Hypertext and the Expansion of Interpretation

Opening comment: I would be interested to partake in a hypertextual “reading” of the material I am currently studying. I have a complete set of references on my desk for the project at hand: a copy of George P. Landow’s Hypertext, a photocopy of the final assignment for this class, Nelson’s Repression and Recovery, my own notes from my last paper as well as new ones, and copies of various modernist poetry. Above all, however, I find myself frustrated with the amount of paper shuffling involved; it is not unusual to have a fleeting-but-relevant inspiration, then lose its full impact by the time I have found and referred to the next appropriate source. 

In support of Landow’s argument on the benefits of hypertext, I concede that my reading of this material is so nonlinear that to quickly link bits of information according to the path I chose would be of great help to my train of thought. In addition, much like the function of hypertext, the “text” I am reading (which centers around Hypertext) has no essential or internal boundaries; it is only my reading that is bound – by a time limit and by the fact that at some point I must stop and begin explaining my ideas via a word-processing software application. My status must shift from that of reader to that of author or commentator, much like it would if I were dealing with a hypertext rendition.

It is natural to conclude from my present situation that Landow is correct in his statements that “Capacities such as full-text searching, automatic linking, agents, and conceptual filtering potentially have the power to retain the benefits of hypertextuality while insulating the reader from the ill effects of abandoning linearity.” (p. 57) My only problem now is accessibility, a problem that promises to restrict the increasing prevalence and potential universality of hypertext. I have no access at the moment to a hypertext network (to borrow Landow’s term), and probably won’t for awhile; the problem is more drastic for those who are computer illiterate or who cannot purchase or gain access to a computer at all, let alone a hypertext network.

This is just a glimpse of the gap between a reading based on print technology, such as I am doing now, and a reading performed in a hypertext network. Throughout the course of his argument in favor of reading poetry as part of a “discursive formation,” Nelson presents several examples of poems that take on meaning of new depth and breadth when considered in opposition with other relevant works. An exploration of one such example illustrates that hypertext as a medium not only incorporates the possibilities and effects of a radial or comparative reading of poetry, but it elevates the capabilities of the reader to a new level. Hypertext expands and extends the possibilities of comparison and understanding, of inter-relating a field of relevant texts and references. In order to focus this comparison of an electronically textual exploration (such as Landow’s “In Memorium” project) with Nelson’s method of comparative reading, I will use the example of Mina Ly’s “Anglo-Mongrels and the Rolse,” (p. 73) as well as the other works Nelson uses in the discursive formation surrounding his poem.

(--end of excerpt--)
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