–.   Annotations. Mechanisms.


Print is a Paratext

How does one become able to read a text? This is the role of the paratext, the material textual forms that transmit the main text to the reader in space and time. The paratext is what Anni Albers refers to as a ‘material means of communication.’ A document is made up of plethora of paratextual messages, embedded in its presentation, that work together to not only enable our access to a text but to frame how we access the text. 

What is a Paratext?

“Paratexts are those liminal devices and conventions, both within and outside the book, that form part of the complex mediation between book, author, publisher, and reader: the titles, forewords, epigraphs, and publishers’ jacket copy are part of a book’s private and public history … The special pragmatic status of paratextual declarations requires a carefully calibrated analysis of their illocutionary force. With clarity, precision, and an extraordinary range of reference, Paratexts constitutes an encyclopaedic survey of the customs and institutions of the Republic of Letters as they are revealed in the borderlands of the text … The poetics of paratexts interacts with more general questions of literature as a cultural institution…”[endnoteRef:1] [1:  Gerard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of interpretation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997. Pp i.] 


As a document, a book is made up of a collection of what the literary theorist Gerard Genette called paratexts in his book Paratexts: Thresholds of interpretation. A paratext is any form of textual relay of information that enables our access to a piece of literary work. The paratext of a text addresses the way in which we read a text, or how we are able to read a text. How we access reading the text can be determined by a number of agents and communities who work together to frame the text in which we approach. 

The paratext as we understand it today, is closely associated with the introduction of the printing press. Playing a key role in establishing intellectual communities through the capacity to disseminate journals, the printing press came to render the paratext both much more meaningful and much more profitable, especially the paratextual message of the name of the author. This is because the printing press established a correspondence between the author and the publisher (the owner of the printing press), giving the author greater control over both the distribution and the production of the text. International channels of communication were opened up by this new dynamic due to both greater distribution and greater access to understanding the authorial context. The Republic of Letters, as an international community of authors, was at the centre of benefiting from this new mode of distribution and played a key role in its success.[endnoteRef:2] Therefore, the paratext, through empowering the agents behind the production and reception of a text, has always played a key role in the creation of the community that surrounds the text. [2:  Patricke Lambe, “Critics and Skeptics in the Seventeenth-Century Republic of Letters,” The Harvard Theological Review, 1988, 81 (3): 271–96.] 


The paratext might be the initiative of the author, the publisher or based on implicit contextual information such as the genre of the book or the gender, race, age and so on, of the author. Biographical information plays a profound role in the reception of the work and is often given away de facto in the paratext such as through what the name of the author might signify. Further, the paratext has the tendency to change over time, making the text vulnerable to be read in different ways in different contexts, ensuring that there is no one ‘truth’ internal to how a text is and can be read. One in the same text might be presented differently to academics, to the public or to a particular interest group, purely on the basis of the paratextual message. The paratext presents the document, making the document present for the reader by playing a role in determining the reception and consumption of the work such as the paratextual form of the book. Paratexts enable a text to become a book and allow for the offering up of a text to the reader through facilitating a passage between the reader and the text. As Gerard Genette relays

“more than a boundary of a sealed border, the paratext is, rather, a threshold, or – a word Borges used apropos of a preface- a “vestibule” that offers the world at large the possibility of either stepping inside or turning back. It is an undefined zone between the inside and the outside, a zone without any hard and fast boundary on either the inward side (turned toward the text) or the outward side (turned toward the world’s discourse about the text), an edge or a ‘fringe of the printed text which in reality controls one’s whole reading of the text.’”[endnoteRef:3] [3:  Gerard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of interpretation. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997. P 27.] 


Made up a heterogeneous practices and discourses, paratexts relay a message about the text that are spatial, temporal, substantial, pragmatic and functional. Importantly, the historical shifts denoted by the paratext also means that the community surrounding the texts production and consumption is also always in flux.

Defining a paratextual element consists of determining its location in space: a paratext necessarily has a location situated in relation to the location of the text. The paratext might come before, or after, on the cover, or might be imbedded in the words themselves such as in the method of print, the font and the format. Time is also a crucial element. The date of the appearance and or disappearance of the paratext becomes important; paratexts are susceptible to changing as editorial choices are made about a text over time; reflecting their role as manipulating the reception of a text and in doing so relaying the characteristics of the texts’ situation of communication such as who is its sender and who is its addressee. The paratext, especially the paratextual form of the preface, might also functionally work to argue for the novelty of the text, stating to the reader why they should read this text opposed to others, what is unique about it, what purpose it might serve for the reader, what does the text do? Finally, the paratext might relay what function the paratextual message aims to fulfil (what is the paratext doing to the text?).

Roland Barthes claims in Writing Degree Zero,[endnoteRef:4] it is impossible to write without labelling oneself. This act of labelling is something that the paratext engages in through signifying something that is other than the content of the text and its individual form. Like a label, the paratext imposes definitions and limits on the text. It establishes the text in relation to institutions and social history and in doing so establishing the text as an object. It becomes possible to trace the history of a literary expression based on the signs of the literature, something often easily traced through an interpretation of the paratext. [4:  Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero. London: New Beacon Books, 1970. P 2.] 


Images and titles often reflect the trend of a time and effectually can easily become very dated. In this case the paratext relays historical information that might even be unconscious to the author or the writer of the paratext (such as the publisher). As Barthes notes, “there is no need to invoke direct determinism in order to feel that History underlies the fortunes of modes of writing: this kind of functional front, which sweeps along events, situations and ideas in the current of historical time, does not so much produce effects as set limits to choice.”[endnoteRef:5] [5:  Roland Barthes, Opt cit.] 


You might be acutely aware that you are at the moment engaging with the paratextual form of the preface. We might then ask how can a preface be read in relation to the text as a whole? According to Derrida, the difficulty of reading the preface is that of space and time. The fore-word reconstructs that which was said after the fact, assuming that the text has already been written. The text then becomes something that is in the past within the purview of a false present. This entails a certain kind of performance of mastery on the part of the author who is representing a fictitious future to the reader. It is a future that will always be a false one since the preface announces that which is not yet been realised. This brings to light the difficulty of beginning a text where there is an impossibility of locating where the reader approaching the text begins as the reader always shows up with a pre-existing relationship to the discourse. Hence the preface reflects an attempt to offer that which comes before one enters a discourse with the purpose of supplementing and also displacing the problem of where we begin. In this way the beginning is always based on a fictional stand-point, or one that had to be constructed.

This becomes clear when we think about the paratextual message of the title. When one chooses a title one produces a determination on the text that is not always already internal to it- manipulating the reader’s perception and therefore manipulating the reception of the text that will always be other to this determination. Hence the paratext is the most socialised side of the practice of literature as it mediates the way the text relates to the public and how this is organised, producing a performance of truth surrounding the text that bases itself on a fiction. Yet it is through the mediation of the paratext that the text becomes a document not only made up of the text in which we are intended to read but including the text that surrounds the material which enables our ability to read. The paratexts are what essentially produce the book as a document that is capable of reception and interpretation.

In his Book of Prefaces, Alasdair Gray, the Scottish writer and artist proclaims:

Every Preface, says William Smellie, besides occasional and explanatory remarks, should contain not only the general design of the work, but the motives and circumstances which led the author to write on that particular subject … Few great writers have not placed before one of their books a verbal doorstep to help readers leave the ground they usually walk on and allow them a glimpse of the interior. Prefaces are advertisements and challenges. They usually indicate the kind of reader the book was written to please, the kind of satisfaction it aims to give. By preface I mean any beginning entitles Preface, prologue, proheme, introduction, introductory, apology, design, forward or advertisement, and a few opening lines or paragraphs which are not labelled but prepare the reader for the following without being essential to it.[endnoteRef:6] [6:  Alasdair Gray, The Book of Prefaces. London: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2000. P 7.] 


This is a crucial point: the preface is never an essential aspect of the text. It is always other to the text. In its role of manipulating our reception of the text before we read the text, the preface necessarily exists in a different temporal realm than the text. As Derrida claims,

The preface makes the future present, represents it, draws it closer, breathes it in, and in going ahead of it puts it ahead. The ‘pre’ reduces the future to the form of manifest presence … From the viewpoint of the fore-word, which recreates the intention-to-say after the fact, the text exists as something written–a past–which under the false appearance of a present, a hidden omnipotent author (in full mastery of his product) is presenting to the reader as his future. Here is what I wrote, then read, and what I am writing that you are going to read. After which you will again be able to take possession of this preface which in sum you have not yet begun to read, even though, once having read it, you will already have anticipated everything that follows and thus might just as well dispense with reading the rest.[endnoteRef:7] [7:  Jacques Derrida, Dissemination. London: The Athlone Press, 1981. P 7.] 


The preface then becomes a problem. While it attempts to explain that in which will come, what will come will be described within the work itself. As a result, the preface is always outside of the work, existing in a different temporality, that is, it is intended to be read before the work is read. The preface reconstructs what is said in the text but only after the fact acting on the work through a false claim to be a part of the work. The preface is set apart both spatially and temporally and therefore is detached from the text, giving it the perspective that allows for it to announce the work. Therefore, the preface is an interpretation of a text that purposefully facilitates an introduction of meaning that is always other to the body of the text. It constructs an identification that is an act of figuration. 

This is why for the philosopher Hegel the preface is based on a lie. Hegel had a profound distrust in the preface and stated

Don’t take me seriously in a preface. The real philosophical work is what I have just written, the Phenomenology of the Spirit. And if I speak to you outside of what I have written, these marginal comments cannot have the value of the work itself … Don’t take a preface seriously. The preface announces a project and the project is nothing until it is realised.[endnoteRef:8] [8:  Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1977. P 159.] 


The structure of Hegel’s objection to the preface is based on the difference between what Hegel would see as abstract generality vs. self-moving activity. Meaning the difference between a word that merely signifies something such as a static label or a name, and a concept that is relational and therefore represents thought in motion. The preface for Hegel takes the place of a static signifier while the text represents thought in motion.

As Spivak notes in her preface to Derrida’s Of Grammatology, 

The method of philosophy is the structure of knowing, an activity of consciousness that moves of itself; this activity, the method of philosophical discourse, structures the philosophical text. The reader of the philosophical text will recognise this self-movement in his consciousness as he surrenders himself to and masters the text. Any prefactory gesture, abstraction so-called themes, robs philosophy of its self-moving structure. “In modern time,” Hegel writes, “an individual finds the abstract form ready-made.”[endnoteRef:9] [9:  Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, “Preface,” in Derrida, Jacques, Of Grammatology. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1997 [1967]. Pp x.] 


[bookmark: _GoBack]The preface is seen as a kind of ready-made for Hegel that will necessary miss the philosophical richness of the text. The preface, like the paratextual message more generally, can in fact never ‘catch the text.’ The ideas relayed by the paratext will never hold the text and to think they could would inevitably do violence to the text (this is the violence of the drift).
This is not a book, but a document that puts PRINT at the centre of the paratextual method. In this way, this document is offered to be read through the lens of its print, or the imprint it embodies; something that is image based, constitutive of the spatial dynamic of the document and represents in its duration that of an instant. In this document print functions as both the object and the meta-text of the text. Ideas and images leave an imprint in our minds and as such subsequently work to direct our thoughts in certain directions and in doing so work to construct or repair the world so that it becomes other to our initial perception. With focus on this double nature of print, this document explores the slippages and inconsistencies in the printing process and how this affects interpretation and misinterpretation; fact and fiction in time. 





