
Old Med ia in  t he New Millen nium

Elizabet h L. Eisen stein 

Keynote Address

Third Annual Convention of the Media Ecology Association

Marymount Manhattan College

June 21-23, 2002

I was  in a library when I started to think about the topic of this paper. As I looked around, it occurred

to me that I was in an es pecially appropriate s etting. For libraries embody the pr inciple I planned to

discuss . They exemplif y, that is , the c o ex i s t en c e  of  o l d m e d ia  w i th  n e w .  T h r o u g h ou t  t hi s  c ou n t r y

a n d indeed throughout the world; libraries - until recently the most cons ervative of all our ins titutions -

have been under going r a di c a l  c h a n ge ;  c ar d  c at a l o gu e s  ha v e  be e n  di s p l ac e d  by  m o ni t o r  screens 

and new  job descr iptions  ar e being is sued for librar ians themselves. They are now called Directors of

Information Services. But whatever new title they assume, those in charge still have to contend as librarians

always have - at least f or the las t 500 year s  w i th  a n  i n c r ea s e d  o u t p ut  o f  p r i n te d  m at e r i al s  a nd  a 

p e r s i s t an t  shortage of shelf space and storage facilities.

The need to acknowledge  the coexistence  of old media with new s eems  es pecially urgent in view 

of the unhistor ical and of ten hysterical pronouncements to w hich recent developments have given

r i s e .  L e t  m e  b e g i n  w i t h  a  c i t a t i o n  f r o m  a  t y p i c a l  d o o m s d a y  scenario taken from a well received

work entitled The Gutenberg Elegies:

     … as Marshall McLuhan originally theorized... we are in the midst of an epoch-making transition;
...the ...shift from printbased to electronic communications is as consequential for culture as  w as the
shif t ins tigated by Gutenberg's i n v e n t i o n . . .  This cir cuit-  driven renovation is  happening
i n every s ector  o n  every level and the momentum will not s lacken until the electronic web has
woven itself into every potentially profitable crevice. Ten, f i f t e e n  y e a r s  f r o m n o w , t h e  w o r l d w i l l



b e  n o t h in g  l ik e  w ha t  w e r e m e m b e r ,  n o t h i n g  m u c h  l i k e  w h a t  w e  e x p e r i e n c e  n o w 
... ou r  relationship to the space-time axis will be very different from what we have lived
with for  millenia (Birkerts, p.192-3).

N ow  of  c our s e  w e h ave n ot li ved w ith t he pr inted  book  " f or  millennia" or even for one

millennium. During the centuries that ens ued a f ter  G uten ber g' s  inv entio n, ou r  exp er ien ce of  "space-

time" has scarcely remained unchanged. Indeed the feeling of being "in the midst of an epoch-making transition"

serves to link our generation with several that have gone before.

To go back no further than the 1830s, Alfred de Musset described how his  generation exper ienced

the after math of the F rench Revolution and the Napoleonic w ars : "behind them, a past forever 

destroyed... before them ... t h e  f i r s t  g l e a m s  o f  t h e  f u t u r e ;  a n d  between these tw o wor lds ... a s ea

f il led w ith f lots a m and  jets am . . .t h e  pr e s e nt ,  i n a  w or d "  ( M u s s et ,  5 ) .  L a te r  o n,  H e nr y  A da m s 

w rote about being abr uptly cut of f f rom the experience of his  ancestors  by the Boston and A lbany

Railroad, the fir st Cunard s teamer and the stringing of  telegr aph w ires ( Adams , 1918, 496) . S ti ll

lat er , S amuel  Elio t M or is on s aid the s ame t hing about  the internal combustion engine and nuclear fission

(Morison, 1964, 24).

Is the idea that a new age has dawned with the advent of new media also embedded in our 

pas t? Let us look at some earlier  predictions that were made in the 19th century after paper making had been

industrialized and wooden hand presses were giving way to s team power ed ir on machines. Even w hile

printing industr ies w er e flouris hing and output w as  ris ing to meet incr eas ing demand, nineteenth

century observers began to speculate that the end of the book was on hand. According to Thomas Carlyle, the

replacement of book by news paper  had already begun in the age of  the hand press  with the sharp rise in

the number of newspapers being distributed i n th e  s tr e et s  o f  r e v ol ut i on ar y  P ar i s  ( C a r l yl e , 18 3 7,  2 1 - 

2 5) . Carlyle's description of revolutionary journalism was taken over by L o ui s  B la n c  w h o s e  h i s t or y  o f  t h e 



F r en c h  Re v o l ut i o n  w a s  w r i t t en  after the author's career as a journalist-turned-deputy had come to an end.

In a much cited chapter on the emergence of journalism as a new power in human affairs, Blanc paraphrased

Carlyle. Books were suited to quieter times, he wrote, but we are now in an era when today devours yesterday and

must be devoured by tomorrow. And then comes the celebrated formula: The age of books is closed; the age of

the jour nal is at hand (Blanc, 122) . I n the mid- century also, J ohn S tuart M ill expr es s ed concer n that

mos t people w er e no longer taking their opinions from churchmen or statesmen. Nor, he wrote, were they being

guided by books. Their thinking was being d o n e  f o r  t h e m  b y  m e n  m u c h  l i k e  t h e m s e l v e s  t h r o u g h 

n e w s p a p e r s  (Mill, 66). After the century's close, Oswald Spengler summed up the gloomy prognosis in his

gloomy The Decline of the West: just as the age of the sermon had given way to the age of the book, he wrote, s o

too the age of the book had given w ay to that of  the new spaper( Spengler , 463).

Taking advantage of hinds ight, we may now  agr ee that nineteenth centur y obs erver s  w er e

r ight to as sign special significance to the emergence of a periodical press. I t restructured the w a y

readers experienced the f low o f  time and altered the way they learned about affairs of state (Rétat,

1985). I t  c r e a te d  a  f o r u m o u t s i d e  pa r l i am e n t s  a n d  a s s e mb l y  ha l l s  t h a t  allowed ordinary readers 

and letter w riter s to participate in debates. It provided ambitious journalists, from Marat to Mussolini with

new pathways to political power (Eisenstein, 1991). It gave a tr emendous boost to commercial advertis ing. It

served to knit together the inhabitants  of  large cities f or  whom the daily newspaper would become a kind

of surrogate community.

Moreover, although ear ly gazettes and news letters  had resembled books, the later dailies

developed a distinctive size and f o r m a t  s o  t h at  t h ey  h a d t o  be  p l ac e d  in  a  s e p a r at e  c at e g o r y  b y 

a r ch i v i s t s  a nd  l i br a r i an s .  Th e  f r o n t  pa g e  la y o u t o f  th e  m od e r n  newspaper was unlike any earlier

printed product. The patchwork of unrelated items containing the f ir st paragraphs  of chopped up stories

each to be continued in some other place (section B or C or D )  d i s p r o v e d  i n  s pe c t a cu l a r  f a s h io n  t he  o f te n 



c i te d  M cL u h a ni t e  notion that print encouraged linear sequential modes of thought. As McLuhan himself

observed, "the modern newpaper presents a mosaic of unrelated scraps in a field unified only by a

dateline" (McLuhan, 219) . Twentieth centur y painters  experimenting with collage techniques may well

have been influenced by the front page layout. Daily exposure to news pr int probably accus tomed

success ive generations to the disjunctions and discontinuities which came to characterize modernist

movements in art and letters. Now that printj ou r n a li s m  i s  c on s i d er ed  pa s s e, di s ju nc tio ns  g e t 

la be lle d postmod er n a nd at tr ibu ted t o new  medi a.

19th century observers were right to sense that journalism had significant transformative effects. But they

were wrong in assuming t ha t t he  a d ve nt  of  t h e ne w s p ap e r  s i g ni f i e d th e  e n d  o f  t h e  b o o k .  A s  i t 

t u r n e d  o u t ,  b o o k  a n d  n e w s p a p e r  w e r e  interdependent, their fates closely intertwined. Book sales

came to hinge on newspaper advertisements and on reviews in the periodical press. Press laws usually

encompassed both forms of printed output. To be sure, publishers were less likely to be prosecuted for costly

v o l u m e s  a i m e d  a t  e l i t e s  t h a n  f o r  c h e a p  p a p e r s  t h a t  p r e s u m a b l y  s t ir r e d  u p  t he  r a bb l e .  Y e t 

e f f o r t s  t o  c on t r o l a l l  p r i n te d  o ut p u t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  a u t h o r i t a r i a n  r e g i m e s  i n  t h e  p a s t  a n d  s t i l l 

m a r k  totalitar ian r egimes  in the pr es ent.  Nineteenth centur y l i be r a l s  o b j ec t e d  t o  t he  I n de x  o f 

P r oh i b i te d  B o ok s  a s  w e l l  a s  t o  censorship of periodicals and newspapers. (A difficult book not a r e a d a b l e 

p a m p h l e t  l e d  t o  t h e  d e at h  s en t e n ce  i m po s e d  u p o n  S a l m an  R u s h d i e .) 

C o e x i s t e n c e  a n d  i n t e r d e p e n d e n c e  w e r e  e s p e c i a l l y  a p p a r e n t  during the age of Mill and

Carlyle. For the nineteenth century novel was often conveyed in serial form by newspapers;

chapter e n di n g s  w e r e  a r t f ul l y  co m p o s e d  t o k e e p r e a de r s  in  s u s p e n s e u n t il  t h e  n e x t  i n s t a l l m e n t 

a r r i v e d .  T h e  s o a p  o p e r a  o f  t o d a y  a n d  t h e  serial novel (roman fleuve) of yesterday had much in

common. It is t r ue  t h at  u n ti l  t he  a d ve n t  of  t h e r a d io ,  t he r e  w a s  n ot h i n g q u i te  like that interruption of

narratives by commercials that gave the "soaps" their name. Nevertheless, as early as the 1830s, fiction writers



were complaining about the intrusion into literature of vulgar commodities for sale. In his 1834 preface to

Mademoiselle de M aupin, Theophile Gautier expressed savage indignation at the idea of seeing his work

advertised together with such items as elastic cors ets , crinoline collars, patent nipple nursing bottles  and

remedies for  toothaches (Gautier , 39) .

G autier' s other  complaints  als o s tr ike a familiar note. The public's appetite for scandal was being

so whetted by news reports of sensational trials, he wrote, that "the reader could only be caught by a

hook baited with a small corpse beginning to turn blue. M en ar e not as unlike f is hes  as  s ome people s eem

to think" ( G a u t i e r ,  1 5 ) .  A s  i s  t r u e  o f  t e l e v i s i o n  p r o d u c e r s  t o d a y ,  m a n y  writers expressed disgust at

the vulgar sensationalism of others, but f ew could af ford to abandon the hope of  cr eating a s ensation

themselves.

N ovelists w er e not alone in express ing concer n about the effects of sensational journalism.

Doctors became alarmed over the d e te r i o r a t i o n o f  th e  n at i o n ' s  m e nt a l  he a l t h.  A  ph y s i ci a n  na m e d 

Isaac Ray published a book entitled Mental Hygiene in 1863 in which he noted, among other  w or r ies, the

adver s e ef f ects  of  cr ime r e po r t i ng  o n  t h e  na t i o na l  p s y c h e : " T h e d e t ai l s  of  a  di s g u s t i n g  criminal

trial, exposing the darkest aspects of our nature, find an audience that no court-room less than a

hemisphere could hold" ( Ray, 237) .

O n  s uch is sues, nineteenth century opinions and pr es ent day attitudes  do not seem to be very

f ar  apar t. Although lar ger  audiences are being reached and diffferent mass media are arousing

alarm, the complaints are much the same -  which is not to say that they w er e or ar e invalid. The ubiquity

of sex and violence; i nt r u s iv e c om me r ci al s  a nd  s y co p ha nc y  t o m as s  t as te  r e pr e s e nt  a s teady s tate

crisis  that is no les s tr oubles ome f or  being s o pers istent. The " tawdr y novels w hich flare in the

bookshelves of  ...railroad stations" offended Matthew Arnold more than a century ago (Altick,

310). Similar displays seem no less offensive when exhibited on the shelves of today's airport shops –



if, indeed any books placed there at all.

Still, the newspapers and magazines that are sold in airports probably do not seem as threatening to book

lovers at present as they did to those in the pas t. D isdainful r emar ks about s ound bites  now go together 

w ith r es pectf ul comments about pr int jour nalis m. I n view  of the defects  of TV new scas ts, book and

newspaper are now often coupled in nostalgic reminiscences of that golden age when pr int cultur e r eigned

s upreme. A s  alr eady noted, however librarians and archivists are less likely to be nostalgic. They still have

good cause to worry about the relentless pressure exer ted by the ever  incr eas ing output of printed mater ials

on available s helf space.

The  adve nt of  the elect r onic  chur ch s h ow s  h ow  th e s er mon, once thought to be outmoded,

was capable of being resuscitated. The paperback revolution of the 1960s came as even more of a surprise.

I n  the present decades  new  giant chain stor es (Barnes  and N oble/ Bor der s)  ar e s aid to be in

competition w ith A MA ZON  dot com. It' s w o r t h  n o t i n g  t h a t  A m a z o n  d o t  c o m ,  j u s t  l i k e  o u r 

l i b r a r i e s ,  i s  d e s i g n e d  n o t  t o  d i s p l a c e  b u t  t o  f a c i l i t a t e  a c c e s s  t o  b o o k s  i n  print. The same point

applies to T.V. book pr ogr ams. Whether  highbrow or middle brow (Oprah Winfrey) they demonstrate how

resort to new media may increase markets for old media. The death of the novel also seems somewhat less likely

at present than in previous years. There is even renewed demand for nineteenth century novels by Jane Austen,

George Eliot, Victor Hugo, thanks to recent filmed, televis ed and staged ver sions  of  their wor ks .

Thes e examples  may suf fice to indicate that the last two centur ies have w itnes sed not a

s ucces sion of  deaths  - not the death of  the ser mon, the book, the novel - (I've spared you dis cus sion

of the death of  the author  and of  G od)  - n ot  a  s ucces sion of  deaths  but, rather, a sequence of

prematur e obituar ies.

In his introduction to an essay collection entitled The Future of the Book, Geoffrey Nunberg takes note

of this phenomenon which he attr ibutes to the mis taken doctrine of super session. This doctrine, he notes,



underlies expectations (false ones it seems at the moment) that photography would put an end to painting, movies

w ould kill the theatr e, televis ion w ould kill movies. To be s ur e ( N u n b e r g  d o e s  n o t  p o i n t  t h i s  o u t 

b u t  i t  i s  w o r t h  n o t i n g ) ,  t h e  doctrine is not always at odds with reality. The age of the hand copied book like

that of the hor s e and buggy did come to an end. Y et , (as recent monographs have documented), hand

copied books were s till being produced in Wester n Eur ope more than a century af ter Gutenberg. At

this point it should be noted that I'm offering a Eurocentric view throughout this discussion. Some non-

Western r egions still offer employment to scribes. Even in the West, as Curt Bühler noted many years

ago, the scribe long outlived the manuscript book and w as not s upers eded until the advent of the

typewriter ( Bühler,26) . One thinks  of  all those clerks plying quill pens in nineteenth century law

offices. And although the manual typew r iter  may now  be on the verge of obsolescence: its keyboard,

transferred to the word processor, has r eceived another  leas e on life.

The advent of printing is seen to outmode, not the manuscript book, but the Gothic Cathedral,

in the most celebrated case cited by Nunberg to illustrate the supersession doctrine. It comes from the

chapter  in V ictor  H ugo's  Notre Dame de Paris w here the archdeacon f i r s t  p oi n t s  t o  t he  g r ea t 

c a th e d r al  a n d t h e n s t r et c h e s  o u t  h i s  right hand toward a 15th century printed book and announces "Ceci

tuera cela". This (the printed book) will kill that (the cathedral w hich had s er ved f or  centuries  as  an

encyclopedia in stone.)  Nunberg does  not pause over  the ir onic implications of  Hugo's making this

pronouncement while living, as he did, in the midst of a Gothic revival. Nor does he comment on the

building of Gothic cathedrals in the present century - witness the Cathedral of St John the Divine here in

New York and the National Cathedral which my children watched being completed near our home in

Washington D .C . Nevertheless  h e  argues persuasively about the fallacy of ass uming that n ew 

artifacts and styles must always super sede old ones .

Of cour s e there ar e significant diff erences between medieval cathedral building and Gothic revival



architecture just as there are between the experience of nineteenth century readers of Hugo's or iginal novel and

that of  r ecent view ers  of D is ney's  " Hunchback of  N otr e D ame"  (not to mention the earlier  f ilm w her e

Char les  Laughton played Quasimodo). To complicate matters  (and these issues are remarkably complex),

one must also allow for the difference between the way Hugo's novel would have been received in a F rench

language vers ion as agains t a trans lated one; by a nineteenth century reader as against a twentieth century

one. And then as bibliographers remind us, one must also allow for the way the presentation of  the same text

varies fr om one edition to another .

For printed editions do tend to super sede each other . David Hume thought the fact that he was

able continually to impr ove and correct his work in successive editions was the chief advantage

conferred on an author by the invention of printing (Cochrane, 19n). But although defective early

editions might be superseded by improved later ones; early editions, however defective, might also be regar ded

as becoming ever  mor e valuable to r are book collectors. (Indeed defects may even enhance the value of a

printed product as in the case of a mistake in printing a postage stamp.) I t is  char acter istic of  our culture that

mar kets for  antiques flouris h alongside demand f or the latest des igns. ( T h e New York Times r an  a

stor y a y ea r  o r  s o  ago about a collector  of  slide r ules )  Even the hor se and buggy has reemerged as a

fas hionable acquisition along with the antique car. Very soon, it will be the turn of the manual typewriter

(but never, I suspect of old floppy disks. Indeed the survival value of a 500 year old book is greater than that

of a 10 year old floppy which is the wrong size to fit into today's  machines.)

The doctrine of  super sess ion is  much too coar s e gr ained to make room for such

complications. Indeed it makes no more allowance for revivals than it does for survivals. It thus

encourages us to o v e r l o o k  w h a t  I  t h i n k  i s  m o s t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o f  o u r  o w n  e r a  - n a me l y  th e 

c o ex i s t en c e  of  a  va s t  va r i e ty  o f  d i v e r s e  s ty l e s  a n d  artifacts reflecting different spirits of different

times. Even the N ew  Y ork s kyline tells the s ame s tor y. S kys cr apers  ar e cer tainly m o d e r n 



s t r u c t u r e s ;  y e t ,  a s  o t h e r s  h a v e  n o t e d ,  t h e i r  t o p s  o f t e n  bear marked resemblance to chateaux,

temples and mausoleums. What applies to the ever more ecclectic melange of styles and artifacts als o

per tains  to media. That is  to s ay, w e confr ont an ever mor e complex mixture of diverse media: painting,

woodblock, engraving, lithograph, photograph, drama, film, television, radio, videotape, walkman, phone, fax,

word processor, copying machine, computer,and s o on  an d s o f o r th  - n o ne  o f  w h i c h h a s  b e e n 

s u pe r s e de d ,  al l  o f  which confront us in a bewildering profusion at the present time.

      The author of The Gutenberg Elegies seems to deny coexistence even while arranging to have his denial

appear in a printed book. (Ironically he received a special fellowship to spend a year in the New York Public

Library pursuing research in that great repository of the printed word.) That the printed word is, or is about to be,

superseded by something else seems most unlikely to me at present - e s pe c i a ll y  w he n  I  a m  p r e p a r in g  a 

h a r d  c o py  o f  t h i s  v e r y  t a l k , ponder ing a r eques t to send another  one off  f or publication in a j o ur n a l 

a n d p l a nn i n g  t o  g et  a n  o f f p r i n t  of  y e t a n o th e r  al r e a dy  published piece duplicated on my copying

machine.

Mention of the copying machine reminds me that the photocopier has been undeservedly neglected in

recent accounts. Perhaps some of you r ecall the television commercial f or  xerox w ith a monkis h scribe

taking a text into a monastery, reemerging with a stack of copies and proclaiming "it's a miracle" ? (One recalls

the anecdote told by Defoe about Gutenberg's partner, Johann Fust, arriving in fifteeenth century Paris with a

wagon load of bibles. In this case no miracle was proclaimed but black magic was suspected. When the doctors

of the Sorbonne examined the bibles, " They found the exact agreement of every book with another, that every

page had a like number of lines, that every line had a like number of words. If a word was misspelled in

one, it was also misspelled in all, Nay if t he r e  w a s  a  b lo t  i n o ne , i t w a s  a li k e in  al l, "  ( D e f oe , N at ur a l

History of the Devil). They set upon Fust and accused him of black magic. The anecdote gains added

resonance fr om the frequent misspelling of Fust's name as Faust and the resultant confusion between



the legendary sorcerer and Gutenberg's partner.

T he  Xerox commercial has not  been replayed very of ten i n recent years. Newer miracles are

now being hyped. Nevertheless, the copier is  still indispensable to all of  us  w ho fr equent archives  and

rare book libr aries . I t has  dramatically changed my ow n w or king habits. I us ed to make sure befor e

s etting of f  f or  a library that I had pen and paper on hand to take notes and copy citations. The era of the

hand copied book had ended long ago but the hand copying of passages from printed books was still

going strong. I recently learned that DeWitt Wallace spent hours in the New York Public Library transcribing

printed passages by hand for early editions of The Readers Diqest. Probably he developed writers cr amp as I 

us ed to do. Now , of  cour s e, w e w or ry more about car pal t u nn e l  s y n d r om e .  I n  a n y c a s e,  I  no w 

e n te r  l ib r a r ie s  o nl y  a f t e r  checking that I have a special copy card or enough coins on hand to p u t i n  th e 

l i br a r y  c o p i er .  R es e a r ch e r s  h a v e  c e a s ed  t o  s e r v e a s  their own scribes even while they line up to endow

printed pages, placed face down in a machine, with a longer lease on life.

Much as medieval universities were surrounded by stationers who farmed out pieces of texts to lay

copyists for reproduction, so too late twentieth century universities have been surrounded by shops

containing copying machines. When I  was a f aculty member  at M ichigan it w as  common pr actice to

take s ections  of  books to the shop to be duplicated and then have the selections bound together, thus

producing special anthologies of readings for certain courses. M e d i e v a l  f l o r i l e g i a ,  c o m m o n  i n  t h e 

t h i r t e e n t h  c e n t u r y ,  t h u s  r e emer ged in the late tw entieth century as " cours e packs ". The

publishing r evolution that w as  set i n motion by  the copier  has  recently been ar rested by law suits

brought by  publishing firms objecting to infringements on copyright and setting limits on fair use. Whatever the

outcome of pending cases, the continuing struggle indicates that vital interests are still believed to be at stake in

the pr inted w or d.

Of course, litigation over course packs represents only the t i p  o f  t h e  i c e b e r g  w h e n  i t  c o m e s  t o 



t h e  d e s t a b i l i z i n g  e f f e c t  o f  very recent technologies on structures designed in an age of print to safeguard

intellectual property rights. I have no idea how the control of texts by authors (and/or publishers) can be maintained

in view of the floodgates that stand wide open on the web. Nor do I feel competent to speculate about the effects

of EMail, internets and other forms of paperless publishing on scientific research. One wonders  w hat s teps

ar e being taken to saf eguar d the r eward structure that has encouraged scientific innovation until now. What

will happen to peer review and priority claims? I must confess to becoming les s and less  certain about the

desirability of an entirely unregulated flow of information in view of those special web sites  that enable

cons pir atorial theoris ts  to s har e their  p a r a n o i d f a n ta s i e s .  A f te r  h ea r i n g a  f ew  s n at c h e s  o f 

h y s t e r i ca l  commentar y, I' ve also begun to question the des ir ability of  uncensored talk r adio.

Mention of talk radio brings up intriguing issues associated with re-oralization in the twentieth century.

Although printing is s i l e n t  a n d  r a d i o  b r o a d c a s t s  a r e  n o t ,  t h e  t w o  s t i l l  s h a r e  s o m e  s i g n i f i c a n t 

f e a t u r e s .  In 1946, after speaking on the BBC to some twenty million people, Harold Nicolson wrote in his

diary that he had no real feel for his audience. "To whom am I talking?" he asked. Although an

audience of readers had been replaced by one of  listeners , the s ens e of distance between author and

invisible public remained. I've already alluded to the revitalization of the sermon by electronic media. What

parish does the electronic preacher addr ess ?

Before printing, powerful lungs had been required by orators and pr eachers  w ho hoped to gain a

popular following. A f ter pr inting, a new r ather  paradoxical figure emerged: the silent demagogue or the

mute orator. The latter phrase was actually used to describe an influential deputy to the F rench Cons tituent

A s s e m b l y  i n  1 7 8 9 .  T h e  d e p u t y  h a d  i s s u e d  a n  i n c e n d i a r y  j o u r n a l  called the Sentinel of the People

on the eve of the Revolution but he was said to whisper like a woman when called on for a

speech(Eisenstein, 1989, 193). Many of those who became prominent on the eighteenth-century political scene

were notably deficient in tr aditional or atorical s kills . J ohn Wilkes , in England in the 1760s, was an



indifferent public speaker and when he had to respond extemporaneously he fumbled his words. Tom

Paine never swayed a colonial legislature with a single memor able s peech. Paine’s  fr iend Br iss ot

had a s onorous  voice; but he dis liked public speaking, was untrained in or atory and timid before

cr ow ds. Camille Des moulins  s tammer ed w hen he s poke. I t w as  solely the power of their pens

harnessed to the press that gave such men a metaphorical "voice" in public affairs (Eisenstein,

1991, 152).

The advent of radio introduced a new situation. Powerful lungs are still not needed (except

perhaps by coaches engaged in quarrels with umpires and teachers or parents subduing noisy

children) but certainly the human voice regained lost ground. At first, groups gathered around

radios and TV sets seemed to counteract some of the isolating effects of individual absorption in

reading materials. But the most recent trends point in the opposite direction - toward a

fragmentation of audiences with the proliferation of radios and TV sets and the ubiquity of niche

marketing.

Individuals are also being encouraged to go their separate ways by the opening of new

frontiers in cyberspace. A youngster who used to be lost in the -world of books is now also likely

to be completely absorbed in playing virtual games.  A seventeenth century writer expressed regret

at the loss of conviviality in coffee houses where, he wrote, everyone now sat in "sullen silence"

reading newspapers (Brewer,148). One is reminded of the many fellow travellers one now sees on

planes or trains with earphones clamped on their heads. At least one could catch the attention of

the "sullen" silent reader by making a noise, whereas nothing seems to disturb the listener wearing

earphones.  The ubiquity of tapes and casettes, and audio books all encourage belief in the

supersession of the printed word, until one catches sight of a youngster fully absorbed in the latest

Harry Potter.



I’ve been talking about the fate of the printed word.  There is also the printed image to be

considered. In such d is pa r at e f ie ld s  a s  b ir d w at ch i ng  a n d ar t  h is t or y,  th e p r i nt e d image was and s till

is of  enor mous consequence. In July, 1996, a cer emony w as held her e at the M etropolitan Mus eum

of Ar t to mar k the publication of a 34 volume Dictionary of Art, containing 15000 images and 28 million words.

"Only in the age of the jet plane, the p h ot o g r ap h ,  th e  f ax  a n d t h e  c o m p ut e r  ha s  a  w o r k  l i k e  t h i s  b e e n 

poss ible, " wr ote the reviewer in T he W as hington Post (Oct 16, 1 9 96 ,  S ec t i o n B ,  8) .   N o  m e nt i o n 

o f  p r i n te d  w or d s  or  i m ag e s .  Y e t  this  dictionar y probably ow es  more to the cumulative r esults

obtained by the old media than it does  to jet, f ax, or computer . It represents the culmination of a tradition

that originated with Vasari' s sixteenth century illus tr ated collective biography of  artists - a tradition that

also encompassed Diderot's eighteenth century Encvclopedie which was subtitled:"A Dictionary of Arts and

Sciences" and which contained 17 folio sized volumes of text and 11 volumes of plates - eleven folio s ized

volumes , that is, devoted exclus ively to pictur es .

It is too often forgotten that images replicated on wood and metal were introduced at more or less the same

time as Gutenberg's invention. A s William Ivins  insisted "the exactly repeatable pictorial statement" was at

least as significant an innovation as w a s  l e t te r p r es s  p r i n t i ng  ( I vi n s ,  2 ) .   O n  t hi s  p oi n t  w e  o u gh t  t o

f o ll o w  G e o r g e S a r to n ' s  a d v i ce  a n d t h i nk  o f  a  d o ub l e  in v e n ti o n :  typography f or  the text and

engr aving for the images  (S ar ton,116-119) . Otherwise we are likely to reinforce the mistaken notion that

printing entailed a one way movement from image to word.

To be sure there was such a movement, in Protestant regions, at least, As is implied in Victor

Hugo's account, bible stories presented by stone portals and stained glass went out of favor even w h il e  b ib l e 

s t or i e s  c o n v ey e d  by  p r in t e d  c h a p te r  a nd  v e r s e  w er e  being translated into vernaculars and published far

and wide. Some iconoclastic Puritans insisted on lay bible r eading while smashing graven images .

But  alth ough new ly  pr in ted b ibles  and aus te r e w h ite w as hed  churches did replace sculptured



stone portals and stained glass in some regions; in others, religious imagery was exploited by all

a v a i l a b l e  m e a n s .  E s p e c i a l l y  i n  C a t h o l i c  r e g i o n s ,  B a r o q u e  illustrations of angels, saints, and

martyrs were multiplied in diverse media and circulated among the faithful as they still are being circulated

even now . N or  did Pur itans  object to the us e of p r in t e d  i m a g es  f o r  d i d ac t i c  p u r p os e s .  I n d e ed 

p i ct u r e  b o o k s  f o r  children came into vogue under Protestant auspices.

Moreover, use of the printed image was by no means confined to religious, moralistic and didactic

purposes. A new culture of the copy af fected all the fine ar ts. P ornography found a large audience in

s ixteenth centur y Eur ope w ith the publication of  Ar etino's  vers es accompanied by those graphic

pr es entations of copulation known as "Aretino's postures". The same era saw frequent resort to political

pr opaganda by means  of  caricatur es  and cartoons. The French Revolution produced prints of the storming of

the Bas tille and peasants with pitchforks that still resonate in the modern political imagination. Image driven

foreign policy did n o t  o r i g i n a t e  w i t h  t e l e v i s i o n  p i c t u r e s  o f  s t a r v i n g  A f r i c a n  c hi ld r en . T he r e 

w er e n ew s p a pe r  w ar s  b ef or e  t he r e w e r e TV  w a r s .  Cartoons of Belgian babies being bayonetted by

br utal Germans  played a part in winning support for American entry into World War I. Later, the discrediting of

anti-German propaganda during World W a r  I  w o u l d  e n c o u r a g e  a n  u n j u s t i f i e d  s k e p t i c i s m  a b o u t 

t h e  atr ocities that were committed in World War  II.

To the his tor ian of ear ly moder n science, probably the mos t impor tant aspect of the double

invention is that it led to a greater reliance on image and s ymbol and less  reliance on wor ds . Once it

became possible to duplicate precisely rendered drawings of natural phenomena together with exactly

repeatable diagrams , graphs, equations and the like, scientific communications became less dependent on

ambiguous texts whether in Greek, Arabic, Latin or  the vernacular s. Identical maps , charts , and log tables

fixed on printed pages  made it pos sible for obs er ver s located in different regions to coordinate their

findings and to trace the paths taken by moving objects such as planets, comets and supernova w ith



unprecedented pr ecis ion .

The remarkable advances that were made after the discrediting of t h e a n c ie n t  au t h o r i t i e s  s u c h a s 

G a le n  o n a n a to m y  or  P t ol e m y  o n  a s t r o n om y  h el p  t o a c c ou n t  f o r  t he  w i de s p r ea d  a cc e p t an c e  of 

t h e doc tr ine  of  s uper s es s io n. I ' m goi ng to  s ide s tep cur r e nt de bates  among historians of science about

paradigm switches and simply note that to almost all nineteenth century observers, it seemed obvious that the

ancients had been surpassed in science and technology.

Among many Victorians, the doctrine of supersession (together with its counterpart: the

idea of progress) was so widely accepted and fully orchestrated that it was applied to all

phenomena - not  just to Ptolemy and Galen or dinosaurs and dodos but to the entire course of human history and

to all cultural artifacts. "In every department of human life - in its business and in its pleasures, in its beliefs and

in its theories, in its material developments and in its  s pir itual convictions  - w e thank G od that w e are not

like our fathers. And while we admit their merits, making allowance for their disadvantages, we do not blind

ourselves in mistaken modesty to our own immeasurable superiority"(Froude, cited by Hartwell, 416). I often

wonder what such commentators would make of the counter cultural trends at work today when

the march of medicine i s  b e i n g  c o u n t e r e d  b y  a  v o g u e  f o r  h o m e o p a t h y  a n d  a c u p u n c t u r e ; 

when reports of a moon landing are coupled with astrolgers casting hor os copes  in daily paper s . Even

now , quite a few  of my contempor aries  ar e taken aback by the r esurgence of liter al fundamentalis m

and the advocacy of "cr eationism"  more than fifty years af ter the Scopes Trial in Tennes see.

S uc h phe nomen a mig ht s e em le s s  s u r pr is ing i f  w e w er e not so entranced by the advent of

all the new communications technologies that we fail to consider the preservative powers of print.

In July, 1995, London’s Sunday Telegraph (July 23, 1995 p.5) a nn ou n ce d t ha t t he  C h ur ch  of 

E ng la n d w a s  l au n ch in g  i ts e lf  i n to 

cyberspace to enable churchmen to surf a world wide web of biblical information. This announcement came



to mind when I r an across  an article discussing the trend toward globalization. Ignoring evidence of

fragmentation and niche mar keting on the w eb, the author as ser ted that " the w or ld was becoming

ever  more homogeneous". But the action of the Church of England points in the opposite dir ection. Not only is

the wor ld still divided by adherence to different faiths but within Latin Christendom itself bible p r i n t i n g 

undermined the use of a single religious tongue. The G utenber g Bible, of cours e, was  in Latin, but the

Luther an Bible w a s  n o t .  V e r n a c u l a r  b i b l e s  p r o d u c e d  b y  L u t h e r ' s  f o l l o w e r s  b a lk a n i ze d  t he 

c o mm o n  La t i n  c u l t ur e  o f  t h e  W e s t er n  C hu r c h . N e w  editions of modernized versions have scarcely

helped to put Humpty Dumpty back together again. " English was good enough f or God; it s h o u l d  b e 

g o o d  e n o u g h  f o r  T e x a s "  r e m a r k e d  a  T e x a n  opponent of  bilingual education. Efforts to bring the Gospel

to everyman are still being undertaken on a global scale and the Bible c o n t i n u e s  to be translated into hundreds

of new tongues. Even now, new literary languages are being created and then fixed in print by missionary societies.

The tower of Babel is growing ever higher alongside the expanding Web.

After this final example, let me offer a brief c o n c l u s i o n .  Print culture no longer monopolizes

modern communications and now s hares  the stage w ith a bewildering variety of  new  media. Nevertheless

the printed word has not been superseded. A new found capacity to delete words on a screen can scarcely keep

pace with a lo ng er  liv ed ca pacit y to f ix w o r d s  o n  paper. I nd eed all ind icati ons  a r e  that th e

knowledge ind us tr y  is simply goi ng into hig her  gear, pr o blems  of overload are becoming ev er  mo r e 

ac ut e. I n antiquity w hen texts w er e s ubject to an economy of s carcity the vor aciou s  app etite  of 

Chr onos ,  the devou r ing G od o f  tim e ins pir ed  f ear . D ur ing r ecent centur ies , a mons tr ous  capacity to

disgor ge is  mo r e  th r e ate ni ng. 

F o r  a l l  t h e  p r o g r e s s  t h a t  i s  b e i n g  m a d e  w i t h  e l e c t r o n i c  jou r nals , Ebo oks  a nd

pap er les s  pub lis hi ng, t he du plica tive pow er s  of print are still leaving a permanent mark on present

day culture. T o  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  w o r l d  i n  w h i c h  w e  l i v e ,  w e  h a v e  t o  t a k e  i n t o  account the



unsettling eff ects of  new  communications  technologies. B u t  t h i s  s h o u l d  n o t  d i s t r a c t  u s  f r o m 

a l s o  a c k n o w l e d g i n g  t h e  c o n t i n u i n g ,  e v e r  c u m u l a t i v e  a n d  s t i l l  d i s t u r b i n g  e f f e c t s  o f  a 

dou ble i nvent ion t hat i s  now  f ive  hund r ed y ear s  old.
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