Inside the space

Didaktic Gama is a series of game-like media and poetic artworks by
Wiley Wiggins, made with aesthetic and structural restrictions, accom-
panied by a collection of games and artifacts that contextualize them.

1. Game Station

Didaktik Gama (Wiley Wiggins, 2024)

Dig it (Wiley Wiggins, 2022)

Drift Mine Satellite (Everest Pipkin, 2023) p.13
Obelisk (Wiley Wiggins, 2022)

If We Were Allowed to Visit (Ian McLarty, 2021) p.14
Archon (Wiley Wiggins, 2023)

Hole Digging Game (Loren Schmidt, 2022) p.29



o Grotto (Wiley Wiggins/Paul Stiverson, 2023) p.34
o Kudzu (cl5bm, 1999)
e Brogue (Brian Walker et al. 2009 - continuous)
2. Heirloom uranium glass items with Geiger counter, books for
browsing, including a printed suppliment from a previous instal-

lation of Grotto. p.30, Pressed linden leaves, Index of the Libuse
Character Set (2024)

3. Video Goldmine p.33
4. Macintosh Color Classic

e The Dungeon Revealed (John Raymonds, 1987)
o Scarab of Ra (Rick Holzgrafe, 1987)
e Taskmaker (Storm Impact, 1989)

o Moria (Robert Alan Koeneke, et al. 1983, Macintosh version
1993)

o Whom the Telling Changed (Aaron A Reed, 2005) p.22
5. ZX Spectrum Next

e Manic Miner (Bug-Byte, 1983)

o Auf Wiedersehen Monty (Gremlin Graphics, 1987)
o Thanatos (Durell Software, 1986)

e Expert for Bank (Kamasoft, 1988)

e Solomon’s Key (U.S. Gold Ltd, 1987)

o FEarth Shaker (Michael Batty, 1990)

e SHOCK Megademo (ESI 1992)

o Lyra II Megademo (Various/Sinclair User 1991)

e IN COLOR (Darklite/Offence, 2023)

o We Are Alive (Gembaboys, 2013)

o Kebugaruha Party (MB Maniax/CI5 The Amaters, 2024)

6. Pages from Grotto (2023)



1 Background

I am a descendent of Moravian (present day Czechia) immigrants to
Texas, a family split that happened in 1872. Texas Czech family farms
were insular. My grandmother’s family primarily spoke a dialect of
Czech and held on to a Czech identity, despite how culturally removed
they had become from their Eastern European relations. Throughout
the cold war my family continued to receive letters from Czech relatives.
At age seven, I remember the feeling of staring at a page of ruled
notebook paper, unable to think of what to write to my Czech cousin
Marek who had told me he was, “praying for a basketball for Christmas.”
My mother and I lived alone on her preschool teacher’s income but I
had no conception that we might be poor. At this age I was obsessed
with acquiring a computer, and did not understand that this was then
out of the question financially— in fact I assumed it could happen at
any time. The letters from Eastern Europe were full of dizzying pathos
to me and I found myself unable to write back.

By the early 1980s, the home video game industry in North Amer-
ica was experiencing a sharp decline, exemplified by the collapse of
Atari Inc. During this period, consumer electronics in the west shifted
their design and marketing focus. Home computers were promoted as
essential tools for education and home finance, rebranding computing
devices as household information appliances. In Japan however, the
game console market survived this downturn— Nintendo Inc’s “Family
Computer” (Famicom) console was a surprise success following its 1983
release.

One year prior, Sinclair Research released the ZX Spectrum home
computer in Europe and South America. Manufactured in Scotland and
priced at an accessible £125 ($200), it significantly undercut its main
international competitor, the Commodore 64, by $400. This compact,
all-in-one unit connected to a television and utilized audio cassettes
and a tape recorder for program loading and saving. The Spectrum
has since become a canonized landmark in many histories of computing,
especially in the United Kingdom where it was extremely popular.

Nintendo had planned to enter the Western market with a pro-
grammable successor to the Famicom— a device with a built-in key-
board and data tape drive like the Spectrum. Against prevailing wis-
dom, it pivoted to a devoted gaming console instead— the Nintendo
Entertainment System (1983). By 1985 the device had completely re-
vitalized the game console market in the United States. In the UK,
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Figure 1: Manic Miner for the ZX Spectrum, Bug-Byte Software, 1983

Sinclair went on to sell five million Spectrums (an impressive number
considering there were roughly only 30 million homes in the region),
the Spectrum was a programmable device through which millions of
Europeans learned hobbyist programming. Its low price point made it
attractive to working-class parents who hoped their children would be
able to compete in an imagined, computerized, future job market, mak-
ing it a symbol of class mobility set against a backdrop of neoliberal
austerity. Many of the homebrew software projects created by young
Spectrum users were videogames, shared on audiocassette via a sneaker-
net of aficionados and user-group fanzines. While Nintendo exerted
strict quality control, having been convinced that the downfall of Atari
Inc. had been the result of loose licensing control and a glut of substan-
dard games, the Spectrum game landscape was an uncharted jungle of
uncountable, wildly diverse (often homemade) titles. Between the ex-
tremes of consumer electronics as locked-down entertainment product
or instrumentalized work/educational machine, there was a glimpse of
a possible future where computing devices suggested a democratized
possibility-space.

During the same period, the CoCom (Coordinating Committee for
Multilateral Export Controls) embargo denied the export of modern
technology, like CPU chips, to the Soviet bloc. In response, Eastern



countries reverse-engineered chips and made their own copies. In places
like Soviet satellite-state Czechoslovakia, hobbyist scenes sprang up, de-
spite the unavailability of parts and internal legal restrictions placed
on software sales. In 1987 Czech manufacturer of school supplies Di-
daktik Skalica, created a computer named Didaktik Gama — a clone of
ZX Spectrum, extended with 8255 PIO and with RAM expanded to 80
kB. Homebrew Czechoslovak games from the time eluded censorship.
Many were Teztovka, a localized style of text-adventure that was un-
forgiving to play— stories that required typing in shorthanded verbs
and cardinal directions to explore. Recently, I played through a collec-
tion of Slovak games recently translated as part of a project sponsored
by the Slovak Design Museum. The more I played, what initially felt
like poor game design resolved into a very specific flavor of dark hu-
mor about the futility and superficiality of choice, punishing arbitrary
choices (sometimes the very first choice the player makes) with instant
death. A few of the games also presented a distorted echo of western
media and brand fetishism as seen through the eyes of their teenage
programmers, imaging a world of abundance and freedom, in stark con-
trast to the actual experiences of many young Spectrum users in the
UK. The difference in access to these devices themselves though, could
not have been more glaring. In comparison to the flood of cheap com-
puters in the UK, less than 2% of the Czechoslovak population owned
a computing device during this period (Reed 2021).

It was unusual that the Timex Sinclair 1000 ended up being my first
computer. It was the American version of the Sinclair ZX81, developed
by Sinclair Research in the UK and resold by the famous watch manu-
facturer in the States. Like the Spectrum it was compact and affordable,
if underpowered and lacking color graphics. The Timex Sinclair 1000
featured a Z80 microprocessor, 2 KB of RAM (expandable to 16 KB),
and a flat ‘membrane’ keyboard. It was not a popular computer in the
US, although its low price kept it competitive. My mother had found
one, not functioning but complete, in the trash at her job- she was a
teacher in the embattled Head Start government subsidized preschool
program where I was also a student. A school administrator had placed
the computer, back in its box with manual and power adapter, in the
trash. My mother gave it to me to play with and encouraged me to take
it apart and look inside. I remember opening the computer’s plastic
case with a screwdriver and finding that by clipping a broken ribbon
connector I was able to get the computer functioning again. With the
manual I was able to learn some programming in the embedded BASIC



Figure 2: Ezpert for Bank, Kamasoft, 1988, Czechoslovakia
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Figure 3: BASIC type-and-run code for Monopoly, Spectrum ZX81

programming language.

Programming was a new way of thinking for me, a procedural form
of writing that caused things to occur, like a magic incantation. I spent
hours writing programs that were like primitive chatbots. I delighted in
making the computer print strings with whatever swear words I knew
in them. In the back of my Sinclair manual was a folded page contain-
ing a BASIC program that, if painstakingly typed in, would create a
working text-based game of Monopoly . If you managed to write its
lines out exactly you could then record it to audio tape to reload it
later, something that never worked for me as a child no matter how
many times I tried it. If you are old enough to have held a “Speak n’
Spell” toy, you'll recognize the same flat plastic membrane keyboard
that was on the Sinclair 1000. Imagine trying to type a short novella on
that ‘keyboard’, at age eight. Imagine that a single typo would render
the entire work unreadable. Then imagine that, once successfully com-
pleted, you could not save the book, that it dissolved in your hands like
a sand mandala. Do this again and again anyway, despite each failure,
and despite having little to no interest in the game Monopoly.

1. A game with an ideological history that started in capitalist critique and ended
in a popular commodity that reproduced the ideology that it had once satirized.



The Sinclair ZX80 and ZX Spectrum each had their own nonstan-
dard character sets, where letters and numbers were joined by dithered
blocks (in the ZX80 and ZX81) or Tetris-like solid block elements.
These blocks allowed a sort of drawing to be done in the same way
text might be added to the screen. A character set is a lexicon of visual
language, where each glyph holds the potential to be read as text, per-
ceived as part of an image, or understood as a cultural symbol. These
character systems not only facilitated programming but also enabled
a form of visual creation, turning the screen into a canvas of words
and figures. Our minds are accustomed to computer user interfaces
now, but this was a gradual transition between mediums, much like
the transition from the epic poem to the novel.

While there is significant precedent in dadaist and modernist po-
etry for experimentation with textual forms, digital text was a collision
between the page and cinema, reduced to the surface of the grid. All
digital media is an interaction with that grid. Higher resolution digital
displays can obscure the presence of the grid, but it is always there.

Box drawing elements in early character sets were used to create
primitive print-style layouts of text enclosed in boxes— like menus and
alert callouts. Shaded blocks might imply a hierarchy of depth, where
a box was ‘raised above’ the rest of the screen. The text user interface
(TUI) inherited both from print and time-based media like animation.

These Sinclair computers, with their limited but creative use of
block drawing characters, can be positioned as an early example in the
lineage of digital text-as-image. This concept was further developed
with systems like PETSCII on the Commodore 64 and Code Page 437
on IBM DOS. These expanded the repertoire of visual elements avail-
able for creating graphics using text characters. Early computer games
utilized these text user interface innovations and used character-based
graphics on a grid to create dynamic, map-like images for players to
explore. These designs blurred the distinctions between image and text,
as well as orientation.

New software development continues for the ZX Spectrum, as ‘De-
moscene’ groups push limited hardware to new extremes through
creative programming.




Figure 4: Bauhaus student Katja Rose, Design for a swatch with
typewriter-characters, 1932, Bauhaus-Archiv Berlin




Figure 5: The Sinclair ZX80 Character Set

Figure 6: Death screen from Wanted: Monty Mole, ZX Spectrum
(Gremlin Graphics, 1984 UK) In 1984, teenager Peter Harrap, son of a
mine safety officer in Yorkshire, created the first in a series of "Monty
Mole’ games. Inspired by the UK miner’s strike of the same year, it
featured a character based on union leader Arthur Scargill.
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Figure 7: We Are Alive, ZX Spectrum Demo (Gembaboys, 2023
Crechia)
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The manner in which text is read influences our perception of how time
flows in relation to space (Bergen and Chan Lau 2012) (Yang and Sun
2018) (Park, Gagné, and Spalding 2024).

A Mandarin writer may describe moving ’"downward’ into tomorrow,
reflecting the direction in which they write—starting at the top of a
page and moving downward— the Mandarin word O (zid) means both
“next” and “down” (Park, Gagné, and Spalding 2024). On a surface level
we may say that time itself has no spatial aspect, and these metaphors
that ascribe a directional axis to time begin with language and writ-
ing, but there are powerful precedents to consider. Falling downward
can feel like being swept along by the relentless flow of time, whereas
walking forward suggests moving at one’s own volition or marching in
sync with others through time. Genealogists talk of lines of ’ascent’
that move through generations. In Imagined Communities Benedict
Anderson writes—

The idea of a sociological organism moving calendrically
through homogeneous, empty time is a precise analogue of
the idea of the nation, which also is conceived as a solid
community moving steadily down (or up) history. Nothing
better shows the immersion of the novel in homogeneous,
empty time than the absence of those prefatory genealogies,
often ascending to the origin of man, which are so character-
istic a feature of ancient chronicles, legends, and holy books.
(Anderson 2006, 26)

Walter Benjamin, who proposed this idea of ‘homogenous’ time, de-
scribes the ‘Angel of History’ as being propelled backwards into the
future by an explosive disaster, with wings like sails that cannot be
closed. While it may be a stretch to say that these bodily sensations
of moving through time inform writing systems directly, there is a con-
nection between the phenomenology of bodily movement through time
and the structuring of thought through writing. Bringing these ideas
of writing as movement through time to image making has many impli-
cations for us to consider, especially in digital games.
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Figure 8: Drift Mine Satellite, Website (Everest Pipkin, 2023)

Everest Pipkin’s 2023 text game Drift Mine Satellite spreads its
text out like a sparse map, like a series of nested containers,
like a story in time. After visiting a decommissioned limestone
mine, Pipkin imagined this inhabitable post-extraction space of
RV campers. Pipkin’s work frequently involves layers of contain-
ership and themes of community care. The game itself is spare and
confident, mindful of its own energy requirements as one might be
mindful of overusing any art material.
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