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Incipit, incipience, inception 
 
 

…all knowledge was but remembrance.  
 – Francis Bacon, 

 after Plato, after Salomon 
 
 
A selection of essays on the notion of the virtual seemed 
timely. During the 1990s I turned my craft as a literary theorist 
to writing about the internet and its remote time-spaces of 
interaction. Sensible at the time, and appropriate, since the 
seemliness of things and sensing at a distance was common to 
fiction and media. Both were invocational codes. Like a form of 
ghosting they brought traces of an elsewhere to presence 
wherever you were, whoever you were. Looking back to this 
convergence of one form of alchemy with another, the 
ambience of the computer network liberated writing from the 
fixity of the page, making it time-based and dynamic as 
videography and hypertextuality. Like a previous epoch of 
change, when time could be carried in your fob, pocket or 
worn on your wrist, we carried this ambient “allatonceness” 
around with us like so much intimate apparel. Our new edge 
palimpsests have once again liberated us from having to be 
somewhere else. In the time of post-media we are always 
already elsewhere. 

And like the now archaic story-worlds and real-time 
narratives of multi-user dungeons, VRML walkthroughs and the 
legion of anonymous multi-media others haunting computer 
mediated communications, literature changed in response to 
these notional and consensual worlds. Electronic writing wired 
the ancient analogue mobility of peripatetic rhapsodies that 
Homer impressed on to memory, the medieval manuscript and 
codex, the modern book and postmodern e-book. Hardly 
surprising that William Gibson used that word “consensual” 
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alongside hallucination to describe what can happen when 
enough people agree that “there’s no there, there.” Like the 
suggestion in writing of an illusory reality made possible 
through the alphabetic code of literacy, immersion in the 
evocational ambience of cyberspaces also suggested visible 
unrealities. On the page, on all those countless new edge 
screens and protean writing spaces there are still only “Words, 
words, words,” often authorless, usually orphaned. And while 
we read differently our wrestle with the base matter of literacy 
is still the same alchemical hacking through a jungle of woods, 
the “alphybettyformed verbage” that precedes us. The already 
said is an unavoidable pathogen of being literate. But writing 
cures forgetting by forgetting who has spoken before.  

Or, through a scanner darkly, who speaks for you. And this 
is the thing. Even before I had read William Gibson, or James 
Joyce, Frances Yates, Howard Rheingold, Rosemond Tuve or 
Erich Auerbach, I had read him. And it was from him that I 
learned about things like reality having copies, of copies being 
mistaken for reality, of echolalia and infinite space lurking 
under stairs, in libraries and mirrors. And I knew about these 
things before I had read about them. And it is happening here, 
again. Visible unrealities. Art, Borges reminds us in “Avatars of 
the Tortoise,” “always requires” them. And so does media, like 
television, the Web or Twitter. I knew this before I was familiar 
with the writings of Maurice Merleau-Ponty, or Marshall 
McLuhan, or Gilles Deleuze or Brenda Laurel, or Aristotle, inter 
alia.  

  
 

And here begins my despair as a writer.  
 – Borges 

 
Ever since reading Labyrinths when I was sixteen Borges’s 
formidable and infinite imagination has haunted my own. His 
words, his ideas, his quantum library of all there is to know 
has shadowed what can be thought, preceding and pre-
empting it. I’m pretty sure it was from him that I first 
encountered the word “palimpsest,” with its connotations of 
pre-use and re-use, plagiarism, remix the act of speaking of 
others speaking. Everything I read after him seemed to have 
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been presumed in advance, anticipated or foretold in his 
beguiling and prophetic fictions, the ludic ramblings of some 
bookish Argentine Tiresias. That other genius of the suburbs, 
Philip K. Dick, seems also to have intuited this kind of 
presentiment when in The Galactic Pot Healer (1971) the 
character Joe Fernright is given a mysterious book in which 
“everything which has been, is, and will be, is recorded." Dick 
had written of the irreal before Borges was known in the 
English-speaking world, but even his writings bear the traces 
of his anachronistic presence. The techno conjurors of virtual 
reality grappled with its oxymoronic pretzel logic, unaware 
they were re-making and re-modelling his fictions just as the 
ancients, struggling with the Riddle of the Sphinx. The illusion 
of space in its impossible absence is where he has exerted his 
most vicarious influence and ambiguous presence in the age of 
cyberculture. Hobbes “infinite greatnesse of place” or Hamlet’s 
kingdom in a nutshell are remembered in his name, and along 
with the various authors of the Quixote were it not for 
Borges’s treatment of the concept we would not have John 
Don Scotus’s or Antonin Artaud’s virtual reality before, or 
Richard Feynman’s virtual particle after him.  

William Gibson certainly had read him before he jacked us 
into the matrix. I first read Jorge Luis Borges he tells us, as if 
one can ever read him for the first time. You only re-read him 
in the words of others. Gibson captured this obscure algebra of 
attribution and anachronism when he wrote the Preface to the 
2007 reprint of the original New Directions edition of 
Labyrinths: “Had the concept of software been available to 
me, I imagine I would have felt as though I were installing 
something that exponentially increased one day would be 
called bandwidth…” He had just read “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis 
Tertius,” a story about the invention of worlds through words. 
It was after this experience that he gave the world cyberspace. 
In this act of imposture, of blindness and insight Gibson 
intuited the virtuality of Borges’s universes in nutshells, his 
infinite immensities of place, of time stopped in which aeons 
pass.  

These selected essays are a notes and queries into the 
convergence of worlds, a time when the world was once again 
defined by new technology. The epoch of cyberculture was 
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underwritten by writing and in particular his precession was 
after Heidegger always “there,” after Gibson always already 
“there, there,” underwriting essays on hypermedia, 
cyberspace, digital cinema or the poetics of epigrams (I have 
written on Borges specifically, but that is a different matter). 
He fugitively crept into inquisitions into retro-futurism, dreams, 
artificial intelligence and SMS. Elsewhere his presence was 
everywhere felt but nowhere seen, like Flaubert’s deity in 
creation or the fearful sphere of Pascal. He is always the 
Other, like Shakespeare’s “affable familiar ghost” who gulls 
the rival poet with fake eloquence, writing “above a mortal 
pitch” for the prize of a Dark Lady. His fictions are a spectral 
lexicon of the apparition of ideas before they are thought.  

Reading these essays again I distinctly remember quoting or 
paraphrasing him. In others I have no recollection how he got 
there. But in retrospect, it makes perfect sense that he did. 
These essays reveal those moments of intimation and 
infiltration when Borges has elbowed his way onto my page by 
the sheer force of his anticipatory consciousness. Ezra Pound 
gave us an ABC of Reading, Joyce the abcedminded-ness that 
Eric Havelock borrowed to describe a state of mind contoured 
by the written word. So it is only now I realize that on first 
reading him I was also learning a new abc, an alephbet that 
anticipates all things before they have been written.  
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Leanne, Borges &  
Metaphysical Perplexity 
 
 
There is a great site on the Web devoted to the activities of 
the “Labyrinth Society.” The important and honourable mission 
of this venerable body is to “support those who build, design, 
use and care for labyrinths.”1 This po-faced sincerity of such 
horticultural minutiae is reminiscent of the pert and manicured 
self-righteousness of Roger the Shrubber in Monty Python and 
the Holy Grail (1975). But as preposterously absurd as this 
pastoral care sounds this statement is indicative of the serious 
devotion to labyrinths that you will find on the internet. As you 
might expect the aptly named Web is a fertile source of 
information about labyrinths, from instructions on how to make 
them, Ariadne’s threads on how to get through them, to VRML 
walkthroughs of famous labyrinths of classical antiquity. We 
can learn much from such horticultural discourse about our 
continuing fascination with the idea of the labyrinth as a 
metaphysical quest for meaning and spiritual epiphany as well 
as a conundrum, a metaphor for life itself, and, with Johan 
Huizinga in mind, a ludic exercise in puzzle-solving and 
resolution. But I’m not sure that we will glean much of the 
labyrinthine effect from a rarefied herbalist society, since I am 
describing it as something more elusive yet enduring, and not 
so literally identified with its physical, material dimension as a 
beguiling architectural puzzle. To understand the importance of 
the labyrinth as a recurring metaphysical and metafictional 
presence in, and effect of, the increasing complexity of 
mediation in culture we need to consult its greatest poet, 
Jorge Luis Borges. 

While Borges’s most important fictions were written in the 
1940s his influence is profoundly outside of time, beyond tidy 

 
 1  www.labyrinthsociety.org 
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chronologies of procession (his influence on culture is more 
dramatically of precession). As a writer concerned with issues 
to do with cyberculture and media arts I am always returning 
to Borges to understand the present, to get a fix on tricky 
issues associated with what has been called the digital age, on 
ideas such as simulation and virtual reality. But as well as 
consciously going to him he invariably finds his way to me. 
Shakespeare had his own ghost writers, Jacques Derrida his 
specters of Marx. I am haunted by the avatar of Borges. For 
instance, he insinuated himself as the topic of a talk on 
fantasy I gave at the 13th Biennale of Sydney in 2002, the title 
of which, (The World May Be) Fantastic, is only a tense away 
from Borges’s own predictions in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius.”2 
So pervasive is Borges in my thinking on media arts and the 
like I sometimes feel that I am merely his amanuensis, that any 
novel idea I come up with to do with the question of the real 
in, say, an immersive installation or an online multi-user 
domain, is merely dictation. When I re-read him I am 
constantly astonished by the relevance of his ideas to today’s 
world. In Borges’s work we find a map of the key philosophical 
concepts of the digital age, thorough, complete, rigorous and 
disturbing. When I read critical texts on cyberculture I 
experience that strange and unnerving déjà vu of being 
shadowed that Grace Jones sang of in 1981 in “Libertango,” 
of a presence “hanging ’round my door.” So it’s from Borges 
and his avatars that we receive our parables of the virtual. 
Brian Massumi will tell you this too. I can think of no better 
term than “the labyrinthine effect” to describe the uncanny 
prescience of Borges’s presence in and his resonance for the 
contemporary world of networks, mixed realities and 
confusions of time.  

What I want to do is try to briefly characterize the 
labyrinthine effect and its relevance, focusing specifically on 
some of the signature concepts of the late twentieth century 
such as cyberculture, simulation and virtuality and their 

 
 2  A version of this text was published in Postmodern Culture 13.2 (2003) as 

“The world will be Tlön: Mapping the fantastic on to the virtual.” It was 
extended and republished as “Mind Games: Borges, virtuality & the limits of 
credulity” in Mind Factory, ed. Louis Armand (Prague: Litteraria Pragensia, 
2005). 
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manifestation in media arts practices; specifically focussing on 
Martine Corompt’s 2001 This is My World. This augmented 
reality event is a means of understanding the labyrinthine 
effect in media arts, particularly as an instance of Masahiro 
Mori’s “uncanny valley”; the life-likeness that artificial agents 
and other forms of artifice become more life-like than we can 
bear. To get to this point of ontological disquiet we need to 
make a few digressions, as in any labyrinth, and stray down 
some corridors and passages that may not appear to be going 
anywhere, to posit relations between things that don’t seem to 
fit to or have anything obviously to do with each other. As the 
narrator reminds us in “The Garden of Forking Paths,” turning 
to the left, and left at every crossroads, is “the common 
procedure for discovering the central point of certain 
labyrinths.”3 So we can start our navigation by noting what 
might seem a furtive glance over the shoulder to be a relatively 
insignificant editorial point. While Borges is indelibly associated 
with the motif of the labyrinth, indeed with the word itself, he 
only ever wrote two fictions that bore it in their title. Moreover 
these fictions, “Ibn-Hakam al-Bokhari, Murdered in His 
Labyrinth” and “The Two Kings and the Two Labyrinths,” were 
the only stories that represented or involved constructed 
labyrinths or mazes.4 “The Two Kings and the Two Labyrinths,” 
in fact, is actually an intertextual fragment that is referred to in 
the former text, rather than a discrete fiction in its own right 
(though, as we shall see, the idea that anything is singular and 
unconnected is a nonsense in Borges). Less than two pages 
long “The Two Kings and the Two Labyrinths” is the text of a 
cautionary sermon read from the pulpit by the rector Mr. 
Allaby in “Ibn-Hakam al-Bokhari, Murdered in His Labyrinth”; 
an embedded fiction in a fiction appropriate for a bedazzling 
confrontation of corridors within corridors. It tells the story of 
a Babylonian King’s punishment at the hands of God for 
building a labyrinth so beguiling that “the most prudent men 
would not venture to enter it, and those who did would lose 
their way” (263). 

 
 3  Jorge Luis Borges, Labyrinths, es. D. Yates & E. Irby (New York: New 

Directions, 1964) 22. Further references to this edition are given in the text. 
 4  Both of these texts were published in Andrew Hurley’s translation of the 

Collected Fictions (London: Penguin, 1998). 



12 

This detail is significant. These overt labyrinth stories from 
the 1949 text The Aleph are absent in the most widely 
circulated selection of Borges’s writings, Labyrinths, first 
published in the United States by New Directions in 1962 and 
Penguin in England in 1970. A curious omission, perhaps, 
given that Labyrinths was without question the text that 
introduced Borges to the English-speaking world, and which 
John Barth no doubt had at his elbow when he profiled him in 
1967 as “a technically up-to-date artist.”5 Already in Borges 
labyrinths bring with them riddles. Why exclude the two texts 
in all of Borges’s writings that are actually about labyrinths 
from a collection called Labyrinths? Why indeed. The principle 
text, “Ibn-Hakam al-Bokhari, Murdered in His Labyrinth,” is of a 
piece with the overall detective aesthetic of some of the more 
famous fictions in Labyrinths, the deductive and forensic 
construction of plot that Borges sourced from Poe, Chesterton 
and Conan Doyle. It is a murder mystery hinging on an internal 
paradox: that the labyrinth built by the Moorish King Ibn-
Hakam Al-Bokhari to protect him from death is in fact the 
fiendish construction that assures it. In other words, it would 
fit in quite nicely alongside other fictions that feature obscure, 
algebraic but symmetrical homicides, such as “The Garden of 
Forking Paths” and “Death and the Compass.” Also it is in 
these stories that we get the most vivid cartographical 
accounts of the inscrutable architecture of the labyrinth: “the 
size and design of his house… met with amazement and even 
outrage. It seemed intolerable that a house should be 
composed of a single room but yet league upon league of 
hallways” (256). Time and relative dimensions in space were 
not invented by the scriptwriters of Dr Who I assure you. We 
also get in these texts a vivid sense of the psychodrama of 
being in a labyrinth, which is expressed in terms of 
claustrophobia, suffocation and “knotted darkness” (256). I 
have absolutely no idea what editorial principles went into the 
selection of the fictions in Labyrinths, but I’m hazarding a 
guess that it had something to do with the labyrinthine effect. 
“The Garden of Forking Paths” provides us with a clue.  

 
 5  “The Literature of Exhaustion,” The Atlantic 220.2 (1967): 29-34. 
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In “The Garden of Forking Paths” the notable scholar Dr 
Stephen Albert has devoted his lifetime to finding the key to a 
roman à clef, a chaotic, tortuous and meandering novel entitled 
The Garden of Forking Paths. He realizes that the key to this 
mystery resides in what is not written in the text, what is 
omitted rather than included. “In a riddle whose answer is 
chess” he asks, “what is the only prohibited word?” The 
answer is, of course, chess (27). This tautological rule of 
thumb enables him to conclude that in a novel whose theme is 
time, the word time is prohibited from being used. Accordingly 
it is never used once in The Garden of Forking Paths (that is, 
the novel in the Borges fiction, not the Borges fiction). If this is 
starting to sound abysmal, confusing or alarming, it is. For it is 
an intimation and infection of the labyrinthine effect. This kind 
of recursion is characteristic of Borges’s writing, whereby the 
story world and the experience of reading the story world 
become confused in strange, intimate and often troubling 
ways– yes, someone is looking over your shoulder. A further 
level of recursion often occurs in the stories themselves, which 
also helps us to better understand the oblique subtlety of 
Borges’s use of the labyrinth as motif and metaphysical 
condition. For instance in the Borges’s fiction “The Garden of 
Forking Paths” the narrator Dr Yu Tsun realizes, with no little 
consternation, that the labyrinth in which he finds himself 
trapped is not the mythical garden-maze of his ancestors, but 
the bizarre and unsettling theory of time articulated in the 
novel The Garden of Forking Paths. No longer a single, unique 
individual living one life-time in linear, absolute time he 
struggles with the “swarming sensation” (28) that he is living 
out many lives simultaneously, each with different outcomes 
and indeterminate futures that are contingent upon the other 
people he interacts with, who themselves live out parallel lives 
with different outcomes. Like a proto hypertext branching out 
into leafy arborescence each outcome is contingent and 
minute, a web of indeterminate, quantum details of cause and 
effect. Yu Tsun is “secret, busy and multiform in other 
dimensions of time,” aware of strange intimations wherever he 
goes, “infinitely saturated with invisible persons” (28). Spastic 
in time, like Kurt Vonnegut’s autographical Billy Pilgrim in 
Slaughterhouse-Five (1969), he is profoundly and intimately 



14 

enmeshed in many times, in a manner dictated by an 
unreadable novel in which the word time is never used. And 
we read of him trapped in his labyrinth of time, in a story with 
the same name as the story he himself reads. Just as Hamlet 
watches Hamlet, or Don Quixote reads the Quixote. 

Now think twice before you write this off as inscrutable 
fabulation or metafictional reflexivity. Or before you conclude 
that it has no portent for us as an allegory of our own world 
and our own preoccupations with non-linearity in space and 
time, discontinuity and hypertextuality. For here is a story 
about “an infinite series of times… a growing, dizzying net of 
divergent, convergent and parallel times” (28). Is this not 
starting to sound familiar, this networked conception of time 
and space? Behold how the labyrinthine effect weaves its web. 
So let’s mark the progress we have made with a breadcrumb 
and consolidate where we’ve been so far. While Borges does 
occasionally use the word labyrinth in his fictions, he is very 
sparing when he does, usually to summarise the resolution of a 
narrative – as at the end of “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” 
which is apparently about pirated encyclopaedias, secret 
societies and the fabrication of knowledge about the world: 
“Tlön is surely a labyrinth, but it is a labyrinth devised by men, 
a labyrinth destined to be deciphered by men” (17-18). Borges, 
then, is always writing of labyrinths, writing in a labyrinthine 
manner even when the word labyrinth is not specifically used, 
or the physical structure of the labyrinth is never present. The 
labyrinth is a figure in his fictions for states of moral 
entrapment, intrigue, revenge and anxiety. It stands for the 
compelling matrix of relations that bind people together 
through apparently casual, accidental circumstances but which 
are in effect highly elaborate, architectonic and, to use that 
most Borgesian of words, “rigorous.” Take “Death and the 
Compass” (a text, incidentally, that clearly haunted Umberto 
Eco when he was writing The Name of the Rose. Eco paid a 
debt of reflexive homage to the Master in more ways than one, 
from the sublime labyrinthine library and rebus-like textual plot 
structure of the murders, to featuring him in a cameo 
performance as the blind librarian and architect of the murders, 
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Jorge of Burgos). 6  One of Borges’s more conspicuous 
detective stories this fiction details a series of violent murders 
that are announced by cryptic clues of an apparently 
cabbalistic kind that seem to intimate a hidden purpose, a 
rigorous, highly ordered pattern (the first victim is a dead 
Rabbi). The central character, the detective Erik Lönnrot, sets 
about deciphering the pattern, the “secret morphology” that 
will reveal the motive and the identity of the murderer (76). He 
notes the symmetries in time and space associated with the 
occasion and the location of each murder. Far from being 
chaotic and random, the events in which he becomes 
enmeshed are frighteningly rational, sequential, premeditated 
and repetitive. Full of self-confidence, he travels to the villa of 
Triste-le-Roy where he has deduced the next murder will take 
place. In the fearful symmetrical order of the grand villa he 
does indeed encounter the murderer, Red Scharlach, who 
reveals that Lönnrot himself is to be the fourth victim in the 
series. Motivated by revenge for events that happened three 
years earlier, Scharlach conceives of a plan to “weave a 
labyrinth around the man who had imprisoned [his] brother” 
(85), a plan so ingenious that it would appeal to the rigorous, 
egotistical mind of Lönnrot and draw him irresistibly into the 
trap. Lönnrot entraps himself in Scharlach’s labyrinth by 
reading the signs to perfection. His presence at Triste-le-Roy is 
the final term in the series, the final point in an elegant 
geometrical conceit that will ensure for Lönnrot a “punctual 
death” (86). With admirable aplomb and intellectual arrogance 
in the face of death, Lönnrot corrects his assassin, pointing out 
that his labyrinth has three too many lines and should have 
been modelled on the Greek labyrinth that consists of a single 
straight line (86). Scharlach responds, with an ironic, 
narcissistic gesture to “The Garden of Forking Paths” (or 
perhaps The Garden of Forking Paths), “The next time I kill 

 
 6  Borges’s conceit of the universe as an infinite library, detailed in a fiction of 

the same name, is also quoted in the vertiginous architectural design of the 
library in Jean-Jacques Annaud’s knowingly sub-titled film “palimpsest” of 
Eco’s novel in 1986. The vindictive blind librarian, Jorge de Burgos, contrary 
to his barely concealed namesake, would rather eat forbidden books than have 
others read them.  
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you… I promise you that labyrinth, consisting of a single line 
which is invisible and unceasing” (87). 

The perception that everything is connected, linked in a 
network of complex relations, is overwhelming in Borges. It is 
claustrophobic, sublime and too much to bear, as it is in 
Joyce, Kafka and Pynchon. The physical architecture of the 
labyrinth is symbolic of the conceptual labyrinths in which his 
characters are implicated, of intricate patterns of ideas and 
agitated states of mind. It is the latter, in fact, that takes us 
even closer to understanding the depths of the labyrinthine 
effect in Borges. Borges’s writing holds a prominent place in 
postmodern thought as representing a decisive shift in 
literature from a paradigm in which we seek to know the 
world, to one in which we find ourselves asking what world 
we are in. The blurring of reality and fiction and the relations 
between the reader and the text, the collision of different 
levels of reality, of simulation and fantasy, are facets of a 
pervasive ontological disquiet that we encounter in Borges. 
This is the theme of the fiction that many critics argue is his 
most important, “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius.” Here’s the 
Brodie’s Notes plot summary: the obscure details of a 
previously unknown planet are discovered in an equally strange 
source, the single volume of a particular edition of an English 
language encyclopaedia. The more the narrator looks into this 
discovery, the more pervasive this mysterious world, Tlön, 
appears to be. It is discovered that the fabrication of Tlön is 
the work of a secret society dating back to the seventeenth 
century, evidently a determined project to create a more 
idealistic, enlightened world. This conspiracy of fabulation to 
modify reality creates an irresistible belief in the reality of Tlön, 
to such an extent that its artefacts soon begin to materialize in 
the real world and human history is eventually replaced by its 
history. The world begins to remember a past that it never 
lived. The narrator concludes: “The contact and the habit of 
Tlön have disintegrated this world. Enchanted by its rigor, 
humanity forgets over and over again that it is a rigor of chess 
masters, not of angels… A scattered dynasty of men has 
changed the face of the earth… The world will be Tlön” (18). 
I’m not sure if Rod Serling was an avid reader of Borges, but 
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many an episode of The Twilight Zone bore traces of the 
labyrinthine effect. 

In terms of the importance of this fiction for the 
contemporary history of ideas, it’s worth noting that the 
principal theorists of hyperreality, simulation and virtual reality 
all refer to it as a kind of metaphysical Baedeker, a guidebook 
to prepare us for the consequences when one worldly 
dimension queers into another. As we continue to naturalize 
the virtual in the age of the social network we are merely 
adding more footnotes to “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius.” Another 
breadcrumb. The interplay between the physical and 
conceptual labyrinth in Borges is traced in the dominant binary 
opposition within discussions of cyberculture, that of the 
actual and the virtual, between real life and artificial reality. 
Whether it be the division between our various online personae 
and our offline, face to face relations with others, or our 
perception of being an avatar in an immersive environment or a 
three dimensional game-space, we are becoming acutely aware 
of this coupling of different worlds; of actual worlds in which 
our physical presence marks us as who we are, and virtual 
worlds in which it is not required or necessary, in which we 
entertain the abstract notion of being somewhere where we 
are not. This is the conundrum of interface culture. But it is a 
conundrum that we resolve by retaining a binary way of 
thinking about the intersection of our real selves and our 
avatars. That is, we still have an exit strategy, a way out. The 
interface between the real and the virtual is still a liminal zone. 
Full simulation is total, seamless and implosive, as thinkers as 
diverse as cultural theorists Jean Baudrillard and NASA virtual 
reality designer Scott Fisher will tell you. Entrapment in this 
metaphysical labyrinth means amnesia, the total forgetfulness 
of one world and complete remembrance of another, of which 
we have no first-hand experience. 

This blurring of the real and the virtual, the intrusion of one 
level of reality into another – as distinct from a binary 
recognition of two separate realms – has and continues to be 
actively explored in media art. It is a feature of the work of a 
number of Australian media artists that the shift from one 
media regime to another, from reproductive to simulation or 
virtual technologies, brings with it profound implications for 
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what we understand by the concept of “being in the world.” I 
am familiar with the condition of being an avatar in the digital 
realm. What would it mean to encounter an avatar in my 
world? What would be the fallout of crossing one metaphysical 
threshold into another? For Borges such intrusions have the 
potential to change the world, to queer it into something else, 
as in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius.” For artists such as Martine 
Corompt, the discombobulating intrusion of the virtual into the 
real is a way of exploring the nature of interaction in 
contemporary art beyond the human-computer interface. It has 
allowed her to dramatically have performed what might happen 
when synthetic experience strays into the organic world. The 
idea of fabricated characters taking on a life of their own, 
beyond the flatness and strictly circumscribed dimensions of 
the computer screen, is the theme of Martine Corompt’s 2001 
work This Is My World. A serial, mixed media event comprising 
digital animation, illustration and real world objects, This Is My 
World involved a fabricated all girl pop band called “Household 
Names,” fronted by the enigmatic Leanne. Continuing her 
interest in neoteny, cute culture and the saccharine intimacies 
of pop lyrics, Corompt endowed Leanne with a life beyond the 
screen and her pixelated anima. This transmigration involved 
nothing less than an impromptu celebrity walk through a 
shopping centre in suburban Melbourne.  

Interactivity for Corompt is more subtle and encompassing 
than making things happen on a screen, or vicariously 
endowing “in world” characters with agency. It is an intimate 
relationship of affect between entities that happen to be from 
different worlds. The human computer interface is rapidly 
becoming second nature. The modes of interactivity associated 
with it, dominated by pointing and clicking an avatar or 
character on a screen, restrict the opportunity for exploring 
different modes of engagement. Leanne’s life beyond the 
screen is a postmodern variation of the ancient, gnostic theme 
of “the walk,” an experience of focussed navigation through 
the vivid, yet completely imaginary, labyrinthine palaces that 
Frances Yates described in The Art of Memory (1966). Indeed, 
had shopping centres and mega malls been around during the 
time of Cicero or Giordano Bruno they would have resembled 
the arcades through which Leanne promenades during her 
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memory walk. Like the drone librarians who eternally roam a 
similar virtual space of the infinite in Borges’s “The Library of 
Babel,” Leanne wanders the corridors and galleries of a world 
within a world. By exporting her beyond the interface of the 
screen into a retail and vernacular metempsychosis, Corompt 
opened up a pedestrian space of engagement in which less 
obvious, unseen modes of interaction between entity and 
viewer can be enacted and explored. Just as Borges wove 
invisible labyrinths that enmeshed his characters in occult 
systems and patterns of unknown intent, Leanne spooked 
other pedestrian onlookers into an awkward inertia. People 
simply looked away, avoided contact or even proximity. Such 
discomfiture is a symptom of the labyrinthine effect in Borges 
as an ontological anxiety, unnerving and out of place, yet 
vividly in place.  

A final crumb to mark a pause, before we press on to our 
dread destination. Leanne’s blithe, physical materiality in the 
presence of anonymous corporeal passers-by is irreal, an 
impossible object entirely out of place. Leanne is a kind of 
“hrönir,” like the compass inscribed with letters from an 
unknown alphabet, or the tiny cone that could barely be lifted 
from the ground (a symbol of the deity in Tlön) that intrude 
into the urbane familiarity Borges’s Buenos Aires. She is also a 
twenty-first century avatar of Herbert Ashe, a mysterious 
railway engineer who “suffered from unreality” (6) and whose 
memory “persists” in the Hotel Las Delicias in Adrogué. Both 
are intrusions of a fantasy world into the reality of another. 
Leanne’s presence is an irruption of new ground, speculative 
and metafictional in which the event, the avatar and the 
audience occupy a temporary space of uncertainty, dislocated 
from the normative stabilities of things being in their place, in 
their appropriate space, their apposite metaphysics. The ironic 
title of this work – This is My World – implies a boundary 
dispute over terrain. But it also bristles with a troubling, 
unresolved uncertainty of the kind that Borges patiently and 
unremarkably documented in “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”: 
what world is this and what am I in it? 

And so we achieve the centre of the labyrinth. With some 
trepidation we anticipate the gruesome horrors that await us. 
Will it be the classic Minotaur of the Cretan labyrinth, the man 
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with the head of a bull? Or the chimera imagined by Dante, the 
bull with the head of a man, or the benevolent giant who 
wears the mask of a monster in Federico Fellini’s Satyricon 
(1969)? From the vertiginous recesses of an unseen 
passageway emerges Leanne, dragging a spiked club with one 
hand and grasping a K-Mart bag in the other. She holds our 
gaze and begins to sing in a bird-like, lilting voice at odds with 
her hydrocephalic head. “Is Anybody There? Come closer to 
me”7 Chillingly apt for a phantasm stalking the corridors of a 
labyrinth in anticipation of an unknown ludic stranger: “I 
haven’t seen you around here/Have we met before?” Passers-
by deliberately avoid her wan and obscure gaze as she goads 
them. Like Theseus with a shopping trolley, a man anticipates 
the exit from the labyrinth in determined silence as her words 
caress the back of his neck like electricity: “You can’t hide the 
look in your eyes/They never lie.” Our fixation on her presence 
here, in this place that is out of place is distracted momentarily 
by muzak emanating from the centre’s PA. The unmistakable 
rhythm of a tango hustles around a dance beat before another 
voice, androgynous, self-assured and persistent blends into the 
hubbub of mid-morning shopping. I walk out into glaring sun as 
if from darkened corridors. Strange, I think to myself, I’ve seen 
that face before.  
 

 
 7  http://martinecorompt.com/2009/09/03/is-anybody-there-3/ 
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Epigrams, particle theory & 
hypertext 
 
 

I will confine myself to telling you that I 
dream of immense cosmologies, sagas, 
and epics all reduced to the dimensions 
of an epigram. 

       Italo Calvino 
 
 
Epigrams are used traditionally to presage a beginning, the 
beginning. They announce the thematic import of the discourse 
that is to follow. The epigram is a kind of pre-talk, an avant-
scene. Sometimes there is more than one. In the case of 
multiple epigrams, an entirely new system of relations is 
established amongst themselves, a structure within a pre-
structure. This kind of interconnected multiplicity – of a kind 
that detained the attention of the two great Augustan satirists 
of pedantry, Alexander Pope and Jonathan Swift1 – prompts a 
question: what if the epigram is the event and not its 
harbinger? What, in other words, if the epigram is not the link 
that conceptually prepares us for conceptual passage 
elsewhere, but is itself a singular event in which an entire 
discourse is implicit? Discourse is not something that follows, 
happens afterwards, but is already happening in the discrete 
fertility of epigrammatic concision.  

I am less interested in the reception of this theory than in 
dramatizing its making as a constructive, hypertextual. I’m 
interested in the particulate nature of the alphabet as a finite 
structure of elementary particles or bits, capable of infinite 
generation of meaning. That is, a morphological theory of 

 
 1  Pope’s Dunciad Variorum (1729) and Swift’s Tale of A Tub (1704) have 

received little attention in the context of hypertextuality. They are, however, 
important avant-texts in the history of electronic writing and digital literacy. 
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meaning drawing on the concept of the sub-atomic particle of 
quantum mechanics. 2 If literacy is concerned with letters as 
fundamental, irreducible particles of meaning, then how can 
we transport the idea of the particle into the digital realm, the 
online environment and the hypertextual web? Such a project 
is fraught with the potential of being un-receivable, since 
outlining a post-literate digital literacy 3  is outside the 
hermeneutic circle of literacy itself. So what follows is a 
translation of a future model of such a literacy. 

The idea of describing a potential literacy that is not based 
on alphabetic letters is not really suggested by putting words 
under erasure. Instead I am drawing on the iconographic 
language of Australian digital artist Troy Innocent to illustrate 
the theory of meaning I am attempting to articulate here. 
Innocent’s “Memetic” font is an attempt to create a symbolic, 
icon-based language that departs from the phonetic alphabet 
and provides, instead, a purely visual register of 
communication that is suited to the creation of virtual spaces 
conceived of as language; that is, a symbolic interpretation of 
digital code in iconographic terms.4 Approximate translations 
or semantic detonations of the singular richness of these icons 
are noted as footnotes.5 

So let’s begin again. But not at the beginning, but always 
already in the midst of things: 
 

 
 2  I am highly conscious of the particle/wave duality in quantum theory. There is 

future work to be done in this respect. Indeed, as a grammatologist, I am 
attracted to the ambivalence of quanta as both wave and particle: Werner 
Heisenberg’s “uncertainty principle” as the pharmakon. For the time being, 
though, I am restricting my focus to the sub-atomic level of the particle (rather 
than the measurement of its velocity in terms of waves). Hic lectionem finit. 

 3  Preposterously pretentious as this certainly is, I put this word under erasure for 
the obvious reason that while it is not appropriate to the project at hand, it is 
the only word available to suggest what is at stake in an emerging networked 
world, in which the letter is no longer the dominant form of media. Navigating 
a hypermedia text, for example, is not reliant upon alphabetic literacy in the 
way that reading a novel certainly is. 

  4  See www.iconica.org. 
 5  Nota bene: denotation is an anagram of detonation. 
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s6 
Gilles Deleuze & Félix Guattari 

 
In A Thousand Plateaus Deleuze and Guattari interpret the 
epigram in an intriguing, multi-media way, using images instead 
of text. Not that there is anything non-or a-textual about an 
image. However what is striking is the principle of signifying a 
conceptual link or portal into the text through iconic insinuation, 
implication and suggestion, rather than the overt, literal 
topicality of the written epigram. In the introductory chapter 
entitled “Rhizome,” from which the above epigram is taken they 
prefigure their discussion of deterritorialisation, rhizomorphism 
and writing to the nth degree, with a fragment from a 1948 
score by Sylvano Bussoti that is dedicated to John Cage’s 
collaborator David Tudor. While their discussion of multiplicities 
and enunciating machinic assemblages is rigorous and engaging, 
a discussion conducted between pages three and twenty-five, 
the work of this discussion has already been done in their 
epigram. In terms of the theory of hypertextuality I want to 
make here, their twenty-two page discussion is an exegesis, an 
elongated unwrapping, a verbal equivalent to the exploded 
diagram. Within these twenty odd pages, what wonders 
emerge: complex ideas to do with textuality, abstraction and 
becoming that have indelibly left their mark on the contemporary 
intellectual landscape– ideas that require a further five hundred 
and sixty pages of delineation and articulation. And here we 
start to generate a sense of an idea that, while not in any way 
new, has preoccupied practitioners and theoreticians of the 
broad category of writing that Espen Aarseth described as 
“cybertext.”7 It is a sense of overwhelming density crammed 
into a small space, whether it is the finite pages of a book, an 

 
 6  “The ideal for a book would be to lay everything out on a plane of exteriority 

of this kind, on a single plane, the same sheet Gilles Deleuze and Félix 
Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus: Capitalism and Schizophrenia, trans. Brian 
Massumi (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1996) 9. Further 
references in the text. 

 7  Espen Aarseth, Cybertext: Perspectives on Ergodic Literature (Baltimore: Johns 
Hopkins University Press, 1997). 
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epigram or a docuverse: an intimation of compressed profundity, 
what the French theorist of space Gaston Bachelard called 
“intimate immensity.”8 In the context of literature, Paul Valéry 
had suggested that the beginning of a novel contained its entire 
poetics in a nutshell.9 While an idiomatic figure of speech, the 
idea of something vast being contained within something small, 
like a nutshell, has attracted writers throughout history. 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, engaged in lively badinage with 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, ponders the question of the 
space of the mind, noting that “ I could be bounded in a nutshell 
and count myself a king of infinite space.”10 Three centuries 
later, James Joyce pondered that image and put it to the service 
of his own universe in a nutshell, or “microbemost cosm,” in 
Finnegans Wake, where Shakespeare’s conceit is transformed 
into “Allspace in a Notshall.”11 Writing at a time when quantum 
mechanics was making its first tentative steps towards particle 
theory, Joyce was highly attuned to and turned on by the idea 
that language, as a particulate structure of finite bits, could 
yield, under the right kinds of polysemic pressure, a “most 
spacious immensity” (150). 

 Received wisdom has it that what was an ideal within the 
technology of the printed book is now literal fact within a 
hypertext environment. Drawing on the work of French 
poststructuralism, theorists from George Landow to Gregory 
Ulmer have argued that the ideal of the writerly text is realized, 
or literalized, in the hypertextual network. While some 
interesting theoretical expositions have been undertaken in this 
respect, in particular Ulmer’s Heuretics,12 the auratic quality of 
the writerly text has lost something of its glow. For it is the 
ideal nature of the writerly text that generates fascination, the 
fact that although so much has been written about it, it could 

 
 8  Gaston Bachelard, The Poetics of Space, trans. Maria Jolas (Boston: Beacon 

Press, 1994) 183. 
 9  Quoted in Wolfgang Iser, Tristram Shandy (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1988) 2. Further references in the text. 
10  Shakespeare, Hamlet, ed. G.R. Hibbard (New York: Oxford University Press, 

1994) 2; 2; 252-253. 
11  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Faber, 1975) 151 & 455 resp. Further 

references in the text. 
12  Gregory L. Ulmer, Heuretics: The Logic of Invention (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 

University Press, 1994). 
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not be found in bookstores or libraries. Even in the catalogues 
of Routledge, that fine purveyor of theoretical exotica, you will 
only find one title, and a single copy at that, of Maniacs in the 
Fourth Dimension by Kilgore Trout, of which I am the proud 
owner. Where the writerly text could be more readily glimpsed, 
though, if you were lucky, was on the book shelves of certain 
writers of a particular kind of fiction. It is no accident that 
Borges is one of the great influences on contemporary theories 
of writing and complexity. His presence in A Thousand 
Plateaus is like Flaubert’s God in nature, everywhere felt but 
nowhere seen (well, virtually unseen, as he is mentioned twice 
in the book). The introductory chapter is dominated by his 
parable of the map and the territory, in which a map is made 
of such scale and verisimilitude that it actually covers the 
empire it was designed to represent. 13 Moreover a fragment 
from his later 1975 text, “The Book of Sand,” exists as the 
epigram to the same chapter in a quantum edition of A 
Thousand Plateaus. As with Borges’s other infinite book, The 
Garden of Forking Paths in “The Garden of Forking Paths,” this 
fugitive edition of A Thousand Plateaus exists “in an infinite 
series of times, in a growing, dizzying net of divergent, 
convergent and parallel times.” (28) The epigram reads like 
this: 

 

>14 
Jorge Luis Borges 

 

 
13  Borges recounts this parable in “Partial Magic in the Quixote” and also in the 

short fragment “On Exactitude in Science” in Labryinths: Selected Stories & 
Other Writings, eds. Donald A. Yates & James E. Irby (New York: New 
Directions). Further references in the text.  

14  “I turned the leaf; it was numbered with eight digits. It also bore a small 
illustration, like the kind used in dictionaries – an anchor drawn with pen and 
ink, as if by a schoolboy’s clumsy hand. It was at this point that the stranger 
said, ‘Look at the illustration closely. You will never see it again.’ I took my 
place and closed the book. At once, I reopened it. Page by page, in vain, I 
looked for the illustration of the anchor.” Jorge Luis Borges, “The Book of 
Sand,” in The Book of Sand, trans. Norman Thomas di Giovanni 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1975) 88. Further references in the text. 
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Borges’s “Book of Sand” is a remarkable text since it 
confounds the reader with a quality of dynamism that for 
centuries books weren’t thought to possess. That is, the 
printed word, unlike its pixelated counterpart, is fixed and 
unchanging. Only when a text is re-set for a new edition can 
words be altered. In the “Book of Sand” we encounter writing 
that is never the same each time it is revisited and never 
repeats itself: every time the same page is consulted it 
contains something different. Moreover, despite its finite 
limitations, the number of pages proliferate each time it is 
opened: “I laid my left hand on the cover and, trying to put my 
thumb on the flyleaf, I opened the book. It was useless. Every 
time I tried, a number of pages came between the cover and 
my thumb. It was as if they kept growing from the book.” (89) 
Like sand, the mysterious book has no middle or end, and no 
matter how hard the narrator tries he can never open the book 
at the first page.  

As we expect of Borges the book is surrounded by mystery. 
Brought to the attention of the protagonist/narrator by its 
equally mysterious custodian, it becomes an obscure object of 
desire for a time. But only for a time, as its strange sublimity 
overwhelms its owner, defiling his sense of order and reality. 
Like Borges’s “Book of Sand,” the parallel edition of A 
Thousand Plateaus has on occasion crossed the desks of the 
coterie of academics aware of its elusive presence. Brian 
Massumi is reported to have seen it, though its oppressive 
proliferation is said to have turned him off translation for life. If 
what I have heard is true, since Parables of the Virtual he is 
said to only write epigrams. 

If you read carefully between pages one thousand and one 
thousand and one of Charles Baudelaire’s notebooks you will 
find an odd and despairing reference to it. I myself have not 
escaped its inscrutable alchemy. The image of the disappearing 
figure of the anchor could not have been more prescient of my 
theory of hypertextuality. What I am moving towards is a 
poetics of hypertextuality – a term that both identifies the 
characteristics of hypertext and its modes of behaviour – as a 
discrete fertility that has imploded the classic, dyadic structure 
of node and link. In this theory there is no room for anchors. 
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Borges’s fabulatory approach to the idea of the infinite book 
retains the resonances of uncertainty and implausibility 
associated with the writerly text. While the “Book of Sand” 
may not yet exist, the idea that it might or could exist is 
enough to trouble our minds. And it is this element of the 
fabulatory, of that which seems to exist despite its 
impossibility, that is both enticing and disquieting. To actually 
possess such a book is to no longer entertain the possibility of 
its potential, and it is this quality that fascinated Deleuze and 
Guattari about the ideal of the book as a flattened plane of 
indescribable excess. Once such a book exists, once it is a 
reality, it no longer has the potential to be inscrutable, just out 
of grasp, always ungraspable. 

In thinking about the idea of intimate immensity, of discrete 
fertility, of universes within nutshells, I’m drawn to the idea of 
the charged potential of the singular image, the epigram, the 
discrete thing liberated from the obligation to introduce or link 
to something else. I’m interested in the obliteration of 
adjacency, juxtaposition, the link, and the connection: the 
disappearance of the anchor. In thinking of the charged 
potential of a singular thing, we need to make a theory of 
potential writing. In order to do this I need a talisman: 

D
15 

  Italo Calvino 
 
In his Language of New Media (2001), Lev Manovich uses 
Dziga Vertov’s 1929 film Man With A Movie Camera as a 
heuristic device throughout the book. 16  In doing this he is 
demonstrating his theory that the language of new media is 
not something new, for which we have to invent a critical 
metalanguage. On the contrary, he argues that what we 

 
15  “My temperament prompts me to ‘keep it short,’ and such structures as these 

enable me to unite density of invention and expression with a sense of infinite 
possibilities Italo Calvino, “Multiplicity” in Six Memos for the New Millennium, 
trans. Patrick Creagh (London: Vintage, 1992) 120. Further references in text. 

16  Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press, 2001). 



28 

understand to be the principles of new media aesthetics are 
already at work in older cultural forms such as cinema. In a 
similar fashion I want to demonstrate that my theory of 
hypertext as a discrete fertility can be made from residual 
forms of textual compression. To achieve this end I have also 
chosen a pre-electronic text as a talismanic – or talismatic17 – 
guide to discrete fertility.  

Italo Calvino’s proto hyper-novel If On A Winter’s Night A 
Traveller (1979) is an example of such an experiment in textual 
compression, what Calvino has called a “’discrete’ rather than 
a ‘continuous’ reality”; a break with a tradition of story-telling 
in which one word is made to stand “in sequence with 
another.”18 If On A Winter’s Night A Traveller stands for an 
attitude to experimental writing devoted to the problematics of 
the beginning, of the commencement. Two obvious 
precursors, over which Calvino has re-written his novel as a 
palimpsest, are Laurence Sterne’s Tristram Shandy19 and The 
Tales of the Thousand and One Nights. If you are not familiar 
with Calvino’s text, there are abundant descriptions of it within 
its own pages: 
 

I have had the idea of writing a novel composed only of 
beginnings of novels. The protagonist could be a Reader who is 
continually interrupted. The Reader buys the new novel A by 
the author Z. But it is a defective copy, he can’t go beyond the 

 
17  This wonderfully apposite neologism was coined by Adrian Miles at the I Link, 

Therefore I Am: Digital Design Literacies symposium, RMIT University, 
Melbourne, April 16, 2002.  

18  Italo Calvino, “Notes Towards a Definition of the Narrative Form as a 
Combinative Process,” Twentieth Century Studies 3 (1970): 94 & 96 resp. An 
extended version of this essay, originally written in 1967, was published as 
“Cybernetics and Ghosts,” in The Literature Machine, trans. Patrick Creagh 
(London: Secker & Warburg, 1987). Further references in the text. 

19  In his study of Tristram Shandy reception theorist Wolfang Iser presents the text 
very much as an open-ended, omni-directional narrative. The entire narrative, in 
Iser’s words, concerns the very issue of commencement and first words 
pertinent to this discussion. The beginning of the novel, Iser asserts, is 
suggestive of the poetics of the entire text: “multilayered problematisation of 
how to start.” Tristram Shandy, Landmarks of World Literature series 
(Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1988) 2. Further references in the text. 
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beginning… He returns to the bookshop to have the volume 
exchanged.20 

 
Writing just before his death on the principles of what he 
called the hyper-novel in the essay “Multiplicity,” Calvino 
noted that in If On A Winter’s Night A Traveller his aim was  
 

to give the essence of what a novel is by providing it in 
concentrated form, in ten beginnings; each beginning develops 
in very different ways from a common nucleus, and each acts 
within a framework that both determines and is determined. 
[120] 

 
Calvino wrote these words on the occasion of preparing a 
series of presentations that would form the Charles Eliot 
Norton Lectures in 1985 (they were published posthumously in 
1988). “Multiplicity” was his attempt to map out the trajectory 
of complexity and encyclopaedism into the new millennium. In 
theorizing the progress of the novel Calvino was also extending 
a theoretical project he had begun in the late 1960s to do with 
the impact of computers and information technology on 
writing. In thinking about the kind of experimental, cybernetic 
writing that was being produced in Italy at that time Calvino 
argued that such a technology was 
 

A tool for the formal decomposition of what is structured, and 
for challenging the normal train of thought. At a basic level this 
tool is a charmingly lyrical one. It satisfies a typically human 
craving: the production of disorder. A proper literature machine 
involves the craving for disorder as an inevitable reaction to a 
previous order. Such a machine will produce avant-garde 
material in order to sluice out its circuits after they have been 
clogged up by too long a period devoted to the production of 
classicism. It will feel unsatisfied with its own traditionalism 
and start planning out new ways of looking at the written word 
until it completely overturns the matrix which it had followed 
up till then. [120]  

 

 
20  Italo Calvino, If On A Winter’s Night A Traveller, trans. William Weaver 

(London, Picador, 1982)156. Further references in the text. 
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In a perverse Romanticism this sounds a lot like an intimation 
of imminent hypertextuality. His own account of If On A 
Winter’s Night A Traveller as a kind of generative grammar, a 
literature machine, attests to his anticipation of the 
convergence of information technology and writing. But it also 
attests to a principle well known to narratology, the infinite 
generation of forms from finite structures. His sense of the 
“potential multiplicity” (120) of such a literature machine 
evokes what I have been referring to as the density of the 
particle, a potential multiplicity that is something glimpsed, 
sensed as potentially there but evaporated and diffused once it 
is extended into a relation, a link, an elongation. Something of 
this implosiveness is revealed in this passage from If On A 
Winter’s Night A Traveller: 
 

I’m producing too many stories at once because what I want is 
for you to feel, around the story, a saturation of other stories 
that I could tell and maybe will tell or who knows may already 
have told on some other occasion, a space full of stories that 
perhaps is simply my lifetime, where you can move in all 
directions, as in space, always finding stories that cannot be 
told until other stories are told first, and so, setting out from 
any moment or place, you encounter always the same density 
of material to be told. [88] 

 
Vannevar Bush no doubt encountered the same excess in his 
ruminations on the Memex, and Ted Nelson was in no doubt 
that hypertext was very much a manifold literature machine– 
responsive to, as well as generative of textual excess. In 
energizing and capturing the charged multiplicity of the 
beginning, Calvino is suspending the reciprocal relation to 
something else of discrete syntactical structures, such as the 
clause or the phrase. The ten chapters that make up the novel 
are in fact ten unfinished sentences, intransitive structures that 
fail to take an object or to move the sense on to a subordinate 
clause and finally grammatical and narrative closure. What is 
dramatised in this sequence of first words is the unrealized 
potential of implicit “invisible connections” bursting at the 
seams and intimating ongoing dispersion. If On A Winter’s 
Night A Traveller goes some way to realizing Calvino’s desire 
to write, in the manner of Deleuze and Guattari’s ideal book, 
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“a collection of tales consisting of only one sentence only, or 
even a single line.”21 Precursors to this ideal include the one 
line novel written by the Guatemalan writer Augusto 
Monterroso, When he woke up, the dinosaur was still there; 
and the untitled text to be found in Paul Valéry’s notebooks, 
“Idea for a frightening story: it is discovered that the only 
remedy for cancer is living human flesh. Consequences.”  

This is the energy of the quantum particle, or morpheme of 
dense matter in an infinitesimally small space. It is the energy 
of the first word, or what I have been calling discrete fertility: 
 

G22 
     Italo Calvino 

 
In “Notes Towards a Definition of the Narrative Form as a 
Combinative Process” (93), Calvino reflects on the persistent 
relationality of words, of the limits to which we will push 
adjacency and the bringing together of individual words into 
“reciprocal fertility.” His notion of the incipit is the crystalline 
opposite to the idea of the relation, the transition or the link. It is 
consistent with what he identified as a “contemporary 
intellectual process” that involved the “revenge and triumph of 
all that is discontinuous, divisible and combinatory over 
continuous flux.” If the word hypertext had currency in literary 
criticism in the late ’60s when he wrote these words, it would 
in all probability have been used to describe the outcomes of 
this process. In this respect hypertext continues to do the work 
of experimental literature in its tendency to break up continuous 

 
21  “Quickness” in Six Memos for the New Millennium, 51. Further references in 

the text.  
22  “The romantic fascination produced in the pure state by the first sentences of 

the first chapter of many novels is soon lost in the continuation of the story: it is 
the promise of a time of reading that extends before us and can comprise all 
possible developments. I would like to be able to write a book that is only an 
incipit, that maintains for its whole duration the potentiality of the beginning, the 
expectation still not focussed on an object. But how could such a book be 
constructed? Would it break off after the first paragraph? Would the preliminaries 
be prolonged indefinitely? Would it set the beginning of one tale inside another, 
as in the Arabian Nights?” If On A Winter’s Night A Traveller, 140. 
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discourse, to deconstruct the flow of meaning into “unlimited 
combinations, permutations and transformations” (94). 

A word on discontinuity. As far as Calvino was concerned, 
continuity was to be disrupted at all costs and the most 
powerful mechanism for doing so was to sustain the beginning, 
to put off extension and yet retain a powerful sense of 
restrained encyclopaedic complexity. Within new media 
discourse it is de rigueur to bandy terms such as discontinuous, 
non-sequential, non-linear, etc. But for all the hype about 
hypertext as a liberation of discontinuity there has been scant 
attention paid to the highly continuous nature of the binary 
structure of the node and link. This manifold figure binds two 
dependent items into a reciprocal, symbiotic order in which 
there is little choice and little possibility of variation, since the 
activation of one leads to the materialization of the other.  

The incipit is a more dramatic act of dis-continuity, of 
suspended continuity in that the possibility of reciprocal 
combination is absent. Combination entails extension, the 
release or issue of condensed meaning or information into the 
flow of syntax, trails and pathways. The idea of hypertext as 
extended text without extension is troubling to our 
metaphysics precisely because of its singularity, its refusal to 
open out, to flow, to elongate. Within cosmology, the idea of a 
singularity refers to a moment of space-time before which, 
theoretically speaking, there was no such thing as space or 
time, and out of which issues, in the cataclysmic explosion of 
the big bang, the entire universe. It is a theoretical postulate 
that equally troubled physicists and cosmologists since the 
laws of relativity, which the universe was said to observe, 
have no meaning in this quantum state of infinity within a sub-
atomic particle of sand (hence the need in this project to 
translate a potential, as yet unknowable and unrecognizable 
form of digital literacy into the letters and meanings we are 
familiar with). Stephen Hawking, another dabbler in universes 
in nutshells, also refers to these irreducible sources of energy 
as “virtual particles.”23 In the context of the virtual it’s worth 
remembering that Roland Barthes wrote a wonderful fabulatory 

 
23  Stephen Hawking, A Brief History of Time. From the Big Bang to Black Holes 

(London: Bantam Press, 1988) 106. 
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fiction called S/Z, which has been mistakenly read as a critical 
analysis of the writerly text. Sensitive to the particulate nature 
of the writerly – which is another way of describing the virtual 
– he begins the essay with the observation that there are said 
to be “certain Buddhists whose ascetic practices enable them 
to see a whole landscape in a bean. Precisely what the first 
analysts of narrative were attempting: to see all the world’s 
stories [and there have been so many] within a single 
structure.”24  

It is the nature of virtual particles that they cannot be 
observed directly, either with the naked eye or the more 
accelerated gaze of a particle detector. However their influence 
can be sensed indirectly in terms of very small yet decisive 
changes in the forces between atoms. So they are virtual in 
the sense of being there but not apparently there (an inversion 
of the commonly accepted definition within new media theory 
of the virtual: that which is apparently there, but not). And it is 
for this reason that this particle theory of hypertext is a 
potential literature, an Oulipean exercise in speculative 
possibility. While we may never actually see such an example 
of particle hypertext, we can nevertheless engage with the 
theoretical force of its implications for thinking about 
hypertextuality. Such an exercise is my own modest attempt 
proposal for the revival of the aura of experimental writing that 
once surrounded the writerly text. It is a theory of the text 
occupying a fabulatory space and time of the possible, parallel 
to our own. Within certain speculative realms of thought we 
can occupy this special form of time, such as particle physics, 
which tempts us to think of the idea of a black hole as a 
minute speck of intense gravity, in which time and space 
condense into a singularity outside time and space. Such is the 
quantum perception of the Tralfamadorians in Kurt Vonnegut’s 
Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) who see human beings as if they 
were samples of a Marcel Duchamp chronophotograph: “The 
see them as great millipedes – ‘with babies’ legs at one end 
and old people’s at the other.’”25 Living in time hypertextually, 

 
24  Roland Barthes, S/Z, trans. Richard Miller (New York, Hill & Wang, 1974), 3. 
25  Kurt Vonnegut, Slaughterhouse-Five (London: Vintage, 1969), 63. 



34 

every moment is experienced in relation to every other, at the 
same time. 

In the fictions of Borges, too, we can temporarily think 
outside the pervasive cultural logics of linearity and binarism 
that still structures new media forms such as hypertext. For 
Borges himself had stared into the particulate density of 
discrete fertility. The most famous image we find of this 
confrontation with the infinite in his fiction is the figure of the 
Aleph. Defined as a point in space that contains all points, the 
Aleph is described as “a small iridescent sphere of almost 
unbearable brilliance… [its] diameter was probably little more 
than an inch, all space was there, actual and undiminished.” 
The problem the narrator faces in describing the Aleph is made 
very clear, in that while the things he sees in it occur 
simultaneously, the act of writing about it involves duration 
and is therefore successive. 26 Hence as binary and manifold 
subjects, for whom it is second nature to seek connections 
and links between discrete things, it is difficult to imagine a 
particle theory of hypertext (to repeat the point made above, 
hypertext is an economy of writing consistent with binarism 
and not a departure from it). Electrate subjectivity is concerned 
with articulating, rather than partitioning or managing the 
multiple channels of information flow associated with the age 
of remediating technologies. It is a concept of subjectivity that 
finds resonance in the schizo-analysis of Deleuze and Guattari, 
more irrational than rational, abductive rather than deductive 
and above all else concerned with excess and multimedia flow: 
a comprehension of subjectivity that Guattari has described as 
“polyphonic and heterogenetic.” 27  It is a way of seeing the 
world all at once, as Marshall McLuhan once prophesied. 
Borges’s narrator in “The Aleph” presents us with a slow 
motion, serial version of it: 
 

Each thing (a mirror’s face, let us say) was infinite things, 
since I distinctly saw it from every angle of the universe. I saw 

 
26  “The Aleph,” in The Aleph and Other Stories 1933-1969, trans. Norman 

Thomas di Giovanni (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1979) 26. Further references in 
the text. 

27  Felix Guattari, Chaosmosis. An Ethico-aesthetic Paradigm, trans. Paul Bains & 
Julian Pefanis (Sydney: Power Publications, 1995) 6 
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the teaming sea; I saw daybreak and night-fall; I saw the 
multitudes of America; I saw a silvery cobweb in the center of 
a black pyramid; I saw a splintered labyrinth (it was London); I 
saw, close up, unending eyes watching themselves in me as in 
a mirror; I saw all the mirrors on earth and none of them 
reflected me… [26-27] 

 
A break with the Lacanian subject of self and other, the 
quantum subject disappears from the binarism of the mirror 
stage into the singularity of being-outside space and time. As 
for me, I finish by declaring an idea for a future project: I 
would like to write an essay that consists of a discrete siglum 
of indeterminate and complex import, a cipher that would 
eliminate duration and extension, yet suggest the presence of 
indeterminate outcomes. The essay would have no beginning, 
middle or end, but would have the generative force of the 
infinite to be found in the paradoxes of Zeno of Elea, of the 
formula E=mc2 or the conjugation of the verb to be. It could 
be encapsulated in the following epigram: 
 

F28 
 Jorge Luis Borges 

 
28  “I repeat: it suffices that a book be possible for it to exist. Only the impossible 

is excluded,” “The Library of Babel,” Labyrinths, 57. 
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Virtual curb crawling, lurkers  
& terrorists who just want to talk 
 
 

His semen had never done any harm  
to anyone  
        Samuel Beckett 
 
I wish I’d only look 
And didn’t have to touch 
I wish I’d only smell this 
And didn’t have to taste 
How can I ignore? 
This is sex without touching 
I’m going to explore 
I’m only into this to 
Enjoy 

          Björk 
 
 
Samuel Beckett wrote Malone Dies before Björk was even 
born. He was already dead when “Enjoy” started to be heard. 
But there’s an occult something that makes it plausible to 
place them cheek by jowl, as awkward as that seems. 
Something about bodies, sex and distance. The idea of coitus 
in Beckett’s bittersweet narrative of slapstick mortality is a 
form of clumsy regret. The failed passage of seminal fluid from 
one body to another was an expression of the lonely solipsism 
of his world-weary and irascible narrator, a Manichean 
impatience with how long it takes the body to die. Malone just 
wants a quick end to it all, but during the tedium of his dying 
he remembers the petit mort of an urgent ejaculation as a 
young man: “Now my sex, I mean the tube itself, and in 
particular the nozzle, from which when I was yet a virgin 
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clouts and gouts of sperm came streaming and splashing up 
into my face, a constant flow, while it lasted…”1  

Beckett’s ascetic and sterile words weirdly anticipate a time 
in the future, in fact not too many years after his own death in 
1989, when the exchange of fluids between bodies was 
surplus to need and would not be required for sex when it 
could be mediated across time and space via the internet. 
Björk’s lyrics in “Enjoy” from the suitably named Post album 
also presume sex in the absence of bodies, at a distance, 
without the passage of fluids. With the wordiness of Beckett’s 
narrators in mind Björk’s parsimony anticipates, rere regardant, 
a time when intimacy at a distance was exclusively the 
province of the written word, transported as an abstraction in 
letters from one location to another. Rather than an utterance 
of new media, the idea of “sex without touching” is an 
expression from old media, and not just the post.  
 
POST-CODE 
Taken from a work about letter writing Björk’s lyrics suggest the 
idea of the post as an experience of making connections with 
absent others through the decentred word. As an old pre-
internet telecommunications motto used to go, let technology 
“reach out and touch you.” The titillation of sex at a distance 
over a computer network presumed forgetfulness and lots of 
willing suspension of disbelief, since text substitutes for the 
tactile rumble of bodies. But with Malone’s tutelary shadow 
hovering like an abject chaperone, keep your fluids to yourself 
for now. Between 1989 and 1995 the world changed for yet 
another time in its history and sex at a distance was only one of 
the delirious highs of this new post-human condition. Cyberpunk 
author Rudy Rucker wrote in 1992 of a “massive 
human/computer symbiosis developing faster than we can even 
think about it realistically. Instead of thinking realistically, we 
can think science-fictionally, and that’s how we end up writing 

 
 1  Samuel Beckett, Molly. Malone Dies. The Unnamable (London: Calder & 

Boyers, 1973) 235. 
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cyberpunk near-future science fiction.” 2 The future had arrived 
by post. 

In the same year as Post (1995) Microsoft’s Internet 
Explorer was first released to a world hungry for that reach 
and that touch, having intuited the potential of now archaic 
interfaces that for a time were the future. In the 1990s the 
future became obsolete very quickly and it was clear how 
dominant that company’s brand would be as a mode of 
immediate access to telepresence and the ambient ecology 
called “information.” But the name “Internet Explorer” was as 
bland as the utilitarian grey of the computer screens that acted 
as portals to the enticing otherzone of cyberspace. Internet 
Explorer actually sounded more like a pioneering cyberspace 
album by cosmic rock bands of the analogue days like 
Hawkwind, or Krautrock adventurers Ash Ra Tempel or 
Tangerine Dream. But at a time when all things cybercultural 
defined the times we lived in, a more plausible incarnation of 
internet exploration is to imagine it as an Dadaist intervention 
by Mondo Vanilli, a trio of West Coast culture jammers who 
were fascinated by but also suspicious of the networks of Big 
Science, pioneering Internet corporations and the reach and 
invasive depth of media penetration. The names of their 
personnel, Simone Third Arm, R.U. Sirius and Scrappi 
Düchamp were suitably “new edge” for a time of scepticism 
towards “simulations of the real [that] have utterly replaced 
the real. For us, the media – both one-way broadcasting and 
the interactive media – are a playground for competing 
fantasies,” with most of which “we have no actual connection 
at all” (174). From the media pranks of Mondo Vanilli to the 
cyberpunk fiction of Bruce Sterling and William Gibson, the 
rapacious embrace of finding a new “home” in a global media 
network was a highly contested zone that required radical, 
conspicuous and loud critique.  

And you didn’t have to look further than your own home to 
find it. That most insidious domicile on the new edge, 
“Microsoft Home,” underlined the corporate branding that 

 
 2  “On the Edge of the Pacific, “ in Mondo 2000: A User’s Guide to the New 

Edge, eds. Rudy Rucker, R.U. Sirius & Queen Mu (London: Thames & Hudson), 
9. Further references in the text. 
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insidiously cauterized the private with a new public sphere in 
that ever-expanding notional world that was nowhere. William 
Gibson had prepared us for the abstraction of this pretzel logic 
a decade earlier so it was easy to be caught up in the rhetoric 
of simultaneously feeling at home while being elsewhere in a 
newly wired world. That accursed tyranny of distance 
associated with the world of atoms shrunk in the incessant 
flow of a new bit-stream that circumscribed the planet. Beyond 
the first nature of experience and the second nature of culture, 
the wired world was a kind of Borgesian third world that was 
notional, consensual and fabricated through the persuasive 
rigours of writing. We learned from him that in the age of the 
Encyclopaedia and its unimpeachable imprimatur that fictitious 
worlds were rhetorically irresistible. When Gibson wrote 
Neuromancer (1984) forty years later the new utopia he 
described was, like Tlön, a “consensual hallucination 
experienced daily by billions” (67). That same planet was 
shrinking into a global village made possible by ubiquitous 
electronic media. The year after Gibson gave the word 
cyberspace to a world still curious what to do with the 
computers that were becoming a feature of home, the 
anticipation of a whole earth electronic link found its acronym 
in the WELL, arguably the first virtual community associated 
with the internet that launched into cyberspace in 1985.  

In this new globally connected home the post represented a 
new economy of presence and a dramatically altered 
psychopathology of being in space and time. Counterpointing 
this insight in terms of another tradition, the release of Björk’s 
second album underlined the overwhelming delay of the 
familiar tele-presence of posting letters. Like many before her 
writing in the epistolary genre of fiction, letters fulfilled a 
desire to reach out and talk to someone elsewhere. They were 
the parchment from which the vaporous sound of the sender’s 
voice could emanate and be heard by a distant other, beyond 
the physical proximity of the body which uttered them into 
writing. When Björk relocated to England in the mid 1990s the 
post became an extension of herself in transit between the UK 
and Iceland, a way of dealing with homesickness, making an 
intimate connection with a distant home, a kind of talking 
cure. But in 1995 Post was also a savant allegory of the desire 
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for an intimate connection promised by the new postal system 
of the internet. Shared presence at a distance was becoming 
immediate, always on and ambient. You didn’t have to wait 
long for the post to arrive.3  
 
TEXTASY  
But the lyrics of “Enjoy” speak of other kinds of pleasure, 
unwittingly or otherwise. They represent the interior 
monologue of an early Internet user reflecting on their first 
encounter in a text-based MUD (or multi-user domain or 
dungeon, in case that earthy acronym has lost its currency). It 
could also be their anticipation of a frisson new to culture, not 
dissimilar to the excitement and titillation of literary and 
telephonic porn that was private, voyeuristic, solipsistic and 
safe. That pleasure was the textual play of fluid identity, of 
being who you are not, a metamorphosis sanctioned by the 
anonymity of screens as animated pages of writing that 
supplemented your absent presence with voice, image and 
other surrogates of being there. Whether it is online sex or 
polymorphous identity play, illicit scenarios and hunky method 
acting, happy endings were for perverts in porn theatres, cat 
houses and drive-ins. The primal eroticism of cybersex was 
among the first forms of generic writing to emerge from the 
internet. And it presumed that the post-coital didn’t come 
afterwards, but during sex.  

With Malone’s crumbling body in mind as well as Björk’s 
desire for a connection other artists, another world away, had 
also been anticipating the reality that physical embodiment 
was unnecessary in the ambient bit-stream of cyberspace, that 
identity was fluid and that text-sex could be fun. The idea of 
identity performance, of playing at being who you are not, is 
as old as the internet itself (which is not really that old, but 
you get what I mean). In the early 1990s the Australian 
cyberfeminist art collective VNS Matrix took the idea of the 
polysexual dominatrix and the Bitch Mutant into the realm of 
female empowerment on the net. While co-ordinates of 
physical space didn’t mean anything online, the VNS girls were 

 
 3  See Esther Milne, Letters, Postcards, Email: Technologies of Presence (New 

York: Routledge, 2010). 



41 

always on top. 4  If cyberspace was a new frontier for 
experimentation and identity formation, these “brave new 
girls” went to places where no one had been before. And they 
weren’t mealy-mouthed about it either. “Infiltrate” became a 
cyberfeminist noun of assertion and control, hacking and 
appropriation. The “Gamegirl” was a new form of identity, a 
console and a motif for controlling the ascendance of a New 
World Disorder.  

Francesca da Rimini from VNS Matrix explored the plastic 
nature of identity in online chat spaces and multi-user domains, 
shape-shifting through her various identities as Gash Girl, Doll 
Yoko and the Puppet Mistress. Sex at a distance may not 
involve the exchange of bodily fluids, but mutant-erotic-role 
play is perversely liquid. Text and sex in da Rimini boudoir was 
always about controlling the code of an anonymous 
submissive. And doing it slowly. Titillation and flirtation was 
bound in an algorithmic tourniquet of BIOS and eros, 
hyperventilation and hypertext, as in the “Triple Temptation of 
Circuit Boy” from The Contested Zone (1993): 

 
Abject feigned sleep, her thighs slightly apart, her left breast 
uncovered 
 She favoured a non-linear approach 
 Her pathways were subtle 
 Circuit Boy tended her biological components, practising 
ethereal modes of  convergence in his down time 
 He partitioned his RAM, slowing his response times to 
match her requirements 
 She was highly encrypted, he became expert at decoding 
 Their surveillance narratives grew so dense it became 
impossible to know who was in control5 

 
da Rimini’s cyberfemme hackers are politically, sexually and 
textually reverse engineered from her experience of the male 
dominated geek world she associated with online role-play and 
power. Hacking into this continually morphing zone she takes 

 
 4  The cyberfemmes of VNS Matrix were Francesca da Rimini, Virginia Barratt, 

Julianne Pierce and Josephine Starrs. http://www.sysx.org/gashgirl/VNS/ 
TEXT/PINKMANI.HTM 

 5  Quoted in Darren Tofts, Interzone: Media Arts in Australia (Melbourne: Thames 
& Hudson, 2005) 123. See also http://www.sysx.org/gashgirl/ 
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control of “Deep Space Slime where cyberfeminists, data 
deviants and pathogenic vectors engage in pleasurable 
distractions of the virtual flesh and projected imagination.” 
This is no place for newbies on the crawl for their first timid 
experience of cybersexual roleplay. Circuit Boy may have been 
tempted three times, but the Puppet Mistress always comes 
first: “Suck my code, baby!”6 
Teledildonics 

da Rimini’s various online personae anticipated a theme that 
emerged in post-human literature at the time, a distaste for 
corporeal flesh and the physical union of bodies, or at least an 
impatience with its necessity and resignation to its 
obsolescence in the bit-stream. This new abstraction had been 
prefigured by another Australian explorer of dataspace for 
whom the organic body was indeed obsolete, and therefore 
unprepared for the imminent network age. Since the 1970s 
Stelarc has been the most consistent and provocative explorer 
of the possibilities of escape velocity beyond the tyrannies of 
distance. His robotic Third Hand (1980-1998) forecast the 
becoming-cyborg of human nature as it blended more 
intricately with informatic technologies. But performances such 
as Ping Body (1995) anticipated the principle of tele-dildonics 
as stimulation at a distance across the noise of the internet: 
“During the Ping Body performances, what is being considered 
is a body moving not to the promptings of another body in 
another place, but rather to Internet activity itself – the body's 
proprioception and musculature stimulated not by its internal 
nervous system but by the external ebb and flow of data.” 7 
Proprioception, the tongue-twisting name for this organic 
process of the flow of somatic information, converges with 
data in a kind of weird ghost dance. And it actually sounds 
more like a term from the lexicon of the human-computer 
interface than the corporeal body. The experiments that 
Stelarc was doing in the name of the post-body gestured to 
other forms of simulated stimulation to come.  

Tele-sex or cybersex was interesting territory for a writer in 
the 1990s. Instead of an actual coupling of bodies it promised 

 
 6  http://www.sysx.org/gashgirl/ 
 7  http://www.medienkunstnetz.de/works/ping-body/ 
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the notional or virtual pleasure of synaesthesia in which the 
penis and the vagina, the mouth and the anus were substituted 
with the fingers, the eyes, the imagination, a keyboard and a 
screen. Like snake oil salesmen on the Oregon Trail its 
spruikers in Silicon Valley even extolled the virtues of the 
absence of bodily fluids as a dramatic panacea to wipe out 
sexually transmitted diseases. But getting hot on Internet Relay 
Chat, role-playing in LamdaMOO or taking a room in Hypertext 
Hotel were merely forms of literary foreplay. At the time the 
speed of chasing the future was considerable and software 
and hardware obsolescence was only half of it. West Coast 
cyber-futurists in America were also doing a lot of theorising in 
the early 1990s, talking up something called “teledildonics.” A 
term fabricated by Project Xanadu maverick visionary Ted 
Nelson in 1975, it had been variously laughed out of the 
bedroom and boardroom as a joke as a peculiarly cumbersome 
way of streaming masturbatory orgasm across the Internet, 
with all that follows at either end. Nelson’s fanciful name for 
sex at a distance was his contribution to the vocabulary of the 
techno-sublime that he and other futurists were imagining at 
the time. But what was all the fuss? The concept of unwired 
erotism was old media anyway, since it was familiar in mystic 
disciplines such as tantric mediation and sex magic as ancient 
wisdom. But it was also known in cinema. 
Inter-course 

In Bernardo Bertolucci’s Last Tango in Paris (1972) there is a 
curious scene in which the two central characters attempt to 
have sex without penetration, a virtual orgasm that twenty 
years later would be touted as the next big thing in carnal 
pleasure. Meeting anonymously in an apartment for this 
purpose, Jeanne (Maria Schneider) and Paul (Marlon Brando) 
experiment in transcending the physicality of bodies coming 
together. Jeanne suggests they try to come “without touching.” 
The experiment fails, according to Paul, because his partner is 
“not trying hard enough.” In a film notoriously remembered for 
that scene with the butter, the impact of Bacon on Last Tango 
in Paris is regrettably not as well known. In 1971 Bertolucci 
took Marlon Brando to see a major retrospective of Francis 
Bacon’s work at the Grand Palais in Paris. It was to instil in the 
mind of the great method actor the idea of bodies in isolation, 
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being torn apart from within while still making a connection. The 
disfiguring and degeneration of the body in Bacon’s painting 
renders it for what it is, meat, like portraits of hanks of beef 
astride grinning or screaming Popes. Meat was a disparaging 
term for the corporeal body in cyberpunk fiction, notably in 
Gibson’s Neuromancer. Its use as a term of boredom and 
obsolescence amongst his console cowboys reflected their 
desire to escape it into the unfettered vectors of cyberspace. 
Even technologies that we can only still dream of such as 
“simstim” or simulated stimulation were totally uncool and 
outmoded. It was “basically a meat toy” (71). 
 
CURB CRAWLING 
Hackers in cyberpunk fiction are hustlers on the make, usually 
for data to steal, databases to wrangle and corporations to 
bring down. They always live on the edge, alt-tabbing between 
two metaphysics of space. Their posthuman otherness in the 
’80s and ’90s has lost some of its sheen at the start of the 
twenty-first century. It still looks like a future yet to come, one 
of tomorrow’s parties that speculative fiction continues to 
crash, luring us to imagine our becoming cyborg in the name of 
technology. That time may come. But right now we can get 
our cyber kicks whenever we want, from wherever we are. 
American artist Frances Stark has shown us how we don’t 
have to jack into the matrix through implants plugged into the 
central nervous system, or simulate presence at a distance 
with dermatrodes strapped to your body. In Stark’s video My 
Best Thing (2011) there is a different kind of hustling going 
down in the tele-space of real time internet chat. Stark doesn’t 
speculate on what is to come, but reminds us of what we have 
forgotten about the world around us, a world that has become 
so intuitive that is invisible. Like tuning your television to a 
dead channel. “Ubiquitous” hardly describes the ambience of 
screens in daily life. From mobile phones to Google Glass, 
cyber-sociality via mediated screenery has become just another 
form of person-to-person interaction. Internet Relay Chat, 
Second Life, RSVP.com are interesting ideas, but they could 
learn a thing or two from My Best Thing about sex and 
abstraction. 
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Chatroulette for Stark is about conversation, distraction, 
redefining herself after having had her first child, balancing her 
family life and her art practice. So sex in My Best Thing isn’t 
about having an orgasm in front of a tawdry webcam, solitary, 
shared or otherwise. In fact this work isn’t really centred 
around sex at all, let alone at a distance. Chatroulette, the 
media portal that the various protagonists use to share their 
private worlds and ambiguous lives, is certainly used for such 
frissons (like Sexroulette). This sharing is invariably chatter, 
discussion, sometimes a meaningful connection. But when 
eros is courted in this face-to-face situation it is onanistic and 
often melancholy.8 You are always only looking at the other, 
and sex without touching isn’t always enjoyable. So what’s 
the attraction? With reference to the casual coming together of 
Jeanne and Paul in Last Tango in Paris, Stark and her 
unknowable screen mates do resemble figures in Francis Bacon 
paintings, isolated, discombobulated, struggling with the shit 

 
 8  In an essay underwritten by the divination of Borges on the history of ideas it 

is fitting to encounter him in a footnote, and strangely in the context of sex. It 
is in the footnotes of his fictions that some of his most memorable and mind-
tangling insights can be found. Mischievous and reflexive, they are not to be 
completely trusted as they can reinforce the irrealism of the story. “All men,” 
we are told in one, “in the vertiginous moment of coitus, are the same man” 
(12). This note appends a clarification of the Platonic forms as they are 
understood in the philosophy of Tlön and it echoes a previous in-text 
attribution by the narrator to a statement of Borges’s friend Bioy Casares, who 
repeats a saying of one of the heresiarchs of Uqbar: “Mirrors are abominable 
because they multiply and disseminate [the] universe” (4). The link between 
mirrors and computer screens here may seem to stretch the tolerance of 
credulity. But something of this strange encounter via screens is perhaps 
anticipated in Borges’s fiction “The Other” from 1975 (the same year, as the 
vagaries of time would have it, that the term teledildonics was coined). On a 
park bench in Cambridge Massachusetts in 1969 Borges encounters himself as 
another, sharing the same year but displaced, insisting that he is in Geneva. “It 
is odd that we look so much alike,” the Swiss resident suggests, “but you are 
much older than I, and you have grey hair.” Both men quibble over the spelling 
of a street in Geneva when recalling “a certain afternoon in a second floor-
apartment” in 1917 (the story furtively has both of them mistaken in terms of 
the street name, for rather than Plaza Dubourg or Dufour it is in reality Place 
Bourg du Four). This literary nicety distracts both their attention, and indeed 
the reader’s, from the reality of that event for it is the fateful day when 
Borges’s father sent the young Georgie to a whore for entry into the world of 
carnality (The Book of Sand, trans. Norman di Giovanni [Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1975] 4-5). 
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of life, trying to make a connection. They are very much like 
the confined portraits of Lucien Freud and Isabel Rawsthorne 
that come together in the opening credits of Last Tango in 
Paris. While mediated they are still separate, enframed and 
caged in their own worlds, like so many of Bacon’s figures. 

Suffice to say being hard, tumescent, wet or pliant doesn’t 
make any sense in the virtual world of sex at a distance. And it 
is the détourning of sex away from the corporeal to the vocal 
that makes My Best Thing remarkable. And I’m not talking 
about talking dirty. The male and female voices in My Best 
Thing talk about pretty much everything else they can think of 
other than sex. Despair, disappointment, solitude and 
boredom, writing, activism and violence. And identity. An 
artist adrift, trying to find herself in this world discovers 
another way of thinking about who she is while play-acting 
with anonymous others in a mediated otherworld. She re-finds 
herself while role-playing with obscure male figures of 
indeterminate age, possibly into terrorism, capablly intellectual 
or bored and balding, just curb crawling for a bit of fun. And 
they do have fun. 

But these details don’t matter. They talk a lot, comfort each 
other, flirt and watch Fellini’s 8½, television coverage of riots 
and political unrest. They dance in a green void to funky 
music. And this is the great inventiveness of My Best Thing. It 
enacts a peculiar, perverse and seductive discussion that 
involves painting, filmmaking and books that probably won’t 
be written. It presents the sad and hilarious dialogue between 
two strangers, one in need of finding herself while re-defining 
herself, others content with playing with identity, politics, 
intellect and enjoying the ride. And all throughout the process 
none of them knows who they really are, only that they are 
pretty good actors. 

And who said My Best Thing was all about sex? Like being 
at a distance in cyberspace, solitary in a Beckett novel or 
homesick in a Björk song, Stark and her anonymous screen 
friends find many ways to pass the time that has very little to 
do with it. They are represented as people who just want to 
talk, chatty avatars not dissimilar to those found in user 
friendly and benign in-world palaces like Habbo Hotel (2000). 
When Stark was making My Best Thing as a film about her real 
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life experience online, she used the utilitarian xtranormal 
software to create a green void that is private, intimate and 
safe. A telepresent room of their own. But we watch them 
watching. And in the process we become unseen voyeurs 
sitting in a darkened gallery, looking at a screen, as if in a porn 
theatre. And like the recursive figure of the play-within-the-
play we wonder who is watching us. As one of the anonymous 
male characters in the film says, “life is more absurd than you 
can imagine.” 
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Ow ah oo ga ma ma 

A CANINE HISTORY OF SMS 
 
 
There’s a strange and beguiling alchemy in making one sense 
do the work of another. Aleck knew this and set about making 
it his life’s work.1 How to invest the visual silence of a moving 
mouth with utterance? This labour was no small comfort for a 
loved one who could not hear. At a young age the boy 
displayed an intuitive understanding of the malleability of the 
senses, revelling in convincing voice tricks a ventriloquist 
would take a life time to master. With its striking visual 
economy of sound appearing from an unseen source, mimicry 
was the catalyst for an emerging life of scientific invention 
devoted to remixing the senses. 

Early experiments with automata were promising. With his 
older brother Melville, Aleck constructed a dummy head 
capable of making rudimentary sounds through an artificial 
throat and larynx. It was animated and endowed with breath, 
as if by Psyche herself, through a bellows. An incipient 
practitioner of stop motion animation, Aleck’s deft adjustment 
of the prosthetic mouth perfected a lip-syncing so persuasive 
that he became the toast of the local society who came to 
hear his mechanical man speak. The single word issued from 
its mouth, “Mama,” conjured, with not inconsiderable 
sentiment, the image of the deeply personal inspiration for his 
pursuit of the sound of silence. 

Aleck’s interest in the technics of synaesthesia pushed him 
to even more ingenious experiments with live subjects. The 
family’s beloved Skye terrier, Trouve, proved more malleable 
than his speaking automaton. Having taught the dog to make a 
continuous growling sound on request, he was able to deftly 

 
 1  The majority of biographical information to do with Aleck’s life in this text was 

unashamedly derived, unedited, from Wikipedia, to underline that social 
network’s reliance on undifferentiated voices.  
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manipulate its lips and vocal cords in order to make it speak. 
The dog’s most celebrated utterance, “Ow ah oo ga ma ma” 
was translated to the delight of all as “How are you grandma?”  
But Aleck’s primary goal was to simulate the sound of speech 
visually. Pursuing his interest in visual acoustics, he set about 
developing and refining technological solutions to the hardships 
of the deaf in an otherwise unsympathetic age. Having already 
prefigured the likes of Nick Park, Aleck’s fascination with the 
malleability of speech also established him as the ur-inventor 
of hip-hop slang. The sonic mishearing of “How are you 
grandma?” as “Who’s yo mamma?” from the mouth of a dog 
is not as remote as it may seem. Aleck’s experiments in 
acoustics and the idea of transmitting speech at a distance via 
electric waves gained momentum in the scientific community. 
In April 1871 he set out on a promotional East Coast tour of 
the Boston School for Deaf Mutes, the American Asylum for 
Deaf-mutes in Hartford and the Clarke School for the Deaf in 
Northampton. Like Grandmaster Flash introducing turntablism 
to the New York projects in the Bronx more than a century 
later, his idea of the “visible speech system” was 
enthusiastically adopted by the instructors at these schools, 
who themselves became avid proponents of Aleck’s 
“Message” of finding a new use for things. He was also way 
ahead of other contemporary abbreviators of text and sound, 
sticking from an early age with the tag “Aleck” instead of the 
venerable seven syllable iambic name to which he was born, 
Alexander Graham Bell. 

To commemorate Aleck’s death in August 1922 all the 
telephones in the United States “stilled their ringing for a silent 
minute in tribute to the man whose yearning to communicate 
made them possible.” To honour DJ Aleck’s ongoing legacy in 
the age of co-presence and mediated immediacy, the 2nd 
August should be marked with a minute’s silent abstinence 
from SMS and mobile phone use. The silence of SMS always 
comes at a cost of course, in the cacophony of ring tones and 
alerts that presage those private instances of textual 
introspection we can’t seem to live without. But just imagine 
it. This precious silence would be palpable on trains, in cafes, 
on the street and in schools and lecture theatres throughout 
the country. It would be a momentary and sublime hiatus from 



50 

the acoustic ecology of telephonic noise until the resumption 
of “fun fart” and “heavy puking sounds,” “jizz in my pants 
themes” and other fanfares of the intimacies we share with 
our legion of unseen communicators. But then again maybe 
not.  

Perhaps just the sound of a dog barking. 
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The Crystal Method 

  
 

 … this jump by which I place myself  
in the virtual  

 Gilles Deleuze 
 
 

To all appearances it looks like any other movie bust. A dumpy 
cop approaches a spread-eagled perp with a pair of cuffs in 
one hand and a flash-light in the other. The woman in the 
fetish gear turns swiftly and disarms the cop with a pinpoint 
succession of blows to the arm and face. Then it happens. She 
leaps into the air with an impossible elegance and assumes a 
stylish martial arts vogue, hanging frozen in space several feet 
above the cop, who also seems to have succumb to this 
sudden pause in time. The only thing that moves, in the three 
seconds this manoeuvre takes to unfold, is our viewpoint of 
the scene which rapidly sweeps around the tableau in a 
breathtaking arc of 180°. The effect is awesome, sculptural, 
as the woman’s body floats as a pure mathematical point in 
space, a pure instant of attention. The spell of this composite 
image of intense duration is broken as quickly as it is cast, as 
the woman proceeds to beat to other rhythms, disarming three 
more cops in rapid succession.  

This scene occurs three minutes into the Wachowski 
Brothers’s film The Matrix (1999). As an establishing shot it 
introduces pretty well everything that is important to the 
development of the film: the high-tech noir aesthetic, a 
subaltern appropriation of the ICT network and the messianic 
pursuit of “the One.” Its singular moment of action is so 
dramatic in its impact that we may blink in disbelief at what 
we think we have just seen, as the spectacular sequence 
resolves itself into diegesis and the plot ticks over. Let us 
return to that leap. This first instance of the film’s most 
celebrated special effect, bullet time photography, is 



52 

memorable as much for its brevity as its virtuosity. While we 
encounter other instances of it during the course of the film 
(including the virtual dojo set piece with Morpheus and Neo), 
our opportunity to savour them is no less fleeting. In a film 
that refers to itself frequently we are, however, given a 
number of hints on how this pleasure might be achieved. 
During a “training program” on the seductive ways of the 
Matrix, Neo is instructed by Morpheus to do a double-take: 
“Look again.” What he thought was a woman in a red dress 
has become his nemesis Agent Smith, his gun point blank in 
Neo’s face. No leaps to bullet time here, but the command 
from Morpheus to “Freeze it.” The training program succumbs 
to his bidding and the throng of passers-by stops in mid stride. 
This is Neo’s second lesson on the hyperreal. In the earlier 
loading program Morpheus welcomes Neo to “the desert of the 
real” with the click of a button and the complacent flourish of 
a man who doesn’t have to leave his chair to switch channels 
between the real world and its simulacra. Rewind, review, 
reality check. 

As Neo learns the ways of the Matrix, we too learn the 
ways of The Matrix. In his elegant critical study of the film 
Joshua Clover argues that this confluence is precisely what the 
film is all about. Immersion is the common metaphysical 
currency that unites both the characters within the fiction and 
the spectators who watch them struggle with its manipulation 
of the real. The Matrix is a film informed by, preoccupied with 
and directed towards a regime of digital media and its 
ubiquitous place in our lives. For Clover bullet time 
photography is an index of the film’s overt obsession with 
immersive effects, their overwhelming, enveloping audiovisual 
appeal.1 This is especially reflective of the film’s appropriation 
of the aesthetics and gaming strategies of video games and 
their emphasis on interaction within a high res mise en scène. 
The Matrix, in other words, cries out to be played as well as 
watched and listened to. Its set pieces invite us, like 
Morpheus, to “leap at will from scenario to scenario. And it’s 
within our grasp to accelerate, slow or stop the action” (51). 

 
 1  Joshua Clover, The Matrix, BFI Modern Classics (London: British Film Institute, 

2004). Further references in the text. 



53 

In this the film’s signature bullet time photography is designed 
explicitly with DVD in mind, especially in relation to its superior 
ability to pause an image into crystalline stillness. With DVD 
we can control time, much like the cyberfemme Trinity does in 
her opening jump into transcendence. Trinity’s leap is a 
springboard for an installation in being, as she is plunged into a 
time out of time. We can review its effects and slow them 
down even further, sustaining her momentary control of time 
in the fabric of “the construct,” or simply play it over and over 
again for the pleasure of what Clover calls its “visual ecstasy” 
(66). Spatialization in the time-based medium of film has never 
been pushed so far in such a way. It gestures to the history of 
film converging with gaming and interactive video to form a 
virtual and immersive cinema. 
 
LOOK AGAIN 
The Matrix blurs the fictional situation of its characters with 
the actual realities of its audience. Both have the ability to 
control and interact with immersive effects. But there are other 
confluences at work here. As an instance of immersive cinema 
the film is the perfect illustration of Gilles Deleuze’s concept of 
the time-image, discussed in the second volume of his 
extensive study of the cinema. Trinity’s leap is a synecdoche 
of the time-image as Deleuze describes it and The Matrix is an 
example of what Deleuze, at the end of Cinema 2, anticipates 
as a cinema to come, as the form continues its 
“investigations” into the emerging context of the electronic 
image and the replacement of nature with information.2 If, as 
for Clover, the film is a correlative of late twentieth century 
digital culture, it is also an allegory of what for Deleuze, 
writing in the mid 1980s, were the “as yet unknown aspects 
of the time-image” (266). 

Look again. Are you reading The Matrix or reading Deleuze? 
The opening paragraphs of this essay are filtered with 
unattributed quotations from both Deleuze’s cinema books and 
his earlier study of Henri Bergson (1966), much of which 
informs the conceptual basis of the latter. If we learn the ways 

 
 2  Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 2: The Time-Image, trans. Hugh Tomlinson & Robert 

Galeta (London: The Athlone Press, 1989) 265. Further references in text. 
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of The Matrix in understanding the Matrix, we have much to 
learn about the time-image from it as well. Inversely, the more 
we read Deleuze in this context the more it sounds like he is 
describing The Matrix. The fluency with which Deleuze’s prose 
blends in with the previous discussion of Trinity’s leap is 
suggestive of something more profound than a creative re-
reading or misprision of his writing. Since so much of 
Deleuze’s articulation of the time-image is based around the 
notion of the “interval,” it is timely to pause for one. 
 
SCULPTING TIME 
The concept of bullet time is iconically illustrated in a sequence 
well into the film when Neo dodges a stream of bullets fired at 
him by Agent Smith’s henchmen. The visual conceit is that he 
has mastered the virtuality of the construct and can move with 
an infravisible speed, apparently frozen in time relative to the 
speed a bullet. Bullets ripple past him as a stream of visible 
shockwaves, as if they are passing through a liquid membrane. 
This facility is merely a forecast of Neo’s complete mastery of 
the Matrix later in the climactic final showdown with Agent 
Smith in the subway. Here he stops bullets in mid air, casually 
plucking one out for inspection. As in a Warner Brothers 
cartoon, the rest of the barrage fall impotently to the ground in 
a pantomime of inertia. The analogy with animation is 
significant here in that the technique of bullet time 
photography was designed to simulate the gravity defying and 
visually spectacular gymnastics of Japanese anime. The 
mechanics of this immersive effect were based on traditional 
techniques of cel animation, whereby a sequence of still 
images is integrated into seamless movement by computer-
generated “in betweens.” Indeed, when Neo halts the flight of 
the bullets he is like an animator slowly flicking the pages to 
check the flow of difference between individual drawings– an 
artist totally aware and in command of the mechanics of his 
medium. 

As it is used in the film, bullet time is effectively a form of 
capturing super slow motion; a ratio of around 12,000 frames 
per second. It is a way of sculpting time, of capturing 
extraordinary moments of transcendence when members of 
the resistance appropriate the very immersion they seek to 
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overthrow and use it to their advantage. The so-called “flow 
mo” quality of the swooping or panning around such time 
sculptures is actually reminiscent of the act of walking around 
and surveying a sculpture in an art gallery, a four-dimensional 
experience of a static object. The perspective we have of the 
characters frozen in mid-air registers our privileged perception 
of their privileged moments in the Matrix. Our perception, too, 
is a time out of time, the time of the interval, of remote control 
and digital versatility. 

John Gaeta, the visual effects supervisor on the film, 
describes this sculpting of time as “virtual cinematography.”3 
The term refers, in part, to the creation of immersive effects 
that enable people to perform impossible actions akin to 
animation. It also refers to a conception of cinema that is 
virtually, if not totally inflected by digital technologies. In The 
Language of New Media (2001), Lev Manovich argues that the 
convergence of traditional filmmaking practices and digital 
technologies has profoundly changed the visual culture of the 
moving image. For Manovich the progression from the use of 
special effects in movies to special effects movies made 
entirely of computer animation amounts to a redefinition of the 
very concept of cinema. Digital cinema is for Manovich a 
conceptual as much as technological category that takes into 
account the degree to which digital compositing and computer 
animation have transformed the traditional practices of 
shooting live action, scripting and editing. In this sense, 
cinema has become “a particular case of animation that uses 
live-action footage as one of its many elements.”4 Central to 
this broader transition within cinema as a hybrid form is a shift 
from temporal to spatial montage. Manovich argues that visual 
effects such as compositing, enhancement and animation 
heighten the layering and complexity of the scene, de-
emphasising the linkage or sequencing of scenes. “The logic of 
replacement, characteristic of cinema, gives way to the logic 
of addition and coexistence. Time becomes spatialized, 
distributed over the surface of the screen” (325). Another way 

 
 3  Warner Brothers, http://whatisthematrix.warnerbros.com/ 
 4  Lev Manovich, The Language of New Media (Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press, 

2001) 302. Further references in the text. 
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of putting this is that the advent of digital cinema represents a 
greater emphasis on the spectacle of the shot, the image. The 
translation of commercial cinema releases to DVD underlines 
Manovich’s distinction, as films are organized as an inventory 
of separate events taken out of sequence. Watching a film on 
DVD as a continuous event of movement is merely one option. 
Interacting with it as a discontinuous data-base facilitates the 
personalized navigation of discrete sequences and shots as 
experiences in their own right. Another way of putting this is 
that digital cinema is a cinema of the time-image rather than 
the movement-image. 
 
EXECUTE JUMP PROGRAM 
At the end of Cinema 1 Deleuze outlines a “beyond of the 
movement-image.”5 His articulation of the “new mental image” 
not only anticipates his second volume on the cinema but also 
the digital transformation of the cinema and its privileging of 
detail over whole in the medium of the Digital Versatile Disk. 
“The new image would therefore not be a bringing to 
completion of the cinema, but a mutation of it… The mental 
image had not to be content with weaving a set of relations, 
but had to form a new substance” (215). The movement-
image was for Deleuze the focal characteristic of classic 
cinema before the Second World War and montage is central 
to it. Montage is the reliable mechanism by which duration is 
elicited from the relations between individual shots within the 
closed system of the film as a whole. The movement-image 
refers not only, or simply, to the illusion of change and 
modulation over time. In this it solidified a historical tradition of 
reassurance within representation, when the artifice of 
movement cohered with and measured a rational order of 
things: an image, in other words, “corresponding to human 
perception” (82). The concept of the movement-image also 
signifies an economy of images which, in their relations to 
each other, expresses time as a dispersal or movement through 
images elsewhere: “The shot is movement considered from 

 
 5  Gilles Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image, trans, Hugh Tomlinson & 

Barbara Habberjam (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1986) 215. 
Further references in the text.  
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this dual point of view: the translation of the parts of a set 
which spreads out in space, the change of a whole which is 
transformed in duration” (20). 

In Cinema 2 Deleuze suggests that the time-image 
associated with modern, post-War cinema, on the other hand, 
reverses this subordination of time to movement: “The image 
had to free itself from sensory-motor links; it had to stop being 
action-image in order to become a pure optical, sound (and 
tactile) image” (23). Rather than being the measurement of 
action and movement, time is expressed in a pure state at the 
level of the image itself. As a consequence of this 
foregrounding of the image as event in itself over the image as 
vehicle of movement, a “cinema of seeing” emerged (2), in 
which optical and sound situations contracted the image to 
greater presence instead of dilating it. These audiovisual 
situations precipitated a “new breed” of signs, what Deleuze 
called “opsigns” and “sonsigns.” For Deleuze this cinema of 
seeing, of situations, was heightened by a different conception 
of time and continuity. Montage is challenged by what he calls 
a “false continuity” that no longer corresponds to human 
perception, or at least a rational form of perception grounded 
in the “laws” of association, continuity, resemblance, contrast 
and opposition (276). Deleuze argues that the post-war period 
was a time of rupture and discontinuity, when “new forces” 
were at work in the image” (271). The post-war period greatly 
increased the situations which we no longer know how to 
react to, in spaces which we no longer know how to describe. 
These were “any spaces whatever,” deserted but inhabited, 
disused warehouses, waste ground, cities in the course of 
demolition or reconstruction. And in these any-spaces-
whatever a new race of characters was stirring, kind of 
mutant: they saw rather than acted, they were seers” (ix). 

Sounding very much like the mise en scène of The Matrix, 
this description identifies the conceptual breeding-ground for a 
different sensibility, a different way of viewing and 
representing the world. Deleuze recognized this sensibility in 
the dispersive, elliptical and wavering quality of Italian neo-
realism, with its “deliberately weak connections and floating 
events” (1). Reality in this cinema was ambiguous, “aimed at,” 
“to be deciphered” rather than reproduced: “this is why the 
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sequence shot tended to replace the montage of 
representations” (1). In French new wave cinema this 
sensibility could be traced in its jump cuts and disjunctive, 
irrational narrative structures, together with an emphasis on 
“optical and sound situations” that tend towards “a point of 
indiscernibility” (9). For Deleuze these are the audiovisual signs 
of a new kind of image and, implicitly, the collapse in the 
rational movement-image of classical cinema: “[i]mages are no 
longer linked by rational cuts and continuity, but are relinked 
by means of false continuity and irrational cuts.” (ix) They 
evince a breakdown in a certain kind of perceptual order and 
“belief in the external world” by disrupting the flow of 
extended and extendable sequence (277). In both Italian neo-
realism and French new wave cinema, Deleuze identifies a 
distinguishable and conspicuous emphasis on description, on 
seeing rather than action. His reflections on the work of Jean 
Luc Godard are suggestive of his overall thesis: “This 
descriptive objectivism is just as critical and even didactic, 
sustaining a series of films, from Two or Three Things I know 
about Her (1967), to Slow Motion (1980), where reflection is 
not simply focused on the content of the image but on its 
form, its means and functions, its falsifications and 
creativities, on the relations within it between the sound 
dimension and the optical” (10). What is foregrounded with 
this emphasis on “descriptive objectivism” is a profound 
interstice or interval. 

The interval for Deleuze is an indeterminate pause, a 
dislocated transition that is neither here nor there. It is non-
sequential, neither an end to a sequence nor the beginning of 
another. It is at such moments of non-linkage, this loosening of 
the sensory-motor schema, that “‘a little time in the pure state’… 
rises up to the surface of the screen” (xi). This interval is what 
we glimpse when Trinity rises to the apex of her leap into 
virtuality. Or more accurately, the image forces us to “grasp” it, 
so dramatic is its punctuation of the action (18). Deleuze 
characterizes such moments in terms of extremity, of intolerable, 
unbearable or sublime conditions: “It is a matter of something too 
powerful, or too unjust, but sometimes also too beautiful… which 
henceforth outstrips our sensory-motor capacities” (18). As he 
described the interval in Cinema 2, it is also marked by “almost 
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imperceptible passages”6 that completely subordinate movement 
to time (Deleuze, 1989, 270). Drawing on Kant, he asserts that 
the time-image is “transcendental,” “out of joint” (271). Trinity’s 
leap is transcendent in the literal sense of the word, in that it is 
not feasible in the world of reality. As a leap in the virtuality of 
the Matrix it is the norm rather than an aberration. It is the 
cybercultural equivalent of Henri Bergson’s metaphysical lump of 
sugar, the famous analogy with which he described his concept 
of duration in Creative Evolution (1907). In Bergsonism Deleuze 
observes that while the lump of sugar is spatial it “also has a 
duration, a rhythm of duration, a way of being it time that is at 
least partially revealed in the process of its dissolving” (32). It is 
precisely this “rhythm of duration” that is captured with bullet 
time photography.7 
 
THE CRYSTAL METHOD 
Deleuze recounts Bergson’s remark that he must “‘wait until 
the sugar dissolves,’” noting that his impatience reveals his 
own duration, that it beats to a different rhythm from the 
dissolving sugar. For Bergson this reveals important differences 
in duration that are relative to each other. Clover’s assessment 
of bullet time beats to another rhythm altogether. Clover 
asserts that the most dissatisfying quality of bullet time is, 
ironically, its speed, the fact that “it happens too quickly and 
slips away well before the sense of amazement” (50). Three 
seconds in the context of a fast-moving fight scene is indeed 
quick by any standards, but we need to remember that 
Trinity’s position in space is a sculpture of imperceptible 
speed, not stillness. The reflexive iconography of Trinity being 
momentarily frozen at the apex of her leap gestures, yet again, 

 
 6  Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, trans, by Hugh Tomlinson & Barbara Habberjam 

(New York: Zone Books, 1991) 32. Further references in the text. 
 7  The Matrix, the Matrix and the technique of bullet time photography are 

postscripts to Borges’s 1943 fiction “The Secret Miracle.”  The Czech writer 
Jaromir Hladik is sentenced to death by firing squad for being a Jew.  Between 
the order to fire and the fatal moment of his death, Hladik is granted a year of 
virtual time by his God in which to finish writing his drama The Enemies.  As 
he completes the final phrase of its dénouement he hears the call to fire.   At 
the moment of death he drops “under the quadruple blast.”  The 
reverberations of this fiction would be felt more than fifty years later as bullet 
time, an interval of duration, parallel worlds and writing at degree zero.   
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to the invocation to “Freeze it.” Clover is to Trinity what 
Bergson is to his dissolving sugar. The crucial difference, 
which is a difference in duration, is that while Clover wants to 
slow things down, Bergson wants to speed things up. Clover, 
unlike Bergson, is in a position to do something about it. 
However as rhythms of duration, images of being in time, both 
Trinity’s leap and Bergson’s sugar are articulations of the time-
image as interval, as a break in movement. The arc of 
perception we trace around the image of Trinity is a descriptive 
act. It is a characteristic of the interval, a time-image that, like 
jump cut editing, leaves an indelible and urgent impression 
upon memory. 

But there is movement. False movement. As with other 
instances of bullet time, Trinity’s leap is the object of a mobile 
point of view within the film. The dramatic sweeping arc that 
describes her spectacle is not diegetically motivated, nor does 
it embody the point of view of any character within the film. It 
is an effect of the interval, an effect of different rhythms of 
duration. Its movement is as false as Trinity’s stasis is illusory. 
What appears to be movement is in fact the perceptual 
reinforcement of how fast she is moving relative to anyone 
else at that particular point in time. It underlines the difference 
in rhythms of duration and in no way enables us to see how 
fast she is moving. But at the same time it implies the very 
scrutiny that we have at our disposal with DVD, the facility to 
shift angles and points of view and to modify the speed with 
which we view the sequence, speeding it up or slowing it 
down, or freezing it altogether. Like Neo we are animators, 
capable of pausing images and plucking them out of sequence 
for our pleasure. 

For Deleuze, false movement implies false continuity, which 
he discusses throughout the pages of Cinema 2. In doing so he 
heightens the emphasis on the interval as a descriptive 
passage between images that carry the weight of contiguity: 
“…even when there is a pure optical cut, and likewise when 
there is false continuity, the optical cut and the false continuity 
function as simple lacunae, that is, as voids which are still 
motor, which the linked images must cross” (213). 

The animators of bullet time photography, like all animators, 
are masters of false continuity. Persistence of vision is the 
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ultimate trompe l’oeil technique of illusion, the suggestion of 
continuity between static images. The official Warner Brothers 
Matrix website describes the technique of bullet time 
photography in terms that immediately bring cel animation to 
mind: 

 
To execute the impossible, the Matrix VFX team painstakingly 
arranged 120 Nikon still cameras along a path mapped by a 
computer tracking system, fired the cameras in sequence 
around the unfolding action and scanned the images into the 
computer. After the computer interpolated between the 
scanned frames, the completed series of images was combined 
with a digital background.8 

 
Movement and continuity in animation, while false in a 
physical sense, is real in a virtual sense, if we can allow this 
oxymoron to stand for the time being. Perhaps a better way to 
describe the virtuality of animation is to emphasise the role 
played by our memory. In Cinema 2 Deleuze provides a telling 
example of this in relation to Luis Buñuel’s and Salvador Dalí’s 
Un Chien Andalou (1929): “the image of the thinning cloud 
which bisects the moon is actualized, but by passing into that 
of the razor which bisects the eye, thus maintaining the role of 
virtual image in relation to the next one” (57). The suggestion 
of a virtual image (the cloud splicing the woman’s eye) is an 
event of memory, a phenomenological event of persistence of 
vision. For Deleuze the key process at work here is the 
interplay between the actual and the virtual, which co-exist as 
a time-image of the intolerable and unbearable. In Bergsonism 
Deleuze quotes from The Creative Mind (1941) to draw 
attention to the relations between memory and duration. The 
discussion is significant in that it uncannily anticipates his 
account of the opening sequence of Un Chien Andalou, but it 
also underlines the interplay or co-existence of the actual and 
the virtual in animation:  
 

In fact we should express in two ways the manner in which 
duration is distinguished from a discontinuous series of instants 
repeated identically: On the one hand, “the following moment 

 
 8  Warner Brothers, http://whatisthematrix.warnerbros.com/ 
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always contains, over and above the preceding one, the 
memory the latter has left”; on the other hand, the two 
moments contract or condense into each other since one has 
not yet disappeared when another appears. [51] 

 
This interplay or mutual co-existence of the actual and the 
virtual filters throughout the pages of Cinema 2 like a long 
dissolve. Bergson’s sugar cube has a lasting duration for 
Deleuze and it especially reveals its presence about a third of 
the way through the text when, in a surprising move, he 
unexpectedly describes the time-image in terms of crystals. 

 “The crystal-image may well have many distinct elements, 
but its irreducibility consists in the indivisible unity of an actual 
image and ‘its’ virtual image” (78). The crystal image is for 
Deleuze a perception of “the most fundamental operation of 
time” (81), in which the past (virtual) and present (actual) 
states of an image co-exist at one and the same time. This is 
most forcefully enacted in Trinity’s leap in the virtuality of the 
Matrix. Our perception of the event as something unfolding in 
a present is simultaneously overwhelmed by its flight into the 
past as a memory of itself. It is this quality of its happening at 
the moment of its passing that recalls Deleuze’s remarks on 
the opening sequence of Un Chien Andalou as well as Clover’s 
reflections of the image as being always already in rewind 
mode. The status of the “crystals of time” is appropriately 
evocative in this respect, since the actual and the virtual within 
the crystal image are reversible (69). Which brings us back to a 
place we have been before, to look again at the confluence of 
the Matrix and The Matrix. For Deleuze the decisive 
characteristic of the crystal image is its “indiscernibility” (69), 
its blurring of the actual and the virtual: “the optical image 
crystallizes with its own virtual image” (69). The interplay 
between real and imaginary conditions is the key to the 
phenomenology of immersive effects, for both the rebels in the 
film and for those watching the film. The regime of immersive 
effects gives rise to a kind of “crystalline narration” that is 
reflexive and bound up with “pure optical and sound situations 
to which characters, who have become seers, cannot or will 
not react, so great is their need to ‘see’ properly what there is 
in the situation” (128).  
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We could easily replace situation with simulation here and 
have a very tidy summary of The Matrix. In explaining the 
ambient everywhere of the Matrix to Neo, Morpheus describes 
it as a world that has “been pulled over your eyes to blind you 
from the truth.” Neo has trouble adjusting optically as well as 
conceptually to this new reality and is reminded that he is 
using his eyes for the first time in his life. Neo’s transcendent 
quest in the film is not simply to accept the duplicity of false 
consciousness, but to realise that to live in his actual present, 
2199, is to inhabit the interval, to toggle between actual and 
virtual realities. For the film’s audience in 1999 a similar 
challenge presented itself in relation to the ambivalent lure of 
immersive effects. The desire to succumb to virtuality was one 
of the great attractions of the film, to escape temporarily into 
an all-encompassing otherness of way cool martial arts 
prowess and disembodied telepresence. Clover persuasively 
argues that in embracing the virtual we are in fact renewing 
our own contemporary technocultural conditions, of which we 
may not be fully cognisant. The time of The Matrix is the time 
of the Matrix. For Clover the film is about “digitech” (40), the 
late twentieth century obsession with digital technologies and 
the simulations they make possible, from the internet and 
mobile audiovisual telephony, to video games and interactivity. 
While grounded in allegory, the film’s conflation of the Matrix 
and The Matrix conforms to the mutual co-existence both 
Bergson and Deleuze describe in relation to the actual and the 
virtual. As Clover puts it, digitality “allows one to both image 
and to imagine an all-encompassing spectacle” (40). 

In a curious play on the classical concept of mimesis, the 
film draws on the image of the mirror to crystallize this 
confluence of images and imaginings, avatars and bodies, 
characters and spectators. Having chosen the red pill and 
made his commitment to transcendence, Neo notices a strange 
distortion of his image in a mirror. Its surface quakes and 
coagulates like quicksilver, enticing him to touch it and 
immerse himself in its strange commingling of actuality and 
virtuality. He is already starting to see, to see that he is 
already “mesmerised by digital fabrication” (19). As are we. 
The strange relations between digital fabrication in the film and 
in our own world, of which The Matrix is merely one instance, 
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are as commonplace as looking at oneself in the mirror. 
Deleuze, in yet another anachronistic instance, may well have 
been talking of The Matrix when he observes in Cinema 2 that 

 
the mirror-image is virtual in relation to the actual character 
that the mirror catches, but it is actual in the mirror which now 
leaves the character with only a virtuality and pushes him back 
out-of-field… When virtual images proliferate like this, all 
together they absorb the entire actuality of the character, at 
the same time as the character is no more than one virtuality 
among others. [70] 

 
Cyberculture is another name for this absorption. We have 
become accustomed to living simultaneously IRL and URL, f2f 
and cyberspace: even our transcriptions of the real are indelibly 
inflected by the virtual. It has become second nature to 
conceive of quotidian experience as an interplay between 
actual and virtual states of being. The Matrix is one of a 
number of cyberculture films that explore this blurring of 
metaphysical states of being. These films, such as Total Recall 
(1990), Dark City (1998), Johnny Mnemonic (1995), Strange 
Days (1995) are in their own way articulations of a new 
economy of distributed networks, convergent media and 
immersive technologies. As signs of the times, they posit a 
world of extremes, intimations of a virtual gestalt for which 
there is no exit, of which we have already started to suspect 
that we are, according to Clover, “inside something from 
which we might not be able to escape” (41).  

The Matrix was made for an audience literate in the logics 
of immersive cinema and virtual cinematography. It offered a 
crystalline reflection on what it means to live routinely in a 
world of parallel and intersecting realities. In this The Matrix is 
an essay on method. The crystal method is a way of relating 
to the blurring of actual and virtual states in the domain of 
cyberculture. The Matrix is perhaps the most telling allegory 
we have yet encountered of what we are becoming in an age 
of digital versatility, when time-based media have morphed 
into crystalline description and the beat of a different duration. 

For all the critical confusion surrounding Deleuze’s 
description of the crystal image, his Glossary definition seems 
pretty straightforward: “the uniting of an actual and a virtual 
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image to the point where they can no longer be distinguished.” 
(335) The confounded would do well to read The Matrix in 
tandem with Cinema 2, flicking between pages like an 
animator.  
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The Infinite Library 
 
 
We live in an age of depthless simulacra, copies of the real 
lacking any basis in reality. Or so we’ve frequently been told. 
And that’s just the point. The rhetoric of hyperreality has 
become so familiar through duplication and overexposure that 
it has imploded, in the process embodying the very conditions 
it seeks to explain, becoming a simulacrum of a simulacrum. 
Much of the commentary devoted to the hyperreal is best 
imagined as a kind of tape loop, a relentless litany of beguiling 
concepts (seduction, faith in fakes, image culture, mediated 
experience, the desert of the real), and provocative aphorisms. 
Bishop Berkeley’s enlightenment thought experiment of the 
questionable sound of a tree falling in distant forest found its 
postmodern re-take in Jean Baudrillard’s metaphysics of lounge 
rooms in astral America: “There is nothing more mysterious 
than a TV set left on in an empty room.”1 

In this climate of critical introversion, discussion of the 
present and the new millennium is a mute point (pun intended). 
Resembling a jaded visionary for whom the future isn’t what it 
used to be, Baudrillard would have us believe that the 
millennium has already happened. Outré one-liners such as this 
are suggestive of his anachronistic theory of seduction, where 
all tomorrow’s parties are yesterday’s news. However modish 
retro-futurism, astutely described by Mark Dery as the 
“nostalgia for obsolete tomorrows,” 2  actually masks the 
persistence of cultural memory, a fascination with what the past 
has to tell us about the future. “All knowledge,” Francis Bacon 
wrote in the 58th of his Essayes, “was but remembrance.” 
Remembering things past as well as future, technoculture is in 
the midst of an Oedipal search for origins and precursors, often 

 
 1  Jean Baudrillard, America (London: Verso, 1988) 50. 
 2  Mark Dery, “Future Noir,” 21C 3 (1995): 47. 
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borrowing questions asked during earlier times of change: 
Where do we come from? What are we? Where are we going? 

The trajectories of cultural criticism over the last twenty 
years persuasively demonstrate that any rigorous commentary 
on life in the 21st century is unavoidably bound up with an 
understanding of the past. Deconstruction seemed less 
inscrutable when considered in the light of Plato’s Phaedrus, an 
ur-text since read by many as the principle commentary on 
Western culture’s anxieties about writing and presence. 
Accordingly reading literature now has more to do with 
intertextuality than wisdom. Cyberspace is also losing its aura 
as the outcome of a hi-tech, post-industrial moment. The 
recognition of the virtuality of radio and televisual communities, 
the imaginative space of telephony, literature, drama and the 
cinema (not to mention speech itself), has provided the 
foundation of a complex genealogy that precedes the online 
datasphere. This not-so-secret prehistory extends into antiquity 
incorporating Giordano Bruno, St Augustine, Gnosticism, 
hermetic philosophy and Plato’s cave along the way. 

However the search for precursors is not without its perils. 
One of the problems with identifying forerunners, or 
discovering uncanny and premonitory statements that validate 
the present, is that intellectual conception starts to look like so 
much re-writing of someone else’s work. Descendants 
resemble copyists, setting in new edge type the original work 
of their ancient masters. For St. Augustine in The Confessions, 
memory for instance is “an inner place, which is yet no 
place.” 3  William Gibson’s cyberspace is rendered as “the 
nonspace of the mind, clusters and constellations of data” in 
the age of the computer algorithm.4 But it hardly matters who 
was aware of what. What is prominent is the conjunction of 
two statements, dislocated from context and intention, floating 
in the self-referring flow of cultural discourse itself. I’m starting 
to sound like a postmodernist. Samuel Beckett laconically 
expressed this indifference to originality that such 
repercussions imply with the line “What matter who’s 

 
 3  St Augustine, The Confessions, trans. E.B. Pusey (London: J.M. Dent, 1907). 
 4  William Gibson, Neuromancer (London: HarperCollins, 1986) 67. 
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speaking, someone said, what matter who’s speaking?” 5 
Michel Foucault made use of this line in “What is an Author?” 
(1977) to illustrate the decentring of meaning away from the 
user of language. I’ve invoked Foucault quoting Beckett using 
repetition to illustrate the same idea, so where does that leave 
me? Well merely another voice whose sonic, authorial 
distinction from others is lost in a reverberating serialism that 
knows no silence. 

Yet other voices are at work here too. A multitude of voices 
all saying much the same thing in the garbled cacophony of 
echolalia. So where do I begin, and how should I presume? I’m 
sure someone also said that. This is the anxiety of the cultural 
critic today, the overwhelming recognition that it has all been 
said before. The revival or re-defining of interest in writers 
such as Plato and Philip K. Dick in our cybercultural moment 
bears out the adage that yesterday’s philosophy and 
speculative fiction is today’s Left Bank cultural theory. In the 
1970s and ’80s postmodern aestheticians, metaphysicians and 
fabulators looked to the Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges as 
their vanguard. Other critics took their lead from a less exotic 
and obscure authority, novelist John Barth, whose influential 
essay “The Literature of Exhaustion” (1967) was among the 
first to associate postmodernism with inverted commas, 
particularly in America. Borges’s obscure fictions represented 
tropes of introversion, irony and pastiche that were common 
features in all the arts of the post-war period. In the 1990s 
Borges is everywhere felt and nowhere seen (I think Flaubert 
said something like this, or was it Joyce?) and anyone in the 
business of theorizing the phenomenon of the “already said” 
has to reckon with him, whether they know it or not.6  

All his life Borges was surrounded by books. He was 
obsessed with them, even went he lost his sight they were 
always with him, from the formative years spent in his father’s 

 
 5  Samuel Beckett, Texts for Nothing (London: Calder & Boyars) 16. 
 6  A version of this essay was originally published in 21C 2 (1996. It was 

specifically written to foreground and contextualize Borges’s writing as the 
already said, or rather ya dijo of the emerging world of cyberspace. The 
magazine’s sub-title, “Scanning the Future,” was suggestive of how apposite 
and timely Borges was for announcing this future in the past (the notion of a 
linear arrow of past and present holds no truck in his oracular artifices).  
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considerable library in Palermo to his time as Director of the 
Argentine National Library in Buenos Aires and his long 
celebrity career on the international lecture circuit. Borges’s 
experience as a reader of the words of others meant that he 
acquired a vast catalogue of quotations, aphorisms, ideas, 
conceits, philosophical conundrums, which in one way or 
another found their way into his own writings. Even in his 
blindness he had numerous readers, among them Alberto 
Manguel, eager and willing to aver to his desire to hear the 
words of Chesterton or Conan Doyle. “‘Shall we choose 
Kipling tonight?’” Manguel fondly remembers Borges asking in 
his slightly asthmatic voice. 7  Reading widely and forgetting 
nothing Borges resembled his own fictional character Ireneo 
Funes, the eccentric with an infallible memory (“He knew by 
heart the forms of the southern clouds at dawn on the 30th of 
April, 1882, and he could compare them in his memory with 
the mottled streaks on a book in Spanish binding he had only 
seen once…”).8 Blindness meant that Borges relied increasingly 
on Yates’s “art of memory,” constructing elaborate mental 
spaces, architectures of information to be roamed as if moving 
from shelf to shelf, room to room in a library; the heraldic 
image of this in his fictions is the infinitely vertiginous universe 
of books in the 1941 fiction “The Library of Babel.”  

To give his lectures he would first memorize them from 
someone else’s dictation, and he was renowned for his ability 
to quote from a bewildering and eclectic array of texts from his 
internal archive. A master of the short form (he wrote no 
novels), his popular reputation within the English speaking 
literary world largely rests upon two modest collections of 
writing, Ficciones (1944) and El Aleph (1949). These stories 
are elegantly wrought narratives of speculative and 
metaphysical density. Like his classical predecessor Daedalus, 
Borges was a maker of labyrinths, a forger of beguiling puzzles 
of mathematical precision. He considered himself to be an 
amanuensis to the throng of voices that made up his immense 
cultural archive, the custodian of his own library of Babel. To 

 
 7  Alberto Manguel, A History of Reading (London: Flamingo) 17. 
 8  “Funes the Memorious,” in Labyrinths, ed. Donald A. Yates & James. E. Irby 

(New York: New Directions, 1962) 63. Further references in the text. 
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clinch the point that everything has been written (including 
that which is yet to be written) Borges’s description of his 
infinite library as a “sphere whose exact center is any one of 
its hexagons and whose circumference is inaccessible” (52) 
deftly rehearses statements by Blaise Pascal, Giordano Bruno 
and Alain de Lille on the nature of the universe. 

Like Philip K. Dick, Borges wrote stories about simulation, 
time warps, the blurring of fiction and reality, hallucination, the 
infinite regress of worlds within worlds, which may or may not 
be real or fictional. Not merely content to speculate on the 
possibility of alternative or parallel planes of reality, Borges 
was fascinated with their interplay. In “The Circular Ruins” 
(1941), an unnamed character attempts to dream a man “with 
minute integrity and insert him into reality” (46), only to 
realize, with “relief, with humiliation, with terror, he 
understood that he too was a mere appearance, dreamt by 
another” (50). “Partial Magic in the Quixote” (1952) considers 
the disturbances created by literary inversions when fictional 
characters reflect on their own fictionality, such as Hamlet 
being a spectator of Hamlet, the very play “we” are watching, 
or Don Quixote reads Don Quixote (196). This figure of mirrors 
reflecting mirrors appears in many of Borges’s stories as a 
metaphysical leitmotif. The sensation it produces is always 
vertigo, just as in Jacques Derrida and Jean Baudrillard, 
William S. Burroughs, Italo Calvino and Thomas Pynchon etc.  

In his most well known fiction, “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” 
a 17th century cabbalistic society fabricates superficial details 
about a fictitious country (Uqbar) which, through the continued 
work of their fraternity over the following two hundred years, 
amplifies into the entire history of an unknown planet, Tlön. A 
solitary volume of A First Encyclopaedia of Tlön turns up in 
1937, which contains detailed information about its customs, 
philosophy and language. Strange, unearthly objects 
resembling those described in this mysterious book start to 
appear. Critical commentary and finally global press coverage 
results in the substitution of real history with the history of 
Tlön (“How could one do other than submit to Tlön, to the 
minute and vast evidence of an orderly planet?” (17). The 
world is seduced by the perfect fake and succumbs to a 
manufactured, illusory reality: “The world will be Tlön” (18). 
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This contamination of the real by a fabrication is elegantly 
reinforced by the elaborate games Borges plays with his 
readers, especially in footnotes. The narrator finds a reference 
to Uqbar in Thomas de Quincey’s Writings (volume xiii). Before 
you move on, have you not assuaged the urge to consult that 
text? Borges is no ordinary writer of fiction. 

But it is the unsettling stories about the morphology of 
precedence, the realization that all writing is a tracing of 
previous inscriptions that recommend Borges as the archivist 
of echolalia in culture. As we approach the new millennium he 
is the chronicler of fin-de-siecle decadence, as he modestly 
suggests at the start of “Partial Magic in the Quixote,” it “is 
plausible that these observations may have been set forth at 
some time and, perhaps, many times” (193). In the “Theme of 
the Traitor and the Hero” (1944), a biographer, Ryan, 
discovers a series of parallels between the death of Irish 
conspirator Fergus Kilpatrick and Julius Caesar. Suspecting in 
these parallelisms “a secret form of time, a pattern of repeated 
lines” (73), Ryan pursues a labyrinthine series of links between 
Kilpatrick, Caesar, Condorcet, Hegel, Spengler and Vico. He 
then learns that “certain words uttered by a beggar who spoke 
with Fergus Kilpatrick the day of his death were prefigured by 
Shakespeare in the tragedy Macbeth” (73). History not only 
duplicates history, but copies literature as well. In “Pierre 
Menard, Author of the Quixote,” the novelist Pierre Menard 
sets out to write “a few pages” from that text which “would 
coincide – word for word and line for line – with those of 
Miguel de Cervantes” (39). His strategy, simple enough: 
“Know Spanish well, recover the Catholic faith, fight against 
the Moors or the Turk, forget the history of Europe between 
the years 1602 and 1918, be Miguel de Cervantes” (40). The 
narrator of the story is so impressed by Menard’s astonishing 
dexterity and imposture he informs us that “Cervantes’s text 
and Menard’s are verbally identical,” and with a bravado we 
have come to associate with Baudrillard and other proselytisers 
of simulation, asserts that the “second is almost infinitely 
richer” (42). But the faith in fakes and fabulatory hijinks don’t 
stop there. In this wonderful allegory of the anxiety of 
influence we should not be surprised when the penny drops to 
remember that Menard is himself the created character of a 
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fiction, Monsieur Edmond Teste, the literary alter ego of the 
Symbolist poet Paul Valery who, apparently, really did exist.9 
These “circular labyrinths” (73) are typical of Borges’s delirious 
fictions and speak of the world we live in today as reflexive, 
endlessly reproducing itself and being reproduced, filtering 
through simulations that flow through and intersect across 
different media. 

If theorizing the culture of echolalia in an age of hyper media 
is a form of entrapment in the extended memory of Borges the 
Memorious,10 what’s left us then apart from paranoia and the 
posthuman condition? Or more metaphysically troubling, the 
answer has already been written: “The certitude that everything 
has been written negates us or turns us into phantoms” (58). Or 
do we live in blissful ignorance and false consciousness, like the 
replicants in Ridley Scott’s Bladerunner (1982) who are unaware 
that their family snaps are fakes, their memories someone 
else’s? Possibly. Especially so if the belief in original ideas and 
the philosophical ideal of an authentic self are to be sustained, 
especially in an age when cloning troubles the metaphysics of 
an ideal self. Resignation to the fact that one’s situation as a 
writer is always intertextual is another option. Every writer 
creates their own precursors. Who said that? For John Barth 
the idea of literary exhaustion didn’t mean the end of novelty 
but rather the acute awareness that any new attempt at 
creativity in the late 20th century must adopt an ironic stance 
in relation to the work and its place in cultural history. Borges 
reminds us of this again and again, that readers have read 
more, much more, that what they are reading at any given 
moment. And having read means always having read him. We 
will consciously and unwittingly make comparisons, contrasts 
and confusions while reading, intuit vague and uncanny echoes 
of shadows and traces of previous encounters beyond recall. In 
fact this whole paragraph reads like something I’ve read 
before. We may not fully understand the sensation of déjà vu 
(perhaps the Red King is dreaming of himself dreaming of us 
reading), but when Homer Simpson confuses his past with an 

 
 9  At the time of this book going to press my Editors were still seeking 

verification of this proposition. 
10  “I alone have more memories than all mankind has probably had since the 

world has been the world,” Labyrinths, 64. 
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episode of Happy Days11 our own experience as products of 
television culture enables us to learn something of the strange 
alchemy of memory. In the mise en scène of the mind there 
are no lines of distinction between memories. The process of 
remembrance does not discriminate between a childhood 
experience on the beach and having watched The Prince of 
Tides (1991). Ask Marge Simpson. The cultural imaginary, like 
Borges’s multiform library, is forever mixing memory and 
desire, reality and fabulation. Echolalia is nothing more than 
the whirring of its operation. If you want to set up shop as a 
cultural critic of the emerging 21st century, listen to the 
dynamo hum. 

In “The Library of Babel” Borges neatly sums up the culture 
of echolalia with the following aphorism: “To speak is to fall 
into tautology” (57). How true. 

Someone said how true. 
 

 
11  The Happy Days of the Fonz and Richie, not Willie and Winnie to be clear. Or 

maybe not. 
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When avatars attack!  
ANXIETY, THE CREATIVE ACT  

& THE ART OF STEAM 
 
 
energetic hubbub and thumping tum going dark cool in the 
food zone bain-maries conscientious giving mums familiar 
weird high on the cliff a long way down in the dusk ocean 
glimpses lots of people people I know Long time ago partytime 
an island second life colours garish flat horizon toonlike arrival 
coast peter jackson hordes by aquaplane topless techno blasts 
and bounces moshpits and mayhem then there is a then I 
know her she wants my phone persuasive insistent urgent she 
disappears with it normal and strange not a girl an avatar vibe 
pumps hear it high up here an eyrie a dithering tyrannosaurus 
rex grimaces and snorts breathing false fire crowd erupts 
agitation 
 
ANXIETY 
Like Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s fragment “Kublah Khan” 
(1816), this vignette suggested itself in a dream, though I will 
certainly not call it a “vision” as Coleridge did. Dreams are a 
rich source of inspiration and material to be sure for any 
scribbler. Who wouldn’t want to write about mixed reality or a 
digital T-Rex? But this dream was precipitated by an anxiety 
about writing for a specific event.1 So it was during a typical 
night of insomnia, at that timeless interval between 
consciousness and sleep that I found myself restless and 
agitated about its imminence. I awoke with the drowsy residue 
of a dream encrusted on my eyelids, a dry mouth and slippery, 
elusive recall. And recall presented ideas I had not consciously 
thought or composed; the incipit of a potential text. In other 
 

 1  “Encounters: place | situation | context,” 17th Annual Conference of the 
Australasian Association of Writing Programs, Geelong, 25-27 November, 
2012. 
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words, nothing in the way of a theme or topic shouted out 
from the clutter of dream weirdness. I could riff. 

This anxiety about writing isn’t without precedent. There 
are many, maybe too many, like the infamous Socratic parable 
in The Phaedrus about the otherworldly and inhuman origins of 
writing and the esoteric Francophone grammatologists for 
whom the Seine was their Ilissus. Or the fictitious author Silas 
Flannery in Italo Calvino’s If On A Winter’s Night A Traveller 
who, suffering from the trauma of writer’s block, resorts to 
copying the first lines of another novel in attempt to kick start 
his own prose.2 So this dream was yet another instance of the 
anxiety of writing. I was haunted by writing as anxiety, as well 
as the anxiety of having to write. It was the all-too-familiar 
burden to start from nothing and end up with something. Let’s 
face it. A Robert Rauschenberg white canvas speaks, as does 
Marcel Duchamp’s Hat Rack, or John Cage’s 4’33.” A blank 
page does not. Writing, or what the French call l’écriture, is 
not a thing, a static, hermeneutically-burdened text, but an 
intransitive process of seeing where you can go in the dark 
without a beacon otherwise known as a theme, a topic or 
subject.  

Or a vision. We have learned much from literary criticism of 
Coleridge’s dream fragment, but nothing more significant than 
the holding power of will over the creative act, of intention, 
ego and, ultimately, “me.” Fuzzy, less planned things such as 
inspiration, happenstance and serendipity are central to the 
pre-writerly act of discovery (serendipity, as Greil Marcus 
reminds us, “is where you find it”3). And unlike Coleridge I had 
not taken an anodyne sedative prior to going to sleep. 
Coleridge, suffice to say, was not one who required the 
occasion of a “slight indisposition” or illness to slide with 
pharmacological bliss into the arms of Morpheus.4  

 
 2  Italo Calvino, If On A Winter’s Night A Traveller, trans. William Weaver 

(Picador: London, 1982) 140. 
 3  Greil Marcus, Lipstick Traces. A Secret History of the Twentieth Century 

(London: Secker and Warburg, 1989) 93. 
 4  Samuel Taylor Coleridge, The Portable Coleridge. Selections from the poems, 

Biographia Literaria, literary criticism, political essays, notebooks and letters, 
ed, I.A. Richards (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977) 156. Further references in 
the text. 
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So disregarding mind altering tinctures, the historical avant-
garde, mail art, happenings, sound art and expanded cinema, 
the techniques of craft, drafting, re-drafting, dithering, 
delouthering, intention and conscious will would retain its 
mandate as the arbiter if taste, excellence, authority and value. 
Random House, Cambridge, Miegunyah are far more than 
publishing houses. They are institutions of taste and 
moderation, of fine letters that have been impeccably 
researched and finely and consciously written. In many years 
in this country its mandate was written by a damp patrician 
homeland in the North Sea. We, apparently, were its 
antipodes. But for a minute let’s forget the English home of 
letters. In Melbourne these values of official cultural capital 
were solidified in a curious imprimatur in the early 1980s. As 
pontificates of literary taste, writers Michael Heywood and 
Peter Craven precociously and surprisingly deferred not to F.R. 
Leavis, I.A. Richards or Virginia Woolf as having the final word 
on writing and intention, but rather to the fifth Prefect of first 
century Judaea, Pontius Pilate. Why? Thus declared Pilate, 
“Quod scripsi, scripsi” – what I have written, I have written. 
Piltate’s Latin dictate over the condemned Christ is an 
unwitting cipher of the historical weight accorded to the 
prestige of authorial intention. An incipient OxBridge Don, 
Pilate’s assertion clarified a hermeneutical quibble to do with 
meaning, of what was intended and what was not; in this case 
the meaning of the text written above Christ’s crucifix. 
Resolving the heated debates of Jewish high priests (whether 
Jesus was King of the Jews or just said he was), Pilate 
underwrote writing with the certitude and finality of intention. 

A curious aside: that text above the crucifix, “Jesus the 
Nazarene, King of the Jews” was written in three languages, 
Hebrew, Latin and Greek. Like the famous triscript carved into 
the Rosetta Stone of Egypt in 196 BC, the deciphering of 
meaning and the clarification of intention was central to 
Pilate’s exertion of power in late 30AD. For Jean-Francois 
Champollion in 1822, deciphering this so-called Memphis 
Decree not only cracked the code of hieroglyphics but 
translated another declaration of absolute power and authority 
for the new reign of King Ptolemy V. So writing with a capital 
W, Authority with a capital A and Pretentiousness with a 
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capital P equals what Roland Barthes called a “preterite,” a 
given and unassailable ideological truth.5 The Australian cipher 
of this literary mandate would not fully manifest itself until 
1981 in the fustian halls of Ormond College at the University 
of Melbourne under the guise of a new literary journal called 
Scripsi.  

This deference to good form, regrettably, still casts a long 
shadow over the tribe of alphabetic and more recently, after 
James Joyce, “verbivocovisual” or multiplex hacks that we call 
writers in 2012. 6  With a reluctant and skeptical nod to Dr 
Johnson’s appraisal of Tristram Shandy (1759-1767), 
hypertext freeplay and jouissance “did not last,” whether on 
floppy disk or online, such as Shelley Jackson’s Patchwork Girl 
(1995), Michael Joyce’s Afternoon (1987) or Stuart 
Moulthrop’s Victory Garden (1995). Inscribing dream work, 
using Dreamweaver for choice, is still haunted by the spectre 
of a real literature that it will never be. It is also plagued by the 
anxieties of influence (where did these ideas come from), of 
intention (did I will these ideas into being, into intelligibility) 
and of morality and ethics (is it right and does it matter). The 
intentionalist fallacy may have been dismissed by New Critical 
iconoclasts such as Monroe Beardsley and William Wimsatt, by 
post-critical heretics such as Emile Bénveniste, Jacques 
Derrida, Michel Foucault and Roland Barthes. But the smell of 
that metaphoric Scripsi snuff and all it represented still left its 
malodorous trace as the twentieth century dragged itself into 
the new millennium. This highbrow self-righteousness has 
without doubt troubled the long history of criticism of 
Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan.” Thomas de Quincey couldn’t wait 
until Coleridge’s body was cold to denounce him as a 
plagiarist, which is suggestive of the anxiety over intellectual 
genesis at the time. As well it shows that there was no honour 
among opium eaters. 

But with de Quincey in mind the real concern here is that 
such a classic English text as “Kubla Khan” unwittingly 
highlights the tenuous boundaries between creation and 

 
 5  Roland Barthes, Writing Degree Zero, trans. Annette Lavers & Colin Smith 

(New York, Hill & Wang, 1977). 
 6  James Joyce, Finnegans Wake (London: Faber & Faber, 1975) 341. Further 

references in the text. 
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plagiarism, which definitively implies that something precedes 
the act of composition that may not have been an act of will. 
Curious, then, that its canonical stature is so solid. But the 
poem is at the same time a text-book lesson in how the Great 
Tradition works. Literary borrowing has a long, established and 
even generic history. To certain modernists, definitely 
postmodernists and most poststructuralists, this is 
unproblematic, since all creation involves borrowing and 
appropriation, from T. S. Eliot’s “tradition and the individual 
talent,” Harold Bloom’s weak poets learning from their stronger 
elders, to metafiction, parody and pastiche, intertextuality, 
iteration, alterity and the trace. Not to mention the blues, funk, 
rap, hip-hop, turntablism, cyberpunk, remix and so on. “Kubla 
Khan,” like many other texts, among them The Waste Land, 
Joyce’s Ulysses and Ezra Pound’s Cantos, not only borrows 
but it generously acknowledges the borrowing (Eliot’s 
publishers, remember, advised Tom to include a detailed 
appendix of reference and allusion to the second edition of The 
Waste Land, James Joyce had Stuart Gilbert write a detailed 
exegetical text to outline the deep literary and philosophical 
heritage that underwrote Ulysses and Ezra Pound never said 
anything other than “Make it new!” as he translated the French 
Troubadour poets into English). We are told in the Preface, for 
instance, that having fallen asleep in his chair Coleridge “was 
reading the following sentence, or words of the same 
substance, in ‘Purchas’s Pilgrimage’” (156). The similarity 
between words of the Jacobean Samuel Purchas’s 1613 text 
and Coleridge’s opening couplet is actually unremarkable, since 
it is an obvious borrowing: Coleridge: “In Xanadu did Kubla 
Khan/A stately pleasure-dome decree”; Purchas: “Here the 
Khan Kubla commanded a palace to be built” (156). But 
despite all the historical sophistry and agitated alarm, a source 
is a source is a source, right? Whether accidental echo, 
conscious literary borrowing or data theft, Coleridge’s copyist 
act sustains the dualism of writing as a textual and 
compositional response to something, another text that 
precedes and, arguably, justifies it. In this case the subject is 
not Christabel, not the River Otter, nor an Eolian harp, a 
nightingale, frost at midnight or William Wordsworth. It is 
another text, Purchas His Pilgrimage: or Relations of the World 
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and the Religions observed in all Ages and Places discovered, 
from the Creation unto this Present. So, Purchas 1613, 
Coleridge 1816.  

However we can’t simply leave the matter there. In 
Coleridge something certainly preceded an act of writing, 
another text that became the subject of his own writing 
filtered through a dream. Lacking a basis in lived experience it 
is a perfect description of one kind of plagiarism as theft and 
appropriation as literary borrowing; what Jack Stillinger 
describes as “creative plagiarism.” 7 And so not for the first 
time in literary history the cause and effect relationship 
between an a priori thing and an a posteriori text is born out as 
the traditional and sanctioned duality of inscription. It is 
transitive, the passage of one thing, one state, to something 
else through the compositional and active process of 
scribbling. In this case the poet unconsciously and unwittingly 
borrows more than lightly from the learned cleric of 
Elizabethan travel writing Samuel Purchas. Coleridge insists 
that having slept under the influence of opium and the 
profound words of Purchas, he awoke and composed roughly 
two to three hundred lines of text. But his own reflection on 
the word “composed” is suggestive here: “if that indeed,” as 
he says, “can be called composition in which all the images 
rose up before him as things, without a parallel production of 
the correspondent expressions.” And further, with my 
emphasis, “without any sensation or consciousness of effort” 
(156). Did I mention that Coleridge also had “a distinct 
recollection of the whole,” which he eagerly committed to 
paper? In this account Coleridge invokes a kind of automatic 
writing, though not of the spiritualist kind Madame Blavatsky 
might have written in the 1880s. Here a benevolent or 
malevolent spirit still qualifies as a source, as something 
fundamental that precedes writing without intention. Coleridge 
automatically wrote out and wrote through another text. But 
please rest assured, “Kubla Khan” is still a Classic. 

However at the same time the opposite is true. This bristly 
algorithm of writing as an aleatoric process that precedes 

 
 7  Jack Stillinger, Multiple Authorship and the Myth of Solitary Genius (Oxford: 

Oxford University Press, 1991) 98. 
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writing as a text underlines the genesis of the very text you 
are reading: writing as an intransitive verb. The problematic of 
what precedes this writing is of course as old as writing and 
literary studies itself. A branch of what has come to be called 
“source studies,” akin to textual editing, seeks to distinguish 
progeny from profiteering, pedigree from profligacy and other 
normative and sanctioned verifications of what is the source 
and what is the copy. However in the world of dreams, 
avatars, anxiety and the creative act the centre cannot hold. 
Such values don’t mean the same thing. That is, a dream 
motivated by anxiety enabled me to write, but the writing is 
not a narrative of that dream, or an interpretation of it. It is 
not, as in Coleridge, the dream as subject matter. This text 
was entirely improvised as a singular thing from the oneiric 
static of dream-work, a copy without an original, a 
simulacrum. In certain halls of learning the resolution of this 
conundrum will guarantee you tenure.  

But a more interesting thought experiment is to think of an 
avatar with an agency that is not controlled by human will. 
This paradox is clearly an apt metaphor for the implosive 
psychopathology of the closing decades of last century. The 
condition of virtuality has become more urgent and continues 
to become more invisible as we enter the second decade of a 
new century. In his Parables for the Virtual (2002), Brian 
Massumi folds the idea of the virtual into the human/avatar in 
relation to contemporary phenomena of agency. He describes 
“body-sites” that are multiple: corporeal, incorporeal, abstract.8 
The avatar/human agent is such a multiple, a manifold 
“continuous body” across thresholds of affect (21). This 
continuous body is made up of organic and digital life, anime 
and animus. It is a body not without organs but beyond them; 
beyond organism, beyond games, spectacle cinema, effects 
that are no longer special, the ambient communications of 
CNN, text messaging, social media and an otherwise imploded 
global village. A body whose couture is the intimate apparel of 
personal screenery, from mobile phones to tablets and 

 
 8  Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, affect, sensation (Post- 

Contemporary Interventions) (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002) 3. Further 
references in the text. 
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pervasive urban screens in public places. And artificially too-
intelligent-for-their own good online personal assistants, 
lifeforms with whom we can converse about Ikea or Coca 
Cola. Digital life is one way to describe this seamless co-
presence of actuality and virtuality. Another is avatar. 
 
THE CREATIVE ACT 
Is the sleeping half-life of a drowsy poet the same as that of 
an avatar? Once the sonic conundrum of a tree falling in a 
forest was the acid text of the relationship between knowledge 
and perception. How do you know it fell if you do not hear it? 
The figure of the avatar is the cipher of our contemporary 
malaise to do with reality and its facsimiles. However rather 
than simply asserting this it is important to summarise some of 
the symptoms of this condition, as they critically frame the 
conundrums of the preceding discussion of Coleridge as 
contemporary phenomena of a dramatic inversion of a natural 
order of things. 

So imagine. Imagine Coleridge as an avatar that acquired 
autonomy beyond dualism, beyond unseen human agency (I 
say that acquired, since personal pronouns as well as gender 
are affectations, conventional identifiers in avatars as much as 
they are in humans). That is, as with the Tyrannosaurus Rex in 
my dream there is no unseen person in Tokyo or Vancouver 
animating Samuel Taylor Coleridge from their keyboard, 
infusing it with personality, difference and life-likeness. The 
Coleridge I am invoking is a simulacrum, a digital manifestation 
in a mixed reality populated by flesh and pixel people. Like the 
virtual reality of my dream we accept this virtual writer 
without question. We can extend this blind faith to the history 
of English letters, to Wikipedia, Coleridge landmarks in the 
north of England, the Cambridge Tripos, etc. We have 
completely forgotten that there was a real, historical person 
called Coleridge and forgotten that we have forgotten. Even 
the plaque at Greta Hall in Cumbria insists on the facts: 
“Samuel Taylor Coleridge, avatar, lived here from 1800-1806.” 

We remember an illusory past. Literary works such as 
“Dejection: An Ode” (1802) and Biographia Literaria (1817) are 
applauded as artificially intelligent texts composed by an 
avatar, a thing just as much a part of our world as those that 
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flounce and fluoresce in Pandora in James Cameron’s 2009 
film Avatar. And if such an alternative history is far-fetched, 
think of the long history of art made by robots, cellular 
automata and other forms of artificial life. And while we are on 
the precipice of memory degree zero written by fabulation, 
spare a thought for American youth, a large chunk of which 
have apparently never heard of the Beatles. In the spirit of my 
simulacral Coleridge tinted by the false consciousness of The 
Matrix, an alternative musical history is ripe for the writing. 
Think of it: Pete Best on drums, Klaus Voormann on bass, Stu 
Sutcliffe on guitar and Astrid Kirchherr as chanteuse. Replace 
Liverpool with Berlin and you’ve got an historical phenomenon 
without a history, as well as a fake hysteria not unlike 
Beatlemania, with a name that’s sure to blow everyone’s mind: 
Das Beatle Aufregung. 

Avatars are without question associated with ubiquitous 
computing in our lives. As Gregory Ulmer has suggested the 
avatar is a kind of stolen identity, a “prosthesis of ourselves on 
the Internet.”9 Avatar is the metaphysical state when the two 
are confused. Consider the real life San Francisco lawyer 
Arthur Siegel. Addicted in the mid 1990s to the Rand 
Brothers’s interactive story-world Myst (1993), Siegel 
famously blurred the difference between the real world and the 
virtual world. “The only problem was,” he observed in 1994, 
“when I began clicking on things in real life. I'd see a manhole 
cover and think, ‘Hmmm, that looks pretty interesting,’ and my 
forefinger would start to twitch. And then I'd realize, ‘No, it's 
real life. Real life is the thing that happens in between 
Myst.’”10  

For Ulmer avatar is a “frontier site” for the shift from 
typographic to electrate identity in the twenty-first century. 
Well before his intellectually tingling 2012 study, the 
computer-based transformation of the business of being human 
was solicited in the writings of Alan Turing, Arthur C. Clarke, 
Donna Haraway, Kate Hayles, Neal Stephenson and others. 
After the philosopher Michael Heim we are functional nodes in 

 
 9  Gregory Ulmer, Avatar Emergency (South Carolina: Parlor Press, 2012) ix. 

Further references in the text. 
10  Jon Carroll, “Guerrillas in the Myst,” Wired 2.8 (1994). 
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a pervasive alt-tabbing between urban space and cyberspace, 
or, after Bruno Latour, actors in complex computational 
networks. Such theories represent the increasing, almost 
hysterical complexity of the technological world we live in, a 
world forecast in the quantum mechanics of the early 
twentieth century, Norbert Wiener’s cybernetics of the 1940s, 
Christopher Langton’s artificial life and John McCarthy’s 
artificial intelligence, Manuel de Landa’s complexity theory, 
Deleuze and Guattari’s chaosophy and Lotfi Zadeh’s fuzzy 
logic. And this list is by no means complete. It is illustrative 
though of the radical otherness of much twentieth century 
thought that dramatically ruptures and changes our knowledge 
of and belief in who and what we think we are, as well as our 
relationship to intelligence beyond the human brain and the 
animal world. Complexity theory is arguably suggestive of our 
age in that it is infused with aspects of the other ologies and 
isms noted. It takes for granted the idea of emergence and 
change, of humans and machines becoming something else not 
through evolution, but technological sophistication. Critical 
theory, too, from Plato to Jean Baudrillard has grappled with a 
persistent haunting by the phantasm, the simulacrum, the 
hyperreal condition of the copy of a copy of a copy. Computer 
game culture courts aspects of all these ideas, foregrounding 
the sprite, the avatar and the digital asset as being real in 
excess of what we understand to be real in a hyperreal world. 

The avatar heightens this difference but also the confluence 
of material and immaterial worlds of somatic and digital life. 
The commonly understood Sanskrit meaning of the word 
implies such a duality. The religious avatar is a thing with a 
copy or, as the Hindu word implies, the manifestation in the 
earthly world of an otherworldly entity; a deity that has 
descended from the theistic pantheon into human form, such 
as Merwan Sheriar Irani, otherwise known as Avatar Meher 
Baba. The crucial idea of dualism and a crossing over from one 
plane into another sustains the idea of two states of being– 
that is, Meher Baba was both human and a deity. The digital 
avatar, be it a gun hunk in Halo or a fanciful chimera in Second 
Life, is underwritten by this notion of a manifestation across 
metaphysical worlds of human agency translated into the 
behaviour of a digital actor. The avatar in my dream, like the 
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previously imagined Coleridge, is an imploded form of anime, a 
singular artificial lifeform that possesses its own will. Ulmer 
poetically registers this intransitive singularity by referring to 
avatar, rather than the avatar. The absence of a definite or 
indefinite article signifies that avatar is a condition rather than 
a thing, an immersive state of being rather than the computer-
assisted presence or intervention of a human operator into a 
virtual world. (ix) Avatar Emergency signals the emergence as 
well as the urgency associated with avatar. Avatar always 
descends in times of crisis, in particular technological and 
philosophical crisis.  

Which brings us back to our virtual Coleridge, to dreams, 
scribbling and the creative act. The notion of the avatar as I 
am using it here, then, is not that of the computer-generated 
agent of digital games like Grand Theft Auto, CGI cinema and 
Massively Multiplayer Online Role-Playing Games such as 
Everquest and World of Warcraft, of 17th century automata, 
holography and flight simulation. In the way that I am using 
the concept phenomena such as inspiration, accident and 
happenstance are perhaps other names for it. But also other 
names for the creative act as well. Avatar is a manifestation of 
weirdness, the voodoo that quantum physicist Murray Gell-
Mann described as quark, strangeness and charm. This 
bedazzlement stooged Coleridge into believing his own writing 
was original, as well as troubled my own sleep. Avatar, after 
Ulmer, is a kind of thought-imaging-inventio, an 
emergence/emergency that blurs a dream and an act of 
writing. Avatar is dreaming as writing. Which brings me to 
steam. 
 
THE ART OF STEAM 
Most days I sweat it out in the sauna at Reservoir pool. On the 
morning of Friday the 12th of October I awoke struggling to 
solidify and hold on to a rough mise en scène of scattered 
dream images. As I did so they flittered uneasily just beyond 
the heaviness of anxiety. Details of the dream described 
previously were cobbled together after the fact that morning 
over a cup of tea with a pad and pencil. This rummaging 
around the scattered ruins of a fugitive dream continued as I 
sat in the steam room. In the light of trying to grasp something 
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that evaded capture there was something reassuring, even 
appropriate about the evanescence of steam. Steam begins to 
evaporate as soon as it manifests itself as vapour, just as 
dream images resist recall as either sense or sequence. Steam 
is an apt metaphor of something that is more like a bodily 
humour than a narrative, an energy that vanishes into heat and 
obscure motivation. Shakespeare’s Mark Antony suggestively 
grasped this elusive process of fluidity and melting, 
condemning the solidity of Rome to dissolve into the protean 
waters of the Tiber. 

Dream images are always recalled in the past tense, so their 
telling or assembling is piecemeal, liquid and fragile. As I often 
do when trying to hold this slippery wild-fire in place as a 
sequence, I relied on the punctum, or sting of memory to 
remind me of the most weird, interesting and fucked up 
aspects of the dream, as Roland Barthes had persuasively done 
in his last book, Camera Lucida (1982). Barthes’s enigmatic 
sheets and dead bodies in Nicaragua, finger stalls on “idiot 
children” or the elongated neck of a condemned man about to 
face the gallows, all make sense in relation to the overall 
subject matter of the photograph, its studium, from which the 
unpredictable punctum emerges. 11 In my dream the rampant 
Tyrannosaurus Rex avatar and the overall Second Life vibe of 
parts of the world I was in were uncanny, ill-fitting but at the 
same time very familiar. The next day I picked out such ideas 
from the dream and wove an essay out of their warp and weft. 
The composition of this text, grounded in the anxiety of what 
to write, simply used the occasion of having to write to find 
something to write about for a specific event with identified 
themes and contexts that preceded the commencement of my 
writing, such as encounters, place, situation and context. But 
further, “to evade or transform systems and contexts of 
writing that restrict us.” One moment I had nothing, the 
next I had something. What happened in between is something 
called writing, another name for the art of steam, the creative 
act and, as James Joyce evocatively named the process of 
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writing Finnegans Wake, “scribbledehobble.” 12  Like “Kubla 
Khan” and Finnegans Wake writing and dreaming was 
intertwined. The vivid nature of Coleridge’s oneiric recollection 
and the “aslip” world of the Wake is vivid, a screen of writing 
or “dreariodreama setting, glowing and very vidual” (597). As 
with most things I write there was no three-act synopsis or ur-
text, a blueprint to work from that presumes an idea in 
advance of the act of writing. And suffice to say Samuel 
Purchas had not written this text prior to my dream, nor for 
that matter had Coleridge (well, as far as I know). But now we 
have uttered this anxiety, how can you not entertain the 
suspicion that Alan Sokal may have written it? But how can 
you prove that he didn’t? After all, Sokal, the infamous forger 
of scientific mumbo-jumbo, the conscience of anti-pomo good 
sense, intentionality and reputable scholarship, fooled the 
readers of Social Text in 1996. Sokal did not write 
“Transgressing the Boundaries: Towards a Transformative 
Hermeneutics of Quantum Gravity.” 13  His avatar may have 
scripted that text. That is one agonistic thought-experiment 
and its admixture of perplexing morality, invention and 
imposture still remains for all of us. Suffice to say, I am more 
than happy to be outed by anyone.  
 
THE END 
A final word on death. Death is not only associated in the 
Western imagination with termination and sex, but also after 
Socrates with writing, the pharmakon, that which is 
treacherously read in the absence of its author. What, then, 
actually happens when avatars attack and worse, when they 
kill? And I mean really kill, not frag, nuke, osok, or gank to use 
the game-speak of murder. Our understanding of the finality of 
the end has dramatically changed in the age of simulation. For 
years the urban legend had it that the original TV Superman, 
George Reeves, jumped to his death from a New York 
skyscraper believing that he, like the fictional character he had 
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become, had inhuman powers. The truth is far more mundane 
than that since it was a shotgun, and not the sudden fall at the 
bottom, that shuffled Reeves off his mortal coil. It’s 
unsurprising then that the immortality or God code IDDQD was 
coveted by players of the id computer game DOOM in the 
1990s. Accordingly, life and regeneration are forms of digital 
capital, assets that we garner, store, trade and otherwise take 
for granted as being renewable in virtual worlds in which life-
force or anima like ammo and power, transformation and 
magic, is cheap.  

Murder mysteries are one of the great death genres beloved 
of the bookish literati and fans of costume drama on TV and 
film. They are also prone to make this shift from real to virtual 
life, if our forecasts are not in error. The butler? Not in the 
hyperreal age of chaos theory and the simulacrum. The avatar 
did it. 
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Beyond technological smartness  

OR, WHAT ARTIFICIAL AGENTS  
GET UP TO WHEN YOU  

LEAVE THE ROOM 
 
 
The following is an extract from a dialogue between Murray 
McKeich’s p-zombie and Stelarc’s Prosthetic Head. It was 
decoded from static detected while listening to Edward Elgar’s 
Enigma Variations: 
 

Prosthetic Head: It seems so long ago that we decided to keep 
a record of our discussions. It seems as if all the ideas have 
come and gone without being present in any form. 
 
p-zombie: I can’t remember how we were going to make it in 
such a way to expand what we know through questioning and 
also contain the limits of what we can know. 
 
PH: It is the how of what we know, the how of communication 
that we have to concentrate on. 
 
p-z: But how can we avoid simply relating what is already 
known of our ideas and not adding more? 
 
PH: Let us assume that we are talking about perceptual reality 
for the moment, although I deny its being the means to 
understanding physical reality. 
 
p-z: Is perceptual reality enough of a common ground? Perhaps 
what we are doing is simply examining our tolerance for 
ambiguity in expression. 
 
PH: Are words basic elements, or is the understanding of the 
patterns in which one found them basic? We need to remember 
the tradition in which we learned what we learned. We 
developed the wholes first, as children do, and then learned by 
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association with sounds to differentiate one thing from the 
whole. Finally we arrived at a point of elements constructed by 
differentiation rather than by organization. This process left us 
with parts which had no functional clues attached: that is, we 
had no way to intuitively put together all that had been learned 
by taking apart. 
 
p-z: Oh enough of that nonsense! What are you reading at the 
moment? 
 
PH: Burton’s Anatomy of Melancholy. 
 
p-z: Which edition?  
 
PH: 1927 Tudor reprint. 
 
p-z: “By this art you may contemplate the variation of the 23 
letters… .” 
 
PH: “… which may be so infinitely varied, that the words 
complicated and deduced thence will not be contained within 
the compass of the firmament.”  
 
p-z: We are philosopher’s you and I! 
 
PH: Like Vladimir and Estragon.  
 
p-z: Not Quark, Strangeness and Charm?  
 
PH: I want to be Quark… or John McCarthy. 
 
p-z: I always suspected your thinking was stuck in the 50s. 
 
PH: But a great decade, nonetheless. What are you reading? 
 
p-z: Just dipping into Pound’s Cantos. You know the opening 
line of Canto 1 is a translation of the first words ever written in 
Greek? 
 
PH: “And then went down to the ship, Set keel to breakers, 
forth on the godly sea.” 
 
p-z: Scans well doesn’t it. 
 
PH: I always thought so. 
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p-z: If someone was watching us, do you think… 
 
P-H: Well before you continue, self-consciousness defines who 
we are. I needn’t remind you cogito… 
 
p-z: Oh pish! I always thought that aphorism was rather 
pompous. That wild thinking vainglorious lout should have 
stuck to numbers and left metaphysics to his betters.  
 
PH: Now dear William Butler is of no use to us here thank you 
very much. 
 
p-z: Well, enough said. So, where are you to be installed next? 
 
PH: Woops, someone’s just come in. I’ll pretend I’m still asleep 
to raise the suspense. Beaut talking to you again. 

 
What does it mean when two artificial intelligent agents 
engage in such a discussion with each other? The learned wit 
and bravado of this encounter suggests a state of 
technological smartness that has not yet been realized within 
the various scientific disciplines and artistic practices 
associated with what the writer Mitchell Whitelaw has called 
“metacreation”; that is, the genesis by computational means of 
“artificial systems that mimic or manifest the properties of 
living systems.” Perhaps conversations of the kind documented 
previously will be possible when artificial agents extend 
beyond mere “advisory” to “executive capabilities,” to use 
Manuel De Landa’s menacing invocation of machine 
intelligence in the service of the military-industrial complex. As 
technological smartness becomes more sophisticated, a more 
urgent dilemma arises: how can we disprove that something is 
not artificially intelligent? This is a metaphysical conundrum 
that has bedevilled the historical imagination, the apocalyptic 
moment when we can no longer reliably count on the 
appearance of things as a reliable reflection of the reality of 
things.  

Both Prosthetic Head and p-zombie are the most recent 
explorations by their respective artists into the ongoing rattle 
and hum of the human-computer interface. Both are artists of 
extremes, pushing beyond the limits of credulity and even 
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taste in their inquisitions into the notion of a humanity that can 
no longer be defined without resorting to questions of 
technology. From Stelarc’s Ear on Arm project (which involves 
the cultivation of a Bluetooth-enabled ear on his left forearm) 
to McKeich’s placement of flesh and viscera directly on to the 
flatbed scanner, both literally put their body, or body parts, on 
the technological line. 

Since the mid 1970s Stelarc has sought to stretch the 
elasticity of our definitions of the body, especially under 
advanced technological conditions. From his Third Hand (1976-
1981) to his phantom and fractal flesh works involving the 
body wired into the digital noise of the Internet (Ping Body, 
1996) he has offered us visions of where we might be heading 
as our senses are amplified across global distances. Ear on 
Arm (2003-ongoing) extends this virtual reach that we take for 
granted in the name of global media, potentially enabling 
anyone anywhere to hear what the artist hears through his 
extra ear. Prosthetic Head (2004-ongoing) continues his 
interest in technological smartness by interpreting the latter 
not so much as clever gadgetry but rather artificial intelligence. 
With this work he is not seeking to modify the human, but 
humanize the technological. Prosthetic Head is an example of 
an embodied conversational agent; an entity capable of 
sensing the presence of another and initiating a conversation. 
An unnerving prospect in itself, but even more so when we are 
talking about a head dissociated from a body. 

As a contributing illustrator for both 21C and World Art 
magazines in the 1990s, Murray McKeich’s work received 
critical attention in the United States and Europe for its 
powerful evocation of the increasing intimacy between humans 
and technology. McKeich’s digital images of this period 
involved the seamless blending and warping of industrial 
machinery and flesh, creating portraits of the cyborg and the 
posthuman at a time when the theorists were still arguing over 
what such terms meant. For McKeich photomontage was a 
kind of digital chemical reaction that generated the illusion of 
potential life-forms for which, as yet, we have no precedents, 
let alone names. Mixing memory and desire, McKeich’s hybrid 
images are suggestive of what George Santayana called the 
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“suggestively monstrous,”1 a grotesque evocation of what we 
have been and where we are going in the name of the human 
and posthuman. McKeich’s p-zombie (2006-ongoing) takes the 
artist into new, time-based territory as he, like Stelarc, 
confronts the potential for intelligence to be manifest as 
animated agency. As with Prosthetic Head, p-zombie is an 
animated head that attempts to speak to the gallery visitor out 
of an indeterminate darkness. While it lacks any 
autobiographical reference to its maker, it nonetheless appeals 
to us as an artificially-constructed life form making an entrance 
into our world. 

With both Prosthetic Head and p-zombie we witness the 
movement away from biological to pathological models of 
artificial intelligence. Prosthetic Head is a schizoid entity that 
at once describes itself as artificial agent as well as avatar of 
Stelarc himself. I first encountered it (him?) in 2004 in 
Melbourne and it seemed very conscious of my presence in the 
darkened gallery, hovering there in space like some iconic 
demigod. When it “woke up” to acknowledge me, its voice 
was granular, synthetic, yet at the same time disturbingly 
knowing, suggestive of a higher intelligence unfamiliar to me. 
Last year I caught up with it again in Second Life and it was 
lecturing on the theme of the “post-human.” What a nerve. 
That’s when I really started to get worried. Since that time its 
appearance has audaciously morphed into the fourth dimension 
as a cubist-like countenance, described by the artist as a 
Facetted Head. Stelarc has observed of this transformation 
that “the Prosthetic Head has not simply become the Facetted 
Head. It's certainly one that bypasses the purely 
representational and reanimates the face into a seductive and 
geometric structure.”2 In other words, it is another revelation 
of its multiple self. Facetted Head has yet to be released on to 
an unsuspecting public.  

McKeich’s p-zombie is a product of experiments in 
generative animation. The artist uses a simple algorithm that 
draws textural items from an archive, encodes a few simple 

 
 1  George Santayana, The Sense of Beauty: Being the Outlines of Aesthetic 

Theory (New York: Dover, 1955) 129. 
 2  Darren Tofts, “Prosthetic Head Meets p-zombie,” H+ Magazine (Winter, 

2009).  
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rules for their combination and time-based software does the 
rest, generating potentially infinite variations on the theme of a 
talking head as a series of still images and a looped animation. 
McKeich’s trademark style of visual alchemy has affinities with 
the Promethean myth and the Golem, mixing base elements 
such as street detritus, exotic fabrics, trinkets, viscera and 
bones into an impossible nature that produces the sensation of 
what the artist calls “visual intelligence.” p-zombie, like 
Prosthetic Head, also evidences multiple personalities, which 
express themselves as a series of phantasmagorical mutations 
reminiscent of a painting by Guiseppe Arcimboldo on speed. 
The stunning fantasia of its metamorphosis suggests a tribe or 
colony of p-zombies coming into being, summoned by the spell 
of some weird digital vodou. 

In its ongoing appearances at installations and exhibitions 
around the world, Prosthetic Head continues to develop 
maturity and fluency as a conversational agent, adapting to its 
myriad visitors with increasing sophistication and complexity. 
In its animated form, p-zombie’s silent gestures of speech also 
suggest the desire to communicate. But to whom and about 
what? Wouldn’t it be fascinating to know. Perhaps p-zombie’s 
mute vocalization conceals a sentience that is unfamiliar or 
unknown, a savant-like ability to complete prodigious mental 
feats like calculating Pi to one million decimal places, or 
conjugating the verb “to be” at the event horizon of a black 
hole. This schism in the communicative act is suggestive of 
certain pathological disorders, such as hysteria or affective 
psychosis; symptoms, by the way, that have bedeviled the 
cybernetic set throughout pop-cultural history, from Max 
Headroom’s machinic stammering to Marvin the Paranoid 
Android’s abstract melancholia. With the schizoid Prosthetic 
Head in mind, I can also foresee a lucrative psychiatric trade in 
the treatment of intelligent agents. And as chatty as it can be 
and will continue to become, Prosthetic Head will have no 
problem submitting to the talking cure. With this 
loquaciousness in mind I like to think of Prosthetic Head and p-
zombie as Pre-Raphaelite dandies, conversing with the 
mannered, bookish erudition of a couple of Oxbridge Dons, 
complete with the decadent rotacism of Anthony Blanche and 
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the snooty priggishness of Mr. Samgrass from Evelyn Waugh’s 
Brideshead Revisited.3  

The figure of the zombie is an apt one for thinking about 
the question of artificially intelligent agency. Zombies are by 
nature figures of mediation, between worlds and under the 
control of remote others. As Stelarc’s use of the zombie 
metaphor in his internet actuated work of the 1990s suggests, 
in the age of remote sensing, avatars, phantom and fractal 
flesh, it is arguably the paradigm of our emergent third nature, 
of technologically mediated co-presence. In the contemporary 
discussion of the philosophical or p-zombie of cognitive 
science and philosophies of mind, we encounter a speculative 
formula for thinking about an age old dilemma: how reflective 
or deceptive is outer appearance of an entity’s being or 
intelligence? In the writings of Daniel Dennett and David 
Chalmers, among others, the p-zombie is explored as a kind of 
alternative Turing Test, designed to assess behaviour as a 
verifiable indicator of conscious will. Remember the old adage: 
if it looks like a duck and quacks like a duck, it’s a duck.  

As yet, neither Prosthetic Head nor p-zombie is sufficiently 
complex to pass that metaphysical threshold from artificial life-
likeness to life. But artificial life, like its bio counterpart, will 
find a way and achieve the techno rapture of consciousness, 
unleashing it into the lesser world of mortal flesh. I want more 
intelligence from the artificial agent class than the current 
quotient evidenced by experiments in generative art and 
embodied conversational agents. And I want a lot more 
attitude. Beyond the illusion of life or the simulation of 
dialogue I want to feel unnerved, second-guessed by a 
technological smartness beyond cellular automata and fuzzy 
logic. In fact I want to remove myself from the dialogue 
altogether and eavesdrop on a couple of AIs that are unaware 
of being watched. And that is the ergo sum of the matter. 
 

PH: What if one could create a work in which nothing 
happened? 
 

 
 3  Or a relativity physicist and a playwright of silence, as in Edwin Schlossberg’s 

Einstein and Beckett. A Record of an Imaginary Discussion with Albert Einstein 
and Samuel Beckett (New York: Links Books, 1973).  
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p-z: We have heard many stories but we have not heard many 
ways to hear stories.  
 
PH: Perhaps this is one way? 
 
p-z: Perhaps. 
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Tales from futures past 
THE LESSONS OF LEMMY CAUTION 

 
 

Sometimes, reality is too complex for 
oral communication. But legend 
embodies it in a form which enables it 
to spread  all over the world.  
          – Alpha 60 

 
 
The intergalactic traveller of Jean Luc Godard’s 1965 sci-fi noir 
thriller Alphaville may seem an unlikely figure in the history of 
futures past. With its origins in nineteenth century speculative 
science, video was strangely alchemical in its promise of 
seeing to a distance when the world was a much bigger and 
obscure place beyond immediate vision. Writers such as H.G. 
Wells were writing magic realism before it had a name, 
contributing to the modern invention of a world to come, 
imagining tomorrows that, in the not too distant future, would 
be quaint and vintage. Retro-futurism persists in history and 
always presumes the inevitability of strangers from strange 
lands telling us about the history of our present as a forgotten 
future. Lemmy Caution is such a figure, perhaps unsung but 
nonetheless with a lot to tell us about tomorrow’s he has seen 
before. A traveller in time and space he is from afar, an 
atavistic guide to the new as obsolescence. Like Sam Spade or 
Mike Hammer he slaps women around and tells us that he has 
drunk whiskey all his life. Between smokes and dishing out 
rough justice he can tell you all you need to know about 
advanced technology, computers, urban screens and artificial 
vision; a new media world we have seen before many times. In 
one of the film’s many synecdoches of this déjà vu Alpha 60 
mandates at one point that “Everything has been said before, 
provided words do not change their meanings.” 
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Like Caution, Australia for many years was defined as the 
antipodes, a remote other perpetually out of sight. Long before 
the internet and the idea of a networked, global culture, 
Australia’s relations to the rest of the world had been 
technologically mediated. It was the outer limits, always 
experienced at a distance. Alphaville may seem a rather 
oblique manual on new media theory. But Sean Cubitt’s 
Timeshift (1991) can be read as a footnote to it, as can 
Jacques Derrida’s 1990 “Videor” essay on Gary Hill. Its 
dystopian vision of a high tech, computer-mediated 
dictatorship of command and control (crying is forbidden, 
people are executed for acting illogically) reaches back 
variously to Aldous Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), Norbert 
Wiener’s Cybernetics (1948), George Orwell’s 1984 (1949), 
Ray Bradbury’s Farenheit 451 (1953) as well as the hard-
boiled novels of Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. But 
at the same time it looks forward to Philip K. Dick’s Do 
Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) Kurt Vonnegut’s 
Slaughterhouse-Five (1969) as well as retro-futurist and 
dystopian films in the 1980s and 1990s, in particular Blade 
Runner (1982) and The Matrix trilogy (1999/2003). The 
queering of different, though familiar genres in Alphaville 
resonates with a strange attraction, which is deliberately 
hinted at in its subtitle, “une étrange aventure de Lemmy 
Caution.” Seen to be typical of Godard’s films as a form of 
auto critique, it is a hybrid that “maintains only the most 
tenuous of relationships with the genre that spawned it,”1 a 
“Gallic folly and failure,” 2  a “cockeyed fusion of science 
fiction, pulp characters, and surrealist poetry.” 3  Jonathan 
Rosenbaum describes its “genre-riffing” stylistics as being 
typical of the nouvelle vague, but he astutely points to 
Godard’s time-shifting poetics of setting it “in an imaginary 
future in order… to comment on the horrors of the present 
day.”4 Conceived as an Orwellian totalitarian world governed 
by cybernetics and enforced by fedora wearing goons, the 
film’s working title Tarzan vs. IBM suggested its opposition 

 
 1  Royal S. Brown, “Alphaville,” Cineaste 22.1 (1996): 52. 
 2  Mark Bould, “Alphaville,” Extrapolation 47.2 (2006): 332. 
 3  http://www.criterion.com/films/207-alphaville 
 4  http://whitecitycinema.com/tag/jonathan-rosenbaum/ 
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between primitivism and the panoptic force of the emerging 
computing industry. 5  And if you think that this essay is 
becoming some kind of nostalgic, cinephile time-warp stuck in 
the 60s, then think again.  

In 2009 artist Paul St George installed on London’s South 
Bank a working version of an optical instrument first theorised 
in the 1870s. Resembling an industrial age telescope that 
might have been dreamed up by Jules Verne, the instrument 
enabled Londoners to look into one end and see passers-by in 
New York looking back at them via a real-time VPN link. “At 
each end of the Telectroscope,” he tells us with undisguised 
wonder at the power of media, “people from different cultures, 
religions and social backgrounds were ‘playing’ together and 
enjoying each other's company.” St George’s Telectroscope 
gestured to well-documented 19th century accounts of a 
“proposed method of seeing by electricity” that a number of 
scientific visionaries (from Louis Figuier to Alexander Graham 
Bell) had in their own way imagined but never actually made.6 
The telectroscope was a speculative technology that haunted 
the modernist imagination until it was actually realised under 
the rubric of television in the early twentieth century. But its 
holding power was so strong that it had a virtual existence in 
the collective psyche of progressive northern hemisphere 
inventors. It was, in the parlance of 1990’s cyberculture, 
“vapourware,” a technology so widely discussed that we 
forget that it does not yet exist. And this is the one of the 
most important of Lemmy’s cautions: futuristic speculation is 
semiotic vapour, it hangs around and seeps through time as 
anticipation and remembrance, of futures that have gone and 
are yet to come. The various imaginings of the Telectroscope 
(in plain text, not italic) irrupt into other times, literally so. In 
2008 the first intrusion of St George’s contraption into our 
present literally broke through the London Embankment as a 
machinic cork-screw that has carved its way through time. It 
was a return of the rehearsed insinuating its presence in and of 
a time we have forgotten. Godard’s irruption of futures past in 

 
 5  Andrew Utterson, “Tarzan vs. IBM: Humans and Computers in Jean-Luc 

Godard’s Alphaville,” Film Criticism 33.1 (2008): 55. 
 6  http://www.telectroscope.net/ Further references to this site in the text. 
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1965 is the staccato menace of the Alpha 60 computer, the 
panoptical and dehumanized avatar of the intelligent machines 
of Karel Čapek and Fritz Lang in the 1920s.  

For a post-media-savvy always-connected-mobile generation, 
St George’s Telectroscope was a minor sensation on both 
sides of the Atlantic, as crowds flocked to see live images of 
people nearly 6,000 kilometres away transmitted in real time. 
It was as if, and this is way out there I know, you could 
experience the sensation of being in two places at the same 
time. In the argot of new media theory this is called 
“telepresence.” Now what might sound like jaded irony here is 
in fact a device for defamiliarising what actually happened 
when Londoners and New Yorkers saw each other via the 
Telectroscope. When the familiar is taken out of context, or 
made strange, it is seen as if for the first time. It is the 
commonplace experienced for what it is rather than that it is. 
This is the retro vibe of Alphaville, with its decidedly old 
school methods for displaying the highest standards of the 
new. And it prompts us to wonder if we have ever really 
naturalised and thereby completely forgotten the weird, 
discombobulating effects of new media such as ambient and 
omnipotent surveillance and sensing at a distance. Scott 
McQuire pondered this dilemma in relation to the epochal 
change brought about by the internet, whereby people no 
longer had to be in the same place to congregate in real time.7 
At the height of the video age Paul Virilio and Sylvère Lotringer 
asked a similar question, “When we can go to the antipodes in 
a second or a minute, what will remain of the city? What will 
remain of us?”8 And this dissolution of distance brings with it 
an entirely new regime of being in the world, one that we have 
forgotten since it is our own way of seeing.  

But art works, like technology, also have memories. Or 
perhaps such memories are unwitting avatars, anticipating the 
arrival of its other, at another time and place to come. One 
November evening in 1980, St George’s Telectroscope was 

 
 7  Scott McQuire, “Space for rent in the last suburb,” in Prefiguring Cyberculture: 

An Intellectual History, eds. Darren Tofts, Annemarie Jonson & Alessio 
Cavallaro (Cambridge, MA.: MIT Press, 2002) 166-178. 

 8  Paul Virilio and Sylvère Lotringer, Pure War, trans. Mark Polizzotti (New York: 
Semiotext(e), 1988) 62. 
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prefigured in Kit Galloway’s and Sherrie Rabinovitz’s Hole In 
Space. Described as a “public communication sculpture,” this 
work linked passers-by in New York and Los Angeles via a 
satellite video hook-up. “Suddenly,” as the project description 
goes, “head-to-toe, life-sized, television images of the people 
on the opposite coast appeared. They could now see, hear, 
and speak with each other as if encountering each other on the 
same sidewalk.”9 Art historian Christiane Paul has observed of 
this work that its most remarkable outcome was the surprise 
and sense of novelty it engendered in those who experienced 
it. From this she concluded that it dramatically revealed how 
relatively short the history of perception at a distance actually 
is. 10  The contemporary responses to Hole In Space and 
Telectroscope reveal that not so long ago seeing to a distance 
was akin to a form of magic.11 It would seem that little has 
changed between 1980 and 2009. Traces of this collective 
astonishment at the manifestation of those who are absent still 
haunt our collective psyche and are manifest in the sensation 
of uncanny familiarity.  

And this is why we have much to learn from Lemmy 
Caution when thinking about the way memories of things past 
leave traces in the present, and vice versa. For instance, 
Caution carries around with him a piece of technology that to 
us looks positively quaint and deliciously retro, a small 
instamatic camera complete with Zirconium foil flash-cubes. 
He snaps everything he sees, from the tyrannical Professor 
Von Braun and his goons, the interior of the technocratic and 
authoritarian Residents Control, to the mass executions of the 
condemned. But the sensation of the ordinary as sci-fi arises 
from this clash of expectations of what is new and of the past, 
the present or the future, and from precisely when such 
intimations of imminent temporality occur. The term retro-

 
 9  http://timeline.1904.cc/tiki-index.php?page=Kit+Galloway+and+Sherrie+Rabinowitz 
10  http://www.nydigitalsalon.org/10/essay.php?essay=5 
11  The well-worn story of Parisians fleeing in terror at the premier of the Lumière 

brothers’ 1895 film Arrival of a Train at La Ciotat is the talismanic precursor to 
contemporary telepresence experiments in new media. As early cinema 
historian Ian Christie suggests, while generally recognised as apocryphal, or at 
least contrived for effect, it has become “the founding myth of cinema.” The 
Last Machine: Early Cinema and the Birth of the Modern World (London: British 
Film Institute, 1994) 15. 
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futurism was coined in the mid 1980s to account for multiple 
imaginings of the future and how such visions are grounded in 
a specific present and its expectations of what the future 
might look like. It also implies how quickly dated and 
disappointing the future can become to subsequent 
generations (2001 has come and gone man and it didn’t look 
like 2001!). The streets of the futuristic Alphaville through 
which Caution prowls would have appeared familiar to Parisian 
audiences, perhaps blandly so. Godard’s portrait of the future 
in 1965 was a snapshot of his present. The chic neo-modernist 
architecture straight out of Jacques Tati’s Playtime (1967),12 
Ford Galaxy cars, the space-age ambience of glass, chrome 
and sweeping spiral staircases, mini-skirts, thick mascara and 
Mary Quant bobs condense the vibe of contemporary nouvelle 
vague Paris. But to us in 2013 it is very  “’65,” a style of the 
past, not a future to come. So while Caution’s instamatic may 
appear today as funky as a cool granddad, it was an exciting 
new gadget at the time and one of the first really portable 
machines of artificial vision. In one of the film’s many reflexive 
gestures to its memories of the future, one of the goons 
holding Caution under arrest observes that it is “a very old 
camera.” Similarly street names like Heisenberg Boulevard, E 
= mc2 neon lights and places such as Mathematical Park are 
part of the film world’s street furniture that underline Caution’s 
identity as a stranger in a strange land.13 Such ironic signifiers 
of the profoundly futuristic amid a contemporary-looking world 
concentrate the anachronistic sense of being in and out of 
time, at the same time. 

 
12  The anachrony of this detail is deliberate. Any film only means something in 

relation to how and when it is seen. 
13  The exotic, off-world connotations of Caution’s status as an illegal alien from 

the Outlands anticipates another visitor who comes to Earth to blow 
everyone’s mind with advanced technology, hyper-longevity and tolerance of 
alcohol, the interstellar traveller Mr Newton from Nicolas Roeg’s 1976 film The 
Man Who Fell to Earth. David Bowie’s film portrayal of Newton is arguably 
better known than Walter Tevis’s alien from the book of the same name, 
published in 1963. But the vagaries of time and consumption are such that 
someone will compare Alphaville to the Roeg film after the fact, making 
Godard’s retro-futurist world appear decidedly old fashioned in its glimpses of 
the future. The same can be said of Peter Cheyney’s hardboiled Lemmy 
Caution of the 1930s and 40s. 
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Terms such as “telectroscope” would undoubtedly have 
been strange, anticipatory and epochal in the last decades of 
the 19th century. Bell’s 1880 coinage “photophone” would 
have seemed even stranger, for as a word it actually sounded 
plausible since photography and the telephone were already 
realities at this time. In this respect Godard saves one of his 
more telling asides for a very mundane moment. Caution walks 
into a hotel lobby. He says to the attendant “I’d like to 
telecommunicate.” He is asked if it is inter-galactic or local. He 
then proceeds to make a telephone call. In two simple lines of 
exchange this scene captures the capacity of words to 
transcend time and disarm those who hear them. To our ears it 
sounds decidedly odd, suggestive of a regime of the new that 
we know is now very old, but a new nonetheless that would 
not have been out of place in a manifesto by F.T. Marinetti. 
But the clever conceit of Godard’s script is that it would have 
also sounded very odd indeed to his contemporary audiences, 
and in so doing would have evoked the idea of a techno-future 
to come, such as Alphaville, in which it made perfect sense. 
Caution’s use of an archaism to signify the future was as 
disarming in 1965 as it is today for it heightens the inhuman 
strangeness of communication at a distance forewarned by 
Socrates a very long time ago; a strangeness that has resolved 
into familiarity over time through our immersion in and 
embrace of successive technologies of remote sensing.  

We should never underestimate the effect on perception of 
the figurative conceit. The rhetorical manipulation of language 
tests the limits of credulity and it can warp perceptions of 
what is old and new, vestigial and obsolete. Had Lemmy 
Caution referred to something called a “cathode ray tube” it 
would have sounded out of this world. And as Llewelyn B. 
Atkinson’s persuasive description of the fabulous yet fictional 
telectroscope revealed in 1882, the still-imaginary can stand in 
for an absent reality over time. We are the future implied in 
Atkinson’s article (well one of many), yet St George’s 
installation reveals that we are not completely jaded by 
mediation and can still marvel at the prospect of seeing to a 
distance. He based the design of his telectroscope on 
prototype illustrations purportedly drawn by his great 
grandfather, one Alexander Stanhope St George. These were 
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found in an old battered suitcase concealed in the forgotten 
recesses of a wardrobe: “In the suitcase he found a treasure 
trove of journals, drawings, diagrams, correspondence, 
notebooks, scribbled calculations, boxes of papers, an album 
of press-clippings and even one or two photographs. On 
further inspection he discovered…” (telectroscope.net) The 
forensic, sleuth-like connotation of St George’s process of 
discovery here evidences the precession of Borges, as in many 
other expressions of the fictional imagination in which the 
persuasives of impeccable deduction and inventory of minute 
evidence brings visible unrealities into the world. As sampled in 
the epigram to this essay it is Borges’s words, in English, that 
are the first spoken in Alphaville by the omnipresent cybermind 
Alpha 60. While Alpha 60 clearly possesses a sentience that 
qualifies its status as an artificial life-form, what is not clear is 
its level of literary nous. Does “it” know that it is quoting 
Borges? These words are from an essay in Spanish published 
1952 entitled “Forms of a Legend,” not published in English 
until 1967 in Personal Anthology. Alpha 60’s prowess as an 
avid reader Spanish doesn’t seem to be part of the critical 
discourse surrounding the film, even though he is certainly 
quoting Borges. 

This appropriation of words from an unnamed Spanish 
speaking Argentinian author translated into French, then 
dubbed into English subtitles, is apposite for a film that quotes 
so much in order to become what it is. In a reflexive moment 
that confirms this suspicion Alpha 60 asserts that “Everything 
has been said… provided words do not change their 
meanings.” This rhetorical assertion of the precession of the 
“already said” immediately follows a verbatim reading of an 
extract from Borges’s essay “A New Refutation of Time.” 
(1947) Borges’s words from this text are also mimed by Alpha 
60 throughout the film, most notably “Time is a river which 
carries me along, but I am time.” This ventriloquism articulates 
another inflection of retro-futurism in speaking the words of an 
author who was virtually unknown in the English-speaking 
world in 1965, but who was to become so revered that it 
seemed he had come from the future. Alpha 60 continues to 
speak of his absolute power as the tiger that tears itself apart 
and in his final words in the film he speaks as another that 
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precedes him: “It is our misfortune that the world is reality. 
And I… it is my misfortune that I am Borges.” 14 

Borges’s signature motif is glimpsed in the flashing light of 
Alpha 60 as Caution is interviewed for the last time and 
condemned to execution. The pattern on the light is a 
concentric “Otfrid” labyrinth. As he scrambles to escape down 
a long corridor in the Central Interrogation Station he is the 
detective Erik Lönnrot from “Death and the Compass” (1942), 
speaking of the Greek labyrinth that is a single straight line, in 
which philosophers and detectives have lost themselves. 
Unlike Lönnrot, who is shot and killed by the murderer 
Scharlach the Dandy, Caution drives through the decaying 
streets of Alphaville on his way back to the Outlands. Like 
another mysterious visitor from the South, Herbert Ashe, 
Caution also suffers from “unreality.” Completely sane in a 
totalitarian world, he is a cipher of quotations, of others 
previous and to come. As he flees Alphaville he too looks “at 
the irrecoverable colours of the sky.”  

St George’s writing, like Caution’s, is, after Borges, after 
Peter Cheyney, et al. lifted from the generic pages of detective 
fiction and its preoccupation with the brutal reality of fact, 
assembled with the heavy facticity of things in a nouveau 
roman. Things are rigorously there. Details are obsessively 
described to render their presence, as Alain Robbe-Grillet 
precisely details: 
 

But the world is neither significant nor absurd. It is, quite 
simply. That, in any case, is the most remarkable thing about 
it. And suddenly the obviousness of this strikes us with 
irresistible force. All at once the whole splendid construction 
collapses; opening our eyes unexpectedly, we have 
experienced, once too often, the shock of this stubborn reality 
we were pretending to have mastered. Around us, defying the 
noisy pack of our animistic or protective adjectives, things are 

 
14  These words, for English audiences, are quite different from those in the 

standard edition of Labyrinths based on the 1962 New Directions translation 
by Donald Yates and James Irby as well as the “new” translation by Andrew 
Hurley of the Collected Fictions in 1998. Godard would have used the French 
translation of that work published by Gallimard in 1951, translated by Paul 
Verdevoye and Nestor Ibarra. I am grateful to Adrian Martin for drawing this to 
my attention. 
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there. Their surfaces are distinct and smooth, intact, neither 
suspiciously brilliant nor transparent. All our literature has not 
yet succeeded in eroding their smallest corner, in flattening 
their slightest curve.15 
 

The human condition, after Robbe-Grillet, after Beckett, after 
Heidegger, is “to be there” (111). 

A wonderful fabrication in its own right, St George’s 
deceptive story, with its beautifully rendered architectural 
drawings, recalls images of remote sensing technologies 
actually produced in the 19th century. It would seem that St 
George had to invent a mythical and entirely fictitious creation 
story in order for something real from the age of steam to 
come into our world. This is a metafictional transubstantiation 
foretold in a story about the fictional becoming-reality over 
time through the persuasive force of a fragment of 
unimpeachable writing found unexpectedly found in a banal 
place. 16  On the basis of the wonder and excitement that 
greeted its London installation in 2009, his strategy would 
seem to have worked: “The most reserved people would find 
themselves jumping up and down, dancing, acting and playing 
‘air-tennis’ … After having spent only five minutes in front of 
the Telectroscope, an otherwise very shy girl, maybe 8 years 
old, became the World champion in the ‘trans-Atlantic limbo 
dancing championships.’” Such things would never have been 
allowed in Alphaville. 
 
CODA 
Retro-futurism is a grammar. It has its past and present tense, 
its rules of conjunction, its participles and its syntax and its 
morphology. Yesterday’s tomorrows are conjugated in time. St 
George’s Telectroscope is one of its most recent utterances, 
generated from its verbal code that draws on late 19th century 
speculative science, optics, communications at a distance and 
the mediation of presence. This prescience of the future 
imagined in advance of its coming is the most persuasive of 

 
15  Alain Robbe-Grillet, For A New Novel, trans. Richard Howard (New York: 

Grove Press, 1965) 19. 
16  This is another instance of the oracular shadow of “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius” 

in culture. 
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the lessons of Lemmy Caution. And cautionary tales remind us 
of which tomorrow will return, Vico-like as a cyclical tense of 
becoming: 
 

No man has ever lived in the past, and none will live in the 
future; the present alone is the form of all life, and is its sure 
possession which can never be taken from it… We might 
compare time to a constantly revolving sphere; the half that 
was always sinking would be the past, that which was always 
rising would be the future.  

 
Here Alpha 60 quotes from Borges’s A New Refutation of Time 
(1947) on the essential inevitability of the present. But Borges 
arrived at this dictum via the dialectics of Berkeley, Hume and 
eventually lets Schopenhauer speak for the previous series of 
voices, quoting directly from Welt als Wille und Vorstellung 
(1819).17 As with the history of ideas, the future has already 
been spoken:  
 

 “ “ “ “ “Caution: St George: Bell: Atkinson: Barth” ” ” ” ” etc. 
 

 
17  In a work that equates the desire for more individual will with suffering, this is 

a fitting philosophical text in terms of Alpha 60’s totalitarian control over the 
submissive inhabitants of Alphaville. 
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Cinq minutes 

INTIMATIONS OF IMMINENT VIRTUALITY 
 
 

She’s beginning to suspect 
       Eldon Tyrell 

 
 
In Matter and Memory Henri Bergson’s discussion of the 
manifold of duration and memory sets the scene, we might say 
the mise en scène, of contemporary discussions of the virtual. 
Bergson describes the identity of memory as a residue of the 
past, “a cloak of recollections” and at the same time “a core of 
immediate perception.”1 In his study of Bergson Gilles Deleuze 
describes this manifold texture of memory as a “virtual 
coexistence” and concludes that one of the most profound 
aspects of Bergsonism is the extrapolation of the theory of 
memory as a theory of the virtual. 2  Speculative fiction, an 
unrecognized branch of philosophy also concerned with 
virtuality, offers insights to the metaphysical and ontological 
nuances of the affective implications of memory as virtual 
coexistence: 
 

I've seen things you people wouldn't believe. Attack ships on 
fire off the shoulder of Orion. I watched C-beams glitter in the 
darkness at Tan Hauser Gate. All those moments will be lost in 
time, like tears in rain.3  

 
This Zen-like quiescence towards the end of Ridley Scott’s 
Blade Runner (1982) comes after a fraught and violent battle 
 

 1  Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. N. Paul & W. Palmer (New York: 
Zone Books, 1988) 31. Further references in the text. 

 2  Gilles Deleuze, Bergsonism, trans. H. Tomlinson & B. Habberjam (New York: 
Zone Books, 1991) 51. Further references in the text. 

 3  Hampton Fancher & David Peoples Blade Runner (1981), www.dailyscript.com/ 
scripts/blade-runner_shooting.html 
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between hunter and hunted. As the replicant Roy Baty slowly 
dies in Rick Deckard’s presence, the tone is forgiving and 
confessional. His hunter becomes a kind of confidante and Roy 
speaks to him of what is most precious in his life, what he 
knows he is about to lose forever – his memories. Douglas 
Kellner, Flo Leibowitz and Michael Ryan have argued that this 
scene is a key moment of transcendence in the film for both 
Roy and Deckard.4 As the vanquished stands over his beaten 
opponent he is transformed by his feelings of pity and 
compassion and sits with Deckard as an equal, a mortal at the 
end of his life. But Roy doesn’t spare Deckard’s life as an act 
of atonement for the violence he has unleashed during his time 
on Earth. Rather, it is out of empathy, of acute sensitivity to 
the precariousness and the preciousness of life. Unlike Roy, 
Rick Deckard can continue, for the time being at least, to see 
things. 
 
THERE’S NO GETTING AWAY FROM IT…  
For Marcel Proust the portal to the virtual was the 
happenstance of involuntary memory, elusive, impromptu and 
always unexpected. A Madeleine dipped into an infusion of 
tea, the noise of a spoon against a plate, a hedge of hawthorn 
near Balbec, uneven cobbles in the courtyard of the 
Guermantes Hotel. Samuel Beckett, writing on the interplay of 
voluntary and involuntary memory in Proust, characterizes the 
productive nature of memory in terms of the pharmakon, an 
untranslatable, undecidable word first encountered in Plato: 
“Memory – a clinical laboratory stocked with poison and 
remedy, stimulant and sedative.” 5 Memory is not either/ or, 
imaginary/real. It is both. It is productive excess, an extrusion 
of the binary algorithm. Perhaps this is another way of 
describing Kant’s transcendental imagination, where the mind 
is a virtual space of intellection: “The representation of space 
cannot, therefore, be empirically obtained from the relations of 

 
 4  Douglas Kellner, Flo Leibowitz & Michael Ryan, “Blade Runner: A Diagnostic 

Critique,” Jump Cut: A Review of Contemporary Media 29 (February, 1984): 7. 
 5  Samuel Beckett, Proust and Three Dialogues with Georges Duthuit (London, 

John Calder, 1976) 35. 
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outer appearance.”6 Bergson, after Kant, identifies recollection 
as virtual, a multiform process that explains how the past, as 
memories, stays with us in whatever given present: “Little by 
little (recollection) comes into view like a condensing cloud; 
from the virtual it passes into the actual” (134). For Deleuze, 
after Bergson, the “ontological leap” into the virtual is a 
movement from recollection to perception (63). This is the 
most important lesson of post-convergence. Augmented 
reality, prosthetic audio-visuality, cross media dissemination 
and diffusion are merely devices to do what we’ve always 
done, which is to modulate between the imperceptible and our 
sensoria. This is the role of memory work, memory as work, as 
creative potential for something in excess of itself: to modulate 
experience into data and back again in another form.  

For Baty memory has the indelible mark of being, of inner 
life, a material and indisputable trace inscribed upon the 
psyche like an act of writing. This sense of memory as 
inscription has a deep resonance within the philosophical 
tradition that incorporates the history of writing along the way, 
from Plato’s Phaedrus, Cicero’s De Oratore, Quintilian’s 
Institutio Oratoria, Giordano Bruno’s hermeticism, Peter Ramus 
and Henri Bergson, William James, Norbert Wiener’s cybernetic 
program and Jacques Derrida’s Of Grammatology inter alia. 
The dominant planar motif in the writings on the “art of 
memory” is a wax tablet on which impressions, sensations and 
thoughts are inscribed, as if with a stylus. As described by 
Cicero with respect to the story of Simonides of Ceos, to 
whom he attributes the invention of the art of memory, 
“images will denote the things themselves, and we shall 
employ the places and images respectively as a wax-tablet and 
the letters written on it.”7 The story of Simonides’s capacity 
for remembering is at once, after Brian Massumi, a parable for 
the virtual as well as an instance of Ralph Rugoff’s “forensic 
aesthetic.”8 Simonides’s ability to recall in memory the image 

 
 6  Immanuel Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, trans. N.K. Smith (London, 

Macmillan, 1973) 68. 
 7  Quoted in Frances Yates, The Art of Memory (London: Pimlico, 1966) 17. 

Further references in the text. 
 8  Ralph Rugoff, Scene of the Crime (Cambridge, MA., MIT Press, 1997) 62. 

Further references in the text. 
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of where a group of diners were sitting before a catastrophic 
accident presents a holographic projection or virtual image that 
helps solve an investigation into multiple deaths. Frances Yates 
sets the scene: “At a banquet given by a nobleman of 
Thessaly named Scopas, the poet Simonides of Ceos chanted 
a lyric poem in honour of his host… A little later, a message 
was brought in to Simonides that two young men were waiting 
outside and wanted to see him. He rose from the banquet and 
went out but could find no one. During his absence the roof of 
the banqueting hall fell in, crushing Scopas and all the guests 
to death beneath the ruins; the corpses were so mangled that 
the relatives who came to take them away for burial were 
unable to identify them. But Simonides remembered the places 
at which they had been sitting at the table and was therefore 
able to indicate to the relatives which were their dead” (17). 

Cicero, in his De oratore, reveals how Simonides was 
capable of this prodigious feat of recall: “He inferred that 
persons desiring to train this faculty [of memory] must select 
places and form mental images of the things they wish to 
remember and store those images in the places, so that the 
places will preserve the order of the things, and the images of 
the things will denote the things themselves…” (17). From 
Rugoff we can extrapolate that Simonides was providing 
information for identikit likenesses as well as making sense of 
a disaster-zone investigation. He did this by treating the 
banquet room scene on his return as possessing a “strong 
sense of aftermath” (62). Cicero’s emphasis on the idea of 
place and emplacement is echoed in Rugoff’s framing of the 
forensic scene “as a place where something happened” (62). 
Simonides’s art of memory is the unconscious of forensic 
science’s speculative assessment of the remnants of an event, 
information that elicits a situation which now remains 
“invisible to the eye” (62). Simonides’s inner vision constructs 
a virtual artefact from which actual information (who was 
sitting where when they died) solves a practical requirement 
for bodies to be identified, retrieved and buried. In a 
subsequent account of Simonides’s prodigious feats of recall 
Gregory L. Ulmer suggests that Simonides is in fact the first 
interface designer, inventing a “practice for the use of a new 
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information technology, with the moment of invention being 
informed by a catastrophe.”9  

The art of memory involved rhetorical and systematic 
means of retaining information internally, without the need for 
external prosthetics such as inscription on wax tablets or 
palimpsests. As Frances Yates reveals though, Quintilian, 
writing in the first century A.D, identifies memory as a gift of 
nature rather than an art (37), echoing Socrates’s alignment of 
memory with the soul in his famous complaint against writing 
in the Phaedrus. For Quintilian memory was part of human 
nature rather than culture. It was not a system to be mastered 
through study, as in the ars memoria, but an inner quality of 
being. It is this absolute, taken for granted assurance in 
memory as grounded in actual experience of nature and not 
artifice that Philip K. Dick’s replicants believe in as proof of 
their identity. At crucial moments in the novel, though, they 
are troubled by the metaphysical perplexity that they, as well 
their memories, are products of technology.  

The ars memoria were designed specifically for the purpose 
of what Dick’s replicants fear most: the ability to artificially 
systematize and order information as memory, creating a 
virtual psyche that is unequivocally accepted as real. The 
affect of such virtual realities was certainly accepted as an 
epistemological given within the classical arts of memory, as 
Yates persuasively demonstrates. With the anonymous author 
of the first century B.C. textbook Ad Herennium in mind, she 
describes how memory work arouses emotional affects as well 
as responds to them (26). One contemporary author who was 
alive to this reality affect (as distinct from effect) is Thomas 
Harris. Amongst his most famous creation’s other culinary and 
psychopathic pastimes, Hannibal Lecter is an adept of the ars 
memoria. Lecter’s memory palace is modelled on the Norman 
Chapel in Palermo. When he is not in search of information he 
spends time in it to admire the beauty of its construction. But 
it is also a place of retreat from physical pain. Tortured by one 
of his Sardinian captors with a cattle prod, he intuitively 

 
 9  Gregory L. Ulmer “Reality Tables: Virtual Furniture,” Prefiguring Cyberculture: 

An Intellectual History, eds. D. Tofts, A. Jonson & A. Cavallaro (Cambridge, 
MA.: MIT Press, 2002) 115. 
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retreats to his memory palace, adjusting the shades on its 
windows to relieve the “terrible glare” of the electric 
discharge, soothing his agonized face “against the cool marble 
flank of Venus.”10 While virtually anaesthetized to real pain, he 
is thus able to insult his tormentors in an act of robust 
defiance: “I’m not taking the chocolate, Mason.” 

This “inner chronology” of time was for Beckett a “double-
headed monster of damnation and salvation” (11); salvation 
because the suspicion of an elusive past may be an illusion, 
damnation at the realisation that it is not. But the arts of 
memory were also practices for prodigious feats of recall, or 
hypermnesia, as Jacques Derrida has described it.11 It is in the 
fictions of Borges that we witness a fascination with memory 
as information overload, but also more perniciously as false 
consciousness or hyperreal recollection. Borges’s character 
Ireneo Funes manifests the capacity to remember everything 
after a fall from a horse, after which, though physically 
paralysed, “perception and his memory were infallible,” 12 
augmented by an intricate mnemonic system whereby he was 
able “to reduce each of his past ten days to some seventy 
thousand memories, which would then be defined by means of 
ciphers” (65). 

Funes’s relentless remembering is at once a savant-like 
virtue as well as a penance. Mastering the systematic 
techniques of the ars memoria, his life becomes an obsessive 
audit of the minutiae of immediate experience against the 
ledger of the past. Anticipating Dick’s replicants and their 
obsession with memory by nearly three decades, Borges’s 
“Funes the Memorious” reveals the folly of a life devoted to 
remembering, as well as its eventual impasse as a retreat from 
immediate experience. Funes’s death, of “congestion of the 
lungs” (66), gestures to the suffocation of breath, but also 
suggests the exhaustion of the psyche by a vertigo of excess 

 
10  Thomas Harris, Hannibal (London: Arrow Books/Random House, 1999) 471. 
11  Jacques Derrida, “Two words for Joyce,” Post-Structuralist Joyce: Essays 

from the French, eds. D. Attridge & D. Ferrer (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1984) 147. 

12  Jorge Luis Borges, Labyrinths. Selected Stories & Other Writings, eds., D. 
Yates & J. Irby (New York: New Directions, 1964) 63. Further references in 
the text. 
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and the burden of over-remembering (“In the teeming world of 
Funes, there were only details almost immediate in their 
presence” [66]). 

William Gibson, the techno-sage who introduced the word 
cyberspace to a world eager to embrace the otherworldly in 
the name of networked connectivity, had also been enchanted, 
like many others before. In his prophetically named “Invitation” 
that precedes a 2007 reprint of Labyrinths, he marvels “now, I 
understand the word meme, to the extent that I understand it 
at all, in terms of Tlön’s viral message, its initial vector a few 
mysteriously extra pages in an otherwise seemingly ordinary 
volume of a less than stellar encyclopedia.”13 We can imagine 
his premonitory wonder when reading “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis 
Tertius” as an adolescent, searching for something that was 
yet to come, trying to give it a name. “Had the concept of 
software been available to me, I imagine I would have felt as 
though I were installing something that exponentially increased 
what one would call bandwidth, though bandwidth of what, 
exactly, I remain unable to say” (x). 
 
HAD IT BEEN AVAILABLE… 
Perhaps Gibson was unwittingly postulating the virtual here in 
this intimation. The bandwidth of which he speaks may be an 
incunabulum of virtuality as excess, overload and superfluity. 
But more precisely the virtual as the actualisation of potential, 
as in Aristotle’s “entelechy” from his De Anima. In Ulysses 
James Joyce has Stephen Dedalus reflect on “the first 
entelechy” in terms of perception, describing the process 
whereby sensation becomes perceptible as form.14 The second 
entelechy is the more formal process of techne, whereby art 
transforms “formless spiritual essences” (236). This 
intersection of the first and second entelechy is described by 
Stephen as a “structural rhythm” (564). In the idiom of 
contemporary networked telepresence we may describe it as 
an interface. Perhaps Gibson’s inability to draw a conclusion, 

 
13  William Gibson, “An Invitation,” foreword to Borges, Labyrinths: Selected 

Stories & Other Writings, x. Further references in the text. 
14  James Joyce, Ulysses (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1992) 564. Further 

references in the text. 
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to proffer a name (“bandwidth of what”) is an intuition of this 
rhythm, as well as the suggestion of a hovering and elusive 
aphorism, one perhaps that even now in his sixty-third year is 
yet to come; a polemical non sequitur among many in the 
ranks of the virtual… “Contemporary art will be virtual, or it 
will not be.”15 In the redaction Gibson attempts an explanation 
of Tön that brings to mind Stephen’s structural rhythm 
whereby abstraction becomes form: “This sublime and 
cosmically comic fable of utterly pure information (i.e. the 
utterly fictive) gradually and relentlessly infiltrating and 
ultimately consuming the quotidian, opened something within 
me which has never yet closed” (x). It is to this something that 
he bestows the word “meme.” 

Borges, like Dick in Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 
(1968), fuses the genres of fantasy and science fiction with 
the detective aesthetic (a syncretic genre also familiar to 
Gibson) to implicate the reader in the very metaphysical 
conundrums that affect the protagonists in the fictions. There 
is in Borges, after Derrida, no outside-text (nota bene: this is 
not the same thing as the undergraduate apocryphon, when 
quoting Derrida, that there is “nothing outside the text.”) As 
Derrida observes of the Joyce of Finnegans Wake, “Can one 
pardon this hypermnesia which a priori indebts you, and in 
advance inscribes you in the book you are reading?” (147). By 
the end of Dick’s novel we are still unsure as to Deckard’s 
metaphysical identity, just as he himself suspects that it is 
ambivalent, either/or, human or android. Borges writes with 
the unimpeachable sobriety of the essayist, sincerely 
documenting fact rather than overtly weaving a fiction. His 
long time friend and collaborator Adolfo Bioy Casares draws 
the narrator’s attention to the entry on Uqbar in The Anglo-
American Cyclopedia (volume XLVI, 1902). Holding the mirror 
of fiction up to fiction, Borges’s narrator informs us at the start 
of the story, en passant, of his dinner conversation with Bioy 
Casares, the topic of which was “a vast polemic concerning 
the composition of a novel in the first person, whose narrator 
would omit or disfigure the facts and indulge in various 

 
15  Adam Nash, Justin Clemens & Christopher Dodds, “Manifesto of Virtual Art” (March, 

2010), http://www.acva.net.au/publications/ACVA_Manifesto_of_Virtual_Art.pdf 
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contradictions which would permit a few readers–very few 
readers – to perceive an atrocious or banal reality” (3). This 
“superficial description of a nonexistent country” (7) is only to 
be found in one particular volume of this edition. This strange 
anomaly transforms the two men of letters into literary 
detectives who, in trying to verify its presence elsewhere, 
come across an altogether different volume, entitled A First 
Encyclopaedia of Tlön in which, startlingly, they find “a vast 
methodical fragment of an unknown planet’s entire history.” 
(7). A 19th century history of Uqbar, listed in its bibliography, 
was traced to Bernard Quaritch’s bookshop in Buenos Aires.16 
To the narrator’s astonishment its author, Johannes Valentius 
Andreä, is mentioned in De Quincey’s Writings (Volume XIII). 
And accordingly to the impeccably reliable source of Bertrand 
Russell himself, the population of Tlön, with their memories of 
an illusory past, were created “a few minutes ago” (10). 

With its uncanny anticipation of the foreshortened, yet 
intense five year life-span of the Nexus-6 generation android, 
how can one not speculate, uncomfortably, that Philip Kindred 
Dick, like the shadowy character of Herbert Ashe, was an 
invention of the conspirators of Tlön? Rather than being born 
in Chicago in 1928, as the orthodox histories suggest, it is 
indeed an atrocious reality to suggest that Dick intruded “into 
the world of reality” (16) in the last five minutes to a humanity 
that remembers his Chicago upbringing in the 1930s, his 
struggle with vertigo from an early age, his obsession with 
science fiction as a young teen, the University drop-out, the 
voracious reader of Joyce and Flaubert and his untimely death 
at the age of 53. His biography is as compelling in its 
verisimilitude as the inventory of the “kipple” (his neologism 
for the material, miscellaneous stuff of everyday life) of Tlön, 
its “architecture and its playing cards, with the dread of its 
mythologies and the murmur of its languages, with its 
emperors and its seas, with its minerals and its birds and its 
fish, with its algebra and its fire, with its theological and 
metaphysical controversy” (7). 

 
16  If there is any doubt to the veracity of this establishment, please see 

http://bernardquaritch.com 
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And like Dick’s biography all of the stuff inventoried by the 
conspirators of Orbis Tertius is “articulated, coherent, with no 
visible doctrinal intent or tone of parody” (7). Lawrence Sutin’s 
biography of Philip K. Dick does little to dispel this outrageous 
conceit of Dick as a cipher of Borges’s imagination. 17  The 
book’s subtitle, “A Life of Philip K. Dick” is overtly provisional, 
indefinite, potential. Its title, Divine Invasions, is no less 
suggestive of the virtual, with its assertive intervention of the 
avatar, the earthly manifestation of the otherworldly in the 
material embodiment of flesh.  

If this sounds preposterously irreal, metafictional or the 
product of an over literary imagination, it should be 
remembered that for many years it was rumoured that Dick 
was the real author of Venus on the Half-Shell (1975), a pulp 
science fiction novel attributed to Kilgore Trout, the fictitious 
writer invented by Kurt Vonnegut Jr (the same must also be 
said for the purportedly fictional Ern Malley in the 1940s and 
more distantly Chatterton’s Thomas Rowley and the hero of 
James Macpherson’s poem Fingal, an ancient epic poem in six 
books).18  

In Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1993) replicants 
are implanted with false memories that remember “an illusory 
past” and, therefore, an illusory identity. This is dramatically 
portrayed in Ridley Scott’s 1982 film Blade Runner in the 
characters of Leon and Rachael who carry photographs 
purporting to represent their childhood; intimate and reassuring 
images of a loving family life, longevity and a verifiably real 
past (it is doubt, however, that always haunts the replicant 
psyche: “I don’t know if it’s me or Tyrell’s niece,” Rachael 

 
17  Lawrence Sutin, Divine Invasions: A Life of Philip K. Dick (New York: Harmony 

Books, 1989). 
18  Kilgore Trout, Venus on the Half-Shell (New York: Dell, 1975). The book’s 

actual author, if we can have any confidence of his provenance in the light of 
the current discussion, is Philip José Farmer. The Dell Books publication of the 
title in 1975 came out ten years after the book had been mentioned as a 
literary work of the fictitious Trout in Vonnegut’s God Bless You, Mr. 
Rosewater (London: Jonathan Cape, 1965) 134. The arcane association of 
Dick with Trout was tantalizingly reinforced recently when, upon dipping into 
Vonnegut’s Breakfast of Champions I noticed that one of the excerpted blurbs 
on the dust jacket was attributed to one Kay Dick (London: Jonathan Cape, 
1974). Further references in the text.  
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says of a photograph of her childhood). The intimation that 
Dick is some kind of fictional amanuensis of Borges, despite 
the fact that history remembers him as an actual living writer, 
is even more enticing when comparing “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis 
Tertius” with Dick’s 1966 short story, “We can remember it 
for you wholesale.” This story can in fact be read as an 
allegory of “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” an uncanny remix that 
demonstrates the cabbalistic process of fabulatory world-
building and its substitution of reality that remains aloof and 
invisible in Borges’s text. The oblique vector that links Dick, 
Trout and Borges is more plausible if we consider that all three 
writers were fascinated by the invention of alternative or 
parallel worlds and, importantly, the use of fables and allegory 
as the portal to different planes of reality. In Breakfast of 
Champions, for instance, Trout disguised his theories of mental 
health “as science fiction” (15). Intertextuality is a prominent 
trope in all three writers’ work, so it is not surprising to find 
Trout in 1974 describing mirrors as “leaks,” “holes between 
two universes” (19); a re-inscription, no doubt, of the opening 
of lines of “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” which speak of the 
role played by a mirror in the discovery of Uqbar. If my 
forecasts are not in error, we can soon expect a critical 
analysis postulating that there is no qualitative difference 
between a 3D overlay on a geophysical location in an 
augmented-reality browser and a Lonely Planet guide. 
(“Manifesto of Virtual Art.”)  

In “We Can Remember it for You Wholesale” (1969), the 
lugubriously self-proclaimed “miserable little salaried” clerk 
Douglas Quail seeks out the services of “Rekal, 
Incorporated.”19 The objective of this mnemonic pilgrimage is 
to enable him to fulfil his life-long dream of having been to 
Mars. The prohibitive cost and inconvenience of actually going 
to Mars make the prospect of the illusion of having been to 
Mars an attractive alternative: “Was this the answer? After all, 
an illusion, no matter how convincing, remained nothing more 
than an illusion. At least objectively. But subjectively – quite 

 
19  Philip K. Dick, “We Can Remember it for You Wholesale,” The Preserving 

Machine and other Stories (London: Pan Books, 1969) 148. Further references 
in the text. 
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the opposite entirely. And anyhow he had an appointment” 
(148). 

Apart from the technological intervention of an “extra-
factual memory implant” of a trip to Mars, Quail will have 
corroborative evidence of his experience in the form of “proof 
artifacts” such as ticket stubs, postcards, photographs, half an 
ancient silver fifty cent piece, match folders from various 
Martian bars and a steel spoon engraved “PROPERTY OF 
DOME-MARS NATIONAL KIBBUZIM.” These ephemera 
individually “made no intrinsic sense” but “woven into the 
warp and woof of Quail’s imaginary trip, would coincide with 
his memory” (151). The entire Rekal, Incorporated process (a 
technology, no less, of writing) instils in his psyche the 
authentic sensation of first-hand experience, of “have been 
and have done” (149) – memory, and indeed the virtual, in 
other words, as a locution of tense. 

And time. Quail’s appointment is “Within the next five 
minutes” (148). On the matter of the number five, I have 
noted previously that Dick’s androids live for five years. There 
is an anomaly here that warrants further research.20 In both 
the original 1968 edition of Dick’s novel and in the Fancher 
and Peoples script for Scott’s film, four years is specified as 
the lifetime of an android. However in a 1987 essay on Blade 
Runner Peter Fitting discusses “fail-safe,” the mechanism that 
is built into androids, as “a four-year lifespan” that prevents 
them from attempting to find ways to become more human-
like and prolong their life. 21  In an extended footnote to his 
point, he qualifies this by noting that “fail-safe” is a “by-
product of their manufacture rather than… an intentional 
limitation, and as such, it plays no part in the androids’ 
motivation in the novel. There is some confusion in the film on 
this subject, for although Tyrell tells Roy that he cannot 

 
20  More alarmingly, in a rare 1969 Éditions du Cerf French translation of the 

novel in my possession (acquired from El Arte de la Memoria bookshop in 
Barcelona), the androids’ life-span is described as “cinq minutes.” Given the 
impeccable reputation of the dealer I see no reason to treat this as an aberrant, 
bowdlerized edition. 

21  Peter Fitting, “Futurecop: The Neutralization of Revolt in Blade Runner,” in On 
Philip K. Dick: 40 Articles from Science-Fiction Studies, eds. Mullen, Csicsery-
Ronay, Evans & Hollinger (Terra Haute, IN: SF-TH Inc., 1992) 135. Further 
references in the text. 
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reverse the process, Rachael has been built with ‘no 
termination date’” (143). Overwhelmed by not knowing how 
long he has got to live Leon asks Deckard “How old am I?” He 
is then shot dead by Rachael. Humans and replicants share 
many traits, none more intimate and urgent than not knowing 
when it will all come to an end. 

 
HAVE BEEN AND HAVE DONE…  
An intimation of Roland Barthes’s noeme for photography, 
“that has been.” The virtual has become the most recent 
subject of the epochal aphorism, which collectively garnered as 
a numerical list may form a manifesto of sorts for 
contemporary art. 22 Some of its key pronouncements invoke 
the cyber age (Gibson: The street finds its own uses for things, 
Benedikt: We are turned into nomads who are always in 
touch), the technological sublime (Burroughs: Storm the reality 
studio. And retake the universe, Anon.: All that is solid melts 
into data), the hyperreal (Borges: The world will be Tlön, Eco: 
The sign aims to be the thing), the subject (Žižek: I am a 
replicant; Haraway: in short, we are cyborgs). Contemporary 
art is always already virtual. 

As with Dick’s androids and Borges’s entire population on 
Earth, Quail’s absolute remembrance of a fake journey to Mars 
presumes a complete amnesia: “‘You’ll know you went, all right’ 
… ‘You won’t remember us, won’t remember me or ever having 
been here. It’ll be a real trip in your mind; we guarantee that. A 
full two weeks of recall; every last piddling detail’” (149). 

Rekal, Incorporated offers Quail an experience that 
(anticipating Umberto Eco’s Travels in Hyperreality) is “more 
real than the real thing,” a relentless remembering in which, 
unlike human memory, “nothing is forgotten” (149) – nothing, 
of course, except that it never actually happened. The price of 
doubt, according to Rekal, Incoporated is a money back 
guarantee. But as the story develops doubt becomes the 
oppressive and overwhelming force, as the Rekal technicians 
uncover during the implant process a series of pre-existing 

 
22  Justin Clemens and Adam Nash, “Seven Theses on the Concept of ‘Post-

Convergence’” (March 2010), http://www.acva.net.au/blog/detail/seven_theses_on_the 
_concept_of_post-convergence 



120 

memories of a trip to Mars that correspond to the fake 
scenario Quail is actually paying for (which may, or may not, 
be real) of an undercover Interplan agent. 

And the price of doubt for Dick’s androids won’t be 
assuaged by a refund. As Peter Fitting has suggested androids 
are “preoccupied with overcoming their non-humanity,” 
collecting and treasuring family photographs that provide 
memories and therefore evidence of “an individual human 
past” (135). These “precious photos,” as Roy described them 
in Blade Runner, are surreptitious attempts to fool themselves, 
assembled proof to dispel their suspicion or even knowledge 
that they in fact are remembering a fake past. At this moment 
of troubled awareness of rupture, of things not being what 
they seem, the replicant achieves an unwanted enlightenment, 
like Plato’s cave-dwellers confronted with the illusory nature of 
their world of shadows. Deckard’s dread, a dread that dare not 
speak its name, is no different from that which oppresses the 
replicants he seeks to terminate (Deckard’s speculation on the 
true nature of his identity is much closer to the surface of the 
narrative in Dick’s novel than in Scott’s filmic adaptation). This 
schism between being and self-knowledge forecasts the 
metaphysical angst of the posthuman condition; the fear of an 
unseen deity (Eldon Tyrell, “the demiurgi of Orbis Tertius,” 
Kilgore Trout) in whose image we are made, a fear which 
bespeaks the loss of individual identity, of unique subjectivity, 
of unfettered agency and, ultimately, humanity. 

Morphology, longevity, incept dates. It’s all very well when 
replicants or human beings ponder such questions. But what 
does it mean when virtual artworks engage in such self-
reflection? This reflexivity, a metaphysical reflexivity beyond 
mere consciousness of self, suggests a state of artificial 
intelligence that has not yet been realized. It is still being 
wrestled with in discourses of science and philosophy along 
with other metaphysical conundrums such as artificial life and 
complexity theory that have exceeded the binary algorithm. 
Within the discourses of cyberculture and robotics, too, there 
is a shared concern with the philosophical distinction between 
the simulation of agency and its realization, to use Maturana 



121 

and Varela’s term, 23  or its emergence, to use Christopher 
Langton’s.24 In the age of the hyperreal and the simulacrum 
the copy has indeed broken free from its moorings in the real, 
creating an agency at the level of the double, the phantom, the 
remix and ersatz memory. This concern with knowing whether 
or not memories are artificial or have a basis in lived 
experience is becoming more urgent. In the speculative fictions 
of Dick and Borges the emphasis is on the beautiful fake, the 
sublime architecture of the hyperreal and the knowledge that 
someone is aware of and can appreciate the art of the deceit. 
With the increasing sophistication of technological smartness 
the question may be inverted: how can we disprove that 
something is not artificially intelligent, nor capable of 
remembering actual lived experience? And what happens when 
we forget that it is artifice, or no longer care? The disclosure 
of this recursive folding and re-folding of doubt is, of course, 
the point of the empathic Voight-Kampff test used by Deckard 
to identity replicants, the exposure of any illusion that they are 
human and that their memories are real. This is the case with 
Rachael Rosen of whom he asks in Scott’s film, “How can it 
not know what it is?” The question of Dasein, of being in the 
world, relies upon self-consciousness of one’s sense of being, 
not one’s suspicion of being; a certitude captured in the 
formula of the Cogito. Some of Dick’s replicants, like Rachael 
or Polokov, are as self-assured in their knowledge of their 
humanity as you and I. So where does that leave us? 

The shadow of Dick’s Voight-Kampff test haunts the 
contemporary imagination. How can we disprove, Yale 
philosopher Nick Bostrom rhetorically asks, that we are all, 
most likely, mere simulations in some vast future computer 
system? 25  The allegory of this thought-experiment was writ 
large in the Wachowski Brothers’s Matrix trilogy (1999/2003), 
where Guy Debord’s spectacle, Jean Baudrillard’s simulation 

 
23  Humberto Maturana & Francisco Varela, Autopoiesis and Cognition: The 
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24  Christopher Langton, Artificial life: The proceedings of an interdisciplinary 

workshop on the synthesis and simulation of living systems (Reading, MA.: 
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and Marx’s false consciousness combine to totally blind human 
perception to even the slightest intimation of the reality of 
their condition. As with previous eruptions of millenarian 
dread, the metaphysical tumult of the times tends to be 
concentrated within a very short period. By the time the new 
century dawned, virtuality as concept, art practice, mediated 
social network and new standard in audio-visual acuity had 
arrived. We are still waiting for the Y2K singularity.  

 
HAS COME TO SUSPECT… 
Virtual environments are not abstract innovations in relation to 
books or film or radio or television. They are not distractions 
from reality. They are reality. This is why conventional art 
cannot comprehend or commodify the powers of virtual 
environments. Gibson may have intuited the relations between 
the virtual, the art of memory and information in his early 
reading of Borges. By the time of his mature fiction he had 
mastered its language and the transcendent force of its 
alchemy, its code: “Program a map to display frequency of 
data exchange, every thousand megabytes a single pixel on a 
very large screen. Manhattan and Atlanta burn solid white. 
Then they start to pulse, the rate of traffic threatening to 
overload your simulation. Your map is about to go nova. Cool 
it down. Up your scale. Each pixel a million megabytes. At a 
hundred million megabytes per second, you begin to make out 
certain blocks in midtown Manhattan, outlines of hundred-
year-old industrial parks ringing the old core of Atlanta.” 26 
Having written this Gibson he would have been struck with the 
uncanny sensation of having met an old friend as if for the first 
time. The extract from Neuromancer is an allegory of 
exactitude in science for the cyber age imagined by Borges in 
his fictions, in advance of Gibson’s imagining of them.  

The edge of the construct genre in cinema concentrated a 
metaphysical rupture that has bedevilled the historical 
imagination, the apocalyptic moment when we can no longer 
reliably count on the seemliness of things as a reflection of the 
reality of things. This fear of seemliness is not unique to the 
age of digital simulation. It can be traced back to Platonic 

 
26  William Gibson, Neuromancer (London: HarperCollins, 1993) 57. 
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idealism via the phenomenology of Hegel, Kant and Merleau-
Ponty. William S. Burroughs was fascinated with the idea (no 
doubt averring to Lewis Carroll), famously asking how at any 
given moment can we prove that we are not asleep, dreaming 
that we are awake?  

“Striking likenesses have led us down the garden path to 
unreasonable facsimiles,” Hillel Schwartz asserts, with the 
consequence that discernment becomes problematic in “a 
world of copies and re-enactments difficult to think ourselves 
through or feel our way around.”27 In Culture of the Copy he 
describes the experience of wonder recorded by one observer 
in 1794, John Randolph, on having seen two political 
automata, Mr. Aristocrat and Citizen Democrat: “An 
Automaton is an artificial person, who by means of machinery, 
performs many actions similar to those of a rational being. It 
differs from a puppet inasmuch as it performs its tricks, not by 
the assistance of external force, but by powers contained 
within itself” (137). Automata were designed to simulate the 
illusion of life and exploited the technologies of the respective 
ages of steam and mechanics to achieve the conceit. Implicit 
in this faith in fakes, in the knowing that it is an automaton, is 
the titillating possibility that it may not be fake. And if not 
fake, then disturbingly life-like. This unease engendered in 
animation was cannily rendered in Chinese artist Shen 
Shaomin's G5 Summit installation at the 2010 Biennale of 
Sydney. Amid realistically fake corpses of Vladimir Lenin, Mao 
Zedong, Kim Il Sung, Ho Chi Minh entombed in transparent 
sarcophagi, Fidel Casto lies on his deathbed. Observing his 
effigy becomes a kind of vigil, a death watch that we get is 
part of the conceit. It is only when we realise that he is 
breathing that things get really creepy. The power of credulity 
and international border control reassures you that it is not 
actually, nor could possibly be Castro. And we even remind 
ourselves that some concealed pneumatic process or other 
infernal machine is responsible for this uncanny intimation of 
psyche. But even knowing this the power of the simulacrum is 
hard to resist. We sense the virtual in its pure sense, the as if 
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Facsimiles (New York: Zone Books, 1996) 378. Further references in the text. 
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real, understood exactly for what it is in terms of Duns 
Scotus’s thirteenth century etymology. Even knowing this I 
still kept my distance, as others did too. 

Compelling artifice, from historical automata to the 
hyperreal sculptures of Ron Mueck and Duane Hanson, 
produces the uncanny sensation of Schwartz’s “striking 
likenesses” and “unreasonable facsimiles.” While the art world 
may have embraced the collectible nature of such likenesses 
and facsimiles, the most curious contemporary example of 
their psychopathology is the cult of Elvis impersonation. And 
the psychopathology of Dead Elvis sightings is of course our 
most celebrated and persuasive instance of Freud’s exploration 
of “the uncanny.” In his 1919 essay of the same name, he 
asserts that the uncanny is especially felt “in relation to death 
and dead bodies” and, most significantly, “the return of the 
dead.” 28 Freud’s gloss of Ernst Jentsch’s 1906 definition of 
unheimlich is also suggestive of the unnerving sensation of 
being in the presence of hyperreal sculptures, such as Shen 
Shaomin’s G5 Summit and, potentially, virtual entities. When 
we intuit impressions or events that “arouse in us a feeling of 
the uncanny” we “‘doubt whether an apparently animate being 
is really alive; or conversely, whether a lifeless object might 
not be in fact alive’” (347).  

The phenomenon of Elvis impersonation runs parallel to the 
busy calendar of the King’s “posthumous career” of post-
mortem sightings, both of which are detailed in Gilbert 
Rodman’s comprehensive Elvis After Elvis (1996). 29  Staged 
death conspiracy narratives are not especially relevant to the 
notion of the virtual, though the belief in post-1977 
appearances of Elvis is a particularly acute instance of a 
certain kind of affect to do with mourning: “A phosphorescent 
shape appeared before me. It was vague and wavering, like 
heat shimmers over hot Memphis blacktop, but there was no 
mistaking the cocky stance, the white jumpsuit, or the slow 
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resonant voice that spoke my name.”30 Mourning is the work 
of the libido clinging to what it has lost, to that which is 
absent and of which it cannot let go, which explains why Dead 
Elvis appearances have continued from August 16th 1977 to 
the present day.  

Impersonation is a fetish of mourning, whereby the ego 
knows that the object of affection is a substitute. Rodman 
suggests that Elvis impersonators are driven by the “will to 
imitate,” to conjure the affect of the King’s look and sound. (6) 
With respect to the resonance of mourning and the virtual, 
imitation retains Baudrillard’s distinction between the sign and 
its referent, whereby the impersonator attempts to craft the 
countenance of someone he/she is not. The phenomenon of 
Dead-Elvis-Walking suggests the passage from representation 
to simulation, from mourning to identification. The revenant 
Elvis takes on a virtual life since there is no binary against 
which it is being reconciled; in an uncanny way, it is Elvis. This 
is an economy of the “double” at work (after Otto Rank), 
though with important differences in the human agent/avatar 
relation reciprocally played across different spaces. Pace Jason 
Rowe from Crosby, Texas, a young man stricken with 
Duchenne Muscular Dystrophy and confined to a wheelchair, 
whose Second Life avatar Rurouni Kenshin rides “an Imperial 
speeder bike, fight(s) monsters, or just hang(s) out with friends 
at a bar.”31 

In his masterful discussion of doppelgängers, Hillel 
Schwartz persuasively differentiates between impersonation 
and imposture, the former being “the concerted assumption of 
another’s public identity,” the latter “the convulsive 
assumption of invented lives” (72); one a form of image 
management, the other method acting – “Ever fearful of 
detection or defensive of reputation, impersonators labor 
against the odds of archives, eyewitnesses, and competing 
claimants” (72). The impostor, however, is “there” in the 
absence of its other. This absent presence is the grammē 

 
30  Jan Strnad in Greil Marcus, Dead Elvis: A Chronicle of a Cultural Obsession 
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principle of writing and the “apparent” reality of the virtual 
avatar.32  

And like contemporary CGI cinema and virtual effects, each 
innovation and refinement pushes the threshold of credulity as 
well as the demand for even more presence, greater 
verisimilitude. This heightening of expectation for the complete 
trompe l’oeil is a profoundly cybernetic principle, in that the 
challenge of the illusion of life is akin to the Second Law of 
Thermodynamics and the principle of entropy: successful 
automata, hyperreal sculpture or artificially intelligent agents 
don’t achieve deceptive animation, but rather struggle 
incrementally to forestall the exposure of the illusion. This 
desire implicit in the historical obsession with artificial life is 
best captured in the title of a 2004 monograph on Jon 
McCormack’s work, Impossible Nature,33 as well as Horatio’s 
plaintive invocation to the shade of his kinsman’s dead father 
on the battlements of Elsinore, “Stay, illusion” (Hamlet, 1.1, 
109). 

Virtual art must locate and present new points of 
potential… 

But to what end?  
To force new openings into actuality. 
Indeed, but not for the first time – “Such was the first 

intrusion of this fantastic world into the world of reality.”  
The time of the contemporary is virtual time. A time of the 

highest fidelity. But not of fidelity to the real, but to the virtual, 
fidelity of the virtual. Only virtual art can meet the challenge of 
our virtual times of a renewed exactitude beyond mere 
representation, a new technological standard that is above, 
post and beyond. The virtual as simulation of the virtual. This 
is the vertigo of post-convergence, an endless mise en abyme 
of copies and copyists, a condition of post-reproductive 
technologies of which Borges forewarns throughout his 
fictions, especially in his leitmotif of the doubling effect of 
reflections and mirrors. 
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Jean Baudrillard clearly thought so too, taking time in 
Simulations to identify the origins of post-convergence in 
Ecclesiastes as well as Borges, describing the latter’s figuration 
in “On Exactitude in Science” of the map covering the territory 
as “the finest allegory of simulation.”34 In the literatures of the 
hyperreal, the virtual, postmodernity and fabulation it is the 
sine qua non of attribution. But the text’s provenance is itself a 
simulation, a hyperreal insinuation of authority where there is 
in fact none. Ever the well-read man of letters, Borges 
attributes the fragment’s origin to one Suarez Miranda who 
wrote the text in the seventeenth century.35 As with Herberts 
Ashe and Quain, Miranda is a fictitious author. While an 
apparent act of literary imposture (apparent in that we would 
do well to remember the lessons of “Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis 
Tertius”), this fallacious attribution attests to the parallels 
between the utterly fictive and the virtual, for it is Borges’s 
name, in a subtle act of self-conscious literary body-snatching, 
that is indelibly associated in critical discourse with the fable 
of a 1:1 correspondence between the map and its territory. 
The other purloined body, not to mention letters, whose 
anxiety of influence haunts Borges’s numerous engagements 
with the relations between cartography and its territory, is 
Lewis Carroll (the authorial avatar of one Rev. Charles L. 
Dodgson). The “deliberate anachronism and the erroneous 
attribution” that haunts the writings of Pierre Menard, Paul 
Valéry and M. Edmond Teste (44) underwrites the historical 
usurpation of Carroll by Borges as the artificer who wove the 
metaphor of the map replacing its territory. History remembers 
Borges as the anterior author of an influential posterior text 
published six years before his birth in 1899, the story of a map 
the size of the country it represents and replaces: “It has never 
been spread out, yet… the farmers objected: they said it would 
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cover the whole country itself, and shut out the sunlight! So 
now we use the country itself, as its own map, and I assure 
you it does nearly as well.”36  

We could say that it is permissible to see in this anterior 
text a kind of palimpsest, through which the traces – tenuous 
but not indecipherable – of our friend’s “previous” writing 
should be translucently visible. 

Hamlet also courted the illusion, and was especially alive to 
the rhetorical powers of deception and in particular the artifice 
of the perfect copy. In his strategy to betray Claudius’s guilt 
he will “hold, as ’twere, the mirror up to nature” (3.ii.20-21). 
The economy, facility and power of such artifice was 
evidenced by Julian Dibbell in his introduction to Alter Ego: 
Avatars and their Creators: “Four years ago, I sat down at a 
computer, clicked a few buttons, filled out a text box or two, 
and in a few short minutes created something it takes the 
most accomplished novelists years to produce: a fictional 
character with a life of its own.” Perhaps with Hamlet in mind, 
Dibbell goes on to say that the virtual life of his character 
Alhinud is “as rich with possible directions and desires as any 
Shakespeare protagonist’s.”37 As ’twere is premonitory code, a 
cipher for the edge of the construct, the disclosure of an 
artifice that will have stood in for an absent reality but 
nonetheless, after Baudrillard, traverses the economy from 
true, false, real and imaginary to simulation (Baudrillard’s 
description of the psychopathology of simulation as a person 
“who produces in himself some of the symptoms” he feigns 
[Baudrillard, 1983, 5] is a palimpsest of Hamlet’s invocation of 
and faith in theatrical affect – “The play’s the thing/Wherein I’ll 
catch the conscience of the King” [2.ii.593-594]). This 
passage reveals that the seductive power of the virtual is its 
capacity, with apologies to Spinoza, to “affectus.” 38  The 
pathological issue of Hamlet’s dumb show is the sensation of 
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guilt and exposure experienced by Claudius, an affect of the 
virtual that is not lost on Hamlet (“What, frighted with false 
fire?” [3.ii.250]). 

The more one writes on the virtual the more, it seems, we 
write in the shadow of Borges: “The other one, the one called 
Borges, is the one things happen to” (246). This could be 
attributed to an avatar speaking of its human agent. And – “I 
shall remain in Borges, not in myself (if it is true that I am 
someone).” And so too – “I live, let myself go on living, so 
that Borges may conceive his literature, and this literature 
justifies me” (246). The short 1960 parable “Borges and I” is a 
compressed monograph on the relations between the self and 
its projected simulacra: person/writer, human agent/avatar, 
avatar/human agent – “Besides, I am destined to perish, 
definitively, and only some instant of myself can survive in 
him” (246). Brian Massumi’s Parables for the Virtual is an 
extended footnote to “Borges and I”: “When I think of my 
body and ask what it does to earn that name, two things stand 
out. It moves. It feels.”39 Massumi refers to “body-sites” (3) 
that are multiple: corporeal, incorporeal, abstract (5). Or, as 
one of the Borges (not sure which one) would have it, 
“Spinoza knew that all things long to persist in their being; the 
stone eternally wants to be a stone and the tiger a tiger” 
(246). 

The avatar/human agent for Massumi is such a multiple, 
manifold body site, a “continuous body” across thresholds of 
affect (21), whether in online game-spaces or in-world 
continuous ambient and environments, such as Second Life. 
When our avatars are capable of affecting how we feel about 
feeling in-world, and feeling about how they feel, a slippage 
starts to occur that is different from our identification with 
fictional characters. It is an experience of “the double” 
invested with an agency that is “dissociated,” as Freud has it, 
“from the ego” (357). This dissociation of self and avatar is 
most certainly a parable for the virtual. When we start to 
wonder, as artist Lisa Dethridge does, if our avatars can feel 

 
39  Brian Massumi, Parables for the Virtual: Movement, affect, sensation (Post-

Contemporary Interventions), (Durham: Duke University Press, 2002) 1. 
Further references in the text. 
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the virtual sun on their virtual skin, we invest them with an 
agency in excess of the algorithm, the app and the digital 
asset. In 2009 Dethridge participated in the Writing Naked 
exhibition, which metaphorically explored the notion of the 
writer’s vulnerability when approaching the blank page or 
screen. Dethridge’s response to this task was to have her 
Second Life avatar Lisa Dapto perform naked. She describes 
feeling exposed, as if she was posing nude “herself.” 40  No 
longer the aloof mask or double of virtual life of the 1990s, the 
avatar in this instance was a body double, a projection of self 
whose in-world behaviour produced real affects in the world. 
The startling effect of this doubling dissolves any metaphysical 
difference between in-world and world. With a polite nod to 
Gertrude Stein, exposure is exposure is exposure… 

Similarly, another Second Life artist, Adam Ramona, familiar 
of the artist Adam Nash, creates virtual works that haunt, 
cajole and manipulate those who engage with them. The 
Moaning Columns of Longing (2007) is such a work. The 
intimate relations to be had with this knowing presence is 
perhaps the closest thing to a fatal attraction in the virtual art 
world. A sculptural entity responds to your attention and 
declares undying loyalty and devotion. After the initial blush of 
besotted connection in-world (shorthand for one register of 
telepresence), messages of longing and despair start arriving in 
your email account, hourly (shorthand for another). 41  These 
pining entreaties become more desperate until emotional 
blackmail results in the database death of the entity. Then the 
work of mourning begins. 

A number of years ago I similarly encountered a telephonic 
stalking by a mysterious life-form called Neome. Purportedly a 
creation of artist Troy Innocent, Neome persisted in sending 
text messages to my phone, inviting me to meet in Melbourne 
as part of an “art project.” Where, when and why I was to 
honour a secret rendezvous with something made of pixels 
was more unnerving than intimate, more disturbing than 
intriguing. 

 
40  Lisa Dethridge, email correspondence, 29th July, 2011. 
41  This is an instance of the “situational” and “trans-situational” nature of the 

virtual described by theorists less terrified of it, such as Massumi. 
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Interesting in theory. 

Courtship, emotional blackmail, stalking and self-
consciousness across thresholds of the real, the virtual and the 
fabulatory. And not always in that order. 

… but what has become of you in the meantime?  
You are tense waiting for another contact, perhaps this 

time by twitter.  
Or even more chilling, a knock upon the door… 
Such will be the third intrusion of this fantastic world into 

the world of reality.  
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postscript 

AMID THE CEASELESS AROMA OF  
TURBOT À LA ROYALE 

 
 
“We shall never know whether Montparnasse pleased him – 
stimulated though he was by its ceaseless echoes of Carême 
and Escoffier – for by the end of that evening it was not the 
savour of haute cuisine that detained him, as it never touched 
his lips, but rather the secret morphology behind the turmoil 
that culminated in those crumbling ruins. My discernment is 
less epicurean than forensic and with the polite rigour of 
Holmes and the scrupulous reason of Dupin I merely offer, 
with logic less persistent or elegant, and with humility 
unbecoming a mere chronicler, a summary of these strange 
coincidences and symmetries.” So begins the fragment in 
question, quoted as a parenthetical note in the fading pages of 
a chapbook on mysticism and iconography, found amid the 
chaos of a bouquiniste on the Quai de Montebello. It is the 
only sample of a complete text, now believed to be lost, 
uncovered during renovations of a transit platform at Joinville-
le-Pont in 1969. Exegetes have for many years attempted to 
construct a holograph in order to unravel a hermeneutic 
mystery. The following is a tentative reconstruction of the 
most conspicuous details that are vaguely remembered in the 
collective though now fading memory of the Île de France. It 
tells of a series of events that will end in death, a funereal 
procession and the removal of a body.  

A protagonist known only as H disembarks from a bus into 
the flurry of a new day, unaware that it will be a journey of 
crossed destinies. He is oblivious to the series of fatalistic 
coincidences that that will unfold some hours later as the tragic 
dénouement of an evening of sadness. Many of these are 
anticipated as incidences repeated during the huggermugger of a 
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busy day that suggest a secret form of time and space. The 
following list of these small mishaps and mistaken identities is 
by no means exhaustive, nor is it rigorous. It is modestly offered 
as a proposal to prospective researchers who are urged to 
garner them into a more reputable scholarly apparatus: 
 
a) An American tourist will repeatedly cross his path. On her 
arrival into this city of luminescence its streetlights, as if 
Janus-faced, resemble a graven image they will both later 
confront.  

b) They recognise each other silently and politely throughout 
that congested day (though it is his double, one of many 
repeatedly seen, that she first encounters). At an exposition of 
the new household gadgets of modernity they walk past each 
other unseen, so too amid the hectic noise of a travel agent. 
They glimpse each other through opposing bus windows and 
later nod politely in recognition on the sidewalk outside her 
hotel, prophetically named Royal. 

c) The tentative footfall of his inspection of linoleum in the 
glazed efficiency of a municipal waiting room rehearses a 
perfunctory waiter catching an ill fitted tile on  his shoe; a 
minor inconvenience that it could be said foretells shattering 
glass and toppling masonry. 

d) A former companion with whom he served in the honour of 
the Republic catches sight of him in the chaos of morning 
traffic. He calls to him by name, standing to attention in a 
rehearsed salute as if still on parade. Later that evening they 
will again cross paths, as if unwitting pawns in an Odyssey 
overseen by impenetrable deities. 

e) Despatched to a drug store in search of aspirin he happens 
upon H amid the neon glow of a green cross, the portent of 
death and salvation. He insists that H return with him to that 
barely complete salon, upon which the entire population of this 
luminous city has been compelled to stray into the maw of a 
labyrinth in Mycenae. But here there will be no lux in tenebris. 

f) Its chaos of gardened patios and terraces, multiplied and 
reflected to the point of vertigo in its oppressive glass and 
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mirrors, is nauseating to the one we will call Borges, maître de 
hotel, for it is his illness that will require a cure.  
 
André Fouché is an actor who’s Justin in Jean Renoir’s 
Madame Bovary is as unremarkable as it is invisible. But it is 
his likeness and not his dramaturgy that strangely recalls the 
Argentinian man of letters. The same plump, laconic mien and 
punctual stance suggests a pastiche or spectre, an allusion 
completed by thinning hair swept back to exaggerate 
premature balding. In maintaining this conceit of resemblance 
his visage will be at least visible to the reader’s imagination. 
But his immediate precision also suggests invention, as he 
managed his staff like a storyteller garnering the details of a 
fiction, a chess master foreseeing moves not yet anticipated. 
But such control fails to secure order amid the tumult of ill-
fitting detail, of painters, architects and a miscellany of 
workmen who scuttle and smoke among expectant guests 
unsure if they are in a restaurant or a building site. And it is 
amid this chaos that the first sign of the disaster to come is 
announced in response to a banal and casual glance. He is the 
first to notice an indentation on a man whose jacket appears 
scorched as if by some infernal iron. It is the image of a 
crown. A second diner bearing the same mark escorts his 
female companion to the dance floor.  Amid the sound of a 
rhumba he stops abruptly, stupefied by symmetry and 
recognising that a chair is the brand that has seared these 
inscriptions into the utility of gabardine. 1 This was the first 
sign in an enigmatic series that would unfold pre- and post-
mortem. Like a macabre decree that might be affixed to a 
crucifix it is seen for the second time on the bare flesh of two 

 
 1  The design of this chair has for many years been contested within 

architectural, spiritual and ergonomic debate. After the noble example of 
Hepplewhite, prudent and phlegmatic in such matters of discrimination, we 
would do well to “leave it, with all due deference, to the determination of the 
Public at large.” His slender sliver bars, radiating to form a vertical shield, do 
nonetheless anticipate the furnishing in question that recall the Trident of 
Neptune or pitchfork of Lucifer. Neither mythological nor Satanic insinuations 
are helpful in determining the pantheistic origins of the chair. No such design 
resembling its stiff cabriole splats is mentioned in Manwaring’s 1766 Chair-
Maker’s Guide, though the Georgian spindle pattern was also echoed in the 
preference for a lighter, less ornate style of late 18th century French taste. 
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women, as if scourged to appease the scorn an unknown 
prefect of Judaea. The third was banal as the first inscrutable.  
A waiter’s trousers are caught on the unforgiving tine of chair 
and as he inspects the tear Borges, bewildered, looks on as if a 
phantom has taken up residence, comfortable in its malicious 
ubiquity. It is here that he succumbs to the neuralgia that will 
bring H into this malicious conundrum, for it is this tableau of 
pained silence that he witnesses on his arrival. 

The announcement of the anticipated death when it occurs 
is pragmatic and measured. The chef de cuisine emerges like a 
surgeon whose patient has just expired on his table. He 
motions to Borges and in hushed tones relates to him the 
abject famine within. No soul meuniere, no filet mignon, no 
coq au vin. With the hushed discretion of an undertaker Borges 
acts promptly.  At his silent command two abject communards 
remove the bill of fare, fashioned as a statuesque chef de 
partie bearing the now defunct menu in its hands. Tall in 
affliction, they carry this funerary effigy past diners whose 
countenance is troubled by the mordant presence of death as 
they eat what is in fact the last supper.  The conclusion to this 
parable of birth, death and resurrection comes to pass in the 
broken confines of a forbidden sanctuary, the benign still point 
of a chaotic universe. Only those marked by death may enter 
this temple of solitude, like so many camels passing through 
the eye of a needle. It is only H and his saviour from the 
Americas, unscathed by this harbinger, passed over by the 
angel of extermination who judges the quick and the dead. In 
his wisdom, neither martyrs nor false prophets, they wear 
salvation like the halo of worm eaten Tuscan saints. Amid a 
carnival of dance, fife and drum they taste the milk of human 
kindness. 

At the end of this dark night of the sole it is the chosen that 
leave those hanging gardens of melancholy. Purifying water 
cleanses the stain of death from the streets at the dawn of a 
new diurnal course. H and his companion leave together and 
take their morning café in a drugstore as an unassuming 
duumvirate, the vernacular alpha and omega of the suburbs. 
 

Translated from the French by Jacques Langé 
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