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PREFACE

Marshall McLuhan was dubbed a media guru when he came to
prominence in the 1960s. The Woodstock generation found him cool;
their parents found him perplexing. Today he is often referred to
as a media ecologist, a phrase that would have pleased him for its
resonance with James Joyce’s Echoland. Joyce’s kaleidoscopic verbal
creativity stimulated McLuhan’s vision for a unified explanation of
everything from Woodstock to Wall Street, from woodcuts to weap-
ons, in terms of media and their effects.

As an undergraduate student, McLuhan dismissed many of his
teachers as myopic, less well read than him, and incapable of creative
thinking. He vowed to eschew the academic life but became a profes-
sor in spite of himself, teaching English literature till the end of his
career. Along the way, he found time to write about high literature
(G. K. Chesterton, Wyndham Lewis, Ezra Pound, James Joyce,
T. S. Eliot, and Thomas Nashe among others) and popular culture
(movies, comics, and advertising), managing even to explore the link
between them in reviewing the work of his arch-rival Northrop Frye
(“Inside Blake and Hollywood”). By 1963 McLuhan was Director of
the Center for Culture and Technology at the University of Toronto
and would be a public intellectual on the international stage for more
than a decade, then linked forever to his two best-known coinages:
the global village and the medium is the message.

Both phrases express a paradox. We easily interpret the first as
an image for our planet dramatically shrunken by the powerful media
of instant communication. Broadband buzz and G3 gossip. For this
we scarcely need McLuhan. But the medium is the message has an
unsettling counter-intuitive quality that provoked critical commen-
taries—many of startling irrelevance to McLuhan’s thrust and purpose.
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PREFACE

Legions of bewildered students and intimidated faculty may have
kept silent, and McLuhan’s many interviewers often merely registered
irritation, but Jonathan Miller and Umberto Eco were among the
luminaries who lodged vigorous protests, stumbling over McLuhan’s
metaphor for how media operate and how they shape and control the
speed, scale, and forms of human association and action. This was
the key idea at the core of Understanding Media.

Even as Understanding Media was launched, McLuhan was raid-
ing psychology, philosophy, structuralism, and taking second plun-
der from literary studies. By the end of his career, he had harnessed
the complementarities of figure/ground, cause/effect, structure/func-
tion, and cliché/archetype to his earlier work. Their full and final
expression was achieved in the posthumously published Laws of
Media.

Taken as a whole, McLuhan’s writings reveal a profound coher-
ence and illuminate his unifying vision for the study of language,
literature, and culture, grounded in the broad understanding of any
medium or technology as an extension of the human body. McLuhan:
A Guide for the Perplexed offers a close reading of all his major works
with a focus on tracing the systematic development of his thought.
The overriding objective is to clarify McLuhan’s thinking, to con-
solidate it in a fashion which prevents misreadings, and to open the
way to advancing his own program: ensuring that the world does
not sleepwalk into the twenty-first century with nineteenth-century
perceptions.
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CHAPTER ONE

BACKGROUND, CONTEXT, DEFINITIONS,
AND ... STUMBLING BLOCKS

Norman Mailer said Marshall McLuhan had a mind that could
only think in metaphors. The metaphor for McLuhan’s life and life’s
work is a voyage of discovery, and it emerges from a literary classic
that was one of his favorites: Edgar Allan Poe’s 4 Descent into the
Maelstrom.

The story tells of a fisherman caught in a fearsome whirlpool off
the northwest coast of Norway, known to mariners as the Maelstrom.
The narrator of Poe’s tale recounts that he and his two brothers had
spent years repeatedly risking their lives to cross this treacherous
expanse of the Arctic Ocean in order to reach the rich fishing grounds
beyond. They were skilled in timing their trips to coincide with slack
waters, but they knew well that any miscalculation would put them at
the mercy of a force strong enough to suck down trees, whales, boats
and ships of all sizes. They had at times been stranded beyond the
Maelstrom as it churned longer than usual; once they had nearly
starved to death, as a full week of becalmed waters kept them from
returning home.

After years of eluding disaster, the brothers find themselves head-
ing for port as a monstrous hurricane brews with such great speed
that they are driven into the dark and angry waters at the center of
the whirlpool. One brother lashes himself to the mast for safety, but
when it snaps he is carried overboard and drowns. The other brothers
remain aboard their boat as it begins to descend into the spinning
water. Amid total chaos, the one who would survive to tell of the
experience sees both horror and beauty. As he notices which objects
go most quickly to their destruction on the rocks at the bottom of the
vortex, he discovers a pattern that offers a clue for a survival strategy.
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When he fails to make his brother understand what must be done to
escape a watery grave, he leaps overboard alone, lashed to a barrel
that will keep him afloat. The other, trusting in the apparent safety of
a ring-bolt aboard their vessel, vanishes with it.

As the Maelstrom’s own force abates, the hurricane continues to
rage, carrying the surviving brother down the coast, where he is res-
cued by other fishermen. Though the horror of the ordeal leaves him
temporarily speechless, he is finally able to summon enough strength
to relate what happened in full and explain how he came to under-
stand the way to escape. But those who hear his account not only
fail to understand but react with disbelief. Poe portrays himself as a
traveler who is among those listening to the fisherman, whom he
describes as broken in body and spirit and resigned already to retell-
ing his story without any expectation of anyone believing him.

McLuhan first referred to the story of the Maelstrom in an
article published in 1946, titled “Footprints in the Sands of Crime.”
It became a perennial favorite in his teaching and in his writing. It is
given pride of place in his first book, The Mechanical Bride, where
readers are told explicitly how much importance McLuhan attaches
to it and precisely what place it occupies in his emerging method of
analysis: “Poe’s sailor saved himself by studying the action of the
whirlpool and by cooperating with it. The present book likewise
makes few attempts to attack the very considerable currents and
pressures set up around us today by the mechanical agencies of the
press, radio, movies, and advertising. It does attempt to set the reader
at the center of the revolving picture created by these affairs where
[s/]he may observe the action that is in progress and in which every-
body is involved.”!

McLuhan, like Poe’s surviving fisherman, could say: “I became
obsessed with the keenest curiosity about the whirl itself. I positively
felt a wish to explore its depths, even at the sacrifice I was going to
make; and my principal grief was that I should never be able to tell
my old companions on shore about the mysteries I should see.”?

And, like the survivor of the Maelstrom, McLuhan found amuse-
ment through rational detachment, as he surveyed new environments
gathering enough force to endanger the cultural values he personally
cherished. No less than the solitary figure of Poe’s tale, McLuhan
would meet with skepticism in offering his explanation of how to
escape the maelstrom of the electronic age.
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At age 17, Marshall McLuhan built and sailed a fourteen-foot
boat. Some years later, writing to his mother, he would relate the
experience explicitly to his conversion to Catholicism. “An innate
distaste for spiritual perversion and incontinence would have kept me
neutrally agnostic forever unless there had come opportunities for
knowledge of things utterly alien to the culture—the grim product of
life-denying other worldliness—that you know I hated from the time
I turned from our pavements and wheels to boats and sails.”?

The reference to pavements, wheels, boats, and sails also anticipates
one part of the analytic framework that McLuhan would develop for
examining the relationship between culture and technology: modes
of transportation and their impact on social organization and inter-
action. McLuhan never limited his study of media to mass commu-
nication but defined a medium as any technological extension of
body or mind. Inevitably, some readers were surprised that alongside
chapters on radio, television, press, and film, Understanding Media
offered many more dealing with clothing and clocks, comics and
credit cards . . . Other readers were exasperated when McLuhan’s late
writings challenged them to understand what features safety pins
and bulldozers shared with the metaphors of everyday language. Was
this just an outrageous piece of rhetoric? Not at all, as we shall see in
Chapter Five. McLuhan had too profound a respect for rhetoric to
use it merely as a zapper.

At 19, he was an undergraduate student at the University of
Manitoba, Canada. It was the 1930s, and the world of advertising
caught his attention for the first time. He ventured the opinion that
fifty years later the ads of that day would prove to be interesting
cultural artifacts. Over those fifty years, McLuhan analyzed advertis-
ing repeatedly—first in The Mechanical Bride, then in journal arti-
cles, a major chapter of Understanding Media, and finally in Culture
Is Our Business.

McLuhan earned a B.A. and M.A. from the University of
Manitoba, a second M.A. in English literature from Cambridge Uni-
versity, where he then enrolled in the Ph. D. program. When he left
Cambridge and took up his first teaching position at the University
of Wisconsin, he experienced a shock effect. At age twenty-six he was
barely older than his students, but he felt as though he was teaching
them across a wide chasm. He recognized that this had something to
do with ways of learning, ways of understanding, though he could
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not pinpoint it. But like Poe’s sailor, he began observing what was
happening around him, searching for a clue to a way out. He was on
his way to the study of media that would absorb him for the rest of
his life.

Media analysis was not a detour from literary studies for McLuhan.
On the contrary, he constantly buttresses his academic publications
on writers from G. K. Chesterton to T. S. Eliot with articles and
books aimed not only at educators grappling with the same challenge
he had first faced in Wisconsin but all readers with a stake in literate
culture and its survival against the backwash of the electronic age.
The writers of particular interest to McLuhan were those who galva-
nized language and inspired the development of his pivotal view of
language as mankind’s first technology. The list is long and runs from
the Elizabethan era to the period of high modernism, from Thomas
Nashe to Ezra Pound, from William Blake to Wyndham Lewis. James
Joyce is the most frequently quoted author in Understanding Media,
Harold Innis (Empire and Communications, The Bias of Communica-
tion) is absent.

Understanding Media is undoubtedly the best-known book by
McLuhan. In print continuously since it first appeared in 1964, it has
passed many publication milestones, with an anniversary edition
dating from 1994 and the definitive critical edition released in 2003.
Chapter Four below will provide a detailed analysis; the present
chapter, intended as a gradual initiation to McLuhan’s key terms and
themes, is organized around critical reaction to the book. It is also
intended to encourage newcomers and set all readers on the path
to a fruitful reading of McLuhan by making an example of fine
minds that stumbled there and identifying the stones that they failed
to see.

The first edition of Understanding Media caused a splash, a deluge
of reviews, commentaries, and reactions (a sampling will be given in
Chapter Four) throughout North America and abroad. At first, the
reception was somewhat muted in McLuhan’s native Canada, even
in the popular press, where he would later draw much attention.
Fellow Canadian author Pierre Berton published 7he Cool Crazy
Committed World of the Sixties in 1966, titling his introductory
chapter “The Mood and the Medium” but without so much as men-
tioning McLuhan’s name. Perhaps Berton did not wish to be the first
to pronounce judgment on the significance of the man that the
Haight-Ashbury generation would soon be embracing as cool.
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McLuhan’s arch-rival in the English Department at the University
of Toronto, the already legendary Northrop Frye of The Anatomy
of Criticism fame, showed no such reticence. Writing one year after
Berton, his criticisms were pointed and broad-ranging, jabbing even
at McLuhan’s commitment to rhetoric, and perhaps subtly discount-
ing the value of the inspiration that McLuhan had drawn from
Canadian economist Harold Innis:

The role of communications media in the modern world is a
subject that Professor Marshall McLuhan has made so much his
own that it would be almost a discourtesy not to refer to him in a
lecture which covers many of his themes. The McLuhan cult, or
more accurately the McLuhan rumor, is the latest of the illusions
of progress: it tells us that a number of new media are about to
bring in a new form of civilization all by themselves, merely by
existing. Because of this we should not, in staring at a television
set, wonder if we are wasting our time and develop guilt feelings
accordingly: we should feel that we are evolving a new mode of
apprehension. What is important about the television set is not the
quality it exudes, which is only content, but the fact that it is there,
the end of a vortical suction that ‘involves’ the viewer. This is not
all of what a serious and most original writer is trying to say, yet
Professor McLuhan lends himself partly to this interpretation by
throwing so many of his insights into a deterministic form. He
would connect the alienation of progress with the habit of forcing
a hypnotized eye to travel over thousands of miles of type, in what
is so accurately called the pursuit of knowledge. But apparently he
would see the Gutenberg syndrome as a cause of the alienation of
progress, and not simply as one of its effects. Determinism of this
kind, like the determinism which derives Confederation from the
railway, is a plausible but oversimplified form of rhetoric.*

Nearly twenty years later, French philosopher and social critic
Jean Baudrillard would reflect on McLuhan and cast him not as
a technological determinist but as a technical optimist:

There is the technological optimism of Marshall McLuhan: for him
the electronic media inaugurate a generalized planetary communi-
cation and should conduct us by the mental effect alone of new
technologies, beyond the atomizing rationality of the Gutenberg
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galaxy to the global village, to the new electronic tribalism—an
achieved transparency of information and communication . . . In
reality, even if I did not share the technological optimism of
McLuhan, I always recognized and considered as a gain the true
revolution which he brought about in media analysis (this has
been mostly ignored in France).’

Whether McLuhan himself would accept the phrases generalized
planetary communication and achieved transparency of information
as accurate reflections of notions that he had framed is debatable.
It might also be possible to argue that in spite of branding McLuhan
a technological optimist, Baudrillard has allowed for an interpreta-
tion that is closer to the technological determinism that Frye laid to
McLuhan’s charge, at the point where Baudrillard speaks of the men-
tal effect alone of new technologies.

Between Frye and Baudrillard came Arthur Kroker, whose Tech-
nology and the Canadian Mind: Innis/ McLuhan!/ Grant, a detailed and
insightful study that, like Baudrillard’s, makes McLuhan the repre-
sentative of technological optimism, reserving the label of techno-
logical determinism not for Harold Innis (the apparent implication
of Frye’s oblique reference to him) but for social philosopher George
Grant. For Kroker, Innis represents technological realism.

McLuhan drew a reaction from one of England’s high-profile
persons about the arts, Jonathan Miller, when McLuhan traveled to
London to do a radio broadcast for the BBC. He must have been
satisfied that Miller had fully grasped a fundamental and crucial
tenet of Understanding Media and flattered to find himself being
whisked into the pantheon of twentieth-century intellectual giants
when Miller declared that McLuhan was doing for visual space what
Freud had done for sex: revealing its pervasiveness in the structuring
of human affairs. (Soon after, Tom Wolfe would challenge readers to
consider the consequences, if McLuhan was what he sounded like—
the most important thinker since Newton, Darwin, Freud, Einstein,
and Pavlov.)

But not long after McLuhan’s return to Canada, he received a let-
ter from Miller, declaring himself to be a disciple, offering sugges-
tions to the master, along with his own reflections on television as a
medium. Miller professed to be worried about McLuhan’s use of the
terms cool and hot, noting that four distinct meanings could be teased
out of these terms in McLuhan’s writings, though he did not quote
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chapter and verse. If Miller was indeed a disciple, he was questing
after an orthodoxy that he found wanting in Understanding Media,
an orthodoxy that McLuhan could not have woven into the tapestry
of his text without violating the principle of probing his subject
matter in a tentative manner that is comfortable with stretching
meanings. In particular, Miller was keen to challenge McLuhan on
his description of television as the cool medium par excellence.

Miller’s cavil failed to take into account the full range of the
defining features of television that McLuhan had carefully set out
to show how the medium demands maximum sensory involvement
from users, thus making it quintessentially cool. Of course, HDTV
was unknown when Understanding Media first appeared in print,
but that technical advance did not transform television into a hot
medium. Much greater sharpness and clarity of the image on the
screen has been accompanied by the decreased visual intensity of
color transmission. For McLuhan, color was tactile, not visual, a
matter discussed in his Through the Vanishing Point. From this point
of view, color is cooler than black and white, ensuring that television
retains the cool and tactile qualities that McLuhan ascribed to it,
a state of affairs that Jonathan Miller apparently could not accept as
the factor responsible for making television the coolest medium.

Television camera shots are most often close-ups, framed for
viewing on a small screen. By contrast, postcards and photographs
are also small, though not restricted to close-ups, because they are
printed, and print is a high definition medium. The low definition
medium demands close-up shots; television bathes the viewer’s eye in
a flow of images that remain in low definition, even on a large-screen
set. Miller’s reservations about McLuhan’s take on television took no
account of this fundamental point about the technology.

The image on a television screen is not photographic, like that
of film. It is, as McLuhan constantly stressed, iconic and sculptural
rather than pictorial. Whereas a reel of film is a series of visible and
isolatable images permanently embedded in celluloid, no fixed image
ever appears on the television screen. Nothing but a configuration of
light of varying intensity and in a constant state of flux washes over
the screen. It is produced by light through, not light on—by an end-
less barrage of electrons on the picture tube. HDTV has not changed
this process. The television set of today has come a long way from
the clunky cabinet of yesteryear, but it remains the cool medium
it was when audiences watched the North American debut of the
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Beatles in the same year that McLuhan published Understanding
Media. Jonathan Miller was ready to challenge McLuhan on his
understanding of the television medium.

McLuhan’s metaphor for the image on a television screen was that
of a two-dimensional mosaic. Because we watch television, we resist
the notion that it is not fundamentally a visual medium with the same
qualities as true visual media such as text and images on paper, pho-
tographs, movies (each of which get their own chapter in Understand-
ing Media), paintings, cave drawings, fingerprints, or notes scribbled
on a sandy beach. The TV mosaic does not have a visual structure
comparable to the hot medium of the alphabet and its technological
offspring of print, where the eye must constantly follow a straight
line of sharply defined forms. Television does not extend sight, to the
exclusion of the other senses, as print does. It compels the human
eye to operate with great intensity to construct images from the flow
on the screen. McLuhan called this television's tactile quality. TV
does not have uniform, continuous, or repetitive features. On the
contrary, it offers no images at all, in the conventional sense, but
discontinuous and nonlinear patterns captured and transformed into
images in the eye of the beholder. This is what gives the medium the
features of a mosaic.

Television demands the use of what McLuhan later referred to as
the ear-view mirror, meaning that the eye never receives a complete
picture from the screen, just as the ear never receives a word in isola-
tion from a stream of speech. When the eye and the ear, or the eye
working like an ear, have to fill in what is missing, in order to get a
complete and recognizable image, the medium is cool, the user is
“hot”—the typical inverse correlation that emerges in the study of
media and their effects.

McLuhan pushed his metaphor of the mosaic further, stating that
the properties of the TV image create what he called mosaic space.
He believed that the shift from the attitude of detachment and pri-
vate, individual identity fostered by print to the involvement stimu-
lated by television could be explained only by the differences between
visual and mosaic spaces.

Television shifted the balance among our five physical senses and
altered our mental processes. The shift was radical and irreversible.
In the first place, the visual sense that had dominated Western culture
for centuries, through the alphabet and the printing press, was sud-
denly dislocated by the new medium of television. Secondly, television
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ushered in an extension, a new intensity, for the sense of touch.
Though received by the eye, the image on the screen has the type
of texture associated with touch, which creates an interaction of all
the senses.

Nonphonetic forms of writing that preceded the alphabet, as well
as those that coexist with it in nonalphabetic cultures, are, like tele-
vision, media that integrate the physical senses. Phonetic writing, by
contrast, separates and fragments the senses. The low definition tele-
vision image reverses this effect of phonetic writing and replaces the
process of analytic fragmentation with a reintegration of sensory life.

The consequences of such a shift were particularly marked in North
America and England, with their long traditions of literary culture.
It was here that television pushed people toward the tactile model of
continental European cultures. As for social trends and values influ-
enced by television, McLuhan noted that Europe began Americaniz-
ing just as America began Europeanizing.

No sooner had television been made commercially available in the
1950s (its original applications were military thirty years earlier) than
North Americans began acquiring new tastes for tactile involvement,
in everything from the fad for skin-diving to the wrap-around space
of small cars. The television western took on new importance (think
about the extraordinary popularity of the show Bonanza), because
the television image is highly compatible with the tactility of textures
in saddles, buckskin clothing, and roughhewn wood. This fostered a
new taste in the television-watching public for all experience in depth.
The spill-over effect made itself felt in every domain of life from lan-
guage teaching (where training in the spoken language was given pri-
ority to the point of displacing the emphasis on reading knowledge)
to clothes (with a new emphasis on textured materials), food, wine,
and car styles.

A television screen does not show a fixed image but a mesh of dots.
Light shines through them with varying intensity and allows an image
to form. But the spaces in the mesh need to be filled in for the image
to take shape. Because touch is central among the senses, McLuhan
defined tactility as the interaction of the senses, following St. Thomas’s
definition of touch as the meeting place of all the senses. (The resist-
ance that McLuhan encountered to his ideas about television was not
confined to Jonathan Miller and eventually led McLuhan to declare
that his insight into the medium was only acceptable to Thomists.)
There is, of course, no contact between the skin of the viewer and the
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television, but the eye is so much more intensely engaged by the tele-
vision screen than by print that the effect is the same as that of touch-
ing. And it was the study of effects that interested McLuhan most.
On these points, too, Jonathan Miller was to argue against him.

McLuhan cautioned that not even the type of insight he was trying
to provide into the operation and power of media could offset the
ordinary closure of the senses. Here closure refers not to the closing
up of the spaces in the mesh of dots on the television screen, but to a
shift toward a new balance among our senses, such as that performed
while the eye views television images. Television simultaneously
reawakened the tactile sense that had been impoverished by centuries
of culture dominated by print and diminished the visual sense
(impoverished because it was not integrated with the other senses),
which had been the bias of print culture.

Sensory closure causes conformity to the pattern of experience pre-
sented by a medium. In making this observation, McLuhan sounded
another caution, introducing medical metaphors and the principle
of the numbing effect of media. The warning also shows us most
clearly that to take McLuhan as a promoter of television is to miss an
important part of his teaching about the noxious effect of television.
(Privately, he pleaded with his eldest son not to let the grandchildren
watch television, calling it a vile drug.)

The cool medium of television is unsuited to anyone who repre-
sents a type or a group with easily recognized features, because types
deprive the viewer of the task of closure, in the sense of completion of
the image. The nature of the medium itself, the sensory involvement
it demands, and the habits of perception it imposes, conspire to make
the viewer expect not a fixed image but one which must be fixed.
Anyone whose physical appearance is a statement of role and status in
life (this is high-definition stuff) overheats the cool television medium,
with disastrous consequences for themselves. (Richard Nixon was
a disaster on television; JFK was a success, because he was cool in
McLuhan’s sense.)

To be successful, television personalities require textured and
sculptural qualities such as stylized hair, mustache, beard, small nose,
large teeth, gapped teeth, craggy brow, chiseled bones . . . Merv Griffin
hired Vanna White because of her large head. McLuhan offered
observations and advice on such matters to public figures. Some got
the message about the medium and their persona and welcomed
McLuhan’s insights. Canadian Prime Minister Pierre Elliott Trudeau

10
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became an enthusiastic McLuhanite; the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi
declared that McLuhan was a seer. John Lennon and Yoko Ono
came to visit him without making any declaration, but others were
baffled, irritated, or dismissive. Some held convictions or intuitions
that could not accommodate McLuhan’s intuitions and clung to
them as the brother of the Maelstrom survivor had clung to the ring-
bolt aboard the perishing ship, and as Jonathan Miller had clung to
his unyielding criticisms.

McLuhan readily acknowledged that persons who are neither
shaggy nor craggy could project an acceptable television persona
through cool and casual verbal skill. (Here already is an insight into
the place that McLuhan assigned to language in relation to a/l other
media, a point to which we will return in detail later.) Such was the
case for Tonight Show host Jack Paar, in the earliest days of television.
Paar’s skill as an interviewer also played to the fundamental need of
television for free-flowing chat and dialogue, which still informs it to
this day. If Paar understood the medium intuitively, David Frost
gained no insight into it from McLuhan; he appeared utterly baffled
in their exchange.

McLuhan made no distinction between entertainment and
education. The implications of the television medium for education
are no different than those for any other area of social and cultural
organization. Moreover, the consequences put as much at stake for
the one as for the other, because the medium has imposed closure of
the senses, as defined above. Teaching and learning techniques that
developed spontaneously and inevitably out of the visual bias of
print became less effective with the coming of the age of television.
(We will learn much more about this in Chapters Four and Five),
but the solution to this problem is not to let students learn from
teachers teaching on television, for this is nothing more than an inef-
fectual overheating of a cool medium. Noting that television makes
for myopia, McLuhan called for an understanding of the dynamics
of the medium, its action on our senses, and its interaction with other
media, stressing at the same time the futility of confining attention to
the TV curriculum.

And so the conclusion that McLuhan draws as to what television
can do that the classroom cannot, regardless of subject matter, is
inherent in the medium itself. He notes that it is the educator’s job
not only to understand the television medium but to exploit its
richness as a tool for teaching and learning.

1
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Such are the points McLuhan makes in explaining television to
the world in Understanding Media—illuminating points for some;
debating points for Jonathan Miller. Miller differed with McLuhan
above all on the nature of the image on the television screen, conced-
ing only one point that would eventually be demonstrated by psycho-
logist Herbert Krugman in support of McLuhan’s view. But Miller
insisted on a fundamentally different notion from McLuhan’s in
maintaining stoutly that television works by a series of frame-by-
frame presentations. For McLuhan, this was only the case for the hot
medium of film and one of the features that so radically differenti-
ates television from film.

Miller dropped his frame-by-frame argument in his later writings
about McLuhan’s ideas, but in 1965 he dismissed what McLuhan
had called the iconic quality of television as purely metaphorical and
put it down to the small size of the screen making the television set
akin to a tiny devotional object. McLuhan ignored the absurdity of
this view and limited his response to explaining that his approach in
any area of cultural investigation was to use language as a probe to
open up his subject, rather than as a package to seal it. Miller declined
McLuhan’s implicit invitation to rethink the metaphor question, and
events were to suggest that the lesson on the McLuhan method had
been lost on him.

Four years later, McLuhan learned that Frank Kermode had
commissioned Jonathan Miller to contribute to the Modern Masters
series with a book about McLuhan. He described himself as enor-
mously flattered. But Miller’s book proved to be an outright attack
on McLuhan, who did not read it until he realized that it was attract-
ing much attention. Malcolm Muggeridge, British journalist, author,
media personality, and, most famously in his later years, Christian
convert, spoke confidently of McLuhan’s “proneness to wild and
sometimes crazy generalities,” and, absolving himself of the intellec-
tual’s obligation to be counter-critical, declared confidently that
“Jonathan Miller’s McLuhan . . . does an effective demolition job.”®

McLuhan wrote to Kermode with measured restraint, protesting
that what Miller had offered readers was irrelevant to the lines of
inquiry McLuhan had been trying to open up. But the little book
captured public attention. McLuhan grew irritated and began to
speak of an anti-McLuhan crusade launched by Miller. Eventually
he dismissed Miller’s work as a spoof, though he almost certainly
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knew that it had not been intended as such. At least this interpretation
allowed him to react in good humor when Miller’s book began to
appear in translation and follow McLuhan around the world on his
lecture tours.

Miller alone might not have provided the impetus to move
McLuhan toward the investigation of linguistics that he had so long
deferred, if it were not that he was adding his voice to that of the very
high profile Umberto Eco. Here was a critic of McLuhan from the
camp of semiotics. Unlike linguistics, the study of semiotics is not
limited to human language but investigates all forms of communica-
tion. With such a broad scope of inquiry, semiotics might be expected
to prove compatible with the interdisciplinary range of McLuhan’s
work, but this proves not to be the case, or at least not for Eco.
Understanding the criticisms of McLuhan that Eco added to those
of Miller, understanding how misguided the arguments of both
scholars are, provides an important step to understanding McLuhan,
and to appreciating the challenge he faced in communicating his
ideas, even to the intellectually sophisticated.

The medium is not the message. This assertion stems from Eco’s
reflection on a cartoon showing a cannibal chieftain wearing an
alarm clock as a necklace. Eco disputes McLuhan’s view that the
invention of clocks (a complete chapter, subtitled “The Scent of
Time,” is given to the subject in Understanding Media) universally
fostered a concept of time as uniformly divided space. Eco will only
concede that this happened in some instances, maintaining that the
message of the clock could have different meanings, as it did for the
cartoon cannibal. For Eco, this is the residual freedom of the indi-
vidual to interpret in different ways. If we grant that such freedom
exists, Eco says, “it is still equally untrue that acting on the form and
contents of the message can convert the person receiving it.”’

As an argument against the percept that the medium is the mes-
sage, Eco’s claim strays far from McLuhan in just a few flawed steps.
It does not deal with the unperceived effects of technology acting
on our physical senses, substituting instead conscious reflection on
the technology. It also unites form and content, as if this were a
standard state of affairs in McLuhan’s view, when in fact he always
separates them.

McLuhan uses the term media broadly. This part of Eco’s discussion
starts by presenting the technical apparatus of semiotics and then
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charging that McLuhan does not respect the distinctions required by
that apparatus: “To say that the alphabet and the street are ‘media’ is
lumping a code together with a channel.”®

This is comparable to complaining that the cannibal (remember
that it was Eco and not McLuhan who gave him the residual freedom
as to how to interpret the clock) threatens the professional standards
of the clock-makers’ guild. Allowing McLuhan the freedom to define
media broadly does not subvert the principles of semiotics. But Eco
pursues his line of reasoning as if this were the case, noting that
electric light can be signal, message, or channel, whereas McLuhan is
concerned only with the third of these when he states that electric
light is a medium without a message. At this point, Eco’s objection is
too narrow a focus rather than too broad a definition. His examples
of the cases where light is a signal (using light to flash a message
in Morse code) or a message in itself (light left on in a window as
an all-clear to a lover) do not have any impact on the scale, speed, or
patterns of organization in society as a whole (this is McLuhan’s
definition of message) and do not, therefore, damage Eco’s view.
McLuhan is concerned with the effect of light and the effect it pro-
duces, regardless of whether it is signal, message (in Eco’s sense), or
channel. Just as McLuhan’s definition of media does not undermine
semiotics, mandatory distinctions in a strictly semiotic analysis
framework do not detract from McLuhan’s observations to his own
purpose—the study of media effects.

Eco concludes his comments on McLuhan’s stretched sense of
media by stating that “it is the code used that gives the light-signal its
specific content.”

This neither undermines nor is undermined by any of McLuhan’s
observations. In fact, it has nothing to do with them.

All media are not active metaphors. Here Eco continues to protest
that McLuhan ignores the all-important semiotic concept of code.
The argument hinges on the observation that languages translate
forms of experience by virtue of being codes but that a metaphor is
simply a replacement within a code. On the one hand, Eco argues, the
sense in which print is a medium needs to be distinguished from the
sense in which language is a medium, therefore McLuhan’s charac-
terization of all media as metaphors is too all-encompassing. On the
other hand, he argues that McLuhan’s analysis would be improved
by replacing the notion of media as metaphors with that of code, an
argument which tacitly entails the possibility of a unified code of media.
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But his admission that “the press does not change the coding of
experience with respect to the written language”!® undermines the
prospect of establishing any such unified code capable of accounting
for the cultural impact of the advent of the press. It would be irrele-
vant to McLuhan’s purpose to analyze in terms of codes, when it is
precisely the changes brought about by new media that he wishes
to study.

“The medium is the message” has three possible meanings. This is
an entirely different matter than saying, as Eco did earlier, that the
medium is not the message. Now Eco is concerned about contradic-
tions among the potential meanings of McLuhan’s phrase. He gives
them as (1) the form of the message is the real content of the mes-
sage; (2) the code is the message; (3) the channel is the message. And
while these are only potential meanings, they are somehow proof for
Eco that “it is not true, as McLuhan states, that scholars of informa-
tion have considered only the content of information without both-
ering about formal problems.”!!

Language is not a medium. This criticism comes not from Eco
but, once again, from Jonathan Miller, who laid to McLuhan’s charge
the untenable assumption that language can be conceived of as a
medium existing independently of the mind of the language user.
The evidence for such a view comes from Miller’s labyrinthine discus-
sion leading through the territory of linguistics to a destination that
was never McLuhan’s. Miller then speaks not of McLuhan’s unac-
ceptable assumption but “difficulties which arise when language is
regarded as a medium.”!?

Just as Eco found fault with McLuhan’s ideas in the absence of
a conventional semiotic viewpoint, Miller condemns the absence of
the distinction linguists make between knowing language and using
it. Miller would like readers to believe that making the distinction
undermines McLuhan’s notion of language as a medium. This is
impossible. The distinction made in linguistic theory between know-
ing language and using it has nothing to do with words as expression
of thought. But Miller continues to rely on linguistic theory to but-
tress his argument, concluding that “[a]ny theory of human commu-
nication which does not take its implied differences into consideration
has very little right to be taken seriously.”*?

McLuhan’s purpose is not to offer a theory of communication
but to probe the effects of any and every artifact that mediates (all
media are intermediaries) between the human body and its physical
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environment, including language. This objective gains no advantage
from the technical apparatus of linguistics, nor does linguistic theory
undermine McLuhan’s program. On the contrary, as we shall see
shortly, when, late in his career, McLuhan discovered the founda-
tional text of twentieth-century linguistics, Ferdinand de Saussure’s
Course in General Linguistics, he was enormously stimulated by it
and distilled from it the ideas that were compatible with the media
analysis he had already been refining for years.

McLuhan takes metaphors literally. Jonathan Miller quotes the
following passage from McLuhan: “The TV image is not a still shot.
It is not photo in any sense, but a ceaselessly forming contour of
things limned by the scanning-finger. The resulting plastic contour
appears by light through, not light on, and the image so formed has
the quality of sculpture and icon, rather than of picture.”!*

Here Miller accuses McLuhan of interpreting a metaphor literally.
This charge is based on Miller’s own confusion. McLuhan does not
refer to the television image as tactile because of a metaphorical
finger scanning the screen, but because the image requires of the eye
a degree of involvement as intense as that of touch. McLuhan char-
acterizes involvement as tactile metaphorically; Miller takes a meta-
phorical term involving tactility and makes it into a mistake. The
evidence that McLuhan does not give a concrete sense to the meta-
phors of tactility, sculpture, and iconicity is to be found in the same
chapter that Miller quotes: “Iconographic art uses the eye as we use
our hand to create an inclusive image, made up of many moments,
phases, and aspects of the person and thing.”"

Speech is as linear as print. In so saying, Miller believes he can
disprove one of the most fundamental of McLuhan’s percepts. The
gist of Miller’s argument is that sounds can be uttered only one at
a time. Miller believes that he is trumping McLuhan with the obser-
vation that speech can be recorded on magnetic tape, implying that
this is quintessential linearity. This lame line of thinking ignores the
very different qualities of the marginal linearity that Miller describes
and the much more powerful linearity of print, a linearity that con-
stantly forces the eye to travel from left to right, from top to bottom,
over visible figures against visible ground. (For figure/ground analy-
sis see Chapter Five.)

Faced with such irrelevant criticisms from Eco and Miller, McLuhan
could have countered them by arguing from his own position. And
indeed he did, in the case of Miller, in both private correspondence
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and the popular press. But he also chose to explore linguistics to
familiarize himself with the essence of the principles that Miller and
Eco had invoked. If the initial impetus for this move was the negative
one that they had provided, an equally important and much more
positive influence came from a Brazilian anthropologist, Dr. Egon
Schaden, visiting at the University of Toronto. He attended media
seminars at McLuhan’s Center for Culture and Technology and
provided an entry point to Saussure’s linguistics for McLuhan by
explaining a key concept from the work of the anthropologist Claude
Levi-Strauss.

Saussure’s distinction between synchronic analysis (the state of the
system under analysis limited to a specific moment in time) and dia-
chronic analysis (the comparison of states of the system at different
times) had found its way into Levi-Strauss’s work. Upon learning
this, McLuhan immediately linked synchronic versus diachronic to
a concept on which he had long relied (and which he had inherited
from Canadian economist Harold Innis), that of the interaction of
center and margin in dynamic structures. McLuhan noted that dia-
chronic analysis is the chronological approach to language and soci-
ety, whereas the synchronic is the structural approach, in which any
moment, or aspect of culture, can be made to reveal the whole to
which it belongs, and in which all past cultures survive as resonance
(a central phenomenon in the McLuhan view). This was a break-
through for McLuhan, who had tackled the study of structuralism
(Saussure’s legacy to twentieth-century thought both in and beyond
linguistics) on his own the previous year, with little success. Never-
theless, he came back to it over and over, studying treatments of the
subject by William Wimsatt and Frederic Jameson. His conclusion
was that the entire enterprise was sterile. But thanks to Schaden,
structuralism was taking on a new look.

As soon as McLuhan began reading Ferdinand de Saussure’s
Course in General Linguistics, he detected the author saying that the
medium is the message. He was also excited to find Saussure stating
that language media are difficult to access, a notion coinciding with
McLuhan’s own teaching on figure (consciously noted element of
a structure or situation) versus ground (the rest of the structure or
situation, which is not noticed)—see Chapter Five below for a fuller
treatment of the use McLuhan made of the complementary terms
figurelground appropriated from their original use in the psychology
of perception. Saussure’s discussion of perspective in painting, used
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to illustrate a point about synchronic versus diachronic analysis,
appears to have jumpstarted McLuhan on a more fruitful way of
thinking about linguistics and semiotics than anything that had
emerged from the criticisms of Miller and Eco.

It had to do with the foundational definition in semiotics of a
sign as anything that stands for something other than itself. In fact,
Saussure’s comments on perspective in painting are not linked to
signs per se, but McLuhan quickly assimilates the gist of Saussure’s
teaching on signs to his own notion of sensory closure, noting that
Saussure approaches all signs as effects, another key percept for
McLuhan. A lesson on effects and closure is indeed implicit in the
passage in which Saussure discusses perspective in painting. If it is
left implicit, Saussure may perhaps be forgiven for insisting less stren-
uously on the matter than McLuhan, whose interests are elsewhere
but whose reading of the Course in General Linguistics is entirely
consistent with the principles set out by Saussure.

By way of exploring the limits of Saussure’s framework of thought
and its compatibility with his own, McLuhan puts zippers alongside
Saussure’s painting and treats them both as signs, or sensory closure.
All of this is set in the context of McLuhan’s emerging law of media
that every figure obscures a ground of hidden forces, which are the
effects of the figure.

Juxtaposing paintings and zippers, signs and sensory closure,
provides the insight that when a painting is completed, alternative
perspectives on space are preempted, in the same way that the surface
concealed by a fastened zipper becomes a hidden ground, space
transformed into a static entity by the zipper. In the same way, when
the pure ground of thought and the pure ground of sound come
together in the word (a sign), options are foreclosed. There is a fur-
ther parallel to the way in which our physical senses are dulled to
alternative input by the bias created by any medium that is becoming
dominant and superseding a previously dominant medium.

McLuhan found much that was relevant to his own view in
Saussure: the notion of language as a medium, including its effects
and the creation of a service environment; vocal organs as hardware
for the software of the language system; sound units as the sum of
auditory impressions and movements of the speech organs, exempli-
fying the interplay of sensory input and sensory closure—all of these
are hybrids of Saussure’s concepts and McLuhan’s percepts. The
synchronic/diachronic distinction that is fundamental to Saussure

18



BACKGROUND, CONTEXT, DEFINITIONS

is related by McLuhan not only to that of center/margin but to
those of figure/ground and eye/ear orientation. Saussure’s descrip-
tion of how the grammatical structures of language interact with
word groups is assimilated to the interaction that McLuhan describes
between cliché and archetype. (See Chapter Five for a detailed
discussion.)

But it is, above all, the possibility of interpreting the definition of
the sign as given by Saussure as compatible with his own core idea
of unperceived sensory closure or media effect that gives value to
Saussure’s thought for McLuhan. It is surprising that Saussure’s view
of the sign as a link between thought processes and the continuum of
sound is not developed further by McLuhan. In its full implication,
Saussure’s notion corresponds to McLuhan’s characterization of
media working in pairs, one veiling the operation of the other by
creating the illusion of being its content. McLuhan’s description of
thought as pure process, articulated in Understanding Media more
than a decade before he read Saussure, completely parallels the lat-
ter’s description of the formless domain of thought before it achieves
articulation through the creation of linguistic signs.

By the time McLuhan completed his study of the notions of sys-
tem and sign in Saussure, he concluded that it was essentially a ques-
tion of algebra. For his purposes, there was no need to pursue the
matter further. But it had been very useful for the laws of media that
McLuhan had not yet completed formulating. Saussure’s views
had served as a catalyst allowing McLuhan to say that he saw a new
pattern of all technology as organized ignorance. He linked this pat-
tern to four interlocking laws of media forming a tetrad structure, an
idea central to his posthumous works of 1988 and 1989 (see Chapter
Five). He describes the tetrad as a resonant structure and an update
of “the ancient and medieval tradition of grammar-allied-to-rhetoric,
in a way that is consonant with the forms of awareness imposed on
the twentieth century by electronic technology.”'¢

With the tetrad, McLuhan’s adaptation of ideas from linguistics
reaches its full form, late in his career. At the same time, the tetrad,
offering a framework for media analysis of the broadest application,
is directly and strongly linked, as the preceding quotation hints, to
McLuhan’s doctoral thesis, tracing the trivium of grammar, dialec-
tics, and rhetoric through from antiquity to the work of Thomas
Nashe in the sixteenth century. Central in the study of the trivium,
dating back to classical antiquity, and in the work of Nashe is the
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concept of chiasmus—contrast by reverse parallelism. This notion
grounds the McLuhan tetrad, as we shall see in Chapter Five.

Looking back beyond the 1970s, beyond the influence of Saussure,
beyond the development of the tetrad, beyond the research program
that produced the Nashe thesis, to McLuhan’s Cambridge years, one
discovers what might arguably be the most powerful and enduring
influence on his work. It is the influence of Ivor Armstrong Richards,
clearly evident in many key passages in McLuhan’s writings: “All
media are active metaphors in their power to translate experience
into new forms. The spoken word was the first technology by which
man was able to let go of his environment in order to grasp it in a
new way.”’

As his second term at Cambridge began in January 1935, a skeptical
and critical McLuhan reported home on his course in the philosophy
of rhetoric with Richards. Practical Criticism: A Study of Literary
Judgment (1929) had sent shock waves through Cambridge, showing
students their dismal and incoherent critical responses to a selection
of unsigned poems, and shaming the faculty who had prepared them
so poorly. Now Richards was repeating the experiment, asking stu-
dents for their criticism of prose extracts. McLuhan had read Practi-
cal Criticism and saw what could counter its damning evidence.
“I have some doubts about the method of giving one poem of any per-
son as a test. A really cultivated taste might hit the nail most all the
time, but uncultivated people can enjoy many things in a volume by
one writer where the merits of his craft and ideas and feelings are per-
mitted to permeate the consciousness from a 1000 different angles.”'®

Ideas, feelings, different angles. Here are some of Richards’s key
words in an argument undermining his own experiment. McLuhan’s
skepticism gave way to complete repugnance in the face of Richards’s
atheism. “Richards is a humanist who regards all experience as rela-
tive to certain conditions of life. There are no permanent, ultimate,
qualities such as Good, Love, Hope, etc., and yet he wishes to dis-
cover objective, ultimate, permanent standards of criticism. He wants
to discover those standards (what a hope!) in order to establish intel-
lectualist culture as the only religion worthy [of] a rational being . . .
When I see how people swallow such ghastly atheistic nonsense,
I could join a bomb-hurling society.”"

But Richards was giving McLuhan the powerful analytical tools he
needed to explore the linguistic complexity and conceptual opaque-
ness of the modernist poetry he found so absorbing. As Richards’s
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biographer, John Paul Russo, states “The Richardsian method, ana-
lyzing the poet’s sense, imagery and metaphor, rhythm, form, inten-
tion, attitude, and irony, was fully prepared to handle compression,
ambiguity, self-referentiality, obscurity, and allusiveness.”?

From Richards, McLuhan learned how a poem works, learned
it through a method calling for an analytical turn of mind. Richards
taught that poetry “remains unintelligible so long as we separate
words from their meanings and treat them as mere signs fitted into
a sensory pattern.”?!

This was a fundamental principle from which McLuhan devel-
oped his later observations and teachings on symbolism, patterns,
cliché, archetype, and closure. Richards’s approach was also perform-
ance-based and opened new perspectives for McLuhan on principles
of rhetoric. Long before “McLuhan” became synonymous with
“media,” he heard the message running through all of Richards’s
work about the power, the pervasiveness, the subtlety, the complexity,
the interaction of media—and their effects.

Richards’s ground-breaking approach to literary criticism pro-
vided McLuhan with at least five key points:

(1) The power of words. Richards deplored the indefensible belief
that word-meanings are fixed and independent of their use. He docu-
mented the power of words to control thought, urging that thought
should bring words under its control by determining meaning from
context. This was the theme of Richards’s book (with C. K. Ogden)
The Meaning of Meaning. The principles set out in this book still
imbue McLuhan’s writings nearly forty years after he took lectures
from Richards at Cambridge. As an example, Take Today (1972),
where page one, distinctively McLuhan in tone, strikes an unmistak-
able note from Richards: “Nothing has its meaning alone. Every
figure must have its ground or environment. A single word, divorced
from its linguistic ground would be useless. A note in isolation is
not music. Consciousness is corporate action involving a// the senses
(Latin sensus communis or ‘common sense’ is the translation of all the
senses into each other). The ‘meaning of meaning’ is relationship.”
The “meaning of meaning” was a much-used phrase in Cambridge
circles before The Meaning of Meaning became a much-read book.
Clearly, its title inspired McLuhan’s own best-known saying.

In an interview from 1966, he stated: “Back in the 1920s, there used
to be much concern about ‘the meaning of meaning.” At that time,
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the discovery that meaning was not statement so much as the simul-
taneous interaction of many things came as an exciting surprise.
When [ say that ‘the medium is the message,’ [ am merely stating the
fact that ‘meaning’ is a happening, the multitudinous interplay of
events. | have found sometimes that it helps to say ‘the medium is
the message’ [McLuhan spoke and intended the pun massage as indi-
cated by what follows, but the typesetter restored the ‘correct’ word
message] because the medium is a complex set of events that roughly
handles and works over entire populations.”?

(2) An eye for an ear. Richards was perennially confident that
pitfalls of language and problems of communication could be over-
come. Part of the solution came from the human body itself: “The
multiplicity of our channels is our best hope. The eye can check what
the ear hears, and vice versa.”?? This view shaped McLuhan’s techno-
logical optimism. Neither he nor Richards was troubled by the para-
dox that intellectual power can only be derived from the very source
it needs to control.

(3) Product versus process. Richards attends to this distinction
in connection with language: “Though a few students of primitive
mentality or of the language of thought of the child have begun to
give serious attention to the evolution of thinking, on the whole our
historians of philosophy have been too much preoccupied with
results. Their eye has been on the thoughts as products rather than
on the thought processes.”?

McLuhan applies Richards’s concept here to his own observations
relating to environment, cultural contrasts, social history, and dis-
course: environment is process, not container; the West speaks of
space where the East speaks of spacing; historical descriptions of
change are mere narratives that offer no insight into dynamics; debate
packages knowledge for display, whereas dialogue organizes igno-
rance for discovery.

(4) Understanding is a process of translation. Richards conceived
of understanding and all acquisition of knowledge as a process of
interpretation and reinterpretation. The term for this was translation.
A key chapter of Understanding Media, entitled “Media as Transla-
tors,” not only uses this concept but integrates it with Richards’s
observations on the multiplicity of sensory channels: “Our very word
‘grasp’ or ‘apprehension’ points to the process of getting at one thing
through another, of handling and sensing many facets at a time
through more than one sense at a time. It begins to be evident that
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‘touch’ is not skin but the interplay of the senses, and ‘keeping in
touch’ or ‘getting in touch’ is a matter of a fruitful meeting of the
senses, of sight translated into sound and sound into movement, and
taste and smell.”*

(5) The probe. Long after McLuhan had studied under Richards,
he wrote to him to acknowledge that “I owe you an enormous debt
since Cambridge days,” adding that “your wonderful word ‘feedfor-
ward’ suggests to me the principle of the probe . .. 7%

The probe is McLuhan’s technique of choice in all his writings.
It serves as an instrument for providing insight into media and their
effects. It corresponds to Richards’s speculative instruments, the set
of key words whose meanings he stretched as a means of investi-
gating meaning. Though there were other sources of influence on
McLuhan’s thought, few came so early in his career or proved to be
as enduring as that of 1. A. Richards.

McLuhan the media analyst sought to make his audiences ask:
How can we escape the inevitable changes that new technologies
bring? (The use that McLuhan made of Poe’s tale of the mariner who
escaped the Maelstrom undermines Frye’s charge that McLuhan is a
technological determinist.)

This McLuhan did with his probes. Like the speculative instru-
ments of I. A. Richards—the words Richards used to expand his
own understanding and that of his students—McLuhan’s probes
were drills. He used them to pierce the crust of mankind’s dulled
perceptions, but his principal interest was rarely, if ever, in getting a
hole finished, for that would be a goal-oriented and linear activity.
The drill, after all, is a spiral, and what it churns up was the impor-
tant matter for McLuhan. The drill is the hardware counterpart
to the spiral and the vortex, symbols of becoming, of pure process.
Drill is to spiral is to vortex as hardware is to myth is to nature. The
McLuhan probes raised charges against his ideas that came to be
repeated frequently:

McLuhan makes mankind a prisoner of media. Not all of McLuhan’s
critics are easily pinned down. Take John Fekete:

McLuhan’s critical theory . . . is effectively cut off from its genuine
ontological basis in a similar fashion to any other objectivistic
rationalism.?’

23



MCLUHAN: A GUIDE FOR THE PERPLEXED

According to this interpretation, McLuhan’s observations make
mankind powerless to escape media effects. If this were so, why would
he write a book called Understanding Media? In fact, McLuhan says
that media effects come about inevitably, as a result of altered sense
ratios, but not that we are powerless to deal with them. Fekete knows,
and eventually (mis)quotes, McLuhan’s reference to bringing media
into orderly service, but persists, even then, in painting McLuhan as
a technological determinist. Other commentators, such as George
Steiner, speak of McLuhan’s “very powerful humanistic position.”?
And McLuhan himself describes his position by saying: “In the sense
that these media are extensions of ourselves—of mankind—then my
interest in them is utterly humanistic.”?

A more balanced view of McLuhan than Fekete’s is available in
Arthur Kroker’s Technology and the Canadian Mind. Kroker situates
McLuhan in relation to two other thinkers, George Grant and Harold
Innis, who represent for Kroker technological determinism and tech-
nological realism respectively, while McLuhan emerges as the cham-
pion of technological optimism.

McLuhan misrepresents the role of the visual sense. Fekete seems
to be disappointed, even exasperated, that McLuhan left the strict
confines of literary criticism to explore media analysis. When Fekete
grudgingly meets McLuhan on his new turf, he misinterprets him:
“Not only is [McLuhan’s] vision-tactility opposition phony, but the
hand and sight, combined in the work process and tool formation,
were both crucial variables of human evolution from the pre-human.
By minimizing the role of vision before the alphabet, McLuhan
makes his own claim that man is a tool-making animal (Gutenberg
Galaxy, p. 4) unintelligible.”*

McLuhan does not minimize the role of the visual sense before
the development of the alphabet; he simply observes that it became
powerfully privileged by the alphabet. As a new technology, the
alphabet required a new set of habits that carried over from reading
to virtually every area of human thought and endeavor: media effects.
How could this state of affairs make the claim for the tool-making
animal unintelligible? Vision and tactility are integrated for the tool-
maker, but they are separated for the book-reader, to the point where
the visual sense dominates the world and experience of it.

Electricity has not unified the world into a global village. Where
McLuhan speaks of the global village, his key word is interdepend-
ence, a far different matter from unity.' Here is McLuhan himself on
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this question: “There is more diversity, less conformity under a single
roof in any family than there is with the thousands of families in
the same city. The more you create village conditions, the more dis-
continuity and division and diversity. The global village absolutely
insures maximal disagreement on all points. It never occurred to
me that uniformity and tranquility were the properties of the global
village . . . The tribal-global village is far more divisive full of fight-
ing—than any nationalism ever was. Village is fission, not fusion, in
depth . . . The village is not the place to find ideal peace and har-
mony. Exact opposite. Nationalism came out of print and provided
an extraordinary relief from global village conditions. I don’t approve
of the global village. I say we live in it.”’*

Linguists are fond of saying that their discipline is the most human
of the sciences and the most scientific of the humanities. This obser-
vation may have held some appeal for McLuhan, though it appears
to be of little use in answering some of the criticisms brought
against him and reviewed here. What are the criteria of scientific the-
ory that Jonathan Miller found lacking in McLuhan’s work? It must
be formal (i.e., formulated independently of language), capable of
empirical validation, and have the power to predict, or show itself
to be universally applicable. In Laws of Media McLuhan follows the
method implicit in this provisional definition of scientific theory, but
the discoveries emerging from the application of those laws challenge
the first part of the definition, because the laws of media prove not to
require formulation independently of language: “Utterings are outer-
ing (extensions), so media are not as words, they actually are words.”*

In the decade following the publication of the first edition of
Understanding Media, McLuhan’s star continued to shine. His sub-
sequent disappearance from public view, as illness took its toll, may
have left a void, but by then the academic world, at least, was in thrall
to postmodernism and deconstruction. It would be years before any
serious inquiry would be made into McLuhan’s place in intellectual
history. These include S. D. Neill’s Clarifying McLuhan (1993), Judith
Stamps’s Unthinking Modernity: Innis, McLuhan and the Frankfurt
School (1995), Glen Willmott’s McLuhan, or Modernism in Reverse
(1996). But McLuhan’s place had long since been assured and his
influence indelibly stamped on programs in media studies that had
been established in the interim around the globe.

When McLuhan’s Understanding Media appeared in 1964, one
American reviewer obscurely titled his comments “Reverse Canadian.”*
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The title of Willmott’s book invokes both that long-forgotten
review and McLuhan’s fourth law of media (see Chapter Five).
Willmott’s two-part study traces the roots of McLuhan’s modernism
and the evolution of his postmodernist impulses. The notion of
reversal is fundamental to both. In the first instance, under the
influence of critics and artists including I. A. Richards, F. R. Leavis,
Sergei Eisenstein, and Wyndham Lewis, McLuhan developed the
strategy of communicating a reversing structure of experience, of
developing a language of retracing or counter-learning. In the sec-
ond instance, according to Willmott, McLuhan simply illustrated
that reversal by acting out its dictates.

Willmott displays admiration for McLuhan in the early going,
comparing The Mechanical Bride favorably to Roland Barthes’s
Mythologies (1956), noting that the former appeared at an earlier
date. But what Willmott perceives as a shift in McLuhan’s critical
aesthetic is marked by a move on Willmott’s part toward guarded
skepticism. This is somewhat puzzling, given that Willmott’s engage-
ment with the perlocutionary aesthetic is clearly as strong as the one
he imputes to McLuhan.

Though the book is far from massive, the author covers an astoni-
shing amount of ground, ranging over the influence of the figures
noted above, as well as that of T. S. Eliot, Ezra Pound, the French
symbolist poets, Lewis Mumford, Sigfried Giedion, and Harold Innis
in discussing the early McLuhan. Part two focuses on McLuhan’s
ocuvre after the publication in 1962 of The Gutenberg Galaxy, with
particular emphasis on points of connection to Jacques Lacan, Martin
Heidegger, and George Grant (for the latter see also Arthur Kroker,
Technology and the Canadian Mind: Innis/ McLuhan/Grant).

Willmott discusses much in McLuhan’s work that has previously
received little commentary. Thus, for example, the discussion of
McLuhan’s collaboration with Ted Carpenter, decisive in moving
McLuhan toward his key notions of acoustic space and sensory
typologies, is also evocative of the theme of word magic and the rich
vein of semiotic reflection which has still to be mined in McLuhan’s
work. Willmott detects the trends in McLuhan’s major works as they
first emerge in the minor writings, and he displays a talent for pithy
summary of complex points that rivals the aphoristic style McLuhan
favored.

By the midpoint of his book, Willmott is simultaneously deconstruct-
ing McLuhan (for valorizing the kind of response in G. K. Chesterton
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that he excoriated in Henry James, for his flip on Robert Hutchins)
and giving him credit for a unique manipulation of modernist ideol-
ogy. At the same time, Willmott points out that one of his purposes
in focusing on McLuhan’s early work is to interpret its enduring
traces in his later writings. This remark is characteristic of the bal-
ance Willmott strives constantly to achieve. Coupled with his own
commitment to the tenets of postmodernism, his orientation pro-
duces a suspended judgment.

Set off against the various strengths of Willmott’s work is its weak-
ness in forcing McLuhan into the postmodern mold. The claim
that modernism flips into postmodernism is hardly controversial, but
Willmott situates McLuhan at the rupture point, a view that repelled
McLuhan himself when one commentator suggested it to McLuhan
himself.> Since McLuhan offered his reaction to this initiative only
in private correspondence, it lacks the potential for satirical force
required to buttress Willmott’s argument. But Willmott rescues
McLuhan from deconstruction by deconstructing himself, first by
characterizing McLuhan as one of those postmodernists who see
in a totalizing consciousness of the break the utopian conditions for
a new world order and then dismissing as satirical the most utopian
of passages in McLuhan’s writing.

Or is it McLuhan himself who deconstructs his utopianism, his
satire, and his Saussure-turned-Toynbee formalism and rescues his
historicism? Willmott casts his own fear about a misguided rediscov-
ery of “practical critical ideology” as being of a piece with McLuhan’s
own fears about the popular audience for Understanding Media, but
detaches that fear from the hope that McLuhan linked to it—a link
Willmott himself has already pointed out. It is a hope that allows
discovery of a practical diacritical technique of intellectual investiga-
tion free of any ideology.

Willmott concludes with a comment on McLuhan’s style, charac-
terizing it as neither message nor theory but a medium. This is an
important observation, illuminating the original McLuhan probe
and anchoring McLuhan in the postmodern aesthetic.

But this is precisely the aesthetic from which McLuhan unwittingly
dissociated himself by reading Saussure selectively, whereas much
in postmodernism has arguably stemmed from a radical misreading
of Saussure. McLuhan’s inattention to Saussure’s use of the coinci-
dentia oppositorum/coincidentia differentiarum complementarity was
a happy accident. It allowed him to build on Saussure when he might
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otherwise have dismissed him as a practitioner of sterile dialectics.
McLuhan, or Modernism in Reverse allows readers to build on
McLuhan, when they might otherwise dismiss him as a practitioner of
sterile postmodernism.

Among recent commentators, Judith Stamps examines McLuhan
in relation to Harold Innis, Theodor Adorno, and Walter Benjamin.
Some of her claims are startling: (1) McLuhan had a theory of nega-
tive dialectics; (2) he shared with Innis and Adorno a difficulty in
coming to grips with reason and civilization in the post-World War
IT period; (3) he had a commitment to understand the relations
between classifying and colonizing; (4) he was a social scientist;
(5) he wrote a work on the history of the Western world. Stamps can-
didly admits that she is pursuing ephemera and making a radically
innovative reading of McLuhan—indisputably true, particularly
when she labels him as a latter-day practitioner of dialectics. Stamps
marginalizes McLuhan the media analyst in order to deal with him
primarily as a historiographer. She speaks of McLuhan challenging
positive theory, reading history negatively, and developing new meth-
ods as the innovative synthesis that marks his work. It is difficult to
determine how this synthesis is achieved, given that Stamps offers
only scant and unconvincing documentation. She also speaks of a
tension between historicism and ahistoricism in McLuhan’s early
writings giving way to outright ahistoricism in his later work, but the
supporting argument is unconvincing. Stamps characterizes her four
subjects as having understood history as an open-ended series of
qualitative changes that emerged at the margins of dominant institu-
tions, but she herself has not understood the history of McLuhan as
an open-ended series of qualitative changes that emerged at the mar-
gins of his dominant metaphors. The tension between historicism
and ahistoricism becomes irrelevant in light of the internal dynamics
of the classical trivium, the unifying element of all of McLuhan’s
writings from his Cambridge thesis to the posthumously published
Laws of Media.
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LITERARY LINKS

G. K. CHESTERTON

In 1936, McLuhan published his first scholarly article in The
Dalhousie Review, challenging readers to look afresh at the writings
of Chesterton, to rethink the views of dismissive critics who saw him
as nothing more than a showman. McLuhan had detected a paradox
in Chesterton that made him a practical mystic. This was the insight
that McLuhan offered to his readers. The Chesterton who had for
thirty years been “examining current fashion and fatalism,” who
“fears lest certain infinitely valuable things, such as the family and
personal liberty, should perish,” is evoked in the opening paragraph.
In retrospect, the same paragraph, and much of the entire text that
follows, evokes the McLuhan who would do likewise for another
thirty years and more.!

McLuhan identifies Chesterton with true mystics: those who
reveal mysteries rather than hiding them. His preliminary discussion
of this point anticipates the groundwork of the approach to media
that he would later develop himself. He called the mysteries revealed
by Chesterton the daily miracles of sense and consciousness. The
inexpressible value of existence that for Chesterton transcended any
argument for optimism or pessimism was transformed in McLuhan’s
work, beginning with The Mechanical Bride, into the suspended
judgment that so disoriented and irked his commentators.

Applying to Chesterton the words that French Catholic philosopher
Jacques Maritain spoke of Arthur Rimbaud (“The Eucharistic pas-
sion which he finds in the heart of life”), McLuhan observes that
Chesterton transcended poetry.?

McLuhan quotes Chesterton describing one of his own literary
creations as someone who “had somehow made a giant stride from
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babyhood to manhood, and missed that crisis in youth when most of
us grow old,” words that McLuhan transfers to Chesterton himself. 3
They are just as aptly transferred to McLuhan himself.

From his “more than ordinary awareness and freshness of per-
ception,” McLuhan declares, Chesterton drew his “extraordinarily
strong sense of fact,” a sense possessed no less by McLuhan and
derived from the same source.* That sense of fact required humility,
dubbed by McLuhan as “the very condition of honest art and all
philosophy.”

If these words of McLuhan dating from 1936 convinced readers
that Chesterton was humble, it would prove much more difficulty in
later years to successfully project such an image of himself, when he
carried on Chesterton’s legacy by transforming the latter’s practical
mysticism into media analysis. But few commentators would deny
McLuhan’s originality—a quality he identified in Chesterton, adding
an important qualifier that characterizes his own work, in both liter-
ary analysis and media studies: “In short, he is original in the only
possible sense, because he considers everything in relation to its ori-
gins.”® McLuhan consciously emulated Chesterton, who “consciously
causes a clash between appearances in order to attract attention to
a real truth transcending such a conflict.”’

Any observer, if prepared to allow (or at least tolerate) the broad-
ranging line of inquiry that McLuhan invariably took, could apply
his words about Chesterton to McLuhan himself: “There is no hint
or hue of meaning amidst the dizziest crags of thought that is safe
from his swift, darting, pursuit.”®

McLuhan rises to the defense of Chesterton against those who
saw him as a medievalist (a charge that would later be leveled at
McLuhan): “The merest reference to anything prior to the Reforma-
tion starts a clockwork process in the minds of the nineteenth-century
journalists who still write most of our papers.”

Speaking from the perspective of the broad historical sweep that
would mark his doctoral thesis on Thomas Nashe, McLuhan invokes
“the conspiracy . . . to ignore history, which in practice meant the
Middle Ages,” noting that it “had not generally been found out when
Mr. Chesterton began to write.”!°

McLuhan never defended himself against charges of relying on
overblown rhetoric, though he easily could have with the words he
applies to Chesterton: “In fact, that he turns a few cart-wheels out of
sheer good spirits by way of enlivening his pages has annoyed a certain
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type of person, and is sure to puzzle a lazy or fatigued mind. Such,
for instance, is his unparalleled power of making verbal coincidences
really coincide.”!!

Any critic reluctant to accept this point would need to admit a
parallel between Chesterton and McLuhan along the lines the latter
describes in the former, saying: “The fact is that Mr. Chesterton has
always that additional human energy and intellectual power which
constitute humor.”!?

As for Chesterton’s capacity to “focus a vast range of material into
a narrow compass,”’!® this same quality, so appealing to McLuhan,
proves to be an admirable (or bewildering—according to one’s taste)
trait of the later McLuhan. Chesterton’s “great labor of synthesis
and reconstruction”!* was McLuhan’s own, focusing on the present
and the past “because he is concerned lest our future steps be blindly
taken.”!

McLuhan stresses the progression and coherence in Chesterton’s
work but leaves it unspoken in the case of his own. He describes
the contrast between Chesterton’s use of alliteration (a device turned
to vice, in the eyes of some of Chesterton’s harsher critics) as “some-
thing quite different from a Swinburne lulling the mind by alliterating
woolly caterpillar words,”!® maintaining that in Chesterton’s hands
cumulative consonance complemented clarity of concepts. Chesterton’s
enthusiasm for the detective story, shared by McLuhan, was, the latter
explains, “based upon the poetry of fact which Mr. Chesterton has
explained so well.”"”

McLuhan concludes his Chesterton essay with an observation
recognized, even in his own lifetime, as pertaining to himself: “He has
become a legend while he yet lives. Nobody could wish him otherwise
than as he is.”®

WYNDHAM LEWIS

Lewis, who poured his prodigious energy in equal parts into painting
and writing both novels and essays, was the most prominent artist in
the British movement known as Vorticism. The term derived from
Ezra Pound’s use of vortex as an epithet for the art world of London
in the period preceding World War 1. Lewis too found it apt as a
description of the swirling energy that characterized the emerging
forms of art in that period. Typically, his paintings feature bold and
dramatic geometric forms.
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Lewis’s profound influence is indelibly stamped on McLuhan’s
work. The conception of media as extensions of the physical body, the
use of the myth of Narcissus to illustrate media effects (see Chapter
Four for details), among other fertile ideas, finds a source in Lewis’s
writings.

Lewis served McLuhan as a model for avoiding categorical judg-
ments. McLuhan’s impetus toward the principles of integration and
synthesis in all his work resonates with Lewis’s ideal of reintegrating
the arts of sculpture, painting, and architecture. In the first volume
of the journal Blast, Lewis, as editor, articulated the principle that
the Vorticist is not the slave of commotion but its master; McLuhan,
the navigator of the electronic maelstrom, would teach the principle
that understanding media provides the means of keeping them under
control. Lewis understood the fragmenting effects of technology and
spoke of them in terms that would be closely paralleled in McLuhan’s
writings, beginning with The Gutenberg Galaxy. Lewis’s concept of
space contains the core of the idea that McLuhan would develop
as the distinction between visual and acoustic space. Like Lewis,
McLuhan would move beyond his original interests in the world of
the arts to understanding the relationship between art and techno-
logy. McLuhan shared Lewis’s concept of the artist being inextrica-
bly linked to the inevitable encroachments of technology. Both men
accepted the necessity of facing the effects of technological advances
as detached observers of their causes. Lewis’s notion of the vortex as
a mask of energy in relation to both art and technology was applied
by McLuhan to language as both art and technology.

In spite of so many parallels between their work, and McLuhan’s
clear recognition and acknowledgment of them, he did not hold
Lewis above criticism. In terms of the analytical framework for
understanding culture and technology that McLuhan grounded in
the interplay of our physical senses, he saw Lewis’s work as falling
short: “Another person to whom I owe a good deal in terms of struc-
tural awareness is Wyndham Lewis, the painter. He spent his life
defining what he considered to be the values of the eye by which he
meant the audible, tactile, boundary line of abstract and sculptural
form. He, by the way, did not understand that cartoon and sculpture
are not visual forms. Since Lewis never got this straightened out, it is
not surprising that students of his have trouble too.”"

Such criticism does not undermine the value of Lewis’s achieve-
ment for McLuhan, who enthusiastically embraced Lewis’s deflation
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of the twentieth-century myth of progress and his identification
of shamanistic tendencies in science and philosophy beginning with
Newton and Kant. The opening of McLuhan’s essay on Lewis’s
theory of art and communication cites the passage from Time and
Western Man where Lewis states: “For me art is the civilized substi-
tute for magic; as philosophy is what, on a higher or more complex
plane, takes the place of religion. By means of art, I believe Professor
Whitehead and M. Brémond wish to lead us down and back to the
plane of magic, or mystical, specifically religious, experience.”*

It is pertinent to note that in spite of Lewis’s deprecating reference
to mystical experience here, McLuhan will, within a few pages, refer to
him as a mystic (compare McLuhan’s characterization of Chesterton
as a practical mystic above), but in so doing he makes a crucial dis-
tinction and qualification: “[Lewis] is a mystic or visionary of the
comic, moving toward the pole of intelligibility instead of that of
feeling” (emphasis added).*!

McLuhan establishes a qualified resonance between Lewis and
Joyce and dissonance between them and Eliot: “Joyce tends like
Lewis to reject the way of connatural gnosis and emotion favored by
Bergson, Eliot, and theosophy, in which the emotions are used as the
principal windows of the soul.”?

At the same time, he casts his net wider still to encompass Pound
and offer an insight into the Vorticism movement: “But Joyce, Lewis,
Eliot, and Pound are perhaps nearer in agreement on the subject of
the vortices of existence. If ‘the world of the “pure present” of the
Classical Ages is obviously the world that is born and dies every
moment,’ it is clear that it is such a world that Lewis seeks to arrest
in his paintings (and novels) . . . If we can elucidate the vortex con-
cepts in Lewis we shall be finally in a position to see his grounds for
rejecting the thought and work of the Time and Flux school of this
century.”?

Like all of the authors from whom McLuhan distilled insights that
took him beyond literature as literary production purely for esthetic
appreciation, Lewis takes his place in Understanding Media: “Mental
breakdown of varying degrees is the very common result of uproot-
ing and inundation with new information and endless new patterns
of information. Wyndham Lewis made this a theme of his group of
novels called The Human Age. The first of these, The Childermass, is
concerned precisely with accelerated media change as a kind of mas-
sacre of the innocents. In our own world as we become more aware
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of the effects of technology on psychic formation and manifestation,
we are losing all confidence in our right to assign guilt.”?

Quoting Lewis’s observation that the artist is always writing a
history of the future because he alone is aware of the nature of the
present, McLuhan adds:

Knowledge of this simple fact is now needed for human survival.
The ability of the artist to sidestep the bully blow of new technol-
ogy of any age, and to parry such violence with full awareness, is
age-old.”

This ability in Lewis, and in all the writers to whom McLuhan paid
particular attention, is precisely the ability that McLuhan sought to
jumpstart in his own audience.

EZRA POUND AND T. S. ELIOT

Written at an interval of nearly thirty years, McLuhan’s publications
on Ezra Pound show his preference for an integrating approach to be
as pronounced in literary studies as in media analysis. In both essays,
the discussion of Pound’s creative work and editorial work, as well
as his critical prose, develops around Pound in relation to T. S. Eliot.
But this complex and powerful relation also draws into its orbit
further connections with Mallarmé, Poe, Lewis, Joyce, and others.
The later essay also makes full use of the analysis of rhetoric that
McLuhan had developed as an essential part of the ground work for
his doctoral dissertation on Thomas Nashe. And, inevitably, refer-
ence to Vorticism occurs prominently, not only linking the writers
that McLuhan studies to each other but linking all of them as sources
of his own principles of media analysis.

Even before he underscores radical differences between Pound and
Eliot, McLuhan hints at the conclusion that those differences are
dwarfed in their significance for literature as literature—the private
preserve of the literati—Dby their significance as tell-tales of the unique
cultural shift engendered by technology at the beginning of the twen-
tieth century. Thus: “By contrast with Pound’s sharp and alert sen-
tences the gentle rhythms of Eliot’s paragraphs are a balm for minds
which find only distress in the violence of intellectual penetration.
Mr. Eliot has said the same things, for example, about Dante and the
French Symbolists as Mr. Pound. They share an immense interest in
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verbal technique and poetic structures. But whereas Mr. Pound has
been vehement and explicit about these things, Mr. Eliot has been
unobtrusive and casual. Mr. Eliot has adjusted the ‘frequency modu-
lation’ of his prose so that it causes little perturbation in foolish ears,
but Mr. Pound insists on his reader’s attention even where no likeli-
hood of understanding is present. And for this he has not been for-
given by the literate.”?

The literate are those who remain in the mind-set of nineteenth
century visual culture and resist attempts such as Pound’s to create
an awareness of the dawning age of postliterate culture.

Just as McLuhan’s first publication, the essay on Chesterton dat-
ing from 1936, contains observations that apply equally to himself,
so too does the earlier of his publications on Pound (1950), where he
speaks of the latter’s “fascination with technological discovery co-
existing with erudition and sensitivity in language and the arts.”?’

Allied to that erudition and sensitivity is the preference for
analogical presentation which Pound and McLuhan also share, a
method that makes demands on readers and disappoints them,
because McLuhan, like Pound, “seldom translates himself into ordi-
nary prose.”?

It is also at the end of his earlier essay on Pound that McLuhan
subtly evokes the divisions of the classical trivium that will find full
expression in the later essay as the framework for a fuller discussion
of the Pound-Eliot relationship: “Mr. Eliot has held the interest of a
whole generation of readers by making basic concessions in his prose
to their demand for dialectic and persuasive charm. What he has to
say, however, is neither dialectical nor charming, but profoundly ana-
logical and even unpleasant. Mr. Pound’s prose on occasion follows
the procedure of Mr. Eliot’s poetry when it is for most readers extremely
obscure, just as the organization of the sections of The Waste Land
employs the analogical ‘music’ of [Pound’s] Mauberley.””

In his comparison of Pound’s “Portrait d’'une Femme” and Eliot’s
“Portrait of a Lady,” McLuhan focuses on a line from the former—
“Your mind and you are our Sargasso Sea,”—calling it “a sort of
vortex of inclusive consciousness,” which allows him to link it simul-
taneously to Vorticism, to Poe’s Maelstrom, and to the poetic form
that Pound and Eliot share:

The pattern of the London vortex . . . reappears structurally in the
Cantos themselves. Both Pound’s “Portrait” and Eliot’s constitute
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a kind of epyllion [a narrative poem with romantic and mytholo-
gical themes] which, we shall see, is a pattern they used a great
deal the parallel actions function as a plot and counterplot which
enrich each other by their interplay, Poe’s “Descent into the
Maelstrom” has structurally much in common with the vortices of
the Cantos, Similarly, the “Sargasso Sea” is a vortex that attracts
multitudinous objects but which also tosses things up again in
recognizable patterns which serve for survival. Survival for Poe’s
sailor had meant attaching himself to one of the recurring objects
in the whirlpool. The same strategy applies to Pound’s readers who
need to be alert to the resonance of recurring themes. Apropos the
same kind of awareness, Lewis wrote in Blast magazine that the
vorticists defined their art as an art of the energized present, an
art which has captured the point of maximum intensity.*

In his discussion of possible revisions that Pound suggested to Eliot,
McLuhan observes that The Waste Land had originally been struc-
tured in four parts, in anticipation of Four Quartets, and that this
division applied to the seasons, the ancient concept of the elements
of fire, air, earth, and water, as well as to the convention of four levels
of interpretation. Although this constituted a link between Eliot’s
work and Pound’s own writings, the latter found the liturgical pattern
at the basis of Eliot’s composition repelling enough to suggest a radi-
cal recasting in terms of the five-part division of classical oration, so
familiar to McLuhan from his preparatory background study for his
dissertation on Thomas Nashe.

McLuhan’s final essay on Pound and Eliot, published in 1979, just
one year before his death, is vintage McLuhan, the literary scholar
still practicing close reading as he had learned it in the Cambridge
English School more than forty years earlier, offering readers a
detailed analysis explicitly relating the divisions of oratory to the tex-
tual passages under his critical microscope:

Pound’s five divisions are: invention, or the finding of the theme
or matter: “For three years, out of key with his time” (Personae,
p. 187); the arrangement (disposition) of that matter: “The age
demanded an image” (p. 188); elocution or ornament in accord
with the occasion: “What god, man, or hero/ Shall I place a tin
wreath upon” (p. 189); memory: “frankness as never before . . .
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trench confessions” (p. 190); and delivery: “There died a myriad,
.. ./For a botched civilization, . . ./Quick eyes gone under earth’s
lid”. (p. 191)*

At the same time, McLuhan links key elements of his Nashe study to
some of his most recently acquired analytical apparatus. In the first
instance, linguistics:

As already remarked, both patterns [of composition in The Waste
Land] are synchronic and simultaneous, rather than diachronic
or sequential. The simultaneity of the four levels, as used by the
grammarian constitutes the resonance of the Logos, just as the
five divisions, when used by the orator, constitute the presence of
the word. This is what the linguists now call la langue, and Eliot
calls “the auditory imagination,” The “auditory imagination”
includes both the four levels and the five divisions . . .*

In the second instance, it is the subtle linking of the internal dynam-
ics of the classical trivium to the analytical framework of figure vs.
ground (see Chapter Five for details). “Eliot’s attachment to the four-
part structure involved his devotion to Grammatica and its figure/
ground structure included in the text itself. By contrast, Pound’s
insistence on the primacy of the public outside the poem as the real
ground, led him to prefer the use of rhetoric.”33

MCLUHAN AND JAMES JOYCE

McLuhan’s interest in James Joyce dates from his Cambridge years
when he attended lectures by F. R. Leavis. It was an interest that
endured till the end of his career. Mentioned once only at the end of
McLuhan’s doctoral dissertation of 1943, published as The Classical
Trivium: The Place of Thomas Nashe in the Learning of His Time (2006),
Joyce became the most frequently quoted writer in Understanding
Media (first edition, 1964; critical edition, 2003). Like Chesterton
and Lewis, Joyce shaped McLuhan’s notion of language as technol-
ogy. Eventually, he cast Joyce in the role of the architect responsible
for the detailed blueprints from which McLuhan constructed his
laws of media. He also linked Plato’s Cratylus, with its notion of lan-
guage as the key to an inclusive consciousness of human culture, to
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the inseparability of substance and style, of medium and message, in
Joyce’s Finnegans Wake.

McLuhan apprenticed at Joyce’s forge, learning to fashion puns
that educated as they entertained. Easily his favorite among those
that the master had struck was the one linking language, technology,
and media effects: allforabit as a pun on alphabet. The echo here
mimics the insight that it opens, that of the alphabet as a technology
impoverishing the fullness and richness of experiencing the world
through all of our five senses simultaneously, a richness exchanged
for the visual alone, skewing the integrated balance of the senses,
fostering the private point of view of literate society. McLuhan fre-
quently quoted Joyce’s puns such as “Who gave you that numb?” as
he taught about the numbness, the sensory closure, brought on by
print technology and the associated loss of perceptual acuteness and
awareness. Through puns, through all the linguistic inventiveness of
Finnegans Wake, Joyce shows the way to transcending numbness and
making a breakthrough into new types of awareness. His constant
objective in Finnegans Wake of making language physical matched
up completely with the overriding objective of all McLuhan’s teach-
ing: to provide a program of training in perception.

Here are some of McLuhan’s references to Joyce in Understanding
Media (2003).

Regarding puns:

The title of his Finnegans Wake is a set of multi-leveled puns on
the reversal by which Western man enters his tribal, or Finn, cycle
once more, following the track of the old Finn but wide awake this
time as we re-enter the tribal night. It is like our contemporary
consciousness of the Unconscious. (55)

Regarding phonograph and radio:

James Joyce . . . made Finnegans Wake a tone poem that condensed
in a single sentence all the prattlings, exultations, observations,
and remorse of the human race. He could not have conceived this
work in any other age than the one that produced the phonograph
and the radio. (378)

Regarding the alphabet and print:
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Cervantes devoted his Don Quixote entirely to this aspect of the
printed word and its power to create what James Joyce throughout
Finnegans Wake designates as “the ABCED-minded,” which can
be taken as “ab-said” or “ab-sent” or alphabetically controlled.
(383-384)

Regarding unity in the age of electricity:

Humpty-Dumpty is an obvious example of integral wholeness.
The mere existence of the wall already spelt his fall. James Joyce in
Finnegans Wake never ceases to interlace these themes, and the
title of the work indicates his awareness that “a-stone-aging” as it
may be, the electric age is recovering the unity of plastic and iconic
space and is putting Humpty-Dumpty back together again. (250)

Regarding television:

The mode of the TV image has nothing in common with film or
photo, except that it offers a nonverbal gestalt or posture of forms.
With TV, the viewer is the screen. He is bombarded with light
impulses that James Joyce called the “Charge of the Light Brigade”
that imbues his “soulskin with sobconscious inklings.” (418)

Regarding television:

James Joyce in Finnegans Wake headlined TELEVISION KILLS
TELEPHONY IN BROTHERS BROIL, introducing a major
theme in the battle of the technologically extended senses that
has, indeed, been raging through our culture . . . With the tele-
phone there occurs the extension of ear and voice that is a kind
of extrasensory perception. With television came the extension of
the sense of touch or of sense interplay that even more intimately
involves the entire sensorium. (357)

Regarding photography:
[TThe world of the movie that was prepared by the photograph

has become synonymous with illusion and fantasy, turning society
into what Joyce called an “all-nights newsery reel,” that substitutes
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a “reel” world for reality. Joyce knew more about the effects of the
photograph on our senses, our language, and our thought pro-
cesses than anybody else. His verdict on the “automatic writing”
that is photography was the abnihilization of the etym. He saw the
photo as at least a rival, and perhaps a usurper, of the word,
whether written or spoken. But if ezym (etymology) means the
heart and core and moist substance of those beings that we grasp
in words, then Joyce may well have meant that the photo was a
creation from nothing (ab nihil), or even a reduction of creation to
a photographic negative. (262)

Regarding telegraph and radio:

Telegraph and radio neutralized nationalism but evoked archaic
tribal ghosts of the most vigorous brand. This is exactly the meet-
ing of eye and ear, of explosion and implosion, or as Joyce puts it
in the Wake, “In that earopean end meets Ind.” The opening of
the European ear brought to an end the open society and reintro-
duced the Indic world of tribal man to West End woman. Joyce
puts these matters not so much in cryptic, as in dramatic and
mimetic, form. The reader has only to take any of his phrases such
as this one, and mime it until it yields the intelligible. Not a long
or tedious process, if approached in the spirit of artistic playful-
ness that guarantees “lots of fun at Finnegan’s wake.” (404)

Sandwiched neatly halfway between the sole mention of Joyce at
the end of McLuhan’s Nashe thesis (1943) and the compass rose of
Joycean quotations in Understanding Media (1964) came McLuhan’s
1953 article (reprinted in McNamara 1969) “James Joyce: Trivial and
Quadrivial.” The title refers to Joyce’s use of a pun to reply to a critic
of his puns! He conceded that some of them were trivial and some
quadrivial. McLuhan explains that Joyce “means literally that his
puns are crossroads of meaning in his communication network, and
that his techniques for managing the flow of messages in his network
were taken from the traditional disciplines of grammar, logic, rheto-
ric [making up the trivium], on the one hand, and of arithmetic,
geometry, music, and astronomy [the quadrivium], on the other.”**
McLuhan quickly moves from his metaphor of the crossroads of
meaning for the Joycean pun in question to a historically grounded
explanation for why Joyce’s vision and method compels him to linger
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constantly at those crossroads. At the same time, McLuhan’s expla-
nation reveals his own emerging interest in the intersection of culture
and technology, his conception of language as mankind’s first tech-
nology, and the all-encompassing concept articulated at the end of
his career, that of all media as sharing the four-part structure of
metaphor:

At the time when Joyce was studying the trivium with the Jesuits
there had occurred in the European world a rebirth of interest in
the traditional arts of communication. Indirectly, this had come
about through the reconstruction of past cultures, as carried on
my nineteenth-century archeology and anthropology. For these
new studies had directed attention to the role of language and writ-
ing in the formation of societies and the transmission of culture.
And the total or gestalt approach natural in the study of primitive
cultures had favored the study of language as part of the entire
cultural network. Language was seen as inseparable from the tool-
making and economic life of the peoples. It was not studied in
abstraction from the practical concerns of society. (emphasis
added)®

McLuhan sees the result of the work in anthropology and psycho-
logy as a revitalization of the classical trivium and a rebalancing
of its three components, grammar, logic, and rhetoric, after a long
period of neglect and the dominance of logic alone. An integrated
trivium had been the norm among ancients such as Cratylus, Varro,
and Philo Judaeus. It was a tradition passed down to the Fathers of
the early Christian church but lost during centuries of conflict among
grammarians, logicians, and rhetoricians (see later in this chapter
for details).

Not only had the trivial arts been practiced in equilibrium by
the Fathers, they had been integrated with the quadrivial arts: “In the
milieu of St. Augustine it was natural to consider metrics in relation
to numbers and arithmetic, for the entire order of the cosmos was
supposed to be based on numbers, just as all earthly music was but
an approximation to the music of the spheres. Music was, esthetically
speaking, the meeting place of poetics and mathematics, of gram-
matica and astronomy.”3

It was natural too for Joyce to transpose this ancient vision of the
link between terrestrial and celestial harmony and its ideal expression
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through the linking of the trivium and quadrivium. McLuhan dem-
onstrates how the recurring musical motif of the ellipse between
empty fifths and the octave in Ulysses reflects this double linking of
theme and rheme, concluding with a quotation from one of the Joyc-
ean passages where it occurs: “The longest way round is the shortest
way home.”?

Though the quotation is from Ulysses, it is an apt summary of the
whole of Finnegans Wake (where Joyce’s principles of composition
are no less a marriage of the trivial and the quadrivial than in his
earlier work), with its commodius vicus linking the last line of the
book directly to its opening words. The paradoxical symbiosis of
interval or gap and direct link first came to McLuhan’s attention as a
stylistic device in the background studies for his dissertation and
resurfaced prominently in the final expression of his laws of media.

The quadrivial art of astronomy surfaces in Ulysses, providing,
in this instance, an example of how Joyce was comfortable both
with emulating the erudition of the ancients, as he did for the music-
arithmetic link, and creating what at first appears to be an improba-
ble link between his hero (Leopold Bloom) and a bar of lemon soap.
It is the soap itself that articulates the link:

We’re a capital couple are Bloom and I;
He brightens the earth, I polish the sky.

McLuhan notes: “At another level the soap is a sign of grace uniting
earthly and stellar, hermetic and astrologic, East and West labyrinths.
These two levels of reality, which are in conflict all during Bloomsday,
are thus reconciled among the stars.”

McLuhan emphasizes that Joyce portrays Bloom as the perfect
rhetorician and a representative of Homer’s ideal of the man of
many rhetorical devices. There is, thus, a link between Joyce himself
and Bloom, as a man of encyclopedic knowledge whose learning
precedes his eloquence and fashions it—the link between grammar
and rhetoric to which McLuhan was so attuned. Stephen, on the
other hand, being an artist, is exempt from respecting any principles
of decorum that would put him in the mold of the ideal man.
Such observations underline the complexity and complementarity of
Bloom and Stephen on the one hand, Joyce and Stephen on the other.
Perhaps more importantly, they underscore Joyce’s belief that, unlike
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the orator, the true artist cannot speak with his own voice, cannot
develop a style of his own, but must allow the multiple facets of real-
ity to speak for themselves, to be utteringly pure. This was already
implicit in the closing lines of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man. There Stephen goes “to encounter for the millionth time the
reality of experience,” not to finally capture it and put his own stamp
upon the expression of it, but to “forge in the smithy of my soul the
uncreated conscience of my race.” In place of his subjective expres-
sion per se, the artist offers a retracing of any moment of cognition
as the unique artistic form of that moment.

McLuhan’s comments on this aspect of Joyce’s vision, linking it
subtly to the French Symbolist poets and explicitly to Thomist
philosophy:

[Joyce] seems to have been the first to see that the dance of being,
the nature imitated by the arts, has its primary analogue in the
activity of the exterior and interior senses. Joyce was aware that
this doctrine (that sensation is imitation because the exterior forms
are already in a new matter) is implicit in Aquinas.®

McLuhan goes so far as to declare that Joyce constructed virtually
every line that he wrote on “the dual labyrinths of stone and water.”4
This observation is, once again, intimately linked to McLuhan’s
emergent overview of fundamentals of media operation and the way
that they are illuminated by Joyce.

“Since, moreover, the letters of the alphabet are easily polarized in
the same way, it is a matter of main consequence to recognize their
hermetic signature in order to get around in the Wake.”* The polari-
zation in question subtly shifts the allforabit pun into one of all for
two bits and then even more subtly deconstructs it with the notion of
hermetic signatures that recall Joyce’s rhetorical question: “For why
sign anything, when every word, letter, pen stroke, paper, space, is a
perfect signature of its own!” Perfect signatures linked to a short
inventory of media that range from the semiotic reduction of the
alphabet through the support media of ink and paper to the signify-
ing absence of empty space.

Far from being limited to a presence obscured by the signs that
are the letters of the phonetic alphabet, the element of stone is in
plain view in Ulysses. McLuhan is alert to how Joyce configures it as
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a symbol of the medium that shaped and dominated centuries of
literate culture: Gutenberg’s press:

The [Aeolus] episode opens with the evocation of the stone-steel
labyrinth of the Dublin tramway system and then shifts to the
analogous network of movable type and the world of spatial com-
munication controlled by the press.*?

McLuhan typically underlines simultaneous similarity and contrast
between Ulysses and Finnegans Wake:

The doctrine of decorum, the foundation of classical rhetoric, is
a profoundly analogical doctrine, so that to discuss it is as it oper-
ates in Joyce is to be at the center of his communication network.
In Ulysses each character is discriminated by his speech and ges-
tures, and the whole work stands midway between narrative and
drama. But the Wake is primarily dramatic and the techniques
proper to this form are taken from the fourth part of rhetoric,
pronuntiatio, or action and delivery. This division of rhetoric was
a crux of communication theory in former times, being the cross-
roads of rhetoric, psychology, and other disciplines.*

With respect to his principal theme of delineating the interaction of
the trivium and the quadrivium in Joyce, McLuhan stresses that it is
grounded in the grammatical division of the trivium and, in particu-
lar, in philology. For his definition of philology, McLuhan looks not
to linguistics but to T. S. Eliot, from whose writings he quotes the
definition of words “as a network of tentacular roots linking all
human culture, and ‘reaching down into the deepest terrors and
desires . . .””’* Against the background of such a definition, words
are not the representatives of things but the things themselves. This
explains, for McLuhan, why Joyce can choose to use the conventional
meanings of words or disregard them at will, because he is concerned
above all with concentrating on “the submerged metaphysical drama
which these meanings often tend to overlay.”*

If the interaction of the trivial and the quadrivial privileges the
former because of the importance of grammar, the key, as ever, is
equilibrium, as the original Joycean quip on the subject emphasized.
And in spite of McLuhan’s own predilection for privileging the
interaction of grammar and rhetoric, he gives full due to the role of
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dialectics in Joyce, noting, for example, that dialectic, the third mem-
ber of the trivium, appears as “technic” in the ninth episode [of
Ulysses]. At the same time, he stresses that dialectics shuns the way of
these nets of analogies that were so crucial for Joyce.

Thus, dialectics is presented in terms of strife in Ulysses, Joyce’s
book of the day. In his book of the night, Finnegans Wake, full inte-
gration of the trivial and the quadrivial is achieved, as they must for
Joyce, for whom they are the “keys to dreamland.”* (47)

FROM THE GOLDEN BOUGH TO THE HOLLYWOOD BOWL

Hollywood too provides the keys to dreamland, as McLuhan noted
in a publication of 1947, reviewing both Northrop Frye’s Fearful
Symmetry: A Study of William Blake and Parker Tyler’s Magic and
Mpyth of the Movies. McLuhan singles out a passage from Tyler for
quotation: “The rudimentary camera trick, for instance, that of
appearing and disappearing persons, which occurs in the wink of an
eye, 1s a visualization of the correspondence between matter and spirit
that was a cardinal tenet in the beliefs of primordial savages.”*

In making this observation, Tyler is ostensibly on McLuhan’s turf,
offering an explanation of analogy (the correspondence between
matter and spirit) grounded in the analogy between a modern techno-
logical trick and an ancient belief, but this does not satisfy McLuhan.
He comments on the quotation, concluding “This sets The Golden
Bough in the Hollywood Bowl.”#

The reference to The Golden Bough, the master work of social
anthropologist and folklorist Sir James Frazer, is deceptively casual
and risks dismissal as little more than a modest rhetorical flourish
linking bough to bowl to underscore the review’s improbable juxtapo-
sition of Blake and Hollywood. But, in the best tradition of the triv-
ium, McLuhan never uncoupled the exploratory power of rhetorical
form from the explanatory function of grammar, and a glance back
at the title he chose for his review, “Inside Blake and Hollywood,”
shows us that the alliteration of bough/bowl is an alert both to the
deficiencies that McLuhan will detect in Tyler and to the symbiosis
of inside/outside that runs as a theme throughout the review, ground-
ing McLuhan’s criticism of Frye, linking Tyler’s work to Frye’s, and
opening on the perennial McLuhan theme of the interior landscape.

The Frye/Tyler review, published originally in Sewanee Review 55,
October 1947, pages 710-715, makes use of some of the broad-ranging
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material that McLuhan gathered in preparation for writing his Ph.D.
thesis on Thomas Nashe. So, for example, his references to the medi-
eval notion of the translatio studii, the continuity in transmission of
culture from Greece to Rome, from Rome to Britain, and from Britain
to the court of Charlemagne, sit Janus-like between the critical-
historical-literary perspective of the work on Nashe and its distilled
elements in the cultural-technological framework that overarched
thirty ensuing years of reflection and writing from McLuhan. Such
references as “the awareness of the mythopoeic activity in history
and art” become less explicit in McLuhan’s later writings, though
they do not cease to be part of his own perspective or to be integrated
in modified form in his analytical procedures and the implicit pro-
gram of educational reform he will perpetually advocate. His idea of
pairing Blake and Hollywood, high literature and popular culture,
before they had separated, came before the audiences had separated.
His opening sentences signal the inseparability of his concerns: “[The
books under review] serve to remind us that one of the principal intel-
lectual developments of the past century or so has been the supplant-
ing of linear perspective by a multi-locational mode of perception.”

McLuhan’s manifold teachings around this topic unified his entire
career. Here the young professor displays his command of a remark-
able range of studies. Particularly noteworthy, in his opening para-
graph, as a formative influence on McLuhan, is the reference to the
magisterial work of his colleague Etienne Gilson, The Unity of Philo-
sophical Experience. The unity cited in Gilson’s title, and developed
by him as a tool of intellectual analysis, is assimilated by McLuhan
beyond the confines of philosophical writings to those of Freud in
psychology and to the accomplishments of the cubists in the domain
of visual arts. As was also the case for James Joyce, all these thinkers
and artists advance what McLuhan refers to alternately as a multi-
locational mode of perception or circulating point of view. Similarly,
Blake took the view that “history as linear time is the great apocry-
pha or mystery which has to be rejected” since “the whole of human
life is seen and understood as a single mental form.”>!

These observations lead McLuhan to trace and explain the devel-
opment of what he dubs the obsessive metaphor of linear perspective
in Western civilization, justifying what might appear to be a digres-
sion from the principal topic of Blake precisely by the pairing of
Frye’s study with Tyler’s study and the reminder that the metaphor in
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question warrants attention “especially since we are now deep in the
process of extricating ourselves from it.”

And yet the turning point in this extrication is coming more
than two hundred years after Giambattista Vico sought to loosen the
hold of the metaphor of simple linear perspective by offering what
McLuhan calls “a complex genetic metaphor that becomes the intel-
lectual means of being simultaneously presenting all periods of the
past and all mental climates of the modern world as well.”>?

McLuhan clearly admires Blake for his vision, as cited by Frye,
of “the machine as the symbol of a new kind of human existence
developing in his own time. His poetry is an imaginative mechanism
designed to fight the machine age . . .”>

But McLuhan’s admiration for Blake is not unqualified: “Unlike
Vico and Joyce, but like Freud, Blake mistook a psychology for
metaphysics and theology.” And though he compliments Frye
(“[R]eading Professor Frye is a more satisfactory thing for most of
Blake than reading Blake himself . . .”)* it is not without suggesting
a corrective: “Professor Frye’s inside view of Blake . . . is perhaps in
need of some further development from the outside.”> Such a devel-
opment would entail situating Blake within an unbroken tradition of
allegory stretching back to the ancients such as Philo of Alexander
and forward to the Cambridge Platonists.

Just as Frye takes his readers inside Blake, Tyler takes his audience
“inside Hollywood with its mushrooming symbolism.”*® McLuhan
gives Tyler his full due for giving serious attention to a form of cul-
ture that is dismissed as low art and demonstrating that its psycho-
logical complexity rivals that of so-called high art. But Tyler gets full
marks from McLuhan only for providing a preliminary to opening
up a plenary critique. And like Frye, Tyler comes in for criticism:
“[H]is tools of analysis do not carry him to the point where he can
isolate the cliché and timidity as rooted in the death of all intellectual
impulse. This in turn is related to Mr. Tyler’s lack of expressed aware-
ness of the perennial uses and necessity of art in maintaining social
viability.”>

Cliché is product—fixed, frozen, immutable for ever. Tyler’s short-
coming is in failing to identify the process behind the product, failing
to utilize the multi-locational mode of perception or circulating point
of view, as defined earlier by McLuhan. Moreover, just as Frye’s
undeniable achievement of taking readers inside Blake stopped short
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of developing the complementary “outside” view to which McLuhan
refers above, Tyler virtually weds his strength to his weakness:
“Mr. Tyler’s great merit is that he explores the multiple modes of the
movie night-dream as it is his limitation seldom if ever to emerge
from that dream.”%

Emerging from the dream of Finnegans Wake is what Joyce invites
his readers to do. (He is mentioned prominently even in the review
under discussion, along with T. S. Eliot, as McLuhan continues to
develop his theme of inside/outside.) The keys that Joyce offers could
not be more unlike the keys to dreamland that Hollywood offers,
keys that unlock a door opening on a store room full of clichés.
Joyce’s keys take us outside, liberate us from the interior landscape of
daily nightmares.

THOMAS NASHE

McLuhan was always concerned with the big picture. In The Classi-
cal Trivium: The Place of Thomas Nashe in the Learning of His Time,
predating by twenty years the analysis of media that put McLuhan
on the world stage, he is a literary historian, an intellectual historian
surveying classical culture, a reader of Thomas Nashe, applying all
that he had learned from I. A. Richards about literary criticism, a
teacher with a program for the education of future generations. And
he is a gardener tending hybrid seeds of stock with ancient philo-
sophical roots—seeds that would germinate in his media analysis of
the 1960s and 1970s.

When McLuhan’s reflections returned to Nashe during that later
period, he recorded voluminous notes, many explicitly linking what
he had written about Nashe to his more recent work. So, for example,
he outlines correspondences between his laws of media, Aristotle’s
typology of causes, and the divisions of classical rhetoric. He speaks
of “multimedia exegesis of both Scripture and the Book of Nature.”
Multimedia exegesis offers a convenient working definition of both
the dynamics and the purpose of the trivium in fully integrated form,
as found in classical antiquity, and as revealed in McLuhan’s study of
Thomas Nashe.

Nashe had scarcely come to McLuhan’s attention as he searched
out a topic for his doctoral dissertation at Cambridge University. His
impulse to range as broadly as possible over as much as possible of
what he had learned of English literature at Cambridge drew him at
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first to Raymond Wilson Chambers’s On the Continuity of English
Prose (1932), and he planned to expand Chambers’s coverage beyond
Thomas More to the end of the sixteenth century. This would bring
Thomas Stapleton, Cardinal William Allen, Robert Parsons, Edmund
Campion, and others within the scope of the survey that Chambers
had made. McLuhan was stimulated and challenged by the prospect
of examining a vast array of literature from a variety of authors—
theologians, preachers, pamphleteers, historians, romancers, annal-
ists, including Thomas Nashe.

Chambers had provided an inspiration and a model by the breadth
of his survey, but McLuhan quickly grew dissatisfied with what he
perceived as convenient assumptions grounding the thesis and the
title of the work. Chambers appeared to be dismissing the rich vari-
ety in the prose writers of the sixteenth century as nothing more than
an anomaly in relation to a longer tradition in English literature.
Once McLuhan had narrowed the scope of his projected dissertation
to a study of Thomas Nashe, he discovered the origins and the rele-
vance of multiple traditions to a full understanding of Nashe’s writ-
ings that had escaped Chambers. Ezra Pound had already published
How to Read, Mortimer Adler would soon publish How to Read a
Book, and 1. A. Richards was about to trump Adler’s approach with
his How to Read a Page. By then, McLuhan, with his dissertation at
an advanced stage, had a trump card of his own and must have been
tempted to subtitle his work How to Read Thomas Nashe.

During the nineteenth century, scholars of Elizabethan literature
had marginalized Nashe, viewing him merely as useful for document-
ing and illustrating editions of stage plays and historical research.
By the time McLuhan delved into Nashe, the prevailing view of him
had reduced his status to that of the journalist par excellence of his
day and little, if anything, more. McLuhan realized that this view
was at odds with the richness and the subtleties of Nashe’s style. The
majority of commentators had seen Nashe in a trivial light; McLuhan
would see him in light of the classical trivium.

In the sparkling brilliance of such works as The Anatomie of
Absurditie and Pierce Penilesse, McLuhan suspected, there was more
than a dash of studied casualness. His suspicion was confirmed when
he read Morris Croll’s work on Nashe’s contemporary John Lyly,
and this led him to an investigation of patristic and medieval writers
as sources for models of rhetoric that compelled a profound revision
in how Chambers had viewed the continuity of English prose. At the
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same time, the evidence that the critical reception of Nashe had shortch-
anged him continued to mount, as McLuhan turned to the standard
edition of Nashe’s work by Ronald McKerrow. There he discovered
McKerrow’s impatience with Nashe’s verbal pyrotechnics and an
unwillingness to set them in any larger context. McLuhan tackled a
systematic study of the theory and practice of rhetoric in Nashe’s
time. This became the first of the three-part framework required to
give Nashe his due.

McLuhan elaborated a sweeping survey of rhetoric as it was con-
ceived and practiced in every form of literature in the sixteenth cen-
tury. His investigation ranged over English writers and then extended
to teachers and practitioners or rhetoric in Italy, France, Spain, and
Germany. The sheer scope of this investigation buttressed the con-
clusion that had begun emerging early on, namely that the sixteenth
century was an age of rhetoric. In itself, this discovery did nothing
to rescue Nashe from obscurity. But McLuhan widened the scope of
his inquiry still further, moving beyond the history of the standard
rhetorical canon to encompass the modes of education over the cen-
turies from Cicero to Nashe. This tactic inevitably illuminated the
complementarity of rhetoric, dialectic, and grammar, the three com-
ponents of the integrated trivium that had endured complex vicissi-
tudes since classical antiquity. It was this perspective for the study
of the arts that became the full framework for McLuhan’s doctoral
dissertation.

So vast was this framework that it threatened to crowd Nashe
himself out of the study, as McLuhan quickly realized and candidly
admitted. But he believed he had no option, if he was to achieve his
goal. The imperative was to develop an analysis in which awareness
of the internal dynamics of the trivium would enlighten an educated
reader, just as it had guided Nashe in composing his works. The
inspired innovation that McLuhan began to elaborate was essentially
Practical Criticism, as he had absorbed it at Cambridge, linked to the
scholarly spade work of the intellectual historian. This approach
held the prospect of rectifying the inadequacies characteristic of the
work of Chambers, McKerrow, and others, thus ensuring that Nashe
could enjoy the reputation he deserved.

McLuhan set his sights higher still. The programmatic call for whole-
sale educational reform that would mark his work for years to come
was already set out in essence in his dissertation. It was McLuhan the
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author of Understanding Media, the director of the University of
Toronto’s Center for Culture and Technology, the calm and detached
observer of the social upheavals of the 1960s who declared that
the cultural confusion surrounding modernism was favorable to the
rebirth of grammatical studies, in the full sense of the art of interpre-
tation that the term had within the classical trivium. He character-
ized the grammatica of the trivium as the pursuit of psychological
order in the midst of material and political chaos and equated
modern symbolism in art and literature with ancient allegory. At the
same time, he conceded that grammatica fell short of its mark when-
ever it neglected to avail itself of support from dialectics and philo-
sophy. Such statements amount to a call for a radical fundamental
revision of education based on the noble and broad-ranging ideal of
reintegrating the classical trivium.

Grammatica, or grammar, as we will see, is not to be understood
simply in the sense of parts of speech, sentence structure, or any
other narrow sense typical of prescriptive grammar or modern lin-
guistics. In its widest meaning, and crucially in relation to dialectics
and rhetoric, with which grammar constitutes the three dimensions
of the classical ideal of learning, it is the art of interpreting not
only verbal language but all phenomena. Above all, classical gram-
mar entails a fully articulated science of exegesis, or interpretation.
Dialectics is, variously, a way of testing evidence or the study of kinds
of proofs for an argument, a method of dialogue, or simply logic.
Rhetoric, of course, includes the rhetorical devices such as allitera-
tion that are most commonly associated with it in general usage
today, but as set out in McLuhan’s comprehensive study of the triv-
ium, it proves to be a very complex feature of discourse, involving
five divisions. These are inventio (discovery), dispositio (arrangement),
memoria (memory), elocutio (style), and pronuntiatio (delivery). The
structure and function of the classical trivium both presupposed the
interpretive component of grammatica and predisposed authors to
engage in the historical controversies surrounding the dynamics of
the trivium. McLuhan systematically treated all this material in The
Place of Thomas Nashe in the Learning of His Time.

McLuhan constantly emphasizes the interpenetration of the trivial
arts, describing the complex evolution of the topic. Dialectics is
described in grammatical terms from a rhetorical point of view by
the Greek Sophists; dialecticians subordinate grammar and rhetoric
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to their art; rhetoricians subordinate dialectics to inventio and
dispositio. But harmony marks certain periods: in the treatises on phys-
ics by the Stoics, grammar is virtually inseparable from dialectics.

But such cases are exceptions, far more often than they are the
norm. Typically, polemics deliberately subvert the integral operation
of the trivium. Or misunderstandings split it apart. McLuhan deline-
ates one such instance in which the major European historians of
rhetoric after the Renaissance unwittingly impoverished their studies
by retaining the bias of that period and neglecting the contributions
to rhetoric made during the Middle Ages. McLuhan redresses the
balance here by offering evidence that the Ciceronian ideal of the
Renaissance did not spontaneously develop out of an impulse to
retrieve the great orator’s teachings but from a tradition that had
continued throughout medieval times. On the evidence he musters
for an enduring tradition, McLuhan recasts the inaccurately named
quarrel between the ancients and the moderns as the continuation of
Cicero’s clash with philosophers and the medieval conflict between
dialecticians and grammarians.

Even in the earliest pages of the Nashe thesis there emerge themes
that McLuhan would continue to evoke throughout his career: “The
great alchemists . . . were grammarians. From the time of the neo-
Platonists and Augustine to Bonaventure and to Francis Bacon, the
world was viewed as a book, the lost language of which was analo-
gous to that of human speech. Thus the art of grammar provided not
only the sixteenth-century approach to the Book of Life in scriptural
exegesis but to the Book of Nature as well.”®! Here McLuhan articu-
lates for the first time what would become the core idea, more than
four decades later, in his posthumously published Laws of Media.

Similarly, in developing his revisionist view of intellectual history,
McLuhan articulates the observation he will eventually use as a cor-
nerstone in his media analysis: “A consideration of the Ciceronian
ideal and tradition . . . has claims to being one of basic importance
in the history of western culture, and its comparative neglect must
be ascribed to impercipience of the ubiquitous, rather than to mere
indifference on the part of scholars.”®? Impercipience of the ubiqui-
tous. Here McLuhan’s own rhetoric has the ring of his writings from
the 1930s, polysyllabic pronouncements that gave way over the years
to a style favoring punchy aphorisms; the grammar was retained
by the McLuhan of The Mechanical Bride and through to Laws of
Media.
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As McLuhan builds his vast backdrop for the sixteenth-century
humanism of Nashe, he incorporates a full account of the role of the
late medieval church in maintaining the ideals of classical learning:
“Grammar and classical culture had been preserved by the Church
after the fall of the Empire because grammar was then the indispen-
sable mode of theology. The advent of dialectics was, therefore, sheer
gain for theology but almost a total overthrow for grammar.”® Here
too McLuhan is obliged to provide rereadings of the patristic schol-
ars from the perspective of an integrated trivium. Thus, for example,
Hugh of St. Victor, if seen as belonging to a tradition of grammar
that spans the ages from Plato to Francis Bacon, can be read coher-
ently as an opponent of radical scholasticism.

McLuhan constantly hunts out critical bias and seeks to redress
errors that have arisen from distorted perceptions of the legacy of
friction and opposition between those who were partisans of gram-
mar or dialectics to the mutual exclusion of the other. “The modern
view that allegory is a product of medieval scholasticism is the pre-
cise contrary of the facts. The modern distrust of allegory and para-
ble is demonstrably rooted in the prevalence of the mathematical
modes of abstraction which becomes general in the seventeenth cen-
tury but is no less typical of Abelard and the dialecticians. It is the
Cartesians who distrust fancy with its metaphors, allegories, and
similes. Just as the grammarians distrusted abstraction, so the dialec-
ticians contemned the concrete models of language.”*

If McLuhan’s dissertation is intended to provide a new tool for
scholars, it also challenges them to undertake very large tasks. By faci-
litating the understanding of the full implications of the basic dis-
tinction between grammar and dialectics, it opens the way to recasting
the histories of European literature from the fifteenth century
onward. So, for example, the entire golden age of Spanish literature
can be reinterpreted as an expression of patristic rhetoric and exe-
gesis. Such a revision requires looking beyond questions of style to
more fundamental issues of method and undertaking an entirely new
study in the broad perspective offered by McLuhan.

With his history of the trivium in place, McLuhan gives his full
attention to describing Nashe’s writings. But the description also
serves as a test of the critical apparatus that McLuhan’s revisionist
history entails. He begins by reviewing sources for Nashe’s method
and style, an issue opening onto the larger one of his aims as a mem-
ber of the patristic party in the Anglican Church. Nashe’s opponents
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prove to be the Calvinist partisans within the church, armed with
scholastic method in theology and defending the territory staked by
Peter Ramus in dialectics and rhetoric. McLuhan quickly establishes
correctives for the conventional interpretation of the antagonism
between Nashe and Gabriel Harvey: “It is a mistake to suppose
that, in opposing Harvey, Nashe appeared reactionary to his contem-
poraries; for in the sixteenth century Harvey seemed to be tied to
the scholastic Ramus, whereas Nashe belonged to the party of the
ancients who were defending the cause of the reformed grammatical
theology of Erasmus.”%

McLuhan offers a solution to one conundrum: the link between
Nashe and the Parnassus plays proves to be their anti-Ramistic view
of the arts. Another so-called puzzle he dismisses: Nashe’s disavowal
of the pseudo-eloquence that he himself called “bragging blanke
verse”® is no anomaly when the principal themes of his writing are
seen as part of an overarching commitment to the union of poetry,
eloquence, and theology. For McLuhan, Nashe is a “fully enlight-
ened protagonist in an ancient quarrel,”® namely the battle for
supremacy between dialectics and grammar—the central narrative
of McLuhan’s history of the trivium.

In this battle, as McLuhan makes clear, doctrine was not at issue,
rather methods of interpretation in theology and preaching. Some
Catholics and some Protestants held patristic views, while others took
up scholastic positions. As a consequence, Nashe could align himself
with Erasmus, More, and Rabelais, for example, without opening
himself to the charge of holding Catholic views. At the same time,
and with complete consistency to his patristic position, Nashe could
decry the “drifat duncerie”*® and “dunsticall inkhorn Calvinism”® of
Harvey as vestiges of medieval scholastic philosophy.

McLuhan returns repeatedly in the final section of his work to
the elaborate framework he erected to study Nashe, demonstrating
how it clarifies his writings and how, in turn, the writings consolidate
the framework: “Nashe’s defence of Aristotle is always with refer-
ence to Ramus. It never commits Nashe to the monopoly which
Aristotle held in some of the late medieval schools . . . The responsi-
ble historian should guard himself from repeating the opinion that
the ‘authority of Aristotle’ was absolute at any time in the history
of European thought.””” Even in specific textual commentary,
McLuhan’s scrutiny of Nashe is rooted in the trivium and its place in
intellectual history. And the variety of Nashe’s writing styles are also
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explained in historical terms. So, for example, McLuhan views The
Unfortunate Traveller as a satire on medieval romances, forming part
of Nashe’s attack on Duns Scotus and the Calvinists.

It becomes clear that Nashe simultaneously validates McLuhan’s
history of the trivium and personifies the case for its indivisibility.
This conclusion stems not from any argument developed by McLuhan
but from the cogency of his close reading of Nashe’s texts. McLuhan
sensed that Nashe’s power as a writer extends beyond simple mastery
of a deliberate variety of styles to skill in remolding his array of
verbal tools. In this respect, Nashe may have provided at least part of
the early inspiration for the aphoristic formulations that the later
McLuhan would call his probes. At any rate, as McLuhan’s dis-
sertation draws to a close, amid illustrations of Nashe’s allegory,
hyperbole, paradox, metaphors, and dramatic devices, the