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ABSTRACT
Although the theory of hypertext f iction does not regard the
Shell as a text, writers of digital f iction, have long started to
blurr the boundaries between the Reader and the "rnain"
text. Both interpreters of (f ictional) hypertexts ancl
pfograrnrners of hypertext-environments neecl to
acknowledge this fact in order to acconrodate current
wl i t ing pract ices.
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TEXT AND CARRIER
In the rare cases where it considers the carriers ancl
supplernents of a digital text at all, the theory of l i terary
wrrtin-u in hypertext suggests that the reading environnrent
(the "Reader") constitutes a metatext to the nrain text. In this
view. the Reader is a text that has to be read or decipherecl
bevol the "actual" text can be read. Hypertext reading is
supposed to be nreta-reading because the physical stlucture
of the text  has to be read alon-g wi th the text .  Whi le th is v iew
stretches thc clefinit ion of the terrn "nletatext", it pays trl reacl
the surroundings of the digital text us tcxts.

SOFTWARE- VERSUS HARDWARE-APPROACH
A text  in a digi ta l  environment cannot exist  wi thout
ernbedding in representations ol' a paper-text's nraterial
carrier (unless the text conres as a batch prograrnrn that
scrolls down in fiont of the readers' eyes rnuch Iike a video-
f i lm).  Even non-hypertextual ,  str ict ly l inear,  read-only
writ ing has to otler the leader a way to "turn the page" - be
it l scrollbar ol back/fbrward-buttons. Accordingly, nrole
sophisticated interactions with the text, l ike those of'fbred by
hypertext. call tbr a Inore sophisticated reading
environrnent.  These environnrents are usual ly cal led
"Readers". Otll ine digital hypertiction (ancl I use this term in
its broadest possible rneaning) alscl usually conres with a
nuntber ol ' supporting rnateriarls, both digital ancl paper'-
basccl. The infbrmation contained in
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these texts is v i ta l  t0 and of ten also part  of  the "rnain" text
presented within the Reader. Interpretations of digital f iction
otien disrniss the Shell (the Reader and the additional texts)
as external to the text and secondary to their analyses.
However, rnany writers of hyperfiction blurr the boundaries
of "main" and "subsidiary" text .

' l 'he up-and-corning "electronic book" that loads diffbrent
texts into one and the same piece of hardware may rnake
sofiware-Readers dispensable. This, however, would make
necessary the establishment of a standard in which all texts
destined for a certain machine would have to be marked up,
so that a) a text created tbr use on one system would be
il legible on other systems that do not confbrm to these
standards, and b) every new approach to textuality (l ike the
step from text to hypertext) would call fbr new hardware. In
order to keep hypertext systems tlexible, designers wil l
probably stick with the Reader-approach instead of
lralclwiring tlreir solutiorts.

METATEXT OR PARATEXT
The international software market has established certairr
convent ions of  interface design that al low tbr " intui t ive
understanding". Sti l l , the buttons and icons have to be
"r'ead", deciphered and understood befbre the "actual" text
can be read. In the case of hypertext, l inks can hardly be
separated l iorn the text-to-be-read. Like any other sign in a
text. a l ink signifies. However, as Rainer Kuhlen has pointed
out,  a l ink,  unl ike other semiot ic s igns.  points to an actual
entity, not merely ref'erring to it, but at the same time
realizing it. I I I Furthermore, hypertext asks the readel to
activate l inks according to patterns of rneaning the reader
establishes or retraces within the text. Thus, the reader reads
the text of the textblocks. but she also reads the text of the
link-structure and assernbles the flnal text t iorn both of
them. while the l ink-structure describes the text on a level
besides that of content. In this sense, the text-infbrrning
structure of a digital text and its reading environment firrnr
the inherent nretatext of every digital text.

However, Readers in general do not only carry navigation-
tools, but other texts, nruch l ike the paratexts Gdrard Cenette
desclibes firr paper text [2]. While a metatext is u text
(within a text) that describes the "main" text, paratexts are
all those texts "outside" a text that ret'er and belong to this
text - forewords, reviews, advertisements, interviews. For
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( l rg i t i l l  texts,  these inculde Help-Fi les,  Relc l  Me Firsts,
I r rstul la l ion Cuides and other c locurnents.  bot l r  in digi ta l
t i rr-rn unrl  on papcr. In sornc cases. t l te cl i .ui tal paratext lnay
colrcsponcl  i r r rnrccl iatc ly to a paratext  on papcr.

THE SHELL
Instcacl  of  c l is lesar.ding lhe paper and cl ig i ta l  supplenrents ol '
c l i r : i ta l  ter ts (as.  t i r r  exarnple,  Espen Aarseth does in
C.t ' l t tr tc.rt  l3l).  I  propose to inclucle both the Reader (ancl the
inl i r l rnat ion containecl  in i t )  ancl  the adcl i t ional  rnater ia ls in a
cl te_gory I  cal l  "Shel l " .  Thc i rnpol tance of  the Sirel l  lb l  thc
intcr 'pretat ion of  d ig i ta l  f ic t ional  text ,  then, c lcr ives f iont  the
l l rct  that  thc inforrnat ion containet l  in i t  is  not  a lways
subsir l inr l  lo the "rrur in" tex1. Rathe r .  thc l incs betrvcen text
l r r r l  Shel l  b lurr  in I rypcrtext  and this s l r i f  t ing of  bounclar ics is
cnrplovcd us l i  tcxtual  st fategy l rv h1'per l  ic ion authors.

SHIFTS IN HYPERFICTIONS
Afternoon - Overlapping Contents
Mrclrael . f  oyce's hyperf ict ion classic Al icnrootr - A Storl  [ .11.
l i r l  exaniple,  cornes with a booklet  containing, arnong other
picces of  inf i r rnratron, instal lat ion and navigat ion guidel tncs.
This i r r fornrat ion appcars again in the "rnain" text .  b lanching
ol f  l lonr the staf t ing page on e( lual  grounds with the "story".

In luct .  f rorn thc c ight l inks leaving "start"  only two leacl
t l i rect l i ,  into thc story.  onc y ie lc is to cr i t ical  thoughts about
hypcrtcxt  ancl  "help" inf i r l rnal ion and the rest  cal l  up
extencled copyr ight  int i rnnat ion.  yet  another paratext  that  is
not ent i re ly separable l iom the "nrain" text  in the c l ig i ta l
l i rrnr at.

Al t tntoott  conres wi th thc rather basic Storyspace@ Puge
ll tulcr t l rat ckres not includc a palette, toolbar or lul l-
1' lcdgccl rnerru r,vhcrc a help function could have been
irrrplenrented. ' I 'her.e are othcr hypcrf ict ions,  l ike Carolyn
( iuyer 's Qtt ibbl i t rg [ -5 ] .  that  p ick up the "help"-content in the
r l i -u i ta l  paratext  as wel l .  Joyce's A.f ientoon is unic lue in that
the "help"-branch is not a s in-91e. discrete path that  does, in
thc cnd. le lc l  back into the "nrain" text .  Thc help-path is
i tse l f  rnatle out of scveral branclres i incl,  nrore importantly,
s insle not les f ionr t l r is  palh tufn Lrp later on, then lppear ing
as l )af t  of  the "nrain" text .  Thus, what is cornrnorr ly qui te
clsi lv cl iscerrr ible as a pi iratext (the help-f 'catule ) now fuses
rvi th t l rc text  and loses i ts extratextual  status.

Uncle Buddy's Phantom Funhouse -  Flexible Funct ions
Sinri lar cftects can bc irnaginecl tor functional parts of the
rct t l t r  ( l ikc t l re pr int  funct ion) or the l ink-structure which,
in the case ot Adventule Carnes on the cornputcr, is not only
lun r.rnclerlyin-r 

-cr icl ,  
but also parl ol the story told. Therefirre,

cvcn the text of the rnetatext should not only be read as : in
outsiclc text that recluires a certain technical l i teracy and
l l .arnes the "rnain" text ,  but  as an integral  part  o l ' the "niain"

text . ' fhere are incleecl  texts.  l ike John McDaid's [ .Jtx:Lc
lJrrt l t lv ' .s Pltutt tont FtuthoLt.sc [6],  that ref lect this relat ion ot '
text  ant l  para-/r lctatcxt  in a way that turns the "actual"  text
into l  n)etatext  o l ' lhe Daratext .  McDaid works wi th error-
nlcssalcs t l rat  appear on clrcking "help"-  or  "pnnt"-buttons,

but also.  in onc case. on tol lowing an unsuspic ious l ink.
McDaicl  shi t is  text- levels (rnain.  meta.  para) and makes this

blurr ing of bounclaries part of the story he lras to tel l .

Discworld - Shift ing Locations
The Aclventure C' iarne l) i .st 'w,rtrLd [7].  f i rr  exanrple. shi l ts not
only the content or the l 'unct ion,  but the l rhysical  locat ion ol '
onc i t  i ts  paratexts into thc "rnain" text .  The Lt tggugc is t r
chlracter fronr l-erry Pratchett 's 1)i ,s<'n,r, ,r /r1-noi. 'els the
conlputcr garnc serics is based on. I ts capabil i ty to carry
i tcrns cornes in handy in thc context  of  the conrputer garne:
n'rost Aclvcnturc Garncs base their r idcl les on f indin.u and
colnbining objects. Once tbund. the ob.jects are stored in an
inventory unt i l  they can be uscd. ' l 'h is invcnt()r 'y  is
corrvcnt ional ly located in the r lenu or toolbar.  In the
Di.solorld series. lrowever. i t  is fusecl with t l le cl laractcf
Lrt g,gugc .

' fh is is not orr lv an clcgant solut ion f i r r  the inter ' f i rce ( thc

playcr no longcr has to lcavc thc garne-window in urt ler  to
access stored obejcts) .  I t  a lso conibines the play- level  wi th
the sett ings-level in a way that could bc nracle signif icant t i rr
the garrre. I) ist 'n 'orld does not rnirror the text/carr ier '-shif t  orr
the level  of  story.  One could,  however,  inragine garnes that
do -  the absence of  actual  real izat ions does not t lenv the
possibi l i t ies of  col lapsing tools ancl  narral ion.

THE SHELL AS TEXT
Obviously,  the concep( of  the " inhclent rnetatext"  c lescr ibes
only part of the ef iect the reading environnrenl has l i rr  the
digital text. The concept of the para- and also the lnetatext as
texts of their own and the recognit ion of the irnportance
these contexts bear f irr  the "rnain" text r lray bc bctter suitcr l
to do. just ice to the c l ig i ta l  text .  Digi ta l  (and l ryper-) f  ic t ion
lvri t ing no longcr adhers to the clear cl istrnct ion betwecn
"content"- text  and carr ier  and this pract ice,  as i t  establ ishes
itself .  rnay well  spread to infbrrnation hypertexl wrrt ing.
Interpreters of  d ig i ta l  f ic t ion do wel l  to include the Shcl l  int<r
their analyses. And for designers tr l '  hypeftexl systems. the
i lwareness that especial ly the Reader is used in certain non-
defnult ways may be useful to meet the needs of those
wolking with their  systenrs,  wr i ters and readers al ike.
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