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Can you list by order of priority the new features (or benefits) made possible by 
the study of little magazines to the analysis of contemporary experimental 
writing? Then explain the various interconnections between these features. 
Finally, describe tensions in periodical studies between preservation and 
distribution. 

 
In Modernism in the Magazines: an Introduction, Robert Scholes and Clifford 
Wulfman trace a history of periodical studies in the twentieth century. Naturally, this 
study begins and ends with Ezra Pound. From his characterization of “the free 
magazine or the impractical or fugitive magazine” in the article “Small Magazines” to a 
series of articles published in The New Age under the unrealized title “Studies in 
Contemporary Mentality,” Pound inaugurates “the serious study of periodicals as a 
way into modern culture.”1 Tackling problems of classification in the periodical, 
Pound characterizes his approach is that of a “simple-hearted anthropologist” sorting 
periodical specimens into different generic boxes.2 In contrast to these methods of 
ideology critique and genre study central to Pound’s periodical criticism, Scholes and 
Wulfman chart the movement of the field “from genres to database.”3 Their argument 
highlights “a different approach, made feasible by the digital resources becoming 
available to scholars…a move from ideological or cultural constructions to the 
collection of data.”4 This emphasis on scholarship and the categorical imperatives of 
analytical data—over and against genre classifications of cultural criticism—is 
predicated on the “enormously intertextual affair” of reading a magazine. We’ll return 
to operative terms in a moment, but for now, given the question before us, it’s 
important to note the role of the list in this discussion.5  
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What is a list, exactly? Originally from an Old German word for a strip of 
paper, the word list in its early usage meant a catalog of people doing the same 
thing or associated with the same group, like soldiers in the army. A list, then, 
is the material trace of a winnowing, a ranking, or a classification of some kind, 
for some purpose…So we must regard this list-making business with 
skepticism…instead, we need to identify the language for describing magazines 
and develop some tools for expressing that language.6 

 
From the list, we arrive at the database. For Scholes and Wulfman, this results in the 
impressive Modernist Journal Project online, a database exploring new methods of 
sorting and processing the great array of evidence behind the proposition “modernism 
began in the magazines.”7 As a subtext to ‘the language of little magazines’ we might 
read The Language of New Media. According to Lev Manovich, what distinguishes the 
database from the list is the way in which a structured collection of data may provide 
an interface through which a user may perform variable operations.8 In this sense, 
prioritizing is certainly a mode of interfacing with a collection of data. However, it 
remains one potential mode among many: one possible syntagm within the database 
paradigm. Thus, before veiling the features periodical studies offers to an analysis of 
contemporary experimental writing within the narrative order of an essay, we might 
sort these features into a data array for alternate potential arrangements (see figure 1). 

Taking the invitation to list seriously and extending this exercise into the 
sortable fields of a database, this chart offers the clarity of a survey alongside the logic 
of contingency inherent to the field. In works ranging from Scholarly Editing for the 
Computer Age (1984) to From Gutenberg to Google (2006), Peter Shillingsburg has 
convincingly demonstrated the ways in which editorial scholarship—an activity 
intersecting with periodical studies—must necessarily perform among an array of 
mutually exclusive theoretical and methodological orientations, each of which is 
internally coherent and textually viable, depending on the work under consideration.9 
Though derived from a wholly removed discipline, this notion of “script act theory” 
can been seen to respond to the database logic described by Lev Manovich, operating 
alongside the better known “contingent methods” advocated by Alan Liu.10 In each of 
these instances, the arrangement of scholarly priorities must be reconfigured based on 
the material contingencies of any study or practical editorial engagement. Thus, I have 
arranged features of periodical studies according to the priorities of this essay—toward 
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outlining pressing issues and demonstrating a diverse array of potentialities. 
Additional classificatory fields include: disciplinary affiliation, preferred platform, 
optimal case-study objects, example studies, key citations, and theoretical 
frameworks—each of which generates a new arrangement. Though not accessible in 
the fixity of PDF formatting, dropping this sorted field (list) into Microsoft Excel 
would give the reader (user) access to a malleable handbook of approaches to little 
magazines and contemporary experimental writing.11 
 
Reading Magazines 
 Before exploring higher levels of (personal) priority, we can linger for a few 
paragraphs on the database analysis proposed by Scholes and Wulfman. This mode of 
study calls for the networked compilation of bibliographic information, circulation 
figures, reader demographics, content tags, subject analysis, advertisement catalogs, 
generic classification, and any number of imagined quantitative and qualitative data 
for large-scale textual computation.12 Ambitious in scope and supported by growing 
ranks of digital humanities scholars, this form of periodical study offers certain notable 
possibilities for contemporary experimental writing. Stemming from exhaustive 
bibliographic volumes such as Frank Mott’s A History of American Magazines, 1741-
1930, rigorous cultural inventories such as Jed Rasula’s American Poetry Wax 
Museum, extensive archival reconstructions such as Alan Filreis’ Counter-Revolution 
of the Word, or the exploratory catalogs included in works like Gwen Allen’s Artists' 
Magazines or Steve Clay and Rodney Phillip’s A Secret Location on the Lower East 
Side—the project of humanities computing opens the possibility of undiscovered 
patterns and unimagined connections in contemporary experimental writing. 
Currently, it’s possible to imagine the use of increased precision and wider scope to 
Rasula’s economic study of poetry publications, or a more exhaustive catalog of works 
forming the mimeograph revolution. However, patterns in content, form, and genre in 
little poetry magazines or data visualizations of groups of writers enmeshed in 
publication networks—to name only two potential outputs—remain subject to 
experiment. In this way, Scholes and Wolfman suggest, “we can move beyond the 
methodology of Pound’s ‘simple-hearted anthropologist’ and dispense with boxes, 
large and small, altogether.”13 Indeed, perhaps Elizabeth Eisenstein put it best in her 
sweeping proto-digital humanities study The Printing Press as an Agent of Change: “If 
it is too vast to be handled by any single scholar, however, it is, by the same token, also 
too vast to be avoided by any single scholar.”14  
  It is interesting, though perhaps not surprising, that precisely the type of 
information called for by Scholes and Wulfman is absent from contemporary 
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databases of experimental writing like Eclipse, PennSound and UbuWeb. I will discuss 
the implications of this absence further in the second essay, but for now we can recall 
Jerome McGann’s speculation: “modern computational tools are extremely apt to 
execute one of the two permanent functions of scholarly criticism—the editorial and 
archival function, the remembrance of things past.”15 The other function, summarized 
as critical reflection, or the capacity to “imagine what we don’t know in a disciplined 
and deliberated fashion,” remains largely beyond the purview of humanities 
computing.16 Aside from the relatively unimpressive results most queries have 
generated, which are likely more a problem of information design and data 
visualization than inherent structural deficiencies in this computational approach, 
there is a great deal of necessary work beyond the database model. Even if we accept 
the power of TEI and related markup languages, McGann’s account of his work on 
The Rossetti Archive and The Blake Archive reveals the myriad ways in which the 
material text has remained stubbornly resistant to the necessary indexical markup 
languages.17 Thus while humanities computing remains a high priority to certain types 
of scholarship and may recognize useful patterns in contemporary experimental 
writing periodicals, the strategy remains more useful to editorial and archival 
functions than speculative analysis and critical scholarship on magazines. While the 
database is an aid to memory, the poetics of scholarship yet demands a human actor 
imagine critical activity “past Z,” as Filreis writes, and into the “miscellaneous, 
unidentified, anonymous, uncataloged, misindexed.”18  
 For periodical objects awaiting identification, cataloging, and indexing, we 
might turn at this juncture to McGann’s exploration of “the text as a laced network of 
linguistic and bibliographical codes,” where “textuality is a social condition of various 
times, places, and persons.”19 Naturally, under this aegis, “poets understand texts 
better than most information technologists,” as the noise of materialist hermeneutics 
and autopoetic mechanisms escape the strictures of informational structures.20 Even 
the mechanistic reading of variant texts performed by Randall McLeod—another 
potential feature of periodical study, as texts often appear in variant forms from one 
issue to the next, and in revised formats for later book publication, each variation of 
which provides limitless grist for close reading—call for a human to interface with an 
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analog collator.21 While waiting for a ‘quantum poetics’ guided by a computer named 
Jarry, the scholar of experimental poetry could find no better vantage for tracing social 
texts than the platform enacted by little magazines. Peter Brooker and Andrew 
Thacker adapt McGann to construct a useful inventory of possibilities for “the 
periodical codes at play in any magazine,” including: 
 

a whole range of features including page layout, typeface, price, size of volume 
(not all ‘little magazines are little in size), periodicity of publication (weekly, 
monthly, quarterly, irregular), use of illustrations (colour or monochrome, the 
forms of reproductive technology employed), use and placement of 
advertisements, quality of paper and binding, networks of distribution and 
sales, modes of financial support, payment practices towards contributors, 
editorial arrangements, or the type of material published (poetry, reviews, 
manifestos, editorials, illustrations, social and political comments, etc.). We can 
also distinguish between periodical codes internal to the design of a magazine 
(paper, typeface, layout, etc.) and those that constitute its external relations 
(distribution in a bookshop, support from patrons). However, it is often the 
relationship between internal and external periodical codes that is most 
significant.22 

 
Radiating out from the material text, each magazine offers a wealth of interpretive 
possibilities built upon the relationship between the internal and external periodical 
codes. A thick description of these various material relations—in concert with a close 
reading of the linguistic codes of the text itself—may construct a fuller understanding 
of experimental writing within a larger network or social text. 

This networked formal analysis is precisely Craig Saper’s approach in reading 
the “intimate bureaucracies” formed among experimental writers engaged in 
periodical exchange. For Saper, McGann opens a ‘sociopoetic’ mode of reading the 
various assemblings of ‘receivable art and poetry,’ constituted by and finding meaning 
in various schemes of distribution and reception until the “inherently social process of 
constructing texts is expanded to the point that individual pages or poems mean less 
than the distribution and compilation machinery or social apparatus.”23 Adding to 
McGann’s expanded field of material hermeneutics, Saper considers the periodical in 
relation to Roland Barthes’ concept of the receivable, differentiated from both the 
readerly texts of narrative realism and the writerly texts of modernism.24 Highlighting 
this third category of “unpublishable” intimate distribution, Saper presents a mode of 
reading experimental writing from the sixties and seventies that sidesteps the 
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dominant art historical discourses of pastiche and neo-avant-garde. Intensely intimate, 
collectively constructed, and decidedly off-market, we can read little magazines as “the 
sociopoetic practice that was the production, distribution, and use of periodicals as 
artworks and poetry.”25 We can hear this sociopoetic echoing Bernstein’s “Conspiracy 
of ‘Us’” from a periodical perspective: 

 
We see through the structures which we have made ourselves & cannot do 
even for a moment without them, yet they are not fixed but provisional. . .that 
poetry gets shaped—informed and transformed—by the social relations of 
publication, readership, correspondence, readings, &c (or, historically seen, the 
‘tradition’), and, indeed, that the poetry community(ies) are not a secondary 
phenomenon to writing but a primary one.26    

 
Perhaps the most remarked upon quality of periodical studies from the avant-garde 
through to contemporary experimental writing is the construction of groups and the 
constellation of traditions or politics. The magazine provides one material basis for 
unraveling these knotty issues without falling prey to the fetishistic logic of cultural 
critique. Instead of reading exceptional objects or symptomatic inscriptions, the 
magazine provides literary history with networks of association to chart and vast 
bodies of interrelated documents to map. 

Beyond group formation, Saper recovers threads in this alternate history that 
enable us to observe “from the perspective of the twenty-first century, assemblings 
[periodicals] may look like experiments in networked productions in general and serve 
as a model for electronic media networks.”27 As forms of experimental writing 
continue to evolve across dominant social media platforms on the internet, the study 
of periodicals presents both a robust frame for a distributed sociopoetics as well as a 
wide array of alternate futures for networked writing. Immediate analogies are 
abundant: Scholes and Wulfman compare Pound’s periodical series “Studies in 
Contemporary Mentality” to an exercise in blogging (“something like contemporary 
bloggers, discussing what comes to hand, taking up a new project each week”); 
extended engagement across issues of magazines and sociopoetic publications is 
intensified by the poetry listserv (Barrett Watten’s “Multiauthors and the Listserv” is 
one potent example among many); independent publishing throughout the 
mimeograph revolution anticipates instant digital ‘publication’ (“in a very real sense, 
almost anyone could become a publisher”), and the list could go on from here.28  
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It has been clear, since McLuhan’s Understanding Media, that previous forms 
of media comprise all ‘new’ media. Bolter and Grusin characterize this process of 
remediation as the double logic of hypermediacy and transparency: “Our culture 
wants both to multiply its media and to erase all traces of mediation: ideally, it wants 
to erase its media in the very act of multiplying them.”29 For just this reason, the study 
of historical formats of time-based networked distribution is an essential component 
for the study of contemporary writing. If “all mediation is remediation,” as Bolter and 
Grusin argue, and “in this genealogy, older media can also remediate newer ones,” 
there is no aspect of media communication—including writing technologies—that 
escapes the mutual forces of remediation.30 The importance of this approach is a 
recurrent aspect of new media studies: take for example, the way in which Manovich 
has demonstrated the computer’s cultural operations according to the history of 
cinema, or Gitelman’s splendid explorations of the character of digital markup 
languages via “the editors’ barbed wire” in the six-volume transcription of Emerson’s 
journal.31 Experimental writing magazines provide further incentive along these lines 
as they offer a protracted catalog of effects, given their relative freedom from 
normative economic pressures.32 The array of bibliographic codes, experimental 
arrangements, distribution mechanisms, and form inventions on full display in the 
archive of little magazines provide various passages forward into understanding the 
complex of writing platforms operating today. It’s difficult to conclude this line of 
reasoning without recourse to a soft citation of Friedrich Kittler’s maxim—“Media 
determine our situation, which (nevertheless or for that reason) merits a 
description...Operating at their limits, even antiquated media become sensitive 
enough to register the signs and indices of a situation.”33  
 If our current situation in experimental writing is comprised of diverse projects 
of found and recontextualized text, from conceptual writing to flarf, the periodical and 
attendant practices of editorial theory, social text, and material bibliography present 
the most robust apparatus for understanding composition with fluid text. Borrowing 
this term from John Bryant, author of The Fluid Text: A Theory of Revision and Editing 
for Book and Screen, rather than Kenneth Goldsmith’s usage of the phrase, opens up a 
vast historical discussion of editing textual objects and charting the changes in an 
ongoing compositional process. In a sense, deforming Bryant’s study of versions and 
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revisions in Melville’s Typee to suit contemporary poetics, we may cite a resonant 
passage: 
  

To come to the point, the cultural meaning of a fluid text is in the pressure that 
results in changes made in one text to create another and the degree of 
difference, or the distance, between two texts. Thus, a poetics of the fluid text 
is a poetics of revision, whether that change is induced by an individual writer, 
a social demand, or as is often the case, a combination of the two.34 

 
While we might like to add algorithms and other operators to this equation, the 
poetics of revision remain pertinent to scholarship of forms of contemporary 
experimental writing dominated by acts of revision. 
  

A revision occupies space and reflects the passage of time; it reveals options 
and choices; it has direction. It is a chord of dissonances and harmonies, and 
not a single note. A writer’s revision presents us with multiple texts vying for 
position on the page. In revision, writers exist, it may be said, not in the linear 
sequence of their words but in the shifting tides of the language they use, in 
their choice of words and the distance between one choice and the next.35 

 
Augmenting this differential equation, we may study the tactics composition of the 
magazine editor, subject to both the scrutiny of creative writer and editor. These 
tactics prepare the way for a poetics of fluid textual practices, from streaming code 
poems to full-text appropriation, and every mode of revision in between. Studying 
poets as editors and editors as poets within the database of revision and mediation, the 
editorial poetics of the magazine necessarily circulate to all subscribers to 
contemporary experimental writing. 
 
Interlude : Transition : : Preservation : Distribution  

With the strategies outlined above, it may prove helpful to conclude by briefly 
reading two magazines included in the field list that remain caught in the tension 
between preservation and distribution. In truth, I’ve never seen either of the 
magazines. One is preserved online, while another is distributed as a reprinted 
facsimile. Or perhaps it’s the other way around, with one magazine preserved in 
facsimile reissue, with the other is distributed online. Both stem from teams of co-
editors with high levels of editorial authority in the arrangement, selection, and 
distribution of their respective periodicals. Both magazines remain influential to the 
strains of aesthetic practice they helped formulate. And finally, both were mythically 
rare until reissued by highly reflexive poet-archivist-scholars in 2010. Thus, rather 
than delve into each magazine as a stabilized object, we will remain at the level of the 
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reissue, exploring the interchanging relationship between preservation and 
distribution. Instead of reading the magazine, we will examine its media and cultural 
interfaces along with the bibliographic codes of the mediating reissue.  
 
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, 2010 
 First, we may examine Craig Dworkin’s edition of L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, 
hosted on Eclipse, an online archive “focusing on digital facsimiles of the most radical 
small-press writing from the last quarter century.”36 In shades of grey, the full run of 
the magazine is hosted in both GIF facsimile images online and high quality PDF 
reading copies.37 The PDF was made in February of 2003, while Eclipse was still hosted 
by Princeton University. However, the browsing GIF files were generated in August of 
2006, when the full run of the magazine was coded into the new servers hosted by the 
University of Utah. (It is interesting to highlight the GIF format here, as most other 
objects archived at Eclipse use JPG. Much lossier and currently employed in ironic or 
nostalgic animations by net artists, the GIF images were surely generated as some of 
the first objects in the archive. In retrospect the pixilated grain of GIF compression 
perfectly matched the Xerox aesthetic of the original printed artifact. These layers of 
mediation each present their own bibliographic signification.) Meanwhile, the page 
itself hosting the magazine is last modified on September 30, 2010 at 1:44:59 PM, the 
precise date and time that the first index to L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E was published, 
hypermediating the full contents and creating a new interface to the magazine as a 
whole. With this single addition written into the site, only the latest, most recently 
refreshed edition, is accessible to the user without further remediation by services like 
archive.org. With this metadata written into both the web page and the digital 
facsimile, the string of dates traces the history of the archive along with its objects.  

Indeed, Dworkin’s own critical reflections on Eclipse, published in a paper 
titled “Hypermnesia” (a medical term for exactingly precise memory), characterize the 
destruction necessitated by archival distribution, “Once again, the twin impulses of the 
digital archive—to preserve and to present, to reproduce and to distribute—are at 
fundamental odds with one another.”38 Caught between compression formats scalable 
to online distribution and accurate facsimile reproduction, Dworkin explains, “digital 
media generate a continual dynamic between fidelity and degradation, accurate 
facsimile and serviceable impersonation.”39 However, regardless of higher resolution 
images or more perfect digital facsimiles, the archival paradox outlined by Derrida in 
Archive Fever remains, the objects are fetishes for memory and the archive necessarily 
translated into the creative destruction of its holdings. In Dworkin’s capitulation, the 

                                                        

36 Eclipse, ed. Craig Dworkin, http://english.utah.edu/eclipse/  
37 Precisely, the background can be coded as #303030. It is perhaps no accident that 
newer versions of Firefox present a slightly darker grey (#222222) as the most 
neutral background for image viewing. 
38 Craig Dworkin, “Hypermnesis,” boundary 2 36:3 (2009): 84. 
39 Dworkin, “Hypermnesis,” 84. 



tension between preservation and distribution in digital formats can be summarized as 
follows: 

  
Part of what the archive seeks to conserve with its insistence on representing 
the pagination and typography of the originals is precisely what a digital 
archive necessarily loses: the facture and material specificity of the book or 
printed document as an object.40 

 
However, he reminds the reader: 
 

In the context of “new media,” this focus on the “old(-fashioned) media” of the 
page and the book may seem quaint or retrograde, but those attachments are 
not, in fact, romantically nostalgic. They are coldly semiotic.41  

 
Avalanche, 2010 

In the precision of this cold spotlight on “old(-fashioned) media,” we may 
transition to Primary Information’s 2010 facsimile republication of the full run of 
Avalanche magazine. Edited by James Hoff and Miriam Katzeff, the republication 
reprints all thirteen issues of the original magazine. First published in glossy square 
editions from 1970 to 1973, then as a tabloid newspaper until 1976, the Avalanche 
reissue is remarkable in its mimicry of the materiality of the original versions. The first 
eight are presented as exact facsimile reprints, down to the dimensions of the page and 
the weight of the paper, while the last five are bound in a book format that models the 
size of the original tabloid newspaper. What the uncanny first eight issues provide is 
an atemporal glimpse into the object as impossibly new and uncomfortably old. Here 
the preservation of all bibliographic codes produces both tremendous discomfort and 
hyper-attentive media opacity. The anachronistic pricing on the cover—$2—stands in 
marked contradistinction to the $150 price tag. Similarly, the occasional speck of dust 
or crease caught in the 1200dpi scanning process (far exceeding the precision of the 
naked eye) capturing of the original magazines mixes with new dust and user wear. 
The differences grow harder to recognize. Like forgeries of great paintings, the 
Primary Information Avalanche issues are impossibly available and a little too precise. 
As a responsible bibliographer and critical consumer, the fraud is easy to locate. 
However, considering speculative futures for periodical study, one can’t help but 
wonder at the possibilities in the archive-to-come. Symptomatic of print-on-demand 
publishing, flexible supply economics, and 3D printing and graphics—wherein creative 
destruction, planned obsolescence, temporal anachronism, and generalized 
spatialization control culture on and off the web—the magazine signals new potential 
in distribution alongside reduplicated simulacra effects in preservation.  
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