
UC Santa Cruz
UC Santa Cruz Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Title
Trace Elements: Non-linear multi-narrative storytelling as a means of deconstructing 
American mythologies

Permalink
https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7060p0gx

Author
Coyl, Finley

Publication Date
2017

Copyright Information
This work is made available under the terms of a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 
License, availalbe at https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
 
Peer reviewed|Thesis/dissertation

eScholarship.org Powered by the California Digital Library
University of California

https://escholarship.org/uc/item/7060p0gx
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
https://escholarship.org
http://www.cdlib.org/


The Thesis of Finley Coyl is approved:

     

Soraya Murray, Chair, 
Assistant Professor, Film & Digital Media

Dee Hibbert-Jones, Associate Professor, Art

A. Laurie Palmer, Professor, Art

Tyrus Miller 
Vice Provost and Dean of Graduate Studies

UNIVERSITY OF CALIFORNIA 
SANTA CRUZ 

TRACE ELEMENTS
Non-linear multi-narrative storytelling 

as a means of deconstructing American mythologies

A thesis submitted in partial satisfaction  
of the requirements for the degree of 

MASTER OF FINE ARTS
in 

DIGITAL ARTS AND NEW MEDIA

by 
Finley Coyl 
June 2017



© Finley Coyl
CC Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivs

2017



[ iii ]

ABSTRACT

TRACE ELEMENTS
Non-linear multi-narrative storytelling 

as a means of deconstructing American mythologies

The following paper is the critical foundation for the thesis project Trace, and draws analysis 
from New Media Studies, Queer Games Studies, Visual Culture Studies, Science Fiction, Queer 
Theory and more. 

Trace is a non-linear, multi-vocal narrative fiction navigated from the experience of three 
family members around select historically pivotal events. A combination of text, illustration, 
video, sound and internet sources, Trace explores different modes of temporality and media 
representation to examine the frameworks in which particular stories are told. Shaped as a 
collection of multimedia fragments, the project offers the reader navigation through certain 
choices—such as avoidance, complicity, action, or resistance—as the story unravels. Trace is 
built in Twine, a free, open-source hypertext game platform, with some additional HTML5/CSS. 

Both the project and paper attempt to question three main themes of media shift, queer 
structure and digital identities. First, how does new media function as both a platform and 
as perspective for continually shifting information? Second, how do queer narrative content 
and structure work together to amplify conceptual aspects of non-linear storytelling? Along 
with this question, the paper examines how several new media artists—with a particular focus 
on women, queer, trans and gender non-conforming artists—are working with non-linear 
storytelling to examine dominant historical narratives. And finally, is it possible to construct 
a truthful historical narrative that contains a multiplicity of voices, identities and contradictions? 
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INTRODUCTION

 
INTRODUCTION :: TRACE ELEMENTS
 
From the beginning, Trace has straddled some uncomfortable in-betweens, and this paper 
requires an accompanying interdisciplinary approach. The following paper is the critical 
foundation for the thesis project Trace, and draws analysis from New Media Studies, Queer 
Games Studies, Visual Culture Studies, Science Fiction, Queer Theory and more. Overall, the 
following text pieces together concepts from a variety of disciplines, emphasizing how Digital 
Arts and New Media Studies are often meandering towards a particular horizon that is revealed 
through a multitude of connections, rather than a singular, definitive trajectory.

The following section includes the project description and the three major themes that have 
shaped the story and project structure. The first theme is a major shift in media representation 
and form, and how media influences and reflects cultural and historical fluctuations. The 
second theme is an exploration of queer narrative content and structure. The third theme is 
the representation of digital identities, and the use of the multi-vocal non-linear storytelling to 
examine and challenge dominant historical narratives. 

The remainder of the paper is divided into three main sections. Overview: Theory and Technical 
Elements, includes details about how Trace was built, and steps through screenshots of the 
project. Context: Projects and Artists of Influence, examines specific works across genres that 
have influenced this piece. Overview: Theory and Project Themes, brings in theoretical works 
that have influenced the content and themes explored within the story. 

1. Trace screenshot
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INTRODUCTION :: PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Trace is an interactive fiction unravelling a certain authority of the American past. 
Trace is a narrative questioning intersections of whiteness and queerness.
Trace is a non-linear tableau probing the remembrance of historical events across generations.

Trace is all of the above. 

A combination of text, illustration, video, sound and internet sources, Trace explores different 
modes of temporality and media representation to examine the frameworks in which particular 
stories are told. This project is navigated from the experience of three family members around 
select historically pivotal events, including the start of the first Gulf War, 9/11, and post-Katrina 
New Orleans. Shaped as a collection of multimedia fragments, the project offers the reader 
navigation through certain choices—such as avoidance, complicity, action, or resistance—as the 
story unravels. 
 
This project is built in Twine, a free, open-source hypertext game platform, with some 
additional HTML5/CSS. Trace is available online at: ardentata.net/twine/trace.html

Trace screenshot :: Start page

http://www.ardentata.net/twine/trace.html


[ 3 ]

INTRODUCTION :: PROJECT TOPICS 

[ 1 ]  MEDIA SHIFT

The story in Trace begins with three distinct accounts of 9/11, told from the perspective of 
the three characters. These divergent responses emphasize a commentary on violence as 
both abstract media spectacle and as personal experience. The narrative then slips backwards 
and forwards in time, visiting two of the characters at the beginning of the first Gulf War, to 
emphasize this event as a starting point for a contemporary detached media perspective on war. 
As various forms of media compound in the storytelling—online news articles and Wikipedia 
pages, YouTube videos and social media images, accounts from ancestry databases—these 
fragments become renderings of places and events that no longer exist or could not exist 
together but as some obscure media landscape. And as the sources and the structure of the 
story lose alignment and drift, the intended effect is for the long-term impact of accumulated 
events to surface and be revealed through these media saturated moments. 

Acknowledging the long-term effects of institutional and historical violence is certainly a 
well-traveled landscape, and this project does not claim to break a new path in that regard. But 
the ways that people access, understand and use information through new media channels is 
a constantly shifting terrain, and this project does attempt to examine this ground by utilizing 
media saturation as a storytelling device. In doing so, a particular focus is placed on elements 
of structural and personal violence, displacement, reenactment and revisitation of events 
highlighted in the story. 

Through accounting for different perspectives of historical moments and places, concurrent 
and contradictory narratives can be acknowledged. Through mapping over time, the effects of 
displacement can be revealed. Through personal narrative, relatable accounts of memory and 

2. Trace screenshot
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opinion are laid bare. Through narrative structuring, the dominance of settler-colonial claiming 
of time and place can become just one of many stories, rather than an absolute narrative. 
Through a dissonance between text and image, different meanings can be interpreted. Any one 
project may not hold all sides of a given story. But as a form, the conglomerate and contrary 
facets of new media can illuminate the breadth of these elements and enhance them through 
temporal compaction. So from this form, some effects of structural violence can be glimpsed. 
But once the story starts to crumble from a standard line, how does the reader determine which 
narrative to choose and when? If many narratives exist at once in a complex linear trajectory, 
how does the reader parse their truth and contradictions? 

[ 2 ]  QUEER STRUCTURE

The content of queer narratives can take on many subjects, including uncovering stories of 
people who were excluded from a mainstream narrative based on sexual or gender identity, 
or ascribing and reclaiming non-normative elements of queerness to a person or event, 
or illuminating narratives about escape or rejection from a dominant story leading to the 
creation of alternative social spaces and relationships. The narrative of this story contains 
some of these elements. This project is also an attempt at storytelling using a mode of queer 
structure—placing readers in a continual questioning of orientation and disjointed movement 
within the narrative. This queering of form, not just of content, is what Games Scholar Bonnie 
Ruberg refers to as operating “beyond representation,” specifically in game structures. [Ruberg, 
ourglasslake.co] Similarly, this project attempts to shift images of control, conformity and 
violence into images of resistance, obscenity and desire—not always positively but in a way 
that attempts to compel the reader to question their original intent. And as the structure of the 
story sometimes contradicts, wanders, or folds in on itself, it too attempts to ask the reader to 
apply this inquiry to the larger narrative itself. 

4. Trace screenshot
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In doing so, the risk arises of the harmful narrative that does not serve to illuminate issues that 
have been silenced, spun, or oppressed—but instead further bolsters the type of alternative 
narrative that can be skewed to any perspective as a means of control. The intent of this story 
is not to uphold any historical innacuracy that seeks to write out certain parts of a story or 
overpower other voices in pursuit of a particular agenda. It is rather to employ a queer form to 
historical accounts that questions the foundations and assumptions of dominant narratives. It 
does so towards a sense of constantly shifting, of nearly losing control, of always becoming—or 
what queer theorist José Esteban Muñoz describes as “queer futurity,” that “queerness is an 
ideality that can be distilled from the past and used to imagine a future.” [Muñoz, Cruising 
Utopia, 1]. In political narratives, stories can sometimes become didactic or regulated so as to 
limit their depth and impact. For this reason, this project explores a more experimental mixture 
of non-linear storytelling that draws from queer games methodologies and multimedia form.  

As an added layer to this format, a multiplicity of voices in a narrative body of work or choices 
within an interactive documentary can offer the reader certain paths without feeling set in one 
storyline. This mimics the use of new media—especially social media—in way as that people 
can navigate snippets and check sources and constantly build their own threads or be architects 
of their own feed to a certain extent, within a particular system. In this mode of experiencing 
information, it is also possible for many different interpretations of the same information 
to come into being depending on how different people choose to navigate or receive that 
information. Additionally, with a shift in media from a dominant singular voice to a multiplicity 
of voices, there comes a greater understanding of a range of experiences, and a greater difficulty 
in knowing how to read and the larger context of the perspective at hand. This shift from 
media as linear consumption to media as a series of choices, albeit curated ones, can function 
as a mode for users to learn not just a particular idea, but participate in a process, potentially 
towards change. 

[ 3 ]  DIGITAL IDENTITIES

This breakdown of the singular media structure towards an acknowledgement and 
understanding of multiple sources can be a method of resisting the normalization of digital 
identity as primarily white, cisgender, and heteronormative in content and form that sometimes 
arises in technological systems. Presenting structure and content with a multiplicity of paths 
and points of view can offer a reader means to ask particular questions or examine different 
facets of the storyline. It then becomes important to go beyond the breakdown of the form 
of the story, and to foster choices within that breakdown towards building a process of 
rediscovering, of recreating, of constant shifting between places and towards horizons that a 
queer aesthetic proposes. 

In her own work, artist and professor Micha Cárdenas weaves multimedia presentation, science 
fiction narratives, performance and critical analysis of technological systems. She writes “In 
an effort to decolonize technology, one could understand an algorithm for shifting between 
identities to be a series of steps, describable in any number of languages, and as analogous to a 
prayer, a ritual or a game.” [Cárdenas, “Shifting Futures,” 7] Cárdenas’ framework of approaching 
social sytems as technologies and her use of non-linear narrative as a series of steps that 
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function as focused ritual activity—such as prayer or gameplay—influenced the shift in this 
piece between interactive narrative and game. In this project, the options of various navigable 
steps could be followed as attempts to displace the centralized normativity of the narrative. 
It is not an answer but a path towards a question. It is meant to be confusing, uncomfortable, 
contradictory. The only way for the reader to take part in the story is to be complicit in breaking 
down the structure of a narrative whose characters attempt to maintain control. 

INTRODUCTION :: EXPECTED OUTCOMES

The intended final presentation of this piece is in an online, interactive multimedia format, 
ideally viewed on a desktop or laptop through a browser. For installation viewing I arranged 
a desktop computer connected to a projector, where audience members could navigate the 
narrative with visuals and sound on the computer display as the content was projected on the 
wall. As a piece, the intentions are to present a work in the form of an interactive, non-linear 
narrative that highlights a simple and accessible platform for digital storytelling. Likewise, in 
navigating the work, the reader will be presented with an examination of ways that media 
shapes personal and political experience, as a source and as a system. Through nonlinear 
remapping of place, retelling of stories and reframing of political narratives, the goal of the 
project is to deconstruct American mythologies towards the possibility of world-building using a 
queer structure. 

5. Trace screenshot
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OVERVIEW Part 01 :: Theory and Technical Elements

OVERVIEW :: INTRODUCTION

This overview examines the structure of queer games, multimedia and multi-vocal personal 
narratives, and digital science fictions within this project. It includes an overview of what Twine 
is, and how it has been a particularly influential platform in the rise of queer game developers 
and storytellers. It also includes a technical description and walk-through of the project.  

OVERVIEW :: TWINE 
 
This project is built in Twine [ twinery.org ], a “free, open-source tool for telling interactive, 
nonlinear stories.” Originally developed in 2009 by Baltimore-based web developer Chris Klimas, 
Twine 2.1.0 was released in January 2017 and is maintained by a larger community of interested 
developers. It is essentially a text-based, platform-agnostic program that is financially accessible 
and modifiable based on a user’s design abilities or interests. It employs the foundational tools 
of the internet—HTML, CSS, Javascript—ensuring that as long as that this framework exists for 
internet content itself, the projects will be functional online. 

Twine is often used as a platform for personal interactive stories and conceptual games. 
With a fairly un-intimidating learning curve and simple intuitive interface, Twine became 
a game-making platform for users who might not otherwise have access to designing and 
publishing web-based games. “Because Twine was not conceptualized as a technology of 
game-making, assumptions about what these kinds of tools do are not embedded in its 
structure and paratexts in the same way as other dedicated digital game design programs. 
Instead, Twine is a program that has been adopted by rather than targeted at digital 
game-makers, its affordances identified rather than prescribed as useful for the creation of 
games that often do not resemble those made in suites of programs expressly intended for 
digital game design.” [Harvey, “Twine's Revolution," 97] While more basic than other platforms 
like Unity, a multi-platform game development tool, or Scalar, an academically-developed 
nonlinear multimedia publishing platform, Twine offers a simplicity of form. The platform 
structure enables project designers to build a complete text-based game in a reasonable 
time with a minimal technical intimidation factor, and it contains the potential to personally 
customize and enhance projects further depending on technical skills. Platforms such as Twine 
and Scalar also lend themselves to projects that exist in multiple formats, as artists often work 
across other storytelling mediums including eBooks, printed books, and performance. 

In choosing Twine, this project is built with an accessible, experimental platform that promotes 
personal games. Game artist Anna Anthropy, who has created several notable projects in Twine 
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and written about the platform, stated in an interview on Games for Change, “All of my games 
tell stories. Many games stories are about a particular rule of the game: this game is about 
pushing blocks. This game is about shooting aliens. In my games the rules emerge from the 
story, to serve that story and to tell it as succinctly as possible.” [ Anthropy, Interview with Josh 
Spiro] Anthropy’s simple text and image-based games emphasize that what is at play is not the 
content of the game itself, but the way in which the player receives it. And this manipulation of 
straightforwards media and game form in turn reinforces the non-traditional content, enriching 
both the elements and the execution of the storytelling. Twine is an open platform for exploring 
the many ways that nonlinear, multimedia content can be crafted digitally, and particularly a 
platform that encourages a multi-vocal, self-publishing, accessible creative tools for stories not 
often heard. “The ability to work in an art form with the digital game’s unique capabilities for 
expression shouldn’t be restricted to a privileged (and profit-oriented) few. If everyone is given 
the means to work in an art form, then we’ll invariably see a much more  diverse, experimental, 
and ultimately rich body of work.” [Anthropy, Rise of the Videogame Zinesters, 21]

As another Twine user and game artist Porpentine writes, “Our engines shape our output. We 
can’t pretend that the history of game design has been designing on a blank canvas or a white 
page. The history of game design has been working with a canvas that screams at you and 
changes shape and rejects your strokes if they aren’t just right–working with machines. Not all 
of us want to become machines, some of us just want to have frank discussions with machines. 
Twine is the closest we’ve come to a blank page. It binds itself and it can bind itself along an 
infinite number of spines extending in any direction. It’s hard to visualize our problems and 
emotions when they get interrupted by code, but we know the feel of words. They’ve dwelt 
in us our whole life. They are alive and they want to come out. Twine is the invitation to be 
personal.”  [Porpentine, “Creation Under Capitalism and the Twine Revolution”] The use of 
Twine for personal narratives and game design has also made it a particularly compelling and 
accessible system for queer and trans artists and designers—not only as a tool for building, but 
also as a platform for creating a particular narrative that is both queer in content and in form. 

Beyond Twine, artists such as Anthropy promote this and other simple platforms or hacks 
and modifications of existing games and media content to create pieces that are often 
queer, political and subversive as both a means of personal expression and a reaction to the 
mainstream gaming industry’s inaccessibility to more marginalized voices. In one of her own 
games Anthropy takes on this theme of identity-targeted violence as a counter-narrative 
political response to LGBTQ-targeted violence. She details step by step instructions on how she 
made the game Gay Sniper using directly re-appropriated content from an anti-gay video made 
by the group ‘West Virginia 4 Marriage.’ In it, she repurposes the media and the message of a 
heteronormative, religiously conservative anti-LGBT internet video into a first-person shooter, 
where the main character turns against the reconstructed images, sounds and messages of 
the original film. “I want the player to have to consciously aim and shoot, to make her more 
complicit in the fantasy that the ‘West Virginia 4 Marriage’ video suggests, and that I am forcing 
the player to act out. By forcing the player to inhabit a political ideology—because that’s what 
games uniquely can do—I am pointing out how absurd it is.” [Anthropy, Rise of the Videogame 
Zinesters,  122]
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As more artists and developers gain access to the skills and technologies to design games and 
stories, the possibility for counter-narratives and non-mainstream projects to be developed 
also expands. Twine’s particular strength is in opening the possibility of game design and 
non-linear narrative in both form and content. It does so by allowing space to highlight the 
personal narrative that reflects a greater inclusion of artists and developers, challenging the 
exploration of historical and cultural production and digital identity. Artists like Anthropy 
and Porpentine don’t just tell their stories, they invite people into them. Gameplay becomes 
creating a relationship to the author’s experience, asking the player to understand and respect 
the differences, rather than the player assuming they now know the experience of the author 
themselves. Similarly, gameplay can often be about the player questioning their relationship to 
the content and the game world, while being immersed in it. 
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OVERVIEW :: BASIC BUILD 

[ 1 ]  PROJECT STRUCTURE 

This project is intentionally built in a technologially accessible form, with some modifying 
HTML5 and CSS on top of the standard Twine structure. The minimal, dense narative is 
organized into 14 sections. The narrative is crafted from the perspective of three individual 
characters—as three separate accounts of the same historical events and tangential personal 
experiences. So each node of the story that the reader visits represents one of the 14 sections, 
told from the perspective of one of the three characters. At a few key points, including the first 
page of the project, the character’s stories converge on a single page and then rebranch into 
different versions of the same story, depending on which link the reader chooses. Additionally, 
the story will load supplementary text such as fragments from news articles and web sources 
that enhance, verify or contradict the character’s stories. 

Each node of the story also loads an external .jpg illustration or short .mov movie file that 
correlates to the title and text of each page. Many of the nodes also loads an external 
two-minute .mp3 audio recording that enhancies the text and visual narrative. The audio 
content is made of original field recordings combined and edited into ambient sound pieces. 
The visual content is referenced from the both internet and personally created material. 
Comprised mainly of photographs, objects and screenshots, some of the visual content is hand 
hand-drawn and scanned, then all of it is inserted into the project as a digital illustration or 
short video piece. This reinforces the hack/ mod style of amateur game design that Anthropy 
mentions, and supports an aesthetic commentary on the rapid-cycling half-life of new media 
that disseminates into fallout of copies, memes, distortions, recontextualizations and eventual 
disintegrations. The hand-drawn, often simplified illustrations and slowly shifting images 
highlight certain connections in a style in opposition to an instant-gratification digital aesthetic. 

6. Twine storybuilding screenshot :: Trace 
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[ 2 ]  PROJECT WALK-THROUGH

From the title page, readers are directed to the first screen of the narrative. This page 
introduces the three main characters at the moment of 9/11, in the section titled “Between 
Magical Thinking and Failures of the Imagination.” There are three main narrative blocks that 
describe each character’s experience of the event. From here, players have the opportunity 
to make a decision as to which character’s story to follow. Selecting a link takes the reader 
deeper into the story of a single character, providing overlapping back stories for the first two 
characters and a move forward in time for the third character. This starts to introduce the 
reader to the ideas that there are three separate characters, and three separate perspectives, 
while also filing in some different details about their past and present circumstances. Certain 
elements start to noticeably repeat. In content, the repetition aids the reader in identifying a 
distinct character. In formal ways the repetition becomes familiar but changed revisitation of a 
place, or repetition that seems like a mistake. When readers visit the same moment in time from 
a different character’s perspective, the visual and audio remain the same but the text changes. 
Moving through the first part of the story, the reader must cycle through all three character’s 
initial narratives before hitting a screen where the threads converge and contradict. From this 
point forward the narratives fold in and out on themselves, taking the reader to distinct points 
in each character’s story, then cycling back to pages in more abstract and confusing ways. This 
gives the reader several opportunities to choose a different character’s narrative—all the way 
through to a distinct ending for each character. However, the character path the reader follows 
will determine their interpretation.

7. Trace screenshot 



Start page
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First character story section 1 Second character story section 1 Third character story section 1

 Main narrative node 1.1

Main narrative node 2
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First character story section 2 Second character story section 2 Third character story section 2

[ Story continues ]
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[ 2 ]  PROJECT WALK-THROUGH :: STORY EXCERPT LAYOUT EXAMPLE

8. Trace screenshots - project walk-though
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[ 3 ]  PROJECT INSTALLATION

The project is intended to be primarily web-based and accessible to online viewers. For an 
installation, the project is set up in a room with several digital formats for viewing, with 
accompanying illustrations on the wall that highlight some of the images and text from the 
story. The main method of accessing the story is through a desktop computer, set up at a table 
with three chairs, with the screen facing towards the door and away from the projection. The 
desktop is connected to a projector and speakers, which provide enhanced audio and visuals for 
the primary reader/ story navigator, and any other audience members viewing the content in 
the room. Several additional versions of the story are available on iPads, which readers can view 
while sitting on two couches framing the room, facing the main projection. This allows for an 
intimate, distinct and simultaneous viewing by multiple people at once. The illustrations provide 
an entry point for viewers to the digital content, acting as a preview for the story visuals and 
text that also highlight a more static, contemplative approach to select pieces of the project.

9. Trace MFA show installation
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CONTEXT :: Projects and Artists of Influence 

CONTEXT :: INTRODUCTION

Working at the intersection of non-linear narrative, interactive fiction and personal games 
means there isn’t always a clear trajectory of the bodies of work this piece is built on. Many 
of the works that influence this one are drawn from different, often experimental genres that 
contain facets of the hybrid aspects of this project. This section is a closer look at some of 
the contemporary artworks that inform this project, and some of the artists whose work and 
writing influences this text. 

Beginning with early non-linear texts and interactive games that are also personal, fictionalized 
narratives, I draw on both the hypertext fiction Patchwork Girl by Shelley Jackson and the 
interactive digital game Lorna by Lynn Hershman-Leeson as examples of fractured narratives 
that highlight the friction between identity and the storytelling mode. From there I jump into 
an examination of the more recent Twine platform, highlighting game format as an updated and 
more popularized form of interactive personal narrative. I focus on projects by two games artists, 
Anna Anthropy’s Queers in Love at the End of the World, and Dys4ia, and Porpentine’s Howling 
Dogs and Bellular Hexatosis, and I take into consideration the queer content and form of their 
games in relationship to my work. I detour a bit into the interactive documentary genre, to note 
Sharon Daniel’s Public Secrets and Natalie Bookchin’s Testament, and Now He’s Out in Public and 
Everyone Can See as examples of new media projects that incorporate multi-vocal narrative, 
internet sources, and politically themed content within a personal framework. Finally, in keeping 
with the ever-evolving, hybridized theme of new media narrative, I then look at Micha Cardenas’ 
multimedia fiction Redshift and Portalmetal as an intersection of non-linear political and personal 
narratives presented in the context of queer utopias, trans identities and science fictions.

One of the common denominators of this wide array of projects is that they are vocalizing a 
perspective that is, in general, not the most amplified historically, and that they bend or shift a 
genre to include their particular perspective. In addressing this I also acknowledge that these 
projects do not include all marginalized voices or identities, by far, but they often reflect the 
author’s personal identity in both content and form or attempt to include a multiplicity of voices 
and perspectives. 

CONTEXT ::  [ 1 ] DISSECTION TEXTS

Patchwork Girl, written by author Shelley Jackson, was published in 1995 by Eastgate Systems 
at a time when the internet was gaining traction as a social technology. It was an early attempt 
at hypertext fiction, one that gave particular weight to feminist perspectives of digitized 
human and textual bodies in virtual spaces. As a story written in pieces or nodes divided by five 
thematic sections, it required the reader to parse some form of a unified story based on their 
unique navigation through the hyperlinked pieces of text. It also included illustrations, and drew 
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on notable European and American fiction such as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, L. Frank Baum’s 
The Patchwork Girl of Oz, and academic theory. Both Jackson’s Patchwork Girl and Shelley’s 
Frankenstein grappled with the somatic impacts of the technological advancements of the day, 
from electricity to the internet, respectively. In particular, Jackson’s narrative was a continuation 
of the Frankenstein story, attempting to create a partner for Frankenstein’s monster in female 
form, patched together from the bodies of deceased and famous women, who then became the 
queer lover of the author herself within the fictional narrative. This hypertext, non-linear form 
became a popular framework for cyberfeminism in the 1990s, attempting a gendered approach 
to the written body of work as a series of interconnected parts that made up a particular 
whole —rather than a singular, linear text. Jackson’s piece was originally released on the classic 
3.5” floppy diskette, and an updated form was released for purchase on USB in 2014. [Grigar 
and Moulthrop, "Documenting the Experience of Early Digital Literature: Shelley Jackson's 
Patchwork Girl"]

About a decade earlier artist Lynn Hershman-Leeson constructed a project with similar themes 
and forms, which did not reach back to cut-up texts or Frankensteinian lineage, but did address 
the role of particularly gendered bodies in relationship to technology (as much of her work 
focuses on). Lorna, published in 1983 and billed as the “world’s first interactive video art disc,” 
was also a non-linear narrative but in television playable format. The audience navigates digital 
representations of physical objects in the agoraphobic character Lorna’s apartment, and in 
doing so learns her story through the object’s stories. As described on Hershman-Leeson’s 
website, “every object in Lorna’s tiny apartment has a number that when pressed, access 
sound and video information about Lorna’s fears and dreams as well as her personal history, 
conflicts and future. There are seventeen minutes of moving footage and 36 chapters which, 
when sequenced, differently infinitely shift meanings as they are recontextualized.” [www.
lynnhershman.com] Not only does the piece use non-linear narrative format, it also completely 

10. Lorna (Lynn Hershman-Leeson) still from installation 

http://www.lynnhershman.com/lorna/
http://www.lynnhershman.com/lorna/


[ 16 ]

disembodies this central character as an interconnected collection of objects and their histories 
that, when randomly reconnected, present an ever-shifting digital portrait. The piece was 
updated to DVD in 1994, highlighting the complications of archiving new media works as 
platforms change, and is currently only available for viewing in gallery and museum settings.

Both of these pieces play out themes of intellectual fascination with shifting digital frameworks, 
and physical discomfort or inability to locate one’s place, personal lineage and gender identity 
between the digital and physical worlds. As personal computers in the 1980s and the internet in 
the 1990s became more publicly available to people who could access them, these pieces carry 
a particularly white female voice, one with some access to technology of the day, trying to find 
representation in both content and structure in the development of new media. Building on this 
notion, the characters in Trace are particularly white voices attempting to identify themselves 
through relationship to a constantly shifting media landscape. Similar to Lorna, the character’s 
identities in Trace are also often displaced onto objects or places or events, conflating this 
grasping at identity with a disjointed sense of relationship and place. Rather than obscure 
the characters through narrative though, in Trace this functions an attempt to dislodge the 
characters from the validity of a fixed narrative. 

CONTEXT ::  [ 2 ] UNRAVELING PLATFORMS / UNCOVERING IDENTITY

Fast forward to the aught-teens (post-2012) era of non-linear fictions, and a generational 
jump has been made to game platforms. While some early video and computer games were 
primarily text based “choose your own adventure” style due to the digital storage and graphical 
limitations of technology, they have since developed to contain complex multi-character 
interactive narratives and lush, intricate graphical interfaces and soundscapes that surpass the 
cinematic elements of even some films today. So then why would people still want to develop 
minimally stylistic, text-centric games, particularly ones that address uncommon or unpopular 
themes? 

In an interview in The Guardian from 2013, Anna Anthropy stated, “The problem with games in 
general is that mainstream games are really depersonalised. They don’t really tell us a lot about 
the human condition. I mean, they can tell us about a small slice of the human condition, which 
is shooting aliens in the face… Or shooting other people in the face. But really I don’t… even 
in that area I feel like they don’t really tell us that much. I think that what I want to see more 
of in games is the personal – games that speak to me as a human being, that are relatable, 
which is the opposite of the big publisher games that I see. People who are creating personal 
games aren’t hundred-person teams, they are people working at home, making games with free 
software of their own experiences.” Anthropy goes on to iterate that she sees this kind of game 
making happening on the Twine platform, which is free and accessible to those with minimal 
coding experience. “And so I absolutely think that queer people and people of colour, and 
people who are outside the nerd status quo need to be involved in making games... Twine is this 
amazing queer and woman-orientated game-making community that didn’t even exist a year 
ago,” said Anthropy. [Anthropy, “Anna Anthropy and the Twine Revolution”]
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One game Anthropy is known for is perhaps one of the shortest, simplest, and deeply affective 
text-based games on Twine. Players arrive at the black page on their browser which contains 
one periwinkle hyperlink, “Begin.” After pressing the link they have all of ten seconds to play 
a game called Queers in Love at the End of the World. [www.auntiepixelante.com] Game play 
becomes a frantic navigation through a sexually and emotionally driven encounter between 
two people, an experience in which the player cannot read all of the text in one play as they 
head towards the inevitable erasure of the story. While the game can be played an unlimited 
number of times it can never be “won,” exactly, thus presenting the form of the game as 
being as crucial to the experience as the content itself, perhaps even more so. Many of 
Anthropy’s games present themes of failure or impossibility in seemingly everyday situations, 
highlighting a particularly common theme of the “queer failure” story that is replicated in the 
narrative form. While not explicitly political in its content, Queers in Love at the End of the 
World manages to encapsulate particularly poignant aspects of being queer and/ or trans in 
the world today, aspects that touches on fear of losing or not having access to loved ones, 
unattainable relationships, exclusion, rejection and failure in the moments that should contain 
the most intimacy and joy. Not that these aspects are exclusively queer, but that they are more 
common as a result of external experiences from the AIDS crisis, navigating homophobia and 
transphobia, and the difficulties of finding intimacy while inhabiting a queer and/or transgender 
body. Anthropy’s work asks players to navigate themes personal to the artist in an attempt to 
understand the effects of the issues addressed. 

Some of Anthropy’s other notable pieces include srs hrt, which collects “five totally relatable 
magical realist pieces on social media, The Trans Narrative, and [her] relationship to it.” [www.
auntiepixelante.com] While primarily in linear text form, these five vignettes weave together 
recognizable fairytale tropes updated with the intertwined difficulties of navigating trans bodies 
and digital identities. They call on the popularity of science fiction and fairy tales rewritten 
with a queer and trans flavor as a way to anchor a complicated and sometimes isolating 
narrative in a more identifiable, or even disarmingly whimsical form. This framework can be 
another useful means of conveying difficult information or broaching topics that touch on 
sensitive personal and political issues. It’s especially useful in the digital realm that often seems 
like a depersonalized arena of cyberbulling, call outs, doxing, trolling and extreme political 
messaging. Another well-known piece by Anthropy, Dys4ia, is a journal game about the six 
months of her life when she began hormone replacement therapy (HRT). Using simple colorful 
formats that mimic Tetris, Pong, or other recognizable classic games, combined with a brief 
on-point narrative, Anthropy guides the player through her story as a series of playable steps. 
It’s an illuminating and almost fun, fast-paced neon pixelated journey through an arduous and 
frustrating process. The game answers many of the trans 101 questions that non-trans people 
might have, and humanizes some of the complicated political aspects of the narrative through 
their delivery in a highly relatable, metaphorical form. For instance, a trip to the women’s 
restroom becomes like navigating a Pac-Man maze, or fielding hurtful comments and catcalls 
becomes a pong-like game where comments are blocked and deflected or responded to as the 
player gains confidence points. The text serves as a way to relate a highly personal experience 
presented in an accessible storytelling format with aesthetically enriching graphics and sound.  

http://www.auntiepixelante.com/endoftheworld/
http://www.auntiepixelante.com/endoftheworld/
http://www.auntiepixelante.com/endoftheworld/
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The influence from Anthropy’s work is many-fold. One, the use of queer form to emphasize the 
experience of the story, is an interest in developing Trace. The other is the dip into elements 
of impossible and humorous narrative or imagery as a way to both emphasize and offset the 
otherwise constant complexity and seriousness of the content. Yet another is this push to use 
free, accessible platforms that foster space for voices and stories on the margins. Finally, this 
emphasis on intertwining the personal and play, the request to ask the audience to relate to the 
character in the story and that character’s choices, rather than playing themselves in the avatar 
of a fantasized self, pushes the non-linear storytelling in game format towards understanding 
across genres, identities, histories and experiences. 

Similar themes abound in video game designer Porpentine Charity Heartscape’s work, 
another early Twine artist who specializes in hypertext games and interactive fiction. Many of 
Porpentine’s pieces delve into lush fictional narratives that draw on fantasy, history, and science 
fiction themes while elaborating on personal experience around mental health, transitioning, 
self-care and survival. Her award-winning Twine game Howling Dogs was published in 2012. 
[www.slimedaughter.com] In it, the reader navigates an unknown space with a narrator, made 
palpable in the simple black screen with white text and signature periwinkle Twine links. 
The narrative contains elements of consent, consistently asking the reader whether or not 
they support the narrator’s choices as a way to move through the text. Likewise, elements of 
self-care are built into the story—the reader cannot progress without eating, drinking, sleeping 
and visiting a “sanity room,” though evidence of the physical body and its needs often clutters 
the narrative and frustrates movement in the virtual space. Drawing on stories of witches and 
fantasy coming of age characters in magical realms, the narrative is at times violent, beautiful, 
contradictory and self-deprecating, with sections about “the art of shaming your assassin with 
self-composure,” or “the art of dying in the proper light.” There is often a constant repetition of 
text forcing the reader to experience it in a new context, or a forced return to certain passages 

11. Howling Dogs (Porpentine) screenshot from Twine piece 

http://slimedaughter.com/games/twine/howlingdogs/
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where the narrator’s relationship to the content changes over time. Overall the dense imagery 
in the sparse writing is quite captivating and palpable storytelling, and keeps the story moving 
even with the frustration of repetition and disorientation. 

As Porpentine writes about interactive fiction, “Hypertext is a design terrain of its own where 
traditional mechanics and puzzles don’t necessarily translate... The purpose of a puzzle is to 
provide resistance. For me, that resistance doesn’t need to be coercive or challenging, just 
interesting and aesthetic. We value resistance as a way to differentiate interactive fiction from 
fiction. A game fights back. Fighting back doesn’t have to be logical, traditional, or artificial.” 
[Porpentine, “Creation Under Capitalism and the Twine Revolution"] Indeed, through personal 
games are often categorized as a softer game aesthetic or casual game style, they are in many 
ways a strong resistance. A resistance in the form of asserting one’s subjectivity and experience 
in the world, or in breaking down structures that constrict and deny certain identities and ways 
of being in the world. 

Both Anthropy and Porpentine’s work often rely on fantasy as the relatable form in their pieces 
—giving readers and players established character tropes such as witches or fairies to build an 
allegorical structure towards understanding more contemporary situations. In some ways Trace 
attempts the opposite—creating a realistic, historically-based scenario with characters that can 
either be recognized or related to by most readers, then attempting to dissolve any singular 
understanding the reader may bring to their own memories and experiences of the events 
and characters described. It’s similar in attempting to be a resistance against assumptions, 
but different in that it is a resistance against the very aspects that might initially be relatable 
to some readers in the piece. In the queering of form this resistance also takes shape as a 
repetition—revisiting the same places or repeating information may initially appear as a 
mistake that questions what the reader really knows about the information in front of them. 
In Trace, the constant return to well-trod events and narratives told from different characters 
perspectives in different ways, or the unreliability for the narrative to match up with the images 
and sounds, becomes a resistance to the story that the reader might think they already know. 

CONTEXT ::  [ 3 ] PUBLIC PATCHWORK / INTERNET AS EVIDENCE

Various forms of interactive documentary and that draw on aspects of multi-vocal work and the 
use of public content as source material also inform this project. Media artist Sharon Daniel’s 
project, Public Secrets, “provides an interactive interface to an audio archive of hundreds of 
statements made by incarcerated women, which unmask the secret injustices of the war on 
drugs, the criminal justice system and the prison industrial complex.” [www.sharondaniel.net] 
Readers—encoutering the project in either installation or website form—are presented with a 
graphical interface resembling boxes or stairs or steps, depending on the category they choose 
to navigate. Each category is framed by a single sentence referencing a particular aspect of the 
prison industrial complex. Various quotes taken from personal interviews appear and disappear 
on the screen, inviting the reader to click to experience more. Each quote opens up a full audio 
and text based module of a multi-vocal narrative, one that weaves personal accounts about 

http://www.sharondaniel.net/#about-1
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experiences inside and outside prison from many different points of view, including those of 
the artist. Daniel describes the project as “an effort to engage the public in a critical dialogue 
about crime and punishment and challenge the assumption that imprisonment provides a 
solution to social problems.” [www.sharondaniel.net] The project offers the audience the 
opportunity to hear stories based on people’s direct experience, in a primarily text-based and 
audio format. Rather than laying out the story in a linear narrative that guides the audience 
through the topics addressed, or creating a framing narrative, viewers are given the opportunity 
to navigate the individual stories themselves. While audience members may not be exposed to 
all the information contained in a project as they might in a linear documentary, they are able 
to formulate their own interpretation of the story based on the ways they have pieced together 
the individual nodes. They are thereby able create their own unique narrative thread, and 
potentially open more channels for conversation about the topic. 

Daniel’s approach to the intersection of art and politics is in collecting a pool, or database of 
voices—voices not commonly prioritized or heard—for an audience to navigate and reach their 
own political conclusions. As Daniel writes, “In this work, my role is that of a context-provider. 
I provide the means, or tools that will induce others to speak for themselves, and the context 
in which they may be heard. I engage with groups of participants who live at the margins, 
outside the social order, and attempt to create a space for the assertion of their political 
subjectivity.” [Daniel, “On Politics and Aesthetics,” 217] Public Secrets becomes a platform 
for public articulation that relies on the strength of multiple voices to emphasize the story, 
rather than a unifying narrative voice or the artist’s individual experience. It is another kind of 
example of a non-linear collection of stories and information, which allows for greater nuance 
in understanding the unique individual experiences through juxtaposition. By providing a 
chorus of voices that both reinforce one another and distinguish individual experience, the 
database provides a suggested path for the audience to choose and consider, rather than a 
well defined road towards a definitive conclusion on a topic. “In the space circumscribed by 
subjectivizing speech and transformative understanding, there exists a productive tension 
between the particularities of individual histories that are, in one sense, the most compelling 
aspects of narrative persuasion, and the force capacity of the collective voice. Where one 
voice, an individual story, is intended to stand in for a class of subjects, there is a dangerous 
and disabling tendency to identify the subject as a case of a tragically flawed character or 
unusually unfortunate victim of aberrant injustice—rather than one among many affected by 
structural inequality. When multiple voices speak, in a manner that is intimate and personal, 
collective and performative, from the same experience of marginalization, the scale and scope 
of injustice is forcefully revealed.” [Daniel, “On Politics and Aesthetics,” 217] For Daniel, the 
power of the multi-vocal narrative is in reavealing structural inequality through a collection of 
narratives, rather than bolstering a bootstraps narrative that relies on the weight of individual 
responsibility. In Daniel’s work it is the form, not the content, that creates this framework, 
guiding readers towards a suggested interpretation through the artistic presentation. In Trace, 
there is also an interested in this shift towards form becoming a narrative frame, rather than 
just relying on content to contextualize the information presented. 

http://www.sharondaniel.net/#about-1
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Natalie Bookchin is another media artist whose work straddles the genres of games, interactive 
documentary and multi-vocal video work, as well as collaborative performance. Her more recent 
work culls content from YouTube clips and video diaries, gathering testimony on particular 
subjects ranging from poverty and social welfare, public/private space, and commentary around 
race, politics and identity. She edits videos downloaded from the internet of strangers speaking 
about a particular topic, and weaves them together to create a singular, disjointed narrative 
that connects on common words, ideas or gestures made by the people in the video. As a final 
piece, the narrative is in linear video form but meanders through the cut and paste snippets 
of the different videos to materialize a larger whole that both reinforces and contradicts itself 
as it tells a story, again emphasizing the complexity of individual voices speaking to a larger 
topic or structural issue. Though the audience does not choose the clips or the order in which 
they experience them, they are edited with a narrative through-line that is not based on a 
single story but a multiplicity of stories that can be presented as, but not resolved by, a singular 
narrative.

Testament, a multi-channel video installation composed of video chapters (2009 - ongoing) is 
described as a dialogic documentary. As detailed by Bookchin, “Testament presents a series of 
collective self-portraits made up of a montage of hundreds of found online video diaries, or 
‘vlogs.’ Each offers a collectively narrated meditation, story, or proclamation on a topic such 
as unemployment, sexual identity, and psychopharmacology. Clips are edited and sequenced 
like streams and patterns of self-revelation that flow and dissipate over space and time... The 
series reflects on the peculiar blend of intimacy and anonymity, of simultaneous connectivity 
and isolation in contemporary networked social relations.” [wwbookchin.net] A similar piece, 
described as a fractured narrative, Now He’s Out In Public and Everyone Can See, is a single video 
compilation of many online video diaries speaking about President Barack Obama compiled in 
2009-11 and released in 2017. Now He’s Out In Public and Everyone Can See addresses fraught 

12. Testament (Natalie Bookchin) screenshot of video installation

http://bookchin.net/projects/testament/
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conversations about race online, documenting the internet as a site of struggle and discord, and 
the poisonous and volatile moment of social media’s ascent as it intersected with beginning of 
Obama era, before Trayvon Martin, before Black Lives Matter, and before Trump. This was a 
period that some claimed would be “post racial” but instead ushered in a rise in expressions of 
overt racism and a backlash against a perceived threat of black publicness into spaces of power, 
historically and normatively constituted as white.”

Bookchin’s work is compelling for several reasons—one, the use of the internet as evidence, in 
the way she takes public testimony and uses it as an artistic medium. Two, that every story is 
contradictory, especially in the way that public opinion can distort, amplify, and conflate facts 
in the process of disseminating and sharing information. And three, that stories are often the 
same and simultaneously contradictory, pointing again towards the importance of multi-vocal 
and multi-story narrative as a means of untangling the many personal facets that are bound in 
a single structural issue. Now He’s Out In Public and Everyone Can See is particularly poignant 
evidence of how the public sphere of new media communications has exponentially amplified 
and often convoluted how narratives of identity, particularly around race, from a historic and 
current perspective—may be represented one way in a dominant media or historical narrative 
but are often perceived much differently within complex individual narratives. 

I aim towards documentary and fictional narrative projects that do incorporate a range of 
voices and experiences related by a single topic in my work. Trace, in particular, focuses on how 
multiple fictionalized perspectives around specific events function to enhance a complexity of 
understanding, while also broadening an individual audience experience of perspective beyond 
a commonly accepted historical narrative. In doing so I am interested in asking how playing 
with the structure of non-linear storytelling can illuminate the ways that different people can 
understand the same content very differently depending on order and context. 

CONTEXT ::  [ 4 ] SCIENCE FICTION SHIFTING

Another hybrid media shift also takes place between interactive, multimedia narrative and 
science fiction. Micha Cárdenas’ Redshift & Portalmetal is built in the Scalar e-publishing 
platform—similar to Twine, but developed mainly for academic publishing out of USC. The 
piece combines a sparse, hypertext fiction atop fullscreen video and sound loops to address 
present and possible future questions around climate change, border crossing and colonialism. 
From Cárdenas’ website, “Redshift & Portalmetal asks: as climate change forces us to travel 
to the stars and build new homes and families, how do we build on this land, where we are 
settlers, while working to undo colonization?” The story uses space travel as a lens through 
which to understand the experience of migration and settlement for a trans woman of color. 
Redshift & Portalmetal tells the story of Roja, whose planet’s environment is failing, so she has to 
travel to other worlds.” [micharoja.itch.io/redshift-and-portalmetal] Here, with an added twist 
of queer futurity, the experimental digital form meets the narrative possibility of navigating 
present problems through imagined trajectories for the future. 

https://micharoja.itch.io/redshift-and-portalmetal
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Set in a poetic, interactive game format, Redshift & Portalmetal is a personal narrative based on a 
series of choices to leave or stay, constantly shuffling time across the future and memories. The 
main character’s choices are also often mediated by the white, authoritative figures described 
in the story. The piece is as much an attempt to locate identity, culture and home within a 
shifting media landscape as it is a continual question of how not to repeat or relive injustices 
of history while building one’s identity, culture and home into the future. Unlike previously 
mentioned Twine games, in this piece the added layers of video and audio create a greater 
pause for the viewer, asking not only attention to the text but the space to contemplate the 
words within the bleak, looping video landscapes. The narrative also correlates social ideas of 
“diaspora, immigration and assimilation” as “hacks to the innumerable technologies of borders,” 
referencing how playing with the non-linear, modular form of the narrative itself is a hack to 
the dominant, linear narrative form that echoes colonial authority and control. [micharoja.itch.
io/redshift-and-portalmetal] It also flips the idea of technologies as social systems, instead 
recognizing social systems as technologies.

Similar to Trace, Redshift and Portalmetal plays with the non-linearity of the narrative to 
deconstruct linear divisions between past and present. This becomes an attempt to shift future 
narratives out of joint with historical cycles. Cárdenas piece emphasizes the importance of 
upholding certain individual and cultural narratives from the past, but as out of phase with 
authoritative narratives. Science fiction then becomes a less didactic examination of current 
social justice issues, utilizing a distance from the present to imagine outside the context of a 
given reality. Trace, on the other hand, attempts to unravel certain futures by questioning the 
authority of a dominant and primarily white American historical narrative of the past. This 
format of the non-linear, multimedia narrative game becomes a framework for correlating 
forms of identity with forms of social systems. Cárdenas uses the embodiment of the shifting 
individual trans identity as a parallel for social ideas of shifting, crossing, eliminating borders. 

13. Redshift and Portalmetal (Micha Cárdenas) screenshot from Scalar piece 

https://micharoja.itch.io/redshift-and-portalmetal
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OVERVIEW Part 02 :: Theory and Project Content

OVERVIEW ::  THEORY  ::  INTRODUCTION

This overview approaches the theoretical and artistic topics that this project engages with 
and explores. The first section attempts to parse how both media perspectives and platforms 
have shifted through new technologies, and examines how a non-linear structure can be used 
to resist controlling aspects of dominant narratives and dataveillance. The second section is a 
brief look at how identities and histories are represented and replicated through digital media, 
online representation and game culture. This includes a particular focus on race and the impact 
of technology colonialism on both content and structure. The third section follows by honing 
in on the impact of post-9/11 media on identity, representation and perspective. It is specifically 
oriented towards examining how this engages with queerness and nationality. The fourth and 
fifth sections question the function of queer retelling of stories and histories in a time of digital 
information saturation and constructed narratives, especially in relationship to historical and 
political content. 

OVERVIEW ::  THEORY  ::  [ 1 ] FREEFALL / FEEDBACK 
How New Media Operates as a Platform and a Perspective for Information

Trace operates as an examination of divergent personal narratives across generations and across 
points of view. It is also an examination of how new media operates as a perspective and as a 
platform for information.

As a platform, new media has significantly shifted over the last 30 years. The general means of 
ingesting information has gone from a standardized, physically based linear form—such as a 
family gathered around a television to view the nightly news, or business people all reading the 
same printed newspaper on their daily commute—to an individually curated, digitally-based 
hypertextual experience of media feeds and social networks mediated by personal computers 
and smartphones. This distinguishes the experience of information in several ways. It is no 
longer just a one-way flow which serves as a more standardized message. Instead, it becomes 
more of an exchange (though one mediated by a certain hierarchy of access). This individual 
access to a wider range of sources, outlets and opinions creates a disparity and diversity of 
messaging. Recently though, there has been a greater trend towards the personal media bubble, 
where one selectively experiences information based on a combination of algorithms, social 
networks, and personal preference—thereby cycling back to a more standardized message, 
though in this case people can experience wildly different standardized messaging on identical 
topics. More importantly though, the democratization of access to the means of creating 
media, and to media platforms, allows for a much wider range of voices and experiences to 
become publicized. As media scholar Anna Everett writes, “First, viral media have enabled 
media consumers and political activists to become savvy media producers as well as informed 
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consumers... Second, traditional media industries have rapidly incorporated viral media 
tactics into their hegemonic process” [Everett, “Have We Become Postracial Yet?” 147]. This 
undermines the authority of the singular news story or dominant narrative, but it can be used 
just as readily to manipulate public information as it can to create access to previously unheard 
voices. It is then in the perspectives new media provides where the effect of this platform shift 
can be further explored. 

As a perspective, new media is a persistent shifting through a constant stream of information, 
in the telephone game of memes and remixes, the immediacy of viral social media updates, the 
cycling of 24-hour news and more. It also has the capacity to disorient through its spatial and 
temporal compression of information. While this new media perspective is a departure from 
the traditional authority of major news outlets controlling the narrative, resulting in a more 
horizontal media playing field, there is another technological shift that new media has offered 
that actually creates a greater verticality. The new media perspective of the visualization 
of modern war, as noted by Hito Steyerl, “is a proxy perspective that project delusions of 
stability, safety, and extreme mastery onto a backdrop of expanded 3D sovereignty.” [Steyerl, 
The Wretched of the Screen, 26] It is a top down, screen mediated spectacle, often focused 
on the power of machines than the vibrance of people, place and culture. The dehumanized, 
abstracted images of the night bombing of Bagdad during the first Gulf War are an example of 
this perspective. But Steyerl goes on to observe that this sterile, aerial view and linear narrative 
also become a means of its own fracturing when the chaos of truth or the carnage of history 
becomes revealed beneath. This concept could be applied to the uncovering of the horror of 
war in a technological age, demonstrated by the 2010 “Collateral Murder” drone footage leak 
by Chelsea Manning, originally recorded from the 2007 Baghdad airstrikes. It also works in the 
greater availability of a multiplicity of historical narratives from marginalized voices, accounts 
that offer something other than the colonial narrative of conquest. “But if new views from 
above recreate societies as free-falling urban abysses and splintered terrains of occupation, 
surveilled aerially and policed biopolitically, they may also – as linear perspective did – carry the 
seeds of their own demise within them. As linear perspectives begin to tumble down with the 
sinking bodies of slaves thrown into the ocean, for many people today the simulated grounds of 
aerial imagery provide an illusionary tool of orientation in the condition in which the horizons 
have, in fact, been shattered. Time is out of joint and we no longer know whether we are 
objects or subjects as we spiral down in an imperceptible free fall.”  [Steyerl, The Wretched of the 
Screen, 26] The spectacle of authority becomes its own demise in the widespread democratic 
application of media representation. 

Yet this disorienting capacity of new media can become its own conflict as well. This 
perspective also operates in a temporal timeframe of continual crisis, itself a driving force 
of neoliberalism and war machines. As new media theorist Wendy Hui Kyong Chun writes, 
“The slipperiness of new media—the difficulty of engaging it in the present—is also linked to 
the speed of its dissemination... This constant repetition, tied to an inhumanly precise and 
unrelenting clock, points to a factor more important than speed—a nonsimultaneousness of 
the new.” [Chun, “The Enduring Ephemeral, or the Future is a Memory,” 148] Temporality of 
new media can become a temporality of authority, always putting people in a place of reaction 
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rather than analysis, always refreshing the same, dominant image as something new but never 
changing. To apply her argument to the use of new media in a non-linear, historical narrative 
project, one resistance to the cycle of the constant feed is fostering narratives of collective 
contemplation - to revisit relationships to the self and the collective as a shifting, growing 
form, rather than a singular, dominant, constantly rehashed but unchanging narrative. In a later 
text Chun revisits the conflation of memory as storage that new media fosters, arguing that 
“we need a politics of fore-giving that combats the politics of memory as storage, that fights 
for the ephemeral and fights not only for the right to be forgotten but also the right not to be 
stored in the first place. This reengagement with memory also entails a change in our habits of 
using – and our refusal of designs that undermine habituation by turning habits into forms of 
addiction, a refusal of undead information that renders us into zombies. It means inhabiting and 
discovering how our habits collect, rather than divide, us.” [Chun, Updating to Remain the Same, 
172] 

One argument Chun presents to support this idea is a fight for the right to be vulnerable and 
not attacked, rather than existing in a “security” culture that treats what should be public 
information as a leak. [Chun, Updating to Remain the Same, 13] Put another way, that rather than 
accept a white, patriarchal, bourgeouis notion of safety, Chun suggests people should instead 
fight for the collective right to loiter in public. [Chun, Updating to Remain the Same, 17] Chun 
is specifically applying this argument of vulnerability to instances of political information being 
publicly accessible rather than protected in the name of security or collected in the name of 
surveillance, and for privacy not to be defined by a relationship to exposure and risk of safety. 
New media can potentially contain a strength of collective reframing, creating spaces to step 
out of systems of control and take positions that asks the power structure to accept it, rather 
than the other way around.

As an examination of how new media operates as a platform for information, the ways in which 
information is delivered through the narrative in Trace references the technologies of the time. 
The first Gulf War is experienced by family members together in front of a television. The 
events of 9/11 are referenced as both a televised an internet-accessible event, with the narrative 
set against the visual background of a news webpage analyzing the impact of this moment, 
15 years later. Landlines in living rooms and payphones in crowded bars become cellphones 
capturing the sounds and images of compounding protests out in the streets. Youtube videos of 
people documenting the reenactment of a war that hasn’t fully ended become the backdrop for 
the narrative of a settler-colonial family tree. In this way, dated technology that seems obsolete 
or out of place becomes a frame for the information displayed. 

In examining new media as a perspective, the narrative, images and sound elements of Trace 
are often out of alignment. Chronologically, the narrative modules follow wandering paths that 
revisit the same places from different points of view. Visually, the images are often not direct 
representations of the events or places described. Sometimes the exact same image is described 
by different text. Other times the images fade in and out of one another, loop and repeat, take 
on a variety of perspectives and scales that contradict a comprehensive, minimal and modern 
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design structure. Aurally, the sound often does not correlate with the narrative or the image, 
but sometimes references other elements that have been included or referenced in the visual 
and text narratives. Trace does not attempt one different perspective, but borrows from many in 
the spirit of media saturation. 

This project attempts to use the ways digital information is exponentially archived, accessible, 
recordable, reformatted, multiplied and compared as a particular way of examining history. In 
doing so, Trace is an attempt at deconstructing American mythologies—especially of nostalgia, 
heroism of war, nationalism and settler-colonialism, and home. 

OVERVIEW ::  THEORY  ::  [ 2 ] IDENTITY AND NEW MEDIA
How Identities and Histories are Represented and Replicated 
in New Media Content and Systems

The perspective of new media has shifted through content production and means of delivery. 
And while the platforms have also changed, the demographics of people creating those 
platforms and systems and the content on them haven’t always changed accordingly. This raises 
a complicated question of how identities and histories are both represented and replicated 
through new media.

The ways that identity—particularly race and gender—are expressed and treated in digital 
spaces, is a central topic in the work of Professor of Media and Cinema Studies Lisa Nakamura. 
As Nakamura writes, “While computer mediated communications and digital telecommu-
nications have been praised for their ability to let users experience a colour-blind social 
environment, hate speech, racist imagery and other anti-social behavior that are found in virtual 
worlds and other online social spaces are surely forms of electronic micro-aggression... [this] 
digital micro-aggression is symptomatic of larger tendencies. Though overt forms of racism, 
xenophobia and gender oppression in the ‘real world’ are still all too common, micro-racism 
and sexism tend to be discounted as not real, but rather part of a virtual world.” [Nakamura, 
“Race and Identity in Digital Media,” 336-7] Nakamura points towards interactive components 
of digital realms, not so much the structures and architects of technological systems, as arenas 
for racism, sexism and homophobia to flourish because they are replications of ‘real world’ 
personalities without the embodiment and consequences of physical space. As much as people 
can try on different avatars and identities online, for various complicated reasons, so too can 
they exist in anonymous or detached social interactions where people can express a range 
of hate speech without fear of repercussion. Many digital environments—from networked 
gaming spaces to social media—create space for harmful online interactions without adequate 
frameworks for content moderation or defense from online harassment. They can thus serve 
to reinforce, rather than be removed from, preexisting social stereotypes and identity-based 
oppression.  

Anna Everett examines the particular intersection of racial identity in digital media and its 
political implications in her essay “Have We Become Postracial Yet?” Everett dissects the 
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rapidly shifting digital landscape that both facilitated Obama’s presidency and also instigated 
significant social backlash. This historical moment served to reveal how not-postracial the 
internet—and indeed American society—is, given the equally disturbing rise of hate groups and 
cyberbulling in the wake of the Obama era. Everett cites many specific examples as to why it 
is even more necessary than ever to not only examine and understand identity on the internet, 
but also to be particularly aware of historical moments that replicate and reveal the implications 
of this current moment. “At stake in this discussion is a convincing argument for why we need 
to attend to the hows and whys of media matters in our emergent digital democracy. Central 
to this interventionist approach is a desire to understand especially how digital democracy 
matters for contemporary race relations, in general, and its visible benefit/threat dialectic in 
the phenomenal rise of Senator Barack Obama as the first (and potentially the last, for a long 
while) African-American or black president of the United States of America. It is as though we 
may be living through a sort of Reconstruction 2.0 contemporary zeitgeist similar to that of our 
post-Civil War past, wherein racially inclusive political power was shared temporarily if only to 
be followed by a horrifically repressive post-Reconstruction era of racial violence and terror of 
staggering proportions.” [Everett, “Have We Become Postracial Yet?” 159] History, in particular, 
is definitively not removed from digital spaces, despite the new media temporal effect of a 
timeline disassociated from context. 

As historical and social problems continue to be recycled and amplified across digital platforms, 
so a shift towards a greater understanding of how history impacts digital environments, 
content production, and technological systems becomes of great concern. The relative 
newness of internet technology can have the effect of displacing it from historical context, 
with the effect of seeming like a relatively innocent or politically neutral framework. Cultural 
historian of technological invention and innovation Rayvon Fouché writes extensively about 
race and technology, particularly the parallel relationship of African-Americans to technological 
development in the United States. Fouché warns against ‘historical reduction’ that erases 
the struggle and biases within technological development. Working extensively with the 
specific example of Black inventors, Fouché writes, “More importantly, inscribing a narrow 
understanding of black inventors into our collective knowledge of African-American people 
curtails more important discussions about the historical and contemporary meanings of 
technology within American society and culture at large. It also over-emphasizes technology as 
unequivocally good and a non-socially or culturally constructed object.” [Fouché, “From Black 
Inventors to One Laptop Per Child"]

Technological systems can serve, through rapid-cycling temporalities, to confuse the past out 
of the present. They can operate to culturally neutralize whiteness by representing it as the 
social normal. A new media that seeks to dismantle this is inherently democratic in form, design 
and content. It includes a multiplicity of voices that undermines a dominant homogenous 
narrative, that fosters visibility as a means of safety, that acknowledge conflicting, competing, 
contradictory narratives and attempts to recognize their complexity rather than streamline 
them into a singular packaged form. It does not seek confusion with the intent to hide, but 
rather complexity to parse a continual pileup of inequality that shapes the present moment. 
Rather than seeing the spaces of new media as free from history and identity, it forces an 
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acknowledgement that they are a result and shaper of both. As Everett writes, “It is important 
to highlight how race and ethnicity get re-presented, remixed, recoded, redeployed, known and 
understood generally in digital media interactions and transactions, such as in game play, online 
databases, friendship/ social networks, blogs, grassroots community organizing, listservs, Ims 
or SMS, hate speech, etc... In some ways we have overcome the divisive identity politics of the 
past, but in more structural and institutional ways, not so much.” [Everett, “Have We Become 
Postracial Yet?” 165]

In attempting acknowledge work against “de-historicization” and “post-racial representation” 
in digital spaces, Trace is not an attempt to recycle historical trauma, but to recontextualize the 
whiteness of historical narratives as such within a constantly shifting digital framework. The 
project does not attempt to amplify historically marginalized narratives, but it does attempt 
to deconstruct and question historically amplified narratives. These histories continue to play 
out in digital spaces, as Everett discusses in-depth in her essay, specifically around the digital 
backlash to the Obama Presidency. While many of the events of Trace’s narratives seem already 
well-played in the media, there is also a sense of how the underlying themes keep being 
revisited across media forms and across generations. Again, an advantage of the recent state 
of publicly accessible media saturation is this ability to continually be able to record, revisit, 
compare, collect and analyze these many nuanced forms of representation and documentation 
—to start to compress and reveal certain cycles and dismantle certain mythologies, and to move 
beyond them. 

OVERVIEW ::  THEORY  ::  [ 3 ] IMAGINITIVE GEOGRAPHIES   
Post 9/11 Media Content and Social and Systemic Shifts 
 
An enduring historical moment that shifted media representation was the attacks of September 
11, 2001. Not only did the door become open for blanket surveillance and investigation by US 
law enforcement and national security, it also became a media shift in the massive creation of 
nationalist, xenophobic and Islamophobic imagery, and a ratcheting up of drone warfare and the 
spectacle of technologically detached combat. It is another example, similar but distinct from 
what Everett describes, of a rise in media backlash in response to a historically pivotal moment.

A particularly pivotal era in the struggle for LGBTQ rights and visibility was also intersected 
by this moment. Coming on the heels of the AIDS crisis in the 1980s, and before the repeal of 
Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell in 2010 and the legalization of gay marriage in 2015, parts of LGBT culture 
shifted towards assimilation and acceptance as a form of safety. This served to pinkwash a 
movement by focusing on primarily white, normative values as central to the struggle for gay 
rights—distancing it from the intersectional struggles of race, class, and gender, and focusing 
solely on the battle for legal rights based on sexual identity. [Shulman, The Gentrification of the 
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Mind] This also became and era of greater media visibility—first of gay and lesbian couples, and 
more recently of transgender individuals and their families. 

What brings these two moments together is a concept well-explored by Jasbir K. Puar, who 
compares a primarily white “homonationalism” in media representation post-9/11 as advertising 
a desire to be accepted, in direct contrast with the vilification of Muslims through representing 
an entire complex and diverse religious group through simplified and perverse homosexual 
imagery in the media. The contradictions of this complex representation rely on an essential 
vilification of homosexuality to be accepted by gay people in an effort to declare themselves 
patriotic, upstanding citizens. It an enforcement of a singular, dominant narrative of acceptable, 
white homosexuality in contrast to what Puar refers to as ‘terrorist assemblages.’ [Puar, Terrorist 
Assemblages, 216-222] This also becomes another form of privacy as public information, a false 
and non-consensual outing that relies on isolating visibility and vulnerability. These images 
remain, like the towers falling, visuals most people can’t unsee. 

In reference to this contradiction, Puar writes, “Mapping forms of US homonationalism, vital 
accomplices to Orientalist terrorist others, instructively alludes to the ‘imaginative geographies’ 
of the United States. Derek Gregory, reeworking Edward Said’s original framing, describes these 
geographies as fabrications, “combining ‘something fictionalized’ and ‘something made real’ 
because they are imaginations given substance. What I take from this definition is that certain 
desired truths become lived truths, as if they were truths, thus producing material traces and 
evidence of these truths, despite what counter-evidence may exist. In other words, Gregory 
argues, imaginative geographies are performative: they produce the effect that they name and 
describe. Importantly, imaginative geographies endeavor to reconcile otherwise irreconcilable 
truths: they are mechanisms of, in Freudian terms, disavowal. It is through imaginative 
geographies produced by homonationalism, for example, that the contradictions inherent in the 
idealization of the United States as a properly multicultural heteronormative but nevertheless 
gay-friendly, tolerant, and sexually liberated society can remain in tension. Despite the obvious 
unevenness of sexual and racial tolerance across varied US spaces and topographies of identity, 
it nonetheless exists as a core belief system about liberal mores defined within and through the 
boundaries of the United States.”  [Puar, Terrorist Assemblages, 39-40] People want to believe 
the contradictions, even at the expense of their own well-being, if it gives them a sense of 
belonging. People want to deny a greater social injustice, even at the expense of working on a 
solution, if it gives them a sense of personal safety. This concept of “imaginative geographies” 
seems to be consistently played out in the United States, to this day, evidenced in the many 
different ways the stories of place, belonging, civil rights and political agendas are played out 
on the media and interpreted through varied ideological lenses of a divided public. And, as Puar 
and Nair identify, it is still relevant in the tension between assimilation and LGBTQ identity, 
often rooted in some version of war—be it a physical war or a political war. 

This shift is articulated in the narrative of Trace as the some characters move from a complete 
lack of acceptance of queerness towards an acceptance of a homosexual identity that complies 
with heteronormative ideas. It is acceptance that arises not out of personal relationship but out 
of media representation, one that is driven to preserve the family unit in the face of a greater 
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unknown. This further complicates the issue of media as potential misrepresentation in the 
name of safety, of utopia existing in the everyday—but whose everyday? As media promotes 
a liberal acceptance of gay culture, queer aesthetic, trans visibility—this is pitted against a 
conservative rejection and even fear of gay sexuality, queer politics, trans embodiment in public 
spaces. The imaginative geography becomes the digestible, palatable surface story, with the 
more complicated geography of reality buried beneath.

In Trace the imaginative geographies are also often represented physically as a means of reveal. 
Several of the time-based images represent changing landscapes—often the slow cycles of 
settlements, industrialization, and gentrification that reshape the story of a place. But this 
physicality is still rooted in a denial of only accepting what one wants to see on the surface, 
rather than understanding the complicated layers beneath. Again, the simultaneity of new 
media can work to uncover the surface of the present through the exponential recording, 
aggregation, and collection of information. Collected and compared, this can allow for 
more anachronistic experiences that unfold a multiplicity of stories in one place, or clarify a 
multiplicity of identities in one form—an acknowledgement of complexity and contradictions. 
The science fiction aesthetic of the technological overlay creates this by allowing for multiple 
forms of information and knowing to happen at a single point, rather than only one singular 
idea of a place or one singular storyline to be experienced at a time. An extension of this is 
how social media timelines and hypertext navigations function—with time and place and linear 
stories out of joint, readers can be more exposed to a dense media geography that holds all the 
complications at once to connect and compare. 

OVERVIEW ::  THEORY  [ 4 ]  A QUESTION OF THE QUEER RETELLING OF STORIES 
+ NO BOUNDARIES / NO BINARIES / ON CONTRADICTIONS 

This leads to a complication of the queer retelling of histories in new media. For one, how does 
the reader parse out the complications of imaginative geographies, so that storytelling is a form 
of resistance against the dominant narrative, rather than a tool of spinning misinformation as a 
form of control? For another, queer retellings of history have been about reclaiming historically 
denied identities in their content, and about denying mainstream representations in their form. 
So can that form be a useful means of telling a story without becoming normalized? 

In many ways this is the appeal of the hypertext form for this project—revised from its 
early attempts in the mid-1990s—it becomes a means of understanding a way of navigating 
unnavigable technological information. Twine games often carry a sense of being lost, or 
incomplete, or overwhelming, or cryptic and lacking a full reveal of information. They carry the 
feel of the constantly shifting horizon to the always new information of the internet, but lack 
the control for the reader to move outside a prescribed set of information or rules that is often 
hidden or modular in form. 

Bonnie Ruberg articulates that the application of queer theory or a queer aesthetic adds a layer 
of social justice around identity and form to the growing and culturally relevant field of games. 
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[Ruberg, www.ourglasslake.co] Ruberg argues that queer games are often centered on affect, 
and are more about how the player feels than about accomplishing goals or completing tasks. 
They write about the queer potential of games that disrupt the very idea of what people first 
consider when thinking about digital game—games that are slow, or no fun, or can’t be won, or 
even physically painful to play—games that consider the relationship between game and player 
as much as, or perhaps even more than, the game itself. As Ruberg writes about the particular 
experience of pain and gameplay, “When it comes to video games, I believe that experiences 
that feel bad rather than good have a superlative value that is at once illustrative and political. 
They demonstrate in particularly legible terms how gameplay experiences can and do manifest 
on the bodily level of players.” [Ruberg, “Pixel Whipped,” 71] Their response to an early 
encounter with VR elicits a similar observation, though perhaps without it being the primary 
intent of the game maker—that game play actually created a physical reaction of nausea that 
prominently altered the way the content was received. Porpentine’s Bellular Hexatosis creates 
a similar affect—the game’s content is based around finding a “cure” for an unknown sickness 
and how queer bodies interface with the world—and (at least for me) leaves the player with a 
physical feeling of vertigo and even nausea from game play. While many mainstream games and, 
increasingly, serious games or games focused on social justice, do seem to be built with a goal 
of empathy—queer games as she describes them are open to a range of much wider emotional 
and intellectual responses.

Queer games might come as a surprise to users as they may be hard, intense, embarrassing, 
even uncomfortable to play. In building this project I have wondered how to gauge the ways 
that will readers encounter Trace. Will they feel offended by the information, accustomed 
to the story and bored with being told it again, implicated in the history, shamed into facing 
something they know but don’t want to do anything about, defensive in identification with 
certain characters or storylines? What are they left with in “playing” this game? 

In the introduction to her book The Transreal, Micha Cárdenas describes this moment: “In Fall 
2004, a senior aide to George W. Bush said in an interview with The New York Times Magazine, 
‘We’re in an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality. And while you’re 
studying that reality—judiciously, as you will—we’ll act it again, creating other new realities... 
We’re history’s actors... and all of you will be left to just study what we do.’ The aide was 
later identified as Karl Rove.” Cárdenas goes on to state, “While the writing here will examine 
methods that contemporary artists are using to create and manipulate realities, the goal is not 
merely to explicate the fine details of an avant-garde art practice aimed at an insular audience 
of art scholars and practitioners... the goal is to learn from contemporary artists’ work in 
developing avant-garde forms of media in order to be able to more effectively critique and find 
political agency in a world whose ground seems to be constantly shifting and being redefined 
by the likes of Karl Rove. The goal is ultimately to be able not only to respond to the changing 
shape of reality, but to initiate change as well.” [Cárdenas, The Transreal, 23]

Cárdenas’ account could very well be applied to the current (2017) administration’s similar, 
though less polished, assertions. Similar to Puar’s application of “imaginative geographies” to 
media representation and assimilation,  Cárdenas’ introduction gets at the heart of the issue 

http://ourglasslake.com/
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of interest in this project. How do artists, especially artists working within experimental forms, 
use ideas like non-linear storytelling and queer narrative form to examine and shift historically 
oppressive narratives? Especially when those narratives can originate from a similar means 
of retelling histories—but towards the very different end of a singular narrative control, in 
opposition to multi-vocal, multi-cultural, multimedia inclusive narratives. Trace is one attempt 
to respond to this question—perhaps not answer it, but to address it—in both content and 
form. 
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CONCLUSION 

CONCLUSION :: MFA EXHIBIT AND BEYOND 

As an installation, Trace was set aside in its own room as an invitiation for audience members to sit with 

the story. The drawings and text on the wall proved a more accessible entry point for the work, giving 

people a taste of the content and imagery in the piece before accessing the full project. An active, public 

space can be a difficult venue for a non-linear multimedia story that takes some time to absorb, especially 

with the added expectation for digital media to provide instant gratification. Public reactions ranged 

from impatience or irritation with the content and confusion with the format, to reflective reading and 

thorough exploration of the text, video and sound. Beyond the initial inquiries around media shift, queer 

structure and digital identities, many questions arose for me in the process of making and showing this 

work and engaging audience members on their experience of the piece. 

How do I make a story accessible to a wider audience without watering down content? 

It was a challenge to try to write from different perspectives around particular issues and politicized 

events. Parts of this narrative felt uncomfortable to present—I didn’t want the multiple points of view 

to be confused with my personal perspective, but I did want the flexibility of storytelling to examine 

different opinions about events and topics. In changing the first page of the project to be the section titled 

“Between Magical Thinking and Failures of the Imagination,” I was able to highlight the three divergent 

character persepctives from the start, which was an advantage to using the non-linear hypertext form. The 

goal was to create a more ambiguous, and potentially more accessible entry point for the story, while still 

maintaining a potent opening section that clearly framed the project themes. 

14. Trace screenshot
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How do I tell a story that has a specific political message and stays true to multiple individual experieces?  

In documentary form, I’ve encountered the challenge of how to address a specific agenda while remaining 

true to individual experiences, especially when the personal narrative doesn’t neatly fit proposed solutions 

to the topic at hand. To expand this, I’d like to consider different ways to weave a multi-vocal narrative 

that draws from interviews or stories from several subjects and focus on form, rather than just content, to 

frame the message.

How do I push the boundaries of content and form in the way multimedia, multi-vocal stories can be told? 

In the course of this program I’ve been able to expand my range of media options for storytelling—to 

include video, sound, data visualization and writing, in addition to print and web-based forms. As an artist 

and a designer this gives me a greater flexibility in approaching narrative structure across media and across 

platforms. One of the challenges in creating work like this is how to hold audience attention—creating 

aspects of discovery and engagement that can encourage people to explore the project in full. I believe 

that working with multiple media styles and flexible, creative forms can offer a means of engagement that 

allows for depth in project content as well as interactive capacity for audience interest.

How do I work from the affective qualities of a piece, and make serious topics engaging and compelling enough 

for people to want to learn from? 

Focusing on a narrative structure that’s short and tightly written, yet creates a sense of curiousity without 

being too vague was also a challenge. The inclusion of excerpts from news articles was an attempt to 

balance the personal narrative with some analysis, and to create some tension between the emotional 

truths and the historical context of the story itself. I think a mixture of brief, detailed narrative accounts 

of each character that referenced each other in different ways yet left room open for interpretation added 

to reader engagement. Balancing the imagery and content to be a mixture of humorous, uncomfortable, 

direct and obilque kept the narrative from being too straightforward. I think I could push the time-based 

imagery further to be more visually narrative to keep viewers on each page or section longer. 

Trace is a process piece that informs my practice, one that pushed me to examine how I work with political 

ideas and narrative form. In creating this piece, my intent was to experiment with non-linear, multimedia 

storytelling that was not overly didactic or agenda driven, but did confront challenging political topics 

through a lens of personal storytelling. It also allowed me to experiment with a variety of storytelling 

mediums such as video, interactive/web, sound and text in new ways. As an artist working in media 

activism and in social justice communications, as well as multimedia narrative and installations, I’m 

interested in applying the interactive documentary form towards work with communities and issues I’m 

directly or tangentially connected to. I intend to take these questions, as well as a broader range of media 

skills, into my work moving forward. 



[ 36 ]

WORKS CITED

BOOKS

Anthropy, Anna. Rise of the Videogame Zinesters: How Freaks, Normals, Amateurs, Artists, 
Dreamers, Dropouts, Queers, Housewives, and People Like You Are Taking Back an Art Form. 
New York: Seven Stories Press, 2012.

Cárdenas, Micha. In The Transreal: Political Aesthetics of Crossing Realities, Zach Blas and 
Wolfgang Schirmacher, eds. With Amy Sara Carroll, Ricardo Dominguez, Brian Holmes, 
Elle Mehrmand, James Morgan, Allucquere Rosanne Stone, Stelarc. New York and Dresden: 
Atropos Press, 2011.

Chun, Wendy Hui Kyong. Updating to Remain the Same: Habitual New Media. Cambridge, MA 
and London: The MIT Press, 2016. 

Muñoz, Jose Esteban. Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer Futurity. New York and 
London: New York University Press, 2009. 

Puar, Jasbir K. Terrorist Assemblages: Homonationalism in Queer Times. Duke University Press, 
Durham and London. 2007.

Schulman, Sarah. The Gentrification of the Mind: Witness to a Lost Imagination. Berkeley, CA: UC 
Press, 2012.

Stereyl, Hito. The Wretched of the Screen. Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012.

ARTICLES

Anthropy, Anna. “Anna Anthropy and the Twine Revolution.” The Guardian Games blog. April 
2013. https://www.theguardian.com/technology/gamesblog/2013/apr/10/anna-anthropy-
twine-revolution

Anthropy, Anna. Interview with Josh Spiro: "Anna Anthropy: Games should share an idea, 
not rob us of time and money". Games for Change, 2012. http://www.gamesforchange.
org/2012/03/anna-anthropy-interview/

Bryan-Wilson, Julia. “Aftermath: Two Queer Artists Respond to Nuclear Spaces.” In Scott, 
Emily Eliza and Swenson, Kristen, eds., Critical Landscapes: Art, Space, Politics.  Oakland: 
University of California Press, 2015.

Cárdenas, Micha. "Shifting Futures: Digital Trans of Color Praxis." Ada: A Journal of Gender, New 
Media, and Technology, No.6. 2015. http://scalar.usc.edu/works/shifting-futures-micha-
cardenas/index

Chun, Wendy Hui Kyong. "The Enduring Ephemeral, or the Future is a Memory." Critical Inquiry 
35, The University of Chicago, 2008.

Daniel, Sharon. "The Database: An Aesthetics of Diginity." In Database Aesthetics, Victoria 



[ 37 ]

Vesna, ed. Minnesota University Press, 2007. http://artsites.ucsc.edu/sdaniel/bordertech/
publications/DBA_essay.pdf

Daniel, Sharon. "On Politics and Aesthetics: A case study of 'Public Secrets' and 'Blood Sugar.'" 
In Studies in Documentary Film: iDocs special edition, Volume 6, Issue 2, Judith Aston, 
Jonathan Dovey and Sandra Gaudenzi eds. 2012.  
http://artsites.ucsc.edu/sdaniel/on_politics_and_aesthetics.pdf

Everett, Anna. “Have We Become Postracial Yet? Race and Media Technology in the Age of 
President Obama.” In Race After the Internet, Nakamura, Lisa and Peter A. Chow-White, 
eds. New York and London: Routledge, 2012.

Fouché, Rayvon. "From Black Inventors to One Laptop Per Child: Exporting a Racial Politics 
of Technology." In Race After the Internet, Nakamura, Lisa and Peter A. Chow-White, eds. 
New York and London: Routledge, 2012.

Grigar, Dene and Stuart Mouthrop. "Documenting the Experience of Early Digital Literature: 
Shelley Jackson's Patchwork Girl." Pathfinders. http://scalar.usc.edu/works/pathfinders/
shelley-jackson

Harvey, Alison. “Twine's Revolution: Democratization, Depoliticization, and the Queering 
of Game Design." Game: The Journal of Italian Game Studies, Issue 3, M. B. Carbone & P. 
Ruffino eds. 2014. http://www.gamejournal.it/wp-content/uploads/2014/04/GAME_3_
Subcultures_Journal_Harvey.pdf

Heartscape, Porpentine Charity. “Creation Under Capitalism and the Twine Revolution.” 
Nightmare Mode, 2012. http://nightmaremode.thegamerstrust.com/2012/11/25/creation-
under-capitalism/

Nakamura, Lisa. “Race and Identity in Digital Media.” In Mass Media and Society 5th edition, 
James Curran ed. 2010. p. 336-7. https://lnakamur.files.wordpress.com/2012/11/nakamura-
curran-article.pdf

Ruberg, Bonnie. "Pixel Whipped: Pain, Pleasure and Media." Dissertation, UC Berkeley, 2015.
http://pqdtopen.proquest.com/doc/1730962572.html?FMT=ABS

WEBSITES / MEDIOGRAPHY

Anthropy, Anna. http://auntiepixelante.com/

Bookchin, Natalie. http://bookchin.net/

Cardenas, Micha. Redshift and Portalmetal. https://micharoja.itch.io/redshift-and-portalmetal

Daniel, Sharon. http://www.sharondaniel.net/

Heartscape, Porpentine Charity. http://slimedaughter.com/

Hershman-Leeson, Lynn. http://www.lynnhershman.com/

Ruberg, Bonnie. http://ourglasslake.co/




