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Introduction

Interactive fiction is an unusual form of electronic literature. It flourished as a computer game 

genre in the 1980s and almost died out in the early 1990s, but communities of amateur writers 

and programmers kept it alive. More recently, there has been a resurgence of interest in the 

form, both as game and as literature. Over the years it has produced a wide variety of works, 

from unsophisticated puzzle games to ambitious literary works. Genre fiction, such as fantasy, 

science fiction and detective fiction, is common all along that spectrum.

Intelligent machines such as robots, computers with artificial intelligence, and androids have 

been an important part of science fiction for many years. Electronic literature complicates 

their representation, because the work is itself a machine. However, as artificial intelligence 

has not yet been created, the work is inevitably less complex than the machine characters it 

represents. This can lead to a mismatch between the fictional capabilities of a character and its 

actual behaviour as simulated in the work. Such a mismatch can affect the reader’s 

perceptions of the intelligent machine. Interactive fiction shows this particularly strongly: its 

interface allows the reader, or “interactor”, to type any command she can think of, but only a 

tiny subset of possible commands will be recognised by the work. It is thus easy for the work 

to appear unintelligent, especially when the interactor is unfamiliar with the conventions of 

the form.

Interactive fiction also raises issues of choice and free will, issues bound up with the idea of 

intelligent machines. If a supposedly intelligent machine is only following its programming, 

can it be said to have any sort of free will? Similarly, although interactive fiction allows the 

interactor to direct a character through the story, her ability to affect the narrative is limited. 

Only the options programmed into the work are available to her; she cannot add any new 

elements to the story, only select from those that already exist. Many works of interactive 

fiction only have a single plot line, which the interactor either completes or fails. Even if the 
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work does offer the interactor a way to affect the major events of the story, there are usually 

only a few options available to her.

Chapter 1 of this dissertation serves as a short introduction to interactive fiction. It outlines 

the history of the form and explains the interface and conventions that have developed over 

time. It also places the works I will discuss in context.

Chapter 2 looks at A Mind Forever Voyaging (Meretzky 1985), which puts the interactor in 

the role of an intelligent supercomputer called PRISM. PRISM’s job is to explore a simulation 

of the future in order to determine the likely results of new government policies. Although it 

presents itself as a subversive political text, A Mind Forever Voyaging’s attitude towards 

technology, humanity and the interaction between the two is often conservative. Technology is 

presented as extremely beneficial, but at its best when it is most human. PRISM himself, 

although fictionally an artificial intelligence, is actually directed by the human interactor. 

Humanity is still central in A Mind Forever Voyaging. Even PRISM seems to accept this, 

choosing at the end of the work to live permanently in the simulation as his human alter-ego, 

Perry Simm.

Chapter 3 considers Galatea (Short 2000b), a work based on the Greek myth about 

Pygmalion. The interactor takes the role of an art critic reviewing an exhibition of animates, 

complex robots designed to hold conversations with their viewers, and the work consists of a 

conversation between the critic and Galatea, one of the exhibits. Although she is on show as 

an animate, she claims to be a statue come to life. The work raises questions about how to 

define and recognise intelligence, as well as the ethics of treating an intelligent being as 

merely a machine. The critic assumes he knows what intelligence is, but Galatea challenges 

his judgment. The work also considers issues of power and control. The work has seventy 

endings, not all consistent with each other, and a vast number of conversational options. This 

appears to give the interactor a lot of control over Galatea’s story. However, Galatea is 
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unpredictable and it is often difficult for the interactor to direct the work towards a particular 

ending. Also, although the critic is initially in a position of power over Galatea, it is possible 

for her to switch subject positions with the critic, becoming the viewer and listener instead of 

him.

These two works, although very different, both offer insights into the ways interactive fiction 

can represent intelligent machines. By giving the interactor the role of an intelligent machine, 

A Mind Forever Voyaging ensures that the machine can appear human, but devalues its non-

human qualities. Galatea’s inconsistent endings leave undecided the question of whether she 

is truly intelligent or not, contesting the critic’s easy judgements. Both works raise issues 

relating to choice, control, and the relationship between intelligence and humanness.
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Chapter 1

Interactive Fiction

Although the term “interactive fiction” has been applied to many different genres and media, I 

am only considering its more specific meaning: the computer-based genre sometimes called 

the “text adventure”. In these works, the computer describes the setting and narrates events, 

while the interactor directs the “player character” with simple commands such as “enter the 

cave” and “ask Joe about the necklace”. Both input and output are primarily natural language. 

Interactive fiction began in the mid-1970s with the work Adventure (Crowther and Woods 

1977), flourished briefly as a commercial computer game genre in the 1980s, and then 

returned to being a mainly hobbyist form. It has had relatively little academic attention as a 

literary form, but despite this, several interesting theories and debates about it have arisen.

Interactive fiction is perhaps easier to illustrate than to describe. Here, then, is an extract from 

a transcript of Emily Short’s Galatea (2000b), a recent work of interactive fiction. The 

interactor’s input is in upper-case.

The Gallery’s End 
Unlit, except for the single spotlight; unfurnished, except for the defining swath of 
black velvet. And a placard on a little stand.

On the pedestal is Galatea.

>READ THE PLACARD
Large cream letters on a black ground.

47. Galatea

White Thasos marble. Non-commissioned work by the late Pygmalion of Cyprus.  
(The artist has since committed suicide.)

Originally not an animate. The waking of this piece from its natural state remains  
unexplained.

>ASK GALATEA ABOUT PYGMALION
A pause. “I don’t know where he is,” she says. “Or who, or what, for that matter. 
He sold me immediately after my waking. While he was carving me, there was no 
strangeness, but afterward…”

Emily Boegheim Page 5



>WAIT
You take a deep breath.

Galatea, like most interactive fiction written in English, is written in the second person. First 

person works are less common, and third person extremely rare. The use of second person 

does not necessarily imply that the interactor is supposed to be the main character in the work. 

Even interactive fiction with a strongly characterised player character, such as Varicella  

(Cadre 1999), often uses second person to refer to this character.

In the English-language interactive fiction community, the character directed by the interactor 

is conventionally known as the “player character”. Some critics have suggested alternative 

terms. For instance, Sarah Jane Sloane (1991) and Espen Aarseth (1997) use the word 

“puppet”. However, as Jeremy Douglass points out (2007 pp. 186-190), this implies that the 

interactor has much more freedom to control the character’s actions than she really has. 

Douglass proposes “protagonist” as an alternative, but this is confusing in works such as 

Galatea where the player character is not the main character. I shall therefore use the term 

“player character”.

The extract from Galatea begins by naming the player character’s location, “The Gallery’s 

End”, and describing it. Most interactive fiction contains a number of different locations, and 

the interactor may direct the player character to move between them. Typically, compass 

directions are used for movement commands: “go north”, for instance, rather than “go up the 

hill”. This convention began with the first work of interactive fiction, Adventure, and has 

persisted ever since. Galatea is somewhat unusual in that it takes place in a single location. If 

the player character leaves “The Gallery’s End”, the work ends. Locations in a work of 

interactive fiction may contain items or characters that the player character can interact with, 

like the placard and Galatea in this extract.

After the description comes the first “command line”, with a greater-than symbol prompting 
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the interactor to type a command. Almost all interactive fiction is turn-based; nothing will 

happen until the player enters a command. Whatever text the player enters will be analysed by 

the “parser”, which breaks down the player’s input. If possible, the parser interprets the input 

as an action for the player character to take; otherwise, it prints an error message. In this 

extract, the player has typed “read the placard”, and the work responds with a description of 

the placard and its inscription. “Read the placard” is only one of many commands the work 

allows. However, the number of commands a work of interactive fiction understands is only a 

minuscule fraction of possible English sentences. The empty command line implies that the 

interactor can type any natural language command and be understood, but only commands 

that the work is programmed to recognise will succeed. Even if a command is understood, it 

may not have an effect in the world: for instance, “open the door” will not succeed if the door 

is locked.

Although not illustrated in this extract, almost all interactive fiction has an end of some kind. 

Often a work will have a single ending that represents successful completion of the work; it 

may also include one or more endings representing failure. Other works include several 

successful endings, depending on the choices the player made. These endings may each 

represent success equally, or some may be more positive than others. In some works with 

multiple endings, it is left to the interactor to determine which endings represent success and 

which failure.

These aspects of the Galatea extract illustrate two of the key elements of interactive fiction. 

Firstly, its main form of input and output is text, although some works supplement this with 

other forms such as hyperlinks and multimedia. Secondly, it simulates a world, known as the 

“model world”. Usually this involves locations linked together, containing items that the 

player character can manipulate, but some works simulate other aspects. Galatea, for 

instance, simulates Galatea’s mood and attitude towards the player character.
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The interactive fiction genre began with the work Adventure, created by Will Crowther in 

1975 or 1976 and then revised and expanded by Don Woods. Crowther was a caver, and the 

work was in part a simulation of Colossal Cave, which he and his wife had explored in the 

past. Crowther also included puzzles to solve, treasures to collect and some light fantasy 

elements. The work ran on a computer at his workplace, and soon became popular with 

computer users there. The newly created Internet allowed it to spread to other organisations’ 

computing facilities as well. In 1976 or 1977, Don Woods played Adventure at the Stanford 

Artificial Intelligence Laboratory. He requested a copy of the source code from Crowther and 

began to expand Adventure, adding new locations, puzzles, and treasures and increasing the 

fantasy elements. Copies of Woods’ version of Adventure also began to circulate, and at some 

point, Crowther’s original Adventure was lost. Various programmers, including Woods 

himself, continued to change and expand the work, but Woods’ first version remained the de 

facto standard (Jerz 2007; Maher 2006, ch. 2; Montfort 2003, pp. 85-93; Nelson 2001, pp. 

343-345).

Other computer programmers, inspired by Adventure, began to create their own “adventure 

games”, calling the genre after the game that started it. One of the most notable of these early 

works is Zork, created at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology by Tim Anderson, Marc 

Blank, Bruce Daniels and Dave Lebling between 1977 and 1979. Like Adventure and many 

other works of interactive fiction created at the time, Zork was a treasure hunt with fantasy 

elements, taking place mainly underground. Its authors sought to outdo Adventure, creating a 

work with a larger world to explore, more possible actions, and a parser capable of 

interpreting more complex commands. Many of its innovations are standard features in 

modern interactive fiction. However, perhaps Zork’s most important contribution to 

interactive fiction was its role in the foundation of Infocom, the foremost publisher of 

interactive fiction during the 1980s (Maher 2006, ch. 4; Montfort 2003, pp. 97-114).
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In 1979 a group of MIT staff and students, including Anderson, Blank and Lebling, formed 

Infocom to write business software for the growing microcomputer market. Needing to raise 

money for research and development, however, they decided to begin by releasing a home 

computer version of Zork. Since Zork had been written for MIT’s powerful mainframe 

computers, it could not run on the microcomputers of the time. Zork: The Great Underground 

Empire (Blank and Lebling 1980) was therefore based only on the first half of Zork, and the 

material that was included was heavily trimmed and edited. Even so, Zork: The Great 

Underground Empire included some elements that the mainframe Zork did not, such as 

alternative solutions to some puzzles. Zork: The Great Underground Empire was a 

commercial success, and Infocom followed it up with two sequels and original works in 

different genres. Between 1979 and 1989, Infocom released thirty-five works of interactive 

fiction in genres as diverse as detective fiction, science fiction, historical romance, sex farce, 

and wordplay (Maher 2006, ch. 4; Montfort 2003, pp. 125-129). 

Infocom was not the only company to publish interactive fiction, or even the first. Unlike 

many interactive fiction publishers, however, it promoted its works not just as games, but as 

literature. This included the use of the term “interactive fiction” to describe its works, rather 

than “adventure game” (Keller 2007, pp. 280-285; Montfort 2003, pp.119-120). Many of 

Infocom’s early works had little more literary merit than their competitors’, but some later 

works were much more ambitious. One of these was A Mind Forever Voyaging by Steve 

Meretzky (1985), an attempt to explore contemporary political issues through dystopian 

science fiction. It is unique among Infocom’s works in that it only requires the interactor to 

solve two puzzles. Most of the tasks that must be completed are straightforward, and the 

interactor is given the freedom to explore the work for as long as she wishes. Although not 

commercially successful, A Mind Forever Voyaging became an important early example of 

how interactive fiction could be more than just a game.
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In the late 1980s the popularity of interactive fiction waned, and most interactive fiction 

publishers went out of business or stopped producing interactive fiction. Infocom was 

acquired by Activision and released its last commercial work of interactive fiction in 1989. In 

the early 1990s, very few companies were still publishing interactive fiction. However, 

despite the demise of commercial interactive fiction, hobbyist programmers continued to 

create new works, making them freely available on the Internet or selling them privately 

(Maher 2006, ch. 7).

Hobbyist and amateur programmers had been writing interactive fiction throughout the 

commercial period. Books and magazines taught interactors how to program their own 

interactive fiction and printed the source code of small works for interactors to type into their 

computers, play, edit, and learn from. Specialised software tools allowed people to write their 

own interactive fiction without having to write complicated code. Even after the market for 

interactive fiction disappeared, programmers continued to design interactive fiction and tools 

for writing interactive fiction, and many released their work for free online. This allowed any 

interested person with an Internet connection to play or create interactive fiction. An Internet 

community dedicated to the creation and appreciation of English-language interactive fiction 

developed, focused on the newsgroups rec.arts.int-fiction and rec.games.int-fiction. An online 

archive, the IF Archive, was created as a central repository for free interactive fiction works, 

tools, and information. Many of the works created were conventional and derivative, but 

others were unusual and experimental, exploring the possibilities of the genre (Maher 2006, 

chs 8-9; Montfort 2003, pp. 194-198; Nelson 2001, pp. 357-361).

To encourage the creation of new interactive fiction, the interactive fiction community holds 

regular competitions, most judged by popular vote. The most notable of these is the Annual 

Interactive Fiction Competition, founded in 1995 and held every year since then. The rules 

only allow judges to play a work for two hours before voting, thus favouring short works of 
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interactive fiction. Another important competition is the IF Art Show, held at irregular 

intervals since 1999. Uniquely among interactive fiction competitions, the Art Show 

discourages authors from entering game-like works which require the interactor to solve 

tricky puzzles or lead the interactor through a pre-defined story. Instead, it promotes works 

which allow the interactor to explore and discover at her own pace. Also, unlike most other 

competitions, it has a pre-determined judging panel, instead of allowing the public to vote. 

These conditions have allowed the IF Art Show to host many unusual and experimental works 

of interactive fiction. Perhaps the most important of these is Emily Short’s Galatea, which 

won Best of Show in 2000. Galatea is one of the best-known modern works, and is often used 

as an example of literary interactive fiction. Unlike most interactive fiction, it does not require 

the interactor to solve puzzles or explore the landscape; instead it consists entirely of a 

conversation with Galatea, a statue come to life. The work offers a vast number of 

conversational options and possible endings, and Galatea is widely regarded as one of 

interactive fiction’s most complex characters (Maher 2006, ch. 9; Montfort 2003, pp. 207-

209).

So far, there has been relatively little academic consideration of interactive fiction as 

literature. It began in the early 1980s; the first full-length study was Mary Buckles’ 1985 PhD 

thesis on Adventure. During the 1990s, theorists such as Espen Aarseth (1997) and Janet 

Murray (1997) discussed interactive fiction in relation to the larger sphere of new media texts. 

More recently, scholars such as Nick Montfort (2003b) and Jeremy Douglass (2007) have 

written specifically about interactive fiction, considering recent amateur works as well as 

older works.

The basics of interactive fiction have changed very little since the creation of Adventure in the 

mid-1970s. However, the content and themes dealt with in interactive fiction have continued 

to diversify, from the earliest fantasy adventures, through the genre fiction of the 1980s, to the 

Emily Boegheim Page 11



avant-garde works of the 21st century. Academic study of cybertext in general and interactive 

fiction specifically has offered some intriguing insights into how interactive fiction functions, 

but much work still remains to be done.
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Chapter 2

“As Human as Anyone”: Artificial Intelligence in A Mind Forever Voyaging

A Mind Forever Voyaging (Meretzky 1985; henceforth AMFV) is set in 2031, in a science 

facility researching the effects of the government Plan for Renewed National Purpose. The 

interactor takes the role of PRISM, the world’s first sentient computer. PRISM is tasked with 

entering a simulation of the future to investigate the probable results of certain government 

policies. The work opens with a reference to PRISM’s “awakening” and mention of an article 

about PRISM. This article is one of AMFV’s “feelies”, items and paperwork packaged with 

Infocom’s interactive fiction to flesh out the fictional worlds. The article explains that to 

create a truly sentient computer, the scientists had to “simulate EXACTLY the life 

experiences of a human being from the very first day of its life” (Meretzky 1985, “Dakota 

Online Magazine”, p. 9; emphasis in original). Until his awakening at the beginning of the 

work, PRISM believes his simulated life as Perry Simm to be his true existence.

To research the effects of the Plan for Renewed National Purpose, PRISM must return to the 

simulation, now 10 years into the future. As Perry Simm, he explores the simulated city of 

Rockvil, recording aspects of everyday life for the scientists to review. The simulation of 2041 

is happy and prosperous, and government prepares to implement the Plan. However, as 

PRISM spends more time in the simulation, simulations of the city further into the future 

become available. These reveal that if the Plan goes ahead, Rockvil will become increasingly 

violent and poverty-stricken, controlled by a militant religion whose followers persecute 

anyone not of their faith. PRISM’s creator, Doctor Perelman, takes this evidence to the 

government, hoping to stop the Plan from proceeding. However, the senators refuse to accept 

the evidence and Richard Ryder, the chief proponent of the Plan, sends the National Guard to 

shut down the PRISM project.

Until this point, unlike other interactive fiction of its time, AMFV includes no puzzles. The 
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interactor must direct PRISM to perform certain tasks, but these are simple and there is no 

time limit; the interactor may explore for as long as she wishes. If Perry Simm is killed in the 

simulation, it is simply reset to its original state. However, once the science facility is taken 

over by Ryder’s guards, PRISM is in real danger. The interactor must figure out how to 

escape a sabotage attempt and draw attention to Ryder’s villainy before Ryder destroys 

PRISM. These puzzles are tricky, requiring PRISM to be in the right place at the right time, 

and PRISM will almost certainly be killed several times before the interactor solves them. If 

the interactor succeeds in saving PRISM and alerting the nation to Ryder’s actions, the Plan is 

cancelled and PRISM is given permission to spend the rest of his life in the simulation as 

Perry Simm. A short epilogue allows the interactor a glimpse of Perry’s happily ever after, as 

he flies off into the sunset with his beloved wife Jill.

AMFV features several nested levels of simulation. First, the work itself is a fictional 

simulation about an intelligent supercomputer, PRISM. Within that, PRISM can enter a 

simulation of the city of Rockvil as Perry Simm. And even within that simulation, it is 

possible for Perry Simm to enter a “joybooth” and experience another simulated experience. 

As Nick Montfort points out, this last level is different, because it is only a simulation 

fictionally, not actually. By this he means that Perry’s experience in the joybooth is only 

narrated; it is not possible for him to explore or influence the world of the joybooth’s 

simulation in any way (Montfort 2007b, pp. 181). These levels of simulation correspond 

roughly to a hierarchy of power between the interactor and the characters. The interactor 

directs PRISM within the work; PRISM controls Perry Simm within the Rockvil simulation. 

In one sense, the interactor controls Perry Simm directly while in simulation mode. She does 

not have to command PRISM to “tell Perry to buy food”; she simply types “buy food”. 

However, not all commands she may type in simulation mode direct Perry. For instance, 

“record” and “exit sim” respectively direct PRISM to start recording the contents of the 
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simulation and to exit the simulation. They are not meaningful commands for Perry, since he 

exists only within the simulation. In another sense, therefore, the interactor directs PRISM 

who directs Perry Simm (Montfort 2007b, pp. 179-181).

AMFV, more than any other of Infocom’s works, was promoted as literature, not just a game. 

Its title is a quotation from William Wordsworth’s poem The Prelude, and the work contains 

several other quotations from various poets. The blurb on the back of the box quotes 

Shakespeare and compares AMFV to Brave New World and 1984. AMFV also has a serious 

political agenda. It was written during Ronald Reagan’s time as President of the United States, 

and is a far from subtle critique of the Reagan government. The elements of the Plan for 

Renewed National Purpose are similar to Reagan’s policies, and the character Richard Ryder 

shares his initials with Reagan (Maher 2006, ch. 5).

Despite its ambitions as a subversive political text, AMFV seems in many ways to be an 

uncomplicated celebration of technology’s power to help humankind. It features a computer 

who saves the country from disaster; PRISM is praised as a national hero, both when his 

recordings support the Plan and when they block it. The joyful epilogue has PRISM return to 

his simulated life, and, as Perry Simm, embark on a voyage of interstellar colonisation. The 

epilogue’s future is a future of technological hope; Perry reflects that his journey is “the 

pinnacle of an eon of human achievement”, and that after the “recent strides in health and 

longevity research” he may even live long enough to see the end of his voyage.

None of the characters question the accuracy of the simulation, even though this is apparently 

the first time PRISM has been used to predict the future. As a reviewer of AMFV pointed out, 

simulations of the future have never been reliable, yet the work’s premise is based on 

everyone simply accepting that PRISM’s data is correct (Cree 1995). The government 

prepares to implement the Plan as soon as Perelman reports PRISM’s initial findings. Even 
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when opponents attempt to discredit the scientists’ criticism of the Plan, they do not attack the 

veracity of the simulation; instead, they claim that the scientists have faked the unfavourable 

evidence and try to shut the PRISM facility down. The computer itself is always treated as 

trustworthy.

Nor is there is any evidence that the scientists question the ethics of creating a sentient 

computer, making it believe itself human and then waking it so it can work for them. Early in 

AMFV, it is possible for PRISM to hear an interview with Dr. Perelman on the World News 

Network. The interviewer asks why a sentient computer would take orders from its creators; 

Perelman replies confidently, “[W]hy wouldn’t he do what we ask? Would a human being turn 

down the opportunity to utilize his or her talents to perform a tremendously useful service for 

society? PRISM will have those same motivations.” The possibility that PRISM may not wish 

to cooperate is barely considered by any of the characters, and if he does not obey them, their 

reactions are unexpectedly harsh. If the interactor directs PRISM to wait around, sleep, listen 

to the World News Network Feed, and so on, instead of entering Simulation Mode, the 

scientists will eventually turn off his consciousness, causing PRISM’s “senses [...] to ebb” and 

ending the session of AMFV. This is disturbingly similar to the endings in which Ryder has 

PRISM destroyed; in these cases, PRISM’s “consciousness slips quickly away” or “the 

universe goes away”. Before shutting down PRISM’s consciousness processors, Perelman 

asks him, “What’s the matter with you?” and says that they must “reevaluate [his] 

psychological makeup”. To the scientists, PRISM’s non-cooperation is a programming fault, 

not a rational choice, so they are justified in switching him off, even if it is akin to murdering 

him.

If, on the other hand, the interactor directs PRISM so as to foil Ryder’s plans and successfully 

complete the work, PRISM is treated as if he were human. Doctor Perelman praises his 

initiative and says that “in his heart he’s as human as anyone I’ve ever met”. The government 
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gives him the Congressional Medal of Honor and a citation from the President. His request to 

live the rest of his life in the simulation is granted. The epilogue focuses on his life as Perry 

Simm, rather than PRISM, giving attention to humanness of his existence: Perry’s home, his 

wife and children, his career as a writer, his mortality.

Despite its positive attitude towards the effects of technology, AMFV presents technology as 

most reliable when it is most human. The scientists trust PRISM as long as he behaves in a 

way that they consider reasonable; if he does not act according to their expectations of human 

behaviour, they assume he is broken. Furthermore, the simulation of Rockvil has been running 

for about ten years, giving Perry Simm his simulated childhood, and is controlled by a 

separate cluster of supercomputers (Meretzky 1985, “Dakota Online Magazine”, p. 9). Yet, 

rather than extract the information they need directly from the simulation, the scientists must 

use PRISM to collect the evidence for the success of the Plan (Cree 1995). Even PRISM 

cannot retrieve the simulation data directly. Instead, he must return to his simulated human 

life and record Perry Simm’s experiences of the results of the Plan.

This is further complicated by the fact that PRISM is the player character. As such, PRISM is 

not really controlled by artificial intelligence, or even an imitation of it; he is directed by the 

interactor, and the interactor is necessarily aware of this. Almost every choice that PRISM 

makes during the work is a command from the interactor. Dr. Perelman describes PRISM’s 

mental capabilities as generally “about the same level as an average adult of reasonable 

intelligence”: in other words, the interactor. To the extent that PRISM’s actions are intelligent, 

it is because of the interactor’s intelligence. If PRISM succeeds in stopping the Plan from 

going ahead, it is only because the interactor managed to solve AMFV’s challenges. On his 

own, PRISM could achieve nothing.

From this perspective, PRISM is nothing more than an elaborate puppet, much like Wolfgang 
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de Kempelen’s Automaton Chess Player, the mechanical Turk. The Turk was purportedly a 

chess-playing machine; it was in fact operated by a human hidden inside it. Created in 1769, it 

was a popular exhibit for 85 years, long after its mystery had been debunked. Like the Turk, 

PRISM’s autonomy is an illusion, but, like the Turk, it is an illusion that the audience is aware 

of and willingly participates in. Each exhibition of the Turk’s chess-playing prowess opened 

with an elaborate reveal, as the exhibitor opened various panels to show the audience its 

mechanisms and “prove” that there was no one hidden inside. However, Mark Sussman 

argues that this served to draw attention to the possibility of deceit, even as it attempted to 

demonstrate the Turk’s authenticity. He also suggests that this simultaneous raising and 

allaying of the audience’s suspicions was part of the Turk’s charm (Sussman 1999, pp. 93-94).

Similarly, AMFV hides its trick in plain sight: like the Turk, PRISM seems human because he 

is. The work relies on the interactor to a certain extent becoming PRISM. It refers to PRISM 

in the second person, conflating him with the interactor. This is additionally highlighted by 

the fictional news article accompanying AMFV, which closes by addressing the reader in the 

second person, asking her to imagine being in PRISM’s position (Meretzky 1985, “Dakota 

Online Magazine”, p. 11). Furthermore, although the news article frequently comments on 

PRISM’s emotions, the interactive fiction itself rarely does. This allows the interactor to 

imagine PRISM’s feelings, attributing her own humanity to him.

The news article plays a similar introductory role as de Kempelen revealing the Turk’s 

machinery. It interweaves stories of Perry Simm’s childhood and youth with an explanation of 

PRISM’s creation, emphasising both aspects of PRISM: computer and human. However, it 

goes a step further than the revealing of the Turk; after showing the machinery, it invites its 

audience to become the puppeteer. Having demonstrated that PRISM is “true intelligence in a 

machine”, the article challenges the reader to put herself in PRISM’s place:
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Imagine yourself in the same circumstance. You have spent twenty years living a 
normal, unsuspecting life. You are YOU. Then suddenly […] you learn that your 
whole life has been a charade, a carefully calculated scientific experiment. 
Perhaps, at this very moment, you are a normal human being, sitting in some 
comfortable armchair reading this story. But – perhaps you are not. Imagine the 
shock; imagine the terror. (Meretzky 1985, “Dakota Online Magazine”, p. 11, 
emphasis in original)

Although it is not necessary to read the article before beginning AMFV, it is clearly 

encouraged. In the very first paragraph of the work Dr. Perelman tells PRISM, “[y]our piece 

is in the current issue of Dakota Online”. There is also a copy of the article on Dr. Perelman’s 

desk; examining it or attempting to read it results only in the reminder “[This is the magazine 

article that you’ll find in your A Mind Forever Voyaging package.]” The square brackets 

indicate that this is addressed directly to the interactor, rather than to the interactor-as-PRISM, 

shifting the interactor’s attention from the fictional world to the actual world. The article 

exists in an ambiguous position, half fictional, half real. It is part of the fictional world, but 

the interactor cannot read it there; she must interact with it as a physical object in the actual 

world. In a sense, it bridges the gap between the fictional and the actual world, offering a way 

for the interactor to become PRISM. It asserts that PRISM is both machine and human, and 

then suggests that PRISM is also “you” – the interactor.

Another possible model for the relationship between PRISM and the interactor is the 

relationship between a computer and its user. Reading a work of interactive fiction has 

occasionally been compared to programming (see, for instance, Nelson 2006, pp. 4-5). It 

requires the interactor to formulate a plan and type in commands that express this plan in 

language the computer can understand. If the commands are not understood or the plan is 

faulty, the interactor must adjust her approach and try again. The experience of reading 

interactive fiction is even more similar to that of controlling a computer via a command line 

interface: entering a single command in language the computer can understand, rephrasing it 

if it is not understood, observing the results and then moving onto the next goal. These seem 
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useful models for considering the relationship between PRISM and the interactor, since 

PRISM is fictionally a computer who is actually controlled by a human.

However, the interactor’s ability to control PRISM is limited in ways much more like the Turk 

than either a computer or an ordinary puppet. Computers and puppets are generally designed 

with a wide range of actions available, and  Like the Turk, PRISM is restricted by the fiction 

for which he is designed. The Turk was designed to play chess, and despite its human operator 

had few other abilities. For instance, he could not stand up and play a game of tennis instead; 

his mechanisms forbade all but a tiny range of actions. In PRISM’s case, the code of AMFV 

restricts the possibilities for action. The interactor may think of many different things that 

PRISM/Perry Simm could plausibly do, but only those written into the fiction by being coded 

into the work can actually be achieved. Other possibilities may be recognised by the code, but 

refused on the grounds that they would not make sense within the fiction. Often, this takes the 

form of PRISM/Perry refusing to perform the action, perhaps because it would be dangerous 

or ridiculous. For instance, the interactor can direct Perry to use a joybooth once, but if she 

tries a second time he will refuse for fear of becoming addicted.

It is common in interactive fiction for a command to be rejected on the grounds that the player 

character would not do such a thing. According to Jeremy Douglass, this suggests that the 

puppet is a flawed metaphor for the player character (2007, p. 188). Control over a puppet is 

direct, limited only by the physical properties of the puppet and puppeteer. Control over a 

player character in interactive fiction, on the other hand, is indirect, mediated through the 

command line, and it only extends as far as the author/programmer allows; it is limited to the 

options provided by the code. For instance, I could use an astronaut puppet in a retelling of 

Romeo and Juliet, even though the puppet’s creator never anticipated such a use for the 

puppet. However, an interactive fiction about an astronaut would never allow me to direct the 

astronaut to have a tragic love affair unless such a possibility were already coded into the 
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work.

Douglass argues that the commands typed by an interactor of interactive fiction are, instead, 

more like speech acts, as they can be “misunderstood, ignored, [or] modified” (2007, p. 190) 

by the player character, to whom they are addressed. He suggests an alternative model for the 

role of the interactor: that of the id in Freud’s model of the unconscious. The id demands that 

a certain action be taken, but other parts of the conscious or unconscious mind may intervene. 

Even if the action is allowed to go ahead, it may be impossible to achieve because of external 

factors. In interactive fiction, the player character may be unable to carry out the command 

because of the limits of the simulation or because of an obstacle within the simulation. This is 

literalised in AMFV, when the interactor directs Perry Simm to wander too far from the centre 

of the city; the work responds, “WARNING: You have reached the boundary of this 

simulation” (emphasis in original). Or, as mentioned earlier, the player character may refuse 

to follow the command because it is not in character. Douglass suggests that this is similar to 

the role of the superego, the part of the unconscious which punishes the mind for illicit ideas 

(pp. 189-193).

The id seems a good metaphor for the role of the interactor in interactive fiction. The id is part 

of the unconscious, and thus people are not aware of its workings; demands from the id may 

seem to come from nowhere. Similarly, player characters in interactive fiction are rarely 

aware that they are being controlled by an outside force. AMFV never explicitly refers to it. 

Furthermore, demands from the id may be transmuted into similar but different actions; in the 

same way, interactive fiction does not always interpret commands the way the interactor 

intended them. The likeness between the superego and a player character’s refusal to obey a 

command is weaker, though. According to Freud’s model, the superego is part of the 

unconscious. Like the id, people are not consciously aware of it. When a player character 

rejects the interactor’s command, however, it is generally presented as a rational refusal, 
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explaining that the action is dangerous or unnecessary or absurd. For instance, if the interactor 

of AMFV directs Perry Simm to attack someone, the work replies, “Violence solves nothing.” 

A player character’s refusal to act rarely has the superego’s association with punishment and 

guilt, either, although a message of refusal may occasional mock the interactor for suggesting 

something silly: for example, if Perry Simm is directed to pick up something very large, 

AMFV responds, “Not bloody likely.”

In AMFV, although PRISM is rarely able to make a choice or take any action without being 

directed by the interactor, there are numerous commands which he will refuse to carry out. 

This is especially true when he is in simulation mode, as Perry Simm; outside of simulation 

mode, commands are more often refused on the grounds that they are not possible for PRISM. 

I have already mentioned the responses to using a joybooth twice and attacking someone. 

Other examples include kissing baby Mitchell while he is asleep, which causes Perry to 

“reconsider so as not to wake him”, and attempting to write, which produces the response, 

“You’re not in the proper mood for writing.” AMFV may not give PRISM the ability to make 

many choices on his own account, but it does give him the right to refuse the interactor’s 

choices.

Significantly, one of the few choices PRISM makes that are not directed by the interactor is 

the decision to live the rest of his life in the simulation. The work does not even narrate the 

scene in which PRISM makes this decision, much less allow the interactor to affect it. Instead, 

the interactor learns about it from the World News Network at the beginning of the epilogue, 

just before PRISM enters simulation mode permanently. At this point, all of the functions that 

PRISM previously had access to have been turned off; he cannot visit any of the locations at 

the science facility, enter any mode other than simulation mode, or talk to any of the 

characters. The only things the interactor can successfully direct him to do are waiting and 

entering simulation mode, and no longer how long PRISM waits nothing new will happen. 
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The only meaningful option is directing PRISM to enter simulation mode, where he will 

spend the rest of his life. PRISM’s one major independent choice is to reject his existence as a 

computer in favour of a simulated humanity. And even this decision is not entirely his own to 

make; it is a “request” which is “granted”, in recognition of his services to the nation.

PRISM’s retreat into the simulation is superficially presented as an unambiguously happy 

ending. The epilogue shows Perry Simm and his wife enjoying their old age in a utopian 

future. Perry is a successful writer; he and Jill have a comfortable home and a big loving 

family, and are about to leave Earth on a journey to the stars. The work describes PRISM’s 

return to the simulation as if it were death, but not a sorrowful occasion. PRISM’s wish to live 

in the simulation is a “final request” to “live out the remainder of his days” as he wishes. Dr. 

Perelmen calls it a “final voyage of the mind” and quotes a line from Hamlet “as his epitaph, 

so to speak”. The disabling of all of PRISM’s abilities aside from those required for him to 

live in the simulation suggests that PRISM as a computer is already dying. Nonetheless, it is a 

joyful kind of death: a journey to a better world and a reward for PRISM’s hard work. This 

hints at the Christian understanding of death and frames PRISM’s retreat into the simulation 

as a kind of computer heaven.

However, other aspects of AMFV problematise this ending. As Jimmy Maher points out, 

PRISM’s retreat into the simulation bears a strong similarity to “joybooth suicide” (Maher 

2006, ch. 5). AMFV’s joybooths are alternate reality simulations which tap into the user’s 

brain to provide a pleasurable experience for him or her. According to a public service 

announcement on the World News Network, “nearly forty thousand people die in joybooths” 

every year. Users become addicted, rejecting their real lives in favour of the simulation and 

spending so much time in joybooths that they eventually die. AMFV’s attitude towards 

joybooths is clearly negative. Its feelies include a fictional advertisement from the “Joybooth 

Manufacturers of North America”, which attempts to convince readers that “[j]oybooths are 
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not the problem”. The advertisement declares support for the Plan for Renewed National 

Purpose, and says that if you “could travel into the untested realm of the future”, joybooths 

would surely be an important feature of that future (Meretzky 1985, “It’s Time This Country 

Knew the Facts About Joybooths”).

Besides these references to joybooths, there are two situations in which Perry Simm can use a 

joybooth: 2041 and 2071. In 2041, the pleasure of the joybooth is relatively innocent, 

recalling happy memories of childhood. However, after the experience is over Perry feels 

unhappy, with “an almost physical longing to return to [his] fantasy”. The joybooth 

experience may draw on memories, but they are heightened and unreal: “fantasy”. If the 

interactor directs Perry to use the joybooth again he “almost succumb[s]” to the temptation, 

before refusing for fear of becoming addicted. In 2051 joybooths are banned, but by 2071, 

when the simulated society is almost on the point of breakdown, they are back, Church-

sponsored and free for anyone to use. The 2071 joybooths offer violent experiences of 

gladiatorial battles, giving the user a “rare taste of victory in a life of defeat”. The text hints 

that these joybooths are used to pacify the unhappy masses.

This comparison to joybooth suicide gives the ending of AMFV unexpected ambiguity. Is 

PRISM’s decision to live in the simulation a true heaven or merely a retreat into joybooth-like 

fantasy? The work’s insistence on the trustworthiness of the simulation may support the 

former view. Other elements lean toward the latter. Even the name of PRISM’s human avatar, 

Perry Simm, points out that the future utopia is a simulation, and the epilogue refers to Perry 

by his full name several times. The epilogue also describes Perry’s family as the “Simm clan”, 

a reminder that Mitchell and his children and grandchildren are only a simulated family. 

PRISM may be sentient, but AMFV never allows him to be fully human, no matter what Dr. 

Perelman says.
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Despite AMFV’s celebration of the benefits of technology, it still places humankind firmly at 

the centre of its universe. The technology it describes must be humanised before it can be 

trusted, as shown by the scientists’ reliance on the sentient PRISM rather than the 

unintelligent supercomputers which run the simulation. Although PRISM is supposedly 

sentient, the scientists feel no compunction about switching him off if his behaviour does not 

conform to their expectations. PRISM, as the player character, is actually reliant on the 

(human) interactor to direct him through the work, and his main independent choice is to 

reject his real life as a computer for a simulated human life. However, although PRISM’s 

return to the simulation appears superficially to be a happy ending, it is problematised by its 

similarity to joybooth suicide. PRISM can never be truly human; the division between 

humankind and technology remains.
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Chapter 3

“How Other People’s Minds Work”: Recognising Intelligence in Galatea

Galatea (Short 2000b) is based on the Greek myth of Pygmalion, an artist whose sculpture 

comes to life. It is set in a gallery hosting an exhibition of “animates”, life-like automatons 

with artificial intelligence, designed to hold conversations with their viewers. The interactor 

takes the role of a critic reviewing the exhibition. The critic is not given a name, and the work 

does not specify whether he/she is male or female, although details such as the description of 

his/her clothing suggest masculinity (Marino 2006, p. 165). Since he/she appears to be 

gendered male, for simplicity’s sake, I will refer to the critic using masculine pronouns. The 

work consists of a single conversation between the critic and Galatea, who is an exhibit in the 

gallery. However, there are many different conversational options; the work has 70 distinct 

endings (Palop 2007), and a vast number of ways to achieve them.

Galatea has been described as “puzzleless” interactive fiction because it does not feature 

traditional interactive fiction puzzles. Nick Montfort has even criticised Galatea for this, 

claiming that it fails to give the interactor sufficient motivation to explore the work (Montfort 

2003, p. 219). However, from the beginning of the work, Galatea is presented as a mystery. 

She stands with her back to the critic, and her face is not visible. When directed to think about 

her, the critic reflects that she is “an enigma”, with little resemblance to any other animate he 

knows of. Mark Marino suggests that the puzzle in Galatea is “a guessing game of topics as 

well as the mysteries of how to affect changes in her moods in order to find out the various 

reactions and consequent endings” (2006, p. 178). The interactor may give herself a challenge 

by attempting to achieve a particular ending, but the most powerful puzzle is Galatea herself. 

Why does she refuse to look at the critic? What is her relationship to the artist, Pygmalion? Is 

she really a statue come to life, or just another animate?

The last question is impossible to answer definitely. Galatea’s endings are not consistent with 
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each other. In some possible stories, Galatea turns out to be an animate; in others, she is a real 

person. Many leave the question undecided. In one ending, the critic discovers that Galatea is 

a hoax and the artist is behind the curtain controlling her; another ending reveals that the 

entire exhibition is a simulation. Within a session, the extent to which Galatea appears to be a 

real person may vary wildly. Galatea’s behaviour generally seems human, but occasional 

errors remind the interactor that she is actually a character in a computer program – a 

machine. The critic’s musings on animate design also draw attention to Galatea’s status as 

software.

Galatea is a very different work from A Mind Forever Voyaging (Meretzky 1985). There are a 

few similarities: both are self-consciously literary works which generally eschew traditional 

puzzles in favour of exploring and experiencing a story. However, A Mind Forever Voyaging, 

written fifteen years before Galatea, stays much closer to the early traditions of interactive 

fiction. It gives the interactor a huge landscape to explore,  allow only minor interaction with 

other characters, and only allows a single successful ending. Galatea, on the other hand, takes 

place in a single room, and attempting to walk away and explore the rest of the art gallery 

immediately ends the work. Instead, the conversation is the means of exploration. The 

interactor chooses a path through the available conversation topics; new responses prompt 

new questions, and depending on the interactor’s choices, the work may end in very different 

ways.

To some extent, conversation in Galatea literalises the exploration metaphor. Topics are 

connected to each other, and the work will sometimes guess which topic the interactor means 

based on how closely it is related to the current topic. Both Galatea’s journey from Cyprus to 

the art gallery and Pygmalion’s travels around the world are topics of conversation, and it is 

easy to follow their journeys through the conversation. For instance, if you ask Galatea about 

Cyprus she will mention leaving the island. Asking about that prompts her to mention the 
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difficulties of going through customs, and so on. Similarly, when Galatea describes a location 

to the critic it is usually possible to ask her for more details about its various aspects. For 

instance, her description of the artist’s studio mentions the garden; asking about the garden 

leads to mention of vegetables and flowers, which are then also possible topics of 

conversation. This resembles exploration in traditional interactive fiction: after entering a new 

location, the interactor will usually direct the player character to examine some of the objects 

in the room, to learn more about the place.

Unlike the locations of a traditional interactive fiction landscape, most of the conversation 

topics in Galatea are available at any time. However, if the interactor suddenly changes the 

topic of conversation several times, Galatea will notice and comment on it. She tells the critic, 

“I don’t quite understand how other people’s minds work. The connections between things…” 

The work models the connections between different topics, but the interactor may think of 

connections that are not in the model. However, rather than accusing the interactor of a 

sudden change of topic, Galatea remains open to the possibility that there may be a 

connection that she does not realise.

Based on the state of the conversation and the relationship between Galatea and the critic, 

directing the critic to inquire about the same topic may prompt him to ask Galatea very 

different questions. She may also give different answers to the same question, based on how 

she feels toward the critic and what she knows about the situation. Furthermore, some 

questions and answers are only available at specific points in the conversation; if the 

interactor does not choose to discuss that topic immediately, that particular exchange will 

never be possible. Unlike exploring an interactive fiction landscape, Galatea does not allow 

the interactor to backtrack to a particular place in the conversation.1 The interactor can bring 

1 As is standard in interactive fiction, the interactor can use the command “undo” to reverse her last command. 
However, this is at the interface level, and has no diegetic significance. Once a command has been undone, 
the state of the fictional world is the same as if the command had never been used.
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up the same topic repeatedly, but Galatea will never give the critic the same answer twice, 

except in the case of a programming error. If she has nothing more to say about a particular 

topic, she will tell the critic so.

As interactive fiction, Galatea is closely related to another kind of computer program, the 

chatbot. Chatbots are programs designed to mimic human conversation. The interactor speaks 

to the chatbot by typing natural language sentences, as if chatting with another person, and the 

chatbot attempts to reply as a human might. Interactive fiction and chatbots are similar in that 

they both require natural language input. However, Galatea is particularly like interacting 

with a chatbot, since both are focused on conversation. Most input in a typical session with 

Galatea is conversational. The animates of Galatea are apparently complex chatbots with 

robotic bodies and the ability to understand and generate spoken language. The critic interacts 

with Galatea as if she is a chatbot, and his or her thoughts about designing animates reflect 

some of the issues that arise when designing chatbots.

Unlike a chatbot, however, Galatea cannot be directly addressed by the interactor. Rather than 

entering a question or statement addressed to Galatea, the interactor enters a command to ask 

or tell her about a topic. The work either translates this into the critic’s words or leaves the 

exact wording of the query or statement to the interactor’s imagination. For instance, if the 

interactor enters the command “ask Galatea about carving”, the critic will ask her, “Do you 

remember being carved?” If the interactor tries to ask about a topic which does not have a 

specific response, the work says, “You can’t form your question into words”, attributing the 

failure to the critic or the interactor rather than Galatea. This creates distance between the 

critic as player character and the interactor. The critic’s words will often not match those the 

interactor would have chosen, and the critic sometimes does not know what question to ask 

about a particular subject even though the interactor may have a clear idea of what she wishes 

to ask.
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It also means that Galatea’s programming is much simpler than that of a chatbot. Instead of 

trying to respond to anything the interactor might say, Galatea only needs to have responses to 

the critic’s pre-written questions and statements. Because of this, she does not misunderstand 

the interactor’s intent the way chatbots often do. If the result of a conversational exchange is 

not what the interactor expected, it is the critic’s fault for misconstruing the input, not 

Galatea’s. Unrecognised topics are rejected on the basis that the critic does not have anything 

to say about them, rather than blaming Galatea’s ignorance. This masks the simplicity of 

Galatea’s programming, making her appear far more intelligent than she would if she were a 

true chatbot. 

Other aspects of Galatea’s programming are more complex than that of a typical chatbot. For 

instance, it is possible to direct the critic to look at or touch Galatea or other items around her, 

whereas most chatbots only allow conversational interaction. The work also tracks several 

aspects of Galatea’s relationship to the critic and the conversational context. Entering the 

cheat command “visorx” reveals a list of eight variables being tracked including “Mood”, 

“Sympathy”, “Tension” and several related to the topic of conversation. However, overall 

Galatea is a much less complex program than most chatbots: it only accepts a tiny range of 

possible input, and responses are pre-written, usually with only slight variability to account 

for different contexts.

The work itself frequently comments, through the thoughts of the critic, on the difference 

between Galatea’s behaviour and that of the chatbot-like animates. For instance, if the critic 

and Galatea have a joking exchange about how she is staring at the curtain, the critic “raise[s] 

an eyebrow. Processing humor in an apparently spontaneous manner is a rarity.” When the 

critic touches Galatea’s back, she shivers. The critic is startled, observing that “[t]here’s a 

conventional limit to [animates’] interactivity. They’re meant to be touched – but not to 

react”.
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In part, chatbots developed from an article by Alan Turing (1950), in which he proposed a 

method of deciding whether machines can think. This method is known as the Turing Test, 

and at least one major chatbot competition is based on it. First, Turing suggests a hypothetical 

game that he calls the “imitation game” (p. 433), in which a man and a woman hold 

conversations with a single judge. These conversations are mediated, either being written 

down and carried between the players or typed on computer terminals, so that the players 

cannot see each other. Both the man and the woman attempt to convince the judge that they 

are the female player. Turing then twists this, asking what would happen if the man or the 

woman was replaced with a computer, with both human and computer attempting to convince 

the judge that they are the human player. If the judge chooses wrongly as often as in the 

gender imitation game, the machine may be said to think (pp. 433-434).

Importantly, the game is one of “imitation”, restricted to the level of conversation. The man 

imitates the woman; the computer imitates the human. The existence of the test raises the 

possibility that the imitation may be mistaken for the real thing, and this destabilises the idea 

of the “real thing”. As long as the computer can reply to the judge in a manner that seems 

human, it does not matter whether it is doing something that we would recognise as thinking. 

Most chatbots, rather than attempting to create “true” artificial intelligence, rely on fairly 

simple mechanisms. They do not attempt to understand the interactor’s input; instead they use 

“easy tricks” such as searching the input for known keywords to respond to (Marino 2006, pp. 

117-119). Moreover, according to the rules of the Turing Test, if the judge incorrectly 

identifies the computer as human then she must also have incorrectly identified the human as 

a computer. If the computer is mistaken for the human even though it does nothing that we 

recognise as thinking, it raises the question of whether we may be mistaken about the way 

humans think too.

The Turing Test has been criticised for this, notably by John Searle. As a rebuttal of Turing’s 
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work he proposed the famous “Chinese room” thought experiment. In this hypothetical 

situation, he is sealed into a room and given a story written in Chinese and questions about the 

story. He cannot read Chinese. However, he has a list of rules telling him what to write in 

answer to any particular character or series of characters, and these rules are thorough enough 

that he can answer any questions about the story correctly. From outside the room, it would 

appear that he can read and write Chinese, but in fact he is only following instructions; he 

does not understand the symbols he is working with. From this Searle argues that a computer 

can never truly think, since it will only ever be following its program, without comprehending 

the text it processes (Turkle 1995, pp. 86-87). However, one of the most interesting features of 

the Turing Test is its focus on appearance over essentialism.

Galatea herself has an opinion on this controversy. If the critic asks her what she thinks of 

animates, she tells him that she does not believe it possible to create an intelligent machine, 

because “the mind is something that only the gods can give”. This reflects her experience; in 

many of the work’s possible stories, Galatea became human by the intervention of a god. 

However, if the critic remains silent after this exchange, Galatea will rethink her position, 

questioning what minds are. She asks whether they are something that can be given, even by 

the gods, or whether “they simply exist”. The critic observes in response:

There are some who would say that we are all machines of a kind, and our 
thoughts are merely products of the mechanism; and there are others who would 
call that the rankest heresy.

Like Galatea and the critic, the work does not come to a final conclusion about what the mind 

is. However, it raises the question of whether we would recognise intelligence when we saw 

it.

Galatea’s animates, like modern chatbots, do not appear to have true intelligence. The critic is 

familiar with the tricks animate creators use and the ways they fail, and he ponders these at 

regular intervals during his conversation with Galatea. For instance, when asking Galatea 
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about life, he notes that he “can almost always find [general questions] that haven’t been 

anticipated”. If she becomes angry at him for repeatedly asking questions she doesn’t have an 

answer for, he observes that “[t]he imperious style” is a good way to make an interactor stop 

asking an animate difficult questions. When explaining the nature of the exhibition to Galatea, 

the critic tells her that his job is to try to “trick [her] into acting in a way that a real person 

wouldn’t act”. It is also possible for the work to end with the critic taking Galatea’s place on 

the pedestal and pretending to be an animate; this is not difficult for him because his “long 

familiarity with animate behavior styles makes it easy to emulate one.”

However, the critic is not easily convinced that Galatea is human, either. If he suggests that 

she is just an animate and that the placard telling of Pygmalion’s death is not true, merely a 

prompt to get a reaction from her, Galatea confronts him about it. He points out to her that 

“there are some points on which [her] responses are vague or odd” and that he “wouldn’t say 

[she] exactly pass[es] the Turing Test”. This exchange can lead to one of two endings, but 

both make it clear that she is not just an animate. Depending on her level of animosity 

towards the critic, Galatea may prove her reality by murdering him or by choosing to become 

a mere statue again. Both of these endings critique simplistic understandings of the Turing 

Test. As the test is based on an expected norm of humanness, it may not be able to establish 

that even definitely intelligent beings think, much less machines. This is reminiscent of the 

scientists’ behaviour towards PRISM in A Mind Forever Voyaging; if he does not act as they 

expect him to, they assume that his consciousness is faulty and shut him down.

Unlike A Mind Forever Voyaging, Galatea engages with the ethics of this stance. If the critic 

treats Galatea as a mere animate which he can upset or anger as he pleases, she will confront 

him about it. For instance, if the critic tries to touch her comfortingly after revealing that he 

believes she is an animate, she tells him angrily that he is treating her “as though all this were 

a game. As though [her] grief were invented for [him]”. The critic is embarrassed, realising 
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that she may be human after all, and if so, he should not have been treating her “as an 

elaborate conversation machine”. After this, if the interactor directs him to touch Galatea 

again, he will refuse, feeling “too self-conscious” and knowing that she might not like it. In 

other situations, touching Galatea without permission may cause her to shiver, something the 

critic finds disturbing and unlike an animate.

Galatea repeatedly challenges the critic’s criteria for deciding that she is alive. Both of them 

use her emotions as a guide, but whereas the critic looks for small give-aways, Galatea points 

to the strength of her feelings. Evidence she may offer for believing her to be real includes her 

capacity for violence when angered and her grief at the news of the artist’s death. The critic 

may attempt to prove to her that she is a machine by ordering her to attack him. He tells her 

that she cannot, because it is not part of her programming. She turns his argument back on 

him, asking whether his programming is “disguised […] as moral scruple” and pointing out 

that he has no way of knowing whether he is a machine either. Perhaps, she suggests, “this 

whole thing is itself a simulation”. Of course, she is right; fictionally the critic is human, but 

actually he is a computer program just as much as Galatea is.

Unlike Galatea, the critic sees evidence for her reality in small things such as her ability to 

understand a joke and the way she shivers when touched. However, his belief that she is 

merely an animate is based on what he sees as her intellectual inferiority. For instance, to the 

critic Galatea’s ignorance about the world is not evidence that she is a statue recently come to 

life, only that her programming lacks sufficient responses to possible questions. Turing’s 

imitation game plays on the difficulty of distinguishing between an imitation and reality, 

questioning whether an imperceptible difference should be treated as a difference. Galatea 

rejects the idea that we will necessarily recognise intelligence when we see it. Even if Galatea 

does not appear intelligent to the critic, he should accept the idea that he could be mistaken 

and treat her with respect.
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If a computer were to pass the Turing Test, this success could be seen as either true artificial 

intelligence or merely a clever imitation. In a similar way, Galatea’s apparent intelligence can 

be read two ways: at face value or as a hoax. One ending offers the possibility of discovering 

that Galatea is fake, a puppet like de Kempelen’s chess-playing Turk, controlled by the artist 

hidden behind a curtain. This ending is difficult to find; it requires the critic to ask about 

several different, somewhat obscure topics in a specific order. He must also remain silent after 

one of his questions so that Galatea will say more about it of her own accord. Her comments 

at this point will arouse the critic’s suspicions, as they are out of character. If he follows this 

topic up with another question, the artist will pull aside the curtain and reveal herself. As with 

the mechanical Turk and PRISM in A Mind Forever Voyaging, this explains Galatea’s 

humanness in the most straightforward way possible: all her words and actions are human.

However, Galatea does not allow this interpretation to stand alone. If the interactor, knowing 

about the hoax, restarts the work and directs the critic to look behind the curtain himself, he 

finds nothing but “blank plaster”. Galatea stares at him “in some amusement” and asks, 

“Looking for something?” Given the critic’s comment elsewhere in the work that animates 

rarely understand humour, this hints that Galatea is more than an animate, while showing that 

she is not a hoax. The two endings balance each other; in a way, Galatea is both hoax and 

human simultaneously. She is never definitely one or the other. In the same way, the players in 

Turing’s imitation game are always indeterminate: possibly human, possibly machine.

The relationship between these two endings is a smaller version of the whole work. All of the 

endings are part of this equilibrium. Galatea may be an animate, a statue come to life, a hoax 

or part of a simulation. It is never resolved until the interactor reaches an ending, and 

sometimes not even then. And when the interactor restarts the work, the uncertainty returns. 

Galatea’s inner workings are hidden from the critic, just as the players of the imitation game 

are hidden from the judge and Searle in his Chinese room is hidden from his questioners. The 
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critic can only judge Galatea by her behaviour, however misleading that might be.

The interactor, coming to the work with the knowledge that it is based on the Pygmalion 

myth, may be more inclined than the critic to assume that Galatea is alive, rather than an 

animate or a hoax. Even without this knowledge, it is much easier for Galatea as interactive 

fiction to convince the interactor of her humanity than it would be for a hypothetical chatbot 

Galatea. Interaction with Galatea is indirect, mediated through the interactive fiction interface 

and the critic as player character. Failures can thus be attributed to the work of interactive 

fiction or the player character, instead of Galatea herself. For instance, if the interactor directs 

the critic to ask Galatea about a topic that does not have a programmed response, it is 

represented as the critic failing to think of an appropriate question, rather than Galatea having 

no answer. The interactor can continue to assume that if the critic had asked the question she 

wanted him to ask, Galatea would have been able to answer it.

However, the interface simultaneously works against a belief in Galatea’s humanity. It is a 

constant reminder that Galatea is actually a computer program, even though fictionally she 

may be a real person. Occasional programming errors in the work, such as when Galatea 

repeats the same statement verbatim, reinforce this. The interactor is also offered a much 

clearer view of Galatea’s programming than the critic is. The command “visorx” changes the 

status line to show eight of the variables controlling Galatea’s behaviour, thus allowing the 

interactor to make more informed decisions about what action to take next. For instance, the 

“Next Topic” variable determines whether Galatea will continue the conversation if the critic 

remains silent, and what she will say. This gives the interactor a peek into the future, letting 

her decide whether to direct the critic to wait for Galatea’s next remark or not. However, it 

also highlights the fact that Galatea’s behaviour is actually fixed. Aside from occasional 

gestures and small movements, all of her speeches and actions are predetermined. If the work 

is in a particular state, she will always respond to the same action in essentially the same way. 
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Again, this draws attention to Galatea’s actual existence as software, as opposed to her 

fictional humanity.

To some extent, Galatea exhibits the “Eliza effect”: a phenomenon in which a relatively 

simplistic program appears to be much more complex than it is. It is named after the original 

chatbot, Eliza. She had several scripts which gave her different personalities, but is most 

famous for her “Doctor” script, a parodic simulation of a Rogerian therapist. Eliza/Doctor 

was a very straightforward program. Most of the time it merely turned the interactor’s input 

into a question. It could also recognise a few keywords and ask about related concepts. 

Despite this simplicity, stories abound of people who were taken in by Eliza, convinced that 

they were conversing with a real person. The initial illusion of the Eliza effect soon breaks 

down if the interactor spends enough time with the work to discover the rules governing it. 

Works with more limited interaction may sustain the illusion for longer, though (Wardrip-

Fruin 2009, pp. 24-37). Both Eliza and Galatea allow the interactor to type anything. 

However, Eliza purportedly speaks directly to the interactor and attempts to respond to all 

input, so her illusion soon breaks down. Galatea, on the other hand, only responds if the 

interactor’s input is part a specific set of commands. Interaction with Galatea is indirect; she 

is only part of the work and, as noted earlier, this allows failures to be attributed to other parts 

of the work, not Galatea herself. The work may fail to understand the interactor, but the work 

is not Galatea, so she can still seem intelligent.

However, the disillusionment inherent in the Eliza effect can lead to another kind of 

interaction, in which the interactor deliberately chooses input that will result in believable 

exchanges (Turkle 1995, pp. 109-110). Paradoxically, understanding a work like Eliza as a 

machine allows it to seem more intelligent, as the interactor is able to avoid situations in 

which the work would fail to respond correctly. Galatea and the critic discuss this issue. When 

the critic asks Galatea whether knowing the nature of the exhibition makes her realise she is 
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an animate, she tells him that if she were, he would “probably get better results from [her] 

program if [he] played along”. The critic then comments to himself that it is a “classic 

question”: should he try to make an animate fail, or treat it so as to maintain the illusion, since 

“[a]ny program can, sooner or later, be broken”? At another point, he notes that with 

animates, “an audience that plays along is as important as anything the artist puts into his 

work”.

Just as interactors encountering Eliza for the first time were often taken in by the illusion of 

intelligence, many interactors trying Galatea for the first time are impressed by the breadth 

and depth of the conversation options and the number of endings available. The critic is; if 

directed to think about Galatea, he may observe that she has “an unusual openendedness […] 

like there are lot of ways you can take this but you don’t even know what they all are”. At first 

the work seems to offer the interactor the power to create her own version of Galatea: not just 

determining the way the story ends, but even deciding Galatea’s back story. A couple of 

endings supports this reading. In one the critic, beginning to believe that Galatea is not an 

animate, asks Galatea what she is. She shape-shifts several times before whispering to him, “I 

am what you think I am; I am what your treatment makes of me.” In another, the critic is 

impressed by Galatea’s intelligence and determines to educate her, something he thinks of as a 

“highly amusing project”.

This almost seems to cast the interactor in the role of Pygmalion, creating the perfect woman 

for himself. In the myth Galatea is based on, Pygmalion falls in love with the statue he has 

sculpted and begs Venus for a bride in the “living likeness of my ivory girl”. The statue comes 

to life, and Pygmalion marries his creation – a happy ending (Ovid 2008, pp. 232-234). 

However, in Galatea quite the opposite has happened. Pygmalion did not ask for Galatea to 

come to life, and when she did, he resented it. He even asked her to go back to being a statue, 

but she refused, so he sent her away and committed suicide. He “hadn’t made [her] to be 
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alive” and did not want her to be. This is easy to read in terms of gender politics: the 

preference for the woman without voice or agency. However, the work itself warns against the 

simplicity of this reading, with the critic commenting to himself, “Would you want any 

creation of yours to come to life and start talking to you? Much easier to think of this in terms 

of gender politics.”

If the interactor is given the role of Pygmalion, it is Galatea’s Pygmalion, not Ovid’s. Galatea 

can rarely be forced to do anything; she must be treated with respect. If the critic is too 

careless of her feelings, she may refuse to speak to him any more, attack him, or even commit 

suicide by returning to her statue form. For instance, if the critic attempts to physically turn 

Galatea to face him, she grabs his wrist tightly enough that he is afraid she will break it. The 

fiction of Galatea allows her much greater independence than PRISM in A Mind Forever 

Voyaging. The critic’s questions and commands are little more than prompts, which she is free 

to ignore, and she will sometimes take actions without prompting.

The interactor’s ability to control the work is more limited than it might immediately appear. 

Firstly, all Galatea’s narrative possibilities already exist within the work. The interactor can 

combine them in many ways that the author did not anticipate, but cannot add any new 

options. For instance, there are endings in which the critic seduces Galatea, or leaves abruptly, 

or even persuades her to try eating cheese. But there is no ending in which she is reunited with 

Pygmalion, no matter how much the interactor may want this to happen. The work does not 

contain such an ending, nor any way for the interactor to add one.

It is also very difficult to steer the work towards any particular ending. The interactor can 

rarely tell what the critic will say about a given topic, or how Galatea will respond. Later, as 

the interactor becomes more familiar with the rules of her behaviour, it is easier to direct the 

work towards particular goals. But the work never becomes completely transparent. The 

Emily Boegheim Page 39



critic’s questions and Galatea’s responses are governed by many different variables: not only 

those revealed by the command “visorx”, but also others tracking which subjects have been 

discussed so far and what the characters know about each other. Few interactors would be 

able to understand all these dependencies clearly enough to control the work perfectly. 

Furthermore, many conversation options and endings are tricky to find, requiring the work to 

be in a very specific state.

Because of this, Mark Marino has suggested that it is Galatea, not the interactor, who becomes 

Pygmalion, sculpting the critic and interactor. At the beginning of the work, the critic is 

dismissive of Galatea, but she attempts to make him care about her story and believe that she 

is really alive, not just an animate. If the critic asks Galatea to look at him, she may turn the 

tables on him, staring at him until he looks away and then taking his chin to turn him back 

towards her. In one ending she may also become the listener rather than the interviewee, as 

the critic ends up telling her all about himself. Besides this, if the critic does not speak to her, 

she will try to attract his attention This mirrors her account of her awakening. After waking 

up, she tried to make Pygmalion speak to her. He ignored her “for hours”, but eventually she 

persuaded him to talk to her. The work as a whole also continually shapes the critic. The critic 

is characterised by the questions he chooses to ask about given topics of conversation, the 

actions he refuses to take, the reasons for his refusal, and so on. The use of second person to 

refer to the critic implicitly extends this characterisation to the interactor (Marino 2006, pp. 

172-174).

Despite this, however, Galatea’s role is often passive. Much of the time she is responding to 

the critic or standing silent, waiting for him to speak. She is not in control of the story, but 

neither is the critic/interactor. The interactor may come into the work expecting to be able to 

shape it as she pleases; the critic enters the room believing that Galatea is an animate and so 

he need not have any regard for her feelings. However, Galatea resists these assumptions.
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In the end, perhaps, Galatea and the critic/interactor achieve a kind of equality. Neither is 

completely in control of the situation; each has a certain amount of power over the other. The 

critic can ignore Galatea, but he cannot mistreat her without consequences. If he wants her to 

reveal certain aspects of herself, he must tell her about himself first. The work begins and 

sometimes ends with Galatea’s true nature in doubt, but it also destabilises the critic’s 

certainties. If Galatea cannot always convince the critic she is real, at least she can question 

his point of view and maybe persuade him to give her the benefit of the doubt. Sometimes she 

can even prove she is real, but the critic can never prove that he is.
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Conclusion

A Mind Forever Voyaging (Meretzky 1985) and Galatea (Short 2000b) offer good examples 

of some of the issues that arise when representing intelligent machines in interactive fiction. A 

work of interactive fiction is a machine, but not it is not intelligent and makes no attempt to 

appear intelligent. This can make intelligent machines represented in the work appear less 

real. However, interactive fiction also gives unique opportunities to consider the issues of 

machine intelligence. What is it? How do we recognise it? How should we treat a possibly 

intelligent machine?

In a way, it is much easier for PRISM to appear intelligent than it is for Galatea. Since PRISM 

is the player character of A Mind Forever Voyaging, almost all his actions and choices are 

made by the human interactor. This forces the interactor to be aware that PRISM is not acting 

autonomously, but it also means that his behaviour always appears human. Galatea, on the 

other hand, depends on the work to simulate her intelligence. This means that her 

programming is never clear to the interactor, but it also makes it easier for the illusion of 

intelligence to break down. As the interactor grows more familiar with Galatea, the simplicity 

of the programming compared to the animates of the work becomes obvious. However, this 

familiarity also allows the interactor to avoid situations in which the work will fail, thus 

helping to maintain the illusion of intelligence.

It might seem that as a player character, PRISM would have far more choices available to him 

than Galatea. But A Mind Forever Voyaging only offers one successful ending. The interactor 

can generally direct PRISM to explore for as long as she likes, but until PRISM completes the 

tasks he has been given, the plot will not advance. PRISM has little chance to rebel. If he is 

not directed to cooperate with the scientists who created him, they may conclude he is faulty 

and switch him off. The one choice he is allowed to make independently from the interactor is 

the choice to return to the simulation, exchanging his true existence as a machine for a fake 
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humanity. Galatea, on the other hand, might seem to have little freedom: she is an artwork, 

placed on a pedestal so that people can stare at her and talk to her. However, the interactor’s 

ability to steer the work in a particular direction depends on Galatea’s programming: if she is 

not in the right mood, or does not like the critic, she may well refuse to cooperate with the 

critic and interactor. Furthermore, Galatea insists on her reality and freedom to make her own 

choices. If provoked enough, she may even murder the critic to prove that she is not just an 

animate.

Depending on the interactor’s input, Galatea may show a wide range of emotions. One of the 

most important variables governing her behaviour is her mood. If she is hostile towards the 

critic, she may refuse to answer questions or cooperate. To get to know her better, the 

interactor must respect her feelings, as if she is a real person. A Mind Forever Voyaging, 

however, rarely mentions PRISM’s emotions and never simulates them. The fictional news 

article packaged with A Mind Forever Voyaging frequently describes how PRISM feels about 

various situations, but the interactive fiction itself almost never does. Instead, it allows the 

interactor to infer PRISM’s emotions from her own reactions to the events of the work. If she 

does not, though, his apparent indifference to the tragedies he sees may make him seem more 

machine-like and less human.

Galatea challenges the critic’s assumptions about her many times. He assumes she is an 

animate, but she questions the criteria he uses to judge her. In one ending, she even turns his 

argument back on him, pointing out that he cannot prove that he is real either. Galatea’s mind 

may not match the critic’s idea of intelligence, but that does not mean that she is not 

intelligent within the fictional world. A Mind Forever Voyaging also touches on this issue, but 

fails to engage with it the way Galatea does. If PRISM’s behaviour does not meet the 

expectations of the scientists who created him, they see it as a programming error and shut 

him down to fix it. It does not occur to them that an intelligent machine might behave 
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differently from a human being.

A Mind Forever Voyaging does not consider the ethics of treating an intelligent machine as if 

it is only a machine, either. When the scientists shut PRISM down, it is narrated in similar 

style to scenes where he is destroyed by the villain, and it ends the work. However, it does not 

seem to worry the scientists that they are killing a sentient machine. If he does not behave in a 

way that they recognise as human, he must not be truly intelligent. Galatea, on the other hand, 

protests when the critic treats her as a mere animate, and becomes hostile if he persists. He 

may not recognise her as intelligent, but he should still treat her with respect. In this sense, 

interactive fiction complicates the representation of intelligent machines, but also offers 

unique opportunities to explore issues relating to them.
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