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“Trivial Linguistic Exchanges”: History and Archive in Kenneth Goldsmith

I'd like to begin with a moment from Soliloquy, a book by Kenneth Goldsmith, the self-proclaimed “most boring writer that has ever lived” (“Being Boring”). The book is an unedited transcript of every word the writer spoke for one week in mid-April, 2000, and this utterance comes in the midst of a party: "If it's a bestseller I couldn't care less. It's not interesting. No I'm not in really it's another world. It's really it's really another world in what I'm involved with. I mean I don't read fiction first of all, unless it's ninetieth century. Let's say fiction doesn't apply to this century so ... Shall we go?" (74). [probably meant "nineteenth century" - he's a little tossed at this point] Goldsmith's reputation as a poet, or writer, or, as he would have it, an "information manager," hangs on such statements, spoken both in seemingly private conversations and public settings. Fiction is obsolete, a mode of writing no longer adequate to the historical situation in which it finds itself. Goldsmith's most recent projects bear out this double investment in both the historical moment of their production and an anti-narrative drive: in The Weather and Traffic, transcriptions of a year's worth of weather reports and a week of traffic reports; in Day, a transcription of a single issue of the New York Times; in Fidget, an account of every move Goldsmith's body made on one day; in No. 111, a catalog of words and phrases ending in the "er" sound, arranged alphabetically and syllabically, and culminating with the full text of D.H. Lawrence's "The Rocking Horse Winner."

Goldsmith utilizes transcription and its technological adjuncts, computers, OCR scanners, DAT recorders, and the book form, to record, isolate, re-organize, and re-present chunks of language; he proposes to shear various modes of banal language of their context. His work archives instances of language, constructs micro-historical documents from masses of everyday language plucked from speech, appended to bodies and events. The claim that fiction “doesn't apply to this century,” then, invites us to view Goldsmith's poetics of transcription as a mode of writing that displaces fiction, that attempts to do for us in our time what fiction did in its time, though it should be noted that even he cannot escape the seductions of fiction, describing his book Day as, “a great novel, filled with stories of love, jealousy, murder, competition, sex, passion, and so forth” (“Being Boring”). That even this staunchly anti-fictional writer finds his own work slipping into the conventions of fiction indicates not so much the fallacy of Goldsmith's tipsy remark as the ways in which the codes of storytelling and narrative inevitably violate generic boundaries. Indeed, this is the assumption driving Metahistory, Hayden White's classic analysis of the poetics of historical writing. In that book, White describes historical writing as, “a verbal structure in the form of a narrative prose discourse that purports to be a model, or icon, of past structures and processes in the interest of explaining what they were by representing them.” Historical writing, for White, is a representational practice that relies on narrative accounts of past events to construct prose models of those events. Rather than attempt to measure these narratives against the litmus test of reality, White claims that the status of the historians and philosophers of history that he reads “does not depend on the nature of the ‘data’ they used to support their generalizations or the theories they invoked to explain them; it depends rather on the consistency, coherence, and illuminative power of their respective visions of the historical field.” Thus, White finds, “their status as models of historical narration and conceptualization depends, ultimately, on the preconceptual and specifically poetic nature of their perspectives on history.”

White's project in Metahistory, then, consists in performing a series of formal analyses that present the specific narrative and imaginative techniques used by Michelet, Ranke, Tocqueville, et al  It seems relevant to note that White explicitly identifies himself as a formalist, and so the theories and techniques that he brings to the reading of history are concepts most closely associated with the analysis of narrative fiction, perhaps most famously in the work of Viktor Shklovsky. I would like, then, to return to Goldsmith's comment that “fiction doesn't apply to this century.” Because it seems to me that by “fiction” Goldsmith means fictional narratives, narratives which ostensibly follow the same formal principles as the works analyzed by White. If fiction does not, in fact, apply to this century, then some other technique presumably does. This is where the full weight of Goldsmith's offhand remark comes to bear on his catalog. If, as he claims, we must jettison fiction as a mode of writing that can have some kind of relevance in the early twenty-first century, might we also have to do away with models of historical writing that have been with us since the nineteenth century? 

If the answer to this question is yes, then we would have to ask what a new poetics of history would look like. Perhaps unsurprisingly, I’m going to suggest that it would look something like Kenneth Goldsmith’s writing. I read his books as object lessons in a rethinking of what it means to write history. His assault on narrative fiction, and his paradoxical rediscovery of it in the pages of his own book, suggests that narrative poetics are part of a set of formal principles that now appear under the rubric of a new model, one that relies on the consistency of orthography to transcribe the minutia and banality of the modern urban scene in archives documenting ephemera that often evaporates before it can enter history. The movements of a single person's body through space, semi-accurate weather predictions, an account of an ordinary traffic jam, these events operate outside of the historian's graph—they are profoundly unmomentous, utterly ordinary, meaningless without the events they index.

Goldsmith views his project as an ongoing engagement with language as it is literally embedded in banal cultural practices and institutions, as banal as a single stuttered syllable in a ten-word conversation. His framing of the project as an experiment in language leads Jason Christie to ask of Day, “How fruitful is it to read a newspaper as a book when it is continuously more and more out-of-date? Should such a book be read at all?” Christie suggests that, “His text exists much like a DJ’s mix … [it is] created by sampling the culture” (82). I like that Christie underscores the performative element in Goldsmith’s writing, the actual process of transcribing a newspaper as something akin to the manipulation of an electronic instrument, its output leaving material traces in language. Rather than a DJ, though, I would read Goldsmith as a weird kind of archon. Here is his description of the process he used while writing Day: 

I would take a page of the newspaper, start at the upper left hand corner and work my way through, following the articles as they were laid out on the page. If an article, for example, continued on another page, I wouldn't go there. Instead, I would finish retyping the page I was on in full before proceeding to the next one. […] Everywhere there was a bit of text in the paper, I grabbed it. I made no distinction between editorial and advertising, stock quotes or classified ads. If it could be considered text, I had to have it. Even if there was, say, an ad for a car, I took a magnifying glass and grabbed the text off the license plate.

Shearing language not just of its indexical status, but also its visual context, Goldsmith flattens the distinction between primary and secondary, advertisement and story, journalism and commerce. While Christie claims that the value in reading Day has something to do with the process used to write it, I would add that nobody questions the value in reading a history book, or rather, the value that readers of history find in their books seems clear enough in most cases. Day presents history re-ordered, narrative rearranged by the organizational imperatives of the newspaper form. By transcribing surfaces as they appear to the indifferent mechanism of transcription and OCR scanning, Goldsmith presents the newspaper not as an installment in the world’s soap opera, but as an arrangement of language upon a surface. Rather than yesterday’s news, then, Day gives the reader a messy archive of raw language, preserving the newspaper’s surface by disfiguring and literalizing it. 


Such a project, then, is both destructive and preservative. It performs the contradictions of what David Greetham has called “the cultural poetics of archival exclusion.” Questioning the assumptions that guide the construction of cultural and historical archives, Greetham writes, 

Without even considering the numerous stories of the intransigence of archive owners in making their textual riches available to scholarly perusal--an active and often dog-in-the-manger ‘exclusion’ as a mark of the prerogative of property, we can see that even such apparently blameless and seemingly neutral roles as the agency of description, of mere listing and cataloguing (or, more pointedly, deciding not to list or catalogue or to omit from the list or catalogue) can obviously have enormous potential for exclusion, even when an item or artifact has survived in earlier listings.

Posing the central concern of the archivist, Greetham then asks, “If the acid-paper publications of (say) Nineteenth-Century documents are left to self-destruct, as they surely will, given enough time and enough acid, where will we look for the records of that culture?” Greetham’s concerns are double, then: who gets to exclude what from the archive and what, by virtue of its material form, excludes itself by decomposing, dissolving, disappearing unaccountably? Goldsmith’s tireless work in building and maintaining the massive online archive UbuWeb, which collects and makes available texts, sound recordings, and video of all manner of experimental art, speaks to these concerns. Even if the low-quality digitization of video art does not provide an optimal aesthetic experience, its presence online at least attests to its existence, leaving a trace that future scholars can use as a starting point in excavating the original, or at least a better copy. 


Preserving the ephemeral, then, in Greetham’s view, is central to the role of the archivist, and both UbuWeb, as an ongoing archival project, and the tracing of the linguistic contours of medial topography in Day are representative of Goldsmith’s work as an archivist of language. Day, along with Soliloquy, Fidget, The Weather, and Traffic are a series of archives that preserve the most fragile moments, and through them construct a notion of history that exposes the staccato rhythms and misprisions that constitute the banal slog of everyday urban existence. Marjorie Perloff’s claim, consonant with many of Goldsmith’s own, that The Weather, like Soliloquy and Day before it, “is a work of radical defamiliarization,” forcing “the reader to think about weather in entirely new ways” describes the effect of reading so much banal language in such concentrated doses. But just as the old-fashioned narratives and plots that surface in Day appear under the rubric of a new poetic impulse, so the work of “radical defamiliarization” comes as a consequence of what I’ll call archival compression, in this case of getting a year’s worth of minor history all at once. 

This sort of compression, though, requires a rigorous distinction between the language compressed and what the language indexes. The Weather takes place, as it were, over the course of the year 2003, and so encompasses the United States’ invasion of Iraq. Perloff notes that, sometime after March 20, 2003 in Goldsmith’s book, the weatherman, who is located in New York, starts giving the weather forecast for Baghdad as well, but that “within less than three weeks, Iraq weather literally disappears … no doubt because on April 9, the fall of Baghdad is announced: for weather purposes, the ‘war’ is over” (87). Perloff claims the appearance and disappearance of Iraq from the book indicates the “poetic force” of transcription, and she claims that Goldsmith “need provide no moralizing on the horrors of war; the actual discourse of the day says it all” (88). Perhaps, but I would like to draw a distinction between what Perloff calls “poetic force” and what she calls “actual discourse.” It seems to me that compression is one of the unifying gestures of Goldsmith’s work. The transcription, collection, and proximity of the language that Goldsmith transcribes grants poetic force to his writing. This force allows the reader a special kind of access to the ideological and historical content of otherwise disparate utterances. But this access is gained only by sacrificing what it claims to represent. What you lose, I think, is “actual discourse,” the cultural panorama in which the utterances are embedded. Contextual moments appear rather as deictic splinters lodged in the writing. Archival compression, then, the attempt to crystallize a disseminated linguistic experience by exposing it to the pressures of proximity, squeezes out the bulk of reference, leaving behind only its residue. “Actual discourse” is what you lose when you only transcribe the weather report.

Such distinctions, between the poetics engendered by the transcription of utterances and the moments those utterances reference, can perhaps begin to outline the historical poetics at work in Goldsmith’s writing. The act of transcription severs language from the instance of its utterance, yet preserves history as a mass of traces of the real. Whereas a narrative poetics of history, as explicated by White, involves the creation of narrative models that are ostensibly sufficient to represent the past, Goldsmith’s archives make no attempt to represent; they are collections of traces of traces, not precisely non-fictional, but not precisely fictional. Their liminal status, as both the evidence of a kind of documentary writing and as heavily enframed aesthetic objects, outline the contradictions of the generic shift implied by Goldsmith’s claim about the applicability of fiction to this century: though fiction is no longer tenable, history is no longer non-fictional. 

