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Preface

A truly fragmentary genre must be thanking. One spares only a few words to those people who nevertheless deserve more. My fragments of gratitude thus go to the following people, all involved in the process of writing:

First, the professors: Lars Ole Sauerberg, for helping me put the first draft into shape and according me great autonomy in my seeking fragments out, even when that activity involved a walk in the dark or desert. I have appreciated very much his invaluable advice and promp​titude. Michael Riffaterre, for contributing to my gathering of frag​ments of knowledge and for the kind of criticism which always goes against the grain of ordinary remarks. One gains a whole new perspective on one’s “inconcrete problem”, when Riffaterre declares, upon being presented with one such, that in his opinion, “all metaphysicians should be hanged”. Mark C. Taylor, for his incredible support. I have enjoyed immensely all his comments submitted to e-mail truncations, texts which lent themselves to the discovery of ekphrastic fragments, and otherwise. Avital Ronell, for her enthusiasm for anything fragment. Jacques Derrida, for insisting that there is no such thing as a fragment, while also insisting that it is a good idea indeed to write about fragments. Charles Lock, for being a true erudite, and for his willingness to share his knowledge as a friend and as a scholar. In both capacities, Charles’s imagination, often manifesting itself in the finest form of literary puns, has enriched the consistence of this work. Marcel Bénabou for always finding fragments, including mine. 

Closer to home: my friend Søren Hattesen Balle. My sister Mana, for never having read a novel, while consuming tomes of poetry books, who taught me that fragments really are nothing but intellectual clowns imitating poetry. Paul David, Mana’s son, for his musical fragments – anything from Scarlatti to Sati, and a dash of own postmodern compositions in between them – which he insisted on playing on the piano for me, over the phone all the way from Romania. (He’s only 9, so I forgive him) Ida, for her fine friendship, and for providing a second home always equipped with the best for relaxation, including great story telling.

Finally, Bent, for being the wittiest person I’ve known. One could even contend, wittingly or not, that he’s the embodiment of Richelieu’s wit, only in musketeer clothes. Thank you for the blessings, cardinal points in my life.

I dedicate this book to the memory of my mother and my father.
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Introduction

Fragment, n. In literature, a composition which the author had not the skill to finish.

– Ambrose Bierce

The fragmentary imperative calls upon us to sense that there is as yet nothing fragmentary, not properly speaking, but improperly speaking.
– Maurice Blanchot
But as yet no genre exists that is fragmentary both in form and content.

– Friedrich Schlegel

Understanding the concept of ‘fragment’ is first and foremost a question of style. For how is one to approach that which only exists in a state of plurality? The etymology of the word ‘fragment’ indicates that much. The word derives from the Latin fragmentum, remnant, whose root, frangere, means to break into fragments. One of the aspects of the root frangere is that it points to a necessary plurality of fragments, since it is logically impossible to break a whole into one fragment. Most definitions drawing upon the above etymology, presuppose, formally speaking, that a relation between part and whole is constitutive of the notion of the fragment. The consequence of defining the fragment in terms of a part/whole relation is that the fragment is always seen as derived from and subordinate to an original whole text. This has marked the entire research tradition on the fragment which has tended to focus on the fragment’s (ruined) form and (incomplete) content. 

The Improper Fragment

It can be said that where critical discourse on the fragment dis​tinguishes between extracting the part (fragmentum) from the whole (the body of fragmenti as a consequence of breaking), the fragment as a text in its own right does not always obey the will-to-completion imposed upon the fragment as a remnant. That is to say, where the fragment in critical discourse most often becomes the object of definitions of incompleteness, ruin, residue, the fragment as such seems to enjoy the status of being, existing independent of formal constraints. Here, however, I must already anticipate some criticism to the notion of the fragment in its own right, or as I later refer to, the fragment proper, labelled as such by some critics. Obviously, for something to be proper it must either belong to something else, or be in full possession of itself. In other words, one cannot talk about the fragment proper without taking into consideration the fragment’s improper relation to the idea of belonging. In my endeavour to talk about the fragment, I consequently had to find a language which would articulate the problematics of the fragment in ways appropriate to it. I found that the best way in which to talk about the fragment is to follow in the footsteps of celebrated aphorists, and thus assign the fragment a status of which one can never be sure. As Emile Cioran says: “Certainties have no style.” The fragment demands, however, that one speaks about it with the urgency of all styles, especially when one asumes that the fragment always begins in a state of being (im)proper and gradually becomes a necessary impropriety of the proper. Therefore, I approach the task of writing on the fragment employing a style, perhaps less traditional in the sense that I choose to give priority to the power aphoristic language exercises in its gesture towards the reader. I follow closely here in the steps Cioran who also said: “a distinct idea is an idea with no future”, as I believe that much of the appeal to the fragment relies on the fact that one can never be sure of what exactly constitutes a fragment. 

Any survey of the history of the fragment must begin with a basic distinction between the fragment as a text in its own right (the literary history of the fragment) and the meta-text on the fragment (the history of the critical discourse on the fragment). The premise for my claim is the assumption that a survey of the fragment as text must be concerned with the form and content of the fragment, while a consideration of the fragment in metatextual dis​course must be concerned with function. That is to say, whereas the literary history of the fragment deals with oppositions such as fragment/totality, part/whole, the critical discourse on the fragment deals with oppositions such as fragment/fragmentary, genre/poetics (in this work ‘poetics’ and ‘aesthetics’ are used interchangeably to designate a system, of descriptive or prescriptive nature, of formal and/or stylistic features particularly characteristic of a work or set of works). Furthermore, while the fragment as text can be traced in all periods, the critical discourse on the fragment only begins as an in​dependent manifestation with the German romantics around 1800.

In my contention one needs to shift the focus from formal concerns, which is marked in critical discourse by the preoccupation with the form/content, part/whole properties of the fragment to a more pragmatic approach in which the fragment in both its modes of being and becoming is defined in terms of its functionality. The function of the fragment, it is argued in this book, must be seen as various types of performativity, either in the act of writing or the act of (critical) reading of the fragment. I return to a definition of the notion of per​formativity shortly. 

Scopes 

The scope of my work is to present analyses of two types of texts: a) fragments (from different periods) as texts in their own right (the first order of object texts in this book), and b) the growing body of critical discourse on the fragment as literary genre, i.e. what is usually presented as metatext on the fragment here functions as object texts of the second order in my book. This dual focus is necessary to capture the slippage between literary texts and recent critical discourse which tends to mimic the form of the fragment. Thus there are two historical concerns in the book: one which I refer to as literary history and the other which I refer to as critical discourse and its history. It should be noted that I do not presume to present a comprehensive history of either the development of the fragment in its own right nor of the critical discourse on the fragment. Rather, I have chosen to select instances in which the fragment’s modes of being as such, and becoming are most evident. There are inevitably lacunae between the historical periods dealt with. 

If we look here specifically at the history of critical discourse, the fragment is habitually defined, not as an object in itself, but in relation to notions of either the period or aesthetics/genre in which it appears. Thus, fragments can be named by historians and theorists as “Ancient”, “Romantic”, “Modern”, “Postmodern” (period terms), or “Philosophical” or “Literary” (aesthetic or generic terms). These la-bels do not make a clear distinction between formal features of the fragment in terms of the form/content dichotomy. A rewarding alternative would, as already hinted at, be to focus on the function of the fragment (seen as its performativity), as well as on the per​formative aspects of the critical discourse on the fragment. That is to say, what is a fragment when it is not a matter of form or content but a question of function, a philosophical concept, a manifestation of a theory, or a self-labelled “thought”? 

In the literary history of the fragment, as well as in its critical history, a number of questions arise: what constitutes the fragment, when the fragment can only be defined a posteriori? Does the fragment begin on its own (i.e. with its inception or moment of being written, which would indicate that it can have an agency of its own, i.e. it is), or is it begun by others, writers and critics alike (which would point to its being constructed by an outside agency, i.e. it becomes)? Does it acquire a name of its own, or is it labelled by others? All these questions revolve around issues of agency, and can only be resolved in terms of performativity. Engaging with per​formativity means seeing fragments as acts: acts of literature, acts of reading, acts of writing. I suggest that the fragment is performative when it exhibits an agency of its own, as in the self-reflective writing which recognizes in itself the writer’s experience of contradiction. I employ the term “performative” whenever there is a case in which determining the fragment’s constitution relies on an act of identifying function with practice (such as when postmodern writers choose to imitate in their writing the aesthetics of the fragment itself) against the will-to-form of the fragment. In other words, performativity expresses a challenging of any name given to the fragment which seems to be beyond challenge (such as is the case with the aphorism, for example). Moreover, performativity explains the difference not only between the fragment’s names according to their historical context (ancient, romantic, etc) or the lack thereof (fragment as ruin), but also between the different traits that critics use to characterize the fragment, such as fragmentary, incomplete, unplanned, etc. 

Specifically, when dealing with the most recent manifestations of the fragment, that is to say, the fragments which are engaged in becoming through the labelling performed in critical discourse, it is necessary to understand that these labels are generic, they form a poetics, highlight a certain kind of aesthetics, and therefore their function is representational, as they foreground the fragment’s textuality. These labels designate genres in terms of function (as epigraphs, epigrams, epitaphs etc.)

In Search of Fragments: Survey

There is a problem with most of the existing studies on the fragment for two reasons: first, while seminal in their thrust, these works classify the fragment according to the intention of the author of the fragment in question, and not according to the fragment’s function. Second, these works do not engage with the notion of performativity.

However, I have chosen to include a survey of the field discussing the relatively few existing studies on the fragment, some of which claim to be comprehensive. As will be apparent from this survey, the works discussed actually are neither comprehensive, nor do they provide a complete historical framework. In the course of this survey I also give on overview of how definitions of the fragment have changed throughout history. Thus my survey will serve to illustrate why the eclecticism in my own choice of texts – both in terms of fragmentary works and critical studies on the fragment – is the best way to go about it. My presentation here of the ways in which the fragment has been thought of throughout history is in no way complete. The examples, however, aim at suggesting some limits one is bound to consider when choosing a corpus of works representative of the performative fragment. 

Late 20th century studies into the constitution of the fragment in the ancient period, here the Greek world of Heraclitus, have disclosed some interesting aspects of defining the fragment. These aspects have emerged especially in philological studies whose concern was the fragment as an object in critical discourse. For philologists, and that goes for 18 and 19th century scholars too, the fragment began to be a fragment with the finding of old texts and artefacts. Labelling the fragment was simple: an act of deeming any incomplete piece a fragment. However, the fragment’s complexity began to arise when the question of the fragment’s authenticity was posed. 

The seemingly simple task of cataloguing incomplete texts as fragments was compromised by the idea that some fragments are universal and truthful, and some not. Insofar as fragments according to this view must have belonged to a whole, or must have been part of a totalizing oeuvre, they must also have been true to that whole. Socrates’ syllogistic vein was manifest also in his capacity as a critic when he questioned the reception of the fragments of Heraclitus, insofar as one could not decide whether what was found of Heraclitus were also, “true” fragments. By true fragments is meant the fragments which can be ascribed to Heraclitus’s own writing as found and ad literam. The fragments found in works which quote Heraclitus, but for which there is no original source, are not considered equally authentic as the ‘true’ fragments. However, while Socrates did not distinguish between intended and unintended fragments, and nor did Aristotle after him, the nature of a text was considered to make sense only when it was able to posit its subject as a discourse with a beginning, middle, and end. Thus already at this point in time, the fragment which begins as an incomplete text, passes through the idea of intentionality, truthfulness, authenticity, and sense. 

Present day philologists are beginning to acknowledge a paradox. When dealing with the fragments of the ancient period, while the fragment is shown to exist, insofar as it is unable to display the qualities that would render it a complete text, what gives the fragment life, as it were, is its own mortality. Insofar as the fragment lives and breathes only through the definitions which posit it vis-à-vis a ‘whole’ text, it does not exist in itself. Hence, as far as the ancient period is concerned, while the fragment exists as a form, it has a non-existent self-constituting content. It follows that what does not exist cannot be classified, nor can it be defined according to its own constitution. Here deconstructivists would argue that a fragment which depends on a totality or aims at completion, and therefore has no content of its own, may still be classifiable, but only as non-classifiable. To that extent the fragment exists as a non-text. Or else, as Derrida would say, there is no such thing as the fragment. But that is another story. 

In the mediaeval and renaissance periods the fragment is an allegorical expression of divine power. Interestingly enough, however, when the fragment is approached beyond allegory, what constitutes the fragment is almost always rendered thematically as the work of the devil. Which is to say that whereas allegory constitutes the symbolic form of the fragment, what constitutes content is the notion of detail. Literary testimonies of the devil’s existence in the detail begin with Dante’s Divina Commedia (ca. 1307) and Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (1516). Of interest for art-historians is Francesco Colonna’s re​naissance work, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (trans. as The Strife of Love in a Dream) written some time around 1499 which links language, or rather, linguistic games between Italian and Latin, to an imaginary dream-correlative manifested in fragmentary descriptions of ancient art and architecture. Colonna’s work, in its production of aesthetic nonsense, brings to mind the 4th century Greek sophist Callistratus’s 14 “Ekphraseis” narratives on stone and bronze statues. One would like to think that descriptive writings such as Callistatus’s influenced subsequent confessional writings, such as Augustine’s (397–400). In Augustine’s confessions the construction of the frag​ment in (diabolic) dialogue is seen as an attempt to counter the impossibility of con​necting with the divine force other than through meditation. Thus, what informs the mediaeval and renaissance periods is the idea that mediation is good, insofar as it creates linearity, whereas dialogue is bad, as it leaves room for a divided, or fragmented self to emerge as dominant. 

For these periods, insofar as the fragment exists other than as an allegory, the fragment’s formal constitution is regarded as a dis​continuous, interrupted line with the totality of God almighty. And although from Augustine onwards imagination constitutes the frag​ment’s content – for as Augustine said: “Imagination falls upon the given” – the fragment is still not defined as fragment. Thus, while these periods do not formally theorize on the fragment, they do so rhetorically in the sense that the fragment is made relational to what is given in and as a text, with or without allegorical value. The given here means interpretation and is usually marked by lexicality, which indicates a moment of interchangeability between the history of the fragment in its own right and the discourse on the fragment. 

Following the mediaeval and renaissance periods, the question of the fragment’s classification begins to emerge again. For the French moralists, writers of maxims, and essayists (Pascal, 1657; la Rochefaucauld, 1665; Montaigne, 1580) the fragment as an in​complete text is replaced with the form of the aphorism which exhibits a ‘complete’ constitution. 

Now, I have chosen to exclude the aphorism from my book, despite the closeness of either the aphorism or the essay to the fragment. In terms of understanding the fragment as a performative concept, rather than as a genre, the aphorism is not close to the fragment at all. It has been defined rather unambiguously in terms of its close relation to wit, and it enjoys the status of being a genre aiming at putting knowledge in a nutshell, as it were. Paraphrasing Lichtenberg, one can even contend that whereas wit is linked to knowledge, the aphorism is linked to the discovery of knowledge. Briefly I can mention that most contemporary theorists on the aphorism (for example, Gerhard Neumann et al. in Der Aphorismus, Darmstadt, 1976) make a distinction between the form and content of the aphorism at the expense of wit which figures in a subordinate relation to both the semantic and syntactic structures identified in the aphorism. The most common features of the aphorism are identified as brevity, isolation, wit, and “philosophy” (R.J. Hollingdale). “An aphorism”, Clifton Fadiman claims in his introduction to one of my favourite aphorists, S.J. Lec’s Unkempt Thoughts (1962), “can contain only as much wisdom as overstatement will permit. It sells the part for the whole. Its plausibility derives from its concision, which stuns, and its wit, which dazzles” (Fadiman, 1962: 5). Insofar as the aphorism thus shows a preference for form, it does not possess the same potential as the fragment to be performative. 

Returning to the fragment, is not until about 1780 that the fragment begins to emerge as the object of theoretical considerations with the German romantics, particularly the Jena group. Schlegel, with whom I deal at length in this book, made a most fundamental distinction: while a history of the fragment is still waiting to be produced, critical discourse on the fragment produces its own history. Schlegel developed a poetics of the fragment which relies on the realization that the fragment’s incompleteness can be a highly constructed aesthetic form. 

Here it is interesting to note that the French moralists show more affinities with the German Romantics a century later than with their Italian counterparts, insofar they share a concern with the fragment’s aesthetic qualities. For the Germans, the aesthetics of the fragment forms pragmatically the basis for their formulation of poiesis, or the notion of infinite ‘becoming’ of Romantic poetry. While for the French writers the fragment becomes redundant, or superfluous, at best a manifestation of particularities with a general or universal applica​bility (the aphorism), for the German Romantics, the fragment is a universal potential always chasing its own categorising tail. Moreover, if one looks at the difference in how the fragment is being theorized in current critical discourse, one can point to an interesting phenomenon. Almost all studies written in the German tradition focus mainly on the fragment’s history, whereas the critical studies which follow the French tradition are mainly interested in specific and situation-based fragmentary manifestations. French critics such as Maurice Blanchot (particularly in L’écriture du désastre, 1980), and Pascal Quignard (Une gêne technique à l’égard des fragments, 1986) mimic the fragmentary or essayistic mode in their discourses, thus performing the fragment as it appears in Schlegel (Blanchot) or the essay as it appears in Jean de La Bruyère (Quignard). Another similar French work worth mentioning is Anne Cauquelin’s Court traité du fragment (1986), which posits the fragment epistemically between doxa and para-doxa, thesis and hypothesis. Cauquelin also employs the fragmentary mode, insofar as her book offers fragments dealing with both theoretical assumptions about the fragment and other random descriptions of places and things. The style shifts between the academic, fiction, and essayistic genres and the tone is reflective throughout. For example, Heraclitus is described as an old man, and the cause of much anguish when it comes to understanding his obscure, yet important insights, and Goethe’s colours are seen as part of what makes a fragment fragment. 

For its scholarly manner and rigorous thinking I have included in my more extensive discussion of the consensual fragment the important work by Philippe Lacou-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, The Literary Absolute: The Theory of Literature in German Romanticism (1988). But before leaving the French, I must mention Françoise Susini Ana​stopoulos’s book (1997), L’ecriture fragmentaire: Défi​nitions et enjeaux. This work focusses on the notion of fragmentary writing from the 18th century onwards, the notion of the work (l’oeuvre) and the possibility of its realisation, and the way the fragment is seen to escape any generic framing. Anastopoulos develops a typology of fragments, all according to how the writers discussed employ them, formally or aesthetically, lexicologically or ideologically. The authors include Nietzsche, Barthes, Quignard, Schlegel, Rimbaud, and Valéry.

Similar works devoted to the late 18th century preoccupation with the fragment focus on investigating the notion of the “un​finished”, which is seen both as a potential for and a refutation of completion. A number of recent critical studies label the manifestation of the ‘unfinished’ in different ways. For example, Thomas McFarland’s work, Romanticism and the Forms of the Ruin: Wordsworth, Coleridge and the Modalities of Fragmentation (1981), calls attention to the idea of indeterminacy in a poem which rejects closure. In his view, the question of intentionality in the fragment is a question of phenomenology, which is to say that the difference between intended or unintended fragments is insignificant when related to the overall poetics of the romantic period. Balachandra Rajan’s study from 1985, The Form of the Unfinished: English Poetics from Spencer to Pound goes against McFarland’s idea that the unfinished is a variant of the ruin. Rajan develops an argument on the idea that the unfinished “should not invite completion”, insofar as it “falls short of finality” (Rajan, 1885: 5). Here he distinguishes between “incom​plete” works of literature which yet follow a “proper” way towards completion, and “unfinished” works of literature, “which have evolved in such a way as to make it improper to finish them” (44). Rajan’s work is in many ways illuminating, but fails to account fully for the ‘improper’ way of the fragment, as the most appropriate way of accounting for the fragment’s performativity. This is the reason why Rajan’s study only features in my work by way of the epigraph. 

Marjorie Levinson’s work from 1986, The Romantic Fragment Poem, extends the idea of the fragment to that of fragmentation. Levinson calls her fragments “accidental”. These fragments are induced by external coercion, in the sense that they acquire their “unfinished” status, as she says, due to the “unplanned” death of the author. The fragments are then defined against the background of a critique of a specific “romantic ideology” which posits the poem as a unique and revealing form of manifestation. 

These studies are followed up and expanded to include, not just poetry, but also novels, essays, sermons, and what Elizabeth Wanning Harries calls “artificial ruins” in her work, The Unfinished Manner (1994). Whereas Wanning Harries expresses dissatisfaction with the way the fragment is defined, she is still close to both Rajan’s and Levinson’s categorizations: what they respectively call “incomplete” and “accidental”, Wanning Harries calls “unplanned”. However, the significance of her work emerges when she does not avoid addressing the question of intentionality or agency. Wanning Harries stresses the inadequacy, characteristic of defining the fragment, but her own distinction too falls short of defining the fragment’s own constitution. Her claim that the later 18th century fragments “were largely planned, while later romantic fragments were largely unplanned” (Wanning Harries, 1994: 5) only answers a methodological question, not a conceptual one. One still wants to know what is a fragment, not necessarily, and not always, how it is. In my opinion these poetics hinge on the issue of intentionality at the expense of the fragment’s function. 

The romantic fragment had a significant impact on the modernist period which concerned itself with the aesthetics of social reality. Walter Benjamin whose magnum opus by way of the fragment, especially as quotation, in The Arcades Project, addressed questions related to the fleeting nature of the present moment. The fragment acquires the status and the name of “fleeting”, and is embodied in the figure of the flâneur. The Arcades Project, which itself is an unfinished work, written between 1927 and 1940, reflects the paratextual force at work in the development of the fragment which enacts a performative baroque method of writing, later taken over by postmodernist writers for whom describing a social phenomenon becomes a matter, not of religious ritual, but of ritualizing the image. For Benjamin, the flâneur is both a metaphor for the 18th century representation of the ruin, and the ruin’s alter ego, as it were, represented in 19th century Paris. Benjamin’s The Arcades Project is only ghostly present in my book, due to the fact that Benjamin’s aesthetic of the fragment does not stretch itself to including what is potential in the fragment beyond the feeling of nostalgia for the past. Benjamin’s fragment has too much past in it to be performative of its own poetics. However, The Arcades Project is close to my project in the sense that it presents a shift from intentionality to functionality. But whereas Benjamin deals with functionality in terms of the internal workings of modernity and its consequences, I assign the fragment the role of functioning within a poetics of cross-perspectives. 

A collection of essays into the nature of the fragment, which considers the fragment from different perspectives, is the book Fragments: Incompletion and Discontinuity (1981). This book comes close to identifying the function of the fragment in some of its individual essays, but fails to forward a unified proposition on what the fragment might be. The book is, however, useful for its insights, as it traces, not only the manifestations of the fragment proper in literary works and art, but it also looks at the critical discourse on the fragment in the fields of literature, history, art, and film. Lawrence Kritzman, the editor, explains the reasons for such a wide scope:

Recognizing fragmentation requires us to imagine that the work in question is sustained by an underlying, albeit sometimes invisible, ideal order. The product or work of art is perceived as being detached from this conceptual framework and manifests itself as the embodiment of breakage. Although modern art has tended to give valuable consideration to the fragmentary and the chaotic, the esteem of fragmentation can be traced back to the sixth-century Pre-Socratic philosophers. From the medieval epic poem, to Picasso’s functional sculpture, passing via the nonfinito in Renaissance art, the serial logic of the encyclopedia, the romantic ideal of hermaphroditic beauty, the surrealist collisions of in​congruous images and the non-linear narrative of contemporary cinema, this volume explores the qualities, tendencies, and attitudes toward the multiple forms of fragmentary expression. (Kritzman, 1981: vii) 

Another collection of essays worth considering is Discontinuity and Fragmentation (1994) based on conference proceedings held at Columbia University in 1993. Here, processes of disintegration and segmentation are related to convergent processes of reintegration. Of interest to us is the fragment’s name, and this collection has some interesting suggestions. The editor, Freeman G. Henry, sums up the scope of the work, as it is illustrated in the name the authors bestow upon the fragment: 

[F]ragmentation as liberation, the impossible continuity, converging antinomies, openability, loiterature, structured dichotomy, self-irony, suppression of signifiers and absence of signified, non-linearity, non-linear entropy, chaos theory, deconstructing the binary, the eloquence of silence, episteme in the postmodern world or alternative epistemology, randomness and order concealed, complexity and positive values, subversion and the paradigm, episodicity, the Lacanian symbolic order, hypotaxis, hypertaxis, synthesis, the transgressive pleasure of digression, not to mention the title of Ross Chambers’s lead essay (presented as keynote address): the “Etcetera Principle”, which surveys the need to create a theory of the disorder presupposed by both structural and poststructural criticism. (Henry, 1994: x) 

In Benjamin’s spirit, who said that “Quotations in my work are like robbers by the roadside who make an armed attack and relieve an idler of his convictions” (Benjamin 1999: 481), the “Etcetera Principle” – which in Chambers’s definition means that “no context can ever be the whole context and no inventory, therefore, complete” (in Henry, 1994: 2) – discloses at least one fun​damental feature of the fragment (also recurrent in the studies enum​erated above): before the fragment acquires a name for itself, it is first a characteristic, a figure of contiguity, and a function of the frag​mentary. Ross Chambers’s essay, for instance, discusses too the disorder in the paradigmatic/ syntag​matic relations which break down the order of the narrative on the assumption that “it is not the category that produces the list but the list that makes the category” (making a reference to Borges). Here, he goes against Roman Jakobson’s “axis” which does not fully account for the narrative that is dependent on relations of contiguity; for these relations pose the question to what degree their syntagmatic character is not in fact supported by the paradigm. As he pertinently puts it: 

Roman Jakobson taught a whole generation to understand the paradigmatic “axis” as the axis of selection, opposed and so to speak perpendicular to the syntagmatic “axis” as the axis of combination. He also taught us, in his famous definition of the “poetic function”, for instance, to perceive the discursive realization of the paradigmatic as a manifestation of the principle of equivalence, the production of metaphoric relations of similarity that are responsible for the effect critics have traditionally described in terms of poetic unity. Discursive realizations of merely contiguous relations, in Jakobson, are metonymic and associated with prose, as opposed to the poetic function; so that we have come to think of paradigmatic realizations not as a listing of heteroclitic items but as a grouping of things that resemble one another. But this is to forget that a paradigm is a way of bringing together a set of items which in all respects but one are different. And indeed the one respect in which they are similar may simply be that they are found in the same list. (3) 

Such insights are significant whenever the activity of defining is involved. However, if the fragment is explained merely in relation to unity, totality, or the fragmentary, the fragment’s function will also be seen in those relations. And this in spite of the fact that there is consensus among critics as to the fragment having a system of its own. Thus, a problem arises when the fragment’s system, or constitution, is different from the fragment’s function. That is to say, while the fragment is categorized as something, it is not itself categorical. And why not? 

This question has only partly been answered in studies which try to look at the fragment, not as it appears to be different, taking into account the multifarious and differing attempts to define it, but as it appears to be a construction whose foundation is consolidated in what it can perform. Performativity thus enters the scene, and the fragment is assigned a major role. First, there is Ursula Krammer Maynard’s book, Performing Postmodernity from 1995 which employs a deconstructive method in its dealing with the Zeitgeist of “con​structive deconstruction”. Performing is, for Krammer Maynard, more a matter of doing than defining or describing what one is doing. Anchoring her argument for writing such a book in the poststructuralist paradigm shift from consciousness to language, Krammer Maynard concentrates on the form of the fragment which gives itself in advance as a concentration that encapsulates what is a specifically postmodern phenomenon, namely a kind of fragmentation which becomes performative when it engages in repetition. That is to say, what Krammer Maynard does on the textual level enforces Chambers’s dictum on context. For Krammer Maynard, in order for a text to be complete, it first has to be a fragment. As the order is inversed here, in order for the ‘system’ to work, Krammer Maynard brings in, by performing it, performance. Combining fragmented, short questions, with their equally fragmented, short answers, she approaches the fragment in its tracing of old traditions. Virgil and Dante, Heraclitus and Petrarca, Freud and Shakespeare, Mozart and Wittgenstein are echoed throughout. Performing the fragment, for Krammer Maynard, is putting the fragment on stage, thus alluding to the fragment’s lack of essence – here following Derrida’s take on the fragment which does not obey the law of genre. However, whereas Krammer Maynard implies that the fragment’s name is “fragment”, no theoretical elaboration on the nature of the name is provided. After the performance, as it were, the fragment washes away its make up, and one is left to wonder which state of the fragment is more aesthetic, fully naked or fully dressed? 

A similar approach to the fragment via ‘theatrical’ reasoning, is Tim Etchells’s book, Certain Fragments: Contemporary Performance and Forced Entertainment (1999). In contrast to Krammer Maynard’s fragment en coulisse, Etchells’s work considers the notion of text, as it prepares itself to become a fragment. A lot of preparatory work is done in the wings, but as yet nothing is being performed. Whereas for Krammer Maynard performing the fragment is a matter of verbs, for Etchells, it is a matter of adverbs; here Etchells uses interchangeably the notion of performance vs. the performative. Combining working hypotheses for the various different essays that form the book, ranging in style and genre from criticism to story-telling, Etchells performs his own writing, not after rehearsal, as it were, but before it. The rule of the list, and especially the 1, 2, 3 premise lines, construes the fragment as a body ‘in waiting’ to be enacted. For instance, pondering about “performance writing”, also the title of one of the essays, Etchells probes hypothetically on what basis a text acquires its strength by performing. Here, he begins by saying that the essay addresses itself; the essay in fact doubles itself, as Etchells already addressed its arguments at a conference on performance writing, now positing it against what he imagines are the arguments of the other participants/ readers at the symposium. Thus he asks:

Which text should go first in the list? A real one or a possible one? […]

A text to be whispered by the bedside of a sleeping child.

A text to be yelled aloud by a single performer in a car parked at dawn.

A text to be left on the ansaphones of strangers. […]

I think about the text they read from, and at night sometimes in a dream of a handwritten page, I think I can see it but cannot read the words.

A text of lines from half-remembered songs.

A love letter written in binary.

A text composed of fragments. (Etchells: 1999: 98–99) 

Performative writing of Etchells’s kind has, however, a precedent in the writings of the Oulipo group, a group of intellectuals, mathema​ticians and fiction writers alike, whose aim in the 1960s was to create a literature of potentiality. This literature’s potential is to enter into combinatory relations between creativity and constraint. The Oulipians thus submitted writing to rigorous rules and calculations in order to emphasize the power of the expression as embodied in a kind of imaginative constructivism. Here too the rule of the list dominated, yet in the writings of such ‘inventors’ as Georges Perec, Marcel Bénabou, Jacques Roubaud, Raymond Queneau, and Italo Calvino, it was raised beyond its categorizing functions. In these writings, however, while the fragment is shown to inform the perfomative, it is not itself seen as ‘essentially’ performative. For the Oulipians especially, this would be a contradiction in terms, insofar as the only essence they acknowledge is the essence of words, and that words put to good use, well wrought and well constrained, can mean anything (bearing in mind that “anything” is also a word). In a collective des​cription of what potential literature is, some Oulipians, holding chairs at the Collège de Pataphysique (also known as pataphysicians
, or matemathicians working on set theory under the pseudonym of Nicolas Bourbaki) state its poetics as follows: 

[T]o create Potential Literature it is not sufficient to write “masterpieces”. The Oulipo’s ambition is both more modest and more pretentious. It resides more in the ordering of the means than in the intuition of the ends. We intend to inventory – or to invent – the procedures by which expression becomes capable of transmuting itself, solely through its verbal craft, into other more or less numerous expressions. It’s a question of deliberately provoking that which masterpieces have secondarily produced – produced into the bargain, as it were – and especially to render clear in the very treatment of words and phrases what the mysterious alchemy of masterpieces engenders in the superior spheres of aesthetic meaning and fascination. […] When this literature has become conscious and consistent, when it has generated other works, it will be possible (if hierarchies are of any interest) to distinguish between interesting and uninteresting works and, as nonpataphysicians say, between chef-d’oeuvre and pieds-d’oeuvre. (Motte, 1998: 49) 

In the realm of rhetoric, the fragment as power of expression has been explored by Diane Davis. Her work from 2000, Breaking Up [at] Totality, investigates laughter as a trope of breaking-up, disruption, discontinuity, and the fragmentary. Unlike the performative writing of Krammer Maynard and Etchells, for whom the fragment’s name is a verbal or adverbial construction, Diane Davis makes it explicit herself that her work is based on “The Pronoun Thing”. The idea of breaking up composition from a rhetorical point of view, breaking up the totality of the binary construction of dialectics, is for Davis writing in the margins of quotation: as in “I-write” to “you”, what “he” already said, yet in a different way, so that “we” can assign “it” (the fragment) a moment of its own. That is to say, without employing quotation the way Benjamin desires it, Davis uses it instrumentally, in the margins of her own text, placed there to act being incognito. But as the first and foremost function of being incognito is to observe while being unobserved, the quotations Davis uses alongside imitations of style (here more specifically the style of Avital Ronell), which she designs for the reader to see, thus usurp the text’s voice. One can contend that quotation, for Davis, is a means of silencing the text by voicing it, letting laughter take over (the reader laughs most of the time when Kant sayings, for instance, are coupled with Kant ‘studies’, à la trivia style: “Kant (1724–1804): German philosopher; big time humanist; got off on the notion of disinterested reason” (116). The point where the text is silenced by the disruptive laughter, is the point of the fragment. 

However, as much as the existence of the fragment cannot be contested in these performative writings, as the fragment is an enactment of the versatile arguments put forth, the fragment’s author​ity in terms of function is largely disregarded. And that in spite of the fact that critics make it expressively clear that they intend for the fragment to have such authority that it is able to govern all relations in the text. But there is a lot of difference between intending for the fragment to have authority and actually letting the fragment exercise that authority. Extending the question of the fragment’s agency to also including predicates, as my own research attempts, will not further our understanding of what the fragment is, unless the activity of defining grounds the concept of the fragment in a detached aesthetics, as it were. This means that one operates with shifting positions of proximity to the fragment: as soon as the concept of the fragment is identified, defining it would have to take place improperly. For example, one could begin by not taking for granted the concept of the fragment as it presents itself to itself.

Key concepts

In this book I propose a taxonomy of 10 different types of fragment which goes against the idea that a fragment: (1) only exists insofar as it originates in a ‘whole’ text, whose loss of totality is marked by such words as incomplete, inconclusive, inconsequential (for example, the text as a ruin as in the found fragments of Heraclitus); or (2) only exists as a construction whose constitution is labelled by such words as unfinished, unstable, uncountable (for example, a constructed ruin, such as an aphorism, or Coleridge’s “Kubla Khan”). 

Insofar as the fragment exhibits a manifestation of either a state of being (when the fragment simply exists as a text in its own right throughout history (meaning that the fragment is)), or a state of becoming (when the fragment becomes something else by being theorized in critical discourse), one can divide the ten types of fragment into two groups, which highlights the tension between the fragment’s manifestation of being/becoming and addresses the question of the fragment’s performativity in terms of function. I argue that the first five types, which I call coercive, consensual, redundant, repetitive and resolute, are labels which point to agency (in Part I of this work). 

The latter five types of fragments, which I call ekphrastic, epigrammatic, epigraphic, emblematic, and epitaphic point to fragments’ representational functions (Part II). 

The types of fragments in Part I, which is diachronically organized, address the question of the fragment’s historical con​stitution as being, whereas the types of fragments in Part II, which has a synchronic focus on postmodern fragments, address the question of the aesthetic difference between the fragment (form) and the frag​mentary (content), where the form/content dichotomy is interactive with the fragment’s constitution as becoming. Whereas the fragments in Part I exhibit a latent performativity, the fragments in Part II, the postmodern fragments, exhibit a manifest performativity. 

Methodologically, the book is organized according to the grid concept: along a horizontal axis I have followed chronologically instances in the construction of the fragment through the periods which are commonly identified as ancient, Romantic, modern, and postmodern (one instance of the postmodern fragment is seen against the background of the baroque). The vertical axis, which cuts across historicity, represents the poetics of the fragment, which means that this axis distinguishes between genre-labels of various fragments and transfor​mations within aesthetic systems constructed by critics. 

Specifically, Part I deals with the ancient, romantic, and modernist fragment. Beginning with the ancient period, I look at the fragments of Heraclitus, and their later reception. Insofar as no account of a specific theory of the fragment exists in the ancient period, I argue that rhetoric fulfils the function of theory. Hence, rhetoric functions as the theory of the ancient fragment. The chapter on the Romantic period emphasizes the emergence of theory on the fragment. Here I look at the Schlegelian fragments in tandem with emerging theories of interpretation. The Romantic period is significant insofar as it is a major source of influence for all subsequent theoretical discourses on the fragment. What constitutes the romantic fragment is the interaction with theory. In the chapter on the modernist period I look at the way writers (Aragon, Stein, Cioran) attempt to merge rhetoric and theory into stylistics. Practitioners of a rhetorically oriented discourse are also theorists on the fragment as style. The fragment stylistically oriented towards theory is a step toward a project of defining the fragment which is fully realized in the postmodernist period as the fragment applying to itself (i.e. is self-reflexive). 

I propose to talk about a poetics of perspective when a tension exists between the fragment’s original function (typically content focussed) and later critics’ concern with the fragment’s constitution (typically a reading of content as form, or similar re- or mislabellings). Part I then, examines the workings of this poetics of perspective in the cases where the fragment’s function is ambiguously related to the fragment’s constitution. That is to say, the fragment as text in its own right (being) has different functions from the functions attributed to the fragment in critical discourse. The main original function of the fragment as text is to explain a system behind the idea of form. Heraclitus’s fragments are an obvious example of the concern with the content of a philosophy behind the form of the fragment. Schlegel too is interested in theorizing content, although his conviction that “form is irrelevant” gains a more sophisticated significance, insofar as his theory on the fragment’s content-based poetics relies on the incorporation of form. With the modernists, the poetics of perspective comes more into focus in the sense that their concern with style as content begins to mediate between different forms of being, when the fragment is thus redundant, repetitive and resolute. The critics’ perspective on the fragment as text thus goes against the concern that these fragments themselves display (here a concern primarily with content) by the critics’ being interested primarily in form (the classic example is the classical philologists). 

Consequently the fragment passes through coercive stages (Heraclitus), where fragments coerce the readers into accepting their content, and subsequently, critics coerce the fragments into displaying incompleteness as a formal trait. The fragment also passes through consensual stages in the Romantic period, where the fragment con​sents to authorship, inasmuch as Schlegel, for example, is both a critic on the fragment and engaged in writing the fragment at the same time. In the stages rendered as redundant (Aragon), repetitive (Stein) and resolute (Cioran) the fragment’s agency is also the fragment’s function. Hence, only in perspective is the fragment’s constitution in terms of form able to relate to the fragment’s function in terms of content. For example, the fragment, which is a function in Heraclitean rhetoric and Schlegelian theory, becomes a style constitutive of its own form and function in Aragon, Stein, and Cioran. 

Part II deals with three instances in the construction of the postmodern fragment, in which the theory on the fragment is also its application. I look here at writers who write fragments as part of their discourse on theory, writers who write fragmentary fictions which contribute to the writing and developing of the theory on the fragment, and writers who write fragmentary theories which can be enacted in and as fragments. 

The fragments discussed in Part II (both as the object of critical discourse, and as an enactment of their own form in critical discourse) I propose tend towards formulating a poetics of genre. Here, genres such as ekphrasis (Taylor), the epigram (Bénabou), the epigraph (Lish, Derrida), the emblem (Ronell, Brossard), and the epitaph (Markson) mediate between the fragment’s mode of being a “fragment” (the predominant mode specific of the first five types concerned with function and constitution) and the fragment’s mode of becoming “fragmentary”. Here I try to show that the fragmentary quality is readable as a subject predicate, in our case the labels: ekphrastic, epigrammatic, epigraphic, emblematic, and epitaphic. Unlike the poetics of perspective (which relies on a tension in relation to defining the fragment according to the form/content category, or else in perspective – while the fragment is categorized as something, the fragment is not itself categorical), the poetics of genre engages with predication. I suggest that the poetics of genre deals with grounding definitions of the fragment in term-predicates which yield the for​mulation of propositions as labelling acts indicating the process whereby the fragment which is, also becomes. For instance, when I say, “the fragment is epigrammatic”, I mean to suggest that the subject predicate (in its relation to becoming; a generic function) determines both the concept of the fragment as well as the process of conceptualizing it (here in their relation to being; a formal function). In this book I employ the term “conceptualizing the fragment” as a philosophical activity which tries to establish the nature of the fragment vis-à-vis the fragment’s constitution as a matter of form/content, the essence of the fragment vis-à-vis the names that the fragment assumes, such as ruin, for ex., and the universality of the fragment vis-à-vis the functions of the fragment when it determines a category, such as genre. However, whereas critics’ “concept​ualization” of the fragment is in most cases an activity of putting the fragment’s nature in a relation to form, my own “conceptualization” of the fragment in most cases is an attempt at putting the fragment’s nature in a relation to function. 
Contribution to the field

The common ground shared by the poetics of perspective and the poetics of genre is thus the form/content dichotomy. This dichotomy relates to the static mode of being of the fragment and the active mode of becoming of the fragment by intersecting perspective and genre, thus engaging all ten types of fragments in exhibiting performativity. My main contribution to the studies on the fragment is the proposition that performativity is best understood within the intersection of the poetics of perspective and poetics of genre. In the intersecting mode the fragment’s function as a text in its own right is marked within history and typology (the first 5 types indicate that critics are engaged in offering a chronological typology of the fragment in its own right, being), whereas the fragment’s function in critical discourse is marked within theory and aesthetics (the latter 5 types indicate critics’ activity with turning the fragment as a text in its own right into a manifestation of their own fragmentary writing). Thus, unlike the poetics of per​spective whose dominant function is typology – in the sense that once the fragment is catalogued it remains in its static form without necessarily being able to become anything other than a function – the poetics of genre, whose dominant function is aesthetic, exhibits an ability to also incorporate in its processes of becoming the form of being. The main point here, however, is that while the poetics of genre closes the circle on perspective, it cannot exist outside perspective. This indicates furthermore that the poetics of the fragment in both groups is a result of intersection. Perspective follows the form of the ellipsis (content), and intersects with the gaps of genre (form). 

The book ends with a consideration of the poetics of the fragment which is defined by the fragment’s tendency to always go back to the question that indirectly addresses its status as a text. Within this framework the fragment proves its universality insofar as it proposes new perspectives. The fragment’s poetics is the poetics of perspective, the fragment’s manifestations through history is a perspective of poetics, hence the fragment genre.
The key concepts I employ throughout my work stand as the names of ten different types of performative fragments. These concepts thus render my taxonomy, which I here summarize briefly in accordance to how they fall into chapters: 

The Coercive Fragment 

This chapter begins as an exploration of where the fragment begins. Here the assumption is that insofar as there is consensus as to the fragment’s existence in one form or another – in criticism on classical fragments, however, most often as a detachment from a supposedly lost whole – the fragment is performative at the point where it anticipates, as it were, the responses regarding its ‘place’: as a subclass of a genre which is identified as the incomplete text. The argument here relies primarily on the example of the Heraclitean fragments to exercise a coercive force as far as reception goes. That is to say, the reception of the Heraclitean fragments itself puts emphasis on the key concept of coercion which distinguishes between the historical context that has the fragment in a subordinate position, and the poetic context which places the fragment in a primary position. When, as a result of this reception, the fragment is freed from the text/context constraint, it enters a pluridimensional relation in which Heraclitus, for instance, becomes the key figure that informs the construction of the ancient fragment in the image of a universal antiquity. Heraclitean coercion becomes the extension of the imagin-ation of Heraclitean scholars. 

In this chapter I do not presume to undertake a full classical scholarly investigation into the Heraclitean fragments, their significance and problems with translations. I mainly focus on the existence of a set of Heraclitean fragments and consider how far the concept of a fragment dictates a particular way of understanding the nature of Heraclitus’s teachings and methods. 

The Consensual Fragment

This chapter investigates the relationship between coercion and consent. A self-evident premise here would be to say that where there is coercion, the coercer expects consent to follow. Partly true. The other half of the truth, however, is more interesting. If the fragment begins in a paradox, with the fragment coercing writers into the direction of formulating a poetics they are not even aware of formulating, the fragment indirectly consents to authorship. My primary example here draws on the poetics of the German romantics, Schlegel in particular, whose philosophy and classical scholarship led him to invent a situation in which the fragment does precisely that: it consents to letting itself be stretched to infinity and engages on a path of “forever becoming”. I define consent here as a manifestation of different forms of interpretation. To Schlegel’s theory of fragment​ation I oppose his theory of the fragment as a way of consenting to a difference between the logic of time (forever) and the logic of poetics (forever becoming). The consensual fragment is the fragment which operates between these two categories: forever and forever becoming. Insofar as consenting is itself a performative verb, I argue that the consensual fragment eludes polarities between the fragment and the fragmentary and enters a relation which makes defining redundant in relation to categorizing, such as, what kind of a fragment is the forever, or future fragment? 

The Redundant, Repetitive, and Resolute Fragment 

This chapter emphasizes three stages in modernist writing exemplified in the works of Louis Aragon, Gertrud Stein, and Emil Cioran. The key concept of potentiality constitutes the performativity of redundant, repetitive, and resolute fragments. The assumption here is that totality is not merely disrupted by fragmentation, or breakage, but by incompatibility. The argument is that the modernists I have chosen to look at display a concern with having the fragment mean something, yet they do so against a background of questioning whether having the fragment mean anything at all is even relevant. Addressing this question is a way of making the distinction between the fragment (form/content) and the fragmentary (style) explicit. By the same token, however, one asks: does it make any difference to have a difference between the two modes of conception? Whereas re​dundancy acts as a premise for these questions, repetition acts as an argument with a view to enforcing the idea that resoluteness is an imperative underlying any activity of defining. What is seen as a potential is also its enactment, namely that any investigation of the formal features of the fragment is also an investigation into the fragment’s essence, if there is any. To this extent the modernists follow in the footsteps of the Romantics, for whom the totality of the fragment is its essential incompleteness. But whereas for Schlegel, consent is a way of performing the achievement of the fragment’s ‘futuricity’, for modernists, coercion and consent taken together are aspects of redundancy, repetition, and resoluteness. 

The Ekphrastic Fragment 

This chapter begins the book’s Part II and links postmodern writing to its baroque correlative. The premise here is that a dictum such as Mark Taylor’s, “Form is content” enacts the condition for the possibility of the ekphrastic fragment to embody the discourse on the fragment and the way it is imagined; ekphrasis here is the verbal representation of the fragment’s graphic (hence visual) representation. The key concepts informing the ekphrastic fragment’s performativity is imagination, to which I return, and trace. Looking in detail at Taylor’s work, Deconstructing Theology, I distinguish between three forms of ekphrastic fragments each aiming at imagining and tracing such baroque manifestations in postmodern writings as the fold, the syllogism, and the portrait. 

Insofar as I have not dedicated a separate section to the baroque construction of the fragment as such – other than through Taylor’s work – I summarize here briefly a few guiding points, as they also occur in the subsequent section. What is common to both periods, is the fact that they emerge against the background of what precedes them. At the same time, however, they assimilate this background, evaluate it, reconsider it, and ultimately rewrite it. Consequently, both the baroque and the postmodern share a concern with re-writing the background with which they coexist. My argument thus follows the assumption that whereas the baroque is a history of forms, the postmodern is a theory of forms. In the case of the baroque, we see a clear break with what characterizes the renaissance: most specifically linearity, the importance of surface, unity, coherence, symmetry, closeness, clarity in form. Almost invariably the baroque constitutes itself at the opposite pole: it concerns itself with multiplicity, the importance of depth, perspective, openness, and obscurity in form. What is at stake however is a paradox: the baroque does not constitute itself merely as the opposite of the renaissance mode, but incorporates all the latter’s elements and ultimately uses them to its own ends. Hence its taste for the excessive. 

Similarly, the postmodern breaks with every traditional mode of representation, yet while breaking the tradition it also engages in defining this tradition’s characteristics. The first step that the post​modern takes is in the direction of naming the very tradition it wants to renounce, yet naming it according to its own undefined context. The result is an embellished programme in the same way that the baroque is. They both share a taste for mixing, palimpsesting, hybridization and discontinuity. In other words, the ambiguities of definition are core issues for both the baroque and the postmodern. In this sense, it can be said that where the baroque ‘fragments’ the discourse of representation, the postmodern ‘signs in’. What attracts the postmodern to the baroque discourse is the fact that the baroque never fully engages in explaining itself, either as a period or an aesthetic program.

The postmodern develops this idea a step further, and advocates, in a manner which conflates issues of form and content, that representation is more important than any question of meaning. If resistance to self-explanation is what characterizes the baroque mode, the trait of the postmodern is to represent itself relentlessly as a series of abstractions. In this sense the baroque’s flair for the dramatic – which can be said to be dependent on the re-constitution of the fragment – culminates in the postmodern’s fondness of the meditative and circular induced by the same contemplation of the necessary fragment. The fragment then is a condition for the possibility of actualizing or realizing a discourse that presents itself as aesthetic. Rather than tell stories, both the baroque and the postmodern incorporate fragments of incidents and events into imagistic structures that further serve as a means for testing claims to reality. 

The Epigrammatic, Epigraphic, and Emblematic Fragment

This chapter sustains the focus on the ekphrastic performative fragment and its dealings with tracing frameworks of authorship. My attempt here is to disclose more explicitly whether the fragment single-handedly, as it were, can represent three stages in deconstructive thinking, which I identify as mise-en-scène via the epigram, where writing itself is featured as performance (here exemplified in the work of Marcel Bénabou); mise-en-abyme via the epigraph, where writing is enacted by paratexts (Lish, Derrida); and mise-en-abyme-éclatée via the emblem, as the meta-level of deconstruction – with writing in the imaginary Schlegelian position, the stop on the way to infinity – voiding the text out of its claims (the representative examples draw on the work of Avital Ronell and Nicole Brossard). The argument here is that the fragment assumes the characteristic of an event, and thus exceeds performativity. 

The Epitaphic Fragment

As the name suggests, this chapter deals with the fragment as the event that puts performativity to rest. However, insofar as the role of the epitaph is to perform, in a way, the last rites, the claim is that, as a fragment, the epitaph is the only voice that saves the ‘complete’ text’s words. The fragment here re-inscribes its performativity as a corpus of texts en assemblage. Examples range from Hartman’s wish, not to save the text, but words, through Shakespeare’s play Titus Andronicus, to David Markson’s gathering of facts about the text so that he can write a proper obituary. I let the funeral cortege follow its course here. 

Without any claims to authenticity, I like to believe that the fragment which passes through the stages described above, originates in the originality of words themselves. The fragment is. I pass.

Part I

The Coercive Fragment
Notes for an Epigram

Heraclitus, whose work comes down to us in tatters,

Mere fragments preserved in the works of other authors,

Is said to have believed that there is no truth

But yields, sufficiently considered, to broader definition;

And thus the entire history of Western Thought,

That elaborate edifice assembled brick by brick,

That symmetrical and heavily-fortified construct

Founded finally on air, might be said to be

A refutation of the empirical relativism of Heraclitus,

Though today’s Analytical Philosophy say something very like.

 Oh most fortunate Heraclitus! Of whose wisdom

The pearls alone are remembered, and who now,

After some reflection, even appears to be right.

– George Bradley

But Heraclitus will remain eternally right with his assertion that being is an empty fiction. The “apparent” world is the only one: the “true” world is merely added by a lie. 

– Friedrich Nietzsche
I too philosophize sometimes. Standing on the bridge and leaning over the river Vistula, I spit in its waves now and then, thinking: “Panta rhei”.

– Stanislaw Jerzy Lec
Fragments begin somewhere. The present-day construction of the ancient fragment begins as a coercive force which divides the dis​course on the fragment between the different views held by the philologist, the philosopher, the fiction writer, and the literary critic. The fragments coerce the critics as readers into accepting their con​tent, and subsequently, the critics as writers coerce the fragments into displaying incompleteness as a formal trait. Whereas the philologist’s concern is with establishing to what extent a found text, which the philologist names as fragment, can be restored to a presupposed whole from which the fragment has been coerced into detachment, the philosopher’s concern is directed towards accounting for the form of the fragment in itself, without, however, naming the fragment according to its own constitution. The philosopher’s aim is somewhat similar to the philologist’s, inasmuch as they share a concern with restoring the form of the fragment to a larger and abstract picture, which for the philosopher, however, explains the difference between categories such as completeness and incomplete​ness. The fiction writer tends to either incorporate or let the form of the fragment inform his writing without much regard for what defines the fragment (shortly we shall see an example of this practice in Davenport). The literary critic, on the other hand, displays a more sensitive concern with what exactly defines the form of the fragment, insofar as it exists, than the other three. Whereas the first two positions share an interest in the creation process whereby the form of the fragment discloses something about textual origins, the latter two are guided by imagination which represents the question of origin as textual beginnings. 

My own concern here is to investigate to what extent we can assume that a fragment is, i.e. has a constitution of its own. Where does the fragment begin, with what, and as what? The legitimacy of these questions lies in the fact that while there is consensus about the existence of such a thing as a fragment, the existent definitions of the fragment differ greatly. Where the fragment begins, what form it assumes and what function it fulfils, are questions which almost always are taken for granted in the sense that the fragment as a concept in itself is hardly ever regarded according to its own constitution. For example, if the fragment is believed to have belonged to a whole, then obviously it can be defined as one defines a ruin. If the fragment’s form is questioned in terms of attributes that render it complete or incomplete, then the fragment goes by the name of aphorism in the first case, and a fragmentary thought – at best – in the second case. According to these critical views, held by both philo​logists and philosophers, before one begins any substantial account of the fragment, the fragment already produces an end to this account. Now, while the critical account may be ended with views positing metaphorical relations in which the fragment is “a ruin” or metonymic relations in which the fragment is “romantic”, “modern”, or “post​modern”, the fragment that does not belong anywhere – yet is always made to belong – produces an account of its own constitution as a moment of beginning, when the fragment is a fragment, i.e. when the fragment calls attention to its own mode of existence independent of text or context. 

Without making any claims as to the essence of the fragment, I suggest that the coercive force of the fragment is exercised by the fragment itself the moment the fragment in critical discourse is made to enter a relation which only explains it externally. The coercive force of the fragment is the catalyst which shapes the form of the fragment in the imagination of critics. While the significance and relevance of each of the four discourses on the fragment cannot be contested, exploring their range of questioning may disclose to what extent the fragment can be thought of, not only in terms of its function or in terms of the attributes that help fixate its fleeting nature, but also in terms of a generative force, as a catalyst that would distinguish between the fragment as a genre and the fragment as a mode of discourse. 

Without thinking of the fragment’s essence as an effect (which is an impossibility if we follow Derrida’s thoughts in the essay “The Law of Genre”), then, if the fragment begins somewhere and asserts an existence, I would like to think that it begins in imagination. I think of imagination here not only in general terms as a series of mental cognitive acts, but specifically as the act which distinguishes between states of being (real) and processes of becoming (imagined). Ima​gination emphasizes an act of thinking in its potential to become knowledge. Imagination is, however, equally unstable as the nature of the fragment is, insofar as it goes ahead of systematic thinking and thus precedes both cause and effect, as in the case where imagination mediates interchangeably between elements of knowledge and the discovery of knowledge. Put more simply: what one does not know, one can imagine that one does know. 

Locating where the fragment begins – yet not as critics have previously done, either as a part (for instance “a ruin”, a label denot​ing a real state), or as a concept (“completeness”/“incomplete​ness”, a label denoting states generated in the imagination of critics), but rather as a force (denoting states, both real and imagined) – may disclose a textual phenomenon that can be identified as a performative form which is more than appearance, semblance, genre, or mode. The fragment which is not an effect is a coercive fragment. 

I begin with a look at the poetics of the fragment in Heraclitus as rendered by the philologist, the philosopher, the fiction writer, and the literary critic. Heraclitus’s fragments are an example of the kind of text which, on the one hand, is a guide to what grounds the idea of a (‘whole’) text, while exploring whether the text has a conceptual essence or not (such as whether it is a part or a whole). On the other hand, Heraclitus’s fragments are an illustration of the possibility to assign to the fragment itself an existence of its own and an ability to perform what defines it. The four positions express either the guiding or the grounding function of Heraclitus’s fragments for their respective (world/text) views, all stemming from the assumption that the fragment is never itself, but either a text (of philological interest), a context (of philosophical interest), a history (of critical interest), or a story (of literary interest). 

My argument is that the construction of the fragment as fragment begins in fact as an interrelation between these four positions, conditioned by a compelling force which is guiding and grounding at the same time. The concept of the fragment does not begin as a force which is logically grounded in the idea of a totality, rather, it is guided by the imagination that is able to posit the fragment either as a manifestation of something whole, an incomplete whole, or a com​plete whole, or else as a manifestation of form which is neither complete nor incomplete, but a passage through the perspectives suggested above. 

My aim at this point is not to make recourse to labels which merely have the fragment function as a ‘whole’ text’s mirror or as an attribute of history. Rather, I want to look at the fragment as a force which evolves a coercive form that makes creation a process of the imagination, and imagination a process concerned with defining words of knowing: knowing how and what to define is a function of the fragment’s self-sufficiency. As such, the fragment indicates the stage where imagination takes over the language games (in the Wittgensteinian sense) of philosophers and philologists alike when they are engaged in declaring “this is that” before first taking into account that form is not content. Imagination takes over fiction writers and literary critics as well when these seem to declare the opposite, namely that form is content
. The coercive fragment, while mediating between these four positions, performs their statements in the same way a force is able to evolve a form. 

The Book of Fragments

“Knowledge is not intelligence”
. Or so it is believed Heraclitus said in one of the fragments one knows one can attribute to Heraclitus. What one cannot establish via philological investigation, one puts imaginatively in a paraphrase. It is the division between investigation and paraphrase that makes critics disagree to this day, about what can be termed a fragment, quotation, a paraphrase, a thought. Among philologists, here particularly the Heraclitean scholars, there is disagreement about what exactly is found of Heraclitus’s writings. Heraclitus, the philosopher from Ephesus who wrote around 500 B.C. is believed by some critics to have written a book, of which what is left is about 120 fragments. Other scholars point to the fact that there is no evidence to support the idea that Heraclitus wrote a book. According to the latter ones Heraclitus wrote aphorisms which survived in other writings as quotations. However, neither assumption is clear-cut, as the following examples illustrate
. 

If we take first Charles Kahn’s study, The Art and Thought of Heraclitus (1979), which begins with his acceptance that “Heraclitus is said to have deposited his book as a dedication in the temple of Artemis, where the general public would not have access to it” (Kahn, 1979: 2), we further note how Heraclitus’s ‘book’ grows out of Kahn’s arguments on intentionality. The book materializes itself as such as a matter of consequence generated by the existence of the fragments. That is to say, the fragments here are seen as coercive catalysts that induce intentionality, as if to support the argument that since what we have left of Heraclitus is fragments, Heraclitus then must have written a book. When a sound conclusion cannot be deduced via syllogistic reasoning insofar as the assumption is potentially wrong, induction is used as the major premise for intentionality. An example of this situation is given in the way concepts are defined by Kahn. Interestingly enough, however, while Kahn provides no definition of the book – posited against what we now take a book to be – he does provide a definition of the ‘fragment’: “I give here as a ‘fragment’ every ancient citation or report that seems to provide information about the content of Heraclitus’s book not otherwise available” (25). T.M. Robinson presents a different view in his Heraclitus (1987): 

Whether Heraclitus wrote a single treatise, and whether, if he did, he entitled it ‘On nature’ […] is disputed. Fragment 1 certainly reads like the introduction to a fairly formal treatise; individual sayings, by contrast, […] suggest an apophtheg​matic, not to say hierophantic, manner of communication far removed from the treatise-form. One obvious possibility is that his ‘book’ […] for which he be​came famous after his death, was a collection of his most trenchant sayings pre​faced by one in particular that reads remarkably like a general introduction, put together either by himself or by one or more admirers. (Robinson, 1987: 3–4) 

There is a third group of scholars who adopt an even more skeptical stance and claim that there is no evidence for either case, thus saying that while Heraclitus may have written a book, he also may not have. G.S. Kirk’s study, Heraclitus – The Cosmic Fragments (1970) posits such ‘careful’ assertions: 

It is possible that Heraclitus wrote no book, at least in our sense of the word. The fragments, or many of them, have the appearance of being isolated statements […] many of the collecting particles they contain belong to later sources. In or perhaps shortly after Heraclitus’ lifetime a collection of these sayings was made, conceivably by a pupil. This was the ‘book’: originally Heraclitus’ utterances had been oral, and so were put into an easily memorable form. The generally ascribed title ‘On Nature’ means nothing: this was a standard title […] Of course it cannot be proved that Heraclitus wrote a book, or that he did not. (Kirk, 1970: 7) 

To the Heraclitean scholar, my examples may seem overtly simplified and the discussion of the book vs. fragments obsolete. But whether one reads works such as Catherine Osborne’s Rethinking Early Greek Philosophy (1987) – which distinguishes between direct quotations of the Presocratics (ipsissima verba) and testimonia (doxographic or otherwise) – or Jan Mueller’s response to Osborne’s goal to develop a non-fragment based methodology for the reading of the Presocratic sources, one is none the wiser when it comes to the question of the different criteria that constitute the concept of the book in classical scholarship. Recent criticism in the area rejects the idea that one should identify Heraclitus’s writings in terms of one’s own logocentric tradition. In her essay, “Heraclitus: The Postmodern Pre-socratic?” (1991), Joanne Waugh makes important points to sustain the argument that Heraclitus’s writings are anything but metaphysical. This view which has already been posited by Heidegger, albeit as a strong “misreading” of Heraclitus, says Waugh, puts forth the idea that Heraclitus’s writings are not conceived as answers to “as yet unasked Socratic questions” (Waugh, 1991: 613). They follow, on the contrary, an oral poetic performative tradition, which at the time was not even known to distinguish between philosophy and literature. Consequently Waugh writes: 

We must be careful not to assume that Heraclitus’ style was merely a concession to audience expectation he must make in order to “publish” his philosophical or metaphysical musings, unless we are also willing to assume, despite evidence to the contrary, that we are by nature metaphysical animals. Nor should we assume that Heraclitus’ “fragments” are fragments from longer sentences constituting paragraphs of sustained philosophical prose, i.e., a “book”, an assumption that comes so easily to one from a literate logocentric tradition that he or she is apt to forget that this notion needs argument and cannot be simply assumed. (613) 

My own concern is not to establish whether Heraclitus wrote fragments or not, nor to undertake a hard-core philological study, but to investigate to what extent we can identify some specific traits in the scholarly construction of the fragment which is, (a constructed ruin) and the characteristics that make it contingent on the manner the fragment is accepted to be (a ruin as such). I suggest that where the classical scholars are concerned, the fragment’s existence is based on coercive predication. That is, defining Heraclitus’s philosophical enterprise is directly linked to questioning the naming of the form in which Heraclitus’s writings materialize. If Heraclitus wrote fragments as fragments, then they go by the name of sayings, aphorisms, or mysticism. If however, Heraclitus wrote a book, the fragments that are left of it are named by scholars according to their constituting nature, that is, cosmic, anthropocentric (Kirk), and so on. Conversely, if one is interested in accepting the possibility that Heraclitus wrote intended fragments, the fragment then can be said to operate in the same manner coercion does, at least on the thematic level. Insofar as the status of Heraclitus’s writings is still undecidable, I propose that the fragment as a form which subordinates that kind of undecidability (intentional vs. unintentional) can be compared to the stages in coercion which begin and end as hypotheses, yet always hover in a state of potential demonstration. For instance, we can compare what the philosopher Robert Nozik says about coercion to the questions that the philologists grapple with when they take the issue of the fragment in Heraclitus as their target, while deciding, however, not to regard the fragment’s nature. Says Nozik: 

Writers on coercion have puzzled over why it is important whether another person intentionally directs your behaviour in a certain direction. What is the difference, they wonder, between being kept inside a house by a lightning storm or by another person’s playing with electricity outside your home, or by another person’s threat to electrocute you if you leave the house. When the probabilities of electric shock are equal in the three situations, isn’t one equally coerced in all three? Whether an act is yours, though, depends upon whose will is operating. (Nozik, 1981: 49) 

The disagreement as to how much significance the form of the fragment has in relation to what it says is due to two situations: either the fragment is perceived as the menacing storm, which keeps the discussion about the book as a total inside the house, as it were, or else the fragment is seen as the object coerced into confinement: if the house rules, the fragment will be constituted according to the those rules. The fragment that strikes you (reader effect) is arresting insofar as it does not allow for any meta-discourse on its form, for the fragment as lightning does not follow any consequential logic. Rather, it goes ahead of any rules, including what characterizes the nature of a ‘whole’ text, and like the Heraclitean fragment it is neither metaphysical, nor cosmic, nor anthropological (thematic levels), but surprising and (other)wise. 

The fragment which is confined to the limits of a book, and whose character one cannot decide upon, exhibits an equally coercive force, insofar as it can pass as quotation. The coercive fragment presupposes that the activity of quoting – which brings fragments alive by performing them, as a play can perform another play within itself – is an activity which operates the will of the writer who imagines himself coerced into Nozik’s three possibilities of getting struck, in our case, by what one takes to be either a Heraclitean fragment (according to the philologists and philosophers), or a Hera​clitean fragment story (according to fiction writers and literary critics). 

Forms, Frames, Forces

A first glance at the Heraclitean scholarship shows that those who go in favour of a Heraclitean book are looking for coherence and cohesion in what they take to be a total Heraclitean oeuvre or doctrine, while those who go in favour of the aphorisms tend to be more interested in the fragments as such, thus offering commentaries on each individual instance independent of context. Consequently, one may infer that for some critics what is left of Heraclitus are unintended fragments, while for some others, Heraclitus wrote intended fragments. While this may be a crude division – given the philologists’ painstaking attention to detail which includes the question of intentionality in either case – it is interesting to see how commentary and interpretation are two conflated modes of writing that intersect each other at the point where defining becomes an exigency. While there is consensus as to such a thing as a fragment, when the fragment is ancient, it is thus defined without making recourse to its properties, especially in light of the fact that the fragment is almost always regarded in relation to a lost whole. 

Most Heraclitean monographs follow the same principle: first there is an account of the existence of the fragments (just how many exactly), then a translation (where the critic brings his own contribution), followed by a commentary, and ancient testimonia. When one looks at the multifarious number of translations, one cannot fail to wonder how much of the critic’s own contribution, in terms of their having to supply missing words and so forth, is at work in the shaping of the incomplete text. These scholars are concerned with creating coherence in the text according to some concordance with other possible situations and correspondence with a specific historical context, or influence. Other scholars offer a more ad literam translation, leaving the incomplete text to itself as it were, where the fragments make sense in a different order of ideas. Here, the incomplete text may easily be regarded as a complete fragment, whenever the syntax allows for non-ambiguity. These scholars are thus more concerned with what the form itself says, even when it appears to make no sense. That is, they allow for the possibility that while the text may make sense syntactically, it may not necessarily do so semantically. 

In lieu of the lacking definitions of the form of the fragment and its significance for the question of intentionality – such as, whether Heraclitus meant to write intended fragments, or not – scholars have been urged on by what has been perceived as obscure in Heraclitus’s work to divide, arrange, distribute, emphasize, invent the fragments according to different themes (mainly the concern of philologists) relevant for some given contexts (the concern of philosophers). For instance, fire in Heraclitus has been a main source, interpretations ranging from seeing fire as the originator of all things, to seeing it as the mediator between the dead and the living, or an emblem of agency deciding a people’s fate. 

Everything seems to have been considered, from the cosmic and anthropocentric fragments, dealing either with logos, the world as a whole, or man (Kirk), political, or theological fragments (Diogenes Laertius) dealing with rituals and myths, to a consideration of the Heraclitean “Logos” to simply mean “putting two and two together” (Benardete). The interesting argument of the latter consideration revolves around the idea that while putting two and two together may seem like a purely logical exercise, in Heraclitus’s scheme, one puts two and two together in order to formulate a problem whose solution opens a realm of paradoxes, in Heraclitus’s case, of ontological character. Philip Wheelwright argues in his work, The Presocratics, that Heraclitus’s concern with knowledge and its object discloses a deeper concern with the inescapability of truth. Inescapable truth as logos manifests a series of paradoxes and plurisignations that circumscribe a specific epistemological ontology. As he comments on the fragment 124: 

‘Even sleepers are workers and collaborators’ without knowing it: that is to say, they are an inevitable part of the universe no less than the awakened ones. And yet fragments 14, 15, and 16 show plainly enough where Heraclitus’ allegiance lies – not, certainly, on the side of those who sleep. Hence the inevitability of the paradox: neither side of it can be abandoned, because each side expresses an inescapable truth, and the two opposed insights cannot be fitted into a neat conceptual package without dismissing or distorting one or the other of them. The paradox is thus ontological. (Wheelwright, 1997: 67) 

Thus, two plus two in Heraclitus is equated with the posing of a problem which in turn poses another problem, solving a solution instead of a problem. In other words, Heraclitus makes sense even when he does not, by making redundant, as it were, pure nonsense insofar as it is contained by common (non)sense. 

Seth Benardete proposes a similar roundabout way of simpli​fying ‘obscuring’ matters, categories, and nomenclature as a response to scholars who see “logos” in Heraclitus as an all-encompassing world of the mind. For this world is also the cosmic world which needs to put together mind, man, and itself in a circuit that makes explicit categories such as Heraclitus’s opposites, the panta rhei state of fire and flux, thinking and doing, and above all, saying. The cosmic world which expresses needs is perhaps what inspired Heidegger’s thought that to be is to “be in time” with the horizon of perception dictating the meaning of ‘saying’, which is similar to the situation in which the fragment is insofar as it has already been declared that: a fragment of logos, with logos dictating the form of all things, including saying. Here, Benardete exemplifies the Heraclitean logos not by translating it to mean either an account, a saying, speech, discourse, reason, principle, explanation, or report, but by translating it into a situation which renders saying as naming via making demonstratives declarative, as in “this is that”: 

Heraclitus’ logos consists of discrimination and communication […] In making its discriminations, logos separates each thing from every other; in making a communication it collects or combines and declares this is that. In putting together and making it common and rational, it is also making it common to everyone; but it does not become common to anyone unless someone puts together what it has already put together. The publication of the logos does not alter its seeming unintelligibility.  (Benardete, 2000:  616) 

Heraclitus’s logos is thus, above all, declarative. A look at a couple of examples of the different ways of translating the Heraclitean logos can illustrate an oblique point, yet an important one for the relationship between the fragment and imagination. One can even assert that the choice one makes when translating is directly linked to the choice one makes in defining the fragment. Consequently, one can contend that the fragment is a fragment to the same extent that Logos is Logos, in other words, untranslatable, undefinable, and without an essence. But this is precisely what puzzles scholars when they ponder on Heraclitus’s seeing connections between opposites – such as, day and night, sleep and vigilance – by means of saying that the truth of these opposites is both inescapable and intractable. It is in this divide that Heraclitus’s philosophy discloses a fundamental conceptualization of the fragment, insofar as his method follows the oral performance of the oracle at Delphi, which par excellence sees what it says, and uses the form of the fragment to grant evidence for its justifications which contain the formula: “this is that”
. At this point the philologists cannot dismiss the fact that the question of the fragment is directly related to the question of text(uality) which manifests itself as a matter of style, here, oral performance that is contingent on tradition (if it were a genre it would depend not on the voice of tradition but on the voice of the text itself). The fragment, then, for philologists, is a question of genre, not of definition. 

Logging on to Logos

Heraclitus’s fragment which follows the formula of naming is rendered obscure by some translators, while others see it as a key to unlocking the obscure. Obscurity is however never unlocked but turned into a coercive coefficient of the fragment, indicating its degree of ‘existence’, or to what extent a fragment is a fragment, to what extent ‘this becomes that’, so that ultimately ‘this is that’. That is to say, Heraclitus’s obscurity is seen in this equation as a moment in the imagination which is translated, both into, and as definition. It is here that translators differ: some distinguish between translating into as different from translating as, while others mix the two levels and thus posit translation itself as a fragment, a coercive moment. My suggestion is that the attraction to Heraclitus lies in the perception of coercion as a moment of imagination. 

At the other pole, where fiction writers and literary critics are concerned, the fragment which is coercive is the fragment which they cannot escape. For them, the coercive fragment is a fragment whose provenance or origin is not always of relevance, insofar as it generates itself always as others’ writings. Quoting, for instance, has not only paratextual functions, such as perhaps to signal the degree of informativity and therefore superiority in one’s writings insofar as the aim is to produce a convincing argument, but is also a moment of representation in which another’s thought supplements, not one’s thinking, but one’s imagination. Robert Nozik rocks the philologist’s and the philosopher’s boat when he asserts that philosophical investi​gation is carried on as a “coercive activity” (Nozik, 1981: 4), sug​gesting that coercion as such is argumentation which relies on fragments. 

One cannot arrive at a description, let alone an explanation or clarification of a thinker’s unifying thought without first coming to grips with the different layers of fragments which constitute the thought precisely as a whole, whether unified or not. For instance, any scholarly book taken at random is likely to discuss the Heraclitean fragments for their intrinsic paradoxical value as an act of coercion to which is assigned an aesthetic value beyond discourse, whether one’s own, Heraclitus’s, or both. In this sense, coercion does not simply mean forcing, as most definitions posit it, such as, for instance, Paisley Livingston’s, who follows Nozik: “Coercion occurs when the recognition of a credible threat leads someone to make a choice that he or she would not otherwise have made, e.g. not doing something that would otherwise have been done”; for Livingston coercion also being “a matter of degree” (Livingston, 1998: 5–6). Coercion as a literary device, I suggest, goes beyond being either an act of threat or a convincingly argued activity forcing others to consent. Coercion, the way fragments are capable of performing it, means putting a writer on someone else’s track. 

The coercive fragment is an act of the imagination which works retrospectively to show the unworkability of ‘knowing’ what a whole, or a total text means. Here writers of Heraclitean stories, with Hera​clitus as a protagonist (Guy Davenport), differ significantly, both from writers who employ Heraclitean fragments in their writings (notably the 19th century philosophers from Schopenhauer to Nietzs​che), and translators alike (Davenport is also an exponent hereof). Whereas Davenport, the fiction writer, uses the manifestations of the coercive fragment to show the Heraclitean themes, such as flux, in performance first hand – with Herakleitos, the protagonist, philosophizing while dancing and drinking hot red wine to suggest that one philosophizes ‘truly’ only when one does not intend to do so – Davenport, the translator, lets Heraclitus coerce writing into fragments as they appear to be, namely modes of philosophy which can only be thought of as fiction. For Nietzsche, the Heraclitean coercive fragment manifests itself in the hammering on one’s aesthetic will, so that one’s imagination will resonate and reverberate in ways beyond one’s head. Thus, one begins to sing according to a specific Heraclitean tune; Nietzsche’s idols are “touched […] with a hammer as with a tuning fork” (Nietzsche, 1954: 466), and dance out of the ‘true’ world whose whole(y)ness is but a lie. The fragment which appears to be a text, for lack of better definitions, is thus the ‘only’ text. In other words, the fragment is the only text which allows for the thinking of “that which can be thought”. (Heidegger) The coercive nature of the fragment manifests a collapsing of what is true and what is apparent, what is complete and what is incomplete into self-sufficiency. There is thus a difference between the fragment’s autonomy in its state of being and the fragment’s heteronomous construction by the critics associated with becoming. 

Davenport’s story, Herakleitos, puts into perspective both the fragment that is external to thinking about the fragment, and the fragment which forces thinking in the direction of its own construction; here Davenport conflates the views held by his counterparts, which seems to suggest this: it is in the imagination that the fragment belongs nowhere
. The imaginary Herakleitos is an architectonic reconstruction of the ruins of the real Heraclitus whose thinking is essentially a kind of joint, a part, “the point at which a force co-operates with its opposite” (Davenport, 1997: 115). The fragment thus coerces the whole. 

Coercion for translators also takes on a different slant, as it is conditioned by the need to identify concepts according to their own constitution. This identification however is not always a purely linguistic act, thus still requiring an appeal to imagination. Examples abound. A brief look at the contemporary scholarship of Kirk, Kahn, Robinson, and Davenport illustrates how coercion manifests itself in what all scholars take to be the first Heraclitean fragment which also contains what can be perceived as the first and foremost Heraclitean concept, the “logos”: 

Of the Logos which is as I describe it men always prove to be uncomprehending, both before they have heard it and when once they have heard it. For although all things happen according to this Logos, they [men] are like people of no experience, even when they experience such words and deeds as I explain, when I distinguish each thing according to its constitution and declare how it is; but the rest of men fail to notice what they do after they wake up just as they forget what they do when asleep. (Kirk, 1970: 33) 

Although this account holds forever, men ever fail to comprehend, both before hearing it and once they have heard. Although all things come to pass in accordance with this account, men are like the untried when they try such words and works as I set forth, distinguishing each according to its nature and telling how it is. But other men are oblivious of what they do awake, just as they are forgetful of what they do asleep. (Kahn, 1979: 29) 

But of this account, which holds forever, people forever prove uncompre​hending, both before they have heard it and when once they have heard it. For, although all things happen in accordance with this account, they are like people without experience when they experience words and deeds as I set forth, distinguishing <as I do> each thing according it <its> real constitution, ie, pointing out how it is. The rest of mankind, however, fail to be aware of what they do after they wake up just as they forget what they do while asleep. (Robinson, 1987: 11) 

The Logos is eternal

but men have not heard it

and men have heard it and not understood.

Through the Logos all things are understood

yet men do not understand

as you shall see when you put acts and words to the test

I am going to propose:

One must talk about everything according to its nature,

how it comes to be and how it grows.

Men have talked about the world without paying attention

to the world or to their minds,

as if they were asleep or absent-minded. (Davenport, 1995: 158) 

It is interesting to note how the perception of one word changes the perception of the text itself as well as its form. Kirk and Davenport agree that Logos is Logos, though Logos for Davenport is made ‘obscurely’ concrete by the modifier “eternal”, while Kirk’s Logos finds itself in a state of abstractness dependable upon a description in a state of potentiality. Kahn and Robinson desire themselves to be in a state of total concreteness, which they achieve, but at the expense of style. Logos as “account” sounds extremely odd and prefabricated. Logos translated as “account” clashes with the Heraclitean view of language, as one is unable to pose the question: an account of what, given the fluidity of things for which there can be no account. A similar view is proposed by David Stern who traces similarities between the river image in Heraclitus and Wittgenstein, saying: 

[B]oth the early and the late Wittgenstein are driven to the Heraclitean conclusion that the nature of language can only be shown. In the Tractatus, this leads to a conception of philosophy on which the nature of language, logic and the world must be accepted as a given; but in Wittgenstein’s later work, the view that the nature of language can only be shown is illustrated by a close examination of our linguistic practice. (Stern, 1991: 597) 

Further Stern quotes Wittgenstein: “Am I not getting closer and closer to saying that in the end logic cannot be described? You must look at the praxis of language, and then you will see it” (597). Now, here we can even talk of double coercion insofar as the Wittgensteinian fragment coerces several of the Heraclitean fragments in order to show the showing, as it were. That is, Wittgenstein tells himself a Heraclitean story which then becomes an evolving coercive force of the form, which for Heraclitus is universal, namely that language praxis is “omnidirectional” (Davenport’s term). Wittgenstein here allows coercion to expand his philosophical skills beyond questions that are strictly metaphysical, which aligns him both with Davenport (in all of Davenport’s capacities, as a translator, a literary critic and a story teller) and Heraclitus. Wittgenstein thus mediates the divides between the fragment as style, the fragment as genre, the fragment as itself, and the fragment as a broken book, and comes very close to the real and imagined Heraclitus whose fragments exhibit a coercive force. For Wittgenstein, asking a question about language is perform​ing its rules in the manner of Heraclitus who says (in Davenport’s translation): “The mind of man exists in a logical universe but is not itself logical”; “A bow is alive only when it kills”, “The unseen design of things is more harmonious than the seen”; “We do not know how opposing forces agree. Look at the bow and the lyre” (Davenport, 1995: 164, 170). In other words, all these fragments indicate that performativity evolves a coercive force in the fragment insofar as the fragment can perceive of itself both as a fragment and as a whole text. 

Furthermore, in the four examples of translating Logos, only Davenport goes in favour of “this is that”, to mean “everything” as in ‘all things beyond a description’, beyond the point where description is turned into a noun itself, or is made to designate a singular universal that explains the workings of how ‘this’ is distinguished from ‘that’ according to the constitution of both ‘this’ and ‘that’. Davenport’s “everything” is however explanatory of the importance of talking as ‘seeing’ “how it comes to be and how it grows”. Kirk, Kahn, and Robinson each have their own version of Davenport’s “talking”: declaring, telling, and pointing. 

More could be said about these four examples, but it suffices to note that Heraclitus according to Davenport is the ‘clearest’ in his ‘obscurity’, and therefore more poetical. The form as well attests to a keen sense of poetic language – Logos is beyond description, it comes in stanzas, and is fragmentary. In the poetic mode, the declarative moment is precisely imagined as “this is that”, and needs no emphasis on the copula (as in Kirk). Davenport can be said to extract from the grammar of creation – logos as incipit, as a beginning to all things – a geography of the imagination about the logos whose origins need not be explained. In Davenport’s translations, Heraclitus is as clear or obscure, poetical or ordinary, fragmentary or complete as Davenport himself imagines him to be. 

Now, coercion as a catalyst for dissolving finitude in an origin which cannot be determined is the moment when the ‘this’ of imagin​ation dictates the ‘that’ of creation. George Steiner’s study on the relentless endlessness of beginnings, Grammars of Creation (2001), posits an example of coercion which I suggest is declarative of the imaginative mode which constitutes a fragment in its own right, a fragment whose constitution notwithstanding can also be of frag​mentary character. The fragment differs from the fragmentary to the same extent that definition differs from the object it designates. What determines what a definition is, is its concordance with imagination. What determines what imagination is, is its testimonial character to how far reality can stretch the things that attest to it, including definition. For instance, says Steiner: “As in no other witness (Montaigne perhaps comes closest), the “I am” in Shakespeare accords with the “it is” of what we call reality” (Steiner, 2001: 82). When Steiner further comments on the generating force of self-definition in Bach’s music or Euclid’s geometry, he nails a central nerve in what I think of as the coercive fragment. He asserts: “The terra incognita was not, as it were, waiting to be found by virtue of formal or existential necessity. The object of discovery had to be imagined before it could be made real” (60). 

By the same token, the fragment which is coercive, in the sense that it is able to direct the different concerns of scholars, writers, and critics into the same direction of the imagination that goes ahead of effect, becomes the premise on which we can assume that the fragment is, as such, a force which creates its own form, and performs its own definition. Insofar as we can pin names on the fragment which the imagination dictates according to coercion (and consent in​directly), the fragment which is not a supplement to its own predicate, such as it may be, whether ruinous, romantic, modern, etc., becomes a fragment made real whose constitution begins with a word of knowing how definition works when it involves the remains of subtracting from definition the object to be defined; Wittgensteinian style in Philosophical Investigations: “Let us not forget this: when ‘I raise my arm’, my arm goes up. And the problem arises: what is left over if I subtract the fact that my arm goes up from the fact that I raise my arm?” (Wittgenstein, 1997: 161) 

Other fragments induced by Heraclitean coercion follow Heraclitus and Wittgenstein in circles. Joanna Waugh quotes Bernd Magnus on the postmodern take on theory which here can be paral​leled to the object that has to be imagined before it is made real, a fragment whose reality assumes oracular proportions: 

If from our current vocabulary we could subtract our current vocabulary, what, if anything, remains left over? The responses to the question may be summarized as follows: a) the modernist or metaphysical realist asks whether ours is the “right vocabulary”; b) the lapsed modernist responds, “nothing alas”; c) the postmodernist responds “nothing”. (Waugh, 1991: 609) 

Declaring just when “this is that” is, however a difficult matter. One still has to invoke other voices, other fragments. It is here that Davenport surpasses other translators insofar as he allows for the Nietzschean philosophizing with a hammer so that the spirit of Heraclitus gets to be exorcised in a ‘fire(y)’ ritual fitting of his time. Davenport’s translations of the Seven Presocratics could thus be taken straight from Goethe, via Steiner, to point to the tautological character of the translator’s task, as if to say that if the translator has to imagine concepts and definitions, so can the reader of the translation. Precision is never precise enough, as Goethe enlightens us, for instance, with his example of what defines mathematics: 

Mathematics has the completely false reputation of yielding infallible conclusions. Its infallibility is nothing but identity. Two times two is not four, but is just two times two, and that is what we call four for short. But four is nothing new at all. And this [sic!] it goes on and on in its conclusions, except that in the higher formulas the identity fades out of sight. (Goethe in Steiner, 2001: 59) 

The coercive fragment has the writer in a subordinate position. Insofar as one cannot help quoting, the quotation becomes a dominant. While, however, a quotation, a paraphrase, or thought can easily be identified also as a piece of fragment, a fragment is not necessarily either of them. If one proceeds from the idea that the ancient fragments one finds on papyrus or ceramics call for an interpretation of a writer’s thought, one will necessarily have a problem with the exigency of definition: should one define first the fragment, the idea of fragment in terms of form, or should one define first the thought, the idea of thought, and only then what contains it, say the form in which the thought is presented? Does one work with what is known to be a fact, established as such on the basis of some rigorous script analysis, or does one work with what one imagines to be a fact? While this latter instance can be an expression of analyzing the object at hand – the text according to some formulae – the textual aim of any imaginary instance, or an instance of the imagination, is not necessarily informed by analysis. 

Imagining facts may well be the expression of rigorous thinking about what is missing from the text at hand; this can be called a case of coercion first hand, which coerces the text into constituting itself according to formulae that renders it as a body of parts which allows for the process of establishing analytical methods, before thinking is anchored in these same methods. What validates the text then is thinking about a problem that has no correlative in a solution. What validates the text, then, is thinking about a problem that has no correlative in a solution. What validates the fragment, before it is defined, is thinking about becoming as the main matrix of missing parts. Becoming is the fragment which imagination governs in​dependent of analysis and demonstration. 

In this scheme, there are two ways of dealing with analysis of ancient texts: one way is to consider what is incomplete about a text incomplete as such, yet having the potential to be completed (one may contend that this is how speculative philosophy finds a ground of validation). The other way is to assume that the incomplete text is already complete in one’s own imagination. The difference between the two positions is given in the way each operates with the fragment. Whereas the first position views the found text as a fragment, or takes the fragment at face value, yet against the background of some supposed whole as the prima facie of the fragment – with this ‘whole’ going ahead, as it were, of its amputated form that represents the fragment – the second position takes the fragment’s form itself into consideration to the point where the fragment not only becomes part of the discourse, but it becomes the text that comprises both the discourse and itself. An example of this situation is given in two questions: (1) how does one arrive at the realization that some texts are fragments, and if that is established, (2) how does one distinguish between them? Interestingly enough, while different in their ap​proaches, philologists and philosophers seem to agree upon the method of inquiry: one is able to account for fragments by counting them. Literally, it matters to philologists whether it can be established how many fragments we have of Heraclitus (120, 124, or 129, and so on), while philosophers are more inclined to count, and thus categorize, the number of different types of fragments according to the contexts in which they appear. 

My own project follows Goethe’s example for whom counting two times two is still two times two, whether we call it four or something else for short. Performing redundancy is a question of counting types of numbers. Calling the fragment ‘coercive’, grounds the constitution of the fragment in predicates that can attest to its existence. These predicates render the fragment unique in its typical​ity. The name of this fragment points to the fragment’s essence, which is yet not stable, but fleeting, in flux, and hence interrelating. Grounding the fragment in its predicates has the purpose of further investigating what the fragment represents, suggests, stands for, imagines, creates, substitutes, performs, frames – investigating the force which shapes the fragment that would escape the supplementary nature of all things unstable. Seen in this scheme, the fragment is the changing word which counts the shadows that it casts, or, to keep Heraclitus in sight, the fragment is a tautological, yet tantalizing text, which posits beginnings as endings, up and down as the same, the fragment itself as a ‘whole’ text of the fragment’s other, as it were. This wholeness is a matter of opposites which state precisely what the state of the art is in terms of the degree which determines what part is new in repetition. That is to say, wholeness establishes to what extent that which is “the same” manages to always be new (and therefore fragmentary in its thrust) in its own repetition. Heraclitus’s fragments which read: “the beginning of a circle is also its end”, “not enough and too much”, are thus fragments of the same question: to what extent is Logos evident, and if it is so, can Logos also be a fragment of self-evident knowledge? 

Negotiations of the Roundabout Way 

In order to unveil more clearly the workings of coercion which renders countable the distinction between intended and unintended fragments, and even more primarily, the distinction between the fragment and the fragmentary – an example of which we have in the way the Heraclitean fragments are conceived of, construed, and put to work, we can take a brief excursion into counting with Paisley Livingston’s categorizations of different forms of completion and incompletion in his essay: “Counting Fragments, and Frenhofer’s Paradox” (1998). 

Livingston takes his point of departure in positing two instances vis-à-vis each other. The first, “aesthetic completion”, designates what can be defined as a complete or finished work, when for instance the work in question is deemed complete according to its generic category, representing specific aesthetic traits that are identified as, for example, “coherence, resolution, the right sort of dénouement”. The second, “genetic completion”, deals with how the work can be deemed complete, according to the artist’s justification for determining just that. Throughout his essay Livingston argues for the development of an “action-oriented conception of the work’s identity and indivi-duation” (Livingston, 1998: 1). 

The discussion on genetic completion hinges on the artist’s “second-order decision” with its “retrospective” and “prospective” dimensions. These dimensions involve the circumstances according to which an artist may either stop working on his project, thus leaving it incomplete, or else he may go back to work on a project that was deemed complete at some point. On intentionally performing one action that may exclude some other action, Livingston says: “the decision that a work is complete manifests a form of ‘temporally extended agency’ in which particular decisions or intentions are embedded within larger patterns of action, planning, and deliber​ation”. (3) Further, Livingston suggests that a work cannot be deemed complete simply on the basis of a decision that involves the artist’s desire to stop working, unless it is justified by a retrospective judgement that involves the artist’s own contribution, his “second-order attitude”, or rather his intentions regarding the degree of indicativeness inherent in the work. (3) 

We can infer here that having a retrospective description of the pro et contra arguments for either action may no longer be intentional, insofar as agency cannot prompt intentionality as relevant to the specific situation. Agency implies ‘doing’ whether it is relevant or not, whereas making a decision implies action and thought. Conversely, one can make a fallacious decision even when the decision as such is not intended at all. For instance, misinterpreting a decision is still a case of interpreting it even if the intention follows a matter of course, that is, the intention of getting things right at least most of the time. I follow here Donald Davidson’s account for agency and the criterion for intentionality, where he distinguishes between justifying a performed action in terms of intentions, and describing it in terms of cause.
 

For example, the question of intentionality is particularly significant for classical philologists insofar as cataloguing the found texts poses the problem of genre as the object which has to be imagined in some way, here, the possibility that Heraclitus’s writings, for instance, belong to the essayistic or aphoristic genre. Thus, they come close to the view held by literary critics, such as Steiner, when he makes the general assumption that the object of discovery has to be imagined before it can be made real. The philosophers are nearby too, for whom intentions, while forming another paradigm altogether in the sense that some actions as decisions can only fall into the category of describing a cause, can also be seen as a case of mediation. 

Joanne Waugh discusses the implication of the Presocratic way of thinking for philosophical rigour when writing as style per se is thinking as imagination, or invention. She quotes Eric Havelock who has it that: “The Presocratics not only had to invent a terminology suitable to describe an external world; they had initially to realize that such a ‘world’ or a cosmos existed to be described” (Havelock in Waugh, 1991: 611). At this point, the philosophers converge with fiction writers insofar as the latter ones go ahead and enact the existence of a Heraclitean world, by performing its fragments. Here, in Davenport’s imagined Heraclitus, we have the description of an initial action which does not necessarily yield ‘initial’ results, but different consequential results. That is to say, the description of an act may vary according to the description of the act’s consequence. Heraclitus, according to Davenport, imagines his own philosophy independent of a teleological aim that would render his writings either complete or incomplete. Against this background, whether the fragment is deemed genetically complete or aesthetically incomplete is beside the point. When the existence of the fragment is established, it begins not in a paradox – as Livingston would have it – but in a disguise of a paradox which manages to keep it a secret that it is a genre, albeit a mathematical one, which (ac)counts for itself. When Heraclitus says: “All men think”, one begins to count masks. 

Now, Livingston identifies a number of ways – by means of his idea of “genetic completion” – in which the artist’s creativity does not result in the creation of a complete work. He refers to three “senses” of fragments (and we can already take a note of the adjectival transformations of the name of the fragment from “senses” as meanings to categories as conditions): 

The first refers to what is left behind when the action of creating a work is externally interrupted; the second is the item left behind when an artist abandons a work as incomplete, as opposed to the happier case where the decision to stop working is motivated by the decision that the result is a completed work; a third kind of fragment is the romantic fragment, which satisfies the intentionalist condition of genetic completion, while imitating or depicting one of several other sorts of fragments. Most typically the romantic fragment is an imitation of a kind of a fragment […] which probably deserves to be called the fragment proper. (5) 

The fragment proper is for Livingston the work that initially was genetically complete, that was once part of an existing yet lost whole. Thus the description of the fragment on this basis is directly linked to some action that has a certain purpose, its intended outcome being an effect. The interesting relation here is that the romantic fragment – which will be elaborated on later – should imitate or depict other sorts of fragments. In this scheme, the Romantic fragment can be seen as its own agent, as Schlegel has it when he engages in theorizing the fragment that is capable of generating its own definition. But Livingston would probably disagree with this contention. On the other hand, it is clear that what he attributes to the Romantic fragment is an intention as a justification of an event brought about by the fragment proper. In this sense, whatever the artist’s decision, it is equally clear that his intentionality marks a subclass of events, which are thus deemed as actions. Is the fragment proper then its own agent too? Not necessarily, as the fragment proper seems to be controlled by the idea of cause: the fragment proper is, insofar as it is coerced into belonging to an existing, yet lost whole. The consequence of this kind of coercion is, or course, that given the fragment’s prior belonging, we cannot allow “the proper” to reside in the fragment itself, nor can we properly think of a fragment in its own right. 

But Livingston is still up against the proper, as his description of what he calls the Frenhofer’s paradox, or the paradox of completion demonstrates. Using Balzac’s story Le Chef-d’Oeuvre Inconnu in which the painter Frenhofer keeps revising his painting, not ever being able to decide that the work is done, Livingston points to the im​possibility – created by the artist himself – to ever know if and when the work is finished. Not knowing poses ambiguous implications for the painter, implications whose character he is equally unable to decipher. As the values of the work change constantly due to the interminable revision, so do the reasons for justifying the completion or incompletion of the work. Here is how Livingston spins out his argument for the paradox more precisely: 

The first premise is that a work of art is finished only if the artist decides it is. We then add that either the artist recognizes this fact or does not. If the artist does not recognize it, his decision that the work is finished or unfinished is always unjustified (because based on the wrong reasons). If he does recognize that his decision is self-verifying, then he realizes that the stopping point is entirely up to him, and finding no other grounds for making a decision, he can never justifiably decide. Shall we conclude, then, on the basis of this dilemma, that the artist’s decisions about a work’s completion or incompletion are always unjustified? We want to say, of course, that the conclusion is wrong. Yet the paradox has the merit of suggesting that the question of the work of art’s completion owes some of its complexity to the different relations between two senses of completion, as well as to the fact that neither the genetic nor the aesthetic notion of completion is an especially simple concept. (7) 

But then again, the causation which nominates the fragment “proper”, may point to another transformation in the thematic texture of the fragment, if one invokes a different kind of reasoning: the fragment proper is, as long as elements of the theme of unfolding development, such as the repositioning, conjoining, embedding – everything that prompts Frenhofer’s act of revision – compete with elements of variations on what is perceived to have belonged to the whole text – induced by means of observation – which then repeat these imaginary figures. Yet, the fragment proper exists by virtue of its impropriety, and not because it imitates, but because it avoids pure repetition. Thus imitation enters a detached relation with repetition, which is not pure repetition as I suggested, but a trope of positive value, or a hyperbole if you like. 

There is only one way of testing Frenhofer’s paradox, and that is by disproving it, by negotiating with it. In this sense, the conclusion is not wrong, it is only too predictable. In other words, the reason why Frenhofer is constantly revising is because what is offered as completion at the thematic level may indeed supplementarily be the very conceptual process of justifying, not that a present version may be superior to a previous one, but that the nuances of the texture, however distorted, open up for the acknowledgement of the different versions superimposed. This is the pulsating force of the coercive fragment in terms of its ineluctable dominance over the artist’s choice. 

In his study, Romantic Poets, Critics, and Other Madmen (1998), Charles Rosen illustrates what can furthermore be termed the ne​gotiation of the coercive coefficient in Frenhofer’s dilemma. Rosen parallels his discussion of the revision theme to the revisions Balzac himself undertook some 14 years later when he decided to publish the work under the title Gilette. While Livingston talks of constraints that are external to the artist’s agency, suggesting that Balzac was not exactly in the position to “delete” his earlier work and then “metamorphose” it into a new version, Rosen has it that these constraints work internally. For Rosen, the meanings in the different versions “may be implicit in each individual version”, and that “the different variant states of The Unknown Masterpiece constitute a more profound and original work than any individually published text” (Rosen, 1998: 8). 

Now, the point I am trying to make here is that agency in relation to the coercive fragment is first given by a thematic element that is inherent in the idea of cause which constitutes a work’s originality – no matter how revised it may be – second, by repetition, or to some extent the “imitation” of every instance of action that the agent makes fragmentary, which then renders causal the event of which he is the agent, and third, by variations that unwork the justification that holds between two events, when it so happens that one is the cause of the other. 

I follow here the definition of thematic principle as formulated by Jean-Yves Bosseur, in his article “Theme and Thematics in Contem​porary Music”, which can also be said to work within the Romantic parameter where revision is mediated by reflection and thus displaced from direct experience, as Rosen also has it. Bosseur states: 

[A] work may be considered essentially thematic even if the theme is not recognizable, not discernible during the performance; even if the thematic principle is destined to stay hidden within the work […] a thematics is what enables a hypothetical field to be opened up or a process to be set in motion, all of whose consequences the composer does not claim, a priori, to control. For such pieces, which could be called open works, the concept of thematics interferes with that of process. And if we may still speak of theme in this context, it has more to do with a mechanism of motion than with the offer of an object. In the first case, the theme encourages the variations to close in on themselves; in the second, the theme is only there to propel a rambling quest, with no ambition of ever reaching its goal. (in Bremond et al., 1995: 173–77) 

However, what is emphasized here is not a definition of thematics, as much as a strategy for identifying diversity and variety that influence the response to theme. The kind of inference that supports Living​ston’s claim that we must distinguish, on the one hand, between work and structure, and on the other hand, the artist’s actions and decisions, is given in precisely the reproduction in itself of the very structure of ‘completion’ as a theme that the decision embodies. The simple as​sumption is that there is more to the decision – we could even say that the decision is the thematics of our actions, complete or incomplete, or as Davidson puts it: “our primitive actions, the ones that we do not do by doing something else, mere movements of the body, these are all the actions there are. We never do more than move our bodies: The rest is up to nature” (Davidson, 1971: 23). And this is coercion taken backwards, in Heraclitus’s words: “Even sleeping men are doing the world’s business and helping it along”. 

At this point, we want to ask, to what extent do we find divisions such as Livingston’s useful in terms of how we define the fragment? Whereas his insights are relevant, I find it less illuminating that the fragment is merely “proper”, or “romantic”. Moreover, while I myself rely on demonstrating the assumption that guides my whole book, namely that the fragment acquires a name only when it is performed, and that the fragment is only when it is something else, any such definitions of the fragment, which are based entirely on the nature of the number of external factors that characterize the fragment, (proper insofar as it is romantic or something else) only account for how the fragment is, and not for what it is. 

Here, literary studies of ancient texts offer a clear picture of the changes in perception regarding the fragment: the older the criticism the less the concern with defining the fragment. Recent studies, however, are increasingly aware of the problem. For example, Kirk, offers this clear-cut definition of the fragment in his preface to his work: 

This book is written on the assumption that only by a meticulous examination of each fragment can a sound interpretation of Heraclitus be attempted. By a ‘fragment’ is meant an authentic quotation of an author’s own words. There can be no doubt that a few at least of the ‘fragments’ normally ascribed to Heraclitus, and included in the B-section of Diels’ Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker, are paraphrases and not direct quotations, and I have not assigned to these the status of true fragments. (Kirk, 1970: xi) 

Investigating the fragment, on the one hand, in its potential to call forth completeness or to remain incomplete, and on the other hand, in its potential to make completeness or incompleteness a matter of the imagination proves to be an interesting task when it comes to defining – by hammering, and exorcising out of the Heraclitean coercion – the fragment which begins as a Heraclitean form, and becomes a Heraclitean force, thus opening the space for calling the fragment that which it is, namely, an interesting phenomenon which calls into being the nomination of imaginative predicates which remake the fragment by revising it before naming gives in to its ineluctable function, which only names things after they are born, as it were. 

In light of Heraclitus’s fragments and how others imagine them to be, the question of completeness or incompleteness is here somewhat redundant in its thrust. For Heraclitus’s oracular, cosmic, wise or otherwise fragments are definitions of how imagination begins, what imagination is, how it changes and what it performs. Heraclitus’s insights show that imagination is combined with the equally metamorphic state of knowing. Both imagination and knowing are consequences of becoming, with imagination informing knowing as form, and knowing informing imagination as content. Becoming thus answers a question of form which is before it is either complete or incomplete. What follows in the next section will thus be an attempt, not so much at answering as much as positing, also for further discussion, to what extent form can be said to be and whether it has a nature of its own. 

Logos Unbound

The appreciation of the ancient fragment is tightly bound with the eagerness to understand a cultural phenomenon. Hence the lack of a systematic study of the fragment as a fragment, or the fragment as a literary phenomenon. (As I have pointed out in the introduction, most studies on the fragment provide definitions of the fragment from an intentional point of view, and issues such as performativity are never dealt with in depth). To the extent that literary studies have considered the fragment, the fragment’s literariness is seen through an appreciation of the aesthetics of the ruin, the remainder, or residue. However, one still wishes to ask, is there such a thing as a conscious construction of the fragment in the ancient text? This question has not been posed so often, partly because the understanding of texts such as the Presocratic texts has been ruined by Socrates himself whose mode of reading did not distinguish between intended and unintended fragments. The fragment was thus defined according to a whole, not according to itself. This is still the case with the Heraclitean fragments, for example, as scholars are still looking for some whole that supposedly contained the 120 or so fragments. While undoubtedly some fragments came from a larger text, one cannot dismiss the aphorisms, the oracular sayings of Heraclitus, which any analysis would find either complete or incomplete depending on the frame of reference. 

Reading Heraclitus, then, poses the question of priority: are we reading (imagining) fragments for their literary value, or are we reading (speculating) fragments for their philosophical value? This question, however, ought not to make any such distinctions, as it is much more interesting to regard fragments for whatever value they might purport; one ought to consider the form of the fragment especially as it generates a dynamics of reference. Is has been argued, for instance, that the German classicists, beginning with Schleiermacher, have been very keen in anchoring the textual authority of the ancient period in their own philosophies which first and foremost were concerned with totality. From Socrates to Schleiermacher, reading the fragment has been contingent on under-standing the whole. Now, it is fairly easy to see why the form of the fragment, the construction of the fragment as the fragment has not been the concern of scholars. Sterling Fishman corroborates: 

Only some 120 or so mutilated fragments remain of Heraclitus’ teachings. These have largely been gathered by painstaking reconstructions from such sources as Philo, Plutarch, Clement, and Origen. Furthermore, Heraclitus wrote in oracular style, in short aphorisms, already described by Socrates, who had the complete work of Heraclitus, as being difficult to comprehend: “Everything that I understood of Heraclitus was excellent. Therefore I am ready to believe that what I did not understand is also excellent. But in order to make headway through this book, one would have to be one of the swimmers of Delos.” The XIXth century not only required a swimmer to understand Heraclitus, but also an architect, for the original text had by then been reduced to 120 or so scattered bits. The scholar of the pre-Socratics, Eduard Zeller, comments, “I believe it to be impossible to recover the plan of the work, with any certainty from the fragments in existence.” (Fishman, 1962: 380) 

The rhetoric used by all those who came after Heraclitus is an interesting phenomenon in itself as it indicates mainly a concern with systems disclosed by words such as, plan, certainty, understanding, origin, reconstructions, recovery. There is no space for the obscure in this kind of thinking. However, one cannot escape the oracular and the obscure, the fragment, and the writer who consciously engages with its form. Paradoxically enough, what we have left of Heraclitus is not the essence of a philosophy, but imagination. If Heraclitus were a prophet, he would have prophesized: the way to imagination leads not to the essence of truth, but to the truth of the essence. We say this while being aware of the Hegelian trap which has all things dialectic, including the Heraclitean scholars. 

The appeal of Heraclitus (in Guy Davenport’s translation) con​sists of avoiding dialectics and seeing the Heraclitean discourse on the opposites as a combination of the fragment that is potential and imaginative at the same time. The place where we end up is marked by a geography of the performative, where the fragment as oracle neither conceals, nor speaks, but always indicates that understanding is in fact a state of the aesthetic, a literary state, a word, quite in line with Heraclitus’s comment: “the learning of many things does not teach wisdom”. It can even be contended that philosophizing with a hammer is, perhaps, a linguistic stage on which words act out parts in a play (or dance) involving not thinking about thinking meta​physically. Says Heraclitus in fragments 5, 6, and 7: 

Our understanding of the greatest matters will never be complete.

Knowledge is not intelligence.

I have heard many men talk, but none who realized that understanding is distinct from all other knowledge. (Davenport, 1980:  158–159) 

Understanding, for Heraclitus, means grasping the essential in a detail, the essential in a fragment, as it were. Logos as form is a manifest​ation of self-evident knowledge. This is what Davenport is also sug​gesting when he offers a little story that explains the Heraclitean title for his essay: “Every force evolves a form”, which is written in fragments as fragments of the translated Heraclitean idea of logos into fragments of other fragments, here, in the form of details: 

My title, which sounds like Heraclitus or Darwin, is from Mother Ann Lee (1736–1784), founder of the Shakers. In its practical sense, this axiom was the rule by which shaker architects and designers found perfect forms. The American broom is a Shaker invention: a flat brush of sedge stems, sturdily bound, and with a long handle. Previously the broom, such as Parisian cleaners still use, was a fascicle of twigs, which one stoops to use. The Shaker broom sweeps. One’s upright stance in using it has dignity. It is a broom that means business. We are told that Mother Ann, overseeing the high art of sweeping shaker rooms (the first uncluttered, clear domestic space in a century of china-shop impediments) would shout, “There is no dirt in heaven!” (Davenport, 1987: ix) 

Comparison is the sweeping force of form. The unique fragment is always typical, for Davenport, of the unity which can only appear as bits of fragments whose names are “fragments” indeed, par excellence essential in their own constitution as forms: the fragment is its own master. That is to say, when Davenport performs Heraclitus, Hera​clitus performs in turn what is essential about a constituting act. It should be noted here, that although I am more interested in a hierarchy of things fragmented, that is, I treat the fragment mostly as a frag​mentary text or as a textual fragment, critics such as Davenport point to the existence as well of fragments whose constitution can be termed lexical or syntactic. The latter fragments are particularly the anguish of philologists, who for example, would edit Sappho
. 

In Livingston’s philosophy, the constitution of something complete, relies on the idea of conditionality, “conditional com​pletion” designating a hypothetical state of completion which in effect is bound to remain incomplete and thus never reach the level of constitution. Put metaphorically, one can contend that Livingston sweeps the fragment under the rug on which Kirk, Kahn, and Robin​son step without thinking that it may well be a river. Sweeping is an altogether different situation than stepping (even twice or so). There is more to the taxonomy of the fragments than counting, accounting or discounting. Heraclitus, whose fragments are ‘swept’ through all sorts of discourses, proves the point that the discourse on the fragment – from whichever position it is viewed – is a discourse which puts defining on an interminable track. Redundancy’s c(o)urse. 

Heraclitus according to Davenport, in translation, criticism, and fiction, is a character concerned with the antiquity of things. When Davenport has the imaginary Herakleitos comment on how fine he thinks his antique chandelier looks, he points to the quality of all texts to begin as two plus twos and end in an aesthetic declarative mode where the “this is that” of creation as imagination is translated into the ever evolving force of the form of the fragment which grants the fragment the capacity to guide and manipulate the idea of totality whose burden is as old as time. 

The Beginning is also the End

To summarize this chapter, we can say that, for philologists, the construction of the ancient fragment begins with Heraclitus’s fragment coercing them into looking for something that is not there. The philosophers detect the ‘nothing’ which characterizes the philologists’ definition of the form of the fragment, but choose to assign to the fragment a quality which precedes its constitution, namely assuming that the fragment’s existence is due to the fragment’s belonging to a tradition, whether literary – in which case it is regarded as a genre – or philosophical – in which case it is regarded as a concept, always hypothetically complete in its thrust. Literary critics assign to the fragment a form of its own, in which Heraclitus is both a theme, and a fragmentary notion dealing not with tradition as such, but with the invocation of tradition, here of the Presocratics, in order to point to the possibility of having Heraclitus, on the one hand, reduced to the oracular style of his time, and on the other hand, exalted to the position of the prophet whose sayings are of universal applicability. Fiction writers who invoke Heraclitus perform the justification which renders Heraclitus’s fragments either ordinary or extraordinary, obscure or clear, and thus arrive at the junction between the ‘nothing’ of the form of the fragment and its ‘everything’. Thus, the coercive force of the Heraclitean fragment generates itself in a pluri​dimensional form which further elicits a fragment whose constitution relies on a poetics that does not distinguish between categories such as historical context or textual myth. 

The point of Heraclitus’s coercive force – which here exhibits a performative long-winded thought, insofar as the fragment that goes on and on is also trying the reader’s patience – will henceforth illustrate that the fragment begins as itself with a step into its own textual antiquity, and becomes the sweeping force of form which does not let itself be ignored. The fragment, which Nietzsche once defined as the “meanest thing”, “the smallest world” towards which all ages choose to be indifferent, is only “mean” to the extent that it is not adequately defined. Here, one could just as easily perform a non-dialectical Nitzschean reversal whereby becoming is what is real in response to my rather idiosyncratic definition of imagination as that which differentiates between being, which is “real” and becoming, which is “imagined”
. However, the fragment begins in the act of imagining, not that it is related to a whole, nor that it may be complete or incomplete, but that it is related to understanding a textual phenomenon which embodies its own contradictions. As in the exchange between Davenport’s Herakleitos and his disciple, Knaps: 

–  Let us begin by noting that understanding is common to all men.

–  In degrees, Knaps said. Some men understand better than others.

–  Obviously. But that isn’t what I said. Understanding is common. All men understand that water is water, that a thorn is sharp, and that feet are for walking.

–  I see, Knaps said, hesitating a minim.

–  Understanding is common to all, yet each man acts as if his intelligence were private and all his own. (Davenport, 1997: 114) 

Herakleitos’s sidekick Knaps, whose intelligence is certainly not grounded in knowledge, here involuntarily shows that the fragment begins – when his name is read as a circle whose beginning is also its end – as a Spank(ing) of totality’s (K)napsack.

The Consensual Fragment
The paradox of the aphorism is that it appears to be singular and say all, yet it does so only by assuming that readers must be suspicious of hyperbole and bring about the completion of meaning themselves. One aphorism endlessly demands another. Together they breed a hermeneutics of suspicion.

– Eric Gould
Scepticism is not irrefutable, but palpably senseless, if it would doubt where a question cannot be asked. 

For doubt can only exist where there is a question; a question only where there is an answer, and this only where something can be said.

– Ludwig Wittgenstein
Characterize the fragment as an end in itself, as necessary, nec plus ultra the fragmentary as a way of being (not to be, almost not, almost too much, not enough) and fragmentation as a tactic of ideological discrediting.

– Michel Pierssens

Aphoristic language is pre-digested speech: between thinking and speaking is the silence of wit. The Romantic period marks the begin​ning of theoretical investigations into the constitution of the fragment. Friedrich Schlegel is the key figure in this first theoretization of the fragment which begins with a consideration of the aphorism and of wit
. His discourse on the fragment mimics, on the one hand, the form of the fragment, while, on the other hand, Schlegel presents the content of these fragments either in fragmentary form (in which case the fragment exhibits a concern with metaphysical issues aiming at explaining incompleteness) or in a straightforward manner in the form of an aphorism (when the fragment exhibits a concern with complete​ness). On these three levels (the fragment as such, complete at the level of form; the fragmentary fragment, incomplete at the level of content; and the aphorism, unifying form and content) Schlegel’s theoretizations are informed by wit. 

What makes aphoristic language characteristic of the Romantic period is its dealing with the co-existence of contraries, which then resulted in formulating a poetics for the difference between the unity of opposites and the coincidence of opposites. The first marks a constant, whereas the latter is a variable of modality. While the unity of opposites is an archaic formula for wholeness to express a symbol of perfection, autonomy, strength (Heraclitus, Schlegel), the co​incidence of opposites most often expresses a paradox
 that leads to fragmentation and nostalgia (as will be shown later Blanchot and Jabès are exponents of this paradox) – both of which, however, are Romantic traits par excellence. 

On the other hand, there are other ways of expressing this difference as did Wittgenstein when he claimed that “whereof one cannot speak thereof one must be silent”, while Stanislaw Jerzy Lec gave it an epigrammatic twist: “In the beginning was the Word. Silence was created later”
. “Whereof” as the unity of opposites reverses the “thereof” as the coincidence of opposites. The result is a discourse on the idea of wit as the final imperative of the ineluctable in any conclusion. Thus neither nostalgia, nor the co-existence of contraries reflects any ‘final’ difference or analysis, albeit not in the sense that the difference is that there is no difference, but in the sense that between a constant and a modal there is the idea, as “forever becoming”. In Bataille’s words, the copula, “the verb to be is the vehicle of amorous frenzy” (Bataille, 1985: 5). Schlegel set the path for critics and poets such as Blanchot and Jabès for whom the significance of the idea of “forever becoming” became the vehicle for continuing Romantic thought while offering a critique of it in its medium. Schlegel’s aesthetics was his concern with wit, Blanchot’s with ‘writing’ wit, and Jabès’s with ‘wasting’ wit. 

The objective of this chapter is to investigate the notion of wit, first as a hermeneutic imperative that constitutes the frame of the Romantic fragment, and second, as an aesthetic imperative which further frames the Romantic form of wit able to represent itself as text – as a Romantic fragment par excellence. What I call the consensual fragment is the instance when wit mediates between authorship and form. As Schlegel heralds, wit does not reside in Romantic poetry as such, insofar as it finds a locus in the process of “forever becoming”, in the fragment that folds and refolds poetry to produce writing that approaches infinity, that is poiesis. The performative consensual fragment brings to the fore the Romantic concern with the logic of time and the logic of poetics. Insofar as the consensual fragment involves a consent to authorship, the form in which the fragment appears freezes time (in Schlegel’s scheme, “forever”) in a poetical framework (for Schlegel, “forever becoming”). Consequently, the consensual fragment puts emphasis on the form of discursive propositions and their mode of dominant direction. In other words, to what extent does Schlegel’s project – that of putting Romantic poetry on the “forever becoming” track – also take the direction he intends for it? 

Via insights from the quest for the literary absolute formulated by Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy, this chapter attempts to answer the following question: what kind of an identity does the fragment assume, if one follows the hypothesis that the core of the Romantic ‘Idea’ is inherent in the question of how one poetically interprets interpretation as an end in itself? A dialectical reversal of theorizing on the fragment (Schlegel) into theorizing the fragment fragmentarily (Blanchot), lies at the heart of Romantic writing in its dealing with wit as a system, social feeling, and architectonic form that probes the totality of the fragment. I argue that the Romantic fragment, which performs an act of consent, eludes the polarity between completeness and incompleteness and culminates in a hermeneutics of radicality. 
Romantic Aestheticism

Following the Romantic assumption that the literary yields to the absolute, in the sense that the literary is made irreducible to conceptuality, it can be said that the fragment by definition becomes an aesthetic imperative. We have already learned that one of the problems with defining the fragment in classical scholarship was targeting the fragment’s endless transformations in relation to a presupposed complete form, without, however, achieving a ‘complete’ understanding either of completeness or incompleteness. Here, I shall further argue that the fragment’s completeness, or incompleteness realizes itself in an aesthetic process of forever becoming centeredd on the question of authenticity as the counter-point of wit
. Insofar as the interpretation of, or response to the fragment is inherent in the idea of not ever being able to grasp its completeness, what the fragment exhibits is a call for the interpretation of an aesthetic ideal. The fragment as agent, as an open work of art is never completed, but always targets a correspondence with what is transcendent, elective, mandatory. 

An example of what links the literary qualities of a theory on the fragment to theorizing fragmentarily is the tripartite relation of reading as writing as interpretation. If, as Edmond Jabès contends in his book, A Share of Ink, “words elect the poet” (Jabès, 1979: 30), and if the words’ election articulates the question of reading rather than writing, it can be argued that wit mediates between whom the words choose to elect, and finally finds itself grounded in a similar dictum: fragments mandate the poet. Which is to say, the poet consents to the fragment’s dominance. Schlegel’s theory of the fragment is in this sense a constant figuration of the question ‘why write in fragments’ before a definition of the fragment is ever stated. Questioning the question, as it were, prompts thinking in the direction of listening as a genre in itself more or less established in the poetics of Edmond Jabès. As Mark C. Taylor remarks in his foreword to Jabès’s The Book of Margins, “Jabès’s texts recount stories that are not stories and events that are not events. They tell us nothing” (Taylor, 1993: x). Maurice Blanchot sees this nothing as that which interrupts discourse in order to make communication possible, claiming that “the gap makes becoming possible” (Blanchot, 1985: 44). 

Although this chapter will not engage with the poetic discourse of Jabès as such, it is interesting to note that the question of expressing ‘nothing’ is a Schlegelian question. For Schlegel, figuring and re​figuring wit within the framework of the consensual fragment is a means of writing and rewriting the difference that ‘nothing’ as an exigency or an imperative poses. Unlike Jabès, for whom the relation writing/silence is resolved in the relation writing/nothing, Schlegel swings his pendulum-pen between writing/wit and writing/nothing-but. Ever engaged in a dialogue “but only with those who are à la hauteur”, Schlegel posits the question of form as the identity of the fragment to be found, defined, and refined in its own totality: 

A. You say that fragments are the real form of universal philosophy. The form is irrelevant. But what can such fragments do and be for the greatest and most serious concern of humanity, for the perfection of knowledge?

B. Nothing but a Lessingean salt against spiritual sloth, […] marginal glosses to the text of the age. (Schlegel, 1991: 54–55) 

On the question of form as a marginal gloss, it can be contended that inasmuch as form is the condition of the possibility of presenting the fragment, it cannot itself be properly represented, and is in this sense irrelevant. If the margin delineates the moment separated from present reference, if the margin is made up of signs that refer only to something not actually present in it, then what the margin contains is the space of nothing, the text of the age, as the age of the sign, in Schlegel’s own contention, nothing but Lessingean salt. The construction of the consensual fragment begins when the irrelevance of form inscribes itself within an economy of representation. Blanchot writes that in Jabès’s work the container is the contained, as it were, the economy of representation thus referring to the totality of the ‘container’ that accomplishes itself in the act of containing itself. (Blanchot, 1985: 48) 

In other words, margins mark the completion of the fragment as a result of more than one ‘imperative’. It is on the ground of the margin that the fragment’s literariness can only be aimed at, and in the context of aesthetic understanding it is thus linked to what Andrew Bowie calls “the hermeneutic imperative”, which he posits vis-à-vis Novalis’s “aesthetic imperative” that defines the ideality inherent in works of art – the work of art being for Bowie the element that “always poses new interpretive tasks” (Bowie, 1997: 88–89). 

Now, the position of the fragment as represented in the early German Romantic period was dominated by the idea of progress, which made it possible for Romantic writers to mark completion as subsequent to the philosophical program expressed. In this way, the philosophical program was not a program, as much as an aesthetics. And what would have to be emphasised here is the difference between these two modes, where the aesthetic experience was identified with both theory and art. Of course, philosophical aesthetics was constitutive of the ‘Idea’, which for the German Romantics was poetry, in the sense that it primarily and exclusively included an opposition to being juxtaposed with other areas. That is, areas which were not the domain of literature or philosophy. I follow here also the description – with its hinted at ambiguity posed in the question “but what is an idea?” – rather than the definition of the “idea” in The Literary Absolute, where the authors make reference to the last part (Ideas) of the collection of fragments published by Schlegel and his Jena friends (A. Schlegel, Tieck, Wackenroder, Novalis) between 1798–1800 as The Athenaeum Fragments. Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy write: 

Of course, as in the case of the fragment, no definition exists. While the history of fragmentation undeniably moves toward a certain deepening, it is not at all certain that it proceeds in the sense of a clarification. In fact, besides a very vague (but a very “profound”) proposition near the beginning of the collection  (“Ideas are infinite, auto-nomous, continuously moving in themselves, divine thoughts, I 10) and a reminder in extremis, of the function of the “idea”, no formal determination whatsoever of the thing ever appears. […] it was no small task to locate a suitable substitute for the “Fragment.” (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, 1988: 63) 

The Romantics, however, never make clear what domain exactly marks their philosophy. In Friedrich Schlegel’s fragment 116 on “Universal Transcendental Poetry” of the Athenaeum fragments, it becomes apparent how constituting a philosophy, a Romantic philosophy, is devoid of definition in the strict sense, insofar as it relies on the affirmation of what makes it specific: 

Romantic poetry is a progressive universal poetry. It is destined not merely to reunite the separate genres of poetry, and to link poetry to philosophy and rhetoric. It would and should also mingle and fuse poetry and prose, genius and criticism, artistic poetry and natural poetry, make poetry lively and sociable, and life and society poetic, poeticise wit, fill and saturate the forms art with worthy cultural matter of every kind, and animate them with a flow of humour. (Schlegel in Furst, 1980: 4) 

Progressivity is thus seen as a constitutive value with the property to link genres across different aesthetic practices, Romantic poetry being a matter of fate. It is interesting that Romantic poetry is seen, or rather “destined”, as mediator: Schlegel describes the Romantic progressive poetry as that which reunites separate genres. But this call for an actualization of the integration of philosophy into poetry raises the question of the application of the theory that is in a constant process of becoming. Says Schlegel further in the same fragment:

Among the arts Romantic poetry is what wit is to philosophy, and what sociability, friendship and love are to life. Other types of poetry are complete and can now be wholly analysed. Romantic poetry is still in the process of becoming; this indeed is its very essence, that it is eternally evolving, never completed. It cannot be exhausted by any theory, and only a divinatory criticism could dare to try to characterise its ideal. It alone is infinite, just as it alone is free, recognising as its prime law that the poet’s caprice brooks no law [Willkür]. Romantic poetry is the only type of poetry that is more than merely a type of poetry; it is in fact the very art of poetry itself: for in a certain sense all poetry is or should [soll] be romantic. (5) 

Here we have a clear case of poetry being seen as an evolving Romantic theory: Romanticism seeks to synthesize universality and particularity to create an organic work of art. In this sense, successive ideas on imagination, when united, each reflects the conditions under which it functions. Insofar as there is an identification of what wit is to philosophy, by the same token it can be inferred that it is what imagination is to poetry. Ernst Behler also argues that this mani​festation as a basic reflection “eludes any final formulation and does not result in an ultimate doctrine” (Behler, 1993: 8). 

Thus, for Schlegel, Romantic aestheticism is given in deciding between viewpoints that ultimately ought to reveal unity in diversity. In Romantic poetry, unity transcends diversity in such a way that unity, and not as an ideal as it was for the Greeks, gives space to the process of becoming; the state of poetry becomes an endless process. While classical art stresses particularity and denies universality, Romantic poetry stresses a moment of transition from being more than merely a type of poetry to being the very art of poetry itself. 

It is at this transitional point that Blanchot’s own “the gap makes becoming possible” intersects with Schlegel’s discourse on the importance of thought exchange for the production of Romantic poetry, in itself aiming to be infinite. Discoursing on the ambiguity inherent in defining the infinite is what Schlegel, Jabès and Blanchot have in common. Schlegel calls it dialogue, Jabès calls it desert, and Blanchot calls it disaster. Writing the three instances informs the aesthetics of the interruption, as the ‘nothing’, which is also charac​teristic of a transitional point that generates imperatives. The im​perative here can be seen as the coercive force’s counterpoint, insofar as it exhibits an element of consent: the consent to writing fragments in the form of an original and authentic text. Before investigating the nature of the fragment, one writes fragments as a consequence of the demand of writing in fragments. On the one hand, this demand serves as a point of creation, and on the other hand, it is a locus for imagination. Via poetic interpretation the demand of writing settles in the aim for transformation: from the full text to the fragment whose point of view expresses a coherent whole. 

The notion that poetic interpretation of interpretation does not need to seek truth or origin, as it is an end in itself, is similar to Behler’s description of Romantic theory: “the early Romantic theory can be described as an interaction of the literary and the philosophical encyclopaedias – not as their synthesis, to be sure, but as an attempt to think philosophy from the point of view of poetry and poetry from the point of view of philosophy” (8). 

Transcendental Aesthetics

Friedrich Schlegel, who also wrote in all four capacities discussed earlier – translator of the Greek, philosopher, literary critic and fiction writer – was the main force behind the German Romantic movement, and his publication of The Athenaeum Fragments (1798–1800) laid the foundation for the demand of fragmentary writing. In the foreword to Schlegel’s Philosophical Fragments – which includes the Athenaeum Fragments – Rodolphe Gasché argues that this exigency for the fragmentary is due to two reasons. First, Schlegel’s “inability to develop and systematically present his insights and to carry out his innumerable projects” (Gasché, 1991: ix), and second, Schlegel’s “rencontre” with – says Gasché, whereas I would call it dismissal of – Kant’s ideas on the universal conditions of completion. 

Kant’s claim that the beautiful and the sublime are absolute, and therefore aesthetic, is based on the assumption that feeling, unlike concepts, is anchored in unity generated by the universality inherent in the aesthetic judgement, which is pre-established in fixed structures. Universal completeness is paradoxically accounted for by Kant by means of invoking the aesthetic idea as that which is irreducible to complete definitions. It cannot be defined by any concepts, and hence it must be absolute in its self-sufficiency. Says Kant: 

The beautiful in nature is a question of the form of the object, and this consists in limitation, whereas the sublime is to be found in an object even devoid of form, so far as it immediately involves, or else by its presence provokes, a representation of limitlessness, yet with a super-added thought of its totality. Accordingly the beautiful seems to be regarded as a presentation of an indeterminate concept of understanding, the sublime as a presentation of an indeterminate concept of reason. (Kant, 1986: 35) 

For Kant, then, the only possible complete form of art is to be found in poetry. Marike Finlay also notes that “[f]or Kant, art and the categories of knowledge can only be ‘analogical’. These analogies are pure presentations – ‘Darstellung’ – as opposed to representations – ‘Vor​stellung’. Art is a presentation with no transcendental goal since it has no concept to represent. The aesthetic is purely an image-making – ‘Bildende’, which never arrives at an image of something other than itself” (Finlay, 1988: 138). But Kant himself is never able to complete the “presentation of the idea as idea”, as Rodolphe Gasché puts it, further remarking: “The object of presentation is thus nothing less than the self-engendering of the idea, or the absolute. With this a new problem becomes manifest that is not explicitly addressed by Kant, and with which the question of presentation acquires a thrust – a universalist thrust” (Gasché, 1991: xxix). Indeed, the Romantic fragment had to be invented, rather in the same manner which follows Steiner’s contention seen earlier, which has it that the object of dis​covery has to be imagined before it is made real, and thus ‘absolute’ in any sense. 

Conversely, from a literary point of view, Schlegel’s ‘inabilities’ may emphasise another encounter, not with Kant’s concept of the negative in philosophy, but with the presence of the classics, say Heraclitus par excellence, whose coercive force is also a symbol for the subsequent writing and rewriting of old myths. Here, Schlegel ponders the idea of completion in Heraclitus’s proximity. In other words, which versions of the literary texts are sufficiently philo​sophical to deserve full analysis? The way in which Schlegel challenges Kant, Heraclitean style, is most obvious already in the very first fragment of the Athenaeum: “Nothing is more rarely the subject of philosophy than philosophy itself” (18), where ‘nothing’ is almost close to introducing the concept of precisely the condition according to which a full text is incomplete. This is of course a case of meta-philosophy: inquiring on the possibility of presenting philosophy and the subject of philosophy at the same time is bound to end in an elaboration of a system that would include the completion of philosophy in aesthetics. The authors of The Literary Absolute, Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, claim that the Romantics derive their ideas from inquiring into what is perceived as incompatible in regard to the question of the subject: 

[T]he Idea, in so far as it is the idea of the subject or, that is, its unpresentable form, remains for Kant a regulatory idea. Thus in the absence of a subject whose self-presence is guaranteed by originary intuition and whose mathesis of this first evidence organizes the totality of knowledge and the world more geometrico, the system as such, although it is deeply desired by Kant, […] is continuously lacking precisely where it is in greatest demand. The hiatus introduced at the heart of the subject will vainly exacerbate the will to system. (32) 

Thus, the subject is unpresentable to itself, and this prompts the question: what is presentable to the subject that is worth considering as an artwork, when what is at stake is the cancellation of an adequate form of presentation? Perhaps the functionality of the incompre​hensible, the ‘Idea’ as such, does not need to be explained, at least not in terms of a will to system. In this sense, Kant himself does not seem to bother too much about the possibility of the subject’s identification. Much in the same way as he explains genius. First, as a “talent” that produces art for which there are no definite rules. Second, as “exemplary” for the case when that which is being produced – or represented, if we want to stay within the same lexical register – is “original nonsense”. And third, as being unconscious, governed by the rules of “nature”, despite the rational activity involved. That the aesthetic idea remains irreducibly indeterminate for Kant is evident from what he conclusively says: “Hence, where an author owes a product to his genius, he does not himself know how the ideas for it have entered his head” (Kant, 1986: 42). 

This is the crux of the later objections to Kant’s ideas, at least as far as the Romantics were concerned. It was precisely the modality in which one experienced the contents of one’s head that was regarded as essential. Here we can raise a pertinent question: can the subject become imagination and still know itself? Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy continue: “From the moment the subject is emptied of all substance, the pure form it assumes is reduced to nothing more than a function of unity or synthesis” (Lacoue-Labarthe, 1988: 30). But seeing that this unity or synthesis must provide a rule, one might ask in the Kantian spirit, what kind of a rule must it be?  If it is to be trans​cendental, than it would have to represent a universal law, if it is to be debunked to the reflection of its effect, then it would involve the dialectics of the negative. Kant’s idea posited two synthetic pos​sibilities decided by a test that would show either that the product serves for imitation or for following. In either case, the function stays a function, which is neither imagination nor subject. 

Schlegel here poses a neat question: “Kant introduced the concept of the negative into philosophy. Wouldn’t it be worthwhile trying now to introduce the concept of the positive into philosophy as well?” (Schlegel, 1991: 18) And now we can go back to agreeing with Gasché that the fragmentary exigency can only make up for a concept rather than a genre: “the Romantic fragment is a genre by itself, characterised by a concept of its own” (Gasché, 1991: viii). Gasché also rightly notes that the ‘concept’ does not lend itself easily to accessibility: “it is indeed questionable whether the very concept of the Romantic fragment is ever enacted on the level of the signifier” (viii). This can also mean that if the concept is self-contained, it is so on the basis of an inherent probability that the fragment engages in defining the relation of the implicit to the explicit in the production of the text. That is to say, the Romantic fragment becomes the fragment universalis, neither concept, nor genre, but a mode of interpretation. Or else, the consensual fragment, insofar as it is universal, is a manifestation of differing interpretations of genre. Which is to say, the consensual fragment does not consent to being a genre. Schlegel himself says: “But as yet no genre exists that is fragmentary both in form and content” (Schlegel, 1991: 27). Although Schlegel here is on the verge of saying something fundamental about the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary, he only comes close to identifying what that difference consists of. Therefore I suggest that the question (still), what is a fragment, can only be answered at this point as a way of consenting to stretching it in the direction of Schlegel’s intentions. Insofar as the fragment is not a question of intended/unintended sayings, or discursive propositions, (Heraclitus’s reception), nor is it not a genre, but a question of having the skill to finish one’s thought, then the fragment must begin in a universal quality of writing which makes the fragment a question of exigency. Perhaps, for Schlegel, the demand of writing is an evaluation of the positive and the negative in literature. 

So far we begin to notice how the controversy between concept vs. genre, mirrors the other duality between completeness and incompleteness. Better yet, not only is the concept of the negative dismissable to a point, but the positive seems to form a dialectic. Schlegel’s proposition that one could “as well” introduce the concept of the positive into philosophy (as a fragment) renders the decomposition of the entire doctrine of the negative divisible into layers that increase its effect. Conversely, Schlegel tackles with elegance the question of the directness of the negative. What he in effect suggests is this: the negative does not necessarily have to change direction, it merely has to be paralleled by the positive, so that no arbitrary convention will decide the form of the fragment. With the introduction of the concept of the positive in philosophy comes the realization, or rather, the adequate representation of the ‘Idea’ in the aesthetic domain independent of the subject it contains, independent of the absolute.
 Only in this sense can the Romantic fragment as a form be independent of the meaning it contains. In other words, insofar as Blanchot’s gap can make becoming possible, the positive which makes the negative possible becomes thus the container’s content. For Schlegel, the form of the fragment is only interesting to the extent that it guards itself against having the fragment mean ‘nothing’. 

In another context, it can be said in the words of Simon Critchley that “The fragment is the form of negative dialectic” (Critchley, 1997: 106). He argues in his study of death, philosophy, and literature – a book tellingly titled Very Little…Almost Nothing – that the essence of Romanticism is constituted by its non-romantic feature, and this can be a number of things, although, “very little… almost nothing”. Critchley explains the non-romantic feature of Romanticism via Blanchot’s notion of writing. For Blanchot, writing is an attempt at making of language a work, which in turn proves to be a work of ‘unworking’, by means of designating the production of an object. This object is not the object of language, but rather is represented, or affirmed, en exergue. Says Blanchot: “to speak poetically is to make possible a non-transitive speech whose task is not to say things (not to disappear in what it signifies), but to say (itself) in letting (itself) say, yet without taking itself as the new object of this language without object” (Blanchot, 1993: 357). This idea is also elaborated in Timothy Clark’s essay “Modern Trans​formations of German Romanticism”, in which the non-Romantic essence of Romanticism constitutes a circularity that involves failure at the level of affirming incompleteness: “the Romantic ambition to realize the text as the poetry of poetry, as literature’s affirmation of its essence as a genericity that embraces and grounds all determinate genres, may again be said to ‘fail’ in its very ‘success” (Clark, 1992: 236). 

Drawing on Schlegel’s overall project – to compose the novel as a total artwork – Critchley thus sees the negative dialectic in the working of the fragment as a failing function. Here, he suggests that the Romantics’ primary goal was the realization of a non-existent project, which is of course almost nonsense – on the Romantics’ part, that is. As he puts it: “the success of Jena Romanticism is the development and the deployment of a genre that embodies failure within itself, whose completion is incompletion, whose structure is essentially ambiguous” (106). By virtue of the thesis on the novel as the total artwork, the task of completing it always runs ahead of its realization. In other words, the novel as an all-inclusive totality in any realizable fashion is doomed to fail, as it is questioned by Schlegel’s own proposed fragmentary form. For Schlegel, the novel’s significance lies in postponing its project to a future non-defined and non-realizable. Hence, the novel is never itself, a genre that is, insofar as it is – first, and then always – a fragment: “the feeling for projects – which one might call fragments of the future – is distinguishable from the feeling for fragments of the past only by its direction: progressive in the former, regressive in the latter” (Schlegel, 1991: 21). 

Furthermore, Critchley decides that the negative dialectic is given expression in the fragment as a model for its own genre, which in turn rejects definition, and becomes the literary absolute, “the project does not exist” (Critchley, 1997: 110). This genre, however, acquires a repetitive quality for Critchley, who, despite seeing the genre of the fragment as non-genre, chooses to attribute it a name, namely the fragment – but only insofar as it constitutes itself as “almost nothing”. On this account, both the fragment’s genre and its name fail. Says Critchley: 

The romantic model for the literary absolute, the genre par excellence for romantic expression, is the fragment. Now, the specificity of the fragment, its uniqueness, is that it is a form, that is both complete and incomplete, both a whole and a part. It is a form that embodies interruption within itself. That is to say, the fragment fails. (106) 

Now, that the fragment fails seems to appear in stark contrast to the view posited in The Literary Absolute, which Critchley himself adopts largely, namely that the fragment “involves an essential in​completion” (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, 1988: 42). This means that, if it fails, it cannot fail on the ground of its essentiality, as this essentiality extends to the fragment’s relation to the work, that is, qua fragment, including that form which Critchley says is both complete and incomplete. The fragment being both a whole and a part also consolidates the idea that it goes beyond being merely specific, it becomes its definition sine definition: “Fragments are definitions of the fragment; this is what installs the totality of the fragment as a plurality and its completion as the incompletion of its infinity” (44). So far so good, but how does the fragment really fail, or perhaps it does not? Not when the future is full of them, if one takes Critchley’s word for it, here following Schlegel: 

The future is faced with fragments, with fragments of an impossible future, a future that itself appears fragmentary. And this is the best, and for no reason. Out of the bonfire of our intellectual vanities come the ashes of compassion, of tenderness and generosity, and for no reason. After the unworking of human arrogance, we become the ‘finally human natives of a dwindled sphere.’ (Critchley, 1997: 138) 

Wit in and Out of Perspective

The thrust of Schlegel’s ideas is as circular as his definitions: “there exists an infinite number of real definitions for every individual” (Schlegel, 1991: 28). Here, Schlegel’s manner of defining resembles Heraclitus’s circle whose beginning is also its end. What is interesting is that Schlegel’s circular method elicits an answer to the question, ‘why write in fragments’, before the fragment is defined as such. Furthermore, in its circularity, Schlegel’s theory of Romantic poetry is directly linked to the question of understanding the concept of becoming, insofar as it manifests the subject’s “will to system”. Now, one must speculate why Schlegel is so concerned with the ‘system’. Insofar as the system possesses immediacy, the system repeats what you see, inwardly that is, with the eyes of your witz. For Schlegel, one’s witz also possesses immediacy. Immediacy in turn is equated with imagination stretched to the limits of symmetry. As he puts it in the Athenaeum fragment 383: 

There is a kind of wit [witz] which, because of its solidity, thoroughness, and symmetry, one is tempted to call architectonic wit. Expressed satirically, it produces the only real sarcasms. It must be properly systematic, and then again, it doesn’t; with all its completeness, something should still seem to be missing, as if torn away. (Schlegel, 1991: 78) 

Clearly, Schlegel favours wit to best represent what the system marks as its difference, the non-system, the “then again” not systematic. Here, I suggest that the consensual fragment’s performativity is marked by this equivocity. However, the marked difference is not in content but in representation. In other words, can wit replace the system? This question is what concerns Schlegel when he decides: there is no system – as soon as the system is invoked, however sceptically, it becomes annulled by a number of hypothetical formulations, such as, not yet(s), as if(s), and as yet(s). This is in effect what confers on wit its architectonic form. Or else, wit assumes an architectonic form the moment Schlegel makes the realization that hypothesis – not definition – is linked to and informs the idea of infinity. Behler too notes that scepticism and the belief in pursuit and the realization of a final goal is maintained simultaneously in the Romantic conception with the purpose of perfecting the infinite becoming which validates the fragmentary mode. He writes: 

Schlegel justifies fragmentary writing ‘as long as’ we have not yet established the completed system of knowledge, and he demands irony ‘wherever philo​sophy appears in oral or written dialogues – and is not simply confined to rigid systems.’ In a similar sense, philosophy is in need of ‘genial inspirations’ and ‘products of wit’ as long as it is not yet entirely systematic. (Behler, 1993: 71) 

The infinite becoming, then, can be said to be on the verge of the ‘margin of nothing’ as a means of creating the “provisional philo​sophy” which Schlegel sees constituted “before drafting a logical constitution” (Schlegel, 1991: 55), before the margin runs off to frame another non-system. 

If Romantic poetry is fragmentary by self-definition, then the fragment as such expresses wit as external. This means that wit functions as an interposed text to the extent that it subordinates itself to the pragmatic character of Romantic poetry as irony: the poem’s structure is a fragment of commentary which describes the function of the fragmentary as irony. In this sense irony expresses itself in a self-referential context which goes beyond its problematic, from the form to the framework where the question of arbitrariness becomes a question of meta-inquiry. The pragmatism can be justified in one of Schlegel’s formulations that has double character: “In poetry too every whole can be a part and every part really a whole” (2). As pragmatic form, wit manifests itself in parodying every consent that wit as imaginative form or “fragmentary genius” finds worthy of systematic indictment. Wit is double-sided here: while pragmatic, wit can still be imaginative, the difference being levelled by irony. 

A similar idea is expressed in The Literary Absolute, where the double-sidedness of witz is presented as the principle of unity between fragments. We make a first assumption: since wit functions as a principle, it must reside in the ‘inner’ form of the fragment. But the authors here identify an initiating paradox, for as they point out: “it was never really possible to assimilate Witz to a genre or a work” (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, 1988: 54). Our second assumption is that what they mean is that witz really resides in the ‘outer’ form of the fragment. On the one hand, it is evident that this is the social aspect of wit, which Schlegel refers to in fragment 9 of the “Critical Fragments”: “Wit is absolute social feeling, or fragmentary genius” (Schlegel, 1991: 2), yet on the other hand, witz which is outside the form that accommodates it, seeks a formal law that moves away from forms of sociality. “Fragmentary genius” then, must refer to the aesthetic effect that witz confers on writing, as Schlegel puts it in fragment 394: “It’s a great mistake to try to restrict wit to society […] It’s just that real wit is still conceivable only in written form, like laws” (80). 

However, although witz seems to move circularly (cf. fragment 113: “A classification is a definition that contains a system of definitions” (31), a paradox à la Hofstadter’s Gödel
 – we must agree with Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy that it constitutes a “dialectical Aufhebung”, which is more like up and down, dislocated from an aesthetic concern with formal values per se. The “internal antinomy of Witz” is also given in what I suggest is the reverse of the double side of wit, which is not double at all, but a reverse that is already received in the form of a “not-yet-system”. A further example is offered in Lacoue-Labarthe’s and Nancy’s proposition that: “The absolute idea of the Work, it is also the not-even-work that must still be made to work”, and in their claim that “‘Fragmentary geniality’ preserves Witz as work and suppresses it as non-work, sub-work, or anti-work. Which implies, it seems, that geniality also forms the Aufhebung of the vol​untary and the involuntary” (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, 1988: 54). 

Thus, it seems that wit not only has a double side, a reverse side, an outside, and an inside, but also a counter-side, and this confers on wit its architectonic shape, or rather its deconstruction. Moreover, this counter-side marks the impossible center where the fragment is fixated, still. What renders this situation possible is plurality. For instance, Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy argue that “to write the fragment is to write fragments”, thus anticipating the ‘futuricity’ of the project of catching up with the center always half-ways
: to write fragments, means here to ‘reduce’ the text either to its pragmatic or imaginative wit. And then they counter-argue: 

But this plural is the specific mode in which the fragment aims at, indicates, and in a certain manner posits the singular of its totality. Up to a certain point, the formula employed by Friedrich Schlegel for the Ideas may be applied to all the Fragments: each one ‘indicates the center’ (I 155). Yet neither of the concepts used here belongs to the space of the Fragments themselves, for it is not exactly ‘indicating’ a ‘center’ that is in question in the Fragments […] Each fragment stands for itself and for that from which it has been detached. Totality is the fragment itself in its completed individuality. It is thus identically the plural totality of fragments, which does not make up a whole […] but replicates the whole, the fragmentary itself, in each fragment. (44) 

The structure of seeing the center as a mode that inhabits plurality is thus fundamental on at least two accounts. First, to the identification of the fragment as the fragment that indeed replicates itself, and second, to the experience of the fragment, because it forms the basis for the way in which the reader has the potential to grasp precisely its aesthetics – and here we are reminded of Jean Ricardou’s lecteur who composes “de lui même un livre autre” by means of engaging in a ‘fragmentary’ reading, in which the fragment multiplicates the ‘whole’, or totality – of a fragment of another fragment.
 On this account the fragment is the fragment is the fragment. 

Timothy Clark offers a different perspective of totality as the fragment, and suggests that it is a response to the transformations of the concept of incompleteness inherent in the fragment to move beyond itself whereby it would be completed. In this sense, the form of the fragment “sets the reader to work”, and the totality of the work is seen as a limit that is “neither transgressed, nor affirmed; it is transformed” (Clark, 1992: 237). Clark’s argument is that a frag​ment’s identity marks a direction governed by internal criteria that determines the fragment’s entrance in a circuit of abstract and formal system of descriptions, although, as he infers, this is yet content based. That the fragment has an identity at all is more a matter of circumstance than deliberation; circumstance incorporates the imagin​ative, while deliberation is based on facts. Clark suggests: 

[T]he identity of each fragment is not determined in itself nor does it find determination in the ensemble of fragments toward which it delivers itself. It maintains a singularity that both exceeds and resists subsumption in the network of fragments, yet by the same token this singularity falls short of a determined identity and constitutes a lack in any putative totality. (237) 

This is to say that the determination of the fragment’s indeterminative identity can only be anchored in the idea of transformation, which is after all almost the same as Schlegel’s own “forever becoming”, as the step beyond mere philosophy to the more sophisticated “form” of philosophy: “You say that fragments are the real form of universal philosophy. The form is irrelevant” (Schlegel, 1991: 54). This means that the real form of philosophy is a provisional form, yet bound to be all-inclusive in its constitution. Hence, the identity of the fragment is both given in its totality as well as in the transcendence of the subject. As in Schlegel’s reply: “marginal glosses to the text of the age” (54). 

Now, Clark places the Schlegelian fragment against Blanchot’s criticism of the Romantic fragment as such. Clark’s concern is with the fragment as aphorism, where the aphorism is the architecture which attempts to methodologically answer the question of form and fragmentation in Blanchot and Derrida. He argues that these two positions counter-point each other in the same desire of expression that goes beyond “calculation”. Blanchot’s own fragmentary writing in The Writing of the Disaster determines the identity of the fragment as an exigency for self-commentary, while Schlegel’s fragmentary writing is based on exigency for philosophical investigation. There is however a difference: Blanchot’s practice institutes a series of fragments that go beyond the limit that fragments constitute, although this enterprise takes place only as a transformation “of the topology or space of writing itself”, as Clark puts it (Clark, 1992: 237). In contrast, I would suggest that Schlegel’s practice pivots on a determination of the topology of writing wit. 

Moreover, transcendence of the subject works as fulfilling the demand for the ‘unexistence’ of the subject: Schlegel achieves it by means of irony, Blanchot by means of unworking the irony. In other words, wit is for Schlegel what writing is for Blanchot. Where wit for Schlegel enforces a space for the fragment as a representation of form, writing enforces for Blanchot a representation of the form of representation. 

To inflect what bearing the idea of representation has on the idea of space which enforces a possible world for the fragment as a specific fragmentary fragment, one has to look at the internal contradiction that forms the basis for representing the form of representation itself. Briefly, representing form is a matter of controversy that is taken up by hermeneutic interpretation and deconstructive interpretation alike, the first seeking to investigate and uncover the meaning of what is being represented while the latter is concentrating on the investigation of the position of meaning representation. Robert Leventhal argues that there are three hermeneutic paradigms in the development of the theories of interpretation since 1750: 

First, semiotic interpretation, which taught the student to interpret the text in accordance with prescribed rules of reason, rhetoric and charity. Secondly, so called Romantic Hermeneutics, which sought to reproduce the spirit of the author through the grammatical and psychological reading of discourse (Rede). Finally, the more extreme (anti-) hermeneutical position, which it should be said, does not repudiate the process of interpretation, but rather redefines it as a reading of the breaks, ruptures, and difficulties that are legible on the surface area of the text itself. On this reading of interpretation, the goal is not a hermeneutic consensus in the understanding of the thing (Verständigung) or a meeting of senses between distinct individuals or worlds (Einverständnis), nor finally a fusion of horizons between disparate prejudicial structures, but rather the provocation that the text actually resists the interpretive moves of the reader. (Leventhal, 1994: 310) 

Therefore, where Schlegel can be read to be transforming the aesthetic representation by advocating a philology of history as well as a historical poetics of philosophy – again as a reaction to Kant – Blanchot can be said to be revising this same aesthetic representation turning it into an act of cancelling itself out by ‘unworking’ the conditions of its own possibility at the junction where “literature encounters its most dangerous meaning – that of interrogating itself in a declarative mode” (Blanchot, 1993: 354). Consequently, literature is also determinative of its own mode of expression, which further justifies, to a certain extent, Blanchot’s claim regarding the main objective of Romantic literary expression, namely “to be everything but without content” (353). Clark puts it in a nutshell: 

The literary form, for Schlegel, affirms itself as its self-transcendence in irony or criticism. Nevertheless, there is the most minute yet decisive difference between this affirmation of the work as transcending its finitude by ironic acknowledge​ment of it and Blanchot’s notion of a work’s inherent completion: ‘Plus une oeuvre se commente, plus elle s’appelle de commentaries’ (…) Blanchot’s fragments acquire an oddly repetitive quality that yet never exhausts the reader’s sense of novelty and strangeness. While Schlegel’s fragments affirm an excess to any finite determination, Blanchot’s, as they move through a series of related meditations upon what he terms ‘the neuter’, ‘the anonymous’, ‘the nameless’, and ‘the fragmentary exigency’, generate themselves out of the attempt to let speak a lack of whose insistence intensifies in proportion to the writing that might seem to complement or fill it. This is the fragmentary exigency, the demand of/in writing, ‘beyond’ or ‘behind’ any subjective desire of expression or any conscious calculation. (Clark, 1992: 237) 

If one were to take “the subjective desire of expression” one step further, one would have to decide about one’s own position as a reader. But this position seems to give itself in advance. The idea that there is a difference between understanding and not understanding the text further generates the desire to dispense with the rules – if there are any rules – and thus “imagine” the meaning of the text (still), if it has a meaning. (One could further contend that the reader’s position in this case is a variant of consenting.) Further, this position posits the question: is the comprehension of the text as a whole exterior to the incorporation of what is different in the text within the reader’s systematic work? 

Here, I can refer to the essay “A Portrait of Interpretation” by Ruth Lorand who distinguishes interpretation – its objectives, its specificity, its logical status and its objects – from other cognitive activities, such as describing, explaining, clarifying, decoding, which, she argues, each aims at answering a different question. Before the reader engages in the different interpretative stages rendered by Lorand, the reader has to first “recognize the problem”. The assumption is that there are conceptual differences between de​scription and interpretation and evaluation and interpretation. What interests us here are the claims she makes in connection with when and how an interpretation is in order based on the dichotomy com​pleteness/incompleteness: 

We interpret when we wish to complete what is apparently incomplete (or disordered). We interpret when we believe in the genuine coherence of the object and wish to demonstrate this coherence by struggling with difficulties on its “surface”. […] The conviction that an object is genuinely incomplete in some crucial sense forms the basis for criticizing the object and exposing its deficiencies. […] Criticism attacks and distorts the object’s apparent complete​ness, while interpretation aims at dissolving apparent incompleteness […] Any object which appears incomplete, but is believed to contain the potential for its own completeness, calls for interpretation. (Lorand, 1998: 10–11) 

If interpretation follows wishes and beliefs, interpretation would then manifest itself in its very potential to be an entity as it appears to the conceptual frame of concepts. Ergo, interpretation is Romantic by virtue of integrating completeness where there is none. The crux of Schlegel’s theory is that wit carries interpretation beyond the ana​lytical construction of meaning. As wit no longer is a category but a condition, wit becomes Romantic hermeneutics. Interpretation is thus the geist of the fragment. 

Romantic Hermeneutics of the Fragment

More can be said about hermeneutics, but that it can also be Romantic is an interesting idea which may help us understand why the con​struction of the Romantic fragment is so problematic in relation to the poetics of the fragment that the Romantics propose. Here, Gerald Bruns grounds hermeneutics in the Romantic notion of scepticism. Insofar as wit becomes Romantic hermeneutics, it is not ‘of’ one’s own con​sciousness but ‘as’ somebody else’s. This is in fact similar to the Heraclitean line of thought which grounds thinking in doubting: if “all men think”, then they also doubt. Says Bruns: 

Romantic hermeneutics is, among other things, made up of compelling fantasies in which I imagine myself exceeding the finitude that withholds the other from me. Romantic hermeneutics belongs to the culture of enlightened skepticism. It is born of the impossible desire to possess the self-possession of the other, knowing the other from the inside out, with the self-certainty of Descartes’s self-experience, not doubting the other as one not-doubts oneself. But this desire, like all other desires, has its corresponding horror, which is that if I enter the inner sanctum of the other, no one will ever hear of me again. It will be like sex or death or the descent into the unconsciousness; or castration or animal metamor​phosis or the dispossession of madmen, murderers and sinful women. What I must give up is precisely my self-possession, my consciousness; I must evacuate my inwardness, leave my body, turn myself into I know not what, become a body for another to inhabit, or a mind for another’s will to control. (Bruns, 1992: 167) 

Now, it seems that Bruns captures the spirit of what Schlegel meant by the social aspect of wit, the fact that it inflects pretension and thus is able to transcend the desire of expression at the individual level. For example, the desire for the communality of expression is emphasized in the very fragments of the Athenaeum that were intentionally not attributed to any one person. In other words, wit, or witz, makes possible the potentiality of the demand of imagination not just ‘behind’ or ‘beyond’ the desire, but ‘in’ the desire, in the fragment itself, if we agree that any subjective desire is dominated by the subject, by the relationship between thought and the content of thought, induced by immanence, yet itself another subject to revision. 

The aim is thus to thematize what is involved in understanding a text, and moreover to identify the seeming breach between theme and thematics where the fragment is concerned, if we assume that the fragment has everything except a fixation of its certain problematics. The thematization of such seeming absence obviously calls for what is already meta-textual, namely commentary of the theme always ‘in waiting’ or suspended. To comment well one must depart from the subject of interest in order to overcome the other horror of desire that does not involve how strong or weak it is, for what does “in” the desire mean, if not how high or low it ranks? Mediocrity certainly impedes the experience of immediate knowledge in the form of intuitive wit, and what Schlegel has to say about this is already encapsulated in a humorous fragment: “Mediocre authors who announce a little book as if they wanted to let us see a great giant should be forced by the literary police to label their product with the motto: This is the greatest elephant in the world, except himself” (Schlegel, 1968: 130). 

Paralleled with another context where the deconstructive play between wit, imagination, and desire is seen as an integrated part of hermeneutics, one could suggest that the arresting Aufhebung (all over again) should also be the element that takes care of the literary police itself, as the clear delineating between rigorous thinking and methodo​logy should be upheld in a constant exchange that engages – as constantly – ‘police services’. Perhaps we could suggest that there is a metaleptic relationship between Schlegel’s “literary police” and philosophy as polis, ‘a nation’ or institution of philosophizing practices on the form of philosophy itself, which would be a reversal in retrospection of the tradition when philosophy meant the study – practice! – of common-sense logic. As Critchley also notes: 

Although it is doubtless banal to be reminded of this fact, the connection between philosophy and the founding of a nation or polis has decisive precedents in the philosophical tradition, where one thinks of Plato's misadventure in Syracuse or Heidegger’s repetition of Platonism in his National Socialist commitment. (Critchley, 1997: 128) 

The way “police” derived from polis is an example of that kind of representation which is exterior to consciousness, or should we say logic? These two terms that seem to exclude each other can be said to be anchored in precisely that Aufhebung, not one that returns itself to a higher level – is literary police elitist? – but one which gravitates and succumbs to the practice of being exemplary of itself – who can arrest the ‘elephantuous’ reading? The literary police’s task then is to represent ex polis a reading of itself and thereafter an identification of the text’s textuality. In this sense, one can agree with John Caputo that: “Every existing polis requires, and deserves, the gadfly, the Socratic sting of deconstructive analysis, whether it likes it or not” (Caputo, 1987: 198). Of course, deconstructive analysis here means hermeneutic interpretation. 

Discussing Derrida’s critique of Heidegger’s metaphysics, Caputo further claims that delimiting Being and truth as effects or structures is to see fluctuality at work, as a network in which everything is held in play. His project is to go beyond the consequences of the desire to “keep the play in play” and resolve precisely the difference that marks the “metaphorics” of play, its “resonances and resoundings”. Con​trasting what he calls Derrida’s “metaphorics of dance” to Heideg​ger’s “metaphorics of stillness”, he says: 

It is my intention not to join each other in a moment of Aufhebung but to see to it that each subverts the other just at the moment when one tends to dominate, when one starts to take itself seriously, when one becomes exclusionary of the other. Instead of an Aufhebung, I want to keep these two after each other, giving each other no rest, each keeping the other in play. And, if this is to be described as a dialectic, let it be a negative dialectic whose point is to give no comfort or place to hide. In this way one raises the tension and deepens the resonance of what I call here radical hermeneutics. (198) 

There can be only one legitimation of the desire, and that is given in the question of authenticity to keep itself as the counter-point of wit, for as the question prompts itself – as if with Schlegelian resonance – who is the author of wit? Who indeed? At this point, one can contend that wit marks a difference, not in the content of the fragment, but in the way the fragment is represented, as a representation with different functions, as a consensual fragment which performs and enacts its own authorial theory. (The aphorism comes close to this situation, albeit the aphorism is a different matter altogether). The writing of wit, then, within the frame of the fragment’s representation, can be said to work as a performance of the process of writing itself. Consenting, as it were, all the way through. 

Wit in the Breaking of the Hermeneutic Circle

No matter how neat and easy it appears, the formulation that “fragments are definitions of the fragments”, if we recall Critchley’s words
, still operates with ambiguities, and thus poses a problem for us: what do these definitions rely on, especially when they put nothingness in a play of opposites. And what opposites, of what character? Are they descriptive or analytic, imaginative or creative? 

However much one is tempted to call in Davenport here, a look at the significance of Schleiermacher’s hermeneutic circle for the early German Romantics may prove useful. Crudely put, there is a sym-metry between part and whole in Schleiermacher – although not in respect to the question of totality, as we shall see – which is given in the circular movement of interpretation: one cannot understand the whole, unless one understands the parts; and conversely, understanding the parts requires that one also understands the whole. Off hand, this circular and double movement involves three kinds of interpretation, each distinguished in its own way: the author’s, the text’s, and the reader’s. Validating interpretation accord-ing to who decides the issues has always been a matter of controversy. 

In modern hermeneutics – starting with Schleiermacher – text and context reflect the position of the interpreter in terms of (his) historicity, and unknown to him, which renders the primordiality of unity preconceptual, as that which comes first, which exists a priori. That is to say, the prior unity settles in a necessary preconceptual frame and is grasped as the “animating geist”. Bernhard Radloff states: 

The interpreter understands himself or herself only by encountering, in a process of self discovery, his or her own being through the historically determined, in each case finite and particular manifestation of Spirit. Here, too, understanding moves in a circle: human being, far from being a static essence, is determined and determines itself by grasping its own, present being out of the projected horizon of the whole which the past unveils; and the undiscovered country of the past, the whole of the inscription of Spirit, emerges out of the living, analogical being of the interpreter’s participation in Geist. The way forward – the question posed, the project of self-discovery – is the way back. (Radloff, 1993: 551) 

What interests us here is Schleiermacher’s idea of framing a general hermeneutics as the art of understanding, which he claimed only existed as a plurality of specialized hermeneutics. As Palmer points out in his study of Schleiermacher’s project of formulating a general hermeneutics, the art of understanding is ranked higher than the art of explaining, as the latter is bound to fall outside of hermeneutics, if it so happens that it becomes more than the outside of understanding, thus taking on the form of presentation (Palmer, 1969: 85). What is implied here is, undoubtedly, that it may be possible to present non​sense, without having to understand it, for which reason, presentation and explanation are seen as aesthetic cognitive activities of the rhetorical kind. The transposition of a formulation into speech is thus a more distinct operation than the understanding thereof. This dif​ference between speaking and understanding, Palmer argues, becomes the fundamental in hermeneutics as a theory of understanding: “if hermeneutics is no longer basically devoted to clarifying the varying practical problems in interpreting different kinds of text, then it can take the act of understanding as its true starting point: hermeneutics becomes in Schleiermacher truly the “art of understanding” (86). In other words, the hermeneutic circle is not just a way of relating to preconceptual frames – as impossible as it may sound – it is a demand, an exigency for a space (where the very logical contradiction of the hermeneutic circle can be situated, namely in the space where understanding is shared) based on the possibility of the text to create a context of meaning, and thus transcend mere circularity. As Palmer asserts, “[t]o operate at all, the hermeneutical circle assumes an element of intuition” (87). The geist is still ineffable. 

The point I am trying to make here is that hermeneutics as the art of understanding is directly linked to that which it opposes, its exterior, or outsidedness, for ‘art’ involves temporality and always points to a certain direction. Consequently one wonders, what does art mean for Schleiermacher? This question, however, becomes more interesting if seen in the deconstructive context, when the dispute on what space to assign to art takes on another dimension. For example, does art belong to the past, and is thus in a constant “lack of present” – as Taylor has it in his rendering of Hegel’s and Blanchot’s ideas – or is art itself the mediating relation sine qua non between temporality and space? Thus, the question of direction – as the first thing to be comprehended – becomes all the more pertinent, especially if one has in view the possibility of ‘understanding’ an error. Here we are reminded of Blanchot – as quoted by Taylor – who suggests that there is an outside which is an inside without being “interiorized”: 

[A]rt has led us ‘to a time before the world, before the beginning. It has cast us out of power to begin and to end; it has turned us toward the outside where there is no intimacy, no place to rest. It has led us into the infinite migration of error. For we seek art’s essence, and it lies where the nontrue admits of nothing essential…. It ruins the origin by returning to it the errant immensity of directionless eternity.’ (Blanchot in Taylor’s rendition, 1986: 30–31) 

Thus it would seem that interpretation also comes in degrees. A salient point is made in David Hoy’s argument in The Critical Circle where he sees hermeneutic theory as a mediator between the immanence of the text and the historicity of interpretation. Hoy points out that there is a difference between the historical horizon and the present horizon in the hermeneutic consciousness, simply because writing allows for a total “adequacy of meaning” (following Gadamer). Hoy’s claim is that “once written, the language of the text is freed from the constraints under which it may originally have been conceived”
 (Hoy, 1978: 98–100). Hence, the way forward may undergo a different trajectory than via the question posed, where the project of self discovery is closely linked to intended actions which would include the description of the consequences that may “exceed the expectations of the agent”, and in turn “give rise to the necessity for other actions which the agent did not anticipate” (99). 

This means that the part can justify the whole, although, if the part is removed from its orbit for the purpose of having a fuller comprehension of its constitution, and if the part is there, necessarily in the first place, for the purpose of supplementing knowledge about the whole, then the presupposition that it can justify anything at all is false. This leads us to infer that the supplementing element must also be the one that is always missing, the gap itself, that is. And since one can hardly comprehend the gap, the gap must be ‘presented’ or explicated as poetical, or as part of the “incomprehensible” (Schlegel) in itself, but not part of the text. As some scholars of hermeneutics would have it, it is always the author’s fault if he fails to comprehend his own ideas properly
. Consequently, incomprehensibility seen in relation to the author’s incapacity to enter into play when there is a difference, which is marked by the author’s incapacity to control the reader according to his own conceptual frame, is in fact the back-ground for the interpreter’s space when he recreates what the author himself ‘should have meant’. The hermeneutic circle appears to be squared when the author has a problem with clarification, and the fact that he may be able to clarify his text, but not the idea behind the text, has implications for the necessary break in the circle. 

Ruth Lorand calls this situation the “fourth side” of the triangle (author, text, reader), for, as she recalls from Kant – pointing out that since it is the idea that matters, the interpreter’s investigation should be directed “behind” the text – “the ‘genuine’ idea is not necessarily what the author explicitly had in mind, but rather what s/he should have had”. Furthermore, she quotes Kant’s famous formulation which formed the basis for later arguments regarding the primacy of valida​tion in the triangle: 

It is by no means unusual, upon comparing the thoughts which an author has expressed in regard to his subject […] to find that we understand him better than he has understood himself. As he has not sufficiently determined his concept, he has sometimes spoken, or even thought, in opposition to his own intention. (Kant in Lorand, 1998: 4) 

Leventhal too takes up this aspect and gives it a different twist, when he lets Schleiermacher declare: “Yes, there is something true in the formulation that the highest perfection of interpretation is to under​stand an author better than he could give an account of the sense of the text himself” (Leventhal, 1994: 301). Leventhal thus under​scores that what really interested Schleiermacher was not the relation between interpreter and the text, but between the speaking subject and the listening audience. Taking our cue from Lorand who claims that interpretation is due when something is incomplete or disordered, yet having the potential for its own completeness, we would understand better – via Leventhal – why the scene of hermeneutics is ‘voiced’, is one of “speech”. Says Schleiermacher: “Wherever there is something strange in the expression of thoughts through discourse, the task can only be solved with recourse to our theory, even though certainly only in those cases in which there is something in common between the person speaking and the listener” (302). 

Is there a fifth side of the triangle? One could argue that the descriptions or the accounts are also actions if we recall Donald Davidson, for which reason the gap is the distinguishing mark of in​terpretation, of the triangular relation between author/text/reader, which thus becomes a pentangle. One could even further argue that Schlegel most certainly engages in breaking the circle, and thus render the triangle a strange loop
, as it were. As he puts: “In order to understand someone who only partially understands himself, one must first understand him totally and better than he understood himself, then, however, only partially, and just as well as he understood himself” (305). So, Schlegel is full of paradoxes, the more he merges the more he emerges, the more he equivocates, the more he consents. I suggest that Schlegel, here, dashes off the immanent fragment between his considerations of Romantic, suspicious, and sceptical hermeneutics. We go back to Hoy to see a parallel: 

Thus, immanence of the poetic text turns out to be another name for the historicity of interpretation. That the poetic text appears to transcend particular interpretive understandings leads us to call it immanent. Yet it would be a mistake to believe that this immanence implies a transcendence beyond history or outside history – into the eternal, for instance. Rather, because the trans-cendence is tied to the history of a dialogue with the poem, it is always further into history, into another context of interpretation. (Hoy, 1978: 100) 

Put differently, the way further is the way back by cutting through the middle – into history could mark exactly the point where ambiguity arises. For the purpose of illustration we can refer to two epigraphs
 – one from Schleiermacher and one from Schlegel, even if only indirectly related to our context. Tzvetan Todorov, in his study Symbolism and Interpretation, takes his point of departure in two aspects of discourse, namely, the production and reception of discourse, which falls within the domain of rhetoric, and the reception and interpretation of discourse, which belongs to the domain of hermeneutics. Although an analysis will not be given here, the epigraphs will help illustrate what the ‘other’ context of interpretation entails. First, Schleiermacher: “The kinship of rhetoric and hermeneutics consists in the fact that every act of comprehension is the inverse of an act of speech”, and Schlegel: “It is just as deadly for the mind to have a system as to have none at all. So one has to make up one’s mind to have both” (in Todorov, 1982:  7, 25). 

Now, the way in which these epigraphs parallel the text they are accompanying – each with its own form of self-referentiality – sug​gests that ambiguity is itself subject to ambiguity as a system that goes beyond formalism, beyond questions of meaning and significance. Here, ambiguity establishes a series of undecidables able to take any direction within a variety of oppositions. Insofar as words such as ‘undecidable’ fall within the register of the poetics of deconstruction, we are allowed to ask whether ambiguity can be reduced to propositional statements of any kind. For the sake of clarity here, we can briefly sum up Todorov’s account of ambiguous discourse: “Discourse is ambiguous when several meanings are to be taken on exactly the same level” (54). Then Todorov goes on to distinguish between three types: syntactic ambiguity, in which the same sentence refers to two different underlying structures, semantic ambiguity where the sentence includes polysemic words, and pragmatic ambiguity which refers to a sentence that is the potential bearer of several illocutionary values (55). The Schleiermacher epigraph is used to enforce a point in the chapter entitled: “The Decision to Interpret”. For Todorov, the linguistic structure determines the symbolic interpretation, the point being that ultimately the decision to interpret is based on distinguishing between texts that are obscure, texts that are obscure intentionally, and texts that play with the idea of representing obscurity. The epigraph becomes a fragment in Todo​rov’s text. That is, an element which can be called an instance of interpretation, a separation between the decision to interpret as such, and the interruption that completes itself in the epigraph as the rhetorical counter-point to the text’s hermeneutics.

Conversely, the Schlegel epigraph stands as the overall comment to the entire book. As such, while exhibiting an effect which is untranslatable, the epigraph transcends and transgresses its own discourse so that it would correspond respectively to the three cases of ambiguity: syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic. In this sense, the epigraph’s functionality points to immanence or structure. Hence, both epigraphs assume the role of commentators for whom every text is an exercising of reason. In other words, having “both systems” is a mode of identifying the fragment in an allegory, or in the language of the parable. Insofar as parabolic language exhibits an aphoristic effect in most cases, one can go behind its nerve, as it were, and thus raise the question: how exactly can the system of differences be perceived? 

It should be fairly obvious what makes Schlegel adopt the “anti-hermeneutic” stance at this point: he does not believe that there is in itself anything “incomprehensible” about the text. As Leventhal points out, this situation arises because the author cannot determine his concepts, or the way in which concepts are described. The author thus ends up saying or writing “something that seems to contradict his own intention”. Moreover, Leventhal contends: “there is a logic, a comprehensible and coherent sense of the text, and understanding the author ‘better’ has to do with the author’s failure to be conceptually exact” (Leventhal, 1994: 301). However, there is an aesthetic value inherent in this situation, namely interpreting the author’s idiosyncrasies, which means that the ‘nothing’, if it in itself is also posited incomprehensible, marks a reading otherwise. That is to say, if the reader deems the work of a writer incomprehensible, insofar as it says ‘nothing’ to him, further analyzing the ‘nothing’ would amount to a performative reading as an intended exercise of reason. (Any element of ‘nothingness’ is bound to be interesting in itself, once one takes the pains to deem it incomprehensible). And this is the point where wit becomes central for the identity of the fragment: insofar as wit does not annul the incomprehensible, it supplements it, sometimes by repeating it. 

If we recall Critchley’s argument regarding the fragment that allows for a plurality of topics to be discussed in a single text, we can then suggest that the Athenaeum fragments written collectively replace the epistemology of understanding with imagination, where imagination is a performance of understanding as knowledge. Ac​cording to Heraclitus, perhaps what we really want to say is that “knowledge is not intelligence”, but a fragment of wisdom. This is a somewhat paradoxical statement, but if we take knowledge to be the substitute for abstraction in understanding, then we would have a manifestation of understanding for which knowledge is an instrument. Says Critchley more pointedly: “the virtue of the Jena romantics is not to offer a theory of the fragment, or even a stable definition, but rather a practice of the fragment, an enactment of a literary genre” (Critchley, 1997: 107). Perhaps what Critchley means to say, is that the fragment is still coercive, its own master, sending authors of all kind on a round trip, not just down, but also up the Heraclitean river. Stepping twice in the context of interpretation is thus the realm of imagining ‘otherwise’ the hermeneutic circle, or as Behler puts it: 

[F]rom the point of view of knowledge, the imagination seems to have supremacy over reason if we compare the two in epistemological terms. Whereas reason tends to unify its elements of knowledge as concepts, the imagination not only tends to embrace the greatest abundance and manifoldness, but also includes the comical, droll, and quaint features of life that reason is inclined to eliminate. (Behler, 1993: 78) 

Now, this means that there is a double bind in the process of reconstructing the meaning of a text, which opens up a horizon towards another context where ‘reading’ more radically the ‘meaning’ of the state in-between can take place. In a different order of ideas, concepts, when aesthetically defined, form a system that supplements the desire of expression by virtue of which one also writes systematically. This system creates a text of application in which the progression from searching for what is present in a fragment dissolves into what is increasingly absent from the fragment – Schlegel would call it the ‘nothing in itself incomprehensible’, we could call it performing applied Schlegelianism.
 

Ironic Experience as Performance

The idea that the interpreter should understand the author better than he understands himself, or as well as he understands himself, is an idea which culminates in experiencing the text at hand as necessarily ironic. For what does that kind of understanding entail? That the reader engages in exploring the author’s intentions, and thus makes these intentions preside over the very act of reading? If this were the case, reading would become an act of submission to the author’s intentions. This is in fact what Robert Scholes argues when he writes: “Reading – as a submission to the intentions of another – is the first step in all thought and all communication. It is essential; but it is incomplete in itself. It requires both interpretation and criticism for completion” (Scholes, 1985: 40). Or else, does the reader, by interrogating the text critically, decide that understanding ‘better’, or ‘as well’ really means understanding what kind of a relationship, he, the reader, develops with the text, when all things are said and done? Which direction would reading take: towards interpretation first, and then criticism? Perhaps, neither, if the reader is narcissistically triggered, and thus engages himself in an amour propre affair in which he, the reader as protagonist, reconstructs the text, before the text is even read – the second time around, that is, for the validity of the text to take effect. Indeed, at the end of the day, one may conclude that interrogating the text, at any point in time, is the same as saying that the act of reading, before it is submission to others or oneself, is a ‘holy pretext’, to paraphrase Umberto Eco.
 
By the same token, one cannot just claim for any good reason – as Schlegel did – that “One can only become a philosopher, not be one”, and then explain the consequence: “As soon as one thinks one is a philosopher, one stops becoming one” (Schlegel, 1991: 24). For Schlegel, this latter proposition involves a readiness which prompts the belief that the act of reading as interpreting is an act of becoming a poet. It is certainly ironic; especially if one notes that the ‘becoming a philosopher’ idea is expressed immediately after the fragment which exposes the ‘deadly’ consequences of having a system or of having none. The call for the paradoxical simultaneity to have them both, invoked by the use of the imperative, suggests that much. Here then, one can contend that irony is given in the author’s love of paradoxes which in turn makes possible and produces the forever ‘becoming’ philosophers. Blanchot’s comment is a case in point: “What Schlegel says of philosophy is true for writing: you can only become a writer, you can never be one; no sooner are you, than you are no longer, a writer” (Blanchot, 1995: 61). On the other hand, the way Schlegel understands irony is as poetry’s self-constitution. That is to say, not that poetry begins where philosophy stops, but that poetry begins where the “alternation between self-creation and self-destruction” counterpoints the ‘idea’ of representation. 

Can representation arrest the fragment as experience? Only as performance, for fragmentation only makes sense when represented as the fragment. Schlegel sees representation as becoming, Blanchot sees it as fallacious (when he suggests that fragmentation is a spacing produced by the temporality that can only be understood as the absence of time, here obviously in contrast to the idea of becoming) (60). What performance designates is the application, as in putting in practice, of a transition from becoming a philosopher to being a poet – in a reversal, as it were – and therefore it can be said to take on the aesthetic dimension. We find a parallel in Schleiermacher’s herme-neutic project to include understanding as art. As Andrew Bowie points out – in connection with why the Romantic tradition has always been a target for criticism, in the sense that the Romantics were engaged in the project of unifying philosophy and art to the extent that normativity in interpretation becomes a question of negative determination – the real issue is that “art must be formed out of non-art” (Bowie, 1997: 134). This has direct implications for the fragment as the spacing, or separateness, which must follow the fragmentary imperative, namely the total break in unity. The fragment, however, can also have unity outside the fragmentary. Writes Bowie: 

The fact is that art must be formed out of non-art. At the same time – and this is the critical point – the possibility of the transition from what is not art to art, or, in the more specific case, from what is not literature to literature, must always already be present, unless one wishes to discard any conception of the aesthetic or the literary at all. The emergence of aesthetic and literary experience becomes inexplicable if what makes aesthetic experience is not always already potentially present within non-aesthetic experience. (134) 

In other words, the representation of ‘becoming’ as fragmentary means that it cannot be literature, nor should it be literature, if we are to take Schlegel’s own word for it: “the fragment is the real form of universal philosophy”. In Blanchot’s ‘translation’ Schlegel acquires a different meaning: 

The fragment, as fragments, tends to dissolve the totality which it presupposes and which it carries off toward the dissolution from which it does not (properly speaking) form, but to which it exposes itself in order, disappearing – and along with it, all identity – to maintain itself as the energy of disappearing: a repetitive energy, the limit that bears upon limitation – or the presence of the work of art’s absence (to say it all again and to silence by saying it again). So it is that the travesty of the System – the System raised by irony to an absolute of absoluteness – is a way for the System still to impose itself by the discredit with which the demand of the fragmentary credits it. (Blanchot, 1995: 61) 

How does one represent ‘becoming’ then? The performative in a text can be said to enact the form of the text: paratextual, paradoxical, parabolic, and so on. Taking his cue from Austin’s How to Do Things with Words Leventhal argues that “as a ‘performative’ the Parable does not represent or prescribe a certain system of values to be followed, but rather carries out or enacts a confrontation or clash of the multiplicity and indeterminacy of historical meaning” (Leventhal, 1994: 130–1). In other words, the parabolic text is fragmentary by definition. And ‘becoming’ enforces the parabolic aspect of the text. Hence, ‘becoming’ does not collapse into is, a mere copula, which is to say, ‘becoming’ is bound to emphasize the content, or here consent. It traces and erases simultaneously what, at the bottom, the form is – becoming. It may be for this reason that we have formulations of the ironic kind, though with a twist, such as Schlegel’s: “I can give no other ‘echantillon’ of my entire ego than such a system of fragments because I myself am such a thing” (Schlegel, 1968: 41), and Emerson’s: “I am a fragment, and this is a fragment of me” (in Critchley, 1997: 123). The explicit aim of these statements is to maintain the fragmentary as a generic tradition which is paradoxically handed down to precursors, predecessors, and other parasital hosts for the purpose of untying the rope that suspends the moment when the fragment is revealed, not as that which is, but as that which becomes – ens realissimum. 

Thus, what is involved in tradition is the application of its historicity as interpretation to what confers on the fragment the state in which the fragment would be in a temporal paradox of irony. Marike Finlay sees this state as a resolution that can be resolved in narrativity, by engaging irony in three movements: “empirical time – ‘histoire’”, “signified time – ‘récit’”, and “actual time of existing writing – time of enunciation”. As she claims: “Irony exists not as a simple anachrony between ‘récit’ and ‘histoire’ but as a ‘mise en relief’ of the impossibility of uniting the other two temporal moments within the time of enunciation” (Finlay, author’s emphasis, 1988: 108). 

So far so good, but what if the time of enunciation presents itself as the time of silence, as in as if silence, as yet to be broken? Obliquely, Finlay herself sees irony as part of a semiotic project in which interpreting is made possible even before understanding, here making a remark involving the rhetoricians’ failure to see that “irony is an ‘act’, a ‘practice’, a ‘communicational event’ between par​ticipants” (69). Regarding Schlegel’s own definition of irony as parody, she further writes: “This implies that irony is not merely a dislocation of codes operated by an external third party but that within the coded material of narrative itself a speculative self-parody is practiced” (105). Now, obviously this has to do with the text’s frame as totality and the labelling of one’s own productive capability, not only as speculative self-parody, but also as a contribution which is bound to counterpoint the work ironically, and thus make it less sure of itself. 

Schlegel’s own theory of understanding is tied up with the understanding of the working of irony and its implications, here, for the fragmentary mode which adopts the instance of imitating, if we recall Livingston. Finlay makes a parallel to Genette: “As Genette says, the fragment is perhaps ‘mimologique’ of fragmenticity itself, and we might add, that there is nothing more fragmentary of the totality of the work than fragmenticity itself. But one might ask: ‘what about the seemingly coherent middle section?’” (105) This is in​teresting, of course, because the perspective of the ‘middle’ elicits a metaphysical experience – we are still with the philosopher here. Genette has it in his work on paratexts that they constitute a zone between text and off-text, an intermediary zone (Genette, 1997: 1–2). If we take intermediarity to mark the ‘middle’, then we could argue that the paratext forms an indistinct threshold between the inside and the outside of the text, with no stable boundaries. It would seem to follow, then, that the margins are loose but could be regarded as centers made viable by the very word ‘intermediary’. Obviously, just as Genette points to the impossibility of a text’s existence without its paratext, the fragment cannot be conceived of in terms of “itself”. Therefore the fragment is always improper in itself in relation to its “proper” belonging to a whole. Now, the obvious question would be to know whether the fragment that is ironic is a practice of the fragment by definition. Ernst Behler’s explanation of the ironic scene might fit the situation in which the middle, or the in-between-ness, acts on its own behalf, that is to say, when ‘its’ self is the fragment: 

The most important aspect of this theory [of self-destruction] for an understanding of the poetic process is the assumption that in the poet’s mind, the creative strivings are counteracted by the scepticism of irony. More specifically, the function of irony does not reside so much in the destruction of creative production, but rather in a mediating position between enthusiasm and scepticism. Schlegel defined irony as “a constant alternation between self-creation and self-destruction” or as the “form of the paradox”, as a shifting between opposite poles. (Behler and Struc, 1968: 40) 

Thus, it can be said that Romantic scepticism is defined by what irony does to paradox. Moreover, if irony works both ways, that is to say, if in turn it makes the paradox ironic, then the paradox becomes the para-doxa of interpretation, the fragment with no name, the fragment which opposes the sense of “l’épistémê”
. 

The fragment is – at the Romantic point – the fragment of the hermeneutics of suspicion, which in John Caputo’s words, would have this hermeneutic formula: 

Hermeneutics is the business of the rabbi, not the poet, of a Husserlian explication of horizons, not of Joyce. It always remains on the same ground as the interpretandum. It is not prepared for rupture, discontinuity, disruption. Its commerce with movement is always limited to assured movements which do not change terrain, whose results are more or less guaranteed from the start, in a coincidence of archeology and teleology. Hermeneutics for Derrida is another of those dissemblers who lead us on with all their talk about change and becoming and kinesis but who, in the end, sell it down the (Heraclitean) river. (Caputo, 1987: 147) 

Electing the Fragment

In sum, Schlegel’s theory of the fragment continues the line of thought of Heraclitus, and – in a metaleptic way – of such poets as Blanchot and Jabès, for whom totality as the fragment is directly linked to yet another function of the counter-side of wit, which is the margin of the ‘nothing’. It is on this threshold that it is possible to claim plurality for the writing of the fragment as fragments. The writing of ‘nothing’ becomes the radical hermeneutics of the aesthetic fragment. Thus the fragment is functional: its incompleteness marks the totality or the wholeness of another fragment. I recall here Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s declarative statement: “to write the fragment is to write fragments”. 

Does writing define the fragment, then? As this point we are none the wiser in terms of what defines the fragment, nor do we know how exactly the fragment’s existence – as established in the previous chapter – is still maintained in the Romantic period. It is however clear, that while the Romantics are also guided by the coercive force of the fragment as their predecessors were, they seem to reach a point when they consent to, a yet undefined, form of the fragment’s agency. If, in Heraclitus, the question of the fragment revolved around determining to what extent the writing that is found can be deemed intended or unintended fragments, for the Romantics, the fragment is a piece of literature left unfinished due to lack of skill, or inability (cf. Gasché, and Livingston). We believe this, but only to the extent that we accept the Romantics’ flair for suicidal pacts as a manifestation in literature of writing which does not let itself be brought to an end, where it can die, as it were, peacefully and naturally. Whether the fragment is intended or unintended, finished or unfinished, at this point, what defines it, is still a question which goes in circles. 

Yet again, Heraclitus’s circle is re-enforced with the introduction in philosophy of the notion of the hermeneutic circle. Whereas Schlegel theorizes poetically the part’s relation to the whole, Schleiermacher accounts for its philosophical significance. None, however, explain whether the part/whole relationship has any significance for the difference between the fragment and the frag​mentary. Albeit Schlegel’s insights are prophetic, insofar as wit proves to be a stable notion in all its unstable manifestations of the fragment. 

Thus, Schlegel’s contribution to the construction of the fragment is significant for its formulation of a poetics in which the fragment bestows upon hermeneutics the quality of wit. Which is to say that the fragment via wit consents to being interpreted. In this scheme, the hermeneutic imperative alongside the aesthetic imperative is depen​dent on the plurality of the fragment. This plurality manifests itself in the fragment’s incompleteness as a ‘forever becoming whole’. Wit is, on the one hand, external to the system of the fragment, and thus wit is social feeling, and internal to the ‘not-yet-system’ of the fragment, and thus wit is architectonic. The system of the fragment marks here what Schlegel calls “real wit” which is “conceivable only in written form”. ‘No wit’ as distinguishable from ‘real wit’, is perhaps a form of ‘pseudo-wit’ as ‘nothing but wit’. It is then only fair to assume that Schlegel’s own share of ink splashes in such a way that it creates affinities with whomever the capricious words choose to elect. 

The fragment consents. 

The Redundant, Repetitive, and Resolute Fragment
To define nothing is among the skeptic’s obligations. But what can we oppose to the swagger that follows the merest definition we happen to have found? To define is one of the most inveterate of our madnesses, and it must have been born with the first word.

– E.M. Cioran
Be quiet, you do not understand me: I am not talking about your poems.

It is toward poetry that man is gravitating.

There is no other knowledge than that of the particular.

There is no other poetry than that of the concrete.

Madness is the predominance of the abstract and the general over the concrete, over poetry.

– Louis Aragon
Definition made a hand.

– Gertrude Stein
The construction of the modernist fragment follows two directions. There are writers who emphasize totality in their juxtapositions of pieces of texts, and others who break that totality by juxtaposing fragments that are incompatible. In the first case the fragment which may yet be complete in its elaboration closes itself around a certain meaning that the fragment as such proposes. In the second case, incompatibility elicits an openness which grounds meaning, not in the text, but in the wide space where the search itself for meaning becomes meaningful. Put more clearly, these two ap​proaches to the fragment answer two different questions: whereas in the first case the question is ‘what is the meaning of the fragment’, the second case deals with what is the meaning of having the fragment mean anything. Ultimately this is what distinguishes between writing a fragment and writing fragmentarily. 

Among the modernists who theorize the difference between writing a fragment and fragmented writing is the novelist Alain Robbe-Grillet. Claiming affinity with writers for whom the fragment works, on the one hand as a “contingent”, or “antitranscendent” text, such as Sartre’s La Nausée, and on the other hand as a “transcendent” text, such as the novels of Balzac, Robbe-Grillet points first to the aesthetic quality of incompatible fragments. He says in an interview with Tom Bishop: “the shock of seeing them together creates a kind of opening onto potential meaning” (in Kritzman, 1981: 294). In other words, the modern fragment is first and foremost a construction of a text which has a calculated structure and an unpredictable content. Most notably, Louis Aragon, Gertrude Stein, and Emile Cioran employ the method which renders the fragment an “opening onto potential meaning” in order to distinguish between genres: long and short texts, the fragment and the aphorism. Potentiality in fact characterizes the calculations inherent in a surrealist text which posits meaning as a latent potential extracted from the will to incom​patibility. Insofar as potential is latent, it is also able to make manifest the will for redundancy, repetition, and resoluteness. For Aragon, Stein, and Cioran, the act of defining the genre to which their writing subscribes is an act of engaging with what is potential in writing. For these writers potential writing is an actualization of a style which unfolds what is always uncertain in an idea. Their writing expresses an attempt at finding a language which is able to accommodate the fragment and at the same time be appropriate to the fragment. 

Giorgio Agamben’s collection of essays in the book Potentialities represents his systematic work over twenty years on potentiality and actuality, possibility and reality. Although my concern is not with these categories in the light that Agamben sheds on them, which begins with distinctions between Aristotle’s dynamis and energeia, and between Plato’s thing and the thing itself, the idea that defining can also exist in a state of potentiality is something that I argue applies to the way modernist writers construe the fragment. Through ex​perimental writing, defining becomes central to their discourse, to the extent that defining shows itself not to concern itself with itself. While philosophers try to solve this problem with rigorous thinking, the modernists engage in styling it rigorously. For example, Agamben’s examinations orbit around the problem with names for which there is no definition as they form the foundation of speech. In his essay on Derrida, “Pardes”, Agamben tackles what he calls the “White Knight’s theorem” based on a Lewis Carroll proposition in Through the Looking Glass: “the name of the name is not a name”. Here Agamben says: 

It is worth noting that this “White Knight’s theorem” lies at the basis both of Wittgenstein’s thesis according to which “we cannot express through language what expresses itself in language” and Milner’s linguistic axiom, “the linguistic term has no proper name”. In each case, what is essential is that if I want to say an intentio, to name the name I will no longer be able to distinguish between word and thing, concept and object, the term and its reference. (Agamben, 1999:  213) 

It is my contention that, as far as modernist writing is concerned, “naming the name” has to pass through different potential states in which what is actualized is the incompatible. Michael Riffaterre argues, for instance, that the project of the surrealists relies mainly on the creation of an automatic text – based on what André Breton suggests is a dictation from the unconscious – as a “total departure from logic, temporality, and referentiality” (Riffaterre, 1983: 221). The text’s departure from the norm, however, does not mean that it is without a grammar. Hence, Riffaterre argues, not even the automatic text can be different from an ordinary text. If there is a difference it consists of “violat[ing] the rules of verisimilitude and the represent​ation of the real”. Riffaterre says furthermore: 

Although normal syntax is respected, the words make sense only within the limits of relatively short groups, and there are semantic incompatibilities be​tween these groups; or else the semantic consecution of the sentences is normal, but their overall meaning is obscured by smaller nonsensical groups. (222) 

Insofar as grammatical analysis can be replaced by semantic analysis, the text under scrutiny can be said to posit the one in a redundant relationship to the other. Or else, the text can be said to acquire the character of the fragment in which both grammaticality and semantics stand in a repetitive relationship to each other, with the purpose of suggesting the effect of resoluteness in propositions such as “the name of the name is not a name”. 

My concern here is with examining to what extent redundancy, repetition, and resoluteness can be said to inform and be employed in the construction of the modernist fragment, though not as themselves but as their potentialities. I have not chosen representative modernist texts that merely exhibit fragmentation, but texts which engage with defining, where defining is a representation of its own potential. For Louis Aragon, Gertrude Stein, and E.M. Cioran, avoiding defining as such, while nevertheless defining, is a challenging project that can only be achieved through defining what it means to define, definition itself, as style. Whereas for Stein style is expressed by the notion of the “unnecessary” in the act of defining: “Therefore a masterpiece has essentially not to be necessary”, for Cioran defining finds expression in the abstractness of “simple” formulations: “A distinct idea is an idea without a future.” For both writers, writing is situated outside of the domain where definitions enforce the certainty of their ideas. Both writers are engaged in a project of illustrating how ideas (that is, the “uncertain” ones, if they are to be progressive) can be articulated in a form appropriated to their uncertainty. On the one hand, while for Aragon the redundant potential is a potential that makes style a matter of the fragment – none of Aragon’s works ever states that, but shows redundancy as a perspective of intentio – Stein uses repetition as a means to both show and represent an intentio in its potential to repeat itself, yet yield different results. For Cioran, on the other hand, the fragment’s intentio shows itself as a resolute proposition of po​tentiality as such. Indirectly all three are concerned with the intentio secunda which orbits around the questions: what does it mean to signify an intentio, what does it mean to signify fragmented writing or fragmentary writing, what does it mean for the fragment to be in a potential state of the fragmentary? 

The interesting aspect of the modernist fragment lies in its dealing not with the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary but in the way this difference opens up a potentiality whose markers – redundancy, repetition, and resoluteness – attempt to show whether discussing any difference is worth the while. Unlike other modernists, Aragon, Stein, and Cioran show a concern with the idea of a dif-ference between the fragment and the fragmentary, which they then analyze, scrutinize, and dismiss with grand style. 

The modernist fragment, I argue, is a fragmentary representation of the image in the mirror of difference and definition. 

Louis Aragon and the Redundant Potential

“I call well written that which is not redundant”, Louis Aragon declares in his work Treatise on Style, which is not so much a work on style per se, but on a specific kind of style denouncing redundancy generated by stupidity. Beginning with deliberations on who is a clown and who is a stable boy in the literary arena of the 20s, Aragon exercises his activist literary skills to help him distinguish between normative truth and authoritative text. The work culminates with a denouncing of “the dragon Not-conforming-your-acts-to-your-words” as the monster which controls the out-of-control writings, as it were, of surrealist writers. Reserving his right to ultimately “shit on the entire French army” Aragon’s rally against ‘stupid writing’ hinges on the importance of eliminating redundancy from the activism involved in the surrealist project. As, however, Aragon himself remains true to surrealist ideas of writing, this chapter argues that good activism is activism which is not redundant. Here, the question of redundancy will be seen from three angles: (1) to what extent is a redundant discourse powerful? (2) what is the role of the particular in literary activism? (3) can redundancy lend authority to the text which denounces it? 

One of the marks of modernity which legitimizes attacks on the very tradition that forms the background of one’s writing – such as Aragon’s – is freedom. André Breton sets the pace in his Surrealist Manifesto (1924) when he proclaims that “only the word freedom can still fill me with enthusiasm” (in Calinescu, 1987: 111). Freedom, for Aragon, however, four years later when he is writing his Traité du Style, marks a point of departure from surrealist ideas. Aragon’s emphasis is on the thought that writing is neither neutral, nor does it have an automatic function. For Aragon, writing and reading become metaphors for the neutrality of style that either incorporates, resists, or opposes automatic messages. As freedom in surrealist writing follows its own excesses, bliss, and pleasure, in order to settle in the transformations that it sets up, freedom for Aragon marks a style of writing that looks back on what constitutes it, what makes it repetitive, and resolute. Insofar as style is defined by freedom, mapping literary experiences, as Aragon does in his ‘treatise’, is an enterprise which calls thought into action. While style is seen as analytic thought, action (here in terms of literary activism) is seen as a redundant potential. However, as style actualizes the potential in action, style then takes literary experience into the realms of a thought’s uni-versality and an action’s particularity. My contention is that style mediates between action and thought and is the constituent of freedom. 

Within these parameters Breton’s freedom is only a fragment of a potential for a poetics whose concern is with explaining the essence of automatism in surrealist writing – such as, for instance, the innermost recesses of the subconscious – rather than the significance of what constitutes the basis for the literariness of the surrealist project. That is to say, where the surrealists stop at the significance of systematic nonconformism, Aragon launches himself into a discourse which stresses the significance of redundancy while trying to eliminate it. Hence, redundancy for Aragon has both negative and positive con​notations. 

The negative view of redundancy can be extracted from any dictionary where the term designates mainly that which is superfluous, unnecessary, and unusual in a text, a sentence, or a word. Linguists on the other hand see redundancy as a positive term without which com​munication would not be possible. In her rendition of texts which form the genre roman à thèse, or the novel of ideas, Susan Suleiman charts 23 types of redundancy, for example. To the modernist novel whose concern is with the multiplication of meaning, she opposes the roman à thèse which aims at “a single meaning and total closure”. Her claim is that redundancy as repetition is what closes or puts a limit on the possibility of offering different interpretations to the text. Repetition is however different from the notion of redundancy and it manifests various degrees of predictability. Whereas an ideological text is more likely predictable than it is not, the nouveau roman employs repetition in unpredictable ways. It goes without saying that redundancy as repetition, as Suleiman points out, has to figure differently in a text in order for it to be effective (Suleiman, 1983). 

Now, while Aragon was of course not familiar with either Greimas’s semantic redundancy, nor Roland Barthes’s idea of the type of redundancy that informs the ‘writerly’ text, he was familiar with the French rhetoric that goes by the name of “la dissertation fran(aise”. Suleiman puts this category in a nutshell when she asserts that it is “characterized by the redundant triad: saying what you are about to say; saying it; saying what you have just said” (153). Beyond the political message, this triad lends itself poetically to the surrealist text which consciously uses it in a playful way, at all levels, whether linguistic, lexical, or discursive. It could even function as a subtle indication of the writing which, although confined to the stable, aspires to be humorous. 

One of the few examples Aragon actually uses to analyse stylistic structures is his discussion of tautology in Valéry. Aragon sees a sentence like Je me voyais me voir (“I saw myself see myself”, lit. “I saw me see me”, trans. note) as Valéry’s “play of mirrors”. These mirrors merely lend one’s sentences ‘ghostlike depths’ (Aragon, 1991: 77). Consequently Aragon declares himself unimpressed by what he calls such “tricks” which ultimately are neither redundant nor stupid, but merely tautological. After a page-long analysis of the phrase, he goes on to conclude: “what remains as far as the eye can see is M. Valéry in front of his mirror, making no discovery, and having only a banal and repetitive glimpse of himself: je me voyais me voir – he could just as well have said je me voyais, me voyais, which like certain streets, goes only one way” (77–78). Semantically, Aragon’s propo​sition is a prompt example of redundancy which takes a one-way street, but only to get to a roundabout. Insofar as humour is the roundabout of poetry, or as he puts it, “the sine qua non of poetry” (69), humour in the mirror, as it were, defines a clown, and thus sets him aside from the aspiring philistine. It is redundancy – via pre​dictability which is contingent on unpredictability – that allows Aragon to engage in defining things in relation to their potential. That is to say, when Aragon writes: “Definition of a clown: a gentleman who wants to be worthy of the events of the day” (8), he is making manifest, or explicit what literary activism implies. 

A literary text which exhibits activist slogans is a text which is able to define its own statements according to a formula which allows for the interchangeable application of form to content. At the end of the day, what the clown has to overcome is the state of immobility, where being – worthy or not – becomes a question of doing. The whole idea of the redundant potential rests in a series of dichotomic relations: acting/being, acting/dreaming, acting/resting. In Aragon’s scheme any logical consequence of the idea of acting becomes, in a literary text, a syllogistic aphorism. Literary activism, as opposed to political activism, is what redundancy is to discourse. One is defined by the other. Activism takes the one-way street to get to the literari​ness of the roundabout. 

What is interesting in Aragon’s Treatise on Style is the way he employs the negative connotations of redundancy to emphasize the positive ones. Whereas redundancy that is defined by the unnecessary can still ensure coherence in a text, what interests Aragon is not redundancy that ensures the possibility of communication, but the conditions under which communication depends on the kind of redundancy which makes everything ambiguous, yet explicit on a poetical level. 

By making his own writing redundant, Aragon demonstrates that the function of writing is always conditioned and a conditioning element of a preconceived system, and as such relies on a pre-existing tradition. In his advocacy for a resolute style of writing Aragon is more modern than the modernists. Whereas style for them is ex​perimentation itself – roughly put – style for Aragon is the con-dition for the dynamics of experimentation. The redundant potential, in other words, is for Aragon a manifestation of a performative fragment that re-iterates the already written. Aspects of style cannot manifest themselves other than through that kind of precision which he says “is born of itself; it has no creator” (38). In this equation precision stands for the performative function of style which exhibits the capacity to express a truth that determines actions, speech acts, motivations and intentions. However, as soon as precision is made necessary, it becomes redundant, and unreliable. Says Aragon: “In a treatise on style it is necessary to study the episodic forms of rebellion, their origins, their evolutions, for the first question is: how in hell does history get written?” (37) Aragon’s examples mark style as a sign able to produce references to oppositions between a multiplicity of potentially contradictory signifying events: “Before it reached his heart, the bullet that killed Dovalle in a duel pierced a poem written for a woman. More could be said about romanticism” (37). What is redundant here is also what is most interesting in the sense that the redundant element relies on the potentiality of different events to be synchronic. Insofar as history cannot render duels without the cor​responding love letters, the possibility of writing without re-iterating what is already written is rendered grotesque as a matter of necessity. Says Aragon: 

Humanity loves: speaking in proverbs, pigeonholing, cloaking a worrisome thought in comforting words. It thinks in delegation. Words that impressed it return and it uses them the way one absentmindedly hums a tune. In this way, its poets and thinkers contribute to its moronification. The influence and power of a mind can be measured by the number of stupidities it inspires. The ideas of an era are crudely gathered around certain spontaneous crystallizations. This is what constitutes historical intellectual development: this is what one alludes to when speaking of progress, civilization, enlightenment. It is also what university professors comprehend only vaguely, since all their teaching tends to confirm a few truisms, and to draw out of good little students the Answer that sheds darkness on everything. (35) 

A central claim in Aragon’s tirade revolves around the idea that what subsists historical rendition of facts is the sovereignty inherent in proverbs and maxims. The epigrammatic fold embedded in what humanity remembers is a variant of the humorous structure that informs redundancy as the sine qua non of style. That is to say, what a proverb implicitly expresses is the explicit expression of the historical context in which the proverb appears. For Aragon, what is redundant situates itself as a potential for the authority a text is able to exhibit. Furthermore, Aragon’s insight is that humanity’s take on redundancy becomes the normative truth for literary establishments. Insofar as normative truth, for Aragon, can only be expressed in aphoristic form, a text becomes authoritative only to the extent that it addresses the question of stupidity. Consequently, stupidity is turned into a measur-ing stick and a mediator between past and present. Conversely, what measures the measuring stick are proverbs and aphorisms which express implicitly what is explicitly self-evident in stupidity. Thus, Aragon understands redundancy as a synthesis, which prompts him to pose a second question: 

What, then, is the relation between the past and the present? […] The answer is as plain as the nose on your face. What seems to unite these various factors of rebellion is not their nature, but the opposition they encounter. After an entire century, stupidity has not budged. (38) 

The kind of redundancy that renders a text powerful is the opposition between form and content. One of Aragon’s factors of rebellion is the writer’s prerogative to trample all over his text to the point where what is encountered is the indistinguishable form of the opposition form/content. As Alyson Waters, Aragon’s translator, observes in her introduction, “if at one point he tells us that he ‘tramples syntax because it must be trampled’, we bear witness to that ‘trampling’” (xviii). Making form indistinguishable from content, and not just informative of each other, is Aragon’s idea of the particular in the kind of literary activism he is engaged in, namely simultaneously to defend what is implicit in surrealist writing – from a stylistic point of view – and attack what that writing makes explicit – from an ideological point of view. 

Literary activism at its best is when it seems to support a negative view of style as a mere obstacle to effective ideological action. How​ever, as soon as an ideology is stylish it becomes redundant. Aragon’s argument orbits around the idea that only through redundancy is one able to identify what is valuable in a discourse. Here, Aragon draws on oppositions that inform surrealism. First, there is freedom, and then there is rigour. Insofar as freedom informs the formal level of surrealist writing, rigour constitutes its content. However, Aragon seems to say, what elicits freedom in one’s writing is not the idea which is inherently rigorous, but the pen. One writes with a pen. Here, Aragon endows the pen with a will and voice of its own quite literally. Typographically, the only place in the book that emphasizes a word in block letters and sets it apart from the marks that it makes is the word “Pen”. Freed from the page, the pen positions itself as if en garde and is ready to duel in the name of the glove thrown in the text’s face, as it were. In the first part of his book, Aragon thus works with a formal ritual that the pen as the master musketeer designs in the name of freedom. Freedom is, however, condemned to follow in the foot​steps of four types of texts governed by the regular employment of four categories of verbs that make literature redundant: to depart, to travel, to escape, and to kill oneself (47). What unites these verbs is their degree of difference in what Aragon sees as the unnecessary: departing is for instance unnecessary whereas to kill one oneself is totally unnecessary. 

The picture that Aragon portrays of the surrealist movement is a sketch that completes itself. Arguing that “surrealism defines itself by those whom it defends and by those who attack it” (100), Aragon adopts a position that allows him to stand in a contingent relation to surrealism. Neither affirming, nor denying the values of surrealism, yet reiterating precisely these values, Aragon points to the redundancy objective inherent in reiteration. Being contingent means, for Aragon, “giv[ing] in to your own arbitrariness”. This kind of contingency finds reverberation beyond Aragon’s text. That is, one cannot say much either about Aragon’s ideas or style that Aragon himself has not already said. One’s critical essay on Aragon is already made re​dundant by Aragon himself. Aragon’s move to reconcile freedom and rigour grounds rigour in the kind of freedom which elicits dogmatism. However, what the reader is made to read dogmatically occupies in fact a higher position in the text. 

In an interesting essay on psychic automatism and its link to the idea of an “original creative principle”, Arthur Danto argues that “Breton was a dogmatist raised to a higher power”. On the premise that “actions are considered ‘automatic’ when they take place without their agents being conscious – or fully conscious – of their taking place” (Danto, 1999: 17), Danto goes on to analyse several theses on automatism proposed by the artist Robert Motherwell – who worked in the 70s – in a letter to Edward Henning. And I quote here Danto on Motherwell to Henning. First Motherwell: “Psychic automatism ‘cuts through any a priori influences – it is not a style’.” Then, says Danto: “because the psychic automatism of an artist A is not a style, one cannot speak of, or logically even think it sensible to look for, the influence of artist B on A.” And Motherwell again: “Psychic auto​matism is ‘entirely personal’ […] Psychic automatism ‘is by defini​tion original’” (28). Motherwell’s conception of psychic automatism is compared in art to the act of “doodling”. Danto’s take on Motherwell’s proposition two is by saying that, if two automatist artists should resemble each other it would be purely accidental, while in the third case originality is achieved, so to speak, by overcoming the distinction between being and doing. As he puts it: “One is what one does” (29). 

Now, by a metaleptic reversal we can look at Aragon’s ‘dantoesque’ take on dogmatism and its redundant correlative in literary activism which deals with influence, resemblance and originality. If one could image an exchange between Motherwell and Aragon, the first’s thesis on automatism which is not a style would be countered by Aragon’s premise: “one must dismiss the useless reiteration of facts that have already been proven” (Aragon, 1991: 98). When Aragon says in the next sentence: “I call well written that which is not redundant”, he refers here to the idea of impulse which comes between action and thought. That is to say, if one writes impulsively, thought cannot precede the act of writing. What can nevertheless be deemed thoughtful in impulsive writing is not the thought as such, as much as it is the image of thought that action puts forward.
 Using the first sentence as a premise to the latter, Aragon construes via action that precedes thought what can be named the matrix of redundant contingency. Basically, if action precedes thought, then thought must stand in a redundant relationship with the self. In this sense, activism could be defined as the thought’s redundant potential, yet able to manifest the self. This gives rise to the particular in literature, where the redundant is made contingent, as it were, on the idea that action is not the site of being. That there should be any dilemma in treating such subjects as action and dream, Aragon sees as a sign of “stupidity in full force”. What works for him here are some common-sense bottom lines which are presented as answers to the question: 

Who could have gotten the idea into his head that dream and action were opposites? The dream is the opposite of the absence of a dream, and action is the opposite of inaction. Obviously dream and action are not compatible, like vermicelli and caramel. The idea of hitching them to one another is one of those brilliant ideas of a nitwit. It responds to nothing in the reality whose door we have all gone through. […] Dream and action. Action and dream. The day will come when students will be taught this unbelievable cliché of recent times and they will be bored shitless by it. Dream and action. Try some, oh constipated ones. Dream and action. Brochure sent free upon request. (114–115)

Aragon is not engaged in defining. He does not define influence, whether it comes in the disguise of either dream or action. However, Treatise on Style abounds with examples of redundant contingency based on the ability to imagine what it means to be influenced. He says: “André Gide is neither a stableboy nor a clown but a bothersome bore. In fact he thinks he is Goethe. That is, he would like to be funny”(9). While it cannot be denied that if Gide looked at himself in the mirror, he would probably see what he would perceive as the original version of himself, there is no guarantee that Gide’s self would not emerge in the mirror as that of Goethe’s. Valéry’s formula in Gide’s hand would be penned down as: ‘I saw myself see myself as Goethe’. Resemblance and originality, Aragon would inform Motherwell, go hand in hand. 

An example of originality contingent on resemblance as re​dundant influence is given in Aragon’s most accurate picture of surrealism which also tends to look at itself as if in a mirror. Departing from the premise that: “Surrealism is inspiration recognized, accepted and put to work” (94), Aragon claims that the surrealist quest is the mirror quest. And we ask: mirror, mirror on the wall, who’s the fairest of them all? In Aragon’s aphoristic vein the mirror would answer on behalf of the surrealist, ‘I saw myself see myself as Goethe, the poet Valéry’. For says Aragon: “In reality, all poetry is surrealist in its movement. This is what makes monkeys who dutifully try to reproduce poetry’s gestures in front of their mirrors think they are poets” (95). 

Efficient literary activism is the activism which leaves the poet’s ‘rhetoric of nothing’ to prove itself redundant. For as he says: 

To speak in order to say nothing: the devil if this is what poets are all about. For one must compare this ‘nothing’ to the ‘something’ of people who aren’t poets. The claim to substance is passed off as substance. Between true poetic expression – I am not saying the poem – and other kinds of expression lies the distance between thought and chatter. Still, poetic emptiness is an idea which is so universally accepted that even poets have been known to grab on to it and adorn themselves with it. They have been the plaything of this mirage, and they have demanded the right to say nothing, with pride. (115–116) 

Indeed, contingent redundancy is dependent on a process of klysmatic a(ra)gonization, which consists of using the pen as enema. Duelling for Aragon is action preceded not by thought, but by the emptying of one’s colon of the stupidities one has been forced to digest. There is a great degree of style in the idea of shitting on the entire French army, as a manifestation of one’s activism against the army’s refusal to acknowledge the writings of those who hate it. Indeed, it is as well a most redundant ‘doing’, which is yet followed by another action, namely flushing, so that one can enjoy one’s sitting with the refreshing sound of criticism and its a(ra)gon. 

The Intentio of Incompatibility 

The surrealist method proves itself incompatible with itself. Aragon would call it not a method but a redundant potential. On account of redundancy Aragon is right to insist on the impossibility of writing to be automatic, insofar as the writer is always responsible for what he or she writes regardless of how hard he or she might claim the contrary. The will to exhibit one’s text in an incompatible form and thus present it as a fragment is already calculated action, and as such it goes beyond what Robbe-Grillet sees as “the desire to prevent [the fragments] from being finished” (in Kritzman, 1981: 294). However, Robbe-Grillet’s definition of the modern fragment juxtaposes Ara​gon’s idea of action and thought by opposing presence to meaning. Although, whereas for Aragon the two were as incompatible as vermicelli and caramel, the fragment’s presence for Robbe-Grillet precedes the meaning that the fragment proposes. Whether presence and meaning may or may not be compatible in a fragment is a secondary issue for Robbe-Grillet, since he sees presence as being a matter of singularity, itself incompatible, yet a condition for comp​atibility. Here, he says that the fragment is modern in its construction when it is: “an object that is not in any way the symbol of the totality of the world but which appears itself as impossible to be linked to anything else. It works by virtue of its presence rather than through a meaning” (294). Presence and meaning, for Robbe-Grillet, are, however, quantified and measured and form the background for an aesthetic response to the fragment. In the next sentence he says: “It is interesting to see that this presence is felt all the more strongly as the meaning is increasingly effaced or minimized” (294). 

By seeing the fragment as “generating principle” Robbe-Grillet’s contribution to defining the fragment consists of seeing the fragment as a container that generates both its own meaning and method for purporting that meaning. However, on closer inspection his assertions on the fragment do not lend themselves to final definitions as such. Rather, they trace other insights. For example, Maurice Blanchot sees the fragmentary work of Edmond Jabès as being able to be both the container and the contained.
 Here it is interesting to note, however briefly, that theories on the fragment share a consensus regarding the generating power that the fragment asserts both in relation to itself and other texts, even when there is disagreement as to the principles that form the fragment’s components. 

If however, the fragment can only be defined in terms of its relation to a totality, in terms of its completeness or incompleteness, it would not make much sense to talk about the potentiality that a fragment has to figure in a relation which nevertheless makes ‘vermicelli and caramel’ compatible. Inasmuch as the fragment can be its own master, as it were, it can also determine its own degree of incompatibility with other fragments. By the same token, if the fragment is a generator of principles, it means that it situates itself outside the domain of the aesthetic. This however does not mean that the fragment is only able to present us with a totality, whether of its own internal relations or of some other representation. On totality, for example, the modernist fragment differs from the Romantic fragment. While for the Romantics it is important to have the fragment go ahead of itself – announcing poiesis as an expression of the Romantic idea of a totalized enlightenment – the modernist fragment shifts its focus from prophesizing on the state of poetry that comes from the future, the only one able to redeem philosophy, to the simple idea that what makes a fragment is the writer’s expression in writing of the degree of non-consenting to write a full text. Put more simply, what for the Romantics was a continuous and unending process of ‘achieving’ the fragment in its ideal form as an ‘unfinished’ totality, is for the modernists the fragment already achieved; it is a ‘finished’ totality, yet always at odds with itself. The modernist fragment repeats and ritualizes the process whereby it is achieved. Consequently it appears in a paradigmatic construction of experimenting with the compatible and incompatible. Schlegel would have considered it a sin, and a de​sacralization of the idea. 

Aragon’s fine book on style observes in an interesting way the paradoxes which both views, the Romantic and the modernist, engage with. Aragon sees the monster “not-conforming-your-acts-to-your-words” in the process of being slain, not by the Romantic’s philo​sophical rigour, but by the modernist’s own take on the necessity to make the expressible non-reducible to its own notwithstanding philosophy. In both cases, when acted upon, totality takes the form of incomplete thought. The Romantics take the fragment in the trans​cendental direction, the objective being incomplete form, while the modernists construe it as contingent, with the objective of having content incomplete. Form and content here designate not the fragment but the idea of the fragment. Romanticism and modernism are very close regarding incompleteness, the difference being in its repre​sentation. Whereas for the Romantics the fragment represents an ideal idea of poiesis, or creation, the modernists posit the fragment as an idle idea which repeats itself. The flâneur’s text which engages with idleness is born out of the romantic text which is concerned with seeing connections everywhere. The meaning of a text, then, does not arise from merely describing the formal properties of form and content as such, but from the way form and content can be ‘seen’ as ideas of something else. The redundant fragment is incompatibility’s project of self-definition. 

Gertrude Stein and the Repetitive Potential
What goes for Novalis, who defines Romantic poetics as “the art to estrange in a pleasant manner, to make an object seem strange yet familiar and attractive” (in Furst, 1980: 3–4), goes for Gertrude Stein who says: “the question does not come before there is a quotation” (Stein, 1967: 162). 

Stein parallels Aragon’s insights regarding the connection between what can be called the ideal/idle form of form and content. For Stein the dichotomy action/thought translates into a repetition of the writing which potentially expresses not the thought that generates it, but itself. And I repeat a quote again: “Therefore a master-piece has essentially not to be necessary” (Stein, 1975: xiii), which suggests that Stein extends what is inherently redundant in writing to a repetition of the idea of ‘not-consenting all the way through’ as writing’s potential to go on. This is the crux of the modernist fragment: to be ambiguous about what it does not consent to do. Any investigation of how ‘total’ a fragment is, therefore, involves asking a question that the fragment itself does not consent to posing. Here I disagree with critics who are convinced that Gertrude Stein’s project relies solely on the representation of meaning as use, or on investigating the impossibility of pure repetition of meaning. While I agree with Joseph Cunning​ham’s argument that the modernists were concerned with the representation of a “picture theory” of language as a modality of ‘showing’ what language ‘means’ rather than what it represents, in his “Wittgen-Stein: toward a creative philosophy of language” (1997), I would argue that for Gertrude Stein the project of showing the “impossibility of pure repetition of meaning” contradicts itself constantly and thus ends up showing the opposite. Repetition of meaning is very much possible in the very writing which extends beyond the aim of understanding connections to seeing connections always as something else and different from understanding. Repeated variations on propositions such as: “there is no use in telling more than you know, no not even if you do not know it” (Stein, 1967: 125) illustrate the point. Cunningham is however aware of the dialectics of seeing in the modernist discourse, but chooses to emphasize the significance of resemblance, rather than repetition as a potential. Thus, whereas the Romantic fragment was concerned with achieving enlightenment via clarity – which was in fact close to what the French moralists tried to achieve in their maxims – the modern fragment exhibits a calculated ambiguity, and a trampling not only on syntax, but on clarity all together. 

Gertrude Stein experiments with language and clarity in her book, How to Write (written between 1927–1931). The work is a master​piece of what it means to theorize on style by not defining it. That is, if style appears as nothing other than a theory insofar as it can be defined, then making use of it, once defined, style proves itself unnecessary in that relation. Hence, Stein’s emphasis, as in Aragon’s case, is not on style as such, but on the meaning of what makes style necessary. Any investigation of the necessity of style becomes an inquiry into the nature of the repetitive potential that writing exhibits independent of the writer’s calculations. Says Stein: 

Clarity is of no importance because nobody listens and nobody knows what you mean no matter what you mean, nor how clearly you mean what you mean. But if you have vitality enough of knowing enough of what you mean, somebody and sometime and sometimes a great many will have to realize that you know what you mean and so they will agree that you mean what you know, what you know you mean which is as near as anybody can come to understanding anyone. (xxv) 

Stein’s working premise stems from her desire to make writing reflect itself in a repetitive potential. Repetition, in Stein, which situates itself in the difference between a fragment and writing fragmentarily dis​plays a potential which consists of endowing the text with a concep-tual independence that is able to distinguish between different acts: thinking and naming, action and thought. Etymologically, the word “repetition” consists of two acts: “re” – again – and “petitio” – request, or seeking. Here one could make an inference and say that repetition is about “looking twice”. The potential for understanding is registered in what one re-sees, or re-registers, in writing which op​poses words to form. 

For Stein, standing in close proximity to understanding is an elaboration of the fragment which is there – proper to its own im​proper being – and whose singular presence mediates between action and thought. “It is very difficult to think twice” (27) she says, thus emphasizing the idea that first there is writing which is contained by thought, and then there is writing which is contained by writing. Proximity to understanding means for Stein working through non​sense in a very common-sense way. The aim is not that one under​stands everything. Quite the contrary. “I ask you”, she says, “What is knowledge. Of course knowledge is what you know is what you do know” (Stein, 1967: 60). That is to say, one knows already that knowledge begins with a question and ends with a question. One ends up in the enlightened state of not understanding. This is the wisdom of modernism: when one knows what one knows, one does not repeat the knowing, but the potential to know. 

Writing fragmentarily problematizes its own container, as it were. Insofar as the fragment contains the fragmentary, or the fragmentary contains the fragment, any devising of a catalogue that would distinguish between the container and the contained would begin with a question. We repeat Stein’s saying: “the question does not come before there is a quotation” (162). First there is the connection and then there is the connection’s potential to repeat and be repeated. The effect of repetition is not only indexical, pointing to what comes first and what comes next. Questions have styles, they are great or they are small, and they can prompt thinking: “the great question is can you think a sentence” (Stein, 1975: 35). 

One is tempted to ask: can you think a fragment? Can one think of a reason why we have fragments which are complete, fragments which are incomplete, ‘full’ texts which are fragmented – intentionally or unintentionally – fragments that define a context of proximity, fragments that enclose a whole text (the intertextual fragment), fragments that precede other fragments (pretexting fragments)? The list could continue. The fragment as a “paradigm of textuality”, to use David C. Hoy’s denomination, forms a genre which determines its subject according to the way the fragment is finally presented. Here, Hoy says of the various ways fragments are presented by their writers as independent of the framework that fragments form on their own, as it were: 

If we take Nietzsche’s style seriously, and particularly the fragmentary character of his writing as we have it (both because Nietzsche intended some of it to be that way and because he could not complete the projects of the last years), we may want to consider as the paradigm of textuality not the Book, a metaphysical construct, but the fragment. (Hoy, 1981: 172) 

Hoy, however, engages here on the same path as other critics, for whom the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary gives itself as a moment of coercion informed by the “Frenhofer paradox”. For example, in writing on Derrida’s interpretative procedure of deconstruction in relation to Nietzsche’s fragments, Hoy makes the following statement: “There is no way even to determine whether the fragment is at all significant. Its fragmentary character, and the fact that it is written with quotation marks, make it contextless and undecipherable” (177). My suggestion is that coercion, or other forms of deciding between this difference can be replaced by potentiality. The difference could thus be seen in another equation where it would be a kind of intentio secunda of representation, or as I said earlier, “looking twice”. That is to say, whether one reads Heraclitus’s fragments, which are intended fragments as well as fragments that were once part of an entire oeuvre, or one reads the Schlegelian fragments, which are intended fragments part of an intended fragmented oeuvre, one is confronted with the systematic quality of the fragment always there to be understood or, whose presence elicits non-understanding in the Wittgenstein/Stein sense. One begins to ‘feel’ the fragment’s presence, as Robbe-Grillet would have it, develop into a frame. In this sense, insofar as the fragment inscribes for itself the role of the frame, it becomes what Silverman suggests is the framework that marks the textuality of the text. He writes: “The framework is what identifies the text as the text that it is – with its limits, borders, beginnings, endings, middles, and edges” (Silverman, 1994: 57). The frame creates resonance: one writes what one writes (Aragon), one is what one does (Danto), one knows what one knows (Stein). 

Asserting redundancy – Stein’s idea of the unnecessary – opens up the space for repetition as a potential for the text which goes against its grain. The text becomes a fragmentary fragment, or a modernist aphorism. The fragment brought on a collision course with itself is necessarily governed by imagination. Imagination here means style, and as such is able to govern the aphoristic fragment’s framework. The fragment that is called fragmentary involves the question of the fragment’s literariness, which cannot be activated without the reader’s hermeneutic engagement. That is to say, whatever the fragment enunciates enters into relation with both what makes the parameter of that enunciation, and the way the reader engages with it. When Agamben talks of the mediaeval interest in distinguishing between intentio prima, which designates an object, and intentio secunda, which designates a string of signs signifying the intentio prima, another sign, he claims that when signs signify signs they cannot designate an intentio as such, but an intentum (Agamben 1999: 213). 

Insofar as we can talk of the fragment’s parameter as intentum, the fragment escapes what a writer chooses to call it. Escaping nomination, as it were, makes the fragment place itself outside the question of the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary. What the “paradigm of textuality”, then, opens up for is the creation of a text with no name other than a predicative qualification. As a predicate without a subject the fragment’s name is ‘intriguing’. It thus falls under aesthetic evaluations and involves a degree of subjectivity. To give an example, how does one read the repetition in Gertrude Stein’s: “A rose is a rose is a rose”? Is the “rose” named or nominated in any of the three instances it appears? Is the resistance to the text replaced with an identification of a double discourse that breaks apart into fragments? Is Stein’s text part of a fragment in which the idea of a rose is being represented, or is it a nonsense metaphor of which we can only make sense by virtue of its intertext? Leo Stein, Gertrude Stein’s brother who never quite understood his sister’s style, is on the verge of theorizing the situation: “When Jesus said, ‘Verily, verily,’ the second verily added much to the expression. But if he said, ‘Verily, verily, verily, verily, verily, verily, verily, verily,’ it wouldn’t have been so good” (in Watson, 1991: 49). Redundancy and repetition, while the same yet different, involve the same degree of style which cannot be measured. What ‘adds to the expression’ is neither too much, nor too little, but exactly as much as is needed – one knows what one knows, and that becomes a repetitive framework for the organization of the space of the text. 

The interesting aspect of this kind of repetition is its mnemonic quality. Stein points to the general tendency to remember anything that ‘goes round’, that is circular. A grammatical rule, for example, becomes less of a rule and more of a piece of memory when it is engaged in a roundabout way. Says Stein: “what is grammar when they make it round and round. As round as they are called” […] “Grammar in continuity” […] “A grammar of appointment. Disunion. Double-doubling” (Stein, 1975: 57–63). It is clear that the third ‘rose’ adds something to the first, banal statement ‘a rose is a rose’, but since it is the same, it functions as a double and thus marks a division: we can say that the repetition ‘is a rose’, posits the first statement as ambiguous, and is therefore significant. Of course, to say that Gertrude Stein’s discourse in general is ambiguous, is to say the least. However, I would claim that the lack of connectives does not minimize the significance of internal structural themes – from a stylistic point of view one might argue that significance cannot be attached to something that is missing – but rather enforces the idea that the theme is a manifestation of what is precisely unnecessary. The ‘rose’ discourse can only be addressed imperatively and aphori​stically. This insight is also offered obliquely by Nicola Goode Shaughnessy in an analysis of Stein’s play Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights: 

The main female presence in Doctor Faustus is similarly a projection of Stein, a divided self as her two pairs of names indicate: Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabel. Paradoxically both singular and plural, her (their?) names are themselves subject to dispute: Faustus stresses that ‘her name is Marguerite Ida and Helena Annabel’ (p. 209), but contradicts himself in dialogue with the dog: ‘She will not says Dr Faustus, never, never, never, will her name be Mary Ida and Helena Annabel’ (p. 210). Stein foregrounds and interrogates the practice of naming through a form of double double-take, in that the conjunction ‘and’ which links the names is made central, emphasizing the arbitrary and construct​ed nature of naming itself as a signifying practice. (Shaughnessy, 1994: 173) 

Put differently, what one remembers well is the meta-dimension of the phrase. The ability to connect things in a text via memory is for Stein a way of putting into practice what is essential about repetition in order to show what the text’s literary potential ‘means’ to signify. This is to say that repetition becomes a ‘piece’ of language which neces​sarily equivalates and comments on the banal first-order reality that is manifested in the statement and which everybody recognizes. Here it should also be emphasized that insofar as repetition itself is arbitrary, it cannot designate a signifying practice as such. The way Stein uses repetition is precisely as a potential, which is, of course, what makes her modernism interesting. The fact that sometimes she does go seven times around goes to show that one knows what one knows. 

Gertrude Stein’s modernist fragment which displays a repetitive potential consists of ensuring the text a conceptual independence that is able to distinguish between thinking and naming. Distinguishing between the fragment and the fragmentary becomes a secondary framework to the dynamics of the modernist fragment as a para​digmatic catalogue for naming and thinking. That is to say, the modernist fragment is not characterized solely by the dynamics that develops the fragmentary either in the direction of completeness or incompleteness, nor by the dynamics of the fragment that exhibits either detachment or appropriation, but by a dynamic potential to repeat in a fragment what is contained in the “vocabulary of thinking”. What characterizes the modernist fragment is its potential to become the unnecessary masterpiece. Working through style as a substitute for the premises that might make ground for a masterpiece is a move away from thinking and an approach to considering stupidities. Naming them perhaps, or as Cioran puts it his “Atrophie du Verbe”, the first section of Syllogismes de L’amertume: “Something serious about stupidity, which oriented differently, might multiply the stock of our masterpieces” (Cioran, 1999: 2). 

Repetitive style for Gertrude Stein is the essence of her aphorisms which she subjects to challenge at the formal level: her aphorisms are of verbs rather than nouns. When she asks: “what is the difference between a sentence and words” her immediate answers relate to the impressionistic effect of sentences on words: 

What is the difference between a sentence and a sewn. Pictures are important if they have been followed. Thank you for following. What is the difference between a sentence and a picture. A sentence sends it most about. Most is more than most. Most and best. A sentence is very mainly leave known. 

How can a sentence have their hope. This makes it turn around. Leave a sentence in mainly. (1975: 118–119) 

Turning it and us around is what makes Gertrude Stein’s modernist fragment an aphoristic performance of, say, Valéry in Blanchot’s mirror: 

(Valéry said sometime ago that one of the errors of philosophy is to limit itself to words and neglect sentences: “O philosophers, what should be elucidated is not words… but sentences.”) But this does not resolve anything either. The privilege accorded the verb, which reduces the noun to the status of an action that has simply been congealed, leads – even if it impedes the Cratylist option, and makes etymological creation more difficult – to the same, scarcely modified problems: sentences, series of sentences, sentences being born and fading away in one language or in a plurality of languages. As soon as we write we carry these problems around with us, thinking without thinking about them. (Blanchot, 1995: 96) 

The potential modernist fragment is of verbs rather than nouns. The repetitive fragment is the dream of a thought of action. 

Emil Cioran and the Resolute Potential

Cioran’s fragments are neither complete nor incomplete, neither total nor fragmentary. They are resolute. Now, although Cioran is cele​brated mainly as an aphorist, I have chosen to include his work in my typology of fragments for obvious reasons. Insofar as Cioran’s fragments do not tend to perfection, as most fragments written by writers who subscribe to the genre of the aphorism do, they are thus performative. And although one might claim that it is precisely when the fragment is stylized or becomes stylistic that the fragment achieves the status of its own genre, including the aphorism, Cioran’s potential fragments perform incompleteness and therefore exhibit a universal resoluteness, yet not on the level of form/content, but on the level of function. The modern fragment moreover is for Cioran an autobiography of the incurable. “To be modern is to tinker with the Incurable” he says in his Syllogismes de L’amertume (1952) (trans. as All Gall is Divided, 1999) constructing the fragment around a contracted form of a biographical detail which then becomes a textual member in Cioran’s “society of the moments”. 

Cioran’s work almost always displays an alternation between perspectives on other writers and these perspectives’ potentialities able to mark a resolute moment in the constitution of a singular fragment, which is yet to be perceived as universal. Cioran’s most notable example is his work Exercises d’admiration (1986), which begins with essays of admiration dedicated to such writers as Joseph de Maistre, Beckett, Fitzgerald, Borges, Fondane, etc. These essays, however, border on the fragment, as Cioran’s concern develops into ‘unfinished’ aphoristic statements based on singling out overlooked details in each writer’s work. These details are Cioran’s working hypotheses for testing the validity of a detail’s universality that is nevertheless marked by a moment of singularity. The admirations are then countered by anathemas in Aveux et Anathèmes (1987), Cioran’s own take on what goes beyond the singular universal. These ana​themas are fully developed aphorisms. 

Cioran’s own insights emerge out of a process of intercalation. Fragments are self- and pseudo-provoked. They change position and status. Cioran’s fragments become the fragments of the writers with whom Cioran engages, and whose second-order fragments Cioran restores to himself. In other words, forcing any other writer’s linear text or totalizing thinking in the direction of the fragment is for Cioran not an appropriation of the text’s linearity, or the thought’s totality, but of the text’s or the thought’s ability to imagine itself as discontinuous or incomplete. Cioran’s resoluteness consists of ‘second-guessing’ his precursors. The etymology of the word “reso​lution” implies a double act: solving (loosening) and answering. Yet “solved again” deconstructs itself. Cioran’s resolute fragment ex​presses a potential for the actualization of solutions which deal with what is contradictory in oppositions such as, question vs. answer, the infinite vs. the finite, writing vs. the fragment, the fragment vs. the fragmentary, form vs. genre, the aphorism vs. form. 

Furthermore, Cioran’s modern fragment is a very ‘clear’ apho​rism that states its own content as ambiguous. This is what dis​tinguishes Cioran from the moralists. Cioran’s work concludes itself not in the unfinished as such, but in the potential of the unfinished itself to pass a final judgement on ‘moral’, ‘ultimate’, or ‘done’ issues. Cioran’s resolute potential consists of annulling itself. As he says: “My mission is to see things as they are. Exactly the contrary of a mission” (Cioran 1991: 119), thus indicating that “the thing itself” – to use one of Agamben’s examples of what a potential begins with – while incompatible with analysis, is compatible with its contrary
. That is to say, one does not analyse, or ‘see the thing as in itself it really is’ – to paraphrase Matthew Arnold’s example of what a potential ends with
; nor does one ‘see the thing as in itself it really is not’ – to paraphrase Oscar Wilde on the trajectory of a potential
; one goes for the triple movement of a potential – to be redundant, repetitive, and resolute – which closes in on itself with the enactment of its annulment. Seeing the thing ‘as in itself it really is seen’ becomes the fragment that enters into its essential difference through the back door. In other words, the fragment is essentially different from the full text as it is able to both actualize a full text’s complete​ness and survive that actuality in becoming a totality itself. There is nothing new under the sun. Cioran nails potentiality on its head: 

Thought which liberates itself from all prejudice disintegrates, imitating the scattered incoherence of the very things it would apprehend. With “fluid” ideas we spread ourselves over reality, we espouse it; we do not explicate it. Thus we pay dearly for the “system” we have not thought. 

The Real gives me asthma. (Cioran, 1999: 33)

All subsequent writing on Cioran’s writing, one notices, seems to follow Cioran’s own method of trimming, segmenting, and styling en abyme a writer’s thought, his self, and his fragment. Writing on Cioran is writing on the edge of Cioran’s hypothetical questions about a context, its proximity, and its approximation. When Cioran laments: “We haven’t a single letter of Shakespeare. Didn’t he write any? One would have liked to hear Hamlet complain about his mail” (Cioran 1991: 193) we see Cioran’s sense of style enacted in the necessary trimming of the oeuvre. Sketches bring into perspective the idea of writing that is worth the potential. To be a clown, of course. If Aragon read Cioran’s lines, such as, “Certainties have no style” (Cioran 1999: 2) he would agree that Cioran aligns himself with those who are worthy of the events of the day. Cioran also aligns himself with Gertrude Stein whose gestical proclamations à la “definition made a hand” make style an expression of the fragment whose potential is performed by others. 

Stephen Mitchelmore begins his essay, E.M. Cioran: To Infinity and Beyond thus: 

What is there to know about Emile Cioran? He was born in Romania, in 1911, the son of a Greek orthodox priest. In adolescence, he lost his childhood in the country and was moved to the city. He also lost his religion. For years he didn’t sleep – until he took up cycling. He passed sleepless nights wandering the dodgy streets of an obscure Romanian city. In 1937 he moved to Paris and wrote, producing what are generally classified as ‘aphorisms’, collected together under such titles as The Temptation to Exist, A Short History of Decay and The Trouble With Being Born. He knew Samuel Beckett, who eventually lost sympathy with his pessimism. Late in his life he gave up writing, not wanting to “slander the universe” anymore, and died a few years later after an encounter with an over-excited dog. 

I hope none of this helps. 

Cioran’s sentences are of little help. 

That is their worth. (Mitchelmore, 2001: http) 

Reading Cioran is a modern experience which elicits a reading of words singular in their properties yet with a propensity to generate a generic genre which answers rhetorical questions. Cioran’s modern​ism does not consist of formulating questions that would clarify a philosophical problem, make stylistic rhetoric significant in its redundancy or explain the will to repetition. Cioran is concerned with the subtlety of writing that raises itself above the singularity of presence. His writing becomes resolute in the fragment, which ultimately is an expression of Cioran himself. Cioran is the back​ground for a game of rhetorical answering that engages critics in a project of re-inventing Cioran according to the principles of his fragment/game. That is to say, one cannot use the front door to enter Cioran’s writing. First one has to pass the threshold of the back door, which is the fragment. Cioran himself writes it on the invitation to his critic whose challenge consists of grappling with the difference between Cioran’s self and Cioran’s fragment. And there is no dif-ference. Subtlety for Cioran is infinity’s alter-ego. 

Subtlety combined with aggression is the force of Cioran’s modern fragment, which consists of figuring resolution at the nth power of potential perspective. This potentiality opens the space for what critics claim is the most significant index in modernism, namely fragmentation. As John Tytell writes in his essay, “Epiphany in Chaos: Fragmentation in Modernism”: “Crucial to modernist sen​sibility, the fragment has introduced the general public to what the critic Kenneth Burke once called ‘perspective by incongruity’. Modernism plunges us into a geometry of prismatic circularity in a world without comfortable absolutes” (Tytell, 1981: 14). Cioran is however ahead and behind modernism at the same time. For Cioran, fragmentation and discontinuity are means to calculating the distance between infinity and its beyond which the absolutes traverse. “What I know wreaks havoc upon what I want” (Cioran, 1991: 198) he says, thus defining the abstract concept of separation in its own abstract​ness. 

What characterizes Cioran’s contribution to the construction of the modern fragment is the resolute potential to make redundant, repetitive, and ambiguous calculations calculate themselves. Cioran is a writer who is in a constant approach to himself. It is for this reason that one cannot separate the dynamics of his writing from the principles that generate it. His aphorisms are in that sense never finished, they cannot be subscribed to the aphoristic genre as such. Cioran’s aphorisms point to a typology, they are types of calculations in which the resolute fragment enforces a potential to define what is not necessary. Cioran opens the back door of the fragment to the house of separations. What illustrates writing is what separates it from thinking. Here, questioning the answer, he answers the question: 

‘Why fragments?’ one young philosopher reproached me. ‘Out of laziness, out of frivolity, out of disgust – but also for other reasons….’ And since I was finding none of these, I launched into prolix explanations that sounded serious to him and that ended by convincing him. (203) 

Thus writing on Cioran means writing not on the fragment but writing the fragment, of and for those other reasons. One writes: fragment. And then one thinks: Cioran would be pleased. 

Mitchelmore’s infinite Cioran is not so infinite that he cannot be identified by the signposts that he leaves: 

His aphorisms are unlike the smug, bourgeois exponents of the Nineteenth century. They open wounds. Still, Cioran is not studied. This is the academic orthodoxy. And that’s fine. Scholars read texts like drivers read diversion signs. La Rochefoucauld 20 miles, Nietzsche 40, Existentialism, forever. Alternatively, just read the sentences. (Mitchelmore, 2001: http) 

Insofar as Cioran’s writing consists of ‘infinity’ and ‘beyond’, then, what that writing must figure is a textual abstraction of which the fragment is the principle. What for Robbe-Grillet is a “generating principle” is for Cioran a principle of resoluteness. Writing posits itself as an attribute for the incurable. Writing asserts itself as a characterization of Cioran. Hence the critics’ tendency to see Cioran’s work as a figure of writing’s incurability which defines what lies beyond infinity. For instance, a Washington Post review of Cioran’s work ends up describing not the work as such, but Cioran’s cosmic character: “A sort of final philosopher of the Western world… [Cioran’s] statements have the compression of poetry and the audacity of cosmic clowning”. The infinite and the finite meet in Cioran’s re​solute concreteness of a contradictory style. That is to say, Cioran himself emerges always as a potential for the writing which is able not only to offer, but actualize solutions for what is contradictory in oppositions such as infinity vs. the finite, question vs. answer, writing vs. the fragment the fragment vs. the self. For Cioran, the fragment as a resolute potential means an elaborate expression of the fragment whose potential is performed by others. 

Writing on Cioran, then, involves performing his ghost, who is performing other ghosts, as it were. One begins to wonder whether the ghost can recognize itself in the mirror… Thus the singularity of Cioran’s writing emerges not through analysis but through the search for what characterizes the singularity of the beyond, namely, universality. Portraying Cioran as the “final philosopher” is suggesting that his writing is singular in its universality. Uniqueness is however no news. But uniqueness performed is. William Kluback and Michael Finkenthal write in their book, The Temptations of Emile Cioran: 

We wonder how to speak of Cioran without contradiction. We have a scattered Cioran. We write page after page. We come to no conclusions. They have been taken away from us. They passed away quickly. We are confused. Cioran has slipped through our fingers. His scattered soul is beyond our powers of definition. We set out again and again to find him. (Kluback and Finkenthal, 1997: 2) 

When Cioran emphasizes the fragment, the fragment becomes the subtle obsession of those who write on Cioran. For example, Kluback and Finkenthal end up writing fragmentarily, in contradiction with themselves, yet assertive of Cioran’s own conclusions. Setting out to find Cioran is no easy task as Kluback and Finkenthal are suggesting, indirectly emphasizing the game of hide-and-seek that the fragment engages them in. The fragment hides the conclusion that one seeks. One concludes however, already in the beginning, that coming to no conclusion is for Cioran a sound conclusion. Kluback and Finkenthal continue a couple of paragraphs further down: 

There is no one Cioran. There is no one thinker who emerges from a reading and a comprehension that belongs fatally to time and space, the destined conditions of human existence. There is in Cioran a smiling playfulness, a farcicality, a perverse enjoyment which comes with the illusion of bestowing truths on reality, truths which are never more than superficiality and arbitrariness. These are truths that make us contemptuous. These are clownish truths that are serious only for those who have lost the sense of impish perversity and humor. (4) 

Cioran’s fragment is first and foremost not only a distinction, but a dialogue between thought and action, truth and reality. Here, the singularity of Cioran’s thought as truth – which is cynical and pessimistic in its thrust – emerges as a universal reality. By virtue of that universality, what the thought ultimately expresses is an optimistic paradigm worthy of Aragon’s common-sense in which thought and action are indeed, not opposites, but work together against defining. This can be clearly seen in Cioran’s fragments on the reactionary thought of Joseph de Maistre, in Anathemas and Admir​ations, where the style changes between three moments. De Maistre’s premises for his thesis that “everything in the French Revolution is miraculously bad” are taken through Cioran’s definition machine, which defines by not concluding, the rest being left up to the reader, neither to discern, nor analyse, but perform. Says Cioran: 

Every impulse of renovation, at the very moment when it approaches its goal, when it realizes itself through the State, creeps toward the automatism of the old institutions and assumes the face of tradition. As it defines and confirms itself, it loses energy, and this is also true of ideas; the more formulated and explicit they are, the more their efficacy diminishes. A distinct idea is an idea without a future. Beyond their virtual status, thought and action degrade and annul themselves; one ends up as system, the other as power; two forms of sterility and failure. Though we can endlessly debate the destiny of revolutions, political or otherwise, a single feature is common to them all, a single certainty; the disappointment they generate in all who have believed in them with some fervor. (Cioran, 1991: 58) 

Cioran’s modernist fragment is a complete fragment in its complexity. All Cioran’s assumptions about what can be defined take into consideration the “virtual” state of things. To know that truth and action, for instance, have a virtual status and that beyond that status they are able to annul themselves is an insight Aragon would have been interested in expanding. Gertrude Stein as well shares Cioran’s thought that distinctiveness in itself has no future. All the more so when it manifests itself in an idea. 

The fragment’s content void of certainty is a process of intercalation, yet without being discontinuous. Insofar as the fragment annihilates potentiality, the fragment is thus resolute. The fragment’s resoluteness consists of dictating for itself whether it manifests itself as being or becoming. The fragment’s content then actualizes itself in the idea of defining nothing, including the fragment’s form. The aphorism emerges against the background of a manifestation of becoming a complete form of incompleteness. When Cioran asserts that “The Romantics were the last specialists in suicide, which has been a shambles ever since”, and hence, “To improve its quality, we desperately need a new mal de siècle” (Cioran 1999: 8), being contrary to the ‘situation’ emerges as the most poignant feature of the modernist fragment. Conversely, the fragmentary for Cioran is the fragment’s cutting-edge style that cuts precisely between the fragment as such, and the fragmentary as such: “Models of style: the swearword, the telegram, the epitaph” (8). 

Clowns of Potentiality

In conclusion, Aragon’s, Stein’s, and Cioran’s most interesting con​tributions to the modernist fragment consist of recognizing through style, not a voice that defines, or engages in defining, but a voice which develops a multifaceted take on the potential to define what is not necessary, the potential of a thought to be ghost-written in the mirror, or the potential to define what is contrary to one’s mission. What exactly makes the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary is not the concern of modernists. That is a score the postmodernists want to settle. However, insofar as redundancy is a marker for the literary activism that triggers the construction of the modernist fragment, the fragmentariness of the fragment cannot be determined by any rules. Redundancy becomes definable only via the reader’s aesthetically cognitive potential. That is to say, through repetition. Hence, the fragmentary element in a fragment, or a whole text for that matter, is recognizable as a voice, which identifies an exigency that culminates either in “admirations” or “anathemas”. 

Thomas Pfau’s essay on the voice of critique and aesthetic cognition after Kant claims that: 

However plausible it may be to characterize voice as an outright paradox or as an irreducible trope, the very urgency and concentration with which it manifests itself as an articulate and sustained form gives evidence that what is being negotiated are always values rather than abstractions. (Pfau, 1999: http) 

An interesting situation arises when voice designates, not what is being negotiated in the text – an idea or its concrete manifestation – but the process of figuring out what aesthetic values there are in ‘hearing’ the abstract moment in the text which is marked by the concreteness of repetition and resolution. Can we, for instance, re​gister, the point where a writer’s resolution dictates when repetition is due to stop? Abstractly hearing when the text concretely breaks off is the mark of the modernist fragment. Leo Stein’s suggestion that Jesus’s second verily adds much to the expression is thus given as repetition’s abstraction, a kind of sine qua non redundancy. “One always simplifies out of facility – whence the attraction to the abstract” (Cioran, 1991: 57) says Cioran, further pointing to the identi​fication of a second-order value that the reader makes. When Cioran engages in restoring the fragments that he lends to the writers he admires, he subordinates his own writing to the abstraction in the other writers’ texts. His writing thus becomes by definition “ana​thema”. 

What is surprising is that although there is a proliferation of definitions and theories on the fragment, the fragmentary fragment refuses to place itself under the aegis of the validity of the fragment as a literary genre. This is partly so because it resists verification as it engages in a process of dividing itself against that which is not a fragment – in the Aristotelian sense here. On the other hand, it formulates its internal structure according to a logic of its own, which dictates either completeness or incompleteness at the expense of the writer’s justification for determining when to call his supposedly ‘whole text’ a fragment. Here, the aphorism is the progressive way which puts the modernist fragment neither in a roundabout, nor on a one-way street, but in a cul-de-sac. From here, then, all that emerges is the gnomic voice of the incurable stylist. 

Aragon’s, Stein’s, and Cioran’s insights are representative of what is not representative as such about the modernist fragment. Intentionally placing themselves in a dead-end, as it were, their writing on style by ‘meaning’ not to write on style emerges, not as redundant, repetitive, or resolute, but as potentialities of these three. The significance of their work for the construction of the fragment lies in their method of inquiry into the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary, though not by taking the difference as such into account, but by positing it as a stylistic potential. Whatever the difference is, it is not more important than the way one takes to get there. 

Defining the fragment in terms of a signpost’s authority to indicate what a fragment ‘can’ do for the ‘potency’ of a writer’s dis​course is for Aragon, Stein, and Cioran a way of making style a signifying process for the performative effect or impression that the fragment leaves. This is the unfinished form of the modern aphorism: to effectuate an incompatible compatibility in which the fragment’s potential consists of ‘seeing’ the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary but only as an ‘impression’ of that difference. Giving the fragment to itself, as it were, is giving the fragment the role of knowing its reader. Gertrude Stein’s knowing voice merges with Nietzsche’s who says: “We knowers are unknown to ourselves, and for a good reason: how can we ever hope to find what we have never looked for?” (in Altizer et al., 1982: vi) The definition of the mo​dernist fragment is given in the fragment’s obscurity as the fragment is allowed to go round… very far round, almost the whole way round. 

The modernist fragment is a statutory impossibility, a textual clown. 

Part II

The Ekphrastic Fragment
L’ekphrasis est un fragment anthologique, transferable d’un discours a un autre.

– Roland Barthes
That the “expression” entails something other than itself has been known since the beginnings of language, when people began to relish that “no” which says “yes” and the cruel “yes” which refuses even more categorically than the “no”, and so forth… The Word is intimately potential (and thus ontogenetically pataphysical or generator of Imaginary Solutions.

– Oulipian collective address
This is the exciting predicament of the artist who works on the periphery, not the centre. The quoting or misquoting of the ‘original’ renders it ‘surface-less’. The icon is permitted to speak the ‘gap’ which it is presumed to close. 

– Robert Kroetsch
“Form is content.” It is in the last chapter of his book, Deconstructing Theology (1982), that Mark C. Taylor draws the reader’s attention to the gnomic form of theological thinking. While Deconstructing Theology takes its point of departure in a theoretical consideration of Hegel and Kierkegaard, Taylor ends his thoughts with the constitution of a textual author as a postmodern consciousness that signs itself over to epigrammatic writing. Deconstructing Theology ends thus pragma​tically with a scattering, as it were, of Hegelian and Kierkegaardian elements; the full-fledged depiction of these philosophers ends in full-fledged fragments. These fragments which make up the last chapter entitled “Tracing” form a collection of 95 attributed as well as non-attributed quotations and aphorisms, suggesting that the formal structure of the book is also its content. The fragments can be read as an enactment of what is being theorized in the first part of the book, thus enforcing the idea that the reconstruction of texts on the basis of fragments is a radicalization of the relation of text to its contextual fragment. Behind Hegel and Kierkegaard, the invisible influencing power on postmodern theology is Luther’s performance of what one could think of as the first deconstruction of theology, namely posting the 95 theses on the door of the Wittenberg Castle Church. Sparking a second reformation (a re-formation, as it were) with “Tracing” is perhaps precisely the condition under which an influence can be re-formed: the meaning of form qua form is also the meaning of representation. 

The aim of this chapter is to look at the centrality of Taylor’s work as it de-centers itself: the work is a matrix of performances which discloses the importance of form. As such, however, no centrality can be peered at which would bring Taylor’s ideas to the fore in a traditional sense: his work is best read precisely “in and out of context”. In other words, Taylor’s ideas do not lend themselves to meta-theological inquiries here, but invite the reader to partake in an inquiry of what validates the condition under which a work does not bring into question its ontological status, nor does it offer an either/or stance. For example, in the context of religious understanding I see Taylor's idea of re-formation as a revenge against any such polarity that involves the religious/non-religious stance. Taylor depicts images of the “atheological” rather in the same manner that Emile Cioran once used in one of his vivid aphorisms: “For two thousand years, Jesus has revenged himself on us for not having died on the sofa”. Alas, no theology can be a constituent for existence from the point of view of the individual. 

Inasmuch as theology can be deconstructed, theological thinking becomes a kind of paradoxical constant which settles in the aim for transformation, for performance. But since theology can be sub​ordinated to deconstructive thinking, as it were, it cannot at the same time be a representation of this thinking. Instead it is a representation of this thought’s double. It is an excess and an embellishment of the representation process. Taylor is in this sense a baroque writer concerned with the very idea of the theological thought’s double, which he chooses to see as “atheology”
. On this ground “atheology” has a dual function of representation and interpretation via the fragment that keeps separate what “atheology” represents from the meaning that it offers. 

So far we have learned that for the Romantics and the modernists, the writing of the fragment was the equivalent to the writing of fragments. Postmodern works, such as Taylor’s, extend the plurality inherent in the concept “fragments” to the thinking in fragments as a thinking about the fragment (singular) whose agency posits the question of interpretation, not only to its limits, but beyond. The interpretation of the fragment activates the reader’s imagination by bringing into play the ‘opposite’ of the fragment, namely a ‘whole’ text. But since the text as a whole is no longer just a whole text – nor even a matter of style, if we recall the modernists – as it is made up of a plurality of texts, I argue that the emergence of the fragment qua whole text depends upon aesthetic experience that is ekphrastic in its mode of representation and plastic in its mode of manifestation. 

Insofar as the baroque is particularly pertinent for the construction of the ekphrastic fragment, I begin this chapter with an analysis of the baroque as an element integrated in the sense of direction in postmodernist writings, particularly such writings as exhibit frag​mentariness. Here, a sketch of the concept of baroque, which then will be exemplified in Taylor’s work, will inform the background for the overall question: what do fragments that exhibit self-awareness of themselves as fragments perform? 

The investigation of a text which is not written in fragments from the beginning – Taylor claims in Erring that “Beginning, which is never original, marks and remarks the constant disappearance of origin” (1984: 97) – involves the exclusion or negation of the be-ginning of the fragment as such by means of including a full text in its own repetition. Deconstructing Theology is one such text as its ‘full’ text is in fact made up by previously published essays. Unlike the Heraclitean reception, in which the fragment begins as a coercive force, yet able to trigger the imagination, the fragment for Taylor begins in de-negation, which is at one and the same time repetition and beginning: it is repetition because it generates the question, ‘of what text’? And likewise, it is beginning because it is self-contained: the fragments have already begun elsewhere, thus representing them​selves already as representations, as figures. 

Taylor’s practice of fragmentary writing or incorporating frag-ments in the body of the otherwise ‘full’ text is a means of inviting readers to partake in a discourse that raises a question about theo​retical and philosophical method that is based on an exchange at the level of commentary. Commenting on commented texts in the form of appropriations and insertions of quotations forms a corpus of marginalia in which the fragment essentially and ultimately belongs to no text in particular but adheres to the status of the whole. As such, the fragment can be considered a text in its own right, neither a force, nor consent, nor style. Taylor’s own examples draw on the modality that allows for the deconstruction of theology to emerge as a postmodern text, which yet displays such baroque strategies as the construction of a self-aware image. Arguing that Hegel and Kierke​gaard have shaped the Western postmodern consciousness, Taylor demonstrates that discourse and the philosopher can be considered paradigmatic constructions. For Taylor, the fragment is the metaphor for both the philosopher and his influence. In this sense, the fragment for Taylor is an agent, an enabling category with operative functions able to transcend the divisions between theological thinking, its enactment or its annulment. Deleuze’s notion of the baroque comes to mind first: 

The Baroque does not refer to an essence, but rather to an operative function, to a characteristic. It endlessly creates folds. It does not invent the thing: there are all the folds that come from the Orient – Greek, Roman, Romanesque, Gothic, classical folds […] But it twists and turns the folds, takes them to infinity, fold upon fold, fold after fold. The characteristic of the Baroque is the fold that goes on to infinity. (Deleuze, 1991: 227) 

Of relevance is the context in which the baroque, which does not “invent the thing”, establishes a theoretical and critical network whose principle is the idea that the representation of what is characteristic about the baroque, say the fold, points to the question of representation itself, say, the fold vis-à-vis what it attempts to unfold. If the baroque is a characteristic of a thing before it is the thing itself, then we can assume that the historical vacillation between identifying the baroque as a concept, or a definition of a concept is significant to the question whether the baroque’s ability to assimilate “the Orient” is subject to a certain sense of direction: where are the Greek, Roman, Romanesque, and classical folds heading, and more importantly, how are they put together? If we consider Deleuze’s fold that goes on to infinity, then, the function of the baroque is to point to a destination with no final station. The fold engages in departing, as it were, but never arrives. Here then, I want to apply the notion of ekphrasis – the verbal (literal) representation of visual representation (Heffer​nan, 1993: 3) – to a text in which the literal representation, not of visual art as such but of implied visuality, or of intertextual correspondence, takes on a plastic form, which creates a context for an aesthetic of understanding in which the literal representation of the sense of direction, as it is exhibited by the baroque, leads to fragmentation. I intend to trace this baroque feature in Taylor’s writing that is characterized by two traits: (1) fragmentation following a (2) linear structure. 

Embellishing one’s text with fragments, as Taylor does, annuls any claim to authenticity and sets the work on a tracing course. The depiction of Hegel and Kierkegaard’s philosophies via the fragments generates a reading method that unfolds in its own performance. Taylor’s texts in general are thematizations of their own method, but in a labyrinthine way. The texts are imbued with performance, which assigns Taylor to the category of writers for whom the pursuit of form is both the nature and the function of writing. 

The key to understanding Taylor’s postmodern reflections via theological insights necessitates a discussion of the modality in which the subject of Taylor’s fragment becomes the fragment as subject. It can be argued that Taylor’s theoretical strength is more or less grounded in elements of the concept of baroque as the threshold for a conditional appropriation of the fragment as nontext, as the text always (M)arked in its gap, in its ruin. This does not mean that the text preceding the fragments is in waiting for the fragments posited at the end of the book, rather, the fragments are a representation of the text, an image of the text, which thus makes the text appear embellished in the baroque sense. On this basis, any discussion of theological implications for the postmodern practice of writing inscribes itself within a paradigmatic construction of the threshold as the dominant characteristic of the discourse between the inside and the outside. 

For Taylor, theological inquiry is writing that is kinetic and kenotic, transgressive and transfiguring, in other words fragmentary. The relationship between theology and deconstruction is exemplified in Taylor’s practice of grounding in the fragment both the de​constructed text and the verbalised image of theology. This baroque strategy reveals some consequences which explore how such traces of theological enunciation find validation in the elaboration of a tripartite philosophy: (1) either Taylor is imposing his “atheology” upon the fragments; or (2) “postmodern atheology” is derived from the intertwining fragments that he investigates indirectly; or else (3) the fragments are intended to represent what the preceding text already is. And if it is atheological then is it fluid, and if it is fluid, then it is plastic. Deconstructing Theology functions as a title and as itself, as it were, as a figure and its representation, as a theology and its double. 
The Baroque Imperative

The history of the baroque is defined by the attempt to identify the baroque in several ways, the focus changing between perceiving the baroque either as a historical or an aesthetic moment. Heinrich Wölfflin argues that the term is used to describe “the style into which the Renaissance resolved itself […] into which the Renaissance degenerated” (Wölfflin, 1964: 15). Opposing Wölfflin who is more concerned with the morphological status of the baroque, Jose Antonio Maravall claims that the baroque is a period-concept which marks a historical structure that belongs to the cultural and social sphere (Maravall, 1986: 8). A third position is offered by Timothy Hampton who sees the baroque as an analysis of the question of topological representation that anchors “the circulation of signs between aesthetics and politics, text and history” (Hampton, 1991: 3). But since the “between” defies definition, Omar Calabrese proposes that the baroque is a “category of the spirit”; the baroque as a specific period in the history of culture being encompassed by the “general attitude and formal quality of those objects in which the attitude is expressed” (Calabrese, 1992: 15).

Now, if the vacillation between defining the baroque as a historical moment or an aesthetic project, or both at once, inscribes itself within a meta-historical category, then what is triggered is a sense of direction beyond categories of representation. According to Hampton, the question of marginality in postmodernist discourse replaces the thematics of temporality characteristic of high mo​dernism, thus leaving space for imagining the baroque “as a series of exchanges (thematized in encounters of subjects and texts) between various types of representation – political, literary, historiographical, philosophical” (Hampton, 1991: 9). The sense of direction is given more specifically in what Maravall sees as the primary task of the baroque culture, namely to move its addressee, moving expressing “the end to be attained: to set the will on its course” (Maravall, 1986: 75). 

The idea of agency informs Maravall’s entire study, as he argues that the culture of the baroque is an agent, with the ability to affect, move, determine, decide and establish goals for itself. What Maravall targets is that “moving”, as in “delectare-docere”, forms a category of emotional values that extends to the other meaning of docere, moving beyond aesthetic limits where, as Hampton claims, “the historical subject meets the cultural text”, thus suggesting a direction guided by the aim to settle in transformation. Hampton calls it “baroque topo​graphy”; Calabrese calls it “neo-baroque”; Wölfflin describes the “urge for upward movement” as an “accelerated linear movement”, a “momentary impact” of such force that it ‘moves’ its addressees to the point where what is experienced is “unhappiness”, a sense of “anticipation”, “of something yet to come, dissatisfaction and restlessness” (Wölfflin, 1964: 58). Terry Cochrane (Maravall’s tran-slator) invokes the idea of baroque “performance” when he explains the consequences of agency, and thus puts the gist of Maravall’s work in a nutshell: 

In Culture of the Baroque, an attempt is made to articulate the mechanism of agency prior to the moment when an action must be thought of as the effect of an agent. In a world where grammar reigns, subjects perform actions; but if the subject is not all knowing, the subject could just as well be being performed. (Maravall, 1986: xxvi–xxvii) 

What Maravall sees then as the mechanism of agency, Deleuze sees as an operative function. The fold is perfectly defined in itself, folds in on itself, while at the same time manifesting itself in subordination to a particular mode of expression. Proleptic agency then is defined by a correspondence to a plane and perspective. It is for this reason that the mode of expression which best identifies the baroque as an agent is painting, and more specifically portraiture. Hampton argues that “not only is the Baroque defined by painting. It is itself a work of art”, suggesting that the entire seventeenth century is marked by ambivalence, being “a kind of historical fresco that is both unified (within a frame) and multiple (“several seventeen centuries”), both static and mobile, both spatial and narrative, both monstrous and familiar” (Hampton, 1991: 6). This double “fresco” is a feature of thematically operating with notions such as contradictions and oppositions within a framework that seems to be self-evident. It is against such a backdrop that the self-aware image of the baroque emerges, from questioning the frame in which this image can portray itself to questioning the mediatory relationship the frame yields. That is to say, if the fresco has no frame, as is usually the case, we can then assume that there is a direct participation in the events depicted by the historical fresco that is both unified and multiple, and that the relationship to the depiction is unmediated. In this sense, the baroque as an aesthetic moment ‘baroquifies’
 the historical period in which it appears, further suggesting that the baroque, then, is defined by the aesthetization of the historical frame. Says Deleuze in a parodic mood:

The finest inventors, the finest commentators of the Baroque, dismayed by the way that, despite them, the notion threatened to extend arbitrarily, have had doubts about its consistency. The Baroque was thus restricted to a single genre (architecture), or to an increasingly restrictive determination of periods and locations, or even to a radical denial. The Baroque never existed. Still, it is odd to deny the existence of the Baroque in the same way as one denies the existence of unicorns or pink elephants. For in the latter case the concept is already a given, while in the case of the Baroque it is a question of knowing whether one can invent a concept capable (or not) of giving it existence. Irregular pearls exist, but the Baroque has no reason to exist without a concept which forms that very reason. It is easy to deprive the Baroque of its existence, it is enough not to propose its concept. (Deleuze, 1991: 240) 

Deleuze’s “fold upon fold”, which designates the operative function of the baroque, constitutes itself in a theme of repetition in which Wölfflin’s ‘disturbing’ sense of direction manifests itself. That is to say, the concept of the baroque is one mode of response to the proliferation of the baroque as a period. But the baroque exists also independently of its referent, and that in spite of the Deleuzian idea that concepts being measured against a “philosophical” grammar are always already passed into the “excluded middle” of alternative propositions, thus contributing to the idea that the concept is not a proposition at all (Deleuze, 1994: 22). The baroque exists via the interplay between form and content which brings together the definitions of techniques and themes of the exchange between various types of representation. The frame of technique and repetition of the theme are linked in this sense by the idea that history itself is aesthetics. It is on this ground that it makes sense to claim that the baroque refers to a characteristic, which is to say that the baroque defines itself in its own image, in its own self-realization. What the image of the baroque is, is also that of the subject that is being performed, a functional fragment subordinated to a greater whole. As Victor Stoichita remarks: 

It is extremely significant that in the seventeenth century (a period obsessed with the ‘aesthetic boundary’ and the period that marks the birth of intertextuality), the real frame was regarded as the primary problem underlying all definitions of the image. Before reaching the intertextual junction, seventeenth-century épistémê was concentrated on the definition of the “ontological cut” effectuated by the frame of all paintings. It was regarded as a site of a symbolic process. (Stoichita, 1997: 30) 

In other words, framing representation is an intertextual practice bound up with the epoch that takes a ‘short cut’ to the essence of form. This can be seen in Maravall’s example of abbreviated and restricted writing of seventeenth century masters in his discussion of the technique of incompleteness and its implicature for representation (and we can assume that the frame of writing effectuating ‘cuts’ was also the definition of baroque as a functional fragment able to trace, contradict and comment on its intertext); he says of Balthasar Gracián:

He takes a known saying, a sentence read somewhere, an idea, sometimes only a metaphor (with elements usually coming from a Bible or a classical source) and collapses its terms to the point of reducing the expression to the ultimate degree of laconism […] Aphorisms, counsels, maxims, and collapsed, brief, rapid formulas are a literary genre very much in line with the taste of the epoch. (Maravall, 1986: 209) 

Although Maravall here contrasts restrictiveness in writing – in the sense of moderation and restrained expression – to excessiveness in other genres, particularly painting and architecture, it is clear that due to the intertextual interventia, the restrained form gains in content via elements from other sources which are then repeated excessively for the purpose of ‘moving’. If one thinks of baroque architectural works that have been built ‘baroquingly’ – that is, according to methods that rejoiced in ad​jectives such as irrational, exuberant, frenetic, obscure – not from the ground, but on top of some ruin, or a fragment of an already existing building – the foundation most often having retained its classical elements – one may begin to see how neither the classical ruin, nor the ornate building on top could pass as complete works in themselves. The baroque has simply appropriated the classical form in order to change its own essence. There is of course a reversal, in that the essence manifests itself in its concern with form. And we begin to see how form forms content, how form is content (in Taylor’s tracing sense on which I elaborate later).

In literature a similar method is employed both in baroque and postmodernist writing, with a slight difference: in the baroque, the mode of representing a narrative finds itself expression in the picture per se – Maravall talks of the baroque defining painting as a poetic activity, as creative activity (261) – whereas in postmodernist writing, the idea of portraying tries to place the place of portraying in the creative activity which situates itself in the margins of illusion where the place itself produces narration; the depiction thus remains only implicitly narrative, the depiction, as it were, takes place ‘after the fact’. The effect is the same, though, as the experience of the work of art or text is defined by emotion. But the common denominator for this emotion is irony, as irony repeats the negation inherent in the act of building on ruins or palimpsesting on already existing texts. The more one is moved by excessiveness or simplicity – yet in their extreme – the more one experiences an epiphany, which is the accept​ance of obscurity as part of the message.

The baroque imperative then is characterized by a figuration of the ‘unfinished’ image and place that further needs to be represented as narrative and description. “Place”, Louis Marin informs us in his study on utopic signifying practices, “has two meanings: topic – rhetorical and poetic thoughts and formulae – and topographic – a fragment of space possessing its own unity and (often) its own name” (Marin, 1984: 113–114).

The Space of the Fragment
According to Marin, the construction of a narrative on the basis of portrait reading defines one of the main baroque preoccupations with the desire to decipher a Christian mystery, its message, and its medium of representation and enunciation. For instance, what he calls “an iconic story” refers to an interrelational movement between a painter, the bodies and figures he arranges on the canvas, the space he disposes of, and a viewer who bases his reading, or rather, analysis of the painting, according to the ‘emerged’ story that converts the painter’s “spatial and logical relations” into “a narrative moment or instant in the form of an anachronic model of intelligibility” (Marin, 1995: 55). This is interesting on two accounts: first, insofar as the viewer engages actively in a cognitive ‘moving’ of elements on the canvas, he then, also lets himself be emotionally moved by the same elements via a medium which is the painter. However, what Marin implies is that the actual agent is narrative, which further suggests that what is intelligible is only the movement or dislocation of bodies and figures, rather than the bodies and figures themselves. And as Marin says: “We discover here a new way of approaching the (de)negation of enunciation and representation […] The ‘iconic’ story is thus clearly inscribed within the apparatus of enunciation and representation” (55). Thus, the content is redundant, as the quest for perspectives moves through various stages of tracing. One such stage is not to see perspective subsumed by signification.  

Furthermore, by contrasting Marin’s “apparatus” to Hampton’s “fresco” I propose that the operative principle governing the formal and thematic structure of the depicted narrative – where the narrative is the agent – mediates between images and concepts that exhibit excessiveness. Marin has already forwarded two hypotheses which can be seen as a justification of form taking over content: (1) “Perspective and prospective together make up the formal structure of enunciation and representation.” (2) “In order to be effective, the “iconic” story must inscribe itself within the apparatus of enunciation and representation; it must transform and neutralize this apparatus in what amounts to (de)negation” (45).

Applying Marin’s ideas to the construction of the fragment qua whole text is a means of analyzing the structure which determines the organization of indeterminacies that further govern the transformation of the theoretical text into a literary fragment, as in Taylor’s case. In other words, the question of the fragment is the question of the text in the same sense that Marin’s painting, if a surface
, is non-existent. As Marin has it: “if the perspective and prospective make up the structure, they do so only as a result of a systematic (de)negation of the reflexive/reflecting apparatus: the painting” (47). Consequently, representation as imitatio, as repetition, is made possible by de​negation via operations at work that involve reflection as a way of multiplying “the mimetic aspects of the painting by representing the operation that constitutes it […] the representation represents the operation of which it is a product” (49). What Marin further calls the reflection’s reflection “mimeme to the ‘second degree’”, able to posit and efface “the structure of representation while representing the effacement in question” (49), can be paralleled to the function of the fragment that is also a question of the text: the fragment as a depiction of the ‘whole’ text. The fragment is, in this sense, its own space; the fragment is the ‘whole’ text. 

In addition to establishing the relationship between representation and representing representation we can direct ourselves towards in-vestigating the consequences of (de)negation by approaching the question of distinguishing between what repetition designates, its function, and its relation to ekphrastic representation. First, Calabrese suggests the existence of a possible philosophical explanation for the “aesthetic of repetition”, which can illustrate the forwarded idea of ‘baroquified’ history: “An excess of stories, of things that have already been said, and of regularity inevitably produces fragmentation. This was fundamentally Nietzsche’s point when he observed that the idea of the eternal return depended on the repetitive nature of history” (Calabrese, 1992: 46). In the case of fragments that are either produced by or derived from a ‘whole’ text, we can assume that an analysis of these fragments is best done according to the form that allows for such a structure: history is aesthetics; aesthetics as history. Calabrese defines this form by the fragment’s relationship to the whole: “The fragment considered as part of a system, is then explained according to it” (73). But if we leave form to its inconsis​tency, and moreover, if we do not consider the fragment as part of a system, then it means that we would have to foreground an analysis of the mediatory relationship between the fragment and the whole. (The assumption all the while being, not that the fragment has identical content with the text it is derived from, but that it is a text in itself only prompted by the other text – as we shall see in more detail – which happens to be whole, at least according to the beginning, middle, and end structure.) 

Now, Calabrese also says that “for the fragment too there exists a form of excess that changes its nature: the fragment itself becomes a system whenever the assumption that it belongs to a system is renounced” (74), thus signalling the existence of a particular sense of direction at work that applies specifically to writings which start off as whole texts, yet end as fragments. Again, de-negation is the transformative operation of the operative function of the baroque as the fold. The text unfolds in the fragment, the fragment is the system that is renounced. 

The following question begs itself: how can Taylor’s fragments represent the text  that precedes them? It seems that what is enforced is the idea of performing representation which necessarily culminates in fragments of (fragmentary) representation, not only of the discourse one is engaged in, but other interrelated discourses. What does this mean? On the one hand, we can look at what Calabrese says: “the fragment is not situated in a discourse by leaving traces of enunciation. A discourse involving, or based on, a fragment does not express a subject, time, or space of enunciation (unless it is examined in detail)” (73), and thus posit the fragment’s transformative relationship to the discourse vis-à-vis the mediatory one – in which case the ‘whole’ text will only be represented in the discourse that is based on the fragment in absentia, so to speak. 

On the other hand, we can choose to look at variables that define such discourses, here, if we see the fragments as the margin of the whole text. Both baroque and postmodernist writing deal with the obscurity of the margin between a text and its interpretation, thus raising the question of how representation is performed. Again we can refer to the idea of moving, both in its literal as well as figural sense, by illustrating a displacement through a movement of perspectives into and out of ‘darkness’. Hampton, remarking Jean Rousset’s claim that the latter’s study on the literature of the baroque in France (1954) is a displacement of the perspective on seventeenth century, writes: “In the ‘light’ [éclairage] of this new perspective, the classical seventeenth century will not be darkened (‘nullement obscurci’), but it will seem less homogeneous and less linear” (Hampton, 1991: 5–6). The desire for a new perspective is prompted by the desire to define the dynamics that makes the baroque be an agent (in Maravall), or a force (in Wölfflin). In answering the question of how the agent represents itself, the baroque deals with homogeneity and linearity by imagining itself in a context of variables and invariables. The baroque thus makes less homogenous the fragments of the “Orient” by representing them as self-representations independent of the ‘whole’ text they supposedly come from. And while justifying the ambiguity regarding how it is defined, the baroque encompasses precisely the aesthetics which comprises the dynamics that forms this aesthetics. 

Moreover, the fragment that is represented ‘on top’, as is the case with certain architectural works, is defined less than linearly, for example, by means of the natural inclination of the eye to hold the perspective from a ‘gazing’ point of view. The fragment in this way would stand for a reading of itself first, and then for identifying the textuality of the text preceding it. However, both acts imply repetition of the first-order reading, or mapping out, and then second-order reading, or hermeneutic interpretation.

Interpreting a baroque instance follows a linear and doubling structure in the sense that one has to identify first how the figure is grounded in representation. Figuring a fragment in the middle of a narrative, of a description, forces the fragment to assume a repetitive likeness with the circumscribing text. However, since the fragment’s text emerges as a counter-figure to the encompassing text, the likeness with the text as such may appear diffuse. The fragment itself then is figured as a dark and opaque image of the text. Consequently the reading is suspended, and is replaced by “specularity” and a sense of “spectacularity”. If the fragment is a stage in discourse, then it already exhibits traces of enunciation by its engaging in a dialogic structure with the text it accompanies. The space of the fragment is the trace of enunciation, as the fragment, according to Marin, possesses its own name. In other words, the fragment following a ‘full’ text is the eye which ‘sees’ interpretation as plastic. 
The Fragment as Residue in the Text
What does a fragment mark, or signify, in a discourse when, on the one hand, it works on figural and representative levels, and on the other hand, it is dialogic? In the essay “Iconic Space and the Materiality of the Sign” Charles Lock poses a pertinent question and answer: “what is the value of matter, apart from its bearing of significance? The opacity of words, like the opacity of images, is that residue which is not subsumed by signification. Likeness is subsumed by signification; essence or nature – the material constitution of the image – is what remains” (Lock, 1997: 13). What Taylor intends with his fragment chapter is to establish a dialogue which addresses the question of how one expresses philosophical issues that have to do with theological conceptions in an altogether third ‘language’. If the fragment is this third modality, able to exceed its own literariness in relation to the full text in which it appears, then it will point to a ‘groundedness’ of the notion of what constitutes a philosophical or theological conception
. The fragment then provides the text which incorporates it with an image, which means that the fragment subsumed by the text extends to being an either philosophical or a theological, yet unfinished conception. The fragment’s referent becomes the fold within the fold, the fragment’s enunciation is but in the form of a syllogism, and the fragment’s opaque self-description is the portrait of a textual surface. Taylor writes in Erring: 

Within the Western theological tradition, the “original” scene of nomination involves God and man. The relation between God and self is thoroughly specular; each mirrors the other. In different terms, man is made in the image of God. This imago is an imitation, copy, likeness, representation, similitude, appearance or shadow of divinity. The imago dei confers man an identity; this establishes a vocation that can be fulfilled only through the process of imitation. The specularity of the God-self relation forges an inseparable bond between the name of God and the name of man. (Taylor, 1984: 35) 

The fragment is thus an unpredictable statement on the opacity of the text, a variable in the act of tracing a perspective which is also an element that goes into intertextual commentary. As plastic represen​tation replaces interpretation with commentary, the fragment becomes the fulfilment of imago dei, but only as a residue of a ritual performed in the church-text. Further Lock says: 

Words stripped of reference shine in their opaque materiality, insisting, beyond all their powers of signification, in their residual iconicity; icons stripped of their ritual function turn incarnate persons into disembodied spectators, whose detached aesthetic gaze either despises the icon as primitive and crude, or re​fuses the invitation into its space, and makes an idol out of an icon. An aesthetic view of the image assumes a dematerialized spectator. (Lock, 1997: 20) 

An oblique point to the space inhabited by the fragment within the framework of an otherwise ‘whole’ text, is the space that is ‘illegible’, the space that is at once conceptual, imaginary, and aesthetic. This space is marked by variables and invariables that also circumscribe the postmodernist mode in which the movement into darkness becomes necessary to the localization of dialectical thinking. As Thomas Altizer has it in his foreword to Taylor’s Deconstructing Theology, “One decisive sign of the presence of dialectical thinking and vision in the modern world is the presence therein of a movement into the heart of darkness” (in Taylor, 1882: xiv). 

This idea can be seen as a parallel to the dialectic between “unique​ness and difference” that Calabrese uses in order to formulate an aesthetic definition of a system. The fact that the baroque passes from being considered a period to being regarded an aesthetic project can in itself be regarded as an attempt at defining the baroque as a variable to darkness, in ‘light’ of its relationship to the more invariable state when the baroque is both, a period as well as an aesthetic project. While Calabrese equates the constitution of a new style or aesthetic with the dynamics of a system “as it passes from one state to another, reformulating the relations between its own invariables and the principles according to which those elements that are relevant to the system are regarded as variables” (Calabrese, 1992: 33), Altizer points to a return to acknowledging simultaneity both as a variable and an invariable of temporality. He writes:

Luther, Pascal, Kierkegaard, Kafka, Barth, and Beckett […] have given us luminous and overwhelming visions of both the actuality and a necessity of an interior voyage into darkness, a darkness which ever more progressively becomes total or all in all. But Blake, Dostoyevsky, Nietzsche, and Joyce […] have given us visions of a voyage into darkness which is therein and thereby, and precisely therein and thereby, a voyage into light, and a light which is light and darkness at once. (Altizer, 1982: xv) 

In such a context, and considering that the above mentioned writers all discoursed in fragments, the understanding of the aesthetics that governs the deliberate construction of a fragment out of a whole text has significance for the modality in which grounding baroque manifestations in a philosophy of “atheology” also leads to an inevitable question. Insofar as what is central about the notion of “atheology” is given in the figuration of a textual surface as tracing – therefore the fragment – the question is thus: how do fragments of representation engage in performing and what is the consequence of fragmentation for the interpretation of apparent nonsense?
The Para-Text as Para-Fragment
Deconstructing Theology offers a concrete example in which the representation of traces of Hegel’s and Kierkegaard’s theories in postmodern literature and philosophy becomes a repetition of interpreting interpretation (also the title of the ante-penultimate chapter), thus culminating in the last chapter, “Tracing”, which as I mentioned, is composed of fragments, aphorisms, traceable and untraceable ‘plagiarisms’, all of paratextual status. The fold, the syllogism and the portrait unfold in “Tracing”. “Tracing” is the repe​tition of other texts, turned into fragments that are made to escape their intertextuality. Having annotated these fragments with con-secutive numbers (from 1 to 95), Taylor enforces the performative act in which “Tracing” is a counter-theme to its own frame. 

A clear link to the context of interrelated discourses which I mentioned earlier is given in Taylor’s postmodernist baroque portrait of deconstructed Hegel, Kierkegaard, himself, and Derrida, as it emerges in the performing of the fragment in “Tracing”, and which acquires its mimetic form and force in the image of Taylor’s “Inter alios”, the chapter’s subtitle. “Tracing” is clearly meant to stand on its own as it uses paratextual devises, such as a title, a subtitle, and author’s name, although what the name implies and refers to is ambiguous, as Taylor engages in three acts of tracing, all at the same time: Hegel & co., himself, and ‘himself’ again – the latter tracing is given in Taylor’s use of meta-commentary; that is, he comments in the fragments in a palimpsesting way on his own previous comments in the text which precedes the fragments. 

If we return to the idea that de-negation can also be a beginning, we could suggest that the fragment is in the beginning precisely by virtue of its being repeated. Already in the beginning of the book, Taylor makes an announcement, rather in a post scriptum manner, in his tellingly titled introductory notes, “Pretext”: “It is, of course, undeniable that not only this “Pretext”, but this entire volume remains a Pretext – a pre-text to a text yet to be written… a postmodern atheology” (xx). The pre-text is the post-text and the reader is given free room to engage in his own tracing. In the subsequent pages I shall attempt a 3-part analysis in which the idea of the fold, the syllogism, and the portrait consider the following question: what is the meaning of form? 
The Fold
First, Taylor proposes that “Form is content”, and in the context of the book Deconstructing Theology this proposition takes on several meanings and passes through several exchanges between the frag​ments and the preceding text. 

In short, we could argue that there is perfect symmetry between the 95 fragments
: by dividing them in 12 sets, and taking 2 sets to correspond to each of the 6 chapters of the book including the “Pretext”, we create another correlation in which the 6 chapters interrelate in such a way that it is possible to link them across thematically and in pairs to mark the three instances: (1) The Fold, (2) The Syllogism, (3) The Portrait. For example, moving inward from the margins, The Fold (1) discusses the first chapter, “Pretext”, which corresponds to the last chapter, the sixth, “The Empty Mirror” – these chapters generate the fragments of the 1st, 2nd, and respectively 11th and 12th sets, all marked by the theme of absence. Further, The Syllogism (2) discusses the second chapter, “Journeys to Moriah: Hegel vs. Kierkegaard” which corresponds to the fifth, “Interpreting Interpretation” – these chapters generate the fragments of the 3rd, 4th, and 9th, 10th sets, all marked by the evident theme of transformation: one undergoes a journey in order to arrive at an interpretation. The Portrait (3) discusses chapter three, “Itinerarium Mentis in Deum: Hegel’s Proofs of God’s Existence” which corresponds to chapter four, “Toward an Ontology of Relativism” – the only consecutive chapters in our division – and these chapters generate the fragments of the 5th, 6th, and 7th, 8th sets, all marked by the theme of ‘tracing’ an influence. Furthermore, the argument will be that the middle chapters, to be looked at as the last instance, close a loop, and send the reader back to reading the epigraphs at the very beginning of the book. (I shall not concentrate on all 95 fragments, but focus mainly on the first fragments in each set.)

Now, we want to look for correspondences between the fragments and the text, so we might just as well start with the pretext. Briefly put, the gist of the pretext is comprised in the first fragment of the 1st set, a definition of trace, which reads thus: “Trace: a visible mark or sign of the former presence or passage of some person, a thing or event; vestige, track, trail. To follow the footprints of. To copy by following the lines of the original drawing on a transparent sheet placed upon it. To plait, twine, interweave.” (107, fragment 1) This definition discloses two levels. Internally, it points to what exactly goes on in the last chapter as such; the definition thus works as an aesthetic agenda – as one can only gauge the chapter’s form. Externally, the definition works methodically as a strategy for how to read the last chapter in its entirety; as such, it is ultimately an analytic agenda for the pre-text. 

The text of the pretext works as a duplicitous fold in the Deleuzian sense, as it marks a moment of de-negation. Taylor, echoing Jabès, puts into question the question of the book which he says is the question of theology. But this statement is confined within the frame of the pretext, which he claims epitomizes the work of a book that is yet to come, in other words, a book that does not exist. The function of the fragment then is to ‘trace’ the ground, “ground grounds figure”, that would have to apply to itself in order to constitute simultaneously the premise and the argument for the corroborative evidence of the performance. Taylor is performing his name, he introduces himself as the event itself, that of tracing a mark, Mark, copying the lines that we, the readers, are reading. At this moment. On the surface of that depiction which does not exist – if a surface. The pretext enframed becomes interpretable post facto despite its proleptic position in the text as a repetition, a doubling image, of the mark, (M)ark. 

In baroque pictorial parlance Taylor’s paradox can be explained with making a reference to art historians’ discourse on the eye, which is invariably defined as “hidden”, “surprised”, “inquiring”, “methodical”, etc, (Marin, Stoichita). For example, when the image of the hidden eye perceives the dimension of depth as breadth, the iconic story unfolds in the ellipsis. Says Marin: “it is as if the iconic story, displayed by the bodies arranged within the plane of the scene paralleling the plane of the painting, somehow makes it possible for the theoretical eye to see itself. Yet in fact this eye does not see itself but a story, the eye […] leaves a trace” (Marin, 1995: 59). “Following in the footprints of…” not only functions as the iconic story the reader tells himself while contemplating, or following, the immobile re​presentation in the optical eye, but also functions as the reader’s representative within the representation, which the theoretical eye sees in the ellipsis. What leaves a trace is not the story but the eye. In the eye the mark cannot be expected to change the view. 

We go on to read the first fragment of the 2nd set, as an imagining of how the pretext asserts itself as a proof in the fragments: “our task is to undo the theology of presence and the philosophy of absence with a hermeneutics of word” (Taylor, 1982, fragment 5). What we have here then is a plastic representation of an ekphrastic moment as the pretext unfolds itself, as it were, in a demystification (here with positive connotations) that reveals a beyond, not of interpretation, but of that which takes on the appearance of interpretation, namely commentary. In the question of the book as a question of theology what is probed is writing vs. essence. The pretext is duplicitous as it presents itself as ‘re-presentation’, therefore pre-textual, while making the object of this re-presentation its own negation. It is also a paratext to the book and a re-presentation of writing. The fold comes after the fold. Says Deleuze: “the ‘duplicity’ of the fold is necessarily reproduced on both of the sides which it distinguishes and which it sets into a mutual relation by distinguishing them: a scission in which each term sets off the other, a tension in which each fold is extended into the other” (Deleuze, 1991: 236). In other words, the pretext is apology turned on its head. 

It is almost obvious that the text of the “Pretext” therefore necessarily unfolds in the sixth chapter, the one entitled: “The Empty Mirror”. The structure of Taylor’s setting for the chapters “Pretext” and “The Empty Mirror” double the theme of absence in decon​struction. The result is a circumscription of this very structure that further allows for a second-order setting where theology is being both set up and framed. The text of the pretext via traces and undoings of traces in the 1st and 2nd set of fragments has to encompass the text in between, the other chapters. The pretext of the fragment as the first trace is realized in an inverse image of the fragment – still a trace, and which as such does not exist – where self-realization of the fragment is only possible via de-negation in an empty mirror. What is de-negated is the acceptance of the text of the pretext which in effect prefigures the futuricity of the book for which the empty mirror functions as the representation of the operation that constitutes it pro futurum. 

Taylor traces ‘first hand’ Foucault’s reading of Velazquez’s famous painting, “Las Meninas” (1656) – the Velazquez painting being rightly famous for its inclusion of a neutralized focal point, though blind, which depicts any one reader of the painting in the painting. The argument, here, is that the disappearance of authority and the disappearance of selfhood involve the negative dialectics apprehended ‘second hand’ in the tracing of Hegel’s dialectical idea of the opposites that are implicitly identical (Taylor, 1982: 93). Inasmuch as the task of undoing theology is dependent on the constitution of a (pre)textual theology, the negative dialectics can be comprehended as the invisible drive behind the deconstruction that represents a visible image of “postmodernism raised to method” (xx). Method, then, reflects a fragment of the image of theology under construction, as it were, yet experienced as duplicitous. “Atheology” is thus caught between the practical evidence which deconstructive writing puts forth and the sublimated image of the theological fragment re-formed. “Atheology” is framed ekphrastic representation. My suggestion here of framed ekphrasis can be compared to Peter Wagner’s definition which notes that in its initial use, ekphrasis was a declarative rhetorical device: 

Consisting of the prefix ‘ek’ (or ec and even ‘ex’) meaning ‘from’ or ‘out of’, and the root term ‘phrasis’, a synonym for the Greek lexis or hermeneia, as well as for the Latin dictio or elocutio (the verb phrazein denotes ‘to tell, declare, pronounce’), ekphrasis originally meant ‘a full or vivid description’. It first appears in rhetorical writings attributed to Dionysius of Halicarnassus and then became a school exercise in rhetoric. (Wagner, 1996: 12) 

Now, the first fragment of the 11th set correlating to the 6th chapter and encompassed by the fragments of the 1st and 2nd sets reads thus: “Experimentum Crucis” (Taylor 1982: 125, fragment 88). This particular fragment comes with a drawing of a figure walking on a half-broken bridge. Here, there are several ways of seeing how ekphrastic representation stands for the representation of the fragment as a drawing which realizes itself via the text that accompanies it. Murray Krieger sees ekphrasis as a classic genre, as “the imitation in literature of a work of plastic art” (Krieger, 1992: 265). The imitation of the object as “spatial work” is thus seen as “the metaphor for the temporal work which seeks to capture it in that temporality” (265). On these terms ekphrasis represents the symbolization of the spatiality and plasticity of literature’s temporality: the silent images are given voice, while there is an attempt to escape the image and its grip by inscribing it in precisely the verbal discourse that puts the image into ‘picture’
; as Krieger has it, via ekphrasis a plastic object is seen as a “symbol of the frozen, stilled world of plastic relationships which must be superimposed upon literature’s turning world to ‘still’ it” (266). 

Placing itself at odds with this definition, the phrase “Experimen-tum crucis” may realize itself as ekphrastic representation through the image of the cross, while the visual representation of the figure walking on the broken bridge quite literally is unable of continuation, thus marking a suspension in the reflection on the missing part: the gaze in the eye glides towards the text. And the text of “Experimentum Crucis” does not represent a static world but a metaphor in trans​ference. The metaphoric suspension symbolized by the cross is re-presented in the literalization of experience whose graphicity is given in pondering over the significance of being suspended over the cross as an experience of the ultimate inadequacy inherent in all re-presentations of precisely the cross. But the pondering is mediated, as the figure walking on the broken bridge is holding a lunette; the experience of the break is thus mediated by optics; what is perceived is not the break but the representation of the break.

James Heffernan has surpassed Krieger’s ekphrasis by seeing it as the explicit representation of representation itself, thus distinguishing it from pictorialism and iconicity. His analysis of Keats’s Ode on a Grecian Urn has it that ekphrasis “represents the arrested moment of graphic art not by re-creating its fixity in words but rather by releasing its embryonically narrative impulse” (Heffernan, 1991: 300–307). This means that in the presence of an image already incorporated by a text, one experiences simultaneously the synchronicity and dia​chronicity of participating in the space of the image. As the lunette also looks like a trumpet, thus suggesting the announcement of the break, the ekphrastic representation takes on its duplicitous fold in its heralding of another instance of experience in which what is mediated is the rationality of the image. (Novalis has it for instance that “experience is the test of the rational – and vice versa.” (1997: 24))

And here we come to an interesting metaleptic reversal: the same drawing is also figured in Taylor’s other book Altarity (1987), where he discusses Kierkegaard’s marginalia. The drawing belongs to Kierkegaard, only in the original manuscript the bridge is not broken. This drawing too comes with a comment, but there is no graphic intervention from Taylor, no insertion of gaps: “A solitary individual, precariously balanced on a tightrope attached to neither supporting column, who is either looking for help through a spyglass or calling for assistance through a megaphone” (Taylor, 1987: 312). One could say that the inclusion of the gap in the first drawing and the exclusion of intervention in the second make up for the difference between a bridge and a tightrope. The exclusion of a portion of the bridge, fragmenting it in the drawing in Deconstructing Theology, correlates to leaving a trace as a mark in the gap – the mark is both visible by implication and invisible by consequence. Ever prefiguring the ground, here figuring the image of the bridge, Taylor declares in Nots: “The space of the bridge is a nonspace; its site a nonsite. The bridge is suspended along a border, margin, boundary, in an interval, gap, cleavage. The place of the bridge is the nonplace of the between where here and now are suspended. This between which is forever oscillating, brings together what it holds apart and what it brings together” (Taylor, 1993: 98). Taylor’s tracing of Kierkegaard’s tracing becomes a moment of an ekphrastic ekphrasis: spectating the drawing is a leap of interpretative participation: the suspension mediates the question: what is this drawing about?

As a title for the drawing “Experimentum Crucis” may also indicate another instance, namely the philosopher’s dilemma in the search for the proof of God’s existence, the beginning of inter​pretation. According to Heffernan, picture titles are ekphrastic when they display a narrative which connects moments depicted with the moments to come for the figures in the picture or for the artist himself. He writes: “a picture title is a verbal representation of the picture. It answers precisely the kinds of questions answered by sepulchral inscriptions – Who is it? What is it? – and it begins the work of interpreting the picture for us. At the same time it may also begin the work of converting the picture into a narrative” (Heffernan, 1991: 303). In our case, the making of a narrative on the basis of the reading of both the title and the drawing takes shape in the question of how, that which mediates the proof of God’s existence can be illustrated. A ‘kataleptic’ (here as opposed to metaleptic) reading of the figure may point to an identification: the figure is none other than Indiana Jones who, finding the scrapbook with directions for overcoming the obstacles in the search for the Holy Grail, has to rely on the idea that the proof itself of the grail’s existence is mediated only by faith. One of the indications in the scrapbook has it that the only way of crossing over the gap in the bridge is by making a leap of faith. Thus, the experiment of “Experimentum Crucis” in the title corroborates the experiment that the walking figure is attempting, which means that it is mediated by experience itself. The intertextual reference in the title is implicit in the drawing. 

Squaring off against other critics who have formulated theories on ekphrastic representation – notably Michael Davidson whose ideas were directed against Krieger’s formalistic conception, and who, in Heffernan’s words, has “thrown out Krieger’s ekphrastic principle and replaced it with a diachronic polarity between the ‘classical’ and ‘contemporary’, thus leaving us with no coherent sense of the synchronic mode” (299) – Heffernan calls for the employment of ekphrasis as a literary mode that explicitly reveals what implicitly it hides: “the inseparability of representation and misrepresentation” (307). After all, Taylor has given us a broken bridge, so one cannot help but speculate how far the abyss is, if at all comprehended in spatial terms. As in the Velazquez painting, in which it is possible for the reader to get a glimpse of himself in the empty mirror, so is it possible for the reader of Taylor’s drawing to see what functions as representative within the representation, namely the blank space, “l’espace blanc”. Says Heffernan: “what ekphrasis represents in words, therefore must itself be representational” (300) thus directing the reader to the point where the drawing unfolds itself in the fold upon fold. “Experimentum Crucis” moves in the direction of ex​perience, as the last fragment suggests. 

The last and the only fragment of the 12th set, if we can call it a set, thus reads: “‘Few are experienced enough in the difference between an object of scholarship and a matter of thought’” (Taylor, 1982: 126, fragment 95). Indeed, tracing oneself in the tracing of Taylor’s tracing Foucault’s tracing of Velazquez’s tracing of himself in his own portrait can be called the fragment as the fold – which becomes at once the locus and the time in which the basic function of the blank, the empty mirror, allows the text of the pretext in tandem with its accompanying fragments to constitute and efface itself, in the book yet to be written, in the empty space, in l’espace blanc. 

 Thus, it is not at random that Taylor places a fragment – which governs the principle according to which he composed the book – in the space immediately after Experimentum Crucis: “Aphoristic language is gappy – full of holes. L’espace blanc. Silence and speech ‘acting together’. Form is content” (125, fragment 89). Moreover, this first instance, when Taylor allows the fragments to ‘write’ the “Pre​text” and “The Empty Mirror”, can be seen as a representation of the ekphrastic plastic fragment, where plasticity is figured in the replacement of fragmentary rhetoric with performing it. Again, the “Pretext”, which emphasizes post-textuality – the pretext having ne​gated its own existence – is representation, but whose object does not get de-negated further than the chapter which mirrors it. Between the pretext and the mirror is the influence and the journey of the fragment. 
The Syllogism
The representation of fragments which use the pictorial method to portray precisely the discourse in which they appear can be paralleled to the element of the baroque in the fragment and in the fragmentary writing of postmodernist writers which is contingent on metaphoric transferences of syllogisms. What I mean by this is that the fragment becomes a portrait of its own depiction, in which the baroque mode is invoked in a double sense, first as a discourse on representation
 and then as a meta-discourse on embellishing representation. The baroque and the postmodern are linked by a common project which always runs ahead of itself as a pretext to a text that therefore necessarily becomes a fragment. Let us first look at René Wellek’s definition of the baroque in his essay “The Concept of Baroque in Literary Scholar​ship” where he writes: 

“Baroque” as Karl Borinski and Benedetto Croce have shown by convincing quotations, is derived from baroco, the name of the fourth mode of the second figure in the scholastic nomenclature of syllogisms. It is a syllogism of the type: “Every P is M; some S are not M; hence some S are not P”; or to give Croce’s example: “Every fool is stubborn; some people are not stubborn, hence some people are not fools.” This type of argument was felt to be sophistical and far-fetched as early as 1519 when  Louis Vives ridiculed the Parisian professors as “sophists in baroco and baralipton.” (Wellek, 1963: 70)

This particular etymological aspect of the baroque suggests here a necessary interruption in the logical sequence, as the word “some” is a quantifier and thus also a variable. Furthermore, if P is an individual variable, then its range of interpretation is arbitrary. This argument is valid at least according to the definition formulated by Robert Rafalko in his Logic for an Overcast Tuesday: “A deductive argument is valid, if and only if, if all the premises are true, then the conclusion must be true” (Rafalko 1990: 3). However, when language changes the mean​ing of its words, by taking into account only some and not all derivative elements, the premises can never be true at any given time, hence, if the conclusion manages to be true, it will be so on account of a variation. For instance, the necessity of allotting truth to true premises actually indicates the absence of truth in all true premises. The premises can be said to be true only by way of their being supplemented in their interruption. It follows that if the term baroque derives from baroco as an interruption of the ‘baroco’, then what it designates must be accomplished in the act of baralipton. For instance, the terms baroco and baralipton, originally mnemonic words, have been used often in the 16th century, almost always in tandem, to designate redundant reasoning. Baroco as described in the French dictionary Le Grand Robert, is associated with the type of syllogism in which a particular negative conclusion is drawn from a universal affirmative major premise and a particular negative minor. Baralipton represents the situation in which a particular affirmative conclusion is drawn from two universal affirmative premises. Pascal, Montaigne, and Rabelais, to name a few, made negative and pejorative comments on reasoning that was pure baroco and baralipton. Pascal for instance claims that “it is not baroco and baralipton that forms reasoning” (Le Grand Robert, 2001: 846); Montaigne discourses in his Essays on wisdom, and personified philosophy, and contrasts them to baroco and baralipton, the terms for him clearly having lost their evocation of pure Aristotelian formalism: “The most express sign of wisdom is unruffled joy: like all in the realms above the Moon, her state is ever serene. Baroco and Baralipton have devotees reeking of filth and smoke. She [wisdom] does not” (Montaigne, 1991: 181).

Although tracing the historicity and technicality of these terms is not our aim here, their relevance will be shown in analogy to the designation of the ekphrastic fragment as the text which stylistically develops variations of these terms. The baroque in literature seems also to have retained the initial senses inherent in the syllogisms of this type where the term “baroco” merely develops as a variation, culminating in the acquisition of other adjectives such as the bizarre or the grotesque, to mark the theme and conception of the baroque in the 19th century, namely the attempt to see the meaning of the baroque vis-à-vis its usage, to mark unity between stylistic and ideological criteria. Wellek posing the question whether one should consider the style of Pascal and Montaigne as baroque, identifies a dilemma as to the delimitation of precisely how wide or narrow a space for the inclusion or the exclusion of baroque writings should be. Wellek addresses directly the ambiguity, yet defending the term: “Whatever the defects of the term baroque […] it is a term which prepares for synthesis, draws our minds away from the mere accumulation of observations and facts, and paves the way for a future history of literature as a fine art” (Wellek, 1963: 114). 

The problem, then, with the derivation of the pejorative “baroco” from the scholastic “baroco” begins not with the syllogism but with the element that informs the basic relationship of a term – at a given time – to other propositions, including how one comes to formulate a “true” premise, which is also based on a proposition. It is interesting to note here the ‘defence’ of the terms baroco and baralipton by the Port-Royal logicians, Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole in their in​fluential book Logic or the Art of Thinking written in 1683: 

We also thought that we should not be deterred by the aversion of some people who are horrified by some artificial terms created for remembering different argument forms more easily, as if they were magical incantations, and who often make derisory comments about Baroco and Baralipton having a pedantic character, because we judged that the derision was more contemptible than the words. Right reason and good sense do not allow us to treat as ridiculous what is not so. Now there is nothing ridiculous about these terms provided we do not make too great a mystery of them. Since they were created only to aid the memory, no one would want to use them in ordinary speech, for example, saying one was going to reason in Bocardo or Felapton, which would be truly ridiculous. (Arnauld and Nicole, 1996: 11) 

By the same token, in postmodernist writings, the baroque discourse can be said to generate a variant of itself through the text’s (auto) mimesis. The variants of itself are none other than the variations which spring out of the same train of thought that produces the theme. An example hereof can be one of Leo Spitzer’s paradoxical formulas, also quoted by Wellek: “the baroque artist ‘says something with full consciousness that one cannot actually say it’” (Wellek, 1963: 110). This further suggests that what the baroque designates is an internal structure of alternations between theme and variation. 

The idea that the baroque follows a logic of its own can be paralleled by what Louis Marin sees as an opaqueness in the dimension of representation relating to theories on the portrait. In his essay “The Figurability of the Visual” we have his reading of the portrait readings at Port Royal by the same above mentioned logicians, Antoine Arnauld and Pierre Nicole of 1683, whose enterprise also had the purpose of justifying the Catholic conception of the Eucharist in the shape of bread and wine, thus to enforce the idea of the divine body’s “real presence”. Marin questions the process of de-facing oneself in the act of contemplating the gaze in the portrait, as the autonomous subject is drawn by “the conversion of the gaze” which, he says, “is the production of the continuous self-portrait, but one [production] whose intention, not aesthetic but ethical and religious, is noncompletion, or rather whose noncompletion is its accomplishment” (Marin, 1991: 286). 

Marin’s argument is that the portrait has a double side that involves a politics of recognition, ultimately arresting not the subject’s desire to identify with the portrait that projects an image of itself, but the desire to identify others’ recognition of oneself which would be the public projection of the subject onto the portrait, or as he puts it, “[t]he canvas of depiction, in the great comedy of the world, is painted both on the right side and on the wrong side, the one to satisfy the demand for identification of my gaze, the other on which is inscribed a certain truth about me that others reserve for themselves” (285). However, reaching from the back to the front of the canvas follows an oblique trajectory, as reflections are never direct and the represent​ation is ironic in its evocation of the literal universalization of what Marin calls a universal postulate, such as the utterance: “This is what I wish everybody to make the object of their esteem” (287). Further, Marin gives us an example in which the baroco and baralipton can be said to take on a postmodern turn, where the negative connotations of these terms are replaced by irony: “Irony is here an aesthetic, ethical, and spiritual effect of the ‘imaginary’ formlessness in form and permits a position at once aesthetic and ethical, spiritual and theological, of a universal singular negative” (287). 

The point I am trying to make here is that the constant shift in the conception of the baroque also asserts either idealistic or pragmatic tones. The adoption of the idea of portrait as a metaphor for syllogisms of the baroco and baralipton type – and of course, we assume that syllogisms can be metaphoric – can show a clear link between the element of the ironic in postmodernist writings and the ironic in medieval and baroque discourse. An oblique reference can be made here to the employment of what can be termed first-order and second-order ironies to correspond respectively to rhetorical and logical discourses and the way they can be inversed. Niklas Luhmann has it in his article “Deconstruction as Second-Order Observing” that the “wisdom” – and we presume this to be logic – of Greek and Roman rhetoricians, which he says “flourished in sixteenth century”, regarded paradoxes unambiguously to be the propellant for thought. “The normal ‘doxa’ is questioned by a para-doxa”, thus the decision when disputing relies on opposed opinions. However, as Luhmann notes, with the emergence of printed matter in mediaeval time, authority itself is questioned and an inversion occurs: “the opposed opinions were reformulated as paradoxes” (Luhmann, 1993: 770). But the paradox of opposed opinions is to manifest itself in precisely the issue to be debated. So the issue is up for grabs. Docile words work for “doxa”. Para-doxi​cal words are spoken from within the parti​cipation in the act of seeing. If we stay with Deleuze for a moment we can see the irony in the situation and follow Luhmann’s line of thought: 

Today logicians say that tautologies and paradoxes need unfolding – that is, they have to be replaced with stable identities. In one way or another one has to find distinctions that protect from the error of identifying what cannot be identified. But distinctions again become visible as paradoxes as soon as one tries to observe their unity. Unfoldments, then, are the result of unasking this question. This means that one has to observe the observer to see when and why he takes the risk of an unfoldment – of a deconstructible unfoldment. (770) 

We follow the footprints of… Taylor portrays the first fragment of the 3rd set as the paradox of tracing a mark within the system of the text, the text of the second chapter: “Journeys to Moriah: Hegel vs. Kierkegaard”. System we say, because it involves a rigorous writing of a syllogism out of faith, which is of course a paradox: “A trace is a mark; Mark, a trace. Tracing is marking; Marking, tracing. ‘… the self of the living present is primordially a trace’” (Taylor 1982: 110, fragment 15). The necessity of inscribing oneself within the discourse one is producing calls forth the immediacy of participating in the events now, at the present moment, yet years ago. (Similarly, we have examples of cases when the seventeenth century masters of painting usually would depict themselves on canvas as a reflection in depicted mirrors/(reflection); nineteenth century masters, such as Turner, pinned epigraphs/(reflexivity), appropriated and self-made onto the frame; contemporary masters, such as Tansey use printed texts/ (reflection/reflexivity) as a way of self-displacement.) 

The journey to Moriah is undertaken not by the subject but by the trace, “Mark, a trace”. Taylor alongside Hegel and Kierkegaard, alongside Abraham. Here, the importance of trace is essential in Taylor’s argument regarding Kierkegaard’s view of Abraham as “the paradigm of authenticity”: one is authentic by the negation of media​tion between asking the question and unasking the question, which rather increases immediacy in precisely the participation in the event when individuality is realized. Taylor quotes Kierkegaard: 

If man could not speak, then he would remain in immediacy. J.C. [Johannes Climacus] thought that this might be expressed by saying that immediacy therefore is reality and language is ideality…. Reality I cannot express in language, for to indicate it I must use ideality, which is a contradiction, an untruth. But how is immediacy annulled? By mediacy, which annuls immediacy by presupposing it. What, then, is immediacy? It is reality. What is mediacy? It is the word. How does the word annul actuality? By talking about it. For that which is talked about is always presupposed. Immediacy is reality. Language is ideality. (13) 

Abraham does not talk to his son Isaac on their way to Moriah. Silence is the unfoldment of the event. Mediacy sets the word in motion. But the word wants to be bespoken in the past, for which reason Taylor releases his fragment chapter of its references. The word is not spoken, the word is exchanged in its discontinuity. The trace marks discontinuity as an exchange. Taylor claims that Kierkegaard approaches Abraham in horror, “a horror religiosus” generated by “a strenuous life in faith” (2), but perhaps what horrifies Kierkegaard in his depiction of the silent journey is not that Abraham, “the knight of faith”, alienates himself from discourse – Kierkegaard rather takes delight in the idea – but that Isaac opens his mouth first, enters the discourse of representation and thus becomes the metaphor for the breaking of solitude. 

Isaac represents the ekphrastic representation, our representative within the representation.On the other hand, in the iconography of the binding, Isaac must remain silent. In place of hearing we see the angel’s hand and the ram caught in a background thicket. Heffernan notes that “etymologically, ekphrasis simply means ‘speaking out’ or ‘telling in full’ (Heffernan, 1991: 302). Isaac, the metaphor, enables the poetic silence to speak, for surely Abraham epitomizes poetry in his manifest faith. And we catch Taylor marking the word, addressing the question in the first fragment of the 4th set: “The question is no longer how the Word redeems, but how to redeem the Word” (Taylor 1982: 111, fragment 24). Indeed, the trace is most faithful, for it insists on linking what is already presupposed, “that which is talked about is always presupposed”, says Kierkegaard, and thus we read the corresponding fragment of the 9th set: “Poetry puts magic back into words. ‘Poetry is the establishment of Being by means of the word’” (122, fragment 76). 

Hegel has another line of reasoning which differs from that of Kierkegaard in that Abraham for Hegel represents self-estrangement which can only be overcome in mediation, in reconciliation between self and the other, self and self. Self-estrangement is for Kierkegaard self-fulfilment, Taylor argues, thus concluding that: “The journey to Moriah leads in different directions” (18). And we look at the corresponding chapter, namely “Interpreting Interpretation”. 

This chapter puts in a performative context the overcoming of estrangement by making an appeal to imagination. Interpreting the interpretation of the ‘truth’ of Abraham’s estrangement concerns the impossibility to portray the truth of all depiction, therefore the fragment. The fragment then acquires what is already meta-inquiry, the commentary in exchange for the image, for imagination; the fragment is already interpreting interpretation. Taylor has it that “seeing with the other forces one to see oneself other-wise” (67). For which reason Hegel is depicted as in Marin’s double-sided canvas where what is immediate is the convergence of the plane with the perspective in order to reach recognition of self and the other. Taylor quotes Hegel: “self-consciousness exists in and for itself, when and by the fact, that it so exists for another; that is, it exists only in being recognized […] Each [the subject and the other] recognize themselves as mutually recognizing one another” (73). Taylor merges here with Hegel, not in interpretation, but in interpreting interpretation: what he sees is precisely what he performs, an exchange of metaphors. 

Marin has it that it is impossible to portray the truth of all portraiture on the grounds that language and image engage in a back and forth movement where “language acquires from the image its force and mimetic form, while the image acquires from language its normative and juridical form” (Marin, 1989: xiv). By implication, Taylor’s discourse of interpreting interpretation ad infinitum – in the fragments which systematically correspond to the text – releases itself from the impositions of mimesis, form, and content, thus achieving what Marin elsewhere calls “a discourse [which] must criticize itself via a differential relationship to other discourses” (in Finlay, 1988: 133). 

Only one proposition composes the first fragment of the 10th set: “A metaphor for metaphor: Word” (Taylor 1982: 124, fragment 82). Abraham meets his interpreting maker; “the historical subject meets the cultural text”, says Hampton, if we recall. What makes the baroque baroque is the idea of an exchange: in contemplating baroque art, for instance, one ‘merges’ with the ornament, and our negotiation of ourselves being embellished becomes the condition and the site of interpretation. As such, a metaphor for metaphor may seem two-dimensional, but that the exchange produces the ‘word’ already suggests multidimensionality, insofar as every text has the possibility of being repeated; word is being repeated by the word. 

The baroque direction then is not a matter of detachment but of incorporation. And if we attempt a metaphorical transference of sorts, we can choose to emphasize the other word in Taylor’s proposition, namely the “wise” word: “seeing with the other forces one to see oneself other-wise”, and chant with Arnauld and Nicole in baralipton: “Every wise person is moderate. / Every moderate person is an enemy of great fortunes. / Therefore some enemies of great fortunes are wise” (Arnauld and Nicole, 1996: 154) The ekphrastic plastic fragment opposes argu​mentation. The baralipton is in transit. 
The Portrait
Taylor’s ‘syllogisms’ are more related to the question of reading ‘otherwise’. Deconstructing Theology is a depiction, has a frame, and is fluid in its use of fragments, which leads us to the assumption that the fragments follow a linear structure, or direction, that is given in the surface of the book. The surface ‘fragments’ and the fragment textualizes. What appears then to be a nonsense text, follows a logic of its own and is governed by what I want to call the aesthetics of kenosis. 

Harold Bloom in The Anxiety of Influence proposes a new reading method that necessarily has to reflect one’s ‘readings’ of one’s relationship to one’s precursors. Here, we encounter a type of fragmentary discourse that is reflected even in the book’s epigraphs. We can briefly summarize: what Bloom calls ‘misreading’ is the situation when a new great poet interprets the poetry of a precursor in a way that is not ‘meant’ by the original poet: the new poet proves to be ‘belated’ in that he experiences a change in the perception of the previous poetry. Consequently, this change is what constitutes misreading. Now, in the chapter on Kenosis, Bloom investigates not only the change which produces misreading, but the change which produces misreading of misreading – or the idea of belatedness being an act of self-begetting repetition. Kenosis, as Bloom informs us, is a term for “emptying” (Bloom, 1973: 89) as well as a “breaking-device” or a “movement towards discontinuity with the precursor” (14). The act of emptying out works both ways: the poet empties himself of his own imaginary “star” (Bloom, 1975: 12), but concomitantly this act empties the precursor as well and thus results in what Bloom calls “a breaking-device similar to the defence mechanisms our psyches employ against repetition” (Bloom, 1973: 14). 

What interests us here is the following question: can repetition be understood as an act of misreading and when? The underlying assumption is that some paratextual fragments, the epigraph for example, function as both sides of kenosis which furthers the understanding of the working of repetition as a metaphor for axiomatic reversals. Bloom’s epigraph is a ‘portrait’ of the subject of discourse as well as a reflection or projection of other discourses in the Marinian sense. The epigraph to the Kenosis chapter reads thus: “If the young man had believed in repetition, of what might he not have been capable? What inwardness he might have attained! – Kierkegaard”. Needless to say, repetition does not stop at being rearranged, but assumes an instance of manifestation in the fragment as fragment. 

Let us make a detour with Bloom’s Kierkegaard before we analyze the significance of Taylor’s fragments for the remaining middle chapters: “Itinerarium Mentis in Deum: Hegel’s Proofs of God’s Existence” and “Toward an Ontology of Relativism”. Again, the question is whether repetition can be understood as an act of misreading. And here one can note a lot of irony in Bloom’s epigraph which speaks of the possibility of achieving “inwardness”, which then is made parallel to the idea of having compulsions (85). Moreover, one could speculate that what Bloom has in mind is the compulsion to follow metaphors, for metaphors are also “breaking-devices”, as something ‘para’: something which is simultaneously on both sides of the threshold. (Incidentally Taylor also traces Hillis Miller in fragment 65: “‘a thing in ‘para’ […] is not only simultaneously on both sides of the boundary line between inside and out. It is also the boundary itself’” (Taylor, 1982: 120)). Ekphrastic representation can be said to be able to represent both sides of a text, it can represent the text as a whole while it can make this whole text become a text which is marked by its own difference, that is, a fragment. The difference, though, is not in content but in representation. An ekphrastic fragment can enable a whole text’s fragmentary textuality, as it were, which is similar to the idea that repetition opens up the possibility of a beginning and an end. The ekphrastic fragment works as the trace which begins its trajectory where the text ends ‘writerly’ and begins ‘visually’. 

According to Hugh Silverman in Textualities “A textuality is the condition according to which a text is a text” (Silverman, 1994: 73). The basis for this proposition is the idea that a text is made of codes and structures which gain significance once de-codification takes place, that is, the repetition of signs. These signs then get filtered through the reading of the codes. If one is to find metaphors, then it is this level of signification which provides what Silverman calls, “a context for interpretational modes” (73). But this interpretational mode is also a way of disrupting time, at least in terms of progressing from processing the concept of precisely the “condition according to which a text is a text”, to the ultimate ‘seeing’ or visualizing according to which a text may be a text of what is not there too. And here we can refer to the crux of Taylor’s fragments thus traceable in the aphorism of the fragment 53: “Vision is synesthetic: a seeing which is a saying and a saying which is a seeing” (Taylor, 1982: 118). In other words, vision is a prerequisite for all repetition. Bloom gives us an example: 

The Sphinx, as Emerson saw, is nature and the riddle of our emergence from nature, which is to say that the Sphinx is what psychoanalysts have called the Primal Scene. But what is the Primal Scene, for a poet as poet? It is his Poetic Father’s coitus with the Muse. There he was begotten? No – there they failed to beget him. He must be self-begotten, he must engender himself upon the Muse his mother. But the Muse is as pernicious as the Sphinx or Covering Cherub and may identify herself with either, though more usually with the Sphinx. The strong poet fails to beget himself – he must wait for his Son, who will define him even as he has defined his own Poetic Father. To beget here means to usurp. (Bloom, 1973:  36–37) 

As this paragraph suggests encounters, the poet’s encounter with the Muse, the Muse’s encounter with her son, the reader’s encounter with the text – and there is not really a difference between these encounters in terms of effect – it also suggests the repetition of a necessary cycle effected by influence. The effect is influence. And this influence governs everything. Moreover, what is being repeated is influence itself, hence the uncanny feeling produces compulsion. The emphasis in the epigraph, “if the young man had believed in repetition…” reverses the compulsion into what is recurrent: repetition in all instances of manifestation is a matter of belief. Further, repetition is a case of a metaphoric double. 

Now, we want to trace the correlation between the text and its epigraph as it parallels Taylor’s own use of epigraphs. These can be said to function as doubles to the double rhetoric in the fragments, fragments which in turn ‘double-double’ the preceding text, as it were. But first let us refer to a definition in Paul Gordon’s The Critical Double, a study which investigates the “double” side of rhetoric. Double side in the sense that questions confront what could be called counter-answers, or to use Hillis Miller’s term in his preface to Gordon’s book, the dissoi logoi, which he says is Protagoras’s proposition “that ‘on every question there are two opposing statements, including this one’” (Gordon, 1995: ix). According to Gordon, the metaphor is an example of two distinct elements which result in one unit – on the basis that metaphors involve a “quan​titatively dual or doubling aspect” (19). Here he specifies that “dual refers merely to two related objects, while double refers to an uncanny repetition of the same.” This observation is based on I.A. Richards’ definition for metaphors and their occurrence. Gordon comments that the difference between double and dual is marked by the occurrence of a paradox in double. He says: 

[T]o be dual is to be both the same and different, while to be double is to be different and the same. The paradox lies in the fact that the double is, in the words of Paul de Man, “neither one nor two”; it would also be correct to say that the double is therefore both one and two. If metaphor is double in the sense just described, then any attempt to define a specific metaphor or metaphor in general must contend with the notion that the doubling asserts an impossible (because unqualified) unity between two distinct things. (19) 

Now, the question of concern here is whether this “impossible unity” can be made possible under certain circumstances, as in having the metaphor expressed in an epigraph which functions as an axiom of metaleptic reversal. Let us draw some parallels: first, there is Taylor’s ‘appropriated’ proposition in fragment 74: “Madness. And yet, ‘there is no nonmetaphoric language to oppose to metaphors’” (Taylor, 1982: 122); second, there is Protagoras’s proposition that “on every question there are two opposing statements, including this one”; third, there is Bloom’s proposition that “Kierkegaardian repetition never happens, but breaks forth, or steps forth, since it is ‘recollected forwards’” (Bloom, 1973: 82); fourth there is Kierkegaard’s proposition that “If God had not willed repetition, the world would never have come into existence. He would either have followed the light plans of hope, or he would have recalled it all and conserved it in recollection” (82); fifth, there is Gordon’s proposition that “Because metaphor is double, ‘neither one nor two’, a gap in meaning, synonymous with the espacement of Derrida’s écriture, results which always separates metaphor from itself” (Gordon, 1995: 20). 

Regarding the central line of argument, that influence is a metaphor for the intertextual fragment, we can claim that these axioms hinge on the possible reversal of neither-nor into either-or, or the process of attempted usurpation. The Kierkegaard epigraph to Bloom’s chapter is a very good example of this case, in which “the love of repetition”, in Bloom’s words, is a manifestation of the Hegelian dialectic, one in relation to the other. Taylor puts in a nutshell the crux of Hegel’s idea – also quoted earlier: “each is, only in so far as the other is; it is what it is, through the other, through its own non-being; it is only a positedness; […] it is in so far as the other is not; it is what it is through the reflection-into-itself” (Taylor, 1982: 56) – “Instead of ‘to be or not to be’, the sum of the matter is to be and not to be, for to be is not to be and not to be is to be” (56). In other words, the assumed “inwardness” asserts a presence, it has the face of a presence. This presence is further validated in the belief in repetition. If we also attempt a cross-over, we would discover that Taylor’s fragment about metaphor is a repetition of Ricoeur’s statement on the place of metaphoric language which, even more interestingly, stands as an epigraph for Gordon’s chapter. The epigraph says: “Il n’y a pas de lieu non metaphorique d’où l’on pourrait considérer la métaphore… La suite de cette étude sera à bien des égards une longue bataille avec ce paradoxe” – Paul Ricoeur, La métaphore vive (Gordon, 1995: 19). 

Bloom, Kierkegaard, and Gordon’s statements are all marked by causal conjunctions: “since”, “if”, “because”, as if to make up counter answers to Protagoras’s proposition. What Protagoras’s statement really implies – and here it is noteworthy to mention the statement’s self-referentiality – is that to the opposing statements nothing opposes, where nothing should be interpreted not as the law of non-contradiction but as the law of counter-contradiction. On the other hand, the making of parallels between one self-referential statement and causal statements functions as both an inclusion as well as an exclusion of the frame of reference. In effect, what one would really want to know is how repetition can be represented ‘against’ the text, or how it can be identified with the internal problematic of having the text discontinued. Ekphrastic representation galore… 

One could, of course, also argue that the metaphoric double is a metonymic case, in the sense that if there is a mirroring of one element into the other, or more prosaically, an intercourse with the Muse à la Bloom, then the frame-breaking, where the fragment is seen as the text that stands for the whole of the other text of circumscription – which also results in the inevitable breaking of the frame – would be more an addressing of intertextual phenomenology as an always occurring process, again inevitable, not impossible. But even this reasoning is a fallacy, and can find itself a correlate in classical logic, where it is called “the logical fallacy of affirming the consequent”, whose formula is: “if p, then q; q; therefore p”. To exemplify we could paraphrase the Kierkegaard epigraph: if the young man believed in repetition, then he would attain inwardness; the young man attained inwardness (the consequent is affirmed); therefore the young man deliberately believes in repetition. Although this kind of reasoning seems to be quite common, it is not valid on the basis of the sufficient conditional compound proposition, as the same conclusion may be brought by some other cause, for instance, if the young man has never thought of believing in repetition, then he would not attain inwardness, and so on. 

Thus what the epigraph signals is the repetition of an identity, which is not an identity, but the manifestation of a ‘face’
 that makes possible a move beyond the ‘double side’. And the double side is the ‘surface’. As the epigraph retains an other voice, a second metaphor for metonymy, it becomes the threshold where the accompanied text takes on its transcendent or inspired sense. The relevance of the function of the epigraph for Taylor’s text is already given by Taylor himself in the second of the two epigraphs at the beginning of his book: “…he evolves according to the authors he treats, in order. The inducing object, however, is not the author I am talking about but rather what he leads me to say about him: I influence myself with his permission: what I say about him forces me to think as much about myself (or not to think as much), etc. – Roland Barthes” (Taylor, 1982). Influence is ekphrastic. 

Now, Bloom’s theory is a theory of transition, a self-begotten theory of criticism, Taylor’s theory is a theory of tracing, a self-begotten theory of surfacing. And the surface always belongs to the realm of aesthetics as aesthetics inhabits the silence of the surface. Taylor’s first fragment of the 5th set reads: “Silence is the white space, voice the black space of speech. ‘In a dialectical view: silence and speech, these two, are one’.” (115, fragment 40) “Itinerarium Mentis in Deum” thus deals with the compulsion to find proofs of God’s existence, in existence, in implosive repetition. As Taylor charts Hegel’s tripartite proof in the three arguments: cosmological, teleological, and ontological, the corresponding fragments to this particular chapter chart another tripartite proof not of God, but of God’s metaphoric double: to Hegel’s cosmological proof cor​responding to the religion of nature (26) also corresponds the ekphrastic image of meaning. And here, the first fragment of the 6th set reads: “The meaning is not in the words but between the words, in the silence; forever beyond the reach, the rape, of literal minded ex​plication; forever inviolate, forever new; the still unravished bride of quietness. The virgin womb of the imagination in which the word becomes flesh is silence; and she remains a virgin” (116, fragment 45). In other words, the meaning is in the metaphor, and the metaphor governs all relations. 

To Hegel’s ontological proof corresponding to the absolute religion also corresponds the ekphrastic image of metaphor. The first fragment of the 8th set reads: “Metaphor is a cross – of identity and difference, presence and absence, voice and silence. Metaphorical vision is stereopsis: seeing identity-in-difference and difference-in-identity, pluralized unity and unified plurality. To see metaphorically is to become cross-eyed” (118, fragment 55). Between these two states is the meaning grafted in the influence of the “thing in para”, the teleological argument following the wisdom in knowing how to relate the fragment to the whole. 

To Hegel’s teleological argument corresponding to the religion of spiritual individuality also corresponds the ekphrastic image of the trace… of course. The trace takes short cuts to the influencing factor; the trace cuts across influence; influence cuts off the trace; the trace re-designs the influence. Taylor traces an example in the first fragment of the 7th set: 

‘To design is to cut a trace. Most of us know the word “sign” only in its debased meaning – lines on a surface. But we can make a design also when we cut a furrow into the soil to open it to seed and growth. The design is the whole of the traits of that drawing which structures and prevails throughout the open, unlocked freedom of language. The design is the drawing of the being of language, the structure of a show in which are joined the speakers and their speaking: what is spoken and what of it is unspoken in all that is given in the speaking.’ (117, fragment 50) 

Taylor’s argument is that the itinerary requires a frame of circumscription. And this frame is inundated necessarily by silence. This silence breaks the frame, as the book – which is yet to be written – ends with fragments thus emptying the text of its inducing subjects. The existence of subjects as non-subjects can only take place in the deconstruction of kenosis. The deconstructive and hermeneutic modes of interpretation are reconciled in Taylor’s other significant chapter relating to the remaining fragments, “Toward an Ontology of Relativism”, in which as the title suggests, the author, or the poet if we stay with Bloom, experiences another category of understanding, the sum of the matter being to be and not to be, in which relations of subject/object, here/there, before/beyond reduce the precursor – who is the source of influence – to mere formal relations. The precursor discloses the ephebe’s pretension to revelation. What the ephebe wants to achieve is new knowledge, yet still within the same kind of knowledge that has been passed down to him. As Taylor himself puts it: 

The Itinerarium Mentis in Deum and the Descensus Dei im Mundi are inseparable, for in the final analysis they are two moments of one complex movement. On the one hand, Hegel’s threefold proof presents God’s going and coming, His exodus from and return to Himself. Man’s ascent to God’s descent are two moments of a single process. From this perspective, man’s knowledge of God, is God’s knowledge of Himself. In other words, through man’s knowledge, God comes to self-consciousness. This divine self-consciousness is the highest stage of God’s self-realization and is the telos of the entire cosmic process. On the other hand, absolute knowledge represents human fulfilment in which man overcomes estrangement by appropriating his atonement with God. Through comprehending the unity of the divine and the human, dialectical reason sees man’s reconciliation with his ‘Other’ as his reconciliation with himself. Self-realization that is mediated by the relationship to otherness is the nullification of heteronomy and the assertion of autonomy. (39–40) 

Once again, what is being repeated is the constant dialectic reversal between the text as a whole and the fragment; the fragment turning the text inside out. The metaphoric double depicted in the proof of God’s existence is given in what Taylor further says in a folded statement: “To know, therefore, is ‘to have the outside inside and to be inside the outside’” (117, fragment 51). The dissoi logoi, then, the double side, discloses precisely that revelation which manifests itself in repetition of the same, only to be reversed in the act of believing in repetition, not of the same but of difference. This is what makes the double side of the canvas readable, and the theme the gaze plays upon is merely a variation, a discontinued difference. This difference proves to be a reversal of a chain of metaphors, in the fragment at the beginning of the book, in the first epigraph. 

Taylor follows the footprints of James Joyce, who traces the words of the Bible: “In the buginning is the woid, in the muddle is the sounddance, and thereinofter you’re in the unbewised again” (ix). The first epigraph, marks and traces what is being deconstructed: the love of repetition. And this love is embedded in the metaphoric double as an attempt to project a world in which the epigraph functions as the translator of the text, of the whole text and of the fragment in the end. In turn, this epigraph receives an identity which exceeds the para​textual, the en exergue. It becomes a hypertext with a face. It envisages the double and the dual at the intersection where “inwardness” is attained as a result of a metaleptic reversal in which one is in the “unbewised again”. The plastic image of the fragment begets its own ekphrastic transcendence. 
Fragmentary Marks
In sum, the overall question staged at the beginning of this chapter – what do fragments that exhibit self-awareness perform – has been answered indirectly in my analysis of Mark C. Taylor’s acting out the content of his fragments, a content which we saw asserts itself in its transgression. Anchoring the discussion in the debate on the concept of the baroque as the threshold for a conditional appropriation of the fragment as nontext, as the text always (M)arked in its gap, in its ruin, the argument was to show that the baroque sense of direction also marks, as well as is in line with the postmodern practice of discussing the “threshold” as the dominant characteristic of the discourse between the inside and the outside, the top and the bottom of the writing that is both kinetic and kenotic, transgressive and transfiguring, in other words fragmentary. 

Fragmentary writing, writing in fragments that is exterior to writing in full, that is almost always supported by images, marginalia, folds, syllogisms, portraits, is not “always secondary”, as Taylor claims in Altarity (250), but is almost primary in its grounding of a full text in a paratext. The supplementary and complementary principle, which is the fragment’s frame, indeed baroquifies any full text that a fragment might accompany. Deconstructing Theology is a truly ornate book in this sense, as it posits Hegel and Kierkegaard neither inside, nor outside, but on the threshold of postmodern discourse, on the threshold of Derrida’s trace, and Taylor’s mark.

The foremost function of the ekphrastic plastic fragment that I have called the fold, the syllogism, and the portrait is to suggest that theological inquiry also proceeds from a direction governed by the fragment. As the fragment interprets and orients the full text it accompanies, it also anticipates a metaleptic reversal that shows the mastery of the fragment in its dealings with questions of position: up or down, inside or outside. The fragment is the fold, the syllogism and the portrait because it is always ‘up’ on intertextual divergency. Deconstructive Theology as a baroque text orients the reader to the re-thinking of the question of repetition. 

Repeating the text of another text, figuring it as a fragment, the book posits repetition as synthesis. The end-fragments complementing the epigraphs in the beginning form the basis for the text in the middle. Hegel and Kierkegaard, then, were in the beginning, but only as kataphoric references to the state of being in the “unbewised again” of all those who have been influenced, and whom Taylor refers to as postmodern consciousness(es). 

What the meaning of form is is thus given in the distinction between influence and the conditions of its presentation. However, this distinction proved to realize itself in the question that I have not posed, but which Taylor nevertheless had the courtesy to ask me: ‘why are there 95 fragments?’ – thinking of course of Luther. “Tracing” is indeed the condition under which an influence can be re-formed. And likewise, tracing, the way the fragment performs it, is the condition under which a postmodern text is also a baroque text. Thus, Taylor’s depicting of portraits in the image of others is almost indubitably an “extra-philosophical moment”, not of imitatio dei, but of self-imitation that exceeds what theology can grasp. The fragment then is a paradigmatic application of “atheology” to the syntagmatic self-aware image of theology. Or else, the fragment is the application of image to copy – Heraclitus’s child.
 

The Epigrammatic, Epigraphic, and Emblematic Fragment

One of the frustrations of speaking about fragments is that the word itself submits to and is embedded in a concurrence of implicit propositions which treat it as secondary, residual, and derived, which endow it with identity only in relation to an authenticating wholeness, which grant it dissension and indeed the extreme dissension of rebellion, but which will not contemplate its revolutionary independence. 

– Balachandra Rajan

Definitions of the fragment begin not with assumptions but with questions. The fragment is defined by the questions that one asks. Therefore the first premise for defining the fragment begins with asserting that the fragment exists because it initiates questions about beginnings. Its own beginnings. The fragment begins with a rhetoric of the frame. “Fragment: a problem of framework: What fits the fragment? Writing without paragons, or paragons as writing? Com​pare Derrida” (Pierssens, 1981: 166). Here Michel Pierssens provides us with a method of inquiry into the nature of the fragment that would also seem to take care of the frustrations inherent in speaking about fragments. Before the fragment is, it is a problem. Let us then compare mythologies. The invocation of the paragon is a means of speaking, not about the fragment, but the aesthetics of the fragment. What does a fragment do? This is a question, moreover, that lends the fragment authority, sovereignty, dynamics. If the fragment is a problem of framework, what if the fragment – if it is dynamic and autonomous – breaks the frame, its own frame? And what does it mean to have a fragmented frame? Assumptions about the fragment begin with questioning the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary. Between the fragment and the fragmentary there is a distance. I call this distance the aesthetics of kenosis, the name the fragment gives the fragmentary, the name the fragment acquires as a consequence of the fragmentary. Defining the fragment begins with a look at what accompanies the fragment, what modifies it, what predicates it. Let us, however, look at strategies of reading that would identify fragments also independently of propositions that have it secondary, residual, and derived. 

Kenotic Strategies

Kenosis, the voiding out, emptying, or the breaking is spun out of the performance that fragments engage in: as an aphorism the fragment is not a mere paraphrasing; as an epigram the fragment is a performance of a paraphrase; as an epigraph, or dedication the fragment performs itself; as an emblem the fragment performs other contexts. If the fragment does what it says it produces, then the aesthetics of kenosis becomes a theory in its own right. 

The discourse about the fragment always tends to go against the fragment’s ‘intent’ inherent in the deliberate refusal to display conclusions; that is, if the discourse on the fragment is not frag​mentary itself, then it must be meta-discourse. Thus kenosis as a background for the discourse on the fragment will acquire the status of an event in relation to the aesthetics under consideration. In relation to the duality motif of the visual and of writing, which fragments exhibit at the level of form – as we have seen in Taylor – the aesthetics of kenosis has a unique attribute: it involves at once a process of voiding out – internally the kenosis clears the system in which the fragments appear of the fragments themselves – and a process of gathering together the fragments which, internally, cannot escape obeying the law of the system that contains and explains them. 

The aesthetics of kenosis involves none other than an in​terpretative process which tries to connect fragments with other fragments, as may be the case with epigrams and epigraphs for instance, in order to force the understanding of something void and incomplete in the direction of a paradigm of understanding that is based on finding significance where there is none. Connected fragments are decipherable only when they return to a context, yet this context is suspended between quotation marks. Inasmuch as visually the fragment looks like a ruin, a detachment, a residue or remainder, thus indicating that it is independent of authorial intent to represent the fragment precisely as such, writerly the fragment takes on forms defined according to authorial intent and thus must conform to the law that represents it – if it is to be located in an aesthetic discourse or aesthetic program at all. Reading aphorisms, for instance, means reading fragments independently of the context of reading a book as such, while at the same time reading nevertheless amounts to and complements the reading of a book of aphorisms if it is thus presented. 

The aesthetics of kenosis does not only mean determining when a fragment is significant, but when significance is both transcendent and immanent within the structure of the fragment in all instances: when it is indecipherable, contextless, snatched, ambiguous, mobile, inter​textual, paratextual, genetic, complete, incomplete, romantic, ek​phrastic, epigrammatic, epigraphic, emblematic, epitaphic, unfinished, detached, disjointed, deserted, ruinous… ad frangeram. The question is then: is the aesthetic of the fragment compatible with the effect that the fragment produces as an event? 

In what follows, I shall attempt to address the question: how does authorial representation negate its own (dis)claiming? Here, I want to look at how the particular form of the epigram exemplified in Bénabou is representative of the kind of performative writing that has its parallel in the idea of mise-en-scène.  Putting the writer on stage is for Bénabou a tripartite relation between representing the question of writing, the necessity of erasure, and the compelling force of the name. 

Following the discussion of the epigram as the master stage director in Bénabou’s discourse and performance of beginnings, I shall identify two more types of performative fragments that constitute themselves as epigraphic and emblematic. These two also engage in a mode of performing, on the one hand a theory of philosophy and on the other a philosophy of theory. 

The epigraphic example will be traced in Jacques Derrida’s (theory/novel) The Postcard, and Gordon Lish’s (novel/theory) Epigraph. Both these works are concerned with enforcing the performative fragment by developing a ground/variation theme as a signature that is both mobile and fixed at the same time. The idea is that what changes is not writing, but the context – the fragment as flâneur moves between contexts. The distinction between philo​sophizing and theorizing culminates in the formulation of a poetics such as ‘Epigraphy’, a poetics that enforces the making of a theory of philosophy, as it were, and then signs it. 

The emblematic example will draw on Avital Ronell’s (theory/novel) The Telephone Book, and Nicole Brossard’s (novel/ theory) Picture Theory. While The Telephone Book performs a telephone book in order to show that regardless of whether language fails or not there will always be a continuous flow between hypo​thesizing and theorizing on precisely that possibility of failure, Picture Theory deals with how one formulates ideas by showing rather than representing. Brossard’s concern moreover is with the modality of arriving at a final definition that would be “perfectly readable”. 

My concern with performative writing which is fragmentary and exhibits a theory in its thrust is related to the following question: what is the consequence of identifying texts with epigrams, epigraphs, and emblems and how do these texts illuminate the question of authorship as it passes through the following three stages in deconstructive writing? 

Mise-en-scène, the beginning of writing as performance, where the author negates himself and implies the authorship of the reader (Bénabou). 

Mise-en-abyme, the point where the ever circumscribing, nested and embedded texts become paratexts able to identify with the performance in which the reader acts as the writer of the author’s obituary, thus filling in for the created void left by the seeming disappearance of the author. There is something irrefutable about mise-en-abysmal writing when one considers its specific intransitoriness: when it is epigrammatic, epigraphic, or emblematic, writing renders moot such cognitive activities as describing, ex​plaining, clarifying, decoding, classifying. What is interesting here then is the attempt at disclosing the position of the author vis-à-vis the position assumed by the reader/interpreter/commentator (Derrida, Lish). 

Mise-en-abyme-éclatée, the meta-level of deconstruction, where author and reader declare the void, or kenosis to be an aesthetic event aiming to exceed the performative (Ronell, Brossard). 

My own aim, then, in this three part chapter, is to take issue with deconstruction’s dealing with the failure of representation, and see if deconstructive writing can settle – against its claim – in the mobile hermeneutics of the fragment as flâneur.

Marcel Bénabou and the Epigrammatic Fragment

Coming across books such as Marcel Bénabou’s Why I Have Not Written Any of My Books (trans. 1996) one is challenged by the question of reading that poses itself as a question of beginning. Where does one begin the reading when the first glance at the title gets fixated on the x’es, on the writing sous rature that is also part of the title: “Why I Have Not Written xxxxxxx Any of My Books xxxx​xxxxxxxxxx”. One begins to count: first 7 x’es, then 14. One begins to pay attention to the form. The title seems to answer a question sup​posedly nobody asked, but the author. Marcel Bénabou’s name appears to be part of the title as well: the same typeface, no distinction, no space. Thus we have three expressions in one: the implied question, the erasure, the name. Moreover, these three seem to follow another set of threes for strategies of signification: constative, expressive, performative, to finally culminate in the poetic. But there is a twist: the question as a constative explanation describes ‘in extensis’ the idiom, ‘what you see is what you get’… only later. With a title like that one wonders: if the book written by Bénabou is, according to the claim, not written by Bénabou, then the apologetic answer to the imaginary question must be independent of the title’s frame of reference and prior to whatever the title might signify ‘inside’ the book – without reference it would be meaningless. 

The erasure in the title extends the expressive to formulating yet another descriptive reference. By naming his book in an odd, paradoxical way Bénabou extends the performative statement, “this is not a book” – given that one already is holding it in one’s hand – to focus not just upon the very act of naming and the ‘nothing’ under erasure, but also upon the naming of the question of authorship. 

Hypothetical authorship, such as the one suggested by Bénabou in his apparent rejection of his own authorship, is a constructed conceptual form on two accounts: the authorship places itself at odds with its own rhetoric of form, while at the same time it is analogous to the split and drifting space of a conceptual unity that constitutes its content. The poetic culminates in the writing of fragments that allude to a content previously expressed, yet much recycled. One is reminded here of Mark Taylor’s essay which bears the title of what it also addresses, namely “How to do Nothing with Words” in his book Tears, where he states: “Old ideas and symbols do not change significantly but return only to be suspended between quotation marks” 
 (Taylor, 1990: 213). 

Bénabou’s title is in other words doubly belated and shares at least one characteristic of the epigram: to thematize the very form that encompasses it. What it points to is the instance of form as content given in the implicit epigram as the very basis on which Bénabou's “nonbook” can be said to exist. Belatedness transforms into apology as Bénabou towards the end of the book is still concerned with justifying the writing of (not) writing: “since the reader has been willing to follow me while I glossed imaginary books, he will perhaps forgive my also offering him a few explanations regarding the origins of this (quite real) nonbook” (Bénabou, 1998: 101). 

Thus isolated by Bénabou himself, the title exhibits a concern with what constitutes singular writing that posits the question of multiple authorships. My own concern is to place the title in relation to the tour de force by which one manages to give fictive existence to books that do not really exist, thereby giving real existence to the book that deals with those fictitious books. This is in fact an act of re-doubling meta-fiction. As Bénabou presents us with a philosophy of reading theoretically, the question of authorship is directly related to empowering the author with authority to the point where the author’s text itself carries forward and structures its own system and meaning. Here, my claim is that reading for the epigram instead of the plot discloses the ontology of the literary work as it presents itself in the form of a “nonbook” which itself challenges the author’s respective (dis)claim to authenticity. 

Why I Have Not Written Any of My Books is concerned with beginnings, with stagings. Bénabou’s text begins with the title, but the title implies that nothing begins. Consequently, the work presents itself suspended between quotation marks. The beginning is repre​sented as a failure to begin. Repeatedly referring to and returning to the importance of writing the first sentence, Bénabou sets up the frame for posing questions such as, where exactly does the first sentence happen, so to speak? Is it the title, is it the epigraph, the one written by Bénabou, his narrator, or the protagonist?

Non-books and Non-statements 

“In the beginning a short sentence”. It is in this short and blunt manner that Marcel Bénabou informs his imaginary reader of the significance of writing the imperative. Before one begins with the reading, one has to be taken through the paratext: the title, dedication, epigraph, preface to the reader, fragments of fragments. Throughout, the concern is with the idea of opening a work and the difficulty of writing the first sentence. In other words, before one begins, one concludes: what Bénabou is interested in is how to make fragments relational via the mediating power of the first sentence. This means that the book never crosses the threshold of a paratext, but always posits the reader in the beginning, stuck with the title. The fact that the book ends, however, creates a moment that exceeds the title’s performativity. An example of this instance is Bénabou’s own definition of the book which reads: “a book need not be the reflection or transcription of something that exists before it; it simply is” (94). The book thus defined is writing in progress, is self-generating, is fragmentary, is seeking… is anonymous. The book begins to take the form of the “nonbook”. 

Now, why Bénabou insists on writing the “nonbook” in the form of a book nevertheless, publishing it and distributing it in bookshops, is an interesting question. In light of the developments of other media, the internet could be thought of as the most practical place where one could gather fragments such as those Bénabou is so fascinated with. Bénabou’s non-sequential writing, characteristic of the hypertext, is however itself an oblique answer to this question. Since Bénabou makes it clear that while he may employ a postmodernist approach to writing, he belongs to the classical tradition for which any representation of writing – even when it claims not be one’s own – is a question of rhetoric before it is a question of the medium in which the representation of writing can take place. 

My argument is in effect an extension of Bénabou’s own argument as to why the traditional book is the only place the writing of a “nonbook” can happen. Warren Motte has it in his preface to Bénabou’s book that “the ideal ‘Book’ exists only as a hypothetical construct in a potential state, always waiting to be written” (x) thus excluding the possibility that other media than the traditional book itself could contain such ideality. Representation is thus linked to the idea that “waiting” is an act which enforces the ideality of the book. In this sense, the books that are not written on paper are not necessarily not written as such, rather they are suspended. And while one can think of no better site where writing can be suspended than on the internet, this possibility is again ruled out by the rhetoric of ‘not’ writing the book, hence writing nothing. Writing nothing, as it were, is not nothingness but suspension, where ‘nothing’ is not a consequence but a state. Thus, with one statement: “not writing is also an act, an action, a deed, sometimes even a good deed” (55), Bénabou both reverses and pays tribute to the romantic idea which has it that ideal writing is neither static, nor analytic, but able to go on to infinity without being contained by or constrained to form. This writing is necessarily fragmentary. 

The fragment here can be seen always as an event, a relationship with the text which is created en exergue. Thus, it is the threshold, the influence of another text that confers power on the “nonbook” within the traditional book. Following Gerard Genette, for whom the paratext, the threshold, is that which comprises a text outside another text, an “edge… which controls one’s whole reading of the text” (Genette, 1997: 2), one can argue that what the “nonbook” reflects is not expressivity within and compatibility with its own terms, but that which appears as a source of its origin, ultimately a fragment. The “nonbook” exists, then, by virtue of its being traceable, definable, and interpretable, yet always disappearing precisely in the source which creates it, again, the fragment. The fragment is a piece of a hypo​thetical text, with no narrative of its own, no beginning, no middle, no end. However, while the fragment is a text without definition, the fragment defines what it influences, what it puts forward as thesis, what it substitutes and what it transacts. Moreover, the fragment challenges the paratext’s framework. While Genette contends that the paratext is “always a conveyor of a commentary that is authorial or more or less legitimated by the author […] a zone not only of transition but of transaction” (2), the fragment can be said to convey a presence – Bénabou would see it as the presence of his “antiheroes” – able to provide not just a commentary but a full-fledged interpretation, or influence, of the text that it circumscribes. In the fragment there is always a telling, a story, before there is a content. It is the fragment that generates the writing of the “nonbook”. The “nonbook” in turn posits authorship as a hypothesis. 

For Bénabou, writing the “nonbook” involves various mani​pulations with the idea of staging exactly how one begins writing a book. This stage, however, never comes to a transition point. The beginning stays just that, at best an extended elaboration on the prescriptive first sentences: “In the beginning, a short sentence”, or  “first lines of books are always the most important”. Each chapter in the book therefore begins with the idea of beginning, and there is no indication that the arguments would proceed towards a middle or a conclusion. While each beginning is a string of fragments, the themes of each beginning consist of binary oppositions. Each beginning posits the idea of the author as an expression either of a master rhetorician, or an apprentice. “The author”, Bénabou contends, “could retort that literature is the realm of paradox par excellence. Has not a voice deemed authoritative asserted that the writer is the one within whom the anguished soul stands beside the levelheaded man, beside the lunatic, a reasonable being and, bound tightly to a mute who has lost use of all words, a rhetorician master of all discourse?” (Bénabou, 1998: 14) The master is, for instance, a good organizer of his dis​course. His book reflects unity, is complete and expresses the author’s totalizing oeuvre. The master is also suspicious of fragmentary writing as these are ruled by the discontinuous, the undone, the incomplete, and the partial. Fragments also interfere with any possibility of explaining the existing structure of the book. At the opposing pole is the apprentice rhetorician who writes at random, enjoys writing in fragments, as fragments are the expression of the “inspired double” of the author who manages the task. His book is ideal and impossible to write. The reader decides what the book is: “aliterature”, “antinovel”, or a “nonbook”. In other words, the medium that creates the “non​book” also challenges the idea of the traditional book and its potential to engage in never reaching its end. 

The question is then: what are the possible variations on where a narrative might begin? Given this frame of reference, the first impulse could easily dictate that reading began with the last sentence in the book, which is yet another fragment, the last epigraph out of many: “In truth I know not what must be wondered at more: the great goodness of the men who welcome such poor essays, or my incredible confidence in casting such foolishnesses into the world. – Maurice de Guérin, The Green Notebook” (109). And in this instance beginning the reading with paying attention to form comes as a reward. One is reminded of Bénabou’s Oulipian practice to conceive combinatorial systems of the type “Take the A and leave the B” so one can enjoy oneself over one’s own hand-made aphorism, such as it may be: take the epigraph and leave the autograph
. The fragment which concerns itself with fragmentary beginnings is a performative text. 

Bénabou’s “Nonbook” as an Event of the Fragment

The event that exceeds performativity is alogical. When we read first lines such as Bénabou’s: “First lines of books are always most important” (7), or Edmond Jabès’s: “Mark the first page of the book with a red marker” (Jabès, 1972: 13), we identify the beginning of the book in the consistency of the book itself despite any such above declarations and advice which in fact render the first line of the text a space of suspension: while one begins the reading of the book, one is still waiting for the book to begin. 

As the space of negotiation shifts between the author and the reader, between the programme the author sets forth and the form of its representation, between the reader and his expectations, the book becomes a book of paratexts. Unlike Jabès, for whom most of the writers he engages into dialogue with remain silent – except for the parts in which those whose sayings quoted in the epigraphs are also the characters in the book – Bénabou creates a reader who directly participates in the discourse with comments, objections and anticipations. This reader can be found at all levels of the paratext, and it can easily be one of the writers Bénabou cites in his epigraphs, who thus contextualizes his discourse loudly, so to speak. Here is an example: after the first epigraph and the address “To The Reader”, in which we are told about the first sentence, comes another page bearing a title called “Title” and an epigraph which reads: “The book is the amplified object of the title, or the amplified title. The text of the book begins with the explication of the title, and so forth. – Novalis” (Bénabou, 1998: 11). Novalis is voicing the reader’s thoughts on the significance and oddity of Bénabou’s title. 

Summa summarum, we continue to look for the beginning of the book even despite “warnings” such as Avital Ronell’s: “The Telephone Book is going to resist you”, to delightedly find in her writing the performance – on the author’s part – of the reader’s confirming, or co-signing the first lines: “And yet, you’re saying yes, almost automatically, suddenly, sometimes irreversibly” (Ronell, 1989: 2). What the reader is saying yes to is the willingness to take the call and sign on. Thus, the author’s negation of his work, disclaiming any responsibility, only becomes valid in the reader’s signing of the author’s death certificate. Classifying the author dead, alive or in transition is however a moot activity, for ownership of the text, once it becomes a fragment in the reader’s hands, is abolished. It is the act of succession of places, from the author to the reader, that opens up the space in which both author and reader emerge not as merely dealers with questions of re​presentation but themselves representations of the paratexts that make effective their mutual interaction. 

The event that exceeds performativity is given in the author’s and reader’s recognition of a suspended transition in ‘quotation marks’. This transition can be identified as the aesthetic of kenosis which involves a move from authenticating to inauthenticating the work of art or writing. Consequently, performing the act of naming one’s book as another’s results in the event of producing the ‘nothing’ under erasure for which the function of the achieved poetic level – beyond the constative – becomes a fragmentary intent yet suspended. The question is then, is the fragment a disembodied text? 

Suspending the Fragment in the Author’s Negation

If the negation of negation becomes positive affirmation, what kind of a logic is the logic of Bénabou’s paradox for the book that attempts to explain its reasons for non-existing – in the sense of not having been written by him? The writer who claims not to have written any of his books, and that includes the book bearing that title itself, obviously is engaged in creating a scene of representation that paradoxically includes the absence of the author, while at the same time authorizing the authenticity of the “nonbook”. 

One of the themes in the book deals with responding to the question that Bénabou’s imaginary reader poses regarding the commencement of writing. The targeted effect is to make the reader of the reader read the moment of writing proper that lets itself be waited for, while the moment as such is deferred. This is also the reason why the book not only is written more or less in fragments, but tries to explicate the notion of a fragment and its necessary integration into the creation of the book. Moreover, this imaginary reader with whom Bénabou enters into dialogue, and who is also a necessary figure for the book, while observing the author’s writing methods, amplifies the idea that textual experience and the writing of discourse are but some hypothetical forms of representation. In telling the reader about the circumstantial variations that contributed to his becoming a writer, Bénabou declares that contrary to all expectations, he preferred to wait, with the beginning of writing that is (54). Doubling the writing by superimposing fragments upon fragments, the author creates a mirage of prefatory writing in order to fill the space of that writing which never happens, or to substitute for the nothingness that Bénabou has to account for, according to the set expectations. As he puts it: 

Don’t you go believing, reader, that the books I haven’t written are pure nothingness. Quite the contrary (let it be said once and for all), they are as if suspended in the literary universe. They exist in libraries by word, by groups of words, by entire sentences in certain cases. But they are surrounded by so much empty filler and trapped in such an overabundance of printed matter that I myself, truth be told, have not yet succeeded, despite my best efforts, in isolating them and putting them together. Indeed, the world seems to me to be full of pla​giarists, which makes my work a lengthy tracking down, an obstinate search for all those little fragments inexplicably snatched away from my future books. (43) 

Bénabou’s exposition of the desire to capture fragments, catalogue them, name them, with the purpose of finally achieving a coherent whole, as he states elsewhere, is writing that is enacted by the fragments which escape grasping. The fragments enter a scene where they create a representation of their own disorder, while at the same time rearranging this disorder according to the discontinuity prompted by the claim to wholeness. The fragments then revolve around an absence, and this is what confers on Bénabou’s writing its hypo​thetical form. 

Visually, the fragment is transcendent as it remains outside, and absent from the process that represents it – it belongs to the future books – while writerly, the fragment is immanent as it remains within the system that reproduces all the future books as the fragments which Bénabou is engaged in tracking down. In this sense, the fragment acquires a body of its own which stands in a continuously specular relation to the performance that produces it and whose context changes, all according to the stimulation it provides for interpretation. While the book cannot be pursued for its dynamism of authorship, the book of fragments, or the fragments forming a book, exhibits a simultaneous force of breaking and repeating what has already been said, thus enacting the question of authority but only as a hypothetical form: the dialogue between the idea of writing the book and reading the “nonbook” is only a frame of a fragment which has embodied a text in suspension. But whose text, snatched from what context? 

Questions of Complementarity

The question here is, how does one represent hypothetical forms, and what is the aesthetic value of a hypothesis apart from its bearing of the possibility of antithesis? The most striking trait in fragmentary writing is the representation of nonsense, or the nothingness in the text, in Bénabou’s case in the form of a ploughing metaphor. Ploughing through the fragments also means cultivating them, to the point where nonsense begins to emerge as an elaborate structure, which by virtue of its being nonsensical unfolds itself in the form of a question. The question of not writing the book is performed in the dictum “ceci n’est pas un livre” (16). In this way, Bénabou sets up the programme for his text, in this case that it be a fragment, and that it exhibit a claim to be a whole. The reader writes the allegory of his position vis-à-vis the fragment, and the fragment subordinates itself first to the role that is attributed to it by both the author and the reader, and then to an identification process with a textuality that further subordinates itself to the original text or a whole, if there is an original text. This supposedly whole text coincides with Bénabou’s unfailing statement: “For it is true that, much as I have only written inconclusive fragments, I have never ceased to take myself for a maker of literature” (28). What resonates however is still ‘ceci n’est pas un livre’ which turns the making of literature into a residue of the fragment. Authenticity of literary origin, literary use, and literary experience is then based on the hypothetical form of the fragment as the possibility of creating the unavoidable space of inauthenticity that gets to be authenticated. In other words, the gap between writing the book and not writing the book by writing that you have never written any books, including this book, creates a critical stance which leads to resisting the hypothetical moment. As Bénabou says: 

[A]t that very moment when one thinks the author is going around in circles, he is in fact moving in a spiral. For it is one of his characteristic traits never to consider himself satisfied, to be incapable of stopping, incapable of fixing himself in a posture that he would present as definitive. As for the changing result of his explorations, you are free, reader, to see in it only random reconstructions, belated rationalizations, having no relation with the primeval disorder of things. (40) 

What is the function of such writing apart from its aesthetic dimension? Of course, apart from any other dimensions, the function of such writing is also to express a poetics. “In the beginning, a short sentence” (21), heralds Bénabou after another series of epigraphs to the section “First page” which follows the one called “Title”. But before we go into details with the epigrammatic form and content of the book, it is perhaps interesting to mention the gist of the way the book is structured which has already been discussed by Warren Motte in his preface: “Why I have not prefaced any of Marcel Bénabou’s Books”. Referring to the Oulipian style to carefully construe playful structures, Motte, himself a member of Oulipo, points to the occurrence of the number three in the book’s tripartite style: “There are three sections, each containing three further divisions, the first and the last paragraphs contain three sentences, and so forth. Bénabou uses three types of discourse: narrative, dialogue, and ‘borrowed’ language (quotation, allusion, pastiche); each major theme is treated thrice, once in each discursive mode” (x). 

Now, what hovers under the surface of each theme – confessing, writing, reading – is the constant question of what to do with the fragments. In Bénabou’s scheme the fragments one reads go back to the book Bénabou does not want to write, thinking that one merely ends up repeating the great works of such writers as Racine, Diderot, Hölderlin, Proust, Sartre, Mallarmé, Gide, Artaud, and a host of others. “I made my first assignment finding for these fragments a new classification system, for I have not lost the desire finally to achieve a coherent whole” (33), Bénabou declares almost desperately in search for the ideal book that would contain them. The territory of the epigram is entered: if you can’t beat the fragments, join them. Bénabou’s shifting narrative voices engage in a game of repetition and endless permutations. Whereas the master rhetorician desires a return to “portraits”, “gnomic poetry”, “aphoristic language”, “epigrams”, “provocative maximes”, in other words a return to the short sentence, the apprentice rhetorician desires a return to “myth”, “mysterious extensions”, “dissolving places”, in short a return to the long sentence. These two positions, one systematic and the other non-systematic, face failure, however, as neither of them can bring the work to closure. 

What exceeds performativity in this sense is the recourse to that inherent ingenuity which would manifest itself both as original and non-original thought. Therefore the ideal book for Bénabou is “the book about nothing”, “a book that would allow itself none of the facile effects of mise en abyme and specular games” (26). In other words, the fragments must be contained, hidden, somewhere in the first sentence, the sentence that is most likely to seduce the reader, so that the reader forgets he has already read such a first sentence somewhere else. The concentration elsewhere than in the mise-en-abyme of what Bénabou throughout the book calls “borrowed fragments”, “in​conclusive fragments”, “disjointed fragments”, “fragments written in a single spurt” – of which he is suspicious – “new fragments”, “little fragments”, “fleeting fragments of eternity” must find its container in what constitutes the staging of the book, its setting, its representation, its mise-en-scène. Indeed, as Motte put it: 

[W]hat are we reading after all? He tells us twice, echoing Diderot and Magritte and shamelessly indulging his taste for paradox, ceci n’est pas un livre; although he admits that it might closely resemble a book, he still maintains that it is a ‘nonbook’. But – Hell’s bells! – let’s get real here. It is a book. Hath it not a binding? Hath it not pages, parts, introduction, conclusion? If you spill coffee on it, does it not stain? If you lend it to your brother-in-law, shall he not fail to return it? If you assign it to your undergraduates, shall they not neglect to read the preface? (Motte, 1998: xvi) 

Although I agree with the above questions, Motte is missing the point. In fact Bénabou has managed to write his “nonbook”, just as Magritte managed to represent a representation. They performed the staging of representation via justifying the performance. What is at work is the principle of complementarity: that the book is still waiting to be written, or that the representation is still waiting to be represented, is given in the mobile form of imperatives such as ‘make it short’, ‘strip the writing naked’. While the space of writing is a representation of the typographic space of the book, the space of reading is the reintegration of the space of the marginal justification for writing the book into the very disclaiming or negating the actual performance, of not writing the book, that is. The claim for the opposite emerges: if it is not the writing of the “nonbook”, then it must be its representation. The order of representation then is established in its relation to some concordances with what realizes the structure of representation. 

The way Bénabou tells the story about snatched fragments enacts the representation of these fragments by postponing the story proper. It is not incidental that we are given biographical details regarding precisely what content a book must contain and be composed of, after we have been reading about precisely what form a book should assume in order for it to be a book and not merely a fragment. That is, the writing of the book begins for Bénabou with the enunciation of the form of each section that constitutes the book, such as “Title”, “First page”, “Proper Usage”, “Word Order”, “Last Word”, to name but a few. This enunciation in fact complements the suspended narrative of the very same sections. What Bénabou creates is a tempus that is neither past, nor present in which the self-referential sections of the book are able to enter a dialogue that is narratable, yet only as fragments, and only in suspension or quotation marks which ultimately are positioned as “future fragments”, as coincidentia oppositorum. All first lines are governed by the forced narrative voice in the master first line which reads, again: “First lines of books are always the most important”. The catch is the counterpoint: the first line that commands “In the beginning, a short sentence” functions as the master epigram. 

Complementary Supplement

Frank Kermode has it in his study, The Sense of an Ending, that literary fictions “find out about the changing world on our behalf; they arrange our complementarities” (Kermode, 1966: 64). Here, Kermode discusses how the past is included in, “is complementary” with the present (60), which makes a distinction in the way we perceive, live, and tell stories. In telling everything is transformed by a configuration, or by a structuring presence of the end to come. In narrative everything proceeds in reverse, and in living we are end-oriented, although we are in no position of knowing the origin. The living is characterized by the constant search for the imaginative equivalents of closure that will confer significance on experience. Thus, for Kermode, imagination is the configuring axis, everything else revolves around interpretations, as “imagination […] is certainly a maker of order and concords” (144). With the complementarity principle Kermode demonstrates that ends and beginnings are the moment we call crisis. In narrative, to the loss of personal identity corresponds a loss of narrative configuration and in particular a crisis of its closure. Complementarity has a double valence of concordance and discordance. Here Kermode quotes Heisenberg, who sees com​plementarity everywhere, “when we reflect about a decision, or when we have the choice between enjoying music and analyzing its structure” (61), thus to make a point about our need to experience opposites, “the need of concord”, which we seem to supply “by increasingly varied concord fictions” (63). 

Now, we can assume that what Kermode implies by this is that all textual meaning is a construct worked out by imagination. However, if we relate this new construct to the suspended transition from authenticity to inauthenticity that the writing of ‘nothing’, or the non-writing of the book generates, then we would have the ground of an interpretative act resting itself on an act. Hence the question of how to represent a hypothetical form of writing. Whereas Kermode places man “in the middest” (7) and uses imagination to govern the crisis of beginnings and ends, writers such as Bénabou place the fragment in the middle of the writing enterprise to concord with the framework of the beginning and ending of ‘whole’ texts. In this sense, what is marked is the textuality of the fragment not as a disembodied text, but as an embodiment of a “nonbook”. 

In Bénabou’s case, the tripartite style has another function: questions of reading, writing, representing, become the personification of the position of being both ‘himself and nothing’. “I began telling myself that I was a pretty good embodiment of that absurd character (created, I believe, by Pascal’s imagination) who grieved over not having three eyes” (65), says Bénabou, indirectly implying that if one does not distinguish between the book and the “nonbook” with one’s third eye, the three questions of reading, writing, and representing will stay unanswered. Therefore, a first line which reads: “First lines of books are always the most important” can also be identified with epigrammatic wit. Of the three questions, however, only writing is given a definition in epigrammatic rhetorical form: “what is writing other than drawing two letters and laughing?” (60) Since this is similar to Bénabou’s discourse which takes place in parentheses whenever ‘nothing’ is expressed – parentheses in fact being justifications for going always behind an argument, “behind the scenes” (55) – one might further ask: is the epigram an expression of that nothing which is not nothingness, but a suspension, or that nothing which is not a consequence, but a state? 

Narrative in a Nutshell

In his review article, “A brief for the epigram”, beginning with a statement on “the niggling problem of nomenclature. Epitaph, epi​graph, epigram”, David Barber defines the latter’s properties in a tirade: 

Epigrams are short. They are skimpy. They are slight. They do not soar and neither do they swing. If they profess love, they admit impediment; if they assail fate, they keep it snappy. The most exemplary epigrams are often supremely sour or bitter, holding a special appeal to the disillusioned and the disgruntled. Epigrams are short. They are spare. They are astringent. Not uncommonly, they are snide. As a rule, they are glancing and knowing. They like to catch the reader out. They can be touching, but they prefer to break the skin before we know it, like mosquito bites and paper cuts. Epigrams are stripped-down. They are sawed-off. They are stingy. They are short. (Barber, 1999: 17–18) 

The point of the epigram is in its form, or rather in its performativeness. As “they like to catch the reader out”, epigrams resist, yet create the possibility of ‘be-getting’ interpretation. The short form of the epigram structures wit and wit transforms structure. In its form, then, the epigram performs interpretation. Barber writes “the epigram means to be ‘gotten’” (17), which has implications for the way the epigram is received. As it harbours what Barber calls “airtight conclusiveness”, the epigram not only is “to be gotten”, but is a categorical agreement with directness. As such, the epigram acts as an agent. 

In addition to Barber’s account of the epigram as the genre non grato in the literary canon, I would say that the reason why the epigram has been if not excluded, then second-rated, is also due to the fact that its valorization was left at the mercy of the taste makers of different periods. While Barber’s historical overview spans from Martial’s epigrams of the Roman empire – a period which, as Barber points out, is deemed by the classicists as climactic in the development of the epigram – to the “post-everything epoch” – the period which enjoys the style of the same Martial, only this time “out of the closet” (28) – I would say that the rejection of the epigram, in all times, has less to do with the fear of contextualizing or anchoring irony in political satire. Rather, the epigram as a cleverly put metaphor displays the kind of wit which by virtue of its form escapes final theoretizations. It is therefore considered superfluous and immoral. 

The inaccessible origin of how knowledge presents itself, yet is made present in the epigram, deconstitutes the form in which wit nevertheless becomes constitutive of the power of imagination. In other words, wit presents itself in fragments of constitutive knowledge of an interval between origin and representation. This interval is filled by the “glancing and knowing” epigram which confers on wit its dual force: simultaneously wit is always ahead of its time, yet behind its origin. By virtue of its form, wit is short yet direct, venomous yet humorous, banal yet deep, fleeting yet substantiating. Resistance to wit, then, means resistance to the epigram, resistance to the interval that does not explain its temporality. 

The short form of expression marks wit as an inscription of what is hidden yet revealing. The reason why the epigram is considered second-rate is because it deals with such above mentioned oppositions that were deemed both decadent and extravagant. Take the example of the metaphysical poets. When John Dryden decided that John Donne’s preference for the compact form, for contractions of sense and thought, merely displayed juxtaposed things that did not belong together thus generating nothing but the expression of banal state​ments in a complicated way, the poet was excluded from the canon. Samuel Johnson’s attack on the metaphysical poets came to define wit in that rapport: “But wit, abstracted from its effects upon the hearer, may be more rigorously and philosophically considered as a kind of discordia concors; a combination of dissimilar images, or discovery of occult resemblances in things apparently unlike. Of wit thus defined, they have more than enough” (Johnson in Abrams et al. 1993: 2404/5). Moreover, when Dryden in his “Essay of Dramatic Poesy” (1665) refers to Martial, the form of the epigram is invoked as if it were the source of all subsequent bad poetry – the metaphysical poem being an example thereof. By accusing John Cleveland of abusing legitimate figures of speech, and John Donne of abusing metaphysics via philosophical speculations, Dryden sets the norm for recognizing a bad poet: 

[H]e creeps along with ten little words in every line, and helps out his numbers with for to, and unto, and all the pretty expletives he can find, till he drags them to the end of another line; while the sense is left tired halfway behind it: he doubly starves all his verses, first for want of thought, and then of expression; his poetry neither has wit in it, nor seems to have it; like him in Martial: ‘Pauper videri Cinna vult, et est pauper’ (Cinna wishes to seem poor, and is poor’, Epigrams 8.19) […] But to do this always, and never be able to write a line without it, though it may be admired by some few pedants, will not pass upon those who know that wit is best conveyed to us in the most easy language; and it is most to be admired when a great thought comes dressed in words so commonly received that it is understood by the meanest apprehensions, as the best meat is the most easily digested: but we cannot read a verse of Cleveland’s without making a face at it, as if every word were a pill to swallow: he gives us many times a hard nut to break our teeth, without a kernel for our pains. So that there is this difference betwixt his satires and Doctor Donne’s; that the one gives us deep thoughts in common language, though rough cadence; the other gives us common thoughts in abstruse words. (Dryden in Abrams et al., 1993: 1838, 1840) 

Donne was rediscovered in the 20th century and thus made it into the canon
. Cleveland never did. However, critics who hated wit as did Dryden and Johnson contributed paradoxically to the development of the epigrammatic form from epitaphs and other elegiac inscriptions to the “post-everything” form which came to be specifically significant for its performativity. Such speculations that the preference for the short form of literary expression was caused by the impossibility to write long and sustained arguments, finally transformed into justifications for the image of wit as constructed neither by the poet, nor by the critic, but by language itself able to turn common things or banalities into fascinating phenomena. In fact, constructing an image for wit has been a main preoccupation especially among Jesuits, and it is very likely that Dryden had knowledge of treatises written on wit around the time he himself converted to Catholicism in 1686. 

Arturo Zárate Ruiz, argues in his study Gracián, Wit, and the Baroque Age, that the very specific problem with defining Martial’s popular wit and placing him in relation to other Latin writers in the Catholic teaching canon led the Jesuits to developing theories on wit. As Zárate Ruiz notes, following Alexander A. Parker, the fact that all studies on wit developed as commentaries on Martial, gave rise to the concern with addressing wit in general that was not necessarily based on a collection of epigrams. Starting with Casimir Sarbiewski (1627) who first posed the problem of the lack in sustained studies on wit, other writers followed, notably Matteo Pellegrini (1639), Baltasar Gracián (1642), Pietro Sforza Pallavicino (1646), and Emanuele Tesa-uro (1654) (Zárate Ruiz, 1996: 56–57). 

While Dryden is said to have been an author whose most ‘unpersonal’ writings led to the discernment of an entire age, his judgement found itself a correlative in the works of criticism that were developed as a response to classical rhetoric, and hence his criticism was based on external criteria. As Zárate Ruiz notes, all scholarly study was mainly preoccupied with rational functions of the cognitive aspects, of which wit was a special case. Here, he writes: 

Aristotle usually treated wit as a stylistic device for crafting pointed sayings; Cicero and Quintilian associated wit with the use of laughter as an emotional proof in rhetoric; for some renaissance authors, wit was the creative power of fancy; to some degree, Pellegrini linked wit to the abuse of extended metaphors; Tesauro thought wit to be the symbolic power of the mind; and Vico recognized in wit the mind’s power of grasping truths through imaginative universals […] Rationalists snubbed wit, though they used it […] Among other scholars, although the empiricists produced heavy volumes on the subject, they reduced wit to a derailed imagination. (Zárate Ruiz, 1996: 3) 

Although my concern here is not the historical context that shaped determining how we organize and validate ideas of knowledge in relation to ideas of imagination, it is worth mentioning that imagination presented itself also as a possibility to include error and nonsense, something knowledge in its ‘essence’ was not supposed to incorporate. It may be for this reason that scholars trained in rhetoric had the tendency to ‘measure’ metaphor: if it was too “extended” – linking unlike things – then its analogical value would be too ‘in-tended’, so to speak. Interestingly enough, critics like Pellegrino and Dryden who advocated for simple and clear language, contributed to the realization that analogy and the force of the connective in an extended metaphor expanded into the realm that was reserved exclusively to the study of how the mind reflected the world. More precisely, while Dryden’s views were against the use of extended metaphors, not in the sense of the metaphor being extended conceptually, but in its yoking together of opposites, the gist of his criticism nevertheless paralleled the old preoccupation with the dichotomy between the coincidence of opposites and the unity of opposites.
 

Perceptive writers such as Condillac – à la Derrida – would later (in his Essay on the Origin of Human Knowledge of 1746) pin metaphysics to the extended board of imagination as a generator for the ‘first’ idea, the “force” that presents itself analogous to knowledge: “we say the force of a thought, an expression, an argument, a discourse; but analogy enlightens us on these examples and on all the others” (Condillac in Derrida, 1980: 75). Again, the extended form of a metaphor, especially as developed by the meta​physical poets, presented itself as the productive force “called imagin​ation”, as Derrida has it, thus introducing in language what I would call justified ambiguity.
 Further, the connection of wit to the short form of language representation led to fragmentary writing that claimed to produce a whole content. In juxtaposition, one may infer that the short, compressed, and detached form of the fragment, as Montaigne develops it with his essays, parallels the concern with placing and defining epigrammatic writing that does not contradict or deny the context which generates it. Just as the notion of the fragment evokes a previously existing whole which determines and includes it
, so the very notion of the epigram cannot be thought of without the corresponding notion of generality that makes specific either its ‘abstruse’, or ‘common’ words. In other words, the best way to think of the epigram is perhaps to think of it in terms of ut pictura poesis – poetry is painting that speaks and painting is mute poetry (Horace) – which in paraphrase would mean that while verse portrays the speaking wit, wit remains a silent repartee. 

When Montaigne quotes Martial on himself: “He had less need to strive after originality, its place had been taken by his matter”, he aligns the epigram with the writing of non-linear lines (despite the visual effect which may have it linear) whose interpretation produces deciphering, rather than evaluates the way in which deep thoughts are represented in common language and common thoughts are implied in abstruse words. Thus, the image predominates: putting the metaphor cleverly produces an effect of a perspective where banalities become emblems of far wittier things than common or abstruse words can represent if taken as ideas. Metaleptically, Montaigne would simply tell belated critics like Dryden and Johnson (also poets themselves) that: 

Those earlier poets achieve their effects without getting excited and goading themselves on; they find laughter everywhere: they do not have to go and tickle themselves! The later ones need extraneous help: the less spirit they have, the more body they need. They get up on their horses because they cannot stand on their own legs. […] Just as some excellent clowns whom I have seen are able to give us all the delight which can be drawn from their art while wearing their everyday clothes, whereas to put us in a laughing mood their apprentices and those who are less deeply learned in that art have to put flour on their faces, dress up in funny clothes and hide behind silly movements and grimaces. (Montaigne, 1991: 462–463) 

The right to express banalities does not belong to the common. The shorter the form the more content. If we take the epigram to be a kind of a paradigmatic text which refutes interpretation while conflating the idea of interpreting and posing the question of interpretation itself, then what the epigram puts forth is an image, which the reader reads catachretically. Thus, the epigram produces a mise-en-abyme in which wit has the vantage point of applying to itself the value of “airtight conclusiveness”. 

The Mise-en-Scène of Mise-en-Abyme

Returning to Marcel Bénabou, the invocation of a book as the ideal book “from which any kind of mirror would be banished” works implicitly for what the book proposes in its overall structure: that it be a book which goes beyond mere reflections on writing, a book whose fragmentary form dissolves into intertextual references only to increase the authority of the “borrowed fragments” above the authority exercised by the one engaged in “sign[ing] oneself over to writing” (Bénabou, 1998: 78). While Bénabou hides away the mirrors from the book, the reader glimpses himself in the interrupted reflection the mirrors nevertheless leave behind as a trace. This manner of the unfinished is integrally expressed in epigrammatic form with regular faithfulness in all last paragraphs of each section of the book. “I imagine ways of reducing a text the way one reduces a sauce” (82), says Bénabou, thus characterizing the aesthetic effect the short form has on the reader, who at that point already suffers from textual bulimia. Further he explains: “For me, an aphorism, provided it is well constructed, is an advantageous replacement for a philosophical elaboration” (82), indicating that his preference for the aphorism to the fragment, is due to recognizing unity and wholeness in the first, while denying the latter anchorage in the unfinished. The fragment is fleeting and therefore impossible to ‘construe well’. But however much Bénabou praises the aphorism, the fragment is still the form that intrigues him. 

Thus, the fragment is a problem Bénabou continually runs up against. The whole book is left unfinished, it is a fragment which contains only the first sentence, one can contend. Following the first sentence are only the fragments which had been snatched away from him, his “future” fragments he wants to both collect and write himself. But these fragments have a clearly performative function: they mark the interval filled by the epigrammatic form. It is also here, in this interval between origin and representation that Bénabou’s first sentence produces the mise-en-abyme, which further reflects beyond the aphorism, going back to the form the aphorism is derived from, that of the epigram whose textuality has been less recognized. 

The epigram is different from the aphorism. While the epigram continually undergoes a ‘mallarmization’ – Mallarmé once said that a poem is not made by ideas but by words – the aphorism is the work of grounding form and content in self-consciousness: its ability to replace philosophical elaboration is obtained by virtue of its ability to reflect the author’s image. The aphorism then creates an interval, a pause, a plane of reflection; the epigram creates a task, a discourse, a perspective. 

In order to be more precise on how Bénabou’s writing creates the space for the epigram, I quote at length one of the two “Momentary Pauses” in the book, where the reader can both observe and engage in the reflective/reflexive style: 

It is high time, reader, once again to give you the chance to speak. You agreed without flinching to follow the author down the risky path of his past. You saw him born and reborne at the intersection of several discomforts, several ambiguities. With him you have taken long strides along the path leading from stage to stage in a life short on events. Stages that have one trait in common: they have all led him to the same impasse.

‘About time!’ you are going to say. ‘What is he waiting for to draw the unavoidable conclusions? Since works are the only mirror that allows the artist to see himself in his true dimension, our man should assuredly not harbour any further illusions regarding his gifts as a maker of literature. And anyway he has no call to be upset about. He should just go ahead and accept renouncing the world of telling and writing, and if he did, at least, he would be free of the obligation of telling and writing about how he’s renouncing the world’.

‘Definitely’! There’s a most honorable way out that he will be most grateful to you for having suggested.’

‘Why doesn’t he hurry up and take it?’

‘Everything’s pushing him that way, and yet I doubt he’ll resign himself to it.’

‘Are you finally going to tell us why?’

‘Quite simply, it’s that he believes that one day he’ll be able to make something out of his deficits.’

‘What? Turn his failure into a work of art? Resort to the shameful trick of making a book out of the debris of the ones he hasn’t written? He who admits having once dreamed so devotedly of a real masterpiece would stoop to patching together scraps of work?’

‘And why not? What does he have to lose? Whatever he does, he still has his childhood dream of the liberating book. This mirage never stops driving his gaze. But to be freed of it, looking elsewhere is not enough: his eye sees nothing in things save the absence of what he seeks. Is it not best for him to accept this state of affairs? And so he has decided to describe patiently the outlines of this absence, to sketch the forms with the most precision possible.’

‘More power to him, but in that case, he’d better remember this: it’s one thing to want to turn your failure into a work of art and another to fuss over it as if it already were…’ (Bénabou’s emphasis, 83–84) 

The dialogue qua dialogue reflects in this passage not the writer’s intention – the question of the writer’s intention never confers on writing its status as text, hence it is irrelevant – but interestingly enough that of the reader’s. By way of the same irrelevance in addressing the intention of the reader, it is notable that the question of intention is reversed into paraphrasing. In the absence of writing, the outline of the absence is drawn by way of paraphrasing. Therefore the fragments are invoked as a justification for the patching of scraps. We have three intervals in this passage, all reflecting a ‘snatched’ fragment in ellipsis: 

First, auto-representativity: the first paragraph enables the reader to see the writer in the act of self-assertion. While the discourse of representing “a momentary pause” puts the real reader on stage, it also performs the act of passing the discourse on to the imaginary reader by indicating that it also represents itself as a pause: the writer withdraws, both from being himself the subject of representation as well as from the act of representing. If the reader is still not flinching, it is because he is caught in the writer’s temporal “high time” who thus writes the reader’s intention to participate in the act of being constituted as a subject of representation alongside the effects that the interval, or the pause, has as a structure. The first momentary pause within the text occurs during the reader’s own time, “about time”, in which he is in the act of tracing/representing the first ‘snatched’ fragment. At this point, writer, imaginary reader, and real reader interchange positions: from functioning as the subject of represent​ation (writer), to representation itself (imaginary reader), to the idea behind the representation which makes the interval present (in this case the writer of the ‘snatched fragment’). Thus the writer/imaginary reader/real reader’s remark that “works are the only mirror that allows the artist to see himself in his true dimension” stands in a specular relation to a fragment, namely the first epigraph to the section that precedes the ‘momentary pause’ entitled “Word Order”. This epigraph attributed to Emile Cioran reads: “‘The French don’t want to work anymore, they all want to write’, my concierge told me, unaware that she was then and there passing judgement on all old civilizations” (67). Thus, the epigraph mirrors Bénabou’s dialogue: it functions as a paraphrase in ellipsis. 

Second, self-referentiality: more than just being particularly postmodern, Bénabou’s practice refers to itself beyond what is merely represented in the course of the referential process. Cioran’s concierge with her passing of judgement finds resonance in the articulation of an explicit judgement self-referentiality produces. That is to say, the explanation of why Bénabou has not written any of his books invalidates itself, as it is directed towards a goal that exceeds explan​ation. Insofar as explaining depends on judgement, which already has a referential function, the question of writing becomes a question of reinterpreting. Aware of this situation, Bénabou lets his imaginary reader cast a glance at the structural elements that repre​sent, on the one hand, the author, Bénabou, and on the other hand, the potentially real reader. Once more around the block, the reader finds, in yet another snatched fragment the epigraph necessary to make accessible the representation of intervals. After Cioran, says Georg Cristoph Lichtenberg: “In our day, three smart remarks and a lie make a writer” (67). By suggesting that the writer renounced “the world of telling and writing”, the reader induces by anticipation the interval between the moment of telling and the moment of writing. 

The second momentary pause within the text occurs at the point when the lamenting writer addresses the reader’s dismay as to what may impede the renunciation of writing, and consequently responds to his question, “are you finally going to tell us why?”, by reversing the order of judgement into one of belief. His belief, however, that “one day he’ll be able to make something of his deficits” functions as an extension of self-referentiality and thus makes for a paraphrase of the Lichtenberg epigraph. Insofar as three smart remarks make a text, and a lie a representation, the reading of the text as representation, and representation as text presupposes positing failure as precisely a work of art, where failure is the transcendental subject of the work of art’s foundation. Again, the discourse in which the scraps of work represent themselves as a liberating book involves the specular relation to the idea that sets the discourse in motion in the first place. “This mirage never stops driving his gaze”, contends Bénabou, implying that judgement and belief are exchanged in the reversed order of an epigram: belief is a kind of judge that keeps one inside the law of a mirage. Writing by fragments always involves a third movement. 

Third, opposed complementarity: “ceci n’est pas un livre” ex​hibits an absence that is also a presence as it constitutes a system that is both centeredd – on account of its auto-representativity – and closed – on account of its self-referentiality. What this system delivers is meaning beyond an immediate relationship with signification outside the presupposed meaning that is essentially unified. The resounding statement, “this is not a book”, is written both as a complement and an opposition within what Bénabou claims to be almost an ultimate task: “to describe patiently the outline of this absence, to sketch the forms with the most precision possible” (84). The paradox of opposed complementarity affords the representation of the book as a “nonbook” a subject which both escapes from and returns to its synthetic status. That is, the book does not stand for the alleged representation of the “nonbook”, as the “nonbook” still has a referential relation to the idea that creates it, but it does stand for the idea that allows the book to be while representing non-being to itself. 

This is what Bénabou has in mind when he calls for an outline of an absence: while “his eye sees nothing in things save the absence of what he seeks”, his hand figures writing as telling: when there is nothing to represent/tell, there is the representation/writing. This point induces the third momentary pause within the text. In the interval between the actual sketching of forms “with the most precision possible”, and the invocation of “more power to him”, a snatched fragment is recovered in the ‘extended metonymy’ of yet another epigraph – found in the middle of the text of “Word Order” – which situates a blank page in the outlined space of the absence. Says Lichtenberg: “One hesitates to make cones for pepper with a ream of blank white paper, but the moment something is printed on it, one doesn’t think twice” (78). Insofar as Magritte is echoed throughout the book, what the metonymy of the blank page – to stand for the whole process of non-representation – demonstrates is the function of the epigrammatic form for the displayed pseudo-figuration of authorship. Writing is not writing ‘enough’ if it does not transform itself into a work of art. In other words, Bénabou defines himself as a writer by synthesizing the positions of analogous readers, including himself in a scheme of signification that construes the potential for the book’s non-existence. Positing what the representation of ‘self-usurped’ author​ship represents vis-à-vis what Louis Marin calls “the ego of enun​ciation”, the desire for the affirmation of authorship ultimately lies in presenting oneself as a writer, who alas, is engaged in the inescapable act of snatching fragments.

Concluding on the writing of a book that has not been written by its author is a process of return to the book’s paratext, its title and its epigraph. Indeed, for Bénabou, the question of authorship validates its authenticity not in the totality of fragments as exempla, but in the connectivity of fragments as thresholds, neither here nor there, which calls forth the condition under which the writing can be read as nothing. Bénabou’s dream to write a book about nothing merely symbolizes the writer’s desire to cross over the threshold and understand what the reader might understand. For Bénabou, the whole mystery of writing lies in opening the door for a reader, and letting him read that the writing of nothing is the writing on the wall which returns as an old symbol to take its place among the suspended fragments in quotation marks. Bénabou’s authorial authority is not transmitted but staged, therefore the link between the title proper, the part under erasure, and the name appears as a registering of a signature that goes beyond the mere transmission of authorial intent. It becomes a detail in anticipating the reader’s involvement in narrative participation. But then again, the book is not narratorial in a traditional sense, it is an enunciation of the book’s fragments as the condition of the possibility of fragmentary performativity. 

In turn, performativity is the condition of the possibility of a fragmentary event. It is on this basis that the writing of nothing inscribes itself within a paradigm for experiencing the fragment as hermeneutic, epiphanic, and metaphysical reading. The wisdom of the “nonbook” is the wisdom of the epigram. 

Epigraphic Oracles

“We need to use books as oracles. Open them up and ask them a question”. The American (Romanian) poet and essayist Andrei Codrescu’s statement could be considered – albeit obliquely – a pro​ject not only involving the question of how one reads a book, but to what extent its beginning matters. Seen in a historical context, oracular reading has always been linked with the interpretation of a fragmentary prediction. From the Greek vestals to the writing of aphorisms, the element of chance has been linked to certain universals. Picturing the beginning of a battle that would end up in a blood bath relies primarily on the artefactness (picture) of re​presentation (prediction). Oracles, then, are beginnings predicated or asserted by the attributions of sovereignty inherent in a fragment. The fragment is a consequence of breaking, a detachment, a residue. Breaking through reading (oracles or texts) involves beginning with a fragment, detaching its meaning from completeness, and making the complete text a residue of the fragment. Opening a book at chance, casting a glance at a sentence or a paragraph involves selection. Selecting fragments, which are part of a total work, and letting them begin the work of commentary or interpretation of the text in which they nevertheless appear is a deconstructive practice par excellence. 

Opposing the fragment to a complete text means endowing the fragment with the power to begin the work of interrogating the text, its premise, and its totality. Fragmenting texts is a consequence of the fragment. 

Postmodern writers and literary theorists use fragments– also in the sense of borrowed texts which emphasize an opposition to totality – in order to have something to say about the fragmentary. That is, while the fragment is not defined as such, it is given agency to act on behalf of the writer, act behind his back as it were. Reading Derrida, for instance, often involves reading a fragment that Derrida chooses specifically in order to govern his own reading of a detail he might have found prior to the finding of the fragment. “I am opening the Traumdeutung approximately in the middle”, says Derrida at one point in The Postcard (Derrida, 1987: 414), with the intention of letting Freud’s voice plug itself into his own arguments. When Derrida looks for fragments, he looks for connections that would explain the significance of a textual practice, which on the one hand is self-referential, and on the other, a consequence of the fragmentary. “One text finds itself, is found in the other” (418), he further states, thus consciously waving his authority, so that the fragment become autonomous. Opening a book, asking it a question, and letting the fragment answer, suggests closeness to the text one wishes to decipher. “Now we must come closer, reread, question” (425), is one such example in which the intent to read, for Derrida, represents an economy of the frame of the fragment. 

Thus, when authors such as Jacques Derrida and Gordon Lish, each in their own way, declare that the text they are engaged in writing is not governed or controlled by them, but by a selected fragment with a connective capacity similar to the line of the telephone, their respective authorship becomes a vehicle for the fragments. These fragments, then, take the attributes of epigraphs, signatures, and inscriptions, which in turn comment on “Lish” and “Derrida’s” interpretative activities of the fragmentary. In this sense, the fragment occupies the meta-level of the text. Here I would argue that for Derrida and Lish strategic reading which relies on the oracular is a method of distinguishing between the aesthetics and poetics of the fragment. Whereas aesthetics describes the fragment in relation to the fragmentary, as a production of what is imagined, poetics describes the fragment in relation to what the fragmentary produces aesthet​ically. Poetics produces a discourse in which what is con​sidered is the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary as such. The fragmentary subordinates itself to the fragment, as the latter is a ‘continuous’ comment on the first’s ‘discontinuous’ interpretation. Hence, the fragment performs the fragmentary. 

The fragment which is a condition for the fragmentary here gives two possibilities: (1) if the fragment subordinates the fragmentary, then the fragment can be defined as a textual production in which language, words, and sentences are given primacy over ideas, and imagination (Lish); (2) if the fragment replaces the fragmentary altogether, then the fragment can be defined not in terms of what it is, but what it constantly becomes (Derrida). Put differently: in either case the fragment becomes a metaphor for the fragmentary. This metaphor posits itself as an expression of the signification of the text that is controlled not by the author, but by oppositions between subject (reader) and object (book), or subject (fragment) and predicate (in​scription). The figure of the metaphor is necessary here, for what defines the fragment is not a (deconstructive) practice which allows it merely to oppose a totality and thus become itself a center, but an authority which is based on the affirmation of the value inherent in the name of the fragment when it is conditioned by predication. The fragment is not a name but a mask which the epigraphic text wears. Epigraphic writing, then, posits not so much the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary, but the distance between them. 

The significance of oracular reading, or the implication of opening a book and asking it a question, becomes apparent when one further considers the deconstructive practice of reading. For instance, what makes Derrida’s reading essential and authoritative in its thrust is the reading of the fragment. Hillis Miller has it for instance that, for Derrida, rigorous writing is often generated by the reading at random of a fragment in a book
 – either read in its entirety long ago, or never read at all. Now, reconstructing from memory or exercising one’s imagination is bound to disrupt a certain coherence that would otherwise be present when reading a book from cover to cover. Asking the fragment a question means subordinating oneself to its answers. Moreover, taking the fragment as a corner stone for subsequent rigorous thinking means endowing the fragment with the authority to let the rest of the text bring itself forth. In other words, the fragment contains the fragmentary, the fragment explains the frag​mentary, while the fragment itself remains outside definition. 

That the fragment cannot be defined is obvious, since the author makes himself a vehicle for the fragment all the while letting the fragment avail itself of a sovereign name. Only in one sense can the fragment be thought of as a totality: if we suppose that the fragment is the king of the text, then it is so whether by constitution or self-proclamation. Yet, the fragment is predicated by the context in which it appears, while still a fragment. Thus, if the author is the vehicle for a fragment in a book, then reading itself becomes fragmentary, whereas the book becomes either a ‘direct’ discourse on the beginning of writing/reading, or an ‘indirect’ discourse, not on what defines the fragment, but on what predicates it. Hence the writing of ‘nonbooks’ – ekphrastic, epigrammatic, emblematic, epigraphic, or otherwise. It is the predicate that conditions the definition of the fragment. The fragment, then, begins with a textualization of its own form. That is, where the epigraph interprets, the fragment that contains it textualizes it by performing it. And we have seen in Bénabou’s work how the fragment which begins with a concern with beginnings is a perform​ative fragment. Now, what if one began with the epigraph? 

An epigraphic fragment that begins with a concern with its own ontology and topos is a performative fragment. If we do not want to disregard the element of chance, one could in fact imagine a scenario in which even by coincidence one opens a book and begins with a beginning that begins with the epigraphs. (Although epigraphs can also be found randomly scattered throughout a book, they always mark a beginning.) Thus, epigraphs themselves open books and they can also ask questions. In this sense epigraphs are double oracles, with predictions not only for the author who chose them, but also for the reader who questions their status. 

Framing the Fragment

In his essay, “Epigraphs: Notes Towards a Theory”, David Lavery seems to be practising Codrescu’s method. While Lavery informs his reader of his desire to be as scholarly as possible with his claims for an epigraphic theory, personal experience takes over and one gets to read Lavery’s confessional account of alternative titles for his ‘theoretical’ essay, among them, The Confessions of an Epigraph Addict; reading epigraphs for Lavery being the epitome of oracular writing, as it were. For Lavery, the theory on the epigraphs thus combines a personal statement, an apologia, with the discourse that he calls “epigraphy”. These epigraphic concerns are further concretized in Lavery’s personal wish to open an agency that services epigraphs to authors. As he writes: 

I would then offer my services to find the proper epigraph (or epigraphs) for that almost-complete-scholarly article about to be sent out to a target journal, or, for a much larger fee, I would orchestrate the epigraphs for an entire book, with special rates for the complete package: epigraphs for the frontispiece, parts and chapters. No doubt there is a need for such a service. (Lavery, 1986: 13) 

It is, then, on the ground of this hypothetical agency that Lavery makes room for theoretical elaboration. Opening epigraphic agencies and selling quotes is like opening books and asking them a question. The first instance however finds itself in a double bind, as it involves defining epigraphs not only according to a given text, but also according to an anticipated reader’s reaction. Lavery therefore muses that definitions of epigraphs borrowed from the dictionary are neither very informative, nor very descriptive. They are, however, very in-dicative of the nature of the epigraph. A good epigraph, Lavery con​tends, should act as motto, prepare the reader for the text proper, pave the way for the author’s thesis, announce the reading mood, show its own development, rising action, climax, dénouement. In short, epigraphs should echo, enchant, counterpoint, resonate (13). 

At a different pole, where the function of the epigraph is not viewed in terms of its aesthetic tonality, is the work of Gerard Genette who has developed a theory of the paratext which encompasses not only the epigraph, but all other texts that surround a text proper, such as, the name of the author, the title, the preface, illustrations, epigraphs, dedication, and footnotes. Genette’s thesis is that the paratext extends the text proper, and it is what enables the text to become a book, and be offered as such to its readers. The paratext is what presents the text and what makes it present. It ensures the text’s presence in the world, as well as its reception. The paratext is thus “a threshold”, a zone where “transition” and “transaction” take place (Genette, 1997: 2). 

Now, Genette has it that a paratextual element necessarily has a location that can be situated in relation to the location of the text itself. Here he distinguishes between the “peritext” and the “epitext”. The first, the peritext, includes the text that is around or within the text proper, such as the title, the preface, chapter titles, certain notes, epigraphs, while the latter, the epitext, includes the text that is at a distance from the text proper, yet circumscribing it, such as conversations, interviews, advertisements, letters, diaries. (3–5) Together, says Genette, they form the paratext. 

An interesting observation is that Lavery calls the epigraph an “evolving subtext”, thus anticipating Genette’s epitext. Here, one could of course argue that the epigraph also assumes the function of the epitext, since it can be used as a quotation which regresses “in a hall of mirrors”, as Lavery puts it, thus distancing itself more and more from both the source and the text it accompanies. Lavery’s epitext, however is at an illusory distance, if seen in Genette’s more elaborate scheme which has it that the epigraph is a peritext, before it becomes anything else, before it can be seen as an illusory epitext, as it were. 

Now, according to Genette, one determines the function of the epigraph by looking at how it is interpreted. Genette sees the use of an epigraph as always “a mute gesture whose interpretation is left up to the reader”. In terms of the epigraph’s function, if we compare Genette’s statement with that of Lavery, we notice that where Genette is interested in the synchronic development of the epigraph, of the general picture of the paratext, Lavery considers its diachronic dimension. Albeit Lavery’s account only covers a small scale of epigraphic history – from considering the practice of the modernists to that of his former professors. To the question “why does an author use an epigraph?”, Lavery explains: 

When I first learned the art, my motives were simple: I wished to impress my teachers. When I put that quote from Dostoevsky at the head of my paper on Moby-Dick, I hoped my American literature professor would think, prior to reading my sophomoric thoughts on “metaphysical rebellion” in the novel that, in fact, the paper had been written by a quite erudite undergraduate. The epi​graph was, therefore, both a boast and a signature […] A second motive is apparent. Authors often use quotations out of context in epigraphs as arguments-from-authority on behalf of their own about-to-be-argued thesis. (Lavery, 1986: 15) 

Lavery’s examples abound, from accounting on “compulsive epigraphing”, which he sees as a result of Bloomian anxiety of influence, to epigraphic “metamorphosing”, as an instance of ‘derrida​ing’ one’s own text according to the deconstructive practice of (and) authority. Epigraphs, for Lavery, thus show erudition, mark a specific signature, extend the authority of already established writers unto one’s own work, are creative in their own right, constitute radical juxtapositions, and lend obscurity to one’s own work when they are left unidentified. In other words, where Genette is charting a taxonomy of paratext, Lavery accounts for its reasons. Further​more, and in contrast to Genette’s claim, epigraphs for Lavery are not necessarily subordinated to the text they accompany, but in fact help construe a body of authorship in situ. Consequently, the text proper is a mirror in which the paratext is reflected and not vice-versa. Here, however, I should mention again that in Genette’s nomenclature there is no such thing as a text proper, insofar as there can be no text without a paratext. The implication of this claim is that if the paratext is an extension of the text proper, it is so only by virtue of the fragment’s performativity which is properly alert to the relation between the proper and the improper in a text’s constitution. 

Where Genette distinguishes between 4 main functions of the epigraph – (1) to comment on the title or let itself be modified by the title, (2) to comment on the text, whose meaning it specifies or emphasizes, thereby heightening the reader’s emotions, (3) to show affinity with another author, (4) to simply be there, “the epigraph-effect”, a signal of culture, an intellectual password – Lavery implies that what makes a text readable, or resonate, is the multiplicity of authoritative voices gathered together in the quotation marks. Whereas for Lavery, epigraphs are performative, for Genette only dedications fulfil that function. 

Lavery then sees the author who uses epigraphs engaged in two activities simultaneously: first, in order to establish affinity with another author, and second, to engage his text in an act of permutation. In this way, the text proper becomes what he calls a “metonymous window”. Thus, instead of an exclusive reading for theory, this window opens to a reading for the epigraph which functions and manifests itself as an “excavated emblematic fragment”. 

Since Lavery’s theoretical account for the epigraph is con​fessional in its nature – it relies more on personal feelings and emotions – his epigraphic theory necessarily becomes an aesthetic theory. Here, the poetics of the epigraph is given in Lavery’s language style, which exhibits at once metaphors and their literal interpretation. These metaphors are, in other words, emblematic: they illustrate a picture that has a meaning beyond itself. Examples abound again: 

Having mastered some of the nuances of epigraphy I often look on chagrined at the amateurishness, the classic mistakes, of other epigraphers: at epigraphs which are boring and unenticing; at books which use epigraphs for some chapters but not for all (thereby violating the reader’s need for symmetry and pouring cold water on his already aroused epigraphical expectation); at authors who refuse to explore the endless possibilities of epigraphs at all, or epigraphers who limit themselves, with excessive tidiness, to only one, when obviously there exists, in this Borgesian universe of ours, an infinite number of possible epigraphs for any essay, chapter or book. (15) 

More so, while epigraphic writing for some becomes an “extra​terrestrial ambition”, English professors become policemen out to blow the cover of scientists who dare to use literary epigraphs unduly, etc. Now, if the function of the epigraph is inherent in its aim to obviously multiply its own dimension in relation to the text that it circumscribes and consequently lend the text itself a multiple dimen​sionality, the question is then, is the epigraph the (academic text’s) theory of confession? 
Gordon Lish and the Epigraphic Epigraph

Gordon Lish’s novel Epigraph (1996) displays an extreme concern with paratextual frames. These frames play with the question of what we see: do we see the epigraph and not the text that encompasses it, do we see the text, but not the epigraph, do we see both or neither? Lish sets out to answer the question of mediation between paratextual topology and its functionality. Thus the work plays with is own form from the outset. One cannot immediately decide which genre the book subscribes to, nor is one able to identify the position Lish assigns to the epigraph, first as a title – or rather as a usurper taking over the title – and second as an epigraph as such. 

Lish’s book is a collection of letters the writer or the protagonist writes in connection with the death of his wife. There is no clear distinction as to who does the writing, since the book plays on the protagonist’s name being the same as the writer’s, namely, Gordon Lish. Here, the question of genre imposes itself already, and possibilities vacillate between fictitious ‘auto/biography’, epistolary novel, or confessional prose. 

Now, since the work is titled Epigraph, one is invited to consider first the epigraphic moments in the book. First then, there is an epigraphic structure. For the whole work Lish uses five epigraphs: two in the beginning – attributed to Julia Kristeva and F.W. Lish, respectively (in the book, F.W. Lish is Gordon Lish’s father) – and three at the end – again attributed to Kristeva and F.W. Lish. Two of the closing epigraphs are separated from the third by what Lish calls ‘Errata’, the very last epigraph being attributed to Nietzsche. 

From the beginning the reader is plunged into the text and almost forced to ‘introject’ the work, as the first epigraph has ‘mouth’ and ‘words’ in its content. The text becomes physical as it progresses: “Through the mouth that I fill with words, instead of my mother, whom I miss from now on more than ever, I elaborate that want, and the aggressivity that accompanies it, by saying. – Julia Kristeva”. The quote here obviously refers to the process of weaning, and Kristeva points to the resulting lack which necessitates fulfilling, culminating in a reversal from ingestion to regurgitation, in this case of words. The reader swallows without masticating or rather witnesses the words that are spat out in substitution of the feeding breast. Here the verbal signification is substituted by something tangible; the mouth is ready to receive a heritage, not in the form of the words of the mother but as the material of a consciousness analogous with a present state. So far so good, until one gets to the second epigraph: “Yeah, yeah, sure, sure. – F.W. Lish”. Clearly this is a derogatory reply to Kristeva’s reductive discourse, and it represents complete dismissal on the connotative level. Yet it is a reinforcement of the act of saying, and we find affirmation all the way through: the mouth gets filled with words, and the present becomes a moment of self-authentication. 

At this point, however, it is less interesting to know how exactly these epigraphs comment on the body of the text. What is interesting is the epigraphs’ relation to the closing epigraphs, attributed to the same two people and to Nietzsche. The closing epigraphs are identical to the opening ones, not in content but in representation: they form a theme, they are frames. The first one is an elaboration on precisely that way of saying which renders the present moment affirmative: “Inverted into its formalism, literature sets out on a difficult course, its quest of the invisible becoming imperceptible and progressively antisocial, nondemonstrative, and also by reason of its being antispectacular, uninteresting. – Kristeva”. The epigraph here epitomizes the break​down of the boundaries between text and other verbal and non-verbal signifying practices, namely the generation of the suspending disbelief in what the text suggests. (This is evident from the negativity of the words: antisocial, nondemonstrative, antispectacular, uninteresting). And the text suggests ‘nothing’, as represented in the simple, derogatory reply: “Nice try, Jewboy. – F.W. Lish”. 

However, this ‘nothing’ is not static but goes on, and the reader finds delight in a variation that ‘nothing’ creates: both the affirmative and the negative aspects of the element of complementarity are done away with, and one reads the “Errata”
: “Transpose pages 84, 88, 98 and 112, 114, 116. Transpose pages 118 and 273. Delete closing epigraph and replace with epigraph indicated one further turn onward”. This “Errata” marks the in-between of the ‘nothing’, which nevertheless makes the epigraphs engage in a dialogue, and then in a meta-dialogue with each other. The epigraphs belonging to Gordon Lish’s father are a comment on both Lish’s activities as an intellectual – proven by his very knowledge of Kristeva, feminism, psycho​analysis, and literary criticism – and also on the content of the book that Lish, or “Lish”, is engaged in writing. The mentioned pages are blank or non-existing, so the substitution would be between blank and no pages at all: ‘nothing’ substitutes nothing, a very neat syllogism. 

What remains of the “Errata” works as a cover-up for one essential transaction: the actual deletion of the father. This transaction, however, does not engage the reader but the writer. The reader does not engage himself in the act of transacting, not even for an interpretation – the reader is busy with ‘nothing’, as it were. Here, then, if there were one thing that could be transposed, it would have to be the threshold. On a general level, one could contend that prior to the threshold is the angle from where different perspectives are seen as themes in a strange loop. And the angle is, in this text, the moment of ‘deletion’. What Lish wants is not that the epigraph be deleted but that the father be so, although the father still manages to be present in the form of the initials: the letters F.W. become the nom propre of an other F.W., Friedrich Wilhelm. The initials here are precisely of that text which contains itself. What remains is the use of the apostrophe in the final epigraph which both marks and confirms the idea that after deletion nothing else comes – there can be only returns: “O come back, my unknown god! my pain! my last happiness! – Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche”. 

Thus, Lish’s entire epigraphic structure creates itself en-abyme: the first two epigraphs mirror the last two epigraphs in a convex way, since any attempt to achieve some kind of understanding of what happens in between, in the middle of the book, is conditioned by a wide conceptual distribution: the four epigraphs constitute a two-sided act which forms an identity theme. Gordon Lish uses “Gordon Lish”, who in turn, presents the consciousness of his character ‘as it is’ – without interfering with comments or hints to inform the reader what ‘nothingness’ is being rendered. 

The “Errata”, moreover, occurs throughout the texture of the book – Lish’s letters in fact being a string of transpositions. The “Errata” thus occurs in the aporias – the holes and blank pages are an example. Likewise, the dynamics of these aporias makes up for a description of an interpretation, not an interpretation per se. The apostrophic “O” in the final epigraph points to an unnamed center of return, or restitution, which can only be known by its signature, although even that is ambiguous: Gordon Lish or “Gordon Lish”? 

The point of this detailed account of the epigraphic structure is to show that there are instances when opening books and asking them a question may involve finding ‘nothing’ there, concretized nevertheless in the resonance that the epigraphs strike in the reader. An obvious question poses itself here: is ‘nothing’ not itself an epigraph in-between – neither here, nor there – that answers the question of “how to do nothing with words”, if we recall Taylor? Is ‘nothing’ not the only way of substituting the words of precisely that paratextual polar​ity, in which the epigraph is neither a paratextual epigraph, nor a paratextual title, but a fragment of oracular force? 

The Epigraphic Fragment as Agent
Insofar as an epigraphic structure frames (both literally and figur​atively) the text it circumscribes, the frame itself then must be both a question of rhetoric as well as a question of structure. If we return to the events that actually take place in (the) Epigraph, one notices that the writings of letters – the protagonist leaves it up to the reader to decide whether they ever get sent – is a way of enunciating a moment of obscure detailing in the text, generating a performative threshold. For instance the whole dynamics of the book is comprised within the extended elaboration on the event of the wife’s death which came as a result of the protagonist’s stopping to collect a ‘jibby-jibby’ (lint) from the floor while he was on his way to give her morphine. The subsequent letters are written as variations on the self-portrait that Lish is sketching. Between Gordon Lish and “Gordon Lish”, between “myself and “Myself”, there is a scenario of poetic production in which the construction of self-portraits does not focus on the producer of images but on the production itself. This play is held in tension by the idea of stopping instead of going. Between stopping and going is the primary hypothesis that the existence of “jibby-jibbies” on the floor is the dimension between death and writing. The hypothesis is therefore poetic in its thrust, and the various self-portraits are not ontologically polarized but a production of the self in itself. Whenever the recurrent instance in which the protagonist exclaims “I Gordon – Gordon!” appears in the letters, it also marks a moment of self-apostrophizing: the protagonist seems to be ushering himself out of the text. 

In the first letters there is a distinction between strategies that both obliterate and enforce the inside and the outside of the book, as it were. Conversely, what can be taken as ‘intra-work’, within the letters, also has an external relation, such as in the example when the protagonist is addressing the reader, on the one hand, informing that “myself” is a game-player, laying out the rules of the game, while on the other hand, asking: “have I confused the situation about myself because this question obliterates all else, counting all of the other questions?” (33) In symmetry, what can be taken as ‘extra-work’, the work of strategic revision, or rather self-apostrophizing resonating as if beyond the frame of the letters, has internal relations within the book. When Lish declares: “I Gordon – Gordon! – had undertaken the revisionary tactic of taking myself to the kitchen as a consequence of the notorious gishiness situation” (41), the reader literally visualizes a tableau in which Gordon is not in the letters but in the kitchen. 

There is a striking relation to, yet again, the baroque method of ‘staging’ the act of revealing the creator of a tableau. Victor Stoichita has it in his study, The Self-Aware Image, that painting as a framed image reflects closely the tenets of artistic epistemology. Arguing that panel painting from its origins in early renaissance was a self-aware image, he demonstrates that the artists and their art were often the theme of the painting. Stoichita’s work is interesting in that it offers a perspective of the baroque that uses such postmodern strategies as the construction of mise-en-abyme, intertextual play, and mirror effects. Stoichita takes the postmodern discourse and traces it in the baroque period. The thrust of Stoichita’s argument is the idea that discourse and its author, or painting and its painter can be considered para-digmatic constructions. The paradigmatic productions of the 17th century, says Stoichita, are related to the perception of the work: the work is a metaphor for the philosopher’s discourse, as well as the philosopher’s alter ego (Stoichita, 1997: 198–247). 

Viewed as a paradigmatic construction Lish’s Epigraph is very much concerned with staging the relationship between theory and fiction, theory and practice, theory and reality. In other words, what emerges in Lish is a specific epigraphic signature that is both paradigmatic – the death of the wife completes the depiction of the other characters – and syntagmatic – the consequence of the wife’s death completes the tableau, splits the author into multiple personae, thus dispersing his power into variations of it. By giving a biographical account of the first person in the third person, or the third person’s autobiography, Lish collapses biography into autobiography, positing the author on the threshold of the autobiographical genre. For Lish the epigraph is that threshold, neither entirely in the work, nor outside of it. 

Seen from a stylistic point of view, Lish’s discourse thus becomes pure rhetoric, yet contradictory of itself. Examples of this instance are given in the letters written to different female representatives of a mercy order who took turns being in the protagonist’s house at the time of the wife’s death. These letters are always apologetic and assume the tone of de-negation, as if to say: I assure you this happened, but I didn’t do it, while at the same time recollecting the event of death with empty words that literally say nothing. Yet the words become metaphoric instances of the very discourse that uses them: 

That the ensuant emanation of a jibby-jibby […] detained me for less than a wink of an eye is true, is true, but it is false – unimpeachably false! – that this fact can in any wise be argued to have asserted itself in the composition of all those otherwise ghastly facts that now give us – and that gave Barbara, that gave Barbara! – the tragic, although not cruel, I would allege, not cruel outcome the evening of the eighth day of this month. For my part, I say, at any rate, let us now be done with all this melancholy and from this moment forth be instead concerned to seek the means of renewing ourselves. Have I told you that I am seeing someone? I am, dear woman, seeing someone. Indeed, I am, it felicitously happened to me, seeing not one but two ladies, one who delights in confecting cakes, another who delights in consuming them. (Lish, 1996: 12–13) 
Language-games, sentences, cadences, commas, hyphens are here indicators of the grotesque and the bizarre. The strange associations of melancholy with renewal, amorous escapades, grief and slander, together with repetitions of names – I Gordon – Gordon! – of per-formative character, all make the reader aware of Lish’s preoccupation with meaning construction based on codes, signs, and signification. These signs are in fact colours which Lish uses for his specific way of character portrayal. Punctuation, for instance, is as well a way of codification and thus most important to Lish’s structure. In place of proper character development in depth, he uses punctuation as the surface of the function of roles and characterization. He thus construes an image whose central theme is the inaccessibility of image. In other words, nobody has access to knowing his personae, but there is access to seeing how they are being portrayed. This is what marks Lish’s moment of schize: it is his literary trope as a portal for getting inside the book and being outside it at the same time, by shifting the characters from here to there, as it were, on the surface of language. Borrowing from Stoichita’s account of baroque self-portraiture practice, we can assume that Lish, the author of the Epigraph, is so to speak an “exotopic” writer who produces the scenario in which Lish, the character is an “endotopic”, or depicted author. Although not really knowing the profession of the depicted Lish, perhaps the fact that Lish is “Lish” opens a space for assigning Lish the character the same attributes, also when it comes to professions. Here then, the function of the schize is to emphasize the fictionality of the autobiographical moment in the text. Thus Lish is fictitious because he presents himself as an “other” “Lish”. 

In parallel, Stoichita asserts that self-referential discourse appeared as a result of the cartesian schize which was based on the author’s hiding behind his work (Stoichita, 1997: 199). Hiding leads first, to subjecting the author to the reader’s criticism. The reader then construes a fictionalized biographical author that is based on imagination – real facts about the author and his work remain in fact hidden. Ultimately the author construes himself as an illusion of the reader/viewer. This third instance generates the self-referential mode. The question ‘what am I?’ is generated by the necessary splitting of ‘being in the work and behind it’ as the condition under which the ontological question can be asked. Inasmuch as a work stands as a metaphor for the philosopher’s discourse and his alter ego, then the movement from artist to work of art, to reflected image, to spectator, to historical context, is thus an embedded mise-en-abyme. One point can be made on this basis, namely, that what defines the artist is the work which transcends its historical context, the paradigmatic production of the work being in fact defined by the syntagmatic constitution of the artist. 

Returning to Lish, the most interesting aspect of the book is constituted at the thematic level which exhibits a complementarity principle that binds unrelated events: As he says: “there is always the possibility of a nonrelated or unrelated possibility” (Lish, 1996: 33). Here, thematic complemetarity also creates a deeper ground/variation theme: the letters which are always signed differently divide the work in three parts each having a different, yet related thematic surface. Furthermore, the letters as records insist on the factuality of events. In the first part, the letters are predominantly apologetic. The work deals here with the unanswerable. In the second part apology is relegated to the task of philosophers. Consequently, the work deals with the thought of the unthinkable. In the third part the figure of the philosopher developing pictures of thinking is full-fledged. The work becomes more sophisticated at this stage as it deals with the representation of the unsayable. In other words, the unanswerable, the unthinkable, and the unsayable, each constitutes a stage towards identifying the difference between philosophizing and theorizing (“the gishiness of situation”). 

On the one hand, philosophizing assumes baroque traits: “I am really more or less out of ideas of all types” (49), says the protagonist, thereby indirectly proposing that if one is out of ideas one could in fact begin to philosophize. Inasmuch as ideas are linked to actions not thinking, actions based on ideas place the consequential events outside of the context, and we read lines such as, “I am in the dark” and “enough of Gordon philosophizing” (49). Conversely, actions based on thoughts place the consequential events within the context, and we have in the same paragraph a shift to questions and answers such as, “what’s next on the agenda? That’s the philosophy to have. Check with me as to the philosophy to have” (49). 

On the other hand, theorizing assumes postmodern traits: here, the hypothesis is that theory does not deal with either thoughts or ideas but with reason. Reason for Lish going something like this: if one can argue both ways, either pro action or against it, then the most reasonable thing to do is remain in a state of undecidability. The philosopher’s philosophy, however, further divides itself in three categories where (1) reasoning is blatantly declarative, though in an apologetic, skeptical, and pessimistic way, and points to an undecided situation: “the answer is beyond me”; (2) thinking is constative, encouraging, optimistic, and points to clear and firm decisions on characters and situations: “it’s better to look ahead”; (3) theorizing is ultimately performative and enforces the act of deciding: “I Gordon – Gordon!” 

The whole work of Epigraph concludes with the statement: “I myself Gordon–Gordon – constitute the concluding part of this party” (77–80), thus delegating agency to the paratext. The paratext is then endowed with the task of framing writing, in and out of its context. Via performance, as in the constant performance of the Kristeva epigraph, when words are made to come out before any process of thinking takes place, ‘epigraphy’ is the poetics that enforces the theory of ‘thinking to oneself’. The text itself probes that poetics: 

I am sitting here thinking to myself Gordon–Gordon […] The tricks of the mind – the mind! will play on you, let alone the floor. I mean, go ahead and ask yourself how many tricks there are when you have billions and billions of them just to begin with. Well, what can anybody but the philosophers say? These things, they are for the philosophers – and I say thank god this is who they are. (96) 

In conclusion to this work, it would not be too contentious to assume that Lish’s ‘self’ is represented as the image of the image of a theory of self-portraiture for which the self is the philosophy of the picture. As Lish further says: “This was my thinking. I am trying to develop for you the picture of my thinking” (145). Epigraph then is the superimposed image of the paratext on its own function. For Lish, surrounding the context in which writing is dependent on contextual philosophical insertions of autobiographical character fulfils the function of signature, thus making the epigraph an emblematic inscription. For Lish, insofar as paradox is the condition for the pos​sibility of self-representation, self-representation is dependent on the play between text and context. Lish relies in his epistolary form on the power of the fragment to detach a work from its genesis, distribute it from one level to another. It is for this reason that we have a syntagmatic constitution of the author. This constitutive relation determines the possibility of creating a unit: if the work of Lish is the work of Lish alone, then, Lish, or the lishean-like work (the notorious lishiness of the situation, so to speak) opens up the possibility for some other work to constitute itself as different. The syntagmatic relation then is necessarily a metonymic relation. 

Conversely, what constitutes the point of beginning (begin with the title, the epigraph, or the epigraph as a title) is not the paratext, but the act of paratext portrayal, as it were. If this is the case, the book has a paradigmatic dimension. Thus, where the paratext interprets, the fragment textualizes. Lish’s attempt to bridge the distance between autobiography and fiction is by making the epigraph figurative of its textual fragmentation. The fragment then is the emblematic epigraph of the fragmentary text.
Jacques Derrida and the Epigraphic Preface

Jacques Derrida begins The Post Card with a hypothesis: “You might read these envois as a preface to a book that I have not written” (Derrida, 1987: 3), thus reminding us of the writing practice that takes place at the margins, circumscribed by quotation marks: prefaces, epigraphs, first sentences, or titles. Hypotheses of this kind enforce a specific performative quality in the text, as they always involve an intent, addressed not so much to the writer himself to write a book, but to the reader to read the book which was never written. Derrida’s ‘instead of preface’ can therefore be read as an epigraph to the whole work which divides itself in three interrelated parts mediated by an investigation into the workings of psychoanalysis and postal service. The pleasure principle (PP) is mediated through the writing of postcards, or Envois, (the first part of the book) which are then entrusted to the post office. Derrida is, however, not concerned with the situation in which the postcards or letters arrive, but with what happens when they get lost, as they say, in the mail. The potential to lose writing is developed by Derrida as a tripartite relation, sending/ receiving/returning, which inscribes itself within a circuit governed by the “Postal Principle” (pp) operating with another set of ideas, or orders: thesis/athesis/hypothesis. (Re)writing the lost postcards, in terms of writing from memory, or revising by hypothesising, triggers a special pleasure, especially when deli​berations on the new contents of the postcards end up in a decision to talk about them on the telephone. The telephone is the athesis of the postcard’s thesis. 

The collection of postcards – almost all depicting Plato and Socrates in an inverse order, with Plato taking Socrates’s place – which Derrida’s writer writes to a beloved, constitute an assembly of seemingly incoherent events, going to and fro between various concerns with a philosophical tradition passed down to us from Socrates via Plato; subject/predicate; writing; reading; love mediated by writing/reading; love mediated by the telephone; writing lost/writing found. 

What fascinates Derrida in The Post Card is that Socrates seems to have been ‘mistaken’ with Plato. Although Plato made it known that Socrates opposed writing, in the postcard that Derrida has found, Socrates writes. Portrayed by one Matthew Paris – a 13th century artist whose drawing appeared on the frontispiece of a fortune-telling book entitled Prognostica Socratis basilei – Socrates, bent over a desk, takes dictations from Plato. 

Derrida’s arguments in The Post Card orbit around the im​plication of this reversal: what used to be thought of as the subject (Socrates – S) of the entire western metaphysics is replaced by a predicate (Plato – P). In spite of the fact that Plato’s writing has always been the vehicle for Socrates’s ideas, Derrida’s writer ponders the question: what is the difference between Socrates and Plato, between subject and predicate? The reader of Derrida’s writer further poses the question: what is the difference between a predicate, which is conceived intentionally as a subject, being made more interesting than the subject, not only modifying the subject but defining it, and the predicate which is a predicate malgré lui? It is evident that since Socrates never wrote, he could not possibly be a subject in himself. Yet Socrates was a subject, but he was Plato’s written subject. Thus, Socrates is according to Plato. Socrates is a subject with a mask and no name. Socrates is in effect Plato’s as if construction. Derrida explains: 

Example: if one morning Socrates had spoken for Plato, if to Plato his addressee he had addressed some message, it is also that p. would have had to be able to receive, to await, to desire, in a word to have called in a certain way what S. will have said to him; and therefore what S., taking dictation, pretends to invent – writes, right? p. has sent himself a post card (caption + picture), he has sent it back to himself from himself, or he has even “sent” himself S. And we find ourselves, my beloved angel, on the itinerary. Incalculable consequences. Go figure out then if you, at this very moment, in your name

this is the catastrophe: when he writes, when he sends, when he makes his (a)way, S is p, finally is no longer totally other than p (finally I don’t think so at all, S will have been totally other, but if only he had been totally other, truly totally other, nothing would have happened between them, and we would not be at this pass, sending ourselves their names and their ghosts like ping-pong balls). pp, pS, Sp, SS, the predicate speculates in order to send itself the subject. (30) 

Derrida chooses to select the predicate (Plato/as is) as his (Socratic/as if) fragment. Plato performs Socrates while Socrates is the fragment in Plato’s writing (fragmentarily). The relationship between the fragment and the fragmentary is posited here as an opposition between the telephone (the call) and the postcard (the called), the name and its ghost. The postcard is a medium with a double potential: to transmit a message – if the card arrives at its destination – and to interrupt it – if the card never reaches its addressee. Conversely, a telephonic message is dependent on a double determination on the part of the receiver: to answer the telephone or not. The first case involves an immediacy of the situation – if one answers, the interlocutor ‘talks back’ – and the second case represents an economy of the situation – if one does not answer, the telephone would still ‘ring a bell’. In other words, the message that is not delivered still has a tonality, or a resonance similar to that of the epigraph. 

On the threshold of delivery, the message never discloses its content, but is a representation of a potential content that would testify to the imaginary status of the ‘original’ content. “The secret must be told not revealed”, Derrida declares elsewhere, which emphasises the dif​ference between two structures of the message that is at once original and in a state of potentiality, a name and its ghost, or a face and its mask. When the message is original is has a textual structure. When the message is potential it has a hermeneutic structure. Where the textual structure relies on the self-delimitation of the subject (ex. Socrates), self-circumscription of the object (ex. writing), and self-affirmation of the predicate (ex. Plato), the hermeneutic structure is the matrix of philosophical investigations. Between textuality and hermeneutics lies the beyond of the pleasure principle. If, however, with Derrida, that which is beyond the pleasure principle gets lost in the mail, then the pleasure principle itself cannot be a principle but only a mediated form. The question is then, if this form is philosophy with a mask, can the investigation be true? 

The picture cards sent to the beloved depicting the impersonation Plato-in-Socrates/Socrates-in-Plato as a moment of imposture mirror the writer’s own concern with what grounds the transmission of a disguised philosophy. Here, the figure of the telephone is employed as a mediator between ‘as if’ written messages and their “scrambled” oral form. Socrates’s ‘spoken’ language, as it were, is always dubious, fleeting, and needs to be deciphered in writing. The instance of the oral versus writing is furthermore mirrored in the writer’s relationship to his beloved: while contact is established by the sending of post​cards, whenever the beloved has something to say, it is said on the telephone. The time and space of communication is, however, divided in equal measures: when the writer is not writing, he is on the phone. Thus, sending postcards and being on the phone initiates, on the one hand, a concern with the emission of words as fragments on the threshold of something oracular, linking hypothetical events, yet always on the verge of happening. On the other hand, emitted words are seen as an emblem of oral signification. “The chance of the telephone – never lose an opportunity – it gives us back our voice” (10) expresses an interest in time that is calculated and time that is unpredictable. The distance between the two is the distance between writing and speech, between Plato and Socrates, between sender and addressee, lover and the beloved. I call this distance the name the fragmentary gives the fragment. 

For Derrida, moreover, voice is linked to potentiality, and potentiality names the imaginary: “the idea that you might ‘call’ me and that I might not answer overwhelms me. All this telephone between us” (41). Beyond the pleasure principle as a mediated form by the post, sending is a subject with a double configuration always both internal and external to other configurations of past and future texts, original and potential states, textual and hermeneutic structures. When the message is original, it has a textual structure, when the message is potential, it has a hermeneutic structure. What interests Derrida is ultimately to localize the subject of the beyond, beyond the beyond as it were. This subject is not a principle, but a desire desiring desire. As such, the desiring desire is always engaged in arriving, always on the threshold, always epigraphic. Writes Derrida at the beginning of a postcard: 

I arrive now

Forgot again just now the time difference [décalage horaire], doubtless because I knew that you would not be alone. You can imagine (I would like us to read it together, losing ourselves in it) the immense carte of the communications called “immediate” (the telephone, etc., call it telepathy) across the distance and network of “time differences” (all the red points that light up at the same time on our map of Europe). We would have arranged things, this fine morning, first gear passed, in order to speak to each other all the time, write to each other, see, touch, eat, drink, send, destine this or that, you or me, permanently, without the slightest interruption, without half-time, simply by counting on relativity, calculating with the universal time difference [décalage] (pulling out the stops – cales – or multiplying them?). Moreover this is what does happen. Between writing with a pen, or speaking on the telephone, what a difference. That is the word. How well I know the system of objections, but they do not hold, in sum do not go far enough. You can see clearly that S. is telephoning and behind the other one is whispering

And Freud has plugged his line into the answering machine of the Philebus or the Symposium. The American operator interrupts and scrambles: Freud is not paying enough, is not putting enough quarters into the machine. The great symposium, right, the gag on Europe, Eros in generalized telephonic relation. (30–31) 

The telephone is thus seen as a metaphor for the postcard. By the same token, the quoted passage invites us to make the assumption that writing is a metaphor for speech, the subject is a metaphor for the predicate, Plato is a metaphor for Socrates, the lover is a metaphor for the beloved, and time is a metaphor for space. Insofar as the writer writes himself as a metaphor for the reader, having selected a detail or a fragment of ‘inverse’ philosophy to serve as his proper name, the reader necessarily engages in the hermeneutic project of localizing the metaphor for the ghost. Derrida’s disconcert with “names and their ghosts” reflects the disconnectedness between the postcards them​selves and their telephonic counterparts
. Socrates’s philosophy achieves its conceptual expressivity via Plato’s figurative construction of Socrates’s ghost. And we begin to see how Socrates’s fragment becomes the metaphor for Plato’s fragmentary figurations. Plato was indeed a writer, but first he must have been ‘reading’ into Socrates’s discourse, he must have plugged his line into Socrates’s telephone. Plato’s connective reading of Socrates axes itself on the role of the latter’s figurative language. Plato is thus able to (g)host Socrates’s discourse as well as his own. A movement of affirmation and cancel​lation is at work and this is what allows for the various permutations between principles and systems, SS, Sp, SP, PP, Ps, etc. 

For Derrida, however, the affirmation of Socrates’s value is only a pretence as far as Plato is concerned, for which reason Plato’s truth can be considered a matter of formalism (or that is the price Plato pays for having a telephone line installed). What triggers Derrida’s logic is the idea that Matthew Paris’s reversal is in fact a figuration of ‘nothing’, no thing, or no-name, as a reading of the hypothesis that Plato can name Socrates’s discourse his own.  But this hypothesis can only be confirmed in the zone of what is between Plato and Socrates. And what if there is nothing between them? Whereas Paris looks for correspondences between Plato and Socrates, which are and which are not, Derrida discovers the name of their respective philosophies, which is and which is not. Insofar as philosophy can never reinstate itself by a new definition, philosophy repeats itself in an appropriated zone. All that is left of philosophy is therefore a matter of appropriation and repetition. 

“But there is never repetition itself” (351) says Derrida in his second part of The Post Card, in “Paralysis”, the essay whose begin​ning poses the question of writing philosophy on the exhumed body of repetition, as it were. The second part is entitled: “To Speculate on Freud” and is divided into four variations on the ‘Freudian condition’: (1) “Notices” and “Warnings” voice the oracular in (2) “Freud’s Legacy”, only then to enforce a moment of (3) “Paralysis”, whose spell can only be broken by the sign of (4) “Seven: Postcripts”. 

Now, the essay on “Paralysis” begins with a subtitle which reads: “The Zone, The Posts, Name Carrying Theory” suggesting that what carries “Theory” forth is the sending of posts (as in fragments) to unknown zones in need of a name. Here repetition is examined as a “hypothesis”, namely that the image of death becomes the reality of desire, while desire becomes the image of compulsion. On this basis we can assume that, for Derrida, the power of the image is repetition, and repetition is sustained by sustained repetition, which leads to the process of reproducing reproductions. Again the Plato/Socrates post​card serves as an example in which the inversion of roles points to the kind of writing that mirrors Derrida’s own, and as such, is specular of its own self-referentiality. Says Derrida: 

When I have nothing to do in a public place, I photograph myself and with few exceptions burn myself. It is true that this reproduction of a reproduction (always a text and a picture, indissociably) has limits, is in principle governed by a law and subject to copyright. (37) 

In other words, Plato engages not in signing the work of Socrates, but de-signing it. Plato repeats not Socrates, but his ghost, and the ghost writes en-abyme a text moulded in its own image, which is neither that of Plato nor Socrates. Rather it is the image of the mask, or the image of repetition, perhaps the image of Derrida writing. One begins to understand what repetition which is not itself means. Here Derrida reasons: 

Sometimes repetition, classically, repeats something that precedes it, repetition comes after – as it is said, for example, that Plato comes after Socrates –, repetition succeeds a first thing, an original, a primary, a prior, the repeated itself which in and of itself is supposed to be foreign to what is repetitive or repeating in repetition […] 

But sometimes, according to a logic that is other, and non-classical, repetition is “original”, and induces, through an unlimited propagation of itself, a general deconstruction. (351–352) 

Derrida’s argument is that if repetition is not itself, but an original fashioned in the image of an other “original”, then it can only be expressed as a parable (Plato-in-Socrates/Socrates-in-Plato) which uses paratextual devices in an emblematic way (P-in-S/S-in-P) to point to the economy of the language which cannot represent what a mystical experience means. Waiting for the telephone call, which informs that the postcard got lost in the mail, is the master perfor​mative fragment that governs epigrammatic relations in the text which exhibits epigraphic character. Waiting itself can be thought of as a fragment of an act, always on the threshold of an act, and therefore paratexual in a textual context. Propositions such as: “In the begin​ning, in principle, was the post, and I will never get over it” (29) function as epigraphic prefaces decoding the very principle of the postal principle. Insofar as the fragment expresses a universal for which the said preface functions as an epiphany, the fragment calls for an event which exceeds performativity. The oracular itself is that event. 

The fragment’s performativity is similar to Derrida’s own mode of discourse. From the beginning Derrida presents his reader with two different kinds of rhetoric: (1) the rhetoric of “Derrida” is particularly deconstructive, enacting its own mode of discourse, yet displaying itself as an operative essence; (2) the rhetoric of “Deconstruction” is particularly Derridean, enacting its own mode of discourse too, yet displaying itself as an operative characteristic. In other words, the move in both instances is not from essence to characteristics but from characteristics to essence, and more so, from characteristic to characteristic (where the postcards are concerned). Since, however, Derrida does not believe in essence, essence becomes translated into a universal characteristic of deconstruction which is able to manifest itself as the difference (différance), repetition, trace, signature, etc. 

Deconstruction for Derrida is essentially non-essential, it is inse​parable from that which it is a characteristic of. As such, deconstruc​tion is an aesthetic experience which mediates all other relations in the text. Conversely, what mediates mediation is the performative in a state of mise-en-abyme. Here, Derrida gives us an example of the fragment which performs another fragment en-abyme. This other fragment performs Derrida who performs Freud, who performs his pleasure principle and beyond, which Derrida performs beyond the beyond, where Derrida performs “Derrida”; Derrida the original performs Derrida the potential, the pleasure principle performs the postal principle, Plato performs Socrates. The fragment performs the fragmentary: 

Rushing to extract a fragment of it, to retain only its discursive content – a “hypothesis”, a “theory”, a “myth”, all three at once, for such are his own words in the lines preceding the citations –, completely preoccupied by the consideration of this fragment, which moreover he has punctured with ellipses after lifting it out of the body of the text, Freud seems barely attentive to what the Symposium puts onstage or hides from view in its theater. He is interested in this theater as barely as possible. Here, I am not only speaking of what by convenience might be called the literary or fictional “form” of this theater, the form of this narrative of narratives, interlacing diagesis with mimesis, and also inscribing the one in the other, thus calling for the greatest possible circumspection in listening to the invisible quotation marks. I am also speaking of the “content” of this theater, of the stories told by the narrators or speakers, stories in which other stories are told. I am speaking of the “stories”, the “affairs” between the characters of the Symposium, of what is placed onstage within it or is hidden from sight. Now, this is not without relation to the origin-of-the-sexual-drive, that is to the variation-of-the-trait-in-relation-to-the-object. This variation is not only the theme of the symposium, as is also the birth of Eros, it is also its performance, its condition, its milieu. (371–372) 

What exceeds performativity is the fragment’s universality expressing a series of epiphanies. Epiphany answers the question of arriving at a destination by returning to the point of departure. Derrida probes the hypothesis of “repetition” with the theory in which form justifies content, where form is a manifestation of content, and content is an enactment of form. 

If the first part of The Post Card, “Envois”, is a concern with variations of time and space – the time of sending and the space of reading, the time of Plato as Socrates – the second part concerns itself with the repetition of variations. Woven through compressed time, warnings, legacies, paralysis and postscripts suggest that repetition is the only possible movement through immobility. 

The third part of The Post Card, then, is a concern with what makes the ground for variations. It is a return to the paratext, a per​formance of the paratext on whose ground variations can only be made as hypotheses. Derrida returns to the preface of a book not yet written. And “Le Facteur de la Vérité” begins, almost expectedly, with an epigraph from Baudelaire: 
They thank him for the great truths he has just proclaimed – for they have discovered (O verifier of that which cannot be verified!) that everything he has uttered is absolutely true; – although at first, the good people confess, they had had the suspicion that it might indeed be a simple fiction. Poe answers that, for his part, he has never doubted it. (413) 

The truth of philosophy is but a preface to the book not yet written. The truth of nothing. “Psychoanalysis, supposedly, is found” (413), says Derrida in his first statement of “Divested Pretexts”, the introductory subtitle to his essay. The epigraph seems to divert the question: is the truth of Plato Socrates’s fiction? To the question of what happens to the psychoanalytical text which attempts to decipher a text that already explicates itself, Derrida finds that truth cannot be an example of the equation in which truth is a factor. If truth were put onstage, it would have to perform. Truth onstage would reflect a mimetic relation to fiction, not reality, in which case truth itself cannot be represented other than as a fictional construct. Derrida cannot address this hypothesis without making recourse to the same deconstructive method of reading: open a book and ask it a question. “As an apologue or parabolic pretext, and in order first to rehearse the question of a certain multiplicative coefficient of the truth, I am opening the Traumdeutung approximately in its middle” (414). Seeking truth then, for Derrida, begins with the parabolic paratext. The epigraph approximately in the middle. The epigraph does not refer to the essence of truth, but rather to an operative function. Yet the epigraph as a characteristic of the paratext cannot be non-essential. 

Derrida goes in circles, circumscribing text and paratext, truth and fiction, Plato and Socrates, by making them correspond. This relation of correspondence is expressed as a text in a paratext, Plato in Socrates, truth in fiction, thus emphasizing the idea that a text is dependent on a continuous movement between the actual operative functions of the paratext. These functions, however, have to be virtually possible. Conversely, the characteristic of the paratext (its movement through space and time) is dependent on the actualization and realization of the higher correspondence that links, for instance, the philosophy of Plato to that of Socrates, Freud to psychoanalysis, the postcard to the telephone, the name to its ghost. As a consequence, a middle instance is created, which can be seen as a performative fragment. The fragments of the “Envois” can be seen as the scission between what can be actualized and what can be realized in the relation send/receive/return. The trajectory that “Envois” takes can be seen as an ideal corresponding line that is actualized in one story and realized in the other, that is: what the postcard actualizes, the telephone realizes. This is the relation between Plato and Socrates. Plato actualizes Socrates’s realizations. It is for this reason that Derrida’s divested pretexts can be read as realizations of other texts and not merely their representations. 

In sum, the whole of Derrida’s discourse in The Post Card is a discourse on the scission between subject and predicate, sentence and norm, text and paratext, fragment and the fragmentary. Derrida’s rhetoric is, however, in constant fluctuation and in deviation from the norm. Reading, for Derrida, is oracular, it settles in its potential for transformation, in a continuum of variation. The tripartite relation in the book – sending, receiving, returning – mirrors the tripartite relation which characterizes the Postal Principle: “the thesis, athesis, hypothesis” (54). Each of the three instances stages the principle for each of the book’s three parts: as Derrida himself puts it: “everything was staged, from the beginning” (60). The beginning, however, begins with a preface that comes from the future, to which Derrida nevertheless returns: 

Tomorrow, if I want to write this preface, I will set myself to running down all the paleo- and neo-testamentary courriers. And why not, while I’m at it, all the death sentences [arrêts de mort] and all the police regulations [arrêttés de police] on the pretext that they are sent or signify! (75) 

Thus, The Post Card can be read as an attempt to bridge the distance between Plato and Socrates, time and space, text and paratext, fragment and the fragmentary. Defining a theory of the philosophy of the fragment is, for Derrida, a relation which begins with waiting for that which is already a fait accompli. That is, Derrida is interested in the fragment only to the extent that the fragment exists in relation to something else: insofar as Socrates defines Plato, space defines time, the paratext defines the text, and the fragmentary defines the fragment. What defines definition comes ‘after the (f)act’. The move of epigraphic mise-en-abyme which Derrida plays means to give writing a voice. In this way, Plato becomes the voice of Socrates, fragments enunciate the fragmentary, and time travels supersonically through space. Derrida thus distinguishes between fragment and fragmenta-riness by creating a preface of proximity through a fragment which proves to be a-textual. This fragment is, however, not just a re​collection of quotes, but the improper place of ground which allows through variation that the fragment become epigraphic. 

The epigraphic fragment is the oracular voice of the text on the telephone. 

Emblematic Intersections

The performative fragment can be defined as an act towards definition, an act that is based on theorizing the aim at becoming as a state without an end. Variations of this mode which began with Schlegel are very much the concern of postmodern literary criticism and fiction alike. Fragmentary literary criticism which extends the performative act of defining to a state of undoing that which is defined comes closest to fragmentary literary fiction, and the two modes intersect, imitate, mirror, and ultimately break each other. While fragmentary, literary fiction often renounces the frame of the fragment as such, usually either claiming that it is a fragment/text, in other words already complete, or else it consciously tends toward a totality, toiling with its own exhibited incompleteness. Fragmentary literary criticism shares parts of that strategy in the use of biography/auto​biography. The result most often manifests itself as a development of the biography genre that falls into two categories: that which is biographical is fictionalized at the level of enunciation, whereas that which is auto-biographical is theorized at the level of narration. I should emphasize here that acts and aims are not opposing states insofar as they all express a manifestation of the ‘undoing’. The act of theorizing in postmodern literature is linked to the aim at accounting for the value of literature and the state it puts the reader in. 

So far we have learned that for Bénabou putting the idea of multiple authorship onstage is a way of aestheticizing both the discourse that escapes one – the fleeting fragments – as well as the discourse that one feels one needs to make excessive – the catalogued fragments. Defining the fragment, for Bénabou, is inextricably linked to the presentation of a philosophy which has it that the fragment is enforced by the representation of singular authorship able to govern the fragmentary form of a discourse that is represented by multiple authorship. Gordon Lish continued Bénabou’s line of thought, though the focus was on the function of discourse that is generated by the representation of writing. The paratext, Lish’s self-portraits, and the idea of authorial self-reflection were instances of the operative functions inherent in the duality fiction/autobiography. That is, Lish performed in Epigraph what Bénabou only considered, namely signing oneself over to writing. Whereas Bénabou presented us with a philosophy of the fragment, Lish and Derrida presented us with a theory of the philosophy of the fragment. Lish’s play on the ground/ variation theme of the epigraph was extended by Derrida to the level of the paratext where the epigraph as a prefatory signature of philo​sophy on its head, as it were, was in effect turned into an emblem among emblems. And now one may ask, what other emblems? I shall attempt to answer this question by looking, first, at the work of Avital Ronell, and then, Nicole Brossard. 

Between Literature and Philosophy

Literature which concerns itself with theory is theory which concerns itself with philosophy. This is generally the case in all of Avital Ronell’s writings, but more particularly so in her scholarly work The Telephone Book (1989). The book is written as an account of two bio​graphical moments in the lives of Heidegger and Alexander Graham Bell. In Heidegger’s case Ronell reads and re-reads from different angles Heidegger’s reaction on the telephone when he was being interviewed one day by the leading German newspaper Der Spiegel on his support of the Nazi party. 

Nicole Brossard’s novel Picture Theory (1991) offers an approach to literature through the prism of theory, yet her theory is intended to elevate the status of literature to philosophy. Her work is preoccupied with the writer’s difficulty with positing the notion of woman vis-à-vis reading and writing. How does one read “woman”? Here she introduces the hologram as a way of reading abstractly the implications of womanhood for concrete situations, especially those associated with women theorizing. Thus, her novel centers on the lives of four women. One is a writer, one is a thinker, one is a lover, and one is a mother. From their experiences Brossard tries to abstract not only an essential notion of womanhood, if one such exists, but also a theoretical one. For Brossard, essential theory is a way to fiction.

Thus, Ronell’s (theory/novel) The Telephone Book, and Bros​sard’s (novel/theory) Picture Theory situate themselves within the borderlines between theory and literature, within the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary. Whereas Ronell’s work is presented as a theory, Brossard’s work is clearly marked as a novel. Both works, however, while conveying a theoretical point, end up being works of literature (on theory). Ronell’s extensive use of metaphor, such as the telephone as a master trope which indicates connectedness and flow, is clearly intended to point to the element of literariness in her theory. Brossard employs Wittgensteinian philosophy but does it through traditional novelistic techniques such as characters and setting. Stylistically, however, both are fragmentary works. 

The way Ronell and Brossard’s works distinguish themselves from other literatures concerned with either theory or philosophy is primarily through form. Going back to the baroque tradition of em​blematic writing, Ronell and Brossard’s formulations of ideas qua images are modes of investigation into the seemingly linear trajectory from hypothesis to theory, with literature and philosophy as two stages in between. 

Both authors are concerned with the arbitrariness of literature and theory alike. In emblematic books from the 16th and 17th century, arbitrariness is reflected in the emblem as interpreted text
, while in the postmodern text it is reflected in interpretation as an emblematic inscription. The relations: theory as literature and literature as theory are dealt with by way of the fragment. For Ronell and Brossard, any investigation into the nature of theory and literature relies on a kind of writing which bears its own evidence. Following in the footsteps of the German Romantics for whom the fragment was the medium par excellence in which literary and theoretical thoughts could co-exist simultaneously, Ronell and Brossard arrive at a fragmentary discourse on theory as literature and literature as theory by embellishing the fragment with its own self-evidence. 

The Telephone Book literally performs a telephone book, but also contains a graphic representation of the telephone in the book, as well as the telephone book itself. Ekphrasis is here represented both inside and outside, as it were. Picture Theory’s various parts – some​times divided into “Books” and “Chapters”, sometimes not – deal with how one formulates ideas by showing them rather than representing them – showing in the sense of making associations with images, such as the translation of ideas into waves. Brossard’s work is remarkable for its elaborate breaking of frameworks. The emblematic character of Brossard’s book takes shape towards the end of the book where we have an almost identical representation of the book’s cover. The only different element is the title. Instead of Picture Theory the title now reads: Hologram. One page onward, the title page of Hologram – a book within the book – indicates a year from the future, namely 2011, as against 1991, the year Picture Theory was translated from the French (the French title is the same, Picture Theory). Looking at the copyright page of Hologram, one notices that while the year of publication is kept as in the first part of the book, the year of the copyright for the translation is the same as the year in which Hologram will have been written, namely 2011 – thus privileging translation over original composition. This could indicate that translation, for Brossard, is almost as essential as original writing. Here she aligns herself with writers of écriture feminine for whom women’s discourse is a discourse of the future. Thus, what is called for is not a break with the male discourse, but a translation of this discourse into a thing from the future. The emblem here is used to transcend, interpret, and separate already defined territories. 

For Avital Ronell and Nicole Brossard the particularity of theory’s topos is grounded in an emblematic philosophy which does not situate the fragment in context. 

Avital Ronell and the Emblematic Telephone

Avital Ronell’s The Telephone Book is an example of the emblematic performative fragment. Ronell’s fragment is performative as it calls for completion through the two concepts of continuity and flow, which Ronell imports from technology and which saturate the book’s impetus. The book possesses the kind of immediacy that manifests itself in a reading which forgets the words read as soon as they are read. This calls for a return to reading the same passages over and over again, while the passages, or fragments, perform their own completion in the (re)constitution of an unbroken flow of thoughts that is nevertheless conveyed. What Ronell establishes from the outset is a connective line for which the telephone is the mediator. The mediating line in turn is the line of the call. One has to call on Ronell’s work, one has to re-dial whenever one desires to connect, to make sense of the message. It is in the act of re-visiting that Ronell’s theories about ordinary objects and the way we look at them become literature. 

Although revisiting books is not a new invention having always been a rewarding activity revisiting Ronell’s work par excellence posits ‘having forgotten’ the words as the pivot of the fragmentary. In other words, one cannot recount, render or retell Ronell’s work in the form of a narrative. One can only say, ‘as far as I remember…’, an utterance that further enacts the fragmentary discourse. One is thus constantly engaged in making recourse to the immediacy of reading. The Telephone Book quite literally puts the reader on call, where calling is the act of performing the enacted forgetting. 

“The Telephone Book is going to resist you”, says Ronell in the beginning, and the reader finds himself caught in the mise-en-abyme of what makes hermeneutics eventful. But only in the beginning. As one progresses through the register of names, the book as a biography of a Heidegger instance or an Alexander Graham Bell moment breaks the frame of the registerial abyme and turns its flow of details towards theorizing the performative fragment. What used to be a sophisticated concern of the baroque age, the formulation of ideas in images, is here extended to a concern with how one formulates ideas qua ideas. 

The question is then, how does one relate to the book when its beginning acts as a parable, albeit one that invites one to partake in the rendition of facts, their consequences as speculations, and the interpretation of these consequences as theories? The resistance to the book promised at the outset is given as a promise that resembles the Nitzschean eventfulness of things, or the Schlegelian constant becom-ing, which always comes from the future, not the past. In this sense, everything that is given as a parable carries emblematic traits that fulfil two functions: (1) as a performative event, the parable of the stories told is a fulfiller of the signs of anxiety (Heidegger) and excite​ment (Graham Bell) at the encounter with technological deve​lop​ments; (2) as an event that exceeds performativity, the parable posits the emblematic telephone as a filler of (w)holes enabling the con​tinuous flow between hypothesizing and theorizing. 

Like any other technological address with respect for itself, The Telephone Book begins with “A User’s Manual”. As one can always get electrocuted, struck, or dumbfounded even by such devices as words, the work begins with a fair: 

Warning: The Telephone Book is going to resist you. Dealing with a logic and topos of the switchboard, it engages the destabilization of the addressee. Your mission, should you choose to accept it, is to learn how to read with your ears. In addition to listening for the telephone, you are being asked to tune your ears to noise frequencies, to anticoding, to the inflated reserves of random indeterminateness – in a word, you are expected to stay open to the static and interference that will occupy these lines. […] Respond as you would to the telephone, for the call of the telephone is incessant and unremitting. When you hang up, it does not disappear but goes into remission. This constitutes its Dasein. There is no off switch to the technological. Remember: When you’re on the telephone, there is always an electronic flow, even when the flow is unmarked. The telephone Book releases the effect of an electronic-libidinal flow using typography to mark the initiations of utterances. To the extent that you are always on call, you have already learned to endure interruption and the click. (Ronell, 1989, unpaginated paratext) 
It could be argued that one of the reasons why the Telephone Book is interesting is because it looks like a telephone book, literally. It has names which apparently have no connection, disconnection in fact being one the very points that Ronell is making. It has issues that lend themselves to commercialisation, if one has a psychological problem one could consider calling Jung or Freud, if one needs lessons in creative writing one could call Nietzsche, who by the way also serves as a model for identification with the tormented artist, in case one entertains Romantic views. The Telephone Book even has yellow pages with references to definitions which are enforced by one page ‘ads’, written in bold typeface, slanted captions, paragraphs creating the illusion of their running over unto the opposing page, injecting themselves into the text proper. But The Telephone Book only looks like a telephone book, representation for Ronell being a tool, not a medium for that way of philosophising which is always incomplete. As she asserts of Nietzsche who “was said to philosophize with a hammer” (3), philosophical engagement has to do that and more so. It has to attempt connecting philosophy to one’s own set of rules, nail philosophy to one’s own head, as it were. Only in its theoretical mode is philosophy “unreachable”. She writes: “Philosophy, love of wis​dom, asserts a distance between love and wisdom, and in this gap that tenuously joins what it separates, we shall attempt to set up our cables” (3). Representation, then, is for Ronell a state of parabolic mise-en-abyme. 

The Telephone Book represents en-abyme a parable about the telephone book which resists representation. Of course the telephone book resists you, for it acts as a telephone, not a book; the telephone is more likely to come with installation warnings, and the like, than the book is. In other words, hammering resistence is the parable of the “line on philosophy, always running interference with itself” (3). This means that in order to have philosophy keep its promise to itself, to always be where one least expects it, one has to hypothesize its state in the form of a parable. One has to point to its ‘non-location’, to its perpetuation en-abyme of its own disconnectiveness. Presenting a philosophy of theory is, however, an act which involves breaking the philosophy’s rhetoric of the frame. Once the frame is broken, the theory becomes literature. As literature, the book about the telephone becomes an expression endowed with several meanings. And one of the book’s meanings is to suggest that philosophy is the mise-en-abyme-éclatée representation of its own hypothesis. 

Reading for the Parable

Insofar as The Telephone Book is not just a representation of any one telephone book but a performance of the telephone book of philosophy, analogy with how exactly philosophy is represented within such a frame and within such an economy can be situated in the scene of commentary – let us say, on the works of Heidegger – with the purpose of showing why his number is relevant. Analogy here acts as a paratext, which makes interpretation and commentary parallel, that is, insofar as philosophy needs a telephone book. Let us then consider the dimension that the language of parable brings to the paratext, especially to the text of the performative fragment that is at once en-abyme and emblematic. 

Tzvetan Todorov argues in his book Symbolism and Interpretation that “the parable can be described either as the evocation of one object which in turn evokes another; or as an expression endowed with several meanings, some of which are direct and other indirect” (Todorov, 1982: 41). According to this definition, the parable subscribing to the either/or position is not so much grounded in a representation of realistic truth, as it is a rhetorical device. In his work Todorov takes into discussion the difference between the domain of rhetoric – as the realm where discourse is produced – and the object of hermeneutics – which is treated within the domain of reception and interpretation of discourse. What makes the book worthy of consideration is this separation, as Todorov’s own discourse is a discourse of analogy based on a rhetoric which explains interpretation – not the other way. In this sense, a demystification takes place that reveals a beyond, not of interpretation, but of that which takes on the appearance of interpretation, namely commentary. Elsewhere Todorov claims that commentary is merely “explication du texte”, which shows his desire to distance himself from the form of paraphrase. However, bringing into discussion the parable as an either/or case of analogy is an indication that his views on commentary are rather inadequate. For it is precisely by means of commentary – not just as an explanation of the text – that the structure of the text is formed. Todorov’s manner of pointing to the separation between the production of discourse and interpretation of discourse is by taking into account similarities, or analogies, and then, on their basis discuss differences. The parable as defined by Todorov, proceeding from the formal logic of either/or, is short of a demon​stration of how this dual possibility is able to evoke one principal object or an expression with several meanings. Hillis Miller sees the parable, for instance, as an “act of unveiling that which has never been seen or known before” (Hillis Miller, 1983: 207), thus indicating that its characteristic is the disclosure of things, or objects from the future, rather than things from the past. The assumption is that the past is already loaded with (established) meanings of its own. 

Now, one of the functions of the parable is precisely to comment on its paradox. A recurrent moment in The Telephone Book is the ‘parable’ of the evil which Ronell construes emblematically around Heidegger’s concern with one of the consequences of technology and what it brings about, namely a state of “unholy fragmentation”. Following Todorov, for Heidegger, random and undesired calls are evoked by the telephone, and the telephone in turn evokes anxiety, apprehension, and wrong answers. New technology, then, is for Heidegger bad news. Ronell’s story on Heiddegger’s reaction to the interviewing call he once received from a reporter who was inquiring about the existence of an incriminating letter identifying him as a nazi is a story of the telephone as an expression endowed with several meanings. 

Peter Daly discusses at length emblematic structures in his book, Literature in the Light of the Emblem (1979). Emblematic structures deal with interpretation and representation as two sides of the same coin, for Daly the emblem being a form of allegorical or symbolical expression. The emblem centers on the difference between the pictura and the subscriptio, between the signifier and the signified. It never centers on either pole. The point is that if the emblem is based on interpretation, and if interpretation is essential to man’s understanding of paradigms (God, religion, nature), then the emblem is ultimately understanding. By the same token, the key to understanding the emblematic mechanism in Ronell’s work of theorizing philosophy is seeing the figurative, the telephone, not merely as an illustration of a concept, but as a fact of technology. Technological tools validate in turn the imagination that generates them, further mirroring a generally valid truth about a fact pertaining to the faculty of thought. 

Ronell’s commentary sees the telephone as a medium which includes the either/or. Her argument, which always operates with the manipulation of continuity, renders the facts of the given situation according to the possible response from the reader. And what the reader reads ultimately is that Heidegger could not possibly be either a nazi or not; in all probability he was both/and. Ronell’s parable is emblematic because what is at stake – beyond the objectification of one object which objectifies another, or the pluralization of meanings – is the coexistence of several layers of assertion that prove themselves. As she says: 

The Telephone Book, should you agree to these terms, opens with the somewhat transcendental predicament of accepting a call. What does it mean to answer the telephone, to make oneself answerable to it in a situation whose gestural syntax already means yes, even if the affirmation should find itself followed by a question mark: Yes? No matter how you cut it, on either side of the line, there is no such thing as a free call. Hence the interrogative inflection of a yes that finds itself accepting charges. (5) 

Ronell grounds space in analogy here, in the “yes”, which acts as a metaphor for the call. The call is analogous to the answer which finds itself caught in a web of elaborations, commenting on itself, asserting itself, accepting charges. Whatever grounds the “yes”, then, would be the meta-metaphor for the telephone. An example would be the pas​sages in Ronell’s book in which every time the word “telephone” occurs it is replaced by the figure of the telephone. Consequently, this meta-metaphor relies on the inclusion of metonymy as well at the level where one moves from creating concrete and abstract images on the basis of a text which evokes the mimesis of conversation, to juxta​posing and substituting concepts which evoke the medium in which conversation takes place. The difference between abstraction and sub​stitution is that the first points to something more than itself – perhaps therefore an abstraction – and contains the manifestation for which the latter, the substitution, that is, is an instrument. What the emblematic parable can reveal by pointing to its paradox is another paradox, namely the substitution in abstraction. The question is then, which one do we favour? 

Conversation on the telephone evokes for Ronell ghost writing, elliptic fragmentation and an indirect call for completion. How does one, for instance, read in Ronell’s book Heidegger’s line “The dead one is the madman” from the poem in his essay “On the Way to Language” derived from a reading of a poem by Trakl? Ronell has it that Heiddegger was not interested in pronouncements of madness when in a state of being dead, meaning therefore that “the dead one is not merely dead but is the madman. As dead he is mad” (174). Insofar as what it means to be dead is being substituted by what it means to be mad, abstraction can be equated to subtraction. Here, The Telephone Book’s immediacy of the manifestation which forgets the words can be understood at this level of subtraction: indeterminacy between the either dead or mad state is replaced by the both/and situation. Writes Ronell: 

The ghost of Heidegger (of Trakl) is wed to the white abyss cauterized by the schizophrenic probe. It finds the glowing lumination of an ek-stasis which may reduce the stone to white ashes – not dark ashes but the ghostly incineration called forth by excess light, the flaming site of blindness’s pain. The spirit beckons forth the ghost as that being which it is, a being beside oneself, projected as the immateriality of its own pain, wandering outside of oneself, a more-than-divided self, a thing whose movement is the ek​static. Yet the spirit responding to this call is sheltered in the structure of a both/and. To be what it is means that through the interstices of the material and suprasensory it gathers both destructiveness and gentleness. The spook speaks destructiveness in a rage of self-consuming “revolt”. Its electrical blazing makes things break off from the calm into “unholy fragmentation.” (180, Ronell’s emphasis) 

Ronell, in other words, moves from hypothesising the either/or to theorizing the both/and structure of a narrative which is stripped of enunciation. Her narrative is based on figural defining of a poetics of interpretation which relies on the dual function of the emblem whose structure is known to both represent and interpret at the same time while keeping the thing represented separate from the meaning that it offers. The meta-metaphoric dimension of the text is enforced when the figure of the telephone turns itself against the figure of the book, as it were. Representation of the idea of conversation is kept separate from the meaning that it offers. The telephone is therefore an enactment of a conversation which is always elliptical, fragmentary, yet more powerful than a narrative which merely offers meanings. In Ronell’s scheme, the fragmentary has meta-propositional value, it puts forward a theory which operates with emblems of a creative philosophy of parables. 

In another context, Susan Handelman points in her work, The Slayers of Moses, to Todorov’s and Ricoeur’s discourse of favouring abstractions to substitutions: “Ricoeur and Todorov try to rescue metaphor from the singular act of substituting one name for another, and place it on a propositional level instead” (Handelman, 1982: 19). This has an implication for the parable in the sense that what one deals with is no longer a determinism to interpret the inherent predicate in a subject, as Ricoeur would have it, but to interpret the ambiguous transition between commentary and interpretation. The parabolic sense is contained not only in the literal sense of propositions, but also in what is inherent in the literal meaning, namely the figurative as the governing predicate of the subject. Mark Taylor has a similar idea: “The parable projects a world into which it attempts to translate the hearer” (Taylor, 1982: 120). And here we can contrast Taylor’s point with Frank Kermode’s (The Genesis of Secrecy), for whom the parable has the dual function of proclamation and concealment simultaneously: “Parable, it seems, may proclaim a truth as a herald does, and at the same time conceal truth like an oracle” (Kermode, 1979: 47). Although there is a clear difference between the two functions of “projecting” and “heralding”, the more interesting aspect recurrent in both is the allegorization of parable. According to Gabel et al. in The Bible as Literature, parables underwent a transformation from being simple stories with a moral point – in the gospels – to being regarded as mysteries with hidden meanings, or allegories with two levels of meaning – in the renaissance period (Gabel et al., 1986: 216). This transformation is linked to commentaries and interpretation which both project and herald an unlimited number of allegorical expressions that may be given to a single theme or idea. The result transcends the two modes Todorov discusses, rhetoric and herme​neutics. 

We can furthermore make the assumption that The Telephone Book is much like a baroque text when it comes to ornament. It has embel​lished itself with a miscellany of aspects: allegory, parable, emblem, all pointing to a theoretization of some sort of a secret which does not lose its mysteries when unveiled but takes the form of what Gabel would call “prophetic interpretation”. The most pertinent example is the closing epigraph from Kafka: “Sometimes I absolutely dance with apprehension around the telephone, the receiver at my ear, and yet can’t help divulging secrets” (Ronell, 1989: 410). Is divulging secrets perhaps the matrix of performance? Insofar as philosophy “asserts a distance between love and wisdom”, it follows that the first basic inquiry one makes is into measuring. Applying love to wisdom and vice-versa is, according to Ronell’s arguments, an enterprise which has telephonic traits and intensifies proportionally with the duration of one’s being on line. Any divulging of secrets can be seen in terms of continuity and its antithesis. Unveiling secrets means discontinuing their form, and not necessarily their content. 

Thus, the parabolic dimension of the book consists in dif​ferentiating between the fragment and the fragmentary without engaging in defining the two modes. Ronell’s intellectual pursuit of measuring distances seems to attribute the fragment a direct meaning while the fragmentary is endowed with an indirect meaning. The tension created is between a matter of fact and a matter of thought. The first can be objectified while the second can be imagined. The telephone is in this sense a potential for completion. The fragmentary stories in The Telephone Book complete themselves as fragments whose figurative representations through the telephone suggest an interpretation whose significance is separate from the meaning that it offers. The book thus necessarily performs and enacts fragments. It should follow that if the performative fragment indeed can be defined as an act towards definition, then the performative fragment can only be theorized via the fragmentary. But how does one deal with the latter statement’s seeming tautology? 

Ronell takes us through a number of solutions, one of them being insistence upon theorizing. For what does it mean to theorize, and what are the consequences if one does it fragmentarily? We are back to the question of the “Yes”. Saying yes means accepting charges of potentialities. The fragment as a fundamental concept relies on the very taking place of speech which asserts its existence. To the question, is there a fragment, the answer is yes. But the “yes” does not necessarily certify the existence of the fragment as a figure of speech itself, thus leaving it to the imagination to construe one in written form. Ronell very cleverly does not identify the “thing whose movement is ek-static”, while however there is the indication that the impossibility of the movement of the ek-static can only be related and attributed to a detachment, to a fragment. As Michel Pierssens puts it:

Fragment: where enunciation disappears (from where: monumentality). Uttered but not spoken, the fragment only exists in the written. Literally unpronounce​able, it will not turn into speech until quoted, sewn back on the discourse of another. The passivity of the fragment, like Mallarmé’s coin that is passed by in silence. Mutism by detachment. 

Where one perceives that everything is to follow. Text without a history, nothing is related. Every text is static, ex-static. (Pierssens, 1981: 167) 

Ronell posits the position of the fragment as the position of a narrative without a text, as it were. 

The performative fragment of The Tele​phone Book is the emblematic dance of theory. 

Nicole Brossard and Emblematic Picture Theory

If for Derrida, the distance between time that is calculable and time that is unpredictable is mediated by the postcard, for Nicole Brossard “time gives proof of the concrete in the margin” (Brossard, 1991: 61). Nicole Brossard’s work, Picture Theory, is as much concerned with calculating distances as were the works by Bénabou, Lish, Derrida, and Ronell. If the distance between the fragment and the fragmentary is a concern with beginnings – and here I have asserted that the fragment which begins with a concern with beginnings is a perform​ative fragment par excellence – then the distance between the two modes is not measured with a stick, but with the first sentence. “A long sentence is a death sentence” Lish declared in an interview, which puts us in the position to predict that it is not long before the fragment catches up with the fragmentary. We had our examples: Bénabou wanted his reader to begin with the title and then consider the first sentences. Lish inverted paratextual orders, and let the epigraph begin the title, while Derrida’s The Post Card was seen as an inscription of epigraphic signing that performed connections and destinations. Avital Ronell, on the other hand, wanted to begin with warnings to the reader, so that he might never begin with the reading. Now, Brossard’s title exhibits a different ambiguity, for the reader begins to wonder whether he should follow the imperative and try to literally picture theory, or begin with a consideration of propositions already sta(r)ted in the epigraphs. 

Brossard’s novel made up of theoretical frameworks posits the fragment as that which breaks the frames, not that which continues them as Ronell would have it. Brossard’s breaking of the frames of her narrative is an attempt at showing whether language can be made to fail. These frameworks however are set in a specific way to ensure continuity of an argument that centers on the formulation of ideas by showing rather than representing. Brossard achieves her goal in a paradoxical way: her discourse is as indirect as possible, yet there is an underlying concern with how one arrives at a final definition of theory in a literary medium. 

Picture Theory is as much a manifestation of a philosophy of theory as it is a presentation of theory to itself. That is, picturing theory is a matter of proposing it visually. The beginning that Picture Theory is concerned with can be seen in terms of what I call propositional vision. A work which attempts to begin with a ‘final’ definition can only be investigated in its mode of applying to itself its own propositions. For Brossard, “to write, to apply oneself to words” (109) is the distance between the formulation of an idea and the formulation of an idea’s image. Within this distance Brossard explores the relationship between fiction and theory, a vision and its propo​sition, a picture and its theory. 

Nicole Brossard’s concern with the modality in which focus on the sentence would produce a process of mediation between language and thought, is a concern with the problem of visibility and its workings towards defining works of fiction. “Fiction”, she says, “foils illysibility in the sense that it always insinuates something more which forces you to imagine, to double. To come back to it again” (28). Unlike Ronell’s reader who is forced into returning to the work of the writer in order to ‘remember’, in Brossard’s case, the work’s immediacy calls forth the writer herself to her own work in order to ‘forget’. Where ‘returning’, for Ronell, involves a process of revision, ‘returning’, for Brossard, is a concern with vision. Brossard puts herself on call, her aim being to assist at fiction’s birth, yet incarnated as reality. See it all happen. For this event, she also waits by the phone: “The telephone, I get a line quite quickly” (18). The con​nection Brossard is hoping for involves an encounter with the text in its own creation: “To run over/text, I feel its effects. In order to describe precisely a singular reality born in complete fiction” (16). However, answering the tele​phone involves a liminality, which here we can see identified with the workings of the fragment. Again in the words of Pierssens, “Fragment: for what violence is it the mark, the signature? From whence the question of source. Metaphorically of extraction, etc. But is not this rather the only birth without violence? Sweetness of detachment, that no other Whole has gone before” (Pierssens, 1981: 165). 

The fragments of Picture Theory are placed in a discontinuous relationship with themselves, yet what they represent en-abyme is a continuous picture of a reality which bursts open into the fictional. Brossards needs the telephone in the same way that Ronell does, in order to establish a connection with reality. Yet, while the connection, for Ronell, involves an investigation of facts, for Brossard, the connection is with fiction. Reality then is defined according to either fact or fiction. 

Alice Parker argues in her study, Liminal Visions of Nicole Brossard, that for Brossard:

[S]uch a reality can only be shown within the text, and not re(told), just as the holographic process foregrounded in the work produces a three-dimensional image which can be seen but not translated discursively beyond the frame of the picture. The telling would cause the image to lose a dimension, to flatten out. Similarly the polyvalent term ‘picture theory’ refers to ‘three-dimensional writing.’ (Parker, 1998: 75) 

The idea of a picture theory stems from Wittgenstein’s Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1922) and the work published posthumously, Philosophical Investigations (1953), both concerned with how thoughts and ideas are mediated by language. Wittgenstein’s well​known distrust of grammar contributed to the philosophical inter​rogation of how it is possible to assume that every word has a meaning according to a “picture view” that language offers. The opening of Philosophical Investigations deals with demonstrating that Augustine’s assumptions are fallacious. Meaning cannot be correlated with words, nor is it possible to designate objects for which the words stand, simply because some words, conjunctions, modal expressions, and the like, cannot picture anything. In Wittgenstein’s view, the learning process of words involves repeating words and then engaging them in language-games. These games are not based on some order of things reflecting a specific order of words, but on context. They are discontinuous and are governed by rules specific to a certain context where language is in use. 

One can think here of the interpretative and representative function of the emblem in Wittgenstein’s considerations and in Brossard’s attempt at combining signs in endlessly variable sets that generate varying pictures. The emblem proves to be a useful device applicable to Brossard’s concerns with definition, since, according to Wittgenstein, language games remain ultimately undefinable and so do the limits of one’s world. The question is then, is defining limited or liminal in relation to language? Wittgenstein writes: “That the world is my world, shows itself in the fact that the limits of the language (the language which I understand) mean the limits of my world” (Wittgenstein, 1922: 151). Hence, for Brossard, the limits of one’s reality can only enter a definable domain via a fictional construct. 

But what are these pictures and how do they stand in relation to one another? If one looks at the way Brossard’s Picture Theory is structured, its table of contents for instance, one begins to sense a certain desire at work in creating a tableau worthy of Wittgenstein’s propositions in Tractatus: 

We make ourselves pictures of facts. 

The picture presents the facts in logical space.

[…) the picture is a model of reality. 

To the objects correspond in the picture the elements of the picture. 

The elements of the picture stand, in the picture, for the objects. 

The picture consists in the fact that its elements are combined with one another in a definite way. 

The picture is a fact. (Wittgenstein, 1922: 39) 

The mimetic relationship between a fact and its picture is reversed by Wittgenstein so that we have a logical order in which the picture paradoxically becomes the fact. Brossard follows a similar rule of the game: “Chapter 1: The Ordinary”. “Book One: Perspective”. “Book Two: Emotion”. “Book Three: Thought – screen skin – screen skin too – screen skin utopia”. “Hologram”. It is as if, for Brossard, the “Ordinary” is also an obvious picture of the reality of language, the “Hologram” a picture of the fiction of language, and “Thought” somewhere in between, neither generating perspectives, nor inducing emotions. Between “Chapter 1” and the books that follow, it is un​decidable who is writing what, since the writer and the text constitute each other. As the writer and characters exchange roles, the narrative levels are thus suppressed. 

There is a Dérive (Stein) family which includes a character Sarah, a mother who appears only briefly, yet functions as a connecting link between her children, Florence, Claire, and John. There is a narrator, Michèle Vallée, who is a writer and a friend of Claire’s; a Wagnerian soprano, Oriana; Judith Pamela, John’s wife; and Danièle Judith, another friend of the family. There are other minor characters who act as composites of certain ideas or behaviours: John is homosexual, Sarah and Florence are activists, respectively for the rights of Man, and against patriarchy. 

The novel begins with 3 epigraphs central to the whole text: Wittgenstein between 2 women, the author herself (presumably), and Gertrude Stein: 

Repetition, a rehearsal without a spectacle makes no sense unless it is language (in) itself. 

What can be said can only be said by means of a sentence, and so nothing that is necessary for the understanding of all sentences can be said. 

Now what is the difference between a sentence and I mean. The difference is the sentence is that they will wish women. (Brossard, 1991: 12) 

The themes of the epigraphs, repetition, the sentence, and meaning point beyond, but through the “Ordinary” to a “synthesis”, as the title follows immediately after the epigraphs. The next epigraph, unattributed
 in the text, is at the beginning of “Chapter 1”: “I exercise my faculty of synthesis here because again I must proceed with precision among sounds, bodies and institutions” (14). Now, the first ordinary thing that one could consider is the possibility of “proceeding with precision”. Picture Theory invites the assumption that, insofar as theory is based on forwarding a hypothesis, the play between epigraphs would have to suggest that the writer’s hypothesis becomes the reader’s synthesis. The reader has to constantly calculate relationships between the exposition of themes, sites, and voices as these establish structural patterns in the text and recur invariably. For example, patriarchy as a concrete state establishes a relation to its abstract correlative. Seen as such, patriarchy merely becomes a definition with consequences not for reality but its picture. The structure is thus intended to activate first the reader’s imagination and then thinking. 

The work begins with a more or less fluid narrative describing Florence Dérive in the lobby of Hôtel de l’Institute, in Montreal, and then at the bar preparing a lecture. However, this conventional narrative pattern is broken off by the interposition of fragmentary thoughts, which nevertheless are connected to the setting. As far as the reader is concerned, the impression of recognizing the main structure in the text does not last however, the structure being interrupted by the telephone. Answering it disrupts the seeming continuity in the structure, a new connecting line being considered. This possibility of introducing a new subject – which a telephone conversation might provide – underlines the text’s substructure. One is not invited to remember, but forget the initial writing. Thus, the “White Scene”, which appears in several instances, and is always different, completely void of a narratorial schema, is a fragment on its own, as it were, completely detached from the preceding text, yet enforcing precisely the text that it attempts to forget. Remembering takes on a poetic enunciation of forgetting. These scenes appear to be variations of a “reality” tableau, which the initial narrative voice is sketching. 

The interposition of a “White Scene” thus leaves narration completely behind, as it were, and proceeds towards translating the effect of forwarding a proposition, such as the one on the very first page: “From instinct and from memory, I try to reconstruct nothing” (15) into a ‘reality’ tableau, where the idea of reconstructing something which is not becomes possible. The surface of the text becomes quite baroque in its thrust as it attempts to integrate itself into the story. In other words, the “White Scene” necessarily prompts itself with a definition of itself: “The white scene is a relay that persists as writing while the body dictates its clichés, closes its eyes on the mouths that open to repetition touched by fate in their own movement. Faced with what is offered: the extravagance of surfaces, transparence of the holographed scene” (23). 

The point of the white scene is in its ineffability. It can neither be shown nor proved. Insofar as Brossard uses the cut-up technique for creating scenes that are propositions, meta-comments, and hypotheses for her reality sketches, the white scenes are fragments of desire, and a ‘workshop’ in which becoming an ‘other’ text is the aim of creation. The refusal to ‘reconstitute’ other scenes from instinct or memory informs here the essential in the fragmentary text of the fragment: the white scene enforces the condition of the possibility of reconstruction for which ‘nothing’ becomes an aesthetic program. 

The point of this detailed account is to show how a substructure – such as the white scene multiplied as variations – works emblem-atically. On the one hand, these scenes work as a discontinuation with the preceding text, narration, reconstruction from memory, while on the other hand, they interpret and represent the non-narratorial aspect of the book as a whole. The white scenes are emblems of a frame​breaking act. 

The non-narratorial aspect of the book, which yet takes place in synchrony with a forth dimension, or is emblematic of one, is moreover emphasized in the white scenes. Lines such as, “I am waiting for the book”, or “I will never be able to narrate” (20) already initiate a narrative and suggest that if one uses words to say it, then narrative itself becomes a borrowed process. As far as the emblem is concerned, Peter Daly has it that “the reader is interested in the combination of picture and word, material object and meaning, not merely in their relationship as separate and distinct entities” (Daly, 1979: 179). Thus, the narratorial element in “I will never be able to narrate” extends to being a transformative process. Never pointing to a point outside of time becomes an instance in which a never reached point is yet pronounceable in the holographic image of the horizon on whose background narrative can (never) take place. It is this situation that justifies the proposition: “I am waiting for the book”, and shows it as parallel to and synchronic with the ability to narrate by non​narrating. 

The cut-up scenes are not clear-cut, yet they exhibit a kind of linearity which is analogous to waves. For instance, when the women in the novel engage in abstract conversation they are almost always by the sea. As no two waves are the same, no definition can make a statement about itself. Curves and spirals, then, transform the objects represented in the white scenes into subjects about themselves. The white scenes are the mise-en-abyme-éclatée of some other scenes: “the book scene”, “the rug scene”, “the scene of the body dictating clichés”, “the scene of the eyes shut”, “the scene of the mouth open to repetition”, “the holographic scene”, “the scene of the extravagant surface”. All scenes, however, are part of a work in progress, literally enacting not only the shifting settings but also the limiting point of language as an opening for the production of meaning. 

The “Ordinary” and “Perspective” give the reader a taste of the effect of this scenographic writing: scenes (settings) are being shifted around while the reader/spectator watches. One sees new elements being brought ‘on stage’ thus superimposing already existing elements, such as hotels, cities, and streets. On account of the three-dimensional effect that Brossard’s scenography presents us with, Alice Parker notes that one of the ‘realities’ that the fiction proposes, is also a reality which involves the writer’s own ‘extra-textual’ activism concerning the question of gender, and the implication of writing like a woman: 

Brossard plays with words, with grammar, with spaces, places and narrative procedures, allowing the “styles” to “think”, to have their head […] Strangeness will mobilize synthesis and synchronicity, by juxtaposing the text and its others – the author, the material world. The work will be a moving picture/theory projected from a lesbian angle of vision, foregrounding the writer’s political and artistic choices. (Parker, 1998: 89) 

In “Perspective” the encounter between Claire and the narrator enforces for the reader a certain sense of space. The encounter takes place precisely in perspective, as the title already suggests. The proposition that fiction, the “text/ured hypothesis” needs to be primed explores here the perspectives of a theory which attempts to connect hypothesis to propositional vision. 

“Book Two” which is found in the section titled “Emotion” develops the idea that writing itself is the source of writing. It thus begins with a definition in the epigraph: “Emotion is the dream every woman imagines” (66). Further, the first line which reads: “In the circumstance gestures” can be seen as the first moment in the book that realizes the extra-textual dimension of the references in the white scenes, for example the proposition that fiction, the textured hypothesis, be primed. Whereas in “Book One” the argument centers on hypothesizing that only together can women prime fiction (Brossard, 1991: 52), “Emotion” attempts to demonstrate that by creating an effect of experiencing emotions as images of surface, not depth, priming fiction could become an activity that would enact the law of propositional vision. Depth is present by default, insofar as fiction is equivalent to a pump here, as in the idiom “prime the pump”. You throw a few ideas in a well to get many in return. 

“Emotion”, then, deals not with feelings, but with intellect as the surface of thought. For Brossard, that which brings emotion to bear is the surface of things. The touching of skin brings about emotions in the same way that voice does: they are both surfacing. Gestures, talk, colour, all come into the text like waves. There is a constant pouring of the paratext into the text proper, as both titles and epigraphs keep returning in the text, enacting it, superimposing it. Picture (fiction) theory comes in “Emotion” like the waves. The act of theorizing is thus continuous with a knowledge that constitutes itself as different. Claire’s abstract discussions and her discussion about abstraction continue here in the symbolic register as a movement towards (en)light(enment). It is Claire Dérive who makes it clear that her encounter with the narrator is a “sign”. 

If we return to the proposition that “fiction foils illyssibility”, we can assume that Claire’s statements in “Emotion” suggest that she is the Sybil, the oracle teller, the one who holds the key to the deciphering of fiction theory. In other words, everything Claire says and does is emblematic: whereas the emblem is able to formulate ideas in images, Claire is formulating herself in an abstract and mythical way. Insofar as the emblem keeps the thing represented separate from its meaning, Claire’s abstract formulations refer to the surface of things. Inasmuch as the emblem interprets the significance of the thing represented
, Claire pictures abstraction as a potential form in mental space: “when the abstraction takes shape, it inscribes itself radically as enigma and affirmation” (77). Another example of the emblematic is given in the description of Claire’s ability to ‘surface’: “the voice of Claire Dérive rose with passion in the great panelled room. With your eyes, you would have said she circulated concretely with her whole body casting the deciding vote between forms of the sacred and profane” (70). 

Desire itself is seen as an abstraction, and is associated with “formulas, ideas, fiction” (78). Claire Dérive offers an explanation of this desire in an extended comment on the epigraph: 

[A]t the source of each emotion, there is an abstraction whose effect is the emotion but whose consequences derive from the fixity of the gaze and ideas. Each abstraction is a potential form in mental space. And when the abstraction takes shape, it inscribes itself radically as enigma and affirmation. (77) 

Furthermore, Claire backs up her definition by forwarding a series of (double or folded) propositions that would support her claims. “A text is a text” (76). “A rhythm is a rhythm” (79). “An abyme abysmal” (80). “A form is lying in wait” (84). In other words, Claire pictures theory within itself, yet defined neither as a picture nor as a theory, but as an expression on our faces, on the surface of a process that is constantly evolving, and progressing: “tending to abstraction is an issue” (88). 

Emotions brush up against the surface of thought, and the section bearing the title “Thought” is consequently (thought) intended as the instance able to repeat thought itself. The section, however, turns out to be not about the thought that thinks, but what thinks the thought. Writing is described both as a repetition of itself in application, as in putting writing into writing: “to write, to apply oneself to words” (109), and as a derivation from itself, as in putting writing into perspective: “the words function indefinitely as far as the eye can see in every sense” (101). Thus for Brossard, what thinks the thought is triple folded. What thinks the thought is (1) the intellect’s emotion, (2) the holographic repetition of seeing, (3) the perspective of “all knowledge braided”. By the same token, thought is also that which thinks language. 

Brossard’s trinity of picture/theory/thought continues in the repre​sentation of the screens. “Screen Skin” is an elaboration of knowledge as pain and an investigation into pain’s concreteness. For Brossard, pain can be made concrete through a specific use of words. Thus words produce effects, are fixed or mobile, undergo a metamorphosis, can either settle or (trans)form memory, and yield desire. As she puts it: “In the concreteness of writing abstraction continues” (112). This proposition entails picturing writing as fluid. Fluidity is the only way in which one can link concreteness and abstraction together. Here, the image of the kaleidoscope is a recurrent image of the fragmentary, disintegration, and death. “Screen Skin” deals with Sarah’s death. However, a distinction is made: emotions and feelings are linked not to the event of death, but to the memory that the event produces. Consequently, feelings are transposed into a virtual world. 

“Screen Skin Too” is a representation of knowledge as abstract emotion. The central idea is that thoughts are organized by mecha-nisms which posit thought as ‘post emotion’. The underlying question is whether emotion is prior to thoughts. Insofar as thoughts ‘think’ the universality of emotion, emotion itself is universal, and therefore prior to individual thought. Thoughts then are emblematic of a universal network of emotion. Networks link the abstract to the concrete, for example, the abstract white scenes to the concrete scenographic scenes. Paradoxically though, networks are represented in the figure of the ‘key’, which is central here and constitutes an emblematic manifestation of the move from the representation of the concrete to the representation of the abstract. The key to emotion is within emotion itself and this is reflected in the women’s discussion of the pyramid, the sphinx, and the enigma inherent in the move “from thought to emotion” (132). The sphinx and the pyramid, however, are seen as pertaining to the masculine domain, implying that the inverse movement, from emotion to thought, is specific of womanly mechanisms. The key to the enigma of abstraction is emblematic of universal emotion. This emotion comes in folds and forms a “skin of synthesis” (134), therefore “Screen Skin Too”. 

The fragments of “Screen Skin Too” repeat the memory about Sarah in the imaginary reading of letters “in the thought” suggesting that “the complete moment of suspension” – when one is thinking letters, also literally – is what differentiates between a mental space and its representation. (Florence works on a book entitled Mind and Wind.) 

“Screen Skin Utopia” is a representation of knowledge as expression and manifests itself as both concrete and abstract, hence utopian. Definitions expressed in modality abound: “Utopia would be a fiction from which would be born the generic body of the thinking woman” (147). And while fiction is also defined in modality: “the fiction would be the finishing line of the thought” (148), perspective is defined in light of the detail that never is. If utopia is fragmentary, any account of it would have to be narrated directly at the level of the fragment. The narrative then has direct deixis (it points to itself). As such, self-reference in the narrative works as a meta-comment: “the point of no return of all amorous affirmation is reached” (153). 

The final stage in the novel, the “Hologram”, acts as a final repre​sentation of knowledge as theory. It begins with a page which is an exact copy of the book’s jacket, the only different element being the title – that is, instead of Picture Theory the title is now Hologram. This last section systematically puts its propositions into practice, the first premise being that any expression follows a rule. Insofar as “Thought” is a practice of thought, theory aims at ending in agree​ment. Desire is here posited as a creative symmetry for the relations between reading and writing, memory and utopia, image and representation. 

In sum, it can be contended that the success of Picture Theory on the whole lies in its representation and enactment of its fragments. Fragments of emotions are given in order to ‘feel’ a hypothesis. Fragments of thoughts are given in order to conceptualize hypothesis as a picture. Fragments of words are given in order to ‘say’ theory. Brossard’s work seems to have taken the emblem at its face value whenever the act of saying is made explicit in what it implicitly hides. Saying the ‘unsayable’ and writing the ‘impossible’ is the project of both radical writers, Brossard and Ronell. The emblem makes it possible in an equation to refer to the distance between object and meaning, and thus implicitly discuss the nature of the combination between meanings and objects. Hence the concern with arbitrariness. 

The emblematic fragment can be traced in the conception of both, novel/theory – which is based on a visualization of a verbal process in order to reveal a deeper structure, and theory/novel – as a verbal​ization of a visual process that discloses the importance of surface. However, both instances reveal a discontinuity on the basis of which they constitute their modes of representation. Likewise both instances reveal a representation of the ways in which discontinuity is repre​sented. 

What attracts radical and experimental writers to the use of the emblem is the idea that a particular writing method able to expound a theory always evolves meaning by creating likeness. The dual function of the emblem to represent and interpret, describe and explain, which, again, the tripartite construction of the emblem assumes, is based upon the fact that, that which is depicted means more than it portrays. The res picta of the emblem is endowed with the power to refer beyond itself; it is a res significans. This can be translated thus: inscription for Brossard manifests itself as a case of ‘de-signing’ oneself from writing, as writing is seen as a source of itself, therefore having the potential to ‘picture’ theory as a propositional vision. Theory’s propositional vision in this sense is a fragment of philosophy which becomes a theoretical being. For Ronell, inscription is a case of signing oneself within writing, as writing is seen as a source of obliteration, therefore a condition for what she calls “televisual metaphysics”. “Signing oneself over to writing”, which is Bénabou’s desire, is also a case of an inscription for which writing is the realization of others’ writing (en)visioned in the fragment, not as an end in itself, but as a connection with its own significance. The emblematic fragment, then, is theory’s picture of itself. 

Enchanted Fragments – Epigrams, Epigraphs, Emblems

In the English translation of a selection of Emile Cioran’s essays and epigrams, Anathemas and Admirations, immediately following the table of contents, as if an epigraph, the following fragment appears: 

In any book governed by the Fragment, truths and whims keep company throughout. How to sift them, to decide which is conviction, which caprice? One proposition, a momentary impulse, precedes or follows another, a life’s companion raised to the dignity of an obsession…. It is the reader who must assign the roles, since in more than one instance, the author himself hesitates to take sides. The epigrams constitute a sequence of perplexities – in them we shall find interrogations but no answers. Moreover, what answer could there be? Had there been one, we should know it, to the great detriment of the enthusiast of stupor. (Cioran, 1991) 

Cioran’s impetus here opens up a space for a criticism which enacts its own performance: to “constitute a series of perplexities” that would turn the lack of answers into a narrative of the fragment. If one were to tell a parable of the fragment as the flâneur who walks among questions it would probably go like this: every day the fragment visits a text. Texts at random. The fragment likes to cut corners and knows that every text’s corner provides a new context. Contexts are limitless. But since the fragment is a true idler, walking among texts, contexts, and questions becomes at a point a walking in the virtual space of imagination. It is here that the fragment meets epigraphs, epigrams, and emblems, and lets itself be charmed by them, defined by them. The fragment, in other words, occupies the aesthetic space of kenosis. Insofar as the fragment voids out the space in which it appears, and like the true idler, lets contexts come to it, the kenosis makes it possible for the fragment to connect, not only with other fragments, but with its own significance. We have seen how, for Bénabou, the gathering of fragments is only possible when seeing the fragment obey the system in which it appears. In its relation to other texts, to the representation of writing as the incorporation of other writers’ fragments, Bénabou’s fragment clears a space for the aesthetics of the fragment produced by kenosis, which gives itself in the idea of proximity: Bénabou’s flâneur does not write the text, but stands near it, waiting to sign it. For Bénabou, the aesthetics of kenosis is the epigrammatic mise-en-scène of the fragment. 

Lish’s fragment also operates with a proximity to the text as a whole, a text with the potential to have a beginning, a middle and an end. Writing what one remembers means writing near the text, guessing the distance between the fragment and the fragmentary. The fragment, for Lish, is a detail that performs and governs all paratextual relations that appear in an inverse order. Lish’s fragment repeats itself, thus creating a kenotic moment which lends the fragment both a transcendent and an immanent significance. Lish signs his fragments over to writing, and skipping the ground lets the signing take place in variation. “Compare Derrida”. Derrida’s fragment is oracular. It comes from the future, it does not even exist. Derrida’s fragment is the epitome of kenotic writing. “The fragment has always already oc​curred”, says Pierssens, comparing Derrida, following Derrida. Therefore for Derrida, the fragment is another’s. Compare Pierssens: 

[The fragment] is born as such, straight off. Not as a result of a process, but as a state of nature, other. To be fragmentary of the given word, which can (in its fundamental passivity) then be accommodated: proverb, enigma, verse inscrip​tion, censure. Raw speech, passed over the cooking fire of enunciation. 

There is nothing missing from the fragment. Whereas the narration, fiction al​ways lacks the nth possibility. (Pierssens, 1981: 167) 

Derrida remembers the fragment because the telephone rings. The fragment is always an epigraphic mise-en-abyme. Ronell forgets the fragment because the telephone rings. Her discourse orbits around forgetting. One remembers only as long as one reads. There is a very close proximity in her discourse to the text. The kenosis breaks the in​ter​​pretation of the fragment so that the distance between love and wisdom submits itself to philosophy. The aesthetics of kenosis is the beginning of the fragment as both/and. Open Brossard. Kenosis applies to itself. The fragment is the emblematic mise-en-abyme-éclatée of exposing fiction to reality. Picture theory! – performs the name of the fragment. 

What is a fragment? This question can only be answered by seeing the fragment in relation to its predicate. There is no such thing as a fragment unless it is ekphrastic, epigrammatic, epigraphic, emblematic, ad predicam. Since the constant is not the fragment but its modifier, what the fragment does is necessarily make things fragmentary. Thus, the relation between the fragment and the frag​mentary is this: the constant modifier mediates modification con​stantly, in order that the fragment receives a name which can defend the fragment’s inherent autonomy and sovereignty. The fragment then is not merely oracular, dangerous, mysterious. It is neither merely an aphorism, maxime, pensée, names which were attached to the fragment for lack of better understanding. The fragment is what it is because it aspires to definition in a potential mode. Ultimately, what defines the fragment is its own face, its own epi​(grimasse/gramma)tic performance. The reader is bewitched.

The Epitaphic Fragment

There is a danger, even in Wittgenstein, of talking things to death.
– Geoffrey Hartman
There is no such thing as a great definition of genre. From Aristotle onwards, attempts to describe works of literature in terms of their shared characteristics have been limited to few, yet fundamentally different ideas. Classical genre theory defines genre in terms of regulations and prescriptions, whereas modern genre theory attempts to avoid hierarchies, genre being a matter which can only be described, for example, by identifying a set of structures in a given work. 

Genre however, whether purely regulated, prescribed, or described, is performative of its own mode of existence. We could say that genre manifestations occur in two modes: monologic and dia​logic. When monologic, genre assumes one of the four most agreed upon manifestations: epic, lyric, dramatic, or satiric. These four, like the monologue, are most powerful when they are indicative of an inner form. On the other hand, when genre is dialogic, in the sense that the inner form of a dramatic structure enters a dialogue, for example, with a satirical element, the inner form assumes an outer expression, such as we may have in an instance of what is called dramatic irony (Empson, 1973: 38). We have a case of dramatic irony when the narrator makes direct recourse to the reader's participation in the events, for instance when the character is portrayed in a situation which to the character himself seems heroic, and the reader is told beforehand that there are other solutions. The character's actions are thus rendered pathetic. And most often the reader's participation is manifested in the reaction: “how stupid, the idiot is doing the wrong thing!” At this point, then, we can say that genre enters a self-reflexive mode, is marked by the plurality inherent in dialogism and becomes a definition of writing which is addressed to nobody. 

Now, this assumption is problematic in the context where genre, although considered the most culturally and historically located of categories, is also seen as fixed in the sense that it is representational rather than performative. From Bakhtin onwards genre was extended to represent not just literary forms, but also modes of subjectivity which are seen as transformative interventions in the way genres are being systematized. Emile Benveniste’s “shifters” relying on the capacity that pronouns such as “I” have to combine “conjunctions of past usage(s) with present appropriation” (Benveniste, 1971: 291) point to the fact that what is at stake is also the question of how to determine generically forms of subjectivity that are not manifested in genres which are context situated. 

This chapter proposes to look at a type of writing that situates it​self between genres, between subjectivity and speech acts, between generic history and literary representations. Such writing, I shall argue, by making the claim that it is seemingly addressed to no one, designates a non-genre that is nevertheless a genre that contains a contradictory meaning: as a topos of a graveyard for words, genre is a sublimation of its own constitution as non-generic and is thus contingent, not on historical and cultural development, but on their possibilities. Insofar as this kind of writing, however, still takes for granted that there is an audience, and hence purports some ideology, it would have to subscribe to a genre which is thus in a constant mode of being renegotiated, especially in the sense of laying old values to rest. 

In their introduction to Romanticism, History, and the Pos​sibilities of Genre (1998), Tillotama Rajan and Julia M. Wright take issue with the “conservatism of genre” and call for a revaluation, especially of Romanticism, since the Romantics developed genre from a “taxonomical given into a cultural category, so as to make it the scene of an ongoing struggle between fixed norms and new initiatives” (Rajan and Wright, 1998). As Romantic literature is characterized by a concern with “generic representation” and a re​definition of literature that seems to be performative of acts of writing, especially as manifested in the fragment (Schlegel), I find the criticism on the Romantic period relevant to any discussion of the performativity of genre. As Rajan and Wright write: 
Genres are often seen prescriptively as a means of interpolating the subject into existing norms and hierarchies. Tzvetan Todorov, however, may well be closer to articulating the essential fluidity of the category when he argues that genres often originate as speech acts, though not all speech acts are immediately institutionalized as genres. If genres are confined to “the classes of texts that have been historically perceived as such,” their classification is inevitably bound to the ideology of a society that chooses to encode only certain forms of genres. On the other hand the fact that there are uncategorized speech acts with the potential to become genres leaves a space for individual or collective inter-vention in existing system(s) of genre which must therefore be considered highly unstable. This situation is further complicated because the discursive and meta-discursive existence of genres do not necessarily coincide: a genre may have existed in the early nineteenth century but may not have been named until recently. Both in literary practice and in our discussions of it, genre is thus the site of a constant renegotiation between fixed canons and historical pressures, systems and individuals. (i) 
What is to be emphasized here is that both genre and its representation occupy a “highly unstable” position when it comes to categorizing, and that genre first occurs as a “possibility”, which may include its own falling out of categories of communication especially when the latter are rendered as taxonomies. Insofar as there is such a thing as a genre which falls outside of categories of communication that define literary texts in terms of author, text, and reader, or addresser, message, addressee (Jakobson), genre can be said to perform its own failure at the level of definition, while successfully being preoccupied with the question of writing itself. Genre in this sense is as profoundly historical and cultural as are the ways in which it is being systematized. However, if genre begins as a possibility transcending a certain “form” that can be conceptualized as “representation” (Lyotard), then genre can be said to perform its own history and typology. When Schlegel initiated a theory concerned with writing “literature”, he proposed that the fragment be both the mode and genre which best reflects how literature is to be represented and con​ceptualized. More contemporary writers have expressed a similar concern with writing which addresses genre as the question of writing, with writing designating a specific topos from which the audience, while excluded from making pronouncements on the kind of writing at hand, is brought in a state of ‘attendance’. A most notable example is David Markson, whose work I shall develop later in this chapter. Suffice it to say here, though, that writing, for Markson, is really reading, and the audience is merely accidental. Markson does not write for the sake of the author, the text, or the reader, but for the sake of making genre a question of performative possibility. Writing as a performative potential means having readers embody the dialogic nature of several epitaphic voices, each with its own truth in the form of a fragment. 

Truth and the Fragment

The postmodern fragment is a condensation of texts upon texts, intertexts upon intertexts, beginnings upon endings, fragmentary writing with a foot in the grave. Fragmentary writing goes back to the different historical periods which shared a central preoccupation with the fragment. From the Presocratics, through mediaeval writers to the modernists this preoccupation has revolved around the question of sacrality. That which cannot be understood to have a logical con​sequence, such as is represented in mythical art or literature, becomes nevertheless the condition for the formulation of a universal fragment which displays a valorization of truth. That is to say, to what extent is a mutilated text, a residue, a fragment intended or unintended, a maxim, or an aphorism able to convey a truth in a given culture, in a given time? 

Fragments and fragmentary writing have always existed in one form or another, both as a reinforcement of some truth, as well as a rejection of the idea that texts need reflect any truth at all. In this sense, the link between myth and sacrality can only be traced in a relation of semblance where truth stands for an interiorization of its own value. In other words, truth resembles what myth conceals and what sacrality reveals. Truth in fact becomes the mask of the text. For example, Daniel Poirion, a mediaeval studies scholar, has it that the “esthetic of seeming” begins to emerge already with the symbolism of the twelfth century, when art claims its “existence” insofar as it is a representation of the divine, or it “communes with the essence of the divine”. Says Poirion: 

It is, however, in the school of allegory, which is often, we must admit, quite a fastidious school, that the esthetic of seeming begins to develop and to uncover the true law of desire. The mask is thus not the metaphor of writing or of the writer; it is their emblem, their true appearance. It reminds us that art’s calling is simultaneously to mask and to mime, to conceal in order to reveal; for it is semblance that signifies, since every senefiance is given in apparence. (in Amer and Gwynn, 1999: 14–15) 

In addition to Poirion’s idea, which further posits that “senefiance refers to an overarching truth of an allegorical text, one that will eventually complete textual meaning and resolve the deceptive apparences and semblances of the metaphorical fiction” (15n), I would suggest that any valorization of truth is contingent on the double interiorization of universals which, on the one hand, enact truth, and on the other reject it. Truth is precisely not part of the (mediaeval) cycle, ante rem, designating general and abstract meaning; in re, which posits concrete and visual particulars; or post rem, as the application of a general idea. Truth, it can be contended, is the representation of words, as such. Even metaphorically, a word of truth never designates the order of words which represent a complete text in the sense that the text offers a complete meaning. A word of truth designates but a fragment of epitaphic consequence, where the epitaph is the only modality in which ‘finality’, or meaning, can be bestowed on the complete text and its element of truth. The fragment is thus the condition for any text’s claim to completion. 

Insofar as the fragment is capable of this double interiorization –where the fragment is the universal stepping stone in the Heraclitean textual river of completeness – it thus deals with two types of truth, one that is overtly explicit and one that is implied. While renaissance texts developed fragments as examples of apocalyptic, yet unfinished concepts (which again, comes out of the mediaeval concern with developing the fragment as an emblem of a ‘theory’ of redemption), for the German Romantics, the relationship between part and whole culminated with the idea that literature is able to produce its own theory, its own fragment. 

In effect, relating the concept of the fragment to fragmentation and the fragmentary has been a constant enterprise shared by all periods, textual, historical, or otherwise. That is to say, while one may not think that Shakespeare’s texts were examples of fragments, some of his texts display within themselves a tendency to announce a truth in the form of a fragment set apart from the rest of the text proper. This truth, while part of the text is not part of the text’s overall message, or its overtly explicit ‘other’ truth. The fragment containing the implied truth is in fact what exceeds the ordinary. As the implied truth is the vehicle which transports the ordinary that is grounded within the internal manifestations of the text beyond the text’s framework, the fragment containing this truth transforms the ordinary into the extraordinary. Such a fragment undermines the text’s own structure. As a consequence, the text’s themes are altered by the mixing of levels – the part vs. the whole – and so is the text’s truth. The implied truth thus becomes an idea of truth, or the mirror image of explicit truth. That is, as the fragment does the text ‘in’, as it were, the truth which it contains emerges as ‘undone’. It emerges not as itself, nor as a manifestation of something sacred, but as an in​scription, a floating signifier waiting to be anchored, not in the text, but in reading. Ultimately, the idea of an implied truth triggers its own question. Thus, questioning the representation of the idea of truth becomes a way of unveiling the extraordinary element contained within the fragment. 

What is revealed, however, is not the bare essence of human acts, but how to inscribe those acts within a perspective that renders them decipherable. In other words, the extraordinary, for Shakespeare, is a fragment of imagistic proportions able to render interpretable the rest of the text in which it appears itself, and thus say something, not about what truth is, but what makes a situation truthful, authentic, or genuine. The fragment becomes not only the voice of the text, but the text’s oracle about its implied truth. 

This tendency – not to define truth, but to announce it – which is in fact a fragmentary moment in the text proper – develops on its own a highly structured fragment. And what makes this fragment interesting is the fact that it appears, either as if it were beside the point in relation to the rest of the text, or else completely out of context. The manifestation of a truth which is decipherable only in a fragment went by the name of allegory in mediaeval time. The Greeks called it obscurity. The Romantics called it ideation. The modernists called it style. 

I call it epitaph. That is to say, the fragment, which is made to emerge from the text that encompasses it because it exhibits a unique trait which reveals not the text’s truth but the idea of truth and the question behind it, is also that text’s epitaph. The epitaph thus re​inscribes the text’s message ‘on the whole’ within an economy of voice extrapolated from the text’s message ‘in part’. Here, the function of the epitaph is ultimately to renounce the dualistic form of a sacred/profane manifestation. The epitaph is then able to present itself as the text’s manifestation of a potential for completeness. That is to say, if a text has a fragment to spare, as it were, or sends a fragment of its own construction out on a mission, it means that the text at some level exhibits a desire to be redeemed from its own words, its own truth, and its own completion. Such a fragment becomes the eye of the text – saving the text’s ego – and the inscription that the text – nothing but the whole text – voices in its epitaph. 

My argument here will center on the idea that if any complete text is to express, represent, or repeat a universal truth which is not bound by definition, it would have to be declared dead, as it were. Truth by dying would become the matrix of the complete text’s voice beyond the grave. Saving the text is a matter of the epitaph. My textual examples draw on Geoffrey Hartman’s work, Saving the Text, as a representation of the epitome of what it means to write epitaphically, though not as Hartman himself posits it. Hartman’s work is interesting as it does not place more emphasis on the writer than on the writer’s work to the extent that it projects this emphasis into a perspective of intertextual relations which enable writers to precisely come more into focus than their works. But only in perspective, for intertextuality, for Hartman, is a work of resonance, word and voice. What Hartman has achieved theoretically in the form of inspiration which allows for the critic and the author to be present in the same work has been put into practice by David Markson’s representation of a complete text’s death, as it were, in such works as Wittgenstein’s Mistress, Reader’s Block, and This is Not a Novel. Markson writes epitaphs through Hartman’s critical vein of the voice beyond the text, and thus raises the fragment to the heights of completion, yet independent of what defines completion as such. 

But first an excursion into other fragments. 

From Act to Fact: Epitaphic Truth in Shakespeare

Every time one reads Shakespeare’s Titus Andronicus one cannot help thinking that the character of Aaron, the Moorish lover of the queen of the Goths, is a perfect example of a fragment written to theorize the genuine, and henceforth to theorize truth. The more Aaron emerges as evil incarnated, the more he decontextualizes the themes of the play. While all the other characters are grotesquely engaged in chopping off one another’s body parts, Aaron finds himself interpreting what it means to deceive, but only in ‘theory’, at theory’s very end. Con​versely, his actions are presented as if they were written work already, and take place in the margins of his analysis of his own deceitful ‘artwork’. However, while Aaron is the driving force of the play, his speech acts are a repetition of the crime that began as part of a ritual. His self-declared evil ‘wit’ rejoices in repeating, though in an act of vengeance, what Titus Andronicus himself started – sacrificing prisoners, among them the son of queen Tamora, Alarbus, whose heart was cut out and whose bowels were burnt. 

The interesting aspect in a play such as Titus Andronicus is the relationship between action and thought which figures a constant reverse-order of time: the time of action and the time of thought mirror effect without cause. In this scheme the dead define the living, not in the latter’s time of action, but in their time of thought, time which in turn allows the dead to vividly live in epitaphic imagery. An example is Titus Andronicus’s daughter, Lavinia, who lost her tongue and hands. I would argue that her character, therefore, could be read as Shakespeare’s suggestion for an epitaph on Philomela’s myth and grave. Lavinia’s depiction in Philomela’s image is a double portrayal of a truth which inscribes itself as an epitaph in the words of the one who initiated the rapes, namely Aaron. While Lavinia cannot speak, yet she shows, and the act of showing only becomes a fact when it is told. The disclosure of this truth in words becomes available only towards the very end of the play when Aaron offers it in exchange for the life of his son. Meanwhile, between acts of showing, doing, and dying we have facts of the representation of these acts in the form of an emerging epitaph whose foremost function is to repeat, and by repeating undo the events. 

Of epitaphs, says Debra Fried: “Epitaphs make us see ourselves as doubles – perhaps incomplete or imperfect doubles – of the dead, as living dead, as readers awaiting our epitaphs” (Fried, 1986: 617). The function of the epitaph is to perform silence. The dead’s last voice, as it were. Yet, the epitaph is a false oracle, for the writing on the tomb is in fact an iconic double sign: on the one hand, it represents the voice of the dead, which is endowed with the capacity to say something important, final, and ‘complete’, and on the other hand, it activates the memory of the passer-by who seeks a truth in his own contemplation. To be reminded of one’s own mortality by the ‘living’ voice of the dead – Fried gives an illustrative example of an epigraph that works every time: “Prepare yourself to follow me” – seems to have one effect only: the realization that there is nothing sacred about being dead. Epitaphs, then, can be said to mediate a profane relationship between the dead and the living. As Fried writes: “What death does to men, the style of the epitaph does to language: makes it repetitive, incantatory, static, self-righteous but stunned, unable to untie the strands of cause and effect, literal and figurative” (618). Insofar as there is an identification with the spoken word of the epitaph, the reader finds himself in a state of ‘expecting’ to read for the literal or figurative interpretation that the epitaph elicits. What the epitaph does is repeat what the reader already knows: that as far as the dead are concerned, thought and action are not opposites, but fragments of opposition between the sacred and the profane, between the disembodied voice and the ‘gramophone’-like plaque on which it is inscribed. While the dead go on being dead in spite of acting being living through the epitaph’s performative voice, the reader goes on living in spite of his contemplative thinking about mortality. 

Writing, telling, showing and rewriting are themes which work through the repetitive act of the epitaphic fact. The epitaphic fact in Titus Andronicus functions as truth. As Fried says following Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan: 

Repetition in epitaphs presents a graphic instance of the way in which “although repetition can only exist in time it also destroys the very notion of time”. Inscribed repetitions undercut the notion of time in the same way that any monument both preserves and erases the event, person, or idea it is erected to commemorate. (621) 

The many references to tombs and monuments of burial in Titus Andronicus both show and tell by separating that which is shown from the telling. Shakespeare operates here with an idea of a complete text whose message is to tell a truth, and a fragment whose function is to show the truth behind the truth, as it were. Commenting on the writing which demands to be read, Jonathan Bate, makes the observation that when Titus sends a message to Tamora’s sons in which he identifies them as the rapist villains, Chiron and Demetrius misread the meaning of the message. Insofar as Aaron knows how to read puns and is able to deconstruct nouns, his re-reading for the two fools has an essential consequence for the unfolding events. Bate writes: 

There is no doubt that the text is full of word games, puns, and verbal sleights, and in this respect Titus takes us towards the extraordinary linguistic self-consciousness of Hamlet. But it is important to register that it does not end in some hermeneutic blockage or deconstructionist’s aporia. There is a truth behind the words, a meaning which through painful interpretative work can be unfolded: ‘But I of these will wrest an alphabet / And by still practice learn to know thy meaning.’ (Bate, 2003: 35) 

Aaron’s act of completing the meaning of Titus’s otherwise very complete text, which is yet fragmented by the doubleness of words, becomes an epitaphic fragment written in advance by Aaron for himself. Towards the end of the play Aaron offers more indicting information about his crimes than is solicited, which indicates that he is ready to undo himself, by talking himself to death. 

The idea here is that Shakespeare, perhaps, thinks about the possibility of having the ‘complete’ text commit suicide. By ‘complete text’ I mean to refer to the structure of the play which thematizes the notion of revenge as reversal. There is consensus among critics that the play comes full circle in several instances, the major one involving Tamora’s masked appearance and Titus’s improvisation at the sight of Tamora’s sons who accompany her on her visit. While Titus sees through their disguises, he decides to give Tamora’s sons names according to their acts: Rape and Murder. These names in Tamora’s masquerade on Titus’s supposed insanity from grief also act as facts, as extended consequences of revenge, Revenge being Tamora’s self-assumed name. As Bate remarks: “The vehicle of Tamora’s revenge against Titus for the death of Alarbus has become the vehicle of Titus’s revenge against Tamora for the rape of Lavinia and the deaths of Bassianus, Quintus and Martius” (Bate, 2003: 22). 

In opposition to the structure of completion by reversal we have Aaron’s character outside the plot, as it were. Aaron’s moments when he is completely in control of the stage, such as the instance when the court goes to attend the double wedding, suggest that Aaron plots by fragments. No reversal comes his way, as he is never shown to have any reasons for his acts. Aaron’s acts are clearly generated by fragmentary thoughts, yet these thoughts express the most linear logic in the play. In this sense Aaron’s thoughts are connected with nothing other than themselves. Shakespeare’s emphasis on Aaron’s speech acts, which are independent of plot and structure in terms of their dramatic value, has the function of controlling the distance in the play between action and thought. If the events come full circle it is not because the protagonists think too much, but because Aaron mediates between their actions. I want to claim here that the movement from act to fact constitutes the play’s epitaph written in advance. That is, before the themes and structure of ritual, revenge, and reversal are substantiated in the performance, an epitaphic truth emerges which combines the hermeneutics of the play (embedded in Aaron’s thought and mediation) with the play’s performativity beyond the dramatic (embedded in Titus’s deliberate vanity and insanity). 

Aaron’s fragments, which ultimately constitute a truth about the play’s completeness in its positing antithetic arbitration against synthetic opposition, have some theological implications for the emergence of the epitaph. Considering the act of ritual, critics have noted the difference and tension between Catholic and Protestant doctrines that play themselves out in Titus Andronicus. For example, J. Michel sees ritual as a way to monumentalize tragedy. The tomb in Titus Andronicus plays a significant role, insofar as it is rendered more sacred than the one who performs the ritualizing acts. The tomb also has a double function as it is “equated with its opposite” as Michel says, thus pointing to the references in the play to pits and holes, such as the “blood-stained hole” in which Bassianus’s body gets thrown. Following Michael Neill, Michel agrees that the tomb is both the focus of religious reverence and “the site of a barbarous, undifferentiated violence which maims humans and tombs alike” (Michel, 2003, http: §2). While the monument itself, the tomb, is the antithesis of ritual, ritual synthesizes oppositions such as the dialectic combination of thesis and antithesis into a higher stage of truth which the monument contains. 

According to Michel, Elizabethans after the Reformation still wanted to hold on to Catholicism’s monuments that put on display relics of all kinds as a symbolization of an allegorical vision of death (§10). The more convinced Protestants, on the other hand, did not want to share the belief in redemption that came via adulation of icons. Jonathan Bate’s rendition of Titus’s catholic-like performances, when he cuts the throats of his victims, saying: “Receive the blood”, is also a note on Shakespeare’s historical context when the importance, or redundancy of such “popish tricks and ceremonies”, as we have it in the words of Aaron (Shakespeare, 2003: 5.1.76), was much de​bated. Now, Titus is an example of the martyr, much as in Lavinia’s depiction, impersonating the catholic figure who receives his fate, but not before going through justifying the act of vengeance. However, Titus’s justifications do not follow a logical trajectory from thought to action. Titus acts because of facts, he avenges his dead sons and mutilated daughter not through deliberations, but through ritual. 

Titus’s Catholicism culminates with the consummation of the relics even though it is not the Eucharist that gets eaten, but the body parts of Tamora’s sons. But that climax does not constitute the end of the play. As Bate remarks, the fact that Lucius allies himself with the Goths and takes over the reign of Saturninus can be seen as a reference to the question of who was to secure the Protestant succession in Britain. Now, while all these claims find validation in historical facts and their emblematic representations, I would like to suggest that Shakespeare, through Aaron’s character retaining in its name and actions the Biblical connotations of priesthood, points to a universal mediation between opposites: the civilized world of Rome and the barbarous Goths, the more subtle subtext of Catholics and Protestants, the meta-dramatic aspect of truth as a fragment on completion, as represented mainly in the play between masked truth and unveiled truth, and ultimately between complete text and fragment. In Titus Andronicus, although the protagonists are seemingly engaged in searching for villains, they are in fact searching for a truth which holds into play both acts and facts, such as the act of rape and the fact of mutilation. 

A look at the various interpretations of Aaron the priest in Judaic and Christian doctrines discloses a significant difference. Whereas for Jews Aaron’s priesthood is associated with mediation, peace and benevolence, Christians, and especially Catholics, link priesthood in general and Jesus’s descent from a line of priests in particular to the idea of truth and benevolence. As a tangent to Catholic interpretations we find in the theosophy of Emmanuel Swendenborg a very clear statement on the representation of Aaron as Truth: 

Aaron [is] the Lord’s Divine Goodness or His Priesthood; but here, before his introduction into the priesthood, he represents teachings that present what is good and true. This is also the reason why it says that he will be for Moses ‘as a mouth’, and Moses will be for him ‘as a god; for ‘Moses’ represents the Lord’s Divine Truth as it goes forth directly from the Lord, and therefore ‘Aaron’ represents Divine Truth that goes forth from the Lord in an indirect way. (Swendenborg, 1749–1756: 6998) 

The Chassidic masters have a different idea, although if we consider Swendenborg’s claim that Aaron’s truth is indirect, we shall note a similarity. There is a Midrash that explains the interdependent and interchangeable roles assigned to Moses and Aaron. Originally Moses was supposed to be the Kohen and Aaron the Levite, but since Moses failed to accept the commission at the Burning Bush, the priesthood was given to Aaron. The “cosmic kiss” between the brothers is explained in the Midrash via the Psalm which reads: “Benevolence and truth are met together; righteousness and peace have kissed” (85: 11). The interpretation follows: “‘Benevolence’ – this is Aaron; ‘truth’ – this is Moses. ‘Righteousness’ is Moses; ‘peace’ is Aaron” (Midrash Rabbah). 

In another context, Rabbi Dov Linzer makes a pertinent remark to the point I am trying to make here, namely that Aaron sets himself above the structure of the play, or the law in this context, and employs a strategy that excludes ritual, by employing ritual’s own means: 

“Truth and peace you shall love” says Zecharia (Zec. 8: 19). But truth is not peace and peace is not truth. Aaron is the paradigm of peace in the Talmud. How did he achieve peace? The Talmud tells us that when two people were feuding, he would go to each one individually and say: “Your friend wants to make up with you, but he is too embarrassed.” The two would then get together and make up. In other words, he achieved peace through lies! (Rabbi Dov Linzer, 2004: http)  

Now, the inference we can make from these sources is that Aaron in Titus Andronicus occupies the position of the priest who goes from the act of lying to the fact of dying. After Lucius’s succession, the characters are either dead or about to be dead. When Aaron makes an appeal to Lucius’s conscience so that he may save his and Tamora’s son, he invokes the power of ritual ceremonies for religious thought, even when he at the same time dismisses the object of that power. Aaron’s request stands as a fragment insofar as he himself does not believe in rituals. This fragment has a double function: on the one hand it reinforces a truth, and on the other hand it rejects the idea that ceremonies need reflect any truth at all. 

What Shakespeare does through Aaron’s voice is point to the link between myth and sacrality. And this link, as I have already mentioned, can only be traced in a relation of semblance where truth interiorizes its own value through ritual. Truth, for Aaron, further​more, is a masked text enforced by the ceremony he makes an appeal to. The exchange between Lucius and Aaron reveals how Lucius’s beliefs refer to an overarching truth of an allegorical god, yet this truth can only be completed by Aaron’s metaphorical invocation of that god when he promises to reveal a secret that in fact has already been in the process of being disclosed: 

Lucius: Tell on thy mind; I say thy child shall live.

Aaron: Swear that he shall and then I will begin

Lucius: Who should I swear by? Thou believest no god.

That granted, how canst thou believe an oath?

Aaron: What if I do not? – as indeed I do not –

Yet for I know thou art religious

And has a thing within thee called conscience,

With twenty popish tricks and ceremonies

Which I have seen thee careful to observe, 

Therefore I urge thy oath; for that I know

An idiot holds his bauble for a god,

And keeps the oath which by that god he swears,

To that I’ll urge him, therefore thou shalt vow

By that same god, what god so’er it be

That thou adorest and hast in reverence,

To save my boy, to nurse and bring him up,

Or else I will discover nought to thee. (5.1.69–85)

Here Aaron does not want to disclose any truths other than the truths of masks, as illustrated by the figure of the bauble, which is a court jester’s stick with a carved head. Aaron’s disclosures to Lucius, which involve naming himself as the master of the crimes, as he was the one advising Tamora’s sons on what to do to Lavinia, constitute the point from where an epitaph emerges. As Aaron literally talks things to death, he puts in perspective connections that make the epitaph pos​sible. Aaron translates the common epitaphic line “prepare yourself to follow me” into a line which ensures him autonomy from either truth or ritual. Aaron’s speech, which is somewhat ceremonial, assumes Heraclitean proportions. “We are and we are not”, Heraclitus said, thus performing the writing of an epitaphic truth which celebrates also that which is not the case. Talking things to death in Aaron’s case is an act of making things unique. Insofar as uniqueness is not subject to de​finition it can mediate between opposites by placing them in a connective relationship to one another. Because Aaron’s evil is re​presented as unique in its form of mediation between the truth of the play’s completeness as far as structure goes, and its fragments as far as thematic imagery goes, we have a connection between monuments and rituals. The monument in Titus Andronicus is a living epitaph through Aaron’s translation of it into the dramatic language of a frag​ment. 

When Heraclitus further asserts: “Unless one expects the unexpected, one will not find it, since it is difficult to search for and wayless” (quoted in Schur, 1998: 73), he is pointing not so much to the difference between action and thought, or as David Schur suggests, “expectation and aporia”, as to the distance that thought undergoes in order to unmask the act, even when it is the act of expectation. 

What Shakespeare and Heraclitus have in common is a textual wisdom which gathers an encyclopaedia of abstract names in actu esse, which is the mediaeval name for real existence as such. That is to say, Shakespeare and Heraclitus take a fragment out of its context in order to make that context an actual possibility in time. The fragment is thus endowed with the highest authority. Since however stories have no authentic relation to actual time, the fragment, if it were to perform a truth, would do so only at the expense of making context completely beside the point. The fragment itself, then, ac-quires the function of the epitaph to perform beyond the grave the ‘complete’ text’s last rites. The epitaph is thus the in actu esse of the complete text. Perhaps what these writers intuitively knew was not that the author must die at some point, but that the text should. Fragmentary situations which rely on the structure of the “undone”, such as the ones Aaron creates in Titus Andronicus, refer to the kind of authorship that questions itself and ‘undoes’ itself by never stepping twice in the same river. 

EPITAPH: Titus Andronicus is an epitaph written onto the compromised voice of the ‘complete’ text, now dead and buried, as a consequence of the text’s ‘thinking’ that it owned itself and the ‘truth’ that it purported. Alas, as Shakespeare would say, let the epitaph undo the repetition. 

Words and Wards

“What is important cannot be said” writes Elizabeth Wanning Harries in her work, The Unfinished Manner, referring to what characterizes the novels of Laurence Sterne, proposing that if the “important” element in a text is nevertheless expressed, it is so on the basis of the fragmentary which “suggests the pathos of the unfinished and of the inadequacy of words” (Wanning Harries, 1994: 47). Sterne’s desire to free his text of limits is a desire for self-presentation. As Wanning Harries notes, Sterne himself uses a reverse formula, “what is said cannot be important”, to point to an “inexpressibility topos”. This is not so much a place where the text is in the process of being undone as much as it is the scene of the crime, where the text is done in. Is Sterne writing epitaphically? Fried claims that “to read the epitaph is to visit a topography and review a topos” (Fried, 1986: 616) which seems to indicate that an “inexpressibility topos” would be an act of construing epistemological contemplative thoughts, in actu esse, as it were. Sterne is famous for his use of punctuation, ellipsis, and silence in his writings as a means of selecting a fragment of what would have been there, in the gaps. It is precisely these fragments, out of context, that are able to express the unsaid, highlight it as important, and contribute to the writer’s desire to ‘complete’ himself in his own text and thus become that text’s in actu esse. 

But what happens to the remains of the text that is overcome by the fragment’s power to leave it in a state of undecidability? Says Arnor Hannibalsson in an unpublished paper on Roman Ingarden: 

Real time is a continuous medium, without any gaps. This does not apply to the literary work. Processes taking place in time in a story are never presented in all their phases. What is presented is the course of the story in particular, long or short phases, but what takes place in between these phases remains undetermined. (conference paper, Oslo, 2001) 

The idea of the author’s death is obviously a subliminal expression of the ‘real’ death at stake, namely the death of the text. 

Words and Authors

Much of the criticism on the death of the author illustrates the fragment’s interchangeable position from being considered profane, expressing only ‘half’ the truth, to being considered ‘almost’ sacred in the moral discourse of maxim writers. In any circumstance the fragment gains in power every time there is a celebration over the death of the ‘complete’, or ‘whole’ text. 

In response to Roland Barthes’s invitation in his controversial essay, “The Death of the Author” (1977), to let oneself be persuaded by the idea that the author is dead – there being no reason to believe in the author as a point of origin, the author merely fulfilling some authorial categories
 – Michel Foucault suggests in his essay, “What is an Author?” (1977), that the category we call author is rather a “function” of discourse which has undergone various changes in the course of history. Of discourse says Foucault: “In our culture – undoubtedly in other as well – discourse was not originally a thing, a product, or a possession, but an action situated in a bipolar field of sacred and profane” (Foucault, 1995: 236). Foucault’s overall con​tention is that the mark of the author “is reduced to nothing more that the singularity of his absence” thus indicating that singularity is part of the writing event which produces not a text of origin but a text of transformation. 

For Foucault, the author fulfils some functions, which in effect are not very different from cognitive activities one associates with describing, explaining, clarifying, decoding, etc.  That is, the author is able to explain the presence of certain events in a work, describe the way they are transformed, decode the possible contradictions in the text, and clarify the text’s unity. Elsewhere, in L’Ordre du Discourse, Foucault’s conviction that the author cannot in any substantial sense be considered the point of origin for a text is corroborated by the idea that the author merely repeats himself in the break between the text’s ‘timely’ indeterminate phases and ‘untimely’ real time, as it were. He posits: 

I trust that we can agree that I do not refer to a succession of moments in time, nor to a diverse plurality of thinking subjects; I refer to a caesura which fragments the moment and disperses the subject into a plurality of possible positions and functions. (246) 

In a sense, Foucault’s assumptions are not very far from the way Laurence Sterne reverses the order of discourse in his work by positing that “what is said cannot be important”. For Foucault, “the new is not found in what is said, but in the event of its return” (246). Hence, meaning and the importance of meaning in a text are not points of origin as much as they are consequences of the authorial function to make fragments perform in repetition’s malediction. 

Foucault’s essay ends with an interesting vision of a culture in which literature would circulate “anonymously”. If it no longer matters who is speaking, could we, then, perhaps, begin to consider all texts as fragments? Could we consider these fragments as epitaphs to the graves in which the ‘complete’ texts have been laid? The answer seems to be yes. When writers such as Bénabou demonstrate that “nonbooks” themselves are able to consolidate the idea of the book and thus become possible, literature, even if not entirely anonymous, is put on a track towards becoming what Walter Benjamin has envisaged as the ideal state for criticism. Criticism based entirely on quotations. It should of course be emphasized that in order for the complete text to be properly buried, it still needs the undertaker, the critic’s take on stylistic and other formalities in a text. If the epitaph emerges against the background of the ‘dead’ text, it will also be able to relate questions of originality to questions of authority, all on its own, as it were. Let us assume, then, that the epitaph is empowered with both functions of auctor (author) and autentim (authority). This means that if the epitaph exhibits genius-like qualities, these will not necessarily come across as mo(nu)ments of divine inspiration, sin​gular in their expression, individualistic and utterly autonomous. If the epitaph constitutes itself as a historical subject it will not necessarily inform only a specific cultural context. Being able to relate incon​gruous questions to each other, the epitaph becomes a function in the construction of works, which more and more seem to undertake, for instance, Bénabou’s endeavours to write as if on nothing in the form of the “nonbook”. Thus, the notions of writing upon nothing, writing nothing and ‘nothing’ writing have implications for the debates on the authority of texts. 

In his essay, “Author”, Donald Pease suggests that the dis-appearance of authority is reflected in two contrasting views. The first is based on the assertion that the fundamental feature of modernism is the death of God. The second maintains that the primary characteristic of post-modernism is the death of self-hood. As Pease points out, these two views stem from one underlying question: “Is an individual self-determined or determined by material and historical circum​stances?” (in Burke, 1995: 263) In his historical survey, Pease claims that the author is neither a category, nor a function but an application to different activities. Here he says: “The term author raises questions about authority and whether the individual is the source or the effect of that authority” (264). In other words, Pease’s definition relies on ideas of origination, or the author’s power to ‘originate’ discourse, as in tracking it down if the discourse produced is a result of the author’s own historical context, or else tracing it up, as it were, if discourse originates with God. 

Furthermore, the connection between power and originality is closely related to ideas about textual stability. Pease’s historical account follows two interchangeable tracks. Central to his argument is the suggestion that the concept of the author itself is rooted in the idea that either the author places himself outside of discourse and constitutes himself as autonomous, or else he constitutes himself within a given historical context as a historical subject. On both occasions, however, the author is involved in the separation of allegory from personal inventiveness, industrial labour from cultural labour, political sphere from cultural sphere. Pease has it that although the “author” is construed differently throughout history, there is still a common feature that is maintained at all levels, namely the ap​plication of authority to the interchangeable status of activity. The classical dichotomy Auctor/Autentim figures the author not as a conveyor of some message but a performer of that message. The author’s authority is based on divine revelation, hence, authority and the author are here indistinguishable categories in the sense that the author is not considered independent from the discourse of which he is part. This changes, however, with the discovery of new worlds when, as Pease points out, it was necessary that the author took responsibility for the way he described these worlds, and the way he tried to reform them. Thus, as a “cultural agent”, the author’s word gained authority. 

Pease then goes on to argue that the Middle Ages shifts its focus from authority and re-establishes the importance of the author as “Genius”. The “genius” is able to separate discourses as he establishes himself within a paradigm of autonomy. That is, the genius identifies his work with the laws of God, becomes utterly autonomous, transcends ordinary culture, and performs cultural, not industrial labour. In short, he transcends context. 

Pease’s insight is that however much the concept of the author has changed, it always went on to constitute itself either as a historical, or an autonomous subject. The author thus becomes an effect of interpretation, and as such emerges as a literary critic, a New Critic, a revisionist (Marxist, or feminist), a scriptor (Barthes), a function (Foucault), an autonomous subject. Pease’s own take on the author as an “enabling category”, revolves around the idea that the author at all times should be able to overcome the division in cultural realms. Interestingly enough, the crux of Barthes, Foucault and Pease’s texts is the constitution of the author, dead or alive, as repetition. That is, repetition governs the shifts in discourses and their replacements: for example, the genius is replaced by the individual/autonomous subject who then repeats the functions of the author as the initiator of discourse. Consequently, these functions repeat a historical identity that the author assumes according to a context, and so on. Repetition enables the author to engage in pro​ducing a discourse which is performative in its character. Thus, the crux of repetition in the discourse on the author is the situating of writing at the bottom level, as it were. An inscription on a tomb with the potential to always be at hand, though at the foot of the one who passes by. 

Words and Wounds

Now, the point and implication of this run down on the author is to suggest that where the fragment is concerned, when  “saving the text” proves to be an impossibility, one might just as well focus on the epitaphic way in which language works. If we assume that the death of the ‘complete’ text opens room for the fragment to emerge as a text of authority, then we can also assume that the authority of the fragment exceeds the irreplaceability of the complete text, and thus gives itself to itself. The fragment as an epitaph can be used as a tool for enhancing the understanding of more or less cryptic statements, such as Wittgenstein’s, for example, “the world is every thing that is”, or Derrida’s contention on the gift of death: “Death is very much that which nobody else can undergo or confront in my place. My irreplaceability is therefore conferred, delivered, ‘given’ one can say, by death” (Derrida, 1995: 41). Words are wont to wound. 

Deconstructive reading is an elaboration on the construction of a text in the image of the method which renders deconstructive reading precisely deconstructive. That is, deconstructive reading is interpre​tation of the semblance that signifies either a truth, or a meaning of the text which gives itself in apparence. To some extent, deconstruction itself can be seen as an epitaphic text to the mediaeval concern with universals. We can begin here to look at Geoffrey Hartman, whose deconstructive readings in Saving the Text (1982) offer a double-edged style, worthy even of the Port-Royal logicians. While Hartman’s writing displays a concern with departing from phi​losophizing on theory, it also engages in philosophizing on the very practice of theory. He refers to it as being part of a ritual, which in fact is necessary. In an interview explaining how he came to be associated with Derrida’s deconstruction, Harold Bloom and J. Hillis Miller, Hartman recalls that they were all compared to Kafka’s parable in which leopards enter the temple and drink the sacrificial chalices dry. Since this is repeated again and again, the drinking becomes part of the ceremony. Wimsatt’s point with comparing deconstructivists to leopards in the parable was to illustrate how “illegitimate” criticism, if allowed into the academy becomes itself part of a ceremony, thus altering – or ‘altaring’ – both the text and its context. For Hartman and the others, however, any ceremony, while following its own ascribed ritual, also voices a modality in which the ritual is transcended. There is always something outside and beyond imagination, and that is what needs to be considered insofar as the outside or the beyond is a locus where truth is posited as that which not even imagination itself can control (Moynihan, 1986; Salusinszky, 1987: 75). Truth in this sense becomes a matter of epitaphic dialectics. 

Drinking the sacrificial chalices dry again and again means imagining that dialectics has a colour which can change all according to the ceremony: the chalices do not change, the wine does not change, but the leopards do. They can imagine that they change. Hartman’s Romantic inclinations take the concept of imagination to be the vehicle for creative criticism. Criticism of what? One begins to sense already that the ritual Hartman refers to is the writing on texts which allow for the conflation of three types of questions: (1) questioning the text; (2) questioning the text which itself questions its own propositions; and (3) questioning the critic’s own text which itself questions the hypotheses put forth. Exercising one’s power to imagine is contingent on the incorporation in one’s critical text of precisely what is “illegitimate”. This is a mode of investigating the nature of the kind of critical reality which is based on repetition. The critic, then, is not someone who sets himself a task, but someone who fulfils a function. In this equation the task as a concept does not disappear, but becomes an effect which the critic produces by re​peating the facts of the text and then by turning them into acts of double creativity: the author’s and the critic’s. Furthermore, whereas the author always imagines his text creative – there would be no point in writing otherwise – the critic imagines his comments creative in the re-creation of both the text’s premise and its imagination. 

Is there another kind of order in repetition, another order of a different kind than that which repetition itself suggests? It seems that what is legitimate is precisely to let interpretative commentary itself become a text which then can be regarded as creative writing able to manifest itself either as a whole text, a fragment, or both. Hartman’s order implies that one is not subservient to the text – here text means any piece of writing. If things are happening in a text it is because the act of repetition contains more than itself – the act of reading can also be called repetition to the extent that it involves reading words, different or the same. Repetition contains both the container and the contained, which for Hartman ultimately is a matter of style. “There must always be a tension, correctly interpreted or not, between the ordinary and the extraordinary expression” (Hartman, 1982: 156), he writes, thus pointing to the potential site from where the fragment can emerge as the epitaph which repeats, distinguishes, and deciphers its own paradox in the difference between the ordinary and the extraordinary in a text. Or, to use Louis Marin’s assertion in another context, “the paradox resulting from the separation of the ‘writing I’ and the ‘written I’, a paradox that epitaphs push to the extreme” (Marin, 1995: 87). Tension as the fragment, the fragment as paradox, the paradox as epitaph, the epitaph as the text’s saviour: what saves the text is questioning the text’s assumptions without, in the mean time, falling prey to the illusory problem about the essence of the question. Insofar as questioning the text can also save the text, the essence of the question and the text becomes a matter of style. As Hartman further posits: 

Perhaps, then, style […] is itself the sword that hangs over every thinker who is language-sensitive. To write without style, to write unseen, would be, at once, to reduce visibility and vulnerability, or to be purposive without purpose. A pointless pattern speaks to us, yet it may be Philomela’s speaking picture, her “voice of the shuttle.” (156) 

Now, while it may not be relevant to ask, who is thus speaking, it is certainly noteworthy that voice can be made to resonate beyond that which produces it, and thus establish in an epitaphic manner a point of convergence for allegory, ideation, redemption, and repetition. When Shakespeare speaks of Philomela in Titus Andronicus, a character who for Hartman represents a voice beyond the picture that she weaves, we make the inference that Ovid’s Philomela is the subject of a grave matter, an epitaphic stylus. Philomela reiterated is a fragment of a perspective that the epitaph opens unto “metaphysical style”. Behind all this is, of course, Wittgenstein as the master of the cere​mony who makes sure to ‘say’ that the only thing that saves the text is the idea of a text.
 In reality, if there is anything logical to say about the text, it would be to say that it carries you on to the end where the epitaph waits, and where the question begins. 

But what text are we talking about? And here we can ask again: what is a text? What does it reflect, what does it represent, and how can it go towards its death? Michael Riffaterre offers an elegant definition: 

The text is always one of a kind, unique. And it seems to me that this uniqueness is the simplest definition of literariness that we can find […]

The text works like a computer program designed to make us experience the unique. This uniqueness is what we call style. It has long been confused with the hypothetical individual termed the author; but, in point of fact, style is the text itself. (Riffaterre, 1983: 2, author’s emphasis) 

One would like to think that Shakespeare would have approved of Riffaterre’s insights. What is interesting in Riffaterre’s definition is that while he does not distinguish between text and literariness, he does point to what the text is by saying what it is not, that it is definitely not the author. For Riffaterre, the text’s uniqueness is a path the reader can walk on, this side of the extraordinary, to get to what goes beyond the text’s frame into the realm of aesthetics, the other side of the extraordinary, where uniqueness is not subject to definition. Or so one likes to think. Contrary to Riffaterre, for whom literary phenomena are a question of the relation between text and reader, not text and author, Hugh Silverman’s definitions of text involve the author. As he puts it in his work, Textualities: Between Hermeneutics and Deconstruction: 

The text is in the in-between of the artwork and the artist. The text is a differential structure comparable to Heidegger’s Art in its nostalgia for difference. Yet the text only traverses the space opened up by the truth of the work. The text cuts across that truth, that disclosure, that bringing out of concealedness. The text embodies the disclosure, but it does not fulfil it. The text is, in a sense, a fragment of that disclosure. (Silverman, 1994: 54–55) 

The thrust of Silverman’s definitions consists of situating the text not in its literariness, but in-between textual phenomena and the problem of referentiality. What does the text refer to? Itself? How can it refer to itself if it cannot posit itself as unique? Perhaps the differential structure of the text relies on what can be termed an epitaphic nostalgia for difference, which is a movement that never comes to completeness. It does not have to come to completeness, as it is already grounded in incompleteness. For this reason, it is possible that the text necessarily refers to itself. The self-referential status of the text posits a structure which itself is an endless referral, not of indeterminate texts, but of determinate ones. The epitaph is one such. Conversely, one is reminded of another tenet of deconstruction, which has it that textual self-reflexivity is ultimately impossible. Says Silverman: 

The text is the production of a signifying chain, a chain that even extends beyond the confines of the aesthetic hermeneutic circle. The text insinuates itself in a context with other texts, other networks, other frameworks, which are not confined by the circumference of the circle. (55) 

The text never really rests in peace. Thus, the text is a matter of ap​pearances. Here, Derrida informs us in Of Grammatology: 

The act of writing would be essentially [...] the greatest sacrifice aiming at the greatest symbolic reappropriation of presence. From this point of view, Rousseau knew that death is not the simple outside of life. Death by writing also inaugurates life. “I can certainly say that I never began to live, until I looked upon myself as a dead man.” (Confessions, Book 6, [p. 236]) As soon as one determines it within the system of this economy, is not the sacrifice – the “literary suicide” – dissipated in the appearance? Is it anything but a symbolic reappropriation? Does it not renounce the present and the proper in order to master them better in their meaning, in the ideal form of truth, of the presence of the present and the proximity or property of the proper? (Derrida, 1974: 142–143) 

It is as if the text cannot have any presence as long as the perception of it proves to be nothing but an extension of an idle/ideal idea, an intuitive act of ideation, an allegory, redemption, or an epitaph. What Derrida is saying is what Shakespeare is saying, namely, that there is always within the text proper an improper fragment that emerges through “appearance”, and as such is able to disclose an implied truth, “in the ideal form of truth”. In other words, the text discloses itself in the fragment. If it wants to refer to itself, the text would have to do what Rousseau did, look upon itself as a dead text. Moreover, if it wants to say anything at all, or make important what is already said, the text would have to let itself be taken over by the epitaph. Categories such as ideation, redemption, and allegory, which have saved the text by interrogating its status as a dead text, point here to the limitless play, infinite and indefinite, of the difference, not between the present and the proper, but between sacred and improper, or profane manifestations. These manifestations are the appearances of truth, not the truth itself. They make the text, however. But they do not disclose it. What discloses the text is the economy of voice, not presence. What discloses the text is its own epitaph. 

Thus, the text seems to remain forever postponed and impercep​tible. If it were to become decipherable, the text would have to resort to the fragment and there posit a relationship between itself, as a textual phenomenon, and the reader. In the epitaph, moreover, we find the idea that what remains stable and present is the creative power of the reader, the reader’s ability to contemplate what “literary suicide” means. The reader will not just attempt a mere explication of the text – Derrida claims this is only illusory – but rather will engage the text in an escapade from all phenomenologization. Thus, the text disappears rather than dissolves, but not so its voice. The epitaph emerges from the voice of the text. 

The idea that what remains phenomenologizable is the phenomenon of Being is also Hartman’s concern in Saving the Text. He claims that because of this impossibility to perceive the text, and hence to phenomenologize it, the text cannot be saved. In the preface to his book he explains: “By calling this book Saving the Text I do not imply a religious effort in the ordinary sense: the allusion is to the well-known concept of ‘saving the appearances’ (sozein ta phainomena), and my title suggests that we are still endeavouring to convert thinking to the fact that texts exist” (Hartman, 1982: xv). But what can the expression ‘to save the phenomena’ mean, other than just saving the phenomena? Perhaps here, Hartman is consciously placing himself at odds with Derrida’s philosophy in which the text’s very phenomenality is being put into question. Moreover, it seems that Derrida contradicts himself – and he knows this of course – on one level, at least where he reduces texts to an ‘inside’ position, to textuality, where he also reduces thought and experience. One knows what one knows, “il n’y a pas d’hors-texte”, there is nothing outside of the text, or in other translations, there is no outside-text (Derrida, 1974: 158). Derrida’s position however is nevertheless phenomeno​logical insofar as he is still concerned with metaphysical questions, such as, for example, death and the mind. 

Contrary to Derrida, Hartman seems to adopt a position of mediation, or reconciliation. To this effect he even raises pertinent questions: 

But how can it mean to place mind on its own axis and free it from books – to make mind its own text, as it were? Can we transcend telling toward, more simply, showing? Would that bring about (as both Husserl and Wittgenstein once hoped) a return to things themselves? Yet does not the very existence of words indicate a breach with the phenomenality of things, or with an ideal of showing, of evidentiality, taken from that sphere? (Hartman, 1982: xvi) 

It follows, then, that the expression ‘to save the phenomena’ means to reconcile with some observed theory and admitted facts, as well as reconcile religious thought, or doctrine with that which they appear to disagree with. However, in the present context it also means that what Hartman actually sets out to save, although not in an ordinary religious effort, is the text as an existing phenomenon – a fact – against Derrida’s philosophy. To save the text can indeed be an act which restores the qualities of essence, presence, and meaning to the text. For Hartman, voice and wounds perceive the text, yet the voice of poetry announces the death of the author. But the question is, must the author die, or must the text? The closing paragraph in Saving the Text reads: 

What if these words are too “anonymous” in the sense of conveying a powerful impression of impersonal origination or autonomous being? “A poem nearly anonymous” is how J.C. Ransom honors Milton’s “Lycidas”. The literary or aesthetic effect proper is often described in similar terms. When this effect is present we “shudder” for the same reason as we are wounded through the ear. Words have been found that close the path to the original words. This absolute closure is what we respond to, this appearance of definitive detachment and substitution. The words themselves block the way. There is no going back, no stumbling through ghostly or psychoanalytic vaults: the “dread Voice” exists as the poem or not at all. (Hartman, 1982: 157) 

Literature’s potential for anonymity is tightly interwoven with literature’s trace left in the process of ‘undoing’ language, or ‘saying’, so that even though “what is important cannot be said” (Wanning Harries), it can yet potentially emerge as “what is said cannot be important” (Sterne). The underlying assumption for overcoming the divide between text and textuality – a divide which is mediated by the epitaph – seems to be the idea that things happening are always already ahead of perception, therefore a statement such as “what is said cannot be important” makes sense, yet in an inconsequential way. That is, it assumes the character of the “marvellous”. This is a Romantic idea in fact and is based on the thought that perception of an effect goes ‘ahead’ of perception of cause. Marvellous things happen without a cause
. 

Now, since the epitaph stands for the disembodied voice of the text, it cannot aim at total anonymity. Consequently the epitaph heads the passer-by’s perception about the text at hand (or foot) toward the future, almost as if postponing it, but only to be anticipated, as in the process of ideation. On the other hand, though, perhaps Hartman faces the problem of representation which is overcome by the difference between text and textuality, in which case his operation of saving the text posits itself, or rather reiterates itself in an ‘unquestioned’ textual ontology, as in ‘writing the text to death’, and then marvel about it. What is the function of the epitaph in this equation? Says Hartman: 

There is a danger, even in Wittgenstein, of talking things to death. His is never, of course, mere talk, what Heidegger calls Gerede, which manifests despite itself the crystalline silence it compulsively breaks. Wittgenstein achieves a style that is surely more than ordinary: a blend of rigor and vacillation, at times close to Kafkaesque in its hammering out of the paradox that: “thought can be of what is not the case.” (156) 

Hartman’s deconstruction becomes the text in this instance as the method, since his insistence upon the very existence of words leads him to the creation of a code for interpretation with which it is possible to make the text ‘disappear’, in the sense of not thinking about it, as that which can be the case. This does not mean that the text disappears in itself, in its ‘proper’ being, even when it is called Saving the Text, but in the perception of the effect of deconstruction as if without a cause. The text ‘disappears’ in the correspondence to some other thought, and as such, exhibits the potential to “be of what is not the case”. Hartman’s essay “Words, Wish, Worth: Wordsworth” in Deconstruction and Criticism (1979) comes to mind. Perhaps Hartman writes with Wordsworth’s Essays upon Epitaphs in mind. 

What is distinctly deconstructive in Hartman’s reading practice is his deferral of precisely the presence of the perception of an effect without a cause, in Hartman’s case, nonsense as word, or a perception of the word as wound. His essay on a Wordsworth poem in Deconstruction and Criticism is a vertical reading of the text and at the same time a side-glance at the correspondences found in what Hartman claims Wordsworth insists on: “the usurpation of that text on his voice, and the anticipatory, proleptic nature of the thought” (Bloom et al. 1979: 177). He brings into his reading an analysis in which he tries to de-mystify a certain romance through the de​construction of literary history. He claims that poetry, if it is a kind of thought, does not necessarily mean that it is very different from philosophical or analytical thought. The conservative literary establishment of the past used to consider poetry as a distinctive body of work which was neither philosophy, nor analytical thought (Moynihan, 1986: 75). But how can a text be ‘usurped on a voice’, one might ask, since when one reads texts closely as texts, one anticipates one’s own perception of voice in the text as if it were a sacred phenomenon irreducible to historical literary statements. 

Here Hartman borrows Bloom’s idea of literary belatedness and Derrida’s idea that the interpreter’s task is not to recreate imaginatively – or poetically – the conditions for any sacred – or otherwise – manifestations. In either case, however, both Bloom’s belatedness as voice and Derrida’s non-ontological status of the sacred as voice’s metaphor are relations governed by imagination. This too is a Romantic idea, an epitaphic Romantic idea at that, as it alternates between different modes of internalizing influence and the swerving between the “writing I” and the “written I”. While the open​ing line of Wordsworth’s poem, “a little further on”, tantalizes Hart​man, his comment, however, is unequivocal: 

What is ‘a little further on’ if not a templum: a destined or clearly demarcated spot, the locus of a death, and perhaps an exaltation? The opening quotation, like the poem as a whole, borders on that space: we hear a voice that is scarcely human speaking in words that are all too human. (Bloom et al, 1979: 179) 

But there is another text inside Hartman’s templum, which implies that human language is a language-game between variants of indeter-minacy, variability, movement. The inside text establishes itself from reading side-ways, from reading correspondences, those which are, and those which are not. This is yet very similar to the textual practice of taking a fragment out of its context and using it against the rest of the text’s grain. The fragment thus elicits a reading “a little further on” of what has been effaced in the text by the fragment’s association with what it wants to unveil in the epitaph. The complete text gives up its power to the epitaph, and then imagination takes over; imagination is the means by which the absent becomes present in the “written I” and the present becomes absent in the “writing I”. Hartman’s fragment on Derridean freeplay is an epitaph for Derrida, not yet anchored in reading, yet ghost-written nonetheless. Why else would he allow imagination to be unclassifiable, and always go “a little further on”? 

Hartman’s deconstructive reading reflects on the condition of language, words as such, for which the question of a theory of mental immanence would prove to be adequate. Mental immanence was, of course, Wordsworth’s concern too. “A little further on” is always already anticipated by a ‘destined’, or a clearly ‘demarcated spot’. It is a templum only insofar as it is more than merely a locus, it has to be a site for the container and the contained. For Hartman, the templum where rituals are performed is the very content of literature. In this way, Hartman’s ‘determined’ indeterminacy opens up the question of how much space words give us to wish, worship, and make worth. This space is the space of the epitaph which writes itself in advance. 

The Graveyard of Genre

I commend the reader of my book for his patience, if one has gotten so far, as the final question of the fragment’s impropriety is about to unfold alongside David Markson’s thoughts. In a series of “novels” entitled Wittgenstein’s Mistress (1988), Reader’s Block (1996), and This is not a Novel (2001), Markson does not define genre, but circumstances when genre becomes the text itself, that is literature. He employs a style which fashions his writing always as an engagement with the declarative, either in the form of what is already com-municated in the words of others, or as a dialogue with another voice which mediates between the written and the spoken word. For example he writes: “There’s no such thing as a great movie. A Rembrandt is great. Mozart chamber music. Said Marlon Brando” (Markson, 2001: 148). When we read such lines, we identify the voice in the first line of Markson’s. Three lines down, however, we realize that Markson is double voicing Marlon Brando. This is, by the way, an example of dramatic irony. While Markson does not tell us anything beforehand about Marlon Brando, he does get us interested in what else of the kind Brando said. And while we may not say, “how stupid”, we most certainly would exclaim, “really now!” But Brando exits the scene, with Markson leading us into temptation. If double-voicing is allowed, then so must be triple-voicing. Thus, I started this chapter with the efficient line: “there is no such thing as a great definition of genre”, ready to go through almost all of the dramatic register “genre” might have in store, no matter how ironic genre might be, nor how pathetic I would appear to you, readers, tempted to intone ironically: “Said Camelia Elias”. Here then I would like to emphasize that writing (myself) on Markson must be seen as a playful intervention without recourse to the full array of critical literature available. 

For postmodern writers such as Markson, dialogism between various forms of writing, belonging to as many forms of genre is a way of individualizing one’s own style precisely as text. One of the ways for genre to achieve its performative quality, and thus let itself go ahead of structures and definitions, is to appropriate another’s voice and turn it into propositions for a style which renders the text unique. Markson puts into practice the close relation between text and genre as mediated by uniqueness. Theoretically this relation has been dealt with, and I have already pointed to the work of Riffaterre as an example. Now, the form of the fragment, in Markson’s case mostly as quotations, functions as a performative definition of genre. Markson’s works suggest that we ask with Markson himself operative questions related to genre, such as: can we call a book of fragments a novel? Is a novel still a novel when the characters are given names such as Author, Protagonist, Reader? What are we left with, when critics resort to labels such as “novel of intellectual reference and allusion( minus the novel”, or “seminonfictional semifiction” to categorise his texts? Markson’s readers are concerned with Markson’s character Reader, who, while a reader himself, is acting as a protagonist. Brian Clark makes a pertinent point when he calls Markson’s work, particularly Reader’s Block, a case of “surphysical narrativity”. He writes: 

Reader, like a gomi boy or a bag lady, stumbles into territory of his own creation and finds himself defined, not as self, but as everything else. What the novel suggests is that categories such as reader and protagonist are never “I” but rather we. The form of the commonplace book, with its demonstration of a life spent reading, already gives the novel narrative movement: toward death, the end of a life of reading. But of course reading is also an act of reincarnation; or, better, the dialogue never dies, it is merely we who find our way into the conversation. (Clark, 2001: http) 

Here Clark characterizes the epitaphic genre. Through an apparently endless list of anecdotes and facts regarding the deaths of composers, authors, philosophers, etc., Markson, designs a topos of the graveyard where his fiction can rest. This fiction genre which is performative operates with categories such as Writer, Protagonist, Reader, as appropriated categories of writer, text, reader, with Markson’s Pro​tagonist as the adopted child of Text. Writer can provide Reader with an appropriated idea of a Protagonist, who in turn is being adopted by Writer as his Text’s Alter-ego. Here I would argue that the relation between text and genre, literature and literariness is marked in the equation where the “I” of the text does not become a plural “we”, as Clark suggested, but a graveyard topos. Insofar as there is such a genre as “writing for no one” (Gessen, 2001: http), this genre is necessarily performative of a narrative which moves forward in the form of fragments. It is thus not the text which is subsumed by genre. Genre itself elects the text, does the text ‘in’ as it were, attests to its funeral, and writes the epitaph. Genre which is determined by entering a dialogue with a voice beyond the grave, marks dialogism as a set of legitimate questions which can only be answered by other questions. For example, how does one understand the notion of a ‘graveyard of genre’? Does writing which is inscribed by the topos of the dead, automatically subscribe to the epitaphic genre? 

The epitaph becomes a function of “writing for no one”, and operates with the actualization in genre of the text written as if on nothing. And we have seen that this is also the genre of the “nonbook”. Markson’s This is Not a Novel (2001) is an example which posits the as if as an actualized possibility of having nothing combine the autonomous in genre with the general in the text. Markson’s novel begins with an instance of the as if as a double in his epigraph from Jonathan Swift: “I am now trying an Experiment very frequent among Modern Authors; which is, to write upon nothing.” Here Markson assesses to what extent ‘nothing’ is worth investigating, as the first couple of lines in the book suggest: “Writer is pretty much tempted to quit writing. Writer is weary unto death of making up stories” (Markson, 2001: 1). What follows is a tirade on death, who died of what, where they got buried, and even more importantly, information on whether they have been worthy of the events of the day. The epitaph is in the process of emerging out of nothing. It is thus not ‘nothing’ that needs to be examined, but the fragments that have ‘nothing’ rest in peace. Says Markson: 

Lord Byron died of either rheumatic fever, or typhus, or uremia, or malaria.

Or was inadvertently murdered by his doctors, who had bled him incessantly.

Stephen Crane died of tuberculosis in 1900. Granted an ordinary modern life span, he would have lived well into World War II.

This morning I walked to the place where the street-cleaners dump the rubbish. My God, it was beautiful. 

Says a Van Gogh letter. 

Writer is equally tired of inventing characters. (1) 
Let us ask again: what can be said of the epitaphic genre? In Markson’s case the narrative line concerning the question of writing can be seen as a difference between the fragment and the fragmentary. In writing the fragment Markson writes for the dead. When writing the fragment fragmentarily Markson writes for the living. When the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary is conflated, the writing is for no one. Keith Gessen has suggested that Markson’s writing for no one is a dilemma which confronts the modern writer. “If you  never do anything” – Gessen asks – “but read and write – how can you then write about anything else?” (Gessen, 2001: http). While Gessen’s point is significant, I would suggest that the textual space marked by the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary in the gathering of quotations, trivia, and facts, opens up a means of communication which goes beyond establishing what genre Markson’s writing subscribes to. When genre is performative, when it construes itself as a graveyard for the writing which is done for no one, it defines the text as a space of imagery on which a final statement is made as a description of what limits and conditions the text in question. 

Insofar as authors can become authors as readers, and thus evade the possibility of dying, the writing that is produced can legitimately be called “reader’s block” as a means for shifting between the writing out of memory to writing in memoriam. Markson’s Reader’s Block (1996) is a book made up by an assembly of, more often than not, unrelated fragments. These fragments, while playing and toiling with the idea of forwarding into focus different points of representation, make representation as such secondary to the real process at work, which is to do the text ‘in’, as it were. The epitaph, then, emerges as a text put in a perspective similar to dramatic irony. Markson’s narrator, if that is indeed what it is, an author called Reader, considers writing a book. 

However, the endless gathering of information comes in the way of the actual writing process, Reader thus ending up presenting a list of themes that Protagonist would go through in the eventuality of the novel. We read Reader’s records and notes, and hear from time to time his voice when Reader poses direct questions as to the possibility of writing, not a work, but a representation of a work: “Nonlinear? Discontinuous? Collage-like? An assemblage?” (Markson, 1996: 14) First and foremost, though, Markson establishes an affinity with a certain corpus of writers, mainly the Greeks of the classical period, and the continental modernists, novelists, poets, and philosophers alike. The encounter with unrelated juxtaposed fragments of bio​graphical facts and acts makes reading a move towards performing an act of acknowledging human experience in its intertextual mode. However, I believe that Markson’s work cannot be contextualized as a work of collage, nor can it be made to fit the group of well-established postmodern authors who have collage on their writing agenda, for instance Kathy Acker and William Burroughs. I should point, though, to the similarity between Markson’s work and Burrough’s novel The Last Words of Duch Schultz. Burrough’s novel, while a collage in form, does not foreground the collage as such, but what the collage points to, namely the emblematic manifestation of the epitaph as a performative genre. Markson’s repeated question throughout his work: “Nonlinear? Discontinuous? Collage-like? An assemblage?” referring to the construction of a work that would fit specific norms of genre, is simply a dismissal of all those attributes, as they are devoid in themselves of the ability to generate a topos where writing for no one would become readable and independent of context. Markson’s postmodernism, here, is more aligned with that of Mark C. Taylor, whose work, particularly Hiding (1999), emphasizes surface as the topos par excellence where the epitaphic fragment can be inscribed.

Markson’s book produces a certain sense of familiarity as the reader is able to recognize references to works and authors of interest. These references are, however, contingent on the reader’s partici​pation in the realization of the absent coherence at work through the transcendent formulation of a context of the imagination, which would allow, say, for a synchronic reading of the text Markson has in ellipsis. Markson’s fragments as ellipsis are indeed epitaphs to both ‘complete’ and ‘incomplete’ works he happens to refer to. For example, these fragments, while seemingly fleeting, are at closer inspection, not fleeting at all. They appear in fact to be grounded, or inscribed in a context of origin which draws on the epitaphic sense of topos. 

Central to Markson’s voice is the voice of impersonation which lends reading visiting rights, as it were: one re-visits the site of literature where it merges with other arts. Music and painting are inscriptions reminding one that things happen. Death happens; works of art happen to live longer than their artists; writing happens even in spite of itself; questions happen. It all resonates in counterpoint, in what Markson calls a “fugue”: 

What has happened? It is life that has happened; and I am old.

Said Louis Aragon.

If an ox could paint a picture, his god would look like an ox.

Said Xenophanes.

Laurence Sterne’s corpse was sold to a medical school by grave robbers. It had been completely dissected before someone chanced to recognize it.

How much of Reader’s own circumstances or past would he in fact give to protagonist in such a novel? (12)

[(] Heraclitus did not say that one cannot step into the same river twice. One of his followers did.

Heraclitus did say that praying to statues of the gods was like talking to a house instead of to its owner, however. (23) 

[(] It took eight years to sell the first printing of six hundred copies of The Interpretation of Dreams. 

Perhaps one solitary mourner appearing, regularly, at one grave. Here again, a woman. Young. In fact too young to have a connection with anyone buried here that protagonist can fathom. 

Or are some few of the graves more recent?

Roland Barthes died after having been hit by a laundry truck. (23) 

The task that Markson sets himself as a writer is obviously to ring the church bells. It is with sheer delight that one attends Markson’s mass for Aragon, Sterne, Heraclitus, Barthes. Having gone to some extent to say something myself about these writers, a sense of finality is welcome. Here, Markson’s project is successful insofar as it confers on death the quality of being ‘final’, yet ‘undone’. 

In Reader’s Block Markson sets up relations that are analogous to both writing and dying. Following, quoting, ghosting, and hosting the ‘undone’ formulae of Wittgenstein, Markson’s practice of writing is a performance of epitaphs in the form of ‘undone’ fragments to ‘complete’ texts. Markson undoes himself, and thus raises himself to the level of the creative and imaginative critic. “The world is my idea” (11), says Markson/Wittgenstein performing rituals of textual appear​ance, genuineness, truth and sacrality, marvellous inconsistency, funerary finality. It can be contended that, for Markson, the con​struction of the fragment in the epitaphic sign forms and follows a cortege behind the complete text’s final way. Telling us about Aragon growing old, and nothing else about Aragon’s writing is a way of re-inventing Aragon’s work in absentia, for we know it exists. Markson’s narrating voice in the fragment about Barthes is similar to a prayer, which, one likes to imagine, is said by the one leading the cortege. One also likes to think that the prayer involves words on a corpus Christi incognitus, as it were, words which go beyond the representation of memento mori, and yet inform the “interminable undecidibility” that the deconstructive move from representation to representation posits. On this relation Karen Mills-Courts writes in a relevant passage in her work Poetry as Epitaph: 

This movement opens up a text to the abyss that Derrida calls ( “the danger itself”. This danger is death: the death of presence and the death of meaning that must accompany the death of voice. In this situation the critic is, like Eugenio Donato’s Baudelaire, “constituted by an accumulation of memories, an archeological museum of fragments of the past, haphazardly juxtaposed, each a synecdochal textual representation ordered by the accidental metonymic accident of proximity”. And, as Donato points out, the collection of memories( count less than their emblem, the pyramid, which we are now in a position to read as the symbol of linguistic representation itself.... [The critic] then, being nothing more than a set of representations, is reduced to a cemetery containing nothing but funerary monuments. (Mills-Courts, 1990: 7–8) 

The significance of Markson’s work lies in its concern with the possibility of representing in the work both the author and the critic, yet without making recourse to either of them. Insofar as Markson poses questions in an inverse order, the critic and the author appear in a perspective which inscribes voice within an economy of repre​sentation. It is not Donato’s perspective, in which the critic is the warden of the churchyard, nor Mills-Courts’s perspective in which voice is endangered and must settle with accompanying the “death of presence” and the “death of meaning”. Markson’s approach to the text is by saving it from itself and its appearances. It is neither criticism, nor the text, nor the author, that are subjected to Markson’s questions, but the mutual relationship between them which puts emphasis on the fragment as the unique form of literariness. For Mills-Courts, for example, it is criticism that fulfils the characteristics of finality in death, whether textual or otherwise. Criticism is raised above “voice” and is turned into a principle for epitaphic functioning. Here she says: 

Criticism becomes the epitaph of epitaphs. Nonetheless, we can experience the “death” of voice, of the “principle of intelligibility,” the loss of this kind of significance, only by conjuring its “afterlife” as an echo that inhabits the inscription that points to its loss. We understand the death of “presence” by virtue of a maker that “presents” and “describes” its loss through a peculiar reincarnation of presence in the form of the voice of meaning. This too is epitaphic. (8) 

Now, Markson’s work is remarkable for its mediation between the author and the critic, the author’s death and the author’s function, as he creates an intimate canon of literary theory which is made up of quotations in the image of Wittgenstein. Not of Wittgenstein’s thought to be sure, as it would mean to collapse the ‘world and what is the case’ into insignificance, but Wittgenstein’s style which seems to be ever commanding, “prepare yourself to follow me”. Relations of epitaphic representation are posed in Markson’s works as questions to the text and the premises behind it. “Wittgenstein, it is you who are creating all the confusion!” (Markson, 2001: 141), ‘he’, the ‘character’ named Writer, exclaims in This is Not a Novel going on to trace in the words themselves the meaning of having incompatible, yet juxtaposed fragments of deaths, natural and not so natural. And while these words seem to inaugurate their writers, they nonetheless usurp the authority of their writers. Markson’s epitaphic fragment is the complete text’s undone doing. The writers, painters, musicians, and other artists whose deaths and mishaps Markson refers to are all there not to form an entire oeuvre – a literary canon, monographs or otherwise – but to inform the fragmentary in the fragments which Markson finds worthy of his own work. These fragments elect the ceremonial master. Examples abound. 

This is Not a Novel rejoices in planning the funeral ritual over writers with whom we find affinity and correspondence. The book’s record of registered suicides, madness, anti-Semitism, has only one point: to go nowhere, while still “getting somewhere” as Markson himself puts it. As the dead person goes nowhere, yet occupies a space both in memory and in the ground, so does Markson’s ‘novel’. While it goes nowhere, in the sense that there is neither character develop​ment, nor climax, it progresses through style. As Cioran would have it. It cuts the reader’s need to the bare epitaph found in a triple-voice. One finds one suited for Cioran and one for Laurence Sterne: 

As similarly always needing a moment for the precise meaning of drawn and quartered to register. (46) 

– And who are you? said he. – Don’t puzzle me; said I. 

Says Tristram Shandy VII 33. (12) 

In between one passes by other mentioning of some other ‘passing’ as well as passing remarks on Writer’s agenda: 

A novel with no intimation of story whatsoever, Writer would like to contrive. 

And with no characters. None. (2) 

Plotless. Characterless. 

Yet seducing the reader into turning pages nonetheless. (3) 

[(] Actionless, Writer wants it. 

Which is to say, with no sequence of events. 

Which is to say, with no indicated passage of time. 

Then again, getting somewhere in spite of this. (4) 

[(] Indeed with a beginning, middle, and an end. 

Even with a note of sadness at the end. (4) 

[(] A novel with no setting. 

With no so-called furniture. 

Ergo, meaning finally without descriptions. (5) 

[(] A novel with no overriding central motivations, Writer wants. (6) 

[(] Writer sitting and/or talking to himself being no more than renewed verification that he exists. 

In a book without characters. 

As noted, not being a character but the author, here. 

We are and we are not. 

Said Heraclitus. 

Even with innumerable obvious likes and/or dislikes and central self-evident preoccupations. 

[(] Knowledge is not intelligence. 

Heraclitus additionally said. (82) 

[(] Laurence Sterne’s realization roughly a third of the way through Tristram Shandy that the book lacks a preface. 

Whereupon he inserts one right where he is. (106) 

[(] Laurence Sterne died of pleurisy, after years of lung hemorrhages. (128) 

[(] Writer incidentally doing his best here – insofar as his memory allows – not to repeat things he has included in his earlier work. 

Meaning in this instance the four hundred and fifty or more deaths that were mentioned in his last book also. (147) 

[(] Roman Jakobson in opposition to a novelist, namely Nabokov, teaching literature at Harvard: 

Should an elephant teach zoology? 

Arnold Schoenberg and George Gershwin were tennis partners. 

John Donne. Anne Donne. Undone. (149) 

[(] Words, words, words. (165) 

Markson’s performative enumeration of “words, words, words”, others’ words, ends in a gathering of voices whose sound is similar to the writing on the cenotaph. The epitaphic fragment answers the question, “what is a fragment” in a wholesome voice representative of the words of the imagination. In postmodernist writing the fragment is manifested as a history which is impossible without a theory. In other words, the fragment as text in history does not exist as a textual content (form) unless it is rendered as form (content) in a specific discourse. This epitomizes in fact Markson’s contribution to the postmodern discourse which uses a modern voice (à la Pound and Joyce) to dismiss the collage or what in the discourse of the modernists went by the name of “incompatible juxtapositions”. (Aragon, Tzara, Cioran) 

Thus, one cannot stop using words, in the sense of quoting, in the same manner as one cannot stop turning pages. Markson’s intim​ations become one’s accompanying mistresses. Of course, before Markson wrote Reader’s Block (1996) and This Is Not a Novel (2001), he wrote Wittgenstein’s Mistress (1988). There, the narrator, Kate, a middle-aged woman, seemingly the only person left on earth, initiates what for Markson became the genre of the dead novel. Or the death of the text. The complete text, that is, with a beginning, a middle and an end. Without any governing fragments, ruins, and other detachments. Markson’s contribution to the construction of the fragment proceeds from assuming that the complete text is a text without questions. A good text should travel among quotations and pose questions. Throughout Wittgenstein’s Mistress, Kate is an example of the Wittgensteinian mode of questioning without being either affirmative, or propositional. All the questions in the book become a mode of putting themselves in a perspective which is inscribed within a hypothetical, yet certain framework. The question is the perspective that language sees itself through. Therefore there can be no complete texts. There is no such thing as a great complete text. Only musings, such as Kate’s: 

Once, Turner had himself lashed to the mast of a ship for several hours, during a furious storm, so that he could later paint the storm.

Obviously, it was not the storm itself that Turner intended to paint. What he intended to paint was a representation of the storm.

One’s language is frequently imprecise in that manner, I have discovered.

Actually, the story of Turner being lashed to the mast reminds me of something, even though I cannot remember what it reminds me of. (Markson, 1988: 12) 

Turner becomes Odysseus’s epitaph. What Markson achieves in his work is to ground the concern with defining the fragment in the form of an epitaph to a once ‘complete’ text, or more precisely here a de-fined text, and thus redeem writing from itself. That is to say, by creating a corpus of fragments which seem to perform the function of quoting themselves among themselves, Markson assumes for himself the task of the critic who has no tasks, but who indeed fulfils the function of producing a body of literature which has the effect that imagination ought to have on/for a theoretical level. Markson converges to the horizon of perspective, both the modernist concern with defining via style the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary, as well as the postmodernist concern with the same difference, yet expressed in a concern with hypothesizing definition that is based on predication. For postmodernists, the fragment does not seem to exist unless it is named something else other than itself, unless it performs genre. 

Markson, however, is a postmodernist writer who puts the fragment into a perspective which elongates it, as it were. This is the epitaphic perspective. What Markson does for the text is provide it with a condition for the possibility of looking at itself as a dead text. As a dead text, whose voice emerges through the epitaph, the text poses its own questions as to what makes it a literary matter. Every epitaphic question becomes its own answer, to paraphrase Debra Fried. Thus the text is, because it has an epitaph. In this perspective, the epitaph provides the fragment with an identity which replaces the text in which the fragment itself appears with what is unique and extraordinary. It is the voice of the epitaph which makes the unique decipherable. The epitaph speaks for itself. 

Speeding the Reading

For Markson, the construction of a complete text is contingent on the fragment insofar as the writing process is based on gathering fragments of facts and information, with which the writer’s imagin​ation engages. Conversely, leaving the fragments to them​selves, as it were, presenting them as an assemblage, engages the reader’s imagin​ation. The assemblage is Markson’s matrix for the “nonlinear”, “discontinuous”, and the “collage-like” truth of the fragments which complete themselves in accordance with how far the reader’s imagination can stretch itself. 

When recognizing the writers for whom Markson writes imagin​ary epitaphs, one follows Markson’s going ahead of the epitaphic perspective. When coming across names one has never heard of, one invents stories about Markson’s following behind the epitaphic perspective. The truth of Markson’s text, then, is not interpretable in apparence, but in lieu of apparence, namely in perspective. This perspective combines the emergence of an ‘idea’ of a complete text, which the reader is able to imagine against the background of Markson’s fragments, with the fragments that prompt imagination in the direction of completeness. In other words, this perspective is epitaphic, as the epitaph’s function can only be actualized, or fulfilled, in perspective; or in the perspective which re​ading posits, one could contend. Hence, Markson’s art goes ahead of itself as a text, by writing imaginary epitaphs in a way which appears to celebrate, but actually refuses to follow the reading practice of such critics as Harold Bloom. Bloom’s reading speed, which is presented to appear to be something of a fright, something one must beware of, something one must guard oneself against, is lampooned: 

Harold Bloom’s claim to The New York Times that he could read at a rate of five hundred pages per hour. 

Writer’s arse. 

Spectacular exhibition! Right this way ladies and gentlemen! See Professor Bloom read the 1961 corrected and reset Random House edition of James Joyce’s Ulysses in one hour and thirty-three minutes. Not one page stinted. Unforgettable! 

[(] What’s this? Can’t spare an hour and a half? Wait, wait. Our matinee special, today only! Watch Professor Bloom eviscerate the Pears-McGuinness translation of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus – eight minutes and twenty-nine seconds flat! Guaranteed. (Markson, 2001: 130–132) 

The epitaph goes ahead, and the reader follows. It is this act of following, where Markson follows others by being ahead of them, ahead of their death, so that they will follow him, follow Markson’s epitaph on them, which thus completes the picture of how fragments are defined, how genre is defined. What we read is a topos, a graveyard of genre, when we read his epitaphic fragments. 

What does Markson do with his fragments, one would like to ask, apart from preparing himself to follow, as the epitaph dictates? Perhaps guard himself against the influence of others, or else welcome it. In lieu of the anxiety of influence that texts such as Malcolm Lowry’s Ghostkeeper
 exercised on him, one would like to think that Markson unleashes his fragments that would perform the burial of the text and with it its power to provoke anxiety. The fragments thus become both the masters of the ceremony as well as the keepers of the leopards. 

Welcome to Writing – Read in Peace.

Conclusion

A poetics would not seek to place itself in a position between theory and practice on the question of history, but rather would seek a position within both. 

– Linda Hutcheon

History is a matter of attention.

And if history paid attention to sentiment, it would become literature.

– Guy Davenport
In the end the fragment forges two positions: it is and it becomes. Whereas the fragment’s manifestation as text throughout history is a question of constitution (being), in critical discourse the fragment’s manifestations are most often related to the question of function (becoming), which is to say that as a text in its own right the fragment is conceptualized in terms of content, whereas in critical discourse the fragment is conceptualized in terms of form. However, form and content are inextricably linked insofar as their interrelation and posi​tion vis-à-vis the manifestations of the fragment represented in the dichotomy being/becoming also constitutes the poetics of the fragment as a poetics of intersection par excellence. 

The structure of this poetics and its point of enactment can be summarized thus: the first five types of fragments labelled in this book as concerned with the historical manifestations of the fragment as text tend towards formulating a poetics of perspective. I employ here James Elkins’s term, “poetics of perspective” in analogy to the con​stitutive and constituting nature of the fragment as text throughout history. Elkins’s definition lends itself to what can be said about the types of fragment which I called coercive, consensual, redundant, repetitive, and resolute: “perspective is best understood as a subject permanently and inherently without foundation, a ‘discipline’ by nature straddling several disciplines, requiring their support and yet not unambiguously related to them” (Elkins, 1994: 262).

I suggest that the fragments discussed in Part I of this work form a poetics of perspective insofar as the relation of the fragment’s function is not unambiguously related to the fragment’s constitution. That is to say, the fragment as text in its own right has different functions than the functions attributed to the fragment in critical discourse. Consequently the fragment passes through coercive and consensual stages as a ‘functionary’ agent, whereas in the stages ren​dered as redundant, repetitive and resolute the fragment’s agency is constitutive of the fragment’s function. Hence, only in perspective is the fragment’s constitution in terms of form able to relate to the fragment’s function in terms of content. As we have seen, the fragment, which is a function in Heraclitean rhetoric and Schlegelian theoretizations, becomes a style constitutive of its own form and function in Aragon, Stein, and Cioran. 

The latter five types of fragments discussed in Part II (both as the object of critical discourse, and as an enactment of their own form in critical discourse) tend towards formulating a poetics of genre. Here, genres such as ekphrasis, the epigram, the epigraph, the emblem, and the epitaph mediate between the fragment’s mode of being a “fragment” (the predominant mode specific of the first five types concerned with function and constitution) and the fragment’s mode of becoming “fragmentary”. Here I have tried to show that the fragmentary manifests itself mainly as a subject predicate, in our case, ekphrastic, epigrammatic, epigraphic, emblematic, and epitaphic. 

I have claimed that the poetics of perspective and the poetics of genre share a common ground in the form/content dichotomy. As this dichotomy relates to the static mode of being of the fragment and the active mode of becoming of the fragment by intersecting perspective with genre, it engages all ten types of fragments in exhibiting per​formativity. I proposed that performativity is best understood within a poetics of intersection which describes the fragment’s relations between constitution and function marked within history and typology, and between theory and aesthetics which elicit fragment manifestations such as the fragmentary. 

Within this framework of intersection between history and poetics, Part I of this work dealt with fragments which move dia​chronically through history as labels of agency. As such, these fragments constitute themselves in a perspective which renders them as concepts characteristic of a static mode of being. This means that these fragments exist mainly as a matter of content eliciting functions which are explanatory of a system behind the idea of form. Whereas Heraclitus’s fragments were an example of the concern with the content of a philosophy behind the form of the fragment, Schlegel was shown to be interested in theorizing content by incorporating in his poetics the idea of form. The modernists were shown to foreground the fragment’s poetics of perspective and thus let style mediate between different forms of being, when the fragment was made redundant, repetitive and resolute. 

In Part II of this work we have seen how the five types of postmodern manifestations of the fragment constitute themselves synchronically as labels of representation that can be identified as genres: again, ekphrasis, the epigram, the epigraph, the emblem, and the epitaph. The poetics of these fragments, which is not explan​atory but descriptive, discloses a dominant polarization between the form of the fragment and the form of the fragmentary. Insofar as postmodern manifestations of the fragment can also relate to a critical discourse which constitutes itself as fragmentary, the fragments that disclose a poetics of genre situate themselves at the other pole where what is emphasized is the process of becoming. 

Insofar as the content of the fragment gradually becomes a question of form in recent criticism, the fragment excludes any form of critical discourse which does not render the fragment aesthetic. Histories of the fragment and the critical discourse on the fragment converge in an aesthetic mode in which the fragment’s beginning mirrors the fragment’s end (see for instance the works of Avital Ronell, and Jacques Derrida). Put more clearly, whereas the historical manifestation of the fragment as text asserts its existence as such, insofar as the fragment is – a form, yet undefined – the fragment which passes through a critical process is conceptualized as the fragment which becomes – a form, specific to a period or of an aesthetics. Between forms, the fragment acts as an agent insofar as it delimits its own critical discourse. Which is to say that any historicizing of the trajectory of the fragment which exists as a concrete and independent text is dependent on a manifestation of the idea of the fragment, which in critical discourse becomes an abstract textual construction. 

One of the main observations at the end of this book regards the idea that conceptualizing the fragment has always been polarized, which is to say that critics look mainly either at form (the fragment’s constitution in relation to function, agency; see Rajan 1985, or Levinson 1986) or content (the fragment’s aesthetics, such as considering the fragmentary, labels of genre representation; see Derrida 1992 or Krammer Maynard 1995). Insofar as the fragment’s name shifts between paradigmatic and syntagmatic relations as it pleases, one can contend that for critics engaged in the act of baptizing, taking stock of what defines the fragment has been less significant than the apparent question, what does the fragment do, since it requires a name? 

However, the fragment transcends these relations by virtue of its uniqueness. What defines the fragment is ultimately its own dynamics, its own ability to mediate between its state of being and its state of becoming, and consequently its ability to reveal some functions. That is to say, the fragment exists historically, first as a text and then as a concept by virtue of its becoming an object of criticism. Here I can emphasize some pragmatic distinctions: whereas the nature of the fragment as being/becoming relies on a relational act in terms of what critics intend for the fragment, what the fragment itself discloses is an autonomous faculty able to posit imaginary constructions about itself. In other words, the fragment in history exists in a referential relation to both history and context and it can therefore be the primary object of a typology, while the fragment in critical discourse exists as textuality, and it can therefore be the primary subject of a poetics. Hence, what history typologizes, textuality poeticizes. 

Moreover, a main distinction to be made within this dichotomy – being/becoming as a stable manifestation of the fragment – a dis-tinction which to my knowledge has not been brought into focus previously by other critics, is that the fragment which has become, is also the fragment which is. Thus, while the fragment’s state of being emphasizes a static relation to context, the fragment which becomes emphasizes a process. In this scheme, insofar as the fragment as text is a figuration of its own manifestation as a fragment in critical discourse, the fragment which is, becomes the fragment which is, as it were. This dichotomy opens up a field of inquiry into one of the main functions of the fragment, namely its ability to intersect both static and fluctual states of manifestation. In the intersecting mode, part of the fragment’s performances is becoming a static process, as it were. It is for this reason, that the first theory of the fragment forwarded by Schlegel proposed the hypothesis that the fragment goes on forever, it goes on to become an infinite state; infinity here being precisely one of the most static states. 

For example, the fragment’s being/becoming and constitution/ function relations have come more and more into focus in the postmodern discourse whose concern – which is not exclusively with the fragment, but mainly with its own mode of manifestation – discloses modes of defining which can apply to the act of conceptualizing a concept independently of a referential state to a particular object, here the text of the fragment. One of these modes, for instance, is the fragmentary mode, which enables the fragment’s state of becoming to revert to its initial state of being. The fragmentary mediates between the condition for the possibility of the fragment to be and the actual realization of the fragment to become a fragment. Even here, postmodernist writing is true to its characteristic poetics: beginnings and endings are traced in circles and enacted in a reciprocal performance, the fragment begins where it ends and it ends where it begins. In postmodernist writing the fragment is manifested as a history which is impossible without a theory. In other words, the fragment as text in history does not exist as a textual content (form) unless it is rendered as form (content) in a specific discourse. An example of this is the work of Mark C. Taylor (especially Taylor 1982). 

However, postmodernist writing on the fragment does not make explicit on what ground the fragment’s name is “fragment”, insofar as its manifestation of a fragmentary aesthetics tends to exceed the independent historical manifestations of the fragment as text. That is to say, while the postmodernist discourse on the fragment exhibits an awareness of its project to move towards, not having the fragment become a fragment, but itself be a fragment, it is not aware of the end result in which the fragment becomes the event which exceeds its own performativity. In other words, the discourse on the fragment, while excluding the fragment’s own historicity, engages in including in its own history a fragment which it does not own, as it were. The fragment in history which is an ingenious and original text on the one hand, and on the other, the fragment which becomes an ingenious and appropriated text in critical discourse – appropriated in the sense of “original” in quotation marks – are instances of a mode of theorizing which ultimately renders the fragment’s constitution doubled and tripled. 

The aim of this book has been to identify a number of instances in the history of the fragment where it displays a theoretical strength on the basis of which it constitutes itself in its singularity. However, the fragment as text cannot be accounted for, nor can its manifestations be counted in numbers. Historically the fragment comes in ‘fragments’, which means that whenever there is a doubling or tripling process, the fragment’s constitution is idiosyncratic. It is for this reason that the fragment as text is always rendered as ‘something else’. Idiosyncratic conceptions of the fragment elicit general concepts on the fragment, which further means that the historical manifestations of the fragment as text are first and foremost constituted in the tension between the singularity inherent in the fragment’s mode of being and the plurality inherent in the fragment’s potential to become. This tension leads to the interest in the fragment as a mode of manifestation which can be experienced and grasped in its singularity, plurality, uniqueness, and universality. Hence, the fragment in critical discourse must be the object of the investigation into two polarized states: insofar as being elicits a singular constitution, becoming elicits plural functions. This is the fragment’s poetics of intersection. 

Now, the scope of this book has furthermore been to identify the difference between the general constitution of the fragment, even when it is manifested as singular (both as a text in its own right and in critical discourse about fragments), and the particular function of the fragment, even when it is manifested as plural (both as a text and in critical discourse). That is, the fragment as being and the fragment as becoming, the fragment as text and the fragment as context, the fragment’s constitution and the fragment’s function, the fragment as potential and the fragment as realization, the fragment’s name and the fragment’s game, the fragment alive and the fragment dead, the fragment ruined and the fragment saved. The futuricity of the fragment is in intersections. 

So far, we have seen how the German Romantics’ philosophy proves to be consistent in its claims regarding the futuricity of fragments. What Schlegel and his Jena friends did not make explicit on a formal level is however implicit in the content of their philo​sophical program. Insofar as the assertion that to write the fragment is to write fragments is true by virtue of the fragment’s ability to constitute itself, not in relation to a presupposed whole dictated by context, but in relation to its own undisputed historicity which posits the fragment as text, the writing of fragments is ultimately a variant of theorizing without history. 

Conceptualizing the fragment as a joint reflection on both the history and the poetics of the fragment, has proved to be an enterprise in which tracing through history the construction of the fragment has become an extended evaluation of the fragment in the imperative mode. The fragment is the “this is that” of the text. Insofar as the fragment begins as a statement of the obvious: the fragment is, or else as a declarative statement of its own status: “fragment” – it would not be a tautology to assert that the fragment ends with declaring its tale/tail title: Fragment’s entail: a poetics of intersection. Any tale of the fragment (discourse) is a fragment tail (history). 

Thus, the question posed at the beginning of this book, “what is a fragment” is perhaps best answered in the context of formulating a poetics of intersection which makes performative both the poetics of perspective and the poetics of genre. Within these parameters the fragment first and foremost puts forth some theses which propose that constitution and functionality are two interrelated forms which characterize the fragment, on the one hand, typologically within its historical manifestations, and on the other hand, aesthetically within theory or critical discourse. That is to say, whereas the poetics of perspective explains the fragment’s manifestations of agency which are able to ground the fragment’s content into being, the poetics of genre describes the fragment’s form, which grounds the re​presentational functions of the fragment’s mode of becoming in manifestations of various labels. In this equation the form/content dichotomy is an active point of intersection where the fragment’s constitution/function characteristics meet the fragment’s fragmentary form. The poetics of intersection thus informs the history and typo​logy of the aesthetic theory of the fragment within a framework that elicits a performative constitution of the fragment in its mode of being /becoming. 

I propose then a more concrete formulation of the poetics of intersection and its mode of manifesting the interrelation between the fragment’s own poetics of perspective as well as the fragment’s own poetics of genre, again following the ten types discussed throughout. Here, the first five types of fragments are mainly dominated by manifestations of being whereas the latter five types are mainly dominated by manifestations of becoming. 

In the subsequent short elaborations that follow after the ten theses it should become apparent how the workings of the poetics of intersection marks three moments: (1) when the fragment’s manifest​ations of being are also manifestations of becoming; (2) when the fragment’s manifestations of becoming revert to their initial state of being; (3) and finally when the fragment either eludes the being/ becoming polarity – and thus we have a manifestation of neither being nor becoming – or when the fragment embraces the polarity – and thus we have a manifestation of both being and becoming. 

The poetics of intersection thus constitutes a fragment which is performative in both manifestations of the interrelated poetics, namely the poetics of perspective, and the poetics of genre: 

Thesis One 

The fragment is a-historical, yet without being contextless. Insofar as the fragment is however not without a history, the fragment is thus coercive. 

Thesis Two

The fragment is a-form, yet without being inconsistent. Insofar as theorizing on the fragment begins not with a con​sideration of form, but in a consent to acknowledge the fragment’s nature, the fragment is thus consensual. 

Thesis Three

The fragment’s form is realized in a project of self-definition, yet without being complete. Insofar as the fragment which begins as a potential is fully realized, the fragment is thus redundant. 

Thesis Four

The fragment maintains the tension between form and content as “sameness”, yet without being unnecessary. Insofar as the fragment is a marker of sameness, it cannot at the same time be potential. The fragment is thus repetitive. 

Thesis Five

The fragment’s content is actualized in a process of intercalation, yet without being discontinuous. Insofar as the fragment annihilates potentiality, the fragment is thus resolute. 

Thesis Six

The fragment is a-religious, yet without being unimaginative. Insofar as the fragment is a copy in the image of what represents it, the fragment is and thus becomes ekphrastic. 

Thesis Seven

The fragment is an-authorial, yet without being a manifestation with no scene of authorial representation. Insofar as the fragment disclaims the authority of the writer and writes itself as non-text, the fragment is and thus becomes epigrammatic. 

Thesis Eight

The fragment is a-textual, yet without being a re-collection of quotes in translation. Insofar as the fragment is a variation theme to a text whose ground is not signed, the fragment is and thus becomes epigraphic. 

Thesis Nine

The fragment is a-contextual, yet without being non-eventful in its self-contradictions. Insofar as the fragment breaks its symbolic frame, the fragment is and thus becomes emblematic. 

Thesis Ten

The fragment is a-definable, yet representational of a universal textual voice. Insofar as the fragment is both representational and universal, and marks a textual wholeness ‘after life’, the fragment is and thus becomes epitaphic.

Something can always be said about the fragment. I shall conclude here therefore with some remarks on each of the ten theses. I begin with the ending lines which conclude each section dedicated to the ten key concepts employed throughout my work. The premise underlying my choice is the idea that the fragment’s intersecting mode is in the declarative mode. 

As the introduction to this whole study began with the assertion that “the fragment is”, it would be appropriate to conclude with promoting the ellipsis of that phrase into perspective and thus supply continuing words to the fragment which is already a form of its own function, a content of its own constitutive designation, a history of its own typology, and a theory of its own poetics. In other words, a poetics of intersection between history and aesthetics. 

Thesis 1

“The fragment begins as a Spank(ing) of totality’s (K)napsack.” The coercive fragment is the fragment which eludes the polarity between being and becoming. Even intuitively, what is declarative here is not in the saying, nor in the said, but in what is illustrated. The fragment is not, not yet, discursively predicated. First it has to begin with what is obvious, as an opposition to totality, better yet, as a displacement of totality, insofar as totality gets spanked. ‘What is a fragment when the fragment is coercive’ is a question answered in the imaginative act which links understanding to the problem of conceptualization. Here, the understanding of old philo​sophies is mediated by coercion which dictates that knowledge of texts and contexts can only be gained in a relational act to fragments. But fragments need to be accepted first, and then recognized as the basis of analogy. Readings of Heraclitus show that the fragment’s constitution is a-historical in a relational act, whereas in an analogical act it exhibits a coercive function. The coercive fragment is not without a context insofar as it generates its own mode of discourse in which all fragments are of equal value. Classical scholars consent. 
Thesis 2

“The fragment consents”. Clearly here, the fragment is a manifestation of a process which develops rather linearly the question of the frag​ment’s beginning to a consideration of the fragment which has the potential to become an infinite state. However, while Schlegel em​phasized the performative process of the fragment insofar as he tried to endow the fragment with a generative force that would carry it to infinity, he did not account for a conceptualization of the fragment within infinity’s frame. What the Romantic fragment consents to is a dismissal of thinking about that which cannot be comprehended, insofar as infinity for the Romantics is not explained according to any rules that would render it fixed, or static. Naturally a paradox arises when the Romantics nevertheless rule that the fragment is here to stay, as it were. This paradox can only be resolved in consent, insofar as the fragment is allowed to evolve, not in a form but an a-form which is able to precisely incorporate the static mode of the fragment’s be​coming. Hence, the fragment consents to also become redundant in relation to an actualization process which annihilates its potentiality. 
Thesis 3

“The redundant fragment is incompatibility’s project of self-definition”. For modernists such as Aragon, writing itself is a manifestation of a fragment which is neither an instance of poetics nor history. The fragment becomes a fragment only by avoiding being a fragment. Hence Aragon’s fragment is not a construction whose architect is Aragon, but a text whose primary function is to reveal something about the style of a historical period as well as a certain poetics, here the surrealist project. The fragment’s state of being as an independent manifestation of a text in history is mediated through the style of writers who marked a certain point in the development of literature. Insofar as histories of literature are a combination of stupi​dity and sense of humour, for Aragon, the only genuine thing to say about literature is that it is a manifestation of a redundant fragment which informs the dreams of clowns and the actions of heroes. Literary clowns and heroes, that is. Self-definition in an incompatible project is both a process of becoming and a state of being. The redundant fragment takes place between these two and is thus able to always be a potential and yet realize itself. 

Thesis 4

“The repetitive fragment is the dream of a thought of action”. Here the fragment’s state of becoming can be said to be non-existent. It is only seemingly relational and seemingly analogical. Hence the fragment’s function is to elicit a discourse in which a dream is relational to being, and thought is analogous to action. If a rose is a rose is a rose, then a fragment is a fragment is a fragment. At this point in history and with modernists such as Gertrude Stein, such a string of fragment manifest​ations is bound to relate to the question of the degree of fragmentari​ness in a text. We have learned that whereas the distinction between the fragment and the fragmentary has been considered, the modernists discussed here dismissed it in favour of the element of “sameness” in writing. For Stein, writing is opposed to words not forms. Hence the tension between form and content. Writing which is always the same in its function can make words constitutive of either difference or sameness. The fragment here is insofar as it never gets beyond the constant state of potentially becoming. Repetition however em​phasizes a process, hence the content of the fragment is a multipli​cation of the form of being of the fragment. 
Thesis 5

“The fragmentary is the fragment’s cutting-edge style that cuts precisely between the fragment as such, and the fragmentary as such: ‘Models of style: the swearword, the telegram, the epitaph’.” Stein’s repetition here continues Aragon’s redundancy which further marks the distinction between the fragment and the fragmentary, a distinction which gives itself (as if) in the quotation from Cioran. Aragon’s neither being, nor becoming fragment mediates between Stein’s fragment in its mode of being and Cioran’s fragment which is a manifestation of the fragment’s becoming a complete form of incompleteness. Aragon’s content based fragment, even by dismissal of content, and Stein’s form based fragment, even by dismissal of form intensify the tension between form and content in Cioran’s resolute assertions about the fragment’s own resoluteness. For Cioran, the fragment is at once a manifestation of a text in history as well as a manifestation in critical discourse. For Cioran, the fragment as text is always in danger of losing its potential to develop into a full-fledged critical discourse in which the fragment is defined against the grain. That is to say, the fragment’s resoluteness consists in dictating for itself whether it manifests itself as being or becoming. The fragment’s content then actualizes itself in the idea of defining nothing, including the fragment’s form. 
Thesis 6

“The fragment is the application of image to copy – Heraclitus’s child”. In its declarative mode, postmodern discourse declares without demonstrating. In terms of a poetics of form there is not a lot of difference between Heraclitus’s fragments and Taylor’s fragments: they are all sayings, whose validity is not proved by demonstration but by images. Of course images can demonstrate a point, however, their illustrative function adds to the expression in ways that rhetoric can only aspire to. The river images in Heraclitus, for example, for all their flowing are always linked to stability. Likewise, when Taylor declares that “form is content”, one visualises before one thinks the scenario of having heard and seen that sentence before – as in the case when the sentence, or its case, has always existed in some form or another. That is precisely the point of content. The point of form lies in the scenario in which having heard or seen the sentence before is in reality only a probability, or not at all the case. Thus the sentence is likely to be the subject of change, or it has the potential to become an expression with different meanings. The ekphrastic fragment relies on the imagination to create images of form – the fragment’s form – which would translate content into copies of this imagined form. Thus, form which religiously becomes content, is in effect a-religious. Therefore the fragment is a fragment of its own constitution, insofar as it is also able to let itself be categorized or typologized as becoming a poetics. 

Thesis 7

“The wisdom of the ‘nonbook’ is the wisdom of the epigram.” Here the fragment, once a poetics, furthermore becomes an experience of the fragment which is epigrammatic. Insofar as writers can claim to write nothing, while writing just that nevertheless, the question of the fragment to find an appropriate medium in which it can manifest itself becomes relevant in the context of writing’s function. The premise here is that the fragment begins as an impossible state of either being or becoming. But the fragment is both in the future (Schlegel theorized that much) as well as in the past (the fragment as text takes care of that), which means that in whatever state of manifestation the fragment must have a constitution as well as a function. If wit constitutes the fragment then the “nonbook” can be a manifestation of an authorial scene of the fragmentary. 

Bénabou’s fragment becomes a poetics with specific functions – such as the elaboration on the possibility to write a nonbook – by virtue of the fragment being a construction in its own right, whose constitution is marked by rigorous calculations: first, of what makes a book, and then a “nonbook”; second, of what makes literature, and then masterpieces; third, of what makes genre, and then poetics; fourth, of what makes theory, and then its application; fifth, of what makes a fragment, and then a totality. The epigrammatic fragment is an extension to the list, which on the one hand accounts for the fragment as a textual manifestation, and on the other hand, it counts the possibilities in which the fragment eludes not the polarity being/ becoming but the one between function and constitution. The fragment in Bénabou becomes. 
Thesis 8

“The epigraphic fragment is the oracular voice of the text on the telephone”. Insofar as the epigraphic fragment is both oracular and on-line, the fragment is a-textual in the sense that the fragment’s being performs the fragment’s becoming. This is also one of the main manifestations of the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary. The flow inherent in the oracular and the text which only becomes a fragment when it obeys a tele/postal principle is the kenotic flow. We have learned here that the epigraphic fragment manifests itself as aesthetics of kenosis which lays the ground for the in​vestigation, not into the difference between the fragment and the fragmentary, but the distance between them. 

What grounds the epigraphic fragment in its oracular manifest-ations is the telephone as a medium which creates variations. The theme of sending letters developed in both Lish and Derrida constitutes a fragment which is not allowed to become a coherent text insofar as the letters’ actual sending is never realized other than in the intention to send them. Thus they form a prefatory work to the fragment which is a-textual in its thrust, insofar as the fragment – while it does not exist as a constitutive form, which means that it is not an essence – does operate with functions which are always para-textual. That is to say, while the fragment is inessential in its constitutive being, as a ground text, it operates with becoming a text in the void – voiding out of itself – which means that it becomes a function of the aesthetics of kenosis. The kenotic fragment is an aesthetics which relies on the performative act of epigraphizing to disseminate through variation variants of an essential constitutive signature which confers on the fragment a mode of being in spite of itself, as it were. Thus the epigraphic fragment is an intersecting kenotic point of intersection where dichotomies meet: function/ constitution and being/becoming. 
Thesis 9

“The emblematic fragment is theory’s picture of itself”. Here we have learned that what makes the emblematic fragment a-contextual is its capacity to break frames of symbolization, while nevertheless making use of the symbolic function, and thus picture a theory whose object of inquiry is tripartite: the fragment’s agency, the fragment’s representation as theory, and the fragment’s theory of representation. For Brossard and Ronell, the premise that the fragment is, as an opposition to the fragmentary, begins with a consideration of the fragment which always becomes a matter of the fragmentary before it gets to assert a mode of being for itself. The fragment therefore needs first to be represented. However, insofar as the fragment is only as an opposition to the fragmentary, it cannot constitute itself other than in a hypothesis. The fragment thus becomes first an act of de-signing which disengages writing in its theoretical mode of asserting that it belongs to itself, and then an act of signing a pact which bestows on the fragment a sovereign state. This pact is the emblem, the fragment’s path on its mise-en-abyme-éclatée course. The function of the autonomous, or sovereign fragment, is to constantly modify itself and thus become an emblem of the fragment’s becoming a being. 
Thesis 10

“Welcome to Writing – Read in Peace”. Here the fragment attains a state of plurality insofar as it follows a constant ritual: it eludes definition, and the text. The whole text, that is. The epitaphic fragment is neither a constitution of a fragment as text, nor a function of a critical discourse, but a representation of a universal voice which goes beyond the text. Markson’s performative enumeration of words, words, words, others’ words, ends in a gathering of voices whose sound is a writing on the cenotaph. The epitaphic fragment answers the question, what is a fragment, in a wholesome voice representative of the words of imagination: the fragment is universal. Defining the fragment as universal is an act of bringing offerings to the fragment’s beginnings. A universal, one can contend, is a charac​teristic of the two processes of being and becoming in their intersecting mode with constitutions and functions. Constitutions of being and functions of becoming. Writing which is welcome so that reading can take its place completes the circle in which the ‘whole’ text is represented as always chasing after the fragment. The poetics of intersection which orbits around ellipsis is kenotic. 

The Universal Fragment

Thus, insofar as we can define the fragment as universal with no stable position in time or space, no account of the history of the fragment is possible unless the fragment is defined in relation to its truthfulness, in the sense of its undeniable existence. Nor is an account of the poetics of the fragment possible unless it is seen in relation to its beauty: a collection of words put together which are resonant of the voice of creative imagination. Like truth and beauty the fragment’s point is in its proving, not its own being or becoming state, but in proving its power to generate theses about itself in the discourse of others. One of the beautiful qualities of the fragment is to prove the truth of a Heraclitean saying, for example, “the beginning of a circle is also its end”. For what is there to say at the end of a book which has tried to account for the conceptualization of the fragment’s mani​festations through history as a text and its poetics in critical discourse other than that the fragment goes back to the question which indirectly addresses its status as a text. The fragment is universal by virtue of its proposing new perspectives of becoming. The fragment’s poetics is a poetics of perspective, the fragment’s manifestations through hi-story is a perspective of poetics. The fragment is thus both true and beautiful. The fragment as universal is a dialectics of perspective. Seeing the fragment in perspective is orchestrating the fragment’s text as architecture. It is therefore only partly legitimate from time to time to call the fragment a ruin. For it is neither a ruin in its beginnings, nor is it a detachment from its ending. The fragment is universal in and of its own constitution in the time and space of the poetics of intersection. 

The fragment is a thesis.
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�	Pataphysics is a discipline proposed by Alfred Jarry, who defined it as “the science of imaginary solutions”. A Reader in the work of the Oulipians has been edited by Warren F. Motte Jr. under the name of Oulipo: A Primer of Potential Literature (1998). 


� 	An elaboration of the implication of asserting that form is content follows in the chapter on the ekphrastic fragment dealing with the philosophy of Mark C. Taylor. 


� 	This is a reference to one of Heraclitus’s most ambiguous lines: “polumathiê ou didaskei (echein) noon”, which implies that the accumulation of facts does not necessarily produce wisdom (fragment 6 in Davenport 1995: 159; fragment 40 in Robinson, 1987: 30, 106, which is a translation of a paraphrase by Diogenes Laertius). 


� 	I am also thinking here of recent doxographical studies by Mansfeld (1989) in respect to how far we ought to think of the Heraclitean fragments as in�tentionally aphoristic or incomplete. 


�	In her essay, “Knowledge and Unity in Heraclitus”, Patricia Kenig Curd discusses Heraclitus’s epistemology as a dual instance of unity which has both knowledge and its object as manifestations of being rather than becoming. The compression of two distinct epistemological entities into an ontological question follows Heraclitus’s fragment 93, which reads: “The lord whose oracle is at Delphi, neither speaks nor conceals, but gives a sign”. Kenig Curd goes on to assert that “taking a sign for the whole truth is a mistake; but so is refusing to read a signal”. Her reference to the many layers of interpretation at Delphi is suggestive of the fragment’s internal functions and external instrumentality: “First there are the utterances of the Pythia; then the priest who translates this into hexameters. Then there are the envoys who must interpret the translation. Past experience and insight are crucial at this stage” (Kenig Curd, 1991: 541–548). 


�	One is reminded of William Gaddis’s statement on the fragment in his The Recognitions: “This self-sufficiency of fragments, that's where the curse is, fragments that don't belong to anything. Separately they don't mean anything, but it's almost impossible to put them together into a whole. And no, it's impossible to accomplish a body of work without a continuous sense of time, so instead you try to get all the parts together into one work that will stand by itself and serve the same thing a lifetime of separate works does, something higher than itself” (Gaddis, 1955: 616). 


�	Davidson says for instance: “If we can say, as I am urging, that a person does, as agent, whatever he does intentionally under some description, then, although the criterion of agency is, in the semantic sense, intensional, the expression of agency is itself purely extensional. The relation that holds between a person and an event when the event is an action performed by the person holds regardless of how the terms are described; and we can without confusion speak of the class of events that are actions, which we cannot do with intentional actions” (Davidson, 1971: 8). 


�	I am indebted to Charles Lock for reminding me that fragments exist on all levels, syntactic, semantic, and morphologic. 


�	I thank Roy Sellars for making the point on the interplay between becoming which is imagined by imagination and being which also has the potential to stage non-dialectically what is imagined and what is real. 


�	Whereas wit for Schlegel is linked to knowledge, the aphorism deals with the discovery of knowledge. Schlegel, however uses these two terms inter�changeably, so that formally most often wit is aphoristic and the aphorism is witty. 


�	Mircea Eliade, for instance, has developed the idea that God can only be grasped as coincidentia oppositorum, as a paradox that goes beyond comprehension (Eliade, 1966). The mystery one is left with can be deciphered only via the apprehension of the unity of opposites as a symbolic reference to God. 


�	Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1922: 189); Stanislaw J. Lec, More Unkempt Thoughts (1968: 53). 


�	The discussion of wit is here an extension of the Heraclitean idea of wisdom which parallels wit, insofar as both notions express change and stability simultaneously. Wisdom and wit are furthermore used in the Heraclitean river images. 


�	A source of major influence on Schlegel has been the philosophy of Friedrich Schelling. Schelling distinguishes between the negative in philosophy – which is a manifestation of grasping reality via pure reason; the process is negative insofar as it is unable to make reason account for its own system – and the positive – which is a manifestation of thinking the reality which precisely precedes thought; the process is positive, insofar as it acknowledges its own finality. For Schelling, the positive in philosophy is not a matter of ideality, but revelation. 


�	Douglas Hofstadter paraphrases Gödel’s theorem: “All consistent axiomatic formulations of number theory include undecidable propositions” (Hofstadter, 1979: 17). Another example of the theorem, which I further suggest is grounded in analogy with the idea that not everything can be grasped as a system, is the one offered by Régis Debray: “no system can be organized without closure, and no system can be closed solely by means of the elements within the system” (in Shusterman, 1998: 7). On Gödel’s Completeness Theorem (1930) and In�completeness Theorem (1931) see also Stephen Read’s Thinking about Logic (1995: 44). 


�	Hofstadter describes very wittily Zeno’s theorems for the paradoxes of motion, which state: “Motion Is Inherently Impossible” and “Motion Unexists”. This forms the “dichotomy paradox” about proving how in “getting from A to B one has to go halfway first – and of that stretch one also has to go halfway, and so on and so forth”. Hofstadter points out that problem reduction is an impossible task, since getting from A to B, where B is a goal to reach, involves reducing the problem into two subproblems, which then in turn will be replaced by two subgoals, and so on ad infinitum (Hofstadter, 1979: 32, 610). The parallel to be made here is of course that, in this way, the center can be said to ‘unexist’, which would mean that its existential proof lies not in being able to prove it but produce it, by ‘indicating’ it. Since the goal is wit, the center can be indicated always on its ‘other’ side. 


Another interesting paradox is given in John Caputo’s remark that “motion is peculiarly resistant to the binary presence/absence schema of metaphysics” in Aristotle’s conception of time and motion. Following Derrida’s critique of Heidegger’s discussion of Aristotle – which Derrida shows to be fallacious – and pointing to the fact that the Aristotelian time and motion escape categories of metaphysics, thus suggesting that Heidegger’s discussion was redundant in the first place, Caputo pleads for a philosophy of “kinesis” in which everything depends on a “willingness to stay in play”. He says moreover: “Motion is the act of a being in potency while it is still in potency. The being in motion neither is (what it is in motion toward) nor is not (what it was at the point of departure of the motion” (Caputo, 1987: 199). In a parallel, it can be said that the center ‘unexists’ by virtue of its being in flux. It thus escapes categories of fixation. 


�	I follow here the idea of fragment multiplication, in itself to pass through different stages of reversals, employing Jean Ricardou’s differentiations between mise en abyme, mise en abyme explosée, and mise en abyme eclatée. Ricardou argues that the reader engages in composing “de lui même un livre autre”, which may suggest a skip over the acknowledgement of mise en abyme thus creating a connector which then functions as an intratext. Says Ricardou: “Composer un livre tel qu’il puisse en somme supporter le dédoublement et l’inclusion de divers fragments de lui-même, ce serait tendre littéralement vers l’impossible livre dans le livre, ce serait aussi se heurter en tous points à un paradoxe sans cesse renaissant” (Ricardou, 1967: 190). 


Ricardou’s three stages in deconstructive reading will be elaborated on in the subsequent chapters on the epigrammatic, epigraphic, and emblematic frag�ments, notions which inform the postmodern approach to the fragments as a question of difference between the fragment and the fragmentary. 


�	Another contrasting idea as to the definition of fragments is heralded by Critchly in connection with the fragments’ irreducibility to unity: “The fragment is at once both systematic and anti-systematic, and this constitutes its essential ambiguity, or what Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy call ‘romantic equivocity’” (Critchley, 1997: 109). By logical inference, this means that if fragments are irreducible to unity, then the idea of unity is presupposed, which further questions the system’s idiosyncrasy – that retains the fragment’s individuality – in relation to the non-system – that is the mark of the lack of a final synthesis between subject and object. That is to say, the fragment’s ability to simultaneously be systematic and non-systematic mobilizes unity at the junction where it becomes “readable”, in the sense that it is “unworking” its own ambiguity. Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy’s nuanced language thus finds its way into Critchley’s project, namely to define the fragment really as the very little… almost nothing: “Unworking is not incompletion, for as we have seen incompletion completes itself and is the fragment as such; unworking is nothing, only the interruption of the fragment. The fragment closes and interrupts itself at the same point: it is not a point, a punctuation or a fractured piece, despite everything, of the fragmentary Work” (Lacoue-Labarthe and Nancy, 1988: 57–58). 


�	We have already learned of a similar position in Paisley Livingston’s discussion of the fragment as a manifestation of (Frenhofer’s) paradox. 


�	Leventhal argues: “The maxim to understand the author better than he himself is […] solely a matter of conceptual clarification; it results because the author did not determine his ‘concepts’ precisely […]” (Leventhal, 1994: 300–301). Leventhal here makes a reference to Kant’s statement that he understood Plato better than Plato understood himself, an idea which was further developed by Fichte, Schleiermacher, Schelling and Schlegel. 


�	I follow here Hofstadter’s definition of a strange loop to be: “a way of representing an endless process in a finite way” (Hofstadter, 1979: 15). 


�	My assumption is that the use of epigraphs in general is a way of writing in a transcendental manner, which necessarily marks another context of interpretation. Hillis Miller writes in his book, The Linguistic Moment, about the “odd status of paratexts”, and he mentions the examples of prefaces, titles, epigraphs, dedications and footnotes as being “like thresholds, frontiers, gates, or doorways to the infolded text within. Marginal, fencing, framing, liminal, or januarial, they are neither quite inside the work they introduce nor quite outside. They are neither quite part of the work – a contribution to its working, its effective energy of the production of meaning – nor quite part of it. They may even inhibit or block that working” (Miller, 1985: xiii). We can perceive the epigraph as the distinction between both the inside and the outside of the text that disappears. The epigraph is thus allowed to move to the limits of language. It will escape the “neither inside”, “nor outside” the work it introduces. The epigraph will not just inform the limit, its own liminality, but will write this limit. Here I suggest that the other context of interpretation is rather a process of crossing-over than a site, which deems the language of suspension – further ‘into’ history – as incontestable. The other context of interpretation is in this sense a translation of its own discourse. More on the epigraph follows in the chapter on Jacques Derrida and Gordon Lish. 


� 	Elsewhere I have discussed the notion of applied epigraphs rendered as a signature and a dedication that create a frame of variables. The author of the epigraph engages the ‘other’ author – who uses the epigraph – who in turn engages the text, which, to some extent, ‘epigraphizes’ the epigraph (Elias, 1999: 28–57). The discussion takes its point of departure in the introduction to the book Applying: To Derrida, in which the editors play on the idea of reading texts ‘otherwise’ as a practice that always follows the path ‘in-between’. Their definition reads thus: “Between can be an exposed location, open to attack from any direction. Between also opens up fissures in our habitual certainties of (self-) definition. Moreover between is the site of application leading from one discourse to another, which modifies each in turn and turn about. Without between there is no self and no other: and it is the sine qua non of transmission, for without the space between you cannot send anything across (without between there would be no one there) or to anywhere (without between there would be only here) (Brannigan et al., 1996: xx). 


�	Robert Scholes has substituted the conventional “Introduction” and “Conclusion”, or “Prolog” and “Epilog”, with the more telling “Pretext” and “Detext” in his book Textual Power (1985). As an epigraph to his “Pretext” he uses a snippet from Eco’s The Name of the Rose that reads thus: “A holy pretext.” / “Nothing pretextual is holy” (ix). 


�	Anne Cauquelin draws an aesthetic space for the fragment that obeys certain internal features in the form of a logic of its own. She writes: “Cette vision, communément partagée, oppose en deux figures antagonistes l’épistémê (ou le sens) et la doxa (ou le non-sens), manifestées dans les deux modalités de l’unité et du fragment” (Cauquelin, 1986: 10). 


�	Aragon’s translator, Alyson Waters, makes a reference to one of Benjamin’s texts, “Surrealism”, which furthermore illustrates my point: “For in the joke, too, in invective, in misunderstanding, in all cases where an action puts forth its own image and exists, absorbing and consuming it, where nearness looks with its own eyes, the long-sought image sphere is opened… so that no limb remains unrent” (xix). 


�	Blanchot refers to the economy of representation in the fragment whose totality can in fact be an expression of either something complete or incomplete. In other words, the totality of the ‘container’ accomplishes itself in the act of containing itself (Blanchot, 1985: 48). 


�	Agamben’s work on potentiality follows the propositional premises laid by Wittgenstein concerning the meaning of “potere” to investigate Aristotle’s opposition between potentiality and actuality, dynamis and energeia; for example, what is the meaning of saying that something “can” mean anything? For Agamben potentiality begins with an actualization of impotentiality. At the same time, however, potentiality “survives actuality, and in this way, gives itself to itself” (Agamben, 1999: 184). The implication of Agamben’s study is that if something gives itself to itself, it means that something, or the thing, is seen in itself as really it is seen by itself. The thing in itself enters into a tautological difference with itself. 


�	Matthew Arnold states in his “The Function of Criticism at the Present Time (1865): “the main effort, for now many years, has been a critical effort; the endeavour, in all branches of knowledge, theology, philosophy, history, art, science, to see the object as in itself it really is” (in M.H. Abrams, 1993: 1389). 


�	Oscar Wilde counters Arnold’s proposition and says in his “The Critic as Artist”: “the primary aim of the critic is to see the object as in itself it really is not” (Wilde, 1994: 1128). 


� 	Although the concept of “atheology” is defined in Deconstructing Theology only by association and allusion to Derrida’s “différance” and Deleuze’s “nomad philosophy”, a more descriptive elaboration is given in Erring: “Since it is forever entre-deux, a/theology is undeniably ambiguous. The a/theologian asks errant questions and suggests responses that often seem erratic or even erroneous. Since his reflection wanders, roams and strays from the ‘proper’ course, it tends to deviate from well-established ways. To traditional eyes, a/theology doubtless appears to be irregular, eccentric, and vagrant. At best it seems aimless, at worst devious. Within this framework, a/theology is, in fact, heretical. For the a/theologian, however, heresy and aimlessness are unavoidable. Ideas are never fixed but are always in transition; thus they are irrepressibly transitory. For this reason, a/theology might be labeled ‘Nomad Thought’” (Taylor, 1984: 13). Obviously in Deconstructing Theology the interception of transitory ideas itself proves to be fluid. 


�	This term is employed in another sense in Maravall’s example: “When Díaz Rengifo asked himself what poetry is good for, he came up with this response: ‘for teaching and moving’; when the second of these two terms is stressed, it transforms the meaning of the first and ‘baroquifies’ it” (Maravall, 1986: 77). 


� 	Marin operates with the idea of “spectacularity” and “specularity” to emphasize the double simultaneity of representation – “the window onto the world is also a mirror” – and in a similar vein defines another duality (reflexive/reflecting apparatus), which enforces de-negation in the idea of translucence to be the theoretical definition of a plastic screen of representation. The eye sees that which does not exist too: “if a painting is a surface or material support, then it does not exist: in coming to terms with the natural world, the human gaze is in no way bound by interpretive grids or filters […] if the natural world is to be re�presented at all, then the kind of surface or material support referred to as a ‘painting’ must exist; paintings make possible an exact mirroring of reality. It follows that the human eye registers only the world’s double” (Marin, 1995: 46–47).  


� 	Jacob Meskin’s statement that “philosophy is our endless attempt to sound the depths of our human openness and directedness toward the other person, a pre-philosophical and extra-philosophical moment of imitatio Dei which exceeds what philosophy can grasp”, has inspired me to see the fragment as a trans�formative tool in defining the relationship between text-grounded and fragment-oriented positions (Meskin, 2000: 94). 


� 	Although Deconstructing Theology does not make clear cut divisions, the fact that the fragments are numbered invites the reader to think systematically of the relationship between the fragments and what one intuitively can sense about the rest of the text. In this sense, my arguing for symmetry is based on pragmatic or empirical considerations. 


� 	Numerous definitions of ekphrasis are given by Peter Wagner in the introduction to Icons-Texts-Iconotexts – Essays on Ekphrasis and Intermediality, where he mentions the mimetic aspect of ekphrasis that has a “Janus face”, able to stage paradoxes regarding the overcoming of supremacy of the image in the text (Wagner, 1996: 13). Taylor also discusses an opposition that has the same ‘face’: “In addititon to the tension between surface and depth, figural interpretation also includes the tensive relation of past, present, and the future. Every figure is Janus-faced” (Taylor, 1984: 59). 


� 	Erwin Panofsky’s famous essay on the history of art being also the history of the recurrence of symbols illustrates what I think is a similarity between fragments and archetypes. Panofsky’s “history of types” traces the motif of death and its symbolic expression in the phrase “et in Arcadia ego”. Panofksy then looks at the use of this phrase in literature, paintings, tomb inscriptions, showing that while there is constancy in the archetypal motif, its meaning changes according to specific symbolic situations. For example, while in one situation “et in Arcadia ego” is rendered as the voice of death saying “Even in Arcadia, there I am”, in Poussin’s painting, the phrase “Et in Arcadia Ego”, represents the voice of the dead one saying, “I, too, lived in Arcadia” (Panofsky in Kalibansky and Paton, 1963: 223–254). An even more breath-taking reading of Poussin’s line is Louis Marin’s in his To Destroy Painting (1995). Following Panofsky, Marin asks: “Does the inscription mean ‘Even in Arcadia, me’ or ‘In Arcadia me too’? If we unpack these phrases we are left with a choice between ‘Even in Arcadia, me (I am)’ or ‘I too (I was) in Arcadia’. Taking into consideration the fact that Et pertains to the words immediately following it, the inscription may be read as follows: ‘Even in Arcadia, me, I died’. The first interpretation – ‘Even in Arcadia, me’ – has Death itself inscribe its epigraph on the tomb and in the painting. In the second interpretation – ‘In Arcadia, me too – it is the Deceased who inscribes his epitaph” (Marin, 1995: 79–80). Marin then goes on to analyze what is seemingly missing from the phrase, namely the verb “to be” (the kenosis, I suggest), taking it through Virgil’s fifth Eclogue and Ovid, thus rendering the phrase differently: “Et ego (sum affirmans) (est) in Arcadia”, to mean “Ego affirmo ego sum affirmans”, then, “Et in Arcadia ego” as a truncated version of “Even in Arcadia, me (I am here-now)”, moving on to its possible correlative, “Even in Arcadia, me (I died)”, and then to considering the phrase either as nominal, “I (who speaks to you), I lived in Arcadia”, or as a fragmentary, incomplete and effaced, form of the self-referential lines, “these lines of verse, this tomb, here lies…”, and “I assure you that praying for yourself is equivalent to praying for him (who is me)” (79–90). Marin goes on, breath�takingly… Writing on kenosis is the writing on the cenotaph. 


� 	The face is a useful device as a means of representing that which is ‘gappy’, marginally manifested. Emmanuel Levinas’s notions of “face” and  “the other” is similar to Bloom’s idea of the strong poet living the discontinuity of an “undoing and an ‘isolating’ repetition” (Bloom, 1973: 83). The Kierkegaard epigraph can be seen as the voice of the other embodied in what Bloom thinks repetition and dissolution come from, namely discontinuity with the precursor. In juxtaposition, says Levinas with baroque overtones: “The way in which the other presents himself, exceeding the idea of the other in me, we here name face. This mode does not consist in figuring as a theme under my gaze, in spreading itself forth as a set of qualities forming an image. The face of the other at each moment destroys and overflows the plastic image it leaves in me, the idea existing to my own measure and to the measure of its ideatum – the adequate idea. It does not manifest itself by these qualities, but […] it expresses itself.” (Levinas, 1969: 50–51). Levinas further elaborates this idea and couples it with the “enigma” of God’s humility, the kenosis, to mean, among other biblical examples, “the proximity of God to human suffering”, in the chapter on “Judaism and Kenosis” from In The Time of the Nations (Levinas, 1994: 115). 


� 	The only language which has retained and still uses the other, now lost, meaning of the word “copy”, to mean offspring, is the Romanian word “copii”, which thus written indicates the plural. A copious translation would render “copy” as a text’s offspring, in other words a fragment, or fragments. Copia has as well a rhetorical potential as it relies on the system of topoi (fragments awaiting activation). 


�	Rendering the idea of nothing as being inscribed in an economy of representation, yet representative of the state “neither being nor non-being”, Mark C. Taylor has it in his essay “How to do Nothing with Words” that “nothing” as the “unthought” called into thinking allows words to exceed the performative – the “How to do Things with Words” (Austin) – and enter the realm of imagination. As imagination is able to govern the condition of the possibility of all presentation and representation “literature inadvertently becomes the writing of the failure of the work of art” (Taylor, 1990: 223). Similarly, naming one’s book performatively becomes significant for the writing that exhibits auto-representativity, self-referentiality, and resolves in the con�sequence of the two as opposed complementarity. 


�	Oulipo (Ouvroir de Littérature Potentielle) is the name of the literary workshop that brought together writers and mathematicians in the 60s. These writers focus on the complexity of form in literature, dealing with anagrams, lipograms, palindromes, as well as new inventions related to the value of ‘pi’ as used in irrational sonnets, Möbius strips, etc. Bénabou is Oulipo’s “Definitely Provisional Secretary”. See also the introduction to Oulipo by Marc Lowental (2000), and the reference to Motte’s anthology (1986). 


�	See Herbert Grierson’s John Donne – The Poems (1912), which is regarded the ‘first’ scholarly edition and revaluation of Donne’s work. 


�	We saw for instance in Schlegel, how wit especially was a vehicle for mediation between the two modes. Again, while the unity of opposites was an expression of perfection and wholeness, the coincidence of opposites expressed mainly a paradox that led to fragmentation. In this context, wit functions for Schlegel as the ‘constant’ inherent in the idea of “forever becoming”, which he develops by extending the copula, is, to being an aesthetic imperative: while the copula eludes any final analysis, it culminates in affirming the power of imagination. 


�	Derrida writes in his fine study, The Archeology of the Frivolous: “Productive force is also called imagination. This name will not be equivocal provided we know how to regulate its use; however it is the name of what (along with analogy, metaphor, the connection of known to unknown, of presence to absence) will introduce into language all the risk of ambiguity.” (Derrida, 1980: 76) The elaborate quality of the metaphysical poets’ conceit lent itself to the ambiguous. Abounding in tropes, figures of speech, extended metaphors, and irregular lines, the metaphysical poem was not primarily didactic – a reason why it met resistance. Trying to establish the relation between known and unknown, as DeRoche puts it, “the metaphysical poets arrive at supernatural, religious, and emotional visions ordinarily beyond the five senses” (DeRoche, 2000: 57–58). As the enterprise of grasping knowledge via the senses was deemed lesser intellectual, it was thus considered superficial and irrelevant. It could be argued that the metaphysical poem finds a correlate in the poetics of modernist and postmodernist works which develop the ontological structure of the fantastic. Moreover, as Brian McHale also points out in his discussion of how the banal becomes fantastic and the fantastic becomes banal “by a kind of a chiasmus”, the reversal of the epistemological into ontological structure is performed by the neutralization of anything heuristic. Says McHale in response to Todorov’s assumption: “‘banalization’ of the fantastic actually sharpens and intensifies the confrontation between the normal and the paranormal” (McHale, 1987: 76–78). 


Dryden’s reactions against the detected banality in Donne’s poetry could be said to have the character of an ‘extended chiasmus’. Resisting the rhetoric of “contrastive banality” (McHale’s term) only extends, and then reverses, the banal into mere rhetoric of commonplace. 


�	See also Steven Rendall’s “In Disjointed Parts/Par Articles Decousus” in Fragments: Incompletion and Discontinuity (1981: 71–82), an essay which addresses the idea of reading (Montaigne’s essays, for instance) as an interpretative process which constitutes the text in its own image. For Rendall, one’s imagination can also govern the reason why texts must not necessarily and always be read as ‘whole’ or in a linear way. 


� 	In his essay “Deconstructing the Deconstructors” in Theory Now and Then, Hillis Miller argues that the deconstructive practice of reading is also concerned with the way one approaches a work, both as a question of beginning, as well as beginning with a question. “The beginning is defined as difference” he writes suggesting that difference somehow opposes totality, and thus legitimizes questions such as: “Why should a fragment of Derrida not be an adequate sample or synecdoche of the whole?” (Miller, 1991: 98, 107) 


�	Formally it is difficult to decide whether “Errata” functions as a dedication, or an epigraph, or as itself, insofar as it stands alone on a page which has no pagination. All Lish’s epigraphs follow in fact the same style. They do not inform a specific chapter, nor for that reason can it be said that they might inform the book as a whole, as they either come between the main title page and a secondary “title” page with just one word on it, namely Epigraph, or at the end of the book, namely before, between, and after “Errata”. 


�	The figure of the telephone is significant in other important essays by Derrida, among them “Ulysses Gramophone” where Derrida argues that all “chance-events” are conditioned by the existence a priori of a network of codes and connections. Playing the master switchboard operator, Derrida refers to the intertextual work of the fragment which is able to enter into communication with another text – either of origin, or from where it might have been ‘snatched’ – via a telephonic fragment: “In La Carte Postale, […] I tried to restage the babelization of the postal system in Finnegans Wake. You will no doubt know better than I that the whole pack of postcards perhaps hints at the hypothesis that the geography of Ulysses’ trips around the Mediteranean lake could have the structure of a postcard or a cartography of postal dispatches” (Derrida, 1992: 259–260). And further on, Derrida asserts the (unmediated) relationship between the postcard and the telephone: “Before the act or the word, the telephone. In the beginning was the telephone. We can hear the telephone constantly ringing, this coup de téléphone which plays on figures that are apparently random, but about which there is so much to say” (270). 


�	According to Peter Daly, the emblem has a dual interpretative function due to its structure: the emblem can both represent and interpret at the same time while keeping the thing represented separate from the meaning that it offers (Daly, 1979: 46). 


�	At the end of the novel there is however a note indicating that all quotations in Book One are from Djuna Barnes’s Nightwood, while quotations in foreign languages come from Pasolini, Homer, Ashbery, Joyce, Wagner, Daive, Wittgenstein, Gonzales Tunon, and Gertrude Stein. 


�	These emblematic structures have been formulated by Daly as an extension of the way emblems have been accounted for. Citing Dieter Sulzer’s discussion of Albertus Magnus’s ideas, Daly refers to the tripartite form of the emblem and the renaissance preoccupation with the philosophical question of universals. Universals are: ante rem cf. emblem inscriptio (general and abstract meaning) /banderole, title, stages the concept in re cf. emblem pictura (concrete and visual particulars)/symbolic motifs, points to a hidden meaning in need of deciphering, frames the concept post rem cf. emblem subscriptio (application of general idea)/explanatory poem of the picture, epigram, reveals layers of the hidden meaning, breaks the frame of the concept (Daly, 1979: 46). 


�	See the collection of essays edited by Sean Burke as Authorship: From Plato to the Postmodern (1995). 


�	Hartman follows Wittgenstein’s 105th formulation in Philosophical Investigations which reads: “When we believe that we must find that order, must find the ideal, in our actual language, we become dissatisfied with what are ordinarily called ‘propositions’, ‘words’, ‘signs’. The proposition and the word that logic deals with are supposed to be something pure and clear-cut. And we rack our brains over the nature of the real sign. – Is it perhaps the idea of the sign? or the idea at the present moment?” (Wittgenstein, 1999: 46e) 


�	Winfried Menninghaus discusses Romantic “nonsense” in Kant, Schlegel, and Tieck, in tandem with Benjamin and Propp’s ideas of oppositions of myth and fairy tales. Menninghaus’s In Praise of Nonsense posits categories such as the marvellous, the incomprehensible, and chance alongside “nonsense” to establish the authority of the universal in the “universal poetry” of wit and imagination (Menninghaus, 1999: 40). 


�	Markson was a friend of Malcolm Lowry and the first to write a critical study on Lowry’s work. Ghostkeeper is a short (unfinished) story, published post�humously in the collection titled Psalms and Songs (1952), edited by Margerie Bonner Lowry. Markson makes many references to this particular short story and acknowledges it as a very important source of inspiration. 
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