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Routes to the Continuous Present: Mapping the Writing Process of a Site-Specific 
Interactive Play Towards a Digital Hyper(play)text 

 
By johnmichael rossi 
 

Artaud states, “that all words, once spoken, are dead and function only at the 

moment when they are uttered” (Artaud 73). Whitehead speaks of a word as an event that 

is either  “directly known… or only vaguely known by its dated spatio-temporal nexus 

with events which are directly known” (Whitehead 182). Barthes’ notion of the writerly 

text turns the meaning-making process into an event. But, what of the writing process, 

which is itself an event, or series of events, generating words in the “continuous present?” 

Can this eventful journey of writing be mapped? Recalling that Artaud wanted to “extend 

the language of the stage and multiply its possibilities” (Artaud 111), how does Barthes’ 

notion of the writerly text transfer to theatre, specifically plays being written in the 21st 

century, marked by what Josephine Machon names a “(syn)aesthetic” theatre? If the roles 

of reader and writer are constantly shifting back and forth in a cycle of writing and 

reading and re-writing, how does the concept of Whitehead’s “routes of inheritance” 

compliment Gertrude Stein’s attempt to “conceive a drama that placed supreme value on 

the experience of mind… the continuous present" (Marranca x)? 

My practice-based research involves the writing and development of a site-

specific interactive play, Rumi High, with a network of “collabo-writers,” which includes 

performers, designers and audience. The play addresses the topic of education and is 

imagined to take place throughout a school building where a multi-linear narrative is 

activated when the audience member, situated as a ‘student,’ makes choice in what paths 

to follow throughout the ‘school day.’ The aim of the practice is to explore how such a 

play, where ‘choice’ and ‘site’ are major factors in how the ‘work’ is experienced, can be 

presented as a literary text. My goal is to re-position dramatic plays that blend 
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“disciplines and techniques to create an interdisciplinary, intertextual and 'intersensual' 

work,” as literary (Machon 14). My practice proposes that digital technology, specifically 

hypermedia, enable writing for a “(syn)aesthetic theatre.” This paper will interrogate 

theories around Text, Writing, Authorship and Audience by analyzing the “routes of 

inheritance” of Rumi High. 

In her essay, Plays, Stein states: "In the poetry of plays words are more lively 

words than in any other kind of poetry" (Stein xxxix). She adds: "the play as I see it is 

exciting and it moves but it also stays" (Stein lii). This lively, poetic quality of words 

“moving” and “staying” is one of perception; how they are read and experienced. 

Considering Whitehead’s “routes of inheritance” in relation to perception, Sherburne 

states: 

the human body is to be conceived as a complex ‘amplifier’… The 
enduring personality is the historic route of living occasions, which are 
severally dominant in the body at successive instants. The various actual 
entities, which compose the body, are so coordinated that the experiences 
of any part of the body are transmitted to one or more central occasions to 
be inherited with enhancements accruing upon the way, or finally added 
by reason of the final integration. The crude aboriginal character of direct 
perception is inheritance (Sherburne 103). 
 

If a play is composed with “lively” words that “move” and “stay,” the text itself becomes 

the map, both a guide and a ‘receiver’ for the “amplification” of each reader’s meaning-

making process, led by his/her “inheritance.” In discussing hypertext theory, Bolter notes 

that, “the important difference between listening to a story and reading a book is that, 

while listeners simply allow the words to come to them, readers must themselves make 

the words move." (Bolter 108). In the Western world, theatre, and more specifically the 

dramatic play, has always existed in a liminal state between the performative and the 

literary; between listening/watching and reading.  
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One of the defining debates of the postmodern era involves challenging the 

conventional and modern perceptions of textuality and authorial control within the 

writing and reading process. Informing such critiques of modernism, postmodern 

theorists primarily did so with reference to the history of architecture and literature. Yet, 

in the history of theatre, particularly avant-garde and experimental performance, these 

debates were being addressed well before the advent of postmodernism. Playwrights such 

as Jarry, Pirandello and Stein were already experimenting with and challenging notions 

of what a play is. This experimentation led to a repositioning of the audience and a 

decentralization of the text. Critical theories developed by Brecht and Artaud in the first 

half of the twentieth century foregrounded a wave of movements from Futurism to 

Dadaism to Absurdism, that inspired works by performance groups such as The Living 

Theatre, who rejected the text in favor of play structures written around improvisation 

and the active participation of the audience.  

Theatre in the 21st century has been marked by trends, which are described in 

performance terms as “immersive,” “interactive” and “site-specific,” where the audience 

is situated in a multi-sensory web of choices linked to multiple paths. Machon defines 

these contemporary trends that highlight the visceral, as “(syn)aesthetic”: 

(syn)aesthetics provides a discourse that defines simultaneously the 
impulse and processes of production and  the subsequent appreciation 
strategies which incorporate reception and interpretation. (Syn)aesthetics 
is an aesthetic potential within performance which embraces a fused 
sensory experience, in both the process and the means of production 
(Machon 14). 
 

Many of the performance groups and writers that create “(syn)aesthetic” plays fall in line 

with a historical avant-garde  that rejected the authorial role that text has played in 

conventional drama. Though these groups are not proclaiming their work to be anti-

textual, they inherit this tradition, as their work seems to have left the literary world and 
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its conventional dramatic elements behind. For example, non-text-based groups such as 

Punchdrunk and Shunt do not produce their ‘works’ as literary texts. The public can only 

access their ‘works’ as live performance texts. Why have playwrights and performance 

writers not embraced the digital as a new writing and reading space, which has the 

potential to achieve Stein’s “continuous present” in a 21st century context? 

Rumi High is being written through several digital writing spaces and my 

playwriting process includes workshops, rehearsals and public performances as 

collaborative writing tools. Developed in both America and England, the play will be 

available to an international readership accessible through the ‘world-wide-web,’ locating 

the play to be experienced at a website in the form of a digital “hyper(play)text.” I will 

suggest that this new form of playwriting and playreading frees the text from the 

prescriptive printed form that fixes the ‘work’ to a particular performance production. It 

is my hope that the “hyper(play)text” will provoke many versions of the play to manifest 

through performance as the text itself performs the ‘work.’ Bolter states that, "dramatic 

texts are like musical scores: the words on the page direct the actors in their effort to 

bring the drama into existence as sound and image. The written text could never be a 

complete record of the experience of the play; it has always to be filled out, and therefore 

interpreted" (Bolter 158). This perspective on dramatic texts as a “record of the 

experience of the play” presumes that performance is the primary text for an audience, 

and the written text functions as a script or guide intended for the practitioner. Many of 

the experimental plays written in the 1960’s and 1970’s by groups such as The Living 

Theatre and Mabou Mines, who attempted to de-centralize the text in order to focus on 

the audience, ultimately produced their works as printed texts (i.e. Paradise Now! and 

Animations). Proving Bolter’s point, these printed texts documented the performance 
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production more than enabling a unique reading experience that could be considered 

writerly. Interestingly, such texts seem to highlight “traces” of the writing process, which 

was collaborative and depended on the audience’s direct involvement. Derrida discusses 

“traces” in writing: “It is not absence instead of presence, but a trace which replaces a 

presence which has never been present, an origin by means of which nothing has begun” 

(Derrida 372). My aim is to create a text that embeds the processual “traces” into a 

written dramatic language without fixing the text to the technical and logistical details of 

the production; to make the text less of a manual and more experiential; more writerly 

than readerly. For this particular writing process, there is no singular performance 

production to refer to. There is a series of writing events (public and private) that lead to 

the ‘work.’ My practice involves mapping this ‘collabo-writerly’ process in order to 

understand how particular “routes of inheritance” aid readers and writers alike in 

engaging with the ‘work’ itself. 

My writing practice is marked by a ‘stream-of-conscious’ approach, which 

manifests into a variety of forms of writing from poetry to memoir, reportage to list-

making, songs to letters. As a discipline, I aim to write a minimum of thirty minutes 

daily—which to date, spans 60 books reaching back to 1997. My playwriting practice 

involves an ongoing excavation of these books, aware that my subconscious has 

inevitably riffed on a theme, idea or concept for a play. Oftentimes this excavation will 

reveal dramatic textual matter in the form of dialogues, monologues, plot structures and 

character descriptions. This dramatic textual matter, the “traces” of the writing process, 

function as the seeds of collaboration, and the foundations for my critical practice. In 

developing Rumi High as a practice-led research project, I found it necessary to locate the 
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moments when I first inscribed a word of thought in relation to this play. These moments 

mark the first route into the liminal state between the performative and the literary.  

Having lived with the idea of this play for several years, a digital archive of my 

journals enabled me to locate and return to the initial stimuli for creating a play about 

education. Here, I share with you three extracts located in ‘Book 34,’ the first “traces” of 

Rumi High. In Figure A, we see my initial impulse to write a play about education comes 

directly from my experience working in public schools: “Perhaps I need to create a 

play out of this… an experience, a message, an attack on the illness that is the school 

system…”  

 
               Figure A. Excerpt from “The Point” Book 34, 20 May ‘08, 2:44 pm 
 

In Figure B, I return to this idea two weeks later: “… a satire of the school system of 

education in America the ghetto of America, public education, real rich colors 
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vibrant color… Debbie Almontaser Rumi.” In Figure C: “Someone needs to re-write 

The Crucible but get it to reach the masses… School Play Crucible happens at a high 

school A teacher working on The Crucible.”  

                     
                 Figure B. “The One” Book 34, 2 June ‘08, 7:12pm 
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Figure C. Excerpt from “Taken to Here” Book 34, 21 June ‘08, 8:57 am 

 

Locating these “traces” allowed me to bring the play back to its roots; to strengthen and 

realign the playwriting practice by recalling and sharing these intentions with “collabo-

writers.” Here, I will briefly discuss these “traces” as pre-texts for the ‘work’ that 

stimulate the writing process: 

- The Story of Debbie Almontaser: Debbie Almontaser is a Yemeni-American 
who formed an Arab-themed school, Khalil Gibran International Academy, in 
Brooklyn, NY, in 2007. She was removed from her position as school 
principal just before the school opened. Almontaser’s story is one of 
persecution, and I view her removal from her post as a sad response to the 
post-9/11 climate in America marked by a fear, suspicion and 
misunderstanding of Arabic and Islamic cultures, and more broadly the 
Middle East. Her story is at the core of my initial impulse to write a play 
about education. The details of this local news story are redistributed 
throughout he play.  
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- The Poetry of Rumi: Around the same time as the events surrounding the 
Khalil Gibran school, I traveled to Turkey, and became enchanted by the 
image and the movement of the whirling dervish. I became enraptured by the 
language of Rumi. Drawing from the tradition of public schools being named 
after great thinkers, philosophers and leaders, (and considering Almontaser’s 
choice to name her school after the Christian prophet, Khalil Gibran), I began 
to imagine a school named after Rumi, where none of its inhabitants know 
anything about the Sufi poet, who haunts the play with his words. 

 
- Arthur Miller & Me: Miller is the first American playwright I read, and The 

Crucible is a staple of high school curriculum in America. Considering my 
own autobiographical “traces” as both a student and teacher within the NYC 
public school system, I carry with me the stories of many students and 
teachers, having worked in the proverbial melting pot of cultures in over 
eighty schools across five years. In these schools, I continued to come across 
old programmes, photos and bulletin board presentations related to The 
Crucible. There always seemed to be a marked copy of The Crucible nearby.  

 
These “traces:” Debbie Almontaser, Rumi and The Crucible are the pre-texts which 

paved the way to writing collaboratively with an ever-expanding network of “collabo-

writers,” who each bring their own perspective on the topic of the play into the process. I 

sensed that the persecution of John Proctor in The Crucible held interesting parallels to 

Debbie Almontaser’s story, and Miller’s tone and use of the Salem witch trials to critique 

McCarthyism echoed the world I was experiencing in the American public school 

system; the vilification of teachers, the corporatization of public schools, and the 

deconstruction of traditional neighborhood schools. 

 These “traces” inspired the Aristotelian dramatic elements of a play (setting, plot, 

character and theme) as I began to imagine a site-specific play with a multi-linear 

narrative that could represent a day in the life of a school building. I suspected that 

situating the audience as an active player in the world of the play, as a ‘student,’  would 

allow me to affectively address the topic of education, and the questions about schooling 

that I wanted to raise. I soon realized that writing within the standard format of an 

orthodox play, intended to exist in print (if not just in performance), was limiting me. I 
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wanted to create a text that enhanced the reader’s choice and could enable a multi-

sensory reading experience. I began to consider a new writing space, choosing the 

website as the specific site to experiment with layout, font and a complex structure built 

around hyperlinks. Word-processing programs such as MSWord, FinalDraft and Celtx, 

which re-present the printed form electronically were no longer suffice. 

Placing words on any writing surface opens a gap that can never again be 
securely closed. As writers we like to believe that our words as visible 
representations of our thoughts belong to us, and yet written words have 
an existence apart from the writer. They can be appropriated by others, 
published and made available to an audience of unknown readers. Written 
words can be plagiarized…  the writing is the product of his or her mind 
and yet no longer his or her own (Bolter 212).  
 
The Wooster Group’s L.S.D. (…just the high points…) coincidentally shares a 

pre-text with Rumi High—Arthur Miller’s The Crucible. "Miller's play historicizes the 

seventeenth century Salem witch trials by commenting overtly on the political climate in 

America during the fifties, while L.S.D. historicizes Miller's play by subjecting it to a 

postmodern political critique…" (Heuvel 141). Rumi High places Miller’s classic in an 

inner-city classroom, and the themes of the play infest the school setting, becoming a 

commentary on the NYC public school system. "The [Wooster] Group enacts Barthes's 

view of the text as ‘a multidimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them 

original blend and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable 

centers of culture’" (Heuvel 142). Ultimately, LSD was closed due to a legal battle with 

Miller, who felt his play was being misrepresented. This raises questions regarding the 

nature of text itself, and of its ownership. As David Savran notes, “Miller's own reading 

of the play is distinguished from all others not because it is more correct but because it is 

empowered by the force of law” (Heuvel 142). Playwriting naturally assumes a 

collaborative process; the ‘work’ itself is realized by many writers of various species of 
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text (designers, performers, audience). This is why the notion of authorial control is 

problematic in theater, as highlighted by the conflict between Miller and The Wooster 

Group. While I acknowledge my authorial control as ‘initial writer,’ my writing practice 

includes work-shopping, rehearsing and presenting texts-in-progress with designers, 

performers and audience members, an attempt to open the text towards writerly-ness. In 

an orthodox play development process the playwright is often writing towards a 

performance text. This practice-led research reverses the process—writing a series of 

performance texts towards a literary text, which performs and thereby interacts with the 

reader. As a result of these shifts in my writing practice, the play itself began to assume 

and require a new literary form: the digital “hyper(play)text.”  

Readings of hypertexts are… always subject to misadventure: the 
possibility that you might end up at a different destination from the one 
you intended overdetermines every turn you take… the chance encounters 
of reading always re-define the route you thought you were following. 
Which means you have to take your chances. Taking them may mean 
making something of the accidents of reading. The reading of a hypertext 
(any kind of text) is guided by a will to make sense of the text, no matter 
what confusing or contradictory turn it may appear to take (Harpold 193). 

 
The “hyper(play)text,” composed of hyperlinks and various media will exhibit 

approaches to presenting “(syn)aesthetic” plays as literary texts through transmedia. 

The digital tools used to aid this writing process, not only opened pathways of 

collaboration, but manifested into the play itself. For example, social networking became 

a significant writing tool in developing Rumi High. By establishing a Facebook group 

page, The S’kool of Edumacation, I formed an ever-expanding network of educators, 

former students and artists, totaling 137 members, who “collabo-write” by sharing video, 

articles, images, personal comments and “likes,” writing an ongoing and schizophrenic 

dialogue around education that creates a content board, that inevitably leaves its ‘traces’ 

in the play. Interacting with this network, through the popular format of Facebook, I 
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began to consider how readers might interact with other readers (through a live chat 

screen, as part of the text) and how they could take on a ‘speaking’ role (by writing into 

blank sections of the play), leaving “traces” of their own reading experience. 

 It wasn’t until I was in the thick of the writing process that I came to consider the 

computer as a radically different, experimental writing space, where I could create a 

“hyper(play)text” which not only allows for the “(syn)aesthetic,” but embodies the 

writing process itself which was driven by the sense that we as collaborators had to 

remain in the “continuous present” in order to write the ‘work,’ to open the ‘work’ to 

many possible meanings beyond my own personal politics with the topic.  Stein’s concept 

of a ‘landscape play’ “was to spatialize the temporal, to refuse the aggregation and 

accumulation by which the subject/spectator makes meanings” (Diamond 103). 

Ultimately, my practice-led research suggests that a play written in digital space "comes 

as a web of text, like a landscape that cannot be seen all at once but can be explored along 

many different routes. The author cannot control which links the reader will pursue, and 

in some systems the reader can create new units and links, so that the web changes and 

grows. The roles of author and reader begin to shift as the being of the text changes" 

(Kolb 323). The choices made in the reading and writing process are made by way of 

one’s “routes of inheritance.” Hence, the “(syn)aesthetic” theatre of the 21st century, 

written via the “hyper(play)text,” furthers Stein’s notion of the play as a “landscape,” 

where the writing process weaves together the many “routes of inheritance” that place 

both reader and writer in a “continuous present.” 
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