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Fig, 2. Zachary Booth Simpson, Sand, 2000.
(@ Zachary Booth Simpson)

in the Art & Lzrnguage movement and
the 'n'orks and text installations of Rar-

bara Kruger,Jentrv Holzcr and La'tvretlce

\\reine r [9]. It shou]cl also be recognizcd
that lettcrs are images; not onh' in the
forrn, fbr exampic, of'thc anthroPom()r-
phic alphabets of the 16th-centurr' (ler-

man Peter Flotner or the 2oth-cellttlrv
Russian painter Ert6, but also in the
sensc that $,r-itine as such-apart fronl
its logJographic fcrrrns in Egvptian l'riero-

gl1,phs, Sumctian cuneifotm or Chincse
characters-combines, intrinsicallv, the
visual ancl the r.erbal. Even r,itlt resPect

to oral text, it has bcen argucd tl'rat it is

as clifhcult to kecp visualitv out of litera-
trire as it is to keep vcrbal discourse otrt
of painting [10]. Hol,ever, this essav is

n()t concenled r,l,ith images rcad :rs tcxt
or rvith reading text f()r its irnagerv but
u,ith the transfcrrmation of text (in the
form of letters) into im:rse (or sottncl

and action). As l,e obsen'e bclol, cligi-

tal tcchnologr.' makes it casl' to "cott-
surne" text b1' obscuring i{. or rendering
it less legiblc-illegible, even-in the
face oI' other mocliilitics, stratcgies of
re:rdilg or instrtrmetrtal engagernent
lith the r.ork.

This zrrgttrnent is something of a c<>r-

rective to the hoPes ancl expectations
surroutrding the role digital rnedia l'ould
pla,v fbr text. In its carly da1's, digital nie-

dia seemed to bc "the word's rcvenge ot't

T\i" as Michael.fovce prtt it in reference
to hvpcrtext in 1995 tlll. Of coursc,

Jo-vce l,as ar,r,are of the pictorial turn in
modern \{'cstern culture. In a different
article of the sarne year, he pointed otrt
a general impression that the MOO-a
text-b:rsecl on-line r,irtual reality sYSterI-

was a rnistake of the histor-v of technolog',
zrn inten'eguum in thc immanent hcge-

rnonv ol thc "post alphabetic imase."

Jor.'cc's assumption \v2rs thrrt "soott the
image rvill either rob us of thc Po\\ier-
or relicve us of the burden-of language"

[12]. Shorth' thereafter,.]av David Bolter
spoke of thc "breakout of the visual" itt
the digital rvorld, obscrving tl'rat in mul-
tirnedia the rclationship between rvord
and imaS;e is becoming as unstable as in
the populirr press (and T\/, rve may irdd);
irnapres irre no longcrsuborclinirte to the
rvord, and "we are no lotrger certain that
rr,ords dcsen'e the cultural authoritv thel'
h:rve been given" !3l. In 2000, Robert
Cooveq not onlv a rr,ell-knol,n postrnod-
crn alrthor bttt also a leading advocatc
of hrl>erhction and t'lccllorric rr'ritirtg at

Broln Universin' sitrce the earlr' 1990s,

identifiecl the coltst:rnt threat of hvper-
rnedia "to suck the sttbstance out of a

nork of lctter-ecl art. redttce it to strrface

spectacle" [14].
Coover's lrotion is in line rvith Andrcrv

Darler,'s observatiorr that nel' meclia

scnres furthcr the general "shift alvav

frorrl 1v1 1,rt ntodcs of \P('clalor expeli-
encc based on svrnbolic concerns (:rtrrl
'interpretatir,e modcls') tol'ards re-
cipients rvho are seeking intensitics of
direct sensual stirnulation" [15]. The
readcr, Darlev holcls, becomes a sellsll-
alist "in pursr-rit of the ornamental and
the decorativc. moders of embellishment,
the amazing zrnd the breathtirking" [161.
(loover's rvords inr'oke an image oi'blood-
sucking ancl thus raisc again the specter

of' cannibalisnt. Hotr,evct, l'hat (loover

has in rnincl rnay be better tl-rortght ol as

killingrather than rLartuinsif the text is
simpl,v replaccd rvith irnages. The con-
cept of anthropophagv discussed abovc

requires a celtain "digestion" or incorpo-
ration of thc text itrstead of its cornplete
delction.

C)nc rvav to devour (or to "kill" with-
otrt deletion) is to turtt text into a po.tl

alphabetit: oLrject. The term post<lphabctic

/rxl has been ttsed to describe David
(lar-son's design stvle, *'hich "refashions

inforrnation as an aesthctic evcltt" [17].
It irnplies that lctters tro lotrget' servc

the purposc for-rvhich the alphabet had
been invented: ibrming rvords that serl'e

as signifiers. Thc classic example lbr
such use of text is sound poetrY-poetrv
that rciects gencratilts a meziningful text
and rather drar,s attention to its acoltstic
r,alue. \\rl-rile in the case of sound poetrv
text tlrrns into rnusic. there are other
genres or rnedi:r that mav be considered
to undennine the linguistic importance
ofthe text. Thus, text undergoes sonifica-

tion in opera (though not. to the sanrc cx-

tent:rs in sound poetn ) and visualization
in film, r'r,here r,h:rt is imaginecl is no lon-
ger a {r.rnction o1'rezrding but the result of
direct presentati()n to thc eye. In his 1953

essal'Pro/og zurn l-crnsehen (Plologtte to
Television), Adortro, for example, clait'ns

(and complains) that in television speech

becomes a "mere appendagc to the im-
age" llBl. Frt,nt a diflerent Pelspe( li\c.
this sor-rification and yisualization can

also be understoocl as :rn enrichtnent o{'

thc text, similar to that l,hich occurs in
c()rcrcte poetrv, ndding meaning to thc
linguistic dimension of the text bv means

of the r'vav it is presented [19]. Horveveq

Adorno's point of riel, is clcarly driven bv

his rejection of thc trel,, popular medium
as a threat to older, rnore "dignified" cul-

tural affordances, zrlisning the difference
benveen the pictorial and the lineuistic
rvitl'r tl-re distinction befir'een mass and
elite culture lr.ith their respective cultural
r,alues [20]. Ttrrning lettcrs into visual
and aconstic objects, disital ntcdia seem

to side u,ith the popular rather than the
elite.

TnaNsronUING TEXT INTO
Posr-ArpnasETIC OBJECT

In tl're intcractir,e installation 'lbxt Rain
(Fig. 1) b,v Carnille Uttcrback and Rom-v

,A.chitr.n', r,iervers stand or move in front of
a large rnonitor, in lvhich thet'see them-
selres as lrlack-artd+vlrite projection: on

rvhich letters "fa11" from the top edge.

[.ike rain or snow, the letters apPear to
land orr participants' hcads and arms
and respond to their motions, and seem

ablc to be lifted ;rnd let fall again. The
falling; letters land on anythingi darker
than a certain threshold value and "fall"
'u,henever that obstaclc is removed. Par-

ticipants rvl-ro have accurnulated enough
letters can somctimes decipher an entire
rvord or even a phrase. The installation
does not completelv strip lctters of their
linguistic value but allol,s readingthe text
in addition to plar,lngu,ith it, as it ernploys

passages fr-om thc poem "Talk, You," from
Evarr Zimroth's 1993 book Derul, Din,ner,

or Naked 127).
In mv orvn experiences of and in docu-

rnentarv er,idcnce abortt ?xl llairz, hol"
ever, the lines can hardlv be deciphered,
even after the viervcr has painstakingly
collectccl all thc letters. Ci'enerall,v speak-

ing, r'iervers do not engaee in the reacling

process but r:rthcr test the interface. The
fact that there irre u'ords formed b1' the
letters encourages viervers' clialog rvith
the letters, but it docs not allou'them to
read thc entire poem, nor does it elicit
the intention to do so. The r'vork firnc-
tions primarilv on the ph1'sical level; the
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LirtLil,led is, as Squid Soup explains at the
online gallerl Thc Rcrnedi Projekt, zrn

cxploration of s1'nergv befir,ccn audio
ancl visuals. The result is not a tcxt aus-
mcntccl bv the rneaning of thc mode of
presentirtion, irs is usualll' the c:rse tr,ith
currcrcre poetr\ {)r the intt |aclirc irr-
staliation 'lbxt Rain. The result is a post-
alphabetic textJarrdscape, a fascinating,
sornehol. hvpnotic experience, rvhich
ntlrkes alrsolulelr no claim to senlarllic
meaning. As Squid Soup explained itr a

private e-mail, tl'rel consider thcir u,ork
successfirl if the audience is fascinated
bv the piece and gets "a feeling ofbeing
sorncnhere." Untitlcd is :rn cxatnple of
art be),ond hermeneutics, rvhere letters
appear zrs visu:rl objccts l,ith no claim tcr

linsuistic rneanirg at all.

RrunovrNc OLD Mnura
Bolter and Grusin note that 2 r'ears be-
forc publicaticrn ol their book lfenrcd.ia-

tion, Pa::.l I-evinson, in his book 'I'he ,\ot't

Erlge: A Nattnal Histort and Fulure of' the

Inforntat,ion lltztoLution, "uses the tcrm rp-

mcdiation to describe hol one neclittm
relbrrns another" [23]. In Levinson's
teleological media theorv ucl, meclia
technologies are tholrsht to rcmeclv
deficiencies of prior tcchnologies. C)ne

thinks of photogr:rphv, lvhich remeclies
the insuf{iciencv of representirgi realit\'
in paintine, rvhile iilm remeclies the inca-
pacitr, of photographl' to rcpresent real-
itt'in time. \{hat is it about. l.ext, horvevcr,
that requires remcch,? It rvould seeln to
be prcciselv the disregard fbr its rnaterial-
itv tirat is fundamertal to its usual mocie
ol signihcation. Text reqrrires conccltI r al-
irrq orr lhat it sisnifies: its appearance

itsell has, tl'picallr,, little foregr'ounded
appeal. The situation is different with il-
h.rrninated mzrnusclipts, Iigurative poems
and concrete poetr\', r'l'herc the linguis-
tic dimension fincls its realization and
ilpotheosis in the visual dimension. The
crarnples I cliscuss in this essal' demon-
strate h()w-in clifl'erent, increasingiv
radical \\,ays-cligital media further em-
phasizes a focus on the text's material-
it1, rvhilc undcrminins the e1I-ects of its
linguistic signifi cation.

This process of unclermining is clearly
dillerent fiom the "iclent.ificatorv spell oI
the mass cr-rltural hieroglvph" [2'1] that
Aclorno, as Miriarn Brirtu Hzrnsetr put it,
rcmarks upon in relation t() the mit'netic
oper2rtion of'filnr. It can, horr,er,er, be as-

sociated rvith Adorno's cliscussion o{'rnass

culttrre. reific:rtion and the absence of in-
tcllcct.ual contemplati()n. Howcver, it also

mav be interestins to situate this deveiop-
nrent of nrediatecl cultur:rl prodttctiotr
in relation to clirrent acsthetic theor1,,

r.hich implicitlv proposes preciselr, this
kind of refashioning. Scholars as r,ariot-ts

as Susan Sontag,.feiln-Frangois Lyotarcl,
Michcl Serrcs, Erika Fischer-f,icl'rte and
Hans Ulrich Cl.umbrecht h:rr,e all focused
on the rnaterialitv of signs rather than
lheir mcanirru. rrlrile prolcsting agairrst
tlrc lingrristic dominion orer petception
ancl the reduction of the experience of
iutlo ralionalitr 125i. Tlris trtrn agairrst

interpretation does not rest.rict itself to
literature but includes visual arts; Son-
taq's reference, for example, is Ingmar
Rergman's filrn 'l'lrc,Sl1zzt4 Lyotard's are
Barnett Nelvman's paintings; ancl if Fis-

cher-Lichte announccs the switch froln
the "linguistic ttrrn" to the "pcrfbrma-
tiye turn," shc airns at overcoming the

prevalence of interpretation in respect
to theater and performance art. Ho'w-
ever, as rcgards text, thc logical conse-
quence ofsuch theories is to present and
perccivc tcxt as a visual or sonic artifact
rather thar irs an object to be read and
interpreted. In fact, insofar as "semiot-
ics prir,ilcecs textual/linguistic descrip-
tive framcr'r,orks" [26], the turn against
interpretation-fi spmsngulics ancl scmi-
otics-is a turn against text.

Considering the rivalrv Bolter and
(]rusin see bet'rveen nerv and oid mcdia
[27], one could sav that post-aiphabetic,
n<>nJinguistic rvorcls and letters incor-
porate thc Victorv of thc r,isual, acoustic,
perlirrmatir,e artilact ()\'er thc meaning-
producing aspect of text (meaning un-
derstoocl as a linguistic rnessag;e). This
r,icton, is another step in overcoming
the separation of high and low culture
bv the refashioning of the medium ol'
the cultural elite throngh the NTITV and
club culture aesthetics oi remixing and
rcconfiguration. Such decline ir-r the
cultural significance ofliterature is char-
actcristic of modern (ancl postmodern)
mass media socie$, and can be seen in
the light. of the "decolonization" of cul-
ture, given the fact th:rt literature (and
lvith it the paracligm of hermeneutics)
becarnc thc most important mediurn
onlv in the course of thc lBth centurv.
Horvcvcr, as the exarnples of dig;ital zrrt

discusserl here shou., rather thirn being
cornpletell, rc.jected or expelled, text is

irrgcsted, cligested ancl regurgitzrted as a

benisn, innocent artifact [28] .

Returning to thc rlretaphor introduced
above, u,e czrn concltrdc that the ner,,
popular media appropriate the old elitist
media in the spirit of the :rnthropophagic
rnovement rather than that of its adver-
sar\,, the llationalist xenophobic rnove-
nlcnt. With the use of "anthropophagic
\veapons" (irrevcrcnce, humoq parodl-,
sacrilege), representatives of the alleg-
edh, superior culttrre/medium becorne
trophies for the allegecllv infcrior cul-
ture,/rneclia of cr,ents and effects. Sincc
cultural anthr()pophirgt' is "dcr,ouring
the foreign mzrterial and regurgitatingJ
a ner,r, object . . . usirrg ol thc other onlv
that is of intcrest" [29], in the examplcs
discussed-as ncll as in many other ar-
tifacts in the digiital rezilm-text, as the
othet'to the norld of the visual, sound
and pcrforrnance, appears rzs visual
object, sound and performance. H<xn.

crcr. it is irnportent that lcxt retnitins
prescnt in one wav or another. All the
exarnples discussecl develop thcir appeal
prcciselr,because thev distort text rather
than other, lcss mcaningful material. In
all of these examples, text is somehorv

Fig. 3. Patrl DeMarinis, The Messutge\ 1998,/2005. (@ Paul DeMarinis)
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