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Joycean Machines* 
 
 

Mind denotes a whole system of meanings as they are 
embodied in the workings of organic life… Mind is a 
constant luminosity; consciousness is intermittent, a 
series of flashes of different intensities. 

  —John Dewey, Experience & Nature. 
 
 
LITERATE TECHNOLOGIES 
In the Tractatus, Ludwig Wittgenstein poses a dilemma 
for the concept of universal reason in terms of the in-
compatibility of different experiential or language sys-
tems. For Wittgenstein, this incompatibility is not 
restricted to the limits of our knowledge about other 
forms of experience, but is foundational to experience 
itself, and consequently to the conception of language 
and mind. Hence, “if a lion could speak,” Wittgenstein 
argues, “we could not understand it.” And whilst we 
may invent analogies to account for such a speech as a 
lion’s, there can be no analogical basis upon which any 
actual comprehension of that speech could be founded: 
what we comprehend will always remain an approxima-
tion according to our own conception of language. In 
other words, we are confronted with a limit-experience 
of translation and interpretation. The same may equally 
apply to all other forms of experience, something which 
for Wittgenstein is exemplified by the very condition of 
literacy; of being with language. “The limits of my lan-
guage,” says Wittgenstein, “are the limits of my 
world.”1 
 

 *  Presented at Goldwin Smith Hall, Cornell University, 18 June 2005, as 
part of a panel discussion with Donald Theall & Michael Groden. 

 1  Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, ed. C.K. Ogden, 
intro. Bertram Russell (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1922) 5.6. 
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A great deal has been postulated over the years about 
the technological conditions of something referred to as 
“artificial intelligence,” while analogous models of intelli-
gence have abound, at least since the time of Descartes 
and the Enlightenment. The transposition from the body-
machine idea to the mind-machine idea is one that has 
accompanied the history of the Industrial Revolution and 
the advent of computing engines and modern computers, 
and it is this “transposition” upon which the concept of 
artificial intelligence has come to devolve – a conception 
that seeks, above all, to account for a material basis of 
“mind.” Or more precisely, of how the interaction of 
matter can give rise to a situation of what is called intel-
ligence, beyond mere computability. And yet the ques-
tion remains, to paraphrase Wittgenstein: if so-called 
artificial intelligence were possible, would we actually be 
able to comprehend it or even recognise it? 

It is a notable feature of cybernetics, cognitive sci-
ence and particle physics, that, at key moments in the 
recent evolution of their disciplines, a number of theore-
ticians and practitioners have found cause to turn to the 
work of one particular “experimentalist” writer who, 
within the institution of literature, is not usually credited 
with having significant import outside the “humanities” 
or “applied arts” – and indeed it is a rare enough thing 
generally for the work of a writer to possess any such 
importance, regardless of literary fame or merit. And yet 
this is the case with the two major texts of James Joyce 
– Ulysses and Finnegans Wake – from which have been 
derived: the name for the fundamental constituent of the 
nucleon (Murray Gell-Mann’s quark); a model of cogni-
tion (Daniel Dennett’s Joycean machine); a cybernetic 
conception of language (Jacques Derrida’s Joyceware); a 
psychoanalytical paradigm (Jacques Lacan’s sinthome) 
and the basis of post-War media theory (Marshall McLu-
han’s Gutenberg Galaxy, originally conceived as The 
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Road to Finnegans Wake). And yet, within the various 
philologies, the importance of Joyce’s major works – in 
particular Finnegans Wake – remains largely at a descrip-
tive, analogical level. 

This may have something to do with the problem Witt-
genstein poses, such that: if, for example, Finnegans 
Wake is a text, how are we able to recognise it as such? 
how are we able to understand it? how are we able even 
to begin to read it? The history of Joyce studies reveals 
that this problem has in no way been overcome. Indeed, it 
is rather a truism that, in the absence of overwhelming 
interpretation, mediation or translation, Finnegans Wake 
remains essentially unreadable. That is, unless it is ren-
dered as somehow novelistic, an oedipal drama, a human 
comedy, or according to some other more or less familiar 
analogical mode. But this tells us little about the nature of 
reading and much more about the institution of modern 
philology – an institution preoccupied with its own dis-
courses to an almost narcissistic degree, such that it is 
not a question of whether or not Finnegans Wake is un-
readable, but whether or not it can be read. And this leads 
us to the matter of accounting for the Wake’s significance 
beyond the philologies – of its very significant readability 
outside the field of literary competence. For in this con-
text, it is the astonishing lucidity of Finnegans Wake, and 
not its obscurity, that most demands accounting for. 

The accumulated wisdom of philology, semiotics and 
the philosophy of language, has not succeeded in ac-
counting for how Finnegans Wake may be intelligible in 
its own terms. Indeed, how it may be seen to affect by 
means of signifying-structures something like an intelli-
gence. That Finnegans Wake is not a mimēsis of thought 
processes, but affective of them, in ways that are largely 
un-remarked – and this is because they pose an appar-
ently insurmountable obstacle to any “reasonable” view 
of literature, if not of the relation between language and 



8 

cognition. And yet if Joyce’s text is to be considered 
readable at all, then something like a general condition of 
literacy must apply, even if this condition is itself unrec-
ognisable. Or, to proceed further, if a condition of literacy, 
then also one of intelligibility. But what would be a “con-
dition” of intelligibility, if not something which would also 
be commensurate with a condition of intelligence? This is 
an important question, and it is one that without which 
the concept of “artificial intelligence” must remain un-
graspable – for it is indeed a matter of art, of artifice, of a 
technē of language, of the possibility of signification, of 
what we might call a literate technology. 
 
ABSTRACTION 
It is arguable that Finnegans Wake does not in fact re-
quire us to break with existing reading habits or to invent 
new semiologies – rather it requires that we scrutinise 
the unexamined assumptions belonging to these existing 
habits and seek to come to a greater understanding of 
what we call ordinary language and “commonsense”: 
their function, their machinery, as it were, and the pos-
sibilities available to them. For Joyce does not pose a 
language or thought of exceptions in the writing of Fin-
negans Wake, but rather a general condition of language 
as such – and this condition must be generalisable 
across the whole field of existing intellectual habits for it 
to be possible at all.  

The fact that we “read” Finnegans Wake does not, 
however, relieve us of the responsibility of accounting 
for what reading, literacy and comprehension actually 
entail. Above all, if these questions appear to arise from 
an historical crisis in the understanding of texts – dating 
from the 1950s and 1960s – or even of a particular text, 
such as the Wake itself, this should alert us to the na-
ture of the problem as having to do with both the most 
profound and yet trivial aspects of experience. Profound 
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because they entail the very basis of understanding, of 
knowledge, of reason. Trivial because they appear to 
assume the form of an abstraction, a removal from the 
condition of the ordinary life-world – that is, as some-
thing indulgent and “theoretical.” But it is precisely this 
trivial aspect that exercises what is most fundamental to 
human experience, and that is the possibility of reflective 
thought. And it is in the nature of reflexivity that so-
called abstraction is always inherent to its object, and 
not a deviation from it: the trivial inheres in the pro-
found, just as language and thought inhere in the materi-
ality – or factography – of the life-world. 

Nevertheless, it seems that we are accustomed to 
making a distinction between apparent facts – such as 
“linguistic facts” – and our mental attitudes towards 
them, and consequently we tend to regard Finnegans 
Wake as firstly a test of attitudes, rather than as consti-
tutive of any kind of fact – largely because of a presup-
position that almost nothing about the Wake is verifiable 
in the first instance. The question immediately obtains as 
to whether there is such a thing as semantic verifiability, 
or whether there are merely linguistic structures defined 
by habitual use or misuse. In any case, it is assumed 
that the language of Finnegans Wake does not possess 
any primary “factuality,” while such factuality is taken 
as a mark of so-called “ordinary” language. 

But if Finnegans Wake constitutes an exemption from 
linguistic factuality, how is this so, and what does it re-
veal about the “nature of language” as such? Moreover, 
how does thought – acting independently upon this non-
factual material – shape the latter into results which are 
held to be valid, that is, objective (and for which we may 
assume as examples the primary body of Wakean philol-
ogy and textual genetics)? More precisely, if Joyce’s 
text is non-factual in this sense – or if it is ambiguous 
with regard to any “linguistic factuality” – then how can 
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we begin to assume to read Finnegans Wake at all? 
What is there in its “nature” that permits us to continue 
treating it as a text? And what does this imply for the 
belief in linguistic factuality as such; as in that specious 
category of “ordinary language”? 

For if we accept Wittgenstein’s contention that there 
is no such thing as “poetic” language – outside “ordi-
nary” language – then we must also accept that there is 
no such thing as “ordinary” language: there is only lan-
guage, which is determined not by a prior recourse to 
factuality, but by usage. And usage, as distinct from util-
ity, has to do with a measure of the possible, where pos-
sibility defines the sole limit of semantic inference. 

 
EXPERIMENTAL LOGIC 
This brings us, by a vaguely circular route, to the ques-
tion of intelligibility from which we set out. Intelligibility, 
it has been argued, devolves upon a general condition of 
language, of literacy, such that this condition is bound 
up with materiality as the antecedent of thought. It re-
mains to determine to what extent we may also view 
materiality as the medium of thought – that is, in the 
structural relation of linguistic or proto-linguistic ele-
ments. Such a consideration evokes the conflict between 
“mere” coincidence and coherence, a conflict which may 
be seen as underwriting Finnegans Wake with its count-
less acrostics, acronyms, mnemonics, codes, neolo-
gisms, puns, portmanteaux, sigla, footnotes, marginalia, 
hand-drawings and so on – and which can be illustrated 
by reference to any arbitrarily selected passage from that 
book. This is perhaps most clearly exemplified in the 
“figures” of H.C.E. and A.L.P., whose apparent stability 
and centrality within much of Wakean criticism belies the 
fact that, in Joyce’s text, these tripartite figures are ren-
dered extremely unstable through the seeming limitless 
permutation and combination of the letters H, C, E, A, L 
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and P, and of their supposed cognates or referents – 
rendering anything like a structuring identity in terms of 
them fortuitous at best (something Joyce himself con-
stantly draws our attention to). 

In this way Joyce also demonstrates – to borrow a fe-
licitous passage from John Dewey’s Essays in Experimen-
tal Logic – that (linguistic) events “do not cohere; at the 
most, certain sets of them happen more or less frequently 
than other sets; the only intelligible difference is one of 
frequency of coincidence.”2 Likewise, Joyce’s text indi-
cates that it is the “matter,” and not simply the “meaning 
or content of ideas that is associated.” And this extends 
beyond the probabilistic arrangement of individual lexemes 
to a generalised typography or tropography, extending 
through the entire fabric of the “text” and instigating a 
form of communication or congruence between schema 
and elementa. In effect, Finnegans Wake enacts a radical 
parataxis in which each aspect of signification is revealed 
in the possibility of open communication with every other, 
and it is on the basis of this radical possibility – seemingly 
so alien to “ordinary language” – that the Wake affects to 
demonstrate a general condition of signifiability. That is, 
of language as such. 

Moreover, Joyce’s text demonstrates that it is not 
linguistic factuality but rather linguistic situations that 
give rise to intelligibility. This is consistent with Dewey’s 
observations from 1903, and it is inviting to speculate 
that Joyce himself may have been familiar with the Stud-
ies in Logical Theory which Dewey edited in that year. 
According to Dewey: “there is neither coincidence nor 
coherence in terms of the [individual] elements in any 
couple or pair of ideas taken by itself. It is only when 
they are co-factors in a situation or function which in-
cludes more than either the ‘coincident’ or the ‘coherent’ 

 
 2  John Dewey, Essays in Experimental Logic (New York: Dover, 1916) 116. 
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and more than the arithmetical sum of the two, that 
thought’s activity can be evoked.”3 

We might say, then, that it is by way of a type of 
Joycean parataxis that such linguistic situations arise as 
the antecedent of a general mode of thought. Impor-
tantly, it is in the incompatibility of the various factors 
contributing to a “situation” that the possibility of 
thought, of intelligibility, resides. What at first presents 
itself as anomalous – as an aporia or crisis of thought – 
thus reveals itself as an “engine of possibility”: the very 
basis of thought. Above all, there is nothing “fictive” 
about this situation. The situation as such, as Dewey 
insists, “is clearly ‘objective.’ It is there; it is there as a 
whole; the various parts are there; and their active in-
compatibility with one another is there. Nothing is con-
veyed at this point by asserting that any particular part 
of the situation is illusory or subjective, or mere appear-
ance; or that any other is truly real.” Consequently, the 
conflicting nature of this active incompatibility “is not 
only objective in a de facto sense (that is, really exis-
tent), but is objective in a logical sense as well; it is just 
this conflict which effects a transition into the thought 
situation – this, in turn, being only a constant movement 
towards defined equilibrium.”4 
 
TECHNĒ 
The material situation defined by Joyce’s paratactic writ-
ing can otherwise be regarded as the effect of a literate 
technology, wherein a certain mechanics of thought finds 
its antecedent. And if we accept the congruence of terms 
such as artifice and technē, we may be tempted to posit 
within this parataxis the conditions of an “artificial intelli-
gence” as antecedent to intelligence as such. But that 

 
 3  Dewey, Essays in Experimental Logic, 119-120. 
 4  Dewey, Essays in Experimental Logic, 123. 
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would be to lose sight of the implications of Joyce’s text.  
In the Pola Notebook of 1905, Joyce himself offers a 

critique of the Aristotelian notion of technē as merely 
prosthetic or artificial, arguing instead that Aristotle’s 
phrase “e tekhne mimeitai ten physin” had been falsely 
rendered as “Art is an imitation of Nature.” According to 
Joyce: “Aristotle does not here define art, he says only 
‘Art imitates nature’ and meant the artistic process is like 
the natural process.”5 Likewise Finnegans Wake demon-
strates the inherent relatedness of technē and any form of 
literate praxis or poiēsis. It is this latter aspect of the 
Wake that indicates the way in which technē is always 
linked to a certain possibility of invention, and above all at 
that point at which “ordinary” intelligibility appears to 
break down. “The limits of my language,” to return to 
Wittgenstein’s phrase, describe a boundary beyond which 
intelligibility enters into a crisis – but only in the sense 
that this crisis itself is a necessary technē of invention, of 
possibility, as the antecedent of thought. This is one of 
the implications of Dewey’s insistence that: 

 
There is always an antecedent to thought in experience 
of subject-matter of the physical or social world, or the 
previously organised intellectual world, whose parts are 
actively at war with each other – so much so that they 
threaten to disrupt the situation, which accordingly for 
its own maintenance requires deliberative redefinition 
and re-relation of its tensional parts. This redefining and 
re-relating is the constructive process termed think-
ing…6 
 

Between thought and intelligibility, then, exists a techno-
logical movement of redefinition and re-relation, in 

 
 5  The Critical Writings of James Joyce, eds. Ellsworth Mason & Richard 

Ellmann (New York: Viking Press, 1959) 145. 
 6  Dewey, Essays in Experimental Logic, 124. 
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whose dynamic-maximum (or, to appropriate Buckmin-
ster Fuller’s expression, “dymaxion”) intelligence itself is 
somehow constituted. This “ambi-dual” dynamic, as 
Joyce says, comprises the situation of Joyce’s “mind 
factory” (FW 282.R1), his “tyrondynamon machine” 
(163.31), and it is on this basis that Finnegans Wake 
assumes its singular importance in the step away from 
analogical thought towards the material foundations of 
the experimental. 
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Experimental Machines* 
 
 

I see nothing now, hear nothing, or rather I can perceive 
such a confusion of detail that, according to chance, it 
is the unseen that is expressed in me.   

—Philippe Sollers, The Park 
 
 
ENTROPOLOGY 
The investigation of entropy, repetition and recursion has 
become a central feature of the study of language and 
technology over the last half-century and more. Linked 
to the advent of cybernetics and a new species of “se-
miotic machines,” these investigations have given rise to 
a broadly procedural poetics, according to which texts 
are viewed in something like a mechanical, autopoietic 
relation to themselves and to each other, and describing 
an evolutionary trajectory between modernity and its 
revenance or reflection-effect in what is often referred to 
as postmodernism. The impression produced by this 
term, of a type of historico-cultural supplementarity 
(post-modernism), serves to emphasise both the reflexiv-
ity of this evolutionary moment (the post- as a situation 
of self-consciousness) and its coincidence with a certain 
(machinic) surplus-logic (the post- as remainder, expendi-
ture in reserve). In the commodity phase of late capital-
ism (in which surplus value may be said to be 
generalised within culture), the machine becomes the 
meta-symptom par excellence of an “excess of dis-
course,” of a generalised discursus interwoven – as 
Bataille describes in volume 1 of La part maudite (1967) 

 
 *  First presented as a lecture in two parts: at Durham University, 

England, 16 May 2006; & at the Institute for Semiotic Research, Ima-
tra, Finland, 13 June 2006. 
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Eliot Eliofson, Duchamp descending a staircase, photograph for Life 
Magazine, 1952 
 
– with the “totalising” dissipative-inflationary operations 
of satire and farce. Consequently, the perturbative “pe-
riodicity” of the post-modern might be regarded as the 
catalyst rather than corollary of what Henri Lefebvre has 
called “the idea of cyclical regularity of change, and of 
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the change as a norm,”1 where change is defined as dis-
sipation, as an engine of entropy. 

The question of modernity’s status in terms of this 
post-effect is linked to the problems of systemic para-
dox, ambivalence, and the topology of interfaces that 
have come to characterise the ways in which such 
things as periodisation are regarded in accordance with 
“Modernism’s” critique of Enlightenment rationalism and 
purportedly linear progressivist schema of history.2 Yet it 
is precisely by means of this tendency that modernism – 
itself something between schematised object and enig-
matic signifier – achieves its most incisive formulation as 
both antecedent to the cultural-historical present and its 
horizon of discontinuity.  

One author whose work has had an enormous impact in 
this respect is James Joyce. Joyce’s last completed work, 
Finnegans Wake (1939), has been widely cited as of key 
importance to the question of modernity and the claims of 
postmodernism. Responding to Joyce’s affinity with a long 
genealogy of social satirists – from Aristophanes and Apu-
leius to Swift, Rabelais and Cervantes – Marshall McLuhan 
recognised in the Wake a synthesis of historico-comedic 
form and discursive excess, at once encyclopaedic and at-
omistic. In his 1962 study The Guttenberg Galaxy – initially 
conceived under the title “the Road to Finnegans Wake” – 
McLuhan expressed the view that Joyce was “making his 
own Altamira cave drawings of the entire history of the 
human mind, in terms of its basic gestures and postures 

 
 1  Henri Lefebvre, Introduction to Modernity, trans. John Moore (London: 

Verso, 1995) 168. 
 2  “As for history,” Derrida writes, “we shall have to deal with the 

contradiction or oscillation between two apparently incompatible mo-
tifs” – i.e. history & philosophy. Jacques Derrida, “Parergon,” The 
Truth in Painting, trans. Geoff Bennington & Ian McLeod (Chicago: 
Chicago University Press, 1987) 21. 
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during all phases of human culture and technology.”3 In 
particular, McLuhan – who was himself intent upon chart-
ing the “history of communication and technology as a his-
tory of writing”4 – was responding to the echoes of 
Nietzsche’s concept of eternal recurrence and Vico’s cycles 
of historical recursion in Joyce’s text, in which temporal 
and technological dimensions are combined in the mecha-
nisms of inscription. As with Stéphane Mallarmé – whose 
radical exploration of typography in “Un Coup de Dés” pre-
figured the later concrete poetics of Guillaume Apollinaire 
and Augusto de Campos, as well as the “concrete essays” 
of Le Corbusier and McLuhan himself – Joyce linked the 
material and signifying functions of linguistic particles to 
the articulative function of “paperspace” as interval of 
repetition and semantic recursion. For Joyce, this articula-
tive function is ostensibly that of all mechanical or techno-
logical processes – one which can be generalised from any 
(binary) graphemic relation, to sign structure, trope, 
schema, and to the “inexcessibility” of discourse “as a 
whole.” Unsurprisingly, the mechanistic figure of the Carte-
sian artifex maximus, too, is refigured in Finnegans Wake, 
with satirical overtones, as “Blankdeblank, the god of all 
machineries.”5  

Above all, the importance of Joyce for McLuhan is 
due to the decisive role of Finnegans Wake in re-defining 
the late stages of print culture and the advent of digicul-
ture (the so-called “postmodern moment”). Subse-
quently, Joyce’s text has come to assume a pre-eminent 
status for many critics and historians of late modernity 
and – along with the Mallarméan critique of the book 
and Marcel Duchamp’s satirisation of mechanical ration-

 
 3  Marshal McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typographic 

Man (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962) 75. 
 4  Donald Theall, The Virtual Marshal McLuhan (McGill-Queens University 

Press, 1991) 156. 
 5  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Faber, 1939) 341.19. 
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alism – subsequently becomes something of a bench-
mark in the early discourse of cyberspace.  

Joyce’s technique of “verbivocovisual presentement”6 – 
reprising the symbolist preoccupation with effects of sy-
naesthesia – bears directly upon the conceptualisation of 
virtual reality and emersive signifying environments. Gene 
Youngblood’s Expanded Cinema (1970), which proposes 
the integration of computing technology and other forms of 
telecommunications for the synaesthetic and syncretistic 
expansion of film, is heavily indebted to McLuhan’s reading 
of Finnegans Wake in Understanding Media (1964) and The 
Gutenberg Galaxy (1962). “The stripping of the senses and 
the interruption of their interplay in tactile synaesthesia,” 
McLuhan writes, “may well have been one of the effects of 
the Gutenberg technology” – of which Finnegans Wake is 
considered a kind of apotheosis.7 Joyce’s direct treatment 
of various teletechnologies, and in particular television 
(Joyce himself owned the first number of Télévision Maga-
zine, from 1935) initially led McLuhan to identify this me-
dium, more than telegraphy, radio or cinema, as the 
defining factor in the turn from typographic consciousness 
to a new image-consciousness; from the Gutenberg-effect 
to digiculture – arguing that it was “the TV image” that 
above all else “has exerted a unifying force” on both the 
“imaginary life” and the “sense life.”8 Only later does tele-
vision cede to the computer in McLuhan’s schema, so that 
Joyce – who had earlier been cited by Shannon (the archi-
tect of information theory, in 1945), and who is acknowl-
edged by William Gibson as a major influence at the 
beginning of the 1980s – then assumes the belated role of 
patron saint of cyber-virtualism.  

What is important to keep in mind is that, despite the 

 
 6  Joyce, Finnegans Wake, 341.19. 
 7  McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy, 17. 
 8  Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New 

York: McGraw-Hill, 1964) 315. 
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role Joyce is made to play in the McLuhan pantheon, Fin-
negans Wake does not represent an exception to the struc-
tural underpinnings of discourse or sign operations. As 
Shannon was perhaps the first to acknowledge, the tech-
nological character of language foregrounded by Joyce can 
equally be discerned as the basis of all signifying systems – 
so that it becomes senseless to speak, in these terms, of 
such things as natural or artificial, ordinary or experimental 
language. Insofar as all language may be characterised as 
technological, so too all language is essentially experimental.  

This in itself ought to be enough to alert us to the pit-
falls of McLuhan’s technological optimism and heavily 
schematised view of technological history (i.e. as a pro-
gressive history of the transformation of human conscious-
ness): it is, despite its broadly syncretistic pattern, an 
historical view in which man may be redeemed from a 
fragmentation of consciousness by way of a universal sy-
naesthesia. Hence, when McLuhan writes of virtuality, it is 
in the dualistic, almost messianic terms with which we are 
familiar from Gibson’s Neuromancer related cinematised 
visions of a global Matrix.9 “As man succeeds in translating 
his central nervous system into electronic circuitry,” McLu-
han writes, “he stands on the threshold of outering his 
consciousness into the computer. Consciousness… may be 
thought of as a projection to the outside of an inner sy-
naesthesia, corresponding generally with that ancient defini-
tion of common sense… The computer moving information 
at a speed somewhat below the barrier of light might end 
thousands of years of man fragmenting himself.”10 
 
 

 
 9  Cf. Alain Badiou, Elie During, David Rabouin, Matrix, machine philoso-

phique (Paris: Ellipses, 2003). 
10  Marshall McLuhan & Bruce Powers, The Global Village: Transforma-

tions in World Life & Media in the 21st Century (New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1989) 94.  
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MAXWELL’S DEMON 
One of the chief difficulties in treating the various dis-
courses of technological modernity lies in properly de-
scribing the assumptions so far made about the relations 
– for example – of such things as consciousness, 
agency, structure, technics, and signification. Recogni-
tion of the heuristic character of experimentation does 
not remove the necessity of accounting for the nature of 
the experimental premises – even if the contingency of 
outcomes based upon these premises leads experimen-
tality itself to describe a critical relation to the notion of 
causally linear progress. This has remained a key diffi-
culty in the treatment of historical “avant-gardism,” for 
example, in which experimentation is often tied to a pro-
gramme of social reform or of aestheticised social action. 
In such cases, an assumed historical object is arrived at 
“by other means,” so that rather than affecting an epis-
temological rupture, what in fact obtains is a mere aber-
ration or detour – as though the experimental described 
nothing but an accompanying parallel scenario within an 
acceptable degree of variance from the one theme of 
historical unfolding. 

If Finnegans Wake presents a technological critique of 
the idea of historical consciousness, its literary counter-
part may be found in Thomas Pynchon’s critique of his-
tory as technological consciousness – presented with 
varying degrees of coherence in his three early texts, V 
(1963), The Crying of Lot 49 (1966), and Gravity’s 
Rainbow (1973). Pynchon’s broadly discursive technique 
– from a restatement of Salvador Dalí’s “paranoiac-
critical method” to Warholian seriality; from Swiftian sat-
ire and vaudeville, to Joycean “vicocyclometry” – might 
otherwise be described as an excessive costume specta-
cle of historicism, narratology and the ruse – so ele-
gantly represented in Duchamp’s machines célibataires – 
of hermeneutic closure. Exploiting a catalogue of senti-
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mental stereotypes and the popular residue of historiog-
raphy, Pynchon’s V and Gravity’s Rainbow resemble the 
extravagant, often satirical and sometimes farcical pag-
eantry and melodrama of post-War German cinema. That 
Pynchon’s own texts reflect upon cinema and “postwar 
amnesia and the repression of history” in partitioned 
Germany,11 is hardly accidental, and likewise echoes 
Joyce’s interest in the cinematographic medium.  

While Sergei Eisenstein praised Joyce’s “physiological 
palpability” (much in the way McLuhan responded to his 
synaesthetic materiality) he nevertheless insisted upon 
the filmic limitations of Joyce’s writing, primarily on the 
grounds that it decomposed the relation of form to con-
tent in a way that “is not progressive, but destruc-
tive.”12 Pynchon’s writing may be subject to similar 
critique. But like Joyce, who – through his influence 
upon the French Nouveau Roman and, less explicitly, 
Nouvelle Vague – can be linked to the radically disjunc-
tive, “physiological” techniques of Dušan Makavejev or 
Jean-Luc Godard, for example, Pynchon’s echoing of 
new German cinema points to a more insistently narrativ-
ised departure from the notion of a technological re-
demption of society.  

Negotiating a détournement of historical progress, be-
tween the counter-claims of nostalgia and Realpolitik, 
films like Ulrike Ottinger’s Madame X (1977) and Dorian 
Gray in the Yellow Press (1983), or Hans Syberberg’s Our 
Hitler (1976), Scarabea (1968) and the “Baroque 
theatrum mundi” of Ludwig: Requiem for a Virgin King,13 
present an almost Pynchonesque critique of the “rose- 
tinted vision of mass fantasy” prevalent in both European 

 
11  Thomas Elsaesser, New German Cinema: A History (New Brunswick: 

Rutgers University Press, 1989) 264. 
12  Sergei Eisenstein, Film Form, ed. & trans. Jay Leda (New York: 

Harcourt, Brace & World, 1949) 185. 
13  Elsaesser, New German Cinema, 266. 
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Ulrike Ottinger, scenes from The Image of Dorian Gray in the Yellow 
Press, 1983 
 
and American post-War society. But whereas in Ottinger 
and Syberberg such mass fantasies retain an ideological 
(even an irrationally ideological) orientation, in Pynchon 
the paraphernalia and imagery of Fascism, for example, 
are primarily revealed as commodifications, or what Jean-
Pierre Oudart calls “media-effect.”14 The alienation of the 
history concept is, for Pynchon, a question of the surplus-
effect of historical discourse itself – metaphorised in 
terms of political economy, the “search for reality,” and 
causal indeterminacy. Like Joyce, Pynchon identifies nar-
rative variation with a technological condition of dis-
course, rather than as a mere characteristic. Such 
variation is fundamentally ambivalent, and this ambiva-
lence is considered as underwriting the entire edifice of 
signification (what Gilles Deleuze, vis-à-vis Syberberg, 
terms “anti-perspective frontal transparencies”),15 and not 
as representing a departure from an underlying or some-
how historically or semantically “objective” narrative. 

In The Crying of Lot 49, discourse itself becomes the 
“topic” of a staged hermeneutic quest. Comprised of a 
series of textual events and mises-en-scène, Pynchon’s 
novel appears to represent what Alain Robbe-Grillet – 

 
14  Jean-Pierre Oudart, “La Suture,” Cahiers du cinema 211 (April 1969): 

36-39. Cf. Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh 
Tomlinson & Robert Galeta (London: Continuum, 2000 [1985]) 269.  

15  Deleuze, Cinema 2, 126. 
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principle architect of the Nouveau Roman – has else-
where described as “neither the realm of psychology nor 
that of sociology, nor even of symbolism, still less his-
tory or ethics.”16 This novel that invents itself, as 
Robbe-Grillet says, suggests instead a type of “patho-
logical proliferation” of discourse, represented by way of 
a sinister postal system, whose evidence – everywhere 
visible yet nowhere verifiable – is constituted by an illicit 
circulation of “letters”: envoys of a writing that serves 
no other end, it seems, than to proclaim its own lack of 
a message. Like the play upon coded messages in Sam-
uel Beckett’s Watt, and the iterative dissimulations of 
Shem-the-Penman and Shaun-the-Post in Finnegans 
Wake, Pynchon’s rote cycles of signifying exchange tend 
inexorably towards a type of inflationary, discursive, en-
tropic spiral – as a form of “W.A.S.T.E.” – thus linking, 
as in Joyce and Beckett, the letter and litter, literature 
and litter-rature.  

Throughout Pynchon’s texts, the question of meaning 
is linked to the notion of conspiracy, of a hidden system 
of operations by which the apparently real world is 
détourned, and in which the structure of verification and 
attestation break down. A whole network of cinematic 
doubles, echoes, variora, analogues and spectres, con-
tributes to affecting a type of semiotic phantasmagoria 
of “Metaphor. Signs and symptoms” each “Mapping 
onto different co-ordinate systems.”17 This ambivalence 
of identity between the assumed world of sense and its 
“otherness” in the realm of simulacra, acquires, then, the 
function of a discursive mechanism; and the theme of 
the conspiracy of letters or posts becomes tied to the 
conspiracy of a universal system of meaning – one 

 
16  Alain Robbe-Grillet, “A Novel that Invents Itself,” For a New Novel: 

Essays on Fiction, trans. Richard Howard (Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 1989 [1963]) 128. 

17  Thomas Pynchon, Gravity’s Rainbow (London: Picador, 1973) 159. 
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which is then “symbolised,” in The Crying of Lot 49, by 
James Clerk Maxwell’s notorious hypothetical Demon.  

As a metaphorical machine, Maxwell’s Demon is fun-
damentally binary in conception, its “tropic” function 
being to reverse the process of thermodynamic entropy 
by re-sorting the elements of any given system accord-
ing to an arbitrarily defined (and infinitely divisible) me-
dian or “axis,” thus reinstating a dynamic interval 
between the two groups of elements. Maxwell’s Demon, 
in effect, is supposed to represent a (meta-homoeostatic) 
engine of “negative” entropy based on a principle of 
feedback,18 and it is easy enough to see how such an 
hypothetical mechanism might be attractive as a model 
for a purely “mechanical agency” underwriting the rela-
tion between base matter and signification.  

In Pynchon’s text, the hypothetical operations of 
Maxwell’s Demon are linked to Shannon’s use of the 
term “entropy” in his “Mathematical Theory of Commu-
nication,” in which the amount of information in a given 
system is measured in terms of chance, indeterminacy 
and coincidence, while the predictable element of any 
system is viewed as redundant and thus characteristic of 
a type of semiotic entropy. For Pynchon, the metaphoric 
equivalence of Maxwell’s and Shannon’s entropy implies 
a meta-entropic tension. “There were two distinct types 
of entropy,” Pynchon’s protagonist recounts: “One hav-
ing to do with heat-engines, the other to do with com-
munication. The equation of one… had looked very like 
the other. It was a coincidence. The two fields were en-
tirely unconnected, except at one point: Maxwell’s De-
mon. As the Demon sat and sorted his molecules into 
hot and cold, the system was said to lose entropy. But 
somehow the loss was offset by the information the 

 
18  See Norbert Wiener, Cybernetics, or Control & Communication in the 

Animal & the Machine (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1961) 97f. 
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Demon gained about what molecules were where.”19 
For his part, Shannon cites Finnegans Wake as an ex-

ample of a semiotic system with a high degree of indeter-
minacy (in distinction, for example, to Charles Ogden’s 
Basic English), and in a sense this corresponds to the seem-
ingly inexhaustible potential Joyce’s text has in generating 
different readings. “The Basic English vocabulary,” Shan-
non observes, “is limited to 850 words and the redundancy 
is very high. This is reflected in the expansion that occurs 
when a passage is translated into Basic English. Joyce on 
the other hand enlarges the vocabulary and is alleged to 
achieve a compression of semantic content.”20 In this 
sense, the Wake can itself be considered a type of engine 
of information, operating between the entropic tendency of 
semantic normalisation and an excessive, meta-entropic 
discursus (exemplified by the inflationary effect of Ogden’s 
own attempt at translating the concluding part of the 
“Anna Livia” section of Finnegans Wake into Basic English). 
Pynchon’s version of Maxwell’s Demon is, however, like 
Joyce’s “vicocyclometer,” fundamentally parodic. “Entropy 
is a figure of speech,” says Nefastis, the inventor of a 
simulacrum Maxwell’s Demon in The Crying of Lot 49. “It 
connects the world of thermodynamics to the world of 
information flow. The Machine uses both. The Demon 
makes the metaphor not only verbally graceful, but also 
objectively true.”21  

The objective truth of metaphor, of course, is that in 
order to be what it is, it must cease to be what it is: its 
structure of equivalence across contiguity renders the 
simultaneous verification of both of its elements fictive. 
Just as with Joycean synaesthesia – the “verbivo-
covisual” register of the text cannot be reduced to any 

 
19  Thomas Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49 (London: Picador, 1966) 72. 
20  Claude Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” Bell 

System Technical Journal 27 (July-October, 1948): 394. 
21  Pynchon, The Crying of Lot 49, 73. 
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one of its constituents, or to any mere technological rep-
resentation, nor can it be apprehended “on all levels at 
once.” In this way, McLuhan’s anticipation of a techno-
logical de-fragmentation of consciousness is of the same 
ambivalent and hypothetical type as the operations of 
Maxwell’s Demon. We might say that such a “loss” of 
fragmentation would in any case be offset by the “in-
formation we gain from it.” What we are left with may 
be described as a type of post-effect: the residue of a 
system in excess of itself, in which the prosthetic func-
tion of its “semiotic mechanisms” resides not in the ad-
dition made to progressivist history – even if this history 
is said to be formally deviational, discontinuous or “ex-
perimental” – but in the addition of the historical itself as 
the devolution of a generalised discourse upon the par-
ticular and indeterminate. 
 
MACHINIC PERIODICITY 
It is not surprising, given the genealogy of modernist ex-
perimentalism and avant-garde practice, that mechanisa-
tion and machine metaphors should figure so largely in 
the literary and plastic arts of the last century-and-a-half. 
More than a mere technological symptom, mechanisation 
has come to signal a condition at the very core of cul-
tural experience and cultural production; indeed, it has 
come to frame a condition not only of contemporary cul-
ture but of discursive structures generally. For this rea-
son, the concept of “the machine” is less an historically-
determined one, than one that has been temporalised in 
terms of a “crisis” in those broadly rationalist doctrines 
underwriting the Enlightenment discourse of the human 
sciences. Notwithstanding a certain technological meta-
physics that has from time to time taken hold in western 
thought, this machinic conception draws our attention to 
the radical materiality of sign operations and hence to a 
general structural situation upon which such things as 
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consciousness, representation and meaning are ulti-
mately predicated.  

The “modern” conception of the machine which issues 
from the Industrial Revolution – itself a term for a dispa-
rate and uncoordinated tendency towards mass mechani-
sation, prefigured by the Renaissance, but only realised in 
practice from the eighteenth century onwards – distin-
guishes itself from previous conceptions less in terms of 
utility than of a systematic invention that no longer seems 
merely to mirror or simulate human invention, but to in-
stead “embody” it, and to describe its essence. This con-
ception, perhaps most exemplified by Edison’s “invention 
factories,” is thus also tied to the emergence of a particu-
lar type of scientific discourse, one in which the specula-
tive or theoretical disposition is increasingly linked to 
experimental and technological verification (or what Karl 
Popper has called “falsifiability” as the criterion of empiri-
cal statements in science).22 This trend is particularly evi-
dent, for example, in the genealogy of ideas and practices 
linking the early time-and-motion studies of Étienne-Jules 
Marey, Frederick Taylor, and Lillian and Frank Gilbreth, to 
the advent of mechanised production and Ford’s auto-
mated assembly-line, and culminating with the Bletchley 
Park operations to crack the German Enigma code during 
WWII. It is a genealogy that draws together the self-
regulating free market ideology of Adam Smith and the 
regulated efficiencies and division of labour that character-
ise Taylorism, thus giving rise to the various “contradicto-
rily coherent” mechanisms and structural “crises” of the 
contemporary global economy, which in a sense also 
represents a crisis consequent upon the “end” of the 
industrial machine era, and the advent of machine “intel-
ligence.” Mechanisation thus acquired the added signifi-
 

22  Karl Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery (London: Routledge, 
1959). See also Popper, “Science, Pseudo-Science, & Falsifiability,” 
Conjectures & Refutations (London: Routledge, 1978 [1962]) 33-39. 
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cance of incorporating the types of discursive structures 
previously vested in human consciousness, metaphysics 
and divine creation. As these characteristics came to be 
treated with intellectual seriousness, ideas of mechanisa-
tion – now founded upon a powerful logic of recursion, 
complex environmental causality, and programmatics 
came to predominate in the work of key nineteenth cen-
tury thinkers like Charles Darwin, Karl Marx, C.S. Pierce 
and Sigmund Freud, and subsequently gave rise to what, 
during the last decade of the twentieth century, came to 
be termed cyberculture.  

Initially, however, industrial-era machines were re-
garded as entirely predictive – as mindless prostheses of 
the human will-to-progress – their operations determined 
according to a strict set of protocols. Yet already in the 
1830s Charles Babbage – in his study On the Economy 
of Machinery and Manufacture – had recognised ways in 
which programmable mechanical procedures might give 
rise to recursive structures capable of what, in cybernet-
ics, is called autopoiesis.23 That is to say, of self-
programming, learning machines, or so-called “artificial 
intelligence.” This in turn called into question such re-
ceived philosophical pieties as the nature-technics di-
chotomy, or the separation of mind from matter, and 
consequently exposed a need to accommodate effects of 
unpredictability in mechanical and computing systems, 
and ultimately in the understanding of all dynamic sys-
tems, thus transforming a dominant concept of the nine-
teenth century – systematicity – from one of totalisation 
to one of radical indeterminacy.  

This move away from positivism and the idea of the 
machine as a prosthesis of the human idea, towards a con-
ception of a general mechanistics underwriting material, 
 

23  See Humberto Maturana & Francisco Varela, Autopoiesis & Cognition 
(Boston: Reidal, 1979). Cf. Norbert Wiener, “On Learning & Self-
Reproducing Machines,” Cybernetics, 169ff. 
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discursive systems – from machine metaphor to semiotic 
mechanism – likewise implies a “transformation” of what is 
meant by terms like mechanism, mechanistics and ma-
chine, as no longer signalling a type of industrial-era “con-
traption,” but rather – as Peirce suggests – any binary 
relation articulated by a third element.24 (Importantly, this 
transformation has also come to effect the way in which 
we conceive language and sign systems generally, such 
that today we can speak of phenomena of semiosis as aris-
ing in any dynamic system whatsoever – in a state that 
would formerly have been bracketed-off from the realm of 
signifiability as a state of base materiality or “mindless 
mechanistics.” Or in other words, what we might call a 
pro-grammē, as the underwriting condition for any concept 
of agency, operation, or event-state of semiosis.) 

At the same time, the discursive aspect of mechani-
sation – and of technology per se – begins to reveal it-
self as being other than the locus of a continuous 
historical progress, and instead as an “agent” of discon-
tinuity and anachronism. In its orientation towards a cer-
tain futurity vested in the technological object,25 semio-
mechanisation articulates a perpetual movement of su-
persession; a breach in the “teleological hypothesis”26 of 
historical discourse that henceforth describes a repetition 
automatism, as Freud says, wherein the historical rela-
tion is constantly refigured as one of ambivalence.27 This 
ambivalence is firstly experienced as a co-articulation or 
disjointedness in the “time of production,” as a figuring 

 
24  Charles Sanders Peirce, “Logic as Semiotic: The Theory of Signs,” 

Philosophical Writings, ed. Justus Buchler (New York: Dover, 1955) 
99-100. 

25  Which, like the machine, is not a thing as such but rather a “device” or 
“trope” (in this case of the always to come, the ideally unrealised end 
of production). 

26  Samuel Beckett, Proust (New York: Grove Press, 1931) 71. 
27  Cf. Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. C.J.M. 

Hubback (London: The Hogarth Press, 1922). 
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of the present as anachrony: the constant deferral of the 
to-come which mirrors the deferral of gratification and 
the alienation-effect of commodification, as formulated 
by Marx. Moreover, this movement of deferral is per-
petuated as a condition, not as a departure from the 
norm or as a perversion of a teleological (ends-means) 
system of production-consumption. With the advent of 
industrial “modernity,” historical periodisation is likewise 
considered to cede – symptomatically – to a machinic 
periodicity; just as in Nietzsche the history concept 
cedes to a mode of eternal recurrence. 

This counter-historical movement can be regarded as 
one of the defining characteristics of what has been 
called the avant-garde, whose claim to being somehow 
before its time ties it, in often unanticipated ways, to an 
inherent “anachronism” of political-economy and the ex-
perimental sciences. Moreover, this movement accom-
plishes itself in a two-fold way, since its orientation 
towards the unrealised and the “unpresentable” at the 
limits of received knowledge is always accompanied by a 
dependency upon previous forms of representation and 
conceptualisation in order to formulate, precisely, an idea 
of what the limits of knowledge in fact are, and what 
the “unpresentable” might be.28 John Dewey argues this 
in his 1958 book Experience and Nature, linking the 
anachronism of conceptual dependency to the construc-
tivism of “deviating from a norm.”  

“In the history of man,” Dewey writes, “the individual 
characteristics of mind were regarded as deviations from 
 

28  This two-fold movement can otherwise be characterised as a recursion, 
or what cyberneticists describe as a feedback loop. The sense of the 
preposition avant is thus always qualified by the necessary conserva-
tism of the verb garder, to keep: it remains conditional, tentative, an 
attempt at defining limits – so that the term “avant-garde” always 
involves a notion of insufficiency & the task of defining the very total-
ity whose limits it would test. As William Blake wrote, in The Marriage 
of Heaven & Hell: “Enough, or too much!” 
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the normal, and as dangers against which society had to 
protect itself. Hence the long rule of custom, the rigid 
conservatism, and the still existing regime of conformity 
and intellectual standardisation.” As a consequence, the 
development of modern science – or of modernity per se 
– began only when “there was recognised in certain 
technical fields a power to utilise variations as the start-
ing points of new observations, hypotheses and experi-
ments. The growth of the experimental as distinct from 
the dogmatic habit of mind is due to the increased ability 
to utilise variations for constructive ends instead of sup-
pressing them.”29 

Lefebvre has attempted to locate the ambivalence of 
this two-fold status of anachrony and unpresentability – 
and of the experimental and the constructive – in terms 
of what he calls the antithesis of “modernism” and 
“modernity,” as contrary aspects of the so-called avant-
garde moment. According to Lefebvre, modernism des-
ignates “the consciousness which successive ages, peri-
ods and generations had of themselves; thus modernism 
consists of phenomena of consciousness, of triumphalist 
images and projections of self.” While modernity, is un-
derstood as “the beginnings of a reflective process, a 
more-or-less advanced attempt at critique and autocri-
tique, a bid for knowledge. We contact it in a series of 
texts and documents which bear the mark of their era 
and yet go beyond the provocation of fashion and the 
stimulation of novelty. Modernity differs from modernism 
just as a concept which is being formulated in society 
differs from social phenomena themselves, just as a 
thought differs from actual events.”30  

In a more or less similar gesture, Jean-François Lyotard 
locates modernity in terms of a certain discursive ambiva-

 
29  John Dewey, Experience & Nature (New York: Dover, 1958) xiv. 
30  Lefebvre, Introduction to Modernity, 1-2. 
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lence that he defines as a post-effect in advance of the 
fact, as it were. For Lyotard, it is the “unpresentable” 
ambivalence of the relation of thought and event – as the 
normative object of an institutional exclusion (the limits of 
knowledge, the thinkable or “historical consciousness”) – 
which defines a fundamental aspect of what he conse-
quently refers to as the postmodern. In Lyotard’s view:  

 
A postmodern artist or writer is in the position of a phi-
losopher: the text he writes, the work he produces are 
not in principle governed by pre-established rules, and 
they cannot be judged according to a determining judge-
ment, by applying familiar categories to the text or to the 
work. Those rules and categories are what the work of 
art itself is looking for. The artist and writer, then, are 
working without rules in order to formulate the rules of 
what will have been done. Hence the fact that the work 
and text have the character of an event; hence also, they 
always come too late for their author, or, what amounts 
to the same thing, their being put into work, their realisa-
tion (mise en œuvre) always begins too soon. Post mod-
ern would have to be understood according to the 
paradox of the future (post) anterior (modo).31 

 
It is in this paradox (of future-anteriority) that the condi-
tion of “the machine” resides – that is to say, as a mode 
of enactment contiguous with the “unpresentable” – and 
according to which it describes a systematicity which is 
at once recursive and “experimental.” We are concerned 
here, in other words, with a notion of mechanism linked 
to a certain performativity from whose domain it will nev-
ertheless always have been excluded according to a cer-
tain logic of the event. “Performativity,” as Derrida writes, 
 

 
31  Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on 

Knowledge, trans. Geoff Bennington & Brian Massumi (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1991) 81. 



34 

excludes in principle, in its own moment, any machine-
like technicity. It is even the name given to this inten-
tional exclusion. This foreclosure of the machine an-
swers to the intentionality of intention itself. It is 
intentionality. If, then, some mechinality (repetition, cal-
culability, inorganic matter of the body) intervenes in a 
performative event, it is always as an accidental, extrin-
sic, and parasitical element, in truth a pathological muti-
lating, or even mortal element. Here again, to think both 
the machine and the performative event together re-
mains a monstrosity to come, an impossible event and 
therefore the only possible event. But it would be an 
event that, this time, no longer happens without the 
machine. Rather, it would happen by the machine.32 

 
If “to think both the machine and the performative event 
together remains a monstrosity to come, an impossible 
event” this is because it represents a violation of a logic 
bound up with a certain intentionality, for which the 
possible is always and only a function of the calculable. 
In pursuing the implications of an incalculability, vested 
in the future-anteriority of possibility’s structure and of 
its mechanism, we approach a thinking of the machine 
that violates precisely the logic of a technological deter-
minism to which it has been historically bound, and open 
it instead to a discursive logic of sign-operations, and to 
the recursive nature of the relation between the “per-
formance” of such operations and what is called a “pro-
gramme.” In invoking the idea of such an experimental 
machine we are therefore concerned with a logic of rep-
resentation and of representability, insofar as the ex-
perimental points beyond itself to a possible mode of 
understanding that is “without model.” 

 
32  Jacques Derrida, “Typewriter Ribbon: Limited Ink (2) (‘within such limits’),” 

trans. Peggy Kamuf, Material Events: Paul de Man & the Afterlife of The-
ory, eds. Tom Cohen, Barbara Cohen, J. Hillis Miller & Andrzej Warminski 
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001) 279. 
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Hence, for Lyotard, the postmodern “would be that 
which, in the modern, puts forward the unpresentable in 
presentation itself; that which denies itself the solace of 
good forms, the consensus of taste which would make it 
possible to share collectively the nostalgia for the 
unattainable; that which searches for new presentations, 
not in order to enjoy them but in order to impart a 
stronger sense of the unpresentable.”33 In this way, “a 
work can only become modern if it is first post modern. 
Postmodernism thus understood is not modernism at its 
end but in the nascent state, and this state is con-
stant.”34 This is what Lefebvre describes, vis-à-vis the 
reifications and mechanical ambivalence of such a con-
stant “nascent state,” as the “idea of cyclical regularity 
of change” and of change “as a norm.”35  
 
TYRONDYNAMON 
In a lecture delivered in Turin in November 1967, entitled 
“Cybernetics and Ghosts,” Italo Calvino argued that it is 
primarily through stochastic and recursive processes of 
anticipation, rupture and reintegration, that previously 
unapparent forms are arrived at and consequently ac-
quire a normative status; that new combinations of ele-
ments are obtained, as Calvino says, “through the 
combinatorial mechanism itself, independently of any 
search for meaning or effect on any other level.” In place 
of a continuous linear progression, the “future-
anteriority” of experimentation functions by discontinu-
ity, readjustment, and contingency within what are nev-

 
33  Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 81. 
34  Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition, 79. 
35  See above. The problem that arises here is not which of Lyotard’s or 

Lefebvre’s terminologies are most appropriate to the circumstances, 
but whether or not their arguments offer some sort of means of ac-
counting for the apparent impasse in the status of avant-gardism & its 
paradigm of the machine. 
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ertheless definable as “procedural constraints” or struc-
tural norms – whether or not these are recognised, as 
Lyotard says, in the form of “pre-established rules,” or 
methods of prediction and production, or are only recog-
nised and recognisable after the fact. Once normalised, 
however, such contingencies then become “charged,” 
according to Calvino, “with an unexpected meaning or 
unforeseen effects which the conscious mind would not 
have arrived at deliberately: an unconscious meaning in 
fact, or at least the premonition of an unconscious 
meaning.”36 Such outcomes define what Dewey termed 
the “constructive ends” of experimentation, whose con-
tingencies nevertheless define a limit-effect of ambiva-
lence in the discourse of knowledge, for example, and in 
which the ego – as Jacques Lacan says – is accorded 
the status of something like a mechanism (or at least its 
imaginary counterpart), rather than that of an inaugurat-
ing intentionality or “will.” 

In relating the experimental to the experiential aspect 
of “consciousness” – or the “imaginary function of the 
ego” as the outward manifestation of unconscious agency 
– Lacan identifies in the “paradoxical expression thinking 
machine” the co-implication of structural contingency and 
structural necessity in defining so-called acts of language. 
“The paradox of consciousness,” Lacan argues, is that “it 
both has to be there, and not be there.”37 This paradox 
reappears elsewhere, in a more insistent form, in the dis-
course surrounding the question of modernity in philoso-
phy and the arts, above all with regard to the status of 
language in its relation to the “real.” Still in February 

 
36  Italo Calvino, “Cybernetics & Ghosts,” The Literature Machine, trans. 

Patrick Creagh (London: Secker & Warburg, 1987) 21-2. 
37  Jacques Lacan, “From the Entwurf to the Traumdeutung,” The Seminar 

of Jacques Lacan. Book II: The Ego in Freud‘s Theory & in the Tech-
nique of Psychoanalysis 1954-1955, trans. S. Tomaselli (London: 
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1955, Lacan was able to write: “The big question for the 
human sciences now is – what is language?”38  

Confronted with an increasing number of ellipses in the 
predictions of scientific method (under the fading constella-
tion of Cartesianism), and with the consequent problem of 
the status of language in conditioning and constituting the 
experience of the knowable, more and more writers in the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth century had already 
begun to ask about the definitional character of reality, and 
the emerging supposition that “behind” the idea of the real 
there is only discourse. As Samuel Beckett remarked in his 
1931 study of Proust: “the transcendental apperception 
that can capture the Model, the Idea, the Thing in itself,” 
failed to materialise under scrutiny.39 Taken beyond the 
literary and philosophical domains, this problem likewise 
invested the physical sciences, which discovered a need to 
account, among other things, for its disturbances of the 
object of scientific observation. Niels Bohr and Werner 
Heisenberg’s principle of indeterminacy is the well-known 
consequence of this development. But as the ambivalence 
of language and the increasingly recognised materiality of 
discourse came to effect scientific method and experimen-
tation (with its initial dependency upon models of the real), 
more broadly semiotic questions also began to arise. What, 
for example, is it that we mean when we speak of reality? 
And, more to the point, what does it mean when we speak 
of language? Or of the reality of language? In other words, 
confronted with the incompatibility of consciousness, as 
defined by Lacan,40 and the observer paradoxes of quan-
tum mechanics, how could the so-called object of language 
itself be anything but “experimental,” unpresentable or oth-
erwise indeterminate? 

 
38  Lacan, “From the Entwurf to the Traumdeutung,” 119. 
39  Beckett, Proust, 69. 
40  Jacques Lacan, “A Materialist Definition of the Phenomenon of 

Consciousness,” The Seminar of Jacques Lacan. Book II, 51. 
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While language thus appeared, on one level, to assume 
an increasingly abstract or “theoretical” aspect, on an-
other level its radical materiality necessarily came more 
into focus. These two characteristics – abstraction and 
materiality – emerge at this point as defining complemen-
tary: the first linked to the speculativity of signification 
(vis-à-vis Saussurean semiology), the second to its inher-
ently “procedural” function (vis-à-vis Lévi-Strauss’s struc-
tural anthropology and Shannon’s mathematical theories 
of communication). It is in this sense, for example, that 
language reveals itself as a “system” of mechanical 
(event-state) transformations, iterations and reversions; as 
a type of machine, in other words, made not of an enu-
meration of symbols, but of a topology of symbolic rela-
tions or “sign operations.” Moreover, in place of any 
deterministic law, ego, agency or deus ex machina, the 
term “operation” here – through its allusion to something 
like an operator – comes to designate instead a causal 
algorithm or “rule,” which automatically (and arbitrarily) 
co-ordinates a given function with some other function: 
for example, metaphor, metonymy, or any analogous 
translational, “totemic,” or “coding-decoding” process41 – 
“a movement, an order, a composition,” as Robbe-Grillet 
says, which is “no longer anything but a mechanism: si-
multaneously a reproduction-machine and a modification 
machine.”42 This implies what we might call a mechanism 
of generalised equivalence across contiguity – not only 
with regard to tropic or “rule-orientated” operations, but 
to the status of any assumed relation between, say, signi-
fication and materiality.  

What we mean by “rule,” in this context, has a purely 
definitional character. Its operative principle is that of 
ambivalence as such – and of ambivalence as a “causal 
 

41  Cf. Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 
trans. Alan Sheridon (London: Hogarth Press, 1977) 22. 

42 Robbe-Grillet, “Enigmas & Transparencies,” For a New Novel, 85. 
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agent” of signification. It thus also marks a transition in 
thinking about language, from deterministic laws to 
probabilistic ones, or from an epistemological or para-
digmatic status of meaning to a contingent, definitional 
and above all complementary status. It is not – in effect 
– a matter of mediating between states or changes of 
state (i.e. between signification and materiality), but of 
constituting an event-state of complementarity: for ex-
ample, in speaking about the materiality of signification – 
wherein neither of these terms may be said to assume 
an autonomous, discrete or objective status. Conse-
quently, this “rule” – arbitrating, as it were, between 
two modalities of causation, or what Peirce elsewhere 
terms “the law of mind”43 – represents a fundamental 
“equivalence across contiguity”; a resistance and a 
transference; or what Gaston Bachelard refers to both as 
an “epistemological obstacle” and as an “epistemological 
rupture.” In doing so it reveals a fundamental contradic-
tion in the logic and structure of so-called “laws” of rea-
son, even when they are accommodated to what 
Bachelard refers to as “the notion of epistemological dis-
continuity in scientific progress.”44 This interpolation of 
the arbitrary within the totalising movement of reason as 
law – being, on a fundamental level, the very articulation 
of law45 – does not represent a perversion or deviation, 
but rather a logical or structural inherence: for example, 
between the letter of the law (“lex”) and the truth-status 
of its logos, the word itself (“lexis”); what we might in 
fact call a perturbation at the origin of any signifying 

 
43  Peirce, “The Law of Mind,” Philosophical Writings, 339ff. 
44  Gaston Bachelard, Le Matérialisme rationnel (Paris: Presses Universi-

taires de France, 1953); cited in Georges Canguilhem, A Vital Rational-
ist: Selected Writings, ed, François Delaporte, trans. Arthur 
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45  Whether it be defined as the a priori as such, the given of meaning, the 
acts of signification (i.e. as formally determined & mimetic). 
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system. This is what Paul de Man has called the contra-
diction or incompatibility of the law, caught in the double 
bind of signifiability and truth, whereby it (the law) “sus-
pends referential application even as it requires it as veri-
fication.”46 

Such a perturbation, as Lacan points out, is necessar-
ily sublimated in the operations of the law of reason in 
the guise – for example – of justice, whose arbitrations 
represent a kind of parenthesis in which the referent of 
the law (such as the transcendence of “the good”) 
passes beyond reach and must be approached by way of 
a certain detour. By detour we would also mean, by 
metaphor or metonymy; in other words, by way of a 
“rule” of discourse or discursus. To illustrate this formu-
lation, Lacan makes reference to a passage from Les In-
fortunes de la vertu (1787), by the Marquis de Sade. 
“Tyrants,” Sade writes,  

 
are never born out of anarchy. One only ever sees them 
rise up in the shadow of laws; they derive their authority 
from laws. The reign of law is, therefore, evil; it is inferior 
to anarchy. The greatest proof of this position is the obli-
gation of any government to plunge back into anarchy 
whenever it wants to remake its constitution. In order to 
abrogate its ancient laws, it is obliged to establish a revo-
lutionary regime in which there are no laws. Under this 
regime new laws are eventually born, but the second is 
less pure than the first since it derives from it, since the 
first good, anarchy, had to occur, if one wanted to 
achieve the second good, the State’s constitution.47 
 

 
46  Paul de Man, “Excuses (Confessions),” Allegories of Reading: Figural 
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47  Cited in Jacques Lacan, “The Function of the Good,” The Seminar of 
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In Sade, the dream of rationalism is worked out in ex-
tremis, its mechanistic universe articulating an inescap-
able logic that is at the same time recursive, deranged, 
and self-fulfilling. On the one hand a radical critique of 
Kantian “categorical imperative,” on the other an appara-
tus of narrative discursus and “degeneracy” in which the 
lineaments of literary and philosophical modernity are 
clearly visible in the complementarity and contrariety of 
rule and law – or otherwise discursive “anarchy” and the 
“tyranny” of forms – by which the ambivalence of any 
system of values is ultimately constituted. Much of nine-
teenth- and twentieth-century literary modernism can be 
seen as a critical extension – if also “rectification” – of 
Sade’s anti-rationalist project, mediated, for example, by 
certain facets of Marxism and Darwinism, according to 
which re-evolution, or epistemological rupture, retains a 
positivistic or homoeostatic function.  

Sade’s extremism finds itself seconded to a project of 
aesthetic and epistemological reform – such as the ulti-
mately reformative ambitions of Surrealism – in which 
the revolution of values and of consciousness is linked to 
a project of social reconstruction: anarchy sublimated in 
a “new” constitutionalism, a “new” epistemology, a 
“new” system of judgement. If – as Georges Canguilhem 
has argued – ”epistemology provides a principle on 
which judgement can be based,”48 it is nevertheless 
upon the “crisis” of epistemological rupture that judge-
ment itself can here be seen to be founded, as the regu-
lating mechanism of the otherwise arbitrary convulsions 
of the law. Sade, writing at the height of the French 
Revolution, identifies law as the very inversion of justice, 
whose subsequent discourse however only serves to 
mask the revolutionary character of the epistemological 
break in terms of “correction” or “reconstruction.”  

 
48  Canguilhem, A Vital Rationalist, 43. 
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Within the framework of rationalism, crisis does not 
represent the unthinkable or the unpresentable, but rather 
an alibi – a justification. And this in turn points to the dif-
ficulty in conceiving an avant-garde method which would 
lead to anything other than a positivistic reintegration. 
Jonathan Swift, in 1726, was already attentive to such 
implications in his satirical treatment of scientific positiv-
ism in the “Academy of Lagado” section of Gulliver’s 
Travels. Among other things, Swift’s critique focuses 
upon the idea of an experimental random-text machine, 
“for improving speculative knowledge by practical and 
mechanical operations.”49 The mostly nonsensical formu-
lations produced by Swift’s machine assume an oracular 
function – reducing the labour of thought to a “merely” 
mechanical procedure – while providing the substance of 
poetic, philosophical and juridical treatises, anthologised 
by an otherwise mindless priesthood of technicians 
(predecessors of the attendants to Karel Čapek’s “Univer-
sal Robots”50). A type of semiotic “anarchy” thus be-
comes the rule upon which universal laws are founded, 
interpreted and enacted. “The machine is thus both text 
and text-productive,” as Geoffrey Bennington has else-
where said of Pascal’s arithmetical machine; “conversely, 
the text is a machine and produces further machines.”51 

Swift’s machine is in this sense an “allegory of writing 
and/or reading” whose performance is nevertheless, or 
rather therefore, duplicitous, illegitimate, and also prolific, 
satirical. However, the satirical aspect of Swift’s machine 
resides not in its suggestion that such an idea is foolish as 
such, or that a positivistic science which sublimates 

 
49  Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels (London: Wordsworth, 1992) III.iv.195.  
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“true” knowledge to technological production is necessar-
ily foolish, but rather that science itself and the arbitrari-
ness of law, and of language (Marinetti’s parole in libertà), 
in fact imply and require it. In Swift’s analogy, moreover, 
there is a recognition of the fundamentally satirical char-
acter of any epistemological, semantic or legalistic code 
that attempts to exhaust the arbitrarily descriptive possi-
bilities of so-called truth statements. This is because all 
such codes – as discourse – are effectively excessive, 
devolving upon an “excess at the origin” which cannot be 
remediated by means of any “law” since it itself is the 
underwriting condition of the law, of its limits and of its 
norms of judgement. 
 
CONTROLLED UNPREDICTABILITY  
Swift’s and Sade’s rejection of a purely procedural ra-
tionalism has often been seen as prefiguring twentieth-
century avant-gardist critiques of Enlightenment reason – 
like those of Duchamp, Picabia and Jean Tinguely, 
whose satirical, counter-functional “machines” affect 
something of a rebuke to the ideologues of late nine-
teenth- and early twentieth-century industrial “progress.” 
But in prefiguring the avant-garde, Swift and Sade also 
necessarily prefigure the sinister “triumph” of a rational-
ism embodied in the systematic disorders of industrial-
ised warfare and the Nazi extermination camps. 
Irrationalism, Swift and Sade tell us, is not a deviation 
from the rule, but the very foundation of the rule itself 
and of its “reason.” 

Framed at either end of its history by Auschwitz and 
the Place de la Concorde, the avant-garde has always 
run the risk – in the revolutionary mode identified by Pe-
ter Bürger with the “historical avant-garde”52 – of be-
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coming little more than an aestheticised form of political 
conscience or socio-cultural symptom. It is not so much 
a question of whether or not, as Theodor Adorno argued, 
poetry after Auschwitz could still be possible (or merely 
“barbaric”).53 Rather it is a question of the “burden of 
history” as a type of reactionary classicism, or negative 
tradition, and of the rule of platitude in defining a certain 
historical imminence. This has always been the struggle 
of experimentalism, situated between historical agency 
and historical object. Such is likewise the case not only 
with the historicisation of “the avant-garde” but, also, 
what we might call the classicising of modernity. It im-
plies a classicism that perpetuates itself merely in a rote 
form: an identification of what is knowable with what is 
known, and according to which experimentation is cog-
nate with method. 

In his lecture on “Cybernetics and Ghosts,” Calvino 
broaches the subject of classicism and method in terms, 
like Sade’s, of an intervention in the historical transmis-
sion of social-aesthetic norms which also delineates the 
very possibility of norms.54 This intervention, associated 
by Calvino with a type of avant-gardism, functions as a 
mechanism of difference that re-sets the classical me-
chanics of aesthetic stasis, allowing for a renewal of the 
classical idea as one of movement and re-invention. Ac-
cordingly, Calvino proposes an almost Swiftian scenario in 
which literature would become “a machine that will pro-
duce avant-garde work to free its circuits when they are 
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choked by too long a production of classicism.”55 The 
question is, however, does such a “freeing of the cir-
cuits,” as Calvino says, amount to anything more, ulti-
mately, than a form of historical reversioning – since 
classicism here implies not simply a type of conservation, 
but also a periodic totalisation; a closed cycle that is at 
the same time expansive, inflationary, accumulative; of 
both entropy and discursus; teleology and recursion? “Is 
this,” Calvino asks, “the triumph of the irrational? Or is it 
the refusal to believe that the irrational exists, that any-
thing in the world can be considered extraneous to the 
reason of things, even if something eludes the reasons 
determined by our historical condition, and also eludes 
limited and defensive so-called rationalism?”56 

Calvino attempts to confront this problem by way of 
Sartre’s question “What is literature?” For Calvino, the 
difficulty of situating “literature” in the context of indus-
trial modernity derives from the ultimate ambivalence of 
the terms “rational” and “irrational,” and their status 
with regards to the controlled unpredictability of experi-
mental method with its own ambivalent relation to the 
underwriting condition of “absolute chance,” as Peirce 
says. Where “rational” and “irrational” remain definitional 
(and probabilistic), experimentality obtains at the level of 
the possible, and in this sense the term “literature” – as 
writing – designates an experimental condition of lan-
guage itself. That is to say, a condition of absolute un-
conditionality, as defining the very chance of language 
as language; its underwriting iterability and technē of 
inscription. Calvino writes: 

 
Did we say that literature is entirely involved with lan-
guage, is merely the permutation of a restricted number 
of elements and functions? But is the tension in litera-
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ture not continually striving to escape from this finite 
number? Does it not continually attempt to say some-
thing it cannot say, something that it does not know, 
and that no one could ever know? A thing cannot be 
known when the words and concepts used to say it and 
think it have not yet been used in that position, not yet 
arranged in that order, with that meaning… The struggle 
of literature is in fact a struggle to escape from the con-
fines of language; it stretches out from the utmost limits 
of what can be said; what stirs literature is the call and 
attraction of what is not in the dictionary.57  

 
As in Sade, the formal and thematic rigidities, the com-
pulsive repetition and enactment, the staging of a narra-
tive and its mechanical “performance,” all point to a 
conception of literature as operating under the sign of a 
programmatic ambivalence – in which the concept of 
“the machine” no longer remains straightforwardly linked 
to instrumentalism, but rather to its détournement.  

A certain détournement of instrumentality can like-
wise be found in the “genetic distributions of language” 
in Mallarmé; in the encyclopaedic schematisations of 
Joyce’s Ulysses and Finnegans Wake; in Raymond Rous-
sel’s narrative labyrinths; in the entropic spirals of 
Beckett’s minimalism; in the “minute vivisections” oper-
ated by Nathalie Sarraute and Christine Brooke-Rose; or 
in the quasi-automated textual apparatuses of Georges 
Perec’s La vie mode d’emploi and the counter-causal 
mechanistics of Pynchon, Alfred Jarry and Franz Kafka. 
In short, the whole complex of textual over-codings and 
deterritorialisations produced by what Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari have called “desiring machines,” in which 
the structure of meaning-production devolves upon the 
perversion of the “singular,” re-hegemonised “as so 
many gradients and passages in the cycle of intensi-
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ties”58 and exemplified, above all, in the Sadean “des-
potic signifier.” For his part, Robbe-Grillet has described 
Sade’s significatory despotism as, in effect, reducing 
narrativity to a “vast nomenclature of perversions, com-
parable to the botanical classifications of Linnaeus or to 
Mendelejev’s periodic table of elements.”59 This descrip-
tion is itself reminiscent of comments made about 
Robbe-Grillet’s own texts, such as La Maison de Rendez-
vous, notable for its “accrued frequency of themes of 
deprivity: drugs, fascination with crime, unnatural love, 
casual Sadism, necrophilia, cannibalism, etc.”60 Themes 
of crisis, perversion, anarchy and anachronism also pro-
liferate in Joyce, Beckett, and elsewhere in the body of 
“modernist” literature, yet this would hardly be notewor-
thy in and of itself if it did not involve a certain testing of 
the limits of presentability. Just as we might say that 
terms like indecency are nothing if not definitional – cul-
turally and historically contingent (Artaud’s “all writing is 
so much pig shit”61) – so too we may speculate that 
other aspects of the unpresentable may also be “reduci-
ble” to a set of cultural or ideological procedures. 
 
UNPRESENTABLE  
Arguably, one of the challenges posed by modernity has 
been the relinquishing of a moral viewpoint or judgemen-
talism. That is to say, the relinquishing of any “ethics” 
that is ideologically founded. The question remains 
whether or not this challenge – exemplified in Sade’s 
critique of legalistic reason as the tyranny of an entirely 
 

58  Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism & Schizophre-
nia, trans. R. Hurley, M. Seem & H.R. Lane (New York: Viking, 1977) 
210. 

59  Alain Robbe-Grillet, “L’ordre et son double” (1965), Le Voyageur (Paris: 
Christian Bourgois, 2001) 86. 

60  Robbe-Grillet, “Un écrivain non réconcilié,” Le Voyageur, 100. 
61  Antonin Artaud, «Toute l'écriture est de la cochonnerie…», Le Pèse-

nerfs (Paris: Leibovitz, 1925). 



48 

abstracted “mind” – will itself inevitably be reduced to 
something like a “standard deviation” within the circuit 
of the cultural system? (It is noteworthy, in any case, 
that where the mere mention of Sade’s name was once 
scandalous in itself, it now barely raises eyebrows). This 
in turn raises the question of the effective virulence of 
any “avant-garde” – since the operations of recursion 
that underwrite its various ruptures and discontinuities 
also serve as mechanisms of reintegration and homoeo-
stasis. That is to say, as engines of entropy. We might 
pose this question otherwise, as whether or not the epis-
temological rupture brought about by modernity is not 
simply the necessary condition of an epistemological re-
construction and renewal? If, in other words, the ideol-
ogy of what we might call “modernism” (as a 
continuation of the Enlightenment project) is not simply a 
dialectical reification of what is made to amount to a 
mere systemic perturbation or rote form of experimenta-
tion – what Bachelard terms “obsolete science.” 

With the liberatory phase of so-called postmodernism 
having passed – and with the status of avant-gardism 
and the possibility of criticism (of judgement) once again 
in dispute – the question arises as to the relation of ex-
perimentality to a future that, however unpresentable 
and enigmatic it may appear, has become overburdened 
by a type of neo-classicism. A classicism, that is, of 
both a speculative and material “revolution” of sense and 
of the senses – of the epistemological and the experien-
tial, the cultural and the political, and so on. In other 
words, we are confronted with a question not merely of 
viability, but of a pervasive limit-effect of what Lefebvre 
terms “change as a norm.” Under such procedural condi-
tions – in which procedure itself veers between permis-
sibility and possibility – the Duchampian critique of post-
industrial rationalism and its stylisation in the form of 
avant-gardist method, or in the commodification and 
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consumption of the “avant-garde,” points to a situation 
of historical recursion that possesses no immediately 
recognisable axes of critical differentiation.62  

Yet when Lyotard wrote of Joyce that his writing “al-
lows the unpresentable to become perceptible in his writ-
ing itself, in the signifier,” he was signalling a change 
not in the aesthetics of revolution or historical con-
sciousness, but in the very logic of signifying agency, 
and with regard to all of its possible social registers. 
“The whole range of available narrative and even stylistic 
operations is put into play without concern for the unity 
of the whole,” Lyotard argues. Consequently: “The 
grammar and vocabulary of literary language are no 
longer accepted as given; rather they appear as aca-
demic forms, as rituals originating in piety (as Nietzsche 
said) which prevent the unpresentable from being put 
forward.”63 The question remains, of course, as to 
whose idea of the unpresentable we are speaking of here 
– if not that which is underwritten by the very resistance 
of the presentable itself. For here it is without doubt a 
question of the mimetic status of presentability and of 
the assumption, in discourse, of something like an object 
– even if this object is taken to be “discourse itself.” 

In any case, we need to ask ourselves about the sig-
nificance of the relation of these various conceptions of 
agency and the mechanics of signifiability that under-
writes them. If this question, as Lyotard suggests, is one 
that is linked to a particular experience of language as 
technē, then what can the work of writers like Swift, 
Sade or Joyce tell us about the general semiotic charac-
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ter of the mechanisms of presentability themselves? 
What do they tell us, in other words, of what we might 
call “grammars of emergence”? Is the “unpresentability,” 
as Lyotard contends, of such structural grammars or sign 
operations, a mere symptom or instead a condition of 
language? Or rather, is it by means of a certain sympto-
matology bound to the conditional that we may speak of 
the unpresentable at all, as something that may become 
“perceptible” in writing itself, in the signifier? Contempo-
rary preoccupations with hypertext, hypermedia, the re-
cursive “collage-effect” of the World Wide Web, point 
again to an idea of language as both heterogeneous and 
yet procedurally constrained – one which is neither devi-
ational nor positivistic, but rather an event-driven “state 
of affairs.” Suggestive of a general condition of semio-
sis, this idea of language extends the literary medium to 
the very limits of concretion, particularisation, and phe-
nomenality – describing, as Andruid Kerne says, an inter-
face with a “re-processed experiential archive,” that is 
“in flux and yet bound to its material objects.”64  

For cyber-ecologists like Kerne: “Interfaces are the 
multidimensional border zones through which the inter-
dependent relationships of people, activities, codes, 
components, and systems are constituted.” Such an in-
terface-effect is already signalled in the genealogy of 
procedural poetics extending from Mallarmé, Gertrude 
Stein and John Cage, to the OuLiPo, L=A=N=G= 
U=A=G=E poetry, and the advent of the “new” digital 
media – spawning, among other things, such Swiftian 
“textual machines” as Mark Amerika’s Grammatron, 
Douglas Davis’s The World’s First Collaborative Sen-
tence and Kerne’s own CollageMachine. These “ma-

 
64  Andruid Kerne, “CollageMachine: An Interactive Agent of Web Recom-

bination,” Leonardo 33.5 (2000): 347-350. See also Kerne, Collage-
Machine: A Model of “Interface Ecology,” doctoral dissertation, New 
York University (May, 2001). 
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chines,” which integrate recursive and chance proce-
dures in the production of multi-dimensional textual in-
terfaces in “real time,” describe a type of Joycean 
tetragrammaton – or word-of-words. Like Babbage’s 
“Analytic Machine” – a mechanical device capable (at 
least in theory) of “weaving algebraic patterns” – these 
interfaces are not so much produced as performed, in 
the sense that they are themselves mechanisms within a 
larger recursive structure of “interactions” and “interfer-
ence.” And if such effects may be said to be effects of 
semiosis, or simply “phenomena” implying something 
like an agency (if not a consciousness), then the ques-
tion remains as to whether or not this is by consequence 
of a mechanisation applied to some prior state of affairs, 
or by consequence of a mechanical inherence constitu-
tive of any form of signifying materiality, or indeed of 
any system as such. 
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JJ  JD  TV* 
 
 

Even if this expropriation can at times produce the 
opposite effect,” Derrida posits, “the global and 
dominant effect of television, the telephone, the fax 
machine, satellites, the accelerated circulation of 
images, discourse, etc., is that the here-and-now 
becomes uncertain, without guarantee… This is nothing 
new. It has always been this way.  

—Jacques Derrida and Bernard Stiegler,  
Echographies of Television  

 
 
NEOTECHNICS 
At the time when James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake was 
published, on 4 May 1939, Europe, indeed the world as a 
whole, was, as we all know, on the verge of radical, un-
precedented change; social, political, technological. It was 
to be the crisis of civilisation towards which the Enlighten-
ment and the Industrial Revolution had so inexorably ap-
peared to be tending: the great dialectical moment of 
modern history, ushered in by global warfare, mass eugen-
ics, and the comprehensive destruction of the existing or-
der. Yet, as Walter Benjamin notoriously surmised in 1937, 
the most pressing crisis confronting “modern man” at the 
outbreak of WWII was considered in certain quarters to be 
one arising not from the immanence of world war, but 
through a transformation of critical perception announced 
by way of technology and the detached experience of aes-
thetic gratification arising from it. “This is evidently the 
consummation of l’art pour l’art. Mankind,” wrote Benja-

 
 *  Part of this text was presented at the XXth International James Joyce 

Symposium, 11-17 June 2006,  Budapest-Szombathely, Hungary & was 
published in Derrida & Joyce: Texts & Contexts, eds. Andrew Mitchell & 
Sam Slote (New York: State University of New York Press, 2013). 
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min, “which in Homer’s time was an object of contempla-
tion for the Olympian gods, now is one for itself. Its self-
alienation has reached such a degree that it can experi-
ence its own destruction as an aesthetic pleasure of the 
first degree.”1  

With the end of World War II came the dawning of the 
computer age, the atomic age, the age of satellites, televi-
sion, and new global networks of communication. The age, 
as Guy Debord would later write, of spectacle, whose op-
erations would both absorb and, in a sense, compute the 
totality of human experience in part, as Benjamin foresaw, 
by means of a type of techno-aestheticism reprising, to 
varying degrees, the technological irrationalism of Oswald 
Spengler.2 War, likewise totalising, itself became the para-
digm of a type of monstrous cognition, a matrix of nihilistic 
and suppressed rationales that stood in place of Civilisa-
tion’s “unthought.” In it could be seen a technological de-
terminism struggling with its own irrationality – the whole 
unconscious drama of the Enlightenment, in fact – in which 
the “logic of the machine” came increasingly to confront 
within itself a certain “logic of the event.” Lewis Mumford, 
an important commentator on the progress of modern 
technology, characterised this “crisis of civilisation” as the 
culminating evolutionary struggle of the paleotechnic and 
the neotechnic. “The state of the paleotechnic society,” 
Mumford wrote in 1934, “may be described, ideally, as 
wardom. Its typical organs, from mine to factory, from 
blast furnace to slum, from slum to battlefield, were at the 
service of death. Competition: struggle for existence: 
domination and submission: extinction.”3 

 
 1  Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-

tion,” Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Fontana, 1995) 242.  
 2  Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, trans. Donald Nicholson-

Smith (New York: Zone Books, 1995 [1967]) §6. 
 3  Lewis Mumford, Technics & Civilsation (London: Harcourt, Brace & 

World, 1934) 194-5 – emphasis added. 
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The machine – the outcome of man’s impulse to con-
quer his environment and to canalise his random im-
pulses into orderly activities – produced during the 
paleotechnic phase the systematic negation of all its 
characteristics… With war at once the main stimulus, 
the underlying basis, and the direct destination of this 
[paleotechnic] society, the normal motives and reactions 
of human beings were narrowed down to the desire for 
domination and the fear of annihilation…4 

 
For Mumford, a “neotechnic” phase had begun to 
emerge after 1832, the date of Fourneyron’s perfection 
of the water-turbine, anticipating the later work of Volta 
and Faraday on electricity, and providing the basis, ulti-
mately, for what is sometimes referred to as post-
industrialism. Broadly speaking, the neotechnic “erected 
a new basis for the conversion and distribution of en-
ergy”5 whose latter-day analogue will be in the conver-
sion and distribution of information – tending towards 
the cybernetics of Claude Shannon, Alan Turing, Norbert 
Wiener and Gregory Bateson. However, the neotechnic 
firstly begins to be realised in “a series of complemen-
tary inventions, the phonograph, the moving picture, the 
gasoline engine, the steam turbine, the airplane”6 – from 
the telegraph to the automatic telephone and thence 
onward to television and the future promise of a fully 
integrated, pan-sensory tele-communication and/or tele-
entertainment and consumption system. Yet it is pre-
cisely at this nexus that we find “the arts of enlightened 
behaviour and orderly communication,” as Mumford re-
fers to them in The Condition of Man,7 inwardly trans-
formed into new arts of simulationism and of the 

 
 4  Mumford, Technics & Civilsation, 195. 
 5  Mumford, Technics & Civilsation, 214. 
 6  Mumford, Technics & Civilsation, 214. 
 7  Lewis Mumford, The Condition of Man (London: Secker & Warburg, 

1944) 412. 
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universal language of “spectacle.” 
At the time James Joyce was completing Finnegans 

Wake, no certainty existed as to the future evolution of 
technology and the arts, and the inexorability of global 
crisis did not appear to be that of an historical necessity, 
let alone of scientific progressivism. As Mumford relates, 
“Right down to the World War an unwillingness to avail 
itself of scientific knowledge or to promote scientific re-
search characterised paleotechnic industry throughout the 
world.”8 In 1935, Jean Dusailly complained about “la 
campaigne contra la télévision,”9 reprising a growing in-
dignation at the abuse of patent laws and monopolistic 
practice to inhibit the development of new technologies, 
from the automatic telephone to FM radio. And yet, de-
spite this “paleotechnic” inertia, the implications of these 
new technologies were still clearly delineated in the minds 
of those who – like Joyce – saw in them, not future in-
struments of negation but rather of invention and of the 
possible per se. The “miracles of television,” as they were 
called at the time, were already being thought of by Du-
sailly and his contemporaries (who coordinated early TV 
broadcasts in Paris from the Eiffel Tower) as directly 
analogous to those of Gutenberg’s printing press and the 
advent of linotype.10 With the addition of hindsight, post-
War “media” theorists like Marshall McLuhan could also 
assert that, with the widespread emplacement of televi-
sion and broadcast networks, Western consciousness in 
the second half of the twentieth century had without 
doubt undergone a paradigm shift commensurate with 
that brought about by the advent of the Gutenberg print-
ing press in the fourteenth. McLuhan’s Understanding 
Media spoke of the “extensions of man” beyond the liter-

 
 8  Mumford, Technics & Civilsation, 194. 
 9  Jean Dusailly, “Vers une télévision française,” Télévision Magazine 1 

(1935): 6 
10  Dusailly, “Vers une télévision française,” 8. 
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acy-consciousness of formerly “typographical man,”11 
while anthropologists such as Bateson coined terms like 
“schismogenesis” to account for the broadly synaesthetic 
and syncretistic character of experience everywhere made 
evident in the structures, of the new globalised media.12 
 
THE ROAD TO FINNEGANS WAKE  
Such is in part the context in which Finnegans Wake, ar-
guably the most contestable and contesting language ex-
periment to have been undertaken in modern times, was 
conceived. The importance of this “context” and the inte-
gral relation of the Wake to it, had led the late Donald 
Theall, a former collaborator with McLuhan, to speak of a 
“Joyce Era” of “technology, culture and communica-
tion,”13 while McLuhan’s now canonical text, The Guten-
berg Galaxy, “a book which redirected the way many 
theorists viewed the role of technological mediation in 
communication processes,” itself had its origin in McLu-
han’s desire to write a book called The Road to Finnegans 
Wake.14 For Theall and McLuhan, Joyce’s writing, above 
all the Wake, is emblematic of a techno-poetic transfor-
mation, not only encapsulating the sense of a new “era,” 
but in fact mediating our understanding of this era and of 
its consequences for contemporary culture. In this way 
Finnegans Wake can be regarded as a type of matrix. As 
Geoffrey Bennington has similarly noted in regards to the 
work of the late twentieth century’s major philosopher, 

 
11  Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New 

York: McGraw-Hill, 1964). See also McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The 
Making of Typographic Man (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1962). 

12  Gregory Bateson, “Culture Contact & Schismogenesis,” Mind XXXV 
(1935); rpr. Steps to an Ecology of Mind (St Albins: Paladin, 1973). 

13  Donald F. Theall, Beyond the Word: Reconstructing Sense in the Joyce 
Era of Technology, Culture & Communication (Toronto: Toronto Uni-
versity Press, 1995).  

14  Cf. Donald Theall, “Beyond the Orality/Literacy Dichotomy: James Joyce 
& the Pre-History of Cyberspace,” Postmodern Culture 2.3 (1992). 
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Into the Valley of Death came photography: Roger Fenton, 1855 
 
Jacques Derrida: “It is not at all by chance that Derrida 
talks of Joyce’s book in terms of supercomputers, nor 
that his thought should communicate in an essential way 
with certain discourses on so-called artificial intelli-
gence.”15 Theall makes an analogous point: 
 

Finnegans Wake signalizes a whole new relationship 
with language, with audience, and with the everyday 
world. Joyce anticipated the age of the microcomputer 
and the micro’s easy relationship with telecommunica-
tions, while also dramatizing certain developments 
which were and would be taking place in poetry and the 
arts as a result of the dramatic socio-economic, cultural 
and technological changes which had started in the mid-
nineteenth century.16 

 
15  Geoffrey Bennington, “Derridabase,” Jacques Derrida, trans. Geoffrey 

Bennington (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) 314. 
16  Theall, Beyond the Word, xiii. 
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The Wake similarly figures in Claude Shannon’s post-War 
framing of “information theory” and Charles Ogden’s 
experiments with Basic English,17 while Nobel physicist 
Murray Gell-Mann turned to the Wake in 1963 when 
seeking a name to designate the fundamental constituent 
of the nucleon.18 But it is more than simply historical 
coincidence or literary curiosity that causes us to view 
Joyce’s text as somehow pivotal in terms of the para-
digm shift related by Mumford, McLuhan, Theall and 
others. Joyce’s direct interest and involvement with 
early cinema is well attested (in 1909 Joyce opened one 
of the first cinematographs in Ireland, named appropri-
ately enough the Volta), while references to almost all 
facets of communication technology can be found 
throughout Joyce’s writings and have been duly noted 
by several of Joyce’s commentators. It is hardly surpris-
ing that Joyce’s library (now archived at Buffalo) in-
cluded the first number of the technical journal 
Télévision Magazine (subtitled “revue mensuelle de vul-
garisation” and in which Dusailly’s article appears) pub-
lished in 1935. Allusions to several other articles from 
Télévision significantly resurface – for example – in book 
II.iii of Finnegans Wake where, as Theall notes, “com-
plex puns involving terminology associated with the 
technical details of TV transmission” abound,19 including 
references to cathode tubes, carrier waves, “syncopanc 
pulses,” amplifiers, transmitters, and static interference 
(FW 349). Nor is it surprising that the first editorial for 
Télévision should compare the advent of television in 

 
17  See Claude Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” Bell 

System Technical Journal 27 (July, October, 1948): 394. 
18  “Quark” appears on page 383 of Joyce’s text, & Gell-Mann relates this 

episode in his own book The Quark & the Jaguar (New York: W.H. 
Freeman & Co., 1994).  

19  Donald F. Theall, James Joyce’s Techno-Poetics (Toronto: University 
of Toronto Press, 1997) 66. 
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1925 to the invention of the first stone tools, signalling 
the dawn of a new age and of a new awareness. 

However, the significance of communication tech-
nologies for Joyce goes beyond the merely thematic or 
artefactual. As Theall has pointed out, along with Ulys-
ses, “Finnegans Wake is one of the first major poetic 
encounters with the challenge that electronic media pre-
sent to the traditionally accepted relationship between 
speech, script and print.” Hence: “Beginning with ges-
ture, hieroglyph and rune, Joyce traces human commu-
nication through its complex, labyrinthine development, 
right down to the TV and what it bodes for the fu-
ture.”20 The status of communication technology is 
vested, for Joyce, not in the prosthetic “extensions of 
man” (in the sense of a technē added or applied to an 
existing state of affairs), but rather in the “human condi-
tion itself” – one which, constituted in and through 
“modes of semiotic production,” is implicit to any “ex-
perience of the real.”21 

This experiential character of Joyce’s engagement 
with the question of technology is made evident, for 
Theall, in the way Finnegans Wake presents itself as “a 
polysemic, encyclopaedic book designed to be read with 
the simultaneous involvement of ear and eye.” Or as 
Joyce says: “What can’t be coded can be decorded if an 
ear aye seize what no eye ere grieved for” (482.34-6). 
Moreover, Theall argues, “it is also a self-reflexive book 
about the role of the book in the electro-mechanical 

 
20  Theall, “Beyond the Literacy/Orality Dichotomy,” 5; 13. 
21  Theall, “Beyond the Literacy/Orality Dichotomy,” 32. In his 1905 Pola 

Notebook, Joyce disputes the notion of technē as artificial, arguing 
that Aristotle’s “e tekhne mimeitai ten physin” had been falsely ren-
dered as “Art is an imitation of Nature.” Joyce: “Aristotle does not 
here define art, he says only ‘Art imitates nature’ & meant the artistic 
process is like the natural process.” See The Critical Writings of James 
Joyce, eds. Ellsworth Mason & Richard Ellmann (New York: Viking 
Press, 1959) 145. 
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world of the new technology.”22 In this sense, Finnegans 
Wake is taken to “function” as a metonymy of what 
Joyce calls the “reel world,” in which technicity, mimē-
sis and hermeneutics are inextricably entangled in what, 
paradoxically, we might refer to as the essentially tele-
technological character of the “real.”23 
 
VERBIVOCOVISUAL  
Speaking at the IXth International James Joyce Sympo-
sium in Frankfurt in 1984, Jacques Derrida – whose own 
work attests to a profound indebtedness to Joyce – 
opened a discussion on the particular relation of commu-
nication, transmission and, and the supposed “crisis” of  
representation symptomatic of the contest between the 
paleotechnic and the neotechnic, between natural language 
and technology, between the real and the spectacle. 

Recalling his earlier work on “grammatology,”24 Der-
rida’s lecture – “Ulysses Gramophone: Hear Say Yes in 
Joyce” – elaborates a fundamental ambivalence in 
Joyce’s texts towards the received orality/literacy di-
chotomy (amplified in the very structure of Joyce’s lan-
guage, above all in its generalised paronomasia, as well 
as in its conceptualisation of a digital “telegraphic” poet-
ics as a writing of radio-televisuality) along with its co-
implication in the structural logics of mimēsis. Among 
other things, Derrida’s lecture interrogated the notion of 
presence as always already a type of tele-presence or, as 

 
22  Theall, “Beyond the Literacy/Orality Dichotomy,” 6. 
23  This distinction echoes that employed by Edmund Husserl in the 

Logical Investigations (1900-1), vis-à-vis the terms real & reell, “the 
former connoting what is actually there in the space-time world, & not 
abstract or ideal, the latter what is actually immanent in an experience, 
& not merely ‘meant’ by it.” Logical Investigations, trans. J.N. Findlay 
(Amherst: Humanity Books, 2000) II.437 (vol. II, chap. 1, §2). 

24  Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore: 
John Hopkins University Press, 1976). 
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he later suggested, telepathy,25 whereby the significa-
tive event is put into a particular kind of remote-
communication with its phenomenal (phono-graphic) 
counterpart – its sense – implying that the underwriting 
principle of any system of sign operations is not that of a 
transitively intending, self-evident, self-verifying agency, 
but rather a “technē” of mediality and distanciation. 
Meaning: of equivalence across contiguity, and hence 
the investment of any essence by a generalised tele-
technology.26 For Derrida, this distanciation and 
teletechnology marks out a fundamental ambivalence – 
what Joyce calls ambiviolence [“ambiviolent” FW 
518.02] – in the material structures of signification, 
commencing with the “verbivocovisual” effects of sy-
naesthesia that elsewhere supply Derrida’s notions of 
equivocation and différance,27 linked as they are to a 
critical conception of “virtual reality” and a Batesonian 
 

25  See Jacques Derrida, “Telepathy,” trans. Nicholas Royle, Oxford 
Literary Review 10.1-2 (1988): 3-41.  

26  According to Theall, Joyce’s own use of the term technē works against 
any such oppositional tendency, emphasising a “machinic” aspect inher-
ent in nature, not as a prosthesis, as Aristotle suggests, “to produce 
what nature does not produce,” but as the basis of production itself. Yet 
if Joyce viewed nature as “machinic,” that is not to say that nature is 
“technologised,” or that it is subject to technology, nor that technics is 
“organicised,” which would simply introduce a reversible mimetic ele-
ment, orientated, once more, by the exteriorisation of one of its terms. 
According to Theall: “Joyce associates art as technē with the artist as a 
constructor &, recognizing the classical affinity of the arts & the proto-
technology of the crafts, he carries his conception of the artist as engi-
neer forward into the post-Enlightenment eras of mechanization & electri-
fication. But a post-technological assembler is of necessity a comic, 
satiric parodist. While Joyce is intrigued by tools & machines of by elec-
tricity & photochemistry, his satiric critique is directed towards the spirit 
of technology & the fetishization of organization.” Theall, James Joyce’s 
Techno-Poetics, 8-9. 

27  Jacques Derrida, Edmund Husserl’s Origin of Geometry: An Introduc-
tion, trans. J.P. Leavey (New York: Nicholas Hays, 1978); Derrida, 
“Différance,” Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Chi-
cago University Press, 1982). 



62 

“semiotic ecology of communication.”28 Subsequently, 
these interrogations of structural ambivalence in Joyce 
have been further pursued by critics like Theall, notably 
with regard to Joyce’s increasingly explicit play on the 
“tele-” prefix, particularly in Finnegans Wake and the 
coincidence of gesture and speech in Joyce’s conception 
of writing. 

Derrida, for whom “Joyce’s ghost is always coming on 
board, even in the most academic pieces of writing,”29 
had by 1984 already drawn extensively upon Joyce’s 
work in elaborating a body of textual theory that has 
come to be known as “deconstruction,” beginning in 
1962 with his introduction to Husserl’s Origin of Geome-
try, though most notably exemplified in later volumes 
such as The Post Card (1980) and in essays such as 
“Two words for Joyce” (1982) and “Des Tours de Babel” 
(1985). In his lecture on Ulysses, however, Derrida began 
to take stock of the particularly technological characteris-
tics of Joyce’s language in ways that extended his previ-
ous treatment of “writing” and writing machines vis-à-vis 
Freud, Plato, Nietzsche and Philippe Sollers. Coining the 
term “telegramophonic,”30 Derrida attempted to delineate 
in Joyce’s text a certain mark “at once written and spo-
ken, vocalised as a grapheme and written as a phoneme… 
in a word, gramophoned.”31 This ambivalence, in the 
“double-focus” of the phonic and graphemic, comes to 
approximate a mechanical signal or “quasi-signal,” a “mi-
metic, mechanical double” of what is called language, and 
which assumes the surface appearance of a narrative me-

 
28  Theall, “Beyond the Literacy/Orality Dichotomy,” 33. 
29  Jacques Derrida, “Two Words for Joyce,” Post-structuralist Joyce: 

Essays from the French, eds. Derek Attridge & Daniel Ferrer (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 149. 

30  Jacques Derrida, “Ulysses Gramophone: Hear Say Yes in Joyce,” Acts 
of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge (London: Routledge, 1992) 269. 

31  Derrida, “Ulysses Gramophone,” 226. 
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tonymy.32 That is to say, in place of something like a 
paradigm or referent, what is called “language” mimes the 
recursive event of signification “itself”; of its fundamental 
ambivalence and arbitrary “determinism.” Hence the gen-
eralised paronomasia and synaesthesia of Joyce’s text 
counters “the hegemony or the supremacy of one sense 
over the other” often localised in phenomenology.33 (In-
deed, in later writings Derrida returns to the critical nature 
of this “countering,” positioning it clearly within the “hu-
manistic struggle for power,” in the neglect of the pros-
thetic and synaesthetic dimensions of perception, and 
above all in the philosophical neglect of teletechnology 
and “virtualisation” at precisely the time these had come 
to invest the entire field of cultural and scientific inquiry.) 
Radicalised in Finnegans Wake, this effect implies what 
Derrida terms a “remote control technology,” directed not 
by some rational agent or even a programmed deus ex 
machina, but rather an implied (binary) “control mecha-
nism,” a type of “ambiviolent” homoeostat mechanism, 
which gives rise to an other type of “text” – one which 
places in question the “TELEOLOGICUM” (FW 264.R1). In 
this way Derrida’s “mimetic, mechanical double” extends 
to the recurring phenomenon of twins and correlatives in 
Joyce’s text, to the labile or “paradoxical” status of 
Joyce’s so-called portmanteau words, and to the struc-
tural recursions and doublings of the Joycean schematic 
taken “as a whole.” 

It is with regard to the irreducibility of this ambivio-
lence that Derrida situates the tele-effect of distancia-
tion, “telephonic spacing,” and “remote control” 
characteristic of what Derek Attridge has described as 
the “singularity of Joyce’s text” and “its encyclopaedic 

 
32  Derrida, “Ulysses Gramophone,” 276. 
33  Jacques Derrida, “In Blind Sight: Writing, Seeing, Touching…,” 

Deconstruction Engaged: The Sydney Seminars, eds. Paul Patton & 
Terry Smith (Sydney: Power Publications, 2001) 21. 
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ambitions”; “its simultaneous foregrounding of complex 
connectedness and chance collocations”; and its “in-
volvement with communication networks” that are at 
once “unique and programmable.”34 Ulysses and Finne-
gans Wake are thus jointly conceived as what Derrida 
terms a “hypermnesiac machine capable of storing in an 
immense epic work Western memory and virtually all the 
languages of the world including traces of the future”35 
(something that Paul Virilio, speaking elsewhere of tele-
vision, has referred to as a “museum of accidents”36).  

This is not to say that Joyce’s texts assume an oracu-
lar or “inspired” status – with regard to the future techno-
logical condition of man, for example – but rather that 
they foreground the necessary relation to futurity condi-
tional for any type of sign operation. Equally, this does 
not mean a relation of a present “here and now” to what 
is yet “to come,” so to speak, but rather, within the struc-
ture of what is gathered under the constellation of the 
present, the implied futurity of its own condition, i.e. of 
what renders it possible, or at least delineates it in relation 
to an horizon of possibility, however tentative, contingent 
or speculative “it” may be. Such a forethrow, or prosthe-
sis, within the logic and structure of the “present” – its 
singularity and encyclopaedic totality – characterises for 
Derrida the ambivalent status of the singular event as 
something simultaneously experienced and signified. Con-
sequently, Derrida argues: “Only another event can sign, 
can counter-sign to bring it about that an event has al-
ready happened. This event, that we naively call the first 
event, can only ever affirm itself in the confirmation of the 
other: a completely other event.”37  

 
34  Derek Attridge, introduction to Derrida, “Ulysses Gramophone,” 255. 
35  Derrida, “Ulysses Gramophone,” 281. 
36  Paul Virilio, Unknown Quantity, trans. Chris Turner (New York: Thames 

& Hudson, 2003) 58-65. 
37  Derrida, “Ulysses Gramophone,” 309. 
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In a series of television interviews with Bernard 
Stiegler, conducted in 1993 and published in 1996 as 
Échographies de la télévision, Derrida goes on to elabo-
rate this event-state ambivalence in terms of a “techno-
logical process” that “takes the general form of 
expropriation, dislocation, deterritorialisation.”38 Signifi-
ability, we might say, is constituted only in this tele-
effect, this distanciation and threat of expropriation of 
the present “time of the event” – i.e. of the identity, co-
incidence or simultaneity of so-called signifier and signi-
fied, of transmission and reception, of medium and 
message.39 “Even if this expropriation can at times pro-
duce the opposite effect,” Derrida argues, “the global 
and dominant effect of television, the telephone, the fax 
machine, satellites, the accelerated circulation of images, 
discourse, etc., is that the here-and-now becomes uncer-
tain, without guarantee… This is nothing new. It has al-
ways been this way.”40 

The system of teletechnology has always, in a sense, 
been “in place” – its event testified to by the very fact 
that language, signification, semiosis, has always some-
how been in receipt of itself, from the very first 
visuotelephony; the first transmission of supposed 
“sense data”; the first act of consciousness; the first 
reflex. Its recursive structure is thus also that of an 
“agent” – whether an agent of transmission, or the so-

 
38  Jacques Derrida & Bernard Stiegler, Echographies of Television, trans. 

Jennifer Bajorek (Cambridge: Polity, 2002) 79. 
39  The question of transmission, so vexed in Shannon’s mathematical 

theory of communication, & entirely omitted from Saussure’s published 
Course on General Linguistics (1916), returns elsewhere in Saussure’s 
manuscripts to further complicate the problem of communication 
“modelling.” The “sign,” as a type of homeostat mechanism, may by 
consequence of rethinking the status of transmission, be viewed both 
as an engine of information & of entropy – in other words of dynamic 
structure.   

40  Derrida, Echographies of Television, 79. 
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called initiating agent of the technological “process” it-
self. Moreover, as a technē of spatio-temporalisation, 
this “agent” also describes a technē of supercession – of 
ellipsis and recursion – across what we might call a 
transmissive gap: “from one singularity to another,” as 
Derrida says, “by way of a filiation implying language.”41 
In other words, of a supersession and metonymic fore-
throw within the logic and structure of the event, of the 
present. Joyce writes: “Doth it not all come aft to you… 
is the way television opes longtimes ofter” (254). As 
though illustrating Derrida’s Joycean theory, the recur-
sive supersession implied here in the filiation of “aft” and 
“often” is not simply characteristic of a generalised 
technē of inscription, but marks a teletechnological con-
dition – according to which the coincidence of aft and 
oft could be said to mime the effect of a “repetition ma-
chine”42 productive of a “future writing”: a “tele-vision” 
that is also a “Tell ever so often” (338.09) and a “Till 
even so aften” (338.14) – the visual, for Joyce, always 
being synaesthetic. 

For Derrida, as for Joyce, this tele-tropic relation re-
mains one of radical ambivalence – in that, between the 
one and the other (the event and its technological ante-
cedence), “we” will never be able to decide for both. 
The transmissive “event” is in essence already an effect 
of the transmission “itself”: it has no prior status, no 
prior determination, outside this mode of supersession, 
and remains – as Joyce says – “Inexcessible” (285.28): 
both inaccessible as such, and always in-excess of itself. 
It is important to note that supersession here does not 
mean the lineaments of an historical, teleological process 
marked by successive stages of redundancy, but rather a 
principle of mutual exclusion which seems to affect the 

 
41  Derrida, Echographies of Television, 86 – emphasis added. 
42  Stiegler, Echographies of Television, 89. 
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reduction of signifying “potential” to a determinate 
“state,” a one or the other – despite this “potentiality” 
being, as the Wake says, “ambivalent to the fixation of 
his pivotism” (164.03). What this also implies is a mode 
of reduction that might, though only nominally, be char-
acterised as a decision, and according to which language 
would be viewed, for example, as a “montage of dis-
crete elements”43 (provided, of course, that we attend 
to the arbitrary and procedural nature of any decision-
making agent implied here). In the “multidimensional 
media” of Joyce’s paronomastic text, it may be that 
there is no agent of reduction (no “will”) other than the 
mechanism of ambivalence itself. As Joyce writes: 

 
“by Allswill” the inception and the decent and the end-
swell of Man is temporally wrapped in obscenity, looking 
through at these accidents with the faroscope of televi-
sion, (this nightlife instrument needs still some suntrac-
tional betterment in the readjustment of the more 
refrangible angles to the squeals of his hypothesis on 
the outer tin sides), I can easily believe heartily in my 
own most spacious immensity as my ownhouse and mi-
crobemost cosm when I am reassured by ratio that the 
cube of my volume is to the surfaces of their subjects 
as the, sphericity of these globes… is to the feracity of 
Fairynelly’s vacuum. [150.30-151.07] 
 

The “gramophoning,” as Derrida says, of Allswill and 
endswell – like oft and aft – implies both an impossible 
phono-graphic correspondence while miming, as it were, 
an effect of instantaneous transmission in the intertwin-
ing of their supposed referents, in which agency or “will” 
approximates its own “ends,” thereby defining a ratio 
which is no longer that of reason as such but of a tropic 
spatio-temporalisation, of metaphor and metonymic re-

 
43  Stiegler, Echographies of Television, 59. 
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cursion, or else of a stochastic “resemblance” between 
quasi-signifiers, ranging on a scale of coincidence be-
tween one and zero.  
 
TELEPRESENCE 
Like the Darwinian accidents of the Descent of Man – with 
its statistical, genetic readjustments, its implied law of av-
erages and standard deviation, and its suggestion of a type 
of materialist veracity underwriting the human hypothesis – 
Joyce’s TV analogue operates by ambiviolences (not a 
consummated, selective violence, but radical ambivalence; 
violence without agency, violence of the to come). Early in 
Finnegans Wake we find: “Television kills telephony in 
brothers’ broil” (52.18), a forecast of the “tellavicious” 
slapstick comedy of Butt and Taff, whose account of how 
“Buckley shot the Russian general” (referring to an incident 
of the Crimean War) descends into generalised strife 
among a series of unstable TV images described as a 
“charge of the light barricade” (echoing Tennyson’s 
“Charge of the Light Brigade”) on the “bairdboard bom-
bardment screen” (alluding to the invention of television by 
John Logie Baird in 1925) (349.08-10). The later fusing of 
Private Buckley with Bishop Berkeley, whose popularised 
dictum – esse est percipi – links a theory of haptic vision to 
the notion of mind-dependent ideas, and what we might 
call a prosthesis of perception or telepresence, as the un-
derwriting of a metaphysics of being or knowing – likewise 
“anticipates” the advent of the moving-picture and televi-
sion broadcast, as direct technological outcomes of the 
pioneering of photography and the first war-time usage of 
the photographic medium during the Crimean campaign by 
Roger Fenton in 1855 (whose best-known print is entitled, 
incidently, “The Valley of the Shadow of Death”). The ge-
nealogy of film photography – from the motion studies of 
Eadweard Muybridge, and by way of Étienne Jules Marey 
and Charles Fremont’s chronophotographs of the 1880s 
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Philo T. Farnsworth with his Image Dissector television camera tube 
and television receiver, 1929 
 
(using a camera-rifle to “shoot” multiple-exposure images 
of moving objects), to Frank B. Gilbreth’s cyclographs, Edi-
son’s kinetoscope, and the first celluloid film projections of 
the Latham and Lumière brothers in 1895 – can also be 
seen as one tied to a conception of animation, in which the 
static image firstly analyses motion and is then serialised in 
order to produce an appreciable illusion of motion by way of 
various techniques of enframing – and later “teleframing.” 

As McLuhan and Theall have pointed out, Joyce’s text 
contains numerous possible allusions to the history of 
communication technologies, in particular image transmis-
sion, from the myth of Butades’s invention of the 
“mnemotechnic of drawing” (as sciagraphy or shadow-
tracing),44 to the late nineteenth and twentieth-century 

 
44  See Jacques Derrida, Memoires of the Blind: The Self-Portrait & Other 

Ruins, trans. Pascale-Anne Brault & Michael Naas (Chicago: University 
of Chicago Press, 1993). 
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inventions of radiovision, visuotelephony, telephotogra-
phy, radiodiffusion and photo-telegraphy. Joyce’s allu-
sions draw upon many likely sources, including J. 
Davoust’s 1933 Système de la Télévision and C. Dulac’s 
Télévision et Télécinéma. Many such allusions – including 
references to transmissional “parasites,” antennae, base-
frequency transformations, receivers, Soviet animation, 
rates and ratios of television transmissions, optics, and 
Michael Faraday’s experiments with vacuum discharge 
tubes (“Fairynelly’s vacuum”) – find their possible avant-
textes in the technical literature Joyce read around 1935 
and appear with highest frequency (but not at all exclu-
sively) in the five so-called “Butt and Taff” broadcasts in 
the Wake – principally in the bracketed, italicised text be-
ginning on page 349 – including references to fades and 
optical transformations, Philo Farnsworth’s groundbreak-
ing sixty line image transmission, Karl Ferdinand Braun’s 
CRT oscilloscope, and the “electron guns” and “scanning 
beams” of Vladimir Zworykin’s (1923) cathode tube kine-
scope and imaging iconoscope: 

 
[In the heliotropic noughttime following a fade of trans-
formed Tuff and, pending its viseversion, a metenergic 
reglow of beaming Batt, the bairdboard bombardment 
screen, if tastefully taut guranium satin, tends to tele-
frame and step up to the charge of the light barricade. 
Down the photslope in syncopanc pulses, with the bitts 
bugtwug ther teffs, the missledhopes, glitteraglat-
teraglutt, borne by their carnier walve. Spraygun rakes 
and splits them from a double focus: grenadite, dam-
nymite, alextronite, nichilite: and the scanning firespot 
of the sgunners traverses the rutilanced illustrated sunk-
sundered lines. Shlossh! A gaspel truce leaks out over 
the caesine coatings. Amid a fluorescence of spectracu-
lar mephiticism there coagulates through the incono-
scope steadily a still, the figure of a fellow chap in the 
wohly ghast…] 
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Later in the Wake the light storm of this bairdboard bom-
bardment screen’s static interference becomes a 
“claractinism” (611.31) – a cataclysm and visual cata-
ract,45 as well as a reference to the Latin clarus (“clear”) 
and to the thirteenth-century Saint Clare of Assisi 
(named, by Pope Pius XII, patroness of television, “this 
nightlife instrument,” on the basis of Clare’s supposed 
remote visioning, while bed-ridden, of a Midnight Mass 
performed in her convent chapel: “a fellow chap in the 
wohly ghast”) – pointing to the fact that what we call 
“resolution,” or “definition,” is characterised both by un-
verifiablity, catachresis, and a type of statistical outcome 
(a coagulating fluorescence of spectracular mephiticism); 
as likely and as precarious, in a sense, as language itself. 

For Joyce, the “miraculous broadcast” and transmis-
sion effect of this “midden Erse clare language” (448.25) 
always involves a “comprehendurient” (611.31), a diffi-
culty with “sense” that does not resolve itself but con-
stantly evolves – which is to say, it pursues a constant 
and “irrational” struggle; a forethrow, a reflexive distan-
ciation in which the “stereotypopticus” of writing is para-
doxically prefigured in the “faroscope” of televisual 
transmissionality. (Evolution, it is necessary to recall, is 
not an intention directed towards some future advent, but 
a series of contingencies “materialising” at the horizon of 
possibility.) As a type of “future writing,” Finnegans Wake 
not merely prefigures the radical transformations of televi-
sion, but, as Derrida argues, achieves in itself a kind of 
teletechnological extension (hence also invention) of lan-
guage itself. Between Baird’s transmissions of crude out-
line images and the advent of TV as a global medium in 

 
 45  “TV is ‘non visual’ as Joyce understood from careful analysis… It is a 

‘blind’ medium, fostering inner trips & hallucinations…” Marshall 
McLuhan, letter to Donald Theall, 6 August 1970; Donald F. Theall, 
The Virtual Marshall McLuhan (Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University 
Press, 2001) 218-9. 
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the 1950s, Joyce’s text “intervenes” as something like an 
agent of transmission. It functions, we might say, as a 
matrix of coincidence, accidence and chance; a “hyperm-
nesiac machine” productive of that “consensual hallucina-
tion,” as McLuhan says, of “technological determinacy.”  

“Who,” Finnegans Wake asks, “is the sender of the 
Hullo Eve Cenograph in prose?” (488.25). As a “gramo-
phonic” transmission that is both without reason and 
empty (cenos) of a determinate sense, Joyce’s text points 
towards a radical “viseversion” ambivalence in the very 
structure of transmissibility – wherein the non-presence of 
either sender or receiver represents not an aporia of signi-
fication, but rather its condition: the conjoint trope of 
equivalence and equivocation in the structure of identity 
as present-being. “Sending,” as Derrida has suggested, in 
this way implies an act of expropriation, according to 
which the function of agency – of an assumed rational 
actor, or sender-as-such – is dispersed in the generality of 
the text “itself” – which is to say, it is broadcast – its 
filiations disseminated and generalised in the ex-
propriation of its “own” signal identity.46 As a type of 
globalised tele-system, Finnegans Wake is not simply a 
moment, as it were, in the transformation of literary or 
aesthetic consciousness brought about by consequence of 
new communication technologies, but rather itself an 
“agent” of transformation of the very idea of identity: of 
consciousness, of agency, and of signification as such. 

 
46  Jacques Derrida, “Signature Event Context: Writing & Communica-

tion,” Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: Chicago Uni-
versity Press, 1982) 313. 
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The Obscene Object  
of Post/Humanism* 
 
 

After all, any sign can fall under the suspicion of being a 
pure sign, that is to say, obscene. 

—Jacques Lacan, The Other Side of Psychoanalysis 
 
 
WHAT IS IT THAT WRITES?  
If we are inclined to suppose that a certain mode of ques-
tioning, of reflection and of self-consciousness should in 
itself characterize the meaning of the term Humanism, then 
the advent of the post-human would seemingly presuppose 
the resolution – independent of man (and independent of 
any Sartrean dialectic of reason) – of what Humanism is. 
On the other hand, it could also appear possible to say that 
an understanding of the human (of “the more or less pre-
supposed unity of a [human] subject”),1 by way of a Hu-
manism, has always implied, however paradoxical this 
might sound, a stance necessarily coterminous with what 
today is called post-humanism – the apparent objectifica-
tion of subjective experience, the world as prosthesis, arti-
ficial intelligence, virtual reality, degré zéro des choses, 
degré zéro de la personne… and so on – but without nec-
essarily sharing aspirations to any kind of transcendence or 
negation of the human. It is a simple enough contention 
that in the discourse of post-humanism neither the human 
nor Humanism is effectively transcended or negated. 
Rather, something entirely else is at work, and this “some-

 
 *  Presented at the ‘James Joyce Colloquium: Centres & Peripher-

ies,’ 26-30 March 2008, University of Belgrade, Serbia. 
 1  Jean-Fançois Lyotard, The Inhuman: Reflections on Time, trans. 

Geoffrey Bennington & Rachel Bowlby (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1992), 1. 
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thing,” this thing, is nothing less than the recursive form of 
Humanism’s self-reflexive appeal to a condition of imma-
nence. The pivotal moments of this thought are arguably 
Freud’s discovery of the unconscious, the exploration in 
modernist writing of the conjunction between a theory of 
the unconscious and discoursivity, and Lacan’s refiguring 
of the Freudian idea in his long-running seminar – in par-
ticular the 1954 series on cybernetics, and the 1976 series 
on topological chains and the work of James Joyce. 

Lacan’s engagement with cybernetics, and his treat-
ment of the status of the thing in Freud (“A Materialist 
Definition of the Phenomenon of Consciousness,” “Homeo-
stasis and Insistence,” “Freud, Hegel and the Machine,” 
“The Circuit”), is conspicuous for the way it eschews any 
easy gesture of transcendence of the category of the hu-
man or of Humanism in approaching a definition of con-
sciousness not seated in the I of Cartesian subjectivity, but 
instead positing an antecedent subjective condition of an 
apparently paradoxical post human/ism. That is to say, the 
positing of a post human/ism as the condition for any hu-
man/ism, by which subjectivity is grasped as an operation, 
or set of operations; in short, we might say, a poiēsis. Not 
simply an inversion of the classical dichotomy of technē 
and poiēses, but a thinking anew of a techno-poetic foun-
dation of subjectivity: techno to the extent that subjectivity 
always involves a logic of prosthesis and is aim-orientated, 
poetic in the sense that subjectivity is tropic.  

Here Lacan echoes Marx in the Grundrisse der Kritik der 
Politischen Ökonomie, where he argues to the effect that 
the category of the “individual” is not abolished or placed in 
jeopardy by the experience of technology, but rather that 
technological “alienation” is in fact the necessary condition 
for any thought of the “individual” as such: the “machine” 
is identified by Marx as a mode of revealing of “man’s” 
essential being. Alienation is in fact the condition (and 
meaning) of subjectivity. In this way, we see the individ-
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ual/human as proceeding from an experience of the techno-
logical – the implication for Lacan being that Humanism 
can thus be thought in terms of a cybernetic materialism, 
which unfolds across his subsequent examinations by way 
of Joyce in Seminar XXIII of topology, textuality and the 
sinthome (or “synth-homme,” we might say; the co-
incidence of a synthetic humanism and the Cartesian “sub-
ject” as symptom).2  

Very early in his project, the active intransitive subjectiv-
ity of Descartes – “I think…” – is transfigured by Lacan 
into a transitive yet subjectless “I is thought…,” a move-
ment predicated upon what we might call an anteriority of 
the subject that cannot however be represented as such, 
but which articulates the subject in language as, so to 
speak, its symptom, pointing the way to Lacan’s treatment 
of the “sinthome” (and of the subjectlessness of the sub-
ject) in Joyce – a concern again and again reprised 
throughout the latter’s work, most notably Ulysses and 
Finnegans Wake, which Lacan engages at length, but also, 
and perhaps more tellingly, in Joyce’s earliest prose work, 
which Lacan largely overlooks. It is here that the problem 
of subjectivity is figured most explicitly in terms of, and in 
tension with, the assumptions of an agency that articulates 
itself, whose status is bound to that of the materiality of 
articulation, to the missed encounter between the Symbolic 
and Real, so that increasingly in the later seminars the for-
mer cedes priority in Lacan’s investigations to the latter. 
Where the Écrits begins with a structuralist conception of 
the letter, Lacan’s seminar on Joyce is a loosely coded ex-
amination of the status of writing – both as a species of 
thing and as an intransitive act cognate with terms linked 
to being and to a certain conception of agency, in consid-
eration of the question: What is it that writes in Joyce?  

 
 2  Jacques Lacan, Le Séminaire XXIII: Le sinthome (Paris: Seuil, 2005). 
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FACTIFICATION  
Between Dubliners and Finnegans Wake, “la piste de 
Joyce” configures itself as a series of writing mechanisms 
which are described recursively, as a textual “body” that 
writes or signifies upon its own surface yet which defies 
analysis (“le sinthome de Joyce,” Lacan allows, “est 
inanalysable”).3 This body assumes the function of a both 
an agent (something that acts) and a thing. Contrary to 
certain principles that vest the act of writing uniquely in a 
human “subject,” the Joycean “thing” adopts the position 
of a writing that returns out of what Slavoj Žižek refers to 
as the obscene realm of the Real and inscribes subjectivity 
as a fantastical “interface.” Žižek’s terminology, here, 
points to the radically Cartesian formulation that under-
writes Freud’s thinking: that it is the ego that is the true 
subject of the unconscious. In other words, that the ap-
parently thinking and acting individuality of the ego 
(cogito) is nothing more or less than a subjection to some 
thing, to a thing that acts and thinks in advance of it. This 
is Žižek’s obscene “secret” about Cartesianism,4 and it 
returns in various guises throughout the last two decades 
in the question – as Lyotard frames it – of “what if what 
is ‘proper’ to humankind were to be inhabited by the in-
human?”5 It is for similar reasons that I would venture to 
suggest that Humanism stands less in confrontation with 
the inhuman, than that it describes a subjection to the so-
called post-human, and that (to re-phrase Lyotard) Hu-
manism is constitutionally and ceaselessly pregnant with 
its posthumanity.6 
 

 3  Lacan, “Du sens, du sexe et du réel,” Le Séminaire XXIII, 119. 
 4  Slavoj Žižek, Cogito & the Unconscious (Durham, NC: Duke University 

Press, 1998). 
 5  Lyotard, The Inhuman, 2. 
 6  Lyotard, writing of “modernity,” is especially attentive to the “pointless-

ness of any periodisation of cultural history in terms of ‘pre-’ & ‘post-,’ 
before & after, for the single reason that it leaves unquestioned the posi-
tion of the ‘now,’ of the present from which one is supposed to be able 
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It is no accident that discourses of post-humanism 
necessarily engage with a certain humanistic tradition, 
whether it be called enlightenment, scientific rationalism, 
or – seemingly paradoxically – technologism, and what 
we might call the “method” of knowledge, certainty, 
truth. In short, the very technē of human understanding. 
In this view, the human is regarded not as the instigator 
of particular technologies, but as a prosthesis of tech-
nology. The idea of man does not give rise to the deadly 
efficiency of the mechanized world, but is rather the 
prosthesis of that world – and here we must allow the 
word “prosthesis” to resonate with several apparently 
contradictory meanings, centred around the notion of 
extensibility and addition, as well as of something 
“placed before.” The category of the human may be 
given as something more than merely a surplus produced 
by a system of technologisation bound to political econ-
omy, for example, and yet it shares the evanescence of 
the commodity and of spectacle, as a type of dream 
flickering across a “paralytic,” entropic surface of me-
chanical reason. 

If Humanism is in part that discourse which finds its 
expression most forcefully in the project of civilization and 
technological modernity, then it is necessary to examine 
the implications of Žižek’s formula against the accepted 
understanding of Freud’s proposition that “civilization is 
based on the permanent subjugation of the human 
drives.”7 What would it mean, in other words, to treat the 
human drives as precisely this “excess in advent” (as Lyo-
tard says)8 of a generalised technicity – not what is sub-

 
to achieve a legitimate perspective on a chronological succession” (24). 
It is important to add that the tropological character of the post, as in 
post-humanism, is necessarily in the order of a “metonymic forethrow” 
which in fact underwrites any conception of a “now.”  

 7  Herbert Marcuse, Eros & Civilisation (Boston: Beacon, 1955) 3. 
 8  Lyotard, The Inhuman, 25. 
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jugated by technology, for example, but rather what is 
expropriated to it? This is what it would mean to think 
“the human” as a prosthesis of technology. 

And yet, of course, this thinking is not in any way 
alien to Freud’s project, nor is it a novelty to introduce it 
to Joyce’s. Luke Thurston, in his book James Joyce and 
the Problem of Psychoanalysis, provides one context for 
approaching the question of the post-human in Joyce, 
which can usefully be extended back through Donald 
Theall and Marshall McLuhan’s investigations into Joyce’s 
techno-poetics. Thurston points to a Dantesque technicity 
at work in Joyce’s writing, redolent of a certain (Freudian) 
repetition compulsion, from which the concept of “will” 
emerges as a type of cybernetic circuit, tied to the 
Nietzschean conception of eternal return – or what Pierre 
Klossowski terms “the vicious circle principle.”  

It is within this genealogy that Thurston positions an 
as yet un-named “post-humanism” in Joyce as the con-
sequence – so to speak – of Nietzsche’s “metamorphosis 
of the individual”9: “not as the transformation of individ-
ual human beings, but as the break with the very con-
cept of self-identity – the Principium Individuationis – 
that Nietzsche borrowed from Schopenhauer to desig-
nate modernity’s mechanistic expropriation and alien-
ation from the primal chaos of nature.”10 
Consequently we witness a shift from the idea of tech-
nological modernity as expropriation and alienation of 
human identity and so on, to a technicity of self-identity. 
In other words, to the invention of the human as a 
movement of the post-human and of the “factification,” 
as Joyce says in the Wake, of the Schopenhauerian 
world-as-will-and-idea. 

 
 9  Pierre Klossowski, Nietzsche & the Vicious Circle, trans. Daniel Smith 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998) 71. 
10  Luke Thurston, James Joyce & the Problem of Psychoanalysis (Cam-

bridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010) 5. 
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NEURASTHENIA  
In a well-known analysis of the opening passage of 
Joyce’s “Sisters,” Hélène Cixous draws attention to pre-
cisely such a “factification” in Joyce by way of the opera-
tions of paralysis – which may be thought as naming a 
certain neurasthenia of the text.11 This term, “paralysis,” 
which haunts Dubliners and much of the critical literature 
surrounding it, implies a fantasmatic doubling of the ana-
lytical scene and of its hermeneutic – towards the interior 
and radically alien “identity” of this text, its “sinful and 
maleficent being,” into which the so-called subject is ex-
propriated by a series of ellipses, repetitions and dis-
placements. “There was no hope for him this time: it was 
the third stroke.” And so on. All of this is well known.  

What is of especial interest here, however, is the pro-
positional and causal structure that underlies this expro-
priation and points towards something like a rationale, 
even an operation approximating reason, in what at first 
appears to be nothing more than a paralytic technicity. 
“There was no hope for him this time: it was the third 
stroke.” Throughout, the text supplies reasons. The rea-
son that there was no hope for him this time is because 
it was the third stroke. What these terms mean is far 
from clear and yet, on balance, there appears to be no 
real uncertainty: everything that needs to be expressed 
is expressed through that colon. Reason is given: a post-
effect. Not because it fills a gap, but because it presup-
poses itself, as it were, in the figure of the missing ob-
ject; the occluded; the other. Precisely “it” – this thing 
that somehow thinks, in language.  

 
There was no hope for him this time: it was the third 
stroke. Night after night I had passed the house (it was 

 
11  Hélène Cixous, “Joyce: The (R)use of Writing,” Post-structuralist 

Joyce: Essays from the French, eds. Derek Attridge & Daniel Ferrer, 
trans. Judith Still (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 23. 
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vacation time) and studied the lighted square of window: 
and night after night I had found it lighted in the same 
way, faintly and evenly. If he was dead, I thought, I 
would see the reflection of candles on the darkened blind, 
for I knew that two candles must be set at the head of a 
corpse. He had often said to me: ‘I am not long for this 
world,’ and I had thought his words idle. Now I knew 
they were true. Every night as I gazed up at the window I 
said softly to myself the word paralysis. It had always 
sounded strangely in my ears, like the word gnomon in 
the Euclid and the word simony in the Catechism. But 
now it sounded to me like the name of some maleficent 
and sinful being. It filled me with fear, and yet I longed to 
be nearer to it and to look upon its deadly work.12  
 

The word “paralysis” links the so-called subject to some-
thing like an agency in language, which is not a signified 
agency but rather the agency of signification “itself” and 
which appears to go about its business autonomously – a 
telepathy of “things” (the materiality of language) which 
seem miraculously to transmute a certain sense, or even 
nonsense, of the paradox at the heart of the approach to 
the Real (the infantilism of a Roquintin; the fascination of 
“paralysis” by other means).13 This thingness suggests a 
type of golem of inscription (the “shem”), calling to mind 
the obscene, alchemical body of Joyce’s doppelganger 
Shem towards the end of Book 1 of the Wake. Here, 
Joyce-Shem is depicted as producing:  

 
nichthemerically from his unheavenly body a no uncer-
tain quantity of obscene matter not protected by co-
priright in the United States of Ourania or bedeed and 
bedood and bedang and bedung to him, with his double 
dye, brought to blood heat, gallic acid on iron ore, 

 
12  James Joyce, “The Sisters,” Dubliners, ed. Robert Scholes with 

Richard Ellmann (New York: Viking Press, 1967) 1. 
13  Cf. Lacan’s “télépathie émetteur” in “Joyce et les paroles imposes,” Le 

Séminaire XXIII, 96. 
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through the bowels of his misery, flashly, nastily, ap-
propriately, this Esuan Menschavik and the first till last 
alchemist wrote over every square inch of the only 
foolscap available, his own body, till by its corrosive 
sublimation one continuous present tense integumented 
slowly unfolded in all marryvoising moodmoulded cy-
clewheeling history.14  
 

What we encounter here is a “paralysis” which, as in 
“The Sisters,” is no longer an inertia, an immobility or 
rigidification as such, but rather a perversion of the body 
as something bound, of the fixed materiality of the 
“text,” in which the subject (which, in any case, is never 
a discrete entity) is confronted with a radical insuffi-
ciency: the body, the text, wills itself – so to speak – 
and henceforth the subject is seen to exist as a type of 
putrefactive superfluity. It is no longer that vehicle, that 
prosthesis of reason, but rather the fully-fledged 
autonomous thing, the undead, the Freudian partial ob-
ject metamorphosed here into a series of metonymy and 
synecdoche. Like the tongue, playing dead (as Cixous 
says), in the mouth of the priest-father who returns, in 
nightmares, in order to communicate something unsay-
able, obscene. The grey, disembodied face of the paralytic 
which is also an (“undead”) thing; an “it” – “it mur-
mured”; “it desired to confess”; “I found it waiting for 
me”; “it began to confess”; “it smiled continually”; “it 
had died of paralysis.”15 

 
In the dark of my room I imagined that I saw again the 
heavy grey face of the paralytic. I drew the blankets over 
my head and tried to think of Christmas. But the grey face 
still followed me. It murmured; and I understood that it 
desired to confess something. I felt my soul receding 
into some pleasant and vicious region; and there again I 

 
14 James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Penguin, 1992) 185.29-186.02. 
15  Joyce, “The Sisters,” 3. 
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found it waiting for me. It began to confess to me in a 
murmuring voice and I wondered why it smiled continu-
ally and why the lips were so moist with spittle. But 
then I realised that it had died of paralysis and I felt that 
I too was smiling feebly, as if to absolve the simoniac of 
his sin.16 
 

At every point, the “it” provokes and also determines the 
actions of the protagonist. At every point the protagonist 
is in this way situated, even as the coherence of any sub-
ject remains in question, as though on the verge of a con-
stant re-covery. As in the Freudian algorithm: where it 
was, there ego shall be. And there, too, will be that eva-
nescent Humanism which is, as Sartre says, “the pre-
dicament of having to choose without appeal to any 
concept of human nature that would guarantee the right-
ness of his choice and the efficacy of his actions.”17 But 
more: because while it appears that the protagonist in this 
drama of human action is constantly putting words in the 
mouth of an absent “human nature” (the boy in Joyce’s 
text is constantly playing at the game of [an impossible] 
analysis and thereby recovering the posthumous speech, 
the “desire” of the paralytic – i.e., to confess [its sin]); it 
is rather a question of this “human nature” as that thing 
that (posthumously) returns and which, in returning, de-
cides in advance of us – the primal, originary character, 
we might say, of this “sinful being.”  

How can this be? Precisely because it is the per-
versely autonomous object – this suppressed or excluded 
“nature” – that gives the form of the human dilemma in 
the first place. The terms of the dilemma cease to be of 
primary concern; rather we are – as Sartre says – in the 
domain of a predicament “of having to choose and act”; 

 
16  Joyce, “The Sisters,” 3. 
17  As per Martin Heidegger, “Letter on Humanism,” Basic Writings, ed. 

David Farrell Krell, rev. ed. (London: Routledge, 1993) 214.  
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it is not, then, a question of the rightness of the choice, 
but that, in being situated as the apparent necessity of 
action, the “human” describes a prosthesis of reason 
masked by indeterminacy. In a schema of generalised pa-
ralysis – in which the mark of the paralytic anticipates the 
subject at every point – a moment of indeterminacy ap-
pears to arise; an ellipsis is given to be filled; a parenthe-
sis in which the subject is seemingly enabled to inscribe 
itself in the reality of “its own” actions.  

This, of course, is the mark of the phantasmatic; the 
very contrary of Sartre’s insistence that “there is reality 
only in action.”18 Its counterpart is that conception 
spelled out by Heidegger in his “Letter on Humanism” 
(1947) where – among various other things – Heidegger 
argues that “Thinking acts insofar as it thinks. Such ac-
tion is presumably the simplest and at the same time the 
highest, because it concerns the relation of Being to 
man.”19 Again, the human resolves itself into a type of 
object of a “thinking” which “acts,” and whose acts do 
not belong to man, but instead concern “the relation of 
Being to man.” It is an already posthumous relation; of 
what stands outside “it,” as a prosthesis of Being. 

Necessarily this is a simplification. Nevertheless, let us 
return for a moment to Joyce’s text. From the very out-
set, we are given a series of propositions in which a kind 
of “reason” is generalised by way of a “figure” of paraly-
sis, between the “I” of the protagonist and the “it.” It, we 
learn, “was the third stroke”; “was vacation time”; 
“sounded strangely in my ears”; “filled me with fear” – 
“and yet I longed to be nearer to it and look upon its 
deadly work”… Above all, “it sounded to me like the 
name of some maleficent and sinful being”… We notice, 

 
18  Jean-Paul Sartre, “Existentialism is a Humanism” (1946), Existentialism 

from Dostoyevsky to Sartre, ed. Walter Kaufman (New York: Meridian, 
1989) 62. 

19  Heidegger, “Letter on Humanism,” 217. 
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immediately, how the word paralysis operates in an envi-
ronment in which all else appears suspended: time as 
repetition, as vacancy (“it was vacation time”); idleness 
(“I had thought his words idle”); deduction (“I knew that 
two candles must be set at the head of a corpse”); specu-
lation (“I […] studied the lighted square of window”), and; 
revelation (“now I knew they were true”), reduced to 
geometric principles (“the word gnomon in the Euclid”) 
and the relation of objects outside thought, etc.20  
 
THE UNTHOUGHT 
Finally, we notice that the word “paralysis” operates. Its 
environ-ment is one in which signification constantly 
feeds back, recursively, metonymically, in the figure of 
the “it” attributed with all sorts of verbal features and 
whose generalised materiality is foregrounded. The word 
paralysis, the way it sounds on the protagonist’s lips, 
the way it names some “maleficent and sinful being” that 
– despite the apparent signification of the term – works, 
links the nascent subject in to an agency within lan-
guage. And it is this agency – even if this may seem a 
contradiction – by which subjecthood is effected as a 
relation of terms. For it is solely in this relation that the 
objecthood of language is insisted upon; an objecthood 
in which meaning, knowing, thinking and Being are con-
flated in a series of oppositions (for which reason Hei-
degger notes that “the essence of Humanism is 
metaphysical”).21  

Here, too, we see at work the logic of a Humanism 
which is the installation of a negativised technē – which 
Heidegger defines as “a process of reflection in service to 

 
20  Joyce, “The Sisters,” 1. 
21  Heidegger, 247. Heidegger further adds: “In this regard ‘subject’ & 

‘object’ are inappropriate terms of metaphysics, which very early in the 
form of Occidental ‘logic’ & ‘grammar’ seized control of the interpreta-
tion of language.” (218) 
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doing and making.”22 A product, in other words, of a 
type of scientism and a “technical interpretation of think-
ing” (i.e., utilitarianism). The insufficiency of this defini-
tion of technē obtains from certain other insufficiencies 
in Heidegger’s argument, most noticeably to do with the 
critique of the animale rationale, which Lacan and others 
have examined in some depth.23 What is important here 
is to recognise in technē a structural operation – of rela-
tions, as Heidegger says – by which any Humanism is 
necessarily underwritten, even if this is solely in the form 
of a dilemma. (It is for this reason that we cannot simply 
limit post-humanism to a type of transcendental cyber-
netics – the sublation of human/machine or hu-
man/animal – it is not a matter of transcended 
dichotomies or of a gesture of negation.) 

And here, too, resides the apparent paradox of my 
thesis, according to which agency is effected (or rather 
affected) in the figure of the Cartesian subject as a type 
of deadly work – the work of paralysis “itself,” of lan-
guage “itself,” of that thing which, as Lacan says, con-
stantly returning (as in dreams), thinks.24 The human 
obtains in the predicament of having to choose only 
through a mode of deferral – a mode which is the com-
posite of a desire for the obscene in which it, the “sub-
ject,” is both posited and rationalised. This reflective 
movement, in which Humanism emerges as a post-effect 
of a generalised (and not simply utilitarian) technicity, re-
calls again the very familiar scenario underlying the pro-
tagonist’s dream of the paralytic in Joyce’s text. We 
 

22  Heidegger, “Letter on Humanism,” 218. 
23  See, e.g., Jacques Derrida, “& Say the Animal Responded,” Zoon-

tologies: The Question of the Animal, ed. Cary Wolfe, trans. David 
Wills (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2003). Heidegger: 
“Expelled from the truth of Being, man everywhere circles around him-
self as the animal rationale.” (245) 

24  Lacan, “La chose freudienne, ou Sens du retour à Freud en psychana-
lyse,” Écrits (Paris: Seuil, 1966). 
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recognise a human eye turned upon a kind of afterlife, 
where consciousness seems to live on after death, to be 
omnipresent, to speak from a kind of abyss, so that 
through “it” we may bear witness – paradoxically – to our 
absence, as the (dis)embodiment of a kind of thinking that 
may be said to bear witness to the end of thought, to the 
unthought. 
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The Gutenberg Effect* 
 
 

Where do we meet this real? For what we have in the 
discovery of psychoanalysis is an encounter, an essential 
encounter – an appointment to which we are always 
called with a real that eludes us. That is why I have put 
on the blackboard a few words that are for us, today, a 
reference point of what we wish to propose. First, the 
tuché, which we have borrowed, as I told you last time, 
from Aristotle, who uses it in his search for cause. We 
have translated it as the encounter with the real. The real 
is beyond the automaton, the return, the coming-back, 
the insistence of the signs, by which we see ourselves 
governed by the pleasure principle. The real always lies 
behind the automaton, and it is quite obvious, throughout 
Freud’s research, that it is this that is his concern… 

—Jacques Lacan, “Tuche and Automaton,”  
Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis 

 
 
REPETITION COMPULSIONS 
History is replete with fabrications and representations of 
the concept of the automaton. Whether encoded in the 
symbolism of cave paintings, hieroglyphics or religious 
iconography, or in the technē of scientific invention, the 
concept of an autonomous, material reality of thought 
and action beyond human agency has possessed human 
imagination from the earliest times. The Enlightenment 
elevated this tendency to the extent that reason itself 
came to be considered an objective principle operating in 
the universe – a principle which, supposedly, achieved 
its apotheosis in “man,” but which nevertheless existed 
in some way independently of him. 

 
 *  First published in James Joyce Quarterly 35.2/3 (1998): 539-543 & Irish 

Studies Review 8.1 (2000): 134-136. 
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It is a long-standing commonplace that what distin-
guishes humanity from the “lower species” is the faculty 
of reason, expressed through the possession and affec-
tive use of language. Archaeology points to the virtually 
contemporaneous emergence of “man” and the use of 
recognisable tools – tools with which an otherwise 
unlikely species obtained a material advantage over its 
environment, evolving into a belief that the world is a 
thing to be acted upon and that its products exist as the 
instruments of man’s will to shape it and increasingly to 
determine its present and future forms.  

Indeed, human history may be viewed as the escala-
tion of this contest, between environmental dependency 
and vulnerability, on the one hand, and a human-
delineated futurity on the other. A futurity, that is to say, 
that stands in an autonomous relation to any current 
world state but which reflects an evolutionary “intent” – 
an idea which, either in its various religious, political or 
philosophical incarnations, points to something like a uto-
pian transcendence of the world by means of the word: of 
logos, of absolute command, of pure reason. 

One of the paradoxes that attend upon this history is 
that the technē of language itself – of the “word” – has 
always stood in an antagonistic relation to ideas of pure 
reason, of absolute command, and of logos in general. 
Language, as a supposed instrument of reason, has al-
ways been tainted by its equal capacity for accommodat-
ing un-reason. This “autonomous” condition of language, 
despite millennia of theo-philosophical attempts to rid it of 
this quality, is perhaps the very reason human intelligence 
has succeeded in going beyond the contingent and the 
speculative to encompass the idea of autonomous futu-
rity, unbounded by rationalist or religionist dogma. That is 
to say, a “futurity” stripped of all symbolic meaning: not 
in terms of a revelation or an “end of history,” but of a 
base materiality; not of the world or universe “reduced” 
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through language, or emptied of rationalistic structure, but 
of an arrival at that point of materiality from which all lan-
guage obtains in advance of reason. 

It was during the period of the late Industrial Revolu-
tion that ideas began to proliferate regarding the 
“autonomous” nature of the work of art (its removal 
from social or purely moral or aesthetic concerns), and 
consequently of the autonomous, material nature of 
those elements which had long underwritten, and long 
been taken to be subject to, the dictates of aesthetic 
ideology (vis-à-vis the “good and the beautiful”). Among 
these was the principle of mimēsis – of verbal or picto-
rial representation – which, in the course of the nine-
teenth century, became increasingly mechanised with 
the invention of photography and sound recording. The 
effects of mechanisation upon the mimetic arts, while 
more and more pervasive in everyday life, went until 
quite recently largely unremarked in philosophy and criti-
cism. And while the mechanisation of language itself had 
previously been addressed in fictive or parodic terms (for 
example Jonathan Swift’s treatment in Gulliver’s Travels 
of an oracular typographic machine capable of generat-
ing random propositions which attendant philosophers 
would then analyse for symbolic meaning), it was only 
with the emergence of a new technological optimism 
towards the turn of the last century that such “mechani-
sation” was seriously investigated as both a means and 
condition of aesthetic production, meaning, and ulti-
mately of “modernity.”  

In aesthetic terms, this “mechanistic” tendency is of-
ten considered as emerging, in literature, with the late 
work of the French poet, Stéphane Mallarmé, and in art 
with the post- or neo-Impressionists, Georges Seurat and 
Paul Signac, although it is most evident in the develop-
ment of photography, the Edison kinetoscope, and the 
many other technological inventions of the time. To 
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speak of modernity in this context requires that we take 
account of the fact that for the first time in history an 
exact material sense of the contemporary was emerging 
on a global scale, and that this was due to the “mar-
riage” of literacy and electro-mechanisation – from the 
appearance of the mass circulation daily newspaper, to 
the telegraph and telephone, to aeronautics, radiography, 
locomotion, the general automation of industry, and so 
on. For the first time in history people in New York, Lon-
don and Paris could consider themselves as participating 
in the same “present,” in which a disembodied voice or a 
cinematic image, like the portentously named automo-
bile, quickly ceased to conjure notions of the supernatu-
ral or divine and settled into a quite mundane acceptance 
of technological materialism.  

The post-War development of television, computing, 
mass suburbanisation, space exploration, the Internet, 
etc., along with increasingly mobile communications 
technologies, has brought about a radical (if innocuous) 
shift in the way in which we think about such fundamen-
tal ideas as space and time, and our relation to them. 
These phenomena exemplify a condition which such 
“media” as art and literature have struggled to come to 
terms with and, with the exception of the several so-
called avant-gardes, their implications have largely been 
avoided unless as mere “subject matter” or aesthetic 
ornament. From Stéphane Mallarmé to James Joyce, 
John Cage, and Georges Perec (among others), and to 
later theorists and commentators like Gregory Bateson, 
Marshall McLuhan and Gilles Deleuze, there has been the 
general insistence, however, that “art” and “literature,” 
as with science, must do more than merely describe the 
contemporary world; that they must begin to rigorously 
examine their place within it, and to do so in a manner 
appropriate to the problem at hand. That is to say, in a 
properly “contemporary” manner, linked to the question 
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of the material, autonomous conditions of language and 
its relation to the very concept of futurity, or of what 
Aristotle termed “the possible.” 

For it is notable that the “institution of literature” in 
particular has undergone a regression at least since the 
1940s as a consequence of what might be termed a 
post-industrial normalisation of literacy – wherein litera-
ture, like countless other commodities and cultural appli-
ances, assumes a neo-humanistic veneer that simulates 
pre-modern cultural forms (such as the “book”) in reac-
tion to pre-war cultural and scientific avant-gardism. 
Such veneers are, among other things, designed to con-
ceal the technological basis of contemporary cultural ex-
perience. This is similarly the case with personal 
computer interfaces since the 1990s – metaphorised as 
“desktops” – which simulate traditional spaces of literate 
production (pages, writing desks, etc.), concealing the 
fact of the computer’s radical digitality – that there is 
nothing mimetic in the machine – by recourse to ana-
logue illusionism in the manner of Pirrhasios’s veil. And it 
is this tendency, on the one hand, to render the techno-
logical conditions of experience innocuous – especially 
with regard to literate technologies – and, on the other, 
to insist upon the malevolence of technology’s impact 
upon literate culture, that makes it increasingly neces-
sary to scrutinise claims about the “end of the book.” 
 
THE END OF THE BOOK 
Dire predictions about the “end of the book” have be-
come a commonplace in reaction to many of the techno-
logical advances made during the last fifty years. The 
sometimes hysterical response to what is perceived as a 
threat to civilised culture itself has been exacerbated by 
the relatively recent development of personal computers, 
digital archives and hypertext. 

Early in the debate about hypermedia and literary 
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studies, J. Hillis Miller noted the disruptive impact elec-
tronic texts are likely to have upon our contextual under-
standing of literature, situating the reader in an 
anonymous relationship with an immaterial non-book, 
whose existence is divorced from the physical world and 
is entirely “virtual,” susceptible to erasure or alteration at 
the whim of faceless technocrats or by an accident of 
technological circumstance. According to Miller, the 
“electronic novel” is given “a strange new historic 
placement in the cyberspace of today. A date of original 
publication is indicated, and that is about all. The novel 
exists not as embodied in material form, or at least not 
material in the fixed way of a printed book. It exists as a 
large number of bits of information, zeroes and ones in-
scribed as magnetic differences on a hard disk or on 
magnetic tape or as minute scratches on an optical disk 
or as electronic pulses on the wired and wireless trans-
missions of the Internet.”1  

For Miller, a “text” suspended in cyberspace is thus “de-
tached from its local historical context” and becomes “a 
text in the context of an enormous and incoherent abun-
dance of works of all kinds – verbal, pictorial, and auditory 
– on the Internet.” Moreover, “this transformation is occur-
ring even though it is still a primary goal of literary history 
and literary criticism in the modern languages to understand 
and interpret the culture of the book.”2 This concern for 
the “text” as artefact belies a central dilemma in much of 
what continues under the constellation of digiculture to 
pass for “literary criticism,” where bibliographical codes 
and historical context remain conceptually fixed outside 
any discourse which might challenge the certainties implied 
by them. Among these challenges we must rate the en-
tirely of the “modernist” project, and it is the legacy of this 
 

 1  J. Hillis Miller, “What is the Future of the Print Record?” Profession 95 
(1995): 34. 

 2  Miller, “What is the Future of the Print Record?” 35. 
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project that continues to present the institution of literature 
with its greatest challenge today – to admit the nature of 
its own hegemonic claims over textual practice, particu-
larly in the area of new media. Among the figures of liter-
ary modernity whose work remains most exemplary of this 
challenge is of course James Joyce.  

Joyce himself parodies the institutional preoccupation 
with the artefactual value of the book at length in his sec-
ond major work Finnegans Wake, published on 4 May, 
1939. Joyce’s parody memorably focuses upon a certain 
letter “discovered” by a hen in a dunghill in an advanced 
state of decomposition. This infamous letter is subjected 
to extensive analysis by a grave Bròtfessor – a hybrid phi-
lologist and spoof Scotland Yard detective – and subse-
quently posed as evidence during various “inquisitions” 
into the mysterious events at the heart of Joyce’s text. 
Nevertheless, the letter in question remains ultimately in-
decipherable – due not only to its decomposition, but also 
to the physical “damage” wrought upon it by the hen, the 
Bròtfessor, and the general process of its exegesis – but 
above all as a consequence of the text’s very “reflexiv-
ity.” At a critical moment it is the material condition of the 
letter, and not the letter itself, which inadvertently be-
comes the object of interpretation – including four “punc-
ture marks” inflicted upon the manuscript by the 
Bròtfessor’s fork during the course of his breakfast. These 
four marks, wrought in ignorance upon the material of the 
letter and laboriously interpreted, are given to signify: 
“stop, please stop, do please stop, and O do please stop 
respectively” (FW 124.01-05).”  

Such confusion between bibliographical and linguistic 
codes invests a great deal of what has been written 
about various literary technologies in recent years, and 
poses a challenge to current “materialist” attempts at 
accounting for the implications of such writing as 
Joyce’s within the framework of 20th-century moder-
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nity, in particular with regard to the advent of hyperme-
dia and cyberculture. Darren Tofts, in his book Memory 
Trade: A Prehistory of Cyberculture, has sought to cir-
cumvent this confusion, by closely observing the distinc-
tion between bibliographical or artefactual codes and the 
technē of literacy – or what has been called the Guten-
berg effect. According to the publisher’s note, Memory 
Trade is “an exploration… of the unconscious of cyber-
culture, its silent, secret prehistory. From Plato’s cave, 
to Borges’s literary labyrinths, Freud’s mystic writing-
pad, and Joyce’s reinvention of language in Finnegans 
Wake.” Luckily, however, this is not a particularly accu-
rate description of Tofts’s book. On the contrary, with 
echo’s of Derrida’s now famous essay on Foucault,3 
Tofts avoids the seductions of historicising the “silent, 
secret… unconscious” – in other words, historicising 
what lies, by necessity, outside historical discourse as a 
type of empirical dream. Tofts’s “pre-history,” rather, is 
a critique of what he himself terms the “forthcoming.” 

For Tofts, “cyberculture,” while still existing in a nas-
cent form, has already been situated according to its 
“own” official history, which begins in the 19th century 
(the first transatlantic telegraph cable was planned in the 
mid-1850s) and traces the evolution of telecommunica-
tions, the egalitarian dream of the global village, and the 
emergence of the military-industrial complex. While the 
term “cyberculture” describes something of an already 
overburdened discourse of the “Real” whose simulated 
objects shimmer on the horizon of post-modernist desire 
– as the utopia of a pure virtual reality suspended in cy-
berspace – the approach mapped out in Memory Trade 
and elsewhere by Tofts seeks to account for the broader 
pre-history of technological transformations of culture 

 
 3  Jacques Derrida, “Cogito et histoire de la folie,” L’écriture et la diffé-

rence (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1967) 51-98. 
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that are everywhere felt but less often observed.  
In this sense, we need to ask about the pertinence of 

continuing to speak in terms of such dualistic formulae 
such as “reality” and “virtual reality,” of “intelligence” 
and “artificial intelligence.” There remains the constant 
risk of falling into a kind of cyber-metaphysics in which 
the materiality of technē cedes to a Lockean cyberspace 
of transcendental reason amputated from the phenome-
nal world – as evinced in several contributions to the 
more recent volume Prefiguring Cyberspace: An Intellec-
tual History.4 From Lucretius’s investigations into optics, 
to Freud’s analysis of the material basis of perceptory 
hallucination, the intelligibility of such mind-body dual-
isms has been placed in question. The realisation, for 
example, that hallucinations are physically perceived by 
the retina, and subsequently that consciousness itself is 
materially contingent, prompted Freud to insist that there 
is no simple opposition between mind and body, or be-
tween perception and the real. But technology, it seems, 
is yet again to blame for the renewed preoccupation with 
dualism in the form of the machine-body interface, gov-
erned by a techno-mimēsis in which digital computers 
increasingly betray the analogical imaginations of their 
designers and the active anthropomorphism of cybercul-
ture. For in the failings of human imagination, technology 
remains the scapegoat. 

The notion that mind and body exist in an effectively 
“prosthetic” relation has, from the outset, inflected cyber-
netic ideas such as the human-computer interface, as an 
extension of the Industrial Revolution’s human-machine 
interface, orientated around the notion of programme rather 
than mechanics: the identification of intelligence with a set 
of computable algorithms. (Since Norbert Wiener, this dual-

 
 4  Prefiguring Cyberspace: An Intellectual History, eds. Darren Tofts, 

Annemarie Jonson, & Alessio Cavallaro (Cambridge: MIT, 2002). 
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istic or binary configuration has been increasingly sub-
sumed within the concept of interface and ideas such as 
“artificial life” and “disembodied virtual space.”) Where du-
alism persists is above all in the idea of a “transformative 
impact of technology” that continues to presuppose tech-
nology as something applied to the condition of transforma-
tion – that transformation is something which is brought 
about – as opposed to a technē of transformation, as the 
possibility itself of technology. 

In consequence of this view, Tofts argues that “mu-
tability,” for example, “is not simply about change, but is 
rather an ongoing inclination to change, a constancy in 
human thinking on matters of technology – a constancy 
that can be characterised by the idea of becoming.” 
While avoiding the lure of transcendentalism, Tofts ar-
gues that what is currently termed “cyberculture” is an 
extension, rather than transformation or innovation, of 
human engagement with technology and that it remains 
innate to the condition of humanity, rather than situating 
itself as an end. This constancy is notably exemplified 
for Tofts in the writings of James Joyce, and discussion 
of Joyce’s later works, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake, 
comprises a third of Memory Trade. 

Borrowing a metaphor particularly current at the turn 
of the century, and one that Joyce himself was fond of 
using, Tofts investigates the legacy for modern culture 
of the “literature machine.” Technological transformation 
is seen not in terms of imposing “technological forms” 
upon socio-historical ones, such as the book, but rather 
of investigating the inherently technological nature of 
those forms. For Tofts, “there is a real danger in assert-
ing that cyberculture is associated with the end of the 
book,” since “the constituent threads of cyberculture 
have… already taken shape in an early twentieth century 
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work of art, James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake.”5 Echoing 
two earlier and often neglected books on Joyce – Donald 
Theall’s Beyond the Word: Reconstructing Sense in the 
Joyce Era of Technology, Culture and Communication 
and James Joyce’s Techno-Poetics – Tofts argues that 
our experience of technology is not only indebted to a 
particular poetics, but that it is inherent to poetics as 
such, and arises from it. Thus, “while Finnegans Wake is 
unquestionably a book, it is a special kind of book. It is a 
literary unicum that marks a transitional moment in the 
age of print literacy, as it converges with electronic dig-
itisation. Finnegans Wake transforms the book rather 
than ends its epoch.” 

In support of this argument, Tofts often makes recourse 
to historical data, intended to frame an emerging techno-
logical consciousness which has predominated in European 
artistic circles from Mallarmé, to Marinetti and Duchamp, to 
the present. Joyce too shared this awareness of technol-
ogy and of its inherent relationship to forms of language. 
Metaphors of complex communication technology are 
characteristic of the later stages of Finnegans Wake, while 
likely references to cinema, radio, newspapers, and tele-
communications materialise again and again throughout the 
entirety of the Wake, including notable references to the 
advent of television (“the bairdboard bombardment screen” 
in the “charge of the light barricade” [FW 349.9-11]), one 
of the most recent technical innovations at the time Joyce 
was writing. For Tofts then, “Joyce was writing at the 
high-point of the electro-mechanical revolution (‘electrically 
filtered for allirish earths and ohmes’), and the Wake de-
picts the social world in terms of an integrated machine 
driven by electric telecommunications, a ‘harmonic con-
denser enginium’ (309/310).”6  
 

 5  Darren Tofts & Murray McKeich, Memory Trade: A Prehistory of 
Cyberculture (Sydney: Interface, 1997) 87.  

 6  Tofts & McKeich, Memory Trade, 92. 
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Significantly, however, Finnegans Wake has been 
largely omitted from most recent discussions of technol-
ogy. Except for a small number of theorists working in 
the field of hypermedia and genetic criticism, technology 
theorists by-and-large focus on Joyce only when seeking 
literary analogies to such things as computerised hyper-
text or, like Daniel Dennett, to the operations of the 
cognitive faculty (mind as “Joycean machine”). The 
value of Tofts’s contribution can be measured against 
this trend: Memory Trade not only argues for a techno-
logical understanding of Joyce’s writing, but for an un-
derstanding of technology in terms of a Joycean poetics. 
Countering the popular tendency to view cyberculture as 
a liberation from the culture of the book, Tofts insists 
that recent cyber-technologies not only owe an historical 
debt to the book, but that they are inextricably bound up 
with literacy’s continuing evolution. 

Today, the new world of communication technology 
is seen to present an increasing challenge to contempo-
rary theorists seeking to come to terms with the so-
called “here and now.” This challenge is founded upon a 
paradox. While electro-mechanisation is today affecting 
the world in ways never before conceivable, including 
the very fabric of language and literacy, it nevertheless 
has become so ubiquitous as to have almost vanished 
from sight. Electro-mechanisation is everywhere, an un-
seen force – it has become indispensable to virtually all 
of our most mundane activities, and in so being has be-
come such a commonplace as to no longer present a 
spectacle. In effect, electro-mechanisation no longer oc-
cupies either our awareness or our imagination as it did 
at the time of Edison, even as our world has become 
above all an electronic world, and literate culture has 
become electrate culture.  
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Reunion, Toronto, 1968: Teeny Duchamp, Marcel Duchamp and John 
Cage playing chess on a board equipped with contact microphones  
 
BEYOND THE WORD 
The challenge for the theorist of cyberculture today, 
then, is not simply to account for the transformations 
wrought by electro-mechanisation, as an “anthropology” 
of the book, but firstly to make the significance of these 
transformations themselves perceptible. This challenge is 
one of the starting points for the ongoing revaluation of 
literacy and cyberculture by Donald Theall. 

Theall is probably best known as Marshall McLuhan’s 
controversial doctoral student, and more recently for hav-
ing made available the first electronic texts of Ulysses and 
Finnegans Wake, which were “published” on the World 
Wide Web when Canadian copyright laws permitted in 
1991. Theall’s work on Joyce goes back to the McLuhan-
Carpenter journal Explorations where, in 1953, he pub-
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lished an article on Joyce and communications (“Here 
Comes Everyone”), and since the early 1990s he has 
been at the centre of an endeavour to re-address the rela-
tionship between Joyce’s writing and contemporary 
communication theory. In Beyond the Word Theall writes: 
“The study of communication has suffered by not being 
more directly involved with the entire spectrum of the arts 
of cultural production and… the study of all modes of cul-
tural production have until recently suffered from being 
carried out in relative isolation from one another.”7  

Beyond the Word, challenging certain opinions to the 
contrary, asserts that “the poet or artist in… his practice 
can simultaneously be a theorist.” Theall is interested in 
the way in which the discussion between media, texts 
and society “identifies and explores how, along with the 
appearance of new communication technology, an un-
binding of textuality occurs” and how this unbinding 
“frees the idea of text from its original connection with 
manuscripts and books.”8 For this reason Theall’s ap-
proach departs from that of other textual critics who, 
like Geert Lernout and Michael Groden, have generally 
viewed contemporary information technologies, in par-
ticular hypertext, foremost as practical utilities or presen-
tational aids. 

That Theall seeks to expand the theoretical possibilities 
of such empirical or utilitarian approaches can be dis-
cerned immediately in the subtitle of this book, which an-
nounces Theall’s view of the central role of Joyce’s texts 
in evolving a contemporary global sensibility founded upon 
a synthesis of technology, culture and communication. 
For Theall, it is not a question merely of whether Joyce in 
some way described this particular sensibility – or that 

 
 7  Donald Theall, Beyond the Word: Reconstructing Sense in the Joyce 

Era of Technology, Culture, & Communication (Toronto: University of 
Toronto Press, 1995) xix. 

 8  Theall, Beyond the Word, xiv. 
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Joyce’s texts simply emerged from an historical, global 
technological trend – but that the worldly, technological 
era in which Joyce wrote was itself implicitly “Joycean.” 
We are presented with a Joyce who, in many ways, em-
bodies the technological Zeitgeist at the limits of Modern-
ism and modernity. In this way Theall considers Joyce in 
terms of a “poetic engineer,” for whom the world is a 
type of language engine – a notion as much tied to the 
world of cultural production as to the “quotidian lan-
guage” of Joyce’s texts, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. 
This notion hinges upon the relationship between writing 
and technology set out by Giambattista Vico, Jonathan 
Swift, Stéphane Mallarmé, and later by the German phi-
losopher Martin Heidegger .  

In James Joyce’s Techno-Poetics the relationship be-
tween language and technology is made more explicit, 
with the term techno-poetics recalling a key assertion in 
Heidegger’s essay “Die Frage nach der Technik,” that 
“technē belongs to bringing-forth, to poiēsis: it is some-
thing poetic.”9 For Theall, however, technology is also a 
movement in the evolution of a contemporary poetics – a 
movement “beyond the word” to (the “making of”) the 
world, where “the world” is already the word’s monumen-
tal immanence. As in Beyond the Word, in James Joyce’s 
Techno-Poetics, Theall relates the concept of “poetic en-
gineer” to the European artistic sensibility from about 
1905 until 1945, the end of World War II. According to 
Theall, Joyce and his contemporaries were acutely at-
tuned to the import of science, technology and human 
invention. Paul Valéry (to take one of Theall’s many ex-
amples), who was a friend and translator of Joyce, argued 
that the method of the engineer and that of the poet were 
ostensibly the same (re-articulating a frequent theme of 
 

 9  Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” Basic 
Writings, trans. David Farrell Krell, rev. ed. (London: Routledge, Kegan 
& Paul, 1993) 308. 
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Renaissance poetics, which also finds echoes in Vico’s 
Scienza Nuova), while at the same time undermining the 
Humanistic foundations upon which the image of the art-
ist had previously been constructed. Theall’s “poetic engi-
neer” also resembles the Lévi-Straussean bricoleur – his 
re-definition of the term “engineer” often coming close to 
that of Jacques Derrida – in replacing the idea of a “cre-
ated” text with one of assemblage.10 

Theall’s central concern may be viewed, therefore, as 
“reconstructing sense” in the context of a “Joyce era of 
technology, culture and communication,” wherein sense 
is reinstated to its broadest, synaesthetic range of impli-
cations. That is to say, Theall’s is not a project only, or 
primarily, about Joyce or Joyce’s writing, such as is rep-
resented by the philological tradition. The concern is 
rather with mapping out a contemporary sensibility (and 
a particular understanding of (the) sense(s)) which – in 
the period after World War II – made possible subse-
quent theoretical engagements (Derrida, Cixous, 
Kristeva, Deleuze and Guattari) with the technological 
aspects of language itself – and vice versa. In James 
Joyce’s Techno-Poetics, this “historicity” is taken as the 
basis for an approach to Joyce and technology, but the 
engagement is more often at a textual level (particularly 
in regards to Finnegans Wake) as a preliminary interroga-
tion into the “technological” aspect of Joyce’s parono-
masia and of signifying structures generally.  

Following from Marshall McLuhan, Theall’s project 
begins with an investigation of the “Modern” in terms of 
“Machines, Media and the Mimetic” and thereafter 
commences to explore the idea of art as vivisection 
(“The Encyclopaedic Mechanics of Menippean Satire”), 
the fate of “the book,” cultural production, quantum 
 

10  See Jacques Derrida, “Structure, Sign & Play in the Discourse of the 
Human Sciences,” Writing & Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: 
Routledge, Kegan & Paul, 1978) 278-294. 
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theory, relativity, and the Joycean “chaosmos” of the 
“modern hermetic techno-cultural allegory.”11 The Joyce 
era, and Joycean techno-poetics, are seen to compass 
the major revolution in modern media since the advent of 
the Gutenberg printing press – and in this sense Theall 
continues the critique initiated by McLuhan in The 
Gutenberg Galaxy and after (a body of critical writing 
heavily indebted to Joyce).  

It is Theall’s view that Joyce emblematises “the po-
tential of postelectric media to suppress the ‘Gutenberg 
effect’” while nevertheless “forestalling the end of the 
book.”12 Consequently a series of recognisable theses 
emerge, mapping the major trajectories of electro-
mechanisation, the advent of telemedia and the crisis of 
literacy. These may be summarised as follows: Electric 
power and the recent evolution of mechanisation mark 
the most significant transformation of the world, and of 
the idea of the world, since the invention of language. 
The social evolution of technology has dramatically 
transformed not only the world we live in, but the means 
by which we live, and what it means to live. Human na-
ture itself can be viewed as a technological outgrowth, 
from the very first use of tools to the invention of the 
cell phone. 

 
POST-LITERATE 
The implications of this are clear enough and we may 
see how the legacy of this “Joyce era” continues to in-
fluence contemporary circumstances, even as the dis-
course of modernity to which Joyce’s writing is 
considered to belong has apparently come to be eclipsed 

 
11  Donald Theall, James Joyce’s Techno-Poetics (Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, 1997) 117. 
12  Donald Theall, “Becoming Immedia,” Prefiguring Cyberspace: An 

Intellectual History, eds. Darren Tofts, Annemarie Jonson, & Alessio 
Cavallaro (Cambridge: MIT, 2002) 142-153. 
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by an ambiguous post-modernity. It is arguable that, like 
Habermas, Theall presents the modernity of this “Joyce 
era” as an incomplete project, exemplified in Joyce’s 
extensions of the Gutenberg invention towards a gener-
alised beyond of literacy. 

For Theall, as with McLuhan, the beginning of electric 
media (the telegraph) constituted the first major transfor-
mation of the means of verbal expression since the inven-
tion of language itself. Since the development of the 
telegraph, electro-mechanisation has increasingly taken 
the form of a mechanics of codification, in which contem-
porary technologies are more and more dependent upon 
language (software codes, information technologies). Like 
language itself, the “machine” has come to operate ac-
cording to principles of abstract-symbolisation, serial repe-
tition, auto-production. Technology is no longer a 
spectacle for literature to contemplate but a spectre of 
literate production itself: literacy’s double.  

In the mid-80s, William Gibson (also indebted to 
Joyce) identified the emergence of cyberspace as the 
(then) most recent stage in the development of electro-
mechanical communications, telematics and virtual real-
ity. Cyberspace, as Gibson (who coined the term) saw it, 
was the simultaneous experience of time, space, and the 
flow of multi-dimensional, pan-sensory data: “All the 
data in the world stacked up like one big neon city, so 
you could cruise around and have a kind of grip on it, 
visually anyway, because if you didn't, it was too com-
plicated, trying to find your way to the particular piece 
of data you needed.”13 For Gibson, writing in his inaugu-
ral cyberpunk novel Neuromancer, this “consensual hal-
lucination” produced by “data abstracted from the banks 
of every computer in the human system” created an “un-
thinkable complexity. Lines of light ranged in the non-

 
13  William Gibson, Mona Lisa Overdrive (New York: Spectra, 1986) 16. 
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space of the mind, clusters and constellations of data. 
Like city lights receding.”14  

Almost a decade earlier, Marshall McLuhan said simi-
lar things about the advent of personal computers in the 
1970s: “It steps up the velocity of logical sequential cal-
culations to the speed of light reducing numbers to body 
count by touch… When applied to new forms of elec-
tronic-messaging such as teletext and videotext, it 
quickly converts sequential alphanumeric texts into 
multi-level signs and aphorisms, encouraging ideographic 
summation, like hieroglyphs.”15 Since the development 
of GPS and digital satellite communications; the inven-
tion of CCTV and the World Wide Web; the evolution of 
new computing languages and the mass manufacture of 
micro processors, the transformative activities of electro-
mechanisation have accelerated to encompass almost 
every aspect of literate, and what is often termed “post-
literate,” experience. 

While the evolution of electric media marked for McLu-
han a radical transformation of human experience, its 
techniques can be traced back, beyond the invention of 
machines to the basis of human communication technolo-
gies: the gesture. As Joyce says in Ulysses: “gesture… 
would be a universal language, the gift of tongues ren-
dered visible not the lay sense but the first entelechy, the 
structural rhythm” (U 432). Gesture, in advance of “liter-
acy” and literate (coding) machines, not only initiates lan-
guage but re-defines man’s external world as an extension 
of human potentiality, through the capacity of language 
systems to directly shape and determine a material reality. 

 
14  William Gibson, Neuromancer (New York: Ace, 1984) 69.  
15  Marshall McLuhan & Bruce Powers, The Global Village: Transforma-

tions in World Life & Media in the 21st Century (Oxford: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 1989) 103. This text was edited & rewritten from 
McLuhan’s notes, compiled before his death in 1981, & published 
posthumously in 1989 
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While this view is subject to existing critiques of utilitari-
anism and of Cartesian rationalism, McLuhan and Theall 
view this extension in terms of a Joycean extension of 
the technē of the book, as compassing both semantic and 
tactile experiences of language, and hence of the world at 
large, adopting Gregory Bateson’s “ecological” view of 
language and mind. 

Electronic mediation has increasingly tended to “re-
turn” this signifying function to the body (a type of ges-
tural prosthesis), through the invention of new species of 
personal appliance which extend the individual’s poten-
tial for (simultaneous) environmental interaction and mo-
bility in unprecedented ways. Mobile communication 
technologies, for example, point to a future universalisa-
tion of the particular. While formerly one spoke of inte-
grating machines into man (Gibson, McLuhan), today it is 
more often a question of re-integrating man into the ma-
chine. Virtual Reality in this sense is not the externalisa-
tion of the Central Nervous System, but one side of a 
mutual extension (the res extensa of technological man). 
Light speed data processing describes the realisation in 
media space of neural impulses, in which reality is re-
conceived on the basis of the electron (quantum phys-
ics). Micro-macro-medio: through the invention of ever 
more mobile communications networks, man becomes 
more and more universalised. The World Wide Web no 
longer binds the individual to a fixed computer terminal 
but accommodates the body in its own fluid space: for 
the first time technology has returned the experience of 
“portability” to the body, and the new communications 
technology is as portable as the gesture, defining the 
body within a new gestural space. 

In Beyond the Word, Theall points to Joyce’s writing, 
and above all Finnegans Wake, as emblematic of such a 
generalised techno-poetic moment of transformation. If 
we accept this view, then according to Theall the Wake 
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can be regarded as a type of matrix, that “signalises a 
whole new relationship with language, with audience, and 
with the everyday world. Joyce anticipated the age of the 
microcomputer and the micro’s easy relationship with 
telecommunications, while also dramatising certain devel-
opments which were and would be taking place in poetry 
and the arts as a result of the dramatic socio-economic, 
cultural and technological changes which had started in 
the mid-nineteenth century.”16 In this sense, Joyce’s 
work not only encapsulates the sense of a new post-
Gutenberg “era” of technology, culture and communica-
tion, but in fact mediates our understanding of this era 
and of its consequences for contemporary culture. 

 
16  Theall, Beyond the Word, xiii. 
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From Symptom to Machine* 
 
 

Writing has no sooner begun than it inseminates itself 
with another reading. The Wake, fin negans, begets only 
beginnings but invalidates all origins, in a system which 
can be described as a word-machine, or a complex 
machination of meanings, probing and programming the 
seedy sides of meaning.  

 —Jean-Michel Rabaté, “Lapsus ex machina” 
 

 
TEXTUAL MACHINES 
In their 1979 book Autopoiesis and Cognition, cyberneti-
cists Humberto Maturana and Francesco Varela coin the 
phrase “autopoietic machines” to describe a process of 
mechanised autoproduction. In cybernetics the term auto-
poietic refers to machines organised as a network of proc-
esses of production, transformation and destruction. This 
network gives rise to components which, through their in-
teractions and transformations, regenerate and in turn real-
ise the network or processes that produced them. At the 
same time these components constitute the network as a 
concrete unity in the space in which they exist by specify-
ing the “topological domain of its realisation.”1 In other 
words, the components of autopoietic machines generate 
recursively, by means of their interaction, the same net-
work of processes by which they themselves are produced. 

To a significant extent, the idea of autopoietic ma-
chines parallels what Victor Tausk conceived of as “influ-
encing machines,” and what Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari term “desiring machines.” For Deleuze and Guat-

 
 *  First published in Hypermedia Joyce Studies 3.1 (2002). 
 1  Humberto Maturana & Francisco Varela, Autopoiesis & Cognition 

(Boston: Reidal, 1979). 
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tari, the desiring-production of “desiring machines” coa-
lesces about what Antonin Artaud described as a “the 
body without organs”: a body which “is produced as a 
whole, but in its own particular place within the process 
of production, alongside the parts that it neither unifies 
nor totalizes.”2 This sense of a body-machine, produced 
“alongside” its parts, echoes Tausk’s concept of an influ-
encing apparatus as the terminal manifestation in a schizo 
symptomatology, whose etiology is one of alienation and 
regressive loss of ego boundaries. Like Artaud’s body 
without organs, the influencing machine operates as a 
body prosthesis, whose substitution for the material body 
initiates a chain of other substitutions, of which it be-
comes the symptomatic expression, while at the same 
time nevertheless representing a mechanism of objectifi-
cation.3 Hence for Tausk, this machine is above all a 
symptom, whose relation to the alienating process of its 
objectification can be described as autopoietic, since it is 
also a projection and sublimated identification (through 
which lines of “influence” are preserved and in fact rein-
forced). Similarly, when the body without organs “turns 
back upon” its other parts, it brings about what Deleuze 
and Guattari describe as: 
 

transverse communications, transfinite summarizations, 
polyvocal and transcursive inscriptions on its own sur-
face, on which the functional breaks of partial objects are 
continually intersected by breaks in the signifying chains, 
and by breaks effected by a subject that uses them as 
reference points in order to locate itself.4  

 
 2  Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism & 

Schizophrenia, trans. R. Hurley, M. Seem, & H.R. Lane (New York: 
Viking, 1977) 43. 

 3  Victor Tausk, “The Influencing Machine,” trans. Dorian Feigenbaum, 
Incorporations, eds. Jonathan Crary & Sanford Kwinter (New York: 
Zone Books, 1992) 551-2. 

 4  Deleuze & Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, 43. 
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This sense of “transverse communications” emerges in 
Finnegans Wake in terms of an overall apparatus, under-
writing a general thematics of identity, autopoiesis, al-
chemy, duplicity, copyright, historicity and so on. In a key 
passage towards the end of Book I, Joyce describes 
Shem-the-Penman, the plagiarist-author figure of the 
Wake, as producing: 

 
nichthemerically from his unheavenly body a no uncertain 
quantity of obscene matter not protected by copriright in 
the United States of Ourania or bedeed and bedood and 
bedang and bedung to him, with his double dye, brought to 
blood heat, gallic acid on iron ore, through the bowels of 
his misery, flashly, nastily, appropriately, this Esuan Men-
schavik and the first till last alchemist wrote over every 
square inch of the only foolscap available, his own body, 
till by its corrosive sublimation one continuous present 
tense integumented slowly unfolded in all marryvoising 
moodmoulded cyclewheeling history. [FW 185.29-186.02] 

  
Writing with his excrement across the entire surface of his 
own body, Shem symbolically obscures the divisions be-
tween tropos and topos in a single act of autopoiesis. Or 
rather, this solipsistic reversion crosses between a topo-
logical space within language and a tropological space 
within the topos of this relation, whereby we might think 
of Finnegans Wake (whose metonym this excremental 
writing is) as emerging from a symptomatology of auto-
poietic involution, or what Joyce calls “morphological cir-
cumformation” (FW 599.09-17). 

Such a mechanism of “circumformation” recalls what 
Jacques Derrida, in his essay “Two Words for Joyce,” 
terms “a hypermnesiac machine.”5 Following Joyce’s 

 
 5  Jacques Derrida, “Two Words for Joyce,” Post-structuralist Joyce: 

Essays from the French, eds. Derek Attridge & Daniel Ferrer (Cam-
bridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 147. 
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writing practice in Finnegans Wake, Derrida is interested 
in how the idea (eidos) put to work hypermnemically, as 
an alternative to the intuition or direct experience of 
phenomenology, is not the signified concept but the eli-
sion of meaning brought about in language by the symp-
tomatic re-alignment of narratives, tropes, themes, 
genres, but also individual words, letters or phonemes. 

In Dissemination, Derrida suggests that this elision 
would give rise to a type of hypertextual apparatus 
which would operate “in two absolutely different places 
at once, even if these were only separated by a veil,”6 
an idea he further elaborates upon in “Two Words for 
Joyce”: 

 
Paradoxical logic of this relationship between two texts, 
two programmes or two literary “softwares”: whatever 
the difference between them, even if […] it is immense 
and incommensurable, the “second” text, the one 
which, fatally, refers to the other, quotes it, exploits it, 
parasites it and deciphers it, is no doubt the minute par-
cel detached from the other, the metonymic dwarf, the 
jester of the great anterior text […] and yet it is also an-
other set, quite other, bigger, and more powerful than 
the all-powerful which it drags off and reinscribes else-
where in order to defy its ascendancy. Each writing is at 
once the detached fragment of a software more power-
ful than the other, a part larger than the whole of which 
it is a part.7 

 
The topological structure of the relationship described 
here, between two textual programmes, recalls what 
Derrida in The Truth in Painting terms mise en abyme, 
wherein a “totality” “is represented on the model of one 

 
 6  Jacques Derrida, “The Double Sessions,” Dissemination, trans. Barbara 

Johnson (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981) 221. 
 7  Derrida, “Two Words for Joyce,” 148. 
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of its parts which thus becomes greater than the whole 
of which it forms a part, which it makes into a part.”8 
Elsewhere Derrida describes this process in terms of a 
supplementary “chain of substitutions,” or as a “decen-
tring,” suggesting analogies to what the mathematician 
Henri Poincaré termed the “Vicious Circle Principle” and 
which Bertram Russell in 1908 defined as an exclusion 
of metonymic totality. For Russell, “whatever involves all 
of a collection must not [itself] be one of the collection.”9 

In the ‘Mamafesta’ episode of Finnegans Wake (I.5), 
this set theoretical principle of metonymic exclusion is 
posed against the function of A.L.P.’s letter (“Anna’s 
gramme”) as a “metonymic dwarf” of Joyce’s “night-
book” as a whole, in which the letters A.L.P. simultane-
ously describe the recurrent “vicious circle” of a Freudian 
repetition compulsion in which Alp is also the German 
word for nightmare. As this “epistolear” becomes more 
and more a part of the textual apparatus that surrounds 
it, and less distinguishable from its own analysis or exe-
gesis, it begins to take on a mythological aura as the site 
of endless co-ordinates for an impossible rendez-vous 
with itself. Like the letters A.L.P. and H.C.E., this “night-
letter” serves as a kind of topological, or tropological site 
of what Jean-Michel Rabaté terms a lapsus – a point of 
“continuity” which at the same time marks out a chain 
 

 8  Jacques Derrida, The Truth in Painting, trans. Geoffrey Bennington & 
Ian McLeod (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1987) 27. This meta-
phor describes a two-fold relation that suggests, also, Georg Cantor’s 
set continuum problem, which also came to pre-occupy Gottlob Frege 
& Bertram Russell. The first is the ambivalent set between two writ-
ing/translation softwares, in which one is a “minute” & “metonymic 
dwarf” which is nonetheless “detached from” & able to “exploit” the 
other. The second is the equivalent set of relations between two soft-
wares in which both are a “detached fragment of a software” &, simul-
taneously, a “software more powerful than the other” & a “part larger 
than the whole of which it is a part.” 

 9  Bertram Russell, “Mathematical Logic as Based on the Theory of 
Types,” American Journal of Mathematics 30 (1908): 222-62.  
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of “dis-continuities,” or the symptomatic “disarticula-
tion” of a sequence of encoding and decoding. 

As with Derrida, Rabaté envisages a machine in 
which production is driven by an internal division (mem-
ory or desire) which opens a place of potentially limitless 
substitutions – a movement which finds itself pro-
grammed in advance by the irreducibility of the ma-
chine’s own internal paradox. This paradox is pervasive, 
but it might be said to be most fully accommodated in 
the purpose of the machine to supersede itself – a form 
of “built-in obsolescence,” which is also a form of pro-
jective self-substitution and auto-production. As Rabaté 
suggests, this paradox functions as a “lapsus” and 
points to the way in which a programmatic discourse 
would “attempt to fill the blank space of desire left hol-
low by – or in – the machine.”10  

This “desiring machine,” miming the totalising move-
ment of an exegesis, or exe-genesis, approaches a topo-
logical relation to itself similar to that of the Turing 
machine, or of Cantor’s continuum problem (the problem 
of determining whether there is a set with cardinality 
greater than that of the natural numbers but less than 
that of the continuum). In 1901, Russell reformulated 
this problem as arising from a consideration of the set of 
all sets which are not members of themselves, since this 
set must be a member of itself if and only if it is not a 
member of itself.11 

Cesare Burali-Forti, an assistant to the mathematician 
Guiseppi Peano, discovered a similar antinomy in 1897 
when he observed that since the set of ordinals is well 
ordered, it therefore must have an ordinal itself. How-

 
10  Rabaté, “Lapsus ex machina,” 79. 
11  See Bertram Russell, The Principles of Mathematics (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 1903). Cf. Bertram Russell & Alfred North 
Whitehead, Principia Mathematica, 3 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1910). 
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ever, this ordinal must be both an element of the set of 
ordinals and yet greater than any ordinal in the set. By 
definition, the paradoxical sets of Forti and Russell deny 
self-similarity since they must of necessity contain the 
term that both defines and exceeds them, ad infinitum, 
as a type of interminable destiny. In the absence of any 
limiting or stabilising “identity,” the set paradox tends 
towards unlimited proliferation – a type of desiring ma-
chine caught, like the Lacanian subject, in an inflationary 
movement of self-projection and re-integration.  

This idea can be broadly applied to genetic processes 
of coding and decoding in which a programmatic identity 
takes the place of an originary identity, and in which the 
genetic code can be viewed as structurally antecedent to 
itself within a sequence of metonymic substitutions. Der-
rida links this idea to the principle of viral contamination: 

 
It is precisely a principle of contamination, a law of im-
purity, a parasitic economy. In the code of set theories, 
if I may use it at least figuratively, I would speak of a 
sort of participation without belonging – a taking part in 
without taking part of, without having membership in a 
set. The trait that marks membership inevitably divides, 
the boundary of the set comes to form, by invagination, 
an internal pocket larger than the whole; and the out-
come of this division and of this abandoning remain as it 
is limitless.12 

 
This destining (as a form of installation in advance), sug-
gests another way in which programmatic emplacement 
operates a type of “paradox lust.” It also suggests a way 
in which we might consider textual processes as pro-
grammed in advance – or as belonging to a program 
which has always already been installed and which can-
 

12  Jacques Derrida, “The Law of Genre,” trans. Avital Ronell, Glyph 7 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1980) 207. 
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not be disintricated from the “hardware” with which it will 
always have been integrated. In “The Question Concern-
ing Technology,” Martin Heidegger likewise argues that 
the essence of technology (as Ge-stell or enframing): “is 
an ordering of destining, as is every way of revealing. 
Bringing-forth, poiēsis, is also a destining in this sense.”13 
Similarly, Maurice Blanchot links discursive emplacement 
to a certain topology of the “fragment,” as an element of 
metonymic recursion. According to Blanchot:  
 

the fragment, as fragments, tends to dissolve the total-
ity which it presupposes and which it carries off to-
wards the dissolution from which it does not […] form, 
but to which it exposes itself in order, disappearing – 
and along with it, all identity – to maintain itself as the 
energy of disappearing: a repetitive energy, the limit that 
bears upon limitation.14 

 
This emplaced-fragmentation, without origin or deriva-
tion, would also describe the transversality of the “limit 
that bears upon limitation” as simultaneously the aporia 
of what Heidegger calls being placed. As the mark of 
discursive emplacement, this aporia of limits likewise 
describes a structural “hesitancy” between the fragmen-
tary resemblance to a system in the process of emerging 
and to one in the process of dissolution. It suggests a 
mechanical lability, a technics of the fragmented tending 
simultaneously towards the infinitesimal and the mon-
strous through an interminable movement of autopoietic 
recursion. In place of the incomplete system it will al-
ways have seemed to imply, the fragment disseminates 
itself, engendering each of its elements as the frag-
 

13  Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” Basic 
Writings: From Being & Time (1927) to The Task of Thinking (1964), 
ed. David Farrell Krell, rev. ed. (London: Routledge, 1993) 330.  

14  Maurice Blanchot. The Writing of the Disaster, trans. Ann Smock 
(Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1995) 60-61. 
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mented-whole of which it is not even the whole-
fragmented, mise en abyme.  
 
HALTING MACHINES 
The relation of the fragment to the organisation of se-
mantic structures is also linked, through the material, 
typographical nature of the “book,” to the technological 
concept of moveable type, echoing to a certain degree 
Plato’s identification of the alphabet itself as a form of 
technē in Phaedrus. As Marshal McLuhan and others 
have pointed out, the invention of moveable type made 
Gutenberg’s press one of the first Western machines of 
mass production.15 The limited set of variables required 
for the press (twenty six Latin characters, plus blank 
spaces, punctuation marks and diacriticals) provides a 
basic conception of a typographical grid or matrix, within 
which a virtually infinite number of permutations and 
combinations are possible – depending upon assumed 
conventions of grammar, syntax and orthography used 
to determine any particular typographical sequence. As 
Alan Turing has noted, however: 

 
If we were to allow an infinity of symbols, then there 
would be symbols differing to an arbitrarily small extent. 
The effect of this restriction of the number of symbols is 
not very serious. It is always possible to use sequences of 
symbols in the place of single symbols. […] Similarly in any 
European language words are treated as single symbols.16 

 
15  Cf. Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy: The Making of Typo-

graphical Man (Toronto: The University of Toronto Press, 1962). 
16  Alan Turing, “On Computable Numbers, with an Application to the 

Entscheidungsproblem,” Proceedings, London Mathematical Society, 
2.42 (1936): 249-50. 
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The Turing “grid” provides a secondary means of organ-
ising language as a whole in terms of material combina-
tion and recombination, by assigning single values to 
entire terms, or to any linguistic, rhetorical or schematic 
unit whatsoever. In this way the cyclical notions of 
Giambattista Vico or Friedrich Nietzsche, or the struc-
tural repetitions of Homer’s Odyssey and the Bible, can 
equally be thought of in acrostic terms. 

One of the questions raised by Joyce’s writing, how-
ever, is how to account for the possibility of this acrostic 
grid exceeding its own rules. In other words, how to ac-
count for the assigning of multiple values to individual 
terms, or to the multiplication of terms within the same 
grid-space? Moreover, the apparently mechanical nature 
of the acrostic grid poses questions similar to those 
raised by Noam Chomsky about the relatedness of such 
things as grammar and syntax to semantic coherence. 
This question is partly answered by the contingency of 
contextuality, or the way in which the acrostic grid mo-
tivates a multi-dimensional connectivity between each of 
its elements. Each connection provides a trajectory of 
possible interpretation, such that we can say each term 
is in place within its particular context(s). 

A simple example of this is the referential function of 
an index or concordance, in which a basic system of co-
ordinates employing two sets of variables (word or phrase 
and numerical page reference) provides a type of basic 
hypertextual site map or primitive cybernetic apparatus. In 
most cases, the first term remains constant for a variable 
number of second terms. “Plotted” against two-axes on a 
Cartesian plane, any set of co-ordinates sharing the first 
term will describe a straight line. The indexical value of 
the first term thus appears strictly linear.  

The difficulty arises with a classic Wittgensteinian 
problem of determining the relative value of the first 
term, which without appearing to differ, also does not 
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remain constant across all of the contexts in which it 
appears (which is not its indexical value). Plotting the set 
of co-ordinates as a point-to-point vector across the 
body of the text, however, will produce a very different 
diagram – a transversal passing through a topological, 
“acrostic” space, whose values are not linear in any 
straightforward sense of that term. Other means of plot-
ting these co-ordinates can also be determined to pro-
duce different hypertextual configurations, evolving the 
acrostic possibilities of the textual co-ordinates in in-
creasingly elaborate ways. As Joyce himself suggests: 

 
The proteiform graph itself is a polyhedron of scripture. 
There was a time when naif alphabetters would have 
written it down the tracing of a purely deliquescent re-
cidivist, possibly ambidextorous, snubnosed probably 
and presenting a strangely profound rainbow in his (or 
her) occiput. [FW 107.08-12] 

 
But while such acrostic possibilities are conceivably infi-
nite, they do pose questions of formal significance which 
ask whether or not an apparently random constellation of 
texts whose resemblance is always fractional can exert 
mutual simultaneous influence at a level which is not 
merely trivial or at best a fabulation (“a strangely pro-
found rainbow”).17  
 
VICOCICLOMETRY 
In Structure and Motif, Hart identifies two major patterns 
of organisation in the structure of Finnegans Wake. The 
first of these is a three-plus-one pattern which Joyce os-
tensibly borrowed from Vico’s Principi di Scienza Nuova, 
of a cyclical model of history comprising three evolution-

 
17  Cf. FW 140-1. The letters A B C & D function here, as elsewhere, as 

subsectional “indices” of a series of questions, to which it is required 
“to harmonise your abecedeed responses” (FW 140.14). 
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ary stages and a ricorso. The second pattern consists of 
“Lesser Cycles” which “make up a four-plus-one quasi-
Indian” pattern.18 As conceived by Hart, these models 
sustain the Wake’s overall double, cyclic structure: the 
“Major Viconian Cycle” describing the four books of the 
Wake, while within each of the “three Viconian Ages of 
Books I, II, and III, Joyce allows four four-chapter cycles 
to develop,” and each of these lesser cycles also sustains 
an “implicit identification” with one of the four Western 
“classical elements” of earth, water, fire, and air: 

Where Hart’s work touches closest on contemporary ge-
netic approaches to Joyce’s text is his idea of schemata 
functioning as prototypical models of different levels of 
textual production – although where Hart focuses on 
how these emerge within Joyce’s text along more tradi-
tional lines of character and narrative, genetics tends to 
focus on how these schemata emerge from different 
points in the history of the text’s composition. The fol-
lowing analysis of III.1 provides an example of how Hart 
sees Joyce’s text as putting “cyclic ideas to work” in 
organising individual chapters: 

 
 

18  Clive Hart, Structure & Motif in Finnegans Wake (London: Faber & 
Faber, 1962) 62. 

 
⎧ 
⎨ 
⎪ 

⎩ ⎪ 
Book I (Birth) . . . . . . . . . . . . .  
 
 
Book II (Marriage)  . . . . . . . . . . . . 

 
Book III (Death) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

Major Viconian Cycle         Lesser Cycle 

1.  I.1-4: Male 
     H.C.E 
2.  I.5-8: Female 
     A.L.P. 
3.  II – Male and Female 
     battles; fire 
4.  III – Male cycle; Shaun as 
     Earwicker’s spirit; air 
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Cycle I 
 

Age i (403.18-405.03):  Description of Shaun as a “pic-
ture primitive”; he does not 
speak (first Viconian Age). 

Age ii (405.04-407.09):  Shaun has become a hero (“Bel 
of Beaus Walk”); there is an al-
lusion to the heroic slaying of 
the Jabberwock and an enter-
taining Rabelaisian description of 
Shaun’s heroic eating habits. 

Age iii (407.10-414.14):  Introduced by “Overture and be-
ginners” this is the beginning of 
the Human Age, in which the 
gods can appear only in dra-
matic representation on stage; 
Shaun has become a popular 
representative (“vote of the 
Irish”); the word “Amen” brings 
to an end the group of three 
Ages forming the main part of 
this first Viconian cycle. 

Age iv (414.14-414.18):  A short ricorso brings us back to 
the theocratic Age with the in-
troduction to the Fable – Thun-
der (FW 414.19).19 

 
Hart suggests that the overall structure of the Wake – by 
the three-plus-one pattern and its four-plus-one schematic 
complement – can also be understood in terms of the 
“cross of the quaternity” or ⊕ symbol. This cross within a 
circle corresponds to the siglum in the Finnegans Wake 
manuscripts used to designate what Hart refers to as the 
“highly important ninth question in I.6.9”: 

 
19  Hart, Structure & Motif in Finnegans Wake, 58. Hart then analyses the 

following sections of the book along the same lines & demonstrates that 
Cycle IV brings III.1 “to a conclusion with a prayer […] to Shaun the god-
figure, who is to be resurrected in the next chapter” (60). 
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if a human being duly fatigued […] having plenxty off 
time on his gouty hands […] were […] accorded […] 
with an earsighted view of old hopinhaven […] then 
what would that fargazer seem to seemself to seem 
seeming of, dimm it all? [FW 143.4-27]20 

 
The Wake’s answer: “A collideorscope” (FW 143.28), can 
be seen as one of the many terms with which Joyce’s 
text describes itself, and Hart contends that Joyce’s use 
of the ⊕ symbol to designate a passage dealing with the 
structure of Finnegans Wake “suggests that in one struc-
tural sense, the whole book forms a mandala,” which the 
⊕ symbol represents (“a quadripartite with diametrically 
inverted ornaments”).21 This symbol can also be taken as 
standing for a type of transversal across signifying dimen-
sions, between trope and schema, describing an implicitly 
hypertextual relation: 
 
 

Book IV 
Book III 
  
Book II 

Book I.1-4 
  
Book I.5-8 

 

 
20  Cited in Alan Roughley, James Joyce & Critical Theory: An Introduc-

tion (London: Harvester, 1991) 11. 
21  Cf. Roland McHugh, The Sigla of Finnegans Wake (London: Edward 

Arnold, 1976) 118. For McHugh the ⊕ symbol “denotes the mental sensa-
tion of contemplating the mandala of Finnegans Wake, a tranquil equipoise 
at the hub of time” (i121).  
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According to Hart, the four quadrants of the circle consti-
tute “the Wheel of Fortune, while Book IV lies at the 
‘hub.’”22 One interesting corollary to this analysis arises 
from a consideration of the apparently “circular” structure 
of the Wake whereby the last line in the book is often 
considered as turning back upon the first line, so that the 
book itself becomes literally a circle (a “book of Dou-
blends Jined” [FW 20.15-16]), through the “sentence”: 

 
A way a lone a last a loved a long the [|the outside of 
the book|] riverrun, past Eve and Adam’s, from swerve 
of shore to bend of bay, brings us by a commodius vi-
cus of recirculation back to Howth Castle and Environs. 
[FW 628.15-16, 3.01-13] 
 

But if this sentence belongs to both the first (I.1) and 
last (IV.1) chapters of the Wake, then there can be no 
simple divide between the first and last chapters. In his 
seminar “Joyce le symptôme,” Lacan suggests: 

 
déjà son dernier mot ne peut se rejoindre qu’au premier, 
le the sur lequel il se termine se raccolant au riverrun 
dont il se débute, ce qui indique le circulaire?23 
 

Lacan goes on to argue that Finnegans Wake should, in 
fact, not be described as circular but rather as knotted, 
comparing the looping back of “the” and “riverrun” to 
the topological figure of the Borromean knot. Lacan fur-
ther relates the idea of the knot back to the “circle and 
cross” of Hart’s mandalic ⊕ schematisation,24 arguing 
that the function of this is not so much to render the 
Wake’s structure as a closed totality, but rather: 

 
22  Hart, Structure & Motif in Finnegans Wake, 77. 
23  Jacques Lacan, “Joyce le symptôme I,” Joyce avec Lacan, ed. Jacques 

Aubert (Paris: Navarin Éditeur, 1987) 29. 
24  Lacan, “Joyce le symptôme I,” 28. 
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à savoir l’ambiguïté du 3 et du 4, à savoir ce à quoi il 
restait collé, attaché, à l’interrogation de Vico.25 

 
The exploration of the problem of Borromean knots repre-
sented Lacan’s attempt at elaborating a topology of the 
symbolic, imaginary and real,26 whose ambiguous struc-
ture, like Finnegans Wake, turns about the seemingly im-
possible equation 3=4, as a transition from the structure 
of the “trinity” to that of the “quaternity.” Which is also 
to say that if, according to conventional logics of scale, a 
sentence cannot be greater than a chapter, then the sen-
tence “A way a lone […] back to Howth Castle and Envi-
rons” belongs to one chapter, and the number of chapters 
in Finnegans Wake is not 17 but 16, and the number of 
books is 3 and not 427 – or rather, there are both possi-
bilities at once. In this way Book IV, the Wakean ricorso, 
the “hub” or “double axis” of the Wake’s mandalic ⊕ initi-
ates this structural turn at the same time as this turning 
effaces it – providing a virtually schematic model of what 
Blanchot and Derrida describe as a de-centred structure.  

Hart’s ⊕ schema (which first appears in Structure and 
Motif in Finnegans Wake) describes a double chiasmatic 
movement between the four books of the Wake: 
 

Around a central section, Book II, Joyce builds two op-
posing cycles consisting of Books I and III. In these two 
Books there is established a pattern of correspondences 
of the major events of each, those in Book III occurring 
in reverse order and having inverse characteristics. 
Whereas Book I begins with a rather obvious birth (28-9) 
and ends with a symbolic death (215-6), Book III begins 
with a death (403) and ends with a birth (590); “roads” 
and the meeting with the King (I.2) reappear in III.4, the 
trial of I.3-4 in III.3, the Letter of I.5 in III.1, and the fa-

 
25  Lacan, “Joyce le symptôme I,” 28. 
26  See Lacan, “Seminaire,” Scilicet 6.7 (1976): 40. 
27  Cf. Roughley, James Joyce & Critical Theory, 279. 
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bles of I.6 earlier in III.1. In his correspondence Joyce 
implicitly referred to this pattern.28 

 
Hart’s schema is in fact directly echoed in the Wake itself: 
 

 
 
The Viconian “duplex” (FW 292.24) suggested in the 
above diagram (located mid-way through book II) is defined 
by a transversal along the co-ordinates A(α), L(λ), P(π), be-
tween “Trinitarian” eschatology and cyclic re-birth, produc-
ing the triangulated form of the vesica piscis (“between 
shift and shift ere the death he has lived through and the 
life he is to die into” [FW 293.003-5]): 
 

Uteralterance or  
the Interplay of  
Bones in the  
Womb.  
[FW 293.L1]29  

 
In De monade, Giordano Bruno describes a similar figure 
of two intersecting circles, the Diadis figura. The plane of 
intersection, the monas, according to Bruno: “contains its 
opposite” (Immo bonum atque malum prima est ab origine 

 
28  Hart, Structure & Motif, 66-7. 
29  Cf. Donald Theall, James Joyce’s Techno-Poetics (Toronto: Toronto 

University Press, 1997) 134f. 
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fusum).30 Leibniz, in his conception of a monadology, 
similarly argued that “in the labyrinth of the continuous 
the smallest element is not the point but the fold,” just as 
in Joyce’s diagram the plane of continuity describes itself 
through a fold, A(α) – L(λ).31 Amongst other things, this 
diagram suggests a mechanism operating on the basis of 
a type of “paradox lust” whose structural topology 
(schematic or tropic) is not self-identical but a chiasmatic 
regeneration – an acrostic convergence of “anaglyptics” 
(419.10), where: “A is for Anna like L is for Liv. Aha ha-
hah, Ante Ann you’re apt to ape aunty annalive! Dawn 
gives rise. Lo, lo, lives love! Eve takes fall. La, la, laugh 
leaves alass! Aiaiaiai, Antiann, we’re last to the lost, Lou-
lou! Tis perfect” (FW 293.18-23). 
 
VESICA PISCIS 
As Roland McHugh, in The Sigla of Finnegans Wake, re-
minds us, the construction of an equilateral triangle is 
the first proposition in Euclid’s Elements of Geometry 
(“The aliments of jumeantry” [FW 286.L4]). It is also the 
mystical figure par excellence, derived through esoteric 
Christian symbolism from the more geometrico of the 
neo-Platonist and Pythagorean cults. The equilateral tri-
angle and its inverted double, moreover, combines the 
geometry of transcendence and the trinity with the gen-
erative principle symbolised by the female. As McHugh 
further remarks: “the sexual interpretation of this figure 
has a precedent in the associations of the Vesica Piscis, 
or fish’s bladder, which is the central ovoid portion, 
where the circles overlap.”32 
 
 

30  Jordani Bruni Nolani Opera Latine Conscripta, ed. F. Fiorentino (Nea-
poli, 1879-91). 

31  Peter Eisenman, “Unfolding Events,” Incorporations, eds. Jonathan 
Crary & Sanford Kwinter (New York: Zone Books, 1992), 425. 

32  McHugh, The Sigla of Finnegans Wake, 68. 
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It is know to both freemasons and architects that the 
mystical figure called the Vesica Piscis, so popular in the 
middle ages, and generally placed as the first proposition 
of Euclid, was a symbol applied by the masons in plan-
ning their temples […] the Vesica was also regarded as a 
baneful object under the name of the “Evil Eye,” and the 
charm most employed to avert the dread effects of its 
fascination was the Phallus […]. In the East the Vesica 
was used as a symbol of the womb […]. To every Chris-
tian the Vesica is familiar from its constant use in early 
art, for not only was it an attribute of the Virgin and the 
feminine aspect of the Saviour as symbolised by the 
wound in his side, but it commonly surrounds the figure 
of Christ, as his throne when seated in glory.33 

 
Elsewhere in the Wake the vesica is described as a “kind 
of a thinglike all traylogged then pubably it resymbles a 
pelvic or some kvind then props an acutebacked quad-
rangle” (FW 608.22-4).  

Joyce’s diagrammatic combination of Viconian and 
Platonic idealities (“Plutonic loveliaks twinnt Platonic year-
lings – you must, how, in undivided reawlity draw the line 
somewhere” [292.30-32]) can be seen as describing a 
broader schematic function. But this primitive, cyclical 
apparatus can also be seen as being structured as a 
symptom – a schematic of recursive aphanisis. In The 
Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, Lacan 
adopts a similar diagram in the presentation of his theory 
of alienation.34 For Lacan, the vel, or space bounded by 
both circles (the vesica), describes the condition between 
Being and Meaning, which is that of non-meaning: 

 

 
33  William Sterling, The Canon (1897; London: Garnstone Press, 1974) 

11-14; cited in McHugh, The Sigla of Finnegans Wake, 68. 
34  Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, ed. 

Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan Sheridon (London: The Hogarth Press, 
1977) 211. 
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                            Being    Meaning 

              (the subject)      (the Other) 
                               non- 
                             meaning 

 
According to Lacan, there is “no subject without, some-
where, aphanisis of the subject, and it is in this alienation, 
in this fundamental division, that the dialectic of the subject 
is established.”35 Thus the sign of the lack, the “evil eye” 
(which is, again, the feminine, castrative eye of the Freu-
dian Medusa), also becomes the emblem of what veils 
meaning: what elsewhere Lacan calls the mask of the 
Other, the concealment of the gaze, the mirror-illusion of 
the subject which conceals a “non-meaning.” Nevertheless, 
 

because of the vel, the sensitive point of balance, there 
is an emergence of the subject at the level of meaning 
[…] from its aphanisis in the Other locus, which is that 
of the unconscious.36 

 
Borrowing from Niels Bohr’s “complementary sets,” Lacan 
describes the vel of alienation as “defined by the choice 
whose properties depend on this, that there is, in the join-
ing, one element that, whatever the choice operating may 
be, has as its consequences a neither one, nor the other”: 

 
 

35  Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 221. 
36  Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 221. 
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If we choose being, the subject disappears, it eludes us, 
it falls into non-meaning. If we choose meaning, the 
meaning survives only deprived of that part of non-
meaning that is, strictly speaking, that which constitutes 
in the realisation of the subject, the unconscious. In 
other words, it is of the nature of this meaning, as it 
emerges from the field of the Other, to be in a large part 
of its field, eclipsed by the disappearance of being, in-
duced by the very function of the signifier.37 
 

This state of signification, of equivocity (“both and yet nei-
ther”), is given a more complex formulation in Lacan’s 
three major seminars on Finnegans Wake. In “Joyce le 
symptôme” I and II, and “Le sinthome, Séminaire du 18 
novembre 1975,” Lacan suggests that Finnegans Wake 
can be understood as a type of symptom which it is im-
possible to analyse. Following from its etymology (Gk. 
sumptōma: occurrence, phenomenon; from sumpiptein, to 
fall together, fall upon, happen), Lacan links the Freudian 
notion of “symptom” as a condition of the unconscious (of 
the Oedipal entanglement), to the notion of the uncon-
scious as structured like a language, to the (incestuous) 
reversion of Joyce’s language and ultimately to Joyce him-
self (as “Shemptôme”), in whom all of these figures intersect 
as a kind of “Borumoter” (FW 331.27).38 That is, “un nœud 
de signifiants”39 as symptom of J[ouissance] (as Lacan out-
lines eighth chapter of Seminar XX, “Knowledge and Truth,” 
in Encore, eploying a diagram that closely resembles the 
Rosicrucian pyramidal eye, with the letter J in place of the 
eye and the pyramid or equilateral triangle formed by three 
intersecting vectors, with the Imaginary forming the apex 
and the Symbolic and the Real describing the base): 

 
37  Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, 211. 
38  Lacan, “Joyce le symptôme I,” 24. 
39  Jacques Lacan, “Joyce le symptôme I,” Joyce avec Lacan, ed. Jacques 

Aubert (Paris: Navarin Éditeur, 1987) 24; Lacan, “Télévision,” Autre 
écrits, 516. 
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BORROMEAN KNOTS 
A topological curiosity, the Borromean knot is in fact a 
set of three rings arranged in a symmetrical pattern, 
none of which are actually connected but which are in-
tertwined so that they cannot be pulled apart, although 
with the condition that if any one of them is removed, 
then all three separate.40 

 
 
For Lacan, the Borromean knot describes the relationship 
between symptom and a certain perversion, which he 
relates to the Freudian drama of triangulated desire de-
fined in the Oedipus complex. As Lacan argues: 

 
40   “Borromean” comes from the Borromeo family of Renaissance Italy, 

who used the three interlocking circles on their coat of arms. Cf. The 
Mathematical Intelligencer 17.1 (Winter 1995). In Scandinavia, a draw-
ing of the Borromean knot using triangles instead of rings was known 
as “Odin’s triangle” or the “Walknot” (or “valknut,” the knot of the 
slain). The symbol was also carved on bedposts used in sea burials. 
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The Oedipal complex is such a symptom. It is in this 
sense that the Name-of-the-Father is also the Father of 
the name.41 

 
This chiasmatic turn describes a perversion in the relation 
to the father-scriptor “in as much as perversion has the 
meaning of a translation or transference directed at the 
Father [version vers le père], and that in sum the Father is 
a symptom, or a sinthome.”42 This relation has to do with 
the stratification of the individual as subject according to 
the relation of the symbolic, imaginary and real in which 
the genealogy of the subject describes a topological for-
mulation. What the topological metaphor of the Bor-
romean knot suggests, then, is the synthetic nature of the 
psychoanalytic subject, which, as subject, is the unique 
“solution” to the problem of the incomensurability of what 
is named by these three terms. Moreover, it is only by 
virtue of this synthesis that the subject can be said to ex-
ist qua subject. In this way, Lacan argues: “It is not the 
division of the imaginary, symbolic and real which defines 
perversion, but rather that they are already distinct.”43 

Recalling the Joycean “vicociclometer,” Lacan’s formu-
lation of the Borromean knot hinges upon the figure de-
scribed by the vesica, or vel, although in this case the 
vesica itself is roughly bisected, so that the points at 
which the three rings initially overlap also describe a tri-
angle, which may tentatively be posed as a figure of the 
Lacanian symptom (as the “perversion” between le Nom-
du-Père and le Père du nom, for example between 
“Joyce” and “Freud” or, as Philippe Sollers says, “sens et 
jouissance” [“joycity, joyance, joysense – jouissens”]).44  

 
41  Lacan, “La Sinthome,” Joyce avec Lacan, 46. 
42  Lacan, “La Sinthome,” 44-5. 
43  Lacan, “La Sinthome,” 44. 
44  Philippe Sollers, “Joyce et Cie,” Tel Quel 64 (1975): 17: 5. Cf. Philippe 

Sollers, Lacan Même (Paris: Navarin, 2005). 



132 

As a consequence, it is necessary to posit the Bor-
romean knot in a doubly fourfold manner: as the symp-
tomatic topos of the encounter of the Imaginary, 
Symbolic and Real, and as their tropological linkage (the 
form of the 3→4). It is this tropological counterpart of 
the symptom that Lacan refers to as le sinthome: 

 
If you find a place […] which schematises the relation-
ship between the imaginary, symbolic, and the real (as 
long as they remain separated from one another) you 
have already – in my preceding drawings, in which this 
relationship has been clearly set down – the possibility 
of linking them, but by what? By the sinthome. It is nec-
essary for you to see this: it is the re-folding of the 
capitalised S – that is, of what affirms itself in the con-
sistency of the symbolic.45 

 
The ex-istence of the symptom is implicated by the posi-
tion of this “enigmatic link” of the imaginary, symbolic 
and real, which Lacan describes in the following diagrams: 
 

 
 
For Lacan, when we attempt to untie the knot of the 
Imaginary (I), the Real (R), le sinthome (Σ),and the Sym-
bolic (S), and thus divide it into four separate parts, the 
following figure is invariably formed: 

 
45  Lacan, “La Sinthome,” 45. 
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The topological entanglement of these four elements is 
consequently regarded as describing (by a process of me-
tonymy) the basic condition of Joyce’s language in Finne-
gans Wake. In this way, the chiasmatic perversion of 
symptom and sinthome also marks a form of transversal, 
across which each of the relations described above is ex-
pressly interchangeable. Mirroring the subjective determi-
nacy of the “dialectic of identification,” the movement 
from position 1 to position 2 can be reversed, as 2 to 1, 
while 3 to 4 can be reversed, as 4 to 3 – just as the 
imaginary identification of the mirror stage operates a re-
versal mechanism across the Other-locus in the emer-
gence of the signifier as marking the subject’s “entrance” 
into the symbolic order. In other words, both the symbol 
and the symptom present themselves in such a fashion 
that either of the two terms (Σ or S) takes them in their 
entirety, “so that the other passes over the one which is 
above and under the one which is below.” Following from 
René Thom’s theory of topological folds, Lacan argues 
that this doubled chiasmus is thus accorded an imma-
nence as “the figure we regularly obtain when we attempt 
to separate the Borromean knot into its four parts.”46 

An immanence figured by way of a fictive separation: 
between the stade du miroir and dialectique du désir, be-
tween symptôme and sinthome, knot and braid – fictive in 
 

46  Lacan, “La Sinthome,” 46. 
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that it assumes a figuration of difference itself, of its 
overwhelming contingency, that could just as effectively 
be posed in terms of a problem, of a dilemma, whose 
terms (regardless of whether or not they can be “solved”) 
can in some way be verified. A figure of difference whose 
structure would not only imply a metaphorical equiva-
lence, but which would literally embody, and thus “ver-
ify,” its own contradiction. Is this, then, the meaning of 
the knot of signifiers to which Lacan refers in Télévision? 
Wherein this figure obtains a particular orientation with 
regards to the Real: “C’est le reel qui permet de dénouer 
effectivement ce dont le symptôme consiste, à savoir un 
nœud de signifiants. Nouer et dénouer n’étant pas ici des 
metaphors, mais bien à prendre comme des nœuds qui se 
construisent réellement à faire chaîne de la matière signifi-
cant.”47 This text, which coincides with a reproduction of 
the three circles of the Borromean knot in its left hand 
margin, recalls another intriguing series of figures that ap-
pears elsewhere, and which might be seen to stands as a 
counterpart to this four-fold separation: 
 

 
 

47  Lacan, “Télévision,” Autre Écrits, 516-7. 
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TOPOLOGIES 
The topological relations mapped out by Lacan by means 
of his exploration of Borromean knots are in many re-
spects anticipated in the work of Philippe Sollers. 
Sollers’s 1968 text Nombres, discussed in some detail in 
Derrida’s Dissemination [1972] in the chapter entitled 
“Nombres,” contains a sequence of diagrams at times 
intriguingly similar to those which later appear in Lacan’s 
seminar on Joyce – an intrigue that Lacan indirectly ac-
knowledges in certain remarks in Encore, where, among 
others, he makes the observation that: “Sollers est 
comme moi: il est illisible.” This may in itself be more 
than mere coincidence. The emphasis Lacan places upon 
the “perversion” of the nom du Père in that seminar (the 
implicit relation between the name Joyce as a “transla-
tion” of Freud, as well as the significance of Lacan’s 
name in this context) finds a parallel in Sollers’s own 
name-playing – between the heliotropic non-de-plume 
(Sollers) and the occulted, “original” name of the author, 
Joyaux (which suggests both jeux and jouissance, as 
well as Joyce – which Sollers himself, under the persona 
of the ghost writer “S,” addresses explicitly in his later 
novel Femmes [1983]). 

In a series of passages in Nombres dealing with the 
numerological, geometrical and dialectical significance of 
the numbers 1, 2, 3 and 4 (trinity and quaternity: a two-
fold structure which underlies the entire book, itself di-
vided into 4 sets of 10 subsets: 1+2+3+4=10), 
Sollers introduces three diagrams which describe a cer-
tain shift “d’un ensemble à l’autre, d’un blanc au blanc 
redoublé”48: 
 

 
48  Philippe Sollers, Nombers (Paris: Seuil, 1968) page 81. 
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In these first two diagrams, an open sided square figure 
is shown undergoing a series of inversions (in the first 
instance) and rotations (in the second). These “squares” 
(vectors) can be considered, among other things, as 
roughly analogous to Lacan’s schematic of the stade du 
miroir: a stage with an open “fourth wall.” The mirror 
motif reappears later in Sollers’s text, and the ideas of 
“reflection” and “transmission” are clearly related here to 
those of inversion and rotation in the above diagrams. 
These parallel transpositions “d’un ensemble à l’autre, 
d’un blanc au blanc redoublé,” also suggest a linguistic 
dimension – the metaphoric and metonymic axes elabo-
rated in the work of Roman Jakobson and later reformu-
lated in the work of Lacan in terms of the quasi-
Sausurean algorithms S/s (metaphor) and S……S' (me-
tonymy).49 The topological entanglement of these com-
posite trajectories is at least one of the renderings 
implied in Sollers’s third diagram: 

 
49  Lacan, “The Agency of the Letter,” Écrits, 164. Cf. Lacan, “Métaphore 

et métonymie,” Le séminaire de Jacques Lacan. Livre III: Les psycho-
ses 1955-6 (Paris: Seuil, 1981) 243-262. 
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How this reflects upon Lacan’s later work on Borromean 
knots may be gauged in the play of “imaginary” inver-
sion which accompanies Lacan’s notion of perversion, 
which itself describes a particular mirroring apparatus 
(nom du Père/Père du nom). This may otherwise be 
thought as the inversion of the Symbolic and Imaginary 
in the proposition of the Real (the mechanism which 
comes to bind, however surreptitiously, the structure of 
the subject to that of the sinthome).  

The open-sidedness of Sollers’s diagrams also makes 
clear, where Lacan’s do not, that above all the symptom is 
the other side of a model of a particular détournement, to 
which it constantly defers without ever referring. This dou-
bling of the 3+1 figure of the open dialectic implies, then, 
another fold, a topological “surface” in which the (4), the 
sinthome, is bracketed off (through a type of mimetic 
détournement) in the figure of the Joycean/Viconian man-
dala ⊕ – where the “+” implies both the imaginary overlap 
of non-communicating vectors, as well as their crossed-out 
centre (d’un ensemble à l’autre, d’un blanc au blanc redou-
blé). This itself is intriguing when taken in the context of 
Sollers’s 1975 essay on Joyce, “Joyce et Cie,” in which he 
explicitly relates the 3 + 1 structure of the (Viconian) 
détournement to the structure of the word in Finnegans 
Wake, derived from a phonological rendering of “the … 
riverrun” as “THREE VER UN, three towards one,” a “con-
stant state of triadicity, plus one” or 3+0/4=1, which 
reads “three plus nought which makes four equals one” 
(“This play on words seems to me to function on a simple 
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nucleus where to give one word (or rather an ‘effect of a 
word’) there is a coming together of at least three words, 
plus a coefficient of annulation”).50 

On page 45 of Nombres, Sollers introduces a fourth dia-
gram, this time itself in the form of a “cross” (en-abyme, 
almost) – a type of “tick-tack-toe” diagram suggesting an 
open-sided cube unfolded onto a two-dimensional plane – a 
crossroads, quadrifurcum, grid or trellis: 

A corresponding note relates that “these 4 surfaces which 
appear to be filled in, fold back onto a centre which isn’t 
there – which doesn’t count in any sense as part of the 
completed figure.” The blank central panel again suggests 
that containment (it is the only square bounded on all sides 
by the others, constituting a series of folds, a structural 
hub on which the entire structure hinges) “defines” an 
empty centre – the mark of an excess51 – whose location 
is subsumed into a series of interfaces (“Le carré que nous 
 

50  Sollers, “Joyce et Cie,” 19-20; “Joyce & Co.,” 7-8. 
51  “The mark of this excess is the cross – the + of the apeiron, always 

more, the ‘extra nothing,’ ‘the beyond the whole, beating out he 
rhythm of both pleasure & repetition’ (Dissemination, 57) – or the X, 
apropos of Nombres: ‘They remain undecipherable precisely because it 
is only in your own representation that they ever took on the aplomb of 
a cryptogram hiding inside itself the secret of some meaning or refer-
ence. X: not an unknown but a chiasmus. A text that is unreadable 
because it is only readable. Untranslatable for the same reason’ (Dis-
semination, 362).” Gregory L. Ulmer, Applied Grammatology: Post(e)-
Pedagogy from Jacques Derrida to Joseph Beuys (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1985) 152. 
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parcourons ici est la terre, mes ces quatre surfaces rem-
plies renvoient à un centre qui n’est pas là, qui ne compte 
pas de telle sorte que la figure complète […] comporte une 
case vide pour l’instant impossible à vivre, le sort”).52 This 
leads to a further transformation: 

 
the construction is presented thus: three visible sides, three 
walls if you like, on which the sequences are in reality in-
scribed – transitions, articulations, intervals, words – , and 
one absence of side or wall defined by the three others but 
enabling one to observe them from their point of view. 

 
This forth surface is in a sense carved out of the air: it enables 
speeches to make themselves heard, bodies to let themselves be 
seen: consequently, it is easily forgotten, and that is doubtless 
where illusion and error lie.53 
 

Here, then, Sollers provides the topological extension by 
which we may make sense of Lacan’s diagrammatic 
metamorphoses between the mirror dialectic and his later 
preoccupation with the Borromean knots. By substituting 
the Real, Symbolic, Imaginary and Sinthome for the nu-
merical features of Sollers’s diagrams, it is possible to 
make somewhat clearer sense of the way in which the 
“figure” of the Lacanian subject is inextricably linked to 
these topological/tropological antinomies (both as symp-

 
52  Sollers, Nombres, 4.24. 
53  Sollers, Nombers, 4.8. 
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tom and as sinthome; synthomme or saint-homme (†)).  
Moreover, as a type of stade du miroir, Sollers’s 

model points towards an entire thematics of apprehen-
sion in the production of (subjective) signifying relations. 
But whilst Lacan first adopts a material dialectical model 
of identification as the basis for this, Sollers implies a 
mirroring relation external to dialectics in a movement 
which “sublates” the 3 within the (parenthetical) fourth 
term. Like the ricorsi storici of Vico’s Scienza Nuova, 
this fourth term stands in an open relation to the other 
three and may in fact be said to inscribe them as a 
movement of signifying recursion – recalling Hegel’s 
statement that the “triplicity” of the dialectic is its “ex-
ternal, superficial side.”54 On page 75 of Nombres, the 
following text and diagram appear: 
 

(et ainsi, vous êtes comme devant le portique de 
l’histoire elle-même, sur sa scène brusquement redresée 
et illuminée 

et votre forme est désormais affrontée à ce risque, à 
cette tension qui vous tient debout, éveillé …55 

 
Here the open-sided square is itself bracketed off, the 
square “circled” and in whose circling the 4 predominates, 
we might say, as a figure of an unexpressed relation (the 

 
54  Cited in Julia Kristeva, Revolution in Poetic Language, trans. Margaret 

Waller (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984) 109. 
55  Sollers, Nombres, 4.48. 
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4 literally unfolded would describe the figure beneath 
which it lies and in this sense “mirrors,” just as elsewhere 
this 4 out of 3 takes the form of a figure shaped like the 
letter Y).56 Given this it would be inviting to speculate 
that, for Sollers, the Viconian 3+1 relation likewise im-
plies a “mirror stage” whose mechanics of revelation, 
apocalyptō or Aufhebung, disclose a hypothetical present 
or presence-to-self which is in fact a surface effect: 
“Whence the impression of witnessing a projection, 
whereas it is ultimately a matter of the very product of 
the surface.” This surface effect (we might also say, ar-
ithmetical effect) is itself likened, by a process of meto-
nymic substitutions, to the technics of mechanical 
reproduction and of the “camera,” as a “darkroom trans-
formed into a surface.”57 This darkroom or camera ob-
scura provides a metaphor for a type of “hidden stage” 
upon which “theoretical” demons perform the mechanical 
tasks of “processing” (inverted) textual images, as a type 
of mnemotechnics or “ghostwriting”:  

 
Indeed, what is thus too easily taken to be the opening 
of a stage is nonetheless a panel that distorts, an invisi-
ble, impalpable, opaque veil that plays towards the other 
three sides the role of a mirror or reflector, and towards 
the outside […] the role of a negative developer on 
which the inscriptions simultaneously produced on the 
other planes appear inverted, righted, fixed. As if the 
hypothetical actors came and traced or pronounced their 
text backwards, in front of you, without your being 
aware of it.58 
 

This structural matrix or textual apparatus likewise de-
scribes, as Joyce says, a “polyhedron of all scripture,” 
its supposed fourth surface opening onto a representa-
 

56  Sollers, Nombers, 3.19. 
57  Sollers, Nombers, 4.8. 
58  Sollers, Nombers, 4.8. 
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tional space of indefinite dimension (“the superposition 
of scenes, the emergence and progressive articulation” 
of competing structural ensembles, linkages, détourne-
ments). But also, as an other-matrix, it stands in place of 
the ineffable renversement of what Derrida, in Résis-
tances de la psychanalyse (1996), terms “woman be-
tween three and four.”59 This “third-forth person” 
likewise describes a topological relation of the sinthome 
(inverted, righted, fixed), “between the three and the 
four,” whose surface effect describes an internal differ-
ence with itself that effectively organises the apparatus 
which it at once screens, mediates, translates, interprets 
and metaphorises, as an apparatus of disclosure. Once 
again, this apparatus is given in the form of a mise-en-
scène, a theatrical stage [scène] whose forth wall or 
scænæ frons is apparently substituted by a glace-sans-
tain or double mirror. In the chapter on Sollers in Dis-
semination, Derrida elaborates further along these lines: 

 
this mirror will have been turned towards the back of 
the stage […] offering us only the site of its tain. 

Which would (not) be anything if the tain were not 
transparent, or rather transformative of what it lets 
through. The tain of this mirror thus reflects – imper-
fectly – what comes to it – imperfectly – from the other 
three sides and lets through – precisely – the ghost of 
what it reflects.60 
 

What the mirror gives, what it transmits by means of the 
imaginary fourth wall of the stage, its tain, is a “defor-
mation irreducible to any form.”61 This mirror-effect, or 
error-effect, of the stade du miroir underwrites of type of 

 
59 Jacques Derrida, Resistances of Psychoanalysis, trans. Peggy Kamuf, 

Pascale-Anne Brault & Michael Naas (Stanford: Stanford University 
Press, 1994) 8.  

60  Derrida, “Dissemination,” 314. 
61  Derrida, “Dissemination,” 314. 
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“ghosting” which Derrida elsewhere calls a “gift without 
the least memory of itself,”62 that nevertheless marks an 
“impossible past” of something that has never been pre-
sent, has never been, what both is and is not a Being-
there in the Heideggerian sense: “over ‘there,’ in a dis-
tant past, a lost memory of what is no longer here. Was 
it ever?”63 Transposed onto the mirror apparatus of the 
stade du miroir, the technics of this “ghosting” describes 
a structural matrix, a mechanism or programme in which 
the ghost writing of the signifier in the illusion of a signi-
fied marks a schematics of destination: an horizon effect 
of the mirror which gives the subject’s desire back to it 
under the guise of a translated “encounter” of/with the 
Real (as a form of scepticism about the facticity of its 
specular image).  

In Lacan’s view, the “figure” of Joyce is inextricably 
linked to this topological/tropological antinomy (both as 
symptom and as sinthome, synthomme if not “Saint 
Homme”: “Joyce n’est pas un Saint”).64 Moreover, what 
Lacan situates as the perversion of Joyce’s writing in A 
Portrait and Ulysses, with respect to the Name-of-the-
Father (Dedalus, artificer), serves to aver in the language 
of Finnegans Wake a certain Joyce as Father of the 
name. The translational play between Joyce and Freud 
also implies, as a subtext to Lacan’s seminar, a further 
transferential play between the name of Lacan and the 

 
62  Derrida, Cinders, 77.51. Derrida’s notion of the gift here, as elsewhere, 

follows from Mauss & Lacan. Bataille similarly develops this idea of the 
gift or potlach as inequation or dissymmetry (of expenditure versus 
exchange). Cf. Marcel Mauss, “Essai sur le don. Forme et raison de 
l’échange dans les sociétés archaïques,” L’Année sociologique (1923-
1924): 30-186; rpr. Sociologie et Anthropologie (Paris: Presses Univer-
sitaires de France, 1950) 143-27. “The ideal would be to give a pot-
lach & it not be reciprocated”; cited in Georges Bataille, Œuvres 
complètes (Paris: Gallimard, 1971-1988) 1.310.  

63  Derrida, Cinders, 31.3. 
64  Lacan, “Joyce le symptôme II,” Joyce avec Lacan, 33. 
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lac against which this “literalising” discourse is pro-
jected. In the mysteries of the Borromean puzzle, we can 
perhaps see a return of the spectre of Joyce-le-
symptôme: “the Shemptôme and the Shaun,” or Shem 
the penman and Shaun (“Joyce Shaunise”) the postman, 
inscribing here anew, in the vel or lack of this “circular” 
relation, the open mystery of yet another “purloined let-
ter.”65 Joyce’s lettristic machine, or synth-tome, de-
scribed through a metonymic reversion of the name 
“Joyce,” turns back upon its Lacanian symptomatology a 
figure of “Lacan” as Freudian asymptote. The joie de 
livre in the symptom of the machine. 

 
65  Lacan, “Joyce le symptôme I,” 24.  
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From Retro-Virus to Hypertext* 
 
 

There is no genetics without “genetic drift.” The modern 
theory of mutations has clearly demonstrated that a 
code, which necessarily relates to a population, has an 
essential margin of decoding: not only does every code 
have supplements capable of free variation, but a single 
segment may be copied twice, the second copy left free 
for variation. In addition, fragments of code may be 
transferred from the cells of one species to another.  

 —Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari,  
A Thousand Plateaus 

 
 
RETRO-VIRUS 
Textual genetics, with its focus on the structural signifi-
cance of avant-textes, has brought to light ways of 
treating textual artefacts that do not necessarily posit an 
originary, authorising idea concealed within, or even out-
side realised or published works (as an Ur-text or skele-
ton key), but rather views these avant-textes in terms of 
a genetic hypertextuality. This has particularly been the 
case with regard to writers like Virginia Woolf, Samuel 
Beckett and most notably James Joyce, whose note-
books and manuscripts have become the site of a sus-
tained “genetic” project.  

For many genetic theorists, Finnegans Wake – to take 
the most notorious example – is considered nothing less 
than the open totality of all the texts that can be 
grouped together around that name, including all aspects 
of Joyce’s “work-in-progress.” Whilst this idea approxi-
mates the open, global structure of hypertext (vis-à-vis 
the universal archive of electronically interlinked text), it 
is nevertheless important to look more deeply into what 
 

 *  First published in Culture Machine 4: Interzone (2002). 
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might be implied in the term “genetic.” While most theo-
rists have been careful to avoid reductive or regressive 
ways of viewing the objects of textual genetics, others 
have tended simply to adopt the term “genetics” for the 
purpose of modernising the Alexandrian project of cor-
recting and codifying Joyce’s texts. And although it is 
not the intention, here, to evaluate the respective “ge-
netic” theories, it remains necessary to investigate how 
this term can, in itself, be rendered so as to disrupt such 
a retrogressive project. This would involve considering 
more closely the structure and implications of the ge-
netic metaphor, to see how it carries within itself the 
germ of an idea that would prohibit a reduction to first 
principles and so discredit from the beginning any project 
of establishing a Joycean Ur-text on the basis of a ge-
netic master code, or what Finnegans Wake refers to as 
the “greeter glossary of code” (FW 324.21).  

Molecular biology provides a descriptive formula 
which brings together these seemingly unrelated ideas 
from the textual and biological fields of genetics – that 
is, the “enzyme reverse transcriptase.” The enzyme re-
verse transcriptase is that attribute of RNA (ribonucleic 
acid) which makes a retro-virus possible, as a mecha-
nism of “integration” (that is, a virus whose operations 
have been integrated or programmed into the genetic 
structures of the “host”). In other words, what, within 
the basic genetic fabric, programmes the retro-virus and 
causes it to function and propagate in a quasi-genetic 
way, giving rise to what might be called “viral DNA” 
(deoxyribonucleic acid). When the RNA of a retro-virus 
enters a “host cell” it essentially receives the same 
treatment as the host’s own genetic material. According 
to computer scientist Douglas Hofstadter: “This would 
mean getting transcribed and translated” so that the 
seemingly innocuous genetic code by which the virus 
entered the cell would be “decoded” into a different, vi-
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ral code which would then be programmed into the cell’s 
infrastructure and in order to be replicated by it.1  

Technically speaking, reverse transcription catalyses 
the formation of double-stranded DNA using the single 
strand of its viral genome as a template. This allows the 
viral genome firstly to be inserted into the host’s DNA 
and then to be replicated by the host, by means of a 
transformative “technology” known as RNA interference 
or RNAi. The reverse transcriptase is thus the reverse of 
the usual process of transcription in cells. That is, the 
process in which the genetic information of DNA is 
transferred to a molecule of messenger RNA, as the first 
step to protein synthesis. The process of transcription – 
in which information for the manufacture of proteins and 
their constituent amino acids is encoded in messenger 
RNA (normally transcribed from DNA in the nucleus of 
the cell) – is followed by a process of translation, which 
takes place at the ribosomes, in which this encoded in-
formation is translated into a sequence of amino acids. 

The reversibility of the transcription process provides, 
at the indifferent stage of translation, interesting corollar-
ies to the Heideggerean concept of “emplacement” – i.e. 
as an “originary” integration, which would situate the 
attributes of the retro-virus as inherent to genetics and 
not as a perversion of it: Heidegger gives to this concept 
a particularly technological slant, wherein the technē of, 
for example, “translation,” is shown to belong to the 
singularity of logos as its prior possibility (“techno-
logia”). This process of transcription and translation can 
also be seen to describe what Hofstadter calls a “mor-
phological pathway,”2 or what has been described as “a 
mise en abyme of homologous organic structures” organ-
ised according to the “polymorphous connective poten-
 

 1  Douglas R. Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach: An Eternal Golden Braid 
(New York: Vintage Books, 1980) 523. 

 2  Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach, 539. 
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tial” of the genetic apparatus.3 In this sense a “morpho-
logical pathway” would also describe the impossibility of 
its reduction (genealogy), and not merely the translatabil-
ity of its particular terms. We might also call this path-
way a transversal, by which the genetic metaphor – as a 
sign for translatio, metaphora and its literal transcription 
– articulates itself as this technē of “emplacement” (the 
pro-grammē in advance of the genetic “code”). 

The problem remains, however, in determining so-
called “authentic” genetic codes from encoded viral 
messages, which ostensibly take the same form. It is not 
simply a question of affecting the simulation or substitu-
tion of the original genetic structure, but of an activation 
of what is inherent to the genetic programme itself, and 
which reveals a lapsus or “slippage” in place of what 
would be determined as the originary code. As Walter 
Benjamin argues in “The Work of Art in the Age of Me-
chanical Reproduction”: “The presence of the original is 
the prerequisite for authenticity.”4 Like Benjamin’s no-
tion of mechanical reproduction, it is the non-presence of 
the original (i.e. of an “original code”) which makes re-
production, translation and transcription, possible in the 
first place through the technics of “writing” (the written 
trace or grammē). What is more, this concept of origi-
nary non-presence has an important relation to the ques-
tion of binary determinations generally (technē-physis, 
logos-grammē, etc.).  

In “Plato’s Pharmacy” (“the whole of that essay… be-
ing itself nothing but a reading of Finnegans Wake”), 
Jacques Derrida similarly remarks: 

 

 
 3  Brian Massumi, Capitalism & Schizophrenia: Deviations from Deleuze & 

Guattari (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1993) 119. 
 4  Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduc-

tion,” Illuminations, trans. Harry Zohn (London: Fontana, 1995) 214. 



149 

In order for these contrary values (good/evil, true/false, 
essence/appearance, inside/outside, etc.) to be in oppo-
sition, each of the terms must be simply external to the 
other, which means that one of these oppositions (the 
opposition between inside and outside) must already be 
accredited as the matrix of all possible opposition. And 
one of the elements of the system (or of the series) 
must also stand as the very possibility of systematicity 
or seriality in general.5  
 

This seeming paradox describes the condition of a cer-
tain pharmakon (poison/cure) of writing. Relating the 
myth of writing’s invention as a prosthesis of memory, 
Derrida traces a movement of debilitation within the sys-
tem of oppositions which determines this “prosthetic 
function” as a perversion, in the tendency of the written 
mark (grammē/grapheme) towards the redundancy of the 
word, and hence a type of forgetfulness. This debilita-
tion, rather than acting externally upon this system of 
oppositions, is located within its very expression, as the 
“equivocation” of the genitive. This pharmakon: “far 
from being governed by these oppositions, opens up 
their very possibility without letting itself be compre-
hended by them.” Moreover, writing as pharmakon: 
 

cannot simply be assigned a site within what it situates, 
cannot be subsumed under concepts whose contours it 
draws, leaves only its ghost to a logic that can only 
seek to govern it insofar as logic arises from it… All the 
more so if what we have just imprudently called a ghost 
can no longer be distinguished, with the same assur-
ance, from truth, reality, living flesh, etc. One must ac-
cept the fact that here, for once, to leave a ghost 
behind will in a sense be to salvage nothing.6  

 
 5  Jacques Derrida, Dissemination, trans. Barbara Johnson (Baltimore: 

Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981) 88 n20; 103. 
 6  Derrida, Dissemination, 103-4. 
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Equally, the “morphological pathway” described by se-
ries of genetic translation and transcription, cannot be 
situated in terms of an inside/outside of a formal system 
of coding and decoding, in which the translated or tran-
scribed term would be considered as the ghost or simu-
lacrum of either of two terms in opposition (“viral” DNA 
or “authentic,” non-viral DNA). This genetic babelisation, 
its “origin” in translation, likewise describes the absence 
of any determinate “originary” code, such that the series 
of coding and de-coding implicit to any morphological 
reduction must necessarily continue to virtually infinite 
levels of complexity. And as with the mechanisms of 
translation and transcription themselves, the system thus 
affected would amount to something like an apparatus of 
“interruptions and isolations, extensions and accelera-
tions, enlargements and reductions.”7 

The mechanism of translation functions, and continues 
to function, irrespective of absence or presence of an 
originary code or intention. It is enough that the code is 
structurally contiguous with the possibility of its repeti-
tion, as either translation or transcription, and that the 
“technē of writing” implicit to it can be seen as bearing 
the mark of dependency (the programmatics of prosthe-
sis).8 Consequently, the “viral” code will be precisely the 
one to represent the authoring genetic scriptor, even if (or 
indeed because) its antithetical origins are forgotten, and 
even if there is nothing other than its own inscription to 
continue authorising it. By virtue of a type of inflationary 
paradox, this proxy or metonymic representative thus lays 
claim to an authority and authenticity greater than that for 
which it is the substitute. Moreover, the substitutability of 
viral RNA can be said to situate it in a “technological” re-
lation to autopoiēsis and cyclical recursion. 

 
 7  Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” 230 
 8  Derrida, Dissemination, 104. 
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The complex relation between viral and non-viral RNA 
and DNA, as a form of recursive “paracitation,” suggests 
analogous complexions of significance, beyond what we 
might strictly speaking call textual genetics, in the organi-
sation of textual structures generally. By the same token, 
such complexions invite consideration of otherwise syn-
tactic or semantic “codes” as somehow genetic, as in-
dicative of an “originary code” which is at the same time 
viral, parasitic, dissimulating: what of genetics is structur-
ally necessary and yet threatens the normativity of what 
we call genetic structure from within and from its origins.  

The concept of viral emplacement raises questions not 
only about technological aspects of reproduction, but 
about the “emplacements” of technology itself and of the 
“genetic scene.” This also leads us to ask questions about 
what it means when we approach the genetic programme 
as a particular technology. That is, as a form of recursive 
solicitation, between technē and logos: “and the carollas 
he so has saved gainst the virus he has thus injected!” 
(FW 321.05-6) In other words, it raises the question of 
how the “vicious circle” of retro-viral emplacement (trans-
lation and transcription) at once calls for and motivates a 
kind of hypertextual apparatus irreducible to a stable field, 
or place-ment, whereby a text could be defined in relation 
to a structural epistēmē (or “genetic code”).  

This solicitation would consequently imply, as Samuel 
Weber argues, a way “in which the ‘technics’ of Heideg-
ger’s quest(ion) entails the destabilisation of such fields” 
(that is, through the mechanics of viral/technological 
“emplacement,” as opposed to a hermeneutics of reduc-
tion or “being placed”).9 Hence the question can be also 
be posed in terms of how this solicitation as a decon-
structional bringing-forth might be regarded simultane-

 
 9  Samuel Weber, “The Vaulted Eye: Remarks on Knowledge & Profes-

sionalism,” Yale French Studies 77 (1990): 48. 
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ously as a function of poiēsis and of technics, both “origi-
nary” and mechanical production, reproduction or repeti-
tion, in the form of a “viral” propagation. Which leads to 
the question: “is not the emergence of the grapheme… 
the very origin and possibility of logos itself”?10 

If we look at it textually, in terms of what Hofstadter 
calls “typographical enzymes,” we can begin to envisage 
a textual genetics, or “typogenetics,” that is most im-
mediately recognisable in Finnegans Wake in terms of 
the structural triads H.C.E. and A.L.P.11 The phrase “en-
zyme reverse transcriptase” might, in this sense, be just 
as well taken to describe the “morphological pathways” 
marked out by these two textual “RNA strands” as it 
would to describe biological RNA. And just as the “mor-
phological pathways” of molecular biology also describes 
a genetic history, or genetic memory of themselves, so 
would those transversals “intersecting” in the triads 
H.C.E. and A.L.P. describe a genetic memory of the 
Wake. This suggests the further significance to textual 
genetics and genealogy of what has been called by cy-
berneticists iterability and (by Blanchot and Derrida) 
trace, and the relation of the genetic code (and of the 
genealogical will) to a particular “repetitional” play of 
memory and programmatics. 

Borrowing a computing metaphor, we might view this 
viral technics as contiguous with the de-centred struc-
tures inscribed within or between languages and pro-
grammed by language, as an accumulation of processes 
of coding and transcoding, translation and integration be-
tween differing softwares and different operating sys-
tems. This medium is said to recall the “memory” traces 
of an electronic archive, “which can only with difficulty be 
thought according to the opposition between the sensible 

 
10  Derrida, Dissemination, 88-9. 
11  Hofstadter, Gödel, Escher, Bach, 505; 504. 
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and the intelligible, and more easily as differences of force 
or capacity.”12 At the same time, this apparatus remains 
linked to textuality: “helping us to think writing in a more 
complicated relation with space and time… because of 
the possibilities of folding a text back on itself, of discon-
tinuous jumps establishing quasi-instantaneous links.”13 In 
other words, this “medium” would articulate a textual ap-
paratus which would also be technological.  

In Of Grammatology, Derrida suggests that we might 
think this in terms of cybernetics, and in particular the 
cybernetic programme, as describing a field of writing: 

 
if the theory of cybernetics is by itself to oust all meta-
physical concepts – including the concepts of soul, of 
life, of value, of choice, of memory – which until re-
cently served to separate the machine from man, it must 
conserve the notion of writing, trace, grammē [written 
mark], or grapheme, until its own historico-metaphysical 
character is also exposed.14  
 

This may in fact be one of the most succinct statements 
about the nature of such metaphors as “hypertext,” situ-
ated as it is on the breach of the mechanical and the 
human, technē and physis, and so on – informing the 
cybernetic apparatus, from the most elementary proc-
esses of information to structural formulations of seman-
tic systems, as contiguous with a condition of writing. 
At the same time, this condition itself is seen to undergo 
modifications, following the various developments of 
“the practical methods of information retrieval” which 
extend “the possibilities of the ‘message’ vastly, to the 
point where it is no longer the ‘written’ translation of a 
 

12  Geoffrey Bennington, “Derridabase,” Jacques Derrida, trans. Geoffrey 
Bennington (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993) 313-4. 

13  Bennington, “Derridabase,” 313-4. 
14  Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Spivak (Baltimore: 

John Hopkins University Press, 1976) 9. 
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language, the transporting of a signified which could re-
main to be spoken in its integrity.”15  

This development consequently describes a particular 
abnegation of the signifier as “phonetic writing,” that is, 
as the record of the absence of a speaking subject. Thus 
the “cybernetics” to which Derrida alludes can be 
thought of as a moment or series of moments in which 
the pro-grammē is seen to mark a writing “prior” to the 
sign, that “medium of the great metaphysical, scientific, 
technical and economic adventure of the West,” which 
in its turn is “limited in space and time” to a particular 
historical placement. It is this tentative “priority” of the 
pro-grammē which provides the deconstructive “ele-
ment” of this cybernetics, as non-linguistic inscription: 
 

Even before being determined as human (with all the dis-
tinctive characteristics that have always been attributed 
to man and the entire system of significations that they 
imply) or nonhuman, the grammē – or the grapheme – 
would thus name the element. An element without sim-
plicity. An element, whether it is understood as a medium 
or as the irreducible atom, of the arche-synthesis in gen-
eral, of what one must forbid oneself to define within the 
system of oppositions of metaphysics, of what conse-
quently one should not even call experience in general, 
that is to say, the origin of meaning in general.16 
 

This “nonfortuitous conjunction of cybernetics and the 
‘human sciences’” could be one way in which we might 
understand Derrida’s description of Ulysses and Finne-
gans Wake as a “1000th generation computer” or “hy-
permnesiac machine.”17  

 
15 Derrida, Of Grammatology, 10. 
16  Derrida, Of Grammatology, 10. 
17  Derrida, “Two Words for Joyce,” Post-structuralist Joyce: Essays from 

the French, eds. Derek Attridge & Daniel Ferrer (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984) 147-148. 
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MYTHOMORPHOLOGY 
In “Structure, Sign and Play in the Discourse of the Hu-
man Sciences,” Derrida makes the point that it is impossi-
ble to conceive of an unorganised structure. But although 
the genetic code, like the philosophico-historical epistēmē, 
will always have functioned as “an organising principle 
which would limit what we might call the play of struc-
ture”18 – even if this limit were to be marked as a kind of 
probability quotient or evolutionary chain – this does not 
mean to say that there cannot be an “organising principle” 
which would not, at least in an analogous sense, limit the 
“play of structure.” Such an “organising principle” would 
pose a challenge to the authority of the “code,” or of the 
epistēmē, over the general field of discourse. 

Among the basic tenets of poststructuralist thought is 
the contention that the epistēmē is that which “abso-
lutely requires, which is the absolute requirement that 
we go back to the source, to the centre, to the founding 
basis, to the principle.”19 Epistemic discourse might thus 
be regarded as necessarily genealogical, labouring be-
neath the spectre of memory as re-presencing. However, 
according to this “absolute requirement” that we “go 
back,” there arises a certain aporia in the paradoxical will 
to derivation and truth. Michel Foucault defines this in 
terms of genealogy:  
 

Genealogy, as an analysis of descent, is thus situated 
within the articulation of the body and history. It’s task 
is to expose a body totally imprinted by history and the 
process of history’s destruction of the body… The his-
torical sense gives rise to three uses that oppose and 
correspond to the three Platonic modalities of history. 
The first is parodic, directed against reality, and opposes 

 
18  Derrida, Writing & Difference, trans. Alan Bass (London: Routledge, 

1978) 278. 
19  Derrida, Writing & Difference, 286. 
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the theme of history as reminiscence or recognition; the 
second is dissociative, directed against identity, and op-
poses history given as a continuity or representative of a 
tradition; the third is sacrificial, directed against truth, 
and opposes history as knowledge.20  

 
This genealogical movement is paradoxical precisely be-
cause it will have been inscribed, a priori, in the discourse 
over which it has always assumed a certain mastery, and 
because it will have posited from within (and upon the 
basis of) this discourse an epistēmē which is forever “ex-
terior” to it. Nietzsche makes a similar point in Beyond 
Good and Evil, when he asks: “Who is it that here ques-
tions us? What really is it that wants ‘the truth’? … Which 
of us here is Oedipus? Which of us sphinx?”21 For 
Nietzsche, genealogical reduction remains entangled in, 
and dependent upon, the very (technological, discursive) 
structures that it requires to be reduced, and in this sense 
the movement of epistemic discourse always takes the 
form of a quest, detour or “riverrun.” This is not to say, 
however, that epistemic discourse is opposed to some 
other discourse (say, “mythological discourse”) but that 
from its origin epistemic discourse is, in and of itself, my-
thomorphic – a “cataleptic mithyphallic” (FW 481.04). 

In the section of L’Origine des manières de table enti-
tled “Du mythe au roman,” Claude Lévi-Strauss de-
scribes a “process of degradation” in myths which takes 
place over the course of their transformations as social 
narratives and ritual re-tellings and meta-narratives.22 

 
20  Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History,” trans. Donald 

Bouchard & Sherry Simon, Language, Counter-Memory, Practice: Se-
lected Essays & Interviews, ed. Donald F. Bouchard (Ithaca: Cornell 
University Press, 1977) 148-160. 

21  Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good & Evil: Prelude to a Philosophy of the 
Future, trans. R.J. Hollingdale (London: Penguin, 1990) 33. 

22  Claude Lévi-Strauss, L’Origine des manières de table (Paris: Plon, 
1968) 105. 
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This degradation, in which the cyclical periodicity of a 
myth is lost in a diversity of episodes relating to ever 
shorter periods of time, may be characterised, according 
to Stephen Heath, as a “loss” of structure. In other 
words, “its structural content is dissipated” as what 
Heath calls a “fall into seriality.”23 This “fall into serial-
ity” has been discussed at length by Margot Norris, in 
her 1974 structuralist analysis The Decentered Universe 
of Finnegans Wake. One of the things that Norris sug-
gests is that the reception of “unmistakable similarities,” 
in the way the “event” of H.C.E.’s supposed fall is retold 
(the “Phoenix Park incident”), marks precisely what gives 
mythologising its possibility – as a type of “hearasay in / 
paradox lust” (FW 263.L4):  
 

At no point does the account of the Phoenix Park inci-
dent qualify as the real or factual event, the “true” ac-
count of what happened that day. Instead we merely 
receive different versions with unmistakable similari-
ties… The lack of an authentic source, of a “true” ver-
sion, suggests that… the original trauma, was itself 
experienced as a fiction or myth at the moment of its 
occurrence.24 

 
Similarly, the recursive fall of the tropic figure H.C.E., as 
“Hocus Crocus, Esquilocus” (FW 254.20), suggests that 
the equi-locus of the Wakean “concentric centre” is tied 
to the solipsism of self-identity or Freudian repetition 
compulsion – what Joyce refers to as “cycloannalism, 
from space to space, time after time, in various phases 

 
23  Stephen Heath, “Ambiviolences: Notes for reading Joyce,” trans. 

Isabelle Mahieu, Post-structuralist Joyce: Essays from the French, eds. 
Derek Attridge & Daniel Ferrer (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1984) 48-9. 

24  Margot Norris, The Decentered Universe of Finnegans Wake: A 
Structuralist Analysis (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 
1976) 26. 
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of scripture as in various poses of sepulture” (FW 
254.26-8). As Lévi-Strauss suggests: “The function of 
repetition is to render the structure of myth apparent.”25 
But rather than assuming that similarity in repetition 
points towards either a prior truth or to a mythification 
which has already taken place, we might say that they 
belong to a myth-in-process – a type of repetition com-
pulsion whereby memory, mediated through a “return of 
the repressed,” no longer belongs to a remembrance of 
an originary event, but to a form of para-citation. 

Similarly, we would not properly be able to speak of 
something “experienced as a fiction or myth at the mo-
ment of its occurrence,” unless that “moment of occur-
rence” were itself already mythomorphic. In this way 
discourse would be organised around a certain aporia of 
destination – the epistēmē as the mythic “event” par 
excellence and epistemic discourse as a discourse that is 
mythomorphic precisely because it constitutes itself as 
the (future) recurrence of “its own” event/advent. Fur-
ther, we could say that the ambivalence of this recur-
rence fulfils, in a sense, what (of myth) marks “the 
essence of technics” as “the destiny of being placed.”26  
 
TYPOGENETICS 
It remains a common-place assumption in Finnegans 
Wake criticism that A.L.P. and H.C.E. (nominally Anna 
Livia Plurabelle and Humphery Chimpdon Earwicker) 
function as archetypal parental figures who somehow 
engender all of the Wake’s various narratological forms, 
providing Joyce’s text with a kind of architectonics: 
“The meandertale, aloss and again, of our old Heiden-
burgh in the days when Head-in-Clouds walked the 
earth” (FW 18.21-22). What is of particular interest is 
 

25  Claude Lévi-Strauss, Structural Anthropology, trans. Claire Jacobson & 
Brooke G. Schoepf (New York: Doubleday, 1967) 226. 

26  Weber, “The Vaulted Eye,” 49. 
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how this speculative project derives from a certain com-
placency regarding the respective identities of these tri-
ads, H.C.E. and A.L.P., and our ability to structure 
around them familiar historical narratives and Oedipalised 
genealogies of “this old world epistola of their weather-
ings and their marryings” (FW 117.27-8).  

Consequently these figures are often taken to de-
scribe a polymorphous, or “genetic” network of possible 
identities (fictional, historical, autobiographical), which, 
however fragmented or divergent they may at first ap-
pear, can nevertheless be reduced to a set of normative 
predicates (novelistic structure, “Scene and property 
plot” [FW 558.35-6], etc.) – what Roland Barthes calls a 
“narrative unveiling of truth” which “is a staging of the 
(absent, hidden, or hypostatised) father” (Joyce, 
H.C.E.?), and which “would explain the solidarity of [the 
text’s] narrative forms” and of its “familial structures.”27 
These are then regarded as acting like a genetic “master 
key” whose permutations and combinations are sup-
posed to follow essentially coherent, if superficially ob-
scured, evolutionary patterns, and which, despite 
appearing to mark an aleatory scattering of semes, nev-
ertheless remain gathered about a central meaning or 
originary code which through a rigorous genealogical 
project might be fixed and interrogated.  

But while this genealogical impulse may provide a 
“motivation” for a particular reading of the text, it re-
mains that this impulse describes a structural outcome 
that its own process renders illusory. We might say, in 
fact, that this “motivation” remains the condition of such 
a reading throughout, without there being any possibility 
of a final decoding of the genealogical or genetic se-
quence, no matter how much information is accumu-

 
27  Roland Barthes, The Pleasure of the Text, trans. Richard Miller (New 
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lated, or how much data is uncovered. Reading in this 
sense would always remain in an “initial” state – a moti-
vation or machination of the textual programme. 

This notion of a reading suspended in an “initial 
state,” or of a genealogy in utero, points towards an-
other aspect of the textual programme: its literal or ety-
mological sense of before the word, or before writing, 
which would also suggest one of the ways in which Fin-
negans Wake “calls for” reading, as something which 
Derrida describes as being precisely what we have not 
yet begun to read (“between the closure of the grammē 
and the trace of difference”).28 In this sense we might 
say that Finnegans Wake “solicits” reading – that it mo-
tivates or machinates reading in the form of a textual 
apparatus, situated at the limits of a type of autoproduc-
tion, or re-production, which would also take the form of 
a cybernetic or hypertextual machine: 
 

writing thithaways end to end and turning, turning and 
end to end hitherways and with lines of litters slittering 
up and louds of latters slattering down, the old semeto-
myplace. [FW 114.16-20] 

 
Such an apparatus would remain in a constant discursive 
state, manufacturing by turns both resemblances and dif-
ferences that appear to hint, regardless of how chaotic 
the process of articulation or manufacture may appear on 
the surface, at some determinate organising principle be-
yond: what Joyce here calls “the old semetomyplace.” 

Resonating with the possible significations of “see-
me,” “seem,” “seam” and “seme,” combined with the 
preposition “to” and the possessive “my place,” this line 
suggests that what motivates this cybernetic apparatus 
is, again, a “paradox lust”: an interminable passage, or 

 
28  Derrida, “Ousia & Grammē,” Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass 
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detour, between the assumption of a present and the ap-
pearance of representation, or between the “place” of 
identification and textual production. Similarly, we might 
say that H.C.E. and A.L.P., rather than standing in place 
of a signified concept that would structure this grid from 
outside, describe instead transverse communications 
within the Wakean grid between differing moments of a 
desire for signifying structure. Each movement towards a 
signified concept is then put to work as yet one more se-
ries of co-ordinates in the Wakean “grand continuum” 
(FW 472.30), marking out a chain of dis-placement and 
substitution whose “genealogy” in fact describes the ge-
netic mediation of the H.C.E. and A.L.P. triads.  

This does not mean that H.C.E. and A.L.P. will have 
taken the place of a genealogy or of an identity as such. 
Nor that they should not be thought of as being affected 
in terms of a prior code – in the sense of a concealed 
meaning or Platonic alētheia. But rather that they affect 
what Nicholas Abraham and Maria Torok describe as the 
“lexical contiguity of various meanings of the same 
word.”29 Such a contiguity would be regarded as “an-
tisemantic or a-semantic” because of the way in which a 
“word” becomes the site of a “contamination,” where 
signifiers “agglutinate homonymically.” Similarly, we 
might regard the Wake’s acrostics and portmanteaux as 
affecting a kind of viral typogenetics, simulating all the 
properties of a genetic code or a genetic “memory” at the 
same time as reorganising that code’s archē- or teleo-
logical imprint.  

Such “contiguity” between a viral typogenetics (A.L.P. 
and H.C.E.) and schematic structure, or between retro-
viral DNA and its host, would be one way that we might 
view the dynamics of Finnegans Wake as a “communica-

 
29  Nicholas Abraham & Maria Torok, Cryptonymie: le Verbier de l’homme 

aux loups (Paris: Aubier Flammarion, 1976) 118. 
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tion” motivated by the recurrence of chance operations in 
the alignment and re-alignment of sublexical graphic and 
phonic elements in Joyce’s textual apparatus. What is 
important is how the triads H.C.E. and A.L.P., as the tra-
ditionally privileged sites of this communication, demon-
strate one way in which a process of genetic poiēsis 
“marks the necessity of a contamination of any essence 
by a generalised technology.”30 As Derrida writes, coun-
tering Heidegger’s assertion that “the essence of technol-
ogy is nothing technological”: 

 
Contamination… of the thought of essence by technol-
ogy, and so contamination by technology of the unthink-
able essence of technology – and even of a question of 
technology by technology.31 
 

What is also important is how this techno-genetic metaphor 
derives not from a particular thematic, or from the numer-
ous possible references to biological and technological phe-
nomena to be found in the Wake, but from those geno-
technic functions that emerge from and within the Wake’s 
language itself. In this way the lexicography of Finnegans 
Wake implies a movement towards a totalisation of the 
word, under the tenor of otherwise latent formal syntactic 
and grammatical structures, and thus a possible semantic 
system. Such an approach nevertheless requires the as-
sumption that, in order to be “readable,” a text must first 
be constituted in relation to an horizon of expectations, and 
to the necessity of a prior translational or transcriptive code 
(even if this code is characterised by the lack of a system). 
What in fact emerges, however, is that the mechanism 
which initiates the translation-transcription process is not 
one which is affected in terms of a prior code but rather by 

 
30  Bennington, “Derridabase,” 312-3. 
31  Jacques Derrida, Of Spirit, trans. Geoffrey Bennington & Rachel 

Bowlby (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989) 10. 



163 

the “lexical contiguity of various meanings of the same 
word,” or of the same compound.32 

In Joyce’s radically paronomastic text, this contiguity 
operates not only on the lexical scale, but also on a 
tropic and schematic scale – a structural shift orientated, 
as we have already seen, by such “co-ordinates” as 
H.C.E. and A.L.P. These co-ordinates would also be seen 
as describing transverse relations across all of these 
scales, and so bringing about transverse communica-
tions. Through its various enzymatic processes of mean-
ing formation and de-formation, this communication 
seems to bring-forth virtually infinite series of other 
texts, causing them to intersect according to the alle-
gorico-metonymic figures of H.C.E. and A.L.P. At best, 
however, these figures would indicate a certain sche-
matic idea of one another and of the place where con-
tact could be made, as the promise of some future 
“advent.” A.L.P. and H.C.E. might then come to describe 
“indexical” terms in what might be called an “intermina-
ble list of all the so called undecidable quasi-concepts 
that [are] so many aporetic places or dislocations.”33  

Such an “interminable list” would traverse another kind 
of narrative space, something like a simulacrum index re-
rum cutting across the totality of Joyce’s “encyclopaedic” 
text at the same time as invalidating any architectonics or 
formal element which might be offered as relating all the 
parts to the whole. That is to say, these indices would 
remain irreducible beyond a certain genesis, a “paradox 
lust” or Paradise Lost which would also repeat the on-
going site of the “fall” as an allegorical rendering of the 
aporia of the genealogical will – what Joyce calls “eldo-
rado or ultimate thole” (Ultima Thule: FW 134.01-02) 
Moreover we should understand that this “fall” is not the 
 

32  Abraham & Torok, Cryptonymie, 118. 
33  Jacques Derrida, Aporias, trans. Thomas Dutoit (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 1993) 15. 
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fall from an originary, purer, more elevated state. Rather it 
marks a certain internal difference of the so called “ulti-
mate event,” whereby the memory of/at the origin is al-
ready contaminated by the divisibility of the trace. 
 
ALETHEOMETRY 
The re-inscription of indexical value within the space of 
the technologico-viral matrix (A.L.P. and H.C.E.), never-
theless supposes what Weber calls “a place of reckoning: 
a place from which to take stock and take a stand.”34 
That is, against the ambivalent or unsecured being placed 
by which we might say that Joyce’s hypertextual poiēsis 
“belongs” to technics. By posing emplacement against a 
place of reckoning, this aporia of genealogy threatens to 
re-establish precisely the oppositional foundation of in-
side/outside, physis/technē and so on, which viral propa-
gation will have supposedly deconstructed. As Heidegger 
argues (“old Heidenburgh” – implying here also a link with 
Heisenberg and the principle of uncertainty): 
 

What looks like disunity and an unsure, “haphazard” 
[Zufall] way of “trying things out,” is really an elemental 
restlessness, the goal of which is to understand “life” 
philosophically and to secure for this understanding a 
hermeneutical foundation.35  

 
The paradigmatic treatment of the Wake’s “genetic” 
strands, A.L.P. and H.C.E., may itself be viewed as 
symptomatic of such an “elemental restlessness” and 
the desire to situate the text in regards to first principles 
(as the decipherable code of a hermeneutic reduction). In 
this sense, the zufällig organisation of the Wake’s ty-
pogenetic codes would be posed as a form of discursus, 

 
34  Weber, “The Vaulted Eye,” 49. 
35  Martin Heidegger, Being & Time, trans. J. Macquarie & E. Robinson 

(London: Blackwell, 1992) 398. 
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a universalised theōrein of speculative knowledge, 
whose procedures are probabilistic, in terms of a ratio of 
assumed outcomes (concealment/revelation). In other 
words, the hermeneutic reductionism which this zufällig 
movement conceals, is directed by a desire for signifying 
“equation,” or adaequatio – a movement of revealing 
which, in the goal of securing a hermeneutic ground, 
establishes a self-contradiction: 
 

For a surview over all the faction-
ables see Iris in the Evenine’s 
World. Binomeans to be compre-
hendered. In excessible as thy by 
god ways. The aximones. And their 
prostalutes. For his neuralgiabrown. 
Equal to=aosch. 

P.t.l.o.a.t.o. 
So, bagdad, after those initials 

falls and that primary taincture, as I 
know and you know yourself  
 
[FW 285.26-286.06] 

 
 
For Joyce, what is “by no means to be comprehendered” 
is not only inaccessible, but in excess of the system of 
postulates and axioms which would seek to establish 
knowledge (or self-knowledge) by means of reduction or 
adaequatio. Whilst the right-hand marginalia points to-
wards the apotheosis or “theosis” of the lustral principle 
(A.L.P.) as a function of a certain grammatology, the term 
“HEPTAGRAMMATON” simultaneously points to the 
words “equal to” and the letters “P.t.l.o.a.t.o.” in the cen-
tral column of text. While the seven letters and four con-
sonants “P.t.l.o.a.t.o.” suggest a coding of “equal to,” 
they also suggests another sense of equation (or inequa-
tion) in the relation of the words “equal to” and the mean-

HEPTAGRAMMATON. 
 HYPOTHESES 
 OF COM- 
 MONEST EX- 
 PERIENCES 
 BEFORE APO- 
 THEOSIS OF 
 THE LUSTRAL 
 PRINCIPIUM. 
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ing of the equals sign (=). As a type of rebus, the = 
siglum invites a particular deciphering of the double sense 
of the words “equals to” and the letters “P.t.l.o.a.t.o.” by 
way of “aosch” (or “chaos”), as a transpositional hy-
pothesis of what is “in exessible” (i.e. the meaning of the 
trinitarian figure A.L.P. in toto). 

Approached otherwise, the letters “P.t.l.o.a.t.o.” can 
also be read as suggestive of an acronym, or what 
Shklovsky termed “algebrisation,” whose capitalised first 
term also invites identification with a proper noun. Among 
various other possibilities is the name “Plato” (“after those 
initials falls”), whose Socratic dialogues likewise mark out 
a path of derivation through a dialectics of knowledge and 
self-knowledge. Earlier in the same chapter, Plato’s name 
is similarly involved in an anagrammatical entanglement 
with the letters H, C, E, A, L and P in the line: “Easy, 
calm your haste! Approach to lead our passage!” (FW 
262.01-2). Here, too, a hermeneutic movement is sug-
gested under the guise of an elemental restlessness 
(“Easy, calm you haste!”), in the invocation of A.L.P. to 
“Approach to lead our passage!” The “defilement” of the 
proper name Plato, and its anagrammatical entanglement 
with A.L.P., belies the thematics of hermeneutic reduction 
and of the proper itself (as purely “nominal”), in a way 
that re-introduces to the signifying equation a fundamen-
tal element of “chaos” (its “in excessible” meaning). 

Further allusions to Plato and Platonism appear 
throughout “Nightlessons,” and the Wake as a whole. 
One reference to A.L.P. as “eternal geomater” (FW 
296.31-297.01), provides a possible link in Joyce’s text 
between geometry (as the classical science of pure forms) 
and Platonic alētheia (as the presencing of logos) in the 
word “Aletheometry” (FW 370.13), which elsewhere is 
linked to signifiers of originary dissimulation, as “lethe-
muse” (FW 272.F3). At the same time, A.L.P. is related 
to the mythical underworld figure Persephone (perce 
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oreille), just as the name Plato is related to that of Pluto 
(“plutonically pursuant” [FW 267.09-10]). As the signifier 
of a maternal origin of geometry and of Platonic logos 
(“eternal geomater”), A.L.P. can be seen as describing 
what amounts to a “contamination” of the “essence of 
truth” from within, echoing the internal defilement of 
Plato by Pluto (in which the relation of Acheron to the 
“Analogy of the Cave” in Plato’s Republic suggests an 
occultation of alētheia as a “bringing to the light”).  

Typographically, the Greek term alētheia (truth, uncon-
cealment, adaequatio) can also be read as a-lētheia – so 
that, as Heidegger says, the privative alpha is taken to indi-
cate that concealment (lēthē) always accompanies uncon-
cealment.36 In Heidegger’s interpretation, “self-concealing, 
concealment,” belongs to a-lētheia, not just as an addition, 
not as “the shadow of light,” but rather as the heart of 
a(lēthe)ia. Hence Platonic alētheia is shown to belong to 
that which persists within it, as lēthē, and which gives rise 
to it through a movement of abnegation – a movement 
which nevertheless both preserves and affirms the word’s 
“originary” sense of concealing-forgetfulness.  

In an important corollary, this quasi-viral emplacement 
of lēthē within one of the founding terms of Platonic 
metaphysics is seen to draw together, in an important 
way, the two-fold movement of concealing forgetfulness 
with a concept of technology, which likewise suggests a 
further sense of “emplacement” in terms of a typogenetic 
defilement. For Heidegger, “Technology comes to pres-
ence in the realm where revealing and unconcealment 
take place, where alētheia, truth, happens.”37 This tech-
nology of alētheia, as a mnemotechnic, resides in the 
topical reversion of memory as “writing.” In this sense it 
is the typogenetic mechanism of emplaced lēthē/alētheia 
 

36  Heidegger, Being & Time, 33. 
37  Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” Basic Writings, 

ed. David Farrell Krell, revised ed. (London: Routledge, 1993) 319. 
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which gives rise to an “autopoietics” of a-lētheia (a hy-
permnesiac machine, which remembers by forgetting eve-
rything, en abyme), just as the typogenetics of the Wake 
allows for the reading of the proper name Plato and the 
figure of A.L.P. as congruent in the line “Approach to lead 
our passage!” which likewise suggests a passage of mi-
metic recursion or entropics. While possible reference to 
Greek mythology link the analogy of Plato’s cave to the 
story of Orpheus and Eurydice, as a “passage” of alētheia, 
it also points to a counter movement of cyclical recursion 
in the figures of both Eurydice and Persephone, in which 
alētheia is “negated” in the reversioning of the name Plato 
as Pluto. The typographical “marrying” of Plato and A.L.P. 
similarly suggests the seasonal re-marrying of Pluto and 
Persephone, as the parallel reversion of lēthē in alētheia, 
and the Virgilian epigraph to Freud’s Traumdeutung: 
“Flectere si nequeo superos, Acheronta movebo.” 

Joyce’s allusion to the river Lethe, in the word “lethe-
muse,” likewise draws attention to the operation of con-
cepts like mimēsis and mnēmosynē, or creative memory 
(the source of language, according to Hegel). As with the 
figure of Mnemosyne in Keats’s Hyperion fragment, which is 
inextricably linked to a notion of “fall” and topical reversion 
(Apollo-Hyperion), the mnemotechnic of a-lētheia marks a 
certain defilement of internalised memory in a way that 
would characterise memory as the recurrent affirmation of 
concealing-forgetfulness, but also as a kind of recursive 
apparatus – what Heidegger terms Ge-stell, or enframing¸ 
as a technological form of disclosure or “revealing.”38 

What lēthē gives of its effacement in a-lētheia is the 
possibility of a being-placed, by which a-lētheia re-marks 
itself in the affirmation of its own interminable passage 
toward the aporia of self-presence. We could say, then, 
that a-lētheia always takes the form of a detour and a 

 
38  Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” 324. 
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repetition (the emplacements of lēthē in alētheia describ-
ing a passage twice through Lethe in the counter-memory 
of its origin as mnemotechnic), suggesting another way in 
which the “riverrun” of Finnegans Wake might enact a 
retroversion of Platonic logos to what Joyce calls the 
“babbling pumpt of platinism” (FW 164.11). This aporia 
of reduction likewise describes what Derrida calls the “dif-
ferentiation within language,” between reproducing and 
supplanting.39 For Derrida, this takes the form of some-
thing like a viral, typogenetic emplacement, by which lo-
gos (as emplaced techno-logy) is effectively spirited away 
from itself (“lethelulled” [FW 78.04]): 

 
it is this life of the memory that the pharmakon of writing 
would come to hypnotise: fascinating it, taking it out of 
itself by putting it to sleep in a monument. Confident of 
the permanence and independence of its types (tupoi), 
memory will fall asleep, will not keep itself up, will no 
longer keep to keeping itself alert, present, as close as 
possible to the truth of what is… it will sink down into 
lēthē, overcome by non-knowledge and forgetfulness.  
 

And yet:  
 

Memory and truth cannot be separated. The movement of 
alētheia is a deployment of mnēmē through and through… 
The power of lēthē simultaneously increase the domains 
of death, of nontruth, of nonknowledge. This is why writ-
ing, at least insofar as it sows “forgetfulness in the soul,” 
turns us towards the inanimate and towards nonknowl-
edge. But it cannot be said that its essence simply and 
presently confounds it with death or nontruth. For writing 
has no essence or value of its own, whether positive or 
negative. It plays within the simulacrum. It is in its type 
the mime of memory, of knowledge, of truth, etc.40 

 
39  Derrida, Dissemination, 89. 
40  Derrida, Dissemination, 105. 
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What emerges from this play between lēthē and a-lētheia, 
then, is a particular notion of “originary difference” or dif-
férance which marks an aporia of hermeneutic reduction 
at the same time as it signals its on-going “solicitation.” 
As the “mime” of memory, writing or the written trait af-
fects a typogenetics of counter-reductive “reversion” 
(lēthē-mnēmē as aporia of origins), in which the babelisa-
tion of language (“lethurgies” [FW 334.01]) no longer de-
scribes a form of concealment of meaning, but rather the 
“essence” of unconcealment as technē.  
 
ARCHITECTONICS 
While we might say that Wakean “typogenetics” frus-
trates the desire to secure a place or stable field wherein 
Finnegans Wake could be defined in regard to a structural 
epistēmē, it is not then a matter of privileging this geno-
technics in place, for example, of logocentric discourse. 
As Samuel Weber suggests: “Technics… even and espe-
cially as emplacement, remains a movement of unsecur-
ing.”41 It is in this sense that we can regard the 
“genetics” of the Wake as motivating a “paradox lust” 
between technē on the one hand and logos on the other 
(even as these two terms come to imply one another un-
der the tenor and concept of technology). And inasmuch 
as we might call certain typographical effects, such as 
H.C.E. and A.L.P., resemblant of a genetics infrastructure, 
this would have more to do with the concept of a retro-
virus (and with the way viral emplacement programs the 
fundamental logic of genetic structure), than with any-
thing that might simulate genetics. It is precisely because 
of this engagement with genetic, or geno-technic em-
placement that we need to take into account the various 
influences affected by this word’s etymology within the 
field of received philosophical concepts.  

 
41  Weber, “The Vaulted Eye,” 50. 
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The geno-technics of the retrovirus can be thought of 
as infecting from within, and through a type of perverse 
etymological filiation, the entire discursive field of geneal-
ogy, genre, gender, genus and genesis. Extending, 
through the function of the genitive, to all of our concepts 
of belonging, ownership, capital, identity and of the 
proper name. And subsequently, via the Greek geno- and 
the Latin gens and discursus, to the entire history of 
Western metaphysical notions of conception, understand-
ing and knowledge. The “genetics” of the Wakean triads 
H.C.E. and A.L.P. would thus entail what Deleuze and 
Guattari have described as “propagation by epidemic, by 
contagion” which no longer “has anything to do with filia-
tion by heredity… even if the two themes intermingle and 
require each other.”42  

As conceived by Deleuze and Guattari, this movement 
of unsecuring of/at the origin informs a structural decen-
tring which operates the metaphor of “desiring ma-
chines.” The desiring machine, counter to any system of 
closure or simulated organic unity, functions by means of 
a process of “flows and interruptions” or “breakthroughs 
and breakdowns.” Not surprisingly, the desiring-
production of desiring machines takes the form of a type 
of hypertextuality, which, like the “riverrun” of Finnegans 
Wake “turns back upon” itself in a way that brings about:  
 

transverse communications, transfinite inscriptions, polyvo-
cal and transcursive inscriptions on its own surface, in 
which… functional breaks and flows… are continually inter-
sected by breaks in the signifying chains, and by breaks ef-
fected by a subject that uses them in order to locate itself.43  

 
42  Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism & 

Schizophrenia, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minne-
sota Press, 1993) 241. 

43  Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari, Anti-Oedipus: Capitalism & Schizophrenia, 
trans. R. Hurley, M. Seem & H.R. Lane (New York: Viking, 1977) 43. 
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In their 1979 book Autopoiesis and Cognition, cyberneti-
cists Humberto Maturana and Francesco Varela coin the 
phrase “autopoietic machines” to describe analogous 
processes of mechanised autoproduction. In cybernetics 
the term autopoietic refers to “machines” organised as a 
network of processes of production, transformation and 
destruction. This network gives rise to components 
which, through their interactions and transformations, re-
generate and in turn realise the network or processes that 
produced them. At the same time these components 
constitute the network as a concrete unity in the space in 
which they exist by specifying the “topological domain of 
its realisation.” In other words, the components of auto-
poietic machines generate recursively, by means of their 
interaction, the same network of processes by which they 
themselves are produced. 

Like Deleuze and Guattari’s “desiring machines,” auto-
poietic machines describe a movement of self-engendered 
“transverse communications.” The recursive play between 
topology and tropology here suggests that we might also 
approach Finnegans Wake as a type of “word machine, or 
a complex machination of meanings,” a “perverse semic 
machine” which “has the ability to distort the classical 
semiological relation between ‘production’ and ‘informa-
tion’ by disarticulating the sequence of encoding and de-
coding.”44 Among other things, this disarticulation serves 
to affirm the Saussurean view that what remains necessary 
for “meaning” to arise is not a predetermined system of 
codes, but rather a network of internal textual difference 
(the technics of autopoiēsis). Similarly, in the case of the 
Wakean figures, H.C.E. and A.L.P., it is not the logic of 
genetic filiation that gives rise to something resembling 
identity (even virtual identity), but rather the particular 
differential functions that each of these figures describes,  

44  Jean-Michel Rabaté, “Lapsus ex machina,” trans. Elizabeth Guild, Post-
structuralist Joyce: Essays from the French, eds. Derek Attridge & 
Daniel Ferrer (London: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 79. 
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ferential functions that each of these figures describes, as a 
kind of matrix or difference engine – a “polyhedron of all 
scripture” or “proteiform graph” (FW 107.08) motivated by 
recurrences in the alignment and re-alignment of sublexical 
graphic and phonic units – a technological event which 
produces, potentially, infinite networks of meanings. 

The letters H C E A L and P – far from indicating a kind 
of indexical code that would affirm, at another level, an 
architectonics of Finnegans Wake – indicate instead the 
various shifting co-ordinates, or lattice points, of a tra-
versal across the entire discursive field of linguistic substi-
tutability, whose outer limits necessarily exceed the 
structure of the book itself and not simply the formal 
structures allegedly contained by it. What it is that moti-
vates this “hypertextual” apparatus might then be simply 
expressed as a statement defining a communication be-
tween the assumptions of genetics and genetic structure, 
on the one hand, and a general movement of viral em-
placement, on the other. The space of this communication 
would be said to arise in an “originary” fashion – that is, 
as a movement of unsecuring of/at the origin. In this way 
what we would call genetic memory, will always already 
have been divided from itself, mediated from within by 
this space of différance, and paradoxically affirmed in a 
retrogressive tendency to repetition and autopoiēsis in the 
evolution of Joyce’s “hypermnesiac machine.” 

Being hetero-genetic, this “hypermnesiac machine” 
would thus situate writing as the form and horizon of a 
projective re-memoration, marking the substitution of trace, 
or archē-trace, since the concept of a mnemotechnics 
arises from a direct re-experiencing of a past (presence) 
that returns (in the present). Similarly, the recursive 
mechanism which gives rise to concepts of identity in Fin-
negans Wake is not the proximity of its signifiers to some 
prior code, but rather a technics of signifying memory, a 
hetero-genetic memory that would remain unfixed and 
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whose apparent limits would describe “aberrant paths of 
communication between noncommunicating vessels” and 
“transverse unities between elements within their own par-
ticular boundaries.”45 And if these paths of communication 
appear at first to function together as a “genetic key” that 
might unlock the Wake’s hypertextual labyrinth, it would 
only be in the sense that, like retro-viral propagation, they 
assume the coherence of a structure which they neverthe-
less, in advance, deconstruct from within. 
 
LOCI MEMORIAE 
At the beginning of Finnegans Wake the play between the 
Hegelian term Erinnerung (remembrance or memory as 
interiorisation) and the first word of Finnegans Wake 
“riverrun” (as indicative of a recursive babelisation of lan-
guage) opens what we might call a space of hetero-
genetic memory: the ghost of Erinnerung contained in 
“riverrun,” whose sense, we might say, henceforth de-
rives from this interior communication. In the larger con-
text of the question concerning “memory” and “writing” 
in Joyce’s text, this babelisation, mediated by the Wake’s 
various lexical and mythical designs, describes one way in 
which Erinnerung is substituted by Gedächtnis, which 
would also suggest a type of mechanical or technical hy-
permnēsis. In this way “writing” would also come to de-
fine what is understood by “thought.” Paul de Man 
suggests that this movement of substitution is already 
present in Hegel, as a type of deconstructive imminence 
(viral emplacement) within dialectics: “Hegel… in a crucial 
passage from the Encyclopaedia… defines thought (Den-
ken) as the substitution of Gedächtnis… for Erin-
nerung.”46  

Similarly Derrida, in “Ousia and Grammē,” points out 
 

45  Deleuze & Guattari, Anti-Oedipus, 43. 
46  Paul de Man, “Aesthetic Formalisation in Kleist,” Rhetoric of Romanti-

cism (New York: Columbia University Press, 1984) 288. 
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that: “In a transitional remark between the chapter devoted 
to memory and the chapter devoted to thought, Hegel re-
calls that ‘German language has etymologically assigned 
memory (Gedächtnis), of which it becomes a foregone 
conclusion to speak contemptuously, the high position of 
direct kindred with thought (Gedanke)’ (Encyclopaedia, 
§464, 223).”47 Likewise in Being and Time, Heidegger ap-
proaches Erinnerung as a form of “commemorative” think-
ing (andenkendes Denken). For Heidegger, however, the 
substitution of “commemoration” for “manipulative” think-
ing, is not a determination of thought itself. The change 
from formative or “manipulative” thinking cannot itself be 
manipulated – it is a change subject to no “instrumental-
ity,” but to a certain discursus which must be endured: “It 
takes place as the entry into the word’s own rule, which 
means making the passage from the concept-formation, 
over something which we imagine we have control, into 
placing ourselves within the grant of language.”48  

This endurance of the word becomes for Heidegger the 
remembrance of “words for Being.” These words are 
heard at the end of philosophy, since it is the end of phi-
losophy which allows us to hear “anew” (FW 594.15) 
through a constant dialogue with the thinking that pre-
cedes it. In Book IV of Finnegans Wake, this “anew” is 
the dawn, the Viconian ricorso, the age of anarchia, of 
technology as the proliferation of signifiers. That is, in this 
“anew” the word’s own rule is realised as a form of both 
discursive emplacement and cyclical “annulus.” It is in 
this sense that the Wake might be said to articulate an 
end of philosophy – what is fundamental to the end of 
philosophy, not as a place of reckoning, but of what is 
described in Was Heißt Denken as the possibility of 
thought. It is this strange “commemoration” at the end of 
 

47  Derrida, “Ousia & Grammē,” 87. 
48  Robert Bernasconi, The Question of Language in Heidegger’s History of 

Being (New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1984) 11. 



176 

history in which the word comes into its own – the “its 
own” of Joyce’s “word, letter, paperspace” as a “perfect 
signature” (FW 115.06-08).  

But despite this imposition of the genitive, there re-
mains no privileged standpoint at the “end of philosophy,” 
and while Heidegger imagines there to be a “unity” to 
metaphysics at the end, this unity shows itself as a series 
of different signatures for Being, arising from the persis-
tence of the “beginning” in Erinnerung and unrecognised 
as such until the “end.” Heidegger considers this series to 
be free, as taking place as a recursive series of lapsus and 
“concluding” with what Derrida characterises as: “the 
moment when language invaded the universal problem-
atic, the moment when, in the absence of a centre or ori-
gin, everything became discourse… a system in which the 
central signified, the original or transcendental signified, is 
never absolutely present outside a system of difference. 
The absence of the transcendental signified extends the 
domain of the play of signification infinitely.”49 

 
49  Derrida, Dissemination, 151-2. 
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From Hypertext To Vortext*  
 
 

To the extent that it is repeatable, the singular instant 
becomes an ideal instant. The root of the testimonial problem 
of technē is to be found here. The technical reproducability is 
excluded from testimony, which always calls for the presence 
of the live voice in the first person. But from the moment that 
a testimony must be repeated, technē is admitted; it is 
introduced where it excluded. For this one need not wait for 
cameras, videos, typewriters, and computers. As soon as the 
sentence is repeatable, that is, from its origin, the instant it is 
pronounced and becomes intelligible, thus idealisable, it is 
already instrumentalisable and affected by technology.  

—Jacques Derrida, Demeure 
 
 
JOYCEAN GENETICS  
The significance of James Joyce’s work for discussions of 
textual genetics and hypertext has not always been as 
straightforward as it has been made to seem – even in the 
specific context of “Joycean genetics” and “Joycean hy-
pertext.” This has to do, to a certain degree, with conflict-
ing theoretical orientations rather than, strictly speaking, 
with methodologies – at least with working methodologies. 
In 1995 Geert Lernout mapped out a number of these dif-
ferences within the filed of Joycean genetics,1 in which 
praxis is rather foregrounded, delineating between the work 
of Daniel Ferrer, David Hayman and himself – or between 
(at that time) a poststructuralist tendency on the one hand, 
and a “radical philology” on the other. Without rehearsing 
the arguments set forth in Lernout’s paper, the current dis-
 

 *  Presented at the 1st Prague James Joyce Colloquium: ‘Joycean Genetics 
& Hypertext,’ Charles University, Prague, 11-14 September, 2003. 

 1  Geert Lernout, “The Finnegans Wake Notebooks & Radical Philology,” 
Probes: Genetic Studies in Joyce, eds. David Hayman & Sam Slote 
(Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1995) 19-48. 
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cussion may be profitably viewed as a partial response to a 
number of the points raised in it.  

Whatever inheritance has come down to textual genet-
ics and hypertext from the work of the two most promi-
nent of Joyce’s “theoretical” exponents, Marshall McLuhan 
and Jacques Derrida, and however this has been received, 
the genealogies are far from simple. One aspect, however, 
may be seen to be more or less consistent, and that is the 
emphasis upon “technology”; that is, upon the technē of 
writing. And, in the work of Derrida at least, upon the me-
chanical, and above all material, basis of technē as such. 
Elsewhere I have discussed this at length and will not at-
tempt to go back over the same ground here,2 except to 
recall to attention certain remarks by Martin Heidegger 
which, while not directly cited by either McLuhan or Der-
rida, provide something like a common motto for their re-
spective projects. In “Die Frage nach der Technik,” 
Heidegger writes: “technē belongs to bringing forth, to poi-
ēsis; it is something poetic.”3 And later he adds: “not 
praxis but poiēsis may enable us to confront the essential 
unfolding of technology.”4 

In short, the question of materiality remains tied to the 
question of text, to the inherent structurality of language 
and the conditions of signification, in advance of any as-
sumption of praxis. For this reason the discussion of hyper-
text here will focus upon the condition of hypertextuality, 
rather than upon computer-based electronic writing. It may 
be instructive to recall that hypertext as it is popularly con-
ceived is fundamentally infrastructural rather than anything 

 
 2  Cf. Louis Armand, Technē: James Joyce, Hypertext & Technology 

(Prague: Karolinum/Charles University Press, 2003). 
 3  Martin Heidegger, “The Question Concerning Technology,” Basic 

Writings: From Being & Time (1927) to The Task of Thinking (1964), 
ed. David Farrell Krell. Revised edition (London: Routledge, 1993) 308. 

 4  David Farrell Krell, introduction to Heidegger, “The Question Concern-
ing Technology,” Basic Writings, 310. 
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like a discrete object or thing. To speak of “a hypertext” in 
this sense is to engender a fallacy that returns us to such 
notions as the “literary object.” The materiality of hypertext 
should not be confused with the electro-bibliographical 
codes that are commonly regarded as standing for it – i.e. 
the phenomenal aspects of “electronic writing.” The mate-
riality of hypertext is rather the condition itself of such phe-
nomena, of writing per se, and thereby underwrites its 
“technological application.”  

The implication of this for textual genetics is clear 
enough, and evidently extends beyond the instrumental or 
prosthetic function of computerised “hypertext” as a pre-
sentational medium for such things as Joyce’s notebooks 
and drafts, or annotated or synoptic editions of his pub-
lished works. While the efficacy of such “applications” is 
not in question, the idea that such application accounts in 
any way for hypertext, and for the significance of hyper-
text for textual genetics, most certainly is. As Lernout 
points out, the “falsifiability” of genetic research lends it to 
a logistic conception of text: in short, the connection of 
meaning and verifiability – and this is the question which 
must firstly be addressed, not, however, as a binary ex-
pression of either praxis or poiēsis, but rather, in the first 
instance, of their nexus in a common materiality. 

In his discussion of radical philology, Lernout cites Ferrer 
citing Derrida on the “possibility of disengagement and cita-
tional graft which belongs to the structure of every mark, 
spoken or written, and which constitutes every mark in 
writing before and outside every horizon of semio-linguistic 
communication (‘Signature, événement, contexte’).” De-
spite the evident irony of this situation, it is worth taking 
Lernout’s objection seriously, that whatever stands “before 
and outside every horizon of semio-linguistic communica-
tion” constitutes – as in Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason 
and Wittgenstein’s Tractatus – “that whereof we cannot 
speak.” For Lernout, the anteriority of signification is a mat-
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ter simply of intuition, and therefore characterises a failure 
of rigorous methodology. It is precisely the question of 
methodology or rather of method, however, which may be 
regarded as being at stake here. For Derrida, the anteriority 
of signification is indicative of the tautological relation of 
the instantaneousness of the present (posed in the form of 
the signifier) to technē, and which via the concept of “tes-
timony,” devolves in large part upon the impossibility of 
generalising the instant, while nevertheless confronting the 
necessarily generalising condition of “iterability” as the 
structural constraint and pre-condition of its signifier as 
such (i.e. of “the instant” as “une série de contiguïtés 
matérielle”).5 Derrida argues at length in his 1996 collabo-
ration with Bernard Stiegler, Échographies: “que technicité 
ne soit pas technique, que la pensée de la technique ne soit 
pas technique, c’est la condition de la pensée.”6 And yet in 
speaking thus we necessarily generalise this concept, as 
Derrida warns, both as an exemplum and as an ideality (viz. 
the supplementarity of method). The point for Lernout, how-
ever, is that whatever stands as an object of intuitive knowl-
edge is unverifiable; it is not an object of knowledge at all 
and is therefore irrelevant to the project of textual genetics. 

What the project of textual genetics properly is may be 
debatable, although consensus seems to lean towards a 
definition based upon “direct treatment of the avant-texte.” 
By “direct treatment” we may assume any number of 
meanings, from classical hermeneutics or empirical method, 
to considerations of textual genesis or textual materiality; in 
whatever context, from historicity to the technics of literary 
composition, to classical or radical philology, and so forth. 
In any case the term needs to be qualified, if only for the 
very practical reason that textual genetics begins with a 
necessary if apparently contradictory assumption of incom-

 
 5  Derrida & Stiegler, Échographies, 146. 
 6  Derrida & Stiegler, Échographies, 149. 
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pletion, and that at every point it must take this into ac-
count, above all in its definition of “verifiability.” 

Between a conception of semio-linguistic anteriority and 
of genetic verifiability, there arises the problem of “predic-
tion.” If anteriority is purely a matter of intuition, as Lernout 
argues, then verifiability itself succumbs to the indetermi-
nacy inherent to all forms of predictive modelling. What is 
significant is not that this indeterminacy arises as a conse-
quence of the “incompletion” of genetics – or from any 
other limitation of empirical knowledge – but that it is 
structural and structurally inherent; which is indeed the 
point of Derrida’s statement regarding “possibility” (“the 
possibility of disengagement and citational graft which be-
longs to the structure of every mark”). 

Lernout is obliged to concede that textual genetics, 
viewed as “radical philology,” can never be more than an 
approximative method or, rather, an approximative system 
of knowledge, whose tenets must therefore at some point 
violate the principle of verifiability. Approximation is in this 
sense not merely a practical necessity with regards to a 
certain limit implicit to the technē of knowledge, but as a 
condition bound up with the materiality of “knowledge” – 
that is, semio-linguistic or signifying materiality. The logical 
consequences of viewing “knowledge” as an approximative 
system which will never be verifiable are thus crucial to an 
understanding of why the argument about the intuitive 
character of semio-linguistic anteriority does not hold.  

With “radical philology,” a fictive definitive system of 
knowledge is established as the basis of epistemological en-
quiry, with the result that the schematised character of this 
basis is soon forgotten, and the fictive construction is identi-
fied with the actual system. It is with regard to the limits of 
this construct that semio-linguistic anteriority assumes its 
“intuitive” character, for Lernout, as that which exceeds 
“verifiability.” The relativism of this system not only contra-
dicts its basic premise of generalisability (something must be 
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generally verifiable, not merely a special instance of verifiabil-
ity), but it also exposes the system to further logical viola-
tions with regard to what we might call “locality” (vis-à-vis 
Derrida’s “disengagement and citational graft”) and the sys-
tems over-dependence upon context. In short, the predictive 
limits of textual genetics require that all recourse to context 
be provisional, and at the same time that the probabilistic 
feature of this “recourse” NOT be regarded as provisional. 
Indeed, probability invests the genetic project at every level, 
consequent upon precisely the “possibility of disengagement 
and citational graft,” as Derrida says, “which belongs to the 
structure of every mark, spoken or written, and which con-
stitutes every mark in writing before and outside every hori-
zon of semio-linguistic communication.”  

As Hans Reichenbach has pointed out, “It is one of the 
elementary laws of approximative procedure that the con-
sequences drawn from a schematised conception do not 
hold outside the limits of approximation; that in particular 
no consequences may be drawn from features belonging to 
the nature of the schematisation only and not to the co-
ordinate object.”7 The question that obtains here is how 
approximation avails itself in any way of a consequent re-
alisation of its “co-ordinate object,” as Reichenbach says.  

Before proceeding, it may well be worth going back over 
one of Reichenbach’s assumptions about language and signi-
fication in general, before proposing anything like a response 
to the above question. According to the tenets of logical 
empiricism, “symbols” are physical bodies or processes like 
any other, irrespective of their “function.” It makes no differ-
ence if we consider a symbol to obtain meaning through its 
correspondence to “facts” or to other “symbols.” A symbol 
itself is a fact. In structural terms it is irrelevant what “class” 
of fact a symbol “corresponds” to, or why it is taken as cor-

 
 7  Hans Reichenbach, Experience & Prediction: An Analysis of the Foundation & 

the Structure of Knowledge (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1961) vi. 
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responding to it. It’s significance, and that of language as a 
whole, resides in the possibility of treating a physical body 
as a symbol; and symbolisation as a function of a possible 
(meaningful) correspondence between facts. 

By treating symbols as facts in this manner contradicts, 
on the level of semio-linguistic materiality at least, the prin-
ciple of verifiability. That is, the principle of “truth value,” 
which, as Reichenbach demonstrates, is consequent upon 
a schematised conception. Moreover, the principle of verifi-
ability is required, in the first instance, to account for the 
possibility of “correspondence,” and subsequently to ac-
count for the ultimately approximative nature of correspon-
dence as such. In this way verifiability cedes to probability 
and is consequent therefore upon prediction rather than 
upon a determinate “state of affairs.” 
 
NO LANGUAGE 
During a conversation at the 2002 Trieste Joyce Sympo-
sium, Fritz Senn made a comment which I initially mis-
heard as being: “There is no language in Finnegans Wake” 
– assuming at the time that this was one of Senn’s typi-
cally elliptical and provocative statements. Nevertheless I 
found myself in qualified agreement, having earlier made 
the claim at the Rome Symposium [1998] that in order to 
begin “reading” Finnegans Wake, we are first of all obliged 
to make certain assumptions of translation – that we must 
in fact “translate” the apparent marks on the page into 
some determinate semio-linguistic system or language – 
that we must literally read in or into a lapsus of language – 
or “no-language” (or as Joyce says, “nat language in any 
sinse of the word”) – so that we might indeed say there is 
“no-language” in Finnegans Wake. 

What is at once most striking about Joyce’s text, and at 
the same time most overlooked, is the power of its resem-
blant quality: the marks on the page resemble (in most in-
stances) the conventional signifiers of the latin alphabet, 
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and appear in part to correspond to particles of any number 
of languages, both current and extinct. The problem is that 
this correspondence cannot be generalised, or indeed 
schematised according to any conventional notion of lan-
guage, and that it arises in the “first place” out of the fact 
of this no-language. 

The question – and it is a very interesting one – is how, 
then, we can assume to “read” Finnegans Wake. What 
makes such a “reading” possible? What, to complicate 
things, is its “co-ordinate object,” as Reichenbach says?  

Such questions are evidently not idle, as a vast amount 
of philological activity has indeed been devoted to enumer-
ating sets of “facts” that correspond, in some way, with 
Finnegans Wake – whether on a micro- or macro-scale; 
whether “foreign word lists,” place maps, historical narra-
tives, source texts, or whatever. Each of these assume a 
decipherment of the text; that Finnegans Wake is in fact a 
type of textual object to be deciphered, dissected, anato-
mised, classified, and so on. And indeed this too is a fact; 
is a kind of fact, one among others, that corresponds in 
some way to an idea of Finnegans Wake. And in and of 
themselves, each of these facts is “verifiable,” to a certain 
degree, and yet no idea of Finnegans Wake is verifiable. It 
is because the idea is already a schematisation – the out-
come of a set of predictions centred upon a causal ar-
rangement of symbolic “correspondences” – whose actual 
“co-ordinate object” has effectively been suppressed be-
cause (we may assume) it renders the very notion of verifi-
ability nonsensical.  

How does it do this? We might say it does this by ex-
posing all presuppositions about language to the broadest 
implications of semio-linguistic materiality and to the radi-
cally probabilistic organisation of language as a whole. 

What would it mean to verify the materiality of a “sym-
bol”? One problem is that to verify already entails symboli-
sation – here, with regard to a measure of “truth value.” 
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Another problem is that to assign “truth value” to material-
ity is tautological. In philosophy the formula S=P provides 
a simple expression of this effect of semiological “comple-
mentarity.” It is evident enough that S is not P, and yet the 
structure of equivalence or correspondence described here 
is the one which underwrites the entirety of signification: 
whether it is in the conventional model of the sign (signi-
fier-signified); in the organisation of rhetorical tropes or fig-
ures (metaphor, metonymy, allegory, analogy, parataxis, 
and so on); or in the overarching notion of narrative and 
schema. We might say, therefore, that language proceeds 
on the basis of what we might call an “inequality” theorem, 
and that inequality itself provides the measure of verifiabil-
ity. It may be that language occurs as such in the “suspen-
sion” of verifiability. Or, we might equally characterise 
language as proceeding from a structural dependence upon 
a principle of the “arbitrary” (S=P, where S and P can be 
any terms whatsoever) which is nevertheless tied to “cor-
respondence” (S≠P, where S and P are nevertheless mu-
tually determined and interdependent) – a form of 
complementarity from which symbolisation emerges as an 
effect of what I will call “entanglement.” 
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MATERIAL VARIABILITY 
In the section of Gulliver’s Travels devoted to the “Acad-
emy of Lagado,” Jonathan Swift describes a form of 
parodic random text generator “for improving speculative 
knowledge by practical and mechanical operations.” 
Swift’s machine operates on the basis of lexical (or 
sublexical) combination and recombination, producing ran-
dom “propositions” which are subsequently analysed for 
their philosophical content. The analysts, nominally phi-
losophers, are reduced to the role Alan Turing envisaged for 
computer technicians: that is, as mere attendants. Swift’s 
prototypical computer operates on a basis of non-
predictability as the principle, in fact, of what remains a 
purposive form of textual production. However, the 
mechanism of recombination or “material variability” is not 
only arbitrary, it is indifferent to outcomes, no matter how 
purposive these may appear as “objectives,” implying (in 
more than a satirical manner) that semio-linguistic corre-
spondence is an entirely accidental matter – but more, that 
it describes something like a statistical outcome; the work 
of virtually infinite possibility within the (normative) con-
straints of finite probability. 

The history of writing and of forms of encoding or en-
cryption returns constantly to the fact of symbolic substitu-
tion, abbreviation, displacement, and so on. Anagrams, 
acrostics, acronyms, algebraic summarisation, etc, are all 
commonplace demonstrations of “meaningful” symbolic 
variability. This is precisely the phenomenon that attracted 
Ferdinand de Saussure in elaborating his differential ap-
proach to general linguistics based upon phonemic and 
lexical variability. For Saussure, variability underwrites both 
the semantic identity of a particular symbol in relation to 
other symbols, at the same time as it opens up the possibil-
ity of ambiguity and ultimately of a “limit of meaning.”  

Like genetics, morphological process can be modified 
and extended beyond what Lernout terms “a saturable and 
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constraining context.” The material indifference of semio-
linguistic fragments to the constraints of context reminds 
us that in fact there is nothing purposeful about language – 
that language harbours no secret design or intent; that it is 
not a subject replete with its own psychology or psycho-
logical agency. At the same time, to speak of language as 
such, as of an entity, is to distort the fact of what we 
might call its “incompleteness.” We might say, indeed, that 
language can only be defined against completion, if not 
against its possibility, and that it is this incompletion, or 
condition of possibility, which lends a semantic complexion 
to these “material fragments.” Without such a possibility as 
this, it would be impossible to claim to read Finnegans 
Wake, or indeed to read at all. 

If we think of the possible combinatory outcomes of a 
textual machine like Swift’s speculative apparatus, we can 
see that, structurally at least, reading does not begin with 
“a saturable and constraining context,” but rather with the 
possibility of bringing otherwise disparate, non-contiguous 
elements into “correspondence.” As with the formula S=P, 
signifiance operates in the possibility of both affecting and 
arbitrating a “semantic gap” – a disposition with regards to 
symbolisation that affects itself in a way that may be de-
scribed as “equally structured.” That is, the function of 
(in)equivalence is mutually affective: there is no purposive 
or relativistic attribute of tenor or vehicle, for example, but 
rather a network or simultaneous influence that “deter-
mines” the virtual character of a text at any point. And it is 
here that we may profitably begin to look again at what 
has come to be called “Joycean hypertext.”  
 
PARANOMASIA 
Hypertext as defined by Theodor Nelson, who coined the 
term in the 1960s, constitutes a “non-sequential writing” – 
which may be understood in the post-Mallarméan sense of 
non-sequentiality, or “simultaneity” as later defined by Apol-
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linaire and Blaise Cendrars. The “hyper” prefix is taken here 
to refer, not to a meta level of textuality (a form of semantic 
epiphenomenon), but to an “internal” mechanism of seman-
tic entanglement or linkage, by which any textual element 
could be brought into “communication” with any other. 

Nelson’s conception of hypertext was by and large a re-
sponse to a paper published by Vannevar Bush in 1945, in 
the Atlantic Monthly, entitled “As We May Think” – which 
proposed a primitive form of cybernetic apparatus, in effect 
a non-sequential information retrieval system. The major 
feature of Bush’s proposal was that it sought to overcome 
the limitations of existing indexical structures, which re-
quired a search thread to be directed along a branching 
structure whose organisation was rigidly linear. This “tree-
diagram” model was to be replaced by what has since 
come to be called a rhizomatic model, and subsequently – 
in the computing application of hypertext – any particle of 
information could conceivably be linked to any other, ac-
cording to the minimal existing unit of the pixel. In certain 
respects, Nelson, who was also involved with the devel-
opment of artificial intelligence, regarded hypertext as at 
least analogous to a form of mechanical cognition – ex-
tending Alan Turing’s conception of the “Automatic Com-
puting Engine” as an electronic “brain.” In many respects, 
hypertext and artificial intelligence are seen as analogous, 
largely upon the basis of symbolic connectivity and the 
way in which “thought” (intelligence as a particular con-
figuration of consciousness and a particular set of interre-
lated processes) seems to arise on the basis of what we 
might call non-local events brought into communication. 

An important characteristic of hypertext has since come 
to be its resemblance to physical systems that possess 
global properties which continue to evolve globally even as 
the system becomes spatially (or temporally) separated. In 
this sense, non-locality and entanglement may be useful 
terms for understanding the “non-sequential” aspects of 
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signification which constitute hypertext, and the conse-
quent effect of “modification” which attends upon interpre-
tive events. Psycho-linguistics has described the 
phenomenon of “encincturing,” whereby reading is seen as 
contingent not upon decidability but upon a synthetic and 
arbitrary mechanism of closure (or semantic “completion”). 
Significatory possibility is “closed off” for each lexical term 
within a sequence in order for a propositional structure to 
obtain; just as the possibilities of sub-lexical recombination 
must be “closed off” in order for lexical structure to obtain; 
and so on. At the same time, each event of encincturing 
brings about a simultaneous modification of the existing 
signifying structure within which the encinctured term is 
embedded, as well as modifying the predictive context for 
those terms which then “follow” (Derrida, referring to the 
“hypermnesiac machine” of Finnegan Wake, speaks of 
“quasi-infinite speed” while Joyce himself talks of “infinite 
probability” [VI.B.14]). 

This process of encincturing has become a common-
place in descriptions of how Joyce’s portmanteau words 
are taken to operate in Finnegans Wake within a more or 
less conventional linguistic structure. In doing so, it allows 
for simultaneously divergent possibilities encoded in the 
portmanteaux, as in the paranomasian character of Joyce’s 
poetics in Finnegans Wake generally. In effect, Joyce’s 
writing exacerbates the question of materiality by reaching 
constantly beyond the assumes limits of signifying probabil-
ity, and by situating the “nexus” of semio-linguistic struc-
ture in its materiality and not in some form of anima or 
agency “deposited in it” – as Fredric Jameson, among oth-
ers, suggests when he states that the “pure temporal 
movement of signification itself, as it deposits itself in ob-
ject or letter, is retained, without any ultimate sense of the 
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direction or meaning of that movement.”8  
On the other hand, it may be argued that what hyper-

text implies – extending the implications of Saussure’s sub-
lexical approach – is that the phenomenon of signification 
arises on the basis of “fundamental” material particles in a 
pre-linguistic state. Particles which, in non-local communi-
cation with one another, may assume a schematic or 
macro-state dimension, as in, for example, the “group tri-
ads” HCE and ALP, or more radically in regard to the 
Wakean sigla; the “doodles family.”  

As with the Wake’s language taken as a whole, the 
sigla present non-linguistic particles which also function as 
figures or tropes whose “co-ordinate object” is, in a certain 
sense, language itself. It is only by such typogenetic means 
that we can account for the way in which certain sigla 
(e.g. ⊕) are able to attain allegorical and schematic dimen-
sions in the Wake. Or, on the other hand, how acrostic or 
acronymic figures like ALP and HCE attain the status of 
structural paradigms (or what Danis Rose and John 
O’Hanlon term “contextual invariants”).9 That Joyce him-
self provided an index to the sigla in a letter to Harriet 
Shaw Weaver, is of no real consequence here. Most of the 
sigla do not in fact appear in the published version of Fin-
negans Wake, nor do HCE and ALP appear beyond a num-
ber of brief mentions. What does appear, instead, is the 
very mechanism of material recombination which these 
figures may in some ways be taken to exemplify. HCE and 
ALP represent, in other words, a matrix of associative 
structures, whose limits of permutation are arbitrarily de-
termined by the interpretive process – a subject Joyce him-
self discusses at length in the Wake.  

What hypertext shows us, however, is that semio-

 
 8  Fredric Jameson, Marxism & Form (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1974) 121. 
 9  Danis Rose & John O’Hanlon, Understanding Finnegans Wake (NY: 

Garland, 1982) xiv. 
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linguistic materiality, taken by itself as an empirical fact, is 
equally as meaningless as the generalisation of the text 
from either a phenomenal or ideological point of view. Sig-
nification arises alone upon the possibility of a network of 
transverse relations – non-local communication between 
material elements or particles which themselves define an-
terior transverse relations. Each particle is a set of co-
ordinates in n dimensions, a variant point of articulation 
which is at variance with itself while at the same time pro-
ducing an effect of structural contiguity. Or, to extend the 
metaphor, we might say that Joyce’s “geometry lesson” 
provides instructions about how to proceed from Euclidian 
3-space (point, line, volume, etc.) to a semio-linguistic 
multi-demensionality: from an incipient diagrammatics of 
“marks on the page” to a “system” of language – a move-
ment that I have come to term, as an elaboration on hyper-
textuality, vortext.  
 
VORTEXT 
But what do these almost Joycean terms mean, “hyper-
text” and “vortext”? To say hypertext – is it to speak in 
the same manner as Derrida when he discusses the Wake 
as a hyper-mnesiac machine? How does this hyper- prefix 
effectively signify? Could we say hypo-text, perhaps, and 
thereby arrive at a binary understanding of what hyper-
text might signify, at least etymologically or in terms of 
some measure of relativity; hyper or hypo, which presup-
poses a norm or normative conception of “text.” And by 
such means might we not also find in the term vortext an 
echo of the Derridean pro-grammē, of a certain fore-text 
or avant-texte (which is the concern, as one says, of tex-
tual genetics)?  

Laurent Milesi has pointed to the possible meaning of 
hyper-text as something over, above, or beyond text; 
something which exceeds or which is in excess of “text”; 
something “hyper-linguistic.” But in saying so, it is impor-
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tant to keep track of what this could mean: a form of text 
over, above or beyond “text.” As one might say, for ex-
ample, “poetic language” – as opposed, presumably, to 
“normal” language. And here we may be reminded of 
Wittgenstein’s contention that there is, strictly speaking, 
no such thing as poetic language; or as Derrida says, 
there is no outside of (the) text. The underwriting of poi-
ēsis is, and must be, a general condition of language “as a 
whole”: just as “hypertextuality” must remain an inherent 
possibility of text, of all text, of any text, and so on. 

One reason for proposing the term “vortext” (and I dis-
cuss this usage in far more detail elsewhere), is to get 
around the highly distracting business of distinguishing 
“hypertext” from those meta-textual functions or devices 
to which it has so often been compared (index, citation, 
cross-reference, and so on). To some degree the term is 
intended to structure a way of thinking about language 
that takes a more general account of programmatics per 
se, and of material “anteriority” above all. Of course, this 
is not to summon up a notion of antecedence, or of 
causal sequentiality, between hypertext and “text,” etc., 
but rather a means of addressing that condition of materi-
ality upon which textuality, broadly speaking, devolves.  

In this way it may be more advised to speak of hyper-
textuality, being a condition, rather than hypertext as 
some sort of denotative term for a distinct class of text or 
of textual operations. The term “vortext” may conse-
quently also be taken, beyond its Poundian echoes of Vor-
ticist dynamism and flux, as a form of internally 
constituted “textual genetics.” (And I am conscious here 
of the fact that the term may suggest an extension of the 
genetic conception of avant-texte into the realm of avant-
garde procedure and “ideality” – as though the vortext 
were rather an object of some compositional intention 
encoded within the modernist project.) 

The issue here, however, is not so much one of termi-
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nology or praxis, but of a general poetics of materiality 
which must not only be able to account for its models – 
and increasingly hypertext, in its popular “application” 
(and despite the term’s original coinage) has come to be 
little more than a “model” for certain apparently mysteri-
ous aspects of textuality or of cognition – but to account 
also for the conditions upon which such models are 
founded, and the dynamics which cause or allow them to 
operate or in other ways extend or limit their operations. I 
do not mean here the instrumentality of hypertext, but its 
conditionality; vortex would thus suggest a type of on-
going event of semio-linguistic instigation or solicitation, 
rather than of a “simple” technological extension, incre-
mentation or inflation of textuality post facto – as though 
technē were something applied to language.  

One of the problems here, as Daniel Ferrer has pointed 
out, is one very familiar to textual genetics, and is at base 
a problem, not of acknowledging or describing, but of ac-
counting for and indeed coming to terms with what it 
means to speak of “non-sequential writing.” It may be 
that the involutions of discussion about hypertext, and 
Joycean hypertext in particular, are equally linked to the 
tautological nature of this formula: non-sequential writing 
– in which case to evoke hypertext at all is already a re-
dundant gesture; a rhetorical exercise in over-
categorisation and schematisation. But at the same time a 
practical view points to the necessity of re-organising 
“textual theory” according to the ongoing genesis of 
techne in its various forms, and the need to “come to 
terms” with what amounts, institutionally, to a continuing 
disavowal of a techno-poetics, as Donald Theall says, 
which has underwritten the project of modernity since at 
least Mallarmé, and which arguably finds its most com-
prehensive expression in Finnegans Wake. 
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Constellations* 
 
 

We cease to think when we refuse to do so under the 
constraint of language; we barely reach the doubt that sees 
this limitation as a limitation. Rational thought is 
interpretation according to a scheme we cannot throw off.  

 – Nietzsche, The Will to Power 
 
Language operates between literal and metaphorical 
significations. The power of a word lies in the very 
inadequacy of the context it is placed in, in the 
unresolved or partially unresolved tension of disparates. A 
word fixed or a statement isolated… becomes a 
perception of similarity in dissimilars – in short, a 
paradox. Congruity could be disrupted by a metaphorical 
complexity within a literal system. Literal usage becomes 
incantatory when all metaphors are suppressed. Here 
language is built, not written.  

 – Robert Smithson, Artist’s Statement accompanying 
the exhibition of “A Heap of Language” (1966), Whitney 

Museum, 23 June-25 October, 2005 
 
 
CONCATENATION  
That we believe ourselves to experience the world as a 
conscious continuum shaped by causally defined events, 
and as authors of our own actions, does not require or 
even imply that the means of experience (or experience 
itself) should equally be constituted in these terms. There is 
no reason to suppose that even the “experience of con-
sciousness” should be founded upon a conscious agency 
within the apparatus or phenomenon of experience. It is 
only when we abandon such expectations that the proposi-

 
 *  A version of this text first appeared in Litteraria Pragensia 11.22 

(2001): 42-65. 
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tion of a materially defined “consciousness,” of uncon-
scious agency or signifying materiality, permit themselves 
to be thought. Moreover, in abandoning the assumptions of 
a rationalist point of view, the contours of the experiential 
world cease to appear continuous or organised around the 
presence of a centring ego, and are instead seen as de-
scribing what we might call a constellation-effect. 

A constellation-effect is an effect of relativity. From 
any given situation, the constellation – any perceived 
cluster or combination of terms – assumes a certain ve-
racity or facticity within an experiential, or signifying, 
schema. Yet this facticity is always provisional and sub-
ject to probability: from any other situation, a quantifia-
bly different constellation may obtain, even as the 
constellation-effect remains constant. We might there-
fore consider a constellation-effect as delineating a no-
tional field within which the idea of constellation, 
coupled with the idea of an agent of perception, is fig-
ured according to a discursive process and system of 
sign operations. 

A basic feature of constellations is the way in which 
otherwise unrelated terms are brought into signifying 
relation by way of an arbitrarily “imposed” schema. This 
schema is, of course, not imposed in any functional 
sense, but is rather a perceptual schema – meaning a 
representation of a “set of relations” (between or across 
terms) within a notional field. Such a perceptual schema 
thereby assumes the complexion of an anamorphosis – 
but an anamorphosis without derivation, since there 
cannot be supposed to be any actual prior set of rela-
tions that has been perverted or distorted by way of its 
“perception,” and which could be reconstituted by dis-
covering the one true point of perspective. A constella-
tion is, in this sense, itself a singularity, rather than a 
unicum or something masking a unicum: an equivalence 
across contiguity, not an identity. And insofar as a con-
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stellation appears to refer to an external state of affairs 
for its facticity, or the objectivity of its terms, this refer-
ential “tendency” must also be taken into account as a 
determining feature of the constellation-effect itself.  

The co-relational and co-referential axes of any con-
stellation (the virtuality and facticity of relations among 
terms; the virtuality and facticity of reference vis-à-vis a 
“perceptual” schema and an “objective” schema) may 
otherwise be treated as aspects of a signifying system or 
a “process” of signification, analogous to the comple-
mentary structures of metaphor and metonymy. That is 
to say, between concurrence or relations of equivalence 
(i.e. with absent terms or situations) and concatenation 
or relations of contiguity (i.e. to co-present terms). And 
insofar as we may speak of a structuring agency, this 
would be nothing other than a mechanism of recursion 
operating between these generalised axes – the one im-
plicated in and underwriting the other – so that what is 
called a constellation might also be thought of as an ef-
fect of a constant vicissitude.  

If we recognise the broadly syntactic and schematic 
nature of these relations, as underwriting a “semantic” 
system, we will also recognise the constellation-effect as 
fundamentally textual or hypertextual, or indeed what 
we might already term vortextual. And despite its ap-
pearance as describing a condition of stasis, or inertia, in 
which each of its signifying terms is closed in a fixed 
relation to every other term, the provisional nature of 
any constellation requires us to account for certain struc-
turing “processes” – even, or especially, where such 
processes appear to be invisible or contained within an 
act of perception. For perception in this sense is never 
separate from the technics of “interpretation” or “recog-
nition” – that is to say, of the constellation-effect of lit-
eracy – where literacy presupposes a system of sign 
operations, of a “textual apparatus” or mechanism. 
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MESOSTICS  
In “How the Piano Came to be Prepared” (1972), com-
poser John Cage writes: “Instead of the possibility of 
repetition, we are faced in life with the unique qualities 
and characteristics of each occasion.”1 Investigating the 
differential mechanics of recursive and “chance” compo-
sitional procedures, Cage’s work assumes a position on 
the “breach of signification,” between materiality and 
semantics, or between the finite, probabilistic nature of 
the permutation and recombination of “marks on the 
page,” for example – or of what we might call stochastic 
amplitude and frequency modulation – and the unique 
semantic content that is imparted to the virtually infinite 
series of “repetitions” effected within these constraints. 

Focusing upon the structurality of sign operations – 
whether in written or verbal language, music, gesture, or 
any other constellation of signifying forms – Cage’s 
work has tended to foreground such things as duration 
and dynamics (syncopation, rhythm, cadence) rather 
than classical notions of harmony (or consonantia). In-
determinacy thus assumes the “harmonic function” in 
Cage’s elaboration of structure, process and situation – 
i.e. as what relates compositional method with the un-
derwriting conditions of composition (that is to say, of 
the mechanics of structuration: of any structure whatso-
ever). For Cage, structure in this sense is locatable not in 
terms of symmetrical relations, formal predictability, 
logical development and unity (or closure), but in mate-
rial terms linked to the mechanisms of probability, inde-
terminacy, and transverse micro-macrocosmic relations 
that generate their own logics and their own semantic 
contours.  

One of Cage’s notable explorations of these effects 
 

 1  John Cage, “How the Piano came to be Prepared,” Empty Words: 
Writings 1973-78 (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan University 
Press, 1979) 8. 
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takes place through an encounter with the writing of 
James Joyce, in a work entitled Roaratorio: An Irish Cir-
cus on Finnegans Wake. Cage’s Roaratorio was originally 
conceived as a radio drama, and was first produced for 
the Institut de Recherche et Coordination 
Acoustique/Musique in Paris in 1979. The title itself de-
rives from a passage in Finnegans Wake – “this longa-
waited Messiagh of roaratorios”2 – as does the content 
and key aspects of the composition’s formal method.3 
The idea for the Roaratorio began when Cage was in-
vited to provide musical accompaniment to another pro-
ject based upon Joyce’s text, which he had begun in 
1976 as a contribution to an issue of TriQuarterly, enti-
tled “7 out of 23,” and which later evolved into the book 
Writing for the Second Time through Finnegans Wake.  

Cage himself already had a long history of involve-
ment with Joyce’s text, beginning with the adaptation of 
part of Finnegans Wake (556.1-22) in 1942 for the song 
lyric “The Wonderful Widow of Eighteen Springs,” origi-
nally composed “for voice and closed piano,” and in the 
mid-1960s Marshall McLuhan had suggested that he 
“make a musical work based on the Wake’s Ten Thun-
derclaps. He said that the Thunderclaps were, in fact, a 
history of technology.”4 For the later project, however, 
Cage turned to a combination of mechanical means to 
select and combine elements of Joyce’s text, initially 
subjecting the Wake to a series of chance operations 
determined by a computer programme called Mesolist 

 
 2  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (New York: Viking, 1958) 41.28. 

Subsequent references follow the established convention of FW fol-
lowed by page & line number. 

 3  Marjorie Perloff, “John Cage’s Dublin, Lyn Hejinian’s Leningrad: Poetic 
Cities as Cyberspaces.” Classical, Renaissance, & Postmodern Acts of 
the Imagination: Essays Commemorating O.B. Hardison, ed. Arthur F. 
Kinney (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 1996) 61.  

 4  John Cage, “Writing for the Second Time through Finnegans Wake,” 
Empty Words, 133. 
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(based on the I-Ching), which ultimately produced “a 41-
page mesostic text, using the string JAMES JOYCE.”5 In 
Cage’s lexicon, a mesostic is a type of hermetic, “found” 
acrostic poem, which emerges in the form of textual 
fragments constellated around the capitalised proper 
name of the author (or any other arbitrarily determined 
string or set of terms). Cage describes his methodology 
for “writing through” Joyce’s text as follows: 

 
I would look for a word with a J in it that didn’t have an 
A because the A belongs on the second line for JAMES. 
And then a word with A that didn’t have an M, and an M 
that didn’t have an E, and an E that didn’t have an S and 
in this way I made a path through the entire book…6  

 
Working through Finnegans Wake, Cage uncovered 862 
instances in which Joyce had “signed” his text in this 
manner, collecting them in a single volume under the 
title Writing through Finnegans Wake. But after pressure 
from his editor, Cage produced another reading using 
addition constraints, this time entitled Writing for the 
Second Time through Finnegans Wake, the published 
outcome of which offers something like a schematic 
rendering of the transverse segmentations of hypertext.  

The idea of mesostics is interesting for a considera-
tion of hypertext for many reasons, not least because it 
mimics, to a greater or lesser extent, the structural 
schema of Joyce’s own “hypertext,” while at the same 
time critiquing of the mystical idea of revelation through 
divine logos or authorial signature effect. Comparable 
procedures are at work in Roaratorio: 

 
 5  Perloff, “John Cage’s Dublin,” 61-2. 
 6  John Cage, Writing for the Second Time through Finnegans Wake 

(New York: Printed Editions, 1978) 1ff. 
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   Jiccup 
       the fAther 
   Most 
            hEaven 
   Skysign 
 
   Judges 
   Or 
        deuteronomY 
       watsCh 
       futurE7 
 

If Cage’s mesostics affect a retrospective illusion of af-
finity to “Joyce,” as it were, this is merely by way of an 
act of assumption of a commonality, of a “discourse” 
whose lineaments assume an inherence in the object to 
which it seemingly refers. In this sense “JAMES JOYCE” 
becomes nothing more than a schematic figure, buoyed 
up by the illusion that each summons within itself a se-
mantic inherence which is in fact the outcome of an in-
creasingly fortuitous encounter between otherwise 
disparate material elements. Indeed, Cage’s Writing for 
the Second Time through Finnegans Wake emphasises 
the otherwise gratuitous relationship between the coin-
cidence of material elements and the idea of semantic 
contiguity. And insofar as Cage and Joyce both suggest 
that all writing is schematic, this is in the sense that co-
incidence can provide a semantic framework while at the 
same time remaining “indifferent” to any a priori claim to 
semantic organisation. For Cage, this is most clearly ef-
fected in the figure of the mock “skeleton key,” JAMES 
JOYCE, which is reduced to a “primary non-reflectional” 
object the moment it ceases to designate anything be-
yond a “mere” structural conceit. The significance of this 
should not be overlooked, and its implications bear not 
 

 7  John Cage, Roaratorio: An Irish Circus on Finnegans Wake, ed. Klaus 
Schöning (Königstein: Atheneum, 1985) 29. 
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only upon Cage’s “writing after Joyce,” but upon the 
entire infrastructure of Joyce’s text also. 

Cage’s use of the mesostic form is also revealing of 
the way in which schematic readings of texts ultimately 
display a certain arbitrariness in regards to apparent first 
principles. It also demonstrates what Gregory Bateson 
describes as “metameric differentiation” and the formal 
relations that obtain between linguistic (lexical, syntac-
tic, grammatical) and non-linguistic phenomena.8 As 
Bateson points out, grammar and analogous structures 
are themselves products of discursive (organisational) 
processes.9 Like Cage, and the later work of Georges 
Perec and the Ouvroir de littérature potentielle (Oulipo), 
Bateson was interested in the way in which “generative” 
constraints, such as mesostic strings or acrostics, un-
derwrite and organise semantic systems in a pro-
grammatic and probabilistic fashion. Anticipating a key 
aspect of hypertext, Bateson states that: “In cybernetic 
language, the course of events is said to be subject to 
constraints, and it is assumed that, apart from such con-
straints, the pathways of change would be governed 
only by equality of probability.” At the same time: 
“Probability, being a ratio between quantities which have 
similar dimensions, is itself a zero of dimension.”10  

In 1979 the 41-page text of Writing for the Second 
Time through Finnegans Wake became the foundation 
for Roaratorio, which was composed as a sixty minute 
soundscape, directed by references to place-names in 
Joyce’s text. As Cage recalled: “places mentioned in the 
Wake are identified in Louis Mink’s book A Finnegans 
Wake Gazetteer… And so a sound coming from Na-
gasaki, or from Canberra in Australia, or from a town in 

 
 8  Gregory Bateson, “A Re-examination of ‘Bateson’s Rule,’” Steps to an 

Ecology of Mind (St Albins: Paladin, 1973) 349. 
 9  Bateson, “Cybernetic Explanation,” Steps to an Ecology of Mind, 375. 
10  Bateson, “Cybernetic Explanation,” 375, 378. 
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Ireland or a street in Dublin – could be identified by page 
and line and then put into this hour, where it belonged in 
relation to the page and line of Finnegans Wake.”11 Cage 
and his assistants then went to many of those places 
and recorded the sounds they found there, and obtained 
a number of other recordings by contacting radio sta-
tions around the world. Cage then made a recording of 
himself reading various passages from the Wake. A third 
set of tapes was made of Irish music. Finally, he made a 
sound collage from all of these source tapes, divided into 
four parts, with each part representing a book of the 
Wake. The 64 tracks of Cage’s Roaratorio, while not 
founded on a critical inquiry into Joyce’s text, neverthe-
less demonstrate how readings of Finnegans Wake often 
give rise to discourses of comparable complexity to the 
Wake itself, such as the “complex branching and inter-
connected chains of causation” described in cybernet-
ics.12 Comparable notions of complexity also provide the 
thematic basis for much of contemporary hypertext the-
ory, with its recurring themes of simultaneity, repetition, 
bifurcation, radical symmetry and so on.  

While completing Roaratorio Cage became involved in 
another radio project. In 1982 Cologne’s West German 
radio commissioned a work entitled An Alphabet, com-
prised of a textual collage of the voices of three central 
“characters” – James Joyce, Marcel Duchamp and Erik 
Satie – along with dialogue fragments from 14 others (in-
cluding Buckminster Fuller, Robert Rauschenberg, Thor-
stein Weblen, Henry David Thoreau, and the Vocoder – an 
electronic voice synthesiser). Explaining his compositional 
techniques and the overall rational of An Alphabet, Cage 
wrote: “It is possible to imagine that the artists whose 
work we live with constitute an alphabet by means of 

 
11  Cage, Roaratorio, 89. 
12  Bateson, “Cybernetic Explanation,” 379. 
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which we spell our lives.” However we choose to under-
stand the word “spell” in this context, it is clear that for 
Cage the very idea of alphabeticisation – of a matrix of 
literacy operating between coincidence and coherence – 
characterises the life-world in which one “lives with” and 
“writes through,” as much as one is “spelled.” On the one 
hand, we seek the immanence of the whole in the part, 
on the other the recognition that “events do not cohere; 
at most certain sets of them happen more or less fre-
quently than other sets; the only intelligible difference is 
one of frequency of coincidence.”13 
 
TRANSVERSALITY  
The ideas of constellation, repetition, generative con-
straint and probability bring into focus a fundamental 
characteristic of hypertext – that of the transversal. 
Transversality might be thought of as a particular kind of 
punctuation or puncturing (bifurcations, ruptures, discon-
tinuities, cancellations) – a form of mechanical copula 
between instances of repetition and difference in the ma-
trical organisation of sign systems – suggestive of a 
“network” or what Hélène Cixous has referred to as “a 
metonymic chain where the other place always has its 
other place.”14  

Like Cage’s mapping of mesostic co-ordinates onto a 
Joycean “model,” hypertextual transversality can also be 
envisaged in terms of a textual surface that appears to 
preserve strata of differing, and apparently discrete, tex-
tual events, which are linked – on the basis of a certain 
 

13  John Dewey, Essays in Experimental Logic (New York: Dover, 1916) 
116. For Cage, as for Joyce, writing is, as Merleau-Ponty says: “preg-
nant with a meaning which can be read in the very texture of the lin-
guistic gesture.” Signs (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 
1964) 89. 

14  Hélène Cixous, “Joyce: The (r)use of writing,” trans. Judith Still, Post-
structuralist Joyce: Essays from the French, eds. Derek Attridge & 
Daniel Ferrer (London: Cambridge University Press, 1984) 23. 
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probability quotient – by structures of contiguity and 
equivalence. In the introduction to Empty Words (1974-
5), Cage suggests that we can think of this relation in 
terms of a language or scription “free” of syntax: 
“James Joyce=new words; old syntax. Ancient Chi-
nese? Full words: words free of specific function. Noun 
is verb is adjective, adverb… letters, syllables, words, 
phrases, sentences.”15 Cage’s reference to “ancient 
Chinese” recalls the accretive aspect of hieroglyphics 
(layering of marks) that so much fascinated Ezra Pound 
in his work on Ernest Fenollosa. The hieroglyph functions 
as a type of palimpsest, but one in which all the constel-
lated “fragments” are read simultaneously, while at the 
same time preserving the trace of other, associative or 
paradigmatic significations.  

What this hieroglyphic function reveals for Cage is the 
way in which the syntax of transversality obtains on a 
strictly material plane and is thus determinate of any sub-
sequent “semantic content.” By transposing the pictorial 
element of hieroglyphics onto the graphemic aspect of the 
English alphabet, Cage (through Joyce) was able to arrive 
at a “technique” of literacy – reading/writing – which is 
both generative and mechanistic, underwritten not by any 
concept of agency external to language, but by those 
probabilistic structures inherent to it. In this way language 
ceases to be something described by probability, and in-
stead becomes viewed as a “fact which corresponds to 
the idea of probability.” As C.S. Peirce argues, “probabil-
ity is a continuous quantity” – that is, a set of material 
relations upon which semantic values are “inferred” – 
such that “the idea of probability essentially belongs to a 
kind of inference which is repeated indefinitely.”16 

The relation of probability to “generative constraint” – 
 

15  Cage, Empty Words, 11. 
16  C.S Peirce, “On the Doctrine of Chances, with Later Reflections,” Philso-

phical Writings, ed. Justus Büchler (New York: Dover, 1955) 157-60. 
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as the expression of material agency underwriting lan-
guage – is one which can be traced back to the earliest 
forms of writing, the so-called calculi of Mesopotamia, 
which evolved as a form of accountancy or enumeration: 
in short, a calculus. Just as with the inventions of calen-
drial time, the notion of an enumerative literacy can be 
considered as giving form to an entire field of semantic 
experience – not by way of description, but as a condi-
tion of possibility. And it is by means of this prior possi-
bility that the probabilistic function of language obtains, 
as more than simply a play of numbers. This is perhaps 
what Peirce meant by saying that “the general problem 
of probabilities is, from a given state of facts, to deter-
mine the numerical probability of a possible fact.”17 

In “Art as Technique” (1917), Victor Shklovsky dis-
cusses a phenomenon of probability in everyday experi-
ence – which he describes in terms of “habitualisation” – 
as a phenomenon of language. In paradigmatic terms 
closely resembling those proposed by Sigmund Freud in 
Die Traumdeutung, Shklovsky defines a mechanism of 
probability and redundancy, in which linguistic displace-
ment and condensation (metaphor and metonymy) organ-
ise the semantic content of a particular word or sentence. 
“In this process,” Shklovsky argues, “ideally realised in 
algebra, things are replaced by symbols.”18 Alexander 
Pogodin provides the basis of this observation in an anec-
dote about a boy considering the sentence “Les montaig-
nes de la Suisse sont belles” in the form of an acrostic: L 
m d l S s b.19 Separated from the context of the initial 
sentence, these letters enter into different relations, with 
one another and with other possible combinations of 

 
17  Peirce, “On the Doctrine of Chances,” 157. 
18  Victor Shklovsky, “Art as Technique,” trans. L.T. Lemon & M.J. Reis. 

Modern Literary Theory, eds. Philip Rice & Patricia Waugh. (London: 
Edward Arnold, 1990) 18. 

19  Alexander Pogodin, Language as Art (Moscow: Kharkov, 1913) 42. 
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words or phrases, as a matrix of signification in which the 
materiality of the letters’ “symbolic” function reveals a 
semantic complexion. According to Shklovsky, 
 

This characteristic of thought not only suggests the 
method of algebra, but even prompts the choice of 
symbols (letters, especially initial letters). By this “alge-
braic” method of thought we apprehend objects only as 
shapes with imprecise extensions; we do not see them 
in their entirety but rather recognise them by their main 
characteristics. We see the object as though it were en-
veloped in a sack. We know what it is by its configura-
tion, but we see only its silhouette. 

 
Similarly, “the process of ‘algebrisation,’ the over-
automaticisation of an object, permits the greatest econ-
omy of perceptive effort. Either objects are assigned only 
one proper feature – a number, for example – or else 
they function as though by formula and do not even ap-
pear in cognition.”20 This is what Shklovsky means by 
the “unconsciously automatic,” which beyond an empiri-
cal formulation can be read as describing a condition of 
language which is ostensibly, and without being primarily 
linked to perception, “technological.” The technics of 
algebraic or acrostic convergence points beyond the 
specificity of Pogodin’s example to a generalised entel-
echy across the “totality” of discourse. One of the impli-
cations of this is not simply that the “object” supposedly 
designated by particular terms fades, but that the condi-
tional nature of the object’s relation in language, as con-
stitutive of an ontological condition, itself expires in this 
automaticisation.  

If we consider Shklovsky’s “object” as representing 
what Peirce calls a “possible fact,” and recognising the 
phenomenon of automaticisation as devolving upon a 

 
20  Shklovsky, “Art as Technique,” 18. 
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mechanics of probability, then this relation may be given 
formal expression as a “signifying materiality.” That is to 
say – as with the hieroglyphic calculus – the generative 
capacity of arbitrarily related “objects” to catalyse any 
set of unrelated “associations” into a discourse. For 
Peirce, this capacity is effectively linked to the concept 
of number, or of addition, whose fundamental expression 
is the binary relation of zero and one, nothing and some-
thing, or something “more” or “other than” – which also 
describes the basic notation of probability (0-1), just as it 
describes the differential condition of signification 
mapped out by Shklovsky and Ferdinand de Saussure, in 
which “values remain entirely relative.”21 Language, 
therefore, could be called “the domain of articulations” 
whereby “combination produces a form, not a sub-
stance.”22 Addition in this sense equally implies “divisi-
bility,” and it is on this basis that probability is conceived 
by Peirce as describing a recursive movement (or am-
bivalence) across binary opposition. Hence: 

 
There are two conceivable certainties with reference to 
any hypothesis, the certainty of its truth and the cer-
tainty of its falsity. The numbers one and zero are ap-
propriated, in this calculus, to marking these extremes 
of knowledge; while fractions having values intermediate 
between them indicated, as we may vaguely say, the 
degrees in which evidence leans towards one or the 
other… This is the same as to inquire how much the 
given facts are worth, considered as evidence to prove 

 
21  Cf. Saussure’s “Anagrammes” in Jean Starobinski, Les Mots sous les 

mots (Paris: Gallimard, 1971). See also, Julia Kristeva, “Pour une sé-
miologie des paragrammes,” Tel Quel (Spring 1967). For Kristeva, the 
term “paragramme” refers “not merely to changing letters… but to the 
infinite possibilities of a text as an open network of indical connec-
tions.” 

22  Ferdinand de Saussure, Course in General Linguistics, ed. Charles Bally 
& Albert Sechehaye, trans. Wade Baskin (New York: McGraw-Hill, 
1966) 112-3. 
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the possible fact. Thus the problem of probability is sim-
ply the general problem of logic.23 
 

Textual automation, based upon signifying materiality, can 
be seen as underwriting the entire discursive infrastruc-
ture of the later work of Joyce, Ulysses (1922) or Finne-
gans Wake (1941) – from grammar and syntax, to latent 
semantic features and so on (i.e. the general problem of a 
certain “logic”). Anticipating Cage’s mesostic strings, and 
echoing Shklovsky, Pogodin and Saussure’s anagram-
matical abbreviations, one prominent features of the 
Joyce’s last completed text is the formal articulation of 
the variance and invariance of structuring “codes” repre-
sented, among others, by the trigrammatic figures ALP 
and HCE (nominally “Anna Livia Plurabelle” and “Hum-
phrey Chimpdon Earwicker”). As Umberto Eco notes in 
Theory of Semiotics, vis-à-vis code and combinatorial 
rules, “a code is usually conceived not only as a correla-
tional rule but also as a set of combinational ones.”24 In 
this way the hypotactic structures associated with linear 
coding/decoding processes are crossed through by trans-
verse structures of recursion and polyvalency.25 It is in 
such a light that the trigrammatic figures of the Wake are 
seen to represent certain probabilistic co-ordinates of lexi-
cal and sublexical combination or permutation in Joyce’s 
text – anagram, acrostic, acronym – describing both a 
constellation-effect and what is referred to as a structural 
“grammar” or, in cybernetics, a set of “constraints.”  

In his essay “Cybernetic Explanation,” Bateson defines 
constraint negatively, as a principle of exclusion: “An 
 

23  Peirce, “On the Doctrine of Chances,” 157. 
24  Umberto Eco, A Theory of Semiotics (Bloomington: Indiana University 

Press, 1979) 90. 
25  Cf. Peter Roget, Original Introduction to Roget’s Thesaurus, ed. D.C. 

Browning (London: J.M Dent, 1952) 563: “It must necessarily happen 
in every system of classification… that ideas & expressions arranged 
under one class must include also ideas related to another class.”  
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event or object such as the letter K in a given position in 
the text of a message might have been any other of the 
limited set of twenty-six letters in the English language. 
The actual letter excludes (i.e., eliminates by constraint) 
twenty-five alternatives.”26 Such constraint is therefore a 
measure of probability – which is to say, of “stochastic” 
procedures or processes – linked to the possibility of sig-
nification: i.e. of any particular set of relations between 
non-excluded terms being meaningful, within the limits of 
any definition of “meaningful” that are able to be estab-
lished for any particular discourse. Consequently, the con-
stellation-effect underwritten by means of such generative 
constraints is itself considered as discursive, without, 
however, describing an horizon of derivation by which it 
might be characterised as “predicated” upon a prior code.  

Insofar as we treat the trigramatic figures HCE and ALP 
as generative – or as a matrix of significations – the “hier-
archical” relation that may be attributed to sequential cod-
ing/decoding processes and their outcomes – sign-vehicles, 
denotations and connotations, energeīa and ergon – is 
never anything but provisional, or rather virtual. Their hypo-
tactic organisation is one of constant recursion rather than 
stasis; their “taxes” defining relations with and within a 
field of generative constraint that is constituted by nothing 
that could be situated as a telos or an object. This has led 
theorists like Algirdas Greimas to insist that “the lexeme is 
the place both of manifestation and intersection of semes,” 
whose signifying potential derives from different semantic 
categories and systems, thereby establishing between 
them “hierarchical relations, that is to say, hypotactic rela-
tions” where no previous relations obtained.27 

Attempting to account for this shift from lexeme to 
sememe in the generative constellation of texts, Eco ar-

 
26  Bateson, “Cybernetic Explanation,” 378. 
27  Algirdas Greimas, Sémantique structural (Paris: Larousse, 1966) 38. 
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gues for the necessity of distinguishing “different read-
ings of the sememe as encyclopaedia item and determine 
the assignment of many denotations and connotations.” 
Not as “matters of empirical and ad hoc knowledge of 
referents but rather pieces of coded information, in other 
words semantic units” that “perform a switching func-
tion.”28 And here resides one of the challenges of 
Joyce’s text: How do we situate the probabilistic limits 
of meaning or signification? How do we determine quali-
tatively the effect or object of constraint? Moreover, 
where do we locate the agency of constraint (its 
“switching mechanism”) vis-à-vis the assumption of a 
system of signifiers in the first place?  

In initially thematic terms, Finnegans Wake poses 
such questions with regard to novelistic convention – 
plot and character – while at the same time demonstrat-
ing how the teleological assumptions of plot, and the 
assumptions of identity that underwrite the idea of char-
acter, allow us to generalise the problem across the field 
of language. Beginning with the “exemplary” figures of 
ALP and HCE, Joyce sets in play a textual apparatus by 
means of which the general, grammatological condition 
of language as a set or series of constraints is revealed 
in the normativity of its “causal circuits”:  

 
Now… concerning the genesis of Harold or Humphrey 
Chimpden’s occupational agnomen (we are back in the 
presurnames prodromarith period, of course just when 
enos chalked halltraps)… Hag Chivychas Eve, in prefall 
paradise. [FW 30.01-15] 
 

An analysis of this passage might suggest that the rela-
tion of naming to history (“the presurnames prodromarith 
period”), and their common orientation about a point of 
mythical discontinuity (“prefall”), points to an antece-
 

28  Eco, A Theory of Semiotics, 105. 
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dence or prodromos in speculative pre-history: “Eat early 
earthapple. Coax Cobra to chatters. Hail, Heva, we hear!” 
(FW 271.22-26). Hence the “semantic compression” of 
the passage is effected also in the grammatical or “syn-
tactic” organisation of lexical and sublexical elements. In 
the reversal and threefold multiplication of the acrostic 
pattern HCE, “identity” becomes linked to a concept of 
symptomatology (prodrome), the thematics of the fall 
(Eden, Babel), and to a certain teleonomic organisation of 
language. Elsewhere Joyce links this anagrammatical and 
acrostic articulation of identity and variation to the Vico-
nian notion of ricorsi storici or epochal recycling:  
 

Hail him heathen, heal him holystone! 
Courser, Recorser, Changechild…………….? 
Eld as endall, earth…………….? [FW 481.1-3] 

 
As figures of constraint, ALP and HCE describe a nominal 
probability of any sequence of terms in the Wake being 
related, structured around the constellation-effect described 
through the repetition and permutation of these triadic fig-
ures. The opening passage of the Wake, ending with a ref-
erence to “Howth Castle and Environs” is in this way 
brought into communication with a passage about filiation, 
“Haveth Childers Everywhere,” and the generalised cogno-
men of the text’s assumed protagonist, “Here Comes Eve-
ryone.” As the coherence of these constraints is tested, 
however, it becomes increasingly difficult to determine the 
limits of the stochastic structures underlying such associa-
tive networks. We find, for example, on page 293, the let-
ters ALP denoting the geometrical co-ordinates of the 
following diagram (described as a “vicociclometer”), where 
“A is for Anna like L is for Liv. Aha hahah, Ante Ann you’re 
apt to ape aunty annalive! Dawn gives rise. Lo, lo, lives 
love! Eve takes fall. La, la, laugh leaves alass! Aiaiaiai, 
Antiann, we’re last to the lost, Loulou!” (FW 293.18-23): 
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This diagrammatic transposition of the figure “ALP” 
draws our attention not only to the purely normative 
function of these three letters representing an algebrisa-
tion or algorithm of textual relations – i.e. a structuring 
“grammar” of sign operations – and hence something 
like a syntax, but also to the fundamentally normative 
character of the letters themselves, posed – between 
linguistic, algebraic, geometrical functions – at the very 
limits of signification. Joyce makes this more explicit 
elsewhere in the Wake with reference to certain quasi-
linguistic figures – or sigla – denominated as the “doo-
dles family” (FW 299.F4): 
 

 
 
While these sigla appear (often in sublimated form) in the 
published version of Finnegans Wake, they are more 
regularly encountered in Joyce’s notebooks, now located 
at Buffalo, particularly the notebook known as VI.B.8. 
Roland McHugh records, for example, the appearance of 
the z siglum on page 147 of this notebook along with its 
corresponding page and line reference in the Wake (viz. 
“Miss Horizon, justso all our fannacies dainted her, on 
the curve of the camber, unsheathing a showlaced lim-
baloft to the great consternations”): 
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VI.B.8.147:  z girl lying on  
 causeway lacin 
 with one leg 
 heavenward, lacing 
 her shoe [FW 340.28-30]29  

 
In a letter to Harriet Shaw Weaver (24 March 1924), 
Joyce wrote: “In making notes I used signs for the chief 
characters,” on the reverse of which the z siglum ap-
pears among a list of other sigla, this time standing for 
the figure of Isolde, the inverse of Tristan (y). Elsewhere, 
at VI.B.11.105, z is given as “mirror of mirror” (while 
Isolde, “Issy” or “Isis” appears under the double aspect 
of | and }) – each of these characteristics determined, 
or at least associated, on the basis of certain material 
features of the sigla themselves and of the pattern of 
their “transformations.”  

The study of paronomasia in the Wake has long seen 
Joyce’s verbi-visual puns and portmanteaux as examples 
of lexemes or other sublexical units bearing “autonomous” 
significations beyond conventional linguistic functions. An 
example of this is how the “E” of HCE is tipped over to 
signify “a village inn” (FW 119.27), or how the ª siglum 
associated with ALP is suggested to signify “an upside 
down bridge” (119.28), the Liffey “delta,” and the equi-
lateral triangle of transcendental mystery:  
 

all tiberiously ambiembellishing the initial majiscule of 
Earwicker: the meant to be baffling chrismon trilithon sign 
!, finally called after some hecitency Hec, moved con-
trawatchwise, represents his title in sigla as the smaller ª, 
fontly called following a certain change of state of grace 
of nature alp or delta, when single, stands for or tauto-
logically stands beside the consort. [119.16-22] 

 
29  Roland McHugh, The Sigla of Finnegans Wake (Baltimore: Jones 

Hopkins University Press, 1980) 133. 
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Petr Škrabánek has demonstrated, in a short article enti-
tled “The Turning of the ",” that the transformational 
process – or “change of state” – which seems to assign 
a material, non-linguistic function to the Wake’s sigla, 
can also give rise to other translational processes of 
ideographic summation or literalisation through their ma-
terial “resemblance” to other signifying “scriptsigns.”30 
Hence the E of HCE is refigured as “Hec” or !, and – 
through a cycle of further transpositions as ", $ and # – 
describes the familiar figures of the Snellen “Distance 
Visual Acuity Test” and the Russian Cyrillic “Sheem,” 
ШЗЕМ (cf. 188.05; 580.18), as well as the Persian Cu-
neiform , the Sino-Japanese character for “mountain,” 

, and the Hebrew “shin” ש.  
 

 
Distance Visual Acuity Test (E Game) 

 
Such transformations are neither as exotic or unlikely as 
 

30  Petr Škrbánek, Night Joyce of a Thousand Tiers: Studies in Finnegans 
Wake, eds. Louis Armand & Ondřej Pilný (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 
2002) 83-4. 
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may at first appear, and if they do indeed stretch the 
limits of signifying plausibility, then this should alert us 
to the problem of determining what indeed is plausible in 
signifying terms, and how it is that we may situate the 
point of differentiation between the potentially meaning-
ful and the purely gratuitous, or between the potentially 
linguistic sign and the assumed material non-sign. That is 
to say, how it is that we situate the boundaries of liter-
acy. An interesting example of such translational proc-
esses of ideographic summation – as describing certain 
“boundaries of literacy” – can be found in the entry un-
der H, the seventh letter of the Greek alphabet, in Liddell 
and Scott’s Lexicon, where we find an account of the 
evolution of that character in certain ways consonant 
with Joyce’s renderings of the Wakean sigla: 

 
The uncial form of Eta (H) was a double ε (#$) and 
probably it was pronounced as a long ε… The old alpha-
bet had only one sign (E) for the ε sound, till the long 
vowels η and ω were introduced from the Samian Al-
phabet in the archonship of Euclides, BC 403. The sign 
H, before it was taken to represent the double ε, was 
used for the spiritus asper, as ΗΟΣ for ὅς (which re-
mains in the Latin H). When H was taken to represent ē, 
it was at the same time cut in two, so that ├ repre-
sented the spiritus asper, ┤the spiritus lenis; whence 
came the present signs for the breathings.31 
 

In the section of La Pensée sauvage entitled “The Individ-
ual as a Species,” Claude Lévi-Strauss identifies the limit 
of the signifying function not so much in terms of linguis-
tic particles as in what we might call particularisation, ar-
guing that proper names (including the proper names of 
letters or characters, for example) “always exist on the 

 
31  Liddell & Scott, An Intermediate Greek-English Lexicon (Oxford: The 

Clarendon Press, 1992) 346. 
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margin of classification”: “In every system, therefore, 
proper names represent the quanta of signification below 
which one no longer does anything but point.”32 The ges-
ture of pointing as degree zero (or “entropic point”) of 
signification, below the level of the proper name, never-
theless assumes a structure of signifying possibility that, 
as in Finnegans Wake, antecedes any supposed base 
quanta of signification – so that the margin or classifica-
tion described by proper names finds its iteration at every 
level of the signifying relation, and not simply as a “spe-
cial case.” Hence the naming function recurs in Joyce’s 
various anagrammatical figures as well as in other abbre-
viated, typographical forms, but also in terms of larger-
scale schematic figures or motifs. Nevertheless, Lévi-
Strauss puts forward a credible argument against Peirce 
and Bertram Russell in defining proper names as indices 
modelled upon demonstrative pronouns. In doing so Lévi-
Strauss distinguishes signification from pointing, or what 
Joyce terms “pointopointing,” which would otherwise be 
considered as transferring the signifying function to the 
proximate relation of the “thing in itself.” 

Underlying this concept of proper nouns is a particular 
nominalism in the distinction between signifying function 
and materiality, on the one hand, and between the spe-
cific and generic, particular and universal, on the other. 
These ostensibly metaphoric and metonymic relations de-
scribe a type of hypertextual grid against which the “nor-
mative letters” HCE can be thought of as describing an 
indexical discontinuity or contiguity. As such the signify-
ing “value” of each term is multiplied across an equivalent 
denominational space, within which differing vectors or 
semantic “pointers” appear to intersect or communicate. 
This in turn suggests what we might call a hypertextual 

 
32  Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind (Chicago: Chicago University 

Press, 1968) 215. 



217 

edifice, in which each letter or combination of letters in 
this “grouptriad” (FW 167.04) would be capable of virtu-
ally infinite subscriptions across the entire field of lan-
guage without any one subscription assuming the unique 
role of an indexical value. Joyce locates this aspect of 
signifying materiality within the materiality of language 
(and cognition) itself: “But the world, mind, is, was and 
will be writing its wrunes for ever, man, on all matters 
that fall under the ban of our infrarational sense” (FW 
19.35-20.01). Identity is conceived not in terms of an 
autonomous singularity, nor even as a moment of transi-
tion, but rather as a matrix, contingent upon the relations 
between all of its parts. Such a concept suggests a type 
of a cybernetic programme in which formal and semantic 
functions operate on communicating planes of signifi-
cance, characterised by virtually infinite permutations and 
combinations which gain increasing complexity, tending 
ultimately towards a formal entropy as the underlying 
logic of pattern recognition approaches randomness and 
identity becomes a matter of pure normativity. 

 
THE GRID 
Joyce’s interest in recursion was informed by a number of 
early efforts at “structural” and “typological” analysis, from 
the work of Aristotle and Quintilian to Giambattista Vico’s 
Principi di Scienza Nuova and Leibniz’s Monadology, 
Hegel’s Phänomenologie and Marx’s Kapital, but also in-
cluding such work as including George Polti’s The Thirty-
Six Dramatic Situations.33 Whilst living in Trieste, Joyce is 
known to have owned a copy of this text, which attempts 
to enumerate a finite number of dramatic “situations” as 
comprising a matrix for narrative discourse as a whole. Ac-
cording to Polti, all situations in any story or drama are 

 
33  George Polti, The Thirty-Six Dramatic Situations (New York: The Writer 

Inc., 1916).  
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supposed to fall into one of the following categories:  
 

1. Supplication; 2. Deliverance; 3. Crime Pursued by 
Vengeance, 4. Vengeance Taken for Kindred Upon Kin-
dred; 5. Pursuit; 6 Disaster; 7. Falling Prey to Cruelty or 
Misfortune; 8. Revolt; 9. Daring Enterprise; 10. Abduc-
tion; 11. The Enigma; 12. Obtaining; 13. Enmity of 
Kinsmen; 14. Rivalry of Kinsmen; 15. Murderous Adul-
tery; 16. Madness; 17. Fatal Imprudence; 18. Involun-
tary Crimes of Love; 19. Slaying of a Kinsman 
Unrecognised; 20. Self-Sacrifice for an Ideal; 21. Self-
Sacrifice for Kindred; 22. All Sacrificed for Passion; 23. 
Necessity of Sacrificing Loved Ones; 24. Rivalry of Su-
perior and Inferior; 25. Adultery; 26. Crimes of Love; 
27. Discovery of the Dishonour of a Loved One; 28. Ob-
stacles to Love; 29. An Enemy Loved; 30. Ambition; 31. 
Conflict With a God; 32. Mistaken Jealousy; 33. Errone-
ous Judgement; 34. Remorse; 35. Recovery of a Lost 
One; 36. Loss of Loved Ones. 

 
Georges Borach quotes Joyce himself as saying, in 1917: 
“There are indeed hardly more than a dozen original 
themes in world literature. Then there is an enormous 
number of combinations of these themes.”34 Joyce also 
made allusion to Peter Roget’s 1000 categories of mean-
ing, organised according to an overall arrangement of “6 
primary Classes of Categories” whose subdivisions remain 
interlinked, ambivalent, transverse: a system of classifica-
tion that détournes the very idea of classification and 
hence moves from the purely typological to the tropologi-
cal. In the Introduction to the original 1852 Thesaurus, 
Roget outlines the primary “Classes of Categories” as so: 

 
34  Cited in Portraits of the Artist in Exile: Recollections of Joyce by 

Europeans, ed. Willard Potts (Seattle: University of Washington Press, 
1979); rpr. from Georges Borach, “Conversations with Joyce,” College 
English XV (March 1954) 325-327. 
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1. The first of these classes comprehends ideas derived 
from the more general and ABSTRACT RELATIONS among 
things, such as Existence, Resemblance, Quantity, Or-
der, Number, Time, Power. 

2. The second class refers to SPACE and its various 
relations, including Motion, or change of place. 

3. The third class includes all ideas that relate to the 
MATERIAL WORLD; namely, the Properties of Matter, such 
as Solidity, Fluidity, Heat, Sound, Light and the Phe-
nomena they present, as well as the simple Perceptions 
to which they give rise. 

4. The fourth class embraces all ideas of phenomena 
relating to the INTELLECT and its operations, comprising 
the Acquisition, the Retention, and the Communication 
of Ideas. 

5. The fifth class includes the ideas derived from the 
exercise of VOLITION, embracing the phenomena and re-
sults of our Voluntary and Active Powers, such as 
Choice, Intention, Utility, Action, Antagonism, Author-
ity, Compact, Property, etc. 

6. The sixth and last class comprehends all ideas de-
rived from the operation of our Sentient and Moral Pow-
ers, including our Feelings, Emotions, Passions, and 
Moral and Religious Sentiments. 

 
Roget’s overall project is described as a “desideratum” – 
a collection of words contained in a language and of the 
idiomatic combinations peculiar to it, arranged “accord-
ing to the ideas which they express” – whose model of 
verbal classification is intended to mirror those of the 
natural sciences and natural history. In many respects, 
this project is a direct continuation of Bishop Watkins’s 
Essay Towards a Real Character and a Philosophical 
Language (1668), attempting, as it does, a “scheme of 
analysis of the things or notions to which names were to 
be assigned,” and whose object – like Vico’s – was the 
formation of a system of symbols which might serve as 
a universal language. Indeed, it has been argued that the 
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real import of Vico in Finnegans Wake, for example, de-
rives from his anticipation of the concept of the thesau-
rus. In the Scienza Nuova (1744), Vico argues that:  
 

There must in the nature of human institutions be a 
mental language common to all nations, which uniformly 
grasps the substance of things feasible in human social 
life and expresses it with as many diverse modifications 
as these same things have diverse aspects. A proof of 
this is afforded by proverbs or maxims of vulgar wis-
dom, in which substantially the same meanings find as 
many diverse expressions as there are nations ancient 
and modern. This common mental language is proper to 
our Science, by whose light linguistic scholars will be 
enabled to construct a mental vocabulary common to all 
the various articulate languages living and dead.35 

 
Like an elaborate fugue form, such models suggest a ma-
trix of possibility within textual constraints, based upon 
an otherwise arbitrary number of archē-forms or codes. 
Fugue form, matrix, programme, game board, grid: each 
implies a structural template and algorithms of translation 
or transposition, the mapping of propositions in a topo-
logical space whose relations are fundamentally textual.  

Such concerns with structural organisation also repre-
sent a major preoccupation of George Perec’s La Vie 
mode d’emploi (1978), with its vast array of composi-
tional devices and its thematic concern with the encyclo-
paedic and systematic. Like Finnegans Wake and Ulysses, 
La Vie mode d’emploi explores mechanisms of structura-
tion across the micro- and macro-scales of trope and 
schema: from mechanisms for sublexical combination and 
recombination, to apparatuses for the elaboration of entire 
narratives – of which La Vie mode d’emploi is itself the 
primary example. Recalling the various schemata attrib-
 

35  Giambattista Vico, The New Science, trans. Thomas Bergin & Max 
Frisch (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1986) XXII.161-162. 
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uted to Joyce for establishing the Homeric parallels in 
Ulysses – and for mapping the text according to its vari-
ous themes, techniques, temporal and spatial co-
ordinates, dominant symbols, anatomical associations, 
and so on36 – the published “keys” of the compositional 
devices employed in the writing of La Vie mode d’emploi 
not only suggest a matrix, programme, game board or 
grid, but in fact operate precisely on these terms.  

David Bellos, in his biography of the author, outlines a 
number of the compositional devices employed by Perec, 
foremost of which is the Graeco-Latin bi-square (other-
wise known as the Euler Square). The principle of the bi-
square was first explained to Perec by the mathematician 
Claude Berge in 1967, and can be explained by the fol-
lowing example given by Bellos: 

 
A0 B1 C2 D3 E4 

E1 A2 B3 C4 D0 

D2 E3 A4 B0 C1 

C3 D4 E0 A1 B2 

B4 C0 D1 E2 A3 

 
This represents a bi-square of order 5, “each of whose 
twenty-five locations is occupied by a pair of elements – 
hence the term bi-square. It is also a ‘magic square,’ so-
called because no number-letter combination occurs more 
than once in the square as a whole, and each of the num-
bers and each of the letters occurs once, and only once, 
along each row of the square and down each of its col-
umns.”37 Moreover, “the bi-square distributes all the pos-

 
36  Stuart Gilbert, James Joyce’s Ulysses (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963) 38. 
37  David Bellos, Georges Perec: A Life in Words (London: Harvill, 1993) 

393-4. Cf. Georges Perec, “The Apartment Building,” Species of 
Spaces & Other Pieces (London: Penguin, 1997) 40. 
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sible combinations of the 2 x 5 elements used,” here rep-
resented by alphabetical or numerical designators, provid-
ing unique situations for each combination without the 
active intervention of an external structuring agency.  

In his “Communication Theory of Secrecy Systems,” 
Claude Shannon identifies a similar principle to that of 
the bi-square in the generation of fractional ciphers. In 
these, each letter of a mixed 25 letter alphabet (with I 
doubling for J) is “translated into two-digit quinary num-
bers” using the following table: 
 

 0 1 2 3 4 

0 L Z Q C P 

1 A G N O U 

2 R D M I F 

3 K Y H V S 

4 X B T E W 

 
Thus “B becomes 41.”38 Perec was quick to realise the 
potential of such devices in the transcription and distribu-
tion of any set of terms whatsoever. If, for example, each 
of the letters in the bi-square “stands for a character, and 
each of the numbers for a property, or an action, or a 
place, then you can have twenty-five different stories made 
from a very simple set of ingredients” – effectively restat-
ing the argument of Polti’s Thirty-Six Dramatic Situations. 
By the same token, whatever can be combined in this was 
can also be analysed in the same or a similar manner, such 
as by applying the logic of fractional ciphers to “decrypt” 
what had previously been “encrypted.” This becomes a 
consistent feature of Perec’s texts in which dialectical or 
chiasmatic inversions proliferate, and where the text itself 
appears to be articulated around a structural hinge; a point 

 
38  Shannon, “Communication Theory of Secrecy Systems,” 669. 
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of reversibility or “point of entropy.” The play between re-
versibility and the inertia of irreversibility is particularised in, 
among others, Perec’s W, or the Memory of Childhood, 
where the letters W and M assume – as we have seen in 
Joyce – a “literalising” function in describing a tropology of 
material relations (W as said to be the inverse of M, while 
W itself already names a doubled relation to the letter V – 
in French – or U – in English – where both U and V also 
represent a process of historical orthographic transposition 
and “ambivalence” that dates back to the origins of the 
Latin alphabet), reiterated also in Shannon’s application of 
the bi-square technique – in which M becomes 22 and W, 
44 (the one being the “double” of the other). 

For the overall plan of La Vie mode d’emploi, Perec 
chose to make use of a similar bi-square principle; not of 
order 5, but of 10 – a configuration only demonstrated to 
be possible in 1959 by a group of mathematicians working 
in the United States (Bose, Parker and Shirkhande)39 – in 
order to yield a work of 100 chapters (in fact, the final text 
comprises 99 chapters, the missing chapter doubling as a 
missing piece in a jigsaw puzzle). As with the schemata for 
Ulysses, Perec then produced lists of characters and attrib-
utes distributed over a set of spatio-temporal co-ordinates. 
To facilitate this process, Perec mapped the 100 co-
ordinate grid-spaces described by the bi-square of ten onto 
“a Steinbergian apartment house with its façade removed.” 
The objective was then to generate a narrative that would 
combine all the predefined elements across the “one hun-
dred grid locations, or spaces, or rooms, in order” – “de-
scribing the rooms thus unveiled and the activities 
unfolding in them,” as Perec says, “in accordance with 
formal procedures.”40  

 
39  R.C. Bose, S.S. Shrikhande, & E.T. Parker, “Further Results on the 

Construction of Mutually Orthogonal Latin Squares & the Falsity of 
Euler’s Conjecture,” Canadian Journal of Mathematics 12 (1960): 189. 

40  Perec, Species of Spaces, 40. 
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46 57 68 70 81 02 13 24 35 99 

71 94 37 65 12 40 29 06 88 53 

93 26 54 01 38 19 85 77 60 42 

15 43 80 27 09 74 66 58 92 31 

32 78 16 89 63 55 47 91 04 20 

67 05 79 52 44 36 90 83 21 18 

84 69 41 33 25 98 72 10 56 07 

59 30 22 14 97 61 08 45 73 86 

28 11 03 96 50 87 34 62 49 75 

00 82 95 48 76 23 51 39 17 64 

One of the proofs offered by Bose, Parker and Shirkhande in 
refutation of Euler’s Conjecture  

 
But whilst Perec had discovered formal procedures for the 
distribution of textual elements, he had yet to discover a 
satisfactory one for ordering the narrative arrangement 
across this distribution. The solution came in the form of a 
chess puzzle known as the knight’s tour, which involves 
plotting the movements of a knight as it moves around a 
chessboard so as to land on each and every square only 
once. By transposing the knight’s movements onto an 
oversized 10 x 10 board, Perec discovered a way of “me-
chanically” establishing the order in which the narrative of 
La Vie mode d’emploi – itself determined by the combina-
torial mechanics of the bi-square – would “unfold” trans-
versely. Perec’s solution to this knight’s tour puzzle was 
as follows (beginning on square 6,6): 
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 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0 

1 59 84 15 10 57 48 7 52 45 54 

2 98 11 58 83 16 9 46 55 6 51 

3 85 60 97 14 47 56 49 8 53 44 

4 12 99 82 87 96 17 28 43 50 5 

5 61 86 13 18 27 80 95 4 41 30 

6 100 71 26 81 88 n 42 29 94 3 

7 25 62 89 70 19 36 79 2 31 40 

8 72 65 20 23 90 69 34 37 78 93 

9 63 24 67 74 35 22 91 76 39 32 

0 66 73 64 21 68 75 38 33 92 77 

 
An orthogonal bi-square could now be mapped directly 
onto the cut-away apartment building, and consequently 
Perec chose to superimpose twenty-one different bi-
squares (each comprising two lists of ten elements) result-
ing in forty-two separate lists with 420 characteristics to 
be distributed across the open grid-space, forty-two to 
each box (“and never the same forty-two twice”).41 

Perec’s combinatorial procedures, like Joyce’s, also 
extended to the sublexical, although where in Finnegans 
Wake sublexical combination becomes a general seman-
tic procedure, in La Vie mode d’emploi it remains primar-
ily topical – as in the satirical treatment of phonological 
conventions in the rendering of the name of the charac-
ter Cinoc. Cinoc – whose name, we subsequently dis-
cover, derives from Kleinhof – presents the inhabitants 

 
41  Bellos, Georges Perec, 514-5. 



226 

of Perec’s fictional apartment building with the problem 
of how his name ought to be pronounced.42 

 
Obviously the concierge didn’t dare address him as “Nut-
case” by pronouncing the name “Sinok.” She questioned 
Valène, who suggested “Cinosh,” Winckler, who was for 
“Chinoch,” Morellet, who inclined towards “Sinots,” 
Mademoiselle Crespi, who proposed “Chinoss,” François 
Gratiolet, who prescribed “Tsinoc,” and finally Monsieur 
Echard, as a librarian well versed in recondite spellings 
and the appropriate ways of uttering them, demonstrated 
that, leaving aside any potential transformation of the 
intervocalic “n” into a “gn” or “nj” sound, and assuming 
once and for all, on principle, that the “i” was pronounced 
“i” and the “o,” “o,” there were then four ways of saying 
the initial “c”: “s,” “ts,” “sh” and “ch,” and five ways of 
pronouncing the final: “s,” “k,” “ch,” “sh” and “ts,” and 
that, as a result, depending on the presence or absence of 
one or another diacritical sign or accent and according to 
the phonetic particularities of one or another language or 
dialect, there was a case for choosing from among the 
following twenty pronunciations: 
 
SINOS SINOK SINOCH SINOSH SINOTS 

TSINOS TSINOK TSINOCH TSINOSH TSINOTS 
SHINOS SHINOK SHINOCH SHINOSH SHINOTS 

CHINOS CHINOK CHINOCH CHINOSH CHINOTS 

 
When we consider how Kleinhof becomes Cinoc, or how 
“Howth Castle and Environs” becomes associated with 
“Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker,” “Hear Comes Every-
one,” or simply HCE, we are led to the necessity of ac-
counting for such recursivity (and the specific effect of 
commutation and substitution of elements) in strictly 
material terms – such as the (arbitrary, schematic, me-

 
42  Georges Perec, Life a User’s Manual, trans. David Bellos (London: 

Harvill, 1987) 286-7. 
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chanical) relation of contiguity and equivalence of indi-
vidual phonemes or graphemes.43 Perec’s schematisation 
may equally be mapped onto a general model of homol-
ogy such as that described by Saussure vis-à-vis the as-
sumed syntagmatic and systemic (associational or 
paradigmatic) axes of language, wherein we may ob-
serve a structural syntax underwriting a broadly seman-
tic organisation from micro-scale effects – phonemic 
combination and permutation – to macro-scale effects of 
a generalised discourse. 

Between sublexical organisation and narrative sche-
mata, the phenomenon of structural recursion suggests 
what we have already referred to as a system of hyper-
textual linkage. Again in La Vie mode d’emploi, Perec 
describes a situation in which one of his protagonists, 
Winckler, contemplates various indexical structures for 
the organisation of a series of images based upon the 
use of “labels”: 

 
He wanted, so he said, to sort the labels into order, but 
he found it was very difficult: of course, there was 
chronological order, but he found it poor, even poorer 
than alphabetical order. He had tried by contents, then 
by country, but that didn’t satisfy him. What he would 
have liked would be to link each label to the next, but 
each time in respect of something else: for example, 
they could have some detail in common, a mountain or 
volcano, an illuminated bay, some particular flower, the 
same red and gold edging, the beaming face of a groom, 
or the same dimensions, or the same typeface, or similar 
slogans (“Pearl of the Ocean,” “Diamond of the Coast”), 
or a relationship based not on similarity but opposition or 
a fragile, almost arbitrary association: a minute village 
by an Italian lake followed by the skyscrapers of Man-
hattan, skiers followed by swimmers, fireworks by can-

 
43  Cf. Roland Barthes, “Syntagm & System,” Elements of Semiology, trans. 

Annette Lavers & Colin Smith (New York: Hill & Wand, 1967) 58ff. 
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dlelit dinner, railway by aeroplane, baccarat table by 
chemin de fer, etc.44  

 
At a certain point, Winckler comes to realise the radically 
arbitrary nature of his typological project, which comes to 
stand for the project of typology generally. At each point 
the contiguity of successive “terms” in the series gives 
way to association and equivalence, so that the series itself 
is constantly in a state of possible reconfiguration and dis-
solution. The narrative that is always on the verge of taking 
form across the relationship of any two terms, is thus con-
stantly détourned and typology cedes to what we might 
call tropology. Such a scenario poses obvious difficulties 
for the schematisation or systematisation of “reference” in 
ways that ought to alert us to the fact that reference is not 
the determination of any system in particular, but of a ten-
dency to systematisation that remains on a plane of possi-
bility rather than of actualisation. As Perec’s character 
observes, “It’s not just hard… above all it’s useless: if you 
leave the labels unsorted and take two at random, you can 
be sure they’ll have at least three things in common.” 

Joyce similarly undertook to radicalise narratology – as 
a metonymic amplification of lexicographical effects – by 
projecting Polti’s schematic model through a complex of 
rhetorical and semantic matrices, whose basic units were 
thus rendered in terms of a linguistic atomism. By subject-
ing a schematic model of narrativity to the tropic function 
of sublexical particles, Joyce arrived at a mode of hypertex-
tuality whose form, on one level, is thus situated between 
acrostics and geometrical figuration: “the median, hce che 
ech, intersecting at royde angles and parilegs of a given 
obtuse one biscuits both the arcs that are in curvechord 
behind” (FW 283.32-284.04). The repetition of the co-
ordinate figure HCE, in this case, brings about transverse 

 
44  Perec, Life a User’s Manual, 31-2. 
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communications between otherwise non-communicating 
textual elements, “causing” them to converge – with vary-
ing probabilities – in a broadly topological relation. The 
acrostic organisation of these co-ordinates likewise sug-
gests a form of semantic apparatus, directed at the level of 
individual lexemes or sublexical grid-points (Polti’s Thirty-
Six Dramatic Situations as a bi-square of order 6 mapping 
the coordinate functions of the letters HCEAL and P against 
their assumed thematic or narratological function).  

 
COMPLEMENTARITY  
The co-ordinate processes of mapping and “metonymic 
amplification” vis-à-vis the metrical grid-structures of Perec, 
Joyce and Cage, are further suggestive of what we might 
call a dynamics of topological wrapping – a folding, intro-
version, of tropical “spiration” that would describe the par-
ticular recursive agency at work in the generation of textual 
relations: what we might call its technē. Regarded as gen-
erative, the metrical grid affects simultaneous states of 
contiguity and equivalence, diachrony and synchrony, me-
tonymy and metaphor, described by a system of (binary or 
ternary) co-ordinates by which a “figure” of agency is con-
stellated. This figure, needless to say, is no-thing, but a 
general condition of complementarity – a “both and yet 
neither” by which signification is said to operate in the 
manner of a switching mechanism or gyro, within a differ-
ential field of mutual attractions and repulsions, metaphor 
switching into metonymy, synchrony into diachrony, syn-
tagm into paradigm, equivalence across contiguity, etc. – 
thereby effecting a mechanism of hetero-topical recursion. 

It is in the “nature” of such a mechanism that while it 
may be supposed, it cannot be represented other than in 
its “effects” – that is to say, by way of a topological 
metaphor, or by some form of analogy, allegory, or figura-
tion. Choosing at random, one such could be the psycho-
logical illusionism of the Fraser Spiral – first elaborated in 
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1908 by the mathematician James Fraser, after whom it 
was named45 – which, as E.H. Gombrich points out, “is 
not a spiral at all but really a series of concentric circles. 
Only a tracing pencil will convince us that we are not con-
fronted with a spiral moving towards the infinite.”46 But 
while the Fraser Spiral is not an actual spiral, nor is it 
quite, as Gombrich says, a series of concentric circles. 
Rather there is the appearance of concentric braids – de-
scribed by complementary sets of linkages between black 
and white triangular figures – whose constellational two-
dimensional form supplies a visual analogy to the appar-
ently three-dimensional dynamics of the whole, and ac-
cordingly seems to twist in upon itself, drawing the eye 
down into an open, grid-patterned vortex.  

 
 

 
The Fraser Spiral 

 
This movement from circle to spiral, and from spiral to 
orthogonal “grid,” can be thought of as describing a ver-

 
45  James Fraser, “A New Visual Illusion of Direction,” British Journal of 

Psychology 2 (1908): 307-20. 
46  E.H. Gombrich, Art & Illusion: A study in the Psychology of Pictorial 

Representation (London: Phaidon, 1994) 184-5. 
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bal-visual architecture or architectonics of the vortex, in 
which an apparently two-dimensional, textualised edifice 
is set into a conceptual multi-dimensional flux, within a 
whole which is thus de-totalised (as a palimpsest of 
tromp-l’œil effects). This whole (or hole) is the “entropic 
point” around which the entire tropic structure of the 
vortex is organised but which itself is seen to be empty 
and opened out, as a place or topos of perpetual substi-
tution. Projected into this non-place, a mechanism of 
“hetero-topical” recursion sets the entire signifying field 
into a pulsation which is also a type of pulsion or drive – 
its vectoral trajectories shifting between a seemingly 
unlimited number of discursive co-ordinates as though 
simultaneously, suggesting what Ezra Pound described in 
1916 as “a radiant node or cluster… a VORTEX, from 
which and through which, and into which ideas are con-
stantly rushing.”47  

This compulsive, or rather convulsive, movement of 
structuration towards a totality of the (w)hole, provides 
an organisational impetus of the hypertextual apparatus, 
at the same time as it determines its radical decentred-
ness. The illusionistic nature of this double-structure de-
scribes a quasi-dialectic between the visual discursus of 
the mirroring horizon of subjectivity and the architectonic 
discursus of the hypertextual transverse. The implications 
of this movement point towards the way in which, for 
instance, hypertextual linkage, or its copulative function, 
occupies an interstice of complementarity which cannot 
be situated according to a straightforward Cartesian logic 
– as the transitional state of a forethrow of recursive sub-
stitution – i.e. towards the topos of entropy.  

The vortex, or vortext, consequently situates a ge-
ometry of incompletion and undecidability, fluctuating 
across multiple spatial and temporal dimensions of the 

 
47  Ezra Pound, Gaudier-Brzeska (New York: New Directions, 1970) 92. 



232 

signifying field – i.e. as a constellation-effect. But where 
visual representation has long been seen as tied in one 
way or another to the limitations and necessary incom-
pleteness of all two-dimensional representations (as a set 
of marks on a Cartesian plane), this has rarely been seen 
as the basis for a generative, “architectural” model of 
signification. As Gombrich argues, however, despite the 
apparent literality of the two-dimensional plane (or rather 
because of it), “some part of the motif will always re-
main hidden from us, and there will always be some 
overlap.”48 This metonymic self-concealment in the 
“topical regression” of the two-dimensional plane, cuts 
across the metaphoric axis along which the motif is sub-
stituted for the entire textual structure that gives rise to 
it, and which sustains it in its signifying “illusion.” But 
this movement also assumes another form of illusionism, 
in that its verisimilitude stands in regard to language it-
self. Here, too, we may find an analogy to those visual 
puzzles which Giorgio Vasari described as “hovering be-
tween the seen and the unseen,” as in the virtualised 
painting of the mythical Parrhasios. And like the archi-
tectural riddles of Maurits Escher and Giovanni Piranesi, 
the apparently two-dimensional textual plane constantly 
defies us to account for these effects of incompletion, 
inconsistency and undecidability.49  

It is possible to similarly map a shift in the cyclicality 
of Finnegans Wake, Ulysses and La Vie mode d’emploi 
from the circular to the spiral, a shift whose visual anal-
ogy could be seen in the Fraser Spiral as a kind of topo-
logical wrapping of a grid-like surface structure, 
suggesting also an analogous movement within the 
model of a hypertextual matrix of “whirlworlds” – from 
acrostic grid to vortext, and so on. This shift can be 
 

48  Gombrich, Art & Illusion, 176. 
49  Vasari, Giorgio. The Lives of the Painters, Sculptors & Architects, 

trans. Gaston du C. de Vere. 2 vols. London: Everyman Library, 1996. 
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seen as consisting of sequences of schematic recurrence 
in which the complexity of the text is an outcome of 
what might be described as “positive feedback loops.” 
That is to say, the tendency to increase deviation from 
“stability” in a system, including linguistic and semantic 
systems. In a formal expression of such principles, the 
Austrian physicist Ludwig Boltzmann defined complexity 
as the proportion of a system’s possible “complexions” 
(or microstates) correlated with each of its distinguish-
able macrostates. In this way Boltzmann also defines 
entropy as a measure of ambiguity in a system.50  

Boltzmann developed a statistical approach to explain-
ing the observed irreversible behaviour of macroscopic 
systems in a manner consistent with their reversible mi-
croscopic dynamics. This entropy agrees (up to terms that 
are negligible for a large system) with the macroscopic 
thermodynamic entropy of Rudolf Clausius. The “great 
confusion about entropy,” Boltzmann argued, lay in the 
perception that entropy is “real,” in the sense that it is a 
thermodynamic property (or dimension) of a system, and 
is often perceived as the dispersion of energy instead of 
as a measure for chaos, or disorder. Hence, in explaining 
in statistical terms the second law of thermodynamics, 
Boltzmann argued that: “For any process by which a 
thermodynamic system is in interaction with the environ-
ment, the total change of entropy of system and environ-
ment can never be negative. If only reversible processes 
occur, the total change of entropy is zero; if irreversible 
processes occur as well, then it is positive.”51 

 

 
50  Cf. David Ruelle, Chance & Chaos (Princeton: Princeton University 

Press, 1991) 136. 
51  Ludwig Boltzmann, “Analytischer Beweis des zweiten Haubtsatzes der 

mechanischen Wärmetheorie aus den Sätzen über das Gleichgewicht 
der lebendigen Kraft,” Wiener Berichte 63 (1871): 712–732. 
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The Lorenz Attractor 

 
An adjunct to the second law of thermodynamics, con-
cerning entropy, describes the tendency of energy in a 
closed system to become less available to do work with 
the passing of time. This tendency, defined in 1850 by 
Clausius, is also understood as the measure of the ap-
parent randomness, disorder or chaos in a system.  

In thermodynamics, entropy can thus be considered a 
measure of turbulence. Turbulence, like white noise, 
static, or interference patterns whose variability defies 
reduction, is characterised by infinite permutations of “a 
small number of variables within a finite area,” which are 
“non-repeating” even as “the whole broad spectrum of 
possible cycles is present at once.”52 David Ruelle, among 
other Chaos theorists, points to the way in which com-
plex systems display “sensitive dependence upon initial 
conditions.”53 This topological effect is described as one 
of logarithmic compression across micro-levels which, in 
 

52  James Gleick, Chaos (London: Minerva, 1997) 121. 
53  Ruelle, Chance & Chaos, 136. 
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analogous terms, is productive of schematic amplifications 
on the macro-level of the “text.” In mathematics such 
relations are considered as describing a “hypersphere,” a 
schematisation of infinite dimensions which could also be 
one way in which we might formally express the struc-
tural topology of hypertext.54 Another way could be in 
terms of what, in 1976, Ruelle and Floris Takens first 
termed “strange attractors.”55 

A strange attractor may be defined as a particular dis-
cursive phenomenon, characterised by non-periodic cycles 
of recurrence or recursion. A more formal definition of an 
attractor in terms of dynamic systems would be “a region 
of possible states with the property that: 1. states ‘suffi-
ciently close’ to those in the attractor lead eventually to 
states within the attractor; 2. states within the attractor 
lead immediately to other states within the attractor.”56 

In 1963 Edward Lorenz, working as a meteorologist, 
evolved a model for describing the various states of very 
simple low-dimensional systems during the onset of turbu-
lence or “chaotic behaviour.” The Lorenz attractor maps 
the dynamics underlying a system’s turbulence across a 
non-integer dimension plotted against a time-series in two-
dimensional phase-space. The simplified pattern which 
characterises representations of the strange attractor plot-
ted in this way suggests an ambivalent or recursive oscil-
lation about a dual axis. Most importantly, the recursive or 
cyclical patterns described by the strange attractor do not 
intersect – their vectors are non-repeating.57 In Finnegans 
Wake we find analogous models of textual and spatio-

 
54  Ruelle, Chance & Chaos, 58-9. 
55  David Ruelle & Floris Takens, “On the Nature of Turbulence,” Communi-

cations in Mathematical Physics 20.3 (September 1971): 167-192. 
56  Ben Goertzel, Chaotic Logic: Language, Thought & Reality from the 

Perspective of Complex Systems Science (New York: Plenum, 1994) 22. 
57  David Ruelle, “Strange Attractors,” Mathematical Intelligencer 2 (1980) 

126-37.  



236 

temporal discontinuities or turbulence, recorded in the dis-
tribution of apparently inassimilable elements across the 
entire field of textual signification and generative of other, 
“topologically perverse” patterns – from the sublexical 
“perversions” of Joyce’s triads and portmanteaux, to the 
cyclical “turbulence” of the Wake’s structural schemata or 
“circumcentric megacycles” (FW 310.07) – its vectors 
determined by the relation across this textual field by the 
movement of systemic instability described by certain hy-
pertextual scansions.58  

Such “perversions” have similarly been identified in 
mathematics terms, in the work of Georg Cantor, Kurt 
Gödel, Alan Turing and Alonzo Church, and were sys-
tematically put to work in the combinatorial experiments 
of the Oulipo in the 1960s and 1970s, in particular 
Raymond Queneau’s Cent Mille Milliards de poèmes and 
Exercises de Style, and Perec’s La Vie mode d’emploi. 
Yet where these tend towards the prolific and inflation-
ary, the problems of “generative constraint” are shown 
to be contiguous with over-reduction, minimalism, and 
base morphogenesis. The transversal marked out by 
means of this contiguity – between or across schematic 
and tropic and typographical or material aspects of tex-
tual “design” – could be thought of as the architectural 
principle par excellence. At the same time, this transver-
sality is effected not as a hidden unifying principle, as 
such, but as a form of topical organisation along tro-
pological lines. The various ways in which the seemingly 
closed structures of arithmetic, architectural design, per-
spective, and lexicology seem to break down – that is, in 
being revealed at certain crucial moments as incomplete, 

 
58  The figures HCE & ALP, e.g., may be considered as describing an 

algorithmic function, analogous to the ordinary differential equations 
upon which physicists like O.E. Rossler have observed three-
dimensional chaotic dynamical systems devolve. Cf. Rossler, “An Equa-
tion for Continuous Chaos,” Physics Letters A 57 (1976): 397-398. 
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inconsistent and undecidable – suggest that transversal-
ity is implicit to structure, that it defines structure itself.  

The effects of generative constraint – the constella-
tional “illusionism” of transversality, the “fissures and 
fracture lines” (FW 386.32) of lexical contiguity and nar-
rative or grammatical discontinuity in Finnegans Wake, 
or the topological anamorphoses of the Fraser Spiral’s 
transference from the Cartesian plane – all affirm this. 
However, we are never able to situate these “fissure and 
fracture lines” which keep transversality in a continual 
genesis – as what Perec refers to as “an arbitrarily con-
strained programme with no purpose outside its own 
completion.”59 Such a constellation-effect has been de-
scribed by Hungarian artist and theorist Victor Vasarély 
in terms of surface kinetics, whereby a two-dimensional 
surface is set into an apparently multi-dimensional pulsa-
tion, such that the stability of the visual field is disrupted 
through a kinetosis.  

In his 1955 Yellow Manifesto, Vasarély defines sur-
face kinetics as “a single plastic sensibility in different 
spaces,” or “plastique cinétique,” in which “myriad for-
mal manipulations [are] relentlessly permutated through 
the plane.” Elsewhere Vasarély describes this effect in 
terms of two-dimensional “periodic structures” in which 
“simultaneously graduated values connote a smooth, 
cinematic progression along the surface, while sharply 
contrasted complementaries appear to jump, leaving the 
eye not only startled but also tantalised by after-images. 
But the ultimate effect of this pulsating, syncopated ma-
trix could be likened to a plane geometer’s vision of the 
heavens.”60 In this sense the textual edifice itself is al-
ways in medias res, a work in progress between morpho-
logical emplacement, on the one hand, and an 
 

59  Perec, Life a User’s Manual, 117. 
60  Cited in Daniel Wheeler, Art Since Mid-Century: 1945 to the Present 

(London: Thames & Hudson, 1991) 232. 
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interminable “anamorphosis” on the other, caught in the 
recursive “spiration” of the vortext. 
 
STRANGE ATTRACTORS 
In defining the generative constraints considered as situ-
ating a locus of the vortext, the recurrence of the chance 
event can be said to be characterised as ostensibly me-
chanical repetition insofar as it marks a generalised 
“technology.” This form of recurrence denotes a pro-
grammatic “circuit” – or locus of attraction – inscribing 
itself ahead of any teleological system or historical narra-
tive in which the inception (or acquisition) of language or 
literacy, for example, already functions as allegory. And 
to the extent that this inscription predicates any “dialec-
tical” movement by means of which recurrence might 
appear to be subsumed into a movement of totalisation, 
it does so only insofar as the movement towards totality 
describes a technological impetus that will have given 
rise to it in the first place, and whose “object” is nothing 
other than a perpetual forethrow of a possible totality.  

Posing the question of the “fundamental” nature of 
such a technological impetus (as a model of all allegori-
cal unveiling of narrative), Jacques Derrida writes: “the 
current technology of our computers and our micro-
computerified archives and our translating machines re-
mains a bricolage of a prehistoric child’s toys.”61 Else-
where he is more specific: 

 
The game, of which the repetition of repetition consists, 
is a selbstgeschaffene game, that the child has pro-
duced or has permitted to be produced by itself, sponta-
neously, and it is the first of its type. But none of all this 
(spontaneity, autoproduction, the originality of the first 
time) contributes any descriptive content that does not 
amount to the self-engendering of the repetition of itself. 

 
61  Derrida, “Two Words for Joyce,” 147. 
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Hetero-tautology (definition of the Hegelian speculative) 
of repeated repetition, of self-repetition.62 
 

This selbstgeschaffene game – which is more than 
merely a model of autopoiesis and is in fact autopoietical 
– refers to an “apparatus” described by Sigmund Freud 
in Beyond the Pleasure Principle (1919). Watching his 
grandson playing in his pram one day, Freud observed 
him throwing a toy out of the pram and then hauling it 
back in by means of a leash:  
 

This good little boy, however, had an occasional disturb-
ing habit of taking any small objects he could get hold of 
and throwing them away from him into a corner, under 
the bed, and so on, so that hunting for his toys and 
picking them up was often quite a business. As he did 
this he gave vent to a loud, long-drawn-out “o-o-o-o,” 
accompanied by an expression of interest and satisfac-
tion. His mother and the writer of the present account 
were agreed in thinking that this was not a mere inter-
jection but represented the German word “fort” (gone). I 
eventually realised that it was a game and that the only 
use he made of any of his toys was to play “gone” with 
them. One day I made an observation which confirmed 
my view. The child had a wooden reel with a piece of 
string tied around it. It never occurred to him to pull it 
along the floor behind him, for instance, and play at its 
being a carriage. What he did was to hold the reel by 
the string and very skilfully throw it over the edge of his 
curtained cot, so that it disappeared into it, at the same 
time uttering his expressive “o-o-o-o.” He then pulled 
the reel again by the string and hailed its reappearance 
with a joyful “da” (there). This, then, was the complete 
game of disappearance and return. As a rule one only 
witnessed its first act, which was repeated untiringly as 
a game in itself, though there is no doubt that the 

 
62  Jacques Derrida, The Post Card: From Socrates to Freud & Beyond, 

trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987) 301. 
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greater pleasure was attached to the second act. The in-
terpretation of the game then became obvious. It was 
related to the child’s great cultural achievement – the 
instinctual renunciation (that is, the renunciation of in-
stinctual satisfaction) which he had made in allowing his 
mother to go away without protesting.63  

 
For Freud, this fort/da game is interpreted on one level as 
depicting the child’s symbolic mastery over the maternal 
absence, and is accordingly taken to provide the basis of all 
future narrative (Erzälung, Geschichte) of loss and recovery.  

The actual mechanical repetition of this game is seen to 
open up a space which is not itself contained within the 
narrative sequence, but rather describes a space of repeti-
tion itself. This space, however overly determined, allows 
for possible contingencies to arise – for instance, the 
chance of the object not being returned. Without this pos-
sibility the game itself could have no force, and indeed 
would not be, although such an outcome, which would 
mark the game’s termination, necessarily stands outside 
the “system” described by it in the form of a detour. In a 
sense, this possibility effects a dissymmetry between the 
closed system of a dialectics (of identification, desire, etc.) 
and its discursive apparatus – within which the system is 
inscribed but which cannot be totalised or brought within 
that system, let alone be comprehended by it. That is to 
say, in the figure of a certain agency. Hence – across this 
dissymmetry which is also that of metaphor and meton-
ymy, equivalence and contiguity – the “possibility” of a 
terminus functions, as the locus of any fort/da ritual, as the 
terminus of possibility itself – this locus being none other 
than what we might call the “agency” of repetition and 
difference – i.e. of any system of sign operations whatso-
ever. The binary fort/da mechanism is thus seen to function 

 
63  Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. C.J.M. Hubback 

(London: The Hogarth Press, 1922) 14ff.  
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(like Maxwell’s “Demon”) as a type of modulator, a switch-
ing mechanism or structural agency, in accordance with 
which discourse (or discursivity) is effected by means of a 
recursive apparatus – i.e. of sign operations linked to a 
generalised mechanics of possibility. 

Importantly, Freud describes the recursive fort/da 
movement by the German verb fortgehen, “to go away,” 
which necessarily leaves open the possibility of return and 
remains ambiguous in this sense (as in fort, to continue) – 
as opposed, for instance, to weggehen, to go away or 
leave, which suggests a definite absence – so that rather 
than describing an “opposition,” the terms fort and da are 
from the outset mutually implicated or complementary. 
This “possibility of return” prefigured in the impetus of the 
forethrow, poses itself as an imminence leading to clo-
sure. In place of closure, however, the possibility of return 
discloses the necessary possibility of the non-return: re-
cursion in place of “pure repetition,” meaning a contiguity 
within the structure of equivalence. It is by means of the 
necessary possibility of the non-return that the return re-
mains open to the initiation of a further movement or fore-
throw – at the same time as posing a threat to the very 
systematicity of the “game” and representing what might 
be called its motivating constraint – which is concealed 
precisely through repetition.  

The relation here of constrain to an “open possibility” 
describes what can also be regarded as a “destining” 
that characterises the fort/da game as programmed or 
determined in advance, marked by an experience of be-
ing “subject” to a certain chance, even as that subjectiv-
ity assumes the appearance of agency. This imagined 
transference of agency from the mechanism of the game 
itself (represented in the tropic figure of the leash, which 
ties the metonymic “object” or homunculus, as we may 
say, to its destiny and to its chance) to the figure of the 
subject in turn can be said to assume the outward form 
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of a contrivance rather than a compulsion (a chance that 
can always be “switched”). The game itself determines 
nothing, its chance is “without content,” such that the 
element of compulsion always remains at a structural 
level as an engine of difference – i.e. contrivance in its 
root dialectical sense of pairing or “comparison” – and 
not, for example, of a transference from inertia to con-
sciousness; from materiality to signification. 

The binary mechanism of Freud’s fort/da might conse-
quently be thought of as describing a type of “strange 
attractor,” in its manner of operating as what René Thom 
calls a topological “fold,” or analogously as a structural 
hinge between the mechanics of chance and signifying 
possibility. The barre of the fort/da relation could then be 
regarded as “operating” a structural axis or hinge between 
the mechanics of chance and its situational constraints. 
The illusiory nature of the either/or repetitiveness of the 
game is thus belied in the nature of the absence which 
prefigures it and determines its dynamic as a play towards 
loss, to an always prior loss, of which it is the graphic 
expression. In other words, the fort/da “repetition” is in 
fact a repetition only in the sense that it presents a figure 
of a forethrow towards the inertia of a “there” or da 
which is never transformed into the “here” of supposed 
conscious agency.  

It is this da symbolising a generalised inertia to which 
the subject is thus “tied” by means of a metonymic leash: 
its “actions” advance, so to speak, upon it by a purely 
mechanistic recursion. What is more, this recursive 
movement is such that the subject is in effect “subverted” 
– a “turning under” which describes a tropic spiral, a vec-
toral clinamen which Lacan identifies with the ambivalent 
organisation of the Freudian drives, represented in the fol-
lowing diagram : 
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This paradoxical movement – between aim and goal – 
rests in what Lacan terms a “fundamental reversion,” 
which at the level of each of the drives “is the movement 
outwards and back in which it is structured.”64 Moreover, 
this paradox is irreducible and is in fact the structural mo-
tivation of the drive, just as the repetition of the “there” 
stands as the inassimilable point of motivation in the 
compulsive fort/da ritual (even if the repetition itself has 
no “point” other than its own perpetuation). The reduction 
of the subject to a moment of repetition, or locus in the 
recursion of the drives, defines a fundamental redundancy 
in which the subject is “lost” through a series of substitu-
tions whose site it is (as a type of hole or void which 
must be filled). At the same time, it is the nature of the 
inassimilable object that prevents the structural subject 
from vanishing entirely, and instead sustains it – as a 
tropic figure – within an apparently limitless play of signi-
fying substitutions: the movement of the vortext as iner-
tial “forethrow,” or pro-grammē, of a certain fore-text. 

Analogous to the discursive Freudian-Lacanian model 
of ostensibly textual “play” are certain concepts derived 

 
64  Jacques Lacan, The Four Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis, ed. 

Jacques-Alain Miller, trans. Alan Sheridon (London: The Hogarth Press, 
1977) 177-8. 
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from information theory which in turn involve a theory of 
generative recursion and redundancy. According to Shan-
non, the “redundancy of ordinary English, not considering 
statistical structure over greater distances than about 
eight letters, is roughly 50%,” meaning fifty percent re-
dundancy in the form of verbal or visual elements that are 
not strictly necessary to “convey” a message.65 Two ex-
tremes of redundancy in English prose identified by Shan-
non are represented by Charles Ogden’s Basic English and 
Finnegans Wake. “The Basic English vocabulary is limited 
to 850 words and the redundancy is very high. This is 
reflected in the expansion that occurs when a passage is 
translated into Basic English. Joyce on the other hand 
enlarges the vocabulary and is alleged to achieve a com-
pression of semantic content.”66 

Redundancy in this sense can be understood as a pre-
dictable departure from the random. Part of the redun-
dancy of ordinary language lies in its formal structure, by 
which successive terms can be deduced by virtue of the 
semantic, syntactic, or grammatical structures from which 
they are missing. Other kinds of redundancy, however, 
lend themselves more directly to numerical or statistical 
measures, such as the frequency of repetitions of particu-
lar letters or combinations of letters in any particular lan-
guage (for example the letter “e,” which in French, as in 
English, is the most common letter – occurring in English 
with the frequency of probability .12, and which is sys-

 
65  Claude Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” Bell 

System Technical Journal 27 (July, October, 1948): 393. 
66  Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” 394. It is 

worth noting that Ogden himself attempted a partial translation into 
Basic English of the “Anna Livia Plurabelle” section of Finnegans Wake 
in transition 21 (March, 1932). In August 1929, Ogden, an authority 
on the influence of language upon thought & founder of the Orthologi-
cal Institute in London, had persuaded Joyce to come to the Institute 
to record the last pages of “Anna Livia.” This represents the only 
known recording of Joyce reading from the Wake. 
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tematically suppressed in Perec’s La Disparition in a model 
of exacerbated redundancy that is the basis of the Oulip-
ian procedure known as a lipogramme). For Shannon, re-
ferring to the basic unit for measuring information (binary 
digits of what J.W. Tukey defined as bits), vis-à-vis the 
signifying effects of ellipsis, selection, substitution, com-
bination and contexture: “a stream of data in ordinary lan-
guage is less than random; each new bit is partly 
constrained by the bits that went before; thus each new 
bit carries less than a bit’s worth of real information.”67 
This echoes, in rather more quantitative terms, observa-
tions about aphasic disturbances made by Roman Jakob-
son in 1956, to the effect that:  

 
the more a word is dependent on the other words of the 
same sentence and the more it refers to the syntactical 
context, the less it is affected by the speech distur-
bance. Therefore words syntactically subordinated by 
grammatical agreement or government are more tena-
cious, whereas the main subordinating agent of the sen-
tence, namely the subject, tends to be omitted.68 

 
The emissive/receptive principles of exacerbated redun-
dancy and “generative” entropy can especially be seen at 
work in the compositional logic, and the logic of out-
comes, of John Cage’s Empty Words – a schematised 
“reading” of Thoreau’s Journal. Cage’s four part assem-
blage can effectively be taken as a manual of a poetics 
not only of chance and repetition, but of “signifying mate-
riality.” Like the Roaratorio, it can be taken as affecting a 
type of literate technology, yet in the accompanying au-
thor’s statements Cage is far more explicit here about a 

 
67  Cited in Gleick, Chaos, 257-8. 
68  Roman Jakobson, “Two Aspects of Language & Two Types of Aphasic 

Disturbances,” Language in Literature, ed. Krystyna Pomorska & 
Stephen Rudy (Cambridge, Mass.: Belknap Press, 1987) 101. 
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generalised technology. As with Perec’s La Vie mode 
demploi, Cage begins with a set of structural constraints: 

 
What can be done with the English language? Use it as 
material. Material of five kinds: letters, syllables, words, 
phrases, sentences. A text for a song can be a vocalise: 
just letters. Can be just syllables, just words; just a 
string of phrases; sentences. Or combinations of letters 
and syllables (for example),letters and words, et cetera. 
There are 25 possible combinations. Relate 64 (I-Ching) 
to 25. 64 = and number larger or smaller than 64. 1-32 
= 1; 33-64 = 2. 210 = 46 groups of 3 + 18 groups 
of 4. Knowing how many pages there are in the Journal, 
one can then locate one of them by means of the I-
Ching. Given a page one can count the lines, locate a 
single line, count the letters, syllables (e.g.), locate one 
of either. Using index, count all references to sounds or 
silence in the Journal. Of all references to the telegraph 
harp… “Buzzing strings. Will be. The telegraph harp. 
Wind is from the north, the telegraph does not sound. 
Aeolian. Orpheus alive. It is the poetry of the railroad. 
By one named Electricity.”69 
 

Stochastic processes of this type are known in mathe-
matics as discrete Markoff processes, and their study 
had already been extensively documented in the 
1930s.70 Shannon describes a similar process in his out-
line of the “series of approximations to English” using a 
27-symbol “alphabet” (26 letters and a space). In this 
process, the order of constraints determining the prob-
ability of selection of successive letters in a particular 
letter-group is comparable to that employed by Cage in 
Empty Words, with its “dependency” on an element of 
unpredictability. For example: 
 

69  Cage, Empty Words, 11.  
70  Shannon cites M. Fréchet, Méthode des fonctions arbitraires. Théorie 

des événements en chaîne dans le cas d’un nombre fini d’états possi-
bles (Paris: Gauthier-Villars, 1938).  
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one opens a book at random and selects a letter at random 
on the page. This letter is recorded. The book is then 
opened to another page and one reads until this letter is 
encountered. The succeeding letter is then recorded. Turn-
ing to another page this second letter is searched for and 
the succeeding letter if recorded, etc.71 

 
The overall schema of Empty Words is described, in part 
II, as a “mix of words, syllables, and letters”: 
 

Pt. I includes phrases. III omits words. IV omits sentences, 
phrases, words, and syllables: includes only letters and si-
lences. Categories overlap. E.g., a is a letter, is a syllable, is 
a word. First questions; What is being done?72 

 
At the beginning of part II, Cage offers an answer to this 
question, and an indication of how composition by way 
of mechanical constraint can be taken as the basis of a 
method for reading: 
 

Searching (outloud) for a way to read. Changing fre-
quency. Going up and then going down: going to ex-
tremes. Establish (I, II) stanza’s time. That brings about 
a variety of tempi (short stanzas become slow; long be-
come fast). To bring about quiet for IV (silence) estab-
lish no stanza time in III or IV. Not establishing time 
allows tempo to become naturally constant… A new 
breath for each new event. Any event that follows a 
space is a new event. Making music by reading aloud… 
Making language saying nothing at all.73  

 
While parts I, II and III remains comparatively “readable” 
in conventional terms, part IV (letters and silence) ac-
quires the appearance of a cryptogram, random sequence 
of signs, or a chaotic “data stream.” Like Thoreau’s tele-
 

71  Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” 387. 
72  Cage, Empty Words, 33. 
73  Cage, Empty Words, 51. 
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graph harp, however, it is a matter of inventing a literacy 
that is able – without recourse to mimesis, citational con-
text, or symbolisation – to discover the form of “informa-
tion” conveyed (making language say “nothing,” for 
example, yet nevertheless “saying” – it is here a question 
of a structural semantics rather than of semantic content): 
 

 r a mnaiea ss stenmypr fmnc r kv y nth 
  wly gfrch k t a s ae ooarywth aeo 
   sta in h o ngte 
eu e nv ns tbl i h  indss rlynd, b 
   sprlph 
        d. Th d o 
     l     o 
    To o a   e c a l 
 e sp n kn tt arv blskevsar wst thraea74 
 

The seeming paradox here is that, as Shannon says, the 
more “chaos” in a data stream the more information that 
is conveyed by each new “bit.” As in Cage’s mesostics 
and Joyce’s Wake, the highly ambiguous, “materialised” 
compositions generated by means of I-Ching or acrostic 
co-ordinates resemble – as with the cryptographic algo-
rithms of Shannon’s “Communication Theory of Secrecy 
Systems” – models evolved in Chaos theories involving 
turbulence and non-laminar flows in thermodynamic sys-
tems. Like these, the techno-poietics of Joyce, Cage and 
Perec appears to function as a kind of “system” which 
moves from predictable behaviour to unpredictable behav-
iour, by virtue of the exacerbation within the system of an 
“element of indeterminacy,” or conversely the withdrawal 
of the possibility of straightforward or statistical “redun-
dancy.” The crucial point being, however, that such inde-
terminacy is never simply the property of an “element,” or 
some “thing” introduced into a system that is otherwise 

 
74  Cage, Empty Words, 69. 
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semantically homogenous or stable. Rather, indeterminacy 
is a characteristic possibility of any sign-system. Indeed, it 
is this mark of indeterminacy or structural ambiguity 
which, like the “strange attractor,” effects signifiability as 
a dynamic system – gives signification its possibility and 
its chance (as an “equivalence” across contiguity) – 
within a field of probability which is never absolutely de-
termined nor absolutely indeterminate. 

Mathematical cases in which stochastic processes 
which generate a sequence of symbols are merely ab-
stractly defined may be considered indeterminate with rela-
tion to the “legibility” of the sequence produced, depending 
upon the criteria set down for “legibility.” This, however, 
would simply describe the contours of a generalised proc-
ess without seeking to account for the specific environ-
mental constrains associated with what we call literacy. 
Such constraints are themselves constituent of a formal 
“technology,” in the probabilistic sense we have already 
discussed, irrespective of whether or not they are said to 
apply to so-called artificial or natural “languages.” In Finne-
gans Wake, the repetition and permutation of the letter 
groups or trigrams HCE and ALP assumes a level of deter-
minability (or predictability) that is both limited and exacer-
bated by what is perceived as an element of chance in the 
interrelation between the frequency of distribution of let-
ters, or groups of letters, throughout the text, and what we 
might call the “word” or “phrasal” sequences, or motifs, in 
order to produce the literate construct we call the Wake.  

Indeed, a purely statistical analysis of the Wake, on the 
basis of digram, trigram and word frequency, would likely 
provide us with a set of basic algorithms around which 
something like a “strange attractor” could be seen as be-
ing constellated – just as, with stochastic processes ap-
plied to a series of 27 symbols, something like a language 
can be seen to coalesce, and to do so with an increasing 
verisimilitude with each additional probabilistic constraint 
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programmed into it. Shannon offers the following exam-
ples of how, in purely probabilistic terms, combinatorial 
procedures can be seen to approach a recognisable sys-
tem of language or literacy, shifting from a generalised 
indeterminacy towards what we might call an exacerbated 
indeterminacy, based upon a measure of “contiguity 
across equivalence” (i.e. between the stochastic process 
and the sign system it is programmed to approximate). In 
each of the following cases, the symbolic sequences have 
been produced by means of a probabilistic schema or ma-
trix, in which the successive relation of terms is arbitrary, 
equivalent and independent, or constrained by the prob-
ability frequency of each letter, or grouping of letters, as it 
pertains to the English language: 

 
1. Zero-order approximation (symbols independent and 
equiprobable). 
 
XFOML RXKHRJFFJUJ ZLPWCFWKCYJ FFJEYVKCQSGHYD 

QPAAMKBZAACIBZLHJQD 
 
2. first-order approximation (symbols independent but 
with frequencies of English text). 
 
OCRO HLI RGWR NMIELWIS EU LL NBNESEBYA TH EEI ALHENHTTPA 

OOBTTVA NAH BRL. 
 
3. Second-order approximation (digram structure as in 
English). 
 
ON EI ANTSOUTINYS ARE T INCTORE ST BE S DEAMY ACHIN D 

ILONASIVE TUCOOWE AT TEASONARE FUSO TIZIN ANDY TOBE CTISBE. 
 
4.Third-order approximation (trigram structure as in English). 
 
IN NIO IST LAT WHEY CRATICT FROURE BIRS GROCID PONDENOME 

OF DEMONSTURES OF THE REPTAGIN IS REGOACTIONA OF CRE.75 

 
75  Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” 286. 
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This procedure can be continued indefinitely – with tetra-
gram, pentagram… up to n-gram structures – depending 
upon the material limits imposed by the approximated sys-
tem. In general, “a sufficiently complex stochastic proc-
ess,” as Shannon says, “will give a satisfactory 
representation of a discrete source.” At the same time, 
however, the statistical structure of “English sequences” is 
not substantially far removed “from a random selection.”76 
The increase in the level of constraint, however, also repre-
sents an increase in the level of redundancy (in English the 
digram QU, for example, is prescribed in such a way as to 
render the U redundant, since its requirement as a counter-
part to Q is absolute and thus absolutely predictable: in this 
way there unnecessary to “read” U, as it is no longer taken 
as an addition to Q but as presupposed by it). Hence, the 
more the symbolic sequence corresponds to a measure of 
legibility, the less it functions as generative of literacy (and 
it is for this reason that actual language systems maintain a 
high degree of error-tolerance, such that “a sizeable frac-
tion of the letters can be received incorrectly and still be 
reconstructed by the context”).  

This seemingly counter-intuitive argument can be refig-
ured in terms of approximation. The more a sequence of 
symbols approximates a system of signs – i.e. a language 
– then the more each element that deviates from that sys-
tem is acted upon or “rectified” (as though mechanically) to 
conform to that system’s overall schematic. In other 
words, the more a sequence is said to approximate a sys-
tem, the more it is “systematised” by way of a generalised 
literacy or literate technology – viz. a system or method of 
making or doing – i.e. the more it is interpreted, translated, 
de-coded, read. Within an approximative sequence, it is the 
element of what is unpredictable, illegible or otherwise “un-
readable” (according to the definitions of that system) that 

 
76  Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” 295. 
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effectively provokes, generates, drives or instigates a proc-
ess of “reading” and which thereby defines the limits or 
contours of what is called representation.  

For theorists like Robert Shaw, such “strange attrac-
tors” can be regarded as “engines of information,” which 
conflate the possibilities of order and disorder, giving rise 
to a signifying unpredictability which thus demands a 
form of “accounting for” (a complementary literacy), while 
at the same time affecting a structural locus around which 
semantic values are able to accumulate.77 Information in 
this sense takes the form of a forethrow of possibilities, 
which in linguistic terms devolves within both lexical and 
sublexical structures, and across the entire structural edi-
fice of the text in which, as Joyce says, “MAJOR AND / 
MINOR / MODES COA- / LESCING / PROLIFER- / ATE” (FW 
278.R2-279.R1). This architectonics is suggestive of the 
two-dimensional arrangement of crossword puzzles 
which, like the hypertextual scansions of Joyce’s acros-
tics and Cage’s mesostics, are founded upon a concept of 
redundancy in language. As Shannon explains, “if the re-
dundancy is zero any sequence of letters is a reasonable 
text in the language and any two-dimensional array of 
letters forms a crossword puzzle. If the redundancy is too 
high the language imposes too many constraints for large 
crossword puzzles to be possible. A more detailed analy-
sis shows that if we assume the constrain imposed by the 
language are of a rather chaotic or random nature, large 
crosswords are just as possible when the redundancy is 
50%. If the redundancy is 33%, three-dimensional cross-
word puzzles should be possible, etc.”78 

This can be thought of as defining what is called a 

 
77  Robert Shaw, Dripping Faucet as a Model Chaotic System (Santa Cruz: 

Aerial, 1984). Cf. N.H. Packard, J.P. Crutchfield, J.D. Farmer, & R.S. 
Shaw, “Geometry from a Time Series,” Physical Review Letters 45.9 
(1980): 712-716.  

78  Shannon, “A Mathematical Theory of Communication,” 286. 
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constellation: being the formal relation between micro-
scales and macroscales, trope and schema, across which 
“information” is generated in the form, precisely, of a hy-
pertextual transverse.79 In other words, a structure be-
tween materiality and signification, entropy and 
information, whose “vacillation” states describes precisely 
such an engine as Shaw proposes. The logic of the con-
stellation is hence that of complementarity – a generalised 
equivalence across contiguity – and in informatic terms 
this means that a transversal operates by way of an 
economy of compression (the metaphoric or co-ordinate 
“anagrammatical” mapping of a uniform palimpsestic field, 
for example, by way of metonymy) where the structure of 
transversality – its very possibility, or what we may even 
call its “information” – is not itself subject to compression 
(rather it is “situated” as the both and yet neither of its 
structural topology: paradigmatic / syntagmatic; dia-
chronic / synchronic; metaphor / metonymy). As David 
Ruelle has pointed out, a “message can be compressed if 
it is redundant, but the information is not compressi-
ble.”80 Hence we can say that the structurality or formal 
ambivalence of the transversal is, like the strange attrac-
tor, itself an agent of constellation. 

In Finnegans Wake, as in Cage’s Empty Words, the 
highly unpredictable and heterogeneous nature of this 
relation means that the transversal generated across dif-
fering scales of textual relations is never stabilised into a 

 
79  This constellation-effect of structural recursion may be considered 

analogous to certain models of cognition, such as that proposed by 
George Kampis, in which the brain is viewed as “a strange computer in 
which the software is identified with the hardware.” There is no prior 
algorithm upon which cognitive structure devolves, instead “hardware 
& software define each other without either of them being complete or 
independent.” George Kampis, Self-Modifying Systems in Biology & 
Cognitive Science: A New Framework for Dynamics, Information, & 
Complexity (Oxford: Pergamon, 1991).  

80  Ruelle, Chance & Chaos, 132. 
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homogenous system, whose information stream could be 
linearised or reduced, in effect, to a “laminar flow.” In-
stead it gives rise to a form of structural turbulence, a 
type of matrix mechanics whose signifying patterns re-
main open to associative probabilities that are neither 
one nor zero and therefore a source of potentially infinite 
quanta of information. For Shaw, “just as turbulence 
transmits energy from large scales downward through 
chains of vortices to the dissipating small scales of vis-
cosity, so information is transmitted back from the small 
scales to the large.”81 This secondary transmission of 
information is what Shaw locates as the “strange attrac-
tor,” which serves to magnify the initial randomness of 
microscales to macroscale effects, just as in Joyce and 
Cage lexical contiguity translates the effects of appar-
ently random constellations of terms across sublexical 
relations to the macroscales of schematic organisation: 
from elemental recursion to semantic structuration, 
which in turn describes the fundamental topology of the 
techno-poietic vortext. 
 
POSTSCRIPT 
Such “literary” techniques as those evinced in the work of 
Cage, Joyce, Perec and others may be said to correspond 
to a technological conception of literacy in the sense that 
they describe processes that remain autonomous of a 
utilitarian conception of language or sign systems, as well 
as of generic assumptions of the literary “exception” and 
of the technics of “literacy.” That is to say, autonomous 
of any transcendentalised “function” or underwriting in-
tentionality – as something that “originates” and that re-
mains orientated towards a specific “end” to which its 
methods are “applied.” However, insofar as such con-
cepts as intentionality may be otherwise defined, and re-

 
81  Cited in Gleick, Chaos, 261. 
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tained within the framework of a generalised technicity, it 
would be in the sense of a “tendency” orientated – within 
a field of probabilistic relations – by an horizon of possibil-
ity, “in” which it is implicated from the very outset. This 
tendency would – in accordance with the etymology of in-
tendere – describe a certain topology of “distending” or 
“straining,” marked out by the operation of certain drives or 
moments of attraction whose forethrow situates precisely 
that direction, purpose or “end” towards which intentional-
ity tends and which is “realised” solely by means of it.  

It is for this reason that intentionality is not opposed 
to the notions of chance and cyclical recurrence, 
détournement or recursion. What here might be taken as 
opposed concepts in fact represent complementary as-
pects of a structural dynamic linked to the mechanics of 
constraint. And while we may refer to the outcome of a 
throw of dice as “determinant” of a certain chance, we 
are speaking of an intention not in a metaphorical sense, 
but in a literal, material sense. In other words, as an in-
tention that is a straining against and within a given set 
of probabilistic determinations, in the form of something 
we might describe as a “retrospectively” assumed possi-
bility; its constellation-effect. Intention only assumes the 
form of a possibility to the extent that it places “itself” in 
question – its “originary factuality” – that is to say, by 
virtue of straining the definition of its “object” to a point 
of radical reflexivity.  

This reflexivity, fold, “catastrophe,” subiectum, de-
scribes a mechanism of agency which retains the char-
acteristics of a “consciousness” without thereby 
acceding to the metaphysical, and without declining to 
an oppositional crisis marked out by the relationship of 
technology to the discourse of humanism. If conscious-
ness itself is to be regarded as a constellation-effect, 
then the crisis of humanism may be seen as nothing 
other than the conditioning of a critical “reflex” against 
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the assumptions of something preordained in man that 
nevertheless has nothing to do with humanity. It is for 
this very reason that we recognise technology as distinct 
both from a reconstruction of metaphysics and as a 
threat posed to mankind. Rather, we recognise that the 
very structures and operations of metaphysics itself belie 
a condition that can only be thought, in the broadest 
sense, as technological; and that in man technology ac-
quires an exemplary calculus. 

From energeīa to ergon to entropy, an “intention” 
may therefore be seen as pursuing a human hypothesis 
by way of a transverse series of probabilities describing 
a “plane of immanence,” against which the possibility of 
man – as the figure of reflexive thought par excellence – 
is posed as the final, consummate horizon. But this fig-
ure, we should never forget, is nothing if not discursive 
or ambivalently “isomorphic” – a constellation-effect 
within the co-ordinate field of a generalised vortext.  
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