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Wheel w i t h i n Wheel : Blake's Recursive Physics 

... the Twelve Sons of Albion 

Enrooted into every Nation: a mighty Polypus growing 

From Albion over the whole Earth: such is my awful Vision. 

I see the Past, Present & Future, existing all at once 

Before me; O Divine Spirit sustain me on thy wings! 

That I may awake Albion from his long & cold repose. 

For Bacon & Newton sheathd in dismal steel, their terrors hang 

Like iron scourges over Albion, Reasonings like vast Serpents 

Infold around my limbs, bruising my minute articulations 



I turn my eyes to the Schools & Universities of Europe 

And there behold the Loom of Locke whose Woof rages dire 

Washd by the Water-wheels of Newton, black the cloth 

In heavy wreathes folds over every Nation; cruel works 

Of many Wheels I view, wheel without wheel, with cogs tyrannic 

Moving by compulsion each other: not as those in Eden: which 

Wheel within Wheel in freedom revolve in harmony & peace 
—William Blake 

Blake's opposition of the "wheel without wheel" (i.e., the chain of cogs) that character
izes mechanist physics to the "freedom... harmony & peace" of "wheel within wheel" 
offers an obvious place to investigate the interface between the two faces (bad cop 
and good cop) of Romantic disciplinarity. 

The passage from Jerusalem maximizes both difference and sim
ilarity between images to suggest the thoroughness of disciplinary saturation and im
perial expansionism across various realms. The assembled figures represent vegetable, 
mineral, and animal nature as well as military, industrial, mercantile, and educational 
culture; crucial features are divided between various groupings of the multiple images. 

If the cogs and waterwheels (like Blake's more famous "dark Sa
tanic Mills") represent the crude, rotary articulations of machinery, related images 
such as the "polypus" (that is, either an octopus or branching tumor), "scourges," 
and "serpents" are characterized by seamlessly nonarticulated, flexible, plural, and 
linear extension; while the coat of mail or plated armor ("sheathd in dismal steel") 
and woven "cloth in heavy wreathes" characterize a power that operates as a rigor
ously interlinked planar collusion of forces. The concatenation of images seems to 
be governed by a logic that works to exhaust reconfigurations of the same set of fea
tures; thus, for example, the coat of mail and oxymoronic "iron scourges" conspicu
ously yoke hardness with flexibility, while flexibility is conjoined with softness in 
the figures of cloth and polypus. The proverbial ability of the polypus to grow a 
new head and tail when cut in half makes it (like Terminator 2's liquid-metal man — 
or like that sublime object of eugenics, the human genome) a nicely gothic figure 
for disciplinary reproduction and indestructibility. 



ern power/knowledge. It does mark the passage — between kinds of power—not as 
a climax or singular historical event but as an ongoingly repeated and over-and-un-
derdetermined moment of possibility, and suggests that the persistent undercon-
structedness of such moments will continue to be a definitive locus of struggle. 

Irony: A Vortex amid Vortices 
Thomas Carlyle's trick, in Sartor Resartus, was to produce a "polyphonic" text by 
imbricating two personae: a befuddled English editor-biographer and a Romantically 
obscure German philosopher-autobiographer. The echoic imbrication of these per
sonae throughout the text is the principle of its construction; rather than concealing 
this mechanism, its endless permutations allow the editor to wonder aloud whether 
"these Autobiographical Documents are partly a mystification" since his subject's 
"intricate sardonic rogueries, wheel within wheel, defy all reckoning" (Carlyle 1937, 
202), while for the philosopher "all Speculation is by nature endless, formless, a vor
tex amid vortices" (195), allowing Carlyle's fascistic certainty to emerge in reaction 
to this confusing flux. 

Similarly split subjectivities are deployed by De Quincey (in The 
Confessions of an English Opium Eater) and Coleridge (in his preface to "Kubla Khan"), 
who act, in effect, as their own doctors (or talk-show hosts) by presenting their 
writings as "case studies" in opium addiction. Chatterton made a name for himself 
by pretending to be the discoverer of the Old English poems that he had forged; 
Coleridge accomplished another more or less duplicitous version of the same move 
by adding glosses and archaisms to "The Rime of the Ancient Mariner" to make it 
into the simulacrum of a repeatedly edited Renaissance text (see McGann 1985, 
13 5-72); Wordsworth in the "Preface" to Lyrical Ballads plays the critic with respect 
to his poems that follow in order to ensure the continual interpenetration of criti
cism and poetry. Keats's "camelion Poet" goes further, claiming "no identity" ex
cept in its circulation among the identities that it inhabits, careful even in its asser
tion of identitilessness to cover its tracks: "But even now I am perhaps not speaking 
from myself; but from some character in whose soul I now live" (1970, 157-58). 

In each of these cases, subjectivity is not split but rather pro
duced as the excess of a splitting or self-difference that both necessitates and inade-
quates each of the positions that it produces in order to mandate circulation and 
continual displacement among them, locating the heart of Romantic subjectivity in 
an unresolvable dialectic of embeddedness and transcendence. Foucault tells us that 
it is in "scission" — in the well-known difference between author and narrator of a 
literary text—that the "author function" operates, ensuring that neither associating 
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yet they went "up and down" and "ran and returned." Accordingly, Blake some
times depicted the never-definitively-visualizable Merkabah in back-to-back forma
tion, sometimes as a "chorus line." 

If the extension, externality, and grindingly brute force of friction 
operative in Blake's "wheel without wheel" has been understated in recent accounts 
of disciplinarity, the Edenic operation of "wheel within wheel" has been recognized 
as its corollary insofar as it works by creating spontaneous compliance or resem
blance, by allowing gyroscopic "degrees of freedom," and without even laying a hand 
on its subject. The "action at a distance" that characterizes the kind of gravity that 

Blake (this time in agreement 
with Newton) preferred to 
Descartes's plenum (which 
required gearlike physical 
contact for the communica
tion of motion) will come to 
define the operation of ide
ology in Althusser's "hailing" 
and Lacan's "mirroring." 

The monstrous victory 
of the four zoas, dehier-
archized and in their ir
reducible "fourness" or 
"someness," concludes Blake's 
epic by ending the "war of 
swords" and "dark Reli
gions," thereby inaugurat
ing the reign of "sweet sci
ence." Understanding that 
the friendly fascism of disci
plinary power has also as
sumed its avatar in the guise 
of "sweet science" does not 
simply reveal a crypto-dys-
topia behind Blake's Utopian 
annunciation, making Blake's 
epics simply misrecog-
nized genealogies of mod-
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Ezekiel's whirlwind (in the watercolor) is translated into the 
rounded frame of Leviathan coils, twisting worm, and braided 
clouds that surround the inner picture from Job. {The 
Whirlwind: Ezekiel's Vision of the Cherubim and the Eyed 
Wheels. Purchased 1890. Courtesy, Museum of Fine Arts, 
Boston) 

Concentricity and Eccentricity 



comprising multiple organisms), which takes unity rather than multiplicity as both 
its building block and its horizon (a position represented by Urizen in Blake's Four 
Zoas). It is unclear whether the whole concatenation of machine wheels, animals, 
and human bodies figured in the Merkabah can be described as human, except inso
far as it is surmounted by the figure of a throned man. If the human, then, can be 
described as an interaction of self-difference and self-similarity, it remains unclear 
how it differs from any other identity except insofar as it appears "under the sign" 
of the human. Accordingly, the figure differs from another famous image of a scal
ing universe, the 1651 title page of Hobbes's Leviathan, which had represented the 
commonwealth as a gigantic 
man made up of hundreds 
of men—a perfect self-sim
ilarity gained at the expense 
of positing a perfect binary 
difference between it and the 
landscape over which it tow
ers, suggesting the domina
tion of nature by culture. 

The equivocal relation 
between singular and plural 
in the Merkabah is sug
gested further by the de
scription of the sound that 
its/their motion produces 
as "a noise of tumult like 
the noise of an host" and si
multaneously the singular 
"voice of the Almighty" or 
"voice of one that spake." 
The motion of the Merk
abah is also paradoxical: the 
spirit of the figures is in 
the wheels, whose function 
would seem to be to turn, 
yet "they turned not when 
they went; they went every 
one straight forward," and 

Various Chariots. Blake's 1805 watercolor of the Merkabah 
(above) depicts Ezekiel's "four living creatures" back to back, 
facing outward (an arrangement duplicated by the positions of 
each creature's four faces), while his 1827 illustration from 
Job (right) depicts his own "four zoas" as the four quadrants 
of the Inner picture, reduplicated in the four chorus-line angels 
of the top quadrant. The framing wheel-within-wheel of 
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juxtaposed to the scaling self-difference of the four creatures, which are identified as 
lion, ox, eagle, and man, even though each has all four faces, seeming to make their 
identities contingent on their positions (that is, on which way they are facing). Blake 
marks the scaling plurality in naming the creatures "Zoas," that is, by taking the 
Greek plural, zoa ("creatures"), and pluralizing it again in English—a nice trick that 
commentators have too hastily dismissed as a mistake in Blake's self-taught Greek. 

A contemporary version of this dynamic can be found in Dorion 
Sagan's construction of the human body as "metametazoa"; that is, as an excess pro
duced out of multiple interactions between other sets of creatures, each of which 
may be metazoa in turn (Sagan 1992). Sagan contrasts his metametazoa to the Ro
mantic environmentalism of "Gaia" (the name for the Earth as a single organism 
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thingness of things is a homeorrhetic phenomenon contingent on the position of 
the thing in question at the resonant intersection of a series of cycles or transactions 
(whether economic, semiotic, or the like). 

The vortical return-with-a-vengeance (although by Blake's time 
vortical atoms had been largely discredited) in modernism is not limited to vorticism 
in aesthetics. Peirce wrote, in 1903, that 

a question at this moment under consideration by physicists is whether matter consists ultimately of 
minute solids, or whether it consists merely of vortices of an ultimate fluid. The third possibility, 

which there seems reason to suspect is the true one, that it may consist of vortices in a fluid 
which itself consists of far minuter solids, these, however, being themselves vortices 

of a fluid, itself consisting of ultimate solids, and so on in endless 
alternation, has hardly been broached. (1955, 68) 

If the subsequent transformation of particles into quanta ("pack
ets of energy" also described in cultural theory by Deleuze and Guattari's "articu
lated flows") obviates Peirce's "third possibility," Serres's slogan for the turbulent 
universe of chaos theory, a "global vortex of local vortices" (1982, 117), marks its reas-
cendancy, seeming to understand Peirce's "endless alternation" of vortex and parti
cle as itself a vortex. Foucault's "perpetual spirals of power and pleasure" (1984, 324) 
play out the same model; Baudrillard argues that its own spiraling makes Foucault's 
discourse "a mirror of the powers it describes" (1980, 87). 

Blake's "wheel within wheel" image is taken directly from Eze
kiel's vision of the chariot and its four "living creatures": 

This was their appearance; they had the likeness of a man. And every one of them had four faces and 
four wings.... And they went every one straight forward: whither the spirit was to go, 
they went; they turned not when they went. As for the likeness of the living creatures, 

their appearance was like burning coals of fire... and their appearance and 
their work was as it were a wheel within a wheel. (Ezekiel 1:4—16) 

It is easy to identify several features that overdetermine the image 
for Blake's antiphysics. First, because Cabalism traditionally forbade study of Ezekiel's 
chariot (the Merkabah) as a dangerous object of contemplation for any but the most 
adept, it stands nicely for "that which cannot be said or can be said repeatedly but 
not understood," a vacillation between supreme mystery and forbidden demystifica
tion that defines Blake's career as exemplary of the position of modernist artists and 
intellectuals. Furthermore, the image offers not a simple plurality (a plurality of 
units) but a scaling plurality: the scaling self-similarity of "wheel within wheel" is 
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give rise to epistemological figures, sciences, and possible formalized systems of 
knowledge" (1976, 191; my emphasis). The spread of the regime of "micropower" 
that Foucault's account locates in the late eighteenth century describes a logic whereby 
the smallest and most dispersed unit is also that which most characterizes the total
ity, or as D. A. Miller characterizes it, "a social order whose totalizing power circu
lates all the more easily for being pulverized" (1988, xiii). 

The force of Blake's often-repeated instructions on how to "see 
the World in a Grain of Sand" (1982, 490) is again to resist the reduction of the uni
verse to individual particles or discrete singular units (the grain of sand again stand
ing for the supposedly indivisible and internally undifferentiated atom). Blake pro
poses instead a "scaling" and plural universe of worlds within worlds. This model is 
less likely to slide into the warm-and-fuzzy pluralism in which it usually wallows if 
its resemblance to the Foucauldian episteme (as a correspondence between smallest 
and most "total" that marks the regime of micropower) is kept in the foreground. 
Like Blakean scaling space, the fractal time that can hold "Eternity in an hour" is 
not divisible into discrete and uniform units. The linked series of aphorisms that 
follow these instructions (in Blake's "Auguries of Innocence") depend mainly upon 
the logic of recursion, whereby a one-way "pecking order" or hierarchical "food 
chain" between global and local phenomena is made to backfire (e.g., "A dog starvd 
at his Masters Gate / Predicts the ruin of the State" [1982,490]). Again, the final stanza 
of the poem proposes and problematizes a distinction between mechanist reason 
and humanist organicism; that is, between those who live in night and see God as 
"light" and those who live in day and see God as a human form. But again this logi
cal dilemma, the problem of the binarity between binarity and nonbinarity, makes 
the contradiction an active one, and looks toward an antimechanist and antiorgani-
cist strategy that has its avatar in postmodernism. Such a strategy, in turn, remains 
recognizable as such only as long as (or to the extent that) the mechanism/organism 
axis remains problematic. 

Eden, for Blake (according to a tendency to spatialize temporal 
scenarios), need not just represent a Romantically lost or fallen world and/or possibly 
reattainable future goal but also an extant though partial world that threads through 
the present. Blake's figure of the vortex mediates between the Edenic concentricity 
of wheel-within-wheel and the hellish eccentricity of wheel-without-wheel. Against 
the comforting epistemological solid ground of the particle, Blake's epistemology 
sets the apparently vertiginous figure of the vortex: "The nature of infinity is this: 
That every thing has its / Own Vortex" (1982, 109). In other words, things are not 
like atomic building blocks or commodities in a homeostatic system, but rather the 
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tonian atom has been discarded along the way, many of the contributions of its ad
herents have been retained, just as thermodynamics was developed from the since-
discredited ^raft-Newtonian assumption that heat is an independent entity (a "subtle 
fluid"). Radical and irreducible ambiguity in the genealogy of atomic theory is sug
gested by the fact that the modernist atom bears as much or as little resemblance to 
either the Newtonian atom or Blake's vortex. To put it another way, the atom has 
always been the locus of a vacillation between atom, antiatom, and nonatom. Simi
larly, the modern law of the conservation of energy is not (as it first appears) a sim
ple outgrowth of the earlier principle of the conservation of vis viva but in fact the 
eventual product of opposition to this principle. Conservation could only be conserved 
through the proposition of a change in state (through conversion of lost force), al
though even so the inevitable remainder or excess could not be harmonized to pro
duce a perpetual-motion universe. This conservation-through-change is also a typi
cally Victorian "discovery" insofar as it tallies with new protocols for circulation 
and exchange. 

The word "conservation," then, if not conserved in the former sense 
of the word, except as it is converted in the process. But in tracing what happens to 
the word, the chain of evidence is always compromised: we cannot say precisely 
which of its features were lost, which reassigned to other words, which added from 
other words in the probablistic flux of parole; no forensics (whether the word refers 
to speech or to the traces of bodies) can extricate its own fingerprints from its chain 
of evidence. 

Likewise, the word "atom" (historically) is not atomic in the for
mer sense of the word; that is, it is not a discrete, hard, indivisible, unitary, and 
eternal concept or particle. Clever sophistication and self-evident tautology meet in 
these observations, marking the trajectory of a truth production whereby relations 
within language and between words and things are made in each other's image. 

Accordingly, the "eme," or elementary unit (as in phoneme, sem
eme, episteme, ideologeme), could be considered a transdisciplinary analogue of the 
atom, but the relatively recent proliferation of "ernes" across disciplines does not 
mark the hegemony of atomism or reductionism but rather their exhaustion. For ex
ample, a certain hand shape may be a "phoneme" in American Sign Language not 
because it is simpler or less articulated than another but because it is positioned as 
such by the language as a self-organizing system: ongoing use of the word "phoneme" 
may efface the fact that the object in question is no longer either "phonic" or an 
"eme." Likewise, Foucault's "episteme" is not an elementary unit of knowledge but 
"the total set of relations that unite, at a given period, the discursive practices that 
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tween mechanics and what would become thermodynamics, and so on. We could 
say that it is the relative incoherence or recalcitrance of these divisions among 
themselves (the impossibility of reducing them to a single axis) that constitutes the 
semiautonomy of scientific discourse. Blake opposed the discretion of the Newton
ian atom and the brittleness of the Cartesian atom, but he embraced a version of 
the participatory God that Newton's hard atoms required and a version of Carte
sian vortices that were meant to obviate the need for Newton's God. The eventual 
victory of the atom is a hollow one for the legacy of Newton, since its defining fea
tures—hardness and indivisibility—have been shed along the way. 

The argument implicit here runs against the notion that science 
is driven to achieve consensus, or driven by advancing from paradigm to paradigm, 
or even that contradictions between paradigms are irritants around which the pearls 
of new syntheses are eventually secretedj—stories that follow the boring and inade
quate curve of arousal and equilibrium, driven by a scientific death drive to locate, 
behind everything, the stasis of eternal and unchanging law: to give the universe a 
heart of stone instead of a trembling and restlessly chaotic flame. What if science 
also follows the movement of its contradictions, if contradictions have staying power 
or are conserved even as their content or location changes? This question also runs 
counter to a modernist ideology of science as primarily busy establishing facts (or in 
the recycled version, "constructing" them)—the firm ground of certainties and con
sensus on which to stand to reach higher and higher heights—while literature and 
the arts deal in ambiguities, defamiliarizations, and subversions. While this ideol
ogy has entailed serious and very real consequences, a descriptive critique cannot 
shoulder the responsibility of addressing them alone. Instead (for the moment, any
way), we move away from the vertical paradigm of building a building (a scientific 
Tower of Babel) and toward a transverse one—more like moving a heavy object on 
rollers, whereby one must always take the rollers left behind and reassemble them 
in front again. This paradigm shift from building to ongoing dismantling—indexed 
too in postmodern thermodynamics by a preference for homeorrhetic and far-
from-equilibrium systems—is again not in itself liberatory but a model apparently 
tailor-made to the redoubled dynamism of postmodern capital and discipline. Dis
mantling is also (although not exclusively) one of the "master's tools." 

It is also possible to write the story by placing Blake in a scien
tific backwater: behind his time, still fighting against an atom whose dynasty had al
ready been established, engaged in "resistance to science in the name of prescien-
tific values." But although the victory of an "elastic universe" over Newtonian hard 
atoms problematizes this scenario, and even though the indivisibility of the New-
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Paine could damn Burke's Reflections by asserting that it "degenerates into a compo
sition of art" (1973, 288), and Keats could echo the denunciations of Wordsworth's 
politically programmatic poetry by stating baldly that "we hate poetry that has a 
palpable design on us" (1970, 61). Similarly, the discursive split between the scien
tific and literary authorizes hybrids only as lower (or "sterile") forms: it became 
possible in early-nineteenth-century England to write a science fiction novel (Mary 
Shelley's Frankenstein) in which scientific and literary authority are thematized as a 
volatile mix, or to write an epic poem of botany (e.g., Erasmus Darwin's Zoonomia) 
in which scientific and poetic authority are not yet inimical, but only science fiction 
and not poetry science could remain intelligible in the emergent disciplinary hier
archy. 

Jakobson's diagram of the linguistic exchange features the ad
dresser and addressee as end points, mediated by a channel across which passes the 
message, which refers via a code to the context (i.e., the world) in which the trans
action takes place. But what happens, for example, when the code or channel is be
ing addressed, or when "the medium is the message"? What if we want not only to 
analyze a film or book as the "channel" or "code" whereby a message is sent from a 
writer to reader, but also to regard the writer and reader as aspects of a channel 
whereby films and books (or the codes, channels, and contexts they constitute) inter
act with each other? These questions constitute violations of the definitional "incest 
prohibition" at the heart of Jakobson's exemplary structuralism (e.g., only heterosex 
between an addresser and an addressee is permitted; code-to-code intercourse is 
prohibited) and bring us to the foundational mutations of poststructuralism already 
gnawing at it. These mutations are analagous to Marx's transformation of c-m-c into 
m-c-m (a "turning inside out" that cooperates with standing the Hegelian dialectic 
"on its head"), where money as the purely instrumental "code" by which commodi
ties are exchanged becomes the telos or end point of the exchange. If it is meaning 
that we are after and not information or communication, it is where Jakobson's six 
functions become indistinct, or rather, the moving interfaces where they transform 
into each other (e.g., via "canalization" or "codification"), that we must follow. 

In any case, Blake's antiatomism was not, in itself, an antiscien-
tific position, but part of a debate that was and is ongoing both in and between sci
ence and literature. Although many or even most writers on the subject in Blake's 
day had accepted an ultimately particulate nature for matter, interpretations contin
ued to differ radically. Arguments split between nations (e.g., pitting Britain's New
tonian void against France's Cartesian plenum) as well as between the adherents of 
various doctrines, between the nascent disciplines of chemistry and astronomy, be-
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This is a crucial trick (since it traces a way of questioning the power and hegemony 
of hegemonic power), but it also tends to slide toward the antipode of Said's success-
breeds-success model of discursive expansionism, becoming its silent partner; that 
is, toward the neutralizingly ironic or avant-gardist logic that can become stuck on 
success-as-failure and failure-as-success. 

The two juxtapositions of Blakean recursion with Newtonian 
physics are especially pointed in that it is precisely this recursion that the mechanist 
physics of Blake's era leaves out of the account. This exclusion produces a kind of 
truth in turn, since it is what allows recursion to recur, the coming-back-to-haunt 
(return of the discursively repressed) is what comes back to haunt; the recursion of 
recursion constitutes its "truth." Although the eventual product and model of this pro
cess will be that darling of chaos theory, the "feedback loop," to assert that Blakean 
recursion anticipates theories that would not emerge until almost two hundred years 
later is neither a testament to Blake's prophetic genius nor to the liberatory or re
demptive nature of chaos. It is rather a discursive or recursive effect of oppositions 
within and among literature, science, politics, and religion that were activated in 
Romanticism. Simply to describe such discursive effects in turn as subject to chaotic 
explanation is part of a chaotic will to power that must remain an ambivalent part of 
this project. In any case, to read Blake as "ahead of his time," anticipating various 
forms of anti-Newtonianism that would eventually find their way firmly back into 
physics, is also to forget that the coherence of the Newtonian position and the in
coherence of antiatomism have always been provisional and often retroactive con
structions of a range of conflicting positions. 

Another form of recursion was suggested by Roman Jakobson 
(1960, 350-77), who identified the "poetic" function in language as that aspect of a 
message that refers to itself. No utterance, according to Jakobson, can perform a sin
gle function; rather, difference between utterances does not reside in their unique
ness of kind but in their different hierarchies of the same set of (six) functions. This 
classical structuralist relativism allows analysis of discursive interpenetration (against 
an essentialist fixation of discursive identities), but only by ossifying a supposedly 
transdiscursive structure in a way that prohibits certain questions. This articulation 
into functions and their various combinative hierarchies, which seem to exhaust or 
"cover" the linguistic field, characterizes disciplinarity itself. 

The Romantic disciplinary split between politics and aesthetics, 
for example, meant that the reactionary political journal, The Anti-Jacobin, could 
publish radical poetry with the winking acknowledgment that "what We should call 
good Politics, are inconsistent with the spirit of true Poetry" (1797, 4), while Tom 
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of lions (regardless of what lions' "actual" character may be) privilege observations 
of fierceness in readers' firsthand experiences of lions. These observations are but
tressed by other books that propose origins of the fierceness and ways of handling 
it, further tending to reduce the lion to the quality of "fierceness." Finally, "reality" 
begins to yield to its representation when "the ways by which it is recommended 
that a lion's fierceness be handled will actually increase its fierceness, force it to be 
fierce" (1978, 93-94). Said's vignette, besides being inflected by the Romantic false 
hope or nostalgia for unmediated encounter with "reality," may also underwrite his 
too thoroughgoing attribution of creative agency to Western Orientalist discourse 
in producing its Other—as if the West were not also vulnerable, via something like 
its own "countertransference," to construction in the same encounter. Even so, this 
kind of truth production (that is, production in and against one's own image) might 
deserve to define a political will to power, leaving the curiously distracted, inertial, 
or unthinking resistance to such production to be situated not as cultural integrity 
or pure particularity or opposing material interests but as a Will to Play or a Per
versity Principle. 

In any case, Blake's point differs from Said's (at least in emphasis) 
in that neither discursive recursion in the form of self-amplification nor self-cancel
ing can be perfectly "true" (that is, it cannot either simply reproduce or negate it
self), hence the inescapable subjection to "error." Ironically, and in a strange but 
characteristic validation of Blake's point about how assertions rebound, the journal's 
editor returned Blake's letter to him, unpublished. Blake continually staked his ca
reer (in a very material sense that will be the subject of a later section) on the dubi
ous security that that which cannot be said or which can be said repeatedly but not 
heard or understood—that is, what a given discursive configuration excludes as its 
foundational act—is at once its origin and center, its truth and its eventual van
quisher. If the Romantic polarization of poetry and politics enabled Shelley to claim 
poets as "unacknowledged legislators of the world," Blake could be confident—al
though or even became he was even less read in his day than Shelley—that he was 
"more famed in heaven than I could well conceive" (710, my emphasis), member of 
a "shadow canon" that would come to have its fifteen minutes of fame sometime in 
the future. Related Blakean constructions depend on this neat topological trick: 

It indeed appear'd to Reason as if Desire was cast out. but the Devils account is, that the Messiah 
fell. & formed a heaven of what he stole from the Abyss. (34-35) 

the Giants who formed this world into its sensual existence and now seem to live in it in chains; are 
in truth, the causes of its life & the sources of all activity. (40) 
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And every sand becomes a Gem 
Reflected in the beams divine 
Blown back they blind the mocking Eye 
But still in Israels paths they shine 

The Atoms of Democritus 
And Newtons Particles of light 
Are sands upon the Red sea shore 
Where Israels tents do shine so bright 
(477-78) 

The poem counterposes the extended and continuous wave form of wind (related to 
the "beams" of light) to the punctual discretion of Newtonian or Democritan atoms 
(represented as grains of sand), seeming to favor the former. But the concluding image 
marks the binary division (i.e., recursive wave and punctual particle), in turn, as 
strategic rather than essential by problematizing the act of division itself: it remains 
a pointedly open question whether the "Red sea shore" refers to a given and carceral 
boundary between categorically different entities (Egypt and Zion, land and water) 
or a liberatory path through, a constitutive "parting" or "departure" that performs 
difference on what was otherwise the same (water divided from water). 

But more important, the act of positing the atom is depicted as 
producing a recursive backlash that rebounds upon the positer. The figure of recur
sion opposes and exceeds both the mechanistic separation of Newtonian subjects 
and objects bound by one-way causal chains and the self-canceling symmetry of the 
equal-and-opposite (reactionary) universe. 

Blake's 1807 letter to the Monthly Magazine develops the model 
of recursion. Blake writes to register his indignation at the police arrest and impris
onment of an astrologer: "The Man who can Read the Stars, often is opressed by their 
influence, no less than the Newtonian who reads Not & cannot Read is opressed by 
his own Reasonings & Experiments. We are all subject to Error" (1982, 769). The up
shot is not only that disciplines (e.g., astrology and Newtonian science) produce and 
are subject to the worlds in which they operate (i.e., "live by the sword, die by the 
sword"), but that this production necessarily is flawed with ironies that cannot be 
foreclosed: no prophecy can be self-fulfilling without also becoming self-thwarting 
as well. 

This principle continues to be underrepresented in contempo
rary accounts of discursive construction: Edward Said's parable of how discourse 
subsumes the world is a telling example. Said describes how books on the fierceness 
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forces are communicated by the rotating and grinding of particle against particle 
(avoiding the problem of action at a distance); this grinding produces fine matter 
that fills up all the interstices between the particles. Blake's "cogs tyrannic" and 
"dark Satanic Mills" are particularly geared to caricature the grinding of this Carte
sian plenum. So while the otherwise bouncy fullness of the plenum always threatened 
to petrify into a brittle china shop, Newtonian hard atoms in their void paradoxi
cally threatened to produce a universal quagmire of viscosity. No perfect distribu
tion of features could eliminate these dangerous tendencies. Accordingly, contra
dictions within the disciplinary hegemony of Newton's empty, static space (in which 
matter is embedded and moves), in conjunction with contradictions between it and 
other arrangements (such as the plenum, a fullness of moving matter), will eventu
ally produce the synthesis of matter and space that characterizes modernist physics 
(together with its canonized paradox of particle and wave), as well as determining 
its discursive unconscious in the form of what Lacan would call a "pattern of the 
gaps in play": embedded emptinesses moving through matter in a seductive reversal 
of the Newtonian model. Theories of chaos may hold out, in turn, a provisional 
synthesis or conflation of the Newtonian model with its Other that displaces the 
disciplinary fault lines among them. 

In the meantime, the "conflict between atomism and conserva
tion theory," along with related sets of contradictions I have begun to suggest here, 
generated various explanations through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: 
that absolute hardness is a limit case only approached in nature by "infinitesmally 
soft" atoms, that attraction and collision between hard atoms are buffered by repul
sive forces at short distances, that hard atoms reside in elastic molecules or in clouds 
of "caloric" or in an (almost) perfectly elastic "ether," and so on. The productive vi
ability of these contradictions continued until what Wilson Scott calls "the change 
from a hard cosmos to an elastic cosmos circa 1860" (1970, 296). The new elastic 
universe was made to order for both the ideological and technical requirements of a 
socioeconomic system organizing itself around the flux and transformability of com
modities and currency. 

Blake's short poem "Mock On" offers a more explicit and sche
matic critique of atomism, and points toward the crux of the contradiction at its heart: 

Mock on Mock on Voltaire Rousseau 
Mock on Mock on tis all in vain! 
You throw the sand against the wind 
And the wind blows it back again 
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L Blake's strategy for representing disciplinarity, then, mimics the 
V disciplinary strategy itself, offering multiple images, each characterized by constel-
' lations of multiple features, subject in turn to multiple groupings that maximize both 
[ similarity and difference to cover the figurative field with their recombinations. But 

against this strategy of coverage and overdetermination, Blake sets the seductively 
underdetermined excess of the "wheel within wheel" of Edenic physics. 

The configurations of features assembled in Blake's disciplinary 
figures very closely resemble the problematics of eighteenth-century atomic theory, 
which seems to be primary among the objects of Blake's caricature. The inherited dis
tinction between metaphysics and physics continued, through the eighteenth century, 
to contribute to conserving the apparent contradiction between the rotary move
ment that seemed to dominate in heavenly orbits and the straight-line inertial mo
tion that had been written into law for at least the sublunary world. These distinctions 
also participated in conserving serious disjunctions between the laws of astronomy 
and chemistry. Furthermore, debate about the nature of matter revolved around 
questions of atomic discretion or extension, hardness or softness, elasticity or brit-
tleness; that is, versions of the same features distributed among Blake's images. The 
widely accepted (but by no means uncontested) Newtonian "hard" atom had come 
into contradiction with another widely held tenet, that of the conservation of vital 
force (vis viva), since force inevitably must be lost when absolutely hard particles 
collide, leading to the unacceptable conclusion that the universe is "running down." 
Newton's solution to this dilemma had been to propose a God who continually in
tervenes to "wind up" the universal clock, while Descartes and others sought to 
integrate compensatory explanations and mechanisms without appealing to divine 
intervention; that is, to make science and its universe eternally self-sufficient. But 
neither the drive toward disciplinary self-sufficiency nor the deus ex machina solu
tion (which depends upon an originary bracketing off of religion from science so 
that it can return as needed) could keep logical contradiction out of the charmed 
circle of what would later be called "physics." Not until 1931, when Goedel's famous 
theorem was proven, could the impossibility of self-sufficient logical systems be dem
onstrated in scientific terms. 

Newton compared the force lost on impact between inelastic par
ticles to "motion communicated by means of stirring to such liquids as molten pitch, 
oil, and water," which "is quickly lost" (Scott 1970, 4). Although Descartes's atom 
could bounce, it didn't get a chance to, since Cartesian space was absolutely full of 
matter, consisting of particles (unlike Newton's) both divisible and brittle, in which 
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the author with narrator nor distinguishing between them will be sufficient to dis
lodge or recode the mechanism. By the late Victorian period, Stevenson's Dr. Jekyl 
and Mr. Hyde scenario and Freudian psychoanalysis would elaborate the viccissi-
tudes of split subjectivity as a recursive self-experimentation that defines the dan
gerous boundary between scientific and literary knowledge production. 

Like recursive self-reference, with which it is often associated, 
irony became a privileged marker of the literary (and an important subject of liter
ary theory) in Romanticism, looking ahead to a time when ironic self-reference would 
explode to the horizon of Western culture to become a privileged marker of post
modernity itself. With the Romantic pluralization of power-knowledge comes the 
famous rise of Bakhtin's "heteroglossic" or "dialogistic" novel, in which all voices 
must appear in (explicit or implicit) ironic quotation marks (1981, 67-68). In the 
rush to acclaim Bakhtin's dialogism for a kind of happy pluralism it has been too often 
forgotten that the multiple voices woven into the novel also construct and are con
structed by what Bakhtin called "a verbal-ideological center" (1981, 48), a center 
not unlike Althusser's anamorphoscopic "Subject" in its codependent relation to the 
"subjects" with which it colludes. The novel coheres and its trajectories take shape 
insofar as its voices are identifiable and differentiable by their distance and move
ment from or toward this center, all the more resilient because it is no succinct point 
but the axis of mutational density in a shifty "system of intersecting planes" (Bakhtin 
1981,48). 

The prevailing academic (and essentially Romantic) position on 
irony has generally been to associate it with freedom from—or subversion of—ide
ological convention, "dialogizing it from within," to borrow Bakhtin's phrase (1981, 
46). This tellingly partial position marks the uneasy status of the academic intellec
tual, still stuck where Blake and Wordsworth found themselves two centuries ago, 
between patronage and a marketplace, where survival must entail both implication 
in and disjunction from both. This double bind—or rather, enabling contradiction— 
is particularly acute or chronic but not particular to the artist or academic. In any 
case, plural and even mutually exclusive audiences and productive constraints pro
duce "double consciousness," heteroglossia, irony. 

An oppositional take on irony, then, might identify it with an ide
ological "damage control" function, a way to live or write or read at a distance from 
multiple and otherwise irreconcilable positions without directly engaging these po
sitions. Walter Benjamin identified this "distracted" reception as a way in which the 
ideological purchase of any cultural production is limited (1969, 239—41); the preva
lence of this kind of reception in modernity and postmodernity does not in itself 
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carry a politics (except insofar as recognizing it acts as a corrective to the liberal 
ideal of the "informed citizen") but does alter the kinds of political strategies that 
are likely to be effective. Baudrillard inflated this distracted or ironic relation to cul
ture into the insurmountable and inertial resistance of the "masses" to ideologiza-
tion (1983, 1-2), while for Slavoj Zizek it is precisely distraction and irony ("not taking 
it seriously") that enables the hegemony of a dominant ideology: "In contemporary 
societies, democratic or totalitarian, that cynical distance, laughter, irony, are, so to 
speak, part of the game. The ruling ideology is not meant to be taken seriously or 
literally. Perhaps the real danger for totalitarianism is people who take its ideology 
literally" (1989, 28). 

Recent accounts of literary irony have identified two terms and 
associated these with inter- or intrasubjective positions. D. C. Muecke aligns a "lower" 
and an "upper" term with an innocent "victim of irony" and an ironist or "ironic ob
server" (1969). Paul de Man's irony splits off a "fictional self from an "empirical," 
"actual," or "world-bound self (1983). Anne Mellor aligns "creative" and "de-cre-
ative" positions with Friedrich von Schlegel's "two opposing psychic drives: one 
[which] seeks order and coherence (to become being), while the other seeks chaos 
and freedom (to be becoming or to become nonbeing)" (1980, 8). 

The attribution of subjective positions (often within a "split sub
ject") to the terms of the figure points toward an association of all forms of irony 
with dramatic irony, as does de Man's remark that "the ironist invents a form of 
himself that is 'mad' but that does not know its own madness" (1983, 216). Clearly, 
dramatic irony specifies a case in which a lower (embedded or unselfconscious) term 
is occupied by a character in a play or other literary work, and an upper (transcen
dent or self-conscious) term by an audience or reader complicit with the author and 
sometimes with another ironic observer in the work itself. This special case clearly 
remains structured by the two terms but also contributes descriptively to the figure: 
irony inevitably posits an other, whose voice it encloses in explicit or implicit quota
tion marks. This term might be designated the o-term; in the word irony it occupies 
the heart, the interior, the center. The "upper" term could be called the i-term; it 
stands at the head of the word as an observing "eye," posits an "I" where only the 
"me" of metonymy and metaphor had been. The physicality of the letters could also 
be drawn into the formula; the o representing a w/hole, a horizon, or a circumfer
ence; the phallic i standing for a vertical axis of the transcending spiral, positing an 
ultimate point but breaking off before it can arrive there. The straight line and cir
cle—i and o — are in fact the "limiting cases of the logarithmic spiral" (Wehl 1952, 
70): such a spiral is a leading visualization of the figure of irony. The division and 
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relation of the two terms performs a kind of ideological work that remains to be 
specified. 

These terms need not be characterized as a hierarchized duality. 
The lower term can be seen as comprising two (for example, a thesis and an antithe
sis), while the next (whether called a second or third) synthesizes or transcends these 
(or in only slightly less Hegelian terms, as the Oedipal triangulation mediates the 
mother-child dyad). The figure can also be construed as a quadrature in which one 
term occupies the upper position, relegating the other three to the lower, as does 
time in its pre-Einsteinian relation to the three dimensions of space, or Los in Blake's 
Four Zoas. As long as they describe hierarchical dimensions, the proliferation of terms 
tends to keep collapsing back into two. 

While moving the two-term model toward an ra-dimensional fig
ure, it will be helpful to see what happens when the modern two-term models of 
irony are stretched to rectify them with the still-popular classical definition of irony, 
which also opposes two terms: "saying one thing" and "meaning the opposite." 
This definition, at any rate, indicates how irony can be identified as the condition 
of language itself, insofar as saying or writing something implies the absence of its 
referent. 

Opening Byron at random, I find a suitable test case immediately 
in Don Juan 1:6, where Horace's mandate that epics begin in medias res is charac
terized as "the heroic turnpike road" (1986, 379). Irony is indicated insofar as turn
pike roads are understood as anything but heroic. Nonetheless, the epic convention, 
associated by metaphor with the safer and straighter course and state-controlled ac
cess of the turnpike road, is identified as the heroic way. This identification, the 
"thing said," would align with the lower (naive or mystified) term of the ironic fig
ure, while the higher term would be associated with the opposite "meaning"; that 
is, that the convention/turnpike is not heroic, or more trenchantly, that unconven-
tionality—the wandering and difficult but "free" path of genius—is the heroic one. 
One of Blake's "Proverbs of Hell" renders the same idea: "Improvement makes strait 
roads, but the crooked roads without Improvement, are the roads of Genius" (38). 
It is easy (maybe only a little too easy) to recognize these as conventional formulas 
of bourgeois individualism. 

Furthermore, though, it could be maintained that Byron's state
ment also works to ambiguate, exceed, or deconstruct the oppositions that it puts in 
play. The generic identity of Byron's text, for example, is here made to turn on the 
axis of epic (traditionally the highest or most privileged genre) versus anti- or nonepic, 
but this ambiguation does not thereby escape ironic hierarchy. Byron's Don Juan 
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participates in a historical process whereby the right kind of generic ambiguity be
comes a marker of literary value (a mark of unmarkedness): a famous example is the 
Romantic reevaluation of Shakespeare's ambiguous mixtures of comic and tragic 
forms as a mark of genius rather than a defect. In each case, an "upper" generic 
term is made to wander freely around "lower," fixed genres. Tzvetan Todorov's tau
tological "Typology of Detective Fiction" makes an excellent modern example of 
this definitional mystification: 

As a rule, the literary masterpiece does not enter any genre save perhaps its own; but the masterpiece 
of popular literature is precisely the book which best fits its genre. Detective fiction has its norms; 

to "develop" them is also to disappoint them: to "improve upon" detective fiction is to write 
"literature," not detective fiction. (1977, 43) 

Edward Said identifies a very similar device at the heart of Orientalism, whereby 
the Orient is defined as eternally the same; it is allowed to change only as it becomes 
Westernized (1978). 

Before leaving the Byron example, it is important to note that 
irony occurs in conjunction with both metaphor and metonymy: metaphor by which 
the epic convention (tenor) is associated with the turnpike road (vehicle), and me
tonymy whereby the term "heroic" is allowed to slide between product and pro
cess—between the heroic as that which is produced by a particular process (here a 
certain kind of narrative), and the process as itself heroic (i.e., "heroic poetry") — 
and perhaps toward a heroic producer as well. Metaphor, metonymy, and irony form 
a signifying field from which each is only ideally isolable. Thus, for example, the 
relative straightness of the turnpike road versus the windings of individual paths is 
one of the oppositions polarized in the metaphor by the presence of irony. In fact, it 
concretizes the figure of irony nicely, "straight" being virtually synonymous with 
"nonironic" (the lower term of the figure), while "crooked" or even "perverse" char
acterize the upper—ironic—term. Irony polarizes the terms of the metaphor along 
a temporal axis as well, pushing epic and the heroic to a past superseded by the pres
ent mundanity of the turnpike. 

The apparently metonymic sequence between process and prod
uct is also axiologized by an irony that valorizes pure process as its upper term, a 
valorization reproduced in Mellor/Schlegel's identification of "product" and "pro
cess" terms of the ironic figure. Thus Byron's Horace "makes" the road, effectively 
denigrating the epic convention as a mere product and allowing Byron's own practice 
to stand in unspoken opposition, at least for the moment, as an unproduced process. 
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The Byron example serves at least to complicate the distinction 
between the terms of irony, as well as between irony and other rhetorical figures: 
multiple axiologizations are made to resonate and/or interfere without being reducible 
to a single polarity. A second approximation of the figure that begins to account for 
these complications can be derived by reexamining the three theorists of irony men
tioned above. 

Mellor is careful to distinguish the works of Romantic ironists 
from those Romantic works that conform to M. H. Abrams's model, as she charac
terizes it; that is, works that "present a confident movement from innocence to ex
perience to a higher innocence, that circuitous journey which leads the protagonist 
spiraling upward to a more self-aware and therefore more meaningful communion 
with the divine" (1980, 6). She is similarly careful to distinguish Schlegel's concep
tion of irony as "analysis of thesis and antithesis" from the Hegelian dialectic in that 
the latter is "progressive and transcendental," each thesis generating a new antithesis, 
which "leads to a broader synthesis in an upward and outward spiraling growth of 
human consciousness." Romantic irony, she argues, is "open-ended" and nonteleo-
logical, based on unresolvable contradiction that "allows for no genuine resolution 
or synthesis" (11). Nonetheless, Mellor evokes the same spiral figure to sneak the 
telos of consciousness-expansion back into her description of irony, which she asso
ciates with Schlegel's "self-becoming" as "a process of enlargement... , a dialectical 
movement between destruction and creation, creation and destruction, that produces 
an ever-expanding consciousness of life as becoming" (13-14). This little bit of cheat
ing (not particular to Mellor) itself expands to produce the assertion that "Roman
tic irony, therefore, can potentially free individuals and even entire cultures from 
totalitarian modes of thought and behavior" and "bring us pleasure, psychic health, 
and intellectual freedom" (188). Mellor's recuperative scenario recalls how Freud's 
denial of vertical transcendence produced a horizontally expansionist Eros. 

Like Mellor, de Man takes up with Schlegel in characterizing 
irony as "an endless process that leads to no synthesis," and like Mellor he repro
duces the telos and the spiral figure in describing the operation of irony as "free
dom, the unwillingness of the mind to accept any stage in its progression as defini
tive" (recalling the Freudian differential that will "permit of no halting at any position 
attained"; no closing of the circle), and as "the recurrence of a self-escalating act of 
consciousness" (1983, 220). In other words, ironic consciousness goes up a spiral 
staircase where down is "the narrowing spiral of a linguistic sign" (222) in which the 
ironist remains caught. Like a fox that chews off its own trapped foot, the ironist is 
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produced out of a "splitting." The split that engenders irony is a "falling (or rising) 
from a state of mystified adjustment into the knowledge of . . . mystification" (214). 

If Mellor has the good excuse of coming of age in an era of fem
inist "consciousness-raising," de Man had the bad conscience of having come of age 
as a collaborationist writer in Nazi-occupied Belgium, and thus had a historical rea
son for his denial of history, for asserting the disjunction between a "world-bound" 
and "fictional" self, for the rejection of "any stage" as definitive, and for the painful 
or cowardly recognition that "knowledge of mystification" is not the same as de
mystification. 

Muecke seems also to propose a spiral figure for irony in his ti
tle, The Compass of Irony (1969), which can be made to explicate de Man's "falling (or 
rising)" as an orbit or "free fall" in which the continuous set of possible positions for 
the upper ("free") term constitute a spiral around the "fixed foot" of the compass, 
which would correspond to the lower term. The compass model—which could be 
characterized further as a kind of gyroscope, modernist atom, orrery, or other or
bital system—represents a second approximation of the ironic figure. 

Gyroscopophilia: Wordsworth's "Slumber" 
De Man's test case for his figure of irony is Wordsworth's lyric, "A Slumber Did My 
Spirit Seal." The lyric's eight short lines may have generated more commentary 
than any comparably short work in the history of English poetry. While this may 
make further attention to it suspect, the poem's terseness and dissemination mark it 
as an exemplary episteme engine: 

A slumber did my spirit seal; 
I had no human fears: 

She seemed a thing that could not feel 
The touch of earthly years. 

No motion has she now, no force; 
She neither hears nor sees; 

Rolled round in earth's diurnal course, 
With rocks, and stones, and trees. 

(1969, 149) 

De Man finds in the lyric "two stages of consciousness, one be
longing to the past and mystified, the other to the now of the poem, the stage that 
has recovered from the mystification of a past now presented as error"; in the sec-
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ond, "an eternal insight into the rocky barrenness of the human condition prevails." 
The stages are separated by "the radical discontinuity of a death" and correspond 
roughly to the two stanzas of the poem, to the two terms of de Man's figure of irony 
(1983, 224-25) — as well as nicely characterizing de Man's professional movement 
from Belgian collaborationist journalist to American academic. 

Clearly, though, the poem could also be made to fit Abrams's 
recuperative model if the first and second stanzas are read as Wordsworthian Songs 
of Innocence and of Experience: de Man's characterization of the narrator's apparent 
recognition of death's finality as an, "eternal insight" works only if we ignore the 
many other poems in which Wordsworth proposes a third and "higher" state of 
"recompense" (roughly equivalent to Blake's "Organiz'd Innocence") in which the 
child's inability "to admit the notion of death"—after disillusionment at least as re
gards bodily immortality—is recuperated as a true "intimation of immortality" of 
the spirit. From this third perspective the materialist notion of death's finality, with 
which the poem seems to conclude, must be characterized not as "an eternal in
sight" but in its turn as error, slumber, mystification—just as Wordsworth repeat
edly identified his own materialist phase as a depressive illness and an error from 
which he had recovered. 

Wordsworth's early critics expressed puzzlement at the curiously 
flat or matter-of-fact quality of lyrics such as "A Slumber," conspicuously truncated 
before the "point" of the narrative is made: in regard to the related poem "Strange 
Fits of Passion," reviewer Francis Jeffrey thought it damning enough to print the fi
nal two lines and exclaim, "There the poem ends!" (cited in Perkins 1967, 366). 
Like other "Lucy" poems, "A Slumber" works not by making a "point" but by fold
ing its truncation back into itself; it overdetermines a resolution, as if it played all 
but the last note of a melody. The blank space between stanzas, where feminine 
death and masculine awakening are. made simultaneous, is only a particularly dis
crete instance of how the poem works by manipulating what is not said. 

The poem opens by suggesting a series of phase-shifted read
ings. If the statement that "a slumber did my spirit seal" indicates a discrete event 
in the past, then the previous existence of an unsealed spirit is implied, making the 
line the narrator's description of his birth (as in the "Intimations" ode, where "our 
birth is but a sleep and a forgetting"), and rehearsing the traditional Christian equa
tion of slumber with the physical body. Of course the sealing of a spirit need not be 
taken as a sudden discontinuity equated with the instant of birth, but may be under
stood as a gradual process, a becoming-sealed (again as in the "Intimations" ode, 
where "shades of the prison-house begin to close / On the growing Boy"). Or it may 
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be that the anteriority of spirit to the bodily slum
ber that seals it is not establishable (that they 
mutually construct each other in a kind of "self-
organizing system"). This coconstruction may be 
marked by the ambiguous Miltonic diction that al
lows both "A slumber sealed my spirit" and "My 
spirit sealed a slumber" as acceptable readings. 
Furthermore, if "seal" can mean "to affix a seal 
to," subject and object could be related as owner 
and possession, or even as form and substance (in
sofar as such a seal gives shape to an otherwise 
amorphous blob of wax). 

The same kinds of ambiguities 
could be shown to hold for the relation between 
stanzas, between the two terms of the figure of 
irony, and between the other dualities the poem 
seems to coordinate with these. In addition to the 
already identified oppositions of body and spirit, 
slumber and awakening (unconsciousness and con
sciousness), past and present, and idealism and ma
terialism, the lyric opposes genders aligned with 
the poem's subject and object and genres aligned 
by diction with the two stanzas: the sentimental 
(with its discourse of slumbers, fears, and feeling) 
and the scientific (which speaks of motion, force, 
and diurnality). The poem works ideologically by 
making these alignments or by allowing them to 
be made. 

Primary among the ambigui
ties generated by the poem's first line, though, is 
that several models of change — developmental 
scenarios — seem to be proposed. One possible 
model describes a unidirectional gradualism from one term (or stage) to the next. 
Another (de Man's model) describes rupture or discontinuity between stages. A 
third constructs the relation as cyclical, an "endless alternation" between one term 
and the next. This last relation is so far only implicit; that is, insofar as the narrator 
is able to describe his having been sealed, he must have first been unsealed, sealed, 

Quantization/metaphor. 

Polarization/irony. 
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and then unsealed, for the state of being sealed seems to be characterized by uncon
sciousness of itself. 

Each of these scenarios can be modeled by the figure of the spi
ral: gradualism describes travel along its one-dimensional path; the view down the 
axis of the spiral (for which two dimensions are necessary) discovers discrete and 
discontinuous (quantized) levels, while the perpendicular (third-dimensional) view 
construes an ongoing oscillation between extremes. 

These "views" can also be coordinated with rhetorical figures: 
metonymy travels a path of displacement along a continuous series of adjacent points; 
metaphor looks along the axis and finds homology (structural similarity) as well as 
"condensation and displacement" between levels; irony finds a cyclical polarity— 
the back-and-forth of an "unresolvable dialectic"—that had not been evident in 
one or two dimensions. Although each "observer" sees the whole figure (unlike the 
proverbial blind men and the elephant), their accounts differ radically. 

The narrative position developed in the second stanza reiterates 
the concentric/eccentric figure. Here the poem's "she" has become pure, inert mat
ter, while the narrator seems to have assumed the transcendental position (or non-
position) of spirit, for his description of the corpse being "rolled round with earth's 
diurnal course" demands a perspective from above the earth's surface and at least 
some exemption from the full force of the earth's gravity—as if the narrator were a 
kind of satellite — in order that she be observed to roll relative to him. Wordsworth 
describes a similar relation in a scene from The Prelude in which the narrator re
members how stopping suddenly during ice-skating made him feel as if the land
scape continued to spin by him, "as if the earth had rolled / With visible motion her 
diurnal round!" (1979, 53); again the point is the narrator's apparent exemption 
from the earth's rotation. 

To read the narrative position as orbit is to push it toward the 
outer limit of its tendency: toward pure spirit, which cannot ultimately even be 
characterized as orbiting the first (material) term but must be equated with New
tonian space itself: a stationary, higher-dimensional field in which matter is embed
ded. A less extreme, more "naturalistic" reading is also possible, in which the corpse 
rolls with the earth, buried just beneath its surface, while the narrator, although he 
too must be rolled around with the earth, is at least able to move about on it: the 
corpse is mobile ("capable of being moved from place to place"), but the narrator is 
motile ("moving or having the power to move spontaneously"). Such a reading only 
begins to account for the observation that she rolls relative to the narrator, tending 
to emphasize instead the insignificance of his freedom to move relative to his being 
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subject (along with the corpse) to the much larger forces of the earth's gravity and 
rotation. 

A first approximation of the narrator's relation to Lucy, then, 
constitutes a kind of orbit, a gyroscope stabilized by the spin of an interior rotor 
(the corpse's course), a gendered motor. The narrator must observe and speak from 
an outer ring or sphere (a "gimbal"), although his precise degree of freedom is in
determinate: the more gimbals, the more degrees of freedom; that is, the less a per
turbation of the outer ring will affect the rotor. The image allows the narrator's de
gree of freedom to range from a fraction (if we construe him as walking the earth 
above the corpse) to infinity (if he occupies a higher-dimensional matrix), produc
ing a subject stretched between embeddedness and transcendence. 

This model pictures an Imaginary Other reduced to a fixation, 
an axiologization of the wandering orbit or gimbal of the Symbolic. De Man's para
digm of irony (taken from Baudelaire) turns on the force of gravity as well: the 
philosopher stumbles and laughs at his own fall, splitting his subjectivity into a "world-
bound self (a body subject to gravity) and a "fictional self (a mind or spirit that 
looks on, as if from above). It is worth noting that the orbital freedom of the I-term 
(touted by Mellor and de Man) is, according to the terms of the figure, a local free
dom only: the subject in orbit can flail in all directions free from gravity, but can 
only flail, and cannot alter his determined orbit around the Other term on which he 
depends. He has unlimited knowledge (from his higher perspective) to see and speak 
but not the power to act or to be heard. Irony here is a kind of knowledge without 
power that construes (retroactively) a prior power without knowledge. To alter the 
model slightly, the swimmer caught in a whirlpool is not ironic unless he sees the 
branch he might have grasped, had he the knowledge, and now can only grasp in
tellectually, having no longer the power (a seemingly airtight alibi for quietism). 

The possibilities for the narrative position in the poem consti
tute a spiral, then, approaching absolute identity at the apex or center and absolute 
difference at infinity. The narrative stance forecloses the central position (for it 
would not allow the observation that she is "rolled" relative to him) and, it would 
seem, the (Newtonian) higher-dimensional position as well, since higher dimension
ality of this type is a category of nonrelation belied by the torque of identity and 
difference that operates throughout the lyric. Somehow his spirit, his vision, his 
voice still orbit what he construes as her body, her blindness, her silence. Masculine 
consciousness and insight over the dead body of the lost woman is a figure dear to 
the heart of disciplinary knowledge. 
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The narrator's position does not change from stanza to stanza: 
he describes his earlier state from the same higher-dimensional position as he de
scribes Lucy in the second stanza. The poem, then, posits a phase transition that has 
turned the narrator inside out, although he speaks, after the fact, from the second 
phase throughout. This transition can be described as moving from inside (being 
sealed, spirit embedded in matter) to outside (orbiting, matter embedded in spirit): 
a transition to a higher dimension, or to a greater "degree of freedom." 

Passage between discontinuous dimensions can only partially ac
count for the transition posited in the poem. An example from physics — the pas
sage between magnetism and nonmagnetism—pictures a continuous passage between 
fractal dimensions (see Peitgen and Richter 1986, 129-31). At absolute zero, the poles 
of a magnet are perfectly aligned at every scale, from its most punctual particle to 
its totality: it is perfectly self-similar. As the temperature rises, disorder (disalign-
ment) appears first at a subatomic scale, implicating larger scales as it rises: perfect 
self-similarity is lost, since perfect alignment only appears at a coarse scale, but 
"lakes" of disorder appear at finer scales. At infinite temperature, a perfect self-sim
ilarity of nonaligned poles is observed at all scales, but this self-similarity is again 
lost with cooling, since "islands" of order begin to appear at a small scale as poles of 
individual particles become aligned, although only nonalignment is observable at a 
coarse enough scale. In passing from absolute zero to infinite temperature, the sys
tem moves from zero degrees of freedom (a kind of fascism in which each particle 
perfectly embodies the polarity of the entire system) to infinite anarchic freedom, 
from a fractal dimension of zero (a stationary network of zero-dimensional points) 
to three (since each point in random motion describes a scribble that eventually fills 
space). Like Wordsworth's narrator suspended between unoccupiable extremes, the 
system moves from lakes of disorder in a continent of order, to islands of order in a 
sea of disorder. Far from making a simple interiority, embeddedness can only be 
understood as "interfusion" across scale. At the transitional point between magnet
ism and nonmagnetism, a categorically different kind of self-similarity appears: in 
any given island of order are lakes of disorder—and vice versa—ad infinitesimum 
and ad infinitum, regardless of how fine or coarse the scale; this "swamp" is a mu
tual interpenetration of the other two states. Furthermore, though, the deteriora
tion of order may be accompanied by the creation of dissipative structures as well 
(patterns of turbulence) as the system passes from one phase to the next (e.g., in the 
distribution of "lakes" and "islands"). Wordsworth's lyric and the picture of mag
netic phase transition both describe transition to higher degrees of freedom or di-
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mensionality as a kind of reversal of embeddedness around a seal, producing self-
similarity and difference. 

While I have understood the "she" of the second stanza to refer 
to Lucy's corpse, others have understood it to refer to her spirit, diffused into the 
landscape. This reading also posits a dissipative process but assigns it to the poem's 
object instead of its subject, although it would seem that a spirit could not be "rolled" 
except by the expedient explanation late-nineteenth-century physicists called an 
"ether drag hypothesis." The same problem arose in assigning an orbital position to 
the narrator as higher dimensional spirit: pure spirit and pure body are here limits 
that can only be approached; higher dimensionality cannot be simple nonrelation: in
stead, discontinuity and continuity between terms coexist in phase transition. Whether 
we read a tendency toward pure spirit or toward pure body is finally irrelevant, since 
the poem works by foreclosing both of the poles it defines (e.g., punctual fixation 
and diffuse matrix). 

So what is ironic about the poem? The spiral schematization of 
irony suggests that irony might be intelligible as a perpendicular view that con
strues an oscillation. As such, it finds polarities (a back-and-forth between negative 
and positive limits) where metaphor and metonymy had not. Its polarization is both 
local and global: in addition to polarizing sequential points on the spiral, making an 
apogee and perigee, irony polarizes the whole spiral into a lower (origin) and higher 
(aim) as well, tending to forget the continuity between points that characterizes 
metonymy and the isomorphism that characterizes metaphor, although this forget
ting is never really complete, since continuity and isomorphism remain visible even 
to a perpendicular view. Irony finds transition impossible: origin recedes perpetu
ally behind and aim perpetually transcends; in the gulf between, one looks around 
and around to find oneself (in Arnold's famous Wordsworthian phrase) "wandering 
between two worlds, one dead, / The other powerless to be born." 

Irony, that is, asserts the pastness of the past and the futurity of 
the future as an irreconcilable difference while acknowledging, simultaneously, a si
multaneity—an irreducible interpenetration of terms in the swamp of the Real, the 
tangle of texts and bodies in which we live. 

The ideological physics of the poem offer a schematic account 
of the poet's phase-shifted relations to his sister Dorothy and friend Coleridge, who 
called the lyric "a most sublime epitaph" and first speculated that in it, "most prob
ably, in some gloomier moment he had fancied the moment in which his sister might 
die" (cited in Perkins 1967, 263). As in "A Slumber," William associated Dorothy 
with a superseded stage of his own development in "Tintern Abbey." He represents 
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the passing of this stage as the passing of a light from the world in the "Intima
tions" ode. Lucy is also a light (from the Latin), and her passage is represented ex
plicitly as the passage of a light from the world in the related poems "Lucy Gray" 
and "Strange Fits of Passion." In "Lucy Gray," the title character vanishes, along 
with the lantern she carries, into a blizzard, and her footprints are traced to a bridge 
where they abruptly end; she has become a voice in the wind. Here again, gradual
ism and discontinuity coexist in the passage from a bodily walk on the earth to an 
incorporeal voice whirling around it; the footsteps ending halfway across the bridge 
represent both phase transition and its impossibility, or rather, that a thwarted lat
eral transition leads to an enforced (vertical) transcendence: to being "kicked up
stairs." In "Strange Fits of Passion," the narrator imagines the death of his beloved 
as the moon sets behind her cottage. Here again multiple narrative structures are 
put into play: gradualism (in the slow descent of the moon as, paralleling the narra
tor's own journey and the steps of his horse, it comes "near, and nearer still" to 
Lucy's cottage), discontinuity in the seemingly instantaneous moonset ("down be
hind the cottage roof, / At once, the bright moon dropped"), and the cyclicality of 
which the moon is a traditional emblem. 

When considering explicitly, in The Prelude, his relation to 
Dorothy, Wordsworth again characterizes himself as a "moon," crediting Dorothy 
with having 

Maintained for me a saving intercourse 
With my true self; for, though bedimmed and changed 
Both as a clouded and a waning moon, 
She whispered still that brightness would return, 
She, in the midst of all, preserved me still 
A Poet, made me seek beneath that name, 
And that alone, my office upon earth 
(1979, 409) 

In 1829, when William explicitly faces the possibility of Dorothy's 
death from an illness, he employs the same imagery in a letter: "Were She to depart 
the Phasis of my Moon would be robbed of light to a degree that I have not courage 
to think o f (Wordsworth and Wordsworth 1979, 69). This last image, reproduced 
by William more than thirty years after the Lucy poems and precisely upon imagin
ing "that his sister might die," is a particularly convincing illustration of the strength 
of the figurative web that binds Dorothy, Lucy, and William. William's ongoing de
pendence upon his sister is well known: from 1794 until around 1831 (when she be-
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came incapacitated), and both before and after William's marriage brought Mary 
Hutchinson into their household, Dorothy was employed at the continual menial 
labor that allowed William the leisure to be a poet; she provided the emotional sup
port that sustained him as an intellectual and notated in her journal events that he 
wrought into poetic figures. At the same time, Dorothy's attendance on her brother 
rescued her—^at a cost—from the fall in class that working as a governess had 
represented. 

If William relegated Dorothy to the o-term of the ironic figure, 
to the always-already past of emotion and direct contact with nature, he associated 
his friend and colleague Coleridge with the never-yet-reached i-term (the "ever
more about to be"), with abstruse intellect and the abstraction from nature into cul
ture, and with the epic genre Coleridge's notes were to have supplied. For Words
worth, these relationships seem to have functioned as phase-shifted dualities: Dorothy 
is to William as William is to Coleridge. Wordsworth imagines (in The Prelude) that 
if he could have caught Coleridge sooner, he could have performed precisely the 
saving role for Coleridge that he assigns Dorothy in relation to himself: his "tem
perature less willing to be moved" and "more steady voice" might have "soothed / 
Or chased away the airy wretchedness / That battened on thy youth (1979, 202). 
The thermodynamics stay the same: the cooler (less entropic) and earthy stability 
of the Imaginary is to balance the airy chaos of the Symbolic. 

Irony tended to polarize the affective content of Wordsworth's 
relation to what he construed as beneath and above him. When he looked down — 
at the lost past of emotion and nature — he tended to cry with a tragic irony, and 
laughed with a mocking irony when he looked up at the productions of culture, re
serving his most extensive mockery for pretension to learning. The final (canceled) 
verse of "Strange Fits of Passion" distinguishes the directionality of these ironies 
nicely. After his lover has died, the narrator recalls her reaction to his fears for her 
death: 

I told her this; her laughter light 
Is ringing in my ears; 
And when I think upon that night 
My eyes are dim with tears. 
(Norton 1986, 17 In) 

That is, innocence looks forward to her death with ignorant and 
dismissive laughter, while experience looks back at the death of innocence with im
potent and nostalgic tears. This polarization tends to play out also as laughter for 
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the pretensions of the upper classes of discourse (reason and philosophy, or as we 
now say, theory) and for the pretensions of the upper classes, and as sentimental 
tears for the lyric and the lyric poet dead to the world or to his poetic powers, for 
the underclasses of discourse, for the poor. Coleridge, too (in his 1807 poem "To 
William Wordsworth"), wept real crocodile tears over the grave of his poetic pow
ers and praised Wordsworth's performance of such powers in The Prelude, as Words
worth had wept over Lucy and praised Dorothy in "Tintern Abbey," addressing 
Wordsworth as "Friend! my comforter and guide!" and contrasting Wordsworth's 
steadiness with his own whirling "tumult" (1985, 127). 

As is well known, Coleridge and Wordsworth from their first 
collaboration tended to align themselves in such a hierarchy, Coleridge providing 
supernatural subjects and ideas for Lyrical Ballads while Wordsworth supplied the 
natural subjects and the bulk of material. Somewhat later, the idea for a philosophi
cal epic was Coleridge's; Wordsworth was to flesh it out. Wordsworth expresses his 
sense of his dependence on Coleridge's ideas for the main philosophical section of 
The Recluse in two 1804 letters to Coleridge: "I am very anxious to have your notes 
for the Recluse. I cannot say how much importance I attach to this, if it should 
please God that I survive you, I should reproach myself for ever in writing the work 
if I had neglected to procure this help" (1967, 452). Several weeks later he again re
ports having feared that Coleridge might die before sending along his notes, and 
"cannot help saying that I would gladly have given 3 fourths of my possessions for 
your letter on the Recluse at that time" (1967, 464). In December 1805, Dorothy 
reports to Lady Beaumont that William "is very anxious to get forward with The 
Recluse, and is reading for the nourishment of his mind, preparatory to beginning; 
but I do not think he will be able to do much more till we have heard of Coleridge" 
(1967, 664). In 1806, Wordsworth was still waiting for Coleridge's help when he re
ported to Sir George Beaumont that he had "returned to the Recluse" and that, 
"should Coleridge return, so that I might have some conversation with him upon 
the subject, I should go on swimmingly" (Wordsworth and Wordsworth 1969, 64). 
Coleridge never sent his notes (nor is it clear that he had written any), yet in his 
1817 Biographia Literaria, he again dangles the carrot: "What Mr Wordsworth will 
produce, it is not for me to prophesy: but I could pronounce with the liveliest con
victions what he is capable of producing. It is the first genuine philosophic poem" 
(1985,414). 

Not surprisingly, the philosophical epic that Wordsworth thought 
would be his professional credential as a poet, that which would retroactively justify 
the story of his life, remained "evermore about to be." The Prelude (like the "sheep-
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fold" in his poem "Michael") is a structure he could never enclose but only leave to 
admonish future poets, the Imaginary circle that he set himself about completing 
before he could enter the Symbolic of his philosophical epic, but instead went around 
and around, back and forth on the spiral, never able to do so. The literal and the 
figural motion are one: Dorothy describes his habit of walking "backwards and for
wards" while composing The Prelude, and "though the length of his walk be some
times a quarter or half of a mile, he is as fast bound within the chosen limits as if by 
prison walls" (Wordsworth 1967, 437). 

The Prelude, which was to have been an "ante-chapel" to the larger 
structure of The Recluse, became polarized into an "anti-chapel" (as it was printed in 
the 1814 preface to the The Excursion) as Wordsworth wrote to put off writing, la
bored to postpone labor, continuing both to approach and to defer his epic. 

Subsequent critics have found a modern epic in The Prelude, more 
than enough to secure Wordsworth's place in Literature, but there is little evidence 
to suggest that Wordsworth ever regarded The Prelude as able to stand alone, as jus
tifying itself or himself. First, there is no evidence that he abandoned his hope of 
writing the central philosophical portion of The Recluse until 1838, when he told a 
visitor that "he had undertaken something beyond his powers to accomplish" (cited 
in Wordsworth 1979, 522), but more important, he persevered in his original intent 
to publish The Prelude posthumously if he were unable to complete The Recluse. 
Only passage into a new phase could justify publication of The Prelude, and this new 
phase must be the professional poethood only The Recluse could confer—or death. 

But Wordsworth experienced the labor of production, the "ar
duous labour" of the epic "which he had proposed to himself (1969, 589) — and 
more often than not the act of writing itself—as labor indeed, often exhausting and 
painful, in spite of the traditional Marxist view that distinguishes textual production 
from the "real work of the assembly line" (Jameson 1981, 45). Many of Wordsworth's 
letters are prefaced with elaborate preludes, self-justifying apologies for procrastina
tion that are themselves deferrals, metaprocrastinations. In the course of one such 
apology (which occupies nearly half of an 1803 letter to Sir George Beaumont), 
Wordsworth reports that he does "not know from what cause it is, but during the 
last three years I have never had a pen in my hand for five minutes, before my 
whole frame becomes one bundle of uneasiness, a perspiration starts out all over 
me, and my chest is oppressed in a manner which I cannot describe" (1967, 407). In 
an 1804 letter to De Quincey, Wordsworth again describes the "kind of derangement 
in my stomach and digestive organs which makes writing painful to me," adding 
that "this (I mean to say the unpleasant feelings which I have connected with the act 
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of holding a Pen) has been the chief cause of my long silence" (1967, 452-53). In 
her journals, Dorothy often worries about her brother's labors: William has "fa
tigued himself with altering" (10/27/00); "William worked at The Ruined Cottage 
and made himself very ill" (12/22/01)"; "he fell to work at The Leech Gatherer; he 
wrote hard at it till dinner time, then he gave over, tired to death" (5/7/02); "William 
tired himself with hammering at a passage" (5/28/02). Dorothy could suffer from 
William's illnesses as well: "I was oppressed and sick at heart, for he wearied himself 
to death" (Wordsworth 1941, 145). 

When he had to fix himself to a desk to write out verse, to edit 
or proofread or copy it—tasks he delegated to Dorothy or Mary when he could— 
he often found it excruciating. But if we can believe William's or Dorothy's repre
sentations of the poet, he seemed to have no trouble wandering at leisure or lying 
beneath a tree (in the manner of aristocratic portraiture of the period), composing 
verse in his head and speaking it aloud. Labor—the fixture to a desk—opposed it
self to leisure — the wandering path; Wordsworth found himself more often than 
not in the gulf between, above a poet's labor yet still somehow "beneath that name." 
The force that opposes doing and being, that ironizes by polarizing poetry and phi
losophy— that pulls poetry to the o-term of the ironic figure and pulls philosophy 
(theory) to the i-term (or operates to polarize lyric and epic within the poetic genre), 
partially foreclosing their engagement in the Real (neutralizing them, as gears are 
allowed to spin) — is only one in which Wordsworth participated, even through his 
resistance to it, as did the reviewers who damned Wordsworth for "simplicity" and 
"difficulty" alike. The terms of irony, like fingers caught in a spiral puzzle-braid, 
are caught more tightly for their pulling. 

The o-term is also constituted as a superseded mode of produc
tion that lives on as a lower stratum (a "survival"), a fixation of the symbolic field of the 
capitalist marketplace. High poetry and its practitioners in Wordsworth's time were 
particularly well situated to play out the contradiction between modes, suspended'as 
they were between patronage and a bourgeois marketplace, neither of which could 
be relied on to pay the piper. Insofar as it remained fixed to patronage, poetry and 
poets can be described as "vestiges and survivals of older modes of production, now 
relegated to structurally dependent positions within the new" (Jameson 1981, 95), a 
new mode that increasingly defined freedom as the freedom to sell one's labor. 

The evolution of modes of production seems to be an entropic 
process in which coercive relations of obligation (dependence) tend to be replaced 
by the spontaneous hegemony of the "free" market, but polarity is conserved in dis
sipation. If the upper pole had been occupied by the poet as amateur gentleman of 
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leisure (circulating manuscripts among friends) and the lower by the itinerant bal-
ladeer a step above beggary, the turnpike between them rotates in recurrent Words-
worthian wandering, in which both the view-hunting tourist and the homeless itiner
ant are implicated, and which is nonetheless "fast bound within the chosen limits"—o 
and i — "as if by prison walls." 

The narrator of "I wandered lonely," to choose an all-too-famil
iar example of the i-term, does very little. Like an aristocratic aesthete, he is occu
pied only in wandering, in gazing and gazing and lying on his couch; he looks down 
upon a collectivity ("a crowd, a host") above which he floats, and whom his aes
thetic distance has reduced to so many identical daffodils. The thermodynamic read
ing of "A Slumber" reminds us that even the ethereal "lonely cloud," wander as it 
might or disperse to whatever fractal dimension, still orbits its fixation in the Imag
inary Other on which it depends, as the individual orbits the collective. It is finally 
incorrect to state simply that one term orbits (or depends on) the other: rather, 
both orbit a mutual center of gravity that is, given a large inequality of mass, within 
the lower term. Without this correction it will seem as if the upper term were ab
solutely fixed in a helplessness that characterizes irony. The upper term is indeed 
skewered by its fixation, but eccentrically so; it is also skewed; it has an effectivity 
(an influence) that is tiny but not negligible. Still its power is not to escape but to 
engage, not to transcend but to descend. 

The struggle that generated the classes of industrial capitalism 
was fought over dependence, each class asserting its own freedom and the depen
dence of the other or others upon itself. Apparently the battle was won by the bour
geoisie. Increasingly labor was seen to orbit leisure as well, when the home demand 
for "luxury" items was seen to be the engine of economic growth. Yet still the free
dom to sell one's labor (ostensibly the "independence" of "Resolution and Indepen
dence") tended to take its place at the o-term of a hierarchized polarity in which the 
freedom not to sell one's labor still occupied the i-term: "I" the artist, the aristocrat, 
the private or domestic subject, the dutiful sister, lover and friend, is one who is not 
bought and sold. 

If the aristocratic amateur and the itinerant balladeer of a fading 
era tend to give way to the poet for the marketplace, the polarity between depen
dence and independence continues to spin asymmetrically within each position or 
class no less than within the entire system. Wordsworth at once seeks and fears, iden
tifies with and disavows, every class-based occupation. This interplay of identity and 
difference has been noted in Wordsworth's many accounts of encounters with beg
gars and the poor. In "Simon Lee," for example, the "Old Huntsman" works as an 
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allegory of the poet left bereft with the fall of patronage: "No man like him the 
horn could sound, / And hill and valley rang with glee," but he has had to forgo his 
"blither tasks" and subsists "in liveried poverty," the "sole survivor" of his Master's 
death, "overtasked" to "unearth the root of an old tree" as he tries to enclose his 
small plot, "So vain was his endeavor, / . . . He might have worked for ever" (1969, 
378-79). The poem's narrator appears to sever the root "with a single blow," thus 
seeming to assert an absolute difference between himself and the helpless old man. 
But severing is not unearthing. Forty years after he wrote "Simon Lee," Wordsworth 
had to admit that in The Recluse, at which he had labored so long, and which was to 
have enclosed his professional poetic plot (where he might live "in retirement") in 
the Symbolic field of the marketplace, he was "overtasked" indeed and "had under
taken something beyond his powers to accomplish." The "tangled root" was spread 
too deep in the Imaginary of a superseded mode of production for Wordsworth to 
unearth, and no new patron or public, no Coleridge could come along to help him 
do so. The nouveaux riches do not retire to enjoy their wealth any more than all the 
trappings of poetic legitimacy could secure Wordsworth as the "poet in retirement." 

In the ironized relation of the poet to the marketplace we rec
ognize the ambivalence that was to characterize an avant-gardism for which success 
(co-optation) is failure and failure (as uncompromised radicalism) is success. Like 
many writers of his time, Wordsworth couldn't seem to shake the association of 
publishing with hackwork, in which the freedom to sell one's labor is identified as a 
slavery (or prostitution) to the marketplace. Nonetheless the poet engaged in "cre
ating the taste by which he is to be enjoyed" (Wordsworth and Wordsworth 1969, 
750) is a shrewd marketer indeed. In an 1800 letter to the publishers of the second 
Lyrical Ballads, for example, Wordsworth reports that "I had other poems by me of 
my own which would have been sufficient for our purpose but some of them being 
connected with political subjects I judged that they would be injurious to the sale of 
the Work" (1967, 309). Like politics, commerce could have no place in Literature: 
Wordsworth conveys his "particular request that no Books be advertized at the end 
of the volumes," the exclusion of the commercial (apparently as declasse) taking its 
place here among a series of commercial decisions (1967, 309). 

In spite of his careful marketing, Wordsworth seemed always 
able to detach ironically from his published works, if only because work and text 
seemed to exist in discontinuous realms. After Southey's bad review of the first Lyri
cal Ballads, for example, Wordsworth wrote to his publisher that Southey shouldn't 
have judged harshly since "he knew that I published those poems for money and 
money alone," adding defensively that "I care little for the praise of any other pro-
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fessional critic, but as it may help me to pudding" (Wordsworth and Wordsworth 
1967, 267-68). Literature and its text seemed to float above the vulgar world of the 
work, of politics and the cash nexus of publishing and reviews. 

Enclosure was not only a process that parceled out heath and com
mons, but a Urizenic web — a nexus — that chartered the streets of Blake's "Lon
don" and was to number the houses, that blocked out time (numbering the days and 
hours of labor and leisure) as well as space and colonized the field of the Symbolic, 
of disciplines and professions, in an ever-tightening grid. But the grid does not cover 
the plane uniformly, and continues to be curved by the old polarized hierarchies 
conserved in the new dissipative order, whether the process is disintegrative, pro
gressive, or merely revolutionary. 

When Marx imagined being able "to hunt in the morning, fish 
in the afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, criticise after dinner, just as I have a 
mind, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman, shepherd or critic" (1978, 160), he 
imagined not that the hierarchy of categories — of labor, in this case—would cease 
to exist (indeed, his ideal workday recapitulates a progressivist evolution of produc
tive modes), but that it would cease to divide people: to say it plainly, that slots would 
continue to exist in people, but not people in slots. Irony is a disjunction between 
the slots you're in and the slots that are in you, an imperfection of self-similarity. 

For us (and through us) as for Wordsworth, the rise of capital
ism and the bourgeois revolution has always already been completed, is always in pro
cess, is always now complete. In Wordsworth's "evermore about to be" is the growth 
scenario of a capitalist technology that promises freedom from labor (or "retire
ment") or a psychoanalysis that promises health or a professionalism that promises 
authority just ahead. Irony ironizes the ironist and the ironized alike; the spider is 
spun by the web it spins. These double statements of causality—which seem to be 
short circuits ("closed causal loops")—are required by the nonlinear system of which 
they partake. They seem to reduce history to Althusser's "process without a telos or 
a subject" (cited in Jameson 1981, 29): an ironizing, a spinning. But just because the 
web only tightens when you pull, or because you only sink deeper into the quick
sand of the abyss when you flail, does not mean there is nothing to be done. 

Time in the School of Mirrors: 

"Tintern Abbey" and "Frost at midnight" 
Wordsworth's "Tintern Abbey" and Coleridge's "Frost at Midnight" work to construct 
a "deep structure" of time around the simple concentric gimmick of flashback-
within-flashback occurring near the center of each poem, troubling the narrative 
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... The picture of the mind revives again: 
While here I stand, not only with the sense 
Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts 
That in this moment there is life and food 
For future years. And so I dare to hope, 
Thoueh chanced, no doubt, from what 1 was when first 
I came among these hills; when like a roe 
I bounded o'er the mountains, by (he sides 
Of the deep rivers, and the lonely streams. 
Wherever nature led: more like a man 
Flying from something that he dreads than one 
Who sought the thing he loved. Fpr nature then 
(The coarser pleasures of my boyish days, * 

, And their glad animal movements all gone by) . 
To me was all in all.-l cannot paint 
What then I was. The sounding cataract 
Haunted me like a passion; the tall rock. 
The mountain, and the deep and gloomy wood, 
Their colours and their forms, were then to me 
An appetite; a feeling and a love, 
That had no need of a remoter charm, 
By thought supplied, nor any interest 
Unborrowed from the eye. 

—That time is past. 
And all its aching joys are now no more. 
And all its dizzy raptures. Not for this 
Faint I, nor moum nor murmur; other gifts 
Have followed; for such loss, I would believe. 
Abundant recompense 

... the idling Spirit 
By its own moods interprets, every where 
Echo or mirror seeking of itself, 
And makes a toy of Thought. 

But O! How oft. 
How oft, at school, with most believing mind, 
Presageful, have I gazed upon the bars. 
To watch that fluttering stranger! and as oft 
With unclosed lids, already had, I dreamt 
Of my sweel birth-place, and the old church-tower. 
Whose bells, the poor man's only music, rang 
From mom to evening, all the hot Fair-day. 
So sweetly, that they stirred and haunted me 
With a wild pleasure, falling on mine ear 
Most like articulate sounds of things to come! 
So gazed 1, till the soothing things I dreamt 
Lulled me to sleep, and sleep prolonged my dreams! 
And so 1 brooded all the following mom. 
Awed by the stem preceptor's face, mine eye 
Fixed with mock study on my swimming book: 
Save if the door half opened, and I snatched 
A hasty glance, and still my heart leaped up. 
For still I hoped to see the stranger's face. 
Townsman, or aunt, or sister more beloved, 
My play-mate when we both were clothed alike! 

Dear Babe, that sleepest cradled by my side, 
Whose gentle breathings, heard in this deep calm, 
Fill up the interspersed vacancies 
And momentary pauses ... 

Concentric Flashbacks: Wordsworth's "Tintern Abbey" {left) and Coleridge's "Frost at Midnight" (right) 

flow of the poems like a whirlpool in a stream. But just as the circular form of the 
panopticon occurs with its extended and turbulent pi-form, these concentricities 
occur amid more imbricated temporal structures of flashforwards-within-flashbacks, 
flashbacks-within-flashforwards, and so on: Coleridge's narrator remembers his younger 
self dreaming of his still-younger self daydreaming "of things to come"; Wordsworth's 
narrator sees a version of his younger self in his sister, whom he imagines in the fu
ture remembering him in the present (now past). These imbrications produce an 
echo chamber whose interference patterns constitute the fabric of Romantic time; a 
meta-immediacy is produced as the excess of the multiple temporal mediations. 

The developmental stages set up in "Tintern Abbey" have been 
rehearsed too many times by critics already; at issue here is how the machinery of 
the poem produces these concentrized stages in conjunction with, or even in reac
tion to, the interference pattern that is their matrix. 

The "coarser pleasures" that the flashback-within-flashback sit
uates at its center give a clue as to the continuum that the poem establishes along 
with its articulated stages. Typically Wordsworthian comparative adjectives (such as 
"coarser") are used sparingly, but with telltale consistency, throughout the poem: 
"Thoughts of more deep seclusion"; "my purer mind"; "another gift, of aspect more 
sublime"; "a remoter charm, by thought supplied"; "a sense sublime of something^r 
more deeply interfused"; "anchor of my purest thoughts"; "my dearest Friend"; "warmer 
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love—oh! w i t h e r deeper zeal / Of holier love"; "more dear, both for themselves and 
for thy sake." At their most schematic, the adjectives juxtapose a categorical (quali
tative, articulated) and binary distinction between body and mind or spirit, along 
with a quantitative or continuous difference, both entirely conventional. Differences 
in kind and degree are both dissipative ones: the "purest thoughts" require the fixa
tion of a material "anchor," while material depth and distance inevitably suggest in
finite echoes of deeper depths and more sublime sublimities whose repetitively scal
ing self-similarity constitutes their truth-effect. This effect is grandiosely quantified 
in the final lines of The Prelude, which assert the function of poetry as a demonstra
tion of "how the mind of man becomes / A thousand times more beautiful than the 
earth / On which he dwells." 

A key phrase of "Tintern Abbey" — "something far more deeply 
interfused"—marks the point of saturation at which simple linear depths and their 
"deeper, dearer, warmer, holier, purer, sublimer" echoes give way to a qualitatively 
different and more valued kind of depth that exceeds a simple continuum. "Deeply 
interfused," as suggested earlier, refers to a depth of scale (a fractal depth) rather 
than a depth of space: that which is "far more deeply interfused" is not really even 
"depth" at all insofar as it does not require three dimensions; it is not farther away 
but more intimately ubiquitous, embedded, and epistemic. The most finely grained, 
filigreed, and filiated network is that which most defines the disciplinary body and 
mind in the likeness of the discipline that defines them, the fineness of its weave 
characterizing at once the dense opacity of bodily tissue, the intricate connected
nesses of thought and imagery, the material extension of disciplinary systems. It is 
here, too, that Newtonian matter-embedded-in-space gives way to a universe in 
which space and matter, thought and thing are united by the unreifiable turbulence 
that agitates and subsumes each: 

. . . a motion and a spirit, that impels 
All thinking things, all objects of all thought, 
And rolls through all things. 
(1969, 164) 

The structured ambiguity of the typically Wordsworthian "some
thing" allows it to stand in for the operation of an unreifiable constellation (money, 
god, nature, print culture, discipline) that has no discrete identity but produces iden
tities in its wake via a homeorrhetic cycling that both differentiates and renders in
terchangeable the media through which it cycles. 
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The kind of sublimity or infinitude associated with this interfu
sion, like an infinitude of irrational numbers rather than the infinity of integers, is 
produced not by linear extension but by saturation and internal differentiation: it 
constitutes an infinite between. Difference is continually folded back onto itself: the 
poem is constructed as a switchboard, its circuitry elaborated by repeated cyclings 
back and forth between and among city and country; youth, adolescence, and adult
hood; man and woman; inferiority and landscape; and so on. 

Each of these differentials—especially, here, temporal ones — are 
cast as economic opportunities, potential poetic capital. While the narrator of "I wan
dered lonely" had "gazed—and gazed—but little thought / What wealth the show to 
me had brought," the narrator of "Tintern Abbey" gazes upon the scene "not only 
with the sense / Of present pleasure, but with pleasing thoughts / That in this mo
ment there is life and food / For future years"; loss brings "abundant recompense"; 
and so on. The ongoing differential between himself and his sister allows the narrator 
to posit that the features of the landscape will eventually pay a dividend to Dorothy 
because they had been "more dear" to him, "both for themselves and for thy sake." 
This complex projection-introjection and anticipation-nostalgia mechanism attempts 
to ensure that the structure of time will continually be under construction, and that 
the means of its production will be the poem. Through the Dorothy figure, femi
nine subjectivity is not relegated by its essence to an inferior status; after all, the nar
rator imagines his sister growing into a version of his own mature sobriety—after 
he has gone. But the rejection of essentialism means, as in Laqueur's sexual "hori
zontalization" scenario, only that the poem mandates that the asymmetry that situ
ates Dorothy as a superseded stage be continually reproduced—dynamically—out 
of a repeated transaction, an ongoing alienation and reinvestment of surplus value 
whose engine is the poem. 

Another version of the temporal machine deployed in "Tintern 
Abbey," Coleridge's "Frost at Midnight," operates as a virtual "heat engine" that 
sets the cold, quiet, solitary stasis of the present against the hot, loud, turbulent, 
crowded "Fair-day" of the deep past. This problematic is resolved in a future char
acterized as a chaotic ecology of intermittencies that succeed the relatively mono
lithic, but unstable, stages of the earlier sections of the poem. The surplus value of 
these temporal differentiations, in terms that structure Coleridge's career, takes the 
form of an infinite retroaction in which, for example, one can always write criticism 
when one can no longer write poems about why one can no longer write poems 
about why one could never have an authentic and unmediated experience. 
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The poem's opening stanza locates a present lack in the narra
tor's mode of engagement/alienation in the world. This lack is identified with an in
terpretive framework that orients the narrator via the narcissistic "echo or mirror" 
of himself that he finds in the so-called stranger (the film of soot that flutters over 
the dying fire). This lack leads nostalgically back to a previous interpretive mode— 
not philosophical metaphor but folklore—in which the "stranger" did not figure 
the self but prefigured the appearance of an other, albeit an other still to come from 
the narrator's past. The school scene that follows is situated at the transition point 
between hermeneutic modes, at the point where folklore is systematically replaced — 
disciplined—by philosophy. Still the narrator's lack or desire seeks the restoration 
of an earlier plenitude, referring nostalgically back again to his "birthplace" where 
the ringing bells had signaled pure futurity ("sounds of things to come"), again in a 
folkloric mode (by alluding to the story of Dick Whittington, to whom the ringing 
bells foretold his destiny to become Lord Mayor). The "stranger" is thus the site of 
a temporal backsliding through developmental stages that finds no ground, but, at 
bottom, the turbulence of pure futurity. 

But still the unchanging stasis (figured in the opening stanzas by 
the "owlet's cry" that comes "loud, and hark again, loud as before" and by the film 
that "fluttered on the grate" and "still flutters there") persists in the persistence of 
desire: 

For still I hoped to see the strangers face, 
Townsman, or aunt, or sister more beloved, 
My playmate when we both were clothed alike! 
(1985, 88) 

The nostalgic slide toward more immediate closeness (reproduced 
succinctly in the series "Townsman,... aunt , . . . sister") continues to seek plenitude 
in the infinite regress to a past situated finally as prior to gender differentiation. 

This impasse produces a rebound into a future characterized, in 
the final two stanzas, by maximal and fractal differentiation; a virtual future, accord
ing to N. Katherine Hayles's definition of virtuality as "the perception that material 
structures are interpenetrated with informational patterns" (Hayles 1995; emphasis in 
original). In its recursivity, this Coleridgean future exceeds the Judeo-Christian equa
tion of World with Word: here, materiality is subsumed in a complex symbolic cir
cuitry of cross-representation figured first by the coexistence of "lakes, and sandy 
shores" and "the crags / Of ancient mountain" with "clouds, / Which image in their 
bulk both lakes and shores / And mountain crags." This Utopia is characterized not 
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by simple fullness but by images of intermittency and interpenetration. The "red
breast"— traditionally (in English poetry, that is) the only bird that continues to 
sing throughout the winter—figures the interpenetrative persistence of song amid 
silence, and of color amid the black and white of bare branch and snow; the smok
ing chimney and thatch amid the otherwise uniform blanket of snow indicate the 
persistence of warmth amid cold and of difference (pattern) in sameness, while the 
association of song, color, and warmth as forms of turbulence place all of the im
ages in a. synesthetic continuum. This ideal future state is also a complex and inter
penetrative ecology of regularities and irregularities: the transcended regularity of 
seasons (transcended since "all seasons will be sweet") does not yield stasis but max
imally chaotic rhythms in which even uniformity (the monolithic "greenness" of the 
"general earth" in summer) is subsumed as simply one element in a chaotic series. 
Chaotic rhythms are specified in the interlocking images of turbulent storm-blasts, 
the baby's steadily regular but only intermittently heard breathing, the intermittent 
eave-drops, the "interspersed vacancies" of cognitive activity. The ecology of sounds, 
sights, and motions is one whose heterogeneities and intermittencies (especially in 
the spatial, temporal, and material patterns of flux and stasis, regularity and irregu
larity) achieve such a density as to constitute a kind of chaotic plenum, chaotic (and 
only a "kind of plenum") because it is only more full for being full of both fullnesses 
and "vacancies." 

The fluttering film with its mobile and unpredictable patterns 
of excesses and gaps (its "puny flaps and freaks"), which had begun as an image of 
flux set against a monolithically and oppressively static world, has disappeared as a 
figure insofar as the whole world has now been made over into its image, into a ver
sion of what Kristeva would describe as the "semiotic chora" (1984, 25-30) or Fou
cault would anticipate as the "murmur" or "stirring of an indifference" in discourse 
(1984,119-20). 

The final representative of this chaotic ecology is the figure of 
icicles "quietly shining to the quiet moon," an image that displaces the static two-
body mirroring between narrator and "stranger" with a complex circuit of reflec
tions of reflections of borrowed light, further displacing the figure-ground or past-
present relations between flux and stasis or warmth and cold with the dynamism of 
homeorrhetic form (i.e., a stasis of flux) maintained through continual melting and 
freezing. 

"Frost at Midnight" is, as I suggested earlier, one of many ver
sions of a Coleridgean heat engine or figurative combinatory. Like "Frost at Mid
night," Coleridge's "Aeolian Harp" opens with the stasis of a desexualized domestic 
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idyll whose hermeneutic structure is referentially fixed insofar as it is characterized 
by simple "emblems." This stasis gives way to a folkloric, orgasmic flux of fairies, 
sounds, swellings, and subsidings that finally subsume all phenomena into the philo
sophical pantheism of "joyance everywhere" before being fixated again by the dog
matic gaze of the wife's "more serious eye," Christianity being positioned (this time) 
as the resolving mediator between philosophy and folklore. Likewise in "Kubla Khan," 
a flat, enclosed, orderly and beautiful, productive, but essentially static landscape 
"slants" toward the violently sublime instability at its heart, a violent jouissance that 
always threatens to engulf all space and time. Each of these poems employs self-ref
erence to situate the poems themselves as participants in the symbolic ecologies 
they describe. The strings of the aeolian harp, like the lines of the poem (and, sub
sequently, like all material bodies), are discretely differential units across which passes 
a continuous flux. The iambic pentameter in the central section of "Kubla Kahn" is 
figured neatly by the walled enclosure of "twice five miles of fertile ground" (point
edly altered from the "sixteene miles" described in Coleridge's source text), the ten
sion of rhythm against meter landscaped into a Cartesian linearity that "slants" from 
the discretely metric—via "sinuous rills" and "meandering" river—toward the ul
timately "measureless" (like a grid that warps into a singularity). In "Frost at Mid
night," the fluttering film set against the bars of the fire grate restates the problem
atic of continuous difference (marked by sliding, slanting, sinuousity, and so on) set 
against regular and discretely articulated difference (rigidly parallel bars, poetic lines, 
and meter). In each case the effect of this problematic impasse or contradiction is to 
generate an ongoing combinatory of permutations that no narrative can finally re
solve. While "The Aeolian Harp" settles dutifully for the triumph of the singular, 
fixative gaze of Christian dogma's "more serious eye" amid the randomly noisy flux 
of "Philosophy's aye-babbling spring," "Frost at Midnight" associates a similar panop
tic gaze with philosophy, aligning the "stern preceptor's face" with the student's 
own eyes, "fixed with mock study on my swimming book" in what is only a radically 
unresolved midway point in the poem. Like "Frost at Midnight," "Kubla Kahn" 
concludes not with fixity but with a dream-within-dream and flux-within-flux of the 
thrice-woven circle of dancers whose center is not a stable ground but only the 
"flashing eyes" and "floating hair" of the prophet. An ongoing combinatory of flux 
and fixation and their permutations, both within and between individual poems, seeks 
provisional resolution in single images or single poems while guaranteeing that no 
such resolution will be possible, that the poem will continue to be written. 

In fact, Coleridge did continue to alter the final image of "Frost 
at Midnight," most notably by suppressing an early version in which the homeor-
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rhetic "stasis of flux" so neatly enacted by the icicles is interrupted again by the in
fant's unresolvable desire to escape the constraint of his father's arms and "fly for 
very eagerness" toward the dynamic and glittering forms, an insubordinate desire 
that by definition seeks to violate its developmental, familial, and even species-spe
cific positionedness. If Coleridge opted for a safer and more circular closure in the 
icicle figure, the economy of i-cycles already generated by the poem is set up to 
guarantee the priority of ongoing and chaotic vacillation between closure and open-
endedness over any resolution; thus the ambiguous "end" of the poem continuously 
freezes and melts, leaving a stalagmite of variant readings beneath it. 

Nesting Doll Narrators: Frankenstein 
Mary Shelley's 1817 novel, Frankenstein, is patterned in a rigorously concentric "Chi
nese box" structure. The monster's narrative (that is, text in which "I" is the mon
ster) occupies the center of the novel; before and after it comes Frankenstein's nar
rative, which is in turn framed on either side by Walton's narrative. The author's 
preface to the 1818 edition (by Percy Shelley writing "as" Mary) stands "eccentri
cally" outside this structure by prefacing (but not following) the text. Shelley even 
took care to make both "cross-sec
tions" of the two framing narra
tives nearly equal in length, so not 
so much as a bulge distorts the 
novel's concentricity. 

This structure 
has been particularly durable in 
subsequent adaptations of the novel, 
for example in the framing tales and 
narrators that appear in many of the 
film versions. The structure grows 
a new layer in editor James Reiger's 
authoritative 1974 text of the novel: 
editor pushes author into the wheel-
within-wheel of the narrative by 
placing the author's 1818 preface 
immediately before the body of 
the novel and her 1831 introduc
tion immediately after it, allowing 
his own introduction to stand in Nesting-Doll Narrators: Mary Shelley's Frankenstein 
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the transcendent, undoubted position at the "head" of the text, where Shelley had 
been. Reiger reperforms the eternal spiral of concentricity and eccentricity in the 
relation of editor to author and author to self established by the narrative structure 
of Frankenstein, fictionalized by Carlyle in Sartor or Coleridge in The Rime of the An
cient Mariner, and enacted by Chatterton. 

The effect of this structure is to establish a field or gradient of 
intensities, and to mobilize or activate various problematics among its characters or 
narrative layers. Paradoxically, it is its instability, its tendency to collapse, that makes 
it so durable. If, like the novel, each man bears the monster within, eternal vigilance 
is necessary. This account of the novel may underwrite a Victorian feminism, but at 
the cost of gothicizing masculinity (charging it with seductive power and danger): 
more often than not, the vigilance produced goes toward the maintenance of mas
culinity. In other words, simply to laud the novel's critique of the masculinist dream 
of self-sufficiency by usurpation of female reproductive prerogatives may also be to 
underwrite the homophobic panic this damage control implies. 

The play of similarity and difference between characters is marked 
in the book's reception: "Frankenstein" has been widely adopted as the nameless 
monster's name, Victor and Henry switch names in the 1931 film, and the "real" 
circumstances of the novel's writing (as noted in Mary Shelley's introduction) are 
woven into the "fictional" story in a number of subsequent adaptations (e.g., The 
Bride of Frankenstein and Gothic). 

As has often been noted, the three narrators share troubled rela
tionships with absent, negligent, or hostile fathers. Accordingly, all three are largely 
self-educated (at least in their early, "formative" years) and, in the absence of sys
tematic education, make illegitimate connections between science and history, fic
tion, poetry, and mysticism. Intensity increases as the central narrative is approached. 
Where Walton's and Frankenstein's fathers had been absent or negligent but well-
meaning, the monster is cruelly rejected by his. Where Walton and Frankenstein 
pursue first mysticism and poetry, and then science, in a kind of "serial monogamy," 
these are continually and dangerously conflated for the monster. If Walton is able 
to turn back from his ambitious mission rather than jeopardize his crew further, 
Frankenstein vacillates between ambition and moderation up to the moment of his 
death, while the monster pursues a single-minded ("pre-Oedipal") course in which 
his appeal to be saved or loved is continually and inextricably implicated in his de
structive revenge and hatred. 

Walton, the "framing narrator," complains that his "education 
was neglected": written accounts of ship voyages seeking the legendary Northwest 
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Passage occupied his youth, but "these visions faded" when he discovered poetry 
(11). The subsequent failure of his poetic ambitions led him back to seafaring and 
the search for a Northwest Passage, in spite of his father's deathbed injunction that 
he avoid the sea. But the sequence that begins with seafaring and leads to poetry 
and back again to seafaring turns out to be a chicken-and-egg scenario: "I have of
ten attributed my attachment to, my passionate enthusiasm for, the dangerous mys
teries of the ocean, to that production of the most imaginative of modern poets" 
(231), that is, to Coleridge's "Rime of the Ancient Mariner." The causal sequence of 
Walton's passions for poetry and seafaring may be shifty (especially in retrospect), 
but their braiding-together is clearly fraught with danger. 

Frankenstein's seduction by reading begins with the alchemical 
texts he encounters as a young man, and his father's cursory disapproval is not 
enough to dissuade him. If his father had taken more time to explain why he should 
avoid alchemy, Frankenstein rationalizes in retrospect, he "should probably have 
applied myself to the more rational theory of chemistry which has resulted from 
modern discoveries. It is even possible, that the train of my ideas would never have 
received the fatal impulse that led to my ruin" (33). His father does eventually lead 
him on to empirical experiments with electricity, and to a formal course of study in 
natural philosophy, but this step—which might have been efficacious earlier—now 
can only contribute to the fatal series. Frankenstein's early reading has irrevocably 
induced a "contempt for the uses of modern natural philosophy," which require the 
exchange of "chimeras of boundless grandeur for realities of little worth" (41). So 
when the validity of alchemy is finally "exploded" for him and he applies himself to 
a modern course of study, Frankenstein is irresistibly driven by the dangerous mixed 
desire to integrate oaimerical and grandiose ends with the empirical tools and meth
ods that his studies provide. 

While the two men are driven by the sequential fascination with 
and failure of disciplines and their subsequent braiding-together, the unity of disci
pline for the monster poses an even more dangerous threat. While many readings 
of the novel set scientific hubris and excess of ambitious desire against a humanist 
or domestic decorum, the monster reveals that the problematic is inextricably coex
tensive with language itself: his first consciousness of language impresses him that 
"this was indeed a godlike science, and I ardently desired to become acquainted 
with it" (107). The monster's first books are Volney's radical 1791 history, Ruins of 
Empires, and "Paradise Lost, a volume of Plutarch's Lives, and the Sorrows ofWerther" 
a heady mix (within and among them) of politics and history, poetry and fiction, 
and religion. Of these, Paradise Lost is particularly formative: "I read it," the mon-
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ster recalls, "as I had read the other volumes which had fallen into my hands, as a 
true history" (125). In an important sense, then, the monster's character—like the 
careers of Walton and Frankenstein—is produced by the inability to make appro
priate disciplinary distinctions; that is, distinctions that tell us what we may and 
may not do with particular kinds of knowledge. While the monster's statement in
dicates that he must subsequently have learned the difference between "true his
tory" and literature, his Miltonic rants make it clear that the monster's "genre trou
ble" has been formative. 

In piecing together the "real-time" plot that underlies the nar
rative, the reader is made to resemble Walton, Frankenstein, and the monster as 
they reconstruct their own narratives with conspicuous and suspicious retroaction. 
At the ambiguous bottom of each plot, what the novel's reader finds are problematic 
acts of reading in which disciplinary division, recombination, and conflation—espe
cially between science and literature—are all dangers. In this way, insofar as Shel
ley's novel is "science fiction," it continually thematizes and gothicizes its own con
stitutive disciplinary problematic. For the seductive dangers and anxieties of reading 
in general, and of disciplinary mixing in particular, the book is its own evidence. As 
for being pulled along fatally to a conclusion, readers have their own completion of 
the novel as evidence. The act of reading ceases to be subject to truth criteria by be
coming a performative touchstone. 

The 1931 film deftly translates this self-referentiality into cine
matic terms. A "Master of Ceremonies" introduces the film by warning squeamish 
viewers to leave before the story begins, just as Frankenstein will warn his friends 
away from his laboratory, absolving himself from the consequences of their staying. 
The film viewer, like the novel reader, is made complicitous with the doctor by the 
morbidity of her or his own desire or curiosity, continually witnessed by the simple 
fact of continuing to watch the film. The climactic "creation" scene of the film fea
tures Dr. Frankenstein attending to his creature while his father, his friend Victor, 
and his fiancee Elizabeth sit and observe, modeling the appropriate gestures of hor
ror for the film's real audience as the monster is animated. Like the film, the crea
ture is spliced together from dead parts and animated by light and electricity; as 
such, it is appropriate that the film's monster is nearly mute, while the novel's gar
rulous monster had been thoroughly a creature of language. The monster reaches 
out, pathetically, toward the light that pierces the gloom, as if a filmic image should 
reach out in vain toward its projector. In the film's climax, Dr. Frankenstein and his 
creature are caught together in a burning mill whose multiple rotating wheels sug
gest the reels of the motion-picture apparatus. 
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The spatiotemporal (and narrative) linearity of film continues 
to be troubled by repetitive self-referential loops that set figures of linearity against 
figures of sprawl and cycle. Opening shot sequences are privileged self-referential 
occasions. In the title sequence of Mystery Train, for example, the almost-blurring-
together windows of a speeding train suggest the relentless linearity of the passing 
frames of film, establishing a counterpoint to the thoroughgoing nonlinearity of the 
film's rhizomically connecting and disconnecting plots. The opening shot of The 
Crying Game—where a long, linear pan across a railroad bridge and river remains 
centered on the spinning wheels of carnival rides — establishes a visual combinatory 
of cyclicalities and linearities as an emblem for the vicissitudes of sex, gender, eth
nicity, and nation that follow. Self-referential figures refer only instrumentally to 
the specificities of media in order to insert them, in turn, into a more generalized 
economy of self-reference. 

Predictably, then, a little echo of the role played by literacy in 
advancing Frankenstein's "fatal series" finds its way back into the film version, trans
formed into the danger of illiteracy to reflect the medium. When Frankenstein's lab 
assistant, Fritz, sneaks into an anatomy classroom to steal a brain for the monster, he 
bumps into a hanging skeleton that bobs up and down, causing him to jump back in 
fear. Seconds later, after snatching a jar containing a preserved brain, a noise frightens 
him and causes him to drop the jar, which shatters on the floor. He promptly grabs the 
other jar, containing an abnormal rather than normal brain, apparently unconcerned 
because he cannot read the labels that identify them. The apparently pure accident of 
the interrupting noise and the apparently pure arbitrariness of the illiterate choice 
come into play with the apparently pure determinism of the two brains. But because 
this scene immediately follows a scene of the anatomy class in progress, in which the 
students giggle at the bobbing skeleton, Fritz's frightened response is shown to depend 
on the context of his criminal act. Even though (or rather, because) the causal sequences 
are attenuated and multiple, the monster can be said to become a criminal because 
Fritz, acting on behalf of Frankenstein, is a criminal: the question of whether genet
ics, character, or actions are determinate is ambiguated into a school of red herrings 
whose choreography is a chaotic play of causality, a smoke screen for the authori
tarian tautology that, finally, criminality simply breeds criminality. Similarly, the 
"pecking order" division of labor—beginning with Frankenstein's contemptuous 
mistreatment of Fritz (the doctor addresses the film's first words to Fritz: "Down, 
you fool, down!") and leading to Fritz's mistreatment of the monster—is also of
fered up as an additional causal explanation, but again the necessity of subordina
tion is unquestioned; it simply must be managed with appropriate "mildness." 
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Self-reference in the novel has another dimension insofar as the 
disciplinary distinctions and conflations that structure the plot also structure the 
narratives in which the plot is embedded. The novel especially works a distinction 
between referential discourses, such as science and history, which are to be verified 
by their appeal to a "real world," and self-referential literary discourse, in which truth 
is supposed to be generated by "internal consistency." 

Percy, writing as Mary, introduces the volume as the representa
tive of a higher truth insofar as it must be distinguished both from a mere "series of 
supernatural terrors" and from physical fact: the story, 

however impossible as a physical fact, affords a point of view to the imagination for the delineating 
of human passions more comprehensive and commanding than any which the ordinary relations of 

existing events can yield. I have thus endeavored to preserve the truth of the elementary 
principles of human nature, while I have not scrupled to innovate upon their combinations. (6) 

These statements prefigure Frankenstein's introduction of his 
story to Walton (or rather, they echo them, having been written subsequently): 

if you are inclined, listen to my tale. I believe that the strange incidents connected with it will afford 
a view of nature which may enlarge your faculties and understanding. You will hear of powers and 

occurrences, such as you have been accustomed to believe impossible; but I do not doubt that my tale 
conveys in its series internal evidence of the truth of the events of which it is composed. (24) 

The monster, introducing his story to Frankenstein, offers an 
abbreviated echo of this introduction: "Hear my tale; it is long and strange" (96). 
Subsequently, Frankenstein attempts to elicit the aid of a magistrate in tracking 
down the monster, and again echoes the preceding introductions: 

listen, therefore, to the deposition that I have to make. It is indeed a tale so strange, that I should 

fear you would not credit it, were there not something in truth which, however wonderful, 
forces conviction. The story is too connected to be mistaken for a dream. (196—97) 

Bus now the magistrate's inability to rectify literary truth with 
action in the "official" world lets the monster's reign of terror continue, no less 
than conflation of the two had enabled his creation. The magistrate listens "with 
that half kind of belief that is given to a tale of spirits and supernatural events; but 
when he was called upon to act officially in consequence, the whole tide of his in
credulity returned" (197). 

For Walton, too, the sight of the "hard evidence" of actual let
ters referred to in Frankenstein's story "brought to me a greater conviction of the 
truth of his narrative than his asseverations, however earnest and connected" (207). 
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In this vacillation of truth criteria, Mary Shelley invests the legacy 
of her father and mother's generation. Mary's father, William Godwin, in his 1793 
Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, had asserted that "every truth that is capable of 
being communicated, is capable of being brought home to the conviction of the 
mind" (Godwin 1946, 1: 93). It was in this vein that Godwin advised Joseph Gerrald, 
imprisoned in 1793 for his reformist activities as a member of the London Corre
sponding Society, on how to give his testimony, arguing that there is no one "upon 

whom truth, truth fully and adequately stated, will make no impression This is 
my theory, and I now come before you in practice" (Godwin 1988, 356). Gerrald 
was convicted and transported to Australia, where he soon died. 

In an apparently stark reversal of his earlier, more sanguine po
sition, Godwin's novel Things as They Are; or, The Adventures of Caleb Williams con
tinually demonstrates the primacy, in the final instance, not only of ideology over 
factual evidence but, more generally, of material, political, and social interests over 
ontological or even rhetorical truth. Caleb is continually hounded by a panoptic power 
that frustrates his attempts to reveal his secret, his evidence (and self-evidence) that 
the new hegemony of mildness and reason (incarnate in his panoptic persecutor, 
Falkland) is founded upon violence and murder no less than the brutally coercive 
aristocratic power it has displaced. Likewise, Mary Shelley's mother, Mary Woll
stonecraft, followed her progressivist tract, A Vindication of the Rights of Women, with 
the novel Maria, whose heroine remains alone and disbelieved in gothic imprison
ment at the unfinished conclusion. 

It is easy to attribute Godwin's and Wollstonecraft's apparent 
change of attitude to the waning of Enlightenment optimism as the government's 
counterrevolutionary repression was redoubled throughout the 1790s, and their 
change in genre to the Romantic "internalization" that accompanies these develop
ments. If Godwin and Wollstonecraft were subject to such internalization, at least 
as it is enacted in their shifts to the more "private" form of the novel, the novels 
themselves thematize internalization as imprisonment and the failure to make one
self understood, even as the move from political philosophy to fiction is being dic
tated in large part by the coercive intersection of financial exigency and political 
expediency. 

But, as in Coleridge's "Frost at Midnight," the end of the story 
is never the end. In Godwin's published version of his novel, Caleb is finally vindi
cated and liberated when Falkland is forced to admit "that the artless and manly 
story you have told has carried conviction to every hearer" (335). This version re
verses the ending of Godwin's unpublished manuscript, in which Caleb remains im-
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prisoned and his story disbelieved, Falkland having merely "acknowledged that it 
was told with great artifice and appearance of consistency" (341). The conventional 
distinction between "manly" artlessness and implicitly feminine artifice functions 
less as a generic fixation of the novel than as an ongoing contradiction ensuring that 
no adequate resolution can be attained. In any case, the upshot is about the same. 
Even when his story is believed, Caleb finds that he has "now no character that I 
wish to vindicate" and that his belated defeat of the haggard and self-loathing Falk
land is cruelly redundant. Caleb's eleventh-hour justification for his memoir, that 
"the world may at least not hear a mangled and half-told tale" (337), is ironic inso
far as it tells precisely half the story. In the other half (the first ending), Caleb lan
guishes in prison, unheard, like "a GRAVE-STONE—an obelisk to tell you, HERE 
LIES WHAT WAS ONCE A MAN!" (346). Finally, then, the upshot of either 
ending or of any writing is the "death of the author" (his characterlessness beneath 
the gravestone of his text). The effect of this death is to install a two-stage fixation 
(character giving way to characterlessness, manliness to "once-a-man," truth to fic
tion, and so on) within a more comprehensive system in which the second stage has 
always already been in effect. In his Enquiry and advice to Gerrald, Godwin had imag
ined and attempted to speak from a place where truth and rhetorical persuasion merge 
into a praxis that would be performative; the self-referential (literary) dimension of 
this praxis is enacted insofar as it is impossible to tell whether any of Godwin's statements 
about truth are themselves truth statements or strategic fictions. 

This same dynamic is enacted succinctly in Blake's final "Proverb 
of Hell," the Godwinian assertion that "truth can never be told so as to be under
stood, and not be believ'd." Blake's handwritten engraving (which makes it difficult 
to tell a period from a comma), coupled with his syntax and idiosyncratic punctua
tion (he sometimes seems to use a period in place of a comma to indicate a longer 
pause), configures in a single statement the two mutually exclusive propositions by 
which the careers of Godwin and Wollstonecraft have been (problematically) "peri-
odized." The embedded and contradictory statement that "truth can never be told 
so as to be understood" begins to break the proverb into a series of fractally scaling 
echoes that define Romantic epistemology: Truth can never be told so as to be un
derstood and not be believed... ;Truth can never be told so as to be understood.. . ; 

Truth can never be to ld . . . ;Truth can never be If the question of whether the 
series should be periodized as an erosion from big to little or an accretion from lit
tle to big is characteristic of the period, the proverb's fractal and echoic saturation 
by truth games is also simply its ongoing function. 
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This function, enacted in the interruptive and unresolvable di
alectic of genre and truth, continues to engender Frankenstein, where its exhaustion 
continues to constitute both its victory and its defeat, and to gesture toward its dis
placement. 

Postmodern Postscript: Concentric Collapse in Twin Peaks 
David Lynch's 1989-90 television series, Twin Peaks, is noteworthy as one of the 
most developed instances of auteurist television, usually a contradiction in terms. As 
such, a self-conscious "depth" continually curves the surface of the text, otherwise a 
conspicuously flat, postmodern pastiche of recombinant generic features drawn from 
gothic and hard-boiled detective fiction, soap opera and retro-TV, and New Age 
spiritualism. The series's main character, a hyperprofessionally detached FBI man, 
is drawn into the underside of small-town white America as the question that drives 
the series and his investigation ("Who killed Laura Palmer?") expands into a net
work of questionable practices, and as narrative time-space keeps curving toward a 
discursive Big Bang or black hole where sex and violence merge in an ambiguous 
menagerie of dreams, demonic possession, incest, and murder. 

This general curvature structures individual scenes as well. In 
one typical episode, the quilted flatness of picaresque and even slapstick scenes strung 
together with "and" and "and" and "and" slopes suddenly into a "depth" scene. In 
order to obtain her murdered friend Laura's diary, which may help unravel the sin
ister knot at the core of the plot, Donna is attempting to seduce Harold, a recluse 
who cultivates orchids and collects women's sexual case histories. Donna recounts 
an early sexual encounter in which she and Laura had gotten drunk and gone skinny-
dipping with two boys; Harold sits writing down her story, centered in the background 
while Donna is foregrounded and off center, triangulating the viewer and Harold, his 
mirror image. 

As Donna tells the story she becomes, or pretends to become, 
more and more self-involved. The speaking subject becomes the subject spoken as 
her voice becomes hypnotic, her hand becomes the boy's hand raised to her lips as 
they meet in the water. Harold drops his pen, and the camera is sucked into an ex
treme close-up of Donna, whose face and voice show the conventions of arousal. 
Donna concludes the story teasingly: there is no dark secret at the center (she and 
the boy merely kiss and part), nothing enunciated but merely the effect of enunciation. 

The scene is structured concentrically: in the outermost ring, 
the viewer and Harold focus inward on Donna, who focuses inward in turn on her 
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memory of the drunken, naked swimming. The implosion of the center staggers (un
balances) Harold by disturbing the way the story, its teller, its telling, and its listener 
are staggered (concentrized); it pulls him in and pushes him out along with the 
viewer he stands and falls for. 

This concentricity is woven into a complex intertextual matrix. 
Harold's orchid cultivation associates him with a famous detective and an even more 
famous detective's client: Rex Stout's detective, Nero Wolfe, who solves crimes with
out leaving the apartment where he cultivates orchids, and General Sternwood of 

Mall of America. The economic 
and ideological significance of 
stochastic flux is nowhere better 
incarnated and apotheosized 
than in the gigantic Mall of 
America, which opened in 1990 
near the site where the first full-
fledged shopping mall was bom 
(like me) in Minneapolis in 
1956. The circulation of 
pedestrian consumer traffic 
through the mall surrounds the 
circulation of amusement park 
rides (balloon rides, 
watercourses, merry-go-rounds) 
that fill the gigantic central 
courtyard; glimpses of these 
various carnivalesque orbits are 
offered continually to 
peripatetic shoppers through the 
various openings onto the 
courtyard. The mall is not 
oriented for its patrons by 
Cartesian perspectives or fixated 
by a singular grand entrance 
(rendered extraneous since the 
overwhelming majority of 
pedestrian traffic into the mall 
enters through undistinguished 
passages leading from the attached parking garage). Instead, seemingly fortuitous 
correspondences between fluxes function both to orient and disorient, producing a chaotic wheel-
within-wheel in which Wordsworth's vulgar "perpetual whirl" of commodities and his sublime 
"something... that rolls through all things" perform the do-si-do in which Romanticism and 
postmodernity are historical partners. 
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Raymond Chandler's The Big Sleep, the dupe of his daughters and prisoner of his 
body and his doctors, which confine him and his orchids to a fragile, hothouse exis
tence. Harold is the creature of a homosocial intertextuality that constitutes a sub
ject in a dynamic of self-sufficiency and dependence (figured even more succinctly 
in the relation between hermaphroditic orchids and their human go-betweens and 
conservators), kept alive by the question of how knowledge can be attained by or on 
behalf of such a subject—or kept from him. All one can expect these problematics 
to generate is indeterminacy about whether this subject thrives on its own collapse, 
whether the revelation of the dark secret of female sexuality might be the nonreve-
lation of a nonsecret, and what might happen to patriarchy in its wake. 

Permutations of concentric collapse structure other key moments 
in the series. In a late episode, a suburban family scene gives way to brutal incest 
and murder as the light jazz playing on the phonograph fades and intercut close-ups 
show the phonograph arm spiraling into the record's blank center, where it keeps 
skipping. The ambiguous end of the series resolves figures of spiraling and collaps
ing concentricity into a "strange attractor." The final scene sums it all up as a kind 
of circus tent in the woods—a house of mirrors or musical chairs or a shell game— 
where all characters (alive and dead, dreamed and real) repeatedly disappear and 
reappear as they duck into rooms and reemerge or not, encounter each other—or 
not. 
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