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When I chose the topic of my thesis entitled ‘The Web of Cultural Spaces in the First Part of the Eighteenth Century in The Tatler and The Spectator: the Advantages of a Hypertext and Hypermedia Approach’ I had just finished my Master II dissertation. The dissertation was about the reading of Victorian London through the analysis of some literary works studied as if they were reading spaces transcoded into interfaces of an urban hypertext. It means that I have tried to demonstrate that even old texts  - not conceived to be perceived and represented in a hypermedia environment -  contain spatial elements  supposed to be translated into spatial metaphors that the reader can  visualize, ‘walk through’ and navigate on the  screen of a computer. I don’t want to dig into the subject of my dissertation, but I just wanted to tell you that the courses by Professor Martinet that I attended here in this same room and the research made for my dissertation have given me the ultimate input for the choice of the topic of my thesis which is the natural follow-up to this geographical vision concerning a written text. 
Given that the aim of my research is to demonstrate in what way the new technologies applied to the concept of reading allow a constant ‘moving’ perception of even old texts conceived as a space, my textual choice has fallen on some numbers of the early eighteenth century periodicals, The Tatler (1709-11), edited by Richard Steele, and The Spectator (1711- 1714) edited mainly by Joseph Addison, the two most popular London newspapers printed in  London  during the reign of Queen Anne.  As Miles Ogborn has already asserted it in his volume Spaces of Modernity in 1998, the spread of the press culture throughout places like the coffee-houses – where the attenders usually read the latest news loudly –  contributed to create a sort of  urban web community which ideally shared the same new urban spaces evoked by the printed words framed by the pages of the periodicals. 
In order to be clear I will show the different steps and levels of my research following a traditional scheme, even though the structure of my thesis doesn’t respect the usual chronological structure - I mean separated paragraphs or chapters put in a logical consequential order- because I want my thesis to be structured as a reticular text to better support my vision of spatial and non-consequential reading.
Let’s start from the concept of reading space and textscape. According to some recent critical studies a text can now be considered as a geographical entity; the written page is perceived as a ‘place’ which evokes imaginary spaces where the reader can see himself moving in a physical dimension. In France, this kind of approach is asserting itself under the name of ‘géocritique’, a term coined by Bertrand Westphal who in 2007 officially used this term which includes many aspects concerning the notion of geographical text. One of these aspects is the theory of ‘possible worlds’ which establishes an analogy between the so-called objective referential reality of the external world and the imaginary and representative world of a text: this way, the text becomes the synthesis of two central geographical concepts: the space and the place. As regards the former, this one is considered more conceptual and abstract compared to the place which is seen as the cultural version of the space, i.e a kind of space with a specific identity defined by the human networks of values and actions. The notions of space and place are independent from and simultaneously complementary with the advent of multimedia technology; these notions have been largely discussed during these last 30 years. Important reference critical works are, for example, those by Henry Lefebvre in the 70’s and by Michel de Certeau in the 80’s. In our case, the texts contained in The Tatler and The Spectator can be seen as verbal and geographical spaces that the readers know very well and whose perception transforms them in the different urban places of London. 
At this point it is essential to focus our attention on two significant guidelines of my research, i.e. the concept of the textual space reading and that of the perception depending on the view of the observer/reader, two notions which are at the basis of the multimedia metaphorical environment.
As regards the concept of ‘textual space’ it is useful to quote some critics who have traced the development of this approach. The first name that comes to mind is Jay David Bolter who in 1991, in his Writing Space: a Hypertext stated that: ‘By “writing space” I mean first of all the physical and visual field defined by a particular technology of writing. All forms of writing are spatial, for we can only see and understand written signs as extended in a space of at least two dimensions’. In 1996 John Tolva (http://www.dilip.info/HT96/P43/pictura.htm) decoded visually his metaphorical image of ‘paperscape’ showing the drawing conceived by the nineteenth century mathematician Georg Riemann. Tolva says: 

Riemann proposed thinking of two sheets of paper--each one representing a discrete two-dimensional universe--pasted together exactly at the site of a small slice made in the center of each page… He then imagined a two-dimensional creature ambling across the outer surface of one sheet and passing through the aperture created by the joined slits. … Theoretically the bug has traveled "through" a hitherto unknown space; its movement has created a third dimension (if only momentarily) in a 2-D world… the model of the intersecting sheets of paper--parallel, interpenetrating planes connected by zero-length "worm holes" --is one way of visualizing link-rich text. Physicists call such a thing a "multiply connected surface"; we call it hypertext. 
‘Riemann’s    cut’
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In more recent years, Marie-Laure Ryan, a Swiss independent scholar and expert in multimedia studies, has obviously considered the text spatiality as the starting point of her theories concerning digital storytelling. In 2004 she claimed that ‘We cannot imagine individual objects without imagining the space, or the world that contains them. This means that whenever a text refers to or shows individual objects, it creates a textual world that extends beyond the boundaries of these objects in a three-dimensional space’. (Cyberspace, Cybertexts, Cybermaps, 2004). In my opinion and in the light of what I have briefly stated so far, the texts of The Tatler and The Spectator can be considered as exceptional paperscapes. As we know, they are famous for being  one of the most popular written media of that era  through which readers could ‘imagine’ and mentally visualize the space of the new modern ‘cityscape’ of London together with its rising image of modern metropolis. The pages of the newspapers become spatial representations of the many London places remodeled according to the cultural and conceptual models of the so-called enlightened ‘polite society’, a concept that Jurgen Habermas, in 1962, symbolically identified with the coexistence of a ‘public sphere’ and  a ‘private sphere’.  As you may already have noticed, the rise of the early eighteenth century culture is closely linked to the idea of space: the apparition of new born places and metaphorical social spheres makes us think about what has been called ‘the geographical nature’ of the century. In the series of numbers contained in The Spectator dedicated to the highly celebrated ‘Pleasures of Imagination’ (1712, n°411-421), Joseph Addison focuses his attention on the importance of sight which is strictly connected to the observation of a space, a landscape for example, but also to the angle of vision of the observer or, shall we say, of the reader of a textspace. As Joseph Addison puts it: 

Our sight is the most perfect and most delightful of all our senses. It fills the mind with the largest variety of ideas, converses with its objects at the greatest distance, and continues the longest in action without being tired or satiated with its proper enjoyments. The sense of feeling can indeed give us a notion of extension, shape, and all other ideas that enter at the eye, except colours; but at the same time it is very much straitened and confined to its operations to the number, bulk, and distance of its particular objects. Our sight seems designed to supply all these defects, and may be considered as a more delicate and diffusive kind of touch, that spreads itself over an infinite multitude of bodies, comprehends the largest figures, and brings into our reach some of the most remote parts of the universe. It is this sense which furnishes the imagination with its ideas; so that by the pleasures of the imagination or fancy […] I here mean such as arise from visible objects, either when we have them actually in our view or when we call up their ideas into our minds by paintings, statues, descriptions, or any like occasion. We cannot indeed have a single image in the fancy that did not make its first entrance through the sight; but we have the power of retaining, altering, and compounding those images which we have once received into all the varieties of picture and vision that are most agreeable to the imagination. 
This very famous quotation makes us think of space as a conceptual entity to read, and of the text as the representation of this space. I have to say that these words gave me a fundamental input for my research because I think that it is here that we can find an exceptional description of what the individual perception experience is. Joseph Addison acknowledges a second level of sight, the one that is not simply represented by our physical sensorial experience, but that implies the personal re-elaboration of all the images or data in our memory according to the individual cultural level of the observer. Focalizing on the act of reception gives great momentum to the single person who now reads and decodes the space as if it were the product of his own single psychological experience whose aspect depends on the eye of the mind. If we want to better understand the application of this approach onto a text – which is precisely what I want to develop in my thesis – Addison is still here to help us. He continues his essay saying: 

Words, when well chosen, have so great a force in them that a description often gives us more lively ideas than the sight of things themselves. The reader finds a scene drawn in stronger colours and painted more to the life in his imagination by the help of words than by an actual survey of the scene which they describe. In this case the poet seems to get the better of nature; he takes, indeed, the landscape, […] but gives it more vigorous touches, heightens its beauty, and so enlivens the whole piece that the images which flow from the objects themselves appear weak and faint in comparison of those that come from the expressions. […] As we look on any object, our idea of it is, perhaps, made of two or three simple ideas; but when the poet represents it, he may either give us a more complex idea of it, or only raise in us such ideas as are most apt to affect the imagination. 
The text is here conceived as an ‘expansion’ of sight, an ideal space where the eye of the mind can develop every side of its imagination; the so-called ‘copy’ of nature seems to be better than the original model which stands as a simple imaginary hyperlink opening onto new forms of personal representation and perception. In the light of this conception of reading, the written words in The Tatler and The Spectator are seen as starting points of multiple and flexible experiences concerning the cultural geography of London, as if the reader could visualise and, then, re-elaborate his own images derived from the different perceptions of the metropolis. As Professor Martinet has been teaching us for many years, the multimedia language is essentially metaphorical. In other words, when Joseph Addison talks about the imagery power of the written words he is simply anticipating on what the digital hypertext allows us to do. The reading of the periodicals is a kind of spatial orientation process through which the reader localizes himself ‘as if’ the literary space were a physical space. The expression ‘as if’ is quite crucial because it implies a metaphorical approach with the perception of the pages of the periodicals thus perceived as if we were moving around a dynamic paperscape, i.e. a readable space made of all the urban London signs; the written page – an apparently static interface between the macro-text of the city of London and the eyes of the reader – provides a metaphorical journey for the ‘mental topographies’ built up in the mind of everyone. What we have to bear in mind is that space is never neutral because it always stands for a ‘representation’, an iconic version of a subjective conceptual model. Addison, for example, when talking about vision and landscape, describes elements which make up what we nowadays call a ‘cognitive map’. If we consider The Tatler, composed  of letters sent to the censor Isaac Bickerstaff, the constant reference to dates and places (for example, the variegated London ethnography was linked to a variegated London coffee-house map) reminds us of a specific travel writing space where the chronological and topographical components are superimposed  in an evocative way: if the writer aims at creating a paperscape faithful to his own gaze perception, the reader enjoys the pseudo-mimetic experience thus giving a visual dimension to the written text. This way, the text becomes an autonomous reader’s mindscape that transforms itself in a hypertext full of ‘nodes’ and vanishing points (a sort of Barthesian lexia) leading to other images whose very nature depends on the reader’s cultural level. All these observations belong to a contemporary debate over the digital textual space as defined again by Marie-Laue Ryan as an ‘onion text’ characterised by different levels of perception or as ‘the imaginative extension, and geographical or topographic organization of the world represented or simulated by the text’ (Ryan, 2004). So, if the digital space - as cognitive model – is graphically represented through interfaces, the early eighteenth century periodicals can be revisited under such a light without distorting the “original” eighteenth century Londoner’s perception. Conversely, hypertexts and hypermedia help us to put into light the complexity and the different layers of the writing and reading process, and also to visualise the ‘technologies’ of information used to search the web of early eighteenth-century London cultural geographies. Digital humanities explore the cityscape and the textscape through specific animated metaphors and functions. Digital interfaces represent metaphorical spatial representations set between the world of signs and the user: Addison and Steele ‘filter’ and remodel the web of London spaces (as it happens in web-design or ‘space-making’ processes) in order to fulfil their modern ‘reader-oriented’ (in the digital environment we say ‘user-oriented’) prescriptive programme. 
Let’s see now in what manner we could demonstrate what I have said so far in a practical way. As I said before, the multimedia functions allow a better display and metaperception of the multifocal aspects of the text-space. In a multimedia environment every sign becomes the signal of something else and the interface elements give the opportunity to amplify the process of focalization. What I mean is that multimedia options make it possible for an interactive selection to be generated which puts in evidence the relationships between the part and the whole of my selected texts. Let’s think about elements like windows, thumbnails, hot spots or visible/invisible scripts and rollover effects. 
Let’s imagine now that I am reading some articles from The Tatler. I have chosen the series of numbers dedicated to the character of Jenny Distaff, a young girl whose brother Isaac Bickerstaff is very worried about her future, in other words, about her marriage. According to the eighteenth-century conduct books which established the rules of female behaviour, women were forbidden access to the public spaces of political and social life. Their realm was represented by the domestic sphere where they were identified only as wives and mothers.  Richard Steele invented this eidolon character in order to use it as a tool for gender prescriptive programme. This means that the voice of Jenny Distaff is a male’s voice disguised via a ventriloquist process.  Let’s start reading a passage from Jenny’s series and then let’s see in what way it can be decoded in terms of spatial and hypertext perception: 
I am very glad I have got Pen and Ink in my Hands; for I have for some time long’d for his [Isaac’s] Absence, to give a right Idea of Things which, I thought, he put in a very odd Light, and some of them to the Disadvantages of my own Sex (The Tatler n. 33). 
A first level of reading can be the authorial question. As we know that the author of these words is Steele, the reader’s view of this text depends on how he chooses to ‘see’ this scene: a first hypothesis can be that Jenny is writing at her brother’s desk, thus invading his space and actively taking his role as a censor of the city of London; on a second level of reading, the reader can primarily perceive Jenny as a character totally controlled by the author, a woman whose words are overtly put in her mouth. Thanks to the hypermedia effects, the viewer can see on the same plan of vision the juxtaposition of these two kinds of reading versions. We can imagine ourselves looking at the image of a young girl writing in the closet space of her brother. By clicking on the sheet of paper we can visualize the text we are talking about which will superimpose itself on the image (the invisible/visible effect). We could also opt for the inverted process and start from the text, then provide the words with a suspenseful expectation (as it happens for the hypertexts) by clicking on the text that becomes an image surrounded by a space.  The exploration of the user goes on, for example, thanks to the rollover effects. The double and coexisting perception of Jenny as an invader or a controlled marionette is given by rolling over the mouse on the image of the girl. 
The less visible element – the male ventriloquism – can become visible by rolling over the mouse on the image: this effect underlines the dynamics of the mode of reading or looking at an image thus revealing multiple layers of interpretation which can coexist on the same plan of vision but focalized differently according to the choice of the reader, as it happens in the case of the ‘fish-eye’ model where the movement between the focus and the context, the figure and the ground, shapes the reticular mind process. Let’s continue by visualizing another aspect of the gender question, this time more closely linked to the cartography of London places. In number 37 Jenny says: 
It may be thought very unaccountable, that I, who can never be supposed to go to White’s, should pretend to talk to you of matters proper for, or in the style of, that place. But though I do not go to these public haunts, I receive visits from those who do; and for all they pretend so much to the contrary, they are as talkative as our sex and as much at a loss to entertain the present company, without sacrificing the last, as we ourselves. 
White’s was a well-known chocolate-house where men used to meet to talk about the latest gossips in town. As mentioned before, women couldn’t access these kinds of places, but the text before our eyes conjures up many ‘possible worlds’. Jenny talks about a place forbidden to her; by the same token, she talks about it and, thanks to the descriptions made by its attenders, she can ‘imagine’ and re-elaborate the space and the atmosphere of White’s. Furthermore, another reading level can be added up by the comparison between the attenders’ point of view about women considered too talkative and inclined to make gossips and Jenny’s critiques against men who are pictured as being as talkative as women. So, in a multimedia environment, we can visualise all these layers of interpretation on the same vision plan as a whole, while every single element/interpretation will be focalized thanks to hyperlinks, rollover effects, visible/invisible layers, thumbnails and buttons. This way, the movement around the computer screen discloses the thinking process that takes place as if the user were moving around a space. 
This brief paper has just been an attempt to come up with some hints about my way of working on my thesis where these old texts will be then in a position to be read as multimedia products that are instrumental in confirming the vision of a text as an open structure rich with multiple interpretations depending on the focalizations of the reader’s gaze. A multimedia demonstration via a programme like ‘Dreamweaver’ or other more recent programmes will shortly be posted on this website in order to substantiate what my words have tentatively managed to imagine. 
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