16 Revenge of the Text

Figure r.r. DOS Startup screen on an airplane.
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getting a glimpse under the hood, we see that our digital world——our
images, our film and video, our sound, our words;-our information—
is powered by language. And all this binary information—music,
video, photographs—is comprised of language, miles and miles of
alphanumeric code. If you need evidence of this, think of when
you've mistakenly received a .jpg attachment in an e-mail that has
been rendered not as image but as code that seems to go on forever.
I¢s all words (though perhaps not in any order that we can under-
stand): The basic material that has propelled writing since its stabi-
lized form is now what all media is created from as well.

Besides functionality, code also possesses literary value. If we frame
that code and read it through the lens of literary criticism, we will ind
that the past hundredyears of modernist and postmodernist writing
has demonstrated the artistic value of similar seemingly arbitrary ar-
rangements of letters.

Here’s a three lines of a .jpg opened in a text editor:
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Of course a close reading of the text reveals very little, semantically

or narratively. Instead, a conventional glance at the piece reveals a

nonsensical collection of letters and symbols, literally a code that
might be deciphered into something sensible.

Yet what happens when sense is not foregrounded as being of pri-
mary importance? Instead, we need to ask other questions of the text.
Below are three lines from a poem by Charles Bernstein called “Lift
Off,” written in 1979:
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Intentionally bereft of literary tropes and conveyances of human
emotion, Bernstein chooses to emphasize the workings of a machine
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