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broadly. One company featured in the game is “Laszlo Electronics,” recalling the Jamf of
Thomas Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow. One of Cardboard Computer’s intermissions for the
game, The Entertainment, is a mock play about alcohol addiction whose authorship is at-
tributed to Lem Doolittle, a character who appears in later acts of Kentucky Route Zero as a
skeletal distillery worker, which suggests the infamous paralyzing media central to the plot
of David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest. One of the workers at the underground telephone
exchange is named Dashiell Morse, in a ned to Dashiell Hammett, who is the author of The
Maltese Falcon. Another sequence, entitled “In Bedquilt,” evokes Dorothy Canfield. Conver-
sations between the two cyborg musicians, named Johnny and Junebug after the Cashes,
feature lines lifted from the plays of Beckett and the lyrics of Christian hymns. The game’s
references thus form an amalgamation of American cultural references together with post-
modern and avant-garde media: it is deeply interested not only in the experimental textual
structures that have inspired hypertextual traditions, but also in those that inform Ameri-
can culture more broadly. Having characters mimic lines from American texts with a rep-
utation for being canonical and foundational—one makes reference to Whitman’s “very
well then, I contradict myself”—legitimizes an area of economic and structural scarcity,
often caricatured as cut off from forms of high art in spite of its well-established literary
and cultural history.

4. The game’s hypertextual nature makes exact citations difficult—while some se-
quences are tied to specific acts, others appear at differing periods based on the player’s
choices, such that they can avoid certain areas entirely.

5. Marks, “Kentucky Route Zero Review”; Plante, “Why Kentucky Route Zero Is the Most
Important Game of the Decade.”

6. Joyce, afternoon, a story.

7. Manovich, The Language of New Media, 35, 123; Galloway, The Interface Effect, 3.

8. Manovich, The Language of New Media, 19, 50; in an interview for the now-defunct
Venus Patrol website, game artist Tamas Kemenczy offers a brief catalogue of films that in-
spired his techniques of visual experimentalism, among them the films of Andrei Tarkovsky,
Alexander Sokurov’s Russian Ark, and the film art of Steina and Woody Vasulka. He points
specifically to the “Scan Processor Studies” videos created by Woody Vasulka and Brian
O'Reilly, citing the ability of their “deflecting cathode rays to make strange landscapes.
They share a family resemblance to the Zero, and they are partly responsible for the tone of
it and other map modes in KRZ." Boyer, “Venus Patrol Presents: The Kentucky Route Zero
Guide to Film.”

9. “COPY < IT > RIGHT!"”

10. Morton, “NOTES ON THE AESTHETIC OF ‘copying-an-Image Processor.’”

11. Christine Tamblyn notes that “Sandin eschewed the hierarchical organizational
mode favored by television engineers that places all components under the control of one
centralized unit. The unlabeled modules that comprise Sandin’s machine can be connected
incrementally to attain unpredictable and unprecedented results. Thus it is possible for
users to devise their own personalized approach to operating the Image Processor and to
develop unique, readily identifiable styles.” Tamblyn, “Image Processing in Chicago Video
Art, 1970-1980,” 304.
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12. Galloway, Interface Effect, 5.

13. Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 3-4.

14. Ibid.

15. The Bureau of Reclaimed Spaces is responsible for taking the property of former in-
stitutions and repurposing them for use in other industries, transforming a hospital into the
site of an auto dealership and a distillery into a graveyard. One scene involves the troupe of
playable characters visiting a Museum of Dwellings, which showcases a number of homes
and living spaces, still inhabited, collected in one large warehouse. A climactic moment in
the game takes place at an old telephone exchange underground, accessed through a series
of caves that serve as a bat sanctuary, and another in a chapel that has been relocated—via
the Bureau of Reclaimed Spaces—to an old storage facility, where it continues to hold ser-
vices in the absence of a congregation.

16. One academic named Amy tells the group that before working with the academics,
doing debugging for their computer system, she used to write romance novels. She tells
them how “suddenly it was all computers everywhere you went. I thought I might be able
to do something with that. Inject a little libido into those ugly beige boxes.”

17. See also Burnett, “Mold on the Cornbread,” 162-165.

18. Fisher and Smith, “Introduction: Placing Appalachia,” 2.

19. Billings and Kingsolver, eds., Appalachia in Regional Context.

20. Shelby, “The ‘R’ Word,,” 153-60; Gaventa, “The Power of Place and the Place of
Power,” g1-110.

21, Judkins, “The People’s Respirator,” 225; Cuoto, “The Memory of Miners and the
Conscience of Capital,” 165-94; Fisher, “The Grass Roots Speak Back,” 203-14.

22. Smith, Race, Labor, and Civil Rights, 1-2.

23. Kopple, Harlan County, USA.

24. Hayles, How We Became Posthuman, 3.

25. During this scene, the player can choose to turn off the light on the mine cart that
Conway and Shannon are riding and witness the ghosts of the dead miners walking through
the cave. The cave's ghosts indicate that these problems—low-wage jobs, the absence of
worker’s rights and access to medical care, mental illness—have, much like the Zero itself,
a cyclical and self-perpetuating structure: the hard times of the past do not stay dead, but
necessarily reappear and re-assert themselves in the present.

26. Haraway, “A Cyborg Manifesto,” 150.

27. The Kentucky Route Zero intermission The Entertainment is set in a bar in the same
universe as the game and examines more thoroughly the vicious cycles involved in alcohol-
ism: addiction is subject to the self-perpetuating logic described above, in which characters
living in economic precarity cope through a reliance on substances for which they will go
deeper in debt.

28. Moody, Satterwhite, and Bickel, “Substance Use in Rural Central Appalachia.”

29. As the game continues, Conway becomes progressively more skeletal, with his right
arm following his left leg in appearance, and then, during a sequence with Shannon at the
Echo River telephone exchange, his entire body has become a skeleton and other distillery
workers come by in a boat to take him underground.
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