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Speed  reading  appl ications  such  as  Spritz  isolate  individual  words  from  bodies  of
text and display them sequential ly,  often with the middle letter  highl ighted.  Known
as  Rapid  Serial  Visual  Presentation  (RSVP),  i ts  proponents  suggest  i t  can
accelerate  reading  speed  from  the  average  of  100-200  words  per  minute,  to  over
1000.  This  is  pr incipal ly  achieved  by  the  visual  system  reducing  the  number  of
saccades  involved  in  ‘normal’  reading.  When  reading  a  word  among  many  other
words,  for  example  a  l ine  of  text,  you  are  reading  both  backwards  and  forwards,
scanning ahead for  words within  your  parafoveal  vis ion,  and back again.  The speed
reading app Spritz  declares  on its  website  that:  “You’ l l  find that  you wi l l  be able  to
inhale  content  when  you  regain  the  efficiencies  associated  with  not  moving  your
eyes  to  read.  And  you  wi l l  no  longer  move  your  eyes  in  unnatural  ways.”  (Spritz)

Figure  1:  Screenshot  from  Spritz .

This  is  a  new  natural  then,  where  we  inhale  content,  and  exhale  who  knows  what.
Not  so  much  vapourware,  as  vaping  words.  But  this  invocation  of  old  ‘unnatural
ways’  and  new  physical  and  neuronal  processes  is  both  the  most  radical
conceptual  s ide  effect  of  this  esoteric  technology,  and  the  rhetoric  that  surrounds
it .  Furthermore,  i t  is  important  to  note  that  increased  speed  of  reading  is  only  one
of  the  possibi l i t ies  afforded  by  the  processes  of  RSVP,  and  the  degree  to  which
comprehension  ‘keeps  up’  is  questionable,  as  wi l l  be  discussed  later.  In  fact,
speed  reading  as  a  term,  appl icat ion  and  a  commercial  enterprise,  in  the  case  of
Spritz  and others l ike it ,  has essential ly  appropriated and redirected the science of
RSVP  toward  their  own  commercial ,  and  one  could  say  accelerationist  ends.[1]
That  such  an  apparatus  is  framed  in  terms  of  increasing  speed  and  the
productivity  of  the  reader,  is  perhaps  unsurpris ing  –  in  an  age  where  speed  and
efficiency  appear  to  be  synonymous  with  technological  development.  There  has  of
course  been  an  increasing  interest  in  speed  with  social  sciences  and  the
humanit ies  in  recent  years.  From  the  work  of  Paul  Vir i l io,  in  part icular  Speed  and
Pol it ics  and  The  Great  Accelerator ,  through  to  more  recent  work  such  as  Hartmut
Rosa  and  Wil l iam  E.  Scheuerman’s  book  High  Speed  Society.  As  they  observe  in
their  introduction:

What  was  experienced  as  being  extraordinari ly  speedy  just  yesterday…  now
seems  extraordinari ly  s low.  The  shot  lengths  in  movies,  advert isements,  and
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even  documentaries  have  increased  by  a  factor  of  at  least  fifty,  and  the  speed
with  which  speeches  are  del ivered  in  parl iament  has  r isen  by  50  percent  since
1945…  Speed  dating  and  drive-through  funerals  remind  us  that  even  basic  l i fe
activit ies  appear  to  be  speeding  up:  fast  food,  fast  learning,  fast  love.  (2)

Rosa  and  Scheuerman  also  consider  the  relat ions  between  speed  and
concentration,  one  which  the  aggressively  temporal  and  l inear  form  of  the  speed
reader  would  seem  to  actively  turn  against  (or  even  act  as  a  therapy  for):

the  t ime  we’re  al lowed  to  concentrate  exclusively  on  one  thing  is  progressively
diminishing:  we  are  constantly  interrupted  by  a  stream  of  incoming  messages,
phone cal ls,  television and radio announcements,  or  merely by sudden breaks in
our  flow  of  consciousness  that  disrupt  whatever  act ivity  we  happen  to  be
pursuing.  (2)

Rather  than turning away from speed readers  because of  their  surface involvement
in  the  equation  ‘ fastness  =  progress’,  we  examine  how  this  new,  temporal  form  of
text  might  inaugurate  a  return  to  the  technical  and  material  fundamentals  of
reading  –  and  what  alternative  ways  of  thinking  through  our  relat ion  to  new
textual it ies  this  might  offer.  This  al lows  us  to  pose  (although  not  always  resolve)
questions  about  technicit ies  and  material i t ies  that  converge  upon  the  act  of
reading,  but  are  not  reducible  to  i t .  The  claims  made  for  speed  reading
appl ications  by  commercial  companies  such  as  Spritz  and  Spreader  are  weighed
against  cl inical  research  and  set  within  emerging  theoretical  frameworks,  sett ing
the  stage  for  a  cr it ical  design  and  creative  practice  using  and  abusing  speed
reader-type  technology.  We  begin  by  introducing  our  init ial  research  to  date  with
this  new machinic  form of  reading,  and  go  on  to  explore  what  alternate  conceptual
and  practical  appl icat ions,  beyond simply  speeding  up  for  the  sake  of  productivity,
i t  may  afford,  part icular ly  within  poetic,  performative,  and  typographic  realms.  I t
should  be  noted  that  the  text  is  speculat ive  in  character,  seeking  to  art iculate  and
provoke  questions,  rather  than  provide  answers,  which  our  research  has
engendered  thus  far,  we  hope  this  approach  is  fert i le  for  readers.

T o r q u e :  T w i s t i n g  M i n d ,  L a n g u a g e ,  a n d  T e c h n o l o g y

Our  experimental  publ ishing  project  Torque  [2]  has  to  date  performed  several
appl icat ions  of  speed  readers  as  an  art  medium.  Our  first  book,  Mind  Language
Technology  was  exhibited  at  the  Typemotion  exhibit ion  at  FACT,  Liverpool  (Nov
2014  –  Feb  2015)  in  three  formats  –  pr int,  ebook  and  speed  reader  –  ut i l is ing
bespoke  manufacturing  processes,  from  coding  and  bookbinding,  to  art isan
woodwork  and  print-on-demand  cushions,  invit ing  the  reader  to  discursively
explore  the  texts,  their  mediums  of  transmission,  and  different  modes  of  reading.
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Figures  2  and  3:  Instal lat ion  view  FACT,  Liverpool,  and  art ist  Er ica  Scourt i  reading
alongside  speed  reader,  at  The  Opticon,  Tate  Liverpool.

We  also  used  speed  readers  to  display  a  series  of  questions  relat ing  to  issues  of
privacy  and  security  to  gal lery  vis itors  during  a  residency  at  Tate  Liverpool.  Set  at
1000  words  per  minute  the  machinic  pace  and  aesthetic  of  the  speed  readers  were
suggestive  of  processes  of  text  analyt ics  employed  by  government  survei l lance
systems  that  rapaciously  ‘read’  and  si ft  onl ine  activity.  Art ist  Er ica  Scourt i  and
media theorist  Christ ian Fuchs presented work alongside the speed readers  and we
produced  a  newspaper  entit led  The  Opticon  comprising  over  15,000  words  of
gal lery  vis itors’  responses.

Our second book The Act of Reading ,  comprising essays and artworks from authors,
including  Katherine  Hayles  and  Tim  Etchel ls,  was  produced  as  a  speed-reader
video  instal lat ion  and  exhibited  at  Furtherfield,  London,  in  2015,  for  the  exhibit ion
being  being  read  being  reading  being  read  and  reading  beings .  We  also  presented
a  ‘s low  reader’  where  vis itors  were  recorded  reading  aloud  poems  appearing  on
screen  one  morpheme  at  a  t ime,  later  broadcast  across  Finsbury  Park,  where  the
gal lery  is  s ituated.

We  are  currently  working  with  researcher  Tom  Schofield  (who  we  commissioned  to
produce  an  open  source  speed  reading  appl ication)[3]  at  Newcastle  University’s
CultureLab,  bui lding  on  conversations  with  neuroscientist  Alex  Leff.  The  aim  is  to
develop  a  range  of  new  trajectories  for  rapid  (and  slow)  serial  visual  presentation
methods  which  ‘weird’  this  technology,  and  problematise  the  progression  of
reading  mediums  in  general  as  being  solely  used  and  thought  about  in  terms  of
increased  reading  speed  and  efficiency.  Exploring  instead  how  they  might  serve
processes of  re- learning to  read across  mult iple  formats,  in  mult iple  modes,  digital
and  print,  fast  and  slow,  attentive  and  discursive,  approaching  a  kind  of
hyper-reading  (Hayles,  “How  We  Read”).  As  a  col laborative  project,  we  are
part icular ly  interested  in  three  dist inct  areas  of  research  that  speed  readers
intersect:  visual isat ion,  vocal isat ion  and  typography.  Below  we  introduce  aspects
of  this  research,  and  close  with  some  questions  about  the  contexts  and
implications  for  this  specific  area  of  machine  research.

T e x t u a l  L a n d s c a p e s

Rather  than  shuffling  our  eye  along  the  map  of  information  on  a  page,  with  speed
readers  we  enter  the  landscape  of  information  itself .  Dropping  down  the  mine
shaft  of  the  text,  we  reach  terminal  velocity  as  the  foundational  material i t ies  of
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reading  vanish  from  under  us.

Speed  reading  software  appl icat ions  are  a  recent  instance  within  a  long  l ineage  of
evolut ions  of  how  the  written  word  is  consumed  and  distr ibuted.  Mainstream
publishing  tradit ions,  from  parchment  to  broadsheet  to  ebook,  have  primari ly
placed  words  into  bodies  of  text  in  two-dimensional  relat ion  on  a  surface,  await ing
scanning  by  a  moving  eye.  Beyond  the  confines  of  the  mass  media,  the  serial
presentation  of  words  has  been  experimented  with  and  chal lenged  through  a
variety of  art ist ic practices,  pr incipal ly,  concrete poetry,  film t it les,  and text-based
art  across  print,  digital  and  filmic  forms  (Scheffer  et  al .) .  Digital  media  in
part icular,  affords  new  forms  of  interaction  and  display,  as  Katherine  Hayles
writes,  with  “the  advent  of  digital  technology,  writers  have  more  flexibi l i ty  in  how
they  can  employ  the  temporal  dimension  as  resources  in  their  writ ing  practices…
as  a  machine  to  organize  t ime.”  (Hayles,  “Digital  Poetry”  181).  Operating  in  a
hinterland  between  printed  page  and  digital  platforms,  new  ‘virtual  real i ty’  texts
such  as  Mez  Breeze  and  Andy  Cambell ’s  Prisom ,  float  on  virtual  pages,  on  virtual
planes,  within  recognisably  figurative  landscapes.

However  much  screens,  and  the  software  and  hardware  behind  them,  may  have
ruptured the fundamental  economies  of  books,  reading ‘pages of  text’  st i l l  persists
in  the  form  of  ebooks,  PDFs,  web-pages,  etc.  Perhaps  now  though,  the  term  ‘page’
refers  more  to  the  screen  than  printed  leaves,  becoming  a  more  amorphous  and
reconfigurable  form,  but  st i l l  fundamental ly  a  surface  on  which  information  can  be
recorded  –  across,  not  into,  which  the  gaze  moves.  Furthermore,  the  paper  page
persists  as  skeuomorphism,  as  drop  shadow  hovering  at  the  edges  of  most
onscreen  documents,  reminders  of  the  abi l i ty  to  print,  icons  of  post-digital
textual ity,  i ts  residual  form  refusing  to  be  scraped  away  from  our  col lect ive
pal impsest.  The  persistence  of  this  skeuomorphism  is  echoed  in  speculat ive  and
art ist ic  reading  apparatuses,  designs  for  which  are  often  dedicated  to  the  task  of
handl ing  the  book-codex,  part icular ly  turning  pages.  As  Alessandro  Ludovico’s
work  on  post-digital  pr int  has  explored  and  art iculated  so  wel l ,  pr int  remains  a
highly  effective  interface,  and  the  relat ionship  between  print  and  digital  is  far
from  being  a  one-way  street.
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Figure  4:  Agostino  Ramell i ’s  Bookwheel,  engraving  from  Le  diverse  et  art ifiose
machine,  1588.  Reproduced  in  A.  G.  Kel ler,  A  Theatre  of  Machines  (London:
Chapman  and  Hal l ,  1964).

Figure  5:  Rodney  Graham,  Reading  Machine  for  Lenz,  1993.

Speed readers,  by  eschewing  this  figurative  l ink  with  the  page as  a  text  map,  draw
on  more  primal  faci l i t ies  of  the  visual  system,  in  part icular  how  it  faci l i tates
orientation  through  landscapes  and  the  abi l i ty  to  recognise  objects  within;
processes  that  our  reading  and  visual  systems  recycle  for  reading,  being  a  much
more  recent  invention  (Dehaene).  To  understand  the  potency  and  relevance  of
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speed  reading  in  relat ion  to  such  contexts  and  processes,  we  need  to  look  more
closely  at  the  nature  of  our  visual  and  reading  systems.

Speed  readers  achieve  their  acceleration  of  text  processing  primari ly  by
suppressing  the  need  for  eye  saccades:  the  optical  twitches  back  and  forth  across
a text that our eyes perform when reading l ines of  text.  This process appears to be
an  evolut ionary  vestige  of  the  way  in  which  we  bui ld  high  definit ion  images  of  our
surroundings.  Around  33%  of  our  entire  visual  system  –  from  retina  to  the  visual
cortex  in  the  brain  –  is  concentrated  on  producing  high  definit ion  in  only  0.1%  of
the  visual  field,  r ight  at  i ts  centre:  “When  you  hold  your  arm  ful ly  extended  and
look  at  your  thumbnai l ,  that’s  about  the  extent  of  central  vis ion”  (Leff  178).
Nevertheless,  we feel  as though we have a high resolut ion image of  the entire field
because  the  visual  system  casts  around,  ‘sampling’  and  registering  posit ions,  and
reconstructs  the  whole  from  these  remembered  hi-definit ion  fragments  (Leff
178-180).

Likewise,  in  page  reading,  the  intensity  of  visual  equipment  is  not  only  guided
along  horizontal ly;  i t  also  desirously,  distractedly,  produces  minute  precognit ions
of  the  visual  field  composed  by  the  page,  flashing  its  optimal  visual  spot- l ight  not
only  from  the  word  we  are  reading  to  the  next  word  along  the  l ine,  but  also  to  a
spread  of  locations  down the  page,  before  returning.  Reading  in  this  way  bui lds  up
a  picture  or  model  of  a  language  world,  from  many  smaller  encounters  with  many
individual  words,  each registered in relat ion to others on the page. Furthermore, in
order  for  page  reading  not  to  blur  the  text,  the  brain  switches  the  visual  cortex
‘off’  during  an  eye  movement  and  on  again  when  the  eye  sett les.  Which  is  to  say
that  reading,  and  in  fact  landscape  viewing,  are  themselves  rapid  and  serial  in
their  presentation.

Alex  Leff’s  research  at  UCL’s  Aphasia  lab  has  observed  that  i t  is  these  eye
movements  and  on-off  actions,  or  rather  the  struggle  to  make  them  and  bui ld  up  a
coherent  picture  from  them  in  relat ion  to  a  flat  plane  of  text,  which  can  be  a
substantial  cause  of  reading  disorders  such  as  alexia  and  aphasia.  These
ostensibly  cognit ive  disorders  are  more  accurately  located  in  an  instabi l i ty
between the interface of  muscular and nervous systems. The Aphasia Lab use RSVP
to  simulate  eye  movements  and  retrain  the  visual  system,  and  have  developed
web-based  therapies,  including  Read-Right ,  which  can  help  to  improve  reading
speeds  in  patients  with  Hemianopic  Alexia.[4]

Using  the  figure  of  the  landscape  itself  as  rapidly  and  serial ly  presented,  we  can
perhaps  better  understand  this  therapeutic  qual ity,  and  also  the  feel ing  of  fal l ing
through  a  text  we  get  when  we  encounter  speed  readers.  Rather  than  simulating
the  distracted  twitching  of  page  reading,  the  speed  reader  produces  an
always-relevant  visual  st imulus  akin  to  a  landscape rushing by,  perhaps  a  forest  of
letterforms.  Each gl impse of  the text  in  RSVP is  a  high definit ion fragment  in  which
an  animal  or  fruit  might  be  seen.  This  provokes  the  question,  i f  speed  reader
technology  and  associated  innovations  can  help  people  with  noticeable  reading
disabi l i ty  as  in  the  work  of  Alex  Leff  and  others,  is  there  a  gradient  of  abi l i ty  that
‘normal’  readers  can  ascend further  up?  Although the  modern  page-reading  mental
apparatus  has  been  trained  into  a  concentration  of  s ingular  focus,  do  the  eyes
themselves  lag  behind  in  an  integral  archaic  distract ion?
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S u b v o c a l i s a t i o n

Commercial  apps  l ike  Spritz ,  redirect  the  science  of  RSVP  and  Optimal  Viewing
Posit ion  toward  what  they  claim  is  a  more  fluent,  focused  experience,  that
smoothes  over  disorders  by  requir ing  less  physical  engagement  of  visual  or
subvocal  systems.  The  tagl ine  on  Spritz’s  website  reads:  “Reading  Reimagined.
Improve  focus,  completion,  and  fluency.  Enjoy  a  pleasurable,  effort less  reading
experience.”  Writer  Col in  Schultz  in  something  of  a  puff  piece  on  the  technology
wrote  that  the:  “the  process  feels  less  l ike  reading  and  more  l ike  absorbing  the
text“.  To  which  we  might  add:  or  is  i t  the  text  absorbing  us?  And  furthermore,  is
speed  reading  just  a  spectacle  of  reading,  that  enables  the  eye  to  better  register
and  perhaps  to  ‘complete’  more  texts,  but  at  the  expense  of  comprehension  and
the  textual  sensorium?

The  saccadic  twitching  of  the  eye  is  accompanied  and  echoed  by  the  subvocal
twitching  of  the  throat,  cal led  subvocal isat ion  –  also  subdued  in  the  speed  reading
experience,  where  increased  speed  results  in  a  decrease  of  the  ‘ inner  voice’  we
hear  when  reading.  Literary  scholar  Steven  Connor  observes  “what  readers  may
feel  as  a  sounding  in  the  mind  may  be  due  at  least  in  part  to  the  effect  of  very
small  impulses  sent  by  the  brain  to  the  larynx  and  the  tongue”  (Connor  106)  –  and
presumably  also  these impulses  bouncing-back  to  the  brain.  This  subvocal  physical
encounter  with  texts  is  a  point  of  material  empathy  with  the  author,  whose  writ ing
process  was  accompanied  by  the  impulses  in  the  larynx  approximating  the  words
they  write.  Poet  Carol ine  Bergval l ’s  text  About  Face  refolds  the  pain  of  a  “sutured
jaw”  that  she  suffers  whi le  performing,  back  into  a  poetic  text.  The  poem  that
results  is  a  kind of  pseudo-transcript ion of  the disfluencies,  aposiopesis,  and gasps
of  speaking  with  a  faulty  jaw,  made-textual  by  disordering  and  removing  letters,
and  adding  gaps  into  the  middle  of  words.

 
Figure  6:  Extracts  from  Carol ine  Bergval l ’s  About  Face  (31-45).

About  Face  emphasises  the  bio-technical ,  subvocal  –  and  perhaps  saccadic  –
apparatus  of  reading  as  a  kind  of  empathic  struggle  that  echoes  Bergval l ’s  own
pain  and  struggle  with  enunciat ion.  The  poem’s  meditat ion  on  faces,  by  its
emphasis  on  the  mediation  of  Bergval l ’s  own  face,  lend  it  an  int imate  qual ity.

We  might  observe  then  that  subvocal isat ion,  repressed  in  speed  reading,  is  a  vital
part  of  the  sensuous  qual ity  of  a  poetics.  But  perhaps,  l ike  a  chi ld  moving  her  l ips
as  she  reads,  the  subvocal  is  something  we  have  outgrown.  Connor  muses  “that
our  difficulty  in  describing [the internal  voice’s]  qual it ies  is  due to  the fact  that  we
are  hearing  its  last  dim spasms and  whispers.  Perhaps,  fol lowing  the  st i l l ing  of  our
external  l ips,  we  are  undergoing  a  slow  quel l ing  of  the  internal  voice”  (106).  The
speed  reader  then  may  not  be  a  premature  technical  c losure  of  our  sensual
embodiment  of  language.  Rather,  a  symptom  of  reading  itself  shedding  these
unnecessary  evolut ionary  vestiges,  a  subl imation  no  less.

In  this  sense,  speed  reading  pushes  against  our  physical  and  cognit ive
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capabi l i t ies,  ampli fying  or  awakening  certain  physical  responses,  such  as  bl ink
reflexes  and  ir is  contraction,  just  as  i t  subdues  subvocal isat ion  and  eye-saccades.
Are  some  of  these  responses  more  useful  for  a  future  reading?  I f  this  is  so,  we
might  ask:  what  wi l l  the  formal  qual it ies  of  our  future  l i terature  be,  at  the  level  of
assonance  and  consonance,  for  example?  How  does  rhythm enter  into  the  semiotic
regime  now  that  a  text  engulfs  us,  rather  than  an  ocular  dr i ft ,  back  and  forth
across  a  body  of  text?  Furthermore,  with  speed  readers,  do  we  enter  the  text,  in  a
mode  approaching  a  trance  state?  Is  this  a  realm  in  which  the  distract ions  of
self-reflection  and  self-awareness  are  occluded,  or  appear  only  as  spectral
undefined  borders?  Could  this  bodi less,  and  selfless  reader  be  the  foundations  for
a  new  l i terary  subject?

T e x t  C o m p r e h e n s i o n  a n d  t h e  M a t e r i a l i t y  o f  T y p e

A  recent  review  paper  on  speed  reading  appl ications  suggests  that  users  are
unable  to  increase  the  speed  of  reading  whi lst  st i l l  maintaining  proport ionate
levels  of  comprehension  (Rayner  et  al .) .  At  best,  studies  have  shown  that  readers
may  st i l l  be  able  to  comprehend  individual  sentences  at  increased  speed,  but  at
worst  they  can  render  reading  slower  than  standard  rates:  “Successful  reading
thus  requires  more  than  recognizing  a  sequence  of  individual  words.  I t  also
requires  understanding the relat ionships  among them and making inferences about
unstated  entit ies  that  might  be  involved  in  the  scenario  being  described.”  (Rayner
et  al .  5).  Furthermore,  the  assert ion  by  makers  of  apps  such  as  Spreader  and
Spritz  that  eye  movements  and  saccades  are  wasted  t ime  does  not  stack  up,
because  cognit ive  processing  continues  during  saccades,  and  “devices  that
present  words  faster  than  readers’  natural  pace  may  run  the  r isk  of  presenting  a
word  before  the  brain  is  prepared  to  process  and  understand  it”  (Rayner  et  al .
8-10).  Addit ional ly,  reducing  the  inner  sounding  of  words,  or  subvocal isat ion,  as
suggested  by  proponents  of  speed  reading,  who  deem  it  l inguist ic  loiter ing  or
neuronal  negl igence,  has  an  adverse  effect  upon  reading  because  “translat ing
visual  information  into  phonological  form,  a  basic  form  of  language,  helps  readers
to  understand  it”  (Rayner  et  al .  16).  Final ly,  the  onward  recursive  march  of  speed
reading apps do not al low readers to easi ly go back or reread certain parts of  texts
and  accordingly  makes  misinterpretation  more  l ikely  (Rayner  et  al .  17).

Proponents  of  speed  reading  decrying  regressive  eye  movements,  the  sounding  of
words,  alongside  a  championing  of  speed  readers’  abi l i ty  to  make  quick  and
correct  inferences  at  al l  t imes,  is  suspiciously  ideological ,  and  runs  the  r isks  of
enacting  an  almost  vital ist  or  techno-posit ivist  cr it ique  of  bodies,  both  human  and
textual.  But  i f  we  put  aside  increased  speed  as  a  focus  of  their  use,  the  space  of
increased  legibi l i ty  and  readabi l i ty  offered  by  the  technics  of  speed  reading  might
enable  the  catalysing  and  disruption  of  other  areas  of  the  reading  experience.
Beyond  simply  increasing  speed,  new  possibi l i t ies  emerge  regarding  content,
typography,  and  the  physical  space  we  occupy,  and  that  text  occupies  in  us,  when
reading.

Experiments  with  typography  and  speed  reading  offer  certain  affordances  to
explore  both  the  fundamentals  of  reading  and  to  push  it  into  more  divergent  or
l iminal  terr itory:  investigating  where  the  l imits  of  legibi l i ty  may  l ie,  what  machinic
systems  of  computation  and  display  may  enable  or  replace,  and  how  in  turn  this
might  affect  our  mediation  of  and  with  the  world.  Recent  work  by  theoretical
neurobiologist  Mark  Changizi  observes  that  human  visual  s igns  possess  a  similar



Absorbing  Text:  Rereading  Speed  Reading

A Peer-Reviewed Journal About, visit: http://www.aprja.net/
|  9

signature  in  their  configuration  distr ibution,  suggesting  that  there  are  underlying
principles  governing  their  shapes.  He  provides  an  ecological  hypothesis  that  visual
signs  have  been  cultural ly  selected  to  match  the  kinds  of  conglomeration  of
contours  found  in  natural  scenes  because  that  is  what  we  have  evolved  to  be  good
at  visual ly  processing  (Changizi  et  al .) .  This  body  of  research  suggests  that  the
words  you  are  reading  now  look  this  way  because  they  resemble  the  contours
found  in  natural  scenes,  thereby  tapping  into  our  already-exist ing  object
recognit ion  mechanisms.

Figure  7:  Sl ide  reproduced  courtesy  of  Stanislas  Deheane.

Furthermore,  the  reading  system  synthesizes  not  only  external  worlds  but  internal
ones  too,  recycl ing  both  the  natural  landscape  and  our  visual  system to  new  ends.
The  neuronal  recycl ing  hypothesis  impl ies  that  our  brain  architecture  constrains
the  way  we  read,  and  has  functioned  as  a  massive  select ion  process,  where  over
t ime,  writers  and  designers  have  developed  increasingly  efficient  notations  that
fitted  the  organisation  of  our  brains.  Cognit ive  Psychologist  Stanislas  Dehaene
argues  our  cortex  did  not  specifical ly  evolve  for  writ ing,  rather,  writ ing  evolved  to
fit  the  cortex  and  to  be  easi ly  learnable  by  the  brain.

The typeface shown below is designed to be used with a speed reading appl ication,
and  accentuates  the  areas  of  letters  where  contours  intersect.  As  discussed  above
(and  demonstrated  in  Figure  10  below),  the  visual  system  recognises  objects

http://www.aprja.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Picture7.png
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through  the  configuration  of  their  contours.  Where  these  are  accentuated  or
removed  they  become  easier,  or  conversely  more  difficult ,  to  recognise.  This
typeface  combines  this  aspect  of  visual  recognit ion  with  the  increased  legibi l i ty  of
type  in  RSVP,  creating  a  textual  encounter  that  is  both  more  and  less  legible,
experimenting  with  the  possibi l i ty  and  affordances  of  a  kind  of  l iminal  reading:  a
reading  on  the  edge  of  different  physical ,  typographic,  and  neuronal  systems.

http://www.aprja.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Picture8.jpg


Absorbing  Text:  Rereading  Speed  Reading

A Peer-Reviewed Journal About, visit: http://www.aprja.net/
|  11

Figures  8  and  9:  Images  of  Torquera  typeface  by  Sam  Skinner.

http://www.aprja.net/wp-content/uploads/2017/04/Picture9.png
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Figure  10:  Courtesy  of  Stanislas  Deheane,  from  Reading  in  the  Brain.

Researching  the  phenomena  of  reading  as  a  composite  machinic  system  enables  a
kind  of  meta-reading  of  the  world  beyond  words,  where  text  becomes  a  microcosm
and  interst ice  of  other  systems,  providing  unique  answers  to  the  fundamental
questions:  why  does  text  look  the  way  it  does?  Why  does  writ ing  consist  of  such  a
number  of  strokes,  arranged  in  such  a  way?  Where  might  the  genesis  of  these
fundamental  qual it ies  of  textual ity  i tself  l ie?

Within  the  context  of  Machine  Research  –  which  we  understand  as  a  field  of
enquiry  that  asks  how  both  the  human  and  nonhuman  is  put  into  a  cr it ical
perspective  by  machine  driven  ecologies  –  how  might  text  or  the  technics  of
reading  be  seen in  machinic  terms as  an  apparatus  operating  between worlds?  And
to  take  this  one  step  further,  how  might  the  machinic  be  driven  by  more
fundamental  exigencies  of  matter  –  where  matter  precedes  agency,  both  human
and  technical?  Can  these  processes,  these  machinations,  be  seen  in  terms  of  an
engine  at  the  heart  of  l i fe,  fundamental  to  and  transferr ing  energy  between
systems?  Ir is  van  der  Tuin  and  Aud  Sissel  Hoel  describe  in  their  diffractive  reading
of  phi losophers  Ernst  Cassirer  and  Gi lbert  Simondon,  the  “ontological  force”  of
technological  apparatuses.  Writ ing  that  “what  takes  Cassirer’s  and  Simondon’s
accounts  beyond  the  terrain  of  relat ional  and  processual  approaches,  is  their
insistence  on  an  irreducible  third  ingredient  in  the  ontological  entanglement:
Technicity”  (188),  where  “the  human/nature  mangle  [ is]  essential ly  mediated  by
tools  or  technological  objects”  (190).

An  instance  of  this  entanglement  as  co-constitut ion  is  suggested  when  we  look  at
the  evolut ion  of  language,  tools  and  cognit ion;  where  it  matters  less  which  came
first  as  each  co-constitutes  and  catalyses  the  other  in  a  continual  process  of
becoming  (Gibson  and  Ingold),  trading  places,  entangled,  one  in  the  other.  As
such,  each  can  be  perceived  as  being  as  al ive  as,  and  al ive  to,  the  other.  Speed
reading  as  we  have  framed  it ,  can  be  studied  as  another  fork  in  this  process  of
differential  re-becoming:  a  McLuhan-esque  moment  of  ‘retr ibal izat ion’  perhaps,
where  the  speed  reader  returns  the  reading  subject  to  an  animalist  state  of
orientating  through  a  landscape  and  cognizing  objects  within.

Through  the  machinic  processes  used  to  both  analyse  and  evolve  our  reading
systems,  old  divis ions  between  nature  and  culture  fal l  away,  becoming  another
iteration  in  a  long  l ine  and  tangled  web  of  l inguist ic  evolut ions.  Perhaps,  we  might
rethink  them  and  refer  to  speed  reading  machines  instead  as  rereading  machines,
where  their  rapid  recursions  offer  a  more  performative  means  or  third  space  to
mediate  new  textual  landscapes,  finding  a  home  and  use  within  the  aesthetic
domain,  less  accelerationist,  more  experimental ist .  After  al l ,  machines  have  the
advantage  of  not  having  to  recycle  old  neuronal  systems  l ike  humans  do,  and
present  new  ways  to  read  and  write,  forming  ruptures  in  the  possible  we  describe
as  new  media.  Perhaps  speed  reading  machines  serve  as  an  interface,  a  kind  of
machinic  empathy  operating  between  web  crawling  bots  and  spiders  rapaciously
indexing  the  web,  and  our  own  skimming  of  inboxes  or  abstracts.  Or  is  speed
reading  rather  a  symptom  of  trying  to  keep  pace  with  machines?  Whatever  the
answer,  the  l imits  of  reading  speed,  and  crucial ly  also  of  comprehension  are
important  markers,  del ineating  the  difference  between  page  turning  and  reading.
Furthermore,
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how  we  write  into  and  for,  new  forms  of  reading,  holds  significant  potential .  Both
reading  and  writ ing  are  mediated  by  machines,  but  as  Sean  Pryor  and  David
Trotter  remark,  “the  converse…  is  equal ly  important:  writ ing  mediates
technology.”  (10).  Accordingly,  new  l i teracies,  new  writ ing,  and  new  forms  of
reading  must  in  turn  mediate  machines  and  our  agglomeration  with  them.

C o n c l u s i o n

So where next?  And what  is  the role  of  Torque ,  here operating as  a  publ ic  research
project,  and  our  role  as  people  who  are  inherently  skeptical  of  narrat ives
portraying  history  as  a  succession  of  ever-faster  ever-more-efficient  technologies  –
and  nevertheless  awake  to  the  therapeutic  and  speculat ive  potential  of  reading
machines?  As  ever,  the  answer  is  not  to  ignore  this  new technology,  but  to  explore
its  embedded  strangeness.  We propose  that  speed  reader  technology  might  indeed
play a part  in  navigating contemporaneous evolut ions in  computational  culture and
new modes of  reading.  After  al l ,  the speed reader i tself  is  merely one example of  a
tendency  for  media  to  flow  forward,  often  with  l i tt le  concern  for  the  past.  Twitter
streams,  24  hour  rol l ing  news  coverage,  and  the  notion  of  the  status  update  –  a
new  self  every  t ime  –  are  other  associated  phenomena  of  the  contemporary
reading  subject.

We  have  observed  our  own  tendency  to  become distracted  whi le  reading  long  form
writ ing  onl ine,  and  this  is  a  common  complaint.  In  a  study  of  hypertext  in
pedagogy,  Gai l  A.  Hinesley  notes  that  researchers  have  found  evidence  of
“cognit ive  overload”  and  “a  haphazard,  hypertext-structured  thought  process”
result ing from this  common form of  onl ine text  (Hinesley).  The potencies discussed
in  this  paper,  of  the  speed  reader  and  of  the  body  as  revealed  by  speed  readers,
might  help  us  to  disentangle  the  relat ion  between  this  distract ion,  the  digital-age
mind  and  reading  itself .  Plato  famously  decried  writ ing  for  i ts  potential  i l l  effects
on  memory  and  verbal  communication,  but  was  there  ever  a  t ime  different  to  now,
when  technics  arr ived  without  deleterious,  corrupting  effects?  By  producing  our
own  speculat ive  technicity  in  col laboration  with  others,  we  seek  an  alternative
platform  by  which  reading  itself  can  be  reassessed  as  a  component  act ivity  of
contemporary  thinking  and  being-with  the  world.

Notes

[1]  Accelerationism  is  a  term  coined  by  Benjamin  Noys,  to  refer  to  the  pol it ical
ideology  of  embracing  Capital ism’s  tendency  towards  destructive  speed.  In  recent
years,  there  has  been  a  spl i t  between  “left-accelerationist”  theorists  such  as  Alex
Wil l iams  and  Nick  Srnicek  (2013),  and  the  “r ight-accelerationism”  of  Nick  Land,
who  suggests  that  rather  than  using  the  col lapse  of  capital  to  improve  social
condit ions,  we  should  embrace  accelerated  flows  “precisely  for  i ts  inhuman,
violent,  and  destructive  power”  (Shaviro  2015).  Both  of  these  trajectories  place  an
emphasis  on  the  increased  opportunit ies  offered  by  technological  innovation,  to
revolut ionise  social  relat ions.  By  making  the  equation  of
neol iberal-accelerationism  here,  we  observe  that  the  accelerationist  ideology  in
technology-entrepreneurial  culture  has  the  tendency  to  value  the  financial  benefits
of  an  innovation  over  i ts  part icular  usefulness  or  contr ibution  to  people’s
wel l -being.

[2]  See  project  website  here:  http:/ /www.torquetorque.net/

http://www.torquetorque.net/
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[3]  Made  using  Processing  and  avai lable  here:
https:/ /github.com/tomschofield/speed_reader.

[4]  For  further  detai ls,  see:  http:/ /www.ucl.ac.uk/aphasialab/alex/home.html.
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