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Preface to the Second Edition

DIDN’T FULLY UNDERSTAND what I was trying to do in the first

edition of this book until I came to do the second. To explain, perhaps even
defend, this embarrassing confession, let me tell you how the book came to be,
first edition and second.

The original Analyzing Prose emerged from a single question that I, as a brash
young assistant professor of English, set for a doctoral exam. It asked the
students to analyze a piece of prose in the same way that they were accustomed
to analyze a poem. (Those were the now distant days of ‘close analysis,’ as we
used to call our combination of formalist critical principle and traditional rhet-
orical analysis.) Catastrophe! The answers were wall-to-wall confusion — boozy
generalities and self-satisfied value-judgments, but no idea of how prose styles
were put together, and hence no clue about when or where they might have
come from.

Puzzling out this failure, I came up with two root problems. First, a peda-
gogical problem, what we might call the ‘ideal transparency’ problem. Our ideal
prose, like our ideal typography, is transparent: if a reader doesn’t notice it, if it
provides a transparent window to the meaning, then the prose stylist has suc-
ceeded. But if your ideal prose is purely transparent, such transparency will be,
by definition, hard to describe. You can’t hit what you can’t see. And what is
transparent to you is often opaque to someone else. Such an ideal makes for a
difficult pedagogy. Second, a nomenclature problem. No one knew the basic
names for prose patterns. To even suggest that there were patterns, and tradi-
tional names for them, names perfectly useful still, was to impugn the trans-
parency ideal. The two root problems, it seemed, were linked. They lent
themselves to a common solution: a beginner’s commonsense descriptive
terminology.

In reply and remedy, I created a course in prose analysis, and from it came
Analyzing Prose. I explain in the original Preface what the book is about - a
beginner’s guide to describing, and thus understanding, written prose. I aimed
to supply, above all, a basic nomenclature for prose style. I could not understand
then — nor can I yet - how anyone can teach literature or prose composition
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without such a basic vocabulary. I sketched out in the original Introduction how
such a nomenclature might fit into the current body of beliefs about prose style.
In spite of all that has happened in the intervening two decades, I see no need
to alter either original Preface or Introduction. They still need saying.

But a great deal has indeed happened in these two decades. A new expressive
space has emerged ~ the computer screen. When I first wrote, I wrote about
printed prose because that’s the only kind there was. Now we have text on a
screen. I've sketched out in an epilogue, “What’s Next for Text?’, the main
migratory changes that text undergoes when moving from page to screen:
from permanence to volatility; from authorial authority to interactive reader;
from dominant word to a new word/image balance; from silence to sound; from
black and white to color. Analyzing Prose’s purpose remains the same in both
domains, however — description leading to understanding. The vital need, now,
is a conceptual structure big enough to contain both kinds of prose, and to focus
their relationships. The matrix I put forward in Analyzing Prose works just fine
for this purpose. One might almost think it was made for just this application.

In the original edition of Analyzing Prose, I wanted to shift the focus from
moralizing about prose to describing it, and that still seems to me the central
labor. But the moralizing has been transposed up into a higher key in the current
conversation, to become a debate about the very endurance of text itself in the
face of the digital image. We may, to personify the threat, quote the actor Bruce
Willis, responding to criticisms of his film The Fifth Element. The critics found it
a mindless, storyless mishmash of costumes and digital special effects. Willis
replied: “The written word is going the way of the dinosaur.’ Plenty of evidence
confirms his ukase, and plenty of people have built prophetic doom upon it. The
evidence is not far to seek: people get their news from television rather than
newspapers; the newspapers, to recruit younger readers, use more and more
pictures; movies like Mr Willis’s have moved from dialogue to flash and filigree,
to what Aristotle called opsis, setting, the sixth and last part of tragedy; reading
scores in the schools plummet; schoolteachers complain that students read only
what they are compelled to, and that modicum less and less well. The haste with
which the world of computer graphics has fled text and embraced images recalls
the project of the Academy of Lagado in Book Three of Gulliver’s Travels. There,
you will remember, ‘An expedient was therefore offered, that since words are
only names for things, it would be more convenient for all men to carry about
them such things as were necessary to express the particular business they are to
discourse on.’ And yet this prophecy of textual doom seems, like the traditional
discussion of prose text itself, to contain more moralizing than analysis.

Is printed prose really going out of style? Go to your local news-stand and
take a look. A deluge of magazines. Car magazines. Boat magazines. Woodwork-
ing magazines. News magazines. Art magazines, Video magazines. Audio
magazines. Design magazines. Antique magazines. Gossip magazines., Fan
magazines. Ecology magazines. Political magazines. Computer magazines.
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Comic magazines for children; comic magazines for grownups. And, at my
neighborhood news-stand at least, a good selection of the main ones in Spanish,
French, German, Italian and Arabic. This news-stand isn’t supported by a grant
from the National Endowment for the Humanities; people buy these magazines.
The level of writing found in this cornucopia is high. I took a miscellaneous
armload home the other day (Electronic Musician, Raygun, Yachuing, Billboard,
Variety, Playboy, Tatler, and some less recognized titles) and stacked them with
the magazines that come to our house (The Economist, Wired, Road and Track,
Smithsonian, a gaggle of computer magazines and ecology newsletters). The
prose, right through the sample, needs no apologies at all.

The real index of textual health, however, is the book. We find the same
cornucopia there. In the decade 1980-90, world book production increased by
half, and it keeps on growing. More new titles appear than even the book mega-
stores can stock. At least four such superstores have opened within a ten-mile
radius of where I live, and they do not lack for customers. The most immediate
enemy to the printed word would seem to be not the computer but the printing
press, which pours out a flow none of us can cope with. And the computer has
enormously enhanced the way that information reaches print. The presses can
roll faster than ever just because the information comes to them in digital form.

Or we might, as a final instance of thriving prose text, point to the digital
artifact par excellence ~ the Internet. Sounds and images are indeed coming on
stream, but the center of the Net is still written words, and looks like remaining
so for some time. The combination of the written word and live, or almost-live,
interaction has proved to be the most attractive technology since the invention
of the automobile.

So, we don’t have to worry that the printed word will vanish, or that the
written word will vanish from the digital screen. The sensible response to this
state of affairs by people who love the written word would be, one might think,
‘OK, s0 a new textual space has opened out. Let’s figure out how it works, How
does the electronic word relate to the printed word? How can we maximize the
gains and minimize the losses? Preserve and enhance the power we have treas-
ured since the Greeks domesticated the Phoenician alphabet?” But it hasn’t
worked out that way. Instead, the traditional curse of discussions about prose
style -~ a maximum of moralizing and a minimum of analysis — has played yet
another set of variations.

The popular debate has centered on ‘the fate of the book’ (the codex book
itself, not what it contains). Led by the Library of Congress, we are being
scolded on every side to ‘Read more books, you screen potatoes!’ We are told,
endlessly, that you can’t take a computer to bed, that there is just something
about the shape, the feel, even the smell, of a book that will ever be irreplace-
able. Scholars, with Bruce Willis velling in their faces, yearn for the protected
quiet of a library. I feel the pull of this cultural outrage, too, since buying,
reading, thinking and teaching about, and sometimes writing, books has been
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the joy of my life as well as my livelihood. But surely such sentiments mistake
the box for the contents. There were other boxes in Western culture before the
codex paper book — parchment codexes, papyrus scrolls, clay tablets, temple
walls. What matters is not the box but the contents, the text itself, or, more
essentially, ewhat the text does to and for us. Boxes take care of themselves, at least
if we leave them alone. We’ll choose the kind that best fits the contents. What
only the printed codex book can communicate, the printed book will continue
to communicate. What can be expressed better in an electronic medium will find
the medium that suits it. But we will still need to understand what text does to and
for us. And that returns us to Analyzing Prose.

We are living now in a time in which information is the new capital, an infor-
mation rather than a goods economy. Prose remains our workaday method to
communicate and preserve information - that is why it was invented. If we are
to understand how written text communicates, then it would seem to follow that
we should understand how prose works. The need for a nomenclature for prose
style, the need from which the first edition of Analyzing Prose departed, seems
stronger than ever. And now we must understand electronic text as well as print,
and the interface between them. However healthy the world of printed text may
remain, more and more prose will appear on a screen because more and more
information of all kinds will be recorded in digital form and expressed on a
screen. This revolution has already happened. If we are to understand how elec-
tronic text works, as surely we must, we still have to begin, as has been the case
since writing was invented, with the prose text itself,

Now, back to my opening embarrassment: how preparing the second edition
of Analyzing Prose taught me to understand what I was after in the first. Even
before the personal computer made electronic text commonplace, I had been
fascinated by putting words on an electronic screen and making then move,
Here, I thought, was the ideal way to teach prose style. Prose styles contain, as
Analyzing Prose shows, a whole agenda of motion which is frozen, rendered static,
by continuous print. The electronic screen can unfreeze this motion and thus
dramatize it. And so, for two of my textbooks (Revising Prose and Revising
Business Prose) 1 made, in 1979 and 1981, two half-hour videotapes of text in
motion, text being dynamically revised right before your eyes. They worked so
well as revision programs that they posed two general questions. First, looking
backward, how can computer animation analyze printed prose? Second, looking
forward, how will prose work when it enters as a full and original player into the
electronic expressive space? I puzzled about both these questions until, when
preparing the second edition of Analyzing Prose, I realized that they were intim-
ately related. They were, in fact, two ways of asking the same question.

In the original Analyzing Prose, I tried to find ways to visualize prose struc-
tures, rather than simply to describe them. [ found written descriptions by
scholars very hard to follow, and I assumed that students would too. As I worked
out these diagrams, simple though they were; as I tried to specify the ‘tacit bar-
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gaining patterns’ discussed in Chapter 6; as I tried to make sense of ‘voice’ in
prose — as I tried to do all these things, I gradually saw that writing, as a con-
secutive lineated notation (left to right, down a line, left to right) contained a
suppressed agenda of expression which to myself I started calling the ‘alphabetic
counterculture.” To this alphabetic counterculture the computer screen for the
first time allowed free expression. In more than a manner of speaking, one could
argue that the computer screen had set prose style free. (This freedom, like every
other kind, is by no means an unmixed blessing for, as the analysis practiced in
this book repeatedly shows, prose derives its power from its constraints.)

And so the effort to understand electronic text made me see clearly for the
first time what I was trying to say about fixed, printed prose. It was always
working against its limitations. In a silent world, it strove for ‘voice’ and rhythm.
In a world of words, it strove for imagistic clarity. It appealed to the eye by
patterns of all sorts. The history of prose style, I began to see, constitutes a long
effort to build back into literate culture the powers of oral expression which
literacy by its very nature abjures. Whereas speech occurs in the everyday world
of behavior, writing and reading occur in a space specially protected to allow for
conceptual reasoning. The computer screen puts writing into a space much more
like the 3D space of ordinary human life. It allows us to see what the 2D space
of fixed print leaves out. I had been trying, with the diagrams in Analyzing Prose,
to point to what the computer screen can embody and dramatize. Analyzing
Prose was trying, like the Pop artists, to ‘paint’ information so that we could see
it, look AT it. The book is, then, itself a part of the alphabetic counterculture,
even as it tries 1o reinforce the traditional rhetorical culture of the word.

The alphabetic counterculture, we might remind ourselves, has been around
for a long time. As early as the fourth century BC, Greek pastoral poets experi-
mented with shape poems. Simias of Rhodes, for example, wrote a poem about
a double-headed axe, written in the shape of, and meant to be inscribed on, such
an axe. These poems were riddling, virtuoso games of poetical form. Simias also
wrote an egg-shaped poem, meant to be inscribed on an egg, which was read in
alternating lines, first from top, then bottom, the metrical form altering the
while. From such games, called technopaegnia, derived the tradition of shape
poetry which continues to the present day. Puzzle poems in Greek and Latin
based on visual designs reached an extraordinary degree of complexity. (The
‘Flowerishes’ of Kenneth Burke reproduced in Chapter 4 are modern manifes-
tations of the same impulse.) Much later, the French poet Mallarmé declared
war on the conventions of print in his famous A Throw of the Dice (1897), which
twisted lines of print into representational and symbolic visual designs. A few
years later, the Italian Futurists and the Dadaists continued the war on print,
reading the alphabet as 26 objects for graphic elaboration, taking the letters as
pure shape and sound rather than as sense. It was more than the bourgeoisie
which such pranks sought to pique; it was the whole structure of conceptual
reason built on alphabetic notation. This revoling enterprise was resumed and
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given a philosophic tincture after World War II by French letzrisme, which tried
to build an expressive philosophy on the shapes, rather than the meanings, of
letters.

The mystical ponderation on letter-shapes has, of course, its own long tradi-
tion. Letters as graphic design motifs, a practice which started with early Greek
vase painting, has been an element of twentieth-century painting from the
Cubists to Pop artists like Jasper Johns and Claes Oldenburg. These strands have
come to the surface again in the countercultural typography started by designer
David Carson and now featured in magazines like Wired and increasingly across
the journalistic spectrum. The medieval encyclopedist Isidore thought that the
primitive  .ape of a word, if we traced it back far enough, would reflect its
meaning. [ huis new typographical style departs from the same premise. Words
have, somehow, to look like what they mean. The new typography has come to
public attention #n print, but it began on the electronic screen, and it is com-
puters which make it a commercial printing possibility.

I discuss these threads of the prose story in ‘What’s Next for Text?’ because
the prose ‘counterculture’ illuminates the main prose styles at every point. I
don’t contend that all these various artistic and philosophic expressions share a
common ideology. Clearly they do not. But, in terms of the analytical method
developed in this book, the distinction between looking through a prose surface
and looking at it, they do share a common method, even a common agenda.
They all seek to do the same thing to the conventions of consecutive alphabetic
notation. They are, taken as a group, a way of reading which forms a structural
opposite and complement to what we think of as conventional prose and con-
ventional reading practices. These two ways of reading, linear through and
imagistic at, taken together constitute the diastole and systole of reading itself.
And this system of respiration comes to a common focus on the electronic
screen. The computer screen summarizes the history of prose, indeed of
alphabetic notation.

Thus the ‘futurist’ medium turns out to be also an intensely ‘pastist’ medium
at the same time. Rather than repudiating the written word, as Bruce Willis so
joyfully proclaims, the new electronic expressive space seems to encapsulate its
long history and open out a new chapter at the same time. From its earliest
beginnings, alphabetic notation established a separate symbolic space of con-
ceptual thought, one protected from the distractions of ordinary human
behavior. But this private space of abstract thought has always been a lonely and
unfamiliar place, and people have yearned to relieve its unremitting abstraction
by reintroducing the kinds of signals we use in everyday life: shapes, sounds,
gestures. Thinking of letters as shapes, ideas as animals, phrases as gestures,
makes us feel more at home.

These two impulses, to isolate writing in a special place and to pour it
back into ordinary life, have always been present and you cannot understand
the power of each without consulting the power of the other. We have always
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oscillated between them, but the digital screen alters the frequency and the
wavelength of the oscillation, and makes it, in theory and sometimes in practice,
controllable by the reader. The expressive matrix which I develop in Chapters 9
and 10 turns out to chart this entire oscillation, not simply certain stages of it.
We can, that is, restore the imbalance between value judgments and description
in electronic as well as printed text.

The alphabetic counterculture was just that, and so inevitably, at least in
modern times, an affair of the avant garde. Such efforts aimed to subvert the
establishment, puncture the stale balloons of the bourgeoisie, expose the rotten
foundations of late capitalism, and so on. Not the least of the ironies surround-
ing the prose story, however, is that all these brave revolutionary purposes have
now been themselves subverted, stood on their heads. We are in the midst of a
change from a society built on goods to a society built on information. The
change is far from complete but the basic bone structure has emerged. If infor-
mation has replaced goods as the central economic product, if information is not
the way we talk about stuff, but the stuff we are talking about, we have to become
self-conscious about it. If we are to understand information flow, that is, we have
to look ar information rather than only through it. The transparency problem
again. What in Analyzing Prose 1 call the Clarity-Brevity-Sincerity or C-B-S
theory of style simply will not work in an information society. There, the scarce
commodity is not information but the attention we bestow on it. If we are to
develop an economics of this attention, which is to say an economics for an
information society, then we must develop ways to envisage, imagine, conceptu-
alize the information. We must look az it. The long alphabetic counterculture has
always aimed to do just this. Thus the digital computer has subverted its ‘coun-
terness.’ It has made economists out of the avant garde. When Oldenburg created
his ‘soft letters’ sculptures or Johns his ‘alphabet paintings,’ they were, like the
long tradition from which they came, trying to depict information. So was Andy
Warhol, when he chose arzention as his great subject, and proceeded to ‘paint’ it
via celebrity silk-screenings on the one hand and his own screening of himself as
a celebrity party-goer on the other. Outraged as they would be at the domesti-
cation of their outrage, the Pop artists were economists.

Prose styles are themselves different economies of attention. They orchestrate
human attention in different ways. That is what Analyzing Prose is all about. The
computer screen, as I point out in ‘“What’s Next for Text?’ extends these
economies in both space and time. But it does not alter their basic patterns. Nor
does it alter the main purpose of prose — to do the alphabetic work of the world.
The prose revolution is happening not only in the arts but in the world of
work. In an information society, such a revolution can no longer be an affair
only of the arts. If information will be the stuff of the next century, then the prose
styles which communicate it will not be a peripheral discipline, a pesky
ornament which gets in the way of reality and which real executives leave to their
secretaries. In such a world, what has always been called kunstprosa, ‘art prose,’
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may turn out to be very utilitarian prose. It is already beginning to take its place
in the emerging discipline of ‘information design’ — although to be sure not
under the literary name kunstprosa!

Our customary ideas of ‘substance’ and ‘ornament,’ of ‘rhetoric’ and ‘reality,’
change places in an information society. Information design, however many
names it takes on, becomes a central discipline. In such a society, to understand
how prose styles work, and to be able to describe them in a2 commonly under-
stood nomenclature, would seem to be an affair of some moment. It is in that
spirit that I offer the second edition of Analyzing Prose.

Hypertextual postscripts

Several students have urged me to change the order of the book, put the last two
chapters first. They would have understood the argument of Chapters 1-8 more
easily, they said, if they had known where they were going. I’ve resisted because
I wanted to start with analysis, not with generalization. But starting with the
general argument might work for you. If, after a chapter or two, you need a larger
framework, try it and see.

I must especially thank Professor Jerry Shea of the University of New Mexico
for suggestions and encouragement for the second edition. I should also like to
thank Professor Nancy Christiansen of Brigham Young University for trying out
a beta version of this edition with one of her classes.



