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The Myst Age

My point  of  depart ure is t he fact  t hat  t he 1993 Broderbund-Cyan CD-
ROM game Myst has sold an est imat ed t wo million copies t o dat e, making
it  among t he most  widely experienced hypernarrat ives (if  not , st rict ly
speaking, hypert ext s) in our t ime.  Only t he Web as a whole has allowed
more users t o follow more forking pat hs t o unexpect ed if  not
indet erminat e ends. Even if  we grant  t he phenomenological di erences
bet ween a lit erally t ext ual and a graphical environment , t heorist s of
hypert ext  would do well t o pay at t ent ion t o Myst and what  it  reveals
about  t he place of  t he Book at  t his lat e moment  in t he hist ory of  print
cult ure. When t he st and-alone CD-ROM game is sit uat ed in t he cont ext
of cult ural product ion (in t his case, mat erially, t he publishing ent erprise),
t he world-making impulse f igured in t he very st ruct ure of  t he game, as
successive or parallel “ages” or t echnological regimes, t ellingly gives way
t o messier arrangement s in t he social nexus—ext raneous net works,
int ert ext s, cont radict ory modes of  product ion, overlapping market s of
users, hybrid not ions of  genre, sparse or t angled, end-less webs of
provisional links. Myst and it s product ion makes a t ext  wort h reading, in
part  because of  t he way it  reminds us of  what  we know but  are
cont inually t empt ed t o forget : t hat  no t ext —much less hypert ext —is an
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island.

Despit e it s graphical int erface and it s being market ed as a virt ual
realit y game, Myst is fundament ally a hypert ext  product . It  was
developed in t he early, quint essent ially hypert ext ual so ware,
HyperCard,  and one navigat es t he spaces of  t he game by clicking
t hrough successive cards in a series of  st acks; it ’s just  t hat  t he cards
cont ain images rat her t han verbal lexias. Besides, as ot hers have not ed,
Myst has deep (sub)cult ural root s in command-line games like Adventure
and Zork, wit h t heir virt ual environment s t he player manipulat es by way
of raw t ext .  ASCII commands—turn le ; open trapdoor; pick up
torch—are replaced in Myst and it s species of  game wit h mouse clicks
t hrough a lushly rendered series of  images (over 2500 in t his case). In
e ect , such hypermedia games t ranslat e hypert ext  int o pict ures.
Anot her way t o put  it  is t hat  t hey amount  t o nonverbal renderings of
what  Michael Joyce once art iculat ed as t he ideal hypert ext  experience, in
which “movement ” t akes place as a series of  “yields” t o t he t ouch of  t he
hand of t he user.  In t his case, t he user’s hand holds a mouse and t he
onscreen cursor is t he familiar t iny-hand icon. Trial and error,
experiment al wandering, is t he only way short  of  an “ext ernal” hint  book
t o learn which object s or pat hs “yield” t o a click. When frust rat ed or
t rapped—in t he dead-end t unnel of  a maze, for example—one is at  f irst
t empt ed (as t he document at ion warns us) t o give in t o unproduct ive
“t hrashing,” clicking wildly on every possible feat ure of  t he scene.

Viewed more posit ively, t his pot ent ial for frust rat ion looks like
freedom. The lack of  direct ions and paucit y of  verbal clues in t he game
are precisely what  most  reviewers have praised.  Like st umbling int o
someone else’s dreamscape or st epping int o a quiet  surrealist  paint ing,
t he general opinion runs, t his game encourages t he suspension of
disbelief  in one’s freedom t o navigat e. The pat hs fork and you must
choose, but  t here is no default  mot ion sweeping you along: you st and
st ill unt il you click. And since, as t he publicit y for t he product  repeat edly
makes clear, no one dies in t his game—Myst is an ant it hesis t o t he maze
game Doom—t he user t ends t o relax int o t he rhyt hm of aimless
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wandering, a flâneur wit hout  t he crowd, st rolling, alert  and yet  dreaming,
ready t o respond wit h a forefinger click of  focussed at t ent ion t o any
phant asmagoric object  or scene. By far t he most  promising object s,
however, t hose t hat  yield inst ant  t ransport at ion t o ot her “ages,” t urn
out  t o be t he enigmat ic, backlit , fet ishist ic, leat herbound books t hat  are
everywhere you t urn in t his landscape.
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