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Introduction 
 

iterature may very well be said to be a world wide web of 

influences and interdependencies, an intertextual universe 

of echoes, allusions and similarities – a flow where time 

present and time past are both perhaps present in time future, and 

time future contained in time past. The book trade forms another 

kind of web, a network where corporate ownership, personal loyal-

ties and past history bind people and institutions in complex sys-

tems of respect, reliance or revenge. These are the global intellec-

tual networks of the world of paper and ink – the literary webs of 

the book world.  

 The “literary web” discussed in this book, however, is some-

thing else. With this concept, I allude to the new forms of writing, 

publishing, distribution and reading emerging on the Internet. The 

rapid digitization of the literary world is spurring many changes for 

fiction and poetry in the form of the written word – enhanced 

printing technology, new kinds of online publishing ventures, in-

novative methods for selling books, different forms of literary 

discussions, new ways of structuring literary works in the form of 

digital hypertexts, hypermedia, interactive stories, what have you.  

 These changes are transforming professional profiles, as well as 

the book world as a whole. If the old book world was something 

of a monosequential literary process, with discrete units linked 

together one after another (chapter following chapter in a book, 

bookseller following publisher and author in the book chain), this 

new book world is much more of a multisequential web, a place 

where each reader chooses his unique way through hypertexts and 

where traditional boundaries between traditional professions are 

blurred or simply break down.* This is the literary web referred to 
 

* I have chosen to use the term “multisequential” throughout this book, 
since each discrete unit of the text (“scripton;” see below) is generally intended 
to be read sequentially, but the sequence of textual units (“scriptons”) is ever-

L 
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in the title of this book: a vast assembly of fragments, literary 

works, sites and institutions, linked together electronically in a 

globally accessible digital network. This “literary web” calls for 

new skills such as programming and linking. However, traditional 

professional skills are still needed (editing, quality control, assess-

ment, and so on), even if combined in new ways, in new environ-

ments, and sometimes, new professions.* 

 Needless to say, this digitization of the book world is part of a 

larger historical process. As Manuel Castells has pointed out, this 

process should be understood as a restructuring of capitalism into 

informational capitalism, a network society permeated with mod-

ern information technology working globally and in real time – 

that in fact, “globalization” is mainly the consequences of advanc-

es in information and communications technology. This restruc-

turing of capitalism may be said to have begun around 1970. As 

Castells shows in a survey of the highly industrialized G7 coun-

tries, the period of 1920–1970 entailed the rise of the post-agrarian 

society (with rising employment in industry), while 1970–1990 saw 

the emergence of a post-industrial, post-fordist society (with dwin-

dling employment in industry) where routine operations were au-

tomated and jobs taken over by machines. Communications tech-

nology and media are crucial factors in this new kind of society 

where, as Castells points out, the rapid change is “at least as major 

a historical event as was the eighteenth-century Industrial Revolu-

tion, inducing a pattern of discontinuity in the material basis of 

economy, society, and culture.”† Predictably, the Western World is 

leading this industrial change. The result is reinforcement of tradi-

tional global power structures and further Americanization of 

economies and minds. In sociological variables, the winning sides 
 
changing. By “monosequential,” I mean a fixed temporal order of these units. 
For a further discussion of these concepts, cf Chapter 3. 

* Cf Ian M. Johnson, “The Need for New Qualifications for New Products 
and Services in the Electronic Environment,” Laboratory of Future Communication: 
New Book Economy. Conference Proceedings. International Conference, Berlin, 26–27 Octo-
ber 1998 (Berlin: International Book Agency, 1999), 70–79. 

† Manuel Castells, The Information Age: Economy, Society and Culture, 1, The Rise 
of the Network Society, repr. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1999), Chapter 4, esp. pp. 208–16 
and 242 (first ed. 1996). Quotation from p. 30. 
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are the expected ones – men still dominate over women, the edu-

cated over the uneducated, white over non-white, the Western 

World over the Third World. Such is the larger sociocultural 

framework of the present digitization of literature. 

 Worldwide, the number of computers connected to the Inter-

net rose from some two million in 1993 to over 16 million in 

1996.* This rapid growth is an unparalleled media change. In the 

Age of the Internet, publishing and literature seem destined to be 

changed by new forms of technology.  

 One of the classical theoretical texts in the tradition of the anal-

ysis of the impact of new media and new technology on the arts is 

Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechani-

cal Reproduction” (1935). Although Benjamin is primarily con-

cerned with the pictorial arts (pictures, films), his observations are 

frequently referred to in discussions concerning literature. Benja-

min’s insistence on the impact of technological changes on artistic 

techniques has reminded students and scholars that industrial 

change is a strong material determinant in the literary world. Ben-

jamin wrote mainly about technological changes in techniques for 

reproduction, i.e., the dissemination of works already published.† 

Now, the “digital revolution” is affecting the very production and 

consumption of literature: writing, publishing and reading. Many 

of these changes have already taken place. Desktop publishing, 

digital bookshops such as Amazon.com and digital hypertexts are 

already counted among the tools of the trade. Just around the cor-

ner, there are signs of new forms of mediascapes – the multimedia 

society, the Meganet, the Supertext – which are sometimes said to 

hold the possibility of changing literature beyond recognition. This 

also holds true for books and works produced in traditional ways 

(monosequential works in codex format), simply because their 

relationships to other media are changing. As Marshall McLuhan 
 

* Medie-Sverige: statistik och analys, eds. Ulla Carlsson & Catharina Bucht, 
NORDICOM-Sverige, 11 (Göteborg: NORDICOM-Sverige, 1997), p. 71, Fig-
ure 1. 

† Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-
tion,” Illuminations, ed. and with an intr. by Hannah Arendt, trans. by Harry 
Zohn (London: Fontana Press, 1992), 211–244 (orig. publ. 1935). 
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pointed out: “The history of the arts and the sciences could be 

written in terms of the continuing process by which new technolo-

gies create new environments for old technologies.”* 

 Production in the community of books shared a long and inti-

mate association with the world of mechanized industrial produc-

tion, with machine presses and freight trains. In the world of e-

books and Internet publishing, the very concept of the book (the 

codex format) seems challenged by new media. As the argument in 

the rest of this book shows, I am convinced that the traditional 

printed book, manufactured of paper, ink and covers, will survive 

and prosper in the computerized, digital future. The book world 

will most certainly benefit from the new media, as it always has 

done in the past. However, the digitization of the book world has 

already had a deep impact on how we think about and read litera-

ture. It has shattered many established narratological models and 

made old ways of describing the book world irrelevant or obsolete. 

In some ways, this new digital environment seems to embody (or 

verify) many of the ideas associated with poststructuralism. This is 

the world where works are de-centered; texts have anonymous 

authors (or a multitude of authors), and seem to dissolve into bun-

dles of intertexts. This is the world where different parts of such 

texts contradict, intrinsically challenging the very concepts of truth 

and authority, blurring the line between fiction and fact, medium 

and reality. Many poststructuralist statements about literature find 

true relevance when applied to open-ended digital works, rather 

than printed works intended to be read monosequentially from 

beginning to end. Poststructuralism seems to have worked better 

as a prediction than as a description of the literature written in pre-

Net days. In some ways, the Internet is the redemption of post-

structuralism. 

 Yet literary theory, somewhat paradoxically, trails far behind the 

events of the digital world. One reason is that the new literary web 

is characterized by media convergence (the combination of the 

written word, sound and pictures into one artistic entity), while 

 
* Marshall McLuhan, Essential McLuhan, eds. Eric McLuhan & Frank 

Zingrone (New York: BasicBooks, 1996), p. 276 (quote from 1964). 
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literary theory still restricts itself to the written word.* Another is 

that the entire “literary process,” the production, distribution and 

consumption of literature, is being restructured by the digitization 

and remediation of literature. 

 Everyone involved in the world of books has reason to reflect 

on how the written word and the book trade are affected by the 

digitization of society. This book is an attempt to discuss some 

theoretical aspects of this change from the viewpoint of the soci-

ology of literature and publishing history. The focus is mainly on 

the relationship between the Internet on the one hand and narra-

tive fiction in book form on the other. Many of the examples given 

of developments in publishing and in the book trade are Swedish, 

but the aim is that the theoretical discussions of different functions 

in the literary process will apply to other countries as well. How 

will the Internet affect the writing, publishing and reading of narra-

tive texts? What are the main functions of these activities? These 

are the main questions behind this study.  

 The more precise research questions concern the history of 

publishing from the late 18th century to the present day, that is, 

during the era of novels and modern market economies. What is a 

narrative text? In what ways can the Internet change how texts 

work? What are the main characteristics of publishing and how 

have they evolved and changed? What are the economics of pub-

lishing on the Internet? And what are the effects of online 

bookshops on the book trade in general? 

 Even this restricted perspective may perhaps seem too broad 

(narrative fiction including everything from esoteric avant-garde 

experiments to mass market paperbacks), but I believe the changes 

in publishing in the digital age cannot be understood in the same 

ways for different forms of fiction. “The novel” or “narrative fic-

tion” are abstractions which must in reality accommodate forms of 

literature which have very little to do with each other except on 

general narrative levels. In the business of publishing, they live 
 

* Cf Mikle D. Ledgerwood, “Hypertextuality and multimedia literature,” Se-
miotics of the Media: State of the Art, Projects, and Perspectives, ed. Winifried Nöth, 
Approaches to Semiotics, 127 (Berlin & New York: Mouton de Gruyter, 1997), 
547–558, esp. pp. 547–9. 
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under very different economic rules, almost like separate countries 

with their own languages.  

 The theoretical inspiration for this book comes from various 

sources: the history of books and publishing history, narratology, 

textual criticism, the sociology of literature and various other mate-

rialistic traditions, including the sociology of literature as practiced 

in Sweden since the mid-1960s. In this study, I have tried to bring 

together these different theoretical perspectives to advance the 

understanding of how fiction and publishing will change in coming 

years and decades. 

 These changes have already begun and some trends are clearly 

discernible. Yet I would not have undertaken this research task if I 

were not convinced that certain patterns within the book trade 

tend to repeat themselves. At the beginning of the new century, we 

are glimpsing a brave new world of publishing, but much may be 

more brave than new. Although history tends not to repeat itself, it 

sometimes approaches a state that a world-weary voice in the six-

ties stamped as “all this repetition.” There is every reason to look 

backward in time and compare previous media revolutions to the 

one we are living through now. 

 From the point of view of traditional print culture there have 

been several waves of digitization of the book trade. The first con-

sisted of book clubs using address databases for targeted market-

ing to various demographic groups, gradually identifying smaller 

and smaller segments of the market, increasing cost-effectiveness 

in advertising and enabling book publishers to discern prospective 

groups of buyers. This fine-tuning of the distribution process has 

since continued with various ingenious computer systems for facil-

itating orders from bookstores and digital systems for monitoring 

sales from publishers and bookstores. There is a story of how the 

legendary Swedish publisher Johan Hansson in the early 1930s 

used to visit his warehouse at the end of every working day, check-

ing how well various titles had sold by estimating the height of the 

book piles.* Not many publishers in those days were as sophisti-

 
* Georg Svensson, “Hur man blir stor förläggare,” Natur och Kultur 50 år: ur 

ett bokförlags historia (Stockholm: Natur och Kultur, 1973), 9–29, p. 27. 
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cated in their monitoring of sales (most of them waited for the 

yearly – or quarterly, or whatever – sales figures), but nowadays, 

information on the exact number of copies shipped and sold is 

conveniently supplied by computer programs, crunching numbers 

and generating pie charts, graphs, and tables. 

 The second wave of digitization in the book trade was the 

computerization of the production of literature. This restructuring 

of how printed matter is manufactured fueled bitter struggles be-

tween traditional compositors and other occupational groups, but 

ultimately ended with modern technology winning hands down. 

To make a long story short, the outcome was modern publishing 

as we now know it: designers edging out compositors, authors 

submitting their works as computer files rather than manuscripts, 

printing from PDF files, digital printing (including Print On De-

mand) – and Internet publishing, CD-ROM, and all other forms of 

distribution of the written word via media other than the book. 

The new digital formats sometimes enable authors to use non-

traditional artistic forms. The artistic structure known as “hyper-

text” may be perfectly possible to achieve in the traditional printed 

book. Nevertheless, it generally exploits the technical possibilities 

inherent in the new digital media, using their improved means for 

linking, interactivity and randomness to create multisequential lit-

erary forms. To write a hypertext is to take the digitizing of text 

production to the very core of literary creation. 

 The third wave in the digitization of the book world is the use 

of the Internet to facilitate book distribution. This is a contempo-

rary, updated form of selling books by mail order. The American 

online superstore Amazon.com is the most obvious success story 

in this particular branch of the book trade, as well as late 1990s e-

commerce in general. In June 1999, it was reported that Ama-

zon.com sells 75 percent of all books bought online (presumably 

in the U.S.). Amazon’s ascendancy has been so rapid that the 

firm’s name has been turned into a new phrase – “getting Ama-

zoned” – to describe what happens when a traditional business is 

worsted by an online entrepreneur.* All over the world, online 
 

* Warren St. John, “Barnes & Noble’s Epiphany,” Wired 7.06, June 1999, 
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bookstores have tried to emulate Amazon.com, and the “amazon-

ing” process has begun to restructure the distribution of books in a 

way not seen since the advent of modern book clubs. 

 This book will focus on the second and third waves of the digit-

ization process, placing them in a historical perspective and at-

tempting to create new theoretical models for describing the new 

digital world of books and textual narratives – the literary web 

accessible through the Internet.  

 
132–144, pp. 132 and 134. 



  

 

 

1 

The Book Dethroned 
 

Literature, media, technology – patterns of change 
 

 

Books and the Media Revolutions 

unday night, watching the first part of a rerun of the BBC 

adaptation of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice and then, in 

bed, leafing through the explanatory notes of the Penguin 

edition of the novel, hunting down information about the cultural 

background. Monday morning at 10:15, eschewing a coffee break 

in favor of relaxing by surfing the Net, reading scraps of poetry 

and short stories on the site “Novell på nätet” [Short Story on the 

Net], wondering how many of these authors will ever break into 

print. The same night, watching a video of the film version of the 

book Primary Colors, a satire about President Bill Clinton based 

loosely on facts and firmly on genre requirements. Early Tuesday 

morning, glancing through the book review pages in two dailies, 

skimming critiques and quotations, forming a conception of this 

year’s literary trends. (I am reminded of the old joke: “Have you 

read the book?” – “Well, yes, but not personally.”) Wednesday, 

nothing – except playing around with the children’s copy of a CD-

ROM containing a game derived from Pongo and the 101 Dalmatians, 

once a juvenile book by Dodie Smith, now a modern Disney car-

toon classic. Thursday evening, listening to an audio book while 

ironing shirts, then tuning into a radio station holding a roundtable 

discussion about one of the books lauded in the newspapers two 

days earlier. Friday afternoon, listening to a cassette with a new 

recording of the Swedish poet Birger Sjöberg’s Fridas visor, one of 

the major bestsellers in Sweden in the 1920s, catching fragments of 

lyrics and humming along while the windshield wipers drive away 

rain and falling leaves.  

S 
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 Through it all, newspaper articles, television and radio pro-

grams, the flickering screens of computers are constant presences. 

And always, of course, books, piles of books, dead trees processed 

into practical or beautiful shapes and textures. Books as an ever-

present part of everyday life – hunting for information in scholarly 

tomes, reading for pleasure in armchairs and bed, quoting lines and 

snippets, reading bedtime stories aloud, searching for misplaced 

volumes, carrying books to and fro in a battered briefcase. 

 These are just a few glimpses of the conditions of literary work 

in the age of mass market production and electronics – instances 

so commonplace and familiar that every reader can instantly pro-

vide his or her own favorite examples of double, triple or quadru-

ple media citizenship, of how what we sometimes call texts or 

books, but more rightly should label “literary works,” migrate be-

tween media and art forms. Fiction, it is all fiction – and fiction is 

everywhere, regardless of medium. Yet, the “bookishness” of most 

of the examples cannot blind any contemporary reader to the fact 

that books hold nothing more than a marginal position in the 

modern media landscape.  

 “TV is the thing this year,” sang Dinah Washington in 1953. 

“Radio was great/But it’s out of date.”* Well, of course, TV has 

been the thing every year for decades – but that does not mean 

that other media have been driven out of competition. Radio was 

not outdated, just as video never killed the radio star. Yet, it is true 

that old media have lost momentum in the race for what is known 

as media time, i.e. the amount of time spent on different types of 

media. In present-day media society, books still have their prestige 

among other media, but no longer hold a privileged position. 

Books are not outdated; they are simply outnumbered. 

 Not only is the traditional printed book (the codex format) just 

one medium among other media, but more or less one kind of 

book among others. Terms like audio book, e-book (electronic 

book), interactive filmbook and hyperbook are currently used for 

 
* Dinah Washington, “T. V. Is the Thing This Year” (William Sanford–Phil 

Medley), recorded June 10, 1953. Original LP release The Best in Blues, Mercury 
MG20247. 
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literary material published on cassettes, CD-ROM and the Inter-

net. Some may feel them to be misnomers (does not a book con-

sist of print, paper and covers?), but in reality they remind us that 

the printed book often serves as source or a model for other me-

dia. 

 In retrospect, the advent of the printed book was one of the 

greatest media revolutions in the history of mankind. Through the 

inventions of printing and movable type, written material could be 

disseminated to an ever-increasing number of people. This is not 

the place to chronicle this history, but it should be noted that the 

number of copies printed was impressive from the beginning of 

the Gutenberg era. It has been estimated that twenty million books 

were printed in Europe between 1450 and 1500 (when the popula-

tion was around one hundred million in the countries where print-

ing developed), and in the 16th century, a further one hundred-fifty 

to two hundred million books were printed. During the first half 

of the 16th century, books displaced manuscripts in library collec-

tions, relegating the handwritten word to second place.* Historical 

figures on book production are notoriously inconsistent (one rea-

son is that the line of demarcation between books, brochures and 

other printed matter has always been unstable), but available statis-

tics quite clearly show that printed output grew exponentially be-

ginning in the 16th century, both in titles and in printed copies.† 

Meanwhile, the reading public slowly expanded, building more 

modern market conditions and changing the book from a clerical 

and scholarly tool to a medium for the masses. Through the rise of 

the novel, the book gave pleasure to large groups as a vehicle for 

artistic experience, escapism and psychological insights, but the 

bulk of book production (and publishing revenues) came from 
 

* Lucien Febvre & Henri-Jean Martin, The Coming of the Book: The Impact of 
Printing 1450–1800, trans. by David Gerard, ed. by Geoffrey Nowell-Smith and 
David Wooton, repr. (London: Verso, 1986) [First French ed. 1958], pp. 248f, 
262. 

† It has for example been estimated that just 453 titles were published in 
Sweden during the 16th century, 4,068 during the 17th, 21,941 during the 18th, 
and 318,803 during the 19th century. See Sten G. Lindberg, “500 år av svensk 
bokproduktion – och biblioteken: föredrag på Svenska bibliotekariesamfundets 
årsmöte 7.5.1983,” Biblis 1983, 69–93. 
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other genres, such as schoolbooks and technical books.  

 In Great Britain, the rise of the novel (and its modern market) 

occurred in the 18th century, but the birth of the modern book 

market in Sweden was for various reasons delayed until the 1830s 

and 1840s. State censorship had been abolished a few decades ear-

lier, technological advances in printing had made it cheaper to 

manufacture books, and new entrepreneurs saw opportunities in a 

previously largely neglected potential mass market for books. Fur-

thermore, a modern infrasystem for the book trade began to take 

shape (through the implementation of a national sale-or-return 

system in 1843, when the Swedish Publishers Association was 

founded), while the newspapers began to carry more book reviews, 

spurring further interest in reading and debating literature. All this 

attracted not only new readers, but also new authors, who felt freer 

to write about subjects and in styles other than these approved by 

the small literary elites – and these new authors in their turn at-

tracted new readers. The combination of these factors has contin-

ued to advance the output of books to this day. Other than during 

temporary crises in the Swedish book industry, the number of ti-

tles published has grown steadily.  

 For various methodological reasons, overall statistics on book 

production in Sweden from the 19th and 20th centuries are not en-

tirely comparable, but figures on the production of prose fiction 

books by Swedish writers (excluding reprints) indicate the steep-

ness of growth over a period of 140 years. In the 1830s, the yearly 

average was just 16 titles, increasing to 26 by the 1840s and 59 in 

the 1880s. By the 1920s, the number had rocketed to 146 titles and 

continued to grow, reaching 203 in the late 1960s.* Unfortunately, 
 

* Statistics from Johan Svedjedal, Almqvist – berättaren på bokmarknaden: berät-
tartekniska och litteratursociologiska studier i C. J. L. Almqvists prosafiktion kring 1840, 
Skrifter utgivna av Avdelningen för litteratursociologi vid Litteraturveten-
skapliga institutionen i Uppsala, 21 [Summary in English: Almqvist – The Narra-
tor in the Book Market: Studies in the narrative technique of C. J. L. Almqvist 
and socio-literary aspects of his prose fiction from around 1840] (Section for the 
Sociology of Literature, Uppsala University, 1987), p. 32 (1830s and 1840s); 
Karl-Erik Lundevall, Från åttital till nittital: om åttitalslitteraturen och Heidenstams 
debut och program (Stockholm: Almqvist & Wiksell, 1953), p. 346, n. 11 (1880s); 
Johan Svedjedal, Prosa mellan krigen: förstagångsutgivningen av svensk prosafiktion i 
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there are no reliable statistics for later decades, but there are indi-

cations of further growth of the output of prose fiction (see be-

low). 

 The newspaper shows a similar history – slowly becoming a 

medium for the masses, then becoming a part of everyday life in 

the 19th century. Newspapers began to be published in Sweden in 

the early 17th century, but there was no free press in the modern 

sense of the word. State censorship was firm and the government 

(i.e., the king) decided that one newspaper (Ordinari Post Tijdener, 

and various other names) should have a monopoly on publishing 

news. This system prevailed for a century, but in the middle of the 

18th century several new newspapers were founded and a modern, 

market-driven press began to take shape – albeit under strong state 

surveillance. Censorship was not abolished until the early 19th cen-

tury. From then on, the number of newspapers and their circula-

tions grew steadily. It has been estimated that the number of 

newspapers printed every day was somewhere near a tenth of a 

million in 1865, but that the million barrier was broken around the 

turn of the century and the two million barrier around 1920. In 

1940, total circulation was nearly three million, in 1960 nearly four 

million and in 1975 nearly five million. Since then, total circulation 

has leveled off at just under five million. As press historians have 

noted, movies and radio never became a real danger to periodicals, 

while television mainly posed a threat to magazines, rather than 

newspapers.* 

 Movies were introduced in Sweden in the late 1890s and 

became a mass medium during the first decade of the new century. 

The movies were called the “theater of the poor,” but in reality 

attracted viewers from all social strata. There is no consistent series 

of statistics concerning movie attendance, but the figures available 
 
original i bokform för vuxna 1916–1940, Litteratur och samhälle 18:2, 1982, p. 14, 
Table 1, cf p. 68, Table 20 (1920s); Lars Furuland & Hans Olof Johansson, 
“Utgivningen av skönlitteratur 1965–1970,” En bok om böcker: litteraturutredningens 
branschstudier, SOU 1972:80 (Stockholm: Ministry of Education and Science, 
1972), 226–265, p. 259, Table 9.24 (1965–1970). 

* Claes-Göran Holmberg, Ingemar Oscarsson & Per Rydén, En svensk pres-
shistoria (Stockholm: Esselte studium, 1983), pp. 126 (statistics), 129, 156ff (other 
media). 
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indicate that the audience continued to grow until the mid-1950s. 

At that time, motion picture theaters had nearly eighty million vis-

its per year (around ten times the Swedish population). In 1956, 

television was introduced in Sweden, causing a sharp decline in 

movie attendance. In the first seven years of national television, 

the movie theaters lost half their audience (from 78.2 million in 

1956 to 39.6 in 1963), and in 1997 the movies had 15.2 million 

visits per year – which means that the movies had lost 80 percent 

of their audience since the mid-1950s. The decline was not caused 

solely by national television, but also by the introduction of video, 

cable and satellite television in Swedish homes.* 

 Radio was introduced in Sweden in the 1920s, and regular na-

tional broadcasting began in 1925. For all practical purposes, the 

concession to broadcast radio was controlled by the state. There 

was only one national channel, the emphasis was on public service 

and commercial channels were banned until the 1980s. In the first 

year of broadcasting, a mere 8 percent of Swedish households had 

a radio, but the percentage rose fast, to 43 percent in 1935, 78 in 

1945 and 91 in 1955. During the same period, daily airtime in-

creased from 4 hours in 1925 to 14 in 1955. A second channel was 

introduced in 1955, followed by a third in 1965. By 1970, total 

daily airtime was 48 hours.†  

 Looming over the modern history of other media is the impact 

of television. Television made its breakthrough in Great Britain 

around 1950, but the full impact of the TV revolution came a few 

years later in the rest of the world. In Western Europe as a whole, 

there were just 14 television sets per 1,000 inhabitants in 1955. 

Twenty years later, the figure was 250. The figure of 300 in 1980 

effectively meant that every household had its own television set.‡ 
 

* Statistics from Samhället och filmen: betänkande av Filmutredningen, 4, 
Slutbetänkande, SOU 1973:53 (Stockholm: Ministry of Education and Science, 
1973), p. 95, Table 3; cf Leif Furhammar, Filmen i Sverige: en historia i tio kapitel 
(Höganäs: Bra böcker, 1991), esp. pp. 45, 203f, 218–22 and 350. Statistics for 
1997, Ny svensk filmpolitik: betänkande från Filmutredningen, SOU 1998:142 (Stock-
holm: Ministry of Culture, 1998), p. 76, Table 4.5. 

† Ingemar Lindblad, Etermediernas värld: radio och tv: Arbetsformer, program, publik 
(Stockholm: Bonniers, 1970), p. 99, Table 12. 

‡ Stig Hadenius & Lennart Weibull, Massmedier: en bok om press, radio och TV, 7 
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 Regular national television broadcasting did not begin in Swe-

den until 1956. Just as when radio was introduced, the government 

decided not to issue concessions to commercial channels. There 

was only one national channel, working well within the public ser-

vice paradigm. The belated introduction of the new medium was 

unexpectedly successful – not even television enthusiasts could 

predict the landslide of change in media habits that was to follow 

in just a few years. In the first year (1956/57) of national Swedish 

television, there were TV sets in just 1.5 percent of households, 

but after only two years the share had jumped to 16 percent 

(1958/59), after four years to 44 percent (1960/61) and after ten 

years to 78 percent (1966/67). During the same period, daily air-

time rose from 1.5 to 6.5 hours.* 

 In 1969 a second public service channel was launched and in 

1970, color television arrived in Swedish homes. This evolution 

resulted in a further increase in airtime, but the next revolution in 

Swedish television did not occur until in the late 1980s, when satel-

lite and cable television began to bring commercial television into 

Swedish homes. At first, only broadcasts of foreign channels were 

transmitted to Sweden, but in 1987 a new channel (TV3) used a 

loophole in the law to create the first Swedish commercial televi-

sion channel by quite simply broadcasting in Swedish from Lon-

don. In the 1960s, the government had outlawed similar enterpris-

es in radio (commercial stations broadcasting pop music from just 

outside the Swedish borders), a matter of considerable controver-

sy. In the late 1980s, such measures were no longer feasible and 

the time seemed ripe for the introduction of commercial television 

in Sweden, albeit only as a complement to public service television. 

There was no longer a state monopoly of the ether and a plethora 

of new Swedish commercial channels were launched. In 1985 just 

2 percent of Swedish households could receive satellite television 

(via cable or satellite dish); in 1988 the share was 11 percent, rising 

to 20 in 1989, 34 in 1990, 45 in 1991 and 58 in 1996.†  
 
rev. ed. (Stockholm: Bonniers, 1999), p. 179. 

* Lindblad 1970, p. 100, Table 13. 
† Medie-Sverige: statistik och analys, eds. Ulla Carlsson & Catharina Bucht, 

NORDICOM-Sverige, 11 (Göteborg: NORDICOM-Sverige, 1997), p. 316, 
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 There are no reliable statistics for total weekly airtime for chan-

nels available to Swedish viewers, but certainly it has multiplied in 

the last decade. In the mid-1980s, there were virtually just two 

channels available to Swedish households (Swedish state channels 

SVT1 and SVT2). Ten years later, there was a deluge of new com-

mercial channels, Swedish as well as foreign. By 1996, 97 percent 

of Swedish households had access to Swedish TV4, followed by 

London-based Swedish channel TV3 (53 percent), Swedish Kanal 

5 (49 percent), Eurosport (41 percent), Swedish TV6 (36 percent), 

Swedish Z-TV (37 percent), MTV (32 percent), French TV5 and 

CNN (both 18 percent).* 

 In light of this, it is hardly surprising that the percentage of 

television viewers among the Swedish population rose from 76 in 

1979 to 84 in 1996. Perhaps less expected, however, is that average 

daily viewing time seems to have dwindled rather than expanded in 

the last few years – from 124 minutes in 1993 to 115 minutes in 

1996.† Perhaps audiences have discovered that more channels and 

more airtime do not necessarily mean more variety. In fact, the 

television audience has been rather uninterested in the majority of 

the new channels. For all practical purposes, two public service 

channels and one commercial Swedish channel cater to the majori-

ty of viewers. These three channels (SVT1, SVT2, TV4) provide 

the population as a whole with 77 percent of its daily viewing 

time.‡ One reason for this dominance is that airtime for the two 

national public service channels has expanded dramatically (pre-

sumably to fight back the commercial channels). From 1986/87 to 

1996, it rose by 56 percent.§ 

 The 1990s have seen the breakthrough of home multimedia 

personal computers for Internet surfing. Statistics on the growth 

of the medium as a household commodity are often impressive, 

 
Table 6.32. Historical perspectives, see Stig Hadenius, Kampen om monopolet: Sveri-
ges radio och TV under 1900-talet (Stockholm: Prisma, 1998), pp. 148–313. 

* MedieSverige 1997, p. 317, Table 6.33. 
† MedieSverige 1997, pp. 320 (Table 6.36) and 321 (Table 6.38). 
‡ Hadenius & Weibull, pp. 186–190, 225–27. Statistics, cf MedieSverige 1997, 

p. 294, Figure 1. 
§ Cf MedieSverige 1997, p. 311, Table 6.16. 
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and Sweden seems to be among the leading countries in the race 

towards the new, digital mediascape. In April 1995, just 1.7 percent 

of the Swedish population (ages 16–65) surfed the Internet at least 

several times every week; by August 1997, the percentage had 

grown tenfold to 17.* Other data indicate that this process is still 

accelerating. 

 However, it should be pointed out that the use of PCs and the 

Internet still plays a relatively humble role in the larger media land-

scape. Figures from 1997 show that the Swedish people spent 

most of their media time on older media. Of a total of 349 minutes 

a day, 132 were spent listening to radio, 97 watching television, 29 

reading newspapers, 23 reading books, 22 listening to CDs or rec-

ords, 17 reading magazines, 10 watching videos, 10 using a PC at 

home and 9 minutes listening to cassettes.† Computers and com-

puter networks are still the new kids on the block compared to 

traditional media, and still have difficulty finding real space in the 

lives of most people. The phenomenally speedy growth rate of 

home computer use is in one sense an example of the quickening 

pace of the new media revolution.  

 It took the book several centuries to become a medium for the 

masses. Newspapers turned into a mass medium somewhat faster, 

while films and radio needed just a few decades. For television and 

video, the process took between ten and twenty years. While the 

waves of media revolution roll in faster and faster, fiction and in-

formation continue to surf these waves. They are forms of telling 

and knowing and feeling, scurrying between different artistic 

forms. Surely the media revolutions of the 20th century have de-

throned the book. But, as someone once said, the loss of sovereign 

rights is not everything in this world. “A lot of kings throw their 

crowns around. What’s so sacred about a crown?”‡  

 Virtually every modern human being is part of this dethrone-

ment of the book – reader or not, like it or not. This is my lesson 
 

* MedieSverige 1997, p. 38, Figure 1. Cf p. 37. 
† Nordicom-Sveriges Mediebarometer 1997, Medienotiser 1998, no. 1 (Göteborg: 

NORDICOM-Sverige, 1998), p. 16. 
‡ Bob Dylan quoted in Anthony Scaduto, Bob Dylan, rev. ed. (London: Aba-

cus, 1974), p. 300. 
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when I turn off the cassette player in my car, heading for my easy 

chair and my well-thumbed copy of Birger Sjöberg's collected po-

ems. 

 

The Gutenberg Capacity 

In 1994, Sven Birkerts published a book ominously titled The Gu-

tenberg Elegies, wherein he laments the future of literature, books 

and reading. In the digital age, the fate of books seems bleak. “Alt-

hough significant works still get written, it is harder than ever for 

them to get published; or, once published, distributed; or once 

distributed, sold; or once sold, read.” The culture of print is like a 

church, deserted by a congregation whose members have lost their 

faith. “A change is upon us – nothing could be clearer. The printed 

word is part of a vestigial order that we are moving away from – 

by choice and by societal compulsion.”* 

 Such alarmist warnings continue to be heard, but at least up to 

this point they have been contradicted by developments in pub-

lishing and bookselling. Current statistics show that the yearly out-

put of books is increasing. In 1980, a total of 7,598 books were 

published in Sweden; by 1990 that figure had risen to 12,034 and 

by 1996 to 13,496. Furthermore, the habit of reading books does 

not seem to be threatened by other, new media habits – at least in 

the population as a whole. From 1979 to 1993, average daily read-

ing time was around half an hour in the population as a whole. 

(Figures from 1994 and onwards are not comparable to earlier 

statistics – they more clearly comprise all kinds of books, including 

textbooks, and give a daily average of around forty minutes.)† And 

the share of the population reading books seems to be holding up, 

even growing rather than dwindling. In 1988/89 it was reported 

that 61 percent of the Swedish population read books at least once 

a month; by 1994/95 the share had increased to 67 percent. 

(Weekly shares were 49 and 54 percent respectively.) However, 

there are also strong indications that young people read less and 

 
* Sven Birkerts, The Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in an Electronic Age 

(Boston & London: Faber and Faber, 1994), pp. 190, 118. 
† MedieSverige 1997, pp. 221 (Table 4.1) and 238 (Table 4.3). 
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less. A survey from 1994/95 showed that reading had diminished 

since the 1980s in all age groups below 24 years of age, and that 

parents had halved the time they spent on reading to small chil-

dren.*  

 These figures are alarming signs for the reading culture. At pre-

sent, however, there is no slump in publishing. Statistics from the 

Swedish Publishers Association (comprising approximately 70 

percent of the book trade in economic terms and excluding, for 

example, mass market books, educational books, and books from 

many small publishing firms) indicates that more books are pub-

lished and sold annually now than twenty-five years ago. It should 

be noted, however, that the number of copies sold annually seems 

to have peaked around 1990. In 1973/74 the number was 12.6 

million copies, in 1990 17.7 million, and in 1998 14.7 million.† This 

dual pattern (more books are published, but in smaller average 

editions) is presumably one main consequence of the computeriza-

tion of the book trade. Technical advances in production and dis-

tribution have made publishing more cost-effective, with the con-

sequence that smaller editions than before can bear their own 

costs. At least up to now, computers have bred more books, rather 

than exterminated them. 

 For book-lovers, the statistics above seem mainly good news. 

The book has survived and prospered, and the elegies over its de-

mise seem premature. The bad news for the fiction industry, how-

ever, is that books proportionally occupy less and less of the time 

people spend on media and that fiction seems to be losing ground 

to other kinds of books. The output of fiction books for adults 

was 2,204 titles in 1980 and 1,906 in 1996, which means that fic-

tion’s share of total book production fell from 29 percent to just 
 

* Statistics from Kulturbarometern i detalj: tema litteratur och bibliotek, Kulturen i 
siffror, 1997:1 (Stockholm: Swedish National Council for Cultural Affairs, 
1997), p. 10, Table 1, and p. 20 with Table 9. 

† Statistics for 1995–1998 from Svenska Förläggareföreningens branschstatistik 
(Stockholm: Svenska Förläggareföreningen, 1998), Table C4. Statistics from 
1973 until 1994 in Tjugo års kulturpolitik 1974–1994: en rapport från Kulturutredning-
en, SOU 1995:85 (Stockholm: Ministry of Culture, 1995), p. 252, Table 11.2.4a. 
On these statistics, see Boken i tiden: betänkande av Utredningen om boken och kultur-
tidskriften, SOU 1997:141 (Stockholm: Ministry of Culture, 1997), pp. 92–94. 
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14 percent.* Even more dramatic is the relative diminution in time 

spent on books compared to other media. In the 1950s, around 85 

percent of “fiction time” (i.e., reading, listening to or watching 

fiction) was spent on books. By the mid-1980s, around two thirds 

of this time was spent on audiovisual media, with books trailing far 

behind.† 

 Such statistics mirror the impact of new mass media in Swedish 

homes. Along with this, other kinds of media and new technology 

have penetrated everyday life, changing the media landscape be-

yond recognition. In 1978, just 1 percent of households with tele-

visions owned a VCR; by 1990, the share was up to 56 percent and 

by 1996 to 81 percent.‡ Presumably, this is part of the reason that 

movie theater attendance has declined so much during recent dec-

ades. The will to go to the movies is probably weakened when you 

know that the film will be available on video in a few months’ 

time, and later most likely broadcast on TV, where you can tape it 

to watch at your leisure. 

 Other forms of technology were also more widespread among 

the Swedish population: 

 

Table 1: Share of population ages 7–79 with access to different types of equipment for 
playing audio recordings 
   1985  1993 
Analog record player 79  81 
Radio cassette player 51  73 
Car cassette tape deck 54  70 
Cassette deck 39  67 
Personal stereo (“Walkman,” etc.) 29  58 
CD player 1  50 
 
Source: MedieSverige 1997, p. 415, Table 9.17 

The most radical media change is, of course, the growth in com-

puter technology linked to telecommunications. In 1993, 19 per-
 

* MedieSverige 1997, p. 221, Table 4.1. 
† Yngve Lindung, “Populära och mindre populära medier för att uppleva 

berättelser,” Populärkultur: en antologi från NORDICOM-Sverige, ed. Ulla Carlsson, 
NORDICOM-NYTT/Sverige 1–2, 1987 (Göteborg: NORDICOM-Sverige, 
1987), 61–70, p. 61. 

‡ MedieSverige 1997, p. 362, Table 7.24. 
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cent of the Swedish population (ages 15–75) had access to a PC; in 

1996 the share was 35 percent. By early 1999, more than 50 per-

cent of Swedish households had a computer.* 

 Inevitably, this audiovisual and digital landslide has affected 

print culture. For example, the number of daily newspapers pub-

lished was the same in 1995 as in 1980 (163), but during the same 

period, total circulation declined by 9 percent (from 4,895,000 cop-

ies to 4,475,000). Meanwhile the share of households subscribing 

to a morning paper has slowly decreased: from 80 percent in 1979 

to 74 percent in 1996.†  

 These are the hard facts on changes in media consumption dur-

ing recent decades. These changes are in turn part of a larger pro-

cess, the series of media revolutions during the twentieth century. 

In the 19th century, the book was a revered member of the royal 

house of media – sometimes sovereign, sometimes consort, but 

always at the center of attention. Printed matter (books, newspa-

pers, magazines and printed music) was the major source for me-

dia-borne entertainment and information. But when technology 

dethroned printed matter, it meant changes in media habits, com-

municative patterns and modes of perception. Such effects can be 

linked to the technological changes and media revolutions dis-

cussed above – the much heralded “postmodern condition” is in 

fact largely a function of these changes, which has led to what is 

perceived as de-centering, a corrosion of values and the blurring of 

the border between reality and fiction.‡ If printing inaugurated 

cultural modernity, audiovisual media (especially television) played 

the same role for cultural postmodernity.§ As Fredric Jameson has 

eloquently pointed out, postmodernism is grounded in the cultural 

logic of late capitalism – a consumer culture where media bombard 

people with fragmented images, sounds, and signs.** It may justly 
 

* 1999, Hadenius & Weibull, 278. 
† MedieSverige 1997, pp. 161 (Tables 2.1 and 2.2) and 171 (Table 2.20). 
‡ See for example the (critical) summary in John Frow, “What was Postmod-

ernism?,” Time and Commodity Culture: Essays in Cultural Theory and Postmodernity 
(Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1997), 13–63, pp. 46–48. 

§ Andrew Milner, Literature, Culture and Society (London: UCL Press, 1996), p. 
78. 

** Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism, 
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be argued that media have always worked in this way (in modern, 

proto-modern and pre-modern societies), but it can hardly be de-

nied that the flow of signs is wider and more forceful than ever. 

 Out of the media revolutions have come three major effects in 

the media world itself.* The first is that people in the western 

world have used increasingly more time for media consumption 

during the 20th century, audiovisual media providing white noise 

for life at home to no lesser extent than they are used for concen-

trated viewing and listening. The second effect is that television is 

by far the dominating medium (in terms of media penetration), 

followed by radio, newspapers and books. Self-evidently, the actual 

figures vary between countries, but statistics from Sweden corre-

late with the overall picture of the modern, audiovisual medi-

ascape. In 1997, 84 percent of the Swedish population (ages 9–79) 

watched television on an average day, 82 percent listened to the 

radio, 72 percent read a morning paper, 38 percent read a book, 35 

percent listened to CDs or records, 29 read a magazine, 28 read an 

evening paper, 15 percent watched video, 14 percent used a per-

sonal computer at home for other than professional reasons, 2 

percent surfed the Internet at home for non-professional reasons, 

and 1 percent went to the movies.†  

 Television is the giant of percentages, dwarfing textual media 

such as books, magazines and computers. Furthermore, television 

is a dominating factor when it comes to deciding the agenda for 

other media and public debate. It is the epicenter from which oth-

er media tend to radiate, the audiovisual flow that attracts attention 

and shapes our perceptions and values. As Pierre Bourdieu some-

what pessimistically puts it: “We are getting closer and closer to 

the point where the social world is primarily described – and in a 

sense prescribed – by television.”‡  

 However, the term “television” needs to be qualified. In the age 

of global satellite television and an increasing number of national 
 
Post-Contemporary Interventions (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991). 

* Cf the material compiled in Castells 1999 (1996), pp. 330–42. 
† Nordicom-Sveriges Mediebarometern 1997 (1998), p. 9. 
‡ Pierre Bourdieu, On Television, trans. from the French by Priscilla Parkhurst 

Ferguson (New York: The New Press, 1998), p. 22. 
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channels, the audience is less and less homogeneous. The third 

major effect of the media revolutions – which applies to television 

as well as other media – is that the idea of mass media (i.e., media 

transmitting a limited number of messages at the same time to a 

homogeneous mass audience) no longer holds water. In the mod-

ern media society, the audience tends to be more fragmented and 

sometimes more selective than classical mass media theory would 

have it. The “audience” is changed into “audiences,” the “viewer” 

into “user.”  

 The culture and commerce of books have not only survived all 

this, but thrived on technological change and the birth of new me-

dia. The book itself, after all, was once a new medium, and has 

benefited from centuries of technological advances in production 

and distribution. Furthermore, the book world has always learned 

to use media change to its own advantage.  

 One major result of the media revolutions of the last century is 

that the book – and literary culture – have been forced to live in 

what the literary sociologist Hans Hertel has labeled “a media 

symbiosis.”* To gain recognition (and achieve large sales), a book 

quite simply must be noticed in other media. The basic form of 

this recognition is, of course, advertising and reviewing in newspa-

pers and magazines. In fact, the modern book world is irrevocably 

linked to the press. Literature and newspapers evolved as crucial 

parts of the public sphere and book publishers rely on newspaper 

attention to make their wares known to the public. This attention 

can take many forms, the commercially most effective being when 

the author leaves the book review section and enters the news 

pages. This leap to a new level of recognition may be termed the 

Rushdie effect. But the same attention value is provided by radio, 

television, films, video – and computers. Literary classics often 

gain new shelf life after film versions and television adaptations of 

the works. E. M. Forster would hardly have entered the bestseller 

lists in the 1980s and 1990s without the release of film versions of 

A Room With a View and others. And where would Mary Shelley’s 

 
* Hans Hertel, 500.000£ er prisen: Bogen i mediesymbiosens tid, The Adam Helms 

Lecture 1985 (Stockholm: Svenska Bokförläggareföreningen / Norstedts, 1996). 
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Frankenstein be today if it weren't for Boris Karloff? In Sweden, as 

in other parts of the world, Jane Austen in the 1990s suddenly 

made a remarkable comeback in the bookstores after decades of 

relative obscurity. The reason was, of course, the BBC miniseries 

version of Pride and Prejudice. Every episode was watched by an 

average of 726,000 people; the film version of Sense and Sensibility 

attracted 329,737 viewers; and the sales of Austen’s books sudden-

ly jumped. About 7,000 copies of Pride and Prejudice were reprinted 

in 1968, and about 5,000 in 1987. Following the BBC miniseries, 

35,000 copies were sold.* 

 Classics are, however, only a small part of the process of media 

symbiosis. Naturally, it affects the publishing of new material even 

more. It is easier to get a book published if you are known from 

other media – in fact, television producers and book publishers 

eager to cash in on media attention often hound film celebrities for 

manuscripts. This may be dubbed the Monica Lewinsky effect. If 

no manuscript materializes, one may be ghostwritten for the celeb-

rity by an anonymous author. Furthermore, books are marketed in 

various ways through media such as films, radio and television. 

And the marketers are not only authors and critics, but also other 

media personalities. When popular talk show hostess Oprah Win-

frey launched her own book club, sales of the books she chose 

multiplied overnight. 

 In short, media other than books fill many functions for au-

thors of books. Reviews and discussions will affect the sales of a 

book. Adaptations of a literary work for another media may revive 

interest in the work and the author. But the media may also pro-

vide work for the author, writing original works or adaptations: 

radio plays, television treatments, recordings and film scripts – not 

to mention reviews, articles and serials. A century ago, the alterna-

tive to the book was effectively limited to the press, but nowadays 

authors have many other choices. The media revolutions have 

gradually reshaped the roles of the author. Jane Austen wrote only 

for the book format; Charles Dickens combined journalism and 

 
* Austen statistics from Johan Svedjedal, “Filmen livsviktig för boken,” Sven-

ska Dagbladet, March 21, 1997. 
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literary writing; F. Scott Fitzgerald wrote mainly for magazines 

(collecting his short stories in books) and was a salaried scriptwrit-

er in Hollywood; Michael Joyce began as novelist, but made his 

name as an author of digital hypertexts. The pull from other media 

may be so strong – economically or artistically – that authors leave 

the book world for other media. Innumerable authors have be-

come journalists; some, like Leonard Cohen and Patti Smith, have 

become troubadours or rock musicians, writing and performing 

their own material instead of publishing books. 

 As Jay Bolter has put it, we may live in “the late age of print.”* 

If this is so, print is remarkably unaware of its imminent disap-

pearance. Globally, print culture thrives, competing with other 

digital media and simultaneously using digital technology to cheap-

en the cost of production and distribution of printed matter. Like 

it or not, the commercial side of book culture has long since been 

thoroughly computerized at all levels. This digitization is the latest 

phase in a long history of the community of books adapting to 

revolutions in communications and technology. This power to 

adapt may be termed the Gutenberg Capacity – i.e., the capacity of 

book culture for appropriating advances in technology and media. 

These changes have affected the whole of society during the cen-

turies of capitalism and the industrial economy and have conse-

quently transformed literary culture, industrially and artistically. 

From this perspective, computers and the Internet are just a new 

phase in a long story. Computers evidently provide an alternative 

and a competitor to the book, but at the same time a means for 

strengthening the book world. 

 In the following, some examples will be given of this Guten-

berg Capacity. They suggest some parallels between the present 

digital revolution and earlier times of change. This is not to say 

that history repeats itself, only that some patterns of change may 

have a structural resemblance and that the past, therefore, may 

provide material for predictions about the future. Yet it is at most 

a question of probabilities, not of trying to divine specific, unique 

 
* Jay David Bolter, Writing Space: The Computer, Hypertext, and the History of 

Writing (Hillsdale, N. J.: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1991), pp. 1–3. 
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events. As historian E. H. Carr said of the historian’s ability to 

predict the future, it is on the one hand restricted by this unique-

ness of events, but on the other hand enhanced by “a conditional 

validity which serves both as a guide to action and a key to our 

understanding of how things happen.”* This is, after all, what 

comprehension of the future Gutenberg Capacity is all about: 

awareness of the past. 

 

Railroads 

In past centuries, one basic problem was quite simply getting the 

book to the customer. Transportation was slow, relatively expen-

sive and often unreliable. Publishers used the various means avail-

able to them – from stagecoaches to steamboats – but it could take 

months for a book to reach a prospective buyer. In countries like 

Sweden, with long, snowy winters, the distribution of books virtu-

ally came to a halt during the coldest months. Sometimes the 

community of books was nearly forced into hibernation when ice 

prevented steamboats from sailing and the stagecoach had to be 

reserved for necessities.† 

 One effect was that there was no national (let alone internation-

al) book market in the modern sense of the word. The publication 

of a book was a prolonged process since copies were seldom avail-

able simultaneously to customers in different parts of the country. 

Reviews in the national newspapers could precede the actual book 

by several months. In the 1830s, it could take a new Swedish book 

nearly a year to reach distant parts of the country.‡ 

 The construction of railroads was to change all this, yet the 

process – which took place roughly from the 1830s to the 1930s – 

was a slow one. Not only did it take time for workers to lay track 

the length and breadth of nations, the railroad companies were 

 
* E. H. Carr, What is History? The George Macaulay Trevelyan Lectures Delivered in 

the University of Cambridge January–March 1961, 2nd ed., ed. by R. W. Davies (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1990), p. 69 (orig. publ. 1961). 

† Sven Rinman, Svenska bokförläggareföreningen 1843–1887: en historisk översikt 
med anledning av föreningens 100-årsjubileum (Stockholm: Svenska bokförläg-
gareföreningen, 1951), pp. 17–20. 

‡ Rinman 1951, p. 20. 
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often delayed by the wait for decisions from governments or au-

thorities on various issues. Regulations varied a great deal between 

countries. In the U.S. and Great Britain, the building of railroads 

was very much a private enterprise, the state either remaining pas-

sive or subsidizing private companies. In Sweden, on the other 

hand, the building of a national railroad network was considered 

more of a state responsibility. However, the final outcome was the 

same everywhere: a national (and international) network of rail-

roads came to connect different parts of the country more firmly 

than before, providing cheaper and faster transportation.* 

 The community of books benefited from this, as did other 

business sectors. The railroads provided publishers with more 

cost-effective and reliable means of transportation. They came to 

be the technical basis for a nationwide system of booksellers intro-

duced in 1843 by the Swedish Publishers Association, as well as 

the prerequisite for a national forwarding agency for books, Seeligs 

(founded in 1848). Book trade historian Sven Rinman has quite 

justly identified the building of the railroads as the most important 

factor behind the emergence of a national, literary culture in the 

19th century. From the capital city of Stockholm, where most of 

the publishing houses were located, the railroads made it possible 

to coordinate the transportation of large quantities of books all 

over the country and all year round. Certainly the process was pro-

tracted, often leaving distant provinces without adequate means of 

transportation until well into the 20th century, but more important 

were the overall national improvements in the distribution of 

books.† 

 The railroad quickly became associated with a sense of moder-

nity, a quickening of tempo, a nervous excitement. Inevitably, 

journeys by rail became a favorite subject for authors. In literature, 

 
* For a survey of this process, see Arne Kaijser, I fädrens spår: den svenska infra-

strukturens historiska utveckling och framtida utmaningar, Stockholm Papers in History 
and Philosophy of Technology, TRITA-HOT, 2027 (Stockholm: Carlssons, 
1994), 138–151. 

† Rinman 1951, p. 444. Cf Johan Svedjedal Bokens samhälle: Svenska Bokförläg-
gareföreningen och svensk bokmarknad 1887–1943, 1–2 (Stockholm: Svenska 
bokföräggareföreningen, 1993), pp. 152–156. 
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railroads often became “the site of confrontation of the body and 

the forces of modernization.”* Leaving such literary effects of the 

rail revolution, two other consequences may be noted.  

 The first consequence was that train travel opened a new mar-

ket for bookselling. Reading was a good way to kill time during 

train trips and publishers and booksellers flocked to tap a new 

market. Under titles like “Jernvägsbibliothek” [Railroad Library] 

publishers launched series aimed at train travelers (as they in the 

past had started similar “steamboat libraries”). Such series did not 

contain books about railroads (or steamboats), but rather diverting 

works meant to be read during journeys. All over the western 

world, publishers and booksellers discovered that trains and train 

stations were the places to sell books. Booksellers tried to secure 

exclusive rights for selling books to train passengers – in the late 

1840s, W. H. Smith got the exclusive right to sell books and papers 

on the Birmingham Railway; and in 1852 Louis Hachette emulated 

this model in France.† In the U.S., publishing wizard Frank Leslie, 

who published numerous series of cheap books from the 1850s 

onwards, had a phenomenal success when in 1877 he launched a 

new series of books aimed at railroad travelers. The books were 

sold in train station kiosks and by Leslie’s “train butchers” in the 

trains themselves. By using this new outlet, Leslie “tripled the sales 

of his previous twenty years in the single year between 1876 and 

1877.”‡ 

 These new booksellers, operating on trains with their trolleys 

loaded with newspapers, magazines and cheap books, soon be-

came a familiar sight in trains. In Sweden, the nationwide Press-

byrån [The Press Agency] secured the monopoly for several dec-

ades of the 20th century on selling books in stations and on trains, 

opening a new outlet for publishers of the forerunners of present-
 

* Nicholas Daly, “Railway Novels: Sensation Fiction and the Modernization 
of the Senses,” ELH 66:2, Summer 1999, 461–487, p. 468. 

† Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and 
Space in the 19th Century (Berkeley and Los Angeles: The University of California 
Press, 1986) (German orig. 1977), pp. 65–6. 

‡ John Tebbel, A History of Book Publishing in the United States, II, The Expan-
sion of an Industry, 1865–1919 (New York & London: R. R. Bowker, 1975), pp. 
358, 500. 
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day paperbacks. In their golden age, the 1910s, annual sales 

through Pressbyrån rocketed from 92,000 to 1.4 million copies. 

Many were presumably bought to kill time during train trips, and it 

is hardly surprising that publishers tended to see the railroad book 

market as a way to reach new customers, rather than old ones in a 

new setting. As some publishers put it in a trade magazine in 1928: 

“A person who buys a book during a train journey will probably in 

nine cases out of ten buy it on impulse, and it is unlikely that he 

would have bought it otherwise.” The actual calculation may have 

been exceedingly optimistic; but it was incontestable that train 

journeys truly bred book purchases.* 

 The second consequence of the rail revolution in Sweden (as in 

other countries) was more fundamental and far-reaching. It meant 

a demographic restructuring of the country, a slow concentration 

of the population to villages and towns near the railroad stations. 

New cities prospered with railroad traffic, while cities that were 

bypassed when the tracks were laid – or which merely had branch 

lines – found themselves dwindling. The economic basis of this 

process was that commerce, education and administration tended 

to be concentrated to places with good communications and 

transportation facilities. For about a century, railroads were among 

the most important of these facilities. 

 Bookselling was no different in this respect from other business 

activities. When the Swedish Publishers Association (which from 

1843 to 1970 governed the appointment of new booksellers) de-

cided which communities were to have a new bookseller, one es-

sential point was whether the town had a train station or not – i.e. 

if it had stable commercial prospects. Future booksellers in their 

turn used the same argument when they applied for a post as retail 

dealer or for the right to open a branch store.† 

 In short, the building of railroads promoted publishing by 
 

* Pressbyrån, cf Svedjedal 1993, pp. 158–60, 483–92 (sales figures p. 485). 
The quotation is from p. 489: “En person, som under en tågresa tillhandlar sig 
en bok, torde i nio fall av tio köpa den för stundens behov, och det är föga 
troligt, att han i annat fall just inköpt densamma.” (Originally i Svensk Bokhandels-
tidning 76:46, 1928, p. 253.) 

† See Svedjedal 1993, pp. 74, 77, 80, 780. 
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boosting bookselling in various ways. At the same time, it provided 

an infrasystem (i.e., a part of the total infrastructure) that rational-

ized the distribution of books and helped to give rise to a modern, 

national book market, increasing the sense of simultaneity in the 

literary world. This was all part of a larger historical process (com-

prising for example the change of society by telephones, electricity 

and cars), but when it came to the community of books, the rail 

revolution was the very foundation of the modern book market, 

where distribution of large quantities of books is relatively cheap, 

fast and secure. From the present-day point of view, this may be 

seen as the first step in a process transformed into a global unifica-

tion (through airplanes and computer networks) where the distri-

bution of atoms begins to be substituted by that of bits. 

 

Electricity 

“Power” is one of the keywords of modern literary theory. Marxist 

theory, Foucauldian perspectives, gender studies and post-colonial 

theory have, for example, helped to uncover ideological structures, 

analyzing the subtle ways in which patterns of domination and 

oppression blend in works of fiction. Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of 

‘the literary field’ provides a theoretical framework for analysis of 

the struggle for power and aesthetic domination in the world of 

literary production. In the literary field, there is a continuing battle 

concerning the power to define good taste – which aesthetic opin-

ions are valid and which are not. 

 There is, however, another side to the concept of power – 

namely that of energy. The cost of energy (and consequently the 

amount affordable) is a very strong factor shaping the literary cul-

ture in any given age. In our age of electricity, it is easy to forget 

how expensive energy was in the past. Two centuries ago, lighting 

for reading was a costly luxury that for all practical purposes only 

the elite could afford. This want of light proved a very concrete 

obstacle for the dissemination of the book culture. As Ian Watt 

has pointed out, the window tax imposed in England in the late 

seventeenth century reduced the size of windows, and consequent-
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ly the light for reading.* 

 As Lars Furuland has pointed out in a wide-ranging study, read-

ing was an activity that most people could pursue only by the light 

of small windows, open fires or (at best) candles.† Since most 

households were crowded and people tended to gather around the 

few sources of light, this also meant that reading was hardly a soli-

tary activity, surrounded by silence. The pre-romantic notion of 

the desirability of reading books alone in the open air has a very 

concrete background in these circumstances. At the same time, 

outdoor reading is hardly an option in Sweden, where the climate 

is chilly, winters are long and evenings are dark for most of the 

year. 

 Better forms of lighting were not introduced in the Swedish 

market until the beginning of the 19th century. Oil lamps, gaslight 

and kerosene lamps provided new ways of illuminating homes. Yet 

all these sources of light were expensive and the real revolution for 

reading did not happen before the electric light bulb was intro-

duced in the 1890s. By the turn of the century, the new technology 

was cheap enough to be affordable for Everyman. 

 The culture of book production and reading had been growing 

steadily in Sweden during the 18th century, but the breakthrough 

for modern and cheaper sources of light accelerated the whole 

process when many more gained access to the light necessary for 

reading during their spare time. Simultaneously, the spreading of 

the new light sources paralleled and caused the diffusion of 

knowledge and rational thought that had for many decades been 

called Enlightenment. The lamps suddenly placed inside Swedish 

homes radiated light, in both a literal and a metaphorical sense. 

One of the major new publishing houses around the turn of the 

century was called “Ljus” (light) and published literary classics in 
 

* Ian Watt, The Rise of the Novel: Studies in Defoe, Richardson and Fielding, repr. 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972) [first ed. 1957]. p. 57. 

† Information and examples in the following section are mainly gathered 
from Lars Furuland, “Ljus över landet: elektrifieringen och litteraturen,” in Ljus 
över landet och andra litteratursociologiska uppsatser, Skrifter utgivna av Avdelningen 
för litteratursociologi vid Litteraturvetenskapliga institutionen i Uppsala (Section 
for the Sociology of Literature, Department of Literature, Uppsala University), 
28 (Hedemora: Gidlunds, 1991), 33–62. 
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inexpensive editions, as well as books and magazines for adult 

education.  

 Many autobiographical accounts from working-class people 

recount the sense of freedom and intellectual growth that came 

when the new light-sources were introduced in homes where illu-

mination had once been sparse. One Swedish working-class au-

thor, Ivar Lo-Johansson, compared the kitchen in a common cot-

tage to a prison cell – there was continuous surveillance of what 

was being read and why, and strict economy with the light. For 

many avid readers, male or female, the dream of a room of one’s 

own meant wanting a lamp of one’s own. 

 The continuous breakthrough of electricity, beginning in the 

upper classes and slowly spreading to other strata in society, had its 

effect on publishing and writing. One result was industrial devel-

opment, mainly in printing and binding: cheaper power meant 

cheaper production, employment for new groups (and layoffs for 

old occupational groups). Electricity powered the industrial leap 

from hand presses to machine presses. At the same time, the new 

sources of light meant better conditions for education, as well as 

for writing. Where there was light at night, there was more time for 

study, more opportunities for taking the step from reading to writ-

ing. 

 Many literary authors were fascinated by the technological 

changes around them, and electricity soon became part of the mo-

tifs and metaphors of fiction. In the early 19th century, Swedish 

Romantics began to use the concept of electricity to describe the 

rapid dissemination of thoughts and feelings, as well as a metaphor 

for the power generated between two people in an amorous en-

counter. When electrical power became more common in Swedish 

towns around the end of the century, authors began to describe 

how the city changed shape around them, illuminated by the new 

lamps, making room for what Raymond Williams would have 

called new structures of feeling. Slowly, electricity became a part of 

everyday life – introduced as a daring metaphor, it turned into a 

novelty in descriptions of setting, and then into something per-

ceived as natural. 



THE BOOK DETHRONED 41 

 August Strindberg acted as a litmus paper for this process. He 

was careful to allow his metaphors to be influenced by advances in 

technology and science and, as Lars Furuland remarks, Strindberg 

is probably the European author who was most frequently inspired 

by electricity for words, similes and metaphors. For example, 

Strindberg tended to see people as electrically charged entities, 

attracting, repelling and influencing each other. ‘Sparks,’ ‘battery,’ 

‘accumulator,’ ‘power,’ ‘induction,’ and ‘polarity,’ are some of his 

favorite words when it comes to descriptions of relationships be-

tween people, emotions, and processes in his own mind.* In this 

respect, Strindberg is first among equals in the literary generation 

that saw the breakthrough of electricity as an exciting new source 

of energy in everyday life. Naturally, later generations of authors 

continued to use electricity as motif and material for metaphors – 

Swedish modernists in the 1920s and 1930s were inspired by con-

tinental Futurists who romanticized machines, electricity and in-

dustries to create a positive attitude toward modern life. Yet simul-

taneously other Swedish authors mourned the demise of the old 

society, with its relative silence, its beautiful chiaroscuro and its 

slower pace. Quite literally, there was a polarity in literary authors’ 

attitudes towards electricity – until electrical power became so 

much a part of everyday life that few people could remember or 

imagine how life was before the modern, electrified society. 

 The reading lamp lighting up the corner, the radio humming 

low with a play on, the monitor flickering with sixteen million col-

ors – nowadays electrical current runs through the world of books. 

In our modern, digital, online world of “radiant textuality” (to bor-

row Jerome J. McGann’s phrase†), electricity is so familiar that it is 

all too easy to take it for granted, to forget what a revolution the 

electrification of society really meant for literary life. 

 Just as electricity has already made printed literature a commod-

ity accessible to more people (through cheaper production and 

distribution), a similar process now has begun when literature is 
 

* Karl-Åke Kärnell, Strindbergs bildspråk: en studie i prosastil (Stockholm: 
Almqvist & Wiksell, 1962), pp. 76, 160–171. 

† Jerome McGann, “Radiant Textuality,” 
  http://jefferson.village.virginia.edu/public/jjm2f/radiant.html. 
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partly or largely computerized. In a sense, the process is yet anoth-

er phase in the electrification of society that gave rise to the mod-

ern industrial western world (computers, after all, are powered by 

electricity). As computer technology storms into the world of artis-

tic creation – providing a new infrasystem, new material for motifs 

and metaphors – we are seeing quite literally a new process of elec-

trification of the world of typographic text. 

 

Radio 

Books and newspapers were the first media designed for mass 

consumption, and the motion picture was the first audiovisual 

mass medium. However, the first audiovisual mass medium in-

tended for home consumption was broadcast radio. Together with 

telephones and phonographs, the radio brought about a disembod-

iment of the human voice characteristic of the electronic mass 

medium society. This was a media revolution in its own right, but 

the consequences for literature (and print culture as a whole) were 

also staggering. Radio restored the spoken word as a literary de-

vice, not bypassing the written word, but making it the very basis 

for speech, thus creating what Walter Ong has called a “secondary 

orality.”*  

 Radio not only instantly gave birth to the radio drama (in Great 

Britain, the BBC broadcast 145 radio plays between August 1924 

and September 1925†), but the medium also served as a means of 

distributing information about printed literature to a large audi-

ence. Marshall McLuhan once remarked: “the ‘content’ of any me-

dium is always another medium.”‡ That certainly holds true for 

radio, which always has made literature and books one of its pet 

subjects. Radio “publishes” various kinds of literary material: read-

ings from printed literature, serials written directly for radio, and 

radio plays. Furthermore, there are different kinds of programs 
 

* Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word, New Ac-
cents (London & New York: Methuen, 1982), p. 3. 

† Asa Briggs, The History of Broadcasting in the United Kingdom, 1, The Birth of 
Broadcasting (London: Oxford University Press, 1961), p. 282. 

‡ Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York, 
Toronto & London: McGraw Hill, 1964), p. 8. 
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centered around literary criticism – reviews, broadcasts about clas-

sics and new books, discussions and debates where printed litera-

ture is either the primary subject or introduced as the fodder of 

argument. Consequently, radio has likely played a crucial role in the 

promotion of reading culture. This was what one Swedish literary 

editor meant in the 1930s when he wrote that public service radio 

was the only educational establishment to every day reach the wea-

ry and the reluctant – in short, the passive. As he put it, “a fine 

rain of small leaflets falls daily from the air all over the country.” 

Even if only a fraction of them were read, he argued, the benefit to 

literary culture would be enormous.* 

 Such remarks gather their force from the history of Swedish 

radio broadcasting, which until the late 1980s was a non-

commercial, public service enterprise, for all practical purposes a 

state monopoly, but politically independent. Just as at the BBC – 

the model for Swedish radio – the key words were impartiality, 

objectivity, and diversity in programming and opinions.† 

 In the early 1920s, there were some experiments with local, 

commercial radio broadcasting (among the operators was the mass 

market publishing house, Åhlén & Åkerlunds), and there was a 

lively public debate concerning which line to choose: commercial 

radio or public service. By the middle of the decade, it was decided 

that the concession would go to the public service organization AB 

Radiotjänst [Swedish Radio]. Funded by license fees charged to the 

public, its programming was governed by a charter with the Swe-

dish state, stressing, among other things, the duty of radio to mix 

good entertainment and high-level cultural programs, as well as 

 
* Georg Svensson, “Radion och litteraturen,” Bonniers litterära magasin 7:9, 

1938, 659–661, quoted from Svedjedal 1993, p. 388. Original quotation: “Ur 
etern faller varje dygn ett fint regn av små flygblad över landet.” 

† On the early public-service ideology of Swedish radio, see Solveig 
Lundgren, Dikten i etern: radion och skönlitteraturen 1925–1955, Skrifter utgivna av 
Avdelningen för litteratursociologi vid Litteraturvetenskapliga institutionen i 
Uppsala, 31 [Summary: Literature on the Air. Poetry and Prose on the Swedish 
Radio 1925–1955] (Section for the Sociology of Literature, Department of Lit-
erature, Uppsala University, 1994), esp. 34–42; Karin Nordberg, Folkhemmets röst: 
radion som folkbildare 1925–1950 (Stockholm/Stehag: Brutus Östlings Bokförlag 
Symposion, 1998), pp. 33–48. 
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provide material for adult education. Radiotjänst began broadcast-

ing on January 1, 1925 and listeners were quickly attracted to the 

new medium, gathering round the “wireless.” By 1930, 27 percent 

of Swedish households had a radio; by 1945 the share was 78 per-

cent. During the same period, annual programming time increased 

by 44 percent.* 

 In its first decades, Swedish radio was very much a literary me-

dium. There was no oral improvisation – all material on the air, 

even contributions in discussions, was written down in advance 

and read aloud rather than spoken. Different kinds of literary ma-

terial filled the majority of programming time. When official 

broadcasting began on New Year’s Day 1925, one prominent item 

was a reading of a work by August Strindberg. Literary readings 

had a share of 2.03 percent in 1925, increasing to a peak of 5.5 

percent in 1944. There were dramatizations and various kinds of 

adaptations of prose works, as well as serials and plays written di-

rectly for the radio. In 1937 the program Dagens dikt [Poem of the 

Day] was introduced. The program, which is still broadcast daily, 

consists of a reading of a poem at noon, followed by a short musi-

cal piece. All in all, the literary material tended to focus on classics, 

but increasingly gave more airtime to modern authors, who got the 

chance to reach a new and large audience. Swedish Modernism and 

working-class literature were two instances. However, radio tended 

by and large to confirm the existing literary canon. Presumably, the 

reason was that radio was partly a medium for adult education.† 

 During the first years of radio broadcasting, some denizens of 

the book world were wary of the newcomer. When radio began to 

broadcast a fortnightly ‘cultural review,’ containing among other 

things reviews of new books, it soon caused a debate on the role 

of radio. Could a medium with a monopolistic position, a large 

audience and a single cultural review delivered by one and the 

same person really assume the responsibility of criticizing individu-

al books, thereby potentially harming their prospects in the mar-

ket? One polemical article stated in 1926 that the radio should 

 
* Statistics, Lindblad 1970, p. 99, Table 12. 
† See Lundgren 1994, passim (statistics, p. 53). 
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refrain from all literary criticism, while the Swedish Writers’ Union 

(Sveriges Författarförbund) wrote directly to Swedish Radio (Radi-

otjänst), asking the organization to discontinue the cultural review. 

“It cannot be considered as appropriate that one person, whoever 

he may be, is permitted to reach an audience of tens of thousands 

[…] with summary criticism of authors and their works.” Similar 

debates along the same lines followed in the next few years, but 

the book trade as a whole soon realized that literature benefited 

commercially from radio exposure. It also helped that the format 

of the literary reviews was changed so that several persons alter-

nated, providing diversity in opinions.* After just a few years, radio 

and literature had learned to live in symbiosis. 

 

The Internet – Change Revisited 

Debates like the one concerning Swedish radio in the late 1920s 

seem practically inevitable when new media are introduced. In fact, 

suspicion of new media has permeated the world of literature ever 

since the invention of writing. In Plato’s works, Socrates criticized 

writing as inferior to orality for a number of reasons. Writing, ac-

cording to him, tried to establish things outside the mind that 

could only be inside it; it destroyed memory; it weakened the facul-

ty of thinking; and it was passive and unresponsive. Writing, in 

short, was more inhuman than talking.† 

 The structure of such debates seems to be the same. An initial 

fear that literature will be killed off by the medium turns into ac-

ceptance of the new medium. Finally, the Gutenberg Capacity 

means that the community of books learns to utilize the new me-

dium for commercial and artistic purposes (booksellers and pub-

lishers advertising in newspapers and television, authors writing for 

all kinds of media, or selling options to them), thereby continuing 

the process of media symbiosis.  

 Since broadcast radio was the first non-printed household mass 
 

* The debates, see Svedjedal 1993, pp. 383–86. The original quotation: “Det 
kan icke anses lämpligt, att en person, vem det vara må, på detta sätt berättigas 
att inför en åhörarskara av tio tusentals personer […] uttala summariska domar 
om författare och deras verk.” (P. 384.) Cf Lundgren 1994, pp. 138–39. 

† Cf Ong 1982, p. 79. 
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medium, the benefits of this media symbiosis were contestable 

during the first few years. At the same time, the Swedish debate 

concerning radio reflects the strong monopoly position held by 

this public-service medium. Commercial and market-driven audio-

visual media (like film, video, commercial television and the Inter-

net) have always been seen as a threat towards the book-culture. 

But they have also stimulated other kinds of debates, focusing on 

moral issues – i.e., that all these new media tend to flood the world 

with prejudice, pornography and racism. Obviously, this deluge is 

largely the effect of the overall process of media change, a devel-

opment in both numbers and content where a small number of 

media were first in the hands of small elites (handwritten literature, 

books with small print runs), but then at an accelerating tempo 

have multiplied and been commercialized. Nowadays, the custom-

er is king – with or without royal virtues – and no medium has a 

privileged position.  

 Therefore, the Internet revolution, however far-reaching it may 

be in terms of statistics and technology, may in some ways turn out 

to be less fundamental than earlier media revolutions. We listen, 

we read, we watch – through computers, as formerly by other me-

dia. In this way, traditional media are the eggs that must be broken 

to make the omelet of the digital world. Furthermore, the lack of 

quality control on the Internet means that content is often unrelia-

ble or irrelevant. Gerald Sussman’s observation that “the Internet 

is, for the most part, a reservoir of junk mail and low-grade infor-

mation” holds much truth.* 

 However, computers and computer networks have their own 

unique features. These include the capacity to store staggering 

amounts of information, to link pieces of information together 

digitally, to search vast archives and retrieve information from 

them very quickly and to interact with hosts and other users so 

that content is changed and updated. Furthermore, computer net-

works provide a truly multimedia environment. In this web, all 

kinds of media are linked together in a single system, creating a 

 
* Gerald Sussman, Communication, Technology, and Politics in the Information Age 

(Thousand Oaks, London & New Delhi: Sage Publications, 1997), p. 271. 
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global flow that Manuel Castells calls “supertext.” “Every cultural 

expression, from the worst to the best, from the most elitist to the 

most popular, comes together in this digital universe that links up 

in a giant, a historical supertext, past, present, and future manifes-

tations of the communicative mind.”*  

 For active users (who are still a small elite), the very acts of lis-

tening, reading and watching are transformed by the links and fa-

cilities for interaction and information retrieval inherent in com-

puter networks. In a recent essay, Robert Darnton has envisaged a 

new kind of electronic academic book, structured rather like a pyr-

amid and providing the active user with vast possibilities: 

 

The top layer could be a concise account of the subject, available per-
haps in paperback. The next layer could contain expanded versions of 
different aspects of the argument, not arranged sequentially as in a narra-
tive, but rather as self-contained units that feed into the topmost story. 
The third layer could be composed of documentation, possibly of differ-
ent kinds, each set off by interpretative essays. A fourth layer might be 
theoretical or historiographical, with selections from previous scholar-
ship and discussions of them. A fifth layer could be pedagogic, consist-
ing of suggestions for classroom discussion and a model syllabus. And a 
sixth layer could contain readers’ reports, exchanges between the author 
and the editor, and letters from readers, who could provide a growing 
corpus of commentary as the book made its way through different 

groups of readers.† 
 

In such an environment, reading (and listening and watching) may 

be restructured to processes where the “user” pieces fragments 

together in new and unique patterns. Consequently, the act of 

reading printed books is not only relegated to that of using one 

media among others, it becomes just one way among others of 

reading texts. As Darnton remarks, a book like the one he de-

scribes would elicit new kinds of reading (from horizontal reading 

through layer after layer; via vertical reading, following certain sub-

jects through different layers; to free or aimless navigating). Pre-

 
* Castells 1999 (1996), pp. 328 and 373–74. Quotation from p. 372. 
† Robert Darnton, “The New Age of the Book,” The New York Review of 

Books, vol. XLVI, no. 5 (March 18, 1999), 5–7, p. 7. 
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sumably, these new kinds of reading would in their turn affect the 

act of writing, with the consequence that printed literature will 

incorporate the modes of writing highlighted by the new media. 

Walter J. Ong was probably quite right when he prophesized that 

“Electronic computers will never eliminate writing or print – they 

will simply change the kinds of things we put into these earlier 

media.”*  

 In order to comprehend this change, the structure of printed 

literary works must be illuminated. As one aspect of this, some 

structural characteristics of narrative fiction will be discussed in the 

next chapter.  

 
* Walter J. Ong, The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Reli-

gious History, 2nd pr. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986) [First ed. 
1967], p. 260. 
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With No Direction Home 

Hypernarratives and hyperreading 
 

Dimensions of Textuality 

 series of metaphors and similes has been used to describe 

the Internet – a web, a chain of virtual communities, a 

system of rivers and lakes. But so vast is the Internet that 

no single phrase can describe it adequately. On the most basic lev-

el, the Internet is a distributed network of computers, communi-

cating with each other. But since the communication works with 

media and on different levels of interactivity, different parts of the 

Internet can have very little to do with each other – except that 

they are on the Internet. The activities on the Net are as varied as 

they are in other parts of life. A chat group is an online discussion 

between people in real time, while using a database is roughly the 

same as searching a sophisticated online bibliography. Ordering 

something from an online store is comparable to visiting a real 

store, or buying goods from a mail-order catalog. And that much-

talked-about activity, participating in MUD (Multi User Dungeon) 

games, has its predecessors in children’s games, role-playing games 

and advanced board games. It is true that nearly all Net activities 

have something unique about them (an online bibliography works 

in different ways than a printed book), but in many cases the fact 

that activities are taking place on the Internet is a much weaker 

link between them than they may have with things happening out-

side of the Net. 

 From a media-analytic point of view, this means that we have 

Internet television as well as Internet radio, Internet newspapers, 

magazines and books. This is what is known as media conver-

gence, and all these forms of communication coexist in much the 

same way that books, newspapers, records and videocassettes may 

A 
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lie in the same pile on a coffee table – the computer substituting 

for the actual room. Again, it must be emphasized that the com-

parison is not intended as a pretence that the Internet is nothing 

more than the familiar forms of media packaged in a small com-

puter, but with no new, distinctive features. In many ways, the 

Internet gives birth to what might be called new media situations, 

new ways of producing content, communicating, and disseminat-

ing information. But to find out how and why these ways are new, 

we need to compare how things work on the Net with how they 

work in traditional media. After all, the word new is a term of 

comparison, not a description of an inherent quality.  

 Nicholas Negroponte has suggested that the unique feature of 

modern information networks is that they work with binary digits, 

while other parts of life are bound to atoms. A traditional book 

consists of paper, printing ink and cardboard covers (all atoms), 

while the new “book” only exists as a computer file (all binary 

digits). “Is the publisher of a book in the information delivery 

business (bits) or in the manufacturing business (atoms)? The his-

torical answer is both, but that will change rapidly as information 

appliances become more ubiquitous and user-friendly.”* A work of 

art has the same mode of existence in all media – as an abstract 

entity beyond the actual texts, carried by books or computers. 

Hamlet and Le Spleen de Paris are works, not texts or books. These 

works can be presented as texts on computer screens as well as in 

book form. Atoms or bits are only different ways of manifesting 

these works. And exactly the same texts, sign by sign, character by 

character, can be carried by a book or by a computer. 

 From a purely textual standpoint, books are perhaps not so very 

different. However, textuality and the relationship between texts 

are sectors where computers have truly changed our way of think-

ing during the last few years. The concept of hypertext is not nec-

essarily linked to computers and, as Alex Soojung-Kim Pang has 

pointed out in a review article, there is a general tendency in hyper-

text theory “to overstate the differences between electronic and 

 
* Nicholas Negroponte, Being Digital (New York: Alfred E. Knopf, 1995), p. 

13 (cf pp. 11–17). 
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printed media.”* Nevertheless, the technical facilities provided by 

computers and different software have, for all practical purposes, 

made computer networks like the Internet the best environment 

for what are usually known as hypertexts.  

 

From Texts to Hyperworks 

The concept of texts seems to be a good starting point for an anal-

ysis of how computer technology will affect literature and the 

printed book. Mainly, I will restrict the discussion to what might 

be called typographic text, texts consisting of characters from the 

alphabet and punctuation marks. This restriction leaves aside all 

questions of multimedia effects (the combination of typographic 

text, pictures and sounds), but it should be noted that the general 

principles for the description of typographic text could be applied 

to other forms of sign-systems or “texts.”  

 Literary theorists have excelled at different definitions of the 

concept of “text.” In handbooks of literary theory, “text” may 

mean discourse (or work of art), the most authoritative version of 

this discourse, or any system of signs – not to mention more ar-

cane meanings.† Presumably, this very wide use of the term text 

(text as just about anything that can be interpreted) reflects an aes-

thetic – the belief that there really are no autonomous works, no 

organic forms, and that everything created by man really is a flow 

of signs.‡ 

 Roland Barthes has provided the most influential definition 

along these lines. In “From Work to Text,” Barthes outlined the 

properties of what he called the “Text,” a text with a capital T. 

According to him, the difference between work and text is that 

“the one is displayed, the other demonstrated; likewise, the work 

can be seen (in bookshops, in catalogs, in exam syllabuses), the 

 
* Section “Foundational issues” in Alex Soojung-Kim Pang, “Hypertext, the 

Next Generation: A Review and a Research Agenda,” Firstmonday 3:11, 1998 
(November 2, 1998), http://www.firstmonday.dk/issues/issue3_11/pang/. 

† Cf Wendell V. Harris, Dictionary of Concepts in Literary Criticism and Theory, 
Reference Sources for the Social Sciences and Humanities, 12 (New York: 
Greenwood Press, 1992), pp. 407–410. 

‡ Cf Jameson 1991, p. 77. 
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text is a process of demonstration, speaks according to certain 

rules (or against certain rules); the work can be held in the hand, 

the text is held in language, only exists in the movement of a dis-

course (or rather, it is Text for the very reason that it knows itself 

as text); the Text is not the decomposition of the work, it is the 

work that is the imaginary tail of the Text; or again, the Text is expe-

rienced only in an activity of production.”* This definition is somewhat 

abstruse, but seems to be an inversion of the usual distinction be-

tween work and the text (i.e., the work of art and its actual mani-

festation in letters and punctuation marks). Furthermore, defini-

tions such as this one are riddled with value judgments. In general, 

they aim to draw distinctions between “good” and “bad” literature, 

between “complex” and “simple” forms of fiction. This is helpful 

if you are interested in the aesthetic stratification of literature (what 

is good, what is bad; what is in, what is out; what is enjoyable, 

what is boring), but not very helpful as technical definitions go.  

 Instead, the most useful definitions of the concept of text are to 

be found in textual criticism, where the main accepted distinction 

is between “work” and “text” – that is, between the abstract artis-

tic entity and its appearance or realization. The “work” Hamlet, for 

example, can appear in many forms when printed: for instance, as 

a facsimile impression of one of the original editions, as a textual 

edition, or as a modernized version with present-day orthography. 

These texts will inevitably vary in different ways, namely in word-

ing, spelling and punctuation. Such differences may be large and 

vital, but they do not mean that the work Hamlet has been changed 

– the paradox being, however, that the work only can be glimpsed 

through the text (or through different texts). To further complicate 

the matter, a work may exist in several versions produced by the 

author and creating different aesthetic effects.† One example is 

August Strindberg’s semi-autobiographical novel Inferno. Strindberg 

wrote the work in French and had it edited by a friend in France. 

Waiting for the publication in French, Strindberg rewrote Inferno 
 

* Roland Barthes, “From Work to Text,” Image, Music, Text: Essays, sel. and 
trans. by Stephen Heath (London: Flamingo, 1984), 155–164, p. 157. 

† Cf James Thorpe, Principles of Textual Criticism (San Marino: The Huntington 
Library, 1972), p. 185. 
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and had it translated into Swedish, without checking the translation 

before it was printed. Furthermore, the publisher demanded some 

changes, and there were misprints and mistakes in the printing 

process, most of which (but not all) were rectified in the second 

Swedish edition. This leaves us with two versions of the work In-

ferno, manifested in different texts (manuscripts, the published orig-

inal editions, critical editions).* 

 This is one example of how works can exist in several versions, 

and how each version can be manifested in several texts. This dis-

tinction between “work” and “text” clarifies how a literary work – 

such as Hamlet or Inferno – can suffer textual corruption through 

unwarranted changes and misprints, but still be the same artistic 

entity. It also explains how the same work can be adapted to dif-

ferent media like radio, films and television. The same work lies 

behind the Swedish translation of Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice 

and the BBC miniseries (although the Swedish translation is a 

much more faithful rendering of the work). Similarly the film Pri-

mary Colors is a new version of the novel with the same title. As 

textual scholar G. Thomas Tanselle remarks: “Although the com-

munication of literary works requires such vehicles as sound waves 

or the combination of ink and paper, the works do not depend on 

those vehicles for their existence: it has often been pointed out 

that a literary work is not lost through the destruction of every 

handwritten, printed, and recorded copy of it, so long as a text 

remains in someone’s memory.”†  

 In passing, it should be noted that literary theorists customarily 

direct their attention towards the “work” in this meaning of the 

word, albeit using the word “text” and “work” synonymously. Of-

ten, this leads to hopeless confusion of tongues in discussions of 

textual variants, in attempts at theoretical discussion, and even in 

literary interpretation. 

 Clearly, the concept of “work” may also be applied to other 

forms of artistic creations than literature – to paintings, music, 
 

* August Strindberg, Inferno, ed. Ann-Charlotte Gavel Adams, Samlade Verk, 
37 (Stockholm: Norstedts, 1994), pp. 321–25, 354, 367–68. 

†G. Thomas Tanselle, A Rationale of Textual Criticism (Philadelphia: University 
of Pennsylvania Press, 1989), p. 17. 
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films, ballet, architecture, and so on. One main distinction may be 

made between works that are mainly temporal and those that are 

mainly spatial. But in reality, all arts have both temporal and spatial 

properties. A poem may be written to be read from beginning to 

end, but certain structures may nevertheless be perceived as a sin-

gle item, even if the elements are dispersed throughout the poem 

(i.e., ideas, imagery). A building may seem a purely spatial work of 

art, but, inevitably, is changed over time – rebuilt, weathered, worn 

by use. Spatiality and temporality are not properties exclusive to 

any of the arts. 

 Most textual scholars tend to subscribe to the view that works 

in all arts are realized through texts – a novel being a text in the 

same way as a film, a cathedral or a ballet performance. This is, in 

essence, semiotic thinking. “All works of art have texts, whether 

usually called by that name or not,” claims G. Thomas Tanselle, 

“for they all consist of arrangements of elements; and all can be 

the objects of emendation, for those elements (or their arrange-

ments) can always be altered, producing different textures.”* As  

D. F. McKenzie has remarked, the principles of textual criticism 

are valid for films in the same way as for books. Cuts in different 

versions of Citizen Kane are made in the same way that some novels 

are shortened when reprinted, or in some cases have deleted pas-

sages reinstated.† 

 From this distinction between “work” and “text,” the concept 

of “hypertext” may be analyzed as a certain type of text, manifest-

ing different kinds of works.  

 Literary works of fiction are generally structured monosequen-

tially, meant to be read from beginning to end – the reader starting 

at page one of a novel and reading on until the end, the poem 

building up line by line, stanza by stanza, the scenes of a play being 

seen in a certain order. Besides these established artistic forms of 

monosequential works, there are also multisequential works – 

works consisting of parts, each one monosequential but intended 

 
* Tanselle 1989, p. 18. 
† D. F. McKenzie, Bibliography and the Sociology of Texts, The Panizzi Lectures 

1985 (London: The British Library, 1986), pp. 53–56. 
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to be read in different sequences each time, sometimes even in 

random order.*  

 Until a few years ago, it would have been laborious (if not im-

possible) to find such multisequential literary works. Surely, works 

of narrative fiction are written for monosequential reading?  

 Of course, there were always printed narrative works, proving 

the opposite. Raymond Queneau constructed a poetry book work-

ing as a random generator of poems by combining 140 different 

lines to compose 1014 different “sonnets” (or, as Espen J. Aarseth 

puts it, 140 “scriptons” to create 1014 “textons”).† Furthermore 

there are role-playing games in book form, works where the reader 

can take different routes, making choices and jumping between 

pages according to instructions. Such printed works are construct-

ed to be read (or used) multisequentially. However, they were al-

ways marginal phenomena, hovering on the fringes of the literary 

world. In recent years, the understanding of the relationship be-

tween literary works and sequentiality has been enhanced by dis-

cussions of hypertexts, ignited by the advent of the Internet and 

various new possibilities for linking fragments of texts, creating 

new kinds of multisequential works. Gradually, the notion of liter-

ary works having an inherent monosequentiality has been called 

into question, perhaps even irreversibly exploded. 
 

* Some scholars define “text” by differentiating between works that are se-
quential (that is, temporal) and works that are non-sequential (that is, spatial). 
The Swedish bibliographer Rolf E. Du Rietz has suggested a definition of the 
concept of text along these lines: “A text is the sequence in a sequential work.” 
(Rolf E. Du Rietz, “The Definition of ‘Text’, “Text: Swedish Journal of Bibliography 
5:2, 1998, 50–69, p. 57; cf p. 67.) In Du Rietz’s view, a text is always an abstrac-
tion, not a tangible, physical object (what he calls the “material text,” i.e., the 
printed words on a page), but this abstraction is characterised by its temporality, 
by one part coming before another. Nothing prevents however, at least as I see 
it, a definition like Du Rietz’s from accommodating multisequential literary 
works. All the individual parts of a multisequential work must appear as texts, 
but it is of no consequence for these parts’ status as texts that they can be as-
sembled in a different order at each reading. On problems in Du Rietz’s defini-
tion of “text,” cf Mats Dahlström, “När är en text?,” Tidskrift för dokumentation 
54:2, 1999, 55–64, pp. 59–61. 

† Raymond Queneau, Cent mille millards de poèmes (Paris: Gallimard, 1961). Cf 
Espen J. Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature (Baltimore & London: 
Johns Hopkins U. P., 1997), p. 62. 
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 Inevitably, there has been some confusion over the concept of 

hypertext. For some scholars, “hypertext” seems to be entirely 

linked to the Internet or other digital environments. Thus, Ilana 

Snyder, editor of the book Page to Screen (1998) maintains that the 

concept of hypertext is restricted to a certain technology. “Hyper-

text is an information medium that exists only online in a comput-

er.”* One may observe that this definition, however, does not ex-

clude hypertexts that are digital but not online, for example in cer-

tain writing programs like Storyspace or on CD-ROMs. A similar 

definition is suggested by George P. Landow, who also restricts 

hypertexts to computers. For him, a hypertext is a “text composed 

of blocks of text […] and the electronic links that join them.”† 

 According to such definitions, a hypertext is unthinkable out-

side of a digital environment – although Landow aptly observes 

that a digital hypertext essentially employs the same kinds of links 

as a scholarly article (where the reader jumps between the main 

text, footnotes, bibliography, perhaps also following up references 

in other sources).‡ The same parallel could be drawn with newspa-

pers and magazines (the reader following an article from page one 

to another page in another section) or a critical edition of a literary 

classic (with introduction, textual and explanatory notes).  

 A wider – and in my opinion more reasonable – definition, 

therefore, sees the hypertext as a certain structural form, possible 

to achieve in any medium, but nevertheless best realized when 

texts are digitized and available in computer networks. This seems 

to be what Ted Nelson had in mind when he first coined the word 

in 1965.§ 

 
* Ilana Snyder, “Beyond the hype: reassessing hypertext,” Page to Screen: Tak-

ing Literacy into the Electronic Era, ed. Ilana Snyder (London & New York: 
Routledge, 1998), 125–143, 126. 

† George P. Landow, Hypertext 2.0: being a revised, amplified edition of Hypertext: 
The Convergence of Contemporary Critical Theory and Technology (Baltimore & London: 
Johns Hopkins U. P., 1997), p. 3. 

‡ Landow 1997, p. 4. 
§ Cf Sergio Cicconi, “Hypertextuality,” Mediapolis: Aspects of Texts, Hypertexts, 

and Multimedial Communication, ed. Sam Inkinen, Research in Text Theory = 
Untersuchungen Zur Texttheorie, 25 (Berlin & New York: Walter de Gruyter, 
1999), 21–43, p. 23. 
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 So, what is it like, reading a digital hypertext? Michael Joyce’s 

afternoon, one of the recent “classics” of hyperfiction, provides one 

answer to this question. Joyce, who had published a novel in codex 

format in the early 1980s, has described how he wanted to change 

his way of writing when he bought a word processor: 

 

What I really wanted to do, I discovered, was not merely to move a para-
graph from page 256 to page 7 but to do so almost endlessly. I wanted, 
quite simply, to write a novel that would change in successive readings 
and to make those changing versions according to the connections that I 
had for some time naturally discovered in the process of writing and that 
I wanted my readers to share. In my eyes, paragraphs on many different 
pages could just as well go with paragraphs on many other pages, alt-
hough with different effects and for different purposes. All that kept me 
from doing so was the fact that, in print at least, one paragraph inevitably 
follows another. It seemed to me that if I, as author, could use a com-
puter to move paragraphs about, it wouldn’t take much to let readers do 

so according to some scheme I had predetermined.* 
 

The result was afternoon, written 1987 in the program Storyspace 

which Joyce and Jay Bolter had developed in collaboration.† After-

noon consists of 539 linked “pages” (or “lexias” or “nodes”). Many 

consist only of one-word or one-letter fragments, which means 

that the entire text corresponds to something like 100 pages in a 

printed book.‡ Afternoon is not published on the Internet, but on 

one floppy disk. Installed on the hard drive, it runs as a series of 

windows with texts and a title. (These “pages” or “windows” are 

called “writing spaces,” although I would prefer to use the more 

general concept “content space,” since such spaces in Storyspace 

can carry writing, sounds and pictures.§) Every word in each con-

tent space is clickable, opening up a new window, and so on. 
 

* Michael Joyce, “What I Really Wanted to Do I Thought,” Of Two Minds: 
Hypertext Pedagogy and Poetics, Studies in Literature and Science (Ann Arbor: Uni-
versity of Michigan Press, 1995), 31–35, p. 31. 

† Michael Joyce, afternoon, a story, 3 ed. (Watertown: Eastgate Systems, 1998) 
(orig. publ. 1987). 

‡ Aarseth 1997, p. 88. 
§ On the concept of “writing space,” see E. A. Cohen, Storyspace for Windows. 

Version 1.75. User’s Manual. Storyspace by Jay David Bolter, Michael Joyce, John 
B. Smith, Mark Bernstein (Watertown: Eastgate Systems [1999]), pp. 10–21. 
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There is generally a default link (activated by hitting the Return 

key), but there are also so-called guard fields, links that can only be 

followed under certain conditions (typically, that certain text has 

been selected or that a certain content space has already been visit-

ed). Generally, the reader cannot fathom how the links are ar-

ranged – the outcome of each click seems to be more or less ran-

dom. However, there are various devices that help the reader to 

orient herself or himself. One is called “History,” comprising a list 

of the titles of all the content spaces the reader has visited; the 

reader also has the option to revisit any content space. Another is a 

search function, “Find text,” where the reader can search for text 

in afternoon, in titles or in her or his margin notes. A search for a 

certain word – say, “night” or “car” – generates a clickable list of 

all the content spaces where the word is present. Furthermore, if 

the story is loaded into the Storyspace program, the reader can 

study the linking in detail. 

 Afternoon is skillfully written, using modernist and postmodern-

ist literary devices. To read the story is to enter a loosely structured 

narrative, a world where everything seems to float in indeterminacy 

and temporal confusion. This is a story where the reader is often 

unsure about who is speaking and narrating, as well as about the 

temporal sequence. Espen Aarseth has labeled this kind of struc-

ture heterarchic, meaning there is no fixed structural hierarchy.* And 

it seems like the plot has no real end – or at least no certain clo-

sure. If the reader visits just a few of the content spaces, the ele-

ments of afternoon may seem possible to arrange in so many se-

quences that different readers may seem to have the option of 

generating narrative works containing different sets of events, even 

conflicting ones. To use Aarseth's concepts, the “scriptons” (con-

tent spaces) can be arranged as a vast number of “textons” (narra-

tives). As Gunnar Liestøl says, the reader is free to “choose indi-

vidualized (customized) routes” through the narrative.† However, 

even if it is difficult, it is not impossible to rearrange a chronologi-
 

* Aarseth 1997, p. 89. 
† Gunnar Liestøl, “Wittgenstein, Genette, and the Reader’s Narrative in Hy-

pertext,” Hyper / Text / Theory, ed. George P. Landow (Baltimore & London: 
Johns Hopkins U. P., 1994), 87–120, 104. Cf pp. 97–8. 
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cal temporal structure from the textual elements displayed in each 

content space (the sequence of which of course varies with each 

reading). To be more precise, there is a chronological multisequen-

tial omnistory (with several alternative narrative paths) which is con-

structed by the reader, who gradually discovers what Anna Gunder 

has labeled the omnidiscourse of hypernarratives like afternoon through 

several “readings,” or perusals of real discourses, i.e., the sequence of 

events generated when the user clicks his or her way through the 

writing spaces.* Therefore, the reader may arrive at a sense of an 

“ending” of afternoon, the desire for closure sated by a reading 

which, as J. Yellowlees Douglas puts it, “satisfies the tensions that 

originally give rise to the story and also resolves or accounts for 

the greatest number of ambiguities in the narrative.”†  

 However, the reading experience differs from reading a novel in 

codex format since it necessarily involves rereading some parts of 

the story over and over again – the links keep forcing the reader 

back to the same content space. As Michael Joyce himself ob-

serves, there is a paradox in talking about rereading a hyperwork. 

On the one hand, the reader actually rereads some elements, sever-

al of them many times. But on the other hand, it is impossible to 

reread a hypertext in the sense that the actual order of textual se-

quences (the “content spaces”), or the real discourse, is different 

each time. This means that: “Hypertext fiction in some fundamen-

tal sense depends upon rereading (or the impossibility of ever truly 

doing so) for its effects.”‡ It is like strolling in a town where every 

block always looks the same, but where the intersections between 

the blocks are continuously changing. In such a town there are no 

certain directions, no direction home.  

 In the large body of literature surrounding hypertexts, some 

basic properties have been noted, delineating the hypertext as 

 
* See Anna Gunder, “Berättelsens spel: berättarteknik och ergodicitet i Mi-

chael Joyces afternoon, a story,” Human IT 3:3, 1999, 27–127, pp. 47–50. 
† J. Yellowlees Douglas, “ ‘How Do I Stop This Thing?’: Closure and Inde-

terminacy in Interactive Narratives,” Hyper / Text / Theory, ed. George P. 
Landow (Baltimore & London: Johns Hopkins U. P., 1994), 159–188, p. 172. 

‡ Michael Joyce, “Nonce upon some times: rereading hypertext fiction,” 
Modern Fiction Studies, 43:3, 1997, 579–597, 585. 
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something of a fulfillment of the promises of poststructuralism. As 

George P. Landow, a main proponent of this idea, says: “over the 

past several decades literary theory and computer hypertext, appar-

ently unconnected areas of inquiry, have increasingly converged.”* 

Hypertexts offer readers many paths and have no fixed structure. 

They may be called non-linear, multilinear, nonsequential, multise-

quential or multicursal, the point always being that traditional liter-

ary works are nearly always linear or monosequential.† Such mul-

tisequential hypertexts may be said to be “writerly” rather than 

“readerly” in Roland Barthes’s sense of the word. Freed from the 

restraint of the author’s way of structuring the work monosequen-

tially, the reader can make his or her own choices.‡ Hypertexts are 

intertextual by their very nature, linked to other texts in a vast web 

of connections. As works of art, they are open, fluid, interactive. 

All this means, as George P. Landow points out, that important 

literary concepts must be reconceptualized in the light of hyper-

texts. Who, for example, is the “author” when the “reader” jigsaws 

the pieces of an omnidiscourse together in his or her own unique 

way – not only interpreting the discourse in new ways for each 

reading, but actually structuring new discourses? One defining 

characteristic of electronic environments is agency – the user’s 

own activity, or participation in the construction of the real dis-

course. “Agency is the satisfying power to take meaningful action 

and see the results of our decisions and choices,” observes Janet 

H. Murray, and goes on to discuss the various forms of navigation, 

problem solving and story construction that are sometimes lumped 

together as “interactivity.”§ However, it should be emphasized that 

there generally is an individual author behind these kinds of works. 

The author has structured the omnidiscourse, which means that he 

or she retains the authority to define the limits of the discourse 

and the rules for the narrative permutations, even in hyperworks 
 

* Landow 1997, p. 2. 
† For a discussion of these concepts, see Aarseth 1997, pp. 41–47. 
‡ Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. by Richard Miller, pref. by Richard Howard, 

25th pr. (New York: Hill and Wang, 1998), pp. 4–6 [French orig. publ. 1970). 
§ Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace 

(New York: The Free Press, 1997), p. 126. 
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where the reader might feel free to navigate in innumerable direc-

tions. The reader’s sense of freedom is a function of authorial de-

vices, in multisequential works as well as in monosequential works. 

 As Espen J. Aarseth notes in a wide-ranging book, hypertext is 

in reality a subform of a larger body of literary forms. Aarseth la-

bels them “cybertexts” and “ergodic literature,” concepts, which in 

his use replace the commonly used “interactivity.” These cyber-

texts and this ergodic literature are perfectly possible to write (or 

construct) both in paper form and in digital form, and the con-

cepts are much broader than the traditional “novel” or “narrative 

fiction.” For example, the concepts “cybertext” and “ergodic liter-

ature” also include adventure games. A cybertext, according to 

Aarseth, is a “text” where the reader is asked to make choices that 

affect the layout and structure of the “text.” Cybertexts are texts 

containing “an information feedback loop” and ergodic literature 

is literature where these kinds of choices are made. “In ergodic 

literature, nontrivial effort is required to allow the reader to trav-

erse the text.”* This observation echoes, as Aarseth justly remarks, 

Michael Joyce’s distinction between exploratory and constructive 

hypertexts, that is, hypertexts that can be merely explored versus 

hypertexts that can be changed.† Both may be called “interactive” 

since they ask the reader to participate. However, the quality of the 

participation is different. Metaphorically, it is the difference be-

tween exploring a house and building it. 

 As Aarseth notes, it is a commonplace to hold that all literature 

is indeterminate in its meanings, and therefore more or less affect-

ed by the reader’s choices and interpretations. But cybertexts and 

ergodic literature are something more. At certain points, they re-

quire active participation from the reader: the choice of a certain 

path, the choice between objects, the clicking of one word in a 

group of several clickable words. Ergodic literature consists of 

works like MUD games and CD-ROM games like Riven, and there 

are traits of ergodicity in hypernovels like Michael Joyce’s afternoon.‡ 
 

* Aarseth 1997, p. 1. 
† Michael Joyce, “Siren Shapes: Exploratory and Constructive Hypertexts,” 

(orig. publ. 1988), Of Two Minds (1995), 39–59. 
‡ Aarseth 1997, pp. 9–13; on ergodicity in afternoon, cf Gunder 1999, esp. pp. 
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But newspaper articles, scholarly articles or textual editions belong 

to non-ergodic literature. True, they have links, and so are “hyper-

texts.” But in reality, they do not ask for active participation from 

the reader to yield a reading experience. Following the links is fair-

ly mechanical, requiring only trivial effort.  

 These distinctions seem to clear up some of the uncertainty 

surrounding the concept of hypertext. A recurring problem in the 

discussions of hypertexts is, however, the inability to distinguish 

between “work” and “text,” the concept “hypertext” generally 

standing for what I would suggest should rather be called “hyper-

work.” Otherwise, the crucial distinction between the abstract ar-

tistic entity and its physical manifestation breaks down. Even a 

theorist as accomplished as Espen J. Aarseth uses the word “text” 

in a rather slipshod way, forcing the concept to embrace both “a 

material medium as well as a collection of words,” but failing to 

introduce a general term for the artistic entity behind the text. This 

leads to confusing statements like his description of an interactive 

work: “Thus the text output is influenced [by the reader’s choices] 

and will be different for each copy of the text. Is it still the same 

text?” The answer, of course, is: it is the same work but not the 

same text.*  

 In my opinion, the distinction between “text” and “work” 

should be preserved, facilitating discussions of the relationship 

between hypertexts and literary creations, published on the Inter-

net, on CD-ROM and other digital media. Hyperwork, then, seems 

the inevitable term of choice. In most cases, hyperworks are, of 

course, manifested as hypertexts. One example is Michael Joyce’s 

afternoon, conceived and written with digital links and published in 

digital form. But in some cases, non-hyperworks are published as 

hypertexts, the textual edition being the most distinct example, 

both in book form and in digital form (on the Internet or on CD-

ROM). Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice was never conceived as a 

hyperwork by its author; the novel was written for monosequential 

reading, without links and instructions for readerly jumps between 

 
42–44, 64, 70–72, 74–81, 93, 105–07. 

* Aarseth 1997, pp. 21 and 56. 
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different parts of the text. But several latter-day textual editions 

have opened these possibilities, by linking introductions and ex-

planatory material to the main text. This goes both for editions in 

book form and for online versions on the Internet. When using a 

critical edition in codex format, the reader jumps between the text 

of Austen’s novel and the explanatory notes; when using the In-

ternet version, the reader follows links, leading to various clickable 

lists and commentaries (cf Chapter 5). 

 Nearly all non-hypertextual narratives are structured for mono-

sequential reading, like Pride and Prejudice. They are meant, quite 

simply, to be read from beginning to end, following the discourse 

as it unfolds page by page. This is more or less self-evident: the 

way we have all been trained to read. And this convention (which 

goes in an eternal loop from writing to reading) generates powerful 

narrative effects which may be impossible, or at least difficult, to 

sustain in hypertexts. These effects have to do with the reader’s 

interest in what might provisionally be called the story, the se-

quence of events revealed in the discourse. In the next section, I 

will discuss these effects, and then return to the question of hyper-

texts and hyperworks. 

 

Suspense and Curiosity – the Double Helix of Narrative 

If verse “is ‘organized violence’ committed on everyday language,” 

then narratives could be defined as organized violence committed 

upon chronology.* Narrative fiction shuffles information around 

regardless of chronology, boldly restructuring it. Narration con-

ceals and anticipates events that the reader must painstakingly or-

ganize into chronological order during the reading process. In fact, 

reading is the regaining of the chronology from the discourse.  

 The temporal structure (the order of events in the discourse) is 

a basic feature in all narratives. This goes for oral literature and 
 

* The following section draws on my “Spänning och nyfikenhet som effekter 
av prosafiktionens temporalstruktur: en begreppsdiskussion,” Tidskrift för littera-
turvetenskap 14:1/2, 1985, 21–28; repr. in Brott, kärlek, äventyr: texter om populärlit-
teratur, ed. Dag Hedman (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 1995), 61–72. The quotation is 
from René Wellek & Austin Warren, Theory of Literature (London: Jonathan 
Cape, 1955), p. 173 (orig. publ. 1949). 
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films, in addition to written books. For the sake of the simplicity, I 

will however use the terms “writer” and “reader” in the following. 

 Is the chronology a cause or an effect? Some authors obviously 

write to mystify the reader. They hide the real chronology of 

events in elaborate temporal structures in a discourse designed to 

generate the maximum effects and surprises. This way of writing 

calls for a firm grasp of chronology, and it only seems logical that 

when writing his Sherlock Holmes stories, Arthur Conan Doyle 

used to compose the endings first. In these concluding parts of the 

discourse, the beginning of the chronological series of events is 

revealed to the startled reader. As an interviewer put it: “Dr. Doyle 

invariably conceives the end of his story first, and writes up to it. 

He gets the climax, and his art lies in the ingenious way in which 

he conceals it from his readers.”* Despite this example, there is 

however no reason to presume that history always precedes dis-

course, i.e., that authors generally reorganize a chronological series 

of events into a narrative. Instead, the chronology may, at least 

sometimes, be a side effect of a meticulously designed discourse. 

At least for some authors, the “true” or primary order of events 

lies in the discourse, with its motifs and functions, not in the chro-

nology of the occurrences narrated. This may as well hold true for 

many readers. After all, what they see first is the discourse, not the 

chronological series of events. This is the psychological paradox of 

narratives. The temporal structure may be an offense against a 

chronology that exists only as an afterthought in the minds of au-

thors and readers.  

 To read a book is to gradually discover the scope of this of-

fense. And when the reading is done, when the narrative is over, 

the order of events is irrevocably reorganized from discourse to 

chronology. Jonathan Culler has described this paradox as a neces-

sary leap of faith: 

 

If narrative is defined as the representation of a series of events, then the 
analyst must be able to identify these events, and they come to function 
 

* Harry How, “A Day with Dr Conan Doyle,” Strand Magazine, August 1892, 
IV, p. 187, quoted in Arthur Conan Doyle, The Uncollected Sherlock Holmes, ed. 
Richard Lancelyn Green (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1983), p. 58. 
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as a nondiscursive, nontextual given, something which exists prior to and 
independently of narrative presentation and which the narrative then 
reports. [– – –] The analyst must assume that the events reported have a 
true order, for only then can he or she describe the narrative presenta-
tion as a modification or effacement of the order of events.* 
 
 

In practice, this kind of analysis is done by choosing and regroup-

ing events. This goes for reading as well as analyzing prose fiction. 

Breaking down a discourse to separate events is difficult enough, 

even if events are grouped together in larger clusters.  

 An example is the memorable episode in The Great Gatsby where 

Gatsby meets Daisy for the first time in five years. This meeting 

between the mysterious millionaire and his long-lost love may 

conveniently be seen as one event in the sequence leading up to 

the final series of catastrophes, culminating in Gatsby’s murder. In 

reality, the episode consists of a series of events – the reunion be-

tween Gatsby and Daisy at Nick Carraway’s house, some sort of 

reconciliation between the couple, Gatsby showing her his house 

and showing off his wealth, Daisy crying with sadness over his 

stacks of beautiful shirts, Gatsby fetching his lodger Klipspringer 

and forcing him to play the piano, Nick saying goodbye to the 

couple, Daisy and Gatsby immersed in each other. Each of these 

events in turn consists of smaller occurrences. One instance is the 

description of the tour through Gatsby’s house: “We went up-

stairs, through period bedrooms swathed in rose and lavender silk 

and vivid with new flowers, through dressing rooms and pool-

rooms, and bathrooms with sunken baths – intruding into one 

chamber where a dishevelled man in pajamas was doing liver exer-

cises on the floor.”†  

 This sequence alone could be disassembled into at least five 

separate events (and very easily into many more), all on different 

temporal levels. In most cases, however, to atomize the narrative 
 

* Jonathan Culler: The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstruction (Lon-
don: Routledge & Kegan Paul: 1981) p. 171. 

† F. Scott Fitzgerald, The Great Gatsby, ed. Matthew J. Bruccoli, textual con-
sultant Fredson Bowers, The Cambridge edition of the works of F. Scott Fitz-
gerald (Cambridge: Cambridge U. P., 1991), pp. 66–75. Quotation from pp. 71–
72.  
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like this would only lead to confusion and practical problems. Of-

ten, the result would be mental lists of a staggering number of sep-

arate events; overwhelming aggregations of information of no fur-

ther use.  

 Behind this lies the difficulty in distinguishing between events 

and chains of events. Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan has pointed out 

this problem in her discussion of the strategies applied in narrato-

logical analysis: “Just as any single event may be decomposed into 

a series of mini-events and intermediary states, so – conversely – a 

vast number of events may be subsumed under a single event-label 

(e.g. ‘The Fall of the Roman Empire’). This is why it may be diffi-

cult at times to maintain an absolute distinction between the no-

tion of ‘event’ and that of ‘succession of events’.”* This may be a 

problem in theory, but in practice, readers (and narratologists) tend 

to solve it using varying definitions of events for different purpos-

es, just as Rimmon-Kenan describes it. Gatsby and Daisy’s meet-

ing may be labeled as one event or five or ten, according to the 

needs of the analysis. 

 The assumption that events in a discourse may be rearranged 

chronologically opens the door to perceiving how many different 

ways there are to tell the same story. A formal way of describing 

the possible number of temporal structures for a sequence of 

events is as a faculty function, where n events can generate n! tem-

poral structures. If n = 5, the n! will be 120 (1 x 2 x 3 x 4 x 5); and 

if n is 8, then n! will be 40,320 – truly a staggering amount of pos-

sible temporal structures. 

 This formal description has, of course, as little to do with the 

actual analysis of discourses as with the reading process. But it is a 

convenient way of reminding ourselves of what might be called the 

fundamental unreality of narratives, of the multiple ways they have 

of reshaping temporality. Furthermore, such intellectual experi-

ments succinctly illustrate how many possibilities authors actually 

drop when they make their artistic choices. To narrate five events 

in chronological order is to leave out 119 other ways of telling the 

 
* Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, New Ac-

cents (London and New York: Methuen, 1983), pp. 15–16. 
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same story. 

 The classic example of the importance of an artistic temporal 

structure is the detective story. There the narrative nucleus is the 

temporal inversion of events from the chronology to the dis-

course. Generally, the crime will take place early on in the chrono-

logical course of events, but the narrative effects hinge on the en-

tire description of the crime (including the motive and the identity 

of the criminal) being delayed until the end of the discourse. The 

whole point of the genre is that the beginning is hidden from the 

reader until the end. 

 The detective story is the prime example of temporal inver-

sions, but these kinds of effects are present in all kinds of narrative 

fiction. The mystery is a central feature in providing narrative drive 

in all genres, for example Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (what hap-

pened to the fugitive monster?), Charles Dickens’s Hard Times 

(who is Pip’s benefactor?), Citizen Kane (what does Kane mean by 

“Rosebud”?) or Shirley Conran’s Lace (who is Lili’s mother?). 

While reading or viewing, the reader’s interest is directed towards 

the past. And only at the end is the past revealed. 

 However, at the same time, the reader’s attention is also di-

rected towards the future. Can Frankenstein create a living organ-

ism? Will it kill him? How is Pip affected by his wealth? In what 

way will Kane make his fortune? How will the five women protag-

onists’ careers and love lives evolve in Lace? Such are some of the 

basic narrative questions raised and answered in these works. Here, 

the reader’s interest is directed towards the future.  

 To read or view narrative fiction is to experience the interplay 

of two kinds of questions, one set directed towards the past and 

one set towards the future. The basic distinction needed to define 

these kinds of effects is between the chronological order of events 

and the narrated order of the same events. E. M. Forster, for ex-

ample, in his Aspects of the Novel (1927) distinguished a chronologi-

cal “story” from the “plot,” where the events are restructured into 

a new temporal structure: 

 
And now the story can be defined. It is a narrative of events arranged in 
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their time-sequence – dinner coming after breakfast, Tuesday after Mon-
day, decay after death, and so on. Qua story, it can only have one merit: 
that of making the audience want to know what happens next. And con-
versely it can have only one fault: that of making the audience not want 
to know what happens next. 
 
A plot is also a narrative of events, the emphasis falling on causality. ‘The 
king died and then the queen died’ is a story. ‘The king died, and then 
the queen died of grief’ is a plot. The time-sequence is preserved, but the 
sense of causality overshadows it. Or again: ‘The queen died, no one 
knew why, until it was discovered that it was through grief at the death 
of the king.’ This is a plot with a mystery in it, a form capable of high 
development. It suspends the time-sequence, it moves as far away from 
the story as its limitations will allow. Consider the death of the queen. If 
it is in a story we say: ‘And then?’ If it is in a plot we ask: ‘Why?’ That is 

the fundamental difference between these two aspects of the novel.* 
 

In other countries, different concepts have been used to distin-

guish between the chronological and the narrated order of events, 

between “story” and “plot.” To mention a few examples: fabula – 

sujet (Russian tradition), histoire – discourse (French tradition), 

story – discourse (Anglo-Saxon tradition). In all these pairs of con-

cepts, the first one has to do with chronology; the other with the 

narrative as it unfolds for the reader.  

 However, all these concepts more or less try to incorporate 

other complex properties such as causality and perspective (or 

focalization or point of view).† Therefore, concepts such as story 

and plot are not adequate descriptions of how temporal structures 

in narratives reorganize chronologies. Furthermore, different 

scholars tend to make subtle changes in the definitions of these 

concepts – one considering causality, another disregarding it, one 

taking into account questions of perspective, another postulating 

 
* E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel, ed. by Oliver Stallybrass (Harmonds-

worth: Pelican, 1979), pp. 42 and 87 [orig. publ. 1927]. 
† Cf for example B. Tomachevski’s distinction between fabula and sujet: “la 

fable apparaît comme l’ensemble des motifs dans leur succession chronologique, 
et de cause à effet; le sujet apparaît comme l’ensemble de ces mémes motifs, 
mais selon la succession qu’ils respectent dans l’oeuvre.” B. Tomachevski, 
“Thématique” (orig. publ. 1925), Théorie de la Littérature: textes des formalistes Russes 
réunis, présentés et traduits par Tzvetan Todorov (Paris: Seuil, 1965), 263–307, 
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an objective order of events.*  

 Discussions of temporal structures therefore must proceed to 

other and simpler terms, purified from the multitude of meanings 

included in concepts such as story and plot. The easiest way is to 

differentiate the chronological order of events from the narrated 

order of the same events. 

 Temporal inversions may have many and various functions in 

narrative fiction. They may tend to the lyrical, reminding the reader 

of earlier events at a certain place. They are often used to charac-

terize a protagonist through flashbacks, yielding information about 

his or her past, psychology and motivations. They may have the-

matic functions, paralleling events from different times or antici-

pating events later in the narrative. These are just a few examples 

of how temporal inversions may work. Returning to the distinction 

between the chronological and the narrated series of events we 

may, however, notice that one fundamental effect of the temporal 

structure is to direct the reader’s interest towards the very relation-

ship between the events narrated, making the reader pay attention 

to what is happening and why.  

 Regardless of the thematic and psychological structures in the 

work, there usually is a narrative drive in fiction. This drive forces 

us to read on, to finish the narrative. But chronologically, it goes in 

two directions, forwards or backwards. “Why?” or “And then?” – 

these three words are the basic questions generating narrative 

drive. Causality, mysteries, temporal succession and temporal in-

versions are the basic artistic devices to hook the reader on these 

questions. Past and future are the binary narrative code, producing 

 
p. 269. 

*As Jonathan Culler puts it: “If these theorists agree on anything it is this: 
that the theory of narrative requires a distinction between what I shall call ‘story’ 
– a sequence of actions or events, conceived as independent of their manifesta-
tion in discourse – and what I shall call ‘discourse,’ the discursive presentation 
or narration of events” (Culler 1981, pp. 169f). Critical discussions of British, 
French and Russian traditions are found in for example. Seymour Chatman, 
Story and Discourse: Narrative Structure in Fiction and Film (Ithaca & London: Cor-
nell U. P., 1980) [orig. publ. 1978] and E. Volek, “Die Begriffe ‘Fabel’ und ‘Su-
jet’ in der modernen Literaturwissenschaft: zur Struktur der ‘Erzählstruktur’,” 
Poetica 9, 1977, pp. 141–166. 
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innumerable narrative effects. 

 What should these two kinds of narrative drive be called? 

Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan has suggested the concepts “future-

oriented” and “past-oriented suspense,” and Julian Hilton “prima-

ry” and “secondary” suspense for the same aspects.* These are 

fairly useful distinctions, but they have been surpassed by other 

scholars, using the concepts suspense (future-oriented) and curiosity 

(past-oriented). One of them is Tzvetan Todorov, who in his essay 

“The Typology of Detective Fiction“ has discussed the effects on 

the reader of the different chronological relations between events 

as depicted in the discourse: 

 

The first can be called curiosity; it proceeds from effect to cause: starting 
from a certain effect (a corpse and certain clues) we must find its cause 
(the culprit and his motive). The second form is suspense, and here the 
movement is from cause to effect: we are first shown the causes, the 
initial données (gangsters preparing a heist), and our interest is sustained 
by the expectation of what will happen, that is, certain effects (corpses, 

crimes, fights).† 

 

Meir Sternberg has used the same concepts in his book Expositional 

Modes and Temporal Ordering in Fiction (1978). Sternberg observes 

how the reader is enticed to read ever further by the interplay of 

suspense and curiosity, by wanting to find out what happened ear-

lier and what is going to happen next. Reading is an endeavor to 

fill knowledge-gaps, to gather information concerning the events 

in the “story” or the “plot”: 

 

Both suspense and curiosity are emotions or states of mind characterised 
by expectant restlessness and tentative hypotheses that derive from a 
lack of information; both thus draw the reader’s attention forward in the 
hope that the information that will resolve or allay them lies ahead. They 
differ, however, in that suspense derives from a lack of desired infor-
 

* Rimmon-Kenan 1983, p. 125; Julian Hilton, Performance, New Directions in 
Theatre (London: Macmillan, 1987), p. 27. 

† Tzvetan Todorov, “The Typology of Detective Fiction” (orig. publ. 1966), 
The Poetics of Prose, trans. from the French by Richard Howard, with a new Fore-
word by Jonathan Culler (Ithaca, N. Y.: Cornell University Press, 1977), 42–52, 
p. 47. 



WITH NO DIRECTION HOME 71 

mation concerning the outcome of a conflict that is to take place in the 
narrative future, a lack that involves a clash of hope and fear; whereas 
curiosity is produced by a lack of information that relates to the narrative 
past, a time when struggles have already been resolved, and as such it 
often involves an interest in the information for its own sake. Suspense 
thus essentially relates to the dynamics of the ongoing action, curiosity to 

the dynamics of temporal deformation.* 
 
Suspense, then, is defined as the narrative effect that at a given 

point in the chronological course of events directs the reader’s 

attention towards the future, and curiosity, conversely, as the nar-

rative effect that makes the reader interested in the chronological 

past. In short, these are E. M. Forster’s questions, firmly defined 

from a chronological stand-point: “What then?” and “Why?” Even 

if the definitions of the words suspense and curiosity are some-

what dissimilar to their everyday use (it is hardly unusual to say 

that one feels curious about the future), the distinction seems so 

clear-cut that it should be retained for narratological use. This nar-

ratological use of the concepts is now fairly established, not least 

because of William F. Brewer’s inclusion of them in his structural-

affect approach to the study of stories.† 

 The effects here labeled suspense and curiosity seem to be cen-

tral to the very perception of narrativity. Empirical work has 

shown that readers only judged works producing these kinds of 

basic questions (“Why?” “And then?”) to be stories, while works 

lacking these effects were not considered stories.‡ Nevertheless it 

must of course be pointed out that the effects of suspense and 
 

* Meir Sternberg, Expositional Modes and Temporal Ordering in Fiction (Baltimore 
& London: Johns Hopkins U. P., 1978), p. 65. It should be noted that Sternberg 
does not quote Todorov, presumably Sternberg’s definitions of suspense and 
curiosity are his own. One possible explanation is that both Sternberg and 
Todorov have their theoretical basis in the Russian formalist’s distinction be-
tween fabula and sujet. 

† A convenient summary is found in William F. Brewer, “Good and Bad Sto-
ry Endings and Story Completeness,” Empirical Approaches to Literature and Aes-
thetics, eds. Roger J. Kreuz & Mary Sue MacNealy, Advances in Discourse Pro-
cesses, 52 (Norwood, N. J.: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1996), 261–274, esp. 
pp. 263–64. 

‡ William F. Brewer & Edward H. Lichtenstein, “Event Schemas, Story 
Schemas, and Story Grammars,” Attention and Performance 9, eds. John Lang & 
Alan Baddeley (Hillsdale, N. J.: Lawrence Erlbaum, 1981), 363–379, pp. 370–77. 
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curiosity abound in everyday life, outside of narratives. The birth 

of a child, a job interview, a vacation, a game of golf – all are brim-

ful of what has here been called suspense and curiosity. 

 Narrative drive is difficult to describe if the distinction between 

the chronological and the narrated course of events is not kept 

clear. This dilemma is demonstrated by Cay Dollerup’s survey of 

the use of the concepts “tension,” “intensity” and “suspense” in 

theories of the short story. The three concepts tend to slide be-

tween on the one hand denoting the reader’s interest in the causes 

and effects of events, and on the other hand indicating thematic 

tensions in a work. In effect, the three concepts are virtual syno-

nyms, used for different stylistic purposes, rather than as distinc-

tions. “It may not be unreasonable to conclude that ‘tension’ and 

‘intensity’ are frequently used as more sophisticated and highbrow 

terms for the same quality [as suspense],” concludes Dollerup.* 

Even more comprehensive is the concept of suspense in Eric S. 

Rabkin’s definition, where it stands for “the general term for the 

engagement with structure.”† The result is that “suspense” is used 

as a composite term, embracing huge topics such as style, themat-

ic, psychology and so on, while engagement with the course of 

events, curiously enough, seems to slip out the back door of this 

definition. In such a definition (which I would suspect is wide-

spread, in practical use if not in exact wording), suspense is synon-

ymous with the reader’s engagement with discourse. Psychological-

ly, this is reasonable. But for narratology, with its aim of describing 

in detail how discourses work, this use of the term “suspense” 

seems highly unsatisfactory. A definition of suspense strictly based 

on temporality – and contrasted with that of curiosity – is im-
 

* Cay Dollerup, “The Concepts of ‘Tension’, ‘Intensity’, and ‘Suspense’ in 
Short-Story Theory,” Orbis Litterarum 25, 1970, 314–337, p. 334. 

† Eric S. Rabkin, Narrative Suspense (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press 
1973), p. 186. Cf Mieke Bal, Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative, trans. 
by Christine van Boheemen (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1985), 
where suspense is defined as the narrative “procedures by which the reader and 
the character is made to ask questions which are only answered later” (p. 114). 
“Suspense,” by this definition, forces the reader to read on in the discourse, but 
there is no distinction between the reader’s interest in the causes for events and 
the outcome of them. 
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mensely much more functional.  

 It must be emphasized that the concepts of suspense and curi-

osity deal with narrative effects, based on narrative structures. 

They are not mere formal labels. Therefore, they are quite unlike 

the terms used by Gérard Genette in his analysis of Marcel Proust, 

which are used mainly to sort and classify narrative modes, not for 

discussions of the reader’s engagement with the course of events, 

be it chronological or narrated. Genette makes it quite clear that he 

is not interested in how the reader reacts to the narrative categories 

he sorts out.* 

 This reader engagement must be further outlined. As Meir 

Sternberg points out, the reading of a narrative involves the read-

er’s attempt to fill in the information-gaps perceived to be im-

portant during the reading. These gaps may be either temporary or 

permanent, that is, the narrative may yield the information or not. 

Therefore, the gaps may be classified only in retrospect. As Stern-

berg observes: “In the process of reading, the reader cannot know 

whether a gap is temporary or permanent – indeed this uncertainty 

is at the basis of the dynamics of reading.”†  

 Some of these permanent gaps are at the heart of a certain form 

of literary interpretation, that of treating characters in literary 

works as living human beings, thereby, at least sometimes, playing 

the game by the exact rules that the author devised. This game has 

produced all kinds of questions, from far-fetched inquiries into 

what Hamlet studied at the University of Würtemberg to discus-

sions of the exact nature of the financial arrangements in the 

household in Mansfield Park and their relationships to imperialism 

in general and slavery in general. Such problems may be wild-

goose chases, however challenging, and sometimes they are very 

fruitful, raising questions of psychology and ideology in the works 

concerned. Nevertheless, they have scarcely anything to do with 

the reader’s interest in how events are structured in the discourse. 

Instead, they are discussions of probabilities and possibilities – 

 
* Gérard Genette, “Discours du récit: essai de methode,” Figures III (Paris: 

Seuil 1972), 65–282, pp. 77–121. 
† Sternberg 1978, p. 65. 
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akin to the appetite for information about events during the read-

ing process, but never satiated. Consequently, it seems best to re-

serve the concepts of suspense and curiosity for the questions to 

which the reader may find answers, to any certainty, in the works 

themselves. 

 Suspense dominates over curiosity in most narratives; it is virtu-

ally impossible to write a story totally devoid of suspense effects. It 

has even been argued that suspense is constitutive to western nar-

rative traditions.* This suspense convention has to do both with 

the structure of language (sentences moving forward in progres-

sion, rather than backward in regression), with the conventions of 

writing and with the conventions of reading. When we open a 

book, we are all set to see how the events will evolve. In theory, 

they can follow a chronologically inverted route. In practice, a con-

sequent narrative movement backward is impossible. Not even 

Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow, a history of the world in reverse, is 

without suspense effects. Propelled towards the past, in each time-

segment the reader still has his or her eyes on the future. 

 The balance between suspense and curiosity varies between 

different categories of stories, even between genres. Generally 

speaking, works called “quality” or “highbrow” fiction tend to 

blend both kinds of effects effortlessly, while the genres labeled 

“popular fiction” often are defined from the dominating mode, 

suspense or curiosity. The essence of the detective story is curiosi-

ty (Who is the criminal? What is the motive?), while the narrative 

drive in the thriller comes from suspense (Will the protagonist 

survive?), as in the romance (Will there be a happy ending?). Sci-

ence fiction, perhaps paradoxically, is also often dominated by 

curiosity (How do the aliens’ minds and societies work?). Howev-

er, these statements are just rough estimates on a constantly sliding 

balance-scale. All these genres blend into one another, skillfully 

interweaving suspense and curiosity. A detective story often has its 

love-interest and its thriller-sequences (the rescue of a near-

 
* Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, “A Comprehensive Theory of Narrative: Ge-

nette’s Figures III and the Structuralist Study of Fiction,” PTL = Poetics and 
Theory of Literature 1, 1976, 33–62, p. 44. 
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murdered victim, the hunt for the criminal); the thriller and the 

romance have their obligatory mysteries (Who is the vengeful per-

secutor? Why is the beloved acting so strangely?) and science fic-

tion stories have strong elements of suspense (typically, will the 

spacecraft crew or the world survive?). 

 Research on films has showed that the degree of suspense is 

influenced by numerous factors – i.e., the viewer’s sympathy for 

the characters involved, the type of threat, the degree of uncertain-

ty about the outcome of events, the duration of the sequence and 

the viewer’s knowledge of when it will be terminated, the various 

ways in which the discourse postpones this termination by tem-

poral manipulation.* The same factors clearly affect the degree of 

curiosity felt by a viewer or a reader.  

 When analyzing narratives, one should consequently distinguish 

between the suspense inherent in the course of events and the 

suspense created by narrative devices such as direct questions or 

commentaries concerning the future (from the narrator or the pro-

tagonists), changes of perspective or scenes, and so on. All these 

devices are methods employed to whet the reader’s appetite for 

information and to withhold the same eagerly awaited facts. From 

this perspective, the cliffhanger is just a primitive version of the 

myriad subtle ways in which Jane Austen builds suspense concern-

ing the marriage prospects of the young women populating her 

novels. 

 In the same way that there is inherent suspense, there seem to 

be inherent features of curiosity in most narratives. Psychological 

interest is often directed towards the protagonist’s past (i.e., how 

did Darcy get his personality?). This kind of engrossment, inci-

dentally, has nurtured the playful genre of shadow biographies of 

heroes in popular fiction, the lives of Sherlock Holmes or Jeeves, 

for example.† Such biographies of course have very little to do with 
 

* Minet de Wied, “The role of temporal expectancies in the production of 
film suspense,” Poetics 23, 1994, 107–123.  

† W. S. Baring-Gould, Sherlock Holmes: A Biography of the World’s First Consult-
ing Detective (St. Albans: Panther Books, 1975) (orig. publ. 1962); C. Northcote 
Parkinson, Jeeves: A Gentleman’s Personal Gentleman (London: Macdonald and 
Jane’s, 1979). 
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curiosity in the narratological sense of the word – except when 

they use close reading of the texts to establish the chronological 

series of events in the character’s fictional life. The shadow biog-

raphy may seem an odd genre, even a bizarre enterprise, but its 

very existence is a reminder of the curiosity many readers feel 

about fictional characters. 

 The use of the terms suspense and curiosity should be limited 

to questions answered within the literary works, but problems re-

main with respect to how the concept of work should be restricted 

when a protagonist returns in many stories, such as the above-

mentioned Sherlock Holmes and Jeeves. Mainly, this restriction 

would seem to be a matter of taste more than a theoretical ques-

tion, just like the question of the delimitation of the concept 

“event.” It is perfectly possible to call the cycle of Jeeves stories a 

work (including both novels and short stories), at the same time 

that one of the individual narratives is also called a work. To satisfy 

my desire for information about the pasts and futures of Jeeves 

and Bertie Wooster, I may restrict myself to finishing the story at 

hand, or expand the enterprise into reading all the stories. Natural-

ly, the same goes, for novel-cycles like Robert Musil’s The Man 

Without Qualities or Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things Past, 

where both the separate novels and the whole cycles can be seen 

as works.  

 However, in discussing popular fiction, it seems most natural to 

accept that suspense and curiosity devices can bridge narratives in 

the series. In many cases, the interest of the public in the charac-

ters is a powerful incentive for the author to write new stories, 

reluctantly (as in Conan Doyle’s case) or enthusiastically (as in P.G. 

Wodehouse’s). This is literally suspense and curiosity as creator of 

stories. One example is W. E. Johns, who said he wrote Biggles Goes 

to School (1951) to satisfy his readers’ demands for stories about the 

ace pilot’s childhood.* Curiosity may have killed the cat – but ob-

viously, it also gives birth to books. 

 I have used the concept “reader” without any qualification or 

 
* Cf Stefan Mählqvist, Biggles i Sverige, Skrifter utgivna av Svenska Barnboks-

institutet, 18 (Stockholm: Gidlunds, 1983), p. 47. 
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definition in these pages. Briefly, it should be pointed out that 

there are three main categories of readers.  

 The first one may be labeled the real or actual reader, i.e., the 

person of flesh and blood who actually reads the book. These 

readers often respond to the works in unpredictable and peculiar 

ways, sometimes sabotaging the effects intended by the authors by 

reading the end of the book first. In Janice Radway's study of a 

group of avid American romance readers, many explained that 

they always read the final pages before they buy (to avoid books 

with unhappy endings).* Such reader habits and reactions are the 

subject of empirical investigations using interviews, questionnaires 

and other psychological, sociological and ethnographical methods. 

Such studies have done much to shed light on the substantial vari-

ance of reading strategies and motives for reading between differ-

ent groups. One major lesson is also that the individual’s reading 

experience is not only a result of the interplay between the reader 

and the text, but also involves the very situation of reading – the 

environment, possibilities for discussing the work with others, etc.† 

 The second kind of reader may be defined as the implicit read-

er, a sort of a ghost in the machine of narrative technique. This 

implicit reader is the reading position (or reading strategy) that the 

narrative seems to choose for the actual reader. The third type of 

reader might be called the ideal (or informed) reader, which means 

a reader with certain kinds of knowledge and expectations, for 

example, an informed sense of the literary period’s style, its genres, 

clichés and predominant modes of writing.  

 The conceptual borderline between the second and third kind 

of reader is, predictably, somewhat blurred.‡ Both are the subjects 

of exercises in reader-response criticism, and both, therefore, are 
 

* Janice A. Radway, Reading the Romance: Women, Patriarchy, and Popular Litera-
ture, Questions for feminism (London: Verso, 1987), pp. 99f (orig. publ. 1984). 

† Russell A. Hunt, “Literacy as Dialogic Involvement: Methodological Impli-
cations for the Empirical Study of Literary Reading,” Empirical Approaches to 
Literature and Aesthetics, eds. Roger J. Kreuz & Mary Sue MacNealy, Advances in 
Discourse Processes, 52 (Norwood, N. J.: Ablex Publishing Corporation, 1996), 
479–494, esp. pp. 485–86. 

‡ Cf Elizabeth Freund, The Return of the Reader: Reader-response Criticism, New 
Accents (London & New York: Methuen, 1987), pp. 95–96. 
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functions in literary works, detected by narratological analysis and 

scholarly introspection rather than by empirical observations of 

large groups of actual readers. 

 To give an all-round description of the effects of temporal 

structures, the analysis ideally must take into account all kinds of 

readers, from the real to the ideal. In most cases, this is not feasi-

ble. The main thing to remember is that while it is perfectly possi-

ble to move without impediment between different conceptions of 

“reader,” or to restrict the use to just one definition, it is impera-

tive that one should not move imperceptibly between different 

types of readers.  

 From what has already been said, it is evident that the concepts 

of suspense and curiosity belong mainly to the methods of reader-

response criticism. These effects are defined as being caused by the 

temporal structure of a discourse and must be described in terms 

of narrative structure. But these kinds of descriptions may very 

well be supplemented – and perhaps contradicted – by studies of 

how real readers react to these discourses. Narratology can only 

have a privileged position concerning the reader as long as the 

reader remains trapped inside the narrative structure. Once let 

outside of the text, “the reader” is metamorphosed into a cohort 

of individuals, all with strong wills of their own. When it comes to 

actual readers, narratology can only predict, never prove. This is a 

humbling thought and a necessary lesson for all discussions of 

concepts like hypertext, narratives, suspense and curiosity – after 

all, real readers tend to try to beat the system, hacking their way 

through carefully structured hypertexts without reading the frag-

ments through, greedily reading the final pages of romances or 

detective novels even before they begin the first chapter, discuss-

ing the exact nature of the violence depicted in a film with friends 

before deciding whether to see it. 

 

Temporal Structures in “The Speckled Band” 

This discussion of temporal structures in narrative fiction requires 

a demonstration of how the concepts of suspense and curiosity 

can be used. My example is Arthur Conan Doyle’s short story 
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“The Speckled Band,” his own favorite among the Sherlock 

Holmes short stories.* The basic structure of the discourse is famil-

iar from other Sherlock Holmes mysteries: an overwrought client 

arriving at 221 B Baker Street, expounding her problems and out-

lining a sensational crime, apparently committed without motive or 

means; Holmes and Watson going out to the country in an attempt 

to solve the case; Holmes setting up a trap for the criminal; a final 

struggle; and Holmes’s explanation of his deductive reasoning, 

baffling the impressed Watson.†  

 In this case, the client is a young woman, Helen Stoner, who 

lives in the country with her stepfather, the fierce-tempered Dr 

Grimesby Roylott, former expatriate Briton. She fears for her life, 

afraid she is going to be killed in the same way as her murdered 

twin sister Julia. Soon after Julia got engaged two years earlier, she 

started hearing a mysterious whistling at night and was dead within 

two weeks. Her dying words when she was found in her bedroom: 

‘Oh, my God! Helen! It was the band! The speckled band!’ (178). 

Helen had no explanation for the words, but suspected some Gyp-

sies camping on the plantation. However, access to the house was 

blocked by wild animals on the grounds (brought from India for 

Roylott), and Julia always slept with her door locked. Now, Helen, 

who has just become engaged to be married, has started hearing 

the same mystical whistles at night. In mortal fear, she has hurried 

to Holmes for counseling. Holmes, who finds marks of maltreat-

ment by Dr Roylott on Miss Stoker’s wrist, promises to go up to 

Stoke Moran to investigate. After Miss Stoner leaves, Dr Roylott 

arrives. He tries to frighten Holmes off, shaking his riding crop 

 
* Arthur Conan Doyle, The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, ed. with an intr. by 

Richard Lancelyn Green, The Oxford Sherlock Holmes, general ed. Owen Dud-
ley Edwards (Oxford & New York: Oxford U. P., 1993), p. 362. “The Speckled 
Band” is on pp. 171–197. Page references are in the following given within 
brackets in the main text. 

† In a discussion of the Sherlock Holmes stories, Viktor Shklovsky remarked 
that the story follows “the general schema of Conan Doyle’s stories.” See Viktor 
Shklovsky, Theory of Prose, trans. by Benjamin Sher with an intr. by Gerald L. 
Bruns (Elmwood Park: Dalkey Archive Press, 1990), 101–116, p. 115. Shklovsky 
finds nine basic elements in this schema. Attentively discussing temporal trans-
positions in general, Shklovsky does not, however, go into detail over temporal 
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and bending the poker into a bow with his bare hands. Holmes 

bends it back after Roylott has left and muses over the doctor’s 

character.  

 The next day, Holmes gathers information showing that 

Roylott’s financial position is weak and that he is economically 

threatened by Miss Stoker’s marriage. Arriving at Stoke Moran, 

Holmes examines the house, finding some mysterious details: un-

necessary repairs, forcing Helen to sleep temporarily in Julia’s bed-

room, where Holmes finds a defective ventilation system and a 

dummy bell rope, not attached to a wire. In Dr Roylott’s chamber, 

Holmes finds a large iron safe, a saucer of milk and a small dog 

lash, its whipcord tied into a loop.  

 By this stage, two thirds into the discourse, Holmes has appar-

ently solved the mystery – “Ah, me! It’s a wicked world, and when 

a clever man turns his brain to crime it is the worst of all. I think 

that I have seen enough now, Miss Stoner” (189) – but he refuses 

to divulge his conclusions to her or to Watson. Instead, he in-

structs Miss Stoner to spend the night in her old room (without Dr 

Roylott’s knowledge), while he and Watson wait up in Julia’s room. 

Hinting of elements of severe danger, Holmes outlines some of 

the peculiarities he found in Julia’s room, including that that bed 

was clamped to the floor and thus unmovable. 

 After dusk, Holmes and Watson make a risky entrance to the 

house, the garden being guarded by a cheetah and a baboon. Mo-

tionless in the dark chamber, they wait, armed with a gun and a 

long thin cane, brought by Holmes. At three o’clock in the morn-

ing, they hear the whistling sound and Holmes immediately lashes 

out at the bell rope with his cane. When a light is struck, Watson 

can see nothing unusual about the bell rope, but a horrible cry is 

heard from Dr Roylott’s room. When they enter, they see Dr. 

Roylott sitting dead in a chair, a speckled band around his fore-

head. It is a swamp adder, Holmes explains, ‘the deadliest snake in 

India’ (195). Holmes concludes the story by explaining the case to 

Watson: Dr Roylott had trained the snake (which he kept in his 

safe and trained with the milk and the dog lash) to enter Julia’s 
 
sequences or inversions. 
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room by the ventilator and the dummy bell rope. A swamp adder 

was the perfect murder weapon, since its exotic poison was un-

traceable by means of British medical expertise. 

 Obviously, there are strong elements of both suspense and cu-

riosity at play in this mystery of murder in a closed room – the 

curiosity directed towards Julia’s death and the whistling, repre-

senting a threat against Helen’s life, but also towards Holmes’s 

mysterious findings in the house; the suspense generated by 

Roylott’s violent tendencies and the waiting for the outcome of the 

vigil in the night. The odds against the reader solving the mysteries 

are lengthened by Doyle’s scattering of false clues, ambiguous 

words and erroneous conclusions (band can be taken to mean 

Gypsies, but means the snake), mistakes that in turn heighten the 

suspense. A red herring is also introduced by the perpetual talk 

about Dr Roylott’s fierce temper, deflecting the reader’s attention 

away from the possibility that he could form and execute a cun-

ning plan calling for patience and cold-blooded calm. Add to this 

Holmes’s unwillingness to reveal the result of his deductions and 

the result is a story where closure is postponed until the very end, 

where the climactic scene simultaneously reveals both the end and 

the early parts of the chronological course of events.  

 The extent of Doyle’s chronological inversions may be illustrat-

ed by re-ordering the discourse into a chronology of events. The 

list may seem over-detailed, but is in reality an index of how artful-

ly Doyle manages to shuffle the cards in his deck, confusing the 

issues for the reader while maximizing suspense and curiosity. 

 
A Roylott has a fierce temper 
B Roylott has lived in India 
C The girls are heiresses and 

Roylott their trustee 
D Roylott is financially de-

pendent on the girls and 
stands to lose by their mar-
riages 

E Roylott has exotic animals 
a) A cheetah 
b) A baboon 

c) A swamp adder 
F Julia’s bedroom is rebuilt 
a) With a dummy bell rope 
b) With a ventilator from 

Roylott’s room to hers 
c) The bed is clamped to the 

floor 
G Roylott trains the snake to 

enter Julia’s bedroom 
a) The snake is hidden in a safe 
b) Roylott uses a chair to insert 
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the snake into the ventilator 
c) He snares the snake with a 

looped-up dog lash 
H There are gypsies on the 

plantation 
I Julia is engaged to be mar-

ried 
J Roylott tries to kill Julia, 

sliding the snake through the 
ventilator, into her bedroom 

K Julia hears the whistle 
L Julia is bitten by the snake 
M Dying, Julia cries “The 

speckled band!” 
N Helen thinks that Julia may 

have been killed by the gyp-
sies 

O Helen is engaged to be mar-
ried 

P Helen is forced to use Julia’s 
bedroom 

Q Roylott slides the snake 
through the ventilator, into 
her bedroom 

R Helen hears the whistle 

 
These facts operate collectively as an exposition (i.e., events occur-

ring before the first scene in the discourse), but are scattered all 

over the discourse – sometimes stated plainly, sometimes merely 

hinted at, but never linked adequately until the end of the dis-

course. Instead, the reader’s attention is directed towards the false 

clue of the “band” of Gypsies (N involving the false assumption 

that M refers to H, not to E:c, J and L). According to Holmes’s 

summation of the case, he was first inclined to believe in the Gyp-

sy theory during Miss Stoner’s story (177–80), but deduced that a 

snake was involved during his examination of the bedchamber 

(186–9). Nevertheless, the reader has to wait for the answer as 

long as Dr Watson (195–7) does.  

 The narrated course of events up to and including Roylott’s 

visit to Holmes reads something like: 

 

(171–184) A, B, C, H, E:a, E:b, I, K, M, N, O, R, A, A 

 

This temporal structure conceals all the crucial information con-

cerning Roylott’s finances (D), his rearrangements of the bed-

rooms (F:a-c, P) and his stratagem with the snake (E:c, G:a-c, J, L, 

Q). During the next phase of the story, Roylott’s financial straits 

are revealed (184), and the rearrangements with the bedrooms and 

Roylott’s facilities for training the snake are observed, if not under-

stood by anyone but Holmes (186–9). 
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 I have boiled down the exposition of “The Speckled Band” to 

24 narrative elements. In theory, these elements can be narrated in 

any order, for example opening the discourse with the truth about 

the killing of Julia (the temporal sequences C-D and I-M). But in 

reality, the demand from the public (and the editor) for a mystery 

made it necessary for Doyle to restructure the chronology of 

events. Neither Roylott’s motive nor his murder method could be 

exposed too early in the discourse. This is the reason that works 

like “The Speckled Band” are presented as monosequential texts, 

even when they are published on the Internet. If the reader was 

provided with links to different parts of the story, there is always a 

risk that the mystery would be solved too early and the suspense 

and curiosity dissolved.*  

 “The Speckled Band” reminds us that many literary works are 

machines designed to fool the reader and to leave the reader no 

choice in the temporal structuring of the narrative elements is a 

basic mechanism. This is, ultimately, the vital factor in all suspense 

and curiosity. It all comes down to the author’s skill at keeping the 

reader in the dark, waiting for closure as eagerly as Dr Watson in 

the quiet, unlit room. 

 

Temporal Structures and Multisequentiality 

In the kind of story represented by “The Speckled Band,” the 

reader has but a slim chance of seeing through the author’s ruses. 

To follow the discourse monosequentially is the main point to 

reading a murder mystery. The same goes for most narrative fic-

tion, from quality fiction to soap operas – the latter category ideal-

ly structured so that suspense and curiosity will keep the viewer 

glued to the screen even during the commercial breaks.  This 

monosequential writing and reading – following a given temporal 

 
* See for example the following digital versions of “The Speckled Band”: 

ftp://sailor.gutenberg.org/pub/gutenberg/etext99/advsh10.txt; 
http://w3.one.net/~dmoore/speckled.txt; 
http://www3.nf.sympatico.ca/dave.pack/stories/band.txt; 
http://www.geocities.com/~soucek/canon/spec.htm; 
http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/cgibin/browse-mixed?id=DoyBand&tag=public& 
images=images/modeng&data=/lv1/Archive/eng-parsed. 
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structure, experiencing certain kinds of narrative drives, carefully 

planned by the author – is challenged by hyperworks devised to be 

read in multisequentially or even in random order. How can an 

author create suspense and curiosity when there is no fixed tem-

poral structure? 

 The conservative answer is that it depends on how the hyper-

work is structured. To use the concepts employed in this chapter, 

the various content fields in Michael Joyce’s afternoon raise a num-

ber of questions of suspense and curiosity that are answered when 

the reader has navigated the story long enough. The artistic chal-

lenge in constructing the story is not least to block the reader from 

arriving at the answers too quickly (thus slackening the narrative 

drive). In practice, most multisequential hyperworks seem to be 

structured in this way – structurally preventing the reader from 

taking shortcuts from question to answer. This is exactly how the 

“guard fields” work in Storyspace. 

 In theory, there is a continuous scale, where one extreme is 

hyperworks mainly meant to be read monosequentially, and the 

other hyperworks intended to be read multisequentially and in 

random sequence. This may be seen as a gradual scale of multise-

quentiality, from zero to the largest possible number. It also 

roughly corresponds to the polarity between non-ergodic and er-

godic works. However, returning to the distinction between works 

and texts, it should be noted that there is also a hypertextual scale, 

going from the monosequential structure to the multisequential. 

The possibilities for creating suspense and curiosity vary depend-

ing on the degree of multisequentiality. 

 Naturally, there is a strong correlation between these two scales 

(some works are, for all intents and purposes, designed to be pre-

sented as monosequential texts, and some as multisequential), but, 

obviously, a multisequential work could be presented as a mono-

sequential text, and a monosequential work could be manifested as 

a multisequential text. These combinations are a peculiar textual 

double-entendre, admittedly possible to achieve in the past, but 

more evident in these days of digital hypertexts. At least in theory, 

multisequentiality seems feasible for all kinds of works, novels 
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written for monosequential reading suddenly fragmented, their 

story lines branching off in various directions. This is truly radical 

hypertextuality – ergodic multisequentiality enforced on monose-

quential non-hyperworks. A work written for maximum suspense 

and curiosity, then, may be read in a new way, with the identity of 

the murder exposed in the first paragraph, the identity of the nar-

rator not disclosed until the last page. In such a case, effects of 

suspense and curiosity would not be governed mainly by the au-

thor’s choices, but rather by the reader’s structuring of the text. 

We tend to think of literature as a texture of compelling rhetorical 

structures; as digital hypertexts, however, literature seems to be 

more like a box of Lego, ready-made elements for the reader to 

assemble as he or she chooses. 

 There are four possible combinations between hyperworks and 

hypertexts, all achievable both in printed form (books, magazines, 

etc.) and in digital media (the Internet, CD-ROM, etc.). Except for 

the first category (A), there can be both ergodic and non-ergodic 

works within each category: 

 

Table 2: Patterns of multisequentiality in combinations of hyperworks and hypertexts 

   Non-hypertext Hypertext 

     

Non-hyperwork A B 

 

Hyperwork C D 

 

Some commentaries on the different categories may be necessary. 

 A. Non-hyperworks in non-hypertextual form. Traditionally struc-

tured works, published without links. Virtually all new novels are 

of this kind (i.e., P. D. James’s latest Dalgliesh mystery or Salman 

Rushdie’s latest novel). The majority of literary classics published 

on the Internet also belong here, since they lack links within the 

texts. 

 B. Non-hyperworks in hypertextual form. For example, critical edi-

tions of literary classics or newspaper and magazine articles. These 

texts all have links, but the links are not written into the works. 
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One example is the Cambridge textual edition of The Great Gatsby, 

where the explanatory notes are signaled in the text by an asterisk; 

another is the online version of Jane Austen’s novels, where similar 

links are visible as the familiar blue text, representing click-through 

possibilities. As mentioned earlier, such hypertexts are non-

ergodic, since the links are structured in ways that force the reader 

back to the main text. However, ergodic variants are also possible. 

In a non-hyperwork, presented as a truly multisequential hypertext, 

the reader would always have the option of clicking through to 

other parts of the narrative, reading the “end” at the “beginning,” 

or following certain threads through the work (a subplot, charac-

terizations of an individual person, descriptions of a particular 

place). This would be an ergodic version of the work – a non-

hyperwork masquerading as a hyperwork. It is, for example, per-

fectly possible to link up “The Speckled Band” in this way, begin-

ning with the title (arriving at the solution in five easy clicks). 

However, the strong monosequential convention governing detec-

tive stories prevents this kind of linking in practice. Quite plainly, 

such links would ruin the pleasure of reading the work, degrading 

it from a sophisticated machine for production of suspense and 

curiosity to a Lego box of do-it-yourself assemblage. And still, the 

monosequential convention seems to be much stronger than the 

hypertextual possibilities. 

 C. Hyperworks in non-hypertextual form. An example would be a 

work consciously written for the hypertext environment but print-

ed out and frozen in time, as it were, on paper. This version, which 

is more or less what one gets as printouts from the Internet via 

desktop printers, might be called stifled ergodic literature. It verges 

on the borderline of the non-ergodic. The links are visible on pa-

per, perhaps even with directions for jumping to other parts of 

texts. But the parts (or the fragments) of the work follow one an-

other in a fixed way, which gives the text a rigid structure and de-

stroys the fluidity of the work. It is perfectly possible to print and 

read Michael Joyce’s afternoon in this way. On paper, not a word of 

the work is changed, but the whole set of living relationships be-

tween its parts is utterly lost. 
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 D. Hyperworks in hypertextual form. These are works of the type 

commonly known as hypertexts – works specifically written for 

hypertextual presentation, in print or in digital form. As mentioned 

earlier, a non-ergodic form is a scholarly article with quotations, 

footnotes and bibliography. Ergodic forms are works like Michael 

Joyce’s afternoon, used and read in their digital environments. In 

such ergodic and multisequential hyperworks, the links are written 

into the narrative, not imposed on it afterwards. This makes for 

new forms of writing, new ways of creating suspense and curiosity. 

But it should be noted that such works may not be written to be 

read in a totally random order – there is often a clear beginning (of 

the discourse) and various ways in which the reader is prevented 

from reaching closure (the final parts of the story) too soon. As 

previously noted, a work like Michael Joyce’s afternoon is structured 

with a series of guard fields devised to prevent the reader from 

arriving at the end, or closure, too soon. Random reading is not 

necessarily offered by multisequential, ergodic hyperworks.  

 In fact, the majority of literary texts available on the Internet 

are of the kind included in categories A and B. They are monose-

quential works, presented as monosequential texts (or hypertexts) 

in non-ergodic forms. Many of these texts are literary classics. 

Consequently, these texts maintain the original temporal structures 

in the works. Since these works are written for certain effects of 

suspense and curiosity (as I have defined the concepts), the digital 

versions and texts faithfully retain these effects. You do not click 

your own way through “The Speckled Band”; you read it from 

beginning to end (perhaps glancing at the commentaries). The 

same goes for many literary works originally published on the In-

ternet. They do not make use of the ergodic possibilities (links, 

multisequentiality) offered by the Net. Instead, they emulate the 

structure of texts in printed books. And so they retain the tradi-

tional possibilities for creating suspense and curiosity. 

 Such Internet-published classics – no matter whether they are 

just scanned into computers as raw texts, or heavily annotated like 

the Internet-version of Pride and Prejudice mentioned earlier – are a 

means of filling a new medium with works written for an old one. 
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True, it has always been possible to write multisequential and er-

godic works in book form. But the very nature of the medium 

disposes it for monosequential reading (beginning at the first page 

of the volume and reading to the last page, always with a sense of 

how much remains of the narrative). This kind of reading is based 

on effects of suspense and curiosity, the double helix of narrative. 

Multisequential works in book form have seldom been more than 

freak experiments, thrusts at the borders of what the book format 

offers. The discourse of a monosequential narrative in book form 

has a fixed temporal structure – as opposed to the hyperwork, 

where temporality is by definition fluid or even suspended. In the 

ergodic hyperwork, reading is building a different temporal struc-

ture with the new real discourse generated by each new reading. 

Sometimes this means following the author’s directions, deeply 

embedded in the link structure of a carefully constructed omnidis-

course, other times it may mean reading in random order. In such 

randomly and readerly structured works, suspense and curiosity are 

something quite different from the closely calculated artistic devic-

es of the kind usually employed in printed literary works. 

 Truly, the book containing narrative fiction is a prime example 

of the medium being the message. The message being: read mono-

sequentially! 

 

Hyperreading and Zap Reading 

New ways of writing call for new ways of reading. Just as non-

ergodic monosequential non-hyperworks dispose one towards 

certain kinds of reading strategies, ergodic multisequential hyper-

works dispose the reader towards other kinds of reading. As al-

ways, the differences should not be seen as absolute or solely as a 

function of the medium (the kind of reading associated with mul-

tisequentiality could just as well be used for monosequential works, 

for codex books), but it nevertheless seems probable that there will 

be some subtle, collective shifts in patterns of reading because of 

the new modes of works and texts. This has mainly to do with 

electronic linking and the user’s power to follow (or blaze anew) 

different paths through the work – even to the point of collabora-
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tion or rewriting. As George P. Landow points out, there are four 

ways of accessing and controlling a work: writing, linking, reading 

and networking.* In the present section, I will limit the discussion 

to the reading of hyperworks, leaving aside questions of collabora-

tion, collective writing and the act of creating new works by linking 

pieces of old ones. 

 Such hyperreading calls for new skills, a hyperliterary compe-

tence, to cyberclone Jonathan Culler’s concept (cf Chapter 3). The 

defining characteristics of this hyperliterary competence does not 

have so much to do with new ways of interpretation as with differ-

ent ways of navigating texts. In very concrete ways, the reader is 

required to be more active and participative, but also more pre-

pared to read the units of a work in random order, to play off dif-

ferent story lines against each other.† 

 Seen over several centuries, overall reading patterns have 

changed fundamentally because of the sheer increase of printed 

output. The historian of reading Rolf Engelsing has discerned a 

shift from what he calls intensive reading to extensive reading, 

from a culture of reading few works many times to a culture of 

reading many works once or just a few times. Even if Engelsing is 

wary of generalizing his concepts, they represent a polarity that 

adequately describes two dominant modes of reading.‡ 

 Intensive reading means returning to the same work many 

times, pondering it and discovering new dimensions with each 

reading; extensive reading means consuming work after work. The 

prototype for intensive reading is the religious reading, returning to 

the Holy Scriptures and the hymnbook in a pattern set by the ec-

clesiastical year, discovering new dimensions and truths in the 

work by rereading as well as by exegetical commentary. The proto-

type for extensive reading is the consumption of novels – reading 

many books, one after the other, keeping their fictional worlds in 

memory after the reading is done, but not necessarily returning 

there. 
 

* Landow 1997, p. 285. 
† “Hyperliterary competence,” see Anna Gunder 1999, pp. 63–65. 
‡ Rolf Engelsing, Der Bürger als Leser: Lesergeschichte in Deutschland 1500–1800 

(Stuttgart: Metzlersche Verlagsbuchhandel, 1974). 
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 Obviously, a shift from intensive to extensive reading of fiction 

gradually occurred when a modern market for mass consumption 

of literature developed in the 18th and 19th centuries. As historians 

of reading have documented, this quite simply meant that more 

people read more books. However, the same historians have also 

documented that extensive reading had been there from the be-

ginning and that intensive reading played a vital part in most peo-

ple’s reading lives long after the rise of the novel. It was not just 

that people did not stop reading the Bible because there were nov-

els on the shelf; the novels themselves were reread, for pleasure as 

well as for professional reasons (literary criticism is one form of 

intensive reading for pay). Most readers tend to mix both reading 

strategies, on the one hand extensively consuming new books, on 

the other hand returning to some works many times during a 

lifetime (comfort books, personal classics, professional reading). 

 When ergodic hyperworks become more and more available, it 

is quite conceivable that a new reading strategy will emerge. It is 

closely related to the zapping techniques used by impatient televi-

sion viewers, and could consequently be labeled zap reading. The 

zap reader is one step further away from the intensive reader. He 

or she is always on the move towards somewhere else in the textu-

al universe – following links to different parts of the work, but just 

as likely to a different work. As Nicholas C. Burbules has re-

marked, the main difference with hyperreading is not the way in 

which individual parts of a work are read, but the very act of fol-

lowing links and choosing between them.* Links are no mere 

shortcuts. They are often forceful structuring devices, which the 

reader is invited to use at his or her leisure. But they are also some-

times destructuring devices, escape routes from one work to an-

other. The very process of conquering a whole work, which is as-

sociated with both intensive and extensive reading, may thus be 

invalidated in hyperreading. The impatient zap reader can always 

use external links to surf along to new vistas, regardless of which 

 
* Nicholas C. Burbules, “Rhetorics of the Web: hyperreading and critical lit-

eracy,” Page to Screen: Taking Literacy into the Electronic Era, ed. Ilana Snyder (Lon-
don & New York: Routledge, 1998), 102–122. 
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work contains them or whether they carry texts, sounds or images. 

“Just how likely is it,” asks Myron C. Tuman, “that people for 

whom reading has become an act defined largely in terms of using 

the computer either to access needed information on demand or 

to be entertained by the slam-bang integration of 3-D graphics and 

CD sound will be willing – or able – to sit before a terminal pa-

tiently selecting the paths in a single author-designed hypertext in 

order to have something akin to a traditional literary experience?”* 

 If this prospect of reading for instant gratification seems 

somewhat frightening, it must be remembered that this kind of zap 

reading is already established, and has been for centuries. Many 

readers use this kind of reading for unearthing information from 

various kinds of printed publications that use hypertextual devices. 

Much of this zapping occurs within the same work (or printed 

media unit). Newspaper-reading means zapping between articles, 

using manuals and technical literature often calls for similar strate-

gies. Academic reading usually means zapping within a work and 

between works, using indexes, bibliographies and tables of con-

tents to find certain arguments or pieces of information. Following 

up a reference in a footnote (walking to the catalogue or a book-

shelf) is using the author’s link in a very concrete way.  

 Digital zap reading may mean that such reading strategies, pre-

viously associated with finding information, will be applied to fic-

tion. Clearly, this would not make intensive or extensive reading of 

fiction obsolete, only that zap reading would become another es-

tablished way of consuming fiction. Nevertheless, zap reading 

seems destined to gradually affect how works are written. A closely 

structured hypernovel like Michael Joyce’s afternoon is quite clearly 

intended to be read as one work – the reader is invited to zap with-

in the work, but not to zap over to other works – and the same 

seems to go for works like Stuart Moulthrop’s Victory Garden or 

Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl. Even in open forms like ergodic 

multisequential hyperworks, the authors seem inclined to confine 

 
* Myron C. Tuman, Word Perfect: Literacy in the Computer Age, Pittsburgh Series 

in Composition, Literacy, and Culture (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburg Press, 
1992), p. 69. 
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the reader to just one work. In the future, however, there may be 

more hypernovels that invite the reader to surf on to other works, 

other domains. If so, the professional role of the author would be 

changed nearly beyond recognition – and the symbolic death of 

the author predicted by poststructuralism would have occurred, at 

least in the sense that the author no longer defines the limits of the 

work. Perhaps one result would be the kind of “playful reading” 

that is mainly associated with a “subversive culture of distraction”*: 

reading for pleasure, rather than for illumination or information, 

zap reading rather than intensive or extensive reading. 

 Hyperreading, then, would not mean exploring a textual uni-

verse outlined by one person. Instead, the reader would define his 

or her own work simply by linking textual fragments together. This 

would be zap reading taken to its extreme – the reader immersing 

himself or herself in the global flow of signs mediated by the In-

ternet. This would obviously mean that the traditional double helix 

of narrative drive, suspense and curiosity, would be largely con-

trolled by the reader, not solely by the author. What new narrative 

life forms would that breed? 

 But old habits die hard. The paradox is that in such a textual 

universe of zap readers, authors will probably do their utmost to 

keep the reader interested in an individual authorial work, spell-

bound by the artistic authority of the originator of the work. This 

may be done by various kinds of titillating effects, including gener-

ating narrative questions concerned with suspense and curiosity. 

They have kept readers glued to certain works in bookspace, so 

why not in cyberspace? 

 
* Sean Cubitt, Digital Aesthetics, Theory, Culture & Society (London: Sage 

Publications, 1998), pp. 14–18. 



  

 

 

3 

Busy Being Born or Busy Dying? 

A new model for describing literary professions 
 

 

Beyond the Book 

he Internet is a multimedia environment, gradually aban-

doning words for sounds and pictures. This is mainly a 

consequence of developments in hardware and software. 

Due to limited bandwidth, the Internet was primarily a medium for 

the written word during the first few years of its existence. How-

ever, with increasing transmission speed, pictures and sounds have 

become integral parts of the Internet experience. Presumably, TV 

and computers will merge into a “telecomputer,” a screen for writ-

ing and viewing. This telecomputer would be the central unit for 

information and entertainment in every home. Partly mass medium 

and partly interactive process, the Internet offers the promise of 

getting everything through one medium: television, films, news, 

books, pictures, telephone, group conversations. This is the “Me-

ganet” Wilson Dizard predicts.* On the Meganet, it is possible to 

join and navigate anything, through different kinds of links. Click 

on a word or a part of a picture, and you are off to new sights and 

sounds. 

 We are not there yet. But the Internet and CD-ROMs already 

give us a fair notion of what such a multimedia environment, or 

“archive of archives,” to use Jerome J. McGann’s phrase, may look 

like.† From this perspective, present technologies are the antennae 

of the Meganet. Partly information, partly fun and games, the In-

ternet and CD-ROMs give us glimpses of the future of publishing 
 

* Wilson Dizard Jr., Meganet: How the Global Communications Network Will Con-
nect Everyone on Earth (Colorado: Westview Press, 1997). 

† Jerome J. McGann, “The Rationale of HyperText,” 
 http://www.village.virginia.edu/public/jjm2f/rationale.html. 

T 
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– hints of a world beyond the book. 

 One instructive example is the CD-ROM Highway 61 Interactive 

(1995), summarizing the career of Bob Dylan. Neither a story, nor 

an encyclopaedia or typographic text, this product gives some ide-

as of how material may be organized in multimedia form. This 

CD-ROM is explored from a large, jumbled picture, called “the 

main collage,” which consists of several small pictures – a guitar, a 

typewriter, a ticket stub, a TV screen, a camera, a map, pictures of 

faces and settings. Most of these pictures are clickable, opening 

different archives of pictures, sounds and texts. The main items are 

a “Scrapbook” (more or less a photo album), a video of the song 

“Masters of War,” the “Bob Dylan Library” (a database of Dylan’s 

lyrics), an “Interactive Timeline” (a chronology), an “Art Gallery” 

(Dylan’s artwork), and a “Photo Gallery.” In addition, there are 

four settings, filled with clickable objects, for the user to explore. 

Entering them is like walking around in interactive museums, 

where a click on an object may start a video sequence, show a pho-

tograph, start an animation or play a sound clip, with or without 

pictures. These settings are Greenwich Village (in the early 1960s), 

Columbia Recording Studio (mid-1960s), Coffee House (early 

1960s and 1970s, beginning of the Rolling Thunder Revue Tour), 

and Thirtieth Anniversary Special/backstage (early 1990s, a tribute 

to Dylan by other artists). Using the “Main Collage” and navi-

gating these settings, there is very little monosequentiality: the user 

may click objects in any order, use shortcuts and jump in and out 

of settings. There is no index whatsoever – in this sense, the CD 

has no ending, no closure. To the user, it is more of mixed bag of 

surprises than a structured archive.* 

 A few years ago, the information on Highway 61 Interactive would 

have been contained in books instead of on a CD-ROM. And of 

course, it was. Dylan’s life and times were covered in a number of 

biographies and photography books; Larry Sloman (who shows up 

in a video sequence on Highway 61 Interactive) described Dylan's 

Rolling Thunder Revue in his own book, and Dylan’s lyrics were 

 
* Highway 61 Interactive (Irvine: Graphix Zone & Sony Music Entertainment, 

1995 [CDAC 085700]). 
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published in several editions. There were films, TV specials, and 

albums, both official and bootleg. But no medium integrated the 

material in quite the fashion that Highway 61 Interactive does.  

 Obviously, a CD-ROM cannot hold the amount of material 

that will make it a truly comprehensive multimedia archive. But the 

Internet is already a gigantic system of sites – truly a worldwide 

Web – for the publication of pictures, sounds, and written words. 

Large parts of the Net actually work like books or newspapers. It is 

irrelevant whether the material is published once or if it is updated 

periodically. The important thing is that the Internet, as it works 

now, is a medium for the public display of the written word.  

 This may seem like a roundabout way of explaining that the 

Internet works just like we already know that it does. No Internet 

user, after all, has to be told that one navigates the Net by reading 

and clicking. But where are the lines of demarcation between 

books and other media? What impact will the Internet have on the 

print culture and on the book market? How will the digital revolu-

tion affect professional roles in the book trade? These questions 

are addressed in the following chapter.  

 My viewpoint is generally that of the established print culture 

(the book, the publishing world, and so on), and the aim was to 

create theoretical models and find larger patterns rather than to 

make an inventory of new phenomena on the Internet or of new 

professions developing around it. The problem is not whether 

CD-ROMs and new Internet sites will flood the world or not (they 

will), or whether new professions will be born in the process (they 

have been and they will continue to be), but what all this will mean 

to the culture of print, the realm of books. As the saying goes, “he 

not busy being born/is busy dying.”* It was first publicly commu-

nicated in song, not writing, but regardless of medium, it applies to 

the book world. Busy being born for the last five hundred years, 

the community of books now faces new challenges – a media 

revolution with an impact on communications of sufficient magni-

 
* Bob Dylan, “It’s Alright Ma (I’m Only Bleeding),” 
 http://www.bobdylan.com/songs/itsalright.html. (This is Bob Dylan’s of-

ficial website, with the most current published versions of his lyrics.) 
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tude to place it somewhere between the invention of moveable 

type and broadcast television. 

 

Books and Other Media 

In the broadest sense of the word, a book is almost any portable 

material with writing on it – thus, there are manuscript books as 

well as printed books. And they need not be written or printed on 

paper. As D. C. Greetham remarks, the portable material may be 

nearly anything: metal, stone, clay, wax, etc.* At present, however, 

the definition of a “book” is generally more restricted. A book is a 

carrier of text, printed on pages or sheets gathered together in vol-

umes and bound between covers. It is an object that, in our era of 

the printing press, is manufactured in large quantities to dissemi-

nate texts and other kinds of printed material to many readers at 

different places and times. As previously discussed, the printed 

material is arranged monosequentially in a book and generally in-

tended to be read in that order (although there are many excep-

tions, such as encyclopedias and practical handbooks). Some other 

properties of the book are its portability, the possibility to make 

notes in the text-carrier (i.e. the margins), and a unique or distinc-

tive getup (cover, layout, fonts, etc.).†  

 A distinction must be drawn between the book as a physical 

object and the work it carries. The work Hamlet can be carried by 

several types of books, from the forbidding scholarly tome to the 

easy-to-read volume with printed text in large and bold type. These 

different typographic getups obviously affect the reading experi-

ence, but they have nothing to do with the abstract work itself, 

neither the text, nor the sequence of letters following each other 

on the page; the letter sequence H-a-m-l-e-t is the same, whether 

printed in Baskerville, Times or Book Antiqua. But the books dif-

 
* D. C. Greetham, Textual Scholarship: An Introduction (New York & London: 

Garland Publishing Inc., 1994), Garland Reference Library of the Humanities, 
vol. 1417, p. 47. 

† See the definition in The New Encyclopædia Britannica (Chicago: Encyclopædia 
Britannica Inc., 1986): a book is “a written or printed message of considerable 
length, meant for public circulation and recorded on materials that are light yet 
durable enough to afford comparatively easy portability,” 15th ed., 2, Micropædia, 
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fer from each other. 

 A book carries works in one or two artistic media, words and 

pictures. Typically, the work is in written words, often with illustra-

tions, sometimes with musical notation. Some books are more 

ingenious in their use of the print medium, children’s books, for 

example, that use pop-up pictures or flip pages to give the sense of 

three-dimensional or moving pictures. But what may perhaps be 

called the “default book” carries written words and fixed illustra-

tions. 

 As a physical object, the book is multisensory, with distinctive 

traits in appearance, texture, smell, and sound. These are familiar 

aspects for every book-lover – consider the sensual difference be-

tween handling an eighteenth-century first edition of poems or a 

newly printed scholarly monograph or a paperback from the 

1940s. Such differences of medium, however, have no bearing on 

the work carried by the book. You hear the rustling from the pages 

of Madame Bovary, not from Emma Bovary’s dress, and smell the 

scent of the newly printed Robinson Crusoe, not the marooned sailor 

himself. Naturally, texture, sound, and smell may affect the reading 

experience, but not the work itself. 

 Many electronic document carriers are multimedia-capable, but 

some of them actually use fewer modes than the book. All of them 

carry texts in the sense that the spoken or sung word is also text. 

Some carry typographic text: TV and films, CD-ROMs, and the 

Internet. Reading, listening, and viewing are the basic ways to use 

these media. Radio, film, CD-ROMs, and Internet documents all 

have their distinctive profiles, many of them with multimedia ca-

pability, but they are also restricted to carrying monosequential 

texts by the very temporality of the medium. (Table 3, next page.) 

 Such a comparison reminds us that publishing is generally in-

volved with books (or other print media) and, consequently, that 

the competence profiles of publishers and editors are geared to-

wards monosequential typographic text and illustrations, while 

they have less experience working with sounds and moving imag-

es. 
 
p. 369.  
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Table 3: Profiles of various media 

 
          TYPOGRAPHIC TEXT SOUND PICTURES 
   Mono- Multi-  Illustrations Moving 
   sequential sequential 
 
Book  x (x)  x 
Vinyl record (x)  x (x) 
Radio    x 
Film/TV (x)  x (x) x 
Audio CD (x)  x (x) 
CD-ROM x x x x x 
Internet x x x x x 

 

Books can be beautiful. But paradoxically, they are commonly 

meant to be read, not to be gazed upon. The texts in books are 

often produced to be materially invisible – that is, to be read and 

understood without any directing of the attention towards the 

shape of the letters. As Richard A. Lanham eloquently pointed out 

in his The Electronic Word, the codex book is usually printed for 

textual “stable transparency,” the reader figuratively living in the 

black and white world of paper and ink. But in the digital envi-

ronment, the reader has other opportunities – to enlarge the text, 

substitute fonts freely, change the color of background and text. 

Lanham reminds us that such artistic devices were used by, for 

example, early modernists such as Dadaists and Futurists, but re-

marks that such printings were never more than marginal experi-

ments in the print culture. In digital media, however, the user may 

again have his or her attention directed towards the text as such, 

questioning the convention of “stable transparency.” The appear-

ance of the text – in the precise meaning of the word – is con-

trolled by the reader, not by the author or the publisher.*  

 In the multicolor world of this new textuality, the user follows a 

well-trodden path away from black and white to color, a path that 

has already led to pictorial inventions: color printing, color film, 
 

* Richard A. Lanham, The Electronic Word: Democracy, Technology, and the Arts 
(Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press, 1994), esp. Chapter 1, “The 
Electronic Word: Literary Study and the Digital Revolution” and Chapter 2, 
“Digital Rhetoric and the Digital Arts.” The quotation is from p. 6. 
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color television, color computer monitors. Behind all of these in-

ventions lie technological advancements. One should note, how-

ever, that the innovations in pictorial media all aim for the same 

goal – the accomplishment that may be called the reality effect. A 

color photograph, bluntly speaking, gives a better depiction of real 

scenery than a black and white one – showing the exact shade of 

blue in the sea, the different nuances of green in the trees. 

 This reality effect is not as easily discernible when it comes to 

printed letters. Should the word “pig” be printed in rounded pink 

characters rather than in narrow black ones? Such questions are, of 

course, absurd and unanswerable from the convention of stable 

transparency now governing print culture. There are no rules or 

customs to guide us in such choices, other than vague notions that 

“modernistic” typefaces should be used for “modern” content and 

preferably “old-fashioned” ones for “old-fashioned” subjects. This 

may change, but it is difficult to see any real inherent force in such 

a development, a change of print culture from exclusively black 

and white to predominately color in the same way that the pictorial 

arts have changed. The obvious explanation is the matter of reada-

bility. Convenience in reading is very much a question of contrast 

– black on slightly toned white seems to be the best way of pre-

venting eye strain during reading. While readability and the reality 

effect tend to converge in pictorial arts, they are somewhat antag-

onistic in print culture. 

 This may be one reason that the quest for the “electronic book” 

has become a quest for a gadget that looks like a book but is elec-

tronic – a small storage system for text, displayed in “pages” on 

some kind of screen. There are various handheld computers along 

these lines. All of them more or less resemble Game-Boys or tex-

tual Walkmans, made for downloading text and equipped with 

fabulous memories. One method is to use “digital ink” on “elec-

tronic paper,” letters on displays as thin as paper, bound together 

in volumes and as easy to navigate as printed books.* Another 

technology is the small handheld computer known generically by 

the brand name “PalmPilot.” When using this personal organizer, 
 

* Charles Platt, “Digital Ink,” Wired 5.05, May 1997, 162–165, 208–211. 
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text is read a few lines at a time on a small digital screen and liter-

ary texts can be downloaded via modem.* In 1998 several “elec-

tronic books,” using roughly the same concept were introduced on 

the market – the SoftBook and the Rocket eBook.  

 Such “electronic books” all have their apparent advantages 

(portability, a wide range of selection of works, search facilities, 

readability in the dark, and so on), but they are also prime exam-

ples of how new technologies try to mimic old ones. As books 

with memory but without paper, they are devices for reading typo-

graphic text in black and white, page by page – not hypermedia 

vehicles for multisequential works, hypertexts, color, sounds, mov-

ing images or multimedia capability. As a medium, these “electron-

ic books” lack the individuality of the printed book: the distinctive 

sensuous qualities of a physical object, often made to correspond 

aesthetically with the work it carries. 

 

Authors and Publishers 

A crude way of describing how a book is produced is to say that 

the author writes and the publisher sees to it that the work is made 

into a book and made public.† Even literary theory seems to sub-

scribe to this view – in his elaborate theory of the literary process, 

Siegfried J. Schmidt sees the author (or authors) as the sole pro-

ducer of literary works, while the publisher is reduced to a mere 

mediator.‡  

 Such distinctions between writing and publishing may seem 

clear-cut, but in reality they are often blurred. Frequently, the au-

thor and the publisher are partners in the production of works, the 

author fulfilling some of the publisher’s functions and vice versa. 

For example, many present-day authors work on computers, sub-
 

* Downloading books on the U. S. Robotics PalmPilot Pro, see David 
Pescovitz, “Compact Connectivity,” Wired 5.08, August 1997, 131. 

† The following section draws on my “Författare och förläggare: om littera-
turvetenskap och förlagshistoria,” Författare och förläggare och andra litteratursociolo-
giska studier (Hedemora: Gidlunds, 1994), 9–34. 

‡ Siegfried J. Schmidt, Foundation for the Empirical Study of Literature: The Com-
ponents of a Basic Theory. Authorized trans. from the German and fully rev. by 
Robert de Beaugrande, Papiere zur Textlingvistik/Papers in Text Linguistics, 36 
(Hamburg: Helmut Buske Verlag, 1982), pp. 119, 124–25. 



BUSY BEING BORN OR BUSY DYING? 101 

mitting formatted manuscripts on floppy disks, which means that 

the texts are essentially typeset at the author’s desk. Many authors 

contribute to the marketing of their books (through lectures, inter-

views, and public readings), and some finance the publication by 

paying the publisher out of their own pockets or by guaranteeing 

grants to cover the printing costs. In many cases, the author is not 

merely a writer. Conversely, in the world of digital hypertexts, the 

production of what is called “content” is often a collaborative ef-

fort, involving not only authors and publishers, but also artists, 

programmers, and interface designers.* 

 The history of literature abounds with examples of insensitive 

publishers, foolish rejections, unsolicited changes in manuscripts 

or heavy-handed demands for alterations. Such occurrences have 

become commonplace in the discourse on literature, related both 

by authors and by literary historians. But they are only part of the 

truth about publishing, only fragments of the relationship between 

authors and publishers. Apart from the stories of such outrages, 

there are many examples of valuable creative influence from pub-

lishers. In fact, such publisher influence is to be found at many 

more artistic levels than one might at first suspect. 

 John Sutherland has observed that the material factors sur-

rounding literature are neither subtextual nor contextual, but in-

herently textual.† That is, literary works are generally shaped by 

their production processes. Publishers are, obviously, important 

agents in these processes. They commission works, inspire, en-

courage, dissuade, or prod gently. They discuss literary works, 

sometimes from the very conception to the final polishing. They 

also have the financial power to ensure publication of works that 

are unprofitable in the short term, thus bolstering the effects of 

other material factors. 
 

* See for example the discussion in the section “Materialities” in Alex 
Soojung-Kim Pang, “Hypertext, the Next Generation: A Review and a Research 
Agenda,” Firstmonday 3:11, 1998 (Nov. 2, 1998), 

http://www.firstmonday.dk/issues/issue3_11/pang/. 
† John Sutherland, “Publishing History: A Hole at the Centre of Literary So-

ciology,” Literature and Social Practice, eds. Philippe Desan, Priscilla Parkhurst 
Ferguson & Wendy Griswold (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 
267–282, p. 277. 
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 A clarifying comment may be necessary here. In the past, pub-

lishing houses were usually dominated by one person, sometimes 

also run by him or her, or by only a few people. The publisher 

could read – or at least glance at – all incoming manuscripts, han-

dle correspondence, and be involved in proofreading. Nowadays, 

the word publisher often means chief executive, the administrative 

head of a publishing house. In this sense of the word, the publish-

er seldom has much to do with the literary works published by the 

firm. Instead, editors deal with the reading and revision of incom-

ing manuscripts within the publishing house – while literary agents 

tend to fulfil the same role before the manuscripts are even sub-

mitted. However, I will use the concept of publishers as a generic 

term, covering both the old type of “publisher” and present-day 

“editor.” In this context, “publisher” will quite simply refer to the 

person actually working with manuscripts in a publishing house. 

 Sometimes the publisher is seen as a gatekeeper, a doorman 

who lets people in or shuts them out. In some ways, this is a fair 

description of the role of the publisher. However, one should keep 

in mind that from one aspect all literary writing could be described 

as dealing with gatekeepers – getting manuscripts approved by 

spouses, friends, literary agents, and so on. One general model of 

gatekeeping distinguishes between four different types of gate-

keepers: (1) Primary Groups, (2) Superiors/Coworkers, (3) Repre-

sentatives, (4) Professional Experts.* In this typology, the publisher 

is a representative, a gatekeeper embodying the publishing house. 

The representative has the power to make decisions, to accept or 

reject, but can ask professional experts for advice – in this case, 

typically the publisher’s readers. From the author’s point of view, 

the literary agent can be another representative, having the power 

to accept or reject a manuscript as an item for the agency. 

 What does a gatekeeper do? The truth of the gatekeeping meta-

phor lies in the details. A publisher is hardly a simple doorman, a 

person who accepts or rejects manuscripts. As Lewis Coser, 
 

* Johann Behrens & Ursula Rabe-Kleberg, “Gatekeeping in the Life Course: 
A Pragmatic Typology,” Institutions and Gatekeeping in the Life Course, ed. Walter R. 
Heinz (Weinheim: Deutscher Studien Verlag, 1992), 237–260, p. 242 and pp. 
245–49. 
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Charles Kadushin, and Walter W. Powell remark in their Books: The 

Culture and Commerce of Publishing (1982), publishers cannot be de-

scribed as mere “gatekeepers of ideas” since they in fact “not only 

sift ideas but give them shape.”* Moreover, a publisher is some-

thing of a teacher of writing and of the formation of literary taste. 

From the gatekeeper’s point of view, the author must fulfil certain 

requirements to be allowed to pass – as a user of the language, as a 

narrator, as a thinker, and as a media personality. The authors who 

meet these demands best are let in first. From the author’s point of 

view, the publisher is the person in power, a dominating presence 

to circumvent as quickly and as smoothly as possible. And so the 

author often does as other people do who want to avoid being 

turned away by the doorman – he or she dresses appropriately. 

The easiest way is to choose the right outfit from the beginning, 

not by adapting to the doorman, but rather according to one’s own 

preference. One will then not have to change, but simply dress 

according to personal taste. For others, it will often be a matter of 

modifying their taste, rather than changing outfits or masquerad-

ing. Those rejected by the doorman either do not return or dress 

differently the next time; those rejected by a publisher either cease 

to write or write in a new way for the next manuscript – or ap-

proach a different publisher. By rejecting and accepting, the gate-

keeper teaches the implicit norms aspiring authors have to follow. 

And the authors live and learn – according to the rules of the art. 

 Some literary works are written by authors with scant regard for 

the reader’s reactions or preferences – an attitude parodied by P.G. 

Wodehouse (arguably one of this century’s great market-driven 

authors) in the episode where a poet, Rodney Spelvin, reflects on 

the pressures of being published: “We singers have much to put up 

with in a crass and materialistic world. Only last week a man, a 

coarse editor, asked me what my sonnet, “Wine of Desire,” meant. 

[…] I gave him answer, ‘twas a sonnet, not a mining prospectus.”† 

 Authors like Rodney Spelvin seem unlikely to be influenced by 
 

* Lewis A. Coser, Charles Kadushin & Walter W. Powell, Books: The Culture 
and Commerce of Publishing (New York: Basic Books Inc., 1982), p. 4. 

† P. G. Wodehouse, “Rodney fails to qualify,” The Heart of a Goof (London: 
Herbert Jenkins, 5th printing), 208–243, p. 219. 
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publishers. Literary history is swarming with examples of authors 

who have resisted pressure from publishers about what to write 

and how to write. Nevertheless, the opposite goes for many other 

authors, both in the fields of fiction and nonfiction. It is easy to 

see that many nonfiction titles are the result of a publisher’s idea. 

Cookbooks, textbooks, and various technical books are often 

commissioned works, written because the publisher has discovered 

a niche in the market, perhaps has even had an idea about what 

kind of writing is required. Publishing history and publishers’ 

memoirs hold many stories of this kind.  

 A good example is the Village Book. “The Village Series” was 

published jointly by Pantheon Books in the U.S., and under the 

Allen Lane imprint of The Penguin Press in Great Britain. The 

idea came from Jan Myrdal´s Report from a Chinese Village, published 

as a Pelican reprint by Penguin Books in the early 1960s. In this 

book, Myrdal described life in a small Chinese village, using inter-

views and direct speech and combining sociological insights with 

immediacy and interest in the individual. The commercial and ar-

tistic success gave an editor at Penguin, Tony Godwin, the idea to 

commission a series of books along the same lines, written by dif-

ferent authors. “What we expect each author to do,” he wrote to 

Ronald Blythe on February 17, 1966 “is to take the community 

and draw together an integrated picture out of all the different 

threads that go to make up the village.” Specifying the kinds of 

questions the authors had to answer, Godwin in reality gave an 

outline of the subject matter of the books – the outcome being, 

among other things, Blythe’s modern classic Akenfield.* 

 Obviously, editorial influence is seldom a question of authors 

cringing and fawning before publishers. Rather, there is a slow 

learning process, semi-conscious or unconscious. How this pro-

cess develops can, of course, vary enormously. There are various 

kinds of comments on manuscripts from publishers, from whole-

sale rewriting of entire manuscripts to offhand and general re-

marks. Usually, however, the publisher tends to have the greatest 

 
* Godwin quoted from Penguin Portrait: Allen Lane and the Penguin Editors 

1935–1970, ed. Steve Hare (London: Penguin, 1995), p. 333. 
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influence in the beginning of the authorial career. Budding authors 

are eager to learn what publishers like and dislike and these pub-

lishing norms are slowly internalized as authors receive comments 

on their manuscripts from agents, publishers, readers, and editors. 

This, of course, is a slow and reciprocal process, where innovative 

authors in their turn can influence the gatekeepers, but it is always 

a question of adjusting sets of literary norms to each other.*  

 In “quality fiction,” the author is asked to adhere to rules at the 

same time he or she is breaking them. This strange mixture is what 

is known as “originality” or “a personal voice.” In essentially for-

mulaic literature, like mass-market paperbacks, the process is 

somewhat more straightforward, the author often being asked to 

follow certain specified requirements concerning treatment, style, 

and subject matter. Sometimes there are even written guidelines, 

codifying the norms for the genre in question. However, such 

guidelines tend to be very general. As Eva Hemmungs Wirtén has 

remarked about Harlequin Enterprises’ guidelines (consisting of a 

total of only six pages for all the different lines), they are “far from 

writing manuals equipped with a neat package of structure, plot, 

and character that allows for the rapid construction of new texts.”† 

 Consequently, such guidelines provide help for writing, not 

blueprints for narratives. They give the authors an idea of which 

subgenre and tradition to write in, but otherwise leave them on 

their own. However, every author (literary or mass-market) writes 

within certain traditions, following or denying literary conventions. 

Every work is situated in an intertextual context, engaged in a dia-

log with its predecessors. This dialog, known as “intertextuality,” 

may be intended or not: literature is an echo chamber filled with 
 

* Although the subject here is the publisher’s influence, it should be remem-
bered throughout that the editors of magazines play the same crucial role in 
commenting on, accepting and rejecting manuscripts. In this respect, editors in 
publishing houses and magazines are siblings in the publishing industry. 

† Eva Hemmungs Wirtén, Global Infatuation. Explorations in Transnational Pub-
lishing and Texts. The Case of Harlequin Enterprises and Sweden, Skrifter utgivna av 
Avdelningen för litteratursociologi vid Litteraturvetenskapliga institutionen i 
Uppsala = Publications of the Section for Sociology of Literature at the De-
partment of Literature, Uppsala University, 38 (Section for the Sociology of 
Literature, Department of Literature, Uppsala University, 1998), p. 70. 
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sounds from other works and from literary conventions.  

 Reading and writing require some knowledge of these traditions 

and conventions. Jonathan Culler has coined the phrase “literary 

competence” for the understanding and mastery of these codes. As 

he points out, literature demands certain skills from the reader. 

Quite simply, reading and appreciation of literature are the result 

of long training. “To read a text as literature is not to make one’s 

mind a tabula rasa and approach it without preconceptions; one 

must bring to it an implicit understanding of the operations of 

literary discourse which tells one what to look for.”* Obviously, 

the same goes for the writing of literature. Writing may be a soli-

tary business, but the author is at the same time part of a web of 

literature, a person writing who has learned preconceptions about 

literary discourse and now tries to put them into practice, presum-

ably to also change them. 

 If one accepts that reading and writing are connected by the 

knowledge of “the operations of literary discourse,” it follows that 

it is virtually impossible to retain any conception of an isolated, 

individual authorial intention. Instead, the nucleus of the “inten-

tion” is the author’s knowledge of literary conventions, as well as 

his or her beliefs about the reactions of the reader. The individual 

intention is a link in an infinite chain of other people’s intentions. 

 So, literature is a social practice not only because literature de-

picts social realities (or possibilities), but also because literature 

exists in a social interplay between the author and the world sur-

rounding him or her. Influences from the publisher are a part of 

this creative interplay between author and audience. Once again, 

mass-market literature and light reading are often the kinds of 

works most evidently affected by revisions and rewrites requested 

by the publisher. Bestsellers are very often the result of intense 

editorial work, stretching from the very idea for the book to the 

final wording of the manuscript.†  

 The terms and stipulations in contracts can affect the form of a 
 

* Jonathan Culler, Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics and the Study of 
Literature (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1975), p. 113–14. 

† See John Sutherland, Bestsellers: Popular Fiction from the 1970s (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), p. 31. 
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literary work – John Sutherland aptly talks about “the shaping 

power of contract”* – for example by forcing the author to write in 

installments or for a certain format. However, the influence of the 

publisher is generally more discernible in his or her comments on 

the manuscript. Often, the authors accept such criticism and ad-

vice, thereby strengthening the work artistically.  

 One prime example of such editorial influence is Maxwell Per-

kins, legendary editor at Scribners for Ernest Hemingway and F. 

Scott Fitzgerald. Perkins was partly responsible for the intricate 

structure of Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby. Fitzgerald sent Perkins 

the manuscript, somewhat exasperated with his own inability to get 

the story absolutely right (“There are things in it I’m not satisfied 

with in the middle of the book”†). Perkins read the manuscript 

with admiration and praise, but remarked that the narrative did not 

hold together seamlessly and that the problem lay in the descrip-

tion of the protagonist Jay Gatsby. Perkins suggested that Fitzger-

ald should drop some hints, feeding the curiosity of the reader and 

making Gatsby come more alive. Perkins imparted his criticism in 

a letter which is a model of its kind – the editorial midwifery: 

 

 One is that among a set of characters marvelously palpable and vital – 
I would know Tom Buchanan if I met him on the street and would avoid 
him – Gatsby is somewhat vague. The reader’s eyes can never quite fo-
cus upon him, his outlines are dim. Now everything about Gatsby is 
more or less a mystery i.e. more or less vague, and this may be somewhat 
of an artistic intention, but I think it is mistaken. Couldn’t he be physical-
ly described as distinctly as the others, and couldn’t you add one or two 
characteristics like the use of that phrase “old sport”, – not verbal, but 
physical ones, perhaps. [– – –] 
 The other point is also about Gatsby: his career must remain mysteri-
ous, of course. But in the end you make it pretty clear that his wealth 
came through his connection with Wolfsheim. You also suggest this 
much earlier. Now almost all readers numerically are going to be puzzled 
by his having all this wealth and are going to feel entitled to an explana-

 
* John Sutherland, Victorian Novelists and Publishers (London: Athlone Press, 

1976), 101–116. 
† F. Scott Fitzgerald to Maxwell Perkins, circa November 7, 1924, Dear Scott 

/ Dear Max: The Fitzgerald–Perkins Correspondence, eds. John Kuehl & Jackson R. 
Bryer (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1971), p. 81. 
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tion. To give a distinct and definite one would be, of course, utterly ab-
surd. It did occur to me though, that you might here and there interpo-
late some phrases, and possibly incidents, little touches of various kinds, 
that would suggest that he was in some active way mysteriously engaged. 
You do have him called on the telephone, but couldn’t he be seen once 
or twice consulting at his parties with people of some sort of mysterious 
significance, from the political, the gambling, the sporting world, or 
whatever it may be. I know I am floundering, but that fact may help you 
to see what I mean. The total lack of an explanation through so large a 
part of the story does seem to me a defect; – or not of an explanation, 
but of a suggestion of an explanation. I wish you were here so I could 
talk about it to you, for then I know I could at least make you under-
stand what I mean. What Gatsby did ought never to be definitely impart-
ed, even if it could be. Whether he was an innocent tool in the hands of 
somebody else, or to what degree he was this, ought not to be explained. 
But if some sort of business activity of his were simply adumbrated, it 
would lend further probability to that part of the story. 
 There is one other point: in giving deliberately Gatsby’s biography 
when he gives it to the narrator you do depart from the method of the 
narrative in some degree, for otherwise almost everything is told, and 
beautifully told, in the regular flow of it, – in the succession of events or 
in accompaniment with them. But you can’t avoid the biography alto-
gether. I thought you might find ways to let the truth of some of his 
claims like [reading at] “Oxford” and his army career come out bit by bit 
in the course of actual narrative.* 

 

Fitzgerald gratefully accepted the advice, interpolating some de-

scriptions of Gatsby and, more importantly, inserting some further 

clues concerning Gatsby’s shady business enterprises, as well as 

breaking up Gatsby’s biography. Later, Fitzgerald acknowledged 

Perkins’s importance for the artistic impact of the novel. Musing 

on the reviews, he wrote: “Max, it amuses me when praise comes 

in on the ‘structure’ of the book – because it was you who fixed up 

the structure, not me.”* 

 It would be easy to cite many similar instances of editorial in-

fluence. Recently, textual critic Jerome J. McGann has done much 

to encourage the historical study of literary production along these 

lines, vitalizing the discussion of the extent of co-creation in liter-

 
* Maxwell Perkins to F. Scott Fitzgerald, November 20, 1924, Dear Scott / 

Dear Max, pp. 83–84. 



BUSY BEING BORN OR BUSY DYING? 109 

ary works. From the point of view of the academic publisher, 

Richard Abel has made the case for what he calls the “Ingenious 

Book Publisher,” unfolding a number of functions provided by 

this ideal publisher. This Ingenious Book Publisher “spends a 

good deal of time building and maintaining an in-depth intellectual 

and historical understanding of the subject matter and literature of 

the fields or niches in which the firm publishes,” with the purpose 

of evaluating manuscripts and enabling the publishers to identify 

subjects for books and prospective authors. The publisher contacts 

these authors, pointing out that an author does not have to write 

well, since “the mastery of language is one of the strengths pos-

sessed by the publisher and that any deficiencies in the text will be 

rectified at the editorial stage.” The publisher helps to form the 

outline of a work, monitors the writing, maybe even rewrites the 

manuscript. Who then is the real creator? 

 

Obviously, the conventionally accepted roles of both publisher and au-
thor begin to blur. The publisher has first identified the subject, then 
identified and solicited the author; has taken an active role in the shaping 
of the manuscript; has ensured the structure and substance of the final 
manuscript by monitoring and editorial intervention; and may have actu-
ally written or rewritten a significant portion – occasionally the entirety – 
of the manuscript. In such extreme cases, the IBP [Ingenious Book Pub-
lisher] assumes the role of the author, and the author simply becomes a 

research assistant.† 
 

Such examples, however, provide only one aspect of the interplay 

between author and editor. When Thomas Carlyle described a 

publishing house as a combination of stock exchange and cathe-

dral, he did not in reality point out a contradiction but rather two 

different time levels in publishing – investments in the short run 

and in the long run. A “literary publisher” – or a “quality publish-

er” – must have the economic stamina to wait for profit from his 

publishing enterprises. If one does not have that stamina, it is dif-

ficult to become a literary publisher. Publishing can be described 
 

* Fitzgerald to Perkins, ca July 10, 1925, , Dear Scott / Dear Max, pp. 117–18. 
† Richard Abel, “The book publisher’s cultural role,” Logos 7:4, 1996, 284–

88, p. 286. 
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as a short-term cash flow problem solved only in the long run; to 

act as a publisher is to take the economic risk, and probably (but 

not definitely) get one’s money back later. 

 It is easy to see what this means for the relationship between 

authors and publishers. In the best of worlds, the publisher ad-

vances the funding, letting the author build a literary career, even if 

the books are not bestsellers or even steady sellers. Actually, the 

economic rewards can be larger for authors with initially small 

sales. In “the literary field,” to use Pierre Bourdieu’s concept, the 

most esteemed practitioners often combine modest sales figures 

with artistic strategies considered to be advanced or avant-garde. 

This goes for both authors and publishers. And so the publishing 

house pays for prestige by publishing unprofitable authors, while 

the authors in return get money and publishing opportunities. In 

Bourdieu’s concept, literary capital is exchanged for economic 

capital. This explains how a small literary publisher may actually 

lose prestige by publishing an author who sells too much. As 

Bourdieu observes, the literary field traditionally sees an opposi-

tion between literary and economic capital, which in practice 

means that economic profits ideally only come in the long run. 

Therefore, the publisher is needed to advance money for publish-

ing in the short run.*  

 So far, Pierre Bourdieu has framed the most sophisticated theo-

ry concerning the literary market. It is a macro-theory of literary 

creation. His model covers most aspects of literary publishing 

since it takes into account literary capital alongside economic capi-

tal. His theory is also convenient for describing the common divi-

sion of labor between publisher and author. The publisher general-

ly talks about the economic capital (“sales figures,” “market pres-

sures”) while the author speaks of literary capital (“intentions,” 

“aesthetics”). The publisher relieves the author of concerns about 

economic pressures and profitability. Each must consider both 

kinds of capital, but the publisher allows the author to specialize in 

literary capital. 

 
* See Pierre Bourdieu, The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary Field, 

trans. by Susan Emanuel (London: Polity Press, 1996), esp. pp. 143–150. 
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 Everybody knows that authors want to make literature and that 

publishers want to make money, either in the short or in the long 

run. But this is only part of the truth. Generally, authors are also 

interested in money and publishers in literature – that is why a 

publisher may publish books that are not in any way profitable for 

the firm. Furthermore, an author may very well receive literary 

capital from his or her publisher. Authors may switch publishers 

because of material considerations (better editors, higher advances, 

superior distribution), but another reason may be that they want to 

enhance their standing in the literary community. The higher the 

status of the publishing firm, the better the reputation of the au-

thor published there – with improved chances for respectful 

treatment in the press, literary prizes, and so on. This process ex-

plains why tradition has such a crucial role in the publishing world. 

The glow of earlier literary successes from a publishing house ex-

tends to the literary debutante, the first-book author who suddenly 

finds himself or herself in the magic circle of high-profile publish-

ing.  

 In short, the name of the publishing firm is an important 

trademark – which the publisher, of course, protects by not ac-

cepting manuscripts by authors who diverge too much from the 

established profile of the publishing house. A published book is a 

commodity brought into the world with two trademarks. One is 

the author’s name, the other is the publisher’s. 

 

Literary Responsivity and the Unspoken Rules of Publishing 

In the final analysis, the creative interplay between author and pub-

lisher is no more than an instance of general human interaction. 

The psychological aspect of this interaction has been labeled social 

responsivity – i.e., the elementary human need for interaction, for 

relations, response and sympathy. Social responsivity is the inter-

play between two or more people. A conversation, two people 

redecorating a room together – both are situations of social re-

sponsivity. Such interplay evolves without any formalized sets of 

rules – a certain stimulus does not cause a given response – which 

means that social responsivity is improvised, the situation changes 
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as people go along. The opposite of social responsivity is called 

asocial unresponsivity, meaning isolation and blocking out of human 

contact. Such unresponsivity is also a basic human need, but in 

excess it results in deprivation and pain. This is why solitary con-

finement is considered such a severe punishment and why Hell is 

often depicted as a place where people are cut off from each other. 

 Human life oscillates between these two poles, responsivity and 

unresponsivity, and people have a general psychological urge to 

have both needs fulfilled. However, social responsivity is a basic 

human need – people have a natural need to be seen, understood 

and accepted, often so much that their responsivity can turn into 

what George Herbert Mead has called “role taking,” i.e., a person’s 

adaptation of his or her behavior to what he or she thinks another 

person wants.*  

 It is easy to see that relations between authors and publishers 

are forms of social responsivity, often turning into role taking and 

sometimes into asocial unresponsivity following rejections, disa-

greements or misunderstandings. It could be argued that not much 

is won by labeling such a relationship (one could just as well talk 

about a creative interplay), but the point is that such a label helps 

to trace this interplay back to a basic human need. From the au-

thor’s point of view, his or her relations with the publisher are 

nothing more than a part of the general need to be seen and un-

derstood. Ideally, the publisher recognizes the author’s intentions 

– or can influence them in an ongoing interaction. 

 However, this relationship is constantly molded by the sur-

rounding world. The publisher must consider the economic side of 

things – the readers, the market, or whatever term one chooses – 

and is thereby a representative for the audience. Hence, the rela-

tionship between author and publisher is largely a model case of 

the relationship between author and reader. Ideally, the publisher 

is a deputy reader, a last resort for testing the literary work before 

it is handed over to the audience. 

 
* The concepts of social responsivity and asocial unresponsivity are intro-

duced and discussed in Johan Asplund, Det sociala livets elementära former (Göte-
borg: Korpen, 1987). 
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 Handing over the work involves a number of questions for the 

author. Is the work aesthetically valid? Do I make myself under-

stood? What response will I get? The author’s own reactions to 

these questions might be called literary responsivity – that is, the need 

for relationships, sympathy, and response in the literary life. 

 Such literary responsivity is safeguarded by a number of unspo-

ken rules, codes for behavior that guide relations between authors 

and publishers. The main points in these codes can be phrased as 

follows, albeit there are manifold rules for different situations as 

well as times when the main points simply do not apply.  

 

• The publisher has the right to make detailed suggestions for changes 

in the manuscript – but the author has the final decision to approve 

or deny these proposals.  

• The publisher may suggest cuts and rewritings, but rarely offer addi-

tions to the work. Only in exceptional cases may a publisher suggest 

certain sentences to be written into the work.  

• Cuts are to be justified with aesthetic reasons, not moral or political 

ones.  

• A literary debutante is expected to accept suggestions for changes 

more readily than an established author.  

• The publisher must not let it be known that he or she has influenced 

the author – and the author must not acknowledge too much influ-

ence from the publisher. 
 
The paradox is that the relationship between author and publisher 

is a situation of social responsivity which has to be represented as 

an instance of asocial unresponsivity. Generally, both participants 

find it blameworthy to confess that an author has been influenced 

or guided by a publisher. But in reality, such processes of influence 

can be studied, often in detail, in correspondences between au-

thors and publishers. There are fragments found in the annals of 

publishing of the conversations surrounding literary creation. Bun-

dles of letters hold faint echoes of the literary responsivity inherent 

in all writing. 

 And yet – the rope can exist without the knot, but the knot 

never without the rope. Similarly, the author can manage without 
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the publisher, but not the other way around. The publisher is one 

of the middlemen introduced between the author and the reader 

during the age of mechanical book production (the printer and the 

literary agent are other persons able to shape and reshape a work). 

The influence of such middlemen should be acknowledged and 

studied, but not exaggerated. A visionary, a daydreamer, a master 

of language games, or a mere writer – the author, not the publish-

er, writes the books.  

 The publisher’s contribution to the work – however important 

it may be – should never be taken for granted. Many publishers do 

not comment upon their authors’ manuscripts. Furthermore, there 

are stupid publishers, ignorant, malicious, mean or lying publishers 

– not to mention publishers with bad taste and deplorable business 

sense. Stories of such creatures turn up in literary history as regu-

larly as the bad penny in the old adage.  

 But very often, publishers have other and more supportive 

roles. The publisher relays signals from the audience to the author, 

working on his or her literary responsivity. Whatever the author 

may wish to do – entertain, teach, provoke – the publisher repre-

sents the reader. The publisher contributes to the creative process 

by inspiring, teaching, and providing status. He is the invisible 

guest at the authorial desk. 

 

Functions in Publishing 

There is an abundance of definitions of publishing, but even pub-

lishers seem to disagree about what it is they do. When the Swe-

dish book trade magazine Svensk Bokhandel asked some publishers 

to define their activities, the answers were puzzlingly different. The 

basic definition of a publisher, according to one, is “a company 

which undertakes to publish and distribute books.” “A publisher 

manufactures books, CD-ROMs, and videos,” one executive an-

swered. “There are two kinds,” another one said. “One who gives 

people what they want, and another one who tries to create trends. 

The one who creates is made to suffer a great deal.” A succinct 

definition along these lines was given by another executive. A pub-

lisher, she said, is “someone who adds value between text and 
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reader.”* 

 Obviously, these publishers disagree both on what they publish 

and on what the act of publishing means. For some of them, texts 

seem to be the only product going – others include media such as 

videos and CD-ROMs. Some are reluctant to define what it is to 

publish a book – others seem to find creativity at the center of the 

publishing process. 

 Examples like these are a reminder that publishing firms vary in 

ambition, tradition, and self-definition. Historically, there have 

been various niches in the publishing world, from specialized 

mass-market publishers to high-profile avant-garde publishers, 

from scholarly publishers to trade publishers and from picture-

book publishers to firms specializing in advanced textbooks for 

university education. There have been book publishers, magazine 

publishers, and newspaper publishers. 

 However, the very permanence of the term “publisher” seems 

to indicate that all these businesses have something in common. 

Moreover, if we are to talk about Internet publishing, then these 

characteristics (or at least some of them) are to be found in the 

digital environment. In many ways, the Internet can be seen as the 

latest stage in the advancements of technology that have facilitated 

the publication and dissemination of the written word. 

 Publishing, as we now know it, has been in existence as a dis-

tinct business for a few hundred years. Earlier on, the printer, pub-

lisher, and bookseller often were the same person, merging all 

functions into one. But gradually, specialization evolved in the 

book trade, giving birth to professional categories like “printer,” 

“publisher,” “wholesale bookseller,” and “retail bookseller.” The 

process was slow and far from universal. However, in the major 

European countries, this divergence between different categories 
 

* The quotations (my translation) are from Svensk Bokhandel 146:15, 1998, p. 
16. The original quotations are as follows: “Ett företag som åtar sig att ge ut och 
sprida böcker”; “Ett förlag framställer böcker, CD-rom-skivor och videor”; 
“Det finns två sorter. En som gör vad folk vill ha, en annan som försöker skapa 
trender. Den som skapar får lida en hel del.”; “Någon som tillför mervärde 
mellan text och läsare.” The Swedish word “mervärde” in reality means “surplus 
value” (the Marxist term), but in modern executivese is regularly denoting exact-
ly the same thing as “added value.” 
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was general during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.* The 

publisher did not sell books directly to the public; the publisher did 

not own his printing press; the printer and the bookseller did not 

pay for the publication of books. 

 The English verb “publish” literally means “to make public.” A 

publisher is a person who makes the contents of a manuscript 

public, by printing it. The same goes for the French word publier. 

But in German and in Swedish, the word for “publisher” is in a 

slightly different semantic field. The German word Verleger and its 

Swedish counterpart förläggare are more of a commercial concept. 

The Swedish verb förläggia had two meanings, on the one hand “to 

pay, to remunerate,” and on the other hand “to withhold, to mis-

place.” These two dimensions are, as publishing historian Bo Pe-

terson has pointed out, united in the words förlägga (publish) and 

förlag (publishing house).† 

 The Verlag system (in Swedish: förlags-system) was a means of 

organizing production during the early stages of capitalism. It was 

an outsourcing or piecework system where the Verleger was a busi-

nessman who advanced the raw materials to the craftsman, who 

usually worked at home with his own tools. This system, which 

was widespread in Europe from the late Middle Ages, meant that 

the Verleger financed large parts of the production, gradually trans-

forming the craftsman into an industrial worker – and himself into 

a factory owner. But the Verleger was not primarily an industrialist. 

Rather, he was a financier, the person who ventured the money for 

manufacturing projects, at the same time that he tried to control 

resources, distribution channels, and markets.‡ It follows that the 

central meaning of the words Verleger/förläggare comes very close to 
 

* S. H. Steinberg, Five Hundred Years of Printing., new ed., rev. by John Trevitt 
(London: The British Library & Oak Knoll Press, 1996) [first ed. 1955], p. 106–
13. 

† Bo Peterson, Boktryckaren som förläggare: förlagsfunktion och utgivningspolitik hos 
P. A. Norstedt & Söner 1879–1910 [Summary: The Printer as Publisher – The 
Publishing Function and Editorial Policy of P. A. Norstedt & Söner 1879–1910] 
(Stockholm: Norstedts, 1993), p. 44. 

‡ Cf Lars Magnusson, “From Verlag to factory: the contest for efficient 
property rights,” Power and Economic Institutions: Reinterpretations in Economic History, 
ed. Bo Gustafsson (London: Edward Elgar, 1991), 195–222. 
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that of capitalist: literally a person who ventures capital, who fi-

nances commercial ventures in order to make a profit. 

 As Bo Peterson observes, the relationship between author and 

publisher in modern trade publishing is in reality a remnant of this 

ancient system for the production of goods.* The publisher risks 

money by purchasing products (manuscripts) from subcontractors 

(authors), sometimes paying in advance. The authors, on their side, 

work at home with their own tools, risking their time and labor, 

sometimes producing for the publisher who has paid them in ad-

vance, and otherwise choosing the publishing house which seems 

likely to give them the best terms. Customarily the author is a free 

subcontractor. There are no publishing factories, seldom any 

monthly salaries or time clocks in the profession of writing. 

 The publisher helps to finance the work of these subcontrac-

tors. But the modern publisher does more than simply advance the 

money for the publication of books or other documents. Publish-

ing consists of various interlinked functions, ideally all present in 

the publishing process, but in reality often combined in different 

ways in each case. 

 So what does a publisher do? In a recent discussion on elec-

tronic publishing, Arnoud de Kemp (from Springer-Verlag) saw 

the publisher’s basic role as threefold: “selecting, reviewing, and 

filtering information.” And literary sociologist Robert Escarpit 

once boldly summarized the publisher’s role in three words – to 

choose, manufacture, and distribute.†  

 Such descriptions fit many publishing functions, but at the 

same time seem too sweeping to outline the functions involved in 

publishing.  

 In an article in the encyclopedia International Book Publishing 
 

* Peterson 1993, p. 46. 
† Arnoud de Kemp, “The impact of information technology and networks: 

new perspectives for scientific, technical and medical publishing,” The Impact of 
Electronic Publishing on the Academic Community: An International Workshop organized 
by the Academia Europea and the Wenner-Gren Foundation, ed. I. Butterworth, Wen-
ner-Gren International series, vol. 73 (London & Miami: Portland Press, 1998), 
4–9, p. 5; Robert Escarpit, Sociology of Literature, trans. by Ernest Pick, 2nd ed., 
with a new intr. by Malcolm Bradbury and Bryan Wilson (London: Frank Cass 
& Co, 1971), p. 50. 
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(1995), Czeslaw Jan Grycz tries to discern the various stages in the 

publishing process. According to Grycz, the “overall process of 

publishing could generally be described as including the following 

discrete stages”: acquisitions, editing, design, typesetting, proof-

reading, layout, page makeup, printing, binding, warehousing, and 

fulfillment.* It should be noted that this is a description of the 

publishing process, not of the job profiles of the publisher (and his 

or her staff). Typesetting, printing, binding, and warehousing, for 

example, are often external to the publishing house. The publish-

ers pay, but the work can be carried out by specialized individuals 

or firms – compositors, printers, and so on. 

 Grycz gives an admirable description of most of the stages of 

book publishing. Nevertheless, his account omits some of the cru-

cial parts in the traditional publishing process, namely parts of the 

processes of production and reception. Starting with the acquisi-

tion of a manuscript, Grycz’s description seems to suggest that 

authors typically offer the publisher a finished, rounded-off work 

written without any contacts with the publisher and oblivious to 

his or her preferences. What remains of the creative process, then, 

is the editing of the manuscript. 

 This may certainly often be the case. Many successful works are 

written entirely without any contact whatsoever between author 

and publisher, the composition made without any thoughts of 

publishing profiles or strategies. But as earlier examples have 

shown, the composition may also be aided – even guided – by the 

publisher. 

 In conclusion, the functions ideally involved in the publishing 

process can be boiled down to these main points: inspiration, se-

lection, acquisition, consecration, editing, design, typesetting, 

proofreading, printing, binding, warehousing, marketing, selling. 

By filling these various functions, the traditional publisher finances 

the publication of books. Not all functions are present in all pub-

lishing enterprises, and some (perhaps even most) of the functions 

 
* Czeslaw Jan Grycz, “Electronic Publishing: New Technologies and Pub-

lishing,” International Book Publishing: An Encyclopedia, eds. Philip G. Altbach & 
Edith S. Hoshino (New York & London: Garland, 1995), 108–130, p. 119–20. 
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can be provided by other firms. Furthermore, each function can be 

subdivided and can have various degrees of creativity – “inspira-

tion” can be giving the actual idea for a book, or providing en-

couragement during the writing; “editing” may mean anything 

from rewriting a plodding manuscript to the correction of a hand-

ful of trivial mistakes in punctuation; the scope of “design” goes 

from creating an entirely new way of presenting text and pictures 

(for example in technical handbooks) to merely using the typeface 

of a book published elsewhere as a model.  

 Thus qualified, this is a checklist of the traditional book pub-

lisher’s main functions. Even if several of them are lacking in many 

modern publishing processes, the checklist also describes the 

backbone of digital publishing in the broadest sense of the term – 

from manufacturing printed books with the help of computers to 

the publishing of digital hyperworks on the Internet. 

 As an industrial enterprise, publishing has always tried to com-

bine two aims: the lowest possible cost per unit and the lowest 

overall cost. These aims seem to be incompatible. Initial invest-

ments are high for books (the cost of typesetting, design, editing, 

and proofreading is the same regardless of the number of copies 

printed), but at the same time, the cost per unit diminishes rapidly 

with the size of the edition. Traditionally, the publisher has en-

deavored to outguess the audience by printing the number of cop-

ies that will be sufficient, neither too small nor too large. The 

computerization of the publishing industry, however, seems to 

hold the promise that the parameters on the cost-estimate sheet 

will be thoroughly changed. The dramatic advances in typesetting, 

design and printing technology during recent decades have opened 

the possibilities for automating parts of the publishing process – 

and thereby reducing costs.  

 These possibilities are familiar to all involved in writing and 

publishing. Editing and proofreading are facilitated by automatic 

spell checkers (often included in word processing programs and 

sometimes used by authors before they submit manuscripts). 

Typesetting is made easier when authors deliver their works on 

floppy disks (or as e-mail attachments) and the files are dumped 
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into a desktop publishing program, which semi-automatically takes 

care of the design of the pages. Printing and binding costs can be 

reduced for small editions by using Print On Demand technology, 

which also virtually eliminates expenditures for warehousing. And 

it is perfectly possible to market and sell a book using e-mail and 

Internet sites. The investments in equipment, software, and Inter-

net links will only amount to approximately $3,200, thus opening a 

worldwide market. All in all, the result is a drastic reduction of 

costs for publishing enterprises. 

 In matters of aesthetic judgement, automation can seldom re-

place human beings. A spell checker can discover simple mistakes, 

but has severe difficulties in discerning nuances or suggesting more 

drastic revisions. A desktop publishing program can hardly simu-

late how the human eye views the page as a whole. One way of 

looking at the process of digitization in publishing is, therefore, to 

say that computers bring new tools to old professional categories – 

compositors working at keyboards instead of with types and cases, 

and so on. 

 This may hold true in many cases, since traditional publishing 

houses are flourishing using computer technology. But change in 

the publishing world is much more radical than merely increasing 

cost-effectiveness. Computerization is placing new demands on 

traditional professional categories, even as new ones are emerging. 

These new professions combine functions in the book trade – and 

in the digital communities – in new ways, continuing the transfor-

mations in job profiles that have historically characterized the 

book trade. 

 

Functions in Other Professions in the Book Trade 

Referring to the discussion of functions in publishing, the descrip-

tions of functions involved in other professions in the book trade 

can be briefer – always with the reservation that these professions 

have evolved and changed over the past few centuries. These de-

velopments are the results of professional specialization resulting 

from two interwoven courses of events in capitalist societies: tech-

nological evolution and the division of labor. What follows is a 
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selective account of the main characteristics of these professions 

during the twentieth century and with the focus on the book 

trade.* 

 The compositor’s main function is to set up the text for print-

ing – using the available technology from moveable type to desk-

top publishing programs. This process generally involves some 

editing of the manuscript, not only concerning the layout of the 

page (size of fonts, headings, type of quotation marks, and so on), 

but also correcting mistakes in spelling and perhaps even grammat-

ical errors. The compositor also proofreads the text, checking for 

mistakes during the transmission of the text from manuscript to 

type. 

 The printer’s main function has traditionally been to manufac-

ture printed sheets in multiple copies from the typeset text using a 

printing press. These copies have been ordered by another person 

in the chain of production, generally the publisher or the author, 

who has taken the financial risk and, nowadays, the legal responsi-

bility for the content of the work. 

 The bookbinder’s task has been to bind (stitch or glue) these 

printed and folded sheets together, enclosing them within a pro-

tective cover. 

 Typesetting, design, printing, and binding can be provided by 

the same company, but these activities can also be performed by 

specialized firms. Generally, there is little literary selection involved 

in these processes – the decision to take on a job is not made with 

reference to the literary merit of the work in question. In other 

words, the gatekeeping function is undeveloped and weak. 

 When the book is manufactured, various processes remain for 

selection, distribution, and selling. Ideally, the book is reviewed by 

a number of people, writing in newspapers as part of the “public 

sphere” (to use Jürgen Habermas’s concept). They contribute to 
 

* More detailed accounts of the manufacturing of books are to be found in 
standard works like Philip Gaskell’s A New Introduction to Bibliography (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1972) and Geoffrey Ashall Glaister’s Encyclopedia of the Book. 2nd 
ed., with a new intr. by Donald Farren (New Caste & London: Oak Knoll Press 
& The British Library, 1996). The encyclopedia also contains descriptions of job 
profiles in distribution. 
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the selection process, first by choosing what to review and when, 

secondly by their opinions. Reviewers tend to think of themselves 

as intellectuals and examiners, which is largely true. This means 

that they, by force of their opinions and arguments, have the pow-

er to add value to a work – or subtract value from it. But they also 

function as marketers and advertisers of literature, since the very 

act of reviewing means that information concerning a book is di-

vulged to the public. At the same time, the reviewer is a deputy 

reader, summarizing his or her reactions to a work, thereby partly 

exempting the reader from the necessity of reading the work in 

order to know what it is about. All in all, the reviewer is a powerful 

gatekeeper, not only in his or her direct relationship with the read-

ing public, but also indirectly, since booksellers and libraries can 

base their decisions on reviews (either in newspaper or in trade 

magazines).  

 The wholesale bookseller offers books from many publishers, 

often warehousing the books for fastest possible delivery, but sell-

ing only to retail booksellers, not to the reading public. In general, 

there are relatively few selection processes involved in wholesale 

bookselling, since many wholesalers take books from every pub-

lisher who meets their contractual obligations (often payment per 

title and per copy). However, retail booksellers can unite in groups 

or nationwide chains, functioning on a central level as a wholesale 

bookseller. 

 The retail bookseller sells books to the public, generally in his 

or her own shop. They can have very different influences on the 

selection process. On the one hand, there are booksellers deciding 

title by title what books to buy from the publisher. They often 

have to pay for the book when it is ordered, but, lacking the right 

to return unsold copies, might be somewhat wary of stocking too 

many titles or copies. Such booksellers can – and must – exercise 

important selective functions. This system has dominated in, for 

example, Great Britain. On the other hand, there are booksellers 

working within a sale-or-return system, bound with publishers in 

collective agreements. Such booksellers have to accept copies of 

the books the publishers decide to send to them, but have the right 
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to return unsold copies and receive credit with the publishers. This 

system, imported from Germany and Denmark, provided the 

dominating trade terms in Sweden from 1843 to 1970. It was 

called kommissionsystemet (the commission system) and largely put 

the selective powers in the hands of the publishers.  

 Most retail bookselling blends these two systems in various 

ingenious ways – publishers using various discounts to tempt the 

booksellers to order books from their lists, but at the same time 

dissuading them from returning unsold copies. In most cases the 

bookseller performs various other functions in order to sell the 

book: archiving (having in stock for immediate delivery), displaying 

(on shelves or in the window), marketing (advertising, organizing 

readings, and so on), reducing prices. From the customer’s point 

of view, the bookseller can perform various other service functions 

– suggesting the best title in a field, searching trade bibliographies 

(printed or databases), ordering copies not in stock. Most of these 

activities also involve selective functions: deciding which title to 

display most prominently, resolving which is the best book for the 

customer on a given subject, and so on. 

 A more modern form of bookselling is the book club. These 

book clubs have important selective powers. Some of them choose 

one main title every month and market it as a quality choice (The 

Book of the Month concept), while others offer packages of sever-

al titles. Normally they also offer books from a backlist, sometimes 

containing books from several years ago. There are book clubs for 

new books as well as reprint clubs. Most book clubs sell books 

from many publishers, but some clubs are owned by a publishing 

house, or publish books under their own imprint. Earlier book 

clubs often sold their books through retail bookshops, but the 

modern clubs generally use direct selling, marketing by mail and 

shipping their books directly to the customer. The clubs draw 

members by reducing prices on books, providing a cheaper and 

easier way for the customer to buy attractive titles. At the same 

time, the clubs’ restrictions in their choices of titles helps the cus-

tomer to choose from the torrent of titles published annually. 

 At the public library, books are archived, displayed, and lent to 
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the public. Since far from all new books are bought by libraries 

(and the ones selected are bought in different numbers) the librar-

ies have important selective powers. The selection process is con-

tinuous, since the old collections have to be culled to make room 

for new books. Furthermore, the librarian helps the borrower 

choose the best book in the field – the librarian being thoroughly 

trained to use various bibliographies for this purpose. The library 

also performs various important tasks for the dissemination of the 

culture of reading: organizing public readings by authors, lending 

book collections to kindergartens, and so on. Compared to other 

agents in the book trade, the library’s main function is to act as a 

spacious archive, holding both new books and older ones which 

are out of print. Generally, these books are lent for free to the 

public (although there may be charges for interlibrary loans). 

 At a commercial level, the archival function is filled by 

booksellers dealing with old books, ranging from simple 

secondhand booksellers to antiquarian booksellers, specializing in 

rare and expensive books. 

 At the end of this process is the reader whose traditional func-

tions quite simply have been to buy or borrow the printed book, 

carry it home, and read it, returning it or keeping it in his or her 

own private library.  

 Various educational institutions combine several roles, not only 

teaching the skills of reading and writing but also exercising selec-

tive powers in various ways. One is to decide which works to in-

clude in their teaching. Another is to archive information about 

authors and works and thereby ensure literary survival. A third is 

to teach literary competence (to use Jonathan Culler’s concept 

again) to pupils and students, thereby providing a foundation – or 

a sounding board – for new creative talents, new authors. One 

main function for schools and universities is to perpetuate the 

literary culture. At the same time, they clearly provide an important 

educational market for publishers and authors. 

 Summarizing the processes outlined above, the main individuals 

and institutions involved in the book trade may be arranged in the 

“book chain” depicted below. Needless to say, there are various 
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feedback mechanisms and selective functions involved in all links 

in this chain. Furthermore, several of the individuals and institu-

tions can occupy several places at once – for example bookseller 

Sylvia Beach (of Shakespeare & Company in Paris) publishing 

James Joyce’s Ulysses, or authors Leonard and Virginia Woolf buy-

ing their own printing press and publishing works like T. S. Eliot’s 

The Waste Land under the imprint Hogarth Press. 

 

Table 4: The traditional book chain: individuals and institutions in the book trade 
 
Main Function Individual/Institution 
 

CREATION Author → Agent → Publisher → 
 

MANUFACTURING Designer→ Compositor→ Printer → Binder → 
 

DISTRIBUTION Bookseller → Book Clubs → Library → Edu-

cational Institutions → 
 

CONSUMPTION Reviewer → Reader 

 

Beyond the Book Chain: a New Model of Functions in the Book Trade 

More or less detailed models along these lines have been designed 

by other scholars – for example, Lars Furuland’s model of “the 

literary process” (originally published in 1970), Robert Darnton´s 

“the communications circuit” (1982) or Thomas R. Adams’s & 

Nicolas Barker’s “the book cycle” (1986)* – and the main concep-

tual difference between their models and the one above is that I 

tend to link literary agents and publishers more firmly to the act of 

creation, not seeing them as mere mediators of finished works. 

 Such models of “the book chain” (or whatever concept one 

 
* Lars Furuland, “Litteratur och samhälle: om litteratursociologin och dess 

forskningsfält,“ Litteratursociologi: texter om litteratur och samhälle, red. Lars Furuland 
& Johan Svedjedal (Lund: Studentlitteratur, 1997), 16–49, pp. 40–41 (first publi-
cation of model in 1970). Robert Darnton, “What Is the History of Books?,” 
The Kiss of Lamourette. Reflections in Cultural History (New York: Norton, 1990), 
107–135, pp. 111–12. Thomas R. Adams & Nicolas Barker, “A New Model for 
the Study of the Book,” A Potencie of Life: Books in Society. The Clark Lectures 
1986–1987, ed. Nicolas Barker (London: The British Library, 1993), 5–43, p. 14. 
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chooses) are convenient flow charts used to depict the literary pro-

cess. They also clarify the place of different professional groups in 

the sequence of this process. However, they tend to have less to 

say about what functions these groups perform – what they actual-

ly do when they do things with literature and books. In the follow-

ing section, I will suggest a new way of describing the literary pro-

cess, using a more detailed account of the functions involved in 

the book trade. This calls for a conceptual shift, a focus on func-

tions instead of individuals and institutions. The result is repre-

sented in Table 5 (see p. 130). 

 Such a shift shows that many functions overlap at crucial points 

and, consequently, that the stages in literary production, distribu-

tion, and consumption are not at all discrete. The “publication” of 

a book, for example, is not only an act performed by the publisher. 

Publication does not merely mean that the manufacturing process 

is finished. In a very concrete sense, a book also is made public – 

that is, the public is made aware of its existence – by retail 

booksellers, book clubs, reviewers, and libraries. Many other in-

stances of such functional overlapping have been touched on 

above, for example the publisher’s creative influence, and the con-

tributions to marketing made by critics and libraries. 

 The extensive model suggested in Table 5 can be used to de-

scribe important features in professional profiles in the book trade, 

but also gives a more detailed account of the life cycle of a literary 

work and a book. It is important to stress, however, that my aim 

has been to make the model as handy as possible, and that it is far 

from exhaustive on any of these two points. Instead, I have tried 

to highlight the major and distinctive functions, not subdividing 

them more than necessary. This inevitably means that important 

parts of the professional profiles throughout the book trade will 

not be mentioned – for example linguistic competence, accountan-

cy skills, service-mindedness, social flair, skills in general promo-

tion of literature, and so on. It should also be noted that the model 

tries to distinguish between functions usually filled by an individual 

or an institution (“strong functions”) and functions only some-

times filled by them (“weak functions”). Needless to say, this dis-
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tinction is not absolute; it is more a question of traditions and hab-

its within the book world. 

 The creation of a literary work is a joint effort between author 

and publisher, involving stages such as financing the creation, the 

idea for the work, writing, and rewriting – all mainly filled by the au-

thor, but sometimes partly or even mainly by the publisher. The 

selection process is generally in the hands of the publisher, involv-

ing acceptance and suggestions for alterations in the manuscript. Editing 

of the manuscript involves both accidentals (spelling, punctuation) 

and substantives (structure of sentences, choice of words).* Typically, 

a publisher’s editor performs both kinds of editing (in collabora-

tion with the author), while the typesetter/printer restricts editing 

to accidentals in the form of glaring spelling errors. Proofs are 

generally read by typesetter, editor, and author.† 

 The manufacturing of published texts nowadays may take some 

programming – not so much basic coding and converting files, but 

more specialized skills in markup coding and different program-

ming languages, for example for publishing on Internet platforms. 

Producing printed books involves other functions such as design, 

typesetting, printing, and binding. Traditionally, most of these func-

tions have been provided by the typesetter/printer, leaving only 

the design to the publisher. But in the more computerized modern 

publishing industry, these functions are divided between author, 

publisher, and printer. For example, modern authors do much of 

the typesetting by writing their works as computer files. 

 Publishing the book involves both financing the manufacturing 

of the book and the act of publication. Traditionally, the publisher 

meets the manufacturing costs, but the author can also take over 

this function, either by waiving his or her remuneration or by pay-

ing the costs – paying for the printing of books, for burning CD-

ROMs or for the right to use a computer server. The act of publi-

cation means not only that the process of manufacturing is fin-
 

* The concepts “accidentals” and “substantives” are standard terms in textu-
al criticism. See W. W. Greg, “The Rationale of Copy-Text,” Collected Papers, ed. 
J.C. Maxwell (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1966), 374–391. 

† A more thorough discussion of some of these editing functions is given in 
the section “Authors and Publishers.” 
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ished, but that the work is made known to the public. Hence, not 

only publishers are responsible for this, but also to some extent 

wholesale and retail booksellers, book clubs, critics, and libraries. 

 The selling of the book begins with pre-publication marketing. 

One of the main functions of the publisher is to sell the book to vari-

ous distributors, most principally by selling it to retail booksellers and 

book clubs. These distributors then take over most of the post-

publication marketing, such as displaying, advertising, selling by mail 

order and using strategies like price-cutting to undercut other agents. 

Of course, the publisher often pays for its own advertising, while 

the book clubs traditionally have had mail order as their unique 

business concept. Even though they have no commercial interest 

in the process, critics and libraries are also involved in post-

publication marketing, making the books known by writing about 

them, displaying them and cataloging them (in many cases in 

searchable databases on the Internet). 

 After publication, the work is assessed by various agents, all 

estimating the literary value of the work and at the same time add-

ing value. There are two aspects of this assessment, one short-term 

(consecration) and the other long-term (canonization). Fundamentally, 

this process begins with the author deciding to publish the work 

(consecrating it with his or her own name) and continues with the 

publisher’s acceptance and the critic’s evaluation of the book. In 

the short term, a book club may help to consecrate a book, while 

institutions like libraries and educational institutions (schools, uni-

versities) are more involved in the canonization of the work – by 

including them in their collections, curricula, and course reading 

lists and by making them the subject of seminars and research.* 

The end product of this relentless culling process is the select 

group of works known as classics. 

 When a work is published, the prospective audience needs to be 

able to find information about it – author, title, publisher, subject, 

price, ordering address. Such information is to be found in stock 

lists (such as Books in Print) and in bibliographies. Traditionally, 

such publications have been used mainly by booksellers and librar-
 

* The concept of “consecration,” see Bourdieu 1996. 
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ies, where the staff has been trained to use them. Consequently, 

most information retrieval has been staff aided. At libraries, readers 

also have the chance to retrieve information on their own, using 

reference books and catalogues. With the advent of the Internet, 

much information retrieval can be done without actually visiting 

institutions such as booksellers or libraries. Instead, the user has 

various online facilities in the form of digitized versions of pub-

lishers’ catalogs, stock lists, and bibliographies. 

 The last phase in a literary work’s life is the storage and archiv-

ing of it, from both the short-term and long-term perspectives. The 

book in itself may be seen as a way of archiving a literary work 

(fixing it in printed text in a certain number of copies), but then 

the book itself must be archived in order to keep the work availa-

ble. Some publishers fill the archiving function, warehousing the 

books themselves, sometimes for many years or even many dec-

ades (one typical instance is academic books published by universi-

ty departments). Other agents that archive books are wholesale 

and retail booksellers, book clubs, readers (in their own book col-

lections), and libraries, mainly public libraries but also libraries in 

educational institutions. 

 To summarize, the functions are as follows: 
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Table 5: Professional functions in the book trade 

 

Creation 
 Idea 
 Financing 
 Writing 
 Rewriting 
Pre-publication selection 
 Acceptance 
 Suggestions for alterations 
Editing 
 Accidentals 
 Substantives 
Proofreading 
Manufacturing 
 Design 
 Typesetting 
 Programming 
 Printing 
 Binding 
Financing publication 

Pre-publication marketing 
 Selling in 
Publication 
Post-publication marketing 
 Display 
 Advertising 
 Personal selling 
 Selling by mail order 
 Price-cutting 
Post-publication assessment 
 Consecration  
 Canonization  
Information retrieval 
 User’s own 
 Staff aided 
Archiving 
 Short-term 
 Long-term

 

These are the main stages and the major functions in the book 

trade. All of the functions are, of course, not involved in all pub-

lishing projects, but the model is general and flexible enough to be 

applied to the publishing of texts in traditional codex format (cf 

Table 6), as well as in digital format on CD-ROM or the Internet 

(cf Table 9). When discussing the “book chain” – or “the literary 

process,” “the communications circuit” or “the book cycle” – it 

should always be remembered that different individuals and insti-

tutions often perform the same functions. Since these functions 

are combined in different ways, there is scope for new professional 

groups that are using digital technology to create new professions 

and competing with established agents in the book world. 
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Table 6:  Clusters of functions of individuals and institutions in the book 
trade – Traditional 
 
   Author Publisher Printer Wholesale  Retail 
     etc. bookseller bookseller 
Creation 
 Idea x (x) 
 Financing x (x) 
 Writing x (x)   
 Rewriting x (x) 
Pre-publication selection 
 Acceptance  x 
 Suggestions for  
 alterations  x 
Editing 
 Accidentals (x) x (x) 
 Substantives (x) x 
Proofreading x x x 
Manufacturing 
 Design (x) x (x) 
 Typesetting (x) (x) x 
 Programming  (x) (x) 
 Printing   x 
 Binding   x 
Financing publication (x) x 
Pre-publication marketing 
 Selling in  x 
Publication  x  (x) x 
Post-publication marketing 
 Display     x 
 Advertising  x  (x) x 
 Personal  selling (x)    x 
 Selling by mail order    (x)  
 Price-cutting     (x) 
Post-publication assessment 
 Consecration x x     
 Canonization       
Information retrieval 
 User’s own    x  
 Staff aided    (x) x 
Archiving         
 Short-term  (x)  x x 
 Long-term  (x)  x (x) 
 
Note: x without brackets indicates that a function is usually performed by the 
agent. Brackets indicate that a function is performed only sometimes or in a 
weak sense by this agent. Authors delivering manuscripts on floppy disks some-
times have done the larger part of the typesetting themselves; reader may ar-
chive books by owning them; and so on. 
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Table 6:  Clusters of functions of individuals and institutions in the book 
trade – Traditional (continued) 
 
   Book Critic Reader Library  Educational 
   Club    Institutions 
Creation 
 Idea 
 Financing 
 Writing 
 Rewriting 
Pre-publication selection 
 Acceptance 
 Suggestions for  
 alterations 
Editing 
 Accidentals 
 Substantives 
Proofreading 
Manufacturing 
 Design 
 Typesetting 
 Programming 
 Printing 
 Binding 
Financing publication 
Pre-publication marketing 
 Selling in 
Publication (x) (x)  (x) 
Post-publication marketing 
 Display x (x)  (x) 
 Advertising x (x)  (x) 
 Personal selling 
 Selling by mail order x 
 Price-cutting x 
Post-publication assessment 
 Consecration (x) x  (x) (x) 
 Canonization  (x)  (x) x 
Information retrieval 
 User’s own x   x 
 Staff aided    x 
Archiving 
 Short-term x  x x 
 Long-term (x)  x x x 
 
Note: x without brackets indicates that a function is usually performed by the 
agent. Brackets indicate that a function is performed only sometimes or in a 
weak sense by this agent. Authors delivering manuscripts on floppy disks some-
times have done the larger part of the typesetting themselves; reader may ar-
chive books by owning them; and so on. 



  

 

 

4 

Something Old, Something New 

The Internet and new combinations of traditional 

professional functions in the book trade 
 

  

Quality Control 

he book trade is a commercial enterprise, using division of 

labor for the production, distribution, and consumption of 

books. This means industrial efficiency. But this is not 

cost-effectiveness in purely economical terms. During all stages, 

there are strong elements of quality control, where different 

agents, wholly or partly independently of each other, use selective 

and editing powers. Many of these processes have already been 

described in some detail (authors being taught about literary excel-

lence by educational institutions and literary markets; manuscripts 

being edited by publishers, printers, and other readers; proofs be-

ing read by author, publisher, and printer; books being graded after 

publication by booksellers, book clubs, critics, libraries, and educa-

tional institutions), and where quality control goes in, speed is 

pushed out.  

 Traditionally, the book trade outwardly seems a comparatively 

languid business, often taking a full year to turn a completed man-

uscript into a printed book. Initial investments are high and the 

middlemen are many. But now, technological changes seem to 

hold the promise that the industry of literature can be organized in 

new ways, leapfrogging middlemen and reducing costs at one fell 

swoop. 

 In the age of digital production, the old professional functions 

remain vital, but are combined in new ways. Most typically, the 

author acts as publisher, manufacturer, and distributor when he or 

she makes a work public on the Internet by storing it on a server 

T 
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that is linked to other computers. Furthermore, there are automat-

ed or semiautomatic “authors” – programs that generate narrative 

works or compile accounts out of available information. The read-

er who uses computers is endowed with real possibilities of filling 

functions previously reserved for others – retrieving information 

(through databases), designing page layout (through web browsers 

like Netscape) and printing the works (on desktop laser printers). 

There are new kinds of printers, publishers, and booksellers work-

ing on the Internet: Print On Demand businesses, free-for-all pub-

lishing sites, virtual bookshops selling by direct mail.  

 Obviously, all these enterprises can be described as systems of 

functions, combined in their own unique ways, but still showing a 

family resemblance with each other, as well as with functional 

structures in traditional institutions outside the Internet. (Cf Table 

9.) 

 In the digital environment, publishing takes different routes 

depending on whether the emphasis is on manufacturing, market-

ing or publishing. One is to use digital technology to manufacture 

printed books – for example by desktop publishing or digital print-

ing. Another way is to use the Internet as a new channel to market 

printed books – to publish advertisements and other kinds of mar-

keting materials, perhaps even selling books directly to the cus-

tomer. A third method is to publish works directly in digital form 

– as CD-ROMs or on the Internet. These works can be everything 

from traditional monosequential typographic text to multisequen-

tial, ergodic multimedia products more resembling games than 

narrative fiction. 

 In short, there are several continuous scales in what may be 

labeled “digital publishing”: from the codex format to multimedia 

documents, from marketing to selling by mail order, from mono-

sequential non-ergodic non-hyperworks to multisequential ergodic 

hyperworks. In the following, I will focus on how the Internet is 

used for publishing, printing and marketing new literary material in 

Sweden, and round off the discussion with some aspects of the 

Net as a new kind of “public sphere.” 
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Publishing on the Internet 

The Internet has mainly been used as a publishing platform in its 

own right in Sweden as in other countries. Quite simply, the Inter-

net is a place to make the written word public. There are several 

Net-based projects for publishing Swedish literary classics. They 

are discussed in a later chapter; in this section I will restrict the 

discussion to the publishing of new literary material on the Inter-

net. 

 Most of the people publishing their own literary material on the 

Internet in Sweden must be described as amateurs, i.e., the vast 

majority are not professional authors and most of them are pre-

sumably not published in paper form (printed magazines or 

books).* Some of these authors may aspire to a literary career, us-

ing the Internet as a stepping stone to get into print. But most 

seem to be writing for other purposes – such as to play with liter-

ary genres, express themselves, show off their linguistic dexterity, 

to try and forget a romance that went wrong, and so on. As a re-

sult, cyberspace swarms with poems, short stories, even novels, all 

written by authors unknown to the general book-reading public. 

 To a literary connoisseur, these works may seem devoid of any 

real literary merit. They lack artistic devices such as startling meta-

phors, surprising rhymes or sophisticated narrative structures. 

Most of these works would probably be unpublishable in the 

world of print – actually, many of them give the feeling that one is 

having a peek at the reject pile from a large publishing house. In 

many ways, these works seem to be wanting in form, content, and 

originality. Even to quote them at length in print, without any 

comments, would be devastating criticism.  

 However, literary form and originality are hardly the main 

points about these works when considering their literary signifi-

cance. For one thing, although lacking artistic power, they remind 

us that literature still has a prestigious place in human communica-
 

* Erik Peurell, Users and Producers Online: Producing, Marketing and Reading Swe-
dish Literature Using Digital Technology (forthcoming), Chapter 1. Cf the discussion 
in Johan Svedjedal, “Det skönlitterära nätet: Internet och svensk skönlitteratur,” 
Medialiseringen av Sverige, eds. Anders Björnsson & Peter Luthersson (Stockholm: 
Carlssons, 1997), 29–40. 
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tion. The very fact that so many people use literary forms to ex-

press themselves seems to be a hopeful sign for literature. After all, 

here are dozens and hundreds of people – most of them presuma-

bly young – using poetry and short stories to shape their own ex-

perience of life, their inventions, and imaginings. Beyond the ques-

tion of literary value, this indicates a high evaluation of literature 

itself. As long as the Internet continues to be filled with literary 

material, the Net cannot be a real threat to literature.  

 One should note that most of these works are traditionally tex-

tual rather than hypertextual – that is, the authors do not freely use 

links and imaginative structuring of different elements. Instead, the 

typical Swedish cyberpoem is rather like a printed poem, albeit 

published on the Web instead of on a printed page. Marshall 

McLuhan once argued that the meeting between two media was 

truly revolutionary, since it gave birth to new art forms, generating 

what he called hybrid energy. “The moment of the meeting of 

media is a moment of freedom and release from the ordinary 

trance and numbness imposed by them on our senses.”* This is 

perfectly true in theory, but in practice such a meeting is a pro-

longed and often belated process. The form made possible by the 

Internet (digital ergodic hypertexts) is still yet to be exploited by 

most of its authors. As Janet H. Murray observes, much of the 

material on the Internet “takes advantage of the novelty of com-

puter delivery without utilizing its intrinsic properties.” For Mur-

ray, these essential properties are the ones which makes digital 

environments interactive and immersive – in her own words, digi-

tal environments are “procedural, participatory, spatial, and ency-

clopedic.”† The full use of these possibilities means that the user is 

invited to use programs, enter into dialog, navigate freely, and use 

a wealth of detail. 

 Most of the these Swedish works are published on homepages 

or personal websites. Typically, a young person describes himself 

or herself, using photographs and a short biographical sketch, 
 

* Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York, 
Toronto & London: McGraw Hill, 1964), p. 55. 

† Janet H. Murray, Hamlet on the Holodeck: The Future of Narrative in Cyberspace 
(New York: The Free Press, 1997), Chapter 3. Quotations from pp. 67 and 71. 
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providing links to other favorite domains, and throwing in some 

poems or a short story. Reading these often gives the sense of be-

ing invited to somebody’s home – or entering it like a spy. The 

main function seems to be to express the individuality of one per-

son, using literature as one means among others. 

 However, many writers have larger literary ambitions. On some 

homepages and personal websites, literary material predominates. 

There are sites which resemble e-books with several literary works 

linked to a table of contents. There is a multitude of such personal 

sites, but the actual number is difficult to estimate. They are plan-

ets of their own in cyberspace, difficult to find but interesting to 

visit. At a conservative estimate – based on searches with AltaVista 

on words like “dikter” and “noveller” (poems and short stories), 

limited to domains using the suffix .se – there are now several 

thousand sites containing literary material. 

 Such sites contain literature that has never passed a gatekeeper. 

This is literature never sifted by traditional institutions in the liter-

ary system such as publishing houses, critics or libraries. These 

works truly form an alternative literature, a cybersphere outside of 

the world of literary institutions. 

 But to escape the institutions is also, paradoxically, to lose con-

tact with the audience. Nowadays, the main problem for the Inter-

net author is not being published (that is easy and cheap), but be-

ing seen. The tide of literary material is so overwhelming that it is 

not a question of publish and be damned, but of publish and be 

drowned. Therefore, institutions of some kind are necessary, if 

only as guides to the Netsurfer. And so, a number of “publishing” 

institutions have established themselves. Nearly all are noncom-

mercial sites, meaning that very few Internet publishers will charge 

money for reading. It is a moot point if there really is any serious 

editing of material on such sites. In fact, many of them pride 

themselves on publishing everything they get and doing so in un-

edited form. 

 I will give two examples of noncommercial sites of this kind.* 

 In many ways the site called Wet Warlock is a typical Internet 
 

* The sites were examined in September 1998. 
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publishing project. On this site, short stories by several authors are 

published. There are also three collective serials stories. Presuma-

bly, the works submitted to Wet Warlock are read by the webmas-

ter and accepted or rejected, but in reality there can be very little 

editing. The stories are filled with spelling mistakes and grammati-

cal inconsistencies. 

 Wet Warlock is a part of the Sirap.net (the logo says: “Sirap. We 

loathe reality”), run by Nicklas Andersson. Born in 1977, out of 

work and living in the Swedish countryside, he describes himself 

on his homepage as interested in, among other things, science fic-

tion, rock music, and American TV series such as Friends, Seinfeld, 

and The X Files. Sirap.net has various links and subpages – for ex-

ample, Andersson also publishes a diary and a lexicon of “key-

words” (i.e. his thoughts on various subjects).  

 Like the whole of Sirap.net, Wet Warlock is very much of a 

personal project, a vehicle for getting Andersson’s own stories 

published. But he also invites other authors to submit their work. 

“The Wet Warlock is a nonprofit site, in both Swedish and Eng-

lish, where you can read short stories from various people. But to 

read the stories is just a small part, you can also submit your own 

and get them published, for the benefit of others.” Works are 

reformatted and published in the same layout. Authors are asked 

to attach a short biographical sketch, which is published on the list 

“Vem som är vem” [“Who’s Who”]. There is no information con-

cerning processes for acceptance and editing – if there are any. 

 Wet Warlock may be described as a part of male youth culture, 

rather than a branch of mature quality fiction. The literary heroes 

seems to be Stephen King, Stephen Donaldson, J. R. R. Tolkien, 

and Terry Pratchett. Most of the authors are young and the majori-

ty of stories are in the genres Fantasy, Science Fiction, and Horror. 

Of the ten or so authors published on Wet Warlock all are male, 

only two are over thirty years of age, while three are under twenty. 

There are twenty-five short stories, divided into the genres Fantasy 

(12), Science Fiction (2), Horror (6), and Various Genres (5). In 

addition, there are three longer serial stories, written in installments 

by several authors. The most ambitious of these serials is “Betong” 
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[“Concrete”], published in twenty-two installments. 

 Nicklas Andersson is the most prolific author, the writer of 

eight of the short stories. He specializes in Fantasy. A young man 

who signs himself “Mattias” (age twenty) has published five sto-

ries, mainly Horror. The other authors are behind one or two sto-

ries each. All the stories date from 1997 or 1998; four of them are 

published in English. Some stories are written in collaboration by 

members of the group RAJ; none of the stories seem to have been 

edited.  

 The impression after reading through Wet Warlock is that there 

may be one or two accomplished storytellers there, but that most 

of the stories mainly show that their authors know the basics of 

their genres. This should not be read as an unkind verdict of the 

kind of effort that Wet Warlock represents. Instead, it is a remind-

er that Wet Warlock is not set up to satisfy professors of literature, 

literary critics or even a market.* 

 A site of another kind is Novell på nätet (Short Story on the 

Net), containing hundreds of contributions published in the last 

two years. According to the presentation, this site also is idealistic 

and free-for-all:  

 

Short story on the Net started as an idea in June 1996. The thought was 
to encourage creativity. Far too many creative and intelligent people have 
received these despicable ‘No, thank you-letters’ from publishers, only to 
put their writing aside for the rest of their lives. Our objective is to pub-
lish everything we receive. To be published is among the high points of 
life for an author or a poet and we hope in this way to encourage a life-
time of writing.†  
 

* The address to sirap.net: http://www.sirap.net. Nicklas Andersson’s 
homepage, http://www.sirap.net/nicke/index.html. The quotation: “The Wet 
Warlock är en ideell site på både svenska och engelska där du kan läsa noveller 
från allt möjligt folk. Men att läsa novellerna är trots allt bara en liten del, man 
kan även skicka in egna och få dem upplagda, till andras stora glädje.” 

(http://www.sirap.net/warlock/info.html). 
† “Novell på nätet startade som en idé juni 1996. Tanken gick ut på att upp-

muntra kreativitet. Alltför många kreativa och intelligenta människor har fått 
dessa eländig[a] ‘nej-tackbrev’ från olika bokförlag för att sedan lägga sitt skri-
vande åt sidan för resten av sitt liv. Vår inriktning är att publicera allt som 
kommer in till oss. Att bli publicerad tillhör bland de största ögonblicken i livet 
för en författare eller poet och vi hoppas på detta sätt uppmuntra ett fortsatt 
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The site – which has received numerous awards and nominations – 

is run by Michael Ländin and Hélène Fredholm, who also run an 

Internet company called FL-internetföretaget, specializing in build-

ing Internet sites, e-mail campaigns, and other forms of marketing 

as well as other services. These services form a large web called 

FL-Net.  

 Glancing through the archive of published works so far, the 

impression is that Novell på nätet does not attract authors who are 

published in books or magazines. Neither Ländin nor Fredholm 

has published any books themselves, nor have they published any 

works on Novell på nätet. In short, they seem to be more interest-

ed in the Internet and business than in becoming authors them-

selves, and the idealism expressed in their presentation may have a 

hidden agenda. Presumably Novell på nätet is used, at least partly, 

to attract creative people who are interested in the Internet, per-

haps with the general aim of drawing their attention to FL-Net or 

even with the hope of getting them interested in working for the 

company as link-pilots, designers or writers. So the idea behind 

Novell på nätet seems to be twofold: to provide a publishing plat-

form and then scout the space for promising talent, usable outside 

the arena of fiction.* 

 There are several more sites like Novell på nätet and Wet War-

lock, places where authors can get fiction published.† In many 

ways, such sites act as traditional publishers, albeit with a different 

set of functions than publishers from the world of ink and paper. 

Most of all, sites like Wet Warlock and Novell på nätet seem to 

mix functions from publishing and printing, with a touch of the 

noncommercial archiving functions of a library (see Table 9).  

 These sites do not generally contribute to the creation of the 

works – with the exception of collective serials like “Betong” – 

and there seems to be very little pre-publication selection, editing 

or proofreading. On the other hand, these sites do the necessary 
 
skrivande livet ut.” (http://www.fl-net.se/novell/info.html). 

* On the company, see http://www.fl-net.se; advertising of jobs on 
http://fl-net.se/fl/jobb.html. 

† See Peurell, forthcoming, Chapters 1 and 3. 
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design and coding, freeing the authors from this work. They also 

provide much of the manufacturing in the form of design and 

some of the typesetting (although the authors already contribute 

with their own digital files). Also, these sites finance the publica-

tion of the works by paying for the server resources. Since these 

works are written for reading on the screen, printing (if needed) is 

a task for the reader. There is very little marketing (the typical form 

is getting the site linked to other sites) and scarcely any amount of 

consecration (when all material is published, there is no status con-

ferred by acceptance); however, the sites are responsible for the 

archiving of the material. 

 As the examples show, publishing on the Internet means that 

old functions are combined in new ways, both stretching and con-

stricting the boundaries of the concept of publishing. As far as 

writing goes, however, no Swedish Internet publisher has yet ac-

quired the prestige necessary to make the acceptance and publica-

tion of a work into an act of consecration, of adding value to work 

through the reflected light of the publisher’s aura. 

 

Print On Demand –  

Cheaper Printing or Publishing Somebody You Love? 

Throughout history, the culture of letters has sought new ways to 

store information safely and inexpensively. The inventions of 

printing and moveable type were major breakthroughs in this re-

spect. Digital technology has simply continued the process. Texts 

are no longer stored on scrolls, but on floppy disks, and many oth-

er forms of digital technology are used to facilitate the manufactur-

ing of books.  

 One major effect of this is the rise of a new professional group 

in the book trade, the typographically skilled programmer. Desk-

top publishing programs are generally so user-friendly that writers 

and editors can learn to handle them, at least if they acquire graph-

ical skills (leading to unemployment in the printing business), but 

someone has to produce the programs. While traditional typeset-

ters are a vanishing professional group, programmers and desktop 

publishers are rising ones. At the same time, the process has 
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changed from a distributed system of competence to a highly cen-

tralized one. In the past, every typesetter carried his own “pro-

gram” for typesetting within himself. Nowadays, much of this pro-

gram is provided by the desktop publishing program, written by a 

limited group of people. 

 “Print On Demand” uses the new technology of digital printing 

to manufacture printed books faster and cheaper.* Basically, the 

business concept is that modern digital printing presses can manu-

facture simple books relatively cheaply in small editions, provided 

that typesetting costs are low. Typesetting costs are reduced by 

several means. One is to scan already printed book pages as 

graphics files, another is to use desktop publishing, a third to lift 

files from information retrieval systems (in-house or public data-

bases). 

 Print On Demand literally means that copies of a book are not 

printed until a customer has ordered them. The method is to store 

the text as digital files and print a small number of copies (or even 

a single copy) as orders come in. Consequently there are vague 

resemblances between Print On Demand and traditional printing 

and publishing methods. One may think of the earlier habit of 

printing new editions from standing type (i.e. using the same 

typesetting over and over again to reduce costs). Another forerun-

ner to Print On Demand is publishing books by subscription (i.e. 

not printing the book until a group of certain buyers is secured). In 

theory, nothing would prevent a printer from offering Print On 

Demand services using moveable type and a hand press. In prac-

tice, however, Print On Demand is a child of the digital era, differ-

ing from its ancestors by using digital technology to facilitate type-

setting and printing and cut printing costs. Furthermore, the 

method can be used conveniently in computer networks with local 

printing presses distributed worldwide. This means that a text can 

be stored on a server in one country and printed as a book in an-

other. 

 “Printers On Demand” may be a new professional group, 

providing certain professional skills in the manufacturing of books; 
 

* For an inventory of Swedish projects, see Peurell, forthcoming, Chapter 5. 
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knowledge, for instance, on how to combine different types of 

files into something that looks like a unified book. From an institu-

tional point of view, however, it seems safe to assume that integra-

tion processes will continue to merge Print On Demand with the 

traditional printing business, giving birth to even larger printing 

houses with equipment for both traditional digital printing of large 

editions and printing on demand of smaller editions. This integra-

tion process is more a question of investments in machinery than 

the need for new professional competence. The necessary typo-

graphic skills are already present in the printing houses. 

 Print On Demand opens golden opportunities for niche pub-

lishers, specializing in books with small print runs. Everything 

from esoteric academic monographs to books in small minority 

languages can be relatively advantageously published by this meth-

od. And since the digital files can be stored at very low cost, the 

shelf life – or at least the virtual shelf life – of a book published via 

Print On Demand can be considerably extended. This may be con-

strued as a triumph for the democratic potential of the book – 

after all, Print On Demand breeds more books. At the same time, 

however, the method can be said to boost the overproduction of 

books, adding to the flood of titles published annually. 

 Print On Demand obviously offers new opportunities for au-

thors who wish to bypass traditional publishers. Self-publishing, or 

“vanity publishing,” means that the author publishes a book with-

out the aid of a publishing house. The author pays for the produc-

tion of the books and arranges distribution – sometimes selling the 

books himself, sometimes using a wholesale bookseller, and some-

times reaching an agreement with a retail bookseller or even a pub-

lisher. In most cases, the author warehouses the books himself. 

 Self-publishing is a longstanding tradition in Sweden. Before 

the advent of modern publishing houses, many authors had to pay 

for the printing of their own books and arrange distribution them-

selves. But even during the era of the modern publishing industry, 

self-publishing has constituted a substantial part of Swedish literary 

output. Some figures supporting this are available for fiction pub-

lishing in the original, i.e. the output of new titles (not counting 
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reprints and new editions). 

 At least 6.8 percent of new prose fiction by Swedish authors 

between1916–1940 was published by the author. The actual per-

centage was probably larger, since many of the remaining titles 

were published under imprints which published only a single title 

during the period; there is obviously good reason to suspect that 

these imprints were just fancy names for the author’s own publish-

ing venture. In poetry, the percentage of self-published titles is 

traditionally much higher. In the 1930s, roughly one third of new 

poetry books by Swedish authors were self-published!* In the peri-

od 1965–1970, roughly three percent of all fiction titles (including 

translations) were self-published. The corresponding figure for 

poetry was somewhere between ten and twenty percent.†  

 Self-published fiction is a heterogeneous category, a motley 

crew of experiments, simple rhymes, and autobiographical out-

bursts. There are well-known examples of modernist authors being 

rejected by publishers and paying their own way. The poet Erik 

Lindegren, for example, published his mannen utan väg (1942) at his 

own expense, only to have it soon acclaimed as a modernist classic. 

However most self-published titles are of concern only to the au-

thor and a limited group. These are titles on the fringe of the 

commercial book market, published for the author’s own satisfac-

tion, but seldom sold in large editions or reviewed in the national 

newspapers. 

 Various agents in the book trade have created channels for self-

publishing, sometimes working as facilitators for authors and 

sometimes making a profit themselves. One major Swedish agent 

 
* Prose fiction, Johan Svedjedal, Prosa mellan krigen: förstagångsutgivningen av 

svensk prosafiktion i original i bokform för vuxna 1916–1940, Litteratur och samhälle 
18:2, 1982, pp. 22–3. Poetry, Hans Olof Johansson, Svensk lyrik 1931–1960: en 
översikt av originalutgivningen i bokform, Litteratur och samhälle 5:63, 1969, pp. 
2988–9 and 3031, Table 10. 

† See Lars Furuland & Hans Olof Johansson, “Utgivningen av skönlitteratur 
1965–1970,” En bok om böcker: Litteraturutredningens branschstudier, SOU 1972:80 
(Stockholm: Ministry of Education and Science, 1972), 226–265, p. 233, Table 
9.4; Hans Olof Johansson, “Utgivningen av lyrik 1965–1970,” En bok om böcker: 
litteraturutredningens branschstudier, SOU 1972:80 (Stockholm: Ministry of Educa-
tion and Science, 1972), 266–275, p. 269, Table 10.2. 
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in the early part of the twentieth century was Jules Ingelow (1891–

1975), who ran his Svenska Allmogeförlaget from 1926 to 1973. 

Ingelow accepted virtually every manuscript offered to him, but 

only on the condition that the authors paid for printing and publi-

cation, while Svenska Allmogeförlaget undertook the arrangement 

of marketing and distribution. The output of books was large and 

Svenska Allmogeförlaget was among the major “publishing hous-

es,” especially during the first decades of its existence. But in reali-

ty, this “publishing house” was mainly an aid to self-publishing; 

there were no distinctive publishing functions like financing and 

prepublication selection.* In more recent years, a company called 

Författares bokmaskin (founded in 1972) has filled similar func-

tions, providing facilities for typesetting, design, desktop publish-

ing and printing for authors who are unable to find a publisher or 

who want to control the publishing process themselves. Authors 

pay for the production services of Författares bokmaskin, which is 

partly financed by the Swedish National Council for Cultural Af-

fairs (Kulturrådet). 

* 

In Annie Hall, Woody Allen had one of the characters define mas-

turbation as sex with somebody you love. By the same token, self-

publishing may be said to be publishing somebody you love. Clear-

ly, many interesting works have been published this way, enriching 

literary culture and sometimes correcting publishers’ mistakes. 

However, an inherent problem in self-publishing is that when the 

selection process is invalidated – when the author makes the pub-

lishing and editing decisions – much of quality control is leap-

frogged as well. Who is acting as creative influence? Who is cor-

recting mistakes in spelling, grammar, style, and plotting? Who is 

editing the text? Perhaps someone, a friend or relative of the au-

thor, is substituting for the publisher. If so, some publishing func-

tions are not abolished, but simply placed in someone else’s hands. 

If not, self-publishing means that most external quality controls are 

excluded. 

 
* See Ann-Sofie Einarsson, Svenska Allmogeförlaget och Jules Ingelow: ett folkligt 

förlag och dess skapare, Uppsala 1993, Litteratur och samhälle 29:1, 1993. 
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 Quite clearly, digital printing and Print On Demand can offer 

the same functions as Svenska Allmogeförlaget and Författares 

bokmaskin. Depending on the amount of editorial work and mar-

keting skills, these digital printing houses can and will compete 

with publishers. Publishers, of course, can use Print On Demand 

as a cheaper method of manufacturing small editions of books. 

But some authors and printers tend to see the publisher as an un-

necessary middleman taking a part of their own profit. This can 

lead to a new division of labor in the literary world – the dividing 

of many of the traditional publishing functions between author 

and printer. Presumably, the author will take care of creation, pre-

publication selection, editing, and typesetting, while the printer 

provides design, printing, binding, publication, and some market-

ing. 

 This is what happened in Sweden when three well-known au-

thors joined forces with Arkitektkopia, a firm specializing in digital 

printing and offering facilities for Print On Demand. On January 

20, 1997, authors Peter Curman (former chairman of the Swedish 

Writers’ Union), Jan Myrdal and Lars Forssell (Member of The 

Swedish Academy) launched a self-publishing project using digital 

printing and Print On Demand to manufacture their own books. 

However, their project was something more than just printing 

books in a new way. Instead, the launching of the project was an 

occasion for mounting an assault on the Swedish book trade in 

general and publishers in particular.  

 The hidden agenda was a protracted debate between authors’ 

and publishers’ associations concerning remuneration for digital 

publishing. Should digital rights be included in the standard con-

tract or entitle authors to an extra fee? By publishing their own 

books, these authors pointed out that new technology for cheap 

self-publishing was available and that publishers ought conse-

quently to remember the imminent risk that they might be 

scrapped altogether from the publishing process in future. The 

rhetorical strategy in the press release of the three authors was to 

flatter publishers in words, but simultaneously marginalize them by 

mentioning only a few of their functions: 
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Publishers tread water. They have terminated agreements with both writ-
ers and booksellers; they've even changed their name, in Swedish, from 
the Swedish Book Publishers Association to the Swedish Publishers 
Association as an adjustment to new technology - but have made no 
progress at all.  
 We now demonstrate, in co-operation with Arkitektkopia, how one 
with the aid of Internet and modern printing equipment in less than two 
minutes can transform binary digits in a data base into complete books; 
two or two hundred copies depending on how many you need at exactly 
that moment, and at a very favourable price. The Japanese call this "lean 
production".  
 This does not imply that we're starting up a new publishing house; it 
is advatageous for us to be able to make use of properly staffed publish-
ing houses managing design, marketing, distribution and so forth. Our 
aim is to just point publishers to what can be achieved. They've got to 
take this to heart and reach the new agreements that new technology 
calls for. The alternative is that present day publishers become as obso-
lete as lamplighters in their day. 
 [– – –] 
We do not regard publishers as our enemies, we extend our hand to 
them. If they fulfill their obligations to bring our books to market, we, 
on our hand, will fulfil our obligations to write them!* 
 
The crucial idea behind this reasoning was to conceal four central 

publishing functions: creative influence, editing, selective, and con-

secration powers. Thus, the publisher was reduced to an errand 

boy, hired to bring authors’ books “to market.” The press confer-

ence attracted major media coverage. Curman, Forssell and Myrdal 

had placed Print On Demand on the Swedish map. After this pub-

licity stunt, several companies invested in Print On Demand tech-

nology, offering to print small editions at competitive prices (typi-

cally between twenty-five and three hundred copies) and providing 

some traditional publishing and bookselling functions. 

 Books-on-Demand, one of these new agents, is run by Mart 

Marend. It is a combination printing house and publishing house. 

An author can get a book printed, bound, and distributed, as long 

as he undertakes to provide laser printed, camera-ready originals. 

But Books-on-Demand also offers to design and make-up texts. 
 

* http://www.books-on-demand.com/old/thebeginning.htm. 
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Furthermore, Books-on-Demand undertakes to market and adver-

tise the book. It also offers to sell the books using online methods. 

(The author has the option to market, advertise, and sell the books 

himself, if he so wishes.) It should be emphasized that Books-on-

Demand does not offer to edit texts or remunerate authors (other 

than with the profits from their own books).  

 Prices are competitive, judging from the marketing material. 

From camera-ready originals, Books-on-Demand offers to print 

ten copies (including seven copies for copyright deposit etc.) of a 

120-page book for SEK 1,146.25, charging SEK 76.5 per extra 

copy. Two hundred-fifty copies would cost SEK 20,041.75, or 

about $2,500. If Books-on-Demand undertakes to make layout, 

make-up and camera-ready originals, as well as distributing review 

copies, the initial cost would rise to SEK 6,838.75 but in return 

would include ten copies for the author and ten review copies. The 

cost for 250 copies in this case would be SEK 22,903.75, or just 

under $3,000.* 

 Books-on-Demand maintains that the project does not com-

pete with agents other than traditional printers. The marketing 

material humbly insists that “A clear demarcation of Books-on-

Demand’s activities is that we are neither a publisher nor a 

bookseller.”† In reality, Print On Demand projects like Books-on-

Demand freely cannibalize both publishers and booksellers. Tradi-

tional publishing functions (typesetting, design, warehousing, mar-

keting, advertising, etc.) are transferred either to the “printer” or to 

the author. Traditional bookselling functions (distribution, selling, 

and advertising) are divided between the “printer” and the author 

in similar ways (See Table 9).  

 Why is Books-on-Demand protesting so loudly that it is neither 

publisher nor bookseller? One reason may be a limited under-

standing of what these institutions actually do. Since Books-on-

Demand does not finance the production of books, is it not there-
 

* http://www.books-on-demand.com/processen/kalkyl.htm. (September 
1998.) 

† “En tydlig avgränsning av Books-on-Demands verksamhet är att vi varken 
är ett bokförlag eller en bokhandel.”  

(http://www.books-on-demand.com/presentation-sv.htm.) 
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fore by definition a publisher? Can Books-on-Demand really be a 

bookseller if it only sells the books the firm has printed itself? This 

kind of thinking may lie behind the reluctance to admit how many 

of the publishing and bookselling functions firms like Books-on-

Demand actually offer at full service.  

 Another reason is probably that Books-on-Demand and other 

Print On Demand firms are disinclined to irritate publishers. These 

publishers are, by nature, prospective customers who might for 

example use Print On Demand technology to produce advance 

copies. I suspect that the main reason is that the very concept be-

hind Print On Demand businesses is to persuade authors that this 

is something apart from the traditional publishing process. What is 

the use of marketing yourself as a publisher if the customers you 

are trying to attract want to avoid publishers? Publishing some-

body you love is not the same as loving publishers. 

 

Marketing Publishing – Traditional Publishers and the Internet 

Nearly all the major Swedish publishing houses have their own 

sites – or rather their own webs with information on authors and 

books, containing blurbs, pictures of covers and other kinds of 

marketing materials. Such websites are also published by many 

minor publishers, ranging from university department imprints to 

commercial publishers.* 

 Sweden’s leading literary publishers all have web sites: Albert 

Bonnier, Norstedts, and Wahlström & Widstrand, to mention a 

few. Other important sites are Natur och Kultur’s (a publishing 

house specializing in non-fiction and textbooks, but also with im-

portant fiction authors), and Studentlitteratur’s (a rapidly growing 

publishing house specializing in academic textbooks). Search en-

gines help the customers to navigate these pages. Usually these 

search engines look for names of authors and words in titles, but 

nothing more.  

 The best search facilities so far are Studentlitteratur’s. Among 

else, they cover the texts in blurbs and tables of contents, which 

are published for all of Studentlitteratur’s books on the site. Such 
 

* This section was written in October 1998. 
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searches can be conducted for all titles, or restricted to certain sub-

ject categories. This, of course, is a convenient tool for the cus-

tomer searching for books containing information on multidisci-

plinary subjects like Marx/Marxism, Freud, psychoanalysis or 

globalization. 

 Smaller publishers have their own sites. Some examples are 

Bakhåll’s (mainly underground and modernist classics), Ekelund’s 

(mainly textbooks), Ekerlid’s (mainly management), and Gidlund’s 

(mainly scholarly) websites. Dozens of others could be mentioned. 

Somewhat surprisingly, these smaller publishing houses generally 

seem reluctant to sell books directly to the customer via the Inter-

net.  

 Nevertheless, one should note that Bakhåll provides an online 

order service – as well as a multimedia website advertising books, 

CDs, and cassettes from the firm. This is a site where you can hear 

Marinetti and Allen Ginsberg read from their own works, where 

you can read chapters of books published by Bakhåll, where you 

can even play with hundreds of thousands of alternative computer-

generated endings to a Swedish cyberspace thriller published by 

Bakhåll.* 

 At present, the large Swedish publishing houses use the Internet 

mainly for marketing, not for selling books. Visits to their sites 

yield loads of information about books, but very seldom give even 

a slight chance of ordering them. Norstedts’s and Wahlström & 

Widstrand’s have no online opportunities whatsoever to buy 

books; Bonnier’s and Natur och Kultur provide links to various 

Internet bookshops, while Liber and Studentlitteratur actually in-

vite the customer to buy the books online from them – albeit the 

latter with the nervous disclaimer that these books usually are 

cheaper in bookshops! This rings true: generally, the prices listed at 

the publishers’ sites are higher than those at Internet bookshops. 

In reality, the websites of the large publishing houses are nothing 

more than a new way of distributing an Internet version of the 

firms’ catalogues. This may explain why the sites have had com-

 
* The book in question is Dekius Lack, Biljard klockan noll i cyber-cyber (Lund: 

Bakhåll, 1998). Alternative endings at: http://www.novapress.se/cyber. 
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paratively few visitors – in October 1998 Natur och Kultur‘s web-

site had five hundred visitors per day and Bonnier’s four hundred, 

while Rabén’s had only five hundred hits per week.* 

 Since there are very few incentives – or even opportunities – to 

order books from publishers instead of from Internet bookshops, 

there is no real competition in direct selling between bookshops 

and publishers. One can easily imagine publishers setting up their 

own online sales departments in the near future, using more ag-

gressive methods for selling books directly to the customer, by-

passing bookshops altogether. But in Sweden, no major publisher 

has taken advantage of this opportunity as of this writing (October 

1998).  

 To have good relationships with the bookshops seems to be 

more important to publishers than any short-term earnings. As an 

editor at Natur och Kultur puts it: “Certainly we will sell directly 

via the Internet at some point. But it won’t be in this century and 

it’s not on our agenda. We value our relationships with the 

bookshops more highly than the opportunity to sell directly to 

anybody.”† To buy Swedish books on the Internet, you still have to 

turn to the bookshops, not to the large publishing houses.  

 In fact, the major publishers use the Internet nearly exclusively 

for post-publication marketing. Most of all, it seems to be a cheap 

way to distribute a catalog. The Net is not used for literary crea-

tion, selection, editing, manufacturing, pre-publication marketing 

or publication, nor for archiving. Obviously, e-mail is used as a 

means of communication, but otherwise, the major Swedish pub-

lishers still have a long way to go before the Internet has anything 

much to do with the important functions in publishing. 

 

Internet Bookshops 

The prime example of Internet bookshops is Amazon.com, the 
 

* Hans Arby, “Läroboksförlagen utnyttjar Internet bäst,” Svensk Bokhandel 
146:20, 1998 (Oct. 30), 32–33, p. 33. 

† “Vi hamnar säkert där någon gång att vi säljer själva. Men det blir inte un-
der detta århundrade och står inte på dagordningen. Vi värderar våra relationer 
till bokhandlarna högre än möjligheten att sälja till vem som helst direkt.” Quot-
ed from Arby 1998, pp. 32–33. 
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best known of its species and also the most successful. Ama-

zon.com has been a role model for many other virtual bookshops 

(including Swedish ones), and describing how Amazon.com works 

is a good way to find out about functions in a mature Internet 

bookshop. 

 Amazon.com offers three million titles, mainly books but also 

CDs and DVDs (Digital Video Disc or Digital Versatile Disc). 

Items are sold with discounts up to forty percent of the retail price. 

However, the usual discount is around twenty percent, plus ship-

ping costs. To find books, the user performs searches in Ama-

zon.com’s databases, either using keywords or by browsing rather 

broad subject categories. The subject categories were as follows in 

September 1998:* 

 

 
* All information concerning Amazon.com is from September 1998. The 

subject categories have since been extensively changed. 

The Oprah Book Club®  
Arts and Music  
Audiobooks  
Bestsellers  
Biographies  
Black Studies  
Book Bargains  
Books for Writers  
Business and Investing  
Children's Books  
Classical Music Books and 
Scores  
Computer Games  
Computer Graphics  
Computer Programming  
Cooking  
Cyberculture  
Eastern Religion  
Entertainment  
Gay Studies 
General Computing  
Health, Mind, and Body  
History  

Home and Garden  
Horror  
Independent Presses  
Internet  
Jewish and Christian Books  
Lesbian Studies  
Literature and Fiction  
Mystery and Thrillers  
Occult and Metaphysics  
Parenting and Families  
Philosophy  
Politics and Current Events  
Reference  
Romance  
Science and Nature  
Science Fiction and Fantasy  
Spirituality and Inspiration  
Sports and Outdoors  
Travel  
True Crime  
Women's Studies  
Young Adult 
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Searches in the database can be universal, or restricted to any of 

these subject categories. The results are presented as lists of clicka-

ble titles. When clicking through, the reader often finds a picture 

of the book cover and a blurb, and for many titles, there are links 

to reviews, extracts, and an author profile. The user is offered the 

chance to write a review of any title, by giving it a rating between 

one and five stars. For example, there are 374 comments on Nich-

olas Evans’s The Horse Whisperer (average rating three and a half 

stars). Authors and publishers are also invited to comment on the 

titles they have published. 

 Two lists are generated for each title, both directing the cus-

tomer to related titles. All are clickable. One is a list of three other 

titles that were chosen by customers who bought the title in ques-

tion (for The Horse Whisperer these three titles are Monty Robert’s, 

et al The Man Who Listens to Horses, Alice Hoffman’s Here on Earth 

and Anna Quindlen’s Black and Blue). The other list enumerates 

related subjects, each one possible to browse as a discrete subject 

category or by combining the different parameters. These subjects 

are not the same as the broad subject categories listed above. In-

stead, they are more key words given to each title, sometimes, it 

seems, by using an in-house thesaurus, and sometimes by impro-

vising. For The Horse Whisperer, to stay with this example, these key 

words are “Man-Woman Relationships, Fiction, Healers, Horses, 

Montana, American First Novelists and Fiction – General.”  

 Predictably, a search combining all these categories gives only 

one hit, a certain book by Nicholas Evans. But more surprisingly, 

no additional hits result from combining just Man-Woman Rela-

tionships and Horses. Fiction and Horses, however, yielded 1,115 

hits – compared to a meager 1,550 for Man-Woman Relationships 

alone. Such results are a reminder that keyword searches stand or 

fall by the indexer’s skills. In this case, I found that neither Anna 

Karenina nor Romeo and Juliet were included among the books on 

man-woman relationships! 

 All these lists at Amazon.com have one thing in common. They 

are marketing devices, created to give the customer ideas for new 

purchases. Amazon.com also provides other lists with the same 
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purpose. There are several bestseller lists (updated regularly) and 

lists of authors (click the name and get a list of the author’s books). 

Furthermore, there is a “Recommendation Center” with eight fa-

cilities. “Instant recommendations” are based on the customer’s 

earlier purchases, while “BookMatcher” asks the user to fill in an 

online form concerning her or his reading preferences (genres and 

authors). A list of suggested titles is then generated. “Mood-

Matcher” consists of lists of suggested reading, sorted by subjects 

and key words. Providing a challenge for the modern egghead, the 

subject “Serious Matters,” for example, is subdivided into “Greek 

and Roman Literature, Heavy Hearts, History, History of Ideas, 

Leaders and Leadership, Modern Masterpieces, Philosophers, The 

Russians, Science and Discovery, and War and Peace.”  

 At “Customer Buzz,” customer reviews are found, sorted by 

genre or subject. Also, there are lists with information about au-

thors, a series of “Reading Group Guides” (consisting of infor-

mation about books and a series of questions readers can use to 

spark off discussions about them) and lists of Award Winners. 

Finally, the user can subscribe to receive information about new 

books from any or many of the subject categories. 

 Many sirens sing to the customer who visits the Amazon.com 

site. But the sweet song of Amazon.com marketing can also be 

heard outside of the site – in fact, all over the Internet. Ama-

zon.com uses the large search engines to advertise itself in an in-

novative way. For example, searches performed on AltaVista gen-

erate a message and direct links to the Amazon.com site – under 

the caption Amazon.com suggests there are two links just to the right 

of the search question the user has typed in: “Books about [search 

question]” and “Amazon.com Bestsellers.” Needless to say, these 

two prominently placed links give Amazon.com an enormous ad-

vantage, verging on a monopoly position, in comparison to other 

Internet bookshops. 

 But what is really found on clicking through? In the first in-

stance, a search is performed automatically in Amazon.com’s own 

database, and the result presented to the user on click-through. 

This automated first link is generated regardless of result or rele-
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vance. A search for the phrase “the literary net” gave me zero hits 

through AltaVista. Amazon.com offered three hits.* But the titles 

suggested were found by combining the keywords “literary” and 

“net” from titles and blurbs, with rather haphazard results. More 

impressive outcomes, of course, are obtained by other search ques-

tions. “William Shakespeare” resulted in 38,746 hits through Al-

taVista and 5,239 at Amazon.com and “Shetland sheepdog” 3,590 

and twenty-six respectively.  

 There is much of a bookshop feeling about Amazon.com. The 

presentational material mimics information in the real book (co-

vers, etc.), the search facilities mimic services provided by a trained 

bookshop assistant, and the various reviews and groups resemble a 

virtual “public sphere.” However, such comments may be a nos-

talgic way of trying to describe new phenomena in old categories. 

You buy books from Amazon.com, but you do not see books. The 

whole concept is to use bits to simulate atoms. After all, browsed 

in your home computer, Amazon.com is a bookshop without 

books. 

 In short, Amazon.com is a combination of a number of things. 

It is a sophisticated, interactive system of databases, search en-

gines, and lots of marketing material. It is also an online shop for 

selling cut-price books through mail order. This means that many 

traditional book trade functions are recombined at Amazon.com. 

The result is something of a cross between a wholesale bookseller, 

retail bookseller, book club, critic, and library (see Table 9). By the 

same mode of analysis, the user mixes the roles of the bookshop 

assistant, critic, reader, and librarian. 

* 

In Sweden, bookselling on the Internet began on a larger scale in 

1997. Several Internet bookshops were established, all trying to 

undercut and out-stock each other. At the present, there are sever-
 

* The books were an anthology about role-playing on the Internet, Being on 
Line Net Subjectivity (1997), ed. Martim Avillez et. al.; a collection of short stories, 
Blair Fuller’s A Butterfly Net and a Kingdom and Other Stories; and Louis Littlecoon 
Oliver’s Caught in a Willow Net: Poems and Stories. Search performed September 
10, 1998. All other information concerning Amazon.com retrieved the same 
day. 
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al Internet bookshops, all more or less loosely modeled on Ama-

zon.com. They have various interactive facilities; all have search 

engines; most of them sell by mail; most provide bestseller lists 

and lists of critics’ choices; some offer readers the possibility to 

submit reviews, and one has its own online “magazine.” Some of 

these Internet bookshops have links from important portals like 

“Torget,” run by the Swedish Post Office. Most are owned by 

large chains of bookshops or media conglomerates.*  

 AdLibris, bokus.com and Internetbokhandeln began as inde-

pendent Internet bookshops. Their business concept was to offer 

users a database, a search engine, and some marketing material and 

to sell by mail order, but to work without any stock of their own. 

Two publishers (Kajsa Leander and Ernst Malmsten) were behind 

bokus.com, while AdLibris was created by five people with no 

background in the book trade – rather, their degrees were in IT 

and accounting and they were interested in establishing themselves 

in Internet shopping.†  

 Simultaneously, other Internet bookshops were opened by 

long-established bookshops, such as Akademibokhandeln and 

Bokia (nationwide multistore chains), Hedengrens (Stockholm), 

and Wettergrens (Göteborg). These virtual bookshops went online 

with databases and search engines covering their own stock. Usual-

ly they charge the same prices as in the physical bookshops, plus 

extra for invoicing and postage if the customer wants the book 

sent by mail. Consequently, selling by the Internet provides only a 

fraction of their annual turnover – in 1997, less than one percent 

for Akademibokhandeln.‡ 

 Many Internet bookshops from both categories are linked to 

Swedish Post’s “Torget,” one of the busiest Swedish sites. Torget 

is a virtual shopping mall, with links to many online shops and 

service functions. It is used as a portal by many Swedish netsurfers. 
 

* This section was mainly written in September 1998. 
† Lennart Forsebäck, Cybershoppare, intermediärer & digitala handelsmän: el-

ektronisk handel i ett hushållsperspektiv, KFB-rapport 1998:22 / TELDOK Rapport 
120 (Stockholm: Kommunikationsforskningsberedningen (KFB) : Teldok : 
Fritze, 1998), pp. 50–52. 

‡ Forsebäck 1998, p. 55. 
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 AdLibris Bokhandel has a standard mailing charge of SEK 39 

per order, regardless of the number of books. There are no online 

reviews, very little other marketing material (a small recommenda-

tion list), and blurbs and pictures are few and far between.  

 Internetbokhandeln’s standard mailing charge is SEK 29. There 

are no online reviews; blurbs and covers are mainly linked to titles 

on the shop’s bestseller list. There is also a secondhand depart-

ment, meaning that orders for books out of print are passed on to 

a number of secondhand bookshops. Searches for old and new 

books are facilitated since Internetbokhandeln is linked to the large 

bibliographical database called Libris Websök (containing biblio-

graphical references for about three million Swedish and foreign 

books, as well as an online version of the Swedish national bibliog-

raphy). Internetbokhandeln is owned by a number of publishers 

and bookshops.* 

 Bokus.com is the largest and most renowned Swedish Internet 

bookshop. In 1998, bokus.com received three out of six SIME 

awards (Scandinavian Interactive Media Event) for its marketing 

proficiency. It offers around 1.6 million titles, linking databases of 

books in print in Sweden, Great Britain and the U.S. There are no 

online customer reviews and few blurbs or pictures of covers. 

However, bokus.com ran its own e-zine for nearly two years (dis-

continued in December 1998). It was a rather trashy publication 

written in the style of tabloid journalism that contained reviews 

and articles on books, but no serious criticism. In the beginning, 

bokus.com’s marketing strategy was aggressive price-cutting, often 

with discounts around thirty percent and no extra charge for in-

voicing and shipping, but after a few months, prices were gradually 

raised and extra charges added for orders under SEK 500.  

 All these Swedish Internet bookshops could be described as 

primitive versions of Amazon.com. For example, books are not 

indexed by subjects or key words (search engines only give hits for 

words in author and title fields). There are no customer profiles, 

 
* Owners are: Alfabeta Media, Bokcentrum AB, Bokhuset AB, Förlags-

system AB, Kungsholmens Bokhandel AB, and Stockholms Enskilda Bokhandel 
AB. 



SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW 158 

no comparisons with other customers’ choices. Consequently, the 

customer only finds what he or she actively seeks. As mentioned 

above, blurbs and covers are sparse. Marketing functions are dis-

tinctly weak in these bookshops (see Table 9). 

 During 1998, Swedish Internet bookshops gradually lost their 

independence. Bokus.com was founded in August 1997 by two 

publishers on the fringes of the Swedish book trade and backed by 

financiers interested in the Internet’s commercial possibilities. But 

within seven months, in March 1998, nearly half of bokus.com was 

bought by the media conglomerate KF Media. This conglomerate 

is an expanding force in the Swedish book trade. In the early nine-

ties, it began to purchase companies from all components in the 

trade, buying the Akademibokhandeln chain (including their Inter-

net version) and the publishing house Norstedts, Sweden’s second 

most important literary publisher. KF Media also bought a sub-

stantial share of Bibliotekstjänst AB, a media company which 

among other things sells books to public libraries and is the owner 

of the leading wholesale bookseller Seeligs. In February 1999, KF 

Media bought more shares in bokus.com, owning ninety-five per-

cent of the company.* 

 KF Media’s purchase was, of course, an injection of capital, 

giving possibilities for new enterprises (bokus.com later established 

similar Internet services in Denmark, Norway and Finland). From 

KF Media’s point of view, it is a way of buying market shares in 

retail selling. KF Media’s executive Börje Fors stated this quite 

plainly when the first deal was announced: “The alternative was to 

start a [an Internet bookshop] business of our own, which would 

have cost us several tens of millions. And we would still trail more 

than one year behind bokus.com, which today is the largest [Swe-

dish] vendor of consumer goods on the Net.”† 

 Inevitably, there is a leveling out between Internet bookshops 
 

* See “KF Media tar över nätbokhandel,” Svenska Dagbladet, February 9, 
1999, p. 26. 

† “KF Media köper in sig i bokus.com,” Svensk Bokhandel 146:6, 1998, p. 4. 
“Alternativet hade varit att starta en egen verksamhet, vilket skulle ha kostat ett 
antal tiotal miljoner. Och då skulle vi ändå ligga över ett år efter bokus.com som 
i dag är den största handelsplatsen för varor på nätet […].” 
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and physical bookshops. Traditional bookshops are interested in 

controlling new retail channels, ideally selling books from their 

own stock through the mail. But they are less interested in price 

wars that, at least in the short run, would threaten profitability in 

the physical bookshops. As a result, prices in the Internet 

bookshops have been quietly raised.  

 A comparison made between book prices in several Internet 

bookshops in September 1997 showed that bokus.com was by far 

the cheapest and the best stocked. (See Table 7.) For ten randomly 

chosen new books by Swedish authors, bokus.com charged sixty-

nine percent of that charged by Akademibokhandeln and Bo-

khandeln.com, and ninety-eight percent of AdLibris’s prices. One 

year later, AdLibris was by far the cheapest, while bokus.com’s 

prices had increased by five percent (not counting the new mailing 

charges). Since not all books were in stock, the comparison must 

be limited to nine titles. (See Table 8.) On these titles, AdLibris 

had lowered the prices by about seven percent during the year. For 

the seven titles in stock at all the major Swedish Internet 

bookshops, AdLibris charged seventy-three percent of Internet-

bokhandeln’s prices, seventy-five percent of BoktjänstDirekt’s, and 

ninety percent of bokus.com’s – a result which is more or less con-

firmed by other studies.* One should note that bokus.com still was 

the best-stocked, offering a broad selection of foreign books. 

 Returning to the question of professional functions in the book 

trade, it seems evident that Amazon.com has successfully com-

bined several of these functions into a new entity, while Swedish 

Internet bookshops still leave a lot to be desired with respect to 

 
* See e.g. Sara Lind, “Enklast köpa av svensk näthandel,” Dagens Nyheter, 

September 18, 1998, A 24. Seven titles were sampled at AdLibris, Akademibo-
khandeln, Bokia Kungsholmen, bokus.com, and Internetbokhandeln. AdLibris 
was cheapest, with prices at ninety percent of bokus.com’s and seventy-six 
percent of Internetbokhandeln’s. 
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Table 7: Consumer prices in Swedish Internet bookshops, september 1997 
 
Author, Title AdLibris Bokhan- Bokus.com Akademi- 
    deln.com  bokhandeln  
  SWEDISH FICTION 
Carina Burman,  
 Den tionde sånggudinnan 204.00 289.00 200.00 332.00 
Kerstin Ekman,  
 Gör mig levande igen 228.00 319.00 221.00 259.00 
Gabriella Håkansson,  
 Operation B 134.00 195.00 137.00 204.00 
Ola Larsmo,  
 Maroonberget 163.00 239.00 165.00 264.00 
Carina Rydberg,  
 Den högsta kasten 196.00 275.00 193.00 239.00 
Total:  925.00 1,317.00 916.00 1,298.00 
  SWEDISH NON-FICTION 
Per I. Gedin,  
 Litteraturen i verkligheten  179.00 255.00 179.00 269.00 
Peter Gärdenfors,  
 Fängslande information 146.00 215.00 148.00 239.00 
Maja Hagerman, Spåren 
 av alla kungens män 244.00 345.00 237.00 261.00 
Göran Hägg, Den svenska 
 litteraturhistorien 317.00 449.00 300.00 492.00 
Toril Moi,  
 Simone de Beauvoir 229.00 325.00 222.00 362.00 
Total:  1,115.00 1,589.00 1,086.00 1,623.00 
  FOREIGN BOOKS 
Stanley Fish, Professional 
 Correctness (1995) – – – – – – 268.00 – – – 
Tom Hiney, Raymond  
 Chandler: A Biography – – – 289.00 251.00 – – – 
Fredric Jameson, Post- 
 modernism (repr. 1992) – – – – – – 197.00 – – – 
Simon Singh,  
 Fermat's Last Theorem – – – – – – 164.00 – – – 
Dava Sobel,  
 Longitude (repr. 1995) – – – – – – 119.00 124.00 
Total:    999.00 
 
(Note: if not stated otherwise, all titles are printed in 1996 or 1997 and bound in hardcover.) 



SOMETHING OLD, SOMETHING NEW 161 

Table 8: Consumer prices in Swedish Internet bookshops, september 1998 
 
Author, Title AdLibris Boktjänst Bokus.com Internet- 
    Direkt  bokhandeln  
  SWEDISH FICTION 
Carina Burman,  
 Den tionde sånggudinnan 188.00 237.00 209.00 261.00 
Kerstin Ekman,  
 Gör mig levande igen 211.00 265.00 232.00 293.00 
Gabriella Håkansson,  
 Operation B 124.00 182.00 143.00 172.00 
Ola Larsmo,  
 Maroonberget 151.00 195.00 172.00 209.00 
Carina Rydberg,  
 Den högsta kasten 181.00 262.00 202.00 252.00 
Total:   855.00 1,141.00 958.00 1,187.00 
  SWEDISH NON-FICTION 
Per I. Gedin,  
 Litteraturen i verkligheten 166.00 – – –  187.00 – – – 
Peter Gärdenfors,  
 Fängslande information – – – 206.00 159.00 194.00 
Maja Hagerman, Spåren  
 av alla kungens män 226.00 – – – 248.00 314.00 
Göran Hägg, Den svenska  
 litteraturhistorien 293.00 406.00 315.00 389.00 
Toril Moi,  
 Simone de Beauvoir 212.00 265.00 233.00 296.00 
Total:    1,142.00   
  FOREIGN BOOKS 
Stanley Fish, Professional  
 Correctness (1995) – – – – – – 351.00 – – – 
Tom Hiney, Raymond  
 Chandler: A biography – – – – – – 294.00 254.00 
Fredric Jameson, Post- 
 modernism (repr. 1992) – – – – – – 206.00 – – – 
Simon Singh,  
 Fermat's Last Theorem – – – – – – 229.00 194.00 
Dava Sobel,  
 Longitude (repr. 1995) – – – – – – 198.00 180.00* 
Total:    1,278.00 
 
(Note: if not stated otherwise, all titles are printed in 1996 or 1997 and bound in hardcover.)  
* Printed in 1996 
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marketing strategies. Such strategies, however, require long-term 

investments, covering costs for scanning pictures of covers, scan-

ning or typing blurbs, indexing books by subjects, and monitoring 

reviews by readers. As of now (September 1998), these Swedish 

Internet bookshops are rather good at price-cutting and selling by 

mail-order, adequate at information retrieval, but worse at display-

ing, advertising, and consecration. 

 As of this writing, the Swedish Internet bookshops are still en-

gaged in a struggle for market shares. Jonas Sjögren at Akademi-

bokhandeln estimates that selling via the Internet will double its 

share of the company’s sales in the upcoming years, and hopes that 

it will rise to between five and fifteen percent by the beginning of 

the twenty-first century. Like Therése Nyström at AdLibris, he 

wants to provide added value by expanding the service on the Web 

site with sales figures for individual books or the opportunity for 

readers to publish their own reviews.* This is a step in the direction 

of Amazon.com and a way of using automation and interactive 

possibilities to enhance the Internet bookshop. However, one 

should note that Amazon.com also makes substantial investments 

unheard of in Swedish Internet bookshops – for example by hav-

ing around forty full-time salaried reviewers of their own.†  

 

Networking the Net – Links and Conferences 

The eternal problem for Internet sites is getting noticed.‡ Many of 

them provide links to each other, some are linked to portals like 

Swedish Post’s “Torget” or Telia’s “Passagen,” and some to vari-

ous kinds of “link trees,” covering different aspects of the Internet. 

One of these link trees is “Kulturnät Sverige” [Culture Net Swe-

den]. This link tree contains 2,500 links to sites concerned with the 

arts and has around five hundred visitors per day (November 

1998). Focus is on noncommercial and publicly funded sites and 

there is some quality control. There are links to various kinds of 

sites – magazines, institutions, literary sites, and so on – but a se-

 
* Forsebäck 1998, p. 53, 57. 
† Forsebäck 1998, p. 46. 
‡ This section was written in December 1998 and January 1999. 
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vere limitation is that all listings are based on voluntary reporting 

of sites. That is, virtually only sites which are reported to Kulturnät 

Sverige are included – which means that many of the most im-

portant cultural sites are omitted. This kind of passive acquisition 

(as opposed to active acquisition, where one diligently searches for 

new material) has made Kulturnät Sverige a good advertising 

channel for the most active site builders, but hardly a gatekeeper or 

a reliable guide if one wants to locate Swedish sites dealing with 

the arts. Kulturnät Sverige is still more or less a digital catalog, 

publishing addresses supplied by the site-builders themselves.* 

 Reviews of sites are rather to be found in printed newspapers 

and magazines, which largely constitute the public sphere of criti-

cism. Many of these printed periodicals and dailies are published 

on the Net – Sweden’s largest newspapers, for example, all have 

their own sites and digital archives. This means that it is perfectly 

possible to read reviews of new books online. But on the margin 

of this old public sphere – albeit transferred to cyberspace – there 

are budding new forms of critical discussions of literature, using 

the opportunities for collective conversations inherent in the struc-

ture of the Internet. 

 Usenet is the part of the Internet where people meet in “news 

groups.” Answers can be publicly e-mailed back to a news group 

for all to read, but may also be sent directly to the author of the 

original message, resulting in a private correspondence. These 

news groups are what the participants make them – they can re-

semble academic seminars on high theoretical level, they can be 

convivial places to meet and exchange ideas, corners for gossip, or 

even simply mudslinging contests. Sometimes the news groups 

provoke sound thinking, other times they just provide junk-food 

for thought. In many ways, they resemble new kinds of public 

spheres, i.e. the invisible realm for public, democratic discussions 

and debates. In some ways, they also form virtual communities, i.e. 

computer-mediated social groups of people who interact, help, and 

 
* See Hans Arby, “Kultursverige är skeptiska till Internet,” Svensk Bokhandel 

146:22, 1998 (Nov. 27, 1998), 33–35. 
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learn from each other.* 

 As of this writing, there is still only one single Swedish Usenet 

news group concerned exclusively with books and literature. It is 

called swnet.kultur.litteratur. Of course, literature is discussed on 

other Swedish news groups and by Swedes in various international 

news groups. Nevertheless, swnet.kultur.litteratur is the center of 

attention for Swedish Usenetters who are interested in literature, 

and it seems worthwhile to look into this news group. How lively 

is it? What subjects are discussed? Who is participating? 

 The following survey comprises the total of 113 messages sent 

to the news group between November 8 and December 10, 1998, 

roughly five weeks.† Obviously, this can only give a taste of what 

life is like on this news group, but since the total amount of mes-

sages is so large (around 2,800 over the last two years), sampling 

will have to do. As everyone knows who has followed a news 

group on the Usenet, the groups evolve, change focus, have their 

territorial disputes, their ups and downs. Such processes cannot be 

seen through this sample; however, it is my contention that it gives 

a fair representation of the subjects usually discussed in the news 

group. Yet, it should be observed that the study can only concern 

messages e-mailed to the group. There is no way of knowing what 

private e-mail discussions have been bred from the news group. 

 In many ways, swnet.kultur.litteratur resembles a busy day at 

the library. Many messages contain inquiries of the type that librar-

ians answer at the information desk. Where can I find information 

about this or that on the Net (Dostoyevsky, classical Greek litera-

ture, classical French literature, Lisa Bruce’s Lambs to the Slaughter)? 

Where in France is Combray – from Proust’s novel sequence – 

situated? Can anybody characterize the Age of Enlightenment? 

Where can I find books by Evert Lundström, a certain book by 

Isabel Allende, the German propaganda sheet Signal from the Sec-

ond World War, erotica, books by Thomas Bernhard, a TV or 
 

* See Howard Rheingold, The Virtual Community: Finding Connection in a Com-
puterized World (London: Secker & Warburg, 1994). 

† All messages were found retrospectively on December 10, 1998, through 
the DejaNews search engine and printed out the same day. The research on 
participation in other news groups was performed during the following days. 
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radio program on Swedish author Bengt Anderberg? Two people 

asked for help on university assignments (on German author 

Christoph Hein and Spanish author Ramon Sender), two needed 

assistance for school assignments (on Swedish authors Viktor Ry-

dberg and Per Anders Fogelström). 

 Some of these questions receive replies. Others are rebutted or 

flamed, with the comment that it might be a good idea to visit a 

local library instead of surfing the Net more or less aimlessly. 

Which means that some people are happy to share their expertise 

or even do some Net-research for others, while most of the partic-

ipants are more happy to ask than to answer. 

 Quite naturally, a love of reading and books permeates most of 

the letters. There are spontaneous recommendations of books, 

also requests for suggestions for good reading. Some news group-

ers share their favorite quotations (chosen from Douglas Adams’s 

The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy, J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the 

Rye and August Strindberg’s play Gustav Vasa), and there is an ex-

change of suggestions for the best first lines ever in a book. The 

titles proposed are quality fiction classics exclusively: August 

Strindberg’s The People of Hemsö, Selma Lagerlöf’s The Story of Gösta 

Berling, Franz Kafka’s The Trial and Metamorphosis, Herman Mel-

ville’s Moby Dick, T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land, Gabriel Garcia 

Marquez’s Chronicle of a Death Foretold and The Song of Roland. 

 The heaviest thread during the chosen period involved answers 

to the question “who is your favorite author /what is the best 

book you have ever read?” Although polls of this kind only give 

partial truths about people’s reading habits, the responses yield 

some information as to the literary taste of the news groupers. 

Consequently, the variety of answers are reported here in full, 

providing a cross section of the news group at the end of 1998. 

 Suggestions include Paul Auster’s New York Trilogy, J. G. Bal-

lard’s Crash, Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange, William Bur-

roughs’s Cities of the Red Night and Junky, Albert Camus’s The 

Stranger, Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s Journey to the End of the Night, 

Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express, Charles Dickens’s 

The Pickwick Club, Fyodor Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment, Al-
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exandre Dumas’s The Count of Monte Cristo, Brett Easton Ellis’s 

American Psycho, Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose, William 

Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury, F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great 

Gatsby, William Golding’s Lord of the Flies, Aldous Huxley’s Brave 

New World, John Irving’s A Prayer for Owen Meany, Ken Kesey’s One 

Flew over the Cuckoo’s Nest, Dean R. Koontz’s Phantoms, Wally 

Lamb’s She’s Come Undone, Comte De Lautreamont’s Maldoror, Jack 

London’s The People of the Abyss, Octave Mirbeau’s The Torture Gar-

den, Thomas More’s Utopia, Marcel Proust’s Remembrance of Things 

Past, J. D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye, Jean-Paul Sartre’s Nausea, 

and Sigrid Undset’s Kristin Lavransdotter. Also mentioned are books 

by Douglas Adams, Isaac Asimov, Margaret Atwood, Michael 

Crichton, Ken Follett, Knut Hamsun, Tristan Jones, Stephen 

King, H. P. Lovecraft, Klaus Mann, George Orwell, Sara Paretsky, 

Erich Segal and Mika Waltari. Swedish authors mentioned are 

novelists Karin Boye, Sven Delblanc, Albert Engström, Jan 

Guillou, Eyvind Johnson, Pär Lagerkvist, Selma Lagerlöf, Harry 

Martinson and Peter Nilsson, and Swedish nonfiction writers 

physicist Hans-Uno Bengtsson and philosopher Ingemar Hedeni-

us. 

 These choices are a mixture of quality fiction (with several clas-

sics and Nobel Laureates) with some science fiction and recent 

successes from the mass market thrown in. It is notable that the 

suggestions mention very little nonfiction and no non-occidental 

literature, and that most of the authors listed are male. As the list 

shows, the majority of works are English or North American. This 

probably reflects a general interest in Sweden for foreign culture in 

general and Anglo-American culture in particular (usually, more 

than half the yearly output of books of fiction in Sweden are trans-

lations, and an overwhelming majority of them are translated from 

English). Also, the dominance presumably stems from a particular 

tendency towards Americanization among Internet users.  

 I would suspect that users of the news group are relatively 

young, as well as more educated in the field of literature than the 

population in general – both on and off the Net. The comparative-

ly high literary standard of the choices must, however, be viewed 
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with a skeptical eye. In polls of this kind, people tend to answer 

more culturally correctly than truthfully, showing off to each other 

or to the investigator. Nevertheless, the answers say something 

about cultural norms on the news group. Even if it is doubtful 

whether most of the news groupers really prefer to curl up with 

books by Camus, Dostoyevsky or Kafka on a cold winter’s night, 

enough of them know that this is the kind of answer to give – 

meaning that they have internalized the norms of good literary 

taste. 

 The traffic of messages concerning writing is more restricted 

than the one dealing with reading. There is one request for criti-

cism on a literary work in progress, one message points to a per-

sonal website with a short literary history of the western world 

(twenty-one pages, written as a school essay by the sender), and 

one message invites people to contribute to a collective poem on 

love, with one stanza written by each person. In practice, however, 

there is scarcely any discussion concerning these items. 

 Other producers and vendors of literature are given greater 

precedence than the authors on the news groups. There are adver-

tisements for several Internet bookshops, and aspiring authors get 

information on the Internet publishing sites Boksidan, Förfat-

tarhuset and Omea, as well as on the Print On Demand project, 

Podium. In some cases, this information on publishing may have 

been prompted by a question on how to get a short story pub-

lished.  

 The most elaborate marketing ploy comes from the Internet 

bookshop Psykedeliska bokhandeln [The Psychedelic Bookshop], 

which has posted a short story in five installments, containing a 

“fragment” of a fictitious autobiography of Swedish doctor Nils 

Bejerot. In real life, Bejerot committed his life to the fight against 

narcotics and the social ills caused by drugs. In the short story, a 

manuscript found in the Swedish Royal Library tells a somewhat 

different story. There, “Bejerot” remembers how he once in his 

youth smoked marijuana and during one rapturous night experi-

enced the bliss of ecstatic jazz music, cosmic visions, and great sex 

– only to reject it all in the cold daylight, struck by fear of freedom, 
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deciding instead to settle for Leninism, law and order. This spoof, 

which has also been posted to three other news groups, ends with 

a link to the bookshop’s site.* All is, of course, an ideological satire 

on Swedish policy concerning narcotics, but at the same time a 

pointer towards a bookshop wanting to sell its merchandise. 

 Speaking from the viewpoint of the print-based book culture, a 

news group like swnet.kultur.litteratur seems to mix several func-

tions (see Table 9). Is this buying, selling, writing, criticism or gos-

sip? Is this a place for Internet junkies, for authors, publishers, 

readers or people who are too lazy to go to the library? The evi-

dent answer is that it is all of these at once – that the Net provides 

new opportunities for discussions, meetings, and the exchange of 

ideas. As Michael Hauben and Ronda Hauben have recently re-

marked, the Internet provides an “expansion of what it means to 

be a social animal” – the democratic, helpful human being Michael 

Hauben has labeled the Netizen.† 

 However, Netizens may organize their communication in dif-

ferent ways, and it seems that swnet.kultur.litteratur is still a far cry 

from the specialization in the global news groups on the Usenet 

(i.e., news groups in English). For example, the Usenet group 

alt.books had thirty-two different branches in December 1998, 

with sub-conferences on subjects like electronic books, Jean M. 

Auel, Mysteries, George Orwell, and Tom Clancy. Besides this, 

there are numerous other news groups on writing, publishing, and 

bookselling, as well as on other authors.  

 Metaphorically speaking, the Swedish news group is still just 

one large room where everyone meets, while the global literary 

groups on the Usenet are as functionally diversified as houses, 

blocks or even whole neighborhoods. It seems inevitable that 

swnet.kultur.litteratur will branch out in similar ways in the future, 

fostering its own subgroups – although the virtual public sphere in 

Sweden can hardly support as many news groups as its global 

counterpart.  
 

* They are: swnet.filosofi, se.politik.droger, swnet.sci.medicin. 
† Michael Hauben & Ronda Hauben, “Netizens: On the History and Impact 

of Usenet and the Internet,” Firstmonday, 3:7 (July 6, 1998),  
http://www.firstmonday.dk/issues/issue3_7/chapter1/index.html. 
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 Literature is the focus of this sample, but not of the participants 

in swnet.kultur.litteratur. It is possible to investigate the “author 

profile” on members of each group, by using the DejaNews sys-

tem to generate lists of other news groups to which the author has 

made postings. The complete archive of messages comprises the 

two last years (in this case 1998 and 1997) and author profiles are 

depicted as a list of group names and number of messages to each 

group. The names of the news groups are hyperlinked, producing 

clickable lists of the authors’ postings to this conference.  

 Statistics on this material is far from an exact science. Several 

persons may use the same e-mail address, one person may change 

his or her address or signature, thus being treated by the system as 

two different people, and so on. With these reservations, however, 

some observations can be made.  

 The 113 messages in swnet.kultur.litteratur were posted from 

fifty-six different e-mail accounts. Of these “e-people,” twenty-

seven have posted only one message to this conference, while only 

five have posted more than ten messages to swnet.kultur.litteratur 

(the number ranging from eleven to seventeen). The total number 

of messages posted to swnet.kultur.litteratur by these e-people was 

173, an average of just over three messages per author. The ma-

jority of them seem to be male – only thirteen of them give female 

names (although there may be more women hidden behind signa-

tures or male names in order to avoid “virtual harassment”). 

 The low number of messages per e-person might be construed 

as an indication that these people are not very active Netizens. 

Nothing, however, could be further from the truth. Instead, it just 

shows that swnet.kultur.litteratur is a relatively tame news group. 

Most participants have it as more or less of a side interest, making 

their heaviest contributions to other locations. In fact, many of the 

contributors to swnet.kultur.litteratur are accomplished Netizens. 

The most industrious of them, Alexander Backlund, has an 

astounding total of 5,952 messages (with only four of them on 

swnet.kultur.litteratur), and next on the list are authors with re-

spectively 1,113; 533; 523, and 484 messages – none of them with 

more than seventeen messages on this conference. Only fifteen 
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out of the fifty-six authors have posted fewer than five messages 

on the Usenet. The median number of messages is thirty from 

each participant.  

 It is interesting but exhausting to track these multiple news 

groupers on the Web. Many of them are busy on news groups like 

se.humaniora.svenska (discussions on the Swedish language and 

grammatical correctness, often bordering on joyous verbal abuse 

and flaming), to swnet.politik (Swedish politics and many other 

more or less related subjects), or to swnet.filosofi and 

swnet.diverse (general discussions). Many e-people have special 

interests that occupy most of their time on the Net and reduce 

swnet.kultur.litteratur to a marginal position. Some of them are 

interested in music, quite a few in films, many, predictably, in 

computing and programming. Other recurring subjects are sailing, 

genealogy, cartoons, and TV (especially soap operas).  

 Just one example, randomly chosen, will have to suffice to 

demonstrate the activities of individuals. “Millan,” a seventeen 

year-old high school student, has posted a total of fifteen messag-

es. Three of them are on swnet.kultur.litteratur, the rest on eight 

different conferences. On swnet.musik, she helps one person to 

identify a couple of hits by the group ERA, assures another that 

she also loves show tunes, and answers a letter asking if there are 

any girls aged fifteen to eighteen around on the news group. On 

alt.flute she comments expertly on the sound of the C from the 

Emerson Alto Flute, as well as on books with flute scales, and on 

rec.music.makers.guitar she answers a question asking for recom-

mendations of a certain music notation program for pianos. On 

no.it.tjenester.www.html she asks for help in downloading a pro-

gram for creating homepages, on no.alt.god.jul she wishes every-

one a Merry Christmas, on se.prat.humor, she asks for good jokes 

about driving instructors, and on alt.animals and swnet.mail she 

asks for help to find information about iguanas. And on 

swnet.kultur.litteratur? There Millan asks for some help in the 

form of a plot summary of Dostoyevsky’s The Idiot, is flamed by a 

Netizen who considers her lazy, answers politely, and a few 

months later warns off another person asking a similar question.  
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 This is a typical slice of life on the Net for most of the partici-

pants in swnet.kultur.litteratur: a wide range of interests, often 

resulting in discussions with people in several countries. Millan 

visits news groups based in Sweden, Norway, and the U.S., some 

of her messages are in English, and the nature of her participation 

indicates that she monitors several groups. 

 In short, literature and books is just one interest among others 

for the participants in swnet.kultur.litteratur, blending with sub-

jects like media, other art forms, leisure, politics, and other general 

discussions. This is a powerful reminder of the importance of 

Raymond Williams’s observation that intellectual and imaginative 

products should not be isolated as “culture,” a separate superstruc-

ture mirroring the base. Instead, Williams argued, the proper use 

of the word “culture” should be “a whole way of life.”* In this 

usage of “culture,” the arts are included, not isolated.  

 Tracking the participants of swnet.kultur.litteratur over the 

Usenet gives a rare opportunity to glimpse literature’s role in cul-

ture in real life, not just in theory. Rarely can historical archives, 

however good, demonstrate these aspects of reading as just one 

activity among others. As the examples have shown, reading does 

not seem to have a culturally privileged position for many of the 

participants. 

 Another point to be made about swnet.kultur.litteratur is that it 

scarcely can be called a “virtual community” in the sense that 

Howard Rheingold has defined the concept. This is not because of 

any hostility or coldness in the group – on the contrary, the at-

mosphere is warm and friendly. But there is no real stability and 

little sociable gathering around certain subjects. People come and 

go, talking about – well, not Michelangelo, but about different 

subjects all the time. There is very little permanence or continuity, 

very little of the “memories, shared histories and shared under-

standings” which can be taken as one of the prerequisites required 

to have a community.† 
 

* Raymond Williams, Culture and Society 1780–1950, Pelican Books (Har-
mondsworth: Penguin, 1984), p. 273 [orig. publ. 1958]. 

† Wieland Schultz-Keil, “Creativity Within the Electronic Environment and 
Virtual Networks of Real Communities,” Laboratory of Future Communication: New 
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 In many ways, the news group resembles an institution (it is set 

up to achieve certain goals, i.e. the discussions of literature and 

books), but as such an institution, it lacks a governing body or any 

long-term goals, apart from perpetuating the group itself. There-

fore, this institution has to reinvent itself every day, accepting new 

members and seeing old ones slip away. There is precious little of 

memory and gathering of experience, and not much in the way of 

cumulating knowledge – viewed over a longer period, the same 

kinds of questions are asked over and over again, newcomers not 

bothering to search the message archives for the answers.  

 Paradoxically, this slight amnesia might be the reason Usenet 

groups are such strong structures, surviving where communities 

may petrify or perish. Since no rulers are accepted by way of their 

institutional standing, the very concept of daily reinvention is the 

main ethos in such news groups. Like the other Internet-based 

projects examined in this chapter, these conferences represent new 

ways of doing things in the book world, new combinations of old 

functions. They are not revolutionary or necessarily better than the 

old structures, but worth our attention while they evolve, sharpen-

ing our senses of how intricate the old systems of functions really 

are. Maybe these kind of projects are not making history. Yet they 

are part of what history is made of: stability reinventing itself with 

change. 

 
Book Economy. Conference Proceedings. International Conference, Berlin, 26–27 October 
1998 (Berlin: International Book Agency, 1999), 44–48, p. 47. 
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Table 9:  Clusters of functions of individuals and institutions in the book 
trade – Digital 
 
   Homepage Books-on- Amazon. Bokus.  swnet.kultur 
   Publishing Demand com com litteratur 
Creation 
 Idea x 
 Financing x 
 Writing x    (x) 
 Rewriting x    (x) 
Pre-publication selection 
 Acceptance x 
 Suggestions for  
 alterations     (x) 
Editing 
 Accidentals (x) 
 Substantives (x) 
Proofreading x 
Manufacturing 
 Design x x 
 Typesetting x 
 Programming x (x) 
 Printing (x) x 
 Binding  x 
Financing publication x 
Pre-publication marketing 
 Selling in 
Publication x x x x (x) 
Post-publication marketing 
 Display (x) x x x 
 Advertising (x) x x x (x) 
 Personal  selling   (x) 
 Selling by mail order  x x x (x) 
 Price-cutting   x x 
Post-publication assessment 
 Consecration   x  x 
 Canonization   (x)  x 
Information retrieval 
 User’s own (x) x x x (x) 
 Staff aided   x 
Archiving 
 Short-term x x (x) (x) 
 Long-term (x) (x) (x) (x) 
 
Note: x without brackets indicates that a function is usually performed by the 
agent. Brackets indicate that a function is performed only sometimes or in a 
weak sense by this agent. Authors delivering manuscripts on floppy disks some-
times have done the larger part of the typesetting themselves; reader may ar-
chive books by owning them; and so on. 

 





  

 

 

5 

Almqvist on the Internet 

The Digitization of a Critical Edition 
 

 

Work in Progress 

he story of how the edition of Carl Jonas Love Almqvist’s 

collected works currently in preparation ever got started is 

presumably typical for many contemporary projects of pub-

lishing critical editions. They begin as a mirage before taking shape as 

a dream and finally becoming a detailed campaign plan. But when 

the march begins it takes the form at times of a beggar’s pilgrimage. 

The hike is not made any easier by the fact that all surrounding 

landmarks have been obliterated during the passage of time. The 

solid old buildings from the turn of the century, finely rendered and 

with deep embrasures, have been leveled to the ground. Where they 

once stood, hi-tech houses have been erected, equipped with lighting 

controlled by body temperature. Nearby stands the editor wondering 

what has actually happened. Where has his plan of campaign gone? 

  Doubtless the plan remains largely unchanged. Despite the new 

digital possibilities, the book remains the chief medium for publish-

ing critically edited texts. The difference now is that a critical editor 

has access to computer technologies that are useful for the prepara-

tion of such texts – both before and after publication in book form. 

 In what follows, the edition of Carl Jonas Love Almqvist’s “Col-

lected Works” (“Samlade Verk”) currently being published (for 

which I have been a member of the editorial committee from the 

start) will serve as an example of how computer techniques can be 

used in scholarly editing.* The focus is mainly on the Internet as a 

medium for publishing such an edition, but the growth and for-

 
* It is necessary to use the term “work,” since Almqvist did not limit himself to 

writings. His music and pictorial works will also be included in the edition. 

T 
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mation of the project of a complete edition is described as a back-

ground, along with a discussion of the place of the digital version 

among Swedish digital publications. Publication of such an account 

may seem audacious – advances in the field are so rapid that deci-

sions made and principles established often have to be scrapped or 

revised – but for the purposes of debate among experts it is im-

portant that progress reports be published now and again. Such de-

scriptions, moreover, become a part of the historical record of the 

developing significance of the digital revolution to the world of 

books. 

 

C. J. L. Almqvist’s Collected Works 

Carl Jonas Love Almqvist (1793–1866) was one of the most im-

portant Swedish authors of the 19th century. He was one of the lead-

ing fiction writers, as well as a controversial radical involved in reli-

gious and political debate. In his youth, he was known as a romantic; 

in the 1830s he turned to realism and journalism; and in the 1840s, 

he published several sensationalist novels, written for both political 

and economic reasons. His aestheticism, radicalism and utopianism 

remain influential in Swedish literature.* 

 No complete critical edition of Almqvist’s collected works has 

ever appeared. The most comprehensive edition up to now is “Col-

lected Writings” (“Samlade skrifter”), published during the 1920s and 

1930s by Bonniers. The figurehead for this edition, as its official 

chief editor, was Fredrik Böök, Sweden’s most illustrious literary 

scholar of the time, but the real driving forces behind the work were 

Böök’s doctoral students Olle Holmberg and Algot Werin. Both 

defended their dissertations on Almqvist in the early 1920s, and their 

work on the edition was part of their research. The edition was 

planned to consist of thirty-two volumes, containing in principle 

most of Almqvist’s works, but not all. (Thus there were some exclu-

sions from the various series of Törnrosens bok [The Book of the Wild 

Rose].) It was carefully modernized, mostly by modernization of the 

 
* For an introduction in English to Almqvist’s life and work, see Bertil 

Romberg, Carl Jonas Love Almqvist, trans. from the Swedish by Sten Lidén, 
Twayne’s World Authors series, 401 (Boston: Twayne, 1977). (English transla-
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spelling, but also by changing certain loan words to Swedish and 

occasionally by normalizing the structure of Almqvist’s sentences. 

 Publication of the collected writings (“Samlade skrifter”) pro-

ceeded quickly in the early 1920s, but for various reasons soon came 

to a halt. One reason was that Holmberg and Werin developed other 

research interests, another that sales were so limited that the publish-

ers lost interest. The series “Samlade skrifter” was finally discontin-

ued after twenty-one volumes. Even though several other individual 

volumes of the works of Almqvist have been published since then, 

far from all of his works have been published in scholarly satisfactory 

editions. 

 Most of Almqvist’s manuscripts have been published, simply 

because very few have survived. Almost without exception, the man-

uscripts of the works printed during his lifetime seem to have been 

destroyed. Certainly there are interesting autographs in the form of 

letters, drafts and manuscripts that remained unprinted during his 

lifetime, but they amount to barely a tenth of the work he left behind 

him. The printed versions of his work generally offer us the earliest 

preserved texts. 

 A complete edition of Almqvist’s “Collected Works” has long 

been a dream for concerned researchers, but it took until the mid-

1980s for it to become a serious proposition.* Around 1990, an edi-

torial committee was formed. The current committee is composed of 

Bertil Romberg, editor in chief, and Lars Burman and Johan Sve-

djedal, assistant editors.† 

 Samlade Verk will consist of fifty-one volumes. The first volume 

was published in 1993 (Det går an [Sara Videbeck] and Hvarför reser du? 

[Why Do You Travel?] in the 1838 versions, ed. Johan Svedjedal). Ten 

volumes have been published so far, with the remainder planned at 
 
tions of titles of Almqvist’s works in the following are from Romberg’s book.) 

* This happened when the then relatively young Almqvistsällskapet [The 
Almqvist Society] arranged a symposium for the 29th of November, 1985. This 
symposium resulted in the setting up of a working group to investigate the pro-
spects for such an edition. The group’s work bore fruit in the form of a report and 
in the gradual setting up of an editorial staff. 

† For a review of earlier editions and of the guiding principles applied to Samlade 
Verk see Bertil Romberg & Johan Svedjedal, “Carl Jonas Almqvists Samlade Verk: 
planer och principer,” Samlaren 114, 1993 (pr. 1994), 15–26. 
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the rate of two or three volumes a year. 

 

The Digitization of a Book Project 

In retrospect it is easy to see how much of the work with “Samlade 

Verk” has been affected by the speed of technological change in 

book production since the early 1980s. It is worth remembering how 

one did things until the late 1980s, when a scanner was prohibitively 

expensive and the Internet was little more than a gleam in the eyes of 

research librarians. 

 The original main aim of the edition was to issue a new, modern-

ized edition of Almqvist’s works. In other words, the initial plan out-

lined something along the lines of the Böök edition. The idea was 

that such an edition would reach readers more effectively than one 

retaining the original spelling. Initially there were also some expecta-

tions of certain state guarantees, financial pledges substantial enough 

to induce a major publisher to take responsibility for the edition – 

rather as Bonniers had taken up the Böök edition, that is to say. The 

edition of August Strindberg’s collected works, launched in the 

1980s, is organized in just that way, relying on heavy state subsidies 

and the distribution network of a commercial publisher. However, 

the interest of both the state and the publishing world proved weak – 

their responses to such suggestions were cold enough to keep ice 

from melting. The potential market for such an edition was simply 

not big enough. 

 For various reasons the idea was launched that Svenska Vitter-

hetssamfundet [the Swedish Literary Society] could sponsor the edi-

tion. Svenska Vitterhetssamfundet is a scholarly society formed in 

1907 with the purpose of publishing critical editions of Swedish clas-

sics. The decision to cooperate with the society proved felicitous 

inasmuch as it afforded the publishing project a milieu suited to 

scholarly editing and free of deadline pressures from cultural and 

political sources. In line with the other publications of the Svenska 

Vitterhetssamfundet, anything other than the original spelling for the 

edition was unthinkable. There were of course also weighty linguistic 

historical arguments for this: such an edition would be of tremen-

dous philological interest. As a result, the textual ambitions grew 
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within the Almqvist project. Using a scholarly publisher made it pos-

sible to use a full critical apparatus, rather than the smaller one gen-

erally accepted, albeit reluctantly, by commercial publishers. 

 We were in this situation around 1990 and the publishing industry 

was humming and buzzing with computers. The use of personal 

computers to typeset books was more or less routine, but scanners 

were still not a realistic alternative. How could one be sure of accura-

cy of reproduction? One method that the larger publishing houses 

we talked to were using at the close of the eighties was that of re-

course to cheap labor somewhere in Asia. Two people – who should 

preferably be ignorant of Swedish – would typeset the same text and 

the computer files would then be compared against one another. 

One would look for typing errors where they differed. We never 

seriously considered taking this course (which in the publishing trade 

was called “Taiwan typesetting”). Instead, the first volume was 

typeset by a student who fed the text into a word processing pro-

gram. 

 By the time the first volume was published in the autumn of 

1993, the method was already obsolete. The texts of the following 

volumes have all been scanned, initially corrected using OCR pro-

grams, then sent to the editor as computer files. So far, we have out-

sourced the scanning service, including preliminary proofreading, 

and have yet to see any reason to take over the scanning work our-

selves.* In fact, the editors have adhered strictly to the principle of 

buying various computer services rather than working with in-house 

computer experts. We have also attempted to use acknowledged 

experts in the field rather than trying to obtain these services as 

cheaply as possible. 

 The majority of pre-publication work is being carried out by one 

of Sweden’s more expert publishers in the field of computerized 

book publishing (Krister Gidlund from Gidlunds förlag in He-

demora). After scanning and proofreading, the editor of the volume 

in question gets a digitized version of the text to work with, right 

from the beginning. After a time he or she delivers a corrected and 

edited file to the publishers, who then produce camera-ready copy 
 

* The scanning is being done by Autotext Ltd. in Norberg. 
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for proofreading. Subsequently, the book is printed from the camera-

ready originals. The publishers are also using the computer files to 

produce a modernized edition of selected works, called “Skrifter” 

(“Writings”), intended for sale to the general public. This edition of 

selected works has shorter prefaces and a slimmed-down critical 

apparatus. Gidlund is modernizing “Skrifter” in cooperation with 

Svenska Vitterhetssamfundet. The modernized versions ensure that 

many of Almqvist’s works will reach libraries and bookshops in a 

manner scarcely open to “Samlade Verk.” 

 The process of editing the texts of the critical edition will be de-

scribed here only in summary. The task posed by Almqvist’s “Sam-

lade Verk” is relatively simple with regard to the choice of readings, 

due to the lack of original manuscripts. Nevertheless there are other 

problems to solve when it comes to the actual editing. Like many 

writers of his day, Almqvist often altered his work during printing. It 

was not uncommon for him to cut out a page from the printed sheet 

(the “cancellandum”) and replace it with a newly printed page (“can-

cellans”) with altered text.* Examples of variants, in other words, are 

to be found in the first impression of the original editions. Further-

more, there are strong indications of press variants in Almqvist’s 

earlier works, which were produced on hand presses (these works 

have not yet been edited for the collected works). 

 Finding and comparing these variants is arduous work for the 

editors. It makes great demands upon their competence in analytical 

bibliography in a way that, in a Swedish context, implies the explora-

tion of new methods for this publication. No scholarly edition in 

Sweden has ever before systematically taken such perspectives into 

consideration. At the same time, that such regard is being paid to 

these variant examples implies that “Samlade Verk” is a critical edi-

tion of the classical kind, an edition where a new real text (or natural 

text) tries to reproduce a work’s ideal text, constructed from the sur-

 
* Several examples are instructively described in Lars Burman, “Kancellanserna 

i C. J. L. Almqvists Amalia Hillner (1840),” Tidskrift för litteraturvetenskap 24:2, 1995, 
47–54. The concepts, cf D. C. Greetham, Textual Scholarship: An Introduction, Gar-
land Reference Library of the Humanities, 1417 (New York & London: Garland 
Publishing Inc., 1994), p. 165. 
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viving relevant real texts.* 

 Clearly, the basic idea right from the beginning was partly to make 

as much use as possible of computers, buying typesetting and pub-

lishing services to the greatest possible extent rather than training 

staff ourselves. Consequently, when the idea of also publishing the 

edition in a digital environment arose, the first step was to look for 

someone who had the right kind of competence. But it was also im-

portant to tie our publishing venture to some reputable institution, 

partly so that potential users would more easily find it, partly so that 

the digital version would be developed by experts in the field. 

 To begin with, we had to choose between publishing on CD-

ROM and publishing on the Internet. Publishing “Samlade Verk” on 

the Internet seemed much more attractive. From a marketing per-

spective, one could scarcely launch a CD-ROM version before a 

large proportion of the volumes were published, whereas an Internet 

version could be made available at about the same rate as the books 

came out. In that way it could reach users quickly and be of great and 

continuous help to editors while they were working on new volumes. 

Another reason for preferring the Internet to CD-ROM was that we 

could avoid binding ourselves to one technical format from the be-

ginning. We have chosen the most popular and most flexible format, 

HTML coding, which makes “Samlade Verk” easily available on the 

World Wide Web – and thereby easily linkable to other web sites and 

hypertexts.† 

 The publication of the Internet version is being done in coopera-

tion with Språkdata, the leading domain for Swedish critical editions 

on the Internet, at the Department of Swedish at Göteborg Universi-

ty. In Språkdata’s database “Språkbanken,” (“The Language Bank”) 

there are a number of texts already being assiduously used by re-

searchers, e.g., a concordance to the Swedish Academy’s dictionary, 

concordances to Strindberg’s “Samlade Verk” and to his letters, and 

 
* See Rolf E. Du Rietz, “Buyer’s Emissions and Ideal Copies,” Text: Swedish 

Journal of Bibliography 5:1, 1998, 2–38, p. 3. 
† For detailed argumentation along these lines, cf Peter L. Shillingsburg, Scholarly 

Editing in the Computer Age: Theory and Practice, 3rd ed. (Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan Press, 1996), pp. 166–170. 
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several medieval texts (inter alia the Revelations of St. Bridget).* 

 The choice to work with Språkbanken was soon extended to a 

general decision within the Svenska Vitterhetssamfundet that all fu-

ture critical editions should be published both in book and digital 

form. Almqvist’s “Samlade Verk” may thus be seen as a pilot project. 

However, other technical solutions can and should be used for the 

digital versions of other critical editions from Svenska Vitterhets-

samfundet. Available so far is Andreas Arvidi’s Manuductio Ad Poesin 

Svecanam, published by Mats Malm (1996, in book form).† 

 In practice, the work to digitally publish Almqvist’s “Samlade 

Verk” begins with the publishers sending files containing the print-

ready version to Språkdata. The files are converted there to HTML 

format (which will make it easier in the future to attach them to the 

TEI standard [Text Encoding Initiative]), at the same time that ex-

planations of individual words and textual critical commentaries are 

linked to the literary texts.‡ The final product consists of hypertexts 

accessible via Internet. Eight volumes are currently available. During 

the coming years we expect to issue two to four volumes a year, i.e., 

to follow the publishing rate of the book version. 

 The digital version is a non-hyperwork, presented in hypertextual 

form. Although it has links and may be read multisequentially 

(choosing between introductions, text, commentaries and lists of 

variants), the digital version is non-ergodic, since the links only pro-

vide shortcuts between the various content categories. 

 Thomas Tanselle has persuasively argued that computerization 

and digital publishing make no difference to the possibility of biblio-

graphically describing how texts are transmitted: “Computerization is 

simply the latest chapter in the long story of facilitating the reproduc-

tion and alteration of texts; what remains constant is the inseparabil-

ity of recorded language from the technology that produced it and 
 

* Språkbanken’s address: http://svenska.gu.se. (All Internet addresses in this 
chapter were operative in September 1999.) 

† The address of Svenska Vitterhetssamfundet: 
 http://svenska.gu.se/vittsam.html.  
Arvidi’s address: http://hum.gu.se/~litmm/Arvidi.html. 
‡ Yvonne Cederholm at Språkdata has chief responsibility for this work, while 

from the editors’ side Johan Svedjedal has the scholarly care of the digital hypertext 
version. 
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makes it accessible.”* 

 Beginning with this premise, one can try to describe the produc-

tion of Almqvist’s “Samlade Verk” in current textual critical terms. 

 The original edition of Almqvist’s works generally provides the 

copy-text for the critical edition. A copy of this edition simultaneously 

provides the printer’s copy, used for scanning. But what is really the 

critical edition? In practice, it consists of the textually edited comput-

er files upon which the book version is based. These files function as 

a typesetting of the text and thereby, in my understanding, constitute 

the edition in the original bibliographical sense. This edition is then 

produced in various versions, carried by various media. One product 

of the computer files is the printed book: a book version. Another form 

of publishing this edition is the Internet publication, the version that 

one sees on the screen and is stored on a server. The Internet version 

should be called a digital version – other digital versions can of course 

be produced in the future, e.g., on CD-ROM or other media. 

 Inevitably, there are discrepancies between the book and digital 

versions. Small distortions occur, for example, when the text is 

transmitted from computer file to book form and from computer file 

to digital publication. We have had some problems with accidentals 

such as italics and dashes, but have not so far encountered any dis-

crepancies where substantives (units bearing meaningful content) are 

concerned. 

 It is, however, essential that one frees oneself of the notion that 

the book version and the digital version must be textually identical. 

Sometimes one decidedly does not want the Internet version to agree 

with the book version, since misprints and other mistakes in the 

book version are discovered during re-formatting and linking. There-

fore there is a special page to record whatever corrections have been 

taken into the Internet version. 

 In my opinion, it should be seen not only as inevitable but desira-

ble that the book and the Internet publication do not perfectly agree. 

Why should a digital editor refrain from exploiting the limitless op-

portunities for textual correction that he or she enjoys? After all, a 

 
* G. Thomas Tanselle, “Printing History and Other History,” Studies in Bibliog-

raphy 48, 1995, 269–289, p. 288. 
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digital version is open and undetermined in a way that the printed 

one is not, something that Jerome McGann, for example, has under-

scored in an essay on the critical editing possibilities where digital 

hypertexts are concerned.* 

 Will the Internet version become a competitor to the book ver-

sion of “Samlade Verk”? Do people want to read texts from the 

screen rather than from pages in a book, or is there a risk that they 

will refrain from buying the book since they can download the texts 

on their computers? Certainly there is reason to ask these questions. 

“But the town has no need to be nervous.” My experience is that a 

digital version works beautifully as an auxiliary source of reference, 

but never as an alternative that excludes the printed book. The digital 

version is supreme when it comes to searching for words or finding 

quotations, for various kinds of linguistic analysis, and so on. But it 

can never be especially attractive to anyone who simply wants to read 

the work. The fear that digital editions will replace books is exagger-

ated. 

 Furthermore, the publishing of books can never be an end in 

itself. Books are documents that carry typographic text, but not the 

sole guarantors that textual communication will survive. If other 

documents can carry texts just as well or better, there is no reason to 

cling to the book format. The digital publications I have seen hither-

to on the Internet pose no serious threats to books. The reasons are 

those always used in defense of books. Digital texts are not portable, 

do not allow notes in the margins and are difficult to skim through, 

while as texts for extensive reading digital publications are still far 

less technically advanced than books. On the other hand, digital ver-

sions are unbeatable when it comes to zap reading. 

 That notwithstanding, it is likely that computer technology will 

eventually influence the conditions for the actual printing of books. 

If Print On Demand technology fulfills its promise, specialized aca-

demic literature will within a few years be printed in several small 

editions, rather than one large first edition intended to suffice for 

several decades. Should the technology become generally accepted, 

 
* Jerome McGann, “Radiant Textuality,” 
 http://jefferson.village.virginia.edu/public/jjm2f/radiant.html. 
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textual dissemination would have to be radically rethought. In future, 

the book could become a part of the publishing process, rather than 

its aim. 

 Such futuristic perspectives do not diminish the importance of 

working with digital publication. After all, the aim of a critical edition 

is to produce a reliable, definitive text, to provide it with critical ap-

paratus, introduction and commentary and to see that it reaches as 

many readers as possible, either directly (through reading) or indirect-

ly (as printer’s copy for later editions). Nowhere does one have such 

a large potential public as on the Internet.  

 It seems appropriate to disseminate Almqvist’s works in this way. 

After all, Almqvist was an author who dreamed of reaching a mass 

audience – he wrote serials for popular magazines, worked as a jour-

nalist and made his contribution to the popular novel libraries of his 

day. The esoteric Almqvist was so positively inclined towards tech-

nology that he might very well have embraced the idea of the Inter-

net – not in the sense of the old cliché that the Romantics would 

have used Internet to create Gesamtkunstwerke, but rather in that 

Almqvist wanted to make his texts available to as many people as 

possible. An author who lauded the democratizing influence of the 

art of book printing as enthusiastically as Almqvist did (“The art of 

printing books is the prime means of universal education,” he wrote 

in 1839) would scarcely have had any objection to being published 

on the Internet.* For what is a printing press in our time? In princi-

ple, it is every printer working with a computer connected to the 

Internet. 

 The digital version of Almqvist’s “Samlade Verk” can be very 

briefly described. The simplest way to grasp how it works is to visit 

it.† The basic idea is that the digital version shall contain the same 

material as the book version (albeit with necessary corrections), and 

the layout is such that every volume corresponds to a web site, to an 

“Internet book.”  
 

* C. J. L. Almqvist, “Boktryckerikonsten och Folkuppfostran” (originally Af-
tonbladet, January 5, 1839), Journalistik, sel., intr. and commentary by Bertil Romberg, 
I, 1839–1845 (Hedemora: Gidlunds, 1989), 56–63, pp. 57–58. 

† The address of the digital version of Almqvist’s collected works is:  
http://svenska.gu.se/vittsam/almqvist.html. 
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 A more radically conceived digital version would have freed itself 

from the layout of “Samlade Verk.” It would have opened the possi-

bility of freer combinations, dismissing the sequentiality of works 

intrinsic in the book format. One possibility would have been to 

launch a web site with all of Almqvist’s works in alphabetical order, 

rather than the web site we now have, which structures the contents 

according to a list of the volumes in “Samlade Verk.” 

 The main reason for retaining the division into volumes as in 

“Samlade Verk” is that the digital version has the same pagination as 

the book version. The intention is to facilitate navigation between 

the digital and book versions. Whoever reads on the screen the scene 

from Det går an (Sara Videbeck) where Albert and Sara eat “hallon och 

grädda” (raspberries and cream) in Strängnäs will find the page num-

ber 31 at the bottom of the text and so can easily find the right place 

in the printed book. For the same reason, we have preserved all the 

original page numbers in the critical apparatuses and annotations. 

The digital version is thus an auxiliary to the book version, not a 

totally independent form of publication. In short, the digital version 

is a secondary Internet book (paralleling a printed book), not a pri-

mary one. 

 In addition to the edited texts, every volume of “Samlade Verk” 

contains an introduction (concerning the origin of the work, its re-

ception, etc.), a critical commentary on the text, two lists of variant 

readings (accidentals and substantives respectively) and a section with 

annotations, glosses and so on. All this is included in the digital ver-

sion. There are no links in the introduction (except in regard to its 

own endnotes), or in the textual critical commentary. The list of vari-

ants and the notations, glosses, etc. on the other hand, are linked to 

the text. They are, however, independent of one another, which 

means that only one of these categories can be consulted at a time: 

the connection is made by means of emphasis and by displaying rel-

evant parts of the text in blue. Using a special menu, the reader can 

choose the category he or she wishes displayed (e.g. annotations, 

substantives, accidentals). It is a clear advantage that one can choose 

between a clean screen copy of the text and visible sets of links to 

variants and annotations, but it is an evident disadvantage that one 
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can only display one category of these at a time. 

 One practical difficulty with the Internet version is that the text in 

the HTML format is stored in files that are often substantially small-

er than the work concerned (the files correspond as a rule to around 

ten to fifty book-pages). This makes it more difficult to manage 

longer texts. However, those interested in working more intensively 

with the text have the option of downloading it. 

 The digital version of Almqvist’s “Samlade Verk” is a micro-

hypertext within a macro-hypertext, since the Internet is really com-

prehensive hypertext in existence – a global Supertext. The problem 

at the moment is that its layout does not allow very long documents; 

using current methods, downloading would take too long. The digital 

world is based upon relatively short documents, the world of books 

upon longer ones. One may also express the difference by saying that 

the digital text is designed for glancing and zapping, the book text for 

extensive reading. 

 A main feature of the digital version is a search function attached 

to the site of collected works (as well as to the individual Internet 

books). This tool allows the user to choose whether he or she wants 

to consult the entire stored body of Almqvist texts, a single volume, 

or certain divisions common to the texts as a whole (introductions, 

variants, annotations or Almqvist’s works), or, say, whether the con-

sultation shall be directed to whole words or to parts of words (trun-

cation). The results of each search are displayed as a clickable list. 

Such possibilities for searching and generating lists are the really use-

ful thing about the digital version, much more so than the option of 

reading the works on the screen. 

 The intention in the long run is that the digital version shall be 

supplemented by materials not found in the books – concordances, 

vocabularies, references to articles, illustrations, facsimiles of book 

pages, a bibliography, samples of music, etc. The digital version can 

then be expanded to become an Almqvist Web. This would be a 

digital archive functioning in such an open way that it will probably 

conflict with meditative reading in communion with the spirit of the 

author, which Almqvist himself advocated. The reader may want to 

zap the digital version for information, while Almqvist was more 
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interested in immersing the reader in his own fictional world, his 

philosophy and theology. 

 

From Editor to Reader 

As the extensive international debate about textual criticism and digi-

tal publication in recent years has made quite clear, there is scarcely 

any limit to the possibilities open to the publisher of digital texts. The 

storage capacity of computers makes it tempting to publish all ver-

sions of any given work on the Internet (and thereby perhaps trans-

form the editorial task into a do-it-yourself workshop), as well as the 

varieties of material relevant to the work (articles, commentaries, 

illustrations). In practice, this changes the digital version into a mul-

timedia archive or library.* Such a version might resemble the hypo-

thetical pyramid-shaped electronic book described by Robert 

Darnton (cf Chapter 1). Another possibility is that the traditional 

edition, with an established text plus an apparatus of variant readings 

from other versions, will be replaced by a digital layer upon layer 

edition. Here the material is structured so that the computer gener-

ates the various known versions of a work from the author’s first 

draft, via the first published version through to the latest version as 

revised by the author. The user himself chooses which version he or 

she wants to read. This working method, as Charles L. Ross has 

pointed out, spells the demise of the critical edition as we know it.† 

More specifically it might mean that the traditionally central func-

tions of critical editing (preferring one reading to another and recon-

structing lost readings from surviving material) could become obso-

lete.‡ Rather than the ideal text, the reader is offered a series of real 

texts. This is the latest twist in the sociologically motivated question-

ing of the intentionalistic model of textual editing derived from writ-

 
* Cf e.g., Peter Shillingsburg, “Principles for Electronic Archives, Scholarly Edi-

tions, and Tutorials,” The Literary Text in the Digital Age, ed. Richard J. Finneran 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996), 23–35. 

† Charles L. Ross, “The Electronic Text and the Death of the Critical Edition,” 
The Literary Text in the Digital Age (1996), 225–231. 

‡ Cf e.g. G. Thomas Tanselle, “Textual Instability and Editorial Idealism,” Stud-
ies in Bibliography 49, 1996, 1–60, pp. 59–60. 
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ers like Jerome McGann and D. F. McKenzie.* 

 The multitude of electronic links from a digital hypertext allows 

the digital critical edition to point beyond itself much more efficiently 

than a printed book. This is still another instance of analogy with 

ideas associated with postmodernism and poststructuralism: the view 

that works of literature are bound together in an endless web (but 

not necessarily with a genetic connection) or the idea that the read-

er’s associations have at least as much relevance for interpretation as 

do whatever intentions the author may once have had.† 

 Accordingly, the publisher of a digital text can welcome an open 

structure where, ideally, users can continually introduce new links. 

Such a digital edition would resemble a poststructuralist utopia – a 

web of digressions and associations, a non-linear system rather than 

the story or poem laid out in the customary monosequential way. In 

this way, an Internet edition becomes the truly de-centered work of 

art; not only published as a web, but restructured and provided with 

commentaries and interpretations. 

 Moreover, this all means that the digital hypertext will in all prob-

ability distance itself from the effects that the author strives to pro-

duce in the reader, the artfully calculated hold which builds upon the 

simple thought that the reader begins at the beginning and reads 

through the narrative to the work’s end, arriving at answers to ques-

tions of suspense and curiosity. In the Internet world of zap reading 

and multisequential, ergodic hyperworks, digital editions of novels 

are used in ways their authors hardly could have anticipated. To what 

extent this is desirable or regrettable is for the user to decide, but the 

logic of the digital edition seems to be that the author’s intention 

 
* See for example Jerome J. McGann, A Critique of Modern Textual Criticism 

(Chicago & London: University of Chicago Press, 1983); D. F. McKenzie, Bibli-
ography and the Sociology of Texts, The Panizzi Lectures 1985 (London: The British 
Library, 1986). 

† This line of development within textual criticism is described in e.g., G. 
Thomas Tanselle, “Textual Criticism and Literary Sociology,” Studies in Bibliography 
44, 1991, 83–143 and D. C. Greetham, “Editorial and Critical Theory: From 
Modernism to Postmodernism,” Palimpsest: Editorial Theory in the Humanities, eds. 
George Bornstein & Ralph G. Williams, Editorial Theory and Literary Criticism 
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1993), 9–28. 
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becomes marginalized while the reader’s own choice is upgraded.* 

 

Other Swedish Critical Editions on the Internet 

When the first digital works from Almqvist’s collected works were 

published on the Internet (Det går an and Hvarför reser du?) there were 

no other critical editions of Swedish authors published as hypertexts 

on the Net. Up to now, only one other Swedish critical hypertext 

edition has been launched on the Internet, a digital version of a criti-

cal edition of Carl Michael Bellman’s Fredman’s Epistles and Fredman’s 

Songs.† This is an excellent site with critical apparatuses and glossaries 

linked to the songs, with essays on the historical and personal back-

ground to Bellman’s artistic career and with pictures, music and files 

providing musical examples of Bellman’s art. So far, August Strind-

berg’s “Samlade verk” still exists on the Internet only in the form of 

a concordance with restricted accessibility. It is extremely useful, but 

is something other than a fully-fledged hypertext with respect to its 

interest for readers and literary historians. 

 There are many well-produced hypertexts in other languages on 

the Internet. A large number are easily accessible via Books Online, 

Project Bartleby and a number of other sites. As an example of a 

successful publication one may point to the enjoyable and useful 

digital hypertext editions of Jane Austen’s novels. Amounting almost 

to a digital hypertext library is the The Victorian Web, a comprehen-

sive contribution to cultural history.‡ 

 It should be emphasized nonetheless that most editions of literary 

classics published on the Internet lack loftier ambitions when it 

comes to textual criticism (even if some of them build upon earlier 

 
* Cf e.g. Philip E. Doss, “Traditional Theory and Innovative Practice: The Elec-

tronic Editor as Poststructuralist Reader,” The Literary Text in the Digital Age (1996), 
213–224. 

† The address: http://www.bellman.net. 
‡ The address for Books Online:  
http://www.uni-sb.de/z-einr/ub/ebooks/bookauth.html. The address for Pro-

ject Bartleby: http://www.bartleby.com. The address for Jane Austen’s novels: 
http://curly.cc.utexas.edu/~churchh/janeinfo.html.  

The address for The Victorian Web: 
http://www.stg.brown.edu/projects/hypertext/landow/victorian/victov.html. 

There are other useful literary hypertexts in Electronic Text Center:  
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critical editions in book form). The clearest example is the massive 

Gutenberg project, which has made numerous texts available on 

Internet, but which is carried out with what Peter Shillingsburg calls 

“abysmal ignorance of the textual condition.” The texts are often 

based on inferior editions, with the result that the digital versions are 

so unreliable that the project resembles “a textual junkyard,” to use 

Shillingsburg’s colorful phrase.* 

 In Sweden several literary classics are available on Internet, all 

except Bellman and Almqvist without textual critical ambitions. One 

example is the Karin Boye Society’s web site, containing some of her 

writings and related material (handwritten manuscripts, essays, etc.).† 

Another is the comprehensive Projekt Runeberg, started in Decem-

ber 1992 and based in Linköping,‡ where a wide selection of Nordic 

authors and their works (over 200 so far) is presented, often in typo-

graphically elegant and ingenious arrangements, but not textually 

reliable in the way demanded by research and teaching. The editors 

seldom state which version they have used, but in general the texts 

seem to be based upon recent editions (often paperbacks), with all 

their inevitable textual shortcomings. Furthermore, new errors have 

often occurred when the texts were typeset or scanned. Projekt Ru-

neberg is a valuable contribution that promotes literature and of 

which the participants have every reason to be proud, but the texts 

are scarcely usable for teaching or research.§ The problems with Pro-

jekt Runeberg are the same as those of its international predecessor, 

Project Gutenberg.  

 Some of these problems have gradually been rectified. In recent 

years, Projekt Runeberg has begun to furnish the user with detailed 

information about the editions that were used to produce the digital 

versions. It has also tried to avoid accusations of textual inaccuracy 
 

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/uvaonline.html. 
* Shillingsburg 1996, p. 161. 
† The Karin Boye Society’s web site, http://www.ivo.se/kboye/dikter.html. 
‡ The address for Projekt Runeberg: 
http://www.lysator.liu.se/runeberg/katalog.html. 
§ See the examples in Erik Peurell, Users and Producers Online: Producing, Market-

ing and Reading Swedish Literature Using Digital Technology (forthcoming), Chapter 2. 
Peurell makes a user-study in Chapter 3, based on digital questionnaires to visitors 
at Projekt Runeberg’s site. 
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by providing digital facsimiles of the original editions rather than 

OCR prepared or typeset texts. This means two things – on the one 

hand that the texts are more reliable, but on the other that they are 

neither edited nor possible to navigate using a search function. Most 

of all, these digital facsimiles resemble an array of sophisticated pho-

tocopies, conveniently disseminated on the Internet. 

 In this situation, it is even more important that the scholarly 

community offers good digital texts, that is, texts devoid of errors 

and unconscious distortions. One of the objectives of the digital 

Almqvist project is to contribute to the development of standards 

for working methods in this area. For this reason, the choice of 

forms for working on the project has up to now been kept very 

much open. 

 

Copyright and Freedom of Information – the Net Book Disagreement 

“Information wants to be free,” was the main principle of the Inter-

net during its infancy and youth. This principle denoted that 

knowledge and ideas were freely shared between the Internet pio-

neers – and that users learned to expect free access to most material 

on the Net. This is an idealistic and democratic principle that quickly 

made the Internet the most important international channel for dis-

seminating information (as well as disinformation and slander). But it 

is also a principle at odds with copyright legislation, the law’s way of 

protecting the author’s right to his works. In fact, the Internet is real-

ly an anomaly in an industrial society: the promise to give something 

for nothing, to give information for free. Perhaps a new slogan will 

emerge: “Information wants to be cheap.” 

 Internet publishing raises two problems for the publisher of criti-

cal editions. One is the copyright question, the other textual stability. 

Both can be reformulated as specifically technical problems. Neither 

of these problems is unsolvable, but both are difficult to manage in 

practice. They are part of what might be called the Net Book Disa-

greement – the conflict between the principle that information 

should be free and that an author owns sole rights to his or her work. 

 The problem of copyright in cyberspace is still a nightmare for 

those producing “content” on and off the Internet. Formats like 
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MP3 are viewed as a serious threat by the music industry (which 

fears that music will be published free of charge), and the facilities 

for disseminating typographic text on the Internet are a potential 

hazard for book publishers’ balance sheets. In Sweden, publishers 

and authors have for a long time been locked in negotiations about 

who really should have the right to publish the digital version of a 

work (cf Chapter 4). The authors appeal to their rights as authors 

and demand extra payment for ceding this right to the publishers, 

while publishers fear that authors may organize digital competitors to 

the book versions unless they sign over their rights to digital publica-

tion along with the book rights. Behind the publishers’ standpoint, in 

other words, lies the idea that digital publishing is a threat economi-

cally to the book. But in principle the legal situation, as always, is that 

the author has the right to publication and reproduction of his own 

work. 

 Copyright law in Sweden protects the editor of a critical edition. 

The editor of a text obviously holds the copyright to introductions, 

explanatory commentaries and so on (as with all other authors’ 

rights, protection extends to the presentation as such, the linguistic 

formulations, while the factual contents are not protected under cop-

yright law). But the edited text is also covered by editorial copyright, 

namely when the text has been so altered, through active scholarly 

editing, that it differs markedly from the previously printed version. 

These differences must be non-trivial, i.e., consist of more than 

modernization of spelling or corrections of misprints. As it says in 

the Swedish Copyright Act, literary rights include protection for 

“Whoever has translated or revised a work” (§ 4).*  

 Exactly where the boundary between reprint and revision should 

be drawn can here be left open. The important thing for the digital 

publisher of critical editions to remember is that, in general, the ma-

terial is legally protected to accord rights to the author. In practice, 

nonetheless, this scarcely creates any problems for a scholarly edition 

– the editorial work is seldom done mainly for pay. Even if our la-

 
* For the law concerning copyright of literary and artistic works, Svensk 

författningssamling 1960:729. Cf Ulf Bernitz et. al, Immaterialrätt, 5th rev. ed. (Stock-
holm: Juristförlaget, 1995), p. 33. 
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bors on “Samlade Verk” are remunerated per printed page, we have 

not yet managed to bring about the kind of productivity among the 

editors of our volumes that the payment per printed page aroused in 

Almqvist in the 1840s. 

 An author’s rights apply for seventy years after his or her death 

and protect the author’s economic and moral interests. Economic 

protection means that no one may publish a work without the au-

thor’s permission, while moral rights mean that works may not be 

altered or distorted without the author’s permission in a way that 

jeopardizes their artistic integrity. Both aspects are important for 

those working on Internet. “Information wants to be free” is a prin-

ciple that means that anyone should be able to copy information, 

perhaps even alter it. This is permissible – even with respect to the 

legal rights of authors – if done for personal use. But to make in-

formation public without the author’s permission is an infringement 

of copyright, and to change such information can be a further mis-

demeanor in cases where the changes are so substantial and insensi-

tive that they also affront the author’s “moral rights.”* 

 Theoretically, this means that digital editions ought to be thor-

oughly secure from a legal standpoint. People can use them as they 

see fit, create links to them from their own web sites, make them 

known in different ways. But they are not allowed to copy the mate-

rial in order to publish it themselves, digitally or on paper. Nor may 

they change the text without the author’s permission. So far it all 

seems cut-and-dried. The problem is that the actual technical possi-

bilities for copying and changing texts are now so extensive, power-

ful and varied. 

 Certainly the digital version of Almqvist’s collected works is tech-

nically protected in the sense that no unauthorized user can gain 

entrance to the computer files at Språkdata and modify them. In this 

sense the digital Almqvist edition is safe. Nevertheless it is a simple 

matter for anyone who wants it to get access to a digital copy of 

Almqvist’s “Samlade Verk.” In the space of a few minutes anyone 

can copy a whole literary work from the Internet to a personal com-

puter. In just a few minutes more, he or she can make sweeping 
 

* Cf Bernitz, et al 1995, pp. 49–52. 
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changes to the text using a text editor in a word processing program. 

Thus it is perfectly possible to modernize older spelling forms semi-

automatically, using a series of linked macros. In the same way, it is 

easy to change names, make cuts or rewrite parts of the text – and 

then publish the new version on the Internet. 

 In this situation it is small consolation for the publisher of critical 

editions to know that swift alterations of texts are practically just as 

feasible even if these texts are not published on the Internet. Files 

from CD-ROMs can be copied and altered, then burned onto a new 

CD-ROM. With a scanner and a good OCR program, the digitiza-

tion of a printed book can be relatively swift and reliable (if not yet 

letter-perfect). Both are methods of ensuring that the text exists in 

digital form, exposed to changes and revisions. Whatever medium 

we choose to publish “Samlade Verk,” the texts can never be shield-

ed from manipulation. 

 All of this is familiar to anyone working in a modern academic 

milieu. “The electronic library” is already a reality – there are now so 

many texts on the Internet that many literary quotations can be iden-

tified just as quickly on the Net as by using anthologies of quota-

tions. But what will happen when the supply of digital Swedish clas-

sics becomes yet greater? Is there a danger of pirate editions? The 

possibilities are in any case so many that those who publish critical 

editions on the Internet ought to take the precaution of regularly 

searching the Internet to find out whether any alternative versions of 

these texts have been published there. If this task seems arduous, one 

should remember that the large search engines make the checking 

process fairly mechanical – and in any case much easier than hunting 

for pirated editions in printed codex format. It would be a nightmare 

if a faulty version of a text should start to spread through repeated 

copying. The Internet would become a Pandora’s box with the worst 

plagues reserved for a critical editor – a swarm of corruptions. 

 Thus, the question of copyright metamorphoses into one of secu-

rity. How does the editor protect himself against distortions and cor-

ruptions of his texts? 

 For now, the answer must be that she or he should not protect 

anything other than his own publications (which obviously should be 



ALMQVIST ON THE INTERNET 196 

strictly guarded), not because it would be technically impossible to do 

more, but because this would conflict with the main premise of digi-

tal publication – “Information wants to be free” – and those who 

make their work public on Internet should accept Net culture. 

 Of course anyone can take precautions against widespread copy-

ing of texts. One method is to store them in a format requiring a 

program to which most people have no access. Another is to require 

a password or some form of authorization. A third is to store the 

texts as graphics rather than text files. However, all such measures 

would still be in conflict with the very raison d’être of digital publish-

ing: making the text quickly and easily accessible to as many as possi-

ble. As the editor of a scholarly text one should certainly not have 

any illusions about the breadth of one’s public (a sale of over a hun-

dred copies on the open market of a critical edition makes it an in-

stant bestseller). For precisely that reason, one should rather bow to 

the user’s wishes as far as possible. 

 The intended public for the digital version of Almqvist’s collected 

works consists primarily of scholars and university students, but we 

hope the digital version will also appeal to other users: high school 

students, others who write about literature and general readers. It will 

then be impractical to use a format requiring a password, help from a 

computer expert or complicated retrieval of programs. Instead, one 

should contrive to publish texts that are usable and that can be found 

in the same way as most other texts on Internet – with the unavoid-

able consequence that the texts are wide open to subsequent publica-

tion in other formats and forms. In this respect, the question of se-

curity remains unsolved for now, even if one would like to hope that 

technological progress will bring new ways of solving the problem. 

 Until then one has to remember that the topic of security 

should chiefly be seen as a special instance of the question of qual-

ity control. The Internet’s great and unacknowledged problem at 

present is that so much of the information found on the Net is 

false, out of date or distorted. But information wants to be accu-

rate. Otherwise it is not information. 



  

 

 

Conclusion 
 

peed is the keyword when it comes to the Internet world; 

one aspect is processor power, another is bandwidth, a third 

is change. There are many ways of using figures to pinpoint 

such processes. According to “Moore’s Law,” named after Gor-

don Moore (one of the pioneers of the semiconductor industry), 

microchips get twice as powerful and twice as cheap every eighteen 

months.* Another saying is that the pace of change on the Internet 

is faster by a factor of a dog’s year multiplied by a dog’s year – 

meaning that life on the Net is 49 times faster than life outside of 

it. 

 Such phrases may oscillate between the empirical law and the 

quip, but while writing this book, the swift transformations of the 

Internet world have become quite concrete to me. Domains 

evolve, change, move or expire. As of this writing (late September 

1999), the interfaces of Internet bookshops like Amazon.com and 

bokus.com have been updated several times since last fall 

(bokus.com’s now generates lists of related titles, like Ama-

zon.com’s domain); Wet Warlock was taken off-line March 1, 

1999† and several other domains have changed content.‡ In fact, 

change on the Internet is so relentless that it seems meaningless to 

update the descriptions of the various domains made when the 

chapters were written. When finishing this book, I decided to let 

them remain as they stand, reflecting various phases of the Inter-

net during the twelve months this book was being written. 

 To attempt to analyze this hectic digital world, ever-changing 
 

* Cf Wilson Dizard Jr., Meganet: How the Global Communications Network Will 
Connect Everyone on Earth (Colorado: Westview Press, 1997), p. 7. 

† See http://www.sirap.net/warlock. 
‡ Swedish Internet sites are continuously archived in the project Kulturarw3 

(http://kulturarw3.kb.se/index.html), inaugurated by Kungl. Biblioteket (the 
Royal Library). The easiest way to retrieve information from this archive is by 
the search engine Svesök: http://www.svesok.kb.se. 

S 
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and fluid, may seem like trying to carve steps in a waterfall. How-

ever, as stated in the introduction, my ambition has not been to 

make an inventory of literary projects on the Internet, but to ad-

vance theoretical understanding of their structures and features.* 

Therefore, I suggest that the reader use the examples in the earlier 

chapters as illustrations of theoretical principles, rather than as 

accurate descriptions of what is happening now on the Internet. 

To be honest, it would be a Sisyphean labor to try to keep up with 

change on the Net in the slower and more stable medium of a 

codex book. 

 Change can be exhilarating as well as thought provoking, and as 

Marshall McLuhan observed, a good time to discuss a new medi-

um may be in its introductory phase, since this is the best time to 

see its qualities with fresh eyes. “Those who experience the first 

onset of new technology, whether it be alphabet or radio, respond 

most emphatically because the new sense ratios set up at once by 

the technological dilation of eye or ear, present men with a surpris-

ing new world, which evokes a vigorous new ‘closure,’ or novel 

pattern of interplay, among all of the senses together. But the ini-

tial shock gradually dissipates as the entire community absorbs the 

new habit of perception into all its areas of work and association.”† 

 From McLuhan’s observation, it follows that the Internet (and 

digitization) soon will become less visible in the community of 

books as well as the community at large. The intellectual shock 

wave sent by the computer networks through the world of books 

will gradually dissipate and all talk of the death of the codex book 

will seem quaint. But this appeasement will not occur, presumably, 

until the digitization of texts is firmly integrated in everyday life. By 

that time, reading from the screen will be no stranger than listening 

to the prime minister in your own kitchen or going to the movies 

in your own living room – everyday options available for many 

decades through radio and television.  

 As I have tried to demonstrate in Chapter 1, media history 
 

* For such an inventory concerning Swedish projects 1998–1999, see Peurell, 
forthcoming. 

† Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic Man, 
repr. (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1967), pp. 22f (orig. publ. 1962). 
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shows us on the one hand that new media have reached house-

holds with ever greater speed, but on the other hand that the 

community of books, through the “Gutenberg Capacity,” has suc-

ceeded in utilizing all new media to further the culture and com-

merce of books. 

 The subject of the remainder of this book is the issue of how 

the digitization process will affect the book trade in general and 

the literary professions in particular. Chapter 2 discusses in some 

detail narratological aspects of ergodic hyperworks and their repre-

sentations (so-called hypertexts), with the aim of describing some 

differences between monosequential and multisequential works. 

These variances are not confined to narrative technique and artistic 

devices. Instead, they affect both the role of the author and the 

role of the reader, making them more collaborators than teller and 

listener, and emphasizing the kind of multisequential reading strat-

egy I label “zap reading.” Even if an author declines to use multi-

media effects (audio, video) when writing for the Internet or other 

digital environments, the very act of narration will be shaped by his 

or her expectations of such reading strategies (which formerly have 

been mainly associated with reading for information). Consequent-

ly, the role of the author of typographic text seems destined to be 

changed whenever he or she enters the hypertextual environment. 

 The next two chapters are linked by a discussion of functions in 

professions in the book trade as a whole. In Chapter 3, a new 

model for describing the creation, production and distribution of 

books (in both in codex and digital form) is suggested, focusing on 

functions rather than individuals or institutions, and analyzing the 

traditional literary professions as clusters of these functions. Chap-

ter 4 applies this model to some digital projects, putting them in a 

historical perspective: homepage publishing, Print On Demand, 

marketing of printed books on the Net, Internet booksto-res, and 

attempts at creating “virtual communities” on the World Wide 

Web. One overall result in this chapter is that the new model can 

be used to show in detail how these new projects recombine func-

tions performed by traditional professions such as publisher, 

bookseller, librarian, and critic. Another is that the lack of quality 
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control (editing, etc.) in many Internet projects becomes discerna-

ble by using this model of clusters of functions. 

 In Chapter 5, focus is on a specialized form of editing, that of 

scholarly editing. The project of publishing a critical edition of the 

19th century Swedish literary classic, the Collected Works of C. J. L. 

Almqvist, is used as an example of how digitization permeates not 

only publishing on Internet platforms, but also the production of 

printed books. With its roots in plans originating in the mid-1980s, 

the gradual digitization of this project also illustrates how much 

conditions have changed in the book world during the last fifteen 

years. 

 As Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin have remarked, a new 

medium generally goes from immediacy to hypermediacy. “Alt-

hough each medium promises to reform its predecessors by offer-

ing a more immediate or authentic experience, the promise of re-

form inevitably leads us to become aware of the new medium as a 

medium. Thus, immediacy leads to hypermediacy.”* Nevertheless, 

an eclectic medium like the Internet seems to resist this process by 

its very inclusiveness. When the World Wide Web remediates all 

earlier media – texts, telegraph, telephone, radio, television, video 

cameras – the user seems to gain more control than most of these 

media have offered before. It is a world for global picking and 

choosing.†  

 This increasing user control is one of the major fascinations of 

the Internet. The flip side is that less control from the producer of 

content often entails less control of the content produced. As I 

have argued throughout this book, the most expensive part of 

book production is quality control: editing, acquisition and critical 

assessment. When the Internet is used for restructuring the pub-

lishing world – such as in homepage publishing or self-publishing 

through Print On Demand – costs and quality control often exit 

the building by the same door, leaving behind texts with misprints, 

syntactical errors and logical mistakes. The publisher Richard Abel 

 
* Jay David Bolter & Richard Grusin, Remediation: Understanding New Media 

(Cambridge, Massachusetts & London: MIT Press, 1999), p. 19. 
† Cf Bolter & Grusin 1999, pp. 197–210. 
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has, somewhat caustically, described the Internet as a danger to 

information and knowledge. For Abel, the Internet is rather a 

source of disinformation and false statements, a present-day suc-

cessor to Barnum’s traveling circuses with their freak shows, con 

men, and snake oil. “The error and falsity endemic to the dissemi-

nation of information/knowledge can, in most cases, be identified 

and so dismissed as meaningless by the knowledgeable. The prob-

lem arises in the case of the mass of the population – those lacking 

the native sagacity and/or training to distinguish the true from the 

false.”* 

 If such descriptions seem gloomy (and Abel appears to be set 

on reducing the Internet to a circus tent), it must be emphasized 

that they also imply that traditional editorial virtues are sorely 

needed in the digital world. In the first generations of Internet 

publishing, the focus has been on technological efficiency, quantity 

of content, and design. The Internet is swarming with domains 

and publishing projects that work well and look nice. They are 

triumphs of design, but many lack the external editorial supervi-

sion usually associated with publishing books or newspapers. Con-

sequently, editors seem destined to be more in demand by all kinds 

of Internet companies, and people who combine those skills with 

proficiency in programming and web design are presumably a fu-

ture key professional group. Furthermore, similar arguments can 

clearly be made for publishers, typesetters, proofreaders, librarians, 

and other established professional groups in the world of printed 

books. They may not be necessary for the various amateur projects 

that make up a substantial part of the Internet, but commercial 

enterprises can hardly live and prosper without their professional 

skills. 

 Far from threatening the traditional literary professions with 

extinction, the digitization of texts presents them with a vast, new 

and networked labor market. Quality control is as important as 

ever in publishing. It can hardly be abolished in the age of digital 

production. The traditional competencies of editing, publishing 

 
* Richard Abel, “The Internet: Some Unintended Consequences,” Publishing 

Research Quarterly 13:1, 1997, 73–77, p. 77. 
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and marketing texts must be supplemented with new skills in desk-

top publishing, programming, and web design. But at the same 

time, the traditional skills are as necessary as ever, even if literature 

should migrate to the worldwide literary web of digital media. 

 



  

 

 

Internet Domains 
(For URL addresses to individual works, see Bibliography) 

 
AdLibris http://www.torget.se/adlibris 
Akademibokhandeln http://www.akademibokhandeln.se 
Albert Bonniers förlag http://www.bok.bonnier.se/abforlag 
(C. J. L.) Almqvist’s coll. works http://svenska.gu.se/vittsam/almqvist.html 
AltaVista http://www.altavista.com 
Amazon.com http://www.amazon.com 
(Jane) Austen’s novels http://curly.cc.utexas.edu/ 
 ~churchh/janeinfo.html 
Bakhåll http://www.novapress.se/bakhall.html 
(C. M.) Bellman’s works http://www.bellman.net 
Bokia http://www.bokia.se 
Boktjänst Direkt http://www.boktjanst.se 
Bokus.com http://www.bokus.com 
Books-on-Demand http://www.books-on-demand.com 
Books Online http://www.uni-sb.de/z-einr/ub/ 
 ebooks/bookauth.html 
(Karin) Boye sällskapet http://www.ivo.se/kboye/dikter.html 
DejaNews http://www.dejanews.com 
Ekelunds http://www.ekelunds.se 
Ekerlids http://www.ekerlids.se 
Electronic Text Center http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/uvaonline.html 
FL-net http://www.fl-net.se 
Gidlunds http://stage.kulturpool.se/ 
 gidlunds/index.htm 
Hedengrens http://www.hedengrens.se 
Internetbokhandeln http://www3.torget.se/internetbokhandeln 
Kulturarw3  http://kulturarw3.kb.se/index.html 
Kulturnät Sverige http://www.kultur.nu 
Libris Websök http://www.libris.kb.se 
Natur och Kultur http://www.nok.se 
Norstedts förlag http://www.norstedts.se 
Novell på nätet http://www.fl-net.se/novell 
Project Bartleby  http://www.bartleby.com 
Projekt Runeberg http://www.lysator.liu.se/runeberg/ 
 katalog.html 
Psykedeliska bokhandeln http://www.psykedelbok.se 
Sirap.net http://www.sirap.net 
Språkbanken http://svenska.gu.se 
Studentlitteratur http://www.studentlitteratur.se 
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Svenska Vitterhetssamfundet http://svenska.gu.se/vittsam.html 
Svesök  http://www.svesok.kb.se 
Torget http://www.torget.se 
 (The) Victorian Web http://www.stg.brown.edu/projects/ 
 hypertext/landow/victorian/victov.html 
Wahlström & Widstrand http://www.bok.bonnier.se/ww 
Wet Warlock http://www.sirap.net/warlock 
Wettergrens http://www.wettergrens.se 
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