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Phaedrus Media is a typical web site these days, especially in a university town
like Austin, Texas. It advertises a new, technofogy-related small business, prob-
ably run out of someone’s home. It offers examples of work in a portfolio; if you
click on “portiolio,” you jump to another index page that offers a choice among
“graphics,” “bleed” (for bleeding edge technology), and “Java” prototypes and
demos. If you then click on “graphics,” you get a catalog of thumbnail graph-
ics, which can be enlarged. After you enlarge a few of the abstract graphics,
some of which are animated, you might wonder what the point is, so you click
back to the previous screen and look at the words beside the thumbnails:

genesis jeflyfish
Created in: Painter 4
Notes: genesis jellyfish. I don’t know what it means but the image is
kind of cool. That’s why I animated it. It was animated in Painter,
too. (Painter has very nice animation and rotoscoping tools)

Soon you begin to suspect that the web site is the creation of an adolescent, and
you're right, Phaédrus Media is the web site of Ben Syverson, who was fifteen
when he built it.

Among his peers Ben Syverson is exceptional, but he is hardly unigue.
Thousands of teen-agers now have personal web pages, many of which display
the multimedia capabilities of the World Wide Web. The web sites of two young
women from Community High in Ann Arbor, Michigan, are more typical teen-
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Figure 8.2. Phaedrus Media Portfolio. Web site no longer available.
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Figure 8.4. Time Warner's Pathfinder. Web site: http:/pathfinder.com.
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ager’s personal pages. Seventeen-year-old Jessica Draper has a web site called
“|lanarth’s lair,” with the title illuminated by flashing muiticolors, making the
letters appear to move across the page. If you scroll down her page, you find text
which announces that her dog “rules,” as well as a long clickable list of what
she finds cool, including e-mail. Another student, Kate Levy, has a home page
that announces, “This is Kate Levy’s site. [ am Kate. My homepage uses frames.
If you can’t handle this, I'm sorry.” At the bottom is a blinking message that re-
quires concentration and several seconds to read. It says: “Blink tags are an-
noying, interesting, huh? I think so. But not really . . . oh well . .. maybe some-
day I'll understand you. O if things never change, | won't. Of course things
do .. .changeis good . .. someday everything will change. INCLUDING YOU ne

I find these sites remarkable for a number of reasons, not the least of which
is the considerable design talent of these teen-agers; compare, for example,
Time Warner’s Pathfinder site, which is the work of professionals and cost
many thousands of dollars to produce. But far more interesting is the way these
sites intersect with three long historical trajectories: the development of writ-
ing systems, going back at least fifty-five hundred years; the development of
images, going back at least to cave paintings thirty thousand years ago; and
the development of capitalism, variously dated but at least a few centuries old.
Other chapters in this volume discuss how the body emerged as the centrai
problematic for material rhetoric in the 1990s, following from the obsession
with the body evident in much postmodern theory. My chapter concerns an-
other aspect of material thetoric—the materiality of literacy. Later in the chap-
ter I turn to the relationship of material literacy with the problematic of the
body, but I first investigate the concept of material literacy. Why I should
even want to discuss the materiality of literacy is not obvious, because, as Carol
Blair points out in her chapter, a literate act assumes an object, a text that can
be read. Yet it was precisely that object that one of the ideals of Enlightenment
rationality —the ideal of the transparent text—sought to erase. It took decades
of critical and empirical studies to convince scholars that texts are pot trans-
parent and that reading and writing are sitnated acts, but the ideal of the trans-
parent text still persists in perceptions of literacy held by much of the public.

The ideal of the transparent text entails several other presuppositions. Fore-
most is that “true” literacy is limited to the abstract representation of sounds—
a presupposition that subordinates syllabic and logographic writing systems
and banishes pictograms and images to the status of illiteracy. Scholars of the
history of literacy have shown us how much cultural baggage the conceptions
of literacy have carried (see especially Peter Mortensen’s chapter in this vol-
ume). A loathing for mass-produced images is part of that cultural baggage.
Barbara Maria Stafford has examined how current attitudes toward images
were formed in eighteenth-century England when educated people began asso-
ciating images with ignorance, illiteracy, and deceit (110). These attitudes fol-
lowed from the Protestant mission of defeating the “mindless” auditory, visual,
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and olfactory credulity of Catholicism with the power of reason expressed in
print. In the nineteenth century, these prejudices began running squarely against
an .increasingly shared world culture of images made possible by new technol-
ogies. The crisis these new technologies caused for the prevailing concept of
literacy is expressed in a poem by William Wordsworth, signed in 1846, com-
menting on the mass publication of illustrated books and newspapers follow-
ing the appearance of the {{ustrated Londori News in 1842:

DISCOURSE was deemed Man's noblest attribute,
And written words the glory of his hand;

Then followed Printing with enlarged command
For thought—dominiqg"/vast and absolute

For spreading truth, and making love expand.
Now prose and verse sunk into disrepute

Must Iacquey a dumb Art that best can suit

The taste of this once-intellectual Land.

A backward movement surely have we here,

From manhood—back to childhood; for the age—
Back towards caverned life’s first rude career.
Avaunt this vile abuse of pictured page!

Must eyes be all in all, the tongue and ear
Nothing? Heaven keep us from a lower stage!

Wordsworth’s lament has been uttered again and again in the century and a half
since his poem “Tlustrated Books and Newspapers” was written. Each new
popular image technology has brought accompanying cries that “dumb Arf”
has captured the reading public of “this once-intellectual Land” and caused “a
backward movement surely.”

Lately the World Wide Web, the most powerful publishing technology ever
created to distribute both words and images, has provoked an eruption of jere-
miads about how the Web is destroying literacy as we conceive of it in the acad-
emy. We hear that critical thinking and reflection, a sense of order, dialectical
interaction, logical relations in texts, depth of analysis, trails of sources, and the
reform mission of public discourse are all going to be lost. Even those who take
a more balanced view fear that the multimedia capability of the Web will un-
dermine or overwhelm the power of prose. Jay David Bolter writes, “The new
media . . . threaten to drain contemporary prose of its rhetorical possibilities.
Popular prose responds with a desire to emulate computer graphics. Academic
apd other specialized forms respond by a retreat into jargon or willful anachro-
nism” (270). The coming of the Web, however, does not have to be viewed as
taloss to literacy. Images and words have long coexisted on the printed page and
in manuscripts, but relatively few people possessed the resources to exploit
the rhetorical potential of images combined with words. My argument in this
chapter is that literacy has always been a material, multimedia construct, even
though we only now are becoming aware of this multidimensionality and ma-
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teriality because computer technologies have made it possible for many people
io produce and publish multimedia presentations.

The Paradox of the Alphabetic Literacy Narrative

The reasons that we have not acknowledged this multldl_menmonallty and ma-
teriality have much to do with the influence of the grand

tWe of gﬂphabetlc
11ter¢ cy. Based on a dichotomy between the oral and the “visual, the grand nar-
tative is often identified with the work of Harold Innis, Jack Goody, Walter
Ong, and Eric Havelock.! This reduction of their w1de—rangmg. scholarship,
however, is misleading. The grand narrative of alphabetic literacy is actually an
accumulation of ideas about language and culture that began to take shape in
the eighteenth century. In recent years it has been popularize.d in books suchlas
Robert Logan’s The Alphabet Effect, complete with explanations of why thl.‘j: in-
vention of the alphabet led to the superiority of northern Burope. Logan writes:

Many of the seminal ideas in Western science, mathematics,.jurispru'dence, pohtlcls,
econormics, social organization, and religion are intrinsically linked w‘1th the ph(?netlc
alphabet. .. . Of all mankind’s inventions, with the possible exception of language itself,
nothing has proved more useful oy led to more innovations than the alphabet. (£7-18)

According to the grand narrative, not only the rise of science but alsol the de-
velopment of democracy, the celebration of the individual, the establishment
of Protestantism, the codification of law, and the spread of capltahsm resulted

lo ic.

gThe narrative of alphabetic literacy assumes the existence of an evolution
from pictographs to modern writing systems. This theory was first advanceld .by
William Warburton, the future bishop of Gloucester, in his 1738 book Divine
Legation of Moses. From his study of Egyptian, Chinese, and Aztfzc manu-
scripts, Warburton hypothesized that all scripts evolved from narrfltwe draw-
ings. His theory was widely diffused by Diderot and d’ Alembert’s Encyclo-
pédie and remained definitive for over two centuries (Schmandt-Besserat 4.).
Even though twentieth-century archeologists have amassed a great deal of evi-
dence to the contrary, the pictograph theory is still repeated in popular accoulnts
of the origins of writing (e.g., Claiborne; Gelb). Logan follows the upder1y1ng
assumption of the pictographic theory in arguing that “the absencelot Western-
style absiractions and classification schemes in Chinese culture is related to
the differences in writing systems” (47). Tn a chart of cultural patterns (49), he
makes the following comparisons:

EAST WEST
Tdeograms Alphabe_t -
Right-brain oriented Left-brain oriented
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Nonlinear Linear

Acoustical Visual

Analogical Logical

Inductive Deductive

Concrete Abstract

Mystical - Causal

Intuitive , Rational

Logan concludes, “The lack of abstraction in the writing system reflects itself
throughout Chinese thought and discourages the development of abstract no-
tions of codified law, monotheism, abstract science, and deductive logic™ (58).

For those who endorse the narratiye of alphabetic literacy, China provides the
example of what happens to a cugtlure whose writing system fails to evolve—
to “progress.”

The two crux points in the narrative of alphabetic literacy occur with the in-
ventions of the modern alphabet in classical Greece and of Gutenberg’s print-
ing. press in the mid- ﬁftcenth _century. Smghng out the contribution of the
Greeks to the alphabet at first seems a curious move because systems of writ-
ing as abstract signs existed long before Greek civilization. Greeks living in
Phoenicia simply adapted the twenty-two Phoenician consonant characters to
represent the Greek language; they converted a few of the consonants to vow-
els and added a few signs—phi, chi, psi, ksi, and omega—which were either
borrowed, modified, or independently created. The earliest known alphabetic
Greek inscription dates from about 730 B.C.E., and the earliest surviving com-
mercial documents in Greek come two hundred years later, The Greek alpha-
bet was subsequently transmitted to Latin via the Etruscans, who lived in cen-
tral Italy from about the seventh through the first centuries B.c.E. Until nearly
the end of the fifth century, the Euboean alphabet was used in Greece; hence it
was the script the Etruscans imported, and the one that later became the basis
for the Roman alphabet. Had the Etruscans borrowed the later Ionian alphabet
instead, modern European and Greek scripts would now have a much closer
resemblance.

The mutation known as the Greek alphabet, then, came relatively late in the
history of writing. The earliest written texts appeared many centuries earlier in
Mesopotamia with the development of the first urban centers around 3500 to
3100 B.c.E. We base our knowledge of the earliest writing on a collection of
about fifteen hundred texts preserved on clay tablets, produced by the Sumeri-
ans, who it the middle of the fourth miflennium became dominant in southern
Mesopotamia. Although the content of many of these texts remains enigmatic,
most apparently are administrative records of economic transactlons bearing
official seals. Writing was one of the i inventions that made ci ible.
It allowed kings to send nstructions to far-off administ !
taxes. It allowed merchants to order goods and bill customers. It allowed farm-
ers to buy, sell, and lease land. But even though we know a great deal about
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the functions of writing in early civilization, the precise origins of writing have
remained mysterious. The repertory of signs on the earliest tablets is surpris-
ingly large-—more than two thousand words at minimum. Furthermore, the
great majority of these signs are abstract. My colleague at the Untversity of
Texas, Denise Schmandt-Besserat, believes that the small clay tokens com-
monly found at archeological sites in the Middle East are an important clue to
the origins of writing. These tokens, which come in several shapes and extend
over a long time span from the ninth to the second millennia B.C.E., were hand-
modeled out of clay; they are widely distributed over a region extending from
Khartourn in the Sudan, to mainland Greece, to sites east of the Caspian Sea.
Until a decade ago, however, archeologists had few guesses about what the to-

kens were used for.

Many of the tokens are contained inside bullae, which have to be broken open
to discover their contents. One bulla, found at Nuzi in the 1920s and dating
from about the sixteenth century B.C.E., throws light on what the tokens might
have been used for. It contained forty-nine small tokens, but more important,
it also bore a lengthy cuneiform inscription on the outside. The translation is

Figure 8.3. Tokens with various geometric shapes have been recurrently found in great numbers
throughout the Middle East at archaeclogical sites dating from §500—1500 B.C.E. (Photograph by
Denise Schrandt-Besserat, Pergamon Museum, Berlin, Germany)
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Figure 8.6. Page from the forty-two-lae Gutenberg Bible, ca. 1455 (Photograph provided by the

i

Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center, the University of Texas at Austin)

- “twenty-one ewes, six female lambs, eight adult rams, four male lambs, six fe-
male goats, one male goat, three female kids,” and the seal of the shepherd.
These numbers add up to forty-nine, leaving little doubt that the tokens were
counters representing the herd. Tokens, then, were very likely invented in re-
sponse to another technology —agriculture—and advances in agriculture that
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created surpluses. Suppose one farmer had a bumper crop of grain, and_hllls
neighbor had a herd of pregnant but hungry sheep. The second farmer might
have used tokens to promise the first farmer a certain number of l.arnbs the next
spring in return for a load of grain. To ensure that the numbffr delivered wgs the
one they agreed on, the tokens were sealed in a bulla. In this way tokens func-
i ike a modern bili of lading.
m}l\?felcmx of Schmandt-Besserat’s theory, however, is the way that three-
dimensional material tokens led to two-dimensional symbols. Again, consider
the exarnple of the farmer with a grain surplus, eager to make futures trades for
livestock and other goods. As this proto-agribusinessman wheelled and dez}led
his way up and down the Tigris and Euphrates, the bullae on his shelves piled
up. After a while he couldn’t recall exactly how many sheep and. goats he was
going to acquire in the spring, because the tokens were sealed. in the bullae.
Schmandt-Besserat thinks that some clever trader began 1mpressmg.symbols of
the tokens on the outside of the bullae to indicate what they contained. Even-
tually the convenience of noting the number of tokens on the surface of the
bullae supplanted the system of tokens altogether. S?hmapdt-Besserat alsq h)-r-
pothesizes that many of the tokens represent numerl-cal signs .1'ather than indi-
vidual objects. Consequently, it appears, two-dimensional writing began not by
representing reality through pictographs but by n present}p__ g in two dimensions
the previous recording system. If Schmandt-Besserat is correct, her theor};
helps to explain why the first tablets contain a surprisingly large percentage o
symbols, why these symbols are abstract, and why they apparently. were stan-
dardized at a very early daie. Even if she is not correct, th_e unearthing of 1arge
numbers of archaic texts dating from the fourth millel?n‘lum B.C.E., and ﬂ@r
subsequent deciphering, dispute the assumption that writin g evolved from pic-
tures. True pictograms are actually relatively rare in the earliest Sumerlz.m textii
representing “plow,” “chariot,” and “sledge.” By 3000 B.C.E. the Sumenaps ha
considerably reduced the number of signs and had developed the cune-lform
script, which mixes phonetic signs and ideograms. Throughout the history
of writing in the West, we find such mixed systems; indeed, we have only t(?
look at the top row of a keyboard to find words represented by single symbols:
@, 4.9, %, &. o '
The paradox of the narrative of alphabetic literacy lies in its claim of a cog-
e divide between orat and v

nitive isual cultures. In order to make this claim, one

has to ignore a gfeat deal about how information and ideas are st.ored and tl{ans—
mitted. The essential shoricoming in the narrative lies in its desn'c? to provide a
simple explanation of cuftural differences by theorizing that writing systems

shape cultures. The history of writing suggests just the opposite: cultures freely

borrow and adapt systems for information §;cjgagc when the needlari'ses. Thus,
in its claim for the primacy of the visual, the narrative of alphabetic literacy ef-
faces not only the material tc writing (as Christina Haas has noied),
but also the element of visual cognition.
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The second great moment in the grand narrative of alphabetic literacy is the
invention of the prinfing préss. "Robert Logan wiites:

With the printing press we finally encounter a technology whose impact on the use of
the alphabet is so great that it must be ranked in importance with the alphabet itself, For
not only did the printing press greatly multiply access to alphabetic texts, it also, through

the reg arity it introduced, fransformed the way in which the alphabetic text was placed
on the page and was perceived by iis readers. (177)

The issue of perception Is essential to the narrative of alphabetic literacy, Lo-
gan and others claim that print magnified the changes brought about by the in-
troduction of the alphabet. Becauseé scribes often used variant spellings and ir-
regular punctuation, readers of H{md-copied texts often had to speak the texts
in order to interpret them, Print brought regularity to spelling and the conven-
tions of punctuation, enabling rapid, silent reading. Logan quotes Harold Innis,
who maintains that “the discovery of printing in the middle of the fifteenth cen-
tury implied the beginning of a return to a type of civilization dominated by the
eye rather than the ear” (186). But like the argument on the effects of aiphabetic
literacy on Greek culture, the concept of the visual in print literacy is severely
truncated. With the regularity of uniform type, Logan argues, the “printed
medium became transparent and hence its effects more abstract” (193). The
ideal of printliteracy is the conduit metaphor, by which ideas flow directly from
the mind of the author to the mind of the reader. Thus, again the argament for
the turn to the visual paradoxically means the éffacement of the visual.

The development of the Phoenician alphabet and its subsequent adaptation
by the Greeks are largely a subject of speculation, but we know a great deal
about the development and distribution of the printing press. The central fig-
ure is Johannes Gensfleich, known as Gutenberg from the name of the family
estate—Zu Guten Bergen, “the good mountain.” For many years scholars have
debated Gutenberg’s role in the invention of printing. Much of what we know
about him comes from the legal records of Strasbourg and Mainz, where law-
suits in 1439 and 1455 make claims for loans and partnerships related to Guten-
berg’s invention. Gutenberg was a goldsmith by trade, and his innovations came
in the replica casting of movable metal type, uniform in size, and in the mixing
of an oil-based ink that would adhere to type. The result was a book with very
high technical and aesthetic quality—with regular lines, justified margins, and
beautiful type design.

 There is Tittle doubt that Gutenberg made major technical achievements in
printing, it many questions remain. To what extent was he a synthesizer of
traditions of printing that had preceded him by centuries, rather than an ori
nator of printing? And how infl e printing press in the major cui-
tura anges that were taking place during the Renaissance’
: ersies have centérad on thess questions, which e too
complex to rehearse fully here. In brief, Guienberg inherited two technologies
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that originated in China: paper and block printing. The process of making pa-
per was invented in China by 200 c.k., following an even older technology
of producing a paperlike material from the bark of mulberry Erec.s. A battlt? n
Central Asia, fought in 751 C.E. between %{9??399@{?}}23 and Chinese armies,
eventually led to the transmission ,gﬁ-:}:)‘éi‘per tecb&g{ggyﬁ to Europe. Capturt?d
Chinese paperworkers established paper Woikshops m.Samarkand and ]a-ter in
Baghdad (al-Hassan and Hill 191). A paper and book mdusitry thf'zn flourished
in Baghdad and spread to other parts of the Islamic. world, 1nc,:lud1ng Morocco
and Spain. When Toledo was captured by Christian forces in 1085, Europe
gained both access to the knowledge in paper books and the technology to make
them. The papermakers of Baghdad also learned how to harness water power
for the labor-intensive process of pounding fibers into pulp‘. In the thirteenth
century, a paper industry grew up in Italy using water power; it spread to France
in the fourteenth century and throughout western Europe in the fifteenth. The
book historian Henri-Jean Martin observes, “The importance of thl‘S move-
ment can hardly be exaggerated. Before paper became avajla'ble, tl}e lud.es ofa
veritable herd of young animals were required to make a single in-folio vol-

ume” (210).

ing the eighth century the Chinese had mastered block printing, which allowed
images to be combined with text. During the eleventh century, they used mov-
able type made of baked clay, and both Chinese and Koreans may have been
printing with movable metal type as early as the twelijth century. The ex'tent
t0 which these technologies were known in Europe is still debated, but various
kinds of wood-block printing were already practiced in Europe by the time
Gutenberg began experimenting with his press. Engraved wood blocks wc?r@
employed primarily to print religious images, but blocks were also used.to print
textiles, playing cards, pamphlets, tabletops, and secular images (Mart.ln 212).
Gutenberg also benefited from new technologies of metalwo'rkmg, an mdu_st_ry
that was flourishing in Europe, with metals being extracte(.l in large qua.ntltles
to meet a strong demand. Metallurgists learned new techniques of r‘nakl'ng.al-
loys and casting metal copies; Gutenberg himself had a background in minting
coins and manufacturing mirrors. From a larger perspective, -Eheref(')re, Guten-
berg’s achieverments represent a stage in the evolution of a series of linked tech-
nologies rather than a distinct breakthrough 2
The second and much more extensive controversy has been the c_lcbatff over
the historical impacts of printing. The expansion of the printing indusiry in the
fifteenth century was phenomenal. By 1501, at least ten million copies (pos-
sibly double that number) of an estimated twenty-seven to thirty-five thousand
publications had been printed. I.ike answering machines, VCRs, and e-mail in
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the 1@»@9“t}@g§‘tﬂieﬁhpentury, printed books spread quickly through the emergent
middle class. ”I__.‘é;g'éfﬁmaiaims that the printing press “unlf:alsﬁn[.i;ﬁjm};w ‘powerful
new force that completely transformed Western civilization, leavin g in its wake
the Renaissance, the rise of science, the Reformation, individualism, democ-
racy, nationalism, the systematic exploitation of technology, and the Industrial
Revolution —in short, the modern world” (183). The extravagance of Logan’s
clatm is underscored by the facts that the Renaissance had been in progress in
Italy for over a century, while the Industrial Revolution lay two or three cen-
turies ahead. _

N evertheless,'ther\:m\_{vgg@ notable short-term impacts of printing, and one of
the most important was the use of prinf by religious reformers to disseminato
the translated Bib eir religious views. Martin Tuther believed that all
Ch_r_is:t'i}}{ii_s;gl}_(_)u_}d read from the Go pels daily i _their own languages, and
he “advocated schooling so that children could read the scriptures before age
ten. Bui even with the success of the Reformation, the great majority of books
published during this first century of print were in Latin. Latin remained the
language of international scholarship, and its decline was slow. During the
Cbﬁntef—Reformation, the Jesuits established schools that rivaled the Protes-
tant ones, and they actively published Latin tities, Even after the energy of the
Counter-Reformation was spent, the dominance of Latin lingered. Some of the
best records of early books come from the catalogues of the Frankfurt Fair,
where new books were announced to Europe. Not until the 1680s did more
German than Latin books appear {(Febvre and Martin 232).

Furthermore, there is little evidence that the practices of literacy changed

radically with the appearance of printed books. Rgggg_ghartier‘no_tes “In the

si)&ééri_fh_ggdﬁllsé:i:féﬁfgé_nth centuries the
or not, was still often an oralization of the

ding style implicit in a text, literary
_ text, and thq:‘readef v_;zml“s”ﬁ :
auditor of a'read discourse” {(9). Thus th cognitive achievement alleged
print literacy——silent reading - ng affer printed books became
nt.Similar claims have been made for the impact of print on science but
are not borne out by the historical record. Logan writes that “the rapid dissemi-
nation of information and knowledge to a mass audience was one of the es-
sential elements in the use of modern science” (194), but what was in fact dis-
seminated in the early decades of printing was hardly scientific by modern
standards. (The most popular “scientific” subject was astrology.) Febvre and
Martin observe that early books did not contribute much to scientific theory,
though they did draw attention to new technical advances in architecture, agri-
culture, and "fhachinery. Febvre and Martin conclude that printing brought
about no sudden or radical culturai transformation; this is hardly surprising,
since booksellers were interested in making a profit and thus looked for books
that would sell in the largest numbers (260).

Those who argne for a strong impact of print on science, such as Elizabeth
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Eisenstein, point out that the visually dependent sciences of botany, zoology,
and anatomy flourished after accurate print images replaced scribal images that
became intolerably degraded in copying. Copperplate engravings, which later
became important in pr'mting, in the middle of the ﬁfteenth century, about the

Logan credits alphabetlc ]1teracy with creating an environment where im-
ages and diagrams thrive. At no point is his version of the rise of alphabetic lit-
eracy more confused. Illustrations had a long tradition in manuscripts, and they
came to early books as woodcuts. Printers quickly fearned to place wood blocks
beside type and to print such a ‘sheet with one pull of the press bar. Just two dec-
ades after Gutenberg’s forty-two-line Bible, printers of the 1470s produced a li-
brary of illustrated books, including The Golden Legend, The History of the
Destruction of Troy, Aesop’s fables, and works by Boceaccio and Petrarch
(Martin 229). Great artists worked as illustrators; the wood engravings of
Albrecht Diirer, including his Apecalypse (1498), Great Passion (1498-1501),
and Life of the Virgin (15021510, were issued first as prints and later in bound
volumes. In the early 1500s emblem books came into vogue; the Iconologie of
Caesare Ripa, published in 1539, is a dictionary of visual signs, describing the
symbols for the virtues, vices, wisdom, justice, and other qualities. Both Protes-
tants and Catholics used printed images for propaganda.

The forces allied with print during the fifteenth, sixteenth, and seventeenth
centuries are ambiguous, and distinctions between cause and effect are prob-
lematic. Much of what is claimed for print by the proponents of alphabetic lit-
eracy is in fact the heritage of Enlightenment rationality. If the cognitive effects
of literacy are as profound as some proponents have claimed (for example, Jack
Goody and Tan Watt maintain that Aristotle’s syllogistic reasoning was made
possible by writing), then these effects should be manifest in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, by which time the spread of mass literacy and the prolifera-
tion of cheap printed texts should have extended the benefits of print literacy.

The assumption of a cognitive gulf created by alphabetic literacy was effec-
tively challenged by Sylvia Scribner and Michael Cole, who studied the Vai of
Liberia, a people who had developed literacy apart from schooling. Scribner

and Cole found that Whrle hteracy_ produees dlfferences in certarn contexts in

of literacy as pldrahstrc and socially situated. That the narrow view of 1lteracy
as alphabetic literacy has dominated so long mlo Thé twentieth ce 1}11_1ry siems
directly from the hrmted tools most people had tor producmg texts. Beginning
in the nineteenth century, people were exposed to many mass-produced im-

ages, and in the twentieth century to broadcast audio and video, but until very
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recently most people had little opportunity to produce and distribute images,

audio, or video themselves. With the advent of the World Wide Web in the mid-
1990s, technologies of the visual can no longer be denied.

Technologies of the Visual

The visual arts have always existed within a certain preserve; originally this preserve
was magical or sacred. But it was also physical: it was the place, the cave, the building,
in which or for which the work was made The expenenee of art, Wthh at ﬁrst was the
exercise power 'o_i}er it. Later the preserve of art became a social one. It entered the cul-
ture of the ruling class, whilst physically it was set apart and isolated in their palaces and

“ houses. During all this history the authority of art was inseparable from the particular
authority of the preserve.

What the modern means of reproduction have done is to destroy the authority of art
and to remove it—or, rather to remove its images which they reproducegfrom any
%ubstantrai avaﬂahle valueless free They surround us in the same Way ‘i;""d_-.language
surrounds us. They have entered the mainstream of life over which they no longer, in
themselves, have power. (89)

Although Berger is discussing great art, his distrust of mass- produced i images—
both explicit and implicit in this passage—is ‘widely held. Berger is indebted
to Walter Benjamin here, but the overall argument has been embraced by both
conservative and radical social critics. The assumption is that outside cloistered
art, images lack the capacity to encourage deeﬁ) reﬂeetlon serious thought or
even the creation of identity. Instead, they play on the emouone encourage ¢ ste-

1e0types and at best L merely 1 record | reality — h lhough the recc

_f_lle-

" The recordmg of reality was a focal problem in Gutenberg’s productive
years in the mid-fifteenth century. Some of the great masterpieces of the Italian
Renaissance, including Botticelli’s Primavera, were painted on commission
from the Medici and other patrons within twenty years of the prinfing of the
forty-two-line Bible. We know from theoretical treatises by painters such as
Cennino and Alberti at the beginning of the fifteenth century that they took as
their goals the imitation of natural objects, and above all the #lusion of three-
dimensional space. The masters of the Italian Renaissance succeeded in estab-
lishing a dominant though often challenged ideal of literal naturalism that
: Wou].d not be completely overturned until the advent of photography brought
: painting into crisis.
~ Berger decries the way great art loses authority when it is mass-reproduced,
. but we often hear this thesis éxtended to a claim thal we now live in a culture
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based on images that is somehow different from our past. This claim is one of
the great misperceptions of the alphabetic literacy 1 narrative. Prehterute peoples
lash1oned many everyday images. We know best only the pieces with most
skilled craftsmanship, because they are the ones represented in museums. Less
frequently exhrbrted are thousands of everyday ob}ects from prehistoric ancl

ages. The pumary “difference, as Berger points ont, is the means of reproduc-
tion. The rapid expansion of technologies of reproduction in_the nineteenth
century brought the modern era of the image. Most accounts of the book dis-
cuiss the development of the steam press around 1814 and of the rotary press in
1847—both of which increased production from about three hundred hand-
pressed sheets a day to more than twelve thousand sections—and that of lino-
type in 1885, a process that automated composition and replaced the handwork
of routine typesetting. Along with woodpulp paper, which came about 1875,
these technologies made mass media possible. Less noted in histories of print-
ing is the rapid improvement in engraving that occurred during the nineteenth
century. Wood engravings, which had been replaced by copper, were brought
back to illustrate newspapers. In 1804 the Times of London began to feature il-
lustrations. Unlike earlier wood engravings, which were carved with knives,
the new generation of wood engravers used the more precise burin. Steel en-
gravings were also introduced by the 1830s, and the overall quality of all en-
gravings increased dramatically by the 1850s. In the United States, Frank
Leslie’s INustrated Newspaper began in 1855, and the more famous Harper's
Weekly in 1857. Both covered the Civil War extensively and featured the work
of outstanding artists, including Alfred Wand and Winslow Homer.

More accurate engravmgq brought the desue for even more true-to-life im-

photography widely available, With the1r heavy, clumsy equipment, photogra-
phers began to document the world around them. Within a few years the uses

of photogrqphy proliferated, exiending from art and ethnographic recording to
postcards and pornography. In 1889 the first inexpensive Kodak cameras were
marketed, made possible by George Eastman’s invention of flexible roll film,
and by the turn of the century many Americans were pasting photographs into
family albums. Photographs also became widely distributed consumer objects
through the popularity of stereo viewers, introduced at the 1851 Great Exhibi-
tion in London’s Crystal Palace, to the delight of Queen Victoria, In 1856 twin-
lens cameras made stereo viewers a long-running consumer fad. From 1860 to
1920, millions of stereo viewers were manufactured and sold; they gave the il-
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Tusion of three-dimensional solidity, an effect that neither engraving nor paint-
ing could achieve.” For the first time a visval medrum produced the iliusion of
actually seeing the ob]ec ) 1 y ahty The new vi-
sual technologics of the photograph and btereoscope were deeply implicated in
the expansion of industrial capitalism and colonialism: once the world was
made visible, it became appropriable and transformable. o

The spread of photographs, postcards, and comics in the last decades of the
nineteenth century, along with the continuing proliferation of posters, illus-
trated books, and illustrated newspapers, brought predietable conservative

view of the world, a view ‘that ldCl{Cd mterpretatron Furth 1'e, photographs
could be qtaged and retouched to grve misleading views of reahty Stfonéer ac-
cusations were leveled against the new genre of the comic Str1p, which began in
1895 when a staff illustrator, Richard Felton Outcault, working for Joseph Pul-
itzer’s World, published a one-panel cartoon called “Down Hogan's Altey,” fea-
turing a gap-toothed, bald little boy in a long frock. Shortly after, the World’s
printers were experimenting with colored ink and ran a test yellow on the boy’s
frock. Thus was born “The Yellow Kid,” credited as the first comic strip; many
others shortly followed. Comics were alleged to corrupt the morals and man-
ners of youth.

Desprte these warmngq the invasion of images | accelerated In the twentieth

qu1ck sketch 1m s1ble The trajectory of brmgmg more and better i 1mages into
printed texts led to the publlcatron in 1936 of Life, the first mass-market picture
magazine.* Even more transformative image technologies had been launched
by the time Life appeared. Beginning with Eadweard Muybridge’s 1877 pho-
tographic experiment to prove that galloping horses lift all four hooves off the
ground at once, innovations in the photography of movement made motion pic-
tures possible, and the commercial potential was quickly recognized. In the first
decade of the twentieth century in Europe and the United States, film compa-
nies were created, special theaters were built, and very profitable distribution
networks were established. By 1910, twenty-six million Americans were going
to the movies at nickelodeon theaters every week (Merritt 86). Television
became technically feasible in 1931, ‘and the BBC began broadcastmg tele-
vised programs in 1936. In the United States following World War 11, television
grew in a way that predicted the speed of the Internet: the number of sets in use
passed one million in 1949 and ten million just two years later; by 1959, fifty
-million television sets were being watched in the United States. With the de-
- velopment of telecommunications and computer technologies, the potential of
television was convincingly demonstrated in 1969 in live broadcasts from the
-surface of the moon. Less spectacular but no less influential has been the ex-
_pansxon of video and audio recording and production technologies to reach
‘fass markets, The majority of American households now have answering ma-
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chines and VCRs, and many have computers, video cameras, fax machines,
synthesizers, and sophisticated audio equipment. The most powerful combina-
tion of these teehnologles 18 the World Wide Web, which possesses a masswe

and video. . -

The progression of computer-generated images in motion pictures gives
us a sense of where we are headed. The first major studio film to use computer
graphics was Futureworld, a 1976 science fiction thriller .that computer-
mapped the head of Peter Fonda on a monitor. Many people think that the bat-
tle scenes in Star Wars were created with computer graphics, but actually they
were made with small scale models. The first film to use computer graphics Fo
advance a plot line was Tron (1982), with about twenty minutes of the movie
produced by computers. Tron, however, was a box office flop, and it was not
until the 1990s, with films like Terminator 2, that the commercial potential of
computer graphics in films was realized. In 1995 Disney’s Toy Story became
the first film with every frame generated by computers. Digital humans are now
used in dangerous movie stunts formerly performed by people. The era of
the virmal actor——the “vactor” or “synthespian”—cannot be far in the future.
Craig Barrett, the chief operating officer at Tntel, predicts that very soon the
technology of the $75.000 workstation that produced Jurassic Park will cost
about $2,000 (“Intel View”). He foresees that personal computers in the year
2011 will use a chip that has as many as a billion transistors, compared with
about eight million in today’s most advanced chip. The web sites of Ben Syver-
son, Jessica Draper, and Kate Levy only hint at what might be just around the

COImer.

Literacy as Design

Even after a century and a half of saturation with mass-market 1mage tech-
nolog1es the herltage of alphabetlc hteracy frorn the Enhghtenment still d ml—

ing remains excluded from the mamstream literacy curncuium in the schools,
and it is taught only in specialized courses in college, in disciplines such as
architecture and art history. When, in the early 1960s, one of the first design-
ers of three-dimensional computer graphics, Lawrence G. Roberts, looked for
scholarship on perspectival imaging, he found a dearth of work in the fwenti-
eth century; instead, he had to refer to German geometry textbooks from the

early nineteenth century to find a mathematics of perspective. o
Perhaps because images are ubiguitous, we in the academy he e"pald little
attention to ho they work. But an even stronger reason may be that 1mages
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1s more desplsed from the Vlewpmnt of the academlc humanities than advez—

hgeracy detest des w1th Images it acts ont the emot10ns it bends and

stretches language_ ; it employs humor and parody, it cannot alway ex-
piamed and it is anonymous. To parade the usual statistics, we see more than
three thousand ads a day, and today’s teenagers will probably spend a decade of
their lives watching ads; but this is only stating the obvious (Twitchell 2). It is
now difficult to find any public space free of advertising or to listen to or watch
any public medium, including the public channels, without encountering ads.
The state of lowa sells advertising in its income tax booklet. Universities have
cashed in by selling sponsorship of sports teams to shoe manufacturers, sign-
ing exclusive deals with soft-drink companies, and selling rights to their own
images. Penn State football jersevs, which used to be distinctive for their lack
of adornment, now display the Nike logo.

Advertising is a 158 billion-dollar business in the United States and has
grown to around 200 billion doliars in the rest of the world, with Western-style
advertising quickly expanding into emerging markets like China and Vietnam.
Nonetheless, the academic response to advertising continues to be to ignore it,
to accuse it of deception, and to dismiss it as trash, The basic criticisms of ad-
vertising remain the same: either by outright deceptmnb m ousi};, by
creating wants and deslres that otherwise would not exist, advertising causes
people to purehdse go to purchase. Herbert Marcusé is
representative in arguing that advertlsmg creates false needs that perpetuate
misery and injustice: “Most of the prevailing needs to relax, to have fan, to be-
have and consume to accordance with the advertisements, to love and hate what
others love and hate, belong to this category of false needs”™ (5). Certainly there
is a long list of products consumed today for which markets barely existed be-
fore advertising—cosmetics, deodorants, soft drinks, credit cards, household
cleaning products, cigarettes, bottled water, insurance, state lotteries, mouth-
wash, and most over-the-counter medicines. The usual account of advertising
is that it depends on an irrational connection between the product and an object
of desire, Throughout most of this century, print ads and later broadcast ads de-
pended on a narrative of the object of desire being attained through purchase of
the product. Most often the promise was one of sexual success, either in attract-
111g a partner or in keeping one. The right choice of chewmg gum or mouthwash
got the partner; the right choice of coffee kept him interested.

Mass media ads of today, however, depend far less on narrative coherence
for their appeal. By the late 1980s, advertisers realized that the old tactics
would not work for an audience oversaturated with advertising and overly cyni-
cal. Thus the emphasis in advertising for a number of products shifted from
‘story to style as advertisers became increasingly self-referential, recirculating
images drawn from the cultural landscape, most often from media represen-
tations. This mode of advertising—lifting images and meanings from one

.



"Drink provokes the desire but takes away the
performance”
--William Shakespeare

Figure 8.7. Absolute Impotence. Web site: http://www.adbusters.org.
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context and placing them in another—resists the simple analysis of attaching
a product to an object of desire. Instead, advertisers enact a conversation of im-
ages with their audiences. Advertisers are both mdmpulators and manipulated,

becailse they must mterject their product into an ongomg system of signs. Their

Since many of those associations are charted on bodles it is no accident that
cultural critics have had to explore the consequences of advertising on bodies
in terms other than the creation of false needs (one such exploration is J. Blake
Scott’s chapter in this bock). At no time before in advanced nations have so
many people of different genders, ethnicities, age groups, and social classes
participated in the altering of their bodies through transplants, implants, aug-
mentations, lifts, and tucks, along with intense regimens of exercise and diet-
ing. Clearly advertising is participating in a much larger cultural discourse
in which fat is viewed as ugly and aging as repulsive, but more important, in
which personal empowerment is expressed in terms of controlling one’s body
image. Thus human agency can be summed op in Nike’s slogan, “Just Do Tt!”
The problem for scholars criticizing the effects of consumerism and advocat-
ing change is how to get their students to interrogate the chains of assumptions
in the rhetoric of personal empowerment.

An alternative approach to responding to ads comes from a Canadian media
activist group, the Media Foundation, which challenges the advertising it con-
siders harmful by subverting it. The Media Foundation publishes an ad-free
magazine, Adbusters, and it supports the Adbusters web site, both of which
take on spec1ﬁ5_§avertismg campaigns with clever spoofs. The group’s presi-
dent, former advertising man Kalle Lasn, explains Adbusters’ mission: “T don’t
have any problem with advertising. I love advertising. We are into selling ideas,
not products. We're social marketers, not product marketers. To me, that is a
whole different kettle of fish” (L.ewis). At the top of the Adbusters’ sabotage
list have been alcohol and cigarette ads. Because ads are in the public domain,
their copyright status is questionable, and Adbusters has pushed that question.
One target has been Absolut vodka. “Absolut Impotence,” shows an empty,
shriveling bottle with a caption quoting Shakespeare: “Drink provokes the de-
sire but takes away the performance.” In February 1992, Absolut threatened to
sue Adbusters, but Absolut quickly backed it down when it recognized that the
suit would lead to a public debate about protecting advertisers who sell dan-
gerous products.

A more difficult challenge for Adbusters is posed by ads that fetishize
glamor. Adbusters has launched a spoof campaign against one of the most ex-
ploitive marketers, Calvin Klein, using the gray-scale tones its ads are famous
for. Adbusters produced a thirty-second spot that points to the connection be-
tween eating disorders and the worship of the adolescent body in fashion im-
ages. The commercial begins with a soft-focus image of a thin, naked woman,
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Figure 8.8, Obsession for men. Web site: http://www.adbusters.org.

accompanied by a voice-over saying, “Obsession, fascination, fetish.” The
writhing woman appears to be in slow-motion ecstasy until we realize that she
is vomiting into a toilet bowl. The voice says, “Why do nine out of ten women
feel dissatisfied with some aspect of their bodies? The beauty industry is the
beast.” Several women’s groups joined Adbusters in purchasing four spots for
the CBC show Fashion File, and they attempted to buy airspace on CNN’s Style
with Elsa Klensch. Both networks refused to run Adbusters’ uncommercial.

Even though Adbusters’ uncommercial was censored by the networks, it and
other uncommercials have been viewed by many people via the World Wide
Web. The Adbusters’ URL is frequently mentioned in lists of favorite web sites
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Figure 8.9. Obsession for women. Web site: http://www.adbusters.org.

in newspapers and on individuals’ home pages. It offers a critique of the visual
iconography of the perfect body and the “Just Do It” thetoric of personal em-
powerment eémbedded that iconography. Adbusters seeks to redefine agency by

“trickle-up” activism. The “Culture Jammers Toolbox™ section of the site gives
production advice on how to introduce noise into focus groups, compose alter-
native print ads, make television spots, buy television time, and subvert bill-
boards with spray-painted modifications. o
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The “Culture Jammers Toolbox” says nothing about making web sites,
but the Web has become the primary medium for grass-roots media activism.
Among the tens of thousands of web sites of individuals are many pages de-
voted to media criticism and parodies of advertising. This activism has come at
a time when the Internet has become the battleground for the deregulated cor-
porate giants, where control of the coaxial cable and fiber-optic conduits rep-
resents only a small part of the potential fortunes to be made from an array of
services carried through the pipe: advertising, credit cards, banking, entertain-
ment, news, and sales of other products. Given the corporate vision of the Inter-
net as the ultimate Home Shopping Network, is there reason to expect anything
other than a more accelerated, more international, and much more profitable
global consumer culture?

The Web and Material Matters

In spite of all the talk about the Internet as cyberspace and a virtual world,
the materiality of the Internet as a medium is unavoidable. You sit in front of
a machine that has to be turned on and connected to the net. And if you want
to access the resources of the World Wide Web, you need at least a 28.8 kilo-
bytes-per-second modem and a computer with enough memory to support the
current versions of Netscape Navigator or Internet Explorer. Kate Levy puts it
blunlly “My homepage uses frames If you can’ 't handle this, 'm qo1ry ? In the
rest of the wmld, almost the entire continent of Afrlca outside South Africa is
not on line. At present the Internet continues the one-way flow of information
from the First to the Third World, Can the Internet become a factor in promot-
ing a two-way flow between the margins and the center?

One of the groups least likely to become a significant presence on the World
Wide Web is the Ejército Zapatista de Liberacién Nacional, whose members
rose in rebellion in Mexico on New Year’s Day, 1994, the day the North Ameri-
can Free Trade Agreement went into effect. The Zapatistas are primarily in-
digenous people from the Lacandén mountain jungles of Chiapas, Mexico’s
southernmost state, bordering on Guatemala, They take their name from Emi-
liano Zapata, hero of the Mexican Revolution, who was the champion of land
reform and indigenous peoples in the south of Mexico. Estimates of the Za-
patista forces vary, but the high-end guess of the number of well-armed troops
is only three thousand.

The Zapatista uprising took the Mexican government by surprise. When
Luis Donaldo Colosio was unveiled on 28 November 1993 as the presidential
candidate of Mexico’s governing Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI), the
policies of President Carlos Salinas, in his last year of a six-year term, appeared
to be firmly in place. The signing of the North American Free Trade Agreement
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(NAFTA) cemented Salinas’s free-market economic policy, and opposition on
the right and left was not attracting wide popularity. Colosio seemed to be the
ideal candidate to continue Salinas’s modernization policy. But on 1 Januoary,
the day NAFTA went into effect, the smooth road of Colosio’s ascendancy sud-
denly developed a deep rut. The Zapatistas, unsuccessful in their previous ef-
forts to address the misery of the people in Chiapas, called on Article 39 of the
Mexican Constitetion, which states that*‘the people have, at all times, the in-
alienable right to alter or modify the form of their government.” They seized
four towns in Chiapas, including San Cristébal de Jas Casas.

In other years, the news of the uprising would have been suppressed in Mex-
ico and little noticed abroad. Most people in the United States have never heard
of Chiapas and probably would hétve overlooked a brief report in the back pages
of a newspaper, just as they paid little attention to the concurrent massacres of
people in East Timor. But the Zapatistas had two great allies: their timing,
and their innovative use of cormmunications technologies. The Zapatistas faxed
their Declaration of War to newspapers, to radio and television stations, and to
the international press. They represented themselves as the heirs to the long
struggle for social justice in Mexico—the legacy of Emiliano Zapata and the
Mexican Revolution of 1810. On the second day of the uprising, they held the-
atrical press conferences at which men, women, and children wore black ski
masks. They invited reporters from the major international papers, including
Der Spiegel, Le Figaro and the New York Times, the independent Mexican
dailies La Journada and El Financiero, and European television crews, but
they refused access for the pro-government Mexican media {Gémez-Pefia 91).
The primary spokesperson for the Zapatistas, Subcomandante Marcos, was
photographed with a pipe sticking out of his mask and a Zapata-style bandolero
with shotgun shells that dido’t match the rifle slung over his shoulder. The Za-
patista media campaign within Mexico was enormously successful, forcing the
government to declare a cease-fire on 9 February. On the day of the cease-fire,
more than one hundred thousand people in Mexico City marched in support of
the Zapatistas. A month later, the hand-picked PRI candidate, Colosio, was as-
sassinated after expressing sympathy for the Zapatistas. By the end of the year,
the Mexican economy had crashed with a huge flight of capital out of the coun-
try, and former president Salinas had fled into exile.

The Zapatistas effectively used the Internet for an ongoing alternative com-
1nentary on polmcs in Mexico. They crlthued NAFTA and the Mexican gov-
ernment’s treatment of ifidigenous peoples, and they disputed the modernist
view of pesisant communities as isolated, backward, societies that should be
relegated to the past as quickly as possible. They have explained why it is im-
portant to have a viable and sustainable peasant agriculture if the rain forests of
Chiapas and the cultures of its Mayan peoples are to be preserved. The Zapa-
tistas have been greatly assisted by academics in Mexico and the United States,
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who have created distribution sites and translated communiqués. On-line dis-
cussion lists concerning Chiapas were formed in Mexico and in the United
States, and a web site, “;'Ya Bastal,” was begun in spring 1994 by Justin Paul-
son, then an undergraduate student at Swarthmore. The web site has become
much publicized through articles in magazines and newspapers, including the
Guardian (U.K.) and Reforma (Mexico). In April 1995, the Mexican foreign
minister, José Angel Gurtfa, declared that the uprising in Chiapas is a “guerra
de tinta y de Internet” (*a war of ink and of the Internet’™).

The cleverness of the Zapatistas in distributing images has been one of
the keys to their success. Subcomandante Marcos even created a cartoon

Figure 8.10. Subcomandante Marcos, spokesperson for the Zapa-

tistas, Web site no longer available,

Figure 8.11. Venustiano Carranza, Casa del Popolo, July 1996 (Photograph by Massimo Boldrini).

© Web site no longer available.
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character, a loquacious beetle named Don Durito, who skillfully avoids being
stepped on. To reach sympathetlc people in advanced nations, the Zapatistas

have taken advanlage f the graphm wer of the Web tq issue many images of
themselves, whic

lutlonary struggle and the dally Tives
o'f mdlgenous . Without those i 1rnages T doubt thaf the numerous web
sites around the world that support the Zapatistas would be quite so prominent.
The Zapatistas, with a little help from their friends, have shown how the dis-
empowered can also engage in cross-marketing if they understand the rgqterlal
effects of visual literacy. After nearly five years of intermitient peace ce talks, the
Mexican governmeﬁf still has not granted the people of Chiapas the right of
self-government. But if the Zapatistas have failed thus far to win a just settle-
ment, the government likewise has failed to restore credibility in its ability to
lead the people of Mexico, and violent uprisings of other groups have occurred
in Guerrero and other states. The Zapatista rebellion exposed quickly the sense
that the only people in Mexico who would benefit from NAFTA would be the
urban elites in the North and in Mexico City, while the indigenous peoples and
the poor would suffer even greater marginalization.

The Zapatistas also offer an important lesson in material literacy. In the face
of claims that computer-mediated language and images have broken with t the
past and have ldst reference to the perce' d world, the Za

hlst(ny of 11terdcy, indeed still continues.

Notes

1. For critiques of the oral-literate dichotomy, see Brandt; Daniell; and Street.

2. In this respect, the achievement of Gutenberg compares with that of James Watt,
who is often credited with inventing the steam engine. In 1765 Watt repaired an exist-
ing steam engine designed by Thomas Newcome and made a minor modification that
allowed the engine to pump water more efficiently out of coal mines. Watt thereby be-
came wealthy as a manufactorer of steam-driven mine pumps. The gearing system
that allowed the steam engine to be used to power factories, making possible the Indus-
trial Revolution, was invented sixteen years later by one of Watt’s employees, William
Murdock.

3. The research on vision that led to the development of the sterecscope was done
in the 1820s and 1830s, thus preceding the development of photography. See Crary
116-36.

4, The first issue of Life sold out alt 250,000 copies on its first day of release, and
soon a million and a half copies a week went into American homes. Life was preceded
by European periodicals that used glossy paper, making possible a photographic real-
ism unavailable in newspapers. Life, however, was unique in allowing photographs to
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tell its stories, relying on the visual literacy of its readers. It was also the first magazine
to generate the majority of its revenue from advertising, which also depended on pho-
tographs. Its success relied on the ambiguity of the title—that the images in the maga-
zine are not about life, they are life (Berger, About Looking 50).

5. Adbusters also attempted to buy time on CNN, ABC, NBC, and CBS for a spot
declaring the day after Thanksgiving “Buy Nothing Day.” The spot opens with an im-
age of a bloated pink plastic pig, wiggling and grinning, The voice-over says, “The av-
erage North American consumes five times more than a Mexican, ten times more than
a Chinese person, and thirty times more than a person from India.” Then the spot cuts
to a bulldozer piling up a mountain of trash in a landfill. The voice continues, “We are
the most voracious consumers in the world. . . . Give it a rest. November 29 is Buy Noth-
ing Day.” CNN ran the ad once, but theﬂther major networks refused it. Richard Gitter,
NBC’s vice president of advertising standards and program compliance, says that NBC
does not air controversial ads. Gitter continued with more candor, “This action was
taken in self-interest. It was a spot telling people, in effect, to ignore our advertisers”
{Oldenburg).
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