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  Why should I wish to see God better than this day?

  I see something of God each hour of the twenty-four, and each moment then,

  In the faces of men and women I see God, and in my own face in the glass,

  I find letters from God dropt in the street, and every one is sign’d by God’s name,

  And I leave them where they are, for I know that wheresoe’er I go, Others will punctually come for ever and ever.

  — Walt Whitman, “Song of Myself”

  as reproduced in the Peter Pauper edition of Leaves of Grass


  Preface

  IN 1981, TWO YEARS AFTER FINISHING A PH.D. in computer science at Stanford University, I went to London to study calligraphy and bookbinding. My intention was clear: to leave the world of high tech and immerse myself in a traditional craft. To those around me, this seemed at best impractical and at worst just plain stupid. Why would someone throw away a hard-earned degree, a ticket to success? And for what purpose — to study what? I remember one conversation with an uncle, who tried to persuade me to make my fortune first and pursue my hobbies later.

  It wasn’t hard to understand these reactions. To most people, calligraphy must seem a minor craft at best, the moral equivalent of macramé — hardly worthy of serious, let alone full-time, study it represents a quaint and dusty past, a medieval world of monks with cowls and quills. Whereas computer science is the craft of the new priestly class, and pays accordingly. What could possibly tempt one to abandon the shiny new for the shabby old?

  In fact, the discontinuity wasn’t as great as it seemed. As an undergraduate, I had been passionately interested in language and literature as well as computers. I was aware of, and fascinated by, boundary issues between disciplines: C. P. Snow’s Two Cultures had introduced me to the rift between the sciences and the arts, and Jorge Luis Borges, the Argentine essayist and storyteller, to the playful interaction of fact and fiction. After college, I entered a doctoral program in artificial intelligence (AI), hoping to explore questions at the intersection of language, mind, and technology.

  It didn’t take long to discover that neither AI nor computer science offered the richness of perspective I longed for. (With hindsight it seems foolish to have sought it where I did.) Both disciplines seemed ungrounded to me, lacking cultural and historical perspective. My early graduate studies of language centered around analyzing the syntax and semantics of sentences like “John hit Mary.” From the sublime to the misogynistic — how much further from poetry and literature could you get? The philosopher Hubert Dreyfus had just written What Computers Can’t Do, a strong attack on AI claiming that its conception of intelligence — and indeed its very understanding of human thought and action — was fundamentally wrong. In those days it wasn’t acceptable to acknowledge you’d even read the book. I wasn’t very happy.

  Partly as an antidote, I began to study calligraphy, taking evening classes in San Francisco. This was actually a return to a childhood interest. I had first been exposed to the craft by my fourth-grade teacher, Mr. Unterberger, a wonderful man with a great love of books and stories. Once the required work — spelling and arithmetic — was out of the way, he would sit on the edge of his desk and talk with us about books, not just their content but their physical properties: paper and margins and typefaces. At some point he handed out Speedball pens and India ink and encouraged us to make calligraphic letters, composed of thick and thin strokes. I was hooked, and for years afterward I continued to draw letters, although with little understanding of how the broad-edged pen actually worked.

  While I was a graduate student, two significant developments were happening in the world of computers. In my department at Stanford, Donald Knuth was developing the computer typesetting system TeX and the typeface design tool MetaFont; and at Xerox PARC, the high-tech think tank where I was a research intern, the personal computer was being invented, along with powerful tools for doing computer-based typography and graphic design. These were major steps in the invention of digital documents and digital document technologies. I wasn’t involved in either effort, other than as a user of the technologies being created. (I wrote my dissertation on an Alto computer using the Bravo editor, precursors of the Macintosh and Microsoft Word, respectively)

  On completion of my doctorate, I decided to study calligraphy full-time. This was both a move toward the richness of expression and opportunity I felt the craft offered and a move away from the (for me) stultifying narrowness of computer work. In the fall of 1981 I entered the one full-time calligraphy program I had found in the English-speaking world, a program in Calligraphy and Bookbinding at Digby Stuart College in London, established by Ann Camp. Immersing myself in these studies, I began to find some of the extra dimension lacking in my academic work: a sense of history and culture, the freedom to play with visual language, and permission to explore a broad range of literary texts. (My main project for the first year was the design and execution of a calligraphic work based on the climax of Borgess story “The Aleph.”) Our studies stressed historical understanding as the basis for sound design and grounded innovation. The visual and the historical went hand-in-hand. And the craft itself, the handwork, was a counterweight to the highly intellectualized, abstracted work of graduate school. It was a pleasure to train my hands to make things that carried meaning — in virtue of their linguistic content, as well as their form and their place in history and culture.

  Calligraphy had been revived in England around the turn of the twentieth century as part of the Arts and Crafts Movement, which arose as a protest against the dehumanizing effects of industrialization and bureaucratization. The initial protests had come from the workers, the so-called Luddites, beginning in Nottingham in 1811. Today the term Luddite has come to mean anyone who is (or is perceived to be) anti-technology. But the original Luddites weren’t lodging a general protest against machines or industrialization; they were unhappy with certain specific effects of mechanization on the textile industry, notably lower wages and the poor quality of goods. Initially they vented their anger at the machines, not at people.

  But unhappiness with the culture of the machine soon spread to the educated classes as well. In 1829 the historian Thomas Carlyle wrote an influential essay, “Signs of the Times,” in which he protested against the ways people were becoming “mechanical in head and heart, as well as in hand.”1 Later in the century, John Ruskin, the eminent English art critic, was equally vehement in his condemnation of machines. The problem, he said, was not so much with the machines themselves as with the effects they had on their products and on the human beings who used them. “It is . . . possible and even usual,” he wrote in The Seven Lamps of Architecture, published in 1849, “for men to sink into machines themselves, so that even hand work has all the character of mechanization.”2

  With Ruskin as its standard bearer, the Arts and Crafts Movement arose in England in the last decades of the nineteenth century. Where the industrial ethos championed the mass production of machine-made artifacts, the artisans of this new movement advocated the crafting of individual, custom-designed and handmade artifacts for particular clients. Where industrial methods stressed speed, efficiency, and quantity, the craft ethos emphasized deliberate craftwork and quality. These values were applied to a succession of products, among them furniture, architecture, pottery, textiles, and metalwork.

  It was through this movement, too, that calligraphy was revived, when the architect W. R. Lethaby asked a young man, Edward Johnston, to teach a course on the subject at the Central School of Art and Design in London. Johnston had no prior experience in the subject — no one did. Quill pens were still in use at the time, although they were being increasingly supplanted by steel. For many centuries prior to the invention of the printing press, the quill, cut with a broad or flat edge rather than a point, had been the principal tool for manuscript and book production. Following the ascension of print, its use had gradually declined — especially for the purposes of the mass production of texts — and the art of writing, the masterful use of a broad-edged tool to make “beautiful writing,” had essentially been lost.

  Johnston, an intense and introspective young man who had dropped out of medical school for reasons of health, began by studying medieval manuscripts in the British Museum, trying to work out how they had been made. In partnership with his students at the Central School, over the next two decades he gradually recovered the main techniques — cutting quills, preparing vellum (calfskin), gilding (laying gold), mixing ink, and, of course, writing with a broad-edged pen. My teacher, Ann Camp, had studied with Irene Wellington, perhaps the best of Johnston’s students.

  In my studies in London, I too learned to cut and use quills, to prepare vellum for writing, to lay gold. I learned the basics of bookbinding: how to fold paper (much more involved than you might think), how to sew book pages together, how to cover books with cloth and leather bindings. I studied historical letterforms, read extensively in the history of writing, looked at lots of art. But mostly I did calligraphy: I spent endless hours “with quill or pen in hand, writing, designing, experimenting. It wasn’t unusual for me to spend the entire weekend at my drawing table, lost in explorations of form and meaning, in the tactile pleasures of laying ink on paper, in the knotty but earthy problems of visual design.

  At the end of those two years, I wasn’t sure what to do next. Throughout my studies I had done computer consulting work on the side as a means of supporting myself. I happened to be doing computer work in California the summer of 1983, the summer following my second year in London. As it turned out, that August the International Typographic Association was sponsoring a Working Seminar on Digital Typography at Stanford. Digital typography (the use of computers to typeset documents and to design typefaces for display on computer screens and on paper) was in its infancy then. The organizer of the seminar urged me to attend. From his point of view, I must have seemed an ideal candidate, with training in both computers and calligraphy. But I was hesitant: I had scrupulously kept my craft work distinct from my computer work, afraid that the latter and its high-tech values might contaminate the former. He persevered, though, and I enrolled.

  And how right he was. The Atypi seminar profoundly affected my thinking. I found myself amid a very interesting and wide-ranging group of speakers and attendees, among them calligraphers, typographers, computer scientists, graphic designers, and historians. Sometime around the middle of the conference I had an epiphany: The computer is the writing tool of the future. On the face of it, this is hardly an earth-shattering insight. For me, though, it required a significant leap in both my intellectual and emotional life. I had been programming and using computers for nearly twenty years, and had been educated to view the computer primarily as a very powerful calculating device or, in the tradition of AI, as an artificial mind. It was therefore something of a leap for me to see it as a tool in the lineage of the quill, the pen, the printing press, and the typewriter. But once so located, it acquired a historical and cultural context — a past and a future. The epiphany seemed to signal that I was ready to bring together the two worlds I had so assiduously kept apart.

  Less than a year later I was offered a full-time research position at Xerox PARC. I jumped at the chance to explore my epiphany. I wanted to see what could be said about the computer as a writing tool — how it was like or unlike prior writing technologies. I also wanted to understand what could be said about the products of writing, the written forms or documents, produced by computers, in contrast with those produced on paper, with pens and pencils, typewriters and printing presses. And so I returned to PARC with a direction, if not a clear agenda or research program. I was back in the world of high tech — at the high temple of technology, no less — but with a very different outlook from the one I had held in my graduate-student days. I was no longer concerned with artificial minds, but with tools that enable natural minds to express themselves, and with artifacts that carry and preserve cultural achievements. I was no longer afraid that computer work would contaminate calligraphy, but was instead hopeful that calligraphy might contaminate computers. My idea was not literally to bring calligraphy into the computer age, or even to design digital type based on a calligraphic understanding of letterforms, as some have done, but instead somehow to carry the spirit of calligraphy — some of its worldview and values — into the thinking about documents in the age of computers.

  I had been back at PARC for less two years when something happened at Xerox that lent further support to my efforts. Most people associate Xerox with photocopying, and with good reason. In 1947 Xerox (then called the Haloid Corporation) acquired rights to xerography from its inventor, Chester Carlson. With the protection afforded by its patent on xerography, Xerox prospered. In 1970 it created the Palo Alto Research Center, setting it far from its core business units in Rochester, New York. PARC was given a mandate to think bold new thoughts. And that’s just what it did. Within five years a team of researchers had invented the personal computer and invented or adapted virtually all the supporting hardware and software that have become the mainstay of the personal computer industry These included raster screens, the mouse, laser printers, and software for producing text and graphics documents that looked the same on the screen as when they were printed on paper. By 1975, when I first came to PARC, these devices were in regular use by everyone at PARC. It was obvious to all that we had seen the future and it was us.

  But it was less obvious to Xerox executives three thousand miles away. Geographically and organizationally separated from the rest of Xerox, PARC had gained the autonomy and perspective that enabled it to innovate; but this isolation also made communication with the rest of the corporation — especially of radically new ideas — that much more difficult. It wasn’t obvious to executives focused on the photocopier business what the market would be for these new inventions, or why Xerox should care. In fact, at that time no such market existed. Over the next ten years, Xerox tried and failed to make a business of personal computers; many of the PARC inventions found their way to other companies, including Apple and Microsoft.

  By the mid-1980s, though, one thing was clear to Xerox’s top management: its heartland business would shortly be affected by the new computer technologies. The development of low-cost scanners and printers meant that a personal computer could, in effect, be turned into a copier; the computer market was probably going to merge with and overtake the copier market. A concerted effort was undertaken to develop a new vision and identity for Xerox, one that would capitalize on its strength in photocopying and its public identification with this technology.

  I had been back at PARC for less than two years when Xerox announced that it intended to move beyond its image as a “photocopier company” to become a “document company.” Through the successful introduction of the photocopier, Xerox strategists reasoned, it had revolutionized the handling of paper documents in the office. And through the invention of the personal computer and its associated technologies, it had revolutionized — had practically invented — the handling of digital documents as well. By taking documents as its explicit focus — a notion big enough to encompass both of these developments — it now saw an opportunity to fashion an identity and an agenda for the future. That was the intuition, at any rate, and attempts to articulate it, both inside PARC and across the corporation, precipitated a conversation that lasted for years. What are documents, anyway? Does it make sense to extend the notion to digital materials, and if so, on what basis? Why does it even matter, and why should anyone care?

  The Palo Alto Research Center, it turned out, was an ideal place to investigate such questions. The idea behind documents is a very big one, spanning art and science, the academy and industry, mind and body, technology and people, past and future. PARC was itself, intellectually, a very big place, sitting on the boundary between academic and corporate life and bringing together physical scientists, computer scientists, linguists, anthropologists, psychologists, artists, and the occasional philosopher. “The boundary,” Paul Tillich once said, “is the best place for acquiring knowledge.” Sitting on the boundary between multiple disciplines and worldviews, PARC was the perfect place to investigate an idea too big to be located in a single discipline or to be defined by a single approach.

  When I returned to PARC in 1984, I brought with me several kinds of knowledge that have proved invaluable in my quest to understand documents. As a computer scientist, I was conversant with digital developments — in ways only a practitioner can be. As a student of calligraphy, I had developed some fluency with the tools and techniques of earlier crafts, had cultivated a sense of visual design, and had acquired some feeling for history and for the unfold- ing of document technologies in historical time. But it was only at PARC that I began to learn methods and approaches for studying explicitly how people use technologies. Close collaboration with PARC’s small group of anthropologists over more than a decade nurtured my sense of the subtle interplay between technology and human practice. Both my computer and my calligraphy studies had essentially been technical enterprises: they were focused first and foremost on artifacts — on computer programs in the first case and on handwritten documents in the second. An awareness of people and their patterns of use was present, but only distantly so. My exposure to anthropology, however, began to turn this way of seeing upside down, making people and their activities the central focus, and locating artifacts in the flow of ongoing human work.

  These are some of the personal and historical forces that have been at play for me as I have pursued an understanding of documents. It was only as I was drafting the final chapter of this book that I became aware of another major influence on this work. Nearly thirty years ago, I delivered a controversial commencement address at my college graduation. It was 1971 and the country was in turmoil. The Vietnam War, racial unrest, and the recent assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy had created a poisoned, oppositional climate. At my college’s graduation ceremony the previous year, the valedictorian had spoken out against the war, urging graduates to flee to Canada to avoid the draft. The administration wanted no more of such behavior. They put a fifteen-minute limit on the speech I was to deliver.

  In my address, I began by describing an incident that had happened to me several months before. I had gone to bed after a long evening of studying, and had been awakened in the middle of the night by terrible, literally gut-wrenching, stomach pains. Suddenly afraid that I might die, I looked over at my desk where my books were neatly stacked from the evening’s work. In the light of my impending death, they seemed absolutely meaningless — no more than “black ink on white paper,” I told the five thousand people seated on the lawn in front of the college library.

  Since that time, I went on, I had found it hard to live. Where was the meaning in life? I had considered suicide, but been unwilling to commit it. I then proceeded to ask a series of questions guaranteed to upset one constituency in the audience after another. Could rich parents tell me how money made their lives worthwhile? Could alumni tell me how their (hallowed) undergraduate experience made their lives worthwhile? Could students please tell me how their studies made their lives worthwhile? I concluded by asking those with answers to write me a letter. I even supplied my parents’ mailing address. (Afterward a friend approached me and asked if this had been a pun — giving the “valedictory address.”)

  I had never intended the speech to travel beyond my immediate academic community. But a friend of mine, unbeknownst to me, was a stringer for The New York Times. He had alerted them to the subject of my speech, and a Times reporter was in the audience that day. He interviewed me afterward. What did I intend to do now? he asked. I’d like to be a bartender, I replied. Naturally this made it into the article. Through his reporting, my story made it onto the wire services. Stories with titles like “Valedictorian Despairs” began appearing in newspapers and on the radio all around the country. Paul Harvey, the syndicated commentator, did a short radio piece. Art Buchwald, the political humorist, wrote a column following on the New York Times article. The gist was, didn’t I know that bartenders need to listen to other people’s problems, not tell them theirs?

  Letters poured in, not only from those in attendance but from people all over the country. Some were quite hostile — and with good reason. One alumnus accused me of spoiling the party — “pissing in the champagne,” he called it. But many others offered deeply heartfelt responses. Some were remarkable gifts. The further the speech traveled geographically and socially from its original audience, the more its complexities disappeared. The anger and frustration in the questions, the partly taunting “in your face” quality, dropped away What remained was the cry for meaning of a lonely, despairing individual — “the voice of one crying in the wilderness.”

  The speech had actually been a mixture of truth and fiction. I had been awakened several months earlier by terrible stomach pains, and had indeed been afraid that I might die. But when the incident was over, I had felt great relief, an appreciation for the life I had been given, not the despair I reported. Still, the questions were genuine and the anger and unhappiness behind them were genuine, too. I was mad at society and at the elitism of my school. I was unhappy with my life (and detested being told again and again that my undergraduate years were the best years of my life). I was searching for meaning.

  For months prior to this, I had been struggling to write an appropriately deep and wise speech. Then, one night, the words I eventually spoke at the commencement emerged in the course of a half hour, as if being dictated to me. During this period I had been rereading Dostoyevsky’s “Notes from Underground,” a novella in which the protagonist, a bitter, resentful man, tells the world the truth it doesn’t want to hear. The title, literally translated from the Russian, is “Notes from Under the Floorboards.” The image is that of a bug, a cockroach, who dares to speak out from the underbelly (or the underfoot) of society. It was his voice, in effect, that was speaking in my address. Without the use of the first-person singular, it wouldn’t have had the same immediacy and power. The four paragraphs that emerged took exactly fifteen minutes to deliver.

  The speech was bold and naive . . . and stupid. It was a product of its time and of my own confusion. Once it was out of the box, though, there was no putting it back. I rode out the ripples — my fifteen minutes of fame — and they slowly died down. I did my best to eliminate further publicity. Time and Newsweek approached me to do stories. They wanted to include material from the letters I had been sent. I refused them access to the letters, and no stories appeared.

  It was only as I was working on the concluding chapter of this book that I realized how much my work of the preceding years, and how much the content of this book, are responses to that youthful address and the circumstances surrounding it. Thirty years ago, in my first real occasion for public communication, I was struggling not only with the great questions of life but with the forms and mechanisms of public address. Perhaps my single strongest memory of that day was the moment I took the podium. In the pause before I began speaking, and in the fifteen minutes during which I spoke, I was aware of the power of speech.

  Words that had come to me weeks earlier and had been written down, polished, rehearsed, typed up, and carried to the podium had been transformed into spoken utterances. These utterances, delivered in a communal, ceremonial setting, put into motion a whole cascade of events involving other written forms. These included the letters mailed to me, numbering in the hundreds, the New York Times article, the AP and UPI stories, and the subsequent articles in newspapers around the country. Through these responses of various kinds, I experienced the power of speaking out publicly. But I also experienced the loss of power that was equally involved, as my words were appropriated and interpreted in new settings. It had never been completely straightforward who the “I” was who was speaking in my address. (Perhaps it never is.) As my words and the reports of them traveled, further dimensions of personhood and identity were attached to me — ‘Valedictorian,” “despairing individual,” ‘lost soul.” It was all much more complex than I could ever have guessed when, sitting at my desk in my dorm room, I had written out those four paragraphs.

  Although the speech wasn’t literally about documents, written forms had also played an important rhetorical part in it. The books neatly stacked on my desk had symbolized many things at once. To the audience it would have been immediately, and perhaps largely unconsciously, apparent that they represented the long Western tradition of study and learning, and the values embedded in these. To me personally, books were a source of delight, and the locus of my daily routines of reading and study. To suggest that those books — and not only those particular books, but all books and the practices and values they symbolized — were without significance was at once to deny the very traditions that formed the background for the graduation ceremony and that provided grounding for my own sense of self.

  I have learned a few things in the intervening years. At least I hope so. Although I am still angry about society’s hypocrisies, I am more aware of the moral complexities we face every day (and more aware of my own hypocrisy). Little in life is black and white — even black ink on white paper has many more shades than might at first appear. I am aware that righteous anger and self-righteous anger are dangerously close — and that, indeed, the latter can masquerade as the former. I am also aware that people don’t react well to being taunted with the deep, and possibly unanswerable, questions of life. People really only listen to love letters, says Thich Nhat Hanh, the Vietnamese Buddhist peace activist and poet. Besides, life is hard enough without the occasions for genuine celebration being pissed on.

  I have also spent these many years investigating the nature of written forms. Whereas thirty years ago, books and other kinds of documents were vehicles of study for me, they have become the objects of my study I can’t say I ever really thought that books were merely black ink on white paper — I had, after all, loved them deeply since childhood. But I have spent many years trying to say just what they are, and trying to assess the significance of the movement from ink and paper to pixels and screens. It is to this story — a love letter to documents — that I now turn.
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  Introduction:

  The Universe Is Expanding

  TOWARD THE BEGINNING of Woody Allen’s 1977 movie Annie Hall, little Woody (called Alvy in the movie) is sitting in the doctor’s office with his mother. “What seems to be the problem?” the doctor asks. “Well,” his mother says with evident frustration, “he’s depressed. It’s something he read.” “The universe is expanding,” Alvy says, morosely slumped on the couch. “The universe is everything, and if it’s expanding, someday it will break apart and that will be the end of everything.” “He’s even stopped doing his homework,” his mother continues, with a look of total disgust. “What’s the point?” Alvy counters. “What has the universe got to do with it?” his mother explodes. “You’re here in Brooklyn. Brooklyn is not expanding!”

  What makes this little scene so funny, like so much of Woody Allen’s humor, is the juxtaposition of the mundane and seemingly trivial with the cosmic and existential. It has the quality of a Kafka parable, or perhaps a Zen koan. Is the universe expanding or isn’t it? In a sense they’re both right, little Alvy and his mother. The mother can see concretely that Brooklyn isn’t expanding. Its streets, tenements, shops, and the rhythm of daily life are just the same as they’ve always been. But Alvy is right, too. Whether or not the universe is really expanding (after all, it’s a scientific theory), the anxiety he’s feeling is real enough. Such anxiety can directly affect his ability to function — to do his homework, or anything else for that matter.

  But today Alvy is right in another sense as well — and in a way his mother couldn’t have foreseen in 1952, or whenever this scene is supposed to have taken place. Brooklyn is expanding. The Brooklyn Botanic Garden is on the Web, where you can take a virtual tour of its gardens from just about any spot on the planet. The Brooklyn Museum is on the Web, too, as is the Brooklyn Academy of Music. And the same technologies that have made this expansion possible are changing the way children do their homework: how they do research, how and what they read, how they write reports and communicate with one another. There is understandably a great deal of excitement about these developments. But there is anxiety, too. Many of us, along with Alvy, are somewhat disoriented by all these changes to our patterns of communication, and specifically to our various written forms — unsure how big and how destabilizing these changes will ultimately prove to be. This confusion is understandable when you consider the pervasiveness and importance of written forms in our lives.

  How pervasive? Well, just look around.

  If you are sitting on an airplane at the moment, in the seat pocket in front of you are the in-flight magazine, the advertising supplement, and the safety instructions card. Above you are little signs indicating seating rows and numbers, as well as the no-smoking and fasten-your-seatbelt signs. A video monitor may be playing a safety video or a recently released movie. Your briefcase or pocketbook is filled with many more written things: the latest book you’re reading, your calendar, driver’s license, credit cards, money, checkbook, receipts, and photographs. Your laptop probably holds current e-mail, spreadsheets, memos, and reports.

  If, instead, you are at home, you’re likely to be surrounded by some combination of books, magazines, newspapers, letters, bills, hanging pictures, junk mail, and stacks of videos. Have a look at the refrigerator. For many of us, it’s a collection point for an odd assortment of current and near-current materials — school play announcements, kids’ drawings, receipts and raffle tickets, and shopping lists.

  If you are standing in line at the moment, say at the bank or the post office, you might notice the many signs and placards posted on walls and even hanging from the ceiling, as well as the stacks of forms (deposit slips, change-of-address forms, loan application forms) waiting to be filled out.

  And even if you are reading these words in a car, you are no less surrounded by written forms — road signs and billboard advertisements, car license plates, bumper stickers, as well as the jumble of maps and other written matter by your side.

  Day and night, no matter where we are, written forms are constantly calling out to us, vying for our attention: Buy this, Don’t walk here, Sign on the dotted line, I just wanted to say hi, You may already have won one million dollars, President Signs Healthcare Bill, This product contains 50% of the minimum daily requirement, I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness. . . .

  Most activities in our day are subtly or blatantly mediated by writing. Try making a purchase without being able to handle money or sign your name to a credit-card receipt. Try driving without being able to recognize road signs. Try finding a job that doesn’t require some minimal — but still substantial — level of literacy. Try making any sense of our culture without an ability to decipher the barrage of advertising images and slogans on billboards, TV, and video. This is of course what it is to live in a highly literate society, a society permeated by signs of all kinds, by all manner of written, drawn, printed, painted, etched, photographed, neoned, and copied symbols.

  Yet despite the constant immersion in this sea of written forms, few of us — until recently, at least — have stopped to reflect on them or on their significance. And this is probably just as it should be. The philosopher Martin Heidegger is famous for showing how a hammer becomes an extension of the person using it. While it is being used, the hammer loses its status as a separate object, a thing to be measured, observed, or studied. It disappears into the work of hammering and building. So too do written forms disappear into the fabric of daily life. The road map, the telephone book, the business card, the advertising flyer on the windshield — these are instruments to be used, not objects to be studied. The point of all those years of schooling, you might say, was exactly to cause this to happen. It was to make us so conversant with reading and writing that those acts would become automatic and the materials on which they operated would disappear into the flow of life.

  But things don’t lose their importance just because they drop from sight. On the contrary some of the most significant aspects of life disappear from view for long stretches of time. What is the most miraculous thing in life? asks the great Indian epic, the Mahabharata. That each of us is surrounded by death, yet we still hold to the belief that we won’t die. Even when things have become invisible — whether it is the fact of death or the endless varieties of written forms around us — there may still be times and reasons to bring them to light, to open them up to inspection and reflection. Heidegger notes that the hammer returns to the foreground of awareness when it breaks and needs to be repaired.

  We are living through a time when our written forms are being stressed and stretched, possibly to the breaking point. Our carefully cultivated habits of reading and writing are being disturbed by new technologies and practices. Instead of a pad of tickets, the meter maid now carries a handheld device that is connected to a central database. In hundreds if not thousands of libraries around the country, OPACs — online public access catalogs — have now replaced the familiar card catalogs. Millions of people now maintain their personal calendars on palmtop computers, periodically synchronizing them with the calendars on their desktop machines, bypassing paper altogether. E-mail, a digital offshoot of the letter and the memo, has found a place in both the home and the office. In a few short years the World Wide Web has been densely populated with advertisements, academic papers, flight schedules, pornography, news articles, recipes, personal musings and rantings — materials that had a familiar, and in some ways comforting, form and place in the world of paper.

  It is clearly a time to reflect. Many people have begun to do just that, and there are many more questions than answers. Is paper about to disappear? What is the future of the book and of publishing? What will happen to libraries, to copyright, to education? And alongside these “big picture” questions, perhaps even woven through them, are much more personal ones. What does all this mean for me? What does it mean for my livelihood, my sense of self, my place in the world? How am I to cope with all this change? When will it settle down, if ever, and what is the shape of things to come? What exactly is going on here?

  This book is a reflection on the nature of documents. I will be aiming to say what documents are, what they are for, and how they work. And at a time when many people are wondering how to make sense of the newer, digital forms, I will be offering a view of them that shows how they are like our earlier written forms — those on paper, for example — and, to some extent, how they differ. By pointing up how documents are implicated in the current sense of disorder and disarray, both on an institutional and a personal level, I hope to contribute to our understanding of what’s actually going on in these tumultuous and confusing times.

  Unlike so much of what is being written today then, my real focus is on the present. This might seem odd when so often these days we turn to visionaries and futurists, hoping they will illuminate the road ahead. We want them to show us the future, and thus perhaps assuage our fears. But in my experience, we have a hard enough time seeing what is right in front of us. We are so often caught up in our own projections that we miss what’s happening most immediately and directly One of the strategies we often use to avoid the present is to plan, imagine, fantasize, and project. Not that those activities are bad — in fact, they are crucial — but they need to be balanced by clear-sighted impressions of what is.

  One of the best sources of information about the present is our own experience. During this time of transition, I think it is essential that we, each of us, draw on this resource to the fullest extent. It is attractive and perhaps too easy to give ourselves over to experts, who claim to know more than we do. Of course, I too am writing as an expert, but with a difference, I hope. Yes, I will be painting a picture of what is going on, drawing on my research, my thinking, and my experience. But I am less interested in persuading you that I am right than in encouraging you to think things through for yourself and from your own experience. To the extent that my ways of looking provide you with useful tools for doing this, I will have succeeded.

  It is worth saying something about the word document, which will figure so prominently in the pages ahead. There are several other terms that cover some of the same territory, which I will sometimes use, including writing, written form, and text. Each has its own history and its own biases. Writing and written form tend to suggest alphabetic materials and therefore leave out (or downplay) photographs, drawings, paintings, maps, and other nonverbal forms of expression. The word text in addition often seems to suggest something abstract and disembodied, and misses the sense of concreteness and physical presence that is so central to the story I have to tell.

  The word document has its problems, too. Most notably, it is often used to designate the kinds of materials that have traditionally appeared on paper, such as legal contracts (e.g., wills) and identity papers (e.g., passports). This is much narrower than the use I intend, which is broad enough to include not only things written on paper but videotapes, films, audiotapes, and all manner of digital materials, including text files, spreadsheets, and Web pages. Still, there are several reasons why I am inclined to use the word document. First and perhaps least important, I have used it for a number of years in exactly this way, and it is the term of choice in the academic and business settings I frequent. More important, the word does seem to be expanding its meaning within certain circles, especially among computer users. Finally, document has an etymology that is at once both useful and pleasing: it comes from the Latin docere, which means “to teach.”

  So, in the end, this is a book not about the word document but about a class of cultural artifacts and the central idea that underlies them in all their myriad forms. Documents have much to teach us, I believe, if we will only listen.


  1

  

  Meditation on a Receipt


  WHAT CAN DOCUMENTS TEACH US? Let’s begin by looking at one, close up. The one I have in mind is a cash register receipt, a small strip of paper, 1% inches in width and approximately 4¼ inches in length, marked in light blue ink. At the top it reads “Steve’s Deli & Catering.” Immediately below is a sequence of numbers, 10-29-97, and near the bottom is a decimal value, 5.85. From the look of it, someone bought something from Steves Deli on October 29, 1997, and paid $5.85 for it.

  This might seem like an odd place to begin a discussion of documents. Why not begin with a more magnificent specimen, perhaps something beautiful, such as the Book of Kells? Or something more reverently ancient, a Sumerian clay tablet or the Rosetta stone? Or something with an aura of power about it, the U.S. Constitution or an international treaty? This little receipt is so plain and ordinary, so manifestly uninteresting. There are millions and billions of receipts just like it. Every financial transaction at the supermarket, the newsstand, the florist, the drugstore, produces one. You can see people’s attitude toward them in the way they’re handled. They are often left on the counter — refused or even handed back with a vague air of displeasure. (I can’t be bothered with this.) Or they are stuck away in a grocery bag or stuffed in one’s pocket or purse, only to be discarded later. Surely receipts like this are the bottom of the bin.

  


  [image: ]

  A receipt for the purchase of a tuna-fish sandwich, a bag of chips, and a bottle of water

  


  But this is exactly the point. If we are going to see into the nature of documents, we would do well to deal directly with the most abundant and ordinary of them. It is easy enough to be transported to heights of ecstasy by the most magnificent specimens. Indeed, we may be spellbound by their beauty and power. The bigger challenge is to look closely and respectfully at the lowest and homeliest of them. And should we find beauty, depth, and power in these, we will surely have accomplished something.

  This little receipt is a historical document. Although hardly of the magnitude — or the permanence — of the Rosetta stone, it is a snapshot of something that happened at another time and place. Embedded in it physically, through the absorption of blue dye into processed tree pulp, is the record of a moment when someone (in fact it was me) bought a tuna sandwich, a bag of chips, and a bottle of water in a deli on El Camino Real in Burlingame, California.

  The receipt is historical in another sense as well. If it serves as a reminder of a minor transaction in late October 1997, it simultaneously carries within its form the memory of thousands of years of human struggle and development. That receipts like this one are so readily printed and so casually tossed away is due in large measure to the availability of cheap, high-quality paper. This wasn’t always so.

  Paper was invented in China in the second century c.e. and made its way to Europe in the twelfth century, carried by Arab traders. We tend to think that brilliant new inventions explode onto the scene and are immediately embraced by all (making fortunes in stock for the founders of companies that produce them). But that isn’t usually the way it works. There is more typically a slow process of diffusion and adaptation, and this is certainly what happened with paper.
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