which would become entities moving about the screen, each 
with its own rules of behavior. There rules would be based on 
the aesthetic of the poet and on the words themselves. The in-
tent of such an interaction would be to create a poetic experi-
ence, rather than to duplicate exactly the function of poetry.50

Note how every user of the system is also a poet, for simply by 
virtue of interacting, one creates. More, Krueger’s emphasis on 
processuality and on expressing the specificity of the medium 
moves us toward the practice of poetics—the doing of poetry 
through an attention to the material dimensions of the letter, 
morpheme, or word. Continuing on, as if writing about the 
Marshall McLuhan–inspired concrete poetry from the 1960s 
and 1970s that I discuss in chapter 3, Krueger proclaims that 
“allowing a word to interact physically with a participant is 
a symbolic statement, for the written word is then no longer 
solely a vehicle for communicating meaning, but rather is an 
entity behaving on its own as well.”5¹ Through Videoplace one 
can explore and express it as a medium at the same time as one 
can explore and express the written word as another kind of 
medium. Videoplace is a medium for media study.
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Indistinguishable from Magic 23

iPoems

Given the diametrically opposed pulls between the philosophy 
underlying Videoplace and that underlying contemporary multi-
touch devices such as the iPad, it’s surprising that Krueger’s 
description of what a truly interactive poetry could be in an 
AR environment sounds remarkably similar to what contem-
porary digital writers/artists have accomplished twenty years 
later with their iPad/iPhone apps. In digital poetry apps by 
Jörg Piringer, Jason Edward Lewis, and Erik Loyer, the acts 
of touching, tapping, swiping, and sliding are the only mecha-
nisms by which the works come into being, and in some cases 
it is the only way by which the works unfold. That said, since 
these works are primarily about the medium of the iPad and 
the word as media, they are also not particularly invested in 
providing the reader/user with a text that is interpretable. If 
Lewis, for example, did not provide a description about what 

Figure 5. Screenshot from a 1989 video of Myron Krueger demoing Video-
place and Videotouch.
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24 Indistinguishable from Magic

each of his poems were about, it would be difficult to say what 
the turning, twisting, moving letters and occasional phrases or 
sentences “meant” in relation to the work as a whole.

Even more striking is that these digital writers have pro-
duced innovative works that express the multitouch medium as 
a medium despite the Apple iOS developer guidelines that con-
tinue the interface design tradition of making sweeping gen-
eralizations about “people,” assumptions about nature and in-
tuition, all of which are tied to statements about the necessity 
of hiding the device’s workings via interface and therefore the 
necessity to black-box the device. In the iOS Human Interface 
Guidelines, we read that “a great user interface follows human 
interface design principles that are based on the way people—
users—think and work, not on the capabilities of the device”; 
that the multitouch display “encourages people to forget about 
the device and to focus on their content or task”; and that “iOS-
based devices and the built-in apps are intuitive and easy to use, 
so people don’t need onscreen help content.”5² There are also 
the many and varied difficulties associated merely with getting 
one’s app approved—for one may create only within Apple’s 
rigid and deeply moral strictures. For example, Apple is clear 
they will reject apps with easter eggs or “undocumented or hid-
den features inconsistent with the description of the app”; apps 
“that encourage excessive consumption of alcohol or illegal sub-
stances”; apps that “present excessively objectionable or crude 
content”; apps that include pornography, as well as gambling; 
and apps that “target a specific race, culture, a real government 
or corporation, or any other real entity.”5³ First, many banned 
features, such as easter eggs, implicitly ban the unexpected—
even though an experience of the unexpected was precisely 
what Krueger originally sought to foment through his multi-
touch display and even though the experience of the unex-
pected defines many compelling works of art and literature.54
In fact, Apple maintains as much control as possible over apps 
by intentionally avoiding stating their criteria for determining 
what is objectionable, crude, porn, targeting, etc. Neither are 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 25

they clear about how app reviewers discern between encourage-
ment and mere or, even, pointed representation.

Despite this remarkable range of restrictions on both the 
form and the content of creative expression on the iPad, in a 
handful of digital literature apps there is still a clear connection 
between Videoplace and the attempt to explore and express the 
medium as a medium through open-ended play, touch, embod-
ied movement, and a courting of the unfamiliar (through the 
unfamiliar). For example, Piringer’s abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz
is essentially a playful DIY kinetic poetry platform that allows 
users to flick any or all letters of the alphabet onto a simulated 
white canvas (see Figure 6). While the user can, to some degree, 
control the movement of the letters by tilting and rotating 
the iPad (taking advantage of the accelerometer, a sensor-
based technology capable of measuring the force of gravity–
or movement-induced acceleration), the user can also choose 
four modes in which the letters can move without requiring 
any additional interaction.55 “Gravity” causes letters to drop 
and bounce while emitting an oral articulation of the letter-
form every time it bounces off one of four virtual surfaces. 
“Crickets” causes letters to turn into pixilated critters, emit-
ting an equally pixilated sound and traveling a more indetermi-
nate path on a plane that’s horizontal rather than the vertical 
plane of “gravity.” “Vehicles” and “birds” also operate on this 
horizontal plane. Taking advantage of the blank, white canvas 
that Piringer can use to suggest nearly any surface, “vehicles” 
not surprisingly causes letters to behave and sound like auto-
mobiles moving across the ground, whereas we are invited to 
imagine the letters in “birds” moving across the sky and at a 
much slower speed. (The app makes just as much room for de-
struction as it does for creation, as it includes the capability 
of targeted destruction of individual letters on-screen or deto-
nation of the entire alphabetic scene.) Here, individual letters 
become entities unto themselves, and our experience of them 
is one that defies the standard procedures for literary analysis.

Jason Lewis’s works from his P.O.e.M.M series (Poetry for 
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Figure 6. Screenshot from Jörg Piringer’s abcdefghijklmnopqrstuvwxyz
app using all four modes to mobilize letters: “gravity,” “crickets,” “vehicles,” 
and “birds.”
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Indistinguishable from Magic 27

Excitable [Mobile] Media) are also relevant examples of apps 
that do the work of inventively expressing the iPad’s unique 
multitouch capabilities. What They Speak, Migration, and his 
most recent limited-edition app, Smooth Second Bastard, all—
regardless of the author notes accompanying each work that 
state what the poetry app is about—embrace an aesthetic of ex-
ploring, only through touch, the material, tangible, yet ephem-
eral qualities of individual letters and words. What They Speak
is the first in the P.O.e.M.M series, and it allows the user to 
draw tracks of text (either from the ready-made letters and 
words, from a poem the user writes, or from text drawn from 
Twitter) that read backwards, with a swipe to the right, and 
forwards, with a swipe to the left.56 Migration is perhaps even 
more mysterious, as it features vague spermatozoa-like entities 
that similarly respond to tapping and swiping and have short 
phrases trailing out of them (such as, “I’m not sure if this is 
happenstance”).57 Finally, Lewis’s most recent app, Smooth Sec-
ond Bastard, seems to be an experiment to see how far the iPad 
multitouch interface can be made into a complex and genera-
tive interface for the experience of a kind of procedurally based 
poetry (see Figure 7).58 This limited-edition app (in itself an 
oddity, but one that reminds us that we never own the apps we 
purchase; we are only granted access to them, if not by the app 
creator then by Apple) utilizes touch first as a way to generate 
spools of text from either side of the user’s pressed finger. With-
out the pressure of the finger, all but one word disappears, and 
as Lewis explains, “After three words have built up, each new 
word—created by releasing a line—leaves behind one letter as 
the rest disappears off-screen. The lines, the words, and the 
letters all form their own texts, creating a three-dimensional 
poem.”59 If the poem is about anything at all, it is about experi-
encing the complexity of its touch-driven, generative medium 
through the additional medium of language itself.

Finally, Erik Loyer’s Strange Rain particularly resonates with 
Krueger’s vision for creativity via Videoplace (see Figure 8).60
The app contains three different modes of falling rain and/or 
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28 Indistinguishable from Magic

text that respond to tilting, rotating, and touching and that in-
sist on sustained interaction by touch—not by scrolling, flip-
ping, clicking, or viewing—as a way to immerse oneself deeper 
in the mechanics of the app. The first mode is the slow, medita-
tive “wordless” mode, which turns the iPad into a window onto 
which rain falls down (or depending on how you wish to hold 
it, the rain can even fall up), settling in splattered patterns on 
the screen. Swiping or swirling creates a responsive pattern of 
fallen raindrops, and pinching in or out changes the intensity of 
the rain, which as the author quietly notes at the bottom of the 
screen, can also “perform” as an element of the equally strange 
soundtrack playing at the same time that has neither a begin-
ning nor an end. As another hint at the bottom of the screen 
tells us, “The more times you play through the melody, the more 
strange things will appear.” For example, planes ominously float 
across the stormy sky; frames disappear into frames of frames 

Figure 7. Screenshot from Jason Edward Lewis’s app Smooth Second 
Bastard.
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Indistinguishable from Magic 29

of the rain-covered window (making us suddenly aware of the 
window and even the device itself as media that frame our ex-
perience); and the white and grey of the scene abruptly change 
to red and green.6¹ As Loyer himself puts it, “Before your eyes 
and beneath your fingers, the familiar becomes strange, and 

Figure 8. Screenshot from the “wordless” mode in Erik Loyer’s app 
Strange Rain.
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30 Indistinguishable from Magic

the strange, familiar.” The “whispers” mode builds on the struc-
ture of the rain-spattered window and adds a feature by which 
some raindrops turn into words such as “absolve,” “liberate,” or 
“nourish.”6² “Story” mode imports a story Loyer wrote, “Con-
vertible,” into the multitouch environment as a way to explore 
the impact of the same interactions with rain on story—that 
is, in this mode touching the screen produces text expressing 
thoughts from the main character, Alphonse, who has stepped 
into his sister’s rainy backyard to clear his head after what we 
can only assume was an earlier conflict inside the house. The 
iPad screen then turns into the eyes of a character looking up 
into rain falling from the sky—prompting us to think of eyes 
as media just as much as windows or screens—and tapping 
makes brief thought statements appear, whereas dragging pro-
duces further elaborations on these same thoughts. Strange Rain
shows us that—quite in spite of Apple—it is possible to create 
apps that help us think through and experience the multitouch 
device as both interface and medium.

Making the Invisible Visible: Hacking, Glitch, 
Defamiliarization in Digital Literature

It may be precisely because our devices are ever more hermeti-
cally sealed that hacking is an apt term to describe certain works 
of digital literature created before 2000, before the era of the 
magical device. Although this section is mostly concerned with 
glitch, understood as intentional disruptions to the smooth 
surface of the interface, I touch on a long-standing tradition 
in innovative writing that helped make way for these glitch 
works. This tradition took a hacker’s approach to both writing 
and media-specific interface, often doing so by drawing atten-
tion to the process underlying the writing product, the way 
in which process and product were unavoidably intertwined. 
These works engaged in hacking not in the more recent sense of 
illegally bypassing computer security mechanisms but rather in 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 31

its earlier (perhaps original) sense, embodied by the computer 
hobbyists of the Homebrew Computer Club from the 1970s and 
early 1980s, who were invested in the communal enterprise of 
open-source DIY computing. Hacking in this sense has been 
usefully reenlivened by McKenzie Wark, who describes it in 
terms of the activities of a class of people who “create the pos-
sibility of new things entering the world” and whose slogan is, 
“Not the workers of the world united, but the workings of the 
world untied.”6³

Both early and contemporary examples of codework digital 
literature untie the workings of the computer not just by mak-
ing visible the code or the normally invisible underbelly of our 
digital devices but by making the code the work of literature 
itself. Process becomes both product and fodder for appropria-
tion and remix by others. Although not particularly invested in 
glitch, difficulty, or failure, the Apple BASIC code poem buried 

Figure 9. Screenshot of part 1 of Mez’s “_cross.ova.ing ][4rm.blog.2.log][_”, 
written in the pseudo–code language of Mezangelle.
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32 Indistinguishable from Magic

in bpNichol’s 1984 First Screening, which I discuss in chapter 
2; Mez’s unexecutable code poems from the 1990s, written in 
the fictional programming language Mezangelle (see Figure 9); 
and Nick Montfort’s 2009 open-source Python poetry genera-
tor Taroko Gorge, which has spawned at least twenty different 
remixes, present themselves to us as already untied and there-
fore clearly situated against the sort of black-boxing embodied 
by the iPad.64

Moreover, nearly every early work of digital literature cre-
ated on the influential hypertext authoring environment Story-
space from the late 1980s through the 1990s is arguably also 
an instance of hacking in this broad sense. Even though the 
software—which predates the Web and provides a far richer 
environment for linking and for linking as mapping than is 
possible with the one-to-one style of linking that is the basis 
of the Web—was explicitly created for writers and writing, 
authors inevitably came up against some feature or even bug 
they sought to subvert or exploit or felt they needed to create 
in order to make their text operate in the ways they wanted. 
For example, Deena Larsen’s Samplers: Nine Vicious Little Hyper-
texts from 1997 exploits a bug in Storyspace 1.2C that produces 
a screen requiring the reader to choose between two writing 
spaces after they hit Enter (see Figure 10).65 Larsen writes, “This 
was crucial in Samplers, as I wanted readers to be able to hit 
enter and see a default story line, but I also wanted readers to 
be forced to choose at key ventures.”66 In the same work Larsen 
also takes advantage of the fact that the names of links in Sam-
plers can double as phrases that when strung together create 
what she calls a “shadow story of the main text.”67 Storyspace 
publisher Mark Bernstein describes how this friendly hack 
functions:

Links in Larsen’s Samplers appear in a dialog box—a conven-
tional list of links that Storyspace authors can use to build 
an ad hoc multi-tailed link. The dialog is designed to be 
purely functional, showing a list of links by pathname and 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 33

destination, but Larsen has chosen path names so that this 
list itself can be read as an interstitial poem.68

Finally, Larsen, as well as countless other Storyspace au-
thors, also managed to create the equivalent of easter eggs—
called “Jane’s Spaces,” named after the hypertext literature 
critic Jane Yellowlees Douglas—in their works. Writes Bern-
stein in a blog post:

In hypertext parlance, a Jane’s Space is a part of a hyper-
text that you can’t find in the usual, link-following way. 
A Web page that’s not linked to your site and that’s hidden 
from the search engines is a Jane’s space; you can only 
get there if you happen to know the URL. . . . I recently 
wrote a small program that scans Storyspace documents, 
looking for spaces with text but no inbound links. Of 28 

Figure 10. Screenshot of Deena Larsen’s Samplers: Nine Vicious Little 
Hypertexts from 1997 and the way in which names of links can be strung 
together to form a secondary but related narrative.
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34 Indistinguishable from Magic

published hypertexts, at least 16 appear to have Jane’s 
spaces. I knew some of these, but the overall total seems 
extraordinarily high.69

The creation of Jane’s Spaces, particularly without the knowl-
edge or the permission of the publisher, is certainly a feat that 
would not be possible if these authors were creating for Apple 
multitouch devices, especially given Apple’s strict developer 
guidelines.

Although a handful of digital literature practitioners have 
found ways to work within and against the strictures of the 
iPad’s tightly controlled hardware and software, since the de-
vice is symptomatic of the larger direction in computing toward 
products that are black-boxed in the name of the supposedly 
user-friendly, the vast majority of contemporary writers posi-
tion themselves against the foregoing by using the Web or even 
Web browsers. By comparison with Storyspace, the Web is cer-
tainly more limited, but it is also by far the most profoundly 
influential and accessible computing platform. Thus, in oppo-
sition to the (marketing) rhetoric that celebrates magic, invisi-
bility, seamlessness, and whatever is deemed “natural,” work 
by Talan Memmott, Judd Morrissey, Jason Nelson, and Young-
Hae Chang Heavy Industries court glitch on the Web as a way to 
make the invisible visible once again. Otherwise put, these au-
thors (among numerous others in the field of digital literature) 
create interfaces that frustrate us as readers, because they seek 
to defamiliarize the interfaces we no longer notice—a literary 
strategy akin to Viktor Shklovsky’s early twentieth-century in-
vocation of “defamiliarization,” which has become the watch-
word of Russian formalism and its belief about the purpose of 
art and, by extension, poetic language:

Art exists that one may recover the sensation of life; it exists 
to make one feel things, to make the stone stony. . . . The tech-
nique of art is to make objects “unfamiliar,” to make forms 
difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 35

because the process of perception is an aesthetic end in itself 
and must be prolonged. Art is a way of experiencing the art-
fulness of an object; the object is not important.70

The last line in the foregoing quote is an important point at 
which digital writers and artists depart, however, from Shklov-
sky and much of the heritage of the early twentieth-century 
avant-garde, for these digital writers and artists deploy diffi-
culty and failure to defamiliarize and thus resee interfaces of 
the present so that we become aware of how the object—in 
this case, the digital interface—is in fact of utmost impor-
tance. Framed as that which gives an account of the normally 
invisible—the taken-for-granted that nonetheless defines 
what can be said—the unsettling work by these three authors 
presents a compelling argument for the importance of digital 
literature as an intervening force in the computing industry’s 
push to have our devices do all the thinking, perceiving, and 
even creating for us.

Although glitch is rarely used to describe digital literature, 
the way in which it is commonly used by musicians, gamers, 
artists, and designers to describe an artistic practice of ex-
perimenting with and even aestheticizing the visible results 
of provoked or unprovoked computer error make it a relevant 
framework for understanding a whole range of early and con-
temporary works of difficult digital literature. Glitch was first 
used in the early 1960s to describe either a change in voltage in 
an electrical circuit or any kind of interference in a television 
picture. By the 1990s glitch broadly described brief bursts of 
unexpected behavior in electrical circuits, but it was also more 
specifically used to describe a style of electronic music that 
was created from already-malfunctioning audio technology 
(or from causing technology to malfunction) as a way to ex-
plore the life of the digital machine and as a reaction against 
the push in the computing industry to create an ever more 
clean, noise-free sound. The term has since been appropriated 
as a name for what Olga Goriumnova and Alexei Shulgin call a 
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36 Indistinguishable from Magic

“genuine software aesthetics.”7¹ Glitch aesthetics, then, could 
include aestheticizing the visible results of a virus or even pro-
voking the computer to take on a virus in order to explore its 
underlying workings.7²

Glitch takes this radical shift in what counts as an aesthetic 
object or an aesthetic experience and asserts that its disruptive-
ness (in that a glitch constitutes a moment of dysfunctionality 
in the computer system) defamiliarizes the slick surface of the 
hardware/software of the computer and so ideally transforms 
us into critically minded observers of the underlying workings 
of the computer. As Goriumnova and Shulgin put it, “A glitch 
is a mess that is a moment, a possibility to glance at software’s 
inner structure. . . . Although a glitch does not reveal the true 
functionality of the computer, it shows the ghostly convention-
ality of the forms by which digital spaces are organized.”7³ One 
of the best-known creators of glitch art and games is the Dutch-
Belgian collective Jodi, whose members are Joan Heemskerk 
and Dirk Paesmans. Since the mid-1990s, Jodi has, as they put 
it in a 1997 interview, battled “with the computer on a graphical 
level. The computer presents itself as a desktop, with a trash can 
on the right and pull down menus and all the system icons. We 
explore the computer from inside, and mirror this on the net. 
When a viewer looks at our work, we are inside his computer.”74
For example, their 1996 Untitled Game is a modification of the 
video game Quake in that the game’s architecture no longer 
functions according to the conventions of gameplay. One way 
they do this is by exploiting a glitch that is provoked every time 
the Quake software attempts to visualize the cube’s black-and-
white-checked wallpaper, causing the player to become trapped 
in a cube.75 Thus, quite in opposition to the computing indus-
try’s attempt to naturalize the interface to the point of invisi-
bility, Jodi makes the interface confusing, unfamiliar, uncom-
fortable, malfunctioning.76

In the field of digital literature, one of the earliest works of 
glitch is William Gibson’s infamous Agrippa (A Book of the Dead), 
which was published in 1992 as a collaborative effort between 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 37

Gibson, book artist Dennis Ashbaugh, and publisher Kevin 
Begos Jr.77 It has been thoroughly and subtly discussed by Mat-
thew Kirschenbaum, who understands Agrippa in the same 
terms as all of the works I discuss throughout this book, as ex-
emplifying “the capacity of a digital object to take on and accu-
mulate a material, indexical layer of associations,” indicating 
its own “awareness of the mechanism”—an awareness that ties 
it to the foregoing hacker-like works of digital literature and 
that actually reveals itself through its own provoked error.78
That is, Agrippa is packaged as a black box that once opened 
reveals both a hologram of a circuit board on the underside of 
the lid and, inside the box, a book, inside of which is nested a 
3.5-inch floppy disk that is programmed to encrypt itself after 
it is used just once. Not surprisingly, once exposed to light, the 
words and images on the pages of the book fade altogether.79
Given the self-reflexivity of Agrippa and the way its different 
material components comment on each other, appropriately 
enough the text of the book doubles as a description of itself 
and of a photo album that contains fading photographs from 
the early family history of the narrator, W. F. Gibson Jr.

I hesitated
before untying the bow
that bound this book together.

A black book:
ALBUMS CA. AGRIPPA
Order Extra Leaves By Letter and Name

A Kodak album of time-burned
black construction paper

The string he tied
Has been unravelled by years
and the dry weather of trunks
Like a lady’s shoestring from the First World War
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38 Indistinguishable from Magic

Its metal ferrules eaten by oxygen
Until they resemble cigarette-ash
Inside the cover he inscribed something in soft graphite
Now lost
Then his name
W. F. Gibson Jr.
and something, comma,
192480

Agrippa is a work of conceptual writing that not only performs 
its textual content and itself as a black-boxed black box but also 
hacks its own mechanism to catalyze its obsolescence and be-
come a book of the dead on, no surprise, dead media.

A more recent instance of digital literature glitch is Talan 
Memmott’s “Lexia to Perplexia” from 2001 (the same year 
Apple released the iPod, the device with a “yearning toward in-
visibility” that clearly made way for the iPad)—a work requir-
ing Netscape 4.x or Internet Explorer 4.x to view it such that 
Memmott quite knowingly built in the work’s own protracted, 
provoked glitch. As every year brings with it the obsolescence 
of some Web browsers and the updating of others, we slowly 
lose the ability to access certain parts of “Lexia to Perplexia,” if 
we do not lose the ability to access it altogether. As Memmott 
writes in the introduction, this work “began as an observation 
of the fluctuating and ever-evolving protocols and prefixes of 
internet technology as applied to literary hypermedia. As well, 
‘Lexia to Perplexia’ was originally meant as a critique of both 
the Author and User/Reader positions in relation to web-based 
literary content.”8¹ That is, the reader will notice that in all four 
sections of the work—“The Process of Attachment,” “Double-
Funnels,” “Metastrophe,” and “Exe.termination”—“Lexia to Per-
plexia” makes wide use of neologisms as a means of presenting, 
in Katherine Hayles’s words, “a set of interrelated speculations 
about the future (and past) of human-intelligent machine inter-
actions, along with extensive re-inscriptions of human subjec-
tivity and the human body.”8² The text is, however, performed 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 39

not only linguistically but also narratively and visually. Narra-
tively, Memmott alludes to classical literary references ranging 
from ancient Greek and Egyptian myth to postmodern literary 
theory reflecting on humans, technologies, and their collabo-
rative agency. Visually, the work makes use of interactive fea-
tures that override the source text, leading to a fragmentary 
reading experience. The functioning and malfunctioning of the 
interface itself carries as much meaning as the words and the 
images that compose the text. Memmott instructs his readers 
to note that the “User/Reader of this piece  .  .  . encounters a 
number of screens that appear simple upon access. As the User/
Reader interacts with the presented objects—images, textual 
fragments, various UI permutations—the screens are made 
more.”8³ That said, as the years go on, “Lexia to Perplexia” be-
comes less and less about its linguistic, narrative, and visual 
elements and more fundamentally about its interface and its 
slow but sure transformation into an utterly malfunctioning, 
inaccessible work.

Also published in 2001, Judd Morrissey’s “The Jew’s Daugh-
ter” similarly works against the troubling move toward trans-
parent or invisible computing. In it readers are invited to click 
on hyperlinks embedded in the narrative text, links that are 
actually unclickable and that do not lead anywhere so much as 
they unpredictably change some portion of the text before their 
eyes.84 I discuss this work in greater detail in chapter 4 as a way 
to account for the work’s overall complex relationship to the 
bookbound page—the way in which it reads and reworks both 
the bookbound page through the digital and the digital through 
the bookbound page. In the context of this chapter, “The Jew’s 
Daughter” reveals itself as a work that unties the workings of 
the hyperlinked Web interface, of whose structure we are less 
and less aware (as we unthinkingly click on any available link on 
a page) and that more and more seems to be driven by the belief 
that clicking is an empowering act of identity formation, one 
that emboldens us to access more-meaningful information and 
so become active learners and producers of knowledge. In fact, 
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40 Indistinguishable from Magic

clicking most often simply takes us to something other and yet 
other again—with most of these clicks carefully monitored by 
your favorite search engine, which then conveniently sells you 
back to yourself. Not only has the link become a naturalized 
structure of the Web, but its very invisibility conceals how our 
clicks are actually used, nearly always without our awareness.

Likewise working against the clean, “natural,” and trans-
parent interface of the Web, Jason Nelson in many of his game 
poems hybridizes interactive art, video games, and poetry to 
self-consciously embrace a hand-drawn, handwritten, messy, 
dissonant aesthetic. In pieces such as the wildly successful 
“Game, Game, Game And Again Game” from 2007, he also delib-
erately undoes video game conventions (of accumulation, prog-
ress, winning/losing, clear moral victories, immersion) through 
a nonsensical point system and mechanisms that ensure the 
most a player ever wins is, for example, a strange home video 
featuring Nelson playing with action figures in his kitchen (see 
Figure 11).85 Nelson has gone on to experiment explicitly with 
interfaces for digital poetry—creating, in addition to games, 
everything from mosaic interfaces to cubes, videographs, slot 
machines, deep-menu poetry, 3D emulations, and circular inter-
faces. As he states quite unequivocally in an interview with the 
Cordite Review, “Within many digital poems there is one com-
monality, the emphasis on interface. . . . These interfaces are not 
just vessels for content, they are poems in themselves. . . . An in-
terface is the life, the body, and a poetic construction in itself.”86

Finally, although Young-Hae Chang Heavy Industries 
(YHCHI) are not obviously concerned with either glitch or a 
hacker aesthetic, insofar as all of their work is defined by a re-
fusal to incorporate interactivity into their works, pieces such as 
Traveling to Utopia: With a Brief History of the Technology use this 
utter lack of interactivity to create what one might call “clean 
glitch.”87 This clean-glitch aesthetic is against its own cleanli-
ness in that it uses Adobe Flash to create a spare, mostly black-
and-white, cinematic, and totally uninteractive environment 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 41

that thereby provides the reader with the ultimate control: to 
click away. They state in an interview from 2005:

The spectator is far from powerless. She is still the one who 
decides whether or not she will watch the piece, or having 
clicked on it, whether she’ll click away from it. That’s the 
same power that she has when she considers any other art 
and literature. Clicking away is one of the essences of the 
Internet. It’s no different from deleting. It’s rejection, it’s 
saying “no.” That’s ultimate power.88

Taking a lack of interactivity to such an extreme that it de-
mands spectators reject the work altogether is a gesture that 

Figure 11. Screenshot from the first level of Jason Nelson’s 2007 digital 
game-poem “Game, Game, Game and Again Game.”
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42 Indistinguishable from Magic

throws them back on themselves and away from the mindless/
endless clicking that determines most interactions on the Web.

Consisting of the American poet Marc Voge and Korean 
artist Young-Hae Chang, who since the beginning of their 
collaboration in 1999 have written and produced their work 
in English, French, and Korean, YHCHI is the very definition 
of unlocatable. Not only does their work slip back and forth 
between languages, as well as from either a male or a female 
point of view, but all of their work—whether one calls it net 
art or digital literature—studiously eschews literary, artistic, 
and Web conventions. That is, YHCHI intentionally troubles 
Ezra Pound’s dictum to “make it new,” which hangs over much 
twentieth- and even twenty-first-century poetry, creating new 
works that are new only to the extent that the text and the 
music is different. Otherwise, every piece that they’ve created 
looks identical to every other piece. All of their work begins by 
mimicking the ten-second countdown that was used by projec-
tionists to focus the film about to be screened. In the same way 
that the countdown drew the audience’s attention to the film as 
a medium, rather than effacing it altogether as a means to bet-
ter foster the illusion of film as reality, all YHCHI pieces open 
with a ten-second countdown that not only alternates between 
flashing the numeral on the even number (e.g., 10) and the word 
on the odd (e.g., nine) but also ends at three, leaving readers/
viewers to count down to zero themselves. Similarly, all pieces 
by YHCHI are marked by the use of a zero instead of the letter 
O—yet another means by which to force the reader to look at 
rather than through the text and its interface.

In terms of their disavowal of Web design conventions, their 
work is created with Adobe Flash simply as a means to present 
moving, large, bare, black text in Monaco font against a white 
background (a strategic move against the computing industry’s 
seductive rhetoric perpetually touting the virtues of the new). 
Pieces by YHCHI are also generally devoid of graphics, colors, 
photos, illustrations, and interactivity. They write, “We dislike 
graphic design, and we also dislike interactivity, which are the 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 43

two staples of web design, if not the web itself. Being artists, 
we like to do things wrong, or at least our own damn way. We 
ended up with a moving text synchronized to jazz, which was 
(and still is) all we could do.”89 Not entirely unlike in Judd Mor-
rissey’s “The Jew’s Daughter,” YHCHI’s dislike of interactivity 
is partly derived from the emptiness of the interactive features 
in most pieces, which may be touted as offering the reader a 
liberatory freedom but that in fact simply allow the reader to 
choose between several predetermined directions. Rather than 
foster the illusion that their work is an exemplar of democratic 
literature, they choose to accentuate the absence of freedom in 
their work. The reader/viewer cannot fast-forward or rewind; 
they can only click away from the piece and end the experience 
altogether. YHCHI’s dislike of interactivity is also derived from 
their sense that the Web has become so familiar to us that we’re 
not even aware of its structures, its codes, and the way it works 
on us rather than us working on it. Distinctly echoing the sen-
timents of Jodi, they write:

The Internet and Web have become familiar and even boring 
and sometimes disagreeable spaces. The Web artist’s goal is 
to make it become less familiar, less boring, less disagree-
able, to make it become fresh and new again . . . The com-
puter screen is a superficial support, akin to the surface of 
a painting. Any Web art that employs images tries to create 
visual depth to this surface. Any Web art that employs 
textual information also tries to create depth, albeit with 
a strategy similar to the writing using: to make the reader 
forget he or she is looking at ink on a bound page. In this 
sense, yes, our work and other textual work tries to smash 
the surface of the computer screen.90

While Traveling to Utopia: With a Brief History of the Technol-
ogy has received no critical attention, especially noteworthy in 
comparison with the broad acclaim given to Dakota, it is exem-
plary of YHCHI’s desire to “smash the surface of the computer 
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44 Indistinguishable from Magic

screen.” First, the piece is available in either English/Korean or 
French/English, and each version is structured slightly differ-
ently from the other. The former has large English text in black 
letters against a white background, with Korean text in green 
against a black background running across the top of the screen 
like a stock-market ticker tape and static English text (separate 
from the main English text at the center of the screen) at the 
bottom of the screen, also in green against a black background 
but with a blinking green cursor that’s reminiscent of the era 
of the command-line interface. Already, with only a nod to the 
visual codes of three different writing interfaces, we have before 
us a “BRIEF HISTORY OF THE TECHNOLOGY.” The French/
English version also contains a moving line of green text against 
a black background on the bottom of the screen, but this time it 
flashes to the beat of the jazz music playing in the background. 
The text tells a personal history of the writing technologies that 
dominated the narrator’s life from the time she was a small girl 
to the time she was an adult, a personal history that is inevi-
tably enmeshed in larger political and national histories. The 
story begins with the narrator relating her first encounter with 
a computer, which “LOOKS LIKE A SMALL REFRIGERATOR.” 
She continues, “JUST A GIRL, I THINK ITS MONITOR WITH 
ITS DIM GLOW, FOR A TV—WEIRD TV SHOW,” a naive yet 
perfectly accurate description of the computer, which has long 
tried to emulate the TV’s ability to masquerade as a window 
onto an alternate reality.

Immediately after this observation, the narrator provides 
a description of the only two distinct age markers in her life. 
The first is the day her father “LEAVES FOR THE MINISTRY 
AND NEVER COMES HOME. THAT HAPPENS WHEN I’M 
THIRTEEN.” Following this unsettling statement, which leaves 
the reader wondering whether the father’s use of the com-
puter (which he also forbade his daughter to touch, whether 
for reasons related to her gender or not is unclear) somehow 
ran counter to the political regime of his day and whether it 
was connected with his disappearance, the narrator declares: 
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Indistinguishable from Magic 45

“WHEN I’M TWENTY I GO ABROAD TO STUDY. I TYPE ON 
A KEYBOARD WITH A REPEATING SPACE BAR. PRETTY AD-
VANCED FOR THE PRICE, THE SALESMAN TELLS ME, AND 
NOT BAD CONSIDERING MOST STUDENTS STILL WRITE 
THEIR PAPERS BY HAND.” Only one or two minutes into this 
seemingly simple coming-of-age story, we already see how the 
history of writing technologies is intertwined with surveil-
lance, gender, capitalism, and cultural difference.

As the story unfolds, the narrator then recounts the day that 
a man appeared at her door, introduced himself as a country-
man, and handed her a laptop computer as a gift from “MY 
LITTLE COMMUNITY.” She continues: “BEFORE I CAN RE-
SPOND HE  TURNS ON THE COMPUTER’S LITTLE BLACK 
AND WHITE SCREEN AND SHOWS ME HOW TO USE IT.” 
Then, our visual experience of the piece shifts as the main black 
text on a white background literalizes the content of the story. 
At this point the narrator tells of being introduced to fax and 
e-mail. Recalling the disappearance of her father early on in 
the story, underlying each introduction of a new writing tech-
nology is an ever-present surveillance. First, distant relatives 
whom she did not inform she had a computer began to call and 
scold her for not sending them faxes, and then, once she had the 
ability to e-mail, she was informed by the same countryman 
that a small fee would be deposited in her account for every 
e-mail she sent. The narrator ends her story with her return 
home and her discovery that she now sets off airport security 
alarms. Shortly after noticing a pain in her abdomen, the narra-
tor came to discover that a Samsung Z-3000 computer chip had 
been implanted inside her—a computer chip, the text tells us, 
that is commonly used in global positioning systems or in spe-
cial collars attached to endangered species for tracking. (Sam-
sung is also, of course, one of the largest Korean-based compa-
nies and also claims to have “pioneered the digital age.” In the 
early 1990s they were the largest producer of memory chips in 
the world.) The piece ends with the narrator claiming she avoids 
going places where she might set off alarms, staying instead at 
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46 Indistinguishable from Magic

airport hotels, which are both familiar and exotic—as if she’s 
gone to “A FAR OFF PLACE THAT’S BOTH NOWHERE AND 
SOMEWHERE.”

The meaning of the storyline in Traveling to Utopia: With a 
Brief History of the Technology is as unlocatable as the piece’s 
interface, or its representations of interfaces to comment on 
interfaces. It is a piece simultaneously of and not of cinema, the 
Internet, the typewriter, the command-line interface, the win-
dows interface. It is also part fictionalized biography and part 
allegory for the ways in which access to the contemporary digi-
tal world—especially the Web, as I discuss in the postscript—is 
carefully surveilled and determined by corporations and politi-
cal maneuverings.

More, alongside work by Memmott, Morrissey, and Nelson, 
we can read YHCHI’s work as a pointed response to the increas-
ing prevalence of invisible interfaces that prevent any kind of 
making or doing beyond those surface-level activities that are 
strictly delimited by the interface. With an aesthetic that is ei-
ther clean or messy, these authors’ use of difficulty and defamil-
iarization by way of digital writing interfaces works against the 
way in which digital media and their interfaces are becoming 
increasingly invisible even while these interfaces increasingly 
define what and how we read/write.
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