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The Book as Machine

tt L, n tllisnke lo suppose thal the trend Iowards lhe

fi't,utu,"^".),*,i, neans lhat tlrc book is beconting obsoletc' lt

'r:ri;i,:;::,;:i,::,",u;ni,"',,'o"'itsn'lonopotvnsacut.

-Marshall 
McLunan

t)on't look aroutd yortrselves for inspiration' We have only
-one 

teachett THE MACHIN E'

-Nikolai 
Foregger

ln the beginlrings of our research into narrative we ran up

,nr"rr,n. inescapable fact that "there exists no standard

irnn',ton of nart ative i n the sense that writers seelr to use

the wordl' Tl-tere is so much confusion particularly between

narrative and plot, the two terms being used alt.nost inter-

changeably. Thus rve feel free to create a definition which is

not in the strictest sense nerv because there is no existing

old definition. What rve need to establish is a working defi-

nition of narrative and then discard it if further research

proves it false or inadequate in scope.

For the purpose of this report we will deal with narrative

in print rather thau as an oral phenomenon. This will allow

ustoeliminate consideration of the innumerable narratives

ofdaily lir,ing that are characterized by their provisional-
iry evanesce-nce and intractability. In the strictest sense the
most comprehensive de{rnition of narrative would be sim-
ply our sequential life experience. We will not address this
comprehension but rather deal with narrative as it occurs
within the specialized area of the print experience.

Gertrude Stein put it most sinlply when she pointed out
that narrative was anyone telling anything to anyone any-
time' When lve transpose this definition into print we begin
to recognize two distinct experiences:

.,t Tlre pliysical experience of print as worcl an<l ink and
the book itsell as a physical object.

-z 
The psychological and psychosemantic experience of

oPeratiug verbal signs.

- 
ln this first part olour reporr we will deal with the physi-

ral aspects of the book as machine, documenting some of
the attenlpts nrlde toward an unclerstanding ancl reassess-
ment,of physical forrns the book has already acquired
and,the ernerging outline of future forms, considering the
Wn*lot,, of tlie bookt mechanicity and the active appli-!atlon ol such consider.ations.

!ttkg,ound.

i,iil:i::t we lrear the book's capacity ancl rnethod for

O'o r^ 
o'tttorrlliltion by arresting, in the relatively immuta-

-rrorDl ofthe printeä wor.1, the flow ofspeech conveying

the',""orlllation. The book's mechanism is activated when

i,.;::"tl piclts it up, opens the covers, and starts reatling
"'toughorrt 

rts liistory (and even prior to Gutenberg) the

book has possessed a relatively standard forrn varying only

in size, color, shape, and paper texture. In its rnost obvi-

ous working the book organizes content along three mod-

ules: the lateral flow of tlie line, the vertical or columnar

build-up ofthe lines on the page, and thirdly a linear move-

ment organized through depth (the sequential arrangement

ofpages upon pages).

Signihcantly the book assumes its particular physical

format through its design to accomtlodate printed linguis-

tic information in a linear form. Taking the line as a Prac-

tically impossible continuum, it breaks it up into discrete

units of equal length, placing them one above the other

in sequence turtil a page unit is filled. Similarly the page

units are ordered sequentially and the rvhole sewn or glued

together to form the cornplete book. Already it is possi-

ble to note that the linear experience as continuum has

been signilicantly altered, for the second and third mo-

dules mentioned are the ortes which the book has placed

before our reading pose. It.t addition the book has under-

lined and reinforced the first module so that we now accept

all three as not silnply modules but constants which are se1-

dom questioned. Hence the surprising shock value oftypo-

graphic experiments (evinced by the very fact that they are

labeled experiments).

So far in our description of the book as machine we

have dealt with it as a prose print experience. It is impor-

tant, holvever, to point out the difference between the read-

ing experience ofprose aud poetry. Prose as print encoura-

ges an inattention to the right-hand margin as a termir.ral

point. Tl-re tendency is encouraged to read continually as

though the book were one extended line. In poetry, by con-

trast, the end of each line is integral to the structure of the

poem whether it follows older metrical prosodic models or

more recent types of breath-line notation. This emphasis

upon the structural aspects of the terminal point of each

visual line r.rnit in the poem is why concrete poetry is called,

in fact, poetry and why the latter word is apt in its descrip-

tion. In poetry, where the individual line is composition-

ally integral, the page is more often than not itself integral.

Most short poems for instance involve a significant degree

of iconicity: we see the poem as a visual whole before we

read it. Perceived optically as a complete unit the page is

clualilied to such an extent that it ceases to function as an

arbitrary receptacle, or surface, for the maximuln num-

ber of rvords it can contain (functioning thereby as a ran-

dom-sized unit in a larger construct), becoming instead the

frame, landscape, atmosphere within which the poernt own

r.rnity is enacted and reacted upon. Page and type function

as the two ingredients in a verbal sculpture.

By contrast, in the majority of prose the general rule

holds that the paragraph-through effecting a visual sep-

aration of sense and event-performs a similar function
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(optically) to the poetic line. A sentence is not visualll.
integral r-lttil combined rvith other senterlces to fornr the
paragraph. FIol,ever, in botli prose aucl the r.isually con_
tir.rrrous poem (Milton'.s pnradise los/ for instance) Lhe page
has no optical significance. Being to a large extent ar u.orkir.rg
out of infbrrnation through duratiolt, prose structures lellcj
to be temporal rather tl.ran visual. For instance the chap_
ter carn seldorn be grasped iconically precisely because the
chapter extencls ovet the surface of several pages, occlrpy_
ing apart of the clepth ntodule nhich runs fi.om the start of
a bool< to its end. Even the paragrapli,.s optical quality ter-rds
to be accidental. The effect of this surface extensior.r is to
pressure the reader into r.r.roving along as quickly as possible
in the depth module. In extended prose or poetry the page
becontes an obstacle to be over.come. .Ihere 

is ai clifference
too of urgency in the poetic trncl prose line. in the forurer
the left-hand margin is alu.ay.s a stiuting point, the right_
hand nttrrgin a teminal, neither oI rvlrich is dctet.ntined by
the ranclor.lrr.rcss of page size but rather b), the inner ncces_
sity of the cornpositional process. It becomes obvious horv
historically the en-rphasis on the r.isual eler.nent in u.riting
rvould har.e a poetic emergence, for onl1. in poetry occurs
that bridging point rvliich.pernits the steps frorn a signih_
cance through inner neccssity (rvhere each visual terrninal
point gains pertinence and value) to a nerv r.a1. ofperceir,_
ing in rvhich the visuality becornes, not the encl procluct of
irn interior psychological process, but rather the beginning
ofa rvhole nery ntethod ofperception.

fltere seerns to exist at present a dichotorlt, in attitude
between tl-re book as a rnachine of reference ancl the book
irs a comrr.roclitl' to be accluireci, consur.ned, ancl cliscarclecl.
Traditional printecl narratir.e is largely thought of as the
trarlscription of a hypotheticirl or.al actir.ity: a speech line
running frorn a poit.rt of cot.r.rnenceutent to an end. Such
books transcribe language along horizontal axes runtrir.rg
from top left to bottom right of eerch page. .lhis 

occiclen_
ttrlll' c61lu"trtlnt.tal ntanner of reacling along the length of the
line and dorvn the length of each page frorn first to last in
actr"rality recorlstitutes the duration of a 

..listening.,, 
In refer

ence books such as clictionaries arncl clirector.ies, horvet er, the
olal hypothesis is rnininiized to the point, perhtrps, of non_
existence. Such books are not thought ofas having authors or.
a supposecl unitary voice behincl thent. ..lltey 

exist as physi_
carl storage units for inforniation, to be consulted at t arious
times, but not designecl to be consumecl in a single, lin_
eal duratiorr. Popr-rlar fiction, rnarketed for nrtrss trucliences,
perlbrrns a difl'erent function; there the page,s nonsecluen_
tial stolage qualities trre igr.rored. Nobocly wor.rl,1 consicler
the page o1'such a book as an elr.ea reqlresting the reader,.s
free, nonlinear eye ntovements over.a ntulti,activating, mul_
ti-acting surface, but rerther irs a vnit necessorily entlurerl as
a meeuts to the con.rplete reception of the book,.s informa,
tion. The current predicaruent ol,popr.rlar ntarss fiction is the
cornpetitive threat staged by the other great machines of
consuntption: teler.ision and fihu are indubitably the more

efltcierrt rrredi.r. Tltc r.ca:orr for thi: is clelr.. The bo,rk,. 
^

trs an object to be dnelt on ard referred L.ack to is nn, "tu",,
able feature. Not only the page bLrt the book lr.r i,, 

"n,i,ij,i,conceived as an obstacle to be ovelcorne u, o..i.r,^.'-illi
the desired goal of unproblenr.rtic. uni,rte.ru,pr;d"l:t!
phisticated consur.nption. Teievision un.j ,1 

" 
.in"nr. 

^"'lto.other ha'c1 afford r'ore rapicl a'd r.t-ll),..r;",.;; :llll,,
of satisff ing such an appetite for story. fn tlr. hgt,t of,ill
phenomenon two importalt i;lpiicatiors of .u.i o,u-jn',
ticated reading as Reader\ Drgesr beconrc oUuiou.. ii,. "l*'division of labor" on the r.e - 

- ''rrsa

a portio,, or the total,.".,il'::,:i;i,lJl:;,.u":T:;;;
hirl. And secondly the more serious irnplicatlon of o h,run
clricrl st r.ucturing irlposed upon llre ..n.li,,g .*p.ri.,t.. 

t

'rears 
of *4rich a superior "cssenci t.,fr".,gfri"i;r';*

abstracted fror.r.r a "lesser" padding. To .rt.nd tlri, .o,tru,,,o
ntetaphor.rve ntay say that plot is procluct u,ithin linguistic
rvlapping. Dictionanes and clirectories r.r,ork against this51u.

tus by throrving entphasis onto the single page and the infor.

rlation storccl thereor.r. In their function, dictionaries morl
r.nuch closer to the page-iconicity described above.

Narrratir.e then cal be der.elopecl fr-eely along eitheroi
tn'o directiorrs: One rooted in oral traditions ancl the q,po.

graphic "freezing" of speech; the other. set in an a\\,arenesj

ofthe page as a r.isual, tactile unit l,ith its orvn ver),separate
potential.

Twenty-one facts that could alter your life (send lor

free illustrated booklet)
1,. Tl.re front page of a ne\vspaper is the paraclignt oi

typographic cubism. Considered as a multi page l,hole.

the nervspaper is founded on a rnoclcl of structural
cliscontinuity and a principle of competitive attentions.
Front-page stolies seldon.r end on the front page, nor do

they all end on the sarne interior page. Tlic fl.ont pageis

an opening r-nacle up of ntany opening terlninating 0n

different pages, rvhiclt themselves contain other openings-
to read a newspeiper as a consecutive experience leads t0

extrelre discontinuity

2' A page is literally one sicle of a tno-sicled sheet 0i

paper-the surface of a thr.ee,dimensionirl object.

3. If n'e consider tlie printless page to be a strtic, neil.

tral surface, then by applying cor.rtinuous type to col,el thi

eutire surface (as in a page ofar novel or this page ofaTß6

['Ibronto Research Gror.rp] report) that neutrality is tlol

altercd. Where ir rectangle of type is placed upon a rectan'

gle of page there is no attentpt,"na.,ä rvork creatir.elyrt'ith
the possible tension existing between .urf,,." lpng.),"d
object on that surface (print). Moreover, ir.r such ,r plJii'

ntent \ve invest the page $,ith a seconclary Quality not ilf'
reDt lo it: riz.. x top left to botforrr right or.icrrtrtiorr 

(r''l

ically clifferent lnr'rguug". such as Cilir,.r. irnd HebLeti

ir.rpose, of course, a similar directional lirnitation).

,rrherr llobt lais tirr booli 5' clraptcr' 45 of Cnt gntrlrto
4' 

, ^" .',,-,,,,,,,11ltirs lite t ioddess Bottle speirlt, shc speaks

'1"'.t:l,i;ir . pictorial reprcse'laliorr ol 'r bottle Tlris bot '

lllll ,'", t.rL.,.,rrl descril'ed btrl latlter itrtrged .tt Llre prgc:

l'',1,. ,,,,, illrrstr.rtc tlre 'loIy ns arr apperrdirgc. it is arr irrte

"t'l-",,,fi,. LiLe lhe colporrl\ stick-lloLrlislr itt Stcrttes
8li,'u,l,ni,,r, 

st,n,,a, rvotcls are lorsaken lbr a 
'isLtrl 

irrslrrrtiir

rion of rtt object/evetrt'

( \\'lren Sirtttllias uf Rhodes colttposed lris Eg3. Ce'rlge

i.rb.rr Iri. rtnrt.t l'l/irtgs' rnd Apollinaire l'is Calligranmres,

all rrere tr)'irrg to brirrg logctllcl the object sigrrified rvith

the \r,ords that sigrlified thern A case ofverbal description

and the pictorial shape ofthe object clescribed being joined

iconicallY in a Pictorial sPace'

6, ht Tentler BLtttotls, Gertrude Stein's carafe and

unrbrella ale not visuirlly fixed on the page. When all the

ru,ords insicle her at the lllolllellt of cotnpositiorl (of pelcep

tion) came out they fitsed perceiver rvith perceived n'ithin

the activit), of perceiving. The language rvhicli described

the object also became the object in a physical space.

LO, Spatialisnre is a lcttristic application of Eugen

Gonrrirrgert forr.rral concept of poetic constellation.. a svord

or lvord cluster btrlanced-the analog is "electlo-magne-

tically"-witlrirr the force lield of the page.BothSpatialisnte

arrd tlre constellat[on deploy the page as a nretaphor for'

space in general. The page is rrot altered physically but its

materiality receives a r.netaphoric supplernent.

11. Page becomes an irctive space, a meaningful elernent

in the compositional process and the size ancl shape of it
becomes signihcant r.aritrbles.

L2, The type\vriter fixes page size to carriage capircitl,.

13. In Ster.c lvlcCaffery's Carttit,al the cirlliagc cerpac-

it1. limitations are actir.el). confl'outecl. By rejecting its

dir.nensional restriction of size and by lbrcing it to oper-

ate modr.rlarly as a smaller unit in a much larger surface,

both the page (and its traditional functiorr in the book) are

destroyed. Carnival is an anti-book: perforaied pages rrust
be physically released, torn from seqr,rence and viervecl

sirnultaneously in the larger cornposite r4role. The r.olk
demands that language be engaged nonsequenttally rather

than read in sequence. Alteling the physical space allorvs

both book ancl page to utilize at a rnaxinturr tlreir sculp-

tural potential.

L4, By replacing the pictorial representatiorl of the thing
lith its verbal description, Gleg Curnoe, in his painted

series Vler'r o;f \rictoria Hospital r, exploits the tensions

betn'een the viel'er/reader'.s traditional assulrptions as to

\vhat constitutes both a painting ancl a page. Cumoe's can

r.as becor.nes his page and by irrplication his page becomes

his canvas.

15. John Furnival abanclons the page and the book
entirely in his langnage constructs r4rich treat syntax

as both physical and environmental matter. Word order'

becor.nes panel/architectural layout in his elabolate ver-

bal-architectural labyrinths that replace the complexities of
paragraph ancl sentence. Furnival not only concretizes lan-

guage but architecturalizes it as nell.

16. In the environmental r'orks of Ferdir.ranci Krirvet the

pressure to exterr-ralize language iurd irlter the mechanics of
its reading is achieved by a four-climensional application

that radically modifies the leading space. No longel turniug
through a book nor looking at a can\ras or panel, the leaclcr'

exists inside a total linguistic environment. As the book cons-

titutes the traditional method for storing verbal information,
so tl.re four t'alls, ceiling, and flool of the gallery become the

storage tool for Kriwet's plastic u'ord surfaces. The actir.trtion

of I(rirvet's mirchine inherently trirnsforms the readert role

and placement. L.r l)ickens you bring the booli into your life,

rvith Krirvet )'ou bling your life into the "bookl'
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7. In such poerrs as "nol'they found the rvagon cat in
human bodl/,' "no body speaking," and other pieces in hze

Slecp Inside Eaclt Othei A//, Bill llissett brings together per
ceit'el anci perceit ed in psychic space I'hich becomes jointll'
manifest in a pictorial space. Both Stein and Bissett use syn-
lactic rhythrn to iirdicate subjective rhythm; both are c1eal-

ing l'ith the fundamental relationship between language
and consciousuess. By 66yi1g the poern back into the pic-
tolial space Bissett furthers the r.isual technique employecl
bySimmias, IJerbert, alcl Apollinaire, as u,ell as Steinb sense
of the autclnomous existence of the thing composed.

8' fhe compositional technique entployecl by Simmias
and Bissett makes a radically clifferent clernancl upon the
pitge thalt leguJirr linear trauscription. The page ceases to
oc,r tlettltitl 

'Lrrlircc ofsrrpporl l:rrl becorrres insteatl a spl-
lllll) il)lcracling regiorr: it is grirrrted thereby a rnetrplrori-
(ilr ertension, Conceived as a spatially signilicant unit, the
pnge 

.ciluies dintensional aucl gravitartior]al implications. In
otelDs i\,1jlins it does not.

9. n,
.r- "ttIe Grtniel ernploys the term spatialisme toqescrjbe 

his orvr prrticr-rlar type of lettristic composition.
uttLnier developed a theory of rh. 1.r,.. as self-sufircing

uil'l]^tt'ill '* 
arrd oper.arirrg rvirhirr an operr space or.field:

,-,,l''tte 
lhis rrpplicatiorr of a spalial rnetaphor alters r.aJ-

,"LttI 
lhc pJrysics ol lris plge. Irr lris ou'n tcxts ilul')nr)rnous

,.",,^t'tt objecls) orcupy ir grin,itational legiorr, litli syn-

0h'"!,eirphrsis ftrlling ou tlte interval betrveen the letter

tl""ttt lI. Png. becornes not only container but clefiner of''jt lett'.i..,
,.,,,,f 

,,, ]lli 
cotthgttlirlion nrrd becornes additionrlly a plt'-

'/ {Lu\/e space.
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L7, Hart Broudy is now (1973) effecting a difi'erent appli.
cation oflanguage to environment. Using the photographic
principle of the blow-up and applying it to a hybridized
work that is both poetry and painting he is arriving at a
new kind of optical linguistic environment. The starting
point for his compositions is a physical fi.agrnentation of
the single letter which then functions as a blueprint for a
macro,composition. Text is blown_up to canvas size in
which interlocking fragrnents ar.e magnifies to become
giant connected panels. The reader emerges as an active
object in a mental paradox: a giant in a miniature world
that is larger than his or her self.

2L, Willianr Shakespeare (somewhal ear.lier) sn^r,
sermons being irr stones and books runrring in;::t.of
Finley's Stonyparh and the Blaine_ßory frlo,'rif.rto ."^lI
physical, dynamic applications of u ri*t..,.,rh-."-'.,nr
analogy ofBool< and Nature. 
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18. Fragment from Tom Mot's Seventh Notebook:

Afterthoughts
Or what this has to do with anything at all
So far we have reviewed/described a specihc ,s1 of booh
arrd writers frorn the viewpoirrt of our own .on..rn* *l
the book as machine. Each of.tlrem ,..., ;;;., ö;:il
cornnrents to rnake regarding the. machine.s capacity to atsl
function and affect the psychological content 

"f ril;c.
tional reality presented. There are three questions that x1i*
fror.n our considerations: r ) Wlrat are the precise applci.
tions of the solutior.rs arrived at? z) Does tlie arriveä^solu.
tion present a hindrance to "understanding',? 

3) Doesthc
attendant cliallenge to habitual reading patterns resultin
breakthror.rgh or deadlock?

These questions have relevance to an interesting texl

case: Bill Bissett's special attention to the spelling ofivordr.
Bissett's idiosyncratic orthography and the resultant effecr
on that minutest level of reading-the single worcl_ha
already enjoyed a large influence inside Canacla. yetthe

writers who have gone on to orthographic modificationsin
their own work have been judged mere copiers of Bisseil,

rather than valorized as individr-rals adapting to their orln

purposes Bissettt singular insight: that spelling should br

an individual decision and not an imposed norm. Accord.

ingly, the work of these writers is in danger ofbeing ignored

through the el1-ects of attitude that sees formal innovation
as a novelty and, by extension, as unrepeatable. In the back

grourrd of such an attitude lurks the hulking forn of trnrlit

tional literature as a pre-established, easily subsurned and

hence "safe" finite number oftechnical solutions.

... i should try technique of microhche ... could compress
rny random sequences onto entire card surface ... Swift,s
Gulliver... microcard ... what is it... microcard in fact
to reinforce upon the large canvas sense its original qual_
ity of print as an isolated experience ... rlicroviewer as
one machine to activate another... do this and then
cornbine microcard with macroprojection say a huge
screen in an auditorium if i can get one . . . this way could
get the combination of communal experience with tradi-
tional printed bookt isolated experience . . ..

19. Ian Hamilton Finlay, at his horne of Stonypath in
Scotland, has returned to and rer.italized the Renaissance
concept of the Book of Nature. Stonypath is essentially a
landscape brought into lingr-ristic concerns as a living rneta_
phor. The garden is Finlayt Book in which pages transform
ther.nselves to quasi-functional objects. poems become sun_
dials, gravestones, the page's traditional material opacity
becomes the rvindow's clear view into the objects signifieti.
Any traveler through Finlay's garden has to be a rea<1er too;
it is a book involr.ing participation ofthe feet as well as eyes.

2O. In their Bi-Point Poetry Manifesfo, the French poets
iulien Blaine and J. F. Bory urged the abandonment ofbook
and print each in its entirety (save for their minor use in
reporting non-typographic language events). The urban
landscape pr.ovides both alphabet and subject for their
lvork; economic, social, and political factors become syn_
tactic elements. Bory and Blaine's lives and actions ba.o-.
their writing.

To answer the above questions will require the deploy'

ment of each single isolated experirnent in order that coil'

parative assessments can be made among the experirnent$

themselves. Consequently the answers to these questiofl$

lie outside the limits of this present article in the futuß

writing/research to be done. What we will argue for herei$

an expanded awareness ofboth the effects on and thepos'

sibilities for narrative, by an active and thorough utilizatiofl
of the book-as-machine.

I
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