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A brief historical overview, playfully 

presented, reminds the reader 

of the relationships between orality, 

literacy and our current electronic 

social condition. 



Recollect Orality 

... an article (noun) 

la: a distinct often numbered section of a writing 

b: a separate clause 

c: a stipulation in a document 

d: a nonfiction prose composition usually forming an 

independent part of a publication 

Apparently, an article has everything to do with literacy and nothing to 

do with orality. Yet, a remarkable prerequisite exists. In order to construct 

such a distinct and particular item, one must be able to articulate (verb) 

unraveling rap 

la: to utter distinctly 

b: to give clear and effective utterance to and be 

articulate (adjective) 

la: divided into syllables 

b: able to speak 

c: expressing oneself readily, clearly or effectively 1 

Written texts all have to be related somehow, directly 

or indirectly, to the world of sound, the natural habitat 

of language, to yield their meanings. 
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clefinition 
definotion 

walk the rhythm. poetry. sensation. songline. long line. aboriginal creation.13 rap line. 

our time. street smart poetry. rap. con-verse. talk freely and at length. to rap. 

to knock repeatedly. rhythmic sound. branch on the window. knuckles on 

the door. rap on the psyche. rap on the brain. try to get a message through. 

collective gain. emotional strain. a rhapsody. music composition of irregular 

form. not the norm. > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > 



Enter history. 

In all human cultures, societies create distinctive identities by conserving 

their history and mores and then re-presenting this collective consciousness 

as a model for living. In oral cultures, representation of social consciousness 

exists exclusively inside the human mind. In order to share and maintain 

the social conditions someone (the poets) must recite (rhapsodize) to the com­

munity the history (the genealogies) and the mores (the myths). The mental 

intensity required to memorize and recall vast quantities of information and 

to compose, on the spot, a comprehensive and cohesive narrative is difficult 

for the literate mind to wholly appreciate. 

Oral recitation is a collective ritual, an emotionally charged experience, 

involving a trance-like interplay between the poet and the audience. The 

rhythm of the continuous rise and fall of the voice, the accompanying 

gestures and the spontaneous response of the audience all determine, from 

moment to moment, what will happen next. No two recitations are 

exactly the same, but the social model does not decay because a general 

mental understanding is created within the group as a result of experi­

encing the ritual. 

In fourteen hundred and ninety two 
Columbus sailed the ocean blue . .. 

But the rest of American history? 

Enter ancient Greece. 

The social conditions of ancient Greece varied widely and were in constant 

flux. There were serfs, farmers, mining and textile merchants, foreign 

slaves and city workers. The government was first a monarchy then an aris­

tocracy, followed by alternating periods of tyranny and democracy. Vicious 

wars raged on and on.3 In this vast and diverse setting, oral knowledge 

> > > roots in history. ancient tongue. sound in sanskrit svanati. 

from greek rhaptein to sew or stitch together plus adain to sing. 

then rhapsoidos epic poem singer. and to rhapsoidia recitation happening. 

recall the patterns of poetic universe. then latin rhapsodia epic poem written down.14 

a rhapsody. impassioned expression. verbalized or literary. public enemy's sound: > 



developed into a highly complex web of patterned verse. As the empire 

expanded, communication between the villages, towns, cities, trading ports 

and regions was increasingly difficult. No wonder the Greeks added vow­

els to the consonant phonetic alphabet they adopted from the Phoenicians. 

Their oral memories were overloaded. 

These five sounds and their corresponding signs stabilized the alphabet, creat­

ing a consistent system for transferring spoken words into visible language. 

Enter writing. Easier said than done. 

There will never be another "yellow-robed Dawn." 4 Many such figures of 

speech ring throughout Homeric verse, but they were figured by the act 

of writing, an act for which the phrases were not created. The Homeric poets 

used these brief rhythmic phrases as mnemonic devices, mental triggers for 

recalling the different but related parts of the long, long story of their culture. 

Rhythmic mnemonic phrases formed bridges between the actual parts of 

the story, allowing the poet time to recall what came next without interrupt­

ing the momentum of the song. Urn, it's like, what we do all the time, uh, 

when we speak, you know, to formulate exactly what it is we, urn, want to say. 

Literary training teaches us not to write those parts down; thus we edit the 

vernacular oral idiosyncrasies from the documentation of our society. Such 

rules do not apply to poetry; poetry links us, through its sound, to the vital 

experience of spoken language and song. 

During the middle of the sixth century BC, philosopher bards wandered 

throughout Ionia reciting the poetry of the people. They wandered not by 

choice, but by necessity. Ionia's great cities had been invaded by the Persians, 

forcing the poets into exile in the countryside. Slowly, using the new 

> > > "I was watching the TV screen. can't believe what I seen. 

three guys tried to rob a store. got more than what they bargained for. 

they shot them right before my eyes. all th{ee just dropped like flies. 

if they only thought before they did it. neither one of those three 

would have been with it. > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > > 



alphabet, Homer and other unknown poets began to translate the verses of 

Greek culture into the first written documents of their history. This trans­

formation probably took about two hundred years, from 750 to 550 BC. 5 

When the Homeric poems were brought to Athens, they were examined by 

the aristocracy. Soon oral epics, the Iliad and Odyssey, were adopted as the 

literature of the educated elite, and orality became connected to the less edu­

cated classes, to a primitive way of thinking. The erosion of an ancient tradi­

tion began, simultaneously, with the expansion of a profound and entirely 

new consciousness. How - and in what forms - can the human intellect exist 

outside the mind? 

The works of Greek literature after the Homeric 

transcriptions occurred are composed in an increasing 

tension between the genius of oral and the genius 

of written composition. 
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no escaiJe 
nouscape 
Writing fixed, froze, imprisoned the moving continuum of oral recita­

tion. The poet's dynamic voice, and the inter-active social ritual, 

was reduced to quiescent visual space. Response shifted from the mass 

audience to the individual reader, who, detached from the writer, 

respond-ed only inside his own mind. Writing created a consciousness 

of self. I write, therefore I am. Logic, geometry, philosophy, theory -

abstract thought was formulated by writing. 

The first hunters and gatherers looked at themselves in 

astonishment one day, for an interminable instant, in the 

still waters of a poem. 

O CTAVIO PAZ 7 

> > > as they fell to the floor and got rougher. now the family has got to suffer. 

pallbearers got to carry them. while the families cry loud just to bury them. 

newscast and people were heavily amazed. flavor flav just stared in a daze. 

eyewitness news- channel seven. more news at 11." 15 > > > > > > > > 



Enter politics . 

The newly enlightened Greek aristocracy became quite aware, it seems, 

of their new power. ... the first creatures 

on earth to become aware of time 

were also the first creatures to smile. 

VLADIMIR N ABOKOV 8 

Plato, who was skeptical that this artificial new device could portray the 

reality of the mind, at first rejected writing as inhuman. But later, he 

decided- "not that I mean to depreciate them"- to reject the poets them­

selves, who- "have plenty of brave words and fair conceits"- are- "not 

fitted by nature and education to take part at once both in politics and 

philosophy"- excluded from his Republic. 9 Skillfully does the pupil turn 

against his masters. 

Exit poets. 

I will throw out everything from the past except that 

which is still of service to me. 

LE CORBUSIER 10 

Thus died the collective consciousness of Greek civilization. Literate pro­

paganda, not literacy itself, discredited orality in the Western world and 

displaced the poets from the mainstream of society. 

By the fourth century BC propaganda had become 

an ancient art in Athens, even if the Greeks chose 

to call it 'persuasion' or some other benign term. 

GEORGE N. GORDON 11 



The educated elite in Athens felt that the new knowledge they had 

acquired from written texts was theirs and theirs alone. The manage­

ment of knowledge, education through distribution of specific texts, 

had become a commodity. Most academic institutions today continue 

to practice this kind of restrictive control over the intellectual devel­

opment of their students. 

apocalypse 
epoch ellipse 

Enter the present. Echo ancient Greece. 

The social conditions of postmodern America vary widely and are in con­

stant flux. We have television, teleprompter, telephone, telefax, telecom, 

CDRom, desktop, laptop, PC, CRT, CAV, DAT. We are bombarded with 

information. A!e!i!o!u! Graphic designers, formerly facilitators of messages 

presented in silent visual space, are now faced with the task of articulat­

ing information transmitted both visually and aurally. We hesitate. We 

feel so far removed. We ask, ourselves, 

Do I dare 

Disturb the univers? 

In a minute there is time 

For decisions and revisions which a minute 

will reverse ... 

So how should I presume? 

T. S. ELIOT 11 

censorship 
sensorship 



Surrounded by the spectacles of video, film, hypermedia, multi-media 

and virtual reality, we search for ways to orient ourselves in relation 

to the rapid-fire onslaught of communication technology. New prod­

ucts dazzle, and the information, the message being sent, seems to 

fade by comparison. We seem to lose our sense of vision. Is our work 

responsible or reactionary in relation to the social conditions? With 

an unclear vision of the future, we cast our gaze to history, hoping to 

discern a clue. 

:Attention, Attention. This is a test of the fire alarm system. 
Please disregard any and all alarms you may hear. Thank you : 

ReVerse. ReVise. ReFlect. ReFract. ReCall. ReAct. Hear! Here! is 

Civilization and its Discontents. Freud offers sound advise: "Go ask the 

poets." After all, this is just ... 
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