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Hypertext: Beyond the Limits of the text, Literary Criticism at the Threshold of the  Century, Proceedings of the Second International Conference on Literary Criticism, Cairo 2000, editor: Ezz Eldin Ismail, Cairo 2003, pp. 177-186 (available also in Arab translation in a separate volume with the papers in Arab). Communication given at a conference entitled «The literary criticism at the threshold of the century», Cairo, 20-24 November 2000.      

  Writing is considered as one of the most revolutionary inventions which have ever come about in the course of human civilization. It has widened human communication and facilitated the transmission of knowledge, from place to place and from generation to generation. A few millennia passed before the second major invention took place; that of printing, closely connected with the «Renaissance» of western civilization. Now, just a few hundred years later, we are witnessing a new revolution taking place in the domain of computer technology, which creates new data regarding transmission of knowledge and information. This revolution starts with electronic text, which stops being «kimenon», that is, in the Greek meaning of the word, lying on the pages of a book open on a table or a desk, and «stands» on the screen of a monitor. 

  The most evident advantage of electronic text is the saving of time. In a typewriter, even the slightest corrections demanded a repeat typing, which is avoided when writing on a P.C. The time saved this way is very precious for every researcher.    What is, however, more important is its manageability. Electronic text is greatly advantageous for a researcher undertaking a linguistic or stylistic analysis, since, using appropriate tools, he can treat it as he wishes. Even with the most elementary word processor one can, for (page 177) example, determine the frequency of occurrence of certain words in a text. 

  Furthermore, when the researcher has a lot of texts to examine, he can, with the simple command «find», locate passages he is interested in. I found this command especially useful in one of my own researches, on how classical writers described the sexual act. A linguist could demonstrate even more thoroughly the advantages that the electronic form of a text offers for a text-linguistic analysis. 

   With the evolution of the new electronic form of writing, i.e. hypertext, in connection with the expansion of Internet, even more possibilities are created, which cannot be overlooked. The «intertextual capacity» of a text is considerably widened. The number of footnotes and quotations can be unlimited, as well as their volume. Bibliographical references are no more indexed to paths, but the paths themselves, where the reader can wander, with no restrictions. 

  These are the major advantages hypertext offer, but a lot still needs to be done before they are fully realized  

  The first problem a researcher encounters is the limited number of electronic texts. The Gutenberg project has the ambition to offer in an electronic form the major works of world literature, and has so far done a marvelous job. For the time being a linguist researcher is obliged to scan texts not available in electronic form. You can imagine how helpful it would be for a scholar to have all these masterpieces in a cd like «Mousaios», which contains all the Greek texts with appropriate research instruments. 

  While the Gutenberg project has undertaken the schedule to present in electronic form all the literary masterpieces, there is nothing similar concerning texts on literary theory, like the works of (page 178) Russian formalists, New Criticism, Structuralism and Post-structuralism, etc. 

  What is actually needed in not only these texts, but all the texts in this field, of primary interest for the participants of this Congress, and in any other discipline as well. Every one interested should have quick access to any material he wants, this must be the ultimate goal. This should greatly enhance a research process. For the time being, given that the most important works are in libraries in English speaking countries, researchers living in the periphery, like Greece and Egypt, are obviously at a great disadvantage. 

  As regards to periodicals, problems are easy to overcome. They are usually subsidized, so that matters of profit account little. Therefore it is much easier for them to appear in electronic form in a site on the Internet, at a considerably lower cost. A Greek, mostly political, journal with the Russian title «Samizdat» appeared a few years ago, both in electronic and printed form. It couldn’t cope with the cost of the printed form, so its publication ceased after a few months. The «Comparative Literature and Culture web journal», on the contrary, is not very likely to face such a problem. 

   Regarding to books, the problem is most serious. A publisher invests money, aiming at profit. So he is very unwilling to lose possible customers, buyers of a book, who could download it from the Internet. Best - seller writers are very unlikely to see the matter differently. 

  There can be certain solutions to this problem. The publisher, for example, could be paid by an institution, governmental or non governmental, to offer his book for its electronic library. He could also have his own site, from where one could download it on payment. Paying with a credit card is an easy and rapid solution. He could also be forced, if the book is sold out and not reprinted, to have it (page 179) accessible in a site. 

  The electronic form of a novel in a site would be a lively advertisement for it. Since printed text is easier to read, especially in summer vacations lying on the beach or on a mattress, Internet surfers would thus be prompted to buy it. 

  Let not the whole novel be accessible, just a part of it. I should recommend the greatest part, so that suspense is created, leaving its readers eager to know the end. 

  Readers could familiarize themselves with literary works of minor languages, if these are translated into the contemporary Lingua Franca, English, and placed on an Internet site, instead of being published, which would cost a lot. I suppose that quite interesting articles are written by Chinese and Japanese researchers, which would be of great interest to Westerners, who would eagerly look forward to an English translation of them on an Internet site. 

  As regards to bibliographical guides, the electronic form is the best solution. A printed bibliographical guide is already outdated, even before being published, since a lot of new titles are not included. Only an electronic guide, accessible on the Internet, could develop its full potential, offering even to the most distant researcher the most recent bibliographical information, since it is easy to update very often.

  This bibliographical guide should ideally include the sites where all its entries are accessible. But we can foresee its occurrence in the near or distant future.  

  Hypermedia is a form of hypertext. «When hypertext content extends to digitized sound, animation, video, virtual reality, computer networks, databases, etc., it is referred to as hypermedia», Michael Joyce defines the term.
 George P. Landow considers the difference minor, so he uses «the terms hypermedia and hypertext (page 180) interchangeably».
 

  For theatrology the advantages of hypermedia are enormous. In a theatrological text the most we can see is photographs of a performance, while the same text written in hypertext can include whole parts of the performance. I am facing this problem with an introductory book I am working on, concerning Japanese and Chinese theater. A lot of potential Greek readers have never seen a relevant performance, and pictures are a poor substitute. The original chanting and the music would be wholly missed. I am considering the idea of accompanying the book with a hypermedia form of it, containing excerpts from actual performances. 

  Hypermedia is mostly used in educational applications, electronic encyclopedias, etc. The use of hypermedia should be widened, and be an accepted form of scientific writing. This seems quite necessary in the cinema, which, as the last, seventh art, has only recently entered universities (In Greece, not yet). We can’t talk meaningfully about the cinema, without presenting at the same time videos. 

  Not only on cinema, but on theater as well, especially Asian theater, which is a Gesamtkunstwerk, like Wagner’s operas, a work of art where no element has pre-eminence, unlike western theater with the domineering text, where the word «dramaturgy» is almost synonymous to theater. The new journals on the cinema, theater and music will have the form of hypermedia cd. The next step will be their placement in web sites, accessible for everyone interested in it. 

  The applications of hypertext are increasing day by day. Hypermedia encyclopedias and other forms of educational cd on various disciplines, from astrology to biology, are quite widespread. The number of electronic dictionaries is increasing more and more, from every language to every language, some with embedded (page 181) pronunciation. The electronic dictionary is particularly convenient when working on a P.C. I check every unknown word I encounter on the Internet, and with a simple combination of keys on my keyboard I find its translation. At this very moment I am consulting it, translating into English the Greek version of my presentation, having both texts on the screen simultaneously. 

  Educational cds to learn a foreign language are also very widespread, with smart quizzes, feedback to check the pronunciation, etc., as I had the chance to notice once studying Japanese from a cd. 

  I abandoned the study of Japanese, but went on with Chinese. I have always been weak in spelling, so I gave up any effort trying to write in Chinese. Fortunately very sophisticated word processors came to my help. Now I can, writing the pinyin transcriptions of the Chinese ideograms, convert them into ideograms on the screen of my monitor. 

  Not only this. Every Chinese ideogram (something like a syllable) has one of the four tones characterizing the language. Another tone means, grossly, another word. With a simple command I can place the appropriate tones on all ideograms on texts I have downloaded from the Internet, which makes it quicker to look up unknown words in a dictionary. 

  Educational cds should not be only in the domain of experts. We hope that in the future the teacher should be able with simple tools like word or PowerPoint to create his own educational cds, adapted to the needs of his students. Not complex and sophisticated, but nonetheless working. Some could have been able to handle more complex tools like toolbook. Giving feed back opportunities to his students, with multiple choice questionnaires for example, the teacher can check how well they have assimilated the educational (page 182) material. This means something more than simply saving time with an oral examination. As George P. Landow has put it, «By giving an additional means of expression to those people shy or hesitant about speaking up in a group, electronic conferencing, hypertext, and other similar media shift the balance of exchange from speaking to writing...»
 Electronic writing also solves the problem of bad handwriting, one of the problems my son inherited from me. 

  While researchers’ training is usually left to them, this shouldn’t be done with the students. Training programs on new computer technologies should be scheduled in universities, obligatory and not optional to all students, for all disciplines. Unfortunately this is what is happening in Greece, and I am afraid in many other parts of the World. A first step to be made is the creation of an electronic library and the publication of an electronic journal in every university department. Some contributions of graduate and undergraduate students alike could be of great importance to many people.  

  The stock market is showing the way. Last year the process of «dematerialization» of the shares was completed in my country. No more papers, useful only as wallpaper in cases of a crash. The new shares are bytes in hard disks. They are considered easier to manage. The same applies to text. Its dematerialized form, the electronic form, is easier to manage. Scanner and Optical Character Recognition programs (ocr) are the proof. 

  Finally I would like to comment on the new possibilities opened up by hypertext in the domain of literature. Enthusiastic researchers think that a revolution is taking place in the way of writing a literary work. First of all, Mikhail Bachtin’s principle of multivocality seems to be wholly applied here. Michel Foucault’s desire «for the free (page 183) circulation, the free manipulation, the free composition, decomposition and recomposition of texts»
 also seems to be realized here. Jean-Francois Lyotard’s conception of post-modernism, one of the major characteristics of which is the abolition of hierarchy and the equal value of the parts of a whole, seems to be realized in experimental literary works written in hypertext, with the abolition of linearity of reading and the free wandering in the parts of the work, following appropriate links. The conception of the net advocated by Ronald Barthes in his work «S/Z» as well as the active relation of the reader with hypertext, realizes his ideal of the scriptible - writable texts in opposition to lisible - readable texts, not only in the sense that they demand an active, effectual reader, but a co-writer (the borders between reader and writer are obscure) who comments and enriches the texts with new links for the future co-writers. 

  I shall not share such enthusiasms. I shall not refer to my personal impressions of the works I visited on the Internet, but to my disappointment every time I encountered dead links. It was like reading a book with torn pages. What Silvio Gaggi says about Michael Joyce’s «Afternoon, a story» (1987) must also be a very common experience: «Sometimes lexias get linked in ways that don’t make sense or, if they do, it may be a strange sense that they make».
   Literature, as reception, is a leisure time occupation, and monitors are restricting. I greatly doubt if electronic books, lately advertised, will find many adherents. The abolition of the linearity of narration is an interesting experiment, which may be without succession, like the experiments of modernism and nouveau roman. The audience is, for the time being, bound to the linearity of movie - narration, without seeming to be annoyed. (In TV, however, we have the quite post-modern condition of zapping).  They also do not make use of the wandering possibilities offered by a printed text. A novel (page 184) is separated in chapters, but nobody likes to read them at random. Possibly there are chapters which could be read equally well irrespective of the order of their reading, but why should we choose another path than the one shown to us by the writer?   It is also possible to read the end of a novel first, and then the beginning. If it is an unhappy end, we have a different reception. Knowing the tragic fate of the heroes, we are filled with feelings of horror and compassion, «fovos» and «eleos», as when we watch a performance of a Greek tragedy.  The suspense of what is going to happen to the heroes turns into the suspense of how they managed to have such a tragic end. I personally like this tragic structure in novel, but it has never passed through my mind when reading a novel to start from the end. 

  I believe that even if hypertext gives us a new «Odysseus», it will be without succession. On the contrary, for the researcher on the field of reception’s aesthetics hypertext could be a useful instrument, attaching for example a questionnaire to an electronic text accessible through the Internet, which would help him to know the response of the readers to it. Some other similar uses of hypertext seem possible. Hypertext is chiefly useful for the researcher and the student, on the one hand to gain access, through the Internet, to information and texts, and on the other hand to do this very rapidly. As a new means of literary writing, possibly it will have no great success. (page 185)
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