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Intro

I want to use my 30 minutes for a threefold task: 

1. First, an introduction to the new-media idea which I will explore as Futurant. 

2. Second, a consideration of that ‘new -media’ idea in an ‘older’ context, by considering a  cultural-historical tradition in which it may originate.

3. And thirdly, I would like to bring in a schizophrenic moment – by attacking, as it were, my own idea from within. I want to do that not because I enjoy having sword fights with myself, but with a practical reason: between the start of this project in March and today, I have stumbled upon some first theoretical problems/challenges. This meeting seems the perfect occasion to discuss those: first of all, I can exploit you as experts for feedback; but, on a less selfless note, they are worth pondering not only for me personally, I think.

Typo to Hype: Imperfection

Those are the three mini-subsections of this talk. I start with the project introduction. 

As some of you know from the Future website, my project is called “From Typo to Hype: Linguistic Imperfection in Russian Literary Blogs.” Linguistic imperfection: that is the key concept around which it revolves. This is a key concept in both popular and scholarly discourse on new media – something that everyone here is more than aware of. New-media specialist Naomi Baron summarizes the debate on new media and linguistic imperfection as follows: 

“For years, the popular press has been asking whether email, IM, or texting on mobile phones is degrading the way we write. Conversely, some linguists and composition teachers argue that all this writing is bringing about an epistolary renaissance that is strengthening our language abilities – and the language itself.” 

Baron refers to the US, but a similar what-are-new-technologies-doing-to-our-language debate is enacted in most ‘wired’ countries, including – as everyone in this room knows –  Russia. I am interested in this link between new media and alleged Russian language changes specifically in the literary sphere. More specifically, I examine how Russian writers tune into the discussion in/through blogs.

[And to prevent misunderstandings, let me specify that, with the term ‘writer,’ I mean either 1. professional writers who live off literary and/or creative writing, or 2. authors for whom that is not the case, but who do enjoy a high symbolic status in professional literary-intellectual circles (e.g., who publish in NLO/Novyi mir).] 

The project’s main thesis is that blogs by authors from both groups are consistently marked by linguistic – grammatical, lexical, orthographic, and stylistic – imperfection. Russian authors make typos which they don’t edit afterwards (although that is easy in blogs), they (consciously or unconsciously) misspell words, or they don’t write what would traditionally be considered grammatically or stylistically proper sentences.

This inclination towards imperfection is far from unique for Russian blogs. At the moment, we witness a move away from picture-perfect flawlessness in several creative spheres which rely on technological achievements. I’ll highlight some examples to give you a more inclusive idea of this trend:

One example is cinema: in, say, Danish Dogme films, or recent Hollywood hits such as Cloverfield, handheld camera work and (technological/esthetic) imperfection seems an asset rather than a taboo. [Powerpoint: you can see that in posters: Festen – light spots, Cloverfield – amateur camera date indication] 

The same is true for music – think of amateur-made YouTube clips whose very shoddiness is the secret of their success. These youngsters are Esmée Denters, a Dutch girl who gained international fame by posting amateur music videos of herself on YouTube; and the Ukrainian Vasil’ Vasil’tsiv, who expressed his enthusiasm about the Ukrainian siege at the EuroVision Song Festival by posting a self-composed and recorded song to ICQ friends, which then became a national hype. His claim to fame lies nowhere else but in his radically amateurish and thus, says the Vasil’tsev myth, ‘all the more sincere’ performance. (NB here it’s the audience which celebrates imperfection. In the blogs & other examples, the maker consciously toys with it. In the future, I want to provide examples of composers/musicians who engage with imperfection on a more conscious level, too.) 

Imperfection is also applauded in flash animation. Here is one example: one of my students in Cambridge noted how the Russian animation artist Andrei Bakhurin deliberately lends an amateur feel to his films (he not only uses apparently imprecisely drawn forms, but also reconstructs the aesthetics of digital amateur cameras).

And, finally, a similar love for imperfection marks contemporary design. I have worked as an editor for the Dutch design journal Frame, where I would constantly come across designers who sought to compensate the perfection that digital technology allows them with random or mutilated forms. Programmatic is this Clay Furniture series – handmade, deliberately clumsy – by Dutch designer Maarten Baas. The series was the big hit of the Milan design fair in 2006, and Baas’ work is bought by renowned art museums. An online shop promotes Clay as furniture that “reveal[s], literally, the designer’s ‘hand’ in th[e] intimate process [of industrial designing], today normally concealed through the use of a computer.”

Typo to Hype: Language

The examples that I just mentioned are all non-textual. But in linguistic spheres – and here we move closer to the blogs – similar trends occur. In the digital-font-industry, for example, where the company that runs this site sells quasi-handwritten fonts. Their designer, David Earls, explains his decision to create seemingly handcrafted typefaces as such:

“Imperfection … adds excitement, colour and fun to life, yet is the very thing that is missing from most modern digital typography. The fonts released under this foundry are experiments in deliberate imperfection, designed to counteract the clinical/precise nature of digital typography.”

Along similar lines one could interpret the philosophy of online padonki slang, as several of you know better than me. Readers have repeatedly defined their preference for alternative spellings and phraseology as an attempt to reconstruct individual handwriting in the face not only of standard Russian language, but also of digital uniformity. [NB One might argue the same about Vera’s girls and the bash orgers which Sasha discussed. In any case, there, thoo, linguistic imperfection is more often than not a deliberate device.]
Typo to Hype: Russian Writers’ Blogs

These linguistically oriented “celebrations of imperfection” are akin to the material that I study. For From Typo to Hype, I explore the blogs of three Russian writers: 1. tanyant, by the internationally renowned author Tat’iana Tolstaia; 2. snorapp, by Linor Goralik, a writer and journalist/scholar who is not well known outside Russia, but popular in Russian intellectual circles; and polumrak, whose real name is unknown, and who is/was temporarily a well-read author in the Russian blogosphere (today, for pragmatic reasons, stick to a discussion of Tolstaia’s, and partly Goralik’s, blogs mostly).

Now what do these writers’ blogs have in common with the trends and artists which I mentioned? I argue that each, in some way or other, enacts an esthetic or philosophical protest against digital flawlessness. In words which I borrow from film historian Nicholas Rombes, all are “haunted” by their pre-digital pasts and long for “deliberate imperfections … that remind viewers [/readers] that human beings made” them. 

In exploring this desire for imperfection in the blogs in question, I depart from two theses:

1. Rather than the result of authorial sloppiness, I claim that these authors’ linguistic laconism is consciously and cautiously constructed. Rather than suffering from the lack of a professional editor, blogging writers deliberately adopt an amateurish pose, in a counterreaction to the perfection that digital technology offers. Spell and grammar check programs and customize options are directly related to the erratic language for which they opt. That language is ‘sloppy’ (according to traditional parameters) by choice: it reflects an artistic thirst for imperfection sparked, at least in part, by technological perfection.

This general thesis I plan to test by analyzing concrete blog entries – and especially meta-linguistic entries, in which authors reflect on the new forms of writing that they enact online. Illustrative for that type of post is Tolstaia’s first entry. She singles out her newly-born blog as a distinct discursive space – one which requires a norm-deviating, erratic poetics. In tanyant, she claims, “I reserve the right to: - write with mistakes; - to disobey any rule of grammar if I feel like it; - to swear.”
2. My second thesis is more institutionally motivated. I argue that a well-crafted laconic language enhances Russian bloggers’ social or economic success. When browsing overviews of Russia’s best-read / most frequently quoted writers’ blogs, I found only examples which subscribe to the imperfect-language paradigm. Blogs that apply a conventional polished style never make it to the top – and, as a rule, writers who adhere to a more traditionally correct poetics don’t even consider launching one (I am thinking of someone like Timur Kibirov, who frowned deeply when I asked him whether he might ever treat us to a ZhZh, and said that everyone he knows “comes out sillier in that space than I know them”). 

In my original plan, I also argue that those literary blogs that are reworked into a meticulously edited print version are no sales successes (polumrak’s entries were edited and published in book form, for instance, but his blog’s popularity dwarfs that of the 300-copy, slow-selling book). I know, though, that Sergey disagrees with this thesis, and that Henrike is exploring blog-to-book processes, so perhaps we can debate the validity of this claim in the discussion.

But even if that last assertion is subject to debate, one can still discern a link between talented writers’ use of laconic or erratic language, on the one hand, and socio-economic success, on the other. That socio-economic factor is, ofcourse, especially relevant in post-Soviet Russia, where writers have had to probe new modes of surviving after the collapse of the SU.

This second thesis I will test in two ways. First, by a comparison of edited print and unedited online versions of the same texts and their respective success. And, secondly, through content analysis of readers’ comments (with so-called quantitative computer text analysis software). For those of you who are not familiar with content analysis: this is a social-science tool for the study of communication content. It is helpful for indepth analyses of large data amounts, such as the vast quantities of texts generated by Tolstaia’s readers (she tends to receive 100s of reactions to each post). 

Why these readers’ reactions matter is perhaps best illustrated with an example from Goralik’s blog. In her first meta-post on blogging, snorapp stresses that she devises her entries as fully-fledged linguistic compositions – “I see many of my posts as texts. In other words, I edit them, try to obsprve some internal rhythm, style”. However, what strikes the reader’s eye in this text on stylistic precision is the large amount of typos. The “соблпдать” mistake is one out of four highly obvious misspells. If snorapp indeed edits her texts – and this is her first head-and-tail, cautiously thought-out meta-linguistic entry – then why wouldn’t she bother to return and correct it? The post led to an outburst of 40 comments (which is substantially more than snorapp usually generates), several of which emphasize that it is precisely “rawness” which makes blogs worth reading. By exploring not only the author’s posts but also these types of affirmative (or denunciative) reader reactions, I want to test to what extent readers endorse the use of linguistically laconic writing, and whether it enhances a blog’s popularity.

Embedding the Typos

That’s a summary of part 1 of my talk – the Typo to Hype plan. In outlining that plan (and now we’re moving to part 2), I sketched a synchronic picture mainly. The ‘rawness’ of blogs, the deliberate imperfection of Dogme or Dutch design – these are all trends that mark the late 20th or early 21st century. They did not come out of the blue, however – and their exploration would be fragmentary without an inquiry into developments that affected their formation historically. Here I want to halt briefly at one specific tradition which is likely to have impacted on their linguistic outlines.

– and I am talking of one tradition now, but in truth there is, ofcourse, a plethora of cultural-historical traditions which have informed these outlines. In a general, not necessarily linguistic context, these include the eighteenth-century concept of the “noble savage”, whose very primitivess is considered his prime virtue; nineteenth-century ideals of the amateur or dilettant as nobler and more genuinely passionate than the professional; and, in the twentieth century, the concept of Art Brut: the idea that art made by amateurs, free of intellectual concerns, is more worthwhile than that of professionals. Deliberate imperfection was central, too, to the tradition of “bad art” that flourished in the second half of the century. In the 1960s, Valentin Kataev let a fictional character advise readers (quote English): “since everyone nowadays writes very well, you must write … as badly as possible, and then you will attract attention”; in the same decade, German painter Georg Baselitz longed “to paint really bad paintings,” “with muck, with mud, with non-colours”, to “establish something against all of the beautiful things.” You can see in the painting in my powerpoint, I hope, how his work reflects that wish.
However, as the last quote indicates, the “bad” in “bad art” has mainly esthetic or moral connotations: mauvist art may strive towards esthetic offensiveness or moral shock, but “bad writing” is not linguistically or technically “bad.” Dirk Uffelmann recently visited Bergen to talk about Russia’s most famous “bad writer” (as he calls him) today, Sorokin, which made clear that the latter’s “badness” lies anywhere but in his linguistic skills.

Closer to the type of imperfection which I peruse, and this is the historical tradition which I want to highlight here, is another tradition of “bad writing” – one which tends to be labelled “anti-” rather than “bad literature.” The label comes from Britain, but our colleague Rolf Helleburst has recently traced “anti-literary” traditions specifically in Russian literature, where they are highly persistent. [NB Helleburst is one recent name in a much longer range of scholars who have looked at this problem, some of them very extensively so; his ideas were my first acquaintance with ‘anti-literary’ scholarship, but in the coming years, I plan to have a more inclusive look at other colleagues’ work in the field – and the position of Babel’, for instance, as an advocate of “bad writing.”]
In anti-literary thinking, in Helleburst’s words, “beauty and truth” are “mutually incompatible, according to the axiom that the degree of polish in a narrative is inversely proportional to its sincerity.” This motto is close to that of the “bad writer” – except that in the anti-literary tradition, the linguistic dimension is more prominent. The “anti-literary” writer tends to present his/her writing as technically (stylistically/linguistically) frowsy, and to consider precisely that linguistic frowsiness a guarantee for its artistic “freshness.” Two programmatic examples are, first, Nikolai Chernyshevskii, who introduces his famously sloppily written novel Что делать to readers by stating (quote only in English): 

“I do not have the slightest hint of artistic talent. I do not even have a good command of the language. But this is nothing: read on, most kind public. Your reading will not be without benefit. Truth is a good thing: it compensates for the faults of the author who serves it.” 

And, secondly, Boris Pasternak, who proudly dwells on his stylistic unkemptness in a comment on Doctor Zhivago. In his words, 

“This second book [the second half of Doctor Zhivago] is probably poorer and less trimmed, stylistically . . . but from the perspective of plot, it is fuller, sadder, more tragic. . . . I have written this prose unprofessionally, … in the bad sense of the term ‘without ceremony’.”

[NB I stick to Pasternak and Chernyshevskii here, but the list could be extended endlessly, with quotations from Blok, Dostoevskii, and a large number of other writers]  This tradition, of posing as a writer whose “non-professionality” and stylistic or linguistic faults guarantee a higher degree of truthfulness or expressive power, is pivotal to the linguistic imperfection that is applauded in today’s blogs, I think. I felt supported in that conclusion when reading part of Henrike’s Habilschrift – and correct me, H, if I think so wrongly. Henrike draws a parallel between discourses about blogs today and those about the letter as a new literary genre in Sentimentalism. In both, (linguistic/stylistic) imperfection is considered not merely forgiveable, but positive – as a “renewal” following an “exhaustion of esthetic means” of earlier literary strategies. For Sentimentalists, it was Classicism whose rigid forms they sought to replace with the “formlessness of style” and “familiarity” of letters; and for blog authors it is the simulacra-ridden world of postmodernism which they seek to supersede with a “striving for the authenticity of facts.” Like their Sentimentalist predecessors, they too enact that striving in part through linguistic formlessness or an informal or even erratic linguistic style.

Problems/challenges

So far for the historical part of my talk. With that last observation we land at the last, “schizophrenic” part – on theoretical challenges. The first is related to a question that Henrike links with the developments mentioned: are blogs, or can they be, a literary genre? I pondered this question too, in a recent article, where I argue that the term “literary” is problematic for Russian writers’ blogs: these form a mishmash of literary, informal and practical/PR-related content. What is more, for each of the bloggers whom I explore, the term “literary writer” is problematic: Tolstaia didn’t publish any prose since 2001, polumrak can be considered a writer of entertainment pulp just as easily as a literary author, and Goralik alternates the writing of poems and prose with children’s books, scholarly monographs, cartoons, and with jewelry-making and artistic performances. Sergey, in Ощупывая слона you do say that what matters most in Linor’s life is probably «занятием литературой,» but then quickly add that you’re « не уверен … что она одобрила бы эту слишком пафосную формулировку.» 

So are these bloggers «литературные деятели»? One can avoid that question partly by branding their weblogs “writers’ blogs” rather than “literary blogs” – in the title of my proposal, I indeed plan to change that term – but the question whether we look at literature here remains unsolved by such a mere terminological shift. 

In my article, I proposed solving the question by discussing blogs as a kreatiff – a term that encapsulates notions of literary creation (“kreatiff” is the term used for online texts with literary qualities), digitality (it can also refer to any text published online), and commodification (it is rooted in the loan word “kreativ,” which was used in perestroika Russia to discern commercial creative products from highbrow artistic creation).

In a different solution, Henrike proposes to understand blogs as a “literary fact,” in the sense in which Tynianov coined it: as material which, if no one is able to tell whether it is literature, is in any case seen as such at the time when it arises. That is a helpful notion, I believe – and I like the move away from essentialistic notions of “literariness” that it entails.

Yet the problem how to classify writers’ blogs remains intact – because where does blogs’ practical dimension come in here (the socio-economic role that they fulfill for authors)? The term “kreatiff,” as Henrike rightly argues, is problematically broad: since one of its meanings is “any text published online,” it lacks formalizable parameters. But alternative explanatory models leave little room for blogs’ social/commercial purport. Whatever the ultimate solution, the last word on this problem has not been said. [hence the PPT …]

A second theoretical problem concerns the linguistic imperfection which I expected to encounter in the blogs at stake. In tanyant, the blog which I am currently analyzing, Tolstaia does promise typos and mistakes, as we saw – but in practice, she merely scolds others for them, but refuses to commit any herself. I did spot some typos in her comments, but no deviation from correct language whatsoever in the actual posts. Even when she writes something as simple as a cake recipee, she does that in the linguistically polished style of a professional writer. What is more, those typos that I did not spot in her blog, I did find when reading a print edition of her stories. [in my Powerpoint you see 2 examples]

In her case, then, the opposition of laconically written blogs and meticulously edited print editions is reversed: it is the print edition, rather than the cautiously edited blog, which fails. That paradox begs for an adjustment of my theses. It means that, instead of studying metalinguistic statements, it might be more fruitful to compare those statements with what Ingunn recently termed “performative metalanguage”: comments on language “voiced in and through linguistic practices.” Merely analyzing tanyant’s meta-linguistic comments might suggest that imperfection is her new linguistic credo; but measuring them against her actual posts learns us that the contrary is true. That difference between blogging as a discursive topic and a practice warrants more attention than I originally gave it: in discourse about blogging, ideas of linguistic imperfection may be rampant, but these ideas do not necessarily comply with practice.

And finally, and with this last challenge I conclude, the term “blog” is subject to corrosion in Russia at the moment. We have grown used to thinking of Livejournal blogs when discussing the blogs of leading Russian intellectuals. But in the past weeks, many prominent intelligenty opened a blog on Snob, a journal-cum-club-cum-social-networking-site launched by a Russian tycoon. The site snob.ru, which is a Russian elitist version of facebook, does allow public guest visits, but its core “friend group” consists of 264 invited members, each with a rock-solid name in the Russian (intellectual, cultural, commercial) elite. To give you an idea here are some familiar names: Akunin, Sorokin, Nosik (Leibov – checked: not). As you can see, one of the menu options for each member is “blog,” and many members use that option.

In snob.ru, blogging means something different than in Livejournal, though. Snob.ru presents itself as primarily a professional community, and its coordinators clearly discussed the conceptual formats of their blogs with authors. Most snob-bloggers write thematically confined, linguistically rather formal weekly columns. (here: one by Sorokin). The comment threads look different, too: readers are represented not by ludicrous userpics, as in Livejournal, but by professional photographs; their identity is always displayed.

Now you might think: that is all nice and well, but surely that does not affect your project? I thought the same – until I found out that one of the chosen few who now blog for Snob is “my very own” Linor Goralik. Last week, I discovered that not only she herself, but also her famous cartoon creation Заяц ПЦ launched Snob blogs. In snorapp, Goralik admits that hers is not a “real” blog according to LJ parameters: she calls it a «колоночка (замаскированная под блог).» But in the world of Snob, that is precisely what a blog is.

Ofcourse in my project, I can choose to leave Goralik’s (and her hare’s) new blogs for what they are. And whether snob.ru will have any long-term impact, remains to be seen. But the snob.ru blogs do ask for a redefinition of the term “Russian blog” – and specifically “Russian writers’ blog.” In a few years from now – and with this open ending I conclude my talk – will Livejournal still be the dominating format for that genre, or will different blogging services have taken over? And if so, what does that mean for their (thematic and linguistic) content?
