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effectiveness and their potential for future development. These works can take many 

forms and may be referred to in a variety of ways, including: multimedia 

documentary, interactive narrative, digital storytelling, virtual heritage, or even media 

art. They can be found in various settings: as installations in museums, on fixed media 

such as CD-ROM and DVD-ROM, and online via the internet. However, there is no 

clearly defined market for these digital works. In cases where they are published, it is 

rarely by major publishers and so there is no guaranteed distribution network. Many 

works remain unpublished and are only available by contacting the creator of the 

work. Others, such as installations in major museums, reach wide audiences but are 

not ‘published’ in the traditional sense. More aligned to interactive performance than 

text, they could easily disappear without trace. 

Despite the possibilities offered by digital media and communications 

technologies more generally, grasping the power of interactive media for the study of 

history is at a very early stage. Genres of digital representation have not yet been 

developed, and until they are, most digital works can only be thought of as 

experiments with an uncertain future. At their best, however, digital cross-over texts 

represent a new kind of historical aesthetic, a new means of conveying historical 

experience, and a new way of recording and remembering. At their worst, these kinds 

of works cannot be regarded as a useful contribution to historical understanding. 

Evaluating the success or otherwise of such works is a highly subjective activity and 

is complicated by the fact that these are hybrid works that must be considered from 

many perspectives including usability, design and production, as well as in terms of 

historical content. Should the same standards be applied as would be for a traditional 

written historical piece? Or should interface design and usability issues be the main 

concerns? In any case, the field of historical enquiry and criticism needs to be further 



EnterText 6.3 

Paul Arthur: Experimental Histories and Digital Interactivity 178 

opened up to include discussion of these experimental ways of representing the past. 

There is certainly a need to continue to pay attention to essential issues relating to 

historiographical method as it applies in digital environments, including appropriate 

representation of source materials, research techniques, and issues of integrity and 

longevity of digital data.1 

This paper investigates what digital interactivity can bring to the 

representation of history. Various kinds of user interactivity, participation and 

engagement are discussed within the context of emerging digital media forms as a 

contribution to textual criticism in the emerging field of digital history. I begin by 

clarifying the use of the term “interactive,” which has become one of those popular 

words that appears to offer something new and innovative but through its casual usage 

has become almost devoid of meaning. The opening section also investigates the links 

between historical representation and interactive media, focusing on the development 

of experimental narrative forms and computer games. The paper then goes on to 

consider three examples of highly interactive digital history works that feature user 

navigation structures resembling computer games. Being the most advanced form of 

interactive media text, computer games also require the greatest degree of 

participation on the part of the user. The three examples considered are: Marie-Laure 

Ryan’s and Jon (s)-5o<e 
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in its infancy it does not yet have a range of established hypertextual/interactive 

conventions. Even so, different forms of interactive media are already placing very 

distinct and different constraints on the possibilities for interactive engagement. 

Because interface design is not yet following commonly accepted formats, the 

interface is often experienced as an awkward barrier to engagement, even in cases 

where the structure has been carefully conceived. Only the informational website has 

become established as a recognisable genre. 
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forcing museums to become “razzle-dazzle fun houses” of “high tech gimmicks.”6 

Efforts to bring interactive aspects to the academic study of history began with 

enabling access to online information and archives, and with early examples of 

interactive historical CD-ROMs.7 Many of these were educational or curriculum 

based CD-ROMs, and they perform the same function as online databases now do.  

 The focus of this paper is a newer area and that is the narration of history in 

experimental digital formats. The examples discussed below are available on CD-

ROM and DVD-ROM. With greater download capacity in the future, these works will 

be readily available in the online environment. Through the internet, digital 

technology has put into the hands of everyday people the tools to create their own 

lasting historical records, to trace their family histories, and to create new kinds of 

communities, which in turn then have their own history. The possibilities seem 

endless. 

Some kinds of history lend themselves more readily to the new interactive 

environments. These include: cross-cultural histories (where multiple perspectives can 

be set alongside one another); indigenous histories (indigenous history has 

traditionally been passed down in oral form and is therefore not wedded to print-based 

media); and personal histories (with the resources of the internet and digital recording 

equipment, anyone can become a historian of their family history). However, almost 

all kinds of history can be “migrated” to the new platform. Here, in this last sentence, 

is a clue to a major problem with using digital media as a primary form of recording 

and telling history. The language of new media is very much at odds with the 

language of history. These differences are perhaps most obvious not even in the 

language itself, but more basically, in the people who speak it. Historians are not 

trained as multimedia producers. Multimedia producers rarely have the skills of a 
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Figure 1: Symbol Rock title screen 
 
 
The instructions given indicate to the user that a series of complex tasks must be 

undertaken in order to proceed (see Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Symbol Rock rules of the game 
 
 
Upon entering the work, the user is presented with a series of picture frames, each of 

which contains a link to a discrete part of the game (Figure 3). Each link involves a 

different kind of activity. This may be browsing through a series of archival 

photographs of members of a family associated with the abandoned ranch—with each 

photograph appearing only as the user hovers the mouse over parts of a screen against 
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user the text keeps track of user movements and keeps a record of those activities as 

an integral aspect of its textual function.  

 
 
Example 2: Mysteries and Desire: Searching the Worlds of John Rechy (2000) 
 
This CD-ROM interactive history work explores the many facets of the life and 

literary production of the American novelist John Rechy.16 Rechy is a highly regarded 

gay Mexican-Scottish writer, known for having produced twelve novels and various 

plays between 1963 and 2000. The CD-ROM was produced as part of the Labyrinth 

Project at the Annenberg Center for Communication at the University of Southern 

California. This ongoing project, focused on developing experimental forms of 

interactive narrative, is directed by Marsha Kinder. Mysteries and Desire is one of the 

earliest works in the series produced by the project, and one of the most experimental 

in terms of its narrative structure. The work won the 2000 NewMedia Invision Award 

for Overall Design—at the time the world’s largest peer-evaluated digital media 

competition. 
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Figure 6: Mysteries and Desire screen shots of religious imagery emerging through brickwork 
 
 
 This work dramatises Rechy’s life (this is an author who is alive and writing 

today) and offers the user a window into his eccentric personality, passion and 

creativity. The point that it makes via its odd and often puzzling effects is very 
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Figure 9: Only Fish Shall Visit map interface 
 
 

To progress through the work, the user clicks on entry points marked on the 

map. The map is accessible at any time—it is only one mouse click away. What 

unfolds for the user is a moving historical record of a streetscape populated by a 

traditional Turkish community. The user clicks through sequences of still images that 

link together to provide a full view of the physical space. Symbols appear that indicate 

directions that can be followed by the user. Sometimes they are difficult to find, and 

many routes are dead ends. There is no interface that shows where all the paths are on 

the map—just the entry points marked on the map interface. The work is structured 

around oral history segments that the user must literally discover in the way that a 

player searches for secret codes and aids in a computer game. Here the cartographic 

navigation structure gives the photographs the context they need to act effectively as 

an historical record rather than a photographic archive. The oral history segments 

offer reflections, in the voice of the people of Halfeti, on the future of their lives in the 
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“new” Halfeti, a purpose-built town nearby. There is also a “history” segment, which 

provides a background both to the digital project and also to the plight of the people 

of the town (see Figure 10). This tells us that Halfeti is a town that was submerged 

when a new dam was built in the valley it had occupied for centuries. 

 
 
Figure 10: Only Fish Shall Visit background history page 
 
 

The aspect of this work that impressed me the most is the way in which, as a 

user, it is possible to take in the history of this beautiful town from many different 

perspectives: not only physical perspectives (such as the sweeping panorama of 

Figure 11), but the perspectives of representative people in the community.   
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Figure 11: Only Fish Shall Visit screen shot view of Halfeti 
 
 
It is possible to select (or more properly “find”) a person and to decide to see Halfeti 

through their eyes, staying with them and their world for a time—following the paths 

they follow between buildings, between seasons (on some roads there is snow; others 

are in sunshine), interacting with neighbours, serving in a shop. Once the user 

discovers the oral history video segments, it is as though treasure has been found. An 

icon representing the video recordings appears and becomes clickable. A window 

within the current window appears with the video segment (see Figure 12).   
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navigation of the work remains within total control.  

 

Conclusion 
 
This paper responds to what I see as a lack of discussion in history circles about 

experimental narrations of history using new technologies. Whether such works are 

counted as history, as meditations on memory, or as creative artworks, this new field 

of work needs to be regarded as a contribution to the larger process of recording the 

past for the future. There is a range of likely reasons for the lack of discussion:  

 (1) The pace of technological change is fast, meaning that to be able to comment on 
the repercussions of that process of change requires one to become knowledgeable 
about technology itself. 
 
(2) It is generally the case that older people are interested in history, whereas younger 
people tend to be the ones more interested in new technology. 
 
(3) There is an awkward relationship between history and technology. History has 
usually documented the processes of technological change from a distance, rather than 
drawing directly on new technologies and so giving up that objectivity (although of 
course the objectivity itself has often been overstated).  
 
(4) The digital history field, while it is relatively new, has already become specialised, 
with intense activity in various areas including GIS mapping and other kinds of spatial 
visualisation (especially useful for archaeology), online databases and archive 
digitisation projects, and digital video and animations for historical re-enactment.  
 
(5) One of the great challenges in producing informative interactive texts, especially 
in humanities and social science disciplines, is the need for close collaboration 
between multimedia producers and those academically trained in and responsible for 
the content. Very often that relationship can produce mediocre results, even with the 
greatest goodwill and planning on both sides. This is evidenced by the endless 
websites that are designed beautifully but have limited academic content value. These 
creations are effectively in the hands of multimedia designers and producers rather 
than in the hands of historians. 
 

Depending on the user’s own preferences for interactivity (often as a result of 

age, experience, interest in technology), s/he may feel that the level of interactivity 

required in digital history works is a barrier to taking in the information presented. 

Click because you have to. Nothing happens if you do not click. There is no way of 
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finding the information except through that clicking. Sometimes you must click 

everything before the next range of information is available. The three examples 

discussed in this paper are not designed to frustrate the user. Nevertheless, my 

evaluation of these works is that they are all difficult to use. The information is 

difficult to access. I do not feel that I have been easily educated—it has been hard 

work. It is important to recognise that while games frequently work around a 

frustration/breakthrough dialectic, this strategy can actually threaten the success of 

educational applications of multimedia. 

What is the future of interactivity for history? As technology is allowing for 

new interactive relations of reader/viewer/user with text, so too has the conception of 

interactivity itself changed.20 In the near future, history in digital form is likely to be 

not simply an interactive screen-, text- and sound-based experience but a far more 

immersive “hyper-reality” engagement between humans and augmented digital 

environments. The common term “virtual reality” suggests that the interactive 

experience will always be limited to a simulation of reality. However, interactive 

media are likely to enable far more realistic and stimulating experiences. 

Experimental technologies are already making it possible for taste, smell and, using 

tactile feedback, touch, to be artificially recreated.21 These developments are opening 

the way for radical new forms of historical representation, promising to offer a new 

level of “participation” in and engagement with the past. As the curators of the 

exhibition “Future Cinema” explain, the digital technologies being developed offer an 

“immersive narrative space wherein the interactive viewer assumes the role of both 

cameraperson and editor.”22 They anticipate that distributed virtual environments will 

also become social spaces where actual people can interact, co-experience and co-

direct the narrative content.23  
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The single greatest change in the interactive narrative experience may come in 

the form of intuitive computer programming and the incorporation of other forms of 

rudimentary “artificial intelligence.” It is possible that texts could be designed to 

adjust to suit the pre-recorded tastes, age, cultural background or knowledge-base of 

the viewer, and in response to initial choices made as the viewer engages with the 

text. I do not believe it is overstating the case to say that the very way we remember 

the past may change if these applications of technology are developed and embraced 

(letters, for example, used to be an important form of personal communication 

between friends and family and these have largely been replaced by email, sms 

texting and the telephone). Butterworth and Wyver have a vision of the future where 

simulation engines drive social change through making people aware of alternative 

ways of seeing: 

…at the heart of a virtual environment a simulation engine of such simple 
perfection that it nurtures a communal narrative, a narrative so vivid and 
richly focused that inhabitants learn to see their own real lives and 
communities with fresh eyes… a profound redefinition of public service 
broadcasting, which is truly inclusive, and perhaps, democratic.24 
 

  
There is no doubt that, as digital technologies mature and applications diversify, 

the study and appreciation of history will continue to benefit. And yet, after the initial 

rush to embrace the newness of the networked computer experience in whatever 

messy and complex forms it took, most people now seem to long for simplicity, with 

digital forms following a familiar interface, with logical narrative and navigation 

structures. There seems to be increasing emphasis being put on valuing simple organic 

structures against the barrage of technology and information.  

For all their innovation, the core of the matter is that, unlike books, 

experimental digital histories will continue to be considered fleeting and impermanent 

until they can be reliably preserved. Ultimately this is what makes them a curiosity 
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