
'Hello, and welcome to the situation’: An introduction 

to the Digital Writing Group 
 

- [variation on : Hi there, we’re rohanne and paul, tempo rubato, interdisciplinary artists] 

 

We organise the ‘Digital Writing Group’ an online writing project. This takes place monthly, each 

time on a different ‘Google Document’. The participants are a fluid and geographically distant 

group, who have replied in interest to our online call-outs. Each document is open for a limited 

amount of time; during this period, participants are welcome to create and edit, without any fixed 

purpose or instigation. Once the document is closed, all ‘edits’ are frozen, and the document is 

archived on our website. 

 

The participants come from distinct practices and interests. In this space we must assume they 

have come with very different agendas and expectations, and ideas of what they are going to do 

for the session - or if they have any idea at all.  

 

- [Introduction of the group currently happening.]  

 

In this presentation, we would like to introduce the project to this stand’s discussion, describe 

some of the things that have emerged, and two of the major references that we use to 

understand what is or might happen within this space.  

 

Some of the defining features we can note within these documents: 

 

- The documents offer the familiar possibilities of Word processor formatting.   

- The content produced within the documents is fragile. At any moment any participant 

may freely cut and paste, edit, or delete the entire text. 

- The participants of the Digital Writing Group are simultaneously writer, performers and 

readers. They are visible in their writing, and aware of attention and judgement of others. 

- Presence is marked by a cursor, which might reveal attention or activity. However, they 

could be looking at another part of the document, another webpage or simply be away 



from their computer. 

 

- The writing practice leaves a material trace, upon which and across the participants 

move. The material becomes the terrain. This writing is a process of retaliation to the 

space and others. 

- The writers are predominantly anonymous - an automatic setting if you are not logged in 

as a ‘user’ on Google. One can sabotage without being held accountable, or return to 

their own work with a different agenda. Some people have claimed to use the space to 

perform characters; or suspect they can identify others by their style and approach.  

-  There is little dialogue between participants outside of the document; the space of 

‘performance’ and the space of ‘discussion’ elide.  

 

What’s it like?: 

 

There are different kinds of activity that tend to take place within a session - often at the same 

time within the different parts of the same document. Fervid periods of chaotic activity, involving 

many participants writing in the same space in the same time, tends to occur very early in the 

process and near the end. It produces long and rambling texts, and spawns multiple different 

sections and tones. At other times, people work by themselves, producing or closely reworking 

a section, perhaps with others watching. Sometimes simple conversations take place between 

people -  which move from ‘honest’ discussion of the document or the project, to more 

characterful interactions. Lastly, there is a sort of scattered picking through and rummaging over 

the document, darting in here or there to make a quick edit.  

 

Often, participants leave a text unfinished, unclear or fragmented. A general attitude has 

developed of not fully erasing and start again, but shifting the previous material around to fit a 

new structure. Despite a playful approach, there is a respect for the content that has been 

produced; or perhaps not a ‘respect’, but a curiosity in the richness of fragments with which 

another writer can start their work. 

 

Each iteration of the group shifts the parameters, predominantly around the time length of which 

the document is open. The open document for this conference creates a divided group, some 

geographically located together, at this conference, sharing a context and knowledge, and some 

dispersed over a wider area. 



 

Contact Improvisation & Incollaboration 

 

As artists whose practice includes both writing and performance, do we understand this practice 

as an improvisation, like in a rehearsal room? We can compare it to a dance practice like 

Contact improvisation: which for the most part, takes place in workshops and classes, rather 

than in performance. It is an improvised dance in which one works closely with a partner - 

rolling, sharing weight, spinning around, bouncing off. Much like the Digital Writing Group, 

participants make quick decisions and responsive movements in the moment.  

 

We recently came across an anecdote about a contact improv class. In a large room of people 

working fluidly together, Boris Charmatz (the choreographer) zipped up his hoodie, effectively 

blinding himself, and barged through the room, dangerously throwing himself amongst the 

participants. Jonathan Burrows wrote that “Boris turned the code on its head, pretending not to 

know the way the form worked and so returning it to the democratic principles and sense of 

physical discovery it had always been meant to embody.” We’re interested in Charmaz's 

disruptive act - how does its potency depend on the slow buildup of stability, security and trust 

over the years within these contact sessions? Does this propose that Contact Improvisation is a 

practice in stability that enables disruption? 

 

Roughly ten years after the emergence of contact improvisation Fred Holland & Ishmael 

Houston-Jones produced a ‘counter manifesto’ to the practice, entitled ‘Wrong’ Contact: 

 

We are Black. 

We will wear our "street" clothes, (as opposed to sweats.) 

We will wear heavy shoes, Fred, construction boots / Ishmael, Army. 

We will talk to one another while dancing. 

We will fuck with flow and intentionally interrupt one another and ourselves. 

We will use a recorded music score – loud looping of sounds from Kung Fu movies by 

Mark Allen Larson. 

We will stay out of physical contact much of the time. 

 

We note the violence that sits at the heart of Holland and Houston-Jones work; their mutual 

distance, the dangerous use of heavy boots in the dance partnering, and their desire to ‘fuck 



with flow’ and ‘intentionally interrupt’ each other and themselves. This replaces a practice of 

communication and shared vision (with the problematic racial politics it implies), with one of self-

interruption, interpersonal collision and the dynamic violence of mainstream media.  

 

We understand The Digital Writing Group operating in a closer relation to Holland and Houston-

Jones’ ‘Wrong Contact’ then a traditional Contact Improvisation practice. To quote Simon Ellis 

and Colin Poole, this moves from the “normative point zero of collaboration that is characterised 

by harmony, sharing, tolerance, dialogue and symmetry” to a space of “incollaboration” marked 

by an “excess of processes that intervene into our understanding of what collaboration might 

become”. We start from the proposition that there is always already confusion and plurality 

rather than homogeneity; multiple languages, values and interests at play rather than a shared 

universal human experience, which we see reflected in the work of political theorists like 

Chantal Mouffe and Slavoj Zizek.  

 

We look at Contact Improvisation to try to understand the Digital Writing Group, and some 

questions we ask are:  

 

- How might the social space of a digital document permit or restrict violences and 

disruptions differently than a dance studio?  

- Is there a way of developing, or building, a practice of collision without it ossifying and 

becoming secure? 

 

The Ideal Game 

 

Many of our works employ game-like structures, that involve performers making choices within a 

specific frame. The Digital Writing Group came from our use of Google Documents in our 

administrative work. We liked its playfulness in the margins of our work - a space for word 

association, typos and deviating conversation. In the Digital Writing Group each participant 

operates according to arbitrary aesthetic or compositional choices, or willful interest. There is no 

subject matter or identifiable outcome - there is no ‘right move’ as defined by an objective or 

rule. 

 

In the most recent document the proposal emerged: ‘Make sense where there is lack of 

meaning. Remove meaning where there is meaning.” Meaning here is that which coheres - 



either proposes a form, a shape within the noise or chaos. This rule invited us to constantly look 

for new possible patterns in the chaos, and to intervene in areas in which significance had 

already taken hold. The Digital Writing Group engages with writing that departs from the 

communication of meaning and into a game-like network, where meaning is another material to 

be manipulated and departed from. 

 

But what might we mean by a “game” here? Deleuze discusses the ‘ideal game’ which is not 

bound by fixed rules, but rather in which each move reorients the game and proposes a new set 

of rules. He understands this as chaotic, permanently unfixing itself.  The Digital Writing Group 

flirts with meaning and significance, by producing the potential for communication, whilst 

simultaneously frustrating it. To mirror Ellis and Poole’s proposal of ‘incollaboration’ as an 

“excess of processes”: we consider here a frustrated communication that is not not 

communicating, but a similar ‘in-communication’, collapsing back and forth between meaning, 

noise, significance and insignificance. 

 

Parting Questions 

 

[the document for the rest of the day - as a project, we’ll keep working on this monthly and 

seeing where it can take place in the world] 

 

Some parting questions we are left with: 

 

1. Is this, similarly to contact improv, a primarily private and studio-based practice used to 

inform the participants’ writing in other situations - a sort of private writer training 

technique? 

2. If so, what do the related terms ‘technique’, ‘codification’ and ‘rigour’ mean in relation to 

a collision-based practice or for the ‘ideal game’? Are these notions irreconcilable? 

3. Alternatively, what might happen if the Digital Writing Group was put into a position of 

writing something for a public eye or towards a more specific function? How does the 

notion of collision and fracture engage with public presence? What kind of conventionally 

‘finished’ or static works might be produced? How does this project complicate our 

distinctions between writer, reader, participant and user? How does our presenting of the 

research here offer new possibilities for the manifestation of this project.  


