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Annalee Newitz : Where did cyberspace come from ?

William Gibson : I was painfully aware that I lacked an arena for my science fiction. The spaceship had been 
where science fiction had happened for a very long time, even in the writing of much hipper practitioners like 
Samuel Delany. The spaceship didn't work for me, viscerally. I know from some interviews of Ballard's that it 
didn't work for him either. His solution was to treat Earth as the alien planet and perhaps to treat one's fellow 
humans as though they were aliens. But that didn't work for me. I knew I wouldn't be able to function in a 
purely Ballardian universe. So I needed something to replace outer space and the spaceship.

I was walking around Vancouver, aware of that need, and I remember walking past a video arcade, which was a 
new sort of business at that time, and seeing kids playing those old-fashioned console-style plywood video 
games. The games had a very primitive graphic representation of space and perspective. Some of them didn't 
even have perspective but were yearning toward perspective and dimensionality. Even in this very primitive 
form, the kids who were playing them were so physically involved, it seemed to me that what they wanted was 
to be inside the games, within the notional space of the machine. The real world had disappeared for them-it had 
completely lost its importance. They were in that notional space, and the machine in front of them was the brave 
new world.

The only computers I'd ever seen in those days were things the size of the side of a barn. And then one day, I 
walked by a bus stop and there was an Apple poster. The poster was a photograph of a businessman's jacketed, 
neatly cuffed arm holding a life-size representation of a real-life computer that was not much bigger than a 
laptop is today. Everyone is going to have one of these, I thought, and everyone is going to want to live inside 
them. And somehow I knew that the notional space behind all of the computer screens would be one single 
universe.

Annalee Newitz : And you knew at that point you had your arena ?

William Gibson : I sensed that it would more than meet my requirements, and I knew that there were all sorts 
of things I could do there that I hadn't even been able to imagine yet. But what was more important at that point 
in terms of my practical needs was to name it something cool, because it was never going to work unless it had a 
really good name. So the first thing I did was sit down with a yellow pad and a Sharpie and start scribbling 
infospace, data space. I think I got cyberspace on the third try, and I thought, Oh, that's a really weird word. I 
liked the way it felt in the mouth - I thought it sounded like it meant something while still being essentially 
hollow.

What I had was a sticky neologism and a very vague chain of associations between the bus-stop Apple IIc 
advertisement, the posture of the kids playing arcade games, and something I'd heard about from these hobbyist 
characters from Seattle called the Internet. It was more tedious and more technical than anything I'd ever heard 
anybody talk about. It made ham-radio sound really exciting. But I understood that, sometimes, you could send 
messages through it, like a telegraph. I also knew that it had begun as a project to explore how we might 
communicate during a really shit-hot nuclear war.



I took my neologism and that vague chain of associations to a piece of prose fiction just to see what they could 
do. But I didn't have a concept of what it was to begin with. I still think the neologism and the vague general 
idea were the important things. I made up a whole bunch of things that happened in cyberspace, or what you 
could call cyberspace, and so I filled in my empty neologism. But because the world came along with its real 
cyberspace, very little of that stuff lasted. What lasted was the neologism.


