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INTRODUCTION 

Subtexts 
 

“Good” literary criticism […] implies an act, a literary signa-
ture or counter-signature, an inventive experience of lan-
guage, in language, an inscription of the act of reading  
in the field of the text that is read.  

—Jacques Derrida,  
‘This Strange Institution Called Literature’ 

 
SUBTEXT: An underlying and often distinct theme  
in a piece of writing or conversation (OED)  

 
In the opening to The Shock of the New, his seminal work 
on the roots of the artistic avant-garde(s) and the many 
subsequent neo-movements, Robert Hughes poses the 
question, “What has our culture lost in 1980 that the 
avant-garde had in 1890?” As a tentative answer, he 
stresses “the sense that art […] could find the necessary 
metaphors by which a radically changing culture could be 
explained to its inhabitants.”1 The divide in question is that 
of the historical avant-garde vs. neo-avant-garde, the de-
bate surrounding the status, or indeed possibility, of the 
neo-avant-garde, an avant-garde outside of its “original” 
socio-historical context.  

The question is whether avant-garde writing, reacting—in 
Renato Poggioli’s influential wording—against “the flat, 
opaque, and prosaic nature of our public speech,” and func-
tioning as “at once cathartic and therapeutic in respect to 
the degeneration afflicting common language through con-

 
1  Robert Hughes, The Shock of the New (New York: Knopf, 1991) 1. 
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ventional habits,”2 whether this writing can just do with lin-
guistic creativity as its aesthetic marker or whether its reac-
tion must take place via a more direct critical engagement. 
Peter Bürger’s Theory of the Avant-Garde construes modern-
ism’s non-instrumental aestheticism as signifying the artistic 
autonomy that makes modern art the institutional collabora-
tor of modern bourgeois ideology. Bürger’s political plotting 
of the art of modernity has direct repercussion for Bürger’s 
detraction of post-war neo-avant-gardes. The shared inten-
tion, on the part of the many historical avant-gardes, of “re-
turning art to the praxis of life,” argues Bürger, falls flat 
when revived within a context where the avant-garde itself 
has become institutionalised as art, “the means of avant-
gardism” no longer achieving “even the limited effective-
ness” of the historical avant-gardes.3 

A “Joycean avant-garde” based on Joyce’s close alliance 
with transition magazine has the advantage of sidestepping 
the avant-garde/neo-avant-garde dichotomy, this by virtue of 
its own belatedness and eclectic drafting of the many avant-
garde “isms” as part of its programme. In retrospect, Jolas 
characterised transition as “a workshop of the intercontinen-
tal spirit, a proving ground of the new literature, a laboratory 
for poetic experiment.”4 Jolas’ project was marked by cer-
tain belatedness: by the publication of its first number in 
1927, the historical avant-garde had been on the wane if not 
defunct, and so transition gained another, retrogressive di-
mension: that of the archive. Jolas himself conceived of 
transition as a “documentary organ” dedicated to presenting 
what he referred to later as “pan-romanticism.” Although 
present in transition from its very start, it was not until tran-
sition 11 (Feb 1928) that Joyce’s work was drafted as part 

 
2  Renato Poggioli, The Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Gerald Fitzgerald 

(Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1968) 37. 
3  Peter Bürger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Michael Shaw (Minnea-

polis: Minneapolis University Press, 1984) 58. 
4  Transition Workshop, ed. Eugene Jolas (New York: Vanguard, 1949) 13. 
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of Jolas’ revolutionary programme. In his famous manifesto, 
Jolas posits “the word” as “the Real metaphysical problem 
today,” and argues for the necessity of substituting writing-
as-photography with “a verbal vision” forged out of an 
“autonomous language.”5 Jolas’ reading of Joyce’s “Work in 
Progress” emphasises the materiality of the word as an 
agent of historical change while making a case for writing to 
exist intermedially—its “verbal vision that destroys time and 
space” explicitly positioned at the intersection of photogra-
phy, phonography, radio, film and television. 

Jolas was among the first readers of Joyce to empha-
sise the intermediality of his writing and to appreciate some 
of the consequences of what Donald Theall later termed 
Joyce’s “technopoetics,” by which he meant Joyce’s po-
etic practice as a mode of re-situating the medium of the 
book within the new communicative environment, where 
“the very nature of the word, the image, and the icon also 
changes,” 6 and consequently both writing and speech be-
come “subsumed into entirely new relationships with other 
sensory input and media.” Finnegans Wake, within the 
avant-garde context of the new technologies it thematises, 
becomes more than “a polysemic, encyclopaedic book de-
signed to be read with the simultaneous involvement of ear 
and eye”—its additional role is to act as “a self-reflexive 
book about the role of the book in the electro-machinic 
world of the new technology.”7  

The notions of polysemy and encyclopaedism have been 
contextualised by generations of textual geneticists: almost 
two-thirds of the 63-volume James Joyce Archive (1978) 
are made up of Finnegans Wake material (i.e. notebooks, 

 
5  Eugene Jolas, “The Revolution of Language and James Joyce,” Our 

Exagmination Round His Factification for Incamination of Work in Progress: 
A Symposium, ed. Samuel Beckett (New York: New Directions, 1929) 79. 

6  Donald Theall, “Beyond the Orality / Literacy Dichotomy: James Joyce & 
the Pre-History of Cyberspace” (Hypermedia Joyce, 2010) 24. 

7  Donald Theall, “Beyond the Orality / Literacy Dichotomy,” 20. 
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drafts, revisions, and proofs), which attests to the strange 
ways of how the strangeness of the text came about. 
Joyce’s writing method consisted chiefly in “mood-
mould[ing]”8 the copious notes (collected in over forty small 
notebooks) taken during his extensive reading during the 
seventeen years of work on the Wake. The range of the 
reading was immense,9 the notes taken were however sel-
dom longer than one or two words—evidently, Joyce didn’t 
read for “message” or “information” as for words and 
phrases, individual and peculiar, as “material.” Joyce’s enc-
yclopaedism is achieved chiefly via his sustained exploration 
of the materiality of language, and the threefold conception 
of writing: as trace (the typographical foregrounding of let-
ters, signs and words as distinct objects); as plagiarism (the 
forgery of fiction, the word as always belonging to the other 
and in need of appropriation) and as idiom (reworking of the 
plagiarised diction by means of multilingual punning and the 
technique of the portmanteau). Trace, plagiarism, idiom: the 
three crucial subtexts to the text of Finnegans Wake. 

The eight essays collected here zoom in on the second 
of the three, the subtext of the Wake having been written 
with a “pelagiarist pen” (FW 182.3), i.e. both as heresy 
and plagiarism, and provide a detailed account of how the 
seven works/ authors/ movements covered here depart 
from the Joycean plagiarist programme of writing and re-
work it to their own particular ends. The question posed by 
these essays taken together is, not only what does the 
post-WW2 literary experiment lack that the Joycean avant-
garde still had, but rather, more positively, what has it 

 
8  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Faber & Faber, 1939) 186.2. 
9  For example, Finn Fordham’s “Introduction” to the 2012 Oxford re-edition 

of Finnegans Wake lists a representative portion: “learned volumes about 
Irish and world history, tourist pamphlets about Bognor or Brittany, graph-
ologists’ studies of criminals’ handwriting, the Encyclopaedia Britannica, 
British and Irish newspapers, memoires by and about recent and contem-
porary celebrities, literary journals, and cartoon strips.“ (James Joyce, 
Finnegans Wake [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012] xxiv). 
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gained? The two earliest post-WWII avant-garde pro-
grammes to turn plagiarism into a programme—albeit with 
strikingly different purposes and results—were the French 
Oulipians and Situationists. Oulipo’s “plagiarism by antici-
pation,” as will be obvious from François Le Lionnais’ ar-
gument, involves a double movement of turning—into the 
past, toward a tradition—in order to discover the historical 
precedents for what was, in due ignorance, deemed 
“new,” and of overturning the directionality of time as well 
as causality in order to ascribe to the present the preva-
lence over the past. The Situationists’ détournement, 
meaning—in Guy Debord’s definition—“deflection, diver-
sion, rerouting, distortion, misuse, misappropriation, hijack-
ing, or otherwise turning something aside from its normal 
course or purpose” is meant as “the very opposite of quo-
tation,” détournement always aiming to undermine the 
theoretical authority upheld by quotation. Both practices, 
“Plagiarism: A User’s Manual” shows, have been crucially 
informed by Joyce’s “pelagiarist pen.” 

Steve McCaffery’s practice of poetry (based on inter-
mediality, performativity, transcription, sampling, etc.) have 
been informed, inspired, or in his own words, “radically 
vitalized” by the linguistic ramifications of Finnegans Wake. 
His creative reworking of Joyce’s poetics (and in two spe-
cial cases analysed here, his very text) attests to the 
Wake’s singular importance as a case in point of a linguis-
tic economy, a vast circulation of nodes and intensities, to 
be reconfigured and recharged. However, in McCaffery’s 
case, Joyce’s heritage is détourned by means of exercises 
in breaking the syntactical/narrative continuity in the tradi-
tion of Gertrude Stein, who plays a role tantamount for 
McCaffery to that of Joyce. And McCaffery’s “rewrites” of 
the Wake perform a methodical sampling and recombina-
tion of Joyce’s Wake akin to those of perception-as-text in 
a text like Tender Buttons. 

Similarly, Iain Sinclair’s practice of textual psychogeogra-
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phy, is positioned somewhere between Joyce’s encyclopae-
dic plagiarism and Ezra Pound’s imagist aesthetics of juxta-
position and collage. Psychogeography, in Sinclair’s work, is 
understood as a cognitive mapping of the psychological ef-
fects produced on the perceptive human consciousness by 
physical environments. In Edge of Orison (2006), Sinclair 
follows the trail of poet John Clare’s 1841 pilgrimage from 
Epping to Helpston, his visit to Northampton becoming a 
complex amalgam of “Joycean re-remembering” that com-
bines creative reworking of Joyce’s biography with the lin-
guistic and narrative markers of his fiction. 

Philippe Sollers’ H (1973), like the Wake, poses as cy-
clical text, without punctuation throughout its 180+ 
pages, with neither a capital letter at the start nor a full 
stop at the end. This typographical device, coupled with 
Sollers’ practice of what he calls—in opposition to the 
modernist “interior monologue”—the “exterior polylogue,” 
brings about a bizarre reading experience akin to the 
Wake’s “hesitency.” Here, too, the reading subject under-
goes a destabilisation, becoming an active co-agent in the 
production of the text’s meaning (re-inserting a “mental” 
punctuation during the reading process is just the begin-
ning). In response to the opening “who says hello,” the 
text finishes with another question: “what will i shout,” a 
question H has been pondering all along while producing its 
vociferous responses—in themselves, by Sollers’ own ad-
mission, little else than transcriptions of the voices of the 
May 1968 Parisian revolutionaries. 

Despite its notorious marginalisation, Christine Brooke-
Rose’s work suggests its potentially paradigmatic status in 
that virtually all of the chief thematic and stylistic concerns 
of post-war fiction are present here in a blend at once inde-
finable and most intriguing. “A dealer in discourses” by her 
own admission, Brooke-Rose’s plagiarist and parodist prac-
tice of fiction consists in making discourses, sets of rigid 
uses, “run here and there again” (dis-currere). For her as 
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for Joyce, the workings of the pun are crucial in undermin-
ing scientific, theoretic discourse, or indeed the claims of 
univocity of discourse as such.  

Very much in the Wakean vein is Kathy Acker’s practice 
of plagiarism as both heretic and sexually explicit. Like 
Joyce, Acker is open about her textual appropriations and 
subjects them to substantial reworking, sampling, or 
détournement. In Empire of the Senseless (1988), Acker’s 
desensitising aesthetics not only anticipates, through its 
many own plagiarisms, the ultimate theft which won’t be 
its to inflict upon others, it also actively participates in the 
expropriation to which it itself will be subjected.  

Finally, Mark Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000) 
practices and directly engages in what the project of 
Joyce’s “technopoetics” theorised and anticipated: the 
changing role of literacy in the electro-machinic world of 
the (post-)digital era. By creating a book positioned in the 
midst of—and opened onto—a complex network of other 
media realisations, Danielewski challenges the very notion 
of intermediality (understood as the blend of word and im-
age or word set to music or recited on film), and demands 
new critical conceptualisations to be sought. 

Subtexts: in their own “re-creative” plagiarisms, each of 
these authors’ writing practices presents an adding of their 
sub- to Joyce’s text, subbing it. This supplemental meaning 
and logic of the sub- harks back to Jacques Derrida’s notion 
of the signature vs. countersignature. In conversation with 
Derek Attridge, Derrida spoke of a “duel of singularities”:  
 

of writing and reading, in the course of which a counter-
signature comes both to confirm, repeat and respect the 
signature of the other, of the “original” work, and to lead it 
off elsewhere, so running the risk of betraying it, having to 
betray it in a certain way so as to respect it, through the 
invention of another signature just as singular. Thus rede-
fined, the concept of the countersignature gathers up the 
whole paradox: you have to give yourself over singularly to 
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singularity, but singularity itself then does have to share it-
self out and so compromise itself.10  
 

These essays chart a genealogy of post-war writing that 
seeks to countersign Joyce’s signature, of works that de-
part from his materialist poetics by taking account of what 
is singular about it, and re-imagining what that singularity 
could become in the new contexts of post-war literary pro-
duction, creating wholly new singularities. 
 

Prague, December 2015 

 
10  “’This Strange Institution Called Literature’: An Interview with Jacques 

Derrida,” Acts of Literature, ed. Derek Attridge (New York: Routledge, 
1992) 69. 
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Forging “Hesitency” 
THE WRITING OF HISTORY & IDENTITY  
IN FINNEGANS WAKE* 
 

So why, pray, sign anything as long as every word, letter,  
penstroke, paperspace is a perfect signature of its own? 

—James Joyce, Finnegans Wake 
 
Joyce’s both trivial and quadrivial use of the portmanteau 
word and multilingual punning in the Wakean language can 
be seen as variously destabilising identity—of language, 
history, nation, and last but not least, of its own existence 
as text, within the potentially infinite re-writings imposed 
upon it in the reading process. Identity, the OED informs 
us, is derived from the Latin pronoun idem, “same,” plus 
the noun entitas, “entity,” but also possibly with the ad-
verb identidem, “over and over again, repeatedly.” Thus, in 
its etymological sense, identity is sameness in space (the 
“same entity”) established through difference in time 
(“repetition”): gramatically, idem always refers to that 
which has already been mentioned, carrying a trace of that 
which has preceded it, to a present indented with the past, 
always in progress, an identification never to arrive at a 
destination. Identity, thus, is no originary value or state 
which has been lost and is to be recovered; but rather a 
construction of sameness by means of repetition, impossi-
ble yet at the same time inevitable. Or, in the succinct for-
mula of one of Joyce’s most attentive readers, Jacques 
Derrida, “there is no identity: there is identification.”1  

 
* First published in Litteraria Pragensia XX.39 (2010): 6-15. 
1  Jacques Derrida, “I Have a Taste for Secret,” A Taste for the Secret, 
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To speak of indenting where identity is concerned is 
most relevant with the Wake, a text in whose “scherzarade 
of one's thousand one nightinesses that sword of certainty 
which would indentifide the body never falls” (FW 51.4-6, 
my italics).2 To indentifide is to identify with an “indenta-
tion”—for fiction, just as history, functions and operates as 
a product of writing through the operation of reading. 
Moreover, to identify bona fide, in good faith, implies the 
violence of bad faith, of gullibility and deceit—with palpable 
legal corollaries present via the echo of “indenture.” Fur-
thermore, the very same sentence indents indentifide as 
idendifine, performing one instance of the sundry internal 
variations and differentiations that run the whole gamut of 
the Wakean “indentity of undiscernibles” (FW 49.36-50.1), 
where the only (s)word that never falls is that of certain 
and unambiguous identity. 

The reader’s identity, too, undergoes destabilization in 
that every reading of the Wake becomes split between the 
eye that registers multiplicity and the voice which can 
sound only one text at a time. In other words, every one of 
the potentially inexhaustible readerly realisations indents 
the identity of the written: with the Wake more so than 
with any other text, to read is to re-write, to counter-sign: 
to “[inscribe] the act of reading in the field of the text that 
is read.”3 Every reading, to come back to the seminar’s 
title, is a performance with a difference of the fictional dis-
course that is the text. To take just the examples of the 
above two terms, should one read indentifide as [indenti-
faidi:] or [indentifaid]? Or parse idendifine as idendi-fine 
[idendifain] or instead as idend-ifine [idendaifain]? Indent-
ing, let us not forget, stretches out into legal discourse not 

 
trans. Giacomo Donis (Cambridge: Polity, 2001) 28. 

2  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Faber & Faber, 1939). 
3  Jacques Derrida, “This Strange Institution Called Literature,” Acts of 

Literature, ed. Derek Attridge, trans. Geoffrey Bennington & Rachel 
Bowlby (London & New York: Routledge, 1992) 52. 
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only via the contractual relation of indenture, but also in 
that it denotes forging, duplicating—and the voice’s dupli-
cation, the performance, of the written is nowhere more 
forcefully limitting than in the Wake.  

This double bind in which the reader’s eye and voice 
cease to read “identically” and acquire their own separate 
agencies or, perhaps, identities, is already inscribed within 
the Wake by means of “hesitency,” a key trope with which 
the Wake describes this reader destabilization. Coming as it 
does from the forged letters of Richard Pigott who thereby 
enmeshed Parnell in the Phoenix Park murders of 1882, 
“hesitency” might be taken as emblematic of the unity, 
throughout the Wake, of the specifically historical, the gen-
erally textual, and the artistic. The specifically historical 
frame of reference here are the Special Commission hearings 
of 1888-9, which put to trial a certain Richard Pigott, an 
Irish journalist and a turncoat political activist who in 1887 
sold to the British The Times fake letters purporting Parnell’s 
instigation of the 1882 Phoenix Park murders (the assassina-
tion of the British Chief Secretary for Ireland, Lord Caven-
dish, and Thomas Henry Burke, the most senior Irish civil 
servant, perpetrated by a radical Nationalist group called 
“The Invincibles”). The most infamous (and culpable) letter 
forged by Pigott requested that “there be an end to this 
hesitency”—a misspelling that proved fatal for the forger 
who, having been summoned to write the word out in court, 
reproduced the same mistake, the same original signature 
for his forgery, which also signed his death warrant, since 
the shame eventually drove him to suicide.4  

In this peculiar case of “authentic forgery,” or “forgery 
with an identity” if you will, the signature of the letter, what 
defined its authorship, was not the semblance of the original 

 
4  For more on the Pigott case, see David Spurr’s account in “Fatal Signa-

tures: Forgery and Colonization in Finnegans Wake,” European Joyce 
Studies, Vol. 8: Joyce—Feminism/Post/ Colonialism, ed. Ellen Carol 
Jones (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1998) 245-61. 
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signature of Parnell (because cleverly forged), but the very 
language containing within itself an aberration that marked 
Pigott’s individual performance thereof. Here, Pigott’s iden-
tity (as that which recurs having been recognized before) 
consists in what Derrida terms the essential property of the 
functioning of “the mark” or writing—its iterability, the abil-
ity to be repeatable and readable even “in the absence of the 
sender, the receiver, the context of the production, etc.”5 
This iterability, in turn, makes possible both signature as the 
“original” and forgery as the “copy”—and Pigott’s plight is 
echoed in the Wake’s sigh about the futility of signature in 
writing—“why sign anything” if writing itself is always al-
ready “a perfect signature of its own?“ (FW 115.6-8) The 
particular historical, throughout the Wake, resounds with 
general issues such as mediatisation, mimesis, or interpreta-
tion. The Wake’s “hesitancy,” then, is not only a textual ef-
fect produced within the reading process, it is also the driv-
ing force and the backbone of its narrative—the Wake, in 
other words, is a textual machine operating through the 
process of a constant re-reading of itself (cf. the indentifide 
x indendifine coupling above), a process in which the binary 
opposition of the original of writing and the forgery of 
reading collapses as ultimately meaningless. 

Finnegans Wake is one endless (for cyclical) interpretive 
investigation into the “original” trespass of one HCE, or 
Humphrey Chimpden Earwicker (FW 30.2), or Here Comes 
Everybody (FW 32.18-9). The venue is Phoenix Park—that 
much, or little, is certain. All else is in question; time, for 
instance, is the question: 
 

They tell the story… how one happygogusty Ides-of-April 
morning… he met a cad with a pipe. The latter, the lucifer-
ant not the oriuolate… hardily accosted him with: Guinness 
Shaw tool in jew me dinner ouzel fin? (a nice how-do-you-

 
5  Jacques Derrida, “Limited Inc: a, b, c,” Limited Inc, trans. Samuel Weber 

(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1988) 48. 
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do in Pool-black at the time as some of our olddaisers may 
still tremblingly recall) to ask could he tell him how much a 
clock it was that the clock struck had he any idea by 
cock's luck as his watch was bradys. Hesitency was 
clearly to be evitated. Execration as cleverly to be honni-
soid. (FW 35.1-21, my emphasis) 

 
Here, as in so many other instances in the Wake, the en-
counter is as much of two characters as of two languages—
for at the heart of HCE’s guilt lies a colonial misunderstand-
ing, mistaking the colonized Irish for the colonizing English. 
The cad’s mysterious request “Guinness Shaw tool in jew 
me dinner ouzel fin?”—misrecognized by HCE as a proposal 
of some vaguely indecent nature, that is, when misheard 
as/in English—is nothing more than “a nice how-do-you-do 
in Pool-black” (“Dubh linn” meaning “black pool”) since it 
reproduces the Irish “Conas tá tú indiu mo dhuine uasal 
fionn?” That the context is the Phoenix Park murders is im-
plied not only by Pigott’s “hesitency,” but by the cad’s 
watch being “bradys,” that is, not only “slow” in Greek 
(bradus), but literally “Brady’s”—and Joe Brady was indeed 
one of the five Invincibles hanged on charge of the Park 
murders. Hesitency was clearly to be evitated and Execra-
tion as cleverly to be honnisoid, insists the authoritative nar-
rative voice, paradoxically so in a scene where HCE’s hesi-
tancy is his original sin (is there Eve lurking in evi-tated?). 
The two last sentences contain him, stuck between the 
hesitancy he does not avoid and the execration he does not 
utter honey-flowingly, or mellifluously, despite the British 
imperial warning against culpable interpretation, honi soit qui 
mal y pense—“let him who thinks ill there be shamed!”6  

This caveat against ill thought points to the previous re-
mark concerning the bona/mala fide inherent in the “forging” 
of identity. Joyce’s artistic forgery of Irish-as-English, in 

 
6  Here I am indebted to Roland McHugh’s invaluable Annotations to Finnegans 

Wake, 3rd ed. (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006). 
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turn, foregrounds the colonial experience of having the Irish 
language (“Conas tá tú indiu mo dhuine uasal fionn?”) over-
written by the coloniser’s language (“Guinness Shaw tool in 
jew me dinner ouzel fin?”)—not only in Vico’s theory of the 
dawn of man does language itself become a discourse of 
culpability. Of course, forgery is not only a matter of itera-
tion, but of intention; a repetition in which the signifying 
properties of language acquire rhetorical dimension, exposing 
the forged original to contexts hitherto external—just as the 
intention of Piggott’s forgery was to expose the sham of 
private Parnell’s correspondence to political and legal liability, 
and so to the discourse of culpability. It would thus be a 
mistake to conceive of Joyce’s Wakean project as somehow 
devoid of ethical concerns, as his repetition-with-a-difference 
raises the question of responsibility.  

HCE stumbles toward a response of sorts (managing fi-
nally to tell “the inquiring kidder, by Jehova, it was twelve 
of em sidereal and tankard time” FW 35.33-4), yet the po-
tential of a double reading (or more precisely, double hear-
ing) solicits in him a culpable, for unaccountable, surplus of 
speech and the maimed performative of an oath: 
 

I am woo-woo willing to take my stand, sir, upon the 
monument, that sign of our ruru redemption, any hygienic 
day to this hour and to make my hoath to my sinnfinners, 
even if I get life for it, upon the Open Bible and before the 
Great Taskmaster's (I lift my hat!) and in the presence of 
the Deity Itself andwell of Bishop and Mrs Michan of High 
Church of England as of all such of said my immediate 
withdwellers and of every living sohole in every corner 
wheresoever of this globe in general which useth of my 
British to my backbone tongue and commutative justice 
that there is not one tittle of truth, allow me to tell you, in 
that purest of fibfib fabrications. (FW 36.23-34) 

 
Just as the “general globalness” of HCE’s colonizing “Brit-
ish” is marred by its suppression of the colonized Irish, so 
is the performative of his “hoath” flawed by his stammer 
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that infects willingness with wooing, soul with sole and 
hole, or fabrication with fib—in such a destabilized linguis-
tic environment, the fingers that swear are not only Sinn-
Fenians, but also Finn’s sinners. Not to speak of the ritual-
istic performance itself, for to swear “upon the Open Bible” 
is to re-enact the Masonic initiation rite, as passionately 
resisted by the official Catholic dogma of Joyce’s Ireland as 
were the “Jehova” of Genesis or indeed the “Great Task-
master” of Exodus.7 

And it is precisely in this subversion of the belief in the 
sacred power of the letter, in its stability both physical as a 
written mark and conceptual as a referent to meaning, that 
Finnegans Wake resists ideology (such as nationalism or 
colonialism), understood as a discourse in the Foucauldian 
sense of “the general domain of all statements, sometimes 
as an individualisable group of statements, and sometimes 
as a regulated practice that accounts for a number of 
statements.”8 It is clear enough to see, as has indeed been 
seen many times, how Joyce’s Wake-an paronomasiac op-
erations challenge the nationalist, colonial discourse under-
stood as a linguistico-socio-political system shaping the 
reality of the Anglo-Irish situation. It is also equally easy to 
argue, as has indeed been argued by many, that Joyce’s 
Wake robs Peter to pay Paul—and displaces one “individu-
alisable group of statements” with another, one set of 
“regulating practices” predicated on linguistic transparency 
and univocality with another based on its opaqueness and 
equivocity. However, the value of Joyce’s project appears 
only once two misconceptions regarding discourse have 
been done away with: first, that it should be merely sub-
servient to power, and second, that it should defy the exis-
tence of extra-discursive reality. The first misconception 
was refuted by Foucault himself in his later work, espe-

 
7  McHugh, Annotations, 36. 
8  Michel Foucault, The Archaeology of Knowledge, trans.  A.M. Sheridan 

Smith (London: Routledge, 1972) 80. 
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cially The History of Sexuality, where he states that “dis-
courses are not once and for all subservient to power or 
raised up against it,” and goes on to add the following: 
 

We must make allowances for the complex and unstable 
process whereby discourse can be both an instrument and 
an effect of power, but also a hindrance, a stumbling 
block, a point of resistance and a starting point for an op-
posing strategy. Discourse transmits and produces power; 
it reinforces it, but also undermines it and exposes it, ren-
ders it fragile and makes it possible to thwart it.9 

 
Joyce’s Wakean discourse, then, can be regarded in this 
light as not only one of colonialist culpability, but more 
generally as one of discursive “rendering power fragile” in 
that it exposes the feet of clay on which it stands. The 
second misconception was most illustratively—though 
Foucault’s own work brims with equally outspoken dis-
missals—challenged by fellow post-Marxists, Ernesto La-
clau and Chantal Mouffe, in their seminal Hegemony and 
Socialist Strategy: 
 

The fact that every object is constituted as an object of 
discourse has nothing to do with whether there is a world 
external to thought… An earthquake or the falling of a 
brick is an event that certainly exists, in the sense that it 
occurs here and now, independently of my will. But 
whether their specificity as objects is constructed in terms 
of “natural phenomena” or expressions of “the wrath of 
God” depends on the structuring of a discursive field. What 
is denied is not that such objects exist externally to 
thought, but the rather different assumption that they 
could constitute themselves as objects outside any discur-
sive condition of emergence.10  

 
9  Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, Vol. 1: An Introduction, trans. 

Robert Hurley (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978) 100-1. 
10  Ernesto Laclau & Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy 

(London: Verso, 1985) 108.  
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In the light of Laclau and Mouffe’s argument here, Joyce’s 
project can, again, be seen as going beyond the mere fet-
ishising of hesitency as a word-symptom of a particular 
historical forgery under particular historical circumstances. 
Indeed, it is more fruitful to see in Joyce’s use of the Pig-
gott case a critique of nationalist and religious ideology as 
based on the institution of justice grounded upon testimony 
(and swearing-in), which is always in turn predicated on 
the imperative to act according to the letter, according to 
“the word that identifies the body,” the word that performs 
the institutionalized violence against the individual. Another 
institution based on bearing witness to, being in memory 
of, the word, is literature—and it is by means of the trope 
of hesitency that Joyce foregrounds the particular forgery 
operative within literary discourse. 

Hesitency as a mark of writing which over-means, in the 
Derridean sense, its own sound-realization, is not only the 
figure for all reading and interpretation forever re-realizing 
its object, and not only for the writing functioning as the 
self’s peculiarly alienated, original and thus always to be 
forged, signature. More specifically, Joyce uses it to refer 
to his own artistic mark, his own forgery of language. 
When elsewhere in the Wake Joyce’s altered writer-ego 
Shem mentions his “celebridging over the guilt of the gap 
in your hiscitendency“ (FW 305.8-9), there is the unbridge-
able “gap” out of which springs the Derridean notion of a 
“divided agency” behind any signature, behind all writing, 
but even more importantly, hesitency becomes his-cite-
tendency, the tendency toward citing. Forgery for Joyce is, 
thus, not only an instrument of colonization subjected to 
virulent attack, but also a metaphor for artistic creation—
Joyce’s project, like that of his other altered ego’s 
(Stephen Dedalus’) being “to forge in the smithy of my soul 
the uncreated conscience of my race.”11 Forgery is a figure 

 
11  James Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (London: Penguin, 
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for literary writing, forged not only in the sense of writing 
as technology, as that which is “wrought out of crude mat-
ter,” but also in the sense of fiction as “discourse” founded 
upon appropriation and misappropriation of words-of-the-
other, whether in the narrow sense of another writer’s or in 
the widest sense of language itself. Asks Shem, 
 

Who can say how many pseudostylic shamiana, how few 
or how many of the most venerated public impostures, 
how very many piously forged palimpsests slipped in the 
first place by this morbid process from his pelagiarist pen? 
[FW 181.36-182.3] 

 
“P(e)lagiarism” and “public imposture” hark back to 
Pigott’s “authentic forgery,” yet the “piously forged pal-
impsests” smacking of a “Pelagiast” heresy are Joyce’s 
self-portrait in the convex mirror of Wakese.  

The paradoxical logic of the Pigott case stipulated that 
successful forgery should be made possible by the mark of 
originality (Parnell’s fake signature), and yet subverted by 
the forger’s own, “more original,” mark. Joyce’s “pelagiarist 
pen” insists, throughout his whole oeuvre, that literary au-
thenticity is impossible without forgery: of the letter, of the 
word, of diction, of style. That every (not only literary) iden-
tity consists in a repetitive recourse, identiter, to that which 
stands before it, whether a mirror or the past—just as the 
signature, “one’s very own mark” which is “instead that 
which I cannot appropriate, cannot make my own.” 12 
Joyce’s use of the Pigott case goes beyond mere derisive 
undermining of colonial and nationalist ideologies and moves 
toward a serious examination of their institutional underpin-
nings, posing an intriguing challenge to many commonly held 
distinctions and raising fundamental questions about the 
very nature of identity, performance and discourse. 

 
1996) 288. 

12  Derrida, “I Have a Taste for Secret,” 85. 
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Plagiarism, A User’s Manual  
THE OULIPIANS & THE SITUATIONISTS*  

 
Plagiarism is necessary. Progress implies it. It embraces an 
author’s words, uses his expressions, rejects false ideas, 
and replaces them with true ideas. 

—Comte de Lautréamont 
 
In the supplementary material accompanying the bulk of 
Georges Perec’s Life: A User’s Manual (1978) is also the 
Postscript informing that “this book contains quotations, 
some of them slightly adapted, from works by…,”1 followed 
by a list of exactly thirty authors, ranging from Agatha 
Christie to James Joyce, from Sigmund Freud to Theodore 
Sturgeon, or from François Rabelais to Raymond Queneau, 
and featuring also Georges Perec himself. Crucial here is the 
status of “quotation-with-adaptation,” which immediately 
raises questions as to the definition—and the very possibil-
ity—of the former, as well as to the ideological motivation of 
the latter, while by the same token bringing aboard the 
ghost of plagiarism. Plagiarism, of which François Le Lion-
nais, on behalf of the whole of Oulipo, has observed: 

 
Occasionally, we discover that a structure we believed to 
be entirely new had in fact already been discovered or in-
vented in the past, sometimes even in a distant past. We 
make it a point of honor to recognize such a state of things 
in qualifying the text in question as “plagiarism by anticipa-

 
*  A version of this essay first appeared in Vital Poetics, 2009. Online at: 

http://www.vitalpoetics.com/the-oulipians-the-situationists. 
1  Georges Perec, Life: A User’s Manual, trans. David Bellos, 20th Anniver-

sary Edition (London: Vintage Books, 2008) 579. 
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tion.” Thus justice is done, and each is rewarded according 
to his merit.2  

 
This “plagiarism by anticipation,” as will be obvious from 
Le Lionnais’ argument, involves a double movement of 
turning—into the past, toward a tradition—in order to dis-
cover the historical precedents for what was, in due igno-
rance, deemed “new,” and of overturning the directionality 
of time as well as causality in order to ascribe to the pre-
sent the prevalence over the past. 

Guy Debord’s 1967 tractatus Society of the Spectacle 
is a prime example of a theoretical work whose be-all and 
end-all is the textual practice which has “turning” in its 
very name: détournement, meaning “deflection, diversion, 
rerouting, distortion, misuse, misappropriation, hijacking, or 
otherwise turning something aside from its normal course 
or purpose.” 3  Even though Debord’s work itself, unlike 
Perec’s, contains no Postscript that would list all the “an-
ticipatory plagiarists” involved, the census of its “adapted 
quotes” would be no less lengthy and variegated, from the 
very likely suspects G.W.F. Hegel, Karl Marx, and Georg 
Lukács, to the less likely Blaise Pascal and Arthur 
Schopenhauer to the quite unlikely Holy Scripture. In a key 
definition provided in his chef-d’oeuvre, the Debordian 
détournement is contrasted with quotation: 

 
Détournement is the opposite of quotation, of appealing to 
a theoretical authority that is inevitably tainted by the very 
fact that it has become a quotation — a fragment torn from 
its own context and development, and ultimately from the 

 
2  François le Lionnais, “Lipo—Second Manifesto,” Oulipo: A Primer of 

Potential Literature, trans. & ed. Warren F. Motte Jr. (Lincoln: The Uni-
versity of Nebraska Press) 1986.  

3  Ken Knabb, “Translator’s Notes,” Guy Debord & Gil Wolman, “A User’s 
Guide to Détournement,” Situationist International Anthology, trans. Ken 
Knabb (Bureau of Public Secrets, 2006). Also available at 
http://www.bopsecrets.org. 
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general framework of its period and from the particular op-
tion (appropriate or erroneous) that it represented within 
that framework. Détournement is the flexible language of 
anti-ideology. It appears in communication that knows it 
cannot claim to embody any definitive certainty. It is lan-
guage that cannot and need not be confirmed by any pre-
vious or supracritical reference. On the contrary, its own in-
ternal coherence and practical effectiveness are what vali-
date the previous kernels of truth it has brought back into 
play. Détournement has grounded its cause on nothing but 
its own truth as present critique.4 

 
What emerges in the course of Debord’s attempted defini-
tion is, despite his insistence to the contrary, that détourne-
ment is not an opposite to, but rather a particular kind of, 
quotation, which rescinds its common appeal to “a theoreti-
cal authority,” and whose ideology is to act anti-ideologically 
without “any previous or supracritical reference.” It shall 
come as little surprise that a theory of détournement should 
immediately follow a case in point of its practice, Debord 
having plagiarized Lautréamont on plagiarism: 

 
Ideas improve. The meaning of words plays a role in that 
improvement. Plagiarism is necessary. Progress depends on 
it. It sticks close to an author’s phrasing, exploits his expres-
sions, deletes a false idea, replaces it with the right one.5 

 
The causal relation of “implication” in Lautréamont has be-
come one of mutual dependence; the neutral “usage” has 
been Marxicised into exploitation; and the personal choice 
of refusal has been substituted for with the more mechani-
cal, cut-and-paste, action of deleting, bespeaking the im-
plicitly technological character of the practice of détourne-
ment as a particular mode of quotation. 

 
4  Guy Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, § 208. Situationist Interna-

tional Anthology. Also available at http://www.bopsecrets.org.  
5  Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, § 207. 
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The Oulipian notion of “anticipatory plagiarism” and the 
Situationist détournement come together within the avant-
garde tradition as rejuvenated after WWII. The Oulipian 
hearty embrace of quotation, on the one hand, and the 
Situationist suspicious refusal thereof, on the other, point 
to their shared heritage of what Renato Poggioli identified 
as “the dialectic of antitraditionalism”: 

 
Like any artistic tradition, however antitraditional it may be, 
the avant-garde also has its conventions. In the broad sense 
of the word, it is itself no more than a new system of con-
ventions, despite the contrary opinion of its followers. Natu-
rally, its most obvious function involves its anticonventional 
tendency. […] Thanks to this relation, a paradoxical one, the 
conventions of avant-garde art are often as easily deduced 
as those of the academy: their deviation from the norm is so 
regular and normal a fact that it is transformed into a canon 
no less exceptional than predictable.6 

 
Members of the Oulipo have been likened by their founding 
father, Raymond Queneau (the dedicatee of Perec’s novel), 
to “rats who must build the labyrinth from which they pro-
pose to escape.”7 The acronym stands for Ouvroir de lit-
térature potentielle—“A Workshop for Potential Literature,” 
not of textures, but of texts, nonetheless. It is important to 
keep in mind the fact that Queneau, whose Exercises in 
Style (1947) and 100 Thousand Billion Poems (1961) were 
to become the epitomic Oulipian texts, had been member 
of Breton’s Surrealist group for a while in the 1920s, be-
fore breaking up with the ensemble rather vehemently and 
tumultuously in 1929. Taking, as late as 1960, the auto-
matic free-association writing of the Surrealists as a foil, 

 
6  Renato Poggioli, The Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. Gerald Fitzgerald 

(New York & London: Harper & Row, 1971) 56. 
7  Qtd. in Jean Lescure, “Brief History of the Oulipo,” The New Media 

Reader, eds. Noah Wardrip-Fruin & Nick Montfort (Cambridge & London: 
The MIT Press, 2003) 29. 
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Queneau postulated as the motto for his own group the 
contention that “the only literature is voluntary writing.”  

This norm of voluntary, “willed,” writing had, in Que-
neau’s writings at least, a twofold ramification: texts were 
devised according to a system, usually, with some sort of a 
formal constraining device at work, and there were also 
texts that were presented in a perennially nascent and in-
complete state. An example of the former is Exercises in 
Style, which recounts one banal, inconsequential episode a 
hundred times, the renditions of which vary in dependence 
on the formal and rhetorical devices utilised. A case in 
point of the latter would be Hundred Thousand Billion Po-
ems, where each of the 14 lines of the ten sonnets con-
tained can be detached and permutated with any combina-
tion of the 13 lines from the other 9 sonnets, giving rise to 
a total of one hundred thousand billion variants. Here, the 
precisely calculable potential, according to a rather strict 
formulation from Le Lionnais, is meant to substitute for the 
traditionally vague notion of inspiration: 

 
It is possible to compose texts that have poetic, surrealist, 
fantastic, or other qualities without having qualities of po-
tential. Now it is these last qualities that are essential for 
us. They are the only ones that must guide our choice [...]. 
The goal of potential literature is to furnish future writers 
with new techniques which can dismiss inspiration from 
their affectivity. Ergo, the necessity of a certain liberty.8 
 

Queneau sought to reconcile these two opposites in a 
milder summary of the main objective of the Oulipo’s po-
tential literature: “To propose new ‘structures’ to writers, 
mathematical in nature, or to invent new artificial or me-
chanical procedures that will contribute to literary activity: 
props for inspiration as it were, or rather, in a way, aids for 

 
8  Qtd. in Lescure, “Brief History of the Oulipo,” 30. 
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creativity.”9 This “willed damage,” these “aids for creativ-
ity,” include the famous Oulipian constraints of numerical, 
alphabetical, graphic or prosodic nature, always combinable 
and re-combinable to generate an infinite array of new 
forms. Among the more popular are lipograms (texts omit-
ting one or more letters of the alphabet), heterograms, 
pangrams (phrases or sentences in which no letter of the 
alphabet occurs more than once), anagrams, perverbs, 
antonymic or homophonic translations, spoonerisms, palin-
dromes, or the famous “N+7” method. In the light of 
these conventions, the adjective new from Queneau’s defi-
nition appears particularly dubious: and one need not have 
recourse to Le Lionnais’ avowal in order to see that these 
procedures were neither “discovered” nor “invented” by 
any of the Oulipians, but had instead, known variously as 
“the cento” or “Sortes Virgilanae,” served as tools of pla-
giarist expropriation within the literary realm ever since late 
Antiquity. Indeed, as Queneau himself made clear: 

 
The word “potential” concerns the very nature of literature; 
that is, fundamentally it is less a question of literature 
strictly speaking than of supplying forms for the good use 
one can make of literature. We call potential literature the 
search for new forms and structures that may be used by 
writers in any way they see fit.10 
 

The recurrence of the formalist notion of “structure” can-
not pass unnoticed, harking as far back as Ferdinand de 
Saussure, according to whose famous metaphor “language 
is like a machine which keeps going regardless of the dam-
age inflicted on it.”11 Analogously, the procedure theorised 
and practised by Queneau’s group, then, lays bare the fact 
that poetic language is like a machine which keeps going, 

 
9  Qtd. in Lescure, “Brief History of the Oulipo,” 30. 
10  Jean Lescure, “Brief History of the Oulipo,” 30. 
11  Ferdinand de Saussure, The Third Course of Lectures in General Linguistics 

(1910-1911), trans. E. Komatsu & R. Harris (Oxford: Pergamon) 113. 
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not regardless of, but precisely only thanks to the damage 
inflicted on it by its author, the shape, form, or stylistic 
gesture—a constraint that brings it into being. Indeed, sys-
tem and systematicity, understood as application of con-
straints, is the very ontological condition of language and 
writing as such, whether of the self-avowedly “willed” or 
“automatic” types of the Oulipians or the Surrealists, re-
spectively. There is, in other words, no “total freedom” 
into which “a rat” could escape, and beyond the circumfer-
ential wall of its labyrinth lurks yet another one. 

The avant-garde roots of the 1957-founded Situationist 
International are even more easily traceable, merging as it 
did the Lettrist International (featuring most prominently 
Guy Debord the filmmaker) and the International Movement 
for an Imaginist Bauhaus (starring the painter Asger Jorn), 
and thus blending the aesthetic with the political in what 
was one of its chief concerns—the Dada- and Surrealism-
inspired realisation and suppression of art. The Debord and 
Wolman co-authored “User’s Guide to Détournement” 
opens as follows:  

 
Every reasonably aware person of our time is aware of the 
obvious fact that art can no longer be justified as a superior 
activity, or even as a compensatory activity to which one 
might honorably devote oneself. The reason for this dete-
rioration is clearly the emergence of productive forces that 
necessitate other production relations and a new practice 
of life.12 

 
A détournement, of sorts, already at work here: this “sup-
pression” of art is a far cry from what the classical avant-
garde authors would have aspired for in aiming at an inte-
gration of art within life and in their problematic breaking-
up with the tradition.  

 
12  Debord & Wolman, “A User’s Guide to Détournement,” Situationist 

International Anthology. 
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Despite the fact that “the only historically justified tactic 
is extremist innovation,” the blend of the scandalous and 
the defiant with which the avant-garde sought to attack 
the disdained traditional taste and thus also the institution 
of Art as such—what Poggioli famously identified as the 
four key avant-garde strategies of activism, antagonism, 
agonism, and nihilism—is not the right strategy to be ex-
ploited by Situationist artists: 

 
It is, of course, necessary to go beyond any idea of mere 
scandal. Since opposition to the bourgeois notion of art 
and artistic genius has become pretty much old hat, [Mar-
cel Duchamp’s] drawing of a mustache on the Mona Lisa is 
no more interesting than the original version of that paint-
ing. We must now push this process to the point of negat-
ing the negation.13 

 
One could, as many have indeed done,14 broaden Poggioli’s 
dialectic of avant-garde anti-traditionalism to speak of the 
failure of the avant-garde anti-establishmentarianism, not-
ing how the Dadaist and Surrealist assault on art-as-
institution had brought about little more than a widening of 
the definition of what could pass for art, thereby paradoxi-
cally enforcing its institutionality. And indeed, Debord does 
come back to this problematic in more detail when speak-
ing of détournement in his chief theoretical work: 

 
Art in its period of dissolution — a movement of negation 
striving for its own transcendence within a historical soci-
ety where history is not yet directly lived — is at once an 
art of change and the purest expression of the impossibility 
of change. The more grandiose its pretensions, the further 
from its grasp is its true fulfillment. This art is necessarily 

 
13  Debord & Wolman, “A User’s Guide to Détournement.” 
14  Most prominently, Peter Bürger in his Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans. 

Michael Shaw (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984). 
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avant-garde, and at the same time it does not really exist. 
Its vanguard is its own disappearance. 
 

And, shortly afterward: 
 
Dadaism and surrealism were historically linked yet also 
opposed to each other. This opposition involved the most 
important and radical contributions of the two movements, 
but it also revealed the internal inadequacy of their one-
sided critiques. Dadaism sought to abolish art without real-
izing it; surrealism sought to realize art without abolishing 
it. The critical position since developed by the situationists 
has shown that the abolition and realization of art are in-
separable aspects of a single transcendence of art.15 

 
Debord’s earlier invocation of a “deterioration” has implied 
a utopian conception of art as somehow different from the 
one participating in the “general movement of propa-
ganda,” art somehow independent of the economic and 
ideological momentum of its time, yet one that also ne-
gates the avant-garde negation; it is by means of nothing 
else than détournement that such “transcendence,” such 
“realization without abolishment,” comes about. This revo-
lutionary metaphysics —a conceptual recourse to originary 
pre-condition or a utopian futurity—which runs the length 
of Debord’s theoretical argument and the Situationists’ so-
cial praxis, is far too complex and ambiguous to be detailed 
here in its entirety. As long as the utopian futurity of the 
Situationists was of the hardcore Marxist classless order, 
Debord’s frequent recourse to a preceding condition of “re-
ality” and “proximity” (before, as it were, their foes “spec-
tacle” and “separation” kicked in) is strongly reminiscent of 
the ‘mythological’ as opposed to the “scientific” in Claude 
Lévi-Strauss’ ruminations on bricolage, “the scientist creat-
ing events (changing the world) by means of structures and 

 
15  Debord, The Society of the Spectacle, §190-1. 
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the ‘bricoleur’ creating structures by means of events.”16  
Here, suffice it to say that détournement resonates with 

precisely what has been renounced (the avant-garde poli-
tico-aesthetic technique of collage), which itself is based 
on a particular mode of what Debord repudiates elsewhere: 
 

A traditional definition of quotation derived from classical 
rhetoric no longer pertains to the role of quotation in mod-
ernist texts. Retrospectively, and under the influence of 
poststructuralist literary theories, one notices by the end of 
the nineteenth century a change in the status of quotation 
that should call for a new definition and theory of citation.17 
 

In her crucial theoretical contribution addressing the interre-
lation between modernity and a certain type of citationality, 
Claudette Sartiliot singles out Flaubert’s Bouvard et Pé-
cuchet as the turning point in what she terms the “erotics of 
literary production,” from “a metaphysical rivalry for priority 
and prestige” to “an amorous devotion to the supposedly 
lost virgin body of language.” In Flaubert, “clichés are no 
longer the characteristics of characters or professions: they 
are the characteristics of language itself. Quotation becomes 
intrinsic to language” (CM, 5; 12). Importantly, the shift in 
the understanding and use of quotation in fiction inaugurated 
by Flaubert’s opus and marking the whole ensuing literary 
era went hand in hand with the development of the medium 
to which it only became proper—the typeset book: “from 
the moment one can no longer recognize a quotation as an 
insertion separated typographically from the ‘main’ dis-
course, the relationship between one text and another be-
comes a form of complicity” (CM, 20). A complicity—not 

 
16  Claude Lévi-Strauss, The Savage Mind, trans. George Weidenfeld 

(Chicago: Chicago University Press, 1966) 22. 
17  Claudette Sartiliot, Citation and Modernity: Derrida, Joyce and Brecht 

(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993) 3—all further references 
are to this edition, marked as CM. 
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only between one text and another, but also between author 
and critic, between the institutional categories of authorship 
and criticism as such. Sartiliot’s example, here, is the com-
plicity between the great modernist James Joyce—whose 
artistic evolution can be viewed as progressing from the abo-
lition of quotation marks as markers of direct speech in Dub-
liners to the “commodius vicus of recirculation” of quotation-
with-adaptation in Finnegans Wake—and one of his most 
productive philosophical interpreters, Jacques Derrida. The 
special tie between the two consists in how quotation, for 
both, “represents the presence of the other, as other, but 
also as other in myself to whom my text is addressed and 
without whose presence there could be no writing, no think-
ing, and perhaps even no being” (CM, 155). This complicity 
can however be seen as assuming much more generalized 
proportions than the rather exceptional symbiosis of Joyce 
and Derrida, addressed by Sartiliot here.  

Writing in the critical tradition of what Marshall McLu-
han was the first to call the era of “the typographic man,” 
Walter J. Ong cleverly demonstrated how the transition 
from a hand-written literacy to a printed one has not only 
impacted upon the cognitive and intellectual faculties of the 
human brain, but also contributed to reshaping the very 
dimensionality and materiality of language itself. Speaking 
of the “typographic space,” Ong observes that it “works 
not only on the scientific and philosophic imagination, but 
also on the literary imagination” by engaging with “the dia-
lectic of the word locked into space as opposed to the 
sounded, oral word which can never be locked into space 
(every text is pretext).” The theoretical projects accompa-
nying the literary innovations in citation done by the avant-
gardists and the modernists would then be Formalism (with 
its offspring Structuralism) and New Criticism, focused on 
the spatial, structural ordering of “the word locked into 
space,” and yet, as later theory would have it, intercon-
nected with all other words in all other texts, on the basis 
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of a generalized intertextuality. Complementary to this 
globalized free market of words is a need for regulation, 
and thus appropriation, of words which, now that they 
have been turned into commodities, can be owned: 

 
Print created a new sense of the private ownership of 
words. Persons in a primary oral culture can entertain some 
sense of proprietary rights to a poem, but with writing, re-
sentment at plagiarism begins to develop. […] The drift in 
human consciousness toward greater individualism had 
been served well by print. Of course, words were not quite 
private property. They were still shared property to a de-
gree. Printed books did echo one another, willy-nilly. At the 
onset of the electronic age, Joyce faced up to the anxieties 
of influence squarely and in Ulysses and Finnegans Wake 
undertook to echo everybody on purpose.18 
 

This digression into two contributions to on-going debates 
surrounding the very basis of textuality—the medium of the 
printed book as a locus of citationality—should alert one 
not only to the fact that both the Oulipian and the Situa-
tionist projects, for all their supposed anti-historicism, are 
very much of their time. As it should have by now become 
clear, plagiarism and quotation, throughout their different 
theories and socio-artistic praxes, concern the very charac-
ter—and possibility—of theoretical thought and artistic 
creation, underwriting the particular modern moment of 
these two contemporaneous movements.  

Meditating on the very problematic possibility of a the-
ory of plagiarism, Louis Armand makes the important ety-
mological reminder that plagiarism is, among other things, 
connected with “abduction,” “hostage-taking,” and hence 
of an “ostensibly comedic structure,” implying “a twofold 
movement of errancy and return”19 and goes on to try, for 

 
18  Ong, Orality and Literacy, 131. 
19  Louis Armand, “Prometheus or the Abduction of History,” in Solicita-

tions: Essays in Culture and Criticism, 2nd ed. (Prague: Litteraria Pragen-
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the sake of his argument, “extending the sense of plagia-
rism here, of the word ‘plagiarism,’ to cover almost any 
situation whatsoever in which something like an expropria-
tion, however uncertain, problematic or questionable, may 
be said to have taken place” (S, 423). Such a challenge 
posed to the legally defined limits of plagiarism also bears 
heavily on the traditionally defined limits of signification: 

 
[W]ould it even be possible to speak of a singularity of the 
meaning of plagiarism—not only to speak of a singularity of 
meaning, but of the singularity, the meaning, of plagiarism? 
What would it mean to speak, in truth, of a meaning proper 
to plagiarism, the essence or truth of plagiarism, itself and 
above all, when at every point the signifiance of plagiarism 
effectively expropriates itself, is expropriated in advance, 
deprived of its concept, in every sense like a purloined let-
ter? Do we not already risk excepting plagiarism from the 
schema of a generalised logocentrism, not by way of a cri-
tique or elevation to the status of a paradigm (for in-
stance), but by way of an exception that will always—
however covertly—have linked plagiarism to the privileged 
question of meaning in particular and in general? Is not 
“plagiarism” the name given to what not only accompanies 
but inhabits logos (as historia), its signified as well as the 
ideal form of its signifier, as that which expropriates by vir-
tue of anteceding, and which we could only envisage as 
both essence and proprium? (S, 424) 

 
In the present context mapped here, Armand’s conception 
of plagiarism as “that which expropriates by virtue of ante-
ceding” would dovetail with the Oulipo’s subversive expro-
priating relation to literary history, whereas his musings on 
plagiarism as “a signifiance [which] expropriates itself, is 
expropriated in advance,” resonate with the Debordian 
would-be anti-historical, anti-ideological détournement. 
Crucial here, of course, is what Armand identifies as the 

 
sia, 2008) 431—further references are to this edition, marked as S. 
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collapse—in and through plagiarism—of the division be-
tween logos and historia, happening variously in both 
movements. Taken seriously, with “all justice done,” the 
Oulipian notion of anticipatory plagiarism reverses the pro-
gression of history, blaming the subsequent plagiarist ex-
propriation on the precedent “original” appropriation. The 
Situationist détournement entails an analogously recursive, 
anti-historical, or, as Debord would have it, anti-ideological, 
movement, which nevertheless, for all his claims to the 
contrary, cannot aspire to being a-historical. As long as 
Debord’s is a plagiarism locating itself, however re-actively 
and subversively, within a tradition, its reactions and sub-
version are by necessity of that tradition.  

The sense of expropriation, of finding one’s supposedly 
own ideas “always already” owned by someone else—and 
always already experienced at that non-existent place from 
which language is entered—is what both labour against, as 
movements of reappropriation (the Situationists would speak 
of recupération). Bringing to the fore constraint and thereby 
producing a self-consciously willed writing, the Oulipo group 
negotiates plagiarism as precisely a means of institutional 
control, resisting the idea of art as a vaguely ideological, elit-
ist realm of the happy few inspired ones, and registering, 
paradoxically through its predilection for mathematical preci-
sion, the arbitrary, historical-socially determined, within pla-
giarism. Debord’s notion, rooted firmly in the avant-garde 
(anti-)tradition of subversive revolutionary textual practice, 
embraces antecedence, and while experiencing the twofold 
movement involved in the moment of recognizing one’s own 
particularity in the antecedent generality of history, it affirms 
this experience and thus refuses to conceal idea and ideol-
ogy. Yet, at once, it refuses to vindicate it also, by cordon-
ing off antecedence with “quotation marks,” and it seeks 
not merely to instantiate the idea which it has recognized as 
plagiarism, but to re-instantiate it, to reiterate it; in short, it 
appropriates expropriation itself. 
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From Poetriarchy  
to Proteiformity  
JOYCE, JOLAS, STEIN & McCAFFERY*  
 

There’s a genial young poetriarch Euge 
Who hollers with heartiness huge: 
Let sick souls sob for solace 
So the jeunes joy with Jolas! 
Book your berths! Après mot, le déluge.1 

 
However flippant or off-hand, one of Joyce’s most famous 
limericks, written in homage to Eugene Jolas, editor in 
chief and guiding spirit of transition magazine (1927-38), 
does bring home two serious points. First, it foregrounds 
the well-nigh apocalyptic verve with which transition pro-
claimed its avant-garde “revolution of the word” (after 
which, in Joyce’s paraphrase of Madame de Pompadour, 
comes the flood); and second, it presents Jolas’ pro-
gramme of writing, regardless of its generic belongings, as 
an essentially poetic activity concerned with revolutionising 
language as a whole. Over the eleven years at transition’s 
editorial helm, Jolas the “poetriarch” published not only 
seventeen instalments from “Work in Progress” or the first 
English translation of Franz Kafka’s Die Verwandlung, but 
also much of German expressionist (Georg Trakl) and 
French surrealist (Robert Desnos, Philippe Soupault) and 
Dadaist (Hans Arp) poetry, added to which were many 

 
* A version of this essay first appeared in Hypermedia Joyce Studies, 

XIV.1 (March 2015). 
1  Qtd. in Richard Ellmann, James Joyce, rev. ed. (Oxford: Oxford Univer-

sity Press, 1982) 587.  
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theoretical analyses, polemics, proclamations and defences 
of the work of its championed writers against their detrac-
tors. These were chiefly written by Jolas himself and 
mostly in defence of Joyce, but most of his pronounce-
ments were strategically general enough to construe a 
wholly self-substantial theory of language and poetics.  

Although a certain programmatic tendency was present 
in transition from its very start, it was only in transition 11 
that Jolas officially launched his revolutionary programme. In 
“The Revolution of Language and James Joyce,” Jolas pre-
sents his diagnosis of the decay of contemporary literary 
language and of the ensuing need for fiction to be made 
genuinely “new,” calling for “the disintegration of words and 
their subsequent reconstruction on other planes.” This disin-
tegration is all the more necessary now that “the discoveries 
of the subconscious […] should have made it apparent that 
the instrument of language in its archaic condition could no 
longer be used.”2 Accordingly, it is in Joyce’s “Work in Pro-
gress” that the revolutionary practice of word disintegration 
and reconstruction is “developed to its ultimate degree, thus 
confounding those timid minds who regard the English lan-
guage as a static thing.”3 Joyce’s revolution seems merely 
to accelerate operations already at work in any language 
evolution. Jolas’ fanciful account depicts words undergoing 
“organic changes through the centuries” chiefly through the 
agency of people “impelled by their economic or political 
lives,” who consequently “create the new vocabularies.” 
Joyce is elevated to the status of “the vates, or poetic seer, 
[who] frequently minted current expressions into a linguistic 
whole.”4 Of course, Jolas’ notion of language can be (and 
has been)5 exposed as highly problematic. Words, of course, 

 
2  transition 11 (February  1928): 109-10. 
3  transition 11, 110. 
4  transition 11, 110-1. 
5  For more see, e.g., Michael Finney, “Eugene Jolas, transition, and the 

Revolution of the Word,” In the Wake of the Wake, eds. David Hayman & 
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change over time, and sometimes, somewhere, some indi-
viduals intentionally created words which have afterwards 
entered into the lexicon of the language, even though this 
occurred far less frequently than what Jolas would have us 
believe. And the issue seems to lie less with the right of 
Joyce, the poet, and the people to create words, than with 
the political question of how to have them understood. But 
for Jolas, the neologistic endeavour was a communal one 
nonetheless. True to his word, four years after his declara-
tion, Jolas compiled the first of transition’s “Revolution of 
the Word Dictionary,” into which, under the heading 
“NEOLOGISMS,” he included portmanteaux by Murray 
Godwin, Leo Frobenius, A.L. Gillespie Jr., Laurence Vail, 
Stuart Gilbert, Sidney Smith, Charles Duff and some of his 
own making (under the pseudonym of Theo Rutra). The list, 
meant as invitation to “its readers to contribute suggestions 
for this section, which will be continued in subsequent num-
bers,” opens with six portmanteaux by Joyce himself: 

 
constatation (James Joyce)……statement of a concrete 
fact 
couchmare (James Joyce)……nightmare……cauchemar 
mielodorous (James Joyce)...honeyed emphasis of odorous 
Dance McCaper (James Joyce)……an Irish danse macabre 
returningties (James Joyce)…….eternities……cycles turn-
ing upon themselves……the serpent that bites its own tail  
Besterfarther Zeuts (James Joyce)……the Proustian divin-
ity……Cronos……Saturn……who bests us all; in other 
words: Grandfather Time—here Zeuts suggests both Zeus 
and Zeit, German for “time.”  

 
And concludes with “words to be retired from active ser-
vice” such as 
 

 
Elliot Anderson (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1978) 39-53. 
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pattern (literary)  democracy 
romanticism   republicanism 
classicism   liberalism 
humanism   nightingale1 

 
Clearly, Jolas’ effort in the “Dictionary” makes a case for a 
portmanteau “moment” within a lexicographical project of 
a new word thesaurus in service of a new language. How-
ever naively metaphysical in his purgatorial fervour, Jolas is 
still spot-on in pinpointing the mechanisms underlying 
Joyce’s poetics in Finnegans Wake-to-be: the “disintegra-
tion” and “reconstruction” of both wordform and word-
sense describing the two chief techniques Joyce’s writing 
is going to bestow to post-War letters. That is, the (multi-
lingual) pun and the (neologistic) portmanteau as vehicles 
for achieving three conjoint effects: shattering signifying 
stability, annulling authorial intention, and also exploding 
the boundaries that establish national languages. 

In keeping with transition’s cosmopolitan agenda, the 
magazine—although primarily connected with Joyce’s 
“Work in Progress”—devoted equal amount of attention 
and paperspace to another, and in many ways contrary, 
contributor—it published no fewer than ten works by 
Gertrude Stein, including a reprint of her 1912 Tender 
Buttons. While Joyce’s work was co-opted for Jolas’ nu-
merous conceptual programmes (most notably, his “or-
phism” and “verticalism”), Stein’s became the conduit of 
what Laura Riding termed “new barbarism” and defined as 
follows:  

 
She uses language automatically to record pure, ultimate 
obviousness. She makes it capable of direct communication 
not by caricaturing language in its present stages—
attacking decadence with decadence—but by purging it of 
its discredited experiences. None of the words Miss Stein 

 
1  transition 21 (Paris, March 1932): 323. 
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uses have ever had any experience. They are no older than 
her use of them.2 

 
Unambiguously, what Riding terms “caricaturing language 
in its present stages” is a barb against the (then nascent) 
Jolasian programme, and yet the spirit of Stein’s use of 
language is one with Jolas’ “renewal” and “reconstruc-
tion”—only not of words themselves, but of the reading 
“experience” by way of syntactical and narrative (de-
)structuration. Stein’s free-associational method, following 
her experiments with automatic writing as a calculated dis-
ruption of verbal habit, produced her famous “continuous 
present.” As she explained in her famous 1926 lecture 
“Composition as Explanation,” the tautology according to 
which “the time of the composition is the time of the com-
position,”3 proposes that a writer writing should write, first 
and foremost, about herself performing the activity. Instead 
of using compositional time to merely represent another 
time, writing should present itself—again, an approach 
poles apart from that of Joyce’s careful and gradual note-
taking, quoting, grafting, re-drafting, the writer turning into 
a “scissors and paste man.”4 

As far as transition’s editor was concerned, the prefer-
ence for either of the two great experimenters could not 
have been more outspoken. As he reminisces in his mem-
oirs, Man from Babel, Stein’s “mental attitude was remote 
from anything I felt and thought” in that “not only did she 
seem to be quite devoid of metaphysical awareness but I 
also found her aesthetic approach both gratuitous and lack-
ing in substance.” Jolas confesses that “my tendency was 
always in the other direction. I wanted an enrichment of 

 
2  transition 3 (June 1927): 159. 
3  Gertrude Stein, “Composition as Explanation,” Selected Writings of Gertrude 

Stein, ed. Carl van Vechten (New York: Vintage Books, 1990) 516. 
4  The Letters of James Joyce, Vol. I, eds. Stuart Gilbert & Richard Ell-

mann (New York: Viking) 297. 
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language, new words, millions of words.”5 The “other di-
rection” of enrichment as opposed to Steinian reduction 
was, needless to say, not only Jolas’, but more importantly 
Joyce’s own. However, when it comes to the question of 
influence on the post-war Anglophone poetry, the tables 
seem to have turned in Stein’s favour, as can be illustrated 
by another magazine venture highly similar to transition, 
the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E (1978-81) magazine and 
the movement it helped to organise and channel. 

Though separated by four decades in time and by the 
Atlantic Ocean in space, parallels between the two 
abound. L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E, just as transition, 
aimed at blending poetic theory with practice and thereby 
challenging generic conventions and possibly intervening 
into the socio-political. Both were U.S.-oriented 
(L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E even centred and based). 
Both originated in a time of perceived crisis: transition 
took stock of the effects of the Crisis in values following 
the Crash of 1929, while the mid-70s situation out of 
which the Language movement emerged was one—in Ron 
Silliman’s words—in which the “American New Left was 
dissolving,” and the dumbstruck nation bore witness to 
“the first resignation of an American president.”6 How-
ever, when it comes to transition’s twofold (i.e. Joy-
cean/Steinian) heritage, the preference is clearly for the 
latter. If Jolas’ transition chose to combat the rise of na-
tionalism and fascism by positing artistic cosmopolitanism 
and the Joycean multilingual word, then 
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E resists the commodity logic of 
late capitalism—whose chief effect upon language has 
been described by Ron Silliman as the “disappearance of 
the word”—by revisiting the legacy of Stein’s syntactic 
innovations and positing a “New Sentence.”  

 
5  Eugene Jolas, Man from Babel (Yale: Yale University Press, 1998) 116. 
6  Ron Silliman, In the American Tree (Orono: National Poetry Foundation, 

University of Main Press, 1986) 484. 
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It is precisely its explicit indebtedness to Stein’s explo-
ration of repetition and syntactic minimalism that stands at 
the root of the crucial difference between the two poetic 
programmes, marking off the L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 
poetry movement most clearly as different from Jolas’ 
revolution of the word, this despite their shared points of 
departure. Silliman describes the logic of late-capitalist 
commodity fetishism—when applied to conventional de-
scriptive and narrative forms—as one in which “words 
cease to be valued for what they are themselves but only 
for their properties as instrumentalities leading us to a 
world outside or beyond them.” 7  This tendency is per-
ceived in a broad variety of social phenomena, such as  

 
the method of speed-reading in which individual words re-
cede and are replaced by a Gestalt comprehension of con-
tent, or the techniques developed for display advertising 
and product packaging […] for the printing of information 
which, for any number of reasons […] the producer does 
not wish the potential customer to read. (TLB, 123) 

 
More abstractly, language under capitalist stage of devel-
opment undergoes “an anaesthetic transformation of the 
perceived tangibility of the word,” to the benefit of “its de-
scriptive and narrative capacities,” regarded as “precondi-
tions for the invention of ‘realism,’ the optical illusion of 
reality in capitalist thought” (TLB, 125). What 
L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E poetry seeks to combat is the 
commoditized tie between “reference” and its deformation 
in “referentiality,” by posing as a “philosophy of practice in 
language” and “searching out the preconditions of post-
referential language within the existing social fact” (TLB, 
131). Although Stein and Joyce are mentioned in the same 

 
7  Ron Silliman, “The New Sentence,” The Language Book (Poetics of the 

New), eds. Bruce Andrews & Charles Bernstein (Carbondale: Southern 
Illinois University Press, 1984) 122—all further references are to this 
edition, marked as TLB. 
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breath, it is clear that Stein’s undermining of the “assump-
tion that the free evolution of a narrative art, as such, is 
possible” by means of her “continuous present” is pre-
ferred to Joyce’s “reintegration of the novel into language,” 
whose usefulness for Silliman is questioned by Joyce’s 
“pre-Saussurian linguistics, that of etymologies” (TLB, 
132). Accordingly, Finnegans Wake has not proven a sali-
ent influence on the style within much contemporary Lan-
guage Writing. Lyn Hejinian, for instance, is one poet who 
confesses the influence of Stein’s syntactic estrangements 
on much of her early work. Likewise, Carla Harryman’s, 
Barrett Watten’s and Charles Bernstein’s excursions into 
the prose poetics of the New Sentence seem to be derived, 
stylistically, from Stein’s “New Barbarism” rather than 
Joyce’s “revolution of language.” Of course, the wider 
consequences of Joyce’s portmanteau poetics (errancy, 
plurality, autopoesis, artifice and materiality, to name but a 
few) have been embraced in some Language Writing, but 
largely without entering into intertextual dialogue with Fin-
negans Wake in specific. Still, there is at least one Lan-
guage poet whose work attests to the possibility of a pro-
ductive synthesis between the two strands of transition’s 
experimental heritage.   

The work of Steve McCaffery—in which, according to 
one of his publishers’ blurb, he “has always pushed his 
practice beyond the printed page into both film, perform-
ance art, technology and trans-disciplinary collabora-
tions”8—provides a perfect contemporary nexus of poetic 
practice and critical theory where poetry as text on page is 
confronted with other media realizations and actualizations. 
As he himself characterized his work in the “Afterword” to 
Verse and Worse, his “Selected and New Poems 1989-
2009,” his is 

 

 
8  Steve McCaffery, Crime Scenes (London: Veer Press, 2006). 
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a stridently Anglophonic non-nationalism, a rejection of an 
ego-based poetry and a deep commitment to formal inno-
vation. Notions of “identity,” “self” and “subject” have 
never been important factors in my writing.  This is not to 
say that these do not inform my work, but that such mat-
ters have never been a focus or preoccupation.9 

  
As theorist, McCaffery has authored numerous essays on 
20th-century poetic avant-gardes (collected as Prior to 
Meaning: The Protosemantic and Poetic, 2001) and co-
edited of two highly instructive and illustrative antholo-
gies, Sound Poetry: A Catalogue (together with bpNichol, 
1978) and Imagining Language (with Jed Rasula, 1998). 
McCaffery’s “Introductions” to these two volumes con-
verge on one point: on Filippo Marinetti’s parole in libertā 
as a poetic technique foundational of the twentieth-
century poetry exploratory of the visual and acoustic 
properties of language. Imagining Language is a vast col-
lection, spanning material as diverse as the visual experi-
mentation of the Alexandrian school of the 2nd century 
BC, the concrete poetry avant la lettre of the Metaphysi-
cal poets, the writings of the Baroque mystic and deci-
pherer Athanasius Kircher, and via Mallarmé, the avant-
gardists (the omnipresent Marinetti), and Ezra Pound, all 
the way to Jorge Luis Borges, John Cage or Jackson 
MacLow. The pride of place (Part One of a total of five) is 
accorded to the Jolasian/Joycean “Revolution of Lan-
guage,” not least because it attempted a “liberation of 
letters from subservience to both correct speech and 
proper spelling, alongside decorum and taste.”10 Joyce’s 
Finnegans Wake is, then, singled out as an epitome of 
Jolas’ multilingual endeavours, a project aiming at “the 
production of a polyglot interlingua, a massive reservoir 

 
9  Steve McCaffery, Verse and Worse (Waterloo, CAN: WLU Press, 2010). 
10  Imagining Language, eds. Steve McCaffery & Jed Rasula (London & 

Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press, 1998) 6. 
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from which all languages derive and into which they ulti-
mately return.”11 

McCaffery’s own involvement in sound poetry takes 
place in the context of the 1970s Canadian avant-garde 
group The Four Horsemen. In 1970 Nichol and McCaffery 
(after solo and duo sound performances) joined forces with 
Paul Dutton and Rafael Barreto-Rivera to form the first 
sound-poetry ensemble, The Four Horsemen. Their work is 
very much an experiment in collective communication, the 
sensing of changing biological-emotional states, which 
guide the shifts and structural decisions in their highly 
improvisatory performances. In The Four Horsemen, an in-
termedial experience is generated on the liminal zones of 
theatre, music and poetry. Steve McCaffery has also col-
laborated (together and independently) with electronic 
composer Ann Southam to produce text-sound composi-
tions of high sophistication, with which synthesized 
speech, various speeds, splicings and superimpositions 
have all been investigated. 

His involvement in concrete poetry has taken on a much 
broader form, far less on the narrow level of direct linguis-
tic visuality or calligrammatic iconicity, than on the plane of 
discursive collage, recycling of textual “founds,” and ex-
perimentation with text/picture interface. On the more tra-
ditional note, strong visual component is exhibited in 
McCaffery’s poetry on the level of its imagery involved in 
the well-nigh imagist juxtaposition of discontinuous phrases 
or merely two words, participating in an overall programme 
of a “slippage to indeterminacy.” Carnival The First Panel: 
1967-70 (1973) is a mechanical device that comes com-
plete with its own instruction manual. The texts asks read-
ers to destroy the book by tearing out its pages “carefully 
along the perforation” near its spine, and then to assemble 
the “panel” by laying out the pages in a square of four. 

 
11  Imagining Language, 19. 
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Ironically, one must destroy the book in order to read it. 
Carnival offers readers a productive role not only because it 
asks them to physically manipulate the book, but also be-
cause the text's instructions do not indicate the precise 
manner in which the panels are to be re-assembled. There 
are sixteen pages of “typestract” or abstract typewriter art 
in the first panel, (not including the covers, introduc-
tion, errata sheet, and postcard with instructions for read-
ing), however, the order of combining the “sixteen square 
feet of concrete” panels is left up to the reader/operator of 
the text. 

However, for all the potential and usefulness of tech-
nology, even texts as seemingly traditional, text- and print-
based, as McCaffery’s Every Way Oakly, present an inter-
esting experiment with sound poetry, and an invitation for 
an experimental performance of the text. Via the technique 
of sampling and rewriting an already existing text—a tech-
nique so popular with the Language poets—McCaffery de-
livers a polyphonic homolinguistic translation (i.e. a transla-
tion within one language) of Gertrude Stein’s Tender But-
tons in which “Stein’s perceptual methodology” is re-
contextualised “within the linguistic discipline of transla-
tion.” Most interestingly, this translation is to be read 
alongside Stein’s original: “It’s suggested that a reader 
have handy a copy of Stein’s originals for comparison. Ide-
ally, get a friend to read the translations aloud whilst you, 
simultaneously, read the original Tender Buttons.”12 

Of course, it would be reductive—given the breadth and 
depth of the tradition on which McCaffery’s work elabo-
rates—to claim any sort of exclusively Joycean heritage for 
McCaffery’s poetic output. But even the present brief 
overview does bring into relief how the chief concerns of 
McCaffery’s writing (intermediality, materiality of language, 
writing/reading as performance, inscription as transcription, 

 
12  Steve McCaffery, Every Way Oakly (Toronto, ON: BookThug, 2008) ix. 
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etc.) have been informed, inspired, or in his own words, 
“radically vitalized”13 by the linguistic ramifications of Fin-
negans Wake. His plenary lecture at the 22nd James Joyce 
Symposium in Prague, 2010, pinpointed the usefulness of 
Joyce’s Wake for his own practice, while also showing 
how the Wake can be read by a poet and—poetically, i.e. 
as writing organised spatially,  “as an economy, a vast cir-
culation of nodes and intensities through which circulates a 
spectacular rivalry between the products of two literary 
figures: acrostic patterning, and portmanteau condensa-
tions” (PJ, 60). McCaffery calls these—nodes by means of 
the Wakean neologism—“proteiform graphs” (FW 107.08), 
and traces them in the notorious HCE and ALP acrostic 
structures across the entire text, showing how these dis-
tribute “a profoundly complex, polysemous textuality as a 
network of latent and manifest interactions” (PJ, 62). Re-
garding the portmanteau, McCaffery enumerates five of its 
most distinctive and productive qualities in the Wake as 
follows: 
 

1.  The portmanteau is a monster which subverts all narra-
tive aspirations to theme, character and plot and which 
remains the parte maudite in the institution of literature; 
[…] 

2.  The portmanteau denies the steady equation of a word 
to a single, or a single cluster of meanings; […] 

3. It demonstrates that meaning is “an effect” of language, 
not a presence within or behind it; […]  

4.  The portmanteau undermines the notion of authorial in-
tention; […] 

5.  The principles of this monstrous construction are pre-
cisely the same principles as those supporting the con-
struction of all legitimate linguistic articulation. (PJ, 66-7) 

 
13  Steve McCaffery, “A Poet’s Joyce,” Praharfeast—James Joyce in 

Prague, eds. David Vichnar, David Spurr & Michael Groden (Prague: 
Litteraria Pragensia Books, 2012) 59—all further references are to this 
edition, marked as PJ. 
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Clearly, this list of the Waken portmanteau effects—its 
anti-linear, anti-referential, anti-purist, anti-authorial, and 
yet somehow deeply “linguistic” character—chimes well 
with McCaffery’s earlier pronouncements regarding his 
own “Anglophonic non-nationalism,” his “rejection of an 
ego-based poetry” and “a deep commitment to formal in-
novation.” The Wake’s “polyglottal quality,” its grafting of 
lexemic parts “across discourses and languages” which 
“engenders new encounters with enriched semantic possi-
bilities,” this, ultimately, to McCaffery’s mind, is “Joyce’s 
legacy to reader response theory, the open text and Lan-
guage Poetry alike” (PJ, 70) and, last but not least, to 
McCaffery’s poetry as well. Last but not least, the Wake is 
“poetic” in the Jakobsonian sense, in that it projects ele-
ments from the axis of selection onto the axis of combina-
tion—its portmanteau-esque and acrostic “labyrinths of 
plurality and suggestions” are governed strictly by “a pho-
notactic law” (PJ, 71). 

Moreover, McCaffery’s is a “Joycean” poetry, not only 
by following some of the Wake’s ramifications for poetry in 
the age of electronic media, recording and sampling de-
vices, and the hypertext, but also by writing “with” and 
“through” it. The two examples McCaffery’s essay pro-
vides are both from his Language-movement period (mid- 
to late-70s), and both subject the Wake to rewriting, gov-
erned by predetermined mechanical operations with the 
text. The first text, Anticollabora (1977), comprises an 
“anamorphic” excavation of the entirety of Finnegans 
Wake. Reading through the 1959 Viking Press edition of 
the Wake, McCaffery records the premier portions of all the 
words fractured at a line end and carried over to the next 
line for semantic completion. In doing so, he “stages the 
clash of two codes: textual and bibliographic,” with each 
line of Anticollabora corresponding to one page in the 
Wake and stanza breaks correspond to textual breaks in 
the source text. The point, here, is twofold and contradic-
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tory: to further multiply the Wake’s polysemy and 
plurivocity, but also to elucidate some of its obscured signi-
fication. As McCaffery notes, his rewriting  “comprises 
50% of the total of lexemic units Joyce would have con-
sidered semantically incomplete and arbitrarily broken.” 
And yet, as becomes clear even just from the excerpt be-
low (transcript of Book IV of the Wake, pp. 593-628), 
some of the part-words become “words in their own right” 
(PJ, 76). This poses a question relevant not only to the 
Wake in specific, but to book-based textuality as such: to 
what extent does the bibliographic code interfere with—
serve or dominate—the textual one?  
 

Surrect Mac Te gen carry 
umprin quan club Fan ducks yellow Ceol 
good Amsu Naman bargainbout 
milch hearth consecrated Dig ex in any 
tittle sourd sponth pura break evera re admini 
with In wander stuble Dor This yeaster accousto to house 
na condi Nomo Aecquo 
appa Moyla re pro Mainy 
Perlan Bella 
perfect woodtoo Potter ques Reli allthe 
backen night declaina 
there primi buz smool pro Eyr tim 
en guid hiber epi am there 
trans wis sacra Nuota de along 
maxi Mac one heopon spring whither Boerge good 
confraterni Bally bled cockly better ohahn upper pass 
popu gwendo them Hoc mana tono 
paridi turf 
to pura re to top pat comprhen melan grassbelong nigger 
com please Em periparo completamen seeming quite 
trampa plan luxuriotia charnel one ptimo ort 
lather dap Whenast Inni peru teradoma a verypet 
Colum hoophaz Cockalooralooraloo thin commend 
egg manun missile 
Morn preadam 
to leather here con 
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me Dodd sleep 
ruck clutter Mineninecy be 
Fleming 
mutther Shaugh strulldeburg uncon 
tuf mara cum 
beard bar pro poor new wedding 
Anna big swag hilly bay 
Think alla 
thous (PJ, 76-7)  

 
The second of McCaffery’s Wakean texts, Mr Fish also Eye 
(1975), is an example of a technique cherished by many 
Language poets, presenting a homolinguistic translation of 
the first page of Finnegans Wake. Here, McCaffery follows 
the principles of allusive referential, a translation technique 
which doesn’t aim at a clean, binary transfer of meaning 
from one code into another, but rather develops all the sug-
gestions and connotations of the original’s words and 
phrases, creating a new text through word association, 
resonance, and subjective interpretation of the words in the 
original text. It was, says McCaffery, “the ambitious project 
of a young writer to out-Wake the Wake and take on the 
impossible challenge of translating Joyce’s magnum opus 
into a different English,” and, “wisely and mercifully aban-
doned after completing the first page,” it runs as follows: 
 

neep streems was time of noun and name’s S from the 
dodged—was it water end?—to round of sea womb com-
ing to the roaming imperial ease and commodity italicized 
italianate aestheticated vittgensteinian gertrudism banked 
flowing to an oily spine at the question’s article rooked and 
hinter steel. a musical knight with a night’s music instru-
mental to the pond-stepped passengers embarking for 
newtique land from small hamlet’s middle state and under-
aged continental pugilists circa 1810 twained by the frank 
and cintra’s conventional fish fin marked on his gut and 
riverstoned gall by a heavy (if financially suggestive) hy-
perbole moving to the beauty of some stone faced dancer-
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for-money in green sward county’s city duplicated entrance 
to the sound-sick and absolute chronology. but never a 
sound from a flame (flambloyant blewsie or jumbled catho-
lic saint) nor yet the meat’s own time scheme never that 
nor cigaretted and margarined blew up in smoke never that 
nor the prophet of braille never the war loved and the mir-
ror catching nicety of issues to the family’s familiar asso-
ciations. red of the pepper measuring the brewer’s dad’s 
dadaism in biblical reference to names suggestively chinese 
the beer smell geometrically traced in the bulb’s glow light-
ing a certain scottish lad in munich labelled olympic and 
post shavian. to heer hugo ball’s notation of a fortunate 
fortissimo Miltonic slip: banananananaonooooooolala-
larastaatavatororapeeloloruss- ollolaffantataragugoonavas-
tanaboomeskimomomondododomalion) splitting the a-
thomistic dolores spaced in a deserted liberty torch lit bat-
tery of gleenotes from his lute extracting with a bedstead 
fastic narrative inclined toward an ontologically fresh flat 
aire’s religiosa. the city being destroyed and laterally neck-
wise Berlin to China town down the phil of sophical impli-
cation a jump into para declarations that Mr. Fish Also Eye 
with all of his nordic opucity human and nurseried topog-
raphically directed to even a bee’s own definition—
existentially on time to deliver one interrogatively foreign 
sun set sound to the chiropractical tympani: shaking their 
speares along a barb of haven rapped where the cars out-
spanning print of colour places on the bumper peel with a 
clubfoot lust one rutting taxonomist (PJ, 77-8) 

 
McCaffery’s allusively referential translation of the Wake’s 
opening engages in a whole gamut of modes of para-
phrase/periphrasis/translation. These range from explana-
tory notes (“thuartpeatrick” yields “jumbled catholic saint,” 
“Jhem or Shen” are described rather than translated as 
“names suggestively chinese,” etc.) to some witty substi-
tutions (Joyce’s “buttended,” via association with butter, 
gives “margarined”; “bland old isaac” becomes, rather fun-
nily, “the prophet of braille,” etc.) and further to some 
wordplay of its own (e.g., McCaffery’s “phil of sophical” 
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has no direct Joycean analogue, as far as I can find) and 
downright mistranslation (“tumptytumtoes,” via association 
with tam-tam and hump, yields “chiropractical tympani”). 
Again, McCaffery’s text challenges and subverts the con-
vention according to which translation/interpretation is 
meant to “carry over”/“elucidate” some hypothetical 
“meaning” independent of the materiality of the words 
themselves.  

As such, texts like Anticollabora or Mr. Fish Also Eye at-
test to how Joyce’s “proeiform graph” writing in the 
Wake—however idiosyncratic, polyvalent and non-
transferable—can present, for a formally innovative poet 
like McCaffery, an inexhaustible source of ambiguous code 
offering itself to further permutation, paraphrase, clarifica-
tion and obfuscation. What Jolas had perceptively called 
Joyce’s “revolution of the word” and conceptualised as the 
conjoined effects of breaking through the lexicalised signi-
fying process, of doing away with authorial intention, and 
of traversing the limits of national languages, becomes re-
visited in McCaffery’s work to pose questions regarding 
the very conditions of what it means to write, read, or 
communicate. Questions which Joyce himself posed in his 
Finnegans Wake more pointedly and productively than 
anywhere else in his work (his poetry including), but also 
questions which came to be dealt with more seriously (as 
the cases of both transition and L=A=N=G=U=A=G=E 
magazines, as well as McCaffery’s own, clearly show) in 
post-Joycean poetry than prose. 
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Intertextual Ley Lines 
IAIN SINCLAIR BETWEEN POUND & JOYCE* 
 
 
As Pound noted in his portrait of the artist as an ironic 
man, the demand of the twelve years that had come to 
constitute his London “age” was first and foremost that of 
the “image.” Hugh Selwyn Mauberley surveys his 1908-
1920 London period, employing his Imagist/Vorticist tech-
niques, yet is marked by a sense that, like the era, so the 
techniques are exhausted, over, ready to be metamor-
phosed. Parallels with Joyce’s 1904-1915 Triestine exile 
abound: both were periods of aesthetic programmes, of 
initially modest successes met with immodest critical hos-
tility, of frustrating journeys back home which only under-
scored the growing sense of alienation. Both Pound and 
Joyce had arrived in their cities of exile at the age of 
twenty-two, both with the aspiration of becoming poets 
(which Joyce, of course, was wise enough to abandon 
soon and Pound wise enough to stick to), and neither left 
until they made their breakthrough—Joyce having pub-
lished, at long last, Dubliners and embarked upon the seri-
alisation of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (on 
Pound’s insistence, in Harriet Shaw Weaver’s The Egoist), 
Pound having passed through his Imagist and Vorticist pe-
riods and already commenced his lifelong Cantos project. 
Both of their exilic sojourns drew quickly to their closes 
(Joyce was left jobless and deserted after all of his pupils 
were conscripted during the First World War, while Pound 
found himself bemoaning the “botched civilisation” of Lon-
don during the Post-World War I period and soon left), and 
finished with a tone of disgust in their writing: Joyce 
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through Stephen Dedalus and Pound through Mauberley, 
both exorcising their Aesthetic propensities and ironising 
their fictional past selves. Although they were both to ex-
plicitly draw lines under their pasts, and both would ex-
change their first exiles for Paris (Pound directly from Lon-
don, Joyce via Zurich), it is undeniable that both Trieste 
and London were to leave indelible traces on their lives and 
writing. During his penultimate brief sojourn back to his 
dear dirty Dublin in 1909, Joyce writes to his partner Nora: 
“Why is it I am destined to look so many times in my life 
with eyes of longing on Trieste?”1 and as late as a 1932 he 
includes a passage in “Work in Progress” that has his “al-
tered ego” Shem recall his Triestine descent into alcoholism 
with peculiar nostalgia: “And trieste, ah trieste ate I my 
liver!”2 Pound is even less ambiguous; again in 1909 he 
writes to his college friend William Carlos Williams: “Lon-
don, deah old Lundon, is the place for poesy.”3 And as late 
as The Pisan Cantos, written almost three decades, in 
1945, after the fact, Pound recalls, apart from the many 
other London experiences, his first lodgings  near the Brit-
ish Museum, across an alley from the Yorkshire Grey pub 
and the “old Kait’ [...]  stewing with rage / concerning the 
landlady's doings / with a lodger unnamed / az waz near Gt 
Titchfield St. next door to the pub / ‘married wumman, you 
couldn’t fool her.’”4  

 
* A version of this essay first appeared under the title “P.S.: Pound’s and 

Sinclair’s Intertextual Ley Lines” in News from Afar: Ezra Pound and 
Some Contemporary British Poetries, ed. Richard Parker (Bristol: 
Shearsman Publishing, 2014) 222-31. 

1  James Joyce, Selected Letters, ed. Richard Ellmann (New York: Viking 
Press, 1975) 191. 

2  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (New York & London: Faber & Faber, 
1939) 301. 

3  The Selected Letters of Ezra Pound, 1907-1941, ed. D. D. Paige (San 
Diego: Harcourt Brace Jovanovitch, 1950) 7—all further references are 
to this edition, marked as SL. 

4  Ezra Pound, Cantos (New York: New Directions Books, 1996) 522. 
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The point of these parallels is to underscore their hap-
hazardness. One might rewrite the paragraph above replac-
ing every Pound/Joyce analogy with an equally valid in-
stance of difference between the two. These parallels are 
willed links imposing a pattern of order upon the chaos, 
vicissitude and randomness that is human life. Still, how-
ever subjective and arbitrary, such links produce poetic en-
ergy, and bestow a meaning, if not sense; meaning as such 
arises only out of such links and patterns, and outside the 
wilful impositions and biases of human sense-making lies 
the unthinkable, un(re)presentable.  

Such is, at least, the strong belief of the master parallelist 
and the subject proper of this brief comparative piece, Iain 
Sinclair. Such is, also, the underlying belief of this essay—
that there is a line of energy streaming from Pound to Sin-
clair, a fundamental affinity between their poetical projects. 
Between the “pedagogical” genealogy of Pound’s Cantos 
composed of a multilingual, broadly intertextual corpus of 
texts aiming to encompass the history of socio-cultural de-
velopment of both the East and the West, and Sinclair’s 
“psychogeography” as recorded in both his poetry and 
prose, which consists in reading urban space and architec-
ture as palimpsests of their various pasts and presents, in 
archiving their past development—both historical and fic-
tional—and in recording, re-presenting their present effects 
upon the recipient psyche of the observer. The affinity lies in 
Sinclair’s insistence on radical metaphor, on direct juxtaposi-
tion of disparate ideas and images. A closer reading of a 
passage from his Suicide Bridge will reveal a debt readily 
acknowledged to Pound as the source of these techniques.    

Biographical parallels between Sinclair and Pound 
abound, but touches upon just two will serve here. Sinclair, 
too, chose London for a self-willed exile, as the ultimate 
and permanent stage of his development from his early 
childhood in Cardiff via college years at the Dublin Trinity. 
His choice of London comes from within a consciously as-
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sumed literary paradigm; here is Sinclair reminiscing, in 
2003, about his college years in Dublin: 
 

Dylan Thomas was the model, in a sense—not knowing 
exactly how the story went, but knowing that he’d got 
away to London, and that was what you had to do. [...]  
My twin passions, really, were poetry and cinema. Dylan 
Thomas was the initial model, but I soon moved on to 
Eliot, Pound, Hitchcock, Buñuel, Orson Welles.5 

 
Secondly, before becoming a literary persona, establishing 
himself as one of the most important contemporary writers 
in and on London, or, as critics have put it, “our major po-
etic celebrant of the city’s hidden experience, its myths 
and subcultures,”6 Sinclair engaged in the modernist prac-
tice of self-publication, founding his Albion Village Press to 
publish his Lud Heat (1975) and Suicide Bridge (1979), 
collage texts of essay, fiction, and poetry; the texts, for 
obvious reason, under focus here.  

Already in his 1975 poem Lud Heat, subtitled A Book of 
the Dead Hamlets, Sinclair launches his life-long “psycho-
geographic” project of a cognitive mapping of the psycho-
logical effects produced on the perceptive human con-
sciousness by physical environments. The two axes deline-
ating this mapping are Sinclair’s experiences as an assis-
tant gardener with the Parks Department of an East London 
borough, and the “sacred landscape” delineated by the 
churches of Nicholas Hawksmoor. “The most notable thing 
that struck me as I walked across this landscape for the 
first time,” he recalls in conversation with Kevin Jackson, 
“were these run-down churches, and I suddenly realised, 

 
5  The Verbals—Iain Sinclair in Conversation with Kevin Jackson (Ton-

bridge, Kent: Worple Press, 2003) 26—all further references are to this 
edition, marked as V.   

6  Robert Bond & Jenny Bavidge, “Introduction,” City Visions: The Work of 
Iain Sinclair (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2007) 1. 



58 

there’s this one here and that one there, and maybe there 
is some connection. And then I did have this very vivid 
dream of St Anne’s, Limehouse…” (V, 98). One is struck, 
in turn: “a vivid dream”? “Maybe some connection”? More 
often than not, Sinclair’s progression in his cognitive map-
ping is one of “that was my hunch: confirmation followed” 
(LH, 28). In this, as in much else, Sinclair consciously posi-
tions himself as heir to the ancient Celtic tradition of the 
poet as soothsayer, of the bard whose word, governed by 
prophetic intuition, has the power to alter reality. As he 
confided to Jackson, 

 
By nature and temperament I’m absolutely one of those 
mad Welsh preachers who believes that... deliver a speech 
and you’ll change someone’s life. Or kill them. I really be-
lieve all that, but I can’t go around spouting that and sur-
vive, so I’ll adapt equally to the Scottish side of me, which 
is cynical, rational and cynical, and I believe in that as well. 
[...] It’s Stevenson, the classic Scottish Jekyll and Hyde 
thing. One is really deranged and manic, the other is look-
ing at it being deranged and manic, and commenting on it. 
That’s the tension. (V, 59) 

 
Sinclair’s walk around Hawksmoor’s London churches in 
Lud Heat reveals a “web printed on the city and disguised 
with multiple superimpositions,” a web “too complex to 
unravel here, the information too dense: we can only 
touch on a fraction of the possible relations. […] It is 
enough to sketch the possibilities.”7 Drawing upon Alfred 
Watkins’ theory of the ley line, according to which the 
ancient sites in England and Wales are aligned with one 
another in a network of straight routes of communication, 
Sinclair creates willed ley lines across a chosen area (in 
Lud Heat, this produces a “hieratic map” of London), 
which generate a wealth of occult materials in his texts 

 
7  Iain Sinclair, Lud Heat and Suicide Bridge (London: Random House, 

1995) 16-7—further references are to this edition, marked as LH. 
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for Sinclair to carefully counterpoint with local, matter-of-
fact accounts.  

That the ley line is one of Sinclair’s signature tropes has 
been amply demonstrated in the many prose works that 
followed Lud Heat and Suicide Bridge. Here, three exam-
ples will suffice. His 1997 Lights Out for the Territory, a 
collection of nine loosely collected perambulatory pieces, 
describing lighting out for various London nooks both famil-
iar and unfamiliar, forgotten and re-remembered. As Sinclair 
himself reveals halfway through, the seemingly random 
extravagations actually serve a specific purpose—his pro-
ject of map inscription: 

 
Each essay so far written for this book can be assigned 
one letter of the alphabet. Obviously, the first two pieces 
go together, the journey from Abney Park to Chingford 
Mount: V. The circling of the City: O. The history of Vale 
Royal, its poet and publisher: an X on the map: VOX. The 
unheard voice is always present in the darkness.8  

 
Revisiting his ley-line approach as late as the opening of his 
2001 novel, Landor’s Tower—in which the story of a his-
torical figure, Walter Savage Landor, is interwoven with 
Sinclair’s frustrated attempts to write a book about Landor, 
along with a subplot about booksellers hunting for rare edi-
tions—Sinclair encapsulates Watkins’s lesson in the follow-
ing formula: “everything connects and, in making those 
connections, streams of energy are activated.”9 Later, Sin-
clair makes it explicit that his use of Watkins’s psycho-
geographical concept is a continuation of the modernist 
poetics of juxtaposition and collage: 
 

All of it to be digested, absorbed, fed into the great work. 
Wasn’t that the essence of the modernist contract? Multi-

 
8  Iain Sinclair, Lights out for the Territory (London: Granta, 1997) 156. 
9  Iain Sinclair, Landor’s Tower: or The Imaginary Conversations (London: 

Granta, 2002) 2—further references are to this edition, marked as LT. 
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voiced lyric seizures countered by drifts of unadorned fact, 
naked source material spliced into domesticated trivia, an-
ecdotes, borrowings, found footage. Redundant. As much 
use as a whale carved from margarine, unless there is in-
tervention by that other; unless some unpredicted element 
takes control, overrides the pre-planned structure, tells you 
what you don’t know. Willed possession. (LT, 31) 

  
A recent and compelling example of semi-non-fictional ac-
counts of Sinclair’s voyages outside of London is his 2005 
Edge of the Orison, which, encompassing the genres of 
memoir, biography, art theory and literary criticism, follows 
the journey of the poet John Clare, who, in 1841, having 
escaped from a lunatic asylum in Epping Forest, walked for 
three days to his home in Helpston, (then) Northampton-
shire, some eighty miles away. In obeisance to his aesthet-
ics of free association and imagist juxtaposition, Sinclair 
uses the fact that Clare spent his last years at the North-
ampton asylum, and the coincidence that his journey to 
Helpston took place in pursuit of his first love, a certain 
Mary Joyce, to draw a ley line between his central quest 
and the chronicling of Lucia Joyce’s institutionalisation at 
the same venue, 110 years later. Enough material for Sin-
clair’s mind to begin its connect-work: 

 
What happened to Lucia Joyce in Northampton? Can her 
silence be set against Clare’s painful and garrulous exile? 
Visitors came to the hospital to pay their respects, to re-
port on the poet’s health. Biographers of Lucia cut out, 
abruptly, after she steps into the car at Ruislip and drives 
north, never to return.10 

 
According to this logic, Joyce surfaces in Sinclair’s mus-
ings at the most unexpected instances. For example, upon 

 
10  Iain Sinclair, Edge of the Orison: In the Traces of John Clare's Journey 

out of Essex (London: Penguin, 2005) 233—all further references are to 
this edition, marked as EO. 
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pondering the river Lea, Sinclair’s mind makes the sudden 
Imagist switch to:    
   

Djuna Barnes, profiling James Joyce, zoomed in on his 
“spoilt and appropriate” teeth. And that is this stretch of 
the Lea, precisely: spoilt and appropriate. Hissing trains. 
[…] “Writers,” Joyce told Barnes, “should never write 
about the extraordinary, that is for the journalist.” But al-
ready, she was nodding off. “He drifts from one subject to 
the other, making no definite division.” (EO, 141-2) 

 
At a Northampton hotel, Joyce even enters into Sinclair’s 
dream in what is an obvious parody of Stephen’s dream of 
the wraith of his dead mother: 

 
In the Northampton ibis, I dreamt; re-remembered. The 
drowning. Weaving back, no licence required, on my motor 
scooter: to Sandycove, the flat beside Joyce’s Martello 
tower. Wet night. A tinker woman had been pulled from 
the canal. Drunk. The smell of her. My first and only at-
tempt at artificial resuscitation, meddling with fate. Met 
with: green mouth-weed, slime, bile, vomit. Incoherent 
pain. Language returns, curses. Better left in water was the 
consensus of other night-wanderers: “Leave her be.” World 
of its own. Woodfire on wasteground within sight of a 
busy yellow road. Bring someone back from death and 
you’re landed with them. (EO, 234) 
 

Sinclair’s Joycean re-remembering is complete with its Mar-
tello tower setting, its textual echoes, its linguistic (cf. the 
agglutination “woodfire on wasteground”) as well as narra-
tive (interior monologue) markers. When Sinclair reveals that 
his first meeting with his wife Anna in 1962 took place in 
Sandymount, dreaming becomes re-remembering. The 
“drowning” here is Lucia’s—which brings up another tan-
gent, another ley line, pointing toward Beckett:  

 
James Joyce (always) and Beckett (at the beginning) con-
structed their works by a process of grafting, editing: quo-
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tations, submerged whispers. Correspondences. Joyce 
read other men’s books only to discover material useful to 
his current project. Libraries were oracles accessed by long 
hours of labour: at the cost of sight. The half-blind Beckett, 
aged twenty-two, reading to a man in dark glasses (waiting 
for the next operation). A theatrical image reprised in 
Beckett’s play Endgame. (EO, 234-5) 
 

Memories of Joyce’s photographs become submerged in 
Sinclair’s reveries about his male ancestors: the memory of 
“magnifying glass over etymological dictionary: blood-
globe, headache. More wrappings around Joyce’s head 
than a mummy. Bandages under grey Homburg, smoked 
glasses. Stub of period moustache, just like my father” se-
gues into memories of footage of his soon-to-die grandfa-
ther: “This man, a doctor, is very tired. He performs a re-
flex ritual, perhaps for the last time: remembering how to 
lift an arm. A moment that parallels Gisele Freund’s 1938 
photograph of Joyce in a deckchair. More dead than alive. 
Moving image showing to a still: bleaching to nothing” (EO, 
235). Here as elsewhere, Joycean reminiscences serve 
Sinclair the purpose of revisiting and coming to terms with 
his own past. 

“Drowning” is the metaphorical ground for the following 
flights of Sinclair’s metaphorising fancy. Having already 
observed earlier that “[o]ne of Lucia’s cabal of expensive 
doctors, Henri Vignes, prescribed injections of sea water. 
To no evident effect” (EO, 235), Sinclair establishes the 
following line: 

 
In mid-England, mid-journey, flying and drowning become 
confused. Drowning and writing. Dreaming and walking. 
Finnegans Wake: Lucia searching out words for her father, 
the book for which she is the inspiration. The problem. […] 
Joyce, fond father, continued to believe that Lucia, dosed 
on sea-water, would swim back to him, to health. Hospi-
tals taught her to breathe underwater. […] She visited 
Jung. He couldn’t help. There was an unresolved argument 
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with the author of Ulysses: a book that dared to trespass 
on his territory. […] “If Joyce was diving into a river,” Jung 
said, “Lucia was falling.” Voluntary or involuntary immer-
sion: it depends on who is telling the tale. (EO, 235-6)  
 

Sinclair here bypasses the common “anxiety-of-influence” 
drama of literary ancestry, undermining Joyce’s authority 
by identifying himself not with Joyce’s fictional alter ego 
Stephen, but with his real-life, silenced and traumatised 
daughter Lucia. 

Again, Sinclair turns to reminiscences (re-inventions, he 
calls them) of his own family, adding to the already estab-
lished network yet another layer: remembering his aunt in 
Ballsbridge, Sinclair recalls that she had a connection with 
Beckett, whose lectures in Trinity she attended. Then, Sin-
clair pulls the final chef-d’oeuvre rabbit out of his magi-
cian’s hat of magical correspondences: “When Beckett ar-
rived in Paris, he carried a letter of introduction to Joyce, 
written by Harry Sinclair. His Aunt Cissie (mother’s sister) 
married William ‘Boss’ Sinclair” (EO, 241). Finally, towards 
the end of the journey, Sinclair pays his respects to Lucia 
when passing Kingsthorpe Cemetery. Ever on the lookout 
for the aleatory epiphany, before making the turn, “up the 
slope to where Lucia is buried, I find a nice marker, the 
grave of a certain Finnegan” (EO, 347). 

The ley-lines between Sinclair’s psychogeographic aes-
thetics and Pound’s Imagist project developed into the 
“profounder didacticism” of The Cantos working through 
“revelation” (SL, 180), although perhaps less explicit, are 
nonetheless equally important for Sinclair. Whether one 
takes the young 1913 Pound by his word that image is 
“that which presents an intellectual and emotional complex 
in an instant of time,”11  or gives more credence to the 

 
11  Ezra Pound, “A Few Don’ts by an Imagist,” Poetry (March, 1913), 

reprinted in “A Retrospect,” Literary Essays of Ezra Pound, ed. T. S. 
Eliot (New York: New Directions, 1935) 3. 
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post-Imagist Pound of a 1916 letter to Iris Barry, where he 
associates Imagism with “the actual necessity for creating 
or constructing something; of presenting an image, or 
enough images of concrete things arranged to stir the 
reader” (SL, 90), Sinclair’s divinatory project of decoding, 
transcribing, and re-presenting the occult cultural memory 
of a landscape fits both bills. As Robert Sheppard pointed 
out, Landor’s Tower’s self-description as a record of 
“multi-voiced, lyric seizures countered by drifts of un-
adorned fact, naked source material spliced into domesti-
cated trivia, anecdotes, borrowings, found footage” (LT, 
31), actually seems to describe Sinclair’s Lud Heat as well 
as “a work like Pound’s Cantos”: 

 
Pound’s technique of modernist juxtaposition and the ideo-
grammic method of the Cantos can be read as a literary 
equivalent of the ley line. Pound states that the juxtaposi-
tion of elements without syntactic linkage, by simple con-
tiguous arrangement […] creates new combinations.12 

 
Interestingly, when speaking of the genesis of Lud Heat, 
Sinclair himself, although not invoking Pound directly, lik-
ens its composition to “cutting” down and through a “huge 
Waste Land collage”—a metaphorical parallel to Pound’s 
real-life creative activity: 

  
because I started on mock-epic forms, like the huge Waste 
Land collage poem at film school, and I’d written some 
things in Dublin which were on a large scale, and I weeded 
all that out. Cut, cut, cut, till I was happiest with these 
small, fragmentary forms. That seemed to suit the pace of 
the life. Film-making was exactly the same: single frame, 
just click click click click... Getting everything down in a 
very sharp way. Writing and film were part of the same 
thing. [...] I wanted to move [...] to a more narrative base, 

 
12  Robert Sheppard, “Everything Connects: The Cultural Poetics,” City 

Visions, 34. 
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a sense of a man in the world, and what happens in this 
room, it’s all right in front of your nose. And then I moved 
back from that, later, into the London mythology. (V, 87) 

 
However, one need not settle for such metaphoric and indi-
rect confirmations of one’s hunch—nor for one of the sec-
tion subtitles, “Vortex of the Dead! The Generous!” (Lud 
Heat, 96), which cannot be regarded as a solid, unequivo-
cal intertextual line between the two. The confirmation, as 
always with Sinclair, comes later, in the twin-piece of Lud 
Heat. Suicide Bridge, which is subtitled A Book of the Fu-
ries/A Mythology of South & East and which, even though 
published only in 1979, was created simultaneously with 
its precursor. Its cognate character is evident both formally 
(a collage text of essayist prose, maps and free verse) as 
well as thematically: Suicide Bridge covers much of the 
same ground as Lud Heat, but here the mythological strata 
are clearly foregrounded and multiplied. The London land-
scape becomes peopled with Egyptian deities, cabbalistic 
symbols, characters from the Blakean “Albion” mythology, 
pop-cult figures Aleister Crowley, Howard Hughes, or JFK, 
but also host of 1960s countercultural icons: Wilhelm 
Reich, William Burroughs, Norman O. Brown, the Situation-
ist International. The approach to this welter of informa-
tion, again, is one of evaluative decoding based on the en-
ergy emitted (or, “admitted”) by the system:  

 
An impenetrable maze of statistics, lost in space & time; 
dead ends, false corridors, pits, traps. All that matters is 
the energy the structure admits. Can it heat us? Is it ac-
tive? Or simply a disguise for the lead sheet imprisoning 
the consciousness of the planet; the gas of oppression, the 
burnt-out brain cells, milk-centred eyes. (LH, 241) 

 
One of the more energetically rewarding burnings-out of 
brain cells has taken place earlier on in the text. In the “Ko-
tope: Down the Clerkenwell Corridor” segment, the link 
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sought is one between Pound and the Cathars. To that 
end, the ancient practice of bibliomancy—of divination in 
which advice or predictions of the future are sought by 
random selection of a passage (usually from a sacred 
text)—is invoked, and the revelation is the following: 

 
no reference Davie (Ezra Pound: Poet As Sculptor) 
no reference Dekker (Sailing After Knowledge) 
must be Kenner, no alternative, 
flip open the great black book itself 
& immediately confront: 
 
“O Anubis, guard this portal 
as the cellula, Mont Ségur. 
Sanctus 
that no blood sully this altar” 
 
Kotope is not amazed, that smile, 
the head turning, 
minions have to react: awe 
a magician, 
this is it, & Anubis too 
the jackal-headed one, 
guardian of the mysteries 
so lightly approached 
(Suicide Bridge 178) 

 
The passage quoted is, of course, “Canto XCII” of the 
Rock-Drill section of The Cantos, devoted to charting the 
genealogy of the “true” religious tradition, i.e. the Neopla-
tonic alternative to mainstream Christianity, bridging the 
millennium of the Dark Ages and connecting together An-
tiquity with Early Modern period. The question, as always, 
for Sinclair, is that of interpretation of the discovery: 

 
for Wilson a simple matter: 
mind discovering its power potential, 
what you need you get; 
for Kotope, the Way 
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“The four altars at the four coigns of that place, 
But in the great love, bewildered 
farfalla in tempest 
under rain in the dark” 
 
for the servants a Master 
       rediscovered 
we must begin again: ROCK-DRILL 
(LH, 179) 

 
There is, however, the ultimately more relevant aesthetic 
affinity between Pound and Sinclair that lies deeper than 
intertextual linkage or acknowledged succession. Sinclair’s 
oeuvre as a whole grows out of an awareness of the inter-
relatedness between the forms and rhythms of poetry and 
prose. And if Sinclair (after the decade-long hiatus that fol-
lowed Lud Heat and Suicide Bridge) turns to the prose me-
dium and novel genre proper, revisiting poetry only spo-
radically (most recently, in his 2006 collection, Buried at 
Sea), his prose—according to the consensus among the 
many of his critics—is endowed with the richness, polyva-
lence and complexity usually described as “poetic.” 
Thereby, he follows in the footsteps of Pound’s early re-
marks from a 1915 letter to Harriet Monroe that “poetry 
must be as well written as prose. Its language must be a 
fine language [...] There must be no interjections. No words 
flying off to nothing [...] Rhythm must have a meaning. It 
can’t be merely a careless dash off [...] There must be no 
clichés, set phrases, stereotyped journalese” (SL, 48-9). 
Sinclair only reverses this process: writing prose as well as 
poetry, turning to book-length “novels” by extending the 
prose sections of his poetry, yet carefully eschewing any 
automatism, cliché, set phrase or stereotype: “making it 
new” with every image. 
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Against “Polite Conversation” 
HERESY, HALLUCINATION, HASHISH  
& THE H-BOMB*  
 

LET'S ADMIT IT—the novel has become a subject for po-
lite conversation. […] This critic defends eternal classical 
values; that writer denies them with equal sincerity—at 
which point both sit down at the same round table, and 
the gratified listener may confidently assume […] that lit-
erature has finally become synthesis and self-
consciousness itself.  

Philippe Sollers,  
“The Novel and the Experience of Limits” 

 
One might as well start before the beginning. On the front 
cover, in lieu of the conventional genre-descriptor “roman”: 
Giordano Bruno’s Figura Intellectus (publ. in Prague, 1588). 
Its intersecting circles representing the intellect, which sees 
and distributes everything, yet which has no main or single 
organising principle at the centre. Instead, many satellites 
with their own centres, forming a polygon. “H,” then, for 
heresy. On the back cover, “fundamental language” (“langue 
de fond”) called upon to bring together the “two people 
here, in the night”—the one the writer, the other the reader, 
for “a work exists by itself only potentially, and its actualiza-
tion (or production) depends on its readings and on 
the moments at which these readings actively take place.”1 

 
* First published as the “Introduction” to Philippe Sollers, H, trans. Veronika 

Stankovianska & David Vichnar (London: Equus Press, 2015) i-xviii. 
1  “The Novel and the Experience of Limits,” Writing and the Experience of 

Limits, ed. David Hayman, trans. Philip Barnard & David Hayman (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1983) 193.  
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“H,” then, for hybridity. On the first page of the text which 
doesn’t start with a capital letter, a mention of “hallucina-
tion.” “H,” then, for “hashish” or “heroin,” for “to read my 
texts you should be in a state something like a drug high. 
You’re in no condition to decipher, to perform hermeneutic 
operations […] The language of the text is a base over 
which something slides.”2 On the last page, in the penulti-
mate line of the text which doesn’t end with a full-stop, a 
mention of “hydrogen,” connecting backwards/forwards 
with the “bomb” of the first page. “H,” then, for “H-bomb.” 

Inspired by the May 1968 Paris student/worker uprising, 
Philippe Sollers’s novel H (1973) performs a revolution in its 
own right against much that has been (and still is) taken for 
granted in the belles lettres—“a revolution in the conception 
itself of the exception.”3 Described variously as “a music 
that is inscribed in language, becoming the object of its own 
reasoning,”4 as a “wall of words, an extremely active mass 
of language,”5 and as word-produced “material fullness of 
pleasures” where “everything is organized into a splendid 
series of irrelevancies,”6 H is a text that, more than forty 
years after its publication, continues to pose some funda-
mental questions about what it is to write, to think, to read.  

Sollers’s loud cry of protest against “the novel [becom-
ing] a subject for polite conversation”7 can best be under-

 
2  David Hayman, “An Interview with Philippe Sollers,” TriQuarterly 38 

(Winter 1977): 129-30. 
3  Philippe Sollers, H, trans. Veronika Stankovianska & David Vichnar 

(London & Prague: Equus Press, 2015) 22—all further references are to 
this edition, marked as H. 

4  Julia Kristeva, “The Novel as Polylogue,” Desire in Language, ed. Leon 
S. Roudiez, trans. Thomas Gora, Alice Jardine & Leon S. Roudiez (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 1980) 184—all further references are 
to this edition, marked as NP. 

5  David Hayman, “Introduction,” Writing and the Experience of Limits, xxi. 
6  Roland Barthes, “Over Your Shoulder,” Writer Sollers, trans. Philip Thody 

(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1987) 75—all further refer-
ences are to this edition, marked as WS. 

7  Sollers, “The Novel and the Experience of Limits,” 185. 
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stood in terms of its immediate context. H continues the 
process of reflection on the goings-on of May 1968 by 
means of textual and stylistic fragmentation (begun in 
Nombres [1968] and Lois [1972]), and its immersion in 
questions political (Maoist) and religious (Catholic) presages 
Sollers’s next project, Paradis I & II (1981-6), in many re-
spects a turning point in his career. 
 
BEFORE H 
It is difficult to overstate Sollers’s importance for Tel Quel, a 
journal he co-founded, edited and used as his mouthpiece for 
the 22 years of its existence (1960-82), disseminating his 
fiction, criticism and theory, but also propagating his political 
beliefs. These were far from unified and consistent, and so 
accordingly, Tel Quel’s political and poetic tenor underwent 
a multiple-stage (r)evolution: from the nouveau roman, struc-
turalism, and Derrida’s deconstructive poetics into formalist 
exercises subverting the ideologies of bourgeois and capital-
ist ways of thinking; from opposition to Sartre’s purported 
Marxism to alignment with the French Communist Party 
(PCF) to a clean break with the French Communism follow-
ing May 1968. The lesson drawn by Sollers from PCF’s fail-
ure to lead through a time of crisis was that the political tide 
was turning eastward, especially toward Chairman Mao’s 
Communist China, and for the better part of the 1970s Tel 
Quel’s politics were radical Maoism. Inevitably, Sollers’s ve-
hemence and despotism in his advocating of Mao were what 
ultimately brought about Tel Quel’s demise—in the words of 
Roland Champagne, author of the first book-length study of 
Sollers in English, by the end of the 1970s, “Sollers became 
aware that he was himself guilty of what he had earlier at-
tributed to a bourgeois mentality.”8  

The inception of Sollers’s literary career predates the 
founding of Tel Quel by two years: in 1958, with the psy-

 
8 Roland A. Champagne, Philippe Sollers (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1996) 22. 
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chological novel Une curieuse solitude, applauded by Fran-
çois Mauriac or Louis Aragon, whose praise launched his 
literary career. At the time of its publication, the name 
“Sollers” was a nom de plume, a mask behind which to 
hide his real name Philippe Joyaux. Une curieuse solitude 
addresses the issues of masculinity and secrecy surround-
ing erotism—combined with the fascination for pornogra-
phy as a means to desacralise sexuality—that will continue 
to inform Sollers’s writing throughout his entire oeuvre. 
After two texts further exploring, in a vaguely new-novelist 
fashion, the nature of subjectivity and linguistic representa-
tion of space (Le Parc and Drame), came a striking new 
departure in Sollers’s writing and its experimental peak be-
tween 1968 and 1973, with the three hybrid, visually and 
conceptually innovative texts: Nombres, Lois, and H. 

Nombres (1968) announces Sollers’s turn eastward by 
employing Chinese ideograms that punctuate its text 
throughout. The noteworthy property of the function of 
these Chinese ideograms is that they usually repeat what 
has just been mentioned in French, operating as a provoca-
tion to the reader, oscillating between the readable and the 
unreadable. The title suggests the mathematical realm from 
which set theory is also derived, the word “numbers” refer-
ring to “digits,” but at the same time, Nombres is also the 
French title of the Biblical book of Numeri, the census of 
the Hebrew nation, and thus an accounting of the constitu-
ent tribes. The text is constructed in the sequential alterna-
tions of four voices, identified by the numerals one through 
four, in twenty-five repetitions, with the first three voices 
speaking in the imperfect tense while the fourth voice is in 
the present tense. The plural voices of Nombres are the 
first conscious attempt, on Sollers’s part, to undermine the 
“novel” as merely the perpetuation of such (“bourgeois”) 
values as a unified subject in control of its speaking voice. 
This destabilisation is furthered by the text’s radically inter-
textual nature—Nombres is a patchwork of quotations from 
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an array of variegated sources and belonging to a multitude 
of discourses. 

Lois (1972)9 was written during a personally trying period 
for Sollers, the aftermath of the death of his father in 1969, 
after which he rewrote this whole text. Continuing the frag-
mentation of Nombres while adding the important aural di-
mension—the exclamation mark as the instance of a percus-
sive rhythm—Lois performs a repudiation of “laws” in favour 
of unhindered action, textual as political Lois. In Lois, Sollers 
presents a text working as much on the level of 
sound/rhythm as on a conceptual level—as Patrick Ffrench 
has noted, “written mostly in decasyllabic phrases, the text 
of Lois is humorously scanned by a repetition of sounds, 
principally the past participle ending in é, alliteration, and 
rhyme.”10 Sollers devises an interesting mode of structura-
tion by using the opening sentence “NE FACE A FACE 
NIANT LA MEMBRANE L’ENTRÉE” as a sort of verbal acros-
tic whose individual words stand at the beginning of each of 
the six “books” that form Lois. The history that forms the 
subject of Lois is far removed from that of schoolbooks. The 
focal point of Sollers’s examination of the various discursive 
strata whose superposition comes to form the official his-
torical accounts is the taboo of incest, its “prohibition or 
rather subtilized recommendation” regarded as the inaugural 
moment of civilisation and its organising principle.  

Lois relies on a series of mythical narratives and allusions 
that provide the narrative framework for the text, and en-
gages in a similar kind of parodic appropriation of their styles 
and discourses, and a similar deformation on the level of the 
signifier that brings them into mutual interaction, so much so 
that the critical element entailed in parody gives way to the 
undifferentiated blend of the pastiche. The minimal refer-
ence, the elementary particle out of which Lois is construed, 

 
9  Philippe Sollers, Lois (Paris: Seuil, 1972)—further references marked as L. 
10  Patrick Ffrench, The Time of Theory (Oxford: Clarendon, 1995) 196. 
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and the most common target of its playful variations, is the 
proper name: “Buongorno giordano ! Guten tag friedrich ! A 
nous la transmute, l’éternieretour par le sous détour. C’est 
pas tous les jours. Au permier qui mute. Farewell ezra ! wel-
come jimmie ! C’est l’aurore monsieur isidore.” (L IV.12, 87) 
Giordano Bruno, Friedrich Nietzsche, Ezra Pound, Joyce and 
Lautréamont—there are many more other passages in which 
Sollers expresses his admiration for and alliance with these 
writers/thinkers. Added to these is Hesiod, whose Theogony 
forms the intertextual scaffolding of Lois—disguised in pas-
sage such as “lui dont le cadavre hésitant sentant l’iode a 
été porté par les dauphins dans un cortège marin” (L I.2, 8, 
my italics). This paragrammatic dispersion of an author’s 
name is a common strategy in Lois. 

A second-type reference is formed by Sollers’s rewritings 
of famous quotations, oftentimes with a parodic oppositional 
twist, functioning as both homage and ridicule; cf. “My little 
sleep is rounded by a life” (L VI.6, 130) or “Le reste n’est 
jamais silence” (L VI.8. 81), in terms of Shakespearean pa-
rody, or Sollers’s version of Lacan, “le docteur flacon,” and 
his rewriting of Lacan’s famous prosopopoeia in “La Chose 
freudienne” (“Moi la vérité, je parle”) as “moi l’aspérité, je 
parle, je parle, mais ça vient d’ailleurs, de tout autrefois, de 
futur en courbe et retourne-moi” (L III.9, 58). A third-type 
reference is Sollers’s punning, whether via paronomasia or 
the portmanteau. To take but a few examples: “Jasons, ja-
sons, il en restera pour nos argonotes” (L VI.9, 136); “Pro-
gressant dans sa conne essence!” (L II.2, 27); “Mordre! 
Femmille! Patrie!” (L III.9, 54). Then there are the many pas-
sages in which the textual flow breaks up into isolated ex-
clamations, as in the following passage from the age of the 
dinosaurs to the Neolithic age: “Débuts rageurs cavernés 
caveurs. Chimie-tic! Anthropo! Dinobronches! Iganonde! 
Ptérodoctes! Azor! Popo! Pipi! Tec! Tec! Paleo! Neo! Et au 
lit! Tic-Toc!” (L I.5, 15-6) Or, finally, passages in which ar-
ticulated language breaks down altogether: 
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broum schnourf scrontch clong pof pif clonck alala toc toc 
toc cling skock bing glup burp snif pout pout paf crac pot 
clic crac tchhhh hé hé guili sluuiirp aaa mhouh mmouhou 
mouh plouts gnouf snoups tchi tchit chiiiiii ê ê ê ê slam ga 
hou gnin hop drelin drelin braang fochloour badabang ! (L 
V.10, 107) 

 
The taboo of incest is “the key by which intelligibility is 
conferred upon social network,” the mechanism by which 
“the infant is inscribed into an Oedipal triangle,” out of 
which there is no escaping, which is instead perpetuated 
through the generations (L I.3, 11). Sexuality is part of all 
this because both men and women, in their multiform 
quests for each other, repeat the traditional roles passed on 
by their society. So in Lois the text stages its own search 
for a form appropriate to the struggle for social renewal, as 
incomplete and transitory as so many of Lois’s contesta-
tions of the laws of conventional literary discourse. From 
Nombres, Lois takes over the idea that the writing of any 
text takes place with/through other texts—hence the con-
stant presence of quotations, rehashed, reshuffled, rewrit-
ten in what Philippe Forrest terms “a parodic rewriting.”11 
 
AFTER H 
Fast-forward ten years. The title Paradis (1981) is derived 
from Dante’s Paradiso—no more the breaking through and 
unmasking of ideology, no more the anarchist anti-
establishmentarism of Lois. No more the typographical va-
riety and materiality of Nombres, either: Each page of 
Paradis is an unpunctuated block of words, whose visual 
density is further emphasized by the use of bold italicized 
typescript. This suspension of “visible punctuation” is, ac-
cording to Sollers’s back-cover blurb, in the service of a 
“readable eloquence.” Its textual material is composed of a 
series of catalogues about life in Florence and in Paris, 

 
11  Forest, Philippe Sollers, 180.  
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based on Sollers’s extensive research—undertaken while 
travelling between the two cities for an extended period of 
time—about the nature of “culture” in these two capitals of 
Western civilization. The work reads like a computerised 
database of the most banal to the most sophisticated de-
tails—an encyclopaedic parody of Christianity in Joyce’s 
mode, which is counterpointed with Dante’s work, on 
whose command of language and erudition Sollers based 
his portrayal of the pathos of modern Christianity. A stan-
dard Paradis passage reads as follows: 

 
que la cause trébuche d’effet en effet toboggan lapsus dé-
calé et plue elle se prend pour l’effet et plus elle s’y fait et 
plus elle y tient et s’y entretient et plus qu’elle y colle et y 
caracole felix culpa péristole péristoire chlorant l’oxydé 
tourbillon d’éveurs d’adamnées parmi lesquels j’ai aussi 
mon compte gobé mouche arachné toile or donc au com-
mencement il était une fois un commencement hors-
commencement vol essaim chanté sans rien voir forêt 
d’ondes nuée grimémoire comme c’est vrai le vrai du ça 
veut dire vrai vérité du vrai dérivé comme c’est dur d’y en-
trer béni d’arriver au vrai ça m’a dit lequel vous prend largo 
des pieds à la tête in illo tempore périplum et péripétie12 

 
Self-reflexively, the above passage comments upon the 
formal consequences of freeing the text from punctuation, 
calling it a “toboggan effect.” To add to this effect, several 
words undergo reduplication and repetition: “au commen-
cement il était une fois un commencement” or “comme 
c’est vrai le vrai du ça veut dire vrai vérité du vrai dérivé 
comme c’est dur,” where the phonic properties override 
semantic content. This effect is not without its philosophi-
cal implications. In an unpunctuated text, where units of 
sense are not clearly demarcated, where they often over-
flow or interpenetrate, the notion of cause and effect can 

 
12  Sollers, Paradis (Paris: Seuil, 1981) 146. 
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become blurred—and once the notion of truth (“la vérité”) 
has been caught up in the verbal play and ambiguity of the 
text, the term loses its privileged status and becomes re-
duced to being one word among others, susceptible to 
transformations and manipulations. Still, no trace any longer 
of the formal experimentalism, linguistic deformations and po-
litical radicalism of either Nombres or Lois. 
 
IN H 
What happened to Sollers in the ten years between Lois 
and Paradis, then? Two major events, and one major book: 
the 1974 visit (together with Kristeva, Barthes, Marcelin 
Pleynet, and François Wahl) of Beijing to see for himself the 
results of Mao's revolution. Although fascinated by the ex-
posure to such a radically different language and culture, 
the social problems of the workers and the women and the 
Maoist hegemonic political purges brought about in Sollers 
a major sobering and denunciation of his former political 
radicalism. As if to seal off his 1970s political activism and 
radicalism, in 1979, Sollers converted to Catholicism. The 
one major book in question is, of course, H. 

Typographically H is a continuous flow of words, whose 
thickness and density have been perceptively likened by 
Roland Barthes to “stains of language in the sense that this 
word could have in the calligraphy of a Jackson Pollock” 
(WS, 80). Rather than a long sentence, it is more appropri-
ate to call it a long clause without interruption—“with no 
punctuation, H is not a sentence but it is not less than a 
sentence” (NP, 167). For some 200+ pages there are no 
paragraphs, no punctuation marks, no capital letters; the 
only diacritical elements utilised are accent marks. In addi-
tion to the lack of punctuation and paragraph structure, 
there are never any quotation marks to identify someone 
else’s spoken or written words. Its radical removal of plot, 
character and setting attempts what the text itself de-
scribes as “an external polylogue”:  
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i oppose the interior monologue by means of the external 
polylogue […] that’s rebellion can we say it’s still about lo-
gos i’d be surprised if i judged by reality checks i knew the 
trail to treasure island i carry out a new experience for 
mankind no-one ever went this way what water what crys-
tal what sand what coral and believe me only then do we 
become humble in twenty thousand leagues under the sea 
your frowns are dissolved in the whirlwind of seaweed 
you’ll be amazed not true these deviations these swerves 
you say (H, 53) 

 
The text performs an infinite fragmentation of subjectivity 
into a polyphony of ventriloquized voices whose words—
like the chaotic units of spontaneous guerrilla warfare—
split up, turn round and come back from different sides, 
and meaning keeps slipping and sliding in a punning chal-
lenge to the symbolic system of language. Its H, ultimately, 
standing for l’homme—man, and, via homophony with 
l’hache, for the “axe” with which, in Leon Roudiez’s 
words, “a certain concept of man which has dominated 
Western culture since the days of Giordano Bruno”13 is be-
headed/castrated/eliminated. Thus, from a narrative view-
point, H is the production of an anonymous narrator de-
fined by Sollers in one of his talks to David Hayman as “the 
upsurge of the subject”: 
 

It is the upsurge of the subject; or of what I have been call-
ing the subject; the possibility of saying ‘I’ within, at the 
heart of language. Language is not neutral, but it needs to 
be taken over by a subject, a subject I would call illimit-
able, numberless, rather like in Finnegans Wage. This is not 
a biographical subject, it is not a “me.”14  

 

 
13  Leon S. Roudiez, “Philippe Sollers,” French Fiction Revisited (Normal, IL: 

Dalkey Archive Press, 1991) 255. 
14  David Hayman, “Interview with Philippe Sollers,” Iowa Review V.4 

(1974): 101. 
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The process by which Sollers’s “me” is suppressed, or rather 
externalised so as to become the object of the narrative, is 
foregrounded within the first couple of pages: 
 

i have this phi floating on the lips as any other infans with 
vultures’ tails and if the eight returns without an end […] 
my father’s latin no you won’t find i write it octave yes ex-
actly like octavo which gave him to sign that o turning 
above itself followed by a tiny dot right before the j elabo-
rate embroidered genus gladiolus bell tower g-clef carrying 
oyous in music o.joyous with underside the animated sig-
nature doubled restarted short diamond topped liquid oc-
tave is as well a specialized term with jewellers […] clearly 
the name itself was sufficient to excite them why because 
one hears jacks joy jewish jouissance at a time for example 
these joyous sirs these joyous what would you like isn’t a 
pearl or then joyfus nucleus ileus gluteus or then without 
es but definitely not joyeus joyous with an es like saron it 
would never’ve spoiled real blind toy-poodles squeezed in 
navel so what you can’t be called joe wood of cauliflower 
like everyone else let’s see whether you’re up to standard 
tell me but it’s not bright a performance and so forth in calf 
soft polished style so my name in plural is philip joyous […] 
sollers echo of the surname of ulysses of sollus whole in-
tact ars ingenious terrain worker fertile lyrae sollers science 
of the lyre (H 12-3) 

 
“The eight”—again, a reference to “H” as the eighth letter 
of the alphabet—brings forth the association with a musical 
octave, which in turn produces “Octave,” the name of 
Sollers’s late father, whose surname—just as his son’s—
was “Joyaux,” the son distancing himself from his father 
by means of a nom de plume. The author’s “real” sur-
name Joyaux serves him only insofar as its punning po-
tential can be used, covering the whole gamut from jewel 
to joyous to Jewish. The historical excursus on the names 
“Philippe” and “Octave” (the name of Sollers’s father)—a 
rhythmic texture of associations combining ancient 
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Greece/Macedonia with the contemporary—followed by a 
provocative reworking of the name “Sollers,” aims to turn 
the writer’s own name and identity into a wholly writ-
ten/writing persona, open to the many material coinci-
dences and contiguities of history. In so doing, Sollers 
opens his text to the workings of what Kristeva terms the 
“transfinite” in language: 

 
H investigates precisely this moment that so many philoso-
phies and dogmatisms to cover up-the moment when ma-
terialism is able to utter itself. […] The subject loses him-
self so as to immerse himself in the material and historical 
process; but he reconstitutes himself, regains his unity and 
rhythmically pronounces his own dissolution as well as his 
return. […] The transfinite in language, as what is "beyond 
the sentence," is probably foremost a going through and 
beyond the naming. This means that it is a going through 
and beyond the sign, the phrase, and linguistic finitude. But 
it is also and simultaneously that of one's "proper name"; 
an indexing that gives an identity to entity if, and only if, it 
has such proceed from a symbolic origin where the law of 
social contract is concealed. (NP, 184; 190) 

 
H’s “illimitable subject” develops a highly mobile and dif-
ferentiated idiom, which touches upon a wide range of is-
sues: literary, political, sexual, and historical. “Polylogue 
extérieur” grows out of Sollers’s understanding of the po-
litical tasks of writing, consisting in misappropriating lan-
guage, in freeing language from what Sollers views as its 
subjective underpinnings, even though “the question re-
mains how to say it in what rhythm how to transform lan-
guage written and spoken in the sense of breathing dis-
mantling of the ideology” (H, 105). This freeing of lan-
guage is a political undertaking—H’s narrative, blending the 
polyphony of voices reportedly overheard by Sollers in the 
streets of Paris in May 1968, brims with references and 
allusions to Mao Zedong, Lenin, Marx & Engels, but also 
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Nietzsche, Freud, Saussure and Lacan, whilst its literary 
pantheon contains figures such as Aeschylus, Sophocles, 
Montaigne, Pascal, Goethe, Nerval, Hölderlin, Lautréamont, 
Melville, Artaud, Proust, Kafka, Burroughs, Beckett and of 
course—and most extensively—Joyce.  

All external punctuation is abandoned in order for H to 
become injected with the gestural rhythm of writing, its 
melodic effects, and for it to perform its non-linear move-
ment across themes, allusions, scenes from the present 
and the past. Just as the authorial “I,” so, in turn, is the 
reading subject radically destabilised: without formal strati-
fication and punctuation, sentences—although easily de-
tachable from the textual whole—either dovetail or adjoin 
ambiguously because of the elision of determinants—each 
and every reading shall impose its own mental punctuation, 
its own rhythmical realisation of the text, and every one of 
these shall remain unique. The conclusions Kristeva 
reaches from a semiotic viewpoint are far-reaching. She 
views H as staging the clash between the semiotic (those 
concerned with instincts, drives, intonation, rhythm, etc.) 
and symbolic (sentences, sequences and boundaries) op-
erations of language. H functions not only “as a plural dia-
logue between the subject of enunciation and his identity,” 
but it is also “a plural dialogue, an illocutionary act, in rela-
tion to the very realm of language” (NP, 173).  

H’s foregrounding of the oral and aural aspects of dis-
course is the result of Sollers’s conscious effort to create 
“the equivalent of a musical act.”15 Breaking through the 
identity/syntax coupling brings about the eruption of the 
pre-logical, the rhythmical, the “polylogical”—and together 

 
15  “It is the equivalent of a musical act, an act that I perform after having 

listened to music: Haydn, Monteverdi, Schoenberg, Stockhausen […] My 
dream would be to succeed in creating a sort of opera of language […] 
Thus since Lois as I draft I use a tape recorder in order to rework different 
passages according to their sound effects.” (Jean-Louis de Rambures, 
“Interview with Philippe Sollers,” Le Monde [November 29, 1974]: 24). 
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with it, the symbolic decapitation (there are no capital let-
ters in the text, either) of the Western subject. This is fore-
grounded in many different places throughout H, e.g. “let’s 
teach the tongue to sing and it’ll be ashamed to want any-
thing else but what it sings” (H, 14); “what most interests 
me is this brain dive below the sponge flip flop letting the 
clay run within drop in pressure half-muted tatters who 
sees a sentence there you do yes oh really” (H, 41); “it’s 
rather the contrary it’s the underside of language that turns 
over at the boiling cooking point there’s nothing else but to 
let it slip away” (H, 81). 

Hand in hand with H’s sustained exploration of the 
rhythmic and phonic go various types of sound-play and 
punning which foreground the text’s aurality. There are 
units in which sounds are juggled: “the hard-working popu-
lations of the cape for the hard-working copulations of the 
pope” (H, 140). There are passages based on a vertiginous 
repetition of one affix or letter: “swimmer worker dosser 
and dreamer and drover fibber and researcher and talker 
looter wailer listener escaper and work-seeker and minor 
turner major peeper and waiter and weighter barder boozer 
cosseter focuser slugger shoe-shiner bugger coxswainer 
and noter prankster and searcher” (H, 163-4); verbal skid-
ding involving the recurrence of one word in a series of 
words: “the era we live in has a name disruption and even 
great disruption and even disruption without precedent on 
the ball that balls up whence bolt downbolt bolt upside 
down bolter bolt out imperialist camp” (H, 153) etc. The 
point of these and such like is to function as alliterative 
networks and establish hyperlinks superimposed over the 
linear sequences of clauses, introducing (Kristeva again), 
“into the logical-syntactic memory of the text a phonic-
instinctual memory” (NP, 169). In fact, these associative 
chains crisscross the text from the very start, in every di-
rection—to take but the first two pages: “its side cata ba-
sis,” “tonic accents,” “cut up crushed cata cata catalysis”; 
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“the filter to pour yourself the philtre,” “this phi floating,” 
“philippe filioque procedit”; “genus gladiolus,” “g-clef,” 
“joyfus nucleus ileus gluteus” (H, 12-3), etc. And then 
there are hyperlinks connecting passages from across the 
whole text, like when the Latin motto “fluctuat nec mergi-
tur” (H, 89) becomes, some hundred pages later, “fluctuat 
nec merditur” (H, 170).  

Exploiting and foregrounding the various properties and 
possibilities of language in general, H mimics the phases of 
linguistic awareness and performance experienced by indi-
viduals in their consciousness and unconsciousness. Sollers 
enjoys puns that play on culture and how culture forms the 
self, daring to make his texts unreadable, that is to say, so 
representative of contemporary life as to be reflective on 
the nature of the self as it is produced and directed by mo-
res and language—hence all the infantile babble, all the 
“poums” and “toums” and “noums” that run the length of 
the text. More complexly, every now and then the text 
breaks into quasi-spontaneous rhyming successions, freely 
associative and sound-based, e.g. “all gold melissa the 
bees' honey the beehive vial gathered in the flowers so 
bees bees bees those from the ancient currencies from 
mantelpieces” (H, 120). Running parallel with all the spe-
cific trivia of history, all the rulers and dates and revolu-
tions, is the atemporal drama of the Oedipal struggle and 
psycho-sexual drama of the family.  

The equation sex/politics is achieved under the totaliz-
ing-infinitising condition of the text’s “polylogue,” H’s so-
norous-representative, depleting-signifying language:  
 

the sex and politics equation without the introduction of 
language remains metaphysical the evidence for unmas-
tered belief of course one needs to be careful about sexual 
investments in politics and vice versa […] but the question 
remains how to say it in what rhythm how to transform 
language written and spoken in the sense of breathing 
dismantling of the ideology verbal tartar now become dumb 
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orbital sometimes we’re on the bank sometimes in the 
heart of the current we so much need to feel it the current 
the bank (H, 105) 

 
Champagne is spot-on when connecting Sollers’s project in 
H to Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus (1972) and reading 
H’s opening, “who says hello the machine” (H, 11) as refer-
ence to the concept of “desiring machine,” which functions 
through the intersection of capitalism and schizophrenia in-
duced by the need to conform to some model of the ideal 
family.16 H is a large textual machine, a composite of inter-
textual parts in which the surfaces are ingeniously tied to-
gether to create an ironic commentary on the madness of 
modern culture—a madness without beginning or end, a 
point brought home by the fact that the text does not open 
with a capital letter, nor does it end with a full stop.  

H, like its famous precursor, Joyce’s Finnegans Wake—
a medley from which is quoted on the penultimate page as 
“the west will shake the east awake fantasy funtasy on 
fantasy amnes fintasies” (H, 233)—poses as a cyclical 
text. However, this circularity is not to be taken as some 
vicious circle or acceptance of the status quo, whether po-
litical or aesthetic. In response to the opening “who says 
hello,” the text finishes with another question: “what will i 
shout” (H, 234), a question H has been pondering all along 
while producing its vociferous responses. The question is 
answered by an intimate who says, “shout at him all flesh 
is like grass shadow the dew of time among voices” (H, 
234). These voices remain to haunt and to defy the text, 
which, in a sense, can never end—but H aims to bring 
them all together, pluralise them, and through their multi-
tude, unite them. Even though H knows all too well that 
“with language, nothing really new is ever possible” for 
“there is no spontaneous generation,” there is a radical po-
sition to be explored (and H explores it like no other text) 

 
16  Champagne, Philippe Sollers, 49. 
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and this position, as Barthes has rightly observed, “can 
never be anything but old language pluralized. No force is 
superior to the plural” (WS, 82). 

H stands as a pinnacle of political radicalism and linguis-
tic/formal experimentalism, both of which Sollers later 
abandoned, if not renounced. At least the former seems, 
with the hindsight of the 45 years since its publication, 
hopelessly naïve and impossible to implement. Still, H is a 
work that resists all kinds of appropriation, starting from 
that of the paraphrase or critical metalanguage—its back-
cover blurb immediately challenges its very possibility: “The 
reasons why this book cannot have a blurb,” insists “Ph.S. 
1973,” “would undoubtedly take up as much space as the 
book itself.” As such, the challenges posed by H today are 
as fresh as they were in mid-70s. As a call for multiple, 
“schizoid” political action, H fails, as every work of fiction 
must fail, since its political message, is intentionally ob-
scured, dispersed, problematised, de-communicated. “The 
schizo,” after all, “is also a reactionary just another type 
jung apology of moralising life me me me my friends and 
me and me me in the nirvana all of this may end up well in 
the special number metaphysics of executives” (H, 176). 
However, as a piece of writing that stages the disintegra-
tion of the many past belief systems and the birth of much 
that we can now call our own, and communicates the joy-
ful confusion accompanying the labour, H succeeds like 
few other texts. It is a successful political text, not by dis-
seminating its already arrière ideology, but by presupposing 
reading as action and reader as co-agent. To read H, one 
must match its rhythmicity—its sentential, bodily, familial 
and social rhythm, one must become plural, renounce one’s 
readerly habits and learn to read anew. After all, “they are 
two, here, in the night”—and so, “to your health reader 
imagine we’ll thus manage to free ourselves” (H, 199).  
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Whose Afrayed of  
Christine Brooke-Rose? 
OR, TRIBUTE TO THE GREAT  
BRITISH ENIGMA* 
 
 
“The Great British Experimentalist You’ve Never Heard Of” 
was the title of Natalie Ferris’ obituary published in The 
Guardian two days after Christine Brooke-Rose’s death on 
March 21, 2012. Apart from other issues, Ferris’ graceful 
review of her life and work raised the (unanswered) ques-
tion of whether “Brooke-Rose ever was really with us.”1 
Tracing Brooke-Rose’s lifelong engagement with verbal li-
pogrammatic experimentation, Stuart Jeffries—also of The 
Guardian—wrote in a similar vein of Brooke-Rose’s es-
trangement from Britain: “As if to continue the theme of 
erasure, Britain has all but airbrushed one of its most radi-
cal exponents of experimental fiction. When Brooke-Rose 
published a volume of criticism in 2002, it was not, per-
haps, entirely devotion to Roland Barthes’ death of the au-
thor thesis that led her to call it Invisible Author.”2 Why is 
it that in the case of Brooke-Rose’s recently terminated 
career, “brilliance” is coupled with “obscurity” and “radical 
experimentation” goes hand in hand with “erasure”? 

Brooke-Rose’s erasure is to a certain extent attributable 

 
* First published in Terrain: Essays on the New Poetics, eds. David 

Vichnar & Olga Pek (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2014) 140-58. 
1  Natalie Ferris, “Christine Brooke-Rose: The Great British Experimentalist 

You've Never Heard of,” The Guardian (Mar 23, 2013) 
www.guardian.co.uk/books/2012/mar/23/christine-brooke-rose. 

2  Ferris, “Christine Brooke-Rose.” 
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to her tortuous, secluded life spent largely in a more or less 
self-imposed exile outside of Britain.3  Brooke-Rose’s life, 
however peripatetic it may have been, cannot be the only 
reason behind her marginalisation within the canon: there 
have been numerous exiles among the twentieth-century 
experimentalists who did manage to make an impact and 
let their voices be heard both in the language and culture of 
their home as well as their host countries. 

Of course, any claims of any author’s fame or obscurity, 
relative as they are, call for contextualisation and explica-
tion—and even though both Ferris and Jeffries concur that 
Brooke-Rose has been doomed to critical and academic 
negligence, neither provides any deeper rationale for this 
beyond the obvious biographical one. Nor do they pay any 
attention to how—with the possible exception of B.S. 
Johnson—none of Brooke-Rose’s fellow 1960s British ex-
perimentalists have been served any better by their home 

 
3  Born in 1923 in Geneva to a Swiss-American mother and a British father, 

Brooke-Rose (whose combined surnames attest to the doubled parentage) 
grew up speaking French, English and German. It wasn’t until after her par-
ents separated (in 1929) and her father died (in 1934) that she moved with 
her mother to Brussels, and two years later, in 1936, to Britain. Her polyglot-
ism stood her in good stead during World War II and her work for Bletchley 
Park, assessing intercepted German communications. After the War, she 
pursued an academic career, gaining a PhD in Middle English from University 
College London in 1954. Having written a few early novels in the more or 
less “traditional” vein (e.g. her first novel, Languages of Love, 1956), in 
1962 she suffered a serious kidney disease during which she was convinced 
she would die. After recovery she achieved a new level of consciousness 
which she described as “a sense of being in touch with something else—
death perhaps.” Having published her first two radical novels, Out (1964) 
Such (1966) and written her third, Between, in 1968, Brooke-Rose left her 
second husband and crossed the Channel for the now almost permanent 
exile in France. She accepted a post at the newly created Université de Paris 
VIII at Vincennes, where in 1975 she became professor of English and 
American literature and literary theory. There she taught for twenty years 
before retiring in 1988 to the south of France to concentrate on her novel-
writing. (For more see Sarah Birch, Christine Brooke-Rose and Contemporary 
Fiction (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1994). 
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academic or critical institutions. The academic and critical 
oblivion surrounding the likes of Brigid Brophy, Eva Figes or 
Ann Quin is still orders of magnitude deeper and more ab-
solute than that of Brooke-Rose, who has by now become 
the subject of no fewer than three book-length monographs 
and a collection of critical essays.  

However, given that Brooke-Rose remains the only Brit-
ish writer to have produced significant innovative works of 
fiction, criticism and theory from the mid-1950s practically 
to mid-2000s (unlike her 1960s companions, effectively 
silenced by the 1973 deaths of Johnson and Quin), her 
career’s reputation is still very much under par when com-
pared to that of the female writers of the preceding and the 
following generations. It is also worth pointing out that 
Brooke-Rose began garnering critical attention only in mid-
1990s, when she was already entering her eighth decade 
and her career was to a large extent over.4 Brooke-Rose’s 
British critical (non-)reception in the 1970s and 80s makes 
for an even terser story, roughly divisible into two catego-
ries: outright omission or misconception and mis-
categorisation. Omission is all the more surprising when 
coming from circles of feminist theorists or historians of 
women’s writing,5 while Brooke-Rose’s mis-categorisation 

 
4  The first monograph, penned by Sarah Birch and titled Christine Brooke-

Rose and Contemporary Fiction, came as late as 1994, and managed to 
present an informed overview of Brooke-Rose’s first three novel tetralo-
gies and stake out a liminal position for Brooke-Rose between the Eng-
lish experimentalism of the 1960s and the French nouveau roman. It 
was followed by a collection of essays, Utterly Other Discourse: the 
Texts of Christine Brooke-Rose, co-edited by Ellen G. Friedman & Rich-
ard Martin and, in the course of the 2000s, by two more monographs—
Word-worlds: Language, Identity and Reality in the Work of Christine 
Brooke-Rose by Michela Canepari-Labib (2002) and the recent study by 
Karen Lawrence entitled Techniques for Living: Fiction and Theory in the 
Work of Christine Brooke-Rose (2010). 

5  Elaine Showalter’s 1977 A Literature of Their Own: British Women 
Novelists from Brontë to Lessing does not so much as mention Brooke-
Rose’s name, while Patricia Waugh’s “revisitation of the postmodern” in 
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is chiefly threefold: domestication under the rubric of Brit-
ish experimentalism, alienation through association with 
the French nouveau roman, and, last but not least, her 
supposedly exemplary status within the transnational 
postmodernist sensibility.  

More often than not, she is labelled as exemplary of Brit-
ain’s 1960s new wave in fiction under the heading of B.S. 
Johnson’s experimental circle. Although the recent resur-
gence in critical interest in his work never fails to bemoan 
the readerly oblivion to which his novels have fallen prey 
over the past thirty years, Johnson’s typographical experi-
ments and his clearly defined Anglo-Irish literary heritage 
have proven far easily classifiable and ready for British can-
onisation than Brooke-Rose’s dealings in discourse and her 
hybrid, idiosyncratic blend poetic and prosaic traditions. 
Nevertheless, when Brooke-Rose does appear, it is still as 
part of the Johnson circle of “experimentalists,” this despite 
Brooke-Rose’s repeated insistence on the difference of her 
work and frustration at the misconceived link with Johnson 
in many critical-historical accounts, whether written by ad-
herents or detractors.6  

To be sure, in both her early Thru (1975) and late Next 
(1998), Brooke-Rose avails herself of breaking down the 
traditional typographical layout, thereby making emphatic 

 
Feminine Fictions (1989) acknowledges Brooke-Rose as author of the 
theoretical A Rhetoric of the Unreal, but fails to acknowledge the exis-
tence of a single novel of hers. 

6  Again, to take but two examples: even though Malcolm Bradbury bewails, 
in Possibilities: Essays on the State of the Novel (Oxford & London: Oxford 
University Press, 1973) the sorry state of British letters in 1973 where 
“writers like B. S. Johnson and Christine Brooke-Rose,” while attempting 
“to distil a debate and an aesthetic speculativeness,” get “little close hear-
ing” (259), there follows no close reading of either Johnson or Brooke-
Rose. In fact, this is her only mention in Bradbury’s book. When six years 
later, in The Contemporary English Novel, Bradbury presents another state-
of-the-novel anthology composed of eight essays, no fewer than three of 
them take a critical plunge into Johnson’s work. In contrast, however, 
Brooke-Rose never appears to be read. 
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use of the visual possibilities of the page through typo-
graphic and other means, à la Johnson. But a closer inspec-
tion reveals the purpose of Brooke-Rose’s experimentation 
as distinctly different, and her repeatedly expressed discom-
fort with off-hand analogies with Johnson as highly justified. 
For Johnson, typographical deviance from the norm serves 
to a large extent the role of a supplementary, material level 
of essentially realist mimesis,7 for Brooke-Rose, the text’s 
materiality is only one, and far more independent, contribu-
tory factor in the complexity of what her books aim to be as 
objects. There is much less conceptual mimeticism behind 
the typographical excesses of Thru other than its material 
enactment of the mélange of various critical discourses as 
the resulting text is collectively constructed by the students 
on a university creative writing course and includes essays 
with handwritten changes to typed text, musical notations, 
mathematical formulas, various diagrams, anagrams and 
acrostic structures. In Next, the textual layout of the prose 
divided into separate lines rather than paragraphs (reminis-
cent, in its free-verse rhythmical organisation, of the later 
novels of Ann Quin), has less to do with the realist mimesis 
of “consciousness” than with imaginative employment of 
the fundamental organisational grid of the written language. 
The alphabet, termed “alphabête” early on, serves as the 
acrostic grid for the twentieth century’s worst atrocities: 

 
7  Two canonical examples are his Travelling People (1963)—with an imita-

tion of the black pages in Tristam Shandy to indicate death, random-
pattern grey dots to signify unconsciousness, and regular-pattern dots to 
signify sleep—and The Unfortunates (1969), presented and produced in 
twenty-seven sections, unbound, in a small box, to be shuffled and read at 
random, with the exception of the first and last, where the mimesis of 
randomness serves a twofold purpose: it enacts the rambling workings of 
the mind, where present perceptions (coverage of a football match from 
the time Johnson was employed as a soccer reporter for the Observer) 
evoke, are coloured by, and interact with, memories of the past (in this 
case, of Tony Tillinghast, a close friend who died in 1964 at the young 
age of twenty-nine); and secondly, it refers to the random process of car-
cinogenic cell growth that caused Tony’s death. 
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A for Auschwitz. B for Belsen. C for Cambodia. 
D for Dresden. For Deportation. E for Ethiopia, for     Ethnic 
Cleansing… F for, what’s F? 
Famine… Mao’s Great Leap into, 1959. Stalin’s ditto,    
Ukraine 1933. 
Fundamentalism. There’s usually more than one horror for 
each letter.8 
 

These and similar never-ending and repetitive alphabetical 
rounds from A to Z and back are interspersed within the 
text’s ostensibly realist, quasi-documentary mapping of 
street-level London of the contemporary, millennial moment.  

The other critical labelling, one of “alienation,” seems to 
make a much better sense, both in terms of Brooke-Rose’s 
life and her work, and its most renowned propagator is 
none other than the authority of Frank Kermode. His view 
can be encapsulated by his evaluation of Brooke-Rose’s 
1975 Thru which adorns the back cover of the 1986 Car-
canet Brooke-Rose Omnibus: “If we are to experience in 
English the serious practice of narrative as the French have 
developed it over the last few years, we shall have to at-
tend to Christine Brooke-Rose.”9  

Brooke-Rose’s early engagement (chiefly in her second 
tetralogy, i.e. from Out to Thru) with the narrator-less pre-
sent tense narrative sentence, and her involvement, first on 
paper and later on in person, with Alain Robbe-Grillet’s 
work, whose Dans le labyrinthe she translated into English 
in 1968, would appear almost by necessity to connect her 
to the French nouveaux romanciers. Moreover, her con-
tinuous experimentation with the constraints of the verbal 
lipogrammatic structures (consistent and intended omission 
of a particular word or word form, or self-imposed limita-
tion in terms of word class or verbal tense, e.g.) have 

 
8  Christine Brooke-Rose, Next (Manchester: Carcanet, 1998) 3. 
9  Christine Brooke-Rose, Omnibus: Out, Such, Between, Thru (Manchester: 

Carcanet, 1986)—further references are to this edition, marked as O. 
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seemed to many to obviously link her even later texts with 
the poetics of the Oulipo group, particularly with the novel-
istic output of Georges Perec. This linkage, finally, seems 
biographically corroborated by Brooke-Rose’s 1968 depar-
ture from Britain for France and by her repeated refusal of 
alliance with the Johnson circle. 

However, not only did Brooke-Rose herself, in one of 
the last of the few interviews she ever gave, denied any 
easy analogy with either Perec or Robbe-Grillet.10  Closer 
inspection of any of her later fictions easily discovers how 
unlike both the nouveau roman and the Oulipo much of her 
style turned out to be.  

For one thing, almost all of her eight post-
Amalgamemnon (1984) novels have an identifiable location 
and setting: her 1986 computer-novel Xorandor is set in 
Cornwall, her 1991 Textermination, at the Hilton hotel in 
San Francisco, her Next (1998), within the London homeless 
community. Moreover, Amalgamemnon is written entirely in 
the outspokenly confessional first-person form, and all her 
novels onwards feature clearly named and defined charac-
ters as well personalised narrators—Mira Entekei, her most 
consistent alter ego, even reappears throughout the third 
tetralogy. Two of the novels of her fourth tetralogy, Remake 
(1996) and Life, End Of (2006), while painstakingly avoiding 

 
10  As she told Karen Lawrence (Techniques for Living: Fiction and Theory 

in the Work of Christine Brooke-Rose [Columbus: Ohio State University 
Press, 2010]) in June 2004, “[o]ne has to keep in control with the con-
straints. And with some constraints, one doesn’t really see the point,” 
dismissing Perec’s La disparition by claiming that “I’ve never understood 
the point of writing a novel without the letter e.” For Brooke-Rose, “a 
constraint must be a grammatical or a syntactical constraint, part of the 
syntax, not a letter. But that may be a prejudice, about form. Because 
that becomes going through dictionaries and looking for words” (206). 
Regarding the affinity with, or influence of, Robbe-Grillet, Brooke-Rose is 
even more antagonistic: “I wanted to get away from those obsessive 
detectives and such. His topics didn’t interest me. So I tried to go be-
yond him, using his startling syntax to do something more original, or 
interesting for me” (213). 
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the use of the first person, are explicit autobiographies, fea-
turing the “The Author” as their protagonist.  

Critical attempts to claim Brooke-Rose for the Oulipian 
cause rest on even wobblier and shallower foundations. 
Her lipograms share little with the playful seriousness or 
formalistic bravura of those conducted within the Oulipo 
group: rather, they grow out of a perceived expressive 
unity of the text’s argument, where content gives rise to 
form gives rise to content. Apart from the notorious in-
stance of Between, this can also be illustrated by the more 
recent examples of Next and Subscript (1999).  

Next is Brooke-Rose’s at once most Oulipian as well as 
English (or, more precisely, London-based) novel. The 
book’s cover-blurb covers most of the Oulipian devices: set 
amid the London homeless community, a well-nigh socio-
logical reportage of this underworld of dispossession pains-
takingly omits the verb “to have” and reserves the first-
person pronouns only for direct speech, for the content is 
poverty and isolation. The voices representative of the 
community are legion—twenty-six, to be precise, as there 
are letters on the English keyboard; the initials of the char-
acters living out on the street—thus forming an avant-
garde of sorts—spell QWERTYUIOP.  

Subscript addresses the themes of encryption and legi-
bility on the macro, biological scale of life’s evolution from 
the prokaryote cell 4500 million years ago to modern man 
at the end of the Magdalenian period, 11 000 years ago. 
The theme, then, is evolution through and in language—as 
she herself demonstrated in an Invisible Author essay (lest 
it be lost on the future translators), her linguistic evolution 
is marked by the (non-)use of pronouns. The pronouns are 
deliberately omitted from the first three chapters, before 
the appearance of reptiles 300 million years ago, and then 
gradually appear in sequences tied to cultural develop-
ments. Here, for example, is the opening: 
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Zing! zinging out through the glowsalties the pungent am-
monia earthfarts in slithery clay and all the rest to make 
simple sweeties and sharpies and other stuffs. Dust out of 
vast crashes and currents now calmer as the crust thickens 
and all cools a bit. 

 Over many many forevers. 
 Waiting. Absorbing. Growing. Churning. Splitting. 
     Over and Over. 

In the thrivering slimy heat. Absorbing and churning acid 
gas in the hot mud bubbling all around and above and out 
of the hole in the jutting rock. The acid gas hides inside the 
cracks around the spouting rock. Delicious.1 
 

The singular impersonal (“it”) appears only in chapter four to 
denote a sentient entity. In the same chapter, the plural im-
personal pronoun (“they”) surfaces to covey an inchoate 
sense of group differentiation, etc.2 All in all, serving specific 
thematic purposes and being of the conceptual rather than 
formally linguistic character, Brooke-Rose’s motivated li-
pograms are as far a cry from Queneau’s Exercises de style 
or Perec’s “novel without the letter e” as can possibly be. 

Thus, while drawing upon both, Brooke-Rose cannot be 
reduced to either the typographical experimentation associ-
ated, in Britain, with B.S. Johnson, or the exploration of 
depersonalised narration as practiced by the French nou-
veaux romanciers, for she transcends both. It is precisely 
this in-between position Brooke-Rose assumes vis-à-vis 
national traditions and her syncretic appropriation of differ-
ent experimental programmes that has rendered her oeuvre 
“unreadable” within the usual categories of literary criticism 
and history. As Brooke-Rose herself described the plight of 
her own work: 

 

 
1  Christine Brooke-Rose, Subscript (Manchester: Carcanet, 1999) 1. 
2  For more, see Christine Brooke-Rose, Invisible Author (Columbus: Ohio 

State University Press, 2002) 172-3. 
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I have a knack of somehow escaping most would-be ca-
nonic networks and labels: I have been called Postmodern, 
I have been called Experimental, I have been included in 
the SF Encyclopaedia, I automatically come under Women 
Writers (British, Contemporary), I sometimes interest the 
Feminists, but I am fairly regularly omitted from the “ca-
nonic” surveys (chapters, articles, books) that come under 
those or indeed other labels. On the whole I regard this as 
a good sign.3    
 

There is much usefulness in taking the following remark 
made by the author herself as a possible key to under-
standing Brooke-Rose’s fiction: 

 
I deal in discourses, in the discourses of the world, politi-
cal, technological, scientific, psychoanalytical, philosophi-
cal, ideological, social, emotional, and all the rest, so that 
knowledge to me is not an extraneous element I can put in 
or withhold at will, it is discourse, it is language [...] Dis-
course comes from Latin discurrere, to run here and there. 
It has today become whole sets of rigid uses, and I am try-
ing to make it run here and there again.4 
 

What this key opens, for Sarah Birch—author of the pio-
neering and highly useful critical study on Brooke-Rose’s 
fiction—is access to the common denominator of all 
Brooke-Rose’s fiction: “the prismatic effect of viewing one 
field of knowledge, one language, or one culture through 
the discursive lens of another, and the idea of crossing be-
tween cultural domains is manifest in her novels as a struc-
tural principle.” To this I would merely add that more often 
than not, this crossing between linguistic domains takes 
place on the basis of Brooke-Rose’s employment of the 

 
3  Christine Brooke-Rose, Stories, Theories and Things (Cambridge: Cam-

bridge University Press, 1991) 4. 
4  Christine Brooke-Rose, “Ill wit and good humour: women’s comedy and 

the canon,” Comparative Criticism 10, ed. E.S. Shaffer (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988) 129. 
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technique of the (multilingual) pun. Punning is what ani-
mates her texts, what compels them to “run here and there 
again,” and thus presents one of the few (if not only) prin-
ciples of continuity in her otherwise very diverse oeuvre. 

While Out and Such deal with exploring discursive limi-
tations and mutual incompatibilities, the science of fiction 
and fictionality of science, and so their experimentation 
remains largely on the conceptual level, Between thema-
tises complexity of the (multi-)lingual and linguistic kind. 
The employment of the expressive form in Between lies in 
presenting both a narrative of and narrative as journey. 
Brooke-Rose also continues experimenting with her new 
narrative sentence, this time with a female centre of con-
sciousness and new logic of narrative journey. The narra-
tive traces the nameless protagonist (“A woman of uncer-
tain age uncertain loyalties” [O, 545]) whose life story lo-
cates her on the boundary between France (her French 
mother, dead), Germany (her German father, disappeared) 
and English (husband, divorced). Her vocation cements and 
furthers her transitional state—a simultaneous translator 
(French to German) who is always “between conferences.” 
The metaphoric networks that bind together thematic se-
quences are centred on two chief images: enclosure (her 
body afloat in the bellies of countless airplanes or huddled 
between the sheets in countless hotel rooms) and inter-
course (her mind a crossroad where languages meet, a lo-
cus of heteroglossia)—a sustained metaphor parallels the 
blending of linguistic and cultural codes with sexual act: 

 
As if languages loved each other behind their own façades, 
despite alles was man denkt darüber davon dazu. As if 
words fraternised silently beneath the syntax, finding each 
other funny and delicious in a Misch-Masch of tender forni-
cation, inside the bombed out hallowed structures and the 
rigid steel glass modern edifices of the brain. Du, do you 
love me? (O, 445) 
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Taking yet another direction in the last part of her second 
tetralogy, Brooke-Rose’s Thru carries the parodic tactics of 
Between a step further by turning from the discourse of 
culture in the wide sense to the discourse of the self-
reflexive plane of metafiction, used here in reference to its 
definition in Patricia Waugh’s work as “not so much a sub-
genre of the novel as a tendency within the novel which 
operates through exaggeration of the tensions and opposi-
tions inherent in all novels: of frame and frame-break, of 
technique and counter-technique, of construction and de-
construction of illusion.”5 

If individual parodies challenge specific theories and 
texts by Derrida, Lacan, and French poststructuralist femi-
nists, Thru takes as its guiding narrative tool Propp’s anat-
omy of folk-tales, its characters turned into variables while 
their functions are constants. The dynamics of reflection, 
so essential for all poststructuralist theory, finds its mor-
phological enactment in the names of principal characters, 
not given a priori as usual, but rather generated a posteriori 
from within the text: 

 
I am in fact dead, Jacques. Oh, he’s asleep. What a pity. 
Everything becoming clear at last. God! No! Yes! Quick, 
pen and paper. 

ARMEL SANTORES 
LARISSA TOREN 

Yes! It figures. So that’s why she said about Armel not 
finding his ME in her and she not finding her I. Why the 
names are anagrams. Except for Me in hers and I in his. 
Am I going mad? Help! (O, 647) 

 
It is easy to see how they have originated in the multifari-
ous discourses of French poststructuralism—e.g., the “La-
canian” pun that renders syntagmatics as “SIN TAG MA 
TICKS” (O, 581). Significantly, Brooke-Rose avails herself 

 
5  Patricia Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Conscious 

Fiction (London: Methuen, 1984) 14. 
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of a strategy whose genealogy stretches as far back as 
Freud and whose potential for fiction has been best ex-
ploited by James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake—the pun. As 
Brooke-Rose explicitly states in the text, “the pun is free, 
anarchic, a powerful instrument to explode the civilization 
of the sign and all its stable, reassuring definitions, to open 
up its static, monstrous logic of expectation into a different 
dialectic with the reader” (O, 607). Hence, again, the aims 
and uses of Brooke-Rose’s employment of the technique 
are her own and not merely derivative from Joyce’s. Hers 
is a concern with how the workings of the pun undermine 
scientific, theoretic discourse, or indeed the claims of uni-
vocity of discourse as such. While destabilising and dissolv-
ing the realist idea of “character,” Brooke-Rose novelises 
the supposedly distanced and logical position of “theory” 
and shows it to be a function of desire, an endless, for cir-
cular, dissemination of meaning. Thru ends as it by neces-
sity must do: within the dissemination of possible endings, 
the story finally “tells itself,” and the final words of the 
narrator are written acrostically into the narration: “exeunt 
narrators with a swift switch of signifiers no more I super-
imposing” (O, 735). 

Amalgamemnon presents a striking departure from 
Brooke-Rose’s trademark third-person narrative sentence, 
as practiced so far, in favour of a first-person narrative. 
However, another constraint surfaces: the entire narrative 
is written in the future and conditional tenses, the subjunc-
tive or imperative moods—i.e. in some “non-realising” form 
(tense or mood): future, conditional, hypothetical, etc., the 
preterite being, it will be remembered, the sign of official 
recorded history, and thus evaded in Brooke-Rose’s aes-
thetics. The opening narrative “situation” is that of a 
woman lying in bed next to her sleeping/snoring part-
ner/lover, entertaining herself in her insomnia by imperson-
ating several major prophetic voices in the history of 
Europe. The woman is Professor Mira Enketei, who, in 
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view of the impending termination of her academic career 
of a classics professor, “mimages” herself as many other 
characters, in order to engage in a broad reflection on the 
possible futures of humanity. Thus, the constraint is in full 
service of mimesis and ideological thrust of the text: 
Brooke-Rose stages a prophecy, a mock-ancient oracle 
with which to divine the future on the basis of diagnosing 
the present, an amalgamation palpable from the very start: 

 
I shall soon be quite redundant at last despite of all, as re-
dundant as you after queue and as totally predictable, in-
formation-content zero. […] Who will still want to read at 
night some utterly other discourse that will shimmer out of 
a minicircus of light upon a page of say Agamemnon re-
turning to his murderous wife the glory-gobbler with his 
new slave Cassandra princess of fallen Troy who will ex-
claim alas, o earth, Apollo apocalyptic and so forth, He-
rodotus, the Phoenicians kidnapping Io and the Greeks pla-
giarizing the king of Tyre’s daughter Europe, but then, shall 
we ever make Europe?6 
 

Visibly, from the very start, Brooke-Rose engages in her 
favourite strategy—exposing scientific discourse to the de-
stabilising fictional practices, here the discourse of com-
puter science. In an age of 0 and 1, Brooke-Rose’s narrator 
suggest, “I” and “you” become as void of information con-
tent as “u” after “q,” or “you after queue.” As a classics 
professor, Mira has much at stake in countering the fore-
seen impending hegemony of computerised technology, 
whose pre-programming threatens to replace the function 
of the oracle, programming both the “foetus” and the 
“prophetus” into wholly predictable patterns (A, 82-3). As 
a woman, her “prophersigh” assumes the voice of Cassan-
dra (or, as she appears in the text, Sandra), consciously 
countering the “Father of History,” Herodotus. In her dis-

 
6  Christine Brooke-Rose, Amalgamemnon (Manchester: Carcanet Press, 

1984) 5—all further references are to this edition, marked as A. 
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cussion of Amalgamemnon in Invisible Author, Brooke-Rose 
points out that “the word plagiarize […] originally meant 
‘kidnap,’ and this etymological connection provides ‘an in-
visible pun’ in the text.”7 From Medeia and the kidnapped 
Io to Willy/Wally’s (Mira/Sandra’s partner) “sexclamations” 
over breakfast, the very title of the novel signifies the 
amalgamation of women and their voices throughout the 
male-dominated history, mythology, and consequently 
imagination of the West. Just as some native Irish voices in 
their dramatisation in Joyce’s Wake, these voices, “for-
eign” to the history, are unintelligible to it. This (however 
partial) unintelligibility resulting from amalgamation is 
staged in Brooke-Rose’s, in the best Joycean fashion, al-
ready on the level of the signifier. The prophetic protago-
nist, (Cas)Sandra, imagines herself as a determined coun-
terculture “graphomaniac,” who will be imprisoned for her 
“graffitism” (A, 20). Portmanteau amalgamations and sub-
versive etymologies have already been exemplified, but 
there are more strategies employed—for instance, the nu-
merous détournements of clichés, often polyglotic, and of-
ten to a satirical effect: “Che sera sera, you shall see what 
you shall see and may the beast man wane” (A, 30), or 
“On verra ce qu’on verra may the boast man whine” (A, 
52), where the narrator’s reversion of stock phrases about 
male competitiveness (“may the best man win”) under-
mines the values of the male-dominated society that has 
designated her as redundant. The narrator’s “propher-
sighs,” having traversed areas as diverse and panoramic as 
Greek mythology, Britain’s situation of a postcolonial post-
empire, as well as (what amounts to a truly prophetic fea-
ture of Brooke-Rose’s 1984 vision) Somali famine or “bud-
ding” Arabic terrorism, ultimately returns to the domestic 
gender policy and power politics. As Elen G. Friedman and 

 
7  Christine Brooke-Rose, Invisible Author (Columbus: Ohio State University 

Press, 2002) 50. 
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Miriam Fuchs have argued, although at the end of Amal-
gamemnon, Sandra is still cooking for Willy (now Wally), 
“she has recast and reformed history in her ‘second mem-
ory,’” and even though the stories running “through the 
madlanes of [her] memory” will not help her to find a job, 
by inscribing her presence in language, “she defies the 
deadening and ever-growing bureaucracy around her.”8 

Billed as her “last novel,” Life, End Of,9 Brooke-Rose’s 
fictional autobiography of her old age spent in the seclusion 
of the rural Provence, grapples, in Lawrence’s phrase, with 
“the paradoxical task of looking back in the present 
tense.”10 Poignant and painfully candid in its depiction of 
mental and physical senescent deterioration, Life, End Of is 
also Brooke-Rose’s reflection on post-2001 global politics, 
literature and culture. The physical decline, cardio-vascular 
troubles plaguing the nameless narrator, works its way into 
language as a process of linguistic punning variation on the 
name of Vasco da Gama: “Vasco de Harmer” (LEO, 11), 
“Qualmer” (20), “Charmer” (36), “Harmer” (59), “Balmer” 
(88), “Alarmer” (92), “Lamer” (103) and finally, “Cardio-
vasco-de-gamma-totale” (111) and “Vasco da Drama” 
(118). Hand in hand with physical decay goes the narra-
tor’s binarisation of the humans around her into T.F.’s 
(“True Friends”) and O.P.’s (“Other People”): “O.P. also 
means Old People. Over-sensitive People. Otiose, Obdurate, 
Obsolete People. Outrageous, obtuse, obstreprous [sic], 
ostracised. All of which bring one Person into line: Oxhead 
Person, Oxymoronic Person” (LEO, 43). O.P.’s are desensi-
tised doctors as well as former True Friends alienated, over 
time and long-divergent paths: “Omega People that’s what 

 
8  Ellen G. Friedman & Miriam Fuchs, “Introduction” Breaking The Se-

quence: Women’s Experimental Fiction (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1989) 31. 

9  Christine Brooke-Rose, Life, End Of (Manchester: Carcanet, 2006)—all 
further references are to this edition, marked as LEO. 

10  Lawrence, Techniques for Living, 175. 
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we are. O.P. or not O.P., that is the question. There is 
rarely any doubt. Real O.P.’s are striking, whatever the ef-
forts to drag the eyelids down over their insensitivity” 
(LEO, 48). However, together with the growing awareness 
of her own self-alienation comes the realisation that “eve-
ryone is someone’s O.P. that’s hardly news” (LEO, 91). 
Interspersed within these are reflections on contemporary 
politics and state of society and thought, marked by scep-
ticism toward American world supremacy (“The Unilateral 
States of America? So generous sixty years ago and so 
polite. Perhaps it’s the long worsening process observed in 
every empire until it falls.” [LEO, 50]) and suspicion of the 
current “post-” vogue:   

 
the correct euphemism now is post-, new and therefore 
better: post-human for instance, heard the other day. But 
that will at once be confused with posthumous, as of 
course it should be, human becoming humus. [...] 

Is that the radio voice? 
But isn’t the whole O.P. story the same? Who speaks? 
Ah, the twentieth century question. In fact, since you 

ask, nobody speaks. 
Don’t be silly. (LEO, 64) 

 

Brooke-Rose’s narratological obsession drives her to deliver, 
from a character to an uninterested author, a last mock-
technical lecture on free indirect discourse and the impor-
tance of narratorless present-tense sentence; accepting that 
experiments in narrative are like pain-killers, actively combat-
ing the smarting dullness of convention and that, like life, 
they have no ultimate purpose beyond themselves.  

It is a resignation both saddening and ultimately at odds 
with Brooke-Rose’s lifelong project, in which an experimen-
tal technique was always harnessed to a broader ethical 
concern—as Karen Lawrence has observed, for Brooke-
Rose, “new fictional techniques are needed to represent 
the cultural narratives of the twentieth and twenty-first 
centuries, narratives that must capture heightened con-
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straint and loss.”11 The experienced loss, here, is that of 
fitness for life, for writing, and ultimately, the impending 
loss of life and writing itself: “The typing, once touch-
typing and swift, slows down to a beginner’s speed. And 
even then produces five typos and three squashed intervals 
per line, costing each time two whole minutes to correct 
and creating another non-access: writing” (LEO, 111). The 
only comic relief—now that physical there is none—comes 
through language: the tragedy of losing veiled in the com-
edy of regaining, of redoing language anew by means of 
punning. Thus, narrator’s polyneuritis requiring treatment 
on the basis of polyketone polymers becomes “Polly New 
Writis” and “Polly Kettleon” (LEO, 88), the haemorrhage of 
her eyes, the ophthalmological “infarctus” (“How can the 
eye have a heart-attack? Because it loves, it loves” [LEO, 
117]) gives rise to the chilling farewell note: “Eye eye, bye 
bye, die die, eye. I? Why?” (LEO, 118). Despair is accentu-
ated and poignancy escalated as the text draws to a close 
and life to its end: 

 
Those earth-plugged body bits seem less strong, as indeed 
body bit by body bit is slowly being killed off, except for 
the brain, and humour, so far an uplift out of that scram-
bled ego, because of the wholly captivating groundless 
ground, the extenuated earth the untrue world the ominous 
planet the hazy galaxy the lying universe. (LEO, 119) 
 

However, then, remembering that Descartes deemed the 
pineal gland to be the seat of the soul, the “scrambled ego” 
uplifts itself through humour, adding the concluding com-
ments: “Dehors before the cart, after all. A cruising mind, 
as against the mere word-play fun. Meanwhile: Les jeux de 
maux sont faits” (LEO, 119). A supremely ambiguous 
coda: Descartes putting dehors before de cart, Brooke-Rose 
pitting her “cruising mind” against the “mere world-play 

 
11  Lawrence, Techniques for Living, 4. 



103 

fun.” As it was in the beginning, in the end there will also 
be the pun: the evil bets having been placed (cf. the French 
les jeux sont faits), and body bit by body bit killed off, 
Brooke-Rose adds her own consummatum est: her very last 
words, quite emblematically, a French pun: les jeux de 
maux implying les jeux des mots, wordplays. Multilingual 
punning and discursive amalgamation, then, remain up until 
the very last instance Brooke-Rose’s means of inscribing 
her own presence, her own signature, within language: a 
signature equally unique and idiosyncratic as it is—and 
must be—repeatable and recognisable. 

Brooke-Rose’s variegated oeuvre presents the most sus-
tained continuation of modernist experimentation with the 
many levels of fictional narrative discourse and the aes-
thetic-political implications of style. As opposed to her 
marginalisation within the canon of contemporary fiction, 
Brooke-Rose’s work has a potentially paradigmatic status in 
that virtually all of the chief thematic and stylistic concerns 
of post-war fiction (technology, gender, history, the future, 
discursivity, subversion, hybridity, linguistic innovation, 
playfulness, the various “meta-”morphs) are present here in 
a blend at once indefinable and most intriguing. Let us re-
call that Brooke-Rose herself thought it “a good sign” that 
her fiction resists critical pigeonholes and eludes classifica-
tion—even though the price to be paid is obscurity and in-
visibility vis-à-vis the canon, the benefit is the power of 
Brooke-Rose’s works to remain challenging, surprising, 
alive. Dealing with Brooke-Rose’s signature (her presence 
as writer in language), it has largely been the recognisabil-
ity of some of its features within certain aesthetic tradi-
tions and programmes on which canonical criticism has 
preferred to focus. Perhaps the time has come, now that 
the signer has passed away and presence has turned into 
absence, for us to recognise its uniqueness. 
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Kathy Acker’s “Pelagiarist” Pen 
OR, WRITING ON THE SKIN”* 
 
 
Kathy Acker’s1 radical feminism grew out of her fusion of 
the discordant, irreverent punk rock music and subculture 
(her noms de plume, which were also her stage names, 
included “Rip-Off Red” and “The Black Tarantula”), and her 
theoretical/philosophical training and sophistication. Punk 
rock gave Acker, as she confided to Ellen Friedman, a 
sense of community, and her introduction to the work of 
Foucault, Deleuze and Guattari gave her a language for ex-
pressing her group's ideas and values: “For the first time 
we had a way of talking about what we were doing.”2 It is 
no coincidence that the critical term most often used to 
describe Acker’s practice is the Situationist détournement, 
or re-functioning by re-contextualizing, by alienation. As 

 
* First published in Porno-Terrorism: De-Aestheticising Power, eds. Louis 

Armand & Jaromír Lelek (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2015) 81-99. 
1  Born in New York City as Karen Lehmann, Kathy Acker was raised by 

her mother and stepfather. Her biological father, whom she never met, 
abandoned her mother before she was born. Her mother later committed 
suicide when Acker was thirty. Twice wed—first to Robert Acker in 
1966, then to composer Peter Gordon in 1976—and twice di-
vorced, Acker returned to New York during the 1970s to work as a sec-
retary, stripper, and performer in live sex shows and pornographic films 
while promoting her fiction in small press publications. An amateur 
bodybuilder, tattoo enthusiast, and adjunct professor at the San Fran-
cisco Art Institute beginning in 1991, Acker also appeared as a visiting 
instructor at the University of California at Santa Barbara. At age forty-
eight, Acker succumbed to breast cancer at an alternative cancer treat-
ment centre in Tijuana, Mexico. 

2  Friedman, “A Conversation with Kathy Acker,” The Review of Contem-
porary Fiction 9.3 (Fall 1989): 16. 
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Jeanette Winterson observes in her introduction to Essen-
tial Acker, as a woman, Acker was “locked out of tradition 
and time,”3 and consequently Acker’s strategies of plagia-
rism have been seen as her revenge upon the male-
constructed and dominated tradition and her attempt at re-
appropriating, re-inscribing herself within it. However, the 
very notion of “plagiarism,” when applied to Acker, is 
faced with at least two serious issues, as another of Essen-
tial Acker’s editors, Amy Scholder, has observed: 
 

1. she’s open about it, and 2. she alters those texts (at 
times they become unrecognizable), or she embeds chunks 
of another work into a new context, one that’s so unfamil-
iar that the pirated text’s meaning is radically distorted. 
Let’s call it appropriation, for lack of a sexier term—the 
music industry came up with “sampling” years after Acker 
tried it in literature (EA, xi). 

 
The formal ingredient of Acker’s subversiveness, plagia-
rism, is coupled with her thematic concern with pornogra-
phy and sexual explicitness. This for chiefly two reasons, 
one loosely biographical,4 the other conceptual—not only 
does Acker believe that “desire is the only honest part of 
us” and that “art is authentic desire,” but for Acker, writing 
porn is also stylistic challenge, “using language, pushing 
limits, turning on” (EA, xiii). This “turning on” has seldom 
to do with titillation or physical gratification, and much 
more often revolves around an economic transaction and 
power struggle. Thus in the early I Dreamt I Was a Nym-
phomaniac (1974) Acker writes,  

 
3  Essential Acker—The Selected Writings of Kathy Acker, eds. Amy 

Scholder & Dennis Cooper (New York: Grove Press, 2002) vii—all fur-
ther references are to this edition, marked as EA. 

4  As Scholder points out: “At a pivotal time in her life Kathy worked in a 
strip club in NYC’s Time Square. The experience of the sex industry and 
the stories she heard from the other girls would find their way into al-
most everything she wrote” (EA, xii). 
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I absolutely love to fuck. These longings, unexplainable 
longings deep within me, drive me wild, and I have no way 
of relieving them. Living them. I’m 27 and I love to fuck. 
Sometimes with people I want to fuck; sometimes, and I 
can’t tell when but I remember these times, with anybody 
who’ll touch me. These, I call them nymphomaniac, times 
have nothing to do with (are not caused by) physical 
pleasure, for my cunt could be sore, I could be sick, and 
yet I’d feel the same way. I’ll tease you till you don’t know 
what you’re doing, honey, and grab; and then I’ll do any-
thing for you (EA, 42). 

 
I Dreamt I Was a Nymphomaniac was followed, in 1978, by 
three short novels—Florida (a brief satire of the film Key 
Largo); Kathy Goes to Haiti (relating the sexual exploits of a 
girl visiting the island); and The Adult Life of Toulouse 
Lautrec by Henri Toulouse Lautrec—in which Acker pursued 
her practice of open plagiarism/détournement and by which 
she attained a modicum of notoriety as cause célèbre. 
Acker’s staple style is a pastiche combining sensationalised 
autobiography, political tract, pornography and appropriated 
texts to generate visceral prose in which characters—often 
famous literary or historical figures—easily move through 
time and space while frequently changing personalities and 
genders. Deliberately non-chronological and usually evoking 
a quest theme, her largely plotless stories progress through 
disjointed, jump-cut sequences that juxtapose excerpted 
texts from various sources. 

During the early 1980s, Acker moved to London, where 
she maintained a steady output of novels including Blood 
and Guts in High School (1984), My Death My Life by Pier 
Paolo Pasolini  (1984), Don Quixote: Which Was a Dream 
(1986), and Empire of the Senseless (1988), the first two 
of which developed an anti-rationalist, anti-capitalist cri-
tique, paving the way for a practice of a full-fledged aes-
thetic terrorism in the last. Already with Blood and Guts, 
Acker immediately achieved the status of literary celebrity, 
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an indeed precarious one given her lifelong anti-
establishmentarianism of any—and particularly literary—
kind. The English edition of Blood and Guts in High School 
(1984) includes the shorter novel My Death My Life by Pier 
Paolo Pasolini, later republished as part of Literal Madness 
(together with earlier novels Kathy Goes to Haiti and Flor-
ida); this practice of rewriting/republication and self-
plagiarising all part of Acker’s strategy bringing about the 
peculiarly volatile textual status of her fictions.  

Another of her fictitious autobiographies, My Death My 
Life reconstructs the 1975 murder of the Italian writer and 
filmmaker through a series of loosely related vignettes, in-
cluding Shakespearian parodies and an obscene epistolary 
exchange among the Bronte sisters. In Part One, “Sex,” 
these are juxtaposed with meditations on language, capital-
ism, and materialism: 
 

What is language? The discovery of the urban peripheries 
has so far has been essentially visual—I’m thinking of Mar-
cel Duchamp’s rationality or autism […]. Wittgenstein 
seems to understand language as function, therefore, 
without psychology […]. The question is: Does capitalism 
which must be based on materialism or the absence of val-
ues stink? The question is: What is art? Is art worth any-
thing in the practice of art making (of values) or is it craft?5  

 
One of the foremost literary “values” whose “absence” 
Acker not only contemplates but enacts is, most evidently, 
authorship, or authorial ownership, which most usually func-
tions as a form of rational causality, determining meaning 
and thereby legislating a certain sense of how reality works 
or should work. How Acker goes about this, how her plagia-
rism serves to depersonalise her confessional, and her con-

 
5  Kathy Acker, Literal Madness—Three Novels: Kathy Goes to Haiti, My 

Death My Life by Pier Paolo Pasolini, Florida (New York: Grove Press, 
1994) 219—all further references are to this edition, marked as LM. 
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fessional personalises her plagiarism, is brought into relief in 
passages such as, “I keep trying to kill myself to be like my 
mother who killed herself. I kept working on the ‘Large 
Glass’ for eight years, but despite that, I didn't want it to be 
the expression of an inner life” (LM, 222). Even at this mo-
ment of apparent full self-disclosure (her real-life mother did 
indeed commit suicide), Acker is speaking through the work 
of Marcel Duchamp. In Acker’s sexualised pastiche of Ham-
let and Romeo and Juliet, the rhetoric of rational argumenta-
tion and the discourse of romantic courtship intersect with 
profane slang (cf. “Romeo: If you were the woman I wor-
ship, my lips would be pressed on the dripping red-violet of 
your cunt-lips.” [LM, 210]), and these are also constantly 
interspersed with ruminations on language:  
 

How available are the (meanings of the) specifics of all that 
is given? Language is a giveness like all other givenesses. 
Let the meanings not overpowering (rigid) but rather within 
the contexts, like Hamlet’s father’s ghost who tells the 
first meaning, interpretation of nothing, be here. (LM, 200)  

 
This is suddenly interrupted by a cutback to Zurich and a 
meditation on Joyce’s grave via a détourned passage from 
the “Hades” episode of Ulysses: “—Some say he is not in 
that grave at all. That the coffin was filled with stones. 
That one day he will come again. Hynes shook his head. —
Parnell will never come again, he said. He's there, all that 
was mortal of him” (LM, 200; U 6.923-7). After another 
plagiarised passage from the “Aeolus” episode, there is 
another cut and the scene is Paris, with passages from the 
“Proteus” chapter of Ulysses interspersed: 

 
Comparison: Paris rawly waking, crude sunlight on her 
lemon streets. Moist pith of farls of bread, the froggreen 
wormwood, her matin incense, court the air. The milk of 
architectural tits. Têtes. Frenchmen can only think. We in-
vited two hookers to sit with us cause Frenchmen are only 
polite to language and food before you’ve fucked them. 
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There Belluomo rises from the bed of his wife’s lover’s 
wife, the kerchiefed housewife stirs, a saucer of sunk gone 
oh below the cement. I say, pick up skirts. Show cunt. 
Smelly fish all over the sides of flesh going slowly arising. 
(LM, 202; U 3.209-12, my emphasis) 

 
Here, Stephen Dedalus’ lyrical description (possibly in itself 
a pastiche of his readings / parody of Joyce’s own youthful 
style) is counterpointed by Acker’s provocative stereotyp-
isation of the French tension between courtoisie and las-
civiousness. Following this passage is the peculiar avowal 
“I can no longer speak English” with a shift into French. 

In Don Quixote: Which Was a Dream, Acker casts Don 
Quixote into the role of a woman on a quest (quoth the 
cover blurb) “to defeat the evil enchanters of the modern 
American life.” In Acker’s version of Miguel de Cervantes’ 
classic, Don Quixote becomes a young woman whose in-
sanity—which manifests itself as compulsive perambula-
tion, alternatively down the streets of St. Petersburg and 
NYC, with London in between—was brought about by hav-
ing undergone an abortion. On her roving, she unmasks the 
contemporary world's many F’s (for fakes and fictions), 
insisting on conceiving of identity as an internalised fic-
tional construct. Her tool is, again, language as the founda-
tional site of power in Western civilization. Her focus is 
social, portraying a society so blind to its own incarceration 
by greed and corruption that it requires an outside perspec-
tive to determine what is still human (this outsider comes 
in the character of Godzilla). Signification itself is the sub-
ject of Acker’s examination, and throughout Don Quixote, 
she relates language to the formation of gender identity, 
exploring the historical creation (by means of stories and 
texts) of a female identity that, synonymous with female 
sexuality, has been—in the psychoanalytic discourse—
described as incomplete, lacking, more object than subject. 
Acker’s challenges gender dualism by having her female 
protagonist variously appear in the text as “knight” and 
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“night”: the former ambitious, systematic, and male (desir-
ing subject), the latter obscure, unknown, irrational, and—
by extension—female (desired object). It is this ambiguous 
gender position that enables Acker’s Don Quixote’s quest 
for love: “Finally Don Quixote understood her problem: she 
was both a woman therefore she couldn’t feel love and a 
knight in search of Love. She had had to become a knight, 
for she could solve this problem only by becoming partly 
male.” 6  In sentences, further on, like “since a broom’s 
sweeping hisandorher bald pate, heandorshe is a which,” 
or “he whom I love is my eyes and heart and I’m sick when 
I’m not with him, but he doesn’t love me; he’s my I’s; I see 
by my I’s; he’s my sun. My son lets me see and be. Thus 
he’s my and the @,”7 Acker is not exploiting puns simply 
to form sentences with multiple possible meanings, but 
more ingeniously to disrupt purposefully the illusion of nar-
rative coherence or message. 

Having tackled the issues of authorship & propriety in 
My Death My Life, and feminine stereotypes and social ex-
clusion in Don Quixote, Acker’s oppositional, anti-rationalist 
project moves in Empire of the Senseless from the level of 
signifier or narrative convention toward a more sustained 
focus on disenfranchised groups themselves. In so doing, 
as Acker confided to Friedman, the text takes on patriarchy 
as such, attempting to “kill the father on every level” while 
also imagining a post- or non-Oedipal society: 
 

It was the structure which really interested me—the three-
part structure. The first part is an elegy for the world of pa-
triarchy. I wanted to take the patriarchy and kill the father 
on every level. And I did that partially by finding out what 
was taboo and rendering it in words. The second part of 
the book concerns what society would look like if it 

 
6  Kathy Acker, Don Quixote: Which Was a Dream (New York: Grove 

Press, 1986) 29. 
7  Acker, Don Quixote, 75; 101. 
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weren’t defined by oedipal considerations and the taboos 
were no longer taboo. I went through every taboo, or tried 
to, to see what society would be like without these ta-
boos. Unfortunately, the CIA intervenes: I couldn’t get 
there. I wanted to get there, but I couldn’t. The last sec-
tion, “Pirate Night,” is about wanting to get to a society 
that is taboo, but realizing that it’s impossible.8 

 
Empire of the Senseless recounts the picaresque adven-
tures of Abhor—“part robot, and part black”9 —and her 
male accomplice, Thivai, as they look for meaning and le-
gitimate modes of expression amid war and revolution. The 
two become terrorists wreaking havoc, fighting and killing, 
resisting an institution of power disseminated by the media 
and governed by money, so that “Empire” refers equally to 
systems of representation and the Western hegemony that 
governs them. Indeed, Thivai’s initial remark, “money is a 
kind of citizenship” since “Americans are world citizens,” 
comes to fruition later in the novel when he makes pre-
cisely this link: “What is language? […] Does language con-
trol like money?” (ES, 38, 164) 

The Empire’s opening section, “Elegy for the World of 
the Fathers,” revolves around Abhor’s family history, espe-
cially—most disturbingly and memorably—around her in-
cestuous rape from her father. Abhor’s reaction to this is 
typically complex: “Part of me wanted him and part of me 
wanted to kill him” (ES, 12). The point being that either 
and both of these two—desire for the father, and patri-
cide—present a taboo for Western culture, which has pun-
ished women for both. This is the first instance at which 
Acker explores the divergent and yet related responses of 
submission (desire) and revolt (hatred). Instead of enforcing 
the patriarchal neither/nor, Abhor’s way out of this order, 

 
8  Friedman, “A Conversation,” 17. 
9  Kathy Acker, Empire of the Senseless (New York: Grove Press, 1988) 

3—all further references are to this edition, marked as ES. 
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as Joseph Conte has shown, is “her willingness to con-
template both the unthinkable desire for her father and the 
resentment for his unspeakable violation of her. She sees 
her oppression and her freedom in the same figure.”10 To-
gether with the breach of the basic civilisational taboo oc-
curs a disruption in signification and communicative func-
tion of language:  
 

This is what daddy said to me while he was fucking me: 
‘Tradicional estilo de p… argentino. Q…es e.mas j…de en-
tablar g… amistades o t… tertulias a… es m… similar a. 
estilo t…: se c… la c… con l. palma de la m… y s. apoyan 
l… cinco d… se s… y s. baja l. mano, l… de e… manera y . 
el c… se h… hombre. origen e. profundamente r… y s. han 
h… interesantes t… en l… jeroglificos e… y m…  Es e.mas 
r… para d… de l… comidas p… no c… la de…’ He had be-
come a Puerto Rican. (ES, 17) 

 
The next time Abhor experiences a strange attraction to 
the forces of control and obedience is during her encoun-
ter with right-wing political oppression: “I saw a torturer. 
He was spending most of his time sticking electrodes on 
the genitals of men who protested against the govern-
ment. He was paid to do what he was told to do because 
he had a job. I saw I wanted to be beaten up. I didn’t un-
derstand” (ES, 51). Again, money underwrites this unidi-
rectional social transaction: the torturer operates within 
an economy of instruction, one is simply paid to do what 
one is told and does what one is paid for. In the ensuing 
revolution taking Paris by storm, Algerians lead by a one-
armed proletarian guerrilla called Mackandal wrest the city 
from the control of President François Mitterrand, the 
bourgeoisie, and the French government: “Paris was in 

 
10  Joseph Conte, “Discipline and Anarchy: Disrupted Codes in Kathy 

Acker’s The Empire of the Senseless,” Revista canaria de estudios ingle-
ses, Vol. 39 (1999): 16. 
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chaos. Thousands of Algerians were walking freely. 
Ragged. Dirty. Sticks. Dolls. Voodoo” (ES, 67). Algerians, 
one of the many representatives of the French colonial 
other, have been picked as Acker’s “terrorists of choice” 
out of her conviction that the only remaining source of 
resistance to Western capitalism and its global-
ised/globalising culture is the Muslim world: “I thought, 
for Westerners today, for us, the other is now Muslim. In 
my book, when the Algerians take over Paris, I have a 
society not defined by the Oedipal taboo.”11 The revolu-
tion is, in any case, successful, and triumphant Algerians 
destroy the structures of oppression. This takes place on 
the level of the signifier, as well, as in a sub-chapter 
called “1.  A Degenerating Language” where interpolates 
text in Persian, an invasion of the Western linguistic sys-
tem by an Eastern writing which few Westerners are able 
to read except in translation. Abhor speaks to her boss in 
Arabic when she realizes that communication with him 
has become impossible—which Acker provocatively refers 
to as “a sign of nothing” (ES, 53), making her text un-
readable. 

The second part, “Alone,” explores Acker’s idea of such 
society, and the figure for individual freedom from social 
restraint is the pirate: “Sailors leave anarchy in their 
drunken wakes” (ES, 113). Abhor’s on-and-off partner 
Thivai takes over and forms a group of pirate renegades, 
disposing of a whole array of sexual taboos: child prostitu-
tion, intergenerational sex, interracial sex, brother-sister 
incest, homosexuality, rape, etc. But the act of revolution 
entails turning criminal revolt into nation-building, which 
the Algerians fighting the war for independence to dislodge 
the French from North Africa actually managed. It is at this 
point that Acker begins to formulate her anti-imperial mani-

 
11  Kathy Acker, “A Few Notes on Two of My Books,” The Review of 

Contemporary Fiction 9.3 (Fall 1989): 35. 
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festo of “defense against institutionalized meaning”—what 
she rather confusingly terms the language of the uncon-
scious and describes as: 
 

That part of our being (mentality, feeling, physicality) 
which is free of control, let’s call it our “unconscious.” 
Since it’s free of control, it’s our only defense against insti-
tutionalized meaning, institutionalized language, control, 
fixation, judgement, prison. [...] What is the language of 
the unconscious? (ES, 133) 

 
This passage marks a shift in Acker’s strategy between 
Pasolini and Don Quixote on the one hand, and Empire. 
Abhor (quite possibly speaking for Acker) explains further: 
 

Ten years ago it seemed possible to destroy language 
through language: to destroy language which normalizes 
and controls by cutting that language. Nonsense would at-
tack the empire-making (empirical) empire of language, the 
prisons of meaning. But this nonsense, since it depended 
on sense, simply pointed back to the normalizing institu-
tions. […] [A]n attack on the institutions of prison via lan-
guage would demand the use of a language or languages 
which aren’t acceptable, which are forbidden. Language, 
on one level, constitutes a set of codes and social and his-
torical agreements. Nonsense doesn’t per se break down 
the codes; speaking precisely that which the codes forbid 
breaks the codes. (ES, 134) 

 
Here, Acker explicitly refers to Brion Gysin’s/William 
Burroughs’s famous cut-up technique, which her earlier 
fiction, in its excision of classic texts, perpetuated at least 
on the conceptual of not practical level. But now that non-
sense is found out to “point back to the normalizing institu-
tions,” to disobey the laws of language doesn’t mean es-
caping from the prison house in which it holds its speakers, 
nor does breaking the societal rules imposed by patriarchy 
entail acting in a truly “liberated” fashion. Closer to 
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(Acker’s) home, the binary opposition also imperils avant-
garde writing: as long as it’s simply the negation of con-
ventional discourse, it’s defined by its opposition to the 
institutional code and cannot possibly aim to eliminate it. 
So instead of deconstructing or intervening, Acker prefers 
instead to attack the codes themselves through speech 
that is not unintelligible but forbidden, to speak, as it were, 
the unspeakable. 

In the third and final part of Empire, “Pirate Night,” 
Acker’s renegades go on a quest after a “society that is 
taboo,” that is established on the very ground of transgres-
sive acts.  This section begins by plagiarising Huckleberry 
Finn, and so Thivai and his gay friend Mark (Huck and 
Tom) go to elaborate lengths to liberate the imprisoned Ab-
hor (Jim), who is part black and referred to as a “runaway 
nigger” throughout. Acker’s détournement, here, consists 
in replacing racism with sexism as the enslaving practice 
from which her protagonist must liberate herself. Empire 
ends with Abhor again stealing a text and reading it so as 
to confound rationality. When Thivai raises the objection 
that Abhor cannot ride without knowing the rules, she per-
forms her own and performs her own creative misreading 
of a copy of The Highway Code, weaving a narrative 
around the list of warning signs in the Code, and turning 
the destructive commodities (“radioactive, spontaneously 
combustible,” “corrosive” etc.) that embody the worst ex-
tremes of purely instrumental reason, into a tale of libera-
tion, of outlaw Arabs and motorcycles. 

Still, Empire of the Senseless concludes on a provisional 
note, as Abhor receives another reminder that she cannot, 
in rejecting rationalism, risk falling into its dualistic oppo-
site, irrationality. Abhor gives up her biker dream of an al-
ternative community, since each useful myth must be dis-
carded as its context changes, beginning yet again the 
strenuous and perennial struggle against hegemonic ration-
alism while maintaining a non-essentialist allegiance to 
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gender differences. That these differences are textual and 
contextual is underlined by the drawing of a tattoo that is 
the text’s last image—the entire book, at the start, dedi-
cated to Acker’s “tatooist.” The image shows a rose 
pierced by a knife, wrapped by a banner upon which is in-
scribed “DISCIPLINE AND ANARCHY.” The tension be-
tween the discipline of life in a dualistic, gendered body 
and the anarchy enabled by recognizing that body as a 
construct pervades Acker’s writing throughout. This is, on 
the metafictional level, also evident the tension between 
the discipline of any individual, complete and self-contained 
text and the anarchy of the contextual mutations that 
Acker makes of them. 

After and together with it the many other textual sub-
versions and destabilisations, the tattoo can be both an 
artistic expression and an identification mark. Both an em-
bellishment of the body through design and an ineradicable 
injection of poison ink under the skin, the tattoo, Conte 
reminds us, has an age-old socio-political history, always 
part of its more oppressive practices: “The Romans used 
the tattoo on the early Christians, and the Nazis on Euro-
pean Jews to identify and control the heretic and pariah.”12 
However, Acker’s sailors welcome their identifying marks 
of difference and outcast status—again, Acker’s détourne-
ment consists in turning the kind of writing which facili-
tated the control and purging of the undesirable into an 
expression of group identity. The iconography of the con-
cluding image suggests that the competing principles of 
discipline and anarchy, in which the sword of pain pierces 
through the rose of pleasure, binding the cords of discipline 
and untying the knot that restrains anarchy. As Acker con-
fided to Friedman, 
 

 
12  Conte, “Discipline and Anarchy,” 22. 
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The most positive thing in the book is the tattoo. It con-
cerns taking over, doing your own sign-making. In England 
[…] the tattoo is very much a sign of a certain class and 
certain people, a part of society that sees itself as outcast, 
and shows it. For me tattooing is very profound. The meet-
ing of body and, well, the spirit—it's a real kind of art, it's 
on the skin.13 

 
Drawing on an extraordinarily wide range of sources and a 
very complex methodology of writing which rejected con-
ventional morality and traditional modes of literary expres-
sion, Acker’s iconoclastic fiction (an amalgam of extreme 
profanity, violence, graphic sex, autobiography, fragmented 
narrative, and recycled texts) was meant to pose a chal-
lenge to established literary forms, categories of literary 
authorship, propriety, etc. This strategy of writing, in turn, 
called for developing unconventional strategies of reading; 
critic Peter Wollen recalls Acker’s pronouncement to the 
effect that none of her readers is expected to read any of 
her books cover-to-cover, which to his mind suggests the 
notion of reading as “perpetuation of Acker’s creation.”14 
As long as her writing was the result of her reading, then 
so should any individual reading of her work perform its 
own rewriting.  

This writing methodology and its destabilising effects 
accounted for the many scandals, censorships and sup-
pressions surrounding Acker’s texts, but they have also 
brought about her success, her celebrity status, and her 

 
13  Friedman, “Conversation,” 17-18. 
14  “In other words, you can make your own montage, you could appropri-

ate and re-order, just as Kathy Acker had appropriated and re-ordered 
the writing of others […]. Leslie Dick once remarked that Kathy Acker’s 
writing was an extension of her reading, that her plagiarism was a way 
of reading, or re-reading, appropriating and customizing what she read, 
writing herself, so to speak, into the fabric of the original text” (Peter 
Wollen, “Kathy Acker,” Lust for Life: On the Writings of Kathy Acker, 
eds. Amy Sholder, Carla Harryman, Avital Ronell [London & New York: 
Verso, 2006] 1). 
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inclusion within the canon. Her, for some paradoxical, 
achievement has been read as a case in point of “the ways 
in which capitalism informs publishing to the extent that a 
writer who ‘blasphemes’ against every conventional value 
imaginable can be safely incorporated into consumer cul-
ture.”15 Joe Moran’s study of “celebrity authors” makes a 
convincing case for Acker’s marketability in a late- and 
post-Thatcherite/ Reaganite world—in both purely commer-
cial and academic-critical terms—because for one, her nov-
els and her public persona presented an intriguing combina-
tion of poststructuralist intellectualism with streetwise, 
punk rebellion and ill-disguised, confessional autobiography. 
This blend of theory, social concern and trauma narrative, 
Moran argues, “suggests that the self can be reinvented at 
the same time as it points to the existence of an innate, 
deep-seated identity.”16  For all her attempts at the con-
trary, Acker has gone down in recent literary history as one 
of its most easily definable and identifiable (read market-
able and profitable) personae. 

This, perhaps, is the ultimate terrorist (i.e. aggressively 
disruptive of the status quo) act of Acker’s work—neither 
its adumbration of the “language of the unconscious,” nor 
its articulation of “the anarchic dictate of the individual 
heart,” but its foregrounding of the processes whereby it 
will be re-appropriated by the contexts, relations and insti-
tutions it seeks to oppose. Even Acker’s own anti-business 
revolution was ultimately “good for business”: 
 

“Any revolution, right-wing left-wing nihilist, it doesn’t 
matter a damn, is good for business. Because the success 
of every business depends on the creation of new mar-
kets.” 

 
15  Martina Sciolino, “Confessions of a Kleptoparasite,” Review of Contem-

porary Fiction, 9.3 (Fall 1989): 63–4. 
16  Joe Moran, Star Authors: Literary Celebrity in America (New York: Pluto 

Press, 2000) 144. 
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He drummed his left finger into the table. “Do you 
know what human death means? It means disruption.” 

Drum. Drum. “Disruption is good, necessary for busi-
ness. Especially comic books.” (ES, 182) 

 
Capitalism can indeed profit even off that which strives to 
annihilate it. Acker’s desensitising aesthetics is acutely 
aware of this—and like Joyce’s, her “pelagiarist pen”17 not 
only anticipates, through its many own plagiarisms, the 
ultimate theft which won’t be its to inflict upon others, it 
also actively participates in the expropriation to which it 
will be subjected. Once the empire of the senseless decides 
to strike a perfect, all too perfect balance with it. 

 
17  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Faber & Faber, 1939) 182. 
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Leaf/Ving the Book/House 
MARK DANIELEWSKI’S HOUSE OF LEAVES  
AS HYPERMEDIA* 
 
 
The current cause célèbre surrounding Kenneth Goldsmith’s 
“Printing Out the Internet” project can be regarded as the 
(unecological) reversion from screen and bytes to paper 
and ink, as the (nonsensical) revenge of text upon hyper-
text, or as a belated symbolic end to the “digital decade” of 
the 2000s, the ten years in whose course the Web spread 
indeed world-wide. In this context, the momentous, mon-
strous novel House of Leaves by Mark Z. Danielewski—
published at the decade’s start in 2000—can be treated as 
an earlier fictional counterpart and precursor to Goldsmith’s 
artistic undertaking—a print novel for the digital age, a 
book that privileges print while tapping into the digital net-
work, a printed text that exists hypertextually. But first an 
historical excursus into how text came to be hyper-.1 

In 1965, Theodor H. Nelson coined the term “hyper-
text” to denote “non-sequential writing: text that branches 
and allows choices to the reader, best read at an interac-
tive screen. As popularly conceived, this is a series of text 
chunks connected by links which offer the reader different 
pathways.”2 His development, three years later at Brown 

 
* First published in Terrain: Essays on the New Poetics, eds. David 

Vichnar & Olga Pek (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2014) 159-72. 
1  For the following constellation, credit is due to the following works: 

Donald Theall, James Joyce’s Technopoetics (Toronto: Toronto Univer-
sity Press, 1997) and Louis Armand, Technē: James Joyce, Hypertext & 
Technology (Prague: Karolinum, 2003). 

2  Theodor H. Nelson, Literary Machines (Swarthmore: S/P, 1981) 2. 
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University, of the Hypertext Editing System, secured Nel-
son—together with and alongside Douglas Engelbart, who 
devised his own hypertext interface at roughly the same 
time at Stanford—the status of one of the two founding 
fathers of the medium. The next small step for the me-
dium, but one giant leap for mankind, took place two dec-
ades later, between March 1989 and December 1990, 
when Tim Berners-Lee, then based at the CERN organisa-
tion, elaborated on his earlier hypertext database system 
ENQUIRE to create the system of interlinked hypertext 
documents enabling automatic information-sharing, the 
network called the World Wide Web. Later, in August 
1991, the Web became a publicly available service on the 
Internet. Media theorists were quick to spot the immense 
potential offered by the new media for not only communi-
cation and information dissemination, but also for literature 
and the cognitive processes entailed in the act of reading in 
general. The bearings this technological transformation 
might have upon the operations and functioning of litera-
ture and writing can and did appear momentous. Especially 
as long as the literary canon continues to be conceived of 
as an archive of written texts, which according to Jay D. 
Bolter function as “stable record[s] of thought” whose sta-
bility resides precisely in the texts’ “physical medium: clay, 
papyrus or paper; tablet, scroll or book.”3 In this view, the 
potentially liberating instability of hypertext lies in its onto-
logically unstable writing space, where “the space is the 
computer’s videoscreen where text is displayed as well as 
the electronic memory in which text is stored”—its concep-
tual innovation consists in what Bolter terms topography, 
referring to “mapping or charting—that is, to a visual and 
mathematical rather than verbal description,” in which 
“electronic writing is […] not the writing of a place, but 

 
3  Jay D. Bolter, “Hypertext, Hypermedia and Literary Studies: The State of 

the Art,” in Hypermedia and Literary Studies, ed. George P. Landow & 
Paul Delaney (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 1994) 3.  
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rather a writing with places, spatially realized topics.”4 It 
was also Bolter who, in 1987, developed the Storyspace 
software programme, designed for creating, editing and 
reading hypertext fiction—Bolter’s collaborator, Michael 
Joyce, created the first piece of hypertext literature, After-
noon, a story. 

One of the more interesting aspects of the above outline 
is that for all its novelty, electronic hypertext came very 
early on to be regarded, by its theoreticians and practitio-
ners alike, as less a radical break with than a continuation 
of its printed predecessor, in confirmation of Walter J. 
Ong’s ancient assertion that despite “occasioning a change 
in cognition,” new media “only transform, never eradicate 
their precursors.” 5  For hypertext theorist George P. 
Landow, electronic writing becomes a vantage testing 
ground on which to evaluate theories of textuality devel-
oped independently thereof: “Electronic linking, which pro-
vides one of the defining features of hypertext, also em-
bodies Julia Kristeva’s notions of intertextuality, Mikhail 
Bakhtin’s emphasis upon multivocality, Michel Foucault’s 
conceptions of networks of power, and Gilles Deleuze and 
Félix Guattari’s ideas of rhizomatic, ‘nomad thought.’” 6 
This was by no means restricted to theory, as one of the 
earliest hypertext practitioners, Stuart Moulthrop, made 
clear when pointing out that hypertext is a text which de-
volves upon “affiliation, correspondence, and resonance” 
and thus, presents a mere “temporally extended network of 
relations which successive generations of readers and writ-
ers perpetually make and unmake,”7  in a fashion highly 

 
4  Jay D. Bolter, Writing Space: The Computer, Hypertext, and the History 

of Writing (Fairlawn: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1990) 11, 25. 
5  Walter J. Ong, Interfaces of the Word (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 

1977) 82. 
6  George P. Landow, “What’s a Critic To Do?: Critical Theory in the Age 

of Hypertext,” Hyper/Text/Theory, ed. George P. Landow (Baltimore: 
Johns Hopkins University Press, 1994) 1. 

7  Stuart Moulthrop, “You Say You Want a Revolution? Hypertext and the 
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similar to the one required by e.g. the “spatial form” of 
modernist literature. And so in the early-to-mid 1990s, an-
other testing ground on which to theorise the new medium 
was found in the canon of avant-garde modernist fiction 
and poetry, now reconceived as “anticipatory” hyperfic-
tion—first and foremost, Ulysses and Finnegans Wake by 
Michael Joyce’s famous precursor and namesake.8  

The second interesting coincidence is a temporal one: 
most of experimental post-war fiction that has come to be 
regarded as “anticipatory” hyperfiction originated simulta-
neously with Nelson’s research: Raymond Queneau’s Cent 
mille milliards de poèmes (1961), Vladimir Nabokov’s Pale 
Fire or Julia Cortázar’s Rayuela (1963) rank among the 
most frequent examples of this “genre,” this by generating 
texts composed, as if in anticipation of Nelson’s definition, 
of a “series of text chunks connected by links” which re-
quire of their readers the employment of “non-sequential” 
reading techniques. More importantly, in the course of 
1960s, the book as object and material container of text as 
information came to be transformed in the work of some of 
the key avant-gardists of the period in Britain and the US. 
Both B. S. Johnson’s The Unfortunates (1969), the famous 
novel-in-a-box, and Raymond Federman’s Double or Noth-
ing (1971), whose typographical extravaganza makes it 
one of the inaugural texts of concrete prose, partake of and 
transform the book-as-object tradition for which Katarzyna 
Bazarnik has coined the term liberature and defined as that 
kind of textual production in which  

 
the typography and shape of the book, or its bibliographic 
code, becomes a peculiar stylistic device deliberately used 
by authors […who] go beyond mere words, using typogra-
phy, images, kind and colour of paper or other material 

 
Laws of Media,” Postmodern Culture 1.3 (May 1991): 19. 

8  For an overview of the Joyce-hypertext relation, cf. Hypermedia Joyce, 
eds. David Vichnar & Louis Armand (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 2010). 
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they find more suitable for their purpose, sometimes even 
modifying the very form of the volume into a leporello, a 
book-in-the-box or a scroll in a bottle.9 

 
Skipping from Nelson to Berners-Lee and from the late 
1960s to early 1990s, the development in the medium and 
theory again seems to bring about similar flurry of activity in 
practice. And so after the early 1970s wax and 1980s-90s 
wane of textual and typographical experimentation, a similar 
resuscitation of innovation aiming to expand the visual pos-
sibilities of textual organisation and the material properties of 
book as medium takes place in works like Goldsmith’s con-
ceptual works Fidget (1997) and Soliloquy (2001), or, more 
recently, in Steven Hall’s Raw Shark Texts (2007) and Jona-
than Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes (2010). However, no-
where is the medial interplay more complex and more far-
reaching, on both material and conceptual level, than in 
Mark Danielewski’s House of Leaves, composed over the 
course of the 1990s and published in 2000. 

It was perhaps with regards to this extremeness of 
Danielewski’s first published 709-page text that Bret 
Easton Ellis made the radical claim that it “renders most 
other fiction meaningless,” imagining “Pynchon and Ballard 
and Stephen King and David Foster Wallace bowing at 
Mark’s feet, choking with astonishment, surprise, laughter 
and awe.”10 In a more reserved manner of praise, critics 
have endeavoured to capture House of Leaves’ originality 
by various metaphors, mostly topological, like Martyn Bed-
ford, who observed that whilst “too often, reading a novel 
is a bit like strolling along a safe and familiar path,” reading 
Danielewski, “you feel the exhilaration of entering the fic-

 
9  Katarzyna Bazarnik, Joyce & Liberature (Prague: Litteraria, 2011) ii. 
10  Bret Easton Ellis, back cover of Mark Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves 

(London: Anchor, 2000)—all further references are to this edition, 
marked as HL. 
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tional equivalent of an earthquake zone.”11 The most con-
cise description of the book’s narrative structure as one of 
multiple remove and framing—and hence also the notion of 
House of Leaves as textual labyrinth, pervasive throughout 
its literary criticism, which always, in one way or another, 
seeks to provide precursors, labyrinthine authors anticipa-
tory of Danielewski’s project. Two examples:  

 
Mark Danielewski’s debut novel, House of Leaves, is a 
work of experimental fiction [… whose] roots can be 
traced back to familiar themes and important literary 
predecessors, most notably Jorge Luis Bor-
ges. Danielewski’s use of the labyrinth as a theme, symbol, 
and form, and the mise-en-abyme structure of the text 
within a text within a text, as well as more direct allusions, 
underscore his debt to the work of Borges.12 
 
While these narrative games are all good fun, House of 
Leaves adds up to more than playfulness. As it should be 
in such a nightmarish fantasy, what appears to be a barrier 
is actually a gateway. Like Joyce […], Danielewski isn’t re-
jecting narration as much as customizing and turbo-
charging it.13 

 
The issue is not whether Danielewski’s Borgesian or Joy-
cean literary ancestry—to some extent acknowledged by 
himself—is or isn’t relevant for and has or hasn’t direct bear-
ing upon House of Leaves in the form(s) of direct textual 
allusion, structural parallel or aesthetic/thematic affinity. 
These two (and many other similar) critical identifications of 
Danielewski’s literary ancestry underplay or outright miss 

 
11  Martyn Bedford, “Novel of the week: House Of Leaves,” New Statesman 

129.4495 (July 17, 2000): 57. 
12  Natalie Hamilton, “The A-mazing House: The Labyrinth as Theme and 

Form in Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” Studies in Contempo-
rary Fiction 50.1 (Fall 2008): 3. 

13  Michael Sims, “Interview with Mark Z. Danielewski,” Bookpage (Sept 2, 
2007): http:// www.bookpage.com/. 
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that, first of all, what connects Danielewski with writers like 
Joyce or Borges is their shared preoccupation with the book 
as material medium participating in the precipitously pro-
gressive technological condition of modernity the textual 
presentation contained therein as endowed with distinct vis-
ual properties—and with narrative as, to revert to Nelson 
again, “a series of text chunks connected by links,” with 
text as hypertext. Second of all, and more important: what 
makes House of Leaves different from, and visually and ty-
pographically more extreme than, both Borges and Joyce is 
its temporal placement, not before, and thus merely in an-
ticipation of, but after, and thus in full embrace of, the cul-
ture of hypertextuality and the internet medium. 

A possible synopsis outline for House of Leaves would 
run as follows. The novel is comprised of an extensive nar-
ration of a film by a blind man, Zampano, who dictates his 
critical commentary about the documentary film “The 
Navidson Record” shot by photographer Will Navidson. The 
film details Navidson and his family’s terrifying ordeal living 
in a house whose insides gradually grow larger than its 
frame; the house’s hallway mutates into a labyrinthine 
black hole that devours sound, light, and eventually human 
beings. Zampano’s ekphrasis of the film is a scholarly one, 
incorporating analyses and judgments from literary critics 
and scientists, both real and imagined. After Zampano’s 
mysterious death, his scholarly manuscript, The Navidson 
Record, is discovered by one Johnny Truant, a psychologi-
cally damaged but highly literary maverick who, in one of 
the book’s many self-descriptive passages, encounters 
Zampano’s text as a collection of multimedia scraps: “End-
less snarls of words [...] on old napkins, the tattered edges 
of an envelope [...] legible, illegible; impenetrable, lucid; 
torn, stained, scotch-taped” (HL, xvii). Piecing together 
these disparate fragments, Truant weaves them in his own 
narrative layer through a set of footnotes that describe his 
hyperactive sex life, traumatic childhood dominated by a 
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deranged mother Pelafina, and devastating experience with 
the editing of Zampano’s text. Truant’s version of Zam-
pano’s Navidson Record is then edited by the corporate 
entity, “The Editors,” whose presence is noted by the 
monosyllabic “-Ed.” Proceeding in an objective tone that 
contrasts with Truant’s highly emotive commentary, the 
Ed. produce an additional set of editorial commentary, 
footnotes demarcating emendations to the text or ac-
knowledging missing information.  

Of equal importance is the book’s graphic outlook and 
textual presentation. Each of these narrative voices is identi-
fied by a different font and is associated with a specific me-
dium: Zampano’s academic commentary appears in Times 
Roman, the font associated with newspapers and the lino-
type; Truant’s footnotes are in Courier, imitating a type-
writer's inscription, and, as critics have noted, thematically 
identifying him as the middleman, the “courier” of the 
manuscript; the terse notations from the Ed. are appropri-
ately presented in Bookman. Furthermore, House of Leaves 
forms a central node in a network of multimedia, multi-
authored forms that collectively comprise its narrative: the 
House of Leaves website (www.houseofleaves.com), The 
Whalestoe Letters (an accompanying book by Danielewski 
containing a section from the novel's Appendix) containing 
Pelafina’s letters to her son from a mental asylum (in the 
Dante font), and the musical album Haunted by 
Danielewski’s sister, the recording artist Poe. Thus, Kathe-
rine Hayles was correct in identifying House of Leaves as an 
example of a “Work as Assemblage, a cluster of related 
texts that quote, comment upon, amplify, and remediate one 
another.”14 Before its publication by Random House, House 
of Leaves was posted online, twice. Indeed, House of 
Leaves is not only a layered narrative with multiple narrators, 

 
14  N. Katherine Hayles, “Translating Media: Why We Should Rethink 

Textuality,” The Yale Journal of Criticism 16.2 (2003): 278. 
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set in an elaborately visual, concrete manner; it is a book 
conceived as material object constructed collaboratively by 
multiple authors and transcription technologies. 

At the same time, it is a text structured explicitly as hy-
pertext, and this for reasons and with consequences deeper 
and reaching further than the use of multiple footnoting and 
framing superimposition. The technology of hypertextual 
writing is present on the micro, textual level. Every appear-
ance of the word “house” is blue, the colour of an active 
hyperlink on the Internet, inscribing the Internet’s interface 
into the book’s print pages. Besides imitating the interface 
and navigation structure of the Web, House of Leaves posi-
tions itself as a node on the information network before its 
narrative even begins. Beneath the copyright and publisher's 
information is the URL for the official House of Leaves web-
site. Sharing the title of the novel and its publication date, 
the website is its fraternal twin—the point being, as critic 
Jessica Pressman has put it, that “the Internet is a constitu-
tive part of not only the novel’s narrative and aesthetic but 
also its production history,” in that “the digital network that 
housed the first edition of the novel is shown to be an inher-
ent part of the print novel that emerged from it.”15 Critic 
Mark B.N. Hansen has identified the novelty of House of 
Leaves its enactment of the horror produced by a very real 
shift in ontological reference due to the influence of digital 
technologies, as “the novel is about an impossible object, a 
referent that is absent not simply in the sense of being lost,” 
which makes it “a realist novel about an object that, for pre-
cise technical reasons, cannot belong to the ‘reality’ we in-
habit.”16 

Thus, rather than viewing the central symbol of the 
text, the eponymous House, as an updated gothic/horror 

 
15  Jessica Pressman, “House of Leaves: Reading the Networked Novel,” 

Studies in American Fiction 34.1 (Spring 2006): 108. 
16  Mark B.N. Hansen, “The Digital Topography of Mark Z. Danielewski’s 

House of Leaves,” Contemporary Literature 45.4 (2004): 607. 
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version of a (Borgesian) textual labyrinth, there is evidence 
enough to suggest that more appropriate is to treat 
Danielewski’s House of Leaves as fictional conceptualisa-
tion of the situation of the book in a digital age. In his in-
troduction, Johnny Truant warns the reader that “old shel-
ters—television, magazines, movies—won’t protect you 
anymore. You might try scribbling in a journal, on a napkin, 
maybe even in the margins of this book. That’s when you’ll 
discover you no longer trust the very walls you always 
took for granted” (HL, xxiii). It is not just the man-eating 
house that haunts House of Leaves; it is the mutation of 
“old shelters” (e.g. books), induced by digital technology. 
Zampano identifies the digital as the ghost haunting the 
film “The Navidson Record”: “even though the spectre of 
digital manipulation has been raised in The Navidson Re-
cord, to this day no adequate explanation has managed to 
resolve the curious enigma” (HL, 335). The real ghost in 
the film, and the novel that subsumes it, is the “spectre of 
digital manipulation”—the presence of an invisible network 
of technologies that infiltrate our existence, our access to 
information, and our ability to read our world and its narra-
tives. The “horror” effect of Danielewski’s text is achieved 
through the well-known identification technique—by con-
flating the House with the book, he casts the novel’s 
reader in the position of a reader within the text. This is 
evident in the pivotal scene when Will Navidson’s brother, 
Tom, struggles to save Will's daughter Daisy from certain 
death. The house swallows him into its dark abyss, and in 
this moment of horror and ontological impossibility, the 
house is described as a text:   

 
The whole place keeps shuddering and shaking, walls 
cracking only to melt back together again, floors fragment-
ing and buckling, the ceiling suddenly rent by invisible 
claws, causing moldings to splinter, water pipes to rupture, 
electrical wires to spit and short out. Worse, the black ash 
of below, spreads like printer's ink over everything, trans-
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forming each corner, closet, and corridor into that awful 
dark. (HL, 345) 
 

The “black ash” of the house's internal abyss is compared 
to “printer’s ink” whose “transforming” power rewrites 
every space with which it comes into contact. The house is 
like a book: made of ink, it becomes a thing to be read and 
analysed, navigated and referenced. 

On a macro level, the novel achieves this haunting 
sense of a narrative crossover between worlds and walls 
through its relationship to its multimedia network and in 
particular to Poe’s album Haunted. As critics have already 
shown, the clues to deciphering some of the novel’s mys-
teries actually exist outside the oversized book: in its sib-
ling soundtrack and its paratext, the simultaneously pub-
lished volume of The Whalestoe Letters, whose “Fore-
word” is written by a fictional character not present in the 
novel, Walden D. Wyrhta, whose attention to the letters 
was triggered by his wife Waheeda. Waheeda and Walden 
Wyrthta form the acronym WWW, a detail that further 
connects the collected letters and the framing mechanism 
they provide to the World Wide Web. The reader who ven-
tures outside the book House of Leaves to Wyrhta’s 
“Foreword” recognizes an opportunity to “organize, cata-
logue, index and cross-index” the content contained in the 
letters from the novel’s Appendix in a new way. House of 
Leaves promotes a networked reading strategy not only by 
rewarding the reader with clues contained in its multimedia 
assemblage, but also by providing, in its central text, a 
pedagogical example of a reader learning to navigate the 
system. Truant is the novel’s representative reader, and it 
is through him that the reader of House of Leaves learns to 
adopt appropriate reading practices for approaching net-
worked narratives. It is only when Truant adopts a new 
approach and starts to read beyond the pages of Zam-
pano’s manuscript, and out into a wider geographical and 
informational network, that he acquires an awareness of 
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the larger issues foregrounded in the text. As Truant writes 
in his “Introduction,” surpassing the education he painfully 
received from his experience with the manuscript, “the 
irony is it makes no difference that the documentary at the 
heart of this book is fiction. [...] The consequences are the 
same” (HL, xx). 

The success of the novel’s pedagogical project is evident 
on the House of Leaves Bulletin Board, a virtual space where 
readers form a community based on real-time communica-
tion about the novel; as of December 2015, it boasted a 
fellowship of over 40,000 registered members and a trove 
of some 150,000 articles. Through the interactive internet 
forum, the reader re-enacts Johnny Truant’s rite of passage, 
becoming part of the network that is House of Leaves: “Just 
as you have swept through me. / Just as I now sweep 
through you” (HL, 518). Reading across this network, the 
reader of House of Leaves, “you,” is not only interpolated 
into the reading practices of the digital network but also 
pushed towards heightened awareness of how these tech-
nologies inform the literature she reads. The novel’s print-to-
Web-to-print publication history is also depicted in the edito-
rial footnotes by the fictional Ed. who annotates Truant and 
Zampano’s manuscript. One such footnote states, 
“[f]ollowing the release of the first edition over the Internet, 
several responses were received by email, including this 
one” (HL, 151). The same openness works not retroactively, 
but proactively. The production of the novel is an ongoing 
process, for the Eds. not only acknowledge omissions but 
also promise future editions:  
 

Though we were ultimately unsuccessful, all efforts were 
made to determine who wrote the above verse [...]. Any-
one who can provide legitimate proof of authorship will be 
credited in future editions.—Ed. (HL, 45)  

 
Such fictional promises to amend the book acknowledge 
that in a digital age, wherein information can be easily al-
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tered and updated, the book is never a discrete and com-
plete object but always a node in an ever-changing network 
of information, interaction, and potential or “virtual” read-
ings. As must by now be evident, the “fall” of House of 
Leaves (Poe—not only Danielewski’s sister, but also Edgar 
Allan—is a touchstone intertext) as a narrative comes as 
an aftereffect of the collapse of text and paratext: Zam-
pano’s The Navidson Record is pure paratext, an ekphrasis 
on a film; Johnny Truant’s interaction with Zampano’s 
manuscript provides paratextual commentary in the form of 
a personal narrative; and the Ed.’s comments on publica-
tion serve as a constant reminder of the novel’s processual 
re-shaping by its paratext.  

And the “fall” of House of Leaves as book comes in the 
wake of its collapse of text and hypertext, creating a tex-
tual assemblage that registers the influence of digital media 
as a source of significant and stimulating transformations 
for the novel in a digital age. Danielewski’s own pro-
nouncements on the subject of the novel display his broad 
understanding of textuality that, in accordance with the 
McLuhanesque tetrad of “laws of media,” becomes en-
hanced, rather than displaced or obsolesced, by the digital. 
Thus, if “the analogue powers of these wonderful bundles 
of paper” might “have been forgotten” in the internet age, 
“I’d like to see the book reintroduced for all it really is.”17  

What the book “really is,” at the turn of the millennium, 
is print inserted into a contemporary context and “reintro-
duced” to a specific readership, one that is digitally literate. 
This is brought home by the novel’s “envoy”—on the last 
page of the book, after all the appendices and extensive 
Index, there is the final textual hyperlink that ends by open-
ing outwards and connecting its print body to the Internet. 
Following the publisher's credits and copyright information, 
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the last page of the book contains an “imagetext” consist-
ing of vertically arranged letters forming the inscription 
"Yggdrasil," together with the following quatrain: "What 
miracle is this? This giant tree. / It stands ten thousand feet 
high / But doesn't reach the ground. Still it stands. Its roots 
must hold the sky." This image text is accompanied, above 
and below, by two dots, the one full, the other empty.  

In Scandinavian mythology, Yggdrasil, the tree whose 
branches hold together the worlds of the universe, is be-
lieved to be ash—the last of the innumerable self-reflective 
moments, referring to the hyper-walls of the house on Ash 
Tree Lane. In a final punning moment, this allusion is not 
only ancient and metaphoric but recent and material: for 
Yggdrasil was the name of an early, mid-90s, version of 
the Linux Operating System. This subtle reference thus 
links a cultural myth explaining the universe as network to 
a computer operating system structuring our Internet cul-
ture, a reference that is further enhanced by the presenta-
tion of a large, bold O beneath the stanza describing the 
Yggdrasil tree as an invisible network. As Pressman has 
argued convincingly, “the open O corresponds to the dark 
dot at the top of the page and represents opposing 
states—absence/presence, zeros/ones—the bits of pat-
terned information that construct the digital world.” 18 
House of Leaves is simultaneously revolutionary and repre-
sentative of the state of the contemporary novel in enhanc-
ing Bakhtin’s observation about the novel’s constant—its 
conscious relationship to and incorporation of emergent 
forms that is “the most important thing: the novel inserts 
into these other genres an indeterminacy, a certain seman-
tic openendedness, a living contact with the unfinished, 
still-evolving contemporary reality (the openended pre-
sent).”19 House of Leaves elaborates on this novel-genre 
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constant by enacting it on the level of the medium itself: 
presenting the book of the 21st century as printed medium 
open to, and evolving into, its digital and electronic con-
texts—a singularly relevant project of, to paraphrase Gold-
smith, “Internetting the Printed Book. 

To typecast Danielewski as Joyce’s follower is, how-
ever, difficult. Despite evident parallels and similarities in 
their experimentation with typography and “paperspace,” 
the House of Leaves typographical fireworks exist iconi-
cally, as visual representation of an experience of a differ-
ent medium. In the pivotal scene where Will Navidson’s 
brother, Tom, is swallowed by the House into its dark 
abyss—a moment of horror and ontological impossibility—
the “black ash” of the house's internal abyss is compared 
to “printer’s ink.” And throughout House of Leaves, the 
words and letters exist just as that: as icons of their own 
materiality, pictures of a non-linguistic reality, a conception 
strikingly at odds with Joyce’s multiple layering of meaning 
in the linguistic density of his late avant-garde work. As 
with Goldsmith, a certain “flattening out” takes place in 
House of Leaves, and the critical engagement for which the 
Joycean “revolution of the word” may have aspired seems 
to have been abandoned.   

Still, what marks House of Leaves as a new develop-
ment in poetics at the turn of the twenty-first century is 
its existence in multiple media realisations, the textual 
only one of them—so that intermediality (understood as 
the blend of word and image or word set to music or re-
cited on film) is no longer applicable to this work. Rather, 
The House of Leaves’ opening of text to hypertext, its 
existence in both print and digital media, its processual, 
never-ending state, all these are strategies whereby 
Danielewski’s work becomes an example of an assem-
blage, in Katherine Hayles’ definition, “a cluster of related 
texts that quote, comment upon, amplify, and remediate 
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one another.”20 Danielewski’s re-mediation of fiction de-
signed to involve all modes of sensory input practices 
what the project of Joyce’s “technopoetics” anticipated: 
the changing role of literacy in the electro-machinic world 
of the (post-)digital era. 

 
20  Hayles, “Translating Media,” 278. 


