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  Keep reminding yourself that literature is one of the saddest roads that leads to everything.

  — André Breton
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  William Gold

  “William Gold has earned only 50 cents after 18 years of unceasing labor.”

  Any child who read the Guinness Books between 1976 and 1982 has reflected on these words. In 1976, William Gold first appeared as the world‘s “Least Successful Author,“ a record which he held, tenuously, until 1982. He was not included in 1980, returned in 1981, and by 1982 only remained as perhaps a cautionary image, no longer with an official record entry. He appeared alone, a superstar of failure, in the early years, but had the privilege (or indignity) of later sharing his space with, alternately, Agatha Christie and Jacqueline Susann, as if to exemplify the extremes of literary destiny, one of those little cosmic jokes the McWhirter twins liked to play, here at Mr. Gold‘s expense. [1]

  For a long time, this image was a haunting one for me, as perhaps it still is. It now strikes me there is something saintly about Gold. Maybe it‘s the head cradled over his typewriter in lotus petal hands, his ringed Svengali eyes daring you to fail more, fail better than he. But as a young adult, it was another matter entirely. Here was someone who had every semblance of having the role of “writer,“ not to mention “human being,“ under his control; he owned a suit and seemed to reside in some kind of office. Particularly shaming to me was the fact that he had the energy and time to have completed eight books and seven novels. Why was Gold more “Least Successful“ than I? Hadn‘t I put in long, undocumentable hours, months, and years into writing that was unpaid, unpublished, and unbindable even by my own stapler?

  This category no longer exists, and for good reason. All of our failures are incalculable. [2] Many of them compete handsomely with Gold‘s failure, although these failures might not submit easily to Guinness metrics. The literary world is haunted by the unpublished, and in fact may productively be generated only by the existence of the vastness of the unreadable. But can we say that Gold‘s fifteen books have impacted the literary world in any way? How different are they from, say, Jacqueline Susann‘s unreadable The Love Machine , for which she garnered a $500,000 advance, after submitting to the publisher merely seven pages, handwritten on pink paper? [3] While still a freelance writer, Nora Ephron wrote in 1969 that “The publication of ‘The Love Machine‘ should not be confused with a literary event. Not at all. There is nothing literary about Miss Susann—a former actress who became somewhat successful in the fifties doing Schiffli embroidery commercials with her poodle Josephine—or her writing.“ [4]

  The literary world is also haunted by metrics, the math— many times computer modeled—out of which literary value has been erected in the age of the publishing conglomerate. The Guinness book, dealing only in numerical extremes, transforming otherwise anonymous personalities and invisible oddballs into momentary spectacles merely on account of their numeric prodigy, is perhaps the purest example of this. In fact, it would, in the years when it cannibalized the failure of William Gold, become the world‘s “Most Successful“ publication.

  In another, perhaps more cruelly organized world, William Gold‘s dubious achievement would be placed next to that of Mrs. Marva Drew, whose claim to fame is the seemingly more wholesome, cheerfully troglodytic activity of typing the numbers one to one million, for which she took six years out of her life. However, the indefatigable Drew‘s stunt is separated from “Arts and Entertainment“ by over two hundred pages. In “Endurance.“

  Marguerite Duras

  Another saint? Or perhaps here is an allegorical figure of “endurance,“ “duration,“ and a sense of the hard materials of life: Marguerite Duras. Is she the inverse of Gold? She is fearless towards the negative pull of the unpublished, the unprofitable, delighting in things unrepresentable because of the ravishment of time. There was a destructive force that was foundational to her work, not a product of despair after the fact. In the words of Maurice Blanchot, she was “one who could destroy by a pure movement of love . . . bestowing an infinite emptiness where the word destroy becomes a non-privative, non-positive, neutral word.“ [5] When she took the soundtrack of her film India Song, and created a sequel by merely adding new images, completely devoid of any sense of contemporary human activity, she said, “If you must define me, I think it is there that you must look. In this wager, in this wager that I make against myself, to undo what I did . . . I call that progress. To destroy what I have done.“ [6]

  Even in the original film that she “destroyed,“she was already playing out the creative destruction of non-representational art by composing it without clear action, locatable dialog, or discernable tempo. India Song is a film of memory, evanescences, absence, heat, with a horrible cry of pain at its core. We are not given any framework by which to hold these elements (even the actual frame of the film is complexified by a large mirror in the mise-en-scène ), and in fact, it is hard to remember anything about the film even immediately after the film is finished. It leaves no moments for us that we can take as souvenirs, no “things.“ In this way, one plays out the ruin of one‘s own art, not merely thematizing but embodying death and forgetting, operating through despair and absence, while motivated by, as Duras says, love: “If India Song is successful in any way, it can only be in that it documents a failed project. A result that fills me with hope. . . . The only possible setting for the story is the incessant swing of our despair between this love and its body : the very obstacle to any narration.“ [7]

  In 1957, Duras defined what she called “virtual literature.“ She couldn‘t have known anything about hypertext, caves, and data gloves. The reference occurs in the introduction to a short piece entitled “One out of a Hundred Novels Makes it to Publication,“ where she defines virtual literature not as the electronicized dream-world of floating words, but rather, as that which is not literature. She says, “Published literature represents only one percent of what is written in the world. It seems worthwhile to talk about the rest, an abyss, a black night out of which comes that ‘bizarre thing,‘ literature, and into which almost all of it disappears again without a trace.“ [8] As such, “virtual literature“ becomes a useful term providing a link between works that accidentally find themselves in the void of the unpublished, such as Gold‘s and those that, for whatever reason, find that the failure of their work is not only preordained, but also is the condition for its creativity (and, in a sense, its lovability).

  Duras‘ “one percent“ may seem quaint to us now, too fat an integer. It may be that published literature now forms a mere infinitesimal speck on the spume of great oceans of data. If it seemed worthwhile for Duras to talk about “the rest,“ this would now include not merely the weekend novelist who is not published, but the multifarious forms of self-publishing, as well as those modes of writing that are para- or sub-literary, which could include, among other things, the data fall-out of Web 2.0. This “remainder“—although it is too much in the majority to really call it that—assails us everyday in the noise of the web, and we are already virtual when we navigate this vast metacategory of “what is not literature.“

  We can make our own literature out of this non-literary realm, and it is perhaps no longer such a dark realm when we can so easily activate a lost memory, or frame some data detritus for enjoyment and wonder, connecting each new fragment in a total system of sympathies. Duras‘ more terrible virtual still exists, but one wonders whether we are distracted enough by digital positivism not to see at the heart of any database her pure destructive nothing, whether we can see, as in the almost featureless face of her early photographs, time nullified, but duration (unperceived, unrecorded) sustained.

  André Breton

  To blacken some paper. This is how Breton describes the surrealist writing experiments he conducted with Phillipe Souppault, which lead to his formulations in the “Surrealist Manifesto.“ Write quickly, without any preconceived subject . . . put yourself in as passive, or receptive, a state of mind as you can . . . do not be tempted to reread what you‘ve written . . . with every passing second there is a sentence unknown to our consciousness which is only crying out to be heard . . . Put your trust in the inexhaustible nature of the murmur . . . Keep reminding yourself that literature is one of the saddest roads that leads to everything. His confidence that he could externalize thought—which for him could be not faster than the pen, but which still could be held up at the customs of the mind— was bolstered by the belief that its formless, uncensored contents were more marvelous than those shaped by literature.

  Instead, he wishes to become a passive recording mechanism. If the pen drives thought rather than the opposite, then our thought is only limited by the speed of our machines. But how can a machine poetics be thought ? Why should our productions submit to thinkability? Why should we ? Indeed, as Gilles Deleuze will later assert, it is the image of thought itself that blocks some of the more exciting assemblages of which we are capable, including the experience of virtuality in its purest state. [9] Breton stood at a golden time where he could imagine a harmonic alignment between the typewriter, the radio, the dreamer and the poet, and so his unliterary assemblages did not seem so far outside of literature or the thinking being‘s constitution; one could still feel like a swim in the black sea of data was salubrious for the writer, especially if that black sea was the repressed contents of one‘s very self.

  For Breton, literature was merely a type of filter, and the Surrealists “we, who have made no effort whatsoever to filter.“ [10]

  Today, this filterless experience may strike us as an outright impossibility, since we have access not only to our own unedited, unconscious contents but potentially to those of millions. And their cat photos. But the filter—whether implicated in the structure of the mind, narrative or the computer—always determines the borderlands between actual literary practice and its virtual backdrop, between what gets read and the wilderness of the unreadable.

  If we were to create some sort of spectrum of artistic attitudes towards this virtual realm of the unpublished, where would we put Breton? [11] On each end are the impossible attitudes towards the virtual: either full emersion in the filterless (a kind of death) or totally filtered experience (a kind of idiocy). As with Duras, Breton espouses a loving nihilism, with his particular form of anti-literature framed (or unframed) as an initiation into death that one must undertake. Yet his anti-literary gestures are precisely those that, in turning attention to the unframed contents of existence, affirm life, and create a new literature. In Nadja , the main character—only approached by various feints and oblique indications (she is not even mentioned until halfway through the book)—asks Breton to bring her some of his books, to which he replies “Life is other than what one writes.“ [12]

  But Breton‘s surrealist paradox is that his new combinations and attentions make for a better capture or experience of life. The act of continuous passive recording becomes a form of action-art, with energies reawakened by the virtual, approaching life more willingly than do the deadly impositions of generic forms.

  Warren Motte describes Breton‘s supposed antagonism between literature and life as a game where the terms constantly mutate, so that the anti-literary becomes the heart of the literary, and the non-book secretly congeals into a book, while “the potentiality of writing is . . . the primary concern of Nadja. “ [13] As we will see, “potentiality“ is one of many synonyms for the virtuality of the text in this, my bestiary of the unpublished and unpublishable. The word implies an openness into which literature renews itself, primarily through the presumed anti- literary—process, duration, archive, junkpile. Thus, in Nadja , the flea market is a central engine of this potentiality, where one can access “objects that can be found nowhere else: old fashioned, broken, useless, almost incomprehensible, even perverse.“ [14] Its picked-over jumble stands to outdo the order of the library. There Breton finds an object that I feel is meant stand for a competing writing machine, a perverse dream-image through which he can imagine a future poetics emanating. He describes it as an “irregular, white, shellacked half-cylinder covered with reliefs and depressions that are meaningless to me, streaked with horizontal and vertical reds and greens, preciously nestled in a case under a legend in Italian, which I brought home and which after careful examination I have finally identified as some kind of statistical device, operating three-dimensionally and recording the population of a city in such and such a year, though all this makes it no more comprehensible to me.“ [15] Next to a volume of Rimbaud‘s complete works “lost in a tiny, wretched bin of rags, yellowed nineteenth-century photographs, worthless books and iron spoons,“ [16] this abandoned statistical machine is a hieroglyph of future writing—attuned to the minute data of life in the city—and all the more useful for literature since it seems, here in the flea market, to come from a future that has failed.

  Breton did, after all, finish this book, as well as others. There is a photograph of him at the end of Nadja , plate 44, with the caption “I envy (in a manner of speaking) any man who has the time to prepare something like a book . . . “ [17] . He wants to believe, however, that having finished the book, one could still give it up. If we imagined Nadja to actually be given up in some way—that what we have just read was not a finished book, but rather something loosely grouped like a box of flea market nick- knacks—then the photo of Breton becomes merely one discard among others. I can even imagine this picture of Breton hanging in the foyer of a dilapidated mansion in a pulp novel for sale in a box with playbills, broken telephones, and rosaries with missing prayers. In this imagined potboiler, a plucky ingénue has been dispossessed of an enormous fortune by some wily and litigious relation. However, it turns out that the eyes in the portrait direct her towards an even bigger booty—the location of a hidden treasure chest, filled with wooden chips painted to look like pirate doubloons (but in the world of this novel, they are coin of the realm!) I think Breton would rather have us read his book in this way, and, in fact, Breton‘s eyes in the photo of plate 44 direct us to the following passage: “The sudden intervals between words in even a printed sentence, the line which we speak, we draw beneath a certain number of propositions whose total is out of the question, the complete elision of events which, from one day to the next or to another, quite upsets the data of a problem we thought we could solve.“ [18] It is in-between the words where we are invited to give up the book, the blind spot where Breton urges our attention, and the source of his anti-literary gold.

  Can these intervals between words be calculated by a better machine—for instance, the inoperative Italian white cylinders with the three-dimensional statistical grid? Or perhaps even photography itself, with its speed of capture and minute detailings of the real, poses itself as a competing mechanism to literature. Breton does not address this issue directly, although he does note that he took many of the photos for the book so that we could be brought to “the places to which this narrative happens to lead . . . at a special angle from which I myself had looked at them.“ [19]

  The photo of Breton was, however, not taken by Breton, but by Henri Manuel. Manuel, working for the French government, took over one million photos during Breton‘s lifetime.

  (photography)

  Throughout this book, we will find many who will compete with Surrealism‘s privileged claim to the unliterary, but the photographic itself quietly tops any artistic attempts. In fact, according to Susan Sontag, photography “is the one art that has managed to carry out the grandiose, century-old threats of a Surrealist takeover of the modern sensibility. . . [It is] the only art that is natively surreal,“ [20] surpassing, even in its most banal manifestations (or rather, precisely then) official Surrealist photographic experiments. [21] If literature is nothing more than a filter, a kind of metadata ordering consciousness, the photo promises a mechanical capture of the world without this interposition of the conscious mind. According to Cortázar in “Blow Up,“—his story of the competing regimes of photographic, typewritten, and standard human perception—the photo “reconstitutes things in their true stupidity.“ [22]

  The wild popularity of photography makes me hesitant to add it to this catalogue of failure—a catalogue, which, after all, is quasi-photographic in its organization of singular entries with loose connections, snap-shots of failure to reflect upon, then put aside. Photography‘s failure is only “second rate.“ Yet, while the photographic industry is quite profitable, any melancholy box of cast-away family photos in a junk store will attest that photography as a practice is, for most of its users, a dead end—literally. The presence of these once intimate photos en masse in the junk shop announces death, diaspora, divorce, releasing the photograph from its narrative bindings, or at the very least its physical photo album, returning it to its proper place—an unassimilable fragment of lost time. It will now only attain value again by way of the armchair ethnographer, drawn to the image by a perverse detail, a trace of history, a shock of recognition. Even then, this rescue merely prolongs its inevitable fate.

  Some photos do not get the privilege of warming themselves in a welcoming home for maybe a generation or two, but are shot on the brink of oblivion. The street photography vendor of yore worked to trace every grimace and blur and pose that the avenue offered, yet these photos were not taken with much care or choice, but were perfunctorily framed, and in most cases weren‘t even developed if they didn‘t find an immediate buyer. There is an archive of a million such images in the Visual Studies Workshop at Rochester, taken by Joseph Selle for Fox Movie Flash between 1950-70 at 942 Market Street in San Francisco. As Andrew Eskind describes

  The business strategy for this all-but-forgotten photographic genre demanded certain skills, but was largely speculative. The photographers working for Joseph Selle on the streets of San Francisco shot hundreds of pedestrians daily – engaging with them, handing out numbered tickets as they worked – hoping that some percentage – inevitably small – would pay a small fee to receive a post-card souvenir photo – without guarantee of its quality – by return mail. So it was speculative in both directions – on any given day, the photographers had no way of predicting how many pedestrians might be tempted to spend 50 cents (or later $1) on a souvenir photo of their outing in downtown San Francisco. [23]

  Artists from the Visual Studies Center have attempted to navigate this unmanageable archive, creating artist books as stop-gap organizing principles (e.g. Elizabeth Tonnard‘s Two of Us ), or media artifacts which animate each isolated frame shot from the ever-static position of the professional street photographer (David Mount‘s 17523 Pictures ). [24] The sidewalk was Selle‘s assembly-line, nothing more, nothing less. To make anything of this activity, we would, again according to the anti- human logic of Cortázar‘s “Blow Up,“ be “guilty of making literature.“ [25] Of course, the amount of data collected for this extensive undertaking seems quaint next to photographic projects such as those undertaken by Google Maps, the implicit surrealism of which is mined in books such as Jonathan Rafman‘s Google Street Views .

  Charles Fort

  If I were to characterize the prose of Charles Fort as well-nigh unreadable, yet strangely exhilarating, the same characterization might serve for many of the writers in this book of literary monstrosities. However, for Fort the unreadability is by design. Here was someone whose inclusive embrace of the real was so cosmic that it would shame, and perhaps embarrass, Whitman. Perhaps “reality“ is the wrong word, since his subject was the supernatural, or rather—dogged “Intermediatist“ that he was— something in-between supernatural and real. [26] He thus had to engineer a method whereby one could intuit other worlds without allowing for the conscious mind to project its prejudice on the data, which he collected with an intensity somewhere between angelic and idiotic.

  It is uncertain whether he could actually remember what was in his personal archive of scribbled notes, or even how big this archive was. Ordered pell-mell in card board boxes, the number in one account is 28,000, [27] in another one 48,000, [28] in another 60,000. [29] An internet site says that he burned 40,000 of his notes in 1920, but there still remain thirty boxes in the New York Public Library (graced with such headings as #18 Accidents-Sheep, #20 Eclipse-Pollen, #21 Potential-Zones, #22 O-Stigmatic; Art, science, errors and personal) and others at the University of Pennsylvania. In all, it is a vast dispersion of potentially legendary events that have instead been forgotten, deemed un- noteworthy —if such a heading can be said to have any bearing on Fort‘s oeuvre; it may be that where our notes end is where the supernatural truly picks up. His texts give the impression that he was reluctant to turn his horded scraps of outlandish research into anything but scraps. However, it was not through any laziness that his texts only loosely cohere—the proliferation of these notes themselves should disabuse that notion. Rather because his overall practice was to resist any kind of sense-

  making, he did not want to explain away the inexplicable events recorded on these pieces of paper via narrative or scientific authority. We espouse a form of bad faith towards mystery when we try to make sense of his research fragments; his pataphysical anti-method, then, is to just let them be. The goal was not an aestheticization of a fragment, but a more humble stance in the face of a cosmic whole that we can only discern fragments of, but cannot understand, and should not understand, in toto : “Every science is a mutilated octopus.“

  The main substance of his books are these notes, culled from newspapers, scientific journals, museum archives and libraries. They are laid end to end for our delectation and wonder. He is perhaps also going for the overall affect of boredom, intentionally, since one of his overarching theses is that the ubiquity of supernatural-seeming events points to their ultimate banality. He interrupts what are nothing more than obsessive compulsive lists with the random moment of authorial pique or comic aperçu. His collected books— The Book of the Damned , Lo! , Wild Talents , and New Lands —are so uniform in their method and content that they could very well be the same book, running to over a thousand pages—a hulking monotone of the fantastic. [30] I could only get through about half without coming to the conclusion that to finish would be a monumental waste of time. Yet to “finish“ may be another kind of “mutilating the octopus“ if Fort‘s goal is to detail “A heterogeneity so great that it amounts to infinite dispersion of indistinguishability.“ [31]

  Fort‘s works enact rather than aestheticize the surrealist love of unfiltered data, what Fort calls “the data of the damned.“ He has a whole book dedicated to things reported to have fallen from the sky, like blood, fish, charred remains, frogs, and thunder- axes. These prodigies he explains through the agency of a Super Sargasso Sea, a major topic of interest for his proposed science of “Super-Geography.“ This ethereal sea is a sidereal flea market where float

  Derelicts, rubbish, old cargoes from inter-planetary wrecks; things cast out into what is called space by convulsions of other planets, things from the times of the Alexanders, Caesars and Napoleons of Mars and Jupiter and Neptune; things raised by this earth‘s cyclones: horses and barns and elephants and flies and dodoes, moas, and pterodactyls; leaves from modern trees and leaves of the carboniferous era—all, however, tending to disintegrate into homogeneous- looking muds or dusts, red or black or yellow—treasure- troves for the palaeontologists and for the archeologists— accumulations of centuries—cyclones of Egypt, Greece, and Assyria—fishes dried and hard, there a short time: others there long enough to putrify—

  But the omnipresence of Heterogeneity— [32] .

  Ultimately, he admits that “in our own expressions we are limited, by the oneness of quasiness, to the very same methods by which orthodoxy established and maintains its now sleek, suave preposterousnesses.“ [33] Consequently, he quickly throws the Sargasso Sea hypothesis out the window and simply says:

  Here are the data.

  Make what you will, yourself, of them. [34]

  “We visualize them in an environment of blankness,“ [35] he says of these tales of hailing stones, blood, and frogs; women who have burnt to death on unscorched beds; pictures falling from the wall at coincidental moments; and the like. He says that “vast holes of ignorance always will be bridged by very slender pedantries,“ [36] and so, for instance, when he ruminates on the possibility of telepathic phenomena as the cause of all coinc dence, he ultimately opts for no explanation. Although the analogy verges on the very kind of glibness Fort challenges, it may be productive for our meager purposes to compare his methods and intent to those of today‘s database artist: “Sometimes I am a collector of data, and only a collector, and am likely to be gross and miserly, piling up notes, pleased with merely numerically adding to my stores“ [37] ; or “I am impelled to arrange my materials under headings—quite as a wind arranges fallen leaves, of various sizes, into groups—as a magnet makes selections from a pile of various things.“ [38] Even though the data he collects are stories that can‘t but engage the imagination that turns strange coincidences, uncanny repetitions, and telepathic correspondence into narrative sense, he‘s ultimately more interested in the terrible immensity of unfiltered experience out of which these events come, and thru which they attain meaning. “A field—the dismembered body of a child—a farmhouse near by. . . . But I can pick up no knowledge of relation with environment. Friendly neighbors—or a neighbor with a grudge— all around is vacancy. . . . [T]he surroundings are blankness: in the usual way the story was told, as an unrelated thing.“ [39]

  For Fort, the supernatural is just a case of decontextualized data: elements floating without connective material. And only fools try to explain. But because he is no moralist, he engages in foolishness as well, embracing his own stupidity, and stupefaction, in the face of his overwhelming archive of outré occurrences. We could say that Fort is one of the first poets of data overload, if it weren‘t for the fact that he‘s more of a comedian of data overload than anything else. At one moment he says:

  I now have a theory that our existence, as a whole, is an organism that is very old—a globular thing within a starry shell, afloat in a super-existence in which there may be countless other organisms—and that we, as cells in its composition, partake of, and are ruled by, its permeating senility. The theologians have recognized that the ideal is the imitation of God. If we be a part of such an organic thing, this thing is God to us, as I am God to the cells that compose me. . . . [W]hat is ennobling us is senility. . . . Year after year I am becoming nobler and nobler. If I can live to be decrepit enough, I shall be a saint. [40]

  He then continues on with his catalogue of sensational data about vampire bats, poltergeist girls and cattle mutilation.

  Charles Fort was not globular in stature, but was a small pudgy man, who liked to write while wearing one of those green celluloid eyeshades we associate with card sharps, but which, in the day were standard issue for those whose job was to continuously monitor flows of finely detailed, minute information. It is particularly interesting to think about the ways, like the ameliorative green visor, specific bodies are connected up and acclimated to these flows of incessant, unpretty textual noise. Indeed the body itself is an integral part of each memory machine we are positing as a literary failure or virtual genius. One becomes virtual, one dwells in virtuality, by nature of having a body that resists the will; it is the fleshy filter between the things you can do and the things you can‘t. To a certain extent, the gravity of bigger body expands the territory of the things it can‘t act upon, but consequently expands its virtuality. Fort makes an explicit analogy between fatness, the unruliness of his tomes, and spiritual enlightenment when he says

  wideness is an aspect of the Universal. We go on widely. According to us the fat man is nearer godliness than is the thin man. Eat, drink, and approximate to the Positive Absolute. Beware of negativeness, by which we mean indigestion. [41]

  I’m reminded of Orson Welles, early in his career, introducing his radio version of G. K. Chesterton‘s The Man Who Was Thursday , where he felt it necessary to describe Chesterton as “the fat man —the fabulously fat, the fantastic, the famous fat man“ as a prelude to setting up the metaphysical unruliness of Chesterton‘s thin book, turned into a thinner radio half-hour, but posing an unfathomable mystery linking anarchists and police in a cabal that strains explication. We know that as Welles started to alienate himself from Hollywood‘s studio system and his films became harder and harder to make—some only existing even now as fragments, potentials, virtualities—that his body became larger and larger. Again, we might frame this weight-gain within a moralistic narrative about failure, or we can say that, for him, even in his younger, thinner days, literally and figuratively becoming “bigger than life” was an enticing prospect. Welles was left to endure moments of self-irony, as when he has Marlene Dietrich in Touch of Evil tell him, “You’re a mess, honey. You ought to lay off those candy bars,” or when, yes , he posed as the gourmand philosopher of the Paul Masson wine ads, an imitatio of Chesterton. But is there an avant-garde or even spiritual dimension to this becoming larger, this unwillingness to make one‘s world and even one‘s very self submit to shallow formal concerns, on the road to a fully virtual being? [42] How would we critically assess this art of unmaking oneself?

  In Chesterton’s essay on Tolstoy‘s legendary attempt to relinquish worldly power and return to the state of a rustic, he says that to simplify is absurd, evidence of a “small and noisy moralist“ striving for “obscene purity“ within the great man. [43]

  Tolstoy—the vegetarian writer of fat, well-read novels—chose to “fail“ by returning to the status of the common man, only to find himself abused by his subordinates. But while, for Chesterton, this quest for simplicity is obscene and impossible, the source of all violent fundamentalisms, it is for all that no less admirable: “The simplification of anything is always sensational. Thus monotheism is the most sensational of things: it is as if we gazed long at a design full of disconnected objects, and, suddenly, with a stunning thrill, they came together into a huge and staring face.“ [44] Is this all just a question of data management, from indigestion to enlightenment, the disconnected to the networked? We are in a time when literature, film, painting, music can be reduced to the same data stream—thrown in with stock averages, status updates, and spam emails—making questions of media specificity moot. But further, if existential input is reduced to this data stream as well, between the body, its representations, and God, there is an intermingling and indiscernability, with God either a Big Filter allowing for sensemaking or one data point among the rest.

  Charles Fort explained God as merely an organizational convenience, albeit an important one. It allowed for the communal focus needed to enter into “intense mental states“ that ultimately power the world. But for Fort, anything could fulfill this role of linchpin for our telepathic light industrials, and he accordingly proposed thought-booths where distracted people could go and focus their mental energies so as to provide power to cities.


  Monsters of the Memorious

  

  Jill Price

  “I remember him (I have no right to utter this sacred verb, only one man on earth had that right and he is dead).“ [1] That our memory fails, falsifies and ultimately forecloses any ability to accurately represent the past is a boon to all memoirists: “remember“ a sacred verb, perhaps only available truly to the angelic or the damned. Borges‘ fantastic creature of total recall, Funes the Memorious—himself a relic remembered, or half- remembered, from a time just before the advent of recording technologies—embodies both the promise and the nightmare of ubiquitous media and unlimited memory. This “vernacular Zarathrustra“ was able, after a horsing accident in his youth, to remember everything not merely in the manner of the prodigious mnemonicians of the ancient world—Cyrus, Mithridates Eupator, Simonides, Metrodorus (a list he rattles off only to be “amazed that such cases be considered amazing“). Instead, his “garbage heap“ memory

  knew by heart the forms of the southern clouds at dawn on the 30 th of April, 1882, and could compare them in his memory with the mottled streaks on a book in Spanish binding he had only seen once and with the outlines of the foam raised by an oar in the Rio Negro the night before the Quebracho uprising.

  . . . [E]ach visual image was linked to muscular sensations, thermal sensations, etc. He could reconstruct all his dreams, all his half-dreams. Two or three times he had reconstructed a whole day; he never hesitated, but each reconstruction had required a whole day. [2]

  He is frustrated by the generality of language, and desires other systems to represent his “intolerably precise world.“ [3] This other system, to truly represent memory without “wasting time“— what would it be? The fictional author of this reminiscence on the life of Funes claims his may be the poorest and shortest account of this legendary Argentine prodigy. But does his poverty of representation point to a richness that is only possible through the abstractions of selective memory? This unnamed author comes to the realization that Funes “was not very capable of thought,“ [4] and in the end, does not envy him; the accumulation of impressions of even a sleepy South American hamlet makes it difficult for Ireneo Funes to sleep.

  At one point in this short story—the shortness an intentional formal impoverishment in the face of Funes‘ less fully representable ars memoria —there is a description of a Latin book the author leant to Funes, Pliny‘s Naturalis historia . When the author, about to leave town, goes to Funes to collect his books, he hears Funes reciting from chapter 24 of Naturalis historia : “The subject of that chapter is memory; the last words were ut nihil non iisdem verbis redderetur auditum , [So that, nothing that has been heard can be retold in the same words].“ [5] Funes is perhaps unable to understand what this phrase implies to his obsessive retellings— that there is no “retelling“ only “telling,“ that time moves without repetition, that the past conforms to the dictates of the present. He is reading the words that would make his very self impossibly fantastic, like a centaur reading aloud “centaurs don‘t exist.“ Yet, because Funes‘ tone when he reads this passage is “mocking“ he could very well be reading out this truism only condescendingly; any inability to recall the past is based not on the limits of his genius, nor even the impossibility of his existence, but instead the function of our impoverished language, which he would like to reinvent, heaven help him.

  In 2008, Jill Price of Los Angeles, California came forward as “the woman who remembers everything.“ Triggered by trauma related to her family‘s relocation from New York to Los Angeles when she was eight, her extreme “autobiographical memory“ kicked in fully in her teens. “She described her life as like a split- screen television, with one side showing what she is doing in the present, and the other showing the memories which she cannot hold back.“ [6] Indeed, her television metaphor is not an innocent one. Just as the myth of Funes is a metacommentary on the culture of the book, so Price‘s existence is a commentary on the memory machines of electronic, televisual world—here in the heart of their functioning (her father was a talent agent no less).

  In her appearances and interviews after she broke her anonymity, most of her interrogators, who themselves are television personalities, ask her about particular television events and their dates. She is more than once asked the date of the “Who Shot JR“ episode of Dallas —at which point the viewer may become cynical that she has memorized this particular memory stunt; however, she is equally able to identify more arcane TV lore on-the-spot, like the theme song to the short-lived Happy Days spin-off Banksy‘s Beauties . Listening to these interviews, I get the feeling that I would like more significant autobiographical detail from Price—and at times it seems that she too would like to talk about herself and her own memory, rather than celebrate televisual memory. But, in fact, the network of her memory is deeply tied to the specific patterns and rhythms of the televisual, and so television is her memory. The data points of her reminiscences read as “what I‘m watching—what I‘m doing—what I‘m watching—what I‘m doing.“ Television is a crucial tool in her voracious mnemotechnic arsenal, which includes “every stuffed animal she’s ever gotten. . . . 2,000 videotapes and countless audiotapes, not to mention more than 50,000 pages of diary entries in idiosyncratic handwriting—so dense that it’s almost unreadable. Until recently she owned a copy of every TV Guide since summer 1989.“ [7] A writer for Wired concludes that her memory is no “natural“ prodigy, but a strange variation on obsessive-compulsive disorder.

  But rather than turn Jill Price‘s gift into soft pathology, or categorize it by the scientism of “hyperthymestic syndrome“ (a term invented just for her), or even Oedipalize it (an angle the journalists and scientists surprisingly never brought into play), why not say this: that her memory is the function of her writing technique, that she is a genius of virtual literature, that she has much to say about the future of literary experimentation? She has had the skill, privilege, energy, and “foresight,“ to amass an archive through which she can contemplate a vast and minutely detailed alternative landscape, and she has catalogued this archive in a way that is instantly searchable. She has reinvented writing to be commensurate with her particular needs. As she describes in her “autobiography“ (the one you can buy and read as opposed to the one that flaunts readability):

  For the single five-year period of January 1987 to December 1991, for example, my journal entries cover 350 double-sided 8 1/2 x 11 inch pages, each side divided into 32 boxes of written text measuring 1.5 x 1 inch and containing roughly 60 to 70 words each. That means each side contains over 2,100 words, the equivalent of 9 typed manuscript pages per side, so my journals for just those years alone number more than 6,300 “typed“ pages. The total number of pages in my journals written during all the years I‘ve kept them is over 50,000. [8]

  The actual quality of the writing on these pages is beside the point. They would be nothing anyone would “enjoy reading,“ at least en masse . Yet the impoverished data that comprises these entries—the fact that everything is not included, that, contrary to her sobriquet‘s claim, everything is not recalled, that she is, in effect, a bad writer but a virtuoso data manager—is precisely what enables her “trick.“ Literature is a verb: how better to exemplify its activity than such an irrepressible and existentially dire practice?

  Jill Price, as well as the world, does not recognize the true nature of her work. She comments on the paradoxical nature of “the woman who remembers everything“ needing this massive diary; it is only paradoxical if we attempt to unlink the operations of memory and the creation of a written artifact. And we could unlink them, but only if we assert that memory consists of neither her journal nor her articulate recall of past events . Price describes that, “If I didn‘t write things down, I would get a swimming feeling in my head and would become emotionally overwhelmed.“ [9] Could we say rather that this “swimming feeling“ is closer to the virtual substance of memory, closer to her true experience of time, than her rapid-fire recall of a historical event, a TV show, a trip to the mall and a talk with a friend?

  To paraphrase Deleuze, a truly virtual image would only emerge with the failure of her aesthetic activity. [10] While Marguerite Duras‘s “virtual literature“ was coterminous with merely “the unpublished“—under which Price‘s journaling activity would undoubtedly fall—because the unpublished is still written , it does not obtain the status of the virtual for a variety of thinkers, including Deleuze, who would place virtuality outside of representation itself, and outside our ability to act. This ultimate exteriority of the virtual has been nuanced so that it is not a completely metaphysical concept, although it can be mistaken for such. [11] In Deleuze, the cinema allows us to perceive the virtual, although it is not available in any shot before us, but rather is the whole that moves. The extent to which we can even talk about a virtual literature—an art which engages in the paradoxical marking of the unmarkable or unremarkable— depends on whether this whole can be apprehended, and if so, are there strategies for heightening this apprehension.

  Between an impossible, inaccessible virtual and a virtual accessed through a more dogged, redirected processing, lies the distinction between the mythically impossible Funes and the incontrovertibly real Price. Yet perhaps neither of these poles of the virtual experience are adequate for a future literature, and as such, they remain merely monsters of the memorious.

  Henri Bergson

  Anyone, like myself, who examines literary failure redeemed as “virtuality,“ who looks past market liability to examine how unreadable work more deeply impacts our lives—or at the very least our notions of “life“—than do the Great Books, would have to embrace the philosophical framework of Henri Bergson. As would befit the formal constraints of this catalogue, however, I would have to present him as just another emblem of failure, equivalent to the others rather than master of them. As Bergson himself might say, his image is only one in an image-universe, which we can choose to act upon, or instead let slip into the virtual. In the Bergsonian cosmos, this virtual is roughly equivalent to memory, however not memory as we “know“ it—the stored snapshots and locatable recollections that we can call upon with more or less ease—but something radically outside recollection, yet accessible through intuition. It is time in its purest state—duration, the unrepresentable—thus deeply fated to fail the literary impulse. “Inextensive and powerless,“ [12] this virtual aspect of time is commensurable neither with our sensations, nor the devices that extend and record these sensations. [13]

  You may not be satisfied that here we are “philosophizing failure,“ rather than encountering it head-on, that it is not exactly playing fair to muscle into these entries an intellectual giant whose success “could only be compared to the vogue Sartre enjoyed in the late 40s and early 50s.“ [14] However, Bergson was largely forgotten, or at least ignored in the latter half of the twentieth century by the academic world. The Kantian and materialist philosophies that he critiqued held triumphant sway, and even though he created a sophisticated rapprochement between these two modes of thought, there was little patience with his work. It could have been some residual anti-Semitism, but most likely, since Bergson‘s spiritualism was more universalist, it was his interest in spirit generally which contributed to his marginalization. He could be easily written off as a mystic by people who‘ve neither read any mystical work, nor any Bergson for that matter. (There are certain readers for whom the idea of mysticism will always be equated with a vague, rhapsodic effeteness obscuring sinister subtexts, which Bergson certainly was without).

  The simplest way to talk about the Bergsonian virtual (as well as how we reflect upon failure) is to be reminded of these basic facts: we do one thing, not another; we perceive one slice of space-time, not another. We stumble over words. We think. As a human being, we are caught between action and reflections— Bergson‘s “two jets“ [15] (or Price‘s split-screen television) that each moment splits into. Bergson describes the universe as a data stream of images, with the brain as a network router that does not store anything. If the past doesn‘t exist out there , it exists even less in your head. Even our own self-image, seemingly privileged because our location obliges us to return to it, is only one piece of data in this data cosmos, which we must learn to filter effectively if we are to live healthy lives, according to Bergson. Perhaps Bergson‘s insistence upon “health“ or “normalcy“ is, understandably, one more reason why he fell out of favor, since he highlighted the importance of educating a healthy, commonsense, action-oriented relation to data overload. It is the most square thing about his work, given that contemporary artists have embraced, and even bragged about their unhealthy data processing habits; as once schizophrenic and aphasic were transformed into aesthetically positive terms, so now OCD and autistic tendencies are bellwethers of artistic genius. While at one point, Bergson affirms that “we must have the power to value the useless,“ [16] he also paints a picture of what would constitute a more wholesome relation to our data than that espoused by the other examples I‘ve proffered so far in this gallery:
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