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Cyberspace Revisited: 
A Radial Reading of William Gibson’s “Burning Chrome” 
 

Tore Rye Andersen 

Human beings in the 21st century live among streams of data. Over a short amount of time, the virtual 

sphere colloquially known as cyberspace has become so interwoven with the environment that it can 

be difficult to remember that it has not always existed, and that it is a space and a concept with a 

history. However, both the phenomenon and the word are relatively recent occurrences. The digital 

environment of cyberspace is difficult to date with precision, even though it is often tied together with 

the founding of the World Wide Web in the early 1990s. The birth of the word itself seems easier to 

pinpoint, and according to the Oxford English Dictionary it first appeared in print in William Gibson’s 

short story “Burning Chrome” in 1982. 

 One should always be wary of such categorical ‘firsts,’ and it is almost a law of nature that each 

purported first appearance of a word will always be superseded (or rather preceded) by an earlier 

occurrence. As it turns out, the word ‘cyberspace’ already saw the light of day in the 1960s, when the 

Danish artists Susanne Ussing and Carsten Hoff established their Atelier Cyberspace. According to 

Hoff, however, the title of the studio had nothing to do with digitality and virtuality, but was rather 

meant to connote art’s general manipulation of space (Lillemose and Kryger n.p.). Furthermore, it is 

safe to say that this early incarnation of the word has not had any lasting impact, and that the domi-

nance of the concept today can be traced back to William Gibson’s (re-)coining of the phrase in 

“Burning Chrome” and his subsequent elaboration of the concept in his debut novel Neuromancer 

(1984). This status as the origin of the concept as we understand it makes the story historically im-

portant, and in the light of this, Gibson has gained a reputation in both the popular cultural imagination 

and the academic reception as a visionary prophet who in an analog age foresaw our digital present 
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and future. An example of this tendency is the article “The Forward-Thinking Genius of Neuro-

mancer” which in addition to the telling title argues that “the notion of cyberspace was simply out of 

this world in 1984” (Packwood n.p.). Sarah Brouillette similarly points out that “Gibson is credited 

with coining the term cyberspace and envisioning with astonishing prescience both the Internet and 

virtual reality long before such notions had become part of common culture” (208). In his introduction 

to one of the latest editions of Neuromancer, James Gleick stresses this prescience by describing how 

Gibson “on a manual typewriter [...] imagined something that did not exist” (n.p.) but that has since 

become an integral part of our world. The perhaps most unabashed insistence on Gibson’s prophetic 

abilities comes from Jack Womack, who in his afterword to the novel goes as far as to suggest that 

Gibson played an active part in the creation of cyberspace: “what if the act of writing it down, in fact, 

brought it about?” (361).  

 The notion of Gibson as an oracle who in an age of typewriters predicted the Internet is thus a 

prevalent one, but also, I would argue, a somewhat historyless idea that I will problematize by revis-

iting the first appearance of “Burning Chrome” in the magazine Omni in July 1982. My hypothesis is 

that by considering the story in its original material context and subjecting it to what textual scholar 

Jerome McGann calls a radial reading, a contextually oriented mode of interpretation, it is possible 

to gain insights into the historical and cultural context of the story that are not available when reading 

a current paperback reprint or e-book edition, but that can provide us with a better understanding of 

the birth of cyberspace and challenge the common perception of how unprecedented the concept re-

ally was. It is by no means an aim of the article to detract from Gibson’s remarkable achievement, 

but rather to understand it in its proper context. Taking off from a discussion of the views of cyber-

space presented in Gibson’s work, I will therefore analyze the original material appearance of “Burn-
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ing Chrome” in order to present a more varied understanding of the cultural and technological envi-

ronment out of which the influential concept grew. The article concludes with a brief discussion of 

possible consequences for how to study literature in an age where much of human culture is digitized. 

 

 



4 
 

Figure 1: The cover of Omni, July 1982 

“Burning Chrome” and the Birth of Cyberspace 

William Gibson (b. 1948) published his first science fiction story, “Fragments of a Hologram Rose,” 

in the magazine Unearth in 1977 and received $27 for his pains. The story was followed by “The 

Gernsback Continuum” in the anthology Universe 11 (edited by Terry Carr), but it was not until he 

began publishing in the popular science magazine Omni that Gibson’s fiction reached a wider audi-

ence. The first of six stories published by Gibson in this magazine were “Johnny Mnemonic” (1981) 

and “Burning Chrome” (1982) where he introduced the universe in which his debut novel Neuro-

mancer and the subsequent novels in the Sprawl trilogy were also set. In the story “Johnny Mne-

monic” about a cybernetically enhanced data courier, Gibson created an embryonic version of the 

fictional universe, but this initial portrait of the future cityscape known as The Sprawl was by no 

means as elaborate and stylistically well-wrought as the one presented in “Burning Chrome” – a story 

which according to Gibson in his introduction to the collection of the same name represents the true 

beginning of his career as an author: 

 

“Burning Chrome,” written in early 1981, feels to me now like the end of my career in short fiction. It 

wasn’t, chronologically (and short fiction is something I perpetually hope to take up again, eventually), 

but it was in some way the real start of my career as a novelist. Within it gun the engines of Neuro-

mancer, and not only in its introduction of “cyberspace,” a word that first saw the light in red Sharpie 

on a yellow legal pad. It was the first time I ever quite got something else to work in fiction, though I 

still don’t know exactly what that is. (Burning Chrome xviii) 

 

According to popular anecdote, the story was first read aloud at a science fiction convention in Den-

ver, Colorado for an audience of four, including Bruce Sterling (with whom he later wrote the novel 

The Difference Engine). It tells the story of the narrator Automatic Jack and the hacker Bobby who 
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through the means of a Russian military computer virus empties the bank account of the ruthless 

brothel owner Chrome (hence the title). With its story of former criminal elements who grudgingly 

pull off one last major heist, the bones of the plot recall countless other thrillers, and the story’s lasting 

cultural impact does not reside so much in the formulaic plot as in the creative vision and super-

heated descriptions of the universe in which it is set.1 

 “Burning Chrome” takes place in a hypercorporate society, where the relevance of nation states 

seems ever more distant, and where huge zaibatsus set the agenda. On several occasions Gibson has 

singled out the work of Thomas Pynchon as an important source of inspiration, and Gibson’s descrip-

tion of the powerful zaibatsus that control every aspect of their employees’ lives does indeed have 

much in common with Pynchon’s depiction in Gravity’s Rainbow (1973) of multinational cartels such 

as I.G. Farben, even though the companies in Gibson’s vision of the future seem to have fully replaced 

nations as political subjects. Even more important than the portrait of a thoroughly commercialized 

society is the story’s depiction of a virtual space that represents the world’s cumulated data and in 

which much of the plot takes place. This space is variously known as cyberspace and the matrix, and 

in “Burning Chrome” it is described in the following way: “The matrix is an abstract representation 

of the relationships between data systems. Legitimate programmers jack into their employers’ sector 

of the matrix and find themselves surrounded by bright geometries representing the corporate data. 

Towers and fields of it ranged in the colorless nonspace of the simulation matrix, the electronic con-

sensus hallucination that facilitates the handling and exchange of massive quantities of data” (74). In 

Neuromancer, it is described in more elaborate yet similar terms in a scene where the main characters 

zap past an educational TV show for children: 

 

“The matrix has its roots in primitive arcade games,” said the voice-over, “in early graphics programs 

and military experimentation with cranial jacks. [...] Cyberspace. A consensual hallucination experi-

enced daily by billions of legitimate operators, in every nation, by children being taught mathematical 
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concepts ... A graphic representation of data abstracted from the banks of every computer in the human 

system. Unthinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the nonspace of the mind, clusters and con-

stellations of data. Like city lights, receding....” (51) 

 

Based on this oft-quoted passage, Gibson’s first novel is often singled out as the cradle of cyberspace. 

Daniel Punday has described Neuromancer as “the novel that gave us the term ‘cyberspace’” (199) 

and in a similar vein N. Katherine Hayles – drawing on the quote above – argues that “[t]he Neuro-

mancer trilogy gave a local habitation and a name to the disparate spaces of computer simulations, 

networks, and hypertext windows that, before Gibson’s intervention, had been discussed as separate 

phenomena” (How We Beacme Posthuman 36). However, the habitation and the name already ap-

peared in “Burning Chrome,” whose plot has so many similarities with Neuromancer – including the 

use of an illicit military computer program from a former communist nation to penetrate the target – 

that it can in essence be considered a blueprint for the novel. 

 The already mentioned notion of Gibson as a prophet of the digital present has shaped and 

continues to shape the reception of his work.2 Gibson himself both distances himself from and en-

forces his oracular role. On the one hand, he often downplays his prophetic abilities. In an afterword 

to Neuromancer he pokes fun at his own failure to predict the advent of cell phones (characters in the 

Sprawl trilogy still call each other via landline telephones), and in the documentary No Maps for 

These Territories he criticizes the word ‘cyberspace’ for being “essentially meaningless.” On the 

other hand, Gibson just as frequently underscores his close connection to the concept and subtly hints 

at its visionary nature. His claims that he had no idea how computers worked when he invented the 

concept, that his early stories of cyberspace were written on a manual typewriter, and that the word 

“first saw the light in red Sharpie on a yellow legal pad” all serve to emphasize how prophetic the 

idea really was in a predominantly analog age. Furthermore, Gibson’s invocation of a legal pad subtly 

seems to stress his lawful ownership of the concept. 
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 The coupling of Gibson with a digital space is also highlighted on a purely paratextual level by 

his various publishers and it manifests itself on the covers of several of his books. On the current 

American paperback edition of Burning Chrome, the i and o in the title have been replaced with a 

differently colored 1 and 0 – the binary numbers underlying all digital code. A similar visual tactic 

appears on the cover of the Voyager Classics edition of Neuromancer that is adorned with vertical 

lines of code that clearly recall the movie The Matrix (1999), which draws heavily on Neuromancer 

for its ideas. The quotes from reviews chosen by the publishers for Gibson’s books likewise tend to 

underscore his visionary prediction of cyberspace, and it seems patently clear that both the author and 

his publishers have a lot invested in this particular association. 

 

Radial Reading and the Historicity of Texts 

A first step towards considering Gibson’s texts in their material publication contexts has been taken 

by Sarah Brouillette in her Book History article “Corporate Publishing and Canonization: Neuro-

mancer and Science-Fiction Publishing in the 1970s and Early 1980s.” The article makes a welcome 

attempt at analyzing the interplay between a concrete publishing landscape and the fiction it gave rise 

to However, after an interesting discussion of the period’s science fiction publishers it proceeds to a 

less convincing argument that the science fiction community’s understanding of itself as a subculture 

embedded in the mainstream constitutes a parallel to Neuromancer’s depiction of an outlaw under-

world operating in a corporate culture. Brouillette goes on to argue that it this very parallel that has 

turned the novel into “the community’s canonical text” (205); a claim that seems difficult to substan-

tiate, especially considering Neuromancer’s canonical status beyond science fiction circles as well.3 

Despite its stated intention of analyzing the novel in light of its material publication context, Brouil-

lette’s article like many other book-historical articles stops short after the descriptive presentation of 
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the publishing landscape, and it therefore seems to confirm Peter D. McDonald’s claim that the ma-

terially minded field of book history and the more aesthetically oriented field of literary theory “have 

maintained a resolute distance from each other” (222). 

 My plea for a more systematic inclusion of the material surface features of literature should by 

no means be construed as an over-emphasis on concrete presence at the cost of traditional literary 

interpretation (such as Hans Ulrich Gumbrecht seems to call for in his The Production of Presence). 

It is rather motivated by a conviction that literary meaning and literary materiality cannot be consid-

ered independently of each other. “Texts must always be embodied to exist in the world,” Hayles 

argues in Writing Machines (31), and this necessary embodiment inevitably imbues the texts with a 

certain body language that is impossible to separate from their meaning. Paul Duguid points out that 

books and magazines have habitually been regarded as containers for literary texts, but he goes on to 

argue that the relation between medium and text is much more complex than that between bottle and 

wine: “Rather than to think of wine in bottles, each of which has a separate identity, it is more useful 

to consider information and technology [in this case: magazines or books] as mutually constitutive 

and ultimately indissoluble” (501). He subsequently proposes that we think of the relation between a 

magazine/book and its contents in terms of the relation between a dancer and a dance, or a riverbank 

and a river: “you don’t get one without the other” (501). 

Gibson’s own work ultimately seems to reach the same conclusion, even though it often seems 

to exhibit a strong contrast between the virtual and the real, between the digital and the analog. The 

hackers of Neuromancer prefer the bodiless environment of cyberspace and speak with contempt of 

the body and its meat. After crossing the wrong people, Case is shot up with a drug that deprives him 

of the ability to jack into his beloved cyberspace: “For Case, who’d lived for the bodiless exultation 

of cyberspace, it was the Fall. In the bars he’d frequented as a cowboy hotshot, the elite stance in-

volved a certain relaxed contempt for the flesh. The body was meat. Case fell into the prison of his 
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own flesh” (6). A similar contrast appears in “Burning Chrome” when Automatic Jack prepares the 

heist in cyberspace: 

 

Bodiless, we swerve into Chrome’s castle of ice. And we’re fast, fast. It feels like we’re surfing the crest 

of the invading program, hanging ten above the seething glitch systems as they mutate. We’re sentient 

patches of oil swept along down corridors of shadow. 

 Somewhere we have bodies, very far away, in a crowded loft roofed with steel and glass. (74) 

 

On one level, then, Gibson’s works seem to reify the sharp distinction between information and em-

bodiment, but as Fredric Jameson has pointed out, there are also many instances where this very 

distinction is problematized if not outright undermined. Jameson singles out the following sex scene 

in Neuromancer between Case and his former girlfriend Linda where the body “gets it due” as an 

instance of Gibson’s deconstruction of the opposition between meat and data: 

 

There was a strength that ran in her, something he’d known in Night City and held there, been held by, 

held for a while away from time and death, from the relentless Street that hunted them all. It was a 

place he’d known before; not everyone could take him there, and somehow he’d always managed to 

forget it. Something he’d found and lost so many times. It belonged, he knew – he remembered – as 

she pulled him down, to the meat, the flesh the cowboys mocked. It was a vast thing, beyond knowing, 

a sea of information coded in spiral and pheromone, infinite intricacy that only the body, in its strong 

blind way, could ever read. (Neuromancer 239)  

 

Benjamin Fair has written of Neuromancer that “the novel affirms embodiment at least as much as it 

glorifies disembodiment” (98-99), and in this scene it can even be argued that embodiment and dis-

embodiment merge in the poignant image of the genetic code that lies at the foundation of all life. In 
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other words, information cannot be considered independently from the material in which it is encoded 

and which it encodes: body is information, and Case’s and Linda’s intercourse is described in infor-

mation theoretical terms as “the transmission of the old message” (Neuromancer 240).  

 Significantly, the act of love takes place in a crucial scene of the book that underscores the very 

sensuous and tangible nature of the digital sphere that in other parts of the novel is described as 

bodiless. Jacking into a computer in Villa Straylight, Case is caught by the AI Neuromancer in an 

elaborate virtual construct resembling a beach. Here he meets Linda, or rather, an encoded version of 

Linda (since the original Linda was brutally killed earlier in the novel) as well as Neuromancer itself 

in the shape of a boy. The scene, which Gibson has described as “the emotional crux of the book” 

(McCaffery 280), thus takes place in cyberspace, but in a very different version of cyberspace than 

the slick, neon-infused grid (more of this later) that usually faces users as they jack in. The scene on 

the beach is unusually rich in its descriptions of physical sensations, stressing for instance Case’s 

hunger and the feeling of various objects against his skin: “He [...] ducked through the doorway, 

scraping his wrist on rough concrete. [...] His jeans were tight and clammy” (238). Case is fully aware 

that the beach is only “a coded model of some stranger’s memory” (240), but the sensations are real, 

once again highlighting the inseparability of information and materiality. 

 Bill Brown addresses similar issues as he reflects on “the artifactuality of texts” and stresses 

the importance of focusing “on the physical properties of an embodied text” (25). As a result of this 

duality, reading a literary text always “amounts to a dialectical drama of opacity and transparency, 

physical support and cognitive transport, representation as object and as act” (26), and instead of 

merely striving for the interpretations that can be reached through traditional content analysis, literary 

critics should embrace the opacity of the physical support which presents important information in 

itself. The word ‘publication’ both denotes a process and an object, and traces of the process and the 

context in which it unfolded can usually be read in the object. The original material versions of literary 
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texts thus ought to be of particular interest to literary historians, who by studying them can construct 

a fuller understanding of the cultural and material circumstances under which the texts were produced. 

George Bornstein has argued that reprints “tend to set the text free from its original time and place, 

locating it in our own principally as an aesthetic rather than historicized object,” and accordingly he 

suggests that “studying texts only in our contemporary reprintings erases the original historicized 

meanings [...] and renders even readings that aspire to the historic and political only a back-projection 

of an illusory politics fantasized in the present” (quoted in Young 392, 389). 

 A further contribution to developing an analytical approach that allows us to capture the histo-

ricity of embodied texts can be found in the work of textual scholar Jerome McGann who proposes a 

materialist hermeneutics that can supplement our habitual interest in literary fiction’s “linguistic 

code” (the purely semantic aspects of literature) with an awareness of the “bibliographical code” 

(typefaces, bindings, illustrations etc.) and its coauthoring function (56). In an attempt to concretize 

this approach further, McGann distinguishes between three modes of reading: linear, spatial, and ra-

dial reading. Linear reading is analogous to Brown’s notion of cognitive transport and it exclusively 

concerns itself with literature’s linguistic codes and with traditional content analysis. Spatial reading 

is also interested in typography and other formal matters, and it thus includes bibliographical codes 

in its considerations. Taken together, these two levels form a mode of literary analysis that is con-

cerned with the interplay between form and content. Focusing on the larger cultural and historical 

contexts in which a text is embedded, radial reading moves beyond the literary work and addresses 

the “complex radial networks and communicative exchanges” (124) that surround it. Therefore, “ra-

dial reading is a function of the historicity of texts” (125).  

 This interest in a larger textual field is naturally relevant for all types of texts, but radial readings 

seem especially well-suited for texts that originally appeared in magazines, where traces of the cul-

tural context in the form of commercials, other articles, visual material, letters from readers etc. are 
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much more abundant than in a typical book, which is usually designed to direct our attention toward 

the text itself. All embodied texts bear witness to the surrounding culture, but this testimony is par-

ticularly elaborate in magazines that are steeped in material traces of the consumer culture they reflect 

and grow out of. Bill Brown’s aforementioned article serves as an introduction to a special issue of 

PMLA that seeks to “extend textual materialism beyond the manuscript and the book and to expand 

the ways of locating physical detail in a sign system” (25). A radial reading of “Burning Chrome” 

and its original appearance in Omni  can therefore shed new light on the cultural and technological 

context that gave birth to Gibson’s story and its concept of cyberspace and challenge the common 

perception of how unprecedented the concept really was. 

 

Omni: The Material Cradle of Cyberspace 

The magazine Omni was established in 1978 by Kathy Keeton and her partner and future husband 

Bob Guccione. Guccione was the founder of the controversial Penthouse, the first openly sold men’s 

magazine to show pubic hair.4 On this sleazy background, the magazine had ample funds, some of 

which were channeled into Keeton’s dream of a popular science-cum-science-fiction magazine, and 

Omni was thus backed by considerable publication muscle. On the copyright page, Keeton and Guc-

cione were listed as co-publishers, but Omni was primarily Keeton’s project. The first issue was pub-

lished in October 1978, and the print edition ran until the winter of 1995, when fiscal problems in the 

Penthouse empire necessitated a transfer from print to an online version. At its peak popularity, the 

magazine was published in a number of languages with a combined printing of 700,000 copies, so 

even though the stated goal of one million copies was never reached, Omni had a wide readership. 

Nevertheless, two informative articles in The Guardian by Anthony Haden-Guest (2004) reveal that 

Omni was a bottomless pit financially. As long as Penthouse shoveled in cash, Guccione was willing 

to back Keeton’s venture, but when earnings decreased drastically – not least because of the ubiquity 
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of online hardcore porn – Omni could no longer be supported, and when Keeton passed away in 1998, 

the magazine was shut down for good. 

 Omni was a curious concoction of proper science, crank science and the supernatural; nothing 

like the equally popular magazine Scientific American, and not even remotely similar to scientific 

bastions like the journals Science and Nature. Omni did feature balanced and properly documented 

scientific reports on topics such as the effects of Agent Orange on Vietnam War veterans and the 

cognitive abilities of animals, but it was also a strong proponent for the as yet unmaterialized utopian 

energy source cold fusion, and many of its purportedly objective articles exhibited a strong alarmist 

bent, such as the front page story in July 1982 of the Soviet construction of a Death Star. Equally 

sensationalist were articles on evidence of spaceship technology in Egyptian tombs, monthly reports 

of UFO sightings, and features on paranormal abilities and the powers of the mind. The July issue of 

1982 thus reports that “[t]he best predictions come from people who use both halves of their brains,” 

a bold conclusion reached through the “Hemispheric Consensus Prediction (HCP) test” (41). In the 

October issue from 1982, a special anniversary issue on Mysteries of the Mind, we can read that 

Wendy LaCour lost 115 pounds over the course of four months via a subliminal diet, whatever that 

is – duly documented with the traditional before-and-after photos (52). In the same issue, readers are 

offered to take a PSI-QII test to determine the level of their psychic powers (sadly, I was not able to 

ascertain my own abilities, since the address to which I had to send $6 to receive my test scores is 

now defunct). 

 In addition to all the dodgy ‘science,’ Omni always featured plenty of fiction by notable science 

fiction authors. With its ample Penthouse-derived funds, the magazine was able to remunerate its 

authors very generously, and the fee of $2-3,000 Gibson received for each of his stories in Omni was 

higher by magnitudes than what other magazines were able to pay, not to mention light years from 

the $27 he was paid for his first published story (Gibson, “How I Wrote Neuromancer” n.p.). Apart 
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from “Burning Chrome,” the July 1982 issue contained a story by Frank Herbert, author of Dune, and 

the adjacent issues featured stories by sci-fi notabilities such as Isaac Asimov, Frederick Pohl, and 

Dan Simmons.  

William Gibson has always held an ambiguous relation with the genre in which he is working. 

To Larry McCaffery he has stated that he is “afraid of being typecast” as an SF writer (McCaffery 

283), but to publish fiction in Omni was a certain way of ensuring just that. The subsequent publica-

tion of Neuromancer in Ace’s revived series of SF specials, and the serialization of Count Zero in the 

unambiguously titled Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine further solidified Gibson’s relation 

to the genre. As Brouillette argues, these well-defined publication contexts have played a crucial role 

in consolidating the sharp distinction between mainstream fiction and science fiction, a distinction 

that has also been addressed by Gibson himself (McCaffery 277). Omni and Ace are thus hardly 

suitable venues to distance oneself from the science fiction genre; on the contrary, they thoroughly 

implicate Gibson in the genre he has elsewhere expressed a (perhaps not entirely sincere) wish to 

escape.  

“Burning Chrome” itself begins on page 72 of the July issue. The text is typeset in columns, 

two on the first page and three on the subsequent pages, and it is accompanied by a painting by Alan 

Magee of a man with fleshy lips, a mighty mustache and dark rings under his eyes. It is a face in 

which lived life has left its mark, but it is also a face that is not entirely human. The eyes seem not 

quite organic, and the large-pored skin is overlaid with circuitboard patterns and alien code. Like the 

characters in Gibson’s story, the introductory illustration thus represents a fusion of organic matter 

with technology. The story is paratextually presented as ‘Fiction’ – an adequate marker in a magazine 

like Omni that automatically adds an implicit ‘Science’ to the genre label. This information is fol-

lowed by a brief, introductory paragraph that serves as an appetizer for the story itself: “They were 

two-bit crooks but had the chance to make the killing of a lifetime.” It is noteworthy that this paratext 
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points to the standard heist aspect of the plot rather than to its futuristic setting. The same emphasis 

appears in the magazine’s note on contributors (“William Gibson returns with [...] a tale of two small-

time hoods who attempt the heist of their lives,” 8) as well as in the two emphasized quotes on pages 

74 and 106, so it is clearly a deliberate move by the editors to single out the somewhat formulaic 

crime aspects of the story rather than its SF nature. 

 

Figure 2: The first pages of “Burning Chrome.” 

The spatial arrangement of the pages both features elements that focus our attention on the story and 

distract us from it. In an attempt at updating Gérard Genette’s theories of paratexts to a digital age, 

Ellen McCracken has proposed a distinction between centripetal and centrifugal paratexts (113), but 

“Burning Chrome” clearly shows that this distinction is also relevant for print literature. The empha-

sized quotes and the initial illustration centripetally direct our attention to the story, whereas elements 

such as colorful commercials, cartoons and surrounding articles centrifugally and very insistently 

draw our gaze away from the columns of Gibson’s text. It can be discussed whether these peripheral 

elements are technically paratext or context. On the one hand, print ads and adjoining articles are 
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hardly “at the service of a better reception for the text and a more pertinent reading of it,” which 

Genette singles out as an important function of paratexts (2), but the same can be said of copyright 

pages or blurbs, and the ads, cartoons and other centrifugal elements have no doubt been legitimated 

by the publisher, Omni, which according to Genette is another defining feature of paratexts (9). At 

any rate, whether we choose to regard the accompanying textual and visual elements as paratext or 

context, they appear on the same spatial level as the text itself and thus constitute a “threshold of 

interpretation” (the subtitle of Genette’s seminal book Paratexts) that affects our reading of it. 

An important point to bear in mind is that many of these peripheral elements are decidedly 

designed to draw our attention away from Gibson’s story. A codex book is designed to focus the 

reader’s gaze on the text, while advertisements in a magazine are designed to draw attention away 

from the articles and stories they adjoin – otherwise they fail their intended function. The absorbed, 

cognitive transport singled out by Brown as one of the aspects of reading is thus practically impossible 

to achieve when reading a story in a magazine like Omni. The eyes are drawn to the margins of the 

story, and the radial reading proposed by McGann is therefore inherent in the material form. 

Among the elements surrounding “Burning Chrome,” we find a number of cartoons. In one of 

them, a scientist stands in his lab exclaiming “Eureka, eureka, eureka, eureka, eureka, eureka, eureka, 

eureka, eureka, eureka, eureka, eureka, eureka” (102), while a Xerox sign can be seen through the 

window. In another cartoon, a man tells his wife that: “I guess I would have gotten the job if I hadn’t 

included the Mona Lisa in my portfolio” (104). Both cartoons thus comment on the relationship be-

tween originality and reproductions – a theme that also plays a central role in Gibson’s universe of 

simulations and virtuality.5 More conspicuous than the black and white cartoons are the many colorful 

advertisements that appear on most spreads in the magazine. Advertisements are often regarded as 

expressions of a culture’s subconscious, and if that is the case, American culture in the early 1980s 

was unusually preoccupied with bodily relief and stimulation, and with modern technology. In the 



17 
 

pages containing “Burning Chrome” we thus find ads for Scholl insoles that can help abused feet (77) 

and for the deodorant English Leather: “So effective nothing comes close... (except blondes, brunettes 

and redheads)” (107).6 The columns of the story are also adjoined by a mouth-watering image of a 

cool bottle of Gordon’s Gin, and this ad is representative for a large number of other ads in the mag-

azine the sum of which paints a picture of an unrestrained hedonism that would put the average Mad 

Men episode to shame. The number of advertisements for booze and cigarettes is staggering, and if 

readers consumed as much as the ads ask them to, they would not have much of a future – even if 

they read the 900-page book about life extension that is also advertised in the July issue (107).7 

The ads for stimulants are accompanied by an equal number of technology ads that I will look 

at more closely, since they are more relevant for my problematization of Gibson’s prophet status. As 

already noted, Gibson has often reminded us that Neuromancer was written on a manual typewriter, 

but typewriter ads are certainly not what dominate the pages of Omni. The front page of the 1982 July 

issue tempts us with the possibility to “win a home computer,” and within the covers we find for 

instance an ad for the IBM Personal Computer: “A tool for modern times” (59). Surrounding issues 

of Omni exhibit a similar tendency. In the 1982 October issue we are thus faced with ads for the 

Commodore Vic 20 (“A real computer for the price of a toy”) and Atari, while the August issue from 

the same year, remarkably, contains an ad for the Sinclair ZX81 – a computer which in Pattern 

Recognition is a museum object collected by nostalgic collectors, but which in 1982 was the bleeding 

(while still affordable) edge of technology: “Finally you can afford to satisfy your lust for power” 

(125). The twin appearances of the ZX81 in both Omni and Pattern Recognition are an unwitting 

example of a dominant trope from Neuromancer, where spanking new technology from our own time 

appears as archeological artifacts in Villa Straylight (“They came to another monitor, an antique 

Sony” (Neuromancer 227)),  but the many computer ads in Omni also remind us that the context in 

which Gibson wrote was no stranger to digitization and its consequences for society. 
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This important point is underscored in an ad from the August issue for Compuserve, which 

shows a white-clad couple in a white-furnitured living room (apparently, the future is all white) and 

assures us that: “Someday, in the comfort of your home, you’ll be able to shop and bank electroni-

cally, read instantly updated newswires, analyze the performance of a stock that interests you, send 

electronic mail across the country, then play Bridge with three strangers in LA, Chicago and Dallas” 

(15). This certainly sounds like a good enough approximation of cyberspace, and it also sounds re-

markably like Gibson’s answer when asked on Swedish television in 1994, twelve years later, to 

describe cyberspace: “Cyberspace is where we do our banking, it’s actually where the bank keeps our 

money these days because it’s all direct electronic transfer. It’s where the stock market actually takes 

place, it doesn’t occur so much any more on the floor of the exchange but in the electronic commu-

nication between world stock-exchanges” (Josefsson n.p.). Significantly, the ad’s prediction of online 

banking also recalls the pivotal plot point of “Burning Chrome,” which involves a transaction in 

cyberspace of a large sum of money. The ethereal ambience in the white, futuristic ad likewise re-

sembles the story’s description of this transaction that seems decoupled from materiality. The decou-

pling of money from traditional notions of worth took a major step in 1971 when the link between 

dollars and gold was severed, but in “Burning Chrome” the sum stolen from Chrome even seems to 

be without connection to paper money. The goal of the heist is not described as a heavy sackful of 

gold and jewels, and not even as the traditional suitcase full of greenbacks, but rather as a weightless 

string of zeros: “I watched zeros pile up behind a meaningless figure on the monitor” (107). Signifi-

cantly, Gibson only mentions the zeros: If a sum is represented by only zeros, it has literally zero 

worth. It is only the presence of another digit at the beginning of the string that confers value on the 

zeros, so by only singling out the zeros, Gibson emphasizes the abstract nature of the transaction. At 

the same time, it is worth noting that this weightless and abstract transaction in cyberspace has very 
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real consequences for Chrome, the brothel owner with the inorganic name, as she is thrown to the 

wolves and in all likelihood killed when her account is emptied of zeros. 

The question of a virtual economy is also at the center of Fredric Jameson’s discussion of cy-

berspace as a second-order abstraction of the already abstract finance capitalism: 

 

This leads us to the first feature of cyberspace as Case experiences or Gibson imagines it: namely, the 

peculiar nature of an abstraction to the second degree, which, having accessed the sheets upon sheets of 

numerical ciphers which are already themselves statistical abstractions of real businesses, real profits, 

real transactions, now turns all that back into pictures, and pictures on the order of paper architecture at 

that, two-dimensional representations of three-dimensional models. (“A Global Neuromancer” n.p.) 

 

Cyberspace and the banking being done there are thus abstractions of abstractions, digital represen-

tations of numbers that in themselves represent real things. According to Jameson, Gibson pioneered 

this “new realm of abstraction [...] in his representation of cyberspace” (ibid. n.p.), but a crucial point 

for my overall argument is that this notion was not only present in the pioneering “Burning Chrome,” 

but also in some of the many ads that surrounded it, and that Gibson’s prophesies of a virtual space 

in which to do our banking and play our Bridge were thus somewhat less pioneering than they are 

usually given credit for. 

 In addition to ads for a brave new world of digital computing, the July issue is rife with ads for 

and pictures of mobile media. We thus find images of portable cassette players (99) and ads for a 

digital calculator-watch (“Compute while you commute,” 3), walkaround micro loudspeakers with 

maxi-sound (105) and a Uniden Extend-a-phone peddled by golfer Jack Nicklaus and his wife who 

seem immeasurably thrilled at the prospect of bringing their cordless phone “around the house... or 

around the yard” (103).  
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Figure 3: Cartoon and ad adjoining Gibson’s story. 

Omni is laden with ads for mobile technology, the sum of which tempers our idea of the prophetical 

nature of “Burning Chrome” and Neuromancer whose characters still communicate via landline tel-

ephones (a fact Gibson himself has not refrained from pointing out in his afterword to the 20th anni-

versary edition of the novel).8 It is not always easy to see beyond the current media paradigm, and 

the characters in Gibson’s futuristic Sprawl in many ways act like media users of the 1980s in their 

use of traditional storage media such as cassettes and their habit of reading the news not on tablets or 

smartphones, but on printed fax. 

 Many of the articles in Omni tell of the same move towards mobile communication and online 

transactions. The July issue features an article on how “[s]atellite communication is changing the 

ways we make telephone calls, watch TV, read a newspaper, and keep an eye on the stock market” 

(28), and the August issue contains an article by Kathleen Stein on a future workday, whose hyper-

specific vision of a globalized, digital data environment is eerily similar to Gibson’s descriptions of 

cyberspace: 
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Ozumba went upstairs to his study and punched in the code for the gear cluster he had begun to design. 

He had a couple of hours before the four o’clock satellite passed over his part of Nigeria. The cathode-

ray-tube (CRT) screen filled with lines of color. Ozumba rotated the shape on its X and Y axes, reworked 

the teeth angle on a sprocket, ran stress analyses and sectional and mass-properties calculations. He 

simulated its action on the man-powered aircraft the gears were designed for. Earlier that day from his 

materials data base he had determined that the gears would be composed of a new titanium alloy. He 

zoomed in on the hub, reconnecting some lock rings. At five to four he checked the satellite dish, and 

when the bird was in range, he beamed up the program for the gears. (44-46) 

 

In the following, I will pay particular attention to the article on the Disney movie Tron that is literally 

embedded within “Burning Chrome.” Gibson’s story appears on pages 72-77 and 102-07, and the 

Tron article appears on pages 78-85, in immediate continuation of the first portion of the story.9 The 

article is a curious mixture of reportage and a summary of the movie, and it functions as a covert 

infomercial for the movie as well as an opportunity to show some striking images. More importantly, 

for the context of the current article, it shows a number of remarkable parallels to the short story that 

embraces it. 

 

Virtually Real: The Neon Grid of Cyber/Hyperspace 

The movie Tron was funded by the Disney Corporation and directed by Steven Lisberger. It premi-

ered in 1982 and tells the story of a computer programmer – played by Jeff Bridges – who is trans-

ported into the software of a mainframe computer and has to interact with other programs in order to 

escape. Gibson’s traumatic relationship with the movie Blade Runner is well known (Wallace-Wells 

n.p.), but the many similarities between Tron and his early stories and novels ought to have given him 

an equally troubled relation with this movie. The article mentions a number of elements from the 



22 
 

movie – including a virtual “Sea of Simulation” and a “huge communications conglomerate,” EN-

COM – that have much in common with Gibson’s description of a cyberspace dominated by powerful 

zaibatsus. These parallels are further strengthened by the striking visual affinities between the images 

from Tron and Gibson’s descriptions of the Matrix, not least the recurring neon motif shared by the 

two narratives. The article states that the visual effects of the movie use “neon backlighting tech-

niques” (81), which is amply confirmed by the neon-soaked images reproduced in the magazine. 

Neon is similarly a recurring element in “Burning Chrome” and the Sprawl trilogy, both in their 

descriptions of the physical world (“the whole teeming show spread out for her, sharp and bright 

under the neon,” (“Burning Chrome” 76)) and cyberspace (“the horizonless fields of the Tessier-

Ashpool cores, an endless neon cityscape,” (Neuromancer 256)). Neon connects the virtual and the 

real spaces of Gibson’s universe. The word appears more than thirty times in Neuromancer, and in 

almost compulsive fashion it spills over into Count Zero and Mona Lisa Overdrive as nothing less 

than a constitutive element of the future and its “matrix cyberspace, where the great corporate 

hotcores burned like neon novas” (Count Zero 39).  

 

Figure 4: The neon world of Tron. 



23 
 

An equally important parallel between Tron and Gibson’s visions of cyberspace is the image of the 

Grid. The space inside the computer of Tron (“this wondrous electronic microcosm” where computer 

programs wander around in embodied form) is called “the grid” (82), and the same word is often used 

by Gibson to describe cyberspace, for instance on the opening page of “Burning Chrome”: “The 

Russian program seemed to lurch as we entered the grid” (72). In Mona Lisa Overdrive the two re-

curring tropes are even united in the phrase “the neon grid lines of cyberspace” (254). Moreover, the 

image of the grid has found its way to James Warhola’s iconic cover illustration for the first edition 

of Neuromancer, just as it also appears on the front cover of the 1982 July issue of Omni. In both 

Tron and Gibson’s fiction (as well as in many of the accompanying paratexts), the digital lattices of 

data are depicted as a coordinate system, or perhaps as a virtual set of latitudes and longitudes. In 

Neuromancer, navigation in cyberspace is frequently described as movement along coordinates (81, 

167) – a far cry from our typing of words into Google’s search bar. In both “Burning Chrome” and 

Neuromancer, Gibson calls cyberspace a ‘nonspace,’ but the necessity of coordinates rather indicates 

that cyberspace is conceived as a highly symmetrical architectonic space. Apparently, it has been 

necessary for Gibson to represent his nonspace in geometric terms to let his characters access it and 

manipulate it. The decidedly spatial aspect of this nonspace is further underlined in “Burning 

Chrome” by the image of the heist being aimed at “the heart of darkness, the still center, [...] the 

center of Chrome’s cold heart” (106).  

In interviews, Gibson has stated that his idea of cyberspace sprang from his observations of 

players of arcade games who acted as if there was a three-dimensional physical space behind the 

surface of the screen: “These kids clearly believed in the space games projected” (McCaffery 272). 

However, it is important to note, as Fredric Jameson has already done, that “cyberspace is a literary 

invention and does not really exist” (“A Global Neuromancer” n.p.). The arcade players observed by 

Gibson acted as though the virtual space was real, and characters in his novels navigate through a 
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grid-like coordinate system, but when we speak of cyberspace today, we usually speak of the Internet, 

our daily surf through which does not provide a similar immersive spatial experience, especially as it 

often takes place via the interface of the smartphone whose negligible size barely leaves room for an 

illusion of a space behind the screen. Jameson’s reconsideration of Neuromancer is a timely reminder 

that cyberspace is first and foremost “a literary invention that we tend to believe in” (ibid.), and 

Jameson thus presents a more moderate version of Gibson the prophet than those like Jack Womack 

who claim that Gibson’s vision of cyberspace is something we all live in.  

Gibson himself has also on a number of occasions stressed that cyberspace is an abstraction 

rather than a real space. In Mona Lisa Overdrive Angie recalls warnings from her childhood against 

jacking in: “There’s no there, there. They taught that to children, explaining cyberspace” (55). Simi-

larly, in Spook Country that takes place in our present day and age a character reflects that “there isn’t 

any cyberspace, is there? There never was, if you want to look at it that way. It was a way we had of 

looking where we were headed, a direction” (65-66).  

Nevertheless, in “Burning Chrome” cyberspace is emphatically described as a tangible geomet-

ric environment that has much in common with the virtual space depicted in the article about Tron. 

In an interesting article about the computer game version of Neuromancer, Lewis Packwood writes 

of the game’s heavily pixelated representation of cyberspace that it’s “more Tron than Firefox” (n.p.) 

to which one might add that Gibson’s own early representation of cyberspace is more Tron than 

Firefox, and that our subsequent parallelization of cyberspace and the internet ignores what Gibson 

actually wrote. When we say that we live in a Gibsonian cyberspace, we tend to project our own cyber 

reality onto his fictions whose depictions of how we navigate through the virtual environment do 

indeed have more in common with Disney’s 1982 movie than with modern web browsers. 

A final capstone to confirm the many parallels between Gibson’s visions and Tron is the fact 

that the virtual space within the computer in the movie is called “hyperspace” (81). Hyperspace and 
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cyberspace, both neon-infused, virtual grids in the computer. Suddenly, Gibson’s concept and its 

related neologism seem not so much a visionary leap as a sign of the times. The imagined future (and 

the actual present) on display throughout Omni has just as much to do with virtuality, computers and 

information as “Burning Chrome.”  

As stated in the beginning of this article, it is not my intention to detract from Gibson’s remark-

able achievement. His conception of cyberspace was unusually innovative, and as a result of the 

strength of his vision the word has since become an integral part of our common vocabulary, to such 

an extent that Gibson himself in Spook Country can casually include the word as a simple descriptive 

noun, on a par with ‘house’ or ‘horse.’ Cyberspace has migrated from the pages of Omni and Neuro-

mancer, over the Oxford English Dictionary and back to fiction, but now as a term of realistic de-

scription rather than science fiction.10 But even acknowledging Gibson’s contribution to our culture 

and its understanding of itself, it is possible to be more precise. The material and radial reading in the 

preceding pages challenge the prevalent notion of Gibson as a prophet who out of the blue conjures 

something as unheard of and as unprecedented as cyberspace. My contextual analysis makes it clear 

that “Burning Chrome” was rather published in a certain context in which Gibson’s core ideas already 

circulated, and that he condensed these ideas rather than creating them from scratch. In one of his 

most well-known quotes, Gibson states that: “The future’s already here: it’s just not evenly distrib-

uted” (Distrust that Peculiar Flavor, back matter) and this quote is not just a pertinent description of 

our society, but also of Gibson’s own fiction and the context in which it originally appeared. The 

future is densely represented in “Burning Chrome,” but it is also massively present in the advertise-

ments, articles and visual elements of Omni, and a radial reading can reveal the remarkable parallels 

between Gibson’s story and its publication context and shed new light on the far from immaculate 

conception of cyberspace. 
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Concluding Remarks 

In the article “Hyper and Deep Attention: The Generational Divide in Cognitive Modes,” N. Kathe-

rine Hayles contrasts modern digital culture with earlier media landscapes and argues that the current 

networked mediascape has caused a shift in cognitive styles from the “deep attention” associated with 

print culture to a “hyper attention” of an age with multiple information streams (187). But Hayles’s 

argument is severely challenged when considered alongside an analog text like “Burning Chrome” in 

its original material context, which is characterized by a number of discursive streams that continu-

ously draw attention to themselves. Moreover, perhaps readers should not be afraid of letting their 

attention be led astray by such marginal elements, since they allow for a radial, contextualizing mode 

of reading that has the potential to challenge preconceived notions and enrich the understanding of 

literary and cultural history.  

Because of the widespread digitization of our culture, a vast number of literary texts are cur-

rently being digitized for easy access for both scholars and ordinary readers. However, the insights 

that can be gained through a radial reading points to the necessity of digitizing not only the literary 

texts themselves, but also as much as possible of the material contexts in which they were embedded. 

Digitized literary texts usually lack all the apparent noise originally surrounding the texts, and tend 

to be focused on searchable linguistic codes rather than on the more diffuse bibliographic codes. But 

reading across these codes often reveals surprising patterns and generates new knowledge. The pos-

sibility of transforming paper to pixels should not lead to a neglect of the fact that the digitized infor-

mation was once incarnated in the very paper that digitization is supposed to leave behind. A yellow-

ing magazine like the July 1982 issue of Omni is not junk, but a material expression of a history that 

it is important to preserve and to tell if one wants to gain a better understanding of the neon-soaked 

cultural and technological environment in which cyberspace was born. 
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Notes 

1 Claire Sponsler has criticized Gibson for the disparity between his visionary, fully realized postmodern settings and 
his reliance on traditional linear plots and heroic characters (627). 
2 See also Nicholas M. Kelly’s recent article in Science Fiction Studies, especially pp. 71-74. 
3 In The Open Syllabus Project, Neuromancer figures as one of the most frequently taught post-World War II novels, so 
its purported outlaw status seems to be somewhat in doubt. See http://explorer.opensyllabusproject.org/. 
4 Playboy quickly followed suit in the so-called Pubic Wars, but Penthouse subsequently upped the ante with the inclu-
sion of first full frontal nudity and later exposed vulvas within its pages (Haden-Guest n.p.). 
5 It might even be speculated that the Mona Lisa cartoon provided the idea and title for Gibson’s third novel, Mona Lisa 
Overdrive, in which the title character is surgically transformed to resemble the simstim star Angie. 
6 The casual sexual innuendo of the latter ad seems to reveal the ties between Omni and Penthouse, but perhaps we 
should not make too much of what is probably run-of-the-mill sexism in US mainstream media of the early 1980s. 
7 The July issue contains ads for the cigarette brands Merit, Winston, Marlboro, Camel, Benson & Hedges, and Salem, 
as well as for alcoholic beverages such as Smirnoff, Bacardi, Canadian Club, Grolsch, Woldschmidt, Seagram’s, Gor-
don’s, Moosehead, William’s Red, and Heineken – an intoxicating roster. 
8 The hackers in “Burning Chrome” access the network via a so-called blackbox that Automatic Jack purchases in New 
York to avoid “paying for all those calls” (106). The blackbox is a clear reference to the blue boxes that Ron Rosen-
baum described in his 1972 Esquire article “Secrets of the Little Blue Box,” which told the story of a society of phone 
phreaks: proto-hackers who used the boxes and their pre-recorded sound frequencies to control the phone relays. These 
blue boxes, which by the way constituted Steve Jobs’s and Steve Wozniack’s first joint business venture, are thus a 
remnant from an older technological infrastructure that otherwise seems obsolete in Gibson’s Sprawl. 
9 This habitual splitting up of a story once again runs counter to rapt cognitive transport and is of course designed to 
draw our attention from the story to the surrounding ads.  
10 In his Paris Review interview Gibson himself points out that the word has migrated from fiction to the OED (Wal-
lace-Wells n.p.). 
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