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Convergent Codework: Exploring relations between creative
writing practices and software engineering

A. Introduction: One can barely begin to explore the relations between
creative writing practices and software engineering without noting that there
is very little consistency between various concepts of “creative writing
practice.”

Because both e-lit writers and coders are creatures of the WWW to some
extent, | Googled Creative Writing Practices to see if | could find out what
we actually think we know about the subject. Funny enough, this Codework
Conference came up #5 on Google — and that was way back in early March,
2008! But there were other notions.

What is writing practice?

On her Website about Creative Writing Practice, Lisa Lippet writes:

Writing practice is what you do when you sit down in front of blank paper and just start
writing, without intending to do anything with the result. It's an enjoyable pastime for me,
especially when I do it with friends and compare notes.

There are a few rules for writing practice:
e Keep the pen moving. Try not to think and plan too much once you start writing.

e Don't edit. Don't stop and cross things out. Don't worry about spelling or grammar
and especially don't edit ideas.



e Keep your writing. Write in a book consistently until you fill it up.

There are reasons for these rules. Keeping the pen moving helps you avoid the editor. It
gets something out on paper, which is encouraging. It doesn't matter if you start writing
"I don't know what to write about next, maybe I'll write about my mother, no I would
rather write about ice cream...” as long as you keep the pen moving.

Editing stifles creativity. Save editing for later. The editor in each of us causes us to
reject the truly creative ideas because they are seen as "different, wrong". You can
always go over something later and fix the spelling or grammar -- don't do it during
practice.

So the first line of inference about Creative Writing Practice seems to
reinforce the idea that Creative Writing is somehow just doing what comes
to you when you put pen to paper.

But more rigorous recipes for Creative Writing Practice can lead us to look
at this process and Coding in similar ways:

Franz Andres Morrissey points out:

o Creative writing involves playful but rigorous work with language. A lot of people
seem to associate creative writing with an "anything goes™ mentality. However, in
order to produce a good text, poem, short story or dramatic scene, the language
needs to be correct and it needs to work.

Creative writing requires greater precision in expression. In order to say
precisely what they mean, students have to be very careful in their use of
vocabulary and idioms.

Get Started: Emergency Tips
Write a Catchy First Paragraph
Develop Your Characters
Choose a Point of View

Write Meaningful Dialogue

Use Setting and Context

Set up the Plot

Create Conflict and Tension

. Build to a Crisis or a Climax

0. Find a Resolution
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In this advice by Franz Andres Morrissey, we see a more detailed and
structured approach to Creative Writing Practice. While | cannot say that


http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#Start#Start
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#paragraph#paragraph
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#Characters#Characters
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#view#view
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#dialogue#dialogue
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#setting#setting
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#plot#plot
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#tension#tension
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#climax#climax
http://jerz.setonhill.edu/writing/creative/shortstory/#resolution#resolution

Morrissey’s list, in any way, defines Creative Writing Practice either — it is
just another approach — the task-like nature of the prescription does more
closely match coding (an activity in which certain elements must be attended
to precisely for the code to function at all). In this case there may be, then,
significant similarities between Creative Writing Process and Coding
Practice in the Real World:

B. How does Creative Writing Process relate to Coding
Practice? — One Point of View:

From Sandy Baldwin’s post:

1. Inboth writing practices, the writer approaches and employs language as a
material with fAadditional 6 structure
creative writer works with figures such as metaphor, or with narratological

techniques such as characterization. The code writer works with algorithms,

syntax,anda |l | t he art of computer programming

classic work The Art of Computer Programming.
2. And the third one reads: In both writing practices, the text creates a

performative outcome that differs from and exceeds the standard or literal

text. Creative writing |leads to fii maginat

code writing is fhexecuted. o I n both

meaning. Another way of saying this is that both kinds of writing are the

Asoftwareo tthaopeeredeeenneaaharger cont ex:

The first and third parallels between writing computer code and writing
creative pose interesting questions for me. Although some critics of
electronic literature speak of the computer programming that accompanies
digital works as additional or exceeding the actual text, I like Sandy’s

statement that both kinds of writing are “software.” And, I would suggest



that, often enough, they are the same “software,” not separate entities

created at different times or with different practices.

We do have good examples of electronic lit narrative and poetry that were
conceived of and written first as standard text without regard to eventual
coding structures. However, the term “born digital” frequently signifies that
the author created the piece on the computer within and at the same time as
the coded language. In these cases, | believe, it is a nearly seamless fusion

of writing and coding practices that produce the creative result.

The notion that the creative process of building software to tell the story and
telling the story might merge into the same activity, is, | recognize,
controversial. Nonetheless, it summarizes my experience over several years
of both writing and coding. | began writing and publishing over fifty years
ago, so the opportunity to write electronic, multimedia literature came well
along in my creative writing trajectory. | welcomed the chance to integrate
Image, sound, structure, architecture, and interaction in my fiction when this
became possible. And, | found that writing on the computer - in a “born
digital” fashion — and doing my own coding changed my creative writing

practice in several respects.

C. How has Coding Practice influenced my Creative Writing
Practice?

In some cases, writing for the computer screen has not changed my Creative

Writing Practice. The inspiration and story material still come from the



“real” world — and arrive in haphazard fashion, sometimes when least
expected. Yet, it is easy to say that creating hypermedia has influenced my
writing profoundly. These influences include: language, playfulness,

intention, aesthetic, and collaboration.

Language. In the sense that language is a dynamic set of visual, auditory,
or tactile symbols of communication and the elements used to manipulate
them, both the language of fiction and computer languages are part of the
specific systems that build electronic art. A writer of traditional print fiction
uses myriad techniques to shape the language of a story — style, point of
view, voice, dialect, dialog, typography, and so forth. And all of those
possibilities are always already present in the text of electronic fiction.
However, once the “language” of computer coding becomes a defining
element of the total language blend, I have found, an entirely new dynamic
begins to emerge. The grammar of coding, most notably, makes something
happen. Merged with the language of fiction, the programming ability to
create action on the screen or within the architecture of the fiction changes
everything. Now, the language of the fiction includes the ability to
manipulate the story in endless ways: the link, the mouse over, the timed
response, the random appearance, the initiation of sound: in short, the
quality of any object/element in the story can be altered by the author or the
reader. The specifics of this new relationship between creative language and
coded language demand, in my experience, an entirely revised body of
language skills.

Playfulness. In the past, | always valued a sense of experimentation or
mind-mapping as a part of the creative process. It’s a good thing to sit down
and write something that you don’t imagine is going to be a part of a
finished work — just to stretch your wings. With electronic writing and
coding this freedom to explore and experiment became manifestly different
— and far more important. Because every literary and narrative effect was
unknown in a media-rich environment, | found myself spending a great deal
of time figuring out what | could make happen on the computer screen with
different kinds of coding. I “learned” a dozen software programs by simply
playing with them, seeing what happened with a change of input, or color, or
pace, or sound. Sometimes, the act of exploring the coding possibilities
suggested the story. With the piece “Endless Suburbs”



(http://califia.us/EndSub/endless.htm), I had been fooling around with the
coding of applets. I found that I could get a “page turn” effect that
suggested a kind of endless replication, and that | could embed this applet in
a graphic of a duplicating machine. What if, I thought, this duplicating
machine were turning out not only endless suburbs, but never-ending
versions of the same life story. Thus, the “play” later became the piece.
Electronic writing, for me, means a willingness to play with the coding until
it shows you the possible ways of proceeding.

Intention. In traditional descriptions of Creative Writing Practice, writers
are often encouraged to just start writing (see above). While most novelists
tend to be looking for the shape of the entire narrative fairly early on, they
are also content with writing through several false starts and digressions,
building the imaginary world of the story as they proceed. In electronic
fiction writing, though, the necessity of building a navigation framework
makes the end of the story a “spatial” presence right at the beginning. |
have tried writing without building a navigation framework first, but the
problem is that I, the writer, cannot get around in the “manuscript.” It’s a
strange concept — so alien to stacked pages of paper - the idea that you need
to build/code the architecture in which the text (and the images, sound, and
Interaction) can exist. Equally unsettling that, once the space is defined to
include some ending that has a relationship to the opening screen, the ending
or possible endings insinuate themselves continually, even in the early
development of the story. Thus, Creative Writing Practice for born digital
work necessarily tends to include much more long-term intention, a natural
sense that the story demands a shape that fits its space (or, alternatively, you
can re-code the space — but you need a fit).

Aesthetic. It is widely agreed that there is an aesthetic to Coding Practice.
The criteria for a beautiful piece of code vary according to the project at
hand — but overall the code would be well-documented, spare and clean, and
do the most complete job in the simplest way. These elements that
constitute elegance can also be applied to the coding for electronic literary
pieces. For example, Stephanie Strickland’s “V: Viniverse” — coded by
Cynthia Lawson — was done with Director software. Director is a frame-
based authoring system, and experts can sometimes build remarkably
complex “movies” in just one frame. “V: Viniverse” is one of these one-
frame wonders. While I normally write extended narratives, | have tended
to write more ““short” pieces for the WWW as a way of experimenting with
the unification of the compression of short fiction and the aesthetic of code.



Collaboration. While collaboration is relatively common in non-fiction
writing (especially scientific writing), collaboration in text fiction tends to be
rare. [Film, on the other hand, is almost a collaborative medium by default.]
Collaboration in digital fiction can be either elective or necessary —
depending on the skills and objectives of the writer. Regardless, creative
writing in a coded environment favors collaboration in ways that would
never be possible with text alone. | have made works where collaborators
have done some percentage of the coding work. And, because of the
complexity of hypermedia authoring, and the number of specific skills that
can be involved, collaboration can allow several writer/coders to share
satisfactorily in the execution of a vision. | have also collaborated as the
“coder” half of the enterprise, engaging in the challenge of bringing a work
that was primarily text-generated into a multimedia creation. Collaboration
represents a significant change in the “lonely typewriter” syndrome of print
fiction writing — and one that has come to be, in many different iterations — a
significant aspect of electronic fiction and poetry.



