The Last Archive

Joseph Tabbi

In the summer of 2001, I spent several weeks at a Long Island City warehouse sorting through the William Gaddis archive before the papers were purchased, catalogued, and eventually housed with the American fiction collections at the Washington University in St Louis. What I found there was not too surprising - no substantial unpublished work apart from a packet of early attempts at fiction (indicating a literary career that was thankfully not to be, writing satirical pieces for The New Yorker). Mainly there were boxes of letters, typescripts, manuscripts, business and educational pamphlets written for money, bills, memorabilia, and clippings - thousands of them, hoarded over half a century: family photographs, paintings, innumerable books. Textual scholars and biographers will have plenty of material with which to date, contextualize, correlate, and otherwise situate the work in relation to the author’s “life” and “times” - the New York Times in particular, but also copies of  National Enquirer, and pamphets by Jimmy Swaggart, Billy Graham, and others, saved in their entirety. Still, I found almost no false starts, no abandoned manuscripts - nothing that did not find its way into the four novels Gaddis published in his lifetime or the posthumous fiction, a monologue of 84 manuscript pages called Agap Agape that he entrusted to his family and literary agent. The author had largely fulfilled his “ambition,”  like Faulkner in a passage Gaddis admired, “to be, as a private individual, abolished and voided from history, leaving it markless, no refuse save for the printed books.”

I imagine that other archives from Gaddis’s generation are organized similarly - filled with materials a writer had to have, what was rescued from the trash heap and kept in offices, in file cabinets, in various places of physical storage. Looking at so much printed matter gathered in a vault gave me an insight into all those hermetic rooms occupied in the fiction by so many Gaddis characters. The same room shows up, in various ways, in work by Mary Caponegro, Don DeLillo, William Gass, Joseph McElroy, David Markson, Harry Mathews, and Joy Williams - some of the novelists who came out to the St Paul cathedral in Harlem for the fall 1999 Gaddis memorial. There will never be such a purely textual archive again - not in any of Gaddis’s successors, not among writers indifferent to, wary of, or even antagonistic to the literary postmodernism Gaddis helped to inaugurate in the United States. 

In calling this the last literary archive, I do not want to imply that there was ever anything pristine about pre-digital writing spaces: the Ninety-Sixth Street apartment in J R, which housed the clutter and some of the same labeled cardboard boxes I discovered, in reality, in Long Island City, was constantly open to the chaos, noise, and entropy of a city environment. Nor does physical boundedness mean that the archive is necessarily finite. In DeLillo’s Libra, what is the character of Nicholas Branch about if not the hopelessness of attempts to set boundaries, to delimit a topic and defeat conspiracy theories by an exclusive focus on evidence? The mere gathering of materials (unselectively, and without a framework or theory for separating out elements in a meaningful narrative) will surely do more to obscure than illuminate any topic, more to foment than confront conspiracy thinking. A certain helplessness, even an immobility, within accumulating detail is also the condition of David Markson’s late-modern Protagonist, the name of a character-in-progress “first seen poised abstractedly amid a kind of transitory disarray? Cartons heaped and piled?”1 The immobility of the literary artist in isolation, aptly termed a “Reader’s Block” by Markson, similarly characterizes Lynne Tillman’s Paige Turner, Harry Mathews’s journalist, William Gass’s man in the chair, Joseph McElroy’s Dom, Paul Auster’s Quinn, Fanshawe, Black, and Blue - all figures who in their solitude create boundless networks, exposing the limits of both identity construction and historicism. After Gaddis, this recurrent figure in postmodern American fiction can be understood as a central expression of the dream of the literary archive as a material world apart. Concomitantly, the passing of this figure may be understood elegiacally, as a farewell to the New Historicist romance with the telling, the triumphant, the untheorized detail.2 

What I found most fascinating, and what is perhaps the richest archival vein for future Gaddis scholarship, is the manuscript page on which the novels were composed. The pages for J R in particular, legal-sized, boxed together with outlines and sets of notes, corrections, numbers, and arrows, were not so much drafted, typed, and revised as they were physically assembled, with lines frequently cut into strips and pasted between the typed lines on a master. Any of those notes or outlines, any lines transcribed from the pile of papers, might at some point be excerpted, clipped, and taped onto the manuscript page, as it made its way through numerous iterations to a final, publishable form, all trace of the author’s composing consequently “abolished and voided from history” (Faulkner) - except, of course, for what’s left in the archive. The boxes holding more than 2500 manuscript pages also include newspaper clippings, Commodity reports, Annual reports, stockholder letters, shareholder's meeting notes, meeting notices, Newsletters on American Indian Affairs, and a letter on how to buy naval surplus supplies. There are also legal queries, lists of  names, acquisitions (Why and How listed in a special table), as well as handwritten calculations.3 For Gaddis, the manuscript page and its desktop context was no less capacious than the Internet; in fact, the visual presentation of diverse materials on a single two-dimensional page may well be closer to Ted Nelson’s original conception of hypertext than any hypertext fiction composed since the advent of the Internet. The manuscript page, in an author such as Gaddis, is certainly truer to Nelson’s concept of “transclusion” (where a specific command brings a distant text or electronically accessible site in toto to the reader’s screen) than the highlighted links dotting the current (but surely not definitive) Web page, circa Y2K.

For the later stages in the composition, Gaddis set up a large table in his Long Island studio so that he could lay out entire sections (the book is not broken up into chapters) presumably to better visualize recurrent themes, motifs, phrases, and so forth. Photographs of the workroom show pages posted to the wall also. The book is largely composed of dialogue, meant to be experienced - with minimal suspension of disbelief - in real time. Yet clearly Gaddis had a spatial sense of the whole - he needed to see connections, to be able to trace patterns and constantly revise, reconnect, and alter the patterns by inserting new text - usually scripted dialogue among characters but in a few places handwritten notes, drawings, and photographs of non-literary text such as the want ads read by J R and the Hyde boy on the bus on the way to one of their many school trips. (The children, indeed, are bussed and badly supervised more than they are schooled in the novel.)
Gaddis’s book, on its reception in 1975, was likened to notions then current in literary theory - although the likeness was considered damaging aesthetically.  J R, according to George Steiner, perfectly illustrated Roland Barthes’s concept of the unreadable text, implying the “death of the author” not as a private individual but as an operative cultural construction. In the context of current reflections on the page, I cite this early and, in my view, misleading take on Gaddis because it antedates and parallels a much broader, and more deeply problematic, identification of hypertext and poststructuralist theory. Steiner thought that the new emphasis on an author’s mediating function, his transformation into a “medium” through whom text is processed as a “tissue of quotations,” none of them original, obviated creativity and eliminated any distinctive voice. Similarly, many prominent hypertext critics have argued that electronic technologies so literally enact poststructuralist theory as to make theory itself irrelevant. George P. Landow, most famously, claimed in 1992 that hypertext would replace “conceptual systems founded upon ideas of center, margin, hierarchy, and linearity . . .with ones of multilinearity, nodes, links, and networks” 4- thereby, as Lance Olsen comments, “enacting the deconstructive turn in the very mechanics of structure.” 5 That is Olsen’s extension of Landow’s claim probably beyond its provenance, but the slippage from “conceptual systems” to “mechanics,” so common even now after a full human generation of hypertext experimentation (and many, many generations of software), is typical of the way that hypertext theory continues to literalize post-structuralist thought.6
Gaddis’s compositional technique may strike us today as an unbelievably laborious process that could have been avoided, even in the early seventies, had he used a word processor. Likewise, in S/Z when Barthes imagines the text, “in its mass,” as “comparable to a sky, at once flat and smooth, deep, without edges and without landmarks,”7 our first thought, understandably, may be of the LCD screen. This literalism, what might be called a reduction of theory to code, is problematic not only because it produces misreadings of either Gaddis, literary hypertext, or for that matter the autonomous development of code by computer programmers and database designers. The technological reduction stems from a deeper misunderstanding of what poststructuralist theory was about in the first place. In removing the author, and in announcing the equally momentous transition from work to text, from a print-bound unity to an open network, Barthes does seem to anticipate the transition from page to screen, if only metaphorically. But I would insist that Barthes’s conceptual distinctions, while suggestive, are in fact largely independent of materiality, whether print or electronic. In Barthes and (as we shall see) his near contemporary Ted Nelson, the lexia, or unit of attention, does not depend on how the page is instantiated by either the author during composition or the publisher during presentation. Lexia are defined rather by a cognitive act whose connections and significations the reader alone can make: they are chunked together as units capable of re-integration at another level, without reference to the words, sentences, and paragraphs they contain. What both Steiner and the hypertext critics tend to forget, is that any breakdown of text into a field of interconnecting lexia depends not primarily on the author, but rather on the reader, who is capable of further text processing precisely because the verbal content of words, sentences, and paragraphs may be forgotten; and attention is then paid to how the page itself circulates in new contexts. (And to the extent that even Gaddis in composing J R worked with a revisable, mechanically extendable manuscript page, he is himself as much a reader as an author of his own work.) By bringing one’s own concerns to the text, the reader creates associations and links whose linearity or non-linearity is largely independent of the text’s material qualities, however much these linearities are exploited or ignored by an author’s own pagework.

Let us look again at that open sky passage in Barthes’s S/Z. His conception of textuality as something flat, unending, deep, and infinitely connectable, a textuality in anticipation of the computer screen, nonetheless requires delineation by a reader; specifically, a reader who is capable of acting as an observer or “commentator”:

like the soothsayer drawing on it with the tip of his staff an imaginary rectangle wherein to consult, according to certain principles, the flight of birds, the commentator traces through the text certain zones of reading, in order to observe therein the migration of meanings . . .the passage of citations (14).

An “imaginary rectangle” in which to observe “the migration of meanings”: this might serve as a working definition of the page, more conceptual than material in its existence, more readerly than writerly, and general enough to include both hypertext lexia and codex leaves. What’s important is not the shape of the page - the soothsayer might as well draw a circle, an oval, or a squiggle, so long as it’s a two-dimensional figure capable of distinguishing what’s outside - clear sky or noise, both amount to the same thing - from what’s brought or allowed inside - namely, meaning. Key to Barthes’s concept - and the page’s definition - is the separation of meaning from authorial intention as the text, physically separate from the author, finds its way to readers, who in turn realize connections with other lexia, found in other books. Considered thus, from the perspective of  citation and commentary, the larger migration from print to electronic media can be understood as a continuous process, the two media not fundamentally different from one another in terms of what can be stimulated, conceptually, in the minds of readers: the most one can say is that the selections made by readers and authors might be better preserved and more readily made available in hypertext  than in print. But even this practical difference, consequential as it could be (in terms of making explicit themes, symbols, and conceptual consistencies hitherto kept implicit), has yet to be realized in most literary hypertexts. 

The death of the author is a condition, as Barthes announces at the end of his signature essay, of “the birth of the reader” - but a reader whose function is not so much interpretation as organization, the selection of meaningful text elements from noise and their arrangement within textual space. This shift, from the author as romantic genius, literary outlaw, or cultural outsider to the author-reader who makes selections, is a transition that hypertext and the Web environment definitely accelerate. Whether such selections produce linear or nonlinear structures will depend not so much on the medium - two decades into the era of electronic writing, the most we can say is that the literal nonlinearities in hypertext stimulated literary theorists to rediscover nonlinearity as the rule, rather than the exception, in print narratives. Neither the opposition linearity/nonlinearity nor the literalization of intertextuality provide reliable ways of distinguishing print from hypertext. Where then, if at all, is the difference?

 Rather than look at what takes place on the hypertext page (which at most enables intensifications and literalizations of poststructuralist concepts that have been on the table for decades), we might instead look at the page itself, its inherent dynamism and changing topography, as a material basis for what is authentically new about the digital text. Unlike Barthes’s two-dimensional rectangle, definitive for pagination in print and most other material carriers, the screen-space has been considered three-dimensional: “Confronted with the surface of the computer screen [itself immaterial and made up purely of light and electricity] one started thinking in spatial terms of ‘in front of’ and ‘behind’ rather than in more temporal terms such as ‘before’ or ‘after.’”8 So writes Hanjo Berresem, introducing a collection of  conference papers, “chaos/control: complexity [chaos theory & cultural production]”, that is itself a combination of book and cd/rom. Berressem distinguishes between texts whose signifieds are dynamic (facilitating the distinctively literary sequencings common to print and hypertext) and texts whose signifiers are also dynamic, a property unique to digital carriers. What’s distinctive in this newly dynamic page is the ability not so much to stack texts one on top of another, but to enfold various texts into one another. More “topological” than Cartesian, a “datamobile” more than a stack of objects, digital text becomes, for Berressem, a site for data assembly, selection, and performance. What is performed, however, is not the interpretation of  “static works that a classic hermeneutics can comfortably work with”(40). In digital carriers, there is no longer a “stable textual basis” for such interpretive activity and sustained close reading: “not only is every reading|path different, the text that is read is different as well” (40).

Berressem’s analysis makes evident the extent to which literary activity, with all its devotion to the generation of complexity, consciousness, and reflexive understanding at the level of the signified, has depended on a stable, simplified, largely forgotten page as a material carrier capable of fixing language at the level of the signifier. But when the signifiers themselves are immaterial - when what we see at any moment is only “one of many possible ways that a text might appear, only one of the many faces the text can have, only one of the many texts the text can be,” we have reached a point where it may no longer be meaningful to speak of a “page” at all. What we have is instead a potential object described at the level of code: “There is no site prior to its description. There is no page the source code refers to. There is no page ‘in itself’” (48-49). No page, only descriptions of possible pages whose realization is up to the reader. The page we are reading at any moment is only stable if we, while reading, actively make it so. No larger cultural or publishing concern is going to preserve the text for us.  

It is not easy to say “what kind of subject and what kind of culture...digitaltexts imply, and what form of narratology” can be envisioned for a processual text (42). Berressem notes that digital processuality is bound to differ significantly  from that of the theater and of performance arts. In the absence of interpretation and without a single text that different readers (or the same reader at a different time) can go back to, the differences from a literary-critical performance in print might be just as great. All print narratives, because of their structural stability, are bound to be grand narratives  - “even when they are in themselves polyphonic [Bakhtin] or writerly [Barthes]” (40). This inevitability helps to explain why so many critics mistook hypertext for the material culmination of the grand narratives of post-modern fiction and theory. Yet there remain certain features of contemporary narrative that do in fact anticipate the singularized reading movements constituting the many small narratives likely to emerge in electronic environments. Berressem points to Douglas Coupland’s practice of denarrating: a response to “the deluge of electronic and information media into our lives” and the consequent loss of  “all the components essential for the forging of identity. ... family, ideology, class strata, a geography, politics and a sense of living within a historic continuum”.9 

When the page itself no longer supports a sense of narrative continuity, we are placed, as authors and readers, in the curious position of having to create our own context or framework within which selections, citations, and emergent narratives can be recognized and preserved. As current readers, we ourselves need to describe the “page” that future readers will see and work with. The archive, as Gaddis seems to have understood within his own medial ecology, needs to be constructed at the moment of composition: in the absence of any single overriding cultural organization, the author’s own organization is all that makes possible the continued circulation of meanings within particular structures established when writing. From this understanding authors, readers, and more often authors-as-readers, can address themselves meaningfully to a “future” page. Instead of an object, the page is to become a description of a possible object, reflecting only what the author makes of materials that the reader can, in turn, cast into further potentials.

Author's note: this essay continues under the title, "The Processual Page: Materiality and Consciousness in Print and Hypertext," in the edited collection: The Future of the Page. Edited by Peter Stoicheff and Andrew Taylor. Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2004.  A hypertext version appears online in the Fall/Winter 2003 issue of NMEDIAC, New Media and Culture, edited by Roderick Coover. http://www.ibiblio.org/nmediac/
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