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Abstract: We have known for several decades that too much emphasis on the printed text blinds us 
to the oral and performative power of literature and culture, and their socio-technical dimensions. 
The oral dimension to Homer’s epics and technical dimensions to digital scholarly editions provide 
just two examples, at either end of the historical record, that point to the need to rethink the way we 
read and interpret literature and cultureas systems rather than texts in the narrow sense of the term. 
The epistemological implications of this change in critical perspective are profound, however. 
Advances in deep learning that facilitate the emergence of literature and culture from computational 
systems suggest autonomous new modes of creativity, reminiscent of alien intelligence, and yet we 
must resist the pull of mysticism and vitalism. What exactly is a ‘system’ in literary and cultural terms, 
and how do we manage what Rudolf Otto referred to in the early twentieth century as the mysterium 
tremendum et fascinans that accompanies confrontation with vanishingly complex ideas? How do we 
retain awareness of the engineered nature of computational systems, and the humanity implicit in 
them, while also constructing modes of critical interpretation appropriate to their epistemological 
and ontological significance?  
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