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Praise for Scrolling Forward

  “Scrolling Forward . . . changed the way I relate to the world around me. . . . This book changed the way I think—and, more importantly, the way I feel—about written language, which is to say it changed the way I think and feel about time and text, mortality and materiality, meaning and being.”

  —from the foreword by Ruth Ozeki,

  author of A Tale for the Time Being

  “A masterpiece. Insightful, penetrating, and beautifully written. [Levy] takes us on a personal journey that reveals the essence of documents, their pragmatic, their communal, and their spiritual roles, roles that are often intertwined but go unnoticed. . . . This book will speak to a wide audience, helping us all better understand how we create meaning for ourselves and others.”

  —John Seely Brown, former director of Xerox Palo Alto

  Research Center, coauthor of The Social Life of Information

  “A fascinating and original personal mediation and cultural exploration . . . This book will change forever the way you regard the written word.”

  —Deborah Tannen, author of

  You Just Don’t Understand

  “A nuanced, sympathetic, and endlessly fascinating portrait of our most ubiquitous servant and companion: the document . . . Levy’s discussion goes far beyond the usual hype and techno-mystique to focus on the deepest questions of human communication and meaning. That he manages to bring all this off with warmth and good humor is not the least of the gifts this book offers.”

  —Norman Fischer, author of The Strugglers and

  former abbot of the San Francisco Zen Center

  “Absorbing . . . [Levy] is both adept in new technologies of writing and steeped in traditional ones . . . Refreshing to anyone weary of the platitudes of high-tech hyperbole and indignant old guard nostalgia.”

  —Geoffrey Nunberg, commentator on Fresh Air and editor of

  the American Heritage Dictionary and The Future of the Book

  “Fascinating . . . Levy provides a rich context—personal, historical, philosophical, spiritual—for understanding these humble artifacts of human thought and human sharing.”

  —David Weinberger, NPR commentator

  and author of Too Big to Know

  “Questions about how books and libraries will fare in the digital age . . . are elevated to exquisite and philosophical explanations of how we humans find meaning in life.”

  —Deanna Marcum, former president of the

  Council on Library and Information Resources

  “Readers will never look at a deli receipt in the same way after finishing this gripping discussion of written forms. . . . [Levy’s] assessment of how documents work and what they say about our culture and values is a worthy one.”

  —Publishers Weekly

  “Levy offers a vigorous, philosophical, and intellectually stimulating interpretative overview of [documents] evolution and impact on culture. . . . As he considers the vagaries of digital technologies versus our craving for order, he expresses unexpectedly poetic insights into our carried-in-the-genes sense that there is a ‘sacred quality’ to reading, even in the age of multitasking.”

  —Booklist


  Also by David M. Levy

  Mindful Tech: How to Bring Balance to Our Digital Lives
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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


  
Foreword


  IF YOU ARE READING THIS foreword—and for the sake of this exercise, I’m going to assume that you are indeed reading it and not washing the dishes or watching a ball game on TV or checking your email—then you are holding a book in your hands. It might not be the kind of book your grandparents learned to read when they were little. They might not even recognize your device as a book. But for the sake of our discussion, let’s agree to call this thing you’re reading a book, regardless of whether it has an on/off switch or whether you’re reading it on a screen or on pages made of paper, which you must operate by turning rather than swiping because they can tear.

  This book you’re holding is called Scrolling Forward: Making Sense of Documents in the Digital Age, and it’s a book that changed the way I relate to the world around me. That’s saying a lot. Few books have such a profound and lasting effect on a life, and as a result, this is one of my favorite books, which is also saying a lot because I read a lot of books. So you’re holding it, and I’m holding it, and while we are holding the same book, I think we can agree that they are different books, too.

  My copy of the book comprises 212 pages, bound between soft covers, containing some 75,000 or so words, not including the handwritten ones that I’ve scribbled in the margins over the past decade, which wind sinuously up and around the edges of the pages, occasionally trespassing into a column of underlined print or spilling excitedly into the gutter or onto an adjacent page, peppered with exclamation points and threaded with arrows. Your book does not contain my delighted marginalia, although it might contain other jottings if you happen to be rereading your old copy of the book, as I am, or if perhaps you purchased a secondhand edition, previously owned by a reader as besotted as I.1

  However, if your book is the new and long-awaited 2016 reprint by Arcade Publishing, its pages are no doubt still pristine and free of user annotation. I’m fairly certain they won’t remain that way for long. I’m fairly certain that by the time you finish reading it, your copy will be as replete with your thoughts, ideas, and exclamatory musings as my copy is with mine.2

  When I say that Scrolling Forward changed the way I relate to the world, I’m not indulging in hyperbole or rhetorical excess. I’m simply stating a fact. This book changed the way I think—and, more importantly, the way I feel—about written language, which is to say it changed the way I think and feel about time and text, mortality and materiality, meaning and being. But I think some explanation is in order here, because this unassuming book is so much more than it appears to be at first glance.

  Scrolling Forward sets itself a modest-seeming task, to examine the significance of written documents at a pivotal moment in the evolution of writing technology, and indeed it starts with a meditation on an ordinary cash register receipt. But in David Levy’s hands, this mundane receipt for a tuna fish sandwich, a bag of chips, and a bottle of water unfolds like magical origami into something myriad and multifaceted, taking us back into early history, forward into our future, and deep into the existential questions of what it means to be human. With his background in computer science, as well as his training in the physical arts of calligraphy and bookmaking, Levy is a consummate conjurer and guide as he moves us to consider the history and evolution of documents, and the human needs they serve: a Walt Whitman poem and our need for self-expression; bureaucratic documentation, the IRS, and our need for control; letters, postcards, email, and our need for connection; libraries, reading, and the economics of attention. He makes visible the invisible and animates the quotidian stuff of everyday life. He takes familiar things and makes them new and strange, which is what magic, art, poetry, and philosophy should do.

  So, this wise, thoughtful, and thought-provoking book both moved me and woke me up. It changed the way I approach my own art making, which is the writing of fiction, and as I read it, I felt irresistibly drawn to respond. Books are like that. They are conversations between minds across time, and I wanted to be a part of this particular conversation and to meet this book where it lives, on the page. And so I did,3 and so I continue to do, which is another way of saying that this book has inspired me and my own work in profound and mysterious ways.

  I hope this book will inspire you, too. I hope it will wake you up, open your eyes, and move you to notice things you might not have noticed. I hope it will change the way you think and feel about life, language, and the myriad things of the world that surround you. I’m sure it will. Just holding this book in my hands again, after so many years, gives me a feeling of imminent excitement. Perhaps you are feeling this, too.

  Ruth Ozeki

  Whaletown, British Columbia


  
Preface to the 2016 Edition


  I FIRST SAW THE WORLD WIDE Web on Thursday, August 13, 1992, at 10:00 a.m. I know the date and time with this precision, because I still have a copy of the email message announcing that Tim Berners-Lee would give a presentation at the Xerox Palo Alto Research Center (PARC), the high-tech think tank where I was a researcher.

  
    Date: Thursday, August 13, 1992

    Time: 10:00 am

    Place: CSL Commons (35-2230)

    What: World-Wide Web - The Universe of Information

    Who: Tim Berners-Lee, CERN

    The W3 initiative ties together many varying information systems into a homogeneous browsable, searchable web. By combining a hypertext user interface with index queries, the data model allows almost any existing information system to be represented in the web. The simple intuitive user interface gives the impression of a seamless continuum, when data is in fact furnished by FTP, Gopher, NNTP and WAIS in addition to native W3 servers.

    A practical collaboration rather than research project, W3 has seen success as a distributed information system, and will in the future extend to collaborative authoring and multi-format document delivery.

    The talk will outline the techniques used, describe methods of making data available on the “web,” and describe the various browsers available for different platforms, and future directions.

  

  On the day I was introduced to the Web, it was still relatively unknown. It would take several more years before the Web would explode onto the larger scene. Neither Netscape Navigator nor Microsoft Explorer had yet been developed; nor had their noncommercial antecedent, the Mosaic Web browser. Consequently, Berners-Lee was able only to give a fairly primitive demo, showing off the basic linking facility without the benefit of a sophisticated user interface. Using a computer in the conference room at PARC, he downloaded and displayed several documents stored on a computer in Switzerland.

  Only a handful of researchers were present for Berners-Lee’s demonstration in the beanbag room at PARC that morning. I still vividly remember my first impression of the Web. I was distinctly unimpressed. Nor did I detect much enthusiasm from my colleagues. From a research perspective, there was nothing particularly novel here. Two previously existing technologies—hypertext and the Internet—were being combined in a fairly straightforward manner, making it possible to follow links from one computer to another. What’s more, the hypertext capabilities being shown off weren’t all that impressive, at least as measured by the standards of the hypertext research of the time. I basically dismissed what I had seen as uninteresting and inconsequential. “Big deal,” I thought to myself as I walked out of the room.

  This story never made it into the first edition of Scrolling Forward. But over the years, I have told it many times in a number of speaking engagements. Here’s proof that you should never trust my predictions, I tell my audience. (Fortunately, I’m not in the business of picking stocks or forecasting technological trends.) But, I go on to say, there is another, larger point to be made from this story. Yes, we can certainly say that I’d been shown the future and had failed to grasp it; from where we stand now, this seems an obvious enough conclusion. But what we were seeing that August day was a nascent technology or set of technologies. The Web—what we now think of as the Web—did not yet exist. For those rudimentary technologies on display to become the Web would require the accumulation of a significant amount of content; and the tools and materials yet to be realized would have to be taken up into people’s lives in ways that really mattered to them. That this would happen at all, let alone at such a rapid pace, was not foreseeable. That it would look and feel like the Web as we currently know it was hardly fore-ordained. And none of this was simply inherent in the technology.

  I wrote most of Scrolling Forward during the dot-com boom, when the World Wide Web and the Internet were being recognized as a remarkable new global information and communication platform. The bust following the boom was inevitable, and that’s when Scrolling Forward appeared in print. During the boom, everything being written about the digital world was being reviewed (or so it seemed), but once the bubble burst, critics and the news outlets they represented lost interest in the topic, and Scrolling Forward received little critical attention in the mainstream press. The two exceptions were a book review in the Los Angeles Times and brief mention in the New Yorker.

  But I was never interested in writing just for the moment. Rather than analyzing particular technologies or predicting new developments, I was interested in trying to locate digital developments in the larger sweep of history and in the age-old human search for stability and meaning. To the extent that I succeeded, the book remains relevant more than a decade after it first appeared. (Of course you, the reader, will be the ultimate judge of that.)

  My primary aim was to understand the ways in which digital developments were novel—perhaps even revolutionary—and the ways in which they represented a gradual evolution from the past. I wanted to avoid the two standard and, to my mind, uninteresting extremes: the utopian view celebrating digital things as the answer to life’s problems and the dystopian or Luddite view decrying the loss of a happier and healthier world. My way in was to examine the nature of documents—written forms of all kinds—and to see how the emergence of digital documents was in some ways continuous with the evolution of paper documents (and those created out of other tangible materials) and how in other ways it represented a break with the past. In a nutshell, this is the story the book tried to tell:

  Our written forms, whatever their medium, are “talking things.” They are bits of the material world that we imbue with the power to speak and act for us. They are surrogates for us, little sorcerer’s apprentices we send out into the world to do our bidding. And what exactly do they do for us? In one sense, anything and everything—that’s the power and beauty of them. A cash register receipt can serve as a witness to a financial transaction, a book of poetry can proclaim the words of the poet, a Facebook post or a tweet can inform our friends of our current status and whereabouts. But in another sense (or so this story goes) all of these functions can be understood as attempts to create and maintain a stable and meaningful world: to create stable, functioning organizations through bureaucratic records; to maintain personal, even intimate, relations among humans through letters and postcards, and now, social media; to sanction and circulate public knowledge through print and now digital publications.

  This story provides an answer of sorts to the question: what’s old and what’s new? What’s old—thousands of years old, in fact—is the use of written forms to make and maintain a meaningful world, a meaningful life. That’s just what literate cultures do. What’s new is the medium (from the Latin word meaning “middle”), this digital stuff out of which we’ve been busy creating new genres (new kinds of written forms) to do our bidding. When I was writing Scrolling Forward, blogs did not yet exist, nor did Facebook, nor Twitter. (And if readers are still finding their way to this book ten years hence, there will be many more new formats and genres that I can’t begin to imagine today.) But even in these unimagined and unpredicted developments, we can see both what is new (new genres, new surrogates, new social functions) and also what is old (the ever-ongoing emergence of new kinds of talking things to serve the social, political, and commercial needs of the times).

  Scrolling Forward, of course, is itself a document, a talking thing that speaks in a particular voice and from a particular vantage point. In preparing this new edition, I have decided not to alter the original text. There are occasional errors: for example, I call the Mercury Villager a sport utility vehicle when in fact it is a minivan. Some of the examples are obviously dated, but at the same time they take us back—usefully, I hope—to a time when the Web was young. Several elements of the present edition are new: this preface; Ruth Ozeki’s foreword, for which I am extremely grateful; and the index, which was prepared for the first edition but never included.

  * * *

  The publication of Scrolling Forward was the summation of work I had been doing for more than a decade. What have I been up to since? I will mention two directions: the creation and teaching of a course based on Scrolling Forward, and an ongoing investigation into the possibility of achieving greater contemplative balance.

  First, the teaching: I began my association with the University of Washington’s Information School in the summer of 2000. (For that first academic year, 2000—2001, I was a visiting professor at the iSchool, and the next year accepted a full-time permanent position.) During that first year, Mike Eisenberg, then the dean of the school, suggested that I create a course based on Scrolling Forward, which was then largely completed but not yet published. He proposed a title: “The History of Recorded Information”—not a title I would have chosen myself but one I was willing to use.

  As I began to mull over what such a course might contain and how it should be structured, I was introduced to Sandra Kroupa, the Book Arts & Rare Book Curator at the University Libraries. Chatting in my little office, one building away from the main library, we quickly discovered our shared loved of books and of the Arts and Crafts movement. I broached the subject of the course with her and invited her to participate in the creation and teaching of it. Thus began what has been a wonderfully fruitful collaboration of nearly fifteen years.

  We first taught the course in the spring quarter, 2001, and we have taught it yearly ever since. The course has three main units, which address the nature of bureaucratic documents, the handwritten letter and the genres that have emerged from it, and the history of the book. Complementing these intellectual investigations, and crucial to our conception of the course from the very beginning, are a number of hands-on, experiential elements. A library bookbinder teaches students to make a simple book (a codex), folding the paper, sewing the sections, and creating a simple cover. Sandra teaches students the rudiments of descriptive bibliography (a traditional method of describing the structure of a printed book), and each student is given a historical book, most of them from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, to describe. She also shows students the basics of letterpress printing, demonstrating the process on a nineteenth-century Reliance iron handpress permanently installed in the Special Collections classroom, where the class regularly meets. I teach a session on the basics of calligraphy, giving students broad-edged pens and helping them see (and feel, through the movement of their hands and the contact between pen and paper) how the shapes of the Roman letters were first articulated by the hand and eye, and later reproduced in metal type, and still later on digital screens. Throughout the term, Sandra brings in relevant historical materials from Special Collections for students to handle and study.

  Thus, in its structure and content, the course exemplifies a teaching principle that is quite dear to me: the blending of conceptual and experiential learning. Students learn about the shapes of letters by making them with a traditional tool. They don’t just read about the history of books, they make one. And they hold historical books in their hands, discovering concretely how the traditional printing process regularly led to a number of printing and binding errors, making each copy of a printed edition unique.

  And so, in the digital age, when material objects sometimes seem to be disappearing into the ether (now called the cloud), in this one course we continue to investigate and to celebrate the material artifact, not because there is anything wrong with digital materials but because there is something very right—sensual, instructive, enlivening—about the physical objects that for so long were such powerful conveyors of meaning and value, and that remain so. For a final project, students must choose an artifact (a document) or a collection to investigate. It can be something that has personal meaning (a letter or a book, for example, that has been passed down through the family) or that Sandra has helped them find in Special Collections. Their job is to investigate the artifact as a unique item but also to see it in its broader context, as an instance of a genre inhabiting a particular historical niche. They are also encouraged to bring themselves into the picture, talking about their response to and relationship with the artifact in question (much as I do in chapter 3, where I talk about my childhood copy of Leaves of Grass).

  I love the papers students write about their chosen artifacts and collections. The students come alive when they’ve chosen something they really care about and when they’re able to combine an intellectual investigation of form, content, and context with an account of their lived relationship to their object of study. Off and on for years I’ve thought about producing an edited collection of these essays.

  At some point over these years of teaching, I discovered a book called The Presence of the Past by two academic historians, Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen. Subtitled Popular Uses of History in American Life, it explores how ordinary people, rather than professional historians, relate to and make use of the past. One of their main discoveries is that people best connect with the past when they can find themselves in it. Discovering a personal connection makes the connection come alive:

  “For most of the people who talked with us, the familial and intimate past, along with intimate uses of other pasts, matters most. They prefer the personal and firsthand because they feel at home with that past: they live with it, relive it, interpret and reinterpret it; they use it to define themselves, their place in their families, and their families’ place in the world . . . In their desire to strip away layers of mediation, respondents trust eyewitnesses more than television or movies. They feel connected to the past in museums because authentic artifacts seem to transport them straight back to the times when history was being made. They feel unconnected to the past in history classrooms because they don’t recognize themselves in the version of the past presented there. When asked to describe studying history in school, they most often use the words dull and irrelevant.”1

  In our course, Sandra and I have seen again and again, the presence of the artifact serves as a concrete bridge.

  But Scrolling Forward was never just about the past, and neither is the course. Seeing the evolution of the letter, or of the myriad forms of bureaucratic documents, provides grounding for and helps illuminate the changes we are going through now, the new forms of intimate and social communication, such as Facebook or texting, that continue to emerge and the way that business-oriented smartphone apps exemplify the same principles of bureaucratic control that were central to the paper form.

  What about the book, the codex? When I was writing Scrolling Forward, there was much debate about the future of the book, with predictions in some quarters of its imminent demise. Today, of course, the book is far from dead, although it has undergone some real changes. E-readers and tablets have established themselves as much-valued alternatives to reading on paper. For now at least, these are truly alternatives to, not replacements for, the printed, bound volume. What’s more, the format of the digital book still largely reflects, and for the most part mimics, the paper book, with static pages and illustrations. (Yes of course, there are useful additions, such as the search function and live links to auxiliary material, but these haven’t significantly altered the look or functionality of the book.) Curiously, it is the newspaper, as it has moved from paper to digital format, that has undergone a much greater transformation, incorporating video, reader’s comments, and more. Whether the book will ultimately follow this trajectory is not for me to say—and given my opening story, you wouldn’t want to trust my predictions on this score. Nor would I venture to say what will happen to the publishing industry, which seems to be in perpetual crisis.

  What I do find most exciting in the world of the book, however, is a movement that I probably would have missed had I not been collaborating with Sandra over these years. In her more than forty years at the University of Washington Libraries, Sandra has amassed one of the great collections of modern book arts in the United States. The phrase “modern book arts” encompasses a variety of initiatives, including the modern letterpress movement (printing and binding fine, traditional-looking books); altered books; experimental writing; visual, conceptual and sculptural work; and graphic novels, comics, and zines. While Sandra collects in all these areas, she has a particular passion for what I will call innovative books. These are physical artifacts that play upon, adapt, or expand upon the traditional form and content of the book. There is a great upwelling of creativity being displayed in this area.

  What seems to be happening is this: Digital materials have now proven themselves to be powerful and highly valued alternatives to paper and print. The book is no longer the only, or even the primary, vehicle for the packaging and distribution of “public” ideas. The author or the artist now has greater choice in the selection of a format. Choosing the book as one’s vehicle represents a creative choice rather than a foregone conclusion, and the creator is free to play with form and content in highly original ways, as the University of Washington Libraries’ collection so vividly demonstrates. It appears that we have not so much been liberated from the book (as celebrators of the death of the book once said) as liberated to play with it. Leaving aside the economics of book publishing and the uncertainties about future publishing models and revenue sources, I would suggest that this is actually a great time for books and book lovers, given the choice of modes (paper and digital) and the playful experimentation in the art world.

  * * *

  Teaching this course once a year has kept me reflecting on the nature and transformation of written forms, and it has allowed me to witness ongoing changes in genres, technologies, and social practices through the eyes of my students as well as my own. But my primary focus has been elsewhere: For two decades I have been attending to, and concerned about, the acceleration of life, the growing sense of information overload, and the dangers inherent in a life lived entirely in the fast lane. These concerns make their appearance briefly in Scrolling Forward: In chapter 6, I raise the possibility that our digital technologies, while promising to connect us, are actually also contributing to the fragmentation and disconnection of our lives. And in chapter 11, the concluding chapter, I suggest that the challenge ahead is to achieve greater balance—not simply responding to the economic imperatives to work faster and harder but remaining open to more intimate, contemplative ways of living.

  My interest in the contemplative dimension of life stretches way back. My decision to study calligraphy and bookbinding after finishing my PhD in computer science (described in the original preface of this book) was in part a search for more contemplative ways of living. I saw the world of craft as an alternative to the speedy, striving, fragmented world of digital pursuits (pursuits that both excited and exhausted me). As I put it in an essay for a calligraphy exhibition catalogue, published in 1995, craftwork calls for “a quality of attention, a kind of measured concentration, that can only be found by clearing a reflective, almost sacred, space.” Works created in this way, I added, “ask for a quieter, more reflective reception. They call us to states of concentrated awareness that we are most likely to have encountered in places of worship or in libraries. Both in their making and in their reception and use, these artifacts embody a different rhythm of life—one that is slower, more measured, more grounded.”2

  Returning from London to Silicon Valley in the early 1980s, I first framed the challenge of finding balance in personal terms: Could I, in my own daily life, maintain a quieter, more contemplative attitude while living a fast-paced, Silicon Valley life? I took up a meditation practice (which I have now sustained, and which has sustained me, for a number of years), and came to realize that my calligraphy training had actually been my first contemplative practice, helping me to integrate mind and body and to achieve states of greater concentration. And in the early 1990s, I began to realize that questions of balance could (and probably should) be taken on as research questions as well as a personal quest. The first article I wrote on this subject, “I’m Not Here Right Now to Take Your Call: Technology and the Politics of Absence,”3 published in 1995, asked if the new digital technologies of connection (then including cell phones and email) might equally be tools of disconnection (the question I later posed in Scrolling Forward).

  But it was only when I moved to the University of Washington, around the time that Scrolling Forward was published, that I began to devote much of my professional attention to the challenge of achieving contemplative balance. And I have largely pursued two directions. One has involved asking why life is accelerating and what role digital technologies have played in this speedup. The other has explored how we might use our digital tools, and live our digital lives, in more contemplative ways. (Readers wanting to learn more about both of these directions should consult my website, davidmlevy.net, where they will find articles I have written, videos of some of my talks, and press stories about this work. They may also want to read my new book, Mindful Tech: How to Bring Balance to Our Digital Lives.4)

  More than a decade after Scrolling Forward first appeared, I still believe what I wrote in the conclusion:

  
    “What we’re most in need of, I believe, is balance. Depersonalized, disenchanted ways of being have increasingly come to dominate our lives. Melvil Dewey—obsessive, controlling, making order, and fearing death—is the symbol of our times. We see too little of Whitman—expansive, accepting, lingering, celebrating—even though he lives in us too. Ironically, though, to see this imbalance, and to stand a chance of correcting it, we need the very qualities of time, attention, and reflection that are so sorely lacking. It is almost as if the condition of modern life conspires to deprive us of that which would allow us to make the necessary adjustments.” (198–199)

  

  In the years since I wrote these words, our lives have only become faster and more overloaded. Ironically, perhaps, I find hope in this fact. For the intensification of our “more-faster-better” lives has made the lack of balance that much more visible. And along with this continuing speedup, the contemplative response—not just the longing for quiet and simplicity and reflective time, but the investigation of methods for achieving them—has also grown stronger.

  * * *

  Scrolling Forward first appeared in October 2001, just weeks after 9/11. The night before the tragedy, on September 10, 2001, my wife and I had arrived in Seattle in preparation for my taking up a faculty position at the University of Washington. My cell phone rang the morning of September 11; it was my sister saying, “Mom and Dad are okay, but the World Trade Center has been destroyed.” My parents lived four blocks from Ground Zero.

  Around the country and the world, so many of us grieved these events and tried to make sense of them. For me, a New Yorker by birth, it was hard to be so far away and not to have more intimate contact with my parents or my city. The news media, and the New York Times in particular, were my main sources of information and connection.

  Within days of the tragedy, I began to notice a curious phenomenon: a regular thread of the reporting focused on documents—what I came to think of as “the documents of 9/11.” The earliest stories were about how documents “rained upon the city” as the documentary contents of the Twin Towers were blown out across the New York—New Jersey region. In those first weeks, the New York Times reported on the “storm of paper work”5 and The New Yorker on “the airborne detritus of commerce” that blanketed the city.6 Following these reports came another wave of stories describing the missing posters that began to appear. The Times explicitly marked this shift when it observed: “The first wave of paper rained upon the city from the World Trade Center like death’s disembodied proxy. As if in answer, a second wave rose up from the photo albums and word processors of thousands of desperate families.” At first the posters represented hope—that loved ones might still be alive. It wasn’t long, however, before the posters were transmuted into memorials to those now believed to have died. And as these posters were rained upon, and blown about, some news stories noted, “it seemed . . . as if the tragedy had happened all over again.”7 Yet another wave of stories arose as letters laced with anthrax were discovered. Suddenly, the normally-invisible process by which the post office sorts and delivers the mail was front-page news.

  Two weeks after the tragedy I flew to New York, and on the first day that traffic was permitted below Canal Street, I took a cab down to my parents’ apartment, just east of City Hall and south of the Brooklyn Bridge. From all the windows of my parents’ apartment, you could previously see both of the towers looming above you. And on visits over the years—this wasn’t the apartment where I’d grown up—as I was falling asleep I’d sometimes wonder whether the towers would hit the apartment building if they ever fell in our direction.

  Over the next few days, I wandered the streets of the city, always one of my favorite activities. And in my wanderings, I came across a remarkable exhibition that had emerged in response to the tragedy. Called “Here is New York,” the exhibition was set up in a vacant storefront on Prince Street, where photographers—both professionals and ordinary camera-wielding citizens—were invited to display their images of 9/11. There was a table inside the gallery where people could submit their images, and those that were accepted were scanned in, formatted, printed, and displayed on the gallery walls, or hung from ceiling. The organizers of the exhibit referred to it as a “democracy of photographs.”

  Walking around the gallery, I discovered that many of the images mounted on the walls were of documents: A color photograph of the Twin Towers lying face up in the rubble. A couple sitting on the grass in a park reading the New York Daily News, its headline proclaiming, in large capital letters, THE EARTH FELL ON TOP OF ME. A crumpled up newspaper abandoned in an alleyway. A charred ledger book lying open in the World Trade Center rubble.

  Over the next few months, it wasn’t unusual to find not just stories about ordinary documents but images of them as well appearing in the New York Times, both in the print edition and the online version. Photographs appeared showing a to-do list, a handwritten note, a personal check, a page from a manual detailing emergency evacuation procedures, and a family photo of three young children. A story published on December 20, 2001, described a letter that was being mailed from New Hampshire to California and happened to be on one of the jets that crashed into the World Trade Center. The color image of the torn but still legible envelope, which was recovered in Manhattan and mailed back to the sender by a Good Samaritan, appeared on the front page of the B section of that day’s paper.8

  What struck me about all these newspaper reports and images was that they weren’t only elements of the documentary record: they were about documents. Reporters and photographers had chosen to tell some of the story of 9/11 by focusing on the written forms intimately associated with the destruction of the towers and the people working in them. In one sense, it was obvious why: the masses of documents scattered across the greater New York region were a highly visible dimension of the tragedy. But what I also saw, having spent years trying to understand the nature of documents, was how these documents had come both to embody and to symbolize the destruction of human lives and human order that had just taken place. For these documents, these talking things, had in very real ways been agents of order and stability as they made their way through the bureaucratic pathways within the two towers, and their loss could both give concrete evidence of and symbolize the great loss—not only of lives and routines but of our collective sense of meaning and order—that had just taken place.

  Of all the textual descriptions and images that I collected during this period, the one that has stayed with me most forcefully is the photograph of a man picking up a single, singed piece of paper. It was taken by Larry Towell, a commercial photographer, and was later published in a book, New York September 11.9 In the black-and-white photograph, the man, dressed in a sports jacket and an open-neck dress shirt, is standing in the middle of the street, facing toward the camera, and is intently staring at the piece of paper he’s just picked up from the ground. Papers and other forms of detritus are scattered across the street; behind him, to our left, you can see a number of people walking in the opposite direction, away from him.

  It took me years to identify the site of this photograph in lower Manhattan. It is John Street, between Nassau and William Streets. (The building immediately above the reader’s head is the John Street Church, at 44 John Street, which calls itself “The Oldest Methodist Congregation in America.”) Which means that the reader at the center of the photo is facing toward the site of the World Trade Center, while everyone else, understandably enough, is walking away from it. Why did this unidentified man pick up a single piece of paper? What was it about it, among all the other objects on the street, that caught his attention? And why is he starring at it so intently?

  [image: images]

  We will probably never know, but I like to imagine that he is trying to make sense of what has just happened. The seemingly safe, secure, and stable world has just exploded, in ways that he, and we, could never have imagined. It is shocking and it is terrifying—and it is also mysterious, this crazy world that eludes our ability to control or even understand. As he stares at this piece of paper, I imagine that this man is looking at, and through, one of the material objects that both symbolizes and facilitates our ongoing search for a stable and meaningful life. For he holds in his hands, touchable but ultimately ungraspable, a concrete manifestation of the greater mystery of life, one more “letter from God dropt in the street.”


  
Preface to the Original Edition


  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 Borges’s 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.
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