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Proposing, Disposing, Proving: Barthes, Intentionalism, and Hypertext Literary Fiction
This paper revisits one argument made during the early years of hypertext fiction scholarship: that hypertext embodied Barthes’ ideal text, itself part of a wider conversation regarding the privileging of authorial intention over reader interpretation.  This paper argues that the affordances of hypertext represent a proving of Barthes’ thesis, a test which does not necessarily reflect the original essay’s expectations and describes a middle way for acknowledging authorial intention.
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Introduction
At the ACM conference of August 1965, information technology pioneer Ted Nelson offered the first comprehensive definition of hypertext. More than just a compositional framework, Nelson presented hypertext as a powerful new philosophical approach to the structuring and presentation of knowledge. “It is almost everywhere necessary to deal with deep structural changes in the arrangements of ideas and things,” he told the assembled audience - with particular utility for writers of fiction (1965, p.84).
Even preceding the arrival of more general-use hypertext systems in the late 1980s, creative writers were already experimenting with this exciting new writing medium. In 1981 Alan Lance Andersen published his Elfland Catacombs, a children’s fantasy story with multiple endings written in Commodore BASIC; in 1987 Amanda Goodenough published a HyperCard stack titled Inigo Gets Out, the same year in which Michael Joyce published afternoon, amongst the best-known and most widely assessed early works of hypertext fiction. 
As the number and variety of works swelled, critics and academics began exploring ways in which the affordances of this strange new medium could be accommodated. One significant area of interest was what might be termed the narrative line – the sequential ordering of events within a story which leads us from start to finish. This is the structure most familiar in linear print fiction. Author Evelyn Waugh, for example, does not present the events of Brideshead Revisited in chronological order; instead we begin with a vision of the titular house being used as a military base, before slipping back to its declining years as a family home and moving on toward the novel’s conclusion. The reader is ultimately along for the ride: they may react to, interpret, decipher the story they are being told – but not exert any influence over the sequencing of the events. 
This is not the case with hypertext fiction. “Thanks to multilinearity,” writes Sabrina Mazzali-Lurati (2007, p.136), “the hypertext reader is not constrained by a predefined reading order; he can choose the reading path he prefers.” This change promised a new situation for both readers and authors. 
In a lecture delivered six months prior to his 1965 ACM paper, Ted Nelson described ideas as evolving not in sequence but in “swirls” (reported in Wedeles 1965). Linear writing systems, however, demanded these swirls be marshalled into a specific reading order; in the transition to a linear structure, alternative or unrealised connections between these ideas are lost. The ultimate hierarchy settled upon by the author is “typically spurious” (Nelson 1987, p.157), given the many other sequences in which these ideas might have settled. As Nelson’s contemporary Douglas Engelbart wrote: “Just as with the statements within an argument, the conceptual relationship among the words of a sentence are not generally serial” (1962). A considerate author might use footnotes or indices to suggest these connections, but such inclusions are unlikely to fully accommodate the many potential connections that can exist between passages. 
In hypertext, however, authors may present their thesis as a network of interconnected sections, permitting the reader to navigate according to their own needs and interests. The author’s elected sequence, which imposes order on the previously multilinear associative structures of thought, is supplemented by an array of other, equally valid organizations. So Nelson ultimately concluded.
In contrast to linear print, the medium with which hypertext was perhaps inevitably compared, the latter permitted readers to make decisions about the sequence in which elements were encountered. If narrative structure is really “the basic operation of authorship” (Liestøl 1994) as some have argued, then hypertext represented the latest challenge to the dominance of authorial intention over reader interpretation. 
This essay sketches the rise and fall of authorial intention in literary theory, beginning with the Enlightenment and culminating in Roland Barthes’ 1967 essay The Death of the Author. It outlines the relationship between Barthes’ ideal text and intentionalism, alongside his definitions of the scriptable and lisible text. It will explore hypertext as a dialectical situation, which places the reader in dialogue with the author, foregrounding the galaxy of signifiers found in Barthes’ ideal text and an emphasis on hermeneutics as intrinsically readerly in nature. It concludes by considering whether an intentionalist approach might better suit a medium in which the idiosyncrasies of individual authors are so central to understanding decisions made in the production of the work. 
Its ambition is not to address every correspondence between literary theory and hypertext, but to explore the relationship between intentionalism and hypertext; it therefore begins with a history of intentionalism in literary theory. 
Meaning and Intention, Author and Reader
What is the aim of reading? For some critics, it is to uncover the intended meaning of the author (Hirsch 1967; Knapp and Michaels 1982); for others it is to determine your own understanding of the work (Beardsley 1981; Stecker 1997). The latter school tends to argue that the work is the product of various conventions – linguistic, literary, cultural – which the reader can interpret and identify to their own satisfaction. The author in this approach represents an extratextual figure unwelcome in the act of interpretation; the author’s biography and intention are immaterial next to the ontology of the work itself. This rejection of reading as a pursuit of authorial intention unifies New Criticism, post-structuralist theory and reader-response criticism, a collection of theorists who otherwise had very different goals. 
The Enlightenment is generally considered the point at which the source of meaning becomes fully intertwined with what Alexander Nehamas called “the actual historical agent causally and legally responsible for the text” (1986; see also Barthes, 1993, p.142; Burke, 1998, p.6). 
Like any generalization, this epochal separation can be contested. It is true that pre-enlightenment authorship is generally represented as a craft skill in service either to divine sources or other sources of spontaneous inspiration: St. Bonaventura, a 13th century Franciscan, was typical of his peers in suggesting that a writer made books “as a cobbler makes shoes in a last” (quoted in Burrow, 1976); his 12th century Brother Nicholas of Lyra was at pains to remind readers that “I do not intend to assert or determine anything that has not been manifestly determined by Sacred Scripture or by the authority of the Church” (1492); Christiane Heibach notes that “only authorities acknowledged by the church had the right to be mentioned as authors” (2000). By way of contrast, however, we may consider elevated figures like Geoffrey Chaucer, whose fourteenth century work was praised by contemporary poet Thomas Hoccleve as “My maistir Chaucer, flour of eloquence, Mirour of fructuous entendement, O universel fadir in science!” To praise not merely the craft (flower of eloquence) but also the fertile intellect and wisdom of Chaucer (universal father in science) seems to precede this intertwining of author and meaning by almost 300 years. 
Perhaps, then, it is better to say that the unique circumstances of the Enlightenment formalised broad trends which have always existed in some form. Literary critic Ian Watt, for example, cites industrial capitalism and Protestantism as giving rise to a uniquely individualist society, which in turn gives rise to the novel (1957, p.62). This Enlightenment shift to a humanist focus on the individual can also be seen in the rise of biographical works, notably by Samuel Johnson’s Lives of the Most Eminent English Poets and James Boswell’s own Life of Samuel Johnson. 
The printing press, which allowed the mass production and dissemination of written work, necessitated a more ordered systems of ownership and copyright, both requiring clearer legal endorsement of the author. The commercial reality of mass reproduction led to “the unrepresentative and selective publication of printed works” (Bolter, 2001, p.48-49), a selectiveness which in turn gave credence to the notion that “each author produces something unique and identifiable as property” (Landow 2006, p.140). The audience achievable through mass reproduction dwarfed that of the oral storyteller, for example. Referencing the novel as the “earliest indication” of the latter’s decline in an essay originally published in 1936, Walter Benjamin (1969, p.87) noted that this technological shift put the writer in a state of “essential dependence” on the book, since it was through publishing that their work had the best chance of reaching a wider public.  
The rise to prominence of the author, argued cultural theorist Michel Foucault, formed part of a wider post-classical reimagining of expression as moving from “the imitation and duplication of things” to a manifestation of “the fundamental will of those who speak” (1966, p.290). Mimesis, broadly meaning imitation, is the term used by literary critics to describe the correspondence between a work of art and the reality it reflects; twenty-first century author Hilary Mantel cannot know the sixteenth century voice of Thomas Cromwell, however evocative and well-researched her writing. It is for this reason that classicist Stephen Halliwell favours a translation of representation to that of imitation: “a picture can represent a subject, an actor can represent a character, a play represents an action, event or story” (1998, p.71). 
This re-presentation is not a neutral practice, of course, but one in which the subject is transformed by the selective re-presentation of their essence by the artist. Historical inaccuracies in Shakespeare’s Richard III, for example, can be attributed in part to a need for the Plantagenet House of York to play villains to a triumphant House of Tudor. For Foucault, this reimagining is philosophical: from expression as seeking to imitate reality, to expression as the selective work of an individual will.
Whether a product of mass production enabled by the printing press, a humanist obsession with the individual, or the wider rise of industrial capitalism, the Enlightenment is seen as affirming the primacy of authorial intentionality. 
This emphasis on the author is endorsed during the subsequent Romantic period, the artistic and intellectual movement which occupied the first half of the nineteenth century. “Almost all the major critics of the English romantic generation,” wrote literary critic M H Abrams (1953, p.21-22), “phrased definitions or key statements showing a parallel alignment from work to poet.” A work of art, he goes on to explain, represents the internal made external, a manifestation of the author’s feelings; this is a sentiment we can see in Foucault’s discussion of will. This emphasis on externalizing the internal provides us with a helpful bridge to the early twentieth century and to literary modernism, the final step on our path to The Death of the Author. 
Modernism as a movement is notoriously slippery to define, being a retrospectively applied term seeking to understand “a wide range of experimental and avant-garde trends” in twentieth century literature (Baldick 2008, p.212). As social and cultural norms shifted at the start of the twentieth century many writers (like artists in other fields) rejected the techniques of the past and turned inwards, seeking to develop new artistic forms more reflective of the modern world. 
Despite a surface emphasis on externalizing the internal shared with Romanticism, Modernism has a more complex relationship with the idea of authorship and individualism than it may suggest. As a movement it had a profound interest in “introversion, technical display, internal self-scepticism” (Bradbury and McFarlane 1991, p.26-7), an excoriating turning-inwards which foregrounded the individual even in emphasising their contradictory sense of self.  An “incredulity toward metanarratives” (Lyotard 1979, xxiv), a distrust of any source which promised access to universal truths or structures of knowledge, resulted in a continued focus on the subjectivity of the individual creator. “An artist”, says author D H Lawrence (1923, p.14), “is usually a damned liar, but his art, if it be art, will tell you the truth of his day. And that is all that matters. Away with eternal truth.” For such modernists, any claim that a work might offer something approaching a universal truth was suspect. In its place, writers in the modernist tradition were generally held to offer individual truths, peculiar to themselves, usually complex and contradictory. 
Should the intentions of the author factor into our interpretation of the work? This was a central concern for New Criticism, a formalist movement which dominated American literary criticism in the mid-twentieth century. Arising as a reaction against a then-dominant focus on the history and context of the work (the linguistic antecedents of individual terms, for example, or the biography of the author), New Critics sought to develop a more objective model of criticism, which saw structure and meaning as inextricably linked.  Writing in 1946, New Critics William Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley argued that the author’s intention was neither “available nor desired” in judging the “success” of a work of art (p.468). It was the text that mattered, the text which offered meaning. The desire to understand a work through the pursuit of the author’s intention they called the Intentional Fallacy, arguing instead that the pursuit of meaning should be approached scientifically - via close reading. It should be noted that the individual reader was equally unwelcome in this framework, with the valuing of emotional responses to a work labelled the affective fallacy. 
This rejection of both reader and author from the assessment of a text became a defining feature of New Criticism, though literary critic and professor Cleanth Brooks (1979, p.598) did subsequently note "no-one in his right mind could forget the reader.” It was a resistance to the privileging of any subjective interpretation that was paramount, with Brooks going on to warn that “putting meaning and valuation of a literary work at the mercy of any and every individual [reader] would reduce the study of literature to reader psychology and to the history of taste.” This anxiety brings to mind an 1887 speech by Professor Edward Freeman. During a debate about the value of studying English literature alongside the traditional study of English language, Freeman cautioned that “we cannot examine tastes and sympathies” (quot. Barry, 1995, p.14). Significantly later, Jeremy Hawthorn would position the author as a “guard against the generation of successions of false and frivolous interpretations” (2008, p.66) which readers may devise.
The virtue and value of authorial intention, then, was already heavily in dispute by the mid-twentieth century. It was at this point that Roland Barthes wrote his widely-read 1967 essay The Death of the Author, which echoed New Criticism’s rejection of biographical context and authorial intention in the interpretation of a text, but extended its line of attack.
Roland Barthes and The Death of the Author
In his essay Barthes also challenged the primacy of the author in the mind of scholars, arguing that literary criticism unduly privileged the author’s intended meaning over the reader’s individual interpretation. Writing in response to the practice of using authorial biography to derive meaning from a literary work, Barthes first established that readers interpret a work in many different ways, rather than seeking a sanctioned authorial intent: “we know that a text does not consist of a ... single ‘theological’ meaning (the ‘message’ of the Author-God)” (1977, p.143).
So far, so good. As we have seen, New Criticism had already rejected the author as the arbiter of meaning; we might easily take this back further, to look at Freud’s psychoanalytic criticism (which held that the author could not be expected to appreciate the neuroses that underpinned their work) for example. In fact, readers throughout history would have recognised this right to different responses – Louisa May Allcott’s 1868 Little Women describes an in-fiction fan club, printing its own version of the Pickwick Papers, for example - and it is primarily within scholarly or critical circles that there had existed a concern about privileged interpretations and their irresistible power for readers. The peculiar approach would be to presume that the author’s own intentions were all that mattered, and that we should defer to the authority of an author on such matters. 
Nonetheless, Barthes continued: “The text is a tissue of citations, resulting from the thousand sources of culture.” This is a more complex argument, and one perhaps best summarised by Martin Heidegger: language speaks, not man. “Man acts as though he were the shaper and master of language” he wrote (1971, p.215), “while in fact language remains the master of man.” Language is language, to borrow Heidegger’s tautology, a system from which we borrow to express ourselves. The author is expressing language and culture, not themselves; the work is the product of various prevailing cultural, philosophical, linguistic themes, drawn together into a single work. 
Michel Foucault would subsequently expand on this observation, arguing that the frontiers of a book are never clear-cut: “it is caught up in a system of references to other books, other texts, other sentences: it is a node within a network” (1972, p.23). A passage from Dickens, for example, is the product of various intersecting historical elements, drawn together in a single historically located linear print form. Each sentence suggests other ideas and notions, rendering the boundaries of the work porous. 
In keeping with its being a play (in French) on Malory’s Le Mort d’ Arthur, Barthes’ use of death in this context should be understood symbolically. Where Malory’s work romantically positions the turmoil of the 15th century against a lost world of chivalry, however, Barthes’ tone was celebratory. God, whether figurative or literal, has suffered many such metaphorical deaths in the past, recalled by such diverse figures as Nietzsche, Hegel, and Richard Rubenstein. In each case there was a belief that a threshold had been crossed beyond which God (as understood within the work) could not survive. For Nietzsche, it was the irrevocable breakdown of a belief in order; for Hegel, it is a spiritual absence which must be mourned before His return; for Rubenstein, it is the realisation that “God cannot survive the holocaust” (1966, p.172). Each in their own way asked, like Barthes: “What should we do next?” 
Barthes’ symbolic death underscored no more or less a change in perspective, complete in itself and requiring no medium to validate it. Recognising that the author’s primacy is no longer tenable was the goal. Barthes later clarified his aim as making the reader “no longer a consumer, but a producer of the text” (1974, p.4) – the author must die primarily to prompt readers to engage more deeply with the work of reading. Echoes of this can be found in Heidegger’s praise of poet Georg Trakl: “Who the author is remains unimportant here, as with every other masterful poem. The mastery consists precisely in this, that the poem can deny the poet's person and name” (1971, p.193).
Subsequent developments in literary theory continued to explore the reading act, shifting focus to emphasise reader response, but continuing to see the author as an intrusive presence in the court of readerly interpretation. Writing in response to both Barthes’ Death of the Author and the perceived anti-humanism of New Criticism, Wolfgang Iser attempts the separation of authorial intent and individual reader interpretation into two equally valid polarities, which he calls the artistic and the aesthetic (1974, p.274). This approach permits co-existence of both perspectives, since the author’s intention is merely another point of view – one interpretation among many. This distinction recalls American literary critic Eric Hirsch (1967, p.8), who separated meaning (“what the author meant by his use of a particular sign sequence”) from significance (“a relationship between that meaning and a person”). Unlike Iser, however, Hirsch positions the author’s meaning as objectively “correct”, with readers offering subjective responses that can be ruled demonstrably wrong; this approach recalls Jeremy Hawthorn’s previous positioning of the author as guard against frivolous interpretation. 
Barthes’ approach to authorship favours the absence of the author. The poles of the artistic and the aesthetic, of authorial intention and readerly interpretation, are as remote as those of our own planet, and the reader is therefore free to engage in what Iser calls virtualisation (1978, p.275) - the imaginative realisation of the story world based on cues provided by the work. Walter Ong negatively compared books to oracles, each relaying an “utterance from a source” that cannot be reached or refuted (2013, p.78). This distance, however, is what Barthes most valued: “Once the Author is found, the text is ‘explained’, the critic has won” (1967, p.53). Instead, the author themselves should be seen as oracles, as we might the Pythia of ancient Greece, or the Kuten of Tibetan Buddhism – a medium, not a source, for ideas they may not fully understand.
What of the work itself? For Wolfgang Iser, it represents “intersubjectively verifiable instructions for meaning production” (1978, p.24) - an arrangement of common symbols organized according to the rules of a common language. Presented with the work, the reader is free to derive meaning from it. “Two people gazing at the night sky may both be looking at the same collection of stars,” concludes Iser, “but one will see the image of a plough, and other will make out a dipper. The ‘stars’ in a literary text are fixed; the lines that join them are variable” (Iser, 1974, p.282). These differing interpretations are personal to the individual reader.
 However they are to be understood, however, it is still the author-figure who generates the actual work. Perhaps paradoxically, Barthes would later describe two types of work which this author-figure might generate (1974, p.3-5):  scriptable or writerly texts, which actively encourage the reader to take part in the creation of the text by disregarding narrative structure and presenting many avenues of potential meaning; and lisible (readerly), which offers certainty and fixed meanings without ambiguities. The difference between readerly and writerly is not about a specific canon or genre of work: “the writerly text is not a thing,” concludes Barthes; “we would have a hard time finding it in a bookstore” (p.5). This is not because said bookstores do not stock the right books, but because any medium may exhibit writerly qualities if used in this manner. Instead Barthes was advocating an approach to writing that elevates interpretative pluralism, an approach which he summarises in his description of his ideal text:  
... the networks are many and interact, without any one being able to surpass the rest; this text is a galaxy of signifiers, not a structure of signifieds; it has no beginning, it is reversible; we gain access to it by several entrances, none of which can be authoritatively declared to be the main one (p.6)

It could be argued that this was an ideal text in the sense of utopia being an ideal place, ideal in part because it could not exist – at least, at the time of writing. 
Concurring with Barthes that print technology “engenders certain notions of authorial property, authorial uniqueness” George Landow concluded that where “theory proposes … hypertext disposes” (2006, p.127). Restricted as it was by the dominant technology of linear print, which Landow calls “the most complex instance of printing technology” (p.82), Barthes’ ideal text could now be properly explored in hypertext. Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault, Landow argued, “describe text, the world of letters, and the power and status relations they involve in terms shared by the field of computer hypertext” (p.2), a medium elsewhere described as “realizing Roland Barthes’ vision” of an ideal text (Moulthrop 1991, p.130). 
There is much to affirm this way of understanding hypertext. The parallels between Barthes’ language of networks, links and nodes and hypertext’s non-sequential, branching structure are manifest. Writing in 1992, Robert Coover argued that:
unlike print text, hypertext provides multiple paths between text segments, now often called "lexias" in a borrowing from the pre-hypertextual but prescient Roland Barthes. With its webs of linked lexias, its networks of alternate routes (as opposed to print's fixed unidirectional page-turning) hypertext presents a radically divergent technology, interactive and polyvocal, favoring a plurality of discourses over definitive utterance and freeing the reader from domination by the author. Hypertext reader and writer are said to become co-learners or co-writers, as it were, fellow travelers in the mapping and remapping of textual (and visual, kinetic, and aural) components, not all of which are provided by what used to be called the author.

More succinctly, hypertext fiction theorist Jane Yellowlees Douglas would later argue that “when you read your first hypertext, your first reaction is that the Author has not only been killed outright, but that he or she has been quicklimed” (2003, p.18-19). Barthes ended his original essay with a perfunctory “the birth of the reader must be ransomed by the death of the Author” (1967, p.148), and it was here that hypertext seemed to take over.
Later criticism of the relationship between author and reader in hypertext has tended to focus on the experience of readers: a lack of narrative coherence and reader satisfaction (Pope 2013, p.206); the alienating and distancing effect of hypertext on the reader (Ryan, 2003; Larsen, 2003); an elitist or antipopulist approach (Mangen & van der Weel 2017; Ryan 2016); a confusing navigational experience (Gee 2001, p.14; Murray 1997, p.57). “Hypertext did not result in the revolution in authoring practices, the decentering of authority, or the empowerment of the reader that had been projected” argued Kathleen Fitzpatrick (2014, p.63) while Alice Bell argued that “hypertext does not fully possess the capabilities associated with the poststructuralists’ ideals” (2010, p.10). 
Valid or not (some of these summations are rather uncharitable) these are not specifically criticisms of hypertext fiction’s relationship with intentionalism (or Roland Barthes in particular). The alienation readers may feel is a consequence of being asked to engage in work they have not previously undertaken – this, in fact, validates Espen Aarseth’s notion of the ergodic text (1997, p.1), since this is the very labour which made a work writerly. Barthes discouraged the reader’s reliance on the work to explain itself, encouraging readers to pursue a different kind of satisfaction. 
Nous savons maintenant – we now know that the author’s primacy is no longer tenable, have done since 1967. Barthes’ argument was primarily a complex philosophical interrogation of authorship in the tradition of anti-intentionalism, that could apply to any medium: the writerly text is not a thing, after all. His essay offered an approach to authorship, not a blueprint for their eradication, much as Bush’s 1945 As We May Think is referenced more for its vision of an information society than the technical specifications of the memex itself. 
“Nodes without links are books,” wrote Adrian Miles (2001), and this is absolutely true. The intertextual and hypertext link are not necessarily equivalent propositions, however, since only the former can be Barthes’ focus. Since Barthes’ approach is philosophical rather than material, we should consider the ideal text in these terms. The many interacting networks he refers to are the plurality of interpretations that the author refuses to diminish; equally the galaxy of signifiers refers to signifiers whose semiotic referents are not contained within - or directly accessible from - the work. Are the networks embodied by hypertext comparable to those of Barthes’ ideal text? And if so, to what extent are they intrinsically scriptable?  
Links as Dialectic
The question of what hypertext is often proves more complex than surface definitions may offer. Nelson’s short definition of hypertext as “non-sequential writing” (1993, p.17) is followed almost immediately by the clarification that “a magazine layout, with sequential text and inset illustrations and boxes, is thus hypertext... Computers are not intrinsically involved with the hypertext concept.” The multilinear textuality foregrounded so far, however, makes linking a fundamental feature – at least for computer hypertext. “Linking is the most important fact about hypertext” wrote George Landow (2006, p.20), while histories of hypertext tend to follow Kahn’s formulation (1995, p.222): “the basis of hypertext is the ability to create and follow persistent links between any two items.” 
Seeking to foreground the link, Adrian Miles (1999) notes that both cinema and hypertext create connections (via the link and edit respectively) while making “an active effort to conceal or disavow this connectivity into the material within the node or shot that is being connected”, an argument which has parallels with the double logic of remediation outlined by Bolter and Grusin (2000, p.5) which argues that “our culture wants both to multiply its media and to erase all traces of mediation: ideally, it wants to erase its media in the very act of multiplying them.” In both film and hypertext, however, this results in “a privileging of content spaces over their points of connection” rather than explicit focus on the technical mechanism which makes this connection possible. 
Reflecting on the reading process, Wolfgang Iser noted that while interpretation may differ from reader to reader, it was “only within the limits imposed by the written as opposed to the unwritten text” (1974, p.282). The unwritten text – the other paths a writer might have taken – is not present in the written text, at least not materially. In Charlotte Brontë’s 1853 novel Villette the protagonist heavily implies that the irascible professor with whom she has fallen in love, drowns en route from the West Indies. The ambiguous ending cannot be resolved from within the text. Stuart Moulthrop (1995, p.123-125) argued that Borges’ The Garden of Forking Paths was restricted by the “immutability” of the printed page into a single set of discursive practices. “Readers are asked to imagine a world of multiplicity from within an overwhelmingly linear and exclusive medium.” This act of imagination is evidence of a writerly text in action, since the linear, exclusive medium offers no further answers to the reader’s questions. 
The clocks that strike thirteen are never fully explained in Orwell’s 1984 (though it likely refers to a passage from Hardy’s Far From The Madding Crowd). Priestley never explains the identity of Inspector Goole, just as Josef K’s crime is never explained – to the protagonist or reader of Kafka’s The Trial. This ambiguity is well represented in the wider study of literature, too. In a 1963 lecture literary critic Mikhael Bakhtin explored the notion of plot as a “service function” to ideas not resolved by work (1984, p.100) while critic Frank Kermode contrasts “vulgar notions of cause and closure” (1979, p.15) against the superior virtues of indeterminacy. 
Wolfgang Iser discusses such gaps as spaces created for the reader to fill – a potential relationship here, a possible parallel there – which readers must infer for themselves. More widely, Japanese artists use the term Ma, which may be translated as gap or space, to describe the practice of consciously leaving spaces in a work, spaces that the viewer may fill with their own interpretation. These are authored gaps, conscious areas as rich in potential meaning as the more visually busy ones. Heidegger’s earlier praise of Georg Trakl suggests that mastery lies in this ability to deny your presence in the work, to present a writerly text which evades concrete meaning. 
Writing in 1948, philosopher and writer Jean-Paul Sartre describes a similar phenomenon when talking of reading as directed creation: 
The reader must invent them all in a continual exceeding of the written thing. To be sure, the author guides him, but all he does is guide him. The landmarks he sets up are separated by the void. The reader must unite them; he must go beyond them. In short, reading is directed creation. (p.53).

The work is structured in such a way that the reader has landmarks, certainties guaranteed by the decisions made in the preparation of the written text. The reader’s space is the void, the space which the author has not occupied. “In the coding of a story into a narrative text,” writes Professor of Classics Nicholas Lowe, describing the history of western narrative, “the universe of the story is necessarily presented as a closed system” (2000, p.45). The work is in the end finite and bounded, ultimately to the exclusion of the author, since this is the point at which the reader’s work begins.
Hypertext presents a dialectical situation in which the reader finds themselves in conversation with the author. The selection of a link guides the reader to a particular place, and the reader asks: why am I here? What logic connects this passage to that which preceded it? It is perhaps for this reason that some theorists favour links in which destination and source are ambiguously connected. Founder and Chief Scientist of Eastgate Systems Mark Bernstein suggested that “if links lie no one will trust them, if links are candid no one will follow them” (2000), while Wendy Morgan called such works a “perverse structuralist attempt to tidy into boxes what of its nature resists such tabulation” (2002, p.228). 
Stuart Moulthrop (1989) similarly notes that afternoon offers a succinct response to the notion of links offering guaranteed outcomes. “Almost every textual node,” he wrote, “carries a default link triggered when the reader either enters some word without a specific yield or simply sends a blank response … The transition from one place in the text to another is governed in some cases not just by the reader's current response, but also by the history of her previous responses.” Readers will pass through the text whether or not their input was accounted for, while the same source may lead next time to a different destination. This work is undertaken in “relative invisibility” since there is no indication that a particular action has created this switch. 
Terence Harpold describes destination lexia as introducing narrative discontinuities “in ways that cannot be predicted prior to that rupture” (1994, p.197). This presents an opportunity to question the motivation in dispatching the reader in that particular direction.  Speaking against the favouring of links as forward-projecting, describing their destination ahead of time, Adrian Miles (2001) argues that this meaning can be uncovered retrospectively. The link should not be seen as “only realising an immanent relevance” – that is, to be used instrumentally – but as an event in itself. Seeking to define link typologies reduces the potential meaning of each link, which arises from the event of connection itself. 
This brings us back to Barthes’ galaxy of signifiers. David Kolb describes hypertext as a “system of linked presences” (1994, p.335) rather than a play of presence and absence. Does the reader approach a hypertext believing there to be no content behind the link, or anticipating that the meaning of the link lies at its destination? Is hypertext not a galaxy of unseen but known signifieds, rather than open signifiers? Hypertext can bring an author into relief, the hyperlink a discussion between writer and reader; by contrast, can there be a story more open to interpretation than the thoroughly linear For sale: baby shoes, never worn?
Links here provide a poetic means to explore the relations between content spaces, spaces which can equally be explored by ignoring the links entirely: “I can even abandon the neat paths and yields awaiting my investigation and simply browse through the whole structure,” writes Yellowlees Douglas (1991, p.115) of Michael Joyce’s WOE, one of the hypertext distributed with Writing on the Edge 2:2. This new approach to narrative creates new hermeneutic strategies. When Barthes suggests that the hermeneutic code is dependent on temporal order (1974, p.30) he is noting only that in the readerly text questions are comfortably followed by answers. Whether the work refuses to answer these questions or has not answered them yet makes little difference to the experience of reading. 
Describing her experience of reading linear print, Yellowlees Douglas (1991, p.120) notes that she doesn’t need to “hover momentarily between paragraphs or chapters” when exploring the work: “I can simply read, draw my conclusions gradually, or postpone reaching any holistic judgment” until the narrative is finished. In a multilinear work she must “acknowledge that I'm looking for something, and I need to have a reasonable idea what it is—otherwise, I have no real raison d'être for moving from place to place.” This something, this unanswered question “lurk[s] just outside the edges of the frame, as when the closeup of a woman cheerfully putting groceries away in the midst of a horror flick lulls us into a temporary sense of normality only to make the shock of the approaching attack still juicier.” 
Returning to Nelson’s original definition of hypertext, we may recall those “deep structural changes in the arrangements of ideas and things” that hypertext allows. Hypertext lends itself to a close affinity with the author, one that brings their process and person into the work; in doing so we are presented with a snapshot of the writer in action. This dialectic relationship, bringing the reader closer to the writer and their creative process, is true of pre-digital hypertexts. Published in 1962, Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale Fire, a 999-line poem festooned with interlinking fictitious commentary, looks very much like a hypertextual network. Ostensibly written by the fictional poet John Shade, its lines are densely interconnected with commentary by Shade’s colleague Charles Kinbote. 
This proximity to hypertext (and so, in the eyes of some critics, Barthes’ ideal text) makes Pale Fire’s attitude to authorship the more intriguing. In an interview Nabokov himself described Pale Fire as being “full of plums” (Dolbier 1962) which he hoped readers would find, and took delight in offering cryptic clues to his true intentions. The carefully manipulated and orchestrated cross-referencing between lines of the poem leads readers towards consciously misleading conclusions. In his Lectures on Literature Nabokov describes his approach to reading: “I have tried to teach you to feel a shiver of artistic satisfaction, to share not the emotions of the people in the book but the emotions of its author — the joys and difficulties of creation” (1982, p.382). The struggle between reader and author draws them closer together. Rather than his evasion fostering ambiguity, Nabokov’s playful exploration of authorship has resulted in a corpus of academic criticism profoundly focused on identifying the antecedents and relations between the key characters.
In his book, George Landow offers another example of incunabular hypertext: Tennyson’s In Memoriam. Written on the occasion of Arthur Henry Hallam’s death in 1833, the work is presented as “an antilinear poetry of fragments” (2006, p.74). “The protohypertextuality of In Memoriam” he writes “atomizes and disperses Tennyson the man. He is to be found nowhere, except possibly in the epilogue, which appears after and outside the poem itself.” Nonetheless it remains quite possible to reconstruct the author from these fragments. “Tennyson leads the reader of In Memoriam from grief and despair through doubt to hope and faith,” continues Landow, “but at each step stubborn, contrary emotions intrude, and one encounters doubt in the midst of faith and pain in the midst of resolution.” 
The works cited above are interesting because they represent what Stuart Moulthrop calls “incunabular hypertexts” (1994) – works that precede electronic hypertext, while exhibiting some of its features. They are writerly, despite reproducing (and having a relationship) with the intention and will of the author. 
It is not uncommon to find writers of later hypertext fiction similarly seeking to reconstruct circumstances and situations for their readers. Consider the evocative, sensual writing in this passage from afternoon:

By five the sun sets and the afternoon melt freezes again across the blacktop
into crystal octopi and palms of ice-- rivers and continents beset by fear, and we walk out to the car, the snow moaning beneath our boots and the oaks exploding in series along the fenceline on the horizon, the shrapnel settling like relics, the echoing thundering oﬀ far ice. This was the essence of wood, these fragments say. And this darkness is air.

Twine offers a similar space in which such evocative writing can take place. Released in 2009 and designed by Chris Klimas, Twine has been celebrated for its potential in amplifying marginalized voices. “A platform without Twine’s specific affordances”, write Jane Friedhoff (2014, p.3), “likely would not have been able to support the creation and distribution of works by marginalized people.” In addition to the relative ease of use, the use of links allows the reader to engage in a conversation with the author, anticipating the way in which they wish their work to be read. Game designer and author Anna Anthropy, a particularly prolific creator and theorist of Twine games, sees such platforms as generative of a “knowable author” whose identity and history can be clearly identified through the work (2012, p.78). 
Anthropy’s own queers in love at the end of the world offers a conventional branching narrative, with the added twist of a ten second timer which ends the game. The first screen offers four options: kiss her, hold her, take her hand, tell her. In a linear work the protagonist may kiss their significant other, allowing the reader to consider what they might do in the same circumstances; here the author once again intrudes upon the interpretative space of the reader. Perhaps the reader intended tell her to refer to an infidelity? Perhaps hold her anticipated an erotic adventure, or the proffering of emotional support? Selecting hold her triggers the following: Her smell. Her touch. How protected you feel. How much you want her. Her breathing. Here I am able to discover the author’s intended meaning. 
Hypermedia offers the potential to synthesise experience, argued Paul Delany & George Landow (1991, p.7), ultimately “integrating (or reintegrating) touch, taste and smell.” This short passage from Anthropy’s work encourages us to align ourselves with the subjectivity of another, to sublimate ourselves into the author’s experiential world. In turn we consider how this experience equates to our own since, as Annalisa Valpone argues, “it is the reader who gives meaning to the author’s signs and symbols” by relating it to their own experience (2009). The description of Carolyn Guyer’s 1992 work Quibbling describes it as recreating “the experience of writing, of assembling a story from fragments of the experience.” This “empowering process of assembly” echoes the process “by which we assemble ourselves and our lives.” In hypertext we find a dialectic and more equal relationship, in which readers can be empowered even as the author’s meaning is recreated.
The Resurrection of the Author
Writers of hypertext fiction have not generally seen their work as writing them out of the equation. Michael Joyce (1991, p.81) describes a fiction as a “selfish interaction for both its author and its reader" since both have their own motives in the transaction. Nor were critics particularly averse to the idea of intention: “in true social interaction,” writes Moulthrop (1989), “the interlocutor must be free to range in any discursive direction, but writers of fiction exercise such liberty only at the expense of coherence and intention, qualities which even post- or anti-modernists have a hard time abandoning.”
“Literary authority, like any other form of authority,” writes Bo Eklund (2008, p.89), “exists only when it is recognized.” Readers may voluntarily elect to consider critics or authors an authority on a work, by whatever criteria they deem appropriate. While most readers appreciate that a critic must earn their right to be an authority, the idea that an author can be a problematic source of meaning may come as a surprise. As sociologist C. Wright Mills notes, authority is generally considered “power associated with a position, requiring permission” (1956, p.41) – so it is the case with authors (though not, it should be noted, a god). We may contrast this perspective with coercion (physical force) and manipulation (power wielded without conscious knowledge of the powerless), which do not require the consent of the subordinate. 
Barthes’ Death of the Author has become “the centre of a controversy,” wrote Sean Burke (1998, p.21). “What it has not become, though, is the centre of a debate or discussion.” Perhaps it was the proximity of Barthes’ criticism to similar ideas found in New Criticism; perhaps it was the lack of firm definitions for the readerly and writerly text, or a prevailing attitude that interpretation warranted this elevation. As Barbara Johnson writes in her commentary on Barthes, his own examples show that both approaches can even be applied to the same work: “although Balzac’s text apparently represents for Barthes the negative, readerly end of the hierarchy, Barthes’ treatment of it does seem to illustrate all the characteristics of the positive, writerly end” (1985, p.6). Hypertext seems to offer the potential both for a writerly text and one that favours the hermeneutic, dialectical satisfaction of the readerly. 
Arguably the elevation of authorship was a rhetorical strategy anyway, one necessary to emphasise the importance of interpretation. It is Barthes who describes both the author-god and grants him the capitalisation. A pluralist approach to meaning, which suggests that many interpretations can be valid, is a defining characteristic of scholarship in general. Favouring the author’s interpretation is just one strategy among many. No longer seeking the author’s intention does not require the author to disappear entirely, since  “no reading can fail to generate an author” as philosopher Alexander Nehamas (1986, p.686) puts it - however you understand this term. 
Writing during the same period at Barthes and developing some of his ideas, Foucault suggests that authors could move from a judicial entity to being merely a word (“Shakespeare”, for example) that is the “equivalent of one, or a series, of definite descriptions” (1977). We may describe Dickens as particularly fecund, the product of the workhouse, a tireless showman, or any one of a million other descriptors, but the significance of these elements is ours to determine (or ignore). Readers need not be dogmatic in their rejection of the author; they may choose to utilise biography in the process of interpretation if they wish, emerging with a fresh reading of the work. Barthes’ concern was that readers should not privilege a critic’s interpretation just because of their more extensive knowledge of the author’s biography or cultural context. 
Perhaps fearing a future return to old habits, Foucault joins Barthes in rejecting the use of authors as “an indefinite source of significations”. Knowing that Dickens had a teenage mistress may prejudice more conservative readers against his work, for example, leading them to read the work differently. Foucault’s idealistic dream of a free-floating discourse (in which the writer disappears) is unrealistic – and potentially dangerous. Literary theorist Seán Burke (1998, p.1) rightly points to famed literary critic Paul de Man, who in his youth wrote 170 anti-Semitic and pro-Nazi articles for collaborationist Belgian newspaper Le Soir. Should readers not permit this to shape their interpretation, just as Burke allows it to shape his? Is Heidegger’s support for (and membership of) the Nazi Party not germane to his elevation (for example) of the German language? An uncritical exploration of these works which doesn’t foreground the author ignores the will which drove it into being. 
 In 2017 literary theorist John Farrell published The Varieties of Authorial Intention, which sought to challenge what he called the textual fallacy – “the notion that the text is meaningful purely on its own” (2017, p.9). In a work clearly indebted to Eric Hirsch, Farrell revises the earlier distinction between meaning and significance into meaning and impact. This approach emphasizes the way in which the work acts upon the reader, rather than the reader acting upon the work. While a subtle distinction, this approach permits intentionality to return to critical prominence, without negating theoretical approaches or close reading. 
“Author and reader are both necessary conditions for literature,” argues Farrell (p.16), continuing:
if there has been any limit upon reading it has been the limit that puts the author’s activity out of bounds…. Taking in view the whole range of activities that scholars are wont to investigate—writing, editing, anthologizing, repackaging, reviewing, interpreting—all of them are themselves intentional activities. By ignoring the role of intentions, we make all of these things uncanny and impossible to account for, including our own scholarly work.

Leaving out the intention of the author is selective and artificial, to Farrell’s mind. Farrell positions writing as an act of will, as both Hirsch and Foucault described it previously, only without the latter’s implication of dominance over the reader. It is instead a recognition of the author and their role in shaping the material work. 
Farrell goes on to identify three levels of authorial intentions: communicative, artistic, practical (p.30-47). Communicative intention describes “how authors expect the audience to understand the sentences, symbols, stories, and other features that make up a literary work.” Artistic intention describes “the authors’ attempts to provide a valuable reading experience by creating literary effects” – the particular affect the author intends to have on the reader, and the techniques deployed (or rejected) in doing so.  Finally, practical intentions, which refer to the the author’s personal motivations to write and publish. 
This latter category is perhaps the most controversial, but it is also the easiest to qualify. Farrell does not argue that this final category belongs in an analysis of the text; instead it merely provides historical information which may be of interest to the reader. One might also take issue with the idea of artistic intention, but this is not incompatible with Barthes’ arguments. The writerly text would be accommodated by the intentional use of techniques which, in Farrell’s words, “eludes our search for meaning or [maintain] balances between possible meanings” (p.36) – a definition with which Nabokov would seem sympathetic. 
Why foreground hypertext fiction at all, let alone an iteration so rooted in a particular time? Why return to a medium that even in 1994 David Dobrin dismissed as “terribly exciting for a little while and then a bore” (p.135)? For many critics with a focus on technology, hypertext is a first-generation interactive writing medium “of largely historical interest” (Hayles 2007) and, in a field where a year can feel like a decade, the focus has shifted to other forms of interactive media.
Calls to develop a canon for hypertext fiction are rare and only semi-serious, while efforts to preserve first generation hypertext literature has focussed primarily on the works. While this emphasis on the textual may resonate with Barthes’ critique, there is much to be lost in failing to capture the three levels of intentionality embedded in Farrell’s commentary. Works like Belinda Barnett’s 2013 Memory Machines and Mark Bernstein and Diane Greco’s 2009 Reading Hypertext represent vital links to those actual historical agents causally responsible for the text, to paraphrase Alexander Nehamas. Interpretative pluralism yields ever richer and deeper analysis, but there is value in the proper interrogation of intention. 
“Determinacy of meaning requires an act of will,” as Hirsch describes it (1967, p.16), and in a field that required the genesis not only of creative work but also the medium in which to create it, that act of will deserves recognition. Barthes’ criticism suits a medium profoundly interested in textuality, but the intention behind this textuality explains some of the decisions taken within it. More widely, network textualities have been productive of a cultural and political landscape in which messages circulate swiftly through diverse networks, the intention of the original messenger often lost as the message, untethered, proliferates. 
In the early 2000s several critics challenged the application of pre-existing theoretical traditions to interactive narrative in general, fearing that this new medium might fall victim to “intrusions and colonisations from the already organized scholarly tribes” (Eskelinen 2004, p.36). Polemical though these criticisms may have been, they were somewhat successful in creating what might be termed the Straw Narratologist: a figure interested only in obscurantist theory, praising of experimental and esoteric work only: Memmot’s From Lexia to Perplexia from late 2000, for example, or Mark Amerika’s ambiguously serious How to be an internet Rockstar. In a recent paper Leonardo Flores argued that “people are writing and reading a kind of electronic literature that is probably looked down upon by those committed to a digital modernist poetics” (2019). In what has been labelled a post-theory academic environment (Eagleton et al., 2003; Callus et al., 2004) there is a risk that the value of close critical evaluation of the text becomes ossified. 
Two years after the publication of Roland Barthes’ 1967 essay, Foucault gave a lecture in which he too explored the relationship between author, text and reader. Attempting to understand why some authors are more culturally significant than others, Foucault argues for a category of superior author, constituting those who are “not just the authors of their own works [but]... the possibilities and the rules for the formation of other texts” (1977, p.132). It seems ironic that in setting out to deconstruct authorship, Foucault finds himself instead further valorising individual authors, but his model underscores the importance of remembering not merely the texts of history but also the history of texts. “When we read literary texts,” writes Farrell (2017, p.243):
it is people we are trying to understand — people under varying historical circumstances. It is their creative actions we are trying to appreciate, not mere collections of words. These actions come to us having already made their impact on many other people in intervening generations who have inflected them in their own ways. Dealing with people as historical agents is uncomfortable, difficult, exasperating; making judgments about them can be even more so.

Nonetheless it is in this labour that we best understand where we have been – and where we might go in the future.
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